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For Musicians, criticism is part of the job
Pianist, Van Clyburn refused to perform in London after savage criticisms from its press. 

Maria Callas was destroyed by bad critiques. Luciano Pavarotti called the Milanese critics ‘sadists’, 

whose hatred might be triggered by reasons unrelated to the performance. 

If  such ‘heavies’ of  the profession suffer from harsh words, it’s not surprising that lesser mortals do 

so also. 

Performing artists must learn to cope with criticism, for they encounter it regularly from their 

teachers, colleagues, conductors. Teachers’ words and attitudes have life-long influence – for good or 

ill. (Will our students remember us for our encouragement – or for debilitating criticism? When a 

former student says ‘I’ll never forget how it helped when you said ten years ago. . .’ we are amazed, 

sobered by the sheer power of  a few words long forgotten.)  

Then when performers attain that important public performance there’s the ambivalence of  

hoping to attract a press review, while dreading what it may pronounce for all to see. How can we 

cope when comments hurt and inhibit us even to the extent of  destroying our self-confidence? 

Criticism may come from within us or without and can be positive or negative, constructive or 

destructive. This first of  a two-part series deals with handling criticism from colleagues and from our 

own self. 

Beware – self sabotage!
Probably the most unkind voices we performers encounter come from inside our own heads – 

that running commentary on our performance which notices the negative aspects far more often 

than the positive. 

We all have some such voices flitting through our conscious mind – and this is not 

schizophrenia! – but we must not allow them to belittle us. Monitor them closely and shut off  any 

phrases which begin with ‘I shoulda,’‘I never’ and ‘I oughta’. Addressing yourself  as ‘you’ or ‘s/he’ 

sounds less hard than ‘I’ statements. When your thoughts criticise harshly, block them with a simple 

directive ‘Stop!’ See yourself  sitting at the console of  your mind. You can choose to turn up the 

volume of  the positive thoughts, to turn down the negative ones or, better still, switch off  the tape.

Shift the focus to another aspect of  your playing, away from the ‘stressor’. 
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For example, if  your thoughts run along these lines, ‘All those people in the audience must 

think I’m dreadful to make so many mistakes!’ tell yourself  that it is good they are there to pay your 

fee. If  the stressor is fear of  a difficult passage, move to a less stressful thought: ‘What does the 

author/composer want me to express here?’or ‘What a lovely harmony he created here.’

The Emotional Freedom Technique 
Strength lies in appreciating our strengths rather than focusing on mistakes. Yet we can be 

honest about the issues we face, rather than gloss over them with insincere ‘positive thinking.’ Quite 

jaw-dropping improvements have been heard from participants in my workshops using the 

Emotional Freedom Technique. (http://www.emofree.com/) Here's how: identify the issue and 

repeat an affirmation around it, e.g. “Even though I stumble and make mistakes I love and 

appreciate myself.” Reinforce this by tapping on meridian points. These are:

• Side of  the hands
• Top of  Head

• Beginning of  the Eye Brow
• Side of  the Eye

• Under Eye
• Under Nose

• Chin
• Beginning of  Collar Bone

• Under the Arm
• “Karate chop” hands

This combination of  tapping the energy meridians and voicing positive affirmation works to 

clear the ‘short-circuit’ – the emotional block – from your body's bioenergy system, thus restoring 

your mind and body's balance, which is essential for optimal health and the healing of  physical 

disease.

Tap about 5-7 times, about the length of  time it takes for one full breath. There is probably a 

distinct benefit for tapping through one complete respiration cycle.

It sounds wacky, but it works!
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Coping with critical colleagues
As well as learning to cope with these internal voices, we need to learn to deal with external 

ones. 

Don’t we all recognise this situation? With faultless timing, just when we are feeling most 

insecure, that loud-mouth neatly lobs a barbed criticism into our most vulnerable tender spot. 

Our performance has gone well so far. Smiles from the audience and clapping. Except at 

interval. As we are stoking up our courage for the next tricky piece, a colleague comes up and in a 

devastatingly helpful guise says, ‘Pity about the intonation’ or ‘Had a bit of  a problem with the 

balance, did you?’

Up until now we’ve been perfectly happy with the intonation and balance and so –we will 

discover tomorrow morning in the paper – is the critic. We don’t know that now and we have to 

walk on stage for the second half  that tricky solo. Of  course these words hurt. It would be silly to 

pretend otherwise.

