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1. In the third paragraph of Bromberg’s “Poetry and the Creative Healing Process” (p.31), the
author discusses the relationship between community and healing. In what ways can writing
about illness be therapeutic? What difference does it make to write for an audience?
2. The speakers of “Puzzled” (p. 81) and “After a Mastectomy” (p. 32) both express yearnings
to be made “whole.” How do physical changes in the body affect self-perception and identity?
In what ways do the speakers seek help from others to work through these feelings?
3. Several authors reflect on the inevitable deterioration of the body when talking about death
and dying. Frost’s “Mercy Killing” (p. 3) refers to “a body broken by time”, illustrating the
inescapably temporal nature of the body. By concluding the poem with the body returning “as
precisely as leaves in fall, to earth”, what kind of comfort is the speaker taking in nature? In
what ways do the authors of “Degeneration” (p. 72) and “Late Summer on the Hill” (p. 82) also
utilize this imagery?
4. Writings on Alzheimer’s shed light on the link between identity and memory. Bartley (p.
94) writes that memory is “the draught that wakes / us to ourselves. / Stir and the past comes
alive.” Friends and family members of Alzheimer’s patients often struggle to understand the
changing mental states of loved ones who appear outwardly the same. In Garrett’s “The
Brooch”, she writes “sometimes she wished she could forget who mother had been and treat
her as someone new” (p. 23). In “The Brooch” and Kanter’s “Meditation on Caregiving” (p.
83), how does the memory of their loved ones help friends and family members to cope, and
how does it create more obstacles for them?
5. In “Lessons” (p. 49), Calagiovanni writes “I do believe that the gall bladder is green… / -because I saw it today.” In what ways do we shape our ideas of health and the human body
around what we can see? How could this view be problematic? Contrast the different
experiences of the speakers in Johnson’s “Plastic Surgery Phase II” (p. 40) and Kirkpatrick’s
“Physical Therapy” (p. 34). In what ways can visible scarring help validate experiences of
illness? Alternatively, what effect does this have on patients who have minimal or no visible
signs of illness or past illness?
6. In “When These Things Happen,” Oliver writes in the September 30 journal entry that she
wept in the cereal aisle: “my insides turned outside for the entire world to see, and I didn’t
care” (p. 70). Considering your answer for question 5, how do our notions of visibility and
validation of disease or illness affect the experiences of people with mental illnesses?
7. Bob Dylan wrote, “Let me die in my footsteps before I go down under the ground.” In what
ways do the speakers of “Let Me Breathe” (p. 14) and “A Good Day” (p. 35) share similar ideas
of what characterizes death with dignity?
8. Stern’s “Faulty Armor” (p. 16) explores the complexities of the physician-patient
relationship through the eyes of a fourth-year resident. What about this particular patient

makes the speaker feel uncomfortable? In the opening paragraph, he writes that the “empathic
link is plastered so firmly in the foreground that we as diagnosticians usually force ourselves to
focus beyond it in order to treat our patients.” As this student trains himself to suppress
empathy, what kind of effect will this have on his future practice? Why does the speaker
struggle between seeing the patient as a person and seeing the patient as a case or disease?
Does he see the physicians struggling in the same way?
9. In “Dependence Day” (p. 9), the speaker refers to the “home health aide du jour” on several
occasions. What kind of statement is she making about hired home caregivers? Does this affect
the quality of care she receives?
10. Both “Faulty Armor” (p. 16) and “Disorder” (p. 50) use militaristic images to portray
different aspects of illness and treatment. What examples can you find of this in these works?
Thinking about how we talk about illness more broadly, phrases such as a person’s “battle
with cancer” are frequently used. What other examples of these images can you think of that
are commonly referenced in our culture? What aspects of illness are highlighted by such an
image, and what aspects are overlooked? What are the advantages and disadvantages of
thinking of illness and treatment as metaphorical warfare?
11. In “Diagnosis 1972” (p. 89), Roney recalls a book on diabetes that portrayed a diabetic as
a “form without face.” What effect did isolating the disease from the patient have on the
speaker? Reflecting on your readings of The Healing Muse, discuss one or two works that have
helped you to put a new “face” to patients, friends and families of patients, and/or health care
professionals. What about these works was most surprising to you?
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