
Enduring symbols of dentistry: 
international metaphors of 
dental science
J. Pearn1

Dentists’ contributions to science and society extend beyond the practice of clinical dentistry and preventive oral health. 
Such service encompasses contributions to biology specifi cally and more generally to societal good works for which den-
tists are particularly esteemed. The profession of dentistry promotes the history and heritage of its craft and those who 
practise it. Enduring symbols of dentistry take many forms. These include metonymic emblems such as those of Cadmus 
and Saint Apollonia and the portrayal of effi gies of twentieth century dentists on eponymous medals. Other enduring 
symbols are to be found in the names of streets and towns (eg Normanville in Australia) which commemorate dentists; 
and in the worldwide scientifi c names of plants and animal species which perpetuate singular contributions of dentists to 
biological science. Such include the scientifi c names of grasses (Deyeuxia rodwayi) after the Tasmanian dentist, Dr Leonard 
Rodway (1853-1936); seaweeds (Jeannerettia sp.) after a seaweed of the Pacifi c and Southern Oceans, after Dr Henry Jean-
nerett (1802-1886); gastropods (Typhina yatesi) after Dr Lorenzo Yates (1837-1909); copepods (eg Mimocalanus heronae) 
named to commemorate the life and works of Gayle Ann Heron (b.1923), a dental hygienist of the University of Washing-
ton, USA; and crabs (eg Cancer bellianus) named to commemorate the life and works of the leading British dentist of his 
day, Thomas Bell (1792-1880). This paper explores this theme of the creation and promotion of enduring symbols of dental 
science − enshrined in the civic, numismatic and taxonomic record.

Introduction
A profession is defi ned as a corpus of 
knowledge and skills, offered for the 
betterment or enjoyment of people rather 
than things, in which high standards are 
set. The protection and integrity of such 
standards are in turn jealously guarded 
by its practitioners. A profession devel-
ops ethical codes which enjoin its mem-
bers, and promotes and displays symbols 
of its history and heritage. 

The profession of dentistry has many 
such symbols of its craft. They engender 
the continuity of identity in a profes-
sional world where knowledge changes 
constantly and where practitioners come 
and go, and where physical buildings 
and collegiate institutions disappear. 

The symbols of dentistry comprise an 
enduring legacy in which are embedded 
facets of heritage; milestones along the 
developmental path of the profession; 
memorials to the lives of former prac-
titioners; and metonyms of the highest 
ideals of that best-practice to which the 
profession aspires. 

In this paper I give examples of four 
classes of enduring symbols of dentistry 
− the badges which we wear; the logos 
with which we embellish our written 
and electronic texts; the medals which 
we bestow as symbols of esteem; and 
the scientifi c names we create to record 
the lives and works of those who have 
gone before.

Dental metonyms
A metonym is an identifi er which evolves 
to symbolise a primary object. In the 
health sciences, the Aesculapian serpent 
is the metonym of curative medicine, 
the residual symbol of the more exten-
sive and formal portrayal of the god of 
medicine, Aesculapias, always shown 

holding his staff with its entwined ser-
pent. In dentistry, the principal Western 
referents, dating from the era of classi-
cal Greece and later from Rome, com-
prise the legends of Cadmus;1 and later 
the sanctifi cation of Saint Apollonia, 
the Patron Saint of Dentists.2 In other 
cultures, different symbols portray the 
concept of dental health. The Indian 
Army Dental Corps, for example, uses 
the metaphor of crossed elephant tusks, 
enjoining both the Ancient Sanskrit and 
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• Enables practitioners to ‘read’ the 
icons and symbols used to identify the 
profession of dentistry.

• Enriches professional life by the 
immediacy of the history of dentistry.

• Adds an extra aesthetic dimension to 
clinical and scientifi c life.
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Fig. 1  A coin of ancient Tyre, showing 
Cadmus slaying a dragon. This coin was 
struck and issued in the reign of the Roman 
emperors Licinius Egnatius Gallienus (in 253 
AD) and Gordian III (238-244 AD)
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Hindu sacredness of elephants with the 
powerful symbol of strong, albeit modi-
fi ed, upper incisor teeth.

