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From the President
Dear Friends,

This issue of Weizmann Magazine represents the 
very best that the Weizmann Institute  of Science 
has to offer: stories about brilliant new scientists, 
surprising and important discoveries, lively profiles 
of our alumni and supporters, and windows into 
areas of science where Weizmann is playing a 
world-leading role.

In the next issue, you’ll be greeted by Prof. Alon Chen, 
the newly elected President. In my 13-year tenure 
at the helm of Institute, I’ve taken great pleasure 
in bringing you the best news from our beautiful, 
thriving campus and its state-of-the art laboratories. 
Great science may indeed change the world, but 
no one will know it—or benefit from it—unless the 
word gets out. Storytelling about science is also 
an essential component of science education and 
literacy. 

I want to thank all of our readers—our friends 
around the world—for taking the time to learn about 
Weizmann science and finding ways to advance 
it. In doing so, you become Weizmann ambassadors, 
telling and retelling a truly thrilling tale and ensuring 
the future of science in Israel. Thank you for 
your partnership.

With all best wishes,

Prof. Daniel Zajfman
President, Weizmann Institute of Science 
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Weizmann ranked #2 in the world
Ranking prioritizes quality, raising the profile 
of small but serious institutions 

1934
Establishment of the Daniel 
Sieff  Research Institute

T
he Weizmann Institute ranked second among 
global institutions in an assessment based 
on journal article quality, published by Nature, 

reinforcing its reputation as a 
compact but powerful purveyor 
of scientific knowledge.

The prestigious British journal recently released a 
new “normalized” ranking alongside its annual top 
100 Nature Index, which draws on a more traditional 
metric known as the fractional count (FC), which 
measures all contributions an institution has made 
to papers in select leading publications. Revealing a 
very different set of academic frontrunners, the new 
normalized ranking takes into account the number 
of high-quality articles published as a proportion 
of an institution’s overall output in the natural 
sciences. In doing so, the ranking is able to compare 
institutions of varying sizes on the same basis, and 
in doing so, reflects both the prolific and high-quality 
nature of a small institution like Weizmann.

“The inclusion this year of a normalized ranking 
alongside the standard Nature Index annual tables is 
especially interesting because the ranking draws to 
light some smaller institutes that are proportionally 
outstripping research powerhouses and would 
otherwise remain buried much lower down in the 
standard rankings,” says David Swinbanks, founder 
of Nature Index. “The smallest institutions in the 
top 10 have some common features: ambition, as 
disclosed by mission statements about striving to 
be the best in the world, interdisciplinarity, with the 
strong embrace of collaboration across fields, and in 
several cases, the backing of Nobel laureates.” 

In the normalized ranking, the Weizmann Institute 
placed behind only Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory 
in New York. Immediately behind the Weizmann 
Institute was the Institute of Science and Technology 
Austria, which was co-founded by Prof. Haim Harari, 
former President of the Weizmann Institute, on the 
basis of the Weizmann model.

“We have known for a long time that size is irrelevant 
when it comes to excellence in science. For the 
Weizmann Institute of Science, striving to be the best 
involves attracting the best scientists and letting 

them follow their curiosity,” says Weizmann Institute 
President Prof. Daniel Zajfman. “Interdisciplinarity 
and collaboration across fields and across countries 
are simply part of our DNA, and we are proud of 
that fact. The Nature Index normalized ranking truly 
showcases the quality of top research, showing 
you don’t have to be big to be on the cutting edge of 
global science.”

#2
globally

WeizmannMAGAZINE Science Briefs
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T
he prestigious EMET 
Prize for 2019, 
conferred in 

Israel by the A.M.N. 
Foundation, was 
awarded to two 
Weizmann 
Institute 
scientists, 
Prof. Yair 
Reisner of the 
Department of 
Immunology 
and Prof. Michal 
Schwartz of 
the Department 
of Neurobiology.

Prof. Reisner was 
recognized for his development 
of strategies for overcoming 
immune barriers in bone 
marrow transplantation for the 
treatment of leukemia and other 
cancers, and he has recently 
suggested novel sources of 
progenitor cells to treat lung 
diseases. He spent decades 
investigating numerous aspects 
of transplantation immunology, and 
in particular, developing approaches 
to bone marrow transplantation (BMT) 
in ‘bubble’ children and patients with 
hematological malignancies for whom no 
matched donor is available. He is professor 
emeritus at the Weizmann Institute and currently 
runs an active lab at MD Anderson Cancer Center 
in Houston, Texas.

In a series of advances over the years, Prof. Reisner 
provided the medical community with novel insights 
enabling BMT across major genetic barriers—
essentially finding ways to trick the immune system 

EMET Prize to Weizmann scientists 

into accepting transplants it would 
otherwise reject, and preventing the 

bone marrow cells from attacking the 
patient. 

Prof. Schwartz was recognized for 
her achievements in introducing the 
pivotal role of the crosstalk between 

the brain and the immune system 
and its impact on aging, Alzheimer’s 

disease and age-related 
dementia. She is renowned 

for her revolutionary 
contributions to brain 

research, pioneering 
the role of the 

immune system in 
maintaining the 
brain’s health, and 
helping mitigate 
its dysfunction. 
Her pioneering 
research in 

neuroimmunology 
has overturned the 

long-held belief that 
the brain is completely 

isolated from the immune 
system by the blood-

brain barrier.

The revolutionary findings by 
Prof. Schwartz, showing that the 
immune system is a major player 

in the functioning of the healthy brain, in the healing 
process within the brain, and in brain diseases, 
have far-reaching implications for understanding 
the mystery brain aging, mental dysfunction, and 
neurodegenerative conditions. 

g Prof. Michal Schwartz

g Prof. Yair Reisner

#2
globally

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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The science of memory
Dr. Yaniv Ziv receives the 2019 Adelis Brain Research Award

T
he 2019 Adelis Brain Research Award for 
outstanding achievements by a young Israeli 
investigator was recently presented to Dr. Yaniv 

Ziv of the Weizmann Institute’s Department 
of Neurobiology.

The award was established in 2015 by the late 
André Cohen Deloro and his Adelis Foundation to 
support academic excellence in Israel—particularly 
within medical and scientific research. Its purpose 
is to encourage excellence among young Israeli 
neuroscientists, promote greater understanding of 
the structure and function of the brain in health and 
disease, and strengthen the international impact of 
the Israeli neuroscience community.

A committee of renowned experts in brain 
research selected Dr. Ziv for his efforts to identify 
the biological mechanisms that create and store 
memories. He has made significant contributions 

to the field through the development of new 
experimental methods to observe large populations 
of neurons in the brains of live mice over the course 
of weeks and months. Moreover, his optical imaging 
approach—involving fluorescent microscopes 
that can be mounted on the heads of freely moving 
mice—has been adopted and is now widely used by 
other researchers to study the brain.

Dr. Ziv’s current research focuses on the 
hippocampus and related cortical circuits that are 
important for spatial navigation and for memories 
of places and events. He aims to clarify how 
different patterns of neuronal activity encode 
specific experiences and how these patterns and 
the relationships among them change over time, 
and as a function of experience.  He also aims to 
elucidate the degree to which memories of different 
experiences are organized similarly in the brains of 
different individuals.

WeizmannMAGAZINE Science Briefs

1949
Establishment of the 
Weizmann Institute 
of Science
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Getting to the 
gut of ALS

S
cientists at the Weizmann Institute have found that the intestine—
with its complex array of microbes—may help in modulating the 
progression of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS).

ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease, is 
characterized by the brain’s failure to transmit 
messages to the muscles, causing rapid muscle 
atrophy and leading to paralysis, respiratory failure, 
and eventually, death. Until recently, scientists 
studying ALS usually focused their attention on 
the brain, believing it held the key to unlocking the 
mysteries of this neurodegenerative disorder. 

A Weizmann team led by Prof. Eran Elinav of the 
Department of Immunology and Prof. Eran Segal of 
both the Department of Molecular Cell Biology and 
the Department of Computer Science and Applied 
Mathematics, started looking for answers in the gut, 
conducting experiments to see if they could learn 
how intestinal microbes affected the health of the 
brain. They recently made a discovery, published in 
Nature in July, where they successfully altered the 
progression of the disease in mouse models after 
administering certain strains of gut microbes.

Upon finding that symptoms of ALS in mice worsened 
when given broad-spectrum antibiotics that 
destroyed a significant portion of their microbiome, 
the scientists set out to identify the parts of the 
gut that were responsible. When comparing the 
microbiome of ALS-prone mice to that of healthy 
mice, the team pinpointed 11 microbial strains that 
were defective in the diseased models. 

They proceeded to isolate and administer 
each strain individually, and found that one, 
Akkermansia muciniphila, considerably hindered 
disease progression and prolonged survival. They 
noticed that the levels of a particular molecule 
called nicotinamide (NAM), which is secreted by 
Akkermansia, dropped precipitously following 
antibiotic treatment. When they started ALS-prone 
mice on a regimen of regular NAM infusions, the 
progression of ALS actually slowed. 

Armed with these new findings, Profs. Elinav 
and Segal moved to a preliminary small-scale 

observational human study and discovered a similar 
pattern: Many of the NAM-producing genes were 
suppressed in ALS patients and the levels of NAM 
were significantly reduced. 

Though the research is still in its early stages, this 
could be the first step on the path to developing new, 
life-saving treatments for ALS patients.

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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The immune system’s 
battle of the bulge 
M

eet an unknown ally in the fight against fat 
and obesity-related symptoms: a previously 
unrecognized population of immune cells that 

minimizes the damage to health caused by excessive 
weight gain. The discovery of the new cell population 
emerged from research conducted by Profs. Ido Amit 
and Eran Elinav of the Department of Immunology. 
Their findings were published in the prestigious 
journal Cell.

Obesity has long been known to contribute to 
metabolic conditions like type 2 diabetes, and to 
increase the risk of Alzheimer’s disease and certain 
types of cancer. However, it was only recently that 
scientists discovered that, as levels of obesity 
increase, immune cells accumulate in adipose (fat) 
tissues. Such cells have characteristics distinct from 
those of immune cells that circulate in the blood.

Now, Profs. Amit and Elinav have identified a 
previously unrecognized immune cell population that 
accumulates in fat tissues. They demonstrated how, 
in these cells, a surface receptor called Trem2 serves 
as a master regulator for molecular dynamics that, in 
obese individuals, can lead to disease. 

“Using single-cell genomic techniques, we 
generated an atlas of all the types of immune cells 
that accumulate in adipose tissue and discovered 
something entirely new: Lipid Associated 
Macrophages, or LAMs,” says Prof. Amit. “We 
showed that, in obese individuals, LAMs regulate fat 
cells, preventing them from growing abnormally large. 
They also help control the elevation of metabolic 
indicators like serum insulin, blood cholesterol, and 
glucose intolerance.”

Trem2—a receptor that allows LAMs to sense 
pathology in fat cells—acts as an ‘on-off’ switch for 
this immune cell population’s protective function, 
says Prof. Elinav. 

“Examining obese mice genetically altered to lack the 
Trem2 receptor, we found that—when LAMs could 
no longer interact with the adipose tissue—body 
pathology from fat dramatically increased,” he says, 
adding that these same mice displayed overgrowth 
of individual fat cells, along with unhealthy levels of 
blood sugar and cholesterol. The scientists’ work 

revealed how, when the Trem2 receptor is present 
and functioning normally, LAMs help control such 
obesity-associated symptoms.

“Having identified this immune cell population and 
its function, it may eventually become possible to 
design drugs that strengthen its activity, and thereby 
lessen the severity of obesity-related symptoms,” 
Prof. Elinav says. “Eventually, this could lead to 
medical interventions aimed at mediating metabolic 
disorders, or even breaking the connection that 
exists between obesity, Alzheimer’s, and cancer.”  

The present study adds to excitement generated 
by a recent Weizmann Institute discovery in which 
Prof. Amit, together with Prof. Michal Schwartz of 
the Department of Neurobiology, showed how the 
Trem2 receptor plays a role in protecting the brain 
against the ravages of neurodegenerative disease.

g L-R: Prof. Eran Elinav and Prof. Ido Amit

WeizmannMAGAZINE Science Briefs
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Tackling tuberculosis
Study finds new methods for identifying risk for active TB

A 
group of Weizmann Institute scientists led 
by Dr. Roi Avraham from the Department of 
Biological Regulation have developed a new 

way to identify latent carriers of tuberculosis (TB) 
who are at the highest risk of developing an active 
disease. The research could pave the way towards 
treating TB in its latent form and aid in overall 
prevention. The study was recently published in 
Nature Communications.

TB is caused by bacteria called Mycobacterium 
tuberculosis. The bacteria usually attack the lungs, 
but they can also damage other parts of the body. 
The World Health Organization estimates that one in 
three people alive today has latent TB infection—that 
is, they are infected but have no symptoms 
because the bacteria are dormant. Between five 
and 10 percent of people with latent infections will 
progress to active and infectious TB disease, while 
some two million people die of the disease every 
year. 

Despite all this, no test exists that can accurately 
predict who will develop active TB. Moreover, all 
TB patients must take a course of antibiotics for 
up to nine months, and antibiotic resistance is a 
major concern. The Bacille Calmette-Guérin (BCG) 
vaccine is often given to infants and small children 
in countries where TB is common, but it does not 
always protect people from contracting TB. 

The study focused on the dynamic interactions 
that occur between host immune cells and 
pathogens—in this case, between human immune 

cells in the blood and Salmonella or TB bacteria. 
When an immune cell and bacterium meet, there can 
be several outcomes. The immune system can kill 
the bacteria; the bacteria can overcome the immune 
defenses; or, in the case of diseases like tuberculosis, 
the bacterium can lie dormant for years, sometimes 
causing disease at a later stage and sometimes 
remaining in hibernation for good. Dr. Avraham’s lab 
hypothesized that the junction at which one of those 
paths is taken happens early on—some 24-48 hours 
after infection.

By determining the genetic activity of thousands of 
cells in response to infection, the scientists revealed 
patterns not seen in standard blood lab tests—and 
found that there were marked differences in immune-
cell activation between latent cells that progressed 
to active disease and those which remained healthy. 
At the heart of the study is an algorithm developed 
in the Avraham lab that can identify different 
immune cell types and genetic response patterns to 
infections from standard single-cell RNA sequence 
data; the algorithm flags those response patterns 
associated with an elevated risk for different 
infectious diseases.

“If those who are at risk of active disease could be 
identified when the bacterial load is smaller, their 
chances of recovery will be better,” says Dr. Avraham, 
from the Department of Biological Regulation. “And 
the medical systems in countries where TB is 
endemic might have a better way to keep down the 
suffering and incidence of sickness while reducing 
the cost of treatment.”

g Dr. Roi Avraham

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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Bessie Lawrence summer 
program turns 50

T
he Bessie F. Lawrence International Summer Science Institute (ISSI) 
celebrated its 50th anniversary with a festive, full-day celebration and 
symposium in July.

Established in 1969, the “Bessie 
program” brings together around 
80 gifted high school students 
from all over the world to take part 
in a month-long program in which 
they work alongside top Weizmann 
scientists in their labs, carry out 
their own scientific projects, and 
tour Israel. The symposium, held 
at The David Lopatie Conference 
Centre on campus, opened with 
teams of students presenting their 

research to a hall full of program 
participants and mentors, and 
closed with an alumni panel 
and dinner.

“The celebration revealed 
the strong impact the program 
has made on these extraordinary 
students, at the early stages of their 
academic career,” ISSI Director 
Dr. Dorit Granot said. “Years 
later, the alumni still express 
their gratitude and appreciation. 

They describe the experience 
as a life-changing event. Many 
of them return to the Weizmann 
Institute and to Israel, and 
become ambassadors in their 
home countries. They come for 
the excellent scientific research 
at Weizmann but leave after a 
month with a bigger sense of 
international community and 
global responsibility as the next 
generation of scientists.”

1954
WEIZAC invented, the first 
computer in the Middle East and 
one of the first in the world

g A reunion of bright minds at ISSI’s half-century mark, at the David Lopatie Conference Centre in July

WeizmannMAGAZINE Science Briefs
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The therapeutic magic of music
M

usic making, in the form of free improvisation, 
is a common technique in music therapy. 
Improvisation can help patients express 

feelings or ideas using non-verbal language, 
thereby reducing psychological pain and promoting 
emotional resilience. But how does the act of 
making music help patients? Prof. David Harel of 
the Department of Computer Science and Applied 
Mathematics and research associate Dr. Billie Sandak 
have developed a new paradigm for analyzing 
how music works its magic during the course of a 
therapeutic session.

Prof. Harel is the creator of Statecharts, a visual 
computer language that dramatically simplifies how 
to specify the complex behavior of systems and 
translate it into formal computer code. In experiments 
conducted in collaboration with Drs. Avi Gilboa 
and Shai Cohen of Bar-Ilan University, Prof. Harel 
and Dr. Sandak employed Statecharts to model 

the dynamics of musical compositions improvised 
by 108 male and female patients with various 
degrees of musical training. The patients, asked 
to improvise music related to four different 
themes — ‘negative feeling’, ‘ugly’, ‘positive feeling’, 
and ‘beautiful’ — ‘used an electronic keyboard, which 
made it possible to gather exact data about the notes 
played, and their duration and volume. Analysis of 
these compositions revealed statistically significant 
results about the musical patterns associated with 
feelings and emotional states, as well as behavioral 
differences between participants with different 
musical proficiency, gender, and age. 

