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Jaroslav Cinatl, who passed away in Frankfurt on 12 June 2025 at the age of 96, was a
mammalian cell culture pioneer, who has left an enduring legacy. Cinatl pursued science
under the constraints of a totalitarian regime that subordinated empirical research to political
ideology, yet he remained steadfast in his commitment to truth at a significant personal and

professional cost.

Cinatl was born on 4 January 1929 in TreboR, Czechoslovakia. In February 1948, the
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (KSC) toppled the democratic Czechoslovakian
government in a Soviet-backed coup d’état, throwing the country into totalitarian dictatorship.
At the time, Jaroslav Cinatl was a medical student, whose studies were financed by profit
from the family’s bakery (Figure 1). Following the establishment of the socialist regime the
family bakery was nationalised, and so Cinatl, supportive of the new government, enlisted in
the military to continue his medical education. Despite his ideological commitment, it was
here that Cinatl first came into conflict with the prevailing orthodoxy, refusing to withdraw his

laboratory results when they contradicted the ideological dogma of Soviet-aligned scientists.

Figure 1
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Figure 1. The bakery of the Cinatl family. Jaroslav Cinatl (second from the left) holds the
hand of his grandfather (first from the left). Jaroslav’s father wears an apron and a cap (forth

from the left). Jaroslav’'s mother stands next to Jaroslav’s father (fifth from the left).

Soviet-dominated research had been shaped by ideologists like Trofim Lysenko, who
rejected Mendelian genetics and whose pseudoscientific claims about environmentally
acquired inheritance became official doctrine under Stalin. Lysenkoism led to agricultural
collapse, millions of deaths, and the systematic persecution of dissenting scientists [Soyfer,
2001; Hagemann, 2002; Borinskaya et al., 2019]. Cinatl clashed directly with ideological

science through his criticism of the work of Olga Lepeshinskaya, a protégé of Lysenko.

Lepeshinskaya sought fraudulently to demonstrate that living matter could arise
spontaneously from inanimate material by playing films of dying cells in reverse [Rapoport et
al., 1991; Grant, 2007]. When Cinatl failed to replicate Lepeshinskaya’s alleged results as a
medical student in the Biology Department of the Medical Faculty in Prague and the Military
Medical Academy in Hradec Kralové, he was ordered to recant his findings. He refused to do
so and lodged a formal complaint with the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
Czechoslovakia (Figure 1). Despite calls to expel him from his medical degree, after a
disciplinary hearing he was allowed to complete his studies but prevented from continuing

his research.



Figure 2

Figure 2. Confirmation of receipt of the complaint of Jaroslav Cinatl to the Central
Committee of the Communist Party, English translation: “Dear Comrade, We acknowledge
the receipt of your letter regarding your work in the biology department and inform you that
we will have the entire matter investigated. You will be informed of the results and
conclusions of the investigation later. With comradely greetings, Central Committee of the

Communist Party of Czechoslovakia”

After Stalin's death in 1953, Cinatl's case was revisited and received coverage in the Czech

press (Figure 2).
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Figure 3. Coverage of the case of Jaroslav Cinatl in the media in 1956. A) Literarni Noviny
(Literary Newspaper), English translation: “At one of our medical faculties, a professor
(anatomist/ pathologist) was expelled because he spoke out publicly against Lepeshinskaya.
His expulsion was justified by the fact that he was spoiling the education of the youth. Today
he was rehabilitated, saying that not he, but the teachers, who did not tell their students their
beliefs, but hid them for fear of being fired, could not contribute either to teaching or to the
correct moral education of students. In another case, a young employee of the medical
faculty was expelled from the department because his statement about research

contradicted the “principles of Lepeshinskaya’s theory”.” B) Zdravotnické Noviny (Medical
Newspaper), English translation: “For his courageous speech, Cinatl was deprived of the
opportunity to work at the biology department of the medical faculty, because his work

contradicted Lepeshinskaya's theory and the opinion of his superior.”

