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ABSTRACT 
 

Yuri A. Lazebnik was born in Severomorsk, Russia.  After his parents’ divorce, his mother 
moved with him to Leningrad (now St. Petersburg), but after she became ill, he was raised, for a 
few years, in Shakti by his maternal grandmother before returning to his mother’s rearing.  His 
father was in the navy, his mother was the valedictorian of her high school and went to college in 
Leningrad, training as a mathematician until Lazebnik was born—later she worked whatever 
jobs she could find.  Lazebnik and his mother shared a two-room apartment with another family 
in a building situated between other buildings that housed various academic departments at the 
local university.  He and his mother did not have much during the Leonid Brezhnev and Mikhail 
Gorbechev eras; Lazebnik worked regularly through high school and college to support himself 
and his mother.  He was an avid reader, enjoying the works of Jules Verne and other writers, 
though as a teenager Barry Commoner’s The Closing Circle: Nature, Man, and Technology truly 
impacted his beliefs and made Lazebnik consider environmental science as a career. 
 He joined St. Petersburg State University for his undergraduate degree in biology; he 
quickly changed his mind from pursuing ecology as a major since he could not find any advisor 
in that field.  He progressed through the typical undergraduate coursework and applied to 
continue his education as a graduate student in the laboratory of Valerei Yu. Vasiliev.  In 
Vasiliev’s lab, Lazebnik’s project was to study cell cycle, but in order to study cell cycle he 
needed a flow cytometer, a device that cost more than most departments’ yearly budgets, 
possibly, according to Lazebnik, even more than the entire university’s budget.  So since he did 
not have the funds to purchase such a device he used the informal system of favor-swapping in 
Russia to obtain the materials he needed to build his own device.  Lazebnik undertook 
postdoctoral studies in the N.N. Nikolskylaboratory at the Institute of Cytology of the Academy 
of Sciences, and then a short stint as a visiting scientist at the Commissariat à l’Énergie 
Atomique in France.  Then the August Putsch of 1991 occurred in Moscow, spurring Lazebnik’s 
decision to take a position in the United States; he received much support from William C. 
Earnshaw who expedited a work visa for Lazebnik.  Lazebnik entered the Earnshaw laboratory at 
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland in November of 1991 and his family followed 
him the following month; he began his work on apoptosis.  From Hopkins he moved on to a 
position at Cold Spring Harbor in New York. 
 Throughout the interview Lazebnik reflects on life in Russia during the Brezhnev and 
Gorbachev years, especially as it compares to his life in the United States.  At the end of the 
interview he talks about his community-service, editorial, and administrative responsibilities; 
balancing work and family life; his interest in aikido; the “corporatization” of scientific research; 
patents; and maintaining quality research in his lab.  He concludes the interview with a 
discussion of moral relativism; the ethics of using animals in scientific research; the importance 
of learning the history of science; and the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences.  
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CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

 

This interview is one in a series with Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences 

conducted by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts’s 

Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The project has 

been designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 

awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988. 

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral 

History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In 

preparing for this interview, Cohen held a telephone preinterview conversation with Lazebnik to 

obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and 

agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars’ interviews and the 

documentation in Lazebnik’s file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, 

including his proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars 

Program national advisory committee members. For technical background, Cohen consulted 

J.D. Watson et al., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, California: 

Benjamin/Cummings, 1987; Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New 

York: Garland, 1994; and Horace F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation. New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1979; and recent issues of Science and Nature. 

This interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Lazebnik’s childhood in 

Severomorsk, Russia, and continuing through his undergraduate and graduate education at St. 

Petersburg State University, his postdoc at the Institute of Cytology of the Academy of 

Sciences, and the establishment of his own lab at Cold Spring Harbor. Major topics discussed 

include his work in the N.N. Nikolsky lab on cytometry and immunofluorescence, his balancing 

of work and family, and his current research on apoptosis. 
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