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Backbone
of the arts

Physicians and health care institutions play a critical
role in supporting Minnesota’s rich arts culture
BY SUZY FRISCH

Circus Juventas teaches circus arts to
more than 2,500 youth a year, many of them
advanced students who practice at its
Saint Paul Big Top about four times a week.

Though Circus Juventas is the largest youth circus in the world,
it’s still a relatively small nonprofit compared to other Twin Cities
institutions.
When staff from Tria Orthopaedic Center approached Circus
Juventas in 2014 about providing medical care to its students,
co-founders Dan and Betty Butler thought it would be too costly.
But Tria wasn’t expecting payment. Instead, it wanted to team
with HealthPartners in sponsoring the circus with in-kind sports
medicine services.
At first, that support included having Tria or HealthPartners staff
available during practices or rehearsals two to three times a week.
Now physicians, athletic trainers or physical therapists are on hand
almost daily to prevent, assess, manage and heal injuries. They also
put on quarterly injury-prevention and nutrition workshops.
Combined, it makes a huge difference for participants and
their families, says Dan Butler, executive director. Such care keeps
everyone healthy as Circus Juventas expands its reach and prominence, performing at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival in Washington, D.C. in 2017 and Super Bowl’s Taste of the NFL in St. Paul
earlier this year.
There are other benefits for Circus Juventas. “It put us in a different category once a respected medical institution was our partner in health and wellness,” Butler says. “We’ve had an incredible
experience with them.”
Across the state, physicians, health organizations and other
medical providers support the arts community in Minnesota.
They give foundational backing to arts entities big and small by
serving on boards, sponsoring organizations, donating, volunteering and attending events.
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Many physicians feel connected to the arts and want to give
back because of their own arts backgrounds, says Gary Christenson, MD, chief medical officer of Boynton Health, the student
health service at University of Minnesota, and an arts-in-medicine advocate.
“Medical school and early career are time-intensive periods
where you often give up a lot of things you used to do,” Christenson says. “Once people have the opportunity, they reconnect with
interests they had before. They might not have time to do theater,
but they can support local theater.”
Getting engaged with the arts also can prevent or alleviate
burnout. “It gets doctors out of the medical mindset and involved
with making different decisions,” says Christenson, a psychiatrist.
“By supporting the arts, you are expanding your own knowledge
base and appreciation for it.”
Music organizations like the Minnesota Orchestra and Saint
Paul Chamber Orchestra (SPCO) attract a number of physician
board members. Many are musicians who bring the same dedication and intensity to mastering their medical specialty that they
once devoted to music. They may start as patrons and then get
more involved over time.
Arts organizations seek a wide variety of backgrounds and
viewpoints, including physicians, to guide their decision-making.
Physicians happen to make excellent board members, says Kevin
Smith, president and CEO of the Minnesota Orchestra, which has
four physicians on its board.
“They are hugely intellectual and hugely inquisitive, and they
are extremely accomplished, thoughtful people,” Smith says. “Attorneys are great, but physicians are just a lot more fun. They are
looking for possibilities and attorneys are looking for risks.”
SPCO draws support from a wide swath of the health care
industry, including physicians, nurses, medical researchers, medical device engineers and executives. Many of its investors are big
players in health care, including Mayo Clinic, Medtronic and
UnitedHealth.
This kind of support stems from health professionals’ overall
focus on the well-being of individuals and the community. “This
encompasses a belief in all aspects of a healthy community, including arts access for all,” says Katelin Richter Davis, SPCO assistant director of development for individual giving.
SPCO has long benefited from the support and advice of health
care providers. They champion its objective to reach out to all
members of the community, regardless of age, geography, physical
ability or financial status. To that end, SPCO created its Concert
Library, which offers free live streaming and on-demand videos
to all.
“Medical professionals on our board and our governing members have been key in identifying community settings where this
new platform can provide value for individuals who may be interested, but not physically able to attend a concert,” Davis says. That
may include nursing homes, prisons or hospitals.
The Museum of Russian Art in Minneapolis finds that its community of leaders, patrons and supporters draws generously from
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the medical community. too. Vladimir von
Tsurikov, PhD, president
and director, says many
health care professionals are attracted to its
exhibits and varied
programming, including plays, concerts and
speakers.
“Art has an important role to play in any
healing process,” says
von Tsurikov. “There is
an alignment of some
of our activities when
it comes to that mission. I often think of the
famous Russian writer
Dostoevsky who said,
‘Beauty will save the
world.’ Arts and cultural
institutions contribute
that beauty and a more
holistic approach to
healing.”
Whether involvement
in the arts helps physicians find balance, heal
patients or contribute
to a vibrant community,
physicians make their
presence known among
the state’s many cultural
institutions. MM
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Suzy Frisch is a Twin Cities
freelance writer