Cadmus
Universal symbols of dentistry are the 
metonyms of Cadmus who slew the Boeo-
tian dragon and founded the ancient Greek 
city of Thebes (Fig. 1). These often-used 
symbols comprise the Theban dragon and 
the sword, which one form of the legend 
has it was the weapon with which Cad-
mus slew the dragon (Fig. 2). Many who 
have served in the Military Dental Corps 
of nations of the British Commonwealth 
have worn the Cadmean emblems of this 
ancient Greek legend (Fig. 3). 

Cadmus fi rst appeared in the Homeric 
Odyssy (Od.5.333), as the father of the 
goddess, Ino-Leucothea.1 Cadmus was 
the brother of Europa, who had been 
abducted by Zeus. In seeking her, Cad-
mus travelled extensively and consulted 
the pythoness oracle at Delphi, in cen-
tral Greece. Her counsel was for Cadmus 
to be guided by a cow and establish a 
new city where the animal lay down. 
Unfortunately, the cow did so in a region 
ruled by a dragon, which Cadmus slew. 
One account details the action:

Cadmus fl ung his spear so straight and 
strong that black blood gushed from the 
dragon’s breast to mingle with the foam of 
its fury. Now it uncoiled all its monstrous 
length, and issuing from its cave, reared 
its horrid heads like trees to fall upon the 
man who dared to face its wounded rage. 
But Cadmus held his ground, smiting with 
all his might at the fi rey jaws, until he 

drove sword through one poison-swollen 
throat to an oak trunk….all unhurt, Cad-
mus stood over the dead body, when he 
became aware of Pallas Athene at his side, 
come down from Olympus to found a city 
that should grow great under her aegis.

‘Sew the dragon’s teeth in the earth’ 
she bid him. ‘From them       will spring 
up a race of war-like men to do thy will’. 

Much wondering at such counsel, Cad-
mus did not disobey. He dug deep fur-
rows with his sword; and he plucked out 
the dead dragon’s teeth; and he sewed 
them in the earth drenched by its gore. 
Forthwith the ground began to heave and 
swell and bristle with spear points; and 
quickly there sprang up a crop of armed 
men, their weapons clashing together like 
a corn beaten by the wind. ….no sooner 
were the new-born warriors full grown 
out of their furrows, they fell upon each 
other in their lust for battle. So fi ercely 
they fought that, before the sun was set, 
all but fi ve had fallen dead on the bosom 
of their mother earth. These fi ve, weary 
with blood shed, dropped their weapons 
and offered themselves to serve Cadmus 
in a place of his followers slain by the 
dragon… with their aid he built the city 
that came to be called Thebes…3

The warriors who sprang from the 
dragon’s teeth were the Spartoi, their 
descendents identifi ed by a birthmark in 
the shape of an arrowhead.4

The Royal Australian Army Den-
tal Corps’ Cadmean emblem (Fig. 2) is 
derivative from the Royal Army Dental 
Corps insignia, a fi ne example of both 

the universality of such metonyms and 
their enduring continuity. The Austral-
ian Army Dental Corps was formed on 
the 23 April 1943.5

Scientifi c names
When Linnaeus published his taxo-
nomic system of living things in 1758, 
in the tenth edition of Systema Natu-
rae,6 he completed the system of bio-
logical nomenclature which is used 
today. This not only brought order to 
the classifi cation of plants and animals, 
but established the system of scientifi c 
memorialisation, by which the names of 
worthy scientists might be perpetuated.

One of the fi rst dental surgeons to have 
his name recorded in a scientifi c species 
was Thomas Bell (1792-1880), the lead-
ing British dentist of his day7 who was 
also a leading zoologist. A species of 
Australian goanna, the ‘Football Jersey’ 
strain of the Australian Lace Monitor, 
was named Varanus belli, or Bell’s Moni-
tor, in his honour in 1836.8 In 1790, Sur-
geon General John White, the Surgeon 
General of the First Fleet from 1788, had 
named the holotype (now presumed lost) 
of the Lace Monitor, Varanus varius, 
from New South Wales.8 Varanus belli is 
today sunk as a junior synonym.

