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Meet…Janarthanan Jayawickramarajah  ORGANIC AND BIOCHEMIST, New Orleans, Louisiana 

What He’s Doing 
Janarthanan Jayawickramarajah has lived all over the 
world—from Sri Lanka and Bahrain to the southern United 
States. Wherever he lives or travels, he always finds 
inspiration in architecture. Earlier this year, he and his 
family saw towering mosques and winding palaces in 
Istanbul, Turkey. “It was amazing to see these really old 
buildings that were created when technology was so 
limited,” he says. “It motivated me to work hard and think 
inward, not about making architectural structures but 
complex biological ones.” 

Jayawickramarajah is constructing molecules that may one 
day fight cancer. Traditional chemotherapy slows the growth of 
rapidly dividing cancer cells. Unfortunately, it also harms quickly 
multiplying healthy cells like the ones in the mouth and 
intestines, which causes uncomfortable side effects. 
Jayawickramarajah designs “smart molecules” that will shut 
down cancer cells while leaving the healthy ones untouched. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BORN IN 
Kandy, Sri Lanka 
 

JOB SITE 
Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana 
 
ALTERNATE CAREER CHOICE 
Anthropologist 
 
FAVORITE SPORTS TEAMS  
Sri Lanka National Cricket team, University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill Tar Heels Basketball, New 
Orleans Saints Football 
 
FAVORITE WEEKEND ACTIVITY  
Strolling through parks with my wife and two kids 
and stopping for coffee and beignets (A New 
Orleans treat, a lot like a doughnut covered in 
powdered sugar.) 

 

“It motivated me to work hard and think inward, not 
about making architectural structures but complex 
biological ones.” 

His Findings 
Jayawickramarajah and his research team build smart 

molecules by joining together a small piece of DNA with a 
cancer-fighting synthetic molecule. Here’s how they envision it 
will work: Outside of a cancer cell, the smart molecule will 
remain inactive, with the synthetic portion tucked neatly away. 
Once inside a cancer cell, the DNA portion will attach to a 
specific microRNA, a tiny molecule that plays a big role in 
tumor growth. The microRNA will then act as a switch that 
changes the shape of the smart molecule. In the new 
configuration, the synthetic portion will become exposed and 
attach itself to proteins vital to the cancer cell’s survival, 
shutting them down. 

The team has already created smart molecules that can do 
exactly this in an environment that simulates a cancer cell. 
Their next step is to test their design in real cells. 
Jayawickramarajah hopes that the molecules he constructs 
may one day contribute to new cancer treatments that target 
tumor cells directly, without any unwanted side effects. 

Meet more interesting chemists at http://www.nigms.nih.gov/ChemHealthWeb. 
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