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Nobel shines light on 
paleogenetics, study 
of ancient DNA

While some may have been sur-
prised that the Nobel Prize in
Medicine was awarded to a

paleogeneticist Monday, researchers
say understanding our distant ancestors
helps explain modern human health-
even when it comes to COVID. New
Nobel laureate Svante Paabo is consid-
ered the father of both paleogenetics
and paleogenomics, which aims to
reconstruct the genetic information of
long extinct human relatives.

But the prize may have led some to
wonder why a pioneer in this field won
the Nobel in medicine. For example,
what is the medical benefit of knowing
that modern humans have an average of
around two percent Neanderthal DNA,
one of Paabo’s great discoveries? For
the second year running, the scientists
behind mRNA vaccines were among the
odds-maker’s favorites, with millions
around the world being aware of the
technology after getting it jabbed into
their arms.

But the Nobels, which tend to reward
research from decades in the past,
chose Paabo. “This revolutionary
research in genetics and evolution falls
within the range of topics that could and
should be recognised by the Physiology
or Medicine Nobel Prize,” said David
Pendlebury, research head at analytics
company Clarivate’s ISI institute. “It is,
however, not an award for a discovery
relevant to clinical medicine, which many
anticipated this year after a Nobel Prize
focusing on physiology last year,” he
said in a statement.

‘Completely justified’ 
Paleogeneticist Eva-Maria Geigl of

the French research agency CNRS said
it was “completely justified” to give
Paabo a Nobel Prize in medicine. “We
must not forget that medicine is the
exercise of keeping human beings in
good health, so we must first understand
biology,” she told AFP.

Paabo himself provided an example
of this in 2020, when he showed that
humans with a particular snippet of
Neanderthal DNA have a higher risk of
getting more serious symptoms from
COVID-19. The research could point
towards a potential reason why COVID
has often proved deadlier in places like
South Asia, where many people have
the DNA segment, compared to Africa,
where it is far less common. But the
research is unlikely to contribute to new
Covid treatment or approach.

And it “is only a small, secondary
subject” of Paabo’s vast amount of
research, Geigl said. It does however
serve as an example of how paleogenet-
ics weaves together the present with the
distant past. “We can understand, for
example, what genes have made it pos-
sible to adapt in the past, and therefore
which are important for our current
health,” said genetic anthropologist
Evelyne Heyer of France’s National
Museum of Natural History, citing in par-
ticular the case of diabetes.

Crisis in the field 
But, in a way, it was this unique mix of

past and present that plunged the field
into crisis in the early 2000s, a decade
after first coming to prominence.
Numerous paleogenetics papers were
discovered to be incorrect, because
DNA from modern-day humans had
accidentally been mixed in with samples
from ancient humans.

It had apparently proved difficult for
researchers to avoid contaminating their
samples with their own DNA, which was
not a problem for paleogeneticists work-
ing on animals. With the discipline
brought into question, Paabo and other
researchers led to the way to develop
more reliable and advanced techniques.
Now, paleogeneticists have created a
vast library of knowledge tracing the
recent evolution of our species that
gives insight not just into medical con-
cerns, but also into social issues such as
migration. “We have thousands of
ancient genomes that have been pub-
lished, not just of Neanderthals but also
of more recent humans,” Heyer said.
“They let us to show that we all have
migrant ancestors, that we are a patch-
work tapestry,” she added. —AFP

The mysterious
Denisovans

Little is known of the mysterious
Denisovans. These distant relatives
of the Neanderthals roamed east-

ern and southern Eurasia but left little
trace of their time on Earth. “Hominin
Denisova” was discovered by Swedish
paleogeneticist Svante Paabo, the win-
ner of this year’s Nobel prize in medi-
cine.

In 2012, Paabo and his team
sequenced the DNA of a remarkably
well-preserved fragment of bone, 40,000
years old, found four years earlier in the

Denisova cave in southern Siberia. The
result was astounding-they had come
across an entirely novel hominin, distinct
from Neanderthals and even more from
Homo sapiens, aka modern humans.
The Denisovans shared a common
ancestor with the Neanderthals until
their populations diverged 380,000 to
470,000 years ago.

