
MEDICINE AND THE POETIC MUSE. 

/ By JAMES YOUNG, M.D., Clifton. 

V/ The relationship between those who practise the healing art ancl those who are endowed with the divine gift of poesy would not 
at first sight appear to be a close one. There is little enough of 

poetry in the life of those whose lot it is " to scorn delights and 
live laborious days 

" 

watching 
" The weariness, the fever, and the fret 
Here where men sit and hear each other groan, 
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 
Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies ; 

Where but to think is to he full of sorrow 

And leaden-ey'd despairs." 

Yet was not Asclepius the Greek god of medicine, the son of 

Apollo, the god of song and poetry; and is it not therefore meet 

that amongst those who have practised the art of Asclepius there 
should be many who, in those 

" sessions of sweet silent thought" 
which are granted to even the busiest of us, have endeavoured 

" to 

leave the world unseen," and have sought 
" 
on the viewless wings 
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of poesy" to forget for a while " the weariness, the fever, and 

the fret" ? 

And it is well that even those of ns who lack the poet's fancy 
and the poetic faculty should have the power, as Osier says, 

" to 

recognise the true poetry of life, the poetry of the commonplace, 
of the ordinary man and the plain, toil-worn woman, with, their 
loves and their joys, their sorrows and their griefs." 

While of those who may be classified amongst the true 

iEsculapian poets there have been some who have neglected the 

god of healing for the worship of Apollo, there have yet been 

several who, amid the daily routine of a busy medical practice, 
have spent happy as well as useful lives, finding expression in the 
divine gift of poetry for the full embodiment of that fine sense of 
the beauty and wondrousness of all visible things, 

" the earth and 

every common sight." 
Such an one was Henry Vaughan (1G22-1695)?"Silurist"? 

one of the earliest of our iEsculapian poets, who, amid the busy and 
exacting life of a country practitioner upon the South Welsh border, 
found expression for his passionate love of Nature and the 

delightful manifestations of her magnificence and beauty in 

some poems which may be equalled but are not excelled by 
Wordsworth. 

Though there is no reason to suppose that he ever attempted 
the practice of medicine, Abraham Coivley (1618-1667), too, must 
be included amongst the disciples of Asclepius. He became a 

Doctor of Medicine of the University of Cambridge in 1657, which 
university produced at the same time another great poet, Milton. 
Loth cultivated Latin poetry, and Dr. Johnson held such a high 
opinion of Cowley's work that he says, 

" If the Latin performances 
of Cowley and Milton be compared, the advantage seems to lie on 
the side of Cowley." Though there is no record of his ever having 
devoted himself to the practice of the healing art, we have it on 
the authority of Johnson that "in the commencement of the 

Royal Society, of which an account has been given by Dr. Birch, 
he appears busy among the experimental philosophers with the 
title of Dr. Cowley." 

Sir Samuel Garth (1661-1719), the lifelong friend of Pope, was 
an admirable and successful physician, and no bad poet either. 
It was said of him that "No physician knew his art more nor his 
trade less," and Dryden refers to him as 

" Gartli generous as his muse." 

His principal poem, " The Dispensary," published in 1699, " was 
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universally and liberally applauded. It was on the side of charity 
against the intrigues of interest, and of regular learning against 
licentious usurpation of medical authority, and was therefore 

naturally favoured by those who read and can judge of poetry 
" 

(Johnson). 
Another poet, 

" not by necessity but inclination, who wrote 
not for a livelihood but for fame," or, if we may tell his own 

motives, " for a nobler purpose, to engage poetry in the cause 
of virtue," was Sir Richard Blcickmore (c. 1650-1729), Master of 
Arts of Oxford and Doctor of Physic of Padua. Practising his 
art in Cheapside, he obtained considerable eminence amongst his 
fellows and an extensive practice. Of his " 

