
Principles Of My Work

Heinrich Jacoby

The point of origin of my inquiries (around 1913) was music, espe-
cially the underlying causes of being so-called non-musical. In a speech in
1921 (’Basics of Creative Music Teaching’) [...] and also in later publica-
tions I pointed out that one has to look into functional relationships and
general problems of behaviour1. Just as an example these were shown in
the field of music, but they are - analogous - of the same relevance (as
far as perception is concerned) for all our senses and all human means
of expression, like body movement, language, visual arts and thought
processes (sic!).

My practical and theoretical studies regarding the capabilities of per-
ception and expression (taking into account bio-physical, psychological
and practical pedagogical aspects) have yielded non-ambiguous results
in regards to talent, diminished capabilities and the possibilities of an
improved performance.

General difficulties in performance seemed not to be a problem of
diminished capabilities but rather a problem of an overall disposition or
rather a disturbance of this disposition. The problem therefore seems
to be one of a general condition2 and of behaviour (a dynamic problem)
and not so much one of the state of the involved sense organs (which

1funktionelle Zusammenhänge und Verhaltensprobleme
2Zustand
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would be a static problem).

After working with over 1000 people of all ages and all different pro-
fessions it seemed clear that hardly anyone is non-musical. Those count-
less people who think that they don’t have a musical ear, that they can’t
remember a melody, or that they couldn’t sing etc. can be convinced
otherwise as soon as one succeeds

a) to neutralise negative effects of childhood and environment influ-
ences,

b) to change the quality of behaviour with regard to perception and
human expression, and

c) to find an adequate way of structuring assignments and creating a
beneficial situation which facilitates experiencing and perception in gen-
eral.

1.) The notion that certain achievements are related to especially
advantageous physiological preconditions (and the other way around for
underachievements); the opinion that one person does have a better ear
than the other, or brings more dexterous hands into this world than
the other is a misleading and unsustainable prejudice and can’t possibly
explain better or worse accomplishments. The usefulness of pedagogi-
cal efforts in order to train the human senses3 and to improve them by
means of isolated exercises is highly doubtful (e.g. exercises in listening,
seeing, smelling and touching).

2.) One should first inquire to what extent disabilities or under-
achieving are caused by

a) affective forms of behaviour, anxiety, a mood of panic or aggres-
3Sinnesschulung

2



sion, or through neurosis generating influences from childhood, or by

b) influences from the environment which are likely to evoke a dis-
trust, which in turn has a negative effect in regards to the openness or
disposition to make immediate and direct contact with the world.

Then it should be explored how underachieving maybe caused by
the traditional way of posing questions and giving assignments4 which
could lead to inadequate behaviour while perceiving and accomplish-
ing/performing. This way of setting a task has negative effects even if
the general disposition isn’t a hindered one because of anxiety or panic.

This fact is the most substantial contribution to understanding how
an optimal achievement potential5 can be realised and it can also shed
some light on underachieving6. It can provide a basis for practical mea-
sures to enable an unfolding of the disposition to perform or accomplish
something. At the same time it can increase the quality of the achieve-
ment itself.

The behaviour when perceiving, experiencing and also when express-
ing oneself - and in later years therefore the quality of these accom-
plishments - is impaired from the earliest stages of childhood on until
adulthood. This can happen unintentionally, or - due to disregard for
the consequences - intentionally.

These influences lead to a behaviour of the human being which is di-
rected against their biological circumstances and conditions7 - he or she

4Aufgabenstellung
5optimale Leistungsfähigkeit
6Leistungsunfähigkeit
7Gegebenheiten

3



then shows an inappropriate or inexpedient8 behaviour. These influences
also impair the use of our abilities for spontaneous and direct contact
with the world and lead to a behaviour (whilst experiencing and accom-
plishing) which makes this contact difficult - a ’stockpile behaviour’.9
This ’stockpile behaviour’ makes direct contact with the world and the
unfolding and development10 of our human abilities extremely difficult.

It’s a simple and scientifically proven fact that the biological endow-
ment11 of the human being is physiologically organised in a way which
guarantees this direct contact with the world if this endowment is allowed
to play, if we let it play,12 without actively adding to it. The compulsive
desire to perceive is not only unnecessary but - as can be experimentally
proven - inappropriate13. It is disruptive and disturbing.

