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Mayor Hang Zhen 
Vice Minister Wu 
President Lu 
Consul general 
Professor Dress, Professor Jin Li 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
"To have begun is half the job. Dare to investigate! ", wrote the Roman poet Horace in a 
letter to a young man about two thousand years ago. This appeal to curiosity and 
courage, to look at the world and to ask questions about it – this appeal was an 
expression of ancient philosophy and, I think, it characterizes our culture and science to 
this day.  
 
Today we are starting out on a new journey: With the foundation of the "Partner Institute 
for Computational Biology" the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Max Planck Society 
are taking another decisive step towards our common aim. Which is: adding new insights 
to mankind's knowledge.  
 
In 2004, when celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of our cooperation, we decided to 
approach this objective with a joint institute.  
 
With this step, we hope to continue the successes of our joint Independent Research 
Groups and Partner Groups in China. These groups have developed in a truly outstanding 
way during the last few years. The advantages of a joint institute in comparison to 
individual groups are better long-term planning of research and established departments 
which are better equipped to attract and promote senior as well as junior scientists.  
 
Last November, nearly a year ago, President Lu for the Chinese Academy of Sciences and 
I for the Max Planck Society signed the agreement and the charter for the joint institute. 
It was a daring venture – unknown territory that did not seem easy to cross at first 
glance. For this reason I’m very pleased that we are able to celebrate today's opening. I 
am convinced that the venture will be worthwhile - bringing us step-by-step closer to our 
goal.  
 
"To have begun is half the job" – I regard this as an appropriate description for the new 
institute. Several reasons indicate a successful future: on the one hand, the institute 



must adhere to the strict rules of scientific excellence that were established in 
international top-class research. Of particular importance to us in this respect are the 
autonomy of research and quality control via external experts.  
 
We have chosen a scientific area that ideally supplements the present activities of both 
the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Max Planck Society. The importance of this 
research topic is already regarded as extraordinarily high. It will become even more 
important in the future. This is because Computational Biology provides the basis for 
interpretation and modeling of data in extensive areas of biological knowledge and 
biotechnology.  
 
Biology, biochemistry, genetics, molecular biology and related subjects deal with 
questions that are becoming more and more multi-layered and complex, which is also 
true for the calculations and models involved. Without the help of computers, research in 
this area is hardly conceivable any more. For example, many of the important results of 
the last few years deriving from the various genome programs owe their existence to 
computer-based calculations and models. In a single cell, tens of thousands of molecules 
are simultaneously active in different concentrations.  
 
How does information emerge from this "molecular rush"? How are signals generated, 
how are signals received from the environment and how are they re-transmitted? How 
does life result from the billion-fold congregation of molecules? To find answers to these 
questions, scientists today are trying to understand life processes as a whole. However, 
this creates greater and greater amounts of data that require analysis if we are to reach 
new insights. New theoretical and mathematical approaches and, above all, the ability to 
model systems by using computers greatly help us in this respect.  
 
For a successful application of information technology we require experts who are able to 
develop customized programs in order to process the accumulating data in the best 
possible way. At the same time, IT specialists need a sound knowledge of the biological 
field they are operating in.  
 
Progress in both biological research and computer performance will further accelerate in 
the future. With the help of bioinformatics, we will be able to simulate cellular processes 
and hopefully later even predict them. We cannot do without computational biology if we 
wish to expand our understanding of nature. And who would argue that this 
understanding doesn't also meet practical needs, such as fighting diseases or improving 
horticulture? 
 
"Dare to investigate!" – the second part of the ancient motto is a plea to strive for 
knowledge. This means, at least initially, creating knowledge for the sake of knowledge. 
Acquiring knowledge without keeping immediate benefits in mind is always daring. The 
field of Computational Biology combines both knowledge acquisition and innovations, 
which can be utilized economically. Or to quote Max Planck, who our society is named 
after: "Knowledge has to precede application".  
 
Only if we succeed in establishing meaningful models by combining individual insights 
regarding biological processes we will be able to influence or utilize these processes. I am 
referring to the way that proteins and metabolites function in healthy and diseased cells, 
a topic that Professor Dress is investigating. Or of the genetic foundations of complex 
diseases that is Professor Li Jin’s field of research.  
 
I am particularly pleased that Dr. Li Jin and Dr. Dress could be appointed - two scientists 
willing to do pioneering work and establish the new partner institute. I like to thank you 
both very much! The appointment will enable you, Dr. Li Jin, to return to your home city 
Shanghai and contribute the experiences from your former work in the US to the benefit 
of the institute. To a certain extent, you will thereby be able to bridge three continents: 
America, Asia and Europe. As a founding director, you Dr. Dress, will embody the 



European pillar. By accepting the appointment you show your dedication to this research 
field but also to the location here in China. Finally, I would also like to mention that you 
can already look back to a brilliant international career. It is precisely this experience and 
your network that will be of great value to the new institute.  
 
