
Patricia J. Keller, 1923-2007: 'Brilliant pioneer' in dentistry, oral bi... http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/local/310376_obitkeller05.html

1 of 3 4/11/07 10:24 AM

Jump to  Weather | Traffic | Mariners | Seahawks | Sonics | Forums | Calendar

NEWS

Local
Transportation
Consumer
Elections
Legislature
Joel Connelly
Robert Jamieson

Mary Swift
Visitors Guide
Obituaries

Sports
Nation/World
Business/Tech
Environment
Education
Webtowns
Photos/Multimedia

MySeattlePix
Special Reports
Blogs

LIFE & ARTS

Calendar
Restaurants
SeattleNoise
TV Listings
Movie Times
A&E
Lifestyle
Health & Fitness

Getaways
Comics & Games
Horoscope

COMMENTARY

Opinion/Columnists
Letters
David Horsey
Forums
Soundoffs

P-I ANYWHERE

E-mail Newsletters
RSS/Web Feeds
Mobile Feeds
On Your Site

P-I Reader
e-Edition

MARKETPLACE

• Jobs
• Autos

• Homes
• Rentals

• Classifieds

• Place an ad

Last updated April 4, 2007 11:07 p.m. PT

Patricia J. Keller, 1923-2007: 'Brilliant pioneer' in 
dentistry, oral biology at UW

By CASEY MCNERTHNEY
P-I REPORTER

The University of Washington didn't host a party July 1, 1967 -- the day 
Dr. Patricia J. Keller became the first female professor in the School of 
Dentistry.

But the Michigan native continued to break glass, promoted as the associate 
dean of the graduate school and as the first chairwoman of the oral biology 
department. She became one of the field's most renowned researchers.

On the eve of her Wednesday funeral Mass, former colleagues and her 
modern-day successors said Keller was nothing less than a brilliant pioneer.

The woman who was recruited to Seattle in 1954, returned to the Wolverine 
State earlier this year, wanting to be with her three sisters for her final days. 
Keller died April 1. She was 83.

She attended the University of Detroit and in 1945 graduated summa cum 
laude with a bachelor's degree in chemistry. Between travels, Keller worked 
as a technician at the Detroit Institute for Cancer Research. Her professors 
told her to research whatever interested her and encouraged her to attend 
Washington University in St. Louis, where she studied under Nobel Prize 
winner Dr. Gerty Cori.

After her 1953 graduation from the University of Detroit and a postdoctoral 
fellowship at Washington, Keller's family said she was sought by Dr. Hans 
Neurath -- the UW's first biochemistry department chairman -- to help foster 
an atmosphere for academic research, for which the medical school is now 
renowned.

She was the only female research instructor in the biochemistry department 
when she was hired in 1955, said Dr. Murray Robinovitch, who succeeded 
her as oral biology department chairman in 1982.

"She fought for what she knew and what she was entitled to as a scientist 
who did quality work," said Dr. Beverly Dale-Crunk, one of 14 female 
faculty members listed in the University of Washington's oral biology 
department.

Keller's research dealt with digestive enzymes, which are secreted by the 
salivary glands and the pancreas. Some of the studies she produced 
determined how enzymes are made, and if those secreted by glands are 
identical. Keller loved finding how enzymes are made.
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"She was very important 
to me as a role model," 
Dale-Crunk said. "I feel 
in many ways that I 
followed in her footsteps 
both as a biochemist and 
also by fostering 
development of students 
and young people in their 
careers."

Keller, who lived in 
Kirkland for years, told 
family she found joy in 
engaging students with 
one-on-one instruction, 
because it was a 
Dominican nun who realized her talent and pushed her to pursue a science 
career. Keller never married and had no children, but was devoted to more 
than a dozen nieces and nephews, her niece said.

"She was a very bright biochemist," Robinovitch said, "and a remarkable 
woman."

P-I reporter Casey McNerthney can be reached at 206-448-8220 or 
caseymcnerthney@seattlepi.com.
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