Creation, a Philo- 

sophical Poem," Dennis said that 
" It equalled that of Lucretius 

in the beauty of its versification, and infinitely surpassed it in the 

solidity and strength of its reasoning." 
Had Akenside (1721-1770) been less celebrated as a poet he 

would probably have been more remembered as a physician. The 

author of " The Pleasures of the Imagination 
" 

occupied in his time 
no undistinguished position amongst his medical confreres, but 
while Mark Akenside, graduate of the Universities of Ley den 
and Cambridge, Fellow of the Iioyal College of Physicians and 
of the Koyal Society, Physician to St. Thomas' Hospital, and 
Goulstonian Lecturer, is forgotten, Akenside the poet is still 

remembered and admired. 
Oliver Goldsmith (1728-1774), too, whom Thackeray has termed 

" the most beloved of English writers," must be claimed amongst 
our iEsculapian poets, for after spending two winters at the 

University of Edinburgh he proceeded to the Continent to 

complete his medical education, and took the degree of Bachelor 
of Physic at Leyden (or, as some accounts say, Louvain). 
After a protracted continental tour, in which he visited Louvain, 
Antwerp, and Brussels, and rambled in Germany, Switzerland, and 
ISTorthern Italy, with no other provision, it is. said, than a flute, 
a guinea, and a spare shirt, earning food and lodging by his 

musical accomplishments and by his argumentative prowess in 
the learned disputations he held in colleges and convents, he 
returned to England. 

He arrived in London in 1756, and after a brief period as 
usher in a school, then as an assistant to a chemist, he com- 

menced practice as a physician in Bankside, Southwark, but he 
met with no success. His life of vagabondage and his free 

adventure-loving temperament ill-fitted him for the decorous 
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and laborious life of a London doctor. He continued his medi- 

cal practice on and off?more frequently off than on up to 

1^65, and then finally abandoned it. Thenceforward his life 

was that of a struggling man of letters, during which this sad 

failure in the art of the physician enriched English poetry with 

two of its finest descriptive poems?"The Traveller," and 
" Ihe 

Deserted Village." 
We claim old Crctbbc (1754-1832), too?" Nature's sternest 

painter yet the best"?for he was a general practitioner at 

Aldborough, in Suffolk, before he became the Duke of Rutland s 

domestic chaplain. 
The gentle and delicate Keats (1795-1821), that "mighty soul 

in a little body," though his name is but little associated with the 

profession of medicine, was in his early days intimately connected 
with it. He served an apprenticeship with a surgeon at Edmonton, 
near Enfield, after which he became a student at the then com- 
bined school of Guy's and St. Thomas'. His profession, how- 
ever, soon became distasteful to him. His dreamy, sensitive spirit 
was haunted continually, it has been said, by an overwrought 
apprehension of doing mischief in the surgical operations which 
were performed by him. His body was already affected by the 
constitutional malady which at an all too early age proved fatal, 
and he who wrote the unforgettable line 

"A thing of beauty is a joy for ever 
" 

left no mark in medicine, though a name imperishable in poetry. 
Equally distinguished as a poet and a man of letters, Dctvid 

Macbeth Moir (1798-1851), better known by his pen name 
" Delta 

" 

Moir, was a hard-working and most capable country practitioner, 
who, though in attendance almost night and day upon the plague- 
stricken inhabitants of Musselburgh, found time to adorn the 

pages of Blackivoocl with the fruits of his literary and poetic 
genius. 

There are many others who have cultivated the muse while 

they practised medicine, but in recent times at least there is no 
one who has more successfully combined these arts and more 

brilliantly adorned both than Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809-1894). 
Holmes has, as Findlay puts it, 

" bulked so largely and so long in 
the eye of the reading world as a man of letters that it is not 

generally known how distinguished an ornament he was of his 
own profession." 

" I have passed," he humorously remarked him- 
self some years ago in a conversation with the late editor of the 
British Medical Journal, " the best years of my life as a doctor, 
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and I hope they are not ashamed of me and do not reproach me 
for choosing to tread the flowery path of very light literature." 

While the author of " The Chambered Nautilus," the poet, 
autocrat, and professor will long be held in remembrance by 
literary posterity, Oliver Wendell Holmes, the busy, hard-working 
medical practitioner in the city of Boston, will be remembered no 
less by the medical profession as the author of the 

" 

Essay on the 

Contagiousness of Puerperal Fever," which in its splendid pre- 
science anticipated the marvellous bacteriological discoveries of 

our own day. 


