
OSLER AS A HUMANIST 

cm,TTENTS 

INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 

l 

II 

III 

IV 

V 

VI 

VII 

VIII 

A short Biography of Sir William OsIer 

OsIer as a Lover of Humankind, as 
Illustrated in his Life and Writings 

Oslerls Interest in the Humanities and 
his Relationship to the Renaissance 
Humanists 

i. Oslerls Love of Books and Libraries: 
His Book Collections 

ii. The OsIer Library 

i. Oslerls Interest in Historical 
Societies and his Reverence for 
the Past 

ii. Oslerls Interest in Biography and 
his Admiration for the Great Minds 
of the Past as Seen in his Writings 

iii. The Influence of the Writings of Sir 
Thomas Browne on the Life of Sir 
William OsIer 

OsIer and Greek Letters 

Osler's Belief in the Active Principles 
of Christianity as Seen in his Writings 

The Fixed Period 

PAGES 

1-5 

6 - 21 

22 - 37 

38 - 48 

49 - 65 

65 - 67 

68 - 70 

71 - 100 

100 - 107 

108 - 123 

124 - 129 

130 - 136 



CHAPTER 

IX 

X 

XI 

XII 

The Influence Osler Exerted on Others in 
the Love of Literature and of Literary 
Research 

Osler as a Critic 

Osler's Use of Quotations and Literary 
Allusions 

Osler as a Viri ter 

Conclusion 

Bibliography 

PAGES 

149 - 150 

151 - 178 

179 - 180 

181 - 196 



PREFACE 

The writer wishes to acknowledge the kindness 

and consideration of the late Professor ~.S. Noad, 

without whose helt) this work would never have been 

undertaken. In e~ite of the many demande on his 

time, he was ever ready to render assistance to his 

students, and he will always be remembered by them 

for his qualities as a scholar and as a noble 

Christian gentleman. 

The writer wishes to thank Dr. Joyce Hemlow for 

undertaking the supervision of this thesis and for 

making it possible to complete the work, and Dr. H.G. 

Files for suggesting the general to~ic. She ls also 

gratefUI to Dr. Francis of the OsIer Library for 

providing her with helpful information, and for loaning 
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pSLER AS A HlfMANIST 

In every generation since the Renaissance there have been 

worthy disciples of those men who rediscovered the ancient world 

of Greece and Rome, with its intellectual freedom and courage 

and warm love of life, and who prized the Greek and Latin 

classics for their humanizing influence even more than for their 

intrinsic beauty. Petrarch and his followers found exemplified 

in the bodies of the statutes and the minds of the writers of 

the Graeco-Roman world a new ideal of individual life lived at 

its greatest intensity. They were stirred by the spirit of free 

inquiry, the fresh and lively originality, the intense interest 

in man and in nature, and the optimistic outlook of the ancients. 

With the vision of greater intellectual and spiritual freedom 

came emancipation from the dogmatism of the Middle Ages and the 

idea of tran organic, perfecting harmony" rather than fla static, 

changeless perfection n •
l Gradually the enthusiasm for the 

classics, or literae humaniores, spread, and the philosophy of 

humanism captured even the universities, which h:;! d at first 

opposed it strongly. 

Douglas Bush, in his study entitled The Renaissance and 

English Humanism,2 divides humanists into two groupa "according 

lLothrop Stoddard, Scientific Humanism (New York, 1926) 
page 165. 

2Douglas Bush, The Renaissance and English Humanism 
(Toronto, 1939), page 40. 



as their preoccupations are l1terary or philosophie". "On the 

one aide we have enthusiastic collectora of books, elegant 

atylists, studious readers, and, as learning becomes critical, 

'pure scholars' in the modern sense of the phrasee"' More 

important~iritually and intellectually, in his estimation, 

are the "philosophie humanists", who regarded the classics as 

a means rather than an end, who sought to apply classical wisdom 

to the uses of education and life, and who looked on humanism 

as a cultural ideal and discipline. The Graeco-Roman culture , 
wr .. ich they studied was fundamentally chan~;ed by the forces of 

Christianity, so that the springs of western humanism are both 

classical and Christian. Humanists asserted the fundamental 

dignity of man, and te the ancient virtues of justice, wisdom, 

temperance, and courage, added the Christian ones of faith, 

hope, and charity. Their aim was to produce citizens trained 

in the knowledge of virtue and letters, men with many-sided 

personalities and of harmonious character, and humane studies 

were regarded as those having to do with life and conduct. The 

early h~anists were, on the whole, open-minded and tolerant, 

opposed to the forces of ignorance, superstition, and bigotry. 

Their Ideal was a "harmonious, Humanistic civilization, combin-

ing the genius of antiquity with the Christian spirit and in

spired by a true blend of idealism and reason". 4 As Stoddard 

remarks, this was an ideal and a method capable of produc1ng 

'BUSh, page. 40. 
4Stoddard, page. 166. 
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the happiest results. "Erasmus and nis fel10w Humanists saw, 

as few men of any age have seen, that the path of true progress 

lies, not, through overthrowing an old by a new dogmatism but in 

freeing the mind and spirit, thereby opening them to the influ

ence of reason and thus ridding men not merely of a particular 

dogmatism but of the dogmatic habit as well. n5 

The character of English humanism is illustrated by such 

men as Grocyn, Colet, Linacre, Latimer, Lily, and More. 

~Linacre, while 1ess actively devout than Colet and More, wes 

a great exemplar of both philological and scientific humanisme 

Almost aIl the men of this circle were able Grecians as weIl 

as Latinists, and most of them, like Erasmus, studied Greek in 

order to have the key to the new Testament, to drink of the 

unadulterated fountain of Christianity. Linacre's motto was 

also 'ad fontes'. His Greek scholarship (like that of Rabelais 

sorne years later) was applied to purifying the great works of 

classical science and medicine from medieval accretions. H6 

The Greeks had brought the world. to the threshold of modern 

science, but with the establishment of Christianity the Dormal 

development of physical science was arrested for over fifteen 

hUndred years. The general belief derived from the New Testa

ment Scriptures was that the end of the world was at hand, and 

that since aIl existing physical nature was soon to be destroyed, 

~toddard, page 171. 
~ush, page 72. 
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seeking in nature for truth was futile. The great work of 

Aristotle was under eclipse. The early Christian thinkers gave 

little attention to it, and that little was devoted to trans

forming it into something absolutely opposed to his whole spirit 
, , 

and methodj in place of it they developed the Physiologus and 

the Bestiaries, mingling scriptural statements, legends of the 

saints and fanciful inventions with pious intent and childlike 

simplicity. The conviction grew that science and religion are 

enemies and the Church generally poured contempt upon aIl 

investigators into a science of Nature, and insisted that 

everything except the saving of souls . was folly. A very little 

science crept into Europe by 1200 from the Arabs, mainly in 

astronomy and chemistry, but the astronomy was mostly astrology, 

and chemistry was little more than a search for the philosopher's 

stone or the elixir of life, a drink to make man immortel. 

Both astrologers and alchemists mingled their studies with magic 

incantations and were generally believed to have sold their 

souls to the Devil in return for forbidden knowledge. Probably 

many men attempted to study the secrets of nature in a scien-

tific wa;r by experiment. The greatest man ' f this kind before 

1;00 was Roger Bacon, an English Franciscan who tried to teach 

true scientific principles and spent fourteen years in dungèons 

for his beliefs. T.error of magic and wi tchcraft took possession 

of popular minds. The widespread persecution of magicians 

and the atmosphere created by this was deadly to any open 

beginning of experimental science. It came to be the accepted 



idea that as soon as man conceived a wish to study the works 

of God, his first step must be a league with Satan. 7 Petrarch 

felt that the new modes of scientific thou[;ht were "destructive 

of Christian faith, ethics and culture, and l -,e was reasserting 

the universal claims of religious and humane values".o The great 

aim of education was regarded as virtuous discipline, the 

knowledge of virtue which makes a good man, and the emphasis 

was on moral and philosophie substance, on values immediately 

applicable to life. Unfortunately, the humanities became 

invested with a superstitious veneration as containing in them-

selves a unique cultural significance. To question the theo-

logical view of physical science was, even long after the 

Middle Ages, exceedingly perilous, and science met difficulties 

even after the Renaissance had underminedold beliefs. Chris-

tiani ty had a profound infl uence on Engl ish humanism, and b ecause 

of the filtration of classical knowledge through religious chan-

nels, to which the aims of science seemed to be directly opposed, 

the gulf between science and the so-called humanities continued 

to broaden. 

7Andrew Dickson Vfuite, A History of the Warfare of Science 
with Theology in Christendom-rLondon, 1900), pabes 385-386. 

6Bush, page. 53. 
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A Short Biography of Sir William OsIer 

In 1849, into an age which was to see rapid progress in 

the field of science, there was born a man who not only made 

notable contributions to the study of medicine, but who was lia 

well-nigh perfect example of the union of science and the hum

anities,,9 in a day when these studies seemed irreconcileable. 

Sir William OsIer, who was to become "the best-balanced, best-

equipped, most sagacious and most lovable of aIl modern 

physicians",lO began life in Bond Head, Ontario, one of nine 

children of a missionary clergyman and his courageous and 

unselfish wife. In the unfinished introduction to the printed 

catalogue raisonne of the library which he left to McGill, Sir 

William remarks that a country parson's house in the fifties 

or sixties in the wilds of Canada had rarely a literary atmos-

phere. His father's library was chi afly theological. There 

were a few old books, a "Breeches Bible", and an early stow's 

Chronicle. "Having been at sea, he was f ound of books of travel, 

of Layard, of Rawlinson, of Livingstone. Sunday reading is 

remembered as a trial ..•. George Borrow was a delight. As 

a missionary his books could not be hurtful, even on a Sunday, 

and The Bible in Spain, Gipsies in Spain, and aven Lavengro were 

not taboo."ll 

9Frederick Kenyon, "Introduction" to The Old Humanities 
and the New Science (Boston, 1920), page xvi. 

lOSee "Preface" to OsIer, The Evolution of Modern Medicine, 
edited by Fielding H. Garrison TYale, 1921.) 

Il .~uoted in an unpublished address, Montreal, 1935, by 
William W. Francis, "Sir William OsIer as a Literary Màn", p. 4. 
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liNo little pride was taken in the books of my father's 

eldest brother, Edward, a surgeon in Truro, whose Life of 

Exmouth, Church and King, and volume of poems seemed to confer 

a literary flavour on the family; and at chur ch what a pleasure 

to see his na'ne opposi te certain well-known hymns .,,12 This was 

the first introduction to literature for the man who was to 

claim the old humanists as his best friends. 

In 1857, since educational facilities in the Bond Head 

community were limited, the OsIer children were sent to Dundas 

Grammer school, where William led a perfectly normal boyhood. 

Impish and mischievous, he was the leader in every conceivable 

prank, and it is difficult to decide which one of his many 

escapades led to his dismissal from the school. Truth, honour, 

and generosity were prominent in his affectionate nature, and 

while he was at boarding scllool in Barrie, where he became first 

boy, and later at Trinit y College School in V/eston, Ontario, 

aIl were attracted by his kindness and friendliness. Edith 

Gittings Reid relates that a fellow pupil of the Weston school 

wrote: 

A spirit of xhe highest refinement, culture, and 
straightforward manliness prevailed everywhere, true 
in the school and in the general life of aIl. It 
was easily recognized that this elevatèd tone was 
due to the influence of a small group of older boys, 
and of these, OsIer, th en seventeen, stood markedly 
the leader. His personality was so strong that his 
influence extended to every department, and his 
consistent high qualities we ~'e such that in every 

l2Quoted by Francis, p. 4. 
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scope of activity he was recognized without bitterness 
or jealousy of any kind, as the head. This applies not 
alone to scholarship and sports of every kind, but his 
strong independence and clear positive character stood 
out in everything. l do not think his elevating in
fluence in the school can be exaggerated, and it was 
such that when he went from school to college the 
effect of his personality remained and was unquestionably 
a strong element in giving character to the school for 
many years. 13 

At Weston William Osler ca.'71e in contact with two men who 

profoundly influenced his life, the Rev. W.A. Johnson, warden 

and fOlmder of Trinit y College School, and Dr. James Bovell, 

the school's medical director. Father Johnson, as the boys 

called him, gave OsIer his first opportunity to see scientific 

books, and with the help of this naturalist and nature-lover 

the boy first learned to observe and to record natural phenomena. 

It was Father Johnson's custom to read aloud to the boys in his 

parsonage, and among the selections which he chose were extracts 

from the Religio Medici of Sir Thomas Browne, a book which was 

to be cheri shed by OsIer throughout his life. Dr. Bovell was 

at this time a ·frequent weekend visitor at the school, and, 

accompanied by Dr. Johnson and his young ~riends, he collected, 

stained, and mounted miscroscopical specimens. How fascinating 

and refreshing OsIer found this type of study in comparison 

with Latin and Greekt Many years later he wrote, 

Ten years with really able Trinit y College, Dublin, 
and Oxford teachers left me with no more real 
knowledge of Greek and Latin than of Chinese, and 
without the free use of the languages as keys to 

13Edith Gittings Heid, The Great Physician (London, 1931), 
page 8. 
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great li teratures. Imagine the delil;;ht of an in
quisitive nature to meet a man who cared nothing about 
words, but who knew about things -- who knew the stars 
in their courses and c ould tell us their names --
who delighted in the woods in springtime, and told 
us about the frog-spawn and caddis worm, and who read 
us, in the e vening s, Gilbert 1jiJhi te -- and Kingsley' s 
Glauc ·cIs, who showed us with the microscope the marvels 
of a drop of dirty pond water, and who on Saturday 
excursions up the river could talk of the Trilobites 
and Orthoceratitès and explain the formatj.on of the 
earth's crust. No more dry husks for me after such 
a diet, and early in my college life l kicked over the 
traces and exchanged the classics with 'divvers' as 
represented by Pearson, Browne, and Rooker, for · 
Htmter, Lye;J...l E!.nd Huxley. · My experience was that of 
thousands, yet, as l remember, we were athirst for 
good literature. What a delight it would have been 
to have had Chapman's Odyss~ read to us, or Plato's 
Phaedo on a Sunday evening, or the Vera Historiat 
~fuat a tragedy to climb Parnassus in a fogt How l 
have cursed the memory of Protagoras since finding 
that he introduced grammar into the cold formalism 
of wordst How different now that Montaigne and 
Milton and Locke and Petty have come into their own, 
and .are recogni!~d as men cf sense in the matter of 
training youth. 4 

William OsIer was considered a fine alI-round athlete and 

a good student. At this time he fully intended to enter the 

ministry, and in the auturrùl of 1867, at the ase of eighteen, 

having gained the Dixon prize for scholarship, he went to Trinit y 

College in Toronto. This college was org~~ized abn~ the lines 

of a divinity school, and Most of the teachers in the Arts course 

were clergymen. Dr. Bovell held the Chair of Natural Theology 

here, and was also on the faculty of the Toronto Medical school. 

The friendship between OsIer and the older man continued to 

14Quoted in Reid, page 12. 
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flourish, anJ. he was a frequent visitor at Dr. Bov(311's home, 

vinere many hours were spent in putting up preparations for the 

microscope. During the surr~er months OsIer eagerly searched 

for specimens of fresh-water algae, and although he returned to 

Trinit y College for a second year in Arts, he soon forsook this 

for the [;iedical school. His interest in divinity, however, 

showed clearly in his writings and addresses throughout his 

life. Of Dr. Bovell's influence Osler wrote, 

It has been remarked that ior a young man the privilege 
of browsing in a large aLd va~ied library is the best 
introduction to a general ed".cation. l'.'ly opport'-..mity 
came to me in the v,-,inter of '69-' 70. Having sent 
his family to the West Indies, Dr. Bovell took consult
ing rooms on Spadina Avenue not far away from Mrs. 
Barwich, withV'chomhe lived •.•• Having catholic and 
extravagant tastes, he had filled the room with a choice 
and varied collection of books. After a review of the 
work of the day came the long evening for browsing, 
and that winter (1669-70) gave me a good first-hand 
acqu.aintance wi th the original works of many of the 
great masters.--The diet was too rich and varied, and 
contributed possibly to the development of my some'l;hat 
splintery and illogLcal mind; but the experience was, 
valuable and aroused an enduring interest in books.l~ 

OsIer expressed his appreciation of the help Dr. Bovell had 

given him with the words,· ItBooks and the Mant--the best the hum an 

mind has afforded was on his shelves and in him aIl that one 

could desire in a teacher -- a clear head and a loving heart. 

Infected with the Aesculapian spirit he made me realize the 

truth of these memorable words in the Hippocratic oath, '1 will 

honour as my father the man who teaches me the Art 1 • ,,16 

15Heid, page 1. 
16Heid, page 16. 
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No eareer, as Editb Reid points out, would have satisfied 

OsIer that had not human beings for i ts f irst aime "He was a 

born physieian, the friend of man" .17 F'ather Johnson and Dr. 

Bovell released his seientific interests, but they also brought 

into his life lia spiritual, religious and mystieal a tmosphere 

that had always thereafter to be re ekoned wi thtl .18 

Sinee clinical opportunities at McGill so far exceeded 

those at Toronto, OsIer went there to continue his studies. Here 

he C8.me under the influence 0 f Dr. Howard, Professor of ~~edicine, 

a man to whom "the st Jdy and teacning 0 f medieine wel'e an 

absorbing passion ll .19 Though a gay, fun-loving youth, William 

OsIer was nevertb.eless a keen student and a nard worker. From 

the very b eginning he seemed to have the abili t;: to bring out 

the very best in his .fellow men, to awaken lat8nt capac::. ti es, 

and by his encourabement to incite fellow workers and students 

to the best possible efforts. Though his eyesight was acute in 

the service of science, he always overlooked the faults of his 

fellow men. Though Dr. OsIer often said that his only talent 

was industry, others realized that his real power lay in 

inspiration over those with whom he came in contact. 

After obtaining his medieal degree, the young doctor sailed 

for Europe to spend two years at foreign universities, and when 

17Reid, page. 17. 
l8Reid, page 15. 
190s1er, !!The Student Life Il, A.equanimit as, wi t~_ .other 

Addresses to Medical Students, Nurses and Practitioners of 
riiedieine, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia;-!906;, page. 440. 

Il 



he returned to Canada, it was with an enlarged outlook that 

enabled him to take his place as a leader in a new era for 

medicine. At McGill he became Lecturer upon Institutes of 

Medicine, and the moving spirit in the renaissance Which began 

at this time. His lectures sparkled with anecdotes and simple 

illustrations of the most difficult theories so that no student 

went away from them without receiving benefit. From the very 

beginning he urged his students to adopt the rules of life to 

which he himself always adhered. He encouraged them to seek a 

lifelons education, to treat the man as weIl as the disease, 

to consider the poor and humble beyond aIl others, and to never 

approach the temple of science witt the soul of a money-changer. 

He told his students to :keep in close and friendly contact wi th 

physicians, cooperating with them, writing frequently for the 

medical journals and attending meetings of the medical societies. 

Young Dr. OsIer was pa thologist t 0 the smallpox hosp ital 

in Montreal during the outbreak of the dreaded disease in 1876. 

During 'the year 1876-1877 there were one hundred autops:i.es 

worked up. In his passion for scientific work his love of 

humanity was not suppressed. 20 The Christmas of ~76 was spent 

visiting an old physician, Dr. James Hamilton. "On my visits 

home lt
, he writes, "1 had been in the habit of calling on the 

dear old man. l have always loved old men 

hearing anecdotes about Edinboro". 21 

20See Reid, pages 17-39. 
21Reid, page 54. 

and l enjoyed 
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As Physician to the Montreal General Hospital OsIer demon-

strated a lesson in treatment, and l1 !, to the astonishment of 

everyone, the chronic beds, instead of being emptied by disastet', 

were emptied rapidly through recovery. Under his stimulating 

and encouraging influence the old C8.ses nearly aIl disappeared, 

the new cases stayed but a Short time. The revolution was 

wonderful ,,~ 22 It has been said that OsIer' s face released a 

spirit wholly irresistible, and that the effect of his radiant 

vitality, ready banter, quick step and deb onair manner were 

like oxygen in a sick room. Dr. Howard had described him as a 

IIpotent ferment", and through his personal magnetism he inspired 

many to action. 

One of Osler's important Medical papers, read before the 

New York Pathological Society in 1882, was on Ulcerative Endo-

carditis. It was the first important paper on the subject in 

America. In the sarne year he was made a Fellow of the Royal 

College of Physicians in London, and two years later he was 

offered the Chair of Clinical Medicine in Philadelphia. 

Dr. Howard Kelly writes that OsIer brought to Philadelphia 

fresh and invigorating currents of life, and that new activities 

began at once to manifest themselves in the Medical teachings 

which had formerly been so stereotyped. "OsIer breezes were 

felt everywhere in the old conservative Medical center.,,23 

22Reid, page 59. 
23Quoted in Reid, page 72. 
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There was very soon no part of the medical life in Philadelphia 

in which the great leader did not take an active interest. 

Such was his understanding and love of bath the old and the 

young that he received little opposition from either quarter. He 

continually acknowledged the debt of the present generation ta 

the old men of the profession, and expressed his personal grati

tude for what he had learnt from them. His was an unique genius 

for creating enthusiasm and inspiring men to undertake great 

tasks, though they might involve much hard and dull work. 

While in Philadelphia, OsIer published thirty-nine papers 

covering almost every phase of clinical medicine. His most 

valuable work on endocarditis was described in the Goulstonian 

lectures in London in the spring of 1885, and OsIer was praised 

not only for his exposition of the pathology, clinical picture, 

and diagnosis of endocarditis, but also for the matchless style 

in which the lectures were written. 

With the opening of the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore 

in the year 1889, a new era in medical education in the United 

states had its beginning; for the first time in an English

speaking country a hospital was organized in units, each one 

in charge of a head or chief. Since the new uni versi ty was 

entirely independent, Dr. OsIer saw the opportunity ta realize 

his ideals of what a medical school should b e, and when he took 

the chair of medicine at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in 1889, 

the way lay open to him to establish a clinic such as he had 



l ong hoped for. Dr. V/elch called it "the first medical clinic 

in any English-speaking country worthy of the name", 24 and 

OsIer himself wrote: "If l have done anything to promote the 

growth of clinical medicine, it has been in this direction, in 

the formation of a large clinic with weIl organized series of 

assistants and house physicians and with proper laboratories in 

which to work at the intricaLe problems that confront us in 

internaI medicine.,,25 

The teaching at the Johns Hopkins became a model for the 

whole medical world, and "without the least touch of diplomacy 

but witc great sympathy" Osler "drew aIl into the general 

advance l1 •
26 He was active, too, in organizing societies, and 

in starting such clubs as the Journal Club, which was similar 

to the foreign periodical clubs founded in Philadelphia and 

Montreal. He also organized an Historical Club and was an 

active member of the Library Committee. He constantly encour-

aged his associates and assistants to work together in harmony 

for the good of aIl, brought to life the latent abilities of 

many of his students, and inspired them with his own high 

ideals. Às a bedside teacher, OsIer was probably without 

parallel, and he becamefamous for his wo rk wi th s tudents in 

the hospital wards. His adoring students spent many an informaI 

evening in the warm and hospitable atmospllere of Osler's home, 

2
2
4
5

Quoted in Reid, page 115. 

6
Quoted in Reid, page 115. 

2 Reid, page 115. 
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discussing the great men and books of aIl times. 

OsIer had long realized the need 0 f a new textbook for 

medical students, and while in Baltimore he wrote The Practice 

of Medicine, a book praised for its fine literary qualitiesas 

weIl as for the broad scientific knowledge which it contained. 

It was not onl:; published in many Engl ish edi tions but was 

translated into French, German, Spanish, and Cainese as weIl. 

The book caught the attention of Mr. Rockefeller, who was 

impressed by its lucidity, and was indirectly responsible for 

the creation of the Rockefeller Institute for scientific 

research. Indirectly, too, it rescued the Johns Hopkins Hospital 

from its financial crisis after the Baltimore fire. 

Few men have been so universally loved as OsIer, and with 

his marriage to Grace Revere, and the birth of their son, his 

happiness was complete. Their home in Baltimore became a 

haven for students and medical men from aIl over the world, and 

scarcely a day passed without some visitor sharing its happy 

atmosphere. 

OsIer had become so much a part of the medical school and 

of Baltimore in general that even many of hisd.osest friends 

were surprised when he accepted the position as Regius Professor 

of Medicine at Oxford University, but the demands on his time 

had greatly increased with the passing years, and no human being 

could continue at such a pace. His passion for books had grown 

stronger, and, with the less exacting duties which would be his 

16 



in England, he saw the opportunity ror giving more attention to 

his avocation. Then, too, he hoped to have his son Revere 

trained under the English school system. No man, however, was 

more truly a part of all that he had met, and "even berore he 

landed in England his tentacles were stretching out to the 

rriends he had lert behind, suggesting improvement in their 

work, encouraging those who needed encouragement, writing 

obituaries for those who had fallen out of line, sending checks 

large and small to the needy, carrying, as was his custom, aIl 

his past wit:.l him as he stepped into a new environment".2? 

As in Canada and the United States, OsIer brought a vital-

izing influence to England when he became Regius Professor of 

Medicine at Oxford in 1905. He "had covered the whole field; 

he knew medical schools as a musician knows the keys of his 

piano; and his many years of clinical teaching, with i ts 

foundation of scientific knowledge, his humanity and magnetic 

personality, made him an ideal physician".28 He continued to 

strive for harmony between the academic and the practical side 

of medicine, and to make the knowledge of public health measures 

more widespread. He brought lire to the Radcliffe Scientific 

Library, which e~0 anded under his influence, and stimulated the 

growth of the Biblio~ raphical Society. He inspired his friends 

and his associates so that advances were made in medical work 

and in the field of medical history as a direct result of his 

27Reid, page 11:H. 
28Reid, page IB3. 
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suggestions. But the "c ilrrents into which Dr. Osler's life 

gathered the greatest strength after going to England were 

history and collecting incunabula, with which he enriched his 

own 1ibrary and made valuab1e additions to medical libraries 

throughout Great Britain, Canada and the states. His avocation 

had become a very important vocation, it had always run a very 

close second to his practical clinical work; but now he could 

indulge this taste to the full. Vfuen in November 1905 he was 

elected a delegate of the University Press, he was put in touch 

with all current work; and the Bodleian was an inexhaustible 

storehouse f or a bibliophile". 29 In 1906 he was made a Curator 

of the Bodleian, and among his other activities in connection 

wi th i t he was instrurnen tal in securing an original copy of the 

first folio of Shakespeare for Oxford. 

Wl1en the new building of the Maryland Medical and Chirur

gical Faculty was opened, it was recognized that this was 

almost entirely due to Dr. Osler's work during his years in 

Baltimore; it was also OsIer wrro had interested Mr. Phipps in 

the building of a Psychiatrie section at the Johns Hopkins, 

where, for the first time in the history of American medicine, 

insane patients were given quarters comparable to those provided 

for patients with other diseases. Thus Osler's influence for 

good continued in the United States long after he had taken up 

residence in Bngland. 

29neid, page 189. 
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Vihen, in 1911, Dr. Osler was made a baronet, the whole 

me dical world rejoiced, and letters and telegrams expressed the 

happiness felt by all with the news of such a well-deserved 

honour. 

In 1913 Sir William visited the United States and delivered 

the Silliman Lectures at Yale. He spoke on the "Evolution of 

Modern Medicine". Of these lectures the editor, Colonel Fielding 

H. Garrison, wrote: "They are in effect a sweeping panoramic 

survey of the whole vast field, covering wide areas a t a rapid 

pace with an extraordinary wealth of detail. 1I He added that 

the editors had no hesitation in "presenting these lectures to 

the profession and to the reading public as one of the most 

characteristic productions of the best-balanced, best-equipped, 

most sagacious and most lovable of aIl modern physicians". 30 

When the war broke out in 1914, Oslerls name headed the 

list of those appointed by the War Emergency Committee, and 

he was made Honarary Colonel of the Oxfordshire Regiment, as 

weIl as consulting physician to a hospital in Devon and to a 

Canadian hospital. To aIl he brought light and hope, and though 

he hated everyth ing about war, r2 devoted himself to the work 

of the military hospi taIs, and s ought relief in his books. The 

idea of a Bibliotheca Osleriana was now elaborated, and the 

cataloguing of his constantly growing library became his chief 

interest. When he suffered his lifels greatest sorrow in the 

30See "Introduction" to OsIer, The Evolution of Modern 
Medicine, ed. Fielding H. Garrison (Yale, 1921). 
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death of his only son, his work, his boo~s, and his love for 

children were his solace. He established at the Johns Hopkins 

University an Edward Revere OsIer Memorial Fund to encourage 

the study of English Literature of the Tudor and Stuart periods, 

and aIl of his son's books, as weIl as many of his own from the 

general literature section of his library, were given to that 

university. Vihen peace came Sir William was the first to bring 

the conditions in Vienna before the public and to begin the 

relief work. 

In 1919 OsIer received a very great honour, and. one which 

afforded him much pleasure, When he was elected to the Presi-

dency of the Classical Association... In the same year his 

seventieth birthday was celebrated throughout the English-

speaking world-- medical journals published special articles 

and newspapers praised his s plendid servie es. The librarian 

of the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore prepared a bibliog-

raphy which included seven hundred and thirty of Osler's 

wr:tings. 31 This birthday, which was greeted with such a 

spontaneous outburst of affection îrom aIl sources, was his 

last. Sir William died as the year drew to a close. Perhaps 

his most original contribution to the science of medic~ne was 
\ 

made as one of the earliest investigators of the blood platelets. 

In addition he wrote monographs on such subjects as cerebral 

palsies of children and angina pectoris, and did some valuable 

work in connection with malignant endocarditis. The most 

31Miss Blogg's bibliography of Osler's writings appeared 
in the Johns Hopkins Hospital Bulletin for July, 1919. 
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dominant quality in his personali ty was his hurnani ty -- his 

extraordinary interest in and love for his fellow men -- and 

from this aIl his power seemed to spring. 

Think of those years at Johns Hopkins when OsIer 
revolutionized the teaching of medicine and of 
clinical medicine in a community of seventy millions. 
Think of the influence wielded by his text-book, not 
merely among English-speaking people, but the world 
over, even to China and Japan. There is no physician 
who during his lifetime has had so profound an in
fluence upon so grea t a number; no one indi vidüal who 
has done so much to advance the practice of scientific 
medicin8, no one whose personal intimacy with his 
fellows in the profession has covered so wide an area-
Canada, the United States, Great and Greater Britain 
and the leaders in medicine the world over; no one, 
in shor·t, who has comb ined in the same degree the 
study, practice, ~nd teaching -- the science and the 
art of medicine. 3 

32 J • George Adami, flThe Last Days", Sir William OsIer 
Memorial Nurnber, Bulletin. International Association of Medical 
Museums and Journal of Technical Methods, No. 9 (Privately 
issued in Montreal, 1926) p. - hereafter referred to as OsIer 
Memorial Number. 
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II 

Osler as a Lover of Humankind, as lllustrated in bis Lire and Wri tings 

Of all that humanism has come to mean in Its broadest sense 

the love of humankind -- no more perfect example Is to be 

found than in the life of Sir William OsIer. He was the possessor 

to a marked degree of the pagan virtues of wisdom, temperance, 

eouraEe, and justice, as weIl as the Christian ones of faith, 

hQpe, and charity, and l'lis great gifts were ever utilized in 

the service of his fellow men. The men tQ whom Bush refers as 

"the philosophie humanists" believed that the force labelled 

humanism would be a very vital element in the moulding of citi

zens of strQng character, and there is little doubt that his 

extensive reading broadened Oslerts understanding of humanity 

in all its àspeets. 

From the very beginning OsIer displayed an intense interest 

in his fellow creatures, and he possessed the power of rousing 

latent abilitles and of inspiring Ideals. Dr. Palmer Howard 

described Oslerls quickening power as a "potent ferment," and 

Many a student has attributed his success to Osler's influence. 

Although he seldom spoke of religion, h1s deep-rooted faith in 

Christianity was elearly illustrnted in the life which he led. 

Many who knew OsIer felt l'lis likeness to Christ, and it is not 

uneommon to find such tributes as that of Marian Osborne, who 

affirms that her intimate association with the great physician 

as guide, philosopher, and friend, from her earliest years 

until l'lis death, leads her to the belier that he was of aIl men 
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the most Christ-like in his life and the most God-like in his 

attributes. 33 

In an age when pure science was the new god, OsIer popula-

rized the study of the whole man -- mind, body, environment -

and ever told his students to care more for the individual than 

for the special features of the disease. Because it deals ' 

with men, he knew that medicine could never be a pure science. 

