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The 20(+1) under 40: Your guide to the
next generation of biotech leaders

ENDPOINTS

For a second year in a row, we’ve launched a 20 under 40 project and arrived, months
later, with a list of 21 names.

The reason for that is simple: No matter how much we valorize the lone genius, sci-
ence is ultimately and always a team sport. Like last year, we set out to honor individ-
uals and found, when we looked, that it was really a team — or in this case a duo —
that deserved the recognition.

There’s a long history there: Watson and Crick; Marie and Pierre Curie; Doudna and
Charpentier; heck, even Lennon and McCartney.
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Guest column: What happened with Esperion — and
what defines success or failure?

BIOTECH VOICES

You’ve heard it hundreds of times: We’re on a mission. We plan to change
the world; to change the way that medicine is practiced; to change the life
experience — and expectancy — of patients living with a ...

advertisement

None of our nominees have quite reached those heights, but there’s still time. One
duo has already pioneered CRISPR diagnostics and is pushing gene editing into new
areas. Another is trying to solve the biggest hurdle to gene therapy.

Then again, so might the individuals. We prioritized young scientists and entrepre-
neurs chasing big ideas, ones that could help reshape medicine: a 27-year-old CEO
trying to essentially de-age ovaries; a 39-year-old ex-professor attempting to build a
startup that looks like no other in history; a 34-year-old MBA trying to fill the gaping
hole in our knowledge of human health and genetics left behind by the major compa-
nies that never bothered to sequence genomes in countries across Africa.

None have quite transformed anything just yet. But they’re young. And revolutions
can sometimes come slow and then all at once.

As Stuart Schreiber, the Vertex co-founder, Broad Institute biologist and mentor to
our final under 40 winner, put it, “In this business, it’s so easy to just point to the fa-
mous and well-known, but it’s all about the next generations of scientists and lead-
ers. And when you call attention to them, it is hugely impacting.” — Jason Mast

RELATED: The 20(+1) under 40: Inside the next generation of biotech leaders

THE ENDPOINTS 20 UNDER 40, 2022

Omar Abudayyeh and Jonathan Gootenberg — MIT

Theonie Anastassiadis — Alltrna

Sam Bakhoum — Memorial Sloan Kettering

Jacob Becraft — Strand Therapeutics

Seemay Chou – Arcadia Science

Abasi Ene-Obong — 54Gene

Nicholas Flytzanis and Nick Goeden — Capsida Biotherapeutics

Isaac Kinde – Exact Sciences

Najat Khan — J&J

Isaac Klein — Dewpoint Therapeutics

Tim Knotnerus — Agomab Thearapeutics

Claire Mazumdar — Bicara Therapeutics

Dina Radenkovic — Gameto

Aaron Ring — Yale

Lex Rovner — 64x Bio

Nabiha Saklayen — Cellino

Sharif Tabebordbar — Kate Therapeutics

Pamela Ting — Novartis

Vasanthi Viswanathan — Kojin Therapeuitcs

Two college buddies try to break new
ground in CRISPR, diagnostics and a
whole lot else

After Omar Abudayyeh and Jonathan Gootenberg met as
undergrads at an MIT bioengineering lab, they started
spending their days together nerding out about, well, the
kinds of things that budding bioengineers nerd out
about. Obscure things with science-sounding names that
scare away or put to sleep the rest of us, who can’t un-
derstand just how world-changing they might be. Things
like protein sequencing, super-resolution microscopy
and DNA origami.

“That was like my first time brainstorming crazy ideas,”
Abudayyeh said.

So a few years later when Abudayyeh — now on the re-
search phase of his MD-PhD program — found himself

back in the same lab as Gootenberg, a PhD student, they drifted back together.

Again, they were dreaming up new ideas. By then, 2014, CRISPR gene editing had
been invented and they worked in the lab of one of its pioneers, Feng Zhang, so it was
all about genome engineering: a way you might slap in long stretches of DNA into an
organism’s genome, or a method to manipulate entire cells.

But soon they converged on a single project that would consume all of their time, di-
vert Abudayyeh from ever finishing his medical degree and catapult them both to mi-
nor biotech fame. Using data generated by one of Zhang’s collaborators at the NIH,
they identified a new CRISPR enzyme, eventually called Cas13, that did things no
other CRISPR enzyme did.

It targeted RNA, instead of DNA, and it didn’t make a precise cut like Cas9. Just the
opposite. If it latched onto the right RNA sequence, it went haywire, macheteing any
genetic material it could reach.

“It was just so different,” Gootenberg said. “There was just so much new biology.”

With Zhang’s help, it became the basis of a new approach to diagnostics. The concept
was simple: Most virus genomes are made of RNA. The CRISPR test has two things:
a Cas13 guided for a sequence only found in, say, a particular virus and a strand of
RNA that, when cut, will send off a fluorescent glow. If the Cas13 detects that se-
quence in a sample, it will go haywire, cut the so-called reporter RNA and set off a
glow that signals a positive test.

The test became the basis for Sherlock Biosciences, which has now raised around
$130 million to develop tests for cancer and infectious disease. That includes work
Gootenberg and Abudayyeh contributed to for a test for Covid-19 in the early days of
a pandemic.

Although the test never lived up to the hype — Zhang and others initially talked
about having an at-home paper strip CRISPR test in 2020 — and appears to have on-
ly been sparsely used, it represented the first-ever FDA-authorized use of CRISPR
technology and provided a proof-of-principle of Sherlock’s larger goal of making
tests for cancer and infectious disease simpler, easier and more affordable.

Sherlock also prompted Abudayyeh to abandon his medical ambitions. Although he
got his PhD, he never got his MD, devoting his time instead to building Sherlock and
eventually launching a lab with Gootenberg, known as the AbuGoot lab. Although a
few other investigators informally share labs, Gootenberg noted, the two friends form
among the only officially joint labs in the country.

It works well, mostly, although it has its quirks: For a student, it can be like having
two parents and getting different answers from each. “We don’t always agree,”
Gootenberg jokes. But that can be good, a refreshing departure from the usual acade-
mic system. “You can kind of have a system of checks and balances,” he said. “There
is no absolute truth coming down from, you know, the Almighty PI.”

The two baby-faced professors — though now 31, each could easily still pass for un-
dergrads — have worked toward many of the harebrained ideas they imagined as un-
dergrads. One of them appeared in January: a system called PASTE that can actually
slap thousands of bases into the genome of an organization.

They’ve also waded into aging research and now spend much of their time focused
on cell engineering. It’s the next big step, they say, after the genome. And a fun chal-
lenge.

“Genome engineering, I think, is one of the simplest things you can do,” Abudayyeh
said. “When you start thinking about cells and engineering cells, they’re much more
complicated. And a lot more can go wrong.” — Jason Mast

A tenacious biologist searches for a Swiss
Army knife solution against numerous
rare diseases

Theonie Anastassiadis fell in love with biology in middle
school in France. But when she realized in high school
that most of biology wasn’t known, she said she really
fell in love.

“From that moment on, I decided to dedicate my life to
discovering novel findings and applying those to help pa-
tients,” she explained in a recent phone interview.

As she transitioned from the French to American school
system for undergrad, she said she had to relearn all of
the scientific terms in English. But that didn’t stop her
from stints at the National Cancer Institute and the Mof-
fitt Cancer Center.

She took that experience into a PhD program in cancer biology at the University of
Pennsylvania, which is where she first discovered the wonders of the biotech indus-
try, Flagship and its three-month fellowship program.

Anastassiadis and just a handful of others in her fellowship then leveraged their work
into full-time jobs at Flagship. But it was while she was a fellow that this new idea for
a company hit her.

One of the teams she was working on was exploring ribosomes, the protein produc-
tion machines in the cell, and she said that during that exploration she stumbled
across tRNA and tRNA biology.

“So I came up with that idea as a fellow and pitched it as part of a program,” she said,
noting that she emailed Flagship partner David Berry that “this is a cool area to have
someone follow up.”

Short for transfer RNA, tRNAs act like a robot arm in the cellular factory. When RNA
comes to the ribosome with instructions to build a particular protein, tRNA reads it
and grabs the corresponding amino acids to construct the protein bit by bit.

A lot of different rare diseases are caused by a particular misspelling in the RNA that
accidentally tells the tRNA to stop constructing the protein. One strategy for treating
those diseases is an mRNA or gene therapy that replaces the entire instruction manu-
al.

Alternatively, you could just replace the robot arm instead. The promise of this ap-
proach — or tRNA therapy — is that, because so many different diseases have the
same misspelling, you could treat many disorders with the same drug.

When she joined the firm in January 2018, Berry “basically said if you think it’s cool,
take it on,” she noted, and thus, Alltrna was born.

“If you look at a tRNA in 3D form, it kind of looks like an upside-down ‘L’,” she ex-
plained, noting that it’s hard to sequence and measure, and tRNAs are extremely di-
verse and can break into fragments that have roles even outside of translation.

“So if you think about the most basic experiments,” she said, those tools for tRNA
were few and far between.

As co-founder of Alltrna, Anastassiadis said she used seed funding to assemble a full
team of scientists to build these tools to ask new questions and explore tRNA biology.

By the end of 2019, she said they felt the scientific foundation was there to support a
tRNA platform, on which the company could use to program tRNA as a new modality.
She added:

“I started to really quickly imagine a world where you can program these molecules
as a new modality to not only change the underlying genetic code, but you could ac-
tually control what transcripts are being translated. And by modulating the tRNA
fragments, you could impact a broad array of biology.”

The platform was further built out, and in 2021, the company emerged from stealth
mode with 30 employees and $50 million from Flagship. The field is also generating
wider interest, as ARCH, Takeda and other VCs back startups in the space.

Now, with a new CEO at Alltrna, the company is looking to keep its options open.

“The beauty of the platform is to create multiple assets from the same process,”
Anastassiadis said. “In our 10- to 20-year vision there will be different iterations of
the platform … the first generation is maybe applying engineered tRNAs to be able to
correct underlying nonsense mutations. And then a second generation would modu-
late different pools of tRNAs to change what transcripts are being translated or alter
biological processes dysregulated in cancer or other diseases.” — Zach Brennan

A curious doctor investigates a new ap-
proach to stopping metastatic cancer in
its tracks

Ever since he was a young boy, Sam Bakhoum was sur-
rounded by a matrix of medicine and science — at least
in part thanks to his doctor parents. His mom was an in-
ternal medicine/infectious disease doctor, and his dad an
OBGYN. Every day before school, his dad would drive
him to the school building and spend some one-on-one
time together. However, that time was focused on a chil-
dren’s encyclopedia — with a bit more oomph on the sci-
ence side of things.

