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Q: What are the personal and scientific reasons that inspired you to travel around the world? 

A: The same reasons that would inspire any of us. We all like to travel the world, to meet new 

peoples, to see new natural spaces, to discover new things other than in the books. We are all 

inquisitive and eager to gain more knowledge. 

Q: Which three things are the “must have” for the scientific traveller? 

A: I don’t think there are three things... I think that the feature of any traveller who sees 

through the eyes of a scientist is their scientific background. Why? Because it enables them to 

apply an extra layer of knowledge. The scientific traveller can enjoy the landscapes, the 

cultures, the conversations just like anybody else does, but this knowledge that they have, 

which is used to capture everything they see, adds a new layer of “cognitive varnish” to that. 

Q: What culture from all over the world impacted you the most? 

A: Many of them, for so many reasons… The “click” languages from the khoisan family really 

impacted me. They are spoken by the san, in the Kalahari Desert. As regards to what had a 

negative impression on me, I would emphasise two things, mainly. One of them is the 

marginalisation of the Australian indigenous peoples. They are completely marginalised, given 

that the Western society robbed them of their way of life. They were hunters and gatherers 

and now they’re misfits. The second one is the Chinese culture. There are 56 ethnic groups in 

China, and all of them distinct, each of them having their own language and writing system, 

although the Han are the predominant ethnic group – these are the Chinese people who have 

shops near your house or mine. Chinese people are not like Japanese or Vietnamese people, 

who are more easy-going. They are rough, reckless, childish, messy, restless, impatient, noisy… 

And, if you put 1,400 million people like that in the same place, it undoubtedly stands out. 

Q: What place did you like the most? 

A: That is a hard question, almost impossible to answer. It’s the typical question that you are 

always asked but you never have an answer for, because each country is a different universe. If 

the question was phrased differently, for example, “where would you like to go back?”, with a 

focus on delighting on what you liked the most, it would be different, although there would 

still be lots of places. I really liked Africa, because people are very nice there. They are really 

poor, but they are always smiling, and they are very calm, unlike the Chinese. I loved Tierra del 

Fuego, with the Andes as a backbone that runs along it and dies in the sea, turning into 

countless islands where the sea and the mountains intertwine – “mare e monti”, as they say in 

Italian. I was also fascinated by South-Eastern Asia, except for China. In Vietnam, for example, 

chaos (due to the high population densities) is the first thing that grabs your attention, as well 

as the extraordinary combination of communism and capitalism. The country turned from 

socialist origins to capitalism, and now Ho Chi Mihn City has been taken over by motorbikes 

and there are people live in the streets.  

 

 



Q: We have another question related to that. Are there any traffic lights in Vietnam? 

A: There must be ten or twelve traffic lights in all Ho Chi Mihn City, and they are all in the very 

centre of the city. Otherwise, there’s nothing. Picture this: twelve million people, six million 

motorbikes, and there are no traffic lights, no stop signals at all or any other signals 

whatsoever. But it still works. You get used to that. And it just flows. 

Q: Which country must we visit before we die? 

A: Especially Namibia and Peru. Namibia, because it has a unique combination for the traveller 

- it has everything Africa has to offer, but it is easy and safe for first-time visitors and travellers. 

English is the common language, there are modern infrastructures, such as hotels or hostels 

and the like... and that makes it easier. As for Peru, it has an astonishing ensemble of remains 

from pre-Columbian cultures, not only from the Inca Empire, but also from more ancient 

cultures. Besides, they currently have a most interesting traditional culture that of the quechua 

people, and also the best food culture in South America by far. I would also say Australia. 

Why? Because it has both desert and rainforest, and animals that only exist in that part of the 

planet (as long as white people don’t wipe them all out), and indigenous cultures. These are 

fascinating; they are the only culture who has been living, working, making cave art… for 

40,000 years uninterrupted. 

Q: With your experience as a scientific traveller, what would be the most interesting thing for 

someone who is visiting Galicia? 

A: That’s a very interesting question! I think that there are several things. First of all, the rías, 

with their biological richness. They are a bit like Norwegian fiords, but they have a special 

water temperature and particular species, which means that the variety of fish and shellfish 

living here is highly interesting for anyone with a scientific mind. The troughs we have here are 

also very special, that’s for sure. I would also mention the geological history of Galicia, which is 

very special as well, but it’s too specific an area. The geological origins of Galicia are very 

interesting – they are related to those of the Appalachians in the US. Let me think, there has to 

be something else... Sure, the castro culture, especially the megalithic constructions and the 

petroglyphs, for which there is no explanation. They are a little bit like cave paintings found in 

different parts of the world: they have no explanation and they are a most interesting research 

area. For me, these are the highlights in Galicia: the petroglyphs, dolmens and mámoas. 

Q: If you had to choose another place to live, where would it be? 

A: Maybe on a quiet island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, surrounded by coral riffs, like 

that French painter, what was his name?... Gauguin, Paul Gauguin. No, that would be good for 

a long stay when writing a book, but to live and to work... I would live somewhere in Galicia, 

but I don’t know exactly where. It would be here, not elsewhere, because we have this 

extraordinary combination of things. But, as I have always lived near the sea, I would like to 

live in the mountains now, maybe Val do Lóuzara or O Courel... In a village amid the 

mountains, so that I could feel the seasons and their constant changes. When you live in a city, 

like Lugo or Mondoñedo, you can’t perceive the seasons changing as intensely as you do in the 

countryside, and I think that must have some sort of influence over your senses and your spirit. 

 



Q: You have made some criticism to the education system. Could you give us a practical 

example to put it in perspective? 

A: Sure. Especially in Secondary Education, and now in University too, the system is designed 

to produce workers who fit in the production systems that we have created. There is no 

production of knowledge, no stimulation of curiosity, no development of critical thinking. 

Q: How do you engage the students in your classes? 

A: Changing methods every year. I’ve been teaching since 1999 and every year I spend the first 

weeks worrying, thinking:  “what the fuck am I going to do this year?” It’s something I worry 

about and I still don’t have a single solution to that. But, for example, one thing I do is I never 

teach master classes. My classes are about discussion. I give my students all the notes 

beforehand so that they can read them. I use technology in any way I can think of. All my 

students have blogs about physiology, that is to say, how the human body works. I also use 

Twitter to communicate with them, although that depends on the year. Last year, for example, 

most of them didn’t have a Twitter account and we didn’t use it. Two years ago, I had a board 

and two projectors in the classroom. One of them projected the images I wanted while the 

other only projected Twitter live, so that my students could read and make any comments 

they wanted in real time. For example, I would ask them “tell me what a nephron is”, we 

would talk about nephrons and they could search for them, or make comments about it on 

Twitter which appeared on the screen in real time. In this regard, I think that technologies are 

an advantage, but only when used well. I also try to encourage discussions and I make them 

see that it’s not that I am right - I only convey what is considered to be the knowledge of the 

human body at this given point in time, but that is something which is constantly changing. 


