
Rita Levi-
Montalcini
(1909-2012)

“Above all , don’t fear difficult moments. The 

best come from them.”
- Rita Levi-Montalcini

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 
BY-NC

http://judithweingarten.blogspot.com/2011_04_01_archive.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Childhood 
Experiences
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“At 20, I realized that I could not 

possibly adjust to a feminine role as 

conceived by my father and asked him 

permission to engage in a professional 

career.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-Sa

This Photo from NobelPrize.org.

This Photo from NobelPrize.org.

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/CIA_World_Fact_Book,_2004/Italy
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj9gfTItd3lAhVpkuAKHTPqAfcQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nobelprize.org%2Fwomenwhochangedscience%2Fstories%2Frita-levi-montalcini&psig=AOvVaw0O332PKLXCBUGyRHzGJ0ic&ust=1573398837826534
https://images.ctfassets.net/eqlypemzu8y5/6vAGB10QDirDIIQs9PfzYh/d72d6570cf62135653430b74d1e281ae/RitaLevi-Montalcini_HISTORY_asset2_.jpg?w=453&fm=jpg&fl=progressive&q=90


Education
“He objected that it was a long and 

difficult course of study, unsuitable for a 

woman. Since I had finished school 

three years previously, it would not be 

easy to take it up again. I assured him 

that I was not afraid of that.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

1930

Attended Turin School of 
Medicine

1936

Graduated summa cum 
laude

1936

Began three-year 
fellowship in neurology 

and psychiatry
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Influences

4

“I should thank Mussolini for having 

declared me to be an inferior race. This 

led me to the joy of working, not nay 

more unfortunately in university 

institutes, but in a bedroom.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini
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Photo from here.

Giuseppe Levi
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Photo from here.

Viktor Hamburger
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Photo from here.

Benito Mussolini 
and Adolf Hitler
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https://alchetron.com/cdn/giuseppe-levi-f736ed82-ef59-4cfd-afbf-27c875c189f-resize-750.jpeg
https://embryology.med.unsw.edu.au/embryology/images/thumb/2/2b/Viktor_Hamburger.jpg/300px-Viktor_Hamburger.jpg
https://cdn4.img.sputniknews.com/images/105799/81/1057998120.jpg


1st

Discovery
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“There is no great a thrill then the 

moment of discovery.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

Dissected chick 
embryos to study 

motor neuron 
development

Neuronal cell death 
was natural

Published in foreign 
journals

Photo from here.

https://selfhacked.com/app/uploads/2016/03/neurotrophins-NGF-BDNF.jpg


Aftermath 
of 1st

Discovery
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Conflicted 
Hamburger’s 

original findings

Observed mouse 
tumor contained 

growth factor

Full Time Professor 
at Washington 

University

Both photos from here.

https://www.nobelprize.org/womenwhochangedscience/stories/rita-levi-montalcini


2nd

Discovery
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Photo from here.

Photo from here.

Identify unknown 
factor

Mouse submaxillary 
glands/venom 

contains factor –
Nerve Growth Factor 

(NGF)

https://www.jax.org/-/media/3da1b64456ed4e3b93e21b1253d37735.jpg
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjY5pue9d_lAhWyVN8KHYVkDfcQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nobelprize.org%2Fprizes%2Fmedicine%2F1986%2Fcohen%2Fbiographical%2F&psig=AOvVaw0NWGb86bt_4NQWFcVoUQcN&ust=1573484646911405


Impacts
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• Discovery of other 

growth factors

• Mechanism for 

observing neural  

development

• Neurodegenerative 

diseases

• Cancer, MS, and 

other psychiatric 

disorders



Accomplish-
ments

“It was a great honor. Still, there is no 

great a thrill as the moment of 

discovery.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

1962

1st Director of the 
Institute of Cell 

Biology in Rome 

1986

Nobel Prize in 
Physiology and 
Medicine with 
Stanley Cohen

1987

National Medal of 
Science

1988

Published In Praise 
of Imperfection

2001

Senator for Life

2002

Founded the 
European Brain 

Institute
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Legacy
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“It’s not enough what I did in the past –

there is also the future.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

1992: Established Rita-

Levi-Montalcini Foundation 

to support education for 

women in children in Africa

2001: Used Senate Position 

to protect and advocate for 

science funding

Both photos from here.

hhttps://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiMhby9_d_lAhXESt8KHX_bAMAQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.timescolonist.com%2Fnews%2Fobituaries%2Fnobel-winning-scientist-levi-montalcini-dies-in-rome-at-103-1.36850&psig=AOvVaw0W_FNA62ppcdZR3l88c4BM&ust=1573486839910827


Diversity 
Today
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“Progress depends no our brain. The 

most important part of our brain, that 

which is neocortical, must be used to 

help others and not just to make 

discoveries.”

- Rita Levi-Montalcini

• Diversity program for Women (IWin) and Latin 
Americans (LATP)

• Economic diversity and early development

• “Building Bridges” via Pipeline programs

– ENDURE 

Photo from here.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwihktPTheDlAhXNdd8KHbYXBHkQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.boomer.com%2Fsingle-post%2FBridging-the-Gap-to-Innovation&psig=AOvVaw1bGYk6qypXUZLpnmQRjUWS&ust=1573489038264319
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