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Sir Ernst Boris Chain and the
lCaibe e S
at the Istituto Superiore di Sanita '

“Denr Professor Marotea, | am geeatly looking forward to Oerober when 1
10 begin my work in your Institure. It is my sim to build up with pour help
binchemical centre which would be in & position

So wrote Ernst Chain to Marotta in April 1948 prior to coming here to estab-
i the International Centre for Microbiological Chemistry. He was later to write
tmore detail about his firss comtact with the lstituto Sup<riore di Sanitd, cxplain-
that his first contact had come through the I'!Hhsh Council in 1947 whea he

nc Marotta had told him that the Iualian goversment had acecpred u fund from
RA (United National Relief and Rehabilitarion Apcncy) to build 4 small peni-

quated UNKRA plain, and in view of the high efficiency of
prduction by private industry there was no case for the State to interfere
with industry’ Te suggested however that the funds could be used to build a
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microbiology, with # fermentation pilat plant for
mud| in |I||: I‘uH ul chmlml microbiology for the study of substances of bio-
chemical or biological imerest and of microbial origin. Facilities like these were
lacking in Europe and the failure of the Briish 10 capitalise on their peuicilin
research and manufacture it, galled Chain. He was convinced that heivy economic
lisses had Teen inenered i Britain by the “vinual complete koss. of the field of
antibiotics and a large section of the ficld of growth factors to America’.

Chain, arrived in Rome, aged 39, with a tremendous reputation s the Nobel
prize-winner for medicine, u prize shared with Florey and Fleming in 1945 for their
Tole in the discovery of penicillin. He had a clear agenda of his own and it evidendy
fined into Marotra’s view that biochemistry had un incressingly important role 10
pliy in modem scientific development and that boundaries beaween
should be removed. Chain’s roscarch required knowledge of biochemistry, microbi-
obmammrhmm mmmgmddmmﬂ:t-dwbmmmhumd
en down. Matotta wanted
the m[y qapn\nmd Flead of (hie Dot of m,...,..cau., il Bt 10 mork

closely with a new Department of Biochemisiry and Chain knew Bover and admired
05 i it el month of negotiation over his contract and the design and
equipment of his laboratorics, Chain arrived in the attumn of 1948 o take up his
“post as head of the Labosstary of Biological Chemistry, Somehow, in the course of
that summer, Chain also found time to woo and marry Anne Beloff, a fellow bio-
chemist. She was w become closely involved with her husband's research in Rome
and bocame & Professor of Biochemistry herself, Tt was a happy partnershi
made sure that be could still return to the Usiversity of Oxford if Rome did not
work out, and he initéally had @ one year leave of absence from Oxford. However,
sfter two years he felt confident enough o resign his UK. post and fic was to stay
in Traly until 1964, from 1961 also taking up a pest at Impesial College London s
?mﬁwﬂrofﬂwdmm

When bout these easly schemes many yea during the period of
the Marotta scandal, Chain sieessed that be had had 1o be enticed by Maroma to
come o Ttaly, and had come in spite of advice from his UK colleagues sbout how
hee should “distrust all promises made by that country, as i general people [there]
were thoroughly unreliable and had the habit of breaking contracts when it suired
the, without hesitation or any qualms of conscience’!* In rruth | am sure that
Chain was enamoured of the iden of coming to Rome from the beginning and,
despite coneerns about the stare of the Ttalian economy at the time, he was keen 10
come to kaly recognising that Maroua and the Institute offered him the chance 10
achieve his ambitions in 4 way that was not on offer in the UK. He had no prob-

* Draft rote by Chais, on ‘vequesce of cvea vhzhhdummnﬁrmammldm
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Fig, 2. Chain and saff in fermerntat

shout working in a totally new environment with new poople: be was 4 true
th th ey on 10 see what could be achieved with the fund-

d opportunitics affered by the Instinute and Marotta
The hackground 1o €
Once convinced of un issue

g5, then Oxford in the William Drana School of Parhology. It wes his
o Thek b s Fonsy b cral subsances produced by micro-

English snd French) b picked up Jrakan 10 ikl o
ly in alian within s few months —
eccentric. He abso had an strang artistic side to him: at one stage he considered
ssician, Chain was an outspoken and extremely confi-
dent man who 1 suspeet could tum from being charming to unpleasint rather
quickly, He did nor suffer fools or bureaucricy: once in ghting mode he would do

en Iralian is somewhat
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bardle ficrcely. He suid of himself in his Tater years that he akwaps seems 10 be
involved in disputes, and this is true he quarrelled with the Medical Rescarch
Council, Imperial Colloge London and, in the casc of the Marorta scandal, made
known his views forcibly 1o everyone. It was typical of his character thar he should
become so tncensed about the Marota affair and enter the fray.

