
Editorial
Dear Biozentrum Alumni,

Some have left research behind and now write or report about it – others would never 
let it go: In this issue we will introduce you to the Biozentrum Alumni Thomas Müller, a 
journalist, and Nadine Cybulski, a medical writer for a communications agency, as well 
as to Prof. em. Walter Gehring, who, having just turned 75, is still actively involved in 
research. And there is more to celebrate in this issue than this special birthday: Prof. 
Silvia Arber’s Otto Naegeli Prize for Medical Research and the “Oscar of Science” – 
better known as the Breakthrough Prize in Life Sciences – awarded to Prof. Mike Hall. 
So, it is no wonder that Prof. Markus Affolter, who, together with Prof. Markus Rüegg 
and Prof. Martin Spiess, recalls days from the Biozentrum’s past for us, concludes: 
“There used to be many reasons to celebrate at the Biozentrum. I think that we have 
once again reached a similar era with a new generation of professors.”

We wish you enjoyable and interesting reading.

Prof. emeritus Hans-Peter Hauri, President of the Biozentrum Alumni Board
Prof. Erich Nigg, Director of the Biozentrum and Member of the Alumni Board
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High 
distinction.

And the “Oscar of 
science” goes to 
Prof. Michael Hall.
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Getting the point in science.
“Shhhh. It’s news time!” – That’s what children used to hear at lunch time. This family 
tradition has been lost over the years. But not so the broadcast of the Swiss Radio main news at 
12:30 am every day. Since 2009, Biozentrum alumnus Thomas Müller works as a producer of 
the news program “Rendez-vous”. He gives ALUMNInews an insight into his radio work and his 
many years of experience as a science journalist for leading Swiss newspapers.

ALUMNInews You initially studied at the Biozentrum before 
you embarked on your career in journalism. Was this always 
your goal?
Thomas Müller No, this idea grew and took form towards the 
end of my course of study, when I realized that a doctoral 
thesis wasn’t the right thing for me. I couldn’t imagine myself 
in a lab coat and focusing on one single topic. After all, I had 
chosen to study at the Biozentrum because at that time it 
offered the broadest science course available.

AN What fascinated you about journalism?
TM I liked the thought of grappling with a broad range of 
subject matter from medicine and astronomy to politics. As I 
had always been able to write a good essay at school, I knew 
that the language aspect suited me, too. And I also felt that 
scientific topics tended to be neglected by the papers and 
this inspired me to tackle them.

AN Isn’t the situation similar today?
TM I was lucky to work as a science journalist in the 1990’s, 
at a time when newspapers earned more money than ever 
before and ever after. One couldn’t expect the readers to 
accept three pages of advertising for one editorial page. So, 
the editorial offices expanded and more was invested in sci-
entific topics among others. Then, with the dot-com crisis, 
the internet and free daily newspapers, the whole structure 
threatened to collapse and what had just recently been es-
tablished, was then the first to be cut.

AN Was the reason then purely financial or had it also to do 
with a trend to trivialize the content?
TM They are related to each other. The financial situation 
in the 1990’s made it possible for the major newspapers to 
invest in content that didn’t have to be sold on the front page. 
That’s no longer the case. However, there are still newspa-
pers and other communication tools, as well as public broad-
casting that provide good scientific journalism. But I agree 
with you, it has become less. In the world of gratis media, 
there is hardly a place for science journalism.

AN How has being a journalist changed your view of science?
TM I quickly realized that certain areas of research harbored 
a potential for social conflict. At that stage in Switzerland, the 
issue at hand was the genetic engineering of crops but also 
genetically modified organisms and human gene technology. 
In these cases you cannot simply argue with scientific facts. 
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This is not how political discourse functions. It is vital to con-
sider all sides. I still believed that with good information one 
could allay fears. But I had to experience that this may not 
alter some firm, set ideas. Let’s take the genetic modification 
of crops as an example: Its benefits are hard to convey to 
those living in an affluent society. It is different with human 
gene technology. The individual benefits are more obvious.

AN Does it make any difference whether you work on a sci-
entific contribution or write about politics?
TM The basic rules are the same. Scientific journalism just 
takes more time. If you do this seriously, you should not only 
read the press release but also the original paper. Further-
more, one cannot, as with politics, simply present the best 
arguments from both sides. Let’s take climate change for in-
stance. The statements of 95 percent of scientists would be 
in agreement. Five percent would have another opinion. If you 
represent both views equally, the story is not balanced. And in 
dealing with ideological issues, such as the pre-implantation 
genetic diagnosis of embryos, for example, scientific facts are 
not very helpful. Here emotions and social and political views 
collide. In this respect there are differences.

AN You are now working for radio. How is this different from 
working for a newspaper?
TM In a newspaper you can spread a topic over a whole 
page, illustrating the text with boxes and graphics. An every-
day background report on the radio lasts between two to five 
minutes. And you rely on listening. What the listener does 
not pickup or understand immediately is gone. One has to 
break down the material, keeping it clear, simple and to the 
point but still remaining faithful to the facts. Achieving this 
is a real art.

