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 Q What led to your specific interest in 
the field of hematologic oncology?
When I was still a student, during an 
internship in internal medicine, I had 
the chance to observe and follow a case 
of acute leukemia in a radiologist. At that 
time it was not easy to look directly at 
cancer cells. I could observe, day by day, 
the leukemic cells under the microscope; 
I was fascinated and I understood that 
leukemia was a key to the understanding 
of cancer.

 Q What led to your specific interest in 
chronic myeloid leukemia?
I have always had a strong interest in all 
blood malignancies and in stem cell trans-
plantation. Chronic myeloid leukemia 

(CML) became my favorite because it was 
a model mapping out the road to the devel-
opment of acute leukemia. CML itself is a 
‘benign’ disease, like a preleukemia, but it 
led to the death of all the patients, without 
any exception. As a young doctor, I could 
not tolerate the idea that a patient who was 
relatively well was destined to die in almost 
all cases.

 Q Could you briefly describe the 
research you are conducting at present & 
the clinical implications of such research?
For many years I tried to study the cell 
kinetics of Ph+ cells, to understand and 
identify the leukemic stem cells and their 
properties. These studies were not very 
successful until the development of the 
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appropriate techniques, particularly of 
in vitro cultures. To make a long story 
short, these studies contributed to estab-
lish and confirm that CML could not 
be successfully treated with any type of 
conventional cytotoxic chemotherapy. I 
did not give any personal contribution to 
the identification and the development of 
IFN-a and of the tyrosine kinase inhibi-
tors (TKIs), but I contributed to the best 
of my abilities to their introduction and 
clinical application, in Phase I, II and III 
studies, and to the understanding of their 
proper use, developing internationally rec-
ognized guidelines and recommendations. 
For this purpose, I had the honor to chair 
an international panel of experts appointed 
by European LeukemiaNet.

 Q You are the coordinator of the Coop 
Group Italian Association for the study 
of CML. What specifically is this group 
involved in?
The Italian Cooperative Study Group on 
CML, now the GIMEMA CML Working 
Party (GIMEMA is the Italian Group for 
the Hematologic Malignancies in Adults), 
was established in 1973. I began to serve as 
a secretary, then in 1995 I became the chair 
of the group. The group includes almost 
all the University and General Hospitals 
in Italy (more than 80) and has performed 
studies of treatment, from experimental 

chemotherapy and splenectomy, to inter-
feron and TKIs. IFN-a was registered in 
the USA by the US FDA for the treatment 
of CML based on a study that was pro-
moted, sponsored and performed by the 
Italian Group. The Group is currently tak-
ing care of several trials of TKIs, and has 
developed a network of laboratories (Lab-
Net) that ensures a standardized measure-
ment of molecular response, based on the 
International Scale.

 Q How have you seen the field of 
hematologic malignancies evolve over 
the years?
Major progress was initiated 40 years ago, 
in the 1970s, when malignant lymphomas, 
mainly Hodgkin’s disease, and acute leu-
kemias, mainly acute lymphoblastic leu-
kemias of children, became curable. These 
successes were based on conventional cyto-
toxic drugs. Next, TKIs, all-trans retinoic 
acid and monoclonal antibodies have 
paved the way to success in other diseases, 
a way that is still in its initial stages.

 Q As an experienced teacher & 
professor, what would you consider to 
be the most important areas in which 
education in the field of hematologic 
malignancies can be improved?
The ‘new’ hematologist must have in their 
pocket a modern textbook of ‘molecular 

hematology’ and an old textbook of inter-
nal medicine, to be able to recognize the 
molecular basis of the disease, to opti-
mize the treatment and to take care of the 
patient and not only the disease.

 Q What do you think will be the 
most important topics in the field of 
hematologic malignancies over the next 
few years?
I share the opinion of many of my col-
leagues that the future will see an explosion 
of the so-called targeted therapy. However, 
I believe that the times are mature enough 
to make a breakthrough in allogeneic stem 
cell transplantation, which means resolv-
ing the problems of the transplantation 
and the adaptation of the immune system 
from one person to another.
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