
Editorial

Dear Biozentrum Alumni,

We are pleased to introduce you this time to the Biozentrum alumnus Björn Grün-
enfelder, who works for Novartis. The scientist with Swedish roots vividly remem-
bers his time as a student and PhD fellow at the Biozentrum. In the interview, he 
reveals the secrets of the “Nirvana” block course buddies, talks about a funny 
alumni cooking class and finally, why he decided to move into industry. 

The family roots of the second interviewee are in Bulgaria. The Biozentrum alumna 
Anna Mandinova, who worked as a MD/PhD research fellow in the group of Ueli 
Aebi, is currently Assistant Professor of Dermatology at Harvard Medical School. 
After spending more than a decade in Boston, USA, she developed into a passionate 
fan of the American football team “Boston Patriots”.

In this issue, we also introduce you in more detail to Alex Schier. The new Director 
of the Biozentrum and Professor of Developmental Biology has bonds to the Bioz-
entrum that go back to the early 80s. Now, having returned, he sets the course for 
history in the making. And last but not least, Heinrich Reichert provides us with 
insights into his new busy life as emeritus. He mentors PhD students in India, holds 
lectures in Cambodia and teaches marine biology courses in France.
 
We wish you enjoyable and interesting reading.

Prof. emeritus Hans-Peter Hauri,
President of the Biozentrum Alumni Board
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Alex Schier, the new Director of the Biozentrum and Professor of Developmental Biology.
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From block course to cooking class.

In the block course they were simply known as the Nirvanas. Twenty years on, in a 
cooking class, their hair now shorter, yet each slipped back into his old role.  

The Biozentrum alumnus Björn Grünenfelder remembers many such stories –  
from the past and present. Only the approaching nightfall draws our long but enter-

taining discussion to a close.

Alumninews Your family roots are in Sweden. How closely 
are you connected to this country?
Björn Grünenfelder I was actually born and raised in 
Lucerne, but my mother is Swedish and a large part of her 
family still live in Sweden. I don’t really foster any Swedish 
traditions except Christmas, which we celebrate in the tradi-
tional Swedish manner. Each year, we are also drawn back to 
Sweden for the summer holidays. This usually also includes 
visiting our relatives. And I had a great time in Sweden during 
my studies.

An What did you do there?
BG At the end of my studies, in the mid 90s, I made a con-
scious decision to go to Sweden for my diploma thesis. I lived 
in Uppsala for a year and worked at the university. Being 
fluent in Swedish was certainly an advantage. Five of us 
shared an apartment in the student home. One of my flat 
mates was a physicist and I still keep up contact with him. I 
worked very much in those days but I also found enough time 

for my social life. The Swedes really know how to party.
An And what brought you to Uppsala?
BG From the beginning, I had the region around Stockholm 
on my radar. When I was studying there was no Internet as 
we know it today. I remember well that I asked Martin Spiess 
for the EMBO directory. It contained all its member’s 
addresses. I picked out several Swedish professors and faxed 
them. At the time, there was a public fax machine on the first 
floor of the Biozentrum. Twice each day I would go to check 
whether someone had sent me an answer. My block course 
colleagues caught wind of this and seized the opportunity to 
pull a prank. They sent me a “fake fax”, offering a job doing 
elk electrophoresis. Their breakout of chuckling behind me, 
gave them away.

An Speaking of the block course. What was your experience 
of it?
BG I don’t think much has changed since then. We had block 
courses, throughout the year, in various disciplines. We stood 
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at the lab bench from morning to night and learnt all the 
skills needed for scientific work. This intense time forged a 
close bond between us. We were forty students and always 
carried out experiments in groups … it was not unlike fol-
lowing a recipe. Our group was only made up of longhaired 
men, which inspired our name: The Nirvanas.

An Do you still meet sometimes?
BG Yes, about two years ago we had a reunion. We took a 
cooking class together. Each of us resurrected his old alter ego 
and it was astonishing to see that the group dynamic when 
cooking was very similar to that earlier in the block course; 
who pitched in, who gave instructions, who stayed in the 
background. It was very amusing. And I still occasionally 
meet one or the other from the block course.

