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Exhibition Catalogue

You Are a Coral Reef

The Microcosms of the Human Body
Exhibition at Novartis Pavillon Basel, 16 June, 2026 — 30 August, 2026

Beyond the limits of normal sight, an entire world unfolds within the human
body. Martin Oeggerli journeys into it as both scientist and artist, returning
with larger-than-life images of structures we carry inside us but have never
seen. Applying careful colorization, composition and extreme magnification, he
turns scientific imagery into artworks, zooming in on tiny elements until they
appear monumental, radiant and alien, as though from a different planet. The
exhibition features Oeggerli's ongoing exploration of the human body and the
microorganisms and processes that surround and sustain us — alive on our
skin, teeming in our gut, coursing through our blood, shaping every sense and
thought.

Curated by the Novartis Art Forum, the exhibition “You Are a Coral Reef’ brings
together eighteen works spanning the full arc of Martin Oeggerli's career, on view at
the Novartis Pavillon from 16 June to 30 August, 2026.

Beneath the limits of sight, an entire world unfolds within the human body. Martin
Oeggerli journeys into it as both scientist and artist, returning with larger-than-life
images of structures we carry inside us but have never seen. Starting with the
alchemy of a kiss and shared intimacy, it unveils the biology of attraction, with
previously unpublished images of a spermatozoon and a fertilised egg cell. It then
journeys through the ecosystem of the intestine, from the microbiome of a newborn
child to the gut of an adult, revealing a teeming wilderness of bacteria.

Exploring the rugged landscapes of our skin, it zooms in on the microbial
communities that transform odourless sweat into a distinctive scent. From there it
moves through fat cells, muscle fibres and bones, blood and the architecture of the
senses, before closing on the brain cells that make meaning of it all.

Collectively, the images sit at the edge of what is known, offering a glimpse into a
body as vast and interconnected as a coral reef. To reach these depths, Oeggerli
works with a scanning electron microscope. Capturing structures at the nanoscale
in extraordinary detail, he returns to the digital darkroom, adding colour by hand, as
faithfully to nature as possible, but with the freedom to depart where meaning
demands.
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About the Artist

Martin Oeggerli (born 1974, Solothurn), PhD, is a Swiss molecular biologist who
uses his microscope to probe the tiniest enclaves of nature, taking his sharp eye for
beauty to the nanoscale.

Styling himself as a Micronaut, Oeggerli creates microscopic photographs using a
combination of scanning electron microscopy and post-processing coloration.
Oeggerli has a background in cancer research and received his PhD at the
University of Basel, in the field of genetics and molecular biology. Over the past
twenty years he has worked as a science photographer.

About the Novartis Pavillon

Novartis Pavillon is a learning, event and exhibition space in Basel that explores the
big questions around healthcare — a space where everyone can learn about, engage
with, and be inspired by the wonders of medicine. Designed by Italian designer and
architect Michele De Lucchi, Novartis Pavillon stands as a beacon for openness,
sustainability, and forward thinking. Wood and other natural materials are used in
innovative ways that evoke the feel of a living building, while transparent surfaces
and a harmony with outside greenery create the perfect environment for inspiring
encounters.

Director Novartis Pavillon: Marcel Braun

Curatorial concept and execution: Viviane Stappmanns (Global Art Curator Novartis), Nathalie Opris with Magalie Mabandza
Exhibition design and Scenography: Nathalie Opris with Veronika Mutalova

Graphic Design: Nathalie Opris after a concept by EMYL Interior Design and Scenography with Ahjin Kim
Project management: Marco Arnold

Communication: Isabelle Gautier, Cheryl Diirrenberger

Production: Stephan Probst, Proha-Tec GmbH

Audiotour: iArt

Translations: Notabene

Film: Charlotte Bonniot

Sound of the micrososm: José Navarro, in collaboration with Philipp Oertle (Artidis) and Martin Oeggerli

Location
Pavillon Novartis Basel (www.campus.novartis.com/de/novartis-pavillon)

Opening hours
Tue - Fri 8am - 6pm, Sat - Sun 10am - 6pm

Thanks

Kenny N. Goldie, Henning Stahlberg, Andreas Buser, Andreas Holbro, Maurizio Cortada, Hanspeter Marti, Sophie Herzog,
Daniel J. Muller, Christoph Handschin, Sedat Dilbaz, Uwe Pieles, Theo Buhler, Marcus Waser, Gerda Huber, Falko Schlottig,
Susanne Erpel, Evi Bieler, Alexander Vogel, Marcus Wyss, Manuel Fischer, Christian De Geyter.

