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Students’ Conference 

The organizers of the 34th FEBS Congress in 
Prague included in the programme, for the 
first time in history, a Students’ Conference 
devoted entirely to secondary school students. 
The main goal of this conference, which took 
place on July 4 prior to the Opening Cere-
mony, was to enhance the interest of young 
people in life sciences. There is a general lack 
of university students in these disciplines all 
over Europe (and also in the USA).

Students from the Czech Republic, Austria, 
and Germany participated in the Conference, 
and 23 posters were submitted. The Students’ 
Conference retained the habits of a real sci-
entific conference. The submitted posters 
were divided into three topical categories, 
and students answered questions from com-
mittee members and scientists who visited 
them individually. The best posters in each 
section were selected as follows:

Section 1: Tereza Urbánková of Prague, 
Czech Republic for her poster “Role of the re-
striction subunit HSDR in activity of type I re-
striction enzymes”

Section 2: Lucie Těsnohlídková of České 
Budějovice, Czech Republic for her poster 
“Electrochemical determination of DNA 
modification with cisplatin using catalytic 

hydrogen evolution at mercury electrodes”
Section 3: Christina Loecker and Maxmil-

ian Bamberger of Salzburg, Austria for their 
poster “Lively bees – nasty disease”

All participating students received a cer-
tificate of participation and small gifts. The 
section winners also received the book “Cell 
Biology.” We think that the first Students’ 
Conference was very successful and that such 
conferences will become an integral part of 
the programmes of future FEBS Congresses 
and will be supported by other constituent 
FEBS Societies. 

JAN KAS
CHAIRMAN OF STUDENTS´CONEFRENCE

Congress Update
The 34th FEBS Congress in Prague has got-
ten off to an excellent start. In addition to the 
Opening Ceremony and lecture by Sir Da-
vid Lane, highlights so far have included Sir 
Tom Blundell’s IUBMB plenary lecture, the 
WISE plenary lecture by Anne Houdusse, the 
Sir Hans Krebs plenary lecture by the Czech 
scientist Václav Hořejší, and dozens of shorter 
presentations given at the twenty symposia 
that took place on Sunday and Monday. Sir 
Tom Blundell’s Sunday lecture was very well 
attended and offered an engaging overview 
of novel developments and challenges as we 
move into a new era of genome sequencing, 
structural biology, and drug development. Sir 
Tom was impressed with the Congress so far, 
calling it “a fantastic showcase for European 
Biochemistry, very well organised in one of my 
favourite cities.” Also on Sunday, Anne Houd-
usse was recognized for her contributions as 
an outstanding female scientist by representa-
tives from FEBS and EMBO, and she gave the 
audience an overview of her interesting re-
search on the structure and function of myosin 
motors. On Monday, Dr. Hořejší treated the au-
dience to a fascinating lecture on membrane 
rafts and their role in receptor signaling. 

Congress participants have been enjoying 
the symposia and poster presentations as well 
and have made favorable comments about the 

FEBS2009: A View  
from the Floor
Having been involved in organizing Inter-
national meetings I was greatly impressed 
by the careful detail of the arrangements 
for the Congress, including posting help-
ful guides at the entrances of the impos-
ing Congress Centre. The building affords 
spectacular panoramic views of the city 
and is remarkably spacious and is ideally 
suited to host a large number of participants 
with divergent interests. The seating in the 
main Auditorium is the epitome of comfort 
and the audiovisual arrangements are ex-
tremely good. The computerized slide de-
livery was efficient and, despite a few minor 
hiccups, worked well and the meetings ran 
successfully to schedule. 

Although the cConference rucksack is in 
many ways excellent, and may be useful for 
outdoor pursuits, in these times, in which 
there appears to be a lack of consciousness 
of rearward spatial occupancy, they are per-
haps not ideal – especially in the inevitable 
queues for coffee.

Generally, however, given the large num-
ber of attendees, there is little crowding, and 
there are attractive arrangements for exhib-
its and posters.

Biochemistry has always been a diverse 
subject, but the fields of study have become 
so detailed that there is scarcely any overlap 
between disciplines. The result is that there 
are no longer the mass migrations that used 
to punctuate multidisciplinary meetings and 
, although the Symposia mainly kept to the 
advertised schedules, audiences were mostly 
static. Of course, this was partly because of 
the careful programming which ensure the 
miunimum of overlap of topics, but it also 
emphasizes the extent to which the talks 
have become comprehensible only to the 
initiated. Even review-type lectures strain 
the faculties of those not intimately conver-
sant with the field. Perhaps this trend is in-

evitable, given the technical sophistication 
involved in much contemporary researchef-
fort, but it is a pity that our mutual under-
standing is being gradually eroded. 

To a great extent it seems to me that this 
trend is catalysed by the powerful capability 
of computer-based graphics and the Power-
Point revolution which has amplified by or-
ders of magnitude the amount of information 
that can be displayed on each slide. Some of 
the slides are of such elaborate beauty that 
they are genuine works of Art (such as the il-
lustrations of Professor Houdusse) but their 
explanatory meaningfulness is often over-
powered by the detail. 

