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Abstract

This paper explores musical improvisation as a tool for a meditative practice, in response to the
conditions of the modern world and its systemic stressors. The research is grounded in affect
theory and phenomenology, investigating how the act of creating sound can facilitate a
transition from judgmental thought patterns to a state of reflexive observation and
meta-awareness. The research follows a three part qualitative methodology. Firstly a personal,
phenomenological investigation into a daily improvisational practice. Secondly a participatory
meeting in the same realm, involving active listening and sound-making. Thirdly a week-long
cultural probe meant to investigate the continued effects of a daily practice with a
sound-making object. The findings indicate that engaging with a daily practice of listening can
have measurable effects on well-being. Using a sound-making object to help ground the

experience is an accessible way for even those without any background in musical training.
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Vignette

| sit and scroll. | feel my brain contracting at the endless information. I’'m overwhelmed but |
can’t stop. Posts about war, climate catastrophes, raging misogynists spouting their hate, cute
cats, beautiful pottery and nervous system regulation tips all jumbled into a cacophony of
“what is even the point?”. | know deep down that the next instagram reel is never going to hold
that elusive piece of information | need to finally feel done. Informed enough, enlightened

enough, regulated enough. Yet | cannot stop.

| sit with the cello. My inner critic is so loud that there is nothing else that can get through.
Every stroke of the string, every note, every passage immediately gets taken and dissected,
turned inside out in order to find that one piece of information that | need to finally feel done.
Good enough. | take a deep breath. | turn my attention to my body. | try my best to let go of
judgment. I’'m tense, my muscles are aching. | try not to judge, good, bad. Try not to fix. | start
making sound. My instrument vibrates from outside my body. My voice vibrates from within.
Together they fill my ears, my mind, my heart. The last notes fade away and | sit in silence. The

only sound, the rhythm of my breath. | open my eyes and get up. | am done.



Ethics Statement

| would like to start by acknowledging my position. Being a white, Western, cisgender,
middle-class woman comes with privileges and blindspots alike. | will be touching on topics in
this paper that have been shaped by countless cultures and thousands of people before me.
The material | have access to has more often than not been produced by an outsider, like
myself, from a position of power and privilege. Thus the reiteration of biases and problematic
ideas have been woven into the discourse so much so that it can be difficult to discern what is
right and what is misrepresentative. | have done my best to be humble and respectful to those
whose voices are often overlooked, however | am bound to have made mistakes and
misjudgments in my text. | have minimised the use of generative Al to the best of my abilities,
only ever asking it for specific feedback on small sections and help expanding on the body of
literature that | draw from. All of the writing and interpretations that follow are my own. All
quotes, ideas and information that are not my own are marked as such and referenced. Any
personal data obtained during the course of this research | have handled with utmost care (see
appendix). | owe this research not only to the writers and scholars who came before me but,
and perhaps more importantly, to the people that participated in my study, giving me access to
their innermost thoughts and feelings. A privilege | do not take for granted and | have done my

very best to handle this information with dignity and respect. Thank you for trusting me.



Introduction

Being a person in the world today is not without its problems. Having to live within a capitalist,
patriarchal, white-supremacists society is taking its toll, bringing with it a host of individually
experienced problems. Climate change anxiety and other mental health problems, such as
major depressive disorder and generalised anxiety disorder, are on the rise (Collery and
Niedzwiedz 2025). Loneliness and stress are fast becoming the biggest predictors of bad
physical health outcomes (Sagan and Miller 2017) and late stage capitalism and the economic
crises has resulted in increased financial insecurity along with the rise of the gig economy
(Thomas et al. 2022). These problems are all symptoms of the broken system we are forced to
live within and will not be solved by any one person. However, we all have a certain amount of
control over ourselves, our choices, our reactions and we all deserve to have access to tools
that might make our existence just a little bit easier. We all deserve relief, however difficult it

may feel to find.

Research Question

In this thesis | will be going over my hypothesis that musical improvisation can function as a
meditative practice. Furthermore | will be exploring what happens when such improvisation is
shared with others. Would it be possible to stretch the affects of such sharing further into lives
and spaces that are not my own? To explore this, | will be using the principles of affect theory
and phenomenology, looking at how affect is generated by people, objects and spaces and

how it can multiply, stick to, and move around, between those elements.

Structure

| will start by outlining briefly some of the historical contexts of meditative practices as well as
how meditation has evolved into a contemporary, Western context. Here | will explore if a
creative meditation practice could be an even more powerful and accessible option as a
response to the current problems we face on an individual level? In chapter two | will move on
to my background with classical music training and the elements | have taken with me from
there that will influence this topic. Then | move on to speaking about affect and the connection

it has with music and mindfulness. Chapter four will be about my methodology and the design



of my study. | then move on to descriptions of what happened during the study and an analysis
of the material gathered. Finally | will conclude with possibilities for future research and closing

remarks.



Chapter One: Meditation

“If you check your watch, you will always find, wonder of wonders, that it is now again.”

Jon Kabat-Zinn, 2021

The word meditation carries with it rich and diverse cultural implications. In this chapter | will
attempt to give a short summary of the main traditions within mediation in order to highlight
their similarities and differences. It will not be exhaustive and | realise that | risk being unable to
capture the many nuances and intricacies of the various cultures | will be touching upon. My
intention is to situate us in the modern, western world where meditation has taken on a clinical
role as a result of colonial secularization (Ditrich 2016). However, | hope to also bring to light
that even before the establishment of many of the main religions, meditation as a ritual was still
a part of the human condition (Laughlin 2018) and thus | hope to highlight the importance of

such a practice, regardless of individual spiritual, religious or scientific beliefs.

This is further illustrated with the emergence of mindfulness in a clinical setting where many of
the principles of meditation are being used to treat various mental health problems. | believe
that despite meditation and mindfulness often being used interchangeably, their functions
differ. Meditation is the practice of meditating, whatever the technicalities of the practice be. By
engaging in such a practice one can cultivate a state of mindfulness which in turn has many
benefits that extend further beyond just the moments one spends in meditation. | will then
move on to talking about another response to rising mental health problems, mainly cultural or
artistic consumption and creation, coming to my eventual point that the combination of the

two, meditation and creation, could result in the best of both worlds being brought together.

Historical Background on Meditative Practices

Despite its strong association to various Asian cultures, meditation is likely one of the oldest
religious practices, given its ritualistic nature, and can be traced throughout most religions in
some form, all the way back to the Paleolithic (Laughlin 2018). As an example of this, we have
the Manot Cave, located in the Western Galilee of Israel. The main living area was located at
the entrance of the cave, while the deeper sections seem to have been reserved for ritual

activity. It is separated from the main cavern and seems to have maintained a relatively dry

6



environment. This part of the cave contains a large boulder with geometric shapes carved into
it. This suggests that ritualistic activity may have taken place in there and is believed to have
played major roles in the evolution of human religion. As rituals promote group cohesion and
expand social networks, this evidence shows just how integral to the human experience rituals
are and how they have developed into many different practices, including meditation, even

before religion as an institution was introduced (Barzilai et al 2024).

In terms of Western religion, there is evidence of meditative practices, mostly related to prayer.
In Judaism for instance, when looking for meditative techniques according to the old
testament, people point to the prophets. Those stories tell us little about the general meditative
practice of the Jewish people but serve as examples of the very first introductions of meditative
practices within the Jewish faith. The 20th century then ushers in a new era of Jewish
meditative techniques. Introspective meditation, focused on awareness, not concentration, and
the focus turned away from the reciting of names or prayers to reflective investigation of
consciousness. This is understood as the development of Judaism from traditional to modern.
Growing attention to inner life for answers and meaning and moving away from the institutions

to provide that (Persico 2021).

In Christianity, meditative practice can be interpreted as originating from Jesus going for long
stints of solitary prayer. The examples of Jesus praying are the building blocks for the
contemplative practice that can be seen in modern Christianity. Prayer is solitary but not
reclusive. It promotes community, compassion and solidarity. Furthermore in Eastern
Christianity, the reflection of one’s own sins and prayer for forgiveness are also an important

element, and even the use of hymns and chanting (Laird 2021; Hovorun 2021).

In Islam, we see that meditation has been an integral part of the Islamic tradition since its
inception. It is a resource for Muslims who feel the urge to introspect, separate from the ego,
and elevate the soul as independent practices, separated from prayer. Ultimately, the goal is to

wage the “greater jihad” against selfishness and egoistic delusion (Kugle 2021).

I will not be going into further details on these particular religions as they are not completely

relevant for my research other than demonstrating their similarities in goals and practices. Both

7



between themselves and other, more distant religions and philosophies. They share a
commonality in the goal of a meditative practice being some sort of ascension or unification
with God and salvation from suffering. Suffering here is up for interpretation and most likely
was not thought of in the same vain as we think of suffering today. Potentially it could have had
to do with distance from God’s chosen path for humanity and thus worries about what the

afterlife might have in store.

When looking to outline meditation and the different practices and philosophy surrounding it,
one of the most important places to look to would be India. There are other places in Asia that
have their own versions of the following practices, such as China and Taoism or Japan and Zen
Buddhism, but for the purposes of this thesis | will be focusing on India as it carries the origins

of Buddhism and Hinduism, which both have been influential in other parts of Asia.

The origins of both Hinduism and Buddhism can be traced to several centuries BC (Tomasino
et al 2014). Both religions significantly overlap in their approach to meditative practices. A
foundational practice in both religions, but mainly Hinduism, is Yoga. Now mostly thought of as
a movement practice, due to Western colonization and commodification of Eastern spiritual
practices, yoga includes a rich philosophy that pertains to the cultivation of the mind. While
various postures (&sana) do play a significant role, breath (pranayama) and focusing of the mind
(dharana and dhyana) are as, if not more important pillars of the practice. The ultimate goal
being a loss of sense of self and the duality of self and spirit, namely to become enlightened
through oneness with spirit (samadhi) (Tomasino et al 2014). Traditional and classical yoga is
rooted in asceticism and implies a disinterest in the outer world and one’s own body. Instead it
concentrates on human consciousness and a practical realisation of the truth within.
Non-cognitive and pre-verbal meditational experiences transcend language and ordinary
consciousness (Wernicke-Olesen 2021). “Yoga primarily addresses the main concerns of
ascetic reformism and is a practical method to solve the problem of suffering and attain
liberation from the cycle of rebirth” (Wernicke-Olesen 2021, p. 119). Again we have the theme
of suffering as well as the reincarnation cycle. | will not be going any further into the latter as it
is not relevant to the modern Western context but it is nonetheless a recurring theme

throughout Asian religious practices. The former, ending the problem of suffering is more
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interesting to me. Again, we most likely have very different ideas as to what it means to suffer in
the modern context versus a Hindu yogi from centuries ago but the sentiment remains. The
point of departure for the yogi is first the control and subsequent withdrawal from the senses,
this is closely linked to the control of the breath and the mind, understood as fixation or
concentration of the mind on a single point. In other words: “one has to still the body, the
senses, and the mind with bodily postures (asana), withdrawal of the senses (pratyahara),
breath-control (pranayama), and by focusing the mind (dharana) on a single point (ekagrata) in
order to practice meditation (dhyana) and achieve the highest state of absorbed consciousness
(samadhi)” (Wernicke-Olesen 2021, p. 112). Here it seems that the goal is some kind of an
altered mental state which is believed to ultimately relieve suffering. It is not clear whether this
relief is instantaneous or something reserved for the afterlife as in the previously mentioned

Western religions.

In the case of Indian Buddhism, we can classify meditation in these five categories: i)
emotion-centered meditation (samatha), i) consciousness-centered meditation and iii)
reflection-centered meditation (vipassana), iv) visualization-centered meditation and v)
physiology-centered meditation. The goal in Indian Buddhism is to achieve enlightenment and
liberation from suffering, including the suffering from the cycle of rebirth or reincarnation
(Deleanu 2010), similar to Hinduism. For the purposes of this paper | will go further into i)
samatha and iii) vipassana as they are the most relevant for the modern context. As described
by Sarah Shaw (2021): “Samatha, “calm,” is concerned with how we are in ourselves and
vipassana, “insight,” is concerned with how we perceive and experience the world around and
within us” (p. 219). Samatha meditation, Shaw writes is “a method for changing the state of
one’s being and establishing calm. It is linked to active cultivation of the meditations and the
divine abidings, and the promotion of a sense of well-being and unification” (p. 222). As
Buddhists believe in a continuum of consciousness (Yao 2025) it would be safe to assume that
“unification” is referring to oneness with oneself, spirit and others. This practice is therefore
aimed at cultivating a feeling of connectedness and well-being within oneself. There are many
different stages in this meditation that must be followed sequentially but ultimately the goal is

the detachment from pleasant or unpleasant feelings. To cultivate a calmness, a presence



where there is no judgment of good and bad within oneself. Vipassana meditation on the other
hand is more directed outwards and to the relationship one has with the external world. As
described by Shaw: “They [vipassana schools of meditation] aim to address how the mind
“sees” and names objects, thus purifying the mind of views and opinions that cloud the vision.
They try and address ways we build constructions, or fabrications, in the mind that prevent
clear vision and more direct experience” (p. 223). | see this as building further on the previous
technique. As you cultivate calm and non-judgment within yourself you then go on to address
how you have been projecting those judgments onto the external world and ultimately detach

from those as well.