He was instrumental, too, in taking the study of medicine into 

the sick wards. Whereas medica1 students had previously received 

most of their knowledge from books and lectures, OsIer took his 

~lasses ta the patients 1 bedsides, and developed a c1inlcal 

system of teaching in hospitals which was a model for aIl the 

medical world. 

The emphasis on the individual man which began anew with 

the Renaissance and Humanism was a dominant note in the pers on-

ality of Sir Vliilliam. Osler's greatness as a doctor ls often 

obscured by the memory of his charm as a man, and many of 

today's medical men express a personal admiration for him 

approaching hero-worship. His whole being overflowed with 

kindness, a kindness which was mirrored in hls vivid features, 

and no one who had once met him ever forgot him. OsIer would 

never permit anyone in his presence to speak ill of another, 

and when he entered a room, all gossip ceased. He urged the 

practice of st. Augustine, "of whom it is told in the Golden 

Legend that he had these verses wrltten at his table: 

33Marian Osborne, "Recollections of Slr William OsIer," 
Osler Memorial Number, page 174. 
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Quisquis amat dictis absenturn rodere ' _ vitam, 
Hanc mensam indignam noverit esse sibi. 54 

What adverse criticisms he had to make were g ivento the man 

himself, and such was his charm that they usually remained 

friends. Reid stresses the fact that Dr. OsIer never gave 

complete characterizatlons of the people he met and cared for; 

his acute eye was deliberately closed to the faults of his 

fellow men, for he was "always resolute to take human nature at 

its best and to seize every occasion for kindness whlch the day 

might offer. tt35 

One of Oslerls Many roles was that of peace-maker. He 

brought order out of chaos in the Medical profession of the 

various cities in which he lived, na task effected by his own 

kindly personality, his insight into human nature, and the 

genuine affection he ever felt for all men who could in any way 

be won over to 1ay asidebitterness and strife for the higher 

good of suffering humanity.,,36 

Everywhere he went he took with him joy and hope and all

embracing love. During the first world war, though his official 

area was ln Oxfordshlre, his services were called for in every 

section of the country, and to hospital staffs and patients his 

visits were 1ike rays of sunshine. He was largely responsible 

for the efficiency of those with whom he came in contact. 

Burdens were made lighter by his sympathy and enthuslasm. He 

340sler, "Chauvinism in Medicine," Aequan!~~tas, p. 104 
35Harvey Cushing, The Life of Sir William Osfër (Oxford, 

1925) II, 267 
36Howard A Kelly, "Osler as l knew him in PLdladelphia and 

in the Hopkins," OsIer Memorial Number, p. 261. 



became the practical head of every Canadian hOBpital in England, 

and ever~vhere lives were touched by the power of his love and 

the charm of his presence. When his heart was broken by the 

death of his only son, he was without bitterness or thoughts of 

revenge, and went on advising , cheering, and encouraging with

out apparent effort. In the hospitals he bacame known as the 

"Consoler-General" because of the thoughtful notes which he 

wrote to parents and relatives of the dying men in his attempt 

to alleviate suffering, just as, when a very young doctor in 

Montreal, he had written to the English father of a smallpox 

victim to tell him of his son's death and to give him a very 

sympathetic account of the young man's last hours. Then, when 

the strife was over, Sir William brought the conditions in 

Vienna before the publie and sought to have food supplies sent 

to the starving people. He wrote to Professor Wenckebach, who, 

before the outbreak of the war, had been called from Holland 

to assume the premier Chair of Medicine in the Vienna School, 

and inquired about food conditions in the city. As soon as he 

received Wenckebach's reply, he phoned to one of the Secretariee 

of the Foreign Office and urged him to have food rushed throug~ 

In the meantime OsIer tried to arrange with friends to have 

supplies sent directly. A special committee was formed to meet 

the Minister of Foreign affairs, and copies of the letter were 

sent to the Foreign Office and influential persons. In spite 

of much criticism, OsIer organized a town meeting in Oxford to 

solicit local contributions. He spoke of the desirability of 

the dispatch of medical help, pleading for the children when 
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many still thought of Austria as the enemy, and governments 

were arguing over peace terms. 

Osler had an all-pervading sympathy, and ever saw the 

underlying tragedy of life, but like Sterne's Unele Toby, he 

whistled tha t he might not weep. His was a thorough under-

standing of and interest in human nature, and he "like Abou-

ben-Adhem, loved his fellow men despite faults and frailties, 

toward whieh he was always willinh to turn a blind eye or a 

deaf ear. At the same time, in a very tactful way and from 

sorne text thus furnished, he preached many a lay sermon which 

had a lasting effect for g ood on the patient, or the group of 

medical students and assistants, or the medical or lay audience, 

as the case might be, ta whom it happened to be addressed.,,37 

One of Osler's charms was his humility and his avoidance 

of the spotlight. Yet he was t'orever smoothing the path for 

others, and few men have been more active in getting up testi-

monial dinners or in celebrating anniversaries of friends and 

colleagues in some such way, or by having their portraits 

painted. An example of his enthusiastic appreciation of a11 

who had made a contribution ta the world of medicine, is the 

article which he wrote and voluntarily sent to the Journal of 

the Outdoor Lire in 1910, when this publication was given over 

ta a series of testimonials to Edward Livingston Trudeau. "Now 

and then," OsIer wrote, "men are fortunate enough to overcome 

the worst foes encountered in the battle of life -- chronic ill 

37J •M•T• Finney, nA Personal Appreciation of Sir William 
OsIer," OsIer Memorial Number, p. 274. 
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health, and an enforced residence in a paralysing environment. 

The attitude of mind so splendidly expressed in Henley's verse, 

'Out of the night that covers me', scoffs at the menace of the 

years, and unafraid, with unbowed head, the happy possessor of 

the unconquerable soul of this sort feels that 

It matters not how strait the gate 
How charged with punishment the scroll, 
l am the master of my fate; 
l am the captain of my soule 

And this is the lesson of Edward Trudeau's life--the lesson of 

a long and successfully fought campaign •••• Of an unselfish, 

sympathetic disposition, he secured the devotion of his patients, 

to whom he was at once a tower of strength and a splendid 

example.,,38 

The story i8 often told of how OsIer, then a young man in 

Montreal, was asked by a beggar for money to buy a drink with 

which to make his burden lighter. OsIer smilingly gave him the 

money, and a moment later ran after him, telling him that he 

might drink himself to death if he wished, but that he would 

not h~ve him freeze to death. He thereupon took off his over

coat and presented it to the man, with the words that the only 

good thing about him was his "hobnailed liver". Shortly after-

wards the man died, willing his "hobnailed liver" and his over

coat to his "good friend William Osler".39 At another time, in 

Baltimore, OsIer ran beck blccks just to tell a deaf women 

that his wife had not noticed thet she was deaf. 40 Little 

38~uoted in Cushing, II, 225. 
39See Reid, pp. 55-)6. 
40See Reid, p. 84. 
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incidents like these helped to make Osler greatly beloved, and 

throughout his life his charity prevailed in thought and word 

and deed. No one was ever turned away without help, and much 

of Sir William's money went in charities, in donations of books 

to his beloved libraries, in worthy causes for needy children, 

and in helpinp, to rebuild institutions which had been darnaged 

by fire. Frequently, too, he employed his efforts to interest 

wealthy men in charitable causes. When the Johns Hopkins 

suffered great losses through fire in February, 1904, Osler 

offered to contribute his salary for rive years to aid in the 

restoration. 

The author of Abroad with Jane refers to Sir William under 

the name of Sir Richard Holter. "There was Sir Richard Holter 

wllom Jane and l visited over Sunday at Oxford. l would not 

dare assume that Sir Richard has delusions about anything, but 

whatever he thinks, he gives out that he is a professor in 

Oxford University. Well, he is; but his great line is the 

direction of human life. l went about with him for a day and 

a half, and wherever he went he wes always directing human lif~ 

and wherever he touched it it seemed to go lighter and more 

blithely.H41 

Another of Osler's charma sprang from the tact that, for 

the moment, he was always of the sarne age as the man with whom 

he spoke. Differences of years meant little to him, and he 

instinctively took the other's point of view, and was truly 

41E •S • Martin, Abroad with Jane (New York, 1914), p. Ill. 
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interested in the things which absorbed the other's attention. 

"He had a catholicity of social instinct which enabled him to 

say the right thine to the younc?est fresl1rns.n and to the oldest 

Don alike.,,42 He felt, however, that it was the young men of 

the world who would make the important contributions, and his 

inspirational power led his students and young associates to 

many fine accomplishments in the fields of medicine and litera-

ture. His elevating influence touched aIl and roused latent 

abilities. Cushing quotes an article from The Times which laude 

Sir William as not only a great student but as a great man. 

ttThis has been illustrated especially in his dealings with the 

younger generation of doctors. Many a young man owes his suc-

cess and the success of his ideas to a discernment which saw 

the Gold among the dross at a time when other eyes missed it, 

and to a friendliness and warmth of heart which have never been 

stinted.,,43 Hopkins graduates published more than five hundred 

scientific papers in eight years, and OsIer was often the god

father of these papers, although he took no credit. Not infre-

quently, research papers whlch students had submltted to OsIer 

for his approval or careful revis ion, won wlde acclaim for their 

authors upon publication. 

When writing of Osler's many accomplishments, Cushing 

points out that while the great physician advanced the science 

of medicine, and enriched 1iterature and the humanities, yet 

"individually he had a greater power." ltRe became the friend 
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of aIl he met--he knew the workings of the hum8.n heart rneta

phorically as weIl as physically. He joyed with the joys and 

wept with the sorrows of those who were proud to be his pupils. 

He stooped to lift them up to the place of his royal friendship, 

and the magic touchstone of his generous personality helped many 

a desponder in the rugged paths of life. He achieved many 

honours and many dignities, but the proudest of aIl was hia 

unwritten title, 'the Young Man's Friend.,"44 

Osler's love for and sympathy with the old. men of the 

world is nowhere better illustrated than in the serious way in 

which, as ex-officio Master of the ancient Alms-house at Ewelme, 

he entered into his duties. Previous Regius Professors of 

Oxford had not been overly concerned with the Alms-house, and 

had made only a rare visit to the place. The Ewelme Alms

house, now five hundred years old, had been built and endowed 

by Alice of Suffolk in the fifteenth century, and provided a. 

home for thirteen elderly men. Although there . was a surgeon 

ta attend to their needs, OsIer visited the men once a week, 

and won from thern a deep affection. "This particular dut Y was 

delightful to him--the Anc1.ent Alms-house--the old men--how 

clearly you see him in these surroundingsl" 45 Reid tells how 

a physician from the Middle West visited Ewelme with OsIer, and 

found himself wiping his eyes to make sure that there was no 

other life. "Dr. Osler went from one to the other of the old 

men, playfully pu1Iing the toe of one, or serious1y sitting 

44Cushing, II, 685-686 
45Reid, pp. 184-185 
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down by the side of another, and talking their language. You 

felt that they must aIl have come from the same childhood home; 

the atmosphere he brou~ht to each was so real and individual 

that aIl the rest of the world seemed a long way off. l shall 

never forget it, the ancient house, the contented old men and 

Dr. Oslerl"46 

Throughout his life, many of Oslerts spare moments were 

devoted ta children, and their appeal grew stronger as the years 

went on. Quite frequently he made house-to-house visits amone 

the children of his neighbourhood, and "he was invariably the 

youngest and most hilarious person in a succession of neighbour

ing nurseries. n4? He played with the little girls' dolls and 

turned illness into a game, and always entered into the spirit 

of the children's play. One mother tells of how OsIer visited 

her little Janet twice every day from the middle of October 

until her death a month later, and of how these visits were 

looked forward to with a pathetic eagerness and joy. "There 

would be a little tap, low down on the door which would be 

pushed open and a crouching figure playing goblin would come 

in, and in a high-pitched voice would ask if the fairy godmother 

was at home and could he have a bit of tea. Instantly the sick

room was turned into a fairyland, and in fairy language he 

would talk about the flowers, the birds, and the dolls who sat 

at the foot of the bed were always greeted with 'Well, aIl ye 

loves.' In the course of this he would manaGe to find out all 

4~eid, p. 185 
4?Cushing, II, 511. 
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he wanted to know about the little patient. n48 

Osler 1 s understanding of childhood is shown in his , many 

letters to children, for with those he loved he kept up a wide 

correspondence. Most of these letters were written between 

1884 and 1889 while Osler was in Philadelphia. Many were from 

the cats who wandered about his rooms in Philadelphia to the 

kittens of the Francis children, and signed "Katamount, King 

of Kats" or "Yollr distant friend TOnLmie Catte." Birthdays were 

never forgotten and in between there were presents of books and 

clothes and toys from that person who sometimes si~ned his name 

as ~occie 0" or as "Mailliw Relso, D.M. ft, or in a dozen other 

original ways which the children loved. "You are a gay old 

codger," he writes Jack Francis. "I wish l were near enough 

to pounce on you. Do you see this $1.00 bill' That 1 s a fine 

old lady, is she not? She is fat, fatter than grandmother and 

can. stand the cold; so l do not mind sending her north.,,49 

Often his letters were in a more serious vein, as when his 

"little doctur", William Francis, had been aick with typhoid. 

"I think whenever you feel very badly you you should send me a 

postal card, and say 50, because It ia very shocking for me to 

hear that you have been ill and not to have sent you a line and 

said that the light was too strong for my eyes, but l expect by 

this time that you are doing well, but please do not work hard, 

and don 1 t mind about old general profic.iency. ~et sorne other 

fellow have it this year. Don 1 t be a hog. You have got enough 

48Cushing, II, p. 620. 
49Quoted in R~id, p. 102. (No date given). 
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of those things, and had better stop it. n50 

Sir William was known and loved by hundreds of children t 

and he gained their complete confidence for he could talk to 

them at their own level. "Only Dickens could have measured 

comprehendingly the sweetness and tenderness of the great heart 

of a child in the brilliant man t making all his rich endowment 

merely a setting for his humanity.n51 

In every address he ever gave, Osler's love for his fellows 

shone forth, and his guiding principle was ever Charity. He 

constantly urged his pupils that they should be students of men 

as weIl as of scientific theory. "The strength of a student of 

men," he said, "ia to travel--to study men, their habits, char-

acter, mode of life, their behaviour under various conditions, 

their vices, virtues, and peculiarities. Begin with a careful 

observation of your fellow students and of your teachers; then, 

every patient yau see is much more than the malady from which 

he suffers.,,52 Over and over again, from a heart filled with 

love, he urged tolerance and charity towards our fellow men, 

and his students listened and attempted to attain the high goal 

he had set for them, for the y felt that OsIer was the personi

fication of aIl those ideal virtues. He advised them that by 

seeking their own interests and by making a sordid business of 

a high and sacred calling, and by regarding their fellow crea-

tures as mere tools of their tra.de, they might gain riches, but 

~~Quoted in Reid, p. 104. (No date given). 
Reid, p. 106. 

520sler. "The Student Life," Aequani~~tas, p. 425. 

33 



in the process they would havel~artered away the birthright of 

a noble heritage, traduced the physicianls well-deserved title 

of the Friend of Man, and falsified the best traditions of an 

ancient and honourable Guild. n53 

Many of the phrases which expressed Oslerls belie! in the 

brotherhood of man were reflections of his reading of the Bible 

and of the works of one of his favourites among the English 

humanists, Sir Thomas Browne. He reminded his followers that 

the more closely we study the little foibles of others "the 

more surely i8 the conviction borne in upon us of the likeness 

of their weakness to our own--the need of an Infinite patience 

and of an ever-tender charity toward these fellow-creatures; 

have they not to exercise the same toward us?"54 He constantly 

praised the ,::;race of humility for, "when to the sessions of 

sweet silent thought you summon up the remembrance of your own 

imperfections, the faults of your brothers will seem less 

grievous, and, in the quaint language of Sir Thomas Browne, you 

will allow one eye for what is laudable in them."55 

In an address delivered before the Canadian Medical Associ-

ation in 1902, OsIer spoke against a spirit of intolerance, 

"concelved in dis trust and bred in ignorance, that makes the 

mental attitude perenially antagonistic, even bitterly antagon

istic to everything foreign, that subordinated everywhere the 

race to the nation, forgetting the higher claims of human 

530s1er, "Teacher and Student," Aequanimitas, p. 42. 
540sler, "Aequanimitas," Aequanimitas, p. 7. 
550sler , "Teacher and Student-;V-ÂëqUanimitas, p. 40 
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brotherho:Jd. n56 He went on to say that personal, first-hand 

intercourse with men of different lands, when the mind is young 

and plastic, is the best vaccination against the disease. 

Always loyal to his friendships, OsIer visited as often as 

possible the cities whera he had lived and worked, and grate-

fu1ly remembered the associations villich he had made. In an 

address at McGill in 1899 he told of his feelings about the 

friendships he had formed in l,'iontreal. "After ten years of 

hard work l 1eft this city a rich man not in this world's goods, 

for such l have the misfortune--or the good fortune--lightly to 

esteem, but rich in the ~oods which neither rust nor moth 

fellowship, and in the treasures of widened experience and a 

fuller knowledge of men and manners which contact with the 

bright minds in the profession ensures. My heart, or a sood 

bit of it at 1east, has stayed with those who bestowed on me 

these treasures."57 

Sir William felt that more than uny other, the practitioner 

of medicine may illustrata the great lesson that we are here not 

to get aIl we can out of life for aurselves, but ta try ta make 

the lives of others happier. "The law of the higher life," he 

saia, "is only fulfilled by love. n58 Again and again in his 

adOresses, he, like the Christ with Whom he was so frequently 

compared, advocated the broadest charity towards aIl mankind. 

He ur~;ed his students ta cultivate a humanity that would show 

560s1er, "Chauvinism in Medicine," Aequanimitas, p. 286. 
570s1er, nAfter Twenty-five Years,1I Aeq\iâii:i.mitas, p. 204. 
580s1er, "The II/!aster-t1ord in IIfIedicine; '"A"ëqüâ"iiIriiitas, p. 386 
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in their daily lives, "tenderness and consideration to the weak, 

infinite pit Y to the suffeC'inb, and broad charity to al1.,,59 

He closed his address, Unit y, Peace, and Concord with these 

v/ords: "1 give a sinb le word as my purtins commandment;--But 

the word is very nigh unto thee, in thy mouth and in thy heart, 

that thou mayest do it--Charity.n60 

Thus, because of his intense love for and interest in hi5 

fellow men, and the tremendous influence which he exerted, Osler 

must be classed as an ideal humanist in the broader sense of the 

term, as a lover of humankind. In an age When pure science was 

to the fore, and doctors were inclined to treat certain diseases 

in prescI'ibed ways, he concentrated on the individual man first, 

be lie vin.~,; thfc t only when the pa tient 1 s charac ter was unders tood, 

could the cure for physical or mental il1s be undertaken. Dr. 

Adami put into words the fee lings of many when he wrote: "Vfuen 

we pass in review the great physicians, those who by their 

lives, their practice, their teaching, and their writings, have 

exercised the 2,reatest influence over the greatest number of 

their fellows, putting tog ether all those powers which make the 

complete physicien, Osler must be awarded the first place.,,61 

In the foreword to A Physician l s Anthology of Eng lish and 

American Poetry Dr. Garrison refers to Osler as "the essential 

humanist of modern medicine ll because of "his won<ierful e;enius 

for friendship tawara all and sundry and, consequent upon this 

590s1er, "The Master-Word in Medicine," Aequanimitas, p. 388 
600s1er, "Unit y, Peace, and Concord," Aequanimitas, p. 465 
6lAdami, p. 424. 
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trait, his larGe cosmopolitan spirit, his power of composing 

disputes and differences, of making peace upon the high places, 

of brin,." ing about Uni ty, Peace, and Concord amonr'; his profession-

al colleagues. u Dr. Garrison quotes one of oslerts best pupils 

as saying that the charm of the grea.t physicianfs personality 

brought men together; "for the good in all men he saw, and, as 

friends of Osler, all men met in peace. n62 

Aruairaole as an artist, stimulating as a thinker, lovable 

as a man, Sir William Osler was an almost perfect example of 

that humanist ideal, the harmonious life of the well-balanced 

man. "Sir VJilliam was a ms.n first--a physician and scholar 

afterward; and beneath his high spirits, his love of fun, lay 

an infini te compassion and tenderness toward his humankind. 

'Wrlte me as one ,who loves his fellow men!u6~ 

62Quoted in Cushing, II, 74 
63Harvey Cushing, from the "Preface" to Osler, The Old . 

Humanities and the New Science (Boston, 1920), p. XX. 
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III 

Osler's Interest in the Humanities and his Relationship to the 
Renaissance Humanists 

In 1919, when OsIer was loved and revered as one of the 

truly great physicians of aIl "time, he was elected president of 

the British Classical Association, the first occasion on which 

a medical man had been chosen for this high honour. After 

hearing the presidential address, Professor William Vielch, one 

of Osler's greatest friends, remarked that that was OsIer at 

his best, and later Welch wrote: "There have been physicians, 

es pecially in En~~; land, weIl known for their a. ttainmen ts as 

classical scholars, but l am not a.ware tha.t since Linacre there 

has come to a member of the medical profession distinction in 

thls field comparable to Osler's election to the presidency of 

the British Classical Association."64 

It is interesting that literature and literary pursuits 

have always held an attraction for men of medicine. Perhaps it 

ia because the human element plays such a prominent part in 

both professions. Doctors in every generation have been family 

confidants because of their understanding of the human heart, 

and not a few have endeavoured to put on paper their interpre

tations of human life. OsIer "belonged to that small but 

attractive group of physicians, represented in aIl ages, who 

64Q,uoted in Cushing 's "Preface lt to OsIer, The Old 
Humanities and the New Science (Boston, 1920) p. xvii 
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combined the broadest humanism with the hest science of their 

day.,,65 He was a true di-sciple of those scholars of the 

Renaissance who felt thnt the study of the classics was the 

best road to the goal of a well-balanced life lived at its 

greatest intensity. Only by compani::mship with the great minds 

of the past could one have the broadest out look and approach 

the Ideal character. "By the neglect of the study of the human-

ities,tt Osler said, "the profession loses a very precious 

quality.,,66 He felt that nmedicine is seen at its best in men 

whose faculties have had the highest and most harmonious culture~67 

and that many physicians have influenced the profession "less 

by their special work than by exempllfyinlS those graces of life 

and refinements of heart which make up character. u68 Although 

a physician "may possess the science of Harvey and the art of 

Sydenham," there may be lacking in him "thosÈl finer qualities 

of heart and head which count for so much in life.,,69 

It seems to have been the opinion of Sir William, as it 

was the opinion of Sir Richard Livingstone, the great educator, 

that the habituaI vision of greatness, and constant living with 

the best things in the world, give us standards and a vision of 

the goal andhelp to develop character and the will to achieve 

that goal. Those men who created humanism as a cultural ideal 

65william Welch, "Forewardtl to Osler Memorial Number, p.iii. 
660s1er, "British Medicine in Greater Britain," Aequanimi
g. 175. 
670sler, "British Medicine in Greater Britain,tI Aequanimi
p. 175. 
68Qsler, "British Medicine in GreE:.ter Britain," Aequanimi
p. 175. 
690s1er, "British Medicine in Greater Britain," Aequanimi
p. 175. 
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and discipline, and who sought to apply classical wisdom to the 

uses of education and life, felt that the aim of education was 

the knowledge of virtue which makes a good man. The clear 

wisdom of Greece and the religious and ethical vision of Chris

tianity which are the heritage of our Western civilization coul~ 

it was believed, lead to the formation of citizens in the human-

istic tradition. Osler, like the Renaissance humanists, felt 

that in great literature there is a vision of the world and of 

life, a vision of what is first-rate in human nature, and that 

character may be trained through contfict with the great person

alities of the past and their spirit of courage and persistence, 

desire for wisdom and devotion to s ood. In a day whenthere 

was such a seemins ly wide gap between science and the humanities, 

it was most unusual for a man famous in the field of science to 

proclaim that to infect a man with the "spirit of the Humanities 

is the greatest sinc le gift in education. n70 Sir William. fre-

quently mentioned the great debt of Western civilization to the 

past. nOne of the marvels, so commonplace that it has ceased 

to be marvellous, ia the deep-rooting of our civilization in 

Greece and Rome--much of our dogmatic religion, practically all 

the philosophies, the models of our literature, the ideals of 

our democratic freedom, the fine and the technical arts, the 

fundamentals of science, and the basis of our law. The Human-

ities bring the student into contact with the master minds who 

gave us these things--with the dead who never die, with those 

700s1er, The Old Humanities and the New Science, (Boston, 
1920) pp. 33-34. 



immortal lives "not of now nor of yesterday, but which always 

were. tt71 Sir William urged that the past is a good nurse, and 

that men should seek a higher education which would combine 

"intellectual pre-eminence with nobility of character.,,72 Like 

the English humanists of the Renaissance, he felt that this 

could be accomplished by "the silent influence of character on 

character," and in no way more potently than in the "contem-

pla. tion of the lives of theq:reat and good of the past, and in 

no way more than in "the touch d·l.vine of noble natures gone."73 

"The alI-important thing," he told some of his students, " is to 

get a relish for the ~ood company of the race in a daily inter-

course with some of the great minds of all ae;es. Now, in the 

spring-time of life, pick your intima tes among them, and begin 

a systematic cultivation of their works."74 

Sir William looked upon the authors of the books which he 

cherished as old friends, and he claimed among the best of 

friends the old humanists, As a physician, he looked back in 

grateful admiration to such great medical humanists as Ca.ius 

and Rabelais. He felt that the true bibliophile cares not so 

much for the book as for the man whose life and mind are illus-

trated in it. 

In his presidential address before the British Classical 

Associa tion--The Q.ld Humani ties and the New Science--May, 16, 

7l0sler, The Ola Humanities and the New Science, p. 29. 
720sler, "Books and Men" Aequanimitas, p. 224. 
730sler, "Books and Men," Aequanimitas, p. 224. 
740s1er, uThe Master-Viord in Medicine," Aequanimitas, p. 384. 



1919, OsIer stressed tha t the story Oj~ the Ïr e e ci ties of , Greece 

shows ho\"\' f1. Tilove of the hi f~her s.nd brig'hter thinp' s irl life may 

thri ve in a democra c.: y. 117 5 ~'.ï th Gsler t h e indi vidw~ l VIas 

alI-important; he felt that the Greek message to modern de$oeracy 

was the need :.'or individual reconstruction. lie quoted i. lato, 

"States are as the men are, they grow out of human characters, " 

and Dointed out that t he great philosouher realized, as the 

dree.!T.-republic approached completion, trthat after aIl, the true 

State is vrithin, of 1Nhich each 01:: 8 of us is the founder. rr 76 

Although Csler nrais ed the school al Literae Eumaniores, 

and the valua of the hum~nities in science not less than in 

general culture, he made i t clear tha t he liked ta tr".. ink a i ' the 

Ilpleasant-flavoured word l, hwmmism Iras embracing aIl the knowledge 

of the anci ent classical world--what c.an keev.' of nature as weIl as 

what 11e knew 0": himself, n77an d lamented the breach between Science 

and the Ewnani ties, :L' or he felt that If the fJoving forces which 

have made the rwdern world Tl 7 8are aIl rart and parcel of the 

Humanities in the true sense. ITTwin berries on one stem, grievous 

damage has b e en done to both in regarding the I-Iumanitios Qnd 

Science in any other lie:rü tl:an complementsl. Perhal.! s the 

anomalous rosition OÏ science in our philosophical sehool i8 due 

to the necessary r iltratio~, indeed the ~reservation, of our 

classie r l kno ',-"ledge throu::;h ec:ele ~' iQstica} chan~~ els. 1179 He 

750sler, The CId 
hereaf ter referred to 

7bOsler, The CId 
77CsIer, The CId 
780s1 r r, The CId 
790sl er, The CId 

Eume.ni ties and the Ne·;,' 
as The Old ; ~l.lm.ani ties. 
Eumanities, 'D. 62. 
rIUInani ties, 27. 
EumCinities, p. 36 .. 
Lurc,mi ties.J., p. 36. 
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regretted the "seant treatment of the Ionian philosophers, ,,80 

and fel t that the students of the so-ealled I;un-lani ties should 

realize sucll truths as "why Ei1)pocrates81is 0. living force 

to-day, ~nd ~ly a modern seientific physician would fpcl more 

nt home with Erasistratus82and Eerophilus83at Alexandrin, than 

ut any period in our story u~ to, say, harvey. Excert 0.3 a 

delinea tor O:i:' character, vlha t does the L'xford scholar knov' of 

Theophrastus,84 the founder o ~ modern botany, Qnd n livinf force 

to-day in one of the two de:artsents oi biolonT. 118~ - ' ., Csler said 

800s1er, The Gld Humanities,- y. 38. 
81.:t collectio c Q:i.' medic f.L l ... ~.'ri tinf~s, the oldent 0 : . \v11ich 

belonr' to tl1e beginninc: o~ t : e :tif th century, h8.S conte dovm to 
us unù er t]ce nane o:.c' the EiT!pocra tie sehool, thou?;h several 
different schools ar.~· re resented in the collection. l:}I:ot 0.11 
the tre :::, t.i.ses i'~ tl~e collf:;C;tion :J.I'€ of e('lual v~:üue,. but t!~~ 
bect of t]:lem SJlO~" e. i'ine ll1(';.:::(1 C.i.. scicLc:e ~lld. llU1XU11 t;/ , v.'111le 
tV-lO or t ~~ree [i re G,rÎ1011 :. the hi. :Ïïest prodl.l.c ts of Gr(;ek cul ture. 1; 

(Benja;nü, .. ?arrin z ton, Gr '. ek Science C.; i.:i.dlesex, Encl~nd, 1949), 

l, 63àt'arrinf.;ton points out that Erasistratus, a younG,er 
contem ~ orary of Lerophilus, extended the observations of 
llerophilus on the lacteals to a point beyond v.'hich no advance 
v\'ss made be:t'ore G-asl: aro Aselli (1581-1626), and tha t if Eerophilus 
is to be called the founder 0:::' anatomy, then :~rasistratus i ' the 
founder of physiology.(Farrin€ton, Il, 66.) 

8 JHerophilus cai'. e from Chalcedon in 1:3i tr~ynie. e.nd li ved about 
300 B.C. IIEe VIas the Iïrst to get a general picture 0:1:' the nervous 
system a~ d to effect the disti ~ ction of the motor from the sensory 
nerves. TI (Parring'ton, Il, 6h.) 

e4Theophrastus, 373-2 28 B.C., sepe.rated the animal from the 
vef;etable kingdom, and est8.blishsd :;t ~ ; e scie!!ce of botan~! a t a 
level above which it WRS not destined to rise till modern times." 
(?arrington, Il, ~4.) . 

