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Musicians and the lifetime soundtrack: Creation and perception of musically 

motivated autobiographical memories 

Lauren Istvandity 

Abstract 

In addition to encountering music in everyday situations, musicians perform, 

compose, arrange, contemplate and study music in a way that is integral to their 

everyday lives. This article draws together ideas of autobiographical memory and 

musicianship via an examination of the ways in which musicians create and interpret 

musically triggered autobiographical memories. Using original interview narratives, it is 

argued that the dual roles of producer and consumer typically played by musicians 

contribute to a specialized relationship between music and memory for this group. This 

includes discussions of concepts of identity, creative labour, emotion and embodiment 

that combine to produce particular interactions for individuals. 
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Introduction 
Music and autobiographical memory share a special connection in everyday human 

experience. Where autobiographical memories for people, places, eras, or objects 

intertwine with memories for music, a complex and often emotional nexus is created, 

whereby mnemonic associations may be triggered by salient music. Individual’s 

reflexive practice in reliving memories via music has been identified as a tool for 

meaning making, scaffolding life experiences and personal identity (Istvandity 2014, 

2017). Drawing on qualitative empirical data, this article explores how the creation 

and perception of musically motivated autobiographical memories may be different for 

musicians as compared to non-musicians. Using a sociological lens, the following 

analysis employs theories from areas of music performance (Becker 1951), music and 
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identity (Cohen 1991; DeNora 2000), and memory studies (van Dijck 2006) to chart 

an area of memory and music interaction that has received limited attention in current 

sociocultural research. The original concept of the “lifetime soundtrack” (Istvandity 

2014) is used to frame an understanding of how key features of a musician’s everyday 

experience may influence the ways in which music and memory interface. This article 

therefore frames the music-memory connection as fluid, and demonstrates the variable 

ways in which this relationship can be perceived by musicians, and in turn how this 

can affect their lifetime soundtrack over time. 

The rationale for this article’s focus on musicians is embedded in a recognition 

that musicians and non-musicians engage with music in slightly different ways.  

Significantly, while musicians may compose, arrange, and perform music, they also 

consume music, and therefore adopt the role of listener as well as performer. This 

differential perception must also affect the ways in which music is associated with 

experience, and therefore their autobiographical memories. Following this, it is 

possible that performing musicians’ autobiographical memories may be triggered by 

their own performance, as well as recorded audio – something that is unlikely to be 

experienced by a non-musician. Further to this, musicians typically engage with music 

through the body, using physical movement to produce sound via voice or instrument. 

The experience of physically producing music is another fundamental difference 

between musicians and non-musicians that might change the creation and recall of 

memories. This article finds its focus in three overlapping themes common to 

interviews with musicians in this study. Following a closer look at the definitions and 

frameworks underpinning this article I will consider how performing music as 

employment may affect the lifetime soundtrack. The discussion then moves to the 

contrasting ways emotion can be involved in music performance and personal 

associations for musicians. Finally, the article considers physical aspects of 

performing music, including the limitations placed on this activity as a consequence of 

ageing.  

 

Methodology 
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Interview material used here is drawn from semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews that were conducted with 28 adult research participants residing in South 

East Queensland, Australia, in 2012.  These encounters comprised the field work for a 

greater research project that sought to examine the connections individuals make 

between music and autobiographical memories over the lifetime. Participants were 

recruited via gatekeepers known to the researcher, with the aim to create a sample with 

a wide age range and a balanced ratio of males to females. The result was a group of 

participants aged between 18 and 82 years, predominantly from European families. 

Interviews with participants were recorded with consent, and consisted of semi-formal 

inquiry that explored participants’ engagement with music over their lifetime. Audio 

was transcribed and thematically coded using qualitative analysis software1. A range 

of common interactions between music and memory were established as a result of the 

analysis, including major life events (weddings, funerals), relationships, geographical 

locations, and eras, and were mentioned by musicians and non-musicians alike. This 

article looks in more detail at the way these interactions played out for musicians 

within the sample. 

This research did not initially seek to find differences between musicians and 

non-musicians, however, demographic questioning revealed that within the moderate 

sample size, 43% (12 participants) had conventional musical training and often 

perform in public. To ensure consistency, interview questions remained similar for all 

individuals, and so the following analysis is based on those participants who referred 

to their experience with music on a participatory level. For the purposes of this article, 

the term “musician” describes those participants who regularly perform music for an 

audience in either paid or unpaid circumstances. The term musician as used here 

includes people who might describe their activities on a scale from amateur to 

professional. Though the definition of these terms has been the subject of much 

debate, often a professional musician is one who earns a living from their musical 

pursuits, whereas an amateur does not, though both may take their engagement with 

music seriously (Juniu, Tedrick and Boyd 1996: 46). Drummond (1990) and Juniu et 

al. (1996) agree that an individual can embody both concepts, depending on their 

motivations. This is especially prominent, Drummond suggests, in the performer, who 

“is often a mixture of amateurism and professionalism” (7). Hence, the use of such 

                                                             
1 QSR NVivo 9 software was used for analysis  
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terms does not befit the group of participants in this study. Music styles performed by 

these individuals included original compositions and covers of previously released 

songs, as well as jazz standards. Though a high level of music education played a part 

in some participants’ performance experience this was not the case for everyone. As 

such, it is the pursuit of music practice and performance activities that separates 

musicians from non-musicians in this study. 