Continuing his scientific work at the Military Institute of Hygiene, Epidemiology and
Microbiology in Prague, Cinatl made important contributions to virus cultivation in cell culture
[Benda & Cinatl, 1966; Hronovsky et al., 1966; Benda et al., 1970] (Figure 4). He also
resumed his research on the origin of life and identified calcium-based structures forming in

dying cells, that he postulated to be linked to organ calcification and the formation of



complexes of inorganic and organic molecules with a role in the origin of life [Cinatl et al.
1966; Cinatl, 1967A]. After his findings were not accepted by domestic journals, Cinatl
secretly submitted a manuscript to Nature, which was accepted and published in 1967
[Cinatl et al., 1967B]. As a sanction, his work on the topic was stopped, but he defied the
order by secretly publishing a follow-up article under his private address in the Journal of
Theoretical Biology [Cinatl, 1969].

Figure 4
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Figure 4. Images of Jaroslav Cinatl. A) Jaroslav Cinatl in military uniform (first from the

right). B) Jaroslav Cinatl with lab coat at a microscope.

After the 1968 Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia and the suppression of the Prague
Spring, Cinatl, in common with all senior military officers and Party members, was required
to support the intervention in a loyalty test. This he refused to do, rejecting any endorsement
of the Soviet-led intervention. Many influential friends and colleagues attempted to change
his mind, and presented the test as a formality of no importance. His wife pleaded with him
to reconsider his stance. He remained adamant, however, that he could not act against his
conscience and sense of what is right. This refusal to support or at least condone the Soviet
crushing of the Prague Spring, led to Jaroslav Cinatl's expulsion from the Communist Party
and the army, resulting in severe consequences for him and his family. Cinatl suddenly
found himself demoted to a position as a subordinate research assistant at the Institute of
Haematology and Blood Transfusion. This demotion brought loss of status and privilege, and
came with a greatly reduced salary. His actions also led in turn amongst other things to the

denial of educational opportunities for his son, Jindrich.



Despite these setbacks, Cinatl persevered, establishing himself as a preeminent cell culture
expert, making seminal contributions to the development of permanent cell lines and the in
vitro cultivation of haematopoietic stem cells [Cinatl et al., 1977; Michalova et al., 1977;
Ponka et al., 1978; Malaskova et al., 1979; Cinatl et al., 1981; Stockbauer et al., 1981;
Necas & Cinatl, 1982]. The latter earned him a second publication in Nature in 1982 [Cinatl
et al., 1982]. Cinatl visited his daughter in West Germany in that year and remained in the
West. In the Department of Paediatrics at Goethe University in Frankfurt am Main, his
interactions with families of paediatric cancer patients led to the founding of the
Interdisciplinary Laboratory for Tumour and Virus Research in the late 1980s, which
continues today as part of the Dr Petra Joh Research Institute of the Frankfurt Foundation

for Children with Cancer.

Cinatl's legacy was extended through his son, Jindrich, who trained under his father's direct
tutelage from early childhood. During the 2002-2003 SARS outbreak, Jindrich was the first
scientist to cultivate SARS-CoV, providing the crucial step in identifying the causative
pathogen [Cinatl et al., 2003; Drosten et al., 2003]. This also equipped Jindrich to isolate
SARS-CoV-2 early during the COVID-19 pandemic, enabling seminal contributions to SARS-
CoV-2 research [Cinatl et al., 2004; Bojkova et al., 2020; Hoehl et al., 2020; Klann et al.,
2020; Bojkova et al., 2023]. Moreover, Jaroslav’s work laid the foundation for the
establishment by his son of the Resistant Cancer Cell Line (RCCL) collection [Michaelis et

al., 2019], a unique collection of 3,000 drug-adapted cancer cell lines.

In his later years, Jaroslav Cinatl continued to work, establishing new cancer cell lines and
maintaining a presence in the laboratory until the final month of his life [Thomas et al., 2021;
Thomas et al., 2022; Winkelmann et al., 2022]. He had become a celebrated figure in the
Czech scientific community. One colleague described the experience of entering a room with
him as akin to walking in "accompanied by Satchmo" [M. Michaelis, personal

communication].

Cinatl passed away on 20 June 2025. He is survived by a scientific legacy that spans
continents and generations, his career standing as a testament to the power of moral clarity
and intellectual courage in the face of authoritarian constraint. At a time when scientific
discourse faces renewed challenges - from political interference and performative careerism
to the corrosive influence of misinformation - Jaroslav Cinatl's life offers a rallying
counterpoint. His commitment to scientific integrity and method, pursued under threat and
duress, is a beacon for the importance of scientific independence, reminding us that truth in

science is not only to be discovered, but also defended.



Dr Jaroslav Cinatl, cell biologist: 04/01/1929 — 12/06/2025.
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