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MEDICAL  EDUCATION

Citations to Movies in the Books of James Watson: A Case 
Study

Sachi Sri Kantha

ABSTRACT
Objectives: In a 1981 essay, renowned molecular biologist James Watson (b. 1928) wrote, "The main formative moments in 

my early life came from films. I went to the movies all time because they showed you something outside the south side of 
Chicago. Reading this rather unusual quote stimulated me to search for any additional citations to movies in his books. 

Methods: Specific citations to movies among Watson's seven published books were studied. 
Results: A total of twelve citations to movies were identified in five of his books. Nine movies were specifically named by 

Watson. Among these movies, maximum description by Watson was for the Gattaca (1997) movie's theme. Three un-named mov-
ies among his citations were related to Watson's dating experiences with Christa Mayr (~ June 1953), Mariette Robertson (~ 
Mar-April 1954) and Elizabeth Lewis (~ 1968). The last mentioned woman became his wife in 1968. Watson also mentions that 
the famous movie actor-director Orson Welles was a distant cousin of him. 

Conclusion: To the best of my knowledge, I'm not aware of an article or essay in which Watson had further expanded his 
thoughts on how movies influenced his creative thinking during his early years as a provocative scientist. This can be a query for 
Watson's future biographers.
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INTRODUCTION

The merit of using movies as an interactive teaching technique to 
deliver knowledge has gained prominence in medicine and other allied 
health sciences1-4). The first published report on the use of movies in 
medical education was authored by Fritz and Poe5). In a 1981 essay, 
James Watson wrote, "The main formative moments in my early life 
came from films. I went to the movies all the time because they showed 
you something outside the south side of Chicago."6) These two sentences 
stimulated my interest in exploring the theme, which forms the title of 
this commentary. 

Previously, Friedberg had published a book, 'The Writing Life of 
James D.Watson'7). Although this book is a vital source to the budding 
discipline of James Watson scholarship, unfortunately it doesn't expand 
on how films influenced the thinking of Watson. As a preliminary 
attempt, I made an effort to trace the specific citations of movies, among 
Watson's seven published books. 

COMMENTARY

Table 1 provides details of the 7 books authored by Watson, belong-
ing to five categories. These categories include, memoir, text book, his-
tory, expository and advice/advocacy. While 5 among the 7 books were 
sole authored, two were co-authored. Table 2 provides a listing of the 
cited movies in Watson's books. Apart from the 9 named movies, there 
were 3 more movies with unmentioned names; these were related to 
Watson's dating experiences with Christa Mayr (~ June 1953), Mariette 
Robertson (~ Mar-April 1954) and Elizabeth Lewis (~ 1968). Among 

the 9 named movies, maximum description by Watson was for the 
Gattaca (1997) movie's theme. He had opined, "Few, if any, of us would 
wish to imagine our descendants living under the sort of genetic tyranny 
suggested by Gattaca." Two among the 9 movies cited were non-En-
glish movies; namely Extase (1933) and Jigoku Mon (1953).8) Extase 
became a controversial movie, filmed in three languages (Czech, French 
and German) for its portrayal of a nude scene of Heddy Lamarr. Jigoku 
Mon was a Japanese movie, directed by Teinosuke Kinugasa, which 
received the 1954 Oscar award for the best foreign film and the 1954 
Cannes award for best film. Without distorting the context, I provide 
relevant excerpts from 12 citations by Watson below.

Book: 'The Double Helix' (1968)
(1) "I went ahead spending most evenings at the films, vaguely 

dreaming that any moment the answer would suddenly hit me. 
Occasionally my wild pursuit of the celluloid backfired, the worse occa-
sion being an evening set aside for Ecstasy. Peter and I had both been 
too young to observe the original showing of Hedi Lamarr's romps in 
the nude, and so on the long-awaited night we collected Elizabeth and 
went up to the Rex. However, the only surviving scene left intact by the 
English censor was an inverted reflection from a pool of water. Before 
the film was half over we joined the violent booing of the disgusted 
undergraduates as the dubbed voices uttered words of uncontrolled pas-
sion.