Participants in this research represented traditional modes of musicianship via 

instrument or voice; more modern incarnations of musicians, such as producers, DJs, 

and the like, were not represented in this group. While most participants consumed 

music regularly, regardless of their music education background, this article draws 

attention to the ways musicians might memorialise and recall their experiences 

differently to non-musicians. Indeed, musicians’ narratives are comparable to those of 

non-musicians, in that both groups experience the interception of music and memories 

with relative frequency. The number of musicians within the participant group enabled 

this alternate view of how music and memory may interact. However, delineations 

given within this article do not serve to essentialise these contrasts for the study, or its 

applications, at large. Indeed, there are many ways one might identify as a musician – 

the emphasis on performance as the basis for the definition used here reflects the 

participant group and the ways in which their performance may alter their mnemonic 

associations with music.  

 

Music and Memory: Conceptualising the Lifetime Soundtrack 

Before looking further into musicians’ memory narratives, I will outline the 

approach to memory and music that underlies this research. The concept of memory 

applied in this study refers to autobiographical memory. Finding its simplest definition 

within the psychological sciences, autobiographical memory is defined as memory for 

events or information concerning the self (e.g. Brewer 1988; Conway and Plydell-

Pearce 2000; Fivush 2011). Research concerning autobiographical memory has been 

lacking in cultural sociology in favour of the concepts of cultural, collective or social 

memory, which concern larger sections of society. Looking more closely at music-

based research, it appears that reference to the significance of autobiographical 

memory is sometimes highlighted in passing, for example, in studies of music 

consumption and identity in the area of music sociology. (e.g. Bennett 2000; DeNora 

2000; Frith 1981, 1987; Kassabian 2013; Kotarba, 2002). While notes are made 
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regarding the significance memory might have in these processes, it is not explored at 

any length. Critiques of the relationship between memory and music can be found in 

the broader area of cultural studies. Particularly, research on radio music polls by Van 

Dijck (2006), and Nirvana fandom by Strong (2011), make valuable contributions, 

though they take for their focus the idea of collective, rather than an individual’s 

memory. Research by Anderson (2004) highlights musical practices of remembering 

in space and place via ethnographic methods, while theoretical inquiry by Keightley 

and Pickering (2006) proffers the idea of suggestibility – that memory and music are 

cues for one another. Seen together, this research casts a wide net across music and 

memory studies, each taking a different approach toward a more thorough 

understanding of relationships between memory and music in broad terms. With this 

basis, the current study represents an examination of music and memory interaction as 

it occurs for individuals, using an original concept – the lifetime soundtrack – to frame 

discussions of musically motivated autobiographical memories.  

As detailed elsewhere (see Istvandity 2014), I define the lifetime soundtrack as 

a metaphorical collection of music that relates in unique and personal ways to a 

person’s autobiographical memories. The lifetime soundtrack can be likened to a 

playlist that accompanies an individual’s life story. Connections to memory prompted 

by such music are not bound by emotion or impact, though these factors certainly play 

a role. Rather, the lifetime soundtrack is a holistic grouping of music that has relation 

to any moment or collection of moments within one’s life story. Music is not included 

or excluded based on current taste, or whether the feelings towards that music have 

changed over time. This concept is a useful way to describe an individual’s music 

“canon” as a fixed yet fluid notion that can be thought of as both personally distinct, 

yet is also influenced by the lifetime soundtracks of others.  

In this article, the notion of a lifetime soundtrack, as it manifests for musicians 

in this study, is examined. As mentioned, this article uses the ideas of personal 

identity, emotional association, and physical embodiment to guide an analysis of 

musicians’ interview narratives. The rationale for this approach lies in the relevance 

each of these have in relation to the lifetime soundtrack and an individual’s perception 

of music. While ostensibly, musicians listen to music in the same ways that non-

musicians do, working towards performance events requires they spend substantially 

more time engaging with music because they are rehearsing, performing and 

producing it (Becker 1951). Music may, therefore, represent a much broader part of 
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personal identity for musicians, and may constitute a “work” identity, where the idea 

of “work” can denote both the level of payment for an activity, and an individual’s 

attitude towards regular performance, paid or unpaid. Viewing music-making as part 

of this identity may in turn affect the way performers remember and reflect upon 

certain music in their lifetime soundtrack. 

