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AFL: So we’re here today, it’s the 28th June 2017. We are the ISG Hotel in Heidelberg, 
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?  

PN: Yes, my name is Paul Nurse. I’m a geneticist and cell biologist who works at the 
moment in the Francis Crick Institute in London but I have had long connections 
with EMBL over many years. 

AFL: So I think the first question I’d like to ask is what was your first interaction with 
EMBL? How did it come about, you establishing this relationship with us? 

PN: My first visit to EMBL was actually on, I think it was an EMBO course, it just might 
have been an EMBO and an EMBL course ‘cause it was so long ago, around 1980, 
that I don’t entirely remember. But I came when the building was only a few years 
old, I stayed in rather primitive accommodation before ISG was built, right next to 
the main building. I think it served as a nursery after that, I’m not even sure it still 
exists anymore. And I came here to learn how to clone DNA at a very early stage 
in DNA cloning, and it was a turning point for me and my research, but also a 
turning point to see this brand new institute, which was certainly much more 
impressive than anything else I’d ever seen in the world, actually growing on this 
hillside outside Heidelberg. So my first exposure was in 1980/1981.  

My second one was when I was looking for a job, around 1983/84 and I had 
difficulties getting a job as an independent researcher, I was working in the 
University of Sussex as a sort of independent postdoc, and I’d been turned down to 
quite a few jobs which I’d applied to in the UK, and I applied for a position here at 
EMBL for a group leader position, was interviewed by Lennart Philipson who was 
then director. I always remember it, because it was in, I think it’s still called room 
201, I’m not quite sure, it’s a little lecture theatre which is next to the Director 
General’s office, and whenever I go into that room, which I do regularly now for 
other purposes, I have that little frisson of this very important interview, because I 
really was facing no income a few months after that.  
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I was offered the job actually, as a group leader. Lennart was very enthousiastic, 
but I didn’t come because only a few weeks later I was offered a job at the Imperial 
Cancer Research Fund in London, and as I had two small children and they were 
just about to go to school, I decided to stay in the UK. 

 But I was grateful for the offer of that job, it restored my confidence really, 
and had ever since that point real sympathy and empathy with anything to do with 
EMBL, and it was only a year or two later that I was invited to join the Scientific 
Advisory Committee, so that was some time in the mid-1980s, and I’ve served 
three times on SAC, this is now my third time, so I’ve done two six-year periods at 
earlier times in my life, and this is my third six-year period and this time I’m chairing 
it.  

AFL: I know that room, room 202. One of the things that I find interesting about EMBL is 
how the building has changed across the years and I guess you have quite a 
specific perspective on that, just the campus expanding or – 

PN: Yes, I have. I’m glad you’ve corrected me that it’s room 202, I was trying to 
struggle for it. I thought if I ever write an autobiography, I’m going to have one 
chapter which will be called Room 202! I think that would be a very nice title. It has 
changed. I mean Room 202 has changed, but you still get the basic feeling of what 
it’s like. Actually probably not appropriate but I remember particularly the toilet just 
outside, ‘cause I was so nervous before my talk!  

 Watching the campus grow has been very interesting, because when I first came 
here it was just something, as I’ve already said, that I’d never seen before. A 
fantastic, brand new, purpose built institute, and everything about it seemed right 
and then I’ve watched it grow. <5:00> I mean first of all buildings were added on 
and they put all those working on transcription in some sort of half outhouse, I 
forget quite what it was called, they all seemed to be Italian at the time if I 
remember correctly, and so there would be a little Italian area, and then gradually 
over the years we had ISG built pretty soon, I stayed many times, and then in more 
recent years with the outreach, the courses, and the lectures, the new discourse 
activities with the new canteen, or new restaurant I guess we should call it, the new 
restaurant and the round building with the big hole in the middle – 

AFL: The ATC, the Advanced Training Centre.  

PN: Ah! That’s what I meant to say!  

AFL: <Laughs> So over this long period of time you’ve been involved with EMBL, how 
would you describe it as an institute?  

