
THE LANCET • Vol 353 • February 27, 1999 759

Physicians are frequently accused
of avoiding or denying the deep
emotions and feelings that 

surround them as they work amongst
the joys and tragedies of human lives.
In fairness, physicians need to have
some emotional distance from their
patients to function.It would be impos-
sible to make objective observations

and decisions about patients without
some detachment.

Nevertheless, the process of achiev-
ing a professional aloofness is never
accomplished without the loss or 
suppression of something precious and
human. One way in which physicians
compensate for the pain of this process
is by finding altern at i ve outlets to

express their feelings; many physicians
h ave found comfort and release as
artists, musicians, or writers.

Blood and Bone, edited by Angela
Belli and Jack Coulehan, is a com-
pendium of poems written by physi-
cians. An initial glance at the titles of
these poems shows the depth of the
pain, loss, fear, and helplessness at the
heart of these pieces. Examples of some
titles include G u rney Te a rs, Two
Suffering Men, Abused Child, On the
Anniversary of my Father's Death, and
Regret.

Not surp ri s i n g l y, m a ny of these
poems are hard to read, since they
explore directly some of the painful and
unpleasant feelings that phy s i c i a n s
more often flee. Clinical detachment
has its comfort, and most of these
poems offer none. Children dying of
cancer, young mothers losing limbs,
abused children and wives—it is much
easier to talk about lab tests or 
radiography or research reports than
about human suffering.

Even so, these poems have a raw
beauty from which it is hard to hide.
And most try to find some glimmer of
hope or joy, even in the most dismal of
circumstances. An example is the poem
Candor, by John Graham-Pole, a paedi-
atric neurologist at the University of
Florida, which deals with a meeting
where a doctor must tell a young boy
and his family that the child’s cancer is
terminal (panel).

One view of poetry is that all poems
are really prayers. The depth of pain
that physicians must witness, and that,
o f t e n , they must partially ignore to
function, is evident in the power of
each of these poems. Some are better
than others, but all reveal the intensity
of the human experi e n c e , whether 
joyful or tragic, that is the physician's
privilege and burden to observe. In
attempting to record and confront
these experiences and feelings, these
physicians are, in some sense, trying to
complete their work of healing.
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Well-versed in medical practice

Candor

“At eight years old, his cancer running rampage,
Joe perches on my office sofa edge
thigh-to-thigh with mom 
(who has enjoined me: Square with him”).

But I beat about the bush a bit,
Then come at last to it: “Joey:
You're going to die, go to heaven."
Words lost in his howl, like a wolf's,

The hurling of his body into
The yellow print dress's recesses.
Three minutes at least of this, this keaning,
While we eye each other, panicked:

Whatever else was right to do this wasn't it.
Then, as instantly, at a long-drawn-in
Breath's end, he stops, swivels out, flicks a look, 
Spots tears on cheeks of mom, dad, nurse, me,

Determines he's grieved enough.  Time to
Lighten up, knowing me at other times a joker,
A wearer of odd socks, funny noses.  He spies
Memos, charts, photocopies, journals–

Jetsam of an urgent life-scattering my carpet,
And becomes the stand-up comic,
Offering his own joke: “Didn't your mom
Tell you to pick up after yourself?”

John Graham-Pole
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