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Introduction and Work 
Before Discovery

• Françoise Barré-Sinoussi is a French virologist who won the 
Nobel Prize in Medicine in 2008. She shared the prize with 
Luc Montagnier who she she worked with to discover human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV).1

• In 1966, she attended the University of Paris studying Natural 
Sciences. At the end of her degree, she volunteered with Jean-
Claude Chermann at the Institut Pasteur site at Marne-la-
Coquette.1

• While getting her PhD, she studied reverse transcriptase.1

• In the early 1980s, the first cases of AIDS were discovered, 
and it was rapidly spreading.2 It was believed that an 
unknown human retrovirus was causing this epidemic. 

• French clinicians Willy Rozenbaum and Françoise Brun-
Vézinet contacted Montagnier and Chermann to test this 
hypothesis because they had experience with identifying 
retroviruses.3

Discovery
• In 1983, Barré-Sinoussi and the group at the Institut Pasteur  

reported that they had isolated a retrovirus from a lymph 
node of a male patient with multiple lymphadenopathies.5

• Because they had found that T cell depletion was observed 
by individuals who had this virus, they decided that T cells 
were the virus’ target and isolated the virus from the male 
patient’s T-cells.3

• The retrovirus was spread in cultures of T lymphocytes from 
healthy donors.5

• The viral reverse transcriptase of this retrovirus was like 
human T-cell leukemia viruses (HTLV).5

• They tentatively concluded that this virus may be involved 
in AIDS.5

• Barré- Sinoussi regularly checked the culture for reverse 
transcriptase activity which would have shown them that 
they had a retrovirus.3,6

• After 3 weeks, they detected reverse transcriptase activity.3
• Charlie Dauguet, a member of the group, was responsible 

for electron microscopy, and within a few days, he captured 
an image of viral particles.3 Figure 2 shows this image.

• Besides the fact that there was reverse transcriptase activity, 
they knew they had a retrovirus because its density in a 
sucrose gradient was 1.16.5

• This retrovirus was originally named lymphadenopathy-
associated virus (LAV), which was later renamed human 
immunodeficiency 
virus-1 (HIV-1).3

Work After Discovery
• Barré-Sinoussi continued to work with HIV after her discovery. 
• In 1996, she described the types of HIV, and discussed the 

possibility of simian origin for HIV which could lead to crucial 
discoveries about AIDS.6

• In 1998, she studied more about the types of HIV with François 
Simon and others. In this study, they managed to isolate a new 
group in HIV-1 and named it YBF30.7

• Not only did she continue to do research, she also became an 
activist. She has visited countries in Asia and Africa to help educate 
developing countries about HIV.1
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“Like everybody, I have 
some times in my life when 
I’m pessimistic. I wonder 
whether I should continue… 
Then I go and have a trip to 
Africa or Southeast Asia 
and have a small meeting 
with people affected by HIV, 
and I forget my mood. I say, 
‘OK, let’s go on. Let’s 
continue. This is real life. 
Don’t think about 
yourself.’” 4
- FRANÇOISE BARRÉ-
SINOUSSI


