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Preface

Music has always been central to my life. The performing of classical music and jazz, as well as my own improvisations at the piano, still remain acts of enchantment. There is a sense of wonder at what the combination of sounds which we call “music” can do to expand the emotions and heighten awareness. To make music from the printed notes on the page or from the imagination is to be transported to other worlds, experiencing moments of pure ecstasy. I had always wanted to know exactly what was happening to the listener of these sounds. What was actually going on at each level of the person bathed in the sounds I was producing?

In 1992 I was asked to lead a music workshop, something I had never done before. I observed how the participants let go of their personalities and became bundles of joy and liberation. They might as well have been nine-year-olds. Through a simplicity of means and fully-directed attention they allowed the sounds and rhythms they produced to be a method for tuning and thus purifying their human instrument—body, mind, and spirit. This first taste of working this way with music and sound encouraged me to draw together much diverse knowledge I had amassed about the esoteric aspects of music, which included the unique writings of one of my mentors, the French composer Jean Catoire. This went hand in hand with the practice of meditation and sacred dance, the experience of choral singing, the study of Indian music, and the investigation of the pioneers in the ever burgeoning field of sound therapy which had its beginnings in the late 1960s. All of these elements contributed to the evolution of my therapeutic sound workshops throughout the 1990s.

The result was a synthesis of knowledge and practice that I felt had a validity in helping others to safely reach the state of what can be termed sound health—a state in which the physical body feels totally relaxed, fine energy flows without inhibition, quietude of mind prevails and body, mind, and spirit are in unity. Just as musicians play their instruments I believed, and still do, that the coming into these states is the result of play, not work, because “to play” always suggests being at ease (free of dis-ease) and exuding joy. Such was this view that at first I called my sessions “playshops” not “workshops.” However, possible participants must have thought that the sessions were for children and little response was received. And so, like everyone else, I had to call them “workshops” or “courses” and gave them the name Sound Body Sound Mind Sound Spirit with the subtitle Therapeutic Sound and Movement Workshops. Subsequently I have titled them Healing With The Voice, Healing Vibrations, and The Power of the Resonating Voice.

With each passing year, more and more practitioners using people’s voices as the resonating instrument for sound therapy are appearing on the scene. Some teach a very specific tradition such as classical Indian music, Hindu or Buddhist Sanskrit chanting and overtone singing; others, like myself, are eclectic, drawing on both Western and Eastern sources. The directory of the Sound Healers Association produced in 1995 (see resources) has a listing of over 120 sound healers. There are many more now.

I hope that this book, which is the basis for all that I do in leading therapeutic sound workshops, will be useful to those who sense that their voices could be the instrument for healing themselves at any level and would like to make a start in this direction. You do not need to have had any previous experience using the voice in a therapeutic manner, not even singing, to make use of this book. Even I have no training as a singer. Equally, it can be a source book for musicians, particularly—but not necessarily—singers, who would like to conduct workshops of their own. Although I have not worked with people with any sort of physical or mental disability, it could be that some music therapists might find some of this material suitable for their patients in a clinical setting. Whatever the case, each person, being unique by definition, who decides to take up vocal sound as one of the many pathways to healing and wholeness, has to discover by experience what particular vibrations out of the many offer help to establish what they most desire—sound health in body, mind, and spirit.
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An Introduction to Sound Healing

We live in a world that is alive with sounds, ever more so with the increasing prevalence of technology which has produced a relatively new environmental problem: noise pollution, from the bleeps of mobile phones to the roar of jet aircraft. Although people claim to desire peace and quiet, many are conditioned unconsciously to the numerous man-made sounds and noises and might actually find silence too much to bear. For the general public, noise pollution is not high on the list of the conditions that plague us. The desire not to have a silent world is typified by all the background music people use when at work or even play, not to mention all the piped-in music in public places. It becomes a form of dependency for relaxation or simply a way of accomplishing two things at once.

