
Engineering cell superpowers: Nanomachines can fix broken parts in our cells,
helping break down food, clot blood and destroy germs

[Engineer Kerstin] Göpfrich leads a research group focused on the “engineering of life” at the Max Planck
Institute for Medical Research in Heidelberg, Germany. Our cells are already chock-full of nature-made
machines. They carry out the daily tasks of living. Many are proteins. 

Some proteins allow muscle cells to contract. Others break down our food or help our blood clot. Proteins
 move materials and enable our immune system to identify and destroy germs.

Follow the latest news and policy debates on sustainable agriculture, biomedicine, and other ‘disruptive’
innovations. Subscribe to our newsletter.
SIGN UP

But sometimes our natural protein-machines don’t work right. Broken bio-machinery underlies many
diseases and other health problems. That’s why scientists are looking at how they might fix faulty proteins
or even build synthetic replacement parts.

They might repair faulty machinery in the eyes — problems that can result in blindness. Or they wire up
artificial nerves to replace damaged ones.

And the potential for such devices goes beyond making repairs. Scientists are looking at how to give cells
new abilities. Some researchers hope that by developing enough novel biomachines, they might even be
able to make new forms of life.
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