And while Bakhoum admits that his dad, who was born
in 1942, may have wanted to live vicariously through his
son, he also feels that his dad wanted to instill some
sense of curiosity in him. And so far, that instillment of
curiosity was not only successful, but has remained con-

sistent.

He has now started his own lab at Memorial Sloan Kettering, making substantial
headway into the world of chromosomal instability — a key process in the develop-
ment of cancer in the body. He studies how instability arises and how it could poten-
tially open up numerous additional targets for new drugs that might prevent cancer
from metastastizing. Oh, and he co-founded a biotech exploring this very topic, net-
ting deals with tech behemoths like Microsoft and pharma giants like Bristol Myers
Squibb.

After entering college, Bakhoum decided that the natural thing for him to do was to
go to medical school and become a doctor. So he ended up joining the pre-med club
while pursuing an initial degree in molecular biology and biochemistry. But time in
the club gave him some perspective on med school.

“I quickly realized this is a little bit of a rat race, you know,” Bakhoum said. People
would do things solely to “put on your CV for med school, and, you know, so that
turned me off a little bit.”

That pushed him in another direction but it didn’t last too long. He found a “more
balanced perspective,” Bakhoum said. While he loved seeing patients, he realized
that being a “physician-scientist” would probably be the best career move, and work
best for his own personal goals, i.e. “pushing the envelope” on the science.

Bakhoum applied for a PhD program at Dartmouth for cancer biology and started in
2005, then applied to med school at Dartmouth and got accepted.

A year later, Bakhoum went to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, where he
took up residency in the radiation oncology unit for several years. He then moved up
to being an assistant professor in Sloan Kettering’s Human Oncology and Pathogene-
sis Program (HOPP) in the radiation oncology department.

Essentially, what makes Bakhoum’s work unique is his field of research: chromoso-
mal instability. While centered in oncology, it’s not going after tumors or specific mu-
tations, like many modern approaches to cancer. Its target is the formation and
spread of cancer itself: metastasis. The goal is to exploit a potential vulnerability
present in a majority of cancers, Bakhoum said, and stop tumors from spreading.

In short, when cells divide, chromosomes tend to separate in an orderly fashion. If
errors are introduced, normally the body destroys the error-ridden cells. Yet some-
times, some of these now-mutated cells can bypass cellular defense mechanisms and
keep multiplying. As Bakhoum put it, cells start to become more tolerant to instabili-
ty.

“So, a normal cell, if you induce instability, it will just die, and it will either die be-
cause it will just die itself, or the immune system will sense something has gone awry,
and would come in and clear that cell. But in cancer? One, it’s tolerated. Number two,
the immune system doesn’t seem to appreciate as much,” Bakhoum said.

With one instability-focused company launched, Bakhoum has now moved beyond
just identifying this very process of instability in the cell and now studies how it’s
linked to other bodily processes such as inflammation and epigenetics, and how it
might be targeted. As Bakhoum noted, chromosomal instability does not happen in
“normal,” healthy cells — so any drug that can successfully target chromosomal in-
stability might not be as toxic to healthy cells.

From Bakhoum’s view in the heart of New York City, the field of chromosomal insta-
bility is just beginning.

He calls it the “elephant in the room” that cancer research has “ignored for far too
long.”

— Paul Schloesser

First-time biotech founder, CEO of mRNA
startup pushes to be ‘example, not excep-
tion’ in advocacy for founder-led biotechs

When Jake Becraft was growing up in a central Illinois
farming community, he knew he eventually wanted to do
something in medicine. Becraft’s community was dispro-
portionately impacted by cancer and diabetes. As a kid,
he watched friends and family die from disease.

In high school, though, he didn’t even like biology —
telling Endpoints News that it was too much hardcore
memorization for his liking. He was more attuned to
math and physics, principles that you could “boil down”
and apply to specific situations.

“So, I got really obsessed with engineering. And at the
time, I didn’t even know about biological engineering, which is what I did my PhD
in,” he said. “And basically what ended up happening was that my guidance depart-
ment in my high school was like: “Well, you’re good at chemistry, you’re good at
math. Have you thought about chemical engineering?’”

But as an undergrad at the University of Illinois, he got his first exposure to gene
therapy and finished with a Bachelor’s degree in both chemical and biomolecular en-
gineering. And this started Becraft down a new direction that eventually ended in
founding and running his own mRNA-focused biotech. Perhaps most publicly, he be-
came an advocate for the growing notion that more biotech companies should, like
tech companies, be run by their founders.

He went to get a PhD in bioengineering at MIT, where he met Tony Kulesa, who is
now a principal and co-founder of a VC firm explicitly focused on backing founder-
led biotechs, called Petri. Kulesa, with help from Becraft and others, published an es-
say on the topic last August, bluntly titled “The future of biotech is founder-led.” It
argued that biotech can only succeed in the future if investors support the creative
young scientists who generate the startups to begin with.

Becraft also met Tasuku Kitada, who he eventually teamed up with to try to turn mR-
NA in medicines, which led the pair to fire up Strand Therapeutics in 2017. The
biotech nabbed a collaboration deal with BeiGene early last year, and the company is
looking to file an IND and be in the clinic with its first drug sometime next year. That
drug, if it works as planned, would inject mRNA into a tumor and essentially convert
the tumor into a cytokine factory, promoting a powerful immune response.

So he now spends his days both leading a biotech with 50+ employees at the latest
count and spending time on Twitter advocating for founder-led biotechs.

The idea holds that, in Becraft’s words, you can build a better biotech ecosystem by
“way of startups actually being allowed to be startups” — instead of the massive
companies launching out of VC firms — with healthier companies and healthier
ecosystems in the long run.

And what does a “startup” look like? It looks like letting founders, with their own IP,
lead the companies from the start and onward — and in most cases, a different mind-
set and culture dynamic.

This is in deliberate contrast to how many biotech startups are often formed and op-
erated, where VCs license the science and bring in a team of more experienced
biotech executives to helm the company. “Essentially, the mindset was, biotech is
hard. So let the professionals do it,” Becraft added.

While proponents argue that building companies this way de-risks drug develop-
ment, it comes at the cost of diversity of thought, Becraft said.

In other words, traditional VCs might miss major innovations. Becraft argued it’s
akin to what Morgan Stanley pointed out in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when the
bank argued that pharma R&D at the time was too inefficient because gatekeepers
were missing the big things of the time, such as the genomic revolution.

To Becraft, one of the key differences is that founders can have much more of a vest-
ed interest in the success of the company.

“The importance is really, that when you have a company that has founders that set a
mission, set a vision, and are there every single day, working nonstop, tirelessly, that
creates a certain type of culture within a company,” he said. “And at the end of the
day, it’s all about team and execution, right? That’s how you’re going to get these
drugs forward.”

In his time chatting with people on Twitter within the VC space and elsewhere, Be-
craft has been told that the success he has had with his company as a first-time
founder makes him just an exception — and it shouldn’t be assumed others can do
the same.

But that thinking, Becraft thinks, is fundamentally flawed. The only reason he and
Kitada were able to bring Strand Therapeutics to where it is today, Becraft said, is
that they were given the opportunity to lead and bring their vision into leading the
company.

Other academics can do the same, he said, if given the resources and opportunity.

“I would rather be an example than an exception,” Becraft said. — Paul Schloesser

A tick biologist and Beyoncé lover tries a
new approach to science

There’s not a billion dollars on the elevator at Arcadia
Science.

But Seemay Chou’s startup does have half that as she
propels it on a wildly ambitious mission of changing the
way science is conducted: a lofty goal in which journal
publications are no longer prized as gold, scientists share
all their work openly and the broader research process is
redesigned to speed the pace of innovation.

With $500 million, among the largest starting sums
raised in biotech history, the professor-turned-CEO’s
company has been catapulted into the upper echelons of
the industry’s upstarts alongside Altos Labs, Neumora

and Sana Biotechnology, though she promises its forms and ambitions will be far dif-
ferent.

“Given my personality, it’s hard to imagine me not pivoting at some point, especially
for people in science who are historically marginalized — so women, people of color
— [it’s] not really a system optimized for you. And I do feel this intense urgency
about having an impact in the world and that I only have so many years in my life to
really grind,” Chou told Endpoints.

Chou says her career choices happen “a bit last minute,” as if they come at a delay.

Originally a philosophy major, she added a major in biology after a summer botany
class helped her connect the dots between learnings from her logic courses to experi-
mental science. Years later, after a half-decade teaching at the University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco, she was forced to “sit with” discomfort during the Covid-19 pan-
demic, ultimately accelerating “the inevitable.”

Structural limitations in academia became blatantly evident to her. Chou and team
will conduct research on non-model organisms, which can be seen as too open-end-
ed for PhD research, which typically requires discrete goals to secure a spot in jour-
nals and satisfy reviewers. Arcadia will still publish its research, but for more people
to see and with the premise that the openness can plant the seed for spinout
biotechs.

Like Beyoncé, also born and raised in Houston in the early 1980s, Chou is on an “Up-
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Like Beyoncé, also born and raised in Houston in the early 1980s, Chou is on an “Up-
grade U” mission, albeit in a vastly different industry. People should view her bud-
ding mission to disrupt biotech R&D as we know it in the context of the larger picture
of her career. Chou believes one’s oeuvre should be viewed as building blocks, not in
isolated chapters. Look to Beyoncé as an example.

“I feel this deep connection with her, watching her evolve as a woman and step into
her own. And so maybe rather than calling out a single song, I think the evolution of
her discography is extremely compelling and inspiring, and maybe people should lis-
ten to all of them in sequence to get the full effect,” Chou told Endpoints News.

Chou’s own evolution has taken a winding road.

As a kid, she’d flip through the classifieds on a house-hunting expedition. Not to buy,
but to one day sell as a real estate agent. She rollerbladed around her sprawling Texas
hometown to build up her realtor chops because, in her mind, people who sold hous-
es tended to “know something cool” and would “dress nice” for property showings.
That dream job fizzled out.

“I was so dedicated to it: wore out lots of rollerblades for this, and then just decided
that, yeah, it wasn’t for me. Maybe that’s the science side of my brain, like I need to
fully investigate this thing,” she said.

