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Gynaecology and art are two words 
you do not often hear together, 
but Dr Jac Saorsa unites them in the 
emotive exhibition Drawing Women’s 
Cancer at Cardiff  Central Library. Saorsa 
started creating the pieces when 
she was challenged by Dr Amanda 
Tristram, a gynaecological surgeon, 
to draw what it ‘‘feels like’’ to have 
cancer. Both a researcher and artist—
she founded her own drawing school—
Saorsa has created a  provoking and 
compelling collection of art.

The works were all produced 
after a series of conversations with 
female patients with cancer during 
their treatment about their personal 
experiences of the disease, as well as 
after talking to their attendant nurses, 
doctors, and laboratory scientists.

One of the first pieces created 
was Transience. Using chalk pastels 
on an oil background, the piece 
shows a blurred confusion of naked 
women’s bodies. This work was fi rst 
exhibited at the Cardiff Senedd in 

2012. Since then, the collection has 
grown: diff erent drawings symbolise 
stages of women’s cancer, including 
diagnosis, treatment, and surgery. 

The piece Beyond Myself, with its 
dark tones created with charcoal, 
shows a pain-stricken elderly woman, 
half of her face hidden behind a 
lace-like textured veil. The piece 
was inspired by Saorsa’s reaction 
to a female patient describing the 
moment she was diagnosed. The veil 
is a metaphor for the isolation and 
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Geneticist Mary-Claire King spent the 
better part of two decades tracing 
the genetic origins of breast cancer, 
despite colleagues’ skepticism and 
diffi  culties in fi nding funding. In a 
2013 Washington Post interview, 
she said of her work, “In retrospect, 
there was something liberating about 
being of no interest to the leaders of 
my fi eld. If one is ignored, there are 
no expectations to meet.” First-time 
director Steven Bernstein’s fi lm is an 
earnest attempt to look at a true story 
of scientifi c progress through the 
eyes of both King and of an ordinary 
woman whose family has suff ered 
from a history of aggressive breast 
cancers.

The fi lm is, by turns, a heart-
wrenching cancer survival story, a 
black comedy on how people react to 
death and grief, and a critique of how 
disease funding alters depending on 
fads. Unfortunately none of the parts 
sit comfortably together. The main 
thrust of the fi lm deals with Annie 
Parker—played movingly by Samantha 
Morton, one of the fi lm’s highlights—
and her family’s history of breast 
cancer: her grandmother, mother, 
and sister were all killed by breast 

cancer when they were all very young. 
This part of the fi lm is done capably, 
even if it is well-worn territory. More 
problematic is the portion of the fi lm 
dedicated to King’s search for a genetic 
link to breast cancer. These scenes feel 
like they have come from a diff erent 
fi lm. Here, we see scientists explaining 
rudimentary concepts—things that 
they should all know—to each other 
in preposterously simplistic language. 
You’d have to go a long way to fi nd 
scenes of more clumsily-handled 
exposition: the scientifi c discussion is 
insultingly simplistic to anyone with 
a passing knowledge of genetics, 
and simultaneously so confusingly 
presented as to be pointless for people 
unfamiliar with it. 

The fi lm’s occasional and incon-
sistent forays into dark comedy are 
equally troubled. A recurring bit 
about inappropriate mourners at a 
memorial service feels too much like 
a writerly conceit to fi t comfortably 
in a fi lm that’s ostensibly based on 
true events. Humour is so occasionally 
and inconsistently applied that when 
it does appear, the extremely mild 
payoff s do not seem worth the jarring 
shifts in tone. Also problematic is the 

performance of Aaron Paul, playing 
Parker’s child-like husband. The 
fi lm spans several decades, and it 
largely signals the passage of time by 
dressing Paul in a series of increasingly 
absurd period-appropriate costumes.  
He’s ill-served by a script that expects 
him to make several major changes 
without really establishing them prior 
to their sudden, thudding appearance. 
As a young, carefree, and thoughtless 
young man he is fi ne, but the movie 
expects him to change dramatically in 
ways that it does not explain and that 
do not feel natural, most egregiously 
by a late move into bathos that the 
fi lm utterly fails to pull off .

