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

MM: Yeah, my name is Matthias Mann, I used to be a group leader here and I’m happy 
to be here on EMBL Alumni Day or Lab Day with the Alumni Committee. 

AFL: So before we start talking about your EMBL time, would you like to tell us a bit 
about yourself and what you were doing before you arrived at EMBL? 

MM: Yes, I’m a German native so I come from Northern Germany and then I studied in 
Göttingen so I studied physics and mathematics, and I was at the Max Planck 
Institute there as a Masters student and then I met an American professor and that 
professor had a wild idea, how one could measure big molecules and he asked 
whether I would come with him to the US, so then I thought that was a cool idea so 
I went to Yale University and did my PhD there. And we worked on this technology 
called Electrospray and actually that turned out to be a big deal so he later got the 
Nobel Prize for this, and then at Yale, so Newhaven in the US, I met a Danish PhD 
student, and then I followed her to Denmark and we married – so that’s my wife. 
And in that way I went from Yale then to Denmark, and when I was in Denmark I 
got a call here from Wilhelm Ansorge in the instrumentation programme, whether I 
wanted to come here as a group leader. And again I thought that was a cool idea 
and that’s how I got here. 

AFL: So could you tell us a bit about the work that you were doing in the US? 

MM: Yeah, so it’s quite easy to understand. So there had been a century-old problem of 
how to get biomolecules, to measure them in mass spectrometry, so mass 
spectrometry itself more than 100 years old and it’s used a lot in analytical 
sciences, so you measure everything; when you go to the airport they measure 
nitrogen for security reasons and it’s used for doping and pesticides, so it was used 
all over but not in biology, and the reason was that you cannot get the 
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biomolecules into the gas phase and ionised because they are too labile. So when 
you make an egg, no matter how much you cook it or fry it, it will not evaporate and 
be amenable to mass spectrometry. So he figured that if you put the proteins in a 
solution like in a hypodermic needle, and you put that at high voltage, then the 
liquid will spray at the end of the needle. So and this has been known for 300 
years, but if you put now the biomolecules in there, then they will be in the small 
charged droplets, they will evaporate and then they will be in the atmosphere and 
you can suck them into the mass spectrometer and then you can measure them. 
So that simple idea got him the Nobel Prize, and that’s what I’ve been doing ever 
since, for over 30 years now. So I worked on that during my PhD, then in Denmark 
I couldn’t work on that because you had to get a big mass spectrometer and they 
didn’t have money for that, so I was quite desperate, and then when I got the 
chance to do it here, I immediately jumped at it and EMBL fortunately had the 
money to buy such a mass spectrometer, and then we got going here. 

AFL: So what year is it that you arrived at EMBL then? 

MM: That was in 1992, I came here, and I still remember driving down from Denmark in 
the car <laughs> and arriving here and … I was relatively young then and … I had 
this idea, nobody knew at EMBL really what mass spectrometry was, so it was very 
exotic. I mean now it’s more of a standard technique but at that time it wasn’t used 
at all in molecular biology and I had this idea or vision if you will that it could have a 
big role there, and so I put myself under a lot of pressure to actually show that this 
could work, and yeah, I also inherited like a service for measuring the proteins by 
chemical methods, so that’s what people used to do, but I wanted to do it with 
mass spectrometry and there were just a few people and <5:00> we really worked 
basically day and night to make this work and it took us like two years but then it 
did work, and it’s used quite generally now all over, those techniques. 

AFL: So what was EMBL like in 1992? 

MM: It was a lot smaller and I had a very good relationship actually with Lennart 
Philipson and also Konrad Müller, so they ran it very tightly I would say so they had 
tabs on everything and if they were convinced then they could make anything 
happen. I think now, I haven’t been here for a while, but as in every place I think 
there’s a lot more rules involved now and committees and so on, and that time it 
was very direct and if you wanted something you could get an answer immediately, 
yes or no, so it was a tight knit place and very intense – which it still is, I guess! 
<Laughs> Very nice. 

