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AFL: So we’re here today, it’s the 21st of July 2017, at the EMBL in 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?  

AL: My name’s Angus Lamond, I’m a Professor of Biochemistry at the University of 
Dundee. 

AFL: Super. So during the interview we’re gonna talk about your relationship with EMBL 
but before we get to that, would you mind telling us what you were doing before 
you arrived at EMBL? 

AL: So immediately before I moved to EMBL, I was working as a postdoctoral fellow at 
MIT in the US, at the Centre for Cancer Research, where I worked with Phillip 
Sharp who was the Nobel Prize winner who discovered split genes.  

AFL: And so you’ve always been a biologist then, would you say? 

AL: Yes, absolutely. I’ve always been professionally a molecular biologist. As a child I 
was always interested in biology but then I also got really interested in chemistry at 
school and I couldn’t quite make up my mind whether I should try to study 
chemistry or biology, and then when I looked at the prospectus from universities for 
courses you could do, I discovered there was this course called biochemistry. And 
then molecular biology which seemed perfectly designed for me because it meant 
you could study biology at the level of chemicals and molecules, and from the age 
of about 17 then I thought that’s what I should do. 

AFL: Fantastic. Where did you go to university then? 
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AL: I grew up in Glasgow and I was an undergraduate at the University of Glasgow, 
and I went there to study initially biochemistry, but I discovered that I really liked 
genetics and cell biology so I had the chance to do a course they’d started called 
molecular biology, which allowed me to study biochemistry but also do more 
genetics and cell biology as well, and basically I just followed the courses I liked 
and was lucky enough to be able to subsequently make a living out of it. And then 
when I finished, I decided I wanted to be a PhD student. I wasn’t sure whether I 
was cut out to be a researcher because in my first couple of years at university, 
although I liked studying science, I didn’t really like the lab work very much, or 
rather put another way, I was concerned I might not like lab work because the very 
formal lab experiments that you were given to do in a very organised way in early 
stage undergraduate education I found pretty boring, not particularly interesting, 
very constrained, and so when I was thinking maybe I’d like to go and be a PhD 
student, I thought it would be a good idea to find out if I actually enjoyed working in 
the lab. So before I started my final year as an undergraduate, they do a four-year 
honours degree in Scotland typically, I got the chance to go and work with Charles 
Weissmann in Zurich at the ETH at the Hönggerberg in Zurich, and that was a 
formative experience <laughs> in my life in a whole number of ways! I was there 
for a few months over the summer and I worked fulltime in the lab and I got taken 
under the wing of a fantastic Japanese scientist called Shige Nagata, who was 
working with Charles Weissmann at the time, and it was a great experience and I 
think I really liked it, and so the next year I also went and worked for a summer as 
well, and that was giving me quite a good grounding in working in the lab, and I 
found out I really did enjoy doing that type of lab work, not formal protocols that is 
part of teaching courses, but just more free research and just having the freedom 
to do stuff I really enjoyed. And then I went, as a PhD student, I went to the LMB in 
Cambridge, and that was also a really good experience and I enjoyed working 
there. I was there for four years and yep, thoroughly enjoyed it, found out I liked 
doing research, was reasonably good at it and then I went, as a post-doctoral 
fellow, to America, where I worked at the Centre for Cancer Research <5:00> with 
Phillip Sharp, as I said before. I didn’t want to stay in America. I could easily 
imagine working in America but I had intended to come back to … I just assumed I 
would come back to the UK.  

I wasn’t super-enthusiastic about going back to the UK at the time, when Mrs 
Thatcher was still running the country, but there was also a huge obstacle to me 
going back to the UK in that…when I had moved from Glasgow to Cambridge as a 
student I took my cat with me, and this was a cat I’d known since the day it was 
born in my parents’ garden, and she came with us, I got married when I was a PhD 
student and she came with us to America, and at the time it wasn’t going to be 
possible to take the cat back again to the UK without it going into quarantine for I 
can’t remember if it was six months or a year but it was a prohibitive amount of 
time because in those days they had very strict regulations about trying to keep 
rabies out of the UK. So I discovered that not only was … I was interested in EMBL 
in any case, which I hadn’t been before, I’d heard a lot about it and I was very 
interested in the idea of coming to work in Europe and it looked as if I was going to 
come and work in Europe, it looked like a potentially exciting place to go and so I 
wrote to Lennart Philipson and just said, ‘Any chance you could give me a job?’ 
And he said, ‘Oh, I think you might fit in well in gene expression’ and at the time 
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Riccardo Cortese was the head of it and Riccardo contacted me and said, ‘Actually 
we’re looking for another group leader. Why don’t you come over and give a talk?’ 
And I’d been invited to some job interviews in the UK so I had a trip where I went 
and interviewed in a few places in the UK and then I also came to EMBL and 
several things I would say happened.  

