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“Be proud of yourself: you have a History!”

Medicine, ENT and Music: a mythological approach
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Abstract Medicine, ENT and Music: a mythological approach. Music and Medicine are united by Mythology. Apollo
links them with his lyre and the snake that accompanies him. He has two sons, one called Asclepius, the Physician, and
the other called Orpheus, the Musician. Elsewhere, poor taste in music, the occasional benefits of deafness, the  charisma
of music, the masking effect of noise and the echo effect are personified by mythical characters like Midas, Ulysses, the
Sirens, Orpheus, the Maenads or the nymph Echo. And in all these cases, the ear or the voice are part of the fabric of
their marvellous adventures. So ENT is involved at a fundamental level with the stuff of legend (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The Judgment of Midas by Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson (1767-1824), a pupil of J.-L. David; black stone, black-
brown wash, grey wash, brown ink drawing with white highlights, Louvre.
In the centre, the God Tmolos presents a crown to Apollo standing on the left playing the lyre. On the right, King Midas sees with
horror how he has grown ass' ears after favouring the God Pan, who is shown on the far right with his pan pipes. To the right of Midas,
Silenus, a follower of Dionysus and a favourite of Midas, is sleeping off his wine. There are also various Muses and an ass at the top
right.
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• The eye is human; the ear is

divine. Why?

There is no music without
 memory, for music develops over
time and, to be able to appreciate
its harmony and its rhythm, we
need to preserve the sounds in
our memory. It is impossible to
 appreciate a melody if, for exam-
ple, computers simply list the
number of different notes in that
melody. The sequence of notes
and the memory of those that
have been heard are still  needed.
It is the continuous  comparison
between the note you have just
heard and the one  perceived a
fraction of a second earlier that
creates the melody. And an appre-
ciation of time is needed to under-
stand the rhythm. In both cases,
the listener relies on memory. 

All this takes place in the folds
of one’s brain, in what is known
today as the “musical brain”. In

its very foundations, its essence,

music is an act of the mind.

Music is immaterial. It touches
us but it is untouchable! There
is something magic about this.
In a concert hall, nobody sees
 molecules of air oscillating around
their position of equilibrium, or
bumping into the person seated
next to them. Nobody can catch
them. There is no flow of air
but, even so, the sound travels
and we hear it. Music is super -
natural. 

This may explain why the
ancient Greeks attributed music to
a God and to Muses, while paint-
ing and sculpture, which are now
considered to be fully-fledged
arts, had no divine ancestors at
that time! For the ancient Greeks,
simple mortal workmen could
manage what we call “plastic
arts”. But the Mount Parnassus of
poetry was near the home of the
gods on Mount Olympus.

There is no doubt that, as far as
ancient Greeks were concerned,
the first musicians were the Gods,
starting with Zeus’ thunder!
Athena invented the flute, even
though she never played it.
Hermes created the lyre, which he
presented to Apollo. The latter
used it to produce sounds that
were so melodious that, when he
played it on Olympus, the Gods
forgot about the rest of creation.
Hermes himself also invented the
shepherd’s flute, which produced
music with magical powers of
enchantment. Pan created the
reed-pipe, the “pan pipes”, the
song of which is as sweet as that
of the nightingale in the spring.
The Muses themselves did not
have any instruments of their own
but their voices were unequalled.
Then there were a number of mor-
tals, with Orpheus as the greatest
among them. Some legends claim
that his mother was a Muse and
his father Apollo, others that he
was the son of a king of Thrace.
Whatever the truth, Orpheus grew
up in Thrace, developing his
musical gifts even more because
the Thracians were the most musi-
cal people of all Greece. Support
for this can be found in Apollonius
of Rhodes, who says:

In the depths of the quiet forests

of the Thracian mountains,

Orpheus with his singing lyre

carried along the trees,

And the wild animals of the

wild rushed to his feet

• The complex Apollo, God of

Medicine and God of Music at

the same time (Figure 2)
Music and medicine already meet
in the sense that they are both con-
sidered to be arts, even though the
attentions of modern-day tech -
nology now elbow into this rela-
tionship. (When we see photo-

graphs of Stockhausen surrounded
by electronic devices, there is
every reason to wonder whether
we are looking at a laboratory sci-
entist). I myself see art as a moun-
tain chain seen from a distance
and in profile: summits follow one
another but there is no ascending
plane. I do not believe there is
progress in art, while there is
progress in technology and science.
In music, all we have are different
approaches that are undergoing
continuous renewal, adapting to
the ears of the men of our time.
They are certainly different but
not better in the absolute sense.