This is the key to understand the development of many hindrances
and disabilities because of which we label somebody as ungifted or untal-
ented. This is also the key to understand the dysfunctions which can be
rectified by re-disciplining14 oneself even during maturity, although this
needs a practical re-examining of the very basic correlations between the
behaviour and the different qualities of perception and achievement.

In the case of seeing for example the biological and physiological pre-
condition for the process of perceiving and experiencing is a disposition

8unzweckmäßig
9Verhalten auf Vorrat - very difficult to translate, but a really important idea/concept. ’Ver-

halten’ means behaviour. ’Vorrat’ means something like a supply, some reserves you have but you
keep for a later date.

10Entfaltung
11biologische Ausrüstung
12Spielenlassen
13unzweckmäßig
14Umdisziplinierung
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of readiness15 for letting the light fall into the eye16. It is the readiness17

to react to and to receive different shades of luminance/luminosity, not
an active, analysing looking or gazing at objects18.

In the case of listening it is the openness/readiness to receive sound,19

and not the more or less strained and analysing listening20 or pricking
up/perking up/straining of the ears21.

In the case of touching or taking or picking up something22 it is the
’exploratory touching’ which is open and ready to experience something23

and which is open to get in contact with the object rather than grabbing
or holding it with exeeding pressure24.

The crucial qualities of an appropriate behaviour (which are sketched
out and set by nature) in regards to perceiving and experiencing and in
regards to developing contact to other human beings or engage with tasks
or assignments are therefore:

a) the quality of the openness/readiness to receive25,
b) the quality of the disposition/readiness to react26,

15or openness - Empfangsbereitschaft
16das Einfallen des Lichtes
17Bereitschaft
18An-sehen und Be-trachten - in German the prefixes an- and be- in front of a verb often denote

a quality of directedness which can suggest an effort
19again Empfangsbereitschaft - I just can’t figure out a really fitting translation for this important

word, but I hope you get the gist
20Zu-hören - the prefix zu- in front of the verb hören also denotes a direction or directedness
21Ohrenspitzen
22Tasten und Greifen
23erfahrungsbereit
24An-fassen und Be-greifen - for the meaning of the prefixes see above
25Qualität der Empfangsbereitschaft
26Reagierbereitschaft
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c) the quality of the ability and openness to register/take in27,
d) the disposition to allow functions and processes to unfold by them-

selves, to let them happen, to let them take their own course, instead of
’doing them’ or giving in to the urge to interfere with them or change
them underway,

e) the openness or disposition to be informed by the task or assign-
ment itself (sic!) how to behave or act when experiencing and accom-
plishing it,

f) the disposition and openness to let your body/bodily instrument28

to be adequately and appropriately transformed through the contact with
the task at hand.

This is of the utmost importance for all processes regarding the ex-
pression of oneself and for all creation processes!29

I call this factor [...] which - originating from the task or assignment
itself - is influencing the state of the human being [...] and its ability or
readiness to move, the ’tuning effect’30, the effect of ’being configurated’.

All conscious efforts of doing, all ’stockpile behaviour’ impair the di-
rect contact between the human being and its surroundings. It impairs
the play of the ’tuning effect’ and deprives us of the necessary help for
achieving qualified and competent accomplishments (which the so-called
’highly talented people use mostly unconsciously).

This problem - if one is aware of its existence - can be found at every
turn in our everyday lives. It can for example be seen when swimming:

27Registrierbereitschaft
28Körperinstrument
29Äußerungs- und Gestaltungsprozesse
30Einstellwirkung - one of Jacoby’s most important ideas. This noun is composed of the verb

’einstellen’ (something like ’being tuned in’ or ’tune in’) and ’Wirkung’, which means an effect.
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instead of trying not to drown by using acquired or trained movements
one could allow to be carried by the water. Without any anxiety and by
being curious one could let the water tell you how you could change in
an appropriate way to be carried by it. By this everybody can and must
become a good swimmer.

Regarding movements in everyday life the ’tuning effect’ could be
triggered through contact with the mass which has to be moved and its
direction and distance. A routinely abuse of the system of levers31 is
going to promote wear, disfiguration and unnecessary exhaustion.

We also encounter these problems as far as memory and remember-
ing are concerned. It would be an appropriate behaviour to try to let
something arise or evoke or emerge rather than exert yourself and ’think
hard’ - everybody knows the phenomenon when there’s a word ’on the
tip of the tongue’.

We meet the same problem in a conversation in which contact and
mutual understanding are suffering the more heated the conversation be-
comes.

