
Practising Tlie Practice 
by Evangeline Benedetti 

The visiting musician aslced the New Yorit City cab driver, "How do I get to Carnegie Hall?" 

"Practise!" 

This age-old joke is the story of a musician's life, actually 
my life. As a member of the New York Philharmonic, I have 
played in Carnegie Hall, Avery Fisher Hall, now David Geffen 
Hall, at Lincoln Center and most of the major concert halls 
of the world. It took practice, indeed. 

As a child, I practised to get better. I practised more to get 
into conservatory, as the competition for admission was 
tough. During those college years I practised a minimum of 
three hours a day, not including rehearsals and performanc­
es which often added up to six or more hours a day behind 
the cello. In fact, practising until you nearly "dropped dead" 
was sort of a badge of honour. 

A few years after earning my degrees and playing my Car­
negie Recital Hall debut, Leonard Bernstein selected me to 
become a member of the New York Philharmonic when I 
was twenty-five years old. Although I was rather young for 
such a position, more remarkably, I was a woman and at 
that time only the second female member to become ten­
ured and the first female cellist in the 125 year history of 
that institution. 

One might think that my practising days were over—that I 
had arrived, but no, I had only just begun. The vast reper­
toire of an orchestra the caliber of the New York Philhar­
monic required enormous amounts of practice while partic­
ipating in an intense rehearsal and performance schedule. 
There are at least four rehearsals and four concerts ev­
ery week with different repertoire to be performed at each 
weekly sehes; world premiers, recordings, television pro­
ductions and tours—themselves containing several alter­
nating concert programs. I practised as we toured European 
capitals, major cities in South America and the far east. 

Practice is the life of a professional musician. Fortunate­
ly, practising is fuelled by a passion for music and a de­
sire to play at the highest level, so it is a genuine labour of 
love. If we are to believe neuroscientist and psychologist, 
Daniel Levitin, 10,000 hours will be just about enough 

time to become an expert at anything,̂  although this goes 
against Alexander's most fundamental premise: that it 
is howwe practise, rather than how much. If we follow 
Levitin's claim for now at least, at four hours a day, every 
day of the year (no holidays exempt), this means practis­
ing nearly seven years; at six hours a day, more than four 
and a half years. These hours mean practice room time 
only of attentive, concentrated practice and do not include 
rehearsals and performances. So, to be realistic, three 
hours a day of this kind of practice is nearly all most can 
do, therefore it takes more than nine years for the aver­
age musician to become accomplished, which is the usual 
amount of time devoted to earn Bachelor and Master de­
grees combined, plus the hours of preparation to get into 
a conservatory setting. 

This intensity of practising and performing began to take 
its toll. Aches and pains that had been controllable became 
worse and begged for my attention. The pain between my 
spine and left shoulder blade persisted. At last, I sought the 
help of Alan Rusk, a doctor at New York University Hospital's 
rehabilitation department. 

I "Practising until you nearly dropped dead 
was a badge of honour" 

The pain between my spine and left shoulder blade had 
persisted. He understood my problem as he was an ama­
teur violist with similar pains. He quickly dug his finger into 
the muscular knot that was the symptom and prescribed 
lessons with Deborah Caplan to learn the Alexander Tech­
nique. What a life-changing event. This prescription not only 
helped me out of my pain, but also showed me the path 
for changing life long habits. I loved it so much I eventually 
trained to be a teacher to share this experience with others. 

A lesson with Debbie was one of the highlights of my week. 
It was reminiscent of the excitement of going to cello les­
sons. What was I going to learn next? How could I get bet­
ter? What could I do to break the knot that was hindering 
my joy of playing? 
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I learned the organization of the body and the harmony of 
directed movement. "Hands leading" was the jumpstart for 
re-learning my cello technique. Inhibition began to creep 
into my work. I was told repeatedly to "not do," to release 
rather than do. 

