Mental Practice
Some Guidelines for Musicians

By Malva Freymuth

Violinist Fritz Kreisler was renowned
among his colleagues for his astonishing
mental capacities. He would tell how he
had learned an entire concerto by study-
ing it silently while riding the train en
route to the concert at which the piece
was to be performed. As the story goes,
he arrived and performed beautifully
without the benefit of one rehearsal!
Kreisler would say, “I practice only as I
feel the need. I believe that everything is
in the brain. You think of a passage and
you know exactly how you want it.”! He
believed that excessive practicing “be-
numbs the brain, renders the imagination
less acute, and deadens the alertness...”?

Granted, Kreisler’s way of practicing
was extraordinary, and perhaps he had
something akin to photographic memory.
But even without such astonishing ca-
pacities, virtually every musician can ben-
efit from using mental practice as a
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supplement to physical practice. And,
while the amount of practice necessary
varies with each individual, Kreisler’s
point is well taken when we realize that
excessive practice is damaging and can
even result in physical injury.

Mental Practice Defined

What is mental practice? How can it be
used, and when? Mental practice is a pro-
cess of creating an accurate mental image
of a physical action, with the intention of
affecting one’s physical performance of
the task in question. In part, this involves
mental recall of the sensory feedback
gained through physical execution of the
task. Watching or listening to others per-
form can provide added sensory informa-
tion. Mental recall is not limited to visual
images; it can be applied to feedback
from all senses. For example, as musi-
cians, we can usually recall the auditory,
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visual and kinesthetic experience of music
making in fairly vivid detail. When this
type of recall is practiced, a heightened
awareness of all sensory feedback can be
cultivated. Furthermore, mental practice
improves long-term memory of relevant
feedback, and can be used in both carly
and late stages of learning.

Most would agree that the goal of prac-
tice is to achieve complete integration of
body (the technical mechanism), mind
(the director of events) and spirit (musi-
cal inspiration), culminating in music
making that transcends technique. Men-
tal practice is an invaluable tool in
achieving the efficient and fluid tech-
nique that is free from cxcessive muscular
tension and supportive of unhampered
artistic expression. It also helps us set
high artistic standards and goals, as well
as produce a clear image of the ideal
sound we are striving for.

Although many musicians spend time
away from their instruments silently
studying scores or performing mentally,
using mental practice during physical
practice sessions can also be of tremen-
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dous value. Alternating between the two
modes, the learner can continually refo-
cus on improving muscular efficiency,
gaining fluidity in movement, identifying
specific hindrances, and reinforcing the
image of how the music should sound.

Vigilantly striving toward an ideal
helps eliminate lower quality rote prac-
tice. The ideal sound may be destroyed
by hammering away at learning a new
piece without musical sensitivity or
beauty of sound. Without mental prac-
tice in all stages of learning a piece, a
learner incvitably remains at a lower artis-
tic standard for a longer period of time.
Premature and imperfect levels of playing
must be balanced and shaped by con-
tinual inner reinforcement of final goals.

Regardless of whether you are practic-
ing something new or reviewing and pol-
ishing, you should always approach play-
ing your instrument with clear intent and
alertness. For example, in learning a cer-
tain passage of music, a section might be
played physically with full awareness of
kinesthetic, auditory and visual feedback.
Then, the passage can be repeated men-
tally, with accurate and vivid recall of all
sensory feedback. If the passage was
played well, this mental repetition will
serve to solidify the experience and help
file it in long-term memory.

If the passage was unsatisfactory, fur-
ther mental review can be used to analyze

problems and clarify details of the desired
result. This involves redefining musical
and physical intentions, comparing the
actual playing with the ideal sound envi-
sioned as a goal. A corrected imaginary
performance of the passage should follow.
The next physical repetition should then
be an attempt to incorporate the imaged
corrections, and so on, back and forth be-
tween physical and mental practice. The
length of a passage is immaterial—you
can use this technique equally well on an
isolated shift or a bowing, a play-through
of a few measures, a line or an entire com-
position.

Strategies such as practicing specific
groupings of notes in rhythm lend them-
selves particularly well to mental work.
During each rest, think ahead, mentally
hearing and feeling the next unit before
playing. Each of these stops should also
serve as a check point for scanning the
body and releasing excess tension. Prac-
ticing in this way helps train the mind to
think faster than the body; all the while,
the body remains relaxed, flowing and
responsive to the commands of the brain.
It also forces performers to really know
the passage; they can’t depend on the
momentum of what was played previ-
ously to carry them through a tough spot.

Applying Mental Practice

Mental imagery may be applied in a
variety of ways. It is useful during all
stages of learning, and is most effective
when continually alternated with physical
practice. Perspective (internal/external),
rate (slow motion through speeded up),
and focus (on auditory, visual and ki-
nesthetic feedback) can all be manipu-
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struments as well.

Kinesthetic

In focusing on the physical sensations
of your actions, be aware of how keeping
the eyes open or closed affects your con-
centration, accuracy or intensity of the
experience. During mental reproduction
of the action, experiment with leaving the
eyes open or closed.
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that your breathing is full and easy
during these exercises. Inhibiting
breath and increasing overall muscular
tension is a common tendency, par-
ticularly when encountering a challeng-
ing task.

Be aware of how you interact with
your instrument and the music you
play on an emotional level. Can you
project intensity without excessive

the problem may provide the information
necessary in making an appropriate cor-
rection. Another possibility is to adopt
the viewpoint of an outside observer,
mentally watching a performance as a
coach or teacher would. This may bring
some necessary objectivity to perfor-
mance assessments. This can also be
supplemented by recording a perfor-
mance (audio or video) and using the
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