
Thoughts and Tips for Solo and Ensemble Success 

 Remember to perform the music, not just the notes. Solo and ensemble judges are waiting to 
hear musical performances – not just a collection of notes with proper rhythms, but pieces 
performed with dynamic contrasts and phrases. 

 Research suggests that students rehearsing five or more times with the accompanist experienced 
success more often than those who did not. It sounds so obvious, doesn’t it? Nevertheless, all too 
often student performances are thrown together the week of the festival.  Get a recording of the 
accompaniment and practice with it when possible. 

In order to create a wonderful performance, there are a few “Musts”: 

 You must have a beautiful and expressive tone. People will not enjoy hearing just 
flashy fast notes and no captivating sound.  

 You must also have a solid technique or you will be left playing only the simplest of 
tunes forever.  

 You must play in tune with yourself and with others.  

 You must ask yourself, “What are you saying through your music?”  

Regarding The Performance 

Warm-up: 

Use a big beautiful sound. Find a favorite simple melody, tune or scale and breathe a warm singing tone 
into your instrument. Feel the openness in your throat and facial cavity, the flexibility in your lips and 
the capacity of your breathing. Move on to descending ½ step pairs settling into your tone. Center and 
tune yourself with harmonic exercises and octaves slurs, etc… Gradually work your way into some fluid 
scales and arpeggios to warm up your fingers. Don’t race hysterically around on your piece or waste 
time trying to compete and/or impress others in the warm-up room. Stay centered and focused on 
yourself. Breathe, Breathe, Breathe! 

Intonation: 

Tune carefully and with a full tone. It is meaningless to whisper out an “F or B Flat”. If you have a chance 
to tune beforehand with the piano you will be using that day, then you will only need to play a quick 
check  when it is your turn. Otherwise, tune with your performance tone and give yourself a chance to 
blow out any “first-note” jitters, hear the piano and the room, breathe, and relax. You are about to have 
some fun. Remember to listen, listen, listen! You can make quick adjustments to your instrument during 
your longer rest periods in the piece if necessary. Learn about the intonation tendencies of your 
instrument. Keep your instrument warm before playing. 

Tone: 

Tone should be a living expression, not a static “electronic” sound. Control, clarity and flexibility are all 
important ingredients to a beautiful tone. Vibrato should not be constant and unrelenting. It must vary 
in order to create a truly expressive phrase. Your color, size and intensity should help to create 
atmosphere, mood and expression. Too much vibrato is the same as no vibrato at all. 



Begin confidently and not apologetically. Project out over the heads of the audience and feel your sound 
bounce off that back wall. Better to begin perhaps a bit too fully than to choke out a tiny little blip. A 
good start will give you confidence and help you establish the flow. 
Using expressive and appropriate tone colors and dynamics will create an enchanting performance. 
Draw the listener into the subtle nuances and shadings of your tone. Study how to change the shape, 
size and direction of your air column (or whatever applies to your instrument) in order to create colorful 
and meaningful phrases. 
 

Rhythm: 

Rhythmic accuracy, accents, meter and precision are all very important. Your interpretation depends on 
your ability to first play what is written accurately. How precise and even are your eighth notes, 
sixteenth notes and triplets…and how steady are you keeping the rhythm throughout? Practice with a 
metronome. 

Technique: 

Scales and technical studies are a must. They should be second nature and a fundamental building block 
for ease of technique in your solos. Do not learn your technique through your solos or band literature. 
Develop it fully in exercises and books designed for that purpose .. Be awake, alert and energetic when 
practicing. Set daily goals and play with a beautiful tone, slowly and accurately. Speed means nothing 
unless the sound is beautiful and even and the fingers are fluid and accurate. Command over these 
exercises will give extra confidence and security when you are in the stress and pressure of a 
performance. 
 

