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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

I wonder if this describes what your life has been like recently: you’re a musician and you find 
yourself with pain in your body related to playing music and you don’t know what to do about it. 
Maybe your back hurts every time you play, or you experience numbness or shooting pains in 
your arms. Or maybe every practice session, rehearsal, and performance becomes more about 
pain management than simply making beautiful music. Maybe you’re even worried that you’ll 
have to give up playing music altogether.  

I wrote this book to help musicians in this very dilemma. In fact, I used to be in this very situation! 
During my years at conservatory I had pain in my arms that almost ended my career as a violinist. 
But then I discovered how to overcome my repetitive strain injuries, once and for all, and now I 
help other musicians do the same. 

If you find yourself in a similar situation to where I was, then you may be very interested in this 
overview of applying the Alexander Technique to playing music. The purpose of this guide is not 
so much to give you all the answers and information you’d ever need for overcoming repetitive 
strain injuries - most of that information has to come from in-person lessons, in any case. Rather, 
this book is intended to give you a “lay of the land” so that you can have a general sense of the 
direction you might move in when you decide you’re ready to overcome repetitive strain injuries, 
once and for all. 

There is also a larger and very exciting possibility put forth in this book: that these eight insights 
can also help you feel free and comfortable in your body while you play, as well as help you 
overcome stage fright so that you can feel fearless and confident on stage. Implementing these 
eight insights also gives you exactly what you need in order to achieve that mythical state - 
“effortless mastery.” 

So, without further ado - the Eight Insights of the Secret of Pain-Free Music! 

 

 

Regards, 

Joseph Arnold 
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WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR 
● Musicians who have body pain like back pain, carpal tunnel syndrome, numbness, 

tingling, sciatica, tendonitis, golfer’s elbow, tennis elbow, or other pain in your arms, back, 
and neck. 

● Musicians with the kind of body pain never fully clears up, no matter what you try. 
Included in this category are repetitive strain injuries, overuse injuries, and chronic pain. 

● This book is also useful for musicians who experience significant stage fright or 
performance anxiety. 

If you make your living either performing or teaching music and you experience any of the 
problems above, this book is for you. 

 

IN THIS BOOK YOU WILL LEARN… 
● How to take the guesswork out of fully overcoming repetitive strain injuries. 

● How to reduce the number of days you’re in pain by up to 86%, even if everything you’ve 
used to overcome the pain hasn’t worked for you so far. 

● How to play as much as you want, as long as you want, without pain, even if you now 
suffer through every practice session, rehearsal, and performance. 
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● How to banish performance anxiety even if the very thought of playing in front of an 
audience makes your blood run cold. 

● Regain the confidence that you will be able to continue to grow both professionally and 
as an artist, even if you now worry that you may have to give up playing music. 

● How to get back to the freedom, simplicity, and joy that music-making had for you when 
you were younger, even if making music is now fraught with anxiety, stress, and pressure. 

 

MY PROMISE TO YOU 
By the end of this book you will have a step-by-step approach for eliminating pain, strain, 
performance anxiety, and emotional stress so that you can achieve the highest levels of 
satisfaction, excellence, and mastery of your craft. 
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DOES THIS SOUND LIKE YOU? 

● Do you have pain in your arms, back, neck, or elsewhere that’s related to playing music? 
● When the pain comes, do you just pop some ibuprofen or Tylenol and hope it goes away? 
● Have you tried many treatment options, but noticed that the results are inconsistent or 

merely temporary? 
● Have you changed your set-up without much impact on your pain-levels? 
● Are you worried that you may be damaging your body every time you play? 
● Do you perform even if you’re in pain because you’d lose job opportunities or prestige 

otherwise? 
● Do you experience anxiety, stress, and pressure around performances in particular or 

your music career in general? 
● Have you noticed that the methods you’ve tried in order to relax work pretty well… until 

it’s time to get up on stage? 
● Are you afraid that your colleagues, students, teachers, and audiences might even think 

you’re less of a musician for being in pain? 

Do you secretly believe the pain or stress you experience are an inevitable, inherent, 
inescapable, or even a necessary part of being a musician? 

A MYSTERY! 

These questions all a part of a little mystery which, if we solve it, could bring the causes and 
solution to overcoming repetitive strain injuries - once and for all - into crystal clear focus. 

Have you noticed… 
● Some musicians have long pain-free careers, and others’ careers are cut short by injuries.  
● Some methods of overcoming repetitive strain injuries seem to get to the root cause of 

the injury, and others act as a mere band-aid? 
● Your colleagues, teachers, friends, and family members all have different and often 

contradictory advice for you. 
● The doctors and wellness professionals you see all claim that their approach is the best. 

The injured musician’s dilemma… 
If you notice the above points in your own life, you may be experiencing the “injured musician’s 
dilemma”: 

● You’re in pain and it doesn’t seem to be going away. 
● You are awash in contradictory advice about the dozens of treatment options available to 

you. 
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● You’re left cobbling together your own treatment plan without knowing whether it will 
ultimately work. 

Is there a solution? 
Wouldn’t it be nice if there were some underlying factor that simplifies all these seemingly 
contradictory pieces of information and advice? Wouldn’t it be nice if there was a way of clearly 
discerning which methods are best for you, as well as why certain methods make a lasting impact 
and others merely mask your symptoms temporarily? Wouldn’t it be nice to have a step-by-step 
approach that leaves you in no doubt whatsoever that you will overcome the pain that is now 
plaguing your music career? 

 

THE REAL PROBLEM 

If these questions resonate with you, I have good news for you. Your set-up, your instrument, 
how much you practice, how long you have to sit in rehearsals, where your pain is, how long 
you’ve been in pain, all the different methods of pain-relief you’ve tried… none of these are the 
real issue. What’s truly at issue here - the real problem - is that you haven’t understood and 
implemented the “Eight Insights of Playing Music, Pain-Free.” I’ll tell you the Eight Insights in just a 
moment. 
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ONCE YOU IMPLEMENT THE EIGHT INSIGHTS… 

● You will know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, why you’re in pain, as well as exactly what 
you need to do to overcome it. 

● You will experience up to 86% fewer days in pain. For instance, imagine going from 20 
days in pain per month down to 2. This is based on real science, on a 2008 study 
published in BMJ. 