One, I first arrived <laughed> and I’m not sure Riccardo even remembered I was 
coming and I bumped into him, it was on the Saturday evening, I got dropped off 
and the whole place was more or less closed and I think, I got the impression it 
was a bit of a surprise that I had arrived at the time I arrived, but anyway Riccardo 
introduced himself, took me, introduced me to some other people and within a very 
short space of time I got whisked off to some party that was being organised by the 
Italian – there was a huge Italian community particularly in gene expression, a 
number of Italian group leaders and I got taken off to a party, and all I remember 
about it is that for the next couple of days I don’t think I got to bed before 5 am and 
I thought well, this looks like quite a good place to come! <Laughs> 

So I think that pretty much decided which of the possibilities I would take up. Plus 
the added benefit was when I spoke with Lennart Philipson and explained about 
this problem with my cat, and he said, ‘Oh, I will sort that out’ and there wasn’t any 
problem. I can’t even remember what happened, whether it was brought in as a 
biological specimen or just sign some form … and I think Germany didn’t have 
such strict regulations anyway, but I think we had to get a vet to inoculate it and 
that, and translate the document into German, but when we actually arrived 
nobody cared. We just brought it in. Could have brought a lion or something in and 
nobody would have cared! 

Yes, so the two main reasons that I came here were it seemed there was a lot of 
parties and I could bring my cat without it going to quarantine, so that was it. And 
fortunately for me in those days, I guess EMBL wasn’t quite as well known so the 
competition maybe wasn’t as strict as it is now, so I was able to sneak in. 

AFL: So what year was this… roughly? 

AL: No, I should be able to remember exactly. It was, when did I come here? I think 
that was 1986. So I was quite young at the time, I was only 26 when they offered 
me the job, which is, on average, younger I think than most of the group leaders 
that they have here, but I had turned 27 by the time I actually moved here the next 
year so I was OK. I’d grown up in that time! 

AFL: So what was EMBL like back then. 

AL: Much smaller. Much, much smaller, quite informal, I hope it still is and I think it still 
is. I mean as organisations grow it gets harder to <10:00> do that. So Iain Mattaj, 
the current Director General, was a group leader in gene expression, and I had met 
Iain previously so he was one of the few people here that I knew, and it was much 
smaller so most of the buildings that we’d sit in at the moment didn’t exist. Gene 
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expression at the time was entirely in the building that used to be called 
Containment, I think it might still be. People might still call it Containment, although 
it’s no longer technically contained. And that had been built deliberately as a block 
physically separated from the main laboratory building because it was going to be 
the place they did this really dangerous recombinant DNA work and so it had to be 
contained. It’s not true that it was because of the Italians being … 

<Laughter> 

 Although opinions vary about that, but it was … the idea was that this was where 
the, at the time what was thought to be potentially very hazardous, dangerous 
recombinant DNA work would be carried out and we didn’t want these things 
escaping so it had to be contained. And that’s why that building was originally 
called Containment, and then afterwards people started to think that most of the 
stuff wasn’t really that dangerous and the stuff that is possibly, if you work with 
pathogens, can be done separately. But recombinant DNA per se isn’t necessarily 
dangerous, and so shortly after I arrived, they commenced work on making this 
building that we’re sitting in at the moment, and building the Operon and this lab 
and connecting it. So number one, it was much smaller, there were less people, so 
the upside of that is you basically knew everybody in a way that I suspect must be 
really hard now. There’s just too many people. You might recognise people. But it 
was a very different sort of scale and I have to say that Lennart Philipson, who was 
the Director at the time, was fantastically helpful to me. I think to some extent the 
subject area I worked on was closer to his own interests, so that was one attraction 
for it, but also again it comes back to the idea that the scale was smaller so there 
weren’t so many young group leaders as there are now. I think it would be very 
difficult for a current Director General to behave the way Lennart did, because 
almost on a weekly basis, certainly at least once a fortnight, Lennart used to come 
and say, ‘Let’s go to lunch and tell me about what you’re doing’ so I would speak to 
him every one or two weeks with an update on what I was doing, and as I say it 
was helped by the fact he was reasonably familiar with the field, but my first at 
least half a dozen or more papers that I published as a group leader here, Lennart 
used to always say, ‘Let me read them’ and he would make copious comments and 
used to really irritate me that since English was his second language, or third 
language, he could reduce my prose down – he’d cut it by at least 40% and it was 
actually better. It really frustrated me! I try to do that now for other people. 

