
Obituary

�	 The Journal of Clinical Investigation      http://www.jci.org      Volume 121      Number 1      January 2011

A tribute to Alan M. Gewirtz

We mourn the untimely passing of Alan 
Gewirtz, a member of the JCI Editorial 
Board, who died on November 17, 2010, at 
the age of 61.

Alan received his undergraduate degree 
from Colgate University, where, in keep-
ing with a lifelong interest in the world 
around him, he majored 
in marine biology. After 
graduating from SUNY 
Buffalo Medical Col-
lege and completing a 
medical residency at 
The Mount Sinai Hos-
pital (New York, New 
York, USA), he went 
to Yale University for 
c l in ica l  t ra ining  in 
hematology and oncol-
ogy. While at Yale, he 
worked with Ron Hoff-
man, Ed Cadman, and 
Ed Benz to make semi-
nal contributions to the 
field of megakaryocyte 
development al  biol -
ogy. Later, as an inde-
pendent researcher at 
Temple University, and 
then at the University of Pennsylvania, 
Alan pioneered the use of antisense  
RNA technologies for the treatment of 
leukemia, ultimately extending this work 
to a more global application of oligo-
nucleotide therapeutics for treating stem 
cell disorders.

Alan’s extraordinary scientific accom-
plishments were well known and deserv-
edly well recognized. His research was 
published in journals such as Science, 
Nature Medicine, Nature Genetics, PNAS, 
The Journal of Experimental Medicine, Blood, 
and, of course, the JCI. He was elected to 
membership in both the American Soci-
ety for Clinical Investigation and the 
Association of American Physicians. He 
served on numerous national and inter-
national scientific advisory committees 
and reviewed manuscripts for more than 
25 scientific journals. Alan managed to 
do all this while still being an active clini-
cian. He was repeatedly recognized both 
locally and nationally for his expertise in 
the treatment of hematologic malignan-
cies. So devoted was Alan to his patients 
that he essentially refused to schedule 

social engagements (at least with either 
of us!) when he was attending, because 
he invariably was at the hospital until far 
past normal dinner hours.

Feisty, loyal, gentle, combative, impas-
sioned, gracious, spirited . . . these are all 
adjectives that readily described Alan. His 

was not an imposing physical presence 
— he probably never weighed more than 
150 pounds — but it is hard to imagine 
Alan ever backing down when challenged, 
and we each recall a beet red–faced angry 
man when he encountered incompetence 
or rudeness, especially if directed at friends 
or family. We are all, of course, studies in 
contrasts, and Alan was simultaneously the 
gentlest of men. A lover of animals, he fre-
quently snuck his wirehaired dachshund, 
Sparky, into work by hiding him in a small 
satchel; Sparky even attended a JCI Edito-
rial Board meeting once.

Alan was a devoted pilot, and was actually  
funded by NASA to study hematopoiesis 
in outer space. He shared ownership in a 
small plane with Meenhard Herlyn of The 
Wistar Institute and flew as often as he 
could, whether it was to Study Section, to 
visit his children at college, or just to get 
out on a beautiful day. In 1999, Alan and 
a colleague at Penn, Jim Hoxie, were each 
nominated to apply for the first Doris 
Duke Translational Researcher Awards. 
The time period for the application was 
brief, and Alan and Jim left it to the last 

minute. After staying up most of the night 
before the due date, with Alan sleeping on 
the floor under his desk for a few hours, 
they had to personally deliver the grants 
to the Foundation offices. Jim recalls, 
“After the all-nighter, Alan took one look 
at me with my sleep-deprived, bloodshot  

eyes, [and] said there 
was no way he was going 
to get in a car with me 
behind the wheel. Then 
he said, ‘Hoxie, we’re tak-
ing the plane.’”

Alan was a founding 
member of the Penn JCI 
Editorial Board. Of the 
19 Associate Editors 
currently on our mast-
head, only eight served 
in that capacity for our 
first issue (March 2007), 
Alan among them. He 
was a force in our weekly 
meetings. He usually held 
strong opinions, but was 
always willing to be per-
suaded by the facts. If 
he thought the ideas in a 
manuscript had merit, he 

fought passionately for the paper. He was 
a strong author advocate — he wanted us 
to publish good science and to publish 
it quickly, rather than ask the authors to 
spend months doing “clean-up” experi-
ments that were unnecessary. He also 
never forgot what the C in JCI stands for. 
More than any other Penn board member, 
past or present, Alan would ask whether 
the paper, the model, and the experi-
ments were relevant to human disease. If 
the work could be validated with human 
samples, he would insist on the authors 
doing it. Alan never forgot that the mis-
sion of biomedical research is to improve 
human health.

We thank Alan’s many friends and col-
leagues who shared their feelings about 
him with us — the joy that he brought into 
their lives, and ours, is palpable. He will be 
sorely missed.
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