
 1 

Interview with Magda Konarska on October 23, 2017 at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory by 

Ariella B. Levisohn and Pnina G. Abir-Am 

 

ABL: So we’re working on a project on the history of RNA splicing and I just had a couple 

of questions. So first of all, how did you first hear about the discovery? 

MK: Well I read about it. 

ABL: Yeah? 

MK: I just, I was a PhD student [Ph. D ‘83] and… 

PGA: In Warsaw? 

MK: In Warsaw [at the Polish Academy of Sciences]. 

PGA: And you just read? 

MK: I went to the library.  

ABL: Did you read articles from both people who published at MIT and Cold Spring Harbor? 

Just one? 

MK: I actually saw only from Sharp’s laboratory. You have to remember that actually, not 

remember, know, that at that point in Poland to get any journals was really difficult. So first of 

all, they were incredibly delayed. And secondly, if we had them, then it would be this or that, but 

not this, this, this, this… 

ABL: So how long after the discovery would you say you first heard about it? 

MK: Well, so again it’s not, I started to read things around this area when my research led in the 

direction, right, so that was roughly in ’80, ’81,’82, I mean you know, ’82 I was already… 

PGA: So it’s a full four years later? 

MK: Well yes, but when that was happening I wasn’t even a graduate student, so… 
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PGA: Yes, nobody’s blaming you! 

MK: No I’m just saying, it’s not, well it’s just like Brent Graveley waited, my goodness, I don’t 

know, twenty, no, no ten years or whatever.  

 

ABL: Right. So when did you first start working in splicing? 

MK: Well in proper, like, it depends. In proper splicing, on the spliceosomal splicing, in ’84. 

January of ’84. 

PGA: When you came to…? 

MK: When I came to Philip Sharp’s lab [as a postdoctoral fellow].  

PGA: And how long did you stay at MIT? 

MK: ‘Till the end of 1990. 

PGA: So six years? 

MK: Six years, yes. I was first a postdoc and then I got the Lucille Markey	Fellowship, which 

was more than a fellowship, it was covering two years or three years of postdoctoral research 

plus a bridge into the first two years of independent position [1987 – 1994]. So it was a grant, 

basically. And I had my own funding.  

PGA: From which source? 

MK: Lucille Markey Charitable Trust. 

PGA: This is a British source. 

MK: No, it is an American fellowship but it doesn’t exist anymore. It was a charitable…  

PGA: Foundation. 

MK: Yeah, yeah. The idea was to spend all the money within a quick, short period of time. 

PGA: You were the lucky beneficiary. 
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MK: And I was, right.  

 

ABL: So what lead you to splicing? Anything in particular? 

MK: Ah, so I explain all that during my talk so you can listen to it later on and see that. My 

research, my PhD work, was on what later on turned out to be a tRNA ligase, but with a 

mechanism that was already saying that the two prime position is important and basically could 

branch, because the mechanism in tRNA ligation has a phosphate group attached to the two 

prime position. And so that already was kind of saying oh, if the phosphate was then extended 

with more of the RNA chain, that would be a branch. And we didn’t know that… 

PGA: And you are a chemist biologist, not a biologist?  

MK: I don’t know what I am...  

PGA: No right now everybody is a molecular biologist.  

MK: No I don’t even, I don’t know… 

PGA: No because you graduated with a degree in either chemistry or biology. At that time, not 

now. 

MK: So my training is in biology.  

PGA: In biology? 

MK: Yeah,  but since my research… I mean, I don’t go by these rules that since I want to be, I 

need to be, trained in biology, then I’ll learn about, I don’t know, pine trees and this and that. I 

do what my research tells me to do. Right, since my direction of research lead more and more 

into RNA, well, I still call it biology, but, chemical reactions and reactivity of RNA, then I 

needed to learn about RNA. And so yes… 

PGA: And you did. 
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MK: And I did.  

 

ABL: So in terms of the main techniques that were used to discover splicing, like Electron 

Microscopy and DNA…  

MK: I didn’t have anything to do with that.  

ABL: Oh, ok. 

MK: I never touched them. 

ABL: Well, I was going to ask if you have an idea of which were the most important leading up 

to the discovery? Or not so much? 

MK: If EM was critical to the discovery? 

ABL: Of all the techniques that were used, which do you think was the most critical for the 

discovery? 

