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Introduction
I am a musician and arts in health practitioner working in both community and healthcare settings,
primarily around my home county of Kildare. As a songwriter and performer myself I have
experienced first-hand the transformative potential of having a creative practice, and the unique
sense of attunement with others that music-making can bring. In recent years I have become
passionate about sharing the power of music more widely, and in particular with groups of people
who might not usually get to experience it in a participatory way.
I became interested in community arts in 2013, at a time when my own music career had begun to
feel unfulfilling. On a whim I applied for a weeklong course at The Ark in Dublin, during which 5
musicians would compose and perform an interactive musical for primary school children under
the guidance of composer Brian Irvine. While working on this project I met a diverse group of
women who had carved out careers I had never even begun to imagine existed; they were hospital
musicians, early years music specialists, and facilitators of workshops of every shape and colour.
Later that year I enrolled on a Music in Healthcare Training Course with CALM (Ceol agus Lán
Maitheas, now Training Notes), focussing on geriatric care and providing practical experience in
Navan General Hospital and Beaufort Nursing Home. This training gave me an insight into genuinely
meaningful ways of utilising music as a tool for connection with older people, many of whom may
have felt left behind by the world outside the walls of what had become their home. Among other
things I learned about arts and health practice as distinct from art therapy, person-centred delivery,
techniques for bringing a dementia patient along with you through eye contact and appropriate
pacing, and the importance of concepts like sensitivity, autonomy and consent within a professional
healthcare practice.
I went on to take the MA in Community Music at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance in
Limerick, graduating with 1st Class Hons in 2015, and haven’t looked back since. During my time at
the IWA I devoured the work of writers like John Blacking, Christopher Small and Lee Higgins,
whose philosophies around socialising music lit a fire in me. I also conjured up a batch of dream
projects, one of which was a choir for people living with dementia who would rehearse in the Arts &
Culture Centre in Naas. Upon graduating I discovered that my vision was already a reality; Past
Times Community Choir had been formed that January with my now friend and colleague Sharon
Murphy at its helm. It felt like synchronicity. I joined as a volunteer and progressed to become the
official assistant director, and eventually to lead its sister choir Voices of Spring which was set up
two years later. My interest in the work also began to extend beyond singing to encompass
movement, the body and the breath; this led me to train as a yoga teacher and attend various dance
and health events across the country, finding vast inspiration in facilitators like David Leventhal,
Ailish Claffey and Glenna Batson.
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Past Times Choir in The Riverbank Arts Centre, Co Kildare. Photo: Ana Dorado

Like many practitioners in this field, my desire to push the boundaries and prevent myself from
stagnating has led me to continue pursuing professional development opportunities. This reflection
will be particularly informed by my training in Singing for Trauma and Mental Health with Emily
Foulkes/Voice Study Centre UK, Singing for Lung Health with The Musical Breath, and Community
Music Leadership with Musicians Without Borders. It will also draw on my yoga training, my more
recent work around creativity and loss with the Irish Hospice Foundation, and my own personal
inquiries into vocal pedagogy, the nervous system, and various somatic practices. All of these areas
of work and study interlink beautifully and are relevant to a holistic music and health practice.

The Practice
“Music is too important to be left to musicians; it belongs to all of us.”
- Anthony Everitt, Joining In
Since graduating from the Irish World Academy in 2015 my practice has been in a constant state of
evolution, reshaping itself around professional experience, further training and personal pursuits,
be they directly related to music or not.
The choirs mentioned above, supported by Kildare County Council’s Arts and Wellbeing Officer,
have been a stalwart in my working week for 6 years now. We welcome those living with dementia
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and other age-related illnesses, alongside their carers and wider communities. As these groups have
grown and flourished, my time with them has clearly shown me the benefit of developing something
sustainable vs short-term, but of course it must be acknowledged that long-term funding is a luxury
not every group has. As the years have passed, we have been able to challenge both the choir
members’ expectations of themselves and external preconceived notions of what this cohort of
people are and aren’t capable of. One of the ways we did this was through a project called The
Rhinestone Cowboy Sessions - which took its name from the late great Glen Campbell, whose
creativity continued to flourish beyond a dementia diagnosis - a collaboration with Irish
songwriters on original songs previously unknown to the choirs. Projects of this nature would not
have been possible without the years that preceded them, during which a level of trust and
confidence was gradually nurtured. I will return to the effects of Covid-19 on these choirs later.
In addition to my work with the choirs I have also held residencies in various daycare centres and
nursing homes, and was part of a pilot music programme at Naas General Hospital which was
interrupted by the arrival of Covid-19. I was musical director of St James’ Hospital Staff Choir for 4
years, and have worked with organisations such as the National Concert Hall, IMRO and Making the
Future on facilitating outreach programmes.
Embrace Music
In March 2020 I co-founded Embrace
Music, a socially-driven entity dedicated
to providing meaningful opportunities
for people to embrace music in their
daily lives, with my colleague Sharon
Murphy. Throughout lockdown, a
weekly live- stream session for nursing
homes, home carers and stay-at-home
music lovers across the country became
an integral part of our outreach. Each
session was carefully planned and
tailored to lift moods, with viewers
interacting in the comments and
requesting their favourite songs. The
sessions were also designed to fulfil
some of our broader aims, which
included
challenging
assumptions
around older people’s willingness to
engage with contemporary music and
utilising reminiscence as a tool for
reintroducing songs that have slipped from mainstream consciousness. As the weeks progressed,
the sessions continued to evolve to incorporate poetry, movement and storytelling1.
1