85Csler, The Old Humanities, p. 38. 
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tha t every stud.en t shoula" l th t ., 1.-' d 86 f - cnow e s ory 01 ArCl1lme es, 0 

r 8.7 '-, ' . t . es 
L~ero, 0:1. 1-i.rlsarer,us, men VILlose methods had lTexoreised vagaries 

a;~,d sU~iersti tions fro~ the human mind and pointed to a elear 

kno':vledge QI t Le l!J,ws 0:;: nature. 1189 He thoug'ht, tao, that sinee 

ItAristotle s;~ ea:ks :t'or the iïrst time the lan' uaee of modern 

science,;; a~ld sinee his natural history studies in:î:'lueneed 

profoundly his sociolofY, his ~syûhology, and his philosophy in 

general, more attention should be given ta the biological works 

wllich lfform the very foundations of discoveries that have turned 

our philosophies topsy-turvy.rr9 C ln a recent Viork Benjamin 

Parrinf 'ton wri tes ot' the numerous 8, Y', d in tiP.1a te connections between 

l~ristotle's views on nature and his views on society?l He points 

out, too, that i t \'Vas in biology that } .. ristotle made his great 

contribution to science. !lIt has becn called the greatest 

86Archimedes, 287-212 D.C., is generally regarded net only 
as the greatest ffiathematician but as the greatest en': 'ineer of 
antiqg.1 ~;y-. (:C~ar:r-ington~ ~l" ?,3. 1~ . 1~ ',' , .~, • ~' 

1 ~imonf tne survlvln~ \ ,' orl.S of Gree..:, sele, lce a c,ro.nJ.!').,;:r..t 
~:;laee is oecu':: ied by tl1e Pneuma tics of IIero of "l.lexandria, a, 
vJork \'lhicf.l dates in' !ill ~~robabili ty i'rOl:; the first century of O'lT 
era. In the op cning 9ages o~ this text-baok is eontained a 
seiertifie theor~ of the nature o~ the vaCUlli ~ of an obviously 

d " d " (" . t 11'' 1 ) n.dvanc c Kln ,. l' arrlng on, , ,: . 
88;.ristarc~"us 01' 8amos, whose9robable dates are )10-230 B.C., 

':r8.S F ,: e :L'frst of the Great Alexandrinn astronorr.ers. ==e was the 
t'irst to Dut _or~ard the heliocentric hy~ othesis. (?arrin~ton, 

11, 7~9bsler, Th e Old Hurnanities, D. 40. 
900s1er, ~Plle 01d Eureani tIëS, r, . '::· 2 .. 
91larrington ,1, 111. 



contribution to science ever made by an individual. 1l92 

OsIer decle.red tlia t nothing revealed t"_e unfortuna te break 

in the llumani ties more clelO'.rly than the trea tment of the rreatest 

na ture-poet in li tera ture, ;;a TrIan who had r:fl..zed 01' 1:0. ture' s naked 

loveliness unabashed, the man who united, as no one else has ever 

done, the func ti OES and tem:er and achi even:en t 0:( science a]',d 

1)00 try.. The golden work o~' Iucreti us is indeed reco("lJi ': ed--bu t 

anything like adequate consideration from the scientific side is 

to be soucht in v'.in. Un'(natched amon€'; the ancients or moderns is 

the vision by iucretius of continuity ill the workings of Nature-

not less o~ le sileEce eternel de ces éSD8.CeS infinis whic]} so 

aj:'frighted .Lascal, than 0-,-' the' l onE: , lirni tless 8.ge of days, the 

age o:C al] tble that has F:one bylll93 Farrin,ç,-ton refers to this 

poent, somet1~es described as a versified text-book o~ atomic 

phY<1Îcs, as an analysis ol' l1uaan history and societ u , 71hicŒ, in 

tLe mind oi iucretius, VIere cOLtinuous wi th the history, of the 

physical universe. 94 

Sir ',.illimn emphasi z ed tl:e fact tha t a large number of 

students ayproach philosoohical study from other sides than 

classins,l li terature and history,9;ar:d remarked that no man is 

cul ti va ted up to the standard. oi' his genera tiOE who has not an 

appreciation o~ how the greatest achievements of the human mind 

9 2-~ . t l' -1 .:'arrlng on, ,._ 1. • 
9 30s1er, The Old llumani ties, 
94Farrington, 11., 119. 
950s1er , The CId Lune.nities, D. 
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have been revealed. 96 OsIer stressed. tha tour every-day existence 

denends on the practical application oi discoveries in pure 

scier~ce by men "vIlo had no other motives than a search for 

~non'lloJ dl~. e of r:.'ature's lav.·.·s. 97 ~'h1'S dl'sl"nterestednes h b en .u.. , " - s e.s . e 

claL: ed to be tüe distinctive cift o:C Bellas to hUffi3.!li ty. 

On the other hsnd, OsIer regretted that t~e only visit m~ny 

students pay to ?arnassus is to [et an intelligible label for a 

:t'act or l'orm nev!l;r discovered. ~"or hir.-1 t;':e salvation of science 

lay in "the recogni tion oi a ne,:,' philosoph;v--t;~ce scienta scientiarum 

of \"lhi('h Plato speaks, ':'How v/hen aIl these studies reach the point 

of intercm:nrmnion and connection wi th one another and can be 

considered in tl:eir mutuul affini ties, then, l think, and not till 

then, 'l'ill the l.:;ursui t 0 :;" t}' .em havA a value! 1198 Sir :Villiam fel t 

that if the principles oi !lhilosophy wcre dealt.with in relation 

to tlle science~ und literary ~nd hintorical studies, t~e student 

would z ain a kno~ledge of the evolution of modern scie~tific 

thow' ; t. n e soke o ' Georp8 Sarton9Jand 0:'- hL: belief t twt there 

Has but o '-, e hridf:e betv/een tr l e old humanist ~v-: d the seientist ~~or 

;'istor;r of' science. SartŒ~ l ~ ,'J.,(î su"'gestscl, llO" rever~ ttat this 

st-ndv of hist:)ry fJe limi ted ta U!e rnodeY'll -;priod. Csler, r:.'ll0 ever 

believ e L1. in c o: :::. ·- ' to tte ori ~" in of tllinc s, thouCht th~l t tilis would 

96Csler, TrIe CId ::u .:r::mi ties, 'C. !l6. 
9ZCsler, 'l'he Old ~ ~llmo..Ei tios, p. 48. 
9cJ Csler, The CId Human~-.1.ies,- -_'. 54. 
99George Sarton, born Gljent, Be1,::;ium, 1884. 

the Loun~ler and e~i t ,or o~'"~', 'Jn in te~~la ti onu.l 
to t _e :-,lstcr'- (J,}El tne ~' i ~ 110fJ01) ny O l SC1enc ::. 

ln 1912 he 1'1:1 8 
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be a grave error, and that "the scientific student should go to 

the sources and in some way be taught the connection of Democritus 

with Dalton, of Archimedes with Kelvin, of Aristarchus with 

Newton, of Galen with John Hunter, and of Plato and Aristotle with 

them all."h,O He advocated, too, that the blories of Greek science 

and the knowledge of its advances be opened in a sympathetic way 

to students of the humanities. It is interesting that a few years 

after Osler's death, Sarton published a book entitled History of 

Science and The New Humanism, in which he wrote that the student 

could best be taught the cultural value of science, which far 

transcends all its applications, by brineing him into contact with 
101 

its entire history. Ee said that we must humanize knowledge, 

and that this is preeminently the historian's task, IIfor how else 

could we evidence the deep humanity of science, if not by 

explaining its concrete and lowly origins and the endless 

vicissitudes of its development? It is also the historian's 

privilege to make younger people appreciate the value of the 

earlier efforts, however crude they may s eem, and to L1Jplant 

admiration and reverence into their minds Il .102 For example, 

he pointed out that the Greel\: god of healing, Asclepius, was but 

a descendant of the l!,;gyptian one, Imhotep, " and the history of 

the latter can be traced back to a real personality, that of a 

learned physician who flourished probably at the beginning of 

1000sler, The Old Humanities, p. ~5. 
lOlGeorge Sarton, History of Science and The New Humanism 

(New York, 1931), p. 72. 
102Sarton, p. 135. 



the thirtieth century. ,,103 li e said t 118,tthe .l;, thenia,n humanists 

did not ca:pricious~y exclude this or th,,", t; they realized the uni ty 

of science aGd took the 1/Jhole of' knowledge es their nrovince. 104 

Oslerls elo quent address to the ~eml)ers of the Classical 

AEsociation contained valuable suggestions for the interconnection 

,.-----. 
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of s c iene e and the humani ties, and many an aT: t quota tion illustra ted 

iüs remarks. Tl':..e very description in biological terlLs of the 

function of the members of' the AssociatioY' s Reffied to emr.,hasize 

his belief in the essential unit y of the two branches of study. 

"Now the men oÏ your guild secrete mat'erials which do for society 

a t large 'wha t the t i'yroid gland does for the ind.i vid"'J.al. ,,105 

The whole is pervade c'; by his love of humani ty and his desire to 

see the forces of nature used only for the common good. Even 

OsIer' s most intimate friends must have ma rvelled at t ;le breadth 

of outlook ~nd the vast knowledge of literature a nd of every field 

of learning displayed in this remarkable address, though they weIl 

knew the insatiable curiosity end boundless energy which led to 

tee attainment of such knmüedge and vision. Tlle address Vias the 

very ernbodiment oi' the ide:~, l which he urged his listeners to adopt, 

an ideel }) erfRC tly exemplifi ed h ' hi s ot'.'n lLL' e. Fat only had li e 

an intense interest i n c:.nd sympathy 'Ni th the viork of students of the 

classics, but he had mastered the historiclJ.l ar:,d bibliographical 

aspects of classical schola rship, and he continually acknowledged 

the contribution of the ancients to t h e development of modern 

science and culture. 

103Sar ton p . 84. 
~04sarton; D. 71. 

050s1er , The Old l,umanities, p. 26. 



IV 

i 

Osler's Love of Books and Libraries: 
His Book Collections 

The literary humanists of the Renaissance were enthuaiastic 

collectora of books, and Sir William OsIer waa true disciple 

of this group. In the words of Dr. Cushing, no one can think 

of the man without recalling his love for books and their auth-

ors. OsIer continually urged hia atudents to have a hobby. 

His was the collection of books, especially first editions, and 

these he would exhibit with great delight in the atudy of his 

home or share with the members of the Historical society. Often 

at these meetings he gave a biography of the author of the book 

which he was discussing, and he appraiaed its literary or 

scientific value. 

"He could talk of a rare old volume in a way that would 

reduce you to tears and even though you did not care at aIl 

for the things, you felt that you, too, must possess it."I06 

Among Osler's posthumous papers wes found the rough draft of an 

article in which he had described the chara8teristics of the 

true biblioœaniac. 

In the final stage of the rnalady, sung of so 
sweetly by John Ferriar,107 and described so minutely 

106Reid , p. 149. 
l07John Ferriar, 1761-1815, physician, author of "The 

Bibliomania, an Epistle to Richard Heber, Eq." which appeared 
in a book entitled Illustrations of Sterne: with other Essa s 
and Verses, 2nd ed. arrlngton, 1812 • 
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by Dibdin,l08 the bibliomaniac haunts the auction 
rooms and notes with envious eyes the preaious volumes 
as they are handed about for inspection, or chortles 
with joy as he hears the bids rise higher and h~gher 
for sorne precious treasure already in his possession. 
Of this final enthraldom, the chief symptom, not 
mentioned indeed by Dibdin, is the daily perusal of 
the catalogues of auction sales. Like the secret 
drinker with a full bottle by his side and the 
kettle on the trivet the victim in his last stage 
indulges his passion alone •.•• Though the spirit of 
the gambIer is upon him there is method in his mania, 
for he makes his calculatiàns with shrewdness and 
knows the prices which his favourite books have 
brought. He i8 never disappointed for he has a 
strong conviction that the world is one big auction 
room in which the gOds sell everything to the man who 
can wait. If he loses today tomorrow may bring luck, 
and this element of uncertainty gives zest to the 
dispute. 

Into this final state, OsIer confessed he had lapsed. He declared 

that the true bibliophile is not an indiscriminate buyer, seeking 

incunabula and editions deluxe with equal avidity, but his 

guiding principle is deep interest in an author, and this "limits 

the range of his desires and keeps his library within the limita 

of his house and purse".I09 He felt that the great difficu1ty 

is to keep the passion within bounds, sa fascinating and sa num-

erous i8 the company into which it leads a man. IfÂIly one of the 

elect may à:>sorb his energies for months. Charles Lamb says that 

he lived on Landor's little poem Rose Aylmer for a week. After 

108Thomas FrO'gna11 Dibdin, 1776-1847, English bib1iographer 
and author of Bibliophobia, (1832). 

l09( uoted in Cushing, l, 579-580. 
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firet finding Fuller l lived on him for eix monthe; and when 

hungry or thirsty after the mental labours of the day, l find 

refreshment in the Worthies or in any page of the Hall and 

lli-fane State ll
•
110 Before this happy stage is reached, how

ever, Sir William felt that one had ta know the author, that 

biography should accompany the study of a man's work, and that 

"to get on terms of refreshing intimacy you must love the man 

as a friend and know the phases of his mind as expressed in his 

writings".lll "To be supremely happy l1, he concluded, "ta the 

instinct of the collector must be added the mental attitude of 

the student". "Either alone lacks completeness; the one supple-

men ts the other. l can read wi th pleasure a cle.ssic, such as 

Rasselas, though issued in.penny dreadful forro by Mr. Stead, 

(but) feel nearer to the immortal Samuel when l hold the orig

inal in my hand. It ls aIl a matter of sentiment, and as l 

feel towards my blood relatiens--or some of them--and te my 

intiœate friends in the flesh, so l feel to these friends in 

the spirit with whom l am in communion through the medium of 

the printed word".112 

Friends tell of how they would see Sir William emerging 

from a bookshop with a volume clasped in his arms and his face 

wearing "that peculiar expression of mingled pride of possession 

110Quoted in Cushing, l, 580. In May and June of 1902 
Futler's Worth1es 1s mentioned. 

lllQuoted in Cushing, l,580. 
l12Quoted in Cushing, l, 580. 
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and happiness corrunon to collectors who are rejoicin; in une 

trouvaille ll
•
113 In his letters one continually notes the delight 

with which he told his friends of some exceptiona1 find. He 

spent much of his time in libraries, and when he trave11ed in 

Europe in the years 1908 and 1909 and in Egypt in 1911 he 

derived great pleasure from his visits to famous libraries. 

From Vienna in April of 190b he wrote that the Hofbib1iothek 

was unusually rieh in manuscripts and early printed books. III 

was anxious to see the copy of Christianismi Restitutio of 

Michael Servetus, lS53, in whieh for the first time the lesser 

circulation is described.---The other work that l was ~ost anx-

ious to see was the famous manuscript of Dioscorides, prepared 

at the end of the fifth century for Julia, daughter of the 

Emperor Flavius .11114 His p ocket note-books give e"Vidence of 

many hours of browsing in the Bibliothèque Nationale, the Biblio-

thèque de l'Ecole de Médicine, and other libraries in Paris. He 

wrote to William Welch on January Il, 1909, tellin6 him of sorne 

of the most interesting of the papers and books which he had 

seen in the medic al library in Paris. "Bicnat' s lecture notes 

& the MS. of the Genl. Path., Laennec's lecture notes, private 

letters of Broussais, & the whole story of the surgieal war of 

500 years are to be seen in the papers. The most extraordinary 

are the weIl known Faculty Commentaires, the annual reports of 

the Dean, 1395, to the Revolution - an uninterrupted series. 1I11) 

113John Ruhrah, flOsler's Influence on Medical Libraries in 
America"4 OsIer Memorial Number, p. 341. 

115Quoted in Cushing, II, 121-122. 
Il Quoted in Cushing, II, 157. 
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Typical of his notee of trimph is the following: "1 have been 

getting a few good things, a final edition of Avent.ruggerl16 

which l have been after for some years, and a Gilbert's 

Magnet;117 the first great scientific book published in 

England.,,118 At the Vatican Library, which he considered very 

wonderful, though for old manuscripts not as rich as the Medici 

Library in Florence, he saw sorne ancient Hippocrates and Galen 

manuscripts. He visited the Bib110teca Lancisiana, went over 

the Lancisi manuscript, and made many fragmentary notes, such 

as "7 books pub1ished before 1480; there is no copy of the 

De Motu Cordis, 1628; one of 1652 Religio Medici; none of Caius, 

one on1y of Linacre. nl19 To Leonard Mackall on March ~, 1909, 

he wrote, I1Rome has been delightful. l have enjoyed everything 

---Several of the Book-shops are A-l. l got a splendid Aristot1e 

(Venice) 1476-de animalium partibus, and several good sets 

relating to Medical History--de Renzi's School of Salernum &c. 

l got a fine Gesner--Dictionary Greek &: Latin. A wonderfu1 man! 

weIl called the German Pliny--Bibliography, Philology , Medicine, 

Chemistry, Natur~l History--&: above aIl a most lovab1e soul.,,120 

The LaurBntian Library in Florence seemed to him to be "just too 

splendid for words."121 He wrote with enthusiasm of the seven 

l16Leopold Von Avenbrug, 1722-1809, an Austrian physician 
and diecoverer of percussion in medicsl diagnosis. 

l17Wi1~iam Gilbert, 1540-160~, English physician and 
natura1 philosopher. He did outstanding work in the fields of 
e1ectricity and magnetism, and in 1600 published De Magnete, a 
book in which experimenta1 evidence is insisted upon. 

l18Quoted in Cushing, II, 146. 
l19Quoted in Cushing, II, 165. 
120Quoted in Cushing, II, 160. 
l21Quoted in Cushing, II, 167. 
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thousand chained manuscripts, aIl in the putei or cases deslgned 

by Michael Angela. Oslerls pocket note-book gives evidence of 

a visit to the library of the university in Padua in March of 

1909. He noted that the 154) edition of the De humani corpus of 

Fabricius was weIl worn, and that at the lower right hand mar

gin is "Fab"r.1,.cius sibi ~. sUis".122 OsIer thought i t probable 

that the copy had belonged to Fabricius. 

Note sfter nota illustratee Oeler's intense interest in 

boOks and libraries, and his friends dever ceased to marvel at 
1. -

the breadth and depth of his knowleuge in this field. They were 

continually amazed that afamous physician who was so active in 

every aspect of medicine should yet find time to devote ta euch 

a demanding avocation. OsIer was interested not only in the 

great medical classics and books on the history of medicine, but 

also in more purely literary works, including poems and novels 

by medical men, and general literature which shed light on the 

state of medicine and the position occupied by doctors in any 

particular society. With what delight he wrote of every acquired 

treasure--rare editions of Plato and Arist c:t1e, of Copernicus 

and Celsus, the first authorized edition of the Beligio Medici, 

the first edition of Browning's Paracelsus, a presentation copy 

to Frederick George Stephens from Dante Gabriel Rosetti, and 

countless others! Sometimes friends made him gifts of the pre

cious volumes from which they knew he would receive the keenest 

joy, as in the case of a copy of La Henriade, bound by Padeloup 

122Cushing, II, 171. 



and inscribed with a presentation verse from Voltaire to his 

friend J.B. Silva, physician to Louis xv. 

Nor was Oslerts interest in books limited to the acquisit-

ion of a collection of his owo. He was also interested in 

book-making. When the great Oxford Dictionary w~s in progress 

at the Clarendon Press, "the workers, from James Murray down 

through the thirty sub-editors and their helpers, were kept 

cheered and amused in their stupendous task by the frequent 

visits of the Regius Professor of Medicine, whose pranks, as 

one of them recalls, made him the life of the place".12' OsIer 

was an active delegate to the Clarendon Press, and regularly 

attended the weekly meetings at which it was discussed which 

books should be printed or reprinted. "A copy of practically 

every book printed by the Press came to his house by right of 

his position and he would quaintly calI these 'the delicacies of 

the Press,n!24In 1909 a new edition of the Religio Medici with 

Digby's Observations was printed from copies lent by him. OsIer 

distributed meny copies of this book and wrote an accompanying 

note to explain that it was printed with a form of type designed 

by Bishop FeIl in 1660. This is perhaps the oldest form of type 

in use in England. 

Among Osler's unfinished articles was one entitled ~ 
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College of the Book, in which he suggests that there be established 

at Oxford, in connection with the Clarendon Press and the Bod

leian, a training school for the library workers throughout 

12'Cushing, II, 199. 
l24Archibald Malloch, "Sir William OsIer at Oxford fl , 

OsIer Memorial Number, p. 368. 



Great Britain. The experience of these workers wes at that 

time acquired in a haphazard way as apprentices, with no pre

liminary training in the fundamentals of 11brary practlce. 

OsIer felt that there should be Ha collage where men could 

learn everything relating to the Book, from the preparation of 

manuscript and the whole mystery of authorship, to the art of 

binding; everything from the manufacture of paper to the type 

with which the book is printed; everything relating to the 

press and to the mart; everything about the history of printing 

from Gutenberg to Hoe; everything about the precursors of the 

printed book; the papyrus, the rolls, the parchment and the 

vellum, ev en about the old writing on the burnt bricks of 

Nineveh; everything abo~t the care of books, the Library lore, 

how to stack and store books; how to catalogue, how to distri

bute them; how to make them vital living units in a community; 

everything that the student should know about the use of books, 

his ski lIed tools in the building of his mind".125 OsIer pro

ceeds to speak of the four great departments of the COllege: 

the School of Library Economies, the School of Bibliography, 

the School of Publication, and theSchool of Printing. He adds 

a lecture list to cover four prospective courses on ancient and 

modern libraries, on the book itself and its make-up, and another 

to coyer such subjects as copyrighting, publication, reviewing, 

selling, and auctions. To effect such a scheme, OsIer 8uggests . 

that it would be necessary to build a separate fireproof building 

l25Quoted in Cushing, II, 81. 
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in underground communication with the existing ones, and that 

this building should be used for administration, reading, depart-

ment and teaching rooms. 

In one of the most widely quoted passages from any of 
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Oaler's addreases, he said, "It is hard for me to speak of the 
126 value of libraries in terms which would not seam exaggerated lT

• . 

r~ooks have been my delight these thirty years, and from them l 

have received incalculable benefits. To study the phenomena 

of disease without books 1s to sail an uneharted Bea, while to 

study books without patients is not to go to sea at all.,,127 

Sir Williams's interest in libraries waB cumulative, and once a 

contact was made it was never subsequently lost. "---the lib

rary at McGill, that of the Surgeon-General in Washington, of 

the College of Physicians in Philadelphia, of the Johns Hopkins 

Hospital, of this Maryland Faculty, and many others which heper

haps knew less intimately, aIl continued to profit by his un

flagging support--moral and often financial. n128 It has been 

pointed out that he always retained his zeal for the libraries 

and librarians known to his earlier days. To OsIer credit ie 

largely due for the formation of the Medical Li'brary Association 

in America, and "wherever he happened to be his interest in the 

medical library was paramount ll ,129 and his influence touehed 

them aIl. During his years in Montreal, the MeGill library was 

l260sler, '~ookB and Men", Aeq~animitas, p. 220. 
l270s1er, "Books and Menil, Aesuanimitas, p. 220. 
128Cushing, l, 344. 
1 29Ruhrah, p. 340. 



stirred into greater activity; in Philadelphia he WB.S elected 

to the Library Committee of the College of Physicians, and did 

much valuable work in tlJÎs connection. flAn "important engage-
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ment" of'ten WB.S kept with old favourites on the library shelves."130 

"So weIl did he get to know the library's contents, the.t he WB.S 

able to write from Baltimore several years later as to just 

where to find sorne duplicate odd volumes of' the Transactions of 

the Philadelphia f athological Society that he wanted for the 

Library of the Medical and Chirurgical Faculty. nl 31 OsIer pre

sented many books to the library in Philadelphia, and these 

covered a wide range of subjects from incunnbulf-t a n d editiones 

principes, to five items by Sir Thomas Browne, and sorne 

modern works. 

When Sir William OsIer went to Baltimore, he discovered 

that the Medical and Chirurgical Faculty was relatively inactive 

and that it possessed several hundred old volumes which had bean 

deposited in the basement of the Maryland Historical Society. 

Oeler's interest and activity led to the revival of the society, 

and as a member of the library committee he was a potent 

element in its renaissance. During his residence in Baltimore, 

the library was expanded to a collection of almost fifteen 

thousand volumes, and OsIer succeeded, too, in having a trained 

librarian appointed. He took great interest in the Library of 

the Johns Hopkins Hospital us weIl, and was ever on the outlook, 

both in America and abroad, for books which he might add to the 

l30E •B• Krumbhaar, "Oslerls Connection with the Library of 
the College of Physicians of Philadelphia", Gsler Memorial 
Numbe~ p. 238. 

~lKrumbhaar, p. 238. 



oolleotion. Each week he went over aIl the newly acquired 

books. He used the library a great deal himself and enoouraged 

his students to use it and to go to original sources for their 

information. Sir William was also instrumental in acquiring 

gi~ts o~ ~amous book collections for the library. 

While in Baltimore, OsIer ~ounded the Book and Journal 

Club, and a hundred men were induced ta join. The dues o~ five 

dollars a year proved low in oomparison to the delight which was 

derived ~rom the meetings by aIl true book lovers. "Most of the 

money went ta the use of the Library, but a portion of it, aided 

very generously from Osler's own purse, went to two or three 

meetings a year at which many of the best medical minds of the 

country oontributed ta the intellectual side; and Dr. Osler's 

human instincts saw to it that the inner man was not fOrgot. n132 

OsIer trans~erred ta the Bodleian the same active interest 

which he had shown in the Library of the College of Physicians 

in Philadelphia and in that of the Maryland Faculty in Baltimore. 

Ex officio he was one of the eight Curators of the Bodleian 

Library, and was saon made a member of the Standing Committee 

which met once a week. Saon after taking up residence in Oxford, 

OsIer was instrumental in acquiring once more for the Bodleian 

a first folio Shakespeare which had disappeared from the library 

about the years 1663 or 1664. Under an agreement made with them 

by Sir Thomas Bodley in 1610-1611, the Company of Stationers 

sent ta the Bod1eian in 162~ or 1624 a copy of the newly pUb1ished 

1~2Ruhrah, p. ~42. 

59 



first co11ected edit1on. When the book returned from the Oxford 

binder, it was chained to the she1ves and remained there unti1 

1664. By 1674 lt had disappeared from the catalogue. It 

seems that the Bod1eian Statutes then in force contained a 

clause which allowed the Cura tors, if unanimous, to consign 

books to be changed for others of a better edition, or to be 

remove~ as superfluoue. The First Folio was probab1y gotten 

rid of between September of 1663 and September of 1664 among a 

number of superfluous Library Books. Nothing more ls known of 

lts history unti1 it was acqulred by Mr. Riohard Turbutt some

time before 1759, and lt remained in the family until 1905, when 

the great-great grands on of the original owner offered lt for 

sale at the price of three th ou sand pounds. The Librarian of 

the Bodleian was frantic, as it seemed almost impossible to 

raise this sum, and i t looked 3, S if the folio would go to an 

American buyer. OsIer not only subscribed genercusly to the 

fund himself, but secured still 1arger contributions from Lord 

Mount Stephen and from Mr. Henry Phipps. As the deadline for 

the sale drew near, however, the required eum of money had not 

been raised. Just as the folio seemed lost, Lord Strathcona 

sent a we1come te1egram in answer to Osler's appea1. The 

1ibrar1an of the Bod1eian, E.W.B. Nicholson, was overcome w1th 

joy and, giving credit where 1t was due, told Dr. OsIer that he 

deserved a statue in the Bodleian quadrangle. 133 
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As one of the Radcliffe Trustees, OsIer was instrumental 

in guiding the policy in ma tters concerning the Radcliffe 

Library, which houses most of the modern scientific books of 

the University; he took a keen interest in the upkeep and 

improveœentof the Radcliffe Camera, where the modern books 

of the Bodleian Library may be readj he was one of a committee 

responsible for the choice of the Radcliffe Travelling Fellows. 

Dr. OsIer was also largely responsible for the Underground 

Bookstore, a huge storehouse for thousands of books built under

neath the grassy stretch which separates the Camera from the 

Bodleian Library. Scarcely a day passed when OsIer did not 

visit the Bodleian in an unofficial capacity, and he was soon a 

friend of each member of the staff, from the Librarian to the 

boy lowest on the pay liste 

In his research for his articles and addresses, Osler 

browsed through the libraries in his vicinity, and in his pur

suit of a subject went as often as possible to original sources, 

and did much collateral reading. He encouraged his students to 

use libraries by giving them references to articles and mono

graphs, and taught them to consult the literature of the world, 

French and German as weIl as English. OsIer felt that every 

medical man should have a well-used library to aid him in his 

lifelong education. 

In an article entitled "Books and Men", delivered before the 

members of the Boston Medical Library in 1901, OsIer expressed 

his belief that there should be connected with every library, a 



"corps of instructors in the art of reading, who would, as a 

labour of love, teach the young idea how to read'fI. "An old 

writer says there are four sorts of readers: 'Sponges which 

attract aIl without distinguishing; Howre-glasses which receive 

and pour out as fast; Bagges which only retain the dregges of 

the spices and let the wine escape, and Sives which retain the 

best only,. lI lJ4 Sir William remarked that a man wastes a. great 

many years before he reaches the 'Sive' stage. 

An incident which must have caused Sir William and his 

cousin Dr. Francis a. delight akin to that felt by the humanists 

of the Renaissance upon the discovery 0:1:' a.ncient manuscripts, 

was the finding of a collection, in the summer of 1906, of 

documents of the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries in an old, 

long-closed safe in a room of the Alms-house at Ewelme. One of 

the earliest of the docwnents, da ted 1359, w~~ s a grant of various 

manors in EngIand to Thomas de la Pole by the Abbots and Monks 

of a convent in Normundy. There were also ancient title-deeds, 

indentures, court rolls, sorne of ttem in Norman French, and the 

original charter with the great seal of Henry vi attached, 

endowing the Alms-house at Ewelme wi th the me,nors of Marsh, 

Connock, and Ramridge. An extremely interesting find was a 

parchment roll of receipts, undated but apparently oldest of aIl, 

with directions for making what has since been called gunpowder. 

These documents OsIer had bound in a huge folio and labelled 

Ewelme Muniments. They were replaced in the Alms-house at 

IJ40sler, "Books and Men", Aequanimitas, p. 221. 
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Ewelme so that aIl who visit ed the place might seem them. l ;5 

In connection with books, as with so many other interests, 

Oalerts memory was unbelievable. He knew the dates of hundreds 

of first editions, could tell in which library or in whase pri

vate possession they were, and was quite frequently able ta say 

which was the best edition, and ta trace the wanderings of 

rare ones. 136 

Sir William was interested in aIl libraries, and willing 

and eager to help in any way possible. Aftcr the great San 

Francisco fire, for example, he wrote to friends in America to 

urge that a committee be organized to collect books for the San 

Francisco Library, adding that he and others in England could 

gather together many interesting columes to help out. 

To the libraries with which he had been associated, OsIer 

gave many gifts of books and money, and he interested wealthy 

men in their behalf. To the Toronto library he donated many 

books, including sorne rare items and incunabula, and also estab~ 

li shed a fund in honour of his old teacher, Dr. James~ Bovell, 

the interest from which was to purchase books on medicine, phy-

siology, or pathology. Slmilarly, the Library of Physicians and 

Surgeons in Philadelphia received many valuable items from him. 

So many of the treasured books of the Maryland Medical and 

Chirurgical Faculty librar~r were acquired through the interest 

of Sir William and so great were his services in every way, that 

1356see Cushing, II, 58. 
1; Malloch, p. 369. 

63 



the new hall opened May 13, 1909 wes named OsIer Hall in his 

honour. Johns Hopkins University received Revere Osler's 

collection of books after his death, along with many of his 

father's non-medical ones, such as his Shelleys and his Miltons. 

Sir William's own collection was bequeathed to McGill, arranged 

and catalogued in the manner which appealed to him--a combina

tian of biography with bibliography, so that beside the book is 

a picture of the man who wrote it, sketched by a sympathetic hand. 

Miss Noyes, a librarian who knew Dr. OsIer weIl, declared 

that no man has so left his imprint on the litraries of two con

tinents, and another friend has told of how, in his home, Sir 

William we.s always close to his books, "for his library flowed 

over the house, invuding the sleeping-roorus and even the dining-

room. His library was a library used, in a way l have never 

seen duplicated".137 It has been asserted that Osler's fondness 

for letters was more than the mere pleasant avocation of ousy 

teacher; that throughout his professional career it was an 

abid1ng 1nterest that towards the end bid fair even to eclipse 

medicine, [<, S his maj or pursui t in life. In the words of Edith 

Reid, Sir William did not take up book collecting as a needed 

relaxation; it was his delight. !tHe did not read up about the 

old physiciBns and medical history in ord.er to wri te about them, 

he ree,d because he must end VvTote fram Hn overflovl of knowledge 

absorbingly gained. There have been many bibliophiles but never 

one that we know of so cheery as he; not a solitary thinker, but 

l37Henry Viets, "Glimpses of OsIer Durinz the fler", 
OsIer Memorial Humber, pp. 404-405. 
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gathering into his net aIl who came his way, sharing every 

find. nl )8 

ii 

The OsIer Library 

Sir William Osler's collection of books was sent to McGill 

Uni vers i ty, Hn d i s h :m,sed in a beautiful room in the Medical 

building. The gigantic task of compiling and preparing for 

publication the unfinished Catalogue was undertaken by Dr. W.W. 

Francis, Librarian of the OsIer Library, R.H. Hill, th en at the 

Bodleian, and Dr. Archibald V~lloch, afterwards Librarian at 

the New York Academy of Medicine Library. Ten years after the 

collector's death, the Catalogue was completed. 

The sections of the library into which the books are 

grouped is as follows: l Bibliotheca Prima; II Bibliotheca 

Secunda; III Bibliotheca Litteraria; IV Bibliotheca Biographica; 

V Bibliotheca Bibliographiea; VI Bibliotheca Historica; VII 

Incunbula; VIII Manuscripts; XI Addenda. 

