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Festivities on the Honggerberg Zurich
The Inauguration of the New ETH
Chemistry Buildings

Antonio Togni*

Abstract: The new chemistry buildings of ETH ZUrich at the H6nggerberg site were inaugurated on November
1-4,2001. Appropriately for a new research and teaching facility, the festivities included a one-day scientific
symposium. Seven speakers, including two high-rank representatives from industry, highlighted some of the
most innovative research avenues in the chemical sciences. The importance of fundamental research in
chemistry was stressed as a key factor for sustainable growth in a global society.
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The inauguration of the new chemistrynaugural Symposium the competition between Europe and the
buildings of the Swiss Federal Institute of US has a clear winner, according to Va-
Technology of Zirich at the Hongger- On the second day of the festivitiessella. What can Europe do when facing
berg site took place at the beginning ahe Department of Chemistry organizethis situation? ‘Deregulate and strength-
November 2001 and was characterizezh Inaugural Symposium with the ambien education and research’, so the bottom
by three major events. tious and attractive titleFrontiers in line of this highly interesting and critical
Chemistry in a Global Sociétyfhe sym- presentation, though clearly representing
posium was intended to illustrate théhe point of view of one of the major
Official Opening most promising and challenging researaogiobal players of the pharmaceutical in-
avenues in modern chemistry and the rