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Robert N. Beck 1928–2008

R
obert N. Beck, a pioneer in the
diagnostic uses of radiation and
the development and testing of

radiotracers and a professor emeritus in
the Department of Radiology at the
University of Chicago (IL), died at the
University of Chicago Medical Center
on August 6.

Together with Paul V. Harper, MD,
Katherine Lathrop, and Don Charleston,
Beck was a key member of a University
of Chicago research team that was
among the first to investigate the tools
of modern nuclear medicine. They are
best known for introducing 99mTc into
clinical practice in the early 1960s. Beck was also known
for his fundamental role in developing theoretical frame-
works for nuclear medicine and for bringing mathematical
rigor to imaging systems, such as those for SPECT and
PET.

Colleagues and collaborators remembered Beck with
respect and high praise. ‘‘Bob Beck was a remarkable
guy who ultimately changed the way we see things that
are invisible to light,’’ said Randy Brill, MD, PhD,
research professor of radiology and radiological sciences
at Vanderbilt University Medical Center (Nashville,
TN). ‘‘He provided much of the foundation for the
detection and processing of radiologic signals. His work
still serves as the basis for the design for many modern
systems.’’

‘‘In many ways, Bob set the stage for the emergence
of nuclear medicine,’’ said Harrison Barrett, PhD, vice
chair of radiology and professor of radiology, optical
sciences, and applied mathematics at the University of
Arizona (Tucson). ‘‘He brought much-needed rigor
to the field of imaging systems. In those days,
you almost never saw an equation in The Journal of Nu-
clear Medicine, but one of Bob’s first papers had
about 50.’’

‘‘People in the field called him ‘Mr. Collimator’,’’
said his colleague Chin-Tu Chen, PhD, associate
professor of radiology at the University of Chicago.
‘‘To this day, many nuclear imaging systems are based on
his ideas and calculations on how collimators perform.’’

Robert Nason Beck was born in 1928 in San Angelo,
TX. He completed 1 y at San Angelo College and, in 1946,
joined the U.S. Navy, where he learned electronics and

worked as an electronic technician aboard
the U.S.S. Franklin D. Roosevelt. In 1948,
he returned to college, this time at the
University of Chicago, where he worked
part time as a technician in various labs.
‘‘From high school days, Bob was pointed
to a career in physics,’’ Brill said, ‘‘But he
was deeply troubled by the moral issues
raised by the role of physics in the atomic
bomb project.’’ This prompted him to
change directions for several years, taking
a broad range of courses and reading on
his own on philosophical, sociological,
and literary topics. He earned a bachelor
of arts from the university in 1954.

In the same year, the opportunity to work as a part-
time electronics technician on projects involving
medical applications of physics and engineering redi-
rected his talents. He began working on early imaging
instruments for the nuclear medicine group in the newly
created Argonne Cancer Research Hospital (ACRH). In
1955 he earned his BS in mathematics and also
completed the undergraduate physics curriculum.

Although he began work on a master’s degree in
mathematics, Beck’s abundant theoretical and mathe-
matical skills soon made him an indispensable member
of the university’s nuclear medicine team. Not having
a graduate degree did not hold him back, and he quickly
rose through the academic ranks. He was appointed as
a chief scientist at ACRH in 1957, joined the faculty as an
assistant professor of medicine in 1964, was promoted to
associate professor of radiology in 1967, and became
a professor of radiology and section chief of radiological
sciences in 1976.

In 1977 he was named director of the University of
Chicago’s Franklin McLean Memorial Research In-
stitute, which replaced the ACRH. In 1986 he founded
and became director of the Center for Imaging Science,
designed to pull together the many disciplines at the
university and Argonne National Laboratory that rely on
a broad range of imaging tools and methods.

Although the ACRH/University of Chicago team is
recognized for its pioneering work with technetium
brain scanning in the 1960s, the group made numerous
other contributions to the field. Beck designed other
scanning devices for radionuclide imaging, optimized
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by contributing members of the Science.
gov Alliance, including the Departments
ofAgriculture,Commerce,Defense,Edu-
cation, Health and Human Services, and
the Interior; the Environmental Protection
Agency; the Government Printing Office;
the Library of Congress; the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration;
and the National Science Foundation.