PN: There’s several features about it. First of all I was struck by the idealism of the 
European concept, the fact that European nations could get together and produce 
great research establishments like CERN for high-energy physics, which is actually 
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where my daughter works, she’s a high-energy physicist, based in London but her 
experiments are at CERN, and EMBL was like the life-sciences equivalent for me, 
and so there was something symbolic about the getting together of nations to try 
and produce something that would generate knowledge for humankind. There’s 
something very special about that. The second thing that has always struck me is 
its complete focus and commitment, that is EMBL’s focus and commitment, on 
high-quality research and how you deliver it.  

 Mostly research is delivered in a university setting, academic research. Universities 
have quite complex missions, research is very important but it’s not the only thing 
that they have to do, and coming somewhere where the focus was entirely on 
research, and on research of a particular type, gave it also something special as a 
real driving force. There can be a weakness with that and that’s the concern you 
can have halfway up the hill here, isolated from the rest of the academic activities, 
or most of them, in Heidelberg, so I worry a little bit about that isolation, but what is 
good about it is the drive for a particular focus. So that’s the second thing. 

 The third thing is just it is the fact that it is purpose built; it’s built in a way that 
delivers the research activity effectively. It’s structured in a way that makes it very 
effective. Part of that is to do with the focus I’ve talked about. Part of it is 
recognising that this type of research can only really prosper with very high-quality 
technical course which have always been a central focus of EMBL. Part of it is the 
fact that it focusses on a lot of turnover, so that younger group leaders come here 
for a period, up to nine years, and then generally move somewhere else. Some, of 
course, do stay longer. And what that means is that there’s a certain energy in the 
group leaders, ‘cause of their youth, and the turnover means that research can 
follow where things are going across the world, so that’s also another defining 
feature. 

 And the point about youth is that one thing that does define EMBL is indeed youth, 
‘cause we have so many students, so many postdocs, so many young group 
leaders, that there’s the energy that goes with youth, and in some institutions 
where I’ve worked, I’ve worked in the United States as well as in other institutions 
in the UK, we do see the very distinguished scientists but as they get older, 
something is a bit different, and it can be a little bit oppressive having, you know, 
silverback guerrillas around all the time, and having this focus on youth it’s a bit 
wild, I’m sure it’s a bit out of control and I’m sure that it isn’t always efficient, but 
there’s something really nice about that energy and greenness and naiveté that 
you associate with youth and we have it in spades here at EMBL.  

AFL: That’s fantastic. So your first encounter <10:00> that you described was under 
Lennart Philipson. Could you tell us a bit about the relationship that you developed 
with him over the years? 

PN: Well Lennart was a large bear of a man, he was Swedish. I’m short and little, and 
whenever he would talk to me he would put his arm round me and I always felt I 
was going into the embrace of a brown bear. I do remember in my first SAC 



 

5 

 

meeting I did something to annoy him, accidentally, I think I pointed out that certain 
letters were missing from a package and I assumed there was some administrative 
error and I have a feeling actually he never really wanted us to see those letters in 
the first place, but we’ll not go down that track. But I do remember afterwards had a 
mildly embarrassing SAC discussion about this issue. At the evening, after dinner, 
when we’d had several glasses of wine, he came up to me, put his large arm round 
me and whispered into my ear, he said, ‘You’re a real bloody nuisance, Paul.’ And 
that’s how I shall always remember him!  

AFL: So you’ve also worked under the next two Directors General. Can you tell us a bit 
about Fotis?  

PN: Yes, so Lennart, as I said, was this big presence, and he worked mostly in Europe 
though actually after that went to New York, and then the next one I was exposed 
to was to Fotis, and Fotis came from Boston and what happened there was he had 
a different perspective. In some ways he would talk more about strategy and 
general directions more than Lennart did. I think Lennart, from my limited 
exposure, was more focussed on individuals, and I think Fotis paid more attention 
to looking after the member nations and doing the politics, and he was good at 
politics, obviously had a big role in setting up the European Research Area and 
ERC in particular, and you saw that with EMBL. It sort of grew up under Fotis, into 
becoming a sort of international institution with a European presence.  