A case study outlining this project is available at www.artsandhealth.ie/case-studies/embrace-music/
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The livestream sessions came to a close in April 2021, after a full year of delivery. I will return to
Embrace Music projects as I reflect on the various aspects of my practice throughout this paper.
A Note on Transformation
Before continuing, it feels necessary to acknowledge the widely made claim that the arts are
‘transformative’. I passionately believe that they can be, and indeed it is this belief that fuels
everything that I do. However, nothing can be assumed to have transformative powers for every
person. Therefore, transformation is a word I use conservatively and with caution.
That said it is equally important not to be too narrow in our expectations of what ‘transformative’
might look like. I learned this in the very early stages of my hospital music practice, when the
relative of a man I hadn’t thought to be responsive approached me enthusiastically to talk about
how he had been moving his fingers to the music and had made eye contact with her; the first time
he had done either of those things in weeks.
An Arts & Health Reflection
This reflection on my practice will branch into three main areas:
●
●
●

Developing a practice that is breath-led and somatically driven
Moving towards a trauma-informed and grief-sensitive practice
Expanding ideas around creative approaches

These areas of interest will be lifelong learning paths for me, and this reflection is likely to be the tip
of the iceberg; an opportunity to gather what I have learned and explore how it might continue to
shape my practice in future.

Holistic Vocal Pedagogy
Something I came to understand very early on in my work with dementia-friendly choirs, groups
with various mental health concerns, or indeed any group of people who have never sung before, is
that conventional vocal warmups aren’t always what will serve you best. They can sound
intimidating and off-putting, particularly to people who have come into the room feeling nervous or
carrying expectations of what a dementia-friendly or wellbeing-focussed session might look like.
As a vocalist myself, I have suffered various issues and injuries over the years due to overwork,
having to project my voice in noisy or acoustically unfriendly environments, and developing
maladaptive techniques to overcome discomfort. So, it is important to me that I give participants
ample opportunity to feel into their voices before we launch into a lengthy singing session. Some of
the warmups that have been successful for me in this regard include:
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●

●
●
●
●

●

Call-and-response, especially with the support of musical accompaniment to bring it to life,
during which you can lead participants gradually into different parts of their vocal ranges
without explicitly stating what you are aiming for.
Using segments of familiar songs as warmups - this can be done by simply singing the
segment and repeating in different keys, or by replacing the lyrics with other sounds/words.
Exercises that marry movement with sounds or specific lyrics.
Short songs that challenge the brain so that all the attention is not on the sound, for example
songs where you can remove a frequently-occurring lyric and replace it with a movement.
SOVTEs (Semi-Occluded Vocal Tract Exercises) ie vocalising on a hum, ng, lip trill, tongue
trill or voiced fricative such as vvv, jjj or zzz. With this exercise, the mouth is partially closed,
increasing back pressure at the lips and reflecting that air pressure back to help the vocal
folds vibrate with less effort. These exercises can be used subtly, for example by pairing
them with a familiar melody or incorporating them into a call-and-response.
Simple rounds are the perfect way to allow a new group to experience the feeling of being in
harmony with one another, with anyone having to learn a harmony part.

Voices of Spring singing at Arts & Dementia: A European Perspective, 2017. Photo source: The Butler Gallery Facebook page.

What has become increasingly obvious to me as I have grown and learned from my own experiences
is that singing doesn’t happen in isolation. How our voices feel and sound doesn’t come down to
vocal technique alone but to a myriad of factors such as our overall physical and mental health, how
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we feel in our bodies, any trauma or grief we might be carrying, and the stories we tell ourselves - or
have been told by others - that shape our beliefs about ourselves and our musicality.

