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 Music in your Environment:  Shaping Mind, Body and Mood 

 
Imagine the world without music – no concerts to attend, no singing or whistling, 

no tapes or CDs, no music in movies, no marching bands, no dancing, no hymns, 

and no organ at baseball games! Without music our world would certainly be a 

bleak place. Music – is perhaps the most abstract and sublime of all the arts. It is 

capable of transmitting an unbelievable amount of information to us. Music is 

important to the quality of human life.  

 

People have created different types of music for different purposes all over the 

world. As the world listens to music, common skills are shared such as: 

imagination, abstract thinking, and instinctive reactions. Through music we 

become more aware of our shared humanity and the wisdom of others.  Music as 

an art and an activity appears in all cultures around the world. Each nation, each 

ethnic group, each tribe still develops its own music and preserves in some form its 

own musical traditions.  

 

In most of the world, musical traditions are rural – the music is not written down, 

but is instead transferred from one person to another and from one generation to 

the next by word of mouth.  It has often been said that music is a “universal 

language that transcends the boundaries of both nation and race”. This is true but in 

a very specific sense: “every known human group has music, but for each culture, 

music has a slightly different meaning”. Perhaps then we could say that if music is 

not a singular universal language it is universal-like language.   

 

Music reflects the society that creates it and each society creates the music that is 

wants. As obvious as that sounds it is very important because it reminds us that in 

order to understand a culture’s music we must understand the culture itself!  Think 

of your musical experiences this way: Do you need Music? No, not in the way you 

need to eat or sleep. But you do need it in terms of experiencing a rich human life.  

 

Humans need music, beauty, gentleness, creativity, sensitivity to others and all the 

other civilizing elements that create a life of substance. Music, therefore, is a part 

of the best of life itself! (Jack – repeat sentence) I repeated that sentence because it 
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is a very powerful statement! In fact, that statement is so important, I want to 

briefly place music in its proper relationship to the other academic disciplines.   

 

Pardon me while I set-up on my ‘soap box’. 

 

Most of our educational systems are oriented towards academic curriculums 

teaching basic academic skills: For example:  

English - emphasizes Spelling, Grammar, and Reading.  

Music – emphasizes individual notes that spell phrases and the phases become 

musical lines filled with punctuation. In addition, musicians understand abstract 

symbols and extract the main idea, read for comprehension, and distinguish fact 

from opinion.  

Math – is a fundamental academic discipline that involves Logic, Measures, and 

Word Problems.  

Music also contains the math of note relationships that require logic and 

measuring.  

With regard to Foreign Languages, a musician is required, at the least, to interpret 

French, Italian or German words and phrases. Also, music itself is a totally new 

language!  

Music as a Science demands a keen awareness of pitch, and an understanding of 

acoustics, as well as the mechanical workings of the voice, keyboards, band, 

orchestral instruments, and all of the theoretical aspects of music composition. 

Understanding the History of Music is a vital part of world history, because 

composers express the events of their environment through their music. Music for 

the composer is both a window and a mirror of time. In fact, if you look at the 

Western tradition of the development of the history of music, and that, by the way 

means the great European masters, not Hank Williams, you will find four 

concepts to help you understand great music – music that has lasted through the 

ages: 

 The first is that the music is constantly changing. 

 The second is that the first famous composer, who was named –

anonymous, wanted to be recognized more personally and when 

composers began signing their names to their compositions, compositions 

became more unique.   

 The third concept relates to the evolving and invention of new 

instrumental sounds. For instance: the violin, the orchestral and wind 

ensemble instruments, and a myriad of percussion instruments. 

 Lastly, music as a reflection of modern society changes exponentially as 

society itself expands in so many directions so rapidly. 
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Therefore, music and all related to it, requires solving the same problems as 

learning ‘academics’. Music, if properly conceived and properly taught, is an 

academic curriculum! 

 

It requires imagination, visual and listening skills, it contributes to the development 

of a positive self-concept through achievement and recognition; self-discipline 

through responsibility and perseverance; psychomotor skills through developing 

coordination necessary to perform on an instrument; and creativity through 

problem solving abilities. 

 

Music provides enjoyable career opportunities and life-long recreational 

opportunities. Music communicates feelings and possesses therapeutic value.  

 

WHEW! Ok, I’m off the musical ‘soap-box’! 

 

 

Have you ever put on music to get psyched up for an important exam, relax after a 

hectic day, exercise, think through a difficult problem, or celebrate a personal 

victory? Chances are the answer is yes. Chances are that you are a musical user. 

 

There’s nothing wrong with that – no shame or harm to your health. Using music is 

as natural as breathing or sleeping, and while many people do so instinctively, 

recent research indicates that the systematic use of music can be an effective way 

to consciously manage your mind, body and mood.  

 

From the discovery that listening to Mozart can raise your IQ (even if only 

momentarily) to clinical trials showing that music can improve your memory, 

regulate vital signs, like your heart rate and blood pressure, control your pain, 

change your emotional outlook, and direct your mental and physical energy levels 

throughout the day, science is finding that music can be a tool for better 

performance and health.  