MK: Well, since the discovery was done through EM, then of course it was EM that was critical 

to the discovery. I mean, that’s how it happened, right? I mean it could have happened different. 

In general, science is just so dependent on those almost incidental things that happen... it 

happened that way and, well, on that pathway EM was critical. That’s how it was done.  

ABL: Got it. 

MK: I could imagine, ten, if not twenty, different ways it could have happened differently. But it 

didn’t.  

 

ABL: So, there were other, some foreign groups, some other groups, and then in the United 

States, working on similar things who weren’t credited with the discovery of RNA splicing. 

Do you have any knowledge about those groups? 
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MK: No, but you really should be talking about that with people who were active in science at 

the time.  

ABL: Yeah. 

PGA: You were too young. 

MK: How could I have possibly have known? And also being in Warsaw, what could I know? 

ABL: Yeah, right.  

PGA: I noticed that a lot of very distinguished women came up from the Biology at MIT. You 

know, there was you, and Paula [Grabowski].  

MK: Well, that’s funny that you are saying that because, you know, because I remember being at 

MIT at that time, we were actually wondering how strange it is that there are so very few women.  

PGA: No, I’m not saying… I am aware of that. And MIT was involved in scandals for paying 

women less and they were forced to do payback. I’m not saying that MIT is superb. I was just 

wondering, the biology group that was shown on the screen, [Robert] Weinberg, [David] 

Baltimore and [Philip] Sharp, at least you and Paula are very well known, and I think that 

[Claire] Moore did quite well. 

MK: Sure, sure, sure. 

PGA: And maybe others but we don’t know everybody because we just focus on this. But, it is a 

number that for an ordinary lab is very impressive. And Sue Berget, so we talk about four very 

distinguished women from one place. What do you think could be said to be responsible for only 

a few flourishing so well there?  

MK: I don’t… I never thought about it this way. I think, I’m not sure that there was… you 

know… I think that this is just a natural consequence of the fact that Phil was not a sexist. He 

would just accept people based on… 
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PGA: Oh, so he treated women like everybody else. 

MK: He was selecting people to the lab based on their qualities, and not anything else.  

PGA: This is a very important thing. You know there is a guy, Joseph Gall at Yale, who had 

three women students who were presidents of the cell biology society. And everybody talks 

about, his name was Gall, Gall’s Gals. So there are guys like that but there are very few. What 

makes him a non-sexist in your opinion?  

MK: Oh, actually, you know, he just doesn’t, and that’s how I’ve known him always, he doesn’t 

care about that. He cares about science. Science is important. He celebrates people who will do it 

well. That’s it. And I still think, that’s my approach to doing science as well.  

PGA: Of course, but the majority are not like that yet. So we think that instead of having to 

explain the majority who are bad, I am asking you to explain the good but, still, this is an 

exceptional attitude at the time of guys like Gall and Sharp and a few others.  

MK: Is it?  

PGA: Yes, because the majority, if you read the biography of Elizabeth Blackburn… 

MK: No, no, so I know. So okay, yeah majority. So this is not exactly what you are asking, but, 

coming from Poland, I actually came completely unprepared for this whole issue that women 

may be treated differently. And, there are two things here. One is that I was completely naïve 

being in Poland and not seeing really, what was going on, but at the same time what I saw was 

that there are plenty of women at the levels of group leaders, professors and all that. What I 

didn’t see what there was almost none at the level of directors. But nonetheless— 

PGA: There was a glass ceiling.  

MK: Right, but as a student I didn’t see that. But still, there was a big difference compared to the 

States, right. So at MIT there were very few women, and in Poland there were plenty of women 
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professors. Now, there is a very simple explanation. It’s not that Poland is any better, I mean if 

anything… so it’s not a different attitude. It’s just a historical consequence of the war. You 

know— 

PGA: A lot of men were lost.  

MK: —in Poland, women had to go to work because the country couldn’t function without them. 

ABL: Well that happened in America too but then the men came back and replaced… 

ML: Right, well our men died so that didn’t happen.  

ABL: Yeah. 

PGA: It’s really surprising to see that the institution itself has a bad record but the lab in biology 

produces outstanding women. And it’s like a puzzle. 

