
Altered

A white lab coat; a beaker bubbling with some 
nefarious liquid over a Bunson burner; a 
goggle-eyed, tousle-haired lost soul work-

ing the tongs on another ghastly experiment, squinting 
through their spectacles at the thing they’ve created. 
Who are these people?

These, my friends, are scientists. Often misunder-
stood, sometimes maligned, typically given shape by 
some grim stereotype, scientists spark the modern 
imagination. They are not oft-mad, tweed-jacketed 
ciphers that speak in equations — although lurid 1950s 
black-and-white sci-fi movies and modern-day super-
hero blockbusters suggest otherwise. 

So what’s the deal with our weird take on scien-
tists? Who are they, really? Just what is it that they do, 
exactly, and how do they fit into our world?

“Humans have stereotypes about pretty much every 
group that exists,” says Cara C. MacInnis, a University 
of Calgary assistant professor in the Department of 
Psychology. Her research includes examining percep-

tions, behaviours and emotions that negatively impact 
intergroup relations. 

Stereotypes of scientists might include characteris-
tics such as introverted, intelligent, nerdy, quiet, unat-
tractive, not fun or workaholic, says MacInnis. While ste-
reotypes help us save cognitive resources, she explains, 
they are problematic, because they are generalizations. 
“Relying on stereotypes to form impressions of individ-
uals can cause serious judgment errors,” she says.

So we conducted a little experiment. 
We poked and prodded into the lives of six UCalgary 

scientists. And you know what? These people rock, 
inside and outside the lab. 

Whether they’re thrashing onstage with a metal 
band, motoring into mountain country, building a 
LEGO legacy, earning another karate black belt or 
perfecting one more delicious cake, they are passion-
ate about their pursuits. They create wonder in the 
experiment of living, something from which we can  
all learn.

We are not suggesting your inner Woody  
Allen can be replaced by George Clooney, but  
lifelong personality drifts are inevitable. Some 
UCalgary scientists have perfected this drift, 

honing their altered egos to new heights

by Mike Fisher  •  main photography by Fritz Tolentino
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UCalgary neuroscientist and researcher Gerald Zamponi, PhD 
’94, is working through his routine, meticulously readying the 
stage so that his metal band Hellrazer can blow the minds of 
everyone who has squeezed themselves close to its fury.  

He sets up the vocal mic, twists knobs on his guitar amp and 
tunes his guitar. He hangs the Hellrazer banner, does a quick 
sound check and then . . . blast off.  

“Nothing compares to the feeling when the band is tight and 
the audience is into it,” said Zamponi, whose research focuses 
on ion channels and receptors and their roles in chronic pain. 
“It is almost as good as having a paper published in Nature.” 

A room for scientific discoveries or a recording studio for 
musical exploration are laboratories, of a sort, for Zamponi.  
For him, the creative process can arise from activities that 
require little brain power.

“It’s interesting in the sense that some of my best scientific 
ideas simply pop into my head while doing mundane things,” he 
says. “In the end, one cannot force creativity; it just happens.”

A walk through a church in South America yielded the 
chorus and melody of a song. A movie prompted a storyline. 
Meanwhile, his academic career has bloomed. His major 
administrative roles have included being head of the Depart-
ment of Physiology and Pharmacology, and serving as senior 
associate dean in the Cumming School of Medicine.

Zamponi’s research into how inflammatory and neuropathic 
pain impact cells is being used to develop new pain therapeu-
tics, while his lab is also studying approaches to decipher how 
pain signals are processed in the brain.  

Otherwise, Hellrazer has garnered attention internationally, 
as well as being short-listed for a Western Canadian Music 
Award for best metal recording, among other honours. 

There are commonalities that make Zamponi’s job as a wide-
ly respected scientist and his status as a successful songwriter, 
musician, performer and recording artist more unified than 
they might first appear. Both music and academia, he says, 
require creativity, professionalism and a drive for success.

On stage in Hellrazer with fellow UCalgary cell biologist 
medical student and lead guitarist James A. Rogers and 
faculty members Simon Hirota (bass) and Shigeki Tsutsui 
(drums), Zamponi fuses his two worlds. “The high energy of 
metal music, along with the creativity that comes from writ-
ing songs, is the perfect yin to the yang of being an academic 
researcher,” he says.

