
 
 

CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHARLES N. SERHAN 

 

 

 

The Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transcript of an Interview 

Conducted by 

 

Neil D. Hathaway 

 

at 

 

Longwood Medical Research Center  

Boston, Massachusetts 

 

on 

 

6, 8, 9, and 12 July 1993 and 27 June and 5 July 1994 

 

From the Original Collection of the University of California, Los Angeles



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

This oral history is part of a series supported by a grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts based on 

the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences.  This collection is an important resource 

for the history of biomedicine, recording the life and careers of young, distinguished biomedical 

scientists and of Pew Biomedical Scholar Advisory Committee members. 

 

 

This oral history was completed under the auspices of the Oral History Project,  

University of California, Los Angeles (Copyright © 1996, The Regents of the  

University of California) and is made possible through the generosity of 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

From the original collection at the Center for  

Oral History Research, UCLA Library, UCLA. 

 

The following oral history, originally processed at the UCLA Center for Oral History 

Research, has been reformatted by the Chemical Heritage Foundation.  The process involved 

reformatting the front matter, adding a new abstract, replacing the table of contents, and 

replacing the index.  The paragraph spacing and font of the body of the transcript were altered to 

conform to the standards of the Oral History Program at the Chemical Heritage Foundation.  

The text of the oral history remains unaltered; any inadvertent spelling or factual errors in the 

original manuscript have not been modified.  The reformatted version and digital copies of the 

interview recordings are housed at the Othmer Library, Chemical Heritage Foundation.  The 

original version and research materials remain at the Darling Library, University of California, 

Los Angeles and at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

 
 

REFORMATTING: 

 

Kim Phan, Program Intern, Oral History, Chemical Heritage Foundation.  B.A. expected 

2011, Anthropology, Cornell University. 

 

David J. Caruso, Program Manager, Oral History, Chemical Heritage Foundation.  B.A., 

History of Science, Medicine, and Technology, Johns Hopkins University; PhD., Science and 

Technology Studies, Cornell University. 









 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This interview has been designated as Free Access. 

 

One may view, quote from, cite, or reproduce the oral history with the permission of CHF. 

 

 

 

Please note: Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged under the terms 

of the Chemical Heritage Foundation Oral History Program to credit CHF using the format 

below: 

 

 

Charles N. Serhan, interview by Neil D. Hathaway at Longwood Medical Research 

Center, Boston, Massachusetts, 6, 8, 9, and 12 July 1993 and 27 June and 5 July 1994 

(Philadelphia: Chemical Heritage Foundation, Oral History Transcript # 0571). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chemical Heritage Foundation 
Oral History Program 
315 Chestnut Street 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  19106 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF) serves the community of the chemical and molecular 

sciences, and the wider public, by treasuring the past, educating the present, and inspiring the 

future. CHF maintains a world-class collection of materials that document the history and 

heritage of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and industries; encourages 

research in CHF collections; and carries out a program of outreach and interpretation in order to 

advance an understanding of the role of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and 

industries in shaping society. 



 
 

CHARLES N. SERHAN 

 

 

 

1954 Born in New York, New York, on 2 November 

 

 

Education 

 

1978 B.S., Biochemistry, State University of New York at Stony Brook 

1982 Ph.D., Experimental Pathology, Sackler Institute of Graduate 

Biomedical Sciences at New York University School of Medicine 

 

 

Professional Experience 

 

   Karolinska Institute, Stockholm, Sweden 

   1982-1986   Visiting Scientist 

 

   Brigham and Women‟s Hospital, Boston, Massachusetts 

   1986-1987   Research Fellow 

   1987-1991   Associate Biochemist 

   1992-present   Biochemist 

   1995-present  Director , Center of Experimental Therapeutics and Reperfus  

     ion Injury  

   

   Harvard Medical School   

   1986-1987   Research Associate 

   1987-1991   Assistant Professor of Medicine 

   1991-present   Associate Professor of Medicine  

 

 

Honors 

 

1979  Marine Biological Laboratory Award for Most Outstanding Paper  

1982-1984  Postdoctoral fellowship, National Institutes of Health 

1984-1985  Swedish Medical Research Council Visiting Scientist Fellowship 

1984-1987  Postdoctoral fellowship, Arthritis Foundation 

1987-1988  Grant-in-aid award, Massachusetts affiliate, American Heart Association 

1987-1990  J.V. Staterfield Arthritis Investigator, Arthritis Foundation 

1987-1989  Medical Foundation Research Fellow, Medical Foundation, Inc. 