 And then of course after that we had Iain Mattaj. Now Iain Mattaj for some of the 
time that Fotis was here, Fotis was travelling a lot and Iain really took over more 
day-to-day running of the institute. So he’s actually been here longer in a 
leadership role than his period as Director General. And he has been incredibly 
skilled at keeping the boat afloat, keeping the funding coming in, keeping the 
complex politics of 27 nations or whatever it is on board, of dealing with the fact 
that every country wanted its own little sub-EMBL so we saw one in Italy, we see 
one in England, the UK, we’re just about to see one in Spain, for example, and of 
course we have the large synchrotron facilities both in Hamburg and Geneva, but 
everybody wanted something like that, and he handled that with great care and 
managed to, although not continue his own research, also to keep very close to the 
research and to keep in contact with what was happening. 

 So I think what we had was the birth, with Lennart. (I didn’t know John Kendrew but 
obviously the initiation was there), but the birth and expansion with Lennart, the 
consolidation as the European institution with Fotis, and then really making EMBL 
a force in the world that came with Iain.  

AFL: One of the things that strikes me with looking at forty years of history is when the 
core missions of the institute were set out, back in the seventies, they said 
research, training and instrumentation, and it seems to me that these core 
missions have actually really been spot on. We’ve expanded a bit on 
internationalisation and cooperation; do you think that’s correct, that it’s that sort of 
– 
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PN: Yes, I think there was a shift. I think basically what you say is right but I think 
there’s been a bit of a shift in emphasis, and in fact I think I was there when that 
shift occurred. I’m not quite sure when it did occur. 

 I think the original concept under Kendrew, who was more of a structural molecular 
biologist, was on the provision of large-scale resources analogous to CERN and I 
think they were thinking particularly of structural analysis, that’s why the 
synchrotron was so important. When these facilities became duplicated across 
<15:00> Europe, which they did. Then there was a shift to a greater emphasis on 
training and export. And so although there is still infrastructure and technology 
development and you see it, for example, particularly with light microscopy here, 
and so though that is essential and central I would say the training aspect, both 
with the group leaders and then all the courses and the fact that so many students 
and so on go through here, I think has taken more prominence, or certainly, at the 
very least, equal prominence; all glued together by the highest quality research, 
which has been a common feature throughout all the years.  

AFL: A tweaking of the earlier situation almost. 

PN: Yeah. 

AFL: That’s fantastic.  I think you’re extremely enthusiastic about EBML I think it’s fair to 
say! How about the future, how do you see the future of this institution? 

PN: Well, one has always to be concerned that when EMBL was set up, molecular 
biology was a fledgling, it was new, it needed to be advertised and distributed 
amongst the world, but particularly the European nations, and indeed that cloning 
course I told you about was one really important aspect of it. But there has to be a 
concern because now there are many EMBL-like activities throughout Europe, 
some small, in many universities, some quite big, like the Francis Crick Institute 
that I run, which has many similarities, on a more local level, to EMBL. So I do think 
EMBL has to think about constantly reinventing itself in some way, so it doesn’t get 
too set in the past, because there will always be the question asked, ‘Why do we 
need this central institution?’ And there are answers to those questions, and I think 
that you can give clear and good answers. I mean one is having a European focus 
that brings European scientists together, which I think is very important. Another is 
having a state of the art institution that people can learn from and export 
particularly to those countries that maybe are not so fully developed yet, and we 
see that with the constant expansion of Europe, particularly to the east, where 
there is still some assistance required there. So you can tell a good story but you 
have to continue telling a good story, and it’s very important that EMBL doesn’t turn 
in on itself and become self-satisfied. It always needs to be looking at its position in 
Europe, which is of course, I think, where Fotis took it, what it can do for Europe, 
what it can do for the member nations, and responding to the pressures that are 
put on it. And that does require an imaginative Director General who can look one 
or two steps beyond what is immediately obvious, and I think that’s a critical role 
for EMBL. It’s core funded, so it can take risks, it can take an emphasis on youth 
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who are prepared to do things that are imaginative and interesting, and for EMBL 
to prosper it mustn’t just look at what everybody else is talking about, which will be 
say mesoscale structural biology or organoids or whatever, all of these things are 
good and should be done, but they are obvious; you have to look beyond that. It 
maybe even two steps beyond that. And that isn’t always so easy and that requires 
an imaginative and creative Director General.  