In summary, Indian Buddhism and Hinduism have in common the belief that suffering is a
product of an unfocused mind and therefore the controlling of the mind is the pathway to
enlightenment, which is achieved through meditation (Flood 2021). Here we have the
introduction of the idea that separating oneself from one’s own perception and experience is
somehow beneficial in the reduction of suffering. This is an element that, as we will see later,

becomes very prevalent in modern applications of meditation in clinical settings.

Despite slight variations in practice and goals the similarities between all these religions is
obvious. Reducing suffering is a thread that runs through all of them, whether that means
physical, mental or spiritual suffering is up for interpretation. We have seen a variety of
techniques that all share a process of reflection and contemplation of the self and others. For
the purposes of this project, | am most interested in those who have the goal of separating the
inner self from what is external. When pulling elements out of a context that is so laden with
religion and/or spirituality, it is this one that best translates into a secularized, Western context.

It is for that reason | believe it to have become the pillar of mindfulness, as we will see later.

Contemporary Western Applications of Meditation

Even though the practice of meditation can vary between cultures they all share the
commonality of being a practice that happens primarily in the mind. As explained by Laughlin
(2018) “When discussing meditation in a cross-cultural context, we must keep in mind that the

word ‘meditation’ is an English term that derives from the Latin term (meditari) for certain forms
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of contemplation” (p. 222). | think it is important here to note that generally, meditation does
not encourage contemplation for its own sake. It is very clear that the contemplative element of
meditation is not to indulge in but rather to practice where and how to direct focus, it is hard
work. | think the term contemplation implies a certain level of intellectualization but as we will
see when applying these techniques in a modern context, often clinical context, there is not
much need for intellect, but rather attention. | think this will be integral when discussing
accessibility later on. It is also important to note that this can be seen as an example of
“Orientalism” (Said 1978) at work, when Western scholars try to retroactively define and explain
a phenomenon through a Western lens. It has the potential to significantly distort the original
meaning of the phenomenon. What comes next risks feeding into this even further, however as
| explained earlier, rather than trying to capture the essence of the historical ways meditation

has been understood, | will be focusing on how it functions in the modern, Western context.

Dahl et al. (2015) have categorized different meditation practices into three categories: the
attentional, constructive and deconstructive. According to that model, the primary cognitive
mechanisms to their respective categories are attention regulation and meta-awareness,

perspective taking and reframing and lastly, self-inquiry (p. 516).

Starting with the last two categories as they are less important to this research, deconstructive
meditation aims to undo any maladaptive cognitive patterns by examining the self. The
inspection of the dynamics between emotion and thought is performed in order to gain insight
into the self. In contrast constructive meditation has the central components of cognitive
reappraisal, which is a component of deconstruction, and perspective taking (Dahl et al. 2015),
this can be seen as parallel to vipassana meditation. First changing the way we think about a
situation in order to change our response, and then the act of considering how one would feel
in a particular situation and being able to transfer that onto another. This kind of meditation is
oriented towards external factors, for example interpersonal relationships. It is not so much
about changing the reaction to an experience as it is about altering the perception and
relationship to the experience. The two categories are very interconnected and both aim to
change something in the way one thinks or acts. Furthermore, both of them build upon the first

category, namely attentional meditation, which is what | am most interested in.
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Attentional meditation practice, such as samatha, places meta-awareness and the reversion of
experiential fusion at the forefront. By experiential fusion, | mean the phenomenon that
happens when the self is completely absorbed by whatever experience, thoughts or emotions
one has. One becomes “fused” (Dahl et al. 2015, p. 516) with the self. The goal is to practice
regulation of attention and to use this focused attention to create distance between the self and

those processes of experience, external or internal, thus cultivating meta-awareness. It’s
important to reiterate that in order to separate the self from whatever emotions or thoughts may
be arising for someone, the act of letting them pass by without judgment is ultimately what
makes it so that one can choose not to be affected. This can in turn only be achieved if one
manages to stay in the present. Any thoughts of past events or projection into the future would
disrupt this process or make it too difficult to focus on the matter at hand. In the absence of
meta-awareness, experiential fusion is more likely to happen and thus we are not able to

mitigate any negative reactions that come with the experience.

In practical terms | like to think of, as an example, that | am a person with social anxiety. Not
too far fetched as | have received treatment for just that in the past. When experiencing an
overwhelming feeling of fear in a social situation, using the principles of deconstructive
meditation | can recognize that, for example, certain physical symptoms are present due to the
feeling of fear. Or that the feeling of fear has other implications that are fuelling it, perhaps it is
not so much the fear of being in a social situation but rather the fear that the people in the
situation might perceive me negatively. A constructive approach would be to think about that
the way | am perceiving myself in that situation is unique to me and probably not shared with
others. Furthermore other’s perceptions are out of my control so | can make the choice to not
pay them much attention. Finally, pulling from the practice of attentional meditation, | might find
it easier to separate the self from the fear, if | manage to notice it, not judge myself for its
presence and then release it. Recognizing that the fear being felt is not integrated with the self
and thus possible to release. | can be aware that | am feeling the fear but choose not to engage
with the feeling. It’s important to note that the element of practice is extremely important here.
That in order to utilize any of these tools in a high pressure environment one must first go

through them repeatedly in more low pressure situations. This is where we can find the
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distinction between the practice of meditation and the state of mindfulness. It is not possible to
exist in meditation all the time but with sufficient practice one can reach a place where
meditation becomes increasingly effortless and thus the ability to utilize it in everyday life as
well as the ability to identify when and where it would come in handy. In other words, the goal

is to be mindful.

The Connection Between Meditation and Mindfulness

Despite having its origins in such ancient practices, mindfulness has become an increasingly
popular area of interest in the West, especially after Western colonisation of Asia. As explained
by Ditrich (2016) “This emphasis on mindfulness and its popularisation in the colonial period
provided grounds for the consequent spread of mindfulness practice across the world, and its
eventual secularisation” (p. 198). As | described earlier, | find that the distinction between
meditation and mindfulness can be summarized in their affective qualities. Meditation is a
method used to reach a state of mindfulness. As articulated by the inventor of
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Protocol (MBSR), Jon Kabat-Zinn (2021): “Sometimes
being mindful looks like doing something. And sometimes being mindful looks like doing
nothing. From the outside, you can’t always know. But even when it looks or feels like doing
nothing, it isn’t. In fact, it isn’t a doing at all” (p. 785). In these terms, we can understand
mindfulness to be a state rather than an action. This non-doing is exactly what | believe we
have such a difficult time grappling with here in the West, a symptom of the system of
capitalism we must live within. With the emergence of the MBSR, we have an example of the
principles of meditation being pulled out of their spiritual context and used in a clinical setting.
The MBSR was a program launched in 1979 at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center
and its goal to “reduce and relieve the suffering associated with the stress, pain and illnesses of
medical patients with chronic conditions” (Kabat-Zinn 2021). In other words, to increase
well-being in patients. Well-being, in the modern context, as explained by Dahl et al. (2015) is a
complex phenomenon related to a variety of factors. These factors include cultural
environment, socioeconomic status, physical and relational health and more. Mindfulness
continues to be an area of research interest as to how it can affect well-being in its different

aspects but although showing promise, the research is still indefinite (p. 515). Again we must
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be mindful of to what end we aim to better the population’s well-being. Is it for the individual’s
sake or for the sake of the system? The modern system demands its workers and many have
no choice but to oblige. Again, this is not the individual’s responsibility to change and in the

meantime we all deserve to have access to tools that might be beneficial for our health.

Further Collective Benefits of Mindfulness

In spite of being mostly described as an individual practice, | believe mindfulness has the
potential to be stretched over larger groups of beings, drawing on Buddhist principles of a
continuum of consciousness. The climate crisis for instance, has been positioned as the
manifestation of the disconnection suffered by a collective mind. As explained by Gordon
(2025): "Thus, the climate crisis is a relationship crisis, and mindfulness is an important tool for
rebuilding connections” (p. 87). As such, could a collective mindfulness practice be considered
a solution to the suffering that comes with climate anxiety? What would a collective
mindfulness practice look like? Going with the idea of a collective mind, posed by Gordon,
perhaps a collective mindfulness practice would look like coming up with more tools, more
resources to facilitate the cultivation of mindfulness so that as many can partake as possible.
The main goal of such a practice would first and foremost still be the mitigation of individual
suffering, however in doing so, could the collective be affected as a whole? As explained by
Gordon: “It is often theorized that more mindful people will also lean toward being more
Earth-friendly, and now a substantial body of science tests these effects and seeks to find their
mediating pathways” (p. 87) So there is evidence, however minor, that practicing mindfulness
can ultimately have a positive effect on the climate, through a collective consciousness. To take
it even further, Kabat-Zinn has frequently suggested that in order to address existential matters
of war and peace, justice and ecological stability we must develop capacities for compassion
and collectivism which in his mind can be enhanced through a “mindful love affair” with the
present moment (Gordon 2025). Dahl and Davidson (2018) take this sentiment and suggest a
need for further studies into the varying motivations that prompt people to practice
mindfulness, if compassion for others versus an individual desire for one’s own healing and
growth might shed light on how these motivations affect the impact of a mindfulness practice.

So far we have seen that cultivating mindfulness is gathering increasing interest in terms of its
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healing effects on various mental ailments, anxiety, depression and burnout. This cultivation
however is not only a primarily individual practice but also introspective, solitary. What about

interventions that focus more on the external?

Mindfulness, Mental Health and Culture as Medicine

As mentioned earlier, awareness of individual and collective mental health problems is
increasing. Whether the rise of problems with mental health is really happening or just the
increased institutional interest and documentation is undetermined. Probably a mixture of both.
An example of a relatively recently named problem, and one that has seen some attempts at

non-clinical interventions, is burnout.

Burnout has long been recognised as an occupational phenomenon that negatively affects
workers. Characterized by exhaustion, cynicism, demotivation and a host of other symptoms,
psychological and physical alike (Andrei-Barbu et al. 2025; Groggel et al. 2022). In recent years
we have come to understand the phenomena of burnout as not only relating to professional
work but as something that affects health in all aspects of life, public and private. While the
response to burnout is often withdrawal from burnout-inducing circumstances, such as limiting
social-media usage, news consumption and the like (Groggel et al. 2022) I'm curious to
understand what then people choose to substitute that with? Instead of doom-scrolling through
news clips of the various horrors going on in the world, are people just turning to funny cat
videos instead? What if we had a way to incentivise people to not only withdraw from
burnout-inducing behaviors but substitute them with something that is proven to have a

positive effect? Here we get to the “culture as medicine” initiative.

“Art and culture on prescription” (AoP) describes the practice of health care professionals
prescribing patients artistic and cultural events and/or activities as medicine for a range of
ailments. A practice that has been put to the test in Sweden (Jensen et al. 2017)." The fact that
this program is gaining popularity seems to indicate an increasing understanding that a
possible antidote to the insanity that is modern life could just be creation, expression and
shared experience. If we look at Sweden specifically, the relationship between cultural activity

and good health has been established since the year 2000 (Jensen et al. 2017, p. 269). In 2009,
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two pilot programs were then established on a national level on arts and culture as
rehabilitation. “The interventions with arts and culture on prescription were directed to patients
with long-standing pain and/or common mental health problems. The primary healthcare teams
referred patients to the programmes” (Jensen et al 2017, p. 269). Along with other programs on
a regional level, the art on prescription seems to be yielding positive results. However, as with
many initiatives to improve mental health, the goal is often laced with capitalist values in that
they seek to enable people to participate in the labor market, maximising production and profit
(Jensen et al. 2017, p. 270). This is not to say that it’s not an important goal but there is
something to be said about the systems that we live within and to include that in the
conversation. | believe it’s extremely important to acknowledge that burnout or any other
mental health problem for that matter is not and should not be treated a personal failure but a

symptom of a broken system. We must look at the micro as well as the macro.

The more critical literature on the “arts on prescription” initiative brings up many valid points.
Structural problems within health systems, lack in research on AoP, lack of knowledge by
health care professionals leading to inappropriate referrals and the management of
responsibility and feedback to name a few. Furthermore, challenges in the collaboration
between health care workers and artist facilitators as well as lack of facilitator training (Bungay
et al. 2024). While they are all valid critiques | had trouble finding material that was critical in a
larger political context. However the evidence of such an initiative having generally positive
effects is plentiful, along with other non-medical interventions. The general understanding that
good health is multi-faceted and depends on more factors than physical markers (Bungay and

Jensen 2021).

Having gone through the major elements of meditation and how they have shifted throughout
time and between cultures, finally landing in the West, | hope | have illustrated how we have
gotten to where we are in terms of attention, mental and physical well-being. The efficacy of a
meditation practice is undeniable, however, in terms of accessibility and the broader social and
cultural context, it may not always be a good fit in the traditional form. The emergence of
cultural activity as a marker for good health demonstrates the need to think of well-being

holistically and as encompassing more than just individual responsibility. With the combination
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of meditative principles and creative or cultural events, my argument is that the benefits of both

can be attained in an accessible way.
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Chapter Two: Music

Going from a practice that fits particularly badly within the system of capitalism, as it isn’t
tangibly productive, to a practice equally ill-fitted for the cycle of production and consumption,
music and sound creation. | believe there is value in creating for creations’s sake, not to
monetize it or even get better at it but for just engaging with it in that moment. Building on my
background in classical music, | want to entertain the idea that using music, both consumption
and creation, as a tool for meditating and cultivating mindfulness can be accessed by anyone.
In this chapter | will be going over my own background in classical music and the method |
learned by. | will go over some thoughts on tone and listening. | will talk about the implications
of creation and recreation. Finally | will conclude with what improvisation is and how | will be

using it.

