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AFL: We’re here today, it’s the 21st July 2017, at EMBL Heidelberg in Germany. This 
interview is part of the oral histories programme of the EMBL archive and my name 
is Anne-Flore Laloë and I’m the archivist at the European Molecular Biology 
Laboratory. Please would you introduce yourself? 

PK: Yeah, my name is Philipp Keller. I was a graduate student at EMBL quite a while 
ago, <chuckles> so I started in 2005, and after that I went to the Janelia Research 
Campus in the United States as a group leader. And I’m happy to be back. 

AFL: Super, so we’re gonna talk through your relationship with EMBL, but before we get 
to that, can you tell us a bit about what you were doing before you arrived at 
EMBL? 

PK: Well I mean actually EMBL was the centre of my life as a researcher. It’s been right 
after university I started at EMBL as a grad student, so the only exposure I really 
had to academia was from EMBL, I was really lucky to have chosen this place. 
What I did before coming to EMBL was to study physics and computer science, so 
both in Karlsruhe and Heidelberg, so I guess it’s maybe one of the less common 
backgrounds to find in students at EMBL, but what really fascinated me about the 
opportunity that EMBL presented is that I was really curious to see if I could use 
this physics mindset or skillset you get as a computer scientist and as a physicist, 
and to apply those in a different field and to see if I can use them to better 
understand biological systems instead of physical systems, and so EMBL seemed 
like the perfect place to do that, and with the interdisciplinary approaches and just 
the breadth of research questions and the collaborations just seemed perfect for 
that. 

AFL: So which group did you join? 

PK: I joined Ernst Stelzer’s lab but I guess in the same sentence I also have to point 
out I was lucky to have not only one advisor really ultimately at EMBL but I worked 
with multiple labs and so really had an opportunity to see multiple different fields 
and also fields that synergise with each other, so with Ernst I was working in the 
realm of optical physics and microscope development and so at that time, I think I 
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joined just a couple of months after Ernst’s lab developed the first so-called light 
sheet microscope, and so it was a really exciting time. There were a lot of things to 
do and to explore at that time and to push forward in technology but also in 
biological applications. So that was really exciting time. And at the same time I 
could delve into developmental biology with Jochen Wittbrodt’s lab, so this is then 
also how one of the key collaborations started between the two labs, where we 
used the microscope from Ernst’s lab and then applied it to zebrafish in Jochen’s 
lab. But I also worked with Michael, Michael Knop, on computational modelling in 
the context of yeast genetics and evolution, and the evolution of the genome 
architecture in yeast. So it was just a really fun time, I was really curious to explore 
different areas and then EMBL really made that possible, so I could explore all a 
little bit and work in those different areas. 

AFL: So for a physicist arriving in a biological institute, you immediately had huge 
exposure to different – 

PK: Yeah, it’s like this wonderland, there’s this candy everywhere and you just 
<laughs> yeah, there’s so many opportunities and it’s … it’s not just sufficient to 
have people working on different areas to be able to get the exposure, but I think 
what’s also unique about, or maybe not unique, fortunately not unique to EMBL but 
it’s one of the few places that really encourages, I think, there is this culture of 
collaboration, and just working, joining efforts, maybe learning from other people 
but also contributing to bigger projects, and these are bigger than what you can do 
yourself. And so I feel it was just really a unique opportunity. And that helped a lot, 
just exploring different topics and seeing more than just maybe one idea, one 
project. I enjoyed my research. 

AFL: So what was EMBL like when you arrived? So it was 2005, 12 years ago. Can you 
just describe it for us? 

