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Professor Kazuhiko KINOSITA
(1946-2015)

Ryohei Yasuda

Max Planck Florida Institute for Neuroscience, 1 Max Planck Way, Jupiter, FL 33458

My PhD adviser, Prof. Kazuhiko Kinosita,
or we call him Kinosita-san, has passed
away last week. It was a sudden, unexpected
death by an accident in a mountain. Perhaps
we will see several memorial pieces in
scientific journals, as it is a huge loss for the
community particularly for that of single
molecule biophysics. It is also a huge loss for
myself. In some way, the relationship between
a grad student and his/her PhD adviser may
resemble the child-parent relationship in
terms of impacts to one’s career development.
Indeed, Kinosita-san did have great influences
on my decisions throughout my scientific
career. He introduced me to the wonderful
world of single molecule biophysics and
later inspired me to move to neuroscience.
While I decided to make my scientific
career in a different country (US) and field
(neuroscience), we continued to keep in
touch, mainly over e-mail.

I was extremely lucky to work under a
mentorship of Kinosita-san for ~7 years
since | was a senior in Keio University till

finishing a short postdoc in his laboratory.

It is funny that it started totally by an
accident. As a typical student in the physics
department at that time in Japan, I wanted to
be a particle physicist and had no idea about
biophysics. Interestingly, in Keio physics, the
senior undergrad students were distributed
to research labs by a lottery. I failed the
lottery many times and landed to the lab I
was least interested in. Later I appreciated
this “fortunate bad luck”, since I started to
be fascinated by single molecule biophysics
— which was still a very young field at that
time. In the end, I decided to pursue my PhD
study in Kinosita’s lab.

Kinosita-san was a unique person in the
department, naturally for an only biophysicist
in the department. He explained physics with
picture rather than using equations, for which
physics students are well trained to me, his
way of thinking was refreshing and I enjoyed
discussing with him. He was proud of his
ski skill and loved manga and the musical
“Flashdance”. I did not care much about his
cynical jokes, but some of them were good.

The best one may be the one published in an
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interview article in Nature (422 p266) “my
death to remain undisclosed for two months”.
Unfortunately it did not happen though.
Anyway, | share my best experience in
Kinosita’s lab. This is about an evening
we first time observed the rotation of F1-
ATPase, an enzyme that synthesizes ATP. In
a small, dark microscopy room of Kinosita’s
lab, I was setting up a very first experiment
to attach actin filaments to F1-ATPases on
glass surface and started to look at actin
fluorescence. It was about 5 pm. Then I found
the first rotating actin (attached to F1) within
10 min! My heartbeat went up like crazy...
and then soon I found the second one. I
rushed to Kinosita-san’s office and told him
“It is rotating”. He jumped up from his seat
and came to the microscope room, watching
the video I just took — he was speechless ---
watched it over and over. Finally he said “it
appears to be rotating”. I called my wife “I
will not be back tonight”, and then Noji-san
“It is rotating! Come to the lab! (He was in a
different campus at that time)”. Kinosita-san
bought cans of beer for a Kan-pai (Cheers).
Noji-san came and we tried to reproduce
the rotation together throughout the night.
However, we could not see any rotating
actin in that night and could not do Kan-
pai at that night. — the next time we found

rotating F1-ATPase was ~1 month after the

first experiment. Anyway, the memory of the
evening with huge excitements with Kinosita-
san and Noji-san is very special for me.

Oh, and sea urchin hunting. In every May,
the lab went for a trip to nearby beach to hunt
sea-urchin, of which eggs the lab used for
electroporation and fertilization experiments.
Kinosita-san once said that he wanted to have
a “spherical cell” so that he can calculate
the electric field easily. The sea in May was
very cold, and we wore black garbage bags
— instead of wetsuites — to keep the body
temperature during the dive. The sea urchin is
under the sand and was difficult to be found.
Of course Kinosita-san was very serious
about capturing most sea urchin. I had a hard
time to find any, partly because I drank too
much alcohol during the trip...

I had a lot of fun in Kinosita’s lab. Of
course there are some negative memories
too. We had some fights over something very
stupid like operation system to be used in
the lab, since he hated Mac and I liked it.
By now the memories with Kinosita-san are
all distilled to be good ones — it’s been 15
years since | left his lab after al. I will miss
Kinosita-san, a great scientist, mentor and
friend. I would like to thank Kinosita-san
for everything he did for me — since he is the

reason [ am where I am today.
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