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 When it seemed that there was nothing more to tell 

Jorge Sánchez-Lander* 

“When I completed the final draft of the six-hundred page Emperor of All 

Maladies in May 2010, I never thought I would lift a pen to write another 

book. The physical exhaustion of writing Emperor was easy to fathom 

and overcome, but the exhaustion of imagination was unexpected. 

When the book won the Guardian First Book Prize that year, one 

reviewer complained the it should have been nominated for the Only 

Book Prize. The critic cut to the bone of my fears. Emperor had sapped all 

my stories, confiscated my passports, and placed a lien on my future as a 

writer; I had nothing more to tell.  

But there was another story: of normalcy before it tips into malignancy ”.  

 Siddharta Mukherjee, The Gene 2016. 

 

 

 

 When, in September 2016, I received from Rodolfo Moreno, a friend, an excellent surgeon, and 

for more than twenty-five years a surgical teammate, as a gift, The Gene: An Intimate History, the 

most recent book of Siddhartha Mukherjee published  two months before. A brief dedication that 

read: I hope you enjoy it as much or more than The Emperor of All Maladies. It was, without a 

doubt, a very high bet. The Emperor, written by the same author and winner of a Pulitzer Prize, 

had obsessively occupied my attention at the end of 2010 and is one of the most influential books 

I have ever read in my life. With The Gene, my friend won his bet by little margin but in an 

indisputable way. I found a book with a strict historical order and dyed with a warm emotionality.  

From its lines passages emerge with stimulating examples of effort and perseverance. His 

approach, as the subtitle describes it, is a very intimate approach to our genesis and structure as 

species, is the chronicle of an interesting exercise of self-knowledge, which starts from the well 

guarded essence of our wonderful genetic code to plunge into a fluid narrative, serene and 

rewarding.  

For Mukherjee, with his impressive eloquence, it is very easy to spin stories where he thought they 

were no longer there. Its chronological discipline is not rigid, because in its count the human side 

is always present. This history starts from the antiquity to describe to us how Pythagoras 

considered that the semen was molded in the womb of the mother, like a seed in fertile ground, in 

the called Preformationism Theory.  In contrast to Aristotle the transmission of the characters of 

the progenitors to the descendants was the result of the mixture of the "messages" that lay in the 

male semen and the female semen. The result was a combination or blend, a paradigm that 

remained in force, almost intact, until the beginning of the 19th century.   
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In the new conception that gave rise to the development of genetics as a science, the works of the 

tenacious Augustinian monk Gregor Mendel, in what is now the Czech Republic, were the 

beginning of this prolific stage. His patience had led him to study how the characteristics of a 

species were transmitted and modified. His works on the inheritance in bees, in mice and the most 

emblematic ones, on the numerous lines of peas, finally produced his manuscript between 1855 

and 1856, which would sleep in the forgetfulness until 1900. The interesting algorithm proposed 

by Mendel allowed predicting the inherited characteristics that would be achieved in offspring, 

based on the combinations established in their trials. Likewise, the description of dominant and 

other recessive characteristics were one of its main contributions. 

During this period, as Sturtevant puts it in A History of Genetics, the development of Darwin and 

Wallace's Theory of Evolution occupied the dominant tendency. The publication of The Origin of 

Species, in November 1854, cemented this view as the most solid foundation of evolutionary 

biology. However, for many researchers after Darwin, the explanation of how changes are 

generated over successive generations could not be explained exclusively by natural selection.  