PK: Yeah. I mean I think it was a very unique experience, just simply because I hadn’t 
been at any research institute before. I mean I’ve only been to university. I did a 
few internships, so like to prior a little bit, to get an idea of what kind of research 
might be interesting, and I also did at university, and at the Max Planck Institute in 
Heidelberg, so worked a little bit with Winfried Denk <5:00> as well there. I got 
some of my first exposure to microscopy. And that’s where I learnt about Ernst 
Stelzer’s lab and the microscopy work that was done here at EMBL. And so yeah, I 
just wanted to come by for a visit and to see the place, and it was just very 
impressive. I think on that day I met with several labs, it was not just Ernst Stelzer, 
it was also Thomas Surrey that I talked to at that time. So I was also interested in 
biophysics at the time so I wanted to see a little bit his work on molecular models 
and the cytoskeleton and I was just very impressive to see this environment that 
was completely focussed on research, not like a university environment where it’s 
a trade-off and you have a mix of different things. Yeah, it just seemed like a really 
nice place, and when I started I experienced this, this culture of collaboration and 
just this EMBL approach to research, how to address research questions, and that 
was just really fascinating. I think in a time when you have a lot of curiosity about 
science and maybe you’re still early on in your career, being in a place like EMBL 
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is perfect, so you can really explore the frontiers and develop a real passion for 
science. 

AFL: And so between all the different elements of biology that you were exposed to, 
what’s the thread that you hooked on most and took your career forward?  

PK: Yeah, I think one thing that really fascinates me a lot is to try to better understand 
how biological systems work, in their nature as a system. It’s not just to look at 
individual parts at a time, but to witness first of all the system in action and how the 
different components interact with each other, but then also trying to understand 
how some of the properties emerge at the system level, so as a concerted effort of 
all of these components. And so that’s kind of a somewhat abstract way to put it, 
but I think there are many different applications or incarnations of these systems 
where this description would be appropriate and the one that really caught my 
attention and really fascinated me very early on was embryonic development, so 
how you can start with a single cell … I mean you’re not starting with nothing, 
you’re starting with a single cell, and there’s arguably a lot in that single cell! But 
it’s just a single cell, right, and you build this really complex embryo. If you look at 
something like zebrafish or a mouse embryo or a drosophila embryo, within a 
timespan of a couple of hours to a few days you then have this complex system of 
tens of thousands of cells that have undergone very complex migratory paths, 
division patterns, have attained different types of shapes and already differentiated 
further along the path and have built these tissues and organs that have very 
impressive function and capabilities. And so I’m not sure if it’s fair to say as a 
physicist that that excited me a lot because I’m sure biologists would find it equally 
exciting, but as a physicist I was just used to thinking of systems, right? I mean 
probably in most cases simpler systems, because in physics you’re drawn to the 
idea that OK it’s a simple enough thing that I can model it but I can still model the 
entire closed system, there’s no hidden information. So I know everything I need to 
know in order to understand what’s happening. And so in biology that’s a little more 
complex in that regard, but I thought well, it would be great if in the same way that 
we have these fundamental laws of physics, that you can derive everything else 
from, all of the complexities in the world, maybe there’s a fundamental set of laws 
in biology and we just have to find them and then we can explain everything 
downstream from there. And I mean there’s so many examples of these laws, they 
may be not as central as the physics laws. There’s no centralised axioms that just 
explain everything, but I think there’s parallel work to some extent, so applying this 
physics approach to biology I think is a powerful addition.  

AFL: And has that been the trajectory of your work since also?  

PK: Yeah, I think it has been, certainly to some extent, so there’s this idea to look at 
entire systems has certainly stayed with me. The work I did specifically at EMBL, 
so one of the key projects was to reconstruct the development of a zebrafish 
embryo as it goes through this transition from a single cell to going through 
gastrulation and organogenesis, and so after one day of development you have a 
lot of things already in place in the embryo that function <10:00> and so very 
fascinating model at that time. And so reconstructing this process has been one of 
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my first projects and so I built on this work then later, pushed the technology further 
as reimagining the computational techniques to expand this to other model 
systems, so to also establish these approaches for invertebrates, but also for 
mammals, with the idea being that ultimately it would be very interesting to arrive at 
principles and rules, mechanisms that we can extract from reconstructing 
development in these multiple model monosystems that are conserved across the 
animal kingdom, really finding the concept of principles at the cellular level. And so 
this is something that we are actively working on, so we are now doing a lot of work 
– still actually it’s in all three model systems. We’re still using zebrafish in the lab, 
it’s always stayed with us, just very powerful from an imaging perspective, but 
there’s also been a lot of fun to add drosophila and mouse embryos to the mix.  

