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fect copies of ideal forms that exist in the ideal realm. He 
postulated that our souls come from this ideal realm, and 
we can “remember” these ideal forms if we search deep 
enough within ourselves for them.1

 Young Michelangelo absorbed the ideas presented to 
him and combined them with his Christian beliefs. He 
came to believe that the ideal form was an idea held in 
the mind of God, and it was his creative task as an artist 
to see this form and to free it from its marble bonds. That 
is why Michelangelo saw David at the “ideal” moment, 
and not at the “moment of triumph” as other artists had. 
He saw David at the “moment of decision,” when David 
stepped out to face the enemy—Goliath.
 At the tender age of 22, Michelangelo was hailed as 
one of the greatest sculptors of all time after completing 
the renowned Pieta, which still sits in St. Peter’s Cathe-
dral in Rome. By his 26th year, Michelangelo had devel-
oped the requisite knowledge and experience in the art of 
sculpting needed to tackle the difficult David. Had he not 
had those great opportunities to be developed as a youth, 
he may never have achieved greatness. He carried those 
lessons throughout his life.
 Although Michelangelo had a staff of people who loy-
ally worked for him, some for as long as 35 years, he was 
a loner when it came to design and did not work well 
with others.2

 Michelangelo took every opportunity to learn from 
others to develop himself, but he was not good at de-
veloping others. He was secretive about his techniques 
and allowed only a few helpers to watch him work. And 
although he was loyal to his workforce of 10 to 12 work-
ers and treated them well, only a few became masters, 
because he would not allow them to see his techniques or 
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Michelangelo had many wonderful oppor-
tunities to develop as an artist. When he 
was very young, he was wet-nursed by 
the wife of a stonecutter in the moun-
tains overlooking Florence. While living 

with the stonecutter as a young boy, he learned the art 
of cutting and sculpting stone. At age 13, he decided that 
art would be his profession. Beatings from his father, 
who wanted him to pursue the profession of business, 
failed to persuade him otherwise. The next year his fa-
ther turned him over to be apprenticed for three years to 
Bertoldo—the finest art teacher of the region and one of 
the finest sculptors in Italy at the time. Additionally, Lo-
renzo de’ Medici, a very wealthy businessman, sponsored 
many young artists, including Michelangelo. de’ Medici 
brought many famous thinkers and teachers of the time 
to visit his Florence palace to expose the young artists 
to a variety of ideas. Many of the fine poets, writers, and 
philosophers that de’ Medici brought to the palace were 
followers of the ancient Greek philosopher Plato. Plato 
believed that people, buildings, and mountains are imper- Continued on page 146
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haps young doctor-wannabes should 
do more than work in an emergen-
cy department or operating room or 
climb Mount Kilimanjaro.
 Most medical practices recognize 
the importance of having a scribe to 

enter the data into the electronic med-
ical record. By being a scribe, the gap-
year student learns about taking a his-
tory and the review of systems. He or 
she learns about patient discussions 
and patient education. The scribe 
also learns communication etiquette 
through communicating with other 
physicians either by phone or written 
communication. In some instances, 
the scribe is able to gain knowledge 
about coding, prior authorization, and 
insurance issues. In most instances, 
when the student has an interview for 
medical school, he or she knows more 
about the private practice of medicine 
than the person interviewing the ap-
plicant.
 Are you developing others so that 
they can continue the care of patients 
you started? Or are you developing 
your own practice for your own ben-
efit or glory like Michelangelo did?
 A learner must be open to learn-
ing and must be able to handle chal-
lenges objectively and well. When 
leading physicians challenge the 
knowledge of those who are develop-
ing as physicians, it can be stressful 
for all involved. The Socratic method 
is a useful way of teaching. Asking 
open-ended questions helps learn-
ers become less defensive and helps 
them enter the journey of self-discov-
ery as they go in search of answering 
probing questions for themselves.
 A few other ways to develop oth-
ers are:
	 •	Giving	presentations	at	medical	
conferences;
	 •	Coaching	younger	physicians;
	 •	Mentoring	students;
	 •	 Forming	 friendships	 with	
younger physicians and students; and

to do the difficult, delicate work that 
set his work apart.3 He was a master 
of seeing David in the stone, but he 
did not see it for others. He found no 
personal meaning in the success of 
others—they were simply his helpers.
 Over 300 years after Michelange-
lo’s death, the great French sculptor 
Rodin learned as much as he could 
from Michelangelo. He considered 
Michelangelo to be his master and 
mentor. Rodin said, “Let me tell you, 
since the moment I got to Florence 
I’ve been studying Michelangelo—
that won’t surprise you, and I think 
the great magician is going to give 
me some of his secrets.”2