AFL: So obviously you’ve never been an EMBL employee, and when we’re talking I’m 
very interested in your outside perspective, so how SAC works, how Council works; 
what is the relationship between the laboratory, the member states, the role that 
SAC has, all these committees that happen behind closed doors for when you work 
at EMBL … what’s it like to be on the other side. 

<Interruption> 

AFL: So the question I was asking was obviously you were offered a job at EMBL, you 
turned it down, you’ve always had a close relationship through Councils, through 
SAC, through all these things that happen from, as far as EMBL employees see, 
behind closed doors, and I was wondering about <20:00> this relationship. 

PN: So my main connection has been through SAC. A secondary, smaller one is 
because I’ve often visited, given lectures at different times and so on. The main 
one has been through SAC, so I’ve not had a great deal of experience of the 
internal meetings that go on behind closed doors, and that does vary from Director 
General to Director General how they do it. Nor am I terribly familiar with the EMBL 
Council, which I have only attended a few meetings of, concerned with hiring a new 
Director General, which I’ve been involved in a couple of times, and more recently 
with chairing SAC, which I’ve done the last couple of years, so my experience has 
been mainly SAC. And I think the key thing about SAC is the middle letter, A, it’s 
advisory. And I think that’s sometimes forgotten; we’re sometimes seen as 
controlling, and that we’re not. The EMBL is controlled by the Director General and 
the support that is given to the Director General within house. What the SAC does 
is two things really. One is, it essentially organises or certainly runs, ‘cause it’s 
organised with the Director General, the reviews of the activities, and they are 
mostly independent of the internal management. That’s quite good ‘cause it 
provides and independent check on what’s going on. And that is primarily what I’ve 
been involved with. The second is to give advice to the Director General on all 
sorts of things, sometimes when the DG asks, sometimes when they don’t ask … 
about how they should think about running aspects of EMBL, and in no sense 
should that be prescriptive, and it isn’t, but it’s advisory, to be taken or not, as the 
DG and their support thinks is appropriate. And I’ve seen really, on the whole, 
pretty good relationships between SAC and the DG, and they’ve had good 
members on the SAC who know their relationship, they’re not trying to boss the DG 
about, which doesn’t work and is completely inappropriate.  

There is another role for SAC which is an interface with the Council, which is seen 
when there’s a search for a new DG, but Council can ask SAC or interact with SAC 
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when it’s trying to get a sense of how the institute is doing, and so occasionally 
Council members will come on a SAC review, occasionally they’ll discuss certain 
issues, but the key letter is A, it’s advisory. Having good people there is, I think, 
very helpful to a Director General because there’s a lot of experience there from 
different institutions round the world, but basically it is run by the DG.  

AFL: You talk about institutions around the world, and you’ve also mentioned the 
optimism of having a European institution bringing nations together. 
Internationalism as a very, very important part of EMBL, of science today, is that 
…to be encouraged?  

PN: I think it is. Science is an international activity, so by its very nature it will be 
international, we have all these international meetings and so on, but having a 
larger, interacting, critical mass, which is what actually you have in the United 
States, and one reason why the United States has been such a driver of science in 
the 20th century, beginning to totter a bit in the 21st with President Trump but I’m 
sure they’ll survive that. It has been the fact that it is a large critical mass with a 
common culture. There’s also of course pots of money as well. And what we have 
in Europe is also a large, in fact a larger critical mass, but we have different 
cultures. 

 Now this is interesting, because there are differences in the way that we undertake 
our activities in south, north, east and west Europe, and that makes it perhaps a 
little more complex than would be the case in the US, which is rather 
homogenised, but there is very significant common ground, and what we need to 
do in my view, and EMBL plays a big role in that, is actually to build on that 
diversity of the different cultures. So as long as you ensure there is a very common 
mission, which is the highest quality science, then <25:00> having somewhat 
different approaches to similar problems, I think, is a benefit that we have in 
Europe and that we can see in EMBL, that actually benefits more than some of the 
other big blocs like the US and like the emerging China and India for example, 
because we should actually savour that diversity to a common purpose and a 
common mission. 