Despite that initial appetite for real estate, Chou is not a Zillow scroller these days.
Her free time is filled with hikes, multitasking on a stationary bike and playtime with
her lab mix, Jolene, aptly named after the Dolly Parton classic hit. Or, she’s fine-tun-
ing her nerd role-playing in Dungeons & Dragons, a pastime of her partner. Mix all of
that in with nonfiction indulgence — science history and business management
guides that drum up ideas for “all the different knobs you can turn for building a new
organization.” The CEO post is one she “never had ambitions to be.”

Her day commences around 5 a.m. with a text from co-founder Prachee Avasthi, a
Dartmouth professor. She’ll read, or sometimes exercise, before heading out the door
to visit the scientists in her startup’s office, where the entire day “feels like free time,”
no matter how corny that sounds, Chou said.

At Arcadia, she and a team backed by former Y Combinator president Sam Altman
and blockchain billionaire Jed McCaleb are trying to do away with the limitations of
academia. She is also co-founder of Trove Biolabs, which is translating her tick re-
search into potential skin therapies. A “life-changing” experience, Trove helped plant
the seed for Arcadia by “liberating” the way Chou thought about science outside the
confines of an institution.

“I think until we broaden our view of what should be shared, and accelerate that,
we’re really limiting ourselves as a society on how quickly and creatively the science
can move,” Chou explained.

Chou’s vision lined up perfectly with Altman’s yearslong desire to find new ways to
conduct, fund and speed up science, he said in an interview. He and McCaleb had
been floating the idea for years and then one day McCaleb called and said, “I got
something for you finally.” So Altman met with Chou about a year ago to explore the
possibility of bringing her vision to life.

“She’s like, ‘I’ve got a presentation.’ And it started with, ‘Academia is broken and in-
dustry is broken, too,'” Altman recalls. “And, I was like, ‘Oh, that’s interesting. Like,
OK. So then what’s the next thing?’”

Arcadia’s task is to upend the structures behind scientific innovation so that more
leaps can be made and at a faster clip, Chou said. Journal-based publications should
no longer be the “primary output and currency.” Journal articles are useful for certain
end goals, “but not for failed experiments or tool building, protocols, lessons
learned,” Chou said, championing the mission of open science.

“Arcadia is a radical experiment. It’s not for everybody. To do this, you do have to
cross this line with us and agree we’re going to try some really crazy things for which
there’s no parachute back into the other system,” Chou said. “And that’s by design,
right? If we’re constantly worrying about how we’re going to make it possible for peo-
ple to move back and forth, within academia to Arcadia, by default, we’re going to
just get pulled back — regression to the means — to buffer against that risk. And
that’s not what we’re doing at Arcadia; we’re jumping into the risk.” — Kyle LaHucik

Abasi Ene-Obong’s on a mission to ‘equal-
ize precision medicine.’ And that starts
with mapping genes

Genes run in the family. Especially for Abasi Ene-Obong,
the founder and CEO of a genetic mapping company
called 54Gene.

The Nigeria native grew up surrounded by luminaries in
the university town of Nsukka, right next door to the
famed novelist Chinua Achebe. But it was his father, a
botanist and genetics professor, who perhaps had the
greatest influence on him. Ene-Obong guesses he was
maybe eight years old when he started playing around
his father’s lab after school.

After discovering his own passion for genetics at the
University of Calabar, he went on to get his master’s in human molecular genetics
from Imperial College, a master’s in business from the Keck Graduate Institute, and a
PhD in cancer biology from the University of London. As he was wrapping up his
PhD, he hatched a plan: He’d start off in the industry, perhaps as a management con-
sultant, and eventually launch his own company that “leverages the power of genet-
ics to solve human disease problems.”

It was only a matter of figuring out which problem he wanted to solve. Eventually, he
would pick one that affected billions of people: the gaping lack of genetic data from
Africa, the most genetically diverse continent on the planet.

“Through our collaborations and such, we’ve been able to recruit over 100,000 peo-
ple into research. Now we are in the process of generating that data and beginning to
use that data for research,” Ene-Obong said.

After graduating in 2013, he followed through on his plan, landing consulting gigs at a
handful of companies including Gilead, Panasonic, and the IT company IMS Health
(now IQVIA). But in 2016, he started to think again about that next stage of his plan
— and to do that, he had a gut feeling that he needed to move back to Africa.

“This wasn’t something I could do while sitting down in my house in Chicago,” he
said.

He knew he wanted to launch a healthcare company, he just wasn’t sure what chal-
lenge that company would take on: “I had to go back and get down and dirty, and
learn what the obstacles are internally in Africa.”

He started consulting for Pathfinder International, where he worked on the creation
of a five-year strategic health development plan for Nigeria. Around the end of 2018,
he found his cause and was ready to pull the trigger.

Genes encode life, similarly to software on a computer, Ene-Obong said. And since
the first draft of the human sequence was finalized in 2003, that code has been es-
sential to understanding the underlying causes of disease. With three billion base
pairs sequenced, scientists had a more nuanced look at the body and how it reacts to
pharmaceuticals.

But despite Africa being the most genetically diverse continent on the planet, less
than 2% of the genetic material used in global pharma research is sourced from there,
according to Ene-Obong. That matters because humans are not all the same biologi-
cally — and not everyone reacts to drugs in the same way.

Take efavirenz, for example — the antiretroviral medication used to treat and prevent
HIV/AIDS sold under the brand name Sustiva. Research has suggested that HIV pa-
tients of African descent are predisposed to developing neuropsychiatric side effects
after taking efavirenz, due to specific CYP2B6 genetic variants that cause impaired
metabolism of the drug.

“When you see genetics from a homogeneous population, you’re only seeing one side
of the equation, right?” Ene-Obong said.

54Gene’s mission — building diverse datasets to equalize precision medicine — has
some big-name investors opening their wallets, including Novartis and the Gates
Foundation, which chipped into a $15 million Series A round in 2020. A $25 million
Series B round followed last September, led by the Cathay AfricInvest Innovation
Fund.

In 2020, Ene-Obong struck a partnership with Illumina to establish a new genetics
facility in Lagos, Nigeria, equipped with a suite of Illumina’s sequencing and high-
density microarray technology platforms.

By the end of Q2, the team at 54Gene will have generated data from more than
50,000 samples — and by the end of the year, Ene-Obong hopes that number will
surpass 100,000 samples.

“We are currently churning out data as we speak,” he said.

What’s next for the 36-year-old and his team of sequencers? Drug discovery — he be-
lieves the trove of genetic information could yield new medicines. And though the
bulk of the company’s discovery work will likely be licensed out to partners, Ene-
Obong envisions building out the company’s own in-house pipeline one day as well.

“There’s just a lot that can be done understanding ourselves,” he said. “It’s a wonder-
ful time to be in the space of human biology, as technology and biology converge.” —
Nicole DeFeudis

A dynamic academic duo spins out a com-
pany in search of gene therapy 3.0

As the most popular delivery vehicle for gene therapies,
the limitations and pitfalls with adeno-associated virus-
es are well-documented, diligently studied and, between
an ever-mushrooming number of startups, strenuously
addressed.

But Nicholas Flytzanis and Nick Goeden believe the field
is still falling short in one regard: thinking about the hur-
dles of tomorrow.

Capsida Biotherapeutics, a startup the duo helped found,
is what they’d call an attempt at gene therapy 3.0 that
not only aspires to deliver safer and more effective treat-
ments but also take the modality mainstream by extend-
ing its impact to diseases previous gene therapies
couldn’t reach.

AbbVie is in with a $90 million upfront deal, providing plenty of cash to fund their
work on top of $50 million in VC cash from Westlake Village BioPartners and Ver-
sant.

Whereas the company started as a capsid engineering project making AAVs with bet-
ter properties, Flytzanis and Goeden — the CSO and CTO at Capsida, respectively —
are determined to create a full-fledged end-to-end gene therapy platform that can
take full control of whatever programs coming out of it.

“We’re honestly very fortunate, I would say, to come in at that stage because it al-
lowed us to look around at all of the different problems that everyone else was fac-
ing,” Flytzanis said, “and say, you know, we haven’t started yet.”

Goeden’s fiancée likes to joke that he went to postdoc and found his soulmate. But he
had no idea about all that five years ago, when he first interviewed with Viviana
Gradinaru, a professor of neuroscience and biological engineering at Caltech. Having
spent his undergrad and PhD days making tools to understand neurological disease,
Goeden was eager to work on something more translationally focused.

His first impression of Flytzanis — not counting the moment, while walking around
with Gradinaru, he saw him across campus, angrily yelling in Greek into his phone —
was closely intertwined with transgenic chicken embryos; the first project they col-
laborated on involved using a technique known as tissue clearing on those very em-
bryos in order to see their components more clearly.

If nothing else, the two learned one thing: They enjoyed working together. And that’s
what they continued to do with a DARPA grant with the tall order of engineering a
virus that would only infect dopaminergic neurons in the brain as part of an effort to
develop a therapy for post-traumatic stress disorder.

It was an ambitious goal, with an aggressive timeline. Yet looking back, Flytzanis, a
doctoral student at the time who had no prior background in neuroscience, never
thought they couldn’t do it. Steeped in directed evolution, he also spent time with
Frances Arnold during his PhD, who shared a Nobel for her work in the space. And
while the neuroscientist in Goeden might have been skeptical, he bought into Flytza-
nis’ vision and conviction, coming up with ways to implement the plans as quickly as
possible.

“It was hectic, it was chaotic,” Goeden said. “We were learning as we went. And I
think we both thrived in that environment, of trying to take nothing and turn it into
something truly groundbreaking.”

Two and a half years later, they didn’t exactly hit the moonshot goal — but came
pretty close, with a good grasp of how to engineer AAV variants that can specifically
and efficiently penetrate target cells and tissues such as the brain.

“Pairing the technical sophistication, throughput, and speed of Nick Goeden with
Nick Flytzanis’ scientific creativity on all things proteins and neurons, led to research
tools for a better understanding of the brain, healthy or diseased,” Gradinaru, who
co-founded Capsida with them and remains on the board of Capsida, wrote in an
email.

Working with more experienced biopharma hands that have been brought in by in-
vestors, both Flytzanis and Goeden — who are 35 with birthdays two days apart —
say they do feel like they have a big say in Capsida’s future directions. One of them is
an insistence on conceptualizing Capsida as not a capsid engineering company, but a
therapeutic company that’s initially focused on capsid engineering but has the R&D
and manufacturing chops so that it’s ready to follow any given gene therapy through-
out the whole life cycle.