The Bibliotheca Prima consists of milestones in the evolu-

tion of knowledge in science and medicine and includes men of 

the first rank. "The Chronologieal position of ' an author, in 

the modern centuries, is determined by the original date of 

issue of his chief contribution".1~9 "That particular work (if 

l'SReld, p. 266. , 
1~9From the "Introducti on" to the Catalogue Raisonne of 

the OsIer Library, p. xi 
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in the collection) and those directly bearing upon it are 

placed first, then his other works, f~llowed by commentaries, 

biographies, and bibiliographies. Manuscripts and incunabula 

relating to Prima authors are catalogued here and not in their 

own sections".140 Plato was placed in this section as the 

founder of psychology, while Lucretius came under the same 

section because of hie vision "and for the atomic presentation 

and for the natural man view de rerUl9, natura".141 

The Bib1iotheca Secunda is the largest section and con tains 

Medical and scientific worka of authors not of the first import

ance. This section is arranged a1phabetica11y under authors 

with secondary author headings in sma11er type. 

The Bibliotheca Literaria contains Medical and philosoph

ica1 poems in addition to the 11terary works of phyaicians. 

Worka which would norma1ly be10ng here but which have referenee 

to authora in the previoussections are cata10gued in these 

sections. 

The Bibliotheea Biographica contains individual lives 

under their subjects. 

The Bibliotheca Historica includes historica1 and retro-

spective works and any 1iterature on Medical institutions 

arranged either under authors or under geographical names. 

In the Incunabula section are one hundred and six books 

/ 

l40From the "Introduction" to the · Catalogue Raisonne of 
the 0faïr Library, p. xi. 

See Cushing, II, 557. (From a letter to J.A. Nixon, 
Feb. 7, 1917.) 
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printed before 1501, with cross-references to t hirty others 

catalogued in the Prima section. 

The Bodleian's Summary Cat~logue of Western Manuscripts 

was taken as model for the Manuscripts section. 

A supplementary section of Addenda contains items classi

fied or received too late. 

The OsIer Library contains many valuable first editions, 

some of them excessively rare. There ia a 1621 edition of Burton's 

AnatOmy of Melancholl, a 1543 Copernicus, a 151' edition of 

Plato from the Aldine press. The Tery rare first edition of 

ATerraes, the most famous of Arabian philosphers, is included 

in the collection. Alsa to be found here ia the first collected 

edition of the first four books of Rabelais, and the first with 

the title "Oeuvres". Another item ls a medical tablet which 

was found at Assur and which dates back to 700 B.C. A pricelesB 

item is a work on materia medica by â Moorish physicien in 

Spain, Al-Ghafiki. The manuscript is Arabie and is dated A.D. 

1256. The three hundred and sixty-seven coloured drawings of 

plants and animaIs which accompany the manuscript are truly 

remarkable. 



v 

i 

Osler's Interest in Historical Societies and his 
Reverence for the Past 

Osler's great reverence for the past is clearly illustrated 

in the intense interest which he took in bistorical 80cieties, 

always with the stress on the human side, on the lives of the 

men who had made possible the great changes in science and the 

world at large. He felt that "the true bibliophile cares not 

sa much for the book as for the man whose life and mind are 

illustrated in it". "There are men of noble life and high 

character, every scrap of whose writings should be precious ta 

us, and such men are not rare. The works are not always of any 

special value tO-day, nor even of any intrinsic interest, but 

theyappeal to us through thesympathy and even the affection 

stirred in ue by the etory of the man's life. It is, l know, a 

not uncommon feeling--a feeling which pervades No. xxxii of 

Shakeepeare's Sonnets and so beautifully expressed in the con-

cluding line. 'Theire for their style l'Il read, his for his 

love: nl42 

Sir William continually pleaded for the historical method 

of approach to the study of medioine, and pointed out that impos

sibility of clear vision without it. Saon after his arrivaI at 

the Johns Hopkins Hospital, an Historical Club was established, 

l420sler, nSome Aspects of American Medical Bibliography", 
Aequanimitas, p. '211. 
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and the members met one Monday evening in each mon th. For 

fifteen years, unless ill or away from Baltimore, OsIer regular-

ly attended these gatherings, "which he regarded as educational 

agencies of great importance to the hospital and school u • 14J 

In nA Note on the Teac~ing of the History of Medicine",144 

he spoke of the effort even in the everyday ward-work to make 

the student get the habit of going te original sources; of his 

Saturday evenings wi th the students when, over a li ttle ".beer 

and baccy" he quite often gave a talk on one of the "masters 

of medicine". He ended with the following quotation from 

Fuller: l45 ItHistory maketh a young man to be old, without 

either wrinkles or gray hairs; privileging him with the exper-

ience of age, without either the infirmities or inconveniences 

thereof: Yea, it not oIBlymaketh things past present, but in

ableth one to make a rational cor,jecture of things to come. For 

this world affordeth no new incidents, but in the same sense 

wherein we calI it a new Moon, which is the old one in another 

shape, and yet no other what had been formerly. Old actions 

return again, furbished over with sorne new and different 

circumstances. 1I146 

Gilcreest tells us how Sir William OsIer would talk for 

14JCushing, l, J2J. 
l440sler , "A Note on the Teaching of the History of 

Medicine", British Medical Journal (July 12, 1902), II, 9J. 
l45Thomas Fuller, 1608-1661, author of Worthies of 

England and a Church History of Britain. 
146Cushing, l, 579. 



hours on the history of medieine. "No one studied and revered 

the lives of the fathers of medicine more than OsIer. He him-

self had said, 'In the continuaI remembrance of a glorious 

past individuals and nations find their noblest inspiration,.,,147 

Dr. OsIer was instrumental in founding the Section of History 

of Medicine at the Royal Society and acted like a magnet in 

ga thering together a cOI:!:pany of original members. 

In giving the Silliman148 lectures at Yale, OsIer presented 

what he called "a sort of aeroplane flight over the history of 

medicine from the time of Imhotep, the first figure of a phy

sician ta stand out clearly from the miets of antiquity".149 

It is certain that Sir William possessed the historieal sense 

to a marked degree, and he dealt with his subjeet in a most sym

pathetie manner, painting vivid pietures of the lives of the men 

who ha.d played their part in the evolution of science. No 

history of medicine could ever be more readable nor could one be 

written with a deeper understanding of human nobleness and 

frailty, 01' characteristics cornmon ta men of aIl ages. 

147Edgar Lorrington Gilcreest, "Sir William Osler-
Physician and Philanthropist lT

, OsIer Memorial Number, p. 410. 
l48The Silliman lectureship was established at Yale 

and named for Benjamin Silliman, 1779-1864, and l'lis son of 
the same name, 1816-1885, bath of whom occupied the chair of 
chemistry at Yale for a number of years, Hnd bath of whom 
contributed in great measure ta the advencement of Bcience in 
J....reerica. F..a.ch course of lectures, under the terms of the 
foundation, was to consist of about eight to twelve lectures, 
and the general tendency of each (of the courses we s to be 
such as would il1ustrate the presence and wisdom of God in 
the natural and moral world. See Cushing, II, 287. 

149Q.uoted in Cushing, II, 356. 
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ii 

Osler'e Interest in Biography and his Admiration 
for the Great Minds of the Past as Seen in his Writings 

Petrarch and his followers saw depicted in the lives of 

the great men of the past, examples of personal quests after 

truth and goodnesB, and they asserted the freedom of choice 

and initiative and proclaimed it a right and a dut Y for each 

persan ta develop vigorouely the power of his individuel per

sonality. Many of the continental humanists and most of the 

early Eng1ish humanists were concerned not sa much with the 

deve10pment of scholars as of citizensj they felt that the way 

to do this was to encourage the s t.udy of the writings of the 

great men of the pasto They believed that we11-balanced citi-

zens of harmonioue character could be deve10ped by contact 

with the best that had been written by the great philosophers 

of Greece and Rome. In his book entitled Greek Science Benjamin 

Farrington says that it wes the movement of Humanism that foresha

dowed the birth of biography in the modern sense. 150 

Osler's love of humanity was manifest not only in every 

act of his life, but in his intense admiration for the great 

minds of old, and in his interest in biography. He believed, 

as did so many of the early humanists, that only by contact with 

the best that h&d been written by men of other ages could onele 

character be fully rounded, and the finest citizens be trained. 

There are great lessons to be learned from the devoted study of 

150Farrington, l, 112 • 
• 
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human lives magniîicently livêd, for "in the continuaI remem

brance of a glorious past individuels and nations find their 

noblest inspiration".15l Again and again in his addresses 

OsIer called attention to our debt to the past. "The past is 

a good nurse", as Lowell remarks, tlparticularly for the wean~ 

linga of the fold." 

'Tis man's worst deed 
To let the things that have been, run to waste 
And in the unmeaning Present slnk the Past. l 52 

In his essay on "The Leaven of Science", Sir William gives 

us a very clear idea of his view of education. ITWhat, af'ter 

aIl, is education but a subtle slowly-effected change, due to 

the action upon us of the Externalsi of the written record of 

the great minds of aIl ages, of the beautiful and harmonious 

surroundings of nature and of art, and of the lives, good or 

ill, of our fellows--these alone educate us, these alone mould 

the developing minds.,,15J 

OsIer believed that the study of a man's life is necessary 

for the understanding of his worki and to this combination he 

gave the name bio-bibliography. "No one studied and revered 

the lives of the fathers of medicine more than OsIer, but his 

heroes included those men who had contrihuted to general lit

erature as weIl. He delighted in collecting books about these 

men, and derived even greater joy from sharing his finds with 

l510sler, "The Leaven of Science", Aequanimitas, p. 74 
l520sler, "Books and Menil, Aequanimltas, p. 22'. 
l5Josler, "The Leaven of Science", Aequanimitas, p. 100 
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his students, and interpreting the personalities of whom he 

spoke in the light of his great love of humanity."154 OsIer 

frequently invited his students to be his friendly home, and 

there he showed them his beloved books, telling them stories 

about the authors and the history of the subject in a simple 

and yet a very vivid way. "At the Johns Hopkins Hospital 

Historical Club and elsewhere, he made many an old book and its 

author really live again.,,155 Books were always living things 

to him, for in them he saw the lives and characters of their 

authors, and biography was pure delight. He taught his students 

reverence for the great names of medicine. W.W. Chipman, writ-

ing of Osler's great sympathy with his fellow men, said of his 

History of Medicine, "OsIer always wrote in the light of this 

hurr~n love, and in this medical history his humanity constently 

imbues and permeates the "humanities" of the texte We are told 

again of the Fathers of Medicine, and of what the y achieved and 

then by a few deft and sympathetic strokes, these men are made 

to live before uSi each one of them we see as a man, like unto 

ourselves, living anô moving in his own time. The animus of 

OsIer animates them aIl. ,,156 

l5 4William ~~ite, "The Biographical Essays of Sir William 
OsIer and their Relation t.o Medical History, Bulletin of the 
Histor~ of Medicine, VII, No. l (January 1939), p. 410. 

1 5Bibliographical Society of America. "Resolutions on 
the Death of Sir William OsIer", OsIer Memorial Number, p. 101. 

156w.w. Chipman, "OsIer on the Evolution of Modern 
Medicine ll

, OsIer Memorial Number, p. 106. 
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Not only did Sir William write numerous biographical 

essays~ in many instances making almost forgotten medical men 

of the past live again, but he encouraged his students to do 

likewise. A true disciple of the Renaissance humaniste in his 

thirst for knowledge, with his transfer to Oxford he found 

greater leisure to pursue his literary activitiee, in epite of 

his many other duties and interests. Dr. Archibald Malloch 

recalls how Sir William had jokingly said to him, "You know 

l came over here te get educated and read the Dictionary of 

National Biography", and adds that before OsIer died he had 

read thro~gh nearly aIl of those sixty-three volumes and supple

ments. 157 Now his own name ls included in the vast work. 

In his essays, too, he continually acknowledged our debt 

to the men of old, and stressed the subtle influences for good 

which a careful study of their works may wield. "There are 

great lessons to be learned from Job and from David, from 

Isaiah and St. Paul. Taught by Shakespeare yeu may take your 

intellectual and moral measure with singuleT precision. Learn 

to love Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. Should you be so for-

tunate as to be born a Platonist Jowett will introduce you to 

the great master through whom alone we can think in certain 

levels, and whose perpetuaI modernesB startles and delights. 

Montaigne will teach you moderation in aIl things, and to be 

'sealed of his tribe l ls a special privilege.,,158 

l57Malloch, p. 364. 
l5S0sler, "The Master-Word in Medicine", Aequanimltas, 

p. 384. 
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In July 1911, OsIer was asked by Dr. J.B. Hurry, who had 

made a study of the ruins of a twelfth-century Benedictine 

monastery at Reading, a monastery founded by Henry land des

troyed by Henry viii, to unveil memorials to the first and last 

abbots of Reading. In his address, Dr. OsIer paid tribute to 

the work of past generations in asserting the value of the 

individual. "Even those who regret most acutely the changing 

of the old order rejoioe in a new spirit abroad in the world 

that has given the individual, whether ohild, man, or woman, a 

value never before possessed. The recognition of the right to 

live and be happy and healthy in this beautiful world is its 

fruit. 11159 He reminded his listenèrs that this and much more 

was the work of the past, 01' which they were the inheritors, and 

that it is from this past that we draw our keenest inspiration 

and surest examples. To study the lives of such men as Abbot 

Hugh Faringdon will make us better individuals and citizens, 

for OsIer agreed with Aristotle that the reel lesson lies not 

in what a man has believed but in how he has behaved, and that 

the true value of such knowledge lies in its elevating influence. 

"~~o cares a fig whether Abbot Hugh Faringdon assented or not 

to the King' s suprema.cy? The lesson for us is his blameless 

75 

life and brave death - in them we find what the poet calls the 

'touch divine of noble natures gone'. Consciously, or unconscious

ly, everyone lookine on this last scene in ?Jhich the lest ebt:ot 

l59ç.uoted in Cushing, II, 281. 



stands at the foot of the gallows with 8 rope round his neck, 

will in llis heart make an obeisance to the man who stuck to his 

principles even unto dea th and in so doine vdll gain strength 

for life's daily battle. That we live in e better and happier 

world i8 the outcome of the struggle cf those of our ance8tors 

WllO loved the light rather t~nn derkness. Tc reverenee their 

œen:ory i8 the cest inspiration for our work. We need their help, 

and it ie through just such memorials ae Dr. Hurry has here 

erected, that their benign influence may touch us. n160 Oeler 

closed his address by saying that Kipling, as always, gets to 

the marrow of the thing in his splendid poem, Our Fathers of Old: 

If it be certain as Galen says 
And sage Hippocrates holds as much--
That those afflicted by doubts and dismays 
Are mightily helped by a dead man's touch, 
Then be good to us, stars above, 
Then be good to us, herbs below! 
We are afflicted by what we can prove; 
We are distracted by what we know 
So--ah, so! --
Down from your heaven or up from your mould, 
Send us the hearts of our fathers of old. 

In the attitude of reverence displayed by the French 

towards those who had gone before, OsIer discovered a feeling 

akin to his OWll. During a visit to France in the winter of 

1908 he wrote an article for the Journal of the American Medical 

Association in which he said, I1Asked the strongest single 

impression made on me here, l should reply: 'The extraordinary 

reverence of the French', The streets, the squares, the 

churches, the public buildings, the schools, aIl tell the same 

l60Quoted in Cushing, II, 281. 
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story; the books repeat it, the newspapers echo it, and with 

it the lecture-rooms rescund--reverence for the great men of 

the pasto The Pantheon, with its inscription 'Aux Grands 

Hommes la Patrie re90nnaissante', is but a great expression in 

stone of this universal sentiment".161 OsIer felt that to 

fully understand what this sentiment means to the French one 

would have to be present in Paris on AlI Saints Day, or Toussaint. 

This fete is kept in a way tlthat appeals with extraordinary 

sympathy to the heart of one who believes in the immanence of 

the mighty dead who live again in minds made better by their 

presence".162. Sir William described the scene in Paris on 

Toussaint as hundreds of thousands visited the tombs of the great 
, 

men in the femous cemetery of Pere Lachaise and spread flowers 

on the graves. "Here l had a special mission to see the tomb 

of that rare genius, Bichat, who started a revolution in medi-

cine before he was thirty,--a wreath, fresh flowers, and several 

plants showed that his memory Was still cherished, and l added 

a bunch of pansies for thoughts. n163 What OsIer felt was part

icularly remarkable was the wides read reverence of the French. 

He noticed even small schoolgirls and schoolboys with their 

floral offerings, whereas in England : only occasionally did one 

find such sincere veneration displayed, as in the case of the 

l6lQ,uoted in Cusi'Jing, II, 1)2-l,~. Dated January 1', 1908, 
it was an open letter to the Journal of the American Medical 
Àssociation, and appeared in this journal on February 27 and 
March 6. 

162Quoted in Cushing, II, 153-
l63Quoted in Cushing, II, 154-155. 
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ceremony st Reading referred to above. He expreseed deep 

regret that the "cold-blooded Anglo-Saxons" largely mies the 

"moral and intellectual inspiration assoeiated with sueh 

celebrations".164 

Osler wrote numerous biographieal and historieal essays-

more than a hundred in all--and in these he interpreted the 

living paet and the lives of the long dead. "His spirit bringe 

baek to us their thoughts and loves and the wisdom of the far 

past, the truths that have not been invented but have always 

existed. n165 Dr. Francis mentioned that sudhOff166 the greatest , 

of medieal historians, said that any one of Osler's biographieal 

sketches was worth many tomes of historieal erudition. 167 One 

reeeives the impression that eaeh one of the great men of whom 

he wrote was a special friend, a kindred spirit, and with his 

keen understanding of human nature he painted a very vivid pie

ture of these friends and their hopes and ambitions and dreams, 

and stressed the splendid lessons of their lives. His aeute 

historieal sense ~ermitted him to reereate the atmosphere of 

the times, and his charaeters emerge as human and appealing. Yet 

hours of researeh lay behind the freshness and simplieity of 

these biographieal sketches, for OsIer not only read the original 

editions of the works of the men he wrote about but also gathered 

and 

i~4Quoted in Cushing, II, 155. 
5Reid, p. 83. 

l66Karl Sudhoff, 185)-1938. German historian 
fi;§t professor of medieine at Leipzig. 

l IFrancis, p. 1). 

of medieine 
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his information from secondary sources, including letters, 

periodical articles, copies ofcontemporary opinions of the 

man, in his effort to resent a complete picture of the whole 

man. As Dr. Francis says, his addresses "are no perfunctory 

effusions, but the products of ripe experience, wide readlng, 

human sympathy ~ and research, literary and scientific".16a 

However, as Dr. Francis also points out, with Osler's perfect 

understanding of human nature went an almost perverse capacity 

for recognizing only the good in an individual. This applied 

to the essays on his friends of ages past as weIl as to his 

contemporaries. Thus his essays tend to be "Idealizations of 

what was best in his subject, of what the man might be, not 

exactly what he was lt
•
169 Thus he overlooks the weaknesses and 

evil behaviour of Dr. Thomas Dover, and asks his reader to do 

the sarne, remembering the man for his real contributions to 

humanity. In the same manner, he makes allowances for Sir 

Thomas Browne's belief in witches, a belief for which Sir Thomas 

has often been condemned. Though William Pepper, provost of 

the University of Penn~ylvania, was Quite a poseur when enter-

ing a classroom or preparing to deliver a lecture, we see 

nothing of this characteristic in Osler's sketch of Pepper. 

The fine qualities of his subjects are highlighted while the 

less admirable ones are shown only dim1y if at aIl. It has been 

16aFrancis, p. 9. 
169Reid, p. 144. 
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written that aIl Osler's efforts as a biographer concentrated 

either on making a forgotten man live again as in flAn Alabama 

Student i1 or in eXhuming a forgotten side of a man already 

great, as in the Locke essay.170 Through his research for the 

writing of his biographical sketches, Sir William made valuable 

contributions to medical history, and although he did stress 

the medical side of his subjects, he never allowed this ta over-

sbadow the other aspects of their lives. Even the history of 

medicine which he composed for the Silliman lectures in 1913 

was permeated with intense human sympathy and understanding, so 

that for those who listened to his addresses the physicians of 

the past became alive. Having studied his subjects in every 

light, ~e attempted to paint an alI-round picture of their lives. 

In the collection entitled An Alabama Student and Other Biograp

hical Essays,17 l seven of the thirteen subjects are American 

doctors, "one of whom he rescued from unmerited Oblivion",17 2 and 

although Keats and Locke are included as men who had an intereat 

in medicine, OsIer never forgets for a moment that their import-

ent contributions to th1s world were in other fields. 

"An Alabama Student l1 was the essay which OsIer himself liked 

best of aIl, and, as Edith Gittings Reid remarks,173 perhaps in 

this essay he came more .nearly to a complete characterization 

170White, p. 28. 
17l0s1er, An Alabama 

(Oxfor~~ 1908)--hereafter 
i73Francis, p. 13-

Reid, p. 144. 

Student and Other Biographical Essays 
referred to as An Alabama Student. 
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than in any other of hic viI'i tiDGs, for he tended always to 

stress the virtues of his subjects. OsIer tells how, when look

ing over the 11terature o~ malarial fevers in the South, he 

chanced upon Fenner's Southern Medical Reports, Vols. i and ii, 

w" .. ich were issued in 1849-50 and 1850-51. He was particularly 

impressed by two articles by a certain John Y. Bassett in whom 

he recognized "a likeness to the wise below, a kindred ta the 

great of old".17 4 He proceeded to bring alive a man, who, beset 

by difficulties and discouragements, neverth· less courageously 

made the many sacrifices required of him in order to folIo?' his 

ideals. OsIer wrote of a man of whom he was sure very few 

people had ever heard, whose Ilame was not written on the scroll 

· 81 

of fame. Through a perusal of Dr. Bassett' f " letters he found a 

restless, non-conforming spirit, who had turned aside from the 

hollowness and deceit of much of the life about him. .As a student, 

Bassett was enthusiastic about the rapid development of the science 

of' medicine, and o.mid the vexations aÏ country 1Jractice he lo!JEed 

to visit the great centres of learning tind study under the great 

masters. In 1836 he left bis wife and children in America and 

went to Paris to study under French physicians. OsIer praised 

the papers written by Bassett, judging him to have been a man of 

more than ordinary gifts but among the voiceless of the profes

sion because he had ambition without opportunities. He felt 

that . rarely has the credo of a zealous physician been more 

l7 40sler, "An Alabama Student", An Alabama Student, p.2. 
(John Y. Bassett, 1805-81.) 



beautifully expressed than in the following extract from 

Bassett's writings: 

l do not say that the study of nature, human ~nd 
comparative, as far as it relates to medicine, is an 
easy task; let any one undertake a foreign language, 
and when he thinks he has mastered it, let him go 
into 1ts native country and attempt to use it among 
the poli te and well-inforr~.ed; if he succeed, let him 
go among the il11 tera te and rude, 7:here slang is 
correct; into the lune tic asylum, where the verna
cular is babbled in broken sentences through the 
mouth of an idiot, and attempt to understand this; 
should he again succeed he may safely say that he 
knows the language. Let him then set down and cal
culate the cost, in labour, time, and talent; then 
square this amount and go boldly into the study of 
physiology; and when he has exhausted his programme, 
he will find himself humbly knocking at the door of 
the temple, and it will be opened; for diligence, 
like the vinegar of Hannibal, will make a way through 
frozen Alps; it is the 0Sen sesame' of our prOfession. 
When he is satisfied wit the beautiful proportions of 
the interior, its vast and varied dimensions, the 
intricate and astounding action of its machinery, 
obeying laws of a singular stability, whose very 
conflict produces harmony under the government of 
secondary law~--if there be anything secondary in 
nature!--when he is satisfied (and such are not sat
isfied until informed), he will be led to his ultimate 
object, to take his l :lst lessons from the poor and 
sUffering, the fevered and phrenzied, from the Jobs 
and Lazaruses,--into the pest houses and prisons, 
and here, in these magazines of misery and contagion, 
these Babels of disease and sln, he must not only 
take up his abode, but following the example of his 
Divine Mast~r, he must love ta dwell there this is 
Pathology.I/5 -

OsIer saw in Bassett a man "wise not only with the wisdom of 

the schools but with that deeper knowledge of the even-balanced 

soul who 'saw life steadily and saw it whole,n.17 6 He eXpressed 

l7'Osler, "An Alabama Student U , An Alabama Student, pp.16-l7. 
l7 60s1er, "An Alabama Student", An Alabama Student, p. Il. 
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the belief that such men produce, by the power of their ex

ample, the leaven which leavens the mass of selfishness about 

us. "To have striven, to have made an effort, to have been 

true to certain ideals--this alone is worth the struggle.,,177 

As Cushing points out, OsIer W8S "forever arousing in 

people in different localities an interest in their local med

ical worthies".17 8 Thus another of the great men whom he human

ized in one of his essays was Elisha Bartlett,179 a Rhode Island 

physician-philosopher in whom he had become greatly interested 

while parusing historical studies on typhoid fever, and about 

whom he had secured additional information through letters and 

family papers. He sympathized fully with Bartlett 1 s twofold 

object in translating the Lives of Eminent FreLch Physiciens: 

"first, the delineation of distinguished professional character 

and attainment , and, secondly, by the influence of such high 

examples to awaken in the younger members of the medical body 

a more devoted and worthy emulation of the great masters of 

our art".l80 OsIer believed wholeheartedly in the value of 

studying abroad as Bartlett had done. While paying tribute to 

his subject as "a distinguished teacher, an author of wide

spread influence and distinction, a serene philosopherA,l8l he 

stressed that he was above aIl else great as a man. 

l770s1er, "An Alabama Student ll
, An Alabama Student, p. 18. 

178Cushing, l, 510. 
179Elisha Bartlett, author and physician,1805-l855. 
1800sler, "Elisha Bartlett: A Rhode Island Philosopher", 

An Alabama Student, p. 146. 
1810s1er, "Elisha Bartlett: A Rhode Island Philosopher", 

An Alabama Student, p. 147. 
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In another of his biographical sketches,182 Dr. OsIer 

honours William Beaumontl8 3 as the pioneer physiologist of 

America, the first to make an important and enduring contribu

tion to this science. "His work remains a model of patient, 

persevering investigation, experiment, and research, and the 

highest praise we can give him is to say that he lived up to 

and fulfilled the ideals with which he set out, and which he 

expressed when he'said: "Truth, like beauty, is lIwhen unadorned, 

adorned the most", and, in prosecuting these experiments and 

inquiries, l believe l have been guided by its light. n184 

With OsIer the ~~n was alI-important, the man as he would 

have been under any degree of adversity or prosperity. Like 

the Renaissance humanists he felt that history, teaching by 

concrete example, possesses great inspirational power. Power-

fuI as was theeffect of the writings of a great medical man 

such as Louis 185 on American medicine, he felt that it could 

not compare with the personal influence which he exerted through 

his pupils, who "caught his clear accents, learned his great 

l820sler, nA Backwood Physiologist U , An Alabama Student. 
183William Beaumont, 1785-1853. A United States army 

surgeon stationed at Michilimacinac, his observations on a 
Canadian voyageur who had accidentally been wounded in the side 
led to the most important contributions to the physiology of 
digestion of the century. 

l840sler, nA Backwood Physiologist", An Alabama Student, 
n. 185. 
~ 185Pierre Charles Alexandre Louis, 1787-1872, Frer.ch 
physician and medical writer. 
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language, made him their model ll
•
186 These pupils r.'rought from 

Paris rJenthusiasm, faith in the future, f8.ith in the profession 

of their choice, aceurate methods, and a loyal love of truth". 187 

Besides carrying their master'e message to the world, they had 

become flbright ideals for 8,11 future gensrations of ADerican 

students" because they had been "touched with those finer qual

ities which made Louis so 10vable a • 188 

William Pepper,189 in another essay, was praised for his 

irresistible hopefulness which.was capable of inspiring confid-

ence in others as he served his fellow men, and OsIer felt that 

to study his life teaches a valuable lesson wliich wes expressed 

in the words of Robert Louis Stevenson, 

Contend, my soul, for moments and for hours; 
Each is with service pregnant, each reclaimed 
Is as a Kingdom conquered, where to reign. 190 

In his essay on Thomas Dover19l, OsIer apty quotes fram 

the Hydriotaphia of Sir Thomas Browne, ITThe iniquity 01' oblivion 

blindly scattereth her poppy, and deals with the memory of men 

1860s1er, uThe Influence of Louis on American Medicine fl , 
An Alabama Student, p. 197. 

1870s1er, "The Influence of Louis on American Medicine", 
An Alabama Student, p. 210. 

188osler, tiThe Influence of Louis on American Medicine lT
, 

An Alabama Student, p. 210. 
1890sler, "W111iam Pepper tl , An Alabama Student. William 

Pepper, 1843-1898, Provost of the University of Pennsylvania, 
1881-1894, and head of the medical department of that university 
when OsIer went to Philadelphia. 

1900sler, IlWilliam Pepper", An Alabama Student, p. 23l. 
19l0sler, "Thomas Dover: Physician and Buccaneer", An 

Alabama Student, Thomas Dover, 1660-1742, English physiëIan 
and buccaneer and inve~tor of Dover's powder. 
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without distinction to merit of perpetuity",19 2 and proceeds to 

recreate a picture of the wholeman whose il1 fortune it was 

to drift into modern life on a powder label. OsIer regrets 

that Thomas Dover, the Buccaneer, and discoverer of Alexander 

Selkirk, the original Robinson Crusoe, had been forgotten in 

spite of more enduring claims on our gratitude. 193 He gives 

an interesting account of the man 1 s life, stressing that while 

we may weIl forget Thomas Dover 1 s weaknesses and evil behaviour, 

the medical profession should remember with gratitude the stu

dent and friend of the great Sydenham, and the world at large 

has cause to be eternally grateful to the man who "found 

Robinson Crusoe n •
194 

In Fracastorius195Sir 'William saw a man who should have a 

distinguished position in the annals of the medical world both 

as the man "from whom dates our first accurate knowledge of 

the processes of infection and contagion",196 and as the Ilauthor 

of the most successful medical poem ever written".197 

When OsIer delivered the Harveian Oration at the Royal 

College of Physicians in London on October 18, 1906, he emphas

ized the importance of the individual in the history of the 

world. He felt that the study of history was of great importance 

1920s1er, IlThomas Dover", An Alabama Student, p. 19. 
1930s1er, "Thomas Dover", An Alabama Student, p. 19. 
1940s1er , flThomas Dover", An Alabama Student, p. 36. 
1950s1er , I1Fracastorius", An Alabama Student. Girolamo 

Fracastoro, 1478-1553, Italian scholar and physician. In 
1525 he wrote a poem entitled "SyPhilus, Sive Morbus Gallicus Jt

, 

which was widely praised. 
19 60s1er, IIFracastorius lT

, An Alabama Student, p. 278. 
1970s1er , "Fracastorius", An Alabama Student, p. 278. 
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to the medical profession, and that great lessons could be 

learned from a study of the lives of the illustrious dead and 

lIthe persistency with which they waged the battle for Truth ll • l 98 

For "history is simply the biography of the mind of man; and 

our interest in history and its educational value to us, ie 

directly proportionate to the completeness of our study of the 

individuals through whom this mind haa manifested".199 He 

expressed the belief that when making a departure from any settled 

opinion, the break with custom may come gradually and the way 

is usually prepared, but that the final break is made by "sorne 

one individual, the masterless man of Kipling' s splendid e.ll'eg-

ory, who sees with his own eyes, and with an instinct or genius 

for truth, escape from the routine in which his fellows liveH~OO 

OsIer spoke of the spirit of th '.: Renaissance, of the wave of 

enthusiasm for the fathers of medicine, and of the work of the 

medical humanists who devoted their energies to the study of 

the writings of the medical men of old. He pointed out that in 
1 

Bayle's Biographie Medicale, "from Garbo of Bologna, surnamed 

the expositor, to Rabelais, more than 150 biographies and biblio

graphies are given, and at least one-half of these men had either 

translated or edited works of the Greek physicians. Leonicenus, 

Linacre, Gonthier, Monti, Koch, Camerarius, Caius, Fochs, Zerbi, 

Cornarus, and men of their stamp not only swept away Arabian 

1980sler , "Harvey and His Discovery", An Alabama Student, 
p. 296. 