What then did Chain achieve at the Institute during his 15 years there? His
twor maln interests were microbial biochemistry and mammalian intermediary metab-
olism. Research in the Department of Biochemistry with Francesco Pocchiari and
othets, centred around the problems of studics of metabolic pachways and factors
influencing the raié of iniermediate carbolydrate metabolism in higher animals and
micro-organisms, These included sy of the mode of sction of irsulin, His research
in this field led to the proposal of u new theory of insultn action and important
K0k oy ek LMK

‘The chemical microbiological research associated with the pilot pam: was also
productive. Not anly was the large scale plant which he designed and set
e, mmnmm dustrlal sale. but he successully developed i ek

ion (the cheniical change ion of antibioics
G il Aol R e s
poies was n comsltant for several companies including the pharmaecurical
companies Beechams and Astra, and the food technology section of Rank Hovis
McDougall. From the misl 1950 he developed his links with the Beecham Group
fior the producion of wraric asid and penicillin and he initised work which cul-
minted in further important advances in chemotherapy:. Most importantly be was
involved in the development of the first generation of semi-synthetic penicillins, It
was-his suggéstion: to Becchns that they wodify the pensdillin molécle, rather
than scarch for entircly new substances, which led o the isolution by the Beecham
Giroup of G-amino-penicillicanic acid and the production of u series of clinically
valuable new penicillins, Within moaths Rome and Beechams had rumed this into
o great commercial enterprise, The links of the Tnstiure, (an instituie of the Ttalian
povernment) and Beechams (s private British company), altbough openly known
‘of, wese later to be questioned in the run up to the Marotta affair.

Cermainly Chain and Marotta achieved their aim asd Chain helped create a
centre of biochemistry of world renown, with inegrated mult disciplinary teams. fis

tics were the envy of many of the rescarchers who came from all over the world
to visit, train and work there. As Chain himself wrote in 1949 “The Instirute ..
tmceptionaly wel adsippel. i S, ot 0 Kisrioed 1 sarihoe gt e 5t
wype of laboratory” Affiliation of the Centre for Chentical Mierobislogy with the
Warld Health Organisation was made in 1951 with the estoblishment of the fer.
mentation pilot plant. This brought trainees and visitors from all over the world

# Letter Chain to Prof Mckenzie 1| May 1949, CMAC/PI/ERC/CH.
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1racy, arsangements for his stay, with suggestions and requests for equipment for
the laborntories and their design, illustrate his immensely detailed planning* These
include 1948/49 drawings of fermenters miade i Milan."? Then there were numer-
ous requests from peaple ta visit and work in the lahosatories. There are also stofl
fikes 1939:63, with many carbon copics of letters scnt out by Chain to research stu-
dents amd sponsored fellows, with refercnces, discussions on the employment of
forcigners, payments ctc. Copies of orders placed with Tralian and other supplicrs
and manulacurers are also o be found here, There are 12 files covering various.
research projects 195862, with grant applications, reports on some of the research
being done and miscellancous notes by Chain.! Chain described his work in the
Istiruo an more: than one occasion and there is also what appears to be the com-
mentary of a film sript ‘Manoscritts del sull lrituto

The Lecture and Conference files are uscful in that they show ihe number und
runge of seientists attracted 10 the Letituo. The files often include Iralian transia.
tions of the papers that were given in English. In 1951 there was a major sympo-
sium 1o mark the -.,-ugumbonomc fermentation pilot plant, andt the file inclsdes.
notes on invitations and Chain’s introductory addness ‘Aims and Functions of the.
International Rescarch Centre of Chemical Microbiology’.® Conferences mdlul:
one in 1956 1o commemorate the centenary of the death of
vith corrcspondance from Linus Pauling andl Skt Cys) Hinsbibad. 1 1998 Sty
Charles Dobb’s gave a ralk ar the Instinute and the first Intermational Symposium in
Fermentation was held at the Istituto in 1960, Other papers relating 1o the Institute
and Rualy arc found amongst biographical informarion. and in files about the many
Inalian socictics and associations of which Chain became & member or fellow:

The peacral correspandence section includke letters from his many lnalian eol-
leagues andd staff of the Instivute inchading Antonio Ciecarone, Tialo Domenicveei,
Piesro Mascherps, Franceseo Pocchiari, and Emilio Trabuechi. Alsa to be found
hete are 4 files of correspondence with and about Domenico Maroia, dating
1954 and 1967 Two of these files contain correspondence about arrangements for
Maroaa's visi to the UK in 1935, Chain and Marotta gave s account of the work
of the Institute at 4 mectiog at the Royal Society during thas visit. These is corre-
spondence with the ritish Ambassados in Rome about a hinch to celcbrae the
award of the CB.E. (Commander of the British Empirc) to Marotta in 1958, and a
fusther file of letters from the Marotta family o Chain 196470, with press cuttings
ubaut the Marotta trial.