Breathing: 

Imagine breathing in the word “HO” backwards to help limit the noise of shallow breaths. It will help 
open and relax your throat. Try not to “sip” cold air into the mouth. Breathe deeply and quickly and get 
it down low into your body and out of the way. The “sipping” action will also contribute to that familiar 
“cotton mouth” we can experience during performances. 
The ribcage should expand and remain lifted, not dropped. The head should be lifted as if by a puppet 
string pulling up from the top back of your head. This will help free your jaw for flexibility and control. 
This, in turn, helps to relax you. Do not jut the head forward or contort it in odd directions. Your eyes 
should glance down at the music while the head remains lifted. Practice good breathing exercises to 
develop endurance and comfort. Proper breathing is essential to all wind and brass players. 
Posture, position and balance of your instrument are all also crucial in keeping flexible and at ease in 
your performance. Breathe deeply and avoid squeezing your arms into your body. Open up the area 
around your torso and free your ribcage. Projection and power improve dramatically. Colors and tones 
will be greatly enhanced. Sustain fully through the last note of the phrase. Plan your breaths and mark 
them in your part. Don’t leave it up to chance. You will end up taking more than necessary, grabbing 
them haphazardly and disturbing the phrase. The breath is part of the expression. 
 

Interpretation 

Bring the composers markings to life. That is your role as the performer and interpreter. First and 
foremost, follow the directions on the music well.  



Play the music, not your instrument. It is the medium through which you are communicating. Who is the 
composer? When did he live? What period and style is the composition written? Listen to recordings 
and listen to other works of this composer. Bring the composer’s intentions to life. That is what 
interpretation is, not what you think it should be.  You have something to say with your piece. Figure out 
what that is, work to communicate it through the music and create a relationship with the listeners. 
That is the magic of music. You can say things that words or pictures cannot. Explore and have fun 
finding your way of doing that. 
 
Phrasing is the art of shaping a melody. It is the ability to create a rise and fall or a tension and release as 
the phrase flows forward. Think of the melody traveling over the bar-lines. Your music must have a 
dynamic shape and flow otherwise; it is merely a mechanical exercise. 
 

Piano Accompaniment and ensemble parts (i.e. trio, quartet, quintet, choir): 

Know your piano part. It is essential to the understanding and interpretation of the piece. It isn’t a last 
minute addition. Most of the time, students are limited by time and money for rehearsals with their 
accompanist, so listen to recordings and study the piano part. You need to know it well and understand 
how your part works with it. 
Also, know the other parts of your ensemble. You fit together like puzzle pieces. You certainly don’t 
want to sound like individuals who start and finish together, but essentially played separately. Practice 
often, practice scales and intonation exercises together. Learn to blend with each other’s sounds and 
work to create a unified interpretation and presentation. Plan your breaths to benefit the overall 
ensemble line. 
 

Stage Presence: 

Never tell with your facial expression or body language that something went wrong. Don’t forget to 
wear your smile. You are happy to be offering your performance, no matter where or when. Be positive 
and make it your best. Let your hard work be the firm ground you can plant your feet in and the music 
will flow. 
 
Stand away from your stand and place the stand so that its top edge is no higher than your shoulders. 
Your audience (or judge) wants to see your lovely face and hear your sound project out and over the 
stand. Never hide behind the stand. As with everything else I mention in this article, this all must be 
practiced before your performance. 
 
Excessive body movements are unnecessary and often very distracting. In general, the expression of 
musical emotions should be created solely by your sound and not visually by your body. At the student 
level, the “choreography” (dancing about) is not only distracting but also very often detrimental to your 
overall control. Tape yourself and listen to hear if your interpretation of the composition is coming 
through or is it dependent on the “dancing”. Video tape yourself as well and watch to see if your 
movements are too excessive. 
 
Ensemble groups should seek advice as to the position and setup of each player. The proper stand 
placement and sharing of music parts, the correct order of the parts and the physical shape/setup will 
help to create the best ensemble sound and visibility among players. 
 



Dress: Look the part of a performer. The type of performance (concert, audition, competition), time of 
day and the kind of audience will dictate the formality or informality of your dress. One should not be 
over-dressed or over-made-up for an audition or competition. You should be comfortable and have ease 
of movement. You are offering something special and therefore, should look respectable (not overly 
trendy either), neat and clean. Have respect for yourself as a performer and respect for your audience 
and or judge. Keep it simple, elegant and comfortable. 
 
On a side note, don’t forget to sleep and eat well before your performance dates. If you are not fresh 
and nourished, you may not have the energy to concentrate and give your best performance. 
 

One Last Thought: 

Savor each moment of your performance and try to get your ego out of the way. Enjoy the privilege and 
pleasure of giving the gift of music to the world. Every performance, no matter how big or small, long-
planned for or spontaneous is an opportunity to discover music and who you are as a musician. Be 
positive and have fun! This spirit of positive thinking is a must. You are the best person to be playing this 
piece at this moment – now make it so! 
 