 So yeah, I found it, from the outset, a very interactive, friendly … I mean it was 
friendly, you would go out and there was no barriers. That’s what I liked about it. I 
very much hope that’s still the case. So I quickly set up collaborations that were 
formative collaborations in my career, but one of the most productive ones in the 
first years I was here was with a chemist, an English chemist who worked in a 
different division called Brian Sproat, and this was just again the spirit at EMBL 
was if there were people working in lots of different areas, that everyone mixed 
together, if you had an idea you would just go and meet in the canteen and discuss 
it and we quickly … called the classic bottom-up model. So instead of the top-down 
… now I’m a grey old man, but you know, you sit around thinking what’s the really 
important things you need to do and really science, even Paul Nurse isn’t smart 
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enough to know everything … you can quote me on that by the way! He won’t 
agree but it’s true! And so you have to let people … find their own partners and 
interactions and just remove the barriers that get in the way of people doing that. 
That was a famous quote from <15:00> Francis Crick apparently, at the LMB, 
which became famous for multidisciplinary research and basically founding the 
science of crystallography and so much of molecular biology and he apparently 
had been asked, when he was the Head of Cell Biology there, ‘As the head, how 
do you make people interact and do multidisciplinary sort of innovative stuff?’ And 
apparently Francis said, after thinking about this for a brief time, ‘As the leader or 
the Head, you can’t make it happen but you can certainly prevent it happening.’ 
And so what you have to do as the leader is look at all the things that get in the 
way of it happening spontaneously and try to eliminate them.’ And I think that was, 
for me, one of the hallmarks that EMBL did really well. I think it’s not an accident 
that some of those philosophies and ways of working mirrored what I remembered 
from my time at the LMB in Cambridge, because the first Director General, John 
Kendrew, was of course a graduate of the LMB, and I think he brought a lot of the 
ethos of the LMB about the meritocracy, the fact that it doesn’t really matter 
whether you’re a technician or a male, female, from one country or another 
country, even Scottish, if you’ve got an opinion, voice it and you’ll be given the 
credit you deserve on the basis of the quality of your opinion.  

 And that was something, even as an undergraduate, I worked for a summer at the 
LMB, I experienced that first-hand and that I found very difficult subsequently 
always to take things too seriously when people wanted respect because they had 
some position rather than because they had something sensible to say. So I think 
EMBL got a lot of those things right. It definitely was easier being smaller but I 
loved the fact it was so supportive and informal and I couldn’t have had more 
interest and support from the people at all levels, from the Director General, from 
Riccardo. Then Riccardo left a couple of years later and moved back to Italy and 
Iain took over as Head of the Division, of the gene expression, and he also did a 
great job.  

It was incredibly supportive but it was also very challenging, so one of the things 
that Iain used to do, and I think Riccardo did as well, is we would have regular 
group leader retreats, often on a Saturday, where all the group leaders would go 
away together and take it in turns, usually one or sometimes two at each of these 
sessions, and you would give a talk for maybe three or four hours or more, five 
hours I think maybe was the record, and you would tell people what you were 
doing and why you were doing it, and then your colleagues would make helpful 
suggestions, sometimes not helpful suggestions. What they would do is challenge 
you all the time, and again that was a very similar … I was relatively used to it 
because that was very much the ethos again at the LMB, that you would have lots 
of occasions where people would talk and you would be challenged all the time. So 
it was supportive. If you had an idea, people would help you, they’d collaborate, 
they would do things, and it wasn’t a situation where … you know, you could be a 
PhD student or a group leader or a postdoc and if you had an idea and you talked 
with someone in another group, just go and do it. It’s not like, ‘Oh, you’ve got to 
make arrangement with your boss who’s got to talk to their boss and my people will 
talk to their people and then we start … should we do that and if we do that 
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experiment, who’s going to be first author? Forget it. That’s no way to do science. 
Most stuff doesn’t work. If you’re doing innovative science, just randomly, most 
things don’t work. Every now and again something does. So you really need to get 
smart people to put together, bottom up, interesting ideas, enable them to get on 
and do it, and then the rest of the stuff you sort out later.  

I’ve been talking too much! 

AFL: No, this is great. Trying to picture what it was like back then. 

