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College In the Western musical tradition,

the art of musical expression is be-
lieved to develop out of an intellec-
tual understanding of styles,
periods, composers, and musical
forms. While this knowledge is es-
sential to classical performers, it is
not the sole contributing factor in
musical expression. Alan P. Mer-
riam, in his book The Anthropology
of Music, identifies the making of
music as an extremely physical ac-
tivity. Sound production, according
to Western tastes, necessarily re-
quires a definite, physically im-
posed technique. Therefore, factors
such as muscle control, the release
’ of muscular tension, and relaxation

’ have also become critical elements

in the projection of musicality.
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Recently, a surge of books and ar-
ticles have focused on these and
related issues. They may deal
generally with the channeling of
nervous energy into positive results
or, perhaps, mental control over
the body. More specifically, they
deal with stage fright and relaxa-
tion techniques.

Regardless of the libraries full of
this good advice, players still bat-
tle a variety of nervous manifesta-
tions. Why? The answer is two-fold.
First, most Western musicians have
spent years cultivating attitudes
about success and creating un-
believable expectations for them-
selves. Second, every note played
is subject to a highly judgmental
evaluation and every piece has a
supplemental set of verbal
directions.

Most of the published relaxation
methods and other related ideolo-
gies call for changes in these con-

ceptions and practices: changes in
thinking patterns, in psychological
associations, and in the perception
of musical life and performance in
general. In adopting the new men-
tal strategy, a certain amount of
relearning or re-education is re-
quired. Although it is not as simple
as merely reading about a relaxa-
tion strategy, it is possible to
change an attitude and alter forth-
coming perceptions. It is important
to realize that a new idea or en-
lightenment cannot erase previ-
ously formed associations, but it
can reshape them. The process de-
mands a constant awareness and
considerable time as it develops on
a course of its own.

Hazardous judgment

In his book The Inner Game of
Tennis, Timothy Gallwey stresses
the ability to “let go” of all judg-
ments or to dismiss them totally
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from any activity. They are
detrimental to the action itself and
may account for a significant
amount of muscle tension. Some-
thing cannot be seen as positive or
well done unless it stands out dis-
tinguishably from something less
positive, not as well done, and thus
as a negative. By eliminating the
judgment process, an evaluation is
not made. Theoretically, while a
person is still performing, he or she
is not subjected to the emotional
responses to what has passed. In
relation to musical performance, a
critical analysis of every note and
phrase does not contribute any-
thing to the aesthetic mood or ex-
pressivity of the performer. When
the mind is busy evaluating, it can-
not be concentrating on the mu-
sic. Judgment becomes a hazardous
distraction.

Another such self-inflicted dis-
traction is the practice of giving
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hen complete
attention i1s focused on the
music, the mind does not
worry about the audience.

verbal directions. Performers may
habitually coach themselves, think-
ing: “louder here’’ or ‘‘slow down”
or even ‘sit up”’ and ‘‘shoulders
back.” Gallwey calls this inner
voice “Self 1, setting it apart from
“Self 2, which actually does all
the work. This constantly monitor-
ing voice (Self 1) is a performer’s
greatest detriment. It often insults
and verbally punishes the perform-
er while he is trying to get through
the experience. Self 1, also respon-
sible for the judgment process
described, has the ability to jump
ahead of the action and anticipate
future outcomes. One such conver-
sation might be: “It’s coming up. I
always lose control here. I hate this
piece.’

Frank P. Jones, in The Alexander
Technique—Body Awareness, simi-
larly concludes that verbal direc-
tions are not ‘‘the equivalent of
thinking in activity” and that
words ‘‘can get in the way of obser-
vation and act as a substitute for
thought.”! In connection with this,
Jones discusses how words them-
selves have associations from
previous experiences and may pre-
vent the possibility of having new
experiences.

Thinking along these lines, ver-
bal directions obviously have no
use in a musical performance.

1. Frank P. Jones, The Alexander Technique—Body
Awareness (New York: Schocken Books, 1976), 157.
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When the mind is engaged in this
process, it is either behind or ahead
of the fingers or bow. In order to
be sensitive to the music and open-
ly expressive, a performer’s mind
must stay in exact step with the
music and its physical execution.
Consequently, when complete at-
tention is focused on the music, the
mind does not worry about the au-
dience, what peers think, or if out-
of-town relatives have managed to
find the concert hall. Nervous ten-
sion is reduced and muscular relax-
ation becomes possible. In regard to
the art of performing, Tim Gallwey
makes a wonderful statement:
“Letting it happen is not making it
happen. It is not trying hard. It is
not controlling your shots.”’2

Knowing what to think

After considering what is not to
be thought during a performance,
it is just as essential to identify spe-
cifically what s to be thought. For
a musician, performing from
memory requires a visual and in-
tellectual memorization of the
score. A player or singer must be
able to progress through the piece
mentally, accounting for every
pitch, rhythm, dynamic, and artic-
ulation. The mind is free to enter
states of nonthinking, but will al-
ways have a definite place to

2. Timothy Gallwey, The Inner Game of Tennis (New
York: Bantam Book, 1974), 48.

return at any given moment. Many
performers often mistakenly rely
on muscle memory or motor
memory. While hand positions and
sensations may be recalled, this is
not enough to guarantee that all
the notes will be there. It is quite
common for the muscle memory to
decide to wait backstage until the
performance is over. The mind
must take over. If there is uncer-
tainty about notes, there will un-
doubtedly be muscular tension,
loss of control, and much nervous
trauma. Knowing the music well is
a significant part of having self-
confidence. Thereafter, with some
concentration in the right direc-
tion, success is attainable and mu-
sical expression can reach new
peaks.

As we cleanse our minds of judg-
ments and verbal directions and
then try to replace them with pure-
ly musical thoughts, there may still
seem to be plenty of legitimate rea-
sons to experience nervous ten-
sion. Yes, there are memory slips
that occur every day in Bach
fugues, and a cold hall is an uncom-
fortable setback. Nevertheless,
“the show goes on.” The mental
process and concentration that are
needed during a performance must
be practiced just as the notes in a
piece are practiced. Once or twice
a year in a recital is not enough.
Once-a month may not be enough.
If there are not ready-made oppor-
tunities for performing, create
them. Play for anyone and every-
one who will listen. This is the only
foolproof way to see development
and progress as a performer. You
are dedicated to an instrument and
have something special to say
through the music, so communi-
cate that to people. Letting them
know is invaluable because it helps
you realize your already outstand-
ing contribution to society. E|



