
Message from the Chair
‘Translational medicine’ 
has become a buzzword 
in the biomedical 
community in the 
past several years.  
Although definitions 
vary, Wikipedia (in 
its collective wisdom) 
defines translational 
medicine as “the 
process of turning 
appropriate biological 
discoveries into drugs 

and medical devices that can be used in the 
treatment of patients.”

This definition embodies a major portion of our 
mission as an academic department.  We live in a 
golden age of biomedical research.  If I had been 
told when I was a graduate student 25 years ago 
that my students in 2012 would know the entire 
sequence of the human genome and could access 
it from their cell phone (or even that everyone 
would have a cell phone!), that they could 
sequence a billion base pairs of DNA each day, 
that they could grow retinal tissue from stem 
cells in a dish, or that they could study mice 
with any single gene knocked out I would have 
been incredulous.  Yet this is the world we now 
enjoy.  Sadly, though, the ophthalmic medicine 
and surgery we practice today have, with a few 
notable exceptions, advanced only incrementally 
from what we practiced in 1986.

In this issue of In Sight we highlight a few of the 
many endeavors ongoing in our department to 
bridge this translation gap.  The Color Vision 
Center of Excellence builds on the terrific 
genetics work that faculty Jay and Maureen 
Neitz have been doing in color vision for the 
past quarter century.  Their discovery in 2009 
that gene therapy could be used to correct color 
blindness in animals provided the impetus 
to start a clinical center of excellence to help 
diagnose and – in the future – treat color 
blindness in its many forms.  We also highlight 
work from my own laboratory, in which we 
were able to demonstrate a proof of concept 
that a nano-molecular light switch called 
AAQ (synthesized by our collaborators at UC 
Berkeley) could restore light sensitivity to retinas 
blind from hereditary retinal degeneration.  In 
both cases our hope is that we can bridge the 
translational divide to advance the state of 
ophthalmology, both here in Seattle and in the 
wider world. We appreciate the opportunity to 
let you know of our progress.

Russell Van Gelder, MD, PhD
Director, UW Medicine Eye Institute

Color blindness is the most common inherited vision disorder 
in the world.  In the Puget Sound area alone over 100,000 
men (and several thousand women) are affected by some 
form of color vision deficiency.   While for many color 
blindness is a nuisance, for some individuals having perfect 
color vision is essential.  Pilots, law enforcement officers, 
firefighters, and soldiers rely on normal color vision to do 
their jobs.  Entry into these fields frequently requires passing 
an array of color vision tests.  Until now, there has been no 
single facility that can perform the full breadth of color vision 
testing in the Northwest.  

With the opening of the UW Medicine Eye Institute 
Color Vision Center of Excellence at University of 
Washington Medical Center, such a center is now available 
in Washington.   The impetus prompting the opening of 
the Center is the genetic work conducted by Department of 
Ophthalmology researchers, Drs. Jay and Maureen Neitz.  
Jay is the Bishop Professor of Ophthalmology, and Maureen 
the Ray Hill Professor of Ophthalmology.  The Neitzes have 
devoted their professional lives to the understanding of color 
vision, and have identified many of the genetic defects leading 
to color blindness.  “We have an in-depth understanding of 
color vision and how a deficiency could affect specific jobs. 
We also can tell parents about possible consequences of their 
child’s failed color-vision test,” said Maureen Neitz.

The Color Vision Center of Excellence offers a comprehensive 
series of color vision tests, including genetic testing. The 
center also has the only anomaloscope in the Pacific 
Northwest.  Most people may be more familiar with the test 
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but the anomaloscope provides the most 
accurate means of testing the degree of 
color blindness The Center is located at the 
UW Medical Center.  

Parisa Taravati MD, Assistant Professor 
with the department of Ophthalmology, 
will oversee the center and provide 
interpretation of results.  According to 
Dr. Taravati, although while there is no 
treatment available now, testing at the 
clinic may help qualify someone for a job 
formerly not thought possible.   However, 
in the foreseeable future, there may be hope 
for people with color blindness.  Work by 
the Neitzes has shown that gene therapy 
may be able to cure color blindness.  As this 
technology develops, the Center will be at 
the forefront of bringing new treatments to 
the color blind population. 

Since beginning his practice 
in 1951, Dr. James L. Hargiss 
has been an icon in the field of 
ophthalmology. In 1956, he was 
the first physician in Seattle to 
perform corneal transplants, 
and two years later he helped 
establish Seattle’s first eye bank. 
In the 1960s, he started the 
Ophthalmology Grand Rounds 
at Harborview Medical Center 
before there was a Department of 
Ophthalmology at UW, and in 
1969, Dr. Hargiss helped found 
American Society of Ophthalmic 
Plastic and Reconstructive 
Surgery (ASOPRS).   