Tria Orthopaedic Center and
HealthPartners provide in-kind
sports medicine services to
Circus Juventas, which makes
an important difference for
participants and their families.
Physicians from Tria Orthopaedic
Center and HealthPartners will be
on hand for the Circus Juventas
(http://circusjuventas.org) summer
show, STEAM, July 27–August 12.

The physicians
featured on the
next pages support arts
institutions in a variety of
ways and some are active
with more than one arts
organization.
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Afshan
Anjum
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was showcasing these issues. It seemed like a safe place to
have difficult conversations about issues that were of concern to me as a child psychiatrist.”
As a board member, Anjum shares her experiences in
caring for children and adolescents contending with depression, anxiety or trauma. Ultimately, this informs some of
Pangea’s productions. Being on a board made up of 60 percent women and people of color also offers Anjum a cathartic forum for releasing tension from her job.
“We have built a community where I can reach out to
people, where I know people will understand the stress,”
Anjum says. “This is a place where we can regroup and focus
on the goals of equity and fairness and understand how they
relate to our common humanity. That is fulfilling and enriching for me.”
It’s also a place where Anjum takes her mind off any
stress, thanks to Pangea’s lighthearted or inspiring productions, such as a recent celebration of Bollywood. Anjum may
encourage patients and their families to attend a Pangea
performance as a kind of therapy. This often opens doors to
conversations about topics such as sexual violence or cultural issues that she might not have broached otherwise.
She also is pleased that
through her expertise, accurate portrayals of mental
health matters find their
way into Pangea’s work,
aiming to raise awareness
or weigh solutions. “Being
on the board nicely fits
and supports the work I
do,” Anjum says. “It has
been mutually helpful
being here.”

Supporter of the arts
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Afshan Anjum, MD, child psychiatrist
program director of the child and adolescent
psychiatry fellowship, University of Minnesota

Board member of Pangea
World Theater in Minneapolis
At first, productions and events at Pangea World Theater
spoke to Afshan Anjum, MD. She connected with its thoughtprovoking takes on issues central to her life and work as a child
psychiatrist: barriers to health care, domestic violence and immigration.
The more time Anjum and her family spent at Pangea, the
more she wanted to get involved. When the theater’s leaders
asked her to join the board in 2014, it seemed a natural extension of her decade-long relationship with Pangea. Anjum believes firmly in its mission to celebrate cultural differences and
promote human rights and she wanted to help achieve those
goals.
“Their work became very relevant to me,” says Anjum,
whose four children also volunteered at the theater. “As a family, we are involved as advocates for human rights, and Pangea
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Oleg Froymovich, MD

otolaryngologist and sleep medicine physician at
Fairview Clinics and Minneapolis VA Medical Center