Thomas Bell was born in Poole, Dorset 
and served as the Senior Dental Surgeon 
at Guy’s Hospital in London for almost 
all his professional career (1817-1861). He 
was also a leading zoologist and in addi-
tion to his dental appointment at Guy’s 
Hospital, was concurrently appointed 
Professor of Zoology at King’s College, 

Fig. 2  The Boeotian dragon, slain by Cadmus with his sword. This metonymic portrayal of 
dentistry is used in many logos. Illustrated are the formal-wear silvered lapel emblems of the 
Royal Australian Army Dental Corps

Fig. 3  The insignia, with the Boeotian 
dragon slain by Cadmus, at the enwreathed 
centre of the badge of the Royal Australian 
Army Dental Corps
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London, from 1836. An anti-Darwin-
ian, his specialty was reptiles, especially 
tortoises and snakes. His magnum opus 
was Monograph of the Testudinata, the 
fi rst eight parts of which were issued 
from 1832 to 1842. It was never fi nished, 
owing to his publisher’s bankruptcy. In 
1838-39, Thomas Bell published the fi rst 
complete edition of History of British 
reptiles.7 Many dentists have their names 
perpetuated in both native botanical spe-
cies and in horticultural cultivars.9-13

British dentists’ names in 
Australian plants

The fi rst dentists to practise in Aus-
tralia, all from 1818, were Simon Lear, 
Ambrose Foss and George White.9 The 
author of the fi rst published work on 
dentistry (1830) in Australia10-12 was Dr 
Henry Jeannerett, another pioneer colo-
nial dentist who worked both in Sydney 
and in Van Diemen’s Land.13

Dr Henry Jeannerett (1802-1886)
Henry Jeannerett was Australia’s fi rst 
specialist dentist as the term is under-
stood today (Fig. 4). His living memorial 
is a beautiful genus of seaweeds, Jean-
nerettia, which fl ourish in the waters of 
the Southern Ocean. Henry Jeannerett 
was born in London on New Year’s Eve, 
1802. At the age of 15 he was apprenticed 
as a surgeon in Oxford. He later studied 
at the Radcliffe Infi rmary in Oxford; 
and at the London Hospital and the City 
Dispensary in London and in Paris. In 
1824 he was awarded his Licentiate of 
the Society of Apothecaries. He was an 
enthusiastic naturalist and in 1825 was 
elected as President of the Plinian Natu-
ral History Society. 

Jeannerett lead a turbulent life in 
Australia. He emigrated on the brig 
Tranmere to Van Diemen’s Land in 1829. 
Initially disillusioned with conditions at 
the convict settlement there he moved 
to Sydney where he practised both as 
a dentist and a doctor. His 1830 book, 
entitled Hints for the preservation of the 
teeth,10 was favourably reviewed in the 
Sydney Gazette.14 Oral ill health, both 
dental and gingival, was a major scourge 
of the Colony. Oral infection, pain and 
disability affl icted both free immigrants 
and convicts alike, as well as the soldiers 
who guarded them. 

In 1834, Jeannerett and his wife moved 
again to Hobart where he practised both 
as a doctor and a dentist. It was there 
that Jeannerett became particularly 
interested in botany and it was from Port 
Arthur that he sent his fi rst specimens 
of both land and sea plants to the British 
Museum and the Dublin Herbarium.15

In 1842 Henry Jeannerett was 
appointed as Commandant, Surgeon and 
Justice of the Peace at the Aborigines’ 
Establishment on Flinders Island in Bass 
Strait. It was a tragic appointment which 
was to be his professional undoing and 
the cause of enormous personal anguish 
over the ensuing 15 years.16 In 1850, 
Jeannerett left Hobart and Australia for 
ever, resuming a vigorous clinical life as 
a dentist in London. He published pam-
phlets and continued his battles against 
bureaucracy to obtain personal and pub-
lic redress for what he saw as his unjust 
treatment in Van Diemen’s Land.

