
Chapter 2        
 
The 5 Elements in Music 
 
A qualitative observation 
 
Numerous phenomena – especially musical ones – remain incomprehensible to the 
intellect, if one responds to them only with the left side of the brain. It is these 
phenomena that have always attracted me. I have therefore endeavoured to find ways 
to observe, discern and understand them better. I have listened to a great deal of non-
melodic music that one may call ‘soundscapes’ or ‘sound paintings’. They may 
particularly suit a qualitative approach. The more I listen, the more I can perceive 
ways to discern differences in quality. What is such discernment actually responding 
to, since there is often no melody, no tonality and no rhythm in these soundscapes? 
In my training programme I let people listen, for instance, to recordings of six 
different didjeridoo players and six different musicians playing on singing bowls. 
Why do we perceive differences of quality with singing bowls ? A bowl is struck from 
time to time, yet within seconds we get a clear impression emanating from the way 
they are played. This is not due to the quality of the bowls themselves, but rather to 
the way they are played. 
 
On recordings of didjeridoos you can more or less hear just one note. The playing 
technique is roughly the same and not necessarily very varied. Yet again we may 
experience a clear sense of a distinct quality pouring out of every recording. The 
different qualities experienced cannot be explained logically. The first time I became 
puzzled by this phenomenon was when looking for a suitable version of the ‘Gavotte 
en Rondo’ taken from the partitas for solo violin by J.S. Bach. I went to a public 
library that luckily had five or six different versions of that Gavotte. While comparing 
them I realised how different the versions of this same musical score were. I finally 
chose a version played by Itzhak Perlman, which I perceived to be the only one 
showing a very good balance between the male and female sides. Generally speaking 
our left side of the body is our receptive, feminine side, our link to emotions and 
feelings, to where we are at. It relates to the right hemisphere of our brain. The right 
side refers to expression, the male aspect, the step we take towards something and is 
linked to the left hemisphere of the brain. How should I try to understand the 
difference of quality in all the versions I listened to ? 
 
The same question arose when I listened to six different female singers interpreting 
songs by Saint Hildegard of Bingen. From the first seconds of each interpretation I 
was aware of distinct differences in quality. I could on many occasions verify with 
friends and course participants, musicians and non-musicians alike, that the 
perception of these differences was largely a common experience. 
 
The first album of meditative music I ever composed was in 1981. I played on a 
superb Steinway grand piano and tried to catch the atmospheres of seven different 
trees. It is impossible to describe logically how to render the particular energy of a 
tree merely though music. I remember playing those recordings to a class of primary 
school children and asking them to draw what they heard and felt. They did not know 
which music represented which tree, yet they were able easily to detect which one was 



the birch and which one the oak. They were equally able to express their impressions 
using coloured pencils on paper. 
 
In my courses I suggest that participants represent their impressions of one of their 
colleagues by improvising a soundscape type of music. I give them mostly non-
melodic instruments to work with because they encourage the creation of sound 
paintings. I often give someone a specific task such as playing ‘a mountain’ or ‘a large 
slow moving river’, a task that can seem insurmountable at first. It is very interesting 
to discover how well most people are able to create in their playing the exact 
atmosphere of the subject given to them and that the listeners can actually pick up 
the very same image that I had whispered into the musician’s ear before starting the 
exercise. 
 
Using metaphors, images and symbols, allows us to express dimensions that are 
largely unknown to the intellect. With their help we can grasp the mysterious, the 
magic at work. Although we sometimes believe we can catch the essence of a 
phenomenon with the help of words, we often realise later on that this is largely an 
illusion. However, there are certain words that can reveal a number of unexpected 
layers of understanding. This is well known in healing, cultural and religious 
traditions that have been using the system of the five elements for centuries if not 
millennia. Those who developed these systems knew that engaging with the five 
elements in a metaphorical way would somehow help them to express their glimpses 
of the mysterious. They also knew that anything they could say about any one of the 
elements, its correspondences on the physical and non-physical levels would be only 
‘finger pointing’ in the right direction. The five element system would never serve to 
touch or represent the phenomenon itself. Accordingly, the use of symbols and 
metaphors may serve to bring us closer to the truth than we would get if we 
responded on a purely intellectual level. 
 
In order to discern the quality of what is being played it is essential to listen and 
respond with the help of the right hemisphere of the brain, thus using feelings, 
intuition and overall impressions. After doing this we can bring into play the brain’s 
left hemisphere to analyse what we have just heard with some precision. How do the 
right brain processes work ? 
 
 
Millenary old traditions 
 
So as to understand and express laws operating in the natural world, mankind has 
evolved numerous models. One of these is the Chinese yin and yang system that lead 
to the development of a system named the five phases of energy, sometimes 
mistakenly called the five ‘elements’ system, a corner stone of traditional Chinese 
medicine. I use the five elements system as known in Ancient Greece, in India and in 
Tibet. Since 1980, I have been developing this approach in my work as a music 
therapist with a great variety of people including people with special needs, prisoners, 
children and adults who come to my training programmes in different countries. I 
also use this approach in my work as a musician, as a music teacher and as a 
composer. As one of my principal sources of inspiration I would like to name Bob 
Moore. I have enjoyed books from the anthroposophic tradition as well as from 
Indian, Chinese and Tibetan traditions (Bertelsen, J. 1982; Diolosa, C., 2000; 



Gamborg, H. 1998; Irwin, E., 1988; Khenchen Thrangu, 2002; Peukert, W.-E., 1976; 
Saraswati, S. 2000; Satyangananda, S., 2000; Wangyal, T., 2002). 
 
The ideal state of an element is its balance relative to the other four elements together 
with its own evolution towards a more spiritual level. Each element is then in a 
continuous dynamic of evolutionary change and is in an unending search for balance 
due to the constantly changing world in which it appears. We can easily observe the 
characteristics of a metaphorical element by noting how that element appears in 
nature. We refer to all the five elements together as a metaphor in order to 
understand better how they may function on an inner level. Each element exists 
within us in its emotional aspect. It can though be transformed into its feeling or 
spiritual counterpart. 
 
The element earth for instance is strongly associated with any sense of ‘insecurity’ 
and its counterpart security and self acceptance. The water element is connected to 
anger which is opposed by calmness as well as by vitality and physical well being. 
Fire is associated with fear and its counterpart the qualities of love and 
understanding. The air element may be used to discern either joy or depression and 
self pity and space element may reveal either suppression or its opposite the qualities 
of expression and silence. 
 
In Tibetan medicine the same five elements are traditionally linked to the first five 
energy centres or chakras and to an ideal state of being that personal evolution 
aspires to attain (Khenhen Thrangu, 2002). ‘Chakra’ is the name used in Hinduism 
for an energy centre (see chapter one). The five element metaphor gives an access to 
practices of inner transformation in the different Tibetan traditions, Buddhist, bön, 
dzogchen and tantra as well as in the Indian traditions, yoga, Buddhist and tantra). 
The roots of these traditions go back several millennia and they offer a very detailed 
understanding of the five elements and how they form our world.  
 
In his book The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying Sogyal Rinpoche describes how in 
the Tibetan tradition the death process is viewed as a movement through five stages 
that correspond to the five elements. During this process the energy first leaves the 
earth element, our feet and legs until we cannot stand up any longer; then it leaves 
the water element and we lose control over the body’s fluids; after this energy 
abandons the fire element, our body, becoming colder and colder. Energy remains for 
a while in the heart region and the lungs as the air element until, with the last 
laboured breaths, the energy leaves the body altogether (Sogyal, 1992). 
 
 The five elements system provides a fundamental metaphor that helps us to 
understand the dynamic that underlies different modern scientific disciplines such as 
chemistry, physics, medicine and psychology. Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche writes: 
“Through an understanding of the elements we can see that apparently different 
dimensions of experience are really only subtler and grosser levels of the elements. 
An excess of fire, for example, manifests in physical, energetic, mental and spiritual 
dimensions…. So, fire is the life-giving energy of the sun as well as the life-destroying 
forest fire.” For Tenzin Wangyal fire is “ the heat of the digestive system, the creativity 
of the mind, the red light of the rainbow, the phenomenon of temperature, the 
emotions of hatred and desire, the warmth of compassion, the wisdom of 
discrimination, and one of the five most subtle and most fundamental aspects of 
being.” (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2002) 



 
The five element metaphor allows us to understand a number of phenomena. It 
allows us to glimpse the laws at work that gave us five fingers, five toes, five major 
senses, five major categories of emotions and their transformation into five positive 
aspects, among other things. In the Tibetan approach, again according to Tenzin 
Wangyal (2002), we can find a healing level that creates a bridge to the traditional 
Chinese medicine and its five major organs system : earth/spleen, water/kidneys, 
fire/liver, air/lungs, space/heart. These pairings link us to the psychosomatic 
dimension of each major organ which is so well described in Chinese medicine and 
one of its branches the science of acupuncture meridians. 
 