But wait a minute! This is nearly the opposite from the prac­
tice scene I have described for becoming a musician. My 
quest began: How in the world do I reconcile these two 
ways of learning? How do 1 incorporate the blissful feeling 
of an Alexander Technique lesson into the turmoil of prac­
tising to perform optimally? How can I apply the Alexander 
Technique to the stress of playing intimately with others in 
rehearsals and performances when ideas must be recon­
ciled to present a unified performance? How can I endure 
the endless hours of cello playing? Although I learned to sit 
better and to have better use of my body, I could not simply 
add the general concepts of the Alexander technique to my 
cello technique. Eventually I learned that the incorporation 
of the Alexander Technique into playing means doing the 
process of thinking and directing before the action, as we 
do in the Alexander Technique to relearn general use. How­
ever, instead of words or pictures to prompt action, musical 
thought—music heard in the inner ear, the aural image— 
replaces the "thinking", and the instruction to the hand-arm 

complex, really the whole body, to play the musical thought 
is "directing." 

The Beginning of Re-learning 

Alexander Technique lessons can be of great importance to 
the musician since sitting (or standing) is often the first ac­
tivity to master. The first information any Alexander Tech­
nique teacher can impart to the musician is that sitting is an 
activity that involves the whole body and requires a dynami­
cally lengthening spine as one plays. When I began teaching 
cello and Alexander lessons in a single lesson, I taught the 
traditional chair work that I learned with Debbie, Judith Lei-
bowitz, Troop Mathews and others. Then I had my students 
play in this re-learned sitting. It was time consuming and al­
though I am not minimizing the importance of the multi-lay­
ered approach it addresses, I simply didn't have time to get 
around to listening to their playing enough—a real frustra­
tion for music students and teachers. 

As often happens, I stumbled upon a way to teach sitting 
that is not as time consuming. I discovered it while I was 
teaching the Alexander Technique ideas to a bunch of squir-
relly boys and girls at a Suzuki sthng camp, called Strings 
by the Sea in beautiful San Diego, OA. I was giving turns 
to the children to give each one a hands-on expenence of 

page 35 



moving from standing to sitting. Moving from standing to sit­
ting using the hip joints as the primary mover was as unfa­
miliar to them as it is to many people. They were doing quite 
well and at least recognized that this way was a different 
way to sit from their normal way. 

However, the next in line was a boy about 10 years old who 
couldn't get the idea to move this way. No matter what I 
did, I could not get him to move within his hip joints. I doubt 
he knew if he even had them. A flash of inspiration came: I 
asked him if he could squat. Before 1 could finish the ques­
tion, this beautiful boy was doing a well-coordinated squat 
before my eyes, obviously moving in his hip joints. I realized 
hght then and there that moving from standing to sitting is 
simply doing a partial squat. I asked him to straddle the cor­
ner of a bench at a picnic table overlooking the ocean and 
squat as far as he could until the bench interrupted his full 
squat. By doing so, he was sitting on the bench in the most 
beautiful stance that I could imagine. Of course, I tried it 
myself, and then had the other youngsters do it. The looks 
on their faces were as if they were saying, "Oh, yeah, that's 
what you mean!" Thus the squat-sit or "squit" was born. 

From then on, I have taught the squit as a means of intro­
ducing the Alexander Technique way of sitting to hundreds 
in workshops and privately. It works quickly and brings about 
changes we look for in playing, though more practice and re­
finement will be needed with the assistance of an Alexander 
teacher over time. It is a natural, understandable and practical 
way to learn to incorporate dynamic sitting when playing. 

"Rather surprisingly, I began to have instant 
control over my interpretation" 

The beauty of squatting to sit is that almost everyone can do 
it immediately and can do it without the hands of a teach­
er guiding. Players usually have noticeable, positive feed­
back from sitting this way because they immediately sound 
better They know they are sitting on their sit bones because 
they can actually feel them, and they often feel that moving 
is easier or that their arms feel lighter—all things the Alex­
ander Technique can do for us. The goal-oriented, practis­
ing musician now has something to practise and do that will 
bring the Alexander Technique principles into playing. 