We don’t have much time to indulge in this, however. We have to rally with some response. 

Try a bland ‘thank you for your feedback,’and beat a fast retreat to save giving that person some 

satisfaction. If  feeling relatively confident you might add, ‘But in what way? How do you suggest I 

improve?’ But it’s unlikely you have time or energy for this mid-performance. 

Remember, no-one kicks a dead dog. There has to be some reason, hopefully positive, which 

needled such an attack. Try to feel sorry for the person. After all, how much has that person proved 

in a career? No doubt some inadequaces are the cause of  this. 

We need to stoke ourselves with positive thoughts. Unfortunately, we all occasionally 

encounter colleagues who are quite prepared to use whatever means to bring us down. I have 

noticed that top artists often appear genuinely open, generous, less prone to backbiting. (Perhaps 

because a tame dragon mother-in-law or wife guards their time and their access by telephone.)
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Close Encounters of a Critical Kind
In competitive careers, there are always people who are quick to judge – and loudly. Those in 

orchestras, theatre companies, opera choruses, corps de ballets are thrown into constant, quite 

intimate relationships of  interdependence with colleagues. How can we escape from the influence of 

that cocksure, abrasive, self-centred person who shares a dressing room or sits in the next chair? 

Touring means constant contact, during which a simple personality clash can be aggravated to 

intolerable proportions. 

The Desiderata advises us to avoid loud and aggressive persons, for they are a vexation to the 

spirit. That’s not practical with colleagues who are always in close physical proximity, short of  

changing job. We need to develop other strategies.

Some people are like parasites whose greatest talent appears to be the ability to feed on our 

energy, to drain us and sap our confidence. They have an instinct for our weak spots and bring us 

down with a few well-chosen words. 

Our natural instinct is to deny them, to refuse to listen, or to throw up a smokescreen of  lavish 

explanations. We may be stung into striking back with equally cruel barbs, getting embroiled in an 

argument, spitting words which lose respect on both sides. Such tactics complicate and damage the 

relationships more. 

It is difficult to do so, but we must mentally create invisible boundaries or ‘space bubbles’ 

around ourselves beyond which they cannot reach us. Imagine a perspex or glass partition in the 

space between the chairs. Imagine cotton wool –  or steel wool! – in our ears, which deflects the 

criticisms back onto them. Or see their little barbs bouncing off  our head without leaving so much 

as a dint. Perhaps you could grow an imaginary outer skin layer like a bandaid?

Develop some tactics – and acting skills
Act deaf: You didn’t hear them. Pretend to ignore them. A good trick when someone is 

verbally attacking you is to break eye contact by looking to one side or out the window.

Act bored: So what? Who’s listening to you?

Defuse their ammunition by agreeing with them some aspect while not putting yourself  down. 

‘Yes, I have played better. But didn’t you notice the last few minutes flowed really well?’ Stun them 
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by acting out of  the usual. By acknowledging one part of  their comments, you throw them off  

guard. The question challenges them, perhaps puts them on the wrong foot by implying that their 

own listening was remiss. From a position of  strength, move in to affirm your own positives. 

Resist the urge to put down 
Say, ‘I respect your opinion, but. . .’ Or throw the onus back onto them with: ‘How do you 

suggest I improve it?’ Keep all traces of  criticism out of  your voice. You may be surprised by the 

answer. Perhaps they have a useful, positive comment to make and we have misread their attitude.

An effective antidote for criticism is generosity
If  we do not sink to their level, if  we are fair and generous with our praise, people are less 

likely to feel defensive in our company. Remember, what we give out comes back to us. 

If  someone persists in destructive criticism, confront them by naming the problem to their 

face. You are trying to put me down. Please don’t. Facing it boldly catches them off-guard, defuses 

their power. As most bullies are cowards, they will probably retreat from such a show of  strength. 

Imagine that person who upsets you has grown horns, visible to yourself, or a Pinocchio nose.

Look for the good in antagonists. Focus on that, and your own less defensive body language 

and tone of  voice will help dissipate tension.

Positive Self-Talk
Tell yourself:

• It is easier to talk than to do. 

• This comment is directed at my performance. It does not belittle my worth as a person.