The Department of Ophthalmology offers an ASOPRS approved two-year 
fellowship in ophthalmic plastic and reconstructive surgery.  This extremely 
competitive training program is designed to provide exposure to all aspects 
of ophthalmic plastic surgery.  The fellowship provides an exceptional blend 
of clinical opportunities and research experience in an academic setting and  

teaches competent and compassionate practitioners the medical judgment 
and special skills required of an oculoplastics surgeon. 

Dr. Hargiss’ greatest contribution to the field, among all of his achievements, 
has been his teaching and mentorship to the residents and fellows at the 
University of Washington. At age 91, Dr. Hargiss continues to inspire us 
by attending Grand Rounds every Thursday morning, by volunteering his 
time to interview Fellowship candidates, and by spending every Friday in 
the Operating Room helping train both residents and fellows!

To honor Dr. Hargiss, his service to the University of Washington, and his 
long career, we invite you to join us in creating the James Hargiss, M.D. 
Endowed Fund in Ophthalmology.  This endowed fund will support a 
regular lecture on Oculoplastic and Orbital Surgery in his name in our 
Department of Ophthalmology; and will ensure that our department will 
always have the resources it needs to train first-rate ophthalmologists in 
this region and beyond.   

We are well on our way toward our goal of raising $100,000 to create this 
endowment in Dr. Hargiss’s honor; we hope you will consider making a 
generous contribution today. For more information, please contact Abbey 
Norris, assistant director for philanthropy, at 206.221.8274 or abbeyn@
uw.edu or make a gift online at www.uwfoundation.org.
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Parisa Taravati, MD
Assistant Professor, Ophthalmology

“We have an in-depth  
  understanding of color vision  
  and how a deficiency could  
  affect specific jobs. We also  
  can tell parents about possible  
  consequences of their child’s  
  failed color-vision test.” 
        –Maureen Neitz
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An advance in vision restoration

The Eye Institute Welcomes Newest Community Advisory Board Members

Modern Medicine of the eye
Researchers from the Department of Ophthalmology in collaboration with scientists 
from University of California, Berkeley, and the University of Munich, have identified a 
chemical that temporarily restores some sight to blind animals.  

The chemical, called AAQ, is able to make cells in the eye that are not normally 
responsive to light photosensitive.  The cells include the neurons of the inner part of the 
retina, which are spared in retinal degenerations like macular degeneration and retinitis 
pigmentosa.

The UW team, including resident Jack Sychev, MD, and postdoctoral fellow Joe 
Nemargut, PhD, working in the laboratory of Ophthalmology Professor Russell N. Van 
Gelder, MD, PhD (Boyd K. Bucey Chair) showed that AAQ could restore light sensitivity 
to retinas from blind mice in tissue culture.  The group then showed that small amounts 
of the chemical injected into the eyes of mice with genetic retinal degeneration restored 
pupillary light responses and behavioral responses to light.

“This is an exciting advance in the field of vision restoration,” says Dr. Van Gelder.  “The 
‘chemical reanimation’ approach now joins electronic chips, stem cell therapies, and gene 
therapy as a way to try to treat blindness from retinal degeneration.   We still need to show 
these compounds are safe, and that they will work in people the way they do in mice.  But 
this is an exciting time to be working in this field.”

The work was published in the July 25th issue of the journal Neuron.

Multi-electrode array recording of the retina of a blind mouse (similar to a patient with retinitis pigmentosa).  
Each ‘row’ represents the electrical activity of one or more cells of the optic nerve.  The blue bar represents a 
strong blue light shone on the retina.  Upper panel shows mouse retina before application of the compound 
AAQ, showing no light-induced activity.  Bottom is the same retina after application of AAQ, showing strong 
activity in response to blue/UV light (385 nm) and rapid off-activity to 480 nm light (blue-green).  These 
experiments demonstrate that this compound can restore light activity to the blind mouse retina.

Chemical structure of AAQ compound in its two conformations.  From:  Banghart MR et al., Angew Chem Int 
Ed Engl. 2009;48(48):9097 101.

The Van Gelder Lab.

The UW Medicine Eye Institute has, as its mission, the alleviation of suffering from eye disease in our community and the wider world.   In Fall 2011 a 
Community Advisory Board was formed for the purposes of raising awareness in the community about our programs and to introduce new people to the 
UW Medicine Eye Institute; to broaden our outreach; to share with the community our major research projects; to provide advice on important issues and 
participate in events; and to work on projects that raise money for research and patient care.  The Eye Institute and CAB are excited to introduce our newest 
board members for 2012-2013:

Dr. Melvin and Nanette Freeman
Melvin Freeman, MD, FACS, a Seattle native, is a graduate of the 
University of Washington School of Medicine.  He completed his training 
in ophthalmology at Barnes Hospital/Washington University and 
Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary/Harvard Medical School.  He was 
in the private practice of ophthalmology in Seattle and was a volunteer 
Clinical Professor of Ophthalmology at the University of Washington.   
Nanette Freeman, a Wheeling, West Virginia native, is a retired Certified 
Public Accountant, having worked for national and local accounting firms, 
and in her own private accounting practice in Bellevue. 

