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1968
Pioneering concept
The potential of molecular 
biology was recognized early 
in Switzerland – in the 1960s. 
Due to the visionary leader-
ship of Arnold Schneider, a 
member of the Cantonal Ex-
ecutive Council, and gener-
ous financial support from 
the Canton of Basel-Stadt and 
the local companies Roche, 
Ciba, Geigy and Sandoz, con-
struction of the Biozentrum 
began in 1968.

1971
Unique, interdiscipli- 
nary research
At the time of its opening in 
1971, the Biozentrum was the 
only interdisciplinary insti-
tute of its kind in Europe. 
Eduard Kellenberger was ap-
pointed Professor of Microbi-
ology and entrusted with es-
tablishing the research in- 
stitute. He brought two mem-
bers of his group with him 
from Geneva, the future No-
bel laureates Werner Arber 
and Jacques Dubochet.

1976
Innovative curriculum 
in biology
A new and innovative “Biolo-
gy II” curriculum was creat-
ed. It included introductory 
courses in mathematics, 
physics and chemistry, fol-
lowed by more intensive 
hands-on “block courses.” 
The first class, consisting of 
two students, graduated in 
1976. Since then, the Biozen-
trum has conferred almost 
1,000 “diploma” or master’s 
degrees.

1978
Nobel Prize for Werner 
Arber
The Nobel Prize in Physio- 
logy or Medicine was award-
ed to Werner Arber, with the 
two American researchers 
Daniel Nathans and Hamil-
ton Smith, for the discovery 
of restriction enzymes. These 
enzymes, which cut DNA 
molecules like scissors, are 
still one of the most impor- 
tant tools in molecular biolo-
gy. All of Basel joined in the 
great celebration.



1983
The homeobox
Walter Gehring received 
worldwide recognition for 
his discovery of Hox genes. 
These genes contain a cha- 
racteristic Homeobox and 
play a key role in organismal 
development. Just over a de-
cade later, Gehring and col-
laborators again attracted 
attention with the discovery 
of PAX6, a master control 
gene for eye development. 
Walter Gehring’s research 
was honored with many 
awards, including the Gaird-
ner Award, the Kyoto Prize 
and the Balzan Prize.

1985
Information technology
The Biozentrum was connect-
ed to the University Comput-
er Center, extending its re-
search to bioinformatics and 
computational modeling. Re-
searchers at the Biozentrum 
and the Swiss Institute of 
Bioinformatics pioneered the 
field of automated 3D protein 
structure modeling. The 
SWISS-MODEL server was 
the most cited Swiss resource 
from 1999 to 2009 and is still 
one of the most widely used 
servers worldwide.

1986
Center for electron 
microscopy
Maurice E. Müller generously 
donated 40 million Swiss 
francs to establish the Mau-
rice E. Müller Institute for 
High Resolution Electron Mi-
croscopy at the Biozentrum. 
This allowed the Biozentrum 
to strengthen its excellence 
in determining the structure 
of biomolecules.

1989
Distinguished mitochon- 
drial researcher
Gottfried Schatz received the 
Gairdner Award for his stud-
ies on the transport of pro-
teins into mitochondria. In 
addition to his outstanding 
research, Schatz was also re-
nowned for his exceptional 
teaching skills and his train-
ing of a new generation of 
researchers. He was the au-
thor of more than 200 scien-
tific publications, three vol-
umes of essays, an autobio- 
graphy, and a novel.



1991
Protein kinase TOR
Michael N. Hall discovered 
the highly conserved, nutri-
ent-activated protein kinase 
TOR. As a central controller 
of cell growth, TOR plays a 
key role in development and 
aging and is implicated in 
various disorders. For his dis-
covery of TOR, Hall received 
many prizes including the 
Albert Lasker Award, the 
Breakthrough Prize in Life 
Sciences, and the Gairdner 
Award.
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1995
Nobel Prize 
for developmental 
biologists
The Nobel Prize in Physiology 
or Medicine was awarded to 
Biozentrum alumni Chris-
tiane Nüsslein-Volhard and 
Eric F. Wieschaus for their 
discovery of genes crucial for 
embryonic development. 
Both were members of the 
Gehring laboratory in the 
1970s.
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1999
Cutting-edge NMR 
spectroscopy
With support from Novartis 
and Roche, the Biozentrum 
enlarged its nuclear magne-
tic resonance spectroscopy 
platform with a new 800 MHz 
NMR spectrometer. The new 
high-end spectrometer was 
also used by the local medical 
institutes and pharmaceuti-
cal industry for diagnostic 
purposes.