AFL: Make it a strength. 

PN: Make it a strength. [25:31 Beginning of the confidential section] 

 

… 

 

PN: [30:05 End of the confidential section] I didn’t, no! 
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 And why? Why have I never worked here when I’m obviously such a fan? I 
sometimes ponder that myself because it’s obviously a great job for somebody like 
me, who is both a scientist and still a practicing scientist, but also runs things. I 
think probably what inhibited me is that I’m so terrible at foreign languages, and I 
am appallingly bad. I’m OK at English! 

<Laughter> 

 In fact even reasonably articulate, but I’m hopeless and really you can’t be 
hopeless in this job, at that. You have to have some capability in German and it 
helps in French as well, and I couldn’t. And I think that’s always put me off.  

AFL: And I guess in this way it gives you a privileged insider/outsider position. 

PN: Well it’s a privileged position in the sense that I’m always welcome here, and I think 
people have appreciated my involvement and support, ‘cause sometimes I’ve had 
to support EMBL back in the UK, because the money that comes to EMBL from the 
UK doesn’t come direct from the Ministry, it comes from one of the research 
councils, so that money’s taken away from research in the UK. So it isn’t always, in 
times of austerity, the most popular situation, and I’ve not infrequently had to have 
discussions with the research councils, and even ministers, about support for 
EMBL and I’m in a good and privileged position to be able to do that. That being 
both inside and outside is a number of people had that relationship, I’m not the only 
one, but it’s possible that I’m one of the longer-standing ones. 

AFL: So through this longstandingness another thing you’ve seen at EMBL is the 
development of the site, so you’ve touched upon them briefly with the mini-EMBLs; 
how do you think that works? Do you think it works, the fact that we’re now on six 
sites and what should we do differently or not?  

PN: I think being on all the sites does make it more complicated, it makes the DG’s job 
more complicated, ‘cause they have to spend even more time on planes and trains. 
I think that there is the real plus of keeping member nations engaged and I think 
that’s good. I think that in some cases certain developments would work better in 
those sites. The obvious one is that having structural biologists near a synchrotron 
works, whereas here you are limited in access to that type of facility. But even say 
with EBI, having it co-located with related activities on the Hinxton campus, I think 
meant that it could achieve its role better than if it had been solely here. So building 
on strengths of that type, I think does work. Not all of the outstations are in the 
most safe situation, and when I say safe I mean situations which are completely 
effective, and I think EMBL has to keep an eye on that. And I think that if it gets too 
centrifugal, that could damage the symbolic role of the centralised Heidelberg 
centre of the whole thing, so I think you have to keep an eye on that. I think it 
would be a mistake to fragment the whole thing in ten, fifteen countries, which 
could be a pressure. I think having that focus here in Heidelberg is really critical. 

AFL: Even though the physical isolation of the lab on the hill? 
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PN: The lab on the hill … well the physical location in this part of Germany is really 
good. Transport’s pretty good, it’s centrally located, the Länder, the local 
government here, is very supportive, they’ve helped fund various things, so all of 
that is good. The greenfield site halfway up the hill, it might have advantages as a 
sort of monastic side to it … you know, I mean … like medieval monks, people 
come in here and do their scholarly stuff! I personally feel <35:00> it works a bit 
better when you’re closer to other activities, but it’s big enough … with 1,000 
researchers or whatever it is here, and open enough with so many visitors, that it 
can cope being halfway up the hill. 

 I made the mistake when I first came here, back to 1981, of thinking when I looked 
at the map it didn’t look so far to walk. 

 And I didn’t fully appreciate quite the verticality that is involved, and I remember 
with my rucksack with two weeks or three weeks of clothes for my cloning course, 
getting lost in some cemetery halfway between Heidelberg and here and then 
climbing through the woods for hours. Ever since then I’ve taken the bus! 

AFL: <Laughs> I think that’s correct! 

 I’m going to turn around to look at the future now, after your time back in 1980s in 
the woods. What piece of advice would you give to scientists in your field today 
and more generally, whether it has to do with EMBL or not, where is science 
going? 