There is also the problem that most speak-
ers are not presenting their own work but the 
combined studies of teams, often of diverse 
collaborations of great size. Consequently, 
the data are compressed and highly formal-
ized and too much time is taken up by lengthy 
and detailed acknowledgements.

However, the main impression of the Con-
gress is of an astonishingly large number of 
young and enthusiastic scientiststalking ex-
citedly and enjoying the opportunity to ex-
change views. This is a thoroughly encourag-
ing sight nad the source of great optimism for 
the future of Biochemistry.

It goes without saying that the Symposium 
on Melanins and Melanosomes, organised by 
Professor Jan Borovansky, and held on Sun-
day afternoon, was an outstanding success 
and was probably responsible for prolonging 
the Wimbledon Final.

PATrICK A. rIley
PROFESSOR OF CELL PATHOLOGy
UNIVERSITy COLLEGE LONDON,

TOTTERIDGE INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED 
SRUDIES, LONDON 

breath of topics covered. “I like the fact that 
the conference covers not only basic biochemi-
cal research but also its applications in medi-
cine and industry,” one participant mentioned. 
After a long day at the Congress Center, many 
participants have found their way to Vyšehrad, 
an important historical landmark whose en-
trance lies just a few meters from the Con-
gress Center. The Vyšehrad fortress was built 
in the 10th century, and though the history of 
Vyšehrad is wrapped in legend, it is widely ac-
cepted that Vyšehrad was the location of the 
first settlement that later became the city of 
Prague. Today, Vyšehrad is considered one of 
the Czech nation’s most distinguished sites. Of 
course, Congress participants have also expe-
rienced other parts of the Czech culture. As 
one visiting scientist commented, “The con-
ference so far has been very nice, and it’s also 
nice to relax at the end of the day with a glass 
of the excellent Czech beer!”

On the whole, people seem very happy with 
the organization of the FEBS Congress and en-
chanted by the beautiful city of Prague. The 
Congress will continue for the next three days 
with over 20 more symposia and workshops, 
a new display of posters, and three more ple-
nary lectures.

wrITTeN by HIllAry HoffmAN
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14th International Congress of Biochemistry, 
Prague, 10–15 July 1988, as remembered by the organizers

with the aim of informing the Congress partic-
ipants about the present activities and future 
developments of FEBS. As far as I can remem-
ber, small FEBS souvenirs were distributed to 
the visitors of this FEBS booth.

1988 Prague IUB Congress  
as remembered by Professor  
Arnošt Kotyk, Chairman  
of the Scientific Committee  
of the Congress

The 1988 International Congress of Biochem-
istry was not only the largest biochemical 
congress up to that time but it also took place 
at a time when Gorbachev´s glasnost and per-
estroyka were under way so that we could, in 
contrast to our previous international meet-
ings, invite a number of speakers from Israel 
and, moreover, many of our “illegal” emi-
grants from the late 1960s. Since at the time 
I was editor of some international journals of 
biochemistry as well as a member and chair-
man of the UNESCO Committee of Molecular 
and Cell Biology, I had the opportunity to invite 
some of these personalities to more or less in-
formal meetings in the congress building with 
a magnificent view of Prague. The Congress 
was well advertised in various biochemical 
media and was even supported unofficially by 
some of my friends. For instance, in the year 
1988 the use of computers was at its very be-
ginning, and our congress office had typewrit-

ers rather than computer keyboards. So, my 
friend Prof. Klaus Ring from the J. W. Goethe 
University in Frankfurt presented our office 
with a modern computer, which he brought in 
his car just across the Czech border. I picked it 
up there and brought it to Prague by car with-
out any official interference. 

For me personally the Congress was the 
beginning of subsequent functions in vari-
ous international scientific bodies, such as 
the Executive Committee of the Interna-
tional Union of Biochemistry (and Molecular 
Biology), the General Committee of the In-
ternational Council of Scientific Unions, and 
finally, chairmanship of the Nomenclature 
Committee of IUBMB and IUPAC. It also made 
it possible to extend my list of visited foreign 
countries to its present number of 70. 

Reminiscences on the fifth FEBS 
Meeting in 1968 and the 14th IUB 
Congress in 1988 by professor Vác-
lav Pačes, contemporary Chairman 
of the Czech Society for Bioche-
mistry and Molecular Biology

1968 was an astonishing year for me and a tur-
bulent year all over Europe. The liberation 
movement today known as the Prague Spring 
started in January, the student revolution in 
Paris culminated in summer, and the occupa-
tion of Czechoslovakia by the military forces 
of the Warsaw Pact followed in August. Dur-
ing all these events I was performing my final 
experiments and writing my Ph.D. thesis. In 
addition, I was involved in preparations for 
the 5th FEBS Meeting. The meeting was orga-
nized by the Institute of Organic Chemistry 
and Biochemistry of the Academy of Sciences 
of Czechoslovakia, where I was a Ph.D. stu-
dent. I experienced firsthand how to organize 
a large international meeting. Then I had my 
first lecture – I was nervous and disappointed 
by my performance. On the occasion of the 
Meeting the first issue of a new journal, FEBS 
Letters, was published, and I was proud that 
my paper was included. It was a good time, full 
of excellent training opportunities for a young 

