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Whether it is a Shakespeare play, a complete Puccini opera, or even a solo recital, there is always that unspoken fear of performing live. 
Performance anxiety comes with many traits and signs: the physical traits include chills, headache, dry throat, breath running out, sweaty and trembling hands, urges to go to the restroom, stomach upsets. Among psychological traits, panic attacks can happen and may result in hyperventilation, vocal / chest tightness, and trembling (Cole, 2023; Jones, 2023). These “nervous body cues”, coupled with the fear of “messing up”, often cause one to forget lyrics, cues, accents, stage directions, dance steps, etc (Clopton, 2014, p. 6-7). At least 80% of actors are known to experience stage fright at least once (RSVP.co.uk, n.d.). 
Gardner (2017) notes ten telling traits of someone with performance anxiety: flapping of hands; fidgeting legs; talking/singing too quickly or too robotically; lipsyncing another actor’s lines; not saying one’s lines quickly enough or saying the wrong lines at the wrong time; lack of projection or swallowing words; excessive emotion; forgetting stage directions; glancing occasionally at the audience; and lack or loss of connection with other characters or props. 
Choking Under Pressure

At a backstage interview at the Metropolitan Opera, Italian soprano Renata Scotto was asked by a reporter, “What makes a part difficult? Is it the range, extent of the role, dramatic involvement…?” Ms Scotto’s response was straightforward: “Everything together!” She explained the importance of getting everything both musically and logistically to perfection in an operatic stage performance, and concluded that such high demands would require “an almost perfect technique” to deliver (Ursey52, 2008). 

When we began work on our 2024 staged pasticcio WAVD’AIR, I experienced first-hand what Ms Scotto meant when she said “everything together”. In fact, it was a lot bigger than I thought. In rehearsals alone, there was a lot of talk about “making connections”, “stylized moves”, and so on, that I had to get correct to full perfection, on top of my vocal coordination when singing and my verbal accent. Putting each and every one of these traits together simultaneously, proved to be a lot tougher than I thought. There were many instances where the director gave me notes whenever I got one thing right and another two or three separate things wrong; often these were the very same notes, because in later rehearsals when I corrected my mistakes from the director’s previous-rehearsal notes, one of the older mistakes from rehearsals much earlier on would show up. In addition, many of the traits noted by Gardner (2017) above, began showing up intermittently, notably flapping hands, forgetting stage directions, and losing connections. In short, I had choked under pressure.
DeCaro et al. (2011) suggest that there are two differing theories as to why we choke under pressure. The first of these is the “distraction theory”, which suggests that we as performers get distracted from our main focus – performance – by ruminating about other less relevant ideas that have little or nothing to do with the performance. But because the human brain has a limited thinking capacity, it has no space for both the relevant and irrelevant thoughts, and therefore priority has to be given to one. 
The second is the “monitoring theory”. Often when we are watched by a much more senior industry figure, we divert our attention to the movements, micro-managing every move step by step, rather than letting our natural instinct deal with it for us. Thinking about what each and every part of my body is doing at each particular moment of the staging, can completely wreck the “natural” outlook that my performance is supposed to give. 
Kageyama (2017) argues that both the above theories might be equally valid. According to them, it is possible that the cause of performance anxiety depends on the kind of pressure the performer encounters. I encountered a bit of both pressures during the course of the WAVD’AIR production; however, I would say that the greater challenge for me was more of the “monitoring pressure” than the “distraction pressure”. My attempts to focus on each and every technical execution from the notes given me by the director, such as accent, positioning, making connections, stylized actions, etc., eventually caused me to give way under the immense pressure I was under. The fact that I am neurodivergent, and therefore finding it very difficult to process so much information so quickly and all at once, let alone multi-task, was not very helpful. By the time of the dress rehearsal, the pressure on me was so great that I missed so many notes. 
This appears to corroborate what Renata Scotto said when she mentioned that what makes a part difficult is literally “everything together”. The worry of getting a thousand and one things right on doing a performance – because most of the time, we all only get one shot, especially if it is a live stage performance, such as an opera – can easily get one all worried about technical execution, which, as Kageyama puts it, can get us so absorbed that we don’t trust our inner autopilot to do it, and it ends up looking very unnatural. 
The “monitoring pressure” can be even more serious when we realize that we are being assessed. Sian Beilock (2018) shared about how her performance as a soccer player for the California State Team in her high school days deteriorated sharply in one game when she realized the national coach was standing behind her. According to Beilock, the reason why we fail to perform to our potential under pressure is because of “overconcentration”, paying too much attention to what we do, even to such aspects that would have been best “left on autopilot”, causing us to force the best performance and thus screw up. This seems to corroborate what DeCaro et al. (2011) mentioned above about excessive focus on the technicalities instead of letting it just flow in with the performance. 
“Concentrate and forget everything”