While debates continue as to whether music can in fact communicate, signify, 

or produce affect, various studies suggest that music, emotion, and memory are 

inextricably linked (e.g. Cady, Harris and Knappenberger 2008; Janata, Tomic and 

Rakowski 2007; Schulkind, Hennis and Rubin 1999). The musician’s “insider” 

understanding of music may also influence their appreciation of the ways emotion is 

manipulated through music.  Again, this experience may alter the way that certain 

music might be remembered, and the way a musician’s lifetime soundtrack is 

constructed.  

The third guiding aspect in this analysis is physicality. Musicians have the 

capacity to embody music through physical interaction with their instrument (Maslen, 

2013). In performing music, they can tangibly experience the creation of music in a 

way that is relatively inaccessible to a consumer. The physical action with which 

musicians typically produce music aids not only their emotional expression within 

performance (i.e. Dalcroze Eurhythmics, see Seitz 2005), it also affects their 

memorialisation of the experience. This aspect is particularly prohibitive to a non-

musician and represents perhaps the most exclusive aspect that differentiates the 

lifetime soundtrack of a musician from that of a non-musician. Through these guiding 

points, this following analysis will explore the differing perceptions, experiences, and 

meaning of music as it is perceived by musicians in order to further extrapolate on 

how the lifetime soundtrack develops for different individuals.  

Identity: Music-making and the “working” identity 

The musicians interviewed for this study engaged in a range of activities, 

including performing original music, classical musicjazz standards, and popular music 

covers, with many playing across these domains, often for varying rates of payment. 

Though amateurs may take their approach to music seriously, as mentioned above, 

studies such as that by Junui et al. (1996) suggest that amateur musicians perceive 

rehearsal and performance as leisure, whereas professional musicians perceive this 

activity as work. However, as Finnegan (2007) elaborates, the overlap between paid 

and unpaid activity, and amateur and professional categorisation is far more complex 
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than this, especially when it comes to seeing music rehearsal and performance as 

“work”. Sociological research with amateur musicians in popular music (Cohen 1991) 

and community music (Finnegan 2007), as well as jazz professionals (Becker 1951; 

Faulkner and Becker 2009) indicates that engaging with music at a range of levels can 

be perceived as ‘work’, and forms part of the “working self”, integrating both work 

and social identities. This circumstance is specific to musicians, as described by 

research participant, Paul: 

 

Live music experience is somewhat different, but I think I probably listen to 

more recorded music than I ever have live music, and I’ve probably played 

more live music than I’ve ever experienced as an audience member.  

— Paul, age 42 

Paul triangulates the issue at hand, carving out his working identity through his 

multifaceted relationship with music. This layering of perspective affects the ways in 

which musicians may memorialise music. That is, the ways in which they experience 

music, either as “work” or as “leisure” can inform the ways in which music is encoded 

in positive or negative ways in memory2. This in turn informs the lifetime soundtrack 

for musicians in at least two distinct ways. Firstly, in that one’s own performances of 

certain music will feature in the lifetime soundtrack alongside recorded music, and that 

the act of performing might change the way one thinks and feels about that music. 

Secondly, the conception of one’s self-identity is caught-up within the practice of 

music-making, and therefore music that relates to autobiographical memory may do so 

on a deeply composite level.   

Most of the musician participants in the research engaged in both paid and 

unpaid work, in a variety of pop/rock, jazz, and classical scenes. Significantly, their 

descriptions musical memories relating to paid work were similar in tone, and deserve 

further exploration for the way these experiences might affect the lifetime soundtrack. 

One of the key questions designed to spark discussions in interviews focused on 

perceived emotional connection to music. In contrast to non-musicians’ experiences in 

the study, the notion of music performance as “work” affected some musician 

participants’ emotional perception of music, especially where the performance was 

paid. For example, the static nature of emotion when performing music as work is 

                                                             
2 For an extensive discussion of tensions between work and leisure, see Stebbins 2014. 
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illustrated in the following quote from saxophonist Ryan, speaking about performing 

pre-requested music at a wedding: “like it was just a gig, it was pretty detached, you 

know - had this music, played it, got my 300 bucks” (Ryan, age 20). Ryan neatly sums 

up a seemingly common strategy among musician participants of detachment from 

music that is performed as part of paid work. This aligns with McMillan’s (2015) 

inquiry into performer identity in both originals and cover band scenes in Dunedin, 

New Zealand, where interviewees described a very low level of enjoyment in 

performing non-original music.     