MK: So you see, I never thought about it as anything… 

PGA: You know, I was a friend of Annamaria Torriani so I know from her a lot. Even before I 

started to move. And she came in ’57 [worked at MIT from 1960-1089], she was pretty much 

one of two women. And there were fifty professors. 

MK: No, no, because you’re absolutely right. And Nancy Kleckner was at Harvard, but— 

PGA: She was the only one. 

MK: Yeah.  

 

ABL: Have you see any significant changes over the course of you work in RNA splicing in 

terms of the role of women? 

MK: Well, so, look, RNA fields, actually, I would say, really doesn’t have to be ashamed of the 

way it treats women, because, you know, look at the position of Joan Steitz, Christine Guthrie. 

These are… you know they really do not have to be ashamed.  
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PGA: But you know that Joan [Steitz] could not be hired at Berkeley. They refused because of 

her. They were willing to hire her husband [Thomas Steitz].  

MK: Actually I heard that, right. I forgot. 

PGA: And luckily they had an enlightened man at Yale who hired both.  

MK: Well… that’s… you see, because after MIT, I went to Rockefeller and there it wasn’t all 

that much better. There were zero women as independent professors when we started and so 

there was this important change of accepting junior people, independent people, you know, not 

home-grown but coming from the outside, and myself and Titia de Lange	were acquired—	

PGA: In 1990? 

MK: In 1990, right.  

PGA: You know she just received the Rosenstiel award? 

MK: I heard that. I didn’t have a chance to write to her to congratulate her. And the breakthrough 

award before that.  

PGA: Oh really? 

MK: A breakthrough award, and I think the second edition.  

PGA: When did she come to Rockefeller? In 1990 like you?  

MK: Yeah I think it was half a year after me. So it would still be 1990, maybe 1991 I think. And 

so, but we were the only…  we were the first junior people on the tenure track.  

PGA: The first women? 

MK: No the first junior people from the outside.  

PGA: From the outside.  

MK: And so things started to change, and then before we actually reached tenure they already 

hired more women at already the professor level… 
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PGA: This was the mid-90s? 

MK: This was the mid-90s to late 90s. So it was changing… 

PGA: Affirmative action here was legislated in 1972. No, this is a disaster.  

MK: And not everyone was aware of that apparently.  

PGA: It was a whole generation that was eaten up. 1972 to 1997 is 25 years, if I count right. It is, 

you know, simple math.  

MK: It is amazing.  

PGA: Yeah, it is.  

MK: But, you know, so now it is better, but the thing that I was surprised, because again, this 

was such a strange concept, and yet, you know, individual people just seemed completely like 

“no, no, of course there is no preference…” 

PGA: They are denying that there is a bias.  

MK: They are denying, not kind of lying. You know, they just really don’t see the problem.  

PGA: Like whites don’t see that there is racism.  

MK: Exactly, no, but that’s exactly it. That’s precisely the same issue.  

PGA: Doesn’t bother them at all. 

MK: Yeah, like racism is there but not me. 

PGA: And, could you say, you said that Phil [Sharp] was really oriented on the quality of the 

science. What about Weinberg and Baltimore? Did they have women or not? 

MK: Sure, sure.  

PGA: They did? 

MK: Sure, sure . 

PGA: You remember women at that time in Weinberg and Baltimore’s labs?  
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MK: As postdocs, sure.  

PGA: No, something more than postdocs. Postdocs is a… you know the word for postdocs… it’s 

slaves and workhorses... 

MK: Yeah, ok so you know, I was in a way unusual with this fellowship, because I mean, really 

there were basically, there was nothing like that. I was incredibly… 

PGA: Who told you to apply for this fellowship?  

MK: Phil.  

PGA: He knew of the fellowship and he that it was good for you? 

MK: No, no he did that and he did, later on, when, basically I always thought that I would be 

going back to Poland and then things happened that prevented it, you know, for some other 

reasons I couldn’t and then I was basically trapped because I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t 

necessarily want to set up a lab because I was in the foreign, you know, it was not as common. 

And Phil told me: “well, you can stay, you know that you can stay in my lab as long as you want, 

but I think you should go out and get a job.” And again, that’s not, you know that’s very wise 

and supportive advice.  

PGA: And your impression is that [Sharp’s] other partners, Weinberg and Baltimore, were also 

like that? 

MK: So I wasn’t in that— 

PGA: I understand that you cannot say precisely like about him, but did you— 

MK: You know Karla Kierkegaard, I remember— 

PGA: Did you think that they were supportive of women? Or they didn’t care? 

