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Since its foundation in 1963, the objectives of the 
Spanish Society of Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology (SEBBM) have been to foster research, 
encourage the transfer of knowledge, contribute to 
the expansion of Spanish science in the 
international sphere, and establish science as an 
important element of Spanish society. The 
commemoration of SEBBM’s 50th anniversary in 
2013 offers a new opportunity to achieve one of its 
main goals: bringing science closer to society. 
 

The legacy of  Alberto Sols and  
Severo Ochoa 
The beginnings of biochemistry in Spain were 
delayed by the Civil War (1936–1939), and its 
tentative development suffered from the exile and 
emigration of many scientists. During the 1940s and 
1950s, biochemistry was taught in universities as 
part of physiology, and a number of young Spanish 
researchers were trained abroad in this new 
discipline. Fortunately, many of them returned to 
Spanish universities fully committed to the 
development of their own research projects, despite 
the precariousness of funding. 
 Among these well-trained scientists were Alberto 
Sols, who in the USA had investigated the intestinal 
absorption of sugars, and Severo Ochoa, who had 
discovered the enzyme involved in synthesis of 
ribonucleic acid in vitro – work for which he won 
the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1959.  
 These two key figures led other Spanish scientists 
to discuss the need for a society for promoting 
biochemistry in Spain, and, as a result, the Spanish 
Society of Biochemistry (SEB) was born in 1963. A 
year later, the SEB contributed significantly to the 
creation of FEBS and became part of the 
International Union of Biochemistry (IUB).  
 SEB’s international presence grew further in 
1969, when Spain became a member of EMBO and 
the 6th FEBS Meeting was held in Madrid. The 
meeting was chaired by Severo Ochoa, and with the 
assistance of renowned foreign scientists and Nobel 
Laureates it was a great international success. 
 Years later, with the arrival of democracy (1977) 
and Spain’s incorporation into the European Union 
(1986), the improvement of the economy and the 
associated structural funds further boosted scientific 

 

Spanish Society of  Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology: celebrating 50 years 

(top) Poster designed by Salvador Dalí for the 6th FEBS 
Meeting, held in Madrid, in 1969; (bottom) Margarita Salas 
and her husband Eladio Viñuela (on her left), two leading 

scientists who were responsible for promoting Spanish 
research in the field of biochemistry and molecular biology, 

among other assistants at the 6th FEBS Meeting.  
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initiatives in the country. All these changes were 
fully supported by SEB, which, since its foundation, 
has defended the inclusion of specific allocations 
for basic research projects and scientific training in 
the general country budget, to nourish 
biotechnological development in Spain.  
 A video is available at http://www.sebbm.es/ES/50
-aniversario_16/video-cincuentenario-sebbm_825 for 
those interested in learning more of our history. 
 

SEBBM today 
SEB, renamed as SEBBM in 1994 to encompass the 
discipline of molecular biology, has come a long 
way in these 50 years: with its more than 3800 
researchers it is now one of the most important, 
influential and respected scientific societies in the 
country. A large number of scientific institutions and 
commercial and industrial companies cooperate with 
SEBBM, which also continues to develop fruitful 
relationships with other international societies. 
 SEBBM organizes an annual national scientific 
meeting (Congress), and also publishes its own 
magazine every three months. The 
Society is structured into different 
scientific groups or sections 
covering a rich variety of topics 
(developmental biology, 
biomembranes and bioenergetics, 
metabolic regulation, apoptosis, 
mammalian transgenesis, genomics 
and proteomics, etc.). These groups 
organize meetings, seminars and 
activities related to their specific 
topics. Meetings are preferably held 
coinciding with the annual Congress 
of the Society, to enable scientists to 
have a wider forum for exchange of 
results and discussion of ideas.  
 Recently SEBBM has increased its 
efforts to promote science and 
scientific careers and to improve 
science education among lay 
citizens. In 2009, the Committee of 
Science for Society was created to 
support outreach activities of 
SEBBM’s website, social networks 
and Congress, and also to organize 
several popular science activities in 
collaboration with other cultural and 
social organizations (http://
www.sebbm.es/ES/divulgacion-
ciencia-para-todos_10).  