This was much later than the split
between modern humans and
Neanderthals/Denisovans, which
occurred between 550,000 and 760,000
years ago. In the same cave, paleontolo-
gists later discovered the fossil of a
young girl who was part Neanderthal,
part Denisovan, proving that these two
archaic species interbred. But while we
know the Neanderthals disappeared
around 40,000 years ago, we have little
idea as to when our other closest evolu-

tionary relative went extinct.
We don’t know what the Denisovans

looked like either as they left only rare
fossilized traces of their time on Earth
other than the fragments found in
Siberia and a jawbone discovered on the
Tibetan Plateau in 2019. The work of
Paabo and his team at the Max Planck
Institute in Leipzig have nonetheless
shed some light on our mysterious
ancestor. By comparing DNA
sequences, they found a “gene flow”
between both Denisovan and
Neanderthals, and between Denisovans
and modern humans.

In other words, before they went
extinct, Denisovans also interbred with
our species. Up to six percent of
Denisovan DNA is still found in present-
day humans in Asia-Pacific and south-
east Asia-Australian Aborigines,
Melanesians and the Negritos of the
Philippines-suggesting our far-distant
relative roamed over a vast swathe of
east and south Eurasia. Neanderthals,
by contrast, lived in western Eurasia.

Scientists believe the ancient ances-
tors of today’s Melanesians interbred
with Denisovans from southeast Asia, far
from the frozen mountains of Siberia and
Tibet. Proof that the Denisovans had
spread as far as the warm tropics of Asia
was lacking until a missing link-a child’s
tooth at least 130,000 years old-was dis-
covered in a cave in Laos in 2018. One
of the biggest remaining mysteries is
why modern humans were so successful
in their expansion and why the
Denisovans and Neanderthals went
extinct, after having adapted to a
Eurasian environment for several hun-
dred thousand years.— AFP 

The Swedish Academy will on
Thursday announce the 2022 win-
ner of the often-criticized Nobel

Literature Prize, with the award commit-
tee known for its penchant for spotlight-
ing lesser-known writers over bestselling
authors. In the past two years, the 18-
member Academy has bestowed the
prestigious prize on US poet Louise
Gluck and Tanzanian author Abdulrazak
Gurnah, two writers whose work had not
been widely translated and was not
known to the broad public-or even some
publishers.

“After last year, I think it’s maybe
even a bit harder to guess” who could
win this year, admitted Lina Kalmteg, lit-
erary critic for public broadcaster
Swedish Radio, recalling the “total sur-
prise” in the studio when Gurnah’s name
was read out last year. “I think we can
expect a more well-known name this
year, after last year’s surprise”, said
Bjorn Wiman, culture editor at Sweden’s
newspaper of reference Dagens
Nyheter.

The Academy is slowly recovering
from a devastating #MeToo scandal that
led to the postponement of the 2018
prize, and its controversial decision a
year later to honor Austrian author Peter
Handke. His pro-Serbian positions
extended to backing Serbia’s former
president Slobodan Milosevic, who was
on trial for genocide when he died in
2006. Three years ago, the body prom-
ised new criteria would lead to a more
global and gender-equal literature prize.

“The Academy is now very conscious
of its reputation when it comes to diver-
sity and gender representation, in a
totally different way than they were
before the 2017-2018 scandal”, Wiman
told AFP. “A lot of new people have

joined the Academy with new perspec-
tives and other references”, he said, not-
ing that it was no longer just made up of
“older white men”. Since the #MeToo
scandal, the Academy has awarded the
Nobel to two women-Louise Gluck and
Olga Tokarczuk of Poland-and one man.

Does that bode well for another
woman this year? If so, Joyce Carol
Oates of the United States, Annie
Ernaux and Maryse Conde of France
and Canada’s Margaret Atwood could
get the nod this year. A prize to Russian
author and outspoken Kremlin critic
Lyudmila Ulitskaya, often cited as a
potential candidate, would also send a
strong message after Moscow’s invasion
of Ukraine.

Bets are on Houellebecq 
A prize to Ulitskaya “would spark

reactions”, Wiman said, noting it would
highlight her opposition to the Kremlin
but also be considered controversial for
promoting Russian culture at a time
when Moscow is being lambasted for its
war in Ukraine. “This is the kind of com-
plex intellectual debate you really want
to see around the Nobel”, Wiman said.
Unlike many other literary awards, there
is no shortlist for the Nobel, and the
nominations to the Academy and its
deliberations are kept secret for 50
years.