The Suzuki Method

My relationship with music making has been a long and turbulent one. | started, at the initiative
of my mother, learning the cello at age five. As my mother herself was a piano teacher and her
mother before that, it was very important to her that all of us, myself and my sisters, were to
learn a musical instrument. She had tremendous faith in the Suzuki method, a method that
places an emphasis on listening that other teaching methods do not, and had become a fully
certified teacher herself. As she didn’t want us to have to fight over the one piano we had at
home to practice, she opted to sign us up for instruments other than the piano. | was the only
one (and the luckiest) to get put on the cello. When | was younger | was relieved to be allowed
to sit, while my sisters who all played the violin had to stand. Now | consider myself the luckiest
because | genuinely believe there is no instrument more beautiful than the cello, although | may

carry some bias.

The Suzuki method is a teaching method developed by Japanese violin pedagogue Shin’ichi
Suzuki. Starting as early as the 1930’s, he eventually opened a school centered around the
method in the late 1940’s (Thibeault 2018). Suzuki believed, contrary to widespread belief at the
time, that any child could develop talent and mastery of an instrument with the right

educational environment. He took inspiration from the way children learn to speak their native

18



language, as detailed in his memoir. "All children throughout Japan speak Japanese
magnificently. Children from Osaka speak that difficult Osaka dialect, and children from the
Northeast speak that Northeastern dialect we could never even hope to reproduce. Isn't this
impressive?" But nobody was impressed” (2015 p. 212). He went on to develop a teaching
method consisting of the following pillars:

1. Continuous review and gradual progression. Students are instructed to review previously
learned songs on a regular basis. When learning new pieces, the teacher breaks them
down into sections and encourages continuous review of previous passages before
moving on to the next.

2. Parental involvement and a positive learning environment. The student’s parent or main
caregiver is required to be actively involved in the child’s musical education. Attending
lessons and practicing at home with the child helps integrate the musical education into
the family’s everyday life, much like language learning.

3. Listening and imitation. Prior to learning a song, students are instructed to listen to
recordings of said song and continue to return to the recording throughout the learning
of the song. Teachers refrain from introducing musical notation to the student, but rather
train close listening as students learn by imitation of the recording and their teacher.
(Kumar 2025; Wright 2024).

It is the particular and systematic cultivation of listening that is unique to this method. Which in
turn has made me particularly interested in the subject of listening in general and how it can

relate to other aspects of life.

Suzuki teachers go through a rigorous certification process in order to establish knowledge of
these values and proper cultivation of a positive learning environment. They are required to
show that not only can they teach but also foster. (Kumar 2025; Wright 2024) While traditional
teaching methods may have shared some or even multiple of these principles, it was Suzuki’s
core philosophy that every child could develop talent with the right nurturing that set the Suzuki
method apart from other methods of teaching. His holistic approach, that the development of a

beautiful tone coincided with good character development; “beautiful tone, beautiful heart”
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(Suzuki, as quoted by Wright 2024, p. 2), and that every child was innately capable of both,

was a revolutionary thought.

While the philosophy behind the Suzuki method may seem beautiful, utopian even, the reality,
like with ideologies in general, can look very different. The rise in popularity of the Suzuki
method across the United States and Europe means translating, transmuting and adapting the
ideas to cultural context very different from the ones it originated in. The seemingly biggest
difference between East and West being discipline and attitude towards authority. Some have
argued that since this teaching method relies heavily on parental involvement and exact
imitation of the teacher that by design, it’s not applicable in Western contexts that emphasise
more individuality and independence (Liu et al. 2024). Originally, the Suzuki method requires
the parent or care-giver who will mainly be involved in the child’s musical learning journey to
attend lessons before the child starts, effectively making them take on the role of teacher at
home. The emphasis on daily home practice makes it so that the caregiver assumes the
primary responsibility of the child’s development (Taniuchi 2011, p. 77). Already, it is evident
that this type of learning method demands an enormous amount of resources. Not only
monetary, paying for lessons, instruments and instrument maintenance, but also in terms of

time. Showing up for the lessons, practicing together at home etc.

A big critique of the Suzuki method in the west is the delay in learning to read scores. A big
part of the Western music tradition is notation and the importance of accurate reproduction of
notated scores. Many believe that this will result in children being worse off should they choose
to continue their musical journey to orchestra playing and chamber music where players heavily
rely on the score and quick reading skills are essential (Taniuchi 2011). This critique is
understandable as we will see later when we look at the role of recording and reproduction in
the Western capitalist context and the weight we have placed on art as a commodity. However,
this can also be construed as feeding into the hyper-individualism we follow here in the West.
The faster the child learns to read scores, the sooner they can bear the majority of the
responsibility of their own advancement, making parental involvement seemingly not as

essential. Here we again have a clash in value systems between cultures.
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The Suzuki method, if understood and implemented correctly can yield incredible results. For
my personal journey with the instrument it has contributed greatly to the way | think about
music and by extension, life. Despite having been exposed to it in a Western context and
perhaps not having been able to reap all the benefits of it when it comes to my technical
mastery, more importantly it has been the philosophy that remains. | share Suzuki’s belief that
every child can learn an instrument. | take it even further and say that every person, old or
young, can learn any skill with the right environment. Talent says very little, what is needed is a
supportive, open and playful context in which a person can feel safe and secure enough to
explore and experiment. Appropriating Suzuki’s sentiment that when you look for beauty in one
area, for example tone, it can influence other areas of life. That listening in one area can
influence the way you listen in others. This cultivation of listening will become particularly

important for this project.

Tone and Listening

Tone is a concept that can be looked at in many ways, from the perspective of music and
sound engineering, to philosophy. | will just scratch the surface of what constitutes a tone and
stick to the aspects that are the most relevant for this project, but keeping in mind that this

topic could and does span many books.

The main aspects of what makes up tone are pitch or the frequency at which a note is played,
the amplitude or loudness of the note and the timbre (Fabiani and Friberg 2011). Timbre is often
described as the “quality” or the “color” of the tone (Rafii 2022). It is what enables us to
distinguish between what is producing the tone, which instrument or which person. | could go
more in depth here in terms of what constitutes a tone but for the purposes of this paper | want
to concentrate specifically on the difference between consonant and dissonant. This only
applies when two or more tones are sounding at the same time as it refers to their relationship.
Consonant meaning “pleasing” to the human ear (LoPresto 2015), for example a perfect fifth or
a major third, the two building blocks of a major chord. Dissonant, meaning “displeasing”
(LoPresto 2015), for example a minor second or an augmented fourth, famously dubbed “the
devil’s interval” and, according to legend, banned from sounding in the church. To me, the

translation of “pleasing” and “displeasing” is insufficient, as they suggest an objectivity in the
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classification of consonant and dissonant and therefore one is better or worse than the other. |
prefer to talk about them in terms of tension. Consonant being low tension and dissonant being
high tension. This bypasses the need to associate these terms with being either good or bad,
and describes them more intuitively, although no less vividly. For as we all know, there can be
no art without tension, the resolution of which may or may not happen. An important point to
mention here is that what is perceived as consonant or dissonant is also highly cultural. In the
West we are used to the so-called “equal temperament” when it comes to acoustic
instruments. This means that the octave is a ratio of 2:1, meaning that the frequency of a tone
is doubled if that tone is played an octave higher in pitch. The “equal” refers to the division of
the octave into 12 notes of an equal ratio, or semitones. This is a phenomenon that enables
players to play in all the different keys without re-tuning their instruments, a practice that would
be particularly cumbersome for keyboardists. This means that the use of micro-tones, that is
tones that exist in the space between the notes of the equal temperament system or the twelve
tone system, is not usual to our ears and therefore would sound more dissonant to us than for
example a native Indian person where they are used incorporate them (Vasudevan et al. 2023;
Hinrichsen 2016). Sticking with the Western context however, when trying to illustrate what
consonant sounds like, | want to give the example of nursery rhymes. Often written in a major
key, they usually convey one musical idea without much elaboration, making them particularly
fit for children to understand and be able to reproduce. Dissonant on the other hand does not
necessarily mean more complex, although that is often the case. An example that | can give
would be the opening interval of the theme song for the TV show “The Simpsons”. The first two
notes, famously, create the augmented fourth which then resolves into a perfect fifth, which is a
semitone away, as they often do. For the purposes of understanding this phenomenon | want
you to imagine starting from the beginning of the song, singing the word “the” and then moving
up to the next note “simp-". Once you're there, imagine sustaining this second note, the
syllable “simp-" and not resolving it to the fifth, which comes on “-sons”. That feeling of
tension, of wanting the note to go somewhere, is what | would describe as dissonant. | think
this is important to understand as it illustrates how naturally inclined we are towards music,

given our cultural environment but also our innate human capacity to recognise timbre,
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frequency and pitch. We may not all understand the technicalities that come with tone and thus

all music, but we can all feel what the different combinations and compositions of tone do.

The other dimension of tone | want to mention is the philosophical one. When talking about a
particular musician’s tone, it can reference the cultural and emotional context within which a
musician is situated. Suzuki’s idea of a beautiful tone leading to a beautiful heart can be
interpreted as referencing this aspect of tone. Musicians develop their personal tone through
mastery of their instrument in conjunction with their artistic and philosophical ideas about the
music and the instrument they play. This further illustrates the spiritual dimension of the Suzuki
method, which has not been easily translated into a Western context where a more utilitarian
outlook is encouraged (Taniuchi 2011). This is interesting when comparing it to the context of
meditation, as we’ve already seen how the spiritual aspect of meditation and its intricacies
come from Asia at large and their application in the West has gone through similar adaptations.
Instead of looking for enlightenment as they did in the East, we look for relief in order to
continue with our lives in the West. Instead of looking for the strengthening of character
through mastery, we look for perfection in order to be able to present our product as the best

on the market.

My own relationship with tone has not at all been in line with the original Suzuki method
philosophy. | have throughout my education been encouraged to look for a beautiful tone, to
find different colors but never has it been related to my character, at least not in so many
words. There has however been a lack in the clarity of instruction as to how to achieve a
beautiful tone. Nobody has been able to explain the mechanics of tone production in the same
way as other technical aspects of cello playing. Most of the instructions boil down to “feeling”,
that through trial and error, | must feel my way to a beautiful tone. It makes me wonder if
covertly, it has been suggested that my “goodness” is somewhat indicative of the kind of tone |
am able to produce. Now however, | see tone as a product of listening. If you are able to be
fully engaged with your ability to listen, it will unlock your capacity to produce all kinds of

variety in tone.
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The difference between hearing and listening according to composer and sound artist Pauline
Oliveros (2005) “To hear is the physical means that enables perception. To listen is to give
attention to what is perceived both acoustically and psychologically” (p. xxiii). This is an
important distinction. | want to focus on the psychological part of listening. In classical music
training this would mean to pass judgment. If you are only hearing your tone there is no
possible action to be taken. However if you listen, hear the tone and then pass judgment, was
it good or bad, open or tight, was it warm, loud, soft, choked, scratchy, fuzzy, metallic, pointed,
clear. All these are words we are trained to distinguish between when listening to tone. Then
you can decide, what is the desired tone, how close or far away was the one | just produced
from that desired tone, what can | do to get closer? These are necessary practices on the road
to mastery. However, what if we remove the goal but keep the judgment? Not only that but shift
judgment to observation? Is it possible to practice listening but at the same time practice
acceptance? Is that what would happen by combining improvisation with meditation?
“Physicists can measure acoustics and pressure waves. Psychologists must measure the
experience of the listeners. Thus neither discipline can solve auditory perception. Sound
pressure patterns assist hearing but cultural history and experience influences listening”
(Oliveros 2005, p. xxiv). How many times have we heard the phrase “you’re not listening to me”
in either real life or media? The implicit notion being that whoever should be listening is hearing
the words spoken but not considering their meaning, implication or consequence in the current
broader context. Could the practice of an improvisatory meditation bring about some kind of
heightened ability to not only exist in the world but participate in a more intentional, meaningful
way? Maybe it’s then not so much a question of trying to inhabit the space of deep listening all
the time but to be able to dip in and out of it for whatever purpose. Just as we have concluded
that it is not possible to inhabit a state of meditation all the time, can deep listening act as a

practice towards a more mindful life, as the practice of meditation?

Recreation vs. Creation

An increasingly discussed topic is the role of the composer within classical music and by
extension the role of the performer. For a long time, the composer has been put on a pedestal

of sorts where the score is the scripture and the performer a mere messenger, delivering “his”
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message. As musicologist, Leech-Wilkinson (2016) puts it: “A second delusion ... is the notion
that composers are the creatives and performers their faithful servants, reproducing their
intentions in sound, performing beautifully yet dutifully, as a lovely spouse carrying out her
domestic duty to perfection” (p. 326). This has resulted in the increasingly strict rules among
professionals in the world of classical music of what is and isn’t allowed, restricting creativity
into oblivion. In conjunction with the perfection of the recording, we have managed to create an
environment where false expectations dictate the creative freedom of musicians. As described
by Nicholas Cook (2012):

If it is true (and it is a big ‘if’) that present-day performance has become more

standardized than that of the past, oriented to technical perfection but swerving

away from interpretive and emotional risk-taking, then the root cause may not be

what is generally claimed: the need for recorded performances to bear repeated

listening, the expectation that live performances should sound like recordings, or

more generally the constant advance of administered and technocratic society (p.