Jeannerett’s turbulent life in the colo-
nial administration of Tasmania over-
shadows somewhat his contributions to 
dentistry and to botany. His memorial is 
in the beautiful and delicate red seaweed, 
Jeannerettia,17 which is found commonly 
in the tidal drift of the southern oceans 
(Fig. 5). In the original description of 
this genus in Nereis Australia or ‘Algae 
of the Southern Ocean’, Professor Wil-
liam Henry Harvey, surgeon and Curator 
of the Herbarium of Trinity College in 
Dublin, noted that:

…this new genus is dedicated by Dr 
Hooker and myself, to Dr Jeannerett of 
Tasmania, from whom we have received 
a number of interesting Algae, gathered 
at Port Arthur, among them the fi rst 
specimens we have seen of this remark-
able plant.18

Dr Frank Tratman (1860-1926)
Dr Frank Tratman was the sole medical 
practitioner at Carnarvon and later at 
Guildford (from 1886) in Western Aus-
tralia. He practised also as a dentist.19 He 
later served as President of the Dental 
Board of Western Australia.20

Frank Tratman was born in Bristol, 
England, and went to the Bristol Gram-
mar School where he had a distinguished 
school record. He studied medicine at 
The London Hospital and after gradu-
ation was appointed House Surgeon at 

that hospital. Tratman worked at Guild-
ford in Western Australia for fi ve years. 
In his post as the sole government’s 
health offi cer he became interested in 
public health and preventive medicine. 
He also became interested in conta-
gious diseases and their prevention, was 
awarded the degree of Doctor of Medi-
cine from London University, and was 
one of the early recipients of the newly 

Fig. 4  Dr Henry Jeannerett (1802-1886), 
Australia’s fi rst specialist dentist. In 1830 
he published the fi rst text on dentistry in 
Australia, entitled Hints for the preservation of 
the teeth. Photograph courtesy of Mr Colin 
Jeannerett of Hobart, with acknowledgements

Fig. 5  The Southern Ocean seaweed, 
Jeannerettia lobata, which commemorates 
the life and work of the dentist and doctor 
of Van Diemen’s Land, Dr Henry Jeannerett 
(1802-1886). Photograph courtesy of Dr 
Bruce Fuhrer, with acknowledgements
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established Diploma of Public Health. His 
new training was immediately to be put 
to great practical use. In 1892, a chol-
era epidemic swept Russia and Germany, 
and a quarantine barrier was erected 
to prevent its spread across the English 
Channel. Frank Tratman took a signifi -
cant role in this action which indeed was 
successful in that England was spared 
the epidemic.21

Two fi ne Australian native trees are his 
enduring memorials. They are Tratman’s 
Wattle, Acacia tratmaniana and Trat-
man’s Kerrawang, Rulingia tratmanii.19

Leonard Rodway (1853-1936)
Leonard Rodway was one of the most 
celebrated dentist-naturalists.22 Born in 
Torquay he served on the Royal Navy 
Training Ship Glouster for two years. Ill 
health precluded a career in the Royal 
Navy and he embarked on a dental 
career.23 He emigrated to Australia in 
1890 and practised as a dentist for the 
ensuing 30 years. For many years Rod-
way was Secretary of the Dental Board 
of Tasmania.24

His passion was botany. He was the 
(unpaid) Government Botanist of Tas-
mania from 1896 to 1932.23 He was the 
Director of the Herbarium in the Tas-
manian Museum and a Trustee of the 
Hobart Botanical Garden. For his serv-
ices to botany he was awarded the Clarke 
Medal of the Royal Society of New South 
Wales. He was also awarded the Royal 
Society Medal of the Royal Society of 
Tasmania and decorated C.M.G. for his 
services to botany. 

