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Obituaries

Viswanathan Shanta
(11 March 1927–19 January 2021)

MOTHER OF ONCOLOGY IN INDIA
Dr Viswanathan Shanta,
Chairperson, Cancer Institute
(WIA) was born on 11 March
1927 in a family which had
two Nobel Laureates—Sir
C.V. Raman (granduncle) and
Dr S. Chandrasekar (uncle).
She did her MBBS, DGO and
MD from Madras Medical
College (MMC) and joined
the Cancer Institute in 1955
in response to a call from
the Founder of the Institute,
Dr S. Krishnamurthi.
Dr Krishnamurthi, the

visionary would be her mentor for the next 55 years, till his
passing away in July 2010. Together they formed a fantastic
team (his ideas and vision were executed to perfection by
Dr Shanta) building the institute brick by brick, from a 12-
bedded cottage hospital to a comprehensive cancer centre
with over 550 beds dedicated to the treatment of cancer
patients. Unlike other premier institutions, Cancer Institute
(WIA) was a voluntary charitable cancer centre with more than
70% of patients treated free or at a subsidized cost. She was
particularly efficient in fund raising for the institute. From 1955
till her passing away on 19 January 2021, she lived in a single
room within the old campus.

In the early days, with hardly any medical staff to help, she
donned the cap of a surgeon, nurse, theatre assistant and
resident with consummate ease. Dr Krishnamurthi and
Dr Shanta did the first Wertheim’s surgery, and she did bedside
duty for the patient, for days, till the patient stabilized. Often,
she would spend the night taking care of sick patients and still
be ready for the next day’s rigour.

My first meeting with Dr Shanta was in the month of April
1985, soon after my MD results were announced. I met her
seeking a job in the Medical Oncology Department, carrying a
recommendation letter from Dr Suniti Solomon (who was the
first to identify an HIV-infected patient in India), my mentor
during my MMC days. Dr Shanta was busy in her outpatient but
was kind enough to spare a few minutes to read the letter and
inform me that they did not have a vacancy in the department
but that I could apply the following year for a DM in Medical
Oncology.

Once I joined the institute in March 1986 for my DM course,
Dr Shanta was my mentor. She always appreciated an initiative
that helped patient care and, at the same time, never minced
words if one was found lacking in good patient care. After
finishing my DM Medical Oncology in 1988, with both Dr
Krishnamurthi and Dr Shanta’s support, I received the
Commonwealth Fellowship in 1991 to do my PhD in Molecular
Oncology at the Imperial Clinical Research Facility (ICRF)
Laboratory, Hammersmith Hospital, UK. With their support, I

was able to establish the Department of Molecular Oncology
after returning from the UK in 1994 and both were incredibly
supportive in setting up a state-of-the-art department, which
was later recognized by the Department of Science and
Technology, Government of India, as a Centre of Excellence. Dr
Shanta was always keen to know the new achievements in the
department and she was delighted to hear that we had developed
an assay for early detection of breast cancer and had applied for
a patent.

The primary defining characteristics of Dr Shanta were her
commitment to all patients, discipline, hard work and exemplary
empathy and care. For her, clinical examination was paramount
and fancy investigations were used to a bare minimum and only
if absolutely necessary. Irrespective of what time it was, we were
required as trainees to call her if a patient’s condition deteriorated.
Patient care was her mantra. She and Dr Krishnamurthi had
drilled this and made sure that if there was any failing, the person
was taken to task (including an enquiry when it was a serious
issue). This is one of the reasons that the institute was world
renowned where patients came first and were provided care
irrespective of their social, religious and financial status.

Dr Shanta trained herself in Radiation Oncology and Medical
Oncology in the days when there was no specialization or
super-specialization in Oncology. She set up a separate
Children’s ward for the Paediatric Oncology Unit, the first of its
kind in the country in 1960. She was also interested in Cancer
Epidemiology and successfully completed the Chengalpattu
cancer screening programme (1962–1964). Based on the results,
she started the WHO Cancer Control Project at Kanchipuram in
1969, which unfortunately she could not continue since the
funds were later provided to the Government Arignar Anna
Hospital, Kanchipuram.

Among the several measures they introduced, Dr
Krishnamurthi and Dr Shanta were able to get the Ministry of
Railways to provide concessional travel for a cancer patient and
one accompanying person. Later this concession was extended
to bus and air travel. In the 1970s, Dr Shanta advocated for
exemption of customs duty on anti-cancer life-saving drugs for
poor patients. She convinced the Government of Tamil Nadu to
allow morphine to be available freely through selected centres
to the needy cancer patients and others with pain.

She and Dr Krishnamurthi introduced the super-specialty
degrees in Medical (DM) and Surgical (MCh) Oncology, again
a first in the country. The alumni from the institute are spread
across the country in senior positions. She collaborated with
the National Cancer Institute (NCI), Bethesda, USA to develop
a protocol for the treatment of acute lymphoblastic leukaemia,
to improve the cure rates in this potentially curable blood
cancer. She started new facilities and newer departments to
keep pace with rapid advances in the scientific world. She kept
herself abreast of the developments in the field of oncology. For
her, 24 hours a day was simply not enough.