An Interview with Professor  
Jan Škoda – the President  
of the Congress

Q Professor Škoda, when, where, and by 
whom was it decided to organize the 14th 
International Congress of biochemistry in 
Prague?
A In August 1982 in Perth, Western Australia, 
the 12th International Congress of Biochemis-
try took place, and on this occasion a meeting 
of the 11th Ordinary General Assembly of the 
International Union of Biochemistry was also 
organized. The main topic of this meeting was 
the vote on the location of the 14th Internation-
al Congress of Biochemistry. Several countries 
were listed on the ballot, among them some 
large countries with very potent biochemical 
backgrounds; nevertheless, the final decision 
fell on Czechoslovakia.
Q what was the reason for this favorable 
decision?
A The speech of invitation, which I, the only 
Czechoslovak delegate to the General Assem-
bly, presented, was very carefully prepared in 
co-operation with my colleagues in Prague. All 
of the delegates received well-selected printed 
information on Czechoslovakia and Prague 
before the meeting. My oral presentation on 
Prague as a possible host city for the Congress 
was devoted to descriptions of the new Congress 
Centre, new large hotels, new modern student 
dormitories that would be available to the Con-

gress participants, a very active Czechoslovak 
Biochemical Society, and last but not least the 
relatively low cost of accommodation. 
Q Could you tell us who the  
organizers of this Congress were?
A The 14th International Congress of Bio-
chemistry was organized in close collaboration 
with the Czechoslovak National Committee for 
Biochemistry, the Czechoslovak Biochemical 
Society, and the Institute of Organic Chem-
istry and Biochemistry of the Czechoslovak 
Academy of Sciences and was sponsored by the 
International Union of Biochemistry.

The Congress Council had seven persons, 
but the main responsibility rested upon only 
four people. Of course, a very efficient Sec-
retariat of the Congress was created in due 
time.
Q Professor Škoda, could you briefly 
inform us about the programme of the 
Congress?
A The scientific programme included a dai-
ly plenary lecture, symposia with invited 
speakers, colloquia, and a great number of 
poster sessions. The programme of the Con-
gress also involved four satellite meetings 
and a large scientific exhibition. The social 
programme offered an attractive selection 
of a number of sight-seeing tours to places of 
historical and artistic interest in Prague and 
surrounding areas, a rich programme of con-
certs, ballet, and pantomime, a special pro-
gramme for ladies, etc. 

The number of Congress participants was 
higher than 6,000.
Q How about this Congress and febS 
activities?
A A rule exists that there are no FEBS Meet-
ings organized in the year when an Interna-
tional Congress of Biochemistry takes place 
in Europe. This arrangement should prevent 
competition for the number of participants 
between FEBS and the Union. 

During the 14th International Congress of 
Biochemistry, the FEBS Executive Committee 
and other FEBS committees had their annual 
sessions in Prague Congress Centre. FEBS also 
installed a stand in the area of the Congress 

man who wanted to devote his life to research 
such as myself. Then, of course, an icy shower 
came on August 21st when we woke up to an 
occupied country. For the next 20 years, Czech 
scientists were kept in isolation from the inter-
national community. Those were bad years. 

It is said that changes usually come every 20 
years, when new generations start taking soci-
eties into their hands. And indeed, in Czecho-
slovakia at the end of eighties, one could feel 
fresh air, which culminated in the so-called 
Velvet Revolution of 1989 that brought freedom 
and democracy to Czechs and Slovaks. The 
gradual liberation of the tough regime at the 
end of the eighties allowed us to prepare the 
IUB congress in Prague in 1988. It was a huge 
congress with six thousand participants, and it 
was organized in the same Congress Center as 
today’s FEBS Congress. At that time the state 
company CEDOK had a complete monopoly 
on organizing all conferences, so we had to 
do most of the work ourselves! Five of us were 
responsible for the Congress: President of the 
Congress Jan Škoda, Secretary General Zdenek 
Deyl, Chairman of the programme committee 
Arnošt Kotyk, Chairman of the social events 
committee Vladimír Kostka, and myself, Chair-
man of the publications committee. 

Because we expected so many participants 
we had to place poster sessions and commer-
cial exhibitions in the garages of the Congress 
Center. There was enough space and the floor 
was covered with a nice carpet for the oc-
casion. Only we, the organizers, knew that 
if a strong rain came the garages would be 

flooded. Fortunately, the weather remained 
fair, and everyone was pleased with the view 
from the Congress Center of Prague Castle 
illuminated by the sun. Later on, many col-
leagues expressed their appreciation for the 
1988 IUB congress.

