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MMRI’s Rapid COVID-19 Testing Site Set-Up (From Left to Right): Swabbing; Testing; Analysis.

After receiving a Limited Service 
Laboratory registration from the New 
York State Department of Health (DOH), 
the Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) was approved to administer rapid 
COVID-19 tests for our community. The 
MMRI began testing on January 4, 2021. 
Tests are administered by appointment 
only through an online portal, providing 
patients the opportunity to pre-register 
for a designated time slot at least 30 
minutes in advance of the test. This is a 
much-needed relief to our community, 
as MMRI became only the 3rd site in 
Oneida County to offer Rapid COVID-19 
testing. “As a scientific institution, we 
have the capabilities to assist our 
community during these trying times. 
Our team’s skills, laboratory equipment, 
and certifications, provide the necessary 
elements required to successfully run 
these tests. We are grateful for the 
generosity of our staff, both science and 
administration, for helping make this 
service possible for our community” said 
Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive Director, 
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Unlike other testing sites, the Institute 
administers their tests as a drive-thru, 
allowing patients to remain in their cars 
for the duration of their appointment. By 
operating the test site this way, patients 
do not have to leave the safety of their 
car, which ensures minimal contact. 
Results are accessible online within 
30 minutes of testing, so there is no 
need to wait unnecessarily either. “We 
wanted to determine a way to create 
a safe and efficient testing service. By 
allowing patients to remain in their cars, 
we protect both them and our staff from 
possible exposure. Additionally, secure 
online access to results guarantees the 
testing line will move quickly and that 
patients will receive their results easily 
and conveniently at home” said Dr. 
Jason McCarthy, Assistant Professor and
Scientific Operations Manager at MMRI.

Patients can register quickly and 
confidentially under the MMRI online 
portal (mmricovid19.com). In addition, 
the portal allows patients to receive their 
receipt and results securely online. MMRI 
reports all testings results to the DOH, 
per NY State guidelines, through the 

Electronic Clinical Laboratory Reporting 
System (ECLRS). The MMRI test site is 
open 7 days a week from 9 a.m. to 1 
p.m., with capabilities to administer 
approximately 200 tests each day. 

Since March 2020, scientists at the MMRI 
have been adapting their research to 
include investigations focused on 
COVID-19. Drs. Sathya Unudurthi, Nathan 
Tucker, and Zhiqiang Lin have focused 
their efforts on the virus’s relationship to
the heart, while Dr. Chase Kessinger has 
been studying the development of blood
clots in response to the virus. Dr. Jason 
McCarthy, in collaboration with Dr. 
Benoit Boivin at SUNY Poly, has been 
investigating whether drugs can be 
specifically targeted to the heart 
to prevent SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) 
replication, to limit cardiac damage.

Together with the rapid testing and 
ongoing research, the MMRI has also 
partnered with the Mohawk Valley Health 
System (MVHS) to conduct molecular

PCR testing for COVID-19. Since June 1, 
MMRI has conducted over 35,000 tests

 
for MVHS, with an average turnaround 
time of 10 hours. “We are so glad to have 
had the opportunity to contribute in some 
way. MMRI’s mission is to help humanity. 
We are grateful to have the chance to 
do this right here, right now, in our own 
community,” said Dr. Kontaridis.

MMRI Board of Directors volunteered their time 
to help MMRI with COVID rapid testing. Pictured 
above is Chairman David F. Schneeweiss. 
Pictured right is Board Member Virgilio S. Quijano 
with Postdoctoral Fellow, Khanh Ha, Ph.D.
and Instructor, Sathya Unudurthi, Ph.D.

“MMRI’s mission is
to help humanity.
We are grateful to have 
the chance to do this 
right here, right now, in 
our own community.” 

COVID-19 rap id  test ing  s ignage can 
be located throughout the campus to 
help direct patients  to our testing site.