AFL: So I guess you worked, did you work closely with Wilhelm Ansorge, or – 

MM: No I did not. He’s kind of an interesting character. So he left me, gave me this 
chance, he thought this was something … I think he was the only one that even 
knew about mass spectrometry and Electrospray and that this could have a role, 
so he definitely had a vision and got me here, but then once I was here, I wanted to 
have my own group and he wanted to more like be a programme leader, and also 
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had some ideas how I should spend my money and so on, but I said no, that’s my 
group and you have nothing to do with my group … <laughs> but then it was fine, 
and then he respected that and he didn’t bother me and he’s done great things of 
course, and I think the programme was quite successful also. There were just three 
groups in it, himself and me and one more. So that worked quite well that way too.  

AFL: So with who were your closest working relationships then? 

MM: So coming from physics I was a bit of an outsider here, so there weren’t natural 
relationships because I knew very little about biology that time and they also knew 
very little about what I was doing, but a key relationship was directly next to me 
was Angus Lamond, so he had somehow heard what we were doing and that we 
could identify proteins, and he was working on the spliceosome at that time so it’s 
completely focussed on spliceosome, and he wanted to identify some proteins and 
then we had a really good relationship so we eventually actually published the 
complete inventory of the spliceosome, so that took some years but he really got 
me in and explained about the biology, and then conversely he, after leaving 
EMBL, he took up proteomics, so he’s now at least half of his time he’s a 
proteomics researcher, if not more, so he got me into biology and I got him into 
proteomics. That’s quite nice and that was very important because we went out on 
a limb with this exotic technique at that time, and it was very good to have some 
support.  

 And then I would say also another key relationship was with Kai Simons, so he was 
very supportive and he could see the potential and he supported us through these 
dry years where nobody believed in it. Also it wasn’t working, but he thought it 
would be working, and then it did. 

 So those two I would say, and Lennart of course was supporting, holding his hand 
over our operation. 

AFL: What was the relationship with the Director General back then? 

MM: Yeah, so he was … so that time I came from Scandinavia, and I was married to a 
Dane and so there was some Scandinavian connection with him, and I think we got 
along really well, so he was quite direct, but again he believed in this and he also 
really, as I remember, I used to tell him when we then had some success and he 
was always a little bit sceptical, because most of the time people only tell him when 
they then want money <laughs>, so he was quite surprised that I just wanted to tell 
him and I didn’t actually want money from him! So I think he enjoyed this too and 
seeing this, and then of course he and then the next Director General, they could 
then see that this could be a big deal and then they were very supportive. <10:00> 

AFL: So you described the first couple of years as a bit … challenging? 

MM: Yes, yes. <Laughs>  
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AFL: So what was the moment where you started realising that this would work, that this 
would – 

MM: Yeah, so I would say it took about two years. And then let’s say after one year we 
could see that this would work but then it took another year to actually do it and 
then there was … everybody could see it here. So this technique I described 
before, so that was developed and that got the Nobel Prize later, but you still 
couldn’t use it in molecular biology because in molecular biology you have the 
proteins in a certain form, so very little of the protein, so you have to be very 
sensitive, and you have it in this gel, so you probably always see these pictures of 
gels and then it’s like just a band, and nobody thought that even if the mass 
spectrometry works but you cannot get the proteins out of the gel … so together 
with the small team, we miniaturised it, the technique, so we made it much more 
sensitive, and we were able to get them out of the gel, and so the paper from that 
time that we published is now more than 8,000 citations, so it’s still being used all 
over the world. So when it worked then, and everybody then wanted to use it here 
in EMBL, so we had lots of Cell Science and Nature papers with the people here 
once this worked. 

AFL: So it opened the doors to many collaborations then?  