Whilst such an attitude may be deemed offensive by clients who paid for 

engaged entertainers, it is comparable to levels of professionalism required from any 

number of vocations whose emotional involvement in work can cause psychological 

stress (see Hochschild 1983; Pugliesi 1999). Such situations have been well 

understood for some time, and are referred to by Becker in his 1951 study of jazz 

musicians, where he notes the common conflict experienced by jazz musicians of 

needing to play commercial gigs to earn money, which often entails “playing for 

squares” (1951).3 Generally the repertoire requested by clients is perceived as 

repetitive or kitsch, and further enforces the notion of the activity as work. A similar 

scenario is described in a qualitative study on work in the cultural industries by David 

Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker (2011), with research participants highlighting the 

friction between highly paid gigs in which the music is mostly ignored and the 

attractiveness of audience engagement that typically comes with lower paid gigs in 

working class venues such as clubs and public bars. Performers see no need to prove 

their creative ingenuity in scenarios where the music serves as an atmospheric device, 

lacking a discerning listening audience, and as such they generally are less emotionally 

engaged with the music they are performing on a personal level. 

The working knowledge of music too, both in terms of musical elements and 

constructs, as well as in relation to the industry, embellishes how a musician might 

appreciate certain music. This can also, in some cases, harness a negative reaction to 

re-hearing or re-performing certain music. Participant Matthew, who plays 

predominantly in groups performing jazz standards, describes his frustration about 

music he is required to perform at certain events: 

                                                             
3 The term “square”, used in the jazz culture of the first half of the 20th century, referred to an individual 

who is old-fashioned, out-of-touch, or boring. 
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I guess I’m de-sensitised to a lot of weddings ‘cause I’ve played at a lot of 

them and you hear the same songs … “Oh I can’t believe you asked me to play 

‘Girl from Ipanema’4 for your wedding waltz - that doesn’t make sense. It’s in 

four5 and you want me to play it as a swing and it’s a Latin tune, and it’s about 

a girl who’s too stuck up to look at a dude.” So you know I’m pretty de-

sensitised to the whole wedding sort of thing.  

— Matthew, age 25 

Matthew’s issue it seems is less concerned with performing for other people, but 

moreover that his creativity is seized by the demands of the employer, and as such, 

this also dampens his emotional connection to the music, and to the situation. This 

again reflects Becker’s observation of the tension between performer and audience. 

Due to the participant’s mention of the song, “The Girl from Ipanema” evidently exists 

in Matthew’s lifetime soundtrack, and appears to trigger a group of related memories 

for the participant, along with feelings of exasperation. This point highlights the 

plurality of the lifetime soundtrack which, like memory itself, reflects not only 

positive or pleasant recollections, but can resonate with feelings from the broad 

spectrum of emotion or affect. As with the quip from Ryan, this scenario exemplifies 

how connecting certain music with the working-self may alter a musician’s association 

between music and autobiographical memory.  

The extract from Matthew also refers to the problems that sheer repetition of 

material can generate: “The Girl from Ipanema” is known in jazz circles to be an over-

played tune, with its connotations of “elevator music” often leaving musicians loathe 

to perform this request. The repetition of repertoire is the most likely factor to give 

musical performance the reputation of “work’” rather than a pleasurable income-

generating activity. As both an instrumental technician and professional musician, 

James found that he needed to give away certain performance avenues during his 

career due to a lack of enjoyment caused by its repetitious nature: “I did years and 

years of covers music and stuff like that and I just don’t find it exciting anymore, at 

all. I don’t really want to do that again” (James, age 41). Caught between musical jobs 

that pay well but are infrequent, James subsequently took up work as a tradesman to 

provide steady support for his family. The repetition of certain activities meant that 

                                                             
4 A now standardised bossa nova written by Antonio Carlos Jobim, originally penned with Portuguese 

lyrics by Vinicius de Moraes in 1962, English lyrics written by Norman Gimbel. 
5 This refers to four/four (common) meter which contradicts three/four waltz meter 
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James withdrew from various circuits, though he still performs for originals bands on 

local and national levels. This too resonates with McMillan (2015) and Morrow 

(2006), who describe musicians playing in both originals and covers bands grappling 

with their personal identity, and negotiating an apparent “stigma” attached to playing 

cover music which is “unartistic” (McMillan 2015: 48) yet lucrative.  Music that 

prompts this kind of experience is still retained in the lifetime soundtrack, however, 

the joy that it may have given its audience is contrasted for musicians who experience 

similar scenarios to those posed by James or Matthew.  

The experiences described here go some way to demonstrating that continued 

interaction with music identified as “work” can result in somewhat different memories 

for musicians than their counterparts in this study. This discussion focused on the 

experience of paid musicians, however, the absence of more diverse attitudes towards 

music-making are only due to the characteristics of this participant group, and does not 

suggest that one is more valuable than another. At the same time, the commonality of 

emotional detachment described here is worth noting for its potential impacts on the 

lifetime soundtrack. The following sections delve deeper into the ways in which 

musicians monitor, control, and expression emotion in music performance in light of 

the concept of the lifetime soundtrack. 