The artists’ physician

When the show must go on but one of the performers is ailing, many
arts venues know to call Oleg Froymovich, MD. Talent managers and
others have Froymovich on speed dial because he’s willing to treat
artists with voice troubles at any hour of the day—wherever they
might be.
“Your hours aren’t 8 to 5 when you’re a performer; they need some
flexibility,” he says. “I’m able and willing to do that; that’s why I got
into medicine.” He treats performers 12-14 times a year at different
venues, including the Guthrie Theater, Ordway Center and Target
Center.
In some situations, Froymovich prescribes steroids or antibiotics.
At other times, he refers patients to an otolaryngologist closer to their
home. He’s not shy about delivering bad news when an artist needs
to take time off. Knowing he helps performers continue doing what
they love at a high level is extremely gratifying, Froymovich says.
Once, the lead singer for a famous British group invited Froymovich to the concert and then
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thanked him from the stage.
“That meant more than any
money in the world,” he says.
“It was a great experience and
a great feeling.” Even better, he
says, was seeing the singer at
his clinic later and giving him
advice about how to take good
care of his voice.
Froymovich also volunteers
with Voice Care Network at
St. John’s University in Collegeville, which brings together
voice educators, voice scientists and physicians and musicians who want to learn and
teach healthy voice practices.
“I want to give back to the
community. When you give
back, you give back to the
areas that appeal the most to
you,” he says. “The arts are one
that I feel is part of being involved in the fabric of human
society. I love my work, but the
arts relax your mind and soul.”
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Ellen Bendel-Stenzel, MD,
neonatologist
Minnesota Neonatal Physicians,
practicing at Children’s Minnesota in
Minneapolis

Board member of
Children’s Theatre
Company in Minneapolis
Ellen Bendel-Stenzel, MD, regularly sees the power of
the arts to heal and change lives. She knows that the
arts make a daily difference, whether it’s bringing relief
to a stressed family at Children’s Minnesota hospital
or helping low-income children learn by giving them
a voice.
(continued on next page)
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That’s what her work as a neonatologist
is all about and Bendel-Stenzel extends that
effort by serving on the Children’s Theatre
Company (CTC) board. “I would argue that
in pediatrics, anything that promotes imaginative exploration and positive development
is medicine,” she says. “As a board member, I
come with the perspective of promoting children and their well-being. I tell them about
the positive impact I see from exposure to art
activities every day at the hospital.”
She grew up with parents who were fully
invested in their passions—her dad as a
perinatologist and her mom as a Children’s
Theatre board member and arts volunteer.
Eventually, Bendel-Stenzel followed in both
their footsteps. She’s in her second CTC board
term.
Bendel-Stenzel says she is proud to be
involved with a theater that reaches out to
people like her patient families, and she does
what she can to forge ties between Children’s
Minnesota and the theater. She points to the
hospital’s Healing Arts program, which brings
CTC cast members and other performers to
visit patients and put on shows in the hospital’s in-house studio.
There’s also the theater’s Neighborhood
Bridges program, which teaches storytelling
and drama to 600 Twin Cities elementary
students at schools with limited arts funding.
“These programs make me so proud to be on
the board,” she says. “It’s easy to donate your
time and money to something you feel so passionately about.”
Bendel-Stenzel and her family enjoy local
arts activities together, as a respite from her
always-on life as a neonatologist. “When I’m
not working, I need a personal escape, and the
escape I find is in the arts community,” she
says. “That I’m able to bridge these two loves
together is very healthy and, to be honest, it
keeps me sane. Because I see the benefit of the
arts in my life, it’s so easy to support it so that
others can enjoy it as well.”
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Richard Rose, MD, internal medicine
HealthPartners Como Clinic in St. Paul

Supporter of the Museum of Russian
Art, Penumbra Theatre and Graywolf
Press, and facilitator of Lifeline
poetry nights at the Como Health Club

Whether he’s supporting his favorite Twin Cities arts institutions or facilitating poetry discussions at his clinic, Richard Rose, MD, uses the arts to change
his perspective, think deeply about human suffering and explore the world.
Rose backs smaller gems in the Minnesota art scene: Penumbra Theatre
in Saint Paul and The Museum of Russian Art and Graywolf Press in Minneapolis. Rose says he supports organizations when he feels a strong connection
to their mission and events. “I’m of the feeling that the arts, music, painting, sculpture and especially literature and poetry, inform us the most about
human existence,” he says. Poetry, for example, gives insight into human suffering.
Rose cites recent events that influenced him, including a Chekhov reading
at The Museum of Russian Art and the My America night at Penumbra. He
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says the discussion between a teenager with disabilities, a Native
American woman and an African-American mother educated him
about different viewpoints.
Rose takes these experiences—and often poems by Graywolf
Press writers—and brings them to the Como Health Club Lifeline
poetry group. Since 2015, he has facilitated its discussions every
other month. Rose says he loves digging into a complex poem and
watching how it pulls people together; this also happens to him
after seeing awe-inspiring paintings or challenging plays.
“We’re all benefitting from it in that we inform each other,” says
Rose. From Shakespeare to Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Bishop,
“these poems touch on a life lived—all the registers of the human
experience. I think it adds something to patients’ lives.”

