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Stressed? Play a Tune: The Controversial Benefits of Music
Picture yourself in your car, listening to your favorite song. Perhaps your preference for the moment is a soothing classical piece--Bach’s Air on the G string. As you listen and casually switch lanes, your heart rate quickens, blood-flow increases, and the neurotransmitter—dopamine—is released into your system. Through music therapy, such extraordinary reactions to music have been explored and utilized to help the physically disabled cope with stressful situations and even recover from trauma and anxiety. From my perspective as a seven-year cellist and music enthusiast that volunteers at the university radio station, I can personally account for the physical and psychological delivery involved in music. However, upon investigating various findings, I’ve arrived to the conclusion that the benefits of music and its use in therapy aren’t merely exclusive to physical impairments. 
	Until the 1950’s, the notion that music could be used to evoke a response from humans was vague and untested during the earlier years of America’s history. According an article by William Davis, James Leonard Corning was the first American pioneer of the matter. Born August 26th 1855, he graduated from the Riverview Military Academy in Poughkeepsie, New York and went on to pursue “his lifelong interest in science and medicine.” (Davis 2012) From there, Corning later went on to gain his medical credentials from Wurzburg University, Germany in 1878 and finally returned the US with a specialization in psychiatry and neurology. In fact, he was credited for his discovery of spinal anesthesia in 1885. Eventually, Corning’s curiosity about the relationship between music and psychology [which stemmed from his experimentation with a melodeon on patients at his insane asylum] led him to further experiment with the use of music therapy on “clients who were diagnosed with various behavioral-emotional disorders.”
In time, Corning explored music as a means to alter emotional responses and believed that it could be used to control emotional disorders; ultimately, he desired to stimulate their “pleasant emotions” through music. (Davis 2012). These positive emotional experiences would immerge only if recollection of a pleasant memory could be associated it with in order to bring them into action. In more current times, researchers can still observe the relationship we have with music and emotions in the same manner that Corning did.  Aldridge highlights the latter concept in his book Music Therapy and Addictions through his conclusion that "Music can evoke emotional and physical responses not just because of the music's properties, but because music recreates a mental and emotional representation of the essence of the moment when it is first heard." His conclusion validated Corning’s theory that emotions and music were related. Later on in the book he proceeds to briefly mention a “two-way” relationship between patients and music. He explains that the patients were “drawn into the music while listening attentively, and at the same time, drew the music into themselves”, basically relishing every moment of the music while relating it to current or past circumstances in life. He described this relationship as a “total physical and emotional experience”. At a glance, it seems that a plethora of evidence can only be found in support of the idea that music therapy improves mental and physical health in patients. However, make no mistake, although the research was conducted from the perspective of a therapist, the same two-way relationship is still applicable to everyone. The most significant characteristic to consider is the ubiquity of music itself. Because music can transcend all social and cultural barriers, it becomes common ground, not just between genders and ethnicities, but between the sick and the perfectly healthy. Therefore, the presence of music presents the opportunity for emotional benefit by all. 
Multiple articles and journals have also shown that “in patients with dementia (a mental illness), music listening has proven to be a powerful tool in reducing anxiety and agitation." (McCaffrey 2008) Such research expands out into the possibility of the use of therapy to mentally appease patients; therefore, exploring the versatility of music. Conversely, McCaffrey suggests that music has another property. He reveals that “music can evoke emotion, it can also form emotional habits such that when one hears certain kinds of music, one's emotions come to the surface." So what does this mean? This proves that music can be applied to the physical, mental and emotional aspects of healing. Thus, the side effects of music are a universal experience. Each musical encounter varies from person to person; however, the pleasure-boosting role of music is virtually the same. Because of these universally appreciated attributes of music, the misconceptions that music therapy is intended solely for those with physical and mental ailments can be challenged by the fact that the emotional benefits of music, in general, can still be enjoyed by both those who are healthy and ill.
Music therapy serves as a cathartic, outlet for patients to express themselves in order to help progress their healing process. Writing for the Los Angeles Times, Mark Swed  observes its use in the Tewksbury Hospital Boston. He describes its use as a means to help the patients “discovered their inner composer” (Swed). According to Swed’s article, the music-writing Hyperscore was found to help the patients “express themselves in a way that bypassed language.” Furthermore, because the healing process involves expressing internal struggles, music therapy is also considered a psychological stimulant. In fact, the term “therapy” actually refers to the treatment of mental and psychological disorders. Other professionals in the field explored a method of music therapy that allows patients to freely express the effects of psychological trauma or suppressed feelings that patients would be afraid to mention otherwise. In his book, David Aldridge describes the method as lyrical analysis--the clients “used music and words as a vehicle to express their problems and secrets” ( 86). The ability for patients to use therapy to channel their emotions artistically in a manner that encourages psychological relief seems to prove the argument that music therapy is only necessary for those who have some kind of ailment. 
On the other hand, music therapy, which is a means of catharsis and expression, also works to alter physiological responses to stress; consequently, studies have shown that, given time, listeners who suffer from ailments are healed. Amy Chaves notes in her article from Natural News a variety of physically beneficial attributes. This author claims that a relaxing tune’s rejuvenating properties have been known to aid the treatment of tinnitus (qtd. in Levine RA 2006). Chaves' research also revealed its success for patients on the operating table--more specifically--the correlation between fluctuating levels of stress and its use during surgery. McCaffrey reported that, a controlled group of patients who underwent surgery while being exposed to music had lower cortisol and lymphocyte levels than those who weren’t. Cortisol is known within the medical community as a potent stress related hormone that, if released in excess, can weaken bone density, muscle tissue and the strength of the immune system. McCaffrey also notes that the “reductions in blood pressure and pulse and heart rates, as well as increases in oxygen saturation” (40) as the prioritized effect of music on people in general. Overall, music therapy is extremely useful for inducing minute physical responses in the body that make a major difference in a person’s well-being. 
The usefulness of music inside and out of a therapist’s office never ceases to amaze me. Surely, in the distant future, even more intriguing correlations will be made between some type of newly-discovered human ability through music. Until then, we can only observe our conscience and unconscious responses to it within past or present times. Corning dared to venture into an unknown possibility in science but current scientists carried where he left off in pursuit of evidence that would reveal music’s role as a psychological and physiological stimulant to its audience. In even more recent times, it has been brought to our attention that its alternate role as an emotional stimulant exists and is just as important and effective—if not more. Looking back on the facts, we see that when used in the form of therapy, music does indeed enable psychological improvement. We also see the cause-and-effect relationship between our physical response to music when undergoing some type of surgery; however, none of this proves that the emotional results of such therapy is only necessary for those who have some kind of ailment. With this in mind, the concept of a symbiotic relationship between music and its listeners becomes more and more evident. Plainly put, this research only partially explains the beauty of music and the functionality of its melody for all people. Music exists to benefit us and we need its benefits.
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