
MUSICIANS WITH DYSTONIA

Over the past 30 years, musicians and health 
professionals alike have taken an increased 
interest in the study of disorders that affect a 
performer’s ability to play music. Considering the 
vigorous demands of practicing and performing at 
an expert level, the constant repetition of precise 
movements over the course of many years, and 
the need to earn a living through music, profes-
sional musicians are susceptible to a variety of 
specific occupational injuries. 

One disorder to which musicians are susceptible 
is task-specific focal dystonia.  Dystonia is a 
neurological movement disorder characterized by 
involuntary muscle contractions and postures.

The term focal indicates that only one part of the 
body is affected.  The term task-specific indicates 
that the dystonia occurs only in the context of a 
specific task, such as playing an instrument.  

Like anyone whose life and career are affected by 
dystonia, musicians may feel the impact of the
disorder at a very deep level. A decreased ability 
to perform may strike at the very core of a 
musician’s livelihood and personality. The 
development of dystonia may elicit intense 
psychological distress. The Musicians with 
Dystonia program was established to serve the 
unique needs of musicians whose lives and careers 
are affected by the disorder.
 
    
    Musicians with Dystonia is a group of 
    individuals committed to dystonia awareness,
    education, patient support, and research on
    behalf of both individual musicians and the
    greater dystonia community.

Musicians with Dystonia was founded in 2000 by Glen 
Estrin, a former professional French Horn player afflicted 
with focal dystonia, and Steven Frucht, M.D., a neurologist at 
Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York.

The program has established a worldwide network of health 
care practitioners knowledgeable in the disorder that are 
available for recommendation to afflicted patients.

For more information or to locate a healthcare professional 
who specializes in dystonia, please contact:

Dystonia Medical Research Foundation 
One East Wacker Drive,  Suite 2430
Chicago, IL 60601-1905
Phone: 800 377 DYST (3978) or 312 755 0198
Fax: 312 803 0138
E-mail: muscians@dystonia-foundation.org
Site: www.dystonia-foundation.org 
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OVERVIEW OF SYMPTOMS

Musicians may perceive the early symptoms of 
dystonia as the result of their having faulty 
technique or lack of sufficient preparation.  As a 
result,  many musicians intensify rehearsal and 
practice sessions and do not seek medical help 
until the condition is quite pronounced.

The Musicians with Dystonia group is dedicated 
to providing musicians and health care profession-
als with medical and educational resources.

The first signs of dystonia are lapses in the usually 
instinctive ability to perform on the instrument.  
These lapses may show up in technical passages, 
formerly not problematic, which become resistant. 
With brass players, they may start in one register.

Over the course of three to six months, the 
performance problems become progressively 
worse.  Increasing practice or taking time off does 
not help, and there is usually no pain associated 
with dystonia. Playing the instrument triggers the 
muscle spasms. The spasms are not usually present 
at rest.

Pianists usually are affected in the right hand, and 
the spasms may cause the fingers to contract and 
curl under when attempting to play. String players 
are typically affected in their left hands, and 
dystonia has been detected in guitarists and 
percussionists in either hand. Woodwind players
can develop dystonia in their embouchure or 
hands. Brass players are usually afflicted in the 
corners of the mouth and the jaw.

Dystonia is task-specific to playing the instrument 
and does not usually spread to other activities.  
Since dystonia is a neurological disorder, massage 
therapy, acupuncture, and other methods of 
muscle function therapy do not usually provide 
relief. A visit to a neurologist who is a specialist in 
movement disorders is highly recommended.

Musicians with DystoniaMusicians with Dystonia
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