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 The Secret of Life 
Discovery consists in seeing what 

everybody else has seen and thinking 
what nobody else has thought. 

Albert Szent-Gyorgyi

I N 1962, THREE MEN WERE AWARDED 
the Nobel Prize in Physiology & Medicine, 
in recognition of their work on one of the 
greatest scientific breakthroughs in history. 
    One person, however, was conspicuously 
absent from the ceremony, a woman whose 
work had been crucial to their discovery: 
Rosalind Franklin had died in relative 
obscurity four years earlier.
   Much of the story is familiar: James 
Watson and Francis Crick—molecular 
biologists at the University of Cambridge—
worked out the arrangement of chemicals in 
the DNA molecule in 1953, after Watson 
had an epiphany while shuffling cardboard 
pieces of his model around on his desk.
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  What is not so well known is that vital clues 
about the DNA molecule’s double helix 
shape had come directly from experiments 
conducted by researcher Rosalind Franklin.
   Rosalind Elsie Franklin was born in 1920 
and educated in London and Cambridge, 
England, graduating in 1941 and earning a 
PhD in chemistry in 1945. By 1951, at the 
age of 33, she was a specialist in X-ray 
diffraction, working as a research associate 
in the biophysics lab at King’s College.
   Franklin and her student Raymond Gosling 
postulated that DNA consisted of two chains 
and a phosphate backbone, and they sought 
to confirm this by bombarding strands of 
DNA with x-rays. Capturing the resulting 
scatter patterns on photographic film 
provided them with visual proof, and by late 
February of 1953, Franklin was convinced 
of DNA’s double helical structure.



   A colleague named Maurice Wilkins 
showed one particularly convincing image, 
—labelled Photograph 51—along with 
Franklin’s research data to Watson during 
his visit to King’s College in late January, 
without obtaining permission from Franklin. 
(Technically this was probably unnecessary, 
as all work done at King’s was the property 
of the college, but it was nonetheless a 
breach of professional courtesy.)
   The following month, Watson and Crick 
began building a molecular model of DNA 
based in large part on Franklin’s research.  
Although their model wasn’t completed 
until March 7, by late February, Crick was 
confident enough in their model to boast 
(while drinking in the local pub) that he and 
Watson  had “found the secret of life.” 
   Unconscionably, Watson also capitalized 
on his professional friendship with Franklin 
to persuade her to delay publication of her  
research until several months after Watson 
and Crick published theirs, which resulted 
in Franklin’s original work appearing to be 
merely a confirmation of their own.
   In some respects, Franklin was the victim 
of her own scientific thoroughness. (After 
viewing Watson and Crick’s double helix 
model, she reportedly commented, “It's very 
pretty, but how are they going to prove it?”) 
To her own detriment, Franklin seems to 
have been reluctant to publish her findings 
before producing more rigorous experimental 
proof for an as yet unproven model.
   Upon publication of their work in the 
journal Nature in April 1953, Watson and 
Crick acknowledged Franklin’s assistance, 
but arguably in a very dismissive way, 
vaguely noting having been “stimulated by 
a knowledge of the general nature of the 
unpublished results” of Franklin and her 
colleagues at King’s College.

   Given the crucial nature of Franklin’s 
x-ray photographs and research in creating 
their DNA model, this statement woefully 
fails to acknowledge the true extent of 
Franklin’s contribution to their discovery.
   It may be unduly harsh to characterize it 
as having been ‘stolen’—but Watson and 
Crick’s behavior was certainly cavalier. 
(The case for the duo isn’t helped by 
Watson’s 1968 memoir, The Double Helix: 
In his personal account of the discovery, 
Watson reveals his condescending, sexist 
attitude toward Watson, calling her a 
“belligerent, emotional woman unable to 
interpret her own data” and referring to her 
by the despised diminuative ‘Rosy.’
   Franklin went on to make other important 
contributions to science and medicine—in 
particular to the study of viruses—continuing 
her work even after being diagnosed with 
ovarian cancer. (Some historians speculate 
that exposure to x-rays in her work may have 
been a contributing factor in her illness.) 
   Franklin died in 1958 at the age of just 37, 
four years before Watson, Crick, and 
Wilkins received the Nobel Prize. (Although 
the Nobel could still be awarded post-
humously until a 1974 rule change, the 
award cannot be split more than three ways, 
and because Watson failed to note the 
importance of Franklin’s work it seems 
unlikely she would have been among the 
recipients even had she still been alive.)  
   Watson softened his stance toward Franklin 
later in his life, probably in response to 
public and professional criticism, even 
suggesting that Franklin should have been 
awarded a Nobel Prize in Chemistry.   
   Franklin’s colleague Aaron Klug was 
indeed awarded a Nobel in Chemistry in 
1982, and Franklin likely would have shared 
the prize—had she still been alive. ◾