● You will be able to play as much and as long as you want. 
● You will feel totally free and relaxed while performing, even under the most stressful of 

circumstances. 
● You can focus on developing your craft rather than being reduced to managing your pain 

or performance anxiety. 
● You will experience the presence, control, and power of effortless mastery. 
● You won’t ever have to worry about giving up playing music. 

THE ONE THING YOU NEED TO KNOW… 

● There are eight simple insights you need to understand and implement in order to 
overcome repetitive strain injuries for good, while at the same time laying the groundwork 
for effortless mastery. 

● The rest of this book is dedicated to showing you exactly how to implement those insights 
today. 

 WHO I AM 

● A certified Alexander Technique teacher who teaches 
at one of the top Alexander Technique schools in the 
world. 

● A professional, gigging violinist with a degree in music 
from Carnegie Mellon University. 

● One of the things that most qualifies me to teach what 
I’m showing you today is that I had chronic pain in my 
arms that almost ended my career as a violinist. 
Through my training in the Alexander Technique I’ve 
overcome that pain completely and now teach other 
musicians how to do the same. 
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DISCOVERING THE 8 INSIGHTS 

In my journey as a violinist suffering from daily chronic pain to being utterly free from pain I’ve 
learned to pay attention to some very powerful and often-overlooked aspects of performance 
and musicianship. My specialized Alexander Technique training helps me see the reasons behind 
why some musicians end their career because of pain, stress, or performance anxiety, and why 
others can have these inspired careers seemingly without any pain or strain at all. You see, in 
studying how to overcome my own pain, and in teaching Alexander Technique to other 
musicians, I’ve discovered many potent insights into overcoming repetitive strain injuries, 
conquering stage fright, and achieving effortless mastery. I’ve now boiled down what I learned 
from my own experiences overcoming pain, and what I see works and what doesn’t work for 
other musicians, into these Eight Insights. 

 

Without further ado - here are the Eight Insights! 
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INSIGHT #1: THE PAIN YOU EXPERIENCE IS NOT 
INHERENT IN THE ACT OF PLAYING MUSIC 
I know what you’re thinking: “When I play music my arms, neck, or back hurt; when I don’t play 
music they don’t hurt. What gives?” 

The biggest mistake you can make in trying to overcome your pain is to attribute the pain to the 
wrong causes. When you discover the real cause of your pain, stress, or anxiety, you will be able 
to uproot it efficiently and effectively. If you don’t understand the actual root cause of your 
problem then you’ll be left with mere guesswork, and your problem never really goes away. And 
this is where most of us find ourselves when confronted with repetitive strain injuries or 
performance anxiety. Does this situation seem familiar to you? 

The real cause of repetitive strain injuries is not the fact that you play music, or which instrument 
you play, or your set-up, or your chair, or whether you’re standing or sitting, or even the amount 
you practice. It’s not any outward circumstance. I invite you to consider the fact that some 
musicians end their careers early because of pain (like almost happened to me), and others with 
identical-looking careers are able play into their old age, like Arthur Rubenstein and Pablo Casals. 
If playing piano or cello was the cause of repetitive strain injuries then neither of these great 
artists would have been able to perform with mastery into their old age. 

If that’s the case - what is real cause of repetitive strain injuries? 

The real cause? You’re doing it to yourself without realizing it.  
To understand what I mean, you have to understand the pain cycle. This is partly physiological, 
partly habitual, and has partly to do with your conscious awareness of your body. Let’s start at the 
level of the muscle. 

Pain from repetitive strain injuries is caused when excess tension in your muscles is held for long 
periods of time over the course of many years. When your muscles are held stiff, the fascia 
(connective tissue of your body) which in healthy muscles has a liquid quality becomes hardened 
like dried glue. This is why some of your muscles feel like knots of rope or rocks in your 
shoulders. 

Your nervous system doesn’t like this situation. Your nervous system loves movement and 
change. So when your brain senses stiff your muscles, it sends pain signals to let you know that 
something is wrong. 

What’s most important to understand here is that if you play with excess tension you feed the 
pain cycle. If you play without tension you stop feeding the pain cycle. It’s not until you learn how 
to play music without excess tension in your body that the pain will go away. In a very important 
sense it doesn’t matter what your set-up is, what kind of chair you use, what instrument you play, 
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or how long you play. If you play with excess tension you feed the pain cycle. If you play without 
excess tension you stop feeding the pain cycle. It’s as simple as that. 

Case Study: Christophe 
Christophe is a student of mine, and he’s a talented amateur 
violinist. He grew up playing violin in but several years ago 
he stopped playing because of a stabbing pain in his side. 
His right hand would also go numb, and he believed he 
couldn’t play violin any more. About two years ago he began 
lessons with me and I taught him how to play violin in a way 
that didn’t feed the pain cycle, that didn’t harden the 
connective tissue of his body into knots. After just a few 
weeks of working together the pain and numbness went 
away. We’ve been working together weekly for over two 
years now and he is an utterly transformed violinist. He used 
to play with SO much effort and strain that I thought he 
might crush his violin between his shoulder and chin. His 
sound was scratchy and thin. Now that he’s no longer 
playing with excess tension - his playing is totally free, his 
sound is resonant, and he’s completely free from pain.                     Christophe M., Philadelphia   

British Medical Journal Study 
A 2008 study published in the British Medical Journal found that after 
a course of Alexander Technique lessons, people who had previously 
suffered from chronic back pain reported an 86% decrease in days in 
pain, even a year after the lessons had ended.   

They compared this to exercise and massage prescriptions, as well, 
and found that the massage prescription was fairly effective for a few 
weeks, but that after a year had lapsed the effects were non-existent - 
the study participants had just as much back pain as before. 

If you experience 20 days of pain per month, and you take a similar 
course of lessons in the Alexander Technique, you could end up 
experiencing only 2 days of pain per month. If you then continue your 

Alexander Technique study, like I did, you may soon experience a total cessation of chronic pain 
related to repetitive strain injuries. 