MM: Yeah, yeah. So after we had developed it, then I said I’ll do this for one year, just to 
show that it works, and then I didn’t want to do it anymore, because that’s … I don’t 
want to be a facility, right? But we did it for one year and even people like Marino 
Zerial, he had a big cell paper on the basis of this, and I’m still in contact with him. 
He’s also at the Max Planck now, and they’re still working on the proteins that we 
found 20 years ago! <Chuckles> So a lot of people actually got a head start from 
that time because of that technology.  

AFL: And so what was the latter part of your EMBL time like? You’d had the technique, 
you’d established it, so what was next for you? 

MM: Actually when I came I had talked with Lennart Philipson and I knew this was 
gonna be a bit challenging because I’m not a biologist by training and I had this 
exotic technology and I said, ‘You have to protect me! So if I come here you have 
to protect me’ and he had to promise that he wouldn’t leave because I needed his 
protection. And then of course first thing I come here, he leaves! Then this wasn’t 
good for us! <Laughs> And then the new Director, he thought this was completely 
crazy and he didn’t support it at all, Fotis, and then … but fortunately we were far 
enough along that very soon after he came, it worked, and then he changed his 
tune and said, ‘This is great’ and then he supported it. So then it was fine. This was 
also the time when people want, this was dot com bubble and Fotis was very keen 
on founding companies so then he was quite convinced of this and he wanted us to 
found a company, but I didn’t want this because my wife had gone back to 
Denmark so she wanted me to come back to Denmark, so I said it’s not good for 
us to found a company, so the last years were family wise then challenging, right, 
because my wife and small son, they went to Denmark and I had to go every 
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Friday evening, every Thursday evening, had to go to Denmark, so it was 
challenging that way but still very productive and I think looking back those were 
the most productive years of my career probably.  

AFL: So by this time you described Fotis Kafatos, as new Director General, had arrived, 
so how was EMBL changing?  

MM: I think that injected some uncertainty at the time, so it wasn’t a smooth transition, 
and there was also some problems with the Italians and so on, they didn’t support 
… they wanted to go out, and there was a lot of … different directions, and we 
were usually shielded from that before. That was the reason that Lennart Philipson 
left, he had … he was playing poker with the Council and then he had played poker 
too high and so then he had to go, or he wanted to go <15:00> because they didn’t 
do what he wanted to do, and then there was a while without a Director and then 
Fotis came and nobody really knew what he wanted to do. But by that time we 
were quite well established so then we could just do our thing and … yeah, but that 
was a bit of an uncertain time for EMBL and because he had been 30 years in the 
US and then he had very strong ideas how he wanted to change EMBL, without 
being very familiar with the place. But then of course when he came here then he 
mellowed and then things were OK.  

AFL: Of course I’m thinking of this in the face of we’re having a new transition coming 
along. 

MM: I think this is going to much smoother and this is gonna be over a couple of years 
and she’s much more familiar with how things are done here, and I think this will be 
no problem at all. 

AFL: So what do you think makes EMBL EMBL?  

MM: I think the big thing is the intensity. People usually come at a time when they also 
maybe have families and they have small kids, but it’s the sheer intensity of the 
place. You have these years to prove yourself and that’s … so I remember with the 
families and the spouse just couldn’t understand how intense the place was! 
<Laughs> And why people were working so much. But it was its own little pressure 
cooker here, being also in a geographically isolated place, and being … that way 
being very successful, and I think it is this pressure, so you have these five to nine 
years for most people and that time it was very unusual that anybody stayed, so 
even the programme leaders, they left. Now it’s much more common that people 
actually stay here, but that wasn’t the case at all almost. So I had the chance, if I 
had wanted to I could have stayed here, but this was completely unusual and I 
would say the intensity and of course it was well funded and I think a big difference 
is also, and that’s still the case, that a lot of times when you start your group for 
instance in the US it’s also very intense, but then you have to teach and you have 
to write grants, all the time you have to write grants; and here you have the 
facilities and you have a small group and you can just do research, right? So for us 
it was a little bit different but if you’re a biologist you are in the programme and they 
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help each other, so I think it’s really ideal, because in the US again or in the UK 
also, you then have to write grants and start teaching, everything all at once, and 
that’s just too much, and here you can just do really good research for a while. And 
of course they get good people and then you have other good people and they 
publish in high journals so you also want to do this, and there’s this whole 
expectation, so … I think that makes it unique.  