Christopher & Alida Latham 
Christopher is retired from a 40 year career in Information Systems 
management and consulting. His work ranged from national financial 
institutions to the University of Washington. His education includes a BA 
in Anthropology and graduate study in Computer Science.  
 
Alida and her husband have traveled extensively in remote regions of the 
world, driven by an interest in collecting tribal art and artifacts.  As a result 
of these travels, she has documented many peoples and places, which led 
to a stock photography contract with Getty Images in 1996.  The Lathams 
share an interest in philanthropic activities and support a wide range of 
non-profit and governmental efforts both local and world-wide.

Robert J. Stevens 
Robert J. Stevens retired from Novartis/Alcon Laboratories at the end 
of March 2012, just short of 35 years of service. For the last 23 years he 
was head of Research and Design for surgical products in the field of 
ophthalmology. During this time the technology Alcon brought to the 
market significantly impacted the practice of medicine. Stevens has a 
Masters in Clinical Microbiology from the University of Washington. 
His early work experience was at Harborview Medical Center as a 
microbiologist. Originally from Seattle, Robert migrated to Texas, and is 
now happy to be back home. 

Core Clinical Faculty

Claire Angel, OD 
Optometric Services

Francine Baran, MD 
Pediatric Ophthalmology, Strabismus

Holly Chang, MD
Oculofacial Plastic  & Orbital Surgery

Jennifer Chao, MD, PhD
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery

Philip Chen, MD
Glaucoma

Courtney Francis, MD
Neuro Ophthalmology, Strabismus

Eissa Hanna, MD
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

Erin Herlihy, MD
Pediatric Ophthalmology, Strabismus

Jian-Amadi, MD
Oculofacial Plastic  & Orbital Surgery

Robert Kalina, MD
Professor Emeritus
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery, Oncology & Intraocular Tumors

James Kinyoun, MD
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery

Todd Klesert, MD, PhD
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery, Oncology & Intraocular Tumors

Deborah Lam, MD
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

Bryan Lee, MD, JD
Cornea and External Disease

Jennifer Lee, MD
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

Thellea Leveque, MD, MPH
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

Raghu Mudumbai, MD
Neuro-Ophthalmology, Strabismus

Richard Munsen, MD
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery

James Orcutt, MD, PhD
Neuro-Ophthalmology, Oculofacial Plastic & Orbital Surgery

Nancy Ross, OD
Optometric Services, Refractive Surgery

Tueng Shen, MD, PhD
Refractive Surgery, Cornea and External Disease

Mark Slabaugh, MD
Glaucoma

Parisa Taravati, MD
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

James Toop, OD, PhD
Optometric Services

Russell N. Van Gelder, MD, PhD
Uveitis and Ocular Inflammation

Atma Vemulakonda, MD
Vitreoretinal Disease and Surgery

Avery Weiss, MD
Pediatric Ophthalmology, Strabismus

Michael Wu, MD
Cornea and External Disease

Jennifer Yu, MD, PhD
Comprehensive Ophthalmology

A multi-specialty group treating all eye diseases and 
vision disorders A series of free brown bag lunch lectures 

given by members of the UW Medicine Eye Institute

As an academic medical center we endeavor to promote a culture of education for members of our community, as well as our faculty and staff.  Community 
members are integral to a reciprocal learning environment and to our success as teachers, learners, and healers.  The lectures take place from 12:00pm-1:00pm 
in the Eye Institute, 7th Floor Conference Room at 908 Jefferson Street.  Join us for one or all of the lectures.  Feel free to bring your lunch!

September 20, 2012
“From trauma scene to beauty 
queen: what disfigurement and 
disease teach us about aesthetic 
surgery”
Holly Chang, MD

October 25, 2012
“Glaucoma: management 
dilemmas and newly developed 
imaging solutions”
Murray Johnstone, MD & 

  Mark Slabaugh, MD

November 15, 2012
“Color Blindness: what is it 
and can it be improved?”
Parisa Taravati, MD

December 13, 2012
“Would you like fries with 
your cataract surgery?”
Bryan Lee, MD, JD

January 24, 2013
“Traumatic eye injury:  
treatment & prevention”
Eissa Hanna, MD


