
BASIC PRINCIPLES OF ANATOMY AND PHYSIOLOGY 
FOR THE MUSIC THERAPIST 

©2014, All Rights Reserved 
Daniel J. Schneck 

 
Introduction: The Symbiotic Relationship Between Music and The 

Human Body 
 

 Aristotle recognized it, when he wrote in his Politics, “If one listens 

to the wrong kind of music, he will become the wrong kind of person; 

but, conversely, if he listens to the right kind of music, he will tend to 

become the right kind of person.”  Plato, too, writing in his Republic 

observed, “Music training is a more potent instrument than any other, 

because rhythm and harmony find their way into the inward places of 

the soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting grace, and making the 

soul of him who is rightly educated, graceful.”  Indeed, the ancient 

Greeks … including the likes of Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle, 

covering, respectively and collectively, the roughly 235-year period from 

582-to-347 B.C. … saw in mathematics and music the embodiment of all 

natural phenomena, derived from a cosmic source which they believed to 

be God (for the Greeks, Zeus; for the Romans, Jupiter).  That’s why they 

ascribed divine status to the fine arts and science (in that order!), 

considering them to be embodied in nine Goddesses – sacred daughters 

of the almighty Zeus.  The female deities were called muses, from which 

the very word, “music,” is derived. 

      The ancient Greeks had an incredible respect for music because they 

recognized its relationship to: 

• mathematics – e.g., musical intervals, frequency ratios, patterns of 

consonance and dissonance, etc. (see Chapter 13); and, 

• nature – e.g., the fundamental principles of order and harmony 

that prevail throughout the Universe (see Chapters 8-13). 

Through this relationship, they saw in music the embodiment of sound 

… acoustic energy … as a mechanism for accessing and influencing a 



human’s physiology (nature) and emotions.  Thus, according to the 

Greeks, music could either corrupt, or enhance “the stillness of one’s 

inner being.” 

Consider, for example, how they referred to music in their Doctrine 

of Ethos, which describes the effects of sound on human behavior … and 

therefore, its influence on morality.  Again, in the words of Plato (Laws, 

III), “The Foundations of Music, once established, must not be changed, 

for lawlessness in art and education inevitably leads to license in 

manners and anarchy in Society.”  Thus, with the possible exception of 

their attributing to a divine source the profound effects of music, the 

Greeks were not far off in recognizing its symbiotic relationship with the 

human body, and its immense transformative power!  Indeed, there is a 

very good reason why Music is a Universal Language!  As we shall see, 

it is fashioned from the very template that is our own anatomical 

architecture … and this architecture is universal, essentially the same 

the world over! 

Our bodies are nested hierarchies of vibrational frequencies, mostly 

in the audible range (20-20,000 cycles per second).  These vibrational 

attributes appear in discrete anatomical structures that function in 

space and time within larger, more complicated structures … which, 

themselves, are contained within even larger and more complex 

vibrational structures (anatomic systems).  As we shall see, each 

structure/system “prefers” to operate in accordance with specific, 

optimal frequency patterns.  Musicians think of these patterns as 

defining a state of physiologic consonance that is in concordance with the 

corresponding acoustic-energy attribute of musical consonance.  Indeed, 

the syntax that is embedded in the six fundamental elements of music – 

Rhythm, Melody, Harmony, Timbre, Dynamics, and Form – “speaks” this 

body language and hence, enjoys a symbiotic relationship with the very 

organism that created it in the first place.   



 Thus, as shall become further apparent in the pages that follow, 

All God’s Creations Got Rhythm!  Body tissues and organs have a 

unique shape, size, mass density, state of “tone” (tension), and so on.  

These unique geometric features and physical properties cause the 

structures to “resonate” within their own, tissue-and-organ-specific 

range of vibrational energy – sets of “perfect pitches,” if you will (c.f., 

Table XVI).  When anatomical structures drift outside of their optimal 

frequency range of operation, they develop abnormal tensions that result 

in disturbed physiologic function – states that one can refer to as 

physiologic dissonance.  Enter the music therapist! 

 The role of the music therapist is to resolve physiologic dissonance 

into physiologic consonance … just as a composer does (a good deal of 

the time, anyway!) in developing the harmonic structure of a piece of 

music.  By externally “driving” the body’s organs and tissues – “playing” 

the musical instrument, if you will -- using a syntax encoded into musical 

compositions … this professional health-care provider succeeds in 

activating processes of physiologic entrainment [Schneck and Berger 

(2006) and Chapter 12].  Also called a frequency-following response, 

Entrainment refers to the fact that when a weaker anatomic pulsation 

(which often prevails in states of physiologic dissonance) comes under 

the influence of -- i.e., entrains -- a stronger one (which “drives” the 

system from outside), such forced vibrations (ibid.) can activate a process 

called sympathetic resonance.  This process allows the system to move 

eventually toward more optimal physiologic operating set points, a state 

of physiologic consonance arrived at through physiologic adaptation 

(Chapter 12).  Thus: 

• Under the influence of musical stimulation (“playing” the 

anatomical instrument that is the human body), misdirected 

organs and tissues in a state of physiological dissonance (i.e., in 

need of being “tuned”) undergo physiological resolution -- through 



physiological resonance and resulting physiological adaptation.  

So-tuned, they are driven back to the more optimal state of 

physiological consonance (i.e., they are now in tune”), with a 

consequent release of the tension which these misdirected 

organs and tissues had been holding. 

Thus, exploiting the processes of entrainment and adaptation, the 

music therapist, thinking of the human body as a sophisticated musical 

instrument, can effectively Tune it to a desirable frequency that 

corresponds to an optimal state of physiologic function, i.e., health and 

cenesthesia (defined in Chapter 14).  This is not unlike tuning a radio 

dial to a desired station.  The key, of course, is proper assessment and 

dose-response criteria (ibid.), in order to ensure that the right “medicine” 

is being prescribed for the right “affliction,” i.e., that one is tuning-in to 

the right station!  It is hoped that this book will help in the development 

of such criteria.  