It is no simple matter to dismiss the sounds of our environment and to try to exist in a world as silent as possible. First of all, we don’t always have control of the situation. We can choose to turn off a radio but not to stop the sound of traffic on the high street. The sounds of our world each have their own quality and their absorption into our bodies, minds, and spirits will produce either positive or negative effects which are often not detected. And we are powerless to stop it, short of removing ourselves, because these patterns of vibration are physical and penetrate the whole of our being. We do not have to hear them to be affected: ears are not the only entry. For example, the abdominal region can experience the vibration of a pneumatic drill directly without hearing the ear-splitting noise that accompanies it.

When we do have choice, which sounds are beneficial? As human beings we are thoroughly a part of Nature—the mineral, plant, animal, and human kingdoms. Some mystics tell us that we have actually evolved through each of them; that within us is the knowledge of being a crystal, a flower, and a bird. Some scientists tell us that we are the very stuff of stars. Therefore we find ourselves in harmony with the sound of the oceans, rivers, streams, and waterfalls, the wind and its passage through trees, the rustling of leaves, the creaking of branches, rainfall, the songs of birds, dolphins and whales, the cries of certain animals and, at the human level, singing in all its forms, from the sweet sound of a solo folk singer to a 200-voice choir, as well as all sorts of musical ensembles whose instruments are constructed of natural substances. With these kinds of sounds we remember, either consciously or unconsciously, that we are universal beings on a journey to kingdoms of even higher frequencies. They are catalytic forces in our spiritual unfoldment that can carry us eventually beyond the current third dimension of our existence.

When we experience, in all these forms, the power of sound to transform our state, however briefly, and when there is a real sense of love, wonder and unity, it is natural to ask how we can consciously use the sound phenomenon to our benefit. Passively, it is in listening to music. Do you know anyone who does not listen to—or at least dance to—music? People are making all sorts of choices about the kind of music they listen to, often according to a particular mood they want to establish in themselves. Never before have we had such a wide spectrum of styles including the folk and classical music from many countries and all the music that is labeled “New Age.” There are even further choices—to listen to live or recorded music and to acoustic or electronic instruments. Some limit themselves to one type of music or to only a few composers because these always seem to work their magic. This selection process is quite central to the work of the modern-day music therapist who has to correlate musical structure and hence mood with the needs of the patient. In some quarters this has become quite specializeda and there is even a school of music therapy specifically for the dying.b The how and why of making such choices is an arresting subject that is beyond the scope of this book. Suffice it to say that the passive approach of listening to organized patterns of vibration, which we call “music,” is the predominant sound method used by people to change their state for the better, possibly entering a world of ecstasy and transcendence.

The passive approach of receiving vibrations into the body/mind/spirit complex as a form of sound therapy is nowadays not confined to listening to music. Particularly over the last twenty years a number of methods have been developed, all of which are based on the idea that human beings are a multitude of frequencies (rates of vibration) from the molecular level up to the bio-energetic field that surrounds the physical body. Unlike music, whose principal effect is on the emotions, these therapies are focused primarily on correcting frequency rates just as a tuner would do when adjusting the strings of a piano. These approaches, none of which have been accepted by the mainstream scientific establishment, take such forms as:c

[image: ]  Application of tones produced electronically or by crystals directly onto the body

[image: ]  Sounding Tibetan singing bowls and gongs near to the body

[image: ]  Absorbing the vibrations of multiple strings amplified by a specially designed table

[image: ]  Receiving music physically by placing speakers near to and surrounding the body

Listening to:

[image: ]  Tuning forks set in simple, pure ratios

[image: ]  Music in which only the higher end of the sound spectrum is retained

[image: ]  Particularly tuned sounds that are determined by analyzing the patterns of the voice

[image: ]  Tones that have been calculated as corresponding to the chakras and even the bodies of the solar system

The active approach of actually making sound, especially with the voice, is chosen by far fewer people. Listening to the older languages in the world, particularly those of indigenous peoples, we hear how much they are like singing, suggesting that the natural state of the voice for communication was once singing, a far more varied form of vocal sound than our modern-day speech. So it is not a good sign of the times that there is a decline in many Western countries of singing within the educational systems. It may be taught to younger children but as the curriculum becomes quickly more demanding, singing is often put aside. It is not recognized that music of a certain quality has a very subtle way of building character and that group singing has some inherent moral and ethical effect on the participants. In referring to the effects of using the voice harmoniously, the composer Paul Hindemith quoted the German proverb that translates, “Bad men don’t sing.”1 There is no doubt that choosing to sing with others on a regular basis will contribute to the maintenance of a good level of physical and mental health.