AFL: And is this … are there parts of EMBL, this … culture, that you’ve tried to take with 
you after you left? 

MM: Yeah absolutely. I think a lot of us tried to recreate. There’s whole institutes like in 
Barcelona that try to be like EMBL but also I think each of us also tries to recreate 
that spirit. So for me, I then went back to Denmark, again for family reasons, and I 
even got also good funding, unusually good funding there, but the rest of the 
department was completely unlike EMBL. So then we just tried to create our 
microclimate that was like EMBL, which is also quite intense but we didn’t have the 
people around us, so it was just us. 

AFL: So to come back to EMBL then, how big was your group, how big the – 

MM: So the important years when we made these breakthroughs the group was very 
small, so basically I was very fortunate with my first PhD student, Matthias Wilm, 
and the first postdoc, Andrej Shevchenko. So to do this breakthrough, to actually 
identify the proteins that were of interest to molecular biologist, we had to basically 
solve three problems and Matthias Wilm miniaturised this Electrospray and Andrej 
Shevchenko devised the protocol where you can get the proteins out of the gel, 
and I myself programmed, so with the data so that we could go into the databases 
and they were new at that time, and so we could actually find the peptides in the 
database so this was basically <20:00> mainly between the three of us, and then 
of course I had actually Gitte Neubauer, so she was my second PhD student and 
she’s still here of course. She’s here at Cellzome and she’s CEO of Cellzome, so 
she was there, so she was an important part of the group. And then it became a 
little bit larger but it wasn’t that large, I think it was up to eight, ten people. But we 
were also focussed on the technology but I always knew that I wanted to do also 
the biology, and this wouldn’t have been possible here so that also was one of my 
reasons to leave. The family reason was the main thing but I figured that this 
wasn’t the right place for me to start the biology, right, because it would just be 
hopeless with all the great biologists here! And so when I went to the next place 
and then I still did the technology but actually started the biology by myself, and 
that took many years to be … but now we do both the biology and the technology, 
and this would have been hard here probably to do that. 

AFL: So a career of bringing interdisciplinarity together almost? 

MM: Yeah, so here I could have done that but it would be like with Angus and me, right? 
I would be doing the technology and he would be doing the biology, but I always 
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knew that I didn’t want to do that, I didn’t just want to do the technology, I wanted to 
also do the biology.  

AFL: So you had to find a place where you could them both. 

MM: Yeah. 

AFL: So can you talk a bit about your time after EMBL then? So you mentioned you left 
to go to Denmark. And you had a lab there, and you continued working on the 
same? 

MM: Yeah, so I actually went back to the same place where my wife was Professor and 
I’d been as a postdoc and then I went here, and then I went back to that same 
place which is always something you should not do!  

<Laughter> 

 You should never go back to a place where you were a student, but it kind of 
worked and I got very good funding from the Foundation so I had the means to do 
things and as I said, that allowed me then to slowly get into the biology and that 
was quite good but at the same time that was a provincial university. But things 
went quite well, and then again I spent … so after five years there I got a call from 
the Max Planck and they said do I want to come to Max Planck and that was just 
too good to pass up, and that was again a family problem but I took it anyway, so 
then in 2005 I started in Munich as the Max Planck Director and then of course you 
have very good possibilities to do all kinds of things and I definitely could do the 
technology and various directions in the biology and then in the last years we’ve 
actually gone even beyond the biology so now we’re doing a lot of clinical 
research. 

AFL: Oh wow! 

