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Abstract
The publication is focused on the issue of dual-career academic partnerships where both partners work in science,
research or teach at a higher education institution. The fifteen interviews presented in the book are framed by a
theoretical-empirical analysis of the problems and barriers facing academic partnerships. Some of the most serious
of these include problems related to the combination of work and family life, high geographic mobility and
stereotypical treatment. The publication takes a snapshot of couples from various scientific disciplines (natural and
technical sciences, humanities and the arts) in various life phases—from young doctoral students with small
children at the very beginning of their scientific path, through postdocs and established researchers at the height
of their careers, to couples who are slowly wrapping up their research careers and whose children are adults with
their own families. The work is based on the joined interview method, that is, interviews conducted with both
partners present. The open accounts of people from various science and research environments give us the
opportunity to explore various facets of building a research career, the role of parenthood, and seeking a balance
between work and private life in the scientific profession.

Key words
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Academic duets:
On the professional and private life in science
Marta Vohlídalová

A duet is a composition for two voices or instruments. This book is comprised of fifteen unique duets. Duets
where—like the two voices in the musical composition—the life paths are the combinations of partners who do
research or teach at university. And just as a musical composer weaves melodies and shades of tones to create
a melodious whole, these academic couples work to combine their professional and private lives to achieve
a harmonious result. Unlike musical harmony, the harmony of two demanding scientific careers lacks fixed and
clear contours, and searching for harmony is not always a straightforward endeavour.
Although there is no data in the Czech Republic that charts the prevalence of dual-career1 partnerships among
scientists, we can assume that academic partnerships are no exception in Czech society. Foreign research studies
agree that a sizeable portion of male and female scientists and university teachers live in such partnerships, and
that this form of partnership is especially common among women whose partners are often academics. One
contemporary US study of dual-career academic couples shows that 36 % of teachers and researchers (40 % of
women and 34 % of men) at prestigious US colleges and universities have a partner in academia (Schienbinger
et al. 2008: 13).
In view of the nature and demands of the research profession, dual-career academic couples can be seen as
a locus where the competing and conflicting pressures of the labour market and private life are highly evident.
The life stories of academic couples eloquently confirm what Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1995)
meant when they talked about the internal contradictoriness of contemporary Western societies. According to
these authors, the demands of the labour market collide sharply with people’s commitments in the private sphere,
their efforts to build stable partnerships based on the equality of the partners and the goal of becoming parents.
Today's ideal employee is a highly mobile and flexible individual, competitive and ambitious, completely shorn of
any commitment in the private sphere (ibid: 6). The opportunities available to women and men to participate in
the labour market, however, clash with the barriers of a social system that implicitly presumes that one of the
partners (generally the woman) is dependent and cares for the household and children (ibid: 26). In dual-career
couples this tension becomes even more pronounced.
1 Dual-career partnerships are different from dual-income partnerships where both partners have gainful employment but only one is
building a career. In dual-career couples both partners are building their careers (Rapoport, Rapoport 1969: 3).
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The academic labour market is an almost perfect embodiment of the labour market discussed by the Becks. The
shift away from institutional funding toward short-term grants has led to a major reduction in the number of job
positions with a long-term employment prospect. The position of young people on the academic labour market
is becoming particularly insecure because they are often almost completely dependent on grant funding.
Researchers and university teachers, women and men, may find themselves at the top in terms of the educational
hierarchy and the complexity of their work, but their working conditions and positions do not always correspond
to this. Their profession is one of the few in the Czech Republic where temporary contracts can be renewed
repeatedly without the employer being obligated to change the temporary contract into a permanent one after
a period of time.2 Young people, and researchers and teachers in the humanities and social sciences in particular,
have to face involuntary underemployment (the inability to get the desired, usually full-time work contract) and
poor salary conditions. The lack of job security in the academic labour market is compounded today by the
pressure to increase one’s qualifications, to be geographically mobile (Červinková 2010, Stalford 2005) and to
demonstrate measurable research performance. The academic labour market is thus becoming a highly
competitive environment predicated on a flexible, competitive and ambitious individual building his work career
in a linear fashion, without extended breaks or interruptions. The increase in insecurity and the pressure on the
labour force to perform and to be flexible is, however, a global phenomenon of contemporary societies and
affects more or less all sectors of the economy.
The aforementioned conditions of the scientific labour market are typical of the current forms of research work
and differ significantly from those before the Velvet Revolution of 1989. The labour market under socialism was
controlled by the state, and was characterised by a high degree of job security, very low salaries and poor
productivity. Heavy industry was a state priority and manual professions were rewarded financially more than
intellectual work (Večerník 1998). Furthermore, membership in the Communist Party and regime loyalty played
a key role in the ability of individuals to progress up the career ladder and occupy leadership positions (Štrbáňová
2007). Competition and an emphasis on performance (not only) in the research profession were minimal
compared to the situation today.
Aspects of research that today are seen as indispensable, such as the ability to freely travel abroad and the free
access to information, were not the norm. The ability to travel was restricted politically, economically and
administratively for citizens of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, and this also applied to researchers, although
there were differences between disciplines and individual research institutes. While some institutions even then
2 Scientific and research institutions such as the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and universities have a legal exception from
the Labour Code and can repeatedly enter into temporary work contracts with their employees. Otherwise, the Labour Code limits this
possibility for other types of employers.
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were in close contact with their foreign counterparts and their members had some opportunities to go abroad,
others were not so lucky. To get a permit, not only for a long-term fellowship but also to attend a conference
abroad, meant undergoing a highly complex administrative procedure. There were some improvements in the
situation in the middle of the 1960s thanks to a slight political liberalisation, and the door to go abroad was
opened for many researchers who until then were not able travel. However, fellowships abroad under socialism
were not a regular part of the scientific career as they are today.
In addition to restrictions placed on travelling abroad, research work was also complicated by state censorship, as
one of the natural scientists in this publication reminds us: “Even journals were confiscated. When there was an
article in Science or Nature that censors didn’t like, we didn’t get the journal in our library.”
Furthermore, although the regime declared the ‘women’s question’ and women’s emancipation to be priorities,
the reality was far from the stated goal. The emphasis on maximising the employment of women, which was
considered to be the only means of women’s emancipation, did not resolve the problem of the unequal position
of men and women in society. Despite the high inclusion rate of women in the labour market,3 women were
primarily considered to be mothers and carers and only secondarily to be professionals. They were concentrated
in under-funded fields, one of which was science and research (Štrbáňová 2007). However, women rarely made
it to leadership positions (in research or in other professions) (Štrbáňová 2007). Women’s salaries were also
significantly lower than men’s (Křížková, Vohlídalová 2009) and their work status was often openly denigrated
(Štrbáňová 2007: 33), as confirmed by a woman from the natural sciences: “At the beginning, when I was
a young girl, it was difficult. When a young woman joins a group of older, more experienced men, she can’t
expect more than to just make the coffee.” Many of the negative aspects such as the gender pay gap, the low
percentage of women in leadership positions and the lack of political interest in the issue of women in science
(and in society) have survived to this day (for more detail see Tenglerová 2010).
Although the experiences of women and men researchers from various generations differ in many respects, the
dual-career academic partnerships presented in this book have one thing in common: they had to deal with the
issue of combining two highly-demanding, scientific careers. The fifteen life stories of academic couples presented
in this publication show the ways that researchers deal with this uneasy task and the problems and joys that they
encounter. The interviews were conducted in 2009 and 2010 and catch academic couples from various disciplines
in various life stages. From young doctoral students with small children who are at the very beginning of their
3 In addition to ideological aspects, women’s high employment was also a practical matter. Especially at the beginning of the 1950s the
economic system was suffering from a labour force shortage (at the beginning this concerned unskilled positions especially). Moreover, the
salary level was so low that families needed two incomes to maintain a satisfactory living standard. Although women contributed significant
amounts of money to family budgets, they were considered to be secondary breadwinners compared to men (Křížková, Vohlídalová 2009).
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scientific career, through postdoctoral fellows and established researchers at the height of their careers, to couples
who are slowly winding down their research careers and whose children are now adults with their own families.
The uniquely open stories of people from diverse science and research environments give us the opportunity to
gain a complex insight into the diverse conditions that affected building careers in science, the role of parenthood
and seeking a balance between work and private life in the scientific profession.

Problems facing academic partnerships
The theoretical section that follows reflects on the challenges facing academic couples. Their life stories often
mirror issues that I mention here, which is why I am using direct quotes from the interviews to illustrate the
findings of the (mostly) foreign studies that are presented here. The section should primarily serve to set the issue
of dual-career academic partnership in context.
According to Allesandra Rusconi (2002: 2), the problems facing people in academic partnerships can be divided
into two basic groups: (i) issues related to geographic mobility and (ii) issues concerning the combination of
professional and private lives and parenthood. This distinction is quite formal because these two groups of issues
often overlap. In addition to these two major types there are other problems that people living in academic
partnerships have to cope with. One of them is (iii) the necessity of facing gender-stereotypical attitudes, and it
is mentioned by several of the couples presented here.

Geographic mobility

A large portion of the literature on dual-career academic couples that has appeared in the US since the 1970s
deals with migration. Because of the American way of life, where geographic mobility is extremely common, it is
understandable that this research topic has been the centre of attention, together with hiring policies in research
and tertiary education. The issue of migration is topical not only in an environment where people frequently move
for work but also in the Czech cultural context. Postdoctoral fellowships are becoming an integral part of
contemporary curriculum vitae, and geographical mobility is concentrated particularly in the early stages of the
scientific career in the form of postdoctoral fellowships that often span several years (Rusconi 2002, Stalford
2005). In some disciplines and institutions the pressure to go on a postdoc is not as obvious, but these fellowships
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are often a precondition for future career progress; postdoctoral fellowships have basically become an obligation
in the natural sciences (Červinková 2010: 52), as illustrated by the following quote: “Today half the students,
perhaps even more, spend several semesters studying abroad, or they even complete their degrees there. And
after the doctorate they automatically leave for several years.” (male scientist, natural sciences)
The experience of established researchers who launched their research careers during communism differs
significantly from the contemporary forms of academic mobility experienced by the young generations of
researchers. The ability to go abroad during communism was exceptional, as one natural scientist recalls: “The
first time I went abroad was in 1990. I was 47 years old! Prior to that I was at just one foreign conference, at the
request of the organisers from the German Democratic Republic.”
Academic mobility has an indisputable impact on the personal and family lives of people who migrate. Its timing,
after the completion of doctoral studies, coincides with the period when people establish a family, making this
form of migration especially problematic for women (Stalford 2005). Couples where both partners are employed
and have careers are, moreover, faced with the issue of finding a job for a partner in the new location. The
literature refers to this as the “two-body problem” (Wolf-Wendel et al. 2003).
Finding a position for both partners in one place is not easy, especially for early-stage researchers at the beginning
of their careers (Červinková 2010: 55). For people in science and research, especially those in the humanities and
the social sciences (Hornig 1997: 254), it is all the more difficult. Unlike other professionals in highly skilled jobs,
researchers have narrow specialisations and there are not many research or university institutions where both can
find a position in their specialisation; the number of the positions available is also limited (Wolf-Wendel et al.
2003: 6). One male natural scientist commented on this: “It’s terribly difficult to be in one place when you are
looking for a postdoc so that the other person is not only a secretary.”
Some couples therefore opt for alternative forms of private life such as living apart together (Rusconi 2002). “[My
girlfriend] [w]ent to Belgium with me but if you don’t speak Dutch or French, it’s difficult to find a job. She didn’t
find any position and went back home.“ (male natural scientist) Although some couples may find this
arrangement workable, Harriet Engel Gross (1980) shows that it is linked to a number of problems including
feelings of loneliness and the loss of the partner’s emotional support, or increased costs related to having to
sustain two households. The situation of parents with small children is even more dire: in addition to all the
problems mentioned above, they have to deal with how to arrange childcare.
Research shows that the availability of job opportunities for a partner is one of the main factors in dual-career (as
well as in dual-income) partnerships that influence employee loyalty and whether employees will stay in a given
position or even whether they will accept a job in a distant location (Hornig 1997: 254, Burke 1988 in Wolf-Wendel
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et al. 2003). This is also confirmed by a woman working in the natural sciences: “Our priority is to find a place that
has the instrument that my husband uses, which is not everywhere.“ This approach is typical especially of the
younger generation of female and male researchers. In contrast, the older generations of researchers, who only
rarely managed to travel abroad, did not attribute as much importance to these issues. They often did not hesitate
to sacrifice much for the opportunity to go abroad. The following quote by a female natural scientist illustrates
a situation where she and her family, including the children, were separated for an entire year due to both the
partners having a fellowship: “It was the exceptional year of 1968 when it was possible to travel and everyone
grabbed the opportunity which might never repeat itself. No one would probably do such a thing today.”

Support policies for migrating partners

Since most people in the academic profession have partners who have a job or a career, the literature on academic
couples discusses the possibilities of employing couples and universities supporting and helping academic couples
to find a position for a partner who is in the position of a tied mover (those who have moved on account of their
partner’s job offer) (Mincer 1978). The main argument for introducing such measures is to enable universities and
research institutions to attract the cream of the crop, including those who have commitments toward their
partners (Ferber, Loeb 1997). Support for dual-career academic couples is not unique to US universities. According
to Raabe (1997: 210), as many as 44 % of institutions offer at least one form of assistance to academic couples
looking for a job for the other partner. Although forms of support such as the joint employment of partners, job
sharing by partners or job-seeking assistance have their pros, cons and often limits (Schienbinger et al. 2008,
McNeil, Sher 1998, Ferber, Loeb 1997, Wolf-Wendel et al. 2003), they fulfil the idea of an employment policy that
takes into account entire families and a person’s commitments in the private sphere. Last but not least, these
measures help to support gender equality in science, research and higher education. As one male natural scientist
stated, though, these are often reserved for established researchers. “It’s something else when a person is
a regular postdoc and a well-established researcher who gets invited based on his specialisation. In such a case it
is of course presumed that people who apply have families, and support for the family and its accommodation
are automatic (…) A postdoc is the cheapest skilled labour force.“
Other types of measures, which do not support dual-career academic partnerships but do take into account that
migrant researchers have partners and families, include stipends and fellowships, and they are offered by some
foundations. For example, the Fulbright Foundation and the Deutscher Akademischer Austausch Dienst (DAAD)
provide both the fellowship and funds for childcare or the partner.
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Who follows whom?

The geographic mobility of academic couples has a particularly negative impact on women and their professional
careers. Research studies (Loeb 1997: 295, Schienbinger et al. 2008) show that women find themselves in the
position of a tied mover more often than men, and this is also borne out in our interviews. In every case, women
were the ones who moved because of their partner’s job offer. The aforementioned research studies also show
that when it came to accepting an offer that would require that the partner also move, women hesitated to
accept the offer more often than men (Loeb 1997: 295, Schienbinger et al. 2008). When women move to be with
their partner, they often accept less advantageous positions, with lower (or no) remuneration or below their
qualifications. Like the rejection of an interesting job offer, this can significantly slow down their career
development (Hornig 1997: 258). A female natural scientist talked about her unpaid fellowship at an institution
where her husband had landed a position: “During the entire time that we were in America I spent only three
months on a fellowship in a lab. So compared to women, men certainly are better off, another reason being that
they are also not delayed because of the children.”
The decision about whose career a couple will follow is often influenced by the effort to maximise the benefit
(especially the financial benefit) for the family as a whole that will result from the move (Mincer 1978). This factor
obviously has an impact especially on women’s professional development (not only) in science. In academic
couples, when compared to their partners, women often find themselves in positions with lower salaries
(Heckman et al. 1977, Schienbinger et al. 2008). The reason for this disproportion between men and women is
that women are usually younger than their partners, and especially because, with few exceptions, they do not
manage to penetrate the upper and decision-making echelons in science, a fact clearly illustrated by statistics (in
2008 in the Czech Republic, only 12.2 % of full professors and 20.9 % of associate professors were women;
Tenglerová 2010: 25). Women have to overcome a number of barriers when building their careers. In the Czech
Republic women bear the brunt of the ‘double burden’ of caring for the household; the linearity of the career
path considered to be ideal in science is often interrupted by motherhood, which, moreover, restrains the
women’s geographic mobility that is so necessary for the development of a successful career in science. In
addition, they are often faced with stereotypical notions, discussed for example by a successful woman in the
natural sciences: “Women are not trusted to be serious. Everyone thinks: ‘Well, in two years’ time she will have
children and will leave anyway.’ When they are young, they don’t have sufficient credit to be trusted, unlike men.
(…) There is not as much suspicion of young men.“ The logic of the ‘objective benefit’ of moving is thus often
a logic prioritising a man’s career over a woman’s. A woman then follows her partner, whose career is more
advanced, which slows down the development of her own career, thereby increasing the gap between the two
partners’ careers. The next decision, governed again by the logic of the benefit for the family, can thus
paradoxically become even ‘simpler’.
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William and Denise Bielby caution that the gender ideology (notions about the roles of women and men in the
family and work) of a couple plays an important role in the decisions about who follows whom (Bielby, Bielby
1992). The gender ideology forms the perspective through which the contributions of the two partners in the
work and private spheres are assessed, and this is reflected in which of the partners' careers is given priority. This
significantly influences the way that a couple reacts to job offers which entail moving to a distant location (Bielby,
Bielby 1992: 1245). According to a study conducted among teachers at US colleges, a relatively high proportion
of men and women living in academic partnerships consider the careers of both the partners to be equally
important (59 % of women and 45 % of men) (Schienbinger et al. 2008: 35). In this respect academic partnership
are more egalitarian compared to other types of partnerships of academics (i.e., those where only one of the
partners works in research or higher education). Our interviews show that egalitarian approaches to careers and
gender roles are by no means universal and were found especially in couples whose work positions were equal,
as illustrated by a quote from a university teacher in the humanities: “We didn’t want the other to go as a family
member. We both wanted a fellowship so that we could both study properly. We managed to find an institution
that accepted us both.“

Combining work and family lives

Combining professional and family lives is a major challenge for dual-career couples. While researchers and
university teachers usually have the advantage (at least some of them) of flexible working hours when compared
to other professions, this flexibility is counterbalanced by the large amount of time they dedicate to work. Many
of them find themselves in a situation that Arlie Hochschild calls the ”time-bind“. Hochschild used this term to
describe the situation where the ever-increasing volume of time people dedicate to work is to the detriment of
the time they would like to spend with their family (Hochschild 1997: 6–14). According to Hochschild, work in
Western culture has become a central value to which everything else is subordinated, and this includes a private
life that is increasingly colonised by work. The expansion of work to the detriment of private time is an integral
part of the scientific profession and results in a high degree of perceived stress in the spheres of work and family
life (Waters, Bardoel 2006) that is experienced especially by women (Mason, Goulden 2004, Austin, Milem 1997,
Heckmann et al. 1977) as well as some groups of men. Astin and Milem (1997: 141) reached the conclusion that
men-academics whose partners work in academia experienced greater stress in their family life than other men
working in academia. This is related especially to the fact that dual-career academic partnerships are somewhat
more egalitarian than other partnerships in terms of the distribution of domestic work and childcare.
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In their reaction to the incompatibility of the demands of the scientific profession and the demands of the family,
women show different patterns of family behaviour when compared to men. In particular, women in important
academic positions show a greater tendency to remain single and childless than their male counterparts, and they
are also more likely to get divorced (Mason, Goulden 2004: 100, Stephan, Kassis 1997: 58). They also postpone
childbearing until later. These strategies can be seen as a way for women to adapt to a work environment
dominated by men and governed by ‘masculine’ rules of the professional game (Mason, Goulden 2004: 100).
Parenthood brings about a break (not only) in the lives of dual-career academic partnerships, and often results in
the re-arrangement of people’s working lives. Penny Becker and Phyllis Moen (1999) caution that whether
a partnership is dual-career or dual-income usually changes in the course of a life cycle, and that this is especially
related to parenthood and the need to resolve the tension between the private and work lives. In a study of dualincome partnerships (including dual-career couples) they reached the conclusion that the percentage of couples
that meet the dual-career model is negligible among parents with small children. Almost all couples are forced to
adopt one of the forms of restraining their commitments in the work sphere during their life and to surrender
their career aspirations for some time, and this affects primarily women (ibid: 999). The result is that dual-career
periods alternate with periods when the family functions as a double- or even single-income family. The interviews
in this publication which find academic couples in various phases of the life cycle eloquently illustrate these
findings.
In the Czech Republic this is clearly related to the fact that career-oriented women do not have suitable conditions
for combining work and care for small children. The poor design of the parental leave, the shortage of childcare
facilities and especially the attitudes of a society which sees the care for small children as a women’s problem
rather than something that the couple should deal with together, leads to the fact that it is women who often
surrender their professional aspirations. While in developed countries of Western Europe it is quite common that
several days or even a significant portion of the parental leave is reserved for men, in the Czech Republic this topic
is almost taboo. Supporting men in childcare is one of the basic prerequisites of achieving greater equality
between men and women in the spheres of labour and care (Uhde 2007).
The current Czech family policy does not even factor in mothers who actively strive to combine work and care for
a small child and want to return to work before the three years of parental leave have elapsed. The parental leave
reform implemented at the beginning of 2008 promised to allow women to choose the length of the parental
leave (two, three or four years), but the reality is that for many women this choice is only hypothetical. The reasons
are primarily the shortage and expense of non-family and institutional care for small children in the country and
the legislative restrictions related to the choice of the length of the parental leave4.

4 At disadvantage are, for example, low income women who are not entitled to choose the shorter two-year parental leave; this would also
include Ph.D. students because part of their income comes from stipends that are not included in the financial limit.
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The available public institutional care for children up to 3 years of age is wholly insufficient and practically nonexistent in the Czech Republic today (in 2007 there were only 49 public nurseries for children up to the age of 3;
Kuchařová et al. 2009). However, parents with children over the age of three are increasingly faced with problems
when trying to place their children in the overcrowded kindergartens.5 The development of the number of places
for children in kindergartens does not correspond to the growing fertility rate, and in some cities the demand for
places in kindergartens is several times higher than the actual offer.
Creating new places for children in kindergartens and other alternative childcare facilities is not a priority for the
current government. In view of the current demographic development and increasing fertility rate we can expect
that the shortage of childcare facilities will only become more acute in the future, which can have a negative
impact on young scientists, among other groups. Some studies show (e.g., Stalford 2005, O’Laughlin and Bischoff
2005) that it is childcare availability that is recognised by male and female researchers as one of the key
instruments for the efficacious combination of work and parenthood, as a young female natural scientist
confirms: “…it’s great that there is the possibility to stay at home with a child for a long time, but I wish my choice
to work was also easy. I think that this environment is not very well disposed to women like myself. We can’t earn
as much in science to be able to pay for private childcare in Prague so that I could continue to go to work. That
would be financially unfeasible. Plus three years, that’s an awfully long time in science!” Thus, the availability of
affordable childcare, meaning public childcare, plays a crucial role in the Czech context.
The experience of the younger and older generations of women researchers differs in this respect. Although the
situation before 1989 was far from ideal in terms of the quality of childcare facilities, the service was widely
available, including facilities for the smallest children. Due to pressure to increase women’s participation in the
labour market, the state provided a wide network of childcare facilities, both nurseries and kindergartens
(Hašková, Maříková, Uhde 2009). It transpires from the interviews that most women researchers of the older
generation came back from the parental leave after a relatively short time thanks to the availability of nurseries.
Maternity leave of two or more years was exceptional among them. However, many young families of researchers
cannot afford such a ‘luxury’ today.

Stereotypical attitudes

Academic partnerships are often homogenous in terms of the disciplines in which the partners work, and it is not
exceptional for partners to collaborate. According to the American study mentioned above (Schienbinger et al. 2008:
5 Unlike nurseries which are for children up to three years of age, kindergartens provide care to pre-school children between 3 and 6 years
of age.
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29), 63 % of the academic couples worked in the same scientific discipline. The greatest degree of homogamy can
be found among women working in the natural sciences—83 % of them found a partner among natural scientists
(ibid: 29–30). The findings regarding discipline homogamy among dual-career academic partnerships is not
surprising given that the opportunities to meet potential partners are undoubtedly good during university studies.
However, discipline homogamy and the close cooperation of partners can pose a risk. These couples may
encounter stereotypical attitudes concerning the roles of the two partners. This problem was mentioned by
a significant number of couples in a US study of dual-career marriages of psychologists (Heckman et al. 1977:
325). Women perceived negatively that they were considered to be ‘the doctor’s wife’ and that people did not
consider them to be equals professionally. This problem is especially obvious in the case of co-authored
publications and projects where colleagues sometimes attribute the main responsibility to the man. Women are
then often perceived as being their partner’s assistant or as lower-order scientists. Dating from the 1970s, this
study may appear to be obsolete at first glance, but several couples in this publication reflected upon similar
problems today. A female natural scientist was discussing a situation that resulted in her changing her
specialisation: “…I was bothered by people’s attitudes toward me. I was only the performer of calculations which,
in their eyes, originated with my husband.“ A male scientist from the humanities discussed the same problem:
“They automatically thought that since it was a woman, and a younger woman at that, that a priori she was an
assistant taking care of the mail. I certainly do not think that this was bad will or an intentional effort to elevate
or denigrate, but it’s a really strong stereotype.“

In conclusion
Although this theoretical exposition focuses especially on problems facing people living in dual-career academic
partnerships, we must add that this type of partnership has obvious advantages. These include, for example, the
mutual support and motivation of the partners (Bird, Bird 1987), the ability to consult with each other on workrelated problems, and also a closeness in the widest sense of the word. Furthermore, women highlight their
partner’s understanding for their work investment and attribute great importance to it (Heckman et al. 1977:
329). Research (Schienbinger et al. 2008: 135–140) also shows that women academics whose partner is also an
academic fare better privately and professionally than other women scientists. One of the advantages they have
over other women scientists is the access that their partners facilitate to men’s scientific networks and to other
informal information to which they would not otherwise gain access. Despite the many disadvantages and
problems related to geographical mobility, the high demands related to combining two professional careers and
stereotypes, women and men researchers feel satisfied with this type of partnership, and successfully manage the
challenges of their lives together. I believe that the interviews that follow will also so persuade you.
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Kateřina Horníčková and Michal Šroněk
PhDr. Kateřina Horníčková, Ph.D.
Born in 1973, Kateřina Horníčková completed her master’s studies in Art History and Classical Archaeology at Charles University in Prague
in 2000. Whilst completing her master’s degree she spent the years 1997 and 1998 at the Central European University in Budapest, Hungary,
where she received an MA in Medieval Studies. She went on to study in a doctoral programme first in Prague (PhDr. in 2003) and then in
Budapest, which she completed successfully in 2009. In 2000 and 2001 she had a fellowship at Oxford University. Between 2005 and 2009
she was the head of the Department of Culture and the dramaturgist of cultural activities at the Prague Castle Administration. She has
cooperated with the Forum 2000 Foundation for many years. She is attached to the Institute of Philosophy of the Academy of Sciences of
the Czech Republic, where she originally worked on the international project Cultures of Knowledgeimplemented together with the
University of Oxford. She is currently a researcher at . She also cooperates with the Centre for Medieval Studies at the Institute of Philosophy
of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and is the executive secretary of CARMEN (Co-operative for the Advancement of Research
through a Medieval European Network). As a dramaturgist, she and her team organised many exhibitions for the Prague Castle, including
Charles IV, Emperor from God’s Grace; Biedermeier: Art and Culture in the Bohemian Lands, 1814-1848; Three Women Sculptors: Věra
Janoušková, Eva Kmentová, Alina Szapocznikow; Skupina Máj 57; Jan Jiří Heinsch – Painter of Baroque Piety; The Path of Life: Rabbi Low
(1525–1609), and she also prepared the programme implemented in 2010. She was the author of the exhibits Life at the Court of Charles
IV and Art of Bohemian Reformation (1380–1620) and of a guided tour through the Old Royal Palace at the Prague Castle. Kateřina
Horníčková has authored and co-authored many specialised publications. She lectures at the Comenius University in Bratislava, Slovakia, and
the University of South Bohemia in České Budějovice.

PhDr. Michal Šroněk, CSc.
Born in 1952 in Prague, Michal Šroněk completed his master’s studies in Art History and Aesthetics in 1976. He started his career in 1976
at the County National History Museum in Ústí nad Labem as the manager of the art collection and head of the historical department. He
worked at the museum until 1983, when he transferred to the Institute of Art History of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, where he
is today. Michal Šroněk is the recipient of the Dr. Alfred Bader Stipend for the Study of Baroque Art (Italy, Austria) and has received several
awards (e.g., the Academy of Sciences Award for the exhibit and catalogue Rudolph II and Prague, and the Most Beautiful Book Prize
awarded by the Museum of Czech Literature). During his professional career he held several fellowships at the Geisteswissenschaftliches
Zentrum Geschichte und Kultur Ostmitteleuropas (GWZO) in Leipzig, Germany. Michal Šroněk curated several successful exhibitions,
including Rudolph II and Prague, and Art of the Bohemian Reformation (1380–1620) (in cooperation with his life partner, Kateřina
Horníčková). He is the author of many specialised publications such as Dějiny českého výtvarného umění [large compendium The History of
Czech Art]. He lectures at the Masaryk University in Brno and at the University of South Bohemia in České Budějovice. He has recently
submitted his latest work on the visual representation in the Unity of the Brethren for habilitation.
Kateřina and Michal have a young son.
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We have to constantly remind people that we are two equal partners

On work
Marta: To start, could you please introduce your discipline and position.
Kateřina: I graduated in Art History, Classical Archaeology and Medieval Studies, in Prague and abroad. For
a time I worked in my field on a dissertation but then I left science. I worked in culture management, creating
cultural dramaturgy for the Prague Castle Administration. In addition to this, I did expert work in my leisure time,
when work allowed. When I left the Prague Castle Administration I was hired as a postdoctoral fellow at the
Institute of Philosophy at the Academy of Sciences for a project with the University of Oxford funded by the
Mellon Foundation. The Institute of Philosophy of the Academy of Sciences is one of the project's foreign partners
in Central Europe. The project deals with intellectual communication in the 17th century, and specifically we were
studying the correspondence of Johannes Amos Comenius as part of the intellectual changes in the 17th century,
when science was forming.
Marta: You mentioned that you worked in culture management. What does this entail?
Kateřina: I was the director of the Department of Culture at the Prague Castle Administration and there were
two parts to my work. On the one hand, I was responsible for creating the complete dramaturgy, exhibits and
music for the Castle, and of course I had people for that, too. The other aspect was the organisation and
management of the department so that the programme we created also left the page.
Marta: Why did you leave this position? It must have been a fairly prestigious job …
Kateřina: Ha ha. (laughs) That’s difficult. Basically I was fired, or my activity was terminated after four and a half
years for unstated reasons. It was related to the change in the political situation at the Prague Castle. After the
second presidential election my position became extremely sensitive. Not in terms of politics as such, or political
persuasion, but in terms of the internal politics at the Prague Castle Administration. I just fell out of favour
because I was too independent. My position gradually weakened, and in the final phases I was not able to push
through the things I wanted to do there because the Castle leadership had a different opinion, and they strove
to impose theirs on me. We realised that the period of independent culture at the Castle was ending.
Marta: How did you get from this profession to your current position? Judging by what you have said,
it seems to me that what you are doing today is somewhat outside your specialisation…
Kateřina: You are right. Since the situation at the Prague Castle had been building up for some time, I knew that
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I would have to leave. I started looking for other opportunities in the beginning of 2009. I had several offers, and
one of them was a position on the project Cultures of Knowledge. I went for an interview in April although
I wasn’t going to leave my job until 1 July. After my contract at the Prague Castle terminated, I immediately joined
the Institute of Philosophy.
Marta: What exactly are you working on in the project?
Kateřina: My dissertation concentrated on the late Middle Ages, on the 15th and 16th centuries. The project
deals with the 17th century, which is fairly close. In our project I am responsible for processing and checking the
database of Comenius’ correspondence. The database was completed as early as the 1990s, but of course it was
in Czech. Today it is necessary not only to translate it but also to adapt it to the project so that it corresponds to
the needs of the University of Oxford. Thanks to this it will become part of a huge database of correspondence
between intellectuals of the 17th century, most of whom were from Great Britain. This database will be made
available online to anyone, including scanned originals.
Marta: Can you also introduce your position and discipline?
Michal: I studied Art History and Aesthetics at the Faculty of Arts in Prague, and then for several years I was
employed by the County Museum in Ústí nad Labem as an art historian. I managed to move from there to the
Academy of Sciences, where I am today.
Marta: What topic do you study?
Michal: I study older art, let’s say between the Renaissance and the Baroque. Previously I mostly focused on
Baroque painting; now I study mainly the 16th and 15th centuries and my interest is a little wider, more historical.
Several years ago I also started teaching art history in Brno, and then at the Art History Institute of the Faculty of
Arts at the University of South Bohemia in České Budějovice. So I have two jobs – one scientific and the other
pedagogical, which is a pretty interesting combination.
Marta: What do you like about it?
Michal: Science is interesting, of course, and especially today because it gives me a huge space to develop my
own ideas and choose my own topic. I am really lucky in that in recent years I have been able to come up with
topics of my own. The Academy, however, has the disadvantage of being an enclosed space. That’s why the
combination with teaching is so inspiring. Although I teach BA students, and what I teach is the basics, I am
constantly confronted with the need to arrange basic things and introduce them in a way that is comprehensible.
The feedback from students is immediate, and a person can easily see whether what he is telling them resonates
or whether it’s a blind alley. In the academic environment, by which I mean the Academy of Sciences, the feedback
is not so immediate.
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Marta: What topics do you concentrate on in your grants?
Michal: One of my grants resulted in the publication of my doctoral candidate work on Jan Jiří Heinsch and an
exhibit of this artist. Then I had a grant on the furnishings of the St. Vitus Cathedral which led to the publication
of an older manuscript. My colleague Milena Bartlová and I had a huge grant on the types of media that were
used to disseminate information in the Middle Ages, which resulted in a conference and a publication. Today I am
working on a grant focused on the question of how art media, and specifically religious paintings, were used in
the polemic between Catholics and non-Catholics, from approximately the middle of the 16th century until the
Battle of the White Mountain in 1620. Painting at that time was one of the main instruments of inter-confessional
polemic, which resulted in the defeat of non-Catholics and the Catholic Reformation after 1620.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: You already mentioned some aspects of your work that you like. Do you find any aspects that
bother you?
Michal: Certainly. On the one hand, a person has freedom and is free to choose a topic; on the other, there is
the tendency to fall into the routine, repetitive and banal.
Marta: What do you mean when you say routine? I myself work in academia and it seems to me that
it is anything but routine.
Michal: Of course. When you are thinking a problem through it is far from routine. But besides this you have to
do things that are less creative, such as the institutional annual report which I am responsible for, and other formal
things which an institution cannot forego.
Marta: Kateřina, what do you enjoy most about your work?
Kateřina: For me it is a very pleasant change to be able to do research and get paid for it. I really enjoy research
and scholarly work. Gradually, I have become more and more interested in the topic. I am not as close to written
culture as I am to visual culture, but you can also find very interesting issues in this area. I am also happy that it
has some practical impact. And compared to my previous work, I also enjoy the environment because you meet
smart people at every step.
Marta: And is there anything that bothers you about your work?
Kateřina: I think money is a huge problem. Compared to the Prague Castle, my salary really decreased a lot, to
the extent that it took me by surprise. A person out there cannot imagine how little money there is at the
Academy. That’s the most important thing from my perspective.
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Michal: I am with Kateřina on this. On the one hand, the Academy offers a pleasant and creative environment;
on the other the financial question is a major problem. I mean, we are not starving and can basically afford
everything we can think of, but you can’t create any savings with our salaries. What we make we basically spend.

