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Keeping up with developments in
medicine places a constant demand

on contemporary physicians. The em-
phasis on life-long learning that begins in
medical school and is reinforced through
continuous accreditation programs re-
quires a huge investment of time and ef-
fort. Why would today’s physician de-
vote precious energy to medical material
that is over a century old?

I doubt that any answer to this
would satisfy the true pragmatist. For-
tunately, many of us are sufficiently
impractical to allocate time to works
such as those of William Osler, the
great 19th-century physician–writer.
We may argue that the humanistic
views Osler expressed in his addresses
help us to be more sensitive and
thoughtful clinicians. Or that his re-
flections on the nobility of our calling
inspire us to excellence. But, to be hon-
est, these are merely excuses to pursue
a literary pleasure.

The truth is that reading Osler is an
idiosyncratic pastime, not unlike stamp
collecting or birdwatching: not for
everyone, but extremely enjoyable to the
enthusiast. Oslerians, like birdwatchers,
can be found world wide, and many join
societies to share their interest. 

It is this passion that inspired
Shigeaki Hinohara and Hisae Niki to
collect 20 of Osler’s best-known ad-
dresses, including “Aequanimitas” and
“The Student Life,” in a single volume
and to spend as many years annotating
them. Originally part of a project to
translate Osler’s essays into Japanese,
the editors’ annotations and commen-
taries provide what John McGovern,
founder of the American Osler Society,
calls “an invaluable resource” that will

make the addresses “much more lucid
for modern readers.”

More lucidity is a good thing. Read-
ing Osler’s addresses can be much like
exploring the attic of an elderly relative.
There is the feeling that you are tres-
passing in another time, immersed in
the musty, unfamiliar ideas
and culture of the 19th
century. Occasionally a
description of something
catches you, and you
think, “Yes, that’s ex-
actly what it’s
like.” But Osler
is not an easy
read. His ad-
dresses are filled
with literary allusions
easily lost on the aver-
age doctor of the 21st
century. Greeks, Romans
and a plethora of Biblical
figures are quoted with an
easy informality that as-
sumes these are old friends
with whom the reader is not
only familiar but intimate.

It is astonishing to think that the
medical community of Osler’s time
was so well acquainted with the works
of Plato that he could refer in an off-
hand manner to “the souls in the tale
of Er the Pamphylian” without further
explanation. (And it is depressing to
think what my generation of physi-
cians would share as references. Gilli-
gan’s Island? Survivor? Today, Osler
would be forced to forgo references to
Marcus Aurelius and quote Yoda in-
stead.) Unfortunately, the same allu-
sions that enriched the addresses when
they were originally written can prove

an obstacle to their enjoyment today,
as modern readers scratch their heads
every few lines over yet another in-
scrutable reference.

In this volume, all of the unfamiliar
and perplexing allusions have been an-
notated and their origins referenced. Er
the Pamphylian, it turns out, was a fig-
ure in Plato’s Republic who died in war
and then came back to life bearing tales
of the world of the dead and the Fates.
And it is a great relief to be able to 
refer to the bottom of the page and re-
alize that you are likely not the only

reader in need of clarification that
“the father of medicine”
Osler refers to is Hip-
pocrates.

Each address is pre-
ceded by a brief introduc-

tion describing the con-
text of the piece —
where and when it
was delivered and

what stage of life Osler
had reached — and a bit

about its content. Some
analysis or criticism might
also have been helpful. For
example, the introduction
to the address called
“Nurse and Patient” urges

us to “remember that this
was 1897” but sidesteps the

fact that the essay is sexist in the ex-
treme and offensive to the modern
reader. (A female physician I know dis-
misses Osler as “a man’s hobby.”)

Similarly, it must have been difficult
for the editors to know how much de-
tail to include in the notes. With a few
exceptions (Do we really need to have
the phrase “sang froid” explained?) they
err on the side of reticence. The result
is that while some notes are quite in-
structive, others are disappointingly
brief. Often one learns where a quote
comes from but is left without a sense
of its significance. And while it is true
that one might then obtain a copy of
Paradise Lost and actually read it (as
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Osler would likely have recommended),
this is probably not the course of action
most readers will take.