178)
He goes on to describe how we have somehow developed a parallel relationship with recorded
music as we have with live music experiences. Where theater and cinema have been allowed to
become two different disciplines, live music, and particularly the genre of classical music
carries with it an expectation of predictability in relation to existing recordings. However, we all
know that many factors separate listening to a recording and going to a live music event, mainly
atmospheric and embodied elements. In other words, the affective nature of a shared
experience. This is illustrated beautifully by Leech-Wilkinson: “The first [lie] is that musical
works exist ... Scores exist, but music does not; rather it happens (p. 330). It is this happening
that recordings have deluded us into thinking that music and its affects can be captured
exactly. This obsession with the perceived possibility of perfection is what deters many people
to pursue a path in classical music. But is it even seeping out beyond that? Is it affecting the
willingness people have to create in the first place? Is perhaps the same happening when
people hear the word “meditation”. It carries with it such loaded implications of strict rules,
postures and other mechanisms that maybe it deters people who would otherwise benefit from

it, to even start trying? The removal of meditation from its hyper-religious/spiritual context has
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perhaps facilitated this problem, effectively changing the word used in everyday discourse to
“mindfulness”, even though that is not really what is meant as we have established earlier. How
can we then encourage the release of this obsession with perfection, both when it comes to
music creation and mediation? Perhaps a good place to start would be with a context where
expectations have been eliminated. With material that is neither thought out or replicable. Such

that it only exists in a particular moment. This brings us to the concept of improvisation.

Improvisation

What is improvisation? The word in its simplest terms means something that is carried out or
created spontaneously and without preparation. Already we run into problems with this
definition because in order to be able to improvise anything, a great deal of preparation is
needed. Or, | should say, a collection of knowledge. In this sense, improvisation should be the
ultimate exhibition of mastery. Only someone who has mastered the fundamentals of
something can then take them and dismantle, reorganise and rebuild something
spontaneously. A shared element of improvisation, no matter the context, is an unexpected
result as well as an inability for exact replication. The moment only exists in the moment. This is
where mindfulness and improvisation are intrinsic to each other. There is no way to improvise

something if you are not completely committed to the present moment.

To situate ourselves within musical improvisation | have come up with the following distinction:
idiomatic vs free improvisation. Idiomatic or genre-specific improvisation is exactly what the
name suggests. The player first learns the basic structure and rules of a genre, whether it be
jazz, blues, klezmer, classical or any other genre. In a way this kind of improvisation is closely
connected to the performance of classical music, in the sense that it relies on rules shaped by
tradition, and their continued reification. The player then starts with pre-determined base
material, for example a song, a concerto, a riff or a chord progression. Then, taking elements
from the base material, they improvise their own creation on top of or as a continuation of the
base material. Free improvisation on the other hand does not follow any specific genre or
structure. Players introduce their own base-material in the moment and there are no rules for
how to proceed with it. Here the line between spontaneous and pre-determined base material

can get slightly blurry for the more experienced an improviser is, the more likely it is that a
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reproduction of previously used base-material gets. However, as long as the base-material is
neither written down, decided or discussed beforehand, | think it can be deemed as free
improvisation. This brings us to the question of what is it for? | would argue that free
improvisation is not at all about the content produced, but rather what is being created in the
space and time between audience and performers. As explained by composer John Cage
(2013): “A recording of such a work has no more value than a postcard: it provides a knowledge
of something that happened, whereas the action was a non-knowledge of something that had
not yet happened.” (as quoted in Goldoni 2024, p. 332) This illustrates the affective quality of
improvisation and the co-creation of said affects between listeners and producers of sound.
That there is something that is happening in the exchange between performers and audience,
sound and silence that cannot be captured, much less recreated perfectly for another
occasion. And that is what ultimately constitutes what is most valuable about such an

experience.

Music, Meditation and Affect

While music, both its consumption and production, is highly culturally and contextually
dependent, it is safe to say that it is an integral part of spiritual, religious or otherwise ritualistic
activity across communities. The ritual of meditation is no different. Music has been used to
induce trance or aid in reaching a higher consciousness for millennia (Becker-Blease 2004).
Another use of sound is the example of the Tibetan singing bowls that produce a
low-frequency sound and vibration that some believe to reduce stress and promote healing
(Wee et al. 2023). As we have seen with the Arts on Prescription initiatives the participation in
music events or other music-related activities has a positive effect on well-being. However,
what about the act of music-creation in conjunction with meditation? Producing sound,
whether it be with one's own voice or an instrument, is an inherently affective activity. It
requires embodiment, attention, even imagination which in turn requires reflection and memory.
All of which are dimensions of affect. This is present to an extent in just the act of listening.
However, | believe that the act of producing the sound yourself, from your own body, alters the

way in which you listen. | would like to keep in mind what possible implications there are for
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considering music making a meditative act and what prerequisites must be met in order to

experience the benefits it might bring.

Going through my past in classical music, contending with the different approaches to music
creation has left me feeling as if there is no end to which one can theorize about things. When it
comes down to it however, creation only really requires one thing, courage. Courage to be
different, even bad, to really listen and to contend with all the implications that come with being
a creative. This quality within people seems to have been massively influenced not only by
recent inventions such as recordings, but also our societal values at large. With the increased
access we have to carefully curated content, it can be easy to feel paralyzed before you even

start.
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Chapter Three: Affect

Affect has become an indispensable concept for understanding ourselves, our attention, and
how we relate to each other and the world around us. This chapter explores the relationship
between affect and attention, and how the two play into my hypothesis on the meditative

affects of improvisation.

Affect theory has been thoroughly researched and written about as a theory by a number of
prominent academics, including Sara Ahmed (2006), Lauren Berlant (2011), Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick (2003), Gregory J. Seigworth (2010), and Melissa Gregg (2010). While each of them
has a distinct and unique retelling of “affect,” for the purposes of this thesis, a generalized
definition will be used. Affect is an embodied, often pre/unconscious force or intensity,
distinguished from but related to emotion. Springing from that definition, scholarship in the field
is especially interested in how feelings are constructed and organized through social, cultural,
and political relations. In that sense, affect theory connects philosophy, cultural studies, queer
theory, feminist theory, and sociology, forming the basis of an interdisciplinary and plural field

of humanities research (Seigworth and Gregg 2010; Ahmed 2004).

Seigworth and Gregg (2010) write in The Affect Theory Reader that “affect arises in the midst of
in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted upon” (p. 1). They describe theories of
affect as moments of resonance that circulate between emotion, body, mind, the non-human,
and all that remains. Affect is described as an “intensity” that attends to the forces which pass

between beings in a shared process of becoming (p.1).

Sara Ahmed (2010) describes affect as a point of encounter. She writes, “To be made happy by
this or that is to recognize that happiness starts from somewhere other than the subject who
may use the word to describe a situation” (p. 29). Here, we begin to understand that while
affect may arise through an encounter with an object, further interpretation is needed for that
affect to become legible as emotion; in other words, it requires narration. To remain within
Ahmed’s understanding of affect and objects, we arrive at the question of orientation. As she

writes:
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Perception is a way of facing something. | can perceive an object only insofar as

my orientation allows me to see it (it must be near enough to me, which in turn

means that | must be near enough to it), and in seeing it, in this way or that, it

becomes an ‘it; which means | have already taken an orientation toward it

(Ahmed 2006, p. 27)
Perception, here, belongs to the same realm as narration: in narrating something, one
necessarily takes a position, or an orientation. But does one need something tangible in order
to orient oneself? Can orientation be achieved simply through a decision: “lI will now orient
myself toward this object, this moment, this person”? What is the most accessible way to find
that orientation, to feel secure within it, and to facilitate it when it feels difficult or elusive? By
orienting oneself toward a physical object, one might find a more effortless path toward

wherever one desires to go; physically, spiritually, or cognitively.

However, such forms of perception require attention. Notably, attention within the study of
affect theory is often described through metaphors of resources and emotional labour. For
instance, attention can be described as an important but finite resource, one that can hold
power and yield profits, mostly for the benefit of the few. Attention is political and contested, as
described by Ahmed (2006): “Attention involves a political economy, or an uneven distribution
of attention time between those who arrive at the writing table, which affects what they can do
once they arrive (and of course, many do not even make it)” (p. 32). Here we arrive at the idea
of accessibility. Who has access to meditation and creative practices. Ahmed is describing the
writing table as an object of orientation and affect. However it could be substituted with any
instrument, object of meditation, mat, pillow, incense and there we get to explore the question
of what makes these two practices accessible or inaccessible? Who can afford to direct their
attention, not only that but devote their attention wholly as meditation and musical creation
demands. We have arrived at a place where uninterrupted attention has become something

elusive, difficult to sustain.

Seigworth and Gregg write that affect passes from body to body; more specifically, between
persons, between person and object, and between person and environment. In affect theory, a

body is not defined by the boundaries of its surface; in the case of the human body, this would
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be the skin. Therefore, subject-object and self-other dichotomies become increasingly
unstable: “The affective turn is more than a simple consideration of emotions in critical and
cultural theory; it also includes the theoretical consideration of vitalism or intensities across
entities and beings, process-based perspectives, movements, and the fleshliness of

embodiments” (Bazinet and Vliet 2009, p. 47).

The fact that we speak about “across,” in the same way affective economies describe the
sharing of affect, underlines that affect is not private and therefore warrants thicker
investigation as we try to understand it in the broader context of research. Even the things we
generally think of as private still do not happen in a vacuum and therefore, no matter how
messy and imperfect it may be, we must strive to include them in the, sometimes rigid, world of
academia. As we contend with the things that make us uncomfortable, we practice our

tolerance, and only then can we attempt to stretch our minds to grasp the ineffable.

At this point it would be appropriate to mention our contemporary reality. The shifting of affect
that has happened alongside questions of attention and new media, has been considerably
entwined in recent memory. It is not radical to claim that, alongside the growth of online
communication, music streaming services and information circulating freely through a
worldwide flow of communications, our attention is now being vampirically absorbed by
platforms continuously competing for it. This produces what scholars like Byung-Chul Han
(2015) call a “crisis of attention”. However, | wonder if this crisis is less a simple shortage of
focus than an affective condition, one that shares many elements with Lauren Berlant’s (2011)
concept of cruel optimism. Described as “when something you desire is actually an obstacle to
your flourishing” (p. 1). Such attachments “become cruel only when the object that draws your
attachment actively impedes the aim that brought you to it initially” (p. 1). We desire
connection, recognition, and relief through engagement with the online realm, yet that
attachment exhausts our capacity to concentrate, think deeply, and flourish. The digital world
therefore becomes both the promise and the obstacle to a good life. Here | believe meditation

and creation can become ways of combating the contemporary attention deficit crisis.
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Here, affect and attention become so interconnected that processes of recognizing affect
become processes of recognizing attention simultaneously. There are countless examples of
careful listening projects, paying-attention-to-your-surroundings projects, soundwalks,
soundscapes, and musical experiments that recall affect theory as methodology. For example:
in the exploratory article written by Swarbrick et al. (2024), the affect of the Danish String
Quartet across the bridge in Copenhagen is examined. Zeroing in on a concert as a research
setting for affectual musical absorption. They define the term “musical absorption” as a
multi-dimensional experience tied to immersive musical encounters, where the listener attends
to the music and experiences a sense of becoming. In the concert feelings of awe, enjoyment,
connectedness, and positive transformation we found to be indivisible and, mutually reinforcing
each other. This may appear obvious; however, the deeply interconnected nature of positive
feeling and musical absorption remains important. Most relevant though, is the practical reality
of affect theory at work: attention and affect become braided together through the shared
experience of listening. This feels close to what I’'m calling affective musical meditation, or

perhaps collective absorption through sound.

Perhaps at this point, we need to introduce another problematic to discussions of affect theory.
Lauren Berlant’s concept of “impasse” (2011) offers a useful vocabulary for thinking about
attention and affect as socially organized conditions, similar to narration and the dualisms of
perception. For Berlant, impasse describes a condition in which movement is felt, but is not
easily converted into transformation (p. 199). It feels like being stuck while still having to
continue; or, in the context of attention, being unable to properly attend while still being
required to function. This sounds remarkably similar to the movements described previously,
except that transformation becomes the hinge upon which affect theory functions. Berlant uses
impasse to name a situation in which ordinary life becomes difficult to move through because
the usual routes forward no longer feel reliable. It describes delay, hesitation, endurance, and
suspension. In Cruel Optimism, Berlant describes the historical present as “an impasse, a thick
moment of ongoingness” (p. 200). Here, it is important to note that Berlant's version of affect
theory is less based in psychology, unlike some affect theory scholars, and more in Marxist and

cultural-materialist thought. So impasse names a stretched-out cultural-materialist present in
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which people continue to live, hope, and adapt under conditions that make forward movement
difficult and ordinary expectations unstable. | argue that this feeling of impasse can be
lightened or even eliminated with a daily meditative practice. That to release judgment of how
fast and in what way we should be moving through the world can transform our perception on

what “should be”, in other words to transform the ordinary.