Something To Do and Practise 

Practising and doing are a deviation from the time-honoured 
way I was trained in Alexander Technique. Yet, I do practise 

the squat and the squit. I also practice directions, inhibi­
tion and awareness. Just as practice is essential to learning 
any technique on one's instrument, practice is necessary to 
master the Alexander Technique. The Alexander Technique is 
a "practice" in the sense that it's a way of living, as is music, 
when you take into consideration the time to become ac­
complished. Now we have the opportunity to meld these two 
ways of practice. The Alexander student needs to practise 
movements that are new to him through repetition just as 
the musician needs to practise, through repetition, passages 
or scales in order to play reliably. The musician also needs 
to practise the principles of Alexander Technique: leaming 
directions, inhibitions, non-doing and building awareness 
when playing. 

The insights into fusing the practice into practising oc­
curred within my teacher-training course. My trainer. Troop 
Mathews, was doing hands-on work with me while I played 
my cello. Rather surprisingly, I began to have instant control 
over my interpretation. I was spontaneous and creative in 
the moment. Phor to this I had to plot or plan my interpreta­
tion and then practice it until it felt hght. Now I could inter­
pret immediately. 

I realized, after reliving this experience, that Alexander di­
rections work for the multi-layered instructions a musician 
needs to play. Now I am able to play this way all the time. 
For instance, I can simultaneously direct my hght hand to 
vary the placement, pressure and speed of motion to the 
bow as well as my left hand to change the pitches accurate­
ly. I had to direct my hands, in just the same way that I had 
learned in Alexander Technique lessons to direct myself to 
sit differently from my habitual way. However, for playing, the 
directions were not only for corrections of habit that are usu­
ally addressed in an Alexander Technique lesson, but also 
for creative interpretation. For instance, the printed middle 
0 is actually an internal sound that stimulates a direction to 
make that sound on the cello and to either play that pitch on 
the A-sthng or on the D-sthng, and sometimes, not so prac­
tically, on the G or C-sthngs. The spontaneous choice I make 
immediately orders my fingers to play it one place or anoth­
er The melody became my directions. , ,|,,, 

1 also infused my practice with inhibition. I took to heart the 
concept that one has to stop something before doing some­
thing differently. Playing is habitual and practice creates 
habit—although not necessarily perfect, as the saying goes. 
If we want to change a wrong note, for example, we must 
first stop before the wrong note in order to replace it with 
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tlie correct note. This principle put into action during prac­
tice can save a musician many hours of repetition. First, the 
musician needs to identify the exact note where the passage 
begins to go wrong, second, stop right before it, third, con­
sciously hear the correction in one's head and then direct 
oneself to play the correct note. This is "constructive, con­
scious control" in action. 

Although learning directions and inhibition is perhaps the 
greatest contribution of the Alexander Technique for per­
formers to achieve reliability and artistic expression, an Al­
exander teacher does not need to be a performing artist in 
order to help. An Alexander Technique teacher re-educates 
players to use the whole body when playing, and to restore 
super-fine coordination through lengthening and freeing the 
neck and spine. This is essential for the player to reduce un­
necessary tension. •. vn ,r :<:f.c.,b ' 

From the discussion thus far, we have explored two ways to 
approach learning. The learning of a musician is direct. It is 
doing. It is often exploration through repetition until it works, 
thus building tension. It is gaining security through drilling. 
The Alexander Technique is learning by removing blockages 
that prevent optimal movement. We might characterize the 
musicians' way as adding and the Alexander Technique way 
as subtracting. This is the dichotomy that must be bridged. 
We can do this by incorporating one into the other to bring 
about a new way, one in which both are mutually dependent 
on each other. 

The Squat 

I would like to describe the squat and the squat-sit before 
continuing with the melding of both practices. 

A word of caution, squatting to the ground is not recom­
mended if you have problematic knees or hips and your 
range of movement is limited. However, the squit uses the 
same principles and is achievable even for the less flexible. 