Left to mere speculation, betting sites
list the favorite as France’s Michel
Houellebecq, whose name has made

the rounds in Nobel circles for many
years. In second spot is British author
Salman Rushdie, who was the victim of
an attempted murder attack in August. It
took the Academy 27 years to finally
denounce, in 2016, the Iranian fatwa on
“The Satanic Verses” author, a highly
controversial silence it attributed to its
neutrality and independence.

Other names often cited as possible
winners are Kenya’s Ngugi wa Thiong’o,
Hungary’s Laszlo Krasznahorkai and US
authors Thomas Pynchon and Don
DeLillo. “The great American postmod-
ern novels haven’t been honoured yet,”
Jonas Thente, literary critic at Dagens
Nyheter, noted. Yet other favorites
include Jon Fosse and Karl Ove

Knausgaard of Norway, who could bring
the prize back to Scandinavia more than
a decade after it went to Swedish poet
Tomas Transtromer.

Maria Hymna Ramnehill, critic at
regional daily Goteborgs-Posten, mean-
while said she was hoping the prize
would go to French-Moroccan writer
Tahar Ben Jelloun or Croatia’s Dubravka
Ugresic. “In different ways, both have a
body of work that explores identity in
relation to nationalism and to gender,”
she said. “They talk about their identity
in a complex manner that highlights the
complicated and hard-to-grasp reality we
live in and which can’t be explained with
simple solutions”.— AFP 

Zanzibar-born author Abdulrazak Gurnah poses for a photo call prior to attending a press con-
ference, after he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.

Books by Tanzanian-born novelist Abdulrazak Gurnah are on display at the Swedish Academy
in Stockholm after the author was announced as the winner of the 2021 Nobel Prize in
Literature. — AFP photos

Member of the Nobel Committee for Physiology or Medicine Anna Wedell explains the research
field of the winner of the 2022 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine Svante Paabo, during a
press conference at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, Sweden, on October 3, 2022. — AFP 

India loses contact 
with budget Mars 
orbiter after years

India has lost contact with its Mars
orbiter, eight years after the low-cost
probe made it the first Asian nation

with a spacecraft circling the red planet,
its space agency said. Although
“designed for a life-span of six months
as a technology demonstrator, the Mars
Orbiter Mission has lived for about eight
years in the Martian orbit with a gamut of
significant scientific results”, the Indian
Space Research Organization (ISRO)
said Monday.

The agency said in a statement that,
after an eclipse in April cut off sunlight to
the probe, its “propellant must have
been exhausted” and that it “attained its
end-of-life”. Launched in 2013 before
entering Mars’s orbit the following year,
the probe made India one of only a
handful of nations to circle the Red
Planet, including Russia and the United
States, as well as the European Union.

It came six years before China
launched its Tianwen-1 mission, which
includes a rover vehicle on the surface

of the planet. India’s launch cost just 4.5
billion rupees ($73 million), less than a
sixth of the $455 million Mars probe
begun shortly afterwards by US space
agency NASA. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi later quipped that it cost even less
than the 2013 Hollywood space block-
buster “Gravity”, which was reportedly
made for about $100 million.

The ISRO said the mission’s achieve-
ments included providing an understand-
ing of the composition of several gases
in the Martian exosphere. “The mission
will be ever-regarded as a remarkable
technological and scientific feat in the

history of planetary exploration,” it said.
India has been bolstering its space pro-
gram in recent years, including a
manned mission with Russian backing
slated for 2023 or 2024.

In 2019 Modi hailed India as a “space
superpower” after it shot down a low-
orbiting satellite, a move prompting criti-
cism for the amount of “space junk” cre-
ated. The same year India suffered a big
setback when it lost contact with an
unmanned spacecraft moments before it
was due to land on the Moon.—AFP

Member of the Nobel Committee for Physiology or Medicine Anna Wedell explains the research
field of the winner of the 2022 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine Svante Paabo, during a
press conference at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, Sweden, on October 3, 2022. — AFP 

In this file photo, Indian staff from the Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) watch as
the Mars Orbiter Spacecraft (MoM) successfully enters the Mars orbit on a screen from a
gallery at the ISRO Telemetry, Tracking and Command Network (ISTRAC). — AFP 