MM: Yeah, so we have now MDs, doctors in my groups as well and we work with 
patients and so on, so I like to always move the technology along the spectrum, so 
now … and I have a group now also in Copenhagen and that’s in the medical 
school so we’re actually working with diabetes and so on, using the same basic 
technology but now applied in a clinical context. 

AFL: So what’s the objective of these clinical contexts? To make us better, but how 
exactly? 

MM: So the idea is that … one hears a lot about precision medicine and so on, but I 
would say that’s 90% based on DNA and sequencing, so that technology is 
amazing and soon you will be able to sequence everybody’s genome but I would 
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say it’s a little bit late to do something about your genome. You should have picked 
different parents perhaps but it’s too late to do that! 

 So with the notable exception of cancer, the genome doesn’t change. So as we 
can investigate the protein so the proteome, and we can do this better and better, 
and what we’re doing is … one direction what we’re doing is analysing the proteins 
in the blood, so our idea is to measure very quickly quantifying 1,000 to 1,500 
proteins in the plasma and this would tell us a lot and this would tell us what 
diagnosis and prognosis and also how the patient should be treated, and then we 
can measure again and we can see whether the treatment takes. So that’s in a 
<25:00> nutshell what we want to do. 

AFL: That sound fascinating. So it sounds as though your trajectory has always been 
marked by learning more about other disciplines and bringing them back in. 

MM: Yes, absolutely and you can say you should stick close to your knitting <laughs> 
but I’ve been in the fortunate position that I had the means to try out, because I 
figured worse comes to worst it doesn’t work and then we still have our technology 
to fall back on. But like with this clinical endeavour now, I definitely wouldn’t 
recommend that to a young scientist because you probably won’t get tenure on 
that! But we can take the risk, right? So if it works, it could actually revolutionise the 
way diagnosis is done in medicine, and if it doesn’t work we still learn enough to 
make it worthwhile I think.  

AFL: And to put it out in the world as a technology or as a protocol or as a – 

MM: Yeah. 

AFL: Wow, that’s very exciting, yeah. 

 Coming back to Heidelberg now, one of the things that comes up a lot is the social 
life at EMBL. This has changed obviously through the time, but what was it … were 
you involved in clubs, were you involved in the crazy things that happen at EMBL?  

<Laughter> 

MM: Actually I have to say not so much, but that’s mainly because of my family 
situation, so first my wife was here and our son was very small at that time, very 
young at that time, and then between trying to prove this technology and the family, 
there wasn’t a lot of free time! And then they moved back to Denmark so I was 
here only four or five days and it was really from morning to evening and I had a 
small apartment here in Boxberg and it was just like coming here sometime in the 
morning and going back midnight or something, and that was that, so there were 
no clubs and so on! <Laughs> This was just due to the time of my life that I came 
here. 
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AFL: Your particularly circumstances. 

MM: But if I could do it over again, I would do it differently! <Laughs> 

AFL: Of course, yeah. One thing I often like to ask is, ‘cause you’ve touched on this a bit 
by saying what young group leaders shouldn’t do, so what piece of advice would 
you give to a young scientist today in your field or in one of the many fields that 
you’ve touched upon? 

MM: So particularly if they’re here, then I think first to be selected here is a big deal and 
they should just really make the most of it, so probably thinking about this again I 
wouldn’t do things so much differently … so these were very important years and I 
think it is a pressure cooker and one should make the most of that opportunity so 
probably the chance to do great science in a career that’s probably the best here. It 
also depends on your chances and where your research stands, but as far as the 
circumstances, it’s the best here. And if you’re otherwise a young scientist not here 
then you have of course these problems that when you become independent you 
have to do all these things, so like I said before you have to get grants and you 
have to teach and so on. It’s like too much. So I would say… but that’s easier said 
than done, you have to get a very good group, so for instance when I then had the 
means to have a big group at the Max Planck then I made the mistake that many 
people do there, so you get too big too fast, which is not a problem here because 
it’s capped, you can’t have very big groups. So the advice I would give is be very, 
very selective about the people you hire. So you can do a lot with three, four good 
people. Of course you don’t really know that before you hire them <laughs> … but 
be very, very selective and rather have fewer people but people you really get 
along with and that really push their research forward. And then also likewise not 
spread yourself too thin and ideally be ambitious and try to do something really 
hard, because here you have the means to do <30:00> that and rather than, never 
following … I always get this from my students, ‘Our competitors are doing this; we 
should also do this.’ I’m saying if the competitors do it, that’s reason enough not to 
do it! Never try to compete with anybody. You have to do your own thing. Now you 
don’t get prizes for following somebody and doing the same thing. Even if you beat 
them it’s then by definition not very original. You shouldn’t do it. 