AL: Yeah, it was good. I knew a couple of people here. Toby Gibson, who was still 
working here, he and I were exact contemporaries as PhD students in Cambridge. 
He worked with Bart Barrell in Fred Sanger’s group, overall grouping at the LMB on 
the floor above where I worked, <20:00> but we knew each other. I think we 
started within one day of each other as PhD students and we were friends from 
them, so he was one of the people I knew when I came here and it was much 
smaller but very interactive and I hope a lot of those key features of … there were 
different divisions or programmes, departments, whatever you want to call them, 
but they organised things but they were meant to be very porous walls between 
them. And my two biggest collaborations ended up naturally being with a chemist 
originally, Brian Sproat, and we ended up making a lot of progress and he helped 
to develop reagents that synthesise oligoribonucleotides, modified 
oligoribonucleotides, that I had an idea that these could be useful but I wasn’t 
capable of making them myself and he was able to make them. Then he got 
interested in the chemistry of how you made them and we realised that they could 
open up new types of experiments that we couldn’t otherwise do. So this was a 
good example where you got technological innovation, an application to solve 
mechanistic questions in biology, and that was great, and so we worked together 
for … I think we overlapped for about five years and we published a lot of papers 
together and it really helped my career and that was really good, and then later … 
round about the time Brian was leaving, Matthias Mann, who’s getting the prize 
today, he was hired as a young group leader, although I will point out he’s several 
months older than me! 

AFL: <Laughs> 

AL: So I think I’d been here for maybe four or five years and then Matthias was hired, 
and he was also in another department. I’m trying to remember what it was called. 
It was the department, Brian Sproat, the chemist I worked with, and then Matthias, 
as it turned out, were both in I think it was called Instrumentation. It was run by 
Wilhelm Ansorge, he was the head of the department. so in your historical records 
I’m sure you can find the correct name – insert correct name here. I think it was 
called Instrumentation, but actually … who cares? And Matthias ended up actually 
working right next door to me just down the hall from here, so although I was in 
gene expression and he was in … Instrumentation, we actually ended up having 
labs next to each other and became … I don’t know what to extent I would have 
interacted with him quite as much if we hadn’t been physically next-door. I suspect 
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we probably would have done in the end but it certainly meant that we spoke to 
each other – 

AFL: Much more. 

AL: Yeah, even more, like get out my way, I’m trying to get into the lab! So I got to 
know him very soon after he arrived and we quickly struck up an interest again. He 
was developing this amazing technology for revolutionising how you analyse 
proteins. I was studying biochemical problems in RNA splicing, where there were 
lots of proteins, we didn’t know what many of them were, how they worked, and so 
this was a great, fertile way. Analogous to what we did with Brian to say let’s take 
this technology that was being developed with its own challenges by experts in 
technology development in this area, and then apply it to these biological 
questions, and that for me was one of the things that EMBL was all about; bringing 
people with disparate skills, crossing disciplines, interests, and then breaking down 
the barriers so that organic chemists and physical chemists and mass 
spectrometrists and physicists studying microscopy and building new types of 
microscopes, we worked a little bit on Stelzer and cell biology as well, it’s just you 
can try to recombine these different areas of expertise to do things that we were all 
interested in, build technology driven with applications in mind, to solve problems, 
and not just do it for its own sake but do it to enable things in biology that you can’t 
otherwise do.  

AFL: It sounds like an almost service-oriented … way of working?  

AL: I don’t think it really was. I think it was way removed from that because what 
people like Brian Sproat was doing and Matthias was doing, so it becomes service 
when you know what to do <25:00> and then it’s a case of doing the same thing 
over and over again, so ‘I need you to measure something for me, using this 
specialist thing,’ like service my car, but that’s different from ‘build the first electric 
car’. That’s the difference from going to the garage and saying, ‘I need a new 
exhaust fitted’ and going and saying, ‘I want you to design something that doesn’t 
currently exist that means I don’t need an exhaust!’ So I would clearly separate 
that.  

 The difference in a way is that people with these skills usually don’t work in the 
same institute. So if you’re a cutting edge chemist or physicist, and you’re building, 
you’re dealing with the challenges of how can I design a microscope to work based 
on this principle or do something, you’re engrossed in meeting the technical 
research challenges of how you make that work, especially when you’re trying to 
do something that someone hasn’t done before or do something in an improved 
way so that it works more efficiently, it works faster, it means you can get higher 
resolution, you can do something different.  

 Wilhelm Ansorge, who led the division, who I really liked, yeah, a bit crazy but 
really … probably we’re all a bit crazy but … he was great at understanding how to 
bring cutting edge engineering and physics to bear on making novel devices that 



 

9 

 

