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Introduction

medicine has traditionally been closely 

linked to humanism and especially 

literature, probably through altruism 

and fascination with the meaning of life 

and death. The loss of humanistic 

components not only affects the 

teaching of medicine, but also medical 

professionals. This work aims to give 

guidance to those doctors who have 

literary aspirations.

Two professions: doctors-writers

There are many doctors interested in 

literature and specifically in writing it. 

clinical practice, the relationship with 

patients, ethical conflicts, and biological 

challenges, stimulate their literary 
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creativity. They deal with pain, disease, 

loneliness and madness from a very 

privileged position of mutual affection 

and trust.1-3

chejov was a young famous writer, but 

he was also a doctor and a tuberculosis 

patient. Therefore, he wrote his novels, 

tales and plays from all these points of 

view. he said: “medicine is my legal 

partner, but literature is my lover. When 

i get bored of one, i spend the night 

with the other.” This sentence shows 

how the two professions can come 

together. Today, however, the 

combination is more difficult. Both 

professions have become more 

demanding in time and training. on 

one hand, successful writers as michael 

crichton, robin cook or michael Palmer 

had to give up their medical careers to 

write their successful stories. That is 

because usually they have the 

commitment (for example) of a new 

novel every two years, and they need  

an integrated work with a whole team. 

on the other hand, modern medicine 

requires a major investment in training 

and specialization. medical studies, 

years of research and professional 

advancement take up a lot of time when 

you start your medical career. These are 

critical and very demanding times. 

however, when you have achieved 

professional stability and maturity, you 

may start to feel a need to explore the 

more literary and creative aspects of 

medicine. it is the case with many 

doctors with literary inclinations. 

The writing learning process

What do we do, then, when we feel this 

need? The techniques and strategies 

used in medical practice are very 

different from those used in fiction,  

and therefore training in creative writing 

is necessary. 

in any case, the learning process is not 

easy. first, the targets are different 

(fig. 1). in professional communication, 

the target readers are your colleagues 

(doctors or scientist), and the way to 

reach them is through comprehension 

and rationality. nevertheless, in medical 

fiction, your target is everybody else, 

and the way to reach them is through 

entertainment and emotions.4 

Therefore, one question rises “do we 

have to renounce medical accuracy?” 

Because our objective is entertainment, 

not a lecture, we have to explain the 
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allowed (like in the nineteenth century), 

they must be short and integrated with 

the action. in a scientific article, abundant 

descriptions (especially methods and 

results) still appear. implicit scenes in 

fiction: you must make the readers work 

and imagine, you do not have to explain 

everything. Whereas in science, explicit 

narration is required. Wide 

documentation is needed in fiction, 

although only a small part is reflected in 

the text, whereas in science, wide 

documentation is required and entirely 

technical content in a simple and a 

concise way.

regarding style, we can compare the 

one used in a novel and the one used in 

a scientific article (fig. 2). for instance, in 

a fiction we use a rich and creative 

language whereas in a scientific paper 

we write in a standard language. in 

fiction, we write in our native language 

whereas in science, we write in english. 

fewer and shorter descriptions included 

in the action are needed in fiction. 

nowadays, long descriptions are not 

Figure 1. Different goals.
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article is a collaborative work, and all 

researchers contribute towards the final 

work.

still in science (fig. 3), if you have 

education, training and dedication, the 

success of your article is almost 

guaranteed. in fiction, there is an 

important part of unknown. inspiration 

is not linear and comes and goes 

randomly. The success depends on 

many factors, the writer of course, but 

also on external factors like promotion.

included in the text. in addition, the 

ending is different: conflicts and 

mysteries are spread all along novels 

and finally they are solved with a surprise 

ending. however, in science, questions 

are raised but immediately answered 

with hypothesis and objectives. There is 

no surprise: the title itself reveals the 

positive or negative results. 

