
Frank E. Cormia

April 25, 1905 — August 26, 1968

Dr. Frank E. Cormia, clinical professor of medicine (dermatology) at Cornell University Medical College, died 

August 26, 1968, at Memorial Hospital, New York. Dr. Cormia was also an attending physician at The New York 

Hospital where he had been a staff member since 1946.

Dr. Cormia, the son of Frank and Winona Cormia, was born on April 25, 1905, in Milton, Vermont. He grew 

up in Vermont and happily never recovered from the “indegoddampendence” which this upbringing is believed 

to engender. He received both his B.A. and M.D. from the University of Vermont, the first degree in 1926 and 

the second in 1930. After he became a full professor at Cornell University Medical College, he would break into 

uproarious laughter when he revealed that he had been told at Vermont that he was not a good enough student to 

become a physician, but he would have a chance to try.

From 1931 to 1934 he trained in dermatology at the University of Pennsylvania under Dr. John Stokes. He attributed 

to Stokes much of his conviction that there is no excuse for sloth or sloppiness in dermatology. From 1935 to 1941 

he was assistant, then associate in medicine (dermatology) at the Royal Victoria Hospital, and instructor, later 

associate professor of medicine (dermatology) at McGill University Medical School. He made many friends in 

Canada and continued to attend the meetings of the Canadian Dermatological Society where he gave an after 

dinner speech on dermatological writing that was later published as a paper in Cutis.

Service in World War II from 1942 to 1945 with the United States Army Medical Service took him to England 

where he again made many lasting friendships.

In 1946 Dr. Cormia came to the Cornell University Medical College and worked with Dr. George Lewis. He was 

instructor in 1946, assistant professor in 1947, associate professor in 1956, and in 1965 became clinical professor 

of medicine (dermatology). He held corresponding staff appointments at The New York Hospital. He was always 

an enthusiastic and critical teacher, quick and direct in his comments. In his own words, he did not suggest that a 

student or resident might be in error; he simply “corrected him.”

Frank Cormia would have enjoyed being a full-time faculty member, but such positions were not then common 

in dermatology. For a man who made his living in private practice, his research and publication were especially 

commendable. His first paper in the Archives of Dermatology in 1933 was entitled Urinary proteose; allergic 



dermatoses and eczema–hay fever complex.” Thereafter, he published at least one paper every year except 1943 

and 1966. Three or four papers a year was the general pattern, with a total of between eighty-five and ninety. His 

last paper, as yet unpublished, describes the skin changes associated with the onset of his own malignant disease 

and their regression as the primary lesion was treated. His interests were broad and changing. Many of his earlier 

papers were on syphilis and reactions to arsenicals. Then came a series on penicillin reactions. He wrote several 

papers on the psychosomatic aspects of dermatology, and in his teaching delighted to show students how an attack 

of urticaria could be induced in some patients by raising psychologically loaded questions. He studied pruritus 

for several years, using histamine and then proteolytic enzymes. He had a long-standing interest in alopecia and 

made several contributions in this area. His last big interest was prophetic of his own prostate cancer—the skin 

manifestations of internal cancer, and immunological aspects of host resistance to malignancy.

Many of the dermatological societies honored Frank with positions of responsibility. He was secretary and president 

of the Dermatology Section of the New York Academy of Medicine, president of the New York Dermatological 

Society, and a member of the Board of Directors of the Academy of Dermatology. He was a member of the 

American Dermatologic Association, Atlantic Dermatological Society, Canadian Branch of British Dermatological 

Association, Canadian Dermatological Society, Society for Investigative Dermatology, the New York County 

Medical Society, and the American Medical Association.

What we all will miss most, however, is the enthusiastic man with his enormous zest for life. In his early sixties he 

was skiing, climbing mountains, and backing down places to hear good jazz. He faced life with exuberance and 

continued fascination. Who can forget the way his face would suddenly grow height and pixieish as a prelude to an 

Olympian eruption of loud laughter that would go booming through the room and down the corridors?

He was a man without an act, a facade; the real man was right there with simple, total honesty and absolute 

integrity. Frank was always very positive; when he was right he was very right, and when wrong, he was the first to 

admit it and see the humor of it

During his final illness his virtues did not leave him. He could say that he hoped to fool the experts but didn’t 

suppose he would,” then break into an impish and radiant smile. On his last day, when he realized that he had 

asked or something that he had already received, he groaned, “Take me out and shoot me,” as if even then he had 

no patience for any brain that wasn’t working hard and doing its best. The loud laughter was gone, but even in his 

last few days he had a radiant smile for his friends.



We have lost a warm-hearted and colorful friend; an enemy to the phony; a hard worker for excellence in 

dermatology. We extend our sympathies to his relatives and hope they appreciate how much we feel dermatology 

has lost.

Farrington Daniels, Jr., M.D.




