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A tribute by Gloria Coruzzi, New York University



Joe Key:  A great scientist, community builder, and friend

My Joe Key connection:  

I first became introduced to the nascent plant molecular biology community at 
the 2nd Plant Molecular Biology Gordon conference, chaired by Joe Key in 
1981. That was a seminal meeting in our field, and my connections to Joe Key and 
his colleagues grew over the years. 

This tribute to Joe Key is for his vision and leadership at the frontier of plant 
molecular biology, both scientifically and for community building.  He created the 
plant molecular field that we all so richly cherish.  We are truly grateful for his vision 
and mourn his passing on Aug. 19, 2024.
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Ø 1957 – the “Central Dogma” (Crick)

Ø 1958 – the mechanism of DNA replication (Meselson)

Ø 1961 – the hypothesis of the messenger RNA 
(Brenner, Jacob, Meselson)

Ø 1961 to 1965 – the genetic code was deciphered 
(Nirenberg, Khorana and Holley) Nobel Prize 1968

From DNA to mRNA to Proteins
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mRNA and plant growth
(Key and Ingles 1964)
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International Conference on RNA and Protein Synthesis in Plants
(Tihany, Hungary, 1971)

(L. Dure. BioEssays)
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First International Plant Molecular Meeting



The Golden Age of (Plant) Molecular Biology 

Ø 1969: First gene in bacterial DNA isolated
Ø 1970: First synthetic (artificial) gene 

Ø 1973:  First successful DNA cloning experiment

Ø 1977:  DNA is sequenced

Ø 1978: The first human gene is cloned – insulin

Ø 1981: First plant gene cloned - phaseolin

Ø 1985: PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) is invented
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1981

Phaseolin

First transgenic 
gene

(Tim Hall 1937-2016)

The age of plant 
genetic 

engineering has 
begun….
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Plant Physiol. Vol. 125, 2001
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1St International Congress of Plant Molecular Biology 
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The First International Congress of Plant Molecular Biology 
Oct. 27 - Nov. 3, 1985, Savannah, GA. 
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Joe in Tiger Costume
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Vice President for Research
University of Georgia
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The Plant Biology Community THANKS YOU, Joe!
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