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The title of this Heritage piece is borrowed from a compilation of the 
same title by CHARLES L. DANA, MD, and published in 1916 in Ver-
mont. In his introduction to the catalogue of poetical works written by 
physicians, accompanied by illustrations, (Figures 1,2,3) Dr. Dana writes 
of his avocation: “There are some lines of extra-professional activity 
which I presume appear especially arid and unresponsive to attack. 
Probably an interest in the poetry of physicians seems like one of those 
lines, and yet I do not consider that such is the case. The interest in any 
pursuit is, after all, mainly in the associations it arouses and not in the 
object of the search. One does not collect books or spoons or china just 
to look at them, but for the story that attaches to each possession.” 

He noted that his pursuit into medical poetic history “throws new 
lights on some famous characters and reveals unexpected forms of lin-
guistic expression as well as medical activity.” Among the illustrious 
physician poets chronicled includes OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, MD, 
first recognized in 1829 for his poem, “Old Ironsides,” and later on for 
“A Ballad of the Boston Tea Party.”  

Rhode Island poets
Early editions of the Rhode Island 
Medical Journal (RIMJ), beginning 
with Volume 1 in 1917, illuminate the 
verses of the state’s physician poets at 
the same time Dr. Dana published his 
catalogue. WILLIAM R. WHITE, MD, 
who served as president of the Rhode 
Island Medical Society (RIMS) from 
1903-05, frequently read his poems at 
annual meetings and social gatherings 
of the Providence Medical Association 
and RIMS. This following is an excerpt 
from a series of Cantos published in 
the March 1917 edition of RIMJ, from 
Canto 4.Figure 1. Title page of a volume of poetry by 

Dr. Henry Vaughan, a British physician. 

Figure 2. (at right) Dr. Oliver Gold-

smith (1728–1774) left this country 

to study medicine in Edinburgh. 

“The Deserted Village” is one of 

seven illustrations by H.W. Bicknell, 

which appeared in Dr. Goldsmith’s 

compilation of poetry. A monu-

ment to Dr. Goldsmith is in West-

minster Abbey. 

[SOURCE : NATIONAL L IBR ARY OF MEDICINE ; HT TP :// RESOURCE .NLM .NIH.GOV/6 0130 620 R]

Interlude in Feet

A poem stirs the hearts of men

Who read it once and oft again.

One’s soul it may and does inspire

As one sits musing by one’s fire…

But to you all I’ll say this word,

Advice perhaps you’ve never heard;

If you get nervous, cross and tired,

If hopes and plans seem badly mired,

Just set aside a quiet time

And think your thoughts in simple rhyme.
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The May1927 edition of RIMJ contained a poem Dr. White 
delivered at an annual meeting. He described it as allegor-
ically portraying “the four mechanical epochs in cardiac 
activity.” 

The Heart’s Song

Systole-diastole the whole day through 

In a never-ending sequence while you live by what I do 

With your life blood passing through me in a cadence like a song

Systole-diastole the whole day long.

Systole-diastole the long night hours 

While you rest I still am working, I’m garnering my powers 

For the efforts of the morrow, for the travail and the fight 

Systole-diastole through all the night.

SYSTOLE! DIASTOLE! You are prostrate on your bed 

And the poisoned torrent rushes, clouding brain and aching head, 

I, your ally in extremis, fighting foetid fever’s powers 

SYSTOLE! DIASTOLE! Oh the long hours!

Systole-diastole now the race is almost run 

Long the years we’ve toiled together in the shadow and the sun 

the germ cells of our offspring carry what of us is best

Systole-diastole systole-diastole systole-diastole REST!

Tributes
Poems also served as elegies. The following appeared in 
the Feb. 1922 edition of RIMJ, written by WILLIAM JAMES 

BURGE, MD, who had passed away the previous year. In a 
tribute to Dr. Burge, it mentions his poetic prowess, and 
reprinted his elegy to DR. GEORGE CAPRON, who died in 
1882, at the age of 82.

In Memoriam: Dr. George Capron 

Dead; didst thou say? Such men can never die! 

His work has wearied him, so let him lie, 

And take the sweet God-given rest 

Prepared for those whose deeds are blest. 

Long has he toiled, and earnestly as long, 

To heal the sick and make the feeble strong. 

His task is nobly done; so let him sleep 

Till he awakens, his reward to reap.

A final homage to another physician, published in the 
June 1939 edition, recounts the role the poetic and musi-
cal muses occupied in the life of ARTHUR HUDSON HAR-

RINGTON, MD, a psychiatrist and former superintendent of 
the State Hospital for Mental Diseases, who has passed away 
in March of that year. The tribute concludes with his final 
day, when he read a sequence of four poems titled “Everlast-
ing Life” at his home. It told the story of the origin of life on 

this planet and its seasonal ebbs and flows. Dr. Harrington 
composed 20 musical scores to accompany it.  

His obituary in RIMJ recounted his final day. “On Sun-
day, March 12, Dr. Harrington had been about the house 
and in good spirits all day. In the early evening, after reading 
his completed poem to some friends in the house, he sat 
down at the piano and began playing one of his own scores, 
but bad played only a few bars when he complained of feel-
ing sick, lay down upon his bed and in two or three min-
utes passed away. He had really died at the piano with his  
beloved music.”

The tribute to Dr. Harrington affirms Dr. Dana’s intro-
duction in “Poetry and the Doctors”: “Occasionally one is 
introduced to the charms of a long-forgotten or a new voice, 
singing beautiful songs.” This echoes in the tribute to Dr. 
Harrington, who spent his last moments reciting “Ever-
lasting Life” to his friends, and playing the composition on  
his piano. v
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Figure 3. Cover illustration of a collection by Johann Joachim Becher, 

1635-‘82, a German chemist and physician. “Parnassus Medicinalis” 

was published in 1663, and was a treatise in verse on the medicinal 

properties of the animal, vegetable and mineral kingdoms. 
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