Just Bateson and De Vries, two of the discoverers of Mendel's work, focused on studying the 

mystery of phenotypic variations. Evolutionism, based on the transmission of new messages or 

glimpses to offspring, was in some way an improved and expanded version of Aristotle's 

pangenetic conception. Darwin, in his observations on the finches of the Galapagos Islands, 

between 1831 and 1836, proposed that a species is able to modify its anatomical structure, and to 

transmit these characteristics to its offspring, based on the needs, for example of feeding. In this 

way those birds, within the same archipelago, that inhabited a rich environment in seeds would 

develop a more robust peak. On the contrary, those who used to feed on fruits and flowers, the 

peak would be thinner and longer. This also made clear that those species unable to evolve would 

eventually disappear. In that quest Francis Galton would design his celebrated experiment on 

blood transfusions in rabbits, to pass over each other in the hope of observing elements acquired 

in the offspring, obviously without any result.  It was followed by Haacke's complex experiments, 

with his idea of "centrosomes" in albino and mottled mice, whose interesting results, published in 

1893, would be little known for several years. The confirmation of Mendel's results with new 

essays by Carl Correns in 1901 and by De Vries in 1899 allowed the beginning of the twentieth 

century to reformulate the search strategies for the structural unit of inheritance: the gene.  

With this enthusiastic Mendelianism, led in the British laboratories by William Bateson, there took 

place the definitive takeoff of the systematic study of the inheritance. Getting rid of that 

mysterious aura, this new discipline named by Bateson as genetics, was about to begin the 

preliminary stage light. With great mastery Mukherjee mesmerizes us by the experiments of 

Thomas Hunt Morgan with the fruit fly in his celebrated Fourth Flying, in the University of 

Columbia. The unforgettable and docile Drosophila melanogaster, protagonist of the biology labs 

of our generation's bachelorship, allowed him to unravel how gender is determined and the 

characteristics of inheritance linked to sex.  His important contribution in perfecting the 

Chromosome Theory of Boveri and Sutton, helped to recognize that the domicile of the gene was 

in a filamentous structure within the chromosome.  

http://www.intervalolibre.wordpress.com/


Intervalolibre 

www.intervalolibre.wordpress.com 
August 20, 2017 

Mukherjee's impressive story-telling ability is especially palpable when he touches on the most 

shameful topics in genetics.  The story of the massive sterilization campaign of "mentally retarded" 

in the state of Virginia in the mid-1920s and Josef Mengele's experiments with mass euthanasia 

and the gruesome experiments in Jewish twins in the mid-1940s is shocking. It describes how 

these atrocious deeds were covered by the Nuremberg Laws, an ignominious anti-Semitic and 

racist statute, unanimously approved in 1935 by the Nazi Party Congress that allowed the wave of 

cruel outrages against ethnic and religious minorities, one of the most execrable episody of the 

History of mankind.  

In April of 1953 the publication of the manuscript on the structure of the DNA, thanks to the works 

of James Watson, Francis Crick, Maurice Wilkins and Rosalind Franklin, happens to become one of 

the most important landmarks of science. It was the missing piece for genetics, to be converted 

from a heap of knowledge achieved, at first, by philosophical approximation and essays, which 

traveled from the most primitive sense of curiosity to the growing scientific structure of the late 

nineteenth century, after the rediscovery of Mendel. In a few years, hormones such as 

somatostatin and insulin could be created by the recombinant DNA technique in the late 1960s. It 

also allowed to find, since 1976, genetic mediation and, by the mid-1990s, the treatment of many 

diseases such as cancer.  With trials in cloning, stem cells and reliable genetic risk screening, the 

path is perfectly laid out for a long time.   

Finally, with the decipherment of the human genetic code in 2000 and the Cancer Genome Atlas, 

initiated in 2005, a new period is opened that Mukherjee has called The Postgenomic:  the genetics 

of destiny and the future. This period will focus on the application of the immense amount of 

knowledge for the welfare of humanity. Regulatory legislation, research funding schemes and the 

necessary ethical containment should be adjusted at a rate similar to that of new advances. 

Likewise, it must be ensured that it reaches, in a timely and fair manner, all those who need them.  

It is also necessary to avoid that this wonderful saga of histories and biotechnological conquests, 

brilliantly recounted by Mukherjee, end up distorted in a new episode of horror in the search of 

the scientific truth as in Nazism or becomes a distant privilege only attainable for a fortunate few.      

*Cirujano oncólogo, especialista en ginecología oncológica y mastología. Instituto de Oncología Luis Razetti y Clínica 

Santa Sofía, Caracas, Venezuela 
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