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AFL: Right so we’re here today, it’s the 3rd of November 2017, in Gloucester, 
Massachusetts, 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?  

NR: I’m Nadia Rosenthal. I am currently the Scientific Director at the Jackson 
Laboratory in Maine, and I served at EMBL for I think it was about 11 years as the 
Unit Head for the EMBL Monterotondo, or now known as the EMBL Rome Unit, on 
mouse biology. 

AFL: Fantastic. So before we talk about your EMBL time, could you just tell us a bit 
about what you were doing before your arrived at EMBL. 

NR: Sure. I’m a molecular biologist and I trained at Harvard and did a post-doc at the 
NIH and then went back up to Harvard and stayed in the Boston area for my pre-
EMBL career as an independent scientist. So in about 1992 my best friend, Anne 
Ephrussi, took a job as a group leader at EMBL Heidelberg, and that’s when I 
really got to know more about EMBL in more of a scientific context although I had 
had friends that had been at EMBL previous to that.  

 And I was at Harvard Medical School, I was running my own laboratory, when I 
was approached about taking over from Klaus Rajewsky in the then mouse biology 
programme, which was not yet a unit. It was an experiment, essentially, and there’s 
an enormous amount of material we can talk about, how that all started and what 
was going on at the time, but just to keep on track here, the concept was for me to 
leave my post as a professor at Harvard and take on building the mouse biology 
programme in Rome. So in 2001 I took that on and I was there until 2012, at which 
point I had already initiated steps to establish EMBL in Australia and having started 
that with Fotis Kafatos, who was at the time the Director General and was the 
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person who recruited me to EMBL, and over the following eight or so years that it 
took to convince the Australian government that this would be a good idea and to 
set up something that was so distal to Europe, I was travelling a lot between EMBL 
in Rome and my then new institute that I’d helped to established in Melbourne, and 
at one point it became clear to both me and Iain Mattaj, who had by that time taken 
over the Director General position from Fotis, that it was really gonna be 
impossible for me to tackle both. And I decided that I had at that point done about 
as much as I thought I could do to grow the EMBL mouse biology activities in 
Rome and decided to move wholesale to Australia to really spearhead the EMBL 
Australia activity in 2012. So that’s when I left. And since then other things have 
happened. 

AFL: Super. So you’ve alluded to the context in 2000/2001 in Monterotondo, so would 
you care to share some of that with us please? 

NR: I got a lot of lore when I arrived. So this is all received wisdom. I didn’t obviously 
know about this first-hand, but there had been a fairly contentious start to the 
Italian activity in Rome. There are various accounts, one of which is that EMBL felt 
that after having established two outstations in continental Europe and a third in 
the UK, that it was time to turn its attention to southern Europe because both of the 
continental European outstations were in France and Germany, and therefore 
because there was an Italian delegate on council named Glauco Tocchini-
Valentini, who had considerable clout at the CNR, which is the national research 
council for Italy, that it was decided that he would be the sponsor for this new 
activity in Italy. That’s the <5:00> whitewashed version. 

 It was then decided that Klaus Rajewsky would be a very appropriate person to be 
the first head of this. Klaus, at the time, still had a very active lab in Cologne and 
was not interested in moving wholesale to Rome, so he decided to do a part-time 
arrangement whereby he would come to Rome on occasion to see how things 
were going, and had a first lieutenant, Ulrich Kalinke, who was there to watch out 
for what was going on. 

 In any case, at that moment actually I had been approached by Fotis to consider 
whether I wanted to do that job that Klaus ultimately took, to start the whole thing 
off. 

AFL: How did you know Fotis? 

NR: Fotis was my undergraduate advisor at Harvard. I worked in his lab as an 
undergraduate back in the early seventies, continued in his lab as a graduate 
student and then ended up following one of his postdocs who moved over to the 
Harvard Medical School. So Fotis and I had a very long history of having known 
each other literally since 1973. And also I have to admit that Anne Ephrussi, who is 
an incredibly close friend of mine, probably had a bit of a voice in his ear. We took 
a walk along the Philosophenweg and he described what he wanted to do in Italy. 
He knew that I was a mouse person.  By that time I had really put my … that’s 
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where all my eggs were, in the mouse basket – and he described it as an 
experiment an I thanked him very much and told him how excited I was in theory, 
to revisit Rome, where I had spent time as an undergraduate, because my parents 
had been living there while I was in school and university in the UK, so I spoke 
some Italian and I knew Rome very well, and the idea of living there and being able 
to be a scientist in Rome seemed almost too good to be true. So after that meeting 
I called a very old friend of mine, Peter Gruss. Now Peter, at the time that I met 
him, was a postdoc at NIH and I worked with him. He was a senior postdoc, I was a 
junior postdoc, and he taught me a lot about molecular biology. Obviously things 
went very well for Peter! <Laughs> And he ended up as the President of the Max 
Plank Society, and so whenever I really wanted to find out something about 
Europe, I would call up Peter Gruss and say, ‘Oh, Peter, as my older brother, what 
would you say?’ So I did that on this occasion, and his response was, ‘Well,’ he 
said, ‘Frankly between you and me, if you want to have a marvellous life and learn 
how to cook pasta really well, and enjoy yourself in Rome, it sounds like a 
wonderful opportunity, but I wouldn’t touch it if I were trying to do any serious 
science, because it is extremely complicated down there.’ And so I basically told 
Fotis that I didn’t think I could do it, I was polite, I didn’t tell him what I had heard 
from Peter but I told him that I thought that I couldn’t quite afford to leave my lab at 
Harvard ‘cause I was in a pretty active moment in my own career, it was the 
heyday of my career, I was publishing a lot of great papers. So I declined, and in 
any case I think Klaus was an obvious candidate because he was much higher 
stature and more established than I was and had just discovered Cre recombinase 
and amazing scientist.  