We did experience two political „problems“ 
during the Congress. The tradition was that 
at each congress the flags of the previous or-
ganizer (the Netherlands in this case) and the 
next organizer (Israel) were placed alongside 
the present organizer‘s flag (Czechoslovakia). 
At that time Israel was considered an enemy 
of the communist countries, and we were 
asked to take the Israeli flag down. We re-
fused, and surprisingly, that was all. Nobody 
asked us again. 

Another problem was that I placed Chinese 
colleagues from Taiwan and from mainland 
China under separate captions in the program 
book, which angered the head of the Chinese 
delegation. But the book was already printed 
and I could not do much about it. Fortunately, 
the Chinese delegates were reasonable men 
and did not continue with their protests. 

The Czech Society for Biochemistry and Mo-
lecular Biology thought that after twenty years 
it was high time to organize another big meet-
ing in the Czech Republic. And here we are, in 
Prague again, again in the Congress Center, 
again amongst biochemists from all over the 
world. I am pleased that I started my scientific 
career at the 5th FEBS Meeting and that I have 
the opportunity to participate in the 34th FEBS 
Congress at the end of my career. 

I would like to share 
a few thoughts about the 
marvelous scientist who 
was initially invited to 
chair Symposium 4.3. 
on the Extracellular 
Matrix in my stead: Pro-
fessor Jaro Sodek (Jaro-
slav Šodek in Czech) 

was born in 1944 in Great Britain as the son 
of a British mother and a Czech father who 
had escaped occupied Czechoslovakia and 
become an accomplished pilot in the Royal 
Air Force. After the war the family returned 
to Czechoslovakia but had to escape to Britain 
again after the communist takeover in 1948. 
Jaroslav was then raised in Great Britain and 
received his education in biochemistry at the 
Universities of Sheffield (B.Sc. 1964), Toronto 
(Ph.D. 1970), and Alberta (Edmonton 1970-73). 
Jaro, as his colleagues and friends called him, 
was one of the earliest members of the Medical 
Research Council (MRC) Group in Periodon-
tal Physiology in Toronto, which studied the 
mechanisms of collagen turnover in periodon-
tal tissues and how this knowledge could be 
used to treat periodontal diseases. Since the 
early 1970s, Jaro has been a truly outstanding 
mentor for many of us who now fill academic 
positions throughout the world. Jaro’s own re-
search has provided the scientific community 

with valuable insights into the role of collag-
enous and non-collagenous matrix proteins 
in mineralized tissues, among many other 
achievements too numerous to mention. De-
spite his impressive successes in academia, 
Jaro never lost sight of what was ultimately 
important in life. While his family was always 
his priority, he enjoyed a pint of Guinness talk-
ing with friends and colleagues after work and 
a good game of soccer. I know that he was very 
much looking forward to visiting the Czech 
Republic, his early childhood home, again and 
to participating in this conference.

On Friday, August 17, 2007, the University of 
Toronto flag was flown at half-mast in memory 
of Jaro Sodek, who had passed away suddenly 
and unexpectedly two days earlier. During 
his 34 years at the University of Toronto, Jaro 
Sodek deeply impacted literally hundreds of 
staff and students at his home departments 
of Dentistry and Biochemistry and at many 
other academic institutions around the world. 
His depth of understanding of biology and his 
rigorous devotion to science underscored his 
appreciation of the human element in the re-
search enterprise. I am endlessly grateful for 
having experienced what I consider the “gold 
standard” of a scientist and mentor.

berNHArd GANSS 
UNIVERSITy OF TORONTO

Remembering Jaro Sodek
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In the post-1989 era the issue of “gender 
and science” did not appear until 2000, and 
its appearance was closely linked to the 
european Commission’s establishment in 
december 1999 of the Helsinki Group on 
women and Science, in which the Czech re-
public had representatives. The foundation 
of the National Contact Centre for women 
and Science at the Institute of Sociology of 
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech re-
public soon followed.

It would be a grave mistake, though, to think 
that the issue is some sort of “Western im-
port,” as we often hear in the Czech Republic 
in relation to gender issues in general. Women 
scientists were active in the Czech lands as 
early as the beginning of the 20th century. The 
Association for the Interests of Women Univer-
sity Graduates and Students (1922–1948) was 
a member of the International Federation of 
University Women (IFUW). Besides activities in 
Czechoslovakia, the association organized ex-
change programmes with the US and UK. The 
Academic Association of Women in the Czech-
Slovak Federative Republic was established in 
1990 as a follow-up activity to the First Repub-
lic’s Association at Masaryk University in Brno, 
which was based on the initiative of the Austri-
an branch of IFUW. Its establishment reflected 
the effort to integrate post-socialist countries 
back into the organization. This Association, 
however, quickly disbanded because of the lack 
of finances and the anti-feminist atmosphere in 
society. 