On success
Marta: If you were to consider your work, what do you consider to be your greatest success? Is there
anything you are proud of, that made you really happy?
Michal: What does a person appreciate most? I guess things that will remain. What has been written, published,
what gets cited from time to time. I have noticed recently that some of my things are cited that I would never
have expected. And on the contrary, things I thought were important are cited less.
Marta: You also mentioned the exhibit Rudolph II and Prague, which you contributed to. That’s also
a major success, right?
Michal: Of course it is nice when you manage to do something like that. But I know today that inevitably with
each exhibit there will be conflict, and the bigger the exhibit, the more disputes, haggling and quarrels there are,
which is unpleasant. Right now there is an exhibit at the Prague Castle entitled Art of the Bohemian Reformation.
Kateřina and I co-authored that exhibit. It’s great to see the positive feedback. But on the other hand we almost
had a bloody row with the production over things that now in retrospect we consider inconsequential. Preparing
an exhibit is a huge organisational burden, with many people involved, and you don’t always hit it off with
everyone and not everything works as you wish.
Marta: What are you proud of, what has given you the most joy?
Kateřina: The first thing I would like to mention is the Art of Bohemian Reformation exhibit that we just finished.
Although I have done dozens of exhibits before, as the boss of a department that was responsible for this, this
was one of the first exhibits that I contributed to as an author. From the perspective of my professional growth,
it was the greatest experience.
Marta: You do all this in your leisure time if I understand correctly...
Kateřina: I do it in my free time, yes; paradoxically, I am used to it. At the Castle the situation was also such that
the job was mostly managerial-administrative and partially dramaturgical, so I could sit down for a little bit and
think. But basically anything specialised I have done, anything of mine that was published during that time, was
always done outside my work hours. So I really appreciate that now I get paid to do this.
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Michal: I worked on the Reformation exhibit as part of my job. That’s a huge difference.
Kateřina: I am thinking what else to highlight… One big and cherished project I did at the Prague Castle was the
exhibit Charles IV, Emperor from God’s Grace, done by my whole department. Before that I worked for Vaclav
Havel’s Forum 2000. I cooperated on several conferences, for several years on the Forum 2000 conference and
the Inter-Religious Dialogues, which I also contributed to a little content-wise. Although this is not art history or
history, the impact these events had was big. I think I was very lucky to get the scholarship at the University of
Oxford. It had a major influence on me. It was a success for me to get there and contribute to their projects.

On mutual collaboration
Marta: How is it for you two to collaborate?
You suggested that your cooperation is quite harmonious …
Michal: I think so
Kateřina: We think similarly. I can’t remember us having any major disputes.
Michal: I really think it works out quite wonderfully.
Kateřina: We complement one another. Michal knows some things and has knowledge of areas which are not
my strength. And conversely, I know something else or I have a different view of things, which can be interesting
for him.
Michal: Kateřina has experience both from Oxford and the Central European University, environments which
provide different thought stereotypes and different points of view. For example, I have a better notion of the basic
bibliography, whereas Kateřina has a much greater ability to see things differently, in a new way.
Marta: How do people and colleagues regard you as professional and private partners? In the
interviews I do I can sometimes hear women complaining that they are considered to be mere
executors of their husband’s ideas.
Kateřina: We have also encountered this. I don’t know whether it’s because Michal is a man, and an older man
at that, but the bulk of our work is as if automatically attributed to him. For example, because of his back
operation Michal has now completely removed himself from the preparation of our joint exhibit and conference,
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and I have been dealing with the Institute of Art History. And I guess it is difficult for them to understand that
Michal is suddenly incapable and that I am doing it.
Michal: I have a tendency to remind people that we are two equal partners. I can see that people still have
stereotypes in this respect. They automatically think that when it’s a woman, and a younger woman at that, that
she is a priori regarded as having the role of assistant, dealing with mail. I don’t think that this is bad will or an
intentional effort to denigrate, but it’s really a strong stereotype.
Kateřina: That’s true. I also think that the stereotype is still firmly in place.
Michal: And it’s so terribly obvious! I was at the Institute last week and a female colleague asked me how the
conference will be. And I said that I can’t go because of health reasons, but that luckily Kateřina is doing it. And
she said: “Well, that’s a huge advantage you have“. But she wouldn’t say: “She is so capable and qualified to
manage it,” that’s not happening.

On combining work and parenthood
Marta: How long were you on maternity leave?
Kateřina: I was on maternity leave until my son turned seven months old. Then I started working full-time.
Marta: What motivated you to go back to work so quickly, quick in Czech terms?
Kateřina: I thought about this when I was pregnant. At that time I was at the Prague Castle and I really enjoyed
my work. Gradually I become one of the, let’s say, top five cultural managers in the country, and I really wanted
to keep the job. That was my first motivation. I knew that in this position and with the pace of the work that it
was out of the question to leave for three years. So I just said I would come back. Women in management
allegedly do that. I had the advantage that my mother offered to look after Jeroným. I have to say that it was very
demanding. First, of course, mentally because at the age of seven months a baby does not understand why his
mother goes away in the morning and comes back in the evening. Moreover, the position demanded a huge work
effort. If I was spending ten hours at work before I got pregnant, now it was nine and a half. (laughs)
Michal: Without parents there’s no way it would be possible to go back to work this early on.
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Marta: Your mother came to you then?
Kateřina: Yes, she came over for the whole work week.
Marta: Michal, did the birth of your son have any influence on your career?
Michal: Of course, a child is time intensive. You can’t do what you would like, but it suits me. I have two adult
children (31 and 29 years of age) and when I remember their childhood, I feel that I am enjoying parenthood
much more now with the third child. I have never regretted or found it hard directing my time toward anything
other than work. Anyway, I have always wanted to have one more child and so I am very happy to have him.
Marta: Did you want to add anything?
Kateřina: I just wanted to say that to make things worse, I was doing my dissertation at that time at the Central
European University in Budapest and I had to go there. I can recall scenes when I needed to sit and write (and
remember, I was also going to work). Michal offered to take Jeroným and go away. They travelled together like
this for the first time when he was one year old.
Michal: The two of us went to the mountains alone several times.
Kateřina: This made it possible for me to work at home on what I needed to finish.
Marta: So you don’t feel that it’s all up to you?
Kateřina: I think that we have divided it well. There are moments when mother is mother, especially when the
baby is really small, but you can manage that during the maternity leave. Parental leave was distributed. We were
even thinking of dividing it because even my mother was getting really tired. It was demanding for everyone. But
I definitely don’t feel that it was all on me. There were areas where Michal took the lead. He is a great cook, which
is something I enjoy.
Michal: I cook well and am better at sweeping.
Marta: How long did your mother look after Jeroným?
Kateřina: Jeroným went to kindergarten at the age of two and a half; we were lucky they took him. Before that,
my mother looked after him. Over the summer, when we were working on the exhibit and it was a really difficult
period, she took him with her to Moravia. It was better for her that way and made it possible for us to work at
full capacity when we were finishing.
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Marta: If you were to sum up what helped the two of you most when your son needed intensive care
– could we say it was your mother?
Kateřina: Definitely. And also her husband, Jeroným’s grandfather, who now comes to baby-sit him when the
need arises. My parents, although they are now older, were crucial for our managing this phase.

On work burden
Marta: I assume that in view of all your activities that you are quite busy. Could you quantify how much
time you spend at work per week, on average?
Kateřina: Until the summer, when I was still at the Castle, the work week was really highly demanding. There
were times when I thought I had no free time. There were weekends when we sat at home in our flat and took
turns writing and being with Jeroným. Michal went out with him so that I could write for a little bit or I took him
somewhere so that Michal could work. It was a typical academic life, something I hear about from friends around
me: a person gets up in the morning and finishes up at twelve at night. And on top of this you translate to make
some extra money. So when this is all added up, it was some eighteen hours a day. Toward the end I thought that
I could not manage anymore, you could say that the job change came at the right time, when we were barely
managing. I had reached the conclusion that this was no way to do it, that both of us cannot be busy like this.
A great advantage of my current position is that it’s flexible. My work at the Academy is much more benevolent
in terms of working hours. I can come earlier and leave earlier, or vice versa. After I come home from work
I usually do something work-related. Not necessarily related to the project, but it can be about an exhibit, a book
or a paper. It really works for me that the Academy gives me the opportunity to go pick up Jeroným from the
kindergarten when I need to.
Marta: How does your day look like?
Michal: Unfortunately I have the feeling that I am not managing. Especially last year, I constantly felt hounded,
especially because of the teaching. I teach six lectures plus four hours of seminars, ten hours in total. I go to České
Budějovice two days a week because I can’t manage all the teaching in one day. This is, of course, difficult for
Kateřina because she is here alone one evening with Jeroným. When I started teaching I thought that I would
prepare two courses during the summer. Of course I did not manage because I didn’t get to it at all. I then did it
week by week for the whole first year, and that’s terrible. I told myself at the beginning that I was teaching things
that are elementary, well-known and a person should know them. But preparing a lecture is really time-consuming
because first you have to prepare several theses and a presentation for everything because art history cannot be
taught without images. Fortunately, there are online sources today and you almost always find everything,
although it may take some time. Today I have the advantage of teaching the classes for the second year and so
of course some of it is prepared and I can go back to it, although I do try to make it different.
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Marta: And do you have any time left for your hobbies?
Michal: Last year, for example, we did not have any vacation together. We just did not manage. But otherwise
we have common interests. Apart from those that are work-related, we try to go away, to the woods, mountains,
skiing, when we have the time, that is …

On starting together
Marta: How did you meet, and how long ago was it?
Michal: I don’t know.
Kateřina: I don’t know either! (laughing)
Michal: I guess the information will now start to differ.
Kateřina: No, it won’t differ. What year was it, 2004?
Michal: 2004, January, Leipzig.
Kateřina: See! It does not differ much. We met in Leipzig, when Michal was there at the
Geisteswissenschaftliches Zentrum Geschichte und Kultur Ostmitteleuropas. I came there for a short-term
fellowship, so paradoxically we met in Germany. And then, when you finished there and I was back in Prague, we
started seeing each other. But we met in Germany, in a library.
Marta: What was it about Michal that caught your eye?
Michal: Shall I leave?
Kateřina: (laughing) Stay.
Marta: Met in a library? I am picturing romantic looks across books, across the large empty library …
Kateřina: (laughing) The library was packed, as far as I can remember! It was difficult to find a place to sit.
Michal: But the romantic looks were there. A colleague from the institute brought Kateřina along. He took her
to the library and there we met.
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Kateřina: He introduced Michal to me and we found out that we spoke the same language. I had relatively little
time there so I studied quite hard. At that time my romantic looks were really limited to the books. (laughing)
Michal: The greatest romance came when I invited you out to lunch.
Kateřina: Yes, I can remember that… And what caught my eye? I don’t really know. We had a glass of wine
a couple of times.
What was very important was, I guess, that we had many common topics to discuss. We were always interested
in what the other thought, whether it concerned things from history or art history or anything else.
Marta: Would you like to add anything?
Michal: No, my story is similar. I was more active in getting acquainted because I was the first one to want this
to move beyond mere friendly meetings …
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Helena and Michal Illner
Prof. RNDr. Helena Illnerová, DrSc.
Born in 1937, Helena Illnerová graduated from the Natural Sciences Faculty, Charles University in Prague in Chemistry with a specialisation
in Biochemistry. She has spent her life working at the Institute of Physiology, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, where she is
currently a researcher emeritus. She has lectured at the Natural Sciences Faculty and at medical faculties. Between 1993 and 2001 she was
Deputy President, and between 2001 and 2005, President of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic. Helena Illnerová has been
a member of many committees and scientific societies: between 2008 and 2010 she was the chairwoman of the Learned Society of the
Czech Republic, today she is the president of the Czech Commission for UNESCO and the Commission for the Ethics of Scientific Work at
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic. She is the author and co-author of more than 120 papers in foreign IF journals and other
publications. She has received numerous awards, such as the Second Degree State Medal for Merit, De Scientia et Humanitate Optime
Meritis Medal of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic and the Charles University Gold Medal. She is the co-founder of the Czech
school of chronobiology, which has earned world renown.

JUDr. Michal Illner
Born in 1934, Michal Illner graduated from the Law Faculty, Charles University in Prague, in Administrative Law and received training in
sociology at the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. Between 1969 and 1970 he held a fellowship at Columbia University in the USA where
he also lectured. Between 1993 and 2001 he was Director of the Institute of Sociology of the Academy of Sciences, and is currently
a researcher there. In addition, he teaches at the Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University in Prague, and at the Department of Social
Geography and Regional Development of the Natural Sciences Faculty, Charles University in Prague. He is the author, co-author and editor
of more than twenty books, most of which were published abroad, and of numerous scientific papers. He is a member of Czech and
international scientific societies, editorial boards of scientific journals and scientific committees of various institutions.
Helena and Michal have two adult children, a son and a daughter.
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We don’t have time to say: “Now it’s vacation time!”

On work
Marta: Can you both introduce your discipline and the position you hold.
Helena: I work at the Institute of Physiology, but I am now there as a “professor emeritus”. My work load is very
small. I help my colleagues write publications and essentially I’m a sort of consultant. Otherwise I’m retired. But
to my mind I still hold too many positions: I am the chairwoman of the Czech Commission for UNESCO, the
Commission for the Ethics of Scientific Work at the Academy of Sciences and I am a member of many scientific
councils and ethical panels. As I get older, people are linking me to ethics. They think it’s an honorary position for
older dames.
Michal: You have forgotten that you are the chairwoman of the Learned Society of the Czech Republic.
Helena: That’s true. All these honorary functions look like it’s nothing but it’s not true.
Marta: Can I go back to your specialisation? What exactly do you do?
Helena: I have worked at the Institute of Physiology of the Academy of Sciences my whole life, and together with
my colleagues I have developed a scientific discipline called chronobiology. It’s the scientific study of time in living
organisms, their daily programme and, for example, how this programme is synchronised with the external 24hour day. I think it’s a fantastic discipline. The best thing about it is that it encompasses all fields of biology, from
the molecular basis and single cell to the behaviour of the whole organism. Of course it also carries over to the
humanities and social sciences because it’s linked to psychology and also psychiatry and various types of medicine.
In this sense I was lucky that I came across something that turned out to be so interesting and progressive.
Marta: And you, doctor Illner?
Michal: Originally I studied law and I moved to sociology only when it became possible, in 1965, at the beginning
of the Prague Spring. The Institute of Sociology of the Academy of Sciences was established at that time and
I applied for postgraduate studies there. Until 1970 I was in a group that studied the methodology of social
studies. It was a field that was quite factual. There was not much politics or ideology in it. In 1970, after we came
back from a year-long fellowship in the United States, we discovered that the Institute of Sociology had been
abolished and in its place was the Institute for Philosophy and Sociology. I joined a group that studied social
statistics. In 1990 our current Institute of Sociology was re-established and I initially became Deputy Director and
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then Director. It was quite a difficult period because the Institute of Sociology was looking for a new model. It
was getting rid of the layers of the past, including at the personnel level, which was an unpleasant matter.
But I also managed to do my own scientific work. I established a group at the Institute, which still exists today
and which deals with local and regional issues in sociology. After my term as the director was over, I remained in
the department as a regular scientific researcher. I also teach and my ‘senior’ position also entails membership in
various commissions and councils.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: If you were to say what it is that you enjoy most about your work, what would it be? For
example, when you remember the time when you were still a scientific researcher …
Helena: I was always really interested in finding out what goes on in organisms. I really enjoyed getting the results
of experiments, thinking about them and looking for questions that arose from those results. Science was always
a detective story for me. I guess I was happiest when I was doing experiments with my own hands – when
I planned the experiments, I looked forward to and was curious about the results; I could not sleep. That was the
most beautiful. After 1990 I gradually started to move to administrative positions but I have clung to the
laboratory. When I became President of the Academy of Sciences, it became impossible. There were too many
things! I had to always be ready to do what the Academy needed and not what the lab or my experiments
needed. To be a scientist means to work not at 100 per cent but at 150 per cent, if not 200. A person cannot
compete in the scientific field at the same time that she is busy performing administrative functions.
Marta: And you, what do you enjoy most about your work?
Michal: I enjoy it, which is important. In addition, I appreciate the fact that in the scientific world a person has
a lot of freedom and works on something to which he attaches his name. Although the work is often done as
a collective, it is an individual feat and I know that this is something I came up with, that I thought this out, that
I wrote this and can stand behind it. That’s important for me. Before 1965 I was in various clerical or documentary
positions and I always did something where my identity got lost. Another positive thing is also the human
environment. I have the opportunity to debate with interesting people, be in contact with them. It’s a certain
intellectual aristocracy among which a person can move. Of course, not all of my colleagues have always been
aristocrats, but in a way it is a high-level environment.
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Marta: And are there any negative aspects?
Michal: One negative aspect is that there are no fixed working hours, it’s not a “from-to” job. The scientific
merges with general time and constantly inserts itself. What is missing are the moments that a person has just for
himself.
Marta: And you, professor, can you find any negative aspects in your work?
Helena: I agree with what Michal said, that essentially you don’t have time to say: “And now it’s vacation time!“
You feel that you must constantly grow professionally and that you have to read this and that and at the same
time you realise that something is constantly eluding you. But I think that I have managed the important stuff in
life, even with science. One negative thing that took me terribly long to cope with is that you don’t see the results
of your work immediately. You can be going in the right direction, but you can also be going in the wrong
direction and it may take half a year or a year before you find out. And then it is frustrating. I think that anyone
doing scientific work must be very strong to be able to filter this out. In this respect I have a sort of feminine view
of things. I think that women really need to see the direct impact of their work.
I have constantly battled with whether what I was doing was sufficiently important, whether I was useful. The
term “usefulness” can seem funny but it has always been important for me. I told myself: “I am important in my
family as a mother but I have to be important in other ways as well.” Gradually I have come to understand that
science itself is important, but it took me a long, long time to come to terms with this.
But to go back to what the pros of the life of a scientist are—and I can’t say that it will be so in the future—it is
that the life of a scientist allows freedom. A person could go in a certain direction and if it was fruitful, you
continued in this direction and were not pushed by anything. Now I am not so certain about this. There are more
and more funds entering all scientific areas, and there is increasing pressure from society that the results be useful
immediately. A result can become useful in a year, or in five years, but also in twenty years. Those who are
pressuring fundamental research for immediate results are unbelievably short-sighted.
Michal: Competition and competitiveness in science are growing tremendously now, which is often related to
institutions closing ranks and fighting for money, publicity and topics. This is something that has become very
acute in recent years. The various systems of assessment that are being imposed reinforce this tendency to the
point of being pathological. Of course competition is necessary, but its form and intensity are sometimes almost
unpleasant. Maybe this is more bothersome to me because I am an older man now. On the other hand, my age
gives me perspective. While my young colleagues who are thirty, thirty-five, are continually counting how many
points they can get for which type of publication and trying to maximise their points, I don’t have to worry about
this anymore.
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Helena: This system is nonsensical, especially in the humanities and social sciences. In the natural sciences it can
be implemented more easily, but of course it must never be reduced to just counting up points. One huge
negative aspect is that the competition is affecting young people as well, and in quite unpleasant ways. I know
about an outstanding American laboratory which has given the same topic to two young postdocs, and the first
one to successfully tackle the problem will stay and the other has to leave. Instead of building the cooperation
which is absolutely necessary in science, it’s competition that is promoted. I think that science should be more
about collaboration than competition.

On partnership and professional life together
Marta: Both of you are in the scientific profession. Could you say what advantages and disadvantages
this has brought you? Although you work in different disciplines, do your disciplines meet in any way?
Michal: You are right that it’s difficult for our fields to meet. We talk about our jobs and expert things that we
encounter. For me it’s more difficult to understand what Helena does than for Helena to understand what I am
working on. Unlike biology, sociology is a soft discipline and it’s close to regular life. So at home I can talk about
what I do more easily, and Helena has a more difficult time talking about what she does. Over the years I have
learnt the basics of Helena’s discipline, and with a certain degree of inaccuracy and superficiality I can describe
what she does to my friends. But I can’t go in depth, of course. What I can see is her effort, which is huge, and
was huge even when we had small children. Her work effort was amplified by the fact that she was doing night
experiments which were necessary because of lighting. The way it was, was that at home she did household
chores, cooked dinner, took care of the kids and then went to the institute where she spent the night and came
back the next morning. Of course this was a huge burden and I have never experienced this to such a degree.
Helena: It’s not only about discussions about your discipline. I think that shared experiences, talking about society
and about what is right and what is not are very important for partners. I think it’s always important in both
partners to have a certain degree of criticism, to not look up to the other partner but to also be a mirror.
Marta: How did you to meet, if it’s not a secret?
Michal: It’s definitely not a secret. We met in a tourist club. It was a period of trips, skiing, kayaking and hiking.
Quite a conducive environment for people to meet, appreciate each other and get better acquainted.
Marta: And how long is it since you met?
Michal: We got married in 1963 and we had known each other for many years before that.
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Helena: Many years. I went on the first trip with the club when I graduated from secondary school. We went to
Poland. It was great because at that time it was impossible to go anywhere. There I got to know Míša a little
better. It’s true that he was seeing someone else at that time, as is often the case. While I was in university, we
got to know each other better and we understood that we had common interests, that we respected each other
and that it could be swell.
Michal: Yes, spot on!

On the family
Marta: You talked about when you had small children. I wanted to ask you how many children you
have and how old they are.
Helena: We have two children. Our son is 43 and our daughter will be 42 now. I would have loved to have had
another baby but Míša thought that two was enough. I have to say that we were lucky with our children. They
were not particularly ill; they learnt well, they were grand.
Michal: They are nice to us. (laughs)
Marta: What fields are they in? Are they chips off the old block?
Michal: Well, not really. Our son graduated in mathematical engineering from the Faculty of Technical and
Nuclear Physics at the Czech Technical University. He specialised in software and computer applications and works
in the field. Our daughter graduated in medicine and specialises in endocrinology. She studies mostly thyroid
gland disorders and is now trying to expand to diabetology and metabolism.
Marta: How did you manage? You have already intimated that it was not all that easy…
Michal: Well, I almost think that the question is not “did you manage” but “did Helena manage“…
Helena: (laughs) I think that we dealt with it typically. When I say typically, I mean that when children are born,
the responsibility for their care rests primarily on the woman. I was at home with the children to the degree that
it was possible back then. Because we could not manage on one salary I always went back to work when each
child was one year old. When our children were born, I was about to defend my dissertation and Míša was
enrolled in a postgraduate programme. We were living together with Michal’s brother, his wife and their two
children, and Míša’s parents.
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Marta: How big was the flat?
Helena: A kitchen, a bathroom, not very big. Three families were living there. And four children were born there
in the space of two years. Every six months one of the young couples had a baby, so it was very difficult. We had
very little money then. I remember that when I cut a lemon in half, we made sure that the other half would stay
in the pantry. Or we stood in a queue at the butcher’s when they had brains or some glands or something that
was really cheap. When someone says today that they can’t afford to have kids, I am always amazed! We had
children at a time when we did not have big salaries and we did not have our own flat. But when a person is
young, you think you can manage everything.
Marta: Did you ever debate who would be responsible for childcare, or was it something that was
a given?
Michal: Such things, I think, come more or less spontaneously. For myself I have to say that a significant part of
the duties rested on Helena. When I look back, I think that I was quite self-centred. Maybe more than was decent.
Helena: I don’t think it was so bad. I think that Míša was always absolutely tolerant about the fact that I worked,
that I enjoyed my work and that I brought work home on Saturdays and Sundays. Míša took care of mornings,
making sure the children were ready to go to school, and I took care of them in the afternoon, picked them up
from the kindergarten and did whatever else was necessary.
Michal: You cooked dinner and then went to the institute.
Helena: At half past four, four, my work was over, but I came back at nine, half past nine. That was heroic, I think.
The hundreds and hundreds of night hours I worked, I would never want to do that again.
Marta: How did you manage? It must have been unbelievably taxing!
Helena: These were experiments I had to do every twenty minutes. I had a sleeping bag and two alarm clocks at
my head. When I had ten, twenty minutes free, or maybe half an hour, I got into the sleeping bag and tried to
fall asleep. Then the alarm clock would go off, I'd get out of the sleeping bag, and on and on. The next day
I stayed at work and processed the experiments I did at night. Then I went home, picked the kids up, checked
their homework, made dinner, put the kids in bed and went back to work.
Marta: How often did you have this rhythm?
Helena: At least once a week, sometimes twice a week, but there were times when it was three times a week
even. It would be impossible if I weren’t in good physical shape.
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Marta: I would like to go back to the time when you had small children. What helped you most in
managing everything?
Helena: Míša said that it was mostly me who took care of the children. And it’s probably true that I did more,
but of course we shared. The sharing, it’s not only about dividing actual chores. The main thing is the joint care,
joint responsibility. That you have someone to share with when a child gets sick, that your partner is as worried
as you are, that you support one another. I think that the two of us helped each other to the utmost.
Marta: And your employers? Were they forthcoming when you had small children?
Helena: Well, back then it did not really matter. Of course I stayed at home with children when they were sick
and I think that no one cared much. No one was really interested in results back then. There was no competition.
If a person worked hard and tried to work well, it was more of an internal matter. So I think that the employer
was tolerant. Back then employers did not care whether they were employing a man or a woman, whether the
woman would stay at home with children or whether she had a grandmother to babysit the children. People
always ask me if I was limited professionally by the fact that I am a woman. I have always said that the only thing
that limited me before 1989 was that I was not a member of the Communist Party and that I could not really go
anywhere or hold leadership positions.
Marta: In this respect, when you compare your situation with that of your younger colleagues or
students today, do you see any difference?
Michal: I have colleagues who are of course dozens of years younger than I am, and I can see that marriage and
parenthood are postponed for many years. When I regard the situation today through the prism of our
experience, I worry about them, for them to make it because the biological clock cannot be tricked. I don’t know
whether it’s due to the workload. I feel that it’s not just that. Maybe it’s also an attempt to experience all the joys
of life that are out there, and there are many more than were available to us. Maybe they don’t have the power,
time or willingness, and maybe the family is not such a strong value anymore. But in the end, maybe this is just
an old man speaking.
Marta: When you look at it, do you think that your experience with parenthood somehow influenced
your career plans or professional aspirations?
Helena: Not mine, no. I think that you can’t talk about aspirations or plans because a person wanted to do
science well and took joy in that. I think that parenthood always enriches a person. It enriches you in the sense
that you don’t think only of yourself. I think that the fact that a person has to care for someone generally changes
one’s attitude toward everyone else in a good way.
Michal: Our plans may have changed a little because a person necessarily has to surrender some of his interests
and has to give time to the children and the family. In time you get used to it and consider it something you
actually want.
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On success
Marta: What do you consider to be your greatest professional success? What are you really proud of?
Helena: I think that together with my colleagues I have made many original discoveries in chronobiology.
Although I did not know anything about the topic at the beginning, and of course we did not learn anything
about it at school, my colleagues and I have made several fundamental discoveries that were accepted by the
global community, and there was a time when people even talked about “the Czech school” in relation to our
discoveries.
Marta: And you?
Michal: I don’t work “in a system of discovery” so the question is a little more difficult for me. If I wanted to
respond to it, one of my major successes is that I established and started the field of local and regional sociology
at the Institute of Sociology and that I managed to establish a group of people that are permanently working on
this topic. This group works well and I think it’s successful. And I am also quite proud that over the years I have
supervised around two hundred students of sociology. These are people I meet, who are getting their Ph.D., and
I consult and advise them. At the end of the communist regime a colleague of mine and I managed to publish
a book dealing with social statistics quite unlike the usual ideological tracts. That was a good book, in my opinion,
and brought a lot of information from abroad that was not available here; there was a time when it served us well.
Marta: Would you say you were successful?
Michal: It’s always necessary to judge this compared to something. Compared to my ambition I give it a B. Many
people were more successful than I was, but my subjective feeling is not all that bad.
Marta: Professor, it’s sort of foolish to ask you, but I would like to ask you anyway.
Helena: As Míša said, it’s a subjective feeling, which is not bad. I think I have managed to make some decent
discoveries in science, managed to push it forward a bit, that I managed to transfer the problem to good hands
and that I have trained some students. As our common success, I see that we have brought up our children well.
I am also happy that we did not compromise ourselves during communism.
Michal: I appreciate that I managed not to compromise myself with communism and not to surrender to the
temptations that obviously presented themselves, such as to enter the party for personal gain, or build a career
that I would have to be ashamed of. We both managed this. Many colleagues of mine did not. Some of them got
into trouble after 1969, and maybe they felt that that atoned for what they had done before. But our reputation
from the period before is also untarnished.
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There are moments when we doubt whether it has any meaning at all

On work
Marta: First I would like to ask you to introduce your disciplines and the positions that you currently
hold.
Jana: My discipline is the plant ecology and botany. I am in the third year of a doctoral programme at the
Department of Ecology at the Faculty of Sciences, Charles University. And I am also employed to work on two
grants of my supervisor, at the Institute of Botany of the Academy of Sciences and the Department of Botany at
the Faculty of Sciences, Charles University.
Marta: How would you introduce your discipline in more detail to a lay person?
Jana: That’s always difficult, isn’t it? I study plant communities in abandoned fields and I am interested in the
factors that influence the occurrence of individual species, e.g., the history of the landscape. A related topic is the
assembly of plant communities. My main research question is to what extent the species composition of plant
communities is predetermined by the environment and to what extent it is a stochastic process. This is quite
theoretical ecology.
Marta: And you, Michal?
Michal: I am also a third-year doctoral student at the Faculty of Environmental Science at the Czech University of
Life Sciences in Prague. I study ecology, entomology and the intersection of these disciplines. To be more specific,
I specialise in ground beetles and their occurrence in intensively managed agricultural landscapes. In addition I am
interested in methodological issues, such as how to best collect data about the occurrence and abundance of
beetles.
Marta: So you go out into the field and collect beetles?
Michal: Well, traps are used for that mostly, but in fact, yes.
Jana: In our leisure time we walk around with an umbrella and beat beetles from trees into it. (laughs)
Marta: I can’t miss this opportunity to ask if your husband “picked you up” with his collection of beetles
or butterflies.
Jana: No, I don’t think so. (laughs)
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Michal: I started to collect beetles after I "picked up" my wife. (laughs)
Jana: We have been together since we were eighteen, and our professional interests were formed later.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines?
Jana: I have been interested in flowers since I was small, when my mom and I would dig in the garden. In
elementary school I took part in the Biology Olympiad and there was a period when I wanted to be a garden
architect. The discipline I do now is a sort of a coincidence. My current supervisor had a lecture at our faculty.
Michal pushed me to ask her if she wanted to be my supervisor and she said: “Sure!” The rest is history.
Michal: I also arrived at my discipline by coincidence. Originally I was thinking about social geography. So I applied
and passed the entrance exams. In parallel I also applied to the same school as Jana where we were both
accepted. We had to decide where we would go. In the end we told ourselves that we would try to study at the
same school. I was always interested in nature but my interests were not yet crystallised. I came to beetles at
university.
Jana: …and mostly because of the system of “picking a master’s thesis according to the supervisor“.
Michal: Of course. I think that an important way to arrive at interesting topics is through the people working on
them. A great advantage of science schools is that during the programme you go on various excursions and into
the field. So you have opportunities to build a closer relationship with the teachers.
Marta: What or who motivated you most?
Jana: I would say that for me Michal was a great motivation. When we started university, my science education
was much better than his. I had already had biology in grammar school, while Michal was starting from scratch.
I would say that in the first three years he progressed to at least the same level, if not higher. That was a great
motivation for me.
Michal: She is making this up. (laughs) Maybe my absorption by science is greater than Jana’s. But I definitely
don’t think that I have contributed to her success in any way. Except for the fact that I pushed her to do
a doctorate at the Faculty of Sciences.
Marta: You did not want to do postgraduate studies?
Jana: I was really hesitant. There was a period when I told myself that I would like to do a doctorate abroad. Of
course I missed all the deadlines. And then it was all terribly fast. In two weeks I had to write up an annotation,
get involved in the topic and prepare for the entrance exams at the Faculty of Sciences at Charles University.
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On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you enjoy most about your work?
Jana: What works for me is how varied it is. You do experiments in the experimental garden, go out on field
surveys, write grant applications, and it’s constantly changing. There are smaller and bigger challenges
confronting you all the time. There’s no stereotype. And I also like the fact that we do lots of stuff outside and
do not sit at the computer all the time.
Michal: Being outside in the field is certainly pleasant. Apart from that I like working with students. For three
years now I have been doing one tutorial, and I have lectures from time to time. You sometimes feel that you
need more experience but I think that generally I do manage to captivate people.
Marta: What do you like most about working with students?
Michal: I enjoy when they react and it is fun. You can see then that you’re not doing it in vain, that there’s
meaning to it. You can’t say this about many other activities related to scientific work. When a bricklayer builds
a wall, he can see a piece of work. When a scientist works on something for several years and still does not have
the final results, his relationship with the topic cools a bit. A person does not get feedback; you don’t know if the
entire effort was not in vain.
Marta: Can you find any drawbacks to your work?
Jana: I’m not too excited about sitting at the computer. And just like Michal, I have moments when I doubt
whether any of it has any meaning, whether I’m not doing this just for my pleasure.
Michal: I see our entirely flexible hours with some ambivalence. There are advantages to this, but on the other
hand we are sometimes forced to work at night or on weekends.
Marta: What’s the best thing you have done so far, what made you happiest?
Jana: I guess I was happiest about the two grants from the Czech Science Foundation; I really worked hard to
prepare one of them. I am also happy about a statistics lecture Michal and I did for students. I felt good about it.
Michal: I don’t know. I generally take pleasure in my work. I am happy that I do what I enjoy, I don’t have to force
myself to do things and so far it has paid the bills quite comfortably.
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Marta: Do you cooperate?
Jana: Well, we help each other rather than having projects together. Michal helps me with the manual work and
also with his nit-picking questions, when he explores and raises doubts about my various decisions. I help him
with linguistic things when he writes something, in Czech and English.
Marta: Could you say what the benefits are of both of you being in the scientific profession and in
related disciplines?
Michal: The major benefit I see is that both of us have flexible jobs. Another, of course, is that we can consult
each other. On the other hand, I think there are disadvantages. When Jana would like to take a break from work,
she gives me a nasty look when I start talking about something work-related...
Jana: …especially in the morning. (laughs)
Marta: How do you see it, Jana?
Jana: Very similarly. I would say that the advantages are clear in that we don’t have to explain anything to each
other. This is one of the reasons that deters me from doing something completely different. Maybe we would not
understand each other as much anymore; we would not understand our worlds as much.
Michal: I would not be so afraid of the possible lack of overlap between our worlds. I think that because they
overlapped for so many years before science, they would overlap again, and maybe even more in some areas.
Marta: You have already suggested that you sometimes think about leaving science. Why?
Jana: As I said, sometimes I feel that it’s work for pleasure or for science itself, but it does not have any further
meaning for humanity, to put it in lofty terms. There are professions or activities where it’s clear what they are for.
I sometimes plant hundreds of seeds in some abandoned field and have a hard time explaining why to someone.
Especially since Klára was born, some things seem quite pointless to me. On the other hand, I am aware that
I could hardly do any manual work or craft. I don’t know anything, and for university graduates the only work
that is an option is some office work or something where the meaningfulness is also not all that clear …
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On parenthood
Marta: Your daughter was born recently. How do you manage? Both of you work and study, which
must be quite hard.
Michal: Well, our work combines quite well with parenthood. When we go out somewhere, Klára is happier
there. You can work in the evenings provided that she’s asleep. Now she’s at an age when grandmothers and
friends can babysit for half a day. I feel it’s not such a big problem.
Jana: I can’t imagine it could be adapted better. I don't think that I really have to drop out of my regular life,
which happens when a woman goes on a traditional maternity leave. I can do a lot of work at home when
needed; now I often take Klára with me to work so she is around people. Thanks to that, she is sociable and
I don’t fall into the stereotype of the mother who has only the child and everything revolves around that child.
I also can’t imagine being alone and dealing with all this, that my husband would go to work in the morning five
days a week and come back in the evening. And even our financial situation was not disrupted by having a baby
because I work regularly. I think that in this sense it’s totally ideal.
Marta: Who helps you with babysitting?
Jana: We have a grandmother – my mother.
Michal: She just retired. But otherwise we have to alternate.
Marta: What is your employer’s attitude to parents with small children?
Jana: My supervisor has a son who is one year older than Klára, so she understands. If the child is not too noisy
and does not interrupt, I can take her to seminars and lectures. It’s not a problem. In fact, I like it this way. I feel
that a child should take part in the active life of her mother. It’s certainly better for the child because she can
absorb a lot of things and is not the centre of universe.
Marta: I would like to know how—based on your own experience—you assess the current situation in
the Czech Republic in terms of the conditions for parenthood and social policy.
Jana: I’m not sure I have all the information, but it seems to me that the tendency is that the position of women
with children is improving. Nevertheless, there is still room for improvement with respect to mothers being able
to stay active and not having to become mere housewives who have no other choice. I think it would be good if
there were corporate kindergartens or nurseries that could function at all research institutions.
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On fellowships abroad
Marta: Do you have any experience with foreign fellowships?
Jana: I spent a semester in Helsinki during my master’s studies.
Michal: I’ve been thinking about a fellowship but there’s a small problem. I need to be here from spring to
autumn because of experiments, and my field work and fellowships do not go together very well. Plus I feel I’m
not quite courageous enough to go away for a long time.
Jana: And now that we have Klára, it’s not really workable.
Michal: Maybe it’s the specificity of our disciplines, but I feel that you can meet excellent experts and scientists
here in the Czech Republic who publish in the most prestigious journals. Of course, it’s good to have contacts
abroad but I think that our lives don’t depend on them.
Marta: How did you deal with Jana’s fellowship when she was away for a semester?
Jana: It was a trial by fire. For me it was quite a problem that our common reality was separated. Suddenly I felt
that we were both doing something completely different.
Michal: For me it was not a big problem. To a large extent I did things the way I did them before. And I had more
time for my friends and soccer, so in the end it was not all that bad. (laughs)

