
years by the National Eye Institute, part of the National 
Institutes of Health.

He is the principal investigator of the Los Angeles 
Latino Eye Study, Multi-Ethnic Pediatric Eye Diseases 
Study, African-American Eye Disease Study and the 
Chinese-American Eye Study in addition to his studies 
on blindness and vision impairment for the World 
Health Organization. 

Varma’s experience with national and international 
organizations will aid in his additional role as associate 
dean for strategic planning and community network 
development with the Keck School of Medicine of USC 
to expand the eye care network.

“Dr. Varma is an internationally recognized clinician-
scientist, translational researcher and educator,” said 
Carmen A. Puliafito, MD, MBA, dean of the Keck 
School of Medicine. “His vital work protecting and 
promoting vision health for all Americans and his 

primary epidemiological research, which has focused 
on two of our most vulnerable populations: minority 
children and seniors, go beyond exceptional medicine. 
We’re proud to have him return to Keck Medical School 
of USC and name him as chair of our ophthalmology 
department to continue our leadership in vision training, 
research and clinical practices.”

During Varma’s time at USC, the Department of 
Ophthalmology pioneered population-based studies that 
have provided key data on the frequency and impact of 
major eye diseases, as well as possible preventive and 
therapeutic strategies necessary to eliminate them. 

“Dr. Varma is a perfect example of the world-class 
talent we attract at Keck Medicine of USC,” said Thomas 
Jackiewicz, senior vice president and CEO for USC 
Health. “By fostering the best in academic medicine 
where we bring together education and training, research 
and patient care, Dr. Varma will help us lead the way 
during a time of significant health care transformation.”

The first lectures at USC were presented March 5 at 
Mayer Auditorium by Richard Scheller, PhD, executive 
vice president, research administration at Genentech, 
and Thomas Südhof, MD, professor of molecular and 
cellular physiology at the Stanford University School 
of Medicine. Südhof won the 2013 Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine and shared with Scheller 
the Albert Lasker Basic Medical Research Award for 
discoveries concerning rapid neurotransmitter release. 
Their work provides insights into how communication 
occurs in the brain.

At the second lecture event on April 10, Graeme M. 
Clark, MD, Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Melbourne, Australia, Ingeborg Hochmair, PhD, co-
founder and CEO of the cochlear implant company 
MED-EL, and Blake S. Wilson, co-director of the Duke 
Hearing Center at Duke University, who shared the 
Lasker-DeBakey Clinical Medical Research Award for 
developing the modern cochlear implant, a device that 
allows the profoundly deaf to hear.

Lecture Highlights

Presented by Richard Scheller, “The War on Cancer 
2014,” focused on gene 
mutations that have 
been found to initiate or 
increase tumor growth, 
and the promising 
regulators and inhibitors 
that are being tested to 
impede that growth.

Presented by Thomas 
Südhof, “The Mechanism 
of Neurotransmitter 
Release,” focused on 
the basic mechanisms 
that he and his team 
discovered about how 

neurotransmitter release between synapses happens.

To read more about their lectures, visit http://tinyurl.
com/kn8c7rr.

At the second lecture series, three pioneers in the 
development of cochlear implants illuminated the 
history of this breakthrough technology

“Fifty years ago, there was no effective treatment for 
patients with severe hearing loss,” said Keck School 
of Medicine of USC Dean Carmen A. Puliafito, MD, 
MBA, during his opening remarks. “Today, patients with 
these implants can speak clearly. Each of these honorees, 
in their own way, provided important advancements, and 
we are honored to have them here today.”

John House, MD (’67), a clinical professor of 
otolaryngology – head and neck surgery offered a few 
remarks about his uncle, William House, MD (’53), 
whose work on single-channel cochlear implants helped 
pioneer the technology. “We’re very honored to have the 
other pioneers here,” he said. “We’re all standing on the 
shoulders of giants.”

To read more about their lectures, visit http://tinyurl.
com/qyr6zpr.
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Keck School is first ever to host all Lasker Lectures
In an historic first, the Keck School of Medicine of 

USC hosted the 2014 Lasker Lectures featuring recipi-
ents of the 2013 Lasker Awards during separate events 
in March and April at the Health Sciences Campus.

This was the first time in the 68-year history of 
the foundation that a major academic medical center 
hosted lectures delivered by all of the year’s winners of 
both the basic and clinical medical research awards.

The Lasker Awards — among the most respected 
and coveted science prizes in the world — are given 
each year by the foundation for outstanding basic and 
clinical medical research discoveries and for lifetime 
contributions to medical science. The awards, which 
carry an honorarium of $250,000 in each category, were 
presented on Sept. 20, 2013, in New York City.
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USC scientists awarded $19 million to seek macular degeneration cureLASKER: Lecturers explain their science breakthroughs

New research to slow vision loss for macular 
degeneration patients has been funded at Keck 
Medicine of USC as part of the third 

round of the California Institute of Regenerative 
Medicine’s (CIRM) Disease Team awards.

