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Abstract 

Piano performance is a process of learning skills and changes affected by certain 
psychological factors, requiring coordination of various psychological elements. This 
paper analyzes the practice process of piano performance and the influence of 
psychological factors on public performance, and discusses the research process and 
current situation at home and abroad, aiming to broaden the author's vision on future 
piano teaching, and try to supplement the research on piano education in China. 
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1. Introduction 

Piano performance, like other performing arts, requires the performers to present the results 
of daily practice perfectly in a short period of time. It is an organic combination of the 
motivation of performance, desire, emotion, memory, imagination, control and a series of 
psychological activities. The psychological state of performers has a direct influence on the 
effect of the performance. So, it has always been a goal for a piano player to integrate his or her 
mind and body with music to create perfect acoustic effects. 

Piano performance is unique to other instruments. As pianist Anton Rubinstein once said when 
talking about piano performance, "Piano is an instrument and equals to a hundred 
instruments." With varied and rich timbre and volume effects, the piano can even replace the 
whole symphony orchestra in many cases, that’s why piano is difficult to play. In addition, 
recitals or public performances of most instruments are accompanied by a band or piano and 
other accompanying instruments. Due to its special performance, the player usually plays the 
piano without accompaniment. All other instrumentalists can not experience the loneliness of 
a piano player. 

With years of piano teaching, the author found that it is not always a smooth path for many 
piano learners. Sometimes, learners can make rapid progress in a short period of time, while 
sometimes, they cannot achieve the desired effect even if they have practiced for a long time. 
At this point, "practicing the piano" is painful. Some learners develop fear and tension about it, 
which in turn restricts the progress of the exercise. In exams, concerts, competitions and other 
public performance occasions, even if students have basically overcome a variety of technical 
problems in the practice process, and have made relatively adequate technical preparation 
before the performance, their live performance often fails to achieve expectations due 
to psychological tension and other reasons. Some professional pianists, however, seem to be 
immune to these factors and are able to present the music in its entirety within a limited period 
of time. This not necessarily means that they do not encounter any difficulties and problems, 
but they can adjust their psychological state of the scene with rich performance experience and 
good psychological quality, to overcome various emergencies. Seen in this light, playing is not 
only about physiology -- it requires players to master playing skills and develop good 
psychological adjustment ability. The development of the psychological state and psychological 
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quality of piano learners during the practice directly affects the effect of practice and the 
mastery of playing skills. In public performance, the ability of players to adjust and control their 
psychology directly affects the success or failure of performance: the special significance of time 
limit, space condition, completion degree, accuracy and expressiveness of public performance 
cause certain psychological pressure on players. Piano teachers and students should study and 
discuss how to combine playing skills with sound psychological adjustment ability 
to achieve the best performance. Thus, the piano playing technique is not only physical but also 
psychological. 

2. The Current Situation of Study at Home and Abroad 

Over the past 300 years, the piano has been enjoying the population of "the King of Musical 
Instruments", and has a long history of artistic development. Meanwhile, the discussion and 
research on piano performance techniques are also developing rapidly. The scope of research 
becomes broader and research content becomes more detailed, from the traditional technique 
principle of finger movement training to the rich study on the changes of playing timbre since 
the western romanticism period, and to the emerging of playing psychology, an 
interdisciplinary subject combining psychology and playing technology. In this process, 
Chinese and western pianists and music educators have gradually attached importance to the 
influence of psychological factors on piano performance in their experience summary and 
theoretical analysis. Since the 1960s, cognitive psychology has exerted a great influence on 
various fields of western music psychology.In foreign countries, the research on issues related 
to playing psychology has developed from a part attached to music psychology to an 
independent discipline. The discussion on the psychological factors that influence performance 
is not only based on the experiences of the biographies or books of the pianists or the music 
educators. Independent viewpoints and theoretical analyses were put forward, and many 
scholars and works devoted to the study of the subject emerged. And some new ideas on piano 
performance and piano education have a significant impact on the progress of the cause. In his 
book Musical Excellence: Strategies and Techniques to Enhance Performance, Aaron·William, a 
British psychologist and educator, integrated medical research and psychological research into 
the study of the technical skills of musical performance, and proposed the importance of 
studying the psychology of performance in the study and performance of musical performance. 
In his book Musical cognition and Development in Music Teaching and Learning, Richard 
Colwell discussed the necessity and methodological significance of combining musical 
cognition and learning with psychology. In the book The Science and Psychology of Music 
Performance: Creative Strategies for Teaching and Learning co-authored by Richard Parncutt 
and Gary McPherson, the authors distinguished the piano from other instruments and 
combined piano playing with the study of music psychology. This paper studies the influence of 
psychological factors such as piano player's musical potential, learning motivation, desire to 
play and external environment factors on the psychological development of piano playing. In 
the paper titled Seeing the Big Picture: Piano Practice as Expert problem Solving by 
Roger·Chaffin, Gavriella·Imreh, Anthony·F·Lemiex and Colleen·Chen, an in-depth study on the 
psychology of Piano playing and a new perspective was proposed. Influenced by these studies 
from different perspectives, many piano teaching concepts and teaching methods have 
undergone significant changes. Today, western piano performance art is in a new period. 

