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Physician-Writers' Reflections on Their Work

As physicians, most of us become involved in the stories of our patients'

lives. Sometimes we are simply witnesses, chroniclers of the story in the

medical chart. But often we become players in the stories. Our actions

change the narrative trajectory, or else the patient's or the family's

rendering of the story credits us with influencing the story. We may, as

Arthur Frank suggests (1), become the “spokesperson” for the disease,

and our patients' stories “come to depend heavily on repetition” of what

we say. The following excerpt from Troyat's biography of Chekhov

illustrates how a physician becomes player and catalyst in a story (2).

Anton Chekhov, who was both writer and physician, died young of

tuberculosis. In the last days of his life, Chekhov left his home in Russia and

went to Germany, to a spa near the Black Forest. As his condition

worsened, he sought the aid of the spa physician, Dr. Schwöhrer, who was

given the difficult task of caring for a dying physician.
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