could do things you couldn’t do before, but in a way that was driven by the needs 
of the intended user downstream, so he was, I was going to say instrumental but 
that’s a bad pun, so he was instrumental in shaping I think a lot of best, in my 
opinion best practice for doing that, and to his great credit when he would come up 
with an idea for OK, we want to build a device to sequence DNA automatically or 
he built this amazing microinjection apparatus that got commercialised, so you 
could microinject tiny volumes of liquid into a cultured cell, and his real interest, for 
sure was in the challenge of engineering something that you couldn’t do before, of 
actually making it work, designing something that didn’t exist and making it work 
really well, which is not a service; that’s a cutting edge research question. But he 
realised the endpoint, he never forgot that the endpoint was to make it really well 
so that people like me or Iain or the other researchers here doing biology could 
then use it to solve problems, and the reason for building it was not just ‘cause it 
was fun to do; it had to also meet a challenge to say at the moment we are limited 
in how much DNA we can sequence because the methods for doing it are too slow, 
too expensive, too laborious, too time consuming, so I want to make a device that 
will allow you to sequence DNA 100 times, 1000 times faster, more accurately, 
cheaper, and not just … I’m gonna make this device because I think it would be fun 
for me to make it. It had to be focussed on doing something, I’m gonna build 
something that means that you can microinject a tiny ten micron cell growing on a 
coverslip that you can’t even see with the naked eye, and I’m gonna let you inject 
dyes or drugs or something and then imagine the experiments you could do, if you 
could microinject without killing the cell! 

 And so I think that idea of making it, it’s all about the art of the soluble and making 
things that currently aren’t possible, making them possible, and it has to be driven 
by I think a perception of here’s an exciting, important biological question that we 
can’t answer with the tools at our disposal, but these guys … guys as a gender-
neutral term I should say … these people, they’ve got the skills that, if they were 
motivated they could maybe build something that would allow you to do that, and 
that’s something, I’ve tried to take that forward as a guiding idea for my own 
interests, in how you could say … I could learn something that we couldn’t learn 
before, if we could make the technology work better to do it. 

 And so EMBL was a great place for me because my approach to science has 
always been to go to work in great places with really smart people <30:00> and 
then steal all their best ideas! That’s the most effective way of doing it. 

AFL: Could you actually tell us a bit about the work that you did here and then further 
along, especially with this relationship of the instruments and the questions and the 
– 

AL: Yeah. I came here having worked with Phil Sharp, who won a Nobel Prize for 
discovering that genes in eukaryotic cells were split, so unlike bacteria, where by 
and large a sequence of DNA is an unbroken linear representation of the sequence 
of the protein that it codes for, so DNA is copied to RNA is copied into protein, and 
you have linear genes that are direct, the RNA is a direct copy of the DNA and the 
RNA is then directly copied into protein. In eukaryotes, especially higher 
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eukaryotes, I count us both in that category, most of, almost all of our genes aren’t 
like that, and this came as a big surprise. Molecular biology started by studying 
bacteria and bacterial viruses, phage, where you have this simple generally 1:1 
relationship, and it turned out unexpectedly that in essentially all eukaryotes, most 
genes, especially in higher, multi-celled eukaryotes, the sequence of DNA is 
arranged almost Lego-like in segments with interspersed between the bits that 
code for the protein, segments that don’t necessarily code for the final protein 
product. So it’s more like making a video tape where in bacteria your video tape is 
a single take, you take one take, no splicing, no editing, and what you put on your 
final product is a one-take, uninterrupted version. Whereas in most film-making you 
have multiple takes and you cut out the bits that you don’t want in between and 
then you stitch together to make a final continuous product that’s your final product. 
So that’s very similar to what happens genetically in the production of proteins in 
higher eukaryotes, and it’s essentially what Phil Sharp won his Nobel Prize for is 
discovering that eukaryotic genes, the DNA was copied to RNA just as in bacteria, 
but once the RNA was made, you couldn’t directly turn it into a protein sequence, 
because the bits of the sequence that coded for the protein were not continuous. 
They were discontinuous. So you had to get rid of the segments that were 
interspersed between the coding regions, and of course they all have names and 
so the bits that were going to be expressed in the final messenger RNA that coded 
for the protein were called exons, because they were expressed, and the bits that 
were removed were called introns, because they were intervening sequences, 
interspersed between the exons. And so there was this additional layer of 
complexity in the production of a protein from a gene in the higher eukaryotes that 
didn’t exist in bacteria and is very unusual in yeast or single-celled eukaryotes. And 
so there’s a whole biochemical machinery whose job it is to recognise which bit of 
the RNA transcript is or isn’t going to code for the protein, and that physically 
catalyses the removal of the intervening sequences, and that process is called 
splicing, just like in film editing, ‘cause you’re literally splicing out the out-takes that 
you don’t want. And so when I worked in Phil’s lab at MIT, I was there at the time 
when it had already been discovered but I was there just around the time when 
they were able to reproduce that reaction in a test tube, so we were able to 
simulate … not simulate but recapitulate in a cell-free extract, the splicing reaction, 
and that allowed us to start … I mean Phil’s lab and many other labs, there were 
many other people involved as well, but we were still at the stage where we didn’t 
know what all the machinery was made of or exactly how it worked. Arguably we 
still don’t know exactly how it works, but we now know an awful lot more about it. 
So when I came here, it was still at the stage where we were trying to build on the 
first experiments <35:00> that taught us how the machinery in the cell that makes 
this, machinery called a spliceosome, what its components are, its large and 
complex, and how it recognised the RNA substrate and how it efficiently and 
accurately catalysed removal of the introns, so this is very important ‘cause if it 
doesn’t happen, then you can’t make proteins accurately and in fact many, many 
disease causing mutations in humans, the effect of the mutation is to prevent or 
alter the way you splice the RNA so you either make the wrong protein or you don’t 
make the protein at all. And so that’s what I did, and all the things I was describing 
to you before, the collaboration with the chemist Brian Sproat, making modified 
oligoribonucleotide probes, allowed us to both tease apart some of the steps in the 
reaction mechanism and also, by doing additional chemistry to attach ligands to 
these probes, it allowed us to create affinity probes to purify the subunits. And then 
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because Wilhelm Ansorge had invented the microinjection apparatus and Brian 
Sproat could make fluorescently tagged probes and Ernst Stelzer had developed 
the first confocal microscopes, we could do the first experiments where we could 
also inject these probes and light up in living cells where these components 
actually were and visualise that in live cells in a unique way. So these were all 
exciting experiments where these technology developments and the new 
technology platforms and the new capabilities that were being innovated and 
developed here by people at EMBL, I could make use of them in my research to 
answer fundamental questions and learn and see unexpected things about how 
this splicing reaction and mechanism worked. And as I said, the splicing machinery 
is a large, complex machinery and then when Mathias Mann arrived and said, 
‘Well, I’m going to revolutionise how we detect proteins,’ ‘Great, I know just where 
you can, if you want a good thing to test your technology on, where it will make a 
big difference, splicing my man, that’s what you want to do.’ So we started 
collaborating together and then again we published a series of papers together, 
which culminated in the first mass spectrometry proteomic-based analysis of 
splicing complexes, that more than doubled the number of proteins known that had 
been identified over the previous 15 years of research. In one paper we more than 
doubled the number that were known, catalogued them and then identified which 
ones were conserved between yeast and human, and opened up a lot of functional 
experiments. So that’s another area where the technology had a big impact and led 
my own interests to diversify, and interestingly I came, originally having been 
trained very much in the realm of in vitro biochemistry, so you’d see a cell, and 
then you’d destroy it and turn it into an extract and put it in a test tube and try to 
pull it apart and tease it apart into individual molecules and see how they each, in 
isolation, behave. The older I’ve got, I’ve gone almost entirely in the opposite 
direction, and trying to move more and more towards getting back into the cell and 
understanding things at the level of a large integrated system, and so these days 
it’s moving me much more into the realm of linking biochemistry with big data and 
computational science, and so although I’m no longer working directly at EMBL I’d 
say the same ethos I’m trying to apply, and over the last ten years my group has 
changed so that the size of the group hasn’t changed but now a third of the people 
are programmers who write code, to try to meet those challenges of the scale of 
data generation to interpret the same type of biology.  