There are limitations of affect theory, as well as the cultural and political blind spots that can
arise when attending to emotion within the canonical and rational structures of academic
discourse. This is expressed succinctly by Bazinet and Vliet (2020), when they write: “Some
theorists propose that affects are controlled or “tamed” by social discourses. In this case,
affects are partially ungraspable but their manifestations in the social spheres are identifiable”
(p. 50). They go one to write:

When theorists attempt to freeze affects as precultural or preconscious elements,

they risk erasing differently embodied knowledge and obscuring the ways in

which some bodies have greater ability to affect and be affected than others

because of their particular entanglements and categorizations through processes

of racialization, sexualization, animalization, and more (p. 50)
Their consideration that there are problems in contextualizing affect as a preconscious act
recalls critiques of Freudian psychoanalysis or Jungian analysis, insofar as there is a
fundamental difficulty in quantifying the subconscious or unconscious self within Enlightenment
academic methodologies. Nevertheless, one cannot bypass the ways in which we are shaped
by our environments. However, | believe that a turn to reflexivity is necessary here, specifically
a reflexivity attentive to the differences between attention and narration. By paying attention not
only to the affects that arise, but also to the ways in which we narrate them, we can begin to
peel away the layers of social, political, and cultural conditioning through careful reflexive
attention. Here, | draw considerable inspiration from Seigworth and Gregg, who write, “In
practice, then, affect and cognition are never fully separable; if for no other reason than that
thought is itself a body, embodied” (2010, pp. 2-3). This is fundamental to understanding how

one might live “mindfully,” but without allowing affect to take over in either a mobilizing or
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paralyzing way. The point, rather, is to cultivate the conditions through which one can choose

how to respond.

It is from this point that we seek to braid together music, affect, and meditation more closely.
Music can be seen as serving as a producer or instigator of affect. When it is further coupled
with the practice of meditation, and with rejection of linear narration, affect can then be felt,
noticed, and examined without alteration. Perhaps, in a world that is often described as being
in a crisis of imagination, narration, and attention, so often structured by productivity, an
attention to affect through meditation can become an accessible ethical practice of attention: a

more democratic and just way of listening to oneself and to others.

Sara Ahmed (2004), seeks a phenomenon in which a space is created for affect to circulate,
inviting care in a plural world. She describes this as an “affective economy” (p. 119). My
objective is to create an affective economy of openness, curiosity, and safety between myself
and the instrument, and through that, between myself, the instrument, and the participants. |
am inspired by the theories and practices mentioned to argue that a session of improvisation,
with and for others, facilitates the creation of this affective economy between people, objects,
and atmospheres. | hope that by bringing affect and meditation together through listening
practices and improvised music, participants can begin to separate affect from emotion, mood,
and conscious narration. They can then become more attuned to themselves and to the various
dimensions of self, as well as to the relation between self and environment described by affect

theorists.

Once you start paying attention to affect, you realise that it really does penetrate every aspect
of the human condition. The slipperiness of it makes it particularly difficult to pin-point for long
enough to put words to it, yet the very process of trying has the potential to amplify, transform
and transmute it. Looking at affect holistically and not ignoring the socio-cultural implications it
carries is particularly important in the modern context. In paying attention and trying to
articulate it, a dimension to the human condition is opened that, once there, becomes

impossible to ignore.
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Chapter Four: Method

In order to explore the questions | set out with, | chose to do a study in three parts. Part one
was a private improvisational practice. Part two, two participatory meetings centered on an
improvisational practice, similar to the one | did privately. Part three, to have the participants

engage in a similar private practice in their own daily lives.

My hypothesis, that a daily improvisational practice can in fact function as a meditative practice
and reap similar benefits was to be explored on myself. | set a timeframe of a week, eventually
extending that to two weeks, and my goal was to sit with the cello every day and improvise. |
chose to follow the principals of phenomenology as | find that this particular method
encompasses nicely both any affective findings but also allowing space for the embodied. As
playing an instrument, as well as signing, are highly physical actions, | felt | needed to account
for the experience in as holistic a way as possible. To use a Husserlian term, | wanted to

capture the “essence” (1983) of such a practice.

Secondly, | wanted to involve a group of people to explore whether listening to and partaking in
a musical improvisation, such as the one | was engaging with in private, would have a similar
effect for the participants as it does for me. The design of these meetings relied heavily on
inspiration from my private practice. | split them up into two sessions. First an active listening
session where | entered a flow of improvisation, playing the cello and singing, participants
instructed to just listen. In the second half of the meeting | started another improvisation but
this time asked them to contribute. | decided on this two-part format because | wanted to
capture clearly the difference in how it felt to be a listener as opposed to an active participant.
As, if we refer back to phenomenology, activating the body would undoubtedly change the
experience and | wanted to know in what way. As explained by Shaun Gallagher (2007) when
he’s talking about Husserl’s ideas on phenomenology: “There he (Husserl) talks about
kinaesthetic sensations that are activated in perception. When | perceive something, the
sensory activation involved is joined by a corresponding activation of kinaesthetic sensations in
my lived body ... my body reverberates with the things of the world” (p. 286). So not only do |

want to know what kind of reverberation participants might experience while listening, but what
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if their bodies are also the things of the world, reverberating back and forth between
themselves. To find this out, | employed ethnographic research methods, relying heavily on the
narration and reflections of the participants. | realize here that there is a certain contradiction
with what | have said previously about affect. As | have stated, much of affect is pre-conscious.
Although it can be difficult to distinguish between what is pre-conscious and what is
conscious, | have no choice but to rely on the conscious narration of the participants as it is
impossible for me to measure their pre-conscious affect with the resources | have. In the same
way that | can only convey my own affective and phenomenological account by writing so that
it may be read, | will be interpreting the participants’ writings, drawings and conversations we
have in order to put them down on paper for the purposes of this thesis. This creates layers of
interpretation, they must first interpret their own affect in order to convey it to me which in turn
gets interpreted by myself to relate it further. This filtering, although undesirable, is unavoidable
at this stage of the project. As explained by Manen and Adams (2010) when discussing the
intricacies of phenomenological research: “... when we try to capture and reflect on the now of
our experience, we are always too late. The strange fact is that we always live in the present of
the temporal now and yet we can never capture this present” (p. 450). Despite this fact, | do
believe that in trying, an understanding of our world is produced that otherwise we would never

gain access to.

Thirdly, | wanted to explore the possibilities for stretching the affect beyond the meetings we
had and see what possibilities the participants had to continue the practice on their own. This
was crucial in exploring my ideas on accessibility, that minimal material is needed for people to
develop and engage with an improvisational meditation practice of their own, even without any
formal musical training. For this, | opted for a cultural probe as my method as well as a

reflection questionnaire.

A cultural probe is a qualitative research method that has become especially popular when
gathering sensitive or personal material. The idea is that participants can take the probe home
with varyingly open instructions and use it to collect their material to then be sent back to the
researcher for analysis. The probe can contain items such as a notebook, camera, maps,

postcards or really anything that allow the participants to collect material in an open, creative
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way. The probe is especially well suited to mitigate the distortion of the material that can often
be a byproduct of researchers assumptions and biases when designing a qualitative data
collection method. The participants can collect the material in their own time, their own
environments and this results in a more relaxed, often better representative data than that
which is collected in a more controlled setting (Burrows et al. 2015; Gaver 1999) As explained
by Gaver (1999) when describing his and his colleagues’ employment of a probe: “The probes
were part of a strategy of pursuing experimental design in a responsive way. They address a
common dilemma in developing projects for unfamiliar groups ... We wanted to lead a
discussion with the groups toward unexpected ideas, but we didn’t want to dominate it” (p. 22).
| chose to opt for this method for these reasons in particular. The experimental nature of the
project meant | could not anticipate the level of sensitivity the material would potentially hold. In
fact, there was not much | could anticipate in this whole project so | wanted the data collection
to be as open ended as possible. On the other hand, the objects included were decided by me
and it was important to me that they be identical across all participants, giving the data some

level of consistency.

The cultural probe | handed out consisted of an envelope containing a small notebook, a pen
and a tuning fork. To set the participants up for their own daily practice, | began the first
meeting by focusing on the notebook, explaining that they were to use it to document any
sensations, emotions, thoughts or moods throughout the meeting and during the following
week. | explained that writing would be appreciated but drawing, typing, taking photographs,
recording voice notes or collecting mementos would be equally as welcome. | told them that
any digital data they wanted to share would be collectable through a cloud service where
nobody but me would have access to the material. | waited until the end of the first meeting to
explain the tuning fork. | wanted to keep it as open as possible so | told them they could
engage with it however much or little as they liked but to try to get in at least once per day, as |
had been doing with my own practice. | was surprised to find that nobody knew what a tuning
fork does or how to use it. | explained that if you tap it and either bring it to your ear or let it
stand on a hard surface, it vibrates and you can hear a tone. | borrowed one from the

participant sitting closest to me to demonstrate. At this point many gave it a tentative tap and
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looks of recognition and understanding flashed across their faces. | explained that they could
take inspiration from the evening’s meeting and interact with it in a similar way. Or to find
something completely different to do with it. But, just as my cello was acting as an object to
facilitate focused attention for me and |, in that moment, was serving that purpose for them,

hopefully the tuning fork could do the same for them in their own private practice.

Why a tuning fork? As we’ve established, playing an instrument comes with a host of affective
and meditative qualities. | explicitly wanted to see if those qualities could be experienced by
people who do not have such extensive experience with instrument playing. Firstly, the tuning
fork shares with an instrument the quality of being an object that makes sound. Granted, it is
not a particularly elaborate sound and might not spark creativity in the same way as playing a
more complex instrument. However, | decided to compromise on creativity for the sake of
accessibility. The strong vibration of the tuning fork however is on par with that of other
instruments, the way in which it can be embodied may vary but the intensity is just the same.
The other embodied element that can be combined with the tuning fork is voice. It was my
hope that the vibrational and sonic elements of the tuning fork would inspire vocal involvement.
However, | did not want to give those explicit instructions as part of my interest when it comes
to this study lies in the question of whether such involvement would come naturally to someone
who is not used to musical creation. In that sense, the possibilities to explore the concept of
improvisation would be much more elaborate. Lastly, there is something to be said for the
inherent repetitiveness of the tuning fork. As we’ve seen with the practice of repeating mantras
or prayers, repetition can be especially potent in meditation. Again, the simplicity and the
accessibility of the tuning fork makes it particularly attractive for this project, if it indeed does
have the desired effect it will be an important example of just how little is needed in terms of

material to make meditation accessible to all.

A final element in my research was a closing reflection questionnaire. The questionnaire is
another method in the realm of ethnography. This was not pre-determined but rather | decided
to include this after we had already had the first meeting. | was thinking about what kind of
material | would be getting back from the probes and how to analyse it. A common practice is

to combine the probe with a follow-up interview to get a more indepth picture of how the
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participants were engaging with the probe and their attitudes towards it (Burrows et al. 2015). It
would have been very beneficial to my research to conduct that kind of interview with each
participant in private. But since | had already recruited my participants and laid out in as much
detail as | dared what their participation would entail, | did not feel comfortable adding another
element of such a time commitment after the fact. | therefore opted to develop a kind of survey
questionnaire that | asked them to answer in writing, either in the notebooks or typed out
digitally. This way they could write out their answers while the experience was fresh in their
minds. Instead of going through the process of finding the time to have a conversation with
each of them, perhaps resulting in the conversation not taking place until way later, thus risking
missing valuable material. | also wanted to protect their privacy from the other participants,
which is why | did not encourage a group discussion on these questions although some
conversation still happened organically. The results were a combination of an unstructured
conversation around the sessions and the written out answers to the following questions that
would then combine to give a comprehensive picture of how their experiences overlapped and
where they differed:

1. Describe your experience in the first session.

2. Describe your experience engaging with the probe. What did you do, how did it affect

you?
3. Reflect on the role of the tuning fork in your practice. How did you use it? What kind of
relationship did you develop with it?
4. Describe your experience in the second session. How did it compare to the first

session?

In choosing the participants, | used some principles of the research method of focus groups.
As explained in the book Understanding Communication Research Methods, a focus group is a
small group of people who are gotten together to partake in a group interview on a topic. The
interviews can range from formal interviews to general discussions and the groups usually have
a moderator to lead the discussion (Croucher and Cronn-Mills 2015). As | was not planning to
conduct interviews or have any kind of group discussion, | am not able to refer to the

participants as a focus group. However | find that, combined with affect theory and
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phenomenology, what we were doing could count as a variation on a focus group, in the sense
that | acted as a kind of mediator in the meetings, creating the atmosphere and generating
affect. They in turn then related their internal state back to me although not through interviews
but through other channels. This would then hopefully curb what is generally called “the group
effect” which describes the dynamic that happens when a group is discussing a topic out loud,
they generally feed off each other and bounce ideas back and forth (Croucher and Cronn-Mills
2015, p. 182). As the participants are relaying their feedback to me privately this was not a
problem. That is not to say that the fact of having these meetings within a group and not for
example one-on-one sessions, did not affect the results. As we have established before, the
phenomenon of the shared experience still plays a big part in this experiment, despite my

decision to not encourage open sharing.

| allowed myself to recruit only from the pool of people with whom | have an existing
relationship. | put out a call on my current educational program’s whatsapp group as well as
speaking directly to some of the people | was meeting in the library regularly. | ended up with
seven participants, six of whom are in the program, one who is a friend outside of university.
This was a deliberate choice as | knew already | would not be able to make any claims about
the findings being applicable to anyone other than the particular people that participated.
Therefore it was not important to me to gather a sample group that had anything in common,
aside from the desire to participate. This made any representative claims impossible but |
would argue it already was due to the nature of the project. However, | did ask that they do not
have professional experience in the music industry or a daily musical practice. Some disclosed
having played an instrument in their youth and some still dabble in playing as a hobby but as
long as they did not report having a structured practice | decided to allow it. This difference
between me and the participants in our baseline knowledge of music and musical
improvisation was important as it is central to my belief that anyone can not only participate in

a musical improvisation but also develop their own practice, regardless of musical proficiency.