The range of motion for the squat is maximum flexion for the 
whole body, while standing upright is neariy complete exten­
sion. The full range of movement is preferable, but it is not 
necessary for sitting and standing. Moving in the proper or­
der with direction is important, not the range of motion. 

I "I liave learned that freedom in playing comes 
from freedom in all of me" 

The sequence for doing the squat begins in standing. To 
stand, balance on both feet with slightly more weight in the 
heels. See that you are not being a drill sergeant or that you 
are not slouching. Be sure to balance your head on the top­
most vertebra. For my way of thinking, standing is the foun­
dation of sitting, as I will keep a feeling of standing in my 
torso as I sit. 

Having established balanced standing, begin the movement 
into the squat by first releasing your neck to free the torso. 
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Be sure that your arms are comfortable next to your torso 
and your feet a little wider than hip-width. Next bend your 
knees a bit, keeping your torso at full length as when stand­
ing. Continue to bend your knees while you tilt your tor­
so, with your head moving forward and your sit bones(used 
in place of ischial tuberosity) moving back as you rotate 
over the ball and socket joint that is the hip joint. Continue 
to bend your knees until you have reached your maximum 
movement with your sit bones pointing toward the floor and 
your head still balanced on top of the spine. 

To return to standing from the squat, begin by sort of turn­
ing yourself upside down, head towards the floor and sit 
bones towards the ceiling, the way a toddler often does it 
after squatting in the sandbox, and then roll your spine up to 
standing. Pay attention that your pelvis returns to uphght. 

A helpful image is to see your pelvis in the shape of a "V." 
Note that the upper hms of the pelvic bones, the iliac crests, 
are farther apart than the lower ends, i.e. the sit bones. By 
visualizing a line from the top and front edge of each pelvic 
bone to the sitting bones, you can see this "V" shape. When 
I think of making the "V," my pelvis becomes clearer to me 
and more manageable. I feel more "up" along my spine, my 
head goes into balance and my shoulders go "out". 

The Squit 

To squit, straddle the corner of a chair, or just touch the 
edge of the seat with the back of your legs so that you are 
confident that the chair is there. Now squat again using the 
procedure described above, but let the chair stop you. Keep 
the feeling of "standing" in your torso when your sit bones 
are on the chair, although you are technically sitting. Inhibit 
settling down, or moving toward the back of the chair unless 
you do not have your sit bones firmly on the chair, however 
you may adjust your feet for balance. 

How To Practise: A Musical Passage and the Squit 

For me, practising is a time to be in my musical lab to ex­
periment with possibilities to improve my playing. First, I 
develop an aural image of what I want to play by hearing a 
passage in my "inner ear," or "in my head." Then 1 play it, 
constantly listening to hear if it matches my aural image, all 
the while assessing what I need to improve. I only repeat it 
when I have a focus for the repeat. It might be intonation, 
rhythm or interpretation. I always mentally state my focus 
and never repeat just to repeat, unless my focus is for con­
sistency. While playing I have a mental monologue giving in­
structions and I constantly assess what I actually hear to de­
termine if it matches my aural image. 

My process for practising the squit is similar. I see with my 
"inner eye," or visualize, the movement I want to make and 
then squat and return to standing, while evaluating how I can 
improve it. I do it again with a focus. I visualize the changes 
I want while I stand before moving into the squat. My focus 
might be any one of the following: standing balanced, or tall; 
neck free with head balanced; widening the shoulders; placing 
the feet wider than the hip joints; balancing weight between 
the heels and balls of the feet; or elongating the spine from 
the tailbone to the head. Then I move with a focus. 

When moving, consider the following assessments: 

• Am I moving so that my head and spine have an ener­
getic or literal movement up as my legs move energeti­
cally towards the floor? 

• Did I bend my knees as the initial movement immediate­
ly following the head movement? 

• Did I move so that my knees move directly over my 
toes? 

• Did I tilt my torso fonward using the hip joint as the place 
from which I tilt? 