Speech aside, the human voice is brought into play automatically in expressing emotions. It performs a cathartic and cleansing function by laughing, crying, groaning, sighing, yawning, wailing and all sorts of natural sounds (see chapter 8). Ask yourself how often you laugh really heartily and you realize what opportunities are being missed for your well-being. These sounds are not consciously produced but, on the other hand, people all too often consciously suppress them because they may be considered childish or they have been taught to maintain some false sense of dignity by minimizing or even withholding such sounds. Yet, done with vigor, these sounds hold within them great power for healing.

We can take the process one step beyond natural sounds and singing and apply the voice consciously and therapeutically to our threefold nature of body, mind, and spirit. Singing is limited by its ever-changing character; it moves through many patterns of notes and words during its unfolding and is not meant to focus on any particular function. Therapeutically, it lacks a certain depth. However, if a choral group were to sing a certain phrase from J. S. Bach’s B Minor Mass over and over again, who knows what effects it might have as it is given the time to do its work.

The conscious use of that musical instrument of musical instruments, the human voice, for the purpose of healing (however the word healing is interpreted—see chapter 3) revolves around four essential areas—the induction of natural sounds, toning, chanting, and overtoning. In all cases, soundwork is narrowly confined and repetitive so that it can be localized and allowed to be an ever-deepening process. This is not a new idea but one that has been revived in the West since the 1970s. For centuries the religious and philosophic traditions of the East have known the power of the voice as a healing instrument and a means of leading aspirants to higher states of consciousness. This knowledge has now become part of the repertoire of many practitioners in the sound therapy field and naturally forms an integral part of this book.

You are invited to go on a journey of discovery through the directed application of your voice. In many self-development courses, people are asked again and again to “let go” and to “allow.” There is no better case for this than in allowing your voice its full freedom. This is not about the quality of your voice but the intent you place behind it. If you start from such preconceptions as, “I am tone deaf,” “my notes are always off-key,” “I don’t have much breath,” “my voice is generally weak,” “I have only a few decent notes,” or “my teachers told me I wasn’t good at singing,” then you will already be stopped in your tracks. There is no doubt that to do this soundwork you will need to be non-judgmental in the prejudicial sense. That is, only witness the results of the vibrations and do not keep harping on any limitations of your voice. Therapeutically, your vocal sounds can have as much potency as any trained voice, especially if you place a powerful desire behind them. And, of course, no one else will be listening to you even in a group setting, so there need be no anxiety of being judged.

From the many soundwork exercises and rituals presented in the succeeding chapters you will find some that resonate strongly with your nature and that you can practice on a regular basis. Each ritual is rich and concentrated and it does not take hours and hours of vocal soundwork to produce therapeutic effects. In conjunction with some form of meditative silence that inevitably follows the soundwork, natural sounds, toning, chanting, and overtoning are great forces leading you to become what you are meant to be: whole, the full integration of body, mind, and spirit.


2

The Nature of Sound and Vibration

“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” This profound idea stated at the outset of St. John’s Gospel in the New Testament is the very basis of humanity’s existence. This concept is not confined to Western Christianity; it is reflected in the ancient cultures of India, China, Japan, Persia, Egypt, and Greece as well as among the North and Central American Indians whose cosmologies also tell how the universe came into being through the emission of an all-encompassing sacred sound. The very word universe can be defined as a “turning to the One” from uni = “one” and verse = “a turning.” And verse also refers to poetry and music, so this stretches the meaning of universe to “one song,” “one sounding,” or even “one word.” What is this Word, what sounded it, and what has become of it? First our imaginations have to conceive of a being, an initiator, or an ultimate Creator who exists in complete and utter stillness. This is difficult because everything in this world that has been studied by scientists, from sub-atomic particles to galaxies, is in movement. The Word in Latin is given as Verbum, equivalent to the English “verb,” that which describes all kinds of action and movement. Creation is movement of one kind or another. It reverberates. For example, atoms are composed of particles of energy that are known to be in ceaseless motion, sometimes actually causing audible sound. Within the human sphere, meditators, especially the great Tibetan monks, can achieve high degrees of stillness and enter deeper realms of existence. Breathing, heartbeat, and brain waves slow down but nevertheless movement carries on within them. How could it be otherwise?