Postdoctoral Fellow, Yan Sun, Ph.D. is 
performing an analysis on a COVID rapid test.
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MMRI AWARDED $300,000 GRANT FROM THE AMERICAN HEART ASSOCIATION
Is  there a l ink between cardiac 
abnormalities and autism? That’s what Dr. 
Maria Kontaridis, Executive Director and 
Gordon K. Moe Professor of Biomedical 
Research and Translational Medicine at 
the Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) in Utica, will be studying 
for the next three years, thanks to a 
$299,835.00 three-year Transformational 
Project Award from the American 
Heart Association (AHA). On Jan. 1, Dr. 
Kontaridis and her co-Investigator, Dr. 
Gulhan Ercan-Sencicek, an Instructor 
at the MMRI, began their project, 
titled “The role of PTPN11 mutations 
in autism and heart pathogenesis,” to 
understand how mutations in one gene 
differentially affect the normal processes 
of heart and brain development.

“We think there are genes that have 
dual functionality in development, the 
abnormal regulation of which can cause 
neurocognitive and cardiac anomalies,” Dr. 
Kontaridis said. “Genes regulate signaling 
relays within a cell that tell that cell what 
to do, whether it be to grow, divide, or 
die.  Here, we are looking at the effects 
of a specific gene, which, when mutated, 
alters the relay process, thereby leading 
to the development of growth defects, 
autism, and cardiac abnormalities.”

In particular, Drs. Kontaridis and Ercan-
Sencicek will look at disease-causing 
changes in the PTPN11 gene, a nodal 
gene involved in critical signaling 

processes that regulate growth and 
differentiation of cells in multiple tissues, 
including brain and heart.  

“We have identified two novel mutations 
that we think link autism with heart 
abnormalities in human patients,” Dr. 
Ercan-Sencicek said. “To understand 
the role of these mutations, we will 
reprogram somatic cells obtained from 
patients with these unique mutations and 
convert them into inducible pluripotent 
stem cells (iPSCs), cells that have the 
ability to differentiate into any tissue 
type of interest. For this project, we 
will differentiate these iPSCs into heart 
muscle cells and brain organoid cells to 

s t u d y  t h e  e f fe c t s  o f  P T P N 1 1 
mutations on heart disease and brain 
development. These results will help 
us identify potential novel therapeutics 
that can be used to treat patients.”

“It’s our honor to award this grant to 
Dr. Kontaridis,” said Steve Gassner, 
chair of the Board of Directors of the 
American Heart Association in the 
Mohawk Valley. “We know that 1 in 100 
children is born with a heart defect, 
and some of those children have been 
our Red Cap Ambassadors. Like heart 
disease, autism affects the whole family. 
We look forward to hearing from Drs. 
Kontaridis and Ercan-Sencicek in the 
coming years, as progress continues on 
this exciting and ground-breaking work.” 

(Left to right) Dr. Gulhan Ercan-Sencicek, Instructor is pictured with Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive 
Director and Gordon K. Moe Professor of Biomedical Research and Translational Medicine.

         “We have identified two novel mutations that 
we think link autism with heart abnormalitites...”

LIN LAB PUBLISHES PAPER ON RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN BROWN ADIPOSE TISSUE AND OBESITY
Brown fat, also known as brown adipose 
tissue, is a special type of fat that “turns 
on” (becomes activated) when you get 
cold, to help maintain body temperature.  
Importantly, brown fat is a biological fuel 
that can increase the metabolic rate, 
decrease fat storage, and thereby, lower 
one’s propensity for developing obesity. 
Interestingly , it was previously thought 
that individuals were born with only a

(cont. on next page)

finite number of brown fat cells. Here, and 
for the first time, a recent publication in 
the journal Scientific Reports identifies 
that brown fat can continue to grow and 
divide, even after birth.  This finding has 
major implications; scientists can try to 
increase the overall number of these cells 
to prevent or reduce the onset of obesity.   

Dr. Zhiqiang Lin, Assistant ProfessorDr. Zhiqiang Lin, Assistant Professor at MMRI
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energy for later use. When the energy 
consumed, exceeds the energy exerted, 
obesity ensues. It is indeed a consequence 
of energy imbalance – white fat is storing 
more energy than brown fat is burning. 
This published manuscript is the first to 
suggest that brown fat cells continue 
to divide after birth, albeit only for a 
small window of 1-2 weeks. With this 
knowledge on hand, researchers can now 
interrogate the mechanisms that allow 
brown fat to grow and potentially devise 
ways to continue their propagation, as a 
means to control weight.

