
 

Pair win Nobel for unlocking mystery of
sensing temperature, touch

October 4 2021, by Pia Ohlin

  
 

  

The research of the winning duo is being used to develop treatments for a wide
range of diseases and conditions, including chronic pain.

US scientists David Julius and Ardem Patapoutian on Monday won the
Nobel Medicine Prize for discoveries on receptors for temperature and
touch.
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The duo's research, conducted independently of each other in the late
1990s and 2000s, is being used to develop treatments for a wide range of
diseases and conditions, including chronic pain.

Patapoutian, an Armenian-American molecular biologist who moved to
America from war-torn Lebanon aged 18, said the Nobel committee's
calls at 2:00 am were initially blocked by his phone.

"They somehow got a hold of my 94-year-old father who lives in Los
Angeles, and I guess even if you have 'Do not disturb' people in your
favorites can call you," he told reporters, adding it was a "very special
moment."

Our ability to sense heat, cold and touch is essential for survival, the
Nobel Committee said, and underpins our interaction with the world
around us.

"The groundbreaking discoveries ... by this year's Nobel Prize laureates
have allowed us to understand how heat, cold and mechanical force can
initiate the nerve impulses that allow us to perceive and adapt to the
world," the Nobel jury said.

"In our daily lives we take these sensations for granted, but how are
nerve impulses initiated so that temperature and pressure can be
perceived? This question has been solved by this year's Nobel Prize
laureates."

Chili pepper inspiration

Julius, 65, was recognised for his research using capsaicin—a compound
from chili peppers that induces a burning sensation –- to identify which
nerve sensors in the skin respond to heat.
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The human body generates heat in response to inflammation, so we can
protect the affected area and allow it to heal.

Julius told reporters at a press conference that he was browsing a
supermarket aisle filled with chili pepper sauces when he turned to his
wife, a fellow scientist, and said he thought it was time he finally solved
how certain chemicals cause the sensation of heat.

Patapoutian's pioneering discovery was identifying the class of nerve
sensors that respond to touch.

  
 

  

Winners of Nobel Prize for Medicine 2021.
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"In science many times it's things we take for granted that are of high
interest," Patapoutian told the Nobel Foundation website.

Touch receptors were "the big elephant in the room: we knew they
existed, we knew they did something very different than how most other
cells communicate with each other, which is through chemicals."

Julius, a professor at the University of California in San Francisco and
Patapoutian, younger by 12 years and a professor at Scripps Research in
California, will share the Nobel Prize cheque for 10 million Swedish
kronor ($1.1 million, one million euros).

The pair were not among the frontrunners mentioned in speculation
ahead of the announcement.

Peace Prize favourites

Pioneers of messenger RNA (mRNA) technology, which paved the way
for mRNA Covid vaccines, and immune system researchers had been
widely tipped as favourites.

While the 2020 award was handed out during the pandemic, this is the
first time the entire selection process has taken place under the shadow
of Covid-19.

Last year, the award went to three virologists for the discovery of the
Hepatitis C virus.

The Nobel season continues on Tuesday with the award for physics and
Wednesday with chemistry, followed by the much-anticipated gongs for
literature on Thursday and peace on Friday before the economics prize
winds things up on Monday, October 11.
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Speculation on potential Peace Prize winners has ranged from the
Belarusian opposition to climate campaigners such as Sweden's Greta
Thunberg.

Literary circles have been buzzing with speculation that the Swedish
academy could choose to rectify an imbalance with the literature prize
that has seen Europe and North America dominate since 2012.

In total, those two regions account for 95 of 117 literature laureates.

  More information: www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medi … /2021/press-
release/

© 2021 AFP

Citation: Pair win Nobel for unlocking mystery of sensing temperature, touch (2021, October 4)
retrieved 27 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2021-10-duo-nobel-medicine-prize.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2021/press-release/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2021/press-release/
https://phys.org/news/2021-10-duo-nobel-medicine-prize.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

