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I N M E M O R I A M

Paul V. Harper, MD, 1915–2005

Paul V. Harper, MD

A pioneer in the diagnostic and therapeutic uses
of radiation and the development and testing
of radiotracers in the early days of nuclear

medicine, Paul V. Harper, MD, professor emeritus in
the departments of surgery and radiology at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, died in Evanston, IL, on July 15,
2005, from pneumonia after suffering complications
of diabetes. He was 89.

I was lucky to spend a decade with him as a
member of his group beginning in the early 1960s.
His group also included the great nuclear medicine
physicist Robert Beck; Katherine Lathrop, who made
seminal contributions to the SNM Medical Internal
Radiation Dose committee; and a wonderful group of
instrumentation artisans headed by Don Charleston.
While I was working with Harper, we developed the
first clinical techniques for using 99mTc, including
virtually all applications except bone imaging. Much
of this was done before the tracer was available to the
medical community at large.

In addition, Harper’s group developed whole-
body scanning with the gamma camera, using the
moving camera head in register with a moving read-
out (a process that is computerized today). We used
Polaroid film and lead screws. It took us about 1 week
to generate the first whole-body image and prove the
principle, but it would be years before the first indus-
try prototype was available.

Harper performed the first thallium heart scan on
himself using 199Tl. The cyclotron we had at that time
was not strong enough to make 201Tl. Harper and
Lathrop also developed the commercial method for pro-
ducing 125I and were among the first to investigate the
medical applications of dozens of radioactive isotopes.

In the 1950s, Harper and colleagues concentrated
on therapeutic uses of radiation, including tumor tar-
geting with radioactive iodine, 90Y pellets, and 90Sr
needles. His team also led the way in the use of
various types of radioactive implants to deliver ther-
apeutic doses to tumors. In addition, Harper devel-

oped a beta probe to be used
for percutaneous chor-
dotomy for refractive pain at
a time when open surgery
was the alternative. He con-
vinced neurosurgeon John
Mullan to use this probe––a
major impetus to Mullan’s
successful academic career.

“Paul Harper was insatia-
bly curious and intellectually
fearless,” recalled Robert
Beck, professor emeritus of radiology at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. “Although he trained as a surgeon,
he was willing and able to learn whatever he need-
ed––whether it was math, physics, chemistry, nuclear
physics, dosimetry––anything that would help him
attack the problem. And almost daily he thought up
new problems, new things that needed to be done. For
sheer imagination and creativity, there aren’t many
like him.”

Born July 27, 1915, at Michael Reese Hospital in
Chicago, Paul Vincent Harper was the grandson of
William Rainey Harper, the founder and first presi-
dent of the University of Chicago. He attended Har-
vard University, where he majored in biochemical
sciences. He researched his senior thesis with George
Wald, PhD (who would win the Nobel Prize in Med-
icine in 1967) and graduated with honors in 1939.
Harper completed Harvard Medical School in 1941
and began a surgical residency at the University of
Chicago. He joined the Army in late 1942 and served
for 3 years during World War II, spending much of
1944 and 1945 in France. He returned to Chicago in
November 1945 and completed his residency in 1951
while also serving from 1949 to 1953 as an instructor.
During his training he worked closely with Dwight
Clark, MD, a surgeon who had brought back from
Oak Ridge (TN) an interest in 131I therapy for thyroid
disease.
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Harper was promoted to assistant professor of
surgery in 1953, associate professor in 1955, and
professor in 1960. From 1963 to 1967 he served as
assistant director of the Argonne Cancer Research
Hospital, an Atomic Energy Commission facility that
opened in 1953 on the University of Chicago campus.
Its mission was to study the use of radioactive mate-
rials and radiation beams in the diagnosis and treat-
ment of cancer. In 1972 he became a professor in the
department of radiology as well. He became a pro-
fessor emeritus in 1986 but remained active in re-
search until 2004.

Although Harper was by nature quite shy, he was
an inspirational mentor to generations of students.
“He was a born, gifted teacher,” recalled Mullan,
“And his preferred podium was the coffee pot in the
surgeons’ locker room. For half an hour every morn-
ing you could find him there, talking about science,
introducing young faculty to the rewards of research,
providing ideas that launched a lot of careers. He was
our intellectual guru.”

A prolific researcher who shunned administrative
tasks, Harper published nearly 200 book chapters and
research articles and more than 200 research ab-
stracts. He was honored with the De Hevesy Nuclear
Pioneer Award twice––first in his own right and
second as a member of the founding Board of Nu-
clear Medicine. He was also given the Paul Aebersold
Award and a Distinguished Service Award by the
SNM. He was a longtime member of the Society,
president of the Central Chapter (1967–1969), and an
influential member of long standing on the Interna-
tional Commission on Radiation Units and Measure-
ments.

Having Paul Harper as a friend and mentor was a
unique experience. He would stop by to talk at least
2 or 3 times a week––“making rounds,” he would

say. The first conversation we had ended up outlining
my next decade of research. The next one outlined a
totally different research collection of projects.
Harper was one of the great multitaskers, and one
soon learned that out of all the possible projects he
would discuss, those that recurred in conversation
were the ones that deserved follow up. In fact, the
greatest compliment he could pay was to return to
talk in the next few days (or weeks) with an idea he
thought was his own but that in fact had been sug-
gested to him in previous discussions. None of us
ever bothered to set the record straight, because we
all knew it meant that his great mind had processed
the concept and found it acceptable.

Bob Beck and I tried to capture the essence of this
remarkable man in a dedication to a book we edited
and dedicated to Harper:

His incomparable grasp of the entire field of Nuclear
medicine, his ever creative mind, and his unending
supply of enthusiasm provide a constant source of
inspiration for those of us privileged to work with
him.

Those of us doing nuclear medicine are fortunate
he came our way. We still use his tracers and instru-
ment developments every day, and it is difficult to
imagine our specialty without his contributions.

Harper’s wife of more than 50 years, Phyllis, died
in 1993. He is survived by sons, David, of Penning-
ton, NJ, and William, of Hartford, IL; daughters,
Stephanie, of Glencoe, and Cynthia, of Chicago; and
2 grandchildren.

Alexander Gottschalk, MD
Professor of Radiology

Michigan State University
East Lansing, Michigan
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