40



Chapter Five: Descriptions

“| feel like | just dove in, head first, and am trying to assemble the boat in the water. How to
prevent it from filling up and sinking as | screw it together will remain to be seen”

A note from my improvisation diary

Private Practice

In this section | will talk about the elements of my private practice. Some of which | kept
extremely open while being somewhat strict with others. The duration of each session was one
of the things | kept open. Instead of setting a timer for a predetermined duration as is often
recommended for people taking their first steps in a meditative practice, | opted for a
stopwatch. | started the time when | sat down with my instrument and then when | felt the
session had come to a close | noted down how much time had passed. | decided to do it this
way because | did not want to have the alarm interrupt me mid-flow. | had no way of estimating
how long each time I'd be able to sustain a focused improvisation so there were no parameters
for me to go by in even deciding how long to put the timer for. Time of day was also something
| kept open, allowing myself to sometimes have sessions during the day and sometimes in the
evenings. Mostly this was due to scheduling reasons as it was more important to me to have a
session each day than to keep consistent with the timing. An element | did want to keep
consistent was place. | always had the sessions at my home, this was to ensure that any
comfort or discomfort | noted, | could be sure was not due to the environment. To make myself
as comfortable as possible, | decided to disregard what | have been taught about a proper
playing position and sit on the couch instead. This goes against the tradition in cello playing
where it’s important to keep a good posture, chair surface rather stiff, not too low or too high,
straight but relaxed back, feet firmly planted on the ground, and so forth. Since my goal was
neither perfection nor endurance, | wanted to see whether sitting in a more relaxed spot would
bring some meditative benefits that otherwise would be forfeited. | would usually start my
sessions with a few deep breaths, all the way into my belly. This is an element that has shown
up for me, both in most yoga practices that I’ve participated in, but also in learning classical
singing. This makes it easier for me to bring my focus inward and to prepare myself for what is

about to happen. Then, as | start playing, a musical idea forms. | try to stay with this idea,
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repeating it, elaborating on it, making it bigger and stripping it down to its core elements.
Sometimes, | would only stay with this one idea, more often than not | would find a bridge to
the next musical idea and the cycle would start again. Sometimes | could combine and
elaborate even more as more musical ideas came forth but | found it important in this kind of
practice to err on the side of simplicity. The reason being that | didn’t want to get too
intellectual about what | was doing, but rather take it as is without trying too hard to make
something complex out of it. This process, as affect is often described, didn’t feel conscious at
all. Most of the time, it felt as if | could turn off my brain and let the cello and my voice guide
me, as if they were really in control and | was their instrument. This blurring of the lines of what
controls what and who is the instigator is what makes improvisation so meditative to me. Even
in times of great frustration, when | felt as if my inner judge would not quiet down, there was
still a level of release felt. Nearly always did | start with the cello and then my voice would
follow, the cello taking on an accompanying role. Finally, after each session, | took notes on my
computer, detailing as carefully as | could any sensations, emotions, thoughts or moods that
arose during the session. These notes became vital in comparing my experience with the

participants’.

Participatory Meeting Number One

Monday, April 13th was set as the date for the first session, seven o’clock in the evening.
Participants started arriving around fifteen minutes before seven, some coming straight from
the library as most were in the process of writing a thesis. | had arranged my living space so
that the couch and some chairs were positioned in a half circle against one wall, facing the
chair | would be occupying with my cello which was positioned against the opposite wall. |
didn’t have enough chairs or sufficient space for everyone to sit on a chair so a couple of
people had to sit on the floor at the feet of those who sat on the couch. This coupled with the
size of the space created an immediate intimacy in the atmosphere. As we sat down to begin,
the anticipation was tangible, as I’'d been as vague as | possibly could in my description of
what they could expect, many were visibly excited. The first improvisation session went on for
about 25 minutes. | had my eyes closed for a big chunk of it but | would open them

occasionally throughout. Sometimes | would catch the eye of a specific person in the audience
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and for a moment the two of us shared something that no one else was a part of. Momentarily
separated from the others. Then | would avert my gaze and we would again become a part of
the whole. The musical material didn’t get recycled as | thought it would. My main worry was
that | would be so nervous that | would not be able to help falling back on material | had
already been working with in private. This proved to be an unnecessary worry. Even though, in
hindsight, there were some similarities, as with my private practice, the inspiration that came
from having other people present was enough for the material to feel brand new and exciting in
the moment. Somehow the improvisation organized itself into a natural arc that concluded

without any effort or analytical thought on my part.

The second improvisation session where | asked the audience to contribute lasted only about 7
minutes. This was somewhat expected as | knew the atmosphere would be completely
different. As soon as | introduced the idea that now they would be asked to be active, the
mood changed from relaxed to active, almost tense, in an instant. | could feel their trepidation
and even aversion. However | did not allow for much space for these feelings to intensify as |
jumped right in with the cello. Here, | had decided to give them a starting point. Since | had
specifically asked for people with no musical training, | assumed that to just tell them to sing
something would not only inspire anxiety but also judgment, two of the emotions this exercise
is supposed to dampen. Instead, | provided them with a sustained note on the cello and
instructed half to sing the third and the other half the fifth, effectively creating a major chord. As
soon as it became difficult to distinguish whose voice was whose, the atmosphere relaxed a
little bit. | could feel their heightened listening as voices and cello blended together more
seamlessly. A collective focus. Some opened their mouths to create a vowel, others managed
to move around to different notes. As this was happening, | was using my own voice to
improvise on top of the sustained note | was holding on the cello. After all sound had faded, we
allowed the silence to take the foreground. Some closed their eyes at this point while others
had kept them closed the entire time and now chose to open. Many chose to immediately write
down some reflections and some had been doing so throughout the session. We had a short
unstructured discussion where | answered a few clarifying questions about how to use the

probe and then we said our goodbyes.
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Participatory Meeting Number Two

Using the same setup, it was interesting to see that almost everyone, excluding only two
people, took the same seats they had in the previous meeting. This time there was less
uncertainty in the air but excitement nonetheless. | handed out the reflection questionnaire as
they came in, giving some people time to start writing down their reflections as we waited for
everyone to arrive. | wanted to give it to them at the beginning of the session, both so they
could reflect on it during the session and to make sure that the events of the passing week
were fresh in their mind. The timing of this first session turned out to be similar to the previous
meeting, around 30 minutes. Again, | had fears about not being able to generate new musical
material to use and having to revert to something from the previous meeting, making the two
too repetitive. Again, this worry did not come to fruition. The sounds flowed right through me
and every musical idea slid seamlessly into the next one, seemingly coming from thin air. | felt
the energy of the room, it was focused, open, receptive, and in turn | felt even more focused

and open.

When it came to the participatory part the atmosphere was tangibly more relaxed, compared to
the first meeting. This time | didn’t give any point of departure, instead | asked them to
remember what they had done in private and to bring some of those elements into the session.
| didn’t have high expectations as | know how scary and difficult it is to conduct yourself in a
way that forces others to notice you. However a similar thing happened as in the first meeting.
As soon as one person started making sounds it seemed to take on a life of its own. Many
pulled out the tuning fork, experimenting with different surfaces on which to tap them. Their
chair, the floor, their own knee. Some opened their mouths, not everyone produced tones,
some made percussive sounds with their mouth and some made whistling noises. A few did
nothing but listen. Collectively, we had this amazing moment of intense listening and
collaborating. | could feel their attention on what | was doing and on what the others were
doing and how they tried to respond and play with each other. Again the musical material
seemed to arrange itself into a natural arc, rising and then coming to an end in a way that
seemed impossibly predetermined. It lasted for about 10 minutes. After allowing the

improvisation to come to an end we again sat in the silence. A short discussion ensued where
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someone asked what | was going to do with the tuning forks. It had occurred to me, but |
hadn’t made a decision until that moment that | wanted to offer them to keep it. They were all
excited, more than | thought they’d be, which makes me think some of them might continue to

play and experiment and create.

Going through the notebooks and the questionnaire, | got a comprehensive idea of how the
participants' experience was, where they were similar and where they differed. To begin with,
almost everyone described feelings of discomfort, fear and uncertainty in the meetings.
However, despite this people described, sometimes in the same sentence, feelings of calm and
presence. Many found it difficult to be asked to use their voice, it was unclear for me if this was
due to fear of judgment or something else. One person in particular described feeling so
intensely affected by the music that had come previously, that she was afraid that opening her
mouth would make the feelings spill out in an uncontrollable manner. Some described shifting
their focus away from their internal world onto something external making it easier to
participate. Some physical sensations that came up were tingling, warmth, feeling trapped in
their bodies and a heaviness of the body and mind. Here we have a clear example of the
workings of affect, even in narrating the experience, many found it difficult to pinpoint emotions
clearly, sometimes contradicting themselves in the same sentence. This strengthens my point
about affect being pre-conscious, evidently they felt something and even when asked to relate

those feelings, words seemed to be insufficient.

Participants’ Daily Practice

To avoid repetition, | decided to gather material from the notebooks in conjunction with the
reflection questionnaire as the participants had already done some reflection that pertained to
the questions over the week. There were many similarities in themes between participants so |

have grouped them together as follows:

The Tuning Fork
Engaging with the tuning fork every day culminated in a certain personification of the fork.
Some people gendered it, talking about it as “her” and others gave it a name. People described

it as feeling friendly, notably not as themselves having a friendly feeling towards it, but rather
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the fork holding a friendly quality that resulted in the generation of positive feelings within
participants, sometimes playful but mostly calm, soothed, and secure. On the negative side of
the spectrum people also described it as irritating. Talk here about object orientation and
affect. In contrast to the more positive descriptions, this affect seemed to reside more within
the participant already and engaging with the tuning fork amplified it. However, continued

engagement still always resulted in the experience turning more positive.

Tone

Not surprisingly, everyone spoke about the tone of the tuning fork. Some experimented with
hitting it against different surfaces and how they made different sounds, some being very
jarring and uncomfortable and others more pleasing. Many described the tone changing when
letting a surface amplify the sound versus bringing the fork up to the ear. Furthermore the
frequency of taps made changes to the tone. All these minute details further concentrated the

participants into the present moment they were sharing with the fork.

Vibration

Vibration, a separate element from tone, was also discussed at length. This being a more
tactile, embodied element that the fork can provide, was something the participants described
as being the most grounding and centering part. Many pointed towards different parts of their
body in which they felt the vibration. Experimenting with bringing it close and keeping it at a
distance was reportedly an important factor. This suggests, given that the forks they had were
on the smaller side, that they were starting to be highly attuned to the fork to be able to notice
such small differences. This was again not all positive, some described the intensity of the

vibration when close to the ear as being too much and feelings of fear towards that experience.

Silence

When discussing anything that has to do with sound, there is bound to be a part of that
discussion centered around silence. A common desire was for the sound of the fork to sustain
longer. Many described frustration with having to tap it continuously, saying they felt pulled out
of the present moment, interrupted. They referred back to the participatory session when the

tones of the cello could sustain for long periods of time and that they missed that in their own

46



practice. Contrastingly, others reported the rhythmic tapping to be a centering element in itself.
They described syncing their breathing with the tone of the fork, feeling as if the tuning fork
was guiding them in their practice. The silence was described by many as jarring, feeling that
the difference between listening to the tone and the vibration of the fork and complete silence
was too much and that they wished they could somehow bridge that transition more gently.
However, after sitting in the silence just for a moment longer, it seemed that feelings of calm

and presence quickly took over the discomfort of the absence of the tuning fork.

Recurring Themes

Some common imagery that came up both in the collective session as well as privately. War
was extremely prevalent for many, some described planes dropping bombs, drills and heavy
machinery. On the other end, themes of love and particularly a mother’s love. Many people also
mentioned some elements in the collective sessions reminding them of a lullaby and thoughts
of nature, mother nature. Some of the participants spoke about the participatory sessions in
particular pulling to the forefront past memories. Images of another time and place as well as

descriptions of time slowing down or stopping altogether.

After Effects

Many chose to describe how they were feeling outside of the time they spent with the tuning
fork. Many described listening to their environment differently, noticing sounds in a different,
more acute way. A general feeling of connectedness to the external world emerged, a feeling of
increased intimacy. Some reported feeling more courageous, more comfortable taking up
space in the world and using their voice. This suggests that a regular meditative practice does

indeed change the way you show up in the world.

The hope that | had that people would feel inspired to use their voice with the tuning fork
seems not to have come to fruition. While some spoke about voice in other contexts in their
life, for example one person described feeling more confident singing in the shower, nobody
reported having found their voice with the tuning fork and thus the main element of
improvisation, within the practice, was not utilized. That does not mean there was no creativity

activated, but not in the musical way that | had anticipated. Perhaps with different, more
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inspiring instruments it will be easier or perhaps then it won’t be necessary to include the voice

to feel musically creative.
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Chapter Six: Analysis

What can we draw from this? Below is my interpretation of some of the outcomes from the

three separate parts as well as some closing thoughts on the project as a whole.