• This comment refers to my performance today. I played better yesterday and I will probably 

play better tomorrow. No-one can be brilliant every day. 

• I did my best in the circumstances. I will learn from the experience and improve it next time. 

• This is just one person’s view. Others probably think differently.
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Turning the Negatives of Criticism into Positives
Most of  us receive useful feedback in the course of  our studies and careers. Be receptive to 

this, absorb it. Often, lessons may be hard initially, but reflection later reveals the wisdom behind the 

words. 

We learn most from a good teacher when we come to lessons with an open mind. (If, however, 

a teacher consistently destroys our confidence and enjoyment of  our art with negative, demeaning 

criticism, to the extent that we feel we cannot improve by following directions, it may be time for a 

change.) If  we maintain a receptive attitude, colleagues’ suggestions may be very helpful. 

The best way to handle criticism is to use it, to learn from it, to integrate it into one’s 

performance. Violinist Ole Bull turned severe criticism from a Milan journal to his benefit by 

tackling the critic: ‘It is not enough to tell me my faults; you must tell me how to get rid of  them.’ 

The critic referred him to a singing teacher and, after six months’ wholehearted work, Bull emerged 

a true artist.

Virtuoso violinist Louis Spohr admitted to being very annoyed by music director Reichardt’s 

sharp criticism after his first appearance in Berlin. Resentment turned to gratitude when: ‘I soon 

found it contained many truths and well-founded strictures and that it had prompted me to correct 

the faults it pointed out in my execution.’ He invited Reichardt to a musical party at his house to 

hear two new quartets and learned from his comments. 

If  we cultivate such an open attitude we, too may become top performers, realise our potential 

and enjoy our music to the full. 
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Quotable Quotes
Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of  enthusiasm.
Sir Winston Churchill (1874 - 1965)

Many of  life's failures are people who did not realize how close they were to success when they gave 
up.
Thomas A. Edison (1847 - 1931)

Never criticize a man until you've walked a mile in his moccasins.
American Indian Proverb

How much easier it is to be critical than to be correct.
Benjamin Disraeli (1804 - 1881), speech, January 24, 1860

Any fool can criticize, condemn, and complain - and most fools do.
Dale Carnegie

If  you are not criticized, you may not be doing much.
Donald H. Rumsfeld, Secretary of  Defense

To avoid criticism do nothing, say nothing, be nothing.
Elbert Hubbard (1856 - 1915)

Do what you feel in your heart to be right - for you'll be criticized anyway. You'll be damned if  you 
do, and damned if  you don't.
Eleanor Roosevelt

Honest criticism is hard to take - especially when it comes from a relative, a friend, an acquaintance, 
or a stranger.
Franklin P. Jones

Honest criticism is hard to take, particularly from a relative, a friend, an acquaintance, or a stranger.
Franklin P. Jones
Pay no attention to what the critics say; there has never been set up a statue in honour of  a critic.
Jean Sibelius (1865 - 1957)

It is possible to fail in many ways...while to succeed is possible only in one way.
Aristotle (384 BC - 322 BC)

You may be disappointed if  you fail, but you are doomed if  you don't try.
Beverly Sills

I don't know the key to success, but the key to failure is trying to please everybody.
Bill Cosby



The high note is not the only thing. 

Placido Domingo

Approach your guitar intelligently, and if  there are limits, don't deny them. Work within your 
restrictions. Some things you can do better than others, some things you can't do as well. So 
accentuate the positive. 
Guitarist Chet Atkins

Out of  respect for things that I was never destined to do, I have learned that my strengths are a 
result of  my weaknesses, my success is due to my failures and my style is directly related to my 
limitations.
Billy Joel

What would you do if  I sang out of  key, would you stand up and walk out on me? Lend me your 
ears and I'll sing you a song, and I'll try not so sing out of  key.
John Lennon and Paul McCartney
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WHAT THEY’LL TELL YOU ABOUT RUTH BONETTI’S BOOKS

“I like your relaxed writing style and all the practical natural remedies you suggest. It really is a book 
for the 21st century!” Margaret Brandman, composer and teacher

"Thanks to your books and seminars, I feel a lot better about playing in concerts." 
Oboist Leslie Godfrey, New Jersey, USA 

"What a life-saver! Your workshop and your 
book really helped me get over my stage-fright."  
	 Anna Laino, Ohio, USA (singer) 

“Written in good, everyday English and easy to 
read, even for a person with another native 
language. I am happy to recommend it for 
‘external use’ to prevent ‘internal abuse.’” 
 Carl Friedner, Music journalist, Swedish 
Radio, Stockholm

“This book has improved my singing  – and 
sleeping – habits enormously.”

