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More doctors have achieved fame in literature than
members of any other profession.

Sir David Waldron Smithers, This Idle
Trade: On Doctors Who Were Writers'

t is often said that an unusual number of doctors

like to write and a surprising number become

distinguished in literature. Why would that
be? I imagine that it has much to do with the kind
of person attracted to medicine, the experience of
medicine, and the daily involvement in so many
human stories.

Although it sounds saccharine in its repetition,
young people enter medicine because they like
people and want to help them. They have to be
good communicators and listeners. Physicians are
practiced observers, trained to see the elements of
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the patient’s story, and enjoy the interaction with
patients and families. They are also part of the
full gamut of life experiences and events, often in
dramatic fashion. Smithers noted that “opportunities
for the close observation of the great variety of men
and women under conditions of stress, suffering,
relief and bereavement has been theirs; indeed they
have seen more of the triumph of the human spirit
than most.” It is no wonder that they might want to
stand back and contemplate these issues and record
them.

Althoughmedicinecaninformthephysician’s writing,
literature can inform the physician’s medicine.
Smithers points out a reciprocal relationship with
literature as involvement in literature and the
humanities can improve the empathy, diagnostic
skills, comforting and understanding of patients.

It was perhaps more common in the 18" and 19™
centuries to see physicians involved in many other
fields because of their broad education in the
humanities and general sciences. Monro collected
hundreds of physicians who contributed to literature,
science and sports.> For instance, he mentions a
collection of 162 physicians who were poets prior
to 1916. It was also an era when many physicians
had more difficulty making a reasonable living in
the practice of medicine and had to turn their hand
to other endeavors just to support their families.
We forget that the era of the affluent physician is
primarily a phenomenon after World War II.

I include a short list of physician writers in Table
1. Longer lists can be found in the books by Munro
and Smithers as well as in the important annotated
database of medicine and literature from the New
York University College of Medicine.?

Some physicians write about medicine but others
write literature informed by their experience from
their medical training and practice. Oliver Sacks,
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La médecine d’un écrivain
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te voir, qui se dévétent humblement pour que tu les examines
et qui aprés te paieront, ces gens sont avant tout des créatures

poétiques.

: kel gl o b,
bérale que celle. ine. Aprs aveir cbtenu an,.-u
quer = m@mnmhpmmm“-mmm
ey

populaires.
wﬂdnﬁhnhu(m_ﬁn Pl édecin-accpectur indirct pas oy

o gl g et bl e
MIN[‘I cenial ‘mm‘"ﬂ‘i"lr‘wﬂlm dicale o1 paramidi-
mﬂ I Wmnllﬂi

"ﬁ Mmﬁf;:w“mmx
s ‘ﬁ%}‘lu‘q;.‘ VT

Ve

i,

Richard Selzer and Jacques Ferron write about the
experience of medicine and patients. William Carlos
Williams in his poetry, Anton Chekhov in his plays
and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in his Sherlock Holmes
adventures have medicine as a background that
informs their writing. But one might not guess from
their writing that Somerset Maugham, John Keats
and Oliver Goldsmith were physicians.

Medicine does provide a unique opportunity to
share stories with patients, and to become a part of
those stories. Being a good physician requires an
understanding of the human condition and all the
joys and courage that characterize the lives of so
many but also the slings and arrows that lay them
low. What better training for a writer.
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Exciting
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Meno Ya Win Health Centre is an innovative and growing hospital
based on the principle of “health, wellness, well-being and wholeness.”
We provide acute and long term care, ambulatory care, mental health
and addiction services, and community-based services to the Sioux
Lookout area and to the northern First Nations.

Are you looking for more variety and the chance to apply your hard
earned skills as well as learn new ones? We have challenging positions
available in several areas including leadership nursing positions and
leading edge 1ent opportunities working within a four party
agreement to build our new state-of-the-art hospital

We offer qualified applicants an exciting opportunity to help create a
centre of excellence in health care. Sioux Lookout’s pristine natural
landscape and unlimited recreational opportunities offer the perfect
place to raise a family.

Check out our website at www.slmhe.on.ca for current openings within
the Meno Ya Win Health Centre. For further inquiries please email
humanresourcesi@slmhe.on.ca , mail at Human Resources P.O.Box 909
Sioux Lookout, Ontario P8T 1B4 or phone (807)737-3030.

Meno Ya Win is an equal opportunity employer. In addition we invite
interested candidates to visit the web-site for Sioux Lookout Ontario at
www.siouxlookout.com .
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