 

Music wallpapers our consciousness in twenty first century America. It permeates 

the background in offices, stores, restaurants, films, health clubs, waiting rooms 

and airplanes. Like fast food, we tend to allow prefabricated music programming 

to determine our musical diet. We can’t seem to escape from it! 

 

Now, since one of the purposes of this presentation is to heighten our awareness of 

the environment and sustaining it - both in tangible and less tangible ways, 
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consider what the remnants of a hasty fast food meal can do to the actual ‘physical 

environment, including your stomach’ when the leftover trash is tossed out of a car 

window and scattered along the sides of a highway. POLLUTION results, which is 

one of the worst enemies to sustaining our environment. 

 

Just as that fast food, can be a potently more polluting and less nourishing meal 

than a fresh, natural and wholesome menu, the music served to you in your daily 

life can also have imbalances and deficiencies that detract from you reaching your 

potential. HOW? Any time you listen to music that someone else has chosen, you 

are allowing other people to color your mood and control the functions of your 

body and mind. The amazing influence of ‘loud, vulgar, tasteless music can change 

the way your body functions and reacts! Have trouble believing such statements? 

Stay with me...  

 

Music’s impact on your mind begins with the physiological process of hearing. 

The ear is the first sensory organ to develop in the womb, preceding even the 

nervous system – so sound is your first source of information about the world! 

Sound - clap= 768 miles per hour or 1127’ per second- normal room temp of about 

68 °F.  

As a result of Acoustics, which is the Science of Sound – The vibrations or 

frequencies produced are either:  

 Reflected-thrown back 

 Diffused – scattered 

 Absorbed- engulfed- which weakens the sound wave’s 

intensity 

All of which weakens the sound wave’s intensity.  

Now, the cochlea (coke le uh) of the inner ear is a fluid coil, lined with neurons in 

the form of tiny hair cells, each of which is tuned to a different frequency. Sound 

waves find those tiny hair cell neurons matching their own frequency and make 

them vibrate. The cochlea then converts the mechanical energy of the eardrum’s 

vibration into electrical energy and transmits it into the brain. This means that 

every sound you hear sends actual electrical impulses directly into your mind. In 

other words, your inner ear transforms sound waves in the air into electricity inside 

your body! Stop and think about that! 

 

Once inside your brain, the electrical impulses move through the brain stem. Here 

musical energy activates the limbic system. Simply stated, music’s effect on the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fahrenheit
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limbic system is part of why certain pieces can make you happy or sad. Finally, 

after the music finishes generating motor responses and emotions, then - ‘music’ 

(sound waves/ electrical impulses) moves to the conscious part of your brain. 

Music, however, is not finished with your brain yet! 

 

Maybe you think of yourself as ‘left brain’ if you’re a word-driven person or ‘right 

brain’ if you’re creative or visual. Listening to music actually taps both sides of the 

brain, potentially uniting the creative and analyzing functions in your mind! 

Another way to express this idea: the two sides of your brain are physically 

separated, like halves of a walnut. The only reason that your right hand knows 

what your left hand is doing is by a bundle of fifty million nerve fibers joining 

one hemisphere to the other, somewhat like the coaxial cable that links your 

computer to the Internet. Evidence suggests that music can actually increase 

communication between both sides of your brain.  

 

In addition to rearranging your neural networks, sound waves make brain waves 

travel down the body. So ‘music’ plays with your state of mind as the electrical 

energy generated now creates brain waves.  

 

Once it’s done with your mind, music sets to work on the current state of your 

body. The electrical type brain waves – or musical messages travel down your 

spinal cord impacting your nervous system which regulates your heart rate, blood 

pressure, muscular activity, and other vital functions. Your nervous system is 

literally the link between your mental and physical self, and music is able to 

directly affect its working!  

 

In general, fast, rhythmic, loud music leads to being energized, and slow, soft 

music encourages relaxation. Experiments have been able to drive people’s pulse 

rates by manipulating the music’s volume and speed. It’s also been found that your 

breathing tends to synch up, or ‘entrain’, to the music’s tempo at a ratio that works 

for your body and will then change your bodily functions with the music’s tempo. 

 

Music also affects the electrical activity in your muscles. Hand grip squeeze tests 

have found that your grip weakens to lullabies and strengthens to marches.  

Different types of music seem to send ‘action potentials’ into different muscles in 

the body.  

 

Although the general rule is that loud, fast music speeds you up and soft, slow 

music puts on the brakes, your personal response to music also depends upon 

things like your age, gender, and physical fitness, as well as your emotional 
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reactivity and personal attitude toward the music you are hearing. So the 

degree of autonomic response to any given piece of music can vary from one 

person to the next.  

 

 

Well… rhythm- you have it when you breathe, speak, walk, or run. You have it 

when your heart beats and your blood pulses in your arteries. Rhythm is the 

regulating meter of human life.  (1, 2 In, Out, UP, Down etc., etc.) (The Universal 

Rhythm)(1-2!) 