This information, which serves as a kind of ‘Rosetta 
Stone’ for interpreting the non-verbal cues hidden 
in improvised music, may help clinicians more 
accurately interpret response to treatment, and guide 
them toward more effective therapeutic protocols.

I
f we could lead healthy lives, who wouldn’t want 
to extend life as long as possible? Geroscience, 
the study of the biology of aging and age-related 

diseases, is a hot topic of research for a growing 
number of scientists worldwide. And the Weizmann 
Institute is paving the way forward in this literally 
life-changing field. On September 4 and 5, the 
Weizmann Institute hosted a major conference on 
longevity research, the International Perspectives 
on Geroscience, which was co-sponsored by the 
Sagol Institute for Longevity Research, part of the 
national Sagol Network. Weizmann Institute scientists 
included Profs. Valery Krizhanovsky, Michal Schwartz, 
and Uri Alon and Dr. Liran Shlush, and scientists 
from top institutions in the United States, Australia 
and Israel were among the hundreds of participants. 
Sami and Tova Sagol of Israel, supporters of the 
Sagol Institute, were in attendance, and Sami Sagol 
delivered opening remarks.

g L-R: Sami Sagol, Tova Sagol, Prof. Gabi Barabash, 
head of the Bench-to-Bedside Program, and 
Prof. Michal Neeman, Vice President 

Growing younger
WeizmannMAGAZINE
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U
ltrasound, a common and vitally useful diagnostic tool, is a veritable 
black box. The device produces datasets so massive that they are 
essentially inaccessible within the machine; the quality of the resulting 

image is almost entirely due to the skill of the technician performing 
the exam. Prof. Yonina Eldar wants to change that. With her innovative 
algorithms for signal processing and her efficient sampling schemes, 
Prof. Eldar is democratizing the data at the crossroads of science, 
medicine, and engineering. 

Science and medicine 
meet engineering
Introducing Prof. Yonina Eldar

1950s
Prof. Leo Sachs invents 
amniocentesis for 
prenatal testing

New ScientistsWeizmannMAGAZINE
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The halls of basic science might seem an odd choice 
for an electrical engineer, but Prof. Eldar knows that 
the collaborative and interdisciplinary atmosphere 
of the Weizmann Institute is exactly what she’s 
looking for.

Prof. Eldar, who joined the Department of Computer 
Science and Applied Mathematics as a full professor 
earlier this year, was previously a faculty member 
at the Technion. Originally from Toronto, Prof. Eldar 
made aliyah with her family when she was six. She 
received BSc degrees in physics and in electrical 
engineering from Tel-Aviv University, and earned 
her PhD in electrical engineering and computer 
science from the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. Prof. Eldar was a Visiting Professor at 
Stanford University from 2009-2014, and is currently 
a Visiting Professor at MIT, a Visiting Scientist at 
the Broad Institute, and an Adjunct Professor at 
Duke University.

She specializes in developing algorithms for 
signal processing—parsing the signal from the 
noise—work that has major applications for medical 
imaging, including ultrasound and magnetic 
resonance imaging data. It also is poised to 
influence computational biology, high-resolution 
microscopy, and improved data storage, radar, 
and communication.

Science for society
With a lifelong passion for mathematics and physics, 
Prof. Eldar delights in the immediate applicability of 
signal processing research for the good of society. 

“The motivating factor is less the device itself, but 
rather what it can do for people,” she says.

With a well-established and successful career in 
engineering, Prof. Eldar is increasingly interested in 
working at the interface of engineering, medicine, 
and basic science. A critical mass of excellence 
in biology and physics, combined with a palpable 
cooperative spirit, makes the Weizmann Institute an 

“ideal place” to work, she says.  

Ultrasound is a perfect illustration of Prof. Eldar’s 
work at the interface of those areas. Cheap and safe, 
but also clumsy and clunky, ultrasound produces 
an excessive amount of data during scans, much 
of which is lost in the process of forming an image. 
As a result, scans must be conducted by specially 
trained technicians, and the data underlying 
the image cannot be analyzed or mined for 
additional insights.

Her innovative approach is to develop a signal-
processing paradigm that boosts the informative 
value of the data—the signal—while also decreasing 
the amount of data collected and the computational 
load. The new data acquisition paradigm takes 
advantage of recent advances in cloud computing, 
which can accelerate data-processing time 
dramatically and enable easy access all over the 
globe. The resulting increase in salience and 
reduction in data rate will not only make everyday 
ultrasounds portable, accessible, and simpler 
to conduct, but also enhance the quality and 
informative value of the image. 

Moreover, with the data pulled out of the ultrasound 
machinery’s black box, anyone with an interest in 
bioinformatics and signal processing will be able 
to develop new and better ways to analyze the data. 
This “democratization of data,” as Prof. Eldar puts it, is 
the key to applying advances of basic computational 
science to medicine, for the benefit of countless 
people around the world.

A prolific author, Prof. Eldar has received numerous 
awards and accolades for academic and scientific 
excellence throughout her career. She was elected 
to the Israel Committee for Higher Education in 
2012 and the Israel Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities in 2018. Prof. Eldar is the Editor-in-Chief 
of Foundations and Trends in Signal Processing, and 
an associate editor for several journals in the area of 
signal and image processing. She was selected as 
one of 50 distinguished women scientists in Asia in 
2018. Prof. Eldar is the co-owner of 20 patents, serves 
as a consultant to several hi-tech companies, and sits 
on the board of directors of two companies. 

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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A
daptation is a way of life for Dr. Takashi Kawashima. Born in northern 
Japan, Dr. Kawashima had a nomadic childhood, first moving to Kobe 
in the west, then to Yokohama on Tokyo Bay, and eventually to Tokyo. 

As a neuroscientist, he has always been interested in how humans learn 
and adapt to their surroundings. His experience with the need to adapt 
to and learn about new places certainly influenced his interest in how 
learning happens, which grew into a research focus on how maladaptive 
learning can lead to addiction and psychiatric disorders.

1958
Feinberg Graduate School 
founded

g Neuronal activity in the zebrafish brain in super-high resolution, as caputured by Dr. Kawashima

Brain power
Introducing Dr. Takashi Kawashima
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What is learning? How does the brain acquire 
information? These are the questions that inspire 
the research of Dr. Kawashima, the first Japanese 
principal investigator hired by the Weizmann Institute 
in its history. Dr. Kawashima earned his MD and 
PhD from the University of Tokyo, and then went on 
to a postdoctoral fellowship at the Howard Hughes 
Medical Institute (HHMI) in Virginia. He joined the 
Department of Neurobiology in June.

“Learning is the conversion of transient 
events into persistent traits,” he 
says. That is, when exposed to 
a stimulus, brain cells initially 
respond with a temporary burst 
of activity, creating an internal 
representation of whatever 
information is present. 
With time and repeated 
exposure, this activity can 
eventually trigger a cascade 
of molecular processes that 
consolidate the relevance 
of that stimulus to life and 
survival. That is, the brain 
decides whether to categorize it 
as beneficial, harmful, threatening, 
desirable, or something else.

This categorization process is called 
learning, and it can happen both at the 
most microscopic level—changing the 
strength of junctions between brain 
cells—or alter the connective wiring between entire 
brain regions.

Dr. Kawashima studies an aspect of the learning 
process regulated by the release of a special class 
of chemical agents by one neuron, to change the 
activity of a group of other neurons, a process called 
neuromodulation. The chemicals involved—such as 
dopamine and serotonin—act as dimmers or amplifiers 
in the brain, much like a light switch can dim or brighten 
a room light, regulating the activity of a whole host of 
brain cells at once. He is especially interested in how 
dopamine and serotonin systems affect how we learn 
that a particular stimulus is positive or negative, and 
worth taking a risk to obtain or avoid. 

Addiction vs. anxiety
Refining our understanding of how our brains learn 
to make positive or negative associations with stimuli 
has major implications for understanding both 
addiction—when the brain learns to be excessively 
attracted to a stimulus—or anxiety disorders—when 
it is unduly repulsed. Dr. Kawashima also anticipates 
that his research on the action of dopamine and 

serotonin will have implications for 
understanding the relationship 

between the primary effects and 
side effects of neuropsychiatric 

drugs, which typically 
target the dopamine and 

serotonin systems.

One of best species to use 
for studying the learning 
process is the zebrafish, as 
they share many learning-

related neural circuits with 
humans and their brains 

are small and transparent. 
This presents an exceptional 

opportunity to analyze and image 
brain function both as a whole, as 

well as with single-cell resolution. 
Fortunately—and an attraction for 
Dr. Kawashima—the Weizmann Institute 
is home to established neuroscientists 

and biologists who use zebrafish to study brain and 
vascular development. The ease of collaboration 
and engagement was a significant draw across 
the ocean.

Dr. Kawashima, who co-owns a patent related 
to computer vision and another related to 
neurogenetics, is the first Japanese PI at the 
Weizmann Institute. His wife, Mio Nonaka, previously 
a research fellow at the National Institutes of Health, 
is a staff scientist in the neurodevelopment lab of 
Prof. Orly Reiner. They have two daughters.

Their verdict on Israel so far? The hummus is great. 
The sushi? Not so much.

“Learning is the conversion of transient events into persistent traits,” 
Dr. Kawashima says.

g Dr. Takashi Kawashima
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1959
Yeda R&D established, first 
technology transfer company 
in Israel

Eyes  
on the sky
ULTRASAT will shed light on the cosmos
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Science Feature

W
hen massive objects move through the cosmos, they cause 
ripples in space-time—the fabric of the universe. These ripples, 
called gravitational waves, were predicted by Albert Einstein in 

1916, based on his theory of general relativity. A century later, Einstein’s 
prediction was confirmed when scientists at LIGO—an observatory in 
which two widely separated detectors, one in Louisiana, and the other in 
Washington State—finally detected a gravitational wave produced when 
two black holes merged. The “chirp” that announced the wave’s arrival was 
one of an uncountable number of similar messages that may have washed 
over our planet since the dawn of time.

It lasted just seven milliseconds before the wave 
sped on, and the signal disappeared.  

LIGO’s achievement illustrates a problem with 
studying the sky: we can’t keep our eyes on 
everything all at once. Weizmann Institute 

scientists are planning to solve this problem with 
ULTRASAT—a new satellite that will make it possible 
to continuously gather data on transient events, like 
gravitational waves, to clue us in to the dynamics of 
our ever-changing universe. ULTRASAT, an acronym 
for “Ultraviolet Transient Astronomy Satellite,” 

g ULTRASAT project lead Prof. Eli Waxman, above. Left, ULTRASAT will help observatories worldwide, 
including this one in Chile, ALMA, more accurately and quickly detect transient events in space.
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operates by detecting and measuring UV radiation 
emerging from deep space—transient signals that 
are remnants of cataclysmic cosmic events that 
occurred billions of years ago.

Galileo Galilei, the 16th century 
Italian astronomer known as 
the father of observational 
astronomy once wrote: “He 
who looks the higher is the 
more highly distinguished, 
and turning over the great 
book of nature (which 
is the proper object of 
philosophy) is the way to 
elevate one’s gaze.”  With 
their powerful new platform 
for observing the celestial 
events that gave shape to the 
known universe—events that 
continue to influence life on Earth 
to the present day—the ULTRASAT 
team at the Weizmann Institute is 
making a distinguished contribution. 

Nimble and 
prescient
Designed to do more with less, ULTRASAT is an 
affordable and relatively small satellite. According 
to its Weizmann creators, ULTRASAT will help 
hulking land-based observatories do their job 
better, by capturing transient event data over 
an unprecedentedly wide field of view, and 
broadcasting “coming attractions” reports that will 

help astronomers swing 
their telescopes over to 
where the action is.

“There are land-based 
observatories all around 
the world that do surveys 
of the night sky and try to 

catch signals related to short, transient events, like 
the flares accompanying the collisions of massive 
stars, that also lead to the emission of gravitational 
waves,” says Prof. Eli Waxman, the principal 
investigator (PI) who directs the ULTRASAT project. 
“But unless you’ve been focusing your lens in the 
right direction—something you’re unlikely to do 
because you never know when and where massive 
stars are going to collide—you will be missing the 
flare altogether. Our approach is different: when 
launched into orbit, ULTRASAT will observe and 
record cosmic events that we don’t know about in 

advance, then alert the observatories on the ground 
almost immediately, so scientific teams all over the 
world will be able to focus in, and follow events as 

they unfold.” 

ULTRASAT represents a 
revolutionary step forward for 

the astrophysics community, 
because it is capable of 

detecting and measuring 
the ultraviolet emissions 
from transient explosions 
minutes after they 
occur—not the days or 
weeks required by current 

telescopic systems. 
Continuously gathering this 

data in six-month increments, 
ULTRASAT is expected to 

generate a “discovery rate”—the 
rate at which celestial events are 

identified—that is 300 times greater 
than today’s technologies. “This will 
revolutionize our understanding of 
a wide range of explosive transient 
events, like the explosions of stars 
and the disruption of stars by massive 
black holes,” says Prof. Avishay 

Gal-Yam, deputy PI of the ULTRASAT mission.

High-flying collaborations
The timing of the ULTRASAT project is critical. 
The goal is to launch the satellite in time to take 
advantage of a planned international upgrade of 
the world’s array of Gravitational Wave Detectors, 
ground-based systems operating from both the US 
and Europe. 

This race against time just got a boost from a recently 
announced partnership between the Weizmann 
Institute and the Helmholtz Association of German 
Research Centers, a consortium that supports the 
advancement of science in Germany, and is one of 
the most important frameworks for the support of 
scientific excellence worldwide.  

The German Aerospace Center (DLR) is one 
of 19 member organizations of the Helmholtz 
Association, as is Deutsches Elektronen-Synchrotron 
(DESY), a national research center that carries out 
research in a wide range of experimental programs 
including particle physics and astrophysics. 
Weizmann Institute researchers have previously 
collaborated with DESY experts on the creation of 
advanced, land-based telescopes, a partnership 

g The father of observational 
astronomy, Galileo Galilei

1970s
Prof. Michel Revel develops beta 
interferon against inflammation, 
leading to the creation of two 
blockbuster drugs for the treatment 
of multiple sclerosis, Rebif® and 
Avonex®.
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that will now be even stronger, thanks to the 
ULTRASAT project.

“What excites me most when I visit institutions or labs 
is really smart people. And that’s why I enjoy being 
at Weizmann. If you want to cooperate, you must 
cooperate with the best,” says Prof. Otmar Wiestler, 
President of the Helmholtz Association, who recently 
visited the Weizmann Institute campus. 

According to Prof. Waxman, the international 
ULTRASAT collaboration is expected to expand to 
additional partners. The European Space Agency 
(ESA), with whom the Israel Space Agency (ISA) has 
been hoping to collaborate for years, is interested in 
making a contribution, and discussions are underway 
to define the nature of this involvement. 

Following the initiation of the WIS-DESY/Helmholtz 
collaboration in early July, and the advanced 
negotiations with ESA, the ISA and the Weizmann 
Institute agreed to start the full-scale ULTRASAT 
project in September 2019.  The satellite will be built 
by Israel Aerospace Industries and Elbit Systems/
Electron Opotics (Elop), while the data infrastructure 
and scientific operations center will be constructed 
and housed on the Weizmann Institute campus.  

g Prof. Avishay Gal-Yam, deputy PI of the ULTRASAT mission

The entire project will be jointly funded and managed 
by the Institute and the ISA. 

“The study of transient phenomena will be a major 
focus of astrophysics research in the coming decade. 
ULTRASAT will lead this worldwide effort, with a 
small affordable satellite constructed under Israeli 
scientific Israeli leadership” says Prof. Waxman.

“In addition to providing a platform for astrophysics 
discovery, the mission—which we are embarking 
upon in collaboration with leading industrial 
partners and agencies—will strengthen the Israeli 
space industry’s leadership within the international 
community, he adds. It will also have an educational 
impact, inspiring young Israelis to pursue careers in 
science and technology. September 2019 marks the 
beginning of an exciting and challenging mission: to 
put ULTRASAT in space by 2023.”

16–17
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Brazil in bloom
Mario Fleck and the blossoming of Weizmann’s 
Brazil friends

g Mario Fleck
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I
t’s hardly unusual to hear Portuguese being spoken 
these days on campus, a sign of the deepening 
ties between the Weizmann Institute and Brazilian 

friends. A driving force behind that partnership 
is Mario Fleck, an Executive Board member who 
will receive an honorary PhD in November at the 
International Board and who has spent a dozen years 
building a community of individuals whose friendship 
and philanthropy are making an indelible impact on 
Weizmann science. 

It is largely thanks to his tireless leadership that the 
Weizmann-Brazil Tumor Bank, a major pillar of the 
Moross Integrated Cancer Center, came to fruition. 
But the story of how a once-small collective of friends 
reached that milestone in philanthropy begins with 
Mario—and an orange. Actually, bushels of them.

In 1974, following the Yom Kippur War, Mario 
Fleck was fresh out of a mechanical and industrial 
engineering undergraduate degree from the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro. He 
had heard that Israel’s kibbutzim needed volunteers 
to work in the fields and factories because all Israeli 
men had been deployed in the wake of the war. So he 
flew from his native Rio to begin working in the Tapuz 
program, named for the oranges that the volunteers 
picked to keep the industry going. Among the many 
places he visited in Israel that year was the Weizmann 
Institute of Science, when a friend took him for a drive 
through the campus. The visit was brief, but like many 
experiences that formative year, it stayed with him.

