
The 1995 GSA Honors and Awards 
The Genetics Society of America  makes two awards annually to honor  members who have made 
out.tanding  contributions to the science of genetics. The  Thomas  Hunt Morgan Medal recognizes 
a lifetime contribution to genetics. The Genetics Society of  America Medal recognizes  particular 
outstanding  contributions to genetics within the past fifteen years. We are pleased to announce 
the 1995 awards. In addition, we now invite award recipients  to  provide  commentary on  their work, 
and  one such essay follows the award citations. 

The 1995 Thomas Hunt Morgan Medal 

Matthew Meselson 

M ATT MESELSON has  gained  distinction in two 
very different  sciences,  genetics and warfare. 

Matt's science  began with chemistry,  isolating  rare- 
earth salts by fractional crystallization in his family's 
garage in Los Angeles as a teenager  and selling them 
to  chemical  distributors. He  attended  the College of 
the University of Chicago in the  exhilarating  Hutchins 
days, graduating in 1951. After a year in biophysics at 
Berkeley, he took up  graduate  studies in chemistry at 
the California  Institute ofTechnology  under Linus Pau- 
ling,  who  assigned him the X-ray crystallographic  struc- 
ture  determination of a peptide-like  molecule as a suit- 
able  subject  for  learning  about  molecular  structure. 
The solution  comprised half of his 1958  doctoral thesis. 

Seeking to learn how  physical science  might be a p  
plied to problems in biology, Matt made  contact with 
Max Delbrikk,  Jim Watson and  the Caltech phage 
group  and  began to discuss ways to test the hypothesis 
of semi-conselvative DNA replication. Spending  the 
summer of 1954 at Woods  Hole, he met  Frank  Stahl 
and  the two agreed to work on  the problem  together. 
Toward this end, they devised, with .Jerome  Vinograd, 
the  method of equilibrium  density-gradient  centrifuga- 
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tion and, in 1957, Meselson and Stahl  demonstrated 
that DNA replicates semi-conservatively. 

Matt stayed at Caltech through 1960 in variousjunior 
appointments,  teaching physical chemistry and study- 
ing a question  that was to hold him for many years, the 
DNA mechanics of genetic  recombination. He teamed 
with Jean M'eigle to demonstrate  that  at least some re- 
combination is associated with breakage and cross-join- 
ing of DNA molecules. He developed and promulgated 
the  concept of a heteroduplexjunction between  recom- 
bining molecules, a concept  that  explained  internal  het- 
erozygosis in phage  recombination  and  certain  patterns 
of aberrant segregation in fungi. He also showed that 
ribosomal RNA molecules are stable. In 1960, Sydney 
Brenner  and Francois Jacob visited Caltech to conduct 
an  experiment with Matt which showed  that RNA and 
protein synthesized in Eschm'chin coli after  T4  phage 
infection is associated with preexisting ribosomes,  dem- 
onstrating  the  existence of mRNA. 

Matt went to Harvard in 1961 and  continued with 
recombination,  analyzing negative interference  and 
mismatch  repair. He was among  the first to discover 
and purify restriction  endonucleases and went on to 
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2 Honors and Awards 

predict and  then  demonstrate  methyldirected mis- 
match correction  in E. coli. Shifting his research to the 
molecular genetics of Drosophila, Matt subsequently 
made  important  contributions  to  understanding  the 
heat-shock response, allele-specific suppression and 
genedosage compensation. He is currently studying the 
molecular genetics of the Bdelloidea, an  entire Class  of 
the Phylum Rotifera that  appears to have  evolved  with- 
out sexual reproduction. 

