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Samuel Beckett’s Short Plays as Tutorials in Geriatrics and End of Life Care 

Marcia Day Childress Ph.D. Center for Biomedical Ethics and Humanities 
 

Modernist Irish author and Nobel laureate Samuel Beckett's spare, compact, and provocative plays 

Footfalls (1976) and Rockaby (1981) are virtuoso studies in the loneliness of old age, physical and 

psychological disengagement from life, the difficult "delivery" of dying, and the human costs of 

caregiving. Departing from conventional critical approaches to Beckett, this presentation develops quite 

literal and realistic readings and explications of Footfalls and Rockaby, with reference to clinical cases of 

geriatric patients and their caregivers. Footfalls enacts the complicated dynamic of a daughter 

responsible for/responsive to her dying mother, while Rockaby—possibly a sequel to Footfalls, the 

daughter, now aged, at her own life's end—is a minimalist monologue amounting to the last sputterings 

of the human impulse to narrate, to be. Beckett's pared-down dramas, starkly realized characters, and 

spare, terse language can powerfully instruct clinicians in the understanding and care of frail, solitary 

geriatric patients nearing the end of life and in the appreciation and support of those who look after their 

dying elders. 

 
Marcia Day Childress is associate professor of medical education (medical humanities) and directs the Program in Humanities within the Center 

for Biomedical Ethics and Humanities at the University of Virginia School of Medicine. In this role, she oversees elective courses in humanities 

disciplines and other educational programming in medical humanities. She also directs the Medical Center Hour, the medical school's weekly 

public forum on medicine and society.  
 

Professor Childress teaches Literature and Medicine, Cells to Society, and the Calls of Medicine for medical students; directs students' 

independent research in humanities and the arts; and advises student groups, including the Gold Humanism Honor Society chapter and Veritas, 

the medical students’ literary arts publication. Together with a law professor, she leads the Interprofessional Seminar in Ethical Values and 

Professional Life for senior medical and law students. In the College of Arts and Sciences, she teaches an upper-level undergraduate English 

course, Narratives of Illness and Doctoring.  
 

Her research interests include narrative in medicine, reflective education and the moral formation of the physician, and uses of literature and 

the visual arts in medical education and professional life. She publishes and presents on literature—especially the works of Virginia Woolf and 

Samuel Beckett—and the role of narrative and the arts in medicine, ethics, medical education, and end of life care. Since 2009, she has 

collaborated with theater director and translator Bryan Doerries and his production companies to introduce ancient Greek drama into health 

professional education to address the human costs of war and the moral dimensions of witnessing and ministering to suffering at the end of life. 
 

Professor Childress is active in medical education matters, academic planning, and university governance, having served as UVA Faculty Senate 

chair. Elected to Phi Beta Kappa, Alpha Omega Alpha, the Gold Humanism Honor Society, UVA's Raven Society, and the medical school’s 

Academy of Distinguished Educators, she has received the Dean's Award for Excellence in Teaching, the university's Elizabeth Zintl Leadership 

Award, and the David A. Harrison Distinguished Medical Educator Award, the medical school's highest career teaching award. She is a 2010 

Scholar with the Harvard Macy Institute’s Program for Educators in the Health Professions.  
 

Professor Childress holds degrees in English literature (B.A., Michigan State University, 1970;  M.A., University of Virginia, 1976; Ph.D., 

University of Virginia, 1996).  
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