Over the years, Mario became a lay leader in his 
Jewish community and beyond, both in Rio and in 
São Paulo, where he lives today. He worked with 
Keren Hayesod and his children’s Jewish school, was 
President of the Jewish Federation of São Paulo, and 
is today President of the CIP Community in São Paulo. 
He has been a mainstay of this tight-knit community, 
and it came naturally. His mother had been born in 
Brazil to parents who escaped Poland before WWII, 
and his father had escaped Austria on the cusp of the 
war, in 1936. 

Israel, too, was always part of his life.

“I am very interested in everything having to do with 
Israel,” Mario says. “The moment we understand that, 
as Jews, we are connected through our history and 
our future, is the moment when we understand that 
Israel must be a big component of our lives. I think the 
modern definition of Zionism for Diaspora Jews, even 
though we don’t live in Israel, is having some aspect 
of your life anchored in Israel.”

About 12 years ago, Mario visited Weizmann— 
35 years after his first drive-through, and this time 
with an agenda. He met with a series of scientists and 
brainstormed with leadership about how to reignite 
interest in the Institute in Brazil, building on a small 
group of friends that already existed. 

“I had a very warm meeting with Prof. Israel Bar-
Joseph [Vice President of Resource Development 
and Public Affairs] in which he told me that he was 
most interested in building a community of friends 
in Brazil—that funds will come in time. Immediately, 
I appreciated the level of excellence that was evident 
here, both in the science and in management,” 
he recalls. Mario returned to his country intent on 
learning more about Weizmann and finding ways to 
develop a growing circle of friends.

“From the beginning, our goal was to cultivate a circle 
of people who know about the Institute, are curious 
about its science, and want to affiliate themselves 
with excellence,” says Mario.

“The Brazilian Society was a combination of 
teamwork, including with partners at the Institute and 
leaders in Brazil, and a great product—science—
which is leading to results that we had never dreamt 
of,” says Weizmann Latin American CEO Dany Schmit. 
“Without a doubt, Mario’s PhD honoris causa is 
highly deserved.”

A special kind of energy
Although trained as an engineer, Mario Fleck 
went into business consulting, with Accenture; he 
then joined Rio Bravo Investments, one of the top 
independent asset management companies in 
the Brazilian financial market. There, he served as 

18–19

F A L L  2 0 1 9 WeizmannMAGAZINE

Spotlight On



למדע ויצמן  מכון 

W
E

IZ
M

A
N

N
 

M
IL

E
S

T
O

N
E

S

CEO until the company’s acquisition by a Chinese 
conglomerate. He is now an independent investor.

But perhaps his most passionate investment in the 
last decade-plus has been the Weizmann Institute. As 
a first step toward building a community of friends, 
Mario brought together his own friends for periodic 
meetings in his home, which he shares with his wife 
and committed companion Angela Brandão. He 
asked those guests who were physicians or scientists 
to educate the others on their area of expertise. His 
second step was to host Weizmann scientists for 
such gatherings, when they came to South America 
for meetings or conferences. 

“Over two years of friend-building, we met with 
impressive scientists and became very excited about 
Weizmann,” he says. “Then we decided we were 
ready: it was time to support a project.”

Given the interest and focus on the environment 
and alternative energy in Brazil, the group decided 
to establish the Brazil-Israel Alternative Energy 
Fund to support Weizmann research on energy. 
The project, led by Prof. David Cahen of the 
Department of Materials and Interfaces, advanced a 
series of research avenues and also created a strong 
foundation of important work (which, importantly, 
later caught the interest of a major American 
foundation, the Helmsley Charitable Trust, which 
stepped forward with a major gift to continue to 
advance the field). 

The group also began to support five outstanding 
Brazilian high school graduates per year to attend the 
Dr. Bessie F. Lawrence Summer Science Institute at 
Weizmann every July, through a competitive selection 
process. It became a flagship project of what by then 
was the formal Brazilian Friends of the Weizmann 

Institute, which, to 
date, has supported 
70 youth, mostly 
non-Jews. Mario did 
this in partnership with 
Prof. Regina Markus, 

a scientist from the University of São Paulo who 
became a member of the Brazilian Friends.

“Most of these kids barely knew how 
to locate Israel on a map 

before they went,” 
says Mario. “But 

they come 
back as 

lifetime ambassadors for Israel, and for the Weizmann 
Institute.” 

At some point along the way, Weizmann scientists 
traveling anywhere in South America knew that no 
trip was complete without a stop in Brazil. “I made 
sure that no Weizmann scientist would go to our 
corner of the world without visiting Brazil,” says 
Mario, who also uses his network to ensure Brazilian 
government officials travel to Israel and visit the 
campus. “Today, we have the most pro-Israel 
government in Brazil that there has ever been, and 
we must leverage that.” Meanwhile, Weizmann 
leadership began making regular trips to Brazil as 
well, meeting with a burgeoning group of individuals 
who were enthusiastic about deepening ties. 

Ramping up
The second major project for the Brazilian Friends 
came in the form of a collaboration with Albert 
Einstein Medical Center in Rio, and the University of 
São Paulo. Sitting in a drawer at Einstein was an old 
formal cooperation agreement with Weizmann, but it 
was in name only. A group of friends led by Roberto 
and Renata Ruhman jump-started a collaboration 
by funding a series of joint projects. One was on a 
subtype of muscular dystrophy—with Prof. Maya 
Schuldiner from the Department of Molecular 
Genetics leading on the Weizmann side—and 
another used embryonic human lung tissue to repair 
damaged lungs, led by Prof. Yair Reisner of the 
Department of Immunology. 

Then, when the Institute announced its plans 
several years ago to launch the $120 million Moross 
Integrated Cancer Center to bring the vast range of 
cancer research initiatives under one roof, Brazilian 
friends stepped forward, committing to raise 
$10 million for a major pillar. The Weizmann-Brazil 
Tumor Bank would be a repository of tumors which 
scientists working in all areas of cancer could 
utilize to further their studies, and it would be led 
by Prof. Yardena Samuels from the Department of 
Molecular Cell Biology, an expert in melanoma who 
also runs the EKARD Institute for Cancer Diagnosis 
Research within the Moross ICC.

“My mother died of cancer, and my father had 
prostate cancer,” says Mario. “Cancer is something 
that scares everybody. The idea that one day 
cancer could be transformed into a chronic disease 
rather than a deadly one—and that we could be 
a part of making this happen—was incredibly 
appealing to us. But initially, it felt too big for us. 
Moreover, the Brazilian economy isn’t good, and 

1977
Prof. Adi Shamir and MIT colleagues 
develop the RSA encryption algorithm 
and others that allow secure online 
banking and other Internet transactions
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we have a Jewish community of 120,000 people 
with many needs, so there is a lot of competition for 
philanthropic funds.”

But they went for it. And over the last several years, 
donors, both Jewish and non-Jewish, came on 
board, creating what is now an active and involved 
community of philanthropists and other friends that 
are advancing Weizmann’s profile in Brazil.

Says Prof. Moshe Oren, Director of the Moross 
Integrated Cancer Center: “The Weizmann-Brazil 
Tumor Bank offers Weizmann Institute cancer 
researchers a unique opportunity—a rarity in 
the world. It will enable multiple researchers with 
different and complementary expertise to obtain and 
integrate extensive molecular and biological data on 
the same individual tumors, making the sum much 
bigger than its different parts.” 

Meanwhile, as more Brazilians learned about the 
diversity of scientific areas at the Institute, they began 
seeking out areas that spoke to them, and supporting 
them individually. Among the projects they have 
supported is a collaboration with MIT; a chair for 
Prof. Alon Chen of the Department of Neurobiology 

and the Institute’s President-elect; and collaborations 
with FAPESP, the São Paulo Research Association.

None of this would have happened without the 
impact of a visit on campus, notes Mario. “I made 
sure that all the Brazilians I know who were active 
in the community and who were planning a visit to 
Israel would visit Weizmann.” Mario and Angela travel 
to Israel four times a year. (Mario has two children, 
Michel and Debora, and three grandchildren).

“I believe that it is the obligation of Diaspora Jews to 
do three things,” he says. “First, if you are an investor, 
invest in Israeli companies. Second, travel to Israel 
and spend money here. Third, do philanthropy. Even 
if you don’t have much money to spend, spend it a 
modest way and spend it in Israel. Open the gates 
and set an example, and others will follow. Strengthen 
the ties between Israel and Diaspora Jews. And do 
this all, even if you don’t agree with the politics. This 
isn’t about politics. It’s about the arc of history.”

Though the Tumor Bank fundraising project is 
complete, Brazilian friends are hardly taking a 
break. Says Mario, “Now we are asking ourselves: 
What’s next?”

g Prof. Yardena Samuels, director of the Weizmann-Brazil Tumor Bank and the EKARD Institute for Cancer 
Diagnosis Research

“I think the modern definition of Zionism for Diaspora Jews... 
is having some aspect of your life anchored in Israel,” says 
Mario Fleck.

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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T
he promise of personalized medicine—an approach in which the 
treatment of disease is customized, based on an individual’s genetic 
profile—is fueling progress in research labs all over the world, and is 

of particular importance for the study of cancer. This is because cancer, 
once believed to be a single disease, is now widely understood as a range 
of conditions that play out differently in individual patients. 
Weizmann cancer researchers recently received 
a boost to their efforts to understand cancer’s 
diversity, with the purchase and implementation of 
a major addition to the Institute’s instrumentation 
infrastructure: a robotically controlled freezer and 
storage system, capable of carefully managing 
the use of some 150,000 individual cancer tissue 
samples. The freezer, which is the size of a sprawling 
walk-in closet, will augment the capabilities of the 
Weizmann-Brazil Tumor Bank, a core facility within 
the Moross Integrated Cancer Center. 

“Managing the complex data that emerges from 
the study of cancer is an extremely challenging 
task,” says Prof. Yardena Samuels, a member of the 
Department of Molecular Cell Biology who serves 
as Director of both the Weizmann-Brazil Tumor Bank 

and the EKARD Institute for 
Cancer Diagnosis Research 
at the Moross ICC. “We’ve 
optimized the system with 
original software that allows 

us to track every tube, histology cassette, and slide 
that comes in contact with a particular tumor sample, 
and also links this information to the chips used for 
tagging animal models. This makes it possible to 
maintain clear, fail-safe communication between 
different laboratory groups who make use of the 
same tumor sample—an essential step in promoting 
truly integrated cancer research.”

The Weizmann-Brazil Tumor Bank was established 
by a group of Brazilian philanthropists under the 
leadership of Mario Fleck, longtime President of 
the Brazil Society of Friends, who, in November, will 
receive the Institute’s PhD honoris causa. The Tumor 
Bank offers a wide range of tissue-handling and 
experimental technologies that have become a vital 
bridge to cancer-related discoveries emerging in 
laboratories across the Institute campus. 

A patient-specific approach
Although a relatively new facility, the Weizmann-
Brazil Tumor Bank has already contributed to 
important advances that may help more cancer 
patients get the personalized treatment they need. 

Recent research conducted by Prof. Samuels and 
her colleagues has generated new hope for an 
effective, patient-specific approach to the clinical 
treatment of melanoma. She has identified surface 
peptides (called “neo-antigens”) that are highly 
specific to melanoma cells, making it possible to 
selectively activate the immune system to combat 
them. In laboratory experiments, the Samuels team 
was able to identify neo-antigens—and the immune 
system T cells primed to respond to them—with 
enormous efficiency, successfully killing 90% of 
melanoma cells targeted in cell culture, and in mice, 
while leaving healthy cells untouched. 

1980
Yeda establishes Israel’s 
first biotech company, 
Biotechnology General

Weizmann-Brazil 
Tumor Bank
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This new method sheds light on a possible pathway 
toward personalized cancer immunotherapy 
capable of matching the treatment to the specific 
type of tumor, as well as to a specific stage of tumor 
development. Moreover, the neo-antigen profiles 
that Prof. Samuels discovered could potentially 
aid in the design of drug compounds capable of 
stimulating T cells to destroy not just an individual 
patient’s primary tumor, but metastasized, secondary 
malignancies as well.

Targeting lung cancer
Another recent project that utilized Tumor Bank 
technology contributed to a discovery that could 
help solve a significant problem in the treatment of 
lung cancer: the fact that many lung cancer patients 
develop resistance, over time, to a category of 
cancer immunotherapy drugs called tyrosine kinase 
inhibitors, or TKIs. 

TKIs fight cancer by blocking the action of 
enzymes—called tyrosine kinases—that are 
abnormally active in some types of cancer cells, 
and contribute to the growth of certain types of lung 
tumors. However, the benefit of such treatment can 
be fleeting; after less than a year, the cancer can 
recur. 

A recent investigation led by Prof. Yosef Yarden of the 
Department of Biological Regulation demonstrated 
that, by administering tyrosine kinase inhibitors 
together with other types of immunotherapy 
medication, it is possible to forestall the emergence 
of TKI drug resistance. The study was carried out 
under the supervision of Dr. Donatella Romaniello, a 
postdoctoral researcher in the Yarden lab. 

To reach these findings, the scientists made use of 
something available at the Weizmann-Brazil Tumor 
Bank: a patient-derived xenograft (PDX) model of 
human lung cancer. In PDX technology, human tumor 
samples are implanted into specially engineered 
mice. This technique allows scientists to observe 
the tumor in a living system, and achieve findings 
that might not have been discovered using isolated 
cancer cells and tissues.

With the PDX studies, Prof. Yarden and his team 
identified a drug combination that blocks the 
emergence of TKI resistance in lung cancer, thereby 
reducing tumor regrowth. The scientists plan to 
test this new drug protocol in human clinical trials. 
If successful, the team’s work could lead to a new 
standard of care for this type of lung cancer.

The Yarden lab’s achievement also has implications 
for improving future treatments for HER2-positive 
breast cancer, a particularly aggressive and 
hard-to-treat tumor type. This is because one of 
the drugs used in combination in the lung cancer 
study targets the genetic mutation associated with 
HER2. Prof. Yarden and his team plan to explore this 
additional avenue of cancer research in the future.

Propelling research 
forward
The PDX models available through the Weizmann-
Brazil Tumor Bank are propelling cancer science 
forward, but developing such models is a long 
and expensive process. To accelerate the further 
integration of this technology into the day-to-day 
work of Weizmann scientists, the Tumor Bank 
is initiating a collaboration with EuroPDX—a 
consortium of institutions who exchange PDX models 
in order to avoid duplication, as well as speed the 
pace of research discovery.

Under the direction of Prof. Sima Lev of the 
Department of Molecular Cell Biology, the Tumor 
Bank is working on gaining access to particular PDX 
models—particularly models that bear a hard-to-treat 
tumor type called “triple negative” breast cancer. 
Such models will form the basis of new studies by 
Weizmann Institute scientists, as they search for more 
effective, and more personalized treatments.

“Managing the complex data that emerges from the study of cancer is 
an extremely challenging task,” says Prof. Yardena Samuels.
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“I believe that w
e have done good 

practical 

work… I feel that on t
he whole the stan

dard 

of our publicatio
n is high, and ou

r papers have 

always been accep
ted in the best j

ournals of 

England and Ameri
ca.

Trial and Error: The autobiography of Chaim Weizmann 

(Harper & Brothers Publishers, New York, 1949), page 449

“… this striving for practical achievements 
[must] be accompanied by discovery of knowledge 
for its own sake. The union of these two 
ideals – knowledge for its fruit-bearing 
quality, and knowledge for its light-bearing 
quality – will, I think, determine the success 
of the Institute.”

Israel Sieff to Dr. Chaim Weizmann
March 13, 1934
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“[…] I belie
ve we cou

ld build 
up a gene

ration 

of people
 who woul

d be the 
pioneers 

of a grea
t 

industria
l develop

ment in P
alestine 

[…] and 

this is t
he purpos

e of this
 Institute

 […]”

Dr. Chaim Weizmann

July 11,1941

“May this place become a leading scientific 
center renowned, not only in this country, but 
all over the world.”

Address of Dr. Chaim Weizmann at the cornerstone-laying ceremony for the Sieff Building
April 12, 1933

“… We shall dr
aw inspirati

on from the 
visits 

of distingui
shed men of 

science from
 abroad, 

and again we
 shall try t

o send some 
of our 

own younger 
scientists o

ut into the 
centers 

of progress 
and advancem

ent of scien
ce. 

We believe t
hat these tw

o complement
ary 

processes wi
ll renew the

 fountain of
 our 

inspiration,
 and we hope

 in time to 
establish 

a regular in
terchange of

 scientific 
experience 

and ideas.”

Dr. Chaim Weizmann’s address at the cornerstone-laying 

ceremony for the Institute of Biophysics and Physical Chemistry
June 3,1946

Today’s 
event –

 the de
dicatio

n of th
e 

[I]nstit
ute – r

epresen
ts the 

fulfill
ment of

 

a visio
n, the 

transla
tion of

 a drea
m into 

reality,
 it emb

odies t
he boun

dless d
evotion,

 

and the
 unremi

tting t
oil, la

bour an
d 

applica
tion of

 good a
nd loya

l worke
rs to o

ne 

single 
purpose

.” 

