
 

 

The Good Doctor, Mar 2007        

    

"The Good Doctor" was described by a critic as "a triumph of understatement." Galgut leaves much of the plot and 

the characters to our imaginations. Had the groups enjoyed his style or found it confusing and frustrating? As ever, 

there was a difference of opinion. One common view was that we didn't learn enough about the political situation 

in post apartheid South Africa. "Are the people better off now or not?"  Some of us felt that Galgut didn't 

sufficiently express the characters' feelings. Others thought that Galgut had subtly drawn the atmosphere of 

confusion and chaos. One member said that she hadn't read such a good book for ages. The majority had enjoyed 

reading it very much, but with some reservations. 

 

"The Good Doctor" draws us into the political debris of the transition from past to future- a society reeling from the 

past, not yet confident of its future and unwilling to face the hard realities of either. There is an air of angry 

melancholy throughout the novel. The two main characters are doctors - one is young and idealistic - the other is 

middle-aged, cynical and damaged emotionally. They are forced to share a room and  thus to become intimate. 

Laurence, the younger doctor, is desperate to form a friendship with Frank, the older man. The development of their 

relationship is central to the novel. 

  

Laurence has chosen to come to the "homeland" hospital, determined not to choose the easy option and to "do 

good". He symbolises the passion of youth to change the world. Frank has been ground down by years of  working 

at the underfunded hospital and by his unhappy personal life. He symbolises the older man who has had his ideals 

knocked out of him.  

  

We looked at  evidence of their "friendship". e.g  Frank's tolerance of Laurence's untidiness and the invasion of his 

personal space. Laurence's eagerness to talk and socialise with Frank. But the friendship is at first born more out of 

necessity than of genuine affection. Frank is not capable of friendship. He is bitter- his best friend had stolen his 

wife in the past and he in turn sleeps with Laurence's girlfriend . 

  

We discussed the nature of male friendship- agreeing that men do not usually get as emotionally involved as 

women.  Often male friendship is played out on the football field or golf course. Frank and Laurence play table 

tennis together and go for walks. They quarrel on one walk when Laurence chooses the most inaccessible path 

deliberately. Frank refuses to go with him and stays behind, cold and angry. Frank wanted a pleasant, easy trip. 

Laurence wanted a challenge. 

  

Laurence constantly asks Frank for reassurance "You're my friend Frank. I wouldn't want anything to change 

between us." Frank is mostly irritated by him but finally when Laurence has disappeared, Frank finds real courage 

and is prepared to offer to exchange himself for Laurence. " I beg you, take me in his place, give me a death that will 

make sense of my life, do what you want with me, but let him go." But the kidnappers have gone, he is unable to 

carry out his grand act of absolution.  

  

We all agreed which scene we had found  the most powerful. Frank, under pressure, had had to answer whether a 

tortured man was about to die. His reply had been cowardly and  he then had had to live with the agony of his 

decision for the rest of his life. He had managed to bury it but then is confronted with the very man who had asked 

the question years ago- the Colonel- The Colonel arrives in the homeland and all of Frank's memories are brought to 

the surface. 

  

The title "the Good Doctor" is ambiguous. Is Galgut suggesting that either Laurence or Frank is the good doctor? Or 

is he suggesting that there is no such thing as a "good doctor?."  Just for fun at Steglitz we voted for either Frank or 

Laurence as the good doctor. Laurence won by one vote and lots of people abstained. At Hackescher Markt we 

were of the opinion that none of the doctors, including Dr Ngema and the Santanders, were really good doctors. 

Laurence had come with ideals , had set up his travelling clinic, had helped Maria have an abortion but had shown 



little compassion for Tehogo. Frank had become lazy and cynical but when Tehogo was desperately ill it was Frank 

who cared for him, Laurence kept away for as long as possible .Laurence made it clear that he did not like 

Tehogo  Yet.doctors should remain impartial. The Good Samaritan is the one who doesn't walk by on the other 

side. 