Private Practice

After starting and being consistent with my own practice for a few days, | found the results to
be already significant, so much so that after only a few days, | decided to extend the timeframe
for this part of the study. | started noticing my focus becoming different, | was less easily
distracted and could respond mindfully when | was. In terms of my orientation towards the cello
as an object, something that has been a part of me my whole life like an appendix, | found was
also changing. Despite not having it with me or engaging with it constantly throughout the day,
the relationship we were developing seemed to have been transforming into something new
and affecting my life outside of the practice. This was so far the biggest indicator that,
personally, my psychological well-being was benefitting greatly by engaging in a creative,

meditative practice daily.

| started tuning into my environment differently, especially in terms of sound. Sounds that |
would have otherwise not noticed sparked my curiosity and started feeling more dynamic, in
the sense that | noticed how silence is never monolithic, never constant. Taking the sentiment
from Markman (2020):

One direction of my attention is toward the embodied register within the

dyad—sensing shared rhythms, tone of voice, and movement, or dis-syncopation

and misattunement that signal the state of the relationship ... At the same time, |

turn my attention inward, toward my own bodily reactions and proto-emotional

states (p. 808)
Although he is specifically referring to a relationship between a clinician and patient in his work
in talk therapy, | believe this can be applied to every relationship. Even the one we have with
non-human actors, perhaps even more so, as we know how limiting an anthropocentric attitude
can be. Sensing your environment in its rhythm, tone of voice and movement, allows for crucial

information to be gathered. Understanding it in this way is not only to our individual benefit, but
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to the benefit of the planet and its inhabitants alike. Living in harmony and connection should

not be taken for granted, it takes deliberate intention.

During the two weeks, | noticed that | felt less reactive. Situations where | would have usually
had a strong reaction, a strong thought or emotion felt a lot less demanding. Meaning they
demanded my attention but | felt | had autonomy in how | chose to direct my attention, even in
more stressful situations. A comfort in pausing which was not there before. It is exactly as |
described in my example of a person with social anxiety. Despite my earlier conditioning
wanting to pull me into a familiar pattern, somehow, and, importantly, without much effort, | felt
a freedom to decide how to respond. Not only was this beneficial to myself but also my
relationships. Gordon (2025) tells us that:
In the British parliament, since 2013 the All-Party Parliamentary Group on
Mindfulness has offered mindfulness courses to lawmakers in both houses of
Parliament. Of the hundreds of politicians and staff who have participated, many
report enhanced collaboration, including in the face of contradictory opinions,
suggesting the potential of these practices to ease gridlock on divisive topics (p.
88)
If this is possible within the extremely contentious environment of politics, imagine how our

individual relational health could benefit from a universal meditative practice.

| was worried when | started that | would come to find my creativity run dry, as if it was a well |
could only extract so much from and then | would be all out. This proved not to be a problem
as even when | could find similarities in the material | was pulling from, the atmosphere, my
thoughts and even the way | felt in my body always managed to make it into something new. It
was as if | was in a kind of feedback loop of creativity, the moment | put something out, it came
back to me and inspired a new feeling or action. As explained by Shimizu and Okada (2021) in
their work on the relationship between embodied action and creativity: “Psychology and
neuroscience have shown that perceptual and motor processing are closely linked to
knowledge activation (i.e., recall from memory) and information processing. Furthermore,
several studies have suggested that it facilitates knowledge activation and recognition” (p.

2638). They go on to write: “creation in reality is considered to proceed in a cycle of imagination
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generation and imagination implementation” (p. 2639). This supports my feeling that creation

does in fact generate further creation and creativity.

The judgment was harder to shake. | could still feel it creeping up on me, an ever present
shadow of a previous life. However, as time went on, it became easier and easier to turn my
back on it. Never effortless, but manageable. The fact that | was anticipating the participatory
meetings also played a big part. Had | decided to only do this part of the experiment | imagine
it would have been easier to let go. But having the thought in the back of my mind of “what is it
going to be like to do this in front of people?” had a measurable effect on how well | managed

to stay present with what | was doing in the present moment.

| suppose that, generally, what | was experiencing is what Manen and Adams (2010) describe
as the practice of phenomenology as method: “Maurice Merleau-Ponty explained that a proper
understanding of phenomenology is only accomplished through doing it. Phenomenological
understanding needs to be practiced as method, and identified as a style of thinking — a
manner of orienting to experience as we live through it” (p. 449). In engaging with this practice
with the mindset of a researcher, | managed to listen, gather and decipher information in a way
that has given me a transformed perspective on a practice that | thought | had all figured out.
From now on | will approach meditation and improvisation, whether together or separate, in a

completely different manner.

Participatory Meetings

My perspective of the participatory meetings is very different from the participants’ for a few
reasons. Having been in the role of researcher, mediator, performer, facilitator, the dynamic and
relationship between myself and the participants is already on uneven ground. This is not
necessarily a bad thing and arguably unavoidable. Being in this role, | became very concerned
about the atmosphere in the meeting. | wanted to create an affective economy of openness,
curiosity and non-judgment. In doing so, | may have worked against all that | tried to
accomplish in my private sessions in terms of non-judgment towards myself. Now that the
stakes were higher, | found it much more difficult to let go of ideas of “good” and “bad” as a

result of worry that | wasn’t doing justice to this project towards the participants. This is also in
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contradiction with what the research has shown on the core principles of affect, in that most of
it is pre-conscious and thus not really suitable for manipulation. My attachment to the outcome
of the project is then, as Berlant (2011) has put it, the very object that might have become the

obstacle to the flourishing of this project, and thus has become “cruel” (p.1).

This, however, seems to have not translated into the participants’ experience. As they didn’t
have a detailed idea of what the meetings were going to entail or what my objective as a
researcher was, they didn’t report wondering about the outcome or even if they were doing a
“good” or a “bad” job. As no one had mentioned anything about feeling embarrassed or
self-conscious in the meetings, | can only conclude that my projection onto what they would
feel was completely unwarranted. This makes me think that, once establishing the habit,

engaging with this kind of practice every day could come fairly easily to many of them.

The uncomfortable feeling many described during the meetings can be attributed to the
difference between dissonance and consonance. Much of the music | produced was
particularly dissonant, as it suits the cello quite well so it comes naturally to me. | believe it was
during those moments that many of them were experiencing feelings of discomfort and

sadness. This does support LoPresto’s (2015) argument that dissonant can mean “not
pleasing” (p. 225) but as | explained earlier, | believe it is more complicated than that in terms of

affect.

Participants’ Daily Practice

When it came to daily practice, most participants managed to engage with it daily, some
missed a day or two and only one person didn’t engage with it at all. The notebooks were full of
text and drawings. Some had written in a very matter of fact way, trying to relay their
information in the clearest way possible. Others wrote more poetically, leaving even more up to
interpretation by me. Nobody sent in digital material but some did report having made

recordings of themselves with the tuning fork but had decided not to share.

Interestingly, the tuning fork’s perceived lack of versatility was not a problem, rather a gateway

into much deeper listening. The fact that there is, supposedly, only one way to make sound
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with it seems to have been an advantage as nobody described feeling overwhelmed with it.

Rather, it seemed that the simplicity of it amplified feelings of curiosity and experimentation.

The accounts from the participants’ notebooks illustrate my point about meditation getting
easier for some both by focusing on an object, the question whether this particular object
invites creativity remains unclear for now. However, if it turns out that creativity can be sparked
with such an accessible object, we might be able to reconsider our approach to encouraging

the adoption of a meditative practice on a daily basis.
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Conclusions and Further Research

In this thesis | have explored the historical context of meditation and how it relates to modern
day uses of the word. | have concluded that the appropriation of this practice in the West has
not come without problems. The modern, Western context is not well fitted to capture the
intricacies and philosophical nuances of the different practices. However, we do seem to see
some benefit to the attempt to integrate meditation into our cultural corpus. Especially when it
comes to the individual’s access to tools that improve health and well-being, it is a particularly

desirable option as it requires little in terms of material resources.

Music, however, does require significant resources, especially musical training, that not
everyone has access to. As we have seen, it is not necessary to go through extensive musical
training in order to reap its benefits. Only the act of listening carries with it a significant impact
on well-being as we have seen with the Arts and Culture on Prescription initiative. To actively
participate in music creation and to be able to use it to one’s own private benefit is more

accessible than initially thought.

In terms of the field research, | did my best to make it as extensive and comprehensive as
circumstances allowed. The exploration of meditation through improvisation in three different
contexts, my private practice, my facilitating a participatory practice and then participants’ own
private practice, has given substantial evidence that all three are in fact viable research
avenues. The results, although not representative or allowing for claims on a large scale, show
that there is a relationship between meditation, musical improvisation and affect. Not only that,
but they indicate a possibility of increased accessibility and larger implications on individual

and collective health.

Key takeaways in terms of affect and phenomenological research are as follows. Firstly, as
iterated by Bazinet and Vliet (2009), affect is highly cultural. This is supported by the fact that
despite having extremely diverse cultural backgrounds, many of the participants identified
elements in my improvisation as reminding them of a lullaby. Not everyone used that word

explicitly but they in turn described themes of a mother and child, motherly love and so forth
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which | think points to a similar thing. This is also in spite of myself not really contextualizing

what | was doing as such until after | read their descriptions.

Drawing from Sara Ahmed’s (2004) text on objects and the part they play in producing affect,
we can see this illustrated in the relationship participants started to develop with the tuning
fork. The object, despite being inanimate, started holding certain affective qualities, inspiring
calm and presence in the user but also irritation and disappointment. Furthermore, with
prolonged use, its position seemed to strengthen and be able to inspire affects without much
labor from the user. This supports my claim that meditation can be facilitated by focused

attention on an object, whether or not creativity is involved.

Affect is shared without or despite intentionality. Ahmed’s (2004) idea that affect can slip and
slide between bodies can be seen here in the way many people described feeling physical
discomfort. While none used the words dissonant, as it is more of a specialized concept, most
of them described some form of tension. Anywhere from a prickly sensation in their body to the
sensation of being trapped. They all pointed to a moment in the session where the music was
particularly dissonant. The affective economy was here created without any deliberate action

from myself or the other participants.

Lastly, and most importantly, listening seems to be a skill that can be practiced, even without
any specialist knowledge or desire to “get better”. It seems that simply the practice of focusing
attentive listening consistently in one context can be stretched to other contexts without
conscious deliberation. Cultivating this skill in turn seems to have an effect on other aspects of
the human condition, although it is not totally clear what they are or how permanent they can
be. In the words of Manen and Adams (2010): “Phenomenological research aims for a certain
effect, one that can lead us to suddenly see or grasp a human phenomenon in a way that
enriches our understanding of everyday life experience. Such seeing may transform our being

and thus our practices” (p. 449).

Given that the parameters of this project are relatively strict in terms of time and resources, the
limitations were evident. With a bigger budget and more time it would be interesting to expand

on this initial research in various ways. The most obvious would be the expansion of the
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cultural probe, involving more elaborate instruments. More in depth interviews and better follow
up with participants would also have yielded more information. Another interesting path to take
would be to expand the participant profile. A larger variety in education, occupation, cultural
background, age, gender and gender expression are all factors that would influence the results
in their own ways. Whether this is in any way a legitimate intervention when it comes to clinical

issues or severe problems with well-being would need more investigation.

Any residual or further effects of the study on participants can benefit from further study. Since
no follow-up contact was included it is not possible to know whether this experience had any
effects beyond its duration. | can say for my own part that ceasing to engage with this practice
on a daily basis has resulted in the dissipation of its effects, although my desire to pick it up

again is stronger than it was before.

| set out to find out what would happen if | not only dove into the theoretical research of affect,
meditation and music, but also how it could be applied in real life. I've come to the conclusion
that it is a slippery subject. There are centuries of traditions, developments of thought and
practices, and implications that go far beyond what | can comprehend in a singular body of
work. Going further into any dimension of this multi-dimensional field could yield further
knowledge that is at this stage not unapprehensible. I've tried to situate myself within the topic
to the best of my ability and make the best of the resources | have had access to. Despite
having ended up with more questions than answers, | can say this much. There is a link
between affect, music and meditation. Perhaps as many links as there are people, as there are
objects or even seasons within a lifetime. Tracing each strand would lead to the continued
growth of the tapestry that is the human condition and reveal that it is indeed fluid and
ever-changing but it is also this that is the biggest reason this topic warrants such research.
Throughout this process, | often questioned the validity, usefulness, and necessity of such a
project. It felt self-indulgent and at times, stupid. However, the space that has already been
made by thinkers and scholars before me in the field of affect theory made me intrigued and
curious about the subject in a way | could not ignore, and therefore can only assume | am not
the only one. Letting my two pillars of courage and curiosity guide me, | in turn hope to have

inspired such a reaction in those who choose to embark on a similar journey.

