
Performance Anxiety

I am going to discuss the processes by which I would approach failure and criticism two of the main causes of with respect to all stages of performance and in doing so demonstrate my awareness of the established cognitive theories of both preventative and reactive methodology. I will also talk about stress relief, motivation and stage fright as they are related in many ways to performance anxiety.
Firstly I need to give a little background as to my performances and performance genre. I am a soloist with the Black Dyke Brass Band and as such do many solo performances with this band and other bands. 
In addition over the past 15 years I have been touring as a soloist and conductor and so I was able to experiment with various ideas that I have read about to see if they would work for me personally. It has been a pleasure delving into these theories and trying them out for myself.  My main area of focus on this course and within my genre has been conducting however I have still been heavily involved in playing as this is still my main form of income so will talk about both areas and how performance in these areas has been affected by my reading.
Aristotle said “The best way for a student to get out of difficulty is to go through it” (Westney W. 2003 p.66).
The work of Barry Green has been influential in my experiments with bands and in workshops and the use of the left side of the brain and right side of the brain or step 1 and step 2 (Grant W. 1996. p2) (Green. B & Gallwey W.T.  1987)

Talking about the flight or flight syndrome and the fact our brains automatically take on a primitive response to performing in front of an audience seemed to help no end in allowing the musicians accompanying me to perform in a less anxious way once they were aware this was a natural and common response to playing and that it can be managed and tempered (Evans A. 2003 P.101) (Grant W. 1996 p. 37).

I found the book the “inner game of music” most useful in my performances with groups whilst touring and also in doing rehearsals and workshops with bands in that nervous players were much more at ease when I explained they could make mistakes and use the workshop as an experiment. All groups appeared to play with more confidence when they were given permission to mess up so to speak.

Many soloists in the brass genre have a tendency to be perfectionists and demand a certain standard from players which can put them under pressure make them nervous and so they play to a lower standard in the concert or contest as opposed to better, this is particularly the case in a one off situation with a conductor or soloist I have found from my experiences or working with other soloists as a conductor over the years.

Evans states from Wills and Cooper “Feeling you must reach or maintain the standards of musicianship that you set yourself”.  Evans states half the musicians surveyed suffered in this way. (Evans A. 2003 P.59).
McKenna suggests the way to get over this from a confidence point of view is to step into the shoes of a higher self.  The use of reframing, which is where you program yourself to be more confident by remembering when a positive outcome occurred and then set your frame of mind to that positive mood.  Chapter 1 of the book talks about creating a more positive self image of one’s self. I would often use this when playing as a soloist and in effect become someone better than myself or to try and emulate a player that I respected most highly. This allowed me to play at the top of my game whilst on tour. (Grant W. 1996 p.59).

Perfectionism as such needs to be put into context. Evans stated  that he found “by examining my database of personality profiles that  the most successful performers I have seen are normal or even low on perfectionism, while those who have dropped out or had psychosomatic problems score extremely high” (Evans A. 2003 p.58). Those that get obsessed with perfectionism do not seem to play as good a performance as those that do not particularly in the arena of a contest and I can vouch that has been the case with individuals that play in the Black Dyke Band with myself. 
One of the main issues musicians in the brass band movement struggle with and misconceive is that of the way the audience thinks. The perception of the audience to performers and the reality can be a very different thing. They are not necessarily the critics looking to pick holes in performance but the performer’s income. The more that are there are in the audience the more the performer potentially can get as income, therefore they must allow the audience to enjoy the music and want to come back (Evans A. 2003 P.75-76).
 I also have found that audiences enjoy the concert more when the conductor and or soloist is willing to communicate with the audience not just musically but also orally and explain some aspects of the music. This engagement allows the audience to warm to the person as well as the player.

As adrenaline can add to a performance, tiredness and stress and lead to under performance. Travelling a long way to a concert and particularly the large amounts of flying without rest can lead to underperformance (Evans A. 2003 P.103).

 I was very much aware of this when travelling under and intense schedule and noticed my playing improve as the schedule eased off towards the end of the tour.  “Stress, depression, burnout being overworked can all contribute to problems of stage fright and an ability to play ones best.” (Evans A. 2003 P.133).

Physical activity and diet also made a huge difference in that when I ate lots of healthy food at the correct times my performance was better than when I was short of time, rushed, and eating on the run usually in the form of MacDonald’s (Evans A. 2003 P.140). I also managed to get in a massage in Melbourne after one of the concerts. This really relaxed me after some very long and last minute flights to various concerts (Evans A. Page 141).