The Singing Body, The Singing Breath
Like any physical act that engages muscles to work, singing affects and is affected by a chain of
anatomical links. The more bodyful2 we can encourage people to be in their singing, the more ease
and joy they may be able to find in it.
Many people, and in particular older people, arrive at a music session with stories of how they were
told they couldn’t sing or weren’t musical, of how they were instructed to mime at choir or not
allowed to participate at all. These stories leave people with lingering beliefs about themselves
which may have lived in their minds and somas for years, and they can be difficult to shake off.
Without having to be too explicit about it, I have found there to be boundless techniques useful for
helping people to reprogram their limiting beliefs about singing and enjoy the feeling of using their
voices. For me, a combination of vocal, breath and movement work is key.
The Singing Body: Pandiculation
In somatics, particularly in Hanna Somatic Education, there is a principle known as pandiculation. It
is most clearly seen in the involuntary yawn-and-stretch engaged in by animals - including humans,
though we tend to do it less as we get older - upon waking. The ‘stretch’ in a pandiculation is not
comparable to what we might usually associate with that word, where we consciously push our
muscles beyond their comfortable limits in the hope of becoming more flexible. Rather it is a stretch
that unfolds naturally from a movement and, if we can allow ourselves to luxuriate3 in it, has a
knock-on effect. For example, if you reach your arms out and up as if you have just woken from a
deep sleep, you might find that it encourages you to yawn, your jaw to relax, your breath to elongate,
your legs to lengthen, your toes to wiggle.
There are many ways to take a voluntary pandiculation, and it has been helpful for me to consider
how it relates to the body and the voice in a musical context. Physically, a simple way to engage in
pandiculation is to squeeze the shoulders upwards, pause at the top, and then very slowly and
mindfully release them. This conscious contraction and slow glide back out of it allows for greater
release. Depending on the group, you might also try bending forwards towards your toes with
straight - but not locked - legs. Rather than pushing through the discomfort and holding the posture,
gently rise out of it each time you start to feel the stretch. If you repeat this a few times, you will
probably notice that you can comfortably lean further forward each time. By moving in and out of
position in response to sensation like this, we can teach our bodies that they can trust us. Vocally, we
can approach the idea of pandiculation with sirens and glissandos that extend in range each time.
These exercises are ideal because a) the journey to the end range of vocal capacity is gradual,
similar to the end range of movement in the forward bend described above, and b) they never linger
2
3

Bodyfulness is a term coined by author and somatic specialist Christine Caldwell in her 2018 book of the same name.
I borrow this beautiful word from yoga & somatics teacher Lisa Petersen, who uses it regularly in her teaching.
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at the extremities for long, giving singers an opportunity to experience the fullness of their voices
without fatiguing them.
The Singing Body: Tensegrity
In her book The Actor’s Secret, renowned Alexander Technique teacher Betsy Polatin talks about the
concepts of suspension and tensegrity within the body. She asserts that:
“Many systems of movement training talk about alignment and stacking the building blocks
of the body one on top of another. This way of thinking implies that the body is a
compression system, in which the parts stack up for balance. But when you look at a
skeleton, you see this is not the case, because you cannot stack your bones to balance them.
There are no horizontal surfaces for bones to rest on. The body is a suspension system,
which means that all the muscles are slightly extended or lengthened for balance and
efficient functioning. Our system is more a tensegrity structure.”

A tensegrity structure: The Hoberman Sphere

When we think of our bodies in this way, and of
how we move and use our voices, it allows for
greater buoyancy and lightness. I consider this to
be one of the reasons why the marriage of
movement and voicework is a beautifully logical
one. For many people, age-old ideas about singing
in choirs still survive; as children we may have
been given rigid instructions about standing up
straight and keeping perfectly still. Often the
instructor’s idea of ‘straight’ was in fact not upright
but tilted backwards slightly, causing our lower
backs to constrict, and potentially building tension
in our shoulders and by extension the musculature
of our vocal tracts4. Movement, particularly when
approached with an emphasis on buoyancy over
rigidity, sensation over aesthetic quality, is a perfect
opportunity to shake off any of those fixed ideals
before we begin to vocalise.

4

F.M. Alexander, founder of the Alexander Technique, discovered this for himself when working to get to the bottom of his
own vocal issues. For him, the balance of the head on the spine became a key consideration for tension-free use of the self.
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The Singing Breath: A Controlled Exhale
To carry the idea of tensegrity forward, it also applies perfectly to how we can think about our
breathing. It is well documented by now that good breath support is required for healthy and happy
voice use. But breath can be affected by a plethora of things like anxiety and various health issues.
The Hoberman Sphere (picture above) is a superb way to demonstrate our lungs in motion. Often
when we are encouraged to bring our attention to our breathing, sole focus is often on filling our
bellies with breath. This can be a fine place to start for a group of people whose default is restricted
to chest breathing. However, it was only when I understood the 3-dimensional nature of my breath
that I truly experienced the full expansiveness of it. Thinking of the body inflating like a balloon, the
breath widening the ribs out to the sides and expanding them out in the back body, has been much
more effective for me than purely focusing attention on the abdomen.
Having said all of that, exercises that focus explicitly on the breath are not something I use a lot,
usually tending more towards exercises that incorporate it with other elements. According to
Mental Health Ireland who I trained with for my role as a facilitator on the National Concert Hall’s
Music in Mind programme, deep breathing exercises can be triggering for people living with trauma
or high-level anxiety. Some ways of doing this are:
●

