
 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 
 

 
 



 

 



 

 



 



 



 
The Silent Symphony  

I am one of those people who cannot carry a tune in the proverbial tin (or plastic) bucket. I understand 
that music has its own code and that there are people who can read and translate it to produce glorious 
(and some not so glorious) music which musical illiterates like me can hear and enjoy. But there is one 
music, one song my body sings which joins me with every other living creature in this world every 
minute of every day. It is the song of my cells. The song which Mukherjee translates in his book so that 
even an illiterate cell physiologist like me can understand.  

Now a room in a prison or in a monastery is just an empty room until it is occupied. Then it becomes a 
cell. Just as our cells in our bodies would simply be membrane-bound empty spaces if it were not for 
the inclusion of genes, usually, but not always, coiled up within a nucleus. The genes are the code, the 
instructions which cause the cell to function as a nerve cell or a skin cell or as one of the 200 cell types 
that make up our bodies and they are constantly busy whether we are awake or asleep. They are the 
musical score for the symphony of life.  

Many years ago, I was walking through the university campus in Berkeley when I was approached by 
an earnest student who disgorged himself from one of the booths that lined the plaza.  Would I be 
willing to donate to research that was going to eradicate the disease of sickle cell anemia so no one 
would have to suffer the pain from the malformed blood cells of this genetic condition? I paused.  But, I 
thought, if you completely eradicate this genetic disease so no one in any population possesses the 



gene for it and it cannot be passed on to their children, what happens to the people in countries where 
there is malaria? The malaria parasite cannot reproduce within people whose blood cells are not normal 
but have been deformed by a gene defect causing sickle cell anemia. And where countries cannot 
afford medications to treat malaria, so people die from it.  Because, as far as I knew then, despite the 
tons of DDT that had been sprayed to kill the mosquitoes that carry the malaria parasite and now when 
even the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation have not succeeded in eradicating that mosquito 
population, there would be no protection for people in those areas in Africa, Southeast Asia, India.  Did 
we want to destroy that protection? Historically it was that protection that had allowed the first slaves 
brought to the pre-1776 American colonies to thrive at the expense of the British settlers in areas along 
the East Coast where the malaria-bearing mosquitoes lived; the low-lying humid patches of “bad air” in 
places like Georgia. The economy in those places depended on the imported labor of these people 
precisely because of their genetic makeup. So, historically and today, the ethical questions remain even 
though it is now possible, as Mukherjee explains, to completely cure persons who suffer from sickle cell 
anemia so neither they nor their children will carry the gene for it.  

This book is not an easy read.  It starts with the history of scientists’ discovery of the cell, the 
determination of its structure and functions and reproduction. Along the way he ties it into the medical 
procedures of IVF (in vitro fertilization) and the recent shocking “tampering” with embryonic tissue by a 
Chinese researcher.  The remaining chapters deal with current research into the cells that form our 
blood and organs. It is a glimpse into an unfinished symphony that will be completed by and for our 
children and grandchildren.  It is a magnificent creation, a superb symphony still in the making. It is the 
future of all of us, glimpsed today by this gifted writer. 



 

 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 



 