The same can be found in the area of scientific inquiry, of invention
and discovery. The disposition to be adressed by the facts and inter-
relationships (something dawns on you, an idea comes to you)32 will
help develop a fundamentally different quality of work than a gnawing33

search.

The same is true for all thought processes. Letting occurences and
coherences become conscious, letting experiences and impressions come

31Hebelsystem
32ein Licht geht einem auf
33bohrend
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into relationships with each other will yield principally different results
than skills to (re-)combine concepts and notions34, regurgitating and
combining facts which are learned by rote35, or than ruminating, dwelling
on or speculating.

This also applies to recognising and to the interpretation of our
perceptions and also to the occurence or genesis of productive accom-
plishments. It will be possible then to detect connections which shed
a light on the nature of improvisatory behaviour36 and on the laws of
creative/creation processes in general.

[...]

Decades of research showed that and how a behaviour in accordance
to our biological endowment (which is the ability and openness to receive)
will create impressions of a higher quality and therefore fundamentally
different contents of consciousness - in contrast to an active perception
and a directedness towards the object, towards the matter or substance
from which they derive. Different qualities of behaviour are also caus-
ing intrinsically different results as far as creating and accomplishing are
concerned.

This basic difference can be shown in all areas.

A ready-to-receive looking37 will convey the impressions with a clearer
gestalt, more coloured and with more plasticity. It will ensure experienc-
ing the gestalt in relation to its surrounding and will guarantee an im-
mediate and direct orientation towards the optical impressions, namely

34Begriffe
35auswendig
36improvisatorisches Verhalten
37empfangsbereites Schauen
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the differences between light and dark.
By contrast active watching is the origin of our perceiving outlines

and shapes. It isolates the objects, makes them static, shallow, linear,
puts emphasis on the shapes and yields diminished excerpts from the
environment.

In the field of language the non-directed harking38 ensures the imme-
diate contact with the coherence, with the meaning of what is being said
(but it also reveals mercilessly any possible meaninglessness). It allows
to infer a possible meaning even from something which is said less clearly
and can give an overall impression of the behaviour and condition of the
speaker.

By contrast exerted/strained/stressed listening isolates the impres-
sion and the partners, yields a somehow empty understanding of the
words used and can be ground for misunderstandings.

In music this active listening has similar effects, in which it isolates
and diverts the interest to details and particulars of the material, to sin-
gle sounds and complexes of sounds. An adequate (opposite) behaviour
(to hark - see above) would make evident

a) energetic tendencies,39

b) the functional meaning of sound textures,
c) the coherence and the meaning of this coherence.

Also here any disturbances in the meaning or signification or in the
energetic flow would become more apparent, too.

There are according analogies in all other areas of expression.
38from to harken - original ’lauschen’
39energetische Tendenzen
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A behaviour/disposition which is ready to receive, which is open for
immediate contact and is ready to react40 calls for and means a greater
calm, a greater silence and tranquility, a serenity and self-suffiency of the
person who is perceiving or expressing him- or herself. This behaviour
leads to autonomy in judgements. The simple reliance on learned knowl-
edge, relying on rules given from the outside, on models, suggestions or
opinions leads - like all wasteful efforts - to a disconnected routine.

Any routine, any imitation of models or examples or ideals impairs
the immediate getting-in-contact with the world and the openness to
give yourself over to the ’tuning effect’ as would panic, anxiety, ambition
(and other inappropriate perturbations) do.

The exerted behaviour which is directed to the object is inevitably
provoked by the planned and unplanned pedagogical41 influences and
also by intimidation and anxiety and the actual cultural influences which
the human being is subject to: imperatives, interdictions/prohibitions,
morality, customs and teachings.

Because this vast, inestimable and immense influence of society on
the human being in relation to all forms of his or her behaviour, the char-
acteristics of the achievements or accomplishments which are expected
are predetermined in detail to a high degree. The child as well as the
adult don’t achieve by virtue of themselves42 but according to some ex-
amples, ’ideas’, patterns or ’ideals’ which constant repetition they are
subject to. This is true for all areas and possibilities of the human being
in general.

40empfangs-, kontakt- und reagierbereites Verhalten
41I omitted ’und bildnerische’ - through a certain upbringing
42von sich aus
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The structure of the biological endowment which enables contact with
the world is not arbitrary. It developed during the evolution of living
organisms because of the necessity to deal with the givens and with
the conditions of the surrounding nature. This structure determines the
gestalt and content of human achievements. The biological endowment43

is completely sufficient for every organically healthy individuum to

a) perceive everything for which these organs have developed,
b) to positively shape the world and master all cultural demands.