AN Now you are producer of the news program “Rendez-
vous”. What is your daily routine?
TM At around 7:15 am, I am at the editorial office in Bern. 
By then I already have read two newspaper in the train. First, 
I check the news agencies, to find out what has happened in 
the meantime, then I look over the most important websites 

Thomas Müller in the broadcasting studio of Swiss Radio SRF in Bern.

and call the news correspondents, at this time of day, those 
in the East. Also, I take a look at the subjects, a colleague of 
the foreign affairs desk proposes for the day. For the meet-
ing at 8:30 am, I establish a list of topics that we discuss 
in a team of about six people. At the large meeting with all 
involved desks at 9:00 am it’s down to work. By 10:00 am 
the program is fixed. The items are then edited, telephone 
calls made and reports produced. From 11:00 am to the air-
ing at 12:30 pm it becomes more intense. This is followed 
from 1:00 pm to 1:30 pm by the “Tagesgespräch”, where we 
present a deeper look at a particular topic. After this there is 
time for a short lunch break. In the afternoon a feedback and 
planning meeting takes place. Towards evening, I prepare for 
the following day and call correspondents in the west, for 
example in the USA.

AN Your day seems very packed. Is it always like this?
TM Yes, this is the most hectic form of journalism that I 
have ever experienced. Everything moves fast and unexpect-
ed things come up, to which I have to respond quickly. The 
longer I delay my decision, the less time is left for the corre-
sponding journalist to make his report. We usually follow this 
daily rhythm for five consecutive days. This makes sense, as 
many stories continue from one day to the next and in this 
way I always stay in the picture of what is happening at all 
levels. I am, you could say, in the news flow.

AN What do you wish for the future of journalism?
TM Each morning and evening, I commute between Basel 
and Bern by train and see many people reading gratis news-
papers. It saddens me to see news being consumed like 
fast food and I think that this development in a country like 
Switzerland – a country with a direct democracy, where it is 
important that the people understand much of what is hap-
pening around them – could prove detrimental. I hope that we 
find a way to convince people that information about politics, 
economics and science cannot come for free.
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ALUMNInews Why particularly Canada?
Nadine Cybulski I’m very fortunate to have the Swiss, as 
well as the Canadian citizenship. That’s why I knew Cana-
da very well ever since I was little. During my PhD, I then 
started to think about the possibility to live and work there 
at some point. Eventually, it was my partner, who managed 
to arrange a relocation, since his employer also has an office 
in Montreal.

AN So you just moved there without a job or other fixed 
plans?
NC Yes. Of course, it was risky without knowing what will 
happen, but I was always confident that I’d find a job. At least 
I didn’t need to bother about a work permit. Without a job it’s 
a long process to get it, and without the work permit it’s very 
difficult to find a job.

AN How difficult was it to find a job in Canada coming fresh 
from your PhD?
NC I actually didn’t move to Canada right after my PhD, but 
instead worked for nearly a year at Straumann in Basel. I 
really liked my position there, so it wasn’t easy for me to let 
it go after such a short time. However, I was very fortunate 
to get the possibility to continue working for Straumann as 
a freelancer for the first few months after our move. So, I 
didn’t need to find a new position immediately. Once I start-
ed to look more seriously for job offers, it went quite fast. 
In the beginning, I wasn’t planning on working in medical 
communications. But when I didn’t get any answers to my 
applications after the first few weeks, I very soon extended 
my search options. Very shortly afterwards I received a job 
offer from A.D.A.M., a medical communications agency, and 
accepted.

AN Now you are a Managing Editor at A.D.A.M.. What does 
this job entail?
NC A.D.A.M. mainly develops online training programs for 
pharmaceutical companies, who use them to train their sales 
representatives. As a medical writer I have to do the entire 
literature research, and write a manuscript based on the 
topics provided. Once the client approves the content, our 
production team develops the final product, which address-
es both the visual as well as the auditory learners. As a 
Managing Editor I am now responsible for several projects 
at the same time, and ensure that any medical content is 
accurately reported and adjusted to the client’s needs.

Alumni portraits

From one who left…
She dared to take the big step into the unknown. The Biozentrum Alumna, Nadine Cybulski, 
left for Canada almost three years ago. No job, no plans, just like that! In an interview the 
Biochemist tells us why of all places she chose Canada and how she became a Medical Writer in 
a communications agency.

Nadine Cybulski completed her studies in 

biochemistry and molecular biology with a 

Master’s degree at the ETH Zurich. From 

2005 till 2009 she conducted her doctoral 

work in Michael N. Hall’s research group at 

the Biozentrum, investigating the effect of 

the protein mTOR (mammalian Target of 

Rapamycin) on energy metabolism. After 

one year of postdoctoral studies in the 

same group, she took on a position in the 

dental implant company Straumann in 

Basel, firstly, as Clinical Affairs Associate 

and after moving to Montreal, Canada, as a 

freelance medical writer. Since 2011, she is 

employed by the Canadian communications 

agency A.D.A.M., where she creates the 

concepts and writes the medical content for 

educational software that is specifically 

designed for pharmaceutical companies.
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AN What has the Biozentrum given you to take along in life?
NC My PhD work at the Biozentrum was a very intense time, 
which allowed me to develop on both a personal as well as 
a professional level. In the meantime, I like thinking back to 
those times, even though it was not always easy! I regular-
ly visit the Biozentrum website and also follow the newest 
publications from Mike Hall, my PhD supervisor. Five years 
of research cannot fail to leave their mark.

