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o it goes.” 

Kurt Vonnegut repeatedly used this expression in his 
1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five, partly as a way to express 
the profundity of one’s life, given the overwhelming 
magnitude of life overall, but also as a way to express the 
reality of having to accept the certainty of it all.

I’ve used and described this expression in an edit-
orial once before when celebrating the passing of a 
giant in dentistry. And I have the inevitable misfor-
tune of having to use it again with the recent passing 
of Dr. Gordon Nikiforuk at age 96, another giant of our  
profession.

In 1994, Dr. Nikiforuk received an Ontario Dental  
Association Honourary Membership, the highest hon-
our the ODA bestows upon those who, for at least 30 
years, have contributed to the service of dentistry. By 
this time, Dr. Nikiforuk’s international reputation as an  
educator, researcher, academic administrator and leader 
in organized dentistry was secured.

Born on a Saskatchewan farm in 1922, he eventually 
made his way to Ontario and graduated with a DDS from 
the University of Toronto in 1947. He then travelled to 
the University of Illinois where he specialized in pedi-
atric dentistry and received an MSc in biochemistry. To 
describe this as unique is likely an understatement, as the 
number of dentists with postgraduate degrees in British 
North America at that time was arguably small, let alone 
the fact that specialty disciplines were in their nascent 
stages.

In 1956, he began his career at the University of  
Toronto, starting at the enviable rank of associate pro-
fessor. He returned to the U.S. in 1965, where he served 
in various capacities at the University of California,  
including professor of pediatric dentistry, chairman of 
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the division of oral biology, and acting dean of their  
faculty of dentistry. Finally, in 1970, he returned to the 
University of Toronto’s dental faculty to assume the role 
of dean.

Dr. Nikiforuk established an international reputation 
as a leader in dental research and education, with papers 
investigating topics in basic science, epidemiology, pre-
ventive dentistry and pedagogy. Simply reviewing a smat-
tering of the titles of his publications on PubMed gives 
you a sense of his intellectual curiosity: “Dental caries, I. 
A discussion of the aetiological factors” and “Dental car-
ies. II. Evaluation of the current methods of prevention 
of dental caries” both in 1951; “Public health aspects of 
water fluoridation” in 1954; “Chromatographic studies of 
carbohydrate components in enamel” in 1960; “Purifica-
tion and properties of protein from embryonic bovine 
enamel” in 1965; “Dental education in an innovative 
society” in 1966; “Practical aspects of current caries  
research and epidemiological data” in 1969; “Poster-
uptive effects of nutrition on teeth” in 1970; “Fluoride 
supplements for prophylaxis of caries” in 1975; “The  
etiology of enamel hypoplasia: a unifying concept” in 
1981; “The impact of a caries-free society on dental prac-
tice” in 1984; and “The changing pattern of oral dental 
diseases. A global perspective” in 1988. 

His work culminated in what became a world- 
renowned two-volume textbook, Understanding Dental 
Caries. It is not an overstatement to say that, during the 
research phase of his career, he advanced dentistry’s and 
the wider scientific community’s understanding of one of 
humanity’s most prevalent chronic diseases, its measure-
ment, and its impacts. Indeed, if you search his name on 
Google Scholar, you’ll find that his research is still being 
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referenced, even as recently as this year in upwards of 10 
publications from my cursory review.

Dr. Nikiforuk was also a statesman of dentistry, being 
president of the Canadian Association of Dental Research 
and, most importantly, president of the Royal College 
of Dental Surgeons of Ontario. He led during a period 
where public representation entered the health profes-
sional regulatory environment, something that was 
not easily or readily accepted by health professional 
groups generally. His writings spoke to the idea that self- 
governance was a privilege, that continuing competence 
was fundamental to meeting standards of care, that  
building bridges to other professions was important, 
and that the quality and safety of patient care were  
paramount in any discussion concerning dentistry.

A colleague of mine expressed it this way: “He was  
simply a lovely gentleman.”

I had a chance to meet Dr. Nikiforuk at a meeting of 
the International Dental Ethics & Law Society a bit more 
than a decade ago. He was elderly and arguably fragile, 
but there was no doubt, he was a gentleman. It is sober-
ing to think how someone who was and is such a giant 
could become so vulnerable. Reflecting on his passing, 
it reminded me how fragile and meaningless we all are 
under this great sky. Thank goodness there is a strategy 
to address the meaningless bit: I believe life can be very 
meaningful with the right luck, support, love and hard 
work. 

I surmise that Dr. Nikiforuk received his fair share of 
love and support, and created much luck for himself 
through hard work.

And so it goes…   OD

Dr. Carlos Quiñonez is the Editor of Ontario 
Dentist. He may be reached at 416-864-8239,  
or at cquinonez@oda.ca.
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