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Great culture to promote TB issues
Fryderyk Chopin, Jenny Lind, Hans Christian Andersen, and John Keats

by Cecilia Jorgensen

Brussels, 17 March. – In the context of World TB Day 2005 (24 March), the Brussels-based association Icons of Europe is launching two new global initiatives to encourage institutions to use ‘great culture’ to creating awareness of the need to fight tuberculosis (TB) and reducing its stigma.  This infectious, but curable disease has re-emerged as a global epidemic.  According to the World Health Organization (WHO), it kills over two million people each year.  Multidrug resistance, a TB/HIV interface, and plight of refugees have today created a particularly dangerous and complex situation in low- and high-income countries alike. 

The first initiative is the co-production of the world premiere of Chopin and The Nightingale, performed by students of The Glenn Gould School of the Royal Conservatory of Music at the Royal Ontario Museum on 24 April 2005.  Supported by Toronto Public Health, Chopin 
and The Nightingale is a musical dramatization of the newly discovered romance between Polish composer Fryderyk Chopin and Swedish soprano Jenny Lind in 1848-1849.  Explains Jens A. Jorgensen, co-playwright of the drama, president of Icons of Europe, and a former official of WHO:  “The audience does not only enjoy the music and the romance.  The public also learns that Chopin suffered from tuberculosis and that Jenny Lind raised funds to fight it.”
The second initiative is Icons of Europe’s research into an apparent link between TB and the sources of inspiration for The Nightingale of Danish storyteller Hans Christian Andersen.  This story provides a surprising, but historically correct framework for the musical drama.

[image: image1.png]Hans Christian Andersen tells in The Nightingale:  “The Chinese emperor lay cold and pale in his splendid bed.  He could hardly breathe;  there seemed to be something on his chest … Then, the nightingale came to sing hope and comfort to him.”  He wrote it in 1843 as a tribute to Jenny Lind, who did not return his feelings for her.  It is believed that the Chinese pagoda in the Tivoli garden of Copenhagen gave Andersen the idea of the emperor.

However, the white plague (i.e. TB) may also have stimulated Andersen’s creative mind.  TB was in the 19th century rampant and feared in all layers of society, but also romanticized.  It cut short the life of such cultural icons as John Keats, Fryderyk Chopin, Franz Kafka and George Orwell.  Andersen’s own father is also said to have died of TB.  
A nightingale and an emperor are even present in Keats’ renowned poem, Ode to a Nightingale, which he wrote in anguish at the time when his brother Tom was dying of TB:  “Though was not born for death, immortal Bird! / No hungry generations treat thee down / The Voice I hear this passing night was heard / In ancient days by emperor and clown”.  Also suffering from an unhappy love story with Fanny Brawne, John Keats died only 26 years old in 1821.

Whether or not the Chinese emperor had TB, he was cured by the singing of the nightingale.  The global celebration of the 200-year anniversary of Andersen’s birthday in 2005 would provide an opportunity for parents and children to revisit the story and discuss the menace and cure of TB.  Today, TB is treated through chemotherapy (the so-called DOTS strategy).  DOTS has proved to be highly effective, but new challenges must be overcome to stop TB.    

	Cecilia Jorgensen is co-author of a new research paper documenting, in consent with other scholars, that Jenny Lind in May 1849, with the knowledge of Queen Victoria, made an unsuccessful attempt to marry Chopin who died five months later.
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It is hardly strange that there was much talk of syphilis, but also the greatest scourge of the 19th century, tuberculosis, became a popular subject for tragedy. 

While the smallpox was being wiped out as a vaccine against it had been discovered, there was no cure for tuberculosis. And then there were the returning cholera and typhus epidemics, strongly promoted by the bad hygiene of the period.

For someone who travelled a lot, the epidemics were a greater enemy than catastrophes at sea and sudden death.

http://www.hca2005.com/Education/Primary+Education/Articles/ca30/ID/3455 

The many national and international institutions orchestrating the annual World TB Day (24 March) face the challenge of catching the attention of national policy-makers and the public in competition with so many other disasters around the world.

Says Jens A. Jorgensen, president of Icons of Europe and a former official of the World Health Organization:  “Our not-for-profit association encourages institutions to use ‘great culture’ as a platform for dialogue and inspiration on a societal issue such as tuberculosis.  These days, we are actually working with a public health institution, a conservatory of music and a royal museum to raise awareness of TB and reduce the stigma of this curable disease.  The specific platform is our historically correct six-act musical drama Chopin and The Nightingale in which Jenny Lind and Hans Christian Andersen play important parts.  Chopin indicates in his own letters from 1848-1849 that he felt better when Jenny Lind sang for him.”
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