Otherwise, Goeden said, it’d be like asking someone to design a car if they’ve never
ridden in one before. They would “focus on what’s in their driveway, not on the free-
way.”

“If we engineered the great capsid but we hand that off or license that out to some-
one, we don’t know how it’s going to manufacture afterwards, we don’t know what’s
going to happen when it gets paired with a specific cargo, we don’t really understand
the safety implications, and vice versa, I think, for any companies that are doing just
the cargo aspect of things or manufacturing aspect of things,” Flytzanis added.
“They’re really sort of parallel tracks of improvement of the therapeutic substance,
right, that shouldn’t be and can’t really be done independent of one another.”

The efforts are still early, with no clear timeline yet for clinical studies. Just a few
years removed from the university, both show their academic roots when asked what
changes they wish to see in the industry, as Goeden advocates for more open data
sharing while Flytzanis hopes academics and biotech folks could learn more from
each other. After all, as much as they like solving real-world problems, Flytzanis
could see himself diving back into basic research some day.

“Wherever Nick ends up, pretty good chance I’ll be there too,” Goeden said. — Amber
Tong

A scientist’s son pioneers a new, billion-
dollar way of detecting cancer

As a kid, Isaac Kinde watched his father go out to farms
and examine sheep for signs of what killed them. Cows
too. Once, he helped track an infectious disease outbreak
among chickens to its source in another country.

PowerPoint was just entering widespread use at the
time, and Kinde’s father, a veterinary pathologist, asked
his young and more computer-literate son to import his
35 mm slides onto the platform.

“So I was like learning by osmosis,” Kinde recalled.

Kinde decided that he, too, would go into public health,
but from a different angle: humans, rather than animals.
He wasn’t sure what that would look like, but when he
arrived at Johns Hopkins for his MD-PhD in 2005, he

quickly got an answer in the form of Bert Vogelstein, the instructor of a cancer 101
class for all med students.

“I was just really, really interested in his research, his command of knowledge, and
just how personable he was — how he’s a really accomplished leader. But he’s also
very, very humble, and just a great person to be around,” Kinde said. “I just really
wanted to work with Bert.”

The choice would send Kinde down a 15-year-deep rabbit hole as he chased what has
recently emerged as one of the most transformative goals of the 21st century, a cut-
throat competition between a handful of labs and well-heeled companies where the
young grad student would play a crucial role: the hunt for a single blood test that
could detect cancer.

If successful, these so-called liquid biopsies could transform cancer care more than
any individual treatment, by allowing doctors to treat tumors before they have spread
beyond control. In the most rigorous examination of any test to date, the test Kinde
helped develop and run has already shown results in a handful of common cancers.
And Exact Sciences, the diagnostics company that bought out Kinde and Vogelstein’s
startup, Thrive, for $2.2 billion in 2020, is now running a study to see whether early
detection translates into saved lives.

“There would have been no successful Thrive,” said Christoph Lengauer, the Third
Rock partner who helped conceive and bankroll Thrive. “There’s no way Thrive
could have been successful without Isaac.”

When Kinde arrived at Johns Hopkins, the technology that undergirds Thrive’s test
hadn’t yet been invented. All liquid biopsies rely to some degree on detecting snip-
pets of DNA that float off of a tumor. But genetic sequencing at the time was still in-
credibly expensive: That year, it cost $10 million to sequence a human genome. (To-
day it costs $1,000.)

In Kinde’s first year, they tried “beaming.” Cutting edge at the time, it relied on using
tiny molecular beads to draw — or beam — out specific strings of DNA bases. But it
turned out the genetic mutations needed to detect cancer were too long to be
beamed.

“The first year was spent proving to ourselves that we needed a new technology,”
Kinde recalled. “That’s not a great feeling but it’s how science goes.”

They soon converged on next-generation sequencing, a new method that would dra-
matically bring down the price and raise the efficiency of DNA sequencing. They
spent three years refining the technology and then three years proving that it worked.

In 2015, Kinde decided that instead of going on to residency and research, he could
make the greatest impact by spinning out the technology into a small startup called
PapGene.

The technology was more limited at the time. Instead of a single blood test for nu-
merous cancers, the company sought more local detection. By analyzing the DNA
from a pap smear — the standard test for cervical cancer — they hoped to also detect
ovarian and endometrial cancers. By analyzing urine, they hoped to detect bladder
and kidney cancers.

But while that work was underway, Vogelstein’s lab continued to advance the under-
lying science. They eventually developed a blood test, known as CancerSEEK. Kinde
helped oversee a 10,000-woman trial, published in Science in 2020, that showed that
adding the test to routine cancer screenings allowed doctors to detect 52% of cancers
present compared to 26.1% alone.

By then, Third Rock was already invested. The Cambridge VC launched Thrive, buy-
ing out PapGene and enlisting other investors to give the new biotech a $110 million
Series A in a bid to professionalize Kinde’s bootstrap startup. Kinde was listed as a
co-founder and R&D chief, but Lengauer took his CSO title.

Other young scientists may have taken that as a blow, Lengauer said. Kinde didn’t.

“That’s not easy at all,” Lengauer said. But Kinde didn’t skip a beat. He.moved into
other roles to help turn an academic test into a commercial test, while guiding new
employees who looked up to him. “He became this all-around athlete.”

Kinde has taken that all-around approach into his new gig. Since Exact bought out
Thrive in October 2020, the company has worked to commercialize the test and
prove that it can actually improve patient outcomes, a crucial step in gaining insur-
ance coverage, proving liquid biopsy can actually save lives and beating out rivals like
Grail to boot.

Kinde, though, has moved into a new role. He now helps Exact evaluate emerging
technologies that can make diagnostics cheaper, faster and more accessible. He can’t
say much publicly about the role, but he says he’s not yet satisfied. He hasn’t made
the impact he wants on public health, at least not until that first test is widely avail-
able.

“Even the prototype version of that test identified cancers that were missed,” he said,
pointing to a couple patients who were able to get curative treatment after Can-
cerSEEK found their tumors. But “to get what is going to make me personally happy,
I think the test needs to be much more widely accessible, and needs to be applied to
much bigger, much bigger swaths of the population.” — Jason Mast

For J&J’s data science chief for pharma
R&D, unconventional is the norm

Najat Khan is comfortable being unconventional.

At a time when almost nobody was thinking about the
impact data science might have on drug development,
Khan took computer science classes while doing her or-
ganic chemistry PhD at Penn, working on how to use da-
ta to predict which molecules might have a greater affini-
ty for certain receptors in cancer. Though commonplace
now, with seemingly every AI biotech out there touting
similar capabilities, it was a path almost unheard of back
in the late 2000s.

By her own admission, the choice to take these courses
was not typical. Her decision drew eyebrow raises not
only from her academic advisors, but her parents as well.

“I’m the youngest, and they wanted me to be a physician,” Khan tells Endpoints. “But
they understood that a core part of how you improve people’s health, and human
health in general, is to actually have new medicines and vaccines and therapeutics
and so forth. So I got them over that in time.”

Eventually, the people around her began to see just how prescient Khan’s decision
would prove. After many months of working on grad school projects, where she’d it-
erate and refine molecules over and over — while Khan and the algorithms she de-
ployed learned from their mistakes — her efforts bore fruit.

And she used such projects as a jumping-off point for her career, where she ultimate-
ly landed at the biggest pharmaceutical company in the world in J&J as chief data sci-
ence officer for pharma R&D. There she has led a team of 150 scientists and engi-
neers trying to incorporate machine learning and other data science tools into drug
discovery at the hulking pharma — no easy task but one that may have already borne
fruit, as her team incorporated large data sets to predict Covid hotspots and pinpoint
where to recruit volunteers for their vaccine trial. The team has also helped devise
trial designs for insomnia and depression, and built algorithms to predict which pa-
tients are most likely to respond to experimental treatments for bladder cancer and
PAH.

Her path to J&J, much like her projects at Penn, was also unconventional. After grad-
uating with her PhD in organic chemistry, Khan jumped to a consulting firm in
Boston, spending more than six and a half years there. Her interest in such work
stemmed from wanting to learn the best ways to optimize the translational research
that comes out of academia and early-stage biotechs.

But she said she found herself at a disadvantage because she did not have an MBA or
background from a business school like many of her colleagues. That led to one of
the steepest learning curves she’s ever faced, Khan tells Endpoints. The payoff, how-
ever, again showed how Khan’s unorthodox choices ended up working out better
than expected.

“What I realized is, if I could make it, then understanding the business acumen as-
pects would help me take the science, the data science and all of the impact you can
have, and make it real,” Khan said. “Without that, I felt that I was missing a gap in the
middle of my understanding.”

Not only did the consulting gig throw her into the deep end of the business world
without a life raft, but Khan also had to learn how to work closely with company
leaders — and speak their language — essentially on the fly. The most important
thing she learned, she said, was to keep the sense of urgency in always trying to ab-
sorb new information.

She also said her time working as a consultant, meeting with biopharma execs basi-
cally nonstop, revealed the industry has a ways to go in terms of improving diversity
at the leadership level. Khan noted that while there has been progress in recent years,
there’s still more room to improve. She’s made it a point to build her own team with a
variety of perspectives and backgrounds.

“It doesn’t happen by accident, right?” Khan said. “It happens because you make that
effort from a leadership perspective, to get to know your team, but also your industry
around you, and really pull people up for leveling that playing field and improving the
lives of patients.”

At the end of the day, Khan is always striving to stay on the cutting edge of innova-
tion. Whether that’s through supplementing her PhD with computer science classes
or taking a different career path than most, Khan isn’t going to change.

And if that makes her unconventional, then so be it.

“This is kind of my personal philosophy on any new, emerging space or anything un-
conventional that you do,” Khan said. “If you’re able to look at what problems are im-
portant to solve, then apply these new and emerging capabilities to that problem, that
is also tractable in the near- to mid-term, then you can actually get people behind
that momentum.” — Max Gelman

Isaac Klein leaps from Dana Farber to in-
dustry to pursue ‘whole new world’ of
cancer drug development

Almost exactly one year ago, Isaac Klein took a major
jump from the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute and MIT’s
Whitehead Institute, to be chief scientific officer at a rel-
atively new company called Dewpoint Therapeutics.