Address of Dr. Chaim Weizmann at the opening ceremony of the 

Weizmann Institute

November 2, 1949
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Passing the torch
A

s the Weizmann Institute celebrates a major milestone year in 2019—the 70th anniversary of its establishment 
by Dr. Chaim Weizmann—we are at the cusp of another milestone, this one in a change of leadership at the 
helm of the Institute. On December 1, Prof. Daniel Zajfman steps down as President after a 13-year tenure, 

handing the reins over to Prof. Alon Chen. Weizmann Magazine took the opportunity to ask Prof. Zajfman to reflect 
on his leadership years, and to chat with Prof. Chen about the road ahead. 

Prof. Daniel Zajfman
Q The new Nature survey, in which Weizmann 
was ranked #2 in research quality, indicates that 
the ‘Weizmann recipe’ is a good one: small but 
serious institutions are highly effective. What are 
the ingredients of the Weizmann model? 

A Excellence comes from the bottom up. We hire 
the best scientists, and then trust them to do their 
very best, without directing them. They have to 
believe they are working toward their own mission, 
rather than being directed by any goal—like 

‘find a drug for this or that disease’. We say: ‘just 
explore’—and great things will come out of it. We are 
also an independent institution, so even though we 
receive government funds, we are free to explore the 
areas that interest us. This is the basis for a serious 
institution, and a key reason that the Weizmann 
model is effective. Over the years, I’ve seen my role, 
more and more, as protecting the space and freedom 
of our scientists. 

Q Is there an ‘Israel model’? 

A What is special about the Israeli system is the 
lack of respect for authority, the instinct to challenge 
norms. This is critical in science, and Israelis should 
never lose this instinct. It’s not easy to manage 
the energy that emerges, and prevent chaos, but it 
should be appreciated and conserved.

Q Is Israel doing a good enough job retaining 
scientific minds?

A Highly educated talent is moving across the 
world, and America is a magnet. Europe loses many 
of its best brains to the U.S., Chinese scientists are 
taking positions in Europe and North America, and 
so on. So Israel isn’t alone in facing the challenge 
of retaining talent. It is true that a high percentage 
of Israelis living abroad are highly educated people. 
The question is, what is the impact of that loss? 
And the truth is, Israeli brains can be thought of 
as an Israeli export, and a representation of Israel 

abroad. At the same time, Weizmann is also a magnet, 
and we are successful in recruiting very talented 
scientists. 

I actually think our bigger challenge is attracting 
foreign scientists. Science must be multi-cultural, 
so that we get different experience, viewpoints, 
and questions infused into research. Israel has had 
successive waves of immigration which has kept the 
country diverse, but after the big Russian immigration 
in the 1990s, there have been no other major waves, 
and the country is slowly becoming culturally 
monolithic. So my fear is not so much that Israelis 
are leaving, but the bigger danger is that Israel will 
be culturally stagnant, and we’ll have ‘inbreeding’ 
in science.

Q You have had a hand in internationalizing the 
Institute: more foreign scientists, students, 
postdocs, international conferences and 
collaborations with institutions abroad. Is there 
more to do?

A Definitely. We have brought more foreign PIs 
(principal investigators) in recent years—from China, 
Japan, Germany, for instance—but we are competing 
for them with America and Europe, and we live in a 
problematic ‘neighborhood’ here in the Middle East. 
So we’ve made an extra effort to open additional 
avenues to internationalization. 

One of them is scientific partnerships with the best 
institutions abroad. We have formed collaborations 
with CalTech, MIT, Memorial Sloan Kettering, Institut 
Pasteur, EPFL, and various institutions in the UK. 
And many others. More than 60 percent of our 
papers have foreign co-authors—which is very high. 
Opening the David Lopatie Conference Centre has 
exposed our science to foreign scientists, and led to 
a huge increase in the number of foreign postdocs on 
campus. Once we saw the numbers rise, we opened 
the Gershon Kekst International House to help with 
all the needs of the international population.

g Prof. Daniel Zajfman, President (seated), flanked by his leadership team. L-R: Prof. Michal Neeman, 
Vice President; Shuli Geri, VP for Administration and Finance; Prof. Mudi Sheves, VP for Technology 
Transfer; and Prof. Israel Bar-Joseph, VP for Resource Development and Public Affairs
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Q Under your leadership, the Institute has hired a growing 
number and percentage of women scientists. Why did you 
make this a top priority?

A For the same reason that I wanted to internationalize. 
Because women are different than men, and they bring 
a different perspective to science. We understood that it 
was a loss to Israeli science—to science overall—that half 
of all graduate students were women, but women were only 
a small percentage of our faculty. We were losing talented 
women who weren’t doing postdoc fellowships abroad, and 
our Israel National Postdoctoral Award Program for Advancing 
Women in Science is trying to provide a remedy for 
that problem.

There’s still more work to do, but whereas in 
2005, 10 percent of our hires were women, 
we’re now at about 20 or 30 percent in any 
given year. If science were an all-male 
endeavor, vast potential for discovery 
would be lost. Investing in the careers of 
women scientists is a no-brainer.

Q Several of the major initiatives 
established on your watch were 
nationwide efforts, like the Nancy 
and Stephen Grand Israel National 
Center for Personalized Medicine, 
and the Azrieli National Institute for 
Human Brain Imaging and Research. 
What’s the value of reaching beyond 
our campus?

A When Chaim Weizmann created 
the Institute, he had a national 
vision—that the Institute would provide 
a backbone for the country. Our biggest 
national impact is in education: we 
educate a large proportion of Israel’s 
budding scientists, and our alumni work 
in key positions in high-tech, academia, 
and government. 

1980s
Prof. David Wallach elucidates the function of Tumor 
Necrosis Factor (TNF), a molecule in blood capable of 
killing cells and which plays a role in immune function; 
and, with Dr. Daniela Novick, discovers TNF Binding 
Protein—which inhibits TNF. These insights lead to the 
development of the blockbuster drug Enbrel® for the 
treatment of arthritis. Prof. Wallach’s later identification 
of monoclonal antibodies against TNF leads to the 
development of Remicade® and Humira®.
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And through the Davidson Institute of Science 
Education, the Schwartz/Reisman Science Education 
Centers, and the Department of Science Teaching, 
we have made a major positive impact on our 
school system. In the Grand Center and the Azrieli 
Institute, we are helping create data, make sense of 
it all, and make unprecedented insights in science 
with partners across the country, with hundreds of 
projects with other institutions underway.

Q Why is the Weizmann Institute involved in 
science education and literacy?

A If not us, who? There are many reasons we need 
to be involved. First, if we want good scientists, we 
need to start from the very beginning—elementary 
school. Secondly, we have a national responsibility. 
We are carrying out Chaim Weizmann’s vision 
for national impact, and I’ve always thought that 
the Institute should not be an ivory tower but a 
lighthouse. We see ourselves as part of Israeli 
society and therefore responsible for its progress. 

If we care about Israeli society and democracy, 
citizens need to be able to make rational, informed 
decisions about their future, and they can only do 
this if they understand science at a basic level. If 
you don’t know what a kilowatt is, or genomics, or 
how plastics affect the environment, you can’t make 
rational decisions that affect your life.

And we have made a big impact, for instance 
increasing threefold the number of high school 
students studying physics at the highest (5-point) 
level, with the help of the  Schwartz/Reisman Science 
Education Center. Science education is also the 
best local PR for the Institute, because it familiarizes 
Israelis with Weizmann. I believe there is no better 
investment than in education—it’s the best kind of 
fuel you can put into the system. 

Q What role has philanthropy played in 
advancing Weizmann science while you have been 
President? What is its role going forward?

A I’ve always approached philanthropy as friend-
building, and bringing people closer to Weizmann 
science, first and foremost. Philanthropy that benefits 
Weizmann is all about leveraging donor money to 
make advances, not to fill budget gaps. I believe 
our donors witness the transformative value. In my 
years as President, I have seen growth in the giving 
from the non-Jewish community, and major growth in 
Israeli philanthropy in particular. 

Weizmann donors are a special brand of people who 
understand that they are affiliating with excellence 
when they give to Weizmann. Weizmann resonates 
for our donors because it means giving to science, 
and if you care only about science and not especially 
about Israel, it’s still the best investment you can 
make. If you happen to care about Israel, then it offers 
double the satisfaction because you are building 
Israeli science, and strengthening Israel. 

We also are quite efficient, and our compact size 
makes us agile and quick with responding to 
scientists’ needs and keeping donors informed and 
involved. Weizmann is a treasure. 

Q What has moved you most as president?

A From the very beginning, I saw it as an 
opportunity to serve a wonderful community of 
scientists and employees. I don’t see it as the summit 
of my career but as an opportunity to work for a 
wonderful organization that helped me shape my 
own scientific career, when I started 28 years ago.   

It’s a responsibility that involves a lot of listening 
to the needs of scientists, grasping where science 
is heading, and helping scientists to achieve their 
dreams. It is also an opportunity to be exposed to all 
kinds of scientific (and non-scientific ideas). All in all, 
it has been incredibly rewarding.

“I believe there is no better investment than in 
education—it’s the best kind of fuel you can put into 
the system.”

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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Prof. Alon Chen
T

here’s plenty to talk about with Prof. Alon Chen, 
who enters office as the next President of the 
Weizmann Institute of Science on December 1. 

A world-renowned neuroscientist with a focus on 
stress, he has elucidated many mechanisms by which 
the brain regulates the body’s response to stressful 
challenges, and how this response is linked to 
psychiatric disorders. 

For six years, he shuttled between Israel and 
Germany, where until this fall he was a Director 
at the Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry in 
Munich, and served as a Head of the Max Planck 
Society-Weizmann Institute of Science Laboratory 
for Experimental Neuropsychiatry and Behavioral 
Neurogenetics. He has stepped down from that role 
in Germany to concentrate on his Weizmann lab and 
his new role as Weizmann President. 

Born in Israel in 1970, Prof. Chen received his BSc and 
MBA from Ben-Gurion University. He earned his PhD 
from the Weizmann Institute, and did his postdoctoral 
fellowship at the Salk Institute for Biological 
Studies in San Diego, where he was a Fulbright 
and Rothschild Scholar. He has just completed 
editing a book, Stress Resilience, which is expected 
to serve as a seminal textbook for neurobiology 
students and psychiatrists. He is the first incumbent 
of the Vera and John Schwartz Professorial Chair 
in Neurobiology.

Q You’ve spent your scientific career focused on 
the neurobiology of stress. And now you’re 
stepping into a big job. Aren’t you a little stressed?

A I think sometimes people confuse stress with 
excitement or focus. Stress is always a challenge to 
the body, but it’s not necessarily all negative. Stress 
challenges your emotions, cognition, and your body 
and at the same time it helps drive people to achieve 
great things. Sometimes stress simply helps us get 
things done. Becoming President is an honor and 
a challenge—one that will create ‘good stress’ and 
drive me to do things I want to do: be creative, and 
break boundaries. 

In neurobiology, when we talk about stress we also 
talk about coping. One way I’m going to cope with 

the responsibility of being President is to build a 
team that can truly support me. In addition to the 
outstanding people across the Weizmann Institute, 
I also will have four vice presidents, who—in addition 
to being outstanding scientists, ‘fluent’ in the world 
of science—are also superb managers, and we will 
work together as a cohesive team.

When people feel stressed, it often helps to 
sometimes take a step back and remind themselves 
what their mission and driving force is. In my case, 
I am passionate about ensuring science makes 
a difference, and I keep on going back to that 
wellspring of passion.

Q How will you balance your science and 
your leadership?

A First, naturally, I’ll reduce the volume of my 
research. Together with my lab at Max Planck, 
I’ve been mentoring and supervising about 
50 students, scientists, and technicians in more 
than 100 projects. In the near future all that will be 
reduced to about 10 people in my Weizmann lab, and 
we will be more selective in the projects we take on. 
I am now at a point with my own research interests 
where I’m ready to partially ‘zoom out’ and convey to 
broader audiences the importance of understanding 
the mechanisms of stress and its relevance in life. 

Q Please give us a small window into 
your research.

A During my PhD, I was interested in brain control 
of reproductive functions, and of bodily functions 
more broadly. Then I turned to stress research: I was 
intrigued by the impact of stress on human health 
and how it is related to pathologies like eating 
disorders, anxiety disorders, and depression. Stress 
is also a fantastic system to study how the entire 
brain functions, because when you are stressed, your 
brain activates many different systems, influencing 
emotions, appetite, anxiety, fear, memory, attention 
and locomotion. 

My lab has studied stress from a variety of angles, 
starting with the mechanistic aspect of genes, cells, 
and circuits all the way to studies in humans. This 

Q&A
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scope has allowed me to appreciate basic and translational 
research, and how they inform one another.

Q On that note, the Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry is 
the only MP institute with an affiliated hospital, in this case 
a psychiatry hospital. How has your work there enhanced 
your research?

A The added value for my research has been immense. 
There are two kinds of scientific approaches: bottom-up, 
research that identifies the molecules, genes, circuits, 
and pathways in animal models, and then takes 
those findings and see if they are 
relevant to humans. The second 
approach is top-down, where 
we first explore a medical 
need or a phenomenon in 
human, in health or disease, 
and then investigate 
its components and 
mechanisms and bring 
them to the preclinical 
(animal) lab setup. 
It is practical and 
effective to do science 
both ways.

Q What can 
Israeli science 
learn from 
German science, 
and vice versa?

A My lab at 
Max Planck is 
an amazing place. 
My German colleagues 
are very methodical, thorough, 
and the quality of their work is 
very high, at all levels—from 
technicians to principal 
investigators. Israeli 
scientists tend to dare more. 
They are boundary-pushers, 
risk-takers. And this is 
what enables exceptional 
scientific creativity. There 
is plenty we can learn 
from each other, but 
I must say I learned 
to appreciate ‘the 
Weizmann way’ of doing 

WeizmannMAGAZINE
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science even more. When I first set up my department 
in Germany, it was very quiet; I was the main person 
doing the talking. It took people months to call me by 
my first name. I’m leaving it much more Israeli than 
it was in terms of it being a more open atmosphere. 
Now everyone else is doing the talking, and I don’t 
have to say a word!

But there is still plenty for us to learn. I’m not a fan 
of Israeli hutzpah at all. I think we need to make 
sure to extract all that is good about hutzpah —
assertiveness, an ability to question authority and 
accepted beliefs, push boundaries — but leave 
behind the aspect of flippant arrogance, or what 
other cultures perceive as such. I learned this myself 
the hard way! During the first week of my postdoc 
fellowship in San Diego, I listened to a presentation 
by a member of my new lab group. When she was 
done, I raised my hand and very matter-of-factly told 
her that she was wasting her time with the genetic 
approach she has taken. The room was suddenly 
silent, and then she burst out in tears. I was in shock 
and felt terrible; in my eyes, I was being direct since 
I was trying to help her and save time and resources. 
But I clearly needed to learn how to say it better. We 
later on became good friends so I guess it wasn’t 
that bad.

Q What are you most proud of in your work?

A My students and postdocs. The fact that I was 
able to provide them with the freedom to explore 
their own ideas. I have my vision, but within this 
broad vision, they have the ability to go wild—and 
that has led to great things. Seeing them develop 
into fantastic scientists and explore their ideas freely 
makes me very proud.

Q What’s top on your agenda as President?

A First and foremost, to continue to recruit the very 
best scientists, and not only Israelis. It’s all about 
the people. Weizmann is ranked high globally, so 
there’s no reason we can’t recruit the very best in 
the world. They don’t have to be Jewish or Israeli 
citizens. I am a big believer in the Weizmann policy 
of hiring scientists solely based on their excellence 
and then providing them with all they need to do 
top-notch research. It’s not about positions, it’s about 
the quality of the people and science. We’ve always 

done this and we will continue to do this. I don’t care 
if a scientist is investigating a rare green lizard in the 
Amazon. As long as she or he is the best Amazon 
green lizard scientist there is, we should recruit 
that person.

I want to continue to promote collaborations with 
leading international institutions, which will help 
increase our visibility. We are a well-known entity 
in Israel, but there’s more to do overseas: our 
international name recognition doesn’t match our 
scientific prowess. Daniel Zajfman has always said: 

‘We should not just be an ivory tower; we should be 
a lighthouse.’ And I fully agree. To do that, and to 
push the boundaries of research, we also need to 
nurture translational and applied research, so that as 
many people as possible can benefit from Weizmann 
discoveries. So, even though we should never sway 
from our basic research mission, I also want to build 
new bridges with commercial partners. 

Q What role does, or should, the Institute play in 
Israeli society? 

A We are extremely active in science education—
we have made major contributions there, via the 
Davidson Institute and the Department of Science 
Teaching, and we should continue doing so. Our 
alumni have made a major impact on Israeli society, 
fueling this country’s economy, and are unofficial 
ambassadors for Weizmann and Israel everywhere 
they go. Of course, our biggest impact is our science, 
because discovery is the strongest engine for 
economic growth, and for improving lives. 

Q What kind of role do you envision the 
‘Weizmann family’ playing in the years to come?