MK: I think so. I didn’t see them… 
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PGA: Well you didn’t look and see. I ask a question that’s a bit… because you didn’t… I 

remember the photo was pretty mixed but as long as the women are in the junior level, this is 

acceptable by them— 

PGA: —So you don’t get a prize for that. You see what I’m saying? You can’t credit them for 

having…   

MK: Yes, I’m just trying to remember…  

PGA: [to Ruth Sperling] Come, come.  

MK: Hmm. Maybe you remember… 

RS: What? I didn’t hear the question? 

MK: Did David Baltimore and Robert Weinberg treat women, like how did they treat women?  

RS: I had no interaction… 

PGA: But you know that Baltimore is married to a woman scientist [Alice Huang]? 

MK: Yes. I’ve met her.  

PGA: Well I know her, but exactly, he’s married to a scientist too and people say some of my 

best friends are, you know, I don’t know, Greeks or X or that, it doesn’t mean that they are 

receptive to people from other countries. People make exceptions.  

MK: So I still go back to the initial thing. In a serious scientist, if you allow your, I don’t know, 

whatever, blinds, to make you miss a good candidate for a postdoc just because “oh, she’s a 

woman,” or “oh, he is black,” or oh, I don’t know… then it really hurts them, and that basically, 

it’s not only the consequence of sexism.  

PGA: But evidently they are willing to take the risk, because majority of the lab… 

RS: I had it once. When I was applying, studying chemistry, and when I did my masters in 

physical chemistry and spectroscopy, I applied for a Masters positions, and two other guys 
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applied. And I was the best in the class, and he accepted the other two. I wanted to ask him, one 

time, because I met him later in my career, why he did this. And somehow I never got to. I think, 

because I was just married, and he probably thought that I might have children and… there’s no 

other explanation. I don’t think he had anything against me.  

MK: But you know, so, it, in a way it happened to me when I was finishing my undergraduate in 

Poland and there were options for staying in the same kind of position and then being able to go 

on to a PhD right there or not, and I was definitely, I don’t know, one of the best, and yet they 

picked a guy, my colleague. But then, of course, in the end, I was the winning. So I don’t care 

because, my goodness, you know, had I stayed there, I would be a nobody.  

PGA: But this is the same like Marie Curie, she made a career in France… 

RS: No what happened to me is that I told the head of the department that I would not stay at the 

Hebrew University, I would go to the Weizmann, so the head of the department, someone 

managed to… 

PGA: Managed to? 

RS: He convinced, I mean, he changed his mind and they took all three of us.  

PGA: Oh, really? So there is a happy ending to your story? Why don’t you tell that? 

RS: Maybe it would have been better that I would have left for the Weizmann and gotten a 

master’s degree…  

PGA: Ariella, do you have more specific question for Magda? 

ABL: I don’t think I have anything else. Do you have anything? 

PGA: Eh, yeah, well I asked you about that. And well, do you remember, when you were, uh, 

well, quite a period of time, and, uh, what’s her name? Claire [Moore]. Did you have any 

particular recollections, how they made the discovery, or…? Because for Claire— 
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MK: Yeah we did talk about it. 

PGA: --Because Claire was a big deal, she was a technician. I did not know for a long time that 

she was just a technician. And I was so excited, and I sent a student to her, who was also just 

beginning, and you know, it was like, one emulating the other. So tell me, how did you interact? 

MK: So I, well we were in the same lab and so of course, Claire and Paula Grabowski, we talked 

a lot, sure. And yes, Claire did tell me, essentially the same things that she told us at the meeting. 

So I knew a big part of the story, although I do have to admit, I am ashamed, that I didn’t catch 

the point that at the beginning they couldn’t figure out, well, the nature of the result because they 

were using too short a template. I mean, I knew, I was aware of the fact that the loops weren’t 

fully seen. I didn’t remember, probably because I don’t think that Claire would – or Phil – would 

intentionally omit this part, you know this part that they initially saw this end that just didn’t fit. 

And so that I did not know. But yeah, we talked about it, sure.  

PGA: Well because Claire was very, to be involved in such a big discovery, for Claire was a big 

deal.  

MK: Of course, of course. No, and it was… we all felt it that “oh my goodness, she really did it!” 