Kurt Schmidt, Florida, USA

"A healing, compassionate little book."
Margery Smith, Lecturer, University of Newcastle

"... it is mandatory reading for all would-be performers whether young or old, seasoned or 
otherwise."	 Mary Nemet, Stringendo

"The skills and advice offered here may do more than make you give better performances - they aim 
ultimately to enhance the quality of your life."

Australian Clarinet and Saxophone



REVIEWS
        Confident Music Performance

	 	 	 	
    By Ruth Bonetti

               	       	
       Review by Rita Crews

_____________________________________________________
Subtitled A book to help you fix the fear of facing an audience this easy to read, gem of a publication gives 
lots of practical, down-to-earth advice about coming to terms with what is so often the performer’s 
fear: having to actually play in front of an audience be it family, friends, examiners, experts or 
strangers.

Regardless of what instrument you play, this is a valuable asset for both teachers and performers: 
teachers in order to understand the whys  and wherefores of performance stress; students in order to fix 
the problem.  

The book is logically sequenced into four main sections: The Problem, Solutions, Specific situations and 
The reward.    

The first section discusses the symptoms of fear, how to understand and cope with the problem and 
includes anecdotes from famous  performers quoting their reactions to stage-fright and performance 
anxiety, making the point that nervousness  is not restricted to students and amateurs or to a “lack of 
talent” but regularly afflicts seasoned professional performers as  well as non-professionals. Positive 
coping strategies are offered to overcome the problem.

Solutions discusses practical remedies  to overcome anxiety and stress, how to get the best out of a 
performance including elements such as practice strategies, back-stage preparation, dress and stage 
craft, handling memory loss  and associated issues. Physical preparation and relaxation techniques 
are discussed as well as  some excellent hints for managing the physical manifestations  of 
performance anxiety.

The third section discusses  specific stress situations  that can affect individual performers  of different 
instrument groups  and offers  advice for wind and brass players, pianists, organists, guitarists, string 
players  and even conductors. Coping with auditions, competitions, examinations, recording sessions 
and the like are also mentioned.

The reward summarises and puts into perspective the main focus of the book and ends  with the 
injunction: “Love your art....”

As a practising musician and experienced performer, the mother of performers and the wife of a 
performer Ruth Bonetti’s  expertise makes her well equipped to comment on the subject matter.  
This  book is written in a sympathetic, user-friendly style and is highly recommended as an excellent 
source for understanding and recognising the various problems  associated with ‘facing and 
audience’ and how to deal with them to ultimately produce a confident performance.

Published by Words and Music, the book is easily readable and cleanly laid out. Available directly 
from the publisher, PO Box 422 The Gap, Q. 4061 Australia at a RRP of  $25 + postage and pack.

Review published in The Studio, Music Teachers' Association of  NSW



FOREWORD TO
Practice is a Dirty Word; How to clean up your act

By Ruth Bonetti

I have had the pleasure of  working with Ruth Bonetti for two summers in an intense music camp 
setting. Ruth helps students perform their best. She works beyond purely musical means by helping 
students address the issues that get in the way of  performing their best – stage fright and lack of  
preparation. Ruth focuses on success for each person at every level and age group. Instead of  
focusing on “perfection” and the things that can never be achieved, Ruth helps students identify 
achievable goals. 

Ruth’s book on practice follows this philosophy beautifully.  Page one sets the tone and hooks the 
reader when Ruth explodes the myth that “practice makes perfect”. She never suggests that we 
should not strive to be our best. Rather, she helps identify a successful road towards that goal. The 
book is engaging and easy to read. And it is short enough that it can be read in time to get back to 
practising. I would strongly recommend the book for anyone, especially those for whom the fun has 
disappeared from “playing” music. 

	 	 Jeffrey Scott Doebler, Ph.D.,
	 	 Director of  Music Education and Bands, Valparaiso University, Indiana, USA.
	 	 President, Indiana Music Educators Association