 So these are three systems we’re looking at from the developmental, from the 
embryology perspective. But being at Janelia I’ve also been fortunate to add 
another ingredient to the mix and so to look at functional properties of early organ 
systems and it was particularly interesting I think in the early embryo, so it’s the 
nervous system as it’s being established. So then it’s not just a question of how do 
you build these complex structures which are arguably also very complex in other 
organisms, but then in the nervous system you have this entire layer of functional 
properties on top of that, you build these complex circuits that perform complex 
computations, instructed behaviours that the animal is capable of, depending how 
far you want to go now towards humans. There’s arguably a lot of complexity that 
the nervous system is responsible for, and so I was certainly very curious also to 
understand how these types of systems are formed, and maybe also what is the 
interplay between development on the one hand and function on the other hand? 
How do they go hand in hand in order to give rise to a system that is capable of 
these things? And so what we do now is to pursue this direction of studying 
embryonic development but also we have dedicated efforts to reconstructing the 
early nervous system and studying how the first circuits are formed and how they 
become active.  

AFL: So it’s bringing together lots of different elements of biology, of physics, of 
opportunities of interest? 

PK: Absolutely, yeah. I mean my lab is equally diverse. We have physicists in the lab, 
we have biologists, we have computer scientists. And they are working together, so 
yeah, I think these projects are very fascinating to me because they also bring 
together these different areas and form synergies.  

AFL: So what do you consider yourself, a biologist, a physicist, a computer scientist? 

PK: I guess if you break down my life as a researcher, different time periods you could 
use these labels for those respective time intervals but then at some point they 
really merge more and everything blurred out. So I certainly started out as a 
physicist and with an interest in computer science, but then being at EMBL there 
was a very strong biological component that came into the picture, and that was of 
course intentional, I really wanted that component as well. And so I think now it’s 
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yes, really a mix. We develop imaging technology so we are also technologists but 
we are doing it for the purpose of studying biological phenomena, so the driving 
force is the biological insights that we want to gain, and we know that we need 
other synergies with areas like computer science to get there, so it’s just a mix. 
One of the hardest questions for me to answer, who are you! 

<Laughter> 

AFL: Sounds super-interesting, though. Yeah. 

PK: Yeah. 

AFL: So coming back to EMBL then, you mentioned some of the people that you were 
working with when you were here and are there people that stand out as having 
then influenced you throughout your exciting trajectory so far or people you just 
had the opportunity to meet and …  

PK: Absolutely. 

AFL: What was the human element? 

PK: I think there have been a lot of experiences and people … I’m still in contact also 
with my former advisors, and so I think I did not only learn specific skills or gain 
certain knowledge from these different areas that each of these Lab Heads was an 
expert in. But also just gaining an understanding of how you can best do research, 
what do you want to do in order to really tackle a scientific problem? So I learned a 
lot of that at EMBL as well and so <15:00> - 

AFL: So what’s the answer?  

