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Christer Betsholtz: 
We seek him here, we seek him there…
On the elusive pericyte and its many roles 
in the blood micro-vasculature

Described for the first time already in 1871, the micro-vascular pericyte  
remained in the shadows for almost 130 years, known only as an anonymous 
cell of the micro-vascular wall, visible by microscopy but without distinctive 
features such as molecular markers or functions. 

The originally proposed function – contractility and vessel constriction – was 
controversial early on and remains so even today. The past 20 years have, 
however, witnessed an explosion of interest in pericytes. These cells are 
linked to a number of important physiological and pathophysiological roles 
in common, as well as rare diseases. However, some caution is warranted: 
Pericyte identification in tissues remains problematic due to a paucity of 
defining markers. Thus, there is currently considerable disagreement about 
how pericytes should be defined, where they reside, how heterogeneous they 
are, and what they do. 

In this perspective, we need a new knowledge base for micro-vascular biolo-
gy in general, and for pericytes in particular. In this lecture, I will show  
results from our recent study in which we have applied single cell RNA  
sequencing to define the major vascular and vessel-associated cell types of 
the brain and lung. In addition to providing cell type and subtype definitions 
based on genome-wide quantitative transcriptional information, our data 
also reveal new insights into the arterio-venous zonation and organotypicity 
of vascular cell, as well as the identification and definition of hitherto unrec-
ognized vascular cell types.

October 16, 2017, 5:15 pm 
Hörsaal 1, Pharmazentrum 
Klingelbergstrasse 50/70, Basel



John Diffley
Francis Crick Institute, Clare Hall Laboratory, 
South Mimms, United Kingdom

John C. Reed
Head of Pharmaceutical Research & Early Development, 
Roche, Basel, Switzerland

Jennifer Lippincott-Schwartz
Eugene Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development, NIH, Bethesda, Maryland

Venki Ramakrishnan
Nobel Prize Laureate Professor, MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology, 
Cambridge

Jürgen A. Knoblich
Senior Scientist and Deputy Scientific Director, Institute of Molecular 
Biotechnology, Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna

For more information
www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/biozentrum-lectures/

Biozentrum Lectures series: 
last five speakers


