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Florence is a Gargoyle 

hy Anhur A1lcn 

H opcfu I) till' \\'rc'-·h·• ·, B.11l of 
the \ ant·ou, ·l·r l 'rl,:ln.un:m ,·rk 
brauons ha' Gl'.ll,·d .tm:Jgt, '111.'11 

powerful enough 10 prt'll'l'l thl' ~kdt,,ll 
Dental Btulthng ;11 (;c,,r~t.t .md lf,,ml" 
Streets, huttf ll has not .• md .1 fl'.t l \\ rl'd..Jn~ 
ball goes 10 \\or!... Llll' st~ht .md ,,,und ,,1 
shattering wrra-coll.t nm.mwnt '' t 11 lll' .1 

very pamful l'\fX' rtl' tKr l'hl' l'l.vcd ,1.1\ 
tlccorattons o f tlw ~kdt,'.ll Dl'tll.ll 1\uthl 

n u mbrr ,\. 4 

I h'' ~ k,!t,.tl-P,'nl.ll•lnl.l: , .... , .tr.· '"'r ~o 
prc,,·n, n~ ,,n ~r.•t.ttd' ••I 'I' ,·, ,!,' ,.~,' 
.md 'l'u.ll de ( 111 .t•'ll'' 1,, :••,·. 1

<1\\\' \\'! 

1t I' }''c.' "'nJt't('l''', ~uh..! 'lh.~ .. t:' • ~ ,,. h~,.·"' .. ' 
... ~hl ·~~l.n.'' olt,,l '•t "'t 1'1 · c. t' .: I ' .... 
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story told by the ornaments t.hal is unique to 
this building; a story t.hal makes preserva
tion of the building and its ornaments so 
worthwhile. 

I understand t.hal when the building opened 
for business m 1927 1t contained a small 
hospital urut that conunued in operauon 
until approxunat.el y 1960.1 also understand 
thaJ. when medical and dental staff in the 
building ftrst saw the rune foot nurses high 
on the corners of the building, with t.hal 
peculiar humour common m their profes
Sion the) promptl} named the nurses "The 
Rhea Sisters ... Pya. Dya, and Gonna!" 

Personally I prefer to call the nurses 
"Florence" Actually the} are dressed m 
uniforms of World War I, not the long 
gowns worn by Florence Nightingale of 
Crimean fame.! call them Florence because 
they are Indeed gargoyles -- placed m 1927 
to remind us that it is now the wonders of 

medical science, not the po.,.,crs of ~1cd c
val magic, that wi ll prevent C'-11 splrll\, 1 c. 

disease, from entenng a bu1ldmg 

For some years, too bus) to meddle m ~u, h 
things, I did not pursue th1s 1dca 111 detail. 
until I read an anthropolog1~t·, <KCount of 
house decorauon among prun1t1 vc peoples 
of lnd1a. The anthropologl\t, I ore 
Hakansson, contends that people decorate 
body orifices: eyes, c;rrs, no~es and mouth~. 
in order to deter the entr) of cv1l spmts 
Th1s practice, 53)'> Hakansson, 1s extended 
to architectural onficc~: dt)()r\.\ a'~ . .,., n
dows, chunnc) s and 'cm 

I 1mmediatel) v.em 10 the \1cdll..J D~.:nt.1l 

Bu1lding to mspcct the entrance 0111d "as 
astounded' The leather hro\.\n terra wtta 
panels that decorate the arch\.\a) mer the 
main entry on (,eorgJa Street cont.un a 
fascmaung series of p1ctogr.1pluc llll''~.lgl'' 
Starting at the wp of tht' arch, th<' p.uwl' 
depict: 

I h< • of eh ( • lumn ma~aron< 
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-- a keystone panel tllustraung a mcdtcal 
laboratory where sctcnce brews tL~ 
modem pouons 

-- on each side of the keystone. a panel 
tllustrating a horse's head. wnh 
wings, and a caduceus. a rod wtth an 
entwined serpent. the ~ymbol of the 
Canadian Medtcal Assoctation. 

-- next, on each side. a panel ,how mg a 
scene of htgher leaming. a lecturer 
speaking, presum:~bl) to mcdtcal stu 
dents. 

fourth, pane Is sho'' mg famtltl'S m 
prayer, wnh a ckrg) m;m under a 
cross 

lower panels sho'' funhcr Sl'Cnco; t'f 
Greek mythoh)g\ , C'hn,tt:m 'H'r,!Jtp. 
and medtcll snt'rll·c. 