But let us return to Apollo, who
personified medicine and music at
the same time. To understand this
association properly, it is impor-
tant to be convinced that Apollo
was originally a solar deity, as
attested by terms like φοιβος
phoibos, “the bright”, λυĸειος,
lukeios, “the light”, ξανθος, xan-
thos, “the fair”, and χρυσοĸομης,
chrusokomès, “the one with gold-
en hair”. He was born in Delos,
“the bright island”. He was born
of Zeus, the God of Light, and
Letô, personification of the Night,
but who gives birth to the Day. As
the God of light and heat, Apollo
made seeds grow, fruit ripen and
flowers open, but he also
destroyed the fresh vegetation of
the spring. This twin effect, life-
giving and deadly in turn, was
symbolised by the myth of
Υαĸινθος, Hyacinth, the spring
flower which is born under the
sun, but dries and dies under the
ardour of the scorching heat.

As a god who threw down his
golden rays, Apollo was strong
and formidable. He transformed
his rays into as many arrows and
so he was invoked as a warrior
god (albeit with the nuance of a
sweet death, as expressed in one
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of Apollo’s epithets, βοηδρομος,
boèdromos, “who comes as soon
he is called”, “helpful”). For the
same reason, Apollo was a God of
Death, but the death he sent was
prompt and sweet. It was the sud-
den death that Greeks saw as a
blessing. There is an obvious link
with euthanasia...

In a paradox explained by his
solar nature, Apollo the killer God
was also the God who cured: the
sun purifies the atmosphere, and
by drying the ground, dissipates
the putrid miasmas, and so Apollo
was also the God of health and
life. Doesn’t the Hippocratic Oath
we take begin with the words: I

swear by Apollo the physician...? 
He was not only a physician of

the body, he was also a physician
of the soul: the one who erases the
stain of crime and reconciles the
culprit with men and gods, and it

is to this that he owes his epithet
of ĸαθαρσιος,  katharsios, “he
who purifies”. Hence the word
“catharsis”: the purging of the
passions, purification.

By a poetic association linking
the rays of the sun and the golden
strings of a cithara, Apollo was,
finally, the God of Music. The
Greeks adored Apollo as the
inspired divinity who presided
over singing, poetry and arts. The
Muses personified these. The

Apollo who is the Physician of

the Hippocratic Oath was also

the Apollo who led the Muses

(Musagète). 
Apollo’s incarnation of the

duality of medicine and music was
confirmed by the personalities of
his two sons: Asclepius, the God
of Medicine, and Orpheus, the
musician. There is not enough
room here to dwell on Asclepius.

However, it should be remem-
bered that the circumstances of his
birth and death were quite extraor-
dinary. His father Apollo pulled
him in extremis from the belly of
his mother Coronis, while she was
already lying on the funeral pyre.
And Asclepius was struck dead by
Zeus because he dared to revive a
dead person. At that rate, there
was a risk of the underworld being
emptied and Hades complained
accordingly... There is reason here
to pause and think about the pro-
longation of life by medical means
in spite of any reasonable hope
(“acharnement thérapeutique”).

• The ass’ ears of King Midas

(Figure 3)
One day, Apollo, carrying his lyre
with golden strings, pitted himself
against Pan (some say against the
satyr Marsyas) who played the