The National Contact Centre for Women and 
Science was established in 2001 with the goal 
of promoting gender equality in research and 
facilitating international cooperation in this 
area. Action is indeed needed, as mandates 
for equal opportunities for women and men in 
science are not integrated into governmental 
strategy documents (most recently the Na-
tional Plan for Research, Development and In-
novations in the Czech Republic for 2009–2013 
and the Reform of Czech Research, Develop-
ment and Innovations in the Czech Republic). 
Furthermore, the percentage of women in 
some areas of science is extremely low – ap-
pallingly so at the decision-making levels. In 
the natural sciences women make up 27.2% 
of researchers and in technical sciences 13.9 
%, while more women are involved in medical 
sciences, making up 48.2% of researchers (all 
figures from 2007). As in other countries, R&D 
expenditures are growing sharply in areas 
with low percentages of women. For example, 
expenditures for technical sciences made up 
57.1 % of the scientific budget in 2007, and 25.3 
% was allotted for natural science. These two 
areas also have the greatest growth curve be-
tween 2001 and 2007.

The Centre’s activities concentrate on vari-
ous stakeholders: at the policy level we cooper-
ate with the Ministry the Education, youth and 
Sports to implement the so-called priorities and 
procedures for equal opportunities for men and 
women. In 2009 the first Milada Paulova Award 
of the Minister of Education was conferred, in 
cooperation with the Centre, to Prof. Milena 
Rychnovska in the field of ecology and sustain-
able development. We also cooperate with state 
bodies to expand the collection of sex-disaggre-
gated statistics in R&D. At the institutional level 
we push for changes in terms of work-life bal-
ance. As a result of one of our motions, the Czech 
grant agencies lifted age limits for early-stage 
researchers so as not to discriminate against 
parents who took career breaks for childcare. 
We have also prepared a motion related to pro-
motion procedures and research performance 
assessment that takes career breaks into ac-
count. Moreover, we provide consultation and 
training to female researchers. A large part of 
our work concentrates on communication ac-
tivities: we have published two books of inter-
views with successful and early stage women 
researchers (A Room of One’s Own: 10 Views, 
Queen’s Gambit: the Launch of a Research Ca-
reer) and joined the European Researchers’ 
Night with discussion evenings and exhibits on 
issues relating to gender equality or pressing 
issues of Czech R&D transformation.

In terms of research, we are located in the 
science and technology studies (STS) pro-
gram, a stream of research into the ‘doing 
of science’ that is interested in how research 
is actually done. Our research interests in-

clude: mobility of early stage researchers; 
R&D transformations, accountability, and ex-
cellence; research performance assessment; 
sexual harassment, research cultures – and 
of course we do not forget the gender dimen-
sion in all of these areas.

The Centre is also active on an international 
level: we have coordinated two FP6 projects – 
Central European Centre for Women and Youth 
Science and Knowledge, Institutions and Gen-
der: an East-West Comparative Study, and we 
have participated in the FP6 project Stimulat-
ing Policy Debate on Women and Science Issues 
in Central Europe. Our members have also 
served as experts for the European Commis-
sion. During the 2009 Czech EU Presidency, 
we co-organized the joint European Commis-
sion and Czech Presidency conference Chang-
ing Research Landscapes to Make the Most of 
Human Potential, which concluded that top 
policy support for the issue of gender equality 
is vital, that modernization of universities is 
impossible without attending to gender equal-
ity, and that efforts must be made to attract 
more women to science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics.

mArCelA lINKová
INSTITUTE OF SOCIOLOGy OF THE ACADEMy 

OF SCIENCES OF THE CZECH REPUBLIC

Gender and the research culture: 

Czech National Contact Centre
for Women and Science

TODAY
PLENARY LECTURES  
(PLENARY HALL / CONGRESS HALL)

11.00–12.00 THE EMBO LECTURE
Molecular machines driving plant  
growth / D. Inze 

LUNCHTIME SPECIAL SESSIONS
(ROOM D/MEETING HALL V)

12.00–14.00 WORKSHOP: TEACHING 
SYSTEMS BIOLOGY  
Workshop of the FEBS Education 
Committee 

AFTERNOON SPECIAL SESSIONS
(ROOM C/MEETING HALL IV)

14.00–16.00 Symposium: Ethics and 
legislations on stem cell research
Session of the FEBS’ Science and Society 
Committee 
(ROOM D/MEETING HALL V)

15.30–17.30 Workshop FEBS/EMBO: Why 
aren’t more women in science? 

EVENING SOCIAL PROGRAMME
19.30 GALA DINNER at the Zofin Palace 

TOMORROW
PLENARY LECTURES 
(PLENARY HALL/CONGRESS HALL)

11.00–12.00 THEODOR BÜCHER LECTURE
The molecular basis of cytokine receptor 
signaling – theme and variations 
W. Sebald

LUNCHTIME SPECIAL SESSION 
(ROOM D/MEETING HALL V)

12.00–14.00 Workshop: Teaching 
Systems Biology
Workshop of the FEBS Education 
Committee

THURSDAY, JULY 9, 2009
PLENARY LECTURES 
(PLENARY HALL/CONGRESS HALL)

11.00–12.00 PABMB LECTURE
Translational control via mRNA 3’-5’ 
interactions: from development to miRNA 
function 
N. Sonenberg

Programme Tips

Profile of an Outstanding Czech Scientist:  

Antonín Holý

The Czech scientist Professor Dr. Antonín 
Holý, DrSc. (born in Prague on September 1, 
1936) is a leading figure in the field of me-
dicinal chemistry. During his outstanding 
career, he has published over 650 scienti-
fic papers, accumulated over 9500 citations 
(counted since 1980), filed 60+ patents and 
patent applications, and received honors and 
awards too numerous to mention. But more 
importantly, the results of his work on nucleic 
acid components have given rise to numerous 
clinical applications. 

