
This slim volume, the first book
from a young Montreal writer, is

sure to appeal to physicians. The setting
is first the ICU and then the emergency
department in a Montreal teaching hos-
pital. The author introduces himself: “I
am the unit co-ordinator. The UC.
Non-medical staff. A civilian among the
troops. … Someone who sits on the
guard rail between sickness and health.”
Just what is this civilian writing about
that excited and moved me to the point
of volunteering to write this review?

The book evolved from what Stein-
metz describes as “practice pieces, fin-
ger exercises,” written quickly in mo-
ments stolen on the job. At first glance
it seems an untidy collection of vi-
gnettes, anecdotes, snippets, jottings
and hasty scribblings. But what emerges
is a unique picture of the remarkable
sociological phenomenon that is a con-
temporary teaching hospital. Steinmetz
marvelled when he viewed his own
large intestine on the monitor during
an endoscopy; in this book, he gives an
endoscopic view of hospital life. He
writes of patients, families, physicians,
nurses, orderlies; of operations, deaths,
heroic treatments and miserable fail-
ures. But mostly he writes about people
— physicians not least. A feeling I had
throughout was that strange combina-
tion of curiosity and pleasure I experi-
ence when reading sympathetic articles
about Canada in foreign newspapers.
Reading this book we become, with
Steinmetz, voyeurs, peeking at medi-
cine through his sensitive but never
squeamish, admiring but never syco-
phantic eyes. What a relief from the
doctor-bashing and hospital-bashing
we are used to.

Steinmetz is not short of amazing
stories, such as his account of helping
an understandably bemused nurse ap-
ply leaches to reduce vascular conges-
tion of a skin flap, or of the use of a
pig’s liver to salvage a very sick patient
waiting for a transplant. “Can they do
that?” he asks. Steinmetz ruminates
about the ICU medical staff and then
concludes with unabashed awe: “They
can do anything.” I feel the same way
when I visit the ICU and see what my
technodoc colleagues are doing. But
his greatest strength as a writer lies in
his quirky observations of people. As
in his description of “Veronika, in her
early sixties, Romanian, one of the
night orderlies. Forty years of hospital
service, only minor repairs. Growing
old, grown old, wiping bums, folding
sheets and bringing water. She wears a
white tight blouse, a piece that billows
below the waist, tennis style, circa
Billy Jean King. Beside her co-work-
ers, a parade of shiny males with
greenhouse-grown biceps, Veronika is
stringy meat, obsolete.” And of “the
flamboyant Dr. S, a jolly, efficient, ec-
centric. Tonight he sports a pair of
black, anti-embolic, spandex cycling
shorts. He’s on his way out. His
mountain-bike is chained to a lamp-
post outside. He’s nouveau young.” I
chuckled again at his depiction of a
neurology resident who “waltzes in
carrying a small, black leather hand-
bag. He’s here to tune the piano. Press
keys, check the action, elicit notes, re-
flexes, involuntary body responses is
the game.”

Then there is the story of K, a dying
man who “arrived on the unit several
weeks ago. A symphony of symptoms.

... K is the property of Vascular
Surgery. Not much they can do for
him.” The story of this man’s slow
death unfolds in delectable and
poignant snippets that pop up unex-
pectedly. K’s wife and daughters sing
melodious Ukrainian hymns on and off
for days by the bedside: “They are
burying him with songs, draping words
and melodies over him, elemental as
fire.” Steinmetz listens unabashedly,
and is moved — as we are.

More ruminations (certain to meet
the approval of this neurologist):
“Blood. One of the lower classes of
body fluids today, an untouchable, a
caste below urine. Spinal fluid remains
aristocratic, silver clear, pure as spring
water. But blood has taken a beating.
Yesterday it wore a cape, blood was
valiant, vital, a bright, red metaphor for
courage. The quarterback of life. To-
day blood is just another body fluid,
dark, mischievous, heinous, sneaky, and
untrustworthy.”

Out of the high-tech, brightly lit,
protective cocoon of the ICU, Stein-
metz is booted into the ER. Things are
different there. How well he describes
the humiliation patients suffer as a re-
sult not only of their own bodies sud-
denly failing them but of the awfulness
of our overcrowded emergency depart-
ments in spite of their heroic, exhausted
staff. Not to mention the cold fury of
the appropriately appalled family mem-
bers. This is what wrenches my own
gut when it’s my turn to do neurology
consults in the ER. Steinmetz is no
fact-producing newspaper hack; he
wields his steel-edged scalpel with a
delicate, nimble touch, and his political
thrusts are the sharper for it. Mean-
while, he quietly agonizes over his own
impotence in the midst of this so-
ciomedical carnage. As the reader, I
quietly admire the decency of this
UC/civilian/writer.

A recurring theme in a book built
of recurring themes is Steinmetz’s fas-
cination with the medical history.
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This is hardly surprising in a writer.
He is intrigued by the process of his-
tory-taking and by how the history is
amended and polished as it ascends
from the quick and pragmatic first
pass in the ER. He is also fascinated
by diagnostic processes, as when the
cardiology resident “plugs into her
stethoscope and lowers her head down
over the man’s chest. Tick. Tick.
Tick. Shush. She’s picking his lock,
his safety deposit box.” This is power-
ful writing.

This book makes me, as a physician,
both proud and ashamed of what I do.
Buy it and read it. Give copies to your
physician friends. You will laugh, cry
and sometimes curse, but you’ll be all
the better for it.

De l’oreille gauche
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John Stewart
Montreal Neurological Hospital and
McGill University Hospital Centre
Montreal Fever therapy room, Christie Street Hospital, Toronto, March 1945
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One thousand words

Motherhood issues are the subject
of a collaborative installation on

view at the Art Gallery of Greater Vic-
toria until March 19. In fieldnotes from
maternal territory: An Exhibition about
Mothering, Vancouver-based artists jil
p. weaving and Margaret Naylor probe
our expectations of a role that is be-
coming increasingly politicized by the
combined pressures of economics, tech-
nology and societal change. The exhibi-
tion was first mounted by the Surrey
Art Gallery in the winter of 1997-1998.

Naylor's mixed-media sculptural
pieces express in narrative and symbolic
terms the "apprehension and doubt"
that surround the mother's role as
"nurturer," "teacher" and "protector."
Her hand-built, quasi-architectural
models are metaphors for mothering as
"a cultural construct, shaped through
repetition of language, images and de-
sign that carry with them certain ideo-
logical positions."

weaving's contribution includes a
Web site (accessible at aggv.bc.ca) for
the Department of Maternal Affairs, a
fictional government agency that regu-
lates reproduction and childrearing. In
weaving's dystopian vision, children are
conceived in vitro from genetically ma-
nipulated gametes and implanted in
"mombots," robotic clones of the bio-
logical mother. Through a simulated
pregnancy, the real mother can enjoy
the "maternal thrill of hormonal
change" without interrupting her ca-
reer, while the development of her fetus
is monitored through the mombot's
transparent womb. The mombot raises
the child within parameters approved
by the state, managing all domestic and
maternal duties with superlative ability
and cheerfulness until the child enters
school. Then, sensing her redundancy,
she returns to the DMA in her state-
issued minivan for decommissioning. In
the gallery installation, a series of 29

Stepford mothers

Lifeworks

Margaret Naylor, Treehouse (detail).
From fieldnotes from maternal territory
“There is no basic [mother], no fixed
identity, but only a construction in
progress.”
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