PAGE  
1

Life Outside the Surgery – The Doctor as Author













Dr Serge Liberman
Here’s a paradox!


Despite having just had my sixth collection of stories published, compiled a bibliography now evolving into its third edition, having been a lifelong reader and a literary editor and member of assorted literary boards with a host of essays, articles, book reviews and a handful of literary awards behind me since my university days, I still find calling myself a writer an affectation.


Oh, yes, on viewing myself with another’s eyes, I am, by definition, a writer, whereupon I should feel privileged through belonging to that venerated species of humanity, and yet, even now, I have not been able to shed the feeling that writing is an exercise in self-indulgence.


It was at sixteen that, in the hold of adolescent naivety, I resolved that whatever career I would follow, my life should be useful and serviceable to others, this resolve turning me towards medicine  through which I could most effectively realise that aim. But that very same year saw me become a mixed-up kid upon being TKO’d by Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under Elms that, in its turn, led me to make a second vow, that I, too, would do the same – give myself to the writing of plays and stories, novels and poetry. What a wrenching of the heart followed! Medicine or literature? Medicine and/or literature? Service to others and/or gratification of the self? Yin and/or Yang?


Thank whoever it was who first made mothers! Even today, at ninety-three and a disabled resident in an elderly people’s home after a lifetime dedicated to work, she is still wont to say, “Why am I still here? Why do I live so long? Without doing something of value, I am useless, I am nothing, I shouldn’t be here!” And what was her counsel then as we turn the clock back nearly fifty years? “You want to write? Very nice, it’s a worthy ambition to have. Where would we be without our writers? But first build for yourself a purposeful and respected career, live and work among people, establish for yourself a secure place. Then do whatever else you want.”


And so, pursuing the one as I pursued the other, medicine and literature have been, as Anton Chekhov said of them, my wife and my mistress respectively (except that where Chekhov acquired a true wife rather late in his so-regrettably truncated life, I acquired one much earlier with a family that followed), relentlessly impelled, driven and possessed by the one as I have been by the other – but as already implied earlier, the doctoring part of me formally legitimised by certificate, accreditation, professional title and the Hippocratic oath of vocation, the writer in me having meanwhile had to steal into my identity in numerous often conflicted and despairing fits and starts through the tradesman’s door.


Finally, doctor and writer – affectation or not - are converging in my self-definition. And in the same way as I cannot devote myself solely to being the one, neither can I do so to being solely the other. Just as my contact with people opening themselves body, heart, mind and spirit through their ailments, worries, bewilderments and dreads, as also through their leavening good-naturedness, generosities, humour and insights into inner depths coursing within themselves feed and nourish me each working day, so do the continuing workings of the imagination, the play with language, the creation of full-fleshed characters of my own and of the variously grand, fraught and multifarious world of activity, enterprise, art, credos, values, ascendant aspirations and profound contradictions which both they and I inhabit, and who, when their time has come, emerge into the light of day through the stories in my successive collections.


It has been a long journey, both real and metaphorical, that has brought me from wartime Soviet Uzbekistan half a world away to my medical practice in Brunswick today – the name “Dr Serge Liberman” inscribed across my surgery window being that of a child of Jewish refugees from Poland, each orphaned wholesale of all family left behind and arriving at Melbourne’s Princes Pier in 1951 without language, with minimal skills and still fewer possessions, but, with each already in their late thirties, fortified by one stolid, intractable and over-riding ethos: that of work which, as shop-keepers, saw them make a stable, if humble, life for themselves and, placing education at the summit of all aspirations and attainments, enabled them to put me through medical school, which, in turn, enabled me, as a Yiddish proverb runs, to discover the creative work to which my heart also led and to pursue it with all my heart.

Serge Liberman’s titles are On Firmer Shores, A Universe of Clowns, The Life That I Have Led, The Battered and the Redeemed, Voices From the Corner and, most recently, Where I Stand.