Over time I came to realize that no matter how good I got, I was always going to make one or more mistakes here and there, because no performance is perfect (Southside Performance Studio, n.d.). Many concur that to overcome Renata Scotto’s “everything together” fear, a very effective solution would be to focus less on the technicalities and more on letting the “inner autopilot” do it for us (RSVP.co.uk, n.d.; Kageyama, 2017; Beilock, 2018; Khanna, 2024). Similarly, Levy (2024) suggests that the delivery of the performance is more important than the audience, and recommends maintaining focus on the performance. Southside Performance Studio (2024) talks about “focus on the present moment, connect with the character, and immerse in the scene”. And in a masterclass video, Luciano Pavarotti tells the young American tenor Tonio di Paolo how to let this “autopilot” take over: “Now, concentrate… forget everything.” (Enrique A., 2018, 1:21:32) 
As it was, our first performance day had pretty much tanked; I had missed a lot of notes due to my excessive focus on technicalities. But I was determined to improve; I told myself, I don’t care what technicalities are going on around me, these people came to see WAVD’AIR, and that’s what they are going to get. So I decided to apply the method of connecting with my character and “forgetting everything” upon setting myself onstage for the next four performance days. 
The results were striking. I noticed my performance getting increasingly stable, and the onstage anxiety gradually morphing into a mild confidence. I noticed my singing also getting less “pushed” on some of my numbers. This was particularly apparent from the third performance day onwards. While focussing on the flight-attendant character that I was portraying, I was eventually finding the fun in each and every one of my scenes, notably the duet with the colleague portraying my ex-turned-boss. I was no longer Tao the student, but a flight-attendant whose job was to serve food to guests in the departing lounge. 
I did receive some additional notes during this time, including turning at the right point (not too early), lightening my voice, and erasing my frown. I was able to put these notes into practice during the fourth and fifth/final performance days. 
Still, for neurodivergents like myself, there is no escape from emotional triggers, which create the “distraction pressure” that DeCaro et al. (2011) mention above, and with it the anxiety. After a heated if unrelated exchange with some colleagues backstage just minutes before the final performance, my nerves kicked in again, and at the start of the very last performance I straightaway missed an old note. However, I resolved it quickly – just in time before I got on stage. 
In conclusion…

I learned that the “concentrate on the character and forget everything” method, can be very effective at alleviating stage fright, if not altogether eradicating it. I noticed that when I applied it, my performances seemed somewhat smoother, if not perfect; and the “everything together” that Renata Scotto spoke about, seemed to fall into place, slowly but gradually. This appears to corroborate what most have said about letting one’s “inner autopilot” take the reins in order for a smoother performance and a reduced stage fright (RSVP.co.uk, n.d.; Kageyama, 2017; Beilock, 2018; Khanna, 2024; Levy, 2024; Southside Performance Studios, 2024). 
On the whole, this experience has been a great help for me in getting an understanding of a real-life experience of being in a touring company, of the demands thereof, and the various things that I would need to do in an actual touring production. 
As our stage director would say, “It is what it is.”
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