Hadassah’s Hospital Clowns

"The arrival of a good clown exercises a more beneficial influence upon the health of a town than of twenty asses laden with drugs."

Thomas Sydenham, medieval philosopher

Thanks to the handful of visionaries who made it their mission to bring laughter to sick children, Hadassah’s Hospital Clown Program has now been running for some years.  Since September 2002, clowns have been at work in the Ein Kerem’s pediatric in-patient and intensive care units, outpatient clinics, acute-care waiting rooms, and in its physical therapy, bone marrow transplant, burns and pediatric AIDS units, reminding young patients that they are more than just their illness.  Later, more clowns joined the team to work with children hospitalized at our Mount Scopus campus.

Working in tandem with the hospital's medical staff, Hadassah’s clowns relate HoHone-on-one to the Medical Center’s acutely and chronically ill children, to their parents and to medical staff.  Reintroducing fun and laughter as natural parts of everyday life, they help ease the stress of serious illness.  A relatively short time after the program took hold, Pediatrics Chairman Prof. David Branski spoke for all his staff saying, “I can no longer imagine our professional lives without the clowns.”

Background:

While hospital clowns have been familiar figures in North American and European medical centers for over a decade, they are relatively new to Israel. Thanks to the generosity of concerned donors, the Hadassah University Medical Center has been able to pioneer this singular tool of health and healing.  Hadassah’s clowns have shown over and again the healing power of humor.   

Benefits of Hadassah’s Clown Program:

 Bringing joy and hope. The mere presence of the clown is a reminder of joy and hope in rooms of fear and sickness.  A clown in the hospital is itself a joke, the very spirit of humor. 

 Clowns allow sick children a sense of control.   Unlike medical staff who come and go based on the procedural timetable, Hadassah’s clowns stay with a child only if invited, allowing hospitalized youngsters to decide what they want.

 PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Clown playing guitar"Clowns can motivate children.  Doctors and therapists at Hadassah note that a visit from a clown is sometimes just what a child needs during an uncomfortable or tedious procedure or during intensive physical and occupational therapy. A child can get excited about reaching for a bubble blown by a clown, even if it involves the same movement he or she was resisting moments earlier. 

 Clowns can help patients’ families and hospital staff.   Clowns enable the families of sick children and hard-pressed medical staff to look beyond tedium, tension or fear and find the silly within the serious or the funny inside the frightening. 

Hadassah’s Clowns:

The clowns on Hadassah’s team are all trained professionals.  Each works a certain number of days a week in the Medical Center’s Division of Pediatrics.  Their impact, however, is felt on the entire hospital, with everyone talking about the clowns and their special brand of medicine.  The holder of the Division’s cafeteria franchise won’t accept payment from the clowns for their coffee; they are, he says, performing “holy work.” 

► CHRIS THE CLOWN, 46, is artistic director of Israel’s Magic Society, and an award-winning stage magician.   Born in France, he began by studying stage magic, added clowning to his repertoire in an ongoing series of courses and workshops outside Israel, and recently specialized in Hospital Clowning in Israel’s second training course.

► JEROME AROUSH, 33, is also French-born.  He worked in performance, street and Community Theater and informal education in Israel for many years, before returning to France to qualify formally for his craft in drama school. His studies there included courses on Hospital Clowning.

Along with their professional qualifications, Chris, Jerome, Dudu, Talia, Rinat and all the other clowns share an intense empathy with children.  “I look into a child’s eyes and see the person, not the illness,” says Jerome.  “I don’t even think about the illness until I’ve left the hospital.”

According to Prof. Dan Engelhard, head of Pediatrics at Hadassah-Ein Kerem, “The hospital clowns have made an extraordinary impact on our Pediatrics Division. They help acutely ill children lose their fear of hospitalization and treatment, and they forge a deep connection with the chronically sick youngsters, even those who are withdrawn and remote.  Once the clowns reach them, it opens the way for the medical staff to do so, as well.  For all our youngsters, the clowns turn the hospital experience into something pleasurable.  They create a joyous atmosphere, in which everyone is smiling.”