 

(Afterthought) 

 

(Remember the poor old sailor stranded on an island with a single palm tree? The 

Genie comes to him with his magic vessel to offer him anything he might desire. 

His response: “Well, let’s see – I’ve got rhythm, I’ve got music – actually, who 

could ask for anything more? (!) ) 

The Law of Rhythm - J. Bell 

We live in an ocean of motion! Everything in our universe is moving in rhythm 

with everything else. Whether swinging in and out, moving forward and backward, 

or having a low and high tide, nothing is still. Every action has a reaction. When 

something advances, something must retreat. When one thing rises, another must 

sink. All of these are but individual expressions of one of the great natural laws or 

our universe: The Law of Rhythm! This law can be observed in part on the 

physical level by the change of seasons, night and day, or rain and sunshine. It may 

be observed in the mental- emotional realms through the rhythmic swings of 

negative and positive expressions of thought. In music, the Law of Rhythm is the 

nucleus of the creative process. Composers use the musical elements to create 

dissonance and consonance, tension and release, symmetry and imbalance. 

Conductors and performers re-create or interpret the composer’s intentions. 

Interpretation is a subjective process, but at its foundation must be an objective or 

literal understanding of the noted musical symbols. Even though tempo and nuance 

may vary with each performance, pitches and rhythm remain constant. And rhythm 

is still the cornerstone! Through rhythm, body movements become dance, words 

become poetry and sounds become music. 
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The solar system also has rhythm - the regular rising and setting of the sun times 

our days on earth. You’re probably well aware that your mind and body follow 

natural energy cycles that get you out of bed and off to school or work feeling 

fresh and alert in the morning, then draws you, drained and tired, back to rest at 

night. What you might not know is that these cycles corresponding to light and 

dark, wakefulness and sleep, are governed by a complex system of hormones 

released in your body throughout the day. Called your ‘circadian rhythm’- your 

daily energy cycles are natural, but they don’t always synchronize with your 

schedule. 

 

If your schedule demands steady, day-long performance, you have probably 

already tried to control your circadian cycles with caffeine, alcohol, exercise, and 

mental effort. Music, however, offers a natural way to keep your body in 

synchronization with your daily routines.  

 

 But there’s more to feeling your best than simply controlling your energy cycles. 

There are elusive emotional components, too: your moods. It has been found that 

people tend to have the same emotional reactions to different kinds of music 

regardless of age or gender. 

 

Music has a long history, through the ages and across cultures, as a treatment for 

mind, body and mood. In our tradition, the history of music as a multifaceted 

“medicine” begins in ancient Egypt and continues into the present day. Nature 

cultures have accessed music’s power since before written history began, and great 

civilizations developed sophisticated philosophies describing the music-body 

connection.  In the Middle East, each scale is thought to represent distinct states of 

the soul. Indian scale systems are considered to convey emotion and mood. In Irish 

folklore, music is thought of as the birth by a water goddess of three sons. Sorrow, 

Mirth and Sleep- the states that music can induce. The Chinese consider minor 

keys to be “yang”- strong, masculine, and hard – and major keys to be “yin”- soft, 

feminine, and weak. And finally, in Wisconsin, dairy farmers play soft music to 

cows to make them give more milk. (Of course, we can’t forget - Gainesville is the 

capital of the Poultry Industry-just think what might happen to the levels of 

production if the proper music were chosen to enhance the chicken’s living 

environment!!) 

 

The consensus is clear: music can make a difference in how you feel, think, and 

act!   
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Tests around the world indicates that the most comfortable tempo is around eighty 

beats per minute- about the rate of the average human heart!  

 

Studies also show that you are most deeply affected - from your blood pressure to 

your emotions and mood- by the music you like! 

 

Music preference is fairly complicated. You don’t have to be able to break music 

down into its component parts to like or dislike its individual elements. Studies 

show that you can react as specifically as trained musicians to the properties that 

please or displease you.  

 

Even if you find the facts about music’s impact on your life compelling, you might 

wonder, why bother? I’ve made it this far without consciously controlling my 

mood or my relationship with music. I might not be perfect, but I’m coping. 

 

You know what happens when you don’t tune up your car – the bill is inevitably 

higher. As is the long term price of stress, fatigue, cloudy thinking, depression, 

unexpressed anger, boredom, inhibition, and all other limitations on your personal 

potential that you might write off to bad moods. 

 

The long-term benefits of using music in your life include: 

 More energy 

 Enhanced thinking 

 Increased handling of stress and pressure 

 Better health 

 Ability to adapt to circumstances and rise to challenges 

 Greater self-awareness, self-confidence, and feeling of personal control 

 Alternatives to detrimental mind-altering habits 

 Enhanced creativity 

 

People make and listen to music for a wide variety of reasons that include its 

social, cultural, political, and historical meanings. I believe all people, you and me- 

beginning this very moment, need to explore music’s documented power to help us 

think, work, move, create, and relax better – by carefully listening to and 

experiencing the music that we find to have the most profound impact on our 

daily life. 
 

Jack Bell 