The research on the psychology of piano playing in China started late. After the founding of new 
China, with the vigorous development of piano education and music psychology, the research 
on the psychology of performance gradually flourished. "In the second half of the 20th century, 
the psychology of music in China shifted from philosophical psychology to scientific 
psychology.However, in the first 30 years, due to the lack of theoretical analysis and an in-depth 



International Journal of Social Science and Education Research                                                              Volume 2 Issue 12, 2019 

ISSN: 2637-6067                                                                                                                          DOI: 10.6918/IJOSSER.202001_2(12).0012 

85 

summary of performance experience, piano educators did not pay attention to this topic despite 
the emergence of some translated papers on performance psychology. At that time, the piano 
education in China still focused on the technical training of piano playing, but ignored the study 
on piano learning and psychological factors of playing. Therefore, most piano learners know 
nothing about playing psychology, and their psychological training is always in a state of self-
development. During this period, due to the neglect of playing psychological factors and the 
influence of objective external conditions, the piano was not popularized, and only a handful of 
piano players were trained. At the same time, the neglect and avoidance of psychological factors 
on the performance of the problem makes the development of piano performance almost 
stagnant. 

With the rapid development of piano education in China, especially in the cause of piano 
universal education, the music communication activities between China and western countries 
are increasing day by day, and many non-performing technical problems urgently need to be 
solved. Piano teachers began to probe into all aspects of piano performance from different 
perspectives and many professional works, papers and translations were published. In the past 
decade, "playing psychology" has also become one of the research topics of many piano 
teachers. Articles devoted to playing piano also include many summaries of the 
experience about piano practice, and there were also studies combining relevant knowledge of 
physiology and psychology. These summaries and studies not only enrich the theory of piano 
teaching in China, but also provided practical references for solving practical performance 
problems. Psychological factors neglected in the past have also been emphasized, and teaching 
methods have been improved. 

However, a large part of the theoretical analysis of playing psychology still belongs to the 
category of music psychology. In most cases, music psychologists have only 
sketched summary rather than a detailed description in their literature. In addition, most piano 
educators only list some psychological phenomena in actual performance in their teaching 
notes and papers and put forward their own views, but fail to put forward theoretical 
solutions. Many discourses on the psychology of piano playing do not directly or indirectly refer 
to the principles of educational psychology and are not based on necessary in-depth 
investigations. Objectively, this in turn results in the lack of rational cognition of learning of 
many professional piano learners whose skills have reached the intermediate level or above. As 
the Russian pianist and educator Neuhaus once said, "I have never been an undisturbed 
pianist. A performer is a complicated and contradictory man who loves the music he plays and 
completely submits to it but still have to process it.” When the player feels good, he feels that as 
if he's playing his own work, so he bursts into tears with excitement, excitement and 
love."3 Like him, many performers are good at summing up their performance experience, 
analyzing the causes of performance effect, and constantly renewing themselves to make their 
performance incomparable. 

3. The Influence of Psychological Factors on Piano Learning 

Piano playing is a very delicate and complicated discipline with a high demand for skills. 
Therefore, piano learners need a long time of hard and continuous practice to master piano 
playing skills. The practice process is an integral part of the entire career of a beginner and 
every professional pianist. During each practice, new technical problems appear, which bring 
new changes in the psychological state. In order to attain the ideal performance state, piano 
learners are often on the brink of tension and frustration. When we talk about practicing piano 
playing, it is an extremely complicated and difficult process of skill learning and psychological 
training, involving playing skills training and giving rise to many psychological problems. 
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Psychologically, any exercise consists of four stages: improvement, instability, plateau, and 
stability. At the beginning of the exercise, the progress is faster and then slower. The second 
stage is unstable. The third stage is often referred to as the "plateau phase", where things come 
to a standstill. The final stage shows a steady rise, reaching the limit of physiological 
development.  The process of practice does not go straight up but spirals up in stages. 