 So it wasn’t until it became clear that Klaus really wasn’t spending that much time 
in Rome and that it was going to need a full-time person to attend to it, that I was 
tapped again. And by this time of course the bee had gotten into my bonnet and I 
had also met, through Anne Ephrussi, and ended up marrying, Alan Sawyer, who 
had taken a post at Harlow’s lab at Harvard Medical School, and I actually got him 
that post, long before we ended up together romantically … it was a favour. He 
was actually at the time hooked up with Sigrid Reinsch, who’s speaking here … 
talk about incestuous! And so I put up Sigrid and Alan while they were looking at 
jobs on the East Coast, because Sigrid and Alan were both coming to the end of 
their nine years and it was time for them to go.  

 So I’m fast forwarding to where we <10:00> were now married and he was getting 
a little bit homesick for Europe and although the EMBL thing didn’t seem like it was 
going to work out we’d heard stories about it was quite fraught, I had been 
approached by the then head of the San Raphaele Institute in Milan, Claudio 
Bordignon, and he called me up and said, ‘Would you like to come and look?’ At 
any rate, so I was already thinking about Europe and so the second time I was 
asked, I called Peter and Peter said, ‘OK, now all systems go, you can do it.’ So I 
ended up taking the job and moved in 2001. 

 So that’s how that all happened. 

AFL: So what did it look like when you arrived in 2001? 
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NR: <Laughs> Probably gonna get myself into terrible trouble if I say what it really 
looked like! 

<Laughter> 

 It was pretty basic … compared to EMBL Heidelberg, which is the epitome of 
cutting edge technology, it was … well, it was a rundown building in the middle of a 
cow pasture 20 kilometres north of Rome. The intermittent internet, that was on a 
good day, the rather clear and obvious lack of a mouse facility that was supposedly 
to be built once I or whoever was gonna get the job arrived, and the number of 
employees, which at the time was 12, that included all the administrators, gives 
you a feeling for just what the task was going to be ahead of me. 

AFL: So the mouse facility, that’s the EMMA facility? 

NR: No. EMMA was already in existence next-door and EMBL, that stands for the 
European Mutant Mouse Archive, EMBL was renting out one of the rooms in 
EMMA to hold their mice, but there were a lot of problems with that. The first 
problem was that EMMA is, although in a tumbledown building, was run incredibly 
well by a guy named Marcello Raspa, fantastic fellow, who against all odds was 
holding a complete SPF facility together, that’s specific pathogen-free facility, 
which is a lot of work, it’s hard to do, and for him it was always a risk that bringing 
other people into the facility would jeopardise their archive. And so it was really 
sub-par and I was told at the time when I was interviewing for this job, that the 
CNR was going to provide for a mouse house, and I was shown the building and I 
was shown the plans that had been drawn up to build it.  

 I was interviewing with a whole bunch of other people, if you can imagine we all 
went together just like they do now with lots and lots of group leaders all coming in 
to interview at the same time, they did that with the unit – well I wasn’t a unit head, 
the programme leader. So I was there with a group of other pretty prominent 
scientists in the European theatre who were looking at the job as well. 

 So we all had to talk in front of each other, it was pretty stressful. And I guess I did 
the best job because that night Fotis took me aside in this hotel which I will never 
forget, just north of Villa Ada, and said, ‘You got the job and you have twenty-four 
hours to make a decision whether you take it or not!’ 

<Laughter> 

AFL: Wow! 