 
 

 



insert Table 1  “ The Five Elements & their correspondences” about here 
 
 
 
Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche also reminds us how each element may bring us pleasure 
and wellbeing. When we lose ourselves in the vastness of the blue sky or the starry 
night, it is the element of space that nourishes and regenerates us. The flight of the 
swallows or the hang glider, the movement of the flags in the wind, the full sails of a 
large sailing ship, the clouds, they all fill us with the generosity of the wind and the 
element air. The flames of a camp fire and the light of a candle bring warmth and 
comfort. A walk on the edge of the water, the presence of a cascade, the rain on a 
summer’s day, taking a shower or a bath, pacifies and purifies us. Seeing a mountain 
or a freshly ploughed field touches us deep within. 
 
In my work as a music therapist I find myself continuously confronted with the 
perennial question :  Is my way of working effective? How can I grasp more 
accurately the quality of an individual’s musical expression, the essence of his 
difficulties and, of course, the progress made in therapy ?  I feel this sense of urgency 
even more with young children, always aware that it will be much more difficult for 
them to catch up later on with ‘normal’ evolution as a result of the time lost because 
of behavioural patterns which were not remedied before the age of seven or eight.  
 
The primary goals during the music therapy sessions are simple though. I believe it is 
essential to watch for any sign of intensity and joy in someone’s musical expression. 
I have the impression that these two qualities work like keys that open doors and 
make anything possible. How are they connected to someone’s development process ? 
What obstructs someone from leading his or her life with intensity and joy ? When I 
speak of joy, I speak of a direct contact with something in ourselves much deeper 
than our mundane concerns. Perhaps we make contact with what one calls the soul, a 
spiritual aspect in us. Detectable intensity seems to bear witness to the total 
involvement of an individual’s essence with his action in the present moment. As 
soon as joy and intensity are present it would seem that the five resistances to 
personal evolution and to the discovery of new aspects in us, as taught in buddhism, 
vanish : laziness, doubt, sleepiness, anger and restlessness.  
 
Over the years I have come to appreciate the impressive usefulness of the five element 
system for the qualitative evaluation of musical expression. The elements metaphor 
allows us to discover the natural bridges that exist between music and the human 
being, between interior and exterior. It helps us to understand concretely how much 
musical expression is a “fingerprint” of the musician, how much his music reflects his 
whole being. We can learn to detect connections between someone’s musical 
expression and his thought structures, emotions, body areas (with energy blockages), 
between the subconscious and spirituality, between left and right brain appreciation 
which is to say between intellect and feeling or intuition. The five elements metaphor 
allows us to draw a map that connects the quality present in a person’s expression, 
musical or non-musical with his psycho-energetic structure. This allows us better to 
understand the inner dimension, residing deep within every being. The works by the 
neurobiologist Colwyn Trevarthen on musicality, the brain and communication 
confirm this. I return to this further on.  
 



The five elements tool works in two ways : we can use it as a starting point to help a 
person find a better balance between the elements within and in so doing the 
different levels, physical, emotional, mental and spiritual will be affected. My 
hypothesis suggests that a better harmonisation within a person brings about a better 
musicality, that is an improvement in the quality of her musical expression. 
 
Not only can we see if someone has got fire or lacks earth or space in her musical 
expression, we can also tell if she is warm hearted, has her feet on the ground, is 
fluid in her movements and her whole being. “The way we talk, the colours we like, 
and the way we walk or move our hands, are but expressions of the elements. We can 
tell, if we know what we are looking for, which element or elements are dominant in 
us.” (Wangyal, 2002) 
 
Qualitative listening assisted by the five elements can also be helpful when working 
with couples, families or groups. Listening to people playing together will tell us 
whether they have a tendency to avoid one or more elements in their functioning. As 
this is about feeling an individual’s or group’s psycho-energetic aspect, observation 
with the help of the five elements does not have to be limited to playing a musical 
instrument. It works just as well with singing, movement, dance, talking and 
communication in general. 
 
The four elements earth, water, fire and air have been known in Europe at least since 
the days of Ancient Greece. They are part of our culture. Many expressions in our 
everyday language refer to them. We meet the same first four elements in our 
horoscopes, where each one is associated with three signs of the zodiac. The number 
of planets you have in any element can give you an indication about the excess or lack 
of a particular element in your makeup. The traditional system using the four 
elements was taken up again by Paracelsus in the Middle Ages (a Swiss doctor, 1493-
1541). He added to them the fifth element space or ether. 
 
The need to feel connected to All-There-Is is a human characteristic. It is not, 
therefore, surprising that similar systems using elements metaphorically have been 
used in other cultures. The Chinese have for centuries used the five phases of energy 
transformation wood, fire, earth, metal and water, which places the human being in 
a global context between heaven and earth. The Chinese meridian system1 which 
is narrowly linked to their system of the five phases of energy transformation, can tell 
us in great detail about the psychosomatic influences on our physical organs.  
 
Footnote :    
1 )  Energy channels throughout the body forming the bases for acupunture and acupressure 
treatments 
 
Anthroposophic medicine has investigated the connections between the planets and 
our physical organs, while the North American Indians developed a medicine wheel 
with reference to the four cardinal directions of North, South, East and West plus 
heaven and earth. Healing traditions in Tibet and India use our first four elements, 
adding like Paracelsus, the fifth element space. Placing ourselves in relationship with 
the basic aspects of existence, of the universe, of the myths of creation, connects us 
with a meaning in life and is a necessary framework for all healing work. We find this 
approach in sufism1, in the various forms of shamanism2 in Asia, Africa and America 
as well as in the Celtic tradition. Music, song and dance have played a role in all this 



since the beginnings of time. As different as these systems may appear to be, all of 
them teach us how we can re-establish a harmony with the world around us and 
God knows how badly we need to do this ! Therapy with the help of music and sounds 
works with the same approach and surely we are talking about the same harmony : 
 

In music as in life ? 
 

Footnotes : 
1)  Islamic mysticism 
2)  a range of traditional beliefs and practices, that involve the ability to diagnose, cure illness 
because of a special relationship with, or control over, spirits. This tradition has existed all 
over the world since prehistoric times. 
 
 
When listening, observing and proceeding to a qualitative musical evaluation we 
cannot limit ourselves simply to collecting logical and measurable criteria. Of course 
these do have their function, but remain analytical and intellectual in nature, that is 
they are based in a left brain activity. We also have to talk about feeling, musicality, 
intuition, access to the unconscious or preconscious layers. These are aspects of right 
brain activity which nowadays western science has great difficulty to integrate. Since 
music to a large extent activates the right hemisphere of the brain, music therapists 
cannot let themselves be disheartened by the cultural propensities to ignore right 
brain attributes. Fortunately, an increasing number of researchers and scientists have 
ventured into these right brain fields during the past two decades. Other cultures 
have done so for millennia. We are not alone. 
 
The five elements form a progression from the most solid one – earth – to the most 
subtle – space. Conversely, coming from the element space, the elements get more 
and more solid. The Ancients tell us that this latter progression is exactly what 
brought about the creation of planet earth. The connections between the elements 
and the five lower energy centres relates each of them to a specific state of 
consciousness : earth to the physical level, water to the etheric layer, fire to the astral 
or emotional layer, air to mental consciousness and space to pure consciousness. 
 
In music as in nature, the elements are always linked to each other. It is practically 
impossible to isolate one from another. For instance, earth may be humid, cold, hot 
or dry or it may have different combinations of these attributes such as humid and 
cold or humid and hot. Air can fan fire into life, when fire is strong enough; but if the 
fire is very small like a candle flame, air may extinguish it and the quality of fire will 
be changed. Let us not forget this interdependence while we look at the 
characteristics of each element. 
 
 

Earth � 
How can we hear and feel the element earth in someone’s musical expression and 
how is it related to their psycho-energetic structure ? The feet and legs, the pelvic area 
and lower back including the kidneys have a direct link to the element earth. A good 
contact with these parts of our body brings us the necessary grounding. People who 
are too speedy, too cerebral lack contact with the earth and are often missing some 



stable basis in their life or a sense of personal success. Such people may find it very 
hard to trust themselves, to develop self confidence and may often feel useless.  
 
One of the reasons why such emotions arise is because those people have cut 
themselves off from their feelings and emotions. They create a blockage at the level of 
the diaphragm and the solar plexus. Their feelings and emotions get pushed down 
into the subconscious (water). The blockage interrupts the overall energy flow from 
head to feet and back again giving emotions too much power over thought processes 
and a person in this situation gets trapped in a vicious circle where the intellect is 
kept eternally busy through the interference of underlying emotions. Many of our so 
called intellectual efforts are thus often being made under the influence of 
unacknowledged emotions. 
 