AFL: So where would you like to see biology, biophysics, clinical science go next?  

MM: So as I said, I’m into this translational science, but I just do it because that’s my 
interest now. I think nowadays people are supposed to do translational and it 
usually doesn’t work because if you are a good fundamental scientist, you should 
be a good fundamental scientist and you shouldn’t always make a connection to 
cancer and so on, right? So I think the good fundamental biology, that’s needed as 
much as ever, but I think now we are seeing amazing technologies so when I came 
here to EMBL then computers were quite immature and certainly there wasn’t any 
big data. So what’s taken for granted now, huge amounts of data, and even the 
biologist students, they hardly knew what a spreadsheet was, right? So it was 
completely different times, and now they are all very familiar with quite big datasets 
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and advanced technology and I think this will go even much further, so when I was 
hear I thought this will be another 10 years and then none of the biologist will 
handle a pipette anymore! But this didn’t turn out to be the case, but it will be the 
case in the future.  

AFL: You think? 

MM: Yeah. In physics it actually did happen, so in physics where I’m from, if you’re a 
fundamental particle physicist you used to also handle the machine and build 
better machines with your hands, and this has completely gone away. They all sit 
only in front of the computer, and this will happen in biology too. I thought it would 
happen already but this will happen. And this could also be a piece of advice, but 
people probably know this, you can’t overinvest in computation nowadays and 
artificial intelligence, deep learning and so on. This will come in biology big time 
and in medicine too and in everything you do. I see a lot of my students, they are 
hired in these kind of positions, so even though most of my people are actually 
biologists, they’re hired for data positions later. I think this has a long time to run 
still.  

AFL: That’s very interesting, the idea of the biologist without the pipette! 

MM: Yeah, yeah. It’s happening in every other field, right? Why not in biology? 
<Chuckles>  

AFL: Yeah, because we’re alive! 

MM: Yeah, but … I think this … and probably people like to handle the cells and play 
with them and so on, but more and more robots can also do this. 

AFL: You’re speaking with an archivist so I … I naturally have an instinct to go back to 
the sources! 

MM: Yeah, my wife is in the humanities right, and there big data also is coming into 
those fields, so …  

AFL: Now just before we close off, is there anything else in particular that you’d like to 
add or a story or – 

MM: Probably later today but no … but I think it’s an amazing place, and it’s been said 
many times but I do feel apart from the amazing science here, the big role of EMBL 
is that it shows it’s this meeting place and people go from here and they copy 
aspects and now in the days of Brexit and Donald Trump and so on, I think it really 
is a beacon on a hill, literally, and showing that people can do great science 
together; doesn’t matter where you’re from, and in particular for Southern Europe I 
think it’s had this fantastic role, and still has that role, because it’s still so difficult to 
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do great science let’s say in Greece or in Italy or even Spain, and then people 
come here and they can see it’s not the problem that Italians can’t do great 
science; they just need the environment like anybody else. And that’s the role of 
EMBL. It’s had a fantastic influence and continues to have a fantastic influence that 
way. 

AFL: That’s super. Those are really great closing words. Thank you very much Matthias. 
Thank you. 

MM: My pleasure. 

<End of recording> 

 