Evans also talks about the effectiveness of a massage which try and get every six months and this certainly helps and allows me to perform to a much higher level when the muscles are not as tense. (Evans A. 2003 P.141)

Many of the musicians performing with me did raise their game as a result of concentrating on their breathing which is vitally important as brass players but also in using visualisation to play a certain phrase or piece of music or in shirting the emphasis of nerves to an emphasis on the music itself and not what the audience or conductor or soloist thought (Evans A. 2003 P.112-113). 

Confidence makes a big difference to an ensemble if portrayed by the soloist and or conductor and reassurance and smiles all around as well as the soloist saying they are comfortable and happy with what performers are doing can make a big difference to the playing of the accompanying band, this was apparent in various experiments that I did with 12 different brass bands over a seven week period  (Grant w. 1996 P.54)/ (De Angelis B. 1995 P.3-15).

Projecting confidence and allowing players to be comfortable and not put under pressure, looking at what is possible in a small time frame that you have with an ensemble in terms of them accompanying works, the soloist must be aware little can be achieved on the day of a concert so it is much better to concentrate on a few specifics and not bombard a group with requests and they can become overwhelmed and feel the pressure. When they realise the soloist want to enjoy their playing they relax and play to a much higher standard.

Nevertheless musicians and audiences can still feel nervous and audience in particular will feel uncomfortable if they observe a soloist on stage that is not comfortable with the solo they are playing or the circumstances in which they are playing. 

Breathing, visualization and shifting focus from the problem of nerves to another aspect of playing for instance listening to the tuning or listening to the way I would play a phrase all seemed to work extremely well and particularly getting people to focus on something other than the nervousness was a great success in my travels around Australia and New Zealand (Green B. Gallwey W.T.1987).

As performers are in effect concerned about their own standard of performance in context the “first step in dealing with failure is to put it into perspective” (Evans A. 2003 p.56). Musicians were very much more at ease in workshops and concerts when I explained to them that it is OK to mess something up. 

Ferley in her research paper made several conclusions namely that:

“In conducting professional players or singers there will always be the question of economy. Many times the ensemble is able to perform beautifully without any help from the conductor. In this case it is also better for the conductor to do less and save his technical arsenal for those moments when the ensemble is really dependent on him” (S. Makila 2008). I think this is also true for soloists as well as conductors on the concert stage in that we have to be careful in amateur circles not to be too expressive and cause the ensemble to falter as a result. I often have to curtail my ideas musically or the sake of the ensemble and concert as a whole. There are some ensembles where it is possible to be expressive and indulge but in some cases this can be counterproductive if some members of an ensemble follow and others do not. I have been careful in playing as a soloist not to be too extravagant but after reading Westneys book I wonder if I have been too cautious and careful.
Concentration on the music:
Piagets hierarchy came to my attention when doing a PGCE. “Piaget shaped many of us through our school teachers and continues to have an influence” (Westney W. 2003 p. 26).

Problem with loosing energy and vitality in performances. 
“Adolescents tend to be conformist, self conscience about their bodies, and excruciatingly aware of public scrutiny (real or imaged)” (Westney W. 2003p.30).

“If the mistake was juicy how could it be bad?” (Westney 2003 p.56).

“When I tried the passage a few more times with this new attitude, my muscles, nerves, and mind didn’t recoil or disrupt the natural sorting out process, and somehow my note-problem solved itself very quickly” (Westney W. 2003 P. 56).

Passage taken from Walter Gieseking “Piano Technique : The shortest way to Pianistic Perfection”

“Faults acquired through incorrect practising, can be eradicated only by great effort. [True-we are strongly programmed by actions we perform.]”

“For a pupil therefore, who wishes to make quick progress, it is of the greatest importance to avoid mistakes, from the very beginning. [false]”   would have been true by adding the word ‘careless’.

(Westney W. 2003 P.60)

“Honest mistakes are not only natural but immensely useful. Truthful and pure, full of specific information they show with immediate elegant clarity where we are right now and what we need to do next (Westney W. 2003. P.62).

 “Whenever we play inattentively and ignore or explain away mistakes, we suppress the learning process” (Westney W. 2003 P. 68).

“While we are chattering away internally, we are ignoring all the helpful objective evidence... by charting our own practice course every day, we keep a healthy focus on reality” (Westney W. 2003 P. 78).

In conclusion I believe from seven weeks of research that players of all levels certainly in the amateur field of music making will play better if given the tools and advice on how to play more in tune, and more together and with a better sound and given that they then take ownership of these elements of music then the musical director and soloists in concerts can then focus entirely on the expression of the music and thereby give a better performance to the playing public. 

This has to be done with authority and confidence but the musicians accompanying or performing must take ownership and be willing to partake in the music making with the conductor and soloist or the high standards expected will be unable to be maintained.
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