 

 

https://www.bmj.com/content/337/BMJ.a884
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A useful analogy 
The excess tension in your body is a lot like the 
e-brake in your car. You can still drive around OK 
with your e-brake on, but it slows you down and it 
puts wear and tear on your car. The way to stop 
this wear and tear is clear: let go of the e-brake. 
Similarly, the excess tension in your body, although 
it doesn’t debilitate you, puts wear and tear on your 
muscles. Just like with your car, the solution is 
clear: let go of the excess tension and your body 
will begin to function at full capacity. The Alexander 
Technique is the most effective method I know of 
to help you learn to let go of the excess tension 
that is wearing down your muscles. 

SUMMARY OF INSIGHT #1: 
The pain you experience is not inherent in the act of playing music. It’s not because you play 
music that you hurt, it’s how you use your body that really matters. When you stop using excess 
tension in your body while you play you will stop feeding the pain cycle. It’s as simple as that. 
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INSIGHT #2: BREAKING THE PAIN CYCLE 

There are two key concepts you need in order to break the pain cycle: the force of habit and the 
role of your whole body. 

 

Key Concept #1: The part that hurts isn’t the root of the problem.  
One of the key insights that makes the Alexander Technique so central to The Secret of 
Pain-Free Music is the recognition that the part that hurts isn’t necessarily the cause of the pain. 
One concept is that is useful here is “tensegrity,” a term coined by Buckminster Fuller. For the 
purposes of  our discussion, you might say that Fuller was interested in the differences in 
structure between houses and animals.  

Houses   Animals 

Houses are built so that the stuff on the 
bottom carries all the weight and the stuff on 
the top carries none of the weight. 

Animals are “built” so that the stuff anywhere 
supports and is connected to the stuff 
anywhere else. 

Houses are meant for stability.  Animals are meant for movement. 

Houses are stiff and rigid.  Animals are flexible and moveable. 

When one part of a house moves (like a door), 
only that part moves. 

When one part of an animal moves, the whole 
structure responds 

Column-like  Web-like 
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Here’s a little video I created to demonstrate what tensegrity structures look like and how they 
move: https://youtu.be/I9d7GNoQA94 

In essence, tensegrity shows us that even a small change in one part of your body affects the 
whole, and even a small change in your whole body affects all your parts. This means that the 
part of your body that’s causing the pain might be distant from the part that actually hurts. Neck 
pain may be caused by muscles contracting in your lower back, or vice versa. 

Try this: pull on your shirt until it tugs on your shoulder. You may notice that only some parts of 
your shirt tug on your shoulder while others don’t make contact at all. Imagine that that tugging is 
where your chronic pain lays. How is it that you’re going to get rid of that tugging in a lasting 
way? Is it by doing something at the site of the tug? No! That’s just a symptom of your hand that’s 
pulling on your shirt. The part that hurts isn’t the cause of the pain.  

Summary of Key Concept #1 
Because of the interconnected nature of your body you can’t relieve the pain in one part without 
addressing all the other parts, and it’s not until you learn how to use your whole body efficiently 
that you can overcome the pain cycle.  

Key Concept #2: The Force of Habit 
If what’s wrong feels right...  

...then what’s right must feel wrong. 

Habits of Excess Tension 
Everybody has habits - behaviors that we’ve learned and are now largely unconscious. Habits are 
very useful! Who would want to think about how to tie your shoelaces every time you put your 
shoes on? However, sometimes habits can be harmful, like habits of excess tension in your body. 

Just like the hum of a refrigerator that you don’t notice until the refrigerator shuts off, you are 
largely unconscious of the habits of excess tension in your body. This is not a problem for most 
people, but it is a big problem for people with repetitive strain injuries because the unconscious 
habits are precisely what caused the injuries in the first place. 

Here’s a totally counter-intuitive proposition: you are now so used to excess tension that you 
don’t even realize that you’re tensing up while you play music. I was definitely like this before I 
discovered Alexander Technique - the tension in my body was so great that it wore down my 
muscles to the point of pain, but I was so used to it that I couldn’t even feel it anymore. This is 
very common. 

Even if you do realize that you’re tensing up, you may not yet have the tools to be able to let go 
of these habits which feed the pain cycle on your own. This speaks to the force of habits - habits 
are the kind of thing that can be too close to you for you to even be able to notice. 

https://youtu.be/I9d7GNoQA94
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How do we overcome these habits? The answer is not to create a new habit, but to play 
unhabitually. When you play unhabitually, you will be totally in-the-moment, in the zone, 
completely absorbed in your playing, and completely free in your body. This is what I teach in 
Pain-Free Music. 

Case study: Emily 
Emily grew up as a  ballerina and danced in PA Ballet. However, her 
career as a ballerina was cut short by pain in her knees - a fact 
whose relevance will become clear in just a moment. Emily is also a 
violinist, and when she came to me her hands were going numb and 
she had tingling and shooting pains in her arms. When I worked with 
her and got her to free not just her hands, but her whole body, the 
numbness, tingling, and pain all went away. She said it felt really 
strange, very wrong. And yet, she got quite a lot freer in her playing. 
The reason it felt strange was that she was using her ballerina 
posture - forcefully lifting her sternum upwards - in her violin-playing. 
We discovered that what caused her pain with violin was also what 
caused her knee pain, as well: she was using way too much tension 
and effort in her body, which caused all sorts of imbalances and 

Emily S., Philadelphia      inefficiencies which ended up causing the injury in her knees and 
ending her ballet career. And so, because of her history studying ballet she was so used to 
stiffening upwards that she brought that same habit to every activity, including playing violin. And 
it wasn’t until she let go of her ballet posture habit that she found relief from the numbness, 
tingling, and pain that was interfering with her violin-playing. 

SUMMARY OF INSIGHT #2 
I hope you see the possibility that you are so used to the habits of tension that feed the pain 
cycle that it feels right, and that not feeding the pain cycle feels wrong. This knowledge, coupled 
with the idea that the part that hurts isn’t necessarily the cause of the pain, will break the pain 
cycle. 

When you stop the pain cycle, since there will be nothing stopping you from playing as much as 
you want, you can be confident that you will be able to continue to grow both professionally and 
as an artist, even if you now worry that you may have to find another line of work because of the 
pain.   
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INSIGHT #3: QUALITY OF MOVEMENT 

This is the single unifying factor that explains: 

● Why some musicians have long pain-free careers, and others have their careers cut short 
by pain, 

● Why some methods of pain-relief are effective and why others are less so, 
● Why some methods work well for some people and others don’t, 
● And, best of all, it gives us the perfect diagnostic tool for whether or not we’re on the right 

track when it comes to overcoming repetitive strain injuries. 

