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A HISTORIAN EXAMINES HER BREAST CANCER 
 

BY LARRY ZAROFF 
 

 A good friend tells you she has breast cancer.  Suddenly, unexpectedly.  Like 

watching a suicide leap, that day becomes large, yet focused; a singularity, it burns a hole 

in you.  The course was Paul Seaver’s, a brilliant  historian of the British Sixteenth 

Century, a Stanford teacher who could easily explain the entire English Court System in 

less that 20 minutes.  I remember much that he taught me.  But I have forgotten what 

Professor Seaver said about British Magistrates in that seminar.  That day, that minute 

after class, I will never forget.  I had sat next to Carol, the star of the class, in her thirties, 

she was smart, lovely, kind to me, the group laggard.  In my sixties, struggling to keep 

up, she had adopted me; we became friends.   That day as we filed out of the classroom, 

she attached to my left elbow, walked me to a corner of the hall and whispered, “I have 

breast cancer.”  Always a doctor, though retired from practice, I immediately gave her 

unnecessary advice.   She already had read and learned more about breast cancer than I 

would ever know.  She had a plan.  She would get maximum therapy.   

 Carol attacked her disease with the same force she utilized in the classroom—

intelligence, perseverance, not settling for anything less than the top-grade.  And 

documentation.   After all, she was on her way to a Ph.D. in history, a career where she 

would keep track of events.  So she strode into the field, dealt with surgery, radiation, 

chemotherapy, a reconstruction that first failed, then finally succeeded.  And she carried 

pen, paper, brought a photographer along.   The result, a remarkable photo-documentary, 

an education.   
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 Now she comes to my premedical and medical school seminars to share her story.  

She is a natural, a great teacher.  Every student has benefited from her narrative.  The 

lessons: how to be a patient, how to pick a doctor, how to be a good doctor, how to arise 

unencumbered from a serious disease.   We have learned much from her.   

 On August fifteenth, 1993, the model Matuschka, appeared on the cover of the 

New York Times Sunday Magazine.  Her self-portrait revealed a  mastectomy scar, a 

recognition and a movement toward freedom of information about breast cancer.  Carol 

moved beyond Matuschka, showing pictures of her breast before surgery, after surgery, 

before, during, and following reconstruction with a silicone gel prosthesis.  We see her 

immediately before operation embracing that soon to be lost breast.  That picture, that 

sadness envelops us in empathy—so dark we are eclipsed.    

 We see her postoperative  mastectomy scar, the drains, the slowly healing wound.    

She makes us understand what it means to lose a breast, the physical and emotional 

impact, the pain, the terror, the fight.   The photos continue, portraying the process of 

radiation—she disappears into the machine, planning to emerge whole.  She does.   

 Chemotherapy.  She shows herself progressing to no hair, wears a baseball cap, 

refusing a wig.  Each image is a mini-story, a description of an event: an encounter with a 

wonderful and sensitive surgeon, Denise Johnson, and a quarrel with an insensitive door-

hugging oncologist who refused to acknowledge her loss of pubic hair.  “That doesn’t 

happen,” he said.  He did not look.  Carol fired him.    

 Then the reconstruction using—a balloon first, a tissue expander, gradually 

inflated to stretch the skin.  Finally the silicone gel prosthesis.   Carol shows pictures of 

the initial implant and its failure—she describes the incision as “popping open like a 
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Ziploc bag.”  Nothing is spared—we are aware of her pain and suffering, her 

disappointment.  Her history, everything, told to all, for all.   She has a second 

reconstruction-- a new silicone replacement-- wanting, willing for success.  In the end she 

is balanced, happy.   Remarkably, through every operation, every injection of chemo, 

each radiation treatment, both reconstructions, she does not miss a class, and she writes 

her Ph.D. dissertation.   

 Five years later, a pretty woman, she robes, walks to the podium, becomes a 

degree-carrying historian.    She wears her own history, a documentation of will, tenacity, 

diligence, courage.  Her story, her work will continue to inform young doctors, make 

them better.  That is what historians do. 
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