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SEMINAR I:  

LITERATURE, MEDICINE, AND THE BODY 
 

Studies of Literature and Medicine, part of the Medical Humanities, aim to understand the 

complex interactions between the histories, influences, techniques, and tropes of the fields of 

literature and medicine. Though many think of these as separate realms with separate concerns, 

literature and medicine are profoundly linked by history and culture, as well as theme and form. 

This course focuses on the human body in western literature and medicine over the last three 

centuries. We will consider literary representations of the body in good health, in sickness, and in 

pain; the ethics of medical practice and experimentation; the shifting perspectives and authorities 

of physician and patient figures; various theories regarding the mysterious mind-body 

connection; and writings on the body at war. We will discuss ethics, empathy, metaphor, 

narrative, and mortality. Readings will be selected from canonical works of interest to scholars in 

this field and will include two novels, a play, short stories, poems, and literary essays, as well as 

works of nonfiction in the history of medicine.  

 

Seminar 1 is a discussion-based class; therefore, students will be responsible for taking an active 

role in and even leading class discussion. We will learn how to find good academic secondary 

sources and how to read and quote from those sources effectively. Everyone will choose a topic 

to present to the class, write several response papers, and develop a research plan leading to a 

final 12-page research paper. 

 

Major course texts will likely be chosen from the following list: 

 

 Fiction: 

Frankenstein by Mary Shelley 

Regeneration by Pat Barker 

Wit by Margaret Edson 

 

Selected short works by  Edgar Allan Poe   George Eliot 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman  Edith Wharton  

William Carlos Williams  Richard Selzer 

 Poetry: 

 Selected poems by   John Keats    W.E. Henley  

     Emily Dickinson   Siegfried Sassoon 

Walt Whitman    Wilfred Owen  

 Nonfiction: 

 Selected essays by   Fanny Burney    Michel Foucault 

     Thomas De Quincey   Susan Sontag 

Silas Weir Mitchell   Elaine Scarry  

 Virginia Woolf   Rebecca Skloot 


