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Interview with Nouria Hernandez on October 23, 2017 at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory 
Archives by Ariella B. Levisohn and Pnina G. Abir-Am 
 
ABL: So the first question is just when and how did you first hear about the discovery of 

RNA splicing? 

NH: I supposed I first heard of it… I’m trying to remember… 

PGA: We want your opinion, not what you think is in the… 

NH: Yeah, yeah, exactly I mean… 

PGA: Exactly, you, you. 

NH: When I joined Walter Keller’s lab. 

PGA: Which was when? 

NH: Which was in 1981, I probably knew why I was joining his lab and not another one. So I 

think I knew about his paper-  

PGA: He was in [The University of] Basel at the time? 

NH: No he was in Heidelberg [at the German Cancer Research Center at the University of 

Heidelberg]. 

PGA: Heidelberg, oh mhmm. 

NH: So I must have either known just before or just after I joined his lab about splicing 

ABL: So early 80s? 

NH: Yup 

PGA: ’81 she said. 

NH: Though actually what I’m telling you cannot be. I mean I must have learned about splicing 

during my studies in biology because splicing was discovered in ’77. 

PGA: Right 

ABL: And it was already in the textbook? 
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NH: And I was studying… no but I would think that my teachers told me about it. But honestly I 

don’t remember, actually, when I first heard about RNA splicing. The thing is, you know, for 

people working in the field, the discovery of split genes was a huge surprise. But for a student, 

who doesn’t know anything anyway, genes are split. Good! Ok! Why not? So it’s not something 

that had an impact on me that, you know…  

PGA: That was particularly memorable. 

NH: Yeah exactly. 

 

ABL: So you said split genes. Do you make a differentiation between “split genes” and 

“splicing,” or you use them interchangeably?  

NH: So, I think the discovery that we’re celebrating today is the discovery of split genes. The 

discovery of the mechanism as to how, you know, these things come back together, which is 

splicing, was done over many years afterwards, actually.  

 

ABL: Ok. So do you personally know any of the authors of the early RNA Splicing paper? 

Did you work with any of them? 

NH: Yes, I know Rich Roberts because we overlapped for a long time in Cold Spring Harbor. I 

don’t know Louise Chow or Tom Broker. I didn’t overlap with them, so I never met them. 

PGA: When did you arrive here? ’86? 

NH: Oh gosh, you are asking me difficult questions. ’83, I think. Oh no, sorry, end of ’86, 

beginning of ’87.  

PGA: Yes, you said yesterday, ’86. 

ABL: ’86, yeah.  
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PGA: Well they [Chow and Broker] left in ’84, it makes sense. So, with Roberts, you overlapped 

you think twenty years? 

NH: Well Rich Roberts is actually the person who recruited me to Cold Spring Harbor, because 

he knew of my work as a student on developing the in vitro splicing system and he was 

interested in splicing, and so he recruited me to Cold Spring Harbor, but by then I had done a 

postdoc working on transcription, and so I was not going to go back to working on splicing. But 

he knew me from that time.  

PGA: I see. But you agreed to come here? 

NH: Yeah, yeah.  

PGA: And you remained for how long? 

NH: Uh, eighteen years. 

PGA: Eighteen?  

NH: I mean, I was a PI here in Cold Spring Harbor.  

PGA: Yes, so you overlapped with him for a long time. 

NH: Until he left. At some point he left. 

PGA: ’92 I think. 

NH: For New England Labs. 

PGA: Now, during this long overlap, which is 15 years or something like that, did you have a 

chance to talk to him about his view of the discovery? 

NH: I mean, we didn’t talk about this much specifically. We talked about many things. But I 

think the talk he gave yesterday… yesterday or before yesterday? 

PGA: Yesterday, Sunday. 

NH: Yesterday, reflects perfectly how he views the discovery of splicing in Cold Spring Harbor. 
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PGA: But you know, he did not say these things until recently.  

NH: Which things? 

PGA: That it was a promoter issue.  

NH: A promoter issue? 

PGA: Yes, he said yesterday that he wanted to see if the promoter in Eukaryotes is similar to the 

one in prokaryotes. This particular way of putting it, which makes sense, but, he wasn’t saying it 

before.  

NH: So unfortunately I cannot comment on this. Because he never talked to me about this 

discovery in such detail. 

PGA: So he wasn’t boasting to you? Excuse me for putting it in a funny way, some people boast, 

you know, “I discovered this, I discovered that.” He wasn’t talking to you like that?  

NH: No, I mean he never talked about his discovery of splicing to me.  

 

ABL: So did you know about the contribution of Chow and Broker, or was it really just the 

main two, like Roberts [and Sharp]? 

NH: I mean, I knew they were on the paper. I knew they had done the electron microscopy.  

PGA: I mean, she’s the first author.  

NH: Yeah. 

PGA: But it’s impossible not to see. 