NR: And there was all sorts of shenanigans, ‘cause I had suggested that I and my 
colleague, David Sassoon, who had also interviewed that day, would run it together 
because we actually had done that with our labs earlier in Boston. But they didn’t 
like that idea. However, they decided that what I should do is run it with somebody 
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else, and so somehow that got into their head and they wanted me to run it with 
Bernhard Herrmann, who had also applied for the job. I didn’t know Bernhard from 
anybody and furthermore when I talked to him about this, I could tell that the two of 
us weren’t going to see eye to eye about any of it. So I told them that I would take 
the job, the next day, but only on the condition that I could run it myself – if I 
couldn’t have David, I didn’t want anyone else there to try to negotiate with all the 
time. So I got the job and very soon afterwards the promise of the mouse house 
evaporated. So there I was with the job, I had committed, and I had no mouse 
house. This was the mouse biology programme … There were a few mice up in 
Heidelberg, in fact there was a very prominent group up there, Rüdiger Klein, who 
was at the time running a mouse facility there, which was actually <15:00> in much 
better shape than the one in Monterotondo, which begged the question, why are 
we here? Which we can talk about perhaps! <Laughs> ‘cause there was another 
story to why that all happened, which I’m sure you’ve heard. 

 So the first few years were pretty tough, because we didn’t have the finances that 
we needed to do what we were supposed to do, which was to do mouse biology, 
because we had no place to do it. So I had to basically make do. So I immediately 
called the supplier of the Jackson Laboratory mouse individually-ventilated cage 
units, because I knew a lot of people at the Jacks. I called the President in 
Pennsylvania, and I said to her, ‘Sally, I need 25 of these right now. Can you get 
them over here a.s.a.p.?’ And we got a deal and she brought them over, ‘cause I 
said, ‘I’ll showcase them to the rest of the world and Thoren racks were not what… 
everyone was using Technoplast, which was a European version, so I said I would 
showcase them at EMBL and of course that always works, and we got them. So 
suddenly we had a way to use these dusty rooms, the back rooms, which were 
laboratories which were not set up with any kind of special air handling. So we did 
the whole thing with incredibly tight standard operating procedural rules, very 
strictly trained people, the use of hoods, the use of … we kept those mice clean for 
years in this totally suboptimal situation and so when I get challenged by, ‘Well, we 
need to build a $20 million mouse house’ I go, ‘Really? Let me tell you what you 
can do!’ 

AFL: <Laughs> 

NR: So I have done it and I have always said I can build you a mouse house in the 
Gobi Desert. So at any rate, all of that was challenging, especially when I was also 
trying to recruit the young group leaders, and so I had used all my powers of 
persuasion to get several really fantastic people to come. 

AFL: So who were the first to arrive? 

NR: Well OK, so by the time I got there they had already recruited two, which was a 
little bit frustrating ‘cause I hadn’t had anything to do with it. Thank goodness they 
were both pretty spectacular hires. One was Claus Nerlov, who is now at Oxford, 
really prominent scientist; the other was Manolis Pasparakis, who ended up as a 
professor in Cologne and is doing incredibly well, and then I was able to hire 
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Claus’s wife Lili Minichiello, who came down from Rüdger Klein’s lab, and so she 
joined, which was fantastic, and after that we started adding on people, and one of 
the first people we hired was a guy named Cornelius Gross who was out of 
Columbia, a very eclectic scientist working on the genetics of fear, and he’s now 
the deputy at Monterotondo, so that stuck! That was a good one. And I had an 
absolutely spectacular run of scientists, so that by the time I left there were 80 
people and we had a mouse house! But how we got from … no mouse house to a 
mouse house is a story in and of itself. I don’t know if I have time. Do you wanna 
hear it? 

AFL: I wanna hear it! 

NR: OK! I have pictures if you want archival material. 

AFL: That would be fantastic. 

NR: The first thing was to ascertain why it wasn’t possible to use the building that I had 
been first shown. And the answer was that it was going to cost way too much 
money to renovate it and that it would be better to start from scratch. So I didn’t 
know that much about how to run a mouse house in terms of the nuts and bolts 
because I’d been at Harvard and I was in charge of most of the mouse activities at 
Harvard, really just by lack of anyone else to do it, so I knew a lot about how to run 
a mouse facility but I wasn’t so clear on the physical plant. Luckily I was able to 
attract someone who had worked with me at Harvard down from Milan, where he 
was working in the San Raffaele on running a mouse facility and so he joined me 
down, his name was José Gonzales, and he and his wife, Arianna Nenci, who is 
Italian, fantastic scientist, worked with Manolis Pasparakis and he came down to 
help me with setting up the mouse house. So when I was told that I couldn’t do 
anything with the actual facility because it was gonna be too expensive and no 
there wasn’t any money, I decided to look into other possibilities and so I started to 
envision a mouse house and I drew it up and I went to the site manager, who was 
hired by the CNR to run the whole site, <20:00> ‘cause the CNR and we shared 
the site, and he told me that the town had decreed that because we were in the 
floodplain of the Tiber River and because of earthquake issues, that no further 
building could go on on site.  