The one constant in Klein’s shift: condensate biology, a
barely decade-old field that has already been implicated
in a host of fundamental cell processes, from cell divi-
sion to cell death, and a wide range of diseases, from
cancer to ALS.

Klein, discussing the move in a recent interview, ex-
plained how he’s been studying condensate biology since

2017 at the Whitehead Institute and was growing his breast cancer clinic, doing re-
search, and working on a slew of grants when he was approached by the Dewpoint
CEO.

“He kind of asked me to put my writing to work — ‘put your money where your
mouth is,’ so to speak, so I just made the leap,” he said.

Having worked on the company’s scientific board, Klein understood the firm’s ins
and outs and the gigantic promise of what could come.

“Condensates are everywhere. There’s the promise of not just changing the world for
one patient or one class of patients but discovering drugs broadly,” he said.
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one patient or one class of patients but discovering drugs broadly,” he said.

Klein first got into condensate biology, he said, because the well of more classically-
developed cancer drugs was starting to run dry.

He said he stepped outside that view of the world and came across condensate biolo-
gy, which offers “a whole new world and a whole new way for developing cancer
drugs.”

At Dewpoint, Klein is working to refine the company’s platform, which can be de-
ployed to find the condensate biology underlying a disease (“I mean, any disease
area,” Klein said) and discover small molecules that can modify it for some therapeu-
tic benefit.

“We’re still a couple years away from starting human trials,” Klein said, but he noted
that companies can come to Dewpoint with questions on a therapeutic area and
work with Dewpoint’s platform.

The company already has collaborations with Merck in HIV, Bayer in cardiopul-
monary disease, and Pfizer in neurodegenerative diseases, and it’s looking at new
partnerships too, he said.

As far as competitors in this new space, Klein pointed to Faze Medicines and Nereid
Therapeutics, but he said neither offers the same kind of platform as Dewpoint.

“They’re more directed at specific diseases that are known to be condensate-related,
rather than find the biology broadly and apply it widely,” he said.

So who inspired Klein to make this big leap and to take a risk? Klein points to Rick
Young at the Whitehead Institute.

“The advice he gave me that I try to stick to today is: Don’t go for incremental
progress. Imagine what the future will be and then see if you can make it happen. Go
big, go bold, take a big step and see if you can make it. The best science fundamental-
ly transforms the way we think about and approach a problem,” Klein said. —
Zachary Brennan

From ‘glamorous’ VC investor to startup
CEO, Tim Knotnerus jumps into the day-
to-day work of drug development

Tim Knotnerus enjoyed working with biotech entrepre-
neurs as a venture capitalist, but at some point, he real-
ized that he’d like to try it himself.

“I really wanted to be as close to the center of the action
as I could,” he said in explaining why he became CEO at
Belgian biotech AgomAb Therapeutics three years ago
now.

At AgomAb, Knoterus is doing exactly that, overseeing
the use of antibodies for regeneration and tissue repair
across a range of conditions.

Both of Knotnerus’ parents are biology teachers, so he grew up surrounded by life
sciences and education. However, he didn’t become interested in biotech himself un-
til the second half of his university studies. That’s when he decided he wanted to pur-
sue a career on the business side of drug development.

He graduated from Utrecht University in the Netherlands with two master’s of sci-
ence degrees — both with honors — first in science and innovation management and
the second in drug development.

He joined Aescap Venture as a senior associate and began investing in European
medical companies.

“I felt like a kid in a candy store, learning about all these cool new technologies,
speaking with entrepreneurs and learning from my colleagues. That was just an
amazing start to my career,” he said.

But over time he realized the most exciting part for him was working with manage-
ment teams of the portfolio companies. That’s when he decided he didn’t just want to
be an investor, but switch to a more active role in the drug development process.

“Most people actually didn’t fully understand it at the time because I left my glam-
orous venture life behind me and joined the other side of the table. But for me, it real-
ly felt like the right move at the right time,” Knotnerus said.

He joined AM-Pharma in corporate development in 2012 where he not only raised
more than €130 million in a private financing round, but oversaw a Phase IIb trial in
patients with sepsis-associated acute kidney injury. That success led to a $600 mil-
lion option-to-acquisition deal with Pfizer – and for Knotnerus, another move. He
did an MBA in Switzerland as he was figuring out what to do, finishing as valedictori-
an.

Around the same time, V-Bio Ventures and pharma company argenx both reached
out to him about a new company they were setting up. He met with founder Paolo
Michieli, now AgomAb’s chief scientific officer, to talk about his research with MET-
agonistic, HGF-mimetic antibodies that had anti-fibrotic and pro-regenerative poten-
tial.

“After I met with him, it was clear that there was so much potential in this technology
and that together, from scratch, we could really build a great company going for-
ward,” he said.

Knotnerus worked quietly behind the scenes until 2019 when he became AgomAb’s
CEO.

He’s overseeing the continuing efforts using antibodies for regeneration and tissue
repair with lead candidate AGMB-101, an HGF-mimetic agonist of the MET receptor
which the biotech says has preclinical promise in a range of autoimmune, inflamma-
tory and fibrotic disorders.

He also shepherded the recent acquisition of Spanish biotech Origo, adding two
pipeline assets and becoming a clinical stage company overnight.

“It was a single preclinical stage asset company acquiring a multiple-asset clinical
stage company so that was atypical,” he said.

Knotnerus counts industry stalwarts John Maraganore and Tim Van Hauwermeiren
among his mentors who he turns to for advice at times on specific questions about
strategy or R&D. He also credits Erik van den Berg, CEO at AM-Pharma, for showing
him how to “apply authentic leadership” in pharma.

“I was a rookie CEO at AgomAb – and I still am and make mistakes, but I’ve learned
how to work with the board and have been able to build a great team around me,” he
said. “I very much appreciate this nomination, but I really see this as recognition for
the larger team.”

— Beth Snyder Bulik

The reluctant niece of biotech billionaire
pursues a new approach to immunother-
apy

If you talked to Claire Mazumdar five years ago as a
fresh graduate of Stanford Business School, she would’ve
told you that she believed what many people said about
the biotech industry: You have to pay your dues, build
your experience before thinking about climbing the lad-
der. Veteran status was paramount for a leader in this
world.

Then the calls came.

Her aunt Kiran — known to the rest of us as Kiran
Mazumdar-Shaw, the billionaire founder and chairper-
son of Indian drug giant Biocon — had been looking at a

cancer immunotherapy being developed at the internal R&D group of Biocon Biolog-
ics and at the cusp of clinical trials. Biocon’s collaborator at Harvard, Vijay Kuchroo,
advocated for the drug to be spun out into its own company; Biocon Biologics, after
all, was chiefly a biosimilars player. And they were wondering if the younger Mazum-
dar could helm the new spinout.

Mazumdar had in many ways paid her dues. Before her MBA, she had undergrad ex-
perience at Tyler Jacks’ illustrious MIT lab, a PhD in cancer biology at Stanford un-
der Forty Seven co-founder Ravi Majeti, then an internship at Editas. Her first post-
MBA job was as senior associate at Third Rock, helping craft a strategy for the in-
flammation and autoimmune startup Rheos Medicines — an impeccable résumé for
anyone just starting out.

And this was in some ways a dream gig: Mazumdar decided a while back she’d rather
devote herself to translating science into therapies than going the academic route as
both her parents and her brother did. In fact, she credits her aunt for instilling that
entrepreneurial yearning.

But she still didn’t feel ready. It was a lot of responsibility. Besides, she was negotiat-
ing a potential deal between Rheos and Roche.

Once the big partnership with Roche finally closed, though, she reconsidered the of-
fer at the advice of her mentors, who assured her that the CEO job wasn’t as big of a
risk as she might have seen it as.

“I was lucky also to have this opportunity come up with the time it did,” she said.
“But I think many of my advisors and mentors, you know, also had these opportuni-
ties in their career and it’s because they took them early on that they were success-
ful.”

So Mazumdar stepped up and into the top post at Bicara Therapeutics in early 2020,
with the initial funding coming from Biocon.

Because of the pandemic, she wasn’t able to travel much to India — where the bulk of
the team is based — while the smaller, US-based crew worked on the clinical trial
Bicara secured an IND for, just days after she jumped on board. Mazumdar also freely
admits that there’s “always going to be a credibility factor” with new investors when
it comes to pitching a startup that’s led by a young CEO and focused on a drug initial-
ly developed in India.

“Part of it is learning to address it head-on,” she said. “Explain why you think your
molecule is good and where you can build that conviction.”

The lead drug, BCA101, is a bifunctional antibody that works by binding to EGFR on
cancer cells — like a homing mechanism — and delivering a TGF-β trap there to dif-
fuse the protective powers of the tumor microenvironment. Bicara’s follow-on candi-
dates, discovered in-house, are based on the same approach.

Compared to traditional bispecifics, which tend to recruit T cells and let them do the
cancer-fighting, it promises to untangle the thickets that shield the tumor from the
immune fighters, lending itself to potential combo approaches. With dose-expansion
cohorts from a Phase I/Ib trial initiated earlier this year, preliminary results are ex-
pected by the end of 2022.

Another part of tackling the credibility factor is to surround herself with the right
team and advisors.

EQRx CEO and Third Rock founder Alexis Borisy, one of Mazumdar’s mentors, de-
scribes her as “whip smart, calm, insightful, and collected with a kind but firm de-
meanor.”

“She demonstrates enormous commitment to her company’s success and shows
great perseverance,” wrote John Maraganore, the Alnylam founder who now plays a
grandfather role to biotech startups — Bicara being one of them. “I also find her to be
very open and transparent.”

For now, Mazumdar is taking it step by step. But looking broadly at the biopharma in-
dustry — maybe it’s another influence her aunt had on her — she hopes that by the
time she’s 60, the sector will have figured out how to price drugs reasonably. And if it
does happen, she sees herself hanging around long enough to witness that.

“Whatever I do next, you know, five to 10 years from now, it’s a bit about not having
necessarily an ego to think that I need to do the same thing again,” she said.

— Amber Tong

How one fast-aging organ sent Dina
Radenkovic on a Holy Grail chase

Dina Radenkovic likes to engineer her way through med-
ical problems. She’s loved mathematics since she was a
kid — and a couple years ago, she focused her attention
on a biological process that just wasn’t adding up.

Organs change, slowly losing function as we get older.
However, there’s one organ that ages up to five times
faster than the rest of the body, impacting just under half
the world’s population: the ovaries.

