
                     The Tenovus-Scotland Symposia and Medal Lectures 
 
Today medical advances as a result of discoveries in the Life Sciences (Biochemistry, 
Genetics, Molecular and Cell Biology) hit the newspaper headlines on a weekly basis.  
This was not the case at the time of the first Tenovus-Scotland Symposium nearly 35 
years ago.   Since the discovery of the structure of DNA twenty years earlier, great 
advances had been made in understanding, at the level of molecules, how genes work 
in the cell.  From study of simple bacteria and viruses, it was known that the 
information for making all the different proteins in the cell was encoded in the 
sequence of nucleotides, the individual chemical units of DNA, but study of  higher 
organisms seemed impossibly complex.  The chromosomes in each human cell have 
about 23,000 genes in their DNA that contains a total of about three thousand million 
nucleotides - how would it be possible to study these genes individually?  Three staff 
from the Biochemistry Department and the Beatson Institute planned a two day 
meeting at Glasgow University in 1974 to bring together scientists to discuss and 
learn about the new discoveries that were beginning to provide answers to that 
fundamental question.   Sir Charles Illingworth, who had recently founded Tenovus-
Scotland, saw the importance of these studies and their potential future application in 
medicine and agreed a grant towards the cost of the meeting, which we called the 
Tenovus-Scotland Symposium although the First Meeting was also jointly sponsored 
by the Nucleotide Group of the Biochemical Society.  
 
 The first of my memories of that meeting is of Dr Fred Sanger, who was to 
talk on nucleic acid sequence determination (the topic for which he would win a 
second Nobel Prize) arriving at the Boyd Orr Building in University Avenue at eight 
o’clock in the evening after walking from Glasgow Queen Street station with suitcase 
in hand, asking the way to Queen Margaret Hall of residence!   
 

Another memory was the mention of some still unpublished experiments in 
which DNA from one organism was inserted into bacteria to allow production of 
many copies of that DNA for further analysis.   In spite of serious concerns (since 
proven unfounded) about its possible dangers, these techniques of recombinant DNA 
technology or genetic engineering were immediately taken up and rapidly developed.  
After the first meeting, many had asked if there was to be another Tenovus-Scotland 
Symposium.  So in 1976 the second Tenovus symposium on ‘Genetic Engineering’ 
was held- to our knowledge the first open meeting of its kind on this subject to be 
held anywhere in the world. 



 In spring 1978, Glasgow hosted the Biochemical Society meeting, so there 

was no Tenovus-Scotland Symposium.  However in 1980, a third Symposium on 

‘Frogs, Fruitflies and DNA’ dealt with gene expression in two higher organisms that 

were particularly amenable to such study. 

 

 The Tenovus Symposia were now established as a regular event involving a 2-

3 day meeting on the general theme of ‘Gene Expression and its Regulation in Higher 

Organisms’, that has been held at Glasgow University on a triennial basis since the 4th 

Symposium in 1982.   The general format has been 4-6 sessions on related topics in 

which many of the leading workers in those fields present the background to their 

work and report on their recent results.   In addition to Dr Sanger, several of the 

speakers subsequently received the Nobel Prize for medicine or chemistry for their 

work.  These include Richard Axel, Sydney Brenner, Martin Evans, Tim Hunt, Phillip 

Sharp, John Sulston and John Walker. More recent symposia have seen lecturers 

delivered by Sir Edwin Southern, Sir David Lane, Gary Felsenfeld and Karen 

Vousden among many other distinguished scientists. 

By the 1990s, more conferences, similar in format to the Tenovus-Scotland Symposia, 

were being held annually.  In order to provide continuity between meetings, the 

organisers decided to sponsor a medal lecture in the field of eukaryotic gene 

expression given by a younger scientist with a Scottish connection.  Both Tenovus-

Scotland and the University agreed to the proposal and medals bearing a view of the 

University and the Tenovus-Scotland logo were struck for presentation.  The first 

lecture in November 1992, midway  between the 1991 and 1994 Symposia, was given 

by Tom Curran, a young Scottish scientist working at the Roche Institute for 

Molecular Biology was entitled ‘The fos oncogene: a transcription factor for all 

seasons’. Admission was by ticket only!  Tom is now Professor of Pathology and 

Laboratory Medicine at the Childrens’ Hospital of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. The 

lectures rapidly became more frequent than originally planned and are now a regular 

annual event. A list of the 16 Tenovus medal holders to date can be found at 

http://www.gla.ac.uk/tenovus/Previous_Medals.htm   

The Tenovus Symposia are now an established feature in the scientific life of the 

University of Glasgow and Tenovus-Scotland.  Our last three symposia have focussed 



on the Stability and Regulation of the Human Genome and how patterns of gene 

expression are altered in various pathological conditions.  This theme is also evident 

in the title of our 13th Symposium ‘Gene Expression in Development and Disease’ to 

be held in April 2009.  The past 35 years has seen incredible advances in scientific 

knowledge and in the diagnosis and treatment of human disease. Many of the 

distinguished contributors to Tenovus Symposia and medal lectures have played a 

significant part in this progress.   Today the links between Tenovus-Scotland and the 

University of Glasgow are firmer than ever and hopefully will continue to play an 

important role in the development and promotion of scientific excellence in Scotland 

for the foreseeable future.  

Dr John P Goddard   

   


