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Focus—that’s been our strategy and unique strength since world-leading scientists first moved into our historic building 
on Spruce Street in 1894. From the beginning, our sights were set on advancing science in the service of human health by 

focusing on critical areas of research and scientific exploration.  I’m proud to introduce you to a brand new, redesigned edition of 
The Wistar Focus newsletter, which will bring you the latest news about Wistar research and events.  We’ve changed the format 
and the timing to enable us to publish more quickly and more often to bring the information of most direct interest to you.

The big story in this issue is the opening of the Robert and Penny Fox Tower, the first new facility to be constructed at Wistar in 
almost 40 years. The Fox Tower was designed to enhance our collaborative “team science” approach as we continue to sharpen 
our focus on curing human disease and improving health. The Tower is a remarkable seven-story complex of open labs, flexible 
meeting spaces, and convenient, attractive passageways linking Wistar facilities across the Institute.

Our friends and supporters are focused on Wistar’s success, and we’re deeply grateful. The Building Wistar, Changing the World 
campaign enabled us to build the Tower and begin the growth of an endowment to recruit new scientists and advance our 
ambitious, sharply focused research programs.  I must thank Wistar scientists and staff who were patient and resourceful through 
the long years of construction and the many philanthropic partners who believe in us and support our work. 

In this issue of The Wistar Focus, you will read about recent surprising—and promising—discoveries by Wistar scientists. Their 
attention is devoted, as is everyone’s at Wistar, to scientific discovery and innovation, and to transforming human health.

The mice surprised everyone in the laboratory. They showed few signs of aging, were less likely 
to become obese, and did not develop tumors as they aged. They were unexpectedly healthy.

These were no ordinary mice, but rather animals bred to lack the gene that encodes the TRAP-
1 protein. TRAP-1 is a member of the HSP90 family of proteins that Dario C. Altieri, M.D., 
director of the Wistar Cancer Center, seeks to target with a new prostate cancer drug that he has 
developed called Gamitrinib. These proteins are found in mitochondria, the structures within 
cells that convert the energy from the food we eat into a form of energy that cells can use (the 
process of metabolism). Since cancer cells require more energy than normal cells, they contain an 
overabundance of mitochondria, so Gamitrinib is designed to attack tumors by inactivating TRAP-1 and related proteins.

“In tumors, the loss of TRAP-1 is devastating, triggering a host of catastrophic defects, including metabolic problems that 
ultimately result in the death of the tumor cells,” said Dr. Altieri.  “Mice that lack TRAP-1 from the start, however, have three 
weeks in the womb to compensate for the loss of the protein.”

“We usually link the reprogramming of metabolic pathways with human diseases, such as cancer,” Dr. Altieri said. “What we 
didn’t expect to see were healthier mice with fewer tumors.” 

It’s unclear if scientists will one day be able to alter metabolism in humans to increase our lifespan or improve our health as 
we age, but for the short-term, Dr. Altieri’s results are promising for the further development of Gamitrinib as a potential 
prostate cancer therapy. To support this work, he has received a $1.5 million grant from the Department of Defense’s 
Medical Research Program. 

Of Mice and Mitochondria

FROM THE DIRECTOR
RUSSEL E. KAUFMAN, M.D., PRESIDENT AND CEO
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Dario Altieri, Ph.D., director of 
Wistar’s NCI-designated Cancer 
Center



With the slice of a golden sword 
and a toast for all those who 

made it possible, The Wistar Institute 
officially opened the Robert and Penny 
Fox Tower on Friday, September 12, 
2014.  

Wistar President and CEO, Russel E. 
Kaufman, M.D., used the ceremonial 
sword of the Institute’s founder, Gen. 
Isaac J. Wistar, to cut the ribbon 
opening Wistar’s building of tomorrow 
noting, “this is a building designed 
for the scientific talent that will 
drive the next generation of Wistar 
breakthroughs.”

“We are now physically equipped 
to support new ways of thinking 
and working to accelerate scientific 
discoveries and take them further than 
ever before, “ Dr. Kaufman said.

The high-tech Fox Tower transforms 
Wistar’s campus, uniting the Institute’s 
existing buildings and providing 
uniquely designed spaces to foster 
scientific collaboration. 

Among the Fox Tower’s most 
impressive features are five floors of 
open laboratory space designed to 
support and enhance Wistar’s unique 
approach to “team science”—where 
scientists from multiple disciplines join 
to work toward a common research 
goal.  

“Great discoveries and innovations 
don’t happen in a vacuum. They 
come from many minds gathering to 
share ideas toward a united purpose,” 
Dr. Kaufman said. “That’s what the 
scientists working in our gleaming new 
labs will be able to do even better than 
before.”

The building is named for Robert and 
Penny Fox, two longtime friends and 
staunch supporters of the Institute. On 
the Wistar Board since 1974, Robert 
Fox is the longest serving member 
in the Institute’s history as well as 
former Board chair from 1984 to 1994.  
Currently, he chairs Wistar’s Building 
Wistar, Changing the World capital 
campaign. His wife, Penny, is also an 
active supporter and served as chair for 
past Wistar galas. 

Following the ribbon cutting, faculty, 
staff, and supporters celebrated at the 
Grand Opening Gala, with Coach Dick 
Vermeil and longtime Wistar supporter 
Adele Schaeffer joining Dr. Kaufman 
and current Wistar Board

chair, Helen Pudlin, in honoring 
Robert and Penny Fox and all who 
made the new building possible. 