Dr. Holý has spent almost all of his profes-
sional life in Prague, beginning with his un-
dergraduate studies in organic chemistry at 
Charles University from 1954 to 1959. In 1960 
he moved to the Institute of Organic Chemis-
try and Biochemistry (IOCB) of the Czecho-
slovak Academy of Sciences. He received his 
Ph.D. from IOCB in 1963, at which point he jo-
ined the institute staff as a research scientist 
in the nucleic acids research group. He has 
remained at IOCB ever since. 

Dr. Holý began his independent career by 
studying the synthesis of ribonucleotides by 
both chemical and enzymatic methods. This 
later developed into an interest in nucleic acid 
metabolism and the synthesis of antimetabo-
lites. He entered into a collaboration with the 
renowned Belgian virologist Erik De Clerq 
of the Rega Institute for Medical Research at 
the Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium 
in 1976. Together, they discovered several 
acyclic nucleosides with antiviral activity. In 
particular, 9-(2,3-dihydroxypropyl)adenine 
(DHPA) proved to have clinical applications 
for herpes treatment and was marketed as 
Duviragel®. The DHPA antiviral was impro-
ved upon by addition of a non-hydrolyzable 
phosphonomethyl ether moiety in the 1980s, 
and subsequent study of modified acyclic nuc-
leoside phosphonates and their analogs led to 
the discovery of additional clinically active 
compounds. In 1996, Vistide®, used for treat-
ment of retinitis in AIDS patients, was appro-
ved for production in the US and Europe. Dr. 
Holý also discovered the compounds that led 
to the development of two nucleotide reverse 
transcriptase inhibitors, Viread® (tenofovir), 
originally designed for the treatment of AIDS, 
and Hepsera®, used for the treatment of hep-
atitis B. Viread® and Hepsera® received FDA 
approval in 2001 and 2003, respectively. Inte-
restingly, Viread® proved to be active against 
hepatitis B as well as AIDS. In fact, Viread® 
is a more effective hepatitis B treatment than 
Hepsera® and has reduced side effects. Tru-
vada®, a combination of Viread® and emtrici-
tabine, was approved in 2006. A three-drug 
combination, Atripla®, composed of Truvada® 
and the non-nucleoside inhibitor Sustiva, was 
approved last year and put on the market for 
treatment of AIDS. It is currently prescribed 
in >50% of new AIDS cases in the US. A 4-drug 
combination of Atripla® and an integrase in-
hibitor is currently in the pipeline, with hopes 
that it will be approved later this year.

Although his career turned out to be ama-
zingly successful, working conditions at the 
start of Dr. Holý’s career were far from ideal. 
For many years, Dr. Holý was forbidden to 
supervise students due to political reasons 
and was forced to work alone with the help of 
only one technician. It was not until the 1980s 
that he was finally allowed to build a small 
group. Things progressed rapidly from there. 

In 1983, he was appointed head of the nucleic 
acid group at IOCB, and he became head of 
the Department of Bioorganic Chemistry in 
1987. From 1994-2002 he served as Director 
of IOCB. In the 1990s he began to lecture at 
Czech universities, and he received full pro-
fessorship at Palacký University in Olomouc, 
Czech Republic in 2005. In 2006 the US bio-
pharmaceutical company Gilead Sciences, 
which had marketed several of Dr. Holý’s dis-
coveries, and IOCB jointly established a new 
research center. Today, Dr. Holý is still hard 
at work, acting as the Gilead Distinguished 
Chair at IOCB and as the leader of a large re-
search group composed of 7 staff scientists 
as well as numerous post-docs, students, re-
search assistants, and technicians.

Q dr Holý, you’ve had a very long and 
successful career. what part of it have you 
found most rewarding?
A Well, I would say that I have had an exci-
ting life. Indeed, it would seem that the best 
part came during the last twenty years, when 
we began to be rewarded by the success of the 
antiviral drugs; however, I feel I was duly re-
warded throughout my career whenever I saw 
an idea turn out to be correct or a goal be rea-
lized. It was like that all the time, but recently, 
I was proud when my students developed some 
of the ideas I had tried to implant onto them.

Q what initially attracted you to a career 
in science, and what inspired you to 
continue on this path during the difficult 
years of your early career?
A I would say it was a combination of an 
inborn curiosity, a desire to perform some-
thing with my fingers, and the freedom which 
I have had in deciding what I will do and how 
the work will be done. Most of my life I wor-
ked in my lab alone, with just my technician. 
I hated the paperwork I had to do when I was 
serving for eight years as Director of the In-
stitute. However, I was always lucky with 
collaborators, and I was surrounded by those 
whom I could easily rely upon and who un-
derstood me and let me run away to the lab as 
frequently as I claimed I needed to.