Emotional shocks are experienced as a sort of earthquake inside us, that makes our 
knees and legs tremble. This weakens our contact with the earth. We can feel that 
someone is ‘pulling the carpet from under our feet’, a person may be considered as 
‘not having their feet on the ground’ or having attitudes which ‘are not down to earth’ 
or they are people who ‘cannot settle down’. Our spoken language acknowledges 
many links between our psycho-energetic functioning and the elements. 
 
The basic qualities of the element earth are stability, permanence, heaviness and 
solidity – on a physical, mental and environmental level. Too much earth can result 
in wanting to sleep too much and in feeling heavy. Conversely if you have sleeping 
difficulties you may want to try the following exercise: while lying down in bed be 
very aware of your feet for some ten minutes and imagine yourself being covered by a 
warm layer of sand or fresh clean earth. 
 
Each element influences the others and is influenced by them. We cannot isolate one 
from another. Earth generally contains some water. Water blends with earth and 
makes it fertile and malleable. If enough warmth (fire) is added and the earth is 
properly aired, everything will grow easily. On the contrary, if there is too much heat 
and not enough water, earth easily becomes a desert. Earth and air do not work well 
together. The wind can erode mountains, move dunes and blow away topsoil leaving 
barren land behind. 
 
The earth element can take various symbolic forms. Each one will have its particular 
significance and will reveal a specific quality in our psycho-energetic makeup. It can 
take the form of a sandy beach, a dune, a stony desert, a rock, a mountain, a river bed, 
the foundations of a house, a cave suggesting a feminine, protective aspect, a freshly 
ploughed field, crystals or other precious stones indicating the influence of light or 
spiritual energy. 
 
We often come into contact with animal symbols or with the energy of animals which 
live on or under the earth, snails, mice and suchlike. They too will tell us part of the 
client’s personal story. Shamans, psychoanalysts and dream workers have throughout 
the ages drawn information from such symbols.  
 
Everything that is an aspect of the foundation of our lives is linked to the earth 
element. Among these aspects are our connections with our bodies, our home, our 
work, our security, our successes, money, our relationships at home and at work. Past 
lives come into it as well. The symbol used for this element is the square, the most 



solid structure for a building’s foundations as can be seen in the base of a pyramid. 
This symbol contains the number four which is found in the number of ‘petals’ of the 
root chakra, the energy centre at the base of our spine. Our DNA code, carrier of our 
genetic information, is formed only by four “letters” or basic elements. The Hartmann 
grid, named after the German geobiologist who discovered it, covers the entire earth 
with a grid of etheric energy lines, which are about 1.1 m apart. These energy lines 
form squares. The sense of smell is traditionally linked to the root chakra and brain 
scientists have revealed that the sense of smell, together with the sense of listening, 
are the first active senses in the unborn baby. 
 
Our basic feelings about ourselves and the world around us often have their roots in 
early childhood, birth and pre-birth. Were we really wanted by our parents ? Did they 
have the means to truly accept us as we were ? Feeling accepted in those early stages 
of life is immensely helpful in our later expression. When non acceptance is 
experienced the opposite situation is likely to arise and this may be at the origin of 
pathologies such as autism, psychotic states or other disharmonious evolutions. In 
the early history of an autistic child it is not rare to find the death of a parent or 
relative before or soon after his or her birth. If the adults close to the young child or 
unborn baby have been very emotional about the death and more particularly if the 
mother has been much absorbed by the event, the adults’ attention may have been 
withdrawn from the unborn baby or infant for a number of weeks. This may have led 
the young being to feel abandoned for a period long enough to have affected the 
foundations of its life and through this his or her earth element. Marie Ainsworth, an 
English child psychiatrist underlines this in her scientific work. She has noted a 
number of personality profiles such as the ‘secure’ child with a stable base who is able 
to trust a motherly figure. However, in the absence of such a base an anxious, 
resistant or escaping child was the common result (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 
 
In order to ground our thoughts and to be able to concentrate we need a good contact 
with the element earth. When our mental energy is not well anchored, it accumulates 
around the head area and slips out of our control. The reason for this is very often an 
interruption in the overall circulation of energy that should bring the energy down 
from the head to the feet and up again. Our feeling contact with strong emotions can 
be blocked at the solar plexus and the diaphragm in the fire area making it impossible 
for us to ‘digest’ the emotions. In other words we do not experience them in our belly 
region. When we improve our earth contact our mental energy can again take part in 
the overall flow of energy and this will include a conscious approach to our emotions. 
In musical expression a client will then be able, maybe for the first time in many 
years, to play continuously on one musical instrument for several minutes. Even if 
she were able to play for only twenty seconds, this may sometimes reveal a significant 
positive change. 
 
We may want to consider how we take care of the earth itself. I feel the whole 
question of recycling or burying waste into the earth, surface mining, covering large 
surfaces with concrete and many other issues affect the earth element as a whole. 
This is not to be taken lightly and the consequences may very well be starting to be 
felt quite dramatically.  
 
I like Matthew Fox’s1 way of linking the root chakra to our capacity to feel connected 
to the All-there-is, to the Cosmos. Through our contact with the earth we do in fact 



come into contact with all creation. This chakra links us simultaneously to earth and 
heaven (Fox, 2000). 
 
Footnote : 
1 ) author and reviver of the tradition of creation spirituality 
 
When trying to activate someone’s earth connection while playing music, we might 
choose a musical instrument that needs to be played standing up, such as a large 
drum. In so doing we are encouraging the person to breathe deeply down into their 
belly. This may start to soften a possible blockage in the diaphragm. Listening to a 
didjeridoo, large gongs and deep singing voices while directing our attention to the 
lower part of our bodies can also help this softening process. I am convinced that a 
therapist can only help a client gain a better grounding, if he himself is well 
grounded. Good grounding needs a constant effort. Deficient grounding is rarely 
improved in one or two days. 
 
There are awareness exercises to improve one’s contact with the earth. These 
exercises direct our attention to our feet so as to link our feet with the root chakra and 
sometimes also the pineal chakra at the forehead. For example an exercise may 
combine slow deep breathing with movements such as shifting the body weight from 
one foot to the other in a repetitive rocking motion. In doing an exercise like this it is 
very important that our intention, of directing our thoughts to our left food i.e., is 
followed by our feeling perception of what we observe when doing so. 
 
The musical elements which help to improve one’s contact with the earth and which 
give one a feeling of security are musical structures that consist of slow regular 
rhythms, a drone sound and minimalist style patterns. If you attach ribbons hung 
with small bells to a child’s ankles, this will automatically draw the child’s attention to 
his feet. Obviously massaging feet and legs, having hot foot baths and visualising 
one’s feet buried in warm sand or earth, will improve one’s earth contact. 
 
Everyone has key thought structures which are the foundation of one’s being and 
beliefs. If beliefs are not based on personal experience and personal convictions, they 
will not be properly grounded. If such thought structures and beliefs are questioned, 
challenged or modified, one may experience an emotional earthquake.  
 
Let us remember here the mountain example mentioned earlier. The quality of a 
mountain is a symbol for the earth element. Opposite to the mountain quality is the 
quality of a valley. The mountain represents male qualities including stability, 
steadiness, solitude. At its summit the mountain has a connection to space and 
silence. The valley represents female qualities and is associated with movement, 
velocity, most rivers as well as roads and train lines are found in valleys, and with 
social life. When we wish to express a mountain musically, we need to contact the 
mountain qualities inside us and to strengthen them. If someone finds it difficult to 
imagine earth or a mountain and cannot feel connected to them, she must be allowed 
some time to become familiar with the image, to feel its qualities, to become aware of 
possible obstacles towards its expression within herself and to dissolve them. That is 
the therapeutic or human growth dimension in this work with the five elements. It is 
necessary to bring feelings and expression into a balance, into a kind of osmotic 
relationship where the feelings flow unfiltered into the expression. Engaging with the 
elements in their natural conditions teaches us all we need to know. It is far more 



interesting to do this than to read about it in print which is why I shall now stop 
writing about the earth. 
 
Working suggestions : 
Let the person you are working with play stable structures, a drone for instance, let 
her keep a steady rhythm, using his body while playing the instrument, beating a 
drum for instance. Check that the player is breathing deeply into the belly. You may 
tie ribbons hung with small bells around her ankles. Encourage the player to stamp 
their feet rhythmically and to play and dance bare footed. 
 
 
 

Water  
 
The water area extends from the pelvic area upwards to just underneath the navel. 
This is the area of the body with the highest percentage of water and with few bones, 
except for the spine. In this water area we find the hara, a main energy centre and the 
centre of gravity in the human body. Accordingly, this energy centre has great 
significance in Tai Chi and in all martial arts. The hara is strongly associated with our 
instinctive intelligence. Water cleanses and connects us to the elimination 
processes of our body. 
 