Members of the Lin lab that are listed as 
co-authors of the manuscript include Ms. 
Jessica Freed, 2019 MMRI Summer Fellow 
and Ms. Madeline Walters, a Clinton  high 
school student intern supported by

the Board of Cooperative Educational 
Services (BOCES) program. This manuscript 
was published online on November 23, 
2020, under the title, “Both proliferation 
and lipogenesis of brown adipocytes 
contribute to postnatal brown adipose 
tissue growth in mice.” The full paper can 
be viewed at https://rdcu.be/cbbma.

“For years, researchers
have been arguing over 
whether brown fat continues 
to grow after birth – we can 
now say say with certainty 
that it does.” 

GRAND MASTER’S TELETHON GOES VIRTUAL
On December 8, 2020, the Grand Master of 
the State of New York Free and Accepted 
Masons, MW William M. Sardone, hosted 
his annual Telethon. Broadcasted live from 
Masonic Care New Rochelle, the telethon 
increases awareness of the Masonic 
charities of the Grand Lodge of NY, 
including the Masonic Care Community 
(MCC) and the Masonic Medical 
Research Institute (MMRI) in the hopes 
of generating support and donations. 
We are grateful to the Grand Master, the 
entire Masonic Brotherhood, and all our 
generous donors for their unwavering 
support to the mission of the MMRI.

Unlike previous years, the telethon was 
virtually held, except for a historical 
artifact presentation by the Livingston 
Masonic Library. To create a sense of 
togetherness, the audience was filled 
with cardboard cutouts of supporters, 
Brothers, and many MMRI employees. 
At the event, the MMRI featured a 
video of interviews with the Grand 
Master, and a segment of a new video 
showcasing the growth of the Institute. 
The complete video can be viewed 
on the MMRI YouTube channel at: 
https://w w w.youtube.com/user/
MMRL2150/videos

(Top left image): MMRI Staff and Board members helped fill the audience with cardboard cutouts; 
(Top right image): Volunteers pledged their time to staff the phones; (Bottom left image): Grand Master, 
MW William M. Sardone hosted his annual Telethon.

and senior author of the manuscript, 
together with his research team at the 
MMRI, quantified the number of brown 
fat cells present in newborn animals. “For 
years, researchers have been arguing over 
whether brown fat continues to grow 
after birth – we can now say with certainty 
that it does. This discovery opens a whole 
new direction for future breakthroughs. 
Our next step will focus on identifying the 
developmental signals responsible for the 
growth of brown fat cells and determining 
whether we can manipulate gene 
expression to generate more” said Dr. Lin.

The human body has two main forms of 
fat: brown and white. Brown fat acts as 
a furnace in the body, burning energy 
and turning it into heat. White fat, on the 
other hand, operates as a freezer, storing

Let’s Connect!

http://www.mmri.edu

/MasonicMedicalResearch
Institute

@Masonic_Medical

Linkedin.com/company/
masonic-medical-
research-laboratory

@MasonicResearch
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MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE CHIMES IN ABOUT VACCINE SAFETY
Dr. Maria I. Kontaridis, Executive Director, 
was featured in the Observer-Dispatch 
with an article titled “Guest view: 
COVID-19 vaccine is safe and effective”.

To get the vaccine or not get the vaccine, 
that is the question. While many have 
already either scheduled or received the 
vaccine to SARS-CoV-2 (aka COVID-19), 
approved for emergency use by the US 
FDA in December of last year, countless 
remain leery. In part, the skepticism 
comes from the suboptimal response 
(or lack thereof ) to COVID-19 from the 
beginning, as well as the misinformation 
and misrepresentation of data that has 
circulated on social media outlets since. 
It is, however, the immense need to come 
up with a solution to this pandemic 
that has made the development of this 
vaccine possible, and in record time.
 
The vaccine clearly provides a strong 
protective immune response that can 
stop or prevent severe COVID infection. 
Moreover, the safety profile of these 
vaccines is nothing short of exceptional. 
Having undergone clinical trials with great 
results, the Pfizer and Moderna COVID-19 
vaccines have now also been distributed 
to hundreds of thousands of people, most 
of whom have suffered limited adverse 
response. The most common effect is a 
slight pain at the injection site (which is 
normal for any vaccine), but some also 
experience minor viral symptoms, which 
last only a day or two.  A minimal number 

of individuals have reported allergic 
reactions, but these remain infrequent 
and are readily treatable. That said, 
those with a history of severe allergic 
reactions or significant pre-existing 
conditions requiring hospitalization 
should consult with their medical 
provider prior to getting the vaccine.

