
Any public speaking opportunity is likely  
to make us feel somewhat nervous. In fact, 
the unpredictability of just how nervous we 
might feel is something that can make us, 
well, even more nervous! 

Some situations, some subjects, some 
audiences can cause us to feel suddenly 
much more nervous than we expected.  
I have trained people who breezed through 
every exercise with charisma and panache, 
rising to every challenge I threw at them. 
However, when the final presentation in 
front of a live audience loomed, that 
apparent ease and confidence were 
nowhere to be seen. The ensuing 
performance was also oddly under par. 

The unexpected excessive nervousness 
that any speaker can feel is a real test of 
technique. What to do when this particular 
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anxiety veil descends across our 
otherwise so useful pre-frontal 
cortex which used to function so 
sweetly until the unwanted 
nerves intruded unannounced? 
You may remember that when 
the amygdala goes into 
overdrive in the face of threat, 
the mind has a nasty habit of 
going blank… 

I may have mentioned that  
when I am not coaching would-
be public speakers, I am a 
professional opera singer (when 
external forces such as global 
pandemics refrain from  
interfering that is). 

I recently made my debut at 
Glyndebourne in their Tristan  
und Isolde production which 
culminated in a night at the Proms 
– a night that would serve as a 
great source of learning for my 
opera-singing self, and perhaps 
for all you public speakers and 
presenters out there. 

On the day of the Prom 
performance (31st of August 2021) 
I awoke with a nasty migraine.  
I had never sung at the Royal 
Albert Hall before and that 
evening I would be singing in a 
live Radio 3 broadcast. Perhaps 
anticipatory stress had prompted 
this headache? 

I got myself to the rehearsal with 
the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra and was blown away 
by the astonishing beauty of the 
venue – one which I had only 
previously seen on TV. 

Fortunately, my migraine lifted 
about an hour before curtain up 
and I looked forward to the 
performance. Little did I know  
that this performance would 
become a lesson in expecting  
the unexpected! 

As we came off stage at the end  
of the second act, I heard my 
name and turned to see the lead 
tenor and the conductor 
beckoning me to come and speak 
with them. It turned out that the 
tenor had “lost his voice.” I would 
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have to go on and sing the 
extremely punishing third act of 
Tristan in order to save the show… 

After a brief crisis meeting with 
the conductor and a few other 
anxious members of the team,  
I agreed to sing from the 
downstage-right position without 
the score.  

I then had ten minutes to prepare 
myself and send a couple of 
messages to family members so 
that they could tune in and catch 
this, for me, momentous occasion 
on live radio! 

A few minutes later I walked on 
stage and took up my position. 
During the prelude, my mind 
wandered: what if I completely 
mess this up! How humiliating… 
and on live radio! My career will 
be finished! I thought of the 
enormity of the context, the 
thousands of people before me, 
my daughter sitting somewhere 
off to my right. I felt my emotions 
welling up and engulfing me as I 
listened to the heart-rending music.

It was then that I realised I needed 
to turn my attention to the job at 
hand. I focussed and centred 
myself and kept my attention on 
my objective rather than on all 
these intrusive and overwhelming 

thoughts. I focussed on my breath 
and on standing strong with a 
sense of connection to the space 
and all those present and to the 
ground holding me up. I reminded 
myself to execute my plan, step 
by step, as best I could. 

It wasn’t all plain sailing. There 
were moments when I wondered 
if I would implode under the 
imagined pressure. I dug deep.  
I let go and began to just sing and 
express myself fully, guided by 
the extraordinary music. 
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The evening ended with what  
the Proms director, David Pickard, 
described as the most 
extraordinary reception he had 
ever heard at a Prom.  

In the days that followed, I was 
interviewed by newspapers and 
radio stations and their account of 
the evening was that of a heroic 
intervention to save the show. 
They seemed in awe of the fact 
that I sang without the score.  
To me, this was nothing more than 
what I regarded to be adequate 
preparation as an official 

understudy. Admittedly, there is  
a lot of text and a lot of music to 
memorise in the third act of this 
opera! Fail to prepare and prepare 
to fail comes to mind… 

The media also enjoyed the story 
of this working-class nephew of 
the boxing legend Sir Henry 
Cooper who went on heroically  
to save the Prom. It seemed I had 
done my little bit in the campaign 
to make opera less elitist. 

Looking back at the event, I can 
see that fear of failure impacted 
my performance. Once I had 
shaken this off, my singing was 
stronger and freer… I learned a lot 
from the experience and am 
putting these learnings into 
practice.  

We can all grow and develop,  
no matter where we are currently. 
Seeking opportunities rather than 
shying away from them is decisive 
and there is nothing to fear  
but fear itself! 
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