Bonita Hill, MD, family medicine
recently retired from Lakeview Clinic in
Chaska

Board member of Northern
Clay Center in Minneapolis

While still in high school, as Bonita Hill, MD, was deciding
her life’s path, she debated between art and medicine. She
adored both, but medicine won out. Still, she maintained a
love of visual art and found a way to weave it into her life.
During medical school and residency and while establishing
her career as a family medicine physician, Hill put art on hold.
She slowly brought it back in 1997, when she reduced her work
hours by a quarter to balance work and family
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life. First, Hill started painting again. Then she
selected art for Lakeview Clinic’s locations in
Chaska and Waconia.
“Making art really nurtures your spirit,” says
Hill, who retired in late 2016. “I knew it was the
best medicine for me and I wanted to bring it to
other people, too. It’s an essential part of being a
human being.”
Hill joined the Society for Arts in Healthcare
(now the National Organization for Arts in
Health) and eventually created a program called
Art Rounds at the Weisman Museum—a vehicle
for training University of Minnesota medical
students.
Hill gained more confidence in her leadership, advocacy and desire to bring art to
patients and providers, which prompted her
to secure grant funding that led to a daily arts
program at Ridgeview Medical Center’s geriatric mental health unit, as well as an ongoing art
show in a main corridor of the Medical Center,
featuring art created by Carver County artists.
Hearing that the Northern Clay Center in
Minneapolis was seeking a board member, Hill
raised her hand in 2011. She says she likes the
“bold vision” of the organization that includes accessibility to a diverse community and “creation
of experiences that are potentially joyful and
even transformative to individuals and the community.”
(continued on next page)
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She has served on committees for strategic
planning and the organization’s 25th anniversary,
and tackled projects like researching appliances
for the Center’s new breakroom. “It’s been a great
experience,” Hill says. “Little by little, I realized
how I can contribute. I like project work and getting things done—that’s true of most physicians.”
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Ralph Chu, MD,
ophthalmologist and
eye surgeon
Chu Vision Institute in
Bloomington

Board member of the
Minnesota Orchestra
and Walker Art Center
in Minneapolis
Ralph Chu, MD, serves on the Minnesota Orchestra and Walker Art Center boards in order
to stay connected to his passion for the arts and
to maintain a balance between the art and science of medicine.
An accomplished violinist, Chu adores playing and listening to classical music. He says he
believes that being a musician taught him sensitivity, empathy and understanding, as well as
the power of silence, all traits he taps into when
treating patients.
“Music helps me understand and cope with a
lot of the uncertainty that we face in medicine,”
says Chu, who focuses on cataract, refractive
and corneal surgery. “Being able to feel and
be sensitive to the nuances of another human
being—music has brought that to my life. I use
that every day as a doctor.”
Chu started getting engaged with arts leadership as a Children’s Theatre Company board
member. Impressed by its entertaining and
eye-opening shows for all ages, Chu wanted to
contribute to supporting the theater. In 2015,
after completing his time on the Children’s Theatre Company board, Chu joined the Minnesota
Orchestra board, where he was increasingly
involved as a subscriber and supporter.
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Overall, Chu strives to help keep key Twin Cities’ assets vital. “The arts make us
a world-class city and help attract business talent and artistic talent, they change
the dynamic in the community and they change the conversation about diversity
and conflicts happening around the world,” he says. “If you believe in these broader
principles and their missions, becoming involved with them becomes very easy.”
A solo practitioner, Chu enjoys sharing his experiences in management, marketing, medicine— and music—with organizations while gaining the opportunity to
learn from other Minnesota business and civic leaders. He’s driven by a lifelong
commitment to music, starting as a 5-year-old who eventually toured worldwide
with his orchestra and once performed for the Pope.
“It’s refreshing to remember that a lot of what we do as physicians is an art, like
connecting and communicating with patients,” he adds. “It helps me remember the
joy of practicing medicine.”