Women are born with about 2 million eggs, and they
slowly lose them their whole lives — however, the
biggest drop is usually around age 35, according to
Radenkovic. By the age of 45, it’s nearly impossible to be-

come pregnant.

“We are forced to make all of these decisions by 35,” the 27-year-old said. “If this
problem was affecting men, someone would have solved it by now.”

That’s why, last year, the University College London grad launched Gameto, a biotech
dedicated to redefining female reproductive longevity.

It’s a Holy Grail quest, pursued by a small corner of the already small but growing
longevity field. But it’s a worthy one, according to Radenkovic, who says the initial
goal is to address menopause and improve assisted fertility through three programs,
the first of which is in preclinical testing.

“We’ve been living longer by two years, every decade, but the age of reproductive fer-
tility has not been moved at all. And I just thought that it’s no longer fit for purpose,”
she said.

Radenkovic had been tossing around the idea behind Gameto with her co-founders,
Martin Varsavsky and Pranam Chatterjee, for quite some time. She’s always been
known to take on big challenges — growing up in Serbia, she started learning high
school curriculum in elementary school, and her résumé is dotted with impressive
positions, including senior visiting scientist at the Buck Institute for Research on Ag-
ing, and cardiology research fellow at Mass General Hospital. But this one felt differ-
ent.

“We want to build therapeutics that give more choice and empower women,” she
said. “It’s really something that I just discovered is groundbreaking.”

The main problem is that ovaries don’t function when women need them to,
Radenkovic explained. Although many women now want to have kids in their 30s or
40s, they’re most able to in their 20s.

Using cell engineering, the small team of roughly 15 scientists is working on thera-
peutics that can mimic or replace some ovarian functions. The first program is a bio-
logic they believe can mature eggs in a petri dish, potentially making IVF more suc-
cessful, shorter and safer for women who are pre-menopausal — and eliminating the
need for injections.

“It’s not like a wonder pill that just slows down ovarian aging, but we use that plat-
form where we recapitulated the ovarian environment to develop these therapeutics
that then solve these conditions,” Radenkovic said.

The company has already begun testing the first program in partnership with IVF
clinics in the US and abroad. They expect to have preclinical data this year from test-
ing on discarded specimen samples. Its other two programs, dubbed Deovo and
Ameno, are focused on ovarian aging and menopause.

The idea has attracted some of the industry’s top scientists, with famed Harvard ge-
neticist George Church joining the scientific advisory board, and ARCH managing di-
rector Bob Nelsen and 23andMe CEO Anne Wojcicki chipping into a $20 million Se-
ries A round back in January.

“I think sometimes, as we think about this, patients are lost in the story and I think
this is something that we definitely do not want to do,” Radenkovic said. “We want to
ensure that throughout the development all women are asked what they want.” —
Nicole DeFeudis

How one decision years ago continues to
propel Aaron Ring — and his companies
— forward

For Aaron Ring, everything is about momentum.

The enterprising Yale professor is an emerging force in
the translational research space and has helped launch
several companies since 2015, including ALX Oncology,
Ab Initio Biotherapeutics and, most recently, Simcha
Therapeutics. On top of this, some of his technology
ended up in use at Forty Seven, the biotech Gilead
bought out for $4.9 billion thanks to his time at Irv
Weissman and Chris Garcia’s labs at Stanford’s medical
school.

That’s a lot of projects to push forward in the last few
years, though it hadn’t always been Ring’s plan. In fact, from a young age, Ring tells
Endpoints what he really wanted was to be a doctor.

But when he went for his MD/PhD, he fell in love with research and found himself in
an area that seemed on the cusp of major breakthroughs, he says, leaving him in the
uncomfortable position of giving up his original dream.

“I had all this momentum coming out of grad school that I was fortunate to be able to
start my lab right away,” Ring said. “It was a tough decision not to continue my med-
ical training, clinical training, because I love being involved in patient care … But at
that point, I was just really drawn to the potential to make discoveries that could
have a translational impact.”

Ring attributes most of the decision to the way that MD/PhD programs are struc-
tured, noting how students first do two years of their MD, then complete their PhD
work and wrap it up with their final stint at med school with their residency and fel-
lowship. By the time one finishes everything, the science has already moved on sig-
nificantly from where you stopped one’s lab work.

That’s, in essence, what Ring says happened in his career. When he was wrapping up
his research at Stanford with Weissman and Garcia, the “immunotherapy revolution”
was beginning to take hold, he said, noting the approval of the first checkpoint in-
hibitor for PD-1 came while he was in the lab.

“We were on that first phase of the hype curve on immunotherapy, and it seemed
that the sky was the limit, just given CTLA-4, and then PD-1,” he said. “And we were
just convinced that in five years, immunotherapy would wipe out most cancers. And
unfortunately, that has not been the case. But obviously, I felt like it was the right
time, we were studying the right area, we had the right tools. If I didn’t start my lab, it
was unclear if the opportunity would present itself [again].”

So far, Ring’s decision to forego his residency has turned out alright for his compa-
nies. Ab Initio achieved an exit after being acquired by Ligand Pharmaceuticals in
2019, and Simcha closed a Series B earlier this year, dosing its first patients as well
with a new spin on a once-failed approach.

ALX Oncology, meanwhile, has fared OK, with the lead program Ring helped discov-
er heading into three Phase II studies. But after going public during the biotech
boom, the biotech has seen shares slide back to around where it first debuted after
hitting a peak of about $88 per share in mid-2021. The program, ALX148, also earned
a partial FDA hold in December 2020 that was lifted about six months later.

Moving forward, Ring doesn’t plan on stopping his translational work anytime soon.
Ring told Endpoints he’s already working on two other companies after Simcha: Ser-
anova Bio, backed by Foresite Capital, and Stipple Bio.

And despite having given up on his earlier dream, Ring says he doesn’t think he
would have done anything differently looking back.

“I’ve learned a lot, so I can’t say we didn’t make any mistakes. But it’s been an exhila-
rating experience. I’ve really caught the bug for being at this interface, the basic dis-
coveries and moving them forward through whatever mechanism we can,” he said. “I
just feel like I’m always looking to learn and think about how to do things better the
next time.” — Max Gelman

A Church lab alumnus tries to build a new
technological backbone for a cell and gene
therapy future

While growing up, 64x Bio’s co-founder and CEO Lex
Rovner had focused all her time and on one thing. But it
wasn’t science. It was music and composition.

She still dabbles a little bit, making electronic music —
similar to the style of HVOB or Bonobo, she says — but
the 36-year-old found her footing in the world of math
and science later in high school, and has spun that into a
career in biology.

“That initial path taught a lot of things. It taught me that
if you’re going to do anything well, you need to spend
tens of thousands of hours doing it,” she said in an inter-

view. “Just the understanding of that’s what it takes was very helpful for me. It defi-
nitely helped me prepare for this.”

And how is this going? In January, Rovner’s synthetic biology company that’s set out
to tackle the gene therapy manufacturing bottleneck brought in a $55 million Series A
financing round. Rovner spun the company out of George Church’s lab, where she
was a postdoc from 2015 to 2018.

The company isn’t interested in retrofitting plants or spending big money to build
gene therapy factories, but rather in engineering individual cells that churn out a crit-
ical component of the therapy. The end goal is to build cells that spit out viral vectors
used to deliver gene therapies into the body; 64x Bio is looking to make cell factories
for each different vector.

Right now, there’s not enough vector manufacturing capacity across the industry to
make gene therapy for even the smaller disease populations. By increasing capacity,
Rovner and her team look to eliminate limits on therapies for patients.

64x got some help from the Y Combinator early on, a startup accelerator that has
helped launch household names like Airbnb, DoorDash and Instacart. The first thing
the accelerator emphasized was to make something that people wanted. It seems ob-
vious though that discovery can be difficult for a scientist sometimes, as they are typ-
ically trained to create the most complicated technology possible.

But Rovner did just that, involving advisors early on and interviewing more than 800
industry experts and potential customers to ensure that the problem they were going
to take on had a real tangible need.

“If there’s anything I’ve done right, it’s been that … I think there’s this tendency to, as
a scientist, develop the sexiest technology that you can in a lab, then spin out a com-
pany and find somebody to go buy it,” she said. “And that’s a really dangerous ap-
proach, and the reverse of that is what you should be thinking of.”

Rovner is now entering her fourth year at the helm of 64x. After its Series A, it’s dra-
matically growing the employee base from 10 employees to around 50. Though it has
employees all over the country, its headquartered in California’s Bay Area, near the
University of California, San Francisco campus, a setup that reminds her of her time
in Cambridge at Harvard.

She’s learned that the best way to become a good CEO is to admit when you don’t
know something. There’s a trend around founder-led biotech now, which Rovner
thinks is great. But it seemed to her that the only way to ensure that these businesses
are successful in ensuring that the people around her know more than she does.

“I just question everything, and that’s been super powerful in even getting here,”
Rovner said.

To head a biotech, Rovner also has had to become resistant to failure. She heard no a
lot early on, from investors and potential customers or potential employees. And to
get the company where it is now, she had to let that rejection roll off of her back.

“Everyone is telling you no, and it’s a lot of no until you hear one yes. And I think that
can be really, really discouraging if you’re not prepared for it,” she said. — Josh Sulli-
van

Inspired by her grandmother, Nabiha
Saklayen tries to build a cell therapy-in-
a-box

It’s 7:30 a.m. in an airport, and Nabiha Saklayen is get-
ting emotional, right before she takes a mini-vacation.
There’s a lot going on at her company, Cellino, after it
pulled in its Series A to start the year, and she’s been en-
couraging her employees to take time to themselves.
She’s taking the rest of the week to lead by example on
that front.

But on the phone, she’s talking about her mother, a
teacher for 30 years who, when she walked onto the
campus at Rajshahi University, became the first woman
in her family who ever went to college, and paved the
way for the rest of her family. She always believed that

her daughter would one day become the CEO of something, and while Saklayen in-
sists that her faith was no different than any other mother’s belief in her children, it’s
no less remarkable of a prediction.

“She always reminds me that I should also take care of myself,” she said.

It’s been quite the ride for Saklayen in the past year. Cellino is in the midst of a rapid
expansion, but at the same time, it’s starting to run out of office and lab space, which
is not easy to come by in Cambridge, MA’s Kendall Square neighborhood. In the fall
of 2022, it will move to 750 Main Street, the new location for The Engine, an MIT-
based home for emerging biotechs and biopharmas. It’s more than doubled its work-
force, from 10-20 employees to more than 50. And in September, Saklayen gave a
TedTalk in which she explained the foundation of her company’s vision: using your
own stem cells to recover from an illness.