• Did I remember to keep my neck free throughout? 
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When practising an instrument, the beat coordinates the 
physical movement as well as the musical movement. It is 
our inner conductor. I find that I can do complex patterns of 
movement more easily if I put them to a beat—for example, 
the squat. I use 4/4 as my rhythmic pulse at the speed of 
30 beats per minute*. I count: one, two, three, four and keep 
repeating the sequence. Altematively, select a faster speed, 
say 60 mm, and count at least two beats for each segment 
of the movement described below. .re . 

The Squat With a Beat 

• On one: inhale 
• On two: come to your tallest posture and activate the "V" 
• On three: exhale and descend into the squat 
• On four: take a moment to let your spine lengthen or 

stretch in the squat 
• On one: inhale 
• On two: renew the "V" tilting your head towards the floor 

and sit bones up towards the ceiling 
• On three: roll up to standing 
• On four: enjoy your uprightness as you begin your inha­

lation to repeat 

Repeat this sequence several times being sure to have a fo­
cus each time, just like when practising an instrument. It is 
attentive practice that bears results. As I refine the squatting 
movement, my awareness gets sharper and the subtleties of 
ineffective use pop out for me to correct. 

Warming Up: Practice Routine ^^^^^^^^^^ 

To fuse the squat and squit into playing, practise it. Do the 
squat immediately followed by the squit. 

I personally practice this squit just as if it were a musical 
passage, applying the focus and attention necessary for im­
provement. Melding repetition with awareness is an import­
ant part of this new kind of leaming, so I do the squit as 
many times as I would a passage—well almost. I think the 
benefits will be obvious when practised consistently for a 
few weeks and it will become as much a part of warming up 
as playing scales. 

After finishing the squit practice, I take my instrument and 
begin to play scales or other warm up exercises with this 

difference: in between each scale or repetition of the scale, 
I stand, squat and then squit, with the instrument in hand. I 
like playing scales for only two octaves, proceeding through 
the keys sequentially, moving to the next scale a half step 
up from the previous. This way, I cover every note, every 
string and all sequential fingering patterns and shifts. When 
I do the whole chromatic sequence of scales, I squat and sit 
twelve times! Before I know It, energy is flowing, breathing 
becomes easier and freedom comes into my work. 

Performing 

When performing, I also begin with the squit and let my 
hands emerge from this movement. If I have a few moments 
to rest during a particular work, I return to active sitting by 
renewing my "V." I have accomplished integrating the Alex­
ander Technique into my playing, and I can renew it at will. 
I have learned that freedom in playing comes from freedom 
in all of me: mind, body and soul, not only the parts of my 
body that are directly involved with the instrument. When I 
sense freedom missing from a part of my body, I check my 
thoughts first, then the basic use of my whole self and then 
the symptoms last. 

In daily life, I have a practice of directing my activities 
through verbal thoughts or images. In musical life I have a 
practice of directing as well, but with the following distinc­
tion; my musical thought, or my aural image, is the direc­
tive to move in the patterns that I need to make music. The 
squit is built into playing the melody as much as my hands 
are. The integration of the body, mind and soul into playing 
is now complete. 

And so, practise your practice (or hail a cab), and you're on 
your way to Carnegie Hall! 

About the Writer 
The first female cellist in the history of the New Yorl< 
Philharmonic, Evangeline was invited by Leonard 
Bernstein in 1967 and played nearly 8000 concerts 
around the world in her 40-year career. She com­
pleted her Alexander teacher training in 1991, is cur­
rently a faculty member of the Innovative iCIassical 
Academy and her book Cello, Bow, and You: Putting 

It All Together \s published by Oxford University Press. 
http://www.evangelinebenedetti.com 

* mm=30 or mm=60 means a tempo of the number of beats in the (Juration of a minute. Therefore, mm=60 means 60 beats a minute or one per second, and mm=30 
means that a beat is 2 seconds long. Attributed to Maelzel Metronome, the inventor 
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