In addition, quality of movement is the only single factor that connects overcoming repetitive 
strain injuries, conquering stage fright, and achieving effortless mastery. 

If you are able to use your body with excellent quality of movement your pain will go away, often 
instantaneously. (This may be hard to believe, so I’ll give you an example of this below.) If you use 
poor quality of movement your pain and stress will increase, your playing ability will decrease, 
and may even send yourself into a panic attack. I know this may sound a little far out, but stick 
with me here - it’s really very simple. 
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What is Quality of Movement? 
Quality of movement has to do with how you use your body, regardless of activity or position in 
space. Some examples are: stiff or relaxed, tense or free, heavy or light, awkward or graceful, 
clunky or fluid. Let’s take a look at the role of quality of movement in several different arenas. 

● Overcoming Repetitive Strain Injuries. A stiff quality of movement feeds the pain cycle, 
whereas a free quality of movement breaks the pain cycle. 

● Understanding Your Pain-Relief Options. If a method of pain-relief address and improves 
quality of movement then it will lead to lasting relief, whereas if it address only the 
symptoms of quality of movement it will not lead to lasting relief. 

● Taking the Guesswork Out of Overcoming Repetitive Strain Injuries. When you work 
towards improving your quality of movement you will see a crystal-clear path towards the 
end of chronic pain. 

● Effects on Performance and Sound Quality. A fluid quality of movement leads to more 
vibrant performances and a more resonant sound, whereas poor quality of movement 
leads to struggle and stiffness during performances. 

● Effects on Stage Presence & Performance Anxiety. A free quality of movement improves 
poise and stage presence while also reducing performance anxiety, whereas a tight 
quality of movement leads to a timid stage presence and increased performance anxiety. 

● Effortless Mastery. Freeing your quality of movement is one of the surest ways to achieve 
effortless mastery. 

Case Study: Sean 
Sean came to me for lessons recently because he has 
suffered from daily chronic pain in both arms for several 
months. He’s a professional Jazz guitarist who performs 
regularly, even when he’s in pain. One of the things he 
does to help ease the pain is wearing tennis elbow braces 
and wrist braces on both arms, but, of course, this 
interferes greatly with his playing. In one lesson I helped 
him learn to improve his quality of movement and he 
reported that his pain disappeared instantly. He said it 
was the first time in months that he did have any pain 
while playing music, and he did it without any elbow or 
wrist braces.                Sean M., Philadelphia
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Summary of Insight #3: 
● Quality of movement has to do with how you use your body, regardless of activity or 

position in space. 
● Discovering what quality of movement is happening in your body can be as simple as 

asking yourself “are you freeing or are you stiffening?” 
● When your quality of movement is free not only will you not be in pain, but your body will 

actually feel good. Take a moment to imagine your body feeling really comfortable and at 
ease while playing. This is what improving quality of movement can do. 

If quality of movement is so important, then it might behoove us to know how to improve it. This 
leads us to Insight #4. 

   



  17 
 

INSIGHT #4: HARNESSING THE POWER OF THE 

MIND/BODY CONNECTION 

Have you ever heard of the mind/body connection? Guess 
what - it’s real, and it’s utterly critical to the process of 
overcoming repetitive strain injuries. 

Mr. F.M. Alexander (depicted on the right) developed the 
Alexander Technique, upon which Pain-Free Music is 
based. One of his sayings was: “For every thought you 
have there is a corresponding change in muscle tone.” 

Mind/Body Experiments 
This is an exploration I adapted from another Alexander Technique teacher, Meade Andrews. It’s 
called “Four thoughts, four bodies” and it’s meant to show you in no uncertain terms how the way 
you think affects your quality of movement. 

To do these experiments read the phrases below and really take them in. Say them clearly in 
your mind and see what effect that thought has in your body. You may notice a change in your 
quality of movement with each thought. 

1. “I have to do it fast and get it right.” I notice that when I take this thought in my body 
tightens upwards. 

2. “Oh no - I hope I don’t mess this up!” Or, “Oh crap oh crap oh crap oh crap!” This 
thought is common among musicians who are about to play a difficult passage. When I 
take this thought in I notice that my body tightens downwards. 

3. “I can’t do it and I give up.” To me, this thought has a very different quality, more of a 
loosening downwards, like a slump. 

4. “I am at ease with myself and I have plenty of time.” I like this one the best - I notice that 
my body loosens or relaxes upwards when I think this. 

Are you able to notice any differences in your own quality of movement? 

How To Harness the Power of the Mind/Body Connection 
This sounds so simple, doesn’t it? Simply think a different thought and your quality of movement 
improves. And it is this simple! But - it can be very difficult to do this without someone who is 
trained to see and understand the subtle workings of this process because these patterns of 
thought and movement are so deeply ingrained that you may not be able to even notice them 
anymore, much less uproot them. 
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If you get some help in understanding how to use the mind/body connection to your advantage 
you have unlocked the whole secret right there. Your playing will be free of pain, you’ll feel 
comfortable in your body,and  you’ll be fearless and confident on stage. However, if you don’t get 
help understanding the mind/body connection you’ll never have a clear idea about what’s 
causing your pain on a moment-by-moment basis.  

Case Study: Elizabeth 
What’s behind the tension is so often the thought 
“Here comes that hard part - I hope I don’t mess it 
up!” I see this in the lessons I teach time and 
again. Elizabeth, a young talented flutist, came to 
see me recently for an Alexander Technique 
lesson. When she played for me she kept 
messing up on this one particular section in her 
piece. I asked her what she noticed in her body 
just before she played that part and she said she 
tensed up. I saw this too. I asked her what she 
was thinking at the time and she said “oh no - I 

hope I don’t mess it up!” That thought caused tension in her body and so she messed up, 
because, of course, excess tension makes playing harder. So I asked her to replace that thought 
with this one “I am at ease with myself and I have plenty of time,” and, because she didn’t tense 
up before playing the passage, she played it flawlessly. What might have taken her an hour of 
practice to overcome was instead fixed in an instant simply because she changed the way she 
thought. 