<Laughter> 

PK: Well I think one part of the answer is what we’ve just talked about, forming the 
synergies; that you can’t … classically you could solve problems with one 
discipline, it was enough to be let’s say a developmental biologist or cell biologist 
who understands developmental processes or cellular processes, but in modern 
research you need to bring in these other disciplines, in  modern research in 
biology fundamentally relies on synergies with these other fields, with the 
technology, with the physics and with modelling, with computer science, with image 
analysis depending on what modalities you’re using and so on. So it’s very 
important to be aware of that early on, maybe also to get exposure to these fields 
early on, even if you’re not an expert or you can’t spend another five years 
studying computer sciences, maybe still very useful to at least try to use these 
tools, talk to people who use them, to get an intuition what’s possible, and maybe 
knowing who to work with if you need to explore that.  
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 So I think that’s one thing I learned at EMBL, and also I mean just getting this 
encouragement, to have this curiosity. For example from working with Michael 
Knop, I worked on something that I didn’t expect to be working on for part of my 
graduate work, but it was just really fascinating, and very stimulating to have these 
discussions and it just felt like OK, this is not about microscopy, it’s not about … 
they work in zebrafish embryo, but I also found this very exciting and I’d like to also 
look at that, and then we did some work on yeast together and studied how the 
exact genome architecture in yeast evolved over time and what kind of pressure 
there may have been in structuring the genome. Just more from a modelling and 
mathematical perspective. It’s been really fascinating. And so people are just really 
open at EMBL so maybe I was not formally the graduate student that worked with 
the first eggs, but everybody was really excited just whatever is a good research 
question, fascinating research question, if there’s somebody who shares your 
interest in that you just form a team and then you work on it together. So I think 
that has been really exciting and so it’s been also exciting to me to see that it’s 
carried over into the new institute that I’m working at now at Janelia. EMBL actually 
served as a role model to Janelia, even formally, so in their models of inspiration 
they list EMBL as one of the places that they modelled the institute after in terms of 
its scientific culture and programme. And so that made the transition for me also 
much easier and so yeah, I think these are some of the things that I learned at 
EMBL and I’m still in touch with all of these people and it’s still very exciting 
conversation that we’re having to the present day. 

AFL: It’s always great to hear when EMBL culture is exported. 

PK: Yeah, I think so and then people are just looking at the institute and saying yeah, 
this is the right way to do it or this is a good way to do it, we should preserve that 
way and we should build other institutes that use the same approach. 

AFL: And especially because, and you might disagree with me but I think that it’s lots of 
things that make the EMBL culture, but … ultimately it’s extremely difficult to 
define. It’s a very difficult thing. We know it when we see it, but we don’t know … 
how would you describe the culture? You’ve said three or four different things that 
come into it, but to boil it down, can you? 

PK: I think maybe you cannot summarise it as one point, and I feel that’s part of it, 
that’s actually part of why it’s so unique, but yeah, that you have people from many 
different backgrounds coming together, and that can be both scientifically but also 
culturally, also from many different countries. I think there’s a sort of a given in 
today’s research that in any good institute there is a very broad spectrum of people 
with different backgrounds and from different nationalities and so on. But it’s 
particularly strong at EMBL just because of the foundations, how it’s set up as a 
European institute. There’s so many countries that contribute to this effort. So I 
think that’s certainly extremely powerful, and just to encourage that diversity, to 
keep it and to preserve it. I think this is really useful and I think it makes people 
much more open, it makes it much easier to work together. There are really no 
barriers. I mean I’m sure that applies to many other, I don’t want to do injustice to 
other research institutes, I’m sure that’s not a black and white sort of situation, but 
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it’s just the way EMBL is set up is particularly easy here, and <20:00> this is why 
there are so many powerful projects arising, and I think the other thing, so that’s 
one ingredient … to mention the other ingredients I think having a focus on 
research, that’s incredibly important. 

AFL: Fundamental research? 

PK: Yeah, basic research and to also set up the framework in a way that you’re not 
distracted from this goal. And what I mean by distractions, there are a number of 
things that can occur … let’s say if you were a professor at a university, you would 
have a lot of administrative duties, you’d have to serve on panels, you’d have to do 
a lot of politics probably. And maybe some people enjoy that but I’m certainly not 
one of them and I don’t want this to come into the way, present an obstacle. And 
so just having also some funding that comes from internal resources, so you don’t 
have to worry about it all the time. So yeah, just on the one hand being in this 
environment that just encourages collaborations and scientific curiosity, but then 
also taking away all of the barriers that might otherwise make it difficult. Even if you 
have the spirit and the intention to get there, there may be just fully practical 
reasons that keep you from doing that, and so taking that out of the way has been I 
think incredibly helpful at EMBL. It’s been also incredibly useful for the way that the 
Janelia research campus is set up, the institute that I’m working at now, as it was 
just also completely internally funded, and focuses really on research. So I think 
that’s another thing.  

