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SCIENCE
Temporary exhibits
n Darwin’s theories
“Since Darwin: The Evolution of 
Evolution” explores the role that Dar-
win’s theories played in explaining 
and unifying biological sciences. To 
July 18. National Museum of Natural 
History, 10th Street and Constitution 
Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

n Ocean photography
“Deeper than Light” shines a light 
on the specimens, photography, 
art, models and multimedia used to 
document the two-month expedition 
of the Norwegian research vessel 
G.O. Sars to explore the marine life 
of the northern Atlantic Ocean in 
2004. To May 23. National Museum 
of Natural History, 10th Street and 
Constitution Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

n Yup’ik way of life
“Yuungnaqpiallerput (The Way 
We Genuinely Live): Masterworks 
of Yup’ik Science and Survival” 
recognizes how the Yup’ik way of 
life — both past and present — is 
grounded in deep spiritual values 
and sound scientifi c principles. To 
July 25. National Museum of Natural 
History, 10th Street and Constitution 
Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

Permanent exhibits
n Inventing inventions
“Invention Case: Hot Spots of 
Invention” showcases how inven-
tions take shape when the right 
mix of creative people, resources 
and inspiring surroundings comes 
together. To summer 2011. National 
Museum of American History, 14th 
Street and Constitution Avenue NW. 
americanhistory.si.edu

n How Edison lit up the world
“Lighting a Revolution — Electric-
ity Hall” highlights Thomas 
Edison’s path to develop-
ing practical electric 
light and considers 
experiments with 
electricity before 
Edison’s, the “Inven-
tion Factory” at 
Menlo Park, how 
Edison created a mar-
ket for his product, and 
the impact of electricity 
in factories, on city streets 
and in the home. Open in-
defi nitely. National Museum of 
American History, 14th Street 
and Constitution Avenue NW. 
americanhistory.si.edu

Events
n Exploring Space lecture
Ronald Greeley will give a lecture 
titled “Give and Take: The Story of 
Martian Winds” at 8 p.m. April 7 at 
the Lockheed Martin Imax Theater, 
National Air and Space Museum, 
Independence Ave. SW and 6th St 
SW. Visit nasm.si.edu.

Want to see your event listed here?
sschwartz@washingtonexaminer.com
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How fi guring out the 
IL6 gene may give us 
insight into stressors
By Victoria Stern
Special to The Examiner

T
he expression “stress is 
a killer” may not be that 
far off base. A team of 
researchers has pinpointed 

a specifi c gene that is sensitive to 
chronic stress and depression and 
that may also protect against ill-
nesses such as cancer and heart 
disease. 

The study’s fi rst author, Dr. Ste-
ven Cole, an associate professor 
of medicine at the University of 
California at Los Angeles, and his 
colleagues studied the IL6 gene 
and found it becomes hyperactive 
in response to chronic stress, loneli-
ness or depression.

“This is the fi rst study to show 
how a person’s emotional state can 
alter the activity of a specifi c gene 
associated with human health,” Cole 
said.

In 2007, Cole showed that people 
with chronic feelings of loneliness 
experienced a change in gene activ-
ity, exhibiting more activity in genes 
linked to infl ammation and infl am-
mation-related diseases, such as 
cancer and heart disease. Cole, 
however, did not know which genes 
in particular were susceptible to 
negative emotions.

In his latest study, Cole’s team 
developed a special computational 
model, which identifi ed 633,000 vari-
ations of different genes that might 

be vulnerable to environmental infl u-
ences, such as chronic stress. From 
the possible candidates, they focused 
on a gene called IL6 because it is 
already known to be important for 
human health. IL6 triggers infl am-
mation in the body and contributes 
to heart disease and cancers, such as 
breast and prostate cancer. 

The researchers found that 20 
percent of people possess a helpful 
variation of IL6, which appears to 
be resilient to the effects of negative 
emotion. Unlike the most common 
version of the IL6 gene, this varia-
tion does not “turn on” in the face 
of persistent stress, depression or 
loneliness, and thus may protect the 
body from infl ammation. 

Cole’s team confi rmed this by 
measuring IL6 activity and the 
progression of diseases linked to 

infl ammation in healthy 70- to 80-
year-olds, studied over 12 years in 
the MacArthur Study of Success-
ful Aging. Cole found that as people 
experienced more intense stress 
and depression over the years, they 
exhibited more activity in the most 
common type of the IL6 gene. These 
subjects had higher rates of infl am-
mation-related disease and died on 
average almost three years earlier 
than those with the rarer variation 
of the IL6 gene, which remains silent 
in response to stress.