 

Emotionality and Awareness in Music Performance 

As Woody and McPherson (2010) explain, emotion is involved in the life of a 

performer in numerous ways, including personality, emotional motivation and rewards 

of practice and performance, as well as engagement with others, including audience 

members. Musicians can produce affect for others, but indeed be affected by it 

themselves. While Woody (2002) outlines the ways in which musicians might call 

upon imagery or metaphor to enhance emotional communication in performance, 

participants in the current research more commonly described a contrasting range of 

strategies for dealing with emotion. The following interview excerpts reveal that 

musical emotion and mnemonic associations may be quite different for performers and 

listeners in the same scenario. As such, a performer’s lifetime soundtrack can be seen 

to account for unique music and memory connections across the lifespan. 

Musical performance can at times call for immersion or near total 

disengagement with emotion that might be evoked by certain music, for the performer, 

or as intended for the audience. In presenting music to a sensitive audience, the 
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performer must communicate a connected display, whilst limiting their personal 

emotional involvement for the benefit of proficient performance. Stella describes how 

ongoing experience has changed her reaction to certain music in performance 

situations: 

Unfortunately, I sing at funerals quite regularly, so I would have sung at like 

60, I don’t know, 60 plus. And I do it kind of regularly like one a fortnight 

maybe. And I’m pretty…poor choice of words for funerals but it’s like, dead to 

me … I don’t feel emotional ... That’s probably just because I try and turn off 

so much, because I do not want to get involved. They pay me to do it, so I do 

not want to blubber down in mucus in the middle of a funeral.  

— Stella, age 22  

Stella’s perception of professionalism dictates that emotion should not interrupt the 

service she is providing to the mourners. As such she engages with the music on a 

performative level so that she can sing expressively, but remains detached from the 

aesthetic of the context in which she is performing. While the receivers of the music 

may have strong emotional reactions to the memory of the performance, or indeed to 

hearing the same music again, Stella has memorialised the music in a different way. 

Rather than associate the music with the emotional circumstance of her performance, 

the experience becomes part of her musical associations for paid service.  

A complicated relationship between music and emotion is exemplified in the 

above scenario. Though it appears Stella is attempting to ignore the emotion in her 

performance, it is likely that an appreciation of emotional communication plays a large 

part in her preparation. In many performance scenarios, musicians also need to be able 

to connect effectively on an emotional level with an audience to deliver a meaningful 

performance. They must understand how emotion is perceived in music, and how it is 

communicated, and have the skills to replicate these aspects to a discerning audience 

(Van Zijl and Sloboda 2010). There is therefore an element of careful control enacted 

in order to interpret and produce affective music, without being over-affected oneself. 

In this way, a performer’s relationship with music in their lifetime soundtrack can 

become complex, as they negotiate their feelings towards music performed for the 

benefit of others.  

This was further problematized by participant Tony: a touring musician in 

rock, jazz and folk bands for much of his life, Tony began describing his occupation 
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playing advertising jingles, and below describes how this experience gave him a 

further understanding of affect in music: 

 

So I’m totally conscious … of what techniques that you can apply to try and 

ah, get people to respond in particular ways, but it still works, you know. I 

s’pose it’s like knowing a Nurofen6 is going to stop a headache - it doesn’t stop 

it from working. But for me, you know, [being a musician] doesn’t protect you 

from being affected by it.  

— Tony, age 62 

The participant acknowledges that his awareness of affect does not hinder his ability to 

feel emotion through music. It is likely that this transparency between perceived and 

felt affect is the hinge that allows musicians to maintain a passion for their craft whilst 

still possessing the control to relate this affect through their instrument. 

In a countering example, participant Ron, who self-identifies as an amateur 

musician playing community bands, describes the issues with an emotional attachment 

to music-making:  

Mmm, yeah I’ve got a day job, I’ve gotta work, so I can’t get emotionally 

involved in something that I can’t do because I can’t do it properly - 

professionally - because I’m not good enough to do it professionally. So what 

I’ve gotta do well is earn money and live. What I then do for a hobby is play 

music the best I can, practise, and listen to music. So I’ve got two lives.  

— Ron, age 59 

For Ron, frustration is born of the conflict between acting as the financial provider for 

his family and pursuing his musical passion. This is compounded by the amount of 

time it takes to achieve proficiency on an instrument, which is perceived by Ron to be 

a commitment that requires more time than he can sacrifice, given his position as the 

domestic bread-winner. Ron is therefore making a connection between emotional 

investment and freedom of involvement, the combination of which affects the way he 

thinks about, responds to and remembers music.  

These participants’ experiences suggest that the emotional awareness in music, 

both for performance preparation, and for one’s own enjoyment represents a shift in 

perception that is unique to musicians, providing unique experiences that can become 

                                                             
6 Common anti-inflammatory medication 
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paired with the lifetime soundtrack. Moreover, these extracts exemplify the varying 

ways that an awareness of emotion in association with performance may complicate 

musicians’ relationship with music, and ultimately, the way musical memories are 

recalled via their lifetime soundtrack. 