Before the beginning of time and space, the supreme Creator, existing in an absolute perfect equilibrium, desired to manifest a great play of forces which we witness as the universe and call “life.” Into the limitless void it intoned and sent out an all-powerful seed vibration containing within it all possible forms or archetypes—invisible and visible, audible and inaudible. That is the Word, the vibration of vibrations, the sound of sounds, the tone of tones. In other words, it became e-motional, literally “moving out from.” This primordial emotion, which is the vibration of love in its purest form, is a pulse or throb just as our hearts pulse or throb. It expanded into a wave-form generating an endless series of overtones and undertones, vibrations above and below the original tone operating at many levels of creation. These inaudible patterns of vibratory waves became the building blocks of creation and gave to matter its numberless forms, including us, and they continue to sustain it. The process works in reverse when a seed syllable is planted in the mind in the act of meditation. The seed is the form which transforms itself into a wave pattern and eventually dissolves into a pulse. To have a taste of how vibration shapes form, call to mind looking at the blades of a fan or propeller as they move faster and faster. Eventually they spin so rapidly that the eye begins to see a nearly solid circular object and not the separate blades. This is how we should see the world around us, and if we can we will understand that everything is one interconnected network of vibrational energies.

Vibration, or sound in its audible form, is the result of two opposing forces in the world. And without opposites and our desire to reconcile them, how could there be movement and therefore the energy of life itself? We should note that the word “energy” in Greek is energia, meaning simply “in movement.” On the one hand there is a state of absolute stillness, seemingly non-existent in the universe; on the other, there is the Word which disturbed that utter repose. And in these forces we have the essence of vibration, the creative tension between the fluctuations of movement and emotion and their deep inclination to return to the state of absolute stillness. The very word tone from the Greek means “tension.” Without this tension no sound could be produced from the human voice or any musical instrument.

The terms sound and vibration are essentially synonymous, as something must vibrate, that is move to and fro, in order for us to hear sound. However, it has to be accepted that this phenomenon occurs at many levels beyond the audible. Within the Vedic texts of Indian philosophy two kinds of sound are described—one that is struck and can be heard by our aural sense and one that is unstruck, the very fine vibrations of the Word beyond our ordinary hearing. Within the unstruck sound lies the world of archetypes, which some might call “the mind of God.” This concept is embodied in the opening passages describing creation in the Book of Genesis. In particular, the Creator conceived a fundamental phenomenon in our world—Light. In order to manifest it, the Creator had to intone a sound, a fragment of the Word. “And God said, Let there be Light and there was Light.” The very phenomenon of light is high frequencies of vibration far beyond audible sound. This concept was possibly understood by ancient people as evidenced by the researcher David Elkington’s discovery that the derivation of the word “God” can be traced back to the word Guth in Old High Norse meaning literally “voice”1 thereby connecting God to sound as well as light. Later in Genesis (2:19–20) there is a second instance of how vibration or sound creates forms. When the Lord God had shaped or conceived all the animals, beasts and birds, he lets Adam give each its name. Did these names or sound formulas give solidity to what were only archetypes? Do our own names given to us at birth in some way embody in sound who we are? As it is stated in Genesis, humanity was made in the image of God: we are a kind of microcosmic mirror that can reflect the one all-pervading consciousness. This suggests that we should emulate God and, by inference, Adam, and use our own voices to give birth to new and higher dimensions of ourselves as well as new forms to assist in establishing an environment conducive to such a rebirth.

The astrophysicists of our modern-day world have given credence to the existence of the Word. It has been described as the “Big Bang,” an all-powerful spark that let loose floods of matter into the void of space where the process of the birth and death of stars continues. The sound of the original “bang” is still being detected in outer space, suggesting that the tone of tones goes on sustaining us and all creation. Emotionally and spiritually, it is better for us to identify with this original sound as the Word, the Great Resounding, or the Great Mantra. In Sanskrit the Word is given as the sound VAC, meaning “that which permeates the universe.” This gives a profound, different meaning to the word vacuum. If an “a” is inserted as the motive force—vac(a)uum, a equation of unity is formed. VAC is equated with the supreme mantra AUM suggesting that what we name as a vacuum is actually an enormous energy field. Also, curiously, if the consonant L, the vibration of the root chakra in Tantra Yoga (see chapters 6 and 11), is inserted into the Word, we have the creation of the Wor(L)d.