1990sler, "Harvey", .An Alabama Student, p. 296. 
2000sler, "Harvey", An Alabama Student, p. 300. 



impurities from the medicine of the day, but also revived 

Greek ideals and introduced scientific methods".201 Dr. OsIer 

spoke with admiration of Caius,202 whose career would inspire 

any young man with enthusiasm. He praised him as a student, a 

learned commentator on the works of the Fathers, the first 

English student of clinical medicine, a successful teacher and 

practitioner, a keen naturalist and a liberal patron of learning 

and letters, and added a characteristic touch by describing him 

as a tender and sympathetic friend. 20, OsIer reconstructed 

Harvey's life with a deep understanding of its difficulties and 

hardships, and successfully recreated the atmosphere of those 

far-off days. He thought that a knowledge of the method of 

Harvey's work and the story of his life should prove a stimulus 

to students, and that this famous scientist should be honoured 

not less for the scientific method 1','hich he inculca ted than for 

the admirable virtues of his character. 204 

Osler's extensive reading helped ta give him a clear hist-

oricel perspective and a keen appreciation of the temper of the 

ages which formed the background for his sketches. In writing 

about Bartlett and Bassett he had strengthened his knowledee of 

these men by reading numerous letters which he had secured from 

2010sler , "HarveyR, An Alabama Student, pp. '02-)0'. 
20lJohn Caius, 1510-1573, English physician and scholar. 

Founder, in 1557, of Caius College, Cambridge. Author of 
critical, antiquarian, and scientific works. 

20'Osler, "Harvey", An Alabama Student, p. '04 
2040s1er,TlHarvey", An Alabama Student, p. 33'. 
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members of their families. He was weIl qualifieà. to wri te a 

biographical sketch205 of Servetus after Hreading in and around 

the times H206 for background material, being deeply involved 

with the Comitt du Monument Michel Servet207 and corresponding 

extensively with an American Servetian who was studying in Jena. 

In addition he examined in the Bibliotheque Nationale in Decem

ber, 1908, one of the two known copies of the Christianismi 

Restitutio 155) and searched high and low for Von Murr's 1790 

reprint. As a result he painted a stirring and human picture of 

the life and death at the stake of a man who remained faithful 

always to what he believed was the Truth as revealed by the Bible. 

Keats was one of Osler's favourites among the poets. He 

read with enthusiasm his poems and the details of his life, BO 

that he developed a we11-rounded picture of the p~t as a man. 

On the centenary of Keats' birtb, Dr. OsIer gave before the 

Johns Hopkins Historical Club in Baltimore on October 29, 1895, 

an appreciative account of his life, and while speaking with 

interest of his training as an apothecary, nevertheless stressed 

2050n May 10, 1909, OsIer spoke on "Servetus H before the 
Johns Hopkins Historice.l Club. The addrese is quoted in p!:rt 
in Cushing, II, 174-175. 

20bCushing, II, 147. 
207A monument was to be erected to Michael Servetus, 

sixteenth-century physician, et Vienna, and OsIer had offered 
to help raise iunds for the ~urpose when he learned that no 
one in England had answered the appeal. He wes made u Membre 
du Comite de l 'atronage, and wrote letters to the Lancet and 
the British Medical Journal. He apparently agreed ta be pre
sent for the unveiling in il.ugust, 1909. 



his real con t ribution to the 1?:orld. He realized the importance 

to the world of the old Platonic idea of traini ~g each individuel 

for the tssk in life for whj.ch he is best sui ted In his address , 

he traced Keats' early life as the son of the head ostler at 

the "SWan and Hoop", telling his listeners how, though !This 

parentage and the social atmosphere of his early years conspired 

to produce an ordinary, beer-Ioving, pugnacious cOckney,------

there wes fashioned one of the clearest, sweetest, and strongest 

singera of the centuryu.208 With his absorption in ideals and 

his passion for the beautiful, "what attraction could the career 

of an apothecary offer to a man already much 'travelled in the 

realms of gold', who was capable at twenty of writing such a 

Bonnet as that on Chapman's Homer. So far as we know he never 

practised or made any effort to get established; and in 1817 he 

abandoned the profession, apparently not without oppositionll. 209 

OsIer discredited the popular belief that the attacks of the 

reviewers had largely contributed to Keats! death, and said rat

her that no event in the poet's life" so warmly commends him ta 

us, or shows more clearly the genuine robustness of his mind, 

than his attitude in this much-discussed episode. In the first 

place, he had a clear, for so young a man an extraordinarily 

clear, perception of the limitation of his own pawers and the 

value of his work. The preface ta Endymion, one of the most 

2080s1er, "John Keats: The Apothecary Poet", An Alabama 
Student (Oxford, 1895), p. 38. 

2090s1er, "John Keats: The Apothecary Poe'!'!!, An Alabama 
Student, p. 41. 
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remarkable ever written, contains his own lucid judgment. He 

felt that his foundations were 'too sandy', that the poem was 

an immature feverish attempt, in which he had moved, as he says, 

from the leading-strongs to the go-cart. Did any cri tic ever 

sketch with firmer hand the mental condition of a young man in 

transition?1I210 OsIer quoted Keats' claim that he had written 

lndependently without judgment and might write independently 

and with judgment thereafter, and thetthe Genius of Poetry must 

work out its own salvation in a man. He added, nA young man 

of twenty-three who could write this, whatever else he possessed, 

had the mens sana and could not be kil1ed by a dozen reTiews".211 

In his judgment of Keats, OsIer was in advanceof many of the 

literary cri tics of his day. For years it had been alleged that 

Keats had been killed by the vicious attacks of the reviewers, 

aEd Byron's jest about his having been "killed by one critique" 

and Shelley's splendid but misleading elegy supplied apparent 

confirmation. In A History of 19th Century Literature, published 

the year after Osler's address was delivered, George Saintsbury 

po1nted out that the supposed effect of the attacks on Keats' 

health was wildly exaggerated by some contemporaries, especially 

by Byron. 212 As 1ate as 1909, one author said, nIt is often 

alleged that the poet's spirit and ambition were broken by these 

2100s1er , "John Keats: The Apothecary Poet", An Alabama 
Student

i
· p. 44. 

ZI OsIer, "John Keats: The Apothecary Poet", An Alabama 
Student, p. 45. 

212George Saintsbury, Â History of Nineteenth Century 
Literature (London, 1896), p. 87. 
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attacks R • 2l3 Even after this viewpoint was generally discred

ited, Keats was thought of as a young man with an unbalanced 

personality. In a book published in 1950 it is stated that 

"popular estimation picutes Keats as a morbid, hysterical 

author".2l4 Thus, in the light of his human understanding, 

OsIer pictured Keats as a man with a better-balanced personal

ity than he was ordinarily given credit for. 

OsIer remarked that there are very few indications of Keats' 

professional training in his letters, fewer still in his poems. 

He referred to several passages in the poet's letters in which 

he seemed undecided as to whether to return to the study of 

medicine. He found that allusions to or analogies drawn from 

medical subjects are also rare. "In one place, in writing from 

Devonshire, he says, 'When l think of Wordsworth's sonnet Vaneuard 

of Liberty: Ye men of Kent (in Wordsworth at aIl events) the 

degraded race about me are publius ipecae simplex-a strong 

doset.n2l5 

As the guest of the Students' Societies of the Medical 

Department of the University of Pennsylvani~ on January 16, 

1900, Dr. OsIer spoke on a philosopher whose medical career had 

largely been forgotten. While searching through the British 

Museum and the Public Record Office, OsIer had become interested 

2l3William J. long, English Literature (Boston, 1909), p.4l9. 
2l4A. Compton-Rickett, I:The Romantic Revival: 1780-1830", 

The Teach Yourself Hlstor of En lish Literature, Vol. 4, ad. 
Peter Westlànd London, 1950 , p. 1'5. 

2150s1er, "John Keats: The Apothecary Poet", An Alabama 
Student, p. 47. 
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in Sydenham's contemporaries, and there had come to his atten-

tion a collection of manuscript relating to the medical career 

of John Locke. His address on the famous philosopher was the 

result. "The author of the Epistle on Toleration, the Treatise 

on Education, and the Constitution of Carolina, the man who 

pleaded for 'absolute Liberty, just and true Liberty', the man 

who wrote the memorable words, 'AlI men are naturally in astate 

of freedom, also of equality', must be ranked as one of the 

great benefactors of the race. H2l6 OsIer spoke of the friend

ship between Sydenham and Locke, in the light of inforw~tion 

gained from reading the Shaftesbury papere. He spoke, too, of 

Locke's surviving medical writings, "the chief interest of which 

today is that they are from the pen of the great philosopherTl. 2l 7 

As always, while shedding light on an interesting and almost 

forgotten facet of a great man's life, he showed no tendency to 

upset the balance of the personality he was attempting to recrete, 

but stressed his real contribution to society. TlFor each one of 

us there is still a 'touch divine' in the life and writings of 

John Locke. Â. singularly a ttracti ve personali ty l'li th a eweet 

reH.sonableness of temper and a charming freedom from flaws and 

defects of character, he is ~n author whom we like at the first 

acquaintance, and soon love as a friend. Perhaps the greatest, 

certainly, as Professor Fowler says, the most characteristic, 

2l60sler , "John Locke as a Physician Tf
, An Alabama 

Student, p. 68 
2170s1er, IIJohn Locke as a Physician", An Alabama 

Student, p. 98. 
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English philosopher, we may claim Dr. Locke as a bright orna-

ment of our profession, not so much for what he did in it, as 

for the methods which he inculcated and the infiuence which 

he exercised upon the English Hippocrates. He has a higher 

claim as a really great benefactor of humanity, one of the few 

who, 'reflected the human spirit always on the nobler side,.,,2l8 

When Oliver Wendell HoImes died in October, 1894, OsIer 

read at the following meeting of .the Johns Hopkins Hospital 

medical soe:iety on October 15, 1894, Uhis much-quoted obi tuary 

address". 2l9 He spoke with deep feeling of the man he had long 

revered as nthe most successful combination the world has ever 

seen, of the physician and the man of letters w• 220 OsIer 

remarked that although since the time of Rabelais and Linacre 

nrP, generation has lacked a physician to stand unabashed in the 

temple at Delos, a worahipper of worth and merit amid the votar

ies of APollon,221 yet there hed been no name truly eminent in 

literature which was associated "in any enduring way with the 

work done in the science and art of medicine. Many physiciens, 

active practitioners--Sir Thomas Browne, for example, have been 

and areknown for the richness and variety of their literary 

workj but, as a rule, those who have remained in professional 

liie have courted the 'draggle-tailed Muses' as a gentle past

ime, 'to interpose a little ease' amid the worries of practice. 

2180sler , "John Locke as a Physician", An Alabama Student, 

pp. 1~~9~~~hing, l, 404. 
2200sler, BOliver Wendell Holmes l1

, An Alabama Student, p.57. 
2210s1er, "Oliver Wendell Holmes n , An Alabama Student, p.56. 
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Few such have risen above mediocrity; fewer still have reached 

it. The list is a long one, for the rites of Apollo have always 

had a keen attraction for the men of our ranks, but the names 

fi Il at best a place in the story of the literature of the 

country# not a place in the hearts and lives of the people".222 

He felt that it was far otherwise with such men as Goldsmith, 

Crabbe, and Keats, whom the medica1 profession looked on with 

pride# but who in reality made their real contributions to the 

world by leaving the profession for other fields. 

OsIer confessed that for many years Dr. Holmes had been 

"sandwiched n223 in his affections between Oliver Goldsmith and 

Charles Lamb. He believed that Eolmes had rightfully been 

called the "American Goldsmith" because of his flrobust humanity 

which has a smile for the foibles and a tear for the sorrows of 

his fel10w creatures".224 The English Oliver with a better 

schoo1ing for a poet (had he not learned in suffering what he 

taught in song?), had a finer fancy and at his hest a clearer 

note. With both writers one is at a loss to know which to love 

the better, the prose or the poetry. n225 OsIer then compared 

Holmes' Autocrat of the Breakfast Table to Lamb's Essays of Elia 

and noted similarity in the genial humour, the refined wit, the 

pathos, the tender aensitiveness to the lights and shadows of 

1ife, and the fact that both authors gain the affections of 

2220sler , "Oliver Wendell Rolmes", An Alabama Student, p. 56. 
2230sler , "Oliver Wendell Rolmes", An Alabama Student, p. 54. 
2240sler, "Oliver Wendell Holmes", An Alabama Student, p. 54. 
2250sler , "Oliver Wendell Rolmes", An Alabama Student, p. 54. 
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the reader at the first sitting. 

OsIer spoke of how Holmes, while not a medical practitioner, 

had maintained the most intimate association with the profes

sion, and had for many years occu~ied the chair of Anatomy. As 

a young man he had indeed made permanent contributions to pract

ical medicine. In his last book, One Hundred Days in Europe, 

he mentions that he had sat next to Mr. Lawson Tait at dinner, 

and he suggests the question, "Which would give most sa tisfact

ion to a thoroughly humane and unselfish being of cultivated 

intelligence and lively sense--to have written aIl the plays 

which Shakespeare has left for an inheritan~e to mankind, or to 

have snatched from the jaws of death scores of suffering women 

and restored them to a sound and comfortable existence?u226 

OsIer thought how Holmes had first roused the profession to a 

sense of the perils of puerperal fever as an infectious disease 

through his essay, "Puerperal Fever as a Private Pestilence", 

1855, and felt that no one could so weIl answer the question as 

the "Autocrat" himself. He had therefore written Holmes, asking 

whether he would prefer to go down to posterity as the author 

of the classic medical essay or as the author of The Chambered 

Nautilus. Pleased as he was by Oslerts allusion to his essay, 

Eolmes decided that he would not answer the question put to him. 

nI think oftenest of The Chambered Nautilus, which is a 

2260sler, "Oliver Wenaell Holmes", An Alabama Student, 
p. 64. 



favouri te poem of mine, though l wrote i t m;)rself. The 1':ssay 

only comes up at long intervals, the poem repeats itself in 

my memory and is very often spoken of by my correspondents in 

terms of more than ordinary praise.r:227 He told Dr. Csler of 

the savage pleasure he had had in handling two professors who 

had stubbornly opposed his views. IItBut in writing the poem 

l was filled with a better feeling, the highest state of men

tal exaltation and the most crystalline clairvoyance, as it 

seemed to me, that had ever been granted to me. l mean that 

lucid vision of one' s thought and aIl forms of ex-c,ression which 

will be at once precise and musical which is the poetts special 

gift, however large or small in amount or value. There is some 

selfish pleasure to be had out of the poem, perhaps a nobler 

satisfa.ction froID the life-saving labour. 1,,228 

OsIer thought it fortunate that Holmes' medical essaya 

are reprinted with his works, as several of them are enduring 

contributions to the Questions with which they deal, and tha.t 

aIl should be read carefully by every student of medioine He 

judged, moreover, that this literary physicien had permanently 

enriched the literature of the race lIwit_ an entire absence of.' 

nonsense, with rare humour and unfailing kindness, and with that 

delicacy of feeling characteristic of a member of the Brshmin 

clas8".229 

pp. 

~~b08ler, 
OsIer, 

65-66. 
2290aler, 

"Oliver Wendell Holmes", An Alabama Student, p. 65. 
"Oli ver Wendell Holmes", An Alabama Studen t, 

"Oliver Wendell Rolmes", An Alabama Student, p. 66. 
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Two men of ages past who were both physiciens and human

ists and who were admired and reverenced by OsIer throughout 

his dnys were Linacre and Sir Thomas Browne. Above thefire

place in Sir Henry Acland's library at Oxford2,O were three 

panelled portraits of Linacre, Sydenham, and Harvey, the seroll 

upon them re:::ding"Li tterae, Praxis, Scientia", and those OsIer 

had long admired. Lady OsIer had a eopy made of the paitings, 

a gift which pGrtieularly delighted Dr. OsIer. In an address 

entitled '~ritish Medicine in Greater Britain a , given before the 

British Medical Association of Montreal in 1897, he spoke of 

the great infjuence exercised by these three men on British 

medicine Of Linacre he said, "He was an indealist devoted to 

objects whi h the world thought of little use. Painstaking, 

accurate, critical, hypercritical, perhaps, he remains today the 

chief literary representative of British medicine a • 231 Moreover, 

OsIer felt that as the type of the literary physician, Linacre 

"must ever ho Id a unique place in the annals of our profession,~2'2 

He recalled that to this medical humanist was due in great 

measure the revival of Greek thought in the sixteenth century 

in England, and thatthrough him the art of Hippocrates and the 

science of Galen had once more become the subject of first-hand 

230Sir Henry Aeland was Regius Professor of Medicine at 
Oxford when OsIer visited his home in August of 1894. It was 
then ~bit he first saw the three panelled portraits. 

J OsIer, "British Medicine in Greater Britain", 
Aequanimitas, p 174. 

Z,ZOsler, "British Medicine in Greater Britain", 
Aequanimitas, p. 174. 



study, and Harvey and Sydenham had been led to the fathers of 

medicine. OsIer voiced regret tha t neither in Britain nor in 

Greater Britain had British medical men maintained the place 

in the world of letters which Linacre had created, so that in 

critical scholarship and accurate historical studies British 

medicine must take a second place. Little provision had been 

made for the se studies, and onlya few medical men had worked 

to maintain the traditions of Linacre and to keep the profession 

in contact with the ancients. "By the neglect of the study of 

the humanities, which has been far too general, the profession 

loses a very precious quality."233 Linacrets influence exerted 

through the universities and the Royal College of Physicians 

was responsible for the important place of the humanities in 

education, "so that they have moulded a larger section of the 

profession than in any other country".234 This well-rounded 

education is n,,:'cessar;y in the general shaping of a man' s char-

acter and ~is training for life for "medicine is seen at its 

best in men whose faculties have had the highest and most harmon

ious cUlture".2)' Medical men frequently wield greater influence 

for go cd because of their fine personal qualities than because 

of their special work. OsIer felt that it had been men of this 

stamp who had left the most enduring mark and that they had been 

2)30s1er , "Bri tish Medicine in Greater Bri tain", Ae9.uani -
mitas~ ~. 175. 

:3 OsIer, "Bri tish Medicine in Greater Bri tain", Ae<.,],uani-
mitas~ " 175. :3 OsIer, "Bri tish Medicine in Greater Bri tain Il, AeSl,uani-
mi tas, p. 175. 



the leaven which Rhas raised our profession above the dead 

level of a business".23 6 

iii 

The Influence of the Writings of Sir Thomas Browne on the 
Life of Sir William Osler 

To one literary physician of the past Osler was partic-

ularly devotedj the writings of Sir Thomas Browne had the 

grea test influence on his life from the tiroe v.rhen Fa ther 

Johnson, the Warden of Trinit y College School, selected extracts 

from the Religio ~edici to illustrate the beauty of the English 

language. As a young man of eighteen he acquired the 1862 

Ticknor and Fields edi tion of t} 'e book - the second edi tion of 

the completed works. It was his second book purchase and his 

constant co~panion for fifty-two years. In the course of his 

lifetime he acquired aIl fifty-five editions, but the first copy 

was the one \'I;11i ch layon hi s coffin et the last. On the fly-

leaf of the book he had written the words, "1 doubt if any man 

can more truly say of this book 'Comes viae vitaeque '11 • Osler 

eonfessed that no book had had such an enduring influence on his 

life. tilt W!1S one of the strong influences which turned my 

thoughts towards medicine as a profession. n237 The value of 

2360s1er, '~ritish Medicine in Greater Britain", Aequani
mitas 12. 176. 

~3/Cu8hing, II, p. 681. 
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the book to Osler could not be calculated nor its value to 

humanity he stated, since, had Osler not entered the medical 

profession, his book The Principles and Practice of Medicine 

would never have been written, and it was this book that was 

indirectly responsible for the founding of the Institute of 

Medical Research by John D. Rockefeller. A member of Rocke

fellerls staff was so fascinated by Osler's textbook that he 

called MT. Rockefellerls attention to it, so that the Rockefeller 

Institute of Medicine had its origin in Dr. Oslerls frank dis

closure of the very narrow limitations of ascertained truth in 

medicine as it existed in 1897. 

On Lis first visit to England, OsIer visited the Cathedral 

at Norwich and saw what he could of the relies of his favourite. 

"His skull and a good painting were in the Infirmary; bis tomb 

in the church of St. Peter Mancroft. n2 J8 

There are few ma'rked passages in OsIer' s favouri te 'edi tion 

of the Religio Medici; these were unnecessary for he came to 

know the book so nearly by heart. !lTwo passages of the Re;ti!io 

are marked by stars--one ~tbem the paragraph beginning 'Roly 

water and crucifix deceive not my judgment', the other the 

great paragraph with which the essay opens. n2J9 There are one 

or two corrections; on page J17 of "Urn Burial" where Browne 

says 'Plato's historian of the other world lies twelve days 

uncorrupted,&e, OsIer has changed twelve to ten and made 

2J8Cushing, l, p. 101. 
2J9cushing, l, p. 51. 
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-----_ ............ ... . 

marginal reference to the Republic, Book x. 

On the occasion of Oslerls sever: tieth birthday, an article 

appeared in the Lancet in which the belief was expressed that of 

Oslerls favourite authors !lhe probably most closely resembles 

the Knight of Norwich. There are few if any medical men who 

can give such cbarming addresses, full of kindly advice and 

graceful humour".240 In reply to a speech by Sir Clifford 

Albutt on the same occasion, OsIer said, "Paraphrasing my life

long mentor, --of course l refer to Sir Thomas Browne- ·· among 

multiplied acknowledgement l can lift up one hand to heaTen 

that l W8.S born of honest parents, that mOdesty, humility, pat

ience and veracity lay in the same egg, and came into the world 

with me".241 

Many of Brownels thoughts became Oslerls thoughts, and 

were continually reflected in Osler's writings. OVer and over 

again he praised the virtues of charity, humility, tolerance, 

and silence, either employing the expressions of Sir Th~mas 

Browne or paraphrasing them. In rlUnity, Peace, and Concord" he 

spoke of uncharitableness as the most prevalent of modern sins. 

rlMoses broke the tables without breaking the ~aw; but where 

charity is broke the law itself ia shattered.,,242 In "The Army 

Surgeon ft , he advised his readers to avoid placing an undue est

imate on their own individual powers and position. liAs Sir 

240CushiDg, II, p. 658. 
24lQuoted in part in Cushing, II, 660. 
2420sler, "Unit y, Peace and Concord", Aequanimitas, p. 463. 
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Thomas Browne says, 'it is the nimbler anà conceited heade 

that never looked a degree beyond their nests that tower and 

plume themselves on light attainments', but 'heads of capacity 

and such as are not full with a handful or easy measure of 

knowledge think they know nothing till they know aIl' ".24:3 

In discussing science and warfare, OsIer acknowledged that "to 

one who is by temperament and education a Brunonian and free 

from the 'common antipathies' and 'national repugnances' one 

sad sequel of the war will be, for this generation et least, 

the death of international sCience".244 

OsIer very frequently referred to or quoted from the 

writings of his Ilmentor"j he knew his works practically from 

memory, so often llad he read them through. In 1905 he visited 

Norwich for the unveiling of a statue of Sir Thomas Browne. 

The ceremonies opened with a meeting in the museum of the local 

hospital "to express ta Professor OsIer the thanks of the in

stitution for the handsome casket and pedestal for the reception 

of the skull of Sir Thomas Browne".245 Osler's reply to one of 

the many toasts which were proposed at the luncheon which fol-

lowed the unveiling has been partly recorded and quoted in 

Cushing's biography. In this reply he said that there are three 

lessons to be learned from the life of Sir Thomas Brovme, aIl of 

them of value ta us today. The first of these is that in Sir 

2
2

4 :34cs1er, ~rThe Ar~ Surgeon", Ae(uanim~ ta~, p. 105. 
4 (;,uoted ln Cush1ng, II, 494. From 1. Sel ene e and War Il , 

an address delivered Oetober 1, 1915. 
245Cushing, II, p. 24. 
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Thomas we sec a man who had an ideal education, for he was not 

only thoroughly familiar with the classics, but he had "lived 

abroad for two years, and thereby leerned the hardest lesson 

in life, for he became denationalized as far as his intellect 

and his llUman sympa thi es VieTe concerned Il.246 OsIer fel t tha t 

the second lesson is that Sir Thomas Ifpresents a remarkable 

example in the medical profession of a man whc.· mingled the 

waters of science with the oil of faith". tlI znow of no one in 

history who believed so irnplici tl;:r and so simply in the Christ

ian religion, and yet it i8 evident :from his writings that he 

had moments of ardent acepticism. 1I247 Kentioning Browne's 

belief in witches, Csler stressed t t at a w~n must be judged by 

his day, his generation, and his contemporari es. "The third 

lesson to be drawn is that the perfect life may be led in a 

very sim:;;le, quiet way. Norwich in those days was provincial 

and small, and yet !lere i s e IP~n ""The li ved perfectly, and who 

lived his life successfully, not only daine; good, but also being 

able t' rough his industry to carry out those extensive literary 

k 1 · · . d d· .. 248 wor s wue, . are now our prl e e.n JOY---." 

OsIer gave the address which Ilfirst brought him prominently 

before the British pUblic ll249 to the Guy's Hospital Pupils' 

Physical society on the evening of Octob er 12, 190:" . H:i.R sub-

ject was the Religio Medici, and he spoke feelingly of Sir 

246Cushing,II, p. 24. 
247Cushing, II, p. 25-
248Cushing, II, p. 25-
249Cushing, II, p_ 22. 
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Thomas Browne and ~is home liÏe and traveIs, and oÏ his Ïemous 

book. LastIy he ~ave an appreciation oÏ the author. Sir 

Thomas had acquired the best education available in his day, 

and as a result he had developed an "extraordinary breadth oÏ 

culture, and a charity not always granted ta travellers. He 

pierced beneath the skull aÏ nationalism into the heart oÏ the 

people among whom he lived, feeling at home everywhere and in 

every clime; fl ence the chari ty, rare in a Protestant, expressed 

so beautifully in the lines: II can dispense with my hat at 

the sight of a Cross, but scares with the thought of my 

Saviour l ".250 Many of the fine qualities which OsIer so admired 

in this great man oÏ the past were present in himself to a 

marked degree. He told of Browne's sympathy with and under-

standing of the sorrows of others. "No one has put more beaut-

ifully the feeling V'!hich each one of us has had at times about 

patients. 'Let me be sick myself, if sometimes the malady of 

my patient be not a disease unto me; l des ire rather to cure 

his infirmities than my own necessities; where l did him no 

good, methinks it ia searee honest gain; though l eonÏess 'tis 

but the worthy salary of our well-intended endeavours,.,,251 

Sir William spoke of the many-sided mind of Sir Thoma@, of how 

he visited manycountries and studied their customs and politics, 

of his knowledge of astronomy and botany, and the systems of 

2500sler,"Sir Thomas Browne", An Alabama Student and 
Other Biographical Essaya (Oxford, 1908), p. 252. 

25IOsler,uSir Thomas Browne", An Alabama Student, pp.274-275. 
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philosophy, and of his keen power of observation. "He wes the 

first to observe and describe the peculiar substance known as 

adipocere, and there are in places shrewd flashes such as the 

suggestion that the virus of rabies may be mitigated by trans

mission from one animal to another.,,25 2 OsIer added, however, 

that Browne lacked the "clear, dry light of science" 25J revealed 

in the works of his contemporary Harvey, although he had the 

greatest veneration for Harvey's work, and felt that his dis-

covery of the circulation of the blood was to be preferred to 

the discovery of Columbus. 

The writings of Sir Thomas Browne had had an enduring 

influence on the life and character of OsIer. He felt that 

they had a very positive value for every student of medicine. 

The closing words of his addreas expressed his belief in the 

powerful influence of the lives and wri ting's 0:( grea t men of the 

pest in shaping the character of men of the present. "The charm 

of high thoughts clad in beautiful language may win sorne readera 

to a love of good literature, but beyond this is a still greater 

advantage. Like the Thoughts of Marcus Aurelius and the 

Enchiridion of Epictetus, the Religio is full of counsels of 

perfection which appeal to the mind of youth, still plastic and 

unhardened by contact with the world. Carefully studied, from 

such books come subtle influences which give stability to 

character and help to give a man a sane outlook on the complex 

25 20sler , "Sir Thomas Browne", An Alabama Student, p. 215. 
25Josler , "Sir Thomas Browne", An Alabama Student, p. 275. 
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problems of life. Sea led early of this tribe of authors, a 

student takes with him, as compagnons de voyage, 1ifelong 

friends whose thoughts become his thoughts and whose ways become 

his ways. W~stery of self, conscientious devotion to dut y, deep 

human interest in human beings--these best of aIl lessons you 

must learn now or neverj and these are sorne of the lessons which 

may be gleaned from the life and from the writings of Sir 

Thomas Browne.,,254 

2540s1er , "Sir Thomas Browne fJ
, An Alabama Student, 

pp. 276-277-
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VI 

Oaler and Greek Lettera 

Not only did OsIer acknowledge many times the debt of 

modern society to the Greeks and stress the prominent place 

.which the humanities should have in education, but many refer-

ences to Greek writers appear in his various essays and addresses. 

Most of his knowledge of the men of Greece was obtained through 

translations of their works, and he regretted the fact that 

Greek and Latin were not taught in a more in~eresting and in-

telligent way so that the students would have a working know-

ledge of the languages. In an article quoted in pa.rt by Dr. 

Cushing, OsIer described an Oxford Congregation255 which had 

debated the question of compulsory Greek and compared it to the 

sixteenth century battle over Greek. "Then it was a struggle 

to restrain the introduction of the new learning, believed to 

be tinctured with heresy, now the battle is over the retention 

of this same old learning, i.e. Greek as a compulsory subject for 

the entrance exam1nat1on.,,25 6 Sir William expressed his own 

feelings about the sUbject. "Could the student be taught the 

dead languages 'without the perplexities of rules talked into 

him r (Locl:e), could we but cease from r forcing the empty wi ts 

of children to compose themes, verses and orations ' (Milton), 

255rn Oxford the resident M.A. ra and professora, with the 
heads of the cOlleges, form a body ealled a Congregation. 

250Quoted in Cushing, II, p. 252. 



cou1d we but adopt the rational method by which Montaigne 

learned his native tongue, these languages might become working 

instruments, keys to great literatures and to the minds of great 

masters; and the student would read his Celsus and Hippocrates 

as freely as his Watson or Trousseau. u2 57 OsIer was in favour 

of relaxing the present regulations but felt that Greek should 

be retained as a qualification for graduation in theology, med

icine, and law. He thought that students of medicine should 

have a knowledge of Greek, for, if for no other reasons, "rev-

erence for the memory of Hippocrates and honour of the labours 

of Galen demand t.hat we should have more men in the profession 

with a knowledge of the language of our origins ll
• 258 

In an address to the boys of Bradfield College on the 

occasion of the opening of a new science laboratory, October 9, 

1912, OsIer advised the boys that while obtaining a good found

ation in science as a preparation for medicine, they should not 

neglect their Gr~ek ~because, after al1, the Greek outlook on 

life was the outlook of youth; the Greeks were optimists and 

B8W I1fe w1th g60d clear vis1on".259 

Professor Gilbert Murray had organized each year at Oxford 

a course of lectures on Greek subjects outside the general 

course, and OsIer, who had always been interested in this pro

ject, spoke on RThe Lassons of Greek Medicine".260 In this 

257~uoted in Cushing, II, 254. 
258Quoted in Cushing, II, 254. 
259Quoted in Cushing, II, 336. 
26oQuoted in part in Cushing, II, 120. (UnpU'blished 

address delivered May 29, 1910) 
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lecture, ~s often in his addresses, he mentioned the debt of 

the West to Greek civilization. "The tep-root of Western ëivil

ization sinks deep in Greek soil, the oustanding fertility of 

which ia one of the outstanding facts of history.n261 He 

etressed that while the Greeks had accomplished much by the 

powers of trained observation, they had gone very little beyond 

this, although npythagoras made one fundamental experiment when 

he determined the dependence of the pitch of sound on the length 

of the vibrating cord".262 He added that there is scarcely a 

modern discovery wh1ch had not been anticpated by the Greeks. 

"Indeed one ie staggered st their grasp of greet principles. 