The study was published online 
Feb. 22 in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences.

“The next step is to see what we 
can do to identify and protect people 
who are more vulnerable to infl am-
mation-related diseases, like cancer,” 
Cole said.

Lassoing the possible stress geneEVOLUTION
Smithsonian opens $21M 
human evolution hall

The Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of Natural History is 
opening a new permanent exhibit 
exploring human evolution over 6 
million years.

The nearly $21 million Hall of 
Human Origins opens Wednesday. 
It will include more than 285 fos-
sils and artifacts, including the only 
Neanderthal skeleton in the United 
States. Curator Rick Potts says the 
exhibit tracks major milestones 
of human development, including 
when we started walking upright 
and speaking. He says the science 
can be compatible with religious 
perspectives. 

Most of the funding came from bil-
lionaire David H. Koch, executive vice 
president of Kansas-based energy 
company Koch Industries Inc.

The museum attracted 7.4 million 
visitors last year, making it the most 
popular U.S. museum.  – AP

FERTILITY
U.S. clinic offers chance 
for free human eggs
LONDON – An American infertility 
clinic is offering free human eggs to 
one British woman for attending an 
informational seminar Wednesday 
in London.

The promotion, which has been 
described by some as a raffl e, has 
sparked an ethical debate in Brit-
ain about whether women should be 
paid for their eggs — which is illegal 
in the European Union, but not in 
the United States.

The Genetics and IVF Institute 
of Fairfax, Va., held a free educa-
tional seminar for British couples 
Wednesday. Of the participants, 
one will win a treatment cycle for 
donated in-vitro fertilization, to pro-
duce eggs. The prize is not based on 
a paid raffl e.

The clinic said its egg donors are 
college-educated women between 19 
and 32. In the U.S., women are rou-
tinely paid from $10,000 to $35,000 
or more for their eggs. – AP

ASTRONOMY
N.M. teen wins $100,000 
in Intel science contest
ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. – An 18-year-old 
Albuquerque Academy senior has 
won the top award of $100,000 in 
the Intel Science Talent Search.

Erika DeBenedictis won the prize 
Tuesday night from the Intel Foun-
dation for developing a software 
navigation system to help improve 
travel of spacecraft through the 
solar system.

Her research found the gravity 
and movement of planets create 
routes that ultimately will help 
spacecraft move faster and with 
less fuel. – AP

PHOTOS.COM

Is there a stress gene? Scientists at the University of California at Los Angeles found 
that the IL6 gene becomes hyperactive in response to chronic stress.

Ky. hires British lab for 
racehorse drug testing
LEXINGTON, KY. – Racehorse drug 
testing in Kentucky is going 
local — with a little help from 
overseas.

The Kentucky Horse Rac-
ing Commission unanimously 
agreed Tuesday to hire HFL 
Sport Science to open a new lab 
in Lexington that would handle 
testing for all the state’s stan-
dardbred and thoroughbred 
races, including next year’s 
Kentucky Derby.

For decades, Kentucky 
— the self-proclaimed horse 
capital of the world — has sent 
blood and urine samples out 
of state for testing. Currently, 
a lab in Florida does the job. 
Although the racing panel also 
agreed Tuesday to extend that 
contract through January, it 
would likely be replaced by the 
Kentucky lab after that. – AP

DRUG TESTING

In a surprising discovery about 
where higher life can thrive, sci-
entists for the fi rst time found a 
shrimp-like creature and a jellyfi sh 
frolicking beneath a massive Ant-
arctic ice sheet.

Six hundred feet below the ice 
where no light shines, scientists had 
fi gured nothing much more than a 
few microbes could exist.

That’s why a NASA team was 
surprised when it lowered a video 
camera to get the fi rst long look 
at the underbelly of an ice sheet in 
Antarctica. A curious shrimp-like 
creature came swimming by and 
then parked itself on the camera’s 
cable. Scientists also pulled up a 
tentacle they believe came from a 
foot-long jellyfi sh.

“We were operating on the pre-
sumption that nothing’s there,” 

said NASA ice scientist Robert 
Bindschadler, who was to present 
the initial fi ndings and a video at an 
American Geophysical Union meet-
ing Wednesday. “It was a shrimp 
you’d enjoy having on your plate.” 
– AP

Hungry? NASA fi nds tiny shrimp 
dinner on ice beneath Antarctica

said NASA ice scientist Robert 

Surf the Web
» NASA research in Antarctica: 
pigiceshelf.nasa.gov
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