Viruses themselves contain genes that 
are made up of DNA or RNA wrapped in a 
coat made up of proteins. The DNA or RNA 
genes of the virus make messenger RNA 
(mRNA), which in turn makes proteins that 
make up the viral coat. To traditionally 
fight a virus, vaccines made up of an 
attenuated virus or which consist of a 
critical component of that virus, are used 
to induce an immune response. In the 
case of COVID-19, scientists have now, for 
the first time, created an mRNA vaccine, 
which teaches our own cells to make the 
coat protein (called spike protein), to 
generate antibodies to fight the infection. 
Importantly, mRNA vaccines do not cause 
active virus infection, cannot incorporate 
into the genome, and do not alter DNA.

The speed in which the COVID-19 vaccine 
was generated is indeed unusually fast.  
However, it should be noted that the 
development of the vaccine piggybacks 
on decades of research on SARS viruses 
in general. Importantly, the rapid 
rate of vaccine development has not 
compromised safety. Additional factors 
have also played a role in the timeliness

nature of this particular vaccine. 

First, unlike normal FDA required 
methods of drug/vaccine development, 
the production of the COVID-19 vaccine 
was permitted prior to the completion 
of the clinical trials, in large part due to 
the urgent nature of the pandemic. In 
addition, outcomes data for the vaccine 
were reported in real time, expediting 
the dissemination of data and the 
approval process for the vaccines. 
Finally, getting an appropriate number 
of volunteers, from multiple ethnic 
backgrounds and from a variety of age 
groups, for the clinical trials was quickly 
and easily achieved due to the intense 
scope of the pandemic. Consequently, 
the data revealing differences between 
vaccinated and control (unvaccinated) 
groups were promptly revealed.

It is without doubt, the benefits of getting 
the COVID-19 vaccine far outweigh the 
risks associated with getting the infection. 
Indeed, COVID-19 mRNA vaccines will 
likely be remembered as one of our 
greatest historical achievements, serving 
as a testament to what and how much 
can be achieved when individuals 
and organizations work together for 
the greater good of all humanity. The 
only question that remains now is, 
how soon will we all get the vaccine?

The article can be located online at: 
https://www.uticaod.com

acucci@mmri.edu 315.624.7492

MMRI’s Fraternal Relations & Development  Associate, Bro. Anthony Cucci, has been 
traveling around the state giving informational presentations about the cutting-edge 
research conducted at MMRI. 

Since starting in 2019, Anthony has presented at more than 30 lodges and events statewide. 
However, due to the ongoing outbreak of the global pandemic, COVID-19, we are doing 
things a bit differently. Though he can no longer be on the road, Anthony is always 
available to virtually attend your next lodge meeting. He is excited for the opportunity 
to share with you the mission of MMRI and introduce you to our expert science staff 
and their research through a powerpoint and a digital video conference. If you are 
interested in having MMRI virtually visit your next meeting, please reach out directly to 
Bro. Anthony Cucci:
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DR. UNUDURTHI MOVES FORWARD WITH COVID-19 RESEARCH
Dr. Sathya Unudurthi, Instructor, had 
some recently published a review on 
the potential long-term cardiac effects 
of COVID-19. Dr. Unudurthi started at the 
MMRI just before the outbreak of the virus 
back in March. Since then, he has pivoted 
his research to include investigations 
focused on understanding the relationship 
between the virus and the heart. Studies 
have shown 35-40% of all COVID-related 
deaths are due to underlying cardiac 
disease, including conditions such as: 
ischemic heart disease, cardiac arrest, 
cardiac arrhythmia, and heart failure 
(CDC). Scientists have also determined 
that COVID-19 increases patients’ 
chances of contracting cardiovascular 
disease despite having no prior history 
of cardiac complications. Dr. Unudurthi’s 
research, therefore, focuses on the 
negative impacts of hyperinflammation 
in response to the virus. “The virus

causes less damage to the body than 
the body causes to itself, periodically by 
triggering extreme inflammation in the 
body” said Dr. Unudurthi. In his review, 
he addresses the potential underlying 
molecular mechanisms responsible for 
cardiac damage in response to COVID-19. 
Additionally, he discusses the short term 
and expected long-term cardiovascular 
side effects of COVID-19 infection in 
patients. 