PN: Yes, I’m always reluctant to say programmatically where it’s going because I don’t 
generally listen to people with quite as much white hair as I have when asking that 
question, ‘cause they tend to be ten years behind the real cutting edge or simply 
state the obvious. I sit through too many committees where people talk the 
absolutely obvious as if it’s some great revelation, drives me crazy in fact! 

 But I think there’s certain criteria, I think young scientists have to do something that 
excites them, and they have to do something that interests them, which isn’t 
necessarily what is interesting the world at that point, and too often young 
scientists look to see what is being published in the trendy journals and the high 
profile journals and say, ‘Right, I’ll do that’ when already it’s miles too late if you 
really want to plough your own furrow. So you have to really create your own 
interests, which really does inspire you, because doing research and good 
research is actually really difficult, really difficult! I mean to do good research is not 
so bad, but to do excellent research is really difficult, and you will fail a lot and 
you’ve got to cope with failing a lot and unless you have total enthusiasm and total 
drive for what you’re doing, it will get you down. So I go for enthusiasm, passion, 
interest. I also think, and recommend, that a lot of thought is given to the future. In 
other words I don’t recommend just having the hour discussion to come up with the 
obvious; I recommend you go away and just think about the big problems.  
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 I work on the cell cycle, how cells reproduce, and that emerged from many, many 
months, even a year of thinking about, even going back to the basics, asking the 
question, ‘What are the characteristics of life?’ I thought I’m a biologist, I’m 
interested in life, what characterises life? And one aspect of that was reproduction, 
all living things reproduce. You see that in its most simple form with the 
reproduction of a cell, and that got me into thinking about how a cell reproduces 
and the cell cycle. Quite a long, convoluted thinking, which had nothing to do with 
what was appearing in Nature or Cell or Science that week. And I focussed on that 
problem at a time when not many people were interested in it, and I do recommend 
younger scientists to think in that sort of way, ‘cause then they have a better 
chance of creating their own field.  

AFL: Taking a step back, is that …? 

PN: Taking a step back is really critical, because let me say something about that … I 
said doing research is difficult, and one of the reasons it’s difficult is because when 
you’re doing a project and you’re always close to the project you’ll have an idea 
and you’ll start running on rails, it’s the only way you can think about it. And the 
extraordinary thing is that normally there’s three, four, five, six ways of explaining 
the same phenomenon. You just haven’t thought of them yet. And whilst you’re just 
focussing on one approach, you will never think of them, because you’re driven 
always with one particular paradigm. So I always recommend to my colleagues 
who work with me in the lab, just go away on holiday, just get out of the lab, just go 
to the theatre or something, so that you have to come back fresh to look at the 
problem, <40:00> so that you actually think about different ways of doing it, ‘cause 
if you just stay there working all the time, you never escape the prison of your own 
thinking. And by jumping out of those rails, stopping the engine and then coming 
back again, you’ve got a chance of going somewhere else. By reading things in 
scientific, sometimes non-scientific, I mean my job in my lab is not to read the 
immediate literature, which is what people assume I do, and I don’t go to 
conferences very much, because my post-docs and graduate students can do that 
and they do it better than me ‘cause they’re not deaf yet and they can hear it and 
they read quicker and stuff.  But what I can do is read stuff which they wouldn’t 
read, so I spend my time looking at something say on ecology and I rip these out of 
the journals, ‘cause I never keep the journal, I just rip them up, and give them to 
them to read. And 90% of the time I’m sure they don’t, but it’s to try and jump 
people out of the groove. So what I’d like to see EMBL do, right from the top right 
through, is jumping out of the grooves and looking at things in a different sort of 
way which isn’t being followed by everybody else. 

AFL: That’s an excellent piece of advice, Paul! Is there anything else that you’d like to –  

PN: I don’t know, is there anything else you want to cover? 

AFL: No, I think we’ve had a very pleasant interview. I just want to give you the 
opportunity –  
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PN: Good. No, nothing more. 

AFL: Thank you very much, Paul. 

PN: Good, so that was the right level for you?  

<End of interview>  

 

 


