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Ladies and gentlemen,  

Dear Barbara Demeneix, 

  
  
We are becoming increasingly stupid. Even though, thanks to you, 

dear Barbara Demeneix, we are already a little less so, precisely 

because we are aware of it. Let’s check on that immediately by asking 

those present to answer two riddles. The first: what’s the difference 

between a tadpole and a human being? None, when it comes to the 

thyroid. Our hormones are the same. In the words of Jacques Legrand, 

“Without a minimum of thyroid hormone at the right time, a tadpole 

does not become a frog and a human baby becomes a cretin.” 

Riddle number two. What do the following have in common? A 

pregnant Sicilian woman, a Savoyard who has escaped conscription 

and the tribes of Papua New Guinea who no longer travel the “salt 

roads”? This is not a joke. On the contrary, it’s a matter of public 

health. What they have in common is iodine – or rather, lack of 

iodine, the consequence of which on the thyroid is a massive 

increase in the risk of goitre and cretinism. Sicilian women who do 

not eat enough mackerel and Papuans deprived of iodized salt by 

colonization suffer from a significant rise in cases of mental 

impairment. Savoyards experiencing the same lack of iodine tend to 

develop goitre, which in the 1860s exempted them from military 

service. 



Knowing as we do that one researcher has been able to find answers to 

such puzzles, we realize how extraordinary the human brain is. And 

that it will remain so, thanks to people such as Barbara Demeneix. 

* 

  
You were born in Luton, not yet known as the location of Easyjet’s 

head office, but rather for its car industry, in which your parents 

worked. You come from a working class family, from which stems 

your work ethic and belief in education. Your father attended evening 

classes and rose up through the company. 

At school, you were a good but not outstanding student. Perhaps a bit 

of a dilettante. What you were passionate about was music. The 

Beatles, of course, whose concerts you actually went to, but especially 

classical music. You would have happily taken up a career as a 

double-bassist had your grandmother, whom you were very close to, 

not dissuaded you. "It’s not a career for women," she told you. "You 

have to travel all the time.” The hour has come to give heartfelt thanks 

to your grandmother. Because you did travel. And you played the 

piano and the violin – but you also studied life sciences. 
  

In 1970, you obtained your first degree in botany and zoology at the 

University of Wales. The same year, you went to Malawi, Southern 

Africa, with a humanitarian organization. For two years, you taught 

mathematics, biology, physics and agriculture to adolescents in a 

completely isolated village in the bush. The Swinging Sixties seemed a 

long way away. But a French co-worker fell in love with the young 

Welsh woman, and before long he whisked you off to be married in 

Clermont-Ferrand. 

Because you were British, there were attempts to persuade you to 

take the French competitive exams and become an English teacher. 

But precisely because you were British, you preferred to do the 

unexpected. You took double bass classes at the Conservatoire in 

parallel with a degree in natural sciences. And there, you did 

brilliantly. The dilettante came first in her year. 

  
Accompanying your husband to Canada, you embarked on a doctorate 

in endocrinology and physiology in Calgary. Your thesis supervisor, 



Professor Nancy Henderson, gave you the time and opportunity to 

choose a promising thesis topic: "Thyroid hormones in a 

hibernator". 

In a nutshell, you were interested in the evolution of hormones during 

hibernation, especially in prairie dogs. You loved Calgary, and the 

great Canadian plains. You were rather less appreciative of the absence 

of state maternity leave, while you were expecting your two children. 
 

In 1977, you followed your husband – for the last time – to Morocco, 

where for three years you taught as assistant professor in the 

Department of Physiology at the University of Rabat. And you read a 

work of literature – real literature, not scientific – that would 

change your life. For it is not only scientific writing that changes 

people’s lives; fiction does too. And the fact that a scientific career as 

exceptional as yours was spurred on by a novel is particularly 

noteworthy. 
  

The book in question, The Bostonians, by Henry James, shows how 

difficult it is to achieve self-fulfilment for a woman in a highly 

cultured but nonetheless patriarchal and conservative 

environment. This novel gave you the courage to fully commit 

yourself to scientific research. You were not, of course, on the East 

Coast of the United States post American Civil War, but in an 

environment, which could be similarly patriarchal and conservative. 

Every woman who has managed to break free from traditional roles 

has done so only through great struggle.  
  

  

Your desire to do research was one of the reasons why you chose 

France. You felt that working while raising your children alone was 

unthinkable in Germany and England, where there were few childcare 

facilities. Whereas in France, you knew that a single mother could 

pursue her career. You took and  passed the competitive exam for the 

post of lecturer at the University of Strasbourg, where you joined 

the laboratory of Physiology and Cell Biology. You worked there from 

1981 to 1989, combining the techniques of electrophysiology and 

molecular biology. In 1986, you won a scholarship to study 

molecular biology in Cambridge, where you learnt new methods that 



three years later you would apply at the Max Planck Institute in 

Munich. 
 