I am certain: you will complement each other wonderfully both in your professional 
knowledge and at an organizational level! And that you dare to investigate – I am 
convinced, that there can be no doubt about this. 
 
My sincere thanks go to all those who supported our new foundation financially: On the 
German side I would first of all like to mention the German Federal Ministry for Education 
and Research that is providing project funds for the start-up financing. On the Chinese 
side I would like to thank the Ministry of Science and Technology of China, the National 
Natural Science Foundation and the Metropolitan Government of Shanghai. The fact that 
you have come today to celebrate the opening of the institute shows how much you 
appreciate the institute’s founding – this gives me great pleasure. 
 
It should be mentioned that our project would not have been realized without the support 
of the Shanghai Institute for Advanced Studies– namely Professor Uli Schwarz, the 
Director of the SIAS. We can rightfully refer to you, Dr. Schwarz, as the spiritual father of 
the partner institute. Due to your initiative the first brainstorming conference on 
"Perspectives on Computational Biology" took place in your institute last Spring. This first 
small meeting as well as the larger follow-up conference four months later helped to 
establish the concept which served as guideline for the Chinese Academy of Sciences and 
the Max Planck Society when setting up the shared institute.  
 
Finally we sincerely thank the SIAS for suggesting the location of the partner institute 
here in Shanghai, which is, in my opinion, an ideal selection. This is now my fourth visit 
here. Once again, I am fascinated by the city: For me it embodies the Chinese sense of 
optimism, the desire for progress obvious by the creativity and energy that seems to 
permeate everything going on here. Between 2002 and 2003, Chinese expenditure on 
research and development rose by almost twenty percent - thus growing even faster 
than the gross domestic product – a fantastic rate of increase that shows how much 
research is valued in China!  
 
In Shanghai the importance of science is visible in many places: the large centers 
belonging to the Shanghai Institute for Biological Science alone show that biological 
research and biotechnology enjoy a high priority here. And the fundamental values of 
science like openness, universality and high quality standards are firmly rooted in the 
local culture of research. 
 
The existing links to research facilities here provide an ideal environment for future 
scientific activities. We are very happy that the institute has been able to use rooms in 
the central building of the SIBS for the initial phase. Many thanks to you, Professor Pei 
Gang, and to your team for making this possible! We are following your plans for a large-
scale modernization of the SIBS campus with interest. We would very much like to offer 
you the know-how of the Construction and Engineering Department of the Max Planck 
Society if you need assistance in planning and designing the new building.  
 
Last, but not least, we would also like to express our sincere thanks to all those at the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences as well as at the Max Planck Society who have worked with 
great commitment to successfully implement our project within the shortest period of 
time possible. At this point I should like to thank particularly my Chinese colleagues, 
President Lu and Vice-President Chen Zhu as well as MPS-Vice-President Herbert Jäckle 
and the members of the founding commission, many of whom are here today. The 
realization of our shared idea has shown how strong the relationship between the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Max Planck Society has become during our long-



time cooperation. Only such a relationship could have allowed us to implement this 
unique project of a shared institute.  
 
As a sign of the happiness, gratitude and, of course, pride in the shared institute I have 
brought along an opening present, something that I have grown very fond of. It 
represents Minerva, the ancient goddess of science and at the same time the symbol of 
the Max Planck Society and - to my opinion, in its most beautiful form. This form was 
created by one of the most outstanding artists of the ancient world, the famous sculptor 
Myron. A copy of this sculpture stands in our President’s house where I can marvel at it 
practically every day. Only a few others are in the possession of the Max Planck Society – 
for quite special occasions such as today's. 
 
Minerva was one of the most important female deities in the ancient world, particularly in 
Greece. She was the patron goddess of many cities, above all of Athens. For this reason 
she is often shown wearing a helmet and armor. At the same time she was responsible 
for peace and according to tradition she founded a court of law in Athens. As the goddess 
of wisdom she provided protection to poets and philosophers.  
 
In this function she is still important to us today – even if only in a symbolic and no 
longer in a religious way. This is because the veneration of this goddess also marks the 
birth of philosophy. The golden period of the ancient world –four to five hundred years 
before our common era – also marked the start of the sciences. At those times 
philosophical questions were also largely scientific questions: Where does everything 
come from? What is the beginning or the primal ground? What is truth?  
 
What was common to all theories was that they no longer sought the answers in myths 
but instead constructed logical and reasonable arguments. The most important way of 
doing this was by dialogue, the critical exchange of ideas and intellectual approaches 
 
We are still following these principles today. Exchanging ideas across the boundaries of 
cultures and continents today has made science much richer and much more versatile. 
For this reason this bust of Minerva is also a symbol of the dialogue between China and 
Germany, for the common work of different nations with just one goal: to gain 
knowledge.  
 
"To have begun is half the job. Dare to investigate! ", is also our shared endeavour. I 
wish the institute and all who work here good luck and every success!  
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