All of that is not to say the fi lm 
isn’t without its qualities. Morton 
especially is excellent, and the subject 
matter is worthy. Breast cancer in 
2014 is often covered in a pink-
ribboned haze of camaraderie and 
false uplift, but for many years it was a 
disease that ripped families apart with 
little warning and little attention.  It’s 
just a shame that the fi lm surrounding 
it couldn’t rise to the level that the 
material deserves.

Aaron van Dorn
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Drawing Women’s Cancer was 
exhibited at Cardiff  Central 
Library, Cardiff , Wales, UK, 
April 1–30, 2014.

For more on the exhibition see 
http://drawingcancer.wordpress.
com/exhibition-2014/
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distance patients with cancer can 
feel. In Saorsa’s words, the exhibition 
is about the ‘‘profound human 
experience of negotiating the physical 
and emotional balance between 
sickness and health’’. 

Saorsa and Tristram hope that 
the works can raise awareness of 
gynaecological cancers, which are 
often not well covered by the media. 
Saorsa thinks this could be due to 
the taboo and embarrassment that 
often shrouds these forms of cancers. 
She said ‘‘The idea was always to 
exhibit the work as we wanted to 
raise awareness and understanding 
of a disease that is often very diffi  cult 
to talk about, and therefore leaves 

sufferers feeling very isolated and 
having no voice.’’ The exhibition uses 
drawings to express the experience of 
the overall disease. Ultimately, Saorsa 
hopes that the works could be used 
as tools for health-care professionals, 
scientists, and women with cancer to 
better understand the unique feelings 
and emotions involved with this type 
of cancer.  

Stephanie Clague
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Books
On the Cancer Frontier
A few days after Paul Marks was 
appointed Dean of Columbia 
University’s medical school, he was 
called to a meeting with Augustus Long, 
an oilman and chairman of the board 
at the University’s teaching hospital, 
Presbyterian. Long had already vetoed 
three previous candi dates for the 
deanship, regarding them as either too 
liberal or a threat to his own position. 
He had an entirely diff erent objection 
to Marks. “He said, to my amazement,” 
recalls Marks, “that he would not allow 
Columbia to become NYU, which he 
pronounced ‘N-Y-Jew’, referring to 
New York University’s medical school”. 
(Marks, with rather admirable restraint, 
pointed out that NYU medical school 
did not have a Jewish dean).

Even by the standards of the time—
this was 1970—Long’s attitudes were 

outmoded, and he was soon forced 
from the board. Nonetheless, there 
is no denying it was a diff erent era, 
socially and scientifi cally, and over the 
course of Marks’ illustrious career—
which culminated in his lengthy 
stint as president of Memorial Sloan-
Kettering Cancer Centre (MSKCC)—
he saw, and in many cases oversaw, 
seismic shifts in our understanding of 
cancer.

On the Cancer Frontier, a joint eff ort 
between Marks and fi nance journalist 
James Sterngold, is not a biography. 
We learn little of Marks’ background 
until the story is almost half told, and 
even then the hurried details only 
serve to whet the appetite: childhood 
in rural Pennsylvania, his mother’s 
death from a fall when he was only 
5 years old, the move to Brooklyn, his 

father’s disappearance (for reasons 
the authors decline to disclose), and 
Marks’ decision to pursue medicine. 
There are hints of the fi ery ambition 
that drove his ascension into the 
American elite, advising presidents, 
and shaping grand institutions of 
research and medical practice, but this 
is largely a dispassionate account: a 
debriefi ng from a veteran of the war 
against cancer.

It is a story Marks is perfectly placed 
to recount. Under his stewardship, 
MSKCC pioneered intensive out-
patient cancer care, specifi cally 
targeted pain treatment services, a 
psychiatric and behavioural sciences 
department to address cancer 
patients’ psychological needs, genetic 
counselling, and a separate facility 
dedicated to women with breast 
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