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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 Writers1

It 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. 

Although medicine can inform the physician’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 18th and 19th 
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.2  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.3

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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Danny Abse
John Aiken
Mark Aikenside
Richard Asher
Thomas Beddoes 
Robert Bridges
Mikhail Bulgakov
Thomas Campion
Anton Chekhov
Clif Cleaveland
Robert Coles
Jack Coulehan
Michael Crichton
Erasmus Darwin
Paul DeKruif
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
William Drummond
Macdonald Critchley
Jacques Ferron
Sir Samuel Garth
Oliver Gogarty
Oliver Goldsmith
Oliver Wendell Holmes
John Keats
Peri Klass
Harold Klawans

Michael LaCombe
John Locke
Saint Luke
Somerset Maugham
Sir Andrew Macphail
John MacCrae
Johnathan Miller
Silas Weir Mitchell
Axel Munthe
Sir William Osler
Wilder Penfield
Walker Percy
François Rabelais
Peter Mark Roget
Oliver Sacks
Richard Selzer
Frank Slaughter
Tobias Smollett
John Stone
Lewis Thomas
Abraham Verghese
Sir William Wilde
William Carlos Williams
Martin Winckler
Thomas Young

Table 1. Some Physician Authors
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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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