●

●

Experimenting with the phrasing of songs. You may use a section from a well-known song
and take a breath in between each phrase. After some practice, you might encourage people
to experiment with singing two phrases on one breath, always reminding people to pay
attention to their own comfort levels and breathe as needed.
Guiding people to inhale/exhale to accompany movement. If using breath a lot during a
movement piece, I would generally offer any guidance around breathing as a suggestion
rather than a hard-and-fast rule, as it can vary from person to person. For example, to me it
might seem logical to always inhale on a movement that encourages the opening of the front
or side body, and to exhale on one that encourages the rounding of the back body and the
closing in of the front. However, for someone with a chronic lung condition, it may be more
healthy to marry the exhale with the effort regardless of the direction of the movement5.
Using fricatives. Voiceless fricatives such as sss, shh, fff, or th are a good place to start. In
particular, shh has a very relaxing effect and can easily be woven in with storytelling in how
it resembles the sound of a wave (more on storytelling and imagery later). This can then be
extended to voiced fricatives: zzz, jjj, vvv or th. You might tie these with the first suggestion
above, by taking a well-known melody and alternating between lyrics and fricatives,
encouraging people to notice whether one is easier than the other in terms of breath
maintenance. To take this further, you might encourage participants to place their hands on
their abdomens and focus their attention on a smooth deflation as the lungs slowly empty.

Essentially, singing is a controlled exhale. As I am about to explore, this is just one of the many
reasons why it is beginning to take its place in the world of trauma-informed work.
5

Or, as it was memorably phrased during my training with The Musical Breath in 2021: “Blow as you go!”

10

Towards a Trauma-Informed Practice
“Trauma can be defined as any unresolved autonomic nervous system response. It’s about the
nervous system’s response to an event, not the event itself.”
- Peter Levine, author and founder of Somatic Experiencing
Thanks to recent research in the field, we now know that trauma can live in the body for a variety of
reasons including major or seemingly minor injuries/medical procedures, unresolved grief, ongoing
verbal/physical abuse or neglect etc. It is often held in the nervous system and has been linked with
a number of common illnesses including but not limited to depression, anxiety, fibromyalgia and
other forms of chronic pain.
Why have I found this to be relevant in an arts in health context, specifically a musical one?
Understanding how widespread trauma truly is provides an incentive to bring an awareness of it
into the practice. In my experience, group music making can encourage6:
●

●

●

●

●

●

Trust - when a group meets regularly over time, and when the material is appropriately
selected and paced, a great sense of trust can arise between members and the facilitator as
well as members and one another. This creates a space where people can feel comfortable to
try challenging things, lean on one another, and ultimately find enjoyment in the act of
singing without fear of failure or exposure.
Movement - even if movement is not explicitly part of a session, encouraging movement
while singing - for example gently swaying to a waltz - can have a soothing effect and
enhance the sense of attunement already being fostered by singing.
Validation, affirmation and non-judgement - in an interview with Krista Tippet for On Being,
leading trauma expert Bessel Van Der Kolk said that “if you’re not allowed to feel what you
feel, know what you know, your mind cannot integrate what goes on.”
The release of endorphins and oxytocin - group singing has been found to release these
hormones known for alleviating stress and anxiety7, and this can often be palpably felt in a
room during and after a choir session.
Nervous system regulation - extensive research in recent years has shown the role of the
vagus nerve in restoring equilibrium in the body, not least by Stephen Porges who
developed the Polyvagal Theory. One of the primary functions of this nerve is social
engagement, which I will explore later.
The safe off-loading of emotions - singing itself can open a door to expression of emotions
not easily talked about, and the trust built in the act of singing together can also naturally
give rise to beautiful conversations: why did that particular song stir up emotions in a
person? What does it mean to them?

6

I use the word can intentionally here for the same reason I use it when speaking about transformation, and whether it
does or does not encourage these things depends both on whether it is right for the individual and on how it is presented.
7
There have been numerous studies on this; www.singingforhealthnetwork.co.uk is a fantastic resource.
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●

●

Body-brain connection - singing can be a whole-body experience. Activities that encourage
finding fun in the use of the voice, paying attention to where it resonates, and adding
movement can contribute to a holistic experience of music-making.
Lengthening the exhale - one of the ways of bringing the nervous system into regulation is
by extending the exhale. As I have already touched on, singing can be viewed as a controlled
exhale and used as a gateway into breath management. In the 1940s, choir director Carl
Stough’s intuition-based discoveries around singing and the exhalation led to him being
invited to work with emphysema patients, with remarkable success8.