SUMMARY OF INSIGHT #4:  
You can think of this insight in terms of a simple equation: 

The mind/body connection + quality of movement =  overcoming repetitive strain injuries 

We learned that quality of movement affects every aspect of your playing for better or worse. 
Now we’ve learned the secret of how to improve your quality of movement: through the power of 
the mind/body connection. When you master this you will no longer have even the merest 
shadow of a doubt about how to overcome repetitive strain injuries. You will see the path to that 
goal as clearly as you can see the blue sky on a sunny day. You will no longer need to guess 
about which method to use, or whether you’re hurting yourself by doing this or that… You will no 
longer be worried that you may need to play music less or give up music altogether… You will 
have complete certainty that you can overcome repetitive strain injuries and you will know 
exactly what to do to get there. That’s powerful stuff.  
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INSIGHT #5: CONQUERING PERFORMANCE ANXIETY 

The cause of performance anxiety is not the act of performing. 

My Alexander Technique training gives me a radical new perspective on overcoming 
performance anxiety for good. Just like in Insight #1, where you learned that pain is not inherent 
in the act of playing music, I’ve discovered that performance anxiety has nothing to do with the 
act of performing, in itself. The key to conquering performance anxiety lies in understanding two 
contrasting things: 

1. A modern understanding of the fight-or-flight response, and 
2. Applying the techniques of a 3000 year-old meditation tradition. 

If you don’t understand your fight-or-flight response or apply this meditation technique you will 
probably continue to deal with slippery hands, tunnel vision, overly constricted muscles, fear, 
anxiety, and other symptoms that can make performances so incredibly unpleasant. Maybe 
things go really well for you in the practice room, but then you fall apart on stage. Or, maybe you 
don’t fall apart on stage, but you still suffer from anxiety during the performance and, afterwards, 
perhaps you feel drained. Maybe you rely on stress-reduction techniques that are more or less 
hit-or-miss, or maybe you take beta-blockers (which have some pretty unpleasant side-effects) Or 
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maybe you just deal with it, but who wants performances to be so unpleasant? Isn’t one of the 
great joys of playing music the experience of sharing the sublime with your audience? 

On the other hand if you do understand your fight-or-flight response you can overcome 
performance anxiety in a matter of a few weeks, even if you’ve suffered from crippling stage 
fright for years and years. You can achieve “Fearless Confidence.” 

Fight or Flight?  

 

What happens in your body when you’re on stage, or you’re otherwise startled? 

Many of us may experience the following symptoms: 

● Anxiety 
● Tightened muscles 
● You stop breathing 
● Your eyes open wide 
● Racing heart 
● Sweaty palms 
● Adrenaline pumping 

Do any of these sound familiar? 

Fight or flight was really useful when we were still living in small tribes out on some savannah 
thousands of years ago, but it’s not so adaptive for playing music. 
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For example: 10,000 years ago when 150 people were looking right at you it meant you were in 
serious trouble. Now, when 150 people are looking at you it’s probably because you’re about to 
play some delightful piece of music with several of your closest friends. This is a pretty different 
scenario!  

You see - the cause of performance anxiety is not the act of performing. Rather, it’s your body’s 
fight-or-flight response being unconsciously triggered, just like how excess tension works in 
causing repetitive strain injuries (like you learned in Insight #1). Performance anxiety works the 
same way. It’s caused by habitual patterns of thinking and tension that are not inherent to the 
activity of walking out on stage and performing. 

Developmental biologists tell us that we’re all born with only two fears: the fear of falling and the 
fear of loud sounds. All other fears are learned… and can be unlearned. This means you can 
change the situation, even if you’ve suffered from stage fright all your life - and I can show you 
how. 

The same system in your body that causes the tension and pain also causes the performance 
anxiety you feel. Have you ever seen anybody be both relaxed in their body and scared out of 
their mind? Or that their body is totally tense, sweating, and shaking, but they are otherwise 
absolutely peaceful and serene? I don’t think so. Think on your own experiences of being afraid, 
as well. What happens in your body when you’re afraid? Do you get more free or more tense? 
This is the mind/body connection again: state of mind corresponds to a state of body, and 
oftentimes the tension you hold in your body triggers your body’s fight or flight response. The 
fear you feel certainly causes muscular tension, but it also goes the other way. 

For an example of tension or holding in your body which can cause anxiety, consider this 
experiment: if you tighten a belt around your belly so that you can only breath through your 
upper ribs, within 10-15 minutes you will induce a panic attack. The same thing happens in your 
body when you unconsciously hold excess tension in your muscles. Even a small amount of 
tension can trigger your fight-or-flight response, so even if you don’t feel anxious right now, your 
fight-or-flight response is probably happening a little tiny bit. 

Fight-or-flight is natural part of your nervous system, and there’s no way to get rid of it (nor would 
you want to). The only problem comes when your fight-or-flight response becomes habituated. 
For instance, if you feel anxious for no particular reason or in circumstances that others seem 
totally at ease in, this is your fight or flight being unconsciously triggered by the habits of tension 
in your body. 

Overcoming Habituated Fight-Or-Flight 
Performance anxiety, oddly enough, turns out to be just another habit. And, luckily, we can apply 
the same techniques to overcoming performance anxiety as we do repetitive strain injuries. The 
best way to break a habit is to become more aware of when it’s happening, and to let go of the 
associated tension in your body. You can also use the following method: 
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A 3000 year-old Buddhist Meditation Technique 
Basically this is a way of related to fear as just a sensation in your body, no different than 
indigestion. When you relate to fear as a sensation you gain a little more space in the situation. 
Instead of saying to yourself, “Oh no - I’m really afraid now!” you would be able to say “Oh - 
here’s that sensation of fear in my body. It feels like tightening in my chest and a heaviness in my 
belly.” When you master this, performance anxiety will no longer have any hold on you. 

Case Study: Kirin 
When Kirin first came to me for lessons she experienced stage 
fright during every performance. During our lessons together I 
helped her learn to free her whole body and calm her 
fight-or-flight response as she performed, and, almost 
immediately, she felt much calmer. After a series of lessons her 
stage presence has shifted and she no longer gets as trapped 
in stage fright. Now she has no problem with stage fright and 
the effects have been so inspiring for her that she’s studying to 
become an Alexander Technique teacher, too! 

