
 

 

CHEMICAL HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MARK M. DAVIS 

 

 

 

The Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transcript of an Interview 

Conducted by 

 

Robert Kohler and Naomi Morrissette 

 

at 

 

Stanford University 

Palo Alto, California 

 

on 

 

14 December 1989 

 

(With Subsequent Corrections and Additions)



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

This oral history is part of a series supported by a grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts based on 

the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences. This collection is an important resource 

for the history of biomedicine, recording the life and careers of young, distinguished biomedical 

scientists and of Pew Biomedical Scholar Advisory Committee members. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE BECXMAN CSNTER roR THE !iiSTORY OF CHEMISTRY 

Oral History Program 

RELEASE FORM 

This document conta.ins my understanding and agreement with t.'"le 
Center for History of Chemistry with respect to my participation in a 
tape-recorded interview conducted by 
Robert Kohler and Naomi Morrissette on December 14, 1989 

I have read the transcript supplied by ~'1e Center and returned it with 
my corrections and emendations. 

1. The tapes and corrected transcript {collectively called the 
"Work") will be maintained by the Center and made available in 
accordance with general policies for research and other scholarly 
purposes. 

2. I hereby grant, assign, and transfer to the Center all right, 
title, and interest in the Work, including the literary rights 
and tne copyright, except that I shall retain the right to copy, 
u.se and publish the Work in part or in full until my death. 

3. The manuscript may be read and the tape( s} heard by scholars 
approved by the center subject to the restrictions listed below. 
The scholar pledges not to quote from, cite, or reproduce by any 
means this material excspt with the written permission of the 
Center. 

4. I wish to place the following conditions that I have checked 
below upon the use of this interview. I understand that the 
Center will enforce my W'ishes until the time of my death, when 
any restrictions will be reiOOved. 

a. V No restrictions for access. 

b. My permission required to quote, cite, or reproduce. 

c. My permission required for access to the entire 
doc::ument and all tapes. 

This constitutes our entire and complete understanding • 

. l/~~tt1. ~ 
(Signature) __ ~,~~-------------------------

Mark Davis 

(nate ) __ I_D+/_i_t--tf_q_o _____ _ 
I I 

(Revised 24 February 1988) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This interview has been designated as Free Access. 

 

One may view, quote from, cite, or reproduce the oral history with the permission of CHF. 

 

 

 

Please note: Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged under the terms 

of the Chemical Heritage Foundation Oral History Program to credit CHF using the format 

below: 

 

 

Mark M. Davis, interview by Robert Kohler and Naomi Morrissette at Stanford 

University, Palo Alto, California, 14 December 1989 (Philadelphia: Chemical Heritage 

Foundation, Oral History Transcript # 0722). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chemical Heritage Foundation 
Center for Oral History 

315 Chestnut Street 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  19106 

 
 
 
 
 

 

The Chemical Heritage Foundation (CHF) serves the community of the chemical and molecular 

sciences, and the wider public, by treasuring the past, educating the present, and inspiring the 

future. CHF maintains a world-class collection of materials that document the history and 

heritage of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and industries; encourages 

research in CHF collections; and carries out a program of outreach and interpretation in order to 

advance an understanding of the role of the chemical and molecular sciences, technologies, and 

industries in shaping society. 



 

 

MARK M. DAVIS 

 

 1952  Born in Paris, France on November 27  

 

Education 

 

 1974  B.A., Molecular Biology, Johns Hopkins University 

 1981  Ph.D., Molecular Biology, California Institute of Technology 

 

 

Professional Experience 

 

   National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, Maryland 

1980-1982   Post-Doctorate Fellow, Molecular Immunology 

1982-1983   Staff Fellow, Laboratory of Immunology 

  

   Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, Cold Spring Harbor, New York 

June 1983   Instructor, Molecular Cloning Course 

 

   Stanford University School of Medicine, Stanford, California 

1983-1986   Assistant Professor, Department of Medical Microbiology 

1986-present Associate Professor, Department of Microbiology and 

Immunology 

 

   Howard Hughes Medical Institute at Stanford University 

1987-present   Associate Investigator 

 

 

Honors 

 

 1980 Intra-Science Research Foundation Award 

 1981 Milton and Frances Clauser Doctoral Prize, California Institute of 

Technology 

 1985 The Passano Foundation Young Scientist Award 

 1985-1988 Member, Scientific Advisory Board, Damon Runyon-Walter Winchell 

Cancer Foundation 

 1985-1989 Pew Scholar Award 

 1986 Eli Lilly Award in Microbiology and Immunology 

 1986 Kayden Award from the New York Academy of Sciences 

 1988-present Member of the Allergy and Immunology Study Section, Division of 

Research Grants, National Institutes of Health 

 1989 Gairdner Foundation International Award   



 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

 Mark Davis grew up in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the second of five children. His father 

was a civil engineer, his mother an architect. Davis took an early interest in science, thanks to 

wide reading and an influential high school biology teacher.  

Davis matriculated at Johns Hopkins University. Trouble in a mini organic chemistry 

class sent him to Peter Johnson’s synthetic organic chemistry lab, where he helped produce two 

papers. He switched majors to biology because he thought it answered important questions. He 

worked in Michael Beer’s lab, trying to sequence DNA with a transfer scanning microscope. 

Hopkins was known for its membrane biologists, and Davis, interested in molecular biology, 

wanted to combine the study of DNA with classical genetics studies. He consulted his advisors, 

who told him to take a physical chemistry class and suggested graduate studies at California 

Institute of Technology (Caltech). There he went into Edward Lewis’ Drosophila lab, but he 

hated flies and found Lewis difficult to work with. He then went to Eric Davidson’s lab, where 

he worked with Glen Galau and William Klein on sea urchins. Davidson was harshly critical and 

Davis found the lab atmosphere oppressive; he moved to Leroy Hood’s lab. There he worked 

successfully with Philip Early, an early molecular biologist. Davis cloned the first mouse 

genomic library. His approach to science is to prepare thoroughly, to avoid what others do, and 

to look for variations. 

 Davis’s next move was to National Institutes of Health. In William Paul’s lab he 

designed a general technology to find genes expressed at very low levels. At Ronald Schwartz’s 

suggestion Davis used pulse field gel technology to discover delta chain of T-cell receptors. 

Recognizing that T-cell receptors are important for immunology, Davis, the only molecular 

biologist in his department, began his work on T-cell receptors, work that continues today.  

 Davis still works in his lab, which is beginning to do biochemical work on T-cells, trying 

to engineer expression of membrane proteins in soluble form. His lab is also working with 

transgenic mice, a more difficult system for which he gets help from Pamela Bjorkman and 

others.  Davis applies to science the strategies of fencing; he compares the principles of economy 

and mastery in fencing to samurai movies. 
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