I offer a reminder at this stage that this is a personal reflection on my practice, an exploration of
ongoing learning, and not an academic or scientific paper. Much research has been done in the area
of music and trauma, but certainly more is needed. It is incredibly exciting to watch the studies
emerge, and I feel no doubt that the research will continue to strengthen what we as practitioners
have come to intuitively know through our work.

A Music in Mind group in Kildare. Stills taken from a short film on the National Concert Hall’s YouTube channel.9

8

9

James Nestor relays the story of Carl Stough’s work in his 2020 book Breath.
Video can be accessed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-VkxuNfU1E
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Singing, Social Engagement & The Vagus Nerve
There is possibly no more powerful way to encourage listening, attunement (the sense of feeling
connected and responsive to others) and empathy than by joining your voice with those of others in
song. The vagus nerve plays an essential role in social engagement, and as facilitators we have the
opportunity to stimulate it by creating what Stephen Porges refers to as a neuroception of safety.
➔ Neuroception = our subconscious process of detecting threats in our environment.
I find it interesting to combine the concept of neuroception with proprioception (our awareness of
the position of our bodies in space) and interoception (our awareness of our internal worlds) in my
work. We can encourage all three of these through movement and singing activities that invite
participants to pay attention to both their physical presence in the space they occupy and to the
internal sensations they experience. Additionally, we can encourage a neuroception of safety through
safety cues including eye contact, tone of voice, facial expressions, body language, prosody (the
relationship between what we say and how we say it), and by creating opportunities for mirroring
and improvising within a safe container.
With all of this in mind, one of the models that has proven useful to me in underpinning how I plan
my sessions is PACE, an acronym introduced to me while training with trauma-informed music and
wellbeing specialist Emily Foulkes.
➔ PACE = Play, Acceptance, Curiosity & Empathy.
Being paceful involves active listening, responsiveness, validation of what individuals are
experiencing, and offering opportunities for mirroring and attunement. What I love about it is that it
reminds me of the importance of play; of weaving a sense of wonder, imagination and storytelling
into the work.
Storytelling & Imagination
By inviting people to use their imagination, we can help create the neuroception of safety required
for social engagement to occur. Using storytelling and metaphor as insights can provide us with a
springboard from which to validate how people are feeling without asking them to expose
themselves fully in any literal way.
For example, even before we get into the nitty gritty of a creative activity, we can:
●
●

Ask people to describe themselves that day as a landscape, instead of asking them directly
how they are feeling.
Guide people through a movement piece that tells a story and invites them to embody
various images in their movements.
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●

Lead a visualisation that oscillates between being present in an imagined place and being
fully present in the room. Oscillation - the process of ‘going back and forth between two
positions or states, back and forth across some point of equilibrium’ - is Christine Caldwell’s
first principle of bodyfulness and can help people to embody themselves in the moment. An
exercise like this depends heavily on the group in question; requiring people to practice
being still and interoceptive in this way might not always be appropriate.

Spiritual teacher Thomas Moore is a fierce advocate of the importance of mythology, ritual and
imagination for wellbeing in the modern world. He believes that the recent revival of mythology is
due in part to “its way of cutting through personal differences in order to get to the great themes of
human experience.” I would argue that the same could often be said for any form of storytelling; it
can be a platform on which to understand our commonalities be it through the language of words,
music, movement or another expressive artform.
To borrow from Moore again: “When imagination is allowed to move to deep places, the sacred is
revealed.” The sacred here need not have religious connotations, but can signify whatever it is that is
sacred to each individual. Imagination can help us to bring into focus that which has the potential to
light us up and add a spark to our daily lives, and validate it. The right invitation to lean into the
wonders of the imagination might just be that portal back into seeing “the poetics of ordinary life”
that we often lose sight of when we are depressed or dealing with trauma.
Compassionate Culture: A Note on Grief
“There is a secret society of the hurt. We harbour pain skillfully under smiles. The hurt seek each other
out wordlessly.”
- Ruth Fitzmaurice, I Found My Tribe
In September 2021, Embrace Music was invited to facilitate a group as part of the Irish Hospice
Foundation’s new Compassionate Culture Network, a 12-week programme exploring grief and loss
in all its forms through creativity. The aim is to establish spaces where people can find their own
way to expression around their losses. We have used a variety of creative mediums ranging from
creative writing, singing, movement, conversation and photography to guide this, drawing on tools
like poetry, literature, recorded music and nature as inspiration.
This programme is still in its infancy; at the time of writing we are halfway through our series of
workshops and will be carrying out a full evaluation on completion in February 2022. However, I
can already say that it has been one of the most beautiful projects I have been involved in to date. It
has challenged me to deepen my practice as a facilitator, affording me an opportunity to weave
together many of the passions I have accumulated through aforementioned training and personal
investigation over the last number of years.
Even at the halfway point I have learned much from this work, but the bottom line of what I have
learned is this: work of this nature is needed. Not only that, but a wide-reaching Compassionate
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Culture is needed; a culture in which we are trauma-informed and grief-sensitive in our daily
interactions with one another. Grief and trauma are not linear, nor do they abide by any universal
timeframes or hierarchies, and we never know what another person is carrying. Viewed through
this lens, the work of Arts & Health is not just a professional practice but a way of life.