Figure 2. To the left and the right, the symbol of music (the lyre) and that of medicine (the snake) on a statue of Apollo. In the cen-
tre, the ballet “Apollo leader of the Muses” (Apollon Musagète) [from μουσειον and ηγεομαι; mouseion and hègeomai, muse and
to lead: "who leads the muses", cf. “Hegemony”]. The music was by Stravinsky and the choreography by Balanchine. The ballet was
staged in 1928, with Serge Lifar in the title role. Here you see the 1972 version with Nureyev. In this version, Apollo accompanies
three muses whom he is leading to Mount Parnassus, the home of poetry.
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flute (obviously, the former
played the pan pipes; the latter
played the double flute). It was a
sort of musical competition. King
Midas, the sovereign of Phrygia in
Minor Asia, was asked to be the
president of the jury. He accepted
willingly and, after having heard
the two competitors, he chose in
all conscience, or in his stupidity,
Pan (or Marsyas, little matter).
Apollo was defeated! The reader
will have no difficulty in imagin-
ing that this was not the end of the
story. The God of Music was out-
raged and so, inevitably, was the
God of Medicine. He decided to
bring down immediate punish-
ment on the president of the jury
who was so lacking in musical
judgement and, making the most
of his skills in “plastic surgery”,
he decided to reshape the ears of
the Phrygian king. He made ass’s
ears of them!

Ovid tells the story: “The
Delian god [Apollo] would not
allow ears so foolish to retain their

human shape; he lengthened them,
filled them with bristling grey
hairs, and made them movable, at
the point where they joined the
king’s head, so that they could
twitch. The rest of Midas’ shape
remained human, for he was con-
demned to lose only this one part:
but he was made to assume the
ears of a lumbering ass. Now the
king himself, ashamed of his
 disfigurement, was anxious to
conceal it, and tried to do so by
wrapping his head in a purple tur-
ban [others have said that he used
a Phrygian bonnet, the national
dress]. But the barber who used to
trim his long hair saw what had
happened. Eager though he was to
tell what he had seen, he did not
dare to reveal the shameful secret,
and yet he could not keep quiet
about it. So he went off, and dug a
hole in the ground: then he whis-
pered softly to the earth he had
dug out what kind of ears he had
seen on his master’s head.
Throwing the earth back again, he

buried the information he had
given and, after filling in the
trench, went quietly away. But a
thick carpet of trembling reeds
began to push up on the spot and,
at the end of the year, when they
were full grown, the reeds
betrayed their gardener: for, when
stirred by the gentle South wind,
they uttered the words that had
been buried, and revealed the truth
about his master’s ears.”1

Other explanations of a more or
less historical variety were pro-
posed to explain Midas’ ears. In
Athenian comic plays, King
Midas was represented as a satyr
who traditionally had terribly long
ears because, according to
mythology, Midas was a satyr’s
son. According to that same
mythology, he was also the
favourite of Dionysus, to whom
asses were consecrated. Finally,
the true Midas, a king of Minor
Asia in about 1200 BC known as
Mita, is reputed to have claimed to
represent the God Seth, whose
cult took root in the region in
about 2000 BC and who himself
had ass’ ears. Indeed, the
Egyptians described Seth as “an
ass of the desert” because of his
awful breath! The stench of his
birth actually corresponded to the
volcanic stench of the scorching

Sirocco which sometimes blew
from the deserts of the south to
Libya and Greece.2

• The wax plugs in the sailors’

ears and the song of the Sirens

(Figure 4)
In the course of his voyage, imme-
diately after leaving enchantress
Circe, Ulysses tells how he pre-
pared for the encounter with the
Sirens, whose seductive musical
powers he dreads. Speaking to his
shipmates, he says: “My friends, it
is not right that only one or two of

Figure 3. J. A. D. Ingres: “le Roi Midas et son barbier”, End 19th century, Louvre

Museum.
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us should know the prophecies
that Circe, in her divine wisdom
has made to me, and I am going to
pass them on to you so that we
may all be forewarned whether we
die or escape the worst and save
our lives. Her first warning con-
cerned the mysterious Sirens. We
must beware of their songs and
give their flowery meadow a wide
berth. I alone, she suggested,
might listen to their voices; but
you must bind me hard and fast,
so that I cannot stir from the spot
where you will stand me, by the
step of the mast, with the rope’s
ends lashed around the mast itself.
And if I beg you to release me,
you must tighten and add to my
bonds.”