Leonard Rodway wrote articles on 
botany, astronomy and zoology. His two 
greatest works were the encyclopaedic 
The Tasmanian Flora (Fig. 6), published 
in 190325 and The Mosses of Tasmania, 
published in 1912 and 1913. The Kew 
Bulletin of 1936, in an obituary to Leon-
ard Rodway, recorded:

To him, Tasmania owes almost entirely 
its Herbarium, which he had built up 
by his own unaided and devoted efforts 
during the many years he served without 
any salary as Government Botanist. The 
Herbarium, though consisting mainly of 
single specimens of each species, is very 
well preserved and all the specimens are 
well mounted, unlike most of those in 
other Australian Herbaria.23

His Hobart dental practice, founded in 
1884, formed the fi nancial base for his 
enormous philanthropic and scientifi c 
work. It was carried on by two of his 
fi ve sons.26

The genus Rodwaya was raised by Fer-
dinand von Mueller in 1890 (now sunk 
and reclassifi ed as Thismia). Rodway’s 
Bent Grass, Deyeuxia rodwayi, Lachnos-
tachys rodwayana, Schoenus rodwayana, 
and Rodway’s Gum, Eucalyptus rodwayi, 
are enduring memorials of his life and 
works. A particularly beautiful epo-
nymic memorial to Dr Rodway are the 
Fairy Lanterns, Thismia rodwayi (Fig. 
7), described rather prosaically in for-
mal botanical literature as ‘restricted 
to damp humus, fl owering sometimes 
[even] under the forest litter, and treef-
ern butts in shaded fern gullies in Tas-
mania, eastern Victoria and new South 
Wales; a small leafl ess saprophyte, with 
creeping vermiform and mycorrhizal 
root-systems’.26 Another descriptive 
phrase refers to this ‘rare and highly 
remarkable plant’ which after prolonged 
rain glows with internal luminescence 
and is truly ‘Rodway’s Fairy Lantern’.

A number of other botanical names 
record the life and works of Australian 
dentists. The beautiful pink camellia 

cultivar, ‘Dr T. E. Pierson’,28,29 records 
the life of Dr T. E. Pierson, a dentist of 
Hurstville, Sydney. The International 
Camelia Register describes this bloom 
as ‘a loosely imbricated, formal double, 
deep rich pink fl ower, 14 cm across and 5 
cm deep, blooming mid-season to late’.30

The mistletoe, Webster’s Ixiolaena, 
Ixiolaena websteri, records the life and 
works of Dr Leonard C. Webster, initially 
a pharmacist and dentist for six years in 
Coolgardie (1888-1894) before his later 
graduation as a doctor. Dr Webster col-
lected in the Coolgardie environs.31 The 
mistletoes which comprise this genus are 
the source of birdlime, a highly adhe-
sive extract used by hunter-gatherers to 
trap birds. 

The Australian pelargonium, Helm’s 
Stork’s-bill, Pelagonium helmsii, com-
memorates the life and work of the Ger-
man-born dentist and watch-maker, 
Richard Helms (1842-1914).32 Helms was 
extraordinarily versatile and became 
one of Australia’s and New Zealand’s 
best-known naturalists of his day. He 
travelled and collected on the Darling 
River and was a member of the Elder 
Expedition (1891-92) which traversed 
the Western Desert from South Aus-
tralia to Murchison in Western Aus-

Fig. 6  The title page of The Tasmanian fl ora, 
an encyclopaedic work published by the 
Tasmanian dentist, Leonard Rodway CMG 
(1853-1936)

Fig. 7  The hand-drawn diagrams of the 
fl owers of the Fairy Lanterns, Thismia 
rodwayi, drawn by the Melbourne botanist, 
Dr Ferdinand von Mueller, who named this 
new species to honour Leonard Rodway 
(1853-1936), esteemed Tasmanian dentist
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tralia.33 Helms wrote extensively on the 
honey-bee, ticks and other parasites, 
noxious weeds, plant diseases, birds, 
conchology and anthropology. He dis-
covered new species of plants. Many 
new species of New Zealand insects 
and a number of shells were also named 
after him.