AFL: Do you think this is an exemplary trajectory for a biology? 

AL: I don’t think there’s anything exemplary about my trajectory!  

<Laughter> 

 My only argument is I think it was the right thing for me. Because I was selfish 
enough to always feel that the point of doing it was … I was very naïve when I went 
into it, I came from a family with no academic credentials or background, I was the 
only member of my family who went to university. No one had the opportunity for 
science for socioeconomic reasons. <40:00> And I didn’t realise how difficult it was 
to make a living out of being an academic to do things, so it sounds stupid now but 
I genuinely never thought about it. I certainly never worried about it. Right from the 
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stage when I was at high school, thinking should I go to university, what would I 
study there, I had the good fortune to be able to just pick things because I liked 
them, never thinking could I get a job doing that? Is that a good career move? I just 
did stuff because I wanted to … I’d had some part-time jobs to earn money in 
vacations ... Yeah, they were OK but I genuinely … you know, working in shops or 
offices or cleaning things – and I thought OK, that’s fine but I really do not want to 
spend my life doing this! And so my motto’s always been science should be fun, 
and you should enjoy and be stimulated by what you’re doing, and so for me I think 
it was the right thing to do, ‘cause that‘s what interests me. I don’t pretend that 
either it’s particularly worthy or that other trajectories are not at least as good, if not 
better. But I think that’s a good one. 

AFL: Yeah, like you say, it worked for you and that’s – 

AL: It worked for me so there you go. 

AFL: That’s all we can ask! 

AL: So far it’s worked for me! 

<Laughter> 

 Let’s see where we get to. 

AFL: This is fantastic. Speaking of young scientists and trajectories –  

AL: Sadly I no longer qualify! Still young at heart. 