Even during good films I found it impossible to forget the bases..."9) 
The first sentence in above passage indicates that Watson saw many 

films, while thinking about the DNA's double helical model. Peter and 
Elizabeth (two individuals mentioned in the above paragraph) can be 
identified as Peter Pauling and Elizabeth Jean Watson (his younger sis-
ter).
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(2) Two paragraphs later, Watson had continued:
"My doodling of the bases on paper at first got nowhere, regardless 

of whether or not I had been to a film. Even the necessity to expunge 
Ecstasy from my mind did not lead to passable hydrogen bonds, and I 
fell asleep..."9) 

Book: 'Genes, Girls and Gamow' (2001)
(3) "One evening we went into nearby Huntington for a Hollywood 

movie, and afterwards, joined a communal square dance in a field off 
Highway 25A" [This sentence relates to his dating episode with Christa 
Mayr, [June 1953]10)

(4) "During these days Mariette Robertson and I kept each other 
from being lonely by going to movies." [Mar-Apr 1954]10)

(4) "My morale was not helped by seeing the just-released Japanese 
film, Gates of Hell, about a samurai warrior going insane through his 
love of a married woman. Everyone in the departing audience looked 
emotionally stretched as we walked towards our cars in the blowing 
rain." [Feb-Mar 1955]10)

(5) "We drove afterwards in my MG into Boston for a movie and 
walked together slowly about the Radcliffe Yard" [while dating 
Elizabeth Lewis, 1968]10)

Book: 'DNA - The Secret of Life' (2003)
(6) "If the genome is ultimately to be understood in its more dynam-

ic reality, not as a mere set of instructions for life's assembly but as the 
screenplay for life's movie - all the drama described in the precise order 
it is meant to occur - then proteomics and transcriptomics provide the 
keys to glimpsing the live action. The more we learn, the more we see 
of 'Life, the Movie'.11)

(7) "Philip K. Dick's 1956 story (which inspired the 2002 movie) 
'The Minority Report' may not be such far-fetched science fiction as we 
like to imagine."11) 

(8) "Pretender Anna Anderson's story. Film Anastasia, in which, 
played by Ingrid Bergman, she was indeed to be the grand duchess"11). 

(9) "Andrew Niccol's 1997 film Gattaca carries to the present limits 
of our imagination the implication of a society obsessed with genetic 
perfection ew, if any, of us would wish to imagine our descendants liv-
ing under the sort of genetic tyranny suggested by Gattaca. Setting 
aside the question of whether the scenario foreseen is technologically 
feasible, we must address the central issue raised by the film: Does 
DNA knowledge make a genetic caste system inevitable? A world of 
congenital haves and have-nots?"11) 

In the last paragraph of the book, Watson and Berry had written,
(9) "In addition to laying out a misleadingly dismal version of our 

future within the film itself, the creators of Gattaca concocted a promo-
tional tag line aimed at the deepest prejudices against genetic knowl-
edge: 'There is no gene for the human spirit.' It remains a dangerous 
blind spot in our society that so many wish this were so. If the truth 
revealed by DNA could be accepted without fear, we should not despair 
for those who follow us"11). 

Book: 'Avoid Boring People, and Other Lessons from a Life in 
Science' (2007)

(10) "Occasionally my parents had nasty disagreements about mis-
spending what little money they had. But these frustrations were never 
passed on to my sister and me, and we each regularly received five cents 
for the Saturday afternoon double features at the nearby Avalon theatre. 
Our parents would join us for some movies, one such occasion being 
John Ford's adaptation of Steinbeck's epic chronicle, The Grapes of 
Wrath. The message that great decency by itself does not generate a 
happy ending never left me"12). 

(11) "Also encouraging me to aim high was my not-too-distant 
cousin Orson Welles, whose grandmother was a Watson... Orson's dar-
ing was what appealed to me most, from his famous War of the Worlds 
radio hoax to his ground breaking feature Citizen Kane. A scientist's 
hero need not be a microbiologist, let alone a baseball player"12).  

