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Introduction 

Sergi, as he asked everyone to call him, was loved and respected in the scientific 
community in his roles as a specialist in internal medicine, pharmacologist, professor, 
researcher, science communicator, and manager, and above all as a human being. For 
those of us who had the good fortune of working closely with him, he was a paragon, a 
mentor, and a friend—a warm person who was always ready and willing to help and 
support those around him. Unaffectedly intelligent and cultured, he was endowed with a 
prodigious memory. He was known for his exquisitely respectful treatment of all. Sergi 
valued people as individuals, regardless of their degrees, positions, or titles. He was 
constant and exemplary in everything he did; his great capacity for work and 
commitment were evident in every project he undertook. 

Sergi Erill’s professional and scientific career attests to his extraordinary capacity to 
learn, memorize, synthesize, apply, and teach a wide range of materials. His dual 
training in internal medicine and pharmacology (both basic and clinical) enabled him to 
translate ideas from basic research to medical care. Without his contributions, 
pharmacology in general and clinical pharmacology in particular in Spain would have 
been very different. After an extensive academic career, Sergi agreed to take the helm at 
the Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation out of appreciation and respect for the family of his 
admired friend, Antoni Esteve i Subirana. From this position, Sergi continued to 
contribute to the different branches of pharmacology and to science in general. 
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Education 

Sergi Erill was born in Barcelona on October 12, 1938, at the height of the Spanish 
Civil War. He studied at the Lycée Français and went on to earn a degree in medicine at 
the University of Barcelona in 1963. Four years later, he was awarded a PhD for his 
thesis describing a new technique for detecting antibodies under the direction of Agustí 
Pedro i Pons, Chair of Internal Medicine [1]. The same year he was granted a Merck 
International Fellowship in Clinical Pharmacology (1967), which allowed him to start 
training in clinical pharmacology in the United States, first at the University of Kansas 
with Daniel Azarnoff (1967) and them at the Department of Pharmacology at the 
University of Michigan (1968-69) with Edward A. Carr and Edward F. Domino. He 
returned to Catalonia and was certified in internal medicine (1970) and clinical 
pharmacology (1983). His training in basic and clinical pharmacology combined with 
his training as a clinician enabled him to develop a wide, transversal vision of medicine 
and therapeutics. This unique background, together with his experience and 
international contacts in the field of clinical pharmacology, endowed him with a 
singular profile among contemporary pharmacologists.  

 

Teaching 

Sergi was always very interested in teaching. He started teaching even before he 
graduated from medical school, in 1962, when he was an intern under Francisco García-
Valdecasas, the Chair of Pharmacology at the University of Barcelona’s School of 
Medicine. From 1963 through 1967, he was an assistant teacher in the laboratory classes 
under the Chair of Clinical Medicine and Pathology, Agustí Pedro i Pons. He continued 
teaching in the United States, working at the University of Michigan as a research 
scholar in pharmacology and a teaching associate in internal medicine (1968-69). On his 
return to Catalonia, he obtained a position as an interim associate professor of 
physiology (1969-70) and as a tenured associate professor of pharmacology and clinical 
therapeutics (1971-76) at the Autonomous University of Barcelona’s (UAB) School of 
Medicine. Under Josep Laporte, Chair of Pharmacology, he shared his academic activity 
with other pharmacologists, such as Jesús García Sevilla, Patrick du Souich, Joan-
Ramon Laporte, and Jordi Camí. During this period, Sergi Erill helped consolidate 
clinical pharmacology in our country, participating in the organization of specific 
doctoral courses and writing different chapters of the respected Spanish series Avances 
en Terapéutica [2]. In 1976 he attained the Chair of Pharmacology at the University of 
the Basque Country, where he lived until 1979, when he moved to the University of 
Granada, where he held the Chair of Pharmacology until 1983. Between 1983 and 1998, 
back in Barcelona, he combined directing the Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation with 
teaching as a professor of pharmacology at the University of Montreal. His wisdom, 
kindness, and humility made him an excellent supervisor of both undergraduate and 
graduate students. 

Related to his teaching activity and also to his role in managing science, Sergi Erill 
served as president of the Spanish Association of Pharmacologists from 1982 to 1986, 
which, in keeping with the times, during the last year of his presidency changed its 
name to the Spanish Society of Pharmacology (Sociedad Española de Farmacología) 
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During this period he promoted the first symposium about teaching in pharmacology, 
which was followed in 1999 with the first symposium about innovation in teaching, 
held in Valencia, the creation of study group focused on teaching and training in 
pharmacology two years later, and finally a session dedicated to teaching in the 
Society’s congresses, an initiative that would go on for many years. Sergi maintained 
this interest in education when he was the director of the Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation, 
where he started a line of training courses in areas that had not been covered by other 
institutions. The first of these, a seminar on the workings of clinical research ethics 
committees, took place in 2001, and went on for seven more editions. These training 
activities would become one of the Foundation’s most important areas of action.  