AFL: - is there a piece of advice that you try and give the people who work in your lab, 
your … 

AL: Yeah, I do try to give them advice. I don’t think there’s a single one-size-fits-all 
solution for everything. I tend of course to be biased by what I think has worked for 
me, but everyone’s different and I think part of the art of trying to also run a lab is to 
recognise that people start at different levels and come from different backgrounds 
with different perceptions or interests, and I like to try … I feel I’ve succeeded if 
when people move on from my lab I feel that they are better off than they were 
when they arrived. So from my side, that’s one of the things I want to achieve. I do 
tell them to try to hang on to the idea that science should be fun and enjoyable. 
You never know when you set out to do experiments. You can sometimes predict 
that things definitely won’t work because there’s a fatal flaw in your plan, but you 
have to be a little bit careful about that because a lot of really ground-breaking 
innovations are because people did things … sometimes without realising that it 
would have been perceived to be fatally flawed. Just because you might think 
something might not work, is not a reason not to try it. There is definitely occasions 
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when if you’re doing something, knowing that it might not work and understanding 
why, but feeling … there’s still a chance it maybe would work, I would always say 
go do it. What you want to do to challenge people, and that’s why the sort of 
environment that the LMB had, EMBL had, that I think is really, really good, and it’s 
certainly Iain has been fantastic I think at fostering, and many of the other people 
here, is that environment of constantly talking and challenging people, ‘Why are 
you doing that? Why are you doing it that way? Will that work?’ It means that if you 
can’t justify to your colleague why it makes sense, if you do this and it works can it 
lead you anywhere? Can you think like a chess player, several moves ahead? 
Have you made yourself aware of the relevant literature or information which might 
inform your choice about the strategy you’re taking? Again there’s not … it’s not 
like that always leads you to a correct way of doing things. It can help you to avoid 
wasting time and money doing things that are doomed to failure, I think. And it can 
mean that at least when you’re trying something you know when you’re taking a 
risk and it’s OK to take risks as long as, if the risk pays off it’s worth it, because the 
outcome is high. So when I put a lot of time with Brian Sproat, for example, into 
developing these oligo probes, that was hard. There was a lot of things that didn’t 
work first time but I understood why if we could make it work, the payoff would be 
<45:00> good, and it would really mean I could do something that we couldn’t 
otherwise do and so when you have a number of failures you realise OK, it failed 
for this reason, so we try this other way instead and we came up with a way of 
solving the problems, because we had got a … I’d got a clear understanding of 
why I wanted it and why it made sense to me. So trying to encourage people to 
develop that way of thinking, to challenge themselves and each other.  

 One of the other rules in my own lab which I think again I inherited from the ethos 
here, is science should be fun, science should also be open, and I really tried hard 
to make sure that there was no perceived hierarchy, that you’re in charge of 
something, you’re the font of all wisdom, no one can challenge you, ‘cause it 
breaks down that whole relationship that you should be free to challenge things, 
anyone, whether you’re an undergraduate or a professor or something, and that, 
over time I have to say that can pose some problems, also cultural problems. That 
approach is not something that’s universally true I think in all cultures. And 
sometimes that can be a little bit challenging but I think it’s integral to doing science 
properly, because I’m painfully aware of how often I’m wrong and how little I know 
about different things, and I’m also arrogant enough to think if I know that little, I 
don’t believe the rest of you all know more than I do! So you should be challenged 
as well as me. So trying to create that environment, which is simultaneously a 
challenging environment, it’s not … because most of us don’t like actually having it 
pointed out that actually you’ve just wasted your time or come up with a stupid 
idea; the only thing that’s really stupid is not confronting the fact that it’s stupid and 
that’s an important thing to do, about how you actually go about doing science. I 
don’t know if that answered your question.  

AFL: Yeah, I think those are two great pieces of advice, yeah. 
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 To start winding down, we spoke about the arrival, but you left EMBL, as most of 
us do. What was it like when you left? I mean what had changed in your period of 
your being here? Was it for good or for worse?  

AL: I had massively improved it! 

<Laughter> 

 I mean lots of things had changed. Part of the exciting thing about it is it’s a fast-
moving place. It had expanded a lot already in my time here, so soon after I arrived 
they started building this building here and it linked up Containment, as I said, so 
physically it got bigger. A number of senior people left, so first of all Riccardo left 
and Iain took over. In the division, we hired more group leaders, so Matthias 
Hentze came into the programme, David Tollevey, who subsequently moved on as 
well, there was a lot of turnover of staff, generally good. 