A In every good family, relationships become 
stronger throughout the years, and the family 
branches out and becomes more diverse. Its 
diversity is also its strength. This is how I perceive the 
future of the Weizmann family. I want it to be bigger 
and stronger. I want people to be even more involved 
and engaged. But, like any good student, I’m going 
to start by listening and learning. A donor who visited 
with me recently said it best: ‘The Weizmann Institute 
is Israel’s best asset.’ I love what she said, and 
she’s right.

Q&A
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W
hen Haim Nakav, a masters student in the Faculty of Physics, needed a short break from his studies, he 
grabbed a few pieces of chalk and took to the chalkboards (yes, they still exist) and channeled his creativity 
into sketching the likeness of a few of the greatest minds in physics. Here he is pictured with his drawings in 

the library of the Schwartz/Reisman Institute for Theoretical Physics in the Benoziyo Physics Building.

In this new Art & Science column, we’ll show you how the creative and inspired minds behind Weizmann science 
also express themselves in the realm of art and music.

Art & Science
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A potent 
future for 
stem cells
From reprogramming to creating 
new tissues and organs

Science FeatureWeizmannMAGAZINE
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W
hat exactly are stem cells—and what promise do they hold for 
human health? Stem cells are early-stage cells that have the 
potential to develop into any type of cell—which is why they are 

often referred to as pluripotent and can become muscle cells, blood 
cells, brain cells, and so on. 

The medical implications are far-reaching. Being able to take a group of 
these cells that contain the building blocks necessary to become any 

cell in the body creates the real possibility for scientists to fabricate any 
healthy tissue to replace damaged or diseased organs. With perhaps 

some of the most visionary and versatile applications in regenerative 
medicine today, a clear understanding of stem cells is now central 

in research on heart disease, cancer, bone marrow transplants, 
and beyond.

At the Weizmann Institute, scientists are opening new avenues in the 
study of stem cells, finding ways to reverse, suspend, or continually 

change cell maturation. Here are some of the research avenues.

Back to basics 
A key hurdle in stem cell research was precluding the use of embryos, 

and Prof. Yaqub Hanna in the Department of Molecular Genetics has 
been at the forefront of the worldwide effort to reprogram human skin 

cells to a stem-cell-like state.

After conducting his postdoctoral research at MIT, in one of the world’s 
leading stem cell labs, Prof. Hanna successfully created induced 

pluripotent stem cells (iPSCs)—reprogrammed mature cells that have the 
potential to differentiate into any cell type—from skin cells. Until now, the 

success rate for creating iPSCs has been around 10% and took between 
two to four weeks. but Prof. Hanna and his team figured out how to revert 

adult skin cells to iPSCs 100% of the time and in only eight days. This 
quick and efficient method was his unique breakthrough. This discovery 

catapults forward the efficiency of cell reprogramming into new, exciting 
territory and may eventually lead to major advances in tissue engineering 

and regenerative medicine. 

Currently, Prof. Hanna is applying these techniques to bring about 
personalized stem-cell therapies to men and women facing the 

challenge of infertility and has already successfully generated human 
iPSCs that could be nudged genetically to differentiate into progenitors 

of sperm and egg cells in culture in only six days.

Dr. Yonatan Stelzer, who did his postdoctoral research in the same MIT 
lab, has been working together with Prof. Hanna to create these efficient 

induced pluripotent stem cells and explains the process. “Stem cells and 

g Prof. Yaqub Hanna

Science Feature
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development are a one-directional progression, where cells acquire 
their fate like a rock at the top of a hill that has a lot of action potential,” 
he says. “Once it starts rolling down, it loses its potential and starts 
going down these bifurcated routes. The concept of iPSCs shows that 
we can essentially push this stone back up to the top of the hill so we 
can reacquire all its decisions again.”

How does a stem cell differentiate?
Cells have the potential to become one of 220 types in the body—but 
they all begin as stem cells. What determines their fate?

Stem cell differentiation and cell-fate decisions are shaped by complex 
layers of epigenetic modifications that specify, memorize, and 
modulate functional embryonic programs. Epigenetics deals with how, 
and in which cell type, specific genes are expressed—whether they 
are active or inactive. Using his postdoc research where he created a 
synthetic sensor that, for the first time, allowed for the visualizing of 
epigenetic changes as they occur in real time, Dr. Stelzer, a member 
of the Department of Molecular Cell Biology, is currently focusing on 
single-cell level phenomenological characterization of embryonic 
cell-fate decisions to understand how epigenetics play essential and 
instructive roles during these fundamental processes.  

By decoding how cells differentiate on an epigenetic level, he hopes 
to learn how this key process can go awry, and lead to diseases 
and cancer. Building on knowledge gained from normal embryonic 
development, Dr. Stelzer will be able to program stem cells into 
different cell types, which potentially has monumental implications for 
regenerative medicine.

In the Department of Biological Regulation, Prof. Atan Gross has been 
exploring this question from a different direction. Studying MTCH2, 
a protein he discovered over a decade ago, Prof. Gross and his 
team found that when stem cells had a copy of the so-called “Mitch” 
gene, its mitochondria fused together at a high rate, creating larger 
mitochondrial structures. 

The elongated mitochondrial cells proceeded to differentiate. 
Conversely, in stem cells that they genetically engineered to lack the 
gene, the mitochondria did not fuse as frequently, and remained in a 
stem cell state as a result. Being able to control whether or not a stem 
cell differentiates into a mature cell by modulating its mitochondrial 
morphology and metabolism presents scientists with new possibilities, 
offering a major step forward in this field.

Is a stem cell’s fate set in stone? 
Until now, scientists have assumed that these differentiated cells acted 
as any other—once the stem cell has matured, its transformation is 
over and its makeup set. Prof. Shalev Itzkovitz recently discovered 
that, in fact, this is not the case: they can keep changing. A member 

g Dr. Yonatan Stelzer

g Prof. Atan Gross

of the Department of Molecular 
Cell Biology, Prof. Itzkovitz has 
been studying the hundreds of 
millions of new cells that are born 
every day in the small intestine. 
Traveling up the surface of small 
stalagmite-like protrusions on the 
inner intestinal wall called the villi, 
these cells have a lifespan of four 
days before reaching the villi tip 
and being discarded.

Using a sequencing method called 
“laser capture” to create a detailed 
map of these cells, Prof. Itzkovitz 
found that as the cells travel up the 
villi, they continue to differentiate 
in order to fulfill different functions 
based on their location. Continuing 
to explore this discovery and 

1996

The blockbuster drug Copaxone® for the treatment of multiple sclerosis, 
developed by Prof. Michael Sela, Prof. Ruth Arnon, and Dr. Dvora 
Teitelbaum, is approved by the FDA.
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analyzing the difference between healthy and diseased gene 
expression with regard to cell location in the villi may shed light on what 
causes inflammatory bowel diseases.

These findings have an impact on more than just the small intestine. 
The sequencing methods developed by Prof. Itzkovitz’s research team 
can be applied to creating detailed atlases of cells in various body 
tissues, and even in tumors.

A whole new era of medicine is being made possible through stem 
cell research. By learning how to reprogram human cells, scientists 
are hoping to create a method where the body cures itself, rather than 
relying on external and often ineffective medications.

Do stem cells have internal clocks?
Stem cells in the bone marrow replenish the blood daily with billions 
of short-lived mature blood and immune cells. Research conducted 
by Prof. Tsvee Lapidot has now demonstrated that stem cells retained 
in the marrow follow daily cycles of light and darkness. This discovery 
suggests that adjusting the timing of stem cell harvesting—or the 
administration of the sleep hormone melatonin—may help increase the 
success of clinical bone marrow transplantation protocols.

Measuring the levels of blood-forming stem cells in the marrow of mice 
over a period of 24 hours, Prof. Lapidot’s team found two peaks in stem 
cell production: one at 11:00 am and the other at 11:00 pm. They found 
that, during the daylight morning peak, large numbers of stem and 
progenitor cells were maturing, differentiating into the various types 
of mature blood and immune cells required for replenishing the blood.  
During the night peak, on the other hand, the majority of stem cells in 
the marrow were undifferentiated stem cells—a state maintained in 
response to melatonin. 

Because the night peak was characterized by a greater number of 
undifferentiated stem cells, bone marrow transplantations with stem 
cells obtained at night were superior to those with stem cells obtained 
in the daytime. Moreover, the cells engrafted the bone marrow of 
recipient mice more than twice as efficiently as stem cells collected 
during the morning peak. The scientists also found that pretreatment 
of the stem cell donors with melatonin for a few hours during the day 
increased the recipients’ stem cell repopulation potential following 
bone marrow transplantation. 

The findings of this study suggest that, in human patients, it might be 
possible to increase the success of transplantations by pretreating 
bone marrow donors with melatonin, or with other molecules found 

g Prof. Shalev Itzkovitz

g Prof. Tsvee Lapidot

“Stem cells... [are] like a rock at the top of a hill, with a lot 
of action potential,” Dr. Stelzer says.

to regulate the light and darkness 
cycles of stem cell production.

The team’s discovery may 
offer a strategy for increasing 
the efficacy of transplantation 
procedures performed on elderly 
patients, as people over the age of 
60 experience a sharp decline in 
melatonin production.
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Bridging the 
discovery gap
A new tech transfer program shepherds 
research projects into the marketplace

1999

Establishment of the Davidson Institute of Science Education
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D
eath Valley, in California’s Mojave Desert, is one of the hottest places 
on Earth. It’s also the nickname for the treacherous stretch between 
the point at which a scientist makes a discovery and the point at 

which a product—a drug or technology—is ready for commercialization. 
It’s an apt epithet: With most investors looking for a quick return on their 
investment for a sure thing, an insight from a basic research lab is usually a 
tough sell.
While examples abound of Weizmann Institute 
success stories of discoveries that evolved into 
therapies, devices and other products, the landscape 
for attracting investors has become markedly more 
competitive. But now a new program launched 
by Yeda Research and Development Co., Ltd., the 
Institute’s technology transfer arm, is bridging 
the gap between basic science breakthroughs 
and commercial application: the Innovation 
Development, Enhancement, and Acceleration 
(IDEA) Program to ensure that the most promising 
laboratory discoveries from the Weizmann 
Institute are translated into practical use—quickly 
and efficiently.

Weizmann scientists are credited with inventing 
amniocentesis, blockbuster drugs for multiple 
sclerosis, nano-sized materials and compounds for 
industrial and medical uses, advanced computer 
technology, and breakthrough data-storage options. 
Since 1959, Yeda has successfully promoted the 
commercial development of Weizmann discoveries, 
entering into hundreds of agreements with 
prominent investment groups and several major 
international corporations.

However, the landscape for commercialization has 
changed dramatically in the last 30 years. Engaging 
the interest of venture capital firms, pharmaceutical 
companies, and technology firms to invest in 

WeizmannMAGAZINE

40–41

F A L L  2 0 1 9



למדע ויצמן  מכון 

W
E

IZ
M

A
N

N
 

M
IL

E
S

T
O

N
E

S

so-called “high-risk/high-reward” projects has 
proven tougher and tougher. Commercial entities 
often consider new insights from the lab too early-
stage and of too-uncertain financial promise for 
consideration. 

The IDEA evolution
Yeda has experimented with various tactics to 
address the so-called ‘valley of death’ between 
academia and industry. The IDEA program evolved 
to bridge the gap by identifying new insights from 
Weizmann labs, and then systematically asking 
questions such as: What is the commercial potential 
of this finding? What experiments or prototypes 
would be of interest to a commercial entity? 
Companies also want to know how crowded a 
particular niche of the market is, what patents or 
additional knowledge are needed to prepare the 
science for “sale,” how will a company measure 
success, and what kind of patient population will this 
finding potentially serve.

IDEA is run by Prof. Eli Hazum, who has extensive 
experience working with basic research scientists 
and in the business world. Regularly shuttling 
between those two worlds, he is also Partner 
and CSO at Medica Venture Partners, and has 
previously served as Head of Metabolic Diseases 
at GlaxoSmithKline in Israel and as a CEO and 
consultant at several biotechnology firms. 
The program has a three-pronged approach: creating 
new intellectual property (IP), upgrading existing IP 
to strengthen the patent position, and developing 
and stimulating projects towards commercialization. 
IDEA uses a variety of business and financial 
analyses, handles outsourcing solicitations to 
contract research organizations and contract 
manufacturing organizations (CROs and CMOs), 
and recommends necessary pharmacological and 
toxicological tests. Prof. Hazum and project manager 
Dr. Neta Pessah work with the scientists to establish 
milestones and evaluate progress.

“The IDEA program really is designed to improve 
and broaden patent protection and shorten the 
development process towards commercialization,” 
says Prof. Hazum.

Stories of success
IDEA supports up to 13 projects per year, three to five 
of which are new. Following recommendations from 
Yeda’s business unit, or through an annual call for 
proposals throughout the Institute, proposed 

projects are first reviewed by an internal panel of 
Yeda staff, and then by an external panel of selected  
industry executives, as well as representatives from 
venture capital firms. In special cases, Yeda’s board 
provides an additional review.

Once the projects most likely to benefit from 
commercialization assistance are identified, the 
two-person IDEA team works with the relevant 
scientists and Yeda’s business and patent experts 
to build a development plan with designated 
milestones aimed at enhancing the project’s 
successful commercialization. Some projects may 
entail management by external industry experts, 
and Yeda’s Board of Directors may request quarterly 
status reports in certain instances. In this way, the 
IDEA program complements Yeda’s activities, leading 
to quick and effective commercialization.

“With IDEA’s activities, we aim to create a new 
framework for doing internal R&D that ensures 
that Weizmann Institute discoveries become new 
products that have real, measurable, and improved 
opportunities to benefit humanity,” says Gil Granot-
Mayer, CEO of Yeda.

A series of projects have already received investor 
funding after an incubation period under IDEA. 
Successful “graduates” include:

A start-up established by BioLeaders: 
Pioneering research by Prof. Moshe Oren and 
Prof. Varda Rotter led the way towards the realization 
that p53—the most important tumor suppressor 
gene—and mutations to it instigate a cascade of 
events leading to uncontrolled cell proliferation and, 
eventually, cancer. Newly developed p53-reactivating 
peptides and peptide-mimetics were shown to cause 
regression of very aggressive tumors in several 
cancer models. Unlike most conventional anti-
cancer treatments, which activate the p53 pathway 
and thus have little effect on tumors harboring 
mutant-p53 forms, the p53-reactivating peptides 
are capable of restoring its function. The goal is 
to optimize the peptide-mimetic drugs, which are 
more appealing to the pharmaceutical industry. 
BioLeaders, a Korean company, in collaboration with 
Yeda, established an Israeli company to develop 
p53 drugs, with an investment of $10 million. 
PIs: Prof. Moshe Oren and Prof. Varda Rotter, 
Department of Molecular Cell Biology

2009

Erbitux®, for the treatment of head and neck cancer and 
colorectal cancer, developed on the basis of discoveries 
by Prof. Michael Sela, is approved by the FDA. Two other 
drugs based on his research, Portrazza® for lung cancer, and 
Vectibix® for colorectal cancer, receive subsequent approval.
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On-Sight: A joint venture between the Weizmann 
Institute of Science and New York University, 
involving a system, method, and computer-
accessible medium for detecting anatomical 
anomalies via ultrasound. The objective is to develop 
and test hand-held ultrasound devices in humans. 
The company was established in 2018 with a seed 
investment of $2 million, and it is currently working 
to obtain approval for cardiologic use from the 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration. PI: Prof. Yaron 
Lipman, Department of Computer Science and 
Applied Mathematics

Antibody for treating age-related diseases: 
An early-stage project focused on the production of 
antibodies capable of tagging and targeting specific 
cell-surface markers that are present on cells that 
have stopped dividing (so-called senescent cells). 
The idea is to use these antibodies to eliminate those 
cells, as a therapeutic approach for age-related 
diseases, including pulmonary fibrosis. A start-up 
company was established by Explore Bio (a 
collaboration among M Ventures, Arkin Bio Holdings, 

Pontifax, and WuXi AppTec), and a licensing 
agreement has been signed. PI: Prof. Valery 
Krizhanovsky, Department of Molecular Cell 
Biology

Kiralis: A ‘chiral’ molecule is one with an 
asymmetric geometry, such that it comes in both 
a ‘left-handed’ and ‘right-handed’ configuration. 
These two mirror images often exhibit significantly 
differences in chemical behavior, despite being 
otherwise identical in composition. The technology 
is an outgrowth of a Weizmann Institute-Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem discovery involving the 
application of magnetic fields to separate out a 
mixture of mirror-image molecules, based on a 
property called chiral-induced spin selectivity. 
The goal is to develop a separation method that can 
be used to improve the safety and effectiveness of a 
range of chemical products, from pharmaceuticals 
to fragrances. Kiralis was established with seed 
investments of over $3 million from Grove Ventures, 
an Israeli VC. PI: Prof. Ron Naaman, Department of 
Biological and Chemical Physics

g Dreaming up good ideas: L-R, Gil Granot-Mayer, CEO of Yeda; IDEA director Prof. Eli Hazum; and IDEA 
project manager Dr. Neta Pessah
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Lighting the way
The Beck family’s leadership in Canada 
and indelible impact on campus

g L to R: Liddy, Anthony, and Cathy Beck

WeizmannMAGAZINE Spotlight On
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W
hen Tom and Mary Beck took a trip to Israel in the 1960s, they 
witnessed drip irrigation farming for the first time; they were 
enthralled and asked their guide how they could learn more. 