 Rodin deeply studied every work 
of Michelangelo, including his writ-
ings, in order to understand and learn 
from him. Rodin said, “Michelangelo 
called me to Italy and there I received 
precious insights which I took into 
my spirit and into my work.” He said, 
“During my journey to Rome, Naples, 

Siena, and Venice, I continued draw-
ing, in hope of discovering the prin-
ciples upon which the compositions 
of Michelangelo’s figures were found-
ed.”4 Michelangelo may have been a 
better teacher after his death than he 
was when he was alive.
 Physicians have great opportuni-
ties to learn and develop from the mo-
ment they take the Hippocratic Oath 
until they remove the shingle from 
their doors and close their practices. 
Medical education is marvelously de-
signed and structured to develop their 
knowledge and skills. Residency al-
lows them to practice their skills under 
the guidance of experienced teachers. 
However, once out of the environment 
of structured education, it can be more 
challenging to develop further.
 Physicians tend to be driven and 
competitive and, like Michelange-
lo, may not share the finest aspects 
of what they know and practice. It 

can be challenging to spend valuable 
time to develop other physicians or 
caregivers, unless they are in an ed-
ucational institution, in a teaching 
hospital, or managing a team of other 
providers. Educators are often intrin-

sically motivated to share their time 
and expertise with other providers. 
Pay and extrinsic incentives typically 
are structured on the basis of patient 
care, but there are few incentives to 
develop the skills of others.
 However, developing others is 
an important leadership responsibil-
ity. Some physicians have a talent 
for developing the talents of others, 
whereas some struggle in their effort 
to develop others. To be effective at 

developing others we should start by 
asking ourselves two questions:
 1) Why should I develop others?
 2) How should I develop others?

Asking Why and How
 First, asking why will help deter-
mine what intent is driving our desire 
to develop others. Michelangelo fo-
cused his development on works of 
art, but what if he had also focused on 
helping others find the ideal form with-
in themselves and helped them release 
their talents in the world around them? 
Imagine the art that could have been 
created if Michelangelo had helped to 
develop others to their fullest potential 
the way he himself was developed.
 Tulane University has over 
10,000 applications for 150 positions 
in each incoming class of medical 
school. So how does a student make 
his or her application stand out in 
pile of 10,000 other applicants? Per-

A learner must be open 
to learning and must be able to handle challenges 

objectively and well. 
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	 •	 Writing,	 publishing,	 and	 con-
tributing to the medical literature.

 As healthcare becomes more spe-
cialized and complex, it is necessary 
for physicians to work together in 
cross-functional, interdisciplinary 
teams. This is especially true in this 
era of technical complexity. If the 
work is more than what one person 
can handle within the schedule re-
quired, then at some point it needs 
to be divided among others on the 
team. Knowing how to divide and 
distribute work is a necessity if you 
wish to create great contributions. 
Leading a large-scale care team in-
volving dozens or hundreds of people 
needs an architect of the first order to 
conceptually integrate and coordinate 
the implementation design.

Bottom Line
 Michelangelo remains the most 

famous sculptor in the world. Can 
you imagine how art and sculpture 
would have progressed and escalat-
ed if Michelangelo had shared his 
skills with others, and especially 
with his students? Can you imagine 
how many more David sculptures 
or similar masterpieces would have 
been created if Michelangelo had 
become a mentor\teacher and had 
helped other students achieve their 
potential? Let us take some of the 
lessons that Michelangelo left us; 
but let us not emulate his keeping 
his skills a secret. Let us go forward 
and share our knowledge and skills 
with others to make medicine and 
healthcare better for our patients 
and the profession. PM
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