But it is possible that lengthier foot-
notes would not remedy the more fun-
damental problem of our lack of a com-
mon classical education. Where an
allusion is familiar, the passage res-
onates with a meaning that can’t be con-
veyed by the few spare words that make
up an annotation. It is at these moments
that one realizes what Osler has lost in
the translation across time: the subtle
richness arising from a wealth of knowl-
edge that comes only by delving into
the great works of civilization. The an-
notations in this book help to open the
door to the intellectual world Osler in-
habited — to enter it fully is another,
more challenging, step.

Lara Hazelton
Psychiatrist
Dalhousie University
Halifax, NS

When speaking with New Yorkers,
one realizes that there exists a

time before and a time since September
11th. The event that caused ripples of
consequence across the planet has
changed the face and heart of a city that
is perhaps the greatest icon of America.
As many of us who were geographically
removed from the site slip back into
normal consciousness, New Yorkers are
faced daily with reminders. References
continue to appear in every conversa-
tion. It is no surprise, then, that Faces of
Ground Zero, an exhibition of pho-
tographs of New Yorkers involved in the
September 11th disaster (shown at the
Vanderbilt Hall of Grand Central Sta-
tion in New York from January 7–20,
2002) was a source of renewed emotion.

This project, conceived by photo-
journalist Joe McNally, is intended to
celebrate courage and humanity. The
images pay homage to those who were
the common heroes of a tragedy and

provide a vehicle for many to navigate
through their grief.

The photos are giant Polaroids taken
in the weeks after the disaster. Made us-
ing a room-sized Polaroid camera (the
world’s largest), each picture measures
about 40 × 90 inches, creating a larger-
than-life size image of a wide range of
people involved in the tragedy, from
firefighters and clergymen to volunteers
and window washers. Taken in the stu-
dio using powerful flash lighting, each
image is a sharp colour portrait against a
stark white background.

I had seen tiny reproductions of these
prints before entering the public exhibi-
tion space at Grand Central. They had
reminded me in a certain way of the
glamorous still-life photos of Irving Penn
in Vogue or the crisp fashion images of
Richard Avedon in Harper’s Bazaar. I
didn’t understand how they could repre-
sent the humanity of such a horrible day.
But when I walked into the striking Van-

derbilt Hall, with its creamy marble walls
and golden lighting, the aim of this exhi-
bition truly came into focus.

The giant Polaroids were placed
back to back between glass and
mounted on bases that allowed them to
be free-standing. As a result, rather than
hanging on a wall, they were scattered
throughout the room, integrated into
the large crowd of people viewing them.
Elevated slightly, the portraits stood
head and shoulders above the crowds,
like the larger-than-life sized heroes
they’d become. The stark white of the
backgrounds took on a creamy appear-
ance with the available light and seemed
to disappear, leaving only a series of
staring, almost three-dimensional fig-
ures attempting to convey what they
had experienced. In fact, their faces do
convey the breadth of emotion that
many of us felt that day — some of
them saddened, some shocked, some
strong, some angry.

Lifeworks

Bravest face forward

And from love we will remember you,
but that I cannot say.
Because miracles do happen. 
Let’s hope it happens today.
And if it doesn’t then you will always be an angel
in every way.
From godliness to family we love you Sadie,
And with that I can truly say.
I love You!

Love, Emily XOX

To Sadie, from her sister Emily

The author of this poem is 11 years old. Sadie, her 2-year-old
sister, was well before this past summer, when she developed
progressive and intractable seizures due to a rare form of
chronic encephalitis (Rasmussen’s encephalitis). Sadie is being
cared for at home by her family with the support of the
neurology and palliative care teams of the Montreal Children’s
Hospital. This poem was submitted by Dr. Stephen Liben with
the permission of Emily and her family.