NH: Yeah, but I mean it’s very rare that the first author gets the Nobel Prize.  

PGA: Yes, but, we have a few. 

NH: In fact, it’s nearly never.  
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PGA: No, no! Look, you know it happened with the telomeres [when Carol Greider, a graduate 

student, was included in the Nobel Prize]. You remember? 

NH: Yes, this is one exception.  

PGA: She’s a graduate student, and Aaron Ciechanover was a student, was a postdoc student or 

something like that, and he also got [a Nobel prize]. But in his case, his advisor didn’t want him 

in the Nobel, but somehow he was included.  

NH: Yes, but I mean it’s rare.  

PGA: It is rare.  

NH: Because usually, as you work on something, you join a lab where the theme of the lab is a 

certain problem that the lab has been working on for a long time, and even though you may 

contribute to a discovery, it’s not really your discovery because you are working on somebody 

else’s problem.  

PGA: But they were not part of the same lab. Everybody thinks they were. 

NH: I do not… if the interview is about this, I do not want to talk about this. I was not there, I do 

not know the history of this and I don’t want to be used to favor one period above another.  

PGA: No, no we are not… 

NH: Well it’s going in this direction and that I find unpleasant, honestly. 

PGA: Oh no, we are sorry that you feel like that. But, you know, she can ask you questions. 

NH: Ok why don’t you ask me questions that concern me and not things I may or may not know.  

 

ABL: Ok, so you talked a little about when you first came to Cold Spring Harbor, but 

when did you really first start working with mRNA and what lead you to become involved 

in splicing? What drew you to the field? 
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NH: So I became involved in splicing as a graduate student when I joined the lab of Walter 

Keller in Heidelberg. Ok, so this is when I started, when I started working in his lab.  

PGA: Was he having a big research project in splicing when you joined?  

NH: So when I joined they had worked on splicing in vitro and Bernd Weingartner and Keller 

had published a paper saying that they could observe in vitro splicing of a region of adenovirus. 

PGA: How much before you joined [was] this paper published? A couple of years? 

NH: No, I think this paper came out at about the time I joined. Either it had just come out or they 

were actually working on the proofs. I mean it was nearly concordant to my writing [the paper 

was published in March 1981]. 

PGA: But you knew that they were working on that and you went there because of your 

interested in splicing? 

NH: I went there because I knew that Walter Keller was a good lab. And in fact it was a bit 

fortuitous because when I was working in [The University of] Geneva in the lab of somebody, 

there were ads on the wall from this lab in Heidelberg seeking, graduate students and I was 

interested in moving out of Geneva.  

PGA: So you’re originally from Geneva? 

NH: Yeah, yeah. I had spent my whole life there. I was interested in seeing something else.  

PGA: Who were the big people in molecular biology in Geneva when you were a student? 

NH: When I was a student there was… 

PGA: Was [Edward] Kellenberger there? 

NH: No, there was a person called Jeffrey Miller. There was a famous guy, actually, I mean 

Werner Arber was--   

PGA: Yes, of course. 
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NH: --In Geneva before. When I was a student he was back in Basel. Um, and there was 

someone, the name escapes me right now. 

PGA: Edward Kellenberger you did not know? 

NH: No. I did not work with him. 

PGA: Grete [Kellenberger-Gujer]? His wife? 

NH: No.  

PGA: They were working on the phage. Electron microscopy of phage.  

NH: No, no they were in Geneva before me, probably.  

PGA: Ah yes, yes. Right, they were even, I would say, in the ‘60s probably. All the time. He was 

there also. She, I am not sure. 

  

ABL: So, in your opinion why was splicing such a hard concept to come by? Why did it 

take so long for the discovery? 

NH: I think people often mention splicing as a discovery that came late, so there was huge 

amounts of evidence that there was something going on, and actually, this is why, as several 

people mentioned, when they discovered, when they understood that genes were split, suddenly 

many, many results could be explained. And so in a way, you know, some discoveries come too 

much ahead of their time and nobody believes them, and this kind of came late, I would say. 

ABL: So why do you think it came so late? If so many people saw the gaps, why did it take so 

long for someone to figure out the reason for it? 

NH: I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think so many people saw the gaps. They saw the gaps, they, 

you know, the techniques were not what they are today. You couldn’t just sequence and 

compare. So there was probably a big period where they thought, well, are these really gaps, as 
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somebody explained today. Or is it an artifact of melting of a bubble, things like that. And then 

you know, people had in mind the bacterial arrangement of genes where there are no introns. At 

least, we didn’t know. But there are introns. And so this thing of having split genes was a 

complete and surprise. 

PGA: And [James] Darnell saying that he just couldn’t accept breakdown of collinearity… do 

you think this was also a factor? 

NH: So I think this was also… 

PGA: Because Darnell was very advanced. 

NH: That came from the bacterial work… and when you’ve understood something in one 

organism, it’s kind of difficult to think oh, ok now it’s completely different in another one. I 

mean, not completely different. 