in fiction you need to get used to the 

solitary work, you are always alone and 

wondering if your work is interesting or 

not. Whereas in science, writing an 

Figure 2. Style comparisons.
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roles as for example, the relationship 

with the media, how to market your 

product or how to be involved in the 

promotional stage. You must go to 

different presentations and book fairs 

and you need to know how to 

communicate the essentials of the novel 

in an attractive and accessible way.

medical novels are entertaining but also 

educational thanks to the technical 

information included and often during 

these promotional periods; doctor-

writers are invited to talk about the 

medical aspects of the novel, in 

Publication and post publication

it generally takes up to 3 or 4 years to 

finish your first novel. Then comes the 

next problem: “Where and how to be 

published?” in creative writing courses, 

they encourage you to begin by 

applying to a literary prize. There are 

different prizes for different literary 

genres and writers. This was the case for 

my first novel Genetic Code5 that won 

the Badalona Prize and then was 

published. 

When you finally manage to be 

published, you must still learn other 

Figure 3. Keys for success.
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in 1924 with his degree under his arm 

and a willingness to serve society and 

alleviate the difficult lives of workers in 

the area. anyone wanting to know 

about how medicine was practiced in 

the first half of the 20th century in the 

united Kingdom and the struggle to 

achieve proper healthcare for workers 

and their families need look no further 

than The Citadel. The story denounces 

the social and medical plight of the 

miners, the corruption of the healthcare 

system and the lack of professionalism 

of some of the author’s colleagues. The 

social and political impact of The 

Citadel was so great that it led to the 

first modern organization of healthcare 

systems in great Britain, which enjoyed 

an impeccable reputation for decades. 

The national health service was the first 

government healthcare organization in 

the world to provide universal 

healthcare to its citizens. all that thanks 

to a novel.

The second example is more 

contemporary: The Constant Gardener 

(John le carré) is an unsettling novel 

that begins with the murder of Tessa, a 

young, attractive woman, close to lake 

Turkana in northern Kenya, where she 

conferences or workshops. even if they 

are not specialists, their extensive 

documentation allows them to give a 

general speech. This was especially the 

case for my second novel, Dangerous 

Therapy.6 it is about antiaging 

knowledge: new drugs and plastic 

surgery. obviously antiaging is a very 

attractive topic and i did several 

conferences about it.

Writing to improve medicine

People say that writers write what they 

wish would happen, or what they fear 

might happen. in one way or another, 

they are trying to make the world a 

better place and improve human 

relationships. That happens too with 

medical novels.

The criticism on healthcare in many 

novels does not have to be detrimental 

but could help to correct things that are 

not working. in fact, several famous 

novels, past and present, have helped 

introducing significant changes in 

healthcare. The Citadel, for example 

(doctor archibald Joseph cronin),  

is a landmark of protest literature.7  

it portrays the young doctor andrew 

manson’s arrival in a Welsh mining town 
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healthcare. in 2013, the helsinki 

declaration, a global guide to ethics in 

the medical community, was revised to 

include a paragraph specially dedicated 

to preventing the events described in 

the novel from happening.9,10 

moral and ethical conflicts related to 

healthcare are especially stimulating 

and they are powerful catalysts for the 

conscience and exercise of emotions 

from the reader as they come to take a 

position. obviously, these positions 

constitute the first step towards 

improving failing aspects of the 

healthcare system. actually, as we have 

seen, some of them have led to ground-

breaking political action. 

had travelled as a non-governmental 

organization volunteer. The protagonist 

of the story, Justin Quayle, is her 

husband. in this case, he is not a doctor, 

but a diplomat at the British embassy in 

nairobi, a gardening enthusiast. Justin 

is a man ennobled by tragedy who sets 

out on an individual crusade to track 

down the murderers. his investigation 

leads him into a world of international 

intrigue in which multinational 

pharmaceutical companies use africans 

as guinea pigs to test new medications 

that they then sell in the West.8 The 

Constant Gardener was not just a 

literary success; it was also a landmark 

achievement from the point of view of 
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