The Toronto couple were directed to the Weizmann Institute of Science, 
and made their first visit to campus. It’s an anecdote their children 
Cathy, Liddy, and Anthony heard many times growing up. “Mom loved 
the campus gardens and was drawn to the success story of Israeli 
agriculture, and Dad loved the science, and they didn’t look back,” recalls 
Cathy Beck.

“Having grown up during the war, they felt that 
everything could be taken away from you, but not an 
education. Weizmann spoke to him as an engineer, 
and to both of them as curious people. They loved 
the concept of basic research—asking questions, 
and not knowing where they will lead—because they 
were people who asked questions.”

Tom and Mary Beck went on to become enthusiastic 
and devoted lay leaders in Canada, helping establish 
Weizmann Canada in the late 1960s, 70s and 80s 
by hosting events and leading by example—giving 
generously to the Institute over many years, and then 
passing the torch to the next generation. Cathy Beck 
went on to actively lead the Canadian committee, 
serving as chair for six years, from 2010 to 2016, and 
is still deeply involved today. She is a member of the 
Institute’s Executive Board. Under her leadership, 
the community of Canadian friends of the Institute 
enlarged exponentially, and philanthropic support 
in parallel, mirroring—and even surpassing—the 
surge of activity during her father’s leadership a 
generation before.

Tom Beck passed away in 2016, and Mary in 2018. 
A testamentary gift they left to Weizmann was 
open-ended, allowing the Institute to determine the 
most appropriate beneficiary area. Together with 
Weizmann leadership and in a nod to the family’s 
historic devotion to alternative energy research, 
the Beck siblings chose to allocate it to the Center 

for Advanced and Intelligent Materials (C-AIM), 
and, within it, the Tom and Mary Beck Institute for 
Materials for Energy and Sustainability. C-AIM is a 
major flagship project that will nurture research on 
new materials, with an eye towards applications 
in alternative energy, space, aeronautics, and 
medicine, including new materials for storing and 
using energy.

Spotlight On

g Tom and Mary Beck at the dedication of the 
Solar Tower in 1988
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The Center will be named in their honor and it is a 
fitting legacy for a family whose name is virtually 
synonymous with energy research at Weizmann, 
whose footprint is felt across campus, and which 
has been foundational in what is today a flourishing 
Canadian circle of friends.

“Few families have had the outsized 
impact on the Weizmann Institute 
that the Beck family has had,” says 
Prof. Daniel Zajfman, Weizmann 
Institute President. “Mary and 
Tom were marvelous people 
with clear and sharp minds, 
warm and open hearts, and 
a special kind of dedication 
to the Weizmann Institute. 
These same elements are 
evident in Cathy’s personality 
too, and I often wonder if a 
complete sequencing of their 
DNA would allow us to find the 
Beck genes behind smartness, love, 
and commitment.”

Electric passion 
Tom Beck was born in 1926 in a small 
town in Hungary, where he lived 
until the age of 13. Uprooted by the 
advent of World War II, he and his 
mother, Theresa, made their way to England in 
1939. In London, Tom had an early lesson in the value 
of philanthropy: an anonymous donor sponsored 

his high school tuition. He became a top all-around 
athlete, and was a great student, particularly in 
physics and math. He went on to university and 
received a degree in high voltage engineering.

Meanwhile, his mother moved to Toronto to join 
her brother, and Tom followed suit in 1950. It was 

there that he met Mary—also Hungarian, 
from Pest, who had survived the war in 

a convent. Mary had immigrated to 
Canada in 1952, and they met a 

year later. “Dad was smitten by 
her, and his love never wavered 
for the next 60 years,” says 
Liddy. “They were so devoted 
to each other.”

Tom and his mother took out a 
$2,000 line of credit (which they 

never used) and bought a small 
business manufacturing electric 

cords. The Becks found a way to 
manufacture high quality, aesthetic 

products at low cost. In 1963, they 
bought Noma Lites (Canada) and made 
their foray into the Christmas market.  
Later renamed Noma Industries 
Limited, it quickly became one of the 
largest producers of Christmas tree 
lights in North America.

Tom and Mary worked tirelessly to build 
their electric lights and components business. Mary 
put her touch on every aspect of the business, paying 
attention to small details and the aesthetics. They 

g The Beck family at the dedication of the Solar Tower and the Canadian Institute for the Energies and Applied 
Research, 1988

g Prof. David Cahen, the 
first director of the Mary 
and Tom Beck Canadian 
Center for Alternative 
Energy Research
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also involved their children in their work—Cathy and 
Liddy recall driving around the city for hours with 
their father in the cold of December to check out the 
Christmas lights. 

In their business as at home, the Becks “had a clear 
sense of right and wrong, and they were ambitious, 
tough but fair,” says Cathy. “Just as they set high bars 
in their work, they also had high expectations for us, 
wanting us first and foremost to be independent but 
also giving to others.”

Cathy went to work for the company at age 22, 
eventually serving as chief executive (and later 
selling the company). Starting in her early 50s, 
she carved out half her week for philanthropic 
endeavors—a decision, she says, that mirrored her 
parents’ own paired commitment to earning and 
giving. Her first success story was keeping alive a 
local music school for underprivileged kids that was 
on the brink of closure, through a fundraising drive 
and strategic overhaul.

“Our parents talked a lot about the importance of 
philanthropy,” recalls Cathy. “They always gave—if 
you had a roof over your head and food on your 
plate you could afford to give. Philanthropy was 
second nature to us. Even when we got summer jobs 
as teenagers, Dad would ask, ‘How much of your 
paycheck are you giving to charity?’”

Tom and Mary Beck gave generously to dozens of 
organizations, but their biggest beneficiaries were 
the Weizmann Institute and the Toronto Symphony 
Orchestra (where Cathy is Chair today, and where her 
parents also held leadership positions). At Weizmann, 
Tom was a Life Member of the International Board, 
served as Deputy Chair of the Board, and served on 
its Executive Council and Executive Committee. He 
was President of Weizmann Canada from 1985-1990, 
when he was a moving force behind a series of 
collective Canadian fundraising campaigns on behalf 
of the Institute.

The Beck family has had an outsized impact 
on energy research at Weizmann—and given 
scientists the tools to revolutionize the field. They 
helped establish the Canadian Institute for the 

“It is difficult to overstate the value of the Beck family contribution to 
energy research,” says Prof. David Cahen.

g Tom Beck upon receiving his PhD honoris 
causa in 1991

Energies and Applied Research, a wide-sweeping 
entity that includes the Tom and Mary Beck Solar 
Complex; and the Mary and Tom Beck Canadian 
Center for Alternative Energy Research, part of the 
Sustainability and Energy Research Initiative (SAERI). 
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These initiatives provided the foundations for the 
alternative energy field at the Weizmann Institute, 
positioning the Institute as a world leader in solar 
energy research specifically, and it led to a snowball 
effect with a long stream of Canadian and other 
donors following suit to further bolster the field.

“It is difficult to overstate the value of the Beck family 
contribution to energy research,” says Emeritus 
Prof. David Cahen of the Department of Materials 
and Interfaces, who was the first director of the 
Mary and Tom Beck Canadian Center for Alternative 
Energy Research and the first director of SAERI. “It is 
in large part thanks to their center that fundamental 
renewable energy could get funded, allowing large 
and diverse involvement in energy research on 
campus. In fact, some five years after their foresight 
made SAERI possible, Google, in a study of its own 
efforts, reached the conclusion that without basic 
research we can’t meet the energy challenge.”

“Our parents understood the importance of alternative 
energy early on, long before it was popular,” says 
Liddy. “They saw the writing on the wall, and they 
invested in the future. He was interested in energy, 
and so thinking forward about alternative energy was 
not a major leap for Dad. In fact, our parents did a lot 
of things before it was fashionable; they were always 
five steps ahead. They were trailblazers.”

Leadership by example
It was only after the Becks began giving themselves 
that they began to involve their friends. “They led 
by example, and Dad had a way of bringing in his 
friends: sometimes he just called them up and told 
them matter-of-factly that he reserved a table at a 
charity dinner for them, and it was up to them to pay,” 
Cathy says. A 1988 Toronto dinner that Tom Beck 
hosted raised $8 million for the Weizmann Institute—
an unprecedented sum for the time—and the Becks 
provided a quarter of it. 

With that dinner, notes Cathy, “he launched Canada 
as a country that was never really on the Weizmann 
philanthropic map before.”

Tom received an honorary PhD from the Institute in 
1991. Cathy recalls how proud and happy he was at 
the ceremony. As they became acquainted with other 
areas of science at Weizmann, the Becks continued 
to find new ways to make an impact. Among other 
gifts, Mary established the Marianne Manoville Beck 
Laboratory for Research in Neurobiology in honor of 
her parents, Elisabeth and Miksa Manoville, headed 
by Prof. Ilan Lampl.

Materials 
of the future
Advances in new materials—with 
applications of all kinds—are on the 
horizon in the new Tom and Mary Beck 
Center for Advanced and Intelligent 
Materials. The Beck Center, to be housed 
in the planned André Deloro Building, 
will fund research that will identify new 
materials that can serve as energy sources 
and reduce our dependence on fossil 
fuels; electronic devices that can replace 
silicon and expand our computational 
capacities; and innovative devices like 
biomolecular computers that can monitor 
the body’s activity and induce therapeutic 
effects.

The Beck Center will fund research with 
an eye towards applications in space, 
aeronautics, and medicine—including 
medical equipment for diagnostics and 
nanoscale surgery, and prosthetics. 
The realization of this vision will not only 
advance materials science, but also place 
the Weizmann Institute at the forefront of 
international leadership in the field.  

Prof. Leeor Kronik from the Department of 
Materials and Interfaces will serve as the 
head of the Beck Center. Prof. Kronik has 
advanced the theoretical understanding 
of the basic microscopic properties of 
electronic, optical, mechanical, and 
magnetic materials in their composition and 
structure.
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When Cathy took over as Chair of Weizmann 
Canada in 2010, it was out of a drive to ensure that 
the entity that her father had worked so hard to 
build remain strong—and grow. “I wanted to see it 
thrive,” she recalls. “Over the years I absorbed my 
parents’ passion for Weizmann, and understood 
the importance of the next generation stepping 
up and leading. I happen to have been crazy 
about Weizmann starting in my 20s. It captured 
my imagination, and I wanted it to capture the 
imagination of others.” 

For the next six years, she worked hand-in-hand 
with Executive Director of Weizmann Canada Susan 
Stern to nurture what has become, indeed, a thriving 
community. President Prof. Daniel Zajfman flew to 
Toronto for the first gala Cathy hosted, and when 
she stepped down as Chair, he made a surprise visit. 
Cathy says the partnership was invaluable: “We have 
succeeded to make Canada a leading source of 
philanthropic support and committed friendship by 
people who truly care about the Institute and Israeli 
science, which I attribute to our support from the 
scientists, and mostly to Daniel.”

The legacy gift to C-AIM, the Beck siblings say, is 
a logical continuation of the family’s involvement 
in alternative energy research, “getting closer to a 
sustainable future,” says Liddy. It will be celebrated—
as part of a festive celebration of the longtime 
friendship of the Beck family—at the Closing Gala of 
the International Board in November.

“Giving to Weizmann is a way to maintain a connection 
to my parents, and it’s a piece of my parents that 
means something to me,” says Anthony. “Weizmann 
is more than Canada, Israel, or any other place. 
Science is a global enterprise, so Weizmann is a 
global enterprise.”

“We were lucky that we had our parents, and that they 
introduced us to Weizmann, and that they did so 
much for it,” says Liddy.

Cathy adds, “We have all had our ideas of what we 
want to give to, but when it came to Weizmann, we 
were all touched by it, and continue to be. We all 
recognize how important it was to them and how 
important it is to have a Weizmann in this world.” 

g Moment of lightness: L-R, Cathy, Liddy, and Anthony Beck at their parents’ home in Toronto
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All aboard!
The American Committee hosts Science at Sea

I
n July, a delegation of 52 American Committee friends and professional 
staff took part in Science at Sea, an unforgettable 10-day voyage around 
Spain’s eastern coastline. Aboard an elegant private yacht, the group 

met and traveled with seven pioneering Weizmann scientists and their 
spouses. As the ship sailed through the Mediterranean, stopping along 
the coast, the scientists shared their passion for curiosity-driven research 
in the areas of cancer, artificial intelligence, quantum physics, and more.
Participants set sail in Málaga, visiting picturesque 
island villages, historic sites, and breathtaking 
beaches, before disembarking in Barcelona. From 
there, they traveled by charter plane to Israel, where 
they spent two days exploring land—in the form 
of the Weizmann Institute. During their time on 
campus, they met renowned scientists in fields 
ranging from stem cell research to space exploration, 

heard from outstanding Feinberg Graduate School 
students, and visited the Davidson Institute of 
Science Education.

Participants of the Science at Sea adventure 
described it as a meaningful experience both on 
board and on land, deepening the partnership 
between scientists and philanthropists who share a 
transformative vision of the future.

g A Mediterranean cruise: American friends on the Science at Sea mission in Spain

2009

Prof. Ada Yonath is awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for 
deciphering the structure of the ribosome, the cell’s protein factory. 
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Weizmann World

The Jardín Weizmann recently underwent a renovation and 
new exhibitions were added. During the celebration, a new 
wall was unveiled, a gift of Mauricio and Joan Schwarz, which 
includes information about the Weizmann Institute. Speakers 
included Silvia Baum de Gerson, President of the Mexican 
Association of Friends; Carol Fastlicht Perelman, Director of 
the Jardín Weizmann; Marcos Metta Cohen, President of the 
CDI; and Dany Schmit, CEO of Weizmann Latin America.

Spotlight on Latin America

M
exican friends of Weizmann recently came together at the Jardín 
Weizmann de Ciencias (Weizmann Garden of Science) at the Jewish 
Sports Center in Mexico, for Jardín Weizmann’s 10th anniversary. 

Modeled after the Clore Garden of Science, it is the first and only fully 
open-air science museum in Mexico. It was funded by the Mexican 
Association of Friends of the Weizmann Institute in 2009.

In news from Argentina: In April, a team of 
young Argentinean students participated 
in the Shalhevet Freier Safe-Cracking 
International Physics Tournament on the 
Weizmann campus. The team, from the 
Instituto Politecnico Superior, from Rosario, 
Argentina, participated in the tournament 
thanks to the support of the Vicentin 
company and the Argentinean Association 
of Friends. Mathias Sielecky is forming the 
management of a group of young friends of 
the Association, which will focus on science 
education projects.

And in Brazil: Prof. Michal Neeman, Vice 
President of the Weizmann Institute, 
participated in the Brazilian Congress 
of Industry Innovation in São Paulo. 
The event was organized by the National 
Confederation of Industry (CNI) and the 
Brazilian Service to Support Micro and Small 
Companies (Sebrae).

Flavia and Claudio Bobrow hosted a special 
dinner to introduce the Weizmann Institute 
and Prof. Neeman to an enthusiastic group 
of women who are part of the Advanced 
Boardroom Program for Women-Saint  Paul, 
and their husbands. Prof. Neeman gave 
the audience an overview of the Institute, 
her own research, and the importance of 
advancing women in science.

g The 10th celebration of the Jardin Weizmann de Ciencias, 
Mexico
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g L-R: Annie Auerbach, Dr. Arabella Duffield, Dr. Meital Oren-Suissa, Hayley 
Sieff. 

Nearly 150 guests attended the lunch at the Design Museum in London, which 
was hosted by Dr. Arabella Duffield, Chair of Weizmann UK, and Hayley Sieff, 
Weizmann UK trustee. Two female speakers gave inspiring insights into their 
very different careers in science and design.

Dr. Meital Oren-Suissa from the Department of Neurobiology at the Weizmann 
Institute (a former recepient of the postdoctoral award) spoke about her 
research on sex-specific processes in the brain. Her investigations may have 
implications for understanding more about how conditions such as Alzheimer’s 

UK: From the brain to the brand

A 
record £135,000 was raised in May at Weizmann UK’s Women in 
Science lunch, held in support of the Weizmann Institute’s Women 
in Science postdoctoral program. The program provides financial 

assistance to talented female scientists conducting fellowships abroad.

disease, autism spectrum 
disorder, and depression 
affect men and women 
differently. “For me, being 
a scientist isn’t just a job,” 
she said. “It’s a way of life. 
I don’t shut off my brain 
after work. The thrill of 
connecting the dots after 
years of experiments 
can’t be compared to 
anything else.”

The keynote address was 
given by Anya Hindmarch 
CBE, Founder and Chief 
Creative Officer of the 
eponymous global 
accessories brand. She 
spoke passionately 
about how her work as a 
designer embodies the 
principles of creativity, 
craftsmanship, and 
personalisation. She 
gave warm—and 
humorous—insights into 
how she balances her 
successful career with 
hectic family life.

Closing words were 
given by Annie 
Auerbach, co-founder 
of Starling Strategy 
and author of a new 
book, Flex: The Modern 
Woman’s Handbook.
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O
n May 16, Weizmann Canada’s Montreal Chapter hosted a 
gala event dedicated to celebrating the generous partners 
who support the work of researchers at the Weizmann 

Institute of Science. The event, called “LIMITLESS,” hosted 
more than 300 philanthropic leaders and members of the 
Montreal community. 