The half moon symbol opening upwards forms a vessel able to receive water. The 
moon has a very particular link to water as the tidal movements reveal. Let us not 
forget the strong symbolic association between the moon and our subconscious which 
contrasts sharply with the symbolic association between the sun and our 
consciousness. The prone half moon draws our attention to its lowest point, a point of 
balance, for example between the male and female aspects in each of us, and a centre 
of gravity.  
 
When we look at the four layers of the etheric we find a complementarity between 
water whose symbol is a semicircle and air whose symbol is a full circle. (See also 
explanations on the energy fields in chapter one). The ‘chemical ether’, the innermost 
layer of the etheric field corresponding to the water element, will become incapable 
of nourishing our body’s cells if the link with the outermost layer of the etheric, the 
‘reflector ether’ corresponding to the air element, is not maintained.  Matthew Fox 
too underlines the unifying aspect of water, the cup symbol and the hara chakra. This 
chakra unifies the opposed male and female principles and links with the ‘feminist 
philosophy’, according to his ‘creation spirituality’. Water and air are considered to be 
feminine energies in ancient Indian wisdom, earth and fire as masculine energies. 
 
The earth element, as already described, is symbolised by the mountain, the male 
triangle pointing upwards, whereas the element water can be symbolised by the 
valley, the female triangle pointing downwards. This triangle has the shape of a 
valley. Valleys receive spring waters, brooks and rivers and have themselves the 
quality of movement, of velocity, whereas mountains are stable and unmoving.  
 
 
 

The Spirit of the valley never dies. 



It is the mysterious female. 
The mysterious female knows 
The passage leading to Heaven and Earth 
Dimly visible, 
We guess its presence 
Yet use will never drain it. 
 
   Lao Tse, Tao Te King, verse 6 
 
 

The water area of the body is inseparable from the etheric energy field and its 
subconscious memory. This part of our psycho-energetic system is the key to our 
vitality, our sexuality and our creativity and it can be characterised in its emotional 
dimension with the energy of anger, which is nothing other than the suppression of 
our vital aspects. Someone who lives fully these natural aspects is usually calm, 
peaceful and is well connected to his body and sexuality. His movements and 
thoughts will be harmonious and fluid. He will be flexible and playful. 
 
An ancient Indian philosophical tradition describes a progression of the five elements 
in the creation process of our world, starting with the element space or ether the least 
material element, finishing with the element earth the most dense and solid element. 
In the Indian tradition of thought each element is created by the previous element. 
Fire brings about an expansion that leads to a progressive cooling which will bring 
forth water. So water becomes the creative base of all physical manifestation, earth. 
If these thoughts seem strange us , we can remind ourselves how we were created in 
water, the amniotic fluid in our mother’s womb. The myth of creation in the Hebrew 
bible follows the same steps. This may explain why the water area plays such a key 
role in our creative capacities. 
 
Obstructions in the water area are not only apparent in body language but can also 
be recognised at a symbolic level. In a person’s dreams, as well as in his 
imagination, water would then show itself in the form of ice, frost or snow and being 
hardened would not be able to move freely anymore. These symbols of frozen, 
immobile water may be reflecting someone’s rigid thought patterns and constrained 
body movements. Such a person might intuitively perceive stagnant water or a dam, 
maybe one about to burst, as well as images of sharks or crocodiles. Images of sea 
monsters may appear and these will be pointing out subconscious fears and 
aggressive thoughts. These fears may not only be revealed by the state of the water 
itself, but also by what is under the surface of the water. This is a familiar metaphor 
for our subconscious often used in fairy tales. Autistic people, for instance, have an 
ambiguous relationship to water and so to their own body. They may go through 
phases of intense fear about water, but may also be fascinated by the sound of 
running water in pipes for example, as if instinctively recognising their need to 
integrate this aspect. 
 
We should carefully note images, impressions or dreams which present metallic 
structures associated with water. Such images symbolise the excessive interference by 
rigid thoughts in the water area. In this case the movements of the person will often 
be jerky rather than fluid suggesting lack of tonicity and control. Such a person may 
beat a drum too violently without realising it, so I would usually take away any beater 



from the player and let her strike the drum with her bare hands. She would then 
become more aware of the violence within through the pain in her hands.  
 
It is through the condition of the water element that we may better understand the 
mechanisms leading to fascism. Fascism is an opposing force to creativity. Fascist 
style education – still present to a greater or lesser degree in many families and 
schools and still widely considered to be a very efficient way of rearing children– is 
characterised by a lack of respect for the individual’s needs marked by an insistence 
on obedience to external authority. This will more specifically have an influence on a 
person’s water aspect. To encourage the unfolding of a person’s creativity and 
individuality is very important. If we do this there will be fewer adolescent suicides, 
less depression and misuse of drugs that themselves bring about the suffocation of 
vitality and creativity. 
 
To be of lasting benefit all transformation of the energy in an energy centre needs an 
influx of spiritual energy, energy that comes from beyond the emotional and mental 
levels. The inferior and destructive aspects of the hara chakra, the centre of the water 
area, such as anger, violence, sexuality, instinctive drives, fascist tendencies and 
subconscious influences, need to be placed under the control of the higher mental 
and spiritual aspects which are linked to an individual’s quality aspects. It is obvious 
that beating on a drum only will not do the job. Hence the necessity, once someone 
desires a real transformation, for engaging in personal development through 
disciplined work with awareness exercises. 
 
On a musical level the element water can be expressed through the capacity to move 
fluently and playfully from one musical idea to the next, through lively and ever 
changing rhythms. The rhythm of water is different from a mere regular 
pulsation. Pulsation and unchanging rhythmical patterns belong to the earth element 
because they create stable structures and are bases for any musical development. 
When we see a river or a brook from an aeroplane, we notice that it characteristically 
meanders, revealing to us this natural movement of living rhythms. A river that is 
prevented from flowing naturally loses its capacity to cleanse its own bed. 
 
Large, soft hand drums, whose skin is not stretched too tight, frame drums such as 
the Irish bodhran or the North African bendhir, talking drums, clay pot drums such 
as the Nigerian oudou or Indian gatham seem particularly appropriate instruments to 
help people access the element water. The physical effort required to play them is of 
course also helpful. To maintain a rhythm you must integrate it into your body’s 
memory, the subconscious memory, and be able to play it from the hara, to play it 
from your guts. Traditional Chinese Medicine has for centuries been suggesting 
drumming to help what they call the phase of energy transformation water and its 
natural link to the kidneys. The rain stick, the ocean drum and recordings of the 
sound of water, whether of waves at the sea shore, brooks, wells or rainfall, can be 
very useful in this context. 
 
Trance like rituals, based on dance and rhythms, have often been used as a means to 
restore balance in the water area. The different musical genres such as rap, techno, 
reggae and African music are a big comeback for rhythm. The fashionable djembes or 
other trance inducing instruments such as the didjeridoo, document the search in our 
own culture and the difficulties it presents, to re-establish a natural contact with the 
element water. However, if the trance inducing ritual includes too much hard 



metallic playing, often present in techno music, the conflict between hard jerkiness 
and fluidity will appears. I believe it is important to emphasise the conscious aspect 
in trance dance and respect for individuality in contrast to group or mass rituals and 
movements where individual expression is neglected. 
 
Someone’s water quality can be observed through the intermediary of involuntary 
associations, images, watery feelings and aquatic animals. This perception engages 
the right hemisphere of the brain and is therefore not logical or analytical in nature so 
it may take a bit of practice. It is a soft, peripheral observation, as though 
watching from the corner of your eyes, which will lead you into this kind of feeling 
listening. The details of internal images can be quite eloquent. All have their 
particular significance. Not only do they provide information on the nature of a 
person’s particular problem, but also on her own healing potential, ready to be 
activated. As in all therapeutic work, we need to distinguish between our own 
projections, that is interference by our own emotions, and what is really happening 
within the patient. 
 
Musical improvisations guided by imagery through instructions given in 
advance or during playing can be very helpful in the process. We can for instance 
suggest to someone to move out of some stagnant water towards clean running water. 
Suggesting the image of a dolphin, a whale or a seahorse can help someone to enter 
the depths beneath the water’s surface. One can also be helped – why not – by 
imagining the sun’s rays lighting up the under water world. It is always very 
surprising to recognise with what precision such an image brings about the feeling of 
an element in the quality of the music played or sung. Sometimes when working with 
a group of people I would whisper an image to two or three participants for them to 
express in their improvisation. Often I let the other participants listen, respond to 
their feelings and draw. The concordance between their drawings and the original 
whispered image, unknown to them, is very often unexpected. A task like this cannot 
be carried out using our logical brain. What is required is the musicians’ feeling 
capacity, their spontaneous, uncensored expression.  
 