The nearly $19 million study is led by 
principal investigators Mark Humayun, MD, 
PhD, Cornelius J. Pings Chair in Biomedical 
Sciences  and professor of ophthalmology and 
biomedical engineering and professor of cell and 
neurobiology at the Keck School of Medicine of 
USC, and David Hinton, MD, professor of pathology, 
neurological surgery and ophthalmology at the Keck 
School. The study is one of six projects approved by the 
program. Funding from CIRM for all six projects totals 
$61 million.

Humayun said, “We believe this research will help 

us restore native photoreceptors so we can slow vision 
loss and even restore eyesight in people who suffer 

from advanced dry age-related macular 
degeneration. CIRM has previously funded 
the early stages of this research, and with the 
much-needed funding they provide through 
this Disease Team grant, we will take our 
research to the clinical trial stage.”

The team hopes to use embryonic stem cells 
to produce the support cells, or retina pigment 
epithelium (RPE) cells, needed to replace 

cells lost in age-related macular degeneration (AMD). 
Research has shown that the loss of RPE cells, located 
in a thin sheet at the back of the eye, leads to AMD. To 
restore the RPE cells, the USC team proposes growing 
thin sheets of stem cell-derived cells to be surgically 
implanted into the eye, replacing diseased sheets.

VARMA: New chair is internationally known clinician-scientist
Continued from page 4

Continued from page 1

Lasker Lecturers Thomas C. Südhof (left) and Richard H. Scheller (center) speak with 
Keck School of Medicine Dean Carmen A. Puliaf ito at the Keck School on March 5. 

Lasker Award recipients (from left) Blake S. Wilson, Graeme M. Clark and Ingeborg J. Hochmair discuss their work 
on cochlear implants at the 2014 Lasker Lectures for the Lasker-DeBakey Clinical Medical Research Awards, held on 
April 10 in Mayer Auditorium at USC’s Health Sciences Campus.

Mark Humayun

©2014 Keck Medicine of USC
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Keck Medicine Initiative surges past $600 million mark CAMPAIGN: Donors’ support facilitates pioneering research 

The Keck Medicine Initiative, part of the 
Campaign for the University of Southern 
California, has surpassed $617 million in gifts 

and pledges and is making significant progress toward its 
ambitious $1.5 billion fundraising goal.

Since the last Dean’s Report, our campaign progress 
has increased by more than $67 million. We are grateful 
for the generosity of our donors and their commitment 
to improve and expand research and clinical programs, 
student education and faculty support at USC. Gifts of 
note include: 

Keiper Family Trust — an estate gift of nearly  
$7 million to the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer 
Center to endow a chair for basic cancer and other 
needs as directed by the Norris Cancer Center Director 
Stephen Gruber, MD, PhD, MPH. Of the total gift, 
$1 million will fund unrestricted cancer research under 
Gruber’s direction;

Audrey and Sydney Irmas Charitable Foundation 
— a gift of $450,000 to test the accuracy and efficacy of 
using ultrasound contrast micro-bubble agents to detect 
renal masses via kidney biopsies under the direction 

of Inderbir Gill, MD, MCh, at the USC Institute of 
Urology;

Yong Chen — a gift of $400,000 to support stem 
cell-based kidney research led by Andy McMahon, PhD, 
at USC and Laura Perin, PhD, 
at USC and Children’s Hospital 
Los Angeles; 

Bob Rose and Linda Rose 
and Family — a gift of $350,000 
to create the Captain Douglas 
Rose Memorial Fund to support 
allogeneic cellular therapy 
(micro-transplant) research 
within the Jane Anne Nohl Division of Hematology 
under the direction of Ann Mohrbacher, MD, and Preet 
Chaudhary, MD, PhD;

Steven and Deborah Lebowitz Foundation —  
a gift of $260,000 to support the Steven and Deborah 
Lebowitz Foundation Fund at the Keck School of 
Medicine of USC and help the school to purchase and 

display works of art for the enjoyment 
and inspiration of the community at 
large;

California Endowment —  
a gift of $225,000 to support the 
Med-COR Program and Bridging the 
Gaps Summer Research Program;

Paul Beigelman — a special gift 
to create the Beigelman Family 
Endowed Scholarship Fund;

Meira and Shaul G. Massry 
Foundation — a gift of $175,000 to 
support the Massry Research Scholars 
Fund;

Ray Mirra — a gift of $100,000 
to the USC Norris Comprehensive 
Cancer Center to support the 
scientific and research activities of 

Four scientists from the Keck School of Medicine 
of USC have been elected fellows of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), 
selected for the honor by their academic peers.

AAAS, the world’s largest general scientific society 
and the publisher of the journal Science, began the 
tradition of selecting fellows in 1874. The nonprofit 
organization has been around since 1848.

Fellows are selected from among the society’s 
membership through nomination by a steering group 
within the association, by three fellows who are currently 
AAAS members or by the association’s CEO.