The first floor of the Institute—
both old and new buildings, the 
soaring new atrium and historic 
1894 atrium—were transformed 
into grand dining spaces graced by 
atmospheric lighting and enlivened 
by the soft tones of the Mike Kennedy 
Jazz Quartet, which made use of the 
Institute’s Steinway piano. A stunning, 
pop-up performance of dancers 
from BalletX punctuated the festive 
gathering, as they glided through 
the dining room to Leonard Cohen’s 
haunting tune, Hallelujah. 

“You have all given so much in so 
many ways – we have all of you to 
thank for the campaign’s resounding 
success,” remarked Dr. Kaufman. “The 
fruits of your accomplishments are in 
plain sight here tonight and they will 
help our scientists improve the health 
of so many in the world.”

Robert and Penny Fox; Helen Pudlin, Chair, Wistar 
Board of Trustees; Adele Schaeffer, Wistar Gala Chair 
and Trustee; and Russel E. Kaufman. 

State Senator Williams, Robert Fox, Wistar President & 
CEO Russel E. Kaufman, M.D., Penny Fox, and State Rep. 
Roebuck gather for the ribbon cutting.

Gala Grand Opening:  
The Robert and Penny Fox Tower 
Launches A New Era of Wistar Science
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ALLAN “BUD” SELIG RECEIVES  
2014 WISTAR PRESIDENT’S 
AWARD 
 
2014 Wistar President’s Award (l to r) 
Russel E. Kaufman, M.D., Wistar president 
and CEO, Bud Selig, commissioner 
of Major League Baseball, and Helen 
Pudlin, Esq., chair of Wistar’s Board 
of Trustees. Wistar lauded Bud Selig, 
a melanoma survivor, for his tireless 
efforts to support cancer research.

2014 CHERN MEMORIAL 
AWARD PRESENTED TO 
POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW 
HIROMITSU OTA  
 
2014 Ching Jer Chern Memorial Award 
(l to r) Russel E. Kaufman, June Chern, 
and award winner Hiromitsu Ota, Ph.D., a 
postdoctoral fellow in the lab of Wistar’s 
Kazuko Nishikura, Ph.D.  The annual 
award for best scientific paper by a Wistar 
postdoctoral fellow is given in honor of 
Ching Jer Chern, Ph.D., a Wistar scientist 
who died from cancer in 1987.  In 1989, 
his wife, June, established an endowment 
to support the award. 

     Support cancer research 
www.wistar.org/give 
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Greg Lester 
Editor

Focus is published for donors, friends, faculty, and staff of The Wistar Institute 
by the Office of Communications. 
  
To contact the editor, phone 215.898.3943 or email glester@wistar.org. For 
general inquiries, contact The Wistar Institute at 215.898.3700. Send address 
changes to: Office of Development, The Wistar Institute, 3601 Spruce Street, 
Philadelphia, PA 19104-4265, or email development@wistar.org.

The Wistar Institute is an equal opportunity/ affirmative action employer. It is the 
policy of The Wistar Institute to provide equal employment opportunities to all 
individuals regardless of race, colotr, creed, religion, national origin, ancestry, 
sex, age, veteran status, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, or on the 
basis of genetic information, or any other characteristic protected by federal, 

state, or local law, with respect to all terms and conditions of employment.
The Wistar Institute is a National Cancer
Institute-designated Cancer Center

For years, researchers debated the evidence that 
seemed to associate breast cancer with Epstein-

Barr virus (EBV), a common viral infection already 
connected to mononucleosis (the “kissing disease”) 
as well as rare cases of head and neck cancer.  Now, 
Wistar’s Kazuko Nishikura, Ph.D., has found a 
potential link through an unlikely medium: RNA.  

This summer, Dr. Nishikura received a five-year, $1.9 
million National Institutes of Health (NIH) grant to 
test her hypothesis. 

The link could lead to new therapies or help physicians determine which cases of 
breast cancer are more likely to become dangerously metastatic—that is, spread 
throughout the body—and allow physicians to choose the best possible therapy 
for each patient.

Dr. Nishikura, a professor in the Wistar Cancer Center’s Gene Expression and 
Regulation program, is one of the world’s foremost experts in the emerging field 
of RNA biology.  RNA is a type of molecule similar to the DNA that encodes our 
genes and recent science has shown that RNA has a complex role in regulating 
how genes are turned on or off (or “read” by the cell).

Dr. Nishikura has found evidence that Epstein-Barr virus can inadvertently 
promote the spread of breast cancer by interfering with this gene regulatory 
system. 

When the virus infects a cell, it creates small segments of RNA (called 
microRNA), which can silence “specific” genes by binding to DNA and essentially 
covering up that gene so that the cell cannot read it. Dr. Nishikura found that 
EBV microRNA silences the human genes that allow cells to create their own 
microRNA.   

When EBV infects nascent breast tumor cells, Dr. Nishikura has shown that the 
viral microRNA disrupts gene regulation in such a way that it could turn an early-
stage tumor into a metastatic tumor.

With support from NIH, Dr. Nishikura’s lab can further investigate how 
an Epstein-Barr virus infection could promote metastatic breast cancer. 
Understanding this connection on the molecular level could help physicians make 
better treatment decisions or form the basis of a new drug therapy to break the 
link between EBV and breast cancer once and for all.   

 

The RNA Connection Between
Epstein-Barr Virus and Breast Cancer

Kazuko Nishikura, Ph.D., professor 
in Wistar’s Gene Expression and 
Regulation Program

Robert and Penny Fox; Helen Pudlin, Chair, Wistar 
Board of Trustees; Adele Schaeffer, Wistar Gala Chair 
and Trustee; and Russel E. Kaufman. 
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