Dentists’ names in marine creatures
A particularly rich repository of endur-
ing simple symbols of the life and works 
of dentists, throughout the world, is to be 
found in the scientifi c names of marine 
creatures. Dozens of dentists have been 
so honoured in this way. Many dentists 
who have had a lifelong and passionate 
commitment to seashells have contrib-
uted much to the scientifi c disciplines 
of malacology and conchology. One in 
particular was Dr Pieter Boddaert (1730-
1796), a Dutch physician and dentist who 
published extensively on dentistry from 
the University of Utrecht. Another was 
Dr Lorenzo Gordin Yates (1837-1909), a 
dentist and malacologist who emigrated 
to the United States and whose life and 
works were recorded in the name of the 
marine gastropod, Typhina yatesi.34

Charles Spence Bate’s (1819-1889) name 
is commemorated in fi ve crustaceans, one 
of which is Costa batei, so named by the 
natural historian Brady in 1866. 

Thomas Bell (1792-1880) has a crab, 
Cancer bellianus, named after him. In 
1997, the Belgian dentist, Dr Jan deP-
rez was honoured by the naming of a 
cowrie, Cypraea jandeprezi, so named by 
Poppe and Martin in 1997.35

Medals
Eponymous medals comprise some of the 
most enduring of memorials to dentists. 
The earliest known dental numismatic 
items are Roman coins of the reigns of 
Gordianus (Gordian III) from 238-244 
AD and those of Gallienus (Licinius 
Egnatius Gallienus) in 253 AD. These 
coins were minted in Tyre, a Roman 
colony and portray on the obverse ‘Cad-
mus, son of Agemor, King of Tyre, in the 
act of killing a dragon or large serpent 
with a stone’35 (Fig. 1). The fact that the 
moneyer portrayed a stone rather than 
a sword can be excused on the fact that 
the Homeric legend of Cadmus began 
more than 1,400 years previously. The 

origin of the dragon probably related to 
King Draco:

The truth of the story appears to be 
that there was a King of the Thebans, 
named Draco, whom Cadmus slew, and 
of whose Kingdom he took possession. 
The Tyrians, to show the high antiquity 
of their city, commemorated the reputed 
fact by this allegorical type.35

There are more than 30 eponymous 
medals which commemorate Australian 
dentists. Examples are the Frances Gray 
Medal and the William J. Tuckfi eld Prize 
Medal, each bestowed by the Faculty of 
Medicine, Dentistry and the Health Sci-
ences of the University of Melbourne. 
Another is the Bertha Bennett Prize 
Medal bestowed by the Royal Dental 
Hospital, Melbourne. Two examples of 
eponymous dental medals are illustrated 
(Figs 8 and 9). The R. Fairfax Reading 
Memorial Prize Medal was struck by the 
Dental Alumni Society of the University 
of Sydney in 1950, to commemorate the 
services to dentistry of Professor Rich-
ard Fairfax Reading, Head of the Sydney 
Dental Hospital from 1920 and fi rst Dean 
of the Faculty of Dentistry from 1921. 
The Dental Alumni Society was formed 
in 1943. The Fairfax Reading Medal is 
bestowed ‘for an outstanding contribu-
tion to dental science’ (Fig. 8). 

A second example is the F. G. Chris-
tensen Memorial Medal which is awarded 
by the Royal Australasian College of 
Dental Surgeons ‘for outstanding profi -
ciency at the Primary Examination for 
Fellowship of the College’. Professor Fre-
derich George Christensen (1915-1969), 
was a dental surgeon, teacher and lec-
turer at the University of Queensland and 
at the University of Baghdad.36 He had 
been a brilliant student, being awarded 
the fi rst dental University Medal from 
the University of Queensland (1939) 
and later (1954) its second Doctorate of 
Dental Science.36 He served the (then) 
Australian College of Dental Surgeons 
in its formative years as a Councillor, 
Lecturer, Examiner and as Chairman 
of the Queensland Regional Commit-
tee. After four years of planning, the 
Australian College of Dental Surgeons 
was incorporated on the 11 September 
1970. The ‘Royal’ prefi x was bestowed in 
August 1972 and the College became the 

Australasian College of Dental Surgeons 
in March 1977. The George Christensen 
Memorial Medal is a bronze disc, the 
obverse of which depicts an oblate globe 
on which are superimposed the maps of 
Australia and New Zealand (Fig. 9). 