An After finishing your diploma thesis in Sweden, why did 
you return to the Biozentrum?
BG When I came back for my diploma exams, I heard that a 
young professor from Stanford had just started at the Biozen-
trum and that he was doing research in a field that interested 
me. This was Urs Jenal, and so I became his first PhD student. 
We were a rather small group but it was intellectually very 
stimulating. My thesis dealt with the regulation of the bacte-
rial cell cycle.

An And then you did a postdoc in the USA. Did you want to 
pursue an academic career?
BG In fact, after my PhD, I had the plan to become a professor, 
in the back of my mind. That is why I looked around for a 
postdoctoral position in the United States. I also wanted to 
change my research topic as, after four years, I had the feeling 
that I should do something completely new. I reoriented 
myself and joined a lab working on malaria. Unfortunately, 
it did not work as I had imagined. That was an absolute low 
point. So, I changed directions again. During this period, I 
thought much about my future: Could I really see myself 
working in the same field for 30 years or longer? However, I 
am more of a generalist than a specialist and that’s why I quit 
this career path.

An What happened then? Moving to industry is generally not 
quite so simple.
BG Getting your foot in the door isn’t that easy. Good fortune 
also helped me. I was in California and looking for a job at 
Roche or Novartis in Switzerland. Quite a formidable chal-
lenge. However, I was lucky that Novartis was just establish-
ing a new research center in Cambridge, Boston, and had 
created new positions for over 1000 scientists. I applied for a 
position as Scientific Education Manager and got it. My job 
was to initiate internal further education in science, organize 
courses, coach postdocs and develop the didactic structure of 
a curriculum. As I enjoy working with people and solving 
problems, it suited me. After two years, my position was 
transferred to Basel and I returned to Basel with my wife, kids 
and cat.

Since 2005, Björn Grünenfelder has been working for 
Novartis, initially as a Scientific Education Manager and 
since 2015 as a Senior Global Program Manager. The 
Lucerne born scientist with Swedish roots studied 
molecular biology and biochemistry at the Biozentrum of 
the University of Basel. He completed his diploma thesis 
at Uppsala University and returned to the Biozentrum as 
a PhD student. After graduating in Urs Jenal’s group, he 
continued researching as a postdoctoral fellow at The 
Scripps Research Institute. 

An And what do you do today?.
BG Now I am a Senior Global Program Manager in oncology. 
I supervise the late-stage clinical trials. This means coordi-
nating the various teams worldwide, developing strategies 
and project plans, taking care of the budget and I am also 
involved in setting up clinical trials, as well as the positioning 
and approval of drugs. Three major phase 3 trials and numer-
ous smaller studies are currently underway in my program. 
The five-year phase 3 trials alone cost 400 million Swiss 
francs. So, you have to be able to convince the key persons 
that it is worth investing the money. It is important to have 
a scientific thinking and approach. Without the experiences 
I had in the past, my career would not have taken this path. 
The time at the Biozentrum was a good school for learning 
to ask the right questions. And in all the years, I have never 
lost my sense of curiosity.

An Curiosity is a good cue. When did you last do something 
for the first time?
BG Let me think for a moment. That was not so long ago. I 
recently started a diving course together with a friend from 
my uni days – block course 1994/95. 
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Alumninews Let's take a look back. You 
were born in Bulgaria. How did the fall 
of the Iron Curtain affect your life?
Anna Mandinova I had just graduated 
from high school and was starting at 
the Medical University in Sofia, so the 
changes coincided with the beginning 
of my adult life. Therefore, I think that 
for my generation it seemed like every-
thing was changing at once. We did not 
need to adapt as much as for instance 
our parents did.

An You originally studied medicine. 
Why did you then decide to do a PhD 
and was it ever an option for you to 
work as a physician?
AM I always wanted to peruse a scien-
tific career related to medicine. But 
then I realized that working as a physi-
cian scientist would require me to 
invest a lot of time in order to complete 
my clinical training and take the Amer-
ican Boards. It was a time commitment 
I couldn’t make since it seemed that I 
was always in the middle of an exciting 
project, then I moved on to the next one 
and the next one and so on…

An How did it come about that you 
moved to Basel to do your PhD at the 
Biozentrum?
AM My husband is a cardiologist and 
back then he was awarded a fellowship 
of the European Society of Cardiology 
to peruse his interests in clinical re-
search and interventional cardiology 
at the University Hospital of Zurich. I 
joined him just after I finished Medi-
cal School in Bulgaria and it felt like 
the right time to expand my training 

in basic science. The University of Ba-
sel was offering the MD/PhD program, 
which seemed very attractive to me 
and one specific project on the molecu-
lar mechanisms of myocardial dysfunc-
tion caught my attention. It was a “joint 
venture” between the Biozentrum and 
the Department of Cardiology at the 
Hospital. I applied right away and was 
very excited when I met my future ad-
visors Ueli Aebi and Dan Atar for the 
first time. And I was fortunate to be 
able to start shortly after.

