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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

On the left side: The importance of
the narrative of the  heart for  a
better understanding of medicine�

Sobre  o  lado esquerdo -  A  importância da
narrativa do  coração para uma  melhor
compreensão da medicina

To  the  Editor:

The  use  of  narrative  has been  proposed  as  a way  to
improve  knowledge  of the  patient  and  the quality  of medi-
cal  practice.1 The  narrative  medicine  movement  began  in
the  late  20th  century  but  goes  back  to  the  ideas  of  William
Osler,  for  whom  ‘‘[i]t  is  much  more  important  to  know  what
sort  of  a  patient  has  a disease  than what  sort  of a  disease  a
patient  has.’’2

Acknowledging  the  relevance  of  the  patient’s  narra-
tives  helps  to  reduce  the differences  between  patients’
and physicians’  knowledge  models,  leading  to  a closer  and
more  empathic  therapeutic  relationship.1,3,4 Literary  texts
have  been  used both  in  medical  education  and  in  clinical
practice,5---7 and have  had  objectively  demonstrated  posi-
tive  effects  on  disease  control.7 As  Hannah  Arendt  put  it,
‘‘storytelling  reveals  meaning  without  committing  the  error
of  defining  it.’’8

In 1968  Carlos  de  Oliveira,  that extraordinary  poet,  pub-
lished  a  poem  entitled  Sobre  o  lado  esquerdo  (‘‘On  the  left
side’’),  in  a  collection  of  poems  of  the same  name.  The  poem
is  shot  through  with  social  and  political  concerns  and  the
anxiety  that  the  writer  was  experiencing,  which  he  trans-
formed  into  a sleepless  night  of  unbearable  tension  centered
on  his  heart.

According  to  close  friends,  de  Oliveira  felt  threatened
by  disease  throughout  his  life. Is not  the  image  he  used  in
this  poem----the  heart  as  the  focus  of  suffering----just  like  a
common  complaint  we  encounter  in daily  clinical  practice?

On  the  left  side

Now  and  again  insomnia  rings  out  with  the clarity
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Of  a bell,  of  a crystal.  And then,  one  of  two:
The  unbearably  tense strings  of  the harp
Will  break,  or  they  will  not.
And  if they  do not,  the  sleepless  man thinks:
‘‘Better  to  turn  onto  my  left side,
Shifting  all the  weight  of  blood  to  the more  worn-down
Side  of  my  body,  to  crush  my  heart.’’
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