 

Research 

Sergi Erill’s training in pharmacology and clinical medicine, together with his capacity 
and vocation as a teacher, were complemented with many important contributions to 
research. He formed part of the so-called Catalan school of pharmacology, which 
occupied the chairs at many universities all over Spain. His vision of the discipline 
considered the practical application of medication in humans with great interest, and he 
authored the chapter about clinical trials in the innovative book Bases farmacológicas 
de la terapéutica medicamentosa [3], published in 1969, when the concept of these 
therapeutics was little known in our country. In fact, Sergi returned to Barcelona in 
1969 with the idea of setting up a clinical pharmacology department despite the 
difficulties of doing so when this medical specialty did not yet exist in Spain. His article 
“Clinical pharmacology in Spain” [4], published in the journal Clinical Pharmacology 
& Therapeutics, lays out his concerns about the need to develop the discipline in Spain. 
When he became an associate professor at the UAB and Hospital de la Santa Creu i Sant 
Pau, he managed to organize a team of physicians committed to clinical research. He 
analyzed the use of medications in Spain, such as chloramphenicol [5], evaluated 
physicians’ knowledge of medications [6], and assessed physicians’ perceptions of 
antibiotics [7]. 

In the early 1970s, Sergi Erill undertook various projects related to drugs’ binding to 
plasma proteins and acetylation. The methodology of studying the binding of drugs to 
proteins in humans was a significant problem that Sergi elegantly solved by using the 
natural filtering process of the salivary glands [8]. He also demonstrated that renal, 
liver, or respiratory failure, as well as multiple myeloma or diabetes, could modify the 
binding of acidic and basic drugs to plasma proteins [9-13]. One of his most important 
contributions was to demonstrate that the binding of acidic drugs to albumin decreases 
during renal failure due to the carbamylation of the binding site (14). The vast research 
program about drug binding to proteins also included studies about drug interactions 
that affected binding [15-17] and the repercussions of changes in binding on the 
dynamics of the drug [18-20]. 

Another line of research, based on previous studies, discovered that isoniazid was 
acetylated according to a bimodal genetic polymorphism; in other words, there are fast 
and slow acetylators. Years later, it was shown that other drugs, such as dapsone and 
sulfamethazine, are also acetylated in a bimodal fashion. Sergi Erill formulated the 
hypothesis that the elimination of procainamide by acetylation occurred bimodally and 
that different diseases modified the rate of acetylation. First, he demonstrated that 50% 
of healthy subjects were fast acetylators of procainamide and 50% were slow acetylators 
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[21-22]. Then he showed how liver failure [23], heart failure, renal failure, and chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease affected the speed of acetylation of procainamide [24]. In 
most of the situations studied, there was an inflammatory reaction, although in animal 
models this reaction did not seem to be responsible for slowing the rate of acetylation 
[25]. Renal failure also decreased the speed of the two reactions of hydrolysis, the 
formation of p-aminobenzoic acid, a metabolite of procainamide and the hydrolysis of 
procaine, and this effect seemed to be independent of the carbamylation of plasma 
esterase [26]. Finally, in an article published in Science, Sergi Erill proposed extending 
the patents of drugs indicated for tropical diseases to facilitate their availability in areas 
where there were shortages [27]. 
 

Sergi Erill also showed great interest in the conceptualization of pharmacology and in 
understanding how it developed as a scientific discipline. One noteworthy contribution 
in this direction was his idea to create the collection “Pharmacotherapy Revisited”, 
which is published by the Foundation. This is a collection of books that comprise 
facsimiles of the documents that have played a leading role in the development of the 
different branches of the medical specialty, selected by experts in the different 
disciplines. Sergi Erill himself was the editor of two books in the series. The first, 
Clinical Pharmacology through the Pen of Louis Lasagna [28], compiled the most 
important articles by one of the founders of clinical pharmacology, whom Sergi deeply 
admired. The second, From Clinical Research to Clinical Pharmacology [29], showed 
readers the development of clinical pharmacology through its main proponents, starting 
with Harry Gold, who gave the discipline its name.  

Sergi never stopped writing articles, producing more than 120 in total, and publishing in 
top-tier science journals. He also contributed more than 140 other texts, including 
books, book chapters, and monographs. Moreover, he directed ten doctoral theses and 
was a member of the editorial boards of scientific journals such as Clinical 
Pharmacology Research, Drugs and Therapeutics Perspectives, Journal of Clinical 
Epidemiology, and Pharmacology and Toxicology. 

