
There is an herb for every 
disease 
Angelika Vollmar – developing drugs from natural 
products

For seriously ill people the proverbial om-
nipotence of herbs must sound very 

naïve. But fortunately pharmacists are 
discovering more and more natural pro-
ducts which have the potential to even 
cure diseases like cancer.

Amongst them are Angelika Vollmar and her 
team at the Chair of Pharmaceutical Biology at LMU. Their 
aim is to find promising substances and use them as phar-
maceutical leads for the de- velopment of new 
drugs. Professor Vollmar is highly thrilled 
by nature’s huge reper- toire. And she 
has a conclusive expla- nation for the 
partially high biological ef- ficacy of natural 
products: “Natural products have a biological 
past. In the course of their formation (biosynthesis), they 
have to interact with biological structures such as enzymes 
or membranes so they are used to them from the very 
beginning. It is therefore very likely that natu-
ral products possess properties which are 
able to influence such structures.”

Back to nature
On her way from a doctoral student to the holder 
of a university chair, Angelika Vollmar has encountered 
many facets of pharmacy and the life sciences in general. 
After writing her doctoral thesis about a classic phytoche-
mical topic – isolation and structure determination of 
natural products from plants – she immersed herself as 
post-doc at the University of California in Los Angeles 
(UCLA) in the world of molecular and cellular biology. 
Back in Munich, Angelika Vollmar habilitated at LMU’s 
Veterinary Faculty in the field of pharmacology, where she 
later took up her first professorship.
In 1998, the Faculty of Pharmacy at LMU was looking for 
a scientist with a strong background in molecular biology 
to head the Chair of Pharmaceutical Biology – and appoin-
ted Angelika Vollmar. “At that time, a paradigm shift took 
place and the focus of pharmaceutical biology was on the 
molecular pharmacological aspects of biogenic drugs,” 
she remembers. 

Fight cancer by all available means
One of the substances she and her work group are cur-
rently investigating is archazolid, a complex organic mo-

lecule isolated of myxo-
bacteria. It inhibits a 
proton pump which is 
overactive in tumor 
cells. The scientists 
are also searching for 
so-called chemosen-

sitizers, substances 
which make resis-
tant types of cancer 

again sensitive to the 
effects of chemotherapy. 
Another approach to figh-
ting cancerous cells is to pre-
vent the formation of new blood 
vessels in the tumor tissue. This ensures 
that new cells are not supplied anymore and die. For this 
purpose, the Munich-based pharmacists also rely on na-
tural products.

Crucial for all projects are highly sensitive screening me-
thods allowing the scientists to observe how cells grow, 
how they divide, how they move and whether metabolic 
products change. One of the strong points of the chair of 
Angelika Vollmar is a method called 
high-content screening, which 
allows the researchers to investi-
gate several of these parameters 
simultaneously in only one living 
cell. 

Reaching the destination in 
nanoparticles

Together with NIM colleagues, 
Angelika Vollmar is also wor-
king on a method for direc-

ting substances to damaged 
tissue in a targeted man-
ner. To this end, they are 
wrapped in nanopartic-
les which are solely 
able to penetrate tu-
mor cells. If the overall 
development is successful, 
much lower dosages will be 
necessary and the side
effects for cancer patients 
could be considerably 
reduced.  
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