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Do No Harm 

Henry Marsh 
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“Nobody holds a good opinion of 

a man who has a low opinion of 

himself” 

Anthony Trollope 
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Lord Moynihan 1865 - 1936 
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The most important surgical 

qualities 

•Nerves of steel 

•Heart of a lion 

•Hands of a woman 
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The Hare Psychopathy Checklist 

• Interpersonal/affective/lifestyle/antisocial 

 

• Interpersonal: 

•Glibness,superficial charm 

•Grandiose sense of self-worth 
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 “I have read multiple books by and 

about neurosurgeons and neurosurgery 

– Cushing, Bliss, J. Lawrence Pool, 

Robert Spetzler, Pete Jannetta, Sir 

Geoffrey Jefferson, etc.  All mildly 

interesting, some more than others, but 

none fully depict our field except yours. 

It is a brilliant book.” 
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The sin of 

Amazonanism 

The sin of 

Amazonanism 
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Rules of Englishness 

•Awkwardness rules   

•“Introductions and greetings, to be 

impeccably English, must be performed 

badly. One must appear self-conscious, 

ill-at-ease, stiff, awkward and, above 

all, embarrassed.”  

• The self-deprecation rule. 
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The self-deprecation rule 

•“…not genuine modesty but saying the 

opposite of what we really mean--or, at 

least the opposite of what we intend 

people to understand.” 

 
Watching the English 2nd edition p.97 
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New York v London Review of Books 

•“Slender, Sexy Professor and Poet” 

•“Sensual, Witty, Warm, Fit, Smart and 

Pretty” 

•“Non-profit executive director, writer, 

educator, also budding cabaret  

singer. . .” 

•“Slim, sexy figure, blue, blue eyes, lots of 

depth, sophistication. . . with a definite 

mischievous and irreverent side and a 

touch of irony”  
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The Brits… 

•“Fat,47-year old moody bitch. . .” 

•“Hostile and high maintenance”  

•“Tell me I’m pretty and then watch me 

cling” 

•“Run-of-the-mill beardy physicist” 

•“Sinister-looking man with a face that 

only a mother would love” 

•“Man with low sperm count seeks 

woman in no hurry to see the zygotes 

divide” 
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Do No Harm: The Self-Deprecation Rule 

“ . . . A self-lacerating document . . .” (New 

Statesman) 

“. . . A long apology to the patients . . . he has 

wrecked” (Literary Review) 

“. . . doesn’t flinch from admitting disasters. . . ” (The 
Observer) 

“Marsh is the most honest author I've ever come 
across with regard to his own failings... “ ( 
Independent on Sunday) 

“Again and again Marsh trains… heat-seeking 
missiles on himself” (The Sunday Times) 

“ . . . Will  have you on the edge of your sunlounger” 
(Sandra Parsons DAILY MAIL 'Summer Reading') 
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Story-telling 

•1. An accurate account of what it is 

really like to be neurosurgeon 

•2. To express my frustration with what 

has been happening in the NHS in 

recent years 
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“Every surgeon carries within himself a 

small cemetery to which he must go 

from time to time to contemplate. It is a 

place full of bitterness and regret. A 

place where he must look for an 

explanation for his failures.” 

 
Rene Leriche. La Philosophie de la Chirurgie. Paris. 

Flammarion. 1950. 
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Daniel Kahneman Nobel Laureate for Economics 
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 An analogy for cognitive biases  – the Muller-Lyer Illusion 
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Cognitive biases 

•Framing effect 

•Optimism bias 

•Halo Effect 

•Confirmation bias 

 

•And many more…… 
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Framing effect – the “Asian 

disease problem” 1 

•An outbreak of an  unusual Asian disease is 

expected to kill 600 people. Assume that 

the exact scientific estimates of the 

consequences of two different 

programmes to combat it are as follows: 

•A: 200 people will be saved 

•B: 1/3 chance 600 will be saved and 2/3 
chance nobody will be saved 
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Asian Disease Problem 2 

•A:  400 people will die 

•B:  1/3 chance nobody will die, 2/3 

chance that 600 will die. 
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Other people are better 

at identifying my 

mistakes than I am 



2015 EUROPEAN MEETING OF ISMPP 30 

Advice to writers  1 

Acknowledgements 

•Agent 

•Editor 

•Spouse 

•Friends 
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Advice to writers 2 

•Show not tell 

•Never use two words when one will do 
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Advice to writers 3 

“The writer’s best friend is the waste-paper 

basket” 

 

  Robert Graves 
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The most important surgical 

quality?  

 

     

 Honesty 
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The Peak-End Rule and Duration 

Neglect 

•Colonoscopy patients’ 

retrospective rating of the pain of 

the procedure was determined by 

severity of the peak of the pain 

and its level at the end and not by 

its duration. 

 

•Kahneman and Redelmeier 
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We must look at our mistakes in a positive 

way! 

Sapanta, Romania 
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