Working with visualisations or images popping up from the subconscious is very 
similar to working with dream interpretation. At first, when someone connects with 
her imaginative capacity and feels or sees images coming up from inside, she may be 
quite faint. This stage can evolve quite quickly and other aspects may come in. One 
thing that fascinates me is that beyond the person’s primary focus on a fore ground 
scene, she can access a wealth of information in her peripheral vision. You may ask 
her questions about the surrounding circumstances, such as the weather, the light 
conditions, the landscape behind her; whether there are any animals or persons 
present; what is happening behind her back, what is the feeling of the scene ? The 
person will often be able to answer those questions with certainty. Knowing exactly 
where objects or persons are in the scenery or what shades of colour are present is 
also most significant. Is the little brook on her left or right hand side ? Imagined 
scenes and images are not composed at random. They are very precise and if it is 
necessary lend themselves to detailed interpretation.  
 
Some very astonishing encounters can happen. During one course I suggested that 
participants lie down and let themselves be carried away by the drum music I was 
playing. At one moment I had the impression of a very gentle wild animal 
approaching the scene and walking around us silently. Then it seemed to sit down 



next to a woman and remained there looking away from her. Normally I would let 
such an impression pass without attaching too much importance to it at the 
particular moment. What surprised me was the woman’s account of her own 
experience. She had felt the paws of a light animal walking all over her belly, then 
over her chest area, as if a large cat had climbed over her. 
 
Another time, during a course I gave in Copenhagen, I suggested to a woman of about 
sixty to launch into a free improvisation using one of the easy instruments placed in 
the middle of the group circle (see list of instruments at the end of the book). She 
chose an African mbira or thumb piano. Instead of plucking its fine blades she turned 
it upside down and started to slap on it with the palm of her hand. The instrument 
started to resonate with all its blades. Within a very few seconds an intense 
atmosphere was established. I then had the strong impression that this woman was at 
that very moment completely in tune with nature. It felt to me as though she was 
surrounded by the kind of tundra you can find in the far north. I felt the presence of a 
large animal. I could not tell whether or not it was an elk. I just knew he was big. 
When she had finished playing we shared our observations and impressions. 
Someone briefly talked about an elephant then stopped.  
 
After that the woman who had played so beautifully told us something that had 
happened to her several months ago. She was woken up once in the middle of the 
night by what she felt was the trumpeting of an elephant. She was living somewhere 
in the Danish countryside and so she thought that it was somewhat embarrassing to 
hear a distant elephant somewhere in Denmark far away from any town. Next 
morning she got a phone call from her son who told her that he had just been sitting 
with his son on a beach somewhere else in Denmark, when a small elephant had 
approached them from behind. This had given the little boy a wonderful thrill.  
 
This series of coincidences could easily be discarded as being haphazard and 
unworthy of attention. But in the context of this way of working , there was no sense 
in not considering them for a moment. Why had three persons in the group reported 
a similar impression, especially in the context of Denmark ? I was convinced that 
there was important information in all of this especially for the woman concerned. I 
gave her my impression, telling her that I felt she had a great sensitivity which she 
had to take seriously, that she had a rare gift of tuning into nature and the animal 
world. Such a gift was seldom used in our days and it was very likely that she could 
use this gift for the benefit of other people. It was most likely that she needed to 
express this gift which would also take her a step further along her own path. 
 
Let us come back to water. Harmonisation in our water dimension only happens 
when we bring our male and female sides into a better balance, that is balancing 
feelings and expression, instinctual and rational responses , emotional and mental 
states. Improving deep belly breathing will help to bring about this balance, as will 
massage and dance for both of these connect us to rhythm. People who avoid these 
aspects of their water element suppress essential and vital parts of their being and 
are very likely to get trapped in subconscious vicious emotional circles that can get 
quite out of control. People suffering from schizophrenia are conspicuous victims of 
these mechanisms. Their etheric aspect is considerably enlarged in the water area of 
their body. This suggests that they are hiding their emotions out of sight of their 
consciousness and away from their physical reality. Suppressed expression contains 
emotional energy and the subconscious memory as well as the thought structures 



connected with this. It is often held in the body around the thighs, hips and pelvic 
area – that is the ‘water’ area. 
 
Personal development seeks an overall harmonisation, that is to say a natural 
balance between all the different levels within us. None of the levels should be 
discarded, so working on our water aspect is a complex matter. It is associated with 
work on the hara chakra of course. The words ‘chakra’ and ‘energy’ are unfortunately 
often used by people who have no idea of the complexity involved in those 
phenomena. This often results in promises being given to balance or heal all the 
chakra centres in one weekend, which is a completely unrealistic promise. It is not as 
easy as that. Here I have underlined the multidimensional nature of the subject and 
anyone who has undertaken serious work on any chakra and the different problems 
presented in so doing knows this. The difficult things are to become aware of one’s 
own blind spots and dead ends, to learn a set of exercises and to generate the will to 
practice them conscientiously so as to illuminate and clarify these difficulties.  
 
Working on our water element can take our development a long way. We may start 
with wanting to overcome our fear of water, or wanting to become aware of our 
resistance to imagining any space below the surface, perhaps because of the 
crocodiles or other sea monsters we might meet down there. Even establishing a 
balance between our male and female aspects is quite an achievement. It often takes 
time. It is very often an initiation where ‘the path is the goal’, which is to say that the 
disciplined ‘walking along’ towards the desired result is all that counts. It is especially 
important when working on one’s water aspect to slowly dissolve all hardness 
towards oneself, remembering that it is just this hardness of thought interference that 
disturbs the rhythm of water, the rhythm of life. This hardness is often symbolised in 
images of ice, snow, dams and all kinds of metal structures appearing in or near 
water.  
 
Take a short moment to reflect on what we humans have done to our rivers. 
Intensive agriculture whose heavy tractors have compressed and compacted the earth 
, has at the same time created vast fields with no hedges or other brakes where rain 
water now runs down very fast with little time to soak into the ground. This, together 
with deforestation is one of the reasons for recent world wide spectacular floods. Like 
all the other elements comprising our planet, the water element is out of balance. 
 
On a symbolic level, dreams of huge tidal waves usually announce something ‘big’ 
from the subconscious surfacing into consciousness in the near future. We had better 
prepare ourselves for this, watching our dreams, doing some extra grounding 
exercises and working on a good body contact. To understand the natural way of 
water we need only pour a jug of water onto some outdoor tiles. Water will always 
find a way out which eventually will bring it back to union with the ocean. In the 
course of finding its way, water shows considerable creativity and ingenuity.  
 
Musical expression helps the inner development work provided one proceeds with 
gentleness and takes the time required. 
 
Working suggestions : 
Does the patient or pupil express his or her vitality ? Does she or he have access 
musically to their female aspect, left side, left hand, left foot and to their male side 
right side, hand and foot? Can she move fluently from one musical idea to the next or 



does she get stuck with a single idea? Are her actions hard, abrupt or violent? Does 
she mistreat the instruments ? 
 
Slow uneven rhythms of say three, five or seven beats seem to me to be especially 
helpful in bringing about a better contact with the belly area. These rhythms lead to a 
natural swaying of the body from side to side to emphasise the beat which alternates 
from side to side continuously.  
 
Guided imagery with the little brook 
W. a woman in her thirties had some difficulties in contacting her water area. She felt 
quickly overwhelmed by destructive, angry emotions. It seemed evident to me that 
she concealed an underlying pain that she needed to release. She had in fact had 
several abortions whose pains of various kinds she had not completely let go of. In the 
pauses during the workshop I often saw her playing on the balafon in a dreamy way, 
with little intensity. I asked her later on to go to the balafon and play a little river. Her 
playing was quite mechanical and needed more playfulness, while intensity was still 
missing. I suggested that she imagine more water coming down in that little river, to 
let the water flow around strongly, jumping over the stones in the riverbed. Seeing 
that she still could not invest herself fully in the activity, I suggested she tried again 
more playfully by imagining a leaf being carried down by the flowing water, or a 
child’s little paper boat bouncing along. Her play became more intense. Then I 
suggested that she imagine rays of sunlight penetrating the surface of the water, 
illuminating the stones down in the riverbed. Her play became lighter but still not 
free flowing like a babbling brook. 
 
My next idea was to ask her to let the river reach the shore of a little lake and to allow 
her attention to glide under the surface of the water so as to explore its depth. She 
said she felt more and more surrounded by darkness, yet at the same time she was 
feeling more secure. Her playing mirrored her experience. It felt deeper and more 
assured. The mechanical aspect present in her playing at the start had completely 
gone. She felt ready to meet some hidden aspects of her water element. The following 
night she dreamed that she was sitting on a toilet losing a lot of blood from her 
womb. This seemed to be a clear symbol of her willingness to acknowledge and to let 
go some of her painful personal history. During the previous days we had all worked 
with energy exercises designed to bring more light and clarity into the area below the 
navel. As so often happens, it was the combination of concentration of thought and 
feeling awareness that brought about the depth of work one can reach through 
musical expression. 
 
