Symposium at FSU to attract leading scholars in
structural biology
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Gathering of scientists is open to the public
Several of the world’s top researchers in structural biology are expected to attend the Donald Caspar
Structural Biology Symposium this weekend at Florida State University.
The gathering coincides with the 90th birthday (Sunday) of Donald Caspar, a retired FSU professor who is
considered the pioneer of structural biology in the United States. Caspar, who will be attending the weekend
event, is cofounder of the Rosenstiel Center of Structural Biology at Brandeis University and professor
emeritus of the Institute of Molecular Biophysics at FSU.
The objective of structural biology is to find how biological molecules look and how they work.
The symposium runs from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. Saturday and 8 a.m. to noon Sunday in the auditorium of the
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Biochemistry and Chemistry Department (CSL 103). It is open to the public. More than 200 registrations have
been received.

Piotr Fajer, director of the Institute of Molecular Biophysics at Florida State, discussed with the Tallahassee Democrat the significance of this
gathering.
Q: What is the title of the symposium and who is it expected to attract?
A: The Donald Caspar Structural Biology Symposium. The symposium has attracted participants from Japan, Germany, UK, as well as from all over
United States. Fifteen members of National Academy of Science and Royal Society will be present, with most of them making presentations.
Q: Is this an annual event at Florida State University or the first time the university is hosting this gathering?
A: Every three to five years the Institute of Molecular Biophysics is hosting a symposium on different aspects of structural biology. This is the 90th
anniversary of structural biology and the meeting has by far attracted the greatest number of leaders in the field.
Q: What subjects will be addressed?
A: A broad range of subjects varying from the selfassembly of proteins like in viruses or biological polymers in which complex molecules are made of
identical subunits to the overarching objective of structural biology; how does the structure of the biomolecules result in their function.
Q: Why is it unique to have this symposium in Tallahassee at Florida State University?
A: The Institute of Molecular Biophysics established in 1961 by Michael Kasha was one of the first institutions in the country dedicated to
an interdisciplinary approach in tackling biological problems. In 1990, the Institute developed a structural biology program that attracted some of the
leaders in the field like Dr. Caspar, who came from Brandeis University or Ken Taylor from Duke.
Professor Caspar is cofounder of the quasiequivalence theory that is widely accepted in structural biology. Caspar proposed as a way in which
complex large ordered polymers can be made from simple monomers displaying plasticity and facilitating a variety of ways they interact with each
other.
Q: How does what is being discussed and addressed at the symposium impact our lives today?
A: Understanding the structure and assembly of proteins has an impact beyond the academic interest of how things are built and how they work. The
simplest example is ‘rationale drug design’ in which detailed knowledge of the structure and function allows for design and development of drugs that
interact specifically with the designed proteins and block the undesired pathology.
Q: What are some of the current issues being addressed today by the Institute of Molecular Biophysics?

A: We are interested in a structure of motor proteins and discovery of events leading to force generation in muscle, and its failure in heart pathologies;
theoretical prediction of the shape changes (conformational switching) in proteins and their response to cellular environment, interactions between the
multiple proteins (and nucleic acids) to form large complexes and perform distinct functions from intracellular transport to cellular inflammation or
genetic processing. A good example of a project with a direct medical application is mathematical modeling of glucose fluctuations in diabetes and the
resulting collaboration to develop sensors to measure glucose levels from very few cells.
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