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The fiddle as a symbolic creative therapeutic tool in
music therapy
JOSIE NUGENT

Music is a powerful connecting tool. It can serve both as an auditory and emotional
stimulus and connect to our innermost self.1 It is also motoric and we involuntarily let our
muscles interact with many elements of music such as its rhythm, timbre, pitch, melodies,
and harmonies.2 Its use as a healing force dates back to ancient times and most cultures
have myths and narratives on the healing power of music.3 While music has been used in
this way throughout history, the concept of music therapy evolved and gained professional
recognition around the time of World War I4 when it was used to deal with trauma in healing
war veterans. While this is documented as having been helpful and supportive, those giving
the therapy lacked training in therapeutic assessment procedures and also were limited in
medical and psychological knowledge of their clients. But such historical events set the
scene for the establishment of training courses in music therapy for musicians who wished
to put their skills into therapeutic use both in the USA and UK.5
Music therapy
This is a psychological interactive musical intervention using music, sounds, and voice
as interactive communication tools between the therapist and client. The goal of a music
intervention is primarily to enhance the client’s social, emotional, physical and mental wellbeing.6 This can be achieved in many ways using activities such as music improvisation,
singing, creating music together, dancing to music, recalling familiar songs or tunes, songwriting and creating music to express feeling states and work through emotional states of
being. During the intervention the therapist acts as a facilitator to establish a safe and secure
relationship between them and the client (which is central to the therapeutic process). This
growing therapeutic relationship gives the client freedom to self-express and the therapist
interacts to create a shared music experience leading to the pursuit of therapeutic goals. The
intervention can therefore enable the client to express and work through their feeling states
and consequently gain a greater understanding of their behavioural states and their mental
well-being. The sessions can also be used in more functional ways to help a client develop
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gross and fine mobility skills, for example, clients affected by strokes and children with
reduced fine mobility skills.
The Fiddle as a therapeutic tool
The fiddle or violin is a stringed instrument that evolved from the viola da braccio in the
1600s, whose Latin name is ‘Vitula’ the name of a Roman Goddess. The Romans in Germany
called it a ‘fidula’, then ‘fiedel’ while in Italy it became known as the little viol, hence
‘violino’.7 As both names are interchangeable, this paper will address the instrument as a
‘fiddle’. It has many of the qualities of the human voice, and has been used as a connecting
tool between people to aid relaxation and calmness.8 It is a live, expressive instrument where
a wide range of sound effects can be expressed, as on it the player controls the formation
and execution of a note, its timbre, duration, and dynamic. Finger-plucking can aid the
development of fine-mobility skills, the bow stroke has very soothing qualities which can
help a client to find a more peaceful sense of self. The fiddle can be used as both a melody
and accompaniment instrument, it is portable and small, with a unique shape which makes it
an ideal convenient, creative tool of expression in music therapy settings. In discussing how
the fiddle is ‘applied’, I will deal with two client groups where it can be used in music therapy
as an intermediate, interactive tool of engagement to enhance a client’s communication,
social-interactive and mobility skills:
1. Its role as a social-interactive, symbolic and creative tool in music therapy
interventions for children with special needs, and
2. Its role as an intermediate tool of communication with adults who have acquired
neurological disorders, such as strokes and dementia.
1. Children with special needs
Children are innately social and we cannot underestimate the creativity that exists and
that is constantly developing in a child’s mind once stimulated to do so in social settings.
Social interactions give children the opportunity for imaginative thinking and in doing so
they learn and create alternative ways to socially interact and communicate with others.