 

Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation 

The Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation was one of Sergi’s greatest works and one of those 
he took great pride in. The Esteve family created the Foundation to honor the memory 
of Antoni Esteve i Subirana four years after his death. The Foundation’s main mission, 
then and now, has been to stimulate progress in pharmacotherapy through 
multidisciplinary scientific communication and debate. The friendship and trust 
between the Esteve family and Sergi Erill led them to propose that he direct the 
Foundation. Sergi accepted the challenge of becoming the founding director of this 
institution, and from this position he promoted hundreds of initiatives through the years. 
He always explained that he conceptualized the Foundation along the lines expressed by 
the eminent economist Lord William Henry Beveridge’s in his characterization of the 
CIBA Foundation, constituted in the United Kingdom in 1949, “not a laboratory for 
mixing compounds, but a laboratory for mixing scientists [30]”. Despite the differences 
between the two institutions, this foundational idea also guided Sergi Erill in building 
and growing the Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation during its 37 years of existence [31]. 
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Figure 1. Sergi Erill during an act that he 
organized through the Dr. Antoni Esteve 
Foundation in 1999. 

 

The Dr. Antoni Esteve Foundation enabled Sergi Erill to put many of his ideas about 
pharmacotherapy and scientific communication into practice. His training and 
international experience were fundamental in enabling him to set up, lead, and manage 
this institution (Figure 1). Among the many initiatives he impelled were national and 
international conferences and meetings, research prizes, training courses, and 
publications—all of which can be consulted on the Foundation’s website [32]. 

In an article published in Annals de Medicina (33), Sergi Erill wrote how he felt about 
his role at the Foundation. Although he was grateful for the opportunity to create and 
develop the institution, he continued to doubt whether everything that was done could 
ever be sufficient to honor the memory of Dr. Antoni Esteve i Subirana, despite his 
satisfaction with the growth in the Foundation’s activity and renown. He stressed how 
we should all be grateful for the family’s generosity in promoting a Foundation that has 
benefited society so much. 

 

Science communication and other activities 

Together with Vladimir de Semir, Sergi Erill was a driving force behind the first 
international symposium on science journalism held in Spain. This act in Barcelona in 
1990 was one of the seeds from which the Catalan Association of Scientific 
Communication would grow. This symposium led to the publication of a monograph 
with an introduction by Sergi Erill (34). Sergi’s special skills and interest in scientific 
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communication are evident in the many articles he published in the daily press as well 
as his column “Jabs & Jibes” in The Lancet  [35-38]. Along these lines, he also 
published several books to bring science to the people. For example, Els medicaments i 
jo (Medicines and me) [39] taught young children about how different drugs work. His 
last book, La ciència oculta (Hidden science) [40], explained the stories of 15 women 
who made landmark discoveries in science (Figure 2). His commitment to shining light 
on women scientists was recognized by the Asociación de Mujeres Investigadoras y 
Tecnólogas (Association of Women Researchers and Technologists), which made him 
an honorable member in 2012. Sergi Erill also participated in the elaboration of the 
books Vocabulari mèdic (Medical vocabulary, in Catalan) [41] and the Diccionari de 
recerca clínica de medicaments (Dictionary of clinical research into drugs, also in 
Catalan)[42]. 

In addition to his role as the president of the Spanish Society of Pharmacology, Sergi 
Erill served in many academic and professional roles. He was the president of the 
National Commission on Clinical Pharmacology (1978-81), a World Health 
Organization expert for the evaluation of drugs (1983-92), a member of the Advisory 
Board of the Juan March Foundation (1986-88), the president of the National 
Commission for Pharmacovigilance in Spain (1987-88), the scientific director of  Dr. 
Esteve Laboratories (1989-2003), and a member of the University of Barcelona’s 
Bioethics Commission and a professor in the master’s program in bioethics and law 
(1996-2020), among other positions. He was also a member of the International Union 
of Basic and Clinical Pharmacology’s selection committee from 2006 to 2010. He was 
always open to accepting responsibility in challenging roles that provided opportunities 
to contribute, yet he was totally uninterested in awards and recognition. 

On February 29, Sergi Erill’s excellent career and exemplary life came to an end. We 
share his family’s loss and write this simple homage on behalf of all of those who were 
fortunate to share years, days, or even moments with Professor Sergi Erill Sáez, a great 
professional, teacher, and researcher, and above all, a great human being who earned 
our respect and admiration and will forever hold our esteem. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Sergi Erill presenting his last book, La ciència oculta (Hidden science), on 
November 16, 2017 in Barcelona (left) and on November 20 in Madrid (right, with Pilar 
Tigeras). 
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