Ulysses goes on with his story:
“In the meantime our good ship,
with that perfect wind to drive her,
fast approached the Sirens’ Isle.
But now the breeze dropped, some
power lulled the waves, and a
breathless calm set in. Rising from
their seats my men drew in the sail
and threw it into the hold, then sat
down at the oars and churned the

water white with their blades of
polished pine. Meanwhile I took a
large round of wax, cut it up small
with my sword, and kneaded the
pieces with all the strength of my
fingers. The wax soon yielded to
my vigorous treatment and grew
warm, for I had the rays of my
Lord the Sun to help me. I took

each of my men in turn and

plugged their ears with it. Then
they made me a prisoner on my
ship by binding me hand and foot,
standing me up by the step of the
mast and tying the rope’s ends to
the mast itself. This done, they sat
down once more and struck the
grey water with their oars. We
made good progress and had just
come within call off the shore
when the Sirens became aware
that a ship was swiftly bearing
down upon them, and broke into
their liquid song. “Draw near [...]

No seaman ever sailed his black

ship passed this spot without lis-

tening to the sweet tones that flow

from our lips, and none that lis-

tened has not been delighted and

gone on a wiser man.” [...] The

lovely voices came to me across
the water, and my heart was filled
with such a longing to listen that
with a nod and frown I signed to
my men to set me free. But they
swung forward to their oars and
rowed ahead, while Perimedes
and Eurylochus [members of the
crew] jumped up, tightened my
bonds and added more. However,
when they had rowed past the
Sirens and we could no longer
hear their voices and the burden of
their song, my good companions
were quick to clear their ears of
the wax I had used to stop them
and to free me from my shack-
les.”3

• Orpheus, or the charisma of

Music (Figure 5)
According to some versions,
Orpheus was the son of Apollo.
Not only did he personify alone
the idea that music had charms
to sooth the savage beast, that

“charm” was also present in the

original sense, that of Carmen : a
magic song close to bewitchment,
enchantment, a magic spell.
Indeed, the word “charisma”
applies because, to the Greeks,
music was not only a magical gift
but also a divine one. This was
certainly needed for Orpheus’
song to achieve the wondrous
deed of entering the realms of the
Dead to bring back his beloved
Eurydice. Charon agreed to ferry
him in silence over the waters of
the Styx, the dark river separating
our sun-bathed world from Pluto’s
infernal kingdom. The iron doors
of the beyond opened by them-
selves and Cerberus, the dog with
three heads, lay down, without
even barking, to let him pass.

Rapidly and without incident,
Orpheus found himself in the uni-
verse of shadows. What he saw in
the dark depths of Tartarus horri-

Figure 4. Vase of the “painter of the Sirens”, about 475 BC, British Museum.
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fied him. He passed the daughters
of Danaus, the Danaids, of whom
all but one had killed her husband
on their wedding night, and who,
to expiate their crimes, had to
pour water eternally into a barrel
without a bottom. As Orpheus, the
Thracian musician, passed them
by, they enjoyed a moment of
respite from their thankless task.
His music also brought a
moment’s peace to Tantalus, who
was condemned to suffer a terrible
thirst, even though he lived along-
side a lake: the waters evaporated
as soon as his lips touched them.
A perpetual hunger racked him,
maintained by visions of delicious
fruit that vanished as soon as he
went to pick it. Next, Orpheus
passed the place where Sisyphus
was obliged to roll a heavy rock
up a hill to the summit, only to see
it escape from his grasp and roll
right back down to the bottom. He
also took advantage of the passage
of Orpheus by wiping his burning
forehead as the music charmed his
ears like a beneficial balm. The
music of Orpheus also stopped for
a moment Ixion’s wheel to which
that treacherous murderer bound

as it rolled ceaselessly through the
sky. And for once, it is said, the
dry eyes of the Furies shed tears.
When he reached Pluto’s (or
Hades’) throne, Orpheus sung a
song that touched his heart:

He made iron tears flow

Down the cheeks of Pluto

And the Underworld granted

What love requested

A cavernous voice then pro-
claimed that an exceptional boon
had been granted to a mortal:
“Return home and Eurydice will
follow you like your shadow...”1,4

• The auditory masking effect

illustrated by other aspects of

the Orpheus myth (Figure 6)
The myth of Orpheus also illus-
trates another phenomenon: audi-
tory masking. On the first occa-
sion, Orpheus benefited. Unfor -
tunately, the second occasion
proved fatal.