Towns and streets
Communities honour those who have 
given service to society by the bestowal 

Fig. 9  The F.G. Christensen Memorial Medal 
of the Royal Australasian College of Dental 
Surgeons, endowed by a bequest from 
Professor Frederich George Christensen 
(1915-1969), of Brisbane. Professor 
Christensen was a foundation Councillor, 
Lecturer and Examiner of the College. 
Pictured is the foundation medal. The RACDS 
was incorporated as a College on the 11 
September 1970. The ‘Royal’ prefi x was 
bestowed in August 1972 and the College 
name was changed to ‘Australasian’ in March 
1977. Bronze disc, obverse. 63 mm x 5 mm, 
118 grams, by AMOR of Sydney

Fig. 8  The R. Fairfax Reading Memorial 
Prize Medal has been awarded since 1950 by 
the Dental Alumni Society of the University 
of Sydney. It commemorates the life and 
works of Professor Richard Fairfax reading, 
foundation Dean of the Faculty of Dentistry 
(University of Sydney) from 1921. Bronze 
plate, 50 mm by 58 mm, 3.5 thick, 85 
grams, by AMOR of Sydney
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of the civic names of streets and towns. 
One such example is the Major Jock 
Clarke Street at Enoggera in Brisbane, 
named and unveiled by the author on 
29 November 1999, as a tribute to Major 
Jock Clarke, a military dentist held in 
high esteem. 

Captain John Edward Rea Clarke, 
‘Jock’ (b.1916), was one of the fi rst den-
tal graduates from the newly established 
Faculty of Dentistry at the University 
of Queensland, in 1938. He served as a 
Dental Offi cer with 2/2 Casualty Clear-
ing Station and was one of the military 
dentists who cared for the entrapped 
soldiers during the Siege of Tobruk (Fig. 
10). Subsequently, he was captured on 
Java and served with distinction as a 
Japanese POW until August 1945. After 
his repatriation he bought Owen Pearn’s 
dental practice in Brisbane and worked as 
a private dental surgeon for the ensuing 
15 years until he accepted an appoint-
ment as full time Clinical Lecturer in 
the Dental School at the University 
of Queensland.

The bronze plaque in the Major Jock 
Clarke Street reads:
CAPTAIN JOHN EDWARD REA CLARKE

Military dentist, soldier of courage and 
dedicated clinician. He was a leader in the 
maintenance of hygiene and undertook 
dental work for over two years serving 
his fellow prisoners on the Burma-Thai-
land Railway (1942-1945). His brilliant 
improvisation on malaria control and 
hygiene in highly infected cholera and 
dysentery areas saved many lives.

A particularly important civic memo-
rial to South Australia’s fi rst dentist, Dr 
Robert Hastings Norman (1808-1883),37 
is embodied in the name of the town 
of Normanville. Dr Norman’s forebears 
were among the subscribers to the South 
Australian Colonisation Project of 1834. 
Born in England, Robert Hastings Nor-
man emigrated to Australia in 1834 and 
commenced dental practice in Wright 
Street, in Adelaide later in that year. 
Norman Street, which runs off Wright 
Street in the city of Adelaide, was named 
after him.38

Robert Norman purchased land 80 
km south of Adelaide on the coast of 
the Fleurieu Peninsula where he estab-
lished the town which today bears his 

name, Normanville (Fig. 11). There he 
built a blacksmith’s shop, church, hotel 
and houses. Land was also set aside for a 
police station. He built a mausoleum for 
his family which is still extant; but it is 
recorded that:

When the time came and his wife, 
Sarah, died in 1867, the mausoleum 
with its vault was full of wine, and 
she was buried in the surrounding 
vineyard instead.37

Other memorials to this pioneer den-
tist also exist. There is a hotel ‘Norman’s 
Victory Hotel’ at Sellicks Hill on the 
road to Yankalilla. The ‘Victory’ in Rob-
ert Norman’s Hotel name does not refer 
to Nelson’s fl agship, but to the triumph 
of eventually having a road built from 
Victor Harbour to Yankalilla. 

