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Frighted Out of Fear - Managing Performance Anxiety

"To be furious is to be frighted out of fear." Leave it to Shakespeare to summarize the response to performance anxiety (aka "stage fright"): to use the energy derived from the anxiety to focus and improve performance.

Performance anxiety is experienced by most performers - it's a natural response to the unnatural situation of being on stage. We will discuss how to manage the discomfort and transform it into useful energy by examining the techniques used by master performers, athletes (including SCA combatants), public speakers, etc. We'll invite participants to present a short tale, song or poem (for a VERY understanding audience). 

Who's got it?

You're in distinguished company:  

· 3 out of 4 performers, by some estimates, including Laurence Olivier, Frederic March, Richard Burton, Otis Skinner, Edwin Booth, Ellen Terry, Henry Irving, Derek Jacobi
· Maureen Stapleton routinely vomited before performances

· Stephen Fry walked out on a stage play in the middle of a run after a (successful) performance and has never performed on stage again

· examples too numerous to mention

· athletes (including SCA combatants)

· public speakers

What is it? 

Some differentiate between severe ("stage fright"), moderate ("performance anxiety"), and even light ("heightened apprehension" - essential to giving a good performance, say most).  Are these different, or just a matter of degree?

It is a normal reaction of body to stress - fear of failure or disapproval, and of unfamiliar circumstances. Note that people with no history of performance anxiety sometimes develop it.

Symptoms:  perspiration, vomiting, dry throat, palpitations, quivering hands, incoherent babbling. It's the body's Primary Threat Response ("fight or flight") to a threatening sabertooth tiger, starting with the release of adrenaline and having cascade effects:
· muscles tighten; resisting this can result in tremors, also arising from ...
· blood/fluids concentrate in vital organs, plus higher blood pressure overall; result - cold/quivering extremities, central overheating and consequent perspiration; dry mouth

· accelerated heart-rate and breathing
· mind actually speeds up (good when avoiding a sabertooth, not necessarily so when you're reciting Chaucer); time can seem distorted

· bowels shut down (not vital during that sabertooth fight); can result in digestive distress, butterflies, "lump in the stomach", diarrhea

· pupils dilate to improve distance vision but this weakens close up vision (? not sure I buy this one, personally, but public-speaking types observe that people have difficulty reading their 3x5-card notes as a result)
Dealing With It

Medically:  Many (classical musicians especially, it seems) take beta blockers. Effectiveness is disputed, scientifically, but they swear by them. There can be severe side effects! Only under a doctor's supervision!
Drugs (legal!): No one wants to watch a drunk bard, but if a glass of wine relaxes you, you might try this. That sort of thing only makes me more nervous.

Body control - yoga, tai chi, etc.  

More typically:

· You don't want to get rid of the energy from stage fright ... you want to control it, and refocus it into your performance.

· Practice, practice, practice. 
· See the "Veteran Performer Recommendations" notes.

· Lead with your strong suit.
· Exercise, stretching: Using the muscles that want to prepare for the sabertooth fight places them in your control. This also applies to moving during the performance, if you're comfortable with that. Release muscular stress.
· Breathing, vocal exercises: Forcing yourself to breathe gives you control over your breath, restores chemical balance from "fight-or-flight" imbalance. In this regard: breathing more rapidly doesn't really get more ogygen in, and it may actually increase muscular stress; deep breathing is the key (yawning is deep breathing). 
· Characterize the audience: Some see them naked, as babies, etc.  But in the SCA - they are your friends ... the audience wants you to succeed, and so do your fellow performers. (Even opponents in Crown Tourneys offer each other advice, and bardic activity isn't really very competitive.)
· Some recommend not seeing the audience well, by removing glasses, etc. Select "power points" - four points in or slightly over the audience (not an actual individual) - shift focus among them.
· "Normalize" the experience: 
· keep doing it - it may get easier; but be warned: for some, it never improves

· practice in public! if you can become comfortable with screwing up totally in front of complete strangers (but ones who have no expectations of you), performing for a friendly SCA audience will be easier.

· establish a pre-performance ritual?
· Focus on the moment: What's past has passed; the future isn't your problem; focus, focus, focus on what's happening right now.

· Visualize positive outcomes, avoid negativity; if you blow a performance, it's not the end of the world.
And finally ...

... when you hit the stage, forget all of this and just do it.
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