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The Power of the Visual in Teaching, Learning, and Performance 

We tend to concentrate on sound when we teach, learn, or perform music.  But the visual has a 

major impact on how students learn, how teachers teach, and how members of the audience 

actually hear a performance.  What we hear is influenced by what we see.  The visual has this 

major impact due to brain cells called mirror neurons. This session explains these fascinating 

brain cells and why we need to pay more attention to the visual when we are making music.   

Mirror neurons and the power of the visual are discussed in depth in Chapter 9 in my book listed 

below: The Musical Brain. Additional resources can be found below.   

Books 

Iacoboni, Marco. 2008.  Mirroring People:  the science of empathy and how we connect with 

others.    A fascinating book about one of the great neuroscience discoveries of the past 20 years. 

Svard, Lois. 2023. The Musical Brain: what students, teachers, and performers need to know.  

See Chapter 9 for an in-depth discussion of mirror neurons. (If ordering, use discount code 

AAFLYG6.)  

Articles 

Tsay CJ.  (2013).  Sight over sound in the judgment of music performance. Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences USA  110(36): 14580-14585. (The reference list in this paper is an 

extensive list of research about the primacy of the visual.) 

Tsay, CJ.  (2014).  The vision heuristic:  Judging music ensembles by sight 

alone.  Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 124: 24-33. 

Videos 

Three-year old Jonathan conducting 4th movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.  I didn’t 

discuss this in the presentation, but there is nothing quite like this video to enable us to hear the 

“joy” in this famous work. Our mirror neurons are mirroring Jonathan’s excitement about the 

music.  

The following two videos demonstrate how both conductor and orchestra members are 

responding to the music, and this communicates to the audience via mirror neurons.  

Simon Rattle conducts 6 Berlin school orchestras 

Simon Rattle conducts John Williams: Indiana Jones 

http://www.amazon.com/Mirroring-People-Science-Empathy-Connect/dp/0312428383/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1442624546&sr=8-1&keywords=mirroring+people
http://www.amazon.com/Mirroring-People-Science-Empathy-Connect/dp/0312428383/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1442624546&sr=8-1&keywords=mirroring+people
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-musical-brain-9780197584170?cc=us&lang=en&
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3767512/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749597813000861
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749597813000861
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0REJ-lCGiKU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dP4kXJ92Qh4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_U519RdznMA