 

Music performance: Personally significant events 

The above sections demonstrated the role of emotion in musician’s memories 

of performing for others, especially music that may not resonate with their personal 

preferences. However, participants’ narratives revealed that performances at events 

that hold personal significance have the potential to become prominent and 

emotionally potent memories within the lifetime soundtrack. Contrasting with some of 

the above descriptions, these scenarios are ones that may engage the musician in much 

more strongly affective ways.  

The passing of loved ones often calls for the selection of commemorative 

music that represents or was significant to the deceased person and often, their family 

and friends. Several instances of the performance of such music arose during 

interviews; below, George described his recent experience: 

[Mum] just passed away, last year. So, that was a very strong connection … I 

always tell the story how she you know, she was a great one for practising 

unconditional love and the only condition she placed on me was to sing “What 

a Wonderful World”7 at her service. And I said “Oh yeah Mum, I’ll do that, 

but what happens if I go first?” And so I had a pact that she was to sing at my 

funeral - anyway, I got to sing at hers and so “Wonderful World” is a very 

important song, in a number of ways, because she placed that condition on me, 

I threw it back at her, but then I got to - did get to - sing it at her service. So 

yeah - that’s, ‘cause she was um, she was beautiful.  

— George, age 66 

The song is not only extremely significant George in recorded form, but 

moreover, it is his performance of the song and the bond that it represented in the form 

of a pact between mother and son that possesses the highest implications for George’s 

memory. In the above instance, George was emotional in his recount, glancing over to 

the shrine he had constructed for her, but also seemed content that he possessed the 

                                                             
7 A jazz standard by Weiss/Douglas, made famous by Louis Armstrong in 1967. 
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ability to carry out the task entrusted to him. Here, George made the choice to perform 

because it gave him a sense of fulfilment, emphasising the strength of the relationship 

encapsulated within the bounds of one song.    

In another scenario involving the passing of a loved one, Ryan relates a 

memory of his grandfather’s funeral arrangements: 

… like at my grandad’s funeral, it was years ago now, but … they suggested 

that I would play some song on sax, I think I must have been year nine or ten 

or something. So I think it was just like this - you know, the song with the CD 

from the book, a jazz sort of thing that they suggested I play. I didn’t end up 

playing it, I didn’t want to do it. I guess maybe it was because like, playing sax 

is sort of fun and like, I had good memories of playing this jazz song with the 

CD and I didn’t, I don’t know if I really wanted to do it ...  

— Ryan, age 20 

At the time, Ryan made a conscious choice not to involve musical performance 

with the occasion. Knowing that it was going to be an emotional event, he felt 

conflicted in performing a piece he had previously associated with an enjoyment of his 

practice. Despite his age, Ryan could foresee that playing any music at this ceremony 

would most likely form a certain kind of association for him in the future.  

These cases underscore the role that personally significant people play in 

connecting music with memory. The greater analysis of narratives for the broader 

study showed participants placed a high level of emotional value on music that was 

shared or associated with family and friends. The lifetime soundtrack can be 

understood as cyclical in nature, with the musical taste of parents found to mingle 

frequently in individuals’ early memories. This notion is brought to the fore in an 

example narrated by Tony:  

When I was a little kid … if you were very good you were allowed to go to 

gigs, so my Dad for example was the bandleader at “Cloudland”8 for a time, 

and I have extremely good memories of when we were very, very good, and 

me and my sister were allowed to go, in our pyjamas, and we’d go up to the 

balcony which was rarely opened in those days, and peer over the balcony, 

watch everybody dancing and watch Dad playing. And one of the big songs for 

                                                             
8 “Cloudland” was an entertainment venue and ballroom opened in Brisbane, Australia in 1940, and 

controversially demolished in 1982. 
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a drummer in those days was “Golden Wedding”.9 It’s a drum solo, drum and 

clarinet sort of solo piece, done by Benny Goodman I think. So that song, 

whenever I heard that song I’m reminded, whenever I play that song it reminds 

me a lot of my Dad. And…if I was playing swing music, I mean, doing it well, 

if everything was gelling, I could sort of feel his presence, and it was nearly 

like I was channeling him when I played in that style.  

— Tony, age 62 

Not only does this example accentuate the foundational relationship between parent, 

music and memory, it goes on to further explain how this can be a strong influence 

over the choice to become involved with music as a profession. This early memory 

became strongly associated with “Golden Wedding” for Tony upon re-hearing, but 

also in the physicality of playing the music. This is a primary example of the extra 

level of nuance that a musical memory can hold for a musician. Tony can rehearse a 

memory of his father by hearing recorded music. The participant also suggests a 

spiritual element is present whenever he plays that style of music, and that tune in 

particular. The music then represents not just one memory, but is a channel for a 

collection of memories that Tony has of his father. His passage also marks a 

development in his perception of music from that of an audience member, and non-

musician, to that of a performer, encompassing the spectrum of roles that exist within 

the music/memory relationship.   