U.S. Department of Energy

Alton R. Sharpe, Jr., MD
Alton R. Sharpe, Jr., MD, an early

nuclear medicine practitioner who was
instrumental in founding the nuclear
medicine lab at McGuire Veterans Af-
fairs Medical Center and the Division
of Nuclear Medicine at the Virginia
CommonwealthUniversity(VCU)Med-
ical Center (both in Richmond), died on
August 14. He was 79 y old.

A native of Richmond, Sharpe grad-
uated from the University of Richmond
and the Medical College of Virginia
(MCV; later VCU). While at MCV, he

learned about radioactive iodine treat-
ment in a class taught by Richard
Kirkland, MD. Sharpe graduated from
MCV in 1953 and entered the Navy. He
served as the officer-in-charge of the
nuclear medicine laboratory at the
Portsmouth (VA) Naval Hospital from
1958 to 1960. After service at McGuire
in the 1960s, he joined the MCV faculty
in 1967. After chairing the nuclear
medicine division for a number of
years, he retired from VCU in 1992 to
open a private practice. He retired fully
in 2004. He was a fellow of the
American College of Physicians and
a diplomate of the American Board of
Internal Medicine and the American
Board of Nuclear Medicine.

Richmond Times-Dispatch

NEMA’s Small Animal PET
Performance Metrics

The National Electrical Manufac-
turers Association (NEMA) announced
on September 30 the release of Perfor-

mance Measurements for Small Animal
Positron Emission Tomographs (NU 4-
2008). According to Stefan Siegel,
PhD, a member of the NEMA Animal
PET Standard Task Force that prepared
this document, ‘‘These specifications
represent a subset of measurements that
characterize the performance of posi-
tron emission tomographs when per-
forming imaging tasks encountered at
small animal imaging facilities. A
concerted effort has been made to
develop a standard that is independent
of camera design and that is applicable
across a wide range of camera models
and geometries, while establishing a re-
liable baseline of system performance
in typical imaging conditions.’’

The contents and scope of NEMA
NU 4-2008 may be viewed by visiting
NEMA’s Web site at www.nema.org/stds/
nu4.cfm, and both hard copy and elec-
tronic downloads are available for a fee.

National Electrical Manufacturers
Association

(Continued from page 19N)
collimator design, and evaluated the trade-offs between
spatial resolution and sensitivity. He also played key roles
in creating the University of Chicago’s PET facility,
helping to build one of the first PET scanners in the
Midwest in 1981. In addition, he led the initiative to
establish the University of Chicago Medical Center’s first
MR imaging facility, the Goldblatt MRI Center, in 1985.

A prolific researcher and author, Beck published
nearly 250 scientific papers, lectured at imaging confer-
ences all over the world, and served on national and
international committees in the field, including those of the
SNM and the International Atomic Energy Agency. After
retirement in 1998, he continued to make theoretical con-
tributions, including nationally published perspectives on
defining the scope and unique intellectual agenda of the
imaging sciences.

Beck won several awards for his work. In 1991 he
received the Aebersold Award for outstanding achieve-
ment from SNM and the Computerworld Smithsonian
Nominee Award for visionary use of information technol-
ogy in the field of imaging science. In 1996 he received
the Medical Imaging Scientist Award from the Institute
of Electrical and Electronics Engineers. In 2006, the
University of Chicago awarded him the Paul C. Hodges

Alumni Society Excellence Award. He was also respected
as a teacher and mentor. Beck taught the physics of nuclear
medicine course at the University of Chicago for 30 y
and helped to establish the graduate program in medical
physics. He designed an imaging exhibit that opened in
1993 at the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago
and went on to be named the best museum science exhibit
in the United States that year.

‘‘His vision and passion for nuclear medicine and
imaging science have inspired our own lifelong commit-
ment to research in these areas,’’ Chen said. ‘‘He taught and
led by example, and he set a fine one, always thinking
about others before worrying about himself.’’

The 2008 Chicago Nuclear Medicine Forum, held in
Chicago on September 25 and 26, commemorated more
than 50 y of landmark nuclear medicine research and
development at the University of Chicago since the Argonne
Cancer Research Hospital was established in 1953. The
forum was held in conjunction with a memorial for Beck
and was held in honor of the pioneering contributions of
Harper, Beck, Lathrop, and their colleagues. This meeting
was the first in a series of similar symposia now being
planned as an annual event.

University of Chicago
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