Apollonius of Rhodes, the
Greek poet of the third century BC
tells us that Orpheus was a mem-
ber of the Argonauts’ expedition,
the quest for the Golden Fleece.
Orpheus embarked on the “Argo”
with Jason. Thanks to Orpheus,

the heroes were saved from the
Sirens when their enchanting song
reached them across the water.
Banning every other thought from
their minds, they followed their
desperate desire to hear more, and
turn the ship towards the shore
where the Sirens were standing.
But Orpheus took hold of his

lyre, and produced such a clear

and vibrating melody that it is

stifled the sound of those

bewitching and fatal voices. The
ship returned to its course and the
winds carried it far from that dan-
gerous place.5

The second mythological allu-
sion to the masking effect is at the
end of Orpheus’ life, when he is
literally smashed to pieces by the
Maenads whose advances are
rejected by him. In the beginning,
Orpheus endured thanks to the
song of his lyre. One of the
Maenads cried out: “here is the
man who scorns us”, and she
struck him with her thyrsus (a
stick surrounded with ivy or vine
leaves and tipped with a pine
cone, an attribute of Bacchus car-
ried by the Maenads). But the
point, which was tipped with
leaves, left only a mark on the har-
monious lips of the bard, without
injuring him. Another armed her-
self with a stone and threw it
through the air. But it was
charmed by the blending har-
monies of Orpheus’ voice and
lyre, falling at his feet. [...] All
their weapons would have been
rendered harmless by the charm of
Orpheus’ songs, but clamorous
shouting, howlings, Phrygian*
flutes with curving horns, tam-
bourines, drowned the music of
the lyre. Then at last the stones
grew crimson with the blood of
the poet, whose voice they did not
hear.1

Figure 5. Corot J.-B. Orpheus bringing back Eurydice from the

Underworld 1861 Museum of Fine Arts Houston, Texas.
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*Berekuntiov cwrov- Bere -
kuntios chôros; cf. Bailly Dic -
tionary: “territory of Berecynte
people” in Phrygia, Minor Asia 

• Echo’s voice (Figure 7)
A very beautiful young man called
Narcissus was hunting when he
was noticed by a nymph with a

ringing voice who was unable to
be silent when people spoke to
her, or to speak first. This nymph,
Echo, could only repeat sounds.
At that time, Echo had a body: she
was not only a voice. Even so, the
only use she made of her babbling
mouth was to return the last words
spoken to her. Such was the will of
Hera since she heard that because
of her lies, her endless flow of
talk, she favoured the extramarital
love affairs of Zeus, her unfaithful
husband. Hera had told Echo: “I
shall curtail the powers of that
tongue which has tricked me: you
will have only the briefest possi-
ble use of your voice.” From that
time on, Echo could only repeat
the final sounds spoken by a voice
and report the last words she
heard. She fell in love with
Narcissus but she was unable to
speak to him and she could only
repeat the last words of the sen-
tences he spoke. The dialogue into
which she entered with the young
man resulted in endless misunder-
standings and finally Narcissus,
being hounded by her, took fright
and, as he ran away, he said: “Away
with these embraces! I would die
before I would have you touch
me!” Echo repeated only: “I would

have you touch me”. Scorned in
this way, she concealed herself in
the woods hiding her shamed face
in the shelter of the leaves and ever
since that day, she dwells in lonely
caves. Yet still her love remained
firmly rooted  in her heart, and was
in creased by the pain of having
been rejected. Her anxious thoughts
kept her awake, and made her piti-
fully thin. She became wrinkled
and wasted; all the freshness of
her beauty withered into the air.
Only her voice and her bones were
left, till finally her voice alone
remained; for her bones, they say
were turned to stone. Since then,

Figure 6. The death of Orpheus. The din of the Maenads drowns the sounds of Orpheus’

lyre. From that moment, the charm of music ceases to have any effect. Orpheus is

knocked over and he raises his lyre. A Maenad pierces him with her thyrsus; two others

are in position to stone him to death (Vase from Nola, a city of Campania in the province

of Naples).

Figure 7. Red Attic representation painted on a hydria (water jar), 400 - 300 BC; British

Museum, London. Echo is represented as a winged nymph whose face is concealed

behind the fold of a veil, alluding to the fact that she finally became invisible.
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she hides in the woods, and,
though never seen on the moun-
tains, is heard there by all: for her

voice is the only part of her that

still lives.1
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