Neuroscientist proves 
his creative met t le
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Gerald Zamponi
Professor and Senior Associate Dean for Research,  
Cumming School of Medicine



 
 
 
 
It was the summer of 1993 and Dr. Jennifer Chan, then 
20, had just moved to Concord, N.H., for a teaching 
job. Wearing her favourite red dress, she was pumping 
gas into her Saab 900 S when she noticed something 
going on across the street. She hesitated, peered over 
her wire-rimmed sunglasses, and saw her future.

“All these gnarly looking guys with tattoos were on 
their Harley-Davidsons,” says Dr. Chan, a UCalgary neu-
ropathologist and scientist. “I wondered what it would 
be like to ride, as if you were flying through the air. Then 
I thought: why should these guys have all the fun?” 

Soon after, she bought a motorcycle — a relatively 
safe bike, a Honda Shadow 600. Today, she rides a 
Ducati Monster 696, a beautiful and graceful brute that 
slings her petite, five-foot-one-inch frame along twist-
ed Rocky Mountain roads at dizzying speeds.

“The wind flows up your arms and past your body,” 
says Dr. Chan, now the Kids Cancer Care Foundation 
Chair in Pediatric Oncology Research, as well as depu-
ty director of the Charbonneau Cancer Institute. “You 
work to hold your head up. The wind mixes with the 

dull roar of the motor. Green forest rushes by, the light 
dapples the trees — you can even smell the grass.”

In her younger years, riding was an escape. These 
days, it’s more like life encapsulated, she says, a way of 
condensing the conceptual into something physical.

“There’s the expression that life is like a road,” says 
Dr. Chan, whose research focuses on the functions of 
genes that are mutated in brain tumours, specifically 
those associated with gliomas and particular types 
of childhood brain tumours. “I’m a fan of twisties, 
both literally and figuratively, not the straight open 
road,” she continues. “I prefer complexity over being a 
lotus-eater. The twisty road demands quick decisions 
and the will to steer the course. It requires self-aware-
ness, as well as knowing what’s around you.”

That’s what being on a winding road atop a rocket 
of a motorcycle summons in her, and it is the perfect 
melding of her alter ego as a motorcyclist with her 
career in oncologic neuropathology.

“I’ve met people who ride different kinds of motor-
cycles and dress differently,” says Dr. Chan, who does 
not appear to be the kind of gearhead who presides 
over every detail of her Ducati, from its lightened fly-
wheel to the stickers on the tank to make it look cute. 
“I’ve learned you can’t judge a book by its cover.” 

Jennifer Chan
Associate Professor, Cumming School of Medicine

Don’ t judge a  book  
   by its cover

In the Field
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From a box of used LEGO bricks, dreams are made.
One of computer science professor Ben Stephen-

son’s first memories is of his parents buying him a tub 
of used LEGO. It was a humble start, as legends go.

From there grew a mighty passion that’s evident 
in Stephenson’s many ambitious LEGO creations. His 
best-known work is his model of Calgary’s New Central 
Library that took approximately 100,000 bricks to con-
struct over the course of a year. 

The LEGO-model library remains on display in the 
current W.R. Castell Central Library, where it continues 
to attract the attention of both adult and child visitors.

“As a child, I received numerous LEGO sets as pre-  
sents over the years,” says Stephenson, who has com-
pleted a handful of commissioned builds for several 
local Calgary companies and is an enthusiastic member 
of the Southern Alberta LEGO Users Group. 

“While I always built the model that was on the box, 
it didn’t stay together too long before it was disas-
sembled, so that the pieces could be used for my own 
custom creations.”

Though his passion for LEGO lagged during his teens 

as he got into video games and computer programming, 
he reignited it when he visited Walt Disney World. While 
there, he bought a cup of LEGO (yes, you can buy the 
bricks by the cupful) and remains a Disney fan, scooping 
up unusual bricks during trips to central Florida. 

One common aspect between computer program-
ming and building with LEGO is that both are creative 
pursuits, where you take an idea and create a manifes-
tation of it that you (and others) can interact with.

“A computer program or a LEGO model that you 
can look at from various angles, and pick up and hold,  
encourages experimentation,” says Stephenson, whose 
primary research is education-oriented. Besides as-
sessing innovative teaching techniques that can benefit 
other instructors, he has also connected artificial intel-
ligence techniques to search methods employed when 
constructing LEGO models. 

Stephenson’s findings in computer science pedagogy 
have been published in two textbooks and a recent pa-
per that examines the efficacy of exam wrappers (study 
skills questions that wrap around a midterm exam with 
the intent of identifying knowledge gaps that could help 
students with their final exams).

