








One year in Argentina — a wonderful experience
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hen | chose a career in science as a researcher,
Wl chose this for the curiosity and the passion I

always had about the physical and biological phe-
nomena that drive the world and ourselves, but also — with
a bit of luck — it is a job that allows you to combine highly
valuable experiences in your professional life with personal
growth and an inestimable open-mindedness.

That’s why | decided to do my PhD in such an interna-
tional environment as the one the University of Géttingen
offers. Even before | started the PhD, my supervisor informed
me about the possibility to participate in a newly established
international PhD program providing me with the opportu-
nity to spend one third of my PhD time — approximately one
year — in another university of another country and even in
another continent!

Although at first | had some doubts worrying about wast-
ing too much time, setting things up in a different lab, and
possible negative consequences for my career carrying out
part of my PhD in South America, | seized the moment and
started what turned out to be the best experience in my life
so far.

The experience, looking back, was wonderful. The host
institute in Rosario, the third most populous city in Argentina,
was the Max Planck Laboratory for Structural Biology, Chem-
istry and Molecular Biophysics (IIDEFAR/LMPbioR), a partner
institute of the Max Planck Society. Furthermore, the institute
is intrinsically connected with the National University of
Rosario (UNR), and CONICET, the main organization in
charge of the promotion of science and technology in
Argentina.

| had a great and pleasant surprise observing that, regard-
less of the ups and downs of Argentina both in political and
economic terms, the scientific community in Rosario — and
all over the country — is much more vibrant than you would
expect. As a matter of fact, in the last years there has been a
considerable increase in the promotion and development of
science and technology: A lot of talented scientists returned
to their native country, bringing with them all the knowledge
learned abroad. In addition, a lot of other highly qualified
researchers from neighboring countries are coming.

Due to this multifaceted and versatile organization the
[IDEFAR/LMPbioR institute was a unique and challenging
experience for me to learn new techniques and to push my
project forward from several different and sometimes oppo-
site directions.



In Jujuy province in the extreme northwest of Argentina, at the borders with Chile and Bolivia. (All photos: Caterina Masaracchia)

«With a good asado, a glass of wine,
and a bunch of friends
everything can be solved.»

Catarina Masaracchia

My research project focuses on the study of structural
and dynamic alterations that regulate alpha-synuclein (aSyn)
aggregation by using a C-terminal tagged model version of
the protein termed SynT.

aSyn is believed to be the main protein involved in several
neurodegenerative disorders — namely synucleinopathies —
including Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, and
dementia with Lewy bodies. Despite its link with pathologi-
cal, neurodegenerative processes, its physiological function
is still obscure and neither the mechanisms triggering aSyn
aggregation are clear, nor is known how aSyn aggregation is
related to pathology.

To answer these questions it will be necessary to generate
and test different hypotheses about structure and function of
this protein in health and disease.

On the personal side, as | already mentioned, it was an
incomparable experience. As Italian, | didnt have problems
to adapt to the warmth and the joy of life this South American
country and its people spread far and wide. From the artistic,
folkloristic, and touristic point of view, the beauty and the
resources of Argentina are not questionable. Nevertheless,
sometimes it can be a bit hard to deal with a poor and at
times confused day-to-day organization, the economic in-
stability, and the daily challenges everyone needs to face in
a foreign country with a totally different lifestyle.

But with a good asado, a glass of wine, and a bunch of
friends everything can be solved.

Caterina Masaracchia
Department of Neurodegeneration and
Restorative Research, University Medical Center Géttingen
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