Cellino was born through a combination of Saklayen’s time at Harvard and the influ-
ence of her grandmother, who died of complications connected to diabetes just be-
fore she started. Saklayen started in while still in her mid-20s, and since then, she’s
been on Forbes’ 30 Under 30 list and MIT Tech Review’s 35 Innovators Under 35 list.

The company was founded to close a critical gap in the stem cell industry by engi-
neering personalized stem cells with laser precision in an automated, software-dri-
ven, and closed manner.

Right now, it’s pretty difficult to scale up autologous processes for manufacturing —
i.e. scaling up cell therapies that involve processing a patient’s own cells. But Cellino
uses image-based machine learning to train algorithms to look at images of cells to
find info in a consistent manner. Then, the company uses the data to figure out what
works and what doesn’t in the process. Eventually, it’ll work toward a GMP-in-a-box
system that is enclosed, and can be dropped off at hospitals to manufacture thera-
pies.

Just in January, Cellino landed an $80 million Series A fundraising round, thanks
largely to Leaps by Bayer, an investment arm of the Big Pharma. That puts the com-
pany at $96 million raised so far. This means it is attracting more attention than ever
– from investors and potential employees and partners. With all of that attention and
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Hit by 2 more flops, Bristol Myers and
Nektar wind down IL-2/PD-1 program at
the center of $3.6B deal

Amber Tong
Senior Editor

Four years after Bristol Myers Squibb paid a record-breaking $1.85 billion in cash to
partner with Nektar Therapeutics and launch a sprawling clinical program to test its
IL-2 drug in combination with the pharma giant’s anchoring PD-1 inhibitor, the
companies are calling it quits.

The global development program for bempegaldesleukin plus Opdivo will come to an
end in what BMS and Nektar described as a joint decision, they announced on
Thursday in the wake of two more negative late-stage readouts.

April 19, 2022 01:20 PM EDT

FDA lawyer digs in her heels as Makena
accelerated approval withdrawal saga
drags on

Zachary Brennan
Senior Editor

It’s been almost 18 months since the FDA recommended that Covis Pharma
withdraw its controversial preterm birth drug Makena, and still the drug, which first
won an accelerated approval in 2011 but failed a confirmatory trial in 2018, remains
on the market.

The ongoing saga, which will likely culminate in a Covis-requested hearing at an
unknown date, reveals how long a company can keep so-called “dangling”
accelerated approvals on the market, even as the FDA has made clear multiple times
that the confirmatory trial showed “no efficacy on neonatal outcomes,” which was
the primary endpoint.

Guest column: What happened with Esperion — and what
defines success or failure?
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You’ve heard it hundreds of times: We’re on a mission. We plan to change the world; to
change the way that medicine is practiced; to change the life experience — and ex-
pectancy — of patients living with a life-threatening disease. We planned to help ...
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MarketingRx roundup: Horizon, AbbVie,
Genentech land top workplace honors;
Pfizer reups social Covid-19 push

Beth Snyder Bulik
Senior Editor

A trio of pharma companies landed on Fortune’s 100 list of Best Places to Work for
2022, published last week. Horizon Therapeutics ranked highest at No. 59, followed
by AbbVie at No. 72 and Roche’s Genentech at No. 78.

The list is culled from more than 870,000 employee survey responses along with
company data. Great Places to Work runs the survey for Fortune, ranking non-
government agency companies with at least 1,000 employees.
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Struggles with FDA continue for Lupin
as it is handed another Form 483

Josh Sullivan
Associate Editor

Troubled generics manufacturer Lupin has struggled with FDA cleaning and process
validation guidelines for the past four years. Now, the Indian company’s been hit with
another Form 483, following an inspection carried out between March 22 and April 4.

The citation is in regards to violations at the Tarapur, India manufacturing facility. A
letter addressed to the National Stock Exchange of India is dated April 5.
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Q&A: Horizon’s commercial chief Keli
Walbert talks Tepezza, rare disease mar-
keting and family ties

Beth Snyder Bulik
Senior Editor

Keli Walbert joined Horizon Therapeutics a few years ago at the urging of former
colleagues who worked there – not her husband, Tim Walbert, who happens to be
the CEO.
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– from investors and potential employees and partners. With all of that attention and
resources, the team has decided to focus on meeting GMP — i.e. human trial — stan-
dards in the most efficient manner possible, something that Saklayen has enjoyed,
personally.

It’s been a long journey to Saklayen’s current spot. Wasn’t it just yesterday, she re-
calls, that she tried out for the Model UN team at her high school with a speech about
Harry Potter? She’s forgotten what exactly that speech was about (something about
Slytherin vs. Gryffindor), but credits those days in which she was the only science-
minded person on the team, both in high school in Sri Lanka and in undergrad at
Emory University, as the key to her preparation in becoming a leader.

“I’m a huge believer in being self-aware – what are your strengths, and what are your
weaknesses, being able to push myself on the public speaking domain, and doing that
competitively was very exciting,” she said. “And I think that’s why my mom has this
notion that she thinks I was preparing for this job (as a CEO) my whole life. But now
it makes sense.” — Josh Sullivan

A bioengineer with a personal history in
rare disease looks to tackle one of the
biggest hurdles in gene therapy

Not everyone gets a Gina Kolata profile in the New York
Times and a blog post from former NIH director Francis
Collins highlighting his research.

But Sharif Tabebordbar, who’s recently founded the
AAV-based gene therapy-focused Kate Therapeutics, has
had both.

While straddling the worlds of academic research and
the biotech industry, Tabebordar made clear in a recent
interview that it’s his love for the work that drives his
work ethic.

“I really enjoy the work I do, so that’s what drives me,” he said. “I dream a lot about
the day we inject our first patients and change their lives. These are kids that are go-
ing to live a much happier life.”

Born in Shiraz, Iran in 1986, Tabebordbar said his mother’s focus on education, and
his father’s struggles with a rare genetic muscular disease (explained more in the Ko-
lata profile), pushed Tabebordbar to plug into science early on.

“This is unfair that people are born with these genetic diseases that they have no
control over, and that fueled my passion for biology and genetics,” he said.

So after studying biotechnology in undergrad and for a master’s, he said he applied to
the 10 schools in the US that have muscular dystrophy PhD programs, and he got into
Harvard.

That’s where he said he worked on in vivo gene editing, immune responses of CRISPR
in muscle, as well as the nitty-gritty of muscle biology and different therapeutic
strategies in different models of disease.

After his PhD he said he wanted to go into academic research, but instead jumped at
an opportunity to lead a gene therapy program at Editas Medicine, which focuses on
developing CRISPR-based therapeutics.

Only about a year later, Editas decided to reorganize and told Tabebordbar that they
had to scrap his program because there wasn’t yet a good gene delivery modality to
get these components into muscle.

“And that was a fair point,” Tabebordbar said. “And this wasn’t going to be a problem
for only this company, but for the whole field.

“So I decided to tackle that,” he said, delving into a discussion of the unresolved chal-
lenges that the field now faces.

Among the challenges: identifying the underlying genetic issue (which in the case of
his father and others with rare dystrophies can be very difficult without the appropri-
ate tests); manufacturing that much virus; figuring out whether re-dosing might be
necessary; and the elephant in the room: safety.

“We know that if you get the missing gene into the body, it’s going to work, it’s going
to have a therapeutic effect. It’s all about can you make it safe enough at this point,”
he said, adding:

Can we deliver drugs that are potent enough that we can go to a low enough dose
that doesn’t result in the toxicity issues that we’re seeing? There have been multiple
holds in the last year and a lot of them are associated with injecting an extremely
high dose of virus because these naturally occurring viruses are mainly delivered to
the liver.

Two gene therapies have won FDA approval so far (Roche subsidiary Spark’s Luxtur-
na and Novartis’ Zolgensma) but Tabebordbar is optimistic and said he expects oth-
ers for genetic muscle diseases will be approved in the next 5-10 years.

“The first ones will be gene replacement therapies for recessive diseases that we just
need to replenish the missing protein at a certain level. Gene editing as therapeutics
is going to be more challenging, particularly for the muscle, because of its structure,”
he noted. — Zachary Brennan

A young scientist pursues one of medi-
cine’s biggest Holy Grails: A pill for sickle
cell

On long days, when the experiments just don’t work or
the latest batch of molecules fails, Pamela Ting tries to
remember her days as an aspiring journalist. There’s a
bigger picture, she tries to assure her team. We’ll get
there together.

Ting often has such occasions. As a senior scientist in
the hematology unit of Novartis’ biomedical research
wing, she is leading an effort to develop small molecule
drugs for sickle cell disease.

It’s become in recent years a Holy Grail target for drug
discovery, after decades in which the condition that

largely affects people of African descent was ignored by industry. It comes at the
same time that gene therapies are nearing approval, bringing with them the tantaliz-
ing possibility of a cure, and the recognition that any such cure will not be widely
available.

These gene therapies are expensive and resource-intensive, requiring extensive med-
ical infrastructure and trained personnel for manufacturing and transplant. At best,
they will be a solution primarily for the US and Europe and likely only for the sickest
patients.

Novartis and the Gates Foundation have tried to close that gap by trying to develop
gene therapies that are easier to distribute and administer, but those remain far off,
on the other side of a steep technological hurdle.

The gene therapies are “super cool, cutting edge, something that we hope will be
transformative,” Ting said. But “what can we do now? Well, we know how to make
small molecules and we know how to make them as drugs. It’s something that we
know how to make accessible and how to deliver to patients.”

The search for a pill for sickle cell would not have been possible if it weren’t for sev-
eral technologies that converged just as Ting arrived at Novartis.

As a PhD student at UCLA, she thought she’d invent cancer drugs. Her father was an
aerospace engineer who built military transport planes and took her on certain week-
days to the jet propulsion laboratory, where she saw the Mars Rover, and on certain
weekends to the national parks that stud California, where she saw dinosaur fossils
and strange geologic formations.

“It’s just this really incredible experience,” she says.

Ting considered journalism at UC-Berkeley, but her scientific fascination won out. It
was a fortuitous time. Gleevec, the world’s first targeted cancer drug, had just been
approved. It seemed like new biologic insights would genuinely yield new cures.