Creative Approaches
One silver lining of the pandemic has been that it has compelled me to rethink and expand my ideas
about what meaningful creative engagement can be. I will use songwriting as an example here, since
that is my primary artistic outlet. In the past, I was quite set in the mindset that a valid songwriting
experience was one in which people had the opportunity to be actively involved in the writing of a
song from start to finish, be that as a collective or individually. Over the course of 2021, various
projects I have been involved in have widened my perspective and I now see three main methods of
meaningful creative engagement (in addition to more conventional methods of teaching which I
don’t touch upon here): active collaboration, remote collaboration, and responsive collaboration. I
will take three of my most recent examples of each of these to illustrate how they worked and the
responses they elicited.
Active Collaboration: Making The Future
In March 2021 I was invited to lead a workshop as part of a Folk Songwriting programme run by
Making the Future, a Northern Ireland-based cross-border cultural organisation. Over the course of
two Zoom sessions, I gathered with four participants to collectively write a song. After some
discussion we settled on a theme inspired by the inner conflict of feeling simultaneously anchored
down and set adrift by the pandemic, and of being separated from loved ones. Everyone was then
given an opportunity to free-write before beginning to share ideas and lines. The benefit of such a
small group was that everyone was able to pitch in with melodic ideas also. The result was a song
that I hope everyone felt they had made a rich contribution to.
Looking out to sea, feeling less than free
Lighting a fire for you
Planting seeds in the soil beneath my feet
Arranging a choir for two
Let me anchor you
Let me feel your arms around me
The water is between us
In time it will heal us
Until we’re both on solid ground
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Remote Collaboration: Music in Mind
Music in Mind is an outreach programme by the National Concert Hall which sends trained
facilitators out to lead music workshops in mental health settings across the country. While it could
not continue during the pandemic, in the summer of 2021 an activity pack was sent out to all
participants. The pack encouraged people to engage with music through body percussion, making
their own instruments like kazoos and guiros, and encouraging them to listen to the music of the
world around them as well as using the music they loved to enhance their everyday lives. It also
invited participants to journal about the things they were grateful for, which the centre coordinators
collected and shared with the NCH. Having facilitated a group on this programme before, I was
commissioned to collate the words shared and write a song.
I wake up in the morning, and greet the rising sun
That pours in through my window, and lights my kitchen
Turn on the radio, I’m not alone
Move my body to the beat, I feel it in my bones
In writing the lyrics, I did my best to make use of as many contributions as possible and to gather
some of the common themes that emerged. I wanted the song to be upbeat and uplifting, with a
little moment for reflection in the middle which took its opening two lines from a poem submitted
by one of the participants.
Take a moment, listen
There’s music everywhere
In the fire crackling
The laughter in the air
In the needles knitting, bathtub filling
Dog who’s sleeping sound
In the church bells ringing
I focus here and now
I also linked the music in with the activities in the pack in an effort to enhance the feeling of
collaboration - the production makes use of body percussion, kazoos, a guiro, and some 'humming'
backing vocals inspired by the sound of a vacuum cleaner.
Responsive Collaboration: Murmurations
Early in 2021, Embrace Music was awarded a Seed Grant from the Irish Hospice Foundation to
compose a song cycle reflecting and drawing upon the breadth and depth of loss experienced by
older people and those living in residential care known to us through our work.10 The cycle was
made up of three pieces:

10

The song cycle can be found alongside an introduction by Niamh Fitzpatrick at tinyurl.com/murmurationssongcycle.

16

Blackbird’s Lament - inspired by the folk tradition of lamentation as an expression of grief, this song
took its title from the heightened collective awareness of birdsong that arose during lockdown. Its
aim was to acknowledge the difficulties experienced by people, ensuring not to gloss over them,
while also providing a glimmer of hope.
The Dawning - a minimalist piano piece intended to represent the inherent loneliness of the grieving
process and the slow journey towards the acceptance of loss.
Better Days to Come - intended to be accessible to community choirs across Ireland who have been
so deeply affected by restrictions, this song aimed to be emblematic of a rising feeling of hope as we
slowly emerge from the pandemic.