On living together
Marta: I would like to know how you share domestic chores and caring for Klára?
Jana: My husband takes the vacuum cleaner out, throws everything in one heap, vacuums the flat and in a month
he says: “There’s still that heap of things, you should clear that up. I’ll throw it on another heap for you.” (laughs)
Michal: Quite so. (laughs)
Marta: So Michal has to chase you to tidy up?
Jana: Sometimes he cooks something for three days in advance so that I have something to eat. (laughs) Michal
has brought a much stronger sense of order from his home than I did.
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Michal: It’s true that the person who says it’s necessary to do this and that is me. But we share the household
chores.
Jana: I do the laundry and ironing.
Michal: That’s true, I don’t do that. But then, on the other hand, we don’t do much ironing either, do we. (laughs)
Marta: And in terms of pure care, I presume that it’s currently more your responsibility, Jana?
Jana: Yes, that’s probably normal. But we try to share when possible.
Michal: I function more as someone who can entertain the child when Jana needs to work. I take Klára out or
I am with her at home.
Marta: Is there any time left for your hobbies?
Michal: We have tons of hobbies which we don’t pursue much right now. (laughs)
Jana: We play volleyball together and I sing in a mixed choir and I take Klára along.
Michal: I have a big hobby – fine arts, photography and painting. Now that Klára is born I have not done much.
There’s no time or peace. I play soccer once a week with my friends, the Prague Hanspaulka league. Jana comes
to watch a match once or twice a season.
Marta: How did you meet?
Michal: We were schoolmates at the eight-year grammar school.
Jana: I think that we saw each other for the first time at the entrance exams. Another milestone was the flu
epidemic when they closed the school for about three weeks and Michal’s mom came to our home to get my
notebooks so that Michal could copy what we did at school.
Michal: At that time you had the reputation of being a model student. It turned out only later that it’s not all that
true. (laughs)
Jana: It turned out that I was an untidy girl, but it was too late. (laughs)
Marta: What was it about Michal that captivated you?
Jana: His hair was as long as mine. (laughs)
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Michal: I talked you into it.
Jana: I guess the poems. You looked like you had a tender soul.
Michal: That’s such a long time ago.
Jana: It looked like you would take care of me nicely.
Marta: And did Michal fulfil this expectation?
Jana: He’s fulfilling it more and more.
Marta: Michal, what was it about Jana that enchanted you?
Michal: I don’t know what to say.
Jana: There was not much to choose from, was there? (laughs) We went to a math class, there were only six girls.
Michal: What’s interesting to me is that I didn’t notice you the first six years. Then it came very suddenly. Plus
there was another schoolmate who also realised that he was interested in Jana. He was a good friend of mine
and we are still good friends. I am quite proud that it stayed that way.
Marta: When did you get married?
Jana: In January 2009.
Michal: We had our wedding in the great hall at our grammar school where we met.
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Our colleagues were surprised to see us together 24 hours a day
and not get on each other’s nerves

On work
Marta: I would like to start by asking you to introduce your current position and the discipline you
study.
Honza: You go first…
Zuzana: Well, I am on maternity leave now. But we work or worked in the same group. Honza is now a lecturer
at the Department of Inorganic Chemistry. I worked half-time there and was also enrolled in the doctoral
programme, which I am finishing on maternity leave, well, trying to finish. We’ll see how it works out. What
comes after the maternity leave, I can’t say.
Marta: How much more is there to do on your doctorate?
Zuzana: Well, it’s quite advanced. I think it would be a shame to stop now. I have just finished my third year and
have interrupted it for six months due to the maternity leave. I already have a small doctorate so basically now
I just have to write up the papers.
Marta: Meaning papers for foreign IF journals?
Zuzana: Yes. Everyone publishes in foreign IF journals. You don’t normally send a paper anywhere else.
Marta: What position do you hold, Honza?
Honza: As Zuzka has just said, I am a lecturer at the Faculty. I was given a half-time position when I joined the
doctoral programme there in 2000. When I defended my Ph.D. in 2004, they increased it to a full-time position.
Marta: Could you explain to a lay person the topic that you study?
Zuzana: Contrast agents for magnetic resonance imaging.
Honza: Not only that. Of course it depends on the types of grants we have. Mostly, though, it’s about some
medical application. Apart from contrast agents for magnetic tunnels, we also study complexes of radio nuclides
for radiomedical applications. I work on both topics, while Zuzka is working on the magnetic media for her
dissertation.
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Marta: I’m interested in how you arrived at your fields. Was there anyone who had an influence on you?
Honza: Originally I come from Litvínov. The largest employer in the region was Cheza ČSSP (Chemical Plants of
Czechoslovak-Soviet Friendship), where both my parents worked and then later also my older brothers. In
addition, my uncle studied chemistry and my aunt is a chemistry teacher, now retired. So I had quite a few ties to
chemistry. When I went to my grandma for vacation, I found an issue of the magazine Junáci vpřed (Go Scouts),
or whatever the name was, and in it there was a series of chemical experiments that caught my eye. My aunt lived
not far from my grandma and she explained some things and showed me new things that she uses to grab pupils
at elementary school. And then I started doing the Chemistry Olympiad.
Marta: Was that at secondary or elementary school?
Honza: It was in elementary school, or more precisely between elementary and secondary school. At that time
I was really interested in mineralogy and together with a friend of mine I went to locations and we dug with
a pickaxe and hammered away with a hammer, as children do. Then a big, and I guess the main turning point
came when I participated in the Chemistry Olympiad in my freshman year. Thanks to this I got to go to a special
camp for successful competitors in Běstvina. And it was the group of people that was there that really got me.
After that I was more careful doing chemistry to make sure that I got to go to the camp again the next year. The
Chemistry Olympiad revealed to me other wonders of chemistry too, not just the inorganic chemistry that I had
needed up until then because of the mineralogy. In grammar school I decided to be a chemist. At that time
biochemistry was really in.
Marta: Biochemistry?
Honza: When one of the teachers asked us at the first seminar in my freshman year of college what we would
like to do, two-thirds of the people answered that they wanted to do biochemistry. Everyone was psyched that
they would be developing new medicines, treat illnesses. The rest wanted to do analytical chemistry. In the end
only about one-half or one-third of those who wanted to do biochemistry actually did. As people looked around
at the faculty, they found out that it’s not only biochemistry that can be interesting and beneficial to humanity.
When you say inorganic, people imagine that it’s the most boring part of chemistry. But it depends on how you
do it. For example, everything we receive grant funding for is related to medicine.
Marta: Zuzka, how did you arrive at the discipline?
Zuzana: My interests at grammar school were not yet crystallized. I had no idea what I could do or which subject
was my favourite. I really liked sports. But I spent one year at a grammar school in Slaný and there we had a really
sharp chemistry teacher. When I came back to my original grammar school, I excelled in chemistry. One year at
the school pushed me ahead quite significantly compared to where my schoolmates were. That motivated and
sort of kick-started me to go in this direction.
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On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you like most about your work?
Zuzana: What I quite liked is that in our work things can be applied in practice. We worked with doctors who
where able to use our substances, try them out on mice and tell us perhaps that it was really good and could be
used for other examinations. That was interesting and I liked it, even if the chance that a substance will be applied
in practice is quite small. Our substance may be much better than those used today but the money that
corporations would have to invest to introduce the substance in the real world is so large that it just simply would
not pay off. But it looks good on your CV to put there that you worked on something that could be applied.
I think that many people from our group are winning all these awards because it just looks so good. Plus they are
also really good.
Honza: It’s a complete story, from proposal to application.
Marta: How often does a project get to the point where the results can actually be applied?
Honza: Application in the sense of commercialisation is basically impossible because the media are so special that
their mass production would not be economical. But at the level of research using animal models where all these
tests are not necessary, our media can serve to record the effect of some therapeutic chemical substance. As for
application to people, it sometimes happens that with some problematic illnesses that are hard to cure, hospitals
resort to media that are not approved in a standard way. Using them on people is thus quite real.
Marta: Are there any cons to your profession?
Zuzana: What bothers me is that it’s now so focused on publications, especially at the Academy of Sciences, that
people do not try very hard and follow through on their research. There is the risk that the result of a given
research study may not be positive, making it unpublishable, and they wouldn’t get points for that. At the
Academy they compile tables with who has how many publications and the points are added up and then,
according to that, they fire people or the threat is raised. Another thing that bothers me is how everything
depends on grants. If a grant is not awarded, a person’s position is in danger. I think that it would be quite enough
if only one of us was in this profession.
Honza: I am in university and I also get paid for teaching, so I am not bound only to grants. I don’t know if you
mentioned that you had a half-time position at the Academy. We would not want to appear to be bad-mouthing
a competitor…
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Zuzana: I was enrolled in a doctoral programme at the Faculty of Science, Charles University, and had a half-time
position there. In addition to that I also had a half-time position at the Academy of Sciences, but that’s a totally
different topic.
Marta: So together you worked full-time?
Zuzana: No, that never happened. The moment the head of the department found out that I had a half-time
position at the Academy of Sciences, he cut my position to one-quarter of the full-time equivalent.
Marta: Why?
Zuzana: Because there wasn’t enough money and he thought that since I had a half-time position at the
Academy I would not be able to dedicate one hundred per cent of my time to the research at the university. I was
at the Academy for just under two years. When I left they increased my contract at the university to one-half
again.
Marta: How did you react to this?
Zuzana: Well, what can you say?
Marta: As I understand it, you did not like it much at the Academy of Science.
Zuzana: Not much. It was a very competitive environment. No one cared that I was only a sophomore in
a doctoral programme and working at half-time capacity. I was basically starting a new topic and I was just getting
acquainted with it. And still they threatened me: “You don’t have any publications, you will leave!”
Marta: That’s harsh.
Zuzana: It was a good experience. I am happy to have experienced it at a time when I was not yet existentially
dependent on the work.
Marta: And you, Honza, is there anything that you mind?
Honza: I see the main problem in the fact that we don’t have enough money to do what we want to do. And
when I compare it with some successful institutes of the Academy of Sciences, including obviously the Institute
of Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry, which is probably the richest institute at the Academy, the conditions for
our students are not great. I think that doctoral fellows deserve better conditions than we are able to offer. The
worst thing in my opinion is the general lack of funding for early stage researchers.
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On fellowships abroad
Marta: What experience do you have with fellowships abroad?
Honza: I spent a year in Belgium, at Leuven, on a postdoctoral fellowship. My boss was contacted by the Belgian
university to submit a bilateral grant and it was approved. Because there was an exchange and I was the only one
who could go, it was a sort of order: “Someone has to go and there’s no one else. You’ll go!” The chemistry I did
there was slightly related to what we’re doing here, although it was more theoretical. I think that the fellowship
went well.
Marta: So you think it helped you along?
Honza: In terms of our marriage it helped me very much. During that year my former girlfriend and I broke up.
I had been with her for nine years. She went to Belgium with me but when you don’t speak Dutch or French it’s
difficult to find a job. She could not find a meaningful job and came back to the Czech Republic. Although we
tried to visit each other, our relationship went through a crisis.
Marta: Was it just the distance?
Honza: No, it wasn’t just the distance. There were other conflicts.
Marta: If you received an offer now to go to a prominent lab for a year, would you go?
Honza: If the whole family could go, yes. I would never ever go alone, as I did back then. I can see it was
a mistake.
Marta: And if you didn’t have a baby?
Honza: I wouldn’t want to go anywhere alone. And I know that when such positions are offered, it’s generally
for the whole family.
Marta: Do you think that there is a trend today to take the families of researchers into account?
Honza: It’s one thing to be a regular postdoc and another when a person is an established scientist and is invited
because of his specialisation. In that case it’s presumed that people who apply may have families, and supporting
the family and helping with accommodation is just part of the package.
Marta: But the situation is different with postdoctoral fellowships?
Honza: Yes. The postdoc is the cheapest qualified workforce and it tends to depend on what conditions you can
negotiate before going away. It has to be done well in advance. When one of my younger colleagues saw how
things can end up, he started negotiations to bring his girlfriend along. They found her another position and today
they’re married.
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Marta: Do you think that generally these options are available to postdocs?
Honza: The partner can find a job while still in Prague. But if it’s not in the same discipline as the person going
on the postdoc, it can be quite difficult I guess. A colleague of mine went on a two-year fellowship and brought
his wife along. She’s a medical doctor and she can’t work in the US because she doesn’t have their postgraduate
certificate. But still it was a little different because they went to an English-speaking country. Another colleague
went to France and there they watch their labour market even more. The problem is that the couples are mostly
university-educated people. The woman sees her job position in a certain way and she can’t accept just any job
offer.
Marta: If you were to compare the research opportunities in Belgium and here, is there any difference?
Honza: There was a difference. While here you submit a grant mostly to get money for chemicals and operating
costs, in Belgium you submit grants to pay the person doing the job. If someone believes that he needs to equip
a lab and needs a special glass, he’ll get money from the university, and it has to be said that this happens without
blinking an eye. When a person has the money to employ a person, the university will make sure to equip the lab
so that he can do the job. When a project is over, they may well pack up an expensive spectrometer and not use
it. When a postdoc working on a project leaves the university, the know-how leaves as well. The equipment then
stays packed up until you forget it was there in the first place. This seemed quite extravagant to me. Here if there
is a method available, we think what else we could use it for.

On success
Marta: What is your greatest success so far, in your opinion, what are you proud of?
Zuzana: I am happy about the result of my doctoral thesis and the experiments I did for that. I am glad it went
quite well, the results are good and the doctors seem to think that it’s good and may lead somewhere. But it’s
difficult to be proud of myself because of this since the topic was determined by someone else and I just did it.
Honza: Well, I think there’s your inventiveness in it, it’s not that someone just solicited you to do it.
Zuzana: Sometimes you have an idea, but these are less important things. Maybe you design some of the
experiments yourself or you get an idea that something could be done differently.
Marta: Honza, what’s your greatest achievement?
Honza: That’s hard to say. I really liked the topic that Zuzka worked on. I think it was the best we have managed
to produce, chemically speaking. Zuzka’s work is probably a project we followed through to the very end, to
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applications. But I would say that I always like partial achievements. If a project ends up confirming our initial
presumptions, I get some small pleasure out of it.

On work effort and parenthood
Marta: So you do research and teach as well?
Zuzana: The way it works at our department is that most postgraduate students have the obligation to have
a tutorial or a seminar for other disciplines.
Marta: How do you divide your work between research and teaching?
Honza: Teaching and preparation for it takes me around twelve to fifteen hours a week. So if I count a work week
as forty hours, it’s approximately just under one-third of my time. I also supervise bachelor’s and master’s theses,
which takes time, too.
Marta: Speaking about time, how many hours a week do you work?
Honza: Well, now I try to be at home more. There’s a lot of administration and record keeping that I can do at
home. But I would say that it’s more than the standard number of hours.
Marta: Has this changed for you after Jitka was born?
Honza: I think I’m at home more than I used to be. Until the last moments before the birth, Zuzka and I spent all
our time together. We sat in the same room at work and because of this we were there much longer than the
regular work hours. I was used to the fact that I can be at work as long as I want to because Zuzka was next to
me, also working on something. Now I have had to cut down, of course, to be home more.
Zuzana: I think you come home at the same time you did when we worked together…
Honza: I think I run home earlier now. But it’s hard to say how much I can get involved in the housework. Even
when I am at home, I often have to finish something.
Zuzana: You leave earlier in the morning.
Honza: That’s true. Because I get up earlier. (laughs)
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Marta: Probably not completely voluntarily…
Honza: No, not completely, but I have gotten used to it and can even oversleep now. It’s said that a woman’s ear
is more sensitive to some frequency in a baby’s cry. I’ve come to be able to ignore it. It’s not as bad as it used to
be, when I woke up at five and could not fall asleep again.
Marta: And how do your colleagues view your parenthood? You said that you go home earlier from
work…
Honza: When I leave earlier, I am still there longer than some of my colleagues. So from this perspective no one
can say anything. Plus a lot of things can be assessed objectively, whether a person did something or not, and you
don’t have to sit at work because of that.
Marta: Zuzana, how are you planning to combine your parenthood with your work life?
Zuzana: I don’t know. It depends on where I’ll work. In science it’s generally freer. If a person does some work at
home and it bears results, you don’t even have to be at work for exactly eight and a half hours. But maybe for
me a typical job would be better, to go somewhere, spend eight and a half hours there and go home. A person
can be certain that they won’t demand anything else from her, and when you come home you have time for the
household and the family. I think it would be calmer than thinking all the time what I haven’t done yet, that I have
this deadline, have to finish writing this and should do that. I don’t like this much. So for me it may be better to
find a typical job where a person comes, works the given time and that’s it. Of course I would always do my best.
Maybe then I would not even ask for any special conditions at work. My mother is willing to babysit, and my
grandmother can also help; she’s still in pretty good shape. As a member of the new generation, everyone is really
excited about Jitka and they are willing to babysit any time it’s needed.
Marta: Have you thought about when you would like to go back to work? How long would you like to
stay at home?
Zuzana: It depends on whether we’ll be in shape to have another baby right away…
Marta: So you would like another baby?
Honza: We don’t want an only child.
Zuzana: Not an only child.
Honza: But it depends on when the second tot comes.
Zuzana: We’ll see how we will do physically. Maybe I will need a break for a year or two.
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Marta: So you’re not exactly rushing back to work?
Zuzana: No, not yet. I think I will be at home for two years. At most I could go to work for a day or two a week
if we agree that Honza would bring work home for at least one day a week. And probably in time I would like
some job for a day or two a week because I could then relax and take my mind off things. (laughs)
Marta: Do you think that Czech society and its social system is helpful toward mothers, supporting
them in having a baby?
Zuzana: I was going on maternity leave thinking it was not so bad. I had a relatively nice doctoral scholarship,
half-time position at the faculty and other money from grants. But when I went on maternity leave, the allowance
was calculated from the basic salary I had at the university. So I went down to a bare minimum, about one-quarter
of what I had before. If I were alone and had to sustain myself, I’d have no chance of making it.

On mutual collaboration
Marta: How is it for you two to collaborate? You have mentioned that you work on similar topics,
similar projects.
Honza: We don’t quarrel.
Zuzana: We don’t quarrel. I think that neither of us is a confrontational type to quarrel to death about trifles. We
don’t argue about trifles.
Honza: Well, I screamed at you once. I think I used the word ‘pig’. (laughs)
Zuzana: (laughs)
Honza: This was when Zuzka poked into some chemical, white powder, with her naked finger.
Zuzana: You still remember? That’s what, a year and a half ago!
Honza: That’s the only quarrel we ever had.
Marta: What did you say, Zuzka? There’s probably not much you can say …
Zuzana: No, there’s not.
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Honza: It ended up with Zuzka not speaking to me for a little bit. She pouted. Of course I apologised because
maybe I said the word ‘pig’ in too loud a voice, maybe the tone was too aggressive. But when I saw her poking
in it, I could not help myself. (both laugh)
Zuzana: But otherwise I think that we collaborate well. It was nice to discuss our work problems at home. We
talked about it at dinner and in the morning, all the time. So for the short time that we have worked together so
far, it was quite pleasant. If we worked like this longer, maybe it would start bothering us, but like this it was nice.
Marta: Are there any cons to both of you working in the scientific profession, in the same discipline
and even on a similar topic?
Honza: Does anything come to your mind?
Zuzana: No, I don’t know. Our colleagues were surprised to see us together 24 hours a day and not get on each
other’s nerves. I enjoyed it and I was more worried about what will happen when we don’t have lunch together
and don’t go to work together. But now there’s so much to do during the day …
Honza: You don’t even have the time to miss it, right? (both laugh)

On starting together
Marta: How did you meet?
(both laugh)
Honza: Zuzka was assigned to me when she was in her junior year; I was her master’s thesis supervisor. Up until
then I had been spoken for, for a long time. When my girlfriend and I broke up during my postdoctoral fellowship,
Zuzka and I started dating. We had known each other for several years by then.
Zuzana: We started dating at the end of my senior year. We had known each other for two years. Then we tried
to shift Honza’s supervision of me to someone else.
Honza: So that things didn’t look awkward. When we handed the supervision over to an older colleague, people
did not yet know, and he wasn’t interested really.
Marta: He was not curious about the reasons?
Zuzana: Not really. That’s what surprised us.
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Honza: I think he knew. But the way he approached it, I guess, was that we don’t want to deal with this publicly
and so he did not go into it.
Marta: Did you conceal your relationship in any way?
Honza: Yes, at least at the beginning.
Zuzana: Yes, we did, for a while. It was quite good.
Honza: Amusing.
(both laugh)
Marta: A little stressful perhaps?
Honza: No, it was fun for us. Not that we would have minded terribly if it came out.
Zuzana: I think that we really enjoyed it, it was quite fun. We thought it funny that colleagues who had lunch
with us every day did not know anything.
Honza: It was very amusing when a colleague of mine told me that you looked very sexy and that he would like
to invite you out. I did not know what to tell him.
Zuzana: You should have said: “Hey, don’t do that! She’s a terrible pig, she touches everything she sees.“
(both laugh)
Marta: Do you think that it would have been unethical if you had continued as Zuzka’s supervisor?
Zuzana: I guess so. It would not be very pleasant. It was better this way. It really doesn’t matter who’s written
there as the supervisor because the work in the group is interrelated. Someone helps with this, someone else with
something else. The supervisor just formally signs it at the end.
Honza: I continued to help Zuzka, but I did not want to be her formal supervisor. It would be talked about, and
God knows how some people would see it. To some of them it would probably look quite odd.
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We didn’t want a child so that I could stay at home for three years

On work
Marta: To start I would like to ask you to introduce your discipline and the position you hold.
Zuzana: I work at the Institute of Physiology in the Adipose Tissue Biology Department headed by Dr Kopecký.
We study metabolism, its disorders and related illnesses, such as obesity or diabetes. We are looking for new
forms of treatment. We also study perinatal programming, how the mother can influence the development of the
foetus during pregnancy and to a certain degree programme the baby’s metabolism. It’s science with a clinical
touch.
Marta: How can a mother influence the metabolism of the foetus?
Zuzana: Quite significantly. For example, by what she eats during pregnancy and when she is breast-feeding. Her
intake of fats or sugars influences the child’s metabolism. Extremes such as an obese or an undernourished
mother crucially affect the offspring. Basically it’s one of the ways that obesity can be ‘inherited’.
Marta: And what is your position?
Zuzana: I recently completed my doctorate and I am now employed as a researcher, but I’m going on maternity
leave in a few weeks.
Pavel: I work at the Microbiological Institute in the Laboratory of Molecular Biology of Bacterial Pathogens
headed by Dr Šebo and I do structural biology using nuclear magnetic resonance. I am a researcher; I completed
my Ph.D. last year.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines?
Zuzana: I have always liked logical subjects so I preferred chemistry, physics and maths, which is why I chose the
Faculty of Science at Masaryk University in Brno. I opted for chemistry. I was fascinated that a person just needs
to understand the principle, and if you do, then you basically don’t have to learn anything. Gradually I wanted to
do something interrelated with clinical practice so my field is perfect for me.
Pavel: I graduated from the Pharmaceutical Faculty at the University of Hradec Králové, and during a fellowship
in Spain I discovered the topic of protein structure. I told myself back then that I would like to do this in the future
because it really fascinated me at the time. When I came back, I looked for a place where this topic was done,
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and one of them was the lab of Prof Sklenář in Brno. I applied there and was accepted into the doctoral
programme. And since then I have been working on this topic.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: If you were to say what you like most about your work, what would it be?
Zuzana: I enjoy the work as such. Research is very interesting because a person is constantly thinking. You are
learning something new all the time, you are always pushing beyond the boundaries of what you know and you
learn something new every day. And I also like working in the scientific community because I am fascinated by
people who are intelligent and think about various topics in an interesting way. Working as a team with people
from various disciplines who each approach a given problem in their own way is also marvellous.
Pavel: I definitely agree that the flow of new information in this work is absolutely primary. It’s the greatest
motivation.
Zuzana: When a person is studying some mechanism every day, how things work, it can sometimes be frustrating
because there’s no map to guide you nor any specified path to take, but that’s also what makes it so interesting.
Marta: Is there anything that bothers you?
Zuzana: If you take the ratio of the time you spend working and how much energy you give relative to the salary
that you get, early stage researchers don’t come out all that well. A person often works ten hours a day, six days
a week, and you can afford only a fraction of what a university educated person working in Prague can.
Marta: What are your major achievements so far? What went well, made you happy?
Pavel: My colleagues and I managed to resolve the structure of the Mason-Pfizer monkey virus capsid protein,
and I am happy about that. Otherwise, I am also glad that I have learnt things in the lab such as protein cloning,
expression and purification.
Zuzana: I don’t think I can talk about achievements yet because I am at the very beginning of my scientific path.
I have just finished my doctorate, I have learnt a lot of things but, as Pavel often says, the best is still ahead of us.
And I think that is also true about science. We’re at the beginning and achievements will come in the future.
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Marta: You don’t have to call it an achievement. Just anything that made you happy, something you
did well.
Zuzana: I take pleasure in the fact that I am increasingly better oriented in my field, which is not at all simple and
takes several years, in my opinion.

On Forum Science Is Alive!
Marta: Zuzka, you are active in the civic association Forum Science Is Alive!, the mission of which is, among
other things, to stimulate debate about science policy and research and development reform in the Czech
Republic. You were also a member of its presidium. How did you get there? What motivated you?
Zuzana: The main driver was certainly the catastrophic plan for science and research funding that appeared in
the spring of 2009, and the obvious effort on the part of the industrial lobby to “tunnel” public funds for
research. The more interested I became in the situation, the clearer it was to me that we had to do something,
that the scientific community can’t just passively sit and wait to see how things turn out. Other people thought
the same and so we established Forum Science Is Alive!
Marta: Why do you think this is important?
Zuzana: I have never had any doubt about the fact that science, just like culture and education, is one of the
main pillars of society and must be protected. Moreover, we live in a democratic society and we have the right to
defend and actively discuss problems.
Marta: What do you think the main achievements were?
Zuzana: Personally what I valued the most is that we managed to establish a dialogue with politicians responsible
for science policy. We managed to disrupt their quite frequently stereotypical notion of a researcher being
a serious old man who speaks unintelligibly. We met with them and explained that we were young people who
liked their jobs and needed stable conditions. We explained to them that we can go work in other countries and
do science somewhere else, but that Czech society deserves a quality scientific environment, that science belongs
to developed societies etc. It sounds trivial but it was necessary to establish this. Then we could follow up with
discussions of concrete problems related to research funding and assessment. I personally don’t like conflicts and
try to negotiate, which is why some of the protest actions organised by the Forum were not my cup of tea, but
it’s true it was necessary. We then met with a number of politicians and behind closed doors they said that if we
hadn’t organised those few actions that attracted the media, the Academy of Sciences would have been quietly
disbanded and the funding for public research would have gone to industry. I’m not sure it would have resulted
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in this, but it’s true that we came to understand really early on that discussions are one thing but media pressure
is another and, unfortunately, it’s much more efficient and powerful.
Marta: How do you assess your involvement in Forum Science Is Alive? What has it given you and what
has it taken?
Zuzana: It was a positive experience for me; I had an opportunity to gain insight into a totally different world of
political representation, which was sometimes frightfully disheartening and sometimes inspiring. But mostly I met
many exceptional people from other scientific disciplines, and especially people from Forum Science Is Alive!
whose devotion and involvement I really hold in high regard. The whole experience has also given me some faith
that even if we now intend to live abroad for several years, I have tried to do something in order for us to have
a place to return to.

On mutual collaboration
Marta: You both work in the scientific profession. Can you say what the pros and cons are?
Pavel: I think a great advantage is that we can talk.
Zuzana: About work for example.
Pavel: About interesting things.
Marta: Such as?
Pavel: I don’t know. Why is a mouse obese? And why did someone make it obese? And how did he make the
mouse obese? These are all very interesting things. (laughs)
Marta: It’s true that you probably could not have a chat about this with anyone other than Zuzka …
Zuzana: A lot of the time we talk about work-related things. A great advantage for me is that Pavel is supportive
of my work. When I say that I will be really busy for the next two days and will come home late because a method
is not working or I have to do night sampling, Pavel fully understands and it doesn’t seem strange to him.
Colleagues who have partners outside science often encounter a lack of understanding.
Marta: Do you cooperate on grant implementations or writing papers?
Zuzana: So far we have worked on quite different topics so right now we don’t collaborate directly. But we often
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talk about things. Pavel is able to comment on things with which he is not well acquainted. But by commenting
and having a completely fresh perspective, not burdened by anything, his opinion can often be very interesting.
To be able to talk about interesting things and to consult each other about our work is our great advantage.
Pavel: I appreciate that Zuzka can read what I write and give me feedback. That’s a huge benefit.
Marta: Is Zuzana a sharp critic?
Pavel: I can’t judge that, I always appreciate her comments. I take it as a sort of improvement on the final
product.
Zuzana: I guess I’m very critical. It would do you no good if I just said: “It’s nice. You have done this nicely, you
have measured it nicely!“ (laughs)

On combining work and parenthood
Marta: You mentioned that you are expecting a baby. Have you thought yet about how you’re going
to combine your demanding work with childcare?
Zuzana: It certainly won’t be easy but I always say that if a person really wants something, she tries to find ways
to do it. And if you don’t, then you find arguments why not to do it. And I am trying to find ways to manage
everything as best I can. We have decided to go on a postdoc abroad and we are looking for a ‘family-friendly’
country where I could work at least part-time when our baby is, say, one year old. The idea that I would stay at
home for three years is difficult for me, given how much I love my work. And since I know how much Pavel likes
his work, I can’t imagine that he would leave it for three years. We are trying to combine it to the greatest extent
possible but the only solution I can see is to go abroad where both of us will be able to work part-time. Plus
foreign experience is practically a necessity in our fields and we have always planned to go on a fellowship.
Marta: To find a postdoctoral fellowship for both of you at once can be quite a problem. Have you
thought of this, have you mapped out what your options are?
Zuzana: Yes, there’s a small problem. Our priority is that the place we go must have a device that Pavel works
with, which you can’t find in every city. Fortunately, research into obesity and diabetes is quite widespread and is
done both at universities and research institutions, as well as in hospitals. So I’m not worried. I think that
a solution may be to first go somewhere where Pavel will be the one choosing and then we could go somewhere
where I get to choose.
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Marta: And the period before you go on the fellowship?
Zuzana: I can do a lot of things from home, and when I announced to colleagues at work that we were expecting,
this is what we agreed. I am involved in many projects and we will be writing up papers from the projects to which
I have contributed. So it’s certainly necessary for me to remain in contact as much as possible. I hope that it won’t
be a problem.
Marta: How are parents with small children regarded at your workplace?
Pavel: I feel that my boss is forthcoming toward women with small children. We have many women working parttime.
Marta: We have now talked more about Zuzana, but I’m interested in whether you have thought about
the impact parenthood may have on your work, Pavel, on your work.
Pavel: The way I see it is that life is a matter of priorities, which means that if it’s necessary for me to give more
time to the family, it won’t be a problem. If it’s necessary to make more money, I will try to make more money. If
worst comes to worst, I can start working in a profession other than science. I can imagine not being a scientist,
to be honest.
Marta: How do you see the situation in the Czech Republic in terms of family policy? Do you think that
the Czech Republic is friendly to people who want to have children?
Zuzana: I personally feel that the typical flow, represented by three years on maternity leave, does not work for
me and I don’t think that this concept is the correct one. But that’s me talking and not everyone has to agree with
that. People ask me why we want to have a child if I don’t want to stay on parental leave! But we don’t want to
have a baby so that I can stay at home for three years! I can’t even imagine that because I really like my work,
I would miss it terribly. I want to say that it’s great that in our society there is the option to stay at home with
a child for a long time, but I wish I also had an easy choice when I want to continue to work. I think that the
environment is not very friendly toward women like me. We can’t earn enough in science to be able to pay for
private childcare in Prague so that I could continue to work. That wouldn’t be financially feasible. Plus three years,
that’s a terribly long time! I feel that things change here every month, every week, every day there’s major new
information which in some way advances our field. I know women researchers who have come back to work after
many years because they did not have a chance to come back early, and I think that it’s an awful waste of energy
and human potential. In my opinion, it’s not even the best for the children. I like the Scandinavian approach: that
a child over one and a half needs social contact and other children around.
Marta: Well, maybe even under one and a half …
Zuzana: Exactly. I am terribly happy to live in a country where I can breastfeed for six months and there’s no
problem with that, because I know quite well how important this is for the child’s metabolism. For example, in
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America, where I worked for a little bit, women often went on maternity leave on the day of the birth and they
were back in a few weeks and the child was automatically on infant formula because the mother could not afford
financially to stay at home with the baby. That’s another extreme. There should be some middle ground.
Marta: Have you ever encountered pressure in your field that in science it’s necessary for the mother
to come back as quickly as possible?
Zuzana: Well, I have experienced the opposite, especially from my female colleagues who have sacrificed
themselves for their families and children. I often hear that in order to be a good mother I should also do it and
stay at home for three years. But I think that if a person stays at home that long, the train just rushes past and the
women, at least this is what I notice, end up in lower work positions. And it’s very difficult for them to move up.
Pavel: From what I hear from women with small children talking in our department, I think that it’s extremely
difficult on women. If they want to place a child in the kindergarten, it means they are forced to stay at home for
three years. To try to return back to work after a shorter time is a relatively big problem here. At the same time,
an excellent researcher won’t stay at home for three years on maternity leave because then they are no longer an
excellent researcher. He doesn’t have the ‘drive’, as they say. If he had the drive, he wouldn’t stay at home for
three years. He has to try to circumvent the handicap in our system and unfortunately it falls on women. The
system is set in such a way that the woman cares for small children and the man makes the money. I think that
finding a ‘family-friendly’ country is the best solution we can make now. Staying here would cause too many
complications. It won’t be easy anyway, but we are taking the path of lesser resistance, the path of fewer
complications.
Zuzana: I’d like to come back to the Czech Republic when children start attending school.
Pavel: But it depends on the situation here. Something extremely unpredictable could happen and we might not
even leave.
Zuzana: As the saying goes: “God laughs when people make plans.” (laughs)
Marta: But consider a couple where not both of the people are researchers. Not everyone can pack up
and leave.
Pavel: That is the moment when adaptation comes, with the man making money somewhere other than in
science and the woman, if she’s a researcher, leaving for three years to go on maternity leave.
Zuzana: But I would be really terribly sorry if you had to do something that you didn’t enjoy. I am glad to see
how happy you are when you come back from work, how much you enjoy it. Of course there are days when Pavel
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is down because something is not working out but you can see that he’s living for it. When people come back
from work that they don’t like and don’t enjoy, it affects their private life. It’s a great gift if a person can do for
living something he enjoys.
Marta: Do you get any help from your families?
Zuzana: No, we don’t. Our parents live far away and they still work so babysitting is out of the question. But I can
imagine having a network of help consisting of friends in a similar situation. (laughs) I have several acquaintances
alternating babysitting. One is at home on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, another babysits on Thursdays.