Early influential thinkers, such as the education psychologist, John Dewey (1859–1952),
saw children as innately social beings who actively learned in both adult-child and childchild environments.9 Educational psychologists such as Piaget, Erikson, and Vygotsky all
agree that the child uses play for self-teaching.10 Aistear, is an early childhood curriculum
framework created by the Irish Department of Education to support the learning and
development of children from just after birth to up to six years of age. It is structured
around the themes of well-being, identity and belonging, communicating, and exploring and
thinking. It uses different kinds of play to support a child’s early learning and development
across the above mentioned themes.11 Similarly, music therapists use play to inspire a child
with special needs to be their creative, expressive self during a music therapy session. The
goals of a music therapy intervention centre on the social, emotional, physical and mental
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well-being of the child and the importance of self-expression to discover the self. This is
echoed in the words of the psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott:
It is in playing and only in playing, that the individual child or adult is able to be
creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the
individual discovers the self.12

Findings
The music therapist adopts collaborative interactive strategies. Musical objects are used
as interactive tools, one of which is the fiddle, which I have found incredibly useful as
an intermediate tool of engagement in my sessions with young children. Many non-verbal
children are fascinated with the resonance produced through the body of a fiddle from
plucking its strings. This fascination helps them to develop engagement skills, in some cases
opening up an additional door where the child wants to share this level of engagement with
the therapist, leading to developments in their social interactive skills. Active involvement
in rhythmical string plucking can enhance fine mobility skills, and can be further developed
into a turn-taking activity which introduces new cognitive ideas to the child. Children with
reduced cognitive abilities (such as those born with global developmental delay), sometimes
see the fiddle as a symbolic tool that they can use in interactive play. One such child
interacted by using it as a see-saw, a form of play which brought her great joy and gave her
a means to develop her social interactive skills. Another such child engaged with the fiddle
as a revolving wheel above his head and his body came to life showing many facial gestures
of wonder and amazement as the therapist moved it in circular motion above his head. For a
number of children who could not voice what they wanted to express, the soothing qualities
of the sound produced when they or the therapist bowed the instrument appeared to bring
a sense of calm and peace of mind. The fiddle, therefore has many dimensions to its use as
an interactive tool of engagement, and can be used to enhance children’s social interactive
and mobility skills as well as further developing their creative imagination, stimulating
opportunities for social interactive play.
2. Adults with acquired brain injuries
My work with adults with acquired neurological disorders centres around patients with
strokes, hypoxic brain injuries and dementia. Especially when dealing with clients with
a diagnosis of dementia, I have found the tone and timbre of the octave fiddle (pitched an
octave below the fiddle) much more appealing to these clients than the tone and timbre of the
standard instrument. Dementia is a neurological progressive disorder that is characterised
by a decline in cognitive function that results in short- and long-term memory changes,
impairment of abstract thinking and judgment, disorders of language (aphasia) and
personality change.13 There are many medical conditions that can lead to dementia, with
the Alzheimer’s type being best-known. Research has shown that the areas of the brain
that respond to music are the last to deteriorate in dementia, suggesting a role for musical
communication with dementia patients.14 The potential of music therapy to aid the wellbeing of clients at various stages of dementia has been well documented15 and this section
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will illustrate how the octave fiddle can be used as a melody or accompanying instrument to
enhance a client’s well-being.
Findings
With patients at the more advanced stages of dementia the octave fiddle can be used as
a social interactive tool to boost alertness and interactiveness. Because of its size and
portability it can be played in close proximity to a patient. This can stimulate a patient into
a more immediate state of alertness, enabling them to communicate vocally and/or by use
of facial gestures. This instrument is also ideal to encourage dancing and/or movement, an
activity known to greatly enhance the well-being of such patients.16 For example, dementia
patients who had been Irish step dancers in their youth immediately engaged by dancing in
their chairs when some of the once-common, never-forgotten dance-tunes were played to
them. Some also would lilt to specific set-dance tunes such as ‘St Patrick’s Day’ and ‘King
of the Fairies’. These patients also enjoyed dancing to waltz-like melodies from old films
such as ‘The Tennessee Waltz’ and ‘After the Ball’ and/or reminiscing about the dance-hall
days of their youth. The octave fiddle can also be used as a melody and/or accompanying
tool to assist song-memory recall. This client group became uplifted and enlivened when
engaged in group settings to recall songs of local interest, of emigration, love and Irish
ballads. Ballads with stimulating repetitive choruses such as ‘Will you go Lassie Go’ and
‘The Wild Rover’ especially appeal to this client group as the repetition in the song choruses
assists memory recall. Regular weekly engagement in group singing appeared to improve
their awareness of self and others and to enrich and brighten their mood and spirit.
Conclusion
This paper has outlined pathways for the use of the fiddle in music therapy, based on my
personal experience as a fiddle player and music therapist. The expressiveness and physical
qualities of the fiddle opens avenues for its use in therapeutic settings as described. The
octave fiddle has a timbre particularly suited for working with adults, and I have suggested
possible uses for it with adults with acquired brain injuries. I would like to acknowledge the
many shared interactions I have had with clients while training to become a music therapist
and in post-qualification experience.
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