The narratives detailed in this section reveal the proximity of music experience 

and emotion, such that it affects, in positive and negative ways, the relationship 

between musicians and music that is heard, practiced or performed. Due to this, music 

within the lifetime soundtrack has a specific meaning for these individuals. While it is 

not more or less meaningful than the experiences of non-musicians, it is worth 

recognising the contrasts between these interactions.   

 

Physicality: Embodiment of Music Practice in Memory 

While many music-memory connections in the lifetime soundtrack are 

intangible in nature, there is a further element of physicality related to music practice 

and performance that can be influential. The physical action of producing music 

through either an instrument and/or the body requires specialised motor coordination: 

                                                             
9 Made famous by Woody Herman and band 



 16 

entrainment10 of rhythm and embodiment of emotion are aspects of music practice 

which can further interlace music and memory. In a study of musicians in Liverpool 

(UK), Sara Cohen describes that the physicality of producing music further enhanced 

the musicians’ relationship with it, such that she describes the musicians using “their 

instruments almost as an extension of themselves as a means through which to express 

their feelings” (1991: 190-1). This embodiment of music was evident in several 

interviews in this study, and comes to represent an essential difference between a 

musician’s experience of music in relation to autobiographical memory, and therefore 

their lifetime soundtrack, and a non-musician’s perception of the music-memory 

relationship.  

One of the most illustrative examples of musical entrainment from 

participants’ interviews comes from James, who describes how the physicality of 

performing integrates into everyday life: 

I mean … if I don’t do a gig for a couple of weeks I start tapping a lot more, 

[my wife] notices it. She says, you’ve gotta go and do a gig because your 

fingers are “tap tap tap”. So it’s affecting me in that way, in that I’m thinking 

about it more obviously when I’m not playing. 

— James, age 41 

The act of drumming involves the whole body where, arguably, the musician can be 

more easily observed as engaging in entrainment and embodiment of music through 

this involvement than may be the case with other instrumentalists. This process of 

internalising and externalising enhances the ways in which a musician interacts with 

their instrument and their repertoire, such that Nijs, Lesaffre and Leman note that “the 

relationship between musician and musical instrument is a determining factor in the 

degree to which the musician’s interaction with the musical environment is embodied” 

(2009: 138).  

Instances of musical embodiment can also come about in more subtle ways. 

Originating again in Cohen’s (1991) research with bands in Liverpool is the idea that 

playing an instrument can act as an embodiment of a personal feeling. Participant 

Matthew was quoted earlier as describing music as an “outlet for emotions”. Matching 

this with ideas of embodiment means in some instances musicians may choose to 

channel not just emotions perceived to be expressed in the music, but also their own 
                                                             
10 Entrainment has been described as the achievement of synchronicity between two rhythmic 

processes (Clayton, Sager and Will 2005: 4) 
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personal emotions. In observing the interaction between musicians and instruments, 

Cohen notes that at times “music can also provide or encourage the opportunity to ‘let 

off steam’ and perhaps express violence or hostility of some kind” (190). This idea 

could be extended to traverse both the mental and physical practice of music, as 

exemplified in this account from Matthew:  

... go back to third year of uni [sic], second semester, I got really, really 

horrible marks for my playing exam, which I was really upset about because 

that was the first playing exam I thought I played well on ... I started fourth 

year listening to a lot more aggressive sort of really, really aggressive jazz... 

Relatively, I guess [those songs are] very important ... they sort of signify the 

strength of self that I learned in that year which was ah sort of bizarre. I guess a 

lot of people always associate me with being very loud and noisy and but it 

was a lot introspective thought that came even before that ... for that year those 

were the tunes that inspired a lot of the deeper thought I guess, from that year.  

— Matthew, age 25  

The frustrations that Matthew expressed in his perceived standard of playing resulted 

in him choosing repertoire that in several ways allowed him to express himself. The 

pieces within themselves encapsulated an emotion that Matthew identified with, and 

so in rehearsing and performing them he could further manage his own issues via raw 

expression. Matthew’s memory of this point in time is guided by musical interaction; 

the memory could be triggered not only by hearing a recording but also through 

Matthew’s rehearsal or performance of the music. This dual interface with 

autobiographical memory is unique to musicians, surpassing the involvement that a 

non-musician can have with musically-motivated memories.  
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Ageing Musicians 

The physicality that is involved in the creation of music is empowering for the 

able-bodied musician. However, some interviews for this study aligned with the 

findings of previous research (e.g. Bennett 2013, Jennings 2012) in disclosing the 

effect processes of both mental and physical ageing can have on the abilities once 

possessed by individuals who reveled in musical activity. Although studies have 

shown that continued participation in musical activities in older life phases can be 

important for social and mental well-being (e.g. Gembris 2008), these activities 

require an aspect of negotiation with the challenges presented by ageing. Participant 