On work effort and life together
Marta: How many hours on average do you spend at work?
Zuzana: I’d say about ten hours a day.
Pavel: Six days a week.
Zuzana: Sometimes it’s less.
Marta: You work on Saturdays?
Zuzana: Yes, we come here very often on Saturdays.
Pavel: Or even on Sunday. (laughs) It depends on the situation.
Zuzana: But it’s also about the fact that we just like it. I just can’t get a full night’s sleep because I want to know
whether some experiment will work out and what new things it will show us. For me my work is my hobby, I don’t
take it as a sacrifice. You come home in the evening, sit at the notebook and look up papers you didn’t have time
to check during the day.
Marta: So after ten hours spent at work you sit at the computer at home and work?
Pavel: I wouldn’t call it work. I just open the Internet and see what’s new.
Zuzana: In the field of proteins. (laughs)
Pavel: I often end up with the papers.
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Zuzana: I think that our life is quite hectic. Before I got pregnant, we often went mountain climbing so at least
we didn’t work on weekends. When the weather is nice we would go away for the weekend somewhere in the
countryside. But sometimes it’s very hectic.
Marta: Do you divide household chores in any way?
Pavel: I wanted to say that I lie in bed and watch Zuzka do everything. But of course that’s not the way it is.
(laughs) Everything depends on our agreement.
Zuzana: We had to come to an agreement because when we started living together I had the feeling that
everything would sort of shift to me. We work equally hard, we have the same work position, the same education,
and I think that we should also divide the housework equally. So we have divided the things that you do at home
and we alternate. It works quite nicely.
Marta: So it’s about fifty-fifty?
Pavel: I don’t think so.
Zuzana: I think that more often it happens that I come home and see that something that has to be done and
I do it. Pavel comes and he just simply doesn’t see some things. (laughs)
Pavel: Women generally have a lower threshold for tolerating untidiness than men.
Zuzana: You think? I would say it’s individual.
Marta: How did you meet and how long ago was it?
Zuzana: We met in university in Brno. I was in my fifth year and Pavel was doing his Ph.D. We had common
friends and went to lunch together. Pavel always got to me with his enthusiasm for work. All the other people
were fed up with everything, but Pavel enjoyed it.
Marta: When did you get married?
Pavel: On the 31st of January.
Zuzana: Last year.
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We were fanatics of science. We did it for the love of our work

On work
Marta: To start with, I would like to ask you to introduce the position you hold.
Anatol: The lady goes first.
Ivona: I retired two years ago. I graduated from the Institute of Chemical Technology in Prague. Originally
I started working in a lab at Tesla Holešovice. There they offered me a stipend that the factory provided to people
to study, and so I started to study. Initially I was in a distance learning programme and then I transferred to the
regular programme. When I finished, I had to go work in Tesla Holešovice and I didn’t like it there at all. So
I bought out my contract so that I could leave. At that time I received an offer from the Institute of Chemical
Technology which really interested me.
Marta: What does that mean, that you bought out your contract?
Ivona: They wouldn’t let me leave Tesla. I had a commitment to work there for five years, and without my
knowledge they extended this to ten years! I liked it there the first year; there was a group of young people.
I worked in research; a lot of new stuff was being done. But in 1968 everyone dispersed and an incompetent head
came in. I was terribly unhappy.
Marta: How did you continue?
Ivona: I then joined the Department of Physical Chemistry at the Institute of Chemical Technology, where I stayed
until my retirement. My husband also worked in the department, but while my husband is a theoretician, I do
experiments.
Marta: What position did you have?
Ivona: I was an assistant professor. I taught, had lab exercises and supervised a few students. One student
finished a doctorate under my supervision. But I was mostly involved in research.
Marta: And you, professor?
Anatol: With me it’s simpler than in the case of my wife. I graduated from the Institute of Chemical Technology.
After my service in the army I joined the Institute as a postgraduate student, now it’s called a doctoral student,
and I have been employed there ever since. I am over sixty-five so I can’t be employed full-time, so I work halftime. The year 1968 had a big impact on my career: after all the postgraduate students from our lab escaped
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abroad, I remained alone there. They made me an assistant professor and my real career continued only after
1989. Shortly after 1990 I habilitated and a few years later I was appointed professor.
Marta: Could you explain, in terms comprehensible to a lay person, what you do and how the results
of your work can be applied in real life?
Anatol: My field cannot be used in real life; it’s pure basic science. But to explain it to a lay person: the whole
world around us – us, the air, chairs – consists of molecules. Those molecules attract each other. If they didn’t,
things wouldn’t hold together. But at the same time they repel each other. If they didn’t, the floor underneath us
would break and we would fall down. I study the forces between molecules and their influence on the so-called
thermodynamic behaviour of systems. In terms of using the results of our research in real life, it’s a question for
the future. But not of two or three years, but of ten or twenty. It’s related to the development of computer
technology.
Marta: And what field did you work in [to Ivona]?
Ivona: I measured liquid-air and liquid-solid phase equilibriums in compounds. This data is necessary, for example,
in order to obtain pure substances from compounds. While I worked with concrete substances, for my husband
it’s in principle enough to know how the molecules look and behave. He could immediately calculate everything,
provided that the theory was advanced enough and the computers good enough to do it.

On hobbies
Marta: Ivona, are you now fully retired or are you still involved in science in some way?
Ivona: No, not at all. I am in touch with my former students but I don’t work.
Marta: Was this a big change for you, to stop working suddenly?
Ivona: Everyone’s asking me about this. (laughs) I always enjoyed work and I always gave it my all; moreover,
I worked an extra seven years. But to manage good scientific work and a family means to give up everything else.
So now finally I can do all the things I hadn’t managed to do before. I have a lot of activities and I really enjoy
myself.
Anatol: I would just like to add that I found out that my wife has less and less time because she has so many
various activities and it seems to me that she is worse off than when she went to work.

81

Marta: And you, professor, how did you cope with the fact that your work load was reduced?
Anatol: I think that fifty per cent is a load adequate to my strength. I’m not certain if I might not be too tired if
I worked full-time. The only problem is money, really. As they say about those working part-time, they do the same
amount of work but for half the money.
Marta: You mentioned that you do a lot of activities. I’m curious what, specifically…
Ivona: If a woman wants to stay in science, it’s difficult for her. When you are starting, you need to study so much
stuff, you don’t know a lot, all the more experienced, older people know more. You are constantly catching up
and you have children amidst all this and you always feel that you’re not managing. That’s my nature;
unfortunately, I’d love everything to be perfect. So basically all my life I have felt that I’m not managing. And this
ended and I feel great because now I can determine what I will do and I just do the things that I want to do,
which I almost never could have done. For example, I had no education in music, I don’t even have a musical ear,
but I started playing the flute and I really enjoy it because it’s something I’ve never done before and I never
thought I could. A part of our family lives in the Netherlands so I started learning Dutch. I started attending the
Third Age University – mineralogy, mycology, water and water environment ecology and history, because I have
always liked to study. I am also getting ready to draw; I never could do that either and I have never tried, but now
I intend to. I still have a lot to catch up on.
Marta: That sounds amazing!
Ivona: In my seminars I did simple experiments to better convey the stuff I taught. Before retiring I applied for
a grant to shoot these experiments on film – I wanted to leave a tool for teaching at the Institute. I did not get
the grant so my students and I shot the footage and photographs of what we could. Since then photography has
stuck with me. I take pictures in the countryside, I am interested in birds, I listen to them and I can recognise many
of them by their song.
Marta: Professor, what do you do in your leisure time?
Anatol: My wife lured me to the Third Age University because I don’t have enough titles. (laughs) But otherwise,
come to think of it, I have generally slowed down. But under no circumstances do I feel that I don’t have stuff to do.
I have always had many activities, even when I worked full-time. I play chess competitively and I hike quite actively.

On chemical beginnings
Marta: How did you arrive at your discipline? Was there anyone to influence you?
Ivona: Yes, I was influenced by Professor Hála, an amazing lecturer and a great person.
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Marta: And what brought you to chemistry?
Ivona: I was partially influenced by my parents, but also the times. Back then chemistry was flourishing, it was
needed everywhere. It was believed that it would save the world.
Anatol: In my case it was totally different. I have been a fanatical chemist since the age of nine. I had my lab,
I did experiments there, I read. I just really loved chemistry.

On the pros and cons of scientific and pedagogical professions
Marta: What did you like most about your work?
Ivona: I used to work alone a lot. At the beginning, when I was a young girl, it was difficult. When a young
woman enters a group of older, more experienced men, she just ends up making coffee. I wanted to avoid this
because I really wanted to do scientific work and not be a lackey to older men. When the bosses wanted me to
make coffee for them, I could not openly refuse so I would say: “But I don’t make good coffee, I don’t know how,
I don’t drink coffee.” In this environment a person can’t expect that you will be treated gallantly.
I tried to “liberate” myself there and I have earned my position by working alone a lot and also defining my work
for myself.
Anatol: I will put it a little differently. Teaching makes up let’s say thirty per cent of our activities, administration
is another thirty and science makes up the largest bit. I will start with teaching: I was a shy child and the idea of
standing in front of people and saying something to them terrified me. Of course I was aware that I didn’t know
everything and I was afraid of what I would do if students asked me about something I didn’t know. But this is
not something that scared only me; every teacher worries about this. In time I have become a proficient speaker.
I have no problem speaking in front of a whole lecture room abroad in English. And I have tossed away the fear
of not knowing the answer. I tell my younger colleagues that no one knows everything. Admitting that I’m not
a Know-It-All brings me closer to my students.
Marta: And what do you like best about pedagogical work?
Anatol: I really like it when there’s not too much of it.
Ivona: At our institute, the exceptional and fantastic thing is that there are people who are really interested.
Anatol: And there is an element of exhibitionism in each of us. That’s one aspect. The other aspect is that
a person thinks about how to best convey what he knows, which is not at all easy. In a way it is a creative activity.
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Ivona: I would like to add perhaps that the connection between teaching and science is very good, especially for
young lecturers, because a person thinks she knows a lot but only when you have to convey it do you find out
that you know a lot of stuff only superficially. By having to transfer it further, you have to order things in your
head.
Anatol: I remember another aspect of teaching, what I would call individual teaching. Having your own doctoral
students is the best thing there is. Unlike my wife, I have always created collectives, small ones, but very good.
What I taught my students, and later my colleagues, came back to me when I started learning from them.
Marta: We have now talked about the positive stuff. Can you find anything negative about your work?
Ivona: The record keeping.
Anatol: Yes, administration. It’s clear that there has to be some of it but we thought that with the development
of computer technology it would get easier. The opposite is true and I really don’t like it. I have never had any
ambition to be a dean, let’s say, and I have always avoided similar positions.
Marta: You have taught for a really long time. Can you notice any change in students’ attitudes?
Ivona: Yes, of course. When we came to school it was competitive; the best ones were there. Today math and
technical disciplines are not in favour among students and it’s the humanities that are more popular. But still there
are students who are excellent and enjoy it.
Anatol: But it’s true that older people have a tendency to remember former times in the best light: the weather
was better, students were better, food was better, women were prettier … Truth is there will always be a few
excellent students and I was lucky to have them.
Marta: We already talked about your beginnings. I would like to ask you to compare the conditions
that you had at the start of your career and the conditions that young people have today when they
are entering the scientific profession – your doctoral students and early stage researchers.
Anatol: In my opinion, their situation is better by several orders of magnitude. For example, I had a supervisor
who never did research. I was self-taught. I never had anyone whom I could ask. I got three thick books in English
to study. My English at that time was quite poor. I didn’t understand anything and I was afraid that my supervisor
would then test me on the stuff, which fortunately did not happen. With a few exceptions, we did not have the
possibility to go abroad and be in contact with foreign colleagues. Today any student can go away on Erasmus if
they want to. I first went abroad in 1990, when I was 47! Before that I was only once at a foreign conference, in
the German Democratic Republic at the request of the organisers.
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Marta: And is there anything where students today have it harder?
Ivona: Freedom always also burdens a person in some way. For us everything was laid out and we did not have
to think about much of anything. We have two sons and I have always striven to educate them very
democratically. The older one once told me: “Mom, you always asked me whether I wanted this or that, and for
me it was so terribly demanding to have to always make decisions. If you had said ‘Let’s go and that’s it’, I would
have gone along. But you always gave me a choice and I always wondered whether I made the right one.” That’s
exactly what I mean when I say that freedom is burdensome. But what is still the same is that men-scientists die
in their labs. So a young person, when they’re just in that period when their powers are at their height, has
a terribly difficult time getting into science. There are just simply no places.
Marta: What are the positive aspects of both of you working in the scientific profession?
Anatol: We understand each other better, in our attitude toward life, let’s say. But I can’t test it because I’ve had
only one wife, so far … (laughs)

On the family
Marta: I’m curious how many children you have and in what phase of your professional life they were
born.
Ivona: We have two sons. We got married in 1968. Our first son was born in 1970, the second in 1977.
I graduated in 1968. In 1970, when our first son was born, I was working in Tesla Holešovice. I ended my
maternity leave a little early so that I could start working at the Institute of Chemical Technology. When our
second son was born I was already at school defending my doctoral thesis. I have to say that, especially for
a woman working in research, the birth of a child is a shock. A newly born child consumes all your time. I started
to panic thinking that it would never be different, that it wouldn’t calm down. It’s really a shock for a woman at
the beginning, especially if she is building a position in a job she likes. Suddenly her whole life changes. It took
me seven years before I recovered from it and realised that having children is a great thing and I started to want
another one.
Marta: How did it change your life, professor?
Anatol: Of course it also limits the man, but when children grow up a little, it’s really nice. I’d say that ninetynine per cent of everything was on my wife. I definitely never avoided it. I did shopping or cooked sometimes.
That was never a problem for me. But today I would probably contribute more. Back then I was younger and it
just did not occur to me.
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Ivona: My husband was always very attentive. He helped me in those times when it seemed I would go crazy
because of the children. And also when there was a catastrophe, it was always my husband who saved the
situation. For example when our son scalded himself.
Marta: How long did you stay at home with children?
Ivona: A year and a half with each. Then I placed them in a nursery. But it was difficult anyway. We were always
blacklisted in the nursery and in the kindergarten, they always castigated us: “You are the last one to take your
children home!” And also, children are very ill at the beginning, which is also a problem.

On combining a working life and parenthood
Marta: Did you manage to work a little during your maternity leave and maintain contacts with the
Institute?
Ivona: I tried to but it was hard going. When my child slept and I wasn’t completely exhausted and sleeping,
which was more common, I tried to study something or do something. As I said, it was a huge shock for me.
Especially the first one, the second was easier. I knew what I was getting into.
Marta: How did you manage everything and what helped you most in the early stages of your
parenthood?
Ivona: My husband helped me the most. But also the freedom I had at the Institute was important. They trusted
me. And the trust is quite binding. No one took umbrage when I stayed at home with my son when I needed to
and managed to do my things. No one put obstacles in my way. They knew I was trying as hard as I could.
I remember, for example, that I came to the nursery at eight in the morning and they said that they wouldn’t take
my son because he had a runny nose and would infect the other children. I was teaching a class from nine. My
son loved ‘lentilky’ (Czechoslovak version of M & M’s) so I bought a package and put them next to him on a nappy.
I was teaching and my son was happy eating ‘lentilky’.
Marta: Did grandmothers also help?
Ivona: No, my mother died when I was seventeen and my husband’s mother lived in Mariánské Lázně. When our
son was tiny we handled things alone. There was even a time when we hired a babysitter, but we weren’t very
satisfied with her.
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Marta: Do you think that the conditions for parenting have changed in any way for young people
working in science today compared to the conditions you had?
Anatol: Neither of us is a proponent of real socialism. Still, I think that in certain respects it was more workable
than today. For example, there were enough nurseries and kindergartens, which was an advantage for both
parents. I think that today it’s largely a matter of money. When parents have enough money and can afford private
day-care, it can be managed. But if they don’t have money, it can be a huge problem.
Ivona: We were really fanatics of science. We did it for the love of our work because back then you could not
make money in it. Today many people can earn a lot of money in science, which paradoxically can be a problem
if they want to stop and establish a family. They are afraid to interrupt the continuity, fearing they won’t be able
to come back.

On cleaning and cooking
Marta: How do you divide the household chores today?
Anatol: I think we have never had the division in the sense that you do this and I do that. Everything just fell into
place. But I’d better let my wife speak, it will be more objective.
Ivona: I’ll start with my mother. My mother was terribly clean. She did a big housecleaning several times a year.
She had to check everything, nothing stayed in its place, everything had to be washed, cleaned. It was terrible.
I hated it and I never did it myself. Sometimes my husband jokingly says: “Great, we’ll have visitors, it will be nice
and clean.” (laughs)
Anatol: No, no, I’m not crazy about cleanliness and orderliness. I’m more of a messy man and I don’t mind it at all.
Ivona: The way I have organised the operation of our household is that I quickly remove what is blatantly and
truly horrible. What does not scream out I let be. Shortly after we got married I asked myself: “Why am
I constantly vacuuming and my husband never does? And why should I tell him?” I like when people realise for
themselves that they should contribute. So I kept telling myself: “I won’t vacuum, see if it dawns on him!” And
it actually did! After about three months, when it was really terrible, I came home and found my husband
vacuuming. So I came to think that we each had different limits of messiness. But my husband, for example, really
likes to cook and is a great cook. Sometimes we cook together and then we need someone to eat it. (laughs)
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On starting together
Marta: How and when did you meet?
Anatol: In school. I was a doctoral student. I met my wife when she was in her senior year. She was measuring
something in the room where I was working. I took a fancy to her.
Marta: What was it about her?
Anatol: She was beautiful. Men, at least at the beginning, pay more attention to external appearances. Only later
does spirituality come in. And I was really lucky.
Ivona: I think that with women it’s slightly different. My husband had a huge advantage in that I knew him as
a personality. I knew that he was truly good. Looks are not enough for a woman.
Marta: When did you meet?
Anatol: We got married in 1968 and we met about a year before that.
Marta: And your sons? Are they also in science?
Ivona: Both graduated from the Mathematical-Physical Faculty, but the older one did not stay in the discipline.
Anatol: He calls himself a writer, poet, photographer.
Ivona: But the younger one is successful in science.
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One of our daughter’s first words was ‘molecule’

On work
Marta: Let’s start by introducing your discipline and position.
Václav: I’ll leave it to you.
Markéta: You’ll manage!
Václav: We are both biochemists. To be specific, we mostly do xenobiochemistry, which is the biochemistry of
compounds that are foreign to an organism. We study the consequences of exposing an organism to foreign
compounds. The consequence of such exposure can be the onset of cancer or other undesirable effects.
Markéta: We’re interested in things that are important for the study of the instigation of cancer, various
regulatory mechanisms or enzyme systems, for example.
Václav: Otherwise, we’re internal members of the Department of Biochemistry.
Markéta: I’m now on maternity leave but I have a twenty per cent workload. I’m trying to return and start talking
normally again, and not just babbling with the children. (laughs)
Václav: I also have a fifty per cent workload at the Department of Chemistry Teaching and Didactics, which
prepares future chemistry teachers, especially for secondary and grammar schools.
Marta: How did you get from biochemistry to didactics?
Markéta: The Department of Didactics was interested in finding experts from other departments.
Václav: The goal is to have people who are actually active in the given specialisation, which is different from other
pedagogical departments where everything is taught only by teaching specialists in a particular field but not by
practising researchers. They have one biochemist there, one physical chemist, and for organic chemistry there is
a full professor teaching.
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Marta: And apart from teaching you also do research?
Václav: I wish I could give fifty per cent of my time to research, but it’s significantly less because teaching,
trainings and other related things take up a lot of time. But we do get to do research and we publish.
Marta: Markéta, how did you arrive at your position at the faculty?
Markéta: When we finished our Ph.D. studies at the faculty, my husband and I went abroad, each to the other
side of the globe. It strengthened our relationship. After I spent two years in Japan and my husband a year and
a half in the US, we came back and got married. I returned to the department, obtained a full-time job and then
everything went like clockwork – one child, another child. I hadn’t even looked around after the fellowship and
I was on maternity leave. Now I have a twenty per cent workload. A colleague is just retiring and I was offered
his classes in clinical biochemistry. It’s a relatively large lecture so I was glad, though our children are still small.
I’m trying to use the workload to prepare this lecture. It’s true that with children this small I still don’t really dare
to do science, although my husband and I have theoretical discussions about various problems. But when the
children go to the kindergarten there will be more time, of course, and I want science to make up at least fifty
per cent of my workload.
Marta: How did you arrive at chemistry? Did anyone motivate you? Was there anyone you wanted to
emulate?
Václav: I wouldn’t say so, at least in my case. In elementary school I had a hobby, mineralogy, which I discovered
through one book. Then we had mineralogy at school and I started to be interested in the chemical composition
of minerals – why they differ in shape and what characteristics they have. That’s how I got into chemistry, which
then triumphed. And it was not far from chemistry to biochemistry, which I settled on during my studies at
university.
Markéta: My decision to study chemistry was influenced by the Chemistry Olympiad. They were accompanied by
a great training camp in Běstvina where, by the way, we went for a trip recently to reminisce about our teenage
years. There was a great atmosphere of enthusiastic people. That definitely had a huge influence on me. And then
it was probably also the naïve idea that I will cure the world and will discover the treatment for all diseases and
will cure all suffering people. Later I found out that nothing is that simple and that this utopian idea of mine
wouldn’t be realised. But we still believe that our results may inspire someone to make some major discovery. As
for the choice of specialisation, we were very much influenced by the personality of our supervisor,
Prof. Stiborová. During our studies we were captivated by her great lecture on the mechanism of carcinogenesis
and on xenobiochemistry.
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On mutual cooperation
Marta: Have you cooperated in your scientific endeavours since very early on?
Markéta: Yes, we’re from the same lab, we went to the same lectures, the same tutorials. When we had to
choose a partner for some practical experiments we were always a pair.
Marta: Do you cooperate now on common projects?
Václav: We have grants together.
Markéta: Since I am on maternity leave, the implementation of grants rests on my husband and I care for the
kids. But we would definitely like to cooperate again in the future.
Václav: Of course we take work home, which is probably something all researchers do. I don't think you can do
it any other way. You either do science at full capacity or it does not have any meaning.
Markéta: I think one of our daughter’s first words was 'molecule'. All of our friends have this notion of us
hammering it into our children in the evening. (laughs)
Václav: On the other hand, when a person opens an application on a computer that shows a molecule; it looks
nice and it catches the eye of the person who does not know what it is.
Marta: Talking about cooperation, what are the positive aspects of you two working in research, and
even on a similar topic?
Václav: Talking about cooperation, what are the positive aspects of you two working in research, and even on
a similar topic?
Markéta: I realised the advantage of both of us being scientists the moment I was on maternity leave. Through
Vašek I could stay in contact with what was happening at the department. Just the fact that I could discuss
a problem with him was enough for me to get the feeling that I haven’t been put on the scrapheap, that I’m not
completely out.
Václav: Another advantage comes to mind. By Markéta being in the same position, she knows how much time
the work takes, I don’t have to explain anything to her and apologise that I will be coming home late.
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Marta: And are there any negative aspects?
Václav: There are various negative things, but I don’t have a 'control' life to be able to compare. It’s time intensive
work, and when we did not have children we were used to working late into the night, coming home from the
lab at eight in the evening and sometimes later, even catching the last tram at night. Now that’s impossible. But
it’s not related to the fact that we’re both scientists but that we have a family. Even if I were with someone who
was not a scientist, I probably could not live like that, either.
Marta: You both work on a similar topic and you have worked on similar projects. How do your
colleagues view you?
Markéta: When we started doing our master’s thesis on a similar topic, Vašek had the reputation of being an
excellent student and I was the one who hooked him. But we soon persuaded the people around us that that’s
not the way it is. Here in Europe it basically does not matter whether you’re a woman or a man; I do not feel this
type of prejudice. But it’s true that in Japan the situation of women is much more complicated because their
position is not fully equal there. They have to exert much more effort than their male colleagues to be at least
slightly respected. My boss, Professor Shimizu, had a lot of women in his lab, which was uncommon in Japan.
Japanese women are successful in science but they end their careers the moment they get married. There are
many young ambitious and talented female researchers who are resigned to the fact that once they have children
they will stop working.
Václav: The model persists that the woman is at home with children and the man works.
Markéta: There I felt that my performance had to be twice as good as a man’s in order to persuade someone in
a discussion that I was right. But I like these challenges. I was glad that after the two years I had earned the
respect of professors from other labs.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you like most about your work?
Markéta: That it’s different all the time. It’s not routine and that’s the main thing, I guess.
Václav: I enjoy studying questions we don’t have answers for.
Markéta: It’s a hobby and a person gets paid to do it.
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Václav: What I enjoy about teaching is when students are curious, when they like a topic, listen and ask
questions. It would be great if there was more of that.
Marta: You’re both still young, but have you noticed any change in students?
Markéta: A person can compare what we had to know back then to what students know today. But we’re not
objective; for us it was a hobby we lived for. These students have it differently – they are also in a different
economic situation and have to take part-time jobs during their studies. They don’t have it easy.
Václav: I don’t think that students today are less intelligent, but their motivation is influenced by the fact that
today there are other activities that they want to do. They don’t devote as much time to their studies as it
demands and also the percentage of those working during their studies has grown in recent years. I think you can
tell. They don’t manage the classes in a year; they usually extend it by half a year or a year. They pick their schedule
according to when they are free in their job. They don’t care whether a lecture is interesting or not, but that it
doesn’t overlap with their job.
Markéta: In our time something like this was rare. I can’t imagine studying and working at the same time. We
are very grateful to our parents that they gave us the luxury of not having to worry about money.
Václav: I think that money is probably the main reason students are doing it this way. I doubt that the jobs they
have, often unskilled, are so fulfilling. The situation is changing. It’s not important for them whether a person
knows something, but how much you earn.
Marta: Let me get back to my original question. We were talking about what you like about your work.
I’m also curious to hear whether there’s anything that irritates you.
Václav: That there are not more hours in a day. (laughs) Otherwise I’m very satisfied in my job. Maybe I’d
appreciate it if there was less administration and paper work. I feel that the bureaucracy is continually increasing.
Marta: And apart from the bureaucracy, is there anything else?
Markéta: That science is cruel to its lovers! That’s a quote from Saturnin. Professor Stiborová always used to say
this when we came to her with a tear in our eye that an experiment didn’t work. She calmed us down, saying
that it was normal, that the path of science was just littered with failures. We’ve gotten used to this over the
years.
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On fellowships abroad and life in Japan
Marta: Do you have experience with any long-term fellowships abroad?
Markéta: I was on a postdoc in Japan, and my husband in the USA. Unfortunately we did not go to the same
place.
Václav: When you’re looking for a postdoc, it’s terribly difficult to go to the same place without the other just
being a secretary.
Markéta: I had a fellowship in Japan after I completed my Ph.D. I knew I would like to get experience abroad.
Professor Hudeček helped me find the position in Professor Shimizu’s lab in Sendai, Japan. The Japanese explicitly
wanted a woman, as I learnt later. They had a problem in that men coming from abroad were having a difficult
time adapting to Japanese culture, which is very different. Even when men behaved gallantly in the lab according
to our standards, Japanese women felt uncomfortable and complained. I can’t praise my two-year stay in Japan
enough. Professor Shimizu was very pleasant and tried to avoid any misunderstandings resulting from cultural
differences.
Václav: I’m more of a 'homey' type so I never wanted to go abroad for more than two weeks. But my partner
(we were dating at the time) flew away to Japan and I was thinking why not go somewhere, too. And as things
go, you get an offer. Professor Florian from Loyola University in Chicago was visiting here and was looking for
a postdoctoral fellow. We had a short interview and he offered me the chance to come for a year and a few
months. Then I again went back for three months when Markéta was pregnant.
Markéta: I was in Japan for two and a half years and my husband was in the USA for fourteen months. Vašek
came back to the Czech Republic shortly before me. We started looking for a flat together and in November we
got married. The third day after our wedding we found out we were expecting. It was a great wedding gift to
both of us.
Marta: How did you deal with it when you received the offer to go away for such a long time? What
did Václav tell you?
Václav: Can you still remember?
Markéta: Not really. I originally didn’t know that I would be there for so long. It’s true it was a culture shock, but
also a food shock because a person didn’t know what to eat, and a language shock. I could speak English with
the professor but not with normal people in the street, so I was forced to learn a little Japanese. Then the culture
just enthralled me. The professor was very forthcoming in all aspects. Vašek probably saw it differently, waiting
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for me in the Czech Republic, but for me it was a new culture, interesting work, new people and scientific
contacts. It was difficult, but then it enriched me and we have things to remember.
Václav: I think I was sorry that we were not going together, but I saw Markéta’s enthusiasm and I could not hinder
her. But we saw each other despite the distance. I bought two web cameras and we Skyped each other daily.
Markéta: Now I wouldn’t want a long-distance relationship. But we became precious to each other. You had the
time to re-evaluate things and find out that you really cared for the other person. I would probably recommend
it to everyone, to find out whether the other person is really worth it before people get married.
Marta: Could you compare how science is done in Japan and here in the Czech Republic?
Markéta: There is no comparison. There a person could concentrate only on work. It is indeed said that people
there work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, but the truth is they don’t work all that hard. Japanese
people just love meetings. Each Saturday we had a so-called 'research report' starting at eight in the morning,
where we went over the experiments that went well. There were so many meetings, and most of them in
Japanese, and I had to sit there anyway in order not to fragment the group. But on the other hand, there were
almost unlimited opportunities to travel to various conferences and also the cooperation with other labs was
perfect. A person needed something measured, a phone call was made, and within a week I had a hotel
reservation and an air ticket on my table, and I just had to prepare the sample. Everything just worked wonderfully
and basically I didn’t have to worry about anything.
Václav: Because there administrators work for scientists. Here it’s sometimes unfortunately the other way around.
In the US it’s a little more similar to Europe. The difference is in the funds. When a new person is hired for
a department, you get the funds to launch your own research, equip your lab and funds for students. Here you
don’t get anything and you have to start with what you have and then apply for grants.

On the family and combining work and family life
Marta: You have two children. In what phase of your research career were they born?
Markéta: When I was coming back from abroad I knew I had a full-time job here. When we found out that we
were expecting Magdalenka, I went on a typical maternity leave. Half a year after Magdalenka was born I got
pregnant again, this time with Kája. We really made a quick job of it. But we were glad because I knew that
I would be able to go back to work quickly. Now it’s really difficult because Magdalenka is two and a half and
Kája is a year and a quarter. I guess we need more grannies. (laughs)
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Václav: We’re both from different places. I’m from Strakonice, my wife is from Opava, and so the grandmothers
are fairly far away. But they do come to us.
Markéta: It’s true that we’re now realising how much it would help us if the university had a kindergarten for
employees. I’m really thankful for the small workload I have at the university now because I can be among people.
Vašek’s mom comes to babysit for two days a week. I’m very glad that it’s a grandmother and not a strange
babysitter. We haven’t got as far as hiring a babysitter yet.
Václav: We’re managing so-so.
Markéta: My husband is helping me a lot, doing as much as he can. He’s restricted his activities, he’s really trying
and I think that he adapted a lot.
Marta: What does he help you with most?
Markéta: Mental support! As a friend on the phone. What does your colleague call it? The 'chase plane' is on
the phone. (laughs) I know that I can call anytime because for me the two children at this small age are mentally
demanding. Vašek helps me a lot just by trying to come home as early as possible, playing with the kids and taking
us for trips on the weekend..
Marta: Václav, how did the birth of your children change your life?
Václav: In terms of hobbies and work, I had to scale back. But otherwise I’m very satisfied. The kids give me joy.
Marta: What did your employer say when you got pregnant so shortly after you got your job?
Markéta: That was the least of my problems. In my opinion, one advantage of the university environment is that
it’s not such a strict employer. Our head of the department, Professor Stiborová, who is now herself
a grandmother, has always told us not to dig science so much, that it’s important but that having one’s own
children and family is also important in life. She would tell us that if we postponed for too long, we could lose
the opportunity.
Marta: When did you go on maternity leave?
Markéta: At the beginning of my pregnancy I went on sick leave due to a risky pregnancy. I basically stopped
working from one day to the next.
Václav: I remember you were just back and you weren’t even fully integrated into the scientific community and
you just dropped out again.
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Marta: I’m curious to hear how you put up with the fact that you had to stop working from one day
to the next?
Markéta: I was looking forward terribly to the baby. That was a clear priority for me. I didn’t take it as restricting
me in any way. For me the period after the birth was very difficult mentally.
Marta: What do you think as a mother with fresh experience, about the family policy system in the
Czech Republic? Is it helpful, in your opinion, for young people establishing families and having
children?
Markéta: My experience has been good. When you add my husband’s salary to my parental allowance, we can’t
complain that we have to weigh each koruna. But what I miss are more opportunities to take our kids along with
me. It’s very difficult to move around Prague with a pram, although it is gradually getting better. I know that there
is a children's room at the office for Prague 1, and so when you go there on some business you can have your
child watched by professional nannies. There’s a good idea.
Marta: Did parenthood influence your professional aspirations and work plans in any way?
Václav: It certainly slowed us a little.
Markéta: If it weren’t for the kids, a person could establish more contacts and could accept many invitations to
go abroad, which you can’t do with small children. But it’s part of life.
Marta: How did you meet?
Václav: It was in school.
Markéta: We met earlier, when we were at the Chemistry Olympiad camp in Běstvina. Vašek did not know about
me back then I guess, but I knew there was a Vašek Martínek, the winner of the Chemistry Olympiad. Then we
both enrolled in the Faculty of Science at Charles University. We often stayed in the dorms over the weekend.
Now and then we went on a trip, to the cinema, and we found we were becoming closer and closer. Then we
attended the lecture on xenobiochemistry. Several years later we found out that we went there not only because
we found the lecture so interesting, but also because we knew we would meet each other there.
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It’s better that we are each building our own fields and our own reputations

On work

Marta: To start, could you introduce your discipline and position.
Petr: We both work in computational chemistry. In university, at the very beginning, this is the field I was in. Today
I hold the position of independent researcher at the Institute of Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry in
Prof. Hobza’s molecular modelling team. And I also have a fifty per cent workload at the Department of Physical
Chemistry at Charles University. In fact, I’m in the process of transferring to the university. Starting next year I will
have my main full-time position there and I am finishing at the Academy of Sciences.
Marta: Can I ask what led to your decision to transfer to the university?
Petr: I’ve always preferred the university over the Academy of Sciences. But to get a job at the university is
problematic. There are not many openings.
Marta: But there aren't many openings in the Academy of Sciences either.
Petr: You’re right there. At the Academy today there aren't. But when we came back to the Czech Republic in
1995 there were enough openings for people between the ages of thirty and thirty-five, at least in chemistry.
Marta: And you, Dana?
Dana: My situation is basically the same. I work in the same discipline and I am an independent researcher. Our
job rank is the same.
Marta: And your discipline? Do you work on the same topic?
Dana: We both work in theoretical chemistry.
Petr: But we don’t do the same topic. We work on different things.
Marta: How did you arrive at your discipline?
Dana: I was already interested in chemistry in grammar school.
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Petr: I have been doing theoretical chemistry since school. When I went to America in 1990 and saw the huge
differences in opportunities and equipment, I felt that it wouldn’t be possible to do experimental chemistry in the
Czech Republic for quite some time. I think that this was also what motivated Dana.
Dana: Originally I worked with biological material on nucleic acids. But to combine this work with wanting to
have a family and wanting to also experience something with the child was difficult to achieve. You can’t tell an
enzyme: “I’m finishing at four and going to pick up my kid.” So maybe that’s also one reason I’m doing
computational chemistry. Another reason is that I enjoyed the topic even in university, but I didn’t try to have a go
at it because we were already dating at that time and I felt stupid that we would be doing the same thing. (laughs)
Petr: Really? I didn’t know that. You were asking why I do chemistry: in secondary school I was choosing from
what was available. I went to university in 1982. You couldn’t study law when there was none! Or economy!
What economy!? Planned economy? Sociological disciplines? The natural sciences were the least political and at
the same time sufficiently interesting.
Marta: What do you enjoy most about your work?
Petr: It’s interesting to deal with problems that have not been solved and to try to understand them. Cooperating
with other people is also a very nice aspect of scientific work. You talk to people who have the same or, on the
contrary, very different backgrounds and views of things, and these discussions are incredibly interesting. And it’s
great to work with students because it enriches a person in some way.
Dana: There you sometimes see how someone else’s viewpoint can expand your horizons.
Marta: Is there anything that bothers you about your work?
Petr: Of course there are lots of things. But it’s mostly related to the organisation of work, the decision-making
structures and funding. Often you have people involved in this who are not in it for science as such but for the
decision-making powers.

