The Literary Review

The Independent Project is a task that relies heavily upon the student and the research conducted by them. The module requires you to identify a problem or topic of interest, thoroughly investigate it and then write and present this work through a performance or presentation. 

Before starting this project, I brainstormed various topics that would be applicable to the task and would allow me to present a question I am passionate about. I first thought about re-telling the story of how my grandparents met. My grandfather was a choirmaster, and my grandmother was their pianist. The choir competed in various Eisteddfods, ‘the largest and oldest celebration in Welsh culture’ and I liked the idea of creating a Welsh love story through the means of music and song. After deliberating with this idea, I couldn’t think of a solid storyline for the plot, there wasn’t a major question for me to explore and the idea would be far more accurate if I was fluent in the Welsh language.

I then thought upon issues in my own life that could be portrayed creatively. I considered my grandmother who is currently suffering with the latter stages of dementia, and I contemplated being able to present the stages of Alzheimer’s through performance. I wanted to explore how music can affect people with dementia and even bring back memories from their past. Dementia UK has a plethora of information on this, and they claim that music “can help people with dementia develop and maintain relationships with others and improve their wellbeing… They may even find it easier to recall memories when they hear pieces of music that are significant to them”. In contrast to this, Medical News Today released an article called “Investigating the power of music for dementia”. They explored various elements of music, but also silence. A study found that exposure to loud noises such as heavy traffic, can be a risk factor for dementia. Silence has also been found to lower blood pressure and reduce brain wave frequency, resulting in a cathartic experience. This brings the question, is sound or silence more beneficial for the brain and its memories?

Medical News Today states that engaging in musical activities increases the brains grey matter, which then increases its neuroplasticity, which is the brain’s ability to rewire itself and is essential for absorbing and shaping memories. Therefore, music is able to prevent memory loss and is important to include in life on a long-term basis as a way to keep the brain healthy.

At the beginning of this creative process, I debated writing a play or a musical, however as famous composer and lyricist said, “Music, because it’s so rich, can enhance and amplify what is in a play” (Sondheim, 2004, p.g 204). As music is one of my biggest passions, I concluded that I wanted to write a musical. Having had very little experience in this exact craft, I researched how I could write a story alongside original songs. BBC Maestro tells us of 5 steps to create a musical that will ‘win over the hearts’. These steps are as follows: Find your story, think of a personal story or one from someone else and identify the main theme of it. The second step is to ‘flesh out your characters’, most musicals include a hero, the lover, the antagonist, the mentor and the sidekick. These characters create ‘the vehicle for your story to be told’ (BBC Maestro, 2023). The third step involves plotting out your story, perhaps through sticky notes to make each scene adaptable and flexible to change. The fourth step is to write the songs. Typical musical numbers could be the love song, the ‘I want’ song, the villain’s song and the showstopper. Finally, the last step is to collaborate, work with actors and your technical team, for example. Breaking down the production process of a musical into distinct steps has significantly enhanced my ability to generate clear and effective ideas for my own musical. I also find it easier to write the scene before a song so that I can give my character an objective for their singing, rather than them just randomly bursting into song. As Jason Robert Brown said, ‘I have an instinctive sense of what makes a character sing; I know what I can do in order to have a character sing’ (Brown, 2004 pg 34), and I aim to use this skill in my own work.



TO BE CONTINUED

I also plan to conduct a questionnaire to gather primary research. I want to ask questions such as ‘How often do you listen to music?’, ‘Have you ever had an experience where music triggered a memory?’,  ‘Do you believe that music has the power to evoke memories, if so why?’, ‘Have you or someone you know had an experience where music has helped their mental well-being?’.
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