Ron is a musical hobbyist who spends most of his spare time either listening to or 

performing with community ensembles described music as “demanding, mentally and 

physically” (Ron, age 59). Ron explains that to become a better musician, in his mind, 

he not only needs to perform in bands and consistently practice his instrument, but he 

also needs to make a concerted effort to see live music. With all three types of 

activities occurring on both weeknights and weekends around Ron’s day job, it seems 

like a hectic schedule. From a performer’s perspective, ageing can affect the 

memorialisation of music that was once easily performed, but is now met with 

challenges. As Barton (2004) notes in a pilot study on ageing musicians, younger 

players can handle schedules like Ron’s, however, they are not burdened by typical 

symptoms of ageing such as hearing loss, sight loss, diminished memory, fatigue, as 

well as joint and muscle pain among other afflictions.  

A similar but somewhat more poignant lament of ageing comes from Bea. 

Although Bea was an active vocalist before marriage in her twenties, the societal 

norms of the time meant that her career stopped short as she became confined to the 

domestic domain and its related daily tasks. Now aged in her eighties and living alone, 

Bea takes solace in what she has left of her musical abilities: 

… but if you are a singer, you do sing, you sing along with the music and 

things like this … but you can also sing within your head, have you noticed 

you can do that? So I get up and I have a little [sing], because I do suffer a little 

bit with the blues, I think because I wear my heart too much on my sleeve, but 

that’s the nature of the person, I can’t change, that’s just me … Um, you feel a 

happiness within yourself when you sing, and even if you don’t, if I don’t sing, 

I can’t sing now the old voice is gone, which it does, and the older you get, the 
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tremor upsets the voice now, but when you sing in your head you don’t hear it, 

you don’t hear the tremor. You sound as you were.  

— Bea, age 81 

Bea spoke emotionally about this aspect of her daily life - her singing acts as a 

comforting reminder of happy memories. Much in the way she describes hearing her 

singing as it would have sounded in her youth, so too would she be able to imagine 

herself and surroundings visually to reflect that time. Just as some older people may 

bemoan ageing skin or stiff joints by placing value on their former nature, Bea 

maintains a strong connection with her singing voice. The expressive ability of the 

voice means also that its decline can result in a much stronger sense of loss than might 

be felt over more aesthetic features such as ageing skin or hair. This participant’s 

connection with music runs deep throughout her life, and her musicianship helps her to 

continue making and reflecting upon musical memories into old age.  

 

Conclusion 

This article has detailed some of the ways in which the performance of music 

may affect the formation and recall of musical memories retained in the lifetime 

soundtrack. While not all instances of music and memory interaction are different 

between musicians and non-musicians, there are nonetheless some key contrasts 

between these two groups that have been detailed here. Individual’s music practicce 

may comprise parts of their identity in more layered ways than for non-musicians. As 

such, musical memories are shown to capture and represent different aspects of 

experience for musicians, especially in terms of performing music for others. Like 

non-musicians, musicians cannot necessarily control the integration of music and 

memory, however, the ways musicians produce and appreciate music on differing 

levels can affect the way it is remembered. Moreover, musical memories may be 

attributed a different kind of meaning in the reflection on the life story due to their 

connection to identity and sense of self. As such, the lifetime soundtrack of musicians 

may comprise a varied set of musical experiences that involve the self in complex 

ways.     

The nature of emotion in musically motivated memories can be described as 

variable, one that is present in many numerous and subtle ways. This notion was 

exemplified here, where it is demonstrated that emotion can be both felt by musicians 

in a role of consumer, and expressed in their role of performer. While musicians’ 
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perception of emotion is arguably no different to that of non-musicians, their ability to 

emulate the expression of this emotion in their own performance enables a different 

process of memorialisation. This process is similarly replicated when speaking of 

embodiment: whereas non-musicians may move in accompaniment to music, 

musicians are physically engaged with the creation of music. This represents a 

departure from forms of memorialisation covered in this article and denotes another 

approach to the incorporation of music (and associated memories) into the lifetime 

soundtrack. The physicality of music becomes more noticeable by musicians as they 

age: a reduced inability to perform may affect the perception of certain music within 

memory, and may produce altered emotional reactions in people for which this facility 

has declined. This suggests a change in the way musically motivated memories are 

understood, appreciated or retold by ageing musicians, however, further investigation 

in this area is required to more fully appreciate this process.  

In analyzing the ways in which a lifetime soundtrack might manifest for 

musicians, this article sought to demonstrate that specific interactions with music over 

a lifetime might change the way we remember it in association with significant people, 

places, or eras. This discussion then also suggests that other ways of interacting with 

music beyond the musician/non-musician divide may also affect the way the lifetime 

soundtrack develops in unique ways for individuals. There is therefore scope for 

examination of how this phenomenon might play out for individuals with distinct 

experiences, backgrounds, or cultures, detailed investigation of which would provide 

further insight into, and application of, the lifetime soundtrack concept.  
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