From these concepts it is a small step to the visionary and age-old idea of the music of the spheres—that the vibrations of the planets in their orbits create a harmonious music perceived only by a few precious beings. The juxtaposition of these planetary vibrations forming musical ratios is the very basis of the astrological aspects—conjunctions, sex-tiles, squares, trines, and oppositions—which mark out features of a person’s character. In this respect, the music of the spheres subconsciously echoes inside all beings.a

Thus, the Creator, the composer above all composers, desired to weave a universe of enchantment, a magical kingdom, and so he chanted the Word from which would emerge a symphony of endless creation. To the great ancient cultures of the East, the Word’s earthly realization is the sound of OM, or AUM in the Sanskrit version. The Greek alphabet represents the AUM as all embracing beginning with A(H)lpha and ending with OMega. It is further reflected in our being when put forward as I AM, in a unit of matter AtoM, in the first human AdaM, in spiritual assent AMen and, intriguingly, in the anagram of Amen, nAMe, our particular vibrational signature. This sound transferred itself to the language of Latin in the form of OMNES, the all-encompassing and all-pervasive. Therefore the Creator, by virtue of the Word, is OMnipotent and OMnipresent. The Hindus embody this concept in the expression “Nada Brahma.” These Sanskrit words translate as Nada, “sound,” and Brahma, “both the Creator God and the universe,” indicating that the Supreme Being, the cosmos and the phenomenon of sound are one and the same.

The very nature of tones, those individual pearls of sound, is that of the one and the many. Regularly vibrating objects, most especially the voice and musical instruments, are a conglomerate of frequencies. When any tone is sounded, innumerable higher sounds embedded in this fundamental arise out of it. These hidden sounds are called “overtones” or “harmonics.” The various patterns of their presence and varying strengths determine the coloration of the sound. Two voices singing exactly the same frequency can be differentiated on the basis of their particular overtone structure which can be likened to the DNA or genetic blueprint of the sound. We hear any tone as wholeness, the one (the fundamental) and the many (the overtones) joined together. In like manner we can feel ourselves as one of the infinitude of overtones that emerge endlessly from the Word like the branches of a tree—worlds within worlds. This idea has a parallel in one of the current cosmologies in new physics that likens the universe to an enormous stringed instrument. The theory is that the fundamental particles of the cosmos are tiny snips of subatomic particle strings 100 billion times shorter than the diameter of the nucleus of an atom. The particle strings vibrate in predetermined ways and interact with one another to create the properties of the particles of matter.2 From such a theory we can sense that the world is a vast chain of overtones of which we are a part, each person vibrating at his or her own particular frequency. This view offers a possible explanation of how all the universe is linked together. If we assume that linkage is instantaneous anywhere in the universe—the idea of omnipresence—then it must be densely packed with some special, as yet undetectable, carrier element. For one of the basic laws of the physics of sound is that the denser the transmitter the faster the vibrations will travel. This medium, unknown to science, could be what the ancients of India called Akasha, translated as the mysterious element “ether” but also as “sound.” There is a subtle link between ether and that which is “eternal.” It is the insertion of the letter H symbolizing the breath of God. According to the Vedic texts the element of ether was the first to appear out of the sounding of the Word. Subsequently the elements of air, fire, water, and earth emerged as the basic stuff of creation. On this basis every thought vibration has the capacity to affect the whole, and this view gives us pause to consider all the negative patterns of thought that are sent out continuously into this carrier field. It means that if sound can heal us, it also has the power to destroy when wrongly applied. Such an incident occurred when a French engineer, investigating the effect of sound on the human body, developed a large whistle that emitted sub-audio frequencies. When it was first tested by one of his technicians, the man’s internal organs were ruptured and he died in an instant.3
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