The realisation of these possibilities is opposed by the temptation to
an inappropriate behaviour by the shaping and damaging44 tendencies
exerted by the human environment. This mainly means a disturbance in
the trust to this environment. From its earliest childhood on the human
being isn’t open and receptive anymore for what the world is offering to
him or her. The human being is made to give up on ceding and suc-
cumbing itself to the ’tuning effect’. It is being tempted to devour the
world, to take it in and to bolt it down.

The biological endowment can only unfold itself through its appro-
priate use in exploring its surroundings.

[...]

A change regarding the quality of behaviour can be seen in the
changes of the state and the condition45 of the human being itself. To
the individual these changes mostly remain unconscious. The ability to
make them conscious must be developed in order to be able to consciously
influence this behaviour. This could accomplish a diametric turn, away

43Ausrüstung
44bildend und verbildend
45Zustandsänderungen
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from an interest in the object towards an interest in the constitutional
change, the change of state within the individual itself (sic!).

By this the ability to discern and to ’switch’ between different quali-
ties of behaviour could be accomplished, too. When looking at the char-
acteristics of states (of the human being) and changes of these states
it becomes obvious which influence anxiety or a mood of panic and ag-
gression have on experiencing/perceiving and expressing oneself. These
are the main obstacles for a free, open and immediate willingness to get
in contact with the world and for letting the world have an unhindered
impact and effect on the human being, to let the world appeal to it.
Again and again an unconscious attitude of defensiveness can be found,
a shutting-oneself-off; or the opposite, a mostly unconscious tendency to
attack, to fight what we originally wanted to perceive.

[...]

Also the initiative for a productive accomplishment/achievement usu-
ally isn’t immediate/instantaneous anymore but only mediate/oblique/indirect.
This can be seen in the behaviour of the so-called underachievers as well
as with the so-called highly-gifted. When performing/accomplishing a
task, the individual can’t realise what he or she could really achieve be-
cause

a) one didn’t adapt to the world ’tentatively’,46

b) the individual was weighed down by ’manuals’, by rules of be-
haviour and conduct which the environment put on his or her shoulders
from the very first day on.

46hätte es tastend probiert
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The way to orginal achievements47 can only be paved by

a) a reduction of ’stockpile behaviour’,48

b) a complete turn of the creating/creative human being towards the
’tuning effect’, and

c) a liberation of his or her means of expression from all artificial
prejudices, bias and preoccupation.

In experimental group work it can be followed

a) how an appropriate point of view to make a self-assessment can
be obtained, and

b) how - by a systematical reduction of inexpedient behavioural pat-
terns - the quality of perception, of experiencing and of achieving/accomplishing
can be improved, even with elderly individuals.

By working with people with hugely different upbringing, life histories
and different degrees of being ’talented’ or ’un-talented’49 the phenom-
ena at hand become much clearer and more manifold. Their regularity
and universal validity only becomes obvious because of the similarity of
the reactions of the individuals. At the same token the liberation from
hindrances while performing is much more convincing and impressive if
many people experience them together and if this relief is happening in
very different areas. Many symptoms which have been thought of being
based on the individual constitution, being pathological, or being traits
of ’talented’ or ’un-talented’ people and impossible to be influenced or
changed, must be seen in a new light. They must be addressed differ-
ently, they now become understandable, and they can be influenced and

47originaler Leistung
48Verhalten auf Vorrat
49Jacoby always worked with groups from 15 to 60 people
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dissolved.

A short summary:

In regards to pedagogical practice two demands follow:

1) The conscious disciplining of an appropriate behaviour. That
means the self-reeducation towards the disposition/preparedness/readiness
for contact, for the ability to receive, letting distraction, haggardness,
panic and aggression and the urge to ’actively doing something’ decay
and fade away.50

2) Structuring tasks and problems51 in education and upbringing
to the extent that they are not leading away from the biological and
functional organisation of the ’instrument’ which is the human being.
These tasks should be presented in such a way that our biological en-
dowment/equipment unavoidably can function and that it can unfold
itself fully when used.

When these two elements - appropriate behaviour and appropriate
ways of structuring tasks - are combined, better accomplishments will
follow - and the ’untalented’ human being can’t possibly remain ’untal-
ented’.

