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THE BIOLOGY OF MUSIC, PART 2

RENEE FLEMING and THE NATIONAL 
INSTITUTES of HEALTH

With Dr. Francis Collins, Director of the NIH, Renée visits the lab of Dr. 
John Tisdale, Senior Investigator in Molecular and Clinical 
Hematology
Renée is a leading advocate for the study of the powerful 
connections between the arts and health. During her tenure as 
Artistic Advisor to the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing 
Arts, Renée spearheaded a collaboration with the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), with the participation of the National 
Endowment for the Arts (NEA). The Sound Health initiative explored 
and brought attention to research and practice at the intersection 
of music, health, and neuroscience. The collaboration led to 

With Dr. Francis Collins, Director of the NIH, Renée visits the lab of Dr. 
John Tisdale, Senior Investigator in Molecular and Clinical Hematology
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workshops at the NIH, and events and performances at the 
Kennedy Center. In the wake of this initiative, the NIH awarded 
$20 million dollars in funding for music and neuroscience 
research over five years. The Renée Fleming Foundation also 
partnered with the Foundation for the NIH to develop a toolkit
for standardizing music & health clinical research for brain 
disorders of aging.
As part of her advocacy, Renée is also Founding Advisor to the 
recently-launched NEA/UCSF Sound Health Network and Co-
Chair of the Aspen Institute/Johns Hopkins NeuroArts
Blueprint, both working to advance the field of arts and health.
How can someone with Alzheimer’s be unable to recognize 
their own spouse, but perfectly recall songs from decades 
before? Why can some patients with Parkinson’s disease, 
unable to rise from a chair or walk through a doorway, 
accomplish these tasks, or even dance, to the sound of a 
musical beat?
Renée is passionate about the central importance of music 
and the arts in our society. Most of us have, at times, felt 
moved or comforted by music, but scientists are now 
discovering that music can teach us a lot about the brain 
itself. Music engages many neural regions at once, and 
evidence suggests that it can shape and even alter our 
brains.
In addition to using music to better understand the complex 
functioning of the brain, researchers have found creative arts 
therapy to be effective tools in addressing the effects of an 
ever-widening array of conditions. Especially compelling is the 
fact that music, dance, and art therapies are cost-effective, 
non-pharmaceutical, and non-invasive. Many can be 
administered in group settings, offering benefits for emotional 
well-being, and through tele-health, increasing accessibility. 

https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/nih-awards-20-million-over-five-years-bring-together-music-therapy-neuroscience
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With an aging population, the potential implications of this work 
are immense. And the impact of arts on the developing brains of 
children is another burgeoning field of study, with effects reaching 
beyond test results and scholastic aptitude to creativity and 
success throughout life.
Renee’s advocacy has been recognized with the Rosenfeld Award 
for Impact on Public Opinion, and in 2024, she received the David 
Mahoney Prize, for individuals who have significantly increased 
public awareness about brain science and disorders of the 
nervous system, from Harvard Medical School’s Mahoney 
Neuroscience Institute.
The Renée Fleming Foundation has joined forces with the 
NeuroArts Blueprint initiative to establish the Renée Fleming 
Neuroarts Investigator Awards. The awards support both basic and 
applied research that expands the evidence base of the emerging 
field of neuroarts, the transdisciplinary study of how engaging in 
artistic activities measurably changes the brain, body, and 
behavior to improve health and well-being.
These are some of the conditions benefitting from work in the 
therapeutic and research applications of music:

• Memory disorders (e.g. Alzheimer’s, dementia) and creative 
aging

• Movement disorders (e.g. Parkinson’s, MS, stroke)
• Communication disorders (e.g. autism, TBI, stroke)
• Mental health and behavior (e.g. PTSD, depression, ADHD)
• Childhood development
• Chronic pain
• Cardiac and pulmonary health

*This essay is largely taken from Reneefleming.com/advocacy/
music-and-the-mind/, which also cites her newly-edited book.

https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-11/r-as112619.php
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-11/r-as112619.php
https://Reneefleming.com/advocacy/music-and-the-mind/
https://Reneefleming.com/advocacy/music-and-the-mind/
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