After undergrad, she went to UCLA for her PhD. She was at one of the few labs at the
time to do their own small molecule discovery, and she genuinely believed she’d in-
vent a new drug like Gleevec. It was an exciting time. And no one told the budding
biochemist about biotech’s failure rate.

When it didn’t happen, “I felt very disappointed,” she said. But when she explained
her supposed failure in her Novartis interview, the head of immunology, Mike Cooke,
was unfazed. He told her, “’Oh, yeah, happens all the time. It’s just it’s part of drug
discovery,’” Ting recalled. “And I remember that making me just feel okay. It’s okay.
There are failures along the way. It happens to the best.”

Ting’s initial focus was on stem cell transplants. She wanted to find small molecules
that could expand a pool of cells, improving the efficacy and efficiency of such trans-
plants. It was well-timed. While she was at grad school, a new tool had been invented
to find small molecules faster: CRISPR. Although known for its use in therapy, the
gene-editing technique could also be used to find new drugs, by systemically perturb-
ing different genes in cell lines and animals to find which change on which target
killed cancer cells or reversed inflammation.

But it was still the early days of the CRISPR revolution. Ting and the other Novartis
scientists struggled just to synthesize CRISPR proteins, namely Cas9, in their lab, and
no one could get them to work in blood stem cells, a notoriously stubborn cell type.

One day, though, Ting figured out that if you gave the stem cells Cas9 with the guide
RNA that tells it where to cut already wrapped up inside, it worked. It was a counter-
intuitive insight, a product of exasperation-born creativity. Conventional thinking
held that RNA and Cas9 bound so tightly, it would preclude any further activity.

“I think we all thought it was a little bit crazy,” Ting said.

The technique, called Guide Swap, was published in Nature Communications in 2018.
Ting soon began applying some of the same technologies in the hunt for sickle cell
drugs. CRISPR reinvigorated the hunt for such molecules, providing a new technique
to find the right proteins to target.

And Ting had the right skill set to bring new capabilities together, said her supervisor
Sue Stevenson, quickly connecting different teams to unlock their most exciting tar-
gets.

For now, a pill remains years away. But they’ve converged on promising molecules
that might activate fetal hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying protein that is active only
in newborns. Even sickle cell patients have a healthy version, so a pill that turns it on
to a sufficient degree could have the same effect as the more intensive gene therapies.

But it requires constant refinement with a team of over 40 scientists — chemists,
pharmacokinetic experts, computational biologists — to get there, Ting said. Fortu-
nately, said Stevenson, they have the perfect person to lead them.

“Sometimes I think people underestimate Pam because she’s kind and compassion-
ate and a good listener,” Stevenson said in an email. “But those are also leadership
skills. She asks the most important questions and gets right to the heart of the matter
every single time.” — Jason Mast

Non-traditional scientist and researcher
Vasanthi Viswanthan is breaking norms
– and piling up discoveries at Kojin

Vasanthi Viswanathan grew up in New Hampshire, went
to public high school and while she had very good
grades, she also had a lot of free time that she spent out-
doors exploring nature.

“I think that’s an intrinsic part of my personality that I
tend to like to explore things on my own rather than
learn about them in a textbook,” she said.

That’s especially true in Viswanathan’s case when there
were no textbooks written about what she was explor-
ing. That’s because she’s conducting pioneering research
into how cells reprogram in the long run and evade even
the best treatments. The work that began at Columbia

and Harvard labs continues now at Kojin, the company she co-created with her men-
tor Stuart Schreiber, a Harvard scientist and co-founder of the Broad Institute.

Viswanathan is a non-traditional scientist in many ways — she entered Harvard with
professional singing aspirations — and didn’t do well in the classroom. She enjoyed
genetics “briefly,” she said, but admits some of the same things she excels at now she
couldn’t force herself to memorize or learn.

She was more interested in the music and arts cultivated during her childhood. She
started an organization to champion Indian music at Harvard, selling out Sanders
Theatre for the first time ever for an ethnic event.

Eventually, she joined a lab working with fruit flies and for the first time, she really
enjoyed biology in college, working with the flies and examining them. She parlayed
that experience into grad school at Columbia — and that’s when it happened.

“Suddenly science went from something fairly pedantic to a social experiment and it
has stayed that way for me. In grad school, I was walking by these different labs and
there was this one — the PI’s name was Brent Stockwell and he ended up becoming
my graduate mentor — where he had this set of images or a video of a cell that was
just doing something bizarre. And it was beautiful,” she said.

She asked him what it was and when he said he didn’t know yet, she felt she found a
kindred spirit. Viswanathan joined his lab cutting her teeth on helping to figure that
out, using a chemical biology approach to cell death. She spent most of grad school
producing negative data — and learning from it. And by the time she was getting
ready to graduate, a lot of the puzzle was coming together. However, in her personal
life she had gotten engaged to a man, now her husband, who was doing his MD PhD
at Harvard in Boston.

She told Stockwell she didn’t want to be apart from her fiancé and that she needed to
quit. He resisted and instead offered to find her a joint mentor and find a way to make
it work. That’s when she met with Schreiber, and as she tried to explain her work, he
said, “Listen, I don’t know all this stuff that you’re talking about with ferroptosis. But,
if you promise me you’ll do something great, you can be in my lab.”

She later realized that he was challenging her, but in the moment she remembers
thinking, “Oh my gosh, Stuart Schreiber thinks I can do something great and he
wants me to commit to it? I just thought I had all the potential in the world,” she said.
“And for me, that’s what he’s always done. He’s made me believe things I didn’t know
to be true myself. And putting me on the path to achieve it.”

She transitioned to Schreiber’s lab fully as a postdoc and used the Broad Institute’s
big data approach to try to tackle her questions: What is the physiological relevance,
and is there any applicability?

The data approach that led to important findings around ferroptosis was not a trivial
artifact or idiosyncratic process, but rather a coordinated and regulated manifesta-
tion of cell state. Those findings, she realized, had all sorts of potential applications
in cancer therapeutics and even beyond oncology, into areas like fibrosis and pre-
venting neurodegeneration with ferroptosis.

So Viswanathan sat down with Schreiber to talk about the future — she had a num-
ber of offers to start her own academic lab — and he asked her what she thought was
the most important thing that needed to happen in the field. She answered that
somebody needs to make a drug. And he agreed, but then said, “You need to go make
the drug. We’re going to start a company together and you’re going to make this
drug.”

That was the beginning of Kojin, which happened to be at the same time she was 8
months pregnant, followed by series funding, recruiting a team and continuing to
learn not only from Schreiber but also others including the current CEO of Kojin, Lu-
ba Greenwood, and an all-female C-suite.

Kojin is focused first in oncology, working to develop tissue-specific drugs that in-
duce ferroptosis cell death in drug-resistant cancer cells.

For his part, Schreiber thinks just as highly of Viswanathan as she does of him.

“She’s off the charts brilliant, but then you go a little deeper and you realize that she’s
such an interesting person too. She’s quite a singularity,” he said.

Running a lab for 40 years, he said, he’s had “a lot of very special trainees” but
Viswanathan is a standout even among them.

He tells the same story (unaided by this reporter) that she told without knowing it
about her coming to him for advice about starting her own lab.

“She’s very modest and hadn’t even told me that she’d gotten several unsolicited
phone calls from faculty search committees — three in particular that are three of the
very best and most sought after,” he said, and each one made her an offer.

When she came to him, he told her how extraordinary that was and that others
would die for those jobs. But she told him she had a problem — while she got
thoughtful advice about how to be successful in academia, it’s the last thing she really
wanted to do.

“She walked away from some of the most sought-after academic jobs and pursued
the high-risk job of being a co-founder of a new company, but there was never really
any doubt that this is what she was going to do,” he said. — Beth Snyder Bulik
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Guest column: What happened with Es-
perion — and what defines success or
failure?

Tim Mayleben
Former CEO of Esperion Therapeutics

Biotech Voices is a collection of exclusive opinion editorials from some of the leading voices in biopharma on the
biggest industry questions today. Think you have a voice that should be heard? Reach out to Amber Tong.

On April 1, Endpoints News editor-in-chief and founder John Carroll issued an open offer
to biotech startup execs/VCs of failed biotechs to detail what happened, what moving on
looks like, and explaining failure. This is the first guest column published in response to
that offer, from Tim Mayleben. Mayleben stepped down as CEO of Esperion Therapeutics
a little less than a year ago after a Q1 misfire on the numbers raised fresh doubts about
the future of their cholesterol drug bempedoic acid. Over the past year, its stock has
plunged 78% during a bear market for biotech stocks.
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Not that he didn’t want her to join, but for Keli, the decision came with careful
consideration about how it might affect their family, which includes four children.
Especially when it came to heading up the launch of Tepezza in early 2020.

April 19, 2022 10:30 AM EDT

Bear market shows no signs of abating,
claiming Finch Therapeutics as the latest
layoff victim

Max Gelman
Senior Editor

Much ink has been spilled over the continuing wave of layoffs hitting the biotech
industry, and that doesn’t look to be stopping anytime soon.

Finch Therapeutics reported Tuesday morning that it would be laying off 37 staffers,
or approximately 20% of its workforce, per an SEC filing. The decision to cut costs
comes about a month after Finch said the FDA had placed a treatment for C. difficile
infections on partial clinical hold, and roughly three weeks after pausing its hepatitis
B program.
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Covid-19 roundup: Moderna showcases
progress on its bivalent booster; Novavax
wins approval in Japan

Tyler Patchen
News Reporter

New data from Moderna offer encouraging results for the mRNA powerhouse’s
bivalent booster candidate.

The bivalent booster candidate, known as mRNA-1273.211 and which includes
mutations found in the Beta variant of concern, bested the company’s original
booster in terms of neutralizing titers against all variants of concern, including
Omicron.

The news, which follows similar results for the Pfizer/BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine
when combined with Beta, bodes well for the booster in the fall.

April 19, 2022 07:34 AM EDT

Axsome agrees to post-marketing com-
mitments with FDA, signaling potential
OK for long-delayed depression drug

Zachary Brennan
Senior Editor

Axsome Therapeutics is likely on the cusp of its first drug approval, sending shares of
its stock up more than 40% pre-market on Tuesday.

The company said in an SEC filing Tuesday that it has agreed to certain
postmarketing requirements/commitments proposed by the FDA with respect to the
company’s application for AXS-05 for the treatment of major depressive disorder.

That application has been delayed since August, with the company receiving a letter
outlining how FDA-identified deficiencies preclude labeling discussions with
Axsome.
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