In writing the lyrics, we drew
heavily on exchanges shared via
WhatsApp group messages, Zoom
chats and phone conversations
with our choir members, and
comments
on
our weekly
livestreams. This project in
particular was an eye-opener in
that, even though we wrote it
without any active participation
from the people whose shared
sentiments gave rise to it, we
found there to be huge value in
their awareness that it was telling
their stories. It also garnered
profound responses from people
who may not have inspired us
directly, but who found their own
lives reflected in it.

“I have listened several times and to me it's like a door opening into the light that brings us hope for
the future.”
“I've just listened to Murmurations and I can't quite put into words how I feel. A very beautiful and
important piece of musical medicine.”
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Creative Containers: The Haiku
“The unconscious has infinite repertoires of structure already; all it needs is a little external structure
on which to crystallise. We can let our imagination flow freely through the territory mapped by rules.”
- Stephen Nachmanovitch, Free Play
When working with people who don’t consider themselves to be creative, or even with people who
have creative practices but are feeling stagnant, offering a novel set of limitations or guidelines can
act as a safe container for inspiration to grow from. Haikus are a fantastic example of this.
In March 2021 I ran a 7-Day Haiku Challenge on my Patreon11 which I later came to think of as ‘an
accidental arts and health project’. For one week, I shared a Haiku each day and invited my patrons
to do the same. My reason for initiating this challenge was personal; lockdown had paralysed me
creatively and I wanted to see if just committing myself to three short lines per day might shake
things up a little. And why not bring others along with me too? Not everyone joined in but those
who did got very involved, feeding back with comments like “the constraint of having a number of
lines and syllables imposed and the short format are creatively liberating” and “you've started
something that's hard to stop. I'm beginning to see reality filtered through the Haiku structure.”
The Haiku is a form of poetry originating in Japan. The basic rule is that it contains three short lines:
the first containing five syllables, the second containing seven, and the third containing five. Some
people find it useful to stick to these rules, really using them as a safety net. Others may find it more
helpful to think of them as guidelines and to know that the most important thing about a Haiku is
the simplicity with which it captures an image or mood. As the poet Allen Ginsberg said: “Only make
sure the three lines make the mind leap. The only real measure of a Haiku is, upon hearing one, your
mind experiences a small sensation of space, which is nothing less than God12.”
Below are some examples of the Haikus written during our 7-day challenge:
A quivering leaf
Dances in a gentle breeze.
The kitchen watches.
- John

Music moving us
Lets us forget/remember
Stoking emotions.
- Michael

I feed on the wind,
On the delicate cistus
Gently shivering.
- Aurore

Since then I have gone on to use the Haiku as a gateway to creativity in various contexts, including
the Compassionate Culture Network and online songwriting workshops. The benefits of limitations
can be played with through other methods, but I have found Haikus to be one of the most accessible.
It seems that committing to a simple set of rules can clear space in the mind from many of the
decision-making processes involved in a creative endeavour, allowing the imagination more
freedom to play.
11

Patreon is an online platform that allows people to become patrons of creators by pledging a monthly subscription in
return for creative output.
12
As quoted by Natalie Goldberg, author of Three Short Lines, in conversation with Tara Brach.
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Everyone is Creative
I would like to tie up this part of my
reflection by asserting that I
believe everyone is creative. Not
only that, but I believe creativity
can help us to make sense of the
world as we experience it, and
therefore it is a right of anyone
who wishes to practice it. As
Thomas Moore asserts in his book
Care of the Soul, the arts are a
unique commodity in how they
invite us into contemplation, and
the commodification of them
should not mean that they belong
exclusively to professionals. In a
world full of suffering that can be
difficult to express, creativity has
the potential to be what Stephen
Nachmanovitch calls our “day-today realisation of alchemy.”
Materials for a songwriting project at Naas Daycare Centre.

