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Live&Learn 

‘When I became a full professor, 
I was 38, which is quite young to 
be running a chair group. I felt 
very lucky to be given the oppor-
tunity, but it was very demand-
ing as well. I compare it with 
juggling: as a scientist you keep 
three balls up in the air, and as a 
manager suddenly there are 10. 
Then you’re bound to drop a few. 
After my Vidi grant, I was reject-
ed for a big grant three times in 
the space of two years: first the 
ERC Consolidator grant, then 
the Dutch Research Council’s 
Vici grant twice. 
I was surprised at how painful 
that was. Not so much the rejec-
tion as the consequences. The 
university trains you to shine as 
a specialist, like some kind of 
superstar. I had to let go of that 
ambition. Soon after the rejec-
tion I was told I needn’t take part 
in a consortium as one of the 
partners didn’t consider me a 
big name in my field. Suddenly, a 
door had closed for me. 
Veni-Vidi-Vici creates the impres-
sion that there is a single route 
to the top, but that’s not the 
case. In search of alternative 

routes, I asked my boss Ernst 
van den Ende (then the director 
of Plant Sciences) for advice. 
You don’t have to be a superstar, 
he said, we need community 
builders in the sciences as well. 
Not everyone can be a star play-

er like soccer ball player  
Messi or basketball player  
LeBron James. It's really all 
about collaboration. 
The setback helped me to 
embrace my strengths, the ver-
sion of myself that I had always 
been: a real team player. I love 
connecting people. Training PhD 
students and watching assistant 
professors grow gives me just as 
much pleasure as publishing an 
article in a top journal. I hadn’t 
realized that beforehand. Suc-
cess is broader and it’s about 
meaningful work, being of value 
in your job and for the people 
around you.’  

A botched experiment, a rejected paper: such things are 
soon labelled as failures in the academic world. As for 
talking about them – not the done thing! But that’s just 
what WUR scientists do in this column. Because failure has 
its uses. This time, we hear from Eric Schranz, professor of 
Biosystematics. Text and illustration Stijn Schreven

‘According to a partner 
I wasn’t a big name in 
my field. Suddenly, a 
door had closed’

Fungi reproduce both asexually and through 
sex. Sexual reproduction leads to a recombi-
nation, or crossover, of properties. Generally, 
the number of crossovers is limited. Howev-
er, the fungus Aspergillus fumigatus has an 
average of 30 crossovers per chromosome, 
as a Wageningen study headed by Eveline 
Snelders shows.

The 30 crossovers are a genetic world record. 
To put it in perspective: in humans, cross-
overs occur three to four times per pair of 
chromosomes. The result of this large num-
ber of crossovers is that fungal sex leads to a 
complete makeover of the Aspergillus fumig-
atus genome. It’s like cutting the deck of a 
pack of cards 30 times.  
The sexual cycle of the Aspergillus fumigatus 
was only discovered in 2009, says Snelders. 
‘Sex explains the diversity we see in the 
fungus’s genomes. That variation can’t be 
explained by asexual (clonal) reproduction. 
But how does that diversity come about? 
Is it a question of not much sex and a lot of 
recombinations each time, or lots of sex with 
just a few recombinations each time?’ Now 
we know it’s the first option.

World record
Snelders and her team crossed two different 
fertile colonies of the Aspergillus fumigatus 
fungus and analysed the genetic composi-
tion of 195 offspring. After excluding other 
forms of recombination, they arrived at a 
new world record for the number of cross-
overs. The large number of recombinations 
has significant consequences for the devel-
opment of resistance in the fungus. 
Azoles have long been used to treat fungal 
infections, but Aspergillus fumigatus has 
developed resistance to them. The research 
by Snelders shows this resistance can devel-
op after having sex just once because of the 
large number of crossovers. That means 
resistance can spread very rapidly in the case 
of this fungus. rk

Sex explains rapid 
spread of resistance