56



Bibliography

Ahmed, S. (2010). Happy Obijects, in Gregg, M. & Seigworth, G.J. (eds.), The Affect Theory
Reader, London: Duke University Press, pp. 29-51

Ahmed, S. (2006). Queer phenomenology: orientations, objects, others, London: Duke
University Press

Ahmed, S. (2004). Affective Economies, Social Text, vol. 22, no. 2, pp. 117-139

Andrei-Barbu, |., Pacesila, M. & Dumitrescu, C.-O. (2025). Burnout in the Era of Artificial
Intelligence: Challenges and Benefits, Theoretical and Empirical Researches in Urban
Management vol. 20, no. 4

Barzilai, O., Marder, O., Tejero, J.-M., Ayalon, A., Bar-Matthews, M., Abulafia, T., Lavi, R.,
Goder-Goldberger, M., Shemer, M., Edeltin, L., Wiegmann, A., Frumkin, A., Karasik, A.,
Yasur, G., Yeshurun, R., Zohar, I|., Berna, F., Hans, M., Goldberg, J.S., McDermott, Y.,
Spurlock, L., Pokhojaev, A., Habashi, W., May, H., Sarig, R. & Hershkovitz, |. (2024). Early
human collective practices and symbolism in the Early Upper Paleolithic of Southwest Asia,
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 121, no. 51, pp. 1-11,
doi:10.1073/pnas.2404632121

Bazinet, T. & Van Vliet, L. (2020). Affect, International Encyclopedia of Human Geography,
Elsevier, pp. 47-52. doi:10.1016/B978-0-08-102295-5.10799-1

Becker-Blease, K.A. (2004). Dissociative States Through New Age and Electronic Trance Music,
Journal of Trauma & Dissociation vol. 5, no. 2, pp. 89-100, doi:10.1300/J229v05n02_05

Berlant, L.G. (2011). Cruel optimism, London: Duke University Press

Bungay, H., Jensen, A. & Holt, N. (2024). Critical perspectives on Arts on Prescription,
Perspectives in Public Health vol. 144, no. 6, Pp. 363-368,
doi:10.1177/17579139231170776

Burrows, A., Mitchell, V. & Nicolle, C. (2015). Cultural probes and levels of creativity, pp.
920-923, doi:10.1145/2786567.2794302

Collery, A. & Niedzwiedz, C.L. (2025). Climate change worry and the association with future
depression and anxiety: cross-national analysis of 11 European countries, BMJ Mental

Health vol. 28, no. 1, pp. 1-7, doi:10.1136/bmjment-2024-301318

57



Cook, N. (2014). Beyond reproduction: Semiotic perspectives on musical performance,
Muzikologija, no. 16, pp. 15-30. d0i:10.2298/MUZ1416015C

Croucher, S.M. & Cronn-Mills, D. (2015). Understanding communication research methods: a
theoretical and practical approach, New York: Routledge

Dahl, C.J. & Davidson, R.J. (2019). Mindfulness and the contemplative life: pathways to
connection, insight, and purpose, Current Opinion in Psychology vol. 28, pp. 60-64,
doi:10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.11.007

Dahl, C.J., Lutz, A. & Davidson, R.J. (2015). Reconstructing and deconstructing the self:
cognitive mechanisms in meditation practice, Trends in Cognitive Sciences, vol. 19, no. 9,
pp- 515-523, doi:10.1016/j.tics.2015.07.001

Delenau, F. (2010). Imag(in)ing the Buddhist Brain, Zygon, vol. 45, no. 3

Ditrich, T. (2016). Buddhism between Asia and Europe: The Concept of Mindfulness through a
Historical Lens, Asian Studies vol. 4, no. 1, pp. 197-213, d0i:10.4312/as.2016.4.1.197-213

Fabiani, M. & Friberg, A. (2011). Influence of pitch, loudness, and timbre on the perception of
instrument dynamics, The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, vol. 130, no. 4, pp.
EL193-EL199, doi:10.1121/1.3633687

Flood, G. (2021). Hinduism and Meditation: Tantra, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M. (eds.),
The Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 79-98

Gaver, B., Dunne, T. & Pacenti, E. (1999). Design: Cultural probes, Interactions, vol. 6, no. 1, pp.
21-29, doi:10.1145/291224.291235

Gallagher, S. (2005). Phenomenological Contributions to a Theory of Social Cognition. Husser!
Studies, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 95-110, doi:10.1007/s10743-005-6402-3
Goldoni, D. (2024). Indeterminacy and Vagueness in Improvisation and in Experimental Music,

in Maddalena, G., Ferrucci, F., Bella, M. & Santarelli, M. (eds.), Gestures, Venice: De Gruyter,
pp. 331-346, doi:10.1515/9783110785845-020

Gordon, J. (2025). Mindfulness, in Akenji, L., Vergragt, P. J., Brown, H. S., Smith, T. S. J. &
Wallnéfer, L. M. (eds.), Vocabulary for Sustainable Consumption and Lifestyles, London:
Routledge, pp. 86-88, doi:10.4324/9781003584056-18

Gregg, M. & Seigworth, G.J. (eds.) (2010). The Affect Theory Reader, London: Duke University

Press

58



Groggel, A., Davis, J.L. & Love, T.P. (2022). Facing Others’ Trauma: A Role-Taking Theory of
Burnout, Social Psychology  Quarterly, vol. 85, no, 4, pp. 386-408
doi:10.1177/01902725221128392

Han, B.-C. (2015). The burnout society, California: Stanford University Press,
doi:10.1515/9780804797504

Hinrichsen, H. (2016). Revising the musical equal temperament, Revista Brasileira de Ensino de
Fisica, vol. 38, no. 1, doi:10.1590/S1806-11173812105

Hovorun, C. (2021). Eastern Christianity and Meditation, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M.
(eds.), The Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 163-180

Jensen, A. & Bungay, H. (2021). Swedish primary healthcare practitioners’ perspectives on the
impact of arts on prescription for patients and the wider society: a qualitative interview
study, BMC Health  Services Research, vol. 21, no. 1, p. 1277,
doi:10.1186/s12913-021-07258-7

Jensen, A., Stickley, T., Torrissen, W. & Stigmar, K. (2017). Arts on prescription in Scandinavia:
a review of current practice and future possibilities, Perspectives in Public Health, vol. 137,
no. 5, pp. 268-274, doi:10.1177/1757913916676853

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2021). Meditation Is Not What you Think, Mindfulness, vol. 12, no. 3, pp.
784-787, doi:10.1007/s12671-020-01578-1

Kugle, S. (2021). Islam and Meditation, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M. (eds.), The Oxford
handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 181-212

Kumar, N.L. (2026). Scoping to Minuet in G, Digestive Diseases and Sciences, vol. 71, no. 1,
pp. 56-59, doi:10.1007/s10620-025-09428-7

Laird, M. (2021). Western Christianity and Meditation, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M.
(eds.), The Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 144-162

Laughlin, C.D. (2018). Meditation across cultures: a neuroanthropological approach, Time and
Mind, vol. 11, no. 3, pp. 221-257, doi:10.1080/1751696X.2018.1505810

Leech-Wilkinson, D. (2016). Classical music as enforced Utopia, Arts and Humanities in Higher

Education, vol. 15, no. 3-4, pp. 325-336. doi:10.1177/1474022216647706

59



Liu, X.C., Wang, I.T. & Wong, K.Y. (2024). A Systematic Review of Experimental Research on
the Effectiveness of the Suzuki Music Teaching Method in Instrumental Instruction, Sage
Open, vol. 14, no. 4, doi:10.1177/21582440241297265

LoPresto, M.C. (2015). Measuring Musical Consonance and Dissonance, The Physics Teacher,
vol. 53, no. 4, pp. 225-229. doi:10.1119/1.4914564

Markman, H.C. (2020). Embodied Attunement and Participation, Journal of the American
Psychoanalytic Association, vol. 68, no. 5, pp. 807-834. doi:10.1177/0003065120969413
Oliveros, P. (2005). Deep listening: a composer's sound practice, iUniverse, Inc

Persico, T. (2021). Judaism and Meditation, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M. (eds.), The
Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 125-143

Rafii, Z. (2022). The Constant-Q Harmonic Coefficients: A timbre feature designed for music
signals, IEEE Signal Processing Magazine vol. 39, no. 3, pp. 90-96,
doi:10.1109/MSP.2021.3138870

Sagan, O. & Miller, E.D. (eds.) (2017). Narratives of Loneliness: Multidisciplinary Perspectives
from the 21st Century, London: Routledge. doi:10.4324/9781315645582
Said, E.W. (2014). Orientalism, 25th edn, New York: Vintage Books Edition

Scope, A., Uttley, L. & Sutton, A. (2017). A qualitative systematic review of service user and
service provider perspectives on the acceptability, relative benefits, and potential harms of
art therapy for people with non-psychotic mental health disorders, Psychology and
Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, vol. 90, no. 1, pp. 25-43,
doi:10.1111/papt.12093

Sedgwick, E.K. (2003). Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy and Performativity, London: Duke
University Press

Shaw, S. (2021). Theravada Buddhism and Meditation, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee, M.
(eds.), The Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp.213-136

Shimizu, D., & Okada, T. (2021). Interaction between Action and Cognition in Creativity:
Perception and Action-based Imagination (PAl) Framework, Proceedings of the Annual
Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32r9j1sh
[Accessed 27 May 2026]

60


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32r9j1sh

Swarbrick, D., Martin, R., Heffding, S., Nielsen, N. & Vuoskoski, J.K. (2024). Audience Musical
Absorption: Exploring Attention and Affect in the Live Concert Setting, Music & Science, vol.
7, p. 1-19, doi:10.1177/20592043241263461

Taniuchi, L. (2011). Cultural continuity in an educational institution: a case study of the Suzuki
Method of music instruction, in White, M. & Pollak, S. (eds.), The cultural transition: human
experience and social transformation in the Third World and Japan, Boston: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, pp. 75-93

Thibeault, M.D. (2018). Learning With Sound Recordings: A History of Suzuki’s Mediated
Pedagogy, Journal of Research in Music Education, vol. 66, no. 1, pp. 6-30
doi:10.1177/0022429418756879

Thomas, R.D., Davis, J.W., Cuccaro, P.M. & Gemeinhardt, G.L. (2022). Assessing associations
between insecure income and US workers’ health: An IPUMS-MEPS analysis, Social
Science & Medicine, vol. 309, pp. 1-12, doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115240

Tomasino, B., Chiesa, A. & Fabbro, F. (2014). Disentangling the neural mechanisms involved in
Hinduism- and Buddhism-related meditations, Brain and Cognition, vol. 90, pp. 32-40,
doi:10.1016/j.bandc.2014.03.013

Van Manen, M. & Adams, C.A. (2010). Phenomenology. In International Encyclopedia of
Education. Elsevier, pp. 449-455. doi:10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.01539-6

Vasudevan, D.V.K., Molakatala, N., Priyatham, N., Gautam, R. & Rajender, M. (2023). Equal
Temperament and Just Intonation Feature Based Analysis of Indian Music, in Zaynidinov, H.,
Singh, M., Tiwary, U. S. & Singh, D. (eds.), Intelligent Human Computer Interaction, Springer
Nature Switzerland, pp. 109-120, doi:10.1007/978-3-031-27199-1_12

Wee, O.T.,, Hao, K.Y., Jiazhin, K., Wei, L.Y. & Yung, T.C. (2023). Operational modal analysis of
Tibetan singing bowl, pp. 1-8, doi:10.1063/5.0178356

Wernicke-Olesen, B. (2021). Hinduism and Meditation: Yoga, in Farias, M., Brazier, D. & Lalljee,
M. (eds.), The Oxford handbook of meditation, Oxford: Oxford University press, pp. 99-124

Wright, L.J. (2024). “Beautiful Tone, Beautiful Heart?” Shinichi Suzuki’s Pedagogy of Sound and
Self, Music & Science, vol. 7, doi:10.1177/20592043241284818

61



Yao, Z. (2025) Self, Mind and Consciousness: Comparative Reflections, in Marchal, K. & Wang,
E.H. (eds.), Subjectivity and Selfhood in Chinese Philosophy: Phenomenological,
Comparative and Historical Perspectives, London: Routledge. doi:10.5117/9789048566358

62



Notes

1. This is not to be confused with “art therapy” which is a type of psychotherapy
conducted by a licensed professional. “Art therapy involves using painting, clay work,
and other creative visual art-making (including creative digital media) as a form of
non-verbal expression, in conjunction with other modes of communication within a
therapeutic relationship in an appropriate therapeutic setting. Art therapy is a specific
branch of treatment under the umbrella term ‘arts therapies’ used by the Health Care
Professions Council (HCPC) which includes drama therapy and music therapy.” (Scope

etal. 2017, p
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Appendix 1
Informed consent form

This Master’s thesis is submitted as an accredited requirement for completing the programme Culture
and Change: Critical Studies in Humanities at Malmd University (MAU). It is written by Heidur Lara
Bjarnadottir under the supervision of Petra Ragnerstam at the Faculty of Culture and Society, School of
Arts and Communication (K3).

The aim of this study is to explore the affective qualities of a participatory improvisation session. The
study will consist of two group sessions and the participants are being asked to further continue the
experiment by engaging with a cultural probe provided in the first session. The study will conclude with
a second session, six days later from the first session, where participants will be asked to hand in the
data they collected with the probe. A final reflection questionnaire will be handed out to be completed
after the second session. Group sessions will be audio-recorded and digital data will be collected via a
cloud service. The recording, digital and physical data from the probes as well as the reflection
questionnaire will all only be accessed and processed by the researcher. All participants will be
anonymized and there will be no identifiable characteristics included in the final thesis. The work will be
handed in on the 27th of May and subsequently all data from the experiment will be destroyed.

This project is considered low risk and the sensitivity of the information is expected to be minimal.
However there might be a degree of vulnerability involved due to the experimental nature of the project.
By signing this you are under no obligation to answer any questions or share anything you do not feel
comfortable with. Your participation in the study is completely voluntary. You can stop participating at
any time and no explanation is necessary. If you choose to withdraw consent, all material you have
already provided will be destroyed and not included in the final thesis.

The work when passed and graded will be published on Diva Portal which is publicly accessible.

You are hereby asked to take part in this study.

Participant Information

Name: Date:

Signature: Contact Email:




