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ABSTRACT 

 

Dimitar B. Nikolov grew up in Sofia, Bulgaria, the only child of a mother who is still a 

chemist and a father who was an electrical engineer.  His paternal grandparents lived with them 

and cared for Nikolov while his parents worked.  Nikolov often accompanied his mother to her 

lab, and he feels that he is a scientist because of both genes and upbringing.  He attended local 

schools (all schools in Bulgaria were public), which he thinks gave him a broader and better 

education than most American children get.  He always liked physics and math classes and 

competed in national contests, doing so well that he did not have to take the entrance exam 

required of everyone else and could go to whatever school he chose. 

He enrolled in the biotechnology program at Sofia University partly to avoid compulsory 

military service, as permitted by the higher educational system in Bulgaria, and he finished 

master’s degrees in both physics and biology.  He worked in Peter Antonov’s laboratory on 

plant membrane fusion for his degree in biology.  During college he also met and married his 

wife, who was in the same program. 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall it became easier for Nikolov to attend a foreign 

university, and since the majority of good papers were from the United States, he decided to 

apply to a PhD program here.  He chose Rockefeller University at first for neuroscience, but he 

changed his mind, switching to structural biology and working on transcription proteins in 

Steven Burley’s lab.  He describes the graduate program at Rockefeller; Burley’s laboratory; a 

typical day in graduate school; and the process of doing x-ray crystallography.  He talks about 

his graduate work on the structure of the TATA box transcription initiation elements.  

Meanwhile, his wife had paused her PhD studies to have their first child and then, nine years 

later, their second.  She has since become manager of a lab at Rockefeller.  

After finishing his PhD, Nikolov decided against a postdoc and accepted a very good 

offer of a faculty position at Sloan-Kettering Institute.  He talks about setting up his lab, its 

make-up, and his management style.  His research has focused on axon guidance molecules in 

early development, for which he hopes to find practical applications.  Nikolov discusses his 

funding history, the impact of the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences grant on 

his research, and his belief that collaboration between academia and industrial science is 

important.  He explains his grant-writing process, some of his professional duties and teaching 

responsibilities, and goes into detail about his current research in structural biology on 

angiopoietic receptors and ligands.  He tells how he writes journal articles, how he sets his 

research agenda, what he thinks of competition in science, and his thoughts on how the national 

scientific agenda should be set.   

 Nikolov continues with more insight into his views on improving science education in 

the United States and the role of the scientist in increasing public interest in science.  He 

concludes his interview with a discussion of his professional goals and his future research on 

cell signaling and communication in neural development. 
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