Her untiring work to help cancer patients was recognized by
over hundred awards including the Padma Shri in 1986, Padma
Bhushan in 2006, Padma Vibhushan in 2016; the prestigious
Magsaysay Award in 2004; DSc (Hon Causa), etc., which she
dedicated to the institute.
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She had a stroke in December 2007 but through sheer will, she
overcame the paralysis; she had to stop operating but continued
her OPD till the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, when the
government staff asked her to stop seeing patients, to avoid
risking herself. Although she was upset, she had to follow the
government order. Till her last day she was concerned about her
patients. On developing severe chest pain, she was transferred
to a corporate hospital, where she passed away on 19 January
2021 early morning due to an iatrogenic cause. The nation lost

one of its icon’s and cancer patients and the institute staff lost
their Mother. We pray her soul rests in peace.
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Arun Chitale
(28 February 1937–27 February 2021)

‘YA SAMA HA’
On 27 February 2021, a day before
his 84th birthday, Professor Arun
Chitale, doyen of surgical
pathologists in India, passed away
after a brief illness.

‘Ya sama ha’ loosely translated
from Marathi means ‘You are one
of a kind’. It is the title of a collection
of tributes and reminiscences of
family and friends published by his
wife on his 75th birthday.

Arun was born in Dapoli, a small
town in the Konkan, the son of a

school principal. His parents encouraged and valued higher
education. His older brother elected to become a surgeon, and
Arun wanted very much to follow in his brother’s footsteps.
However, unlike surgeons, pathologists in training were paid a
stipend. This lessened the financial burden on the family and
decided Arun’s professional career as a pathologist. And what
a career it was!

Arun enrolled at B.J. Medical College in Pune. His years at
BJ, as the institution is commonly referred to, were eventful. He
was fortunate to be mentored in pathology by Dr Y.M. Bhende,
who, to this day, is revered as a father figure by countless patho-
logists who studied under his tutelage. At BJ, Arun developed
his skills as a debater, an actor, a tabla player of repute, a table
tennis star and a formidable chess player. BJ was also where he
met Shobhana Joshi, his wife to be, and his companion for over
55 years, until his death.

Arun was very keen on studying in the USA. Like most men
who left the shores of India to study abroad, he was expected
to marry before he ventured overseas. This was a pleasant
‘duty’ as he had already met Shobhana, the girl of his dreams.
He began his training in surgical pathology at Brockton under
the benign and appreciative eye of Professor G. Richard Dickersin,
who treated him as a son. He completed his training at the
University of Virginia in Richmond, but unlike many of his fellow
expatriates, he decided that his destiny lay in India.

Arun burst upon the pathology scene in Bombay (Mumbai
was still in the future) in 1969. He overawed the pathology
community with his uncanny diagnostic acumen and the fluency
with which he articulated his knowledge. He did this with an air

of confidence and panache which had hitherto defined our
surgical colleagues. Within a short while, his opinion was
sought by pathologists and clinicians alike. His was the final
diagnosis.

As a young pathologist, who was about to embark on my
own career, I was inspired. I left for the UK in 1976, and after a
stint in the USA where I first encountered surgical pathology.
I returned to a Bombay which was ‘pathologically’ transformed.
Surgical pathology, a discipline hardly recognized, let alone
practised, was burgeoning. A monthly slide club of ‘senior
surgical pathologists’ that still meets with great regularity had
come into existence. The meetings were eagerly antici-pated not
only because the fare was good but also because ‘Dr Chitale’
would attend. Arun was as accomplished a diagnostician as he
was a showman. He had a commanding presence and people
hung on to his every word. He was also feisty. He never let an
opposing point of view go unchecked. Heady days, they were
indeed!

Arun chose to practise in Bombay rather than Pune because
he felt the energy of the city. Within a short while, he had earned
the trust of his clinical colleagues. He set up a bone tumour
registry at the Maharashtra state-run J.J. Group of Hospitals, a
cytopathology service at the Municipal K.E.M. Hospital and an
electron microscopy service at the privately managed Jaslok
Hospital. This last was a remarkable feat. Persuading the trustees
to part with funds for a rare and expensive bit of equipment that
was unlikely to pay for itself, stands as a tribute to his growing
stature and the influence he wielded in the public sphere. The
nephropathology service at Jaslok Hospital was the envy of
other less fortunate departments.

His busy schedule of diagnostic work at several hospitals
did not preclude other commitments. His country-wide slide
seminars were legendary. Dr ‘C’, as he was affectionately
referred to, mentored some of the most prominent surgical
pathologists of Mumbai and wrote well received books, all the
while maintaining a highly regarded private surgical pathology
practice. He was a pathologist’s pathologist, much sought after
for his insightful second opinions.

Arun believed that the problem ailing surgical pathologists
in India was a lack of documentation of the large amount of
material that they were fortunate to receive. He was a great
cataloguer of his cases. In the days when digital pathology was
unknown, he had thousands of gross pictures and photo-
micrographs stored on 35-mm black and white and colour film.
Towards the last years of his life when he was semi-retired, he
had all his Kodachromes converted into digital form. Most of
this, he did himself as a labour of love. His collection of over
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