 And then I think the third part, and I see that both in EMBL and also in Janelia, is 
that to be smart about what kind of research you actually want to support. What 
kind of larger goals do you want to set; and also what are the different disciplines 
that should be present at the institute? Because there’s a real opportunity there to 
have strong synergies in order to, if you choose the right topics… to give an 
example from … in Janelia that’s a bit simpler, because it’s a little bit less complex 
in that regard, we have neuroscience there, we have two developments  – 
microscopy, computational methods and some other areas that we’re exploring 
right now, but already these three they really come together very nicely and if you 
push forward the microscopy technology you can do different type of research in 
neuroscience, and you always need computer science we need to make sense of 
the data and to really push the field forward. So there are very powerful synergies, 
even though they may be experts that identify themselves as being in one of these 
categories, they will come together naturally and form these synergies and I think 
that EMBL it’s exactly the same way and probably even broader in the number of 
possible permutations you can go through, the different combinations, just with the 
different units that exist here. And so I think these three things I would identify as 
the main components and I would speculate this is one of the reasons why EMBL 
has been so successful.  

AFL: Yeah, that’s very well put I think. 
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 One thing that also comes up is the social life at EMBL. Were you particularly 
involved in certain social activities, clubs, because that’s another way of meeting 
people from all over the place? 

PK: I would say my involvement was sort of the average level involvement. I think what 
was really important during my work as a graduate student, I just spent a lot of time 
at EMBL! So these are the people you see all the time and so I think it’s a lot of fun 
to … I mean first of all the graduate programme was just a unique opportunity to 
connect with other people. Simply the way it’s set up, at least at the time that I was 
going through the orientation phase, I’m not sure if it’s changed in the meantime 
but back in those days it was a couple of months actually, what you called a 
PreDoc-course, so we all of the new students were there together and we got 
some lectures from the local group leaders but also presented things they’ve done, 
worked on small projects together like one day we had to do a video together and 
so on, on scientific research topic and so on. And so it’s very easy already, very 
early on in the process, to form these relationships, to get to know people, and to 
get to know your peers, the people you’ll definitely spend the next four years with 
at the institute who will be in a similar position, and I think that encourages, it really 
makes it easy to form friendships and spend a lot of time together. And then 
naturally you are just going to be a lot ‘at work’ in quotation marks, and <25:00> 
and so it’s nice to have people around you who also you are comfortable with and 
you can spend also some of your free time with. 

AFL: The human investment of your life in that way 

PK: Oh yeah. 

AFL: During the period that you were here, you mentioned the setup of the programme; 
did things like that change, that you saw change during your period here, that you 
didn’t think would change?  

PK: Yeah, I’m just thinking about it, trying to recall if there’s any … I mean there 
certainly hasn’t been any major events that shaped me for ever and stayed on my 
mind. I would remember that. It must have been really only smaller things. I guess 
one thing that’s important at EMBL is to have turnover. So to have new people 
coming in all the time, and certainly at the level of the Lab Heads, that’s also an 
important aspect. So you see changes, the new areas that are being added to the 
programme, and so that was certainly interesting just to see what new research is 
emerging because of these new hires. I also felt like they were constantly building 
new structures <chuckles>, like I think the ATC was built during most of the time I 
was at EMBL, I was joking once, ‘Probably by the time I’m done they’ll be done 
with it!’ <Laughs> ‘I want to get to see it in the end!’ But it’s funny to see when I 
arrived today that there’s still construction on the way, so it’s nice to see that 
because it means that that’s progress, they’re expanding. So this is really nice to 
see.  
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 But I think it’s a very organic system, right? It’s like there are no abrupt changes. 
Not like, ‘OK, let’s change this aspect fundamentally.’ It’s more like continuous 
change, I feel like. That’s the impression I got. And maybe to some extent because 
it’s been around a long time, people know how things work, how you introduce 
change. I think change is important but there is a need to approach in the right way 
to make it effective and so I didn’t find any of the changes I saw as disruptive, they 
were not … I didn’t memorise them as well I guess because of that. 