 Towards the end of my time here, Lennart Philipson left and then Fotis came in as 
the next Director. There was a period then of … it was a sort of, maybe a point of 
inflection, you could say, where I was fortunate enough to have been here at a time 
of almost exponential growth, the budget was going up, it was full of excitement, it 
was a can do … and it still is, I think it always has been. I would say maybe there 
was a point of inflection where Lennart then left and it took a little while to get the 
next direction and to replace Lennart when Fotis arrived, and I think it was over a 
year when there was a sort of interregnum, when John Tooze, who had been 
running EMBL, became acting director and I think Iain started to get also more 
involved. I can’t remember the exact details of who was doing what. Fotis came in 
and things … were realigned in a slightly different direction, with a slightly different 
vision and an adjustment. I think I was a time when money got a bit tighter. So 
there were all sorts of changes in that way, but I don’t think anything fundamental, 
for me as a young group leader, <50:00> I don’t think anything ever really changed 
that affected my ability to interact and collaborate with lots of smart people round 
about. Have a lot of fun, doing exciting, innovative science, which is what I always 
wanted to do. And of course, you can’t talk about EMBL without talking about the 
fantastic young people who come. Accidently, I probably mistakenly given the idea 
like all the ideas and things came from me when in fact I had the privilege to have 
common work with me, fantastic PhD-students, postdoctoral fellows, as well as the 
people we collaborated with. Super people, smart people who could come in and 
who are a pleasure to work with. It’s like, who’s not to like. As a scientist, that’s 
what you want: You want an environment where there was sufficient resource and 
funding, that you didn’t have to spend 50% of your time just writing down grants to 
keep things going. There was an access to enough staff to just get on and do 
things, you had great colleagues to collaborate with and you had great co-workers 
to come in and work with you to try to put these ideas into practice, and each of us 
I think, the group leaders, try to give something back and try to help train the new 
people coming through and do our best to contribute to EMBL in some way.  



 

15 

 

AFL: That sounds really, really great! Is there anything you would like to add to what you 
have already shared?  

AL: You can’t have been to EMBL without lots of anecdotes <laughter> about things 
that happened, I know a thing that helped make it a great place to work. I mean, 
I’ve talked almost exclusively about science and working and people. Of course it’s 
not much point to just mention the names of lots of people, because first of all, I 
inevitably forget some people and I wouldn’t want to do that, but we were 
surrounded by fantastic people. But in addition to the science, there was also a lot 
of fun, and I think I should write at the beginning, one of the things that fast 
attracted me was: This looks like a fun place where people work hard, but also 
enjoy themselves. And I think helping to build that bottom up, the spirit of 
interactivity. I mean we’re all people, we’re all human, you want to establish into 
personal relationships with people. And I think that’s a fantastic way to do it. It’s 
having an environment where people are encouraged to socialize, interact, have 
parties. I think it’s great that the lab takes that side of things seriously, because I 
really feel that it’s much more productive. When I worked in America, at a fantastic 
place with great people who show the different paradigm of being successful, but 
this whole atmosphere of just by doing more things and being busier doesn’t 
necessarily mean that you’re going to be smarter, certainly not more innovative. I 
think that’s also very important dimension to EMBL, and I benefited from and 
enjoyed that sort of environment and also helped to contribute to it. David 
Tollerwey and I started up what may still happen, I’m not quite sure, a Burns night, 
a Scottish party.  

AFL: Of course, that’s still going! 

AL: So we organized the first ever Burns night. For all the time I was here, I would 
contribute to organizing that sort of national party. And I certainly had a lot of fun 
doing that as well as going to the other ones, and that’s the other thing in any 
history or archive of EMBL: Not to forget the fact that it’s important to combine 
social interaction at multiple levels, and also the great pleasure in having a 
multicultural working environment society. I always liked it and I continue to like it. 
So leaving EMBL is always a bit of a range, but leaving as part of my duty <55:00>, 
and I’m really brought into that idea what EMBL, as it was explained to me, was 
about in large part was in creating a place to bring people together, to give young 
scientists in different stages of their career a chance to accelerate the 
development, to give them an opportunity to, if they’ve got ideas: “ok, there’s your 
chance to go and do something”. And then take those skills and training whatever 
level you’re at, take them on and pass them on and in many cases, go back to your 
… If the lab is being funded by different participators and countries, at least some 
of them ought to go back into their country and try to take what you’ve learnt here 
and continue a little outgrowth of EMBL. I do feel that’s what I was trying to do. And 
certainly I’ve remained very fond of my time here, tried to keep connections 
wherever I could. I’ve tried to contribute in different ways. I helped to sell the 
original Alumni Association, I think that was the first achievement, and occasionally 
come and serve on review committees and if ever those things that EMBL would 
like me to do, I can’t think of an occasion where I wouldn’t agree to do.  
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AFL: That’s fantastic! This has been a really fun and interesting interview, and 
informative, thank you so much Angus! 

AL: OK, you’re welcome.  

[End of interview] 

 

 


