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‘FACING THE FEAR’ 
 

LONDON PIANO MEETUP GROUP PERFORMANCE ANXIETY WORKSHOP 
 
 
Why do we feel nervous? Performance anxiety comes from fear: 
 

• Fear of making a mistake 
• Fear of a memory slip 
• Fear of criticism/negative comments from peers, teachers, colleagues, audience 
• Fear that we’ll look stupid in front of others 

 
What’s happening to us physically when we feel nervous? 
 
The body over-reacts to the perceived threat and produces adrenaline, the “fight or flight” 
hormone. Curiously, adrenaline can also help us perform well. 
 
Physical symptoms of performance anxiety can include:  
 

• Nausea  
• Headache  
• Trembling hands, legs  
• Sweating  
• Shivering  
• Racing pulse/palpitations 

 
The trick is to accept the feelings of anxiety, and try to use them positively. The unpleasant 
symptoms are, after all, just a release of adrenaline to provide the necessary energy for the 
huge task ahead. 
 
How do we cope with anxiety?  
 

• Accept that it's normal and that you’re not unique: even the pros get nervous!  
• Don’t beat yourself up about being nervous 
• Get to know your particular feelings/thoughts connected with your anxiety as this will 

help you manage them 
• Banish negative thoughts – you can choose to feel good/positive 
• Adrenaline can be used positively – it can help us raise our game and play better 
• Use affirmative messages and Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) strategies to "talk 

ourselves brave"  
• Remember, you are performing because you love the music  
• Deep breathing – very simple but amazingly effective 
• Warm up exercises – Pilates or Yoga-type stretches 

 
Proper preparation 
 

Vladimir Horowitz said “I know my pieces” 
 

• To be fully prepared, to have practised deeply and to know one’s pieces can help us 
feel confident and means that we can gloss over any slips or errors in performance 

• Understand the difference between practise and performance: in practise we must be 
perfectionist, but in performance we can allow ourselves to “let go” to produce a 
performance that is convincing, emotionally engaging, exciting, risky even 
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• Practise performing in non-stressful situations – e.g. at home for friends, or at a 
friend’s house, at piano groups. Most pros will do at least three “practise” 
performances, perhaps at provincial music societies or out of town venues, before the 
big concert at an important venue like the Wigmore. 

• Record and video yourself performing.  
• On the day of the performance do not practise heavily, or at all. You need to be well 

rested, brain and body. 
 
‘Rituals’, supplements and drugs 
 

• If you have given a successful performance before, try to recall what it felt like and 
recreate that “good place” once again. 

• Some people use calming preparations such as Rescue Remedy 
• Many of us have lucky talismans (jewellery, clothes etc) or pre-performance rituals that 

help us feel more calm/focused.  
• For extreme anxiety, especially if you have an important recital or diploma/competition 

coming up, ask your doctor about beta blockers (drugs which counteract the 
physiological effects of stress), but use them with caution. Some people report that 
they can create a sense of detachment. 

 
Stagecraft 
 
Stagecraft begins long before we enter the stage for the actual performance. It can include 
aspects such as: 

• Choosing an outfit to wear for the performance. It’s important to feel comfortable, so 
practise playing in the outfit before the big day. 

• Practise walking to the piano, bowing and sitting down at the piano – do this at home 
and in “practise performance” situations. 

• In the last minutes before the performance, use deep breathing techniques and 
affirmative messages to give yourself poise, a sense of calmness, and confidence. 

• Don’t pre-empt your performance with negative comments such as "I'm very nervous", 
"I'm not very good at this" or “I played this better at home” 

• Use visualisation techniques, including imagining oneself walking to the piano, sitting 
down etc. seeing/hearing the music in one's head before one plays; inhale and exhale 
slowly, allowing the hands to float onto the keyboard ready to start  

• Remember: the audience are there because they love to hear live music, not to listen 
out for errors 

• After the performance, allow yourself time to rise from the piano, bow and 
acknowledge the audience.  

• Don’t apologise afterwards for any real or imagined errors.  
• Try not to post-mortem your performance. You can’t go back and change it, so try to 

look for the positives and build on each performance to inform the next. 
• Feel the good/positive feelings in advance so that it becomes normal and habitual to 

enjoy performing. 
 
Why is it important to perform? 
 

• Because music is for sharing!  
• Performing shows we have practised properly and carefully and demonstrates our 

technique fully  
• Performing allows us to discover new things about our playing which can inform our 

practicing 
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The day after the performance 
 

• Often we feel flat, deflated and tired as the adrenaline leaves the body. The best cure 
for this post-concert “depression” is to get back to the piano! 

 
 
 
Longer notes on coping with performance anxiety 
 
Learning to deal with performance anxiety is a useful skill, and will make any kind of public 
performance, musical or otherwise, easier to deal with. 
 

1. Before you perform, take time to remind yourself that you have practiced to the best of 
your ability, that you know the piece/s intimately, and that even a small slip is not going 
to put you off. Confidence comes from knowing you are well-prepared (Vladimir 
Horowitz used to say “I know my pieces”). Before the main performance, play the 
pieces/programme for family and friends and imagine yourself in a concert situation. 

2. Do not be self-critical. Do not pre-judge the event or draw conclusions about what just 
happened or what might happen. Self-criticism is pointless because it destroys your 
focus and takes you out of the here and now. Rather than judge your playing, simply 
observe it without saying anything. Do not over-analyse, play from the heart. 

3. Avoid inner dialogue. Do not distract yourself with the “what ifs” and the “maybes”. 
Focus on the music. Hear it in your head and imagine your fingers on the keyboard. 

4. Do not pre-judge the audience’s reaction. Remember, no one is going to boo, slow 
hand-clap or heckle. Most people who go to concerts, whether given by professional or 
amateur musicians, are full of admiration for anyone can get up on stage and do it, and 
have come to a concert because they love to hear live music. 

5. When you go to the piano, acknowledge the audience – without them it would not be 
concert! – but then try to blank them out: look straight ahead at the score. 

6. When you sit down to play, take a moment to compose yourself. It is up to you when 
you start – the audience must be patient. Think about where your hands should be on 
the keyboard. Get acquainted with the look of the piano – if it’s an unfamiliar 
instrument and/or you haven’t had an opportunity to play it in advance.  

7. Just before you begin, take a deep breath and breathe out slowly. As you exhale, allow 
your fingers to float onto the keys - and then begin. Remember to breathe when you’re 
playing – it’s amazing how many people hold their breath when they are playing! If you 
feel your focus slipping, use the deep-breathing technique to help you refocus. 

8. When you have finished, let your hands float off the keyboard. Wait for a moment and 
then stand and acknowledge the audience again. 

9. Try not to “post-mortem” your performance. Instead, feel proud/pleased of your 
achievement. 

10. Use every performance to inform the next one and to assist in your practicing. It’s 
amazing how many new and interesting elements emerge in our pieces when we play 
them for other people. 

 
 
Useful resources 
 
The Musicians’ Way – Gerald Klickstein (and accompanying blog) 
The Inner Game of Music – Barry Green 
With Your Own Two Hands – Seymour Bernstein 
Music from the Inside Out – Charlotte Tomlinson (book and blog) 
 