Institutions

School of Life Sciences, FHNW, Basel

Bio-EM Lab, Biozentrum, University Basel

Swiss Nanoscience Institute, Basel

Center for Cellular Imaging and Nano-Analytics, University Basel
Department of Pathology, University Hospital Basel

Department of Microbiology, University Hospital Basel

Institute of Molecular and Clinical Ophthalmology Basel

Eye Clinic, University Hospital Basel

Reproductive Medicine, University Hospital Basel

Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute Basel

Department of Biosystems Science and Engineering, ETH Zirich
Blutspendezentrum Basel
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List of Works

Title: Microbiome of a Kiss

Year: 2019

Format (as shown): 150 x 90cm (59 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Pathology and Microbiology, Univ. Hospital Basel, and C-
CINA, Biozentrum, University Basel.

During a single kiss, two people exchange up to 80 million bacteria. The composition of our oral
microbiome is as individual as a fingerprint. It is influenced by genetics, diet, age, and our
surroundings. When two microbiomes meet, some bacteria pass through briefly, while others take up
residence.

Title: Hatching Human Embryo

Year: 2025

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Reproductive Medicine and Pathology, University Hospital
Basel, Bio-EM Lab, Biozentrum, University Basel.

Five to six days after fertilisation, a human embryo has about 100 to 200 cells. In this picture the
young embryo is a raspberry-coloured mass. It is emerging from a gelatinous protein shell shown in
orange-yellow, to embed itself in the uterine lining.



Martin
Oeggerli

Martin Oeggerli, PhD | Laufenstr. 16, CH-4053 Basel
info@oeggerli.com | Oeggerli.com

Title: Spermatozoa

Year: 2021-2022

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and C-CINA,
Biozentrum, University Basel.

Spermatozoa, coloured orange in this image, carry male genes to fertilise an egg containing female
genes. Sperm mature in the testicles for about three months at 35 degrees Celsius. To reach the egg
cell, a sperm must travel 20 centimetres. On a human scale, that’s like going 500 to 750 metres.

Year: 2022

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)
Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and C-CINA,
Biozentrum, University Basel. Dedicated to Fritzi.

At one month old, a baby's gut hosts a fledgling community of microbes, much of it seeded through
breast milk. Long assumed to be sterile, breast milk actually contains a complex bacterial ecosystem
that varies with each feeding. This acts as a daily booster for infant immunity and metabolism.
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Year: 2015

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by HP Marti, Swiss TPH, University Hospital Basel and School
of Life Sciences, FHNW.

The human gut hosts billions of bacteria, many still unknown to science. They break down food,
absorb nutrients, regulate weight and protect the intestinal lining. This ecosystem accounts for up to
five percent of adult body weight. It is sensitive to such things as stress, diet, alcohol and iliness. It
also affects mood, metabolism and immunity. At the centre of this image is an exceptionally large, as
yet unidentified bacterium.
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Title: Scanning Electron Microscope Samples (Sculpture)
Year: 2005-2026

Format (Box): 9 x 7 x 3.5cm (3.5 x 2.8 x 1.4in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli 2005-2026.

Scanning electron microscopes use a beam of electrons instead of light. The beam scans the surface
of a sample and generates signals that are converted into a highly detailed image. They can reveal
structures many times smaller than the width of a human hair. This box shows how the samples are
prepared. Each specimen is dried, fixed onto a small metal platform called a stub and coated with a
thin layer of gold or platinum. The coating prevents an electric charge from building up on the
surface, allowing the electron beam to scan cleanly and produce a clear black and white image.
Oeggerli adds colour by hand.
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Title: Fat Cells
Year: 2010
Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and School of Life
Sciences, FHNW.

Body fat serves three functions: cushioning organs, storing energy and insulating against heat loss.
Fat cells, shown here in yellow, are arranged in hexagons, just like honeycombs. Their shape
maximises storage capacity while using the least amount of material and space.

@

Title: Skeletal Muscle Fibers
Year: 2008
Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and School of Life
Sciences, FHNW.

At first glance, the muscles we use to move our bodies look like one continuous tissue. Look closer
and you will see a precisely organised collection of individual fibre types, here shown in red. The
muscle fibers are wrapped in connective tissue, shown in white. Every motion we make begins here,
in fibres built for one purpose: generating force through contraction.
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Title: Petrous Bone Structure

Year: 2023

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Maurizio Cortada and University Hospital Basel (Pathology)
and Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

The petrous bone, located at the base of the skull, takes its name from the Latin for stone. One of the
densest structures in the human body, it protects the sensitive structures of the inner ear. At this
magnification you can see it is a porous network of interlocking mineral fibres.

Title: Neuronal Megacity (Brain Cell)

Year: 2020

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Sophie Herzog and Daniel Muller, D-BSSE, ETH Zdirich,
Bio-EM Lab and University Hospital Basel (Pathology).