 
 
Fire  
 
The symbol for the fire element is a triangle pointing upwards, a male triangle. It 
reminds us of the prism that allows light to be separated into its component colours. 
It reminds us also of the bottom level with its two opposite aspects and the third one, 
the controlling aspect being on a higher level, the top of the triangle. 
 
For most of us, using the analytical left hemisphere of our brain presents no 
difficulty. However, because we use it so commonly we often have great difficulty in 
recognising and responding to the other, more intuitive right hemisphere of our 

 



brain. This is surprising because music does stimulate the brain’s right hemisphere 
very well. Music arouses all our feeling aspects. One part of the explanation for the 
unbalanced use of our brain’s two hemispheres is associated with our contact to our 
personal fire element as well as to our culture’s general attitude to the fire element.  
 
Should we not include in our understanding of the fire element the way our societies 
characteristically handle fire. We permit nuclear power installations, the manufacture 
of military fire arms and weapons of all kinds, the burning of fossil fuels, there are 
more suicidal actions with explosives, terrorist attacks using explosives and more 
forest fires in recent years. Parallel to all this have we not banned fire from our homes 
and towns : fewer and fewer fire places, the Christmas tree’s candles changed into 
electric light bulbs. Did this happen by chance ? We are afraid of fire. Fear is precisely 
the emotion that is linked to the fire area. There is of course a strong link between the 
mechanisms of fear and anger. The first reaction to getting flooded by other peoples 
emotions is fear (or its opposites love and understanding). Feeling fear then often 
generates anger if the person has access to the hara, since the power of anger comes 
from the belly are, the hara.  
 
The fire area of the body lies between the navel and the lower end of the sternum. 
When we speak of fire, we are talking about transformation, be it on a digestive level 
in heartburn, in dreams or in emotional experiences. We may also experience a 
burning sensation in the solar plexus area when we wake up from a nightmare which 
presented us with intensely fearful and bewildering situations.  
 
The energy centre at the solar plexus is where other people’s emotions enter into 
us. Someone who has not learned how to protect himself well enough may be 
smothered by these incoming emotions which are often very powerful . Consequently, 
sooner or later, most of us will try to cut off our experience of these emotions by 
blocking our breathing at the solar plexus level. This prevents the painful experiences 
of these emotions from descending into the belly and guts, which act as a sort of 
resonance box for emotions. If we feel fearful of and threatened by other people’s 
reactions, a common experience in childhood, when we want to express our own 
feelings, we start to numb our awareness of our emotional experiences. In spite of 
doing this , the emotions will continue to be active but will remain in the 
subconscious, beyond conscious control. This can be the foundation of a constant, 
uncontrollable feeling of fear of being overwhelmed by yet more emotions. 
 
People who are dominated by fear lack warmth in their expression, they stay cool. 
Unfortunately these defence mechanisms can establish themselves rather early in life 
and they may bring about a slowing down or an underdevelopment in the 
development of certain centres in the brain, especially in the frontal lobe. This often 
allows serious behavioural troubles to take hold, autism, psychosis and other 
pervasive development disorders for example. The navel with its obvious link to the 
prenatal and postnatal period is part of the fire area. We can readily distinguish four 
collective fears :  fear of sexuality, fear of mental illness, fear of physical illness and 
fear of death. This gives us quite a range of themes to work with when dealing with 
the fire element. The basic transformation of emotions happens when we can accept 
who we are with our entire personal history, our weaknesses and our strengths. 
 
Fire is essential to transform emotions into feelings. The opposite experience to 
fear is love, understanding and acceptance. There is a strong link between the 



astral field and the solar plexus centre. The transforming fire element also brings 
about ripening and maturation which are transformation processes.  
 
When an energy blockage in the lower area of the body is dissolved a wave of heat 
may be generated. Like all other heat forms it will rise up through the body.  
Transforming emotions releases energy which can be used in the heart centre, that is 
in the air area of the body. This is discussed below. Fire also brings us into contact 
with light. This is a very important component in the transformation process, since 
light is linked to the influx of spiritual energy. Thus fire brings about moments of 
light and hope. It is light that enables us to see objects around us and which 
symbolically reveals to us a direction for our life (Satyasangananda, 2000).  
 
In the evolutionary conception of the elements it is air that is the origin of fire. 
Consciousness perceives objects for the first time and becomes aware of itself, 
realising that it is a separate entity. In Indian philosophical tradition this phase 
corresponds to the onset of ego, the sense of a separate, enduring self. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that there are strong links between the solar plexus centre, the 
sense of sight, the ego, emotions, the lower mental field and its emotional and 
intellectual content. The lower mental field can be widely infiltrated by emotions and 
can be used to block emotional experiences. Our sense of sight can be disturbed at 
times by what is happening in the solar plexus. Sometimes our sight becomes blurred 
when we look into someone else’s eyes. This can be a clear sign that there are 
emotions present affecting the solar plexus area and that some confusion is about. 
 
We can quite easily detect in someone’s musical expression a poor contact with his 
fire element. The musical expression is stale, superficial, foggy, boring, perhaps 
lacking structure or being too rigid. Do not forget that a deficiency in one element 
may very well cause an imbalance in the other elements. Wellbeing is all a matter of 
balance and inter-connectedness. When someone’s expression lacks warmth and 
radiation, listening to her playing does not warm our hearts. “If we are dominated by 
fire, for example, then we try to activate water or earth, and vice versa. If earth is 
dominant – we are dull, sleepy, heavy – then we activate air or fire. And if air 
dominates us – we are flighty, nervous, with a short attention span – then we activate 
earth or water.” (Wangyal, 2002, p.22).  
 
Daily life is full of examples of this constant search for balance, we drink water when 
we are dry, hot and thirsty, we cool ourselves with cold, wet flannels when we are 
feverish. The weather, certain emotions and thoughts, what we eat, an illness, a draft 
of air, people we meet, noise, pollution, almost anything can cause an imbalance in 
the elements or conversely can help us to restore them to balance.  
 
While the element ‘earth’ can be seen in musical structures, water will be recognised 
by lively, slightly ever changing rhythms, fire will be heard in the dynamic aspects of 
music changing volume from soft to loud. We will feel fire through the warmth and 
the radiation in expression. Therapeutic work on a large drum, using one’s voice, or 
playing on a cymbal, small metallic percussion or a gong can be very beneficial, 
providing one is not forcing and is staying connected to one’s feelings. It is interesting 
to see how many people who have unresolved problems in the solar plexus feel 
irritable and even attacked by these metallic sounds.  
 



On an imaginary level we can suggest to someone to imitate a lion’s roar, to play the 
fire spitting dragon or to imitate lightening and thunder. As soon as the person has 
integrated that dimension, then we can suggest to her to express warmth, radiation, a 
sunrise, the gentle warmth of a candle, a fire’s embers, the warm sand we may lie 
down on. Using our imagination is a very important aspect for any intuitive 
observation. It is one part of our feelings, of our brain’s right hemisphere’s 
perception. 
 
When we become accustomed to noting how our everyday language refers to the 
elements, to noting other people’s quality of expression and when we let ourselves 
develop a feeling awareness of these phenomena, the suggested parallels will become 
clearer and more obvious. The mechanisms of the solar plexus are complex and 
especially so because some of our fears are actually deeply rooted. Consequently, our 
automatic reactions will often be ruled by prejudices. Our mental defence 
mechanisms are subtle as revealed in some of our thinking habits and we should not 
underestimate them, neither in ourselves nor in others. How often do we let habits 
and fears govern our communications rather than letting love and generosity express 
themselves ? Our emotional structures have their own intelligence and are inclined to 
resist when we want to change them. The transformation work with the fire element 
needs continuous effort. 
 
Interpreting the symbols for fire that appear in our dreams can be very useful. Fire 
can destroy and in so doing may transform matter towards a non-material form. It is 
a catalyst that brings about change, renewal and evolution. Like earth fire is a male or 
positive energy electrically speaking. Water and air are female, absorbant or negative 
energies. The images in our subconscious tell us whether we are in a process of 
purification and real change or whether our inner fire is being smothered. In order to 
control fire in a productive sense we need the help of the element earth as a container 
and to provide strength and fuel together with water to cool it, to extinguish it or at 
least slow it down if necessary. Fire also needs air to stimulate it. 
 
Observing the parallels with real fire is revealing. To contain an open air fire we 
would build a stone circle around it and at home we use a hearth or a fire place 
(earth). Even electricity (fire) is run through wires (earth). Studying the elements in 
their natural conditions helps us to understand how to balance them within us. 
 
 
Working suggestions : 
Is the person afraid of certain types of sound ? Could this indicate an excessive 
vulnerability in the solar plexus area and the nervous system ? Is she showing 
warmth in her expression ? Does she have the tendency to want to control everything 
because she fears feeling empty and powerless because of her lack of creativity and 
inability to feel her emotions ? We can try using the ‘lion’s roar’, ‘the dragon’s rage ’, 
‘thunder and lightening’, or ‘the candle’s light ’, ‘fanning the embers into life ‘a baking 
oven’, ‘the heating’, ‘a sunrise or sunset’, ‘a warm beach’. 
 
