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MUSIC, MEDICINE, AND HEALING

In the second instalment of this series on music and medicine, Jon Tolansky
delves deeper into spaces where the two practices blend

I

t is ironic that Covid-19 has brought about
the postponement to 2021 of this autumn’s
eagerly awaited concerts in London
and Cardiff by the remarkable World
Doctors’ Orchestra because the orchestra’s
founder and music director Professor
Dr Stefan Willich is a major figure in
global medical investigation into the
virus: in May he published a study of
recommendations suggesting

that orchestras could potentially play together under certain conditions
during the pandemic. While he is the director of the Institute for
Social Medicine, Epidemiology and Health Economics in the Charité
University Medical Centre in Berlin, he is also committed to the
World Doctors’ Orchestra that he founded in 2008, which under his
direction has proved to be an ensemble of truly impressive standard and
quality. But he is no casual musician and the players are as deeply
committed as he is. Like him, many of them have been actively
involved with music for a long time, and in his formative
years Professor Willich himself studied violin, conducting
and singing to a high standard, including participating in
conducting workshops with Sergiu Celibidache, Leon Fleisher
and Leon Barzin, before opting for a medical career.
‘Music has always accompanied me throughout life as an essential
resource and wonderful joy,’ he tells me, ‘and for many musicians
in the World Doctors’ Orchestra you will find a similar biography:
most of them have studied music seriously and before embarking on
their careers were undecided for a while whether to become musicians
or doctors. In fact several did play professionally in orchestras at first
before then deciding to make medicine their profession.’
‘No casual musician’: founder of the World Doctors’ Orchestra Stefan Willich
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You are using a lot of the
skills you have honed in your
career, especially skills at
dealing with people in sensitive
situations ... listening to them
and understanding them
Violinist Dr Timothy Yap graduated at the Royal Academy of
Music and began a career as a professional chamber music and solo
recitalist before deciding to devote his professional life exclusively
to medicine as the clinical research fellow in Glaucoma and Retinal
Neurodegeneration at Imperial College, London. Performing music,
though, continues to be an equally vital part of his life. ‘I am one of
many who needed to keep my contact with music alive during the
rigorous demands of medical studies,’ he explains. ‘But it was after I
qualified as a doctor and now surgeon that I discovered how directly
music and medicine reinforce each other’s domains, so in our cases as
doctors and surgeons the hobby and the career. Especially in chamber
music and orchestral playing, you are using a lot of the skills you
have honed in your career, especially skills at dealing with people
in sensitive situations, and, very importantly, listening to them and
understanding them. And because so much of the time as a doctor or a
surgeon you are a personal counsellor to your patient in a way that just
cannot be available to learn in a textbook, I think many of us who play
in chamber groups or orchestras are enhancing our communicative
techniques and skills for this. Also, something that isn’t always
recognised by those who are outside the medical profession, there are
The World Doctors’ Orchestra performs in Lisbon
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vital demands for teamwork and leadership in medicine, just as there
are in chamber music and orchestral playing.’
This latter point is reinforced in parallel links between medicine
and choral singing, as member of Woking Choral Society, John
Hadley, head and neck surgeon and ear, nose and throat consultant at
the Royal Surrey County Hospital, points out. ‘In a chorus you learn
important qualities for everyday life – working with people in a team
situation, and this impacts on your professional life in medicine. It’s
such a valuable experience in terms of building your personality. Sir
Stephen Cleobury once said about singing in choirs that you can learn
a lot of life’s very basically important skills from doing that – and for
the medical profession this is notably valuable.’
Close interconnections between medical and musical approaches are
personally borne out by another dedicated medical expert and chorus
member: Evelina Hepp is senior audiologist and newborn hearing
team leader at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, and she is a trustee, member
and organiser of Barts Choir. ‘There is a synergy of outlook between
the practices of music and medicine that is mutually enhancing
for those of us in who are involved in both fields, even if we are not
professional musicians,’ she says. ‘Performers in music aspire as high as
they can for standards, but there is no such level as perfection. For all
the accuracy that is needed if you sing or play an instrument, music is
not prescriptive. And at the end of the day that is exactly how it is in
clinical medicine with patient contact. I can’t automatically prescribe
something for a patient that I see as though they are a cardboard cutout, and in medicine we have to accept that nothing we may aim to do
for a patient is perfect; everything is work in progress with different
individuals who have different feelings as well as different medical
situations. You have to be adaptable and accept that there is no perfect
medicine, and I find that the philosophy you need to have in medicine
is akin to the one you need to have in music – there is no perfection,
and that’s all the more reason why you have to keep searching. It’s
especially in this way that, for me, singing in Barts Choir is a lot
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more than just a leisure time activity – it reinforces my mindset for
my work.’
And John Hadley further underlines the symbiotic application
approaches of music and medicine. ‘In both medicine and music there
is a fundamental quest not only for excellence but also, as much as
can ever be possible to try and attain, perfection in what you do. That
entails a constant need to correct and learn from mistakes and move
forward in seeking knowledge. Unfortunately things do go wrong in
medicine, and more than ever today we are striving to learn so that
mistakes that shouldn’t happen don’t recur. Of course, that is just
how it is in music. You could say that this situation applies in most
professional fields, but it is critical in both medicine and music and in
contexts that I find similar.’
Music also shares with medicine the force not only of healing
but also of curing. Former GP Dr David Ratcliffe, who is currently
carrying out specialised clinical trials for the National Institute for
Health Research, has compelling experience of this. ‘There is proven
evidence – and I have personal experience of this from my schooldays
– that if you sing words you can cure a stammer, and this treatment
has been applied repeatedly during the last 40 or 50 years now. There
is also proven evidence that playing music to people with Parkinson’s
Disease improves their cognitive function and their ability to self-care.
And it’s been demonstrated how autistic children often succeed much
better in both learning and communication situations when there is
structured music playing in the background.’
And in the days when Dr Ratcliffe was a hospital doctor he
discovered the mysterious communicative power of music for
dangerously ill people: ‘I was frequently involved in intensive care
situations, and with people who were in comas or vegetative states
or on dialysis inevitably there would be a certain amount of music
playing in the background because we found that this was a way of
communicating with people who were otherwise unresponsive. You
could certainly tell that something was going through: in the persistent

