Annika Keller – an inspiring
brain scientist
Annika Keller, a researcher working at the
University Hospital Zurich, grew up in Ahja village,
southern Estonia, began her studies at the
University of Tartu in the field of biology. From
Tartu she went on to make her doctoral studies to
Uppsala University, in Sweden, where she met her
husband Thomas, who is a Swiss. For the last 11
years, Annika has lived with her family in
Switzerland.

Ahja's small hospital and she had 24 hours’ shifts
and I accompanied her often to help her or I ate in
the kitchen. In the evenings, I brought bread and
tea to the patients, washed the floors of the
outpatient clinic, helped to clean the sludge sticks,
and all that was needed was done. It seemed
terribly boring. I didn't want to be a doctor anyway
- that huge responsibility seemed too much to me.
When did you become a scientist and was it a
conscious choice for you?
No, it was not a conscious choice. When I started
the seventh grade, Tiiu Sarv, a new chemistry and
biology teacher at Ahja School, came to us. She
seemed slightly older lady, 24-year-old (laughs)
woman at the time. But I was 14 years old and he
seemed so extremely erudite. She became an
authority to me and she always talked so much
exciting things in addition to the compulsory school
program.
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At the end of October, Annika Keller gave a
webinar for the Swiss Estonian Association on the
topic "Brain - the big walnut". We learned that the
area of contact between human nerve cells is
thought to be equal to the land surface of Europe
when spread out. We learned that interneurons
are very interesting nerve cells, and we learned the
difference between fear and anxiety, and that
movement promotes the formation of new
neurons in the brain, because our brain changes all
the time, and so on. Thanks again for that
interesting evening!
Annika, who did you want to be as a child?
At the age of about twelve, I wanted to become an
investigative journalist.
But we can say that you became a journalist, you
write scientific articles in scientific journals?
Well, actually yes. I grew up in the countryside, in
the village of Ahja. My mother was a nurse in
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Her worldview fascinated me, because in Estonian
life in the early 1980s, her views were completely
unusual. I only talked to her once about university
choice and said I was going to study chemistry. Tiiu
Sarv was the one who convinced me to study
biology, because it is so much more interesting! I
wanted to be like Tiiu - to know a lot of exciting
things.
As a gold medalist, I only had to take one entrance
exam, and well, I thought its easy and did not

prepare well enough, and as far as I can remember,
the answer to one exam question (something
about the geochronological timing of the earth)
was too insufficient to get the maximum grade. But
I think I got the maximum points, because I knew
about the fluctuations of the communities, which
Tiiu Sarv had taught and which was not in the high
school program at that time. And so it went.
I haven't met this teacher since high school (she
moved to Canada) and it's weird that she probably
doesn't know how important role she has played in
my life. It is important that we always act
responsibly when dealing with children, because
we never know whose good word, encouragement,
or action may be the breaking point in a life of a
child.
Have you ever had any other work in your life?
No, if we exclude washing floor as an adolescent in
hospital. I received a scholarship of 50 rubles (for
good academic performance), which was a large
amount of money considering that my mother,
who worked as a nurse, received about 70 rubles in
a month. He managed with that money. And I
didn't have the time or opportunity to go to work
after studies, because my first son was born during
the first year of university. It was a difficult time,
but somehow I could attend lectures and
practicums in the university and also took all
exams. Today I can't understand how all this was
possible, but back then it was normal to study until
three o'clock at night and wake up at five o'clock
with my child. Today, I really don't know how that
was possible.
Somehow after your biology studies you became a
researcher on the brain.
Yes, by chance. I did my postdoctoral research in
the laboratory, where the mechanisms of vascular
formation were studied using the retina of the
mouse eye as a model. At some point, I became
interested in the blood vessels in the brain. And the
interest is not lost, on the contrary, it only gets
more exciting.
How did you find your way to study in Sweden?
Chemists from the Tartu University had close
relations to Uppsala University and one of my good