At Harvard, Matt started as  Associate Professor and 
in 1976 was appointed  Thomas Dudley Cabot Professor 
of the Natural Sciences. He has taught  undergraduate 
genetics for many  years and served as Chairman of the 
Department of  Biochemistry and Molecular Biology in 
1976-79, arranging  the  financing and overseeing the 
initial design of the Fairchild Biochemistry Building. 
He is a  member of the National Academy of Sciences, 
the American Academy  of  Arts and Sciences, the Ameri- 
can Philosophical Society, the Royal Society and  the 
Acadkmie des Sciences. He holds honorary  degrees 
from Columbia, Chicago, Princeton and Yale. Among 
his  awards are  the National Academy  of Sciences Prize 
for Molecular Biology, the Eli  Lilly  Award in Microbiol- 
ogy and Immunology, the Leo Szilard  Award  of the 
American Physical  Society, a MacArthur Fellowship and 
the AAAS Scientific Freedom and Responsibility  Award. 

In parallel with  his  life  as a molecular biologist and 
geneticist, Matt has applied science to problems of  war- 
fare and international security. During  the  summer of 
1963 he worked at  the  United States Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency, where he became absorbed by 
the problems posed by chemical and biological weap- 
ons. Matt is credited with an  important role in President 
Nixon’s 1969 decision to  permanently cancel the US. 
offensive  biological weapons program. In 1970, he led 
a field study of the military  use of herbicides in Vietnam, 
following  which US.  officials there  requested and Presi- 
dent Nixon ordered its termination.  To Matt’s amuse- 
ment,  he was named  on  the notorious Nixon “ene- 
mies” list, along with Harvard President Derek Bok and 
other  dangerous characters. Matt taught  a famous Har- 

vard undergraduate course on land warfare and is co- 
editor of the Chemical Weapons  Convention  Bulletin. He 
has long worked to achieve effective international pro- 
hibition of chemical and biological weapons. 

After the State Department claimed in 1981 that  the 
“yellow rain” described by Hmong refugees from com- 
munist Laos contained mycotoxins and was a form of 
chemical warfare, Matt joined with  Yale zoologist 
Thomas Seeley and Smithsonian palynologist Joan No- 
wicke to  conduct laboratory studies and a field study in 
Thailand  that showed yellow rain to be the harmless 
feces  of honeybees synchronously released in mass 
“cleansing flights.” For this  Matt was harshly criticized 
from within and outside  the  government.  He coura- 
geously remained steadfast, pointing out in addition 
that  the claim of mycotoxins in yellow rain was never 
confirmed  in  the many careful analyses subsequently 
done in the  United States and abroad. Although the 
government never publicly conceded  the issue,  Matt’s 
conclusions are now  widely accepted by knowledgeable 
experts. 

In 1979, an  outbreak of anthrax  occurred  in  the 
closed Soviet  city  of  Sverdlovsk. The U.S. government 
attributed it to an accidental release from a military 
microbiology center within the city. The Soviets main- 
tained  that it was caused by consumption of meat from 
animals stricken by a  preceding  anthrax epizootic. In 
1992, after years of seeking permission from Soviet au- 
thorities to investigate on-site and  just as  Russian  Presi- 
dentYeltsin declared  that the outbreak  did in fact result 
from a military accident, Matt and his  wife, sociologist 
Jeanne Guillemin, travelled to Sverdlovsk and began an 
epidemiological and meteorological investigation that 
decisively showed that  the  human  and animal infections 
followed the  geographic  pattern  expected  for an aero- 
sol originating within the military  facility. 

It is remarkable  for  the Thomas Hunt Morgan Medal 
to be awarded to a scholar who has contributed so criti- 
cally both to genetics and to preventing  the misuse of 
chemistry and biology. 