AN Now you find yourself in a medically oriented environ-
ment. How difficult was it to learn the ropes and does be-
ing a scientist provide you with any advantages for medical 
writing?
NC I think every step into industry requires a certain train-
ing. A scientific career, even though not necessarily a PhD, 
is very helpful for the position of a Medical Writer in order 
to understand and synthesize medical, as well as biological 
relationships. As a Medical Writer you need to know where 
to find the relevant literature, and to describe complex topics 
in a simplified manner depending on the target audience. 
Literature research using online-databases and writing of 
publications are an essential part of a PhD thesis, and those 
two tasks are the main tasks of a Medical Writer.

AN From the lab bench to an office desk: Do you miss con-
ducting experiments and the freedom of research?
NC Not really. Since I work on so many different projects, 
I also continuously acquire a better medical know-how. Al-
though I always really liked doing experiments and research, 
I was lacking the passion to continue. However, now during 
my work, it does warm my heart when I need to read a text 
about mTOR.

AN You participated in the program “Women into Industry” 
(WIN) at the University of Basel. This offered you insights into 
the world of pharmaceutical industry. Did WIN influence your 
decision to leave the university?
NC I was already thinking of moving into industry before par-
ticipating in the mentoring program. However, WIN definitely 
helped to gain a better overview of all the different career 
possibilities one has as a PhD graduate.

AN For about three years, you are living in Montreal. How 
well have you settled in and how easy was it to get to know 
the locals?
NC In the meantime, I adjusted well to my new surround-
ings, but I doubt I’ll ever get used to the long winters here! 
However, currently my home is definitely in Montreal. The 
locals here are very open and friendly, but my circle of friends 
is mostly composed of other expats.

AN In comparison to Montreal, with its approximately. 1.5 
million inhabitants, Basel is a village. What does this large 
city offer on top?
NC Montreal has a lot of cultural attractions and museums, 
and organizes a lot of activities, especially during the sum-
mer. Then, it turns into a Festival town, where you have one 
festival after the other. And Montreal also has many cultural 
communities. For example, orthodox Jews and young hip-

sters both live in the same trendy neighborhood of the city. 
Or depending on what you feel like having, you’ll go eat at 
the Indian, Italian, Chinese, or Portuguese neighborhood. Of 
course, you’ll find French kitchen all over the city. The culinary 
diversity of Montreal is something I most likely can endlessly 
explore! But in the end Montreal isn’t such a big city, and 
during the summer I can mostly reach everything by bike. 
Something I used to do in Basel the entire year, and some-
thing I still appreciate!

AN Back to Switzerland: How do you keep contact with your 
homeland and do you sometimes think about returning?
NC Every year during Christmas time, I go back home to 
see my family and closest friends. It’s not always easy to 
be so far away, but I guess that’s part of the contract, when 
you move abroad. But thanks to the internet I’m regularly in 
contact with my family, and also up-to-date with the latest 
Swiss news. Once in a while I do think about returning, not 
necessarily to Switzerland, but at least to Europe. » Home
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Walter Gehring at 75.
75 – isn’t that the age at which one takes it easy, finds more time for one’s family and hobbies, 
swallows the pills the doctor has ordered, and rests on one’s laurels (if available)? Walter Gehring, 
who has just crossed the emotional threshold of his 75th year, only scoffs at such ideas. He has 
always been a family man and never neglected his bird watching hobby; and even though he, like 
most of us emeriti, probably cannot make do without pills, he would never dream of resting on 
his laurels which could easily provide rest for an entire company of scientists. By Gottfried Schatz

Emeriti

Walter Gehring was born on March 20, 1939 in Zurich and 
studied zoology at that city’s university. He completed his 
PhD thesis with Ernst Hadorn on antenna development in 
the fruit fly Drosophila in 1965 and, after working with his 
mentor for another two years, joined Alan Garen as a post-
doctoral fellow at Yale University. Yale was quick to recog-
nize the talent of this young Swiss and promote him in rapid 
succession to Assistant and then to Associate Professor of 
Developmental Biology. But his success had not escaped his 
Swiss colleagues either; in 1971, they persuaded him to ac-
cept a full professorship for Cell Biology at the newly founded 
Biozentrum which he was later to chair for two years.

His work has focused on the mechanisms by which the cells 
of an embryo acquire their specific functions and their proper 
place within the adult organism, forming its diverse organs. 
Gehring’s favorite model organism has always been the fly 
Drosophila because its anatomy and embryonic development 
are well known and its genetic makeup can be precisely mod-
ified by classical crosses or modern gene technology. These 
investigations culminated in the discovery of a specific DNA 
sequence typical of a group of master genes (termed “homeot-
ic” genes) which control a large number of subordinate genes 
and thus play a key role in embryonic development. During the 
past three decades, Walter Gehring and his team succeeded in 
working out a detailed description of eye development which 
showed that the apparently diverse eyes of insects and verte-
brates have developed from a common structure.