PGA: Well, and you have that statement of Jacques Monod, “what’s true for the e. coli is true for 

the elephant”  

NH: Yeah, exactly. 

 

ABL: So you talked a little bit about the Cold Spring Harbor team that discovered splicing, 

but do you know anything else about the MIT team or any other foreign groups working 

on similar projects? 

NH: I really, you know in ’77 I was in the first year of my biology studies. So I didn’t-- 

PGA: You were a freshman? 

NH: So I didn’t know about this discovery. I mean to me, it was just… 

PGA: But you always knew that it came from two places? 
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NH: As a student, no. As a student I was learning the structure of DNA. How can I tell you… If 

you learn a new field, you can’t be aware of what’s happening at the cutting edge of discovery of 

that field.  

PGA: But you did not… or did you… witness people talking about how two or more labs, for 

example, we saw that [Pierre] Chambon, in Strasbourg, says on his website that he also 

discovered split genes. But here people don’t know about it. 

NH: No, they know, but Chambon, from what I heard, these are rumors. As I tell you, I wasn’t 

there. Chambon attended the meeting and he was speaking late in the meeting and he heard the 

talks early in the meeting, so then he understood his results. That’s what people say. Did it really 

happen that way? 

PGA: Unless you’re taking the results earlier. Because there is information that his group 

presented in a meeting in Europe in the spring. Before the Cold Spring Harbor. They haven’t 

published… 

NH: So there must be an abstract somewhere. 

PGA: Yes. 

NH: Did you find this abstract?  

PGA: No. Oh I don’t care one way or the other. What I’m saying is that he feels confident 

enough to put it on his website. And he’s a big figure. I don’t think he’ll do that just to claim 

something he hasn’t done, right? 

NH: No, but he didn’t. But the question is--  

PGA: He hasn’t published fast enough, that’s the problem apparently. But I don’t know for sure. 

I don’t know for sure. 
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NH: I mean, I don’t know either. Unless I told you, I’m not too interested in who did what when 

because I wasn’t there.  

PGA: Right, but people still believe that they did it independently, because if you open 

Chambon’s website, you see that, and then you when you look at the dates, there is a real 

situation that they presented the results in the spring of ’77. Spring of ’77 is before [results were 

presented at] Cold Spring Harbor [in the summer of ‘77], so, they may have seen… 

NH: But what I’m telling you is that unless you have proof of this, if the only proof you have is 

Chambon telling you he did this, to me as a scientist that is like nothing. 

PGA: I agree with you. 

ABL: I don’t want to make you late for the next session. 

PGA: We need to ask him for proof, I agree. But we thought about it, whether groups besides 

these two that we know about were also independently involved. There was a group at NIH that 

sent an application in the spring but it was a bad journal, they published very late in December or 

November. By this time, this was out, and so we don’t know if this was independent and they 

just… but you know sometimes you people know better.  

NH: Yeah, so I’m the wrong person because I am too young. You need somebody who was 

doing science in the ‘70s. 

 

PGA: Yeah but she also wants to know from you about your experience as a woman in 

science. This is a big thing in the United States today. Because they have a few problems in 

the public eye, and we would like to hear, especially her, she’s at the beginning, if you think 

that it was an advantage or a disadvantage or it didn’t matter? How did you manage the 
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fact that you are from a minority group in science? Women are a minority group. They are 

not a color minority, or a minority of some other reason, but they are a minority. 

NH: I mean for me, I think for the generation before me it was probably extremely difficult 

because there were questions about whether women were as intelligent as men and things like 

that. For my generation, honestly, I think being a woman made it easier, because there was such 

a feeling in the United States that you had to help women in science, that I got a lot of help. 

Now, for the generation after me, I’m not sure that this is still true. And so I wonder, whether in 

a way it’s going to be harder than it was for me because now it’s less important, this thing about 

women.  

PGA: There was science policy about women in science, yeah what you say is absolutely, they 

needed to show… and the women themselves are mobilized, and right now they forgot. And you 

run into these issues again and again, that the numbers in the United States are 

underrepresentation, which is a polite way to say that there fewer…. 

NH: Right, there are fewer women who go into science because it’s not a job you can do part 

time. And so many women who want children think they cannot do a job where they have to 

work more than full time just to be successful.  

PGA: But in Europe, they have kindergartens in each place of work, right? Here it is not so good 

with childcare.  

NH: In Switzerland it’s not that easy. Day care is very expensive –  

PGA: Here, too. 

NH: –and um, yeah, I don’t think it’s easier for women in science in Switzerland. But 

Switzerland might be different than the rest of Europe, I don’t know.  

PGA: There are in France, in France I know there are many policies. 
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NH: Yeah in France there are many women in science.  

PGA: Because their social policy… in Italy, yeah.  

NH: I should go, I think.  

ABL: Yeah, thank you so much! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


