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“How could you play music for someone who'’s dying?”
is a question that is often asked by people when they hear
about my job. My reply is “How could you not? And | pray
someone brings music to me when it’s my time.”

As a traditional folk music performer, I've been per-
forming a wide variety of programs from preschool chil-
dren to seniors in nursing homes and thought my career
was complete. But when | was in the nursing homes, occa-
sionally a patient would be wheeled into the room where |
was performing, lying in their bed. These patients usually
couldn’t sing along or even move much. During the music
| would see fingers tap or legs move a little to the beat of
the music and | knew they were enjoying it. | soon real-
ized that there seemed to be something missing from my
music and The Music for Healing and Transition Program
(MHTP) fell right into my lap. | felt | was meant to do this.

The MHTP was designed to train and certify students as
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Music Practitioners. A Music Practitioner plays healing
and relaxation music at the bedside of ill and dying
patients. There have been many studies written on the
benefits of music, both spiritually and non-spiritually, for
patients and families. Bedside healing music is a new field
being introduced into the medical profession, but it is
quickly being accepted. Bedside music benefits patients,
who are scared or anxious, and allows them to relax or
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equalize and slow down brain waves, reduce muscle ten-
sion and improve body movement. It can also affect body
temperature and increase endorphin levels, as well as reg-
ulate stress-related hormones, boost the immune system,
stimulate digestion and a feeling of well-being. Bedside
music also aids the patients in their spiritual thoughts

and prayers. ‘ ¥

A typical day goes as follows: At 9:30 a.m. | arrive at
the hospice floor with my small lap harp. The floor is void
of the usual hospital noises, no overhead speakers making
announcements and hallways are carpeted so food carts
are not noisy. There are also lace curtains, beautiful pic-
tures hung on the walls, a family room, a kitchen and a
wonderfully friendly, caring staff. The nurse will inform me
as to which patient she would like me to see first. It's
usually one that is very anxious, restless or in the process
of passing. | knock on the patient’s door, introduce myself
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and ask if they would like some relaxing music. | then ask
the patient to just lay back, pull the blankets up all snuggly,
close their eyes and just feel the music. Some just like to
watch the harp being played. | can see the stress and
body tension release from the patient during the music.
Some actually have tears of joy as they listen and some
patients fall asleep during the music. It usually leaves them
in a deep relaxed sleep, and once they are asleep | just tip-
toe out of the room and close the door half-way.

When a patient is in the process of actively passing, |
play unfamiliar tunes slowly and without a rhythm. This
allows the patient to drift and let go. Familiar songs can
make the patient think about the tune or try to remem-
ber the words and not relax enough to let go.

There are times when the hospice chaplain is on the
floor at the same time I'm there. The chaplain and | will
discuss the religious beliefs of each patient and their cur-
rent mental state. For patients with faith, the hymns
become very comforting and help bring them closer in
their spiritual passing. Hymns are not played for a patient
if they do not have religious beliefs. If the chaplain is with
a patient as | go to the patient’s room, | will wait outside
the door until | hear them getting ready to pray, then |
quietly step into the room and play a hymn during the
prayers. The harp music during prayer seems to make the
room feel very spiritual. This is not only meaningful for the
patient, but any family members who are present during
this special time.

The nurses have told me numerous times that the whole
 floor seems calmer when | am there. My harp is a small lap
harp, yet it has a wonderfully mellow sound which can travel
from one patient’s room into the hallway and into another
room. I've been told the music even helps the patients | don’t
get to see, and that it makes the day easier for the staff.
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them to still talk, yet gives an air of relaxation.

Yes, | get emotional with the patients and their families.
But when | walk outside after my work is done for the day,
I look up at the sky and have such a warm, good feeling
inside of me knowing that | have done a very special thing
for someone. It’s as special for me as it is for the patient.

a Music Practitioner Intern.

www.bonnieleigh.com

or call 732-920-1506

Bonnie Leigh, CMP, (Certified Music Practitioner) plays
soothing, healing, relaxing, therapeutic music for hospice,
nursing homes, home care and services. Bonnie Leigh, a
singer-songwriter-teacher-poet, also plays a variety of tra-
ditional folk music programs. Bonnie has produced two
CDs of mostly original folk music and one CD of songs
of the 1800s and earlier on the mountain dulcimer, along
with those are three songbooks with dulcimer tab and
three poetry books of life, love and family. As a mentor |
for MHTP new students, Bonnie has written a booklet
called From My Heart to Yours: Thoughts and Experiences of

For more information about Bonnie’s healing music,
programs or products visit Bonnie’s website:

e-mail:bonnie@bonnieleigh.com