Stephenson continues to experiment with LEGO, and 
we can’t wait. So many iconic Calgary landmarks just 
scream for the LEGO treatment.

A passion   
for building

Location: W.R. Castell Central Library
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 Martial arts helped save Faculty of Science Dean Lesley 
Rigg’s life, though not in the way people might expect.

A catastrophic and life-threatening bike accident 
in 2010 put Rigg in a hospital emergency ward, but 
she fought back to regain her strength and credits her 
training for her remarkable full recovery.

“I used the strength training and the mental health 
from karate to help myself heal,” says Rigg, who is 
also co-chair of the Implementation Committee of the 
Prevention of Sexual Harassment and Sexual Violence. 

Having trained in martial arts since 1996, with two 
black belts in karate, Rigg also trained in self-defense 
against both gun and knife, and her expertise includes 
martial arts weapons. These credentials allow her to 
occasionally teach self-defense on the main campus 
where she loves to pass on her skills and wisdom, 
particularly to empower women.

Rigg’s martial arts and academic training go hand-
in-hand. As a forest ecologist, she has worked in the 
field for years, out in the wilderness, exploring the 
broad themes of vegetation dynamics, the role of the 
environment on vegetation communities and the im-

pact of humans on these communities. She has taught 
self-defense and resistance training since 1997. 

“The similarities are great — focus and passion are 
key to both my life as a scientist and my (martial arts) 
‘alter ego,’” says Rigg. “Also, both involve teaching and 
having that moment when a student sparks — it hap-
pens in the classroom, in the field and in the dojo!” 

Though she took her first self-defense class in 
Boulder, Colo., and found it to be both empowering 
and confidence-building — “I learned to do things 
physically that I had never imagined!” —  she really got 
going in Australia where she and her husband lived 20 
years ago. 

“I walked past a karate dojo every day and, after a 
few months, dropped in to see what it was all about,” 
Rigg says. “I trained up to five times a week while 
working on my PhD and achieved a black belt in two-
and-a-half years.” 

Rigg’s remarkable abilities and experiences can 
serve as an encouraging signpost for alumni who are 
entering middle age and beyond. 

“One last point of great importance is that (karate 
and martial arts training) is physically demanding and 
builds strength,” adds Rigg. “As we age, it is important 
to stay flexible and strong. Martial arts are a great way 
of doing that.”

Science faculty dean 
 conquers with karate
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As a child, Isabelle Barrette-Ng would sit patiently, 
watching her mother bake, knowing that, at some 
point, she’d be able to get her hands on all the good 
stuff that mysteriously turned into delicious cakes.

She’d bide her time at the counter on a stool, her 
mom standing and wearing an apron, working the 
mixing bowls filled with cake batter or icing, which 
would inevitably undergo a magical transformation.

“Our kitchen smelled of cakes, which, to me, 
smells of home,” says Barrette-Ng, now a senior 
instructor in Biological Sciences.

Years later, the experience would inform Bar-
rette-Ng’s love of teaching and her desire to pro-
vide her students with memorable explorations.

“My mother would create masterpieces from 
scratch,” says Barrette-Ng, today herself an enthu-
siastic baker of pastries, cakes and other delicious 
confections. “I always like to experiment and see 
what I can make.”

Today, she bakes for friends, family, colleagues, 
students — anyone lucky enough to be in line for a 
taste. She bakes in her own kitchen, the windows 
overlooking a ravine that slopes away from the 
backyard, where she gets lost in the process of 
creating.

“Baking is my way to relax — it is a stress-reliev-
er,” she says. “It also ignites my imagination.”

Barrette-Ng sees links between baking and 
biochemistry. Both require attention to detail and 
creativity. “When teaching complex topics to large 
classes, I am challenged to present concepts in an 
accurate way, but also in a way that will spark a 
student’s interest,” she says. “I need to show them 
links to everyday life.” 

She has won several teaching awards from UCal-
gary’s Students’ Union (including being inducted 
into the Students’ Union Teaching Excellence Hall 
of Fame). She is also a founding member of the 
University of Calgary Teaching Academy, and she 
also won the Award of Excellence in Teaching from 
the Faculty of Science. 

Barrette-Ng has had her students bring in their 
own foods, using hands-on investigations that 
consider and identify foods that might be genet-
ically modified — but with a larger aim. “It shows 
students that science impacts everyone, it’s in our 
everyday lives, and it invites them to be part of it,” 
she says. U

 
Visit alumnimag.ucalgary.ca for more altered egos.

Ingredients 
     for a  
creative  
 life
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