This caused a little trouble, because I couldn’t quite see how we were going to 
have a mouse facility and a mouse biology programme if I couldn’t build a mouse 
house! I would call Fotis in a state and he would say, ‘Just calm down. What are 
these atmospherics of yours?’ <Laughs> Anyway, so that wasn’t very helpful! 
<Laughs> So I decided that what I really needed to do was to get creative, and one 
night as I was lying awake wondering what I was going to do, sitting in Rome and 
thinking about this problem, I became aware of, I started thinking about the whole 
way in which the site was configured, and the building we were in had a depressed 
loading bay that went down a ramp so that the basement could be accessible to 
trucks. And I suddenly had this idea that we could cantilever the building out over 
the loading bay and not actually have it be part of a new foundation. So I went in 
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the next day and asked Emilio, who was the site manager, ‘I wanna build Falling 
Water over the back loading dock and fill it with mice.’  

 And he thought this was very clever, and we started to work on how many 
posts we would need to hold this whole thing up if we were to pour a concrete slab 
right in the middle of the air, just have a few posts, so it wouldn’t be cantilevered 
entirely. And he found out that as long as the posts were 18 metres apart, it was 
not considered new construction. 

AFL: 18 metres apart? 

NR: So we had these posts, extremely far apart, we dug something like 18 metres 
down because of the whole business of the bedrock, having to be connected to the 
bedrock because of the earthquake issue and we designed the entire thing to be 
essentially an extension of the current facility not exceeding the loading dock 
perimeter, and the actual construction itself we lodged as a request for approval 
with the town as equipment. Now this is where Emilio’s genius came in. Emilio 
sourced an outfit in Parma that made prefab operating theatres for hospitals who 
wanted to retrofit some of the rooms inside to become operating theatres, or 
setting up temporary operating theatres. So what do you need in an operating 
theatre? You need constant temperature, constant pressure and constant humidity, 
which is exactly what you need for a mouse house. So this was click and play, it 
was Lego, so we got these things brought down on big trucks and clicked them 
together with a shell around them and all of the machinery to run the air was above 
them and we called it equipment. And the whole operation, pouring of the slab, 
putting in the stilts and getting this Parma company to put, probably at great 
expense to them, to put this whole thing together as again a publicity stunt for their 
company, cost less than €3 million, which I didn’t have … 

 So I would say to Fotis, ‘Well, what am I gonna do?’ Because actually Fotis was a 
very clever negotiator, he got me to sign on the dotted line earlier on when I 
actually took the job, after I’d seen the budget, but failed to tell me that the original 
budget which I had been given from the previous acting director, Walter Witke, was 
based on a different model. The different model was that the Heidelberg central 
budget would cover the indirect costs, and so my budget was only the direct costs, 
similar to what it used to be like for Grenoble. And so when I saw this, I made all 
the calculations on the back of the envelope all night long, decided I could run the 
facility on that money and said yes, at which point I realised about two months 
later, when my first bill came in, that I was being charged the overhead as well. So 
I called up Fotis, and I said, ‘I think there’s a mistake. You’re charging me the 
overhead.’  

 ‘Oh,’ he says, ‘You didn’t read the fine print. Of course I changed everything when 
<25:00> you decided to take the job and now you have to pay the overhead. So I 
was only dealing with 2.5 million euros, well actually lira, it was in lira at the time, 
for my entire budget for the entire place. 
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 And a third of that was gone suddenly and I didn’t have a mouse house. So 
anyway, it went something like this: 

 ‘Fotis, I can’t do this this way.’ 

 ‘Well, I don’t know. What am I gonna say. That’s your budget.’ 

 I said, ‘Well, I’m gonna tell you what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna run over by exactly 
the amount that you just took out of my budget, because you didn’t tell me in time 
and this is the budget as it stands.’  

 He says, ‘That’ll work.’ 

 So that went on for a couple of years and then I found out from Anne Ephrussi that 
there was a lot of bad blood up in Heidelberg because they saw me as the eternal 
spendthrift, because they saw me as somebody who’s just spending over all the 
time because I was continuously going into the red. OK, so it was complicated. And 
so by the time Iain came on board, he and I had a heart to heart, two Northern 
European brains, Anglo-Saxon, rather than the sort of Greek/Italian axis, 
<chuckles> and eventually we came to an agreement about what the budget 
should be and he was very generous and everything was fine after that. But in 
those early days, we had to come up with those €300,000 from somewhere and to 
this day I don’t remember how we did it, but we did it, between me and Fotis and 
Glauco we came up with the money and we built it. 

AFL: And so over what period of time did this happen, between the – 

NR: Oh, it was three or four years before we got the whole thing up and running. 

AFL: So the mouse house was operational around 2004 or ’05? 

NR: I think it was about 2004 or ’05. I can look it up, but around then, yeah. And it’s 
never broken down since, as far as I know. It’s brilliant! It worked so well. I’m very 
proud. It’s probably the most creative thing I’ve ever done!  