1996
Neurosciences at the 
forefront
The University of Basel, the 
University Hospital, the Frie-
drich Miescher Institute and 
the local pharmaceutical in-
dustry jointly founded what 
is known today as the Neuro-
science Network Basel. A few 
years later, the trinational 
alliance Neurex, comprising 
100 research groups and 
about 1,000 scientists, was 
established. Basel has one of 
the highest concentrations of 
neuroscientists worldwide.



2000
Successful start-ups
In 2000, researchers at the 
Biozentrum founded Santhe- 
ra Pharmaceuticals, a compa-
ny specialized in drugs for 
the treatment of rare neuro-
muscular and pulmonary dis-
eases. The start-ups ARTIDIS, 
which uses nanotechnology 
to improve cancer diagnosis 
and prognosis, and T3 Phar-
maceuticals, which develops 
highly specific and efficient 
cancer therapy using live bac-
teria, were founded in 2014 
and 2015, respectively.

2001
A springboard for top 
researchers
The Biozentrum had become 
a springboard for countless 
research careers. In its first 
30 years, almost 300 Biozen-
trum alumni had become 
professors at distinguished 
institutions. By 2020, 1,300 
PhDs and almost 1,500 post-
doctoral fellows have con-
ducted research at the Bio- 
zentrum.

2005
Moving into new 
research areas
A new generation of profes-
sors took over the leadership 
of the Biozentrum. By 2005, 
twenty new professors had 
been appointed, expanding 
the Biozentrum faculty to 33 
research groups.

2007
Fellowships for 
Excellence
Joachim Seelig, with a gener-
ous donation from the Wer-
ner Siemens Foundation, 
established the prestigious 
Fellowships for Excellence 
PhD Program. Known today 
as the Biozentrum PhD Fel-
lowships Program, it offers a 
unique rotation-based selec-
tion of research projects to 
promising students from 
Switzerland and abroad.



2017
Nobel Prize for cryo- 
electron microscopy
The Nobel Prize in Chemistry 
was awarded to the Biozen-
trum alumnus Jacques Dubo-
chet for developing cryo-elec-
tron microscopy to determi- 
ne high-resolution structures 
of biomolecules. Dubochet 
worked at the Biozentrum in 
the group of Eduard Kellen-
berger from 1971 to 1978.
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2009
State-of-the-art 
technology platforms
Erich Nigg joined the Biozen-
trum as its first official Direc-
tor. He created cutting-edge 
technology facilities with 
highly sophisticated exper-
tise and equipment, ensuring 
that Biozentrum researchers 
remain at the forefront of 
biomedical research.

2018
Breakthrough of the 
Year 2018
Biozentrum alumnus Alex 
Schier was recruited from 
Harvard University to take 
over as the new Director. 
The renowned scientific jour-
nal “Science” selected his stu- 
dies on cellular development 
as the “Breakthrough of the 
year 2018”.

2018
Biozentrum Research 
Summer
The Biozentrum Research 
Summer program was laun- 
ched to offer Bachelor stu-
dents the opportunity to 
perform hands-on research 
early in their studies. In 2019, 
the Biozentrum created the 
Basel Summer Science Acad-
emy to introduce high school 
students to in-lab research. 
While attending the Acade-
my, the young students dis-
cover and characterize virus-
es from the Rhine.



2019
National Center of 
Competence in 
Research “AntiResist”
The Biozentrum became the 
leading institute of an NCCR 
project dedicated to antibi- 
otics and antibiotic resis-
tance. “AntiResist”, headed 
by Christoph Dehio, is a col-
laboration of 24 research 
groups, 14 of which are locat-
ed in Basel. Its aim is to 
search for new antibiotics 
and to develop alternative 
strategies to combat antibiot-
ic-resistant pathogens.
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2019
Sharing knowledge
With about 200 publications 
per year, the Biozentrum wi- 
dely shares its research re-
sults and knowledge with the 
scientific community. To in-
form the citizens of Basel 
about the Biozentrum’s ongo-
ing research and to create a 
platform for interaction and 
discussion, the monthly lec-
ture series “Einblicke Biozen-
trum” was established for the 
public.

2020
Tracing the 
coronavirus
Richard Neher and his col-
leagues were recognized as 
leaders in monitoring the 
spread and evolution of co- 
ronavirus. They used Next-
strain, an open-source web 
application that analyzes vi-
ral genomes and visualizes 
the spread of viruses over 
space and time, to track the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

2021
A stronghold in life 
sciences
Biozentrum researchers will 
move into an ultra-modern 
building with a state-of-the-
art infrastructure. They will 
study how living systems are 
designed and re-designed and 
write the next chapter in the 
history of the Biozentrum.



www.biozentrum.unibas.ch
Biozentrum, University of Basel 
Klingelbergstrasse 50/70 
4056 Basel, Switzerland 
   + 41 61 207 21 11