I mean, it was quite something, really.  

PGA: And do you know also, when you arrived. So you know Claire, but you don’t know the 

other one? 

MK: Sue Berget? I know her but, not– 

PGA: Oh you do? 

MK: Sure, I mean, we were part of the same… 

RS: She used to come, for many years she used to come to the meetings… 

MK: Yeah of course. 
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ABL: So was there any sense in the lab that Sue didn’t get enough credit for helping with the 

discovery? 

MK: Yeah, I thought that she could have been more acknowledged. 

PGA: Because you know that by now there are postdocs, and even a graduate student, that were 

included in Nobel prizes. So compared to, she was an advanced postdoc, it was her third year.  

MK: Yeah, no, no, I… although, I think of… so what, so the next Nobel prize in physics will 

have fifty-nine winners? 

PGA: No, they had space!  

MK: No, no, I’m not talking about the space— 

PGA: There were three spots and they only used two. And they had more people they could have 

potentially… 

MK: But then they could also, then, think about anybody else from— 

PGA: Absolutely. The question applies to everybody, not just to Sue. Right.  

MK: So really, I’m not, I think that this… If you picked the third person from either team at the 

time, I think that that actually would kind of alter the balance. Because then, what, you get two 

people from here, and one from there? Why? Why not…? 

PGA: So you show that one institution is more than the other. 

MK: No, I mean, if two different labs contribute to essentially the same discovery in the same 

way and the same time… 

PGA: And they’re working here, a lot of people were working here… it was, relatively speaking, 

a small team. It was just these two women and maybe Arnie [Berk]. A little bit. Not quiet, he 

was working earlier. But he could be pulled, and he was pulled, into the presentation at Cold 
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Spring Harbor. So we’re talking about four max at MIT. And here you had ten, or twelve, or I 

don’t know.  

MK: Okay, so then there is the argument that, and I’m not talking about this specific case 

because I really, I seriously don’t know.  

PGA: You’re too young!  

MK: I am talking about my general perception of what’s happening in science and how these 

things work, that, to some extent it is not enough to make the original discovery and then say, oh, 

you know, so in that sense the balance may be altered.  

PGA: Well, I… 

MK: And sometimes you have, I don’t know… I’m just thinking of some other cases in physics 

or… where it really is the discovery and then this person commits themselves to kind of making 

sure that this really is recognized – not recognized, developed to the point that we really know 

that it was a great thing.  

PGA: Right, but the definition of this particular – 

MK: I know, is part of the original discovery, I know. 

PGA –is not a lifetime achievement.  

MK: I know, but if you made an original discovery and then forgot about it, then nobody would 

know that you discovered it.  

PGA: But technically speaking you can be, and people were, nominated for just doing something 

and then leaving! 

MK: Yeah, I know. And I’m not… I’m just saying that it’s a constant thing, when every single 

year, when you think about the Nobel prize, or any other, actually, major prize. There’s always 

this question of “okay, why not this, why not that?” It’s sometimes difficult to… 
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PGA: Sometimes the choice is very difficult. 

MK: The choice is difficult and— 

PGA: In physics, they had cases, in ’65 in physics they had a Brit out because Robert 

Oppenheimer wanted a Japanese because of the bomb.  

MK: And yeah, what about DNA? You know… DNA, I mean that was a real case.  

PGA: There were real issues there, indeed. I mean, well, so, if we have further questions, can we 

email you?  

MK: Okay, but I really, I suggest that you talk to the generation that actually did it.  

ABL: Yeah, but we’re still interested in your story and what came after the discovery, too. 

Especially because the Nobel prize didn’t come until so late, so it’s interesting what happened in 

that in between time.  

MK: No, so you see, that’s the thing. I came to the lab right at the right time, at the right place, 

and with my right set of expertise, and so I could, essentially everything that I was doing during 

my Ph.D. was instantly channeled into this explosion. Because all of a sudden— 

PGA: It was a match, you were a match! 

MK: And you know, within a very short period of time we were basically setting up all of these 

things that now, when the Nobel prize goes for the discovery of splicing, in order to know what 

the splicing is, the things that we were doing were needed. So, we just basically filled up that 

description of what it is that was discovered.  

ABL: Well thank you so much for meeting with us! It was really a pleasure to meet with you. 

MK: Thank you very much!  

 

  