AFL: For someone who didn’t know anything about the buildings of a – 

NR: Yes, I learned a lot about how to design a mouse house, and actually I think it 
works fairly well to this day. So we really didn’t have the requisite bits and pieces 
that any normal, self-respecting mouse facility would have until then. At which point 
I lobbied very hard to make it a unit and it became a unit at some point during that 
same period. I can’t remember the exact date. We got Council to ratify that it would 
be a unit. Well, we had gotten enough people and we had … I was very successful 
in raising money so I got a lot of big grants in, and that really helped.  
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AFL: So it bolstered, established … 

NR: Yeah, these were big programme grants for the EU. And I immediately, when I got 
there, made connections with all my mouse buddies all over Europe and I sold 
EMBL as the new EMBL that’s friendly to mice, and that’s how we got included in 
many of these very large FP5 and FP6 programmes. So that’s how we survived 
down there. But I mean the stories are endless! 

AFL: So what was the relationship with Rüdiger Klein’s group in Heidelberg and why …  

NR: It was very friendly and collegial, but I think he was on his way out by then in any 
case, so that’s why Liliana wanted to move down to Rome, well first of all she’s 
Italian and secondly her husband was living there, and thirdly I think Rüdiger was 
planning, I can’t remember where he went after that but he was leaving. So there 
was a … they were very helpful. Whoever was working on mice in Heidelberg, they 
were very helpful, but as Anne Ephrussi will probably tell you, not until she and I 
made an active effort to attract mouse developmental biologists to her unit did the 
mouse activities in EMBL really get established in a way that I think they’re there to 
stay. And of course now with Edith coming in, I couldn’t be happier. I think there’s 
likely to be a legacy there for EMBL to engage in mammalian genetics, which I 
think is really worth having that in their repertoire.  

AFL: So one story that I’ve heard many versions of, and I think you’ve alluded to also, 
why did EMBL wind up in Monterotondo?  

NR: <Laughs> OK, here we go!  

 There are many stories and if you have interviewed Iain, he’ll probably have the 
most colourful one, because he actually was there when this whole thing 
happened. So everything I’m telling you is second hand. But my understanding 
was that, and some of this may be apocryphal, that when the new Director General 
after Philipson was being sought, that Glauco was one of the <30:00> wannabes, 
he definitely wanted the job. And when Fotis got the job, he threatened to make 
sure that Italy would pull out of EMBL if we didn’t put an outstation in Italy. I 
suspect that’s pretty close to the truth, knowing Glauco as well as I do. I’m sure it 
was done in a much more Italian style and not so direct, but I am sure that that was 
the gist of it, and I think it infuriated Iain and I always felt that although Iain and I 
got along wonderfully, I have deepest respect and enjoyed working with him 
immeasurably, I never felt that Rome was his <chuckles> favourite part of EMBL! 
He loved Italy and he used to come down but he would always go see Roberto Di 
Lauro in Naples before he came to Rome and I always thought he’d rather stay 
down there or go on a truffle hunting or a wine tasting tour in northern Italy!  

 I think the whole way in which Monterotondo was initiated stuck in his craw a bit, 
and I can understand how that must have seemed at the time. I wasn’t there to see 
it but it must have seemed like, especially to a Scotsman, a very underhanded way 
of doing things. However, it’s exactly the way everything works in Italy. I mean I 
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came across a line item in my budget the first year; it said, ‘€2,000 for sign 
maintenance’ and I went to Emilio and I said, ‘What is this €2,000 for sign 
maintenance?’ He says, ‘Oh well, it’s actually €4,000, we’re paying half of it. The 
CNR is paying half of it.’ I said, ‘Might I ask which signs and what maintenance?’ 
He says, ‘Oh, the ones out on the road.’ I said, ‘Yeah, what has been done with 
those signs? Someone’s watering them they’re so rusty; is that what maintenance 
is? I don’t believe this!’ I said, ‘I’m not gonna pay for it.’ He leans back in his chair, 
puts his hands behind his head and looks at me with one of those weary, world-
wise gazes, and he says, ‘So, the next time there is a fire on the site you don’t care 
if the vigili del fuoco from the local town, it somehow doesn’t show up … or 
perhaps if you have a problem with the internet, or maybe the electricity goes off 
after a big storm, the fact that nobody comes to fix anything, it’s not a problem for 
you?’ I said, ‘I got it. I got it.’ So we paid the damn €2,000 every year to pay off the 
damn town!  

