
Music makes it better

Description

â??A child in the dark, gripped with fear, comforts himself by singing under his breath.â?• This is the
opening sentence of an essay by Gilles Deleuze and FÃ©lix Guattari called â??1837: Of the Refrain.â?
• Then follows an exposition on the power of rhythm and melody to mark a territory: â??The song is like
a rough sketch of a calming and stabilizing, calm and stable, center in the heart of chaos.â?•

Itâ??s well known that music encourages a mood, can support a sense of well being, and associates
with place. Itâ??s worth comparing the health benefits claimed of music with those claimed of natural
environments. Are the two related?

People use personal stereos (smartphones with headphones) to adjust their responses to
environments. According to music sociologist Tia DeNora, â??personal listening is also, by definition, a
highly individualised solution to the problem of wellbeingâ?• (p.67).

In her excellent book Music Asylums, DeNora draws on those who advocate an â??ecological
perspectiveâ?• on health and well being. Once we broaden health and illness to an understanding of
â??the interconnections between belief, social practice and physical embodied phenomenaâ?• (p.22)
then its easy to accept that a cultural intervention such as a piece of music has an influence on well
being.

She writes about the placebo effect as evidence of this complex of interrelations. Iâ??m not sure she
goes this far, but if you believe a piece of music is good for you then it may have just that effect, under
the right conditions, much as a walk in the park is healthy, if we believe it. I examined the placebo effect
in an earlier post.
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Nature versus culture

This positioning of music within a wider sphere of experience reminds me of the claims made by those
who feel that the division between nature and culture is outdated. We are now in a â??post-naturalâ?•
world where such distinctions are irrelevant.

For advocates of the â??post-natural,â?• engagement is key. So too is the concept of an
interconnected whole, for which ecology provides the model, particularly as experienced through a
â??relational sensibility.â?•

The natural world includes us, and is made up not of independent objects as if encyclopedia entries,
but sets of interdependent relationships: the bird on the branch in the breeze, with the insects, the sun
and the rain. To apprehend such relationships is to form a strong bond with the natural world.

In any case, some scholars think that the mechanisms by which music affects our emotions (and our
well being) derive from human responses to the natural environment (as I explored in another post), as
if musical sounds are derived from calming and alarming sounds in our environment that signal safety
or hazard.

People also use media that draw on and reinforce the character of the natural world. Meditation,
relaxation and sleep aids invoke nature scenes to relieve stress and induce relaxation: feeling the warm
sand beneath your feet on a deserted beach, approaching a clearing in a forest and smelling damp pine
needles, entering an exotic garden with birds and flowers, listening to a babbling brook, etc. In
recordings designed to induce a meditative state these are accompanied typically by music.

So music and environment are related in many ways, and the relationship between the salutogenic
benefits claimed of each may help to inform the other.

Working better

As further evidence for the link between music and nature â?¦ we have a short chapter (in fact itâ??s a
â??recipeâ?•) in a book just out intended to help frustrated researchers. The editors say: â??Whether
you are a PhD student, professor or decision-maker, these recipes, case studies and papers invite
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you to consider research habits, approaches and environments in interesting and different ways. â?¦
Each recipe enables the reader to take practical steps to understand and develop their own research at
all levels, from the personal to the institutional.â?•

The â??recipeâ?• by Jenny, Peter, Panos and me is about relieving attention fatigue by stepping
outdoors and enjoying nature. The recipe that follows ours is by Judy Robertson who examines
research into the use of music while you work. She says that â??once you enter the flow state it
doesnâ??t matter what youâ??re listening to, as you wonâ??t be aware of it. Have you ever returned
from a period of intense concentration to discover that your playlist of favourite songs ended hours
earlier without you hearing any of them?â?• But you can read the rest for free online.

Notes

Also see blog posts on the placebo effect, music, de-stressing, doing research and the brain.
Iâ??m still reading Tia DeNoraâ??s Music Asylums. Iâ??m interested in whether thereâ??s
anything corresponding to â??soft fascinationâ?• in the realms of music. The book is mainly about
urban experience, but Iâ??m looking to see if thereâ??s anything to be said about listening to
music while in the countryside, or using music to invoke â??the natural.â?•
On the subject of meditation and the sounds of nature listen to Autumn Equinox by Lynn Emberg
Purse and The Four Elements on Spotify [note added 15 April 2014].
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