-- finall}, at the h..lllom ol c.tdt 'ilk ,,f tbt' 
arch, nght at e~t' k\CI \\hl'fC I h.td 
\\ alked so t>lkn "tthnut sccmg, there 
arc two largl' panels, cadt dl'pt.-ltn)! 
ano1hcr cadun·us In tht''l' '''"'' lhl' 
s\'mhols still\\ •nds, l'.tdl '' llh ''"' 
CTliW ll1l'd Sll,lkl'S 

n um h~ t 

The message was suddenly clear' In case of 
tllness. IT} medtcme. pra}er. and magtc, m 
smtable propontons!!! 

As usual I left the buildmg quue piC;t,<;ed 
with m) new pcrccpuon. It "';t.o;n 't lo!lg 
ho1.1. ever, before a naggmg douhr appeared. 
While photographing ornament~ >f other 
old butldmgs m Vancouver I b.d found 
numerous e-.;arnplc~ of the c:Jdu eus, mo-;1 
of them rods."' nh two serpcms cotltng LliJ 
the shafts The old \ 'ancouver wat of am·~ 
earned a double serpent caduceus, w rl\:h 
ma) su,l be ~cen on the Rurr;md Rnd~e. and 
over the rmr~ 10 C'll~ HJ;l \e' c·Jl t'ld 
t>utldmgs of the !lank tlf C mu•Jc•Cl' -.: !1 1 
d spla~ 11. for nqJJ1l'C .ll \! .1 ' l .. l''J P.:ndcr 
The smgk scrpcm cadutt'usmJ~ he 'Cl'r on 
the A.:adcm) of \ fctltl'tnc at 10 h ..:.•111 RJr

rartl. m the et'ncrctc mur:tl t>' RtJt:t• e 
Lcn.,tc 'h0"lnf Htp!Xx·:.lll'' ''tth lu' ,:.lff 
and "C '"akc 

Agam nt) .-t.n''' ~ dccr<."ll',! .mJ I tx ;..,cd 
up:J.l::.~.nd~-..,k '' C"...L,,:,,., \I)LhC'k'£:' . :mu 
rc.:td on 

It ,rem~ t11.11 t1ll' cadtKl'us '' 1111 '::·~ t' ,,·r 
J'<.'lll ' ,l')'"IWJ'TIJ!t' 11' }I ilj'<X •,Ill' ' .I t'~ 
l'dh till' '.ulwr ,,, nl•'<ll'm r•t•d, me . . 1: dIll 
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Asclepius, the great healer who was able to 
revive the dead, a feat by wluch Zeus was 
not impressed. The caduceus w1th two 
snakes however, was developed when 
Apollo gave Herrnes a rod, or wand. in 
exchange for the lyre, wluch Hcrmes had 
fashioned from a ton01se shel l. The story 
goes that one day Herrnes placed the point 
of his wand between two fighting snakes, 
whereupon the serpents promptly coiled 
themselves on the shaft, where they remain 
to this day. 

At this point I was still confused, until I read 
more about Herrnes. That anc1ent figure 
was very busy, even for a God He was 
messenger of the Gods, gu1dc of the dead, 
God of wind, speed, navigation, mcrease of 
animals, manual skill, oratory, and God of 
travellers, commerce ... and of th1eves. 

Again I understood! Herrnes, and the 
double serpent caduceus, are the symbols of 
money and commerce, of bank vaults and 

of robbers! How could such a s}mhol he 
mounted at the entrance to a place ol mere.~. 
healing, and ofcharit)? Trul), 1t must ha'c 
been a mistake ... or d1d a sculptor havl' h1'/ 
her tongue in cheek v.h1le modelling the 
double caduceus of the Mcdlcai-Dc:ual 
Building? 

What can be done? .. Poss1bl) 111-c the 
Pun tans of England, we should remove 1h1s 
badly mistaken symbol If we do however, 
LO be fair we ought to remove the head of 
Herrnes from the Hotel Vancouver: t lcmws 
was God of rravellcrs, but also of thlC\Ts 
We should also find and remove the four 
Jolly Rogcrs on the Marmc Autldmg. Hov. 
could anyone dare to place the skull .tnd 
crossbones on such an cmmcru crtadel of 
enterprismg commerce and honest h.ml 
work? 

Arthur Alien recet>ed hts lJ Arrhjr(lm tht• 

Uruverstty of Brttt.lh Cnlumht,ttn JIJ'i7 Ill' 

now practtceJ archrtt·c tu re tn l wu mn t'r 

l h c I , I 1 h I o I u n . n m • 8 1 ' 1 n t 


