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AUTHOR COMMENTARIES - 2008

June 2008

Dr. David P. Bartel
A Featured Scientist from Essential Science IndicatorssSm

Earlier this year, ScienceWatch.com published an analysis of high-impact
research in Molecular Biology & Genetics over the past five years. The
analysis ranked David Bartel #2 among authors publishing high-impact
papers in this field, based on 19 papers cited a total of 4,542 times.

In Essential Science Indicators from Thomson Reuters, Dr. Bartel's record
includes 76 original articles and review papers published between January 1,
1998 and February 29, 2008, with a total of 10,386 cites. These papers can
be found in the fields of Molecular Biology & Genetics, Biology &
Biochemistry, and Plant & Animal Science.

Dr. Bartel is a Howard Hughes Medical Institute investigator whose lab is based at the Whitehead Institute
for Biomedical Research in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He is also a Professor in the Department of
Biology at MIT.

In the interview below, he talks with correspondent Gary Taubes about his highly cited research.

SW: What motivated your research originally on these small, non-coding RNAs, and particularly
the 2000 Cell paper (Zamore PD, et al., RNAi: double-stranded RNA directs the ATP-dependent
cleavage of mMRNA at 21 to 23 nucleotide intervals," 101[1]: 25-33, 31 March 200), which is your
most-highly cited paper that’s not a review?

Tom Tuschl and Phil Zamore [see also] were postdocs in my lab working in collaboration with Phil Sharp
[see also] on the biochemistry of RNAI. In 1999, they developed a cell-free system for studying RNAI,
and they started using that system to see exactly what was happening. They put double-stranded RNA
into the system and saw that it was getting processed down to the 21- to 23-mers.

Later, working independently in his own lab, Tom was able to chemically synthesize those 21- to 23-
mers and confirm that they could direct the cleavage of the messenger RNA. He then showed that he
could deliver them to mammalian cells to specifically silence mammalian genes. That was a very
important technical advance, which has dramatically altered the way that biologists working in
mammalian systems do their experiments. His results also implied that mammalian cells had the
biochemical machinery to use these small RNAs to direct the repression of messenger RNAs.
Reasoning that this machinery was not there just to help gene-knockdown experiments, my lab started
exploring whether endogenous small RNAs might be regulating endogenous genes.

SW: Are you surprised that paper has been so influential, or is this what you expected?
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