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Celebrating Dieter Seebach’s
Contributions to Science:
A Bitter Sweet Occasion?
Frontiers in Chemistry:
The Spring Meeting 2004 of the Swiss Chemical Society,
March 26 2004, ETH Hönggerberg, Zürich

David F. Hook*

Abstract: The 2004 Spring Meeting of the Swiss Chemical Society played host to a one-day symposium reflecting on Prof. Dieter Seebach’s impact on modern day chemistry. A broad cross-section of science was discussed
by the four speakers: Jean-Marie Lehn; Christopher T. Walsh; David A. Evans; and Peter B. Dervan, mirroring in
some small way the diversity of Dieter Seebach’s own research during the past 40 years.
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The 2004 Spring Meeting of the Swiss
Chemical Society had special significance
this year. Professor Dieter Seebach’s tenure
at the Laboratorium für Organische Chemie
at ETH Zürich took on a new form in April
last year when he was ‘promoted’ to the retirement floor of the new Hönggerberg
building, under the new title of professor
emeritus. It was, however, not the purpose
of the meeting to mourn this event, but instead to celebrate his far-reaching contributions to science and in particular to chemistry. Indeed, the variety of work discussed
by the four invited speakers appropriately
mirrored the diversity of Seebach’s own re-
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search interests over the years – from
methodology and natural product synthesis
to structural and supramolecular chemistry
(with a biological angle often thrown in for
good measure) [1][2]. Professor Seebach
has enjoyed an illustrious career, highlighted by the 750-odd original publications
bearing his name [3]. This prolific reporting
of high quality research, much of which has
appeared in the home-grown journal Helvetica Chimia Acta, justifies his presence
on the ISI HighlyCited.com™ list of the
250 most cited researchers. A word synonymous with Dieter Seebach, ‘umpolung’, is
now officially recognised in the scientific
community, although Donald Hilvert (ETH
Zürich) pointed out that in the English language “it is rarely pronounced correctly”
[4]! More recently, the term flustrates was
coined to emphasise the unpredictable
properties of fluorine [5]. Despite this he remains reluctant to adopt commonly used
(and arguably ambiguous) phrases such as
‘chiral HPLC’, preferring a more verbose
description of a system that permits the separation of enantiomers: ‘HPLC on a column

equipped with a chiral stationary phase’. It
is his sharp attention to detail that concerns
anyone discussing chemistry in his presence, but equally he instils a great deal of
respect. As Doktorvater to 147 PhD students (with the last one in the making), he
is a prolific ‘parent’. His teachings and love
of chemistry have been bestowed on countless co-workers over the years and, more
importantly, will continue to be. Far from
accepting with open arms the two promises
of retirement – countless hours pottering in
the garden and playing golf – Dieter Seebach continues to pursue his true passion:
chemistry.
The meeting took place on an unusually
sunny day in Zürich at the Hönggerberg
campus of ETH. Co-organisers of the event,
Donald Hilvert and Erick M. Carreira
(ETH Zürich) should be praised for their
foresight in starting the symposium at 10
am, thereby allowing for some early morning respite. The rumours of free coffee and
gipfeli before the official start ensured a
good turn out from the outset, in fact it
wasn’t long before the ‘standing room on-

