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Two pieces of veterinary art depict the compassion of our profession and the services performed 
by veterinarians to conserve the life and health of animals and safeguard the health of humans.  Both 
are the work of Danish American artist Christian Peterson (1885 – 1961) and are located at Iowa 
State University’s College of Veterinary Medicine.

The Gentle Doctor is recognized as the international symbol of veterinary medicine.  The 
sculpture depicts a veterinarian holding a sick or wounded puppy while its dam looks upward with 
concern.  It conveys the essence of the bond between humans and animals.

The other sculpture, The Veterinary Medicine Mural, was placed prominently by Charles Stange, 
Dean of ISU’s CVM from 1909 to 1936, so veterinary students would be reminded daily of the col-
lege’s curriculum goals.

Their partnership started when Petersen arrived at ISU in 1934 following service with artist 
Grant Wood in eastern Iowa.  He met with Dean Stange, and together they formed a plan for the bold 
works that show the influence of Wood.  Petersen’s one-semester residency spread to 21 years during 
which he completed a dozen other art pieces.

Petersen was aided by his wife Charlotte, whose research abilities and enthusiasm helped him 
develop ideas for the artistic symbolism of research and development milestones in veterinary medi-
cine.  

In a 1983 interview, Charlotte Petersen explained 
her husband’s approach to veterinary art.  “It’s all about 
life with animals and how important that relationship is.  
Christian felt a kinship with veterinarians…so he was 
close with students and faculty.  They were intelligent, 
practical people who worked with their hands and 
hearts.”

In a 2009 News and Notes historical article about 
Dr. F.J. “Mac” McCann’s (1914 – 2010) Memoirs of a County Vet, he wrote about Petersen’s works, as well as former ISU CVM 
professor and Kansas State University CVM Dean Ralph Dykstra’s Veterinarian’s Creed.  “I’ve kept a framed combination of The 
Gentle Doctor and Veterinarian’s Creed in my office for years,” McCann writes.   “I believe it served not only as an inspiration, 
but a reminder of responsibility for this country vet during those three decades in practice.”  Dr. McCann graduated from ISU 
CVM in 1947.  

Dr. McCann’s Memoirs can be read at www.kcvma.com - click on the “About” tab.  