You can read the whole article at the 
link here: sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S0024320520312352. 

Dr. Sathya Unudurthi, Instructor at MMRI studies 
the potential long-term cardiac effects of COVID-19.

“35-40% of all
COVID-related deaths 
are due to underlying
cardiac disease...”

THROUGH THE MICROSCOPE

Shows the recordings of conduction activities from two cell 
types in the heart, Purkinje fiber and endocardium.

Shows recording procedure in the heart using patch-clamping 
technology.
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This image was taken from a study on 
cardiac arrhythmias focusing on reentry, 
by Mr.  Robert Goodrow, Manager of 
the  Card iac  E lect rophys io logy  Core .
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SCIENCE PUBLICATIONS FROM OUR MMRI TEAM
Epigenetic and Transcriptional Networks Underlying Atrial Fibrillation. Van Ouwerkerk AF, Hall AW, Kadow ZA, Lazarevic 
S, Reyat JS, Tucker NR, Nadadur RD, Bosada FM, Bianchi V, Ellinor PT, Fabritz L, Martin JF, de Laat W, Kirchhof P, Moskowitz IP, 
Christoffels VM. Circ Res. 2020 Jun 19; 127(1):34-50. 

Cavin1 Deficiency Causes Disorder of Hepatic Glycogen Metabolism and Neonatal Death by Impacting Fenestrations 
in Liver Sinusoidal Endothelial Cells. Wei Z, Lei J, Shen F, Dai Y, Sun Y, Liu Y, Dai Y, Jian Z, Wang S, Chen Z, Liao K, Hong S. Adv 
Sci (Weinh). 2020 Aug 21; 7(19):2000963. 

Susceptibility to Ventricular Arrhythmias Resulting from Mutations in FKBP1B, PXDNL, and SCN9A Evaluated in hiPSC 
Cardiomyocytes. Barajas-Martinez H, Smith M, Hu D, Goodrow RJ, Puleo C, Hasdemir C, Antzelevitch C, Pfeiffer R, Treat JA, 
Cordeiro JM. Stem Cells Int. 2020 Sep 1; 2020:8842398. 

Intercalated disc protein Xinβ is required for Hippo-YAP signaling in the heart. Guo H, Lu YW, Lin Z, Huang ZP, Liu J, Wang 
Y, Seok HY, Hu X, Ma Q, Li K, Kyselovic J, Wang Q, Lin JL, Lin JJ, Cowan DB, Naya F, Chen Y, Pu WT, Wang DZ. Nat Commun. 2020 
Sep 16; 11(1):4666

Combating Intracellular Pathogens with Nanohybrid-Facilitated Antibiotic Delivery. Bose RJC, Tharmalingam N, Choi Y, 
Madheswaran T, Paulmurugan R, McCarthy JR, Lee SH, Park H. Int J Nanomedicine. 2020 Oct 29; 15:8437-8449.

Labeling and tracking cells with gold nanoparticles. Chandrasekaran R, Madheswaran T, Tharmalingam N, Bose RJ, Park H, 
Ha DH. Drug Discov Today. 2020 Oct 31; S1359-6446(20)30437-2.

Cardiac inflammation in COVID-19: Lessons from heart failure. Unudurthi SD, Luthra P, Bose RJC, McCarthy JR, Kontaridis 
MI. Life Sci. 2020 Nov 1; 260:118482. 

Data-Driven Uncertainty Quantification for Cardiac Electrophysiological Models: Impact of Physiological Variability on 
Action Potential and Spiral Wave Dynamics. Pathmanathan P, Galappaththige SK, Cordeiro JM, Kaboudian A, Fenton FH, 
Gray RA. Front Physiol. 2020 Nov 19; 11:585400. 

Both proliferation and lipogenesis of brown adipocytes contribute to postnatal brown adipose tissue growth in mice. 
Negron SG, Ercan-Sencicek AG, Freed J, Walters M, Lin Z. Sci Rep. 2020 Nov 23; 10(1):20335. 