<Laughter> 

 And it went on like this. I mean I became as crooked as the Italians in ways to get 
around things. I found all sorts of ways of getting around things. At first I would call 
Fotis and he would tell me how to do it, but then I got good at it myself! <Laughs> 
So it was a real tour de force to get that place up and running and I think that in the 
end the atmosphere there, people tell me, was similar to the early days in 
Heidelberg, against all odds, the sense of we band of brothers, and there was a 
real esprit de corps during those years when we were growing and proving 
ourselves to Heidelberg and to EMBL Grenoble and to EBI and to Hamburg, where 
we felt like we were absolutely the little brothers who were really rather ragged and 
had no shoes. I mean I remember I would go to senior scientist meeting or heads 
of units where everybody has a few minutes to tell a little bit about what’s going on 
in their unit, so we all catch up with each other. And Janet would say, ‘Well, we’ve 
just been awarded £75 million by the MRC to expand our campus,’ and Matthias 
Wilmanns would say, ‘Yes, we have seven new beamlines coming on in Hamburg’ 
and Stephen Cusack would get up and say something lovely about Grenoble and 
how they had expanded their programme and how they were connecting up with 
one of the other institutions and it would get to me and I would say, ‘We’ve been 
without internet for three weeks now due to the fact that the switch box, which 
connects us to the local <laughing> provider tends to get swamped every time it 
rains, and it’s rainy season, because it’s in a ditch next to the Via Flaminia.  

AFL: Colourful meetings! 

NR: Yeah! 

 But I have to say, nobody turned down an invitation to hold the scientific meetings 
that we had in Rome. So it was a double-edged sword. On one hand I felt like I 
could invite anybody, Nobel Prize winners on out, and be pretty sure that they 
would come to give us a seminar. So it had huge drawing power, and I do think 
that the meetings that we did hold there, both EMBL meetings but also EU 
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meetings about the mouse, were sort of legendary and have become lore <35:00> 
as the halcyon days when we would have meetings in Rome. And I’m hoping 
they’re still going on. 

AFL: I’ll have to ask Phil. 

NR: Yeah, I think Phil’s kept it up to some extent but anyway, it was a lot of fun. I even 
found a pet hotel and got a great rate and so were staying in 5-Star 
accommodations for not as much money as should have. Yeah, it was great. 

AFL: So you’ve alluded to the CNR and the relationship with the Glauco. Could you tell 
us a bit more about that? 

NR: <Laughs> Alright, I’m going to tell you a story now, so it goes on tape. I’m going to 
repeat it tonight because it always gets a laugh so sorry if you’re gonna hear it 
twice. 

AFL: No. 

NR: When I was here in Gloucester, we lived in Gloucester, Alan and I, we lived a 
stone’s throw away from here, we had a beautiful house … and we were both at 
Harvard, we get a call, and this was during this whole period when we were 
considering whether we were gonna leave and go back to Europe and what was 
gonna happen.  

AFL: About year 2000? 

NR: Yeah. And I get a call around 9 o’clock, just finished dinner, and it’s Glauco … I 
didn’t know. I’d heard about this guy, but I hear this crackle crackle … ‘Hello, I want 
to speak to Professoressa Nadia Rosenthal.’ I said, ‘This is she.’ ‘Here is Glauco 
Tocchini-Valentini.’ I said, ‘Professor, what are you doing up at this hour? It’s 3 
o’clock in the morning in Rome.’ He says, ‘Yes, don’t worry … anyway, I want to 
talk to you … about Italy.’ I said, ‘Sure.’ He says, ‘There are rumours that you are 
thinking of defecting.’ I said, ‘Yeah …’ He says, ‘To Milano?’ I said, ‘Well yeah, I 
mean the guys in the San Raffaele called me up and we went over and we had a 
productive meeting and we’ve been offered a job there. Long pause … ‘I don’t like 
Milano’ says Glauco. 

<Laughter> 

 ‘They should give it back to the Germans! But not before they put La Scala on 
wheels and move it to Bologna. Now … let’s talk about this business of Roma. You 
need to come to Roma.’ And then he went on and told me why I should come to 
Rome and that this was the best thing and that this was his big plan, that he was 
going to save the world and that the mouse was the new yeast and that he blah 
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blah blah blah err, err, err, err… and well, you know, let’s just say, reader, I ended 
up there!  

<Laughter> 

 And that was my introduction. 

 He was … one of my favourite people and made my life a living hell the whole time 
I was there!  

<Laughter> 

 I would write cathartic emails to Anne Ephrussi. I’m still thinking that I should try to 
pull them out because they were a true chronicle of what it’s like to try to work in 
Italy. It’s a minefield. 

AFL: At this point Glauco was head of the unit of the CNR that was operating on the 
site? 

