
As a unique collaboration gives voice to the experience of adolescents living with the 
blood sugar disorder diabetes, Sarah Sinclair discovers how art and science can 
make sweet music.  
  
After the first few notes it started to make sense. The hairs on the back of my neck stood to 
attention. Combined with the words of young people struggling to navigate the turbulence of 
adolescence while coping with a chronic illness the notes became loaded with emotion. 
  
“My favourite one - I can’t get it out of my head - is about the fear of hypo [when blood sugar 
levels become dangerously low]. It jumped out at me straight away and I found this chord for 
hypo, a slightly ‘doomy’ sound. It’s the big fear really, apart from dying.” A Type 2 diabetic 
himself, Senior Music Lecturer, John Kefala-Kerr, knows the fear well. It was his own 
experience of living with the disease that drew him to Dr Kathryn King’s research.  
  
A principal lecturer in Pedagogy and former nurse practitioner, Dr King’s co-authored paper, 
Perceptions of Adolescent Patients of the "Lived Experience" of Type 1 Diabetes’ is 
compelling. First-hand interviews with 20 young people living with Type 1 diabetes across 
Sunderland reveal the day-to-day struggles that they face, from feeling depressed, to the 
anxiety of going out alone, and the embarrassment of intimate relationships. How they felt 
looked down on – or even completely ignored – by their doctors. And most concerning, that 
some were so fearful of experiencing hypoglycemia, they purposefully kept their blood 
glucose levels too high. 
  
The paper is a vivid insight into what life is like living with a chronic condition that never lets 
up.  

“I had a down day. I just cried all day, didn’t want to do anything, didn’t want to have my 
injection. I just didn’t want to eat, I couldn’t be bothered . . . . Then it was fine, then I’d have 
another down day again,” said one participant in the study. While another added: “I’d lay 
awake at night and think, ‘What if I don’t wake up?’ I need to keep my sugars high; I 
purposely do ’cos I don’t want a hypo.”  

 “The testimony jumped out at me,” said Kefala-Kerr. “It’s mini-stories about the ups and 
downs, traumas and anxieties that go with being diagnosed at a very early age. I thought 
‘What would happen if you had a singer sing those words?’” 
  
And so that’s what he did. Taking quotes from the paper verbatim and setting them to music, 
he is composing a set of songs for soprano and piano. The composition, entitled ‘Insulin at 
Teatime’ will, literally, give voice to the testimonies of these adolescents. 
  
“Sex isn’t particularly a problem unless it’s particularly energetic and I go hypo,” said another 
individual. “Quite embarrassing really. You’re lying there all aglow, and I have to go and have 
a Mars bar.”  

The material might not seem to lend itself to a musical composition, but Kefala-Kerr was not 
phased by going where other composers may be. “There is significant creative challenge in 
that the quotes are not edited,” he explained. “Initially I thought they would need sculpting in 
order to make them musically viable, but then I realised that, like verbatim theatre script, it 
was their raw, un-sculpted quality that made them interesting. The everydayness of them is 
their power.” 



Kefala-Kerr is no stranger to the challenge of creating music from unusual origins. Instead of 
using the art form as an escapism from daily life, as it so often is, much of his work is about 
reconnecting music to the everyday. He explains: “Normally we think about music as being 
something that takes us out of everyday life, but I’m interested in how music can highlight 
the extraordinary qualities of the mundane.” 
  
Neither is he afraid to bring the extraordinary into everyday situations. His previous work 
includes Steam Song, a multimedia opera about British identity composed during the run-up 
to the Scottish referendum, and Arcadia, a mini-opera engaging with the post-EU 
referendum debate, which was performed in Newcastle’s Grainger Market. This is also not 
the first time Kefala-Kerr has used music to communicate the experience of living with 
diabetes. In Blood Choir, 2017, he mapped his own blood glucose readings into musical 
pitches for a vocal piece inspired by his own diagnosis.  
  
“My overarching point of departure as a composer is to ask what novel forms might new 
musical compositions take when developed in close proximity to everyday places, people, 
situations and circumstances,” he explained as he presented ‘Insulin at Teatime’ at the CO/
LAB Spring Mixer event. “I’ve pursued this question by creating pieces that try to connect 
and interact with the messy, haphazard mishmash of everyday life.” 
  
For Kefala-Kerr this is when music can have the most powerful impact. In Grainger Market, 
unsuspecting shoppers’ jaws dropped when they heard the operatic tones of a soprano 
coming from an empty shop unit. “If you’re in close proximity to that voice, you can’t help but 
be quite astonished by it,” he said. “People’s jaws dropped because of the visceral quality of 
the voice, which is not what you encounter in everyday life.” 
  
I have to question, though, how he attempts to make an art form such as opera - often 
perceived as only for the privileged - accessible to everyone. But it turns out he doesn’t, he 
prefers to let people decide for themselves whether a piece speaks to them. 
  
“If people say it’s not for them, that’s okay,” he admitted. “I’m not trying to make it ‘for’ 
anyone, but part of the reason people would say it’s not for them are, in some sense, things 
outside of my control. That kind of voice tends to inhabit particular social and cultural zones, 
so it’s not surprising that people in places like where I live - Walker in Newcastle - don’t see 
that it’s related to their lives. But there’s no rule that says music can’t speak to people.” 
  
That’s the power of art. It can relate to a diverse range of people in a myriad of ways. It can 
express ideas, highlight issues and raise awareness. And ‘Insulin at Teatime’ is no different. 

“I see this as fitting into a completely conventional musical landscape”, said Kefala-Kerr. 
“Anyone who uses words and aligns them with sounds is involved with forming some kind of 
expression - it’s what music does, it’s its job. I don’t see this as departing from that 
significantly, except that it has a slightly unusual angle… but it’s still about giving voice to a 
set of sentiments or ideas. I hope it will have some validity, that people will get something 
out of it.” 
  
It’s hoped that the composition can be used to amplify awareness of the issues highlighted 
in Dr King’s paper. There’s even the possibility of it being used in a clinical setting with 



adolescents, or even healthcare practitioners with the aim of improving the current care 
provision. 
  
Dr King, for one, is excited by the potential impact it could have in her field, she said: “We 
know that written words speak volumes to some people, but the music can make significant 
changes in such a way that we might see drastic changes in practice. It might be a general 
conversation piece, which in itself could be barrier-breaking.” 
  
But let’s not forget that these aren’t the only barriers being broken. Kefala-Kerr and Dr King 
are from very different worlds. Each experts in their own fields, were it not for CO/LAB, their 
paths would likely never have crossed. Yet here they are, together at the helm of something 
quite remarkable. 
  
“There’s a growing awareness of the interface between the arts and the sciences," said 
Kefala-Kerr. “I think it’s very common now for artists in all styles, genres and disciplines to 
connect with the sciences in different ways.” 
  
Dr King agreed: “It’s about working towards a team approach, seeing value in each others 
contribution and reducing the barriers so ultimately, the patient benefits.” 
  
After all, art and science may come from opposite ends of the spectrum, but their 
motivations are not a million miles apart. 
  
“I see the arts and the creativity as a facilitator for enhancing what both of us are trying to 
achieve,” Dr King added. “We’re all trying to do the same thing: to make change.”  


