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Octant: leveraging cell barcoding 
for small molecule design
BY KAREN TKACH TUZMAN, SENIOR EDITOR

Octant’s latest funding round and hires sees the synthetic 
biology and chemistry platform company shifting its focus to 
therapeutic programs.
“We’ve moved from just pure technology to now trying to 
build real drugs,” said co-founder and CEO Sri Kosuri.
On Thursday, Octant Inc. announced an $80 million series B 
round led by Catalio Capital Management, with participation 
from partner Bristol Myers Squibb Co. (NYSE:BMY), 
Andreessen Horowitz Bio Fund, Allen & Co. and 50 Years VC, 
bringing Octant’s total venture money raised to $115 million 
since its founding in 2017.
Octant also disclosed CRISPR pioneer Feng Zhang had joined 
its SAB, and former Annexon Inc. (NASDAQ:ANNX) SVP of 
Chemistry Dean “Rick” Artis joined the company as CSO. 
“As our candidates in preclinical development are starting 
to mature, we need more expertise in later preclinical 
development and early development in the clinic, and he has a 
lot of that experience,” Kosuri said of Artis.
“It’s precision medicine for rare disease.”

Sri Kosuri, Octant
The company engineers human cell lines to express barcoded 
tags, enabling parallel exploration of thousands of different 
genetic mutations or transcriptional readouts, and how they 
respond to drug candidates generated via the company’s 
synthetic chemistry platform.
One of Octant’s applications for its barcode technology 
is its Deep Mutational Scanning platform, in which it 
simultaneously tests the functional consequences of every 
possible codon switch at every amino acid position in a target 
protein. 
This platform is the basis for Octant’s collaboration with 
BMS, also unveiled Thursday, in which the company will use 
cellular readouts of the consequences of different mutations in 
inflammation-related pathways to help interpret outcomes for 
clinical cohorts of patients with biobanked samples. 
Another application of the mutational scanning technology 
is within Octant’s rare disease programs, where it is testing 
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compounds against a battery of different mutations in the 
same gene to identify which patients stand to benefit.
“It’s precision medicine for rare disease,” Kosuri said. “You can 
cluster patients with mutations that affect protein trafficking, 
for example, and build drugs just for them.”  The company’s 
first target in this space is rhodopsin mutations for retinitis 
pigmentosa. 
A third application of the mutational scanning approach is 
pressure testing small molecule candidates by identifying 
which amino acids are required for their therapeutic effects. 
“It’s a proxy for structure, but it doesn’t read out binding, it 
reads out on the activity of the protein,” said Kosuri.
The company is also using genetic bar codes to sort out the 
pathways behind the therapeutic effects of dirty GPCR 
modulators, and developing new agents with optimized 
polypharmacology for metabolic and neuropsychiatric 
diseases.
On the chemistry side, Octant uses automated, acoustic-
based microfluidics to rapidly optimize chemical synthesis 
reactions. This system enables the company to “rapidly iterate 
through chemical space” during lead optimization, said co-
founder and President Ramsey Homsany. 
He said the B round gives Octant between two and three years 
of runway, and will enable the company to push two programs 
toward the clinic, initiate new discovery programs, and scale 
up the platform “5-10x over the next couple of years,” from the 
company’s current pace of “single digit millions of biological 
output data points per week.”
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Technology: Barcode-based multiplexed screening 
platform to identify the functional consequences of 
protein mutations and effects of drug candidates 
generated via high-throughput chemical synthesis 
technology

Origin of technology: Internal

Disease focus: Ophthalmic; endocrine/metabolic

Clinical status: Preclinical

Founded: 2017 by Sri Kosuri and Ramsey Homsany
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Corporate partners: Bristol Myers Squibb Co. 
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Investors: Andressen Horowitz, Catalio Capital, Bristol 
Myers Squibb, Fifty Years, Allen & Company, 8VC, 
NanoDimension, SVAngel, Refactor Capital, Ulu Ventures, 
Lux Capital, undisclosed institutional and individual 
investors

CEO: Sri Kosuri
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BioCentury’s mission is to provide value-added business 
intelligence & analysis for life science companies, investors, 
academia and government on the strategic issues essential to 
the formation, development and sustainability of life science 
ventures.
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