Walter Gehring’s fundamental work caught the attention of 
his colleagues around the world who presented him with a 
steady shower of high-level prizes such as the Jeantet Prize 
for Medicine (1987), the March of Dimes Prize in Develop-
mental Biology (1997), the Kyoto Prize for Basic Science 
(2000) as well as the Balzan Prize for Developmental Biology 
(2002). Gehring also functioned as Secretary General of the 
European Molecular Biology Organization (EMBO) and also 
as president of the International Society for Developmen-
tal Biologists. Many academies, including the US national 
Academy of Science and the Royal Society of London, have 
elected him as external member. Walter Gehring has always 
been epitomized for me the passionate researcher. During 
the “Gene Initiative” of 1998 I also had the occasion to ad-
mire his personal courage. Unlike many of our university col-
leagues, he flatly denounced the goals of the initiators as 
nonsense and was proud of the fact that they branded him as 
a “hardliner”. And I have always cherished his good common 
sense and his humor. His clear and convincing comments 
and his readiness to laugh about jokes – even those made by 
others – have added reason and spice to our staff meetings. 
I suspect that he now misses these meetings no more than 
I do and that he can continue to chase after the secrets of 
eyed development without undue distractions. Happy birth-
day, Walter! » Home

Caricature by Frank Ruddle.
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Generation M.
Not the Generation X or Y, but the Generation M has been molding the Biozentrum over the 
last 20 years. The symbolic name “M” represents the second generation of professors at 
the Biozentrum, such as Markus Affolter, Markus Rüegg, Martin Spiess and Michael Hall. For 
Alumninews, three of them will take us back to days gone by.

Professors

Crime scene: Biozentrum. Wads of smoke float through the 
building. But all is quiet; there is not a sound, not even an 
alarm. At this moment, Professor Walter Gehring is sitting 
at a seminar with his students who begin to wonder as they 
notice fingers of smoke curling around the door which stands 
slightly ajar. Suddenly a hectic breaks out on the 2nd floor and 
everyone is seeking the cause of the trouble. Running down 
to the first floor, everything is foggy and the end of the cor-
ridor is no longer visible. But it doesn’t smell like smoke – it 
smells of sausages! Soon the cause of this ticklish situation 
is clear: an indoor BBQ is taking place in the Biozentrum in 
front of room 101!! “That was unbelievable!” recalls Markus 
Affolter, and a look of fun lights up his face as he remembers 
that day some twenty years ago. “A BBQ in the Biozentrum? 
Unimaginable then as much as today.”

Markus Affolter is one of the Biozentrum professors, who 
have worked here for a long time. In his more than 26 years 
at the Biozentrum, he has seen many things. Some have 
changed, others have remained the same and still others 
continue to be unique. For Markus Affolter a big change has 
come about since the Biozentrum is no longer headed by 
a Chairman in a two yearly rotation but led by a Director. 
“I’m very glad that continuity has installed itself at the Bioz-
entrum and that over the last years many internal services 
have been developed, which relieve the researchers of quite 
some work. Personally, I have the feeling that I can now give 
more intensive attention to the core business of research 
and teaching”, says Markus Affolter, welcoming the structur-
al changes at the institute. In contrast, something that has 
not changed is the enormous commitment of the scientists 
at the Biozentrum. Today, just as in the past, they are the 
Biozentrum’s most vital resource and their enthusiasm is key 
for good research. “My work is my favorite hobby. I enjoy to 
work, I am ambitious and want to achieve things. I believe 
that we, at the Biozentrum, all had this in common and still 
do”, Markus Affolter is convinced.

Also Markus Rüegg, already at the Biozentrum for almost 22 
years, thinks that being a research scientist is a privileged job. 
“We work relatively hard but we do what we enjoy. The ‘work-
life balance’ concept never seemed relevant to me because 
my work is a part of my life, there is no separation.”

What has changed markedly for both scientists is everything 
regarding the publication of research findings. “Earlier, one 
waited eagerly at 9:30 am for the postman to deliver the 
newest journals. Each one wanted to be the first to look at 

Cell, Science and Nature and bring the news to the institute. 
Sometimes, however, it was not good news: like the blow 
when a research group from another institute published ‘our’ 
work in Nature and we all knew that in the afternoon the boss 
was coming in…”, relates Markus Affolter, looking back on the 
old days. By providing information fast, the fax machine was 
an invention that had a great influence on his work. What had 
taken two weeks in the past to arrive by post from the USA 
to Switzerland now lay on his desk within several minutes. 
Of course, this included the newest publications. With the 
introduction of the internet, the whole publication landscape 
changed dramatically once more. Markus Rüegg also doesn’t 
miss the weekly visit to the former Biozentrum Library. “It’s 
great, how simple it has become to acquire knowledge in 
the internet age. Almost all papers are available online.” Yet, 
although the number of journals has increased, due to the 

Markus Affolter as Martin Spiess at a party for the 20 Year Biozentrum 
Jubilee in 1991.
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internet, it hasn’t made it any easier to publish in the top 
journals. As previously, only very good findings still count and 
today one depends perhaps more than ever before, not only 
on a well-functioning lab and good ideas, but also increasingly 
on a supportive infrastructure, such as, for instance, facilities 
for data analysis or imaging. Markus Affolter is sure that the 
institutes, which can afford this, can also publish well and 
adds, “Walter Gehring was one of the first to combine clon-
ing and sequencing. This is not something he could have just 
done in a cubby-hole somewhere. And this helped make him 
so successful.”

