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Dorothea Bennett 1929-1990

Dorothea Bennett passed away this past August at the age of 60. Dorsey (as she was
known to her friends and colleagues) will be remembered both for her pioneering work
on the mouse f-complex as well as for her outstanding abilities as a teacher. I feel
privileged to count myself among her many students. Dorsey began her work in the
field of mouse genetics as a graduate student with Salome Waelsch at Columbia Uni-
versity in 1952, Her graduate work represented the first detailed investigation of the
phenotypic manifestations of the original mutation discovered at the Steel (SI) locus in -
the mouse (Bennett 1956). It is fitting that this fascinating mouse gene, with pleiotropic
effects on melanocyte differentiation, germ cell development, and hematopoetic cell
differentiation has just been cloned (Copeland et al. 1990; Flanagan and Leder 1990;
Huang et al. 1990; Williams et al. 1990; Zsebo et al. 1990).

By 1956, Dorsey had begun to work on the mouse f-complex—which would chal-
lenge her for the rest of her life. She began this work within the context of a fruitful
collaboration with L.C. Dunn that was to last nearly two decades until Dunn’s death in
1974. Her initial work in this system concerned detailed morphological studies of the
effects of the various t-lethal mutations on embryonic development (Bennett and Dunn
1960; Bennett et al. 1969). However, her work soon branched out to encompass many
other facets of biology into which the rich r-complex system could offer insight. These
included studies of t-effects on sperm differentiation and the distortion of male trans-
mission ratios (Bennett and Dunn 1967; Bennett and Dunn 1971; Yanagisawa et al.
1961), the population dynamics of t-haplotypes present in wild mice (Bennett 1978;
Dunn and Bennett 1971), and the structural differences between t-haplotypes and wild-
type forms of chromosome 17 (Artzt et al. 1982a; Artzt et al. 1982b; Shin et al. 1983).
One experiment that I find particularly elegant was a study of the effect of chimerism
on the rescue of embryonic cells destined to die from the maternal inheritance of a
deletion over an unusual T-locus-associated maternal effect (Tme) locus. This work,
involving the delicate manipulation and transfer of mouse embryos, was reported in a
single author paper, published at a stage in Dorsey’s career when most professors do
not dare enter their laboratories (Bennett 1978). It is fitting, once again, that the gene
responsible for this phenotype has now been cloned as well (Barlow et al. 1991). In
another set of elegant chimera experiments, Dorsey and her colleagues demonstrated
that t-haplotype effects on sperm differentiation and function are limited to the meiotic
partners of those haploid spermatids that carry the mutant chromosomes (Papaioannou
et al. 1979; Seitz and Bennett 1985).

Dorsey’s first academic appointment was in 1962 at Cornell University Medical
College, where she rose to the rank of professor in 1971. In 1976, she moved across the
street to the Sloan-Kettering Institute, and in 1986 she moved to the University of
Texas at Austin, where she assumed the responsibilities of Chairman of the Department
of Zoology. Dorsey accumulated many awards and honors during her career including
lectureships at the Harvey Society of New York, and the College de France in Paris.
She was awarded an honorary Doctor of Medicine by the University of Uppsala in
Sweden, and was the Alfred W. Roark Centennial Professor at the University of Texas.
She was also a member of the Board of Scientific Overseers of The Jackson Laboratory
for 14 years, serving as Chairman of that Board during a critical period.

Dorsey will be sorely missed by her many students and colleagues.

Lee M. Silver
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