NR: The Cell Biology Unit there, yeah, and Glacuo’s vision of the whole thing was 
radical and worthy. He wanted, finally, to get some really rigorous scientific 
activities going on this campus, he wanted to make it into the centre of the universe 
and put Italy on the map. He used to call it Monterotondo, l’ombelico del mondo, 
which means the navel of the world. And he would go screaming this down the hall, 
trailing cigar smoke, ‘Monterotondo, l’ombelico del mondo.’ It was like out of an 
opera, it really was. He would smoke like crazy, cigars, and you’d have to go talk to 
him in these clouds of smoke, and he was absolutely obsessed with this idea that 
this was going to become the new sort of renaissance for Italy, the scientific 
renaissance, and this fervour was admirable, but the problem was that he couldn’t 
quite depart from his … training as a cutthroat monocrat who only got things done 
because he literally was on three phones at once, doing deals all the time. Which 
was, as I understood, finally, having been there for over a decade, the only way 
you can get anything done in Italy. But at the time, he just came off as very, very 
manipulative and he also, I thought, at the time thought that I might be a real ally 
but more specifically that I might be someone he could pretty much manipulate. 
And when that turned out not to be true, we didn’t get along for a while. He had to 
kind of get over <40:00> the fact that I wasn’t his daughter and that I was actually 
going to not necessarily take orders.  

AFL: And that you were standing up for EMBL, not for CNR. 

NR: And that I was looking at an international kind of activity in a way that he didn’t see 
it. So he saw international as meaning let’s bring on all these wonderful scientists 
but let’s exclude all the Italians because they’re terrible. So somehow, in the 
process of getting that site agreement written, you’ve probably heard this story, 
there was an exclusion for all Italians who would have to pay tax, where nobody 
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else would, even though we were extra-terrestrial … <laughs> Extra-territorial! … 
we were extra-terrestrial, but extra-territorial! This caused terrible problems 
because I couldn’t hire Italians. We got a reputation for being snobby and not 
wanting any Italians when of course the opposite was true. I would do anything, we 
played all sorts of games, we would second Italians who we would register in 
Heidelberg and then bring them down, which is what we had to do for Lily for 
instance. It was a mess. Glauco would weakly protest that he had had nothing to 
do with this and we knew he had everything to do with this, because he would not 
even allow the people in his groups, in the cell biology unit groups of CNR, to 
interface with the EMBL people. He told them that we couldn’t collaborate, 
whenever we started to make friends with them and tried to do work together, 
suddenly we couldn’t do it anymore. His attitude was, and I finally confronted him 
with this, his attitude was, ‘If they spend too much time with you they’ll get jealous 
and they’ll want your salary and your facilities and this and the other. And that’ll 
give me trouble.’ So he was keeping his Italian scientists down whilst trying to 
bolster up Italy by importing scientists from everywhere else. And I just didn’t buy 
any of this. I thought this international means … 

AFL: International! 

NR: It means all nations, not all nations except Italy! And so we would play all sorts of 
tricks that Glauco would try to find out about but didn’t always find out about. Like 
we would make mice for our Italian friends in CNR and wouldn’t tell Glauco quite 
how that happened. In other words we were trying to be pro bono, we were trying 
to help them, so we would do experiments for free and then give them to them 
under the cover of night. It was really insane. It was definitely … medieval. 

AFL: That’s a pretty strange relationship to have with your host institute! 

NR: Yeah. My host institute doesn’t want me to interact with any of the people next-
door, who are perfectly good scientists and are trying to do science on a pittance, 
and here we were, relatively flush. I mean even though I complain about my 
budget, compared to the rest of Italy I looked like a king! So instead, I would try to 
make friends with people elsewhere in Italy and I would get called into Glauco’s 
office. ‘I hear you have been down to see Andrea Ballabio in Napoli.’ ‘Yes … I 
have.’ ‘Do you know that he is a stronzo and a crook? You must not have anything 
to do with this man!’ He was like that with everybody. <Laughs> There were certain 
scientists whose names will go unmentioned, ‘cause I don’t wanna get too many 
people in trouble here, but if you said the word Glauco Tocchini-Valentini, they 
would say ‘Please, don’t make my blood pressure boil!’ He was controversial.  

AFL: Certainly a character! 

NR: He was a character. And you know, I mean I could go on for five hours with stories 
of Glauco, and that is the sign of a big personality. And of course now, sitting here 
<laughs> decades later, I can laugh about it. At the time it was pretty tough. It was 
hard to deal with. 



 

15 

 

AFL: So leading towards your time of leaving EMBL, so you said that you got very 
involved in EMBL Australia. 

NR: Well I started it. 

 I went to Fotis, this was now in about 2003 or ’04. 

AFL: OK, so the end of his tenure as DG. 