An So, your PhD project bridged struc-
tural biology and cardiology. What was 
your research about?
AM I studied various aspects of the 
structural biology of myocardial fila-
ments. I had not seen Ueli in almost 18 
years and only recently, just two weeks 
ago, during one of my regular visits to 
Europe, I made a stop in Bern and had a 
very nice dinner with him and his wife 
Janine. Many nice and heartwarming 
memories came back.

An What has the Biozentrum given you 
to take along for your life?
AM This is really a hard question, 
mostly because my time at the Biozen-
trum was a time when life was in the 
fast lane and profound changes 
appeared to be part of the everyday 
experience rather than the exception. 
Within those five years, I graduated 
from the MD/PhD program, worked at 
the Biozentrum, the University Hospital 
in Basel and the University in Zurich, 
also my daughter was born and we 
decided to make the big move and relo-

cate to the US. So, let me say this: my 
time at the Biozentrum prepared me 
well for all of this. 

An Nowadays, you are working in the 
field of dermatology at Harvard Medical 
School. What questions particularly 
interest you? Does your research have a 
direct impact on patients’ lives?
AM Yes, indeed. My primary appoint-
ment is at the Department of Dermatol-
ogy at Harvard Medical School and my 
laboratory uses the skin as a model sys-
tem for stem cell and epithelial cancer 

Well prepared for life.

What a coincidence. Shortly, after we sent out our request for an interview, Harvard 
Professor Anna Mandinova replied that she is currently traveling through Europe 

and Switzerland. Unfortunately, we could not meet the Biozentrum alumna in person. 
Nevertheless, in the interview she reveals whom she met from the Biozentrum –  

after almost 18 years.

A "Doctor Hat" for the fresh graduate. 
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biology. However, our research portfolio 
is quite diverse. We are working on post-
transcriptional regulation of stem cell 
behavior and, in parallel, we have a 
fairly large ongoing effort in the early 
stages of drug discovery, which pertains 
to my appointment at the Broad Institute 
of Harvard/MIT. More recently, we also 
branched out to explore human gene 
therapy approaches in the skin as part of 
the Harvard Stem Cell Institute. Most of 
these studies have a profound transla-
tional character and are in a close collab-
oration with industry partners. I am also 
a co-founder of SeylanMed, a biotech 
startup, which we hope will have its own 
impact on patients' lives.

An After almost 15 years in the USA, 
what do you appreciate most about liv-
ing and working there?
AM Boston with its world-class science 
institutions is one of the most amazing 
places in the world to work as a scien-
tist. More recently, it has also attracted 
the R&D departments of many small 
and large pharma companies, which 

makes it by far the most desirable loca-
tion for translational medicine. I con-
sider myself, without a doubt, fortunate 
to be part of the Harvard/MIT faculty. 
And the lifestyle here is also excellent. 
At the same time…. we certainly miss 
Europe; the culture, the nature, the 
proximity to where we were born and 
raised. I wish, I could have it both but I 
think Boston is a good compromise.

An You have two children. How difficult 
is it to reconcile a family and a scientific 
career and how do you manage it?
AM I have an 18 year old daughter, who 
just graduated from high school and is 
heading to college. She chose a pre-med 
program and her wish is to become a 
physician. I also have a 9 year old son, 
who is finishing 3rd grade. It is indeed 
difficult but extremely awarding to rec-
oncile a family and a scientific career, 
especially one as diverse as mine given 
all the commitments and all the domes-
tic and international travel. My husband 
is even busier than I am but we both 
enjoy our life as it is and we are very 

fortunate to see how well adapted our 
children are. We believe this is part of 
what they have to learn in the world we 
live right now.