1988-1992  Pew Scholar in the Biomedical Sciences  

   1988-1991  Grant, Allergy and Infectious Diseases Branch, National Institutes  

   of Health 

 



 
 

1990-1995  Established investigatorship, American Heart Association  

   National Center 

1991-1994  Clifford M. Clarke Science Award, Arthritis Foundation 

1992-1993  Proctor Fund grant, Harvard Medical School 

 

 

Selected Publications 

 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1980. PGBx, a prostaglandin derivative, mimics the action of the calcium 

ionophore A23187 on human neutrophils. Journal of Immunology, 125:2020-24. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1981. Phosphatidate and oxidized fatty acids are calcium ionophores: 

Studies employing arsenazo III in liposomes. Journal of Biological Chemistry, 

256:2736-41. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1982. Leukotriene B4 and phosphatidic acid are calcium ionophores: 

Studies employing arsenazo III in liposomes. Journal of Biological Chemistry, 

257:4746-52. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1982. Endogenous phospholipid metabolism in stimulated neutrophils: 

Differential activation by FMLP and PMA. Biochemical and Biophysical Research 

Communications, 107:951-58. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1982. Leukotriene B4 is a complete secretagogue in human neutrophils: A 

kinetic analysis. Biochemical and Biophysical Research Communications, 107:1006-12. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1983. Changes in phosphatidylinositol and phosphatidic acid in stimulated 

human neutrophils: Relationship to calcium mobilization, aggregation, and superoxide 

radical generation. Biochimica et Biophysica Acta, 762:420-28. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1984. Formation of leukotrienes and hydroxy acids by human neutrophils 

and platelets exposed to monosodium urate. Prostaglandins, 27:563-81. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1984. Formation of leukotriene C4 by human leukocytes exposed to 

monosodium urate crystals. FEBS Letters, 167:109-12. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1984. Trihydroxytetraenes: A novel series of compounds formed from 

arachidonic acid in human leukocytes. Biochemical and Biophysical Research 

Communications, 118:943-49. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1984. Lipoxins: Novel series of biologically active compounds formed from 

arachidonic acid in human leukocytes. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 

USA, 81:5335-39. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1986. On the stereochemistry and biosynthesis of lipoxin B. Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sciences USA, 83:1983-87. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1986. Lipoxin A: Stereochemistry and biosynthesis. Journal of Biological 

Chemistry, 261:16340-45. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1987. Formation of lipoxin A by granulocytes from eosinophilic 

donors. FEBS Letters, 217:242-46. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1987. Nomenclature of lipoxins and related compounds derived from 

arachidonic acid and eicosapentaenoic acid. Prostaglandins, 34:201-4. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1988. Lipoxygenase products of human leukocytes: Formation and actions 

of lipoxins. International Journal of Immunopathological Pharmacology, 1:73-87. 

Fiore, S. and C.N. Serhan, 1989. Phospholipid bilayers enhance the stability of leukotriene A4 



 
 

and expoxytetraenes: Stabilization of eicosanoids by liposomes. Biochemical and 

Biophysical Research Communications, 159:477-81. 

Serhan, C.N., 1989. On the relationship between leukotriene and lipoxin production by human 

neutrophils: Evidence for differential metabolism of 15-HETE and 5-HETE. Biochimica 

et Biophysica Acta, 1004:158-68. 

Stern, A. and C.N. Serhan, 1989. Human red cells enhance the formation of 5-lipoxygenase-

derived products by neutrophils. Free Radical Research Communications, 7:335-39. 