Could Democritus give the opening address st the new electrical 

laboratory he would maintain that his well-known exposition of 

the physical world had received support by aIl the recent stud-

iee. Man can do a great deal by observation and thinking, but 

with them alone he cannot unravel the IDysteriea of Nature. n263 

OsIer felt sure that had this been possible the Greeks would 

have done it, and that had Plato and Aristotle grasped the value 

of experiment, the course of Europen history might have bean 

greatly changed. The great contribution of the Hippocratic 

school had bean the development of the powers of observation and 

of strong .. clear cornmon sense. He spoke of the message of the 

2~1~uoted in Cushing, II, p. 220. 
2 2Quoted in Cushing, II, p. 220. 
263Quoted in Cushi~g, II, p. 220. 
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Hippocratic oath and recalled that Gomperz 264 had referred ta 

t his as na monument of the highest rank in the history of civil- • 

ization lf
• 265 Oue of the most important lessons ta be learnoli 

from the Greeks was "the emancipation of medicine from religion, 

mysticism, · and superstition".266 

OsIer frequently emphasized that the Greek spirit was the 

leaven of the old world, and that no real progress was made 

until we returned ta the Greek method--the pursuit of knowledge 

for its own sake. "Out of the laboratory as the result of work 

done by men absorbed in study a.nd usually without the slightest 

bearing upon practical problems, came the three great revolu-

tians of the nineteenth century--the annihilation of time, the 

substitution of the machine for the hand, and the conquest 

of nature. n267 

In his address on "Harvey and His Discovery", OsIer con-

sidered it "one of the most remarkeble of phenomena in mental 

biography" that the Greeks should fail to succeed in great scient

ific discovery "after giving the world such a glorious start".268 

He stressed that they had "had every essential for permanent 

success; scientific imagination, keen powers of observation; and 

if in the days of Hippocrates the mathematical method of 

26J!'heodor Gomper3,1832-1912, German philosopher and 
classical scholar. Author of Griechische Denker, Vol. l & 2 
(Leip~i~, 1893 & 1905). 

g~Quoted in Cushing, II, 221. 
2 Quoted in Cushing, II, 221. 
267Quoted in Cushing, II, 246. (Extract from a Neweastle 

addre~~ê October, 1910). 
OsIer, "Harvey and his Discovery", An Alabama Student, 

p. 328. 
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interrogating Nature prevailed rather than the experimental, 

Galen carried the latter to a degree of perfection never again , 
reached until the time of Harvey. Only when placed in its true 

position in relation to Greek religion and philosophy, as has 

been done so skilfully by Gomperz, do we realize the immensity 

of the debt we owe to those 'our young, light-hearted masters'. 

And Gomperz makes clear the nature of the debt of Greek thought 

to the practical sense of the physicians fl
• 269 

This debt which modern medicine owes to the Greek is men-

tioned, too, in Csler's address on "Chauvinism in Mediçine". 

He said that "lite everything else that is good and durable in 

this world, modern medicine is a product of the Greek intellect, 

and had its origin when that wonderful people created positive 

or rational science n • 270 OsIer declared that the critical sense 

and sceptical attitude of the Hippocratic school had laid the 

foundations of modern medicine on broad lines, and that the 

medical profession owed to it the emancipation of medicine from 

the shackles of priestcraft and of caste, the conception of med-

icine as an art based on accurate observation, and as a science, 

the integral part of the science of man and of nature, the high 

Ideals expressed in the Hippocratic oath, and the conception and 

realization of medicine as the profession of a cultivated gen-

tleman. He remarked that no other profession has had the same 

2690sler, "Harvey and His Discovery", An Alabama Student, 
p. 328. 

2700sler, "Chauvinism in Medicine", Aequanimitas, 
pp. 279-280. 
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continuity of methods and of ideas, and that the profession of 

medicine h,"".. s always included men who have li ved up ta the Greek 

ideals. "These Ideals", he said, "were those of Galen and 

Aretaeus, of the men of the Alexandrian and Byzantine schools, 

of the best of the Arabians, of the men of the Renaissance, and 

they are ours today. a2 7l 

It 18 1ntere8ting to note that OsIer, writing in 1906, and 

Benjamin Farrington, writing over fort y years later, came ta the 

same conclusion concerning the failure of ancient science. 

Farrington pointed out that with the science of Alexandria and 

of Rome we are on the thresho1d of the modern world. "When 

modern science began in the sixteenth century it took up where 

the Greeks left off; Copernicus, Vesa1ius, and Galileo are the 

continuators of Ptolemy, Galen, and Archimedes. n272 Similarly, 

OsIer said that without Aristotle, Galen, and Fabricius there 

would have been no Harvey.273 Farrington concluded that the 

failure of ancient science was in the use that was made of it. 

Although applications of science ta various ingenious mechanisms 

were not lac:ting, Uthere was no gres. t foreward drive, no general 

application of science to life u ,274 and science therefore failed 

in its social function. OsIer made the sarne point many years 

2710s1er, "Cha~vinism in Medicine", Aequanimitas, p. 281. 
27 2Farrington, Il, 163. 
2730s1er, "Remarks made at the Opening of the Bod1ey 

Shakespeare Exhibition", Selected Writings of Sir William OsIer, 
ed. George Cumberlege (London, 1951), p. 5. 

27 4Farrington, II, p. 164. 
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earlier when he said that the special distinction which divides 

modern from ancient science is its afruitful application to 

human needs--not that this was unknown to the Greeks; but the 

practical recognition of the laws of life and matter has in the 

past century remade the world. In making knowledge effective 

we have succeeded where our masters failed".275 

Sorne of the most admirable characteristics of the Greeks 

are praised in Sir Williamts biographieal sketch of William 

Pepper. 276 He felt that the Ameriean is the modern Greek in his 

power of thinking and ae.ting, whieh was "the strongest Hellenic 

charaeteristie".277 Pepper, OsIer thought, was truly Grecian 

in his qualities of adaptability and flexibility; he felt that 

Matthew Arnold's description of the gracious flexibility so in-

earnate in Pericles also applied to the eharacter of William 

Pepper. "Lucidity of thought, elearness and propriety of lan-

guage, freedom from prejudice, freedom from stiffness, openness 

of mind, and amiability of manner. p278 Ile pointed out another 

Greeian feature of this fine man 'w'i th the words, lIyou remember 

in the Timaeus how the Egyptian Priest said to Solon: 'You 

Rellenes are never anything but children; there is not an old 

man among you---in mind you are aIl young,rr. 279 
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2750sler , 
p. ;28. 

2767osler, 
27 OsIer, 
27 80s1er 

"F.-a.rvey and His DiseoverytT, An Alabama Studen t, 

IlWïlliam Pepper", An Alabama Student, (8ee note 189) 
"Pepper", p. 228. 

, 
2790sler, 

"Peprer", p. 228. 
"Pepper", An Alabama Student, p. 228. 



OsIer referred in various essaye to the remarkable career 

Of Aristotle, and the famous Greek philosopher wae the subject 

of a review for his Men and Book series in the Canadian ~edical 

and Surgical Journal for !,:ay 1913. 280 In the opening paragraph 

he confessed that "if it be true that a man is born a Platonist 

or an Ari s totelian, my congenital bias was toward the great 

idealist, but without, l fear, the proper mental equipment".2Sl 

In truth, OsIer wes both a realist and an idealist. It must be 

remembered that he was destined for the ministry, but that scient

ific studiee were presented to him in such an enticing way that 

his interes~were directed along that line. He often regretted 

that the delights of literature had not been opened to him in as 

appealing a fashion at a time when his mind was athirst for 

knowledge. While he practiced medicine in the realistic atmos

phere of sickness anddeath, he ever put into practice, too, his 

high ideals. In his spare moments he found inspiration in the 

ideals which were expressed in the works of his favourite authors. 

OsIer said that the cares of this world e.nd the deceitfulness of 

his studies had driven him into the camp of the Stagirite. Il And 

i t is a glorious tribe, to be sealed of which, even a,s a humblest 

member, one should be proud. In the first circle of the Interno 

Virgil leads Dante into a wonderful company, the philosophie 

family who look with reverence on 'The Master of those who know'--

280Quoted in part in Cushing, II, 346-347. 
281( uoted in Cushing, II, 347. 
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and so with justice has Aristotle been regarded for these 

twenty-three ce~turies. No man has ever swayed such an intel-

lectual empire--in logic, metaphysics, rhetoric, psychology, 

ethics, poetry, poli tics and natural history, in aIl a creator 

and in'all still a master. The history of the human mind offers 

no parallel to the career of the great Stagirite. n282 

In his occasional addresses OsIer referred more frequently 

to Plato than to any other ancient writer, for with the great 

philosopher he was in many ways spiritually akin. Quotations 

from Jowett's translation sometimes served as mottoes for his 

lay sermons. In an address entitled IISc ience and Immortality" 

OsIer said that it is only the idealists who achieve perfect 

satisfaction on the question of the immortality of the soul, and 

added, "Some of you will wander through aIl phases, to come at 

last l trust, to the opinion of Cicero, who had rather be mis

taken with Plato than be in the right with those who deny alto-

gether the life after death; and this is my own confessio 

fidei".28) Dr. Cushing remarks that it is not certain who first 

introduced Plato to OsIer, unless it was James Bovell J but 

Gomperz' The Greek Thinkers284 had long been a favourite wlth 
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him, ~nd in his later addresses he mentioned Plato almost as often 

as Sir Thomas Browne. Indeed he had selected as a motto for his 

text-book, The Principles and Practice of Medicine, Plato's 

282Cushing, II, )47. 
'28 30sler, "Science and Immortality", (Boston, 1904), p. 43. 
284See note 264. 



definition of the Art of Medicine, "And l said of medicine, 

that this i8 an Art which considers the constitution of the 

patient, and has prineiples of action and reasons in each case". 

Osler's address entitled PPhysie and Physiciens as Depicted 

in Plata" was delivered before the Johns Hopkins Historieal 

Club in December of 1893. The Historical Club had studied the 

Hippocratie writings during the previous winter, and aftar refer-

ring in his opening remarks ta sorne of the many interesting 

things the members had learned from these, OsIer went on ta say, 

"From the Hippocratic writings alone we have a very imperfect 

knowledge of the state of medicine in the most brilliant period 

of Grecian history; and many details relating to the character 

and to the life of physicians are gleaned only from secular 

authors. So much of the daily life of civilized community re-

lates to problems of health and disease that the great writers 

of every age of necessi ty throw an important sideligl!t, not only 

on the opinions of the people on these questions, but often on 

the condition of special knowledge in various branehes."285 

He spoke of our great good fortune in having had preserved the 

writings of "the two most famous of the Greek philosophers--the 

great idealist, Plato, whose 'contemplation of aIl time end aIl 

existence' was more searching than that of his predecessors, 

fuller than that of any of his disciples, and the great realist, 

2850sler "Physic and Physicians as Depicted in Plato", 
, IIVI t " Aequanimi tas, pp. 48-49 - hereafter referred to as ~. a 0 • 



Aristotle, to whose memory every department of knowledge still 

pays hornage, and who has swayed the master-minds of twenty-two 

centuries".286 Much may be gathered about Greek physic and 

physicians from the writings of bath. He, however, confined 

his address ta Platols Dialogues, quoting freely from Jowett's 

translation. OsIer felt that while the anatomy and physiology 

of Plata are crude and imperfect, his psychology l'has a strangely 

modern savour-. 287 Many advanced psyehologists agree with Flato 

that much of the prevalent viee is voluntary. flNo more graphie 

picture of the struggle between the rational and. appetitive 

parts of the soul has ever been given than in the eomparison of 

man in the Phaedrus ta a eharioteer driving a paîr of winged 

horses, one of whieh ia noble and of noble breed; the other 

ignoble and of ignoble breed, sa that 'the driving of them of 

neeessity givea a great deal of tro~ble ta him,.,,288 OsIer 

stated that the modes of treatment advoeated by Plato were sim-

pIe, and that it i8 evident that Plato had not mueh faith in 

medieines. This, OsIer felt, was an anticipation of modern ideas. 

In this connection he quoted from Professor Jowett's eoœ~entary 

that Plato is still the , enemy of the purgative treatn:ent of 

physicians, fI'whieh, except in extreme cases, no man of sense 

will ever adopte For, as he adds, with an insight into the 

truth, 'every disease is akin to the nature of the living being 

2860sler 
287 ' 
2888~1~~; 

page 452). 

"Platon, Aequanimitas, p. 49. 
~Plaattoo~, Ae&uanimitas, p. ~4. PI , Ae cran ID tas, p. ,)4 (Dialogues i, 
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and only irritated by stimulants'. He is of the opinion that 

nature should be left to herseIf, and is inclined to think 

that physicians are in vain, (cp Laws, vi, 761., where he says 

that warm baths should be more beneficial to the limbs of the 

aged rustic than the prescription of a not overwise doctor}., n289 

He quoted the passage wherein Socrates speaks to Theaetetus, 

comparing his art to that of a midwife, for he practises on the 

souls of men. He then discussed the status of physicians and 

their position in the society of Plato's time, and closed the 

address with a Quotation from Jowett which praises the many

sided wisdom of Plato and the eternal freshness of his ideas. 

Plato's emphasis on the individual man naturally apnealed 

to one in whom love of humanity was supreme, just as it had 

appealed to the Renaissance humanists~ The following quotation 

from Walter Pater's Plato and Platonism was printed with Osler's 

address nphysic and Physicians as Depicted in Plato": "From 

the lifeless background of an un;ïrogressi ve world--Egypt, Syria, 

frozen Scythia--a world in which the unconscious social aggregate 

had been everything, the conscious individual, his capacity and 

rights, almost nothing, the Greek had stepped forth, like the 

young prince in the fable, to set things gOing." 

OsIer was continually stressing the values of a lifelong 

education, and in this connection he also quoted from Plato. 

His address entitled nAtter Twenty-Five Years", declared that the 

2890s1er, "Plato", Aequar~imitas, p. 58. 
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existing evils in the medical course were due to the neglect on 

the part of the teacher, student, and examiner, "of the great 

fundamental principle laid down by Plato--that education is a 

life-long process, in which the student can only make a begin

ning during his college course".290 In another addrese del

ivered at the University of Toronto, he expressed his belief 

that "the medical man, perhaps more than any other man, needs 

that higher education of which Plato speake,--Ithat education 

in virtue from youth upwarde, which enables a man eagerly to 

pursue the ideal perfection t ".29l As the prefatory motto for 

the address "Teacher and Student n a quotation from the works of 

Plato is used: "lt would seem, Adeimantus, that the direction 

in which education starte a man will determine his future 

life rt. 292 

The referencee to Plato in Oalerls work range from quot

ations of long passages to the mere mention of one of the 

characters in the Dialogues. In the address entitled "Nurse 

and Patient" which he gave at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in 1897 

Sir William remarked that the trained nurse His a modern rep-

resentative notof the Roman Vestal, but of the female guardian 

in Platols republicrt.29~ 

2900sler, nAfter Twenty-five Years u , Aequanimitas, p. 210 
(Address delivered at McGill College, Montreal, 1899). 

29l0s1er, "The Master-Wo:'d in Medicine", p. ~8~. (De1ivered 
at the University of Toronto, 1903). 

29 20s1er, "Teacher and Student", Aequanimitas, (Delivered 
at University of Minnesota, 1892). 

29~Osler, "Nurse and Patient", Aequanimitas, p. 162. 
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Plato 1 s comparison of man in the Phaedrus to a charioteer 

driving a pair of winged horses seemed to OsIer to be a part

icula.rly happy one, and referenGe to the passage was made in 

several of his articles. Thus, in an address at Newcastle294 

he said that to learn the use of his mind, to learn good manners, 

and to learn to drive Plato 1 s horses, form the marrow of an 

education within the reach of every citizen, but to which univ-

ersities minister in a very special way; and it should be com-

prehensive, fitting a Man, in Milton's words, "to perform aIl 

the offices, private and public, of peace or of war".295 Again, 

he warned a body of Yale students that "to drive Plato 1 s team 

taxes the energies of the best of us. One of the horses is a 

raging, untamed devil, who can only be brought into subjection 

by hard fighting and severe training. This much you aIl know 

as men; once the bit is between his teeth the black steed 

Passion will take the white horse Re9.son with you and the char

iot rattling over the rocks to perdition n •
296 

In an address given to the Canadian Medical Association, 

in Montreal in 1902, OsIer stressed the value of the Art of 

Detacbment, for, possessed of this precioue gift "a man may 

separate himself from a life-long environment so as to take a 

panoramic view of the conditions under which he has lived and 

movedj it frees him from Plato 1 s den long enough to see the 

294Quoted in part in Cushing, II, 245-247. (Address 
delivered in Ootober, 1910). 

295.Quoted in Cushing, II, 246. 
2960s1er, A Way of Life (Yale, 19l3), pp. 42-43. 
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realities as they are, the shadows as they appear".297 

"Aristotle and Plato, Abelard and St. Bernard, Huxley and 

Ne~man, represent in different periods the champions of the 

intellect and of the emotions. u298 So said the great physician 

in bis lecture on Science and Immortality. He added that the 

only people who have ever been completely satisfied with the 

doctrine of the immortality of the soul are the idealists, Ilwho 

walk by faith and not by sight".299 OsIer praised the serene 

faith of Socrates along with the heroic devotion of St. Francis 

and St. Theresa. In many ways Christian and Platonic philosophy 

run on parallel lines, and Sir William here quoted similar words 

of both Plato and Christ. !l'Many are the wand bearers, feware 

the mystics,'said Plato: 'Many be called but few are chosen', 

said Christ. Of the hosts that cry Lord! Lord! few have that 

earnest expectation of the creature which has characterized in 

every age those strong souls laden with fire who have kept alive 

this sentiment of immortality.n;OO In the same address OsIer 
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advised the modern scientific man to ~ eep his mind sweet by 

saturating it with the nBible and Plato, with Homer, Shakespeare, 

and Milton; to see life through their eyes may enable him to 

strike a balance between the rational and the emotional, which 

is the most serious difficulty of the intellectual life".;Ol 

2970s1er , nChauvinism in Medicine, Aeguanimitas, p. 279. 
298Osler , Science and Immortalitz, p. ;4. 
2990sler, Science and Immortaïrt~, p. )). 
;OOOsler, Scrence and Immortalit~, p. )9· 
JOIOsler , Science and In@ortalitz, p. 42. 



In his address A Way of Life, the student gathering is 

advised to make the ideals of Socrates and Plato its own and to 

strive for "the fair mind the fair bOdy Tl.302 "The one cannot be 

sweet and clean without the other, and you must realize, with 

Rabbi Ben Ezra, the great truth that flesh and soul are mutually 

helpful. 11303 

OsIer believed that, because of the intimate personal 

nature of his work, the medical man was very much in need of 

the higher education advocated by Plato. Medical men might 

otherwise lose interest in aIl but their profession and allow 

other faculties to go unused, a waste which he deplored. However, 

ua conscientious pursuit of PIato's ideal perfection" 304 would 

teach one the three great lessons of life. The first of these 

is to "learn to consume ;\Tour own smoke n • 305 The second greet 

lesson "thet we are here not to get aIl we can out of life for 

ourselves, but to try to make the lives of others heppier",306 

can t e illustrated in the life of a practitioner of medicine bet

ter than that of any other person. f1And the third lesson you may 

learn 18 the hardest of all--that the law of the higher life i8 

only fulfilled by love, ie. c!larity n.307 Anyone who had ever 

known OsIer or had read his essays would realize that he had 

thoroughly learned these three lessons. 

3020sler, 
3030ël er , 
3040s1er 
30gosler: 
30 OsIer, 
3070sler , 

A Wey of Life, p. 37. 
A Way of Life, p. 37 
"The 1Nlaster-Vllord in Medicine~ Aequanimi tas, p. 385. 
flThe Master-Word in Medicine~' Aequanimi tes, p. 385. 
"The Ma,ster-Word in Mediciner Aequanimitas, p . 385. 
"The lIiaster-Word in Medicine ~I Aequanimi tas, pO' 386 
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VII 

Oaler's Belief 1n the Active Principles of Christianity 
as Seen in his WTitings 

"Modern civilization is the outcome of these two great 

movements of the mind of man, who to-day is ruled in heart and 

head by Israel and by Greece. From the one he h~s learned 

responsibility to a Supreme Being, and the love of his neigh

bour, in which are ernbraced both the Law and the Prophets: 

from the other he has gathered the promise of Eden to have dom

inion over the earth on which he lives. Not that Israel is aIl 

heart, nor Greece aIl head, for in estimating the human value 

of the two races, intellect and science are found in Jerusalem 

and beauty and truth at Athens, but in different proportions.n)OB 

So said OsIer in a speech to the members of the Jewish Historical 

Society of England on April 27, 1914. 

"The springs of Western humanism are classical and Christ

ian",)09 and the Graeco-Roman culture which was rediscovered in 

the Renaissance was modified by the forces of Christianity. 

"Early in the Christian era practical necessities brought atout 

a rational compromise. The language of the church and of relig-

ious literature had to be learned and it could be learned only 

by study of its great masters. Besides, Christians could not 

defend their faith against pagans if they had not mastered their 

)08Quoted in Cushing, II, 40). (From a speech delivered on 
the occasion of the 2lst anniversary of the Jewish Historical 
Society of England, April 27, 1914, published in the Canadian 
Medical Association Journal, (August, 1914), IV, 729}. 

,09Jacques Maritain, True Humanism (New York, 19l3), p. XIV. 



opponents' weapons, both rhetorioal and philosophioal. In 

addition to such utilitarian reasons it could be urged that 

much pagan 1iterature was positively edifying, even for earnest 

Christians. For example, the Bible provided no detailed system 

of everyday ethios and sinoe, in the intervals of exeroising 

faith, hope, and oharity, men might hava oooasion for justioe, 

prudence, temperanoe, and fortitude, the moral works of Cioero 

and Seneea made an invaluable supplement to the inspired writ

ings. Even pagan poetry might be elevating, such as the Virgii 

every sohoolboy studied, and holy Chrysostom, Milton says, had 

the art to oleanse the scurrilous vehemenoe of Aristophanes into 

the style of a rousing sermon. Thus the olaims of pagan litera

ture, among whioh one need not omi t aesthetio a[)peal, had. to be 

aoknowledged. In spite of periodioal attacks the position of 

c18ssioa1 authors in the Christian world became more and more 

seoure. II )10 

The humanists found many points of agreement between the 

thought of the anoients and that of Christianity, such as the 

emphasis on the individual in Plato and the beliei that man 

should make use of aIl potentialities within him, for Christ too 

stressed the importanoe of the individual, and one of his most 

frequent1y quoted parables is that of the talents. The 01assica1 

writers of pagan antiquity and of the Christian era presented the 

men of the Renaissance not so much with fixed doctrines as with 

suggestive examples of personal ques'~s after truth and goodness. 

)lÛBush, pp. 42-4). 
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Bush says that the broad aim of Tudor humanism was training in 

virtue and good letters; the practical aim was training for the 

active Christian life, especially pUblic life. "AlI the English 

humanists, like the majority of continental ones, regarded claa-

sical learning as a means, not an end, and their energies were 

given to education. They wished to produce citizens and atatea

men, not scholars. HJ1l Their emphasis was on the values immed-

iately applicable to life. 

It is pointed out by Bush that whatever conflict there 

might have been between Petrarch's religion and the world, 

there was little between his religion and his love of the clas-
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sics, and he did not fail to stress the ethical and religious 

quality of the ancient authors.;12 He says, too, that the writ

ings of John of Salisbury;lJ grew out of "that union of religious 

faith and classical culture which ls called Christian humanism".;14 

He quotes Leonardo Bruni's;15 definitlon of humane studies as 

those studies which have to d~) wi th life and conduct, those which 

form a good man, that ia, the works of the ancient philosophers, 

poets, orators, and historians. J16 Erasmus had no interest in 

anything which did not minister to humane values, and the humanism 

of Grocyn, Colet J :More, Linacre, Latimer, Lily, s.nd others Wfls 

of a thoroughly religious and ethical character. "Humanism in 

;llBush, p. 79. 
;12Bush, p. 50. 
J13John of Salisbury, c. 1115-80. 
314Bush, p. 48. 
315Leonardo Bruni, 1;70-1444, Italian humanist and historian. 
31oBush, p. 5)-



the Renaissance", he writes, "normally means Christian Îaith 

in alliance with GOd-given reason, which is the most human 

faculty in man. Il)17 

OsIer possessed the Christian virtues, as weIl as the pagan 

ones, to a marked de ~'-ree, and many have likened him to the grea t 

Nazarene. He had gained a thorough knowledge of the Bible in 

his early days, and throughout his life advocated the reading 

of this book for its wonderful influênce on character. Indeed, 

it appears first on the list of books which he advocated ~s a 

bedside library for medical students 3l8 and which includes 

Montaigne and Plutarch's Lives. In almost every occasional 

address of Oaler'a there are referencea to the Old or the New 
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Testament. Even his medical works are atudded with gems of 

Biblical thought. "If a man does not sell his soul, if he doea 

not part with his birthright of independence for a mess of pottage 

to the Ishmaelites who harass our borders with their clubs and 

oppress us with their exactions, if he can only keep free, the 

conditions of practice are nowhere incompatible with St. Paul's 

noble Christian or Aristotle's true gentleman. 11319 It 18 thus 

that OsIer spoke to members of the Canadian Medical Assocation 

in 1902. "There are great lessons to be learned from Job and 

from David, from Isaiah and st. Paul",320 he said at another time. 

3l 7Bush, p. 54. 
3180s1er, "Bed-Side Library for Medical Students lr

, 

Aequanimitas, p. 475. 
3190sler, "Chauvinism in Medicine", Ae~uanimitas, p. 303 
3200sler, "The Master-Word in Medicine, Aequanlmitas, 

p. 384. 



His addresses abound with such Phrases as "the sick love-child 

of Israel's sweet singer",3 21 "the sin-begotten son of Adam",322 

and, referring to the lot of the general practitioner, "Not, 

perhaps, the fruitful heritage of Judah or Benjamin but he may 

make of it the goodly portion of Ephraim. "323 

In his address A Way of Lite OsIer spoke to the medical 

students at Yale of his belief in the wonderful powers of the 

Bible in moulding character and providing inspiration for the 

daily task. He emphasized that Christ's message, "Ye must be 

barn of the spirit ll
, was never more needed, and urged his list-

eners to know the great souls that make up the moral radium of 

the world. 324 "You must be born of their spirit, initiated into 

their fraternity whether of the spiritually-minded followers of 

ï28 

the Nazarene or of that larger company, elect from every nation, 

seen by St. John. ,,)25 He urged his audience to begin their day 

with Christ and His Prayer, adding nyou need no other. Greedlese, 

with it you have religion, creed-stuffed it will leaven any 

theological dough in which you stick. As the soul ls dyed by 

the thoughts let no day pass without contact with the best lit

erature of the world. Learn to know your Bi~le, thought not 

perhaps as your fathers did. In forming character and in shaping 

conduct, its touch has still its ancient power. Of the kindred 

3210sler 
~22 ' 3230sler, 

OsIer, 
3240sler, 
3250sler , 

"The Student Life lt
, Aequanimitas, p. 423. 

"Medicine in the Nineteenth Century", p. 229. 
"The Student Life", p. 430. 
A Way of Life, pp. 55-56. 
A Way of Life, p. 56. 



of Ram and sons of Elihu, you should know its beauties and its 

strength n • 326 

Dr. Shepherd has said of Sir William that he was steeped 

in the wisdom of Plato, Marcus Aureliua, and Sir Thomas Browne, 

and knew the Bible better than many clergymen.327 He expressed 

the belief that had OsIer been born in the twelfth century he 

would have been a monk. 328 

In an addres~29 at a farewell dinner given in his honour 
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by the profession of the Unit~d States and Canada on May 20, 1905, 

in New York, OsIer told of the three personal ideals which had 

guided his life., The first was to do the day' s work weIl and not 

to bother about tomorrow. To this ideal, Wllich Christ had praised 

in his Sermon on the Mount, and which had formed the subject of 

his address "The Student Life", OsIer felt he largely owed his 

success. The second ideal had been to act the Golden Rule, as 

far as was humanly possible. 'lAnd the third has been to cultivate 

such a measure of equanimity as would enable me to bear success 

with humllity, the affection of my friends without pride and be 

ready when the day of sorrow and grief came to meet it with the 

courage befitting a man. nJ30 OsIer was ever true to these 

guiding principlea, and to the Golden Rule he "consistently held 

in his relations with every man". 331 

3260sler, A Wey of Lif~, pp. 56-57. 
327Francis J. Shepherd, nOsler's Montreal Period: A 

perso~~â Reminiscence tl
, Sir William OsIer Memorial Number, p. 153. 

Shepherd, p. 153. 
3290s1er, "L'Envoi", Aequanimi tas. . 
3'OOsler, "L'Envoi", Aeiuanimitas, p. 473. 
331Edmund J.A. Rogers, =Personal Reminiscences of the Earlier 

Years of Sir William OsIer", Sir William OsIer Memorial Number,p.164. 



VIII 

The Fixed Period 

Before 1eaving America OsIer de1ivered three va1edictory 

addresses. That given at the Johns Hopkins University on Feb

ruary 22, 1905, was entitled "The Fixed Period", and in it he 

expressed ideas which he had long held with regard to the age 

of usefulness of medical teachers. One of these was the compar-

ative uselessness of men above fort y years, and another the 

uselessness of men above sixt Y years of age. OsIer referred to 

Anthony Trollope's novel, The Fixed Period, and jokingly commended 

the author's "admirable scheme of a college into which at sixt Y 

men retired for a year of contemplation before a peaceful depart

ure by chloroform".33 2 He added, "That incalculable benefits 

might follow su ch a scheme is apparent to anyone, who, like 

myself, is nearing the limit, and has made a careful study of 

the calamities which may befall men during the seventh and 

eighth decades".333 He also referred ta Donne's Biathanatos, in 

which the author "tells us that by the laws of certain wise 

states sexagenarii were precipitated from a bridge, and in Rome 

men of that age were not admitted to the suffrage and they were 

called Depontani because the way to the senate was per pontem 

and they from age were not permitted ta come thither".334 

3320sler , "The Fixed Period", Aequanimitas, p. 399. 
3330sler , "The Fixed Period", Ae r..iuanimitas, p. 399. 
3340sler, "The Fixed Period lT

, Aequanimltas, p. 399 
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The following day, such headlines as "OsIer Recommands 

Chloroform at Sixt y", appeared in papers throughout the country. 

"To Oslerize became a byword for .::.irth and approbium. ,,335 The 

fact that Dr. OsIer had devoted his life to prolonging the 

lives of others, and that he was about to assume a distinguished 

position in a university across the see, was completely over

looked. Of the address, Colonel Fielding H. Garrison said, "But 

Osler's reesoning about the comparative uselessness of men at 

sixt y, in the face of the imposing exceptions in Longfellow's 

Morituri Salutamus was obviously an expression of his essential 

preference for and innate sympathy with the oncoming race of 

younger people, whose worth he had sensed many times over in his 

beloved pupils n .))6 lt is related that the Professor of Greek 

of Johns Hopkins University, Basil Lanneau Gildersleeve, who sat 

on the platform while OsIer made "The Fixed Period" address et 

the university in 1905, and was at that time seventy-three, said 

of the occasion, "His famous speech which made some of the aud-

itors grieve for me, did not cause me a flutter. In 1905 l sat 

opposite to him et the Christ Church gaudy, and in reply to a 

light remark about his McCoy Hall perfor~ance, he said: 'The 

way of the jester is hard'. l know that he always maintained 

that he was in earnest, when propounded his Thesis, but the whole 

matter is an old story to one who knows that the antique floruit 

was forty".))7 

) )'6CUShing, l, 669. 
)) ~uoted in Reid, p. 175. 
))7Quoted in Cushing, l, 671. 
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OsIer himself did not like to hear the unfortunate incident 

referred to, but in the preface to the second edition of the 

volume Aequanimitas and Other Addresses338 he added a word of 

explanation with regard to "The Fixed Period". He told how he 

had hoped to "relieve a situation of singular sadness in parting" 

from his udear colleagues of the Johns Hopkins University l1 339 

and had "jokingly suggested for the relief of a senile professor

iate an extension of Anthony Trollope's plan mentioned in his 

novel, The Fixed Period. "To one who had aIl his liie been 

de~ted to old men, it wes not a little distressing to be plac-

arded in a world-wide way as their sworn enemy, and to every man 

over sixt y whose spirit l may have thus unwittingly bruised, l 

tender my heartt'elt regrets. n340 He added, however, that his 

belief that the real work of life is done before the fortieth 

year and that after the sixtieth year it would be best for the 

world and best for themselves if men rested from their labours 

had not changed but had rather strengthened. 

This idea that the l1 effective, moving, vitalizing work of 

the world 1s done between the ages of twenty-five and forty"3 41 

was one long held by OsIer. He did not deny that should be sub-

tract the work of the men above fort y uwe should miss great 

treasures, even priceless treasures u ,342 but felt that the "sum 

338Os1er, Aeg,uanim1tas and Other Addresses, 2nd ed. 
(Philadelphia, 1906). 

3390s1er, apreface" to Aeg,uanimi tas, p. viii. 
34OOs1er, "Preface" to Aeg,uanim1tas, p. viii. 
341Os1er, "The Fixed Period", Aeguan1mitas, p. 398. 
3420s1er, "The F1xed Period", Ieguanimitas, p. 398. 
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of human achievement in action, in science, in art, in litera

ture n343 had been accomplished by young men. He expressed the 

bellef that the chief value of the teacher who has passed his 

climacteric is wencourage the young men and to play the man 

midwife as Socrates did to Theaetetus, and determine whether the 

thoughts which the young men are bri~g to the light are false 

idols or true and noble births. 