friends did a master's thesis in Uppsala. She saw an
announcement on the corridor wall that a
professor in Uppsala was looking for a doctoral
student. Subject was the cell contact with tissue.
That's what really interested me. I didn't consider
myself as doctoral student's material, but I was
curious and called this professor just to talk. And
this conversation was in English! I didn't speak
English at that time at all. I wrote down the text
and called.
To me, the profession of a scientist seemed too
high to be considered myself as worthy for that
position. I am a woman, and it seemed to me that
it was already a reason not to be taken seriously.
It was very difficult to feel worthwhile. But then I
still went to this professor's laboratory in Sweden,
initially with an annual Pharmacia scholarship, and
I stayed there. I realized that doctoral studies are
not something I can't do. The world of science
opened up in front of me and enchanted me
completely.
If I had stayed in Estonia, I probably would never
have done science. In Sweden there was a very
supportive environment.
Do you have role models?
I don't have a single person in science to admire. I
respect many scientists, but we are all human
beings with their strengths and weaknesses.
However, I admire people with disabilities who,
despite their disabilities, are active.
What is the most difficult part of a researcher's
life for you?
Although I did not want to become a doctor
because of the big responsibility, today I have even
more responsibility than perhaps a doctor in a
clinic. I am responsible for the financial situation of
my research group, which means that their salaries
and the financial strength of the laboratory depend
on me, and it is not always the easiest task.
Let's talk a little bit about Estonia. How often do
you visit your family in Estonia and what is
obligatory, what must you do when visiting
Estonia?

We try to go once in a year. Unfortunately, this
year we didn’t and I am very sorry that we did not
travel to Estonia in the summer. Our children really
miss their grandmother.
We always visit relatives, go to Pärnu beach, just
enjoy the summer. We put on the rainboots and go
for a walk in the woods.
Estonia is home – my home!
Have you ever considered moving to Estonia?
My husband and I wanted our children to grow up
in our home country, in Estonia or in Switzerland.
As a first option, we looked for opportunities in
Estonia, but they were not very promising. And so
we moved to Switzerland.
Annika and Thomas have 3 sons in their family (30
years, 13 years and 8 years). Thomas is also a
scientist studying soil mechanics and stress caused
by agricultural machinery. The eldest son is
studying banking at the Zurich University, having
previously studied mathematics and statistics. The
middle son has to choose soon his profession, he
is considering architecture and the youngest son is
keen into art. But who knows what will happen to
them. Annika is very satisfied with the Swiss
education system and takes the decision of her
sons with a very calm heart. No decision closes the
door to the world of science. Not even when you
start vocational training. Everything is possible in
Switzerland.
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Did the Swiss Estonian Association (SEA) find you
or did you find the SEA?
I found the SEA. I was looking for an opportunity to
speak Estonian just so that my children could see
others around him who speak that language. The
Playgroup (ed. Estonian Children and Youth Club)
has been operating for a long time now, which has
been irreplaceable in terms of Estonianness.
And this Estonian atmosphere, which is
indescribable in words, is possible only through
Swiss Estonian Association.
What do you do in your free time?
We go to the mountains and try to do some sports,
but I do also needlework for my soul. Doing science
is so abstract that it is so good to see the real work
done with your own hands.

What languages do you speak at home?
I speak Estonian with our children. My husband
and I speak to each other English. My husband
speaks Swiss-German with the children. Sometimes
we also have words in Swedish. Well, it's a bit
confusing, but SOMEHOW we understand each
other.
We have words that are not translated in the
family, but are in Estonian. For example,
"jaanipäev", "laulupidu" or "komm". Although the
word "komm" has got a Swiss-German twist by my
husband, and so he calls candy „Kömmli“. Some
words are again used only in Swiss-German - "Hort"
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I started sewing at the age of 12, which was
necessary during the Soviet era. There was nothing
to get from the store. My grandmother was a
tailor. I had seen my grandmother copying the
pattern and cutting out the pieces of fabric. My
first sewing job were pants and it was a secret
Project, because I was afraid, that maybe my
mother wouldn't let me if I asked for permission.
As my mother had 24 hours shift that day in the
hospital, hiding was not difficult.
Today, when we live in a "Land of plenty" society,
there is no need to do anything ourselves, but to
create and do things with my own hands - brings
joy to my soul.
What would you say to young people who are
thinking about a career as a researcher but have
not dared to take that step?
Man must do everything with his heart! Life of a
researcher is nothing special - a profession like any
other. However, there is nothing special about this,
because knowledge is the only thing that remains
even, when all material disappears.
What do you dream about?
I think a lot, but I don’t say it out loud. Maybe it's a
little trauma from my childhood, because I always
heard my family speaking about big dreams. In
reality, however, nothing turned to be true. Maybe
I am such a typical superstitious Estonian that
when I say out my dreams, I condemn them.
Although a large kitchen - that's what I dream of!
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