Held at the historic Windsor Station, the dinner portion of the 
evening was held in a room transformed with floor-to-ceiling 
video screens showcasing immersive cinematography and 
highlighting research being undertaken in a variety of fields, 
including climate change. Dr. Einat Segev of the Department of 
Plant and Environmental Sciences was the feature speaker of 
the event, sharing her important research on the relationship 
between marine bacteria and algae with predicting 
climate change.

The LIMITLESS gala also provided attendees with the 
opportunity to support an area of research close to their 
hearts, encouraging them to invest in the future by becoming a 
partner in science for the benefit of humanity. The event raised 
major funds for the Institute.

Canada’s LIMITLESS potential

g LIMITLESS friends at the May 16 
gala in Montreal

I
n June, the Weizmann Young European Network (WYEN) 
hosted an event focused on artificial intelligence in Brussels. 
Attended by more than 80 guests, the event was hosted by 

Claude Kandiyoti, a WYEN board member, and was held at 
the home of Adnan and Diane Kandiyoti. Keynote speakers 
Dr. Danny Harari, from the Department of Computer Science 
and Applied Mathematics, and a Belgian colleague, Dr. Marco 
Dorigo, who heads the IRIDIA lab at the Université Libre de 
Bruxelles, discussed the new age of AI.

Bob Drake, President of the European Committee, and 
H.E. Simona Frankel, Ambassador of Israel to Belgium and 
Luxembourg, greeted the guests. Christian Tidona, WYEN 
President, addressed the guests and described the group’s 
mission. Also in attendance were board members of the 
Belgian Society of Friends, including its Chairman, Christian 
Hendboeg. This is the second time the Kandiyoti family has 
opened its home for a WYEN event.

g At the home of Adnan and Diane 
Kandiyoti in Brussels

Europe: Talking AI in Belgium 
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O
n July 4, the Collège de France Foundation, headed by Prof. Marc 
Fontecave, and Weizmann France held a first joint scientific 
conference at the Collège de France to promote joint research 

projects. Prof. Alain Prochiantz, Administrator of the Collège de France, 
warmly welcomed the Israeli delegation comprised of President 
Prof. Daniel Zajfman and Prof. Victor Malka of the Department of 
Physics of Complex Systems.

Prof. Serge Haroche, 2009 winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics 
and a professor at the Collège de France, noted the importance of 
developing international agreements and the opportunity to share 
scientific knowledge across borders. The research of Prof. Clément 
Sanchez, a chemist, and of Prof. Malka were showcased in two 
short films.

Maurice Lévy, President of Weizmann France, said that this cooperation 
between the two institutions is a fulfillment of the vision of the late 
Simone Veil, founder of the Pasteur-Weizmann Council and a Minister 
of Health in France. He recalled her description of joint research 
between Weizmann scientists and their French colleagues as “the very 
symbol of a dialogue at the highest level between scientists, for the 
sake of science and for the benefit of humanity, beyond borders.”

g L-R: Prof. Serge Haroche and 
Prof. Victor Malka

Australia: New projects 
for Garvan-Weizmann

T
he Garvan-Weizmann partnership continues to 
thrive, leveraging the strengths of both institutes. 
Three new joint projects involving eight 

researchers have been awarded seed-funding grants. 
Under the auspices of the Garvan-Weizmann Centre 
for Cellular Genomics, the projects will investigate 
the immune system in cancers that spread to bone 
and in rare immune diseases.

One, led by Prof. Ido Amit from Weizmann and 
Prof. Stuart Tangye from Garvan, seeks to identify 
new genes that are associated with LRBA deficiency, 
a rare genetic disorder that causes immune system 
deficiency including recurrent infections. Through 
single-cell sequencing, the team hopes to identify 
related genes, which may provide new leads for 
targeted therapy and may have application for 
autoimmune diseases and cancer. In a second project, 
Garvan’s Dr. Michelle McDonald and Weizmann’s 
Dr. Ziv Shulman will map the distribution and 

movement of plasma 
and cancer cells 
inside bones using 
3D high-resolution 
microscopy techniques, 
with implications for 
blood cancers such 
as multiple myeloma, 
which can spread to 
bone and lay dormant 
until they re-enter the 
blood stream and 
cause a relapse. 

In a third project, 
four researchers will 
develop new approaches to analyze whole-genome 
sequence data from patients with primary immune 
deficiencies. This project also aims to elucidate 
how genetic variants and disease symptoms 
are associated, with the aim of helping better 
diagnose rare immune diseases and providing 
personalized treatments.

France: Partnership with Collège de France

g Prof. Ziv Reich of the 
Weizmann Institute, flanked 
by Weizmann Australia board 
members Dan Bennett (L) 
and Bernie Stang (R), at the 
second anniversary event 
of the Garvan-Weizmann 
partnership in September
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Celebrating the Israel Prize

T
he groundbreaking research of 
Israel Prize laureates Prof. Dan 
Yakir and Prof. Adi Kimchi 

was in focus at a joint event of the 
Executive Board and the Israel 
Association of Friends in May.

Israeli TV commentator Keren 
Marciano interviewed Prof. Kimchi, 
who spoke about the connection 
between art and science, which, 
she said, are both driven by 
passion. In her youth, she was 
a ballerina, and had to choose 
between a career in ballet or in 
science. “When a person wants 

to achieve, he dreams and uses 
his artistic skills and eventually 
reaches the realization of the 
dream,” says Prof. Kimchi. “I was 
hesitant and uncertain when 
I was young, but I decided to go 
for science because I was curious 
and my curiosity challenged me,” 
she says.

Prof. Yakir described some of his 
first steps in his research, which 
involved ripping off the corners of 
newspapers that were sent from 
all over the world to the Weizmann 
library. In an innovative method 

that precluded the need to travel 
around the world to examine trees, 
he would instead examine the 
newspapers to determine which 
trees were used to produce them 
and use the corresponding dates of 
publication to identify the dates the 
trees were alive.

Marciano also interviewed the 
guest of honor Eyal Waldman, 
President and CEO of Mellanox, a 
supplier of computer networking 
products recently acquired 
by the California technology 
company Nvidia.

g L-R: Prof. Dan Yakir, Prof. Adi Kimchi, Shimshon Harel, Yael Goren-Wegman, Eyal Waldman, and 
Prof. Daniel Zajfman, at the event organized by the Israel Friends of the Weizmann Institute.

2012

Prof. Shafi Goldwasser wins the A.M. Turing Award for her 
breakthroughs in cryptography. Prof. Adi Shamir received the same 
honor in 2002, and Prof. Amir Pnueli in 1996.
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Making  
the garden grow
A remodeling of the Clore Garden of Science 

F
or the past 20 years, the Clore Garden of 
Science has encouraged hands-on, creative, 
multidisciplinary encounters with the wonders of 

science. Nestled into the campus of the Weizmann 
Institute of Science, it has become a favorite 
destination for class trips, for families with children, 
and for the young and curious at heart. It has also set 
the standard for innovative and engaging science 
education in Israel, and served as a model for other 
open-air science museums around the world. 

While the Clore Garden averages about 
120,000 visitors a year, the Davidson Institute of 
Science Education is convinced that, following an 

extensive makeover, the Garden will attract and 
educate many, many more.

This vision to rebuild the Garden of Science into a 
modern hub for all levels of science education will 
soon become a reality: The Clore Israel Foundation, 
a philanthropic pillar of the Weizmann Institute, 
recently pledged to finance this multi-million-
dollar endeavor.

While the facility will remain a largely open-air 
museum, maintaining its pleasant, garden-like 
atmosphere, it will be “rewired” for 21st century 
science education. The infrastructure will be 
expanded to accommodate significantly more 
visitors, and reconfigured to promote individualized, 
team, and group experiences, across different media 
and levels of learning. There will also be a wider array 
of exhibits offering advanced scientific encounters, 
in addition to the tried-and-true demonstrations 
already an essential part of the Clore Garden 
experience. Furthermore, the new infrastructure will 
be designed as a place to display and engage in the 
latest research being carried out in Weizmann labs, 
enabling deeper involvement of Weizmann scientists 
in the Clore Garden activities.  

Turning curiosity 
into adventure
The Clore Garden has served more than 1.2 million 
visitors since opening its doors in 1999, the majority 
of them students on field trips. The central focus of 
the Garden is to offer a meaningful and memorable 

g Architectural renderings of the future plans for 
the Clore Garden of Science
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science 
experience, 

and ignite curiosity 
around science. It has 

also been a vital resource and 
partner for Israeli schoolteachers 

from K-12. This fusion of fun and fact 
is what has made the Clore Garden one of 

Israel’s most popular venues for learning about 
science and a regular part of the country’s science 
education curriculum.

Building on this successful model, the renovation 
will broaden the scope of the facility to place more 
emphasis on biology and chemistry, in addition to 
the existing hands-on activities related to physics 
and ecology. New content will be chosen based on 
its effectiveness and accessibility in teaching new 
concepts in science. The expanded Garden will also 
allow for even more ambitious special exhibitions 
and events, with a greater capacity for attracting and 
accommodating larger groups.

The new facility will operate via several core 
components, working separately and combined as 
an integrated vehicle. Among the central elements 
planned to propel the facility into the future will be a 

Conservatory of 
Science (building 

off the concept of a music 
conservatory), where students, 

teachers, and scientists can share 
space, ideas, and expertise. 

It will also include a digital network of “curiosity 
points” to tailor tours to specific ages and areas 
of interest; a “Maker Lab” for experiments and 
creation; a pavilion for special exhibitions; a 
multimedia auditorium; and outdoor classrooms and 
amphitheatre. 

New ideas, 
cherished traditions
As this substantial overhaul is anticipated to take 
nearly three years, the facility will be closed for most 
if not all of that period. In that time, the remodeling 
efforts will also include upgrading and refurbishing 
the existing buildings on the site, to provide more 
display space with multimedia capabilities, along 
with the development of new educational content, for 
all ages and audiences, to complement the renewed 
structure. 

“The renovation plans build upon the cherished 
traditions and strengths of the Clore Garden of 
Science, while deepening its core values and 
upgrading its physical and pedagogical resources,” 
says Dr. Liat Ben David, CEO of the Davidson Institute 
of Science Education, who is leading the project. 

“Our ultimate goal is to establish a state-of-the-art, 
unique, ‘wow’ experience, that visitors will be part of, 
will want to come back to again, and will recommend 
to their friends.”
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A
s an investor, Steven Romick talks a lot about “inflection points”—those critical moments when an infusion 
of funding will make all the difference, providing a tipping point toward success. When deciding recently, 
with his wife Eden, to support the professorial chair of Prof. Ido Amit of the Department of Immunology, he 

took the same approach.

“Scientists have created a ‘critical mass’ of knowledge around the immune system and what it means for 
personalizing medical treatment for a variety of diseases,” says Steven. “Ido has led the way in this area, and 
supporting him at this inflection point in his career will, I believe, help him to leverage the work that he’s done 
until now to make some incredibly important breakthroughs that will have a major impact on health care.”

Fast friends
Eden and Steven Romick, and Prof. Ido Amit

Profile of a PairWeizmannMAGAZINE
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Several years ago, the Romicks established the 
Carol and Moise Emquies and Family & Eden and 
Steven Romick and Family Compound Management 
Laboratory at the Nancy and Stephen Grand Israel 
National Center for Personalized Medicine. Steven is 
an International Board member of the Institute, and 
he’s also a Board member at Cedars Sinai Medical 
Center in Los Angeles, among other philanthropic 
and volunteer engagements. Eden sits on the Board 
of Trustees of Brentwood School in Los Angeles. 
The Romicks’ latest gift establishes the Eden and 
Steven Romick Professorial Chair in perpetuity.

Eden’s and Steven’s intrigue with Prof. Amit’s work 
began when they decided to fund two postdoctoral 
fellowships in his lab, in a collaboration with the 
couple’s alma mater, Northwestern University. 
Prof. Amit’s research hit a chord with them, with its 
focus on the function of the immune system and 
its relation to cancer, neurodegenerative diseases, 
autoimmune disorders, and metabolism, using 
single-cell genomic sequencing technologies. Only 
recently has it become clear how deeply the immune 
system is involved in a broad variety of phenomena 
in the human body, and the Amit lab has been at 
the forefront of this field. In cancer treatment in 
particular, immunotherapies—drugs that target and 
manipulate the immune system so that it can better 
fend off cancer—represent a major, promising area of 
scientific and medical progress. 

“In coming to know Ido and becoming familiar with 
his work, I understood that Ido is the mechanic 
who is figuring out the immune system, and that 
through that, his research will have a diffuse and 
diverse effect on health,” says Steven. “His breadth is 
incredible. And it so happens that we share a love for 
biking—and he’s an incredible person too.”

Speeding to success
The two men have already done two major bike rides 
together—one near the Dead Sea, and another up 
Israel’s Mediterranean coastline. On their rides, 
Steven gets a report on Ido’s work, and they talk 
about fatherhood, music, and the vistas they relish 
as they speed past.

Most of all, on their common horizon is the 
anticipation of major advances in human health 
through basic research. In a recent study, Prof. Amit 
and his departmental colleague Prof. Eran Elinav 
identified and characterized a mechanism in the 
immune system that, at a time of excess weight gain, 
penetrates fat tissues and activates a protein called 
Trem2, which operates as a signaling receptor, as well 
as certain metabolic pathways which help protect the 
fat cells’ harmful byproducts. It’s a discovery that is 
poised to have major impact on treating metabolic 
diseases but also appears to have important roles in 
Alzheimer’s disease.

The research relies on a unique technology Prof. Amit 
was among the first in the world to develop, called 
single-cell sequencing, which homes in on individual 
cells and sequences all the genes they use for their 
activity. The technology, together with artificial 
intelligence techniques, enables scientists to peer 
into the most complex tissues and pinpoint each 
and every cell type, the pathways they operate, and 
their function. Much of this mapping was not on the 
scientific community’s radar until now and Prof. Amit 
is one of its greatest champions. 

If the concept of identifying a tipping point is one that 
appeals to Steven, he has found a like-minded friend 
in Prof. Amit, who sees the immune system as playing 
a role in jumping in to save—and heal—the body at 
key moments.

Steven and Eden Romick, who have four children, say 
they are thinking about the health of their offspring 
and of future generations when they give to scientific 
and medical research. “As parents, as an investor, 
and in our giving, we don’t need to be everywhere all 
the time,” says Steven. “But we do need to be there 
at the right moments, if we’re going to make a real 
difference. Ultimately, though, it’s the science that 
will make all the difference.”

Profile of a Pair

2016

Tookad TS-VTP®, for the treatment of early-stage prostate cancer 
and invented by Prof. Avigdor Scherz and Prof. Yoram Salomon 
with Steba Biotech, is approved for clinical use in Mexico, and 
later in Europe. The therapy is now being developed for  use in 
advanced prostate cancer, bladder cancer, gastroesophageal 
cancer, and breast cancer.

WeizmannMAGAZINE

58–59

F A L L  2 0 1 9



למדע ויצמן  מכון 

W
E

IZ
M

A
N

N
 

M
IL

E
S

T
O

N
E

S

Digitizing blood
Sara Levy Schreier infuses artificial intelligence into blood testing

S
arah Levy Schreier (MSc, 2013) has been on 
the fast track to leadership since she joined 

‘Talpiot,’an elite Israeli army program in which 
talented young recruits earn a BSc in physics and 
mathematics alongside their military training. 
Recognized as the top of her Talpiot class, she 
went on to serve 10 years in the Israel Defense 
Forces, managing cybersecurity units and directing 
technology development projects.

Such experiences could easily have catapulted Levy 
Schreier into a top position in high-tech, something 
she indeed eventually achieved. Before taking the 
leap, however, she decided to immerse herself in 
theoretical physics. And, she recalls, there was no 
place better to pursue this than at the Weizmann 
Institute of Science.

“I took some graduate-level courses while in the 
army, but realized that if I wanted to concentrate on 
my studies, I should wait until I finish my service,” 
she says. “The Weizmann Institute was known as a 
tough program, where physicists learned to solve 
really difficult problems. Even today—now that 
I’m managing a company and recruiting staff—
Weizmann is one of the most prestigious sources for 
physics talent.”

Levy Schreier is currently Chief Technology Officer 
for Sight Diagnostics, a company that has developed 
an artificial intelligence-driven platform for fast 
and accurate blood analysis.  The company’s first 
product, called Parasight, visually ‘digitizes’ blood, 
and uses digital microscopy  and AI to detect the 
presence of malaria based on visual characteristics 
like parasite size and shape.

Now, under Levy Schreier’s direction, Sight 
Diagnostics, in Tel Aviv, is launching a lab-grade 
system that delivers blood test results to patients 
within minutes rather than the usual days, enabling 
clinicians to quickly begin treatment based on the 
results of CBCs—complete blood counts, the most 
commonly used blood test. 

“Using a large enough amount of data, computers are 
now able to perform decision-making tasks based 
on patterns and trends that cannot be identified 
by humans alone,” Levy Schreier says. “Machine 
learning and AI makes it possible to collect new 
data from digitized blood, with huge implications for 
clinical medicine.”

She was responsible for assembling the ‘dream 
team’ that develops Sight Diagnostics’ technologies. 

