
Why decorate walls with
accent colours and bad art
when you can use the space

to educate the public and students?
That’s the thinking behind the proposed
public health museum (both actual and
virtual) at the School of Population and
Public Health’s newly renovated build-
ing at the University of British Colum-
bia, Vancouver, BC.
“We already have some remarkable

objects,” says Dr. Erica Frank, a pro-
fessor at the school and the museum’s
organizer. These include an iron lung,
quarantine signs, an old British Colum-
bia Centre for Disease Control public
health laboratory, immunization para-
phernalia, the Nobel Peace prize certifi-

cate awarded to the International Physi-
cians for Prevention of Nuclear War
and art about mental illness. The build-
ing is slated to open in summer 2010.
Frank is looking to borrow other pub-

lic health related artifacts (erica.frank
@ubc.ca). 
Many of the objects will be accom-

panied by a narrative and photograph
of a person who benefited from the
object. For example, a woman whose
father was in an iron lung for two years
will write about how that experience
allowed her to exist.
Another twist is that this summer’s

intern will be Frank’s 12-year-old
son, Ridge Frank-White, who will be
making a photographic record of all

the objects to put on a website. “I
know, it’s an age-inappropriate activ-
ity,” quips Frank. “But some parents
like to play soccer or hockey with
their kids; I like to work with mine.”
Frank-White has attended all the plan-
ning meetings and helped to situate
the exhibit spaces.
“It’s going to be great,” says Frank.

“It sure beats hanging trite motivational
posters on the wall.”
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Note

Wanted: Historical artifacts for new public health school

film progresses, she becomes involved
with his patients and the complexities of
their medical conditions and their lives.
Near the film’s conclusion, she has to
decide whether she is prepared to take
on Rainville’s practice permanently.
Dion’s twin journeys don’t offer

simplistic resolutions to her profes-
sional quandaries, nor do they romanti-
cize rural medical practices over urban

ones. What these understated, medita-
tive films do register is a sense of med-
icine as a vocation with spiritual con-
notations, as if the mystery of the
human soul must be seen to be part of
how medicine is practised in a world
of advanced scientific technologies and
treatments. Rainville states matter-of-
factly that he is “here to serve.” His
humility appears genuine, tough-

minded and practical for a physician,
and it inspires Dion with the quiet
force of its example.
Émond’s depiction of Dion’s crises,

her sense of her limitations as a doctor
and her shaken but not destroyed com-
mitment to compassion, is as sobering
as it is hopeful. 
The films intelligently raise impor-

tant moral, ethical and philosophical
questions about the role of the physi-
cian in society. These are the same
questions raised by Hippocrates, ques-
tions that are both essential and, in a
paradoxical sense, unanswerable. What
is essential is not their being answered
but rather the raising and reframing of
these questions, as medical science
evolves, in contemporary social con-
texts and changing medical practices.
Films like The Novena and The Legacy
contribute to that process in both useful
and aesthetically impressive ways.
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Dion takes on a small-town practice in the Abitibi region of Quebec and discovers the
way back toward a more compassionate approach to medicine.
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