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What effect does ‘awareness of bodily perception’ have on musicians?:

a case study of a violinist who suffers from music performance anxiety

FUKUTOMI Shoko

The purpose of this article is to evaluate the significance for musicians to nurture their own “bodily
perception” in order to demonstrate their best performance on stage, through a case study of a musician
who, suffering from music performance anxiety (MPA), participated in bodywork sessions with the
author. Musicians wish to be free from the consciousness of their bodies during the performance and
concentrate on musical expressions. However, many musicians have physical and/or mental health
problems, MPA being one of the most urgent issues that needs accessible remedies.

Previous studies on MPA quantitatively investigated the relations between the subjective anxiety of
musicians and the level of performances actually displayed, as well as the tendencies of muscle activities
at the moments of deterioration during performances, and suggested some potential coping strategies.

In this article, the progress of one individual case was followed up in order to examine the
possibility that a musician’s awareness of his/her bodily perception may lead to the alleviation of MPA
symptoms. The target individual was a violinist in her early 40’s, who received music education from
her infancy and is active as a freelance musician and an instructor. The MPA symptoms in this case
were left-hand stiffness and right-hand tremors when bowing, both of which were relatively common
symptoms. Because music performances are based on bodily movements habituated by long-term
training and unconsciously accumulated knowledge about music and instruments, musicians usually
have difficulty recognizing “a cause-and-effect relationship” in the event of a disorder. For this reason,
the essential problem of MPA can be considered to be musicians’ helplessness and resignation when
they lose control of their own proper physical movements. It is often regarded that MPA symptoms
only happen under the unusual circumstances that only happen on stage. Yet even if a musician plays
well while practicing, if the cause of the disorder is unknown and the symptoms seem accidental, an
anxiety will well up, which may lead to an actual appearance of MPA. On the other hand, it was also
found that, even when the session participant felt that she was playing with some degree of freedom,
the following symptoms was observed; simultaneous contractions of the muscles in the upper
extremities, negative self-talks, and a tendency towards analytical thinking, discomforts in the neck
and the back, etc.. Such phenomena may possibly be part of the causes of MPA symptoms.
Experiencing the problem-solving process during practices, while being aware of stiffness and
discomforts, may strengthen self-efficacy, which is recognized as the key to MPA problems.

Also in the course of the sessions, it became clear that it was effective to compare respective
experiences of different kinds of bodily perceptions with each other, in order to rediscover habituated
and unconscious bodily perceptions, and that the feeling of “expressing music” was easily lost when
the fear of “manipulating an instrument” grew too intense during a music performance. Therefore,
during the sessions, the emphasis was made on relating the spontaneous and “whole-body”
perceptions aroused in any attempt to express musical feelings, to the musical techniques for playing
the instrument. The feeling of “singing” that the session participant originally cherished in musical
expressions tended to be forgotten when playing an instrument. Yet, it proved to be effective to
combine an actual singing with playing the instrument, creating harmony between the body, music,
and the instrument, which provided necessary physical supports on stage. It was also suggested that
playing an instrument while singing might lead to a decrease in negative self-talks. This case study
suggests that it may be possible to assist a musical instrumental player suffering from a slump without
a way out by nurturing the player’s self bodily perceptions, and thus letting the musician know that
“the answer is within oneself. ”
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