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Thank you very much
for making my stay productive,
enjoyable and interesting

Andreas Houben

Guest Professor

Institute of Plant Genetics and Crop
Plant Research (IPK), Gatersleben, Germany

Although centromeres are one of the first identified features of
a chromosome last century, our knowledge on these highly com-
plex chromosomal substructures is still limited. Centromeres are
involved in essential aspects of chromosome transmission during
cell division. The centromere/kinetochore complex is responsible
for directing chromosome movements in mitosis and for faithful
progression of mitotic events at the transition between metaphase
and anaphase. A better understanding of the function and compo-
sition of plant centromeres is a prerequisite for the construction
of artificial plant chromosomes. Future artificial chromosomes
could be used for basic research - but, also as a new type of vec-
tor in biotechnology, capable of transmitting large pieces of de-
fined DNA fragments.

The common interest on the function of chromosomes brought
me in contact with the work of Professor T. Endo and colleagues.
Interestingly, already as a graduate student 1 became familiar
with the research work published by the Kyoto-based research
group. Beginning 2005, an invitation arrived from Prof. Endo for
me to be a Visiting Professors at Kyoto University. I felt espe-
cially honoured to be asked to visit such a highly internationally
respected institution. The time at the Graduate School of Agricul-
ture was stimulating and productive to me. I enjoyed many dis-
cussions on science, culture, and history. In close collaboration,
we improved our knowledge on the DNA/protein composition of
plant centromeres. The preparation of joint publications is in pro-
gress.

Besides intensive work at the University, I also had the oppor-
tunity to discover Kyoto and surrounding. Unfortunately, 1 did

not manage to visit all art and culwral treasures of Kyoto. How-
ever, | was able to get a good glimpse of the former capital - with
all its worldwide unique temples and shrines. Within minutes, one
can escape the pulsing, hectic city life by enjoying the gardens
and parks or the close mountains. I was most fascinated by the
dynamic side by side of traditional Japanese and “western-style”
way of life — hopefully, Japanese people will keep their distinc-
tive culture for a long time.

1 gave lectures on Biotechnology at the Graduate School of
Agriculture, in which the different possible applications of Bio-
technology such as genetic engineering, molecular marker, or tis-
sue culture were presented. Based in this, advantages and poten-
tial risks of transgenic plants were discussed. In other
presentations, I reported on the research activities of my laborato-
ry in Germany. The discussions with the various research groups
during my visits in Kurashiki (Bioresources Research Institute,
University Okayama), Kobe (Kobe University, Fac Human De-
velopment), and Osaka (Osaka University, Dept Biotechnology)
were very interesting and exciting. Common research interests
were found and an exchange of scientific staff will be initated.

I regret that I cannot speak Japanese. I think, however, that
many PhD students should put more emphasis on learning to
communicate in English. This would probably involve the organi-
zation of group seminars held in English. I hope that the frequent
visits of foreign scientists in the laboratory of Prof. Endo will en-
courage students to communicate in English more often.

I was very happy to share some time in Kyoto with my wife
and my daughters who have come from Europe. I belief that the
short visit to Japan will substitute many of their missed school
lessons.

I am very grateful to Professor T. Endo, who invited me and
who was a most helpful and supportive host. I thank especially
Drs Taiji Nomura and Shuhei Nasuda for her great help in under-
standing Japanese culture and life. I thank the Graduate School of
Agriculture particularly, all members of Prof. Endo’s research
group, the members of International office in Agriculture and ev-
erybody who helped making my stay productive, enjoyable, and
interesting. I sincerely hope that my visit will promote future in-
tensive collaboration.

E-mail:hoepfner @ipk-gatersleben.de
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A Moldavian ‘gaikokujin’ in Uji

¥ - o 44 Andrei D. Shutov
- A ,.-:-.-., : Guest Professor

4 - .
A 259 State University of Moldova, Kishinev,
A ST, N Republic of Moldova

“Let’s investigate plants. They are less dirty than us, ani-
mals!” — this suggestion by my colleague V.Schwarz has
been used as justification to organize Laboratory of Plant
Biochemistry in the State University of Moldova fifty
years ago. Following this brilliant idea, all the time
through we studied storage proteins from plant seeds. Step
by step we moved along the path in understanding what is
storage protein. This “damned” question (everyone knows
but nobody can answer correctly) became much clearer
due to X-ray analyses conducted by the group of Professor
Shigeru Utsumi from Graduate School of Agriculture,
Kyoto University. In general, only the birth and matura-
tion of storage proteins are understood and can be descri-
bed. However, storage protein se-nescence and death dur-
ing seed germination are still obscure in terms of protein
tertiary structure. Meanwhile, these very processes might
reflect the general structural essence of a storage protein
created by evolution. Prof. Utsumi and 1 suggested that
this approach is the most promising in studying storage
protein life cycle, and we decided to combine the experi-
ence of our laboratories in study of storage globulin struc-
ture and enzymes catalyzing their senescence and death.
Thus, | was invited to come to Kyoto University as a visit-
ing researcher. I came to Kyoto one month before sakura
bloom season...

To get started, a few words about my experimental and
theoretical work in the lab. In close co-operation with Dr.
Krisna Prak, we isolated a protein from soybean seeds, and
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we were lucky to have crystals after overnight exposure. |
strongly believe that the tertiary structure of this protein
will appear soon due to efforts of Prof. Bunzo Mikami
highly experienced in protein crystallography. Finally, to-
gether with Takako Fukuda we got an immediate experi-
mental answer to one of the questions on senescence of
storage proteins that used to be morbid for us for the last
two years. To have experimental proofs rather than specu-
lative predictions — this is the credo of Prof. Utsumi. It is
true, but it happens sometimes that crazy ideas — in com-
bination with modern experimental basis — turn out fruitful.
As to me, a rich library should be an obligatory part of the
paradise. Practically, any scientific literature is available
from Kyoto University Library. Thus, I collected and ana-
lyzed all the relevant literature and reconstructed the evolu-
tionary pathway of the protein we isolated. In Uji and Kyo-
to I was free from any bureaucratic obligations. In this
context it should be noted however that the ‘Ordnung’ in
Japan seems to be even stronger than in Germany. It was
convenient in all cases I met it, starting from Japanese Em-
bassy in Kiev.

Almost all the time of my stay I spent in Gokasho, Uji,
and two sakura trees next to my window gratified my eyes
every day. I also spent two days in Tokyo and combined
my impressions from two extremes — ancient temples in
Uji and modern buildings in central Tokyo. Using hun-
dreds of pictures from both I will try to have a long talk
about Japan to my friends and colleagues.

The courtesy of Japanese people is as famous as sakura
and Fujiyama, and I encountered it immediately in the train
when I left Kansai airport to go to Uji. I felt (and benefited
greatly from) a sincere kindness and friendship of people
anywhere, in the lab or in the streets. It was very helpful,
especially because of complete lack of any similarity be-
tween our languages.

I am leaving Japan with a suitcase filled with new scien-
tific results and hopes for further fruitful co-operation, with
impressions on Japan and its people, and with three large
pieces of bamboo, a fantastic tree.

E-mail: shutov_ad@yahoo.com
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