Instruments which can help the player to access his fire element are xylophones and 
the African balafon (both when played with hard mallets), wood blocks, castanets, 
foot rattles, bell ribbons, maracas, guiro, chascas, cymbals, singing bowls, bells, 
gongs, drums, clapsticks. Using the voice is also quite an effective instrument for 
working on the fire aspect. 



 
Working with fire can help someone find the gateway into emotions stored away in 
the bottom areas of the body, water and earth. I have worked with a boy in music 
therapy who always felt tired after only ten minutes or so. He got in touch with his 
vitality and creativity for the first time in music therapy only when I insisted on 
working for a while with fire on a big drum while he used his voice at the same time. 
That day he started to use his whole body while playing. 
 
 
 
Air 
 
The symbol for the air element is a circle which has throughout the ages been used as 
a symbol for unity, for the All-There-Is, the Universe, the Spiritual dimension. The 
air zone in our body corresponds to our chest area including the lungs and the heart. 
The air element and the lungs are involved in exchanges between the inner and the 
outer, the near and the far, above and below, spirit and matter, myself and others. 
The element air links everything, puts everything into relationship and is concerned 
with different kinds of communication. It allows the spirit to see things from a 
different angle by stepping back a bit, by looking from a bird’s eye view. It is scarcely 
surprising, therefore, that the air element and the heart chakra are our doors to the 
spiritual dimension, to greater freedom, to compassion and to our eternal source.  
 
This air area is very sensitive to the spiritual dimension in our lives. When we 
neglect it depression is not far off. We feel a weight on our chest. The human immune 
system is under the influence of the thymus gland found just behind the sternum. Its 
effectiveness depends very much on a good balance in the air element. The root of the 
word ‘thymus’ is in the ancient Greek word ‘thumos’ which means ‘seat of passion’. So 
the air zone is related to what we feel passionate about, what makes us tick. In the 
Tibetan Buddhist tradition air provides us with the necessary speed to rapidly change 
an emotion into its positive feeling aspect. 
 
Can we hear and sense the air element in musical expression ? Can we detect a player 
who is depressed or weighed down ? The air element knows two extremes, the manic 
state or ‘high pressure’ in meteorological language and depression or ‘low pressure’. 
The soaring movements in a melody, the lightness in a person’s playing can make us 
feel the presence of the element air. Musical instruments that can help someone to 
find access to his air element are flutes and the monocorde which I write about 
further on. Singing and using our arms and hands in accompaniment to music can 
also be very useful. In general all music instruments that are designed to express 
melodies will facilitate contact with the air element such as the violin, piano, 
keyboard and accordion. Brass instruments predictably influence the fire area. Metal 
percussion instruments do have a strong connection to the air area and the mental 
aura that starts at the heart (see chapter one). Traditional Chinese medicine 
recommends working with gongs, bells, singing bowls and tubular bells for the 
metal/lungs area which corresponds in this respect with our air element. Metallic 
sounds trigger a natural expansion of consciousness.  
 
The flute is a wind instrument and those who play it always risk to some extent, if 
they are not careful, losing their earth contact, or grounding, when playing it. There is 
a tendency to ‘fly off’, to cut oneself off from one’s feet and legs. You can sometimes 

 



detect this in a flautist’s playing. While listening to flute playing we might start to feel 
woozy. The musician’s playing can become too airy. She may get lost in the space. We 
play who we are. 
 
An imbalance in this part of our psycho-energetic system can come from thought 
structures rooted in early childhood. This early period of life can especially affect the 
upper chest area between the level of the nipples and the collar bones, which area 
includes the thymus gland. The death of a close person, if inadequately mourned will 
also have an affect on the same area. Feeling sorry for oneself or getting into a 
depressive withdrawal may well be tactics employed by the air element. Expressions 
of joy and compassion would be the antidote to these tactics. It is essential to free 
oneself from anything that weighs heavily on one’s heart such as the stress, 
resentment and bitterness that one may hold on to after having been deceived.  
 
Many emotions such as hatred or feeling rejected, even though first affecting other 
areas of the body, will eventually end up affecting the heart chakra and the physical 
heart. In such a condition we will feel weighed down and depressed and will certainly 
find it difficult to be carried away by our dreams and inspirations. The words 
‘inspiration’ and ‘aspiration’ reminds us that the Latin root ‘spirare’ relates to 
breathing, both in the physical and symbolic sense. 
 
In order to transform the emotions held onto in this area of the body and in the 
psycho-energetic system we must call upon spiritual energy. There are two subtle 
channels for incoming inspiration that meet at the heart chakra. They originate 
beyond our energy fields, approaching us over the collar bones. I noticed these lines  
in a Tibetan thanka picturing the medicine Bouddha. Tanka1. They form a female 
triangle where the lowest point is at the heart chakra. This inspirational movement is 
the necessary counterpart to the transformation of emotions, a process that finishes 
at the heart chakra. Inspirations are actually felt in the heart area. The thymus gland 
that is thought by the western conventional medical profession to atrophy at puberty, 
does so only if it does not get adequate spiritual energy. 
 
Footnote : 
1)  a Tibetan religious painting on fabric 
 
‘Air’ is in continuous movement. Movement, fluctuations, accelerations, slowing 
down and melodies are the musical clues to this element. We talk about melodies that 
‘carry us away’, that ‘uplift us’, that ‘raise our spirits’, that ‘give us wings’. Melodies 
invite us, like no other musical component, to raise our arms and hands in readiness 
for the dance. Hands and the sense of touch are closely connected to the heart chakra. 
We quickly realize it if a certain musical interpretation gives us a sense of freedom 
and lightness, or conversely if it evokes heavy sensations in us and we do not 
experience uplifting feelings. We soon know whether a player is giving us a sense of 
deep joy and inspiration or if she is just rousing our superficial reactions. Even when 
the title to a piece may associate itself with the air element, this may be nothing more 
than a good intention. 
 
Birds, most particularly eagles, and big sailing boats are two other important 
symbols for the air element. They remind us of our deep connections to the sky, to 
heaven and to the distant shores of the land of our dreams. We feel that the bird is 
symbolically closer to the Divine. The bird represents the messenger between the 



lower and higher dimensions of existence. We may sometimes envy them because 
they have a wide overview of the scenes below them. Who has not felt the need to rise 
above daily worries so as to get back to the essentials of existence ? The symbol of the 
flying bird relates to the two elements air and space. 
 
Working suggestions : 
Does the person feel light-hearted, does she take wing when she plays and moves? Is 
there melodic and harmonic sensitivity in her playing, a sense of beauty, of joy ? Does 
she have a pattern of depressive withdrawals ? 
Ask the person to play the ‘eagle’, ‘the wind’, ‘fast spiralling movements of air and 
leaves in autumn’ or ‘a feather that gently glides down to earth’. 
 
 
 
Space 
 
How can we be more aware of ‘space’ than when it is absent? People who are 
continuously busy and in an agitated state and who always seem to want to produce 
noise on an instrument, who cannot grant themselves or others any moment of 
silence, these are the people who lack space. They have not found their true centre. 
Space is an obvious quality which surrounds us on a mountain top or when we are 
gazing up into the vast blue sky. We can experience it when walking across a large 
plain, when watching the surface of a big lake or staring at the horizon. In such 
situations we can let ourselves sink into space, be absorbed by it while feeling it 
within us too. The element space reminds us of consciousness, of the spirit with no 
beginning and no end.  
 
The circle symbol has that same quality. The space circle symbol has a dot in the 
middle which stands for consciousness. Like the structure of an atom, there is space 
between the dot and the outer circle. Space has neither colour nor shape and yet at 
the same time nothing exists without it. We should not forget that on the atomic level 
as well as in the universe itself space is the predominant element. Between the 
electrons and the nucleus of an atom there is an immense space.  
 
This element brings us to the field of meditation, the experience of silence, the 
capacity to simply be. Space, sometimes called ether, fills everything between people, 
between objects. Moreover it allows what takes place between people. Sound is 
carried by the ether. The two opposed states of the element space are expression and 
suppression.  
 
The Tibetans say :  he who masters this element, knows the nature of spirit. He knows 
the essential and does not search on the outside in order to find the cause of his 
problems. Seeing them arise in space, he does not identify with them anymore 
(Wangyal, 2002). That is why in the Tibetan traditions of Tantra and Dzogchen space 
is considered to be the true centre.  
 
The journey towards experiencing this element fully brings us mental space, stillness 
and opens up new horizons. Buddhists call it emptiness, the essence of spirit. This 
wisdom is held by many indigenous people who have kept alive this sacred link to 
their origins. “Silence is the absolute balance of body, spirit and soul. People who can 
preserve this unity of being stay forever calm, untouched by the storms of existence” 

  .