 
       Kirin M., Brooklyn, NY 

SUMMARY OF INSIGHT #5 
The cause of performance anxiety is not the act of performing. 

● You can overcome performance anxiety even if you’ve been terrified of getting on stage 
your whole life. You can be fearlessly confident. 

● You can get back to the freedom, simplicity, and joy that music-making had for you when 
you were younger, even if making music is now fraught with anxiety, and stress, and 
pressure. 

● Luckily, we can apply the same techniques to overcoming performance anxiety as we do 
repetitive strain injuries: conscious awareness of your whole body and your habits of 
excess tension. 

 

 

   



  23 
 

INSIGHT #6: THE CRITICAL MOMENT 

Noticing the critical moment is the #1 skill in undoing repetitive strain and overcoming stage 
fright. 

So far we’ve talked about what to pay attention to so you can overcome repetitive strain injuries 
and stage fright - quality of movement and the mind/body connection. Now, it’s time to talk about 
when to notice these things. 

Picture this: In preparing for a big performance you’ve gotten 10 massages and are as loose as a 
wet noodle, but what happens when you pick up your instrument and walk out on stage? What 
happens in your body as you visualize walking out on stage to an important performance? 

This is the critical moment. A critical moment is a transition in an activity when you tense up 
unnecessarily. It could be when you pick up your instrument, when you walk out on stage, or 
when you come to a difficult passage in your performance. 

If you master noticing the critical moment... 

● You will become so sensitive in your body that you will notice even the slightest hint of 
tension and be able to let it go. 

● You will be come so responsive to your music and what’s going on around you that you’ll 
never miss a beat. 



  24 
 

● You will become so attuned to your fight or flight response that you’ll never give it a 
chance to get out of hand. 

If you don’t master this then you will never be able to overcome the excess tension in your body 
because you won’t be able to notice when they start. If you don’t notice the critical moments you 
will never be able to overcome stage fright because you’ll miss the moment when it gets 
triggered. 

It doesn’t matter if you’re relaxed before your performance 
If you tense up every time you come to one of these critical moments then you’ll immediately 
undo all the benefits of the relaxation you may have experienced earlier that day. Even if you’re 
all loose beforehand, you can still become as stiff as a board and frightened out of your mind 
once you walk out on stage. The only way to fully overcome your tension or stage fright is being 
able to notice when the tension or anxiety is being triggered. 

Massages, chiropractic, strength training, stretches, beta-blockers, muscle relaxants - these all 
have their place, but they all have a critical weakness: none of these methods deal with the 
critical moment, and that’s why their effects are often temporary. Only methods that deal with the 
critical moment can ever help you get lasting relief. There are many methods that do this, but the 
fastest, surest way is through the Alexander Technique, the basis of Pain-Free Music. In just a 
moment, with the help of an Alexander Technique teacher, crippling stage fright can turn into 
fearless confidence. Within 10 minutes of walking in my door, even my students who come in as 
stiff as a board begin to feel like they’re floating, like a giant weight has been taken off their body, 
and their body is now totally free.  

Next is an example. 
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Case Study: Jessica 
I was working with Jessica, a professional opera singer. She 
came to me for lessons because her own singing teacher 
recommended the Alexander Technique. What we 
discovered together was that every time she got ready to 
sing, just before her out-breath, she tensed her neck and 
back. She did it every time. This was her critical moment. I 
worked with her in noticing that and I helped her learn to 
free her body at that critical moment, instead. Soon, she was 
able to let go of this habit of tension and eventually stopped 
doing it altogether. At this point she said something very 
interesting: that songs that had used to seem like huge 
challenges now seemed like “little toys.” Before noticing 
and turning around this critical moment she was singing at 
perhaps 90% capacity. Afterwards, she was singing at 100% 
of her potential. (And isn’t it always just those last few 
percentage points which are  the hardest to overcome?)                   Jessica R., Princeton, NJ  
With my help she learned to “get out of the way of herself.” Now her critics call her a “Ferrari on 
stage.” 
 
 

 

SO FAR WE’VE LEARNED ABOUT: 

● The pain cycle 
● Habits of excess tension 
● The role of the whole body 
● Quality of movement 
● Overcoming stage fright 
● The Importance of noticing the critical moment 

If this was all that the Eight Insights of Pain-Free Music offered, it would probably be enough. It 
would be enough to not be in pain any more, to be at ease and comfortable while playing music, 
to not experience stage fright. But there’s this whole other fascinating and exciting part to it - 
“effortless mastery.” This is what I’ll cover in the next insight.   
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INSIGHT #7: THE KEY TO EFFORTLESS MASTERY 

Over the years of my Alexander Technique training I’ve come to see an incredibly important 
distinction between two different ways of achieving mastery. We can think of them as the Old 
Way and the New Way. 

The Old Way of Achieving Mastery 
You know you’re using the Old Way of achieving mastery if... 

● You feel a great deal of pressure related to performance. 
● You’re focused on how important the performance is, rather than simply enjoying 

yourself. 
● You worry about the consequences of not giving a perfect performance. 
● You’re worried your audience or peers may be negatively judging you. 
● You judge yourself negatively during and after a performance. 
● You think hard work should hurt. 
● You “practice until your fingers bleed.” 
● You find yourself pushing through the pain. 
● When you find yourself not achieving your goals you think you should push yourself 

harder and faster! 
● You think the fastest and best route to mastery is through listening to your harsh “inner 

critic.” 
● Your focus is entirely on the end point and you push yourself and push yourself until you 

get there. 
● Things go really well in the practice room, but fall apart on stage. 
● When you fail, it's because you didn’t work hard enough, and you subsequently beat 

yourself up about it.  

The Consequences of the Old Way 
Many people achieve mastery through this way of being, and yet, because of the principles of the 
mind/body connection and quality of movement, when you have a harsh frame of mind you 
actually get in the way of your music-making! A harsh frame of mind leads to stiffening in your 
body, which makes playing music more difficult. So even though it might feel like the right way to 
practice, even though your colleagues and teachers might think and talk this way, even though 
this way of thinking may be so ingrained that it’s hard to see a way out of it, you have a choice! 
You can turn this around. Let’s see what a different approach looks like. 
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The New Way of Achieving Mastery 
You know you’re using the New Way of achieving mastery if... 

