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Carl Djerassi—
S ECEOr often referred to
TECHNOLOGICAL as the father of
REPRODUCTION the contracep-
tive pill—contin-
ues his ventures
into the genre
of what he calls
“science-in-thea-
tre” with his lat-
est publication,
Sex in an Age of
Technological
Reproduction:
ICSI and Taboos. His previous works
include the novel Cantor’s Dilemma (2002;
Innsbruck, Germany: Haymon) and the play
Oxygen (2001; Weinheim, Germany: Wiley-
VCH)—the latter written with the Chemistry
Nobel laureate Roald Hoffman—both of
which were received enthusiastically around
the world. It was therefore with heightened
expectations and excitement that | read Sex
in an Age of Technological Reproduction,
although it has left me with mixed feelings
about its varying levels of success.
This slim book, and its accompany-
ing short film, contains two scripts for two
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independent plays. The first, /CS/ (intra-
cytoplasmic sperm injection), is billed as
a pedagogic work intended to be useful
for classroom teaching and discussion. It is
written in the form of a dialogue between a
young, pushy and almost science-sceptical
TV journalist and an experienced, tough,
boring-but-trying-to-be-humorous  scien-
tist, and revolves around their interaction
throughout the course of an interview in
which they fail to communicate well. The
play can be performed in about 40 minutes
at any location, with or without the use of
the audiovisual material provided on the
accompanying DVD and in the book.

The main themes of this four-scene play
are both the basic scientific information
about the latest reproductive technology,
and its social and ethical implications. ICSI
involves the artificial selection of a single
sperm that is injected directly into an egg
and therefore inherently bypasses the natural
force of selection among millions of sperm,
thus separating the emotional and relational
act of making love from that of fertilizing an
ovum. The separation of the sexual act from
reproduction is not a new theme, and it has
been discussed since the earliest methods
of in vitro fertilization were developed. As a
representative of the genre ‘science-in-thea-
tre’, ICSI is a good example in which a lot of
scientific information is given with some dis-
cussion about its ethical implications; it can
certainly form the basis of further discussions
in the classroom or other settings.

However, there is very little ‘theatre’
in the script, and its literary and theatrical
possibilities are limited. On the whole, the
dialogue quickly becomes boring and repet-
itive, and over-labours the failing, somewhat
contrived discussion between the scientist
and the journalist. The audiovisual material
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is also not very imaginative and consists of
drawings in the book itself and a not terribly
exciting short movie that focuses on millions
of sperms floating around an egg.

In contrast to ICSI, the second play,
Taboos—which is a two-act play in 12
scenes—has very little science but a lot of
ethical discussion. If we take for granted that
the act of sex can be separated from the act
of potentially creating new life, and that new
life can be created artificially, then accepted
ideas about relationships—mothers, fathers,
uncles, aunties, cousins and so on—become
easily challenged or threatened within the
established norms of a society. This also
leads to a redefining and reconstructing of
the social norms of parenthood, sex educa-
tion, and other ideas and practices integral to
the idea of family. Taboos requires five actors
and, in contrast to /CS/, has the real possibil-
ity of having a literary and theatrical impact.
Even if it is only read as a script, Taboos is a
thoroughly enjoyable and thought provoking
play, highly capable of stimulating discussion
in any setting. It is an excellent example of
‘theatre-in-science’, as was Djerassi’s earlier
play Oxygen. | am eagerly waiting for a local
theatre group to perform these plays in my
vicinity; or perhaps | should try to convince
my actor-to-be son that his university’s drama
department should take Djerassi’s ‘science-
in-theatre’ to theatrical heights. In the mean-
time, despite /CSI’s shortcomings, which are
more than made up for by Taboos, | highly
recommend this book.

Suresh Rattan is at the Department

of Molecular Biology, Aarhus University,
Denmark.

E-mail: rattan@mb.au.dk
doi:10.1038/embor.2008.234

Published online 5 December 2008

©2009 EUROPEAN MOLECULAR BIOLOGY ORGANIZATION


www.emboreports.org
mailto:rattan@mb.au.dk
http://www.nature.com/doifinder/10.1038/embor.2008.234