The practice process of piano performance fully reflects this practice curve. At the beginning of 
the practice, learners make rapid progress because they mainly imitate some local 

movements of finger touching keys, which is relatively simple. The later stage is much more 
complicated and difficult as learners are required to combine the local movements of fingers, 
wrists, arms and so on to form a complete and coordinated playing system. During this period, 
learners tend to experience the ups and downs of skill learning, and generally develop low self-
esteem, fear and fear of difficulties. In addition, some learners are eager for success and practice 
hard, which leads to physical fatigue and is counterproductive. However, some learners reject 
and resist the practice and cannot insist on the practice. This is what is known in psychology as 
the "plateau period" and has been called by some scholars as the "rotation phenomenon of 
playing skills". 

Whether learning to play the piano or practicing piano work, one must undergo a long process 
of psychological development. In fact, the process of practicing piano performance itself is a 
complex psychological activity, in which the player should establish a highly coordinated 
connection of visual, auditory, motor and other conditioned reflexes. From the beginning of the 
practice to the mastery of a variety of skills, the skills and psychological state of the 
practitioners are constantly changing. It is necessary for all players to cultivate excellent 
movement skills and mature and steady playing psychology, both of which are interrelated, 
mutual influence and indispensable. 

4. The Influence of Psychological Factors on the Public Performance of 
Piano 

Unlike the process of practicing piano performance which is a kind of repetitive and long-term 
activity, publicly performing piano is unrepeatable and transient. When publicly 
performing the piano, players must present the results of their daily practice perfectly and are 
not allowed to re-play the unsatisfactory parts of their performance as they did in practice. In 
addition, players must directly face the audience when playing in public. They are required not 
only to have a deep understanding of the music they are playing, but also to understand the 
psychology of the audience, so as to fully express the music and influence the audience with full 
affection. The reaction of the audience, the environment of the stage space and other factors 
have a direct impact on the psychology of the performers. Under the influence of various 
objective factors, players feel all kinds of possibilities at any moment during the public 
performance of the piano. In particular, the larger the public stage, the greater the pressure. The 
performance quality directly depends on the performer's psychological state of the scene. 

From years of piano performance and teaching, the author found that although a lot of 
practice had been done before the performance, when players came to public performance 
occasions such as concerts, examinations and competitions, their performance was often not 
satisfactory, and their performance technique could not be given full displayed. Sometimes 
they make mistakes they never made before. Sometimes they are unable to concentrate and 
even suffer temporary brain blockages, resulting in interruptions and so on. Of course, the 
factors that affect public performance are both technical and psychological, which are both 
related and different. It is difficult to succeed in public performance without a large amount 
of skill practice, but the psychological state of performers in live performance has a more direct 
impact. 
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In a variety of public piano performance occasions, including examinations, performances, 
competitions, etc., players usually show different degrees of tension, which can be roughly 
divided into positive and negative tension. Positive tension is mild tension, which is also a sense 
of "tension" sharing among almost all public performers. For example, the stage, lighting and 
audiences of live performance will inevitably make the performers feel different from 
the daily practice, often causing physiological reactions such as accelerated heartbeat, 
shortness of breath and high mood, which are normal physiological phenomena. These 
physiological reactions can sometimes have positive effects, stimulate the player's sense of 
responsibility and strong desire to play, and make the nerve center in a highly excited 
state. Consciously controlling the piano and movement will bring different performance effects 
from the practice process. These psychological reactions to stress are necessary and positive. 

However, players are more likely to develop negative tension when facing open spaces, 
unfamiliar audiences and environments. Negative psychological tension can also cause a series 
of physiological reactions. For example, the performer does not sleep well or even suffers from 
insomnia before the performance, which affects his physical strength during the performance. 
Before playing, most of them will develop abnormal physiological nervous reactions such 
as sweaty palms, numbness in fingers, body shaking, breathing difficulty, 
headache and stomach pain. These physiological reactions aggravate the tension and cause a 
series of chain psychological reactions, which make players unable to concentrate on the 
performance and affect the performance effect. Under the influence of negative tension, 
performers often "forget the score", which weakens the performance and stage effect, and even 
leads to the interruption of performance. 

5. Conclusion 

Piano performance is a process of skill learning and also a process of change influenced by 
certain psychological factors, which requires the coordination of various psychological factors. 
Psychological factors directly affect the practice process of piano playing and the effect of public 
piano playing. Therefore, the performance skills of piano players and psychological factors are 
interrelated and inseparable. 
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