Martin Spiess has spent the longest time at the Biozentrum. 
He began his career here, in 1986, as an assistant profes-
sor – a position, which at that time was actually unknown. 
This type of professorship was a concept in the USA, where 
the very rigid university structure had already given way to a 
new, flatter hierarchy. “Officially, I was a project leader. One 
could say that the assistant professorship was an invention of 
the Biozentrum for the University of Basel.” This appointment 
meant much to Martin Spiess. “I was scientifically indepen-
dent for the first time, I had my own budget and a great mo-
tivation to prove myself in the scientific world”, he explains. 
Even after 28 years, research here at the Biozentrum has 
remained exciting, but still the memories of the first years 
sometimes make him nostalgic. “We were only half so many 
people in those days. At celebrations and anniversaries, the 
community spirit was naturally something very special.” And 
also Markus Affolter enjoys to re-live one of these celebra-
tions particularly, the Biozentrum’s 20 Year Jubilee in 1991. 
“For this party, we converted the garage. Each lab set up a 
bar. These included Indian specialties and a Brazilian bar serv-
ing caipirinhas.” There used to be many reasons to celebrate 
at the Biozentrum as Walter Gehring and Gottfried Schatz 
won many prizes. “I think that we have once again reached 

a similar era with a new generation”, adds Markus Affolter. 
“Mike Hall had several good reasons to celebrate recently 
and so did Silvia Arber.”

The three professors look with confidence to the future. For 
Martin Spiess, the Biozentrum is and will remain a well-func-
tioning community. “At the moment the new Biozentrum 
construction is a huge community project, which I am very 
excited about. It will mean another small, new beginning 
shortly before I retire.” Markus Affolter can already envision 
his new lab. “I will be on the 13th floor and look out over the 
whole city and admire the wonderful sunsets. Even if it will 
take a little longer than expected, I am already very excited 
about moving in.” » Home

Poster at the 30 Year Jubilee.

Professors
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Technology platform

With 70’000 km/h through an ultra high vacuum.
Speed! It is not only a part of Alex Schmidt’s professional life. While in the Proteomics Core 
Facility lab at the Biozentrum, he regularly sends ions whirling through the mass spectrometer 
at incredible velocity, in his free time he himself speeds around the Basel countryside on his 
racing bike. Since 2009, he leads the facility at the Biozentrum jointly with Paul Jenö and 
together with his team he develops new methods, instructs students in mass spectrometry, and 
writes software for data analysis, the while keeping his vision directed to the future.

At age nine, Alex Schmidt started to experiment with a chem-
istry set for 16 year olds. “Sometimes it got a lot closer to 
pyrotechnics,” he recalls, laughing. Some thirty years later, 
explosions and the smell of burning do not really excite him 
anymore. This did not stop him from becoming a chemist 
though. In the meanwhile, he heads the Proteomics Core 
Facility (PCF) at the Biozentrum together with Paul Jenö. 
“I came to the Biozentrum in 2009 with Erich Nigg. He placed 
much emphasis on the development of the technology plat-
forms and strengthening proteomics in the institute,” reports 
Alex Schmidt about the facility’s early days.

Now, he and Paul Jenö receive so many orders that they 
are busy from morning to night. And contrary to what Alex 
Schmidt once imagined, his work has not turned into routine. 
There are a wide range of projects and the analyses have to 
be tailored to fit the requirements of the individual research 
project. “As we are a fairly small and mixed research group, 
comprising of an IT specialist, biotechnologists and me, an 
analytical chemist, we are able to be quite flexible and can 
adapt to different needs,” he emphasizes. “This makes our 
work so interesting and enjoyable.”

The PCF’s main task is to support the research groups in 
analyzing their samples. “At the beginning of a project, we 
meet with all involved and discuss what exactly is needed and 
which new methods we have to develop. In addition, we in-
struct the students and research scientists on how to prepare 
their samples: “Mass spectrometry can help to answer many 
biological questions, whether it is to elucidate the structure of 
a protein complex or to investigate protein expression, inter-
actions or modifications. What Alex Schmidt particularly likes 
about this: the techniques and methods continue to develop 
further – fast.

With today’s equipment, in a two hour run, up to 40’000 to 
50’000 mass spectra can be measured. It is, however, impos-
sible to evaluate each single one, as it was done thirty years 
ago. Therefore, good software has become indispensible for 
this work. “Together with Research IT, we have developed 
some very useful software tools, which compare the amount 
of every single protein between samples and also generate 
statistics,” explains Alex Schmidt. It was very important to 
establish this good evaluation system to be able to ensure 

the quality of the data. Now, after the measurements have 
been made, we can give the scientists a list of the proteins 
that are regulated; error margin one percent.

