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Learning to face death

Final exam: a surgeon'’s reflections on mortality. Pauline
Chen. London: Souvenir Press, 2008 (xv + 267 pp, $39.95).
ISBN 978 0 28563 811 2.

ALTHOUGH IT IS more than 40 years since I
graduated, reading A surgeon’ reflections on mortality
revived memories of my own undergraduate and
postgraduate years. Replete with detailed recollec-
tions of the authors initiation into medicine and
specialist practice, this is more than a trip down
memory lane. At its heart resides a concern that
many will, as was the case with the author, find
challenging and unsettling.

Pauline Chen uses narrative and reflection to tell
us of her transition from a frightened and anxious
medical student to a compassionate transplant sur-
geon. The stories reveal a maturation process that
inevitably leads her to evaluate the agendas that
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direct her life as well as her clinical practice. The journey brings
her face to face with her own mortality and the realisation that to
become a good doctor she needs to prepare for her “final exam”,

namely her own death.
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The book ultimately confronts the issue of end-of-
life care and, somewhat bravely, the author suggests it
is not the disease process, place of death or service
delivery but a doctors fear of and aversion to dying
that influences outcomes. This, she asserts, is “the
most difficult and fundamental human obstacle in
changing end of life care.” Not everyone will agree
with this conclusion, but the issues raised within the
book cannot be summarily dismissed. Is it the art or
the science of care that matters most? According to
Ken Wilber, a transpersonal psychologist of some
repute, the crucial ingredient is not the doctors bag
with all its tricks but the holder of that bag. In “doctor
speak”, this can be translated as “physician heal
thyself”. Chen invites us to heal.
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