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Seymour S. Kety, M.D., 1915–2000

Seymour S. Kety, M.D., was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia, on August 25, 1915. He received his medical training at the
University of Pennsylvania. More than any other single individ-
ual, he was responsible for modern psychiatry’s emergence as a
rigorous and heuristic branch of medicine that is constantly in-
vigorated by the basic sciences.

In his first major contribution in the neurosciences he devel-
oped an original technique for measuring blood flow and energy
metabolism in the human brain. This technique was based on his
insight that the brain would absorb an inert diffusible gas, via ar-
terial blood, and that the accumulation of the gas within the brain
should be independent of the metabolic activity and dependent
only on physical parameters such as diffusion, solubility, and per-
fusion. In a classic paper published in 1948, he presented his
comprehensive mathematical treatment of these ideas, which
opened new directions in physiology and medicine for exploring
blood circulation and metabolism in the human brain (1). With
numerous collaborators he examined these processes in normal
volunteers and in patients with elevated intracranial pressure, es-
sential hypertension, diabetic acidosis, schizophrenia, and senile
dementia, thus elucidating many of the underlying physiological
processes. He combined his equations with autoradiography to
measure circulation in different regions of the brain of animals.
His principles made possible the measurement of local blood
flow and the visualization of functional activity throughout the
brain. The field of functional brain imaging, thus ushered in, has
revolutionized the study of mental, cognitive, and emotional pro-
cesses and their underlying anatomy and physiology.

In 1950 he became the Scientific Director of the newly estab-
lished National Institute of Mental Health. There he created a re-
search program of unprecedented magnitude. Recognizing the
gap between clinical knowledge of mental illnesses and the inade-
quate understanding of their biological and psychosocial under-
pinnings, he organized laboratories in each of the pertinent basic
disciplines and recruited the most talented scientists to staff them,
with assurances of complete scientific freedom. So successful was
his selection, that, among those he appointed, more than 20 were
ultimately elected to the National Academy of Sciences.

Between 1959 and 1962 he published incisive critiques of then
current methodology, calling for more basic research on the brain
and behavior with less targeted research on mental illness (2). To
seek a clear indication that schizophrenia had a significant bio-
logical substrate, Dr. Kety himself turned to the study of genetics
in psychiatric illness. Existing family and twin data tended to con-
found genetic and environmental influences, but he recognized
that adoption could disentangle these factors, and he set about
studying the biological and adoptive families of adoptees with
schizophrenia (3). These studies, carried out over 25 years with
American and Danish colleagues, produced the most definitive
evidence to date for the importance of genetic factors in the etiol-
ogy of schizophrenia.

For these accomplishments, Dr. Kety, who was Professor Emer-
itus of Neuroscience in the Department of Psychiatry at Harvard
Medical School at the time of his death in May, 2000, received the
1999 Albert Lasker Special Achievement Award in Medical Sci-
ence, the most recent in a series of distinguished honors and
prizes. In establishing the foundations of present-day brain re-
search, Kety wove together physiology, chemistry, and morphol-
ogy in a new understanding of human behavior in health and dis-
ease, including the severest of mental diseases, schizophrenia. He
truly opened the way to the utilization of basic science for the
common welfare of society.
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