On mutual cooperation
Marta: Do you cooperate as a team?
Dana: We tried that. (laughs) After we came back from the Ph.D. in the USA we worked together for a time.
Approximately one year after our return we worked on a grant with a German lab. Our cooperation ended with
my return from maternity leave.
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Marta: Why don’t you cooperate anymore?
Dana: I don’t know really. I don’t think it can work.
Petr: There are probably several reasons. But I think that it’s better for each of us to build our own disciplines and
our own reputations. When we were working on the same topic and we came to a conference, people tended to
talk to me more than to Dana. Basically they regarded me as the person responsible for the topic. But our
relationship was a partnership and equal. We each did something different and we cooperated.
Dana: I think that it got even worse when I left for maternity leave. Even if you try to build continuity at work,
you can’t when you’re at home with children. When I returned to work after maternity leave, there was such
a huge difference in how people related to me that I told myself I didn’t want it like this.
Marta: And did you feel like this here or abroad?
Dana: Here and abroad. Of course Petr was more advanced because he had more time for work and gave it much
more than I did, so of course he was better oriented in the topic. But what bothered me was how people related
to me. I was just the executor of calculations which in their eyes were designed by Petr.
Petr: In the two years that Dana was at home, I presented most of our joint things, but there were always two
names on the publications. When Dana was on maternity leave, we were finishing things together. Dana was
publishing all right, but she was not going to conferences and wasn’t coming to work.
Dana: I did go to work, but less often.
Petr: Once a week. So for people I was the one doing the topic and Dana was for them some person from the
team. You can’t change that. Then it’s probably really the smartest thing to start a different topic.
Marta: And do you feel that things improved for the better when you went your own way, or is it still
the same?
Dana: The circle of people is different and no one connects us as spouses. So no, it’s not happening anymore.
Petr: I’m not the co-author of the papers that Dana is writing today so the situation can’t occur.
Marta: And how was it to cooperate on a topic?
Dana: Well, sometimes doors were slammed … (laughs) Petr sometimes made my blood boil. But I think that our
cooperation was fruitful and the papers that came out of it were good.
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Petr: There were certain advantages to us working on things together. But then we talked to each other too much
about specialised things.
Dana: And the children complained.
Petr: Whereas today we also talk about them but not as much because we are each doing completely different
things. But the advantage back then was that we were quite fast at it. You never have such close contact with
a student, and you don’t give out information as quickly as to your partner.
Marta: How is it, working in the same discipline?
Dana: I think there are only advantages.
Petr: Maybe one advantage is that my wife understands that sometimes, maybe too often, I have a lot of work
and come home late or work at home in the evening. Because a person devotes more time to this than you do
with a regular job. But it also has disadvantages because sometimes we feel we’re working too much and we
don’t have time for each other.

On a foreign fellowship and life in the US
Marta: You mentioned that you were abroad. Can you say where you were?
Dana: We were in Pittsburgh, from 1990 until 1995. Petr was originally invited there for a year-long study
programme, which he then extended. And since I was at home on maternity leave, I could go with him. So while
there we decided to interrupt our doctoral candidate programmes here and do the Ph.D. in the USA.
Marta: How did you get that fellowship?
Petr: I started my doctoral candidate programme in October 1989, and then November came. So I stopped that
and wanted to find a position abroad. I finished school earlier but I had to apply three times for the candidate
programme before I got in. I always won the application process or ended up in a good position, but then the
functionaries had to approve and they decided there were cadres with better prospects who had to be given
priority. So I was able to start studying on my third attempt, and that was October 1989. My relationship to it was
that I didn’t care at all if it’s all so politically motivated. When I could, I went to America. And completely unversed
in things, I applied directly for a postdoc. So first I was a postdoc for a year and then I extended it, and Dana and
I did our Ph.D.s.
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Marta: You mentioned that you had a small child at that time. How did you manage? It must have been
quite demanding.
Dana: The original idea was that Petr would go away for a year and as soon as he made money for the air tickets
that we would join him.
Marta: So that was your task, to make money for the air tickets?
Petr: You probably don’t remember but in 1989 most people didn’t have anything at all. I borrowed money for
my air ticket and 200 dollars on top of it. Then it took me five months before I could send Dana money for the
air tickets.
Marta: How did you cope with the separation of the family?
Dana: It was really for a short time, not even half a year. For us it also meant an improvement in our financial
situation.
Petr: I think that if we hadn’t gone to America, we wouldn’t have stayed in science. Most of our colleagues didn’t.
Because with a small child and a wife at home you basically couldn’t manage financially. And of course you
wouldn’t want financial support from your parents at the age of twenty-seven?!
Marta: How was it to come back?
Dana: We were quite looking forward to it. We hurried with our studies because we wanted to come back home
to our families. Everyone was telling us that it would be a terrible shock but I think that the return was quite
pleasant, one of the reasons being that we had jobs here.
Marta: Can you compare the position of doctoral students in the United States to the Czech situation?
It’s probably something completely different, right?
Dana: I don’t think it’s different. I’d say that it is now very similar. We were in a slightly atypical situation because
we had a child. That really wasn’t expected. They looked down their nose at us. In socialist Czechoslovakia I was
considered an old mother, but in the States we were suddenly so terribly young.
Petr: That would be one thing we would probably change. We would have had our first child a little later. If the
regime had not been here and we had had the opportunity to go somewhere abroad, I think that we would have
gone first and then had a child.
Dana: I guess that’s true. I got pregnant in 1988 when we were finishing school. And what else was there to do
here, right? To go abroad meant to be a member of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, and I didn’t want
that. So we just told ourselves that we would let things take their course. But otherwise, in terms of conditions
I think it’s very similar. But life there is easier.
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Marta: Easier in what ways?
Dana: Practical life there is easier.
Petr: A person doesn’t have to do anything but his work. Everything works the way it’s supposed to. You just
need to take your car once a week and fill up the fridge. Everything works. You pick up the phone, make a phone
call, do things over the internet. Now it’s also quite normal here but it wasn’t always so.
Dana: The biggest difference was what to do with the child. When I was looking for a place in the States for the
older son when he was one year old, the selection of kindergartens was much greater than it is now here. When
our younger son went to kindergarten, it was a problem as kindergartens were closing down because of the fall
in the birth rate. The difference is that here you have to pick up a child by a certain hour, and if you don’t, they
look down on you. I would say that the services in the States are designed in a way that you really don’t have to
worry about anything.

On the family
Marta: How many children do you have and how old are they?
Dana: We have two sons. One will be twenty now – the time just flies by – and the other will be nine.
Marta: In what phase of your careers were they born?
Dana: The first one was born one year after school, when I was a doctoral candidate. The second one when I was
an independent researcher.
Marta: How have you managed two demanding professional careers and caring for a small baby?
Dana: That’s probably a question directed at me, right? (laughs)
Marta: Both of you.
Dana: I have to say that the doctoral programme in the USA was quite demanding. A two-year-old child
commands a certain amount of attention and you want to give it to him anyway. Plus we were studying in
a foreign language. So the first year was quite difficult. We had to go to lectures and we also had to teach, so
time-wise it was very challenging. The problem was when our son got sick. You don’t have your grandfathers and
grandmothers there and you have to arrange everything by yourself. And on top of it you don’t have much money.
But we managed. When a person is twenty-five, twenty-six, you can manage quite a bit. (laughs)
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Petr: We had a stipend. In the US, when you do a doctorate in a field like chemistry, it’s totally normal that you
get some workload and a salary that you can live on. Back then it was some eight hundred, nine hundred dollars
a month. We spent approximately eight hundred dollars on babysitting…
Dana: And insurance. So there was basically almost nothing left of my salary.
Marta: How long did you stay at home with your children?
Dana: I was at home for two years with both of them. With the older one I was at home for two years and
I started to study. With the other one I had a tiny workload starting from his first birthday. But I started working
full-time only when he was three and went to kindergarten.
Marta: If you were to compare the conditions you had in terms of combining your work and family with
the conditions that your younger colleagues and doctoral students have today, has anything changed?
Dana: I think that it’s highly individualised and depends on the family situation, if you have someone to babysit
the child. I don’t think it has changed much. Society is designed in such a way that the mother generally stays at
home and when the grandparents are willing, they babysit.

On private and work life
Marta: How much time do you spend at work each week?
Dana: We have the advantage of being able to work from home so we don’t have to come back that late from
work. In the evening we spend time with our children and when the younger one goes to sleep, we often
continue working.
Petr: There are situations when we work on Saturdays and Sundays and in the evening, and then there are days
when it’s more relaxed. Sometimes it’s ten to fourteen hours a day, seven days a week.
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Marta: And how do you manage to care for the household with such a heavy workload? Do you divide
the chores in any way?
Dana: Yes, we do. I do everything! (laughs)
Petr: But I sometimes cook.
Dana: It’s true that Petr and our older son sometimes cook. But of course it’s mainly on me.
Petr: Once a week a cleaning lady comes and there’s always a lot to do.
Dana: But it’s not only once a week that you have to clean up. I would also say that it’s demanding time-wise and
mentally to constantly have to think about what to do with a child, who would pick him up and the like. I’m the
one doing the thinking and then I just give the orders. But I have to think it through and make the phone calls.
Petr: The way we’ve arranged it is that all the activities that our younger son is doing are around here. He goes
for pentathlon here and a modelling group there, English here.
Dana: And I’m the one who designed this! I’m a genius! (laughs)
Petr: So I have instructions to pick him up at three, take him to Juliska sports hall, and in twenty minutes I’m back
at work again. And then my wife picks him up there at six.
Dana: But someone has to make sure that Petr is there at three because sometimes I go see him at work at five
minutes to three and ask if he didn’t forget to pick up the kid. That also happens. (laughs)
Petr: Well, sometimes it does.
Dana: And once a week we have a girl who picks him up. And of course I have to arrange everything with her.
Not to mention those situations when he’s sick. Of course it’s not just me who is at home with him, I also try to
go to work and I can also work from home, though that’s not as efficient. And again it’s me who has to find
someone to babysit him, take him to the doctor and the rest.
Marta: You both have quite heavy workloads. Do you find time for any hobbies together?
Petr: We dance. (laughs)
Dana: Please! (laughs)
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Petr: Once every ten years.
Dana: We don’t really have similar hobbies.
Petr: But we read similar books.
Dana: Sometimes we go to the theatre, but not very often. It’s not so much because of the workload, but it’s
demanding to constantly try to find people to babysit.
Petr: And we ski together, twice a year.
Marta: How did you meet?
Dana: At school. We were together in a study group, but we really started dating at the end of school.
Marta: So you’ve been together for quite some time?
Dana: I’d better not count it…
Petr: We’ve been married for twenty-one years.
Dana: But we’ve known each other since we were eighteen, so in total twenty-seven years!
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If a person wants a family and children,
you can’t spend all of your time at work

On work
Marta: To start off, I would like to ask you to introduce your discipline and position?
Tomáš: We’re both in structural biology, which is a boundary discipline between molecular biology, biochemistry
and biophysics. We study links between the structure and function of certain groups of proteins using methods
from molecular biology, biochemistry and biophysics. I studied physical chemistry at the Faculty of Science and
I graduated in 1995. In 1998 I finished my doctoral programme and at that time I was already working at the
Institute of Physiology of the Academy of Sciences with Dr. Evžen Amler. In 1999 we went away to America for
three years. In October 2002 we came back and since then I have been at the Department of Physical and
Macromolecular Chemistry at the Faculty of Science, Charles University. I received my habilitation in 2007.
Veronika: I work in the same discipline as Tomáš. I work at the Academy of Sciences as an independent
researcher, but mainly I didn’t want to do science. Right after graduation I started working at the Research
Institute of Pharmacy and Biochemistry. During Tomáš’s postgraduate programme we had our first two children
and only then did I do my doctorate.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines?
Veronika: I wanted to study biochemistry, but during the university entrance interview they persuaded me that
biophysical chemistry was better so I ended up doing physical chemistry. (laughs) I guess it doesn’t matter what
field you study because you can choose various lectures during the programme.
Tomáš: I’ve always wanted to do physical chemistry and I also applied for it, but I was also inclined toward
biology. Therefore during my master’s I applied to study with Professor Pavlíček, a specialist in biophysical
chemistry. The topics of my master’s thesis, dissertation and the research I did in America were all on the boundary
between biochemistry and physical chemistry.
Marta: Did you already know that you wanted to do chemistry in secondary school?
Veronika: I already liked chemistry in the seventh grade of elementary school. I took part in all the various
olympiads.
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Tomáš: With me it was similar. I went to the various olympiads in elementary school and I was also lucky to have
had two good teachers who motivated me. Chemistry seemed much more interesting to me than physics or
mathematics. Generally I’ve always preferred the natural sciences over the humanities and I also did much better
in them.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you like most about your work?
Veronika: I guess that it varies, that a person can choose what to work on. Now we are studying a group of
proteins and are looking for various protein interaction partners. We can search in the literature for what we
would like to study. Working with students is also interesting. I have one doctoral student now, which is also an
advantage when I need to go pick up the kids from the kindergarten; she can continue my work. It’s really nice
working with students.
Marta: Do you teach?
Veronika: No, I don’t teach. The doctoral student is the first I have had.
Marta: And you, Tomáš, what do you enjoy most about your work?
Tomáš: The creative freedom. If a person gets money, it’s just up to you and only you what you choose as the
subject of your study. As Verunka already said, the variety of the work is also a great advantage. For example, we
do molecular biology for several weeks and then we switch to protein biochemistry, then we shift to biophysics
or we do theoretical studies. When an experiment works or we manage to publish something and then see that
people cite it, that of course makes us happy. Moreover, there are now a lot of students, master’s and bachelor’s
students, and I also have two doctoral students. The constant interaction with younger people is also quite
interesting.
Veronika: But you do like teaching, right?
Tomáš: I enjoy it!
Veronika: He looks forward to it! (laughs)
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On success
Marta: What do you consider your greatest work achievement so far, what are you proud of or what
made you the happiest?
Tomáš: As for work achievements, we have a few publications which people in our discipline have noticed and
which are cited. And then we have three children, which is also a major success and we’re still working on it
because it’s a never-ending process. (laughs)
Marta: Do you plan to have another child?
Veronika: No, we’ve always wanted three children and we have three boys.
Tomáš: With three children we’re stretched to the limit. We wouldn’t manage more.
Marta: What’s your greatest achievement, Veronika?
Veronika: I’m quite happy to have decided to do science and to have finished the doctorate because I really enjoy
it. When I worked at the Research Institute of Pharmacy and Biochemistry it was quite dreary. Here you manage
yourself, there are more people to work with, people have the same enthusiasm for work. The papers we’ve
published are cited, which also makes us happy. When we meet someone in a conference who comes to our
poster looking for us and doesn’t know what we look like, that’s nice.
Marta: In what aspects was your work at the research institute drearier?
Veronika: We did tests for pharmaceutical companies, comparing new medicines with those that are on the
market. It was mostly statistics.
Marta: Would you say that you are successful?
Veronika: I wouldn’t. (laughs)
Tomáš: We haven’t thought about this. Of course there are many scientists in the Czech Republic who are better
than we are. So we’ve never tried to compare ourselves in that way. I would say that if we compared ourselves
to our schoolmates who have remained in science, we’re at approximately the same level, we’re not much worse
than they are.
Marta: You said that you don’t think you’re successful. Why do you think that?
Veronika: (laughs) We have a few schoolmates who are quite successful. They have a research group either at
school or at the Institute of Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry at the Academy of Sciences. They’re all boys.
Their opportunity to go on a fellowship abroad is just so much better. I spent only three months in a lab during
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the entire three-year fellowship in America. So compared to women, men certainly do much better, also because
they’re not held back by children.

On the fellowship in the USA, life in America
and coming back to the Czech Republic
Marta: When you were on the fellowship in the USA, did you already have children?
Tomáš: Yes, Lukášek was born in 1997, Tomášek in 1998, and in 1998 I defended my Ph.D. So the first two boys
were born when I was a doctoral candidate here in Prague. I went to the USA in 1999. It was a typical three-year
postdoctoral fellowship.
Marta: Which university did you go to?
Tomáš: I was at the National Institutes of Health. It’s a federal organisation funded by the government. It’s a huge
research centre, consisting of several research institutes. The main campus was in Bethesda, not far from
Washington D.C. I left in October 1999 and in December, just before Christmas, Verunka and the kids came. We
were there until September 2002.
Marta: How was it, to be there alone with children, how did you manage?
Tomáš: It was absolutely terrific. My wife can tell you. I think it was better and easier with the kids there than it
was here.
Veronika: Exactly, it was wonderful. We had a school there where parents also helped, so what we had here all
of September, the crying when you left the kid in a kindergarten, disappeared there.
Marta: In what ways was it easier with the children?
Veronika: The general opportunities to do things with children were much better than in the Czech Republic.
There were a lot of activities for children of pre-school age and we also had a lot of acquaintances and we helped
each other. I appreciated this because Tomáš was really busy and often came home at eight in the evening.
Tomáš: We lived in Rockville, Maryland, where local taxes are high and thanks to that public services are very
good. So there were beautiful parks at each corner with climbing frames for children, there were various cultural
programmes in local libraries where Verunka went with the kids.
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Veronika: Museums were free.
Tomáš: It was great there. Also our parents could not meddle with anything, so we had to rely on ourselves for
the first time. We proved to ourselves that we can live completely independently and without our parent’s help.
They just came to visit later.
Marta: Wasn’t it a shock to come back? Three years is quite a long time.
Tomáš: The shock was huge!
Veronika: It is a long time. But the shock was greatest for the children. We came back to a prefab concrete
housing project and our younger son was four. We used to go places to visit people, and he just sat down in front
of the apartment building and took off his shoes, like he’s going home. Or in the bathroom he didn’t know how
to flush. Everything was the other way around. Even the doors were locked the other way around! And our older
child had a shock at the Czech kindergarten. He was five and a half and in the States he was in school already.
Here he returned to the kindergarten where you leave children to their own devices and they can do whatever
they wish to. And because he wasn’t used to this, he just sat at his table waiting for someone to give him some
work. It took him a really long time to come to terms with this!
Marta: Wasn’t he unhappy that he didn’t have enough to do?
Veronika: Certainly.
Marta: And if you were to compare the working conditions in the USA where you worked and here?
Tomáš: National Institutes of Health (NIH) are funded by the federal government so there are no grants, and
scientists get funding directly. There is a huge amount of money. Basically there was nothing a person couldn’t
buy. You picked up a catalogue and you could buy what you wanted and did not have to think about it too much,
which of course sometimes lends itself to waste. When I came back here, the building of the chemical
departments at the Faculty of Science was not yet renovated. It took us some four or five years before we built
our lab and obtained all the equipment to be able to do our work without much difficulty. At the beginning, when
our equipment was limited, we had to do a part of an experiment here, then we had to go to some joint lab and
there do another bit of the experiment and then go to another place. It was very complicated and demanding
time-wise.
Veronika: At the Academy of Sciences we didn’t even have a lab technician at first so we had to prepare
everything ourselves. We prepared ten litres of some medium, then we went down two floors to another institute
and had it sterilised there, then we had to take it to yet another institute across the facility. Now everything is
comfortably on one floor, which is huge progress.
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Tomáš: Compared to the NIH it was a huge difference but we managed.
Marta: Were you happy to come back to the Czech Republic?
Tomáš: I think that Verunka wasn’t very happy to come back.
Veronika: No, I wasn’t. We really had a lot of friends and acquaintances there. There it’s so direct. Here people
are more cautions. But Tomáš was certainly glad to come back. He was really looking forward to taking over
Professor Pavlíček’s lab and finally being a master of his own. That was very important for him because it would
be a long path before he would get a similar position there. We couldn’t even afford to have a third child.
Marta: Why?
Veronika: Not because of money, but a lot of Tomáš’s colleagues had no child, and they were at work all the
time. Of course they had some hobbies to relax but they didn’t want children because children seemed to be an
obstacle to them.
Tomáš: In the entire building where I worked, none of the research group leaders had a child, and most of them
weren’t even married. They did have partners but they spent all their time at work. I often left before they did
because I had children, and I came in on Saturdays and Sundays only when I needed to finish something urgently.
But they were there every Saturday and Sunday. And at Christmas they just took a few days off, one week of
vacation in summer and that was it.
Veronika: The first year you had just some three days of vacation. They had a huge problem when he was really
sick one day. And he felt terrible to have to call in sick.
Tomáš: Officially I didn’t even have any vacation in my contract with NIH. Basically it depended on what the boss
allows. My situation was good because Dr Dyda with whom I worked is a Hungarian who studied in Europe and
then left for America. He was a sensible man and if I had needed time off he would have certainly granted it. But
I didn’t want to take any time off because when a person is abroad, the first year you’re trying to show yourself
in the best light possible. So that first year I really didn’t have any vacation.
Veronika: And the second and third year we had exactly one week of vacation.
Tomáš: All the people there were of course very successful, they published in the best journals – Nature, Science,
Cell. It was really an excellent lab. But I could clearly see what the tax for that was. I saw that when a person wants
a family, a wife and children, you can’t spend all your time at work. Of course there are those who are very
successful and have a family. But what I saw in my immediate surroundings was a total devotion to science. It’s quid
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pro quo. For example, I saw my colleague in the lab more than I saw my wife. I shared a lab with her for eight to
ten hours a day, then went home in the evening, talked to Verunka for a couple of hours and then we went to
sleep. And next morning back to work. That colleague of mine was approaching forty and she was single and
childless. There were times when she would take stock of her life. Her last chance to have children was
approaching, and she decided not to and to dedicate herself only to science. And I know that it was an important
topic for her. She was constantly thinking whether or not to have children.
Veronika: Well, she was quite uncertain concerning children. (laughs) She and another colleague came to visit us
in the Czech Republic. They really tried to persuade Tomáš to stay in the States, they really wanted him there. They
were totally disappointed when Tomáš announced he would not stay there and was coming back to the Czech
Republic. When they came, we invited them to dinner in our ‘panelák’ flat. And the female colleague just could
not understand at all why we had come back here. She kept asking whether we liked it, whether we were
satisfied. (laughs)
Tomáš: They of course knew what the salaries for early stage researchers were here, and it was difficult for them
to understand why I decided to return. But I’d had quite enough after the three years. I was working ten hours
a day in a lab, doing purely experimental science, which means that the experiments often do not work out. Then
you have to repeat it, and it’s very arduous. A person really has to love it a lot. And when you do it with such
intensity and under stress, it’s gruelling. But a person could get used to it, probably. The main incentive for me to
come back was an encounter with Professor Illnerová, who met me at a conference and talked me into coming
back. She planted a bug in my head. Then I found out that Professor Pavlíček would be retiring and that the
leadership of the department would agree for me to take over his biophysical chemistry group. It’s not easy to get
a position in a university, and your own lab at that. So that was the second incentive that persuaded me to return.
Marta: Were there any women among your colleagues at NIH in the position of research group leaders?
Tomáš: There were two women. There were five crystallography groups, of which three were headed by men and
two by women. Both of these women were, I think, married or had boyfriends, but didn’t have children. One was
a very successful and prominent crystallographer. She got married when I was coming back to the Czech Republic.
She married a colleague, a biochemist.
Marta: You mentioned that you had a short study stay at NIH. How did you get it? Was it through your
husband?
Veronika: Yes, it was in Tomáš’s lab, but I could only be there for three months.
Marta: And was this a paid study stay?
Veronika: No, it wasn’t paid; I was just allowed to come to Tomáš’s lab and get some scientific experience.
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Marta: Could you say that it was this study stay that motivated you to enrol so late in a doctoral
programme?
Veronika: Certainly. I was interested in the whole topic that Tomáš worked on there. At the same time it seemed
unimaginable to me to work for a company and distribute some products. I just wanted to work in a lab, that’s
why I have enrolled in a postgraduate programme.

On children
Marta: You have three children, which must be really challenging. Is your employer forthcoming in this
respect?
Veronika: Definitely yes. We made an arrangement in September, before I knew how Kubík would react to
kindergarten, that I would come to work earlier. We live close to the Academy, it’s just across the field so I can
come in on Saturdays or Sundays. It’s quite flexible.
Marta: And how was it with work when your children were born? Did you still work at the Research
Institute of Pharmacy?
Veronika: I worked there for a year and then our children were born and we went to America. When we
returned, I enrolled in the doctoral programme at the Academy of Sciences. It became more difficult with the
children only when we came back. I was in the doctoral programme with two kids in kindergarten.
Tomáš: At that time the building for the chemical departments at the Faculty of Science was being renovated so
I was spending a lot of time at the Academy of Sciences, where I moved temporarily. I came to school only to
teach and I did all the experiments at the Academy of Sciences, where I had an asylum, of sorts. When Verunka
went to pick the kids up at three, I continued and finished what she needed to finish. So in this respect it was
good. Now we can’t do this anymore. Now, when she needs to leave at three-thirty, she has to plan everything
to make it in time.
Veronika: And I do because I just simply plan everything and I do everything fast. But oftentimes I don’t have the
time to sit down for a whole day. We have a lab technician who also has a family and she also does several things
at the same time and manages everything. The work is slowest with Tomáš’s graduate students, who are afraid
of everything. (laughs) What I can do in two hours, takes me eight with them. But then it’s interesting.
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Marta: What has the birth of your children meant for your career, for your work?
Tomáš: I can honestly tell you that caring for the children and the main responsibility lies on my wife. I haven’t
been as limited by it. When Lukášek was born, I was studying for my doctoral exam. I was at home for two weeks
then, I studied and helped Verunka. Of course I continue to help, I do shopping and such like.
Marta: What has helped you most? Are there grandparents or someone else who helps you?
Veronika: There are my parents, who can take the boys to their place at least once a week. For the youngest one
this is a great adventure, to go on a bus with grandma and sleep over. So one day a week we’re on our own.
Marta: You already suggested that care for the household lies on Veronika. Still, do you divide
household chores in any way?
Tomáš: For Verunka to be able to leave work early, she leaves at seven in the morning. I take Kubík to the
kindergarten. I also take him because with me he cries less and makes less of a scene.
Marta: Why’s that?
Tomáš: It’s probably more difficult to separate from the mother because the emotional bond is stronger.
Marta: I think that many a man in your place would say that you’re just better with children and can
persuade them more easily.
Tomáš: There’s not much persuading. A person changes his clothes, shuts him in there and leaves. You can’t allow
any persuading. I take him there at half past seven, and then I continue to the faculty and come back at six, sixthirty. In the meantime Verunka can pick him up at three, three-thirty. The one who has the car goes shopping,
so we alternate. Of course I help at home with some housework, but Verunka does most of it.
Veronika: For me the most difficult thing is to manage everything so that I can leave early for the kindergarten,
and also that you have to watch them all the time; it is also demanding when, for example, they need something
explained in math.
Tomáš: But I also make time for this from time to time!
Veronika: Of course. Tomáš helps them. But when he comes home hungry as a wolf, on a regular work day
everything is done and he can sit down and relax.
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On mutual cooperation
Marta: Since both of you work in a similar field, do you cooperate? Do you have any projects together?
Tomáš: We cooperate very closely. When we’re submitting a grant and I know that part of the experiments will
be done at the Academy of Sciences where I’m also employed part-time, I make sure that Verunka is the coproposer. When she applies for a grant, I hope that she will offer the same to me. (laughs) We’re a team. And
I also take advantage of the fact that I can send my graduate students to Verunka at the Academy and I don’t
have to physically go there with them. I ask Verunka to supervise them and help them. Of course, at the
beginning, when the students don’t know much of anything, they basically need constant supervision. We have
been cooperating since we came back from the US. When we came back, I needed to launch a research
programme. I managed to get grants but I didn’t have any students yet. That’s why I intensively persuaded
Verunka to apply for a doctoral programme. Then we started cooperating, which resulted in many of our
publications. Then I of course got high quality and smart students, but at the beginning Verunka was very
important. I could rely on her one hundred per cent that the experiments were done carefully and precisely.
Marta: How is it to cooperate?
Veronika: It’s quite nice.
Tomáš: It’s funny how Verunka really enjoys work after she came back from maternity leave. It’s quite normal to
see her at eleven at night dealing with something related to work. But I think that it’s a great advantage because
I totally trust her, which means that our cooperation is problem-free.
Marta: Do you think that the fact that both of you are in science, and even in the same discipline, has
enriched you in any way?
Tomáš: There is one advantage to it – the fact that each of us understands the profession of the other person.
Verunka studied at the same school as I did and knows where I work. When I tell her about some problems, she
knows exactly what I’m talking about and what the profession entails. When something gets protracted, she’s not
angry with me because she knows there’s nothing I can do about it.
Veronika: It has certainly enriched me. Because thanks to Tomáš I have started working with students, and that’s
very nice.
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On workload, leisure time and hobbies
Marta: If you were to estimate how many hours a week you work, what is it?
Tomáš: I mostly get to work around eight-thirty and I come home after six. It depends on if I go to the Academy
or not. If I do, I come even later. And then I sometimes work at home. But working at home is now difficult
because the boys make a terrible racket. If we wanted to write a publication or something that you need peace
for, we can do it only when they’re with the grandma or late at night when they fall asleep. So I try to do
everything at work and I tend to take home only some official emails and stuff like that.
Veronika: I spend some eight hours a day at work. The one day that Kubík is with grandma I can stay much
longer. I don’t work at home much, except right before I go to sleep I can read some molecular biology or
something like that. Otherwise I don’t. (laughs)
Marta: When your work and domestic duties are done, do you still have any time for your hobbies? Do
you have any common interests?
Tomáš: We went dancing for three seasons. Verunka talked me into it.
Veronika: Dancing lessons for adults.
Tomáš: Then I broke my leg so we had to interrupt it. It was nice. Whether we liked it or not, at least once a week
parents came here to babysit the children and we went out. Before that we had a season card for the National
Theatre. Now we don’t have anything like this. We go to the cinema now and then, but we’ll probably start
dancing again.
Veronika: We also bike a lot, we can all do it, the whole family, even the small one bikes now. And we ski.

On life together and life plans
Marta: Where did you meet and how long have you known each other?
Tomáš: We met in our sophomore year in university when we were doing experiments together in tutorials in
analytical chemistry.
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Marta: And when did you get married?
Tomáš: Right after school, in 1995. It was after the state exams. We just had our fourteenth wedding anniversary.
Marta: And is there anything interesting you are planning in your work or non-work life?
Tomáš: Honestly, with the kids, we’re not making plans far ahead. As for work, we try to apply for grants as much
as we can. We’re launching new studies; I have identified some proteins we would like to explore so Verunka is
now intensively working on this. We’ll see if it works out or not. But we don’t have any long-term plans.
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Mgr. Magdalena Pačesová, MSc.
Born in 1941 in Kolín, she received graduate training in Geology at the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague, between 1964 and
1968, and between 1968 and 1973 at McMaster University in Hamilton, Canada. She has worked at the Faculty of Science, Charles
University in Prague since 1959 after her graduation from the Higher Industrial Chemistry School, working initially as a lab technician and
later as a researcher. Her work concentrates on the analysis of magmatic and sedimentary minerals and natural glasses. At the Faculty she
contributed to a number of important projects. She retired in 2009 but continues to contribute to the scientific activities at the Faculty. She
is the co-author of a number of specialised and scientific popularisation publications, and she also cooperated on the preparation of the
Velká všeobecná encyklopedie (Large General Encyclopaedia) published by Diderot, for which she and Vladimír Bouška prepared entries
concerning geochemistry.

prof. RNDr. Václav Pačes, DrSc.
Born in 1942 in Prague, he completed his master’s degree in Biochemistry at the Faculty of Science, Charles University in Prague in 1965.
Three years later he defended his dissertation thesis at the Institute of Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry of the Czechoslovak Academy
of Science. He launched his scientific career in 1968 as a researcher at the same institute. Since 1977 he has been at the Institute of
Molecular Genetics where he was the head of the Genomics and Bioinformatics Department, and then later, between 1999 and 2005, the
director of the institute. Between 1993 and 1997 he was the Deputy President of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, and
President of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic between 2005 and 2009. He has held many fellowships and scientific stays at
prominent world universities. He was at Yale University, and the universities of Chicago, Seville and Bristol; he worked at the Institute of
Applied Biochemistry in Japan and lectured at many other institutions abroad. Václav Pačes is a member of a number of international and
Czech organisations. Since 1990 he has repeatedly been elected the Chairman of the Czech Society for biochemistry and molecular biology,
and he is a founding member of the Czech Learned Society. He was elected into the European Academy of Sciences and Arts and is
a member of the prestigious European Molecular Biology Organisation (EMBO). Václav Pačes is the recipient of many prominent awards. In
1989 he received the State Prize for Science, and in 2007 he received the state Medal for Merit in the field of science, the Czechoslovak
Academy of Science Prize for Science Popularisation and also the highest accolade of the Academy of Sciences, the De Scientia Et
Humanitate Optime Meritis Medal. He is the author of more than one hundred original papers and is the co-author, editor and translator
of five books. His work has been cited more than one thousand times. Apart from scientific work he also teaches – he has supervised
a number of doctoral students and has lectures at the Institute of Chemical Technology in Prague. His group was one of the first to complete
a genome project, in 1986 (reading the complete genetic information of a bacterial virus). He discovered a specific enzyme involved in the
catabolism of the plant hormone cytokinin. He is the co-author of the first Czech synthetic gene.
Magdalena and Václav have two adult sons.

