
A legacy of blood cancer innovation
Building on more than two decades of chronic myeloid leukemia research, the R&D teams at Novartis pursued
an investigational treatment unlike any other.
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Wolfgang Jahnke remembers his “Aha” moment. Actually, the Novartis scientist experienced two such
moments. 

Wolfgang Jahnke, Director of Discovery Science, and Andreas Marzinzik, Director of Global
Discovery Chemistry

It was four years after the approval of the first-ever targeted therapy from Novartis for chronic myeloid
leukemia (CML)—known as a tyrosine kinase inhibitor (TKI)—and just a few years before our second TKI

reached patients.1

During this time, Jahnke and Andreas Marzinzik, now a Director within Global Discovery Chemistry, were
quietly investigating a less explored, nonactive site on the CML-causing protein—known as the BCR::ABL1
fusion protein—when they discovered how a compound that bound to it could also inhibit a key function.

“We call that a scientific "Aha” moment,” said Jahnke, Director of Discovery Science. “We learned we could
actually design a new type of functional inhibitor for this protein.”

They were on the hunt because, despite advancements that had been made in the field over the years, many
patients still weren’t meeting their treatment goals or had stopped or switched treatments because they

couldn’t tolerate them.2-13

An innovative approach was needed, one that could potentially offer more patients a chance to receive an
efficacious and well-tolerated treatment.

“This was fundamentally different than previous TKIs, a new starting point,” Marzinzik said. “And I think that
was what motivated us to keep going.”

Using a sensitive technology called fragment-based screening that can spot hard-to-see binding pockets in
proteins, the duo and their teams would go on to discover a new compound and the first one that attaches to
proteins associated with CML in a completely new way. 
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They eventually moved it into preclinical studies, where they saw promising findings. 

“And that was my second “Aha” moment,” Jahnke said. “We knew we had an opportunity to make something
really innovative for patients.”

Indeed, successful clinical trials led the way to a first-in-class drug for CML patients, and offered another,

much-needed option.14 

And the work didn’t stop there.

“We were bold enough to keep going,” said Shruti Kapoor, Global Program Clinical Head. “Because we
believed in the science and we believed in our approach.”

Our teams took stock of the many newly diagnosed patients who don’t meet their goals for molecular response
(the standard measure of CML treatment efficacy) and the challenges with intolerance that remain a key

reason for discontinuing therapy.2-13

They forged ahead and speedily executed an innovative investigation comparing the inhibitor against four
standard-of-care TKIs, recruiting more than 400 patients around the world, with insights and support from
patients, health care providers, and other key voices.

It’s a first-of-its-kind trial that aims to advance the research and put us steps closer to a potentially improved
therapeutic option for newly diagnosed patients.

Today, up to 10,000 people in the US—and 40,000 around the world—are diagnosed with CML every year.15-

16

“The first targeted therapy for CML was a trigger that transformed the field and ushered in a new era of
precision medicine,” said Thomas Lehmann, Global Program Head in Oncology. “That was more than two
decades ago—and we haven’t stopped working to innovate for patients since.”

Thomas Lehmann, Global Program Head in Oncology

Chronic Myeloid Leukemia
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Chronic myeloid leukemia, or CML, is a type of cancer that develops in the blood-forming cells of the bone
marrow, in which immature cells build up and eventually invade the blood.

Learn more

References:

1. https://www.novartis.com/news/media-releases/novartis-drug-tasigna-approved-fda-first-and-only-cml-
therapy-treatment-free-remission-data-its-label. Accessed April 17, 2024.

2. https://www.novartis.com/news/media-releases/fda-approves-novartis-scemblix-asciminib-novel-
mechanism-action-treatment-chronic-myeloid-leukemia. Accessed April 17, 2024.

