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Review of The Healing Arts

A man who works through his feelings of fear, uncertantity, and loss of control in the face of his HIV-positivity by channeling his feelings into interpretive dance; a gospel singer who finds hope through musical re-training after an anoxic brain injury; children with cancer who cope with the destructive effects of chemotherapy through drawing; and an autistic child who develops improved powers of concentration and an increased attention span through music therapy.  These individuals are profiled in The Healing Arts, from the “Doctor Is In” series produced at Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center.  

This video provides a brief introduction to the utility of dance, music, art, and comedy in medical care.  It begins with a rapid overview of the history of the arts in medicine, including Galen’s attribution of healing powers to the sights and sounds of the marketplace and Florence Nightingale’s recognition of the restorative power of landscape. Interspersed between the patients’ (artists’) profiles are tantalizing suggestions of the physiological effects of these alternative forms of therapy.  Many of these suggestions are acceptable at face value (e.g., music improves the communication skills of stroke and Parkinson’s Disease patients, releases endorphins, and decreases post-operative pain); others, while enticing, are too vague (e.g., music stimulates the immune system and increases the health of pre-term infants).   Interestingly, the interface between the healing arts and psychiatric illness is largely ignored.  A Medline search of the modalities covered in this production turned up quite a few articles, most of them in nursing journals, suggesting that the physician community has been slow to recognize and investigate the health benefits of artistic forms of therapy.

Exploring the value of the healing arts from the perspective of the patients undergoing therapy is the main strength of this video: the HIV-positive dancer is particularly eloquent.  Picture quality, editing, and narration are all quite good, except for some disjointed, grainy footage with scratchy sound quality of humorist-physician Patch Adams visiting a Russian hospitals’ burn unit. Given Dr. Adams’ current media exposure, the producer likely could have obtained better film clips.

Unfortunately, I was struck more by what is missing from this video.  A broader overview of the arts in medicine, which could be covered in one hour, would be characterized by: greater historical perspective; broader scope, including examples of literary- and poetry-therapy, such as the pioneering work done with the dying at St. John’s Hospice in London;  a national overview of hospitals and programs employing creative forms of treatment with patients, including information (if available) on patient outcomes, research agendas, and funding mechanisms; information on medical student, resident, and faculty development/continuing medical education programs nationwide (for instance, Dartmouth Medical School, where this video was produced, has a strong medical humanities curriculum); inclusion of other successful programs such as The Big Apple Circus Clown Care Unit and certain hospitals’ “Laughmobiles,” which pass out humorous magazines, videos and puzzles to hospitalized patients.  I would have enjoyed seeing some famous works of art about or by the sick and dying, such as D(rer’s Melencolia I, Van Gogh’s Self-Portrait with Bandage  (after he had cut off part of his ear), Monet’s Camille On Her Death Bed, Munch’s The Sick Girl, Goya’s Self-Portrait with Dr. Arrieta, Picasso’s Science and Charity, or the disturbing works of Frida Kahlo.  Even more important, the producer could have shown works of art by patients with different types of illness.  Those interested in more in-depth coverage of art by the mentally ill should view Jessica Yu’s The Living Museum, a moving documentary on the art therapy program at Creedmore Psychiatric Hospital in New York, which was showcased at this years Sundance Film Festival.  Finally, having patients read their poems could have been quite moving, for as Soren Kierkegard said, “A poet is an unhappy being who’s heart is torn by secret sufferings, but whose lips are so strangely formed that when the sighs and cries escape them, they sound like beautiful music. 1
In summary, this video provides a glimpse into the benefits of creative forms of therapy, and could be of potential interest to clinicians as well as nursing and medical students, ideally in conjunction with a discussion by someone experienced in medical humanities or creative arts therapy.  Perhaps in the future the producers will expand upon their work to make a more comprehensive documentary.  In the meantime, those who are interested in learning more can begin by consulting one of the many anthologies of literature, art and medicine, most of which are cited on New York University’s Literature, Arts and Medicine Database (http://endeavor.med.nyu.edu/lit-med/lit-med-db).
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1Kierkegard, Soren. Enten-eller.  Kobenhavn (1843), as quoted in Philip 
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