Anyone merely reading the newspaper reviews of Osler's 

address would have the impression that he ruthlessly condemned 
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all men above sixt Y years of age, and such passages as the follow

ing were quoted by journalists seeking sensational copy: "As it 

can be maintained that aIl the great advances have come from men 

under fort y, 'so the history of the world shows that a very 

large proportion of the evils may be traced to the sexagenarians-

nearly aIl the great mistakes polltically and socially, all of 
~ 

the worst poems, most of the bad plctures, a majority of the 

bad novels, not a few of the bad sermons and speeches. ,,344 Yet 

throughout his life OsIer had great love and respect for the old 

men of the world, and mueh of the reverence whieh the Greclans 

and Romans had for the wisdom of their eIder philosophera and 

atatesmen. Cicero, in his De Senectute, had written of the 

notable aecomplishments of certain elderly men, and OsIer remarked 

in his address that "it i8 not to be denied that occasionally 

there is a sexagenarian whose mind, as Cicero remarks, stands out 

)4'Oaler, "The Fl:x:ed Period", Aequanimitas, p. 397. 
3440sler, "The Fixed Period", Aequanlmltae,p. 399· 



of reach of the body's decayu.345 To many such men OsIer had, 

paid tribute, and he had frequently been instrumental in org

anlzing banquets in their honour. The point to be stressed is 

that while OsIer felt that the main work of the world had been 

accomplished by young men,he felt that there were exceptions, 

and that the secret of their success was the nsecret of Hermippus, 

that ancient Roman who, feeling that the silver cord WRS loosen

ing, eut himself clear from aIl companions of his own age and 

betook himself to the company of young men, mingli~g with their 

games and studies and so lived to the age of 153, puerorum 

halitu refocillatus et ectucatus".346 

Again and again in his essays OsIer stressed that nit is 

only those who live with the youn~who maintain a fresh outlook 

on the new problems of the world".347 In his address "Teacher 

'and Student ll ,348 .. Sir William told his listeners that the only 

safeguard against the loss of mental elasticity and the ability 

to adapt to an altered intellectual environment is "to live in, 

and with the third decade, in company with the younger, more 

receptive and progressive minds".349 In still another address,350 

he urged the clinical physician, fias he travels from the East, 

to look weIl to his companions--to see that they are not of his 

34~osler, "The Fixed Period ll
, Aequanimitas, p. 399. 

34 OsIer, "The Fixed Period", Aequanimitas, pp. 399-400. 
)470sler, "The Fixed Period ll

, Aequanlmitas, p. 400. 
3480sler, "Teacher and Student " , Aeguanimitas, Delivered 

at th~ University of Minnesota, 1892. 
;4IjOsler, llTeacher and Student", Âequanimitas, p. 33 
3500sler, "Inter'nal !t:edicine 8.S a Vocation", Aeruanimi tas, 

(Delivered to the New York Academy of Medicine, 1897 . 
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own age and generation. He must walk with the 'boysl, else 

he ls lost, irrevocably lost; not aIl at once, but by easy 

grades, and everyone perceives his ru in before he, 'good, easy 

man' is aware of it. l would fiOt have hlm a basil plant, to feed 

on the brains of the bright young fe110ws who fol1ow the great 

wheel uphil1, but to keep his mind receptive, plastic, and 

impressionab1e he must trave1 with the men who are doing the 

work of the world, the men between the ages of twenty-five and 

fort y". 351 

One of the glories of the Renaissance was that a joyous 

interest in the life of the present, in the beauties of nature 

and the wor1d, replaced the ~essimism and preoccupation with 

life in the future which were so widespread in the ~idd1e Ages. 

Man thou~ht of himself as a free individual with un1imited scope 

for his talents, and an insatiable thirst for knowledge was 

characteristic of the periode In the works of the ancients a 

long-forgotten way OÏ life was rediscovered. OsIer retained 

this fresh, buoyant, youthful, optimistic out1ook throughout his 

1ife. He felt that it was the on1y outlook which would counter-

Bct the loss of flexibility and adaptibility which tended to 

take place after fort y, and that it wes the out100k of the 

Greeks. It is this attitude, tao, that he praised in sa many 

of the old men to whom he paid tribute. Of 01iver Wendell 

3510s1er, "Interna1 Medicine as a Vocation ll
, Aequanimitas, 

p. 151. 
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Holmes he said, "Delightful, too, to think that although he had, 

to use the expression of Benjamin Franklin, intruded himself 

these many years into the company of posterity, the freshness 

and pliancy of his mind had not for a moment failed".35 2 On 

the occasion of the seventieth birthday celebration of Abraham 

Jacobi on May 5, 1900, OsIer proclaimed that happiness at three

score years and ten is for the man who has learned to adjust his 

mental processes to the changing conditions of the times. He 

again mentioned his belief that in aIl of us senility begins at 

fort y and to "Obviate the inevitable tendency it is necessary 

for a man to keep fresh by contact with fresh, young minds, and 

ever retain a keen recepti venese to the iden,s of those who follow 

himn • 353 This, he felt, Jacobi had been able to do because he 

was one 
whose even-balanced soul 

Business could not make dull nor passion wild, 
Who saw life eteadily and saw it whole: 

The Grecian characteristics of flexibility and adaptibility 

which he so praised in his colleague William Pepper were possessed 

by OsIer himself in large measure, and the words from the Timaeus 

which he quoted to lllustrate another Grecian feature of his 

friend, were no less applicable to himself. uYou Hellenes are 

never anything but children; there is not an old man among you-

in mind you are aIl young. n354 In mind, Sir Willlam OsIer was 

always young. 

3520s1er, "011 ver l'lendell Holmes", An Alabama Student, p. 54. 
353Quoted in Cushing, l, pp. 526-527. 
3540s1er, "William Pepper", An Alabama Student, p. 228. 



IX 

The Inf'luence OsIer Exerted on Others in the Love 
of' Literature and of' Literary Research 

OsIer was responsible f'or teaching countless medical stu-

ents the love of good literature, and he encouraged many to 

indulge in sorne f'orm of' literary research. His name became 

linked with not a f'ew volumes, some of' them f'amous, some less 

known, and several books were dedicated to him, a great many in-

spired by him. 

Of' Osler's inf'luence in spreadinb a knowledge of general 

literature among members of the medical prof'ession, Dr. Francis 

Packard wrote, "Though Fields, the Boston publisher, brought 
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out an edition of' the Religio Medici, the wor ks of Sir Thomas 

Browne were but little read in America outside of the more select 

intellectual circles until OsIer, by his allusions to them in his 

addresses and articles, aroused the interest of the members of 

his profession in their ancient confrere. So that there are now 

but few cultivated physicians in this country, who have not been 

led to at least read the Religio r,~edici and has thus had the do or 

of pure literature opened to them. The indirect influence of 

OsIer in promoting the spread of a Just literary taste among the 

prof'ession it is impossible to estimate. His contact with thou-

sands of physicians through his teaching and writings was espec-

ially wide-spread, with correspondingly broad results. He was 

really the f'irst great American medical teacher to exert an 

extra-professional cultural influence on his students and 



followers. The leaven of his spirit has already wrought a 

great benefit to the profession and it is safe to say will con

tinue to do so for many years". 355 Many of Gslerls students 

have recalled with delight what he referred to as his "book 

clinics", and in Baltimore he also formed a small informaI din-

ing-club which he named "The Ship of Fools". Countless of his 

students were invited from time to time to his warm and friendly 

home, and many of them owed to their host their introduction to 

one or more of the great authors of the past, and his favourites--

Sir Thomas Browne, Plato, Plutarch, Burton, to mention only a 

few--became their own as he told them,simply and yet vividly, 

stories of the authors. "He taught medical men to love the 

literature of the profession as weIl as the highest type of gen-

eral literature, and so he taL~ght us culture, and that the 

wearied mind could flnd comfort, sustenance, and inspiration in 

paths wherein we had not trod in this workaday world. His love 

of the Fathers in Medicine served to teach us that we should learn 

what they did before we boast of what we do, and his unusual 

knowledge of classical literature was utilized to charm us as we 

laboured."356 

Dr. OsIer did much to induce his friends to undertake some 

form of literary research , and not infrequently gave them advice 

355Francis L. Packard, "Literary Influences on the Writings 
of Sir _}jilliam OsIer", Sir William OsIer Memorial Number, p. 27. 

3.=:>6Hobart Amory Hare, "William OsIer as a Teacher and 
Clinic ian in Philadelphia Il, Sir Will laro OsIer I1lemorial Number, 
p. 213. 



and even obtained publishers for them. Dr. Cushing tells how 

Osler encouraged Dr. Blodgett of Boston to translate Letters to 

M. Charles Spon into English,357 how ~len Dr. Jesse Myer had 

completed his Life of Beaumont he urged him to turn his atten-

tion to Daniel Drake, and of how he assisted Dr. Archibald 

Malloch wi th his monograph on Finch and Baines. 358 Dr. Ruhrah 

tells that, under the patronage of Osler, Cordell, who was for 

years an amateur in the history of medicine, " ga thered his forces 

and notes and brought out the Medical Annals of Maryland, one of 

the best pieces of medico-historical work produced in this 

country".359 Countless other instances of s uch encouragement 

and guidance are recorded by Osler's friends and students. 

Sir William wrote introductions for several volumes, among 

which were Dr. Myer's Life of Beaumont and the Life of Pasteur 

by Vallery-Radot, two hundred and fifty copies of which Henry 

Phipps had had printed for distribution through the JohmHopkins 

University and other institutions. 
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Rudyard Kipling carried on a correspondence with Sir William 

on several occasions, and visited him at his home in Oxford. In 

June 1907 Iapling journeyed to Oxford to attend a notable pageant 

which he describes in the Book of Words. The celebrations con-

tinued for a week and during this time both the author and his 

wife were guests at the Osler home. Osler wrote of him as " such 

357see Cushing, II, 316. 
358l\-1onograph on Sir John Finch and Sir Thomas Baines 

(Cambr5dg e University. Press, 1917). 
3 9Ruhrah, p. 344. 



a jolly fellow, so full of fun and with an extraordinary 

interest in everything 11 .360 He evidently took a keen interest 

in Oslerls extreme reverence for and knowledge of the fathers 

of medicine, and after his return home wrote to OsIer froln time 

to time requesting certain of the regius professor's biographical 

and historical sketches so that he might file them with his "old 

doctorsl!. In Oslerls library is a copy of Rewards and ·Fairies 

inscribed to him with the quotation: "Excellent herbs had our 

fathers of old Pl
, and in it there is a note dated October 3, 1910, 

and written from Bate man's, Burwash, Sussex: "Dear Osler,--

Herewith my book of Tales. l wouldnlt bother you with it except 

for Nick Culpeper and Laennec for whom l feel you are in a way 

responsible. Yours · very sincerely--Rudyard Kipling".36l 

Dr. Cushing tells us that in 'a copy of Conrad Gesner l s 

Historia Animalium which he forwarded to George Dock, OsIer copied 

out the following lines, aIl unconscious, in his admiration for 

the author, of how appropriate they were to himself: 

. Conrad Gesner who kept open house for all learned 
men who ca~e into his nei ghbourhood was not only the 
best naturalist amone the scholars of his day but of 
aIl men of that century he was the pattern man of 
letters. He was faultless in private life, assiduous 
in study, diligent in maintaining correspondence and 
good will with learned men in all countries, hospit
able, though his means were srJlall--to every sch olar 
that carne into Zurich. Prompt to serve aIl, he was 
an editor of other menls volumes, a writer of prefaces 
for friends, a s :lgges tor t 0 young wri ters of books in 
which they might eng age t l1emsel ves, and a great he1per 

36oQuoted in Cushing, II, 97. (From a letter to Ml"'s. 
Brewst~rwritte~ on Ju~y 19, .1907). 

3blQuoted ln Cushlng, Il, 241-242. 



to them in the progress of' their work. But still, 
while f'inding time f'or services to other men, he 
could pro duce as much out of' his own study as 

·362 though he had no part in the 11f'e beyond its walls. 

362Quoted in Cushing, II, 183. (Copied out under the date 
of' July l, lY09. From Henry Morley's Lif'e of' Jerome Cardan, 
II, 152). 
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x 

OsIer as a Critic 

OsIer wrote many reviews of books, and in his short notes 

and letters frequently made critical co~nents on a recently-

acquired volume. Sometimes, too, he made critical annotations 

in the books in his collection. His extensive knowledge of 

general literature and his keen powers of observation served 

him weIl in the role of critic. 

Osler's long scientific training had strengthened his nat-

urally perceptive mind, and his dislike for false descriptive 

passa6es in the literature which he read was intense. In the 

Spect~ for November 1911 there was publis~ed Osler's letter 

entitled "Maeterlinck on Death". 363 Having stu died the "art and 

act of dying!l364 for many years, he confessed that he had been 

disappointed in Maeter1inck's Essay. A1though he cal1ed it "a 

bri1liant examp1e of the type of' literature characterized by 
t --' 

Ham1et in his famous rep1y to Polonius". 3 ,) ~ ' He proclaimed that 

there was about the Essay lia cadavernous mu st i ness" 366 which eve n 

the woods cou1d not cover", and in spite of the plea for burning 

buria1s, one smel1s everywhere 'the mou1d above the rose,".367 

394Quoted in Cushing, II, 298-299. 
30 Quoted in Cushing, II, 29C. 
365Quoted in Cushing , II, 298. 
366Quote d in Cushing, II, 298. 
367Quoted in Cushing, II, 298. 



OsIer advised those readers who felt about the reading, as he 

did, "the chilI of the charnel-house ll ,368 to bask for an hour 

in the warm sunshine of the Phaedo. Havinü discussed the form 

of the essay, he turned to the substance, and protested against 

the horrifying pictures which were given of the act of dying. 

From his experience, OsIer knew these to be false. "A few, 
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very few, suffer sever'ely in the body, fewer still in the mind." 369 

He added that almost aIl of Shelley's description fits, and 

quoted the lines from Queen Mab: 

Mild is the slow necessity of death; 
The tranquil spirit fails beneath its gras:J, 
Without a groan, almost without a fear, 
Resigned in peace to the necessity; 
Calm as a voyager to some distant land, 
And full of wonder, full of hope as he. 

Similarly, though a student of Francis Bacon, whom he 

called a great transformer of the mind, a man who II realized, as 

no one before had done, that within the reach of the grasp of 

man lay the unexplored kingdom of knowledge if he will be but 

humble enou&~, and patient enough, and truthful enough, to 

occupy it",370 OsIer deplored Bacon's mind-blindness. He was 

an admirer of Bacon's philosophy, but pointed out that while 

"Bacon was philosophizing like a Lord Chancellor"371 two 

368~uoted in Cusbing, II, 298. 
369~uoted in Cushing, II, 298. 
3700s1er, "Creators, Transmuters and Transmitters, as 

illustrated byShakespeare, Bacon and Burton!', Selected Writings 
of Sir William OsIer, p. 3--hereafter referred to as IICreators, 
Transmuters and Transmitters ll

• 

37l0s1er, "Cl>eators, Transmuters B.pd rI'ran smitters tl
, p. 3 



English physicians had Gone back to the Greeks. Dilliam Gilbert 

laid the foundations of modern physical science, and William 

Harvey made the greatest advance in physiology sinee .i.ristole, 

yet Bacon "failed to see that these works of his contemporaries 

were destined to fulfill the very object of his philosophy--

the one to b ive man dominion ovar the macrocosm, t~9 ~o7~d at 

large; the other to give him control of the microcosrn, his own 

body" )72 OsIer added t~1at a more strikin2, instance of mind 

blindness is not to be found in the history of science. As for 

Decon 's prose, he felt that, outside of the Essays, this made 

very dull reading, and in speaking of the Historia Nat~ralis, 

said that one would thinl\: that a consideration of Lire and Death 

would "so far fire the imagination as to save an author from 

the sln of dullness".373 "Try to read it. A more nicely taste-

less, more correctly dull treatise vas never written on so fruit

fuI a tJ ,eme. n374 He added that there Vias good sense in the 
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sections on med::"cine and nature, but that apart from the contrast 

between youth and age, r'which has a fine eplgrammatic quali ty", 375 

the work is as dull as shoe-leather, and the dryness is aIl his 

ovm as ot c~er au thors are rarely quoted. "Only a mollusc ",1 thout 

a trace of red marrow or red b lood could have penned a boo1-: 

wi thout a page to stir the feelings a::1d not a sentence wi th a 

burr to stick in the memory."376 

3720s1er, Il Creat crs, 'l'ransmuters and Transmitters ll 
, p. 4. 

3730s1er, IICre a tors, TranSY:lUters and Tran smi tters Il , p. 4· 
3740s1er, Il Cr'ea tors, Transmuters and Transrni tters Il , p. 4. 
3750s1er , Il Crea to rs, Troo smuters and Transm i t ters Il , p. 4. 
376usler, "Creators, Transmutera and Transmitters", p. 4. 



It was natural that Burton's sympathetic picture of the 

whole sweep of humanity should appeal to OsIer, and the Anatomy 

of Melancholy was high on the list of his favouri te books. He 

stated that the thoughts and words of more dead writers are 

transmitted to modern readers by Burton than by any other 17th 

century author. 377 That the Ànatomy is not in the cemetery of 

dead books is due to the saving saI t of hUl:1an sympathy scattered 

tnrough its pacses. Tne book was the subject oi' an address to 

the Elizabethan Club at Yale on Tuesday, April 22, 1913. On 

this occasion OsIer expressed his belief that 

No book of any language presents such a stage of moving pictures-
kings and queens in their greatness and in thoir glory, in their 
madness and in their despair; generals and conquerors with their 
ambitions and their activities; the princes of the church in 
their pride and in their shame; philosophers of aIl ages, now 
rejoicing in the power of intellect, and again grovelling 
before the idols of the tribe; the _clero . .::s of the race who have 
fought the battle of the oppressed in aIl lands; crim~nals, 
small and great, from the petty thief to Nero with his un
speakable atroci tiss; the great na vigators and explorers wi th 
whom Burton travelled so much in ~nap and card, and whose 
stories were his delight; the martyrs and the virgins of aIl 
religions, the deluded and fallatics of aIl theologies; the 
possessed of devils and the possessed of God; the beauties, 
frail and faithful, the Lucretias and the Helens, aIl are 
there. The lovers old and young; the fools vüo were accounted 
wise, and the wise who were really ~:'ools; the mad-len of aIl. 
history, to anatomize whom is the special object of the book; 
the world itself, against which he brings a railing accusation-
the motley procession of ilUmanlty sweeps before us on his 
stage, a fantastic but fascinatipg medley at which he does not 
know whether to weep or laugh.37d 

OsIer was extremely inte~ested in the descr~ptions of 

doctors which were drawn by English novelists of aIl periods, 

3377~osler, "Creators, TransI1uters and Transmitters", p. 3. 
Quoted in Cushing, II, 359. (From the Yale Review, 

January, 1914). 



and the accounts which were given of the social side of pro-

fessional llfe. He felt that Roger Chillingworth of Hawthorne's 

Scarlet Letter presented a singularly tru thful picture of the 

old colonial physician,379 and that Dr. Thorne of Anthony 

Trollope's novel of the same name represented the transition 

in the English profession from the apotr_ecary ta the general 

practitioner. 3SO For the best description of the doctor in an 

English novel, however, OsIer believed one should turn to George 

Eliot's Middlemarch, a favourite novel of his and one ta which 

he frequently refers in his addresses. tlYiri ters of our times, 

like George Eliot, have told for future generations in a 

character such as Lydgate, the little everyday details of the 

strubbles and aspirations of the profession of the nineteenth 

century. tl 3 81 In a note which OsIer intended to include in the 

Introduction ta the "Litteraria" section of his library George 

Eliot's description of Lydgate is warmly pràised. "Ask the 

opinion of a dozen med~cal men upon the novel in which the 

doctor is best described, and the majority will say Middlemarch. 

Lydgate i3 at once an example and a warning .... An unmitigated 

calamity, his marriage ruined his intellectual life in a 30ul-

wasting struggle with worldly annoyances ••.• George Eliot was 

happy in her relations with the profession, and we owe her a 

3790s1er, "British Medicine In Greater .i3ritain", 
Aequanimitas, p. 1 82. 

36uQuoted in Cushing, II, 602 (note). 
3810s1er, "Physic and Physicians as Depicted in Plato", 

Aequanimitas, p. 49. 
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deep debt for this Early-Victorian sketci~ of it in a provin

cial town."3 82 

Osler was an admirer of Browning's in an age when the 

poet's works were viewed with mixed feeling s. Browning was 

often criticized for his vagueness and obscurity, but Osler 

shared the poet's invincible optimism and found inspiration in 

Brownings philosophy of life. One poem in particular, Rabbi 

Ben Ezra, was a favourite, and this he frequently referred to 

in his talhs to medical students. Ideals will have, "if 

encouraged, an ennobling influence, even if it is for you only 

to say wi th Rabbi Ben Ezra 'what l aspired to be and was not, 

comfoI'ts me t ".383 Again, in his address entitled A Way of Life, 

OsIer advised students that they must realize, "with Rabbi Ben 

Ezra, the great truth that flesh and soul are mutually 

helpful".384 He thought that the young doctor would find the 

philosophy of Rabbi Ben Ezra a better guide, "with his stlmulating 

Then, welcome each rebuff 
Tha t turns earth' s smoo t lme s s r ough 
Bach sting that bids not sit nor stand but go~ 

than Omar, whose fatalism, so seductlve in Fltzgerald's verses, 

leaves little scope for human effort".385 Not everyone would 

agree with OsIer that this poem of Browning ' s would "atone for 

3 82Quoted in Cushing, l, 463 (note). 
3 830s1er , "Teacher and Student", Aequanimitas, p. 43. 
3 84osler, A Way of Life, p. 36. 
3 850s1er , TT'('5";lthe Educatlonal Value of the Medical 

Society", Aequanimitas, p. 3S0. 



countless muddy folias Il because 0 f i ts "diction and c lari ty 

of thought",386 although few could fail to catch something 

of the poet's optimisme 

386Quoted in Cushing, II, 404. (From Canadian Medical 
Association Journal, August, 1914, IV, 729). 



XI 

Osler's Use of Quotations and Literary Allusions 

It has been said that if allusions and quotations are a 

cri terion, any number of Sir \'Villiam 1 s Works could be cs.talogued 

among the works of literature. Cushing points out387 in rough 

calculation of the number of quotations in his Aequanimitas 

volume alone, there are six hundred and fifty examples of the 

quotatio recta in the less than four hundred small octavo pages 

of good-sized type, and that the examples of the quotatio 

obliqua are countless. In addition to quotations from the books 

which were included in his "bedside library" for medical students-

the Old and New Testament, Shakespeare, Montaigne, Plutarch's 

Lives, Ivlarcus Aurelius, Epictetus, Religio Medici, Don Quixote 

Emerson, Oliver Wendell Holmes' "Breakfast Table" Series--

Osler quoted from many other authors such as Carlyle, whose ad

vice "not to see what lies dimly at a distance but to do what 

lies clearly at hand", was one of the guiding principles of his 

life, and from Kipling. Osler's philosophy of life was te a 

large extent the result of his reading and thinking experiences. 

Each evening he sought inspiration in the philosophies and ide aIs 

of his favourite authors, and each day faced the world of science 

with a fresh out1ook. He urged his students to fol10w this 

practice, and the writings of each author on the "bedside" list 

387Cushing, l, 658 (note). 



form a sharp contrast to the realism and exactitude of scient-

ific work. 

Dr. Keen said of OsIer, "Eis mind was permeated with the 

great Grecians and great Romans and he constantly borrowed 

shafts from their quivers1J)88 Another friend wrote, trIn many 

instances his references would serve as well as crossword puz-

zles to stimulate dictionary research. Thus he speaks of 

Atkinson, the medieval bibliographer, as a "Thelemite". How many 

readers of usler realize that a Thelemite was a monk of the abbey 

of Theleme, so eloquently described by Rabelais. Osler may be 

said to have fulfilled in his own person ••• Walter Savage Landon's 

wish, which he quotes, that he might walk with Epicurus on his 

right hand and Epictetus on his left, if welre to judge by the 

familiarity which he manifests of their sayings" .38 9 

388W.W. Keen, "A Tribute to Sir William OsIer", Osler 
Memorial Number, p. 248. 

3~9Francis L. Packal'd, "Li terary Influences on the W'ri tings 
of OsIer", OsIer Memorial Humber, pp. 26-27. 
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XII 

OsIer as a Writer 

The Renaissance humanists were sobûsily occupied with the 

study and translation of the ancient manuscripts of Greece and 

Rome w~ _ich presented them wi th a whole new world and outlook on 

life, that they wrote comparatively few original works. In 

spite of the man y demands on his time, Sir William OsIer was a 

prolific writer; his books, addresses, and pamphlets number in 

aIl nearly eisht hundred. Practically aIl of his writings were 

addressed to professional people, but, as Dr. Francis points 

out, two unusual honours which came to him tOViards the end of 

his life bear witness to his literary reputation outside his pro-

fession. These were his election to the presidency of the 

British Classical Association, and to membership !lin what calls 

itself proudly and officially The Club (with a capital T)--but 

is not ashamed to be called more specifically Dr. Johnson's 

Club, sin :;e i t was founded in 1761 by the famous coterie of that 

11terary Leviatilan". 390 He was also president of' the Bibllo-

graphiêal Society for seven years. 

Two volumes of OsIer' s addresses, Aeqüanimitas and An 

Alabama Student, were published durins his lifetime. The bio-

graphical essays, discussed in a previous section, were a 

390see the unpublished address (Montrea.l, 1934) by W.W. 
Francis, !lSir William OsIer as a Literary Man", p. 2. 
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valuable contribution to the annals of medical history and 

illustrate Oslerls reverence for the great men of the pasto 

They are, however, of particular interest to students of medi-

cine. In the preface to An Alabama Student the a lA. thor explained 

that he frequently chose a biographical subject for his occas-

ional addresses because, in addition to his interest in this 

field, he held a stron3 belief in the value of biography in 

education. He felt that it helped to "awaken that precious qual

ity of hum an sympathy"391 w(lich enables the stLldent to appreciate 

that in the simple armaIs of s .èch a career as that oi' the Ala-

bama Student a life may be as perfect as in a Harvey or a Locke. 

I n the lives of the men of whom he spoke he saw the embodiment 

of those ideals which he had sought to follow throue;b.out his 

life. Thus in the life of Alfred Stillé he saw "a del"ightful 

equanimity and serenity of mind which is on8 of the most blessed 

accompaniments of old age" .392 He pra1s ed Beaunont for living 

up to and fulfilling the ideals with which he had set out so 

that his work remained a "model of patient persevering invest

i gation".393 In IIThe Influence of Louis on Ame.cican Medicine" 

he told how the students of Louis had become endowed with the 

s pirit and zeal oftheir master and those finer qualities which 

made Louis so 10vaLl le" .394 T:ley had become brifP t ideals for 

391See the "Preface!! to William Oslerla An Alabama Student 
and Other Biographical Essays (Oxford, 1908). 

31j20s1er, "Alfred Stille", An Alabama Student, p. 244. 
3930s1er , liA Backwood PhysiologiSfTT-, An Alabama Student, 

p. 184. 
3940s1er, "The Influence of Louis on American Medicine", 

An Alabama Student, p. 210 . 
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aIl future generations of American students. In William Pepper 

he discovered an adaptibility and flexibility truly Grecian; 

in Sir Thomas Browne, mastery of self, conscientious devotion 

to dut y, and deep hmnan interest in human beings. Lockels rule 

of life, was one which OsIer co;~ended to aIl students of med-

icine: 1I1I.,ive the best life you can, bu t live it so as not to 

give needless offence to others; do al l you can to avoid the 

vices, follies, and weakness8s of your neighbours, but take no 

needless offence at their divergences from your ideal. ,rr 395 

The Aeq~animitas volume is comprised of addresses to 

Medical Students, Nurses, and Practitioners -of Medicine. It 

will undoubtedly have a more enduring influence than the volume 

of biographical essays, for its appeal is more universal. Good 

literature knows no nationality, nor any bounds save those of 

humanity, and is an expression of life in forms of truth and 

beauty. A history of the human soul, it records the dreams that 

make breat deeds possible. While some of the problerns discussed 

in the essays of the Aequanimitas volume were peculiar to one 

particular period in the history of medical education, the ideals 

which OsIer preached are applicable to every walk of life through-

out aIl time. If men were true to these standards of perfection 

the world would certainly be a better place in which to live. 

It was Oslerls purpose to inspire men to nobler deeds~ 

3950s1er, "John Locke as a Physician", An Alabama 
Student, p. 107. 



Throughout the addresses one sees his love of good literature, 

and many of the aims which ar e reflected in his writings are 

attributable ta his lo ve of the classics. In his favourite 

authors he found inspiration, and he sought in turn ta infect 

others with the ideals \mich make gre a t deeds possible, and give 

men a serenity, a courage, and a humility which willenable them 

ta rise superior ta the vicissitudes and the successes of life. 

In his addresses he stressed that ideals are alI-important, 

that they give zeal and cheerfulness ta youth as weIl as peace 

ta old age. During the two years which elapsed between the 

appearances of the first and second editions of the book, OsIer 

received many letters from men on bath sides of the Atlantic, 

acknowledging that the addresses had been helpful in forming 

their goals, and it was a source of inexpressible s ratification 

ta him that he had helped ta make the yoke of the general practi-t-

ioner easier and his burden lighter. Believing thatthe practice 

of medicine affords scope for the exercise of the best faculties 

of mind and heart, he sought ta inspire students with standards 

which would make them loyal ta the best interests of the "noblest 

of callings".396 His style is a reflection of his personality -

of his lofty ideals, his humour, his love of hwnankind. Simple, 

clear, and vital, his power of expression is probably attribut-

able ta his wide reading . 

396see the "P:::-'eface" ta VHlliam Os 1er 1 s Aequanimi tas Wi th 
Other Addresses ta Medical Students, Nurses and Practitioners 
of Medicine, 2nd ed. (philadelphia, 1906). 
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Since Osler's death, extracts from Aequanimitas have 

appeared in several literary anthologies. Christopher Morley 

printed "The Student Life" in a collection of essays, puhlished 

in 1921, and later Professor Franz Montgomery and Professor 

Warner Taylor chose it for their anthologies. That this essay 

has found its way into several anthologies and college text-

books of English prose is perhaps, in the words of Dr. Francis, 

a good augury of permanent literary fame. Within recent years, 

extracts from "Teacher and Student" have appeared in a work en

titled The Physician Throughout the Ages, part of "The Fixed 

Period" has been included in Expression Thro~<gh Prose, and extracts 

from Aequanimitas have been published in A Treasury of Inspiration. 

In the address "Aequanimitas ll
, from which the book takes 

it title, Osler considers "but two of the score of elements which 

might make or mar the lives of students of med:l.cine".397 In the 

first place he speaks of the quality of imperturbability, which 

he defines a:3 coolness and presence of mind under all circum

stances, calmness amid storm, clearness of ju:lgment in moments 

of grave peril, immobility, impassiveness. It inspires courage 

and helps one to meet the exigencies of practice, and, one might 

add, of life. Although imperturbability is essentially a bodily 

endowment, education can nevertheless do much to help us to 

attain this quality. OsIer warns, however, against a hardening 

of the human heart. The mental equivalent of this bodily 

3970s1er, lIAequanimitas", Aequanimitas, p. 3. 



endowment is equanimity, a philosophy of life summed up by the 

Roman Antonius Pius in the watchword, Aequ.animitas. Although 

natural temperament has much to do with the development of this 

quality, a clear knowledge of our relation to our fellow creat

ures, and to the work of life, is also indispensable. He need 

patience and charity toward our fellow-creatures, one of the 

first essentials in securing good-natured equanimity being not to 

expect too much of people. A distressing feature of life is that 

uncertainty pertaining not alone to the science and art of med

icine, but to the hopes and fears which make us men. It is 

impossible to find absolute truth, but each of us must be con

tent to pick up a fragment. OsIer quotes from Milton's 

Areopagitica to show how the sad friends of truth have ever 

sought to find scattered pieces. From the portion or portions 

of truth we possess we may reconstruct ideals. He then warns us, 

in the words of livordsworth, not to become s 0 engrossed in getting 

and spending that we lay waste our powers. Sorne cf us will have 

to bear the struggle with defeat and it will be weIl to have 

cultivated the quality of equanimity. ":d:ven with disaster ahead 

and ruin imminent, it is better to face them with a smile ...• 

than to crouch at their approach. In fights for principle and 

justice, cling to your ideal and like Childe Roland blow the 

challenge and calmly await the conflict.398 Csler recalls the 

398osler , "Aequanimitas" , Aequanimitas, p. 8 



men whose labours have made the present possible and remarks 

that the great possession of any university is in its great men. 