AFL: That in itself is very interesting I think. So as these organic changes in essentially 
the field of molecular biology, where do you see biology going next or where would 
you like to take it?  

PK: I see a lot of potential in having a much stronger component of computer science, 
of physics and biology and I think a lot of people … this is not my brilliant insight! 

<Laughter> 

 A lot of people have realised that and I think a lot of people are doing fantastic 
work at this interface, a lot of people at EMBL and coming out of EMBL as well, for 
sure. So I think bringing these disciplines together and so this doesn’t necessarily 
mean looking at new systems or at new problems, but even in some cases 
revisiting old problems with a completely new mindset. Like you could say, you 
know like one of the projects I did at EMBL, reconstructing zebrafish embryonic 
development, people have studied embryonic development for many, many 
decades <laughs> before that, with completely different rules, and so you could 
say well OK, maybe most of the things that should be known about it are known 
and if you want to make a fundamental breakthrough we need to come up with a 
new field, that’s not really called developmental biology anymore but if it’s still 
developmental biology, maybe more classical research. Doesn’t have to be like 
that at all. So I think this direction that we’re pursuing right now, not surprisingly I 
find very exciting, where we’re trying to understand systems as for what they are 
as systems, and I think I like the synergy, I don’t know how … well established it 
really is, I haven’t seen an awful lot of papers on that topic, but you are bringing 
together development, neuroscience and so the technology that enables a lot of 
progress, and so visualising doing measurements of processes related to the two. 
So development system neuroscience in a way, I find it very interesting. And so 
we’re trying to understand how something emerges from scratch, but not just in a 
development sense, how you build it, how you build a structure, but how you 
define, how you get function from scratch, how you get very complex behaviours, 
complex <30:00> computational tasks in a neuroscience … how you can create a  
consciousness and higher cognitive functions. I’d be really curious to understand 
better how these things emerge and I think these are systems questions. You 
know, you’re not starting neuron A here or tissue B …. I mean this is part of it 
probably, it will form synergies, but ultimately it will not be solved at that level. And 
so this is, I think, the direction that we’re pushing forward. 

AFL: Working together more?  
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PK: Yes. Certainly. 

AFL: That sounds very exciting. I’d like to see that too actually! 

 So just coming towards the end of the interview, a couple of things … a piece of 
advice that you’d want to give a young … that you would like to have heard as an 
arriving graduate student, or that you give? Your scientific advice. 

PK: I would generally advise everyone to follow their own instincts, which may mean 
actually not listening to me when I give a couple of suggestions now! 

<Laughter> 

 But what I always felt was really constructive, particularly in hindsight, you might 
not know at the time or you might feel OK, this is one of the options, but you don’t 
know at the time if it’s the right option, if you just pursue the things that you find 
really exciting, those are the best things you can do. There might be 100 different 
opportunities of which direction to move in. I mean maybe you’ve not even made a 
decision yet that you want to be in academia; maybe you’re still thinking about 
other professions, but even if you have made that decision then within academia 
there might be a lot of possibilities and you don’t have to feel like you’re 
constrained by your past experiences and what your future experiences have to 
be. And so you learn a lot along the way. You’ll find interesting things. I mean 
there’s no way at university that I could have figured out ‘OK, that’s the really cool 
thing to study’. You have to be exposed to it and to get exposure is really 
important, and so I found it really helpful to be able to work in different areas. It was 
not at all bogging me down or slowing down any particular project. I mean I actually 
used downtime in one project to spend a bit of time on another project and so it 
was really helpful for me to see, just to be actively engaged in different fields and 
different research questions, to figure out what I really find most interesting. And 
it’s not always an easy call to make. You might have two or three things that you all 
like a lot but then at least you know that, and you can explore that, and I think 
ultimately the thing to choose that is going to make you the happiest and might 
have the most potential to make it all the way for your scientific career is you have 
to really pick things that you’re truly excited about. You really … you wouldn’t only 
feel excited about form the perspective that somebody told you, ‘OK, you have to 
do cancer research because all the money is in cancer research’ or ‘so much is not 
known about these types of diseases, you really need to study these.’ This might 
all be true but what is really important as well, and more so, is that you need to 
really put your heart into it, and you need to … these are hard problems to solve 
and if you want to make a fundamental contribution you want to really be engaged 
in this research, and the easiest way to be that is to just love what you’re doing. 
And that’s maybe not specific to research, that’s probably something that’s useful 
in any case, but yeah, when selecting the area you want to work in, the subject you 
want to study, the kind of collaborations you want to start and maybe to keep that 
in mind; whatever excites you most. And if you can’t do it in your current setting, 
maybe you find another setting that you can do it in. 
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AFL: That’s really great advice, yeah. 