Alex Schmidt is not short of ideas. “We are currently working 
on a method to determine the absolute amounts of proteins, 
that is how much protein molecules are contained within a 
cell. This is not trivial.” Also, there is our newest acquisition. 
It will not only take up some space but also some time: a 
super high resolution LC/MS instrument based on the new 
science fiction name of “Orbitrap” technology. Using this 
instrument, hundred thousand peptides can be analyzed at 
very high resolution and the method is really, how else I can 
describe it – fast. In Basel, the instrument is the only one of 
its kind. And Alex Schmidt is confident: “With this new tech-
nology, one will soon be able to measure the entire human 
proteome, about 10’000 to 11’000 proteins, in only a few 
hours.” Maybe he will soon set two speed records: one with 
the “Orbitrap” and the other with his racing bike. » Home
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Awards

And the “Oscar of Science” goes to Mike Hall.
Many years lie between planting the seed of a tree and its bearing fruit. Prof. Michael N. Hall 
is now reaping the fruits of his labor, for which he planted the seeds more than twenty years ago. 
He was recently awarded the “Breakthrough Prize in Life Sciences 2014”, worth three million 
US dollars, for his lifetime achievements: The discovery of “Target of Rapamycin” and its role in 
choreographing the most elemental processes of life.

It’s an ordinary Friday morning in December at the Biozen-
trum. At 8:20 am the door to the Communications Office has 
just been unlocked. The telephone rings. “Have you already 
heard the news that Mike Hall has won a most exceptional 
prize? The Breakthrough Prize in Life Sciences 2014!” One 
phone call, one statement, and this Friday is no longer like 
any other Friday. A call to Mike Hall. But there is no one to 
reach. No wonder. At that moment Mike Hall was already 
thousands of kilometers further west, in California.

A few weeks prior to this, Mike Hall received a phone call 
from the United States and was sworn to absolute secrecy. 
He could only share this news with his wife. Together with 
his family, he travelled to Mountain View in California, to take 
part in what was for a scientist a most amazing award cere-
mony. It took place on the evening of December 12th, 2013, in 
the historical hangar of the NASA Ames Research Center, not 
far from the Google headquarters in Silicon Valley. Everything 
on this evening was oversize: the location, the ceremony, the 
guests. Prominent Hollywood stars, including the two-time 
Oscar winner Kevin Spacey, Glenn Close and Rob Lowe, par-
ticipated in this special evening. But this time the spotlights 
were directed at the scientists. “It is an honor to stand here 
in a room filled with our greatest minds in science and cutting 
edge technology”, are the words the US-American television 
host Conan O’Brien used to greet the excited winners and 
the invited audience.

Also present were the founding patrons of this highly en-
dowed research prize, Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg and Pris-
cilla Chan, Google co-founder Sergey Brin, the Russian ty-
coon Yuri Milner as well as the founder of the firm 23andMe, 
Anne Wojcicki. They created the Breakthrough Prize in Life 
Sciences in 2013 to recognize scientists who have made ex-
traordinary contributions toward finding a cure for intractable 
diseases and extending human life. “The Breakthrough Prize 
is our effort to put the spotlight on these amazing heroes. 
Their work will change lives for generations and we are excit-
ed to celebrate them”, said Mark Zuckerberg in an Interview. 
The prize money of three million US dollars, three times more 
than the Nobel Prize, was presented to the award winners 
to use at their discretion. The sponsors wanted not only to 
show appreciation for their excellent work but also to bring 
the scientists themselves into the public eye and particularly 
to generate excitement in young people about pursuing a 
career in science. “I think we have a disbalance in the world 

today that the best minds are not appreciated enough. Now, 
there is a public recognition and a financial reward, which 
I think this is important for young people to get the right 
messages”, said Yuri Milner, explaining the motivation behind 
sponsoring this prize.

Mike Hall is the first Swiss scientist whose lifetime achieve-
ments have been awarded with the Breakthrough Prize. 
He began his research as an assistant professor at Basel’s 
Biozentrum 27 years ago and in 1991 discovered here the 
enzyme “Target of Rapamycin”, TOR for short. This enzyme 
regulates cell growth, size and division in simple organisms 
such as yeast but also in man. At that time, his findings were 
rather skeptically received by the scientific community, as 
they did not reflect the prevailing understanding of the day. 
Today, more than twenty years later, his discoveries are sci-
entific textbook knowledge and scientists around the world 
are using the fundamentals that Mike Hall once established. 
“Sometimes the significance of a discovery is recognized 
only many years later after more work is done and it is put 
into context”, says Mike Hall. Since then, he has uncovered a 
complicated, dense signaling network. Many signaling path-
ways are interconnected and TOR often stands at the top of 

Mike Hall at the Biozentrum celebration.
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the hierarchy. So, it is no wonder that TOR plays an important 
role in the development of diseases such as cancer, diabetes, 
and coronary vascular disease and in ageing. The unraveling 
of the dense TOR signaling network and the understanding 
of how errors in this network affect the cell and the whole 
organism, makes it possible to recognize such causal rela-
tionships. This is also the basis for the development of new 
and effective therapies in the future.