Epigenetic Analyses of Human Left Atrial Tissue Identifies Gene Networks Underlying Atrial Fibrillation. Hall AW, Chaffin 
M, Roselli C, Lin H, Lubitz SA, Bianchi V, Geeven G, Bedi K, Margulies KB, de Laat W, Tucker NR, Ellinor PT. Circ Genom Precis Med. 
2020 Dec; 13(6):e003085.

Neurological Disorders and Risk of Arrhythmia. Bernardi J, Aromolaran KA, Aromolaran AS. Int J Mol Sci. 2020 Dec 27; 
22(1):E188.

Biomimetic bacterial and viral-based nanovesicles for drug delivery, theranostics, and vaccine applications. Loo YS, 
Bose RJC, McCarthy JR, Mat Azmi ID, Madheswaran T. Drug Discov Today. 2020 Dec 28; S1359-6446(20)30535-3. 

MMRI RECEIVES 4-STAR RATING ON CHARITY NAVIGATOR
We are proud to announce that at the 
close of 2020, the MMRI was awarded a 
4-star rating on Charity Navigator! Charity 
Navigator is the number one charity 
evaluator within the nation. They aim to 
help donors make the most of their gifts 
by developing unbiased reports on more 
than 1.6 million charities (Charitynavigator.
org). The 4-star rating is the top-tier
rating and comes as the highest honor. 
We look forward to continuing to be a 
transparent, accountable and financially

healthy organization. The success for the 
future looks bright and we are grateful 
to the entire MMRI team for making this 
all possible, and to Charity Navigator for 
believing in us.

(JUNE - DECEMBER 2020)



MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE WELCOMES NEW STAFF 

Joyce Bernardi, a Postdoctoral Research Fellow in Dr. Aromolaran’s lab, joined the MMRI in November. 
Her research focuses on cardiac arrhythmias and ion channels. She graduated from the University of 
Brescia for medical biotechnologies and completed a PhD in translational and molecular medicine 
at the University of Milano-Bicocca. Before joining MMRI, Joyce worked as a post doc in Milan, and 
attended a 15-month post doc fellowship at the University of Maastricht in the Netherlands. “I chose 
MMRI because I wanted to increase my knowledge in electrophysiology and cardiac arrhythmias, learn 
new techniques, and conduct research in a stimulating environment” said Joyce.

Joyce Bernardi
Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Jenny Do
Research Assistant
Jenny Do joined team MMRI as a research assistant in Dr. Aromolaran’s lab. She relocated from New 
Hampshire where she received her B.S. in biomedical sciences, medical microbiology, from the University 
of New Hampshire Durham. Jenny is excited to begin applying the skills she learned in school in a real 
lab environment. The “friendly atmosphere and great support system” of the MMRI made the choice 
an easy one,” Jenny said. We are so excited to welcome Jenny to our team!

Jessica Densten
Administrative Assistant

Jessica Densten joins the MMRI as an administrative assistant, providing administrative support to 
both the faculty and administration leadership. Previously, she worked as the assistant to the executive 
director at Upstate Cerebral Palsy and has over 20 years of experience. Jessica first learned of the MMRI 
about 3 years ago and has been intrigued ever since. “I feel very fortunate to join the MMRI team and 
look forward to working with such a great group of individuals!” said Jessica.

Owen Moffett
IT Specialist

Owen Moffett joins us as an IT Specialist, where he will provide IT network and system support to 
the employees and institution of MMRI. After graduating with a bachelor’s and master’s degree in 
Cybersecurity from Utica College, Owen has worked in the cybersecurity, Information Technology, and 
digital forensics fields. As a native of the Utica area, we are excited to have Owen on our team! “The 
welcoming work environment and the work being done at the MMRI is very important, especially with 
what the world is going through now. I am glad I have the opportunity to be a part of it and I look 
forward to meeting new people and assisting in any way I can,” said Owen. 

