Preface

When I was approached to shape a book about phosphoinositide signaling, I first felt
honored and humbled. On second thought, this appeared to be an impossible task.
Phosphoinositides have grown from being just a curious lipid fraction isolated from
bovine brain, showing increased radioactive metabolic labeling during intense stimu-
lation protocols, to become the focus of immense interest as key regulatory molecules
that penetrate every aspect of eukaryotic biology. The expansion of this field in the
last three decades has been enormous: it turned from a basic science exercise of a
devoted few to highly translatable science relevant to a large number of human dis-
eases (isn’t this the nature of good basic science?). These include cancer, metabolic-,
immuno- and neurodegenerative disorders, to name just a few. Reviewing the large
number of enzymes that convert phosphoinositides would fill a book—Iet alone the
diverse biological processes in which phosphoinositides play key regulatory roles.
Given the interest, a collection of up-to-date reviews compiled in a book is clearly
warranted, which was enough to sway me to accept this assignment. As one editor
is unable to handle this enormous task, I was delighted when Matthias Wymann and
John York were kind enough to join me in this ambitious effort.

When thinking about potential authors, the obvious choice would have been to
approach the people whose contributions have been crucial to push and elevate this
field to the level it is today. Bob Michell, prophetically placed phosphoinositides in
the center of signal transduction in a 1975 Biochem. Biophys. Acta review (Michell
1975), Michael Berridge had a key role in linking phosphoinositides and Ca>* sig-
naling and whose fascinating reviews have inspired many of us (Berridge and Irvine
1984). Robin Irvine, whose group found that InsP3; was a mixture of two isomers,
the active Ins(1,4,5)P; and an inactive Ins(1,3,4)P3, and who described the tetrak-
isphosphate pathway (Irvine et al. 1986), and who always challenges us with most
provocative ideas. Philip Majerus, who has insisted on the importance of inositide
phosphatases (Majerus et al. 1999) very early on. The group of Lewis Cantley, with
the discovery of PI 3-kinase activities and the mapping of downstream effectors
(Whitman et al. 1988; Franke et al. 1997), or the Waterfield lab where the first PI
3-kinase catalytic subunit was isolated and cloned (Otsu et al. 1991; Hiles et al.
1992). Peter Downes, who recognized the translational value of phosphoinositide
research. Jeremy Thorner and Scott Emr, whose work in baker’s yeast still forms the
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foundation of our understanding of the role of inositol lipids in trafficking (Strahl
and Thorner 2007) or Pietro De Camilli, whose group documented the central role of
inositides in brain and synaptic biology (Cremona et al. 1999). There are many others
who made valuable or even greater contributions to phosphoinositide research. The
above list reflects my bias, as these researchers had the largest impact on my thinking
and the directions of my work. Research is, however, a constantly evolving process
and we (now Matthias and John being involved) wanted to involve contributions
of scientists who represent a second or third wave of researchers infected with the
interest in phosphoinositides. We made an effort to recruit authors who have been
trainees of these founding laboratories. With this selection our goal was to sample
the view of the current and future generation. By selecting their trainees, we feel
that we pay tribute to the “Founding Fathers”, and show that the research they put
in motion is alive and continues with fresh ideas, new ambitions and a translational
and therapeutic value.

Phosphoinositide research in the 1980s went hand in hand with research on
Ca’*signaling pursued in “non-excitable” cells and was also marked with the dis-
covery of the family of protein kinase C enzymes, regulated by diacylglycerol, one of
the products of phosphoinositide-specific phospholipase C enzymes. These areas of
research developed and expanded to form their own fields, and could not be discussed
here in detail—even though they are linked historically to the development of phos-
phoinositide signaling. The enormous work of the groups of Yasutomi Nishizuka
on protein kinase C, and Katsuhiko Mikoshiba on cloning and characterizing the
Ins(1,4,5)P; receptors are prime examples of these achievements. Although we could
not cover all these areas, we included a chapter on CaZt signaling via the Ins(1,4,5)P;
receptor by Colin Taylor, a trainee of the Michael Berridge’s lab, where important
links between Ca’* release and Ins(1,4,5)P; receptor signaling were discovered. We
also decided to allocate some space to inositol phosphates, the soluble counterparts
of some of the phosphoinositides. These molecules for long had been viewed only
as the metabolic products of the second messenger Ins(1,4,5)P3 but recently gained
significant prominence as regulators of important physiological processes. With the
discovery of the highly phosphorylated and pyrophosphorylated inositols and the
enzymes that produce them, it became clear that this system represents a whole new
regulatory paradigm with exciting new developments.

Finally, it was a difficult dilemma whether to include a Chapter on the early
history of phosphoinositides. We decided against it for a number of reasons. First,
the really interesting history is traced back to studies that preceded the landmark 1975
Bob Michell review and included the work of the Hokins (1987), Bernard Agranoff
(2009) and other pioneers of phosphoinositide research. Nobody could tell these early
developments better than Bob Michell in his several recollections (Michell 1995) or
Robin Irvine who commemorated the 20 years of Ins(1,4,5)P3 and the period leading
to its discovery (Irvine 2003). We encourage the young readers to go back and read
these recollections, as they show several examples of how seemingly uninspiring
observations formed the beginning of something that became huge as it unfolded.
What came after these landmark discoveries is so overwhelming that each one of
us has own views and subjective memories and stories to tell on some aspects of
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it. As Editors we felt that our views should not be elevated above others on these
historical aspects, and leave it to the authors of the individual Chapters to elucidate
the diversity in this respect. The only exception is a Chapter on the history of PI
3-kinases by Alex Toker that we felt deserves special emphasis as it had the most
transforming impact on the field since the late 1980s.

One needs to understand that selection of authors is a subjective process and does
not always reflect on who contributed the most in a selected field. However, we are
confident that proper credit is given in the individual Chapters to each groups and
individuals whose work has moved this field forward. It should also be understood
that a field that generates over 10,000 entries in PubMed with each keyword that
relates to phosphoinositides cannot be covered without missing some aspects that
could be important. However, we trust that this collection will be found useful for
both the experts and the novices.
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