Clown Tales From Hadassah:


A Measured Response.  A pediatrician was losing the battle as he tried to measure a squirming, wriggling, screaming toddler.  Summoned by a nurse, Shlomi summed up the situation at once.  He produced a tape measure of his own and began measuring the doctor while the doctor measured the child, aping the physician’s every move.  Soon the child was laughing — and his mother’s eyes were filled with tears. 


Clown Chow.  Day after day, a six-year-old patient steadfastly refused to eat.  Jerome was apprised, and went to see the little boy.  He produced a collection of rubber animals.  “They’re delicious!” he told the child, pretending to eat one up.  “Let’s have a race, and see who can eat the most.”  From their competition over the virtual eating of rubber animals, clown and child moved on to real food, and the youngster now eats well — when Jerome is with him.  “I can’t explain how I persuaded him to eat, or why he only eats when I’m there,” says Jerome.  “I’m just happy that he’s eating.”


Dogged Healing.  Chris walked into the room of a little girl attached to a ventilator.  The child lay immobile on the bed, her distressed mother next to her.  “I don’t know why I do what I do,” says Chris, “but on that occasion I took a balloon out of my back pocket, blew it up and started to twist it into a dog.”  Although Chris can make balloon animals in his sleep, this time he clowned around, missing the twists and sometimes allowing the balloon to soar burping out of his grasp.  The child’s lips quivered into smile which became a giggle and then a laugh.  “That’s the first time she’s laughed in six weeks,” her gladdened mother told Chris.


Needling Story.  A youngster, due an injection, ran from his room in terror.  Shlomi ran away with him.  “We hid around the corner together, until I suggested that we try to sneak back into the room without the doctor seeing us,” says Jerome.  The child agreed, and the two of them crept back and crawled under the bed.  After a while, Jerome whispered, “Watch me!” and climbed up onto the bed.  “OK!” he said.  “I’m ready now!  Give me the shot!!”  After the youngster administered a make-believe injection, he climbed onto the bed next to Jerome and told the doctor, “OK!  I’m ready!”  And he was.


Pictures of Happiness.  One depressed little girl was very resistant to Chris.  The first time he came to see her, she allowed him no further than the doorway of her room.  A number of visits later, she let him cross the threshold.  Eventually, he was permitted to sit on her bed.  He produced a small digital camera and asked if he could photograph her.  The picture he took showed a sad little face.  So he took another, and then another, until he got a big smile.   “I printed out the dozen or so photos for her, so she can see her face transform itself into happiness,” he says, “and she keeps those photos next to her bed.”


Whatever It Takes.  “I’m thrilled to be working in a hospital, doing what I can to help sick children cope,” says Jerome.  “True, there are things here that are very hard, and the emotional toll is higher than I ever imagined.  Three children I came to know have died in the months I’ve been here.  But I know that I help.  I try different things until I get it right.  I have a photo of a dog wearing a wig that many children love. I tell them it’s my wife.   I take off my big red clown’s nose and put it on doctors, and they seems less fearsome to children.  I’m particularly attached to a little girl with stomach cancer, who was in the ICU for five or six months.  She had to lie flat on her back, so I put laser pictures on the ceiling above her, and her parents said she used to look at them all day long.  She’s done well, and now I see her in day-care.”


Intensive Care for Medical Staff.  Dudu went into the pediatric ICU one day to be told that no child there was conscious, and he might as well go elsewhere.  “I said to the nurses and doctors on duty:  ‘But I can talk to you!’  They told me, ‘We’re not sick children, we’re working, we don’t have time to laugh.’  But I stayed anyway, did my job, and soon they were all smiling and relaxed.”

Jerome speaks for all Hadassah’s clowns when he says:  ‘When you know you’ve succeeded, when you get a smile or hear laughter, when you take someone out of their pain or illness even for a few minutes, you are totally renewed.  All three of us believe that we're doing important work here at Hadassah, that we’re making a real contribution.”  