Serhan, C.N. and E. Reardon, 1989. 15-hydroxyeicosate-traenoic acid inhibits superoxide anion 

generation by human neutrophils: Relationship to lipoxin production. Free Radical 

Research Communications, 7:341-45. 

Serhan. C.N. and K-A Sheppard, 1990. Lipoxin formation during human neutrophil-platelet 

interactions: Evidence for the transformation of leukotriene A4 by platelet 12-

lipoxygenase in vitro. Journal of Clinical Investigation, 85:772-80. 

Brezinski, M.E. and C.N. Serhan, 1990. Selective incorporation of 15-HETE in 

phosphatidylinositol of human neutrophils: Agonist-induced deacylation and 

transformation of stored hydroxyeicosanoids. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences USA, 87:6248-52. 

Fiore, S. and C.N. Serhan, 1990. Formation of lipoxins and leukotrienes during receptor-

mediated interactions of human platelets and GM-CSFrh-primed neutrophils. Journal of 

Experimental Medicine, 172:1451-57. 

Brezinski, D.A. and C.N. Serhan, 1991. Characterization of lipoxins by combined gas 

chromatography and electron-capture negative ion chemical ionization mass 

spectrometry: Formation of LXA4 by stimulated human whole blood. Biological Mass 

Spectrometry, 20:45-52. 

Brady, H.R. and C.N. Serhan, 1992. Adhesion promotes transcellular leukotriene 

biosynthesis during neutrophil-glomerular endothelial cell interactions: Inhibition by 

antibodies against CD18 and L-selectin. Biochemical and Biophysical Research 

Communications, 186:1307-14. 

Romano, M. and C.N. Serhan, 1992. Lipoxin generation by permeabilized human platelets. 

Biochemistry, 31:8269-77. 

Serhan, C.N., et al., 1993. Lipoxin A4 metabolism by differentiated HL-60 cells and human 

monocytes: Conversion to novel 15-oxo and dihydro products. Biochemistry, 32:6313-

19. 

 



 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

Charles N. Serhan grew up in Brooklyn, New York, the older of two children.  His 

father, who retired early from shipping work, is of Lebanese descent, his mother Italian.  When 

he was in junior high school, Serhan learned to play the vibraphone and played professionally 

for a year before college.  Although he loved music and fantasized a musical career, he did not 

like the life of a musician.  He had always liked and done well in science, so he decided to enter 

university, but he continued to play the vibraphone as well.  He chose to specialize in 

biomedical science. 

Serhan did his undergraduate work at State University of New York at Stony Brook, 

where he studied biochemistry and immunohistochemistry, doing research on cell separation.  

Michael Heidelberger persuaded Serhan to go to graduate school at New York University and to 

work in the lab of Gerald Weissmann.  Serhan spent a summer working with Weissmann at the 

Woods Hole Marine Biological Laboratory.  Weissmann‟s interest in the role of neutrophils in 

inflammation led to Serhan‟s doctoral research on neutrophil remodeling.   

After finishing his PhD Serhan took a visiting scientist position at the Karolinska 

Institute.  There he met his future wife, Birgitta Schmidt, who now has a career as a 

dermatopathologist also at Brigham and Women‟s Hospital.  Serhan was influenced by mentors 

Helen M. Korchak, Manfred Karnovsky, and Aaron J. Marcus and by reading The Art of 

Scientific Investigation and Men Like Gods.  Michael Heidelberger gave him advice on how to 

be a good scientist and on the need to conduct both safe and risky experiments.  He collaborated 

with James L. Madarain studying white cells‟ interaction with epithelial cells: he was trying to 

accelerate the healing of wounds.  A family illness gave Serhan a more personal appreciation for 

the value of research and increased his desire to produce something with a clinical application.  

Serhan‟s research on the interaction of monosodium urate crystals and human neutrophils in 

platelets led to the discovery of tetraene compounds; he also continued his research on the 

lipoxinsand their role in regulating inflammation and on intracellular communication channels.  