Covid and Beyond: Opportunities, Challenges & Requirements
While the pandemic has undoubtedly wreaked havoc on arts and health projects and people's ability
to engage with them, there have been some unusual and unexpected silver linings also. I wish to
acknowledge both, without detracting from the immense difficulties that have been presented.
The most obvious silver lining for me was that much of the training I had been interested in
undergoing became available online. I was able to train in the areas of Singing and Trauma and
Singing for Lung Health with two UK-based education providers from my own home, without having
to take time off work or incur the extra expenses associated with travel.
For choirs, the biggest hurdle might have been the limitations of Zoom. We quickly realised that
singing as a group on Zoom was not possible due to varying internet speeds causing everyone to be
out of sync with one another. It became apparent that the only way to rehearse on Zoom was for
everyone to sing their parts on mute. While this worked fine for some choirs who just needed to
keep rehearsing, for many reasons it went against everything our choirs were about. In addition, we
found Zoom to be quite an unpredictable, inaccessible and ultimately frustrating platform for many
people who weren’t used to technology and didn’t have anyone to help them out. We continued to
utilise it where possible, and I must add that it has been an invaluable tool for me in my work
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throughout the pandemic. But for those who couldn’t attend what we called our ‘Virtual Coffee
Mornings’ on Zoom, we kept the choirs afloat with WhatsApp groups, phone calls, warmup
videos/sing-along videos and weekly themed YouTube playlists.
I must return to the silver linings for a moment. The choir’s WhatsApp groups became vibrant hubs
where people shared their feelings about what was happening, stories about their grandchildren
abroad, links to their favourite poems, and pictures of their gardens. From what I could tell,
friendships were blossoming in a deeper way than they may have done without this global situation
bringing us all together. Somehow, at a time when we were more isolated than ever, bonds seemed
to be strengthening. It was this discovery that gave birth to the Murmurations song cycle.
One of the highlights of our Virtual Coffee Mornings was a collaboration with dance artist Philippa
Donnelan, who was developing a practice around County Kildare at the time. With this, as with
everything else we were doing, our thoughts fixed on the people who couldn’t participate. It’s easy
to focus on those you’re bringing along with you and on the positive feedback they are providing,
but what about those who are left behind? There was no easy answer.

Members of Voices of Spring with dancer Philippa Donnelan on Zoom, March 2021.

In the end, it was the ease-of-use in comparison with Zoom that led us to Facebook as a tool for
livestreaming. We discovered that many older people had opened Facebook accounts (for better or
worse!) and in fact that livestreams could be watched back without having an account at all. While it
differs from Zoom in that you can’t see people and they can’t see one another, for some nursing
homes in particular who didn’t wish to be visible, this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. The comments
sections became a lively place, with participants interacting with one another as well as with us.
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In an article called A Pocketful of Starlight: Lighting the Flame of Hope Through Music for the Singing
for Health Network, published while the livestreams were still rolling, I wrote13:
“One of our stumbling blocks has been connecting this service with its intended beneficiaries.
Pinpointing that key person in a healthcare setting who will enable everyone to gain access is an
ongoing challenge. Our first solution was to identify nursing homes with an active Facebook
presence and reach out to those, and this has been a laborious but fruitful process.”
In our work in healthcare settings prior to the pandemic we had come to understand the
importance of developing lasting relationships with healthcare workers in the settings where
you practice. These relationships proved tricky to strike up from scratch in a virtual way, during
a pandemic when the workers in question were already stretched to their limits. However we
did reach 25 nursing homes, some of whom returned on a regular basis, throughout that year.
While the potential for connection couldn’t hold a flame to that of an in-person session, it had
one advantage: we could reach multiple settings at the same time, providing people with a
stronger sense of connection with the outside world.
This challenge of establishing and maintaining positive relationships with healthcare staff is one
that will continue with or without the benefit of in-person access. The work of an arts in health
practitioner can be subtle, and it is sometimes the less obvious moments that matter most. People
can have preconceived notions about what a music session should look like; I have found myself in
the situation where a staff member is pressuring me to ‘get things going’ because they haven’t
noticed that I’m sharing a quiet but meaningful moment of connection with a dementia patient.
Having said that, I have found staff in general to be hugely supportive of the work, despite the fact
that they are often under so much pressure themselves. As a practitioner it is essential to respect
the fact that you are in someone else’s space; the workplace of staff and perhaps the home of others.
I believe the work requires that you bring a certain quality of character to the table that puts people
at ease and shows them that you respect them, as much as any musical skill. As I was leaving a ward
during one of my sessions at Naas General Hospital, I overheard a man compliment the music in
conversation with a nurse. His conclusion was: “She was relaxed, and that’s the important thing.”

In Conclusion: The Singing Self
Writing this reflection has been a beautiful opportunity for me to clarify all the ways in which
approaches that are trauma- and grief-informed, somatically focussed and creatively diverse can
intertwine to form a rich Arts and Health practice. Whatever the emphasis of a session is, you are
working with a community of individuals, each carrying their own stories, their own boundless
capacity for creativity and expression. Each person, no matter their age or ability, carries within
them the potential to be a joyfully singing body, a shamelessly singing self. It is a privilege to work in
this field, and to have the unique opportunity to guide people to this realisation, if they want it.

13

Article requires login to read: www.singingforhealthnetwork.co.uk/sadhbh-osullivan
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