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ABSTRACT 
 

Brenda L. Bass grew up in the 1960’s in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.  Her parents were 
young and had no opportunity to finish college, taking jobs as realtors.  As a result, Bass was 
often cared for by her maternal grandmother, to whom she attributes her independence, her 
toughness, and her love of the truth.  Severely asthmatic and allergic, Bass lived at the 
Children’s Asthma Research Institute and Hospital in Denver, Colorado, from age eleven to age 
twelve and a half.  Here she developed a love for the West and a very different perspective on 
social conditions in the South, determining that she would always want to live in the West.  She 
returned to Florida to finish her junior high school and high school years.  She then attended 
Emory University for a year, studying English.  Dissatisfied with the program, she took a 
semester off and then transferred to Colorado College, where she planned to study nutritional 
chemistry.  Interest in nutritional chemistry developed into interest in chemistry and ultimately 
into biochemistry.  After obtaining her BA she remained uncertain as to what she wanted to do, 
and she applied to Rush Medical College in Chicago, Illinois.  She walked out of a nutritional 
chemistry class when the teacher brought out plastic models of foods.  She became a research 
technician at Rush, which she worked at for three years before returning to the University of 
Colorado, Boulder, to pursue a PhD in biochemistry.  There she worked in Thomas R. Cech’s 
lab, focusing on self-splicing RNA and its implications for biological catalysis.  When she 
received her PhD, in 1985, she accepted a post-doc with Harold Weintraub in Seattle, 
Washington, where she worked at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center for four years.  
She then accepted an assistant professorship at the University of Utah, and from 1995 until the 
present she has been an associate professor there as well as and assistant investigator at Howard 
Hughes Medical Institute.  She has published numerous papers; she is involved in conferences 
and committees; and her first love remains “the bench.” 
 
 
 
 



 

 
UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY 

 
INTERVIEWER: 
 

Andrea R. Maestrejuan, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program; B.A., History, 
University of California, Irvine, 1988; B.S., Biological Sciences, University of California, 
Irvine, 1988; C.Phil., History, University of California, Riverside. 

 
TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 
 
Place:  Bass's office, University of Utah. 
 
Dates, length of sessions:  July 24, 1995 (83 minutes); July 25, 1995 (81); July 26, 1995 (88). 
 
Total number of recorded hours:  4.2 
 
Persons present during interview:  Bass and Maestrejuan.  
 
CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 
 

This interview is one in a series with Pew scholars in the biomedical sciences conducted 
by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts's Pew 
Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The Project has been 
designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 
awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988. 

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral 
History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In 
preparing for this interview, Maestrejuan held a telephone preinterview conversation with Bass 
to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) 
and agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars' interviews and the 
documentation in Bass's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, including her 
proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars Program national 
advisory committee members.  For technical background, Maestrejuan consulted J.D. Watson et 
al., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin/Cummings, 1987 and 
Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3d ed. New York: Garland, 1994. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Bass's childhood in Florida 
and continuing through her education at Colorado College, her graduate work at University of 
Colorado, her postdoc at Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center, and the establishment of her 
lab at University of Utah. Major topics discussed include biological catalysis by RNA, the 
discovery of covalent modification of double-stranded RNA substrate during double-stranded 
RNA unwinding, and Bass's style of research and lab management. 

 
 
 



 

 
ORIGINAL EDITING: 
 

Vimala Jayanti, editor, edited the interview. She checked the verbatim transcript of the 
interview against the original tape recordings, edited for punctuation, paragraphing, and 
spelling, and verified proper names. Words and phrases inserted by the editor have been 
bracketed. 

 
Bass reviewed the transcript. She verified proper names and made minor corrections. 

 
Kristian London, assistant editor, prepared the table of contents, biographical summary, and 
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