● You feel at ease during practice and performance. 
● You practice in a way that helps your body, rather than hurts. 
● You feel calm, centered, energized, and focused during performances. 
● You practice intelligently and efficiently, rather than practicing “hard.” 
● You are more focused on enjoying music-making rather than solely on the goal of perfect 

performance. 
● You are able to give perfect performances without beating yourself up. 
● You transform anxiety into useful energy during your performances. 
● You have a poised and graceful stage presence. Slide 2 
● You feel connected to your audience and your audience responds to your every nuance. 
● You find yourself learning and memorizing repertoire more easily than before. 
● Your playing becomes agile, powerful, and fluid, as opposed to stiff, tense, and effortful. 
● You find yourself “in the zone” more and more often. 
● When the mere thought of playing a passage is effortlessly translated through your body 

into sound. 

The Consequences of the New Way 
It may seem impossible to you now that you could achieve the highest levels of mastery and 
excellence without pushing yourself to the limits. I get it! How might it be possible to achieve 
mastery, effortlessly? Again, it comes back to the mind/body connection and quality of 
movement. When you are at ease with yourself, your mind will be clearer and your body will be 
freer, making playing freely and being “in the zone” much more likely. 

Effortless Mastery: The Unicorn of the Music World? 
So is this mythical state of being real and 
achievable? Or is it simply a fairy tale, like 
unicorns? Let’s just say, for argument’s sake, 
that effortless mastery is entirely achievable. 
Wouldn’t it be nice if there were some 
system for reliably achieving effortless 
mastery, some kind of step-by-step 
approach… hmmm… well, that seems 
impossible. I guess I’ll just end the book 
here. Thanks for reading! 
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The End 
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JUST KIDDING! 

Of course there’s a way to reliably achieve effortless mastery! All we need is to consider the 
recipe. There are two main ingredients in effortless mastery: the effortless part and the mastery 
part. 

Achieving Mastery 
To achieve mastery we need the following ingredients: 

● Many years of daily practice 
● Excellent teachers 
● Learning a wide array of repertoire 
● Mastering scales and exercises 
● Good practice habits 
● Playing in many different ensembles 
● Learning music theory and history 
● Familiarity with high-stakes performance situations 

Luckily, as an experienced musician, you already have all of these in place. You’re probably 
already 90% to effortless mastery! 

Achieving Effortlessness 
The last 10% of achieving effortless mastery is made through effortlessness training. (Those last 
few percent are always the hardest, aren’t they? Read on - you’re about to learn exactly how!) 
This is the part most people miss because it’s harder to recognize, it’s subtler, it’s outside the 
norms of our culture (think of the Protestant work ethic, etc.) which tells us to push harder all the 
time and it’s in our language: think “try hard” vs. “try easy.” However, there are simple and 
identifiable ways of going about effortlessness training (you may recognize some of these from 
the previous six insights). 

To achieve effortlessness we need the following ingredients: 

● Recognize the role of your whole body in playing music, not just your arms and hands 
● Recognize the role of habits of tension in your body 
● Be able to let go of unnecessary tension in your body 
● Be able to recognize the critical moments in your pre-performance routine and during the 

performance itself 
● Be able to recognize how habits from other areas of your life affect your music-making 

and how habits from your music-making affect other areas of your life 
● Continually be improving your quality of movement 
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● Be able to quiet your “unduly excited fear response” (another of Mr. F.M. Alexander’s 
sayings) 

● Be willing to let go of your “tunnel vision” while playing and expand your awareness to 
include the whole performance space, other performers, and the audience 

● Learn constructive ways of dealing with your “inner critic” 

When you do these things you will move towards effortlessness as surely as mixing together and 
baking flour, eggs, sugar, butter, baking soda, and chocolate chips makes cookies. Just as surely 
as practicing every day makes you more and more familiar with your repertoire, the same is true 
of effortlessness. When you diligently practice these techniques you will notice, day by day and 
week by week, that your playing becomes easier, more powerful, more connected, more 
resonant, you can do things you previously weren’t able to, you feel more energized by practice 
than worn down, high-stakes performances become fun and easy, what seemed difficult and 
strenuous before will become like “little toys”, you’ll reconnect to the joy you felt playing music 
when you were younger, your body will feel much more comfortable, your pain will begin to melt 
away, your anxiety will diminish, and you will experience fearless confidence on stage. You will 
have taken off your ebrake I mentioned in Insight #1. In short, you will be on the royal road to 
effortless mastery! 

My Own Experiences of 
Effortless Mastery 
I’ve experienced all these things over the 
years. Letting go of habits of excess 
tension of my body freed up the power, 
delicacy, and agility of my arms, allowing 
me to play whatever I have in mind. This 
is not a brag! These experiences are 
simply a matter of the training I’ve done. 
If you do similar training you can get 
similar results.  

 

  The Author with Prometheus Chamber Orchestra  

SUMMARY OF INSIGHT #7  
There are two main ingredients in effortless mastery: the effortless part and the mastery part. As 
an experienced musician you probably already have the “mastery” part down, and all you need is 
the “effortless” part. Luckily, you now know the ingredients you need in order to achieve this 
remarkable state of being regularly and reliably! 
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INSIGHT #8: INVEST IN MENTORING  

In order to achieve all of the amazing results I’ve mentioned so far, you must have a teacher.  

Well… you don’t really need a teacher. Mr Alexander discovered the principles of the Alexander 
Technique while trying to recover from chronic hoarseness in his voice while acting on stage. His 
process of overcoming his hoarseness involved standing in front of a series of mirrors, watching 
himself speak, so he could see what was happening in his body that caused the hoarseness. He 
eventually did overcome the hoarseness and learned many other amazing things besides, but the 
whole process took about 10 years. Most of us don’t have 10 years to spend recovering from our 
own repetitive strain injuries. 

Luckily, you can get all these benefits in as little as 3-6 months of training with the right teacher or 
mentor. The next question is: what does the ideal teacher or mentor look like? 