He concludes his address wi th the words "Gentlemen, - Farewell, 

and take with you into the struggle tbe watchword of the good 

old Roman - Aequanimitas ll
• 

It can be seen that though "Aequanimitas" was written as a 

valedictory address to be delivered at the University of Penn-

sylvania, it is filled with words of wisdom llelpful to men in 

every walk of life. The literary allusions give evidence of 

Osler's wide knowledge of general literature. The philosophy of 

life which the essay advocates is one to which the author was 

true throughout his life. The prose style is informal and 

reflects Osler's personality with his deep understanding of and 

faith in his fellow men, and his desire to help each one live 

his life to the fullest possible extent. 

"Teacher and Student" was delivered at the University of 

Minnesota in 1892. In this Csler says that the vital element in 

any university and the one on which the fate of the institution 

rests, lies in "the men who work in its halls and in the ideals 

which they cherish and teach". 399 He emphasizes that this 

element transcends all material inte:eests, the enormous develop-

ment of which may cause us to miss the secret of a nation's 

life, "the true test of which is to be found in its intellectual 

and moral standards" .400 Osler re:ninds us tha t we often forget 

3990sler, "Teacher and Student", Aequanimitas, p. 26 
4000sler, Il'lleacher and Student ll

, Aequanimitas, p. 29. 
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that the measure of the value of a nation to the world is nei-

ther the bushel nor the barrel, but r:lind. He compares the 

fruits of the earth to those of the mind; the former are easily 

grollln, while the latter are of slower development and l'equire 

prolong ed culture. He quotes John Henry N e':rman on tne personal 

influence of the teacher and paraphrases the words of Liat thew 

Arnold--"the function of the teacher is to teach and to propaE:;ate 

the best that is known and taught in the world" .4.01 'l'he depart-

ments of a school should be in charge of men who have enthusiG.sm, 

full personal knowledge of the branch which t h ey teach, and a 

sen se of otligation as a contributor to the knowledg e of the 

world. The Most pressing need of the day in the Medical schools 

of the cOUo.'1.try was for thoroue;hly equipped laboratories in 
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cnarf': e of r1en who were thoroughly equipped as teachers and invest-

igators . Ile speaks of the disadvantages to a school of having 

too,nan::: rllen bf mature years, because older men usually have a 

weakened recepti vi ty and inabili ty to adapt t i:e:nsel ves t 0 a 

cha~6ed intellec tuaI env j.ronment. Con gra tulatini:j the students 

on the ir choice of callini.'; , one ""hieh offers "a eombination of 

intelleetual and moral interests found in no other profession, 01 402 

he proposes to inspire tIlem with ideals which will help to make 

them 6 00d students tnroughout their lives. 'l1hese influences 

include the Art of DetG.cr.illlent, or the facul t y of isolating onese1f 

4
401031er, "'lleac_~er and Student ll

, Aeqv.animitas, p. 27. 
020s1er , IlTeacber and Student", Aequ animitas, p. 34. 



from tl1.e pursuits and pleasures incident to youth, the Vi l'tue 

of Ï\'lethod, which means the orderly arrani:sement cf work and the 

collection of facts with open-minded watchfulness, and the 

Quality of Thoroughness. These influences may make true stu

dents, successful practitioners, and even great investigators 

but "that which can alone bive permanence to powers ll 403 is the 

Grace of Humility. With it comes reverence for tr :_Lth and a 

correct estimation of the difficulties to be overcome in our 

search for it. If we are convinced tLat absolute tr~th is 

difficult to find in matters relatin~ to our fellow creatures, 

we shall draw lessons from our errors. For the sake ofwhat it 

brings the srace of humility is a precious gift, for, remernbering 

our own imperfections, the faults of our brothers seern less 

grievous. lIere, as so frequently in his addresses, OsIer refers 

to Sir Thomas BroVine on the question of charity. Hv tells of 

how, wr:en he was sitting Lincoln Cathedral, there arose w~thin 

him a strong sense of reverence for the men V/hose minds had 

conceived such beautiful works, for those who had s iven to the 

world visible signs of the ideals which had inspired them. He 

expresses the belief that the ideals which men cheri sh ass ist 

the progress of the race. Osler tells his students that with 

the ideals vhich they now entertain, their futlure is indissol ~lbly 

bound. He has tried to indicate sorne of the aims which they 

achieve. Though these may be paradoxical in comparison with the 

4030s1er, IITeacher and Student", Aequanimitas, p. 39. 



conditions in which they work, t i_ey v'Jill have, if encouraged, 

an e~noblinG influence. 

And though this course does not necessarily bring position or 
renown, consistently followed it will at any rate give to your 
youth and exhilarating zeal and cheerfulness which will enable 
you to surmount all obstacles--to your maturity a serene judg
ment of men and things, and tha t broad chari ty wi thout which 
all else is naught--to your old age that greatest of blessings, 
peace of mind, a realization, maybe, of the prayer of Socrates 
for the beauty in the inward soul and for unit y of the outer 
and the inner man; perhaps, of the promise of St. Ber8~rd, 
rl pax sine crimine, pax sine turbine, pax sine vixall.4 4 

rlNurse and Patient If opens wi th a hura.orous description of 

the functions of the trained nurse: 

No man wi tll any self-respect cares t 0 be taken off-guard, in 
mufti, so to speak. Sickness dims the eye, pales the cheek, 
roughens the chin, and makes a man a scarecrow, not fit to be 
seen by his wife, to say nothing of a strange woman all in 
white or blue or gray. Moreover she will take such unwarrant
able liberties with a fellow, particularly if she catches him 
with fever; than her special virtues could be depicted by King 
Lemuel alone:--So far as she is concerned you are again in 
swathing bands, and

4
i n her hands you are, as of yore, a helpless 

lump of human clay. Oj 

OsIer points out that in modern society both nursing and charity 

are done at second-hand. The nurse has t aken over the duties 

t ü the s ick which were f ormerly performed by relati ves • In 

a more serious vein he speaks of the virtue of taciturnity, one 

which he feels should be cultivated by every member of the med-

ical profession. Sir Thomas Browne and Carlyle are quoted on 

this subject. Osler warns against an assurence whic_L i3 based 

on a thin veneer of knowledge, claiming that i gnorance is more 

4404os1er, "Teacher and. Student", Aequanimitas, p. 43. 
050sl er , IINurse and Patient ll , Aequanimitas, pp. 155-156. 
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wholesome than this. Praising the nurse as one of the great 

blessings of humanity, he proclaims that her mission ls inferior 

to nei ther the physician nor the priest. He recomrn.ends the 

formation of organized nursing guilds which could undertake the 

care of large or small institutions, saying that there is no 

higher mission in this life than nursing God's poor. He speaks 

of the necessity of havin~ high ideals, for even though these 

may never be realized, they will enable us to look with sympathy 

upon the more successful efforts of others. In institutions, 

too, the corrodinb effect of routine can be withstood only by 

maintaining high standards of work. Since a grea t co rp oration 

cannot have a very fervent chari ty, physi c~;.ans and nurses have 

but one enduriné; corrective - the practice towards patients of 

the Golden Rule of Rumani ty. 

"After Twenty-five Years" was delivered at McGill College 
t 

in 1899. In it OsIer looks back over the years since he was a 

student of raedicine and forward to the future. It is his belief 

that from two points of view alone have we a wide and satisfact

ory view of life--"one, as, amid the glorious tints of the 

early morn, ere the dew of youth has beeri brushed off, we stand 

at the foot of the hill, eager for the journey; the other, 

wider, perhaps less satisfactory, as we gaze from the summit at 

the l engtl;.ening shadows cast by the setting sun" .406 From no 

other point along the pa thway have we the sarne outlook, "for 

406os1er, "After Twenty-five Years", Aeq'.lanimitas, p. 199. 



the steep and broken pathway affords few halting places with 

an unobscured view" .407 OsIer says that juSt as Dante, when he 

reached a high terrace encircling the hill, sat down and said to 

his guide, "AlI men are delighted ta look back", so he was de-

lighted to look back over the past quarter of a century. He 

recalls how the members of the faculty, with zeal and enthusiasm 

and boundless energy, built the medical school at McGill into 

one of the finest on the continent. The progress had been swift, 

and any existing evils in the system were due to the neglect on 

the part of the ~eac~er, student and exmainer of the great fund

amental principle laid dO'hTl by Plato - that education is a life-

long process, in which the student can only make a beginning 

during his college course. Osler assures the students that the 

profession which they are entering offers to each one a happy, 

contented, and useful life, and he gives them sound advice on 

how to achieve sueeess. He urges them to aequire early a relish 

of knowledge but not to become so absorbed that theyexclude all 

outside interests. "Sueeess in life depends as mueh upon the 

man as on the physieian.408 The single pieee of advice whieh 

OsIer offers with regard to the method of their work is to let 

each day's work absorb their entire energies and to take no 

thought for the morrow. He urges them to seek an avocation so 

that they may keep in toueh with the world outside of their 

4070s1er, "After Twenty-five Years tl
, Aequanimitas, p. 199. 

4080s1er, "After Twenty-five Years", Aequanimitas, p. 212. 



profession, and remarks that for the hard-working medical stu-

dent an interest in literature is perhaps the best. Finally, 

every medical student should remember that his end is to learn 

how torecognize and treat disease. 

IIThe Master-Viord in Iv1edicine" presents us with the key to 

success in every path of life, and the ideals which i t inspires 

should be helpful not only to the practitioner of medicine,but 

to aIl of us. OsIer tells us that with the secret of life aIl 

things are possible. The miracles of life are with the magic 

word. "To the youth it brini:: ,s hope, ta the middle.-aged confid-

ence, to the aged repose. True balm of hurt minds, in its 

presence the heart of the sorrowful is lightened and consoled. 

It is directly responsible for aIl advances in medicine during 

the past twenty-five centuries."409 This master-word is Work, 

a small one but of the utmost importan ce t 0 success. OsIer 

advises the students to form good habi ts early. He urges them 

to appreciate clearly their aims and objectives--a knowledge of 

disease and its cure and a knowledge of themselves. The former 

will make tLem practitioners of medicine, while the latter, an 

inner education, may make them truly good men. OsIer lays stress 

on a 1'ew of the more essential factors which make for success 

in li1'e. These include the acquisition of a relist of knowledge, 

the cultivation of system, which enables one to take the greatest 

possible advantage of his capacities with the least posSible 

4090s1er , "The r.~aster-Word in Medicine", Aéquanimitas, 
p. 373. 



strain, and absorption in the dut Y of the day. Over and over 

again OsIer emphasizes the importance of doing the day's work 

weIl without regard to the future, and he attributes his own 

success to the observation of this habit. He also urges pract-

itioners of medicine to seek daily intercourse with sorne of the 

great minds of aIl ages so that they may keep their viewpoints 

broad and prevent a narrowing of the mind. In conclusion he 

advises them that a conscientious p~rsuit of Plato's Ideal per-

fection may teach them the three great lessons of Ilfe; to 

consume their own smoke--to "learn to accept in silence the minor 

aggravatio~sl!410 and to cultivate the gift of taciturnity and 

constLl'lle their own smoke wi th an extra draugh t of hard work; to 

realize that we are here not to get aIl we can out of life for 

ourselves, but to try to make the lives of ot:ners happier; and 

to understand that the law of the higher life is only fulfilled 

by love. Thus OsIer once again seeks to inspire others with the 

Ideals to which he has been true. 

"The Student Lifel! was a farewell address to American and 

Ganadian illedical students. OsIer introduces his subject by 

saying that Shakespeare might have made the student a fourth in 

his immortal group. "The lunatic wi th his fl.xed idea, the poet 

with his fine frenzy, the lover with his frantic idolatry, and 

the student aflame with the desire for knowledge are of 

4100s1er, "The Master-Word in Medicine", Aequanimitas, 
p. 385. 
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'imagination aIl compact' ."411 The student often resembles the 

poet in that he is born and not made, for he possesses something 

of a divine spark. 

Like the Snark, he defies definition, but there are 
three unmistakable signs by which you may recognize 
the genuine article from a Boojum--an absorbing desire 
to know the truth, an unswerving steadfastness in its 
pursuit, and an open, honest

4
heart, free from sus

picion, guile, and jealousy. 12 

In the satisfied quest for truth, the fervent longing is the 

important thing, for the truth is the best you can get from your 

best efforts. We must realize our limitations, or only dis-

appointment awaits us. 

steadfastness of purpose and humility enable the student 

to accept change. Thirdly, an honest heart will keep the stu-

dent in touch with his fellows. It is also important for the 

student to realize that the education upon which he ls engaged 

ls a life course in which concentration ls the priee he pays for 

success. It is possible, however, for a student to become 

absorbed in a problem that he loses the sense of proportion in 

his work and even wastes a lifetime in researches which are 

valueless because not in touch with curre~knowledge. The best 

p __ 'eventative to this is to become denationalized early, for the 

true student ls a citizen of the world. Remember that almost 

everythlng has been renewed in the science and art of medicine 

but there has been no change in the essential features of the 

4110s1er , "The Student Life", Aequanimitas, p. 415. 
41 20s1er, "The Student Life", Aequanimitas, pp. 415-416. 
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life which is the contemplation and care of the medical pract

itioner. OsIer advises a division of attention between books 

and men. The student of men should travel so that he may learn 

of the outside world and its ways. OsIer gives a delightful 

picture of the two great types, "the student-lark who loves t 0 

see the sun rise, who comes to breakfast with a cheerful morning 

face, never so fit as at 6 a.m.", and the "student-owl with his 

saturnine morning face, thoroughly unhappy, cheated by the 

wretched breakfast bell of the two best hours of the day for 

sleep, no appetite, and permeated with an unspeakable hostility 

to his Vis-a-ius, whose morning garrulity and good humour are 

equally offansi vell .413 After gradllation much will depend on 

the attitude of mind which has been encouraged. To each one the 

practice of medicine will be very much as he himself makes it. 

In the student spirit each one can best fulfill the high mission 

of a noble calling - in humility, in confidence, and in pride. 

In "Unity, Peace and Concord" OsIer speaks of the notable 

period of reconstruction in which he has lived and proclaims 

his pride in naving been associated with men who had been zealous 

in the promotion of great reforms. He points out that century 

after century the desire for unit y, the wish for peace, and 

the longing for concord have been deeply rooted in the human 

heart, have "stirred the most powerful emotions of the race and 

4l30s1er, "The Student Life", Aequanimitas, p. 427. 
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have been responsible for sorne of its noblest actions".4l4 He 

speaks of the unit y of the medical profession, the most united 

of aIl world-wide professions. OsIer asserts that one of the 

most urgent local needs ia a reciprocity between state licensing 

boards. Another is the need of consolidation of many of the 

medical schools, and a third is the need for mutual concessions 

between physicians and homeapaths. The greatest enemies to 

peace are apathy, wilful and helpless ignorance, and vice in aIl 

for~s. The enemies of concord are lack of friendly intercourse, 

uncharitableness, and the wagging tongues of others. OsIer 

closes his address with the belief that he leaves in charity 

with aIl. To one and aIl he gives this single word as his part

ing commandment "Charityfl. 

llL'Envoi", the final essay of the Aequanimitas volume, 

consists of remarks made at a farewell dinner given by the pro

fes Eion of the United States and Canada in May, 1905. OsIer 

professes that happiness has come to him in many ways, for he has 

found what he sought in the estimation, fellowship, and friend

ship of members of his profession; he had found friendship every

where, intimacy with general practitioners, happiness in his 

home life and in his relationship with colleagues and fellow 

workers, as weIl as with the students who have been the inspira

tion of his life and work. He ht::l.s had two ambi tions in the 

profession, to be a good clinical physician and to build upa 

4140s1er, "Unit y, Peace, and Concord", Aequan1m1tas, p. 449. 



great clinic on Teutonic lines. He has also had three perso~al 

ideals. One was to do the day's work weIl and not to bother 

about tomorrow. The second has been to act the Golden Rule towards 

his professional brethren and towards his patients. 

lIAnd the third has been to cultivate such a measure of 

equanimity, as would enable me to bear success with humility, 

the affection of my friends without pride and to be ready when 

the day of sorrowand grief came to meet it withthe courage 

befitting a man. n4l5 

Though some of the addresses in the Aequanimitas volume had 

a more topical interest in Osler's own day, the majority of 

them appeal to the imagination and emotions as weIl as to the 

intellect, and are inspirational in nature. They have an attract

ion not only for students of medicine but for those in every 

field of endeavour. The book is raised above the level of a 

mere manual of morals and conduct and becomes literature through 

the universality of its appeal to wide human interests and sim

ple emotions, and by its fine prose style. The philosophy of 

life whlch ls presented is one which the author has found useful 

in work and play. The essays are interwoven with the thoughts 

of great mi~ds of aIl ages and the literary allusions astound 

one by their number and variety. The prose style reflects the 

personality of the author with his deep understanding of human 

nature and his love of the individual with aIl his follies and 

4150sler, "L'Envoi", Aequanimitas, p. 473. 



fo,ibles. The style ia the man. We sense OsIer' s optimism, 

his deep love of humani ty. His a ;' e not lifeless counsels of 

perfection, for as one reads the essays one feels that here was 

a man who was the very embodiment of the ideals with which he 

seeks to inspire us. 

The fact that another edition of Aequanimitas has been 

brought out since Osler's death and that extracts from the vol

ume continue to apr ear in anthologies from time to time, proves 

that the inspirational essays have never lost their appeal. It 

is like~y that they wi l l ho Id their attraction for generations 

ta come. 

Harvard college had been left a bequest of $5,000, the 

incorne of which was to be devoted to an annual lecture on "The 

Lmmortality of man". When first approached ta deliver a lecture 

on such a subject, OsIer refused , but finally in May, 1904 he 

consented to spaak on "Science and Immortalitylf. His predecessors 

in the lectureahip had been a theologian, a philosopher, a phil

ologist, a psychologist, and a historian. The president of the 

university was disappointed in Osler's address, for though he 

felt that it was a brilliant and charming essay, he had expected 

a scientific discourse on the subject of immortality. That 

such a discourse 1a impossible, OsIer acknowledges in an early 

paragraph of his address. He adheres to the belief of Sir Thomas 

Browne that a dialogue between two infants in the womb conc erning 

the state of this world might weIl illustrate our ignorance of 

the next. He refers to a study he has made of the last sensations 



of the dyinG, a study which has led him to believe that death, 

like birth, is a sleepinb and a forgetting. Osler's address is 

11terary rather thafl scientific, and he uses as a framework for 

his thoughts a classification of mankind into the Laodiceans, to 

be influenced by it; the Gallionians who have nothing whatsoever 

to do with the supernatlIral; and the Teresians with whom this 

faith ls the controlling influence. OsIer believes that the only 

people ~lO have ever obtained complete satisfaction on the sub

ject of the immortality of the soul are the ideàlists, "'Nho walk 

by faith and not by si ght",416 and it is the Teresians who have 

kept alive the sentiment of immortalityl!. Not always t h e wise 

men after the flesh ( except among the Greeks), more often the 

lowly and obscure, women more often than men, these Teresians 

have ever formed the moral le aven of humanity.41 7 Although they 

have no strong reason for their faith they compel our admiration 

by the fine lives they lead and the influence which they exert. 

By the example of their lives they help main tain among the 

Laodiceans a belief in irmnortality, for "not by lips, but by the 

life, are men influenced in their beliefs; and where reason calls 

in vain and arguments fall on deaf ears, the still small voice 

of a life lived in the full faith of another may charm like the 

lute of Orpheus and compel an unwilling assent by a strong, 

indefinable attraction, not to be explained in words, outside 

416üsler, Science and Immortality, (Boston, 1904) p. 35 
4170s1er, Science and Immortality, p. 35. 



the laws of philosophy".418 OsIer confesses that on the subject 

of immortality the only enduring enlightenment is through faith, 

for science is concerned with things that can be seen and proved. 

Yet to acknowledge the value of a belief in the life after death 

is an asset to the scientific student. OsIer pictures human 

misery ebbing and flowing like a tide with many of the noblest 

of men clinging to a rock which represents a belief in the 

resurrection of the dead and the life to come. The student of 

science should accept the comfort of such a belief and acknowledge 

the service to humanity of the great men who have passed on with 

a sure hope of resurrection, though he has no praof nor any means 

of proving that there is another world. He advises the modern 

scientific man to become saturated with the Bible and Plato, 

with Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton, so that, seeing life through 

their eyes, he may be able "to strike a balance between the 

rational and the emotional, whLch is the most serious difflculty 

of the intellectual life Il .419 Beset by dcubts, each one 0 f us 

must find his own sol~tion to the situation. Once a üain OsIer 

returns to the terminology of the sea to e]~press his b elief in 

a literary way. IIBetter that your spititstbark be driven far 

froln the shore - far from the trembling throng whose souls were 

never to the tempest given - than that you should tie it up to 

rot at sorne Le thaen wharf ll .420 

4180s1er, Science and I~nortali!y, p. 37. 
4190s1er, Science and Immortality, p. 42. 
4200s1er, Science and Iwnortality, p. 43. 
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In some the great hope of humanity may be reduced to a vague 

sense of eternal continuity, in a few it will expand into the 

fervent faith of the Teresians, while in others it will resemble 

that "sabbatical interest of the Laodicians u • 42l It is Osler's 

parting thought that sorne students will wander through aIl 

phases to come at last to the opinion oi' Cicero, "who had rather 

be mistaken with Plato than be in the right with those who deny 

altogether the life after death u •
422 This he acknowledges to 

be his own confessio fidei. 

This address i8 literary in both forro and substance, and 

is of particular interest since it illustrates the beliefs of a 

great scientist whose daily life proved that he was also a 

thorough Christian. 

OsIer had always been fascinated by Tony Moore's poem, 

The Lake of the Dismal Swamp, and had always hoped to visit that 

lake. Dr. Futcher, who wes resident physician at the Johns 

Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore and Associate Professor of Medicine 

at the Johns Hopkins University, tells how on Easter Monday in 

the year 1900 he and Dr. OsIer left by boat early for Portsmouth, 

Virginia, drave across country, and at the Albemarle Canal hired 

a motor launch which finally brought thc;;m to the only outlet of 

the lake. 

This is a deep di tch about fifteen to Wlenty feet wide 
and two or three miles long. The banks are eight to 
ten feet high and made up of a rich vegetable humus 

4210s1er, Science and Immortalitl, p. 4). 
4220sler, Science and Immortality, p. 4;. 
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aeons old. Just before the lake is reac~ed, there 
is a small lock which raised us u.p to the level of the 
water in the lake. ?as.:dng along tt'is stream for a 
few hundred yards, we finally reaeh E; d the lake, whi ch 
has no visible banks, the waters of the lake seeming 
to merge with the trees of the swamp surrounding it. 
The weird cypress trees, with their numerous roots 
rising out of the water and merging to form the trunk 
several feet above the water's level, extending far 
out into the lak~, produce the illusion that the leke 
has no shores. 42 ) 

While OsIer and his eompanion were eating lunch, OsIer 

wrote a most delightful and imaginative aecount of the journey 

on the back of a copy of Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, which 

he had brought with him. "In thi s he described hoVi we passed 

between the roots of the eypress trees; how brilliant-hued moc

casin snakes had dropped into our boat from the limbs of the 

trees as we passed under them; ' now we had met a man with a vert-

1eal eye; and also of the negroes who had not yet heard of 

Emanci:p:;. tion. ,,424 Al though his friends urged Sir William to 

publish this very original work, he never did so. It may still 

be seen in the OsIer Library at McGill University. 

Of aIl the fllay works fT of ~: ir Willinm OsIer, the one whieh 

has had the widest appeal is A \Vay of Life, an address to the 

students of Yale University on a Sunday evening exaetly fort y 

years ago. According to the will of the late Dr. Grant Stewart, 

a eopy of this address is presented to every medieal student at 

McGill. It has enjoyed an increasing popularity during the 

42JQuoted in Cushing, l, 523-524. 
424Quoted in Cushing, l, 524. 
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past few years and sections of it have appeared in several pub-

lished wor ks. In 194~ it was printed, abridged, in The Auto-

biography of Science, while a year later sections two and three 

were included in an Anthology of Canadian lite.cature entitled 

A Pocketful of Canada. Along with poems by Isabella Valancy 

Crawford; Duncan Campbell Scott, Pauline Johnson, Robert Service, 

and prose by Stephen Leacock, to mention only a few. "A Way of 

Life" appeared in that section of the anthology entitled "The 

PatcLwork Q,uilt". Although toouniversal in its thoughts it 

expresses to be counted truly Canadian in the narrower sense, 

i t is a contribution to world thought and feelin[o by a Canadian. 

The reprinting of the S~le address in Joy of Living in 1948, 

abridged and wi th the ti tle "Twen ty-Four Hours to End Worry", 

and of extracts from it in A Treasury of Inspiration by R. L. 

Woods in 1951, give testimony to the success of its purpose. 

That purpose is to point to a way of life which OsIer had advoc-

ated over and over again in his inspirational addresses such as 

"L'Envoi", "The Army Surgeon", IIThe lVia:ster-Word in Medicine", 

and "A.fter Twenty-F'i ve Years" - the practice of living for the 

day only, and for the day's work. IIMy message ls but a word, a 

Way, an easy expression of the experience of a plain man whose 

life has never been worried by an phl10sophy higher than that of 

the shepherd in 'As You Like It'. l wish to point out a path in 

which the wayfaring man, though a fool, cannot err; not a system 

to be worked out painfully only to be discarded, not a formal 
\ 



scheme, simplya habit as easy - or as hard! - to adopt as any 

othe~ habit, good or bad". 425 OsIer tells the students how, 

when he was attending the Montreal General Hospital, he was 

worried about his future - the final examination and what he 

should do afterwards, w~en he happened to open a volume of Carlyle 

at the page which included this sentence: !TOur main business 

is not to see what lies dim1y at a distance, but to do what lies 

clearly at hand". This made such an impression on his mind that 

it became the starting point of a habit that had he1ped him for 

the rest of his life, and could 1ikewise be of great assistance 

to others. He reminds us tbat "the workers in Christ's vine-

yard were hired by the day", that "only for this day are we to 

ask for our daily bread, and we are expressly bidden to take no 

ttou[ht for the morrow".426 OsIer compares the student who sud-

denly finds peace by looking neither backward to the past nor 

forward to the future, to a patient suffering from double vision 

who finds relief from well-adjusted glasses. He aptly illustrates 

this ideal of life by another comparison. fil stood on the bridge 

of one of the great liners, ploughing the ocean at 25 knots. 

'She is alive', said my companion, 'in every plate; a huge mon-

ster with brain and nerves, an immense stomach, a wonderful 

heart and 1ungs, and a splendid system of locomotion'. Just at 

that moment a signal sounded, and aIl over the ship the watertight 

4250s1er A Way of Life (London, 1913), pp. 8-9. 
4260s1er; A Way of Life,pp. 18-19. 



compartments were closed. 'Our chief factor of safety' , said 

the captain. 'In spite of the Titanic', l said. 'Yes', he 

replied, 1 in spi te of the Ti tanic ,'~427 OsIer emphasizes that 

each one of his listeners is a much more marvellous organizatbn 

than a great liner and is bound on a longer voyage. He urges 

them to learn t (; control their machinery so as to live with 
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"day-tight" compartments as the most certain way to ensure safety 

on the voyage. "Get on the bridge and see that at least the 

great bulkheads are in working order. Touch a button and hear, 

at every level of your life, the iron door shutting out the Fast -

the dead yesterdays. Touch another and shut off, with a metal 

curtain, the Future - the unborn tomorro ·, js. Then you are safe -

safe for todayt,,428 Again, as in so many of his addresses, he 

urges the students to bury their grievances, disappointments, 

and mistakes each day. He quotes George Herbert on the wisdom 

of undressing one's soul at night, and refers to the wise men of 

Christian literature and of pagan mythology in support of his 

advice. To die daily, after the manner of st. Paul, ensures the 

resurrection of a new man, or make a pilgrimage to Rades with 

Ulysses. OsIer advises the students once while at college to 

climb a mountain top and get a general outlook of the land and 

to conduct that inquisition which Descartes urges every man to 

hold once in a lifetime. He points out that a man Who is worried 

44270sler, A Way of Life, pp. 21-22. 
28os1er, A Way of Life, p. 23 



about the future is plagued by waste of energy, mental distress 

and nervous worries. He adds, however, that the habit of living 

for the day only is one which takes time to acquire and the way 

to acquire it must be worked out by each one for himself. He 

can only give general directions and encouragement, hoping that 

while they are young they may have the courage to persiste 

OsIer asks them to realize the wonderful possibilities awaiting 

them in the world and to make the ideals of Plato and Socrates 

their own - to cultivate the fair mind in the fair body. He 

feels that the end of education is to control the mind by build-

ing up good habits of livinb ' From the habit of dedicating a 

number of hours each day ta routine, order, and system, we grad-

ually gain control over our nerve centers and can do more and 

more. Steady work of this sort gives a man a sane outlook on 

the world and there i s "no correcti 'fe sa valuable to the weari-

ness, the fever and the fret that are so apt to wring the heart 

of the young ll .429 OsIer agrees with George Herbert that work is 

the famous stone which turns aIl ta gold. In his address he 

has presented a philosophy of life which he has found helpful in 

his work and useful in his play. Finally, he reminds them that 

Christ' s message to Nicodemus is His mes sage to the world: "Ye 

must be born of the spiri t:!. He urges the students to learn to 

know the ll great souls that make up the moral radium of the 

world",430 to know their Bible, fo l', like the Renaissance 

44290s1er, A Way of Life, p. 54. 
300sler, A Way of Life, p. 56. 



humanists, he believed that good literature has to do with life 

and conduct, gives traininb in virtue, and teaches men how to 

live an active Christian life. He himself knew the Bible more 

thoroughly than most men. OsIer advises his listeners that a 

knowledge of the great men of the past will bive faith in our 

own day, for "certain great ideas flow fresh through the ages"!+31 

He points out that generations of strong men have blazed the 

path of life. "You must enter into their labours and make their 

ideals your inspiration, for whether controlled by emotion or 

reason you will need the leaven of their spirit.,,432 A quiet 

life li ved in day-ti·ght compartments helps us to bear our own 

and others' burdens with a light heart. 

4310s1er, A Way of Life, p. 59 
43 20s1er , A Way of Lire, p. 61 



That OsIer was a humanist in the broader sense of the 

term, as a lover of human kind, there is no doubt. His every 

word and deed proclaimed the fact. He acknowledged that his 

best friends were the old Humanists and that his breviary was 

Plutarch "or rather Plutarch gallicized by Montaigne tl
, and he 

was an avid collector of books, an eager student of biography 

and bibiliography. Yet these studies were at best an avocation, 

and he was primarily a great physician. OsIer felt that the 

ancient breach between science and the humanities should be 

healed, and that the word "hu..>nanism" should embrace aIl the 

knowledge of the ancient classical world--what man knew of nature 

as weIl as what he knew of himself. There is no doubt that he 

was infected wi t.~.L the "spirit of the hwnani ties" ,433 and that 

his invincible optimism, his emphasis on the potential greatness 

of the individual, his joyous delight in the life of the present, 

his reverence for the past, his desire to see the talents of 

every indi vidual properly employed, his l ack 0 f narrow pre judice, 

and his broad charity to aIl, were the result. His writings are 

the reflection of his philosophy of life and are a contribution 

to the thought and feeling of the world, as weIl as a worthy 

addition to Canadian literature. Those of his lay works which 

have had and will continue to have the most enduring influence 

are those which appeal to our emotions and imagination and thus 

4330sler, The Old Humanities and the New SCience, (Boston, 
1920), pp. 33-34. 
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have universal appeal. OsIer possessed a great love for and 

understandin~ of human kind, and in his lifetime had great power 

as an inspirer or animator. This quality is apparent in his 

inspirational essays of Aequanimitas and in the address entitled 

A Way of Life. These addresses will undoubtedly have the most 

lasting influence. OsIer himself said, "the love, hope, fear 

and faith that make humanity and the elemental passions of the 

human heart remain unc}~anged, and the secret of inspiration in 

any literature is the capacity to touch the cord that vibrates 

in a sympathy that knows not time nor place~34 Sir William 

OsIer possessed that capacity. 

434osler, A Wayof Life, pp . .s9-60. 
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