He studied lipoxins in trout and describes the accidental discovery of trout lipoxin, discussing 

the pharmacological potential of the research and the relationship between science and 

technology.   

The interview ends with a discussion of how Serhan advises young scientists to pursue 

their own interests, citing serendipitous findings that have had implications for the study of 

inflammation; how he believes that the funding of American science inhibits creativity; and that 

pharmacology is a basic but neglected discipline.  Serhan talks more about his interest in the 

structural elucidation of cellular messengers; the biological action of lipoxins; the role of 

monocytes in inflammation; and his examinations of aspirin-sensitive asthmatics with Bruce 

Levy.  Serhan says that today‟s scientists lead pressured lives, and it is a mistake to evaluate 

scientists by the number of grants they receive or by the size of their laboratories.  He feels the 

need to tackle long-term research projects, projects that require long-term funding. 

Serhan was invited to see Barbara McClintock accept her Nobel Prize, and he talks about 

Nobel Prize winners as role models.  He mentions his lab members Jane Maddox, Joan Claria, 

and Boshkar Jacobodi; he encourages minority students to become scientists.  Serhan concludes 

his interview with a discussion of the difficulty of balancing family life and work life, especially 

in a two-career family. 
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Neil D. Hathaway, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program.  B.A.., English and 

History, Georgetown University; M.A. and C. Phil., History, UCLA. 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Serhan‟s office, Longwood Medical Research Center, Boston. 

 

Dates, length of sessions: July 6, 1993 (86 minutes); July 8, 1993 (83) ; July 9, 1993 (48); July 
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Persons present during interview: Tapes I-V, Serhan and Hathaway; Tape VI, Serhan, 

Hathaway, Jane F. Maddox, Joan Claria, and Boshkar Jacobodi. 

 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

 

This interview is one in a series with Pew scholars in the biomedical sciences conducted 

by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts‟s Pew 

Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The Project has been 

designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 

awarded four-year Pew scholarships, from 1988 through 1992. 

In preparing for this interview, Hathaway, in consultation with the director of the UCLA 

Oral History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants, developed a topic outline to 

provide an overall interview framework. Hathaway then held a telephone preinterview 

conversation with Serhan to obtain extensive written background information (curriculum vitae, 

copies of published articles, etc.) and agree on a research and interviewing timetable. 

Hathaway further reviewed the documentation in Serhan‟s file at the Pew Scholars 

Program office in San Francisco, including his proposal application, letters of recommendation, 

and reviews by Pew Scholars Program national advisory committee members. For general 

background on the recent history of the biological sciences, Hathaway consulted such works as: 

J.D. Watson et al., The Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. 2 vols. Menlo Park, CA: 

Benjamin/Cummings, 1987; Lubert Stryer, Biochemistry. 3d ed. New York: W.H. Freeman, 

1988; The Journal of the History of Biology; H.F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: Makers 

of the Revolution in Biology. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979; and recent issues of 

Science, Nature, and Cell. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Serhan‟s childhood in 

Brooklyn and continuing through his education at State University of New York at Stony Brook 

and New York University, his postdocs at the Karolinska Institute and Brigham and Women‟s 

Hospital, and the establishment of his own lab at Harvard Medical School. Major topics 

discussed include Serhan‟s career as a musician, his research on neutrophils, lipoxins, and 



 
 

cellular communication, and the funding and training of scientists. Near the conclusion of the 

interview, three of Serhan‟s laboratory colleagues accepted his invitation to provide brief 

perspectives about their lab work. 

 

ORIGINAL EDITING: 

 

Vimala Jayanti, editor, edited the interview. She checked the verbatim transcript of the 

interview against the original tape recordings, edited for punctuation, paragraphing, and 

spelling, and verified proper names. Words and phrases inserted by the editor have been 

bracketed. 

 

Serhan reviewed the transcript. He verified proper names and made minor corrections. 

 

Steven J. Novak, senior editor, prepared the table of contents and index. Jayanti drew up 

the biographical summary. Kristian London, assistant editor, assembled the interview history. 
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