vegetative state, the patient isn’t totally unconscious and sometimes
there are flickerings of eyelids or twitches of facial muscles, and often if
we changed the music there was a different response from the patient.
We always encouraged relatives of the patients to bring in music that
they knew would have a relevance or a resonance with the patient.’
And Evelina Hepp amplifies the evidence of music’s medical
powers with her own experiences both in her profession and as a
choral singer. Her final words in this feature conclusively illustrate
the innate consanguinity of music, medicine and healing. ‘Recently
there has been a movement among General Practitioners to prescribe,
as it were, a local choir for patients having both physical and personal
health issues. They have recognised the power of this to reduce the
preoccupation with physical and mental stresses and allow the patient
to experience and come out of themselves, which is what music
fundamentally does: it’s a form of expression, and when you are singing
you can’t at that moment think of much else. The statistics showing
the very high levels of stress-related illness around the world make
us realise how, if stress is temporarily reduced or eased by allowing
something pleasurable into that space, the mitigating effects on the
illness can be considerable.
‘If more people were exposed to musical activity,’ she continues, ‘I
am confident there would be measurable results of increased success
in combating the effects of some illness because of the temporary
reduction in chronic stress symptoms. Music creates the space in the
brain that is needed for this in a way that I strongly believe so much
else cannot quite achieve – not even therapies such as counselling
and psychotherapy, vitally important though they are, and I have
personal experience of this. Some people don’t feel able to talk about
their issues, and shortly after my ex-husband passed away a few years
ago, I was singing in a performance of Fauré’s Requiem that suddenly
brought me an emotional release that I had not experienced previously
during this time, as I was going through a rough period of grief about
his passing that was too difficult for me to speak about.’ CM
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There is a synergy of outlook between
the practices of music and medicine that
is mutually enhancing for those of us
in who are involved in both fields, even
if we are not professional musicians
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