Before leaving Strasbourg, the research you had undertaken with 

Professor Jean-Paul Behr was crowned in 1989 by a paper published in 

the prestigious journal PNAS, Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America. Your paper even made the 

front cover. Put simply – but we are speaking here, with great humility, 

under your guidance – it deals with a procedure for transfecting 

fragments of DNA, enabling, through the transfer of genes, markers 

to be introduced that label living matter in order to understand how it 

functions and how the environment affects it. When you are called 

Barbara Demeneix, you do this kind of thing either in vitro or in vivo – 

though most of us would be advised not to try. The paper also 

presented  methods that turned out to be revolutionary for studying 

the functioning and transcription of genes in a living animal.  
 

The same year, 1989, you became professor in the physiology 

laboratory at the Natural History Museum of Paris. For someone 

whose scientific vocation had been partly inspired by literature, there 

was a certain logic in you entering the French temple of natural 

sciences, where the father of physiology, Claude Bernard, influenced 

Honoré de Balzac, one of the pillars of our literary pantheon. You 

joined an illustrious, and largely male, line of physiologists who had 

advanced science – and changed society. 

Two of the Museum’s luminaries had opened its doors to you and 

made you welcome over a period several years. Professor Jacques 

Leloup, whose research focussed on eels and salmon, and François 

Lachiver, who worked on the dormouse, and was the supervisor of 

your second thesis, on endocrinology and physiology, at Pierre and 

Marie Curie Paris VI University. Those involved would have liked you 

to continue working on hibernation. But having done work in gene 

transfer, you preferred to study stem cells, using mice and tadpoles, 

with a view to understanding the role of thyroid hormones on the 

development and ageing of the brain. The Museum agreed – and were 

delighted at having done so.  
  

For you established yourself as a key figure in this scientific and 

cultural institution, where, in 1995, you became the first woman to 



head a laboratory. Your natural authority and your scientific 

combativeness enabled you to introduce ideas and methods that were 

not at that time in the tradition of the Museum. You have been 

described as the perfect combination of scientific rigour and 

strength of conviction, converting intuitions into robust truths. 

You were able to bring together a team of some forty people, ensuring 

scrupulous respect for scientific protocols, while at the same 

encouraging "lateral thinking" – usually in your office at the end of the 

day over a cup of tea, or more often a Scotch. It was there, in the heady 

atmosphere of science in the making, that the most promising scientific 

hypotheses were elaborated. You like challenges and you like to be 

challenged – your doctoral students describe you as the tigress of 

the Jardin des Plantes, the menagerie of which you could see from 

the windows of your office. You know how to push them so that they 

get the best out of themselves, and help them succeed in a competitive 

environment, especially when it comes to doctoral students from 

developing countries. You are an advocate of the "fighting spirit". 
  
Indeed, it must be said that your research keeps you – and us – awake 

at night. We have already mentioned tadpoles and Sicilian expectant 

mothers. But you don’t need to be a tadpole or a Sicilian woman to be 

exposed to hundreds of endocrine disruptors, in the glass of water we 

drink in the morning, the mattress we sleep on at night, and even in the 

brand-new games we give to our children. 

Our bodies are constantly absorbing a “toxic cocktail” – to quote 

the title of your latest book – which interferes with the action of 

our thyroid hormone, in particular by impeding iodine absorption. 

You have alerted us to the effects of these endocrine disruptors on 

intelligence, public health and the economy. You have established 

correlations with the increase in neuro-developmental diseases, such as 

autism. Your work as an expert at the OECD since 2001 alerted 

you to how chemical pollutants interfere with thyroid hormone 

signalling. Thanks to the support provided by the Museum and the 

CNRS, you have developed innovative methods for detecting the 

presence of endocrine disruptors in water, and created a variety of 

transgenic tadpoles that become fluorescent in the presence of 

endocrine disruptors. In 2006 you co-founded the start-up Watchfrog 



with your former doctoral student Gregory Lemkin, in order to market 

this “sentinel tadpole” biotechnology.  
  

We cannot here list all the large-scale projects you are involved in, but 

two examples, Crescendo and Switchbox, are major European 

programmes on ageing. From what you have told us, we now 

understand that while we need enough thyroid hormone to prevent 

cretinism, it is equally important not to have too much if we are to 

avoid ageing too quickly. It is all a question of dosage. 
  
My dear Barbara, I sense the audience tiring, which I would hesitate to 

say is proof of the decline in their intellectual capacities. When you 

were obliged to take three months sick leave, you took advantage of 

the time to read Proust. We can imagine how inspiring you found it, 

and that in those pages you explored the workings of the human brain 

from another angle, every bit as vertiginous. Let us not further dizzy 

the audience. 

Let us simply note that the narrator of A la recherche du  temps perdu 

(In search of lost time) compares his brain to “a rich mine where there 

is a huge expanse and variety of precious deposits.” You, dear Barbara 

Demeneix, are a sentinel who helps us take care of these precious 

deposits and ensures that we do not all irrevocably, and 

collectively, lose our minds. 

Your career has been remarkable, firstly because you are a pioneer. 

And then because you defend the merits of the continuum between 

fundamental and applied science. Lastly, because you are a scientist 

who is committed to serving society. You were trained in various 

places in Europe and thanks to Europe: and today Europe is fortunate 

that people like you are here, people who help us retain our intellectual 

faculties. 

It is my great honour and pleasure, therefore, dear Barbara Demeneix, 

this evening to appoint you commander in the National Order of Merit. 
 

 