WeizmannMAGAZINE Alumni



Weizmann alumna ranks #20 in 
Forbes Israel: Meet Prof. Yael Hanein
Born in Ra’anana to a family of farmers, Prof. Yael Hanein (PhD, 2000) never imagined 
herself becoming a scientific trailblazer. But this year, in a field typically dominated 
by men, she has made an indelible mark in the world of electrical engineering, 
earning the #20 ranking on the prestigious Forbes Israel list. A graduate of 
the Weizmann Institute of Science where she earned her master’s and PhD 
in experimental physics, Prof. Hanein is working to bridge the sizeable gap between 
biology, physics, and engineering by building small, complex technological systems 
that communicate with the neural network of the brain.

Traveling back and forth between her lab at Tel Aviv University and the WeWork office 
of X-trodes, the company she started and where she serves as Chief Technology 
Officer, Prof. Hanein is working to launch her latest creation: an upgraded version of 
electrodes in the simple form of a sticker. Unlike today’s electrodes—used to monitor 
physiological conditions—which involve cumbersome wires and elaborate headsets 
that can only be obtained from hospitals, Prof. Hanein’s device is compact and user-
friendly with readings as accurate as its predecessors. 

Currently, these electrode stickers are capable of monitoring sleep stages at home 
and physiological conditions like heart rate during physical activity. But the potential 
uses for this technology are far-reaching, extending into the realms of neurological 
and psychological evaluation. For instance, electrodes could be developed 
to measure a driver’s alertness or used on a brain-damaged patient to improve his 
or her motor control by sending electrical signals to the muscles. Prof. Hanein even 
believes that, one day, she will be able to monitor emotions and psychological states 
by reading the so-called “micro-expressions” in facial muscles.

Prof. Hanein is also the Vice President of Scientific Affairs at Nano-Retina, 
a company working to restore vision to the blind through retinal implant 
nanotechnology. Comprised of microscopic carbon nanotubes, these 
retinal implants enable the transmission of signals from electrodes 
to nerve tissue. The company will start human trials soon. 

She credits much of her success to her experience at Weizmann, 
under the guidance of Prof. Dan Shahar at the Department of 
Condensed Matter Physics, where she studied semiconductors, 
nanolayers, and the flow of electrical charges.

“The years at the Weizmann Institute were the most formative of my 
career, teaching me all the basic skills required in basic research 
while also providing a supportive and challenging intellectual 
environment,” she says.

למדע ויצמן  מכון 
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She also recognizes 
how AI advances are 
creating challenges 
and concerns.

“The data collected 
about every single 
person can be used 
to help improve our 
lives, but can also be 
exploited to threaten 
our freedom, privacy, 
and security,” she 
says. “When machines 
gain the capability 
to generate creative 
ideas faster and more 
effectively than humans, 
I believe there will be a 
real threat to humanity 
that we need to be 
prepared for.”

Providing solutions 
for such complex 
scenarios will depend 
on scientific knowledge, 
Levy Schreier says.

“Physicists are good 
at solving complex 
problems involving 
large data sets, and 
that’s why we need 
to be part of the 
broader AI discussion, 
alongside experts from 
other backgrounds, 
including the 
humanities,” she says. 

“As I continue to build 
my team at Sight, I’ll 
be looking for the kind 
of problem-solving 
skills I acquired during 
my training at the 
Weizmann Institute.”
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The Hon. Sir David Sieff

T
he Hon. Sir David Sieff, who passed away on May 
27 at the age of 80, was a dedicated friend of the 
Weizmann Institute who carried the torch 

of the Sieff family in its relations with the 
Weizmann Institute over decades, and 
whose family history is intertwined 
with the Institute’s very foundations. 
It was his grandparents, Israel 
and Rebecca Sieff, who first 
established the Daniel Sieff 
Research Institute with a 
magnanimous gift, together with 
Dr. Chaim Weizmann, in 1934, in 
memory of their deceased son.

Sir David served as a member of the 
International Board, and was Chairman 
of Weizmann UK for many years, and 
became Life President of the committee. 

Both Israel Sieff and Dr. Weizmann had been 
prominent Manchester-based Zionist leaders who 
befriended each other when Dr. Weizmann was a 
chemist at the University of Manchester and Israel 
Sieff and his brother-in-law Simon Marks ran their 
small family business, Marks & Spencer, which 
would go on to become one of the UK’s most 
successful retailers.

The events that would leave the Sieff family’s indelible 
imprint on the future scientific institution in Rehovot 
began in earnest in 1933 with an early morning walk 

in London’s Hyde Park. Striding next to each other, 
Dr. Weizmann and Israel Sieff deliberated on their 

shared vision of a scientific research center in 
the then-British Mandate Palestine that 

would generate new knowledge and 
bring prosperity to the region.

When the Daniel Sieff Institute was 
built and inaugurated—amidst the 
sand dunes and orange groves of 
Rehovot—it was one of the first 
public buildings in Israel to bear 
the name of a philanthropic family. 

The Institute was rededicated as 
the Weizmann Institute of Science 

in 1949 to honor Dr. Weizmann on his 
75th birthday and who also became the 

President of the State of Israel that year.

Israel Sieff’s son, Marcus, Lord Sieff of Brimpton, 
followed in the footsteps of his father both as 
Chairman of Marks & Spencer and as a lifelong 
supporter of the Weizmann Institute. 

Sir David Sieff, Marcus’ son, was a Director of the 
company, and the last member of Marks & Spencer’s 
founding dynasty to hold a seat on the company’s 
board. He was an Executive Director from 1972-1997, 
taking a particular interest in maintaining the high 
standards of “M&S” values established by his 
predecessors. 

In addition to his role on the International Board of 
the Weizmann Institute, Sir David was Deputy Chair of 
the Board of Governors from 1986-1995 and was the 
recipient of a PhD honoris causa in 1993. 

Outside of his business interests, Sir David had 
a great passion for horse racing, serving as the 
President of the Racehorse Owners Association in 
1975, a member of the Jockey Club and Chairman of 
Newbury Racecourse for eight years. As an ardent 
opera lover he was a long-serving trustee of the 
Glyndebourne. When the National Lottery was 
launched in the UK in 1994, he served as Chair of 
the National Lottery Charities Board for which he 
received his Knighthood in 1999. 

He is survived by his wife, Lady Sieff, his two sons 
Simon and Jonathan Sieff, and his sisters, the 
Hon. Amanda Sieff and Hon. Dr. Daniela Sieff, all 
of whom maintain strong connections to the 
Weizmann Institute.g Sir David Sieff receiving his honorary PhD 

in 1993
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In Memoriam

Prof. Yaron Silberberg: A leading light

P
rof. Yaron Silberberg of the Department of 
Physics of Complex Systems passed away in 
April, at age 67, following a long illness.

Prof. Silberberg was a world leader in understanding 
the special properties of light—specifically, ultrafast 
optics and nonlinear optics, also referred to as laser 
optics. His team developed an approach that utilizes 
nonlinear optics in microscopy to uncover details 
about the behavior and dynamics of molecules. This 
work has already helped biologists begin to study the 
subtle, dynamic changes in a molecule’s structure, 
in a perfect example of the important implications of 
physics in advancing life sciences research. He was 
the incumbent of the Harry Weinrebe Professorial 
Chair of Laser Physics.

“Yaron was a unique man: he was an incredibly 
good scientist—a rare talent—and he had no ego,” 
says Prof. Israel Bar-Joseph of the Department of 

Condensed Matter Physics 
and Vice President of 
Resource Development and 
Public Affairs. “He was just 
a few years older than me, 
but he was my mentor, and 
then my colleague and friend. 
Everyone loved him, and his 
personality just as much as 
the quality of his research 
drew students to him, and 
to physics. He trained 
generations of physicists 
and our physics faculty has 
benefitted enormously.”

Three of Prof. Silberberg’s past students have 
gone on to become faculty members at the 
Weizmann: Prof. Dan Oron, Prof. Nirit Dudovich, and 
Prof. Barak Dayan.

Andrea Klepetar Fallek: Friendship over the decades

A
ndrea Klepetar Fallek passed away in New York 
in May, at age 99. A supporter of the 
Weizmann Institute for more than 

two decades, she established the 
Fred and Andrea Fallek Professorial 
Chair in Breast Cancer Research 
for Prof. Hadassa Degani; 
its current incumbent is 
Prof. Debbie Fass of the 
Department of Structural 
Biology. Ms. Fallek also funded 
the Center for Experimental 
Physics, and was a Life Member 
of the International Board.

At age 98, she sat down to write her 
memoirs, My Story. Born in Austria 
in 1920, she moved to Yugoslavia on 
the eve of World War II. She survived the 

Holocaust while moving through Yugoslavia, Croatia, 
and Italy, but her first husband was killed. She 

stayed on the move throughout her life, 
moving to Israel in 1948, and lived 

in Argentina, Switzerland, and, in 
recent decades, New York City. 

She married three more times, 
and maintained a network of 
friends throughout the world.

A close friend who penned the 
preface of her book, wrote of 

Andrea: “Philanthropy comes 
with a mantle of responsibility 

and Andrea wears it well. She 
exemplifies what it means to give. 

It is not only that she is a generous 
supporter of the arts but that she puts her 

gifts where her heart and ideas live.”
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Ido Amit
Ș Adelis Foundation
Ș BLG Trust
Ș Estate of Ruth Drobnes
Ș Drs. Herbert and Esther Hecht 
Ș Carla Hunter and Andre M. Schub
Ș The Kekst Family Institute for Medical Genetics
Ș Helen and Martin Kimmel Award for Innovative 

Investigation
Ș Estate of Arthur Rath
Ș Rising Tide Foundation
Ș The Bill & Patricia Ritchie Foundation Limited 
Ș Eden and Steven Romick Post-Doctoral 

Fellowship Fund
Ș Anita James Rosen Foundation
Ș Steven B. Rubenstein Research Fund for Leukemia 

and Other Blood Disorders
Ș Sagol Institute for Longevity Research
Ș Estate of Simon Saretzky
Ș Thompson Family Foundation Alzheimer's 

Research Fund
Ș The Wolfson Family Charitable Trust 
Ș European Research Council

Ș Prof. Amit is the incumbent of the Eden and Steven 
Romick Professorial Chair

Roi Avraham 
Ș Estate of Leah Arbel
Ș Merle S. Cahn Foundation
Ș Estate of Zvia Zeroni
Ș European Research Council

Ș Dr. Avraham is the incumbent of the Philip Harris 
and Gerald Ronson Career Development Chair

Yonina Eldar
Ș The Benoziyo Endowment Fund for the 

Advancement of Science
Ș Estate of Manya Igel
Ș Olga Klein-Astrachan

Eran Elinav
Ș Estate of Myron H. Ackerman
Ș Adelis Foundation
Ș Estate of Bernard Bishin for the WIS-Clalit Program
Ș Leona M. and Harry B. Helmsley Charitable Trust
Ș Else Kroener Fresenius Foundation
Ș Howard and Nancy Marks Charitable Fund

Ș Pearl Welinsky Merlo Scientific Progress 
Research Fund

Ș Daniel Morris Trust
Ș Estate of Malka Moskowitz
Ș Aliza Moussaieff
Ș Park Avenue Charitable Fund
Ș Lawrence and Sandra Post Family Foundation
Ș Donald and Susan Schwarz 
Ș Yael and Rami Ungar
Ș The Hanna and Dr. Ludwik Wallach Cancer 

Research Fund
Ș European Research Council

Ș Prof. Elinav is the incumbent of the Sir Marc 
and Lady Tania Feldmann Professorial Chair

Avishay Gal-Yam
Ș The Benoziyo Endowment Fund for the 

Advancement of Science
Ș André Deloro Institute for Advanced Research in 

Space and Optics
Ș Paul and Tina Gardner
Ș Helen and Martin Kimmel Award for Innovative 

Investigation
Ș Veronika A. Rabl Physics Discretionary Fund
Ș The Schwartz/Reisman Collaborative Science 

Program
Ș European Research Council

Atan Gross
Ș Estate of Emile Mimran
Ș Rising Tide Foundation

Ș Prof. Gross is the incumbent of the Marketa & 
Frederick Alexander Professorial Chair

Yaqub Hanna
Ș The Nella and Leon Benoziyo Center for 

Neurological Diseases
Ș Edmond de Rothschild Foundations
Ș The Kekst Family Institute for Medical Genetics
Ș The Helen and Martin Kimmel Institute for Stem 

Cell Research
Ș Helen and Martin Kimmel Award for Innovative 

Investigation
Ș Pascal and Ilana Mantoux
Ș Dr. Beth Rom-Rymer Stem Cell Research Fund
Ș The David and Fela Shapell Family Center for 

Genetic Disorders Research
Ș Zantker Charitable Foundation, Inc.
Ș Estate of Zvia Zeroni
Ș European Research Council
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David Harel
Ș Estate of Emile Mimran

Ș Prof. Harel is the incumbent of the William Sussman 
Professorial Chair of Mathematics

Shalev Itzkovitz 
Ș Edmond de Rothschild Foundations
Ș The Wolfson Family Charitable Trust
Ș European Research Council

Takashi Kawashima
Ș Dr. Kawashima is the incumbent of the Birnbach 

Family Career Development Chair

Valery Krizhanovsky
Ș Marlene and Bruce Kanter
Ș The Ilse Katz Institute for Material Sciences 

and Magnetic Resonance Research
Ș The Jeanne and Joseph Nissim Center for Life 

Sciences Research
Ș Quinquin Foundation
Ș Rising Tide Foundation
Ș Sagol Institute for Longevity Research
Ș European Research Council

Ș Prof. Krizhanovsky is the incumbent of the Georg F. 
Duckwitz Professorial Chair of Cancer Research

Tsvee Lapidot 
Ș The Henri Gutwirth Fund for Research
Ș Hadar Impact Fund
Ș The Helen and Martin Kimmel Institute for Stem 

Cell Research 
Ș Asher Pertman and Wayne Pertman
Ș Dr. Beth Rom-Rymer Stem Cell Research Fund
Ș The Felix and Silvia Schnur Endowment Fund in 

Stem Cell Research

Ș Prof. Lapidot is the incumbent of the Edith Arnoff 
Stein Professorial Chair in Stem Cell Research

Yaron Lipman
Ș European Research Council

Ron Naaman
Ș Edmond de Rothschild Foundations
Ș John Templeton Foundation 
Ș European Research Council 

Moshe Oren
Ș Dr. Miriam and Sheldon G. Adelson Medical 

Research Foundation
Ș Comisaroff Family Trust
Ș Joel and Mady Dukler Fund for Cancer Research
Ș Moross Integrated Cancer Center 
Ș Rising Tide Foundation
Ș Anat and Amnon Shashua

Ș Prof. Oren is the incumbent of the Andre Lwoff 
Professorial Chair in Molecular Biology

Varda Rotter
Ș The Thomas and Jeanne Elmezzi Private 

Foundation
Ș Phillip Garoon
Ș Richard J. Pratt
Ș Manya and Adolph Zarovinsky

Eran Segal
Ș Adelis Foundation 
Ș Judith Benattar
Ș Crown Human Genome Center 
Ș Leona M. and Harry B. Helmsley Charitable Trust
Ș Else Kroener Fresenius Foundation
Ș Aliza Moussaieff
Ș Fannie Sherr Fund

2016

 Prof. Zelig Eshhar’s therapy for the treatment of acute lymphoblastic leukemia shows a 94% success 
rate in early-stage clinical trials, leading to the sale of the therapy to Gilead Sciences.
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Ș Estate of Zvia Zeroni
Ș European Research Council

Yonatan Stelzer
Ș Janet and Steven Anixter, JoAnne Silva and Lester 

& Edward Anixter Family Foundation
Ș The Benoziyo Fund for the Advancement of 

Science
Ș Jean - Jacques Brunschwig Fund for the Molecular 

Genetics of Cancer
Ș Hadar Impact Fund
Ș The Helen and Martin Kimmel Institute for Stem 

Cell Research
Ș European Research Council

Ș Dr. Stelzer is the incumbent of the Louis and Ida 
Rich Career Development Chair

Eli Waxman
Ș Nella and Leon Benoziyo Center for Astrophysics
Ș The Schwartz/Reisman Institute for Theoretical 

Physics

Ș Prof. Waxman is the incumbent of the Max Planck 
Professorial Chair of Quantum Physics

Yaniv Ziv
Ș Adelis Brain Research Award
Ș Pasteur-Weizmann Delegation
Ș European Research Council

Ș Dr. Ziv is the incumbent of the Dr. Daniel E. 
Koshland Career Development Chair

W
hat is the daily life of a Weizmann scientist like? What experiences led these 
scientists to devote their lives to understanding the world around them and 
exploring ways to eradicate disease? 

A visit to our campus offers a fusion of experiences—from getting a sense of the science 
and the people behind it at the Levinson Visitors Center to a tour of Weizmann House, 
the former residence of Dr. Chaim Weizmann and his wife Dr. Vera Weizmann, and a walk 
through the Clore Garden of Science. 

Come join us! Follow this QR code for a quick video describing a visit to campus. 

Visit the Weizmann Institute
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pluripotent 
 /̩plʊərɪˈpəʊt(ə)nt/

noun

Pluripotent stem cells have the capacity to self-renew by dividing and developing 
into the three primary germ cell layers of the early embryo and therefore into all cells 
of the adult body. (Nature).

origin

1940s: from pluri-‘several’ + Latin potent- ‘being able’.
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