NR: He was getting to the end and one of the things he wanted to do as a legacy was 
to expand beyond Europe, even beyond Israel or Iceland or any of the pseudo-
European countries or EU countries. And he had been pushing very hard to do 
this. He had fingered Singapore as a good place to start because of the very, very 
active growth in science in Singapore, and research funding in Singapore was 
extremely high at the time, and indeed many scientists from around the world were 
being drawn to Singapore because this was the modus operandi, pay them enough 
and they’ll come to Singapore. So he actually had a white paper, ratified by 
Council, for this <45:00> very purpose, to try to get EMBL … I can send you this 
white paper, to get EMBL into Singapore and it was the idea was new partnerships 
with non-member states, and Silke Schumacher can tell you a lot about this. So at 
the time, I was going to Australia from time to time ‘cause I had collaborators down 
there, and I would stop through Singapore and go have breakfast with Philip Yeo, 
who was the head of A Star at the time, which was one of the newest initiatives 
that they were doing there to train young people by sending them elsewhere. And 
Fotis and Philip didn’t get along and it was chemistry, was bad, so I stayed in as 
proxy to try to get him excited about this, but I never could. He kept saying, ‘I have 
Oxford and Cambridge to send my people to train. I don’t need EMBL.’ So I 
thought well, this isn’t going to work. So I said to Fotis, ‘How about just going four 
hours further. Come to Australia. Have a look at it. It’s, in many ways, like Europe 
was when EMBL was started. Fiercely independent member states (the states of 
Australia) highly competitive with each other scientifically, a very, 
disproportionately high number of quality scientists working in relative isolation, 
and a desperate need for a young group leader type of programme because of the 
brain drain that’s going on; Australians are leaving because there’s nothing for 
them. So they go to do a post-doc in Europe or in the US, they never come back.’ I 
said, ‘I bet you that they would buy this.’ And I had, by this time, massaged a few of 
my colleagues and high connections in Australia. So the University of Western 
Australia, they came up, they rose to the occasion, put in place a whole itinerary for 
Fotis, invited him and Sarah, his wife, down to Perth and treated them like kings, 
showed them around, and Perth is an incredibly beautiful city, and the University of 
Western Australia is one of the most beautiful campuses you’ve ever seen, and 
then they sent him, at my suggestion, up to Broome to see some of the more 
remote parts of Australia. And remember, Fotis comes from Crete, so he loves that 
kind of dry, craggy, somewhat remote feel, and he went bananas! He loved it! And 
I have pictures of him walking on the beach with Sarah, picking up stones and 
having a wonderful time. And the more he talked to people, then he went on a tour, 
he went to Queensland and to Sydney and to Melbourne, and by the end of it he 
said, ‘This is a goldmine. We gotta do it!’ So that’s when it all started. 
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 So then I went looking for a place that we could actually start and Western 
Australia – they were a bit too sleepy, they didn’t really come up to the mark, but I 
found an incredibly motivated Vice President of Research at Monash University in 
Melbourne, a woman, inspired woman named Edwina Cornish, who immediately 
got it. And that’s how it all started. We went around to the various member states 
and we talked to each one of her friends, because she was part of what’s called 
the Group of Eight, which are the eight biggest universities in Australia, and she 
said, ‘We’ve got to do this. This is the way out of our conundrum.’ And long story 
short, we ended up raising a lot of money and we ended up setting it up and it was 
very difficult. At first we thought maybe we could do EMBO first and then EMBL, 
but I could tell you about the stories around that … long and short of it was that 
with the help of a marvellous administrator, a guy named Silvio Tiziani, who came 
to EMBL, got religion and realised we had to do this, we finally were able to get the 
government to ante up and to become the first associate member of EMBL. 

 And that was a very exciting day, I think that was 2008 or so, and that was a 
wonderful feeling, that we had been able to get the brand out there. And in many 
ways, I know we’re running out of time, but in some ways it reminds me a little bit of 
the feeling of trying to raise consciousness about EMBL far away. And here we are 
with our first inaugural alumni meeting in the US. And obviously now that I’m 
working over here, the idea of having a tighter relationship with EMBL seems 
organic, and it’s something that I’ve been talking with Edith about so that when she 
gets on board we can … I’ve already invited her to come to Jackson, talk about 
closer relationships specifically with EMBL Rome and with the mouse programmes 
<50:00> in Heidelberg, because there’s great stuff happening in the mouse and it’s 
hard to do it anywhere where you don’t have a critical mass of mouse resources, 
and my goal as the Director of the Jacks now, is to do for the mouse what EMBL 
did for the microscope, the spin microscope, for a lot of the innovations having to 
do with the synchrotrons, for ensemble. You look at it and all the internationally 
prominent contributions that have emanated from EMBL over the years, it’s … it 
says a lot about what happens if you let people play in the fields of science and 
don’t bother them as much with the usual trials and tribulations of a scientist. And I 
still believe that the EMBL model for running a scientific institute is by far the best 
that I’ve ever experienced, and I’m proud to have started it off in Australia and it’s 
growing great guns down there under the auspices of one of my colleagues, James 
Whisstock, who took over when I left.  But I see no reason not to … why stop at 
Australia? Let’s get America on board here.  

AFL: I think these are really great closing words, Nadia. So I’m going to thank you for 
your great interview and I’ll stop the recording now. Thank you so much. 

NR: You’re very welcome! 

<End of interview>  

 