128

We were young and we took everything lightly

On work
Marta: To start off, I would like to ask you to introduce your discipline and position.
Václav: I am a researcher at the Institute of Molecular Genetics of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic
where I am a member of a research group that has an interesting composition. It is headed by my former lab
technician who graduated from a distance learning programme. He did his master’s thesis and doctoral thesis with
me as his supervisor and he worked in my group before I was elected Deputy President of the Academy of
Sciences in 1993. He gradually became the head of the group, and my son is his deputy. So at the moment I am
subordinate to my former student and my son.
Marta: Could you introduce your discipline?
Václav: My disciplines are genomics and bioinformatics. It’s a discipline that is separate from molecular genetics
and deals with reading and interpreting the genetic information of organisms, including the human organism.
This involves processing large volumes of information, requiring specific (software) programmes – that’s where the
‘bioinformatics’ comes from.
Magdalena: I’m a geologist, geochemist. Now I’m retired and I only come to the Faculty of Science to work on
the grant of my younger colleague. I was employed at the department for fifty-one years. First it was called the
Department of Mineralogy and Geochemistry, now it’s the Institute of Geochemistry, Mineralogy and Mineral
Resources.
Marta: Did you also teach?
Magdalena: I only used to do geochemistry courses in the field. I was a researcher, not a teacher.
Václav: Magda used to go into the field with students for two weeks. They learnt basic methods such as gold
panning, but also other methods of geochemical research in the field. Sometimes I would come to see them and
I really liked it.
Marta: If you were to explain to a lay person, how can the results of your work be used in real life?
Magdalena: We collect minerals which we then analyse in chemical laboratories to ascertain the genesis of the
minerals. This is used in locating mineral resource beds or in the study of environmental pollution. For this purpose
we collect water and mud samples and we look for the sources of the pollution.
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Marta: And did you ever find gold?
Magdalena: When you know where, any student can find it! When we are in a gold-bearing area, at Otava, for
example, you can easily pan for gold flakes, which are beautiful, shiny, but weigh nothing. Not enough for
a wedding ring, but everyone really enjoys his first find.
Marta: That I believe!
Magdalena: I’ve done one more interesting thing. I used to work on moldavites. This is beautiful, olive-green,
sculpted glass and is mostly used in jewellery. Their genesis is quite interesting. For a long time it wasn't known
if they were of extraterrestrial or terrestrial origin, and we also studied this problem.
Marta: And where are they from?
Magdalena: The material is terrestrial. Moldavites are a vitreous substance formed by a meteorite impact in
Germany. The hot material formed by the blast was carried to the Czech Republic and dispersed by the Moldau
River. That’s why they’re called moldavites. Neruda wrote about them in his Lesser Town Tales.
Václav: There are more types of these so-called meteoric glasses, but only moldavites have the beautifully green
colour.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines?
Václav: To tell you the truth, it was a coincidence. I was studying at the Department of Biochemistry at the Faculty
of Science, Charles University, and when I finished I wanted to stay there as an assistant. Because my father was
not in the good books of the previous regime, I couldn’t. He was a doctor and in 1948 he stood up against the
Action Committees of the National Front active at that time in the communist coup. I was supposed to start
working in Prague - Podolí at the Institute for the Care for Mother and Child as a biochemist. At the same time
there was a competition for the position of doctoral candidate at the Institute of Organic Chemistry and
Biochemistry of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, and I applied and was accepted into Zora Šormová’s
group. Zora Šormová was the wife of the President of the Academy of Sciences at the time, and at that time she
was already seriously ill and came to the institute very rarely. Therefore, they placed me, temporarily at first, with
Dr. Jiří Doskočil. When he found out that my father was a urologist, he told me: “Look, I’ll give you a thermos
and have them put the tissue that they remove from men in prostate operations in dry ice.” There is an enzyme
called prostatic phosphatase. It was used in DNA analysis. I really retrieved pieces of prostatic phosphatase and
isolated the enzyme. I managed to prepare a very active specimen which we then used for a long time. After
I managed this task, Jiří Doskočil took charge of me and I prepared my doctoral candidate thesis under his
supervision. It was not until several years later that I realised that his experiments were some twenty years ahead
of their time.
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Marta: And you, how did you arrive at your discipline?
Magdalena: I studied at a chemical technical school and I was assigned to the Faculty of Sciences, Charles
University, as a lab technician.
Václav: Back then you couldn’t go work where you wanted, especially doctors. They were told where they were
to start their job. They were different times…
Magdalena: Five years later I enrolled in a distance learning programme. It was rather difficult. When I was in my
junior year, we had a year-old child, the year 1968 came and I received a stipend in Canada. I left and studied
there for two years.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you enjoy most about your work?
Magdalena: I like that my work is related to nature and being outside. First you go out, you collect stones and
minerals, then you crush them and analyse them. I also enjoy geological conferences, where you always have
interesting field excursions. Geological congresses are colourful compared to congresses in other disciplines.
Václav: I’ve liked chemistry since my childhood. I remember one gift I got as a small boy. It was called “Pokusárna”
(Small Lab) and there were test tubes, basic chemicals and instructions for elementary experiments. I enjoyed this
tremendously. Originally, I wanted to study medicine, as it was preordained in my family, but that didn’t come off.
Years later I found out why they didn’t accept me as a student. The dean of the medical faculty was a hardcore
party member who hated my father since 1948 when my father had stood up against the Action Committee. As
I later learnt, I passed the entrance exams, I was even one of the best, but the dean crossed me off the list of
accepted students saying: “This one won’t study here!” So I worked for a year in Vagonka Tatra Smíchov where
I obtained a recommendation to study at the Faculty of Science. And in the end I’m happy about it.
Marta: To come back to the question, can you find any negative things about your work, something
that bothers you?
Václav: All scientific work has one major negative aspect. When you’re doing experimental work, experiments fail
more often than they succeed, which is sometimes very frustrating. There are people who left science because
their experiments were not working out for extended periods of time, which is why when I later headed a group
of people I always took care that the people in the lab were working on two projects at once. If one of the projects
isn’t working out long-term, there is another with partial results. It’s important to keep spirits up in a team.
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Marta: And what negatives do you see?
Magdalena: I don’t see any negatives about geology. The only thing I’m sorry about is the position of science in
the world, and especially in the Czech Republic. Mineral beds are being closed down and there is less of a need
for resources now than there was before. Little money is allocated for science, there are few students, and
teachers are largely paid according to the number of students. The last thirty years have been a fight for money.
I think that resources will again become necessary and that we will again see the development of geology.
Marta: If you were to think what your greatest achievement has been so far, what you are really proud
of, what would it be?
Václav: I appreciate two of my results, but they are really so inconspicuous. In my doctoral candidate thesis
I managed to separate various phases of protein synthesis in bacteria. I managed to show how a certain
substance, which is a widely used cancerostatics today, acts, and which molecule is involved in this process. The
second success was that I discovered the first enzyme of the metabolism of one plant hormone, the cytokinin
oxidase. At the University in Olomouc there is even a whole research group studying this enzyme. In addition, we
were the second lab in the world to finish reading the genetic information of a virus, but I don’t appreciate that
as much because we only applied the methods developed by Frederick Sanger, who received the Nobel Prize for
it.
Magdalena: I’ve always worked in a team so they’re not really my achievements. But I am a co-author of several
books, and we also made a film about moldavites. Looking at it I would say that this was the ‘achievement’.
Marta: Both of you are in scientific professions. Could you say what advantages and disadvantages this
has?
Václav: I don’t think there are any.
Magdalena: I don’t think you’re right. We often talked during dinner and our children were present and listened
attentively. Both our sons also went for chemistry, which makes me happy. But they also make fun of us. One of
our daughters-in-law was asked after she married our younger son how it was to live in such a scientific family.
And she answered: “Totally normal, but it seems strange to me that when they recycle, they separate organic and
inorganic stuff,” and supposedly this really amused her friends. (laughs)
Václav: Organic stuff is for the compost and inorganic is then separated into plastic, paper, glass etc. (laughs)
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On children, life abroad and conditions for scientific work under communism
Marta: You’ve already mentioned your children. How old are they and in what phase of your
professional life were they born?
Magdalena: We have two sons. The older one was born a year after our wedding, when I was still in the distance
learning programme and Vašek was a doctoral student.
Václav: In 1967.
Magdalena: We were young. We took everything lightly, although financially it was a little difficult. My husband
only had a small stipend and the maternity allowance was not that large. At that time we lived with my parents,
which is why we managed quite well. Our second son was born eight and a half years later.
Marta: That must have been very difficult. What helped you the most at that time?
Magdalena: Grandma. She helped us especially with the first son when I went to Canada. If it weren’t for my
mother, who was working but got time off from her work to be able to care for my son, I couldn’t have gone to
Canada. After a year, when our son was two, my mother came with him to Canada to be with me. Vašek also
came then while he was in the USA. We then lived in Canada together for a year. It was the exceptional year of
1968, when you could travel and everyone tried to grab the opportunity that presented itself and which might
never repeat itself again. Today probably no one would do such a thing.
Václav: The situation is different today. For scientific work, at least in my discipline, the free exchange of ideas,
opinions, contact with the world, with colleagues from abroad, is more important than money and equipment.
We didn’t have this. They even confiscated journals. If Nature or Science featured a paper which the censors didn’t
like, our library wouldn’t get the issue. And of course we couldn’t go abroad; we were in absolute isolation. And
today? Today, half the students, perhaps more, spend several semesters studying abroad, or they even complete
their degrees there. And after the doctorate you automatically go away for several years.
Marta: How did you deal with it? It must have been really difficult, to leave a small baby here and for
each of you go to a different place.
Václav: Really, it was difficult.
Magdalena: It was terribly difficult going away, but because my mother was still relatively young, I knew that the
boy would be in good hands. And then, in Canada I was so busy learning English and studying that I didn’t have

134

time to be sad. I sometimes couldn’t even fall asleep in the evening, English was spinning around in my head –
how I should have said something differently, if I would understand a seminar, and the like. And, in addition, I had
the hope that they would come see me.
Marta: Did you have any language courses in Canada or were you left to your own devices?
Magdalena: I had to rely on myself. But because there were six foreigners in the class, they went slowly during
the lectures and they always wrote new terms on the blackboard. So in the end it wasn’t such a huge problem
during my studies. Someone would know English better, and this person corrected the seminar papers, and we
helped each other. So I basically learnt English without studying it. Some geological terms I learnt only in English
and my colleagues at the department later laughed at me that I didn’t know them in Czech.
Marta: And how was the separation for you, professor?
Václav: I was in Chicago and left three months after Magda. I have to say I was homesick. So the second year
we arranged it in such a way so that we could be together, and then it was a normal life. A year after that we
came back. Only later did we realise how easy it would have been if we had wanted to stay. At the time, when
people emigrated, they often didn’t know English and didn’t have a job. We had all that. We both knew English;
we had a job and a grandma who was taking care of our child. And we also found a lot of friends because there
was a large Czech expat community at that time.
Marta: How did your parents react when you told them you wanted to leave for a relatively long time
to go abroad?
Václav: It was a totally different time. 1968 brought a huge release. We hadn’t been anywhere “in the West”
until then. I had just defended my dissertation and Jiří Doskočil, my supervisor, arranged a postdoctoral fellowship
at the University of Chicago.
Magdalena: My parents really supported me. They told me that I had to go. There was an interesting thing that
was the result of going to Canada. My son stayed here with my mother, and back then my brother lived with her
and called her ‘Mom’. Honza, our son, picked that up and also started calling her ‘Mom’. When they came to
Canada to be with me and they told him I was his mother, he was confused. So he started calling me Magda.
Then he started calling my mother 'Grandma', but I have always remained Magda for him to this day. Our younger
son got that from him also, so even today both of them call me by my first name.
Marta: And your second son? In what phase was he born?
Magdalena: We both had a stable job by then. Again, my mother helped me a lot. Back then I went back to
work after two years of maternity leave. They didn’t want him in the kindergarten because of his age, but my
mother was already retired by that time and so she looked after him, and in the years that followed she picked
him up from the kindergarten after lunch.
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On the combination of work life and parenthood
Marta: Did you in any way maintain contact with your work when you were on maternity leave?
Magdalena: Yes, I tried. We had a book in progress so I often went to meetings. Or the boss needed me so I came
with the pram and the woman in the library watched my son. When we had courses for students in the field,
I took the younger one along. He liked it and the students did, too. He always learnt something and my colleagues
were always friendly. All of my life they were very forthcoming toward me at work.
Marta: If you were to compare the conditions that doctoral students or early stage researchers have
today for the combination of work and family and the conditions that you had, has it changed, do you
think?
Magdalena: I would say that the situation today is worse in that there is huge pressure to publish. If someone
has a family and cares for children and hasn't published enough, they won’t pass the next round of assessment
and will be forced to leave. I also think that it’s difficult for young mothers on maternity leave to apply for grants
and they are left out of the system for a time.
Václav: Today if you don’t have results, you have to leave. At least that’s the way it is at the Institute of Molecular
Genetics of the Academy of Sciences.
Marta: Do you think that, in science, parenthood can be perceived as a handicap?
Magdalena: I think so. When I see the number of questionnaires constantly completed with details about papers
and applications written, it seems to me that it takes up too much time. Before there was the so-called state plan
and everyone worked on it. We weren’t forced to get funds elsewhere.
Václav: Look at women like Helena Illnerová or Eva Syková. Both brought up children and they are very successful.
I think that in principle it can be managed if the husband helps a little. I always tried hard. And of course, there
is the irreplaceable role of the grandmothers. Without them it would be difficult to manage. For example, I tried
to push for the construction of a kindergarten at the Prague – Krč premises of the Academy of Sciences so that
women could come back to work sooner and have a place for their children. Of course there are significantly
fewer careers for women in science than for men, and it’s a great loss for all of society. Women make up fifty per
cent of our population and it’s clear that these human resources are not properly used. It will never be fifty-fifty
because there will always be the element of motherhood and childcare. But on the other hand, in terms of the
position of women and their opportunities for advancement, you can see a big step forward. In my parent’s time
it was not even expected that women would have a career, and in my grandparent’s time women weren’t even
employed!
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Magdalena: But motherhood had a negative impact on women’s careers before, as well. After several years
people usually advance to a higher pay grade, but those on maternity leave lost those years. I always lagged
behind my male colleagues-peers, salary-wise.
Marta: When your children were small, did your husband help you? Or do you feel that the
responsibility was primarily yours?
Magdalena: It was largely mine. But because I did it that way, not because someone was forcing me to. Between
the two of us, my husband is the ‘true’ scientist. I’m more of a professional and that’s why I could always make
time somehow.

On work schedule
Marta: I’m curious to know how much time on average you spend at work.
Magdalena: When I used to work full-time, I spent a little more than the full-time equivalent at work. But not
much more because I had to be there for the family. Now we have four grandchildren so my schedule is maybe
even busier. (laughs)
Václav: With me it’s always been in fits and starts. Especially after 1990, when I entered various positions; I pretty
much worked without a let-up. Now I’m working on BIOCEV, which is a large project funded with European
funds. It involves the construction of a biotechnological and biomedical centre in Vestec u Prahy, and I’m
responsible for the scientific programme. And of course I want to finish a lot of the things which I neglected when
I was President, and before that, Vice-President of the Academy of Sciences, and also the director of the Institute
of Molecular Genetics of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic. I’d like to return to writing and I would
like to contribute more to the work of my group.
Marta: What did your day look like when you were President of the Academy of Sciences? Did you have
any time left for science?
Václav: That’s precisely what the big problem was. I always made an effort to devote time to science despite all
my functions, and I never left it completely. When I was President of the Academy of Sciences, I went to the lab
from time to time, and I also had lectures at the Institute of Chemical Technology in Prague. But it was difficult.
The position of President of the Academy of Sciences was also associated with great mental exertion. I worked
a lot, and in addition to that there was a social event almost every day. I was invited by ambassadors, I used to
go to concerts, I opened various events and babbled on various occasions. The position of President of the
Academy is a political and social one to a certain extent. A person has to represent the Academy as an institution.
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Magdalena: I remember that you often could not sleep at night. You often worked late into the night and I think
that, with the exception of one day on the weekend, it took up all your time.
Marta: Did you go to the evening events with your husband?
Magdalena: Yes, often.
Václav: It was the proper thing to do, although she did not much feel like it, especially toward the end. To go
out almost every evening, to concerts, for example…
Magdalena: And to always see the same people there…
Václav: We both also gained weight as we were always stuffing ourselves at the receptions and dinner parties.
I’m glad it’s over, to tell you the truth.

On life together
Marta: Do you have time for any hobbies?
Magdalena: We bike.
Václav: Yes, we go biking a little, Magda likes the garden, and we go to our cabin. It’s by the water and we have
a boat so we sometimes take the boat on the water or we go swimming.
Magdalena: You used to play golf.
Václav: I used to play golf, now I don’t. I also write scientific popularisation articles, I translate …
Magdalena: And we devote a lot of time to our grandchildren. There is a big age difference between them. The
oldest is sixteen and the youngest is one. Every other day I go babysit the smallest ones and sometimes I pick up
the older ones and take them somewhere, so I’m really busy. But I like it so I don’t complain.
Marta: How did you meet?
Magdalena: My husband’s older brother was studying geology at the Faculty of Science when I enrolled. We used
to do a puppet theatre for the employees’ children, for example, on Saint Nicolas’ day. Once his brother couldn’t
come for practice and Vašek came instead of him. And that’s how we met.
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Marta: How long have you been married?
Magdalena: Since 1966.
Václav: Forty-four years.
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University and a doctorate delay the establishment of
a family by six or seven years

On work
Marta: To start off, can you introduce your discipline and position?
Milena: We both have the same position. You say it, you’ve rehearsed it! (laughs)
Zbyšek: We’ve been at the university since 1999 when we started our doctorates. I came from the Faculty of Civil
Engineering at the Czech Technical University, and my wife from the Institute of Chemical Technology in Prague.
We design new types of materials for civil engineering and also methodologies for measuring materials. When we
started there was almost nothing; everything was just starting. All the labs that are here now were just empty
rooms. We had two European projects and everything developed from them, including the doctoral students that
gradually came to our lab.
Marta: And are you researchers or do you also teach?
Zbyšek: We’re assistant professors so we teach, lecture and have tutorials, and in addition we do research, which
is a sort of bonus.
Marta: Could you say what percentage of your time is taken by working with students and how much
by research?
Zbyšek: I always divide it into the test period and the semester. During the semester I have four different lectures
which I have to prepare. So I have only a few hours a week plus Friday for research. And then I have to catch up
on weekends because research projects run the whole year. And then there’s the test period, when I finally have
time to do something. You just have to combine it somehow.
Milena: It’s best during the summer break because you get the most work done. No one’s here.
Zbyšek: The school, of course, is there mainly for students; that’s why it’s there and this is what you have to start
from. Lectures should be based on this. Research should not be done to the detriment of students getting
a quality education.
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Marta: How did you arrive at the topic of materials research? Were you already drawn to it in
secondary school, let’s say?
Zbyšek: In secondary school I didn’t know what I would like to do in the future. Originally I submitted my
application to the Mathematical-Physical Faculty, Charles University, the University of Economics Prague and the
Faculty of Civil Engineering at the Czech Technical University in Prague. When I was at the faculty, the range of
possibilities narrowed down a little. Then I submitted an application to the doctoral programme, and thanks to
the European projects that we were working on we were able to work on interesting and applied research. That’s
why I stayed here in the end. When I was at the Faculty of Civil Engineering I wanted to do building
reconstruction. I thought older buildings because new buildings didn’t speak to me much. I don’t relate to them
much. And because I was telling myself that I need more practice, I went to a studio for an interview. I helped
resolve what architects think can be built. It’s sometimes difficult with them. They have to understand that
something cannot be done or, if it is done, it won’t function. We were passing the Dancing House the other day
and looked at all the details that they didn’t attend to. For example, they didn’t have space for a drainpipe; I guess
it wouldn’t look good or something. So they just made these holes for the water runoff and it drains on the
supporting structure. The whole thing is corroding.
Marta: That would never occur to me, to look at the Dancing House from this perspective!
Milena: It runs in our blood. (laughs)
Marta: And you, how did you get to your discipline?
Milena: I’ve always liked the natural sciences. But they told me not to go to a technical school, that I’m not
a technical type …
Marta: Who told you that?
Milena: I went and got a psychological opinion because I didn’t know which field to apply for after secondary
school. I was also considering medicine but in the end I decided for the Institute of Chemical Technology where
they accepted me without the entrance exams. It was the path of least resistance. I started working on silicates
there.
Marta: That’s quite a difference, to work on silicates or study medicine …
Milena: It’s physics and biology, it’s all the same.
Marta: Did you have any role model, anyone to take as your orientation point?
Milena: I guess it was our professor Černý with whom we’ve cooperated since the start.

143

Zbyšek: It was important that during our doctoral studies we had the opportunity to go to conferences abroad.
There we realised that the people writing papers are real and we can meet them. We came to understand that
science is a whole living process.

On foreign fellowships
Marta: Did you hold any long-term fellowships abroad?
Milena: No. We didn’t have the opportunity.
Zbyšek: I’ve had about 10 ten-day fellowships in Europe. Because I work on projects, I can’t afford to go away
for a longer period of time. Now the situation is that if a person goes way, it’s possible that there will be no
opening six months later. On the other hand, today doctoral students even have the obligation to study at
a foreign university, and the offers are financially attractive.
Milena: There would be no one to do our job here if we went away for longer. There would be no one to teach.
And I wouldn’t want to anyway. (laughs) I like going to conferences, meeting people, but I couldn’t stay there.
I’m a “homey” type. I like our house, our garden.
Zbyšek: The offers are such that when you’re writing your habilitation, they pay for two months at a selected
foreign university where you have the time to write it up. The problem, however, is that you need to teach and
work on grant projects, which is something no one will do for you. So now it’s fairly easy to get a foreign
fellowship, but realistically you don’t have time for it. For example, last year we visited Tsinghua University in
Beijing; we have a project together and they would like me to lecture there.
Milena: We could both go for half a year.
Zbyšek: But when we assessed the financial offer and how our careers would benefit, it was unjustifiable. We
couldn’t afford to maintain our house with that money, although we would probably have a relatively good life
there. We get offers all the time – to universities in Denmark, Edinburgh, from Scotland – they write all the time,
but I don’t know … A person would have to start again from scratch. I would have to rebuild what I have gained
here over eight years.
Milena: So far there has been no offer that has appealed to us.
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Zbyšek: It’s not like it was in the 1990s when people were running away en masse and then coming back again.
I think that the quality of Czech higher education and the research done at universities such as the Czech
Technical University is comparable to Western universities.
Milena: With the job offers and projects we’ve had here, we don’t even have any reason to go abroad.
Zbyšek: But mainly we just missed the whole 1990s. When the Velvet Revolution came I was in the eighth grade.
Ten years passed and we were just beginning to think about what to do with our lives. In 2000 the situation was
quite different.

On the position of young people and doctoral students
Marta: What is the position of young people, doctoral students, in your discipline, at your school?
Zbyšek: I think it’s the same as everywhere. Here you can see that a generational change is needed. It’s been
changing a little because the leadership of the school has realised that it’s necessary to do something about it.
The average age of a professor or an associate professor at the Czech Technical University five years ago was very
high, around sixty or even seventy. Then there were assistant professors who were around thirty, thirty-five. So
there’s basically one generation missing, but now there is a trend to supplement the middle generation of
associate professors and full professors with young people.
Milena: Students today have huge advantages because with us getting a project, we can give them more money.
Doctoral students working for us in the lab are paid. They don’t have to do part-time work and can concentrate
fully on their work. And if they are really good, we try to find a position for them as an assistant after they finish
their Ph.D. Many of our students have stayed here and are now our colleagues. Also, BA and MA students get
the opportunity to contribute to research for their bachelor’s and master’s theses.
Marta: And if you were to compare it with the conditions that you had when you studied?
(both laugh)
Zbyšek: When we were in the master’s programme, the conditions weren’t like this. Everything was just
beginning. When we started the doctoral programme we didn’t even have a realistic idea of what was expected
of us. So the first quarter year was pretty bizarre. Then we got two European grants, which no one in the entire
Czech Technical University had, and we were implementing them with a very tightly-knit group of people.
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Marta: And it was Professor Černý who got the grants?
Milena: Yes. Because he studied in America and had contacts. He motivated us a lot and secured projects and
funding, of course. And that’s the way it has been to this day, more or less.
Zbyšek: As for the grant competition, it’s like a marathon. Always when there was a new topic and we were there
at the beginning, we got the grants. As soon as the topic became established, getting grants became more
difficult. Suddenly you find that the door is shut where a year before it was open.

On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: What do you like most about your work?
Zbyšek: Mainly the freedom. A person has to do grant projects because the financial situation in education is far
from optimal, but in grant projects you can partially choose your own research priorities and goals. It’s not the
type of work where a person comes, sits somewhere for eight hours and everything is given in advance.
Milena: I like that I can work in the lab and teach at the same time because I’ve always enjoyed teaching. And
I guess it’s also the variability of the work and the opportunity to study, learn languages, educate oneself.
A person constantly educates herself and works on herself.
Marta: And do you find any negatives?
Milena: Little time.
Marta: Little time?
Milena: In our peer group, we are exotic.
Zbyšek: We lead a fairly untypical way of life.
Milena: Many of my peers have families, or they have two or three children, and can’t understand that I won’t
go for a coffee with them because I’d rather be writing something. We have to deal with this on a daily basis.
Marta: And you don’t have children?
Milena: Well, we’re just expecting. We didn’t have time before. (laughs)
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Marta: Congratulations!
Zbyšek: That’s the lag time. Our peers have kids that are six, and we’re doing it now. University and a doctorate
postpone the establishment of a family by six or seven years.
Marta: You hinted that because of work you don’t have much time. Can you estimate how much time
you spend at work on average?
Zbyšek: I always say that I manage to do the most at home. Because here when I have to communicate with
students, I basically don’t get to do anything. You can always perform manual labour at the computer, as I like to
call it.
Milena: But regularly we’re definitely here eight hours a day.
Zbyšek: Plus at least two to three hours of work at home.
Milena: And on the weekend. When there’s something urgent, it’s no problem to work twelve hours a day. When
we were writing the textbook last year we had to take a vacation. I took three weeks of vacation in order to finish
the textbook.
Zbyšek: And then we have some two months of business trips abroad.

On success
Marta: What are your greatest achievements so far, what are you proud of?
Zbyšek: Our projects, for example – I now have nine of my own, which some colleagues don’t have after thirty
years of work at the university. We each have almost two hundred publications.
Marta: Two hundred publications?
Zbyšek: I don’t know the exact number. The total number is somewhat higher. Our best fifteen papers have been
published in IF journals abroad. And there are people at the faculty who have only one or two, or even none. It’s
clear that before you couldn’t get them. People had their classes and that was it for them. They didn’t have any
other option. Today the possibilities are incomparable.
Marta: What helped you in accomplishing these achievements?
Milena: We’re lucky because Professor Černý is a good manager. He started the grant projects, so now it’s a sort
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of a snowball effect. Once you establish contacts, people that want to cooperate get in touch. Grant project
implementation gives you topics for publication and research and it also brings money to get quality laboratory
equipment, without which you just can’t work today if you want to do materials research. Thanks to the grants
we were able to get equipment, some of which is completely unique in the Czech Republic.
Zbyšek: There are only about five labs like ours in the world. And everything has been done from scratch; it’s nine
years of work.
Milena: So thanks to this we have a lot of students, supervising and projects.
Zbyšek: And it also translates into the number of publications.
Milena: We’re also happy that we were able to contribute to the establishment of a new discipline, and we
managed to start teaching chemistry at the faculty, which at that time was basically not working. I pushed for
many chemical subjects to be taught starting the freshman year, which was not done here before.
Marta: Would you say that you’re successful?
Milena: I think we are.
Zbyšek: Modestly. (laughs)
Milena: I think that if we weren’t we wouldn’t be doing it, probably. I wouldn’t put up with work that I wouldn’t
enjoy and where I would be a failure. Such work doesn’t have any meaning.

On mutual cooperation
Marta: What does it bring you, both of you working in the scientific profession?
Are there any advantages?
Milena: It really works for us. We consult with each other, we’re basically always working.
Marta: And any disadvantages?
Zbyšek: I don’t think so. It seems totally optimal to me.
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Marta: And how is it to cooperate?
Milena: I measure something, he knows that I measured it well, I give it to him on time, the way he wants it …
Zbyšek: Of course, when the results are not the way I want them to be we fight. (laughs)
Milena: But we’re a team. We like to cooperate.
Zbyšek: When you look at the publications, you find that most of them are us together.

On the family
Marta: You said you are expecting a baby. Have you thought about how you will manage and what
impact parenthood will have on your work?
Milena: My parents are retired and they promised to help. I made an arrangement to stay at home for six months.
But I will have to work because I’m responsible for managing the financial aspects of the grants; I’ll also have to
write papers, but fortunately you can do that from home. I’m also supervising three doctoral students and I can’t
tell them I’m finishing and that they should find someone else. I’m planning to start lecturing again after half
a year. I hope that the baby will be nice and that we will manage everything.
Marta: And you, have you considered that you might need to slow down at work?
Zbyšek: I will probably have to travel less. Otherwise, you can’t slow down at work. I can take more work home,
sure. But it doesn’t look good if there’s no reason for it. But if there is a reason, the boss won’t mind if the job is done
by the deadline. This is an advantage in university. A person has classes, consultation hours, and when you do your
other work is up to you.
Marta: And what about your employer, are they forthcoming in this respect?
Milena: The boss is thrilled that we’re having a family. He’s really happy for us. Together with him, we made the
arrangement for me to come back early. It’s not possible to interrupt work and say I won’t be here for four years.
You just can’t do it. And I wouldn’t want it, anyway. I would lose my contacts and I would throw away many years
of work. When a person stays at home, there’s nothing forcing you to improve yourself. So I hope that it will be
possible to combine it. We’ll see.

149

Marta: And what are your plans for the future, how many children do you want to have?
Zbyšek: One more.
Milena: At least one more. They promised a kindergarten, so let’s hope it will be ready soon. (laughs)
Zbyšek: They say it should be ready in two years.
Milena: Which would help us enormously.
Marta: Do you think that parenthood will change they way you look at your work?
Milena: One hundred per cent.
Zbyšek: Certainly. A person changes priorities.
Milena: That’s why we hurried with our habilitations, because it takes up so much time. And now I will know
that I’m doing just the most important stuff and the rest I’ll either hand over to someone or it’ll just have to wait.

On life together and hobbies
Marta: We talked about your workload. Apart from work, you also have to ensure the household. Do
you divide the work in any way?
Zbyšek: We do everything by half and it works.
Milena: Yes. Cleaning once a week has to suffice, and we have division of labour. (laughs)
Marta: And this division of labour just materialised automatically?
Milena: Yes. My husband is well-trained by his mother.
Zbyšek: I am used to it from my home, so for me it’s normal.
Marta: Do you have any time left for hobbies?
Zbyšek: I do sports actively, almost every day. I play table tennis, tennis and football tennis.
Milena: I’ve been doing oriental dancing for eight years now, also as an instructor. And I also take care of the
garden.
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Marta: And do you have any hobbies in common?
Milena: Biking and skiing. What else…? Television… (laughs)
Zbyšek: We switch it on and you fall asleep in front of it at nine. (laughs)
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We thought it was a temporary arrangement,
and they turned out to be the most beautiful years of our lives

On work
Marta: Could you introduce your discipline and your position?
Eva: I’m the head of the Institute of Biochemistry, Cell and Molecular Biology at the 3rd Medical Faculty at Charles
University in Prague. At our department we primarily study analytical methods for the identification of substances
in biological material which are significant for medicine. Teaching biochemistry to freshman and sophomore
students accounts for a large part of our working hours at our faculty. Of course we also have research projects
and we contribute to the implementation of the faculty research plan.
Zdeněk: My discipline is physical chemistry, with a specialisation in electrochemistry. I’m the director of the J.
Heyrovský Institute of Physical Chemistry and the head of the Molecular Electrocatalysis Group. In my
electrochemistry specialisation I study the charge transfer on various interfaces of electrically conductive phases,
especially on the interface of two liquids. I study these processes theoretically, do experimental research and to
some extent applications.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines? Was there anyone who influenced or motivated you?
Who was your role model?
Zdeněk: I already liked the natural sciences in elementary school – biology, chemistry, even descriptive geometry.
And my parents would tell me that there was a future in chemistry, especially polymers. (laughs) I come from the
Ostrava region which has long been home to chemical industry and so I told myself: “Chemistry, that’s it.” Then
for a little while I was considering sociology, but chemistry just enthralled me in secondary school. I discovered
the book Introduction to Physical Chemistry by Brdička, Kalousek and Schütz. And although it may not be that
good from today’s perspective, it was thanks to this book that I made the decision to study chemistry.
Marta: And what did your parents do, that they told you there was a future in polymers?
Zdeněk: My dad taught me the basics of chemistry. He graduated from a secondary civil engineering school in
Brno so he was close to practical things. So I guess he somehow guessed that polymers were the future.
Eva: My path to chemistry was a total coincidence. I always wanted to study medicine and in my senior year in
secondary school my uncle started persuading me to study chemistry. So I did, but then in a roundabout way
I returned to medicine.
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Zdeněk: I remember how I ended up in analytical chemistry. When I started studying chemistry at the Faculty of
Science I was inclined toward biochemistry. But there were no openings and so I went for radiochemistry. At that
time I started dating my dear wife and she was accepted to the department of analytical chemistry. So I had to
go there as well! (laughs)
Marta: And that uncle of yours that you just mentioned, did he have anything to do with chemistry?
Eva: He was a professor of chemistry. There were always a lot of students around him, who would go on vacation
with him, and I went as well. It was great fun. So it was more the environment that lured me.
Zdeněk: Environment is an important factor.