Robert Norman’s most remarkable 
achievement was a prosthetic hand he 
made for a returned soldier, Private 
Coles. Dentists of the nineteenth century 
were often called upon to make artifi -
cial noses and palates to replace those 
lost through the gummata of syphilis, 
but the artifi cial hand which Norman 
made was indeed a masterpiece.39 Rob-
ert Norman carved the prosthetic hand 
from dugong bone.39 It was reported that 
Private Coles could deal a pack of cards, 
hand a plate and lift a glass of wine 

with his articulated hand.37 Three of 
Robert Norman’s six sons became den-
tists. One, Herbert Hayes Norman went 
to the United States in 1866 and gradu-
ated as a Doctor of Dental Surgery with 
Honours at the New Orleans Dental Col-
lege in 1871, before returning to South 
Australia where he practised dentistry 
for 52 years. Robert Norman’s memorials 
are the town of Normanville and several 
streets including Norman Avenue which 
leads to Normanville Heights, a suburb 
of Normanville (Fig. 12). 

Much research remains to be under-
taken on the civic memorialisation of 
Australian dentists. 

Conclusion
The profession of dentistry today has 
arisen from the widest variety of back-
grounds. Dentists emerged from the 
ranks of goldsmiths and watchmakers, 
from the world of barbers and patent 
medicine vendors40 and from the ranks 
of medicine itself. In some parts of the 
world, particularly in Europe and later 
in Australia, dentists emerged from the 
ranks of apothecaries, surgeons and 
pharmacists. 

Irrespective of such origins, the very 
skilled physical nature of dental work 
endures. Because of the enduring physi-
cal and chemical nature of teeth and 

Fig. 10  Captain John (‘Jock’) Edward Rea Clarke (b.1916), the Dental offi cer of 2/2 Casualty 
Clearing Station, at his dental surgery dugout at Tobruk, in 1941. The Siege of Tobruk, Libya, 
lasted from the 10 April – 27 November 1941. Photograph courtesy of his son, Mr David 
Clarke, with acknowledgements
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jaws, and of the dental materials with 
which one works, much of dentists’ work 
lasts indefi nitely. Archaeological evi-
dence from Mehrgarh in Baluchistan, 
using electron microscopy, has revealed 
that neolithic dentists working more than 
8,000 years ago repaired teeth with stone-
tipped drills.41 This physical resilience 
is indeed the base of the contemporary 
specialty discipline of forensic dentistry. 
However, such endurance and longevity 
are exploited only when some disaster 
or crime or mystery (usually requiring 

the identifi cation of bodies) has arisen.
By contrast, many of us crave to have 

some proactive creative component to 
our lives − an often unmet ambition 
to leave something positive which will 
interest or delight, which will arouse 
curiosity or which will inspire those 
who will follow on. In this context, one 
occasionally asks the question ‘What of 
our work will endure?’ Most strive to 
balance personal lives between clinical 
service within the profession of den-
tistry, and creativity. Many of us feel we 
never achieve an optimal balance, and 
most feel they are driven, as servants of 
the profession, by our clinical respon-
sibility to our patients and to others. 
Nevertheless, the profession itself and 
society more broadly does create endur-
ing symbols which will tell something 
to historians of the long-distant future 
about the contemporary profession of 
the art and science of dentistry. Such 
will be of great interest and value in the 
future, but very much enrich personal 
and professional life today. 
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Fig. 11  The bronze plaque commemorating 
the life and works of Robert Norman 
(1808-1883) dentist, Shakespearian scholar, 
swordsman and prosthetic pioneer, after 
whom the South Australian coastal town 
of Normanville and several Normanville and 
an Adelaide Street are named. Photograph, 
courtesy of Associate Professor Gael Phillips, 
January 1993, with acknowledgements

Fig. 12  A signpost at Normanville, South 
Australia, commemorating the life and 
works of Robert Norman (1808-1883), 
a pioneer dentist of South Australia. 
Photograph, January 1993, courtesy of 
Associate Professor Gael Philips, with 
acknowledgements
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