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| discovered tunicates while attending classes of Comparative Anat-
omy of Vertebrates as a Biology student at the University of Padua,
Italy. | was fascinated by the evolutionary developmental (evo-devo)
approach while | was analyzing vertebrate adaptations looking at their
sister group, the simple tunicates. | graduated in 1988 and subse-
quently entered my university's graduate program in Bioscience. In
1993, | obtained my PhD Degree in Evolutionary Biology. | owe a
great debt of gratitude to my mentors, Prof. Paolo Burighel and Prof.
Giovanna Zaniolo, who instilled in me a passion for tunicate research,
a rigorous scientific working method, and above all a commitment to
intellectual honesty in interpreting literature-based results, which |
consider their most important lesson. In 1998, | became a junior
faculty in my University, and in 2010 | was promoted to associate pro-
fessor. Currently, | teach Comparative Anatomy of Vertebrates and
Eco-Evo-Devo and | am a member of the faculty of the graduate
school in Biosciences. Over the course of 25 years of my academic
life, | have had the opportunity to work as visiting scientist at the Uni-
versité Paris X| (France), at the Friday Harbor Laboratories of the Uni-
versity of Washington (USA), and at Stanford University (USA). | have
been also collaborating with members of the global tunicate research
community and enjoy meeting them at the biannual International
Tunicate Meetings.

My research activities have primarily centered around the colonial
ascidian Botryllus schlosseri, which | can easily collect in the Southern
Lagoon of Venice, near the city of Chioggia, where the Hydrobiologi-
cal Station of my University is located (Figure 1). | love this animal for
its unique stem-cell based asexual cycle and its regenerative ability
(Kowarsky et al., 2021; Manni et al, 2007, 2014, 2019; Vanni
et al., 2022). The weekly resorption of adult zooids, synchronized with
the maturation of their buds, offers a valuable opportunity to study

the homeostatic relationships between zooid generations, their
degeneration and aging, and the developmental and regenerative
capabilities of new buds under different environmental conditions.
Through my work with B. schlosseri, | contributed to the description of
a novel tunicate sensory organ, the coronal organ, whose cells are
homologous to vertebrate hair cells (Burighel et al., 2003; Rigon
et al., 2017). This discovery has led to the reinterpretation of certain
tunicate embryonic territories, now considered homologous to verte-
brate placodes, and has prompted a revision of the vertebrate origin
theory (Manni et al., 2004). Coronal cells are fascinating mechanore-
ceptors that are currently the focus of my investigations, as they rep-
resent a possible target of underwater noise pollution. I am
coordinating an international European consortium financed by the
European Joint Programming Initiative Oceans (JPI Oceans) whose
main task is to study the effect of anthropogenic noise on marine
organisms. While studying the sensory systems of different ascidians,
| also studied the nervous system. In recent years, | have enjoyed
studying the weekly brain degeneration in Botryllus' zooids, as this
process shares many features with human neurodegenerative diseases
(Anselmi et al., 2022).

Furthermore, | have studied other tunicate species, including the
ascidian Ciona robusta. | had also the privilege of leading an interna-
tional working group for the taxonomic revision of the model ascidian
Ciona intestinalis. Through this effort, we revealed the existence of
two cryptic species (C. robusta and C. intestinalis) previously hidden
under the same name (Brunetti et al., 2015). The revision of this genus
was significantly challenging for the tunicate community, raising
awareness about the undetected risk of working with different spe-
cies when collecting wild animals from different seas around the
world.
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FIGURE 1

(a) From left: Chiara Anselmi, Lucia Manni, and Virginia Vanni. Euro Evo Devo Meeting 2022, Naples (Italy), May 31-June 3, 2022.

(b) Colony of Botryllus schlosseri, composed of four adult individuals. Ventral view. (c) Southern Lagoon of Venice; view of the city of Chioggia.
Arrow: Hydrobiological Station “Umberto D'Ancona,” Department of Biology, University of Padua, Italy. (d) lllustration summarizing my main
scientific accomplishments and showing my two preferred ascidian models: the colonial Botryllus schlosseri and the solitary Ciona robusta.

Throughout my career, | enjoyed collaborating with numerous
students including bachelor, master, PhD, and post-doctoral students.
Among them, | have developed a particularly strong bond with
Dr. Chiara Anselmi (Stanford University, USA) and Dr. Virginia Vanni
(Oxford Brookes University, UK) both of whom obtained their PhD
degree under my supervision and mentorship and continue to contrib-
ute to tunicate biology research. | take great pride in having sowed

the seeds of tunicate evo-devo research in them.
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