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Picture courtesy: Foysal Abedin

History of the Discovery of DNA
The Blueprint for Life

DNA is the code of life, that means by which
every living organism on Earth stores its’
genetic information. Although the discovery of
DNA occurred in 1869 by Swiss-born
biochemist Fredrich Miescher, it took more
than 80 years for its importance to be fully
realized. And even today, more than 150 years
after it was first discovered, exciting research
and technology continue to offer more insight
and a better answer to the question: Why is
DNA important?

Here goes a brief description of the history of
DNA discovery.

1863

Gregor Johan Mendal, who was a monk,
played a very important role in the discovery
of Genes and Heredity. He is known as the
father of Genetics.

1869

DNA was first isolated by the Swiss physician
Friedrich  Mischer, who discovered a
microscopic substance in the pus of discarded
bandages. As it is resided in the nuclei of cells,
he called it Nuclein.

Picture courtesy: Hasibul Islam
Figure: Gregor Johann Mendel

1878

Albert Kossel isolated non-protein
components of nuclein, Nucleic Acid and later
isolated its five primary nucleobases.



1919

Phoebus Levene identified the base, sugar and
phosphate nucleotide unit. He suggested that
DNA is consisted of a string of nucleotide
units linked together through the phosphate
groups.

1928

Frederick Griffith was trying to find a vaccine
against Streptococcus pneumoniae but instead
made a breakthrough in the world of heredity.
He did four experiments in which he injected
strands of bacteria into mice.

Picture courtesy:‘HasibuI Islam
Figure: James Dewey Watson

1933

While studying virgin Sea-urchin eggs, Jean
Brachet suggested that DNA is found in the
cell nucleus and that RNA is present
exclusively in the cytoplasm. At the time,
"yeast nucleic acid" (RNA) was thought to
occur only in plants, while "thymus nucleic
acid" (DNA) only in animals. The latter was
thought to be a tetramer, with the function of
buffering cellular pH.

1937

William Astbury produced the first X- ray
diffraction pattern that showed that DNA had a
regular structure.

1943

The Avery-Macleod-McCarty  experiment
demonstrated that isolated DNA was the
maternal at which genes and chromosomes are
made.

1950

Erwin Chargaff discovered two rules that
helped lead to discovery of the double helix
structure of DNA strongly linking towards the
base pair makeup.

Picture courtesy: Hasibul Islam
Figure: Francis Crick

1952

Maurice Wilkins and Rosalind Franklin were
the first to obtain very good x-ray diffraction
images of DNA fibres. At that time, little was
known about the structure of DNA.

1953



James Watson and Francis Crick began to
examine the DNA structure. Using previous x-
ray diffraction photos of DNA fibres, they
discovered that it showed an X shape, which is
also characteristic of a helix.

1962

After Franklin's death Watson, Crick and
Wilkins jointly received the Nobel Prize In
physiology or medicine.

Discovery of DNA is a groundbreaking
discovery. Every new discovery in our
understanding of DNA leads to further
advancement in the idea of precision medicine,
a relatively new way doctors are approaching
healthcare through the use of genetic and
molecular information to guide their approach
to medicine. The discovery of DNA has
radically changed the way we breed and utilise
crops and the means by which we recognise
and protect our plant biodiversity.

Ayesha Tamanna
Sher-e-Bangla Agricultural University
Faculty of Agriculture.
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