Chain's correspondence wih the lastuto, Janasey 1o Aprl 1948, CMAC/PIYEBC/CA,
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Chiin eeferred 1o this wial as “a menstrous affair? He became personally
imvolved when he himsel{ was accused of ‘oltraggio” (contempt of the judiciary) by
the public prosecutor, I an unpublished letter to The Times in August 1965
wrone that it was  “dismal, sordid and often groicsque spectacle of the frec-forall
fight berween the judiciary and the administrative and legislaive authoritics which
dosinates the present day lalian seepe and which has led 1o o siate of indescribable
chaos, and in some cses to the complete paralysis of the Iralian State legislation’.*

The 9 files of papers on the case in the archive inchude corespondence (nd
raft letters by Chain), with friends, collegues and layers, press cunings and legal
depositions. Chain was prepared 10 give cvidence and go to court ta defend his
own postrion, and ene almost ets the impression that he would have relished the
fight. In a leuter 10 Professor Dentice di Accadia he writes: ‘I am not at all certain
whethier the Iialian authorities will tske positive nctions with regard to staing the
law suit, and, to be frank, I really do not care whether they do or don't — the
whole thing is just 100 rdiculous for words, If it comes.to a public hearing I should
cormainly enjoy making mincemeat of Ricciardi [the public prosecutor]'.” Back in
May 1963, an article in L'Eqpresso ™ alleged inegularitics in ihe financing and parcot-
ing of Chain's research and Jed w0 correspondence with solicitors and draft stae-
ments for the withdrawal of the sutement. In May 1965, following official chres,
Chain hard some correspondence with Domenicucei who urged him 10 write 1o the
President of the Tribunal. At that time Chain refused, in a carclully worded letcer,”
when he said that whilst he supporied Domenicuc he has 1o be carcful not to do
anything which might cause more harm to the various parscipants. S\bmumﬂ)‘ i
June, Chain in fact sent a telegram 1o the Prosceuting Counscl an
ing at the libellous sllcgations made against him pﬂsomll\ which led 0 oo
accusations against Chain. All this is well documented in the files®

Chain's threat 1 take Jegal action himself developed into a farce when the
public prosecutor’s office passed the papers 10 a lower court at Vellerri which did
wothing but chiimed that &t did not have Chain's address 1o scrvice the papers to him.
Charges sgainst Chain were evenrually dropped under an amaesty in May 1966,

It s cloar thiar Chain felt very strongly about what happened 1o Marois, not
enly because of his personal regard and friendship with bim, but because he fel it
damaged Ttaly and the scientific community and contacts he had worked so hard to

8 monstrous wifair for lalian Science’ Nese Serensist, 29 July 1965, p. 254, CMAC/
o
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Fig. 7. Newspapes repeort, The Times, 1 May 1964, CMAC/PP/EBC/AZS).

il up dusing bis time in Rome. Chain made as much noisc about the shole
siness as he could, writing 10 collesgues internationally and 1o the press. He
draficd & letter to The Times which they used in  leading article on 24 Aupust
1963 boaded “The Estent of Corruption in Taly'2' Cerminly lialy did not get 2
qousd press’# Chain was criical of scademic colleagucs who did aot speak out.
but his harshest words were for those indulging in politcal squabbling without
concern for the consequences: ‘Tt vill take many years before Taly recovers from
the blows inflicted o it, not by forcign forces, but by irrespoasible groups of its
awn people, who put their own peity jealousics and umbitions before the nutional
intercse, and unfortunarely the love of ‘scandals” of the Italian press and harge scc.
ians of the population have favoured their activitis. It is a very sad state of affairs
and 1 am far from optimistic as far s the political future of the country i con-
cemed'?

From Chain’ first contact with Marot in 1947 friendship and respeet were

31 Lending aricle in The Times, 24 August 1963, CMAC/PIVEBC/C24,

2 See for cxample arvicl Taisn Scientiss in Doarray” The Tewer, | My 1964, CMAG/
PREBC/A2S

B Lerter, Chain 10 Prof Giscomelle, 22 Febe 1966, CMAC/PP/EBCAC.26
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there. Chain luter wrote of their first mocsing that he “psined an excellent

impression of Professar Marotta, who struck me from the beginning s an

ly able, dynamic, energeticand broad minded administrator, and ... u

hﬂuewﬂldmmﬂdmldnhduryﬁwu&kmmﬁdﬂ.

Marotia's pessonality from Dr asd Mrs Boves whom 1 had kown for almost 15

ol in whose judgernent T rusted” Chain went on o prase Marotua for his

ise symposia and in a way which was aot only

ting from the profcssional point of view, bur at the same tme appealing us @

i5¢ attraction”. He went on to say: *Profcssar Marotta undoubtedly made clever

nd conscious usc of the unparalleled treasures of art and historical monuments

hich Italy possesses 10 attract scientists to his country, bur these artempes 1o link

Mwmhmmam—m,mmncmmamrm.

scientific visitors that there was a hard cose

& scquainzed with' 3
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and to Professor Marotta, (since this meeting is held in his hoour), that

100 have been able to come to this Institutc and will be able to enjoy some of
ltaly's treasures