This year, 388 AAAS members will be made fellows. 
Four of the six honorees from USC come from the Keck 
School:

• Frank Gilliland, MS, MD, MPH, PhD, professor 
of environmental health at the Keck School, for 
outstanding contributions to the scientific understanding 
of how genetic, epigenetic and environmental factors 

contribute to asthma and other diseases of public health 
importance.

• Robert Maxson Jr., PhD, professor of biochemistry 
and molecular biology at the Keck School, for 
distinguished contributions to the field of developmental 
biology, particularly mechanisms of skull growth, 
craniofacial birth defects and neural crest cell migration 
in organogenesis.

• Rob McConnell, MD, professor of environmental 
health at the Keck School, for meritorious contributions 
to advancing public health through the conduct of 
landmark epidemiological studies of effects of ambient 
air pollution in children.

• Berislav Zlokovic, MD, PhD, director of the 
Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute at the Keck School, for 
distinguished contributions toward a comprehensive 
understanding of the role of CNS microcirculation 
and blood-brain barrier in the pathogenesis of chronic 
neurodegenerative disorders, including Alzheimer’s 
disease.

More than 500 luminaries in the entertainment, 
medical science, technology and business sectors 
gathered for the second annual Rebels With A Cause 
event held on March 20,  resulting in the largest total 
funds raised to date at one event for the life-saving 
cancer research of David B. Agus, MD, director of the 
USC Norris Westside Cancer Center and the USC 
Center for Applied Molecular Medicine (CAMM), part 
of the Keck School of Medicine of USC.  

The event was co-hosted for the second year by 

Paramount Pictures chair and CEO Brad Grey and wife, 
Cassandra, along with Keck School Dean Carmen A. 
Puliafito, MD, MBA, who joined co-presenting sponsors 
for the evening, Lynne and Marc Benioff, founder, 
chairman and CEO of salesforce.com.  While Larry 
Ellison, CEO and co-founder of Oracle, was at the event 
to be honored and support the cause, he announced at 
the end of his acceptance speech his commitment to 
match the evening’s fundraising efforts of $4.5 million, 
for a total of $9 million. 

Television journalist and talk show host Katie Couric (center) meets with the 
junior advisory committee of the Danny Butler Memorial Fund, which supports 
the gastrointestinal oncology research program of Heinz-Josef Lenz.

Parkash Gill, MD, to develop a promising new anti-cancer 
therapy that is currently in clinical trials;

Vons Foundation — a gift that will provide support for 
the Patient Education and Community Outreach Center 
at the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center;

Entertainment Industry Foundation — a major gift to 
support the breast cancer research of Michael Press, MD, 
PhD; 

Tsutayo Ichioka, MD ’39/George Hori, PharmD 
’57 — a gift to support the Tsutayo Ichioka and Satsuki 
Nakao medical education scholarships;

Danny Butler Memorial Fund — support for the 
gastrointestinal oncology research program of Heinz-Josef 
Lenz, MD;

Tower Cancer Research Foundation — a gift in 
support of the USC Norris Patient Education and 
Outreach Center;

Eva and Marc Stern — a special gift to support an 
international symposium on Alzheimer’s research held at 
the Zilkha Neurogenetic Institute in April; and

Pappas-Bosés family — a new gift to support the 
Patient Experience Program at Keck Hospital of USC.

Please contact Melany Duval, associate vice president of 
health sciences development and senior associate dean at the 
Keck School of Medicine of USC, at (323) 442-2358 or 
melanydu@usc.edu to learn about opportunities to join our 
community of donors.

Keck School of Medicine professors named fellows of AAAS

Rebels with a Cause gala raises $9 million in one night 

Rohit Varma named chair of the Dept. of Ophthalmology

Keck School of Medicine of USC 
has named one of its own, Rohit 
Varma, MD, MPH, as chair of 

the Department of Ophthalmology and 
director of the USC Eye Institute as 
well as professor of ophthalmology and 
preventive medicine and holder of the 
Grace and Emery Beardsley Chair in 
Ophthalmology.

Varma, most recently the chair of 
the Department of Ophthalmology 
and Visual Sciences at the Illinois Eye 
and Ear Infirmary at the University of 

Illinois at Chicago College of Medicine, 
returns to the Keck School of Medicine 
where he previously served as professor 
of ophthalmology and director of the 
glaucoma service, ocular epidemiology 
center and clinical trials unit. 

An accomplished physician/scientist, 
Varma is recognized worldwide as a 
visionary leader in the epidemiology of 
eye diseases. Among his many significant 
contributions to the field, Varma has 
been a funded researcher for the past 20 

Rohit Varma

Above left: Brad Grey, Larry Ellison, David Agus and Puliafito attend as Larry Ellison is honored by the USC Center for 
Applied Molecular Medicine at the second annual “Rebels with a Cause” Gala at the Paramount Pictures Studio on March 
20. Above right: Puliafito has a light moment with singer-songwriter Pharrell Williams, who performed at the event.
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