This image shows the complexity of the interconnected cells in the human brain. Each brain contains
roughly 86 billion neurons, some of which are shown here in brown. They are connected via hundreds
of trillions of synapses, shown in yellow and orange. Every thought, memory and sensation passes
through this network as a pattern of electrical and chemical signals.
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Title: Belly Button Bacteria
Year: 2013-2014
Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli and Kenny N Goldie, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology)
and C-CINA, Biozentrum, University Basel.

Our skin hosts a dynamic community of microbes where bacteria, fungi and viruses are constantly
competing. The belly button alone harbours up to 2,368 different species, more than half of which are
new to science. Each person's navel hosts an entirely distinct community.

PR A h | s
itle: Skin and Body Odour

Year: 2014

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and School of Life

Sciences, FHNW.

This image shows the rugged surface of the skin, with its pores, hair shafts and sweat glands. Sweat
itself is odourless. It is the microorganisms on the skin that give it a scent. They produce a blend of
chemicals as individual as a fingerprint. A person’s odour can influence their attractiveness to other
humans.
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Title: Stinky Feet Bacteria

Year: 2014

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli and Kenny N Goldie, supported by University Hospital Basel (Pathology)
and C-CINA, Biozentrum, University Basel.

Feet harbour more sweat glands per square centimetre than any other part of the body. The bacteria
in this image are not invaders, but permanent residents of the skin's microbial community. When your
foot is enclosed in a shoe, evaporation slows and moisture builds, creating ideal conditions for
odour-producing bacteria to multiply.

Title: Hearing Sensors (Corti)
Year: 2023

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)
Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Maurizio Cortada and University Hospital Basel (Pathology)
and Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

Deep inside your ear, coiled within the spiral-shaped structure called the cochlea, lies the organ of
Corti, which is crucial for hearing. It is lined with three rows of hair cells, visible here with their
bundles protruding from the surface. These cells convert sound vibrations into electrical signals that
are transmitted to the brain. In mammals, these cells do not regenerate once damaged, leading to
permanent loss of hearing.
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Title: Anatomy of the Human Retina
Year: 2019

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Augenspital and iOB Basel, University Hospital Basel
(Pathology), and Bio-EM Lab Basel.

The retina, our eye’s light-sensitive layer of tissue, contains more than 100 million nerve cells in a
sheet barely half a millimetre thick. It has two types of light receptors. The first, called rod cells,
detect brightness and shadow. The second, called cone cells, register colour. Their signals travel
along the optic nerve to the brain, which creates the images we see. What you see here is the retina's
layered architecture. The rods and cones are at the top. The middle layer contains ganglion cells,
which transmit visual information to the optic nerve fibres at the bottom of the image.

Year: 2021

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Christoph Handschin, Biozentrum, University Basel,
University Hospital Basel (Pathology) and Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

This image shows a muscle satellite cell on the surface of a muscle fibre. Satellite cells, also called
muscle stem cells, play a key role in regeneration. They typically lie dormant in healthy skeletal
muscles — the ones that allow us to move our bodies. They are activated when muscles are damaged
or need to grow. When called upon, they divide and differentiate into new muscle fibres, supplying
fresh nuclei and rebuilding what injury or time has worn away.
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Title: Blood an
Year: 2022
Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by Andreas Buser and Andreas Holbro, SRKBB and
Pathology, University Hospital Basel, and Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

This image shows blood and bone marrow stem cells. The bright structure in the background is
bone. The cells visible on and within it are blood stem cells at various stages of development. Bone
marrow stem cells produce red blood cells, which carry oxygen, white blood cells, which fight
infection, and platelets, which stem bleeding. Our bodies create millions of these cells every second.

Title: Fibrin Networ

Year: 2008

Format (as shown): 65 x 95cm (26 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by SRKBB and Pathology, University Hospital Basel, and
Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

Here you see a mesh of fibrin, a protein that helps stop bleeding and aids wound healing. The blood
came from the artist himself. Adding a calcium chloride solution commonly used in laboratory blood
tests caused it to clot. The mesh, which formed in just two minutes, catches red blood cells and
holds the breach while healing begins.
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T|tIe Blood (Sweat and Tears)

Year: 2015

Format (as shown): 140 x 95cm (55 x 37in)

Credits: © Martin Oeggerli, supported by SRKBB and Pathology, University Hospital Basel, and
Swiss Nanoscience Institute.

This image shows another sample of the artist's blood. Here you can see the distinctive shape of red
blood cells: small, flexible discs, concave on both sides. They are built to navigate the body's tiniest
blood vessels. Around 25 trillion circulate through the human body at any given moment, carrying
oxygen through a network of vessels roughly 100,000 kilometres long.

Novartis St. Johanns-Hafen-Weg 5, Basel 16.06.2026 — 30.08.2026
o Pavillon Tue. —Sun. 10:00 - 18:00
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