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The History of Interferon: Some per- 

sonal thoughts and experiences in the 

early years of Interferon research 
Joseph Sonnabend 

In 1964, the world of interferon research was much different and 

really just beginning to blossom. There was no molecular biology 

and the tools available for research were much more primitive. 

Thus research into interferons required a thought process about the 

biology of the experimental systems being investigated. The follow- 

ing is a recollection from Dr. Joseph Sonnabend, one of the pioneers 

in Interferon research, accompanied by a reproduction of some 

thoughts he circulated for discussion at that time. 

 

I probably wrote this in the room I shared with Alick Isaacs. It was 

written in response to Joyce Taylor's experiment with actinomycin 

suggesting that interferon's antiviral action required cell RNA syn-

thesis. Joyce and I were the only members of the virology division 

using biochemical techniques at that time and I was quite close to 

the work she was doing, and of course Bob Friedman and I were to 

work together. 

When Joyce first saw her results, we thought that an inactive prepa-

ration of interferon had been used. I believe I was probably the first 

to realize the implications of the actinomycin sensitivity of interfer-

on action. One must remember that this was an incredibly exciting 

time; the time of Jacob and Monod, of derepression - in bacterial 

systems; the role of ribosomes in protein synthesis had just been 

worked out, and Sidney Brenner confirmed the Jacob/ Monod idea 

of the role of mRNA, I think in that same year- 1964. These were 

the issues that Joyce, Bob Friedman, some biochemists - particularly 

(continued on page 2) 
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It was not intended for publication, but we sent it to 

interferon labs, those we knew, which may have been 

all there were at that time - there were so few. This was 
1964. I cannot remember that there was any response. 

Bratislavia 1964 From left to right:  
Tom Merrigan, Sam Baron, Joseph  

Sonnabend and Bob Friedman 

Bratislava 1964 Bob Friedman,  
Sam Baron, Joseph Sonnabend 

(History of Interferon, cont. from page 1) 

Ted Martin, and I talked about. It was also a time 

when virologists were venturing into biochemical 

approaches. However not our division, as we had no 

high speed centrifuge or spectrophotometer let alone 

a scintillation counter. Joyce and I, and then Bob, 

had to use equipment in other divisions. So I recog-

nized that this was the first indication (at least to me) 

that maybe something similar was happening in 

eukaryotic systems as in bacterial systems, which 

was then a topic of great interest. That is, the 

induced synthesis of specific proteins. Alick Issacs 

was completely disinterested in these discussions at 

that time. 

I wrote the few pages in this state of enthusiasm.  

Joyce and Bob read it - it reflected what we were 

talking about. 

Of course I also showed it to Alick for any com-

ment, he made the few annotations you can see - 

particularly adding Jean Lindenmann's name (which 

was so characteristic of him). I'm sure I also 

discussed it with Ted Martin and maybe others in 

the biochemistry division. Joyce left around this time. 

Not only was there no comment at the time from 

those I sent it to, but Joyce herself had forgotten 

about it when I showed it to her a few years ago. 

Just out of interest I did later write a kind of devil's 

advocate alternative interpretation of the need for 

RNA synthesis (Sonnabend, J. A., I. M. Kerr, and 

E. M. Martin. 1970. Development of the antiviral 

state in response to interferon, p. 172-183. In 

Interferon. Little, Brown & Co.,Boston). 
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