JOHN W. DRAKE 
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E RIC  WIESCHAUS has been awarded the 1995 Ge- 
netics Society  of America Medal in recognition 

of  his seminal contributions toward understanding  the 
genetic and molecular basis of embryogenesis in Dro- 
sophila mlanogmtm. His  incisive thinking  about em- 
bryogenesis and his commitment to exploring  the cen- 
tral issues  of  early development are typified by his 
eloquent essay that accompanies this announcement. 
Eric’s interest in Drosophila embryogenesis began early 
in his scientific career. As a  graduate  student with  Wal- 
ter  Gehring  at Yale University (1969-74), he  conducted 
an elegant clonal study of fly development  that  demon- 
strated  heritable restrictions in the fate of imaginal disk 
cells as early development proceeds. As a  tribute to his 
thesis  work, he received the  John Spangler Nicholas 
Prize in 1974 for  the  outstanding dissertation in experi- 
mental embryology at Yale. He  continued his clonal 
analysis  of development as a postdoctoral fellow in the 
laboratory of  Rolf Ndthiger at  the Zoologisches Institute 
der UniversiGt Zurich in Switzerland (1975-78), but 
shifted his focus to  the developmental basis  of Drosoph- 
ila sexual differentiation. He left Switzerland to become 
a group leader at  the European Molecular Biology  Lab- 
oratory in Heidelberg (1978-81), where he  once again 
pursued his fascination with the earliest aspects of em- 
bryogenesis and  the process of gastrulation. He  teamed 
up with Christiane Nlisslein-Volhard to conduct  the 
original screens for Drosophila embryonic pattern mu- 
tants, which produced essentially  all  of the classes  of 
genes now recognized as the  central regulators of early 
fly development. In 1980 they wrote their classic paper 
announcing  the results of the first systematic search  for 

The 1995 Genetics Society 
of America Medal 

Eric W1eschaus 

mutations affecting segment  number and polarity. The 
seminal nature of their work was immediately appreci- 
ated by the developmental biology community, which 
applauded this genetic  approach to conquering  the em- 
bryo. Eric joined  the faculty at Princeton University in 
1981 and went on to study many  of these genes and 
to uncover regulatory processes controlling  the earliest 
specification of the Drosophila body plan. His more 
recent work at Princeton is another original venture 
that gets at  the  heart of  his original aspirations: to gain 
a  genetic  handle on  the processes of cellularization and 
gastrulation, and by so doing,  to  understand how genes 
regulate  the form and activities  of the cytoskeleton. 

As becomes a scientist of  his accomplishments, Eric 
has received many forms of professional recognition. 
He received a Merit Award from the National Institutes 
of Health in 1989, was elected  a fellow  of the American 
Academy  of Arts and Sciences in 1993, and became a 
member of the National Academy  of Sciences in 1994. 
(Just  after this citation was written, Eric, Ed Lewis and 
Christiane Nlisslein-Volhard were pronounced winners 
of the 1995 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for 
their discoveries concerning  “the  genetic  control of 
early embryonic development.”)  He is  widely  recog- 
nized for  inspiring countless graduate  students, post- 
doctoral fellows and professors to  explore the  depths of 
developmental genetics and biology.  Eric’s contagious 
enthusiasm and his deeply thoughtful questions, com- 
ments and presentations, typically delivered with a re- 
laxed, almost stream-ofconsciousness style, are major 
sources of this inspiration. 

BARBARA J. MEYER 
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Previous  Recipients of These Awards 

Thomas Hunt Morgan  Medal  Genetics  Society of America  Medal 

Barbara McClintock and Marcus M. Rhoades 
Sewall Wright 

Edward B.  Lewis 
George W. Beadle and R. Alexander Brink 

Herschel L. Roman 
Seymour Benzer 

James F. Crow 
Norman H. Giles 

Dan L. Lindsley 
Charles Yanofsky 

Armin  Dale  Kaiser 
Edward H. Coe, Jr. 

Ray  D. Owen 
David  D. Perkins 

1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 
1994 

Beatrice Mintz 
Gerald R. Fink 
Charles Yanofsky 
David S. Hogness 
Philip Leder 
Gerald M. Rubin 
Sydney Brenner 
David  Botstein and  Ira Herskowitz 
Allan C. Spradling 
Nancy  Kleckner 
Bruce S. Baker 
Maynard V. Olson 
Jonathan R. Beckwith 
Leland H. Hartwell 
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