 



(Ohiyesa Indian, quotation from lettre d’information No. 8 of the French association 
Tchendukua, March 2003, an association that helps the Kogi Indians in Columbia to 
restore their rituals and to get back some of their land). 
 
The body area that is especially associated with this element of space lies between the 
upper end of the chest bone and the bridge of the nose, so including the thyroid 
chakra, the ears, the mouth, the vocal chords and the point of silence at the bridge of 
the nose.  
 
The Indian philosophical tradition notes that sound cannot travel in a void, so it is 
the space or ether element that provides the necessary medium for the movement of 
sound. The yogic tradition reminds us that it is this element that allows us to control 
our emotions. For when this element is active our consciousness moves away from its 
attachment to the sensual world. The active presence of this element is a prerequisite 
for any spiritual development or growth of mind. 
 
To express space we need a good contact with the first four elements and the ability 
to transform the emotions associated with each chakra and each body zone. Our voice 
is an excellent witness to this process. Just as all our physical tensions are reflected in 
our neck, the thyroid energy centre will reflect all imbalances in the four lower 
chakras : root, hara, solar plexus and heart. 
 
The qualities of space and silence are rare ingredients in western music. However, 
towards the end of the sixties the space element was introduced more often. The 
recording studios began to use the effect of echo and reverberation more frequently, 
imitating the spacious sound quality found in some churches for instance. New Age 
music has been influenced by musicians who practise meditation and we may hear 
the quality of vast spaces in some electronic soundscapes and in synthesiser sound 
carpets. This development was paralleled by a renewed interest in Gregorian Chant, 
Tibetan singing bowls, gongs, overtone chanting, meditation music and by the 
creation of new kinds of instruments such as the monochord. It is probably not 
coincidental that it was in those years that the physical conquest of outer space was 
given so much attention. Let us remember the film ‘Space Odyssey 2000’. The quality 
of space seems to have become universally more important since the sixties. 
 
Working suggestions : 
Is the person able to listen to others playing ? Can she comment on it ? Is she able to 
communicate musically with another musician ? If there is a lack of space in her 
music ask which other element(s) do attract our attention and start working with that 
element. 
 
 
 
By emphasising the five elements in musical expression and by using sound paintings 
rather than melodies, all the participants in a workshop can meet on the same 
level, for in reality are we not all on the same level? In the context of real creativity, 
of any spiritual development, are we not always beginners in some way or other, 
whether young or old, musicians or non-musicians, mentally or physically more or 
less handicapped ? To be creative, to grow, demands of us a readiness to move into 
the unknown. Courage is needed and a playful or light-hearted approach – as in 
music so in life.  



 
I worked in an institution for handicapped adults for over two years giving weekly 
music workshops. Some of the staff and the majority of parents were resistant to this 
and could not see how music would do anything beneficial for these people. It was 
striking that it was members of the staff who would not participate in playing music. 
They probably felt more inhibited than the handicapped participants themselves. The 
handicapped adults though loved it and demonstrated how much these workshops 
had meant to them when at the final concert in front of parents and friends, every 
single handicapped participant insisted on coming onto the stage to play. The music 
workshops had brought out their joy and was for some people a way to reduce the 
frustration of not being able to make themselves understood because of the lack of 
appropriate language. 
 
In my courses I often let participants draw what they experience when someone else 
is playing. The presence or absence of certain elements, the specific forms that an 
element can take, are always as revealing for the participants as for those who are 
playing. The players realise how precisely feelings can be expressed and come to 
appreciate the wealth of information revealed in an improvisation. The five element 
approach gives us many keys to understand our psycho-energetic system, our 
emotions and thought structures, the tensions in our body, our beliefs and our deeper 
needs. It is always fascinating to see how much of our inner life is accurately reflected 
in our expression. Thus musicality, inspiration, creativity, luminosity in one’s playing 
become accessible, understandable and are placed in a dynamic that everyone can 
learn to control. 
 
When working with students, patients or clients it can be very helpful to be aware of 
when and how they engage with the five elements. 
 
 
The five elements in Chinese and Tibetan tradition 
 
In traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) one can find very old texts going back to 
Huang Di, the ‘Yellow Emperor’ in 600 BCE (Husson, 1973; Paul P. & M., 1983), that 
recommend the use of specific musical instruments because of their impact on one of 
the five phases of energy transformation, wood, fire, earth, metal and water. Even 
though these five phases have similar names to the five elements I work with, and are 
very often referred to as ‘the five elements’, they are used differently and do not mean 
exactly the same thing. They refer to five phases of energy when each element is 
continually being transformed into the next one in the cycle. ‘Wood’ in TCM is 
naturally tending towards ‘fire’ and ‘fire’ toward ‘earth’ and so forth. This system 
differs from the five element system used in Ancient Greece, India, Tibet and 
developed by Paracelsus in Europe. In these systems the five elements represent five 
levels of densification of energy, going from the most subtle one ether to the most 
dense earth, the one that corresponds to the physical body. Nevertheless, TCM 
enables us to better understand the phenomenon of the five elements. There are 
numerous bridges of understanding between Chinese cosmogony and our own. Since 
we are all dealing with the same human condition this is hardly extraordinary.  
 
TCM focuses more on the particular element’s dynamic connection to the physical 
organs, the psychosomatic aspect as well as the energy meridians, while the psycho-
energetic system focuses more on the different energy fields, especially on the etheric 



fields and the role of the chakras in the assimilation and distribution of energy. More 
research is needed to understand how the two systems are connected. Traditional 
Tibetan medicine has made that connection and has formulated a synthesis between 
three ancient systems of medicine, Indian , Chinese and Tibetan (Wangyal, 2002). 
 
TCM suggests playing specific music instruments to activate each of the five phases of 
transformation. For the earth phase they suggest a clay pot into which one can blow 
to produce a deep sound, an ocarina for example. For the metal phase they suggest 
tubular bells, for the water phase drums, for the wood phase bamboo flutes and for 
fire instruments with silk strings are recommended although nowadays these would 
more likely be carbon fibre strings or gut stringed harps . For earth I sometimes use 
flower pots with felt mallets and for water a large double sided Nepalese frame drum. 
It is interesting to see how the TCM phase of earth corresponds in many ways to the 
element earth, in the psycho-energetic system, especially when it comes to the 
capacity for concentration. The water organs in TCM, bladder and kidneys, do nicely 
correspond to our hara chakra. TCM’s wood includes the liver and is accordingly in 
the area influenced by the fire region in the solar plexus, while the TCM fire is linked 
to the heart towards which all energy moves naturally when transformed in the 
psycho-energetic fire area. 
 
The five elements earth, water, fire, air and space are strongly present in Tibetan 
tradition, particularly in the bön tradition of pre-Buddhist times. They use an 
approach very similar to the psycho-energetic system in that their understanding is 
strongly influenced by observing how the elements behave in nature. The Tibetans’ 
description of the qualities of the elements is very similar too. Tibetan tradition has 
also constructed bridges to the Indian ayurvedic tradition. Some Tibetan healing 
traditions use six chakras (Wangyal, 2002), others use five. Wangyal Rinpoche’s 
approach also makes a bridge to TCM by linking metal with air, wood with fire and 
TCM’s fire with psycho-energetic’s space. As often happens, this complementarity 
can inspire one to go deeper into the subject thus bringing one new understanding.  
  



Table 1   :  The Five Elements & their correspondences 
 earth water fire air space 
Quality of the 
element 

solid liquid heat, light, 
warmth 

light, invisible, 
free, flexible 

emptiness 

Body zone feet > sacrum > heat point,  
3 fingers 
underneath navel 

> lower end of 
sternum 

chest > eyebrows 

Type of energy masculine feminine masculine feminine unified 
Tendency  descending, 

adhesive 
descending, 
gathering 

ascending, 
expanding, 
ripening 

dispersing dissolving 

 
Symbol 



 

        

Zodiac sign    II    
Musical 
characteristics 

basic structure  lively rhythms radiating, 
dynamic 

fluctuation, 
melody, 
chords 

silence, 
space, 
not ‘busy’ 

Chakra root hara solar plexus heart thyroid 
Endocrine 
glands 

adrenals ovaries, testicles pancreas thymus 
 

thyroid 

Location of 
chakra 

sacrum, at 
back 

5 finger below 
navel 

stomach middle of 
sternum 

throat 

Reich’s body 
blockage zones 

buttocks belly diaphragm chest neck 

Sense smell taste sight touch hearing 
Emotion insecurity anger fear depression suppression 
Feeling security calm love, 

understanding 
joy expression 

Quality stability, 
concentration 

vitality, 
creativity 

transformation 
of emotions 

inspiration essence, 
emptiness 

Level physique etheric astral mental conscience 
Etheric layers  life ether chemical ether light ether reflector/ 

warmth ether 
 

 

   
  .
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