3. Cortes JE, Khoury HJ, Kantarjian HM, et al. Am J Hematol. 2016;91(12):1206-1214.
4. Garg RJ, Kantarjian H, O’Brien S, et al. Blood. 2009;114(20):4361-4368.
5. Steegmann JL, Baccarani M, Breccia M, et al. Leukemia. 2016;30:1648-1671.
6. Hochhaus A, Larson RA, Guilhot F, et al. N Engl J Med. 2017;376: 917–927.
7. Cortes JE, Saglio G, Kantarjian HM, et al. J Clin Oncol. 2016;34:2333-2340.
8. Akard LP, Albitar M, Hill CE, et al. Clin Adv Hematol Oncol. 2013;11(7):421-432.
9. Cortes JE, Kim D, Pinilla-Ibarz J, et al. Blood. 2018;132(4):393-404.

10. Hochhaus A, Baccarani M, Silver RT, et al. Leukemia. 2020;34:966-984.
11. Hochhaus A, Saglio G, Hughes TP, et al. Leukemia. 2016;30:1044-1054.
12. Brümmendorf TH, Cortes JE, Antonio C, et al. BJH Haematology. 2015;168:69-81.
13. Cortes JE, Gambacorti C, Deininger MW, et al. J Clin Oncol. 2018;36:231-237.
14. https://www.novartis.com/news/media-releases/novartis-scemblix-shows-superior-major-molecular-

response-mmr-rates-vs-standard-care-tkis-phase-iii-trial-newly-diagnosed-patients-chronic-myeloid-
leukemia#:~:text=Scemblix%20is%20approved%20in%20more,%2D14%2C18%2C19. Accessed April
17, 2024.

15. Https://www.cancer.org/cancer/types/chronic-myeloid-leukemia/about/statistics.html. Accessed April 17,
2024.

16. Lin Q, Mao L, Shao L, et al. Front Oncol. 2020 Dec 15;10:580759. doi: 10.3389/fonc.2020.580759. 

Source URL: https://prod1.novartis.com/stories/legacy-blood-cancer-innovation 

List of links present in page

1. https://prod1.novartis.com/stories/legacy-blood-cancer-innovation
2. https://prod1.novartis.com/tags/category/discovery
3. https://live.novartis.com/article/overcoming-drug-resistance/overcoming-drug-resistance-section
4. https://prod1.novartis.com/diseases/chronic-myeloid-leukemia
5. https://prod1.novartis.com/news/media-releases/novartis-drug-tasigna-approved-fda-first-and-only-cml-

therapy-treatment-free-remission-data-its-label
6. https://prod1.novartis.com/news/media-releases/fda-approves-novartis-scemblix-asciminib-novel-

mechanism-action-treatment-chronic-myeloid-leukemia
7. https://prod1.novartis.com/news/media-releases/novartis-scemblix-shows-superior-major-molecular-

response-mmr-rates-vs-standard-care-tkis-phase-iii-trial-newly-diagnosed-patients-chronic-myeloid-
leukemia#:~:text=Scemblix%20is%20approved%20in%20more,%2D14%2C18%2C19

8. https://prod1.novartis.com//www.cancer.org/cancer/types/chronic-myeloid-leukemia/about/statistics.html

3/3

file:///diseases/chronic-myeloid-leukemia
file:///news/media-releases/novartis-drug-tasigna-approved-fda-first-and-only-cml-therapy-treatment-free-remission-data-its-label
file:///news/media-releases/fda-approves-novartis-scemblix-asciminib-novel-mechanism-action-treatment-chronic-myeloid-leukemia
file:///news/media-releases/novartis-scemblix-shows-superior-major-molecular-response-mmr-rates-vs-standard-care-tkis-phase-iii-trial-newly-diagnosed-patients-chronic-myeloid-leukemia#:~:text=Scemblix is approved in more,%2D14%2C18%2C19
file://www.cancer.org/cancer/types/chronic-myeloid-leukemia/about/statistics.html

	A legacy of blood cancer innovation
	Chronic Myeloid Leukemia