 And final question, is there something that you’d just like to share for EMBL, 
something that stands out, a story, an anecdote, or just …  

PK: Yeah. <Laughs> Well it’s maybe … not an anecdote. I mean it’s maybe still to 
some extent a transition from the previous question we talked about. So it’s just … 
it’s part anecdote I guess. It’s kind of how one of my main projects really started, 
because it was somewhat unexpected in hindsight. So I worked with these different 
groups, I worked with Ernst Stelzer, I worked with Jochen Wittbrodt and Michael 
Knop <35:00> and so the funny thing is one of my main projects actually involved 
all three of them, even though you might not necessarily expect it from their 
respective research focus. But there was this project, the zebrafish tissue embryo, 
as we called it, really involved all of them. The way the project started, and also I 
thought maybe I’d share that also just because as an example of how you can start 
a research project at EMBL. It may not have a very expected path and traditional 
scheme, the group leader always wanted to do project x, student B comes along 
and says let’s do this type of project, it can evolve very naturally. And so I just had 
this chat with Michael one day and we talked about my interest and I have this 
physics background, I really want to better understand development of biological 
systems, it would be great to study this system to take out all of the hidden 
variables and so on. And so then we had this intuition that well, it may in fact be 
possible to do measurements like that in a developing embryo in a vertebrate by 
using the microscope that I was working on at that time in Ernst’s lab. So we just 
had this chat and so it connected these two dots. I’ve always been interested in 
that, I was already working on that other thing, so maybe we can … actually this 
would be a really great application to look at. And so the project kind of started 
from this discussion. We didn’t really go into technical details on it, just the idea, 
‘Oh yeah, yeah, actually this might really work. It’s maybe not originally what we 
wanted to do with the microscope but this would be a really cool thing to do now.’ 
And so of course the technology and with Ernst’s expertise, it was just a fantastic 
starting point to push Light-Sheet-Microscopy a bit further. And then to bring in the 
synergy with Jochen, to have a really good developmental biologist also on the 
team, so just to, if he can really pull out these measurements, then if we want to 
make the most of them, you want that person to be a part of this effort and gain the 
most insight. And this is actually how this entire project came up, so all three of 
them. And so I just thought it was kind of funny because I also did projects with 
each of them individually and we have papers with each lab, but then there’s also 
this story that really involves all of them, like this background, you would never see 
it from a paper, right? You can’t read about any of this. So this is why I’m also 
really grateful to all three of them that we could … there are synergies in so many 
ways, you can’t really expect to go one way or the other beforehand. It’s just to see 
what happens. 

AFL: See what happens and to go for it.  

PK: Right. 
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AFL: This was a really great interview Phillip. Thank you so much. 

PK: Thank you so much. Thank you. 

AFL: Your enthusiasm for your subject is boundless, so it’s very – 

PK: Yeah, I learned it EMBL, not surprisingly! 

AFL: Thank you so much. 

PK: Thank you. 

<End of recording>  

 