As for the second part of your question, 
I don’t really know what kind of difficulty you 
have in mind. We were young and keen on 
research work, and there was a good crowd 
of young, energetic people of nearly the same 
age. We did not need much money or any spe-
cial equipment.

It was long before the first NMR ever came 
to be, and all the UV spectra had to be mea-
sured by single wavelength points. It was the 
time just before the discovery of the genetic 
code, and all the secrets of life were lying 
open before us. It was easy to find a lonely 
field just for yourself if you wished to, and 
I think that it is much more difficult to start 
in a field of science today.

Q Could you tell us a bit about the current 
research in your lab and what direction you 
expect it to take in the next few years?
A We have just published a paper in J. Med. 
Chem. on a new type of antimalarials based 
on phosphonates. Our Australian colleagues 
are demanding further compounds to conti-
nue the SAR study, which is not such a simple 
undertaking. We have also engaged a group 
of parasitologists from the Faculty of Science 
of the South Bohemian University in this pro-
ject. It looks like we could have a similar acti-
vity against other parasites as well. 

There is my long-standing interest in the 
Leishmania spp., and indeed, there is the 
clinical phase testing of GS-9219, which has 
induced some thoughts about the potential 
applicability of other double ANP (acylic nuc-
leoside phosphonate) prodrugs in leukemia 
or even cancer treatments in general. Finally, 
we have started an interesting in vivo expe-
riment with the whooping cough infection, 
which might be also sensitive to some ANPs. 
Though all these targets are purely medici-
ne-oriented, there is a lot of pure organic syn-
thesis involved. For example, one of the tasks 
is a transfer from the laboratory scale to the 
industrial-scale production of one of the most 
active ANPs.

INTervIewed by HIlAry HoffmAN
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Profile of an Outstanding Scientist:

Bettie Sue Masters

Bettie Sue Masters received her B.S. from Roa-
noke College in Virginia and undertook her 
Ph.D. studies at Duke University in North Caro-
lina under the supervision of Dr. Henry Kamin. 
In Dr. Kamin’s lab, she studied the mechanism 
of a protease-solubilized microsomal NADPH-
specific flavoprotein. Today, this enzyme is 
referred to as NADPH-cytochrome P450 oxi-
doreductase (CyPOR) and is known to act as 
an electron donor to cytochrome P450 in liver 
microsomes. After receiving her Ph.D. in 1963, 
Dr. Masters remained with Dr. Kamin’s lab for 
her postdoctoral training as an American Can-
cer Society postdoctoral fellow. Following this 
training, she received an Advanced Research 
Fellowship followed by a five-year Established 
Investigatorship with a research grant from 
the American Heart Association. Dr. Masters 
began her independent research career, with 
this funding from the American Heart Asso-
ciation, in the Department of Biochemistry at 
the University of Texas Southwestern Medical 
School in Dallas. She stayed at Southwestern 
Medical School for 14 years before accepting 
a position as Chair of the Department of Bio-
chemistry at the Medical College of Wiscon-
sin. In 1990, she returned to Texas, where she 
is currently the Robert A. Welch Distinguished 
Professor in Chemistry in the Department of 
Biochemistry at the University of Texas Health 
Science Center at San Antonio. Her group fo-
cuses on the structure/function aspects of fla-
voproteins that interact with heme-containing 
proteins or domains, such as CyPOR and nitric 
oxide synthases (NOSs). During her career, 
Dr. Masters has received numerous honors 
and awards. She was elected to the Institute 
of Medicine of the U.S. National Academies in 
1996 and was awarded an honorary medical 
degree (Doctorem Medicinae Honoris Causae) 
from Charles University in Prague in 2005 for 
her contributions to the enzymology of NOSs. 

In addition to her research, Dr. Masters has 
been active in a variety of scientific organi-
zations and public advisory committees. She 
served as vice-president of the Federation of 
American Societies for Experimental Biol-
ogy from 2001 to 2002 and as president of the 
American Society for Biochemistry and Mo-
lecular Biology from 2002 to 2004. She was 
a long-term member (1992-2003) and chair 
(1997-2000) of the U.S. National Committee 
of the National Academy of Sciences/National 
Research Council to the International Union 
of Biochemistry & Molecular Biology. She also 
served on the International Advisory Board 
for this FEBS congress. Dr. Masters’ detailed 
reflection on her professional career “A pro-
fessional and personal odyssey” is currently 
in press at the Journal of Biological Chemis-
try and is available online [http://www.jbc.
org/cgi/doi/10.1074/jbc.X109.007518].

Dr. Masters delivered the third keynote 
lecture at the young Scientists Forum that 
preceded this congress and will be an invited 
speaker at Symposium 5.3 Gaseous Signaling 
today. 