On mutual cooperation
Marta: Could you say that your fields intersect, that you work on similar problems?
Zdeněk: To a certain extent yes. We also have joint projects and scientific publications. After all, we both
graduated from the same department of analytical chemistry.
Marta: And how is it to work together? What does such cooperation look like?
Zdeněk: We each have different methods, so it’s more like complementing each other.
Marta: And when you’re preparing a joint publication? That must be quite challenging. Do you discuss
these things at home?
Zdeněk: You bet we do! (laughs) A researcher doesn’t have fixed working hours, so when possible you do things
at home, on the weekends, on vacation and so on.
Eva: Because both of us are in fairly high-profile positions we don’t have any peace at work during the day so we
very often work at home.
Zdeněk: As for cooperating on publications, it depends on what the crux is. Each publication has a main author
who puts it together. If a publication includes, for example, the identification of biologically significant matter, it’s
my wife’s group. When it’s oriented more toward theory or the design of an electrochemical method, it’s us. The
preparation of a publication is organised in such a way that the first draft is prepared at one institution and then
sent to the other. In this way it’s sent from one institution to the other until it reaches a form that can be
submitted to a journal.
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Marta: And do you have any disagreements, work-wise? For example, that your husband deletes
something from a paper that you insist on, and vice versa.
Eva: I don’t think so. There are no disagreements.
Zdeněk: Well, it may happen that we don’t agree on certain things. But that we would generally disagree about
something, no.
Marta: And how many joint publications do you have?
Zdeněk: Twenty?
Eva: I don’t know. Fifteen?
Zdeněk: So let’s say fifteen, twenty.
Marta: And if you were to summarise the benefits and challenges of working in a similar discipline...
Eva: I think it’s a great advantage because we think in a very similar way, and of course this is reflected in our
work and research.
Zdeněk: I can’t judge this because I don’t really have any experience with living with anyone else, someone doing
psychology or sociology, for example. So I don’t know what the potential advantages of that might be. When
disciplines are very different, partners can discuss a problem at a higher level – for example philosophically.
Marta: And could you find any drawbacks?
Eva: Of course we sometimes discuss whether we should stay at home and work or go somewhere, on a bike.
So I sometimes push for us to go somewhere and my husband sometimes resists a little.
Marta: How much time, by your calculation, do you spend at work? What does your average work
week look like?
Zdeněk: It’s difficult to estimate. When you’re dealing with a scientific problem, you return to the problem. You
start in the morning at home, for example, but then I start thinking of another thing that I have to do or arrange.
When a person is a director, there’s not that much time for scientific work. But if I were to estimate how much
time I dedicated to scientific work before I became the director, I would say twelve to fifteen hours a day.
Eva: I can’t estimate this at all because I come to the faculty and I do something all the time. What bothers me
is that as soon as I start working on something, something else appears which I have to attend to immediately.
So I have two hours a day for scientific work at home. In this sense I’m a little worse off than my husband. We
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do a lot of teaching so we have to prepare for it and test students, and we do lots of testing. So I have two hours
a day for the work we’re talking about, and then evenings and weekends.
Marta: And when you include your work at school?
Eva: Well, then I’d have to say twelve hours a day! Before you immerse yourself in scientific work and before you
switch your brain, that takes ten or fifteen minutes. And at that precise moment someone comes with something
that must be done right then. I’d love to have more time for scientific work, but unfortunately I can really give it
about two hours a day. And those ten to twelve hours a day, that’s work for the faculty. I have to prepare lectures
and the like.
Marta: You mentioned some negative aspects of your work. Are there any others?
Eva: I have to say that I don’t mind anything. I love my work very much; I’m very satisfied here, with the group
of people, for example. We have mostly young people here, up to age thirty-five.
Marta: What do you enjoy most about your work?
Eva: Maybe it’s the variety of the things that I do.
Marta: And you, what do you enjoy most and what bugs you most?
Zdeněk: Perhaps I could say that what I enjoy most about my work is that I’m doing well. Because a person does
it also to advance, to discover something, to be able to present and defend it in a scientific forum. Research
success is a drug. And what do I not like? According to my qualification I’m a scholar, and I’ve always done
research. Managing an organisation is a different type of activity. If there’s not that much of the organisational
stuff, it’s all right. But when there’s too much of it and it’s at the expense…
Eva: Of that drug…
Zdeněk: …of that drug, then it spoils the appetite. Not the appetite for life, but a person loses motivation. So
finding a balance between the two, that’s difficult. It happens that some days I enjoy it less than others, but still
you can do a lot of nice things. For example, when a person comes across a problem and you manage to resolve
it at least partially.
Marta: And what percentage of your working hours is taken up by managerial work and how much is
left for science?
Zdeněk: My estimate is seventy per cent managerial and thirty per cent scientific. But it’s been shifting toward
a greater share of managerial work.
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On success
Marta: You mentioned your work achievements, which provide motivation for further work. I’m
curious what you consider to be your greatest achievement. What are you proud of?
Zdeněk: Around the 1970s we established the discipline, or subdiscipline, of electrochemistry, specifically the
electrochemistry of charge transfer at the interface of two non-miscible liquids. We were there when everything
you touched was new. Our papers were coming out fast, so six to eight papers a year in foreign journals was the
norm. That lasted for fifteen, twenty years. Now the discipline has shifted to the stage where new paths and
applications are being sought. But back then it was brand new. There were about ten of us, all enthusiastic people
studying similar issues, and everything was developing very fast.
Eva: I think it’s an achievement that despite being so immensely busy I managed to bring up two good children.
That in the first years of their life, when it was the most difficult, I managed not to lose contact with the field,
and later I managed to build this institute. We were at a different institute and in a slightly different discipline –
toxicology. It was necessary to build a new department of biochemistry at the faculty, and I think I have succeeded
in doing that. I also worked on scientific projects and still do, and I still enjoy it. That, for me, may be the greatest
achievement
Marta: I’d like to come back now to your family and children. In what phase of your career were they
born?
Eva: We have two children. Our daughter is thirty-six and our son will be thirty this year. Our daughter was born
in 1973, at a time when my husband was finishing his postgraduate programme. I started working in 1970, three
years after the launch of my career. Unfortunately, I regret a little that because I had a job where I had to be
present, I had to place my daughter in a nursery when she was ten months old, for which she reproaches me to
this day, and I reproach myself, too. But it was a totally different time back then. Then Martin was born. I was at
home with him for two years. It was a beautiful period, and from then on it proceeded as a ‘normal life’ where
the children do not need elementary care and you can treat them like reasonable people.
Marta: And how did you manage? It must have been taxing.
Eva: With difficulty, I think. My husband may not remember and may think that it wasn’t all that difficult. But for
me the most stressful thing was that I watched the children at night, that they didn’t get a runny nose or cough,
so that nothing came which would force us to stay at home with them. Because that would be a problem. Who
would watch over them when I had to teach? And we did a lot of teaching then.
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Marta: And at that time you were already teaching at the medical faculty?
Eva: I’ve been here basically since 1970, so next year I will have spent forty years here! Since the first day I have
taught twenty-five hours a week, which was horrible. Now it’s different, of course. It was complicated back then
because there was no one that could substitute for me. Classes would have to be cancelled, and so we always
thought about who could babysit the children. And my mother was employed.
Marta: And you, how do you recall the time when your children were small?
Zdeněk: I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong but from my perspective it was a happy period. There was a lot to do –
children, a lot of worries. Maybe my wife bore the larger part of the duties, but I can’t say that I floated in the air
not helping her with anything.
Eva: Certainly not. It wouldn’t have been possible at all if my husband hadn’t helped.
Zdeněk: I’d say it was a happy period. I don’t remember telling myself that I would never want to experience that
again.
Marta: You mentioned that your wife was responsible for most of the childcare. Did you discuss how
to divide it or was it something you took for granted?
Eva: I think that we didn’t discuss this at all.
Zdeněk: My wife just simply, naturally took it on herself somehow, and my family helped us, especially my father.
Eva: We had complications with our son, who had allergies. My husband’s father always took him to Frenštát for
three weeks. I could always rely on the family. But of course the main burden was mine. And it certainly took a toll
on my professional development at the time. While my husband was publishing a lot, I stopped.
Marta: And were they forthcoming in any way in your job? Could you say that your boss and
colleagues supported you?
Eva: I certainly could not say that. I wasn’t lucky enough to have someone at the workplace with problems similar
to those that I was dealing with. My boss didn’t have children and the others didn’t either, so there wasn’t much
support. But we got along well. But I felt that I had to work at least at ninety five per cent in order for the
environment to be pleasant for me.
Marta: And if you were to compare the possibility to combine work and family back then with the
situation today, were you worse or better off?
Eva: I don’t think we were better or worse off; the time was a little different. In the 1970s the pressure from
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society on performance was not like today, at least I didn’t feel it. We were doing it voluntarily and out of love,
there was no pressure on us.
Zdeněk: I agree. There’s not as much fun in the workplace as there used to be.
Eva: Yes, that’s true. It used to be merrier at work because you just didn’t give it so much weight. I really don’t
envy the young ones in many respects. But I don’t want to judge; there are two sides to everything.
Marta: You mentioned that both of you were very busy. How do you manage housework?
Eva: My husband is just superb. We both work equally, at work and at home. Here each does what is needed at
that moment. When it’s necessary to do the laundry, the one who’s not cooking lunch does it.
Zdeněk: Well, I only cook when I have to, such as when I’m on a fellowship abroad.
Eva: I had the idea that a cleaning lady could come once every two weeks, but my husband didn’t agree. But
I haven’t given up on the idea completely.
Zdeněk: What would I do then?! (laughs)
Marta: I assume that you often go on longer-term stays abroad.
Zdeněk: That used to be the case. Now it’s mostly short-term conferences. We can’t even afford to be anywhere
for more than ten days.
Eva: Work-wise it’s not possible for us to leave for two or three months when we’re both in the positions we are.
But my husband used to often go on longer fellowships. That was also a problem sometimes because he always
left when there was a problem in the family. That was Murphy’s Law. Now we go often, but for a short time.
Marta: To come back to your longer fellowships, how did you manage when you had small children.
Did you ever go together?
Eva: No, that wasn’t possible. My husband was in the United States for half a year the first time around, and of
course I couldn’t have come with him. We were expecting Martin, and Tereza was already in the world.
Zdeněk: That probably wasn’t very joyful.
Eva: It certainly wasn’t.
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Marta: And did you miss each other?
Eva: Of course I missed him a lot and my husband came back terribly skinny. (laughs)
Zdeněk: Before, back in the 1970s, the methods of communication were very complicated. When I arrived in the
United States I located a telegraph company and sent a telegram.
Eva: I think that the period of your first fellowship, when I was expecting Martin, Tereza was born and I was going
to work, was very difficult. There was no connection. My husband wrote me a letter a week.
Zdeněk: We still keep those letters.
Eva: They’re beautiful.
Marta: And what did he write?
Eva: Well, the stuff you write.
Zdeněk: What I’m cooking, about love and so on. (laughs)
Eva: He wrote really beautiful letters!

On life and plans for the future
Marta: How did you meet?
Eva: We met in our freshman year in university and we started dating at the end of our freshman year. We dated
during our four years of college. One day, it was 30 June 1970, we had our graduation ceremony, and the next
we had our wedding. So we’ve know each other for many years. We think the same.
Marta: And in terms of your leisure time, what do you like to do?
Zdeněk: We’ve come to like bike trips along the Vltava River. Otherwise, there‘s too little time.
Eva: We get together with the family a lot and it takes up a lot of free time. For example, on Saturdays and on
Sundays when we have family reunions it takes four hours. And we also have two small grandchildren whom we
sometimes babysit. And I really love cooking now; I can say it has become my hobby. Once a year we go to Charles
University sports camps. There we like to exercise. But I just had a spine operation so I can’t exercise much at all.
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Marta: And do your children work in the same discipline or did they study something different?
Eva: Our children aren’t in our discipline. Our daughter has been at home with children for quite some time now.
She graduated from a grammar school, then took post-secondary classes and worked in a bank. Next year she
would like to enrol in a work study programme at university. Our son Martin is a gynaecologist. It’s been four years
since his graduation, and he’s not married yet.
Marta: And what are your plans for the future – in the private or professional sphere? What are you
looking forward to?
Eva: Recently we had a get-together with schoolmates from university and I got a little scared there. I was piqued
how some of our schoolmates were saying how much they were looking forward to retirement. I was a little
disgusted by that. I think that I could be useful for some five years more at work. So far I’ve been enjoying myself
tremendously and I’m good at it. I don’t know what it’ll be like when I stop working, and I can’t imagine that.
My children said: “Mom, please, you shouldn’t retire, it would be horrible!”
Zdeněk: I’m of the same opinion. It’s definitely not retirement that I’m looking forward to! I look forward to
having more time for the work I enjoy, meaning science. I also have a few ideas for projects. But as a person gets
older, cognitive capabilities get worse, and they are not what they used to be. I can see many people around me
who have kept in good shape to an advanced age. For example Professor Zahradník. He’s eighty and he’s still
great! He thinks, writes …
Eva: It’s the desire to keep our brain working and to be able to work. We don’t think like that, but we should be
able to do what we like.
Zdeněk: Well, we also look forward to the fact that our grandsons will grow and will need some specialised help
perhaps.
Eva: Our six-year-old grandson is our greatest joy since he started asking questions for which we try to find
answers. For example: “Grandma, can you please explain to me whether Baby Jesus exists. And if he does, why
does he have so much work, having to distribute gifts to everyone? How is that?! Someone said that Baby Jesus
didn’t exist!” And I kept thinking what to tell him. Then we found a beautiful article which said that it was the
belief in Baby Jesus that’s beautiful. And the other day he came to my husband and said: “Grandpa please tell
me, my friend Kuba, he said that a jet plane is faster than lightning. And I told him that lightning is faster than
a jet plane!“ And the great thing was that my husband took this as a serious challenge. He sat for three hours
finding out the speed of lightning and how fast a jet plane goes.
Zdeněk: It’s not so simple because we still don’t know much about lightning, and it has various phases.
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Marta: And a Google search didn't work?
Zdeněk: No, it didn’t. I looked in Feynman’s physics lectures. There I found the answer that in one phase lightning
is significantly faster than a jet plane.
Eva: And that’s what’s beautiful.
Zdeněk: When life brings intellectual challenges, I enjoy living.
Eva: We like this one motto from our favourite book: “We thought it was a temporary arrangement, and they
turned out to be the most beautiful years of our lives.” A person thinks that it’ll get better and all of a sudden
finds out that everything just flew by so fast. Too fast.
Marta: And looking back, would you want to change anything?
Eva: No. I think that I’ve had a terribly happy life, and if I were to finish now I would be thankful for everything.
Zdeněk: I concur. (laughs)
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Children are a huge motivation.
A person suddenly has something to live for

On work
Marta: To open the interview I would like to ask you to introduce your discipline and position.
Adam: We both work at the Institute of Macromolecular Chemistry of the Academy of Sciences on synthetic
materials.
Beata: Our group is called Nanostructured Polymers and Composites.
Adam: We study materials that are important in real life, and we try to improve them.
Marta: What position do you hold at the Institute?
Adam: We are both researchers.
Beata: I don’t have a Ph.D. yet and now I’m on maternity leave. When I get back, I’ll start working on my doctorate.
Marta: How did you arrive at your disciplines?
Beata: I studied chemistry at university, and then I came to the Institute of Macromolecular Chemistry, and to the
group where I now work, on a UNESCO/IUPAC stipend for a postgraduate course. And I have stayed.
Marta: Where did you study?
Beata: In Poland, in Rzeszow. It’s a regional city.
Adam: According to Wikipedia, it has a population of six to seven hundred thousand people in the metropolitan area.
Beata: I studied at the polytechnic, which is something like the Institute of Chemical Technology here in Prague.
At the end of my degree I received an offer of a study fellowship in Prague. Each year the Institute of
Macromolecular Chemistry organises a ten-month course for university graduates and holders of the stipend.
Marta: Why did you decide to stay?
Beata: I met Adam and I just fell in love. I think that otherwise I would not have stayed even if I had had a job
here. I would probably have gone back because there was nothing holding me here.
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Adam: We decided that we wanted to be together.
Beata: We also thought about the possibility of settling down in Poland or Germany. In the end we decided to
stay here in the Czech Republic. I like it here, I have my own acquaintances and that’s also important. And the
language wasn’t a problem, either. Of course, if I lived in Germany for ten years, there would be no language
barrier either. But unlike the Czech Republic, the mentality there is totally different.
Marta: And have you encountered any negative reactions from Czechs to the fact that you’re Polish?
Beata: No. Sometimes I overhear something, but no one has dared to say anything to me. I see Czechs favourably.
Just as Adam does Poles. He knows a lot of them and knows how they behave and think. At the beginning it
wasn’t certain where we would end up. I liked it here a lot, including my work. But Adam received an offer of
a postdoctoral position in Hamburg and so we went there. You don’t reject offers like that.
Adam: I had already studied in Hamburg before. My supervisor at that time was Professor Emma Thorn-Csányi,
a very successful researcher. After several years she contacted me and asked whether I might not want to come
for a postdoc. So Beátka and I set off there together.
Beata: A year and a half later we came back and I got a position at the Institute of Macromolecular Chemistry.
I joined the same group where I had worked on the UNESCO project. I had already been told, when we were
going to Germany, that I could stay if I wanted to.

On a fellowship abroad
Marta: How did you arrange things during Adam’s fellowship in Hamburg? Did you have any job
arranged for yourself there?
Beata: No, I went only as a partner. At the beginning it looked like I might be able to work. Of course, the issue
was money because I couldn’t just work there without a salary. I don’t think that would have been possible.

Adam: To work as a volunteer without a salary is also constrained by the fact that you don’t have the mandatory
injury insurance and other things. At the beginning it looked like there might be a position for Beátka directly in
my group. Then the faculty had some financial problems, and the salaries even decreased, so we were out of luck.
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Marta: How did you put up with that? Did you miss work? It must have been a huge change.
Beata: Every day I went to a course in German, four hours a day. I quite liked that because I met a lot of people
there, including many foreigners. I travelled a lot and went home often. In addition, I also went to the lab.
I arranged with the Professor that I could come in unofficially. So, for example, I helped Adam do some
chromatography and the like. Basically I was in the lab almost every day.
Marta: And how did you like it?
Beata: I think I was glad to be back in Prague. Now I remember it favourably, but sometimes it wasn’t pleasant
for me … Simply, if you just don’t have something to fill your day, it’s difficult.
Adam: The postdoc offer came all of a sudden and it was necessary to make a quick decision.
Marta: And you, Beata, you immediately agreed, or did you discuss it for long?
Beata: I was immediately for it. Adam didn’t want to go as much.
Adam: True, I actually didn’t want to go very much.
Beata: Because Adam had already been to Germany before. He travelled a lot – he was abroad for a number of
years, nine years in Germany, and in Geneva also before that. He was worried that he would become estranged
from the Czech environment.
Marta: How did you like it, Adam?
Adam: Scientifically speaking it was not bad. I continued on a project that I started when I was there in a doctoral
programme. That’s the thing, I did my Ph.D. there. I worked on interesting substances, and working with them
required laboratory equipment that we didn’t have at our group at the Institute of Macromolecular Chemistry.
Marta: And can you compare how it is to work here and how science is done in Germany?
Adam: That would take a long time. It has changed a lot over time. When I started studying there, the differences
between the Czech and German environments were far greater. Over the years they’ve gradually diminished.
Beata: Compared to the Academy or universities in the Czech Republic, there is more money in Germany. Lab
equipment is generally very good, and most importantly, there you didn’t have to deal with the problem of some
important piece of equipment not being there. Thanks to the equipment one could try a lot of things and learn
things easier than here.
Adam: One could do a lot of analyses and characterisation methods by himself.
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Beata: In case of finer or more sensitive scientific instruments, that’s the same everywhere in the world. There is
a team that has the given apparatus and there’s one person who can operate it well. This person works with that
apparatus so that the others don’t break it. The most sensitive devices were kept separate, you didn’t touch those.
And then there were older models that doctoral students had at their disposal and they could use after receiving
training. And even older equipment was available to regular masters or bachelors students for their tutorials. They
didn’t have much of a relationship to the device at the beginning, but they could learn and try a lot without much
risk.
Marta: So you see the main difference especially in the actual equipment?
Adam: Good material conditions are important. The theoretical aspect of chemistry is one thing, but the practical
experience with how substances actually react, how they behave, how they are isolated and how a concrete thing
is seen through, is irreplaceable. And that’s one of the things that is related to wealth and good lab equipment.
Another thing that was good about the German approach, which wasn’t related to money, was that people at
school there are encouraged to have lectures and presentations often. As part of their courses students have to
prepare lectures, as part of their tutorials and practice they are tasked with preparing something on a given
theoretical problem and presenting it to others. Before a person graduates, you have many such presentations
behind you. That’s a very good thing. A person learns to deal with nervousness in a situation where nothing is at
stake. When you later present at a conference or publicly in front of people, it’s not such a jump into cold water.
Marta: And could you find any negative things about the German system?
Adam: One thing I would not like to see here is the relatively few grades that the students received, and that the
organisation of a study is sometimes overly free. To some extent a person can lose track of whether he’s doing
well or not. And because everyone puts together their own study programme, it’s sometimes difficult to combine
subjects because they often overlapped. As for the German academic life after graduation, I don’t like that
a person moves every two to three years. You have to change your place of work; that’s a necessary condition for
those who have a doctorate. Only a few manage to stay somewhere for more than two consecutive periods.
Basically it’s impossible for a person to have a permanent work position. You get an unlimited contract only when
you’re a professor.
Beata: What bugged me a little was people’s mentality. In Hamburg, and in northern Germany in general, people
are polite but they maintain their distance. It’s difficult to establish closer contact with them.
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On the pros and cons of the scientific profession
Marta: Could you say what you like most about your work, what makes you happiest?
Beata: For example, I like that every day there is something else going on in the lab. It’s also good for me that
the work hours are fairly flexible. We could come at nine or ten and then leave in the evening. And the time at
work always passes so fast.
Adam: It was also related to the fact that both of us were there.
Beata: Maybe, I don’t know.
Adam: We came together and we went home together. It was flexible. When we agreed, we started off earlier
or later. The flexible hours in the academic environment are really truly pleasant.
Beata: In view of the fact that I’m a foreigner, it was quite important for me that there were a lot of foreigners
at the Institute of Macromolecular Chemistry. Thanks to this a person has contact with the world, with various
views and opinions. I don’t think I would have this in Poland. I would only be with Poles.
Adam: The society is more varied.
Marta: Adam, could you identify other positive aspects of your work?
Adam: I agree with Beátka. Also, I like chemistry as such, not just the discipline that I do but also other
specialisations, for example inorganic chemistry. I got to like it when I first had chemistry in elementary school. It
was about various materials, all these elements, crystals, gems and other unusual materials.
Beata: He has collected various elements since he was small.
Adam: Yes, sometimes I got various pieces as samples and I tried some experiments. I also really like history, but
I haven’t chosen to study it, although it is a very interesting field. I told myself that it’s good if a person doesn’t
have difficulty finding a job plus you can regard history topics independent of the fact that someone may not like
what you write. Assessing work on history is, in my opinion, a lot about personal opinion, much more so than
evaluating chemistry, for example.
Marta: And could you find any negative aspects in your work?
Adam: Nothing negative comes to mind.
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Beata: There are sometimes problems with interpersonal relationships.
Adam: But that’s everywhere where you have people. But in science a person can sometimes be overtaken by the
feeling that you’re doing things that do not directly bring in money or economic benefit, especially if you’re
studying something new. It’s different than when a person makes a standard product. There you can immediately
see whether it has any meaning or not.
Beata: We do various things, and sometimes it seems that what we’re doing doesn’t have any meaning, but it’s
necessary to try it. But I don’t think that’s negative.
Marta: And what are your greatest achievements, what was the best thing you’ve done so far?
Beata: I haven’t had any major success really. We synthesised a type of hydrogel, where we managed to cut down
the swelling time. It led to several successful publications.
Adam: Beátka worked on this and now that she’s on maternity leave I supervise this project. It was a very
successful project and its results are good to present. Thanks to the rapid swelling and de-swelling the hydrogels
expand and contract like a muscle. As for me, I think that my work on epoxides went well, which belonged to
a group of so-called nanocomposites. I worked on this project with our department’s head and there are three
well-cited publications out on this. And I also contributed to the hydrogel project.

On mutual cooperation
Marta: Do you think that there are any benefits from the two of you working in a similar field?
Beata: I think there is. For some it could be a disadvantage that they spend a lot of time with their partner at
work and at home, but we don’t see it that way. We motivate each other. For example when Adam doesn’t feel
like doing something I try to persuade him to try it. Our characters are slightly different – Adam is more reticent
and likes having his peace of mind. (laughs)
Marta: You didn’t want to say, I hope, that he’s lazy?
Beata: (laughs) No, not that! But he sometimes needs motivation. I think I can say this. I notice even at work that
people say it’s good that we work together because it goes better and we’re more efficient.
Marta: Does the fact that you work in the same discipline have any disadvantages?
Adam: I don’t think we have felt any disadvantages. Problems could occur if we worked on the same topics. That
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wouldn’t be good. But now we each have our own tasks and work on our own topics. On the contrary, I think
that we have organised our time better and we can see each other more than just at breakfast and dinner.
Marta: And do you ask the other to read your papers, or do you discuss the course of experiments?
Beata: I think I ask Adam more; what to do, what analysis to choose next, because he’s more experienced. For
me it’s a great help. You can always ask your boss, but of course the interaction with your boss is totally different.
When the boss says something, it stays, or at least it should. And if you don’t do it, it’s not good. But Adam may
have an opinion and I don’t have to listen to him.
Adam: I am indeed five years older. Which is why I’m also something like an older colleague. I also consulted with
more experienced colleagues when I studied how to do this or that. It helps when you can talk to someone who
has done something similar.

On parenthood
Marta: How many children do you have?
Beata: Two girls. They’re twins. They were two in December.
Marta: That must have been difficult. How did you manage?
Beata: The pregnancy was OK and I worked. In November I went on maternity leave. It is indeed difficult. I don’t
remember the beginning so much anymore because you tend to remember the pleasant things. But I know it was
difficult. I didn’t have my mother here, or my sisters, so basically I was alone for everything, and sometimes
grandma, Adam’s mother, came. She came so that I could at least see someone.
Marta: Adam, how do you remember the birth of your daughters?
Adam: Well, it was a huge change. One doesn’t have such direct experience with small children.
Beata: I think that Adam was really taken aback. (laughs) At the beginning he was frightened and it took him
quite a long time to get used to it. He used to be sort of perplexed by the children. He asked how it happened
that we had twins. Once he came home from work and I was just about to bathe the kids and I asked Adam to
help me. The kids were crying terribly and Adam told me: “Do something with them so that they don’t cry!“
(laughs) But now it’s totally different. He plays with them.
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Adam: Unfortunately, they were sort of restless, night-types and they woke up a lot. Not that they would always
wake me up, but I still felt that I didn’t get much sleep the first month.
Beata: And I didn’t wake him, and got up myself. But still he felt that he wasn’t getting the sleep he needed.
Adam: I don’t know where Beátka gets the energy at all!
Marta: Would you say that it was really on you, or did Adam help you a lot?
Beata: I guess it was more on me. Adam was at work a lot. Evening bathing was his responsibility. I didn’t care
for that. Adam helped me, but of course only to the extent that he could.
Marta: And what helped you the most at that time?
Beata: I don’t even know. I’ve never thought about that. I think that I didn’t admit to myself that it was difficult.
I kept telling myself that in half a year it will be fine, that we’ll go out, that the girls will walk and will be bigger.
And I continue to tell myself this.
Adam: Now they’re sort of small adults.
Marta: Adam, did the birth of your children affect your work life in any way? Did it change anything?
Adam: Children are a great motivation. A person suddenly has someone to live for. The family is a life goal in and
of itself. When a person is alone you don’t have that motivation, and when something is not working out for
a long time you can tell yourself it would be easiest to die. But once you have a family, and especially babies, and
you can see them grow up and laugh, such thoughts immediately pass. It’s beautiful when a person comes home
and they are happy about it. And as for work, I started coming home earlier. Since the girls didn’t sleep much,
they used to wake me up. And so I was always at work early.
Beata: But that was only at the beginning.
Adam: Gradually I got used to it. But I got used to going earlier and therefore I also came back earlier.
Beata: I don’t know how Adam sees it but I don’t think it has affected his work life much. He may indeed be
going to work earlier, but he comes back around seven. That’s when we did before. I sometimes reproach him
that he could come earlier. But I also understand that if he has a meeting, he can’t leave.
Adam: The problem is that sometimes something comes up at work that demands my attention and we deal with
it at the moment that I’m about to leave, for example. A lot of my colleagues start around nine and so when I’m
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going home, they still have several hours of work ahead of them. Arriving early is more difficult if a person hasn’t
mastered the technique of sudden disappearance, of not talking to anyone and just disappearing.

On the combination of work and family life
Marta: Have you maintained any contact with your institute during your maternity leave?
Beata: I didn’t go to work. I might have wanted to but I didn’t have the chance with the children. I often meet
my colleagues, and one, a very good friend, I see very often. I also sometimes see the boss, but it’s more of a social
thing.
Marta: When are you planning to go back to work?
Beata: In December. The girls will be three and will go to the kindergarten. I would like to start working full-time.
Marta: That will be difficult…
Beata: I know it will be a burden but I think that I will see it a little differently. I will know that I have to go pick
up the girls from the kindergarten at a certain hour. Not like it used to be when a person could dedicate herself
to work without any restrictions. Work organisation will surely be important. But if other women manage, why
shouldn’t I! But I’m really looking forward to going back.
Marta: It will probably place demands on both of you…
Beata: We will alternate. Adam will get up later and take the girls to the kindergarten and I will get up earlier,
go to work and then pick them up so that they don’t have to stay there the whole day. I think that they will be
spending eight hours a day there, but they shouldn’t be there ten or eleven, that seems too much. And I don’t
even know how they’ll take it.
Marta: How many children would you like to have? Would you like another?
Beata: I don’t think so. The fact that it was twins and I was dealing with it all alone was quite difficult for me. It
would be a problem for me to go on another maternity leave because I would again have to drop what I want to
do for three years. I’m not complaining. It was nice, but in Poland the situation is different now. Mothers usually
go back to work quickly, they stay at home a year or two at most. Someone from the family, a nanny, kindergarten
or nursery looks after the child. A woman then easily and quickly returns back to work. In the Czech Republic,
household help is a luxury and only very rich people can afford it. For example, someone could be babysitting my
girls but I don’t earn enough to be able to pay for it.
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Adam: Women have a difficult time combining work and maternity. It’s an advantage that at the Academy of
Sciences there’s no danger that a woman would lose her job when she dares to have a family, unlike private
companies where women often live under greater stress.
Beata: Most women like being on maternity leave. I am also glad, but I think that a lot of women would prefer
it if they could return from maternity leave sooner and that there were more financially affordable options for
babysitting. It’s better for the kids if the mother goes out and does something she enjoys, for four or five hours.
Marta: And so what’s the situation in Poland?
Beata: The family helps a lot there. A woman is entitled to maternity leave, which is paid and is for four or five
months. Then she can go on parental leave, which is unpaid. And grandmothers babysit a lot.
Marta: How do you cope, being relatively far from your family?
Beata: Quite well. We have a big family – there were seven of us and I’m the oldest. We’re in contact a lot and
we often visit. We often go to Poland to see my parents and they come to us for several days at a time.
Marta: And how are your parents coping?
Beata: They’re happy that I’m doing well. My mother, of course, always cries when I go back to the Czech
Republic. But that’s mom. I think she’s dealing fine.

On life together
Marta: And with children and your work, do you have any time left for your hobbies?
Adam: We like to take the kids out for trips, to castles and such. And we will go to the mountains when they are
bigger.
Beata: Before they were born we often went to the theatre, concerts, exhibits, we met a lot of friends. That
changed a lot. We try to go out when grandma is babysitting, but it’s not the same. You constantly have to watch
the clock, whether you’re not supposed to be going back.
Marta: When did you meet and how long have you been married?
Beata: 1 October 2002.
Adam: That’s when Beátka came to our institute.
Beata: We got married in 2004. So we’ve been married for six years now.
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We don’t function as typical families of our generation

On work
Marta: To start I would like to ask you to introduce your discipline and position.
Eva: I am currently Director of the Institute of Experimental Medicine at the Academy of Sciences and also the
Chairperson at the Department of Neuroscience at the 2nd Medical Faculty of Charles University. My specialisation
is primarily brain research. I study the mechanisms of various degenerative diseases and disorders as well as the
function of the so-called non-synaptic, or 'wireless transfer', in the brain. This field is quite new and I would say
that we have made quite a name for ourselves internationally. My second field, which I have been in for some
thirteen years, is stem cell research, both adult and embryonic, and the research of biomaterials and their use in
treating patients with diseases of the spinal cord, brain but also cartilage bone etc.
Josef: I’m the head of the Department of Auditory Neuroscience at the Institute of Experimental Medicine at the
Academy of Sciences.
Eva: And you were also a director of the Institute.
Josef: I finished my postgraduate training in 1970. I have been the head of the department since I was thirty-five.
I started in this institute when it opened, in 1975. Because the previous head of the lab ran off to the United
States, I took over his position. As for my discipline, I started with general neurophysiology, the study of sleep and
wakefulness, but I soon specialised in auditory neurophysiology and I have stayed in this field. I study the
mechanisms of hearing, the inner ear and the whole auditory system and related pathological states. For example,
we study the influence of noise or toxic substances on the auditory system. But my range is wider. I have recently
come to bioethics. I established the Bioethical Commission at the Council for Research and Development in 1997.
Apart from this I am also interested in science policy.
Marta: What did you do before you came to the Academy of Sciences?
Josef: I graduated from secondary school in 1957, and then I worked in construction for two years.
Marta: Construction?
Josef: … and in a quarry. (laughs) Then finally my profile improved and I was able to study in university.
I graduated in medicine, and starting in my sophomore year I worked at the Institute of Physiology at the Academy
of Sciences in Dr. Bureš’s lab, where I met my wife. I also did my postgraduate training there.
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Marta: So you came from a family that was a ‘class-enemy’ of the regime?
Josef: Yes. My father was an MP for the People’s Party in the County National Committee in 1947 and 1948. He
was long persecuted and fired from work many times.
Marta: And you professor, how did you arrive at where you are today?
Eva: After graduation from secondary school there was no chance that I could study at university because my
father was an entrepreneur. First I had to find some employment. My mother worked at the 1st Medical Faculty,
and she learnt that the Academy of Science was opening a school for lab technicians. Because I didn’t want to
work in a factory or in construction, I applied to the school. There, Dr. Bureš selected me during an interview; he
was then our best neurophysiologist. So I got into his lab. There were a number of female role models, including
his wife. He let me work independently even then. He recommended me to the medical faculty and I was
accepted. With him I came to know scientific work. Otherwise I would probably have ended up in practical
medicine. I joined the Institute of Physiology as a doctoral candidate and I defended my doctoral thesis there.
Because I wanted to be independent, I got a position as head of a lab which I built at the Institute of Physiological
Regulations at the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences.
Marta: So you were considering practical medicine?
Eva: When you study medicine, you have to have some relationship to it. When you’re getting to know individual
disciplines which are incredibly interesting, you tell yourself – I would like to do this as well. I was interested in
neurosurgery, but it’s not really the most suitable field for women, or plastic surgery, psychiatry, neurology – these
were all fields in which I wanted to work. But science seemed much more interesting, more creative, more
independent, freer. And there was also some contact with foreign researchers. If we couldn’t go abroad, at least
people could come here. That was suppressed at medical faculties.
Josef: But our lab was unique in this sense.
Eva: I’ve returned to practical medicine now. I established the Department of Neuroscience, which is at the 2nd
Medical Faculty, Charles University at Motol Hospital in Prague, the reason being that I wanted an easier way to
apply in practice the results of our research. You have daily interaction with doctors and patients there. We do
both research and clinical trials. But it’s not the daily medical routine.
Josef: A partial return to practical medicine happened for both of us; I also do part of my research directly on
patients.
Eva: But it’s an entirely exceptional case because most researchers – doctors at the institutes of the Academy of
Sciences – do not go back to clinical stuff.
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On running for the President of the Academy of Sciences
Marta: In 2008 you ran for the position of President of the Academy of Sciences. What reactions to your
candidature did you experience in our environment, and from your husband?
Eva: With us the situation was that it will be either my husband or me. (laughs) At home, in the kitchen, we
discussed which of us would run because we couldn’t run against each other. That would be nonsense because
we would just lose votes. But I knew anyway that I wouldn’t win.
Marta: How did you make the decision?
Josef: I will tell you openly. I knew that I couldn’t win. I thought that Eva stood a better chance. I knew that the
whole Academy stood behind Professor Drahoš. So I would be lying if I said that it was a difficult decision for me.
Eva: I would have conceded the candidature to my husband if he had cared much for it. Nevertheless, I was doing
it knowing that if I’m not elected in the end it would be better for me because I would be able to continue my
scientific work. On the other hand, I had ideas which I thought would benefit the Academy. And in addition I also
wanted to test to what extent Czech society is open to the Academy being headed by a woman. We didn’t have
a single female rector at Charles University. It’s mostly just in the social sciences where women are sometimes
allowed to be dean or rector, but not in the natural sciences. I hold the opinion that the Czech Republic is one of
the worst countries in the European Union in terms of the position of women. Discrimination with respect to
access to top positions is significant here, especially in politics. And young women are not in an easy position,
either. It is a disadvantage for them when they’re young. When men are young, they have much better conditions
to build their careers. Women are not trusted as being serious. Everyone thinks: “She will have children in two
years anyway and will leave.” When they are young, they don’t have enough credit to be trusted, unlike men.
When they are professors, only then does the environment acknowledge them. In my life I have often seen that
there is no such suspicion of young men. On the contrary, the emphasis is: “He’s so young and he’s already
a professor! He must be good!“ Whereas about a young woman they will say: “That’s strange, so young and
already a professor. God knows how she got that. She must have …“

On science policy
Marta: You mentioned that you were involved in science policy. How?
Josef: My fellowships abroad led me to start building up knowledge of grant systems. When the opportunity
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appeared after 1989, I became involved in this area quite quickly. Initially I was responsible for the foreign
department and foreign policy at the Academy of Sciences, and in 1992 I became a member and soon after the
deputy chairman of the Council for Research and Development. I stayed in this position for eight years and I quite
liked it. We devised a number of programmes back then. For example, a programme to strengthen research in
universities or the Research Centres Programme, those were partially my babies. Also, the period when the Czech
Science Foundation was being established was very interesting. When we were working on it, a lot of contacts
were made abroad, and I was responsible for the first signature of the US-Czech agreement in science. When
I was finishing in the Council, the opportunity presented itself for me to become President of the Czech Science
Foundation.
Eva: That’s when you were really busy.
Josef: It was more like having another job. At that time the Foundation’s internal policy was set up quite well,
but we were building completely new relationships with the European Science Foundation. I also became
a member of a prominent committee of presidents of science foundations, and I even sat on the chief committee,
where there were five of us. That was great motivation; we made a number of interesting decisions. I finished all
these functions a year and a half ago and came back to the lab. Of course I did science before that, too, but it
wasn’t possible at full capacity.
Marta: From your experience and knowledge, how do you regard the current change in science policy
in the Czech Republic?
Josef: I see it as a positive thing. I think that the step to reduce the budget of the Academy of Sciences was totally
unfortunate. It was a step to the side that didn’t lead anywhere and only stirred a wave of resistance. But on the
other hand, I also know full well that Slovakia, for example, gives science only a fraction of what we do. To be
a scientist in Slovakia is a catastrophe, really.
Eva: On the other hand, being a researcher in Finland is fantastic. Let’s not compare ourselves with Slovakia!
Josef: Together with Slovenia and Estonia, we’re one of the post-communist countries that is doing the best of
all the post-communist countries in terms of research. We’re the only countries that have managed to free
themselves from the grey zone of post-communist countries.
Marta: Would you like to add anything?
Eva: Certainly, because I am also deeply involved in this due to my position as director and many other functions
that I hold in various grant agencies and advisory bodies. What my husband says is true, but on the other hand
the situation is far from optimal, for example in applied and translation research. I am very active in this and I have
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recently devoted a lot of time toward opening the first innovation centre at the Academy. The second thing I’m
active in is trying to ensure that some European money is also allocated to Prague and not only to the regions.
We made a tragic mistake because all the money from the structural funds was sent to Brno, Ostrava, Olomouc
and other cities. But Prague has the greatest scientific potential. Although the government promised to
compensate for it somehow, nothing is being compensated. For the Czech Republic it’s a great loss because
qualified people who have grown up in Prague won’t go to work in Ostrava. In my opinion it’s a terrible mistake
that’s been made. Maybe it will be like in Greece. New institutions will be empty. No one will want to work there.
It takes a long time, twenty years even, before you can build a new institution with excellent research teams.