Celebrating SEBBM’s 50th anniversary 
The celebrations for the 50th anniversary of the 
SEBBM are also aimed at reaching wide audiences. 
We would like lay citizens to get closer to and more 
deeply involved with science. Our main goal is to 
inform, entertain and promote interest in science, 
foster scientific vocations among young people – 
essential for the future development of our country 
– and contribute to growth of a stronger scientific 
culture in Spanish society. The neuroscientist 
Santiago Ramón y Cajal, Nobel Laureate in 1906, 
once said that the ‘Spanish car of culture lacks the 
wheel of science’. SEBBM aims to help place that 
wheel in Spanish culture by organizing during 2013 
the following scientific activities. 
 ‘50 years, 50 molecules’ is a new section in the 
SEBBM’s website where site visitors including the 
general public can learn the basic functions of 50 
shortlisted biomolecules and vote for their favourite 
from among these (see figure legend below). Voting 
will help define the molecules included in the 
‘Molecules of Life…’ exhibition. 

The ‘50 years, 50 molecules’ images from the SEBBM website at http://
www.sebbm.es/EN/divulgacion-ciencia-para-todos_10/molecula-del-mes_780 
(full image set can be seen in this pdf in facing-page view).               (continued) 
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 ‘Molecules of Life: 50 years of Biochemistry 
and Molecular Biology in Spain’ is a temporary 
exhibition that aims to bring basic educational 
concepts of biochemistry and molecular biology to 
wide audiences. Its opening will take place on 2nd 
September 2013 at the National Museum of Natural 
History in Madrid, concurring with the celebration 
of the 2013 SEBBM Congress. The exhibition will 
provide visitors with an interactive display of basic 
molecules that constitute and play essential 
functions in the cells of our body, promote our 
health and affect our daily lives. We are grateful to 
several companies, including Zeltia, Bio-Rad, MSD 
and Grifols, for their generous support. After its 
opening in Madrid, the exhibition will tour Spanish 
science museums, starting at Sevilla’s Casa de la Ciencia. 
 Starting January 2013, a series of 12 Anniversary 
Lectures celebrate the 50th anniversary in some of 
Madrid’s most emblematic buildings and museums. 
With these lectures our aim is to review the history 
of SEBBM, highlight its role and contributions to 
the development of modern Spanish society, bring 

the figures of Santiago Ramón y Cajal, Severo 
Ochoa and Alberto Sols closer to the general public, 
and analyse from different perspectives current 
scientific research and its future directions. The 
lectures present current research in biotechnology, 
neurosciences, biomedicine and plant molecular 
biology among other topics, include historical and 
sociological analysis, and discuss the relationship 
with literature and plastic arts (http://
www.sebbm.es/EN/50-aniversario_16/
conferencias-cincuentenario-sebbm_799). We are 
extremely grateful for the generous participation of 
scientists Jesús Ávila, Carmen Castresana, César de 
Haro, Carlos Gancedo, Luis Franco, Catalina Lara, 
Carlos López-Otín, Federico Mayor Zaragoza, 
María Teresa Miras, Juan Luis Ramos and Margarita 
Salas, and art restorers María Alonso and Begoña 
Mosquera. We also thank CIDI+ Biomed for 
filming the conferences.  
 The 50th anniversary of our Society will be 
intimately present at the SEBBM Annual 
Congress, which this year will be held from 3rd to 

6th September in Madrid, under the 
chairmanship of Prof. Margarita 
Salas Falgueras. Our classic ‘Congress 
in the city’ will include conferences 
for the general public, and other 
outreach activities at the National 
Museum of Natural History. With 
the economic crisis background and 
strong cuts suffered by research 
projects, the 50th anniversary of the 
SEBBM offers a unique opportunity 
to raise public awareness of the 
importance of scientific research as 
a fuel for social and economic 
development for our country. 
 For more details, please follow us 
on Facebook and Twitter, or at 
SEBBM’s website: www.sebbm.es 
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Ciencia para todos 

Programa de Divulgación de la SEBBM 
http://www.sebbm.es/ES/divulgacion-

ciencia-para-todos_10 

  (continued from previous page) Those who vote for their favourite molecule can enter 
a draw to receive SEBBM’s magazine free for a year, and free tickets for the 

exhibition will be raffled as well. All FEBS News readers are also encouraged to vote! 
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