An And finally, who is the private Anna 
Mandinova?
AM I love to travel with my family. I 
enjoy listening to music, reading books, 
watching my daughter compete as an 
accomplished ballroom dancer and my 
son at his soccer practice. I also love 
sports: I am a very big soccer fan but 
here in the US, I discovered that I am 
also enjoying and even starting to under-
stand American football. Living in Bos-
ton, this is a part of life and I can say 
that, without a doubt, I am a passionate 
Patriots fan, who loves to watch them 
play and win! 

> home 

...her first months at the Biozentrum...

Anna Mandinova is currently Assistant 

Professor of Dermatology at Harvard 

Medical School in Boston and Associate 

Member of the Broad Institute at MIT/

Harvard. She received her MD in 1995 

at the University of Sofia, Bulgaria. Sub-

sequently, she worked as a MD/PhD 

Research Fellow at the Biozentrum 

under the supervision of Prof. Ueli Aebi 

and at the University Hospital Basel 

under Prof. Dan Atar. In 2004, Anna 

Mandinova moved to Boston, USA, 

where she carried out research as a 

postdoctoral fellow at the Dermatology 

Department of Harvard University. In 

2008, she was appointed to assistant 

professor. 
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Back to the future.

It was somehow meant to be. After 25 years, Alex Schier returns from Harvard 
to the Biozentrum, where he was once a student and now serves as the  

new Director. The US has made him more creative and adventurous  
but at the same time Basel has changed too – becoming more cosmopolitan 

and open minded. Past and future perspectives.

Alumninews You are the new Director 
of the Biozentrum. How did you react 
when you received the offer?
Alex Schier It was a complete surprise.  
In retrospect, however, it feels like it 
was meant to be, like something out of 
a fairy tale. I was born in Basel and rai-
sed in Baselland, studied at the Biozen-
trum and, now, after 25 years in the US, 
I am back. 

An Did this make your decision any 
easier?
AS No, not at all. Harvard is great, and 
my partner, Susan Mango, and I have 
enjoyed our life in Boston very much. 
But already in 1992, when leaving for 
the United States, I told my parents, to 
comfort them a little, that the US is 
great when you are young, but the older 
you get the better Europe becomes. In 

Alex Schier has been Director of the  
Biozentrum since February 1, 2018. From 
1983 to 1992, he studied at the  
Biozentrum, where he received his PhD in 
Cell Biology in 1992 under Walter Gehring. 
Subsequently, he worked as a postdoctoral 
fellow at Massachusetts General Hospital 
and at Harvard University in Boston, USA. In 
1996, he was appointed to assistant profes-
sor in the Developmental Genetics program 
at the Skirball Institute and the Department 
of Cell Biology at New York University 
School of Medicine. Alex Schier returned to 
Harvard University in 2005, where he 
headed the Department of Molecular and 
Cellular Biology from 2014 to 2017.

the meantime, Europe has also become 
very attractive for young scientists, and 
the belief in and support for science are 
much stronger here. This, combined 
with a new challenge, the opportunity 
to meet old and new colleagues and to 
be close to my family again, made it 
impossible for me to say no. Of course, 
for Susan it is even more of an adven-
ture, but the scientific environment 
here has impressed her very much.

An How does science here differ from 
that in the US?
AS Science is very international and the 
way research is done is quite similar at 
first glance. US science is probably a 
little more innovative and creative, but 
also more chaotic. The main difference 
lies in the longer-term thinking, plan-
ning and support. In the US, it is import-

ant to produce results relatively quickly, 
whereas in Switzerland one can invest 
more time in finding the solutions to 
difficult problems. This makes it pos-
sible to carry out riskier projects. 
Furthermore, in the US the emphasis is 
more on applications, whereas the 
importance of fundamental research 
and pure knowledge are more valued 
here.

An You are back at the Biozentrum. 
What impressed you the most in your 
earlier days here?
AS The great passion for science. Look-
ing back, after carrying out research in 
various places, I feel this even more 
strongly. The enthusiasm and natural 
curiosity with which we approached 
science was inspiring. 
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An Did you always remain in touch 
with the Biozentrum?
AS Yes. Of course, my main contact was 
the Gehring Lab, where I did my PhD. 
Walter Gehring organized a symposium 
every five years that brought us all 
together. We have been like a family. I 
also came here for the Biozentrum’s 
40th Anniversary, and I still know some 
people here from the past.