  

Dr Ngema, the black woman doctor in charge, is a poor surgeon and administrator. "Innovation and change" are her 

buzzwords. But she has no intention of making any changes. She probably only has the position because she is 

black and has connections. Thus Galgut paints a picture of post apartheid South Africa without overstating the case. 

The two white doctors having to share a room while the black nurse Tehogo keeps the room which is allocated for a 

doctor, is another example. Cuban doctors would also have regularly been on exchange programmes. Claudia 

Santander is homesick, her husband is happy to be earning more money. They clash and fight - the dream of 

escaping to somewhere different  had not matched up to the reality. East Germans in the group especially related to 

that feeling.  

  

How did we perceive the African landscape? Hot, dusty, dirty, with vast empty spaces, very dry , where time had 

stood still . These were some of the impressions we had..The bleak, ruined hospital is the image most of us thought 

would stay with us more than any picture of the landscape.. 

  

Laurence had expected a busy, modern hospital in the capital of one of the old homelands .But the town is a ghost 

town with deserted streets, empty shops with mildew and damp and blistered paint on every surface. No people to 

be seen. The hospital is even emptier than the town, with at most only two patients and one ward functioning. 

Broken furniture and rubbish litter the corridors . Condoms, not bandages and medicines, are in abundance. 

Seriously ill patients have to be taken to another hospital. The absurdity of the situation is quite shocking ..The 

image of the ghost hospital is haunting and vivid and disturbing. 

  

At one group we had a fascinating discussion about the reality of the existence of Laurence. Is he a figment of 

Frank's imagination? Did he need to create the young, idealistic figure to remind himself of moral values? To relieve 

his loneliness and boredom? I was not entirely convinced by this theory but it was interesting to examine the idea. 

  

Had Frank actually loved Maria? If he had, how could he have allowed her to have an abortion and not to have 

helped her? Others argued that he did love her .He dreamt of marrying her. He showed his love by bravely going 

into a dangerous situation to try to claim her. But she rejected him. Frank reflected on their relationship. "She had 

sat at the core of my life, like a cryptic symbol, but to her I was just a background detail, bringing mystery and 

disturbance." 

  

Frank pulls himself together and envisages a future for himself. He takes over finally from Dr Ngema and feels 

somehow that he has come into his own. He knows he won't be stuck there for ever.  He imagines other places, 

other people will follow on .He has a whole new sense of the future, because of one tiny change. One is left with a 

glimmer of hope that he will again lead a worthwhile life. 

  

 But had "The Good Doctor" been a worthwhile read? Here is a selection of our comments. 

" It's expressed in spare, tight prose".  

"The dialogue is convincing and sensitively written". " 

"The ending is reasonably optimistic."  

" It was rather depressing and confusing." 

"I didn't think it portrayed the true South Africa" 

"All the characters are broken people- it made very pessimistic reading." 

"It read like a film script." 

"It felt very superficial." 

" I felt Frank's torment deeply. I hated Laurence." 

"I enjoyed being partly confused- the setting could have been anywhere desolate in the world." 

"It was the best thing I'd read in a long time." 



"I found it very easy to read." 

"It dealt with racial interaction very well." 

"I found it absolutely flat." 

"it was a very powerful piece of writing." 

  

WORDS OF THE MONTH from "The Good Doctor." 

  

murky- cloudy, gloomy 

 petered out-  ended weakly 

 lopsided- having one side lower or smaller than the other 

 crestfallen- dejected, low in spirit 

 skewed- in a slanting direction 

 motley-- a mixed bag, an assortment of different kinds- we have our own exotic Penny Motley!! 

 rummaging-  searching ( often causing confusion) 

 squirmed-. writhed, wriggled , moved in a twisting motion 

 dandled- moved up and down in one's arms or on one's knees ( like a baby) 

 flurry-- a rapid, active commotion ( eg a flurry of chicken's feathers) 

 tacky-  garish, flashy, tastelessly showy 

 whittling away-- cutting away in small pieces 

 flotsam-- floating wreckage of a ship 

  