[On a visit to deliver lectures at Makerere University in Kampala, 
Uganda] Watson had written,

(12)"We were surrounded by hippos and crocodiles, while an 
old-fashioned, African Queen-like boat took us to the base of Murchison 
Falls, over which the While Nile cascades down12).  

Intrinsic reasons for Watson's citations of movies in his books can 
only be speculated. The primary reason can be, he was indeed a movie 
fan since his childhood; later, he also had taken the women he dated for 
movies on numerous occasions. Another reason is that as a good exposi-
tor of science themes, he had a knack to plug the movies at appropriate 
places to keep the interest of his readers.

While discussing Watson's movie-citation records, inclusion of his 
public disagreement in 1978 on a stand taken by a famous Hollywood 
movie star Robert Redford seems not inappropriate. In a column he con-
tributed to the Washington Post newspaper which the editorial desk had 
captioned as 'The Nobelist vs. the Film Star', Watson wrote as follows, 
after establishing his family's credentials as Franklin Roosveltian 
Democrats, "it was natural to make out a modest check whenever 
Robert Redford or some equally fine fellow asked you to help him 
defend the environment and fight the polluters who would give us more 
cancer. Now, however, I must confess that I didn't respond to Robert 
Redford's latest appeal. It is not that I am against him as a folk hero, but, 
though he must be unaware, he and I are, for practical purposes, real 
enemies. For some of the money he raises for the Environmental 
defense Fund is being used to try to stop the experiments we do with 
'recombinant DNA.'"13)  

It deserves mention that apart from Watson, another Nobel medicine 
prize laureate Peter Medawar (1915-1987) also had recorded his child-
hood interest in watching movies, in his memoir. To quote,

"In school holidays my brother and I went to a local cinema in West 
Hampstead every Thursday afternoon and became quite feverish with 
excitement when the lights dimmed. Torrid romances were not for us: 
we liked Tom Mix, Buck Jones, Rin-Tin-Tin, and of course, Charlie 
Chaplin. Later in life we were both anxious my sister Pamela and our 
cousin Stella should come to love Charlie Chaplin as dearly as we did, 
so I took them to see The Gold Rush. No outing could have been more 
disastrous. The two children sobbed through the entire performance. Oh 
poor Charlie, what's he going to do? they wailed14). 

Table 1. Categories of books written by James Watson
Categories of  Examples Year of 
Books  Publication*

(1) Memoir The Double Helix  1968
 A Passion for DNA  2000#
 Gene, Girls and Gamow  2001

(2) Textbook Molecular Biology of Gene 1965

(3) History The DNA Story - A Documentary
 History of Gene Cloning  1981

(4) Expository DNA - The Secret of Life 2003

(5) Advice/  Avoid Boring People 2007
      Advocacy

*Years noted indicate the first edition of the book. The DNA Story and DNA-The 

Secret of Life were co-authored books.

#Chapters in this book combines memoir as well as advocacy types. 

Table 2. Cited Movies in James Watson's Books
Cited Movie and it's Year of Release* Cited Book

Ecstasy [Extase, 1933] The Double Helix

The Grapes of Wrath 1940 Avoid Boring People

Citizen Kane 1941 Avoid Boring People

The African Queen 1951 Avoid Boring People

High Noon 1952 Genes, Girls and Gamow

Gates of Hell [Jigoku Mon, 1953] Genes, Girls and Gamow

Anastasia 1956 DNA - The Secret of Life

Gattaca 1997 DNA - The Secret of Life

The Minority Report 2002 DNA - The Secret of Life

*arranged in the chronological order of released year for the movie.
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CONCLUSION

This commentary marks my third contribution to James Watson 
scholarship. Previously, I had reported on his self-deprecating humor15) 
and citation patterns on his four early papers on DNA structure16). To the 
best of my knowledge, I'm not aware of an article or essay in which 
Watson had further expanded his thoughts stated in the first paragraph 
of this commentary, on how movies influenced his creative thinking 
during his early years as a provocative scientist. For being an avid 
movie watcher, we still don't know much about Watson's favorite actors 
and directors, who had influenced his thought process. This can be a 
query for Watson's future biographers. 
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