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DIVISION OF MEDICAL HUMANITIES
HUMANITIES ELECTIVE: MEDICINE AND LITERATURE
“Narratives of Illness: Windows on the World of Patients and Families”
COURSE INSTRUCTOR:
Rhonda L. Soricelli, M.D., Adjunct Assistant Professor

     
Drexel University College of Medicine

PURPOSE:    Stories are at the heart of medicine. Patients tell their stories of sickness, sometimes as complete narratives, but all too
often as “fragments in time,” leaving it up to their family or physician to fill in the gaps. Physicians must tell the stories of their
patients as they develop a cohesive narrative for the medical record, one that will lead to diagnosis and effective care. Of course, the
two narratives may have little in common with each other – the constructed narrative may not reflect the uniqueness of the patient or
the profound impact of his or her medical condition. In this course we will experience illness narratives found in literature, film and
art, using them to further our understanding of sickness and suffering as well as its deeply personal nature. We will also develop a
deeper sense of the whole story even when only a fragment of the narrative is available. 
CLASS PREPARATION:    This will be a highly interactive elective divided into six units. Little advance preparation is required.
All materials will be readily accessible in class, on the Humanities web site, or in the book On Doctoring: Stories, Poems, Essays
edited by Richard Reynolds, MD and John Stone, MD. (This book is available at no charge from Roseann Bilardo in the Humanities
Division – Room 200, Queen Lane.) Readings will include short short stories, essays and poems by physician and non-physician 
writers such as John Stone, Richard Selzer and Alice Walker. Students will be introduced to readers’ theater, and to the illness
narratives of artists such as Goya, Frida Kahlo and Andrew Wyeth. Students will view in their own time the Academy Award winning
film The Sea Inside (2004) and write a “reaction paragraph” to be shared with colleagues.  
REQUIREMENTS:     To receive academic credit for the course, students must complete four of the six units, contribute
thoughtfully to class discussions and complete a writing assignment. That assignment can be drawn from viewing The Sea Inside or
from participating in one of the options listed below. Students are also required to complete an online course evaluation no later

than November 28, 2008. 

SCHEDULE: Independent viewing of The Sea Inside plus Tuesdays, 10/7, 10/14, 10/21, 11/4, 11/18 from 5:00 – 7:00 p.m., 

            Sem. Rm. A01
I.
October 7, 2008


Patient-Physician Communication  

II.
October 14, 2008 

Patients and Families
III.          
October 21, 2008


The Medical Environment

IV.          
November 4, 2008

Aging and Dementia
V.


November 18, 2008

The Dis-abled Life

Students may also receive course credit by attending relevant programs at the College of Physicians of Philadelphia, located at 19 South 22nd Street, and writing a 300 – 500 word response to the presentation: 
Wednesday, October 15 at 6:15 p.m.
The Language of Pain presented by David Biro, MD, PhD. Dr. Biro is the author of 100 Days: My Unexpected Journey from Doctor to Patient that chronicles his diagnosis with a rare genetic disorder and subsequent bone marrow transplantation.
Monday, November 17 at 6:00 p.m.

The professional staging of Not God: A Play in Verse by oncologist, Marc Strauss, MD. The play documents one woman’s encounter with cancer through poetic dialogues with her doctor.  
Registration for this course is at Session I or II. Pre-registration is not required but appreciated – submit your name to Dr. 
Soricelli: RLSoricelli@comcast.net. Readings are posted on the Humanities website and should be read in advance of each 
class. If you have any questions, please contact Roseann Bilardo, Humanities Academic Coordinator, by email: 

rbilardo@drexelmed.edu or call (215) 991-8464. You may also contact Dr. Soricelli by phone at (610) 892-7942 or by email.
