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A former physician,  now associate 
clinical professor of medicine at Univer-
sity of California, San Francisco, Victoria 
Sweet, G ’73, is appalled by the deperson-
alization of healthcare in its technological, 
institutional manifestations. In Slow Medi-
cine: The Way to Healing (Riverhead, $27), 
she recounts what transpired when her 
father suffered a grand mal seizure and was 

hospitalized—on the incorrect impression that it was his first such incident and that 
he might have suffered a stroke. From the introduction:

I’d known  that healthcare was getting 
ever more bureaucratic; that doctors and 
nurses…were spending more and more 
of their time in front of a computer 
screen entering health-care data. I’d ex-
perienced it myself. But until that week, 
I had no idea how bad it had become. If I, 
as a physician, couldn’t get appropriate 
care for a family member in a lovely com-
munity hospital with well-trained staff—
who could?

What had happened to medicine and 
nursing? I asked myself.

To find out, I ordered up Father’s elec-
tronic health records and went over his 
near-death experience.

The document was 812 pages long and 
took me four hours to read. It began not 
with the doctors’ notes but with hun-
dreds of pages of pharmacy orders; then 
hundreds of pages of 
nursing notes, which 
were simply boxes 
checked. Only the doc-
tors’ notes were narra-
tive, and mostly they 
were cut-and-paste. No 
wonder no one could fig-
ure out what was really 
going on. Still, to be fair, 
although I found mistakes 
in the records, Father 
had, after all, gotten dis-
charged….I had to admit, 
judging by those elec-

tronic health records, his stay in the hos-
pital looked 100 percent quality-assured.

There was just something missing. And 
it was hard to put my finger on it.

Everything looked so good in the com-
puter, and yet what Father had gotten 
was not Medicine but Healthcare—Med-
icine without a soul.

What do I mean by “soul”?
I mean what Father did not get.
Presence. Attention. Judgment.
Kindness.
Above all, responsibility. No one took 

responsibility for the story. The essence 
of Medicine is story—finding the right 
story….Healthcare, on the other hand, 
deconstructs story into thousands of tiny 
pieces…for which no one is responsible.

A robot doctor could have cared for 
my father just as well.
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rector. “There are two stringed instruments 
and two double reeds. Plus, with the simi-
lar ranges of oboe and violin, cello and bas-
soon, you have two pairs of instruments that 
cover an entire timbral range, top to bottom. 
Piano is the anchor.” The piece opens with 
the gentle tonal sounds of the double reeds, 
and the music builds almost ceremonially 
as the others join in. Throughout, Holland 
expresses duality through musical devices: 
call and response, repetition, dissonance, 
instrumentation, and so-called “extended 
techniques”—unconventional ways of us-
ing an instrument.

Holland decided to add documentary 
voices to underscore the idea of juxtapo-
sition—of hope and despair, harmony and 
discord. About two minutes in, President 
Obama’s voice intones over the music, “We, 
the people, still believe that every citizen 
deserves a basic measure of security and 
dignity.” From there the score becomes 
fraught with tension, and Eric Garner is 
heard repeating “I can’t breathe” through the 
chokehold of a New York City police officer. 
“There’s a very specific rhythm to how he 
says it, so I had the musicians pick up on 
the rhythm, which they keep up even after 
the audio clip ends,” Holland explains. The 
oboist and bassoonist remove their reeds 
and breathe into their instruments in that 
same pattern; the pianist reaches into the in-
strument to dampen the strings, hammering 
out the rhythm to produce a dull, percussive 
sound without pitch. These extended tech-
niques create a sound that’s both percussive 
and breathy, like the wheeze and punch pat-
terns of a hospital respirator.

Then comes a second set of voices. First, 
actress Cicely Tyson is heard addressing 
the young women in the audience of the 
Black Girls Rock awards ceremony: “The 
moment anyone tries to demean or degrade 
you in any way, you have to know how great 
you are. No one is going to bother to put 
you down if you are not a threat to them.” 
Her words are countered by audio from 
the dash-cam footage of the arrest of San-
dra Bland. The instruments respond with 
gnashing sounds, and the piece ultimately 
closes in a decrescendo of dissonant whole 
notes. This unresolved conclusion repre-
sents Holland’s view of the national con-
versation about race. 

Reacting to the world around him in this 
way is one of the artist’s responsibilities, he 
says, but it’s also impossible for him not to. 
“Dream Elegy,” a somber orchestral piece 

that he wrote around the same time as “Syn-
chrony,” came from a similar psychological 
space, sparked by the senseless deaths of 
Tamir Rice and Michael Brown. “I had to 
write [it] as a meditation,” he says, “as a way 
of using my art to work through the weight 
of all of those events.”

Holland, who grew up in Flint, Michigan, 

and earned his bachelor’s at the Curtis In-
stitute of Music and his Harvard doctorate 
in composition, didn’t take this approach 
from the outset. Early in his career, he had 
hang-ups about “who I was supposed to be 
as a classical composer,” he says. “I didn’t 
want people to expect a certain kind of mu-
sic because I’m a black composer, I wanted 
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