USING MUSIC IN DAILY LIFE

From the moment we wake up until we go to sleep, and possibly even outwith these times, we are surrounded by sound.  It can be helpful to become more aware of how we, as individuals, are affected by sound.  

How often have you heard yourself say ‘you don’t listen to me’?  This is because of the difference between listening and hearing.

Hearing is passive in as much as it happens to you – the sound is there but you don’t necessarily process what you are hearing.  Listening is active – it involves actually taking in the sounds, processing and reacting to them.

You can appreciate the difference by trying this simple exercise – 

Take a moment to notice what you are currently hearing.   Now shut your eyes and really listen for a couple of minutes.  You will probably become much more aware of noises you hadn’t noticed before you shut your eyes and ‘actively listened’.

This is actually a really good exercise to do to calm you down a bit if you feel you can only spare two minutes. 

If you listen to music at all, then something has already been going on between music, your body and your mind even if you’ve never really given it much thought.

Unlike watching television, though, music doesn’t ‘do it for you’; it just inspires your imagination.

Think about what factors might have influenced your musical choices and needs, for example –


Past experiences


Temperament


Personality


Childhood memories

Continued experience

Desires and aspirations

No two people will feel exactly the same about a piece of music, what might be slow and relaxing to one may be slow but boring to another.  Music has a meaning beyond itself though too, we each connect what is currently happening to us and how we feel, with the music we are listening to.

Another interesting exercise can be to try and compile your life story in music.  Think of memories from as young an age as you can and list the pieces of music you associate with them e.g. pieces that remind you of holidays, friendships, etc.  You can do this for either just happy memories or also for the more bittersweet or sad ones.  It can be interesting to see if you can learn anything from this list.

When I tried this for myself I spent a very long night (I thought it would take maybe an hour but many hours later I was still there…) during which I selected various pieces of music which held memories for me.  It was more of an emotional rollercoaster than I had anticipated but was also an amazingly cathartic experience, remembering happy and not so happy times.  What astounded me too though was that of the first six of my pieces, five had very similar theme of which I had not previously been aware.  It really was well worth doing and something I need to spend more time on and will definitely continue to encourage others to do. 

What music should I listen to?

We are all capable of assessing what is right or wrong for us.  Music is largely intuitive.  You will know by your response to the music if it is right for you.  If you play something which is not suited to your mood you will most likely feel irritable.

Each piece of music though is made up of different elements and we all have our own preferences for these e.g. pitch, melody, harmony, rhythm, tempo, intensity, timbre, etc.  It can be useful to become aware of your own preferences.

More effective use of music is not about the right songs to sing or the best music to listen to – it is simply about using the kind of music you feel you need at the time.  It is helpful to notice what you like and play it often so that you know you can depend on it in certain situations.

What can music do for my life?

There is probably nothing new here, but music has the potential to:

· relax 

· energize

· promote clear thinking

· help meditation

· cut through ‘psychological noise’ i.e. the daily worries, fears, expectations and negative self-messages 

· help control moods

· filter out the world

· provide a ‘safe place’ where we can escape to when things are going badly, etc……

10 Suggestions for using music in your daily life

1. Do you wake up to a harsh alarm clock or the news on the radio?  Try instead waking up to some pleasant music, perhaps something which gradually increases in pace to gently waken you.

2. Try singing in the shower.  It is a bit of a cliché, but does work.  The moist air is good for the larynx and the noise of the shower acts as white noise which can help minimize your inhibitions.  Singing is one of the best ways to include music in your life because using the voice helps bring more oxygen into the system which can help you feel better in general.   Songs can also help us express ourselves by linking with the cultural, political, spiritual and emotional events that define us.

3. As you get ready for the day try playing soothing but livelier music.

4. Hum a tune while walking the dog.

5. Sing around the house or choose some motivating music while you do the hoovering.

6. Sing while driving – no one else can hear you there.  If driving long distances try listening to something like techno rock which is a good energy source.

7. If it’s allowed – try listening to music at work.  Baroque music is often a good choice for helping concentration.

8. Play background music while having dinner.

9. Use music as cues to help children with routine e.g. singing the same songs each night at bath time and bedtime.

10. Try switching off the TV half an hour earlier than usual and taking that time to actively wind down from the day by listening to some relaxing music.

What else can I do?

If you only have two minutes, try the exercise I mentioned earlier but take time to get comfortable and notice external sounds first before noticing breathing, etc.

If you have half an hour try this:

Find a comfortable place, free of distractions and think about what you are about to do – create an imaginary bubble, switch off the phone, decide not to answer the door, if you’re worried about falling asleep then set an alarm. Turn your focus to your body – notice any tensions and make sure you are comfortable. Make sure the temperature is OK.  Now turn your attention to the music you have chosen to listen to. 

When it finishes notice how you feel and reflect for a while on this – be patient with yourself though, as it takes time to learn how to concentrate on an internal process.  Also remember that if at any point the music triggers an uncomfortable memory or you become anxious, angry, etc. then you are free to switch it off.  I know it sounds obvious, but just because you’ve set aside thirty minutes doesn’t mean you have to stick with it.  It is your process, about your wants and your needs.

A variation on the above is to use music that you know to release stressful feelings as you remember lovely past experiences, memories, places of beauty, etc...

Over the years I have been compiling suggested music listening lists and I’d be happy to offer anyone some different suggestions if it would help.
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