Q dr. masters, in your recent reflections 
on your career in JBC you said that you 
continue to enjoy “helping the next gen-
eration of young researchers to establish 
themselves in a world that is infinitely more 
challenging and complex than the one in 
which I was trained.” what advice or words 
of wisdom do you have for young people at 

the beginning of their research careers? 
A First of all, choose the field of research 
that excites you the most and the mentor with 
whom you think you can work the most effec-
tively and happily. Although this is not always 
an obvious choice to make, some care should 
be taken in making these initial choices. I con-
tinue to enjoy science more than 45 years af-
ter receiving my Ph.D. and I would hope that 
everyone entering a research laboratory could 
look forward to a long and productive career. 
Reach out and learn from others because, if 
you ask the right questions, you can always en-
list the expertise of others to help you answer 
those questions—and you’ll receive funding 
for it. Never be afraid to take risks in exploring 
new ideas. This is what research is all about. 
Q If you were starting your career today, 
which new field of research would you find 
most attractive? 
A My interests will always lie in exploring 
phenomena at the molecular level and trying 
to understand the mechanisms of function 
of biomolecules. I would like to have had an 
earlier start in understanding protein-protein 
interactions, which underlie all metabolic and 
signaling pathways. We have so little under-
standing of how molecules interact in the cel-
lular milieu, but we have to approach these 
questions a few molecules at a time and some-
how relate the in vitro experimental results 
to the behavior of these biomolecules in the 
whole cell or even in the whole animal. I con-
sider these goals very challenging and I would 
like to be better prepared to address them. 
Q Could you briefly tell us about some of 
the most influential people in your career? 
A Of course, my parents were the first to incul-
cate the idea that I could accomplish anything 
I set my mind to doing. I know that’s not really 
true, of course, but for a young female who had 
an interest in science, this was what I needed 
to hear. High school teachers and college pro-
fessors were extremely influential in that they 
seemed to know what my talents were before 
I did. Sometimes all it takes is a little nudge in 
the right direction. My predoctoral and post-
doctoral mentor, Dr. Henry Kamin, not only 
guided my scientific direction but he taught 
me to appreciate music, history and art for the 
enhancement of life’s experiences. Then, I was 
fortunate to have Dr. Ronald Estabrook as the 
Chairman of Biochemistry in my first faculty 
position at Southwestern Medical School. He 
challenged all of his newly recruited faculty 
members to become careful investigators and 
to work productively and innovatively. The per-
son I chose to be my husband was the smartest 
choice I ever made except, perhaps, the decision 
to have children. Our daughters are the joys of 
our lives and we continue to enjoy a closely knit 
family relationship with them and with our two 
grandchildren. I also derive a great deal of sup-
port and reinforcement from reading about 
great people—how they responded to the chal-
lenges in their lives and played out their roles 
on this stage known as life.
Q what do you consider to be the most ex-
citing development in your area of research 
in the past 10 years and what do you look 
forward to in the future?
A Since we have delved into two areas of 
research, I will address this question with 
two answers. The discovery that NADPH-cy-
tochrome P450 reductase is coded by a single 
gene has become a very relevant fact in hu-
man disease. When the reductase gene is 
knocked out in an experimental animal, it is 
embryonically lethal, or when mutations oc-
cur in critical residues of the reductase in hu-
mans, this reductase deficiency reveals itself 
in mild to severe steroidogenic and/or cranio-
facial or long-bone defects. This has led us to 
study these defective enzymes at the molecu-
lar level, studying their enzymological and 
biophysical properties to the extent of solving 
their crystal structures in collaboration with 
a number of talented investigators. 

In studying the nitric oxide synthases, we 
and others have been able to uncover many 
similarities, as well as a number of differ-
ences, between the cytochrome P450-mediat-
ed systems and nitric oxide synthases. Since 
they share a common source of electrons 
(NADPH) and metabolize oxygen to H2O via 
a monooxygenation mechanism, it was fasci-
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nating to determine how they 
perform their functions mech-
anistically. The discovery of 
NO as a gaseous signaling mol-
ecule set the biological world 
on its ear and then it became 
the task of many scientists to 
determine how the production 
of such a volatile molecule can 
be regulated at the molecular 
and cellular level. This pursuit 
continues. 
Q And finally, a non-scientif-
ic question: what were some 
of the highlights of your past 
trips to Prague, and do you 
have any plans for sight-see-
ing after the febS 2009 Con-
gress?
A Prague is one of my hus-
band’s and my favorite cities in 
the world and we have traveled 
quite a bit. We enjoy the vibrant 
flavor of the city, the fact that it 
is so well-preserved from man-
made and natural disasters, the 
nightly musical offerings and 
concerts in so many churches or 
civic buildings, and the ability 
to walk around the city to take 
in so many of its historical sites. 
We have made life-long friends 
there and it is such a treat to 
enjoy learning the lifestyles of 
others; after so many trips there, 
I no longer feel like a tourist. 
My family, which will include 
my husband, both daughters, 
their husbands, and our two 
grandchildren, will be enjoying 
the sights of Prague during the 
meeting and, of course, I will 
sneak away when I can to join 
them. We will continue our Eu-
ropean holiday in France and 
Switzerland following the FEBS 
2009 meeting.
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