When looking for options for overcoming repetitive strain injuries… 
You’ll probably want: 

● Options that involve minimal interference with your playing schedule and routines. 
● Options that give you an active role in your own recovery. 
● Options that reduce your overall stress levels. 
● Options from someone who knows how important music is to your life. 
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● Options that include a specialized knowledge of arm, hand, neck, shoulder, and back 
injuries. 

● Options from someone who understand musician’s specialized needs. 

These are also excellent guidelines when looking for the right teacher: 

● A good teacher will give you great ideas and make sure you follow through. 
● A great teacher will also put together a powerful group of people all working together 

towards similar goals. This multiplies everybody’s growth exponentially. 

When you have a teacher who understands all of this, and you follow his or her advice diligently, 
your progress in overcoming repetitive strain injuries is assured. If you don’t have a teacher you 
may still make progress with this, but it’ll be at the pace Mr. Alexander experienced and it might 
take you 10 years to fully recover. Do you really have that time? Think three months from now. 
Imagine yourself having overcome all the difficulties that you now face in your music-making. 
How does that feel? Now think 10 years from now, or even one year from now, and you’re still 
stuck in the same place you are now. Which vision would you prefer? That’s the difference the 
right teacher can make. 
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TODAY I PROMISED I WOULD TEACH YOU... 

● How to take the guesswork out of fully overcoming repetitive strain injuries. 
● How to reduce the number of days you’re in pain by up to 86%, even if everything you’ve 

used to overcome the pain hasn’t worked for you so far. 
● How to play as much as you want, as long as you want, without pain, even if you now 

suffer through every practice session, rehearsal, and performance. 
● How to banish performance anxiety even if the very thought of playing in front of an 

audience makes your blood run cold. 
● Regain the confidence that you will be able to continue to grow both professionally and 

as an artist, even if you now worry that you may have to give up playing music. 
● How to get back to the freedom, simplicity, and joy that music-making had for you when 

you were younger, even if making music is now fraught with anxiety, stress, and pressure. 

WHAT YOU NEED TO ACHIEVE LASTING FREEDOM 

FROM PAIN 

In order to fully overcome repetitive strain injuries, once and for all, you need to understand the 
following insights: 

● The pain cycle  
● Force of habit 
● Quality of movement 
● How to harness the power of the mind/body connection 
● Fearless confidence 
● Noticing the the critical moment 
● Old Way vs. New Way of achieving mastery 
● Invest in mentorship 

If you understand and implement these lessons you will have no doubt that you will recover from 
the pain and strain that now plagues your music career. 
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NOW YOU HAVE A CHOICE… 

Now that you know all the ingredients you need to overcome repetitive strain injuries, once and 
for all, you have a choice ahead of you. You can either think “well, those were some fun ideas” 
and forget the whole thing. And if you do that, I’ll tell you right now, you will continue to struggle! 
And next year, 5 years or 10 years from now you’ll be in exactly the same place - or maybe worse: 
maybe the pain or stress will cause you to quit music altogether. You know why you’re reading 
this book. There are reasons! Something in your music life isn’t working! You’re probably in pain, 
you’re stressed out, or you’re stuck, and you don’t know what to do, you don’t know the best way 
forward. 

So, you can forget this book and continue to stay in pain, continue to try a million different 
treatment options, continue to wonder when the pain will go away and hope that it won’t flare up 
during your next performance, and risk losing your music career altogether… OR if you want to 
overcome repetitive strain injuries once and for all, if you want to experience fearless confidence 
on stage, if you want to achieve effortless mastery, if you want to experience freedom and joy in 
your music-making, if you want to be able to enjoy playing music at the highest levels well into 
your old age,... if that’s what you want, then here’s what I have for you. 
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HOW I CAN HELP 

I will set aside some time to speak with you about how you can apply these ideas to your 
music-making today. 

The cost? It’s free. 

I gave you these Eight Insights, the broad strokes, but the truth is that everybody is different and 
you need to know how to apply them to your own life. If that’s what you want to do then I’m more 
than happy to get on the phone with you so you can find out exactly what the next steps are for 
you to reach your goals. And I do this totally free of charge. But here’s the catch! This is not for 
everybody. 

WHO THIS IS FOR… 

● You must be absolutely committed to overcoming the obstacles to your personal and 
artistic growth,  

● You must be truly dedicated to honing your craft to the highest levels. 
● You must be willing to let go of the Old Way of achieving mastery and be open to the 

New Way. 

If this doesn’t sound like you, then I wish you good luck and all the best in your endeavors. If this 
sounds like you, then keep reading. 

WHY I’M DOING THIS… 

On the call, I'll help you get clarity about exactly what you want your music career to look like, as 
well as the exact steps you need to take to get there. 

By the end of the call, you will no longer be confused about why you’re in pain and what you 
need to do to overcome it. You will have a clear road map in place. 

Spaces in my studio are limited, so apply now: Email me at josepharnoldstudios@gmail.com or 
call me at (202) 304-9728. 

 

 

 

mailto:josepharnoldstudios@gmail.com
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Conclusion 

Before we wrap this up there’s just a little more I want to say here. You’ve learned a lot about 
overcoming pain, strain, and anxiety, but the truth is that when you overcome these obstacles the 
benefits will trickle through your whole life. I know that you know that being a musician is more 
than just a job, it’s more than something you do just when you’re practicing or performing - being 
a musician impacts your life. With that in mind I have these final words to share. This is a 
testimonial from Vena, one of my students: 

“Through his thoughtful and patient practice, 
Joseph Arnold has helped me to discover an 
awareness of my physical self and its 
interconnectedness to all parts of my life and 
well-being. Through this awareness, the smallest 
subtleties have empowered positive and profound 
changes in not only my physical health as a 
performer, but also my musicality and emotional 
well-being. Studying Alexander Technique through 
Pain-Free Music has been an integral part of my 
growth as both a person and artist, and I owe this to 
Joseph Arnold's wisdom and guidance.” - Vena J. 

 

 

 

                  Vena J., Philadelphia 

Alrighty! I hope you found this book useful, I hope you gained some useful insights, and some 
clarity on the obstacles you now face and how to overcome them. 

I hope to talk to you soon! 

 

 

Best wishes, 

Joseph Arnold 

Violinist & Alexander Technique Teacher 

JosephArnold.com 

 