The openness/readiness for really tentative/exploratory attempts and
trials and for a matter-of-factly research in regards to ones own behaviour
doesn’t come easy to anybody who had the common and prevailing up-
bringing. This work - the conscious status check and the clarification of
ones current position - is one of the main practical tasks of my study

50Abklingenlassen - a wonderful word in this context, something like ’the sound of a large (church)
bell fading away, decaying slowly’ - in contrast to ’not doing something’ or ’avoiding’.

51Fragestellungen und Aufgaben
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groups. In addition to that we work on an ’immunisation’ against the
traditional prejudices in the field of giftedness and aptitude, and we try
to come up with a method of aquiring abilities by yourself as opposed to
’being taught’ and formal learning.

Of ever increasing importance was the development of a conscious
relation to ones own body, because it is the ’instrument’ in which all
changes of status (which are the basis for perception and expression)
take place.

Only in 1925 when in Berlin I got to know the work of Elsa Gindler
(for which I have been searching for a long time) I realised that all what
I expected vainly from gymnastics is possible after all.52 Here was the
attempt of an education based on the body in which the conscious exam-
ination of the latent regulatory tendencies inherent in every human being
was the foundation of all endeavours. Instead of ’improving’ the body
according to aesthetic, formal or optical role models and prototypes (by
means of movement exercises structured by commands and rhythms),
the work of Elsa Gindler was centered around an alert/astute relation53

towards the regulative processes of ones own body by means of a con-
scious awareness of the sensation of the present state the individual is
in.54

The only real advancement for the practical further development of
my work I owe to meeting Elsa Gindler, to our joint work and to the

52’Gymnastik’ in the original - a rather cumbersome expression, and in its meaning today com-
pletely different from when it was used by Elsa Gindler and Heinrich Jacoby in the 1920s. Jacoby’s
use of the word reflects the difference between ’turnen’ (something like ’calisthenics’ today) which
was brought up by ’Turnvater’ Friedrich Ludwig Jahn around 1810, and ’Gymnastik’ (gymnastics)
with the meaning Elsa Gindler gave the word, and which can be seen as a predecessor to the
groundbreaking method Dr. Moshé Feldenkrais created later on.

53wache Beziehung
54bewußtes Zustandsempfinden
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exchange about our work experience. Only because of this a precise and
conscious relation to the changes of state of the individual55 (which hap-
pen during the acts of expression and communication) became possible.

Heinrich Jacoby

Some remarks about this translation (Univ.-Prof. Jörg Engels)

Always when a text is transmitted into another language there’s
something ’lost in translation’. Funny enough the original text by Hein-
rich Jacoby is quite the opposite of the idea he is trying to convey: it is
rather ’stiff’ and ’contorted’ and it has its quirks - a difficult read even in
German. I just can guess about the reasons, but one reason is probably
that the language Jacoby uses is some 90 years old. Another one could
be that Jacoby, who was fully aware of the importance and significance
of his findings, was trying to live up to the so-called ’scientific standards’,
aiming at a ’scientific jargon’ which would have him taken seriously by
the ’scientific community’ (although of course it never did). Also the
text unfortunately went through the hands of some editors (I guess) who
probably did more harm to it than good. But most importantly Jacoby
was breaking new ground and entering uncharted territory, and for that
he – like all great minds – had to invent new language and new words, for
example the genius and truly revolutionary idea of the ’Einstellwirkung’,
the ’tuning effect’. So I tried to keep Jacoby’s concepts and ideas (which
are hidden within and behind the words) intact as much as possible.
That’s why on occasion I used two or three words which ’circle’ around
the original meaning, and I added all the important words in German
as footnotes so that you can look those words up in a dictionary of your
mother tongue. This could sometimes give you a better idea in regards
to their meaning than the English translation.

55Zustandsänderungen
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After translating this text my brain took on the form of a pretzel, so
if you find some parts to be awkward and have a better and more ele-
gant translation for them please don’t hesitate to let me know. The text
is taken from Heinrich Jacoby, Jenseits von ’Begabt’ und ’Unbegabt’:
zweckmäßige Fragestellung und zweckmäßiges Verhalten - Schlüssel für
die Entfaltung des Menschen. Sophie Ludwig (ed.), 5th edition, Ham-
burg: Hans Christians Verlag, 1994 (hardcover), ISBN 3-7672-0711-7,
pages 9-19.

Univ.-Prof. Jörg Engels, Vienna
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