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Don’t fret...

he 10 October marks World Mental Health Day, an annual concentration
of efforts to raise awareness of mental illness and to reduce the stigma that
still loiters in the background of discussions on the subject. Here at Classical
Music we're gearing up to unveil the full results of our perception poll, for which we've
canvassed opinions on the provision of mental health support in industry professionals’
places of work. We want to work out where the gaps are and to suggest ways of improving
the health and happiness of employees across the sector.
We've also taken this opportunity to explore the ways in which the industry is
providing psychological support. Increasingly we are becoming aware of the relevance
of sports psychology for musicians; after all, elite performance, whether athletic or
musical, shares the same bedrock of mental strength and unwavering focus. Dr Ralph
Strehle of the Masquerade Opera Studio explains the impact of these lessons on
emerging opera singers (p 48), while Mark Morley-Fletcher explains how the process
of improving his tennis playing inspired him to start a performance anxiety programme
for musicians (p 39).
Another link between music-making and sport is

the ever-present risk of serious, career-limiting
injury. Our cover star, guitarist MILOS, has
recently recovered from a hand injury that
brought him stress and unhappiness. But he’s
back on track - literally — as he embarks on a
UK-wide tour this autumn (p 30).

Lucy Thraves, Editor

Classical Music magazine sits at the heart of the profession, providing news, opinion, resources
and practical advice that supports professional musicians and those who serve the industry to
build and sustain successful careers. Our team of dedicated editors and contributors all have
backgrounds in music and journalism and we are passionate about the future of classical music.
We champion the achievements of those working in music-making across genres and campaign
for increased support in tackling the challenges that arise from this rapidly changing political,
financial, technological and social landscape
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The distinction between task and ego orientation equally applies to
the psychology of music performance. Task-oriented musicians control
what can be controlled in a performance, such as their attentional
focus, energy levels and emotional engagement. Ego-oriented
musicians are concerned with what lies outside their control, such as
praise and recognition from important others. If success is predicated
predominantly upon receiving external rewards, then the absence of
such rewards can create inordinate amounts of pressure and stress. The
ego’s fragile economy is interrupted, and self-doubt, accompanied by
feelings of failure and shame, creeps in. In the long term such pressure
can lead to lack of motivation or burnout.

Awareness of the potential dangers inherent in ego orientation
and the necessity for more task-oriented learning has led to the
foundation of Mascarade Opera Studio (MOS) in Florence, which
will begin in September 2020 at Palazzo Corsini al Prato. The
declared aim of its nine-month, high-ability training programme for
opera singers and répétiteurs is to instil in its studio artists a rask-
oriented attitude. MOS understands task orientation as a process,
which in its best form becomes flow: intrinsic motivation, doing
the thing you like doing for no other purpose than the action itself.
Because task orientation requires curiosity and flexibility, the desire
to figure something out and to find solutions, it also underlies the
studio’s resilience training programme. Resilience is not ‘bouncing
back’, as many people assume; rather, it is taking calculated risks and
being psychologically flexible in the face of challenges. For MOS,
developing task orientation and resilience are key components for
becoming healthy and effective performers.

Whilst our predisposition toward either task or ego orientation
may, to some extent, be innate, our environment will determine
which one is dominant. It does this by a variety of regulatory
mechanisms — for example, the type of feedback provided — which
lead us to adoprt a prevalent orientation. Unlike MOS, with its focus
on task orientation and creation of task-oriented environments,
music conservatoires and many premier league football clubs nurture
ego orientation and as such are ego environments par excellence.
Inevitably, such institutions not only lose exceptionally talented
individuals on the way — the ‘quiet
ones’ who, in the conservatoire’s
estimates ‘can’t cut it’ — burt also
contribute to the rise in mental
health problems in their young
musicians and players.

Thankfully many musicians
have become much more open to
discussing and disclosing mental
health issues and many UK
conservatoires now offer courses in becoming healthy practitioners
and musicians. However, such courses will have little impact if
ego-oriented environments are pcrpetuatcd in one-to-one tcaching,
where the outdated master-apprentice model still seems to hold sway.
If current research can be disseminated to these environments, then
we will hopefully see a change.

MOS is at the vanguard of this change, with the focus firmly on
the individual studio artist and the design of individual psychological
skills training programmes (which have been common currency for
some time in applied sports science). Simply put, these programmes
begin with the identification of performers’ relative strengths and
weaknesses, followed by the selection or development of performance
strategies to improve perceived weaknesses. An education period
where various strategies — such as personal profiling, performance

Just because you played
20 good passes in the last
game doesn’t mean you will
do so the same next time

Dr Ralph Strehle

routines, stress and distraction management, goal setting, imagery
training and mindfulness — are taught is followed by an application
period where strategies are tested in a variety of performances contexts.
The programme is reviewed and revised as necessary at key stages
during the year. Fundamentally, the aim for MOS’s studio artists is to
stay task oriented in a variety of performance contexts; to keep their
emotions in check; to maintain and adjust energy levels; essentially to
identify and attend to the right things.

Importantly, every performance activity is conceptualised as
part of a studio artist’s individual training programme, ranging
from coaching, active rest periods and one-to-one lessons, to
concerts and orchestral showcases.
Part of the programme also
involves handling high pressure
situations and lcarning to cope
with cgo—orientcd environments.
Performance evaluation and
feedback are paramount. Unlike
the master-apprentice model with
its strong hierarchical structure, it
is important for studio artists to
see themselves as part of a team. Whilst knowledge and expertise
are respected, artistic ideas can be exchanged and discussed freely
between staff and studio artists.

With its unique structure and programme, MOS offers an
alternative training and education model which centres on
individuality, health and longevity. As such it is a welcome antidote
to an industry increasingly obsessed with quick fixes and short-term
results. @

Mascarade Opera Studio’s new nine-month training programme
starts in September 2020 in Florence in conjunction with the New
Generation Festival. Applications are now open for winter auditions.
m,z,\'azmd(’op(';uLx‘z‘zz{z'in.i//fzpply

newgenerationfestival.org
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