Mike Hall, with three other researchers at the University of 
Basel and the ETH Zurich, is currently studying what occurs 
in cells causing tumors to develop resistance to cancer drugs. 
The reservations about his work have disappeared long ago. 
In a highly competitive selection process, the team was able 
to convince a scientific jury and was awarded an ERC Synergy 
Grant, endowed with 11 million euro, the greatest funding 
provided by the European Research Council. Asked about the 
importance of support funding for basic scientific research, 
Mike Hall explained at the presentation of the Breakthrough 
Prize: “The business plan of basic science is very different 
from what everybody is used to. We don’t have a product, we 
don’t make money. We consume money. But what we gen-
erate is extremely valuable. It is knowledge. This knowledge 
is very important for society!”

Wearing a black suit, white shirt and bow tie, Mike Hall 
walked onto the large stage in Silicon Valley on the evening 
of December 12, 2013, and visibly moved, accepted a silver 
trophy created by the Danish artist Olafur Eliasson from the 
hands of Google co-founder and CEO Larry Page. This was 
certainly the most unusual and glamorous award ceremony 
that Mike Hall had ever experienced. Prominent guests, a 
gala dinner, a storm of flashes, cameras everywhere, press 
conferences and interviews; this is how it is when an import-
ant personality stands in the spotlight. The American actress 
Glenn Close expressed her admiration with these words: 
“There is no greater miracle or more powerful force on earth 
than the human mind. That power is demonstrated brilliantly 
by the inaugurate class of scientist laureates.”

The “Oscar of Science” was also fittingly celebrated at the 
Biozentrum. After his return from California, his group and 
the research group leaders surprised the jet-lagged Mike 
Hall with a warm and heart-felt reception. With curiosity and 
sometimes a little astonishment, they listened to his stories 
of the impressions he had brought back from his experience 
overseas. Finally, in February, the official celebration took 
place. The darkened room, glowing candles in sterling silver 
candleholders, white tablecloths with burgundy napkins along 
with the rich buffet, all created an inviting atmosphere to join 
Mike Hall and relive his special day once again. Film clips from 
the gala evening inspired a little of the celebratory feeling that 
swept over the guests. Prof. Antonio Loprieno, Rector of the 
University of Basel, the President of the University Council, 
Dr. Ueli Vischer, and Prof. Erich Nigg, Director of the Biozen-
trum, held a personal address in honor of Mike Hall. “There 
is no question that this mega-award lives up to its name and 
honors a genuine breakthrough. It is difficult to overestimate 
the importance of the discovery of TOR by Mike and his co-

workers – thus, there is no question that Mike fully deserves 
this recognition. This is an impressive moment, foremost 
for Mike, but also for the Biozentrum and the University of 
Basel!” congratulated Erich Nigg. “Mike’s achievement, the 
discovery of TOR, which is honored by the Breakthrough Prize 
is a beautiful example of the importance of basic research.” 
Before the guests clinked their champagne glasses, Mike Hall 
addressed the young scientists, “I remember when I started 
at the Biozentrum we had many events like this with the leg-
endary professors of those days, and I wondered if such a 
thing would happen to me one day too. It doesn’t seem real, 
but it has indeed happened. I think there is a lesson to be 
learned here. There are lots of young people here today who 
might now be wondering if this can happen to them. I am sure 
this can happen to you as well. I really encourage you to go 
on with your science!” » Home

Awards



ALUMNInews 3     12

Awards and honors.

Silvia Arber receives “Otto Naegeli Prize 2014”
Prof. Silvia Arber will be awarded the “Otto Naegeli Prize 
for Medical Research”, one of the most prestigious scientific 
awards in Switzerland. The neurobiologist, is being honored 
for her investigations on the establishment and function of 
neuronal circuits. In recent years, her research has led to the 
important discovery that the motor system is comprised of 
functional modules at various levels, ensuring the precise 
interplay between neurons and muscles. This year, she and 
her team published findings on how neuronal circuits coordi-
nate precise movements of arm and hand in the prestigious 
scientific journals “Cell” and “Nature”. The Otto Naegeli Prize, 
endowed with 200’000 CHF, is announced every other year 
to honor outstanding scientists in the field of medical and 
biomedical research. Silvia Arber is the second scientist from 
the Biozentrum to be honored with this Prize. » More

News

Two “ERC Consolidator Grants”
Prof. Christoph Handschin and Prof. Thomas Mrsic-Flogel have 
been awarded a prestigious “ERC Consolidator Grant” by the 
European Research Council (ERC). In his project “Coactiva-
tor-controlled transcriptional networks regulating skeletal 
muscle cell plasticity”, funded with 2 million euro, Christoph 
Handschin will extensively analyze molecular processes in-
volved in the growth and wasting of trained and diseased 
muscles. Thomas Mrsic-Flogel’s project “The organisation of 
functional microcircuits in visual cortex” is also subsidized 
with 2 million euro. With modern imaging and electrophysio-
logical measurement techniques he aims to uncover the prin-
ciples underlying the connectivity between neurons and how 
they interact to encode visual information. Mrsic-Flogel’s work 
is not significant only for the general understanding of stimu-
lus processing in the brain but could also provide approaches 
for explaining neuronal dysfunction caused by altered brain 
connections. » More

Research.

