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Jeff Jentzen: Examining Forensic Medicine

“We deal a lot more with the living than we do
with the dead,” says Jeffrey Jentzen, M.D., director of Autopsy and Forensic Services and an assistant medical examiner for Washtenaw County.
“People say we just deal with dead people,” he adds. “but we have a lot
of contact with families, police, funeral directors, politicians, prosecutors,
defense attorneys, the media.
“Many have an opinion that we turn into our work,” he says. “That’s
not necessarily the case. I would describe myself as pretty normal.”
What’s exceptional about this normal guy who enjoys watching sports
and listening to music, especially Motown, is his commitment to the
future. It’s one of the reasons he came to the U-M last year after 21 years
as Milwaukee’s chief medical examiner, starting when he was 33 — the
youngest person ever to hold such a position in a major metropolitan area.
Says Jentzen, “We’re renovating and expanding the morgue area in
partnership with Washtenaw County, in part so we can handle all its
medical examiner cases. We want to develop a center of excellence for forensic medicine; I don’t think
there’s any better place to do it than here. I’m also looking forward to developing a program to help train
forensic pathologists — there’s a nationwide shortage — and I’m interested in creating a partnership with
the School of Public Health so we can capture more information and get a better understanding about the
deaths that we investigate.”
Jentzen is no stranger to partnerships. He co-founded the Arab Countries Conference on Forensic
Pathology after meeting the assistant medical examiner for Amman, Jordan, and realizing they had much to
learn from one another. Attendance at the 2006 conference was more than quintuple that of the first.
But he’s far from dismissing the past. History is another of his passions, and he holds a Ph.D. in the
history of science from the University of Wisconsin, in addition to his medical degree from Wayne State
University. His dissertation, Death Investigation in America: Coroners, Medical Examiners and the Pursuit of Medical
Certainty, has been accepted for publication by Harvard University Press.
Just four years after he became Milwaukee’s chief medical examiner, Jentzen headed one of history’s most
famous death investigations: the Jeffrey Dahmer case.
“It was more like dismantling someone’s museum than an actual crime scene,” he says. “He was assisting in the investigation, so as we did the autopsies, we could ask him questions directly about our findings.
It was interesting to have that kind of access. Initially I thought it was pretty weird stuff, but over time you
come to know that a lot of things are weird in forensic medicine.”
In June 2007, before making the move to Ann Arbor, Jentzen was involved in a case that will forever be a
tragic part of U-M history. He investigated the deaths of six Michigan Transplant Team and Survival Flight
Team members who perished in a plane crash in Lake Michigan while returning from an organ procurement mission in Milwaukee.
He says he tells residents, “I’ve never done an autopsy I regret doing, and I learn something on every autopsy I do.” Which is, after all, the point. “In 40 percent of autopsies, we identify a major finding that could
change the cause of death,” Jentzen says. “That has been stable for a hundred years. So despite all of our advanced diagnostic resources, we still need autopsies to help find out why people die.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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The

Healing Power of Art

The Gifts of Art program brings
music and art to our patients,
helping promote a positive, nurturing,
healing environment during their stay.
Now, your gift to Gifts of Art counts twice!
The U-M Executive Vice President for Medical Affairs will match gifts
dollar-for-dollar, up to $5 million, making this a great time
to support Gifts of Art at Michigan.
To help bring the world of art and music to U-M patients,
go to www.giving.umich.edu/give/med-goa
or call (734) 936-2787.
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