Samantha Le Sommer
Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Samantha Le Sommer joins MMRI as a Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the Kontaridis lab. Samantha 
will be investigating the causal mechanism that leads to autoimmune disease in an effort to find better 
treatment for them. She completed her undergraduate degree in Immunology at the University of 
Edinburgh, her PhD in Medicine at the University of Aberdeen, and first postdoc in autoimmunity at the 
University of Aberdeen, where she researched new treatments for blindness caused by autoimmunity. 
Samantha relocated to Utica from Scotland “because it’s a lively, close knit community of people doing 
cutting-edge work across multiple disciplines. It fosters a real holistic and exiting way to look at scientific 
research,” said Samantha.

(cont. on next page)
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Anthony Villanti
Development, Marketing & Communications Director
Anthony Villanti joins the MMRI team as the Development, Marketing and Communications Director. 
Anthony is a local to the Upstate New York area, having been born and raised in Lowville. He graduated 
from the State University of New York at Canton and the Rochester Institute of Technology, with a 
bachelor’s degree in Personnel and Human Resources Management. For the last 16 years, Anthony 
worked at Utica College in a variety of roles within the Office of Advancement, responsible for fundraising, 
donor relations and stewardship, and alumni and parent relations. “I look forward to the opportunity 
of raising the awareness and profile of MMRI at every level possible, while helping to secure much 
needed valuable financial resources to support the important research MMRI conducts that affects 
our everyday lives” said Anthony. 

Luana Nunes Santos
Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Luana Nunes Santos joined the MMRI as a Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the Kontaridis lab. She 
relocated from Brazil where she completed her bachelor’s in biology at UNICAMP and her Ph.D. at 
University of São Paulo (USP). During an internship in Australia in 2018-2019, Luana saw Dr. Kontaridis 
talk at Monash University. “That day changed my life. I was so delighted with her talk, her projects, and 
her way of doing science that I got in touch with her for a postdoc position,” said Luana. While here, 
Luana’s research will be focused on congenital heart disease and autism spectrum disorder. She will be 
using cutting edge technologies to understand the cellular and molecular biology linking the two. “We 
hope that our results will lead to potential new therapeutic approaches for patients with these disorders.”

MERRY AND BRIGHT: MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE’S HOLIDAY PARTY

THE MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE GIVES BACK
For the 2020 holiday season, the MMRI 
decided to do more to give back to the 
local Utica community. In November, 
we held a food drive for the Utica Food 
Pantry, in which we donated around 330 
pounds of non-perishable food goods. 
This donation provided around 274 meals 
for people in need in our community. 
Following our food drive, we transformed 
our Thanksgiving themed tree into a festive 
holiday one, perfect for the collection of 
toys to “Stuff the Bus”. We were delighted 
to be visited by Santa Claus himself, who 
helped us deliver the toys to the sleigh. 
We were grateful to be a part of these 
initatives within our community this year, 
and a special thank you to our generous 
staff for making the holiday season a 
little brighter for our fellow neighbors. 

(From left to right): MMRI’s Thanksgiving themed tree showcases the generosity of our staff; Mrs. Kayliegh 
Caruso, Marketing and Communications Associate, and Mr. Santa Claus, pose in front of Stuff the Bus’s bus. 

As 2020 finally came to a much anticipated 
close, the MMRI celebrated the holidays 
with an exciting, virtual, all-staff party. 
Everyone enjoyed games of musical bingo 
and participated in a white elephant 
gift exchange. We were honored to be 
visited by St. Nicholas himself, and shared 
laughter in seeing the ugly sweater 
contest unfold. Mr. Ed Colon and Dr. Jason 
McCarthy took home prizes for best store-
bought sweater and best home-made 

sweater, respectively. 

In addition to the festivities, we took time 
to express gratitude to some wonderful 
individuals who made working at MMRI 
exceptional this year and those who 
worked above and beyond. Mr. Richard 
Thomas, security, was awarded Employee 
of the Year for continuously cheering us all  
with his daily emails, full of encouragement 
and weather announcements. Dr. Nathan

Tucker, Mr. Ryan Pfeiffer, Ms. Mayurika 
Desai, and Ms. Michelle Hulke were 
each awarded a certificate of employee 
appreciation for their efforts in conducting 
our molecular COVID-19 testing. These 
four individuals pivoted their workloads 
to take on this endeavor and we are 
proud and grateful for their unwavering 
dedication to help our community and 
the MMRI.
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