Revealing camouflaged bacteria
Bacteria have developed countless strategies to hide them-
selves in order to evade attack by the immune system. In the 
body, Salmonella bacteria use macrophages as host cells to 
ensure their survival and to be able to spread within the body. 
While they are hidden in a vacuole, the immune cells cannot 
detect the bacteria and fight them. Prof. Petr Broz’s research 
group has discovered a protein family called interferon-in-
duced GTPases in host cells invaded by Salmonella, which 
are responsible for destroying the hiding place of the patho-
gen and to initiate the immune response of the cell. Once the 
hiding place has been discovered, GTPases are transported 
to the protective vacuole and destabilize its membrane. After 
the release of bacteria into the cytoplasm, receptors in the 
cell identify the pathogen, which then activate special cellular 
enzymes to destroy them. In addition, the cells own proteas-
es, so-called caspases, are activated and trigger cell death of 
the infected host cell. » More

A brain area responsible for grasping
For most people who try to grasp a small ball with their toes, 
the difference between the motor skills of the hands and 
feet is immediately obvious. But for scientists looking at the 
neurons that control limb movements, it has not been clear 
where specialization occurs, which neuronal circuits account 
for the differences between hand and foot motor control and 
how they do so. The research group led by Prof. Silvia Arber 
has recently shown that limb motor control is regulated by a 
selective synaptic connectivity matrix between the brainstem 
and the spinal cord. Using state-of-the art methods for visu-
alizing connections between neurons the researchers were 
able to reveal the three-dimensional connectivity matrix be-
tween the brainstem and spinal cord motor neurons. They 
found that forelimb control was particularly pronounced in 
an area known as the brainstem nucleus medullary reticular 

http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/silvia-arber-to-receive-the-otto-naegeli-prize-2014/
http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/two-erc-consolidator-grants-for-the-biozentrum/
http://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/news-details/article/hide-and-seek-revealing-camouflaged-bacteria/
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News

Sport makes muscles and nerves fit
It’s springtime – the start signal for all joggers. It is well 
known that a regular run through the forest makes your mus-
cles fit. Responsible for this effect is the protein PGC1α, 
which plays a central role in the adaptation of muscles to 
training. When muscle is inactive or ill, only a low concen-
tration of PGC1α is present. However, when the muscle is 
challenged, the PGC1α level increases. The research team 
led by Prof. Christoph Handschin has discovered that endur-
ance training does not only change the condition and fitness 
of muscles but also simultaneously improves the neuronal 
connections to the muscle fibers based on a muscle-induced 
feedback. They could also demonstrate that artificial eleva-
tion in muscle PGC1α concentration improves the upstream 
synaptic nerve connections as the result of this feedback 
from muscle to the motor neuron: The health of the synapse 
improves and its activation pattern adapts to meet the re-
quirements of the muscle. Their findings are also interesting 
in regard to muscle and nerve disorders such as muscle 
wasting and ALS. » More

Research.

Lack of coronin 1 protein causes learning 
deficits and aggressive behavior
Learning and memory relies on the proper processing of sig-
nals that stimulate neuronal cells within the brain. In collabo-
ration with an international and interdisciplinary team the re-
search group led by Prof. Jean Pieters has now uncovered the 

How brain tumors develop from stem cells
Over the last years, the suspicion that various forms of can-
cer are often triggered by so-called cancer stem cells has 
become further substantiated. Prof. Heinrich Reichert and 
Jürgen Knoblich, a professor at the Institute of Molecular 
Biotechnology in Vienna of the Austrian Academy of Scienc-
es, have discovered that the loss of function of the SWI/
SNF protein complex can cause brain tumors, this occurring 
through progenitor cells reverting back into neural stem cells. 
In the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster, immature progenitor 
cells develop from normal neural stem cells. The researchers 
have been able to show that components of the SWI/SNF 
complex, as well as its target protein called Hamlet, initiate 
a rigid control program in neural progenitor cells. It ensures 
that cell division is limited and prevents the progenitor cells 
from reverting back into stem cells. In addition, it is important 
for timely cell-cycle exit and preserves the temporal identity 
of the progenitor cells. Mutations of single components of 
the SWI/SNF complex as observed in many human cancer 
cells can disrupt the function of the complex and lead to the 
dedifferentiation of progenitor cells. » More

formation ventral part – or MdV for short. In particular, the 
researchers have discovered that MdV neurons control only 
fine motor tasks and could pinpoint a brainstem area respon-
sible for the control of grasping. » More
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role of an evolutionarily conserved protein, called coronin 1, 
in providing a link between the extracellular stimulus and neu-
ronal activation that ultimately results in efficient learning and 
memory in both mice and men. They have found that mice 
lacking coronin 1 appeared to be far more aggressive and 
display extreme grooming activity, an indication of reduced 
sociability. In-depth analysis revealed that in the absence of 
coronin 1, cell surface stimulation leads to a defective cAMP 
production and in turn affects the signal transduction which 
is finally responsible for the deficits in learning and memory 
formation. Analysis of the clinical history of a patient lack-
ing coronin 1 due to a mutation turned out that this patient 
showed learning defects and aggressive behavior. » More
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