
It was with deep regret and sadness that we received the news of the sudden death of 

our good friend and colleague Francesco Manzoni, of natural causes, on 12th March 2017, at 

the age of 27. Francesco came from the small town of Gorgonzola, outside Milano. He first 

came to Lund in September 2012 as an Erasmus student. As his Master’s project, he made a 

thorough study of how polarizable force fields perform for the calculation of solvation free 

energies by free-energy perturbations in the SAMPL 4 blind-test completion, with Pär 

Söderhjelm as supervisor. The results were of such good quality that they were published 

already in 2014. In September 2013, Francesco was admitted as a PhD student, shared 

between Biochemistry and Structural Biology and Theoretical Chemistry, supported by the 

ESS and with Derek Logan, Ulf Ryde, and Esko Oksanen as supervisors. The aim was to 

develop and apply neutron crystallography methods, which were quite new for most of us. 

Throughout his PhD, Francesco worked on the protein galectin-3, which is implicated in 

cancer growth and metastasis. Thereby, he was also closely involved in the Wallenberg-

financed project “Rationalizing Drug Design”. Francesco developed methods for making 

large crystals of galectin-3C for neutron work, collected many datasets at neutron sources 

around Europe and the USA, and diligently solved at least five neutron crystal structures. In 

this way, Francesco was one of the young pioneers of neutron protein crystallography in 

Sweden. 

Francesco also continued his work with computational methods. He developed a 

method to combine joint neutron and X-ray crystallographic refinement with quantum 

mechanical calculations. Moreover, he used free-energy perturbations to predict the binding 

affinities of new ligands to galectin-3. He tested the effect of truncating the simulated system 

to speed up the calculations. He has also compared how details of the calculations (charges 

and the size of the perturbed system) affect the results. However, most importantly, he made 

tight interactions with the organic chemistry PhD students, discussing and testing various 

suggestions of possible ligands before they were synthesized – an ideal form of cooperation 

between theory and practice. 

Francesco was well-appreciated for his teaching role in the course in structural biology 

and bioinformatics, KEMM15, and indeed enjoyed it so much that he planned to do it one 

more time around and after his thesis defence, which was planned for December this year. He 

had already finished all the necessary courses (over 65 hp) and he was expected to have eight 

or nine publications in his thesis, an excellent achievement. In particular, he had managed to 

combine both the experimental and computational parts of his unique PhD project in an ideal 

way. 

Just as importantly than any of the above, Francesco was a good friend and colleague to 

everyone that he worked with. He had a warm and humorous personality and a great curiosity 

for everything around him, with a desire to understand everything from “first principles”. He 

engaged in many extracurricular activities with the other PhD students and friends from 

outside the University. Francesco was a very skilful piano player, who came very close to 

taking an exam at the conservatory in Milano. We enjoyed conversations on the merits of 

different classical composers, as well as overhearing the music frequently emanating from his 

room as he worked. We will all miss Francesco, who has been taken from us far too young. 

Our thoughts are with his family in Italy at this difficult time. 

A memorial was held for Francesco on Friday 17th March, in the CMPS lunch room. 

Almost 90 people attended and signed the condolences book. To us this was also a reflection 

of how much Francesco meant to so many. 

 

Derek Logan, Ulf Ryde and Esko Oksanen, on behalf of all Francesco’s friends 

colleagues at CMPS, Theoretical Chemistry, the European Spallation Source, and everyone 

in the DECREC network. 