On mutual cooperation
Marta: Do you cooperate in your scientific work? Do you have any common grants or publications?
Eva: No, we don’t cooperate and we never have, with one exception. Firstly, we each had different disciplines,
and secondly, I think that it’s something that women shouldn’t do on principle. For the most part they are
younger, and if they work in the same institution with their husband, they are usually in a subordinate position.
Plus I think that it would be devastating for the relationship. Women for the most part are more submissive than
men; they give up their independence and accept working under the leadership of their husband. But we, we are
both such strong personalities that it would explode after a few weeks.
Marta: In your case it’s the other way around. You lead the institute where your husband is employed …
Josef: When you have your own research team and your own grant projects, it’s your space, your field, which
makes it possible for me to be in quite a reasonably subordinate position.
Eva: Scientifically speaking it’s not a subordinate position, only administratively.
Josef: And it was the other way around, too, when I was the director.
Eva: Being a director is primarily an administrative function – service to the institution. Individual research teams
are independent entities, and if they are successful, we don’t interfere with anything. If they’re unsuccessful, we
close them down. We cooperated once for a year. It was for ten months in Australia when we got a job there.
We each brought our knowledge to the project and it resulted in very good work.
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Marta: Are there any disadvantages to both of you working in the scientific profession?
Josef: Of course there are disadvantages, but there aren’t many. One of them is human envy. People think that
we support each other too much and that’s where our strength is. But that’s not true at all.
Marta: They make the accusation that you give favours to your husband due to your position?
Eva: Not that, but people are often irritated that we’re two professors in one family, that we’re both so successful.
It’s true that it doesn’t happen often at this level. But we don’t really function like a typical family of our
generation, which tended to be one-career marriages, but more like today’s young families of people with
university degrees where the two-career model is more common.
Josef: A little while ago someone wrote a comment on my blog at Aktuálně.cz: “Will someone finally remove the
Syka family mafia!“ (laughs)
Eva: People are envious. But otherwise it’s all beneficial. For a woman, support in the family is vital. When you
have children, your partner’s support is very important. When a partner knows what science demands, he doesn’t
have such a problem with the fact that the woman wants to go somewhere all the time, that she wants to be at
work in the evening and the like. In addition, we talk about our research problems. We talk about neuroscience,
but also about science policy. We have similar opinions about it. A person often sees partners that are our age
who don’t have much to talk about; they have a ‘silent household’. But that’s definitely not our case.

On a fellowship abroad during socialism
Marta: You mentioned that you went together to work in Australia. When was this?
Eva: Back then it was a huge problem to go anywhere. It was in 1986. We wanted to go to the USA with our
children but we never got a permit. So then we had the idea that we could go to Australia because it didn’t sound
so dangerously imperialist. One academician for whom my husband arranged some treatment vouched for us. We
didn’t know at all back then whether we would come back. But nothing would have happened to him anyway,
probably.
Josef: He vouched for us, directly to Štrougal, the Prime Minister at the time.
Eva: We quickly left with ten dollars in our pocket and the whole family.
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Josef: We had a friend in Australia who got a very advantageous five-year grant. The approval procedure here
took terribly long, about two years. So if the grant hadn’t been so long we would have never gotten there. He
just hired us when we got the permit to go.
Eva: That was always a problem with America. They always said: “Good, but you have to come within six
months.” We could never have managed that. In Australia it was amazing – for us and the children. We worked
in the same lab, we had several publications from it and we got a respite from ‘socialist realism’.
Marta: How old were the children?
Eva: One son was fifteen, and the other, seven. One went to high school and the other to primary school.
Josef: We had the opportunity to stay there and not come back. But we never seriously contemplated this; we
had a big family here, and parents on whom this would have been hard.
Eva: We just like Bohemia. I can’t imagine that I would permanently live in America.

On the combination of work life and parenthood
Marta: I’m interested in how many children you have and in what phase of your career they were born.
Eva: We have two sons. We had the first son two years after we got married, in 1971. And we planned to have
the second one seven years after that. We wanted the second child after our first son went to school so that we
could also do our work. I came back part-time about half a year after the birth of our first son. We had to have
a nanny, and my husband and I took shifts. That would be difficult with two children. That was not an easy time.
There were no disposable diapers, baby food, washing machines, cars. I was giving my entire doctoral student
salary to the nanny.
Josef: I think we shared a lot.
Eva: My husband is very tolerant in this respect, which is incredibly important. I tell all my female students, the
key to success is the choice of your partner.
Marta: And your sons? Are they also in science?
Josef: Both sons graduated from university. One is an entrepreneur. He said from the start he wouldn’t want our
job. It seemed to demand too much time.
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Eva: And he didn’t have any relationship to medicine. He takes after my father, who was an entrepreneur. He has
the enterprising spirit and he really enjoys it. He studied economics and he’s really technically skilled and creative.
He organises language summer camps for children. Our second son is a doctor. He received his degree at the 1st
Medical Faculty. First he worked in České Budějovice and then he joined the Hospital Na Homolce.
Marta: In what ways did your employer accommodate your needs when you had small children?
Eva: I’d say it wasn’t such a problem, especially at the Academy. There was huge political pressure back then, but
the scientific pressure was not like it is today.
Josef: For example, night experiments can compensate for time spent with the children. And I think this also
works today. But it can only be done if both partners are tolerant and see things in the same way.
Eva: And they can organise their work and family to make intensive use of their time.
Marta: How do you regard parents with small children at your work today?
Eva: Today it’s all about how capable a person is. If a woman is capable, smart and can do a lot of good work,
the head doesn’t care when and how she does it. She can partially write and process things at home if she wants
to. It’s only about the result!
Josef: Exactly. I think that it’s the same also for men with small children. In this respect there is a fairly tolerant
system here.
Eva: A problem can occur, though, when some of my colleagues stay at home with children for a long time,
usually because of pressure from their family. That influences their career terribly for their whole life. If she stays
at home for six years, it’s a lost cause …
Josef: She can never make up for it.
Eva: Although I do have a colleague like that. She’s superb even though she didn’t come to work for five years.
Most of society is inclined toward the opinion that a woman has to be at home and that it makes no difference
if she has a university degree or is a shop assistant, all women should be at home for at least three years with
their children, and women with a university degree should forget about their careers. This is terribly wrong. It’s
a huge loss of potential for the whole society.
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On workload
Marta: How many hours a day do you work on average?
Eva: We start around nine and we are usually at work until nine, sometimes later. There are directors of institutes
of the Academy of Sciences who only do the directing: they come at eight and leave at four-thirty. But they don’t
do science. If I want to do science on top of it, and even clinical applications, I have another job. Not to mention
my work at the Department of Neuroscience at the 2nd Medical Faculty. It’s really two and a half full-time
equivalents. (laughs)
Josef: The pressure is immense. If you don’t have a certain number of quality papers a year there is the danger
that not only you but also your group will be shut down, and with it a lot of students who are bound to you.
Eva: There is a notice board in our institute where each year they publish who has how many publications and
the impact factor of these publications. And I pride myself that I’m always among the first two. (laughs)
Marta: You’re the model for your employees to emulate…
Eva: Yes. Of course we don’t punish people who are a little worse, only those who have almost nothing. We have
to say goodbye to them because today there’s no other way.
Marta: I’m curious how you manage the household with this workload.
Eva: The fact is that you have to do the daily things even when the children aren’t at home anymore. So, for
example, we cook a simple dinner. I think I’m a good cook. I quite enjoy it but there’s no way I would do it like
our mothers who prepared lunch from eight to twelve, fat chance. Although in winter I also sometimes spend
a Sunday morning cooking. Especially for the family; our sons like to come over for lunch.
Josef: Especially now that there are grandchildren. We have two beautiful granddaughters. And we share
domestic chores.
Eva: But you, for example, don’t cook.
Josef: Don’t say what I don’t do.
Eva: I’m not complaining; just list the things that you do, as a modern husband. (laughs)
Josef: I’ve been brought up like this since I was small. There were four of us and we had to help our mother.
I vacuum, do the dishes. That is, until we got the dish washer I was doing all the dishes!
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Eva: That’s true. I often find it difficult just to put the dishes in the dish washer and then take them out …
Josef: That’s my duty. I put everything away; I clean everything in the morning.
Eva: Imagine, my husband goes to Brussels at seven and he has to leave very early. And he still always puts the dishes
away! I really appreciate this because it takes me some time in the morning to get ready. But I still have to do more,
like all women. We are also looking after my mother. She will be 95. She lives alone in an apartment in Letná.
Josef: I do the shopping for her, Eva makes her lunch on Sunday and I take it to her.
Eva: Mommy has a nurse who goes to her in the morning, I pay a cleaning lady and also someone to do the
shopping and run errands during the week, I wouldn’t have time for that.
Marta: And do you have any time left for hobbies?
Josef: We ski, at least one week a year, we always find time for that. I also bike, sometimes we play tennis, and
we go for walks with our granddaughters …
Eva: We like music, concerts, and we often have social events to attend that tear us away from work. You mustn’t
forget that we both travel a lot. That’s also a welcome change.

On starting together
Marta: How did you meet? You mentioned that you met in a lab …
Josef: Yes, in Dr. Bureš’s lab. One of the most beautiful lab technicians for miles around was there – my wife.
Of course I noticed her, but she was dating someone else at the time …
Eva: Yes, I was dating a doctor then. (laughs)
Josef: For me, of course, he was a buffoon. (laughs) She didn’t notice me much. Hey, why did you notice me in
the end, anyway?
Eva: My husband always wore white synthetic shirts. These were the first synthetic shirts, that you just quickly
washed and hung. He always wore those! The others wore some dark, chequered shirts that were washed once
a week, and my husband always wore a clean white one.
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Josef: It was a fête for me to come to the lab, and so I always came decently garbed.
Eva: And he looked good.
Josef: Then we didn’t see each other for two or three years, and I joined the Institute of Physiology as a doctoral
student. And imagine, the lady appeared there suddenly!
Eva: I started doing experiments as a medical student.
Josef: We looked at each other for a bit and then we started dating. We got married in '69.
Eva: My husband pursued me quite intensely. (laughs) Apart from my looks, he also liked that I did science, and
I liked that he liked that … Back then people didn’t live together before marriage, in a sublet. It wasn’t possible
back then for us to move in together. If we wanted to be together in the evening or study together, we had to
get married. It was normal then, and so we got married before my graduation ceremony.
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Born in 1971 in Maribor, Slovenia, she holds a degree from the Veterinary Faculty, University of Ljubljana. After graduation she decided to
study photography at the Film and TV School of the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague (FAMU), where she completed her master’s
degree in 2001 at the Department of Photography. Between 2004 and 2006 she attended the State University of New York at New Paltz
on a fellowship from the Fulbright Foundation. In 2008 she became an Associate Professor at the Academy of Plastic Arts in Ljubljana, where
she still teaches. She holds a concurrent appointment at the Academy of Visual Arts in Ljubljana. She became the head of the Studio of
Photography at the Academy of Arts, Architecture and Design in Prague (AAAD) in 2008 with her husband, Hynek Alt.

MgA. Hynek Alt, M.F.A.
Born in 1976 in Kutná Hora, he completed his master’s degree in 2001 at the Department of Photography at the Film and TV School of the
Academy of Performing Arts in Prague (FAMU). In 2000 he was a visiting scholar at Middlesex University, London. In 2006 he completed
the MFA program at the State University of New York at New Paltz, where he studied on a scholarship from the Fulbright Foundation. His
solo works, as well as collaborative works by Aleksandra Vajd and Hynek Alt, have been featured at numerous exhibitions in the Czech
Republic and abroad. Vajd and Alt have won a number of grants and awards (1st prize, Frame005, Czech Republic; nomination: the
Deutsche Borse Photographic Award, Great Britain; finalists: the OHO Group Award, Slovenia; honourable mention: Aperture foundation,
USA; finalists: the Henkel Art Award, Austria).
Aleksandra Vajd and Hynek Alt are the founding members of Format 1, a platform for contemporary photography and plastic arts, and are
editors of the journal Fotograf.
Aleksandra and Hynek are raising a son together.
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Our way of life is flexible. We travel, leave and come back

On work
Marta: To start, could you introduce your field and position?
Hynek: We both studied photography and we engage with photography as art. Photography is a very diverse
field; it’s a social phenomenon and involves an unbelievable spectrum of possible applications. We’ve both been
engaged with photography as art for about ten years. This is the second year that we head the Studio of
Photography at the Academy of Arts, Architecture and Design in Prague.
Aleksandra: Being artists and scholars in one, we also do other things related to this medium. We founded
Format 1, a platform whose task is to organise debates on photography and advance the position of photography
in contemporary art. We are also on the editorial board of the journal Fotograf. We enjoy doing issues for which
we design the concept. We’re now working on the topic “Prague”.
Marta: I’m interested in what your work entails as heads of the Studio of Photography.
Hynek: The Academy of Arts, Architecture and Design in Prague is a relatively typical school built around studios
headed by teachers. The nature of the individual studios derives from the head. Applicants usually choose studios
according to the head. We applied for the position with a particular concept of how we thought higher education
in the arts could be, and now we’re trying to fulfil that idea. Of course, there is a perpetual conflict between our
idea and actual praxis.
Aleksandra: In the Czech Republic, photography is perceived very classically, in the sense of the classic
photographic document, and not as art. We’ve tried to prepare a hybrid which in certain ways builds on this
tradition but which is also embedded in the context of western art.
Hynek: The crucial thing is the notion that we have of our graduates. Our study programme is very elite. We take
three people a year, plus a few fellows, and there are about one hundred applicants. Therefore, we told ourselves
that we want to support and educate those who want to do photography as art. We don't think the school should
act as some sort of crafts workshop. People who study with us should either have the knowledge, or should
acquire that knowledge themselves. Our graduates should have the ambition to be independent artists.
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Marta: How did you arrive at photography?
Aleksandra: Each of us totally differently. I started studying photography when I was 25. Before that I completed
a degree in veterinary science. So I completely changed my field.
Marta: How did you reach this decision?
Aleksandra: It’s always about meeting a personality who changes you in some way, thus also changing the way
you perceive things.
Marta: Hynek, how did you arrive at photography?
Hynek: I think that unlike Saša I was predetermined to a certain extent. My father is a painter, my grandfather is
a painter, my mother is a painter, my step-mother is an art historian. So it followed quite logically that I would
apply to an art school. At seventeen, when I was looking for a university, photography seemed the most
interesting. I don’t think it was the ideal decision. To decide when you’re seventeen or eighteen to study
photography is a little premature, in my opinion. Nevertheless, I went to FAMU and through a certain catharsis
I remained in the discipline.
Marta: Why do you think it’s too early?
Hynek: I think that a person at that age is not mature enough to choose just one discipline. I think that a person
should have much more experience. The way Saša came to photography in the end is much more logical.
Although, of course, it may be frustrating when a person completely changes her field.
Marta: How did your career evolve? When I think how at the age of 25 you totally changed your
discipline and you’re already an associate professor…
Aleksandra: I’d say that when a person thinks of doing something completely new at the age of 25, you’re far
more radical and ambitious. With me it was also due to the pressure of my environment. I felt that I had to
validate my decision to other people. It was therefore logical for me to strive for the limit. A person has to develop
and move constantly.
Marta: How did you arrive at FAMU?
Aleksandra: Slovenia doesn’t have a photography programme at the university level and therefore I studied in
Prague. In Slovenia you can choose photography as a subject and write a master’s thesis on it, but you can’t study
it independently.
Marta: And you studied together, if I understand correctly?
Hynek: Saša was a year behind me. Then I went on a fellowship to London and when I came back I fell into Saša’s
class. That’s where we met.
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Aleksandra: I started at first in the class for foreigners and then went to the Czech one. Thanks to that I didn’t
have to pay the tuition.
Marta: How did you manage studying in Czech?
Aleksandra: I had been here for three years before I started studying in Czech. But I think they showed some
tolerance toward me.
Marta: Where did you continue after graduation?
Hynek: We started dating in our senior year at FAMU. Relatively soon afterwards we realised that we were
expecting a family. Three years later we each got a Fulbright Fellowship. We then spent two years in the USA.
Aleksandra: Hynek applied in the Czech Republic and I in Slovenia, otherwise we wouldn’t have both received it.
Hynek: We didn’t want the other person to go as a family member. We both wanted to have the fellowship so
that we could study regularly. We managed to find an institution that accepted both of us. After two years in the
USA we took a sort of sabbatical in Berlin for a year. Then we came back here and two years ago we applied to
be the heads of the studio.

On the pros and cons of artistic work
Marta: What do you like most about your work?
Hynek: It’s a continual process. In my opinion, the most important thing is that a person feels absolute, unlimited
freedom. And then it’s also constant change, a working process in which all constants change.
Marta: And what bugs you, what don’t you like?
Aleksandra: I think that the art system and its funding are totally underdeveloped here.
Hynek: The advantage, but also disadvantage, of the East European space is that the art market doesn’t function
here at all. There are only a few galleries, and the market is not as developed as it is in the West. Things created
here and done by our colleagues, friends and people we appreciate in some way, are totally untouched by market
principles. Things are created here that do not have the nature of an artefact, and can therefore be much more
progressive. This, of course, carries with it huge practical problems. For example, all artists here must make a living
doing something other than by making art. So it’s a permanent existential crisis. This drives us both mad. But it
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concerns almost all artists. Of our friends, we know about two or three people who are really successful in
America, and here they live a typical, middle-class life.
Aleksandra: But they are given this possibility only in the West...
Hynek: I think that it’s not that horrid here, but of course money is important. All of us voluntarily made this
decision. The moment a person starts doing commercial photography or advertising as such, you can make a lot
of money. But that’s not something we’re interested in.

On looking for a place to live
Marta: Have you considered going abroad?
Hynek: That’s a never-ending discussion. We’re constantly talking about this. It’s also given by the fact that we’re
each from a different country, and whether we live here or in Slovenia, one of us will always be a foreigner.
Therefore it’s always a lively topic for us. We liked it in the USA. We lived just north of New York. It was the East
Coast, which is extremely tolerant and slightly left-wing. On the other hand, in the arts a person always works
with source material. You can’t go somewhere just because the bread is cheaper. We’re here because we’re
interested in this environment.
Marta: How did you get used to it here? And how did you decide to settle here permanently?
Aleksandra: I haven’t made that decision yet. For me it’s always a topic for consideration. I’ve been here for
eleven years now and I still am not used to it. For example, I always tell my friends that I’m here on a study stay.
Hynek: Just a factual note on this: Saša never cleared her Czech papers so she’s still here as a tourist.
Aleksandra: There are a lot of problems, a lot of things that I can’t get used to and I can’t accept. You can tell
that Czech society was never culturally mixed, so it’s hard on foreigners here and it’s difficult for them to integrate
into society.
Marta: And so you decided that you would stay here at least temporarily?
Aleksandra: We have a family here. But this doesn’t mean that we have to stay here forever. Maybe because it’s
not a problem for us to go practically anywhere, anytime, that makes my staying here easier. For example, I teach
in Slovenia every three weeks, so I go back home. Our way of life is flexible. We travel, move and come back.
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On success and mutual cooperation
Marta: What are you greatest work achievements so far? What are you happiest about?
Aleksandra: Last year our work was presented at the After Velvet (Po sametu) exhibition. The exhibition featured
the main representatives of contemporary Czech art, and I was included. In light of the fact that I don’t consider
myself to be a Czech artist, it certainly meant some recognition of my work.
Marta: And you, Hynek?
Hynek: The most important thing for me is that a person is able to continue to work and do other exhibitions.
I don’t want to play it down, but when we receive an award or are nominated for some superprize, one is happy
but it’s definitely not the meaning of our work. No award will ensure success. Moreover, awards in arts are always
problematic because no one has a ruler to measure whether it’s truly good or not. Now we have done two
exhibitions that I’m happy about. And also we’ve had a third, relatively good semester work exhibit at AAAD.
Marta: What does your cooperation look like?
Hynek: It’s a sort of debate. It’s a never-ending debate about the substance of a thing which each of us perceives
slightly differently. But that’s precisely what we build on.
Marta: Are there any advantages or disadvantages to the fact that both of you work in the same field?
Hynek: I think that thanks to this we strive to avoid totally intuitive things which could in some way slide toward
mannerism or academism, where an artist’s gesture instead of the content can easily become the main issue. You
certainly can’t do this as a couple because when you have two people working on something the style is not so
important. It’s not about the style; it’s much more about the concept, the idea, which is an advantage.
Marta: How do people around you take you as a cooperating couple? Among scientific couples
I sometimes encounter situations where the woman is seen as an inferior scientist, of second order next
to her partner. Have you ever encountered anything like this?
Aleksandra: Maybe with us it’s developing totally differently. I’m constantly working to establish my position.
Also, there is an age difference – I’m five years older than Hynek, so this fact alone means there’s no predisposition
that could lead to such treatment in our environment. I also come from a different cultural environment so
I always have a certain background which is specific and cannot be subordinated to my husband’s cultural
background. And in our private life we have created conditions that suit us both. This means that we alternate in
childcare, so that one week one of us is ensuring everything and the other one the following week. This means
that there is one week I can fully dedicate myself to work and not have to worry about snacks, school, homework
and the like.
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Hynek: We have regular, alternating care. The type that people have after they get divorced. (laughs)
Aleksandra: So that we don’t have to get divorced. (laughs)
Hynek: I really enjoy it.
Marta: Can you describe this “alternating care”?
Hynek: Well, completely the same as with people who have alternating care. I care for the boy one week and
then Saša takes over for another week. Completely, including everything.
Aleksandra: And maybe once a week we get a babysitter and go out together. When you’re without your child
for a week, you look forward to being with him more. I think it’s very beneficial for our relationship.
Marta: And do you also divide house work in this way?
Aleksandra: The person who has the kid completely takes care of everything, including cooking.
Hynek: We both work in the same position, we do the same things, and so there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be
this way. I think it’s logical.

On the combination of working life and parenthood
Marta: Let me pause now for a little bit at your family life. You mentioned that you have a son. How
old is he and in what phase of your career was he born?
Aleksandra: Our son is eight now. He has been with us almost from the beginning of our relationship. We adapt
his life to ours, not the other way around.
Hynek: But then on the other hand, we’ve settled here because of our son. We were looking for a place where
he could start school. He started first grade last year.
Marta: How did you deal with the situation when your son was born? I can imagine it wasn’t easy.
Aleksandra: No, it wasn’t.
Hynek: I think we’re dealing with it all the time.
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Aleksandra: We’re dealing with it all the time and maybe it’s made us stronger in some ways. We had to design
our family as much stronger and not to rely on anyone but ourselves. It turns out that we can devise a system for
surviving any situation. Maybe I’m seeing it too idealistically, but it always pushes you somewhere.
Hynek: The practical stuff was perhaps the most difficult. Of course at that time we didn’t have any income
because we were studying and my parents do not live in Prague, so we couldn’t rely on their help. We were going
practically on nothing.
Aleksandra: But you realise what the priorities are. Maybe we managed because Slovenia is not so far away.
I gave birth at home, I often went back there, I was there for a longer period when our son was younger.
Marta: You gave birth in Slovenia?
Aleksandra: Yes. One of the reasons was cultural. In Slovenia the conditions are totally different from here.
Marta: What helped you most in dealing with the situation? Did you have any paid babysitting?
Aleksandra: No, no! (Hynek and Aleksandra are laughing) We had to deal with it on our own. I needed
babysitting so I was looking for a nursery. I found only one nursery, in Prague 1, and it was the most horrid
experience for me. I tried it several times, one hour at a time, but it didn’t work at all. Then I made an
arrangement with a friend who was great and helped us with babysitting. I think that there is a huge problem
here that a woman has to stay at home for three years if she can’t afford private babysitting or doesn’t have
grandmothers. That’s terrible!
Marta: Could you compare it with Slovenia? What’s the situation there?
Aleksandra: There it’s different. You normally place children in nurseries when they’re one and the woman goes
back to work. Most of my friends do it that way. Moreover, compared to Bohemia, the whole society is tuned
totally differently. When our son was born, that was in 2002, it was really difficult to get any stuff for children
here. For example, to just get a baby chair was a problem. The only thing that was here was IKEA. Now it’s getting
a bit better. But when I compare it with Ljubljana or Berlin, there is no comparison. There it’s designed in such
a way that people actually can have children and function normally in society.
Marta: How did you manage caring for your son when you were in the USA?
Aleksandra: He was two and a half years old when we left. It was great there.
Hynek: It was totally easy there because both of us had a stipend so financially we managed. The first year we
found a place for him with a lady who was running a private mini-kindergarten. It wasn’t completely ideal, but it
was fine for four hours a day.
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Aleksandra: Then we had a student from Charles University who was studying at the same university as we were.
And in the end we placed our son in the university kindergarten.
Hynek: It was totally fantastic. Compared to Prague or Berlin, it was the best kindergarten we’ve ever
experienced.
Marta: What was it about Czech nurseries that bothered you?
Aleksandra: That they don’t see the child as an individual.
Hynek: We were mostly irked by the brutal routine and the inability to think about the actual needs of the child.
What predominated was the effort to fulfil a well-established system rather than children’s needs. It was similar
at the kindergarten where our son used to go. The daily regime was set up so that the children play inside and
go out in an organised manner for two hours a day. In America the kindergarten had a garden and the children
were spending the whole day there, whether it was nice out or not. Children are then more resilient. Of course,
they tire more easily, and they go home content because they’ve had their share of fun. Teachers have more time
to deal with each child individually. That’s another thing. In America they try to educate children to be
personalities. Maybe the optimism and the stress on self-confidence in America really are a little exaggerated, but
I have to say that our experience was really good. A child knows its qualities and it also knows about its problems,
but resolves them much more constructively. I think that here the socialist spirit is still deeply engrained in the
lowest levels of schooling: that the children should be clean and stand in line.
Aleksandra: They don’t teach them how to communicate. Everything is done through the teacher, who is
considered to be the flawless authority.

On life together
Marta: How did you two get together?
Aleksandra: Well, that was very interesting. There’s no story, but I think that no one could have guessed that the
two of us would get together.
Hynek: Two schoolmates and I had a plan to do a festival. We were discussing how it should be for about half
a year, and so we were spending all of our free time together. And it evolved from that.
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Marta: And what was it about Aleksandra that enthralled you?
Hynek: I liked her very much. Saša has great energy, and in addition she is also unbelievable driven and positive.
When she sets her mind to something, she can do it.
Marta: And what captivated you about Hynek?
Aleksandra: Maybe the fact that just the idea that I could be with him seemed unimaginable to me. Maybe it
was the total uncertainty that attracted me to him. And the second thing is that Hynek is a person who can do
anything. He is like a dandelion – he grows anywhere. Place him somewhere and he can function there. He always
finds a solution to a problem.
Hynek: And I was also a smasher. (laughs)
Aleksandra: He is a person who has a natural authority. I still respect him, even after the years we’ve been
together. In my opinion this is very important. I still see him as a unique being.
Marta: When did you get married?
Hynek: 2. 2. 2002. That was the only available date in Kutná Hora.
Marta: It’s a nice date.
Hynek: Exactly! Someone cancelled at the very last minute.
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Summary
This publication features fifteen portraits of a specific group of dual-career partnerships: academic couples where
both partners work in science, research or teach at higher education institutions. Framed by a theoreticalempirical analysis of dual-career partnerships in science, the interviews map various aspects of work and private
lives and their combination.
The culmination of a project carried out between 2009 and 2010 by the National Contact Centre for Women and
Science of the Institute of Sociology of the Academy of Sciences (NKC), Academic Duets is a sequel to earlier,
successful projects involving interviews with prominent women researchers launched in 2001. The first such
project was Woman of the Month, which focused on well-established women researchers; it was followed by
Talents, which concentrated on early-stage researchers and doctoral students at the beginning of their scientific
careers (both publications are available for download in Czech and English at the website of the National Contact
Centre for Women and Science at www.zenyaveda.cz).
The edited and authorised in-depth interviews presented in this publication capture people in various life stages,
from young doctoral students at the beginning of their scientific career, through well-established researchers at
the height of their powers, to people who are slowly wrapping up their scientific careers and whose children are
adults with their own families. The disciplines represented in the publication are also diverse, from the natural and
technical sciences to humanities and the arts.
The interviews were conducted using the joined interview method, that is, an interview with both the partners
present. This method brings certain risks but also important advantages. Thanks to this methodology it is possible
to study pair dynamics—how partners communicate and the power relations in couples (Allan 1980). Thus, the
interviews are dynamic and interesting both to readers and research-wise because they unveil facts that an
individual interview could never capture. Moreover, thanks to the presence of both the partners, the answers are
constantly ‘validated’. We can therefore observe how consensus and ‘truthfulness’ are established.
A disadvantage compared to the traditional interview is that it is not suitable for analysing intimate and sensitive
topics where the presence of the other partner could influence the frankness of the answers (Allan 1980). Another
risk is the potential dominance of one of the partners (e.g., when one partner does not let the other speak).
Graham Allan (1980) also states that this form of interview is especially suited for the exploration of power
relations in the family and partnerships. Although the goal of this publication is not to do this explicitly, the
method is appropriate because the interviews concentrate on gender relations, the way two demanding careers
are interrelated and how work and parenthood are combined.
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As in the Woman of the Month and Talents projects, one of the goals of this publication is to present successful
researchers. In addition to this, Academic Duets also underscores the problems facing dual-career couples in
science and the ways that they overcome these problems. The most serious of these are explored in the
introductory theoretical-empirical study which frames the issues mentioned in the interviews. In view of the fact
that the issue of dual-career academic partnership has not yet been satisfactorily mapped in the Czech Republic,
the analysis is based mostly on foreign literature, especially from the US, where for several decades the issue of
dual-career academic partnerships has been at the centre of attention for research.
The main barriers that academic partnerships have to deal with include problems related to geographic mobility,
the combination of work and family and problems with the stereotypical treatment of partners. The high level of
geographic mobility extant in the research profession has a significant impact on people’s private and family lives
and personal relationships. The period of the greatest geographic mobility (i.e., the period of postdoctoral
fellowships) usually overlaps with the period when people are establishing families. Furthermore, couples where
both the partners have a job or a career are also faced with the problem of the professional development of the
other partner (especially the woman) in the new location. It is, after all, women who more frequently find
themselves in the position of a ‘tied mover’ and due to this fact the progress of their scientific careers slows down,
compared to men.
As for the combination of work and family life, young people working in science are faced with an improperly
designed structure for parental leave and the lack of available day care in the Czech Republic. Although they
would often welcome returning from the parental leave earlier than the ‘standard’ three years, young women
researchers often do not have a real choice with respect to the length of their parental leave. The current system
does not make it possible to combine care for small children with work. Although the quality of childcare facilities
in the past was often disputable, they were generally available and women were thus able to return to work
relatively soon. Thus, middle-age women who brought up their children during the previous regime had a radically
different experience from today’s mothers.
As for the stereotypical attitudes toward academic couples, the interviews show that some couples, especially
those that cooperate closely and are in the same discipline, encounter under-estimation of the woman and her
contribution to the couple’s work (e.g., joint publications, other outputs etc.).
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The interviews with academic couples that are presented in this publication are unique in several respects. Firstly,
they are incredibly open. Secondly, they reveal stories of people from various generations, in various life phases
and working in various disciplines, and thus make it possible to explore how various generations have tackled the
issue of combining work and care and how the lives of researchers have changed over time. Last but not least,
they contain invaluable insight into and reflect the contemporary organisation of science and scientific work and
the possibilities and conditions for combining demanding professions and parenthood.
The publication Academic Duets: On Professional and Private Life in Science is also available electronically, in
Czech and English, at www.zenyaveda.cz.
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