An What appeals to you most about 
your responsibilities as the Director?
AS That you can really make a diffe-
rence here. The Biozentrum is small 
enough to personally have an impact 
and help build an exceptional commu-
nity for teaching and research and large 
enough to have the necessary resources. 
It is the perfect combination. 

An What is your starting point?
AS The focus is always on people and 
on how we can attract the most interes-
ting and best scientists, on all levels, 
from students to group leaders. Our 
main task is to show them that the Bio-
zentrum is an extremely active and 
engaging research institute where one 
can do great science in an unusually 
supportive environment.

An To go back to science, what questions 
are you dealing with in your research? 
AS Our life begins with a single fertili-
zed egg cell. From this one cell, a hund-
red different cell types develop. How 
exactly this happens, is still a big mys-
tery. We would like to understand how 
all these cell types develop and identify 
the factors that tell cells what to do and 
where to move to be in the right place 
at the right time. We have discovered 
many genes, but the logic behind these 
processes still remains a secret. 

An And how much of this do you 
already understand?
AS We have cloned and mutated count-
less genes in the zebrafish and have 
recently developed techniques to 
reconstruct lineage trees and develop-
mental trajectories. This enables us to 
address important questions: How do 
cells multiply and how are they related 
to each other? And what are the mole-
cular changes that occur during this 

process?  The challenge for the next few 
years is to merge these trees to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of 
development. If we could elucidate the 
logic behind cell differentiation, we 
may be able to answer one of the most 
fascinating questions: How many ways 
are there to develop a heart or a brain?

An You also conduct research in the 
field of behavioral biology. Why?
AS I have always been interested in 
neurobiology and can still remember 
the lecture given by John Nicholls here, 
at the Biozentrum, very well. In my opi-
nion, it was one of the best. I am parti-
cularly interested in sleep behavior. We 
sleep for about one third of our lives, 
and this process seems to be of vital 
importance. But it is still unclear why 
we need to sleep and through which 
neurons and genes it is regulated. In the 
last ten years, techniques have been 
developed that make it now possible to 
systematically investigate sleep and 
wakefulness. 

An You are a researcher to the core. Will 
you have to reduce your research activi-
ties as director?
AS I don’t think so. I will just have to 
work a little more (he laughs). And the 
Biozentrum is very well organized. The 
many support teams ensure that all is 
running smoothly, so I hope to be more 
of a scientist than a director.

Larval zebrafish brain visualized with Brainbow technology. © Albert Pan, Alex Schier

An You have spent almost half your life 
in the USA – what about you is now 
more American and what more Swiss?
AS I think that I inherited the Swiss 
attention to detail, careful observation 
and logical thinking. And the US has 
inspired me to develop more creativity 
and imagination and to be more 
risk-taking. 

An What will you miss of the American 
way of life, and what are you looking 
forward to the most?
AS If I had come back from the US 
twenty years ago, I would probably have 
missed the diversity, multicultural 
aspects and tolerance. But Europe and 
Basel have become so much more cos-
mopolitan that there is hardly any dif-
ference today. And I am very much loo-
king forward to meeting many new 
interesting people and hearing their 
views. 

> home 
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It all started years before. While Heinrich Reichert conduct-
ed research as a neurobiologist at the Biozentrum, he was 
already being slowly drawn away from Basel. “Over ten years 
ago the Swiss Government granted funding for a Swiss collab-
oration with India,” he recalls. “Together with an Indian col-
league of mine, who worked in the same field, we submitted 
an application and were granted the award. It was then that 
I travelled to Bangalore for the first time, to visit the NCBS, 
the National Centre for Biological Sciences, somewhat like the 
Indian equivalent of the Biozentrum.” 

Over the years, an intensive collaboration evolved with my 
Indian colleagues. Shortly before becoming an emeritus, the 
then director of the NCBS approached Heinrich Reichert to 
ask whether he would be interested in taking over the sci-
entific supervision of some of his PhD students. The devel-
opmental biologist, Prof. VijayRaghavan, had increasingly 
less time for this as he got more deeply involved in scientific 
policy in India, initially as a state secretary in the central 
government and then as principle scientific advisor to the 
prime minister. This made it impossible for him to support 
his thirty PhD students and postdocs the way he would have 
liked to and would have been necessary. 

When he received the request, it was immediately clear to 
Heinrich Reichert that his path would lead to India. And so 
it came about, that just two days after his Farewell Sympo-
sium, in January 2015, he boarded a flight to India. “When it 
comes to science, I am a hedonist because it gives me great 
pleasure. Now I can do everything that I enjoy and don’t have 
to do things that I don’t like to,” explains the emeritus. And 
he finds it absolutely fulfilling to mentor the PhD students, 
give them expert advice and coach them along the way. He 
holds much admiration for their ambition and diligence, and 
that despite the stress they remain such warm-hearted peo-
ple, who care about each other. The story of one student, 
who suffers a degenerative muscular disorder, particularly 
moved Heinrich Reichert. When he met him eight years ago, 
he could still walk, now he is totally confined to a wheel-
chair. “During all that time, I experienced how all the oth-
er students helped him along and did this from the heart,” 

Retired but not at all tired.

He has just arrived from Sweden, stayed in Basel for three days and then headed off 
to Greece. Heinrich Reichert has been retired for four years but this does not  

deter him from working. He lives the most of half a year in India, holds lectures in 
Cambodia and teaches marine biology courses in France. After forty years as a  

scientist, this lifestyle is a newfound freedom for Heinrich Reichert.
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relates Heinrich Reichert. “The most 
emotional experience took place a few 
months ago. I told that student that we 
had now reached the point where we 
could compile and write up his work. 
As we set the final full stop, he smiled 
at me with gratitude and said: ‘I have 
never thought this day will come’. That 
touched me very deeply.”

Even as a professor emeritus, Heinrich 
Reichert continues to gain many fresh 
insights into life. Each time he travels 
to India, he has to push a psychologi-
cal reset button. The heavy pollution, 
the noise, the bad air, the heat and the 
many, many people – once in India, one 
realizes how well off we are in Europe. 
In Bangalore alone, where the shel-
tered NCBS parallel world is located, 
the population has more than doubled 

in the last decade. With over 12 mil-
lion inhabitants, the population of this 
city is greater than that of the whole 
of Switzerland. And yet, undeterred by 
this, all, from the poorest to the richest, 
look optimistically to the future. Each 
year 80 million move up into the middle 
class and each would like to be part of 
this trend. “What I underestimated for 
many decades, and only learnt in the 
last few years, is that as an individual it 
is possible to have much more impact 
than you could imagine,” finds Heinrich 
Reichert. He experienced this himself. 

Three people were seized by an idea; 
they wanted to establish a marine bi-
ology research center in India with nu-
merous outstations. Now after ten years 
and much perseverance and patience, 
only the final seal of approval is out-

standing. Heinrich Reichert supported 
the founders from the start in any way 
he could, as the ocean and its protec-
tion has always been close to the heart 
of this biologist and diver. “Setting up 
a plan, tackling the financial matters 
and searching for the ideal location for 
the center was a very satisfying experi-
ence,” relates Heinrich Reichert. “When 
I saw how three people could initiate 
and carry out this project, it reminded 
me of a quote from the Dalai Lama, who 
was once a guest at a Neurex Meeting: 
If you think you are too small to make 
a difference, try sleeping with a mos-
quito.” 

> home

Honors.

Torsten Schwede appointed new Vice President for 
Research at the University of Basel.

The Senate of the University of Basel elected Prof. Torsten Schwede to be 
the new Vice President for Research. Schwede joined the Biozentrum as 
Professor of Structural Bioinformatics in 2001. Since 2002, he has been 
a group leader at the SIB Swiss Institute of Bioinformatics. In 2014, he 
was promoted to Director of sciCORE, where he is responsible for the 
central infrastructure for scientific computing at the University of Basel. 
As chairman of the Scientific Expert Board and director of the Data 
Coordination Centre of the Swiss Personalized Health Network (SPHN), 
Schwede is committed to the development of research in the field of 
personalized health and medicine in Switzerland. On August 1, 2018, 
Schwede will take over his new position.  > more

Looking for a perfect place for the marine biology research center: Heinrich Reichert and an Indian colleague in South Goa.

https://www.biozentrum.unibas.ch/news-events/news/latest-news/ein-turm-fuer-lehre-und-forschung/
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Fiona Doetsch receives prestigious ERC research grant.

The European Research Council (ERC) has awarded the neuroscientist and 
stem cell biologist Prof. Fiona Doetsch a highly endowed “ERC Advanced 
Grant”. In the project, funded with about 2.5 million euros for five years, 
Doetsch will investigate how physiological conditions modulate the mat-
uration and the behavior of stem cells in the adult brain. Fiona Doetsch, 
born in Canada, became Associate Professor of Molecular Stem Cell Biol-
ogy at the Biozentrum in 2014. Including Fiona Doetsch, there have been 
eight scientists from the Biozentrum distinguished with this prestigious 
and highly competitive research grant. > more

News

Research.

How to track and trace a protein: Nanosensors 
monitor intracellular deliveries. 
Prof. Martin Spiess

Membrane proteins ensure that many substances, such as hor-
mones and other proteins, are transported from the cell surface 
into the cell or carried out again. The research group led by Prof.
Martin Spiess has developed a method for tracing the movement 
of proteins within the cell. They tagged proteins with tiny nano-
sensors, so-called nanobodies, which enable the scientists to live 
track and trace the proteins' pathway through the cell. In the 
future, this quantitative method can also be applied to elucidate 
the molecular transport mechanisms inside the cells. > more

Marek Basler awarded Friedrich Miescher Award 
and EMBO Gold Medal.

Marek Basler, Professor of Infection Biology, has been awarded 
the 2018 EMBO Gold Medal. He has been honored in recogni-
tion of his pioneering work on a bacterial infection apparatus, 
the so-called type VI secretion system (T6SS). During evolution, 
bacteria have developed this versatile tool to fight their com-
petitors, but it also plays an important role in symbiosis and 
virulence. The EMBO Gold Medal is awarded annually to young 
scientists for their outstanding contributions to the life sciences 
in Europe. In February this year, he was also honored with the 
Friedrich Miescher Award 2018. This prize is Switzerland's high-
est distinction for young scientists working in the field of bio-
chemistry. > more
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Like an assembly line: Molecular factories produce bioactive 
compounds. Prof. Timm Maier

Cholesterol-lowering agents, antihypertensives or malaria medications, cancer 
drugs and antibiotics – many of our current drugs are based on natural products. In 
the microorganisms, molecular factories that work like an assembly line produce a 
broad spectrum of potent products, the polyketides. In their study, Prof. Timm Maier 
and his team were able to capture a snapshot of the factory, the so-called polyketide 
synthase, and reveal that its structure coordinates the production steps. The targeted 
application and re-engineering of such microbial factories could provide new and 
improved drugs in the future. > more

Researchers discover new anti-cancer protein.  
Prof. Micheal Hall

The incidence of liver cancer, also known as hepatocellular carcinoma, 
is steadily increasing. Liver tumors develop from mutated cells that grow 
and proliferate uncontrollably. Anti-cancer proteins, so-called tumor 
suppressors, prevent uncontrolled cell growth. The research group of 
Prof. Michael N. Hall has now discovered a new, so far unknown tumor 
suppressor, the protein LHPP. In their study, they show that the loss 
of LHPP promotes tumor growth and reduces the chance of survival 
of cancer patients. LHPP could potentially be used as a prognostic bio-
marker. > more
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Enigma of fatty acid metabolism solved: Enzyme shape con-
trols its activity. Prof. Timm Maier

The core components of all fats are fatty acids. The enzyme acetyl-CoA carboxy-
lase, ACC for short, is the pacemaker of fatty acid synthesis and a key regulator of 
metabolism. Hence, the regulation of ACC activity is highly complex. Researchers 
led by Prof. Timm Maier have now demonstrated how ACC assembles into distinct 
filaments and that the type of filament formed controls the activity of the enzyme 
and thus fatty acid production. This versatile mode of regulation by changing the 
overall shape of the enzyme is unique and was previously unknown. > more

Who am I? How cells find their identity. 
Prof. Alex Schier

Researchers led by Prof. Alex Schier, Director of the Biozen-
trum and currently still research group leader at Harvard 
University, have investigated how a single embryonic cell 
develops into a heart, nerve or blood cell. The team traced 
the development of 40,000 cells in zebrafish, starting with 
the fertilized egg. For the first time, the researchers have 
been able to reconstruct the developmental trajectories of 
individual embryonic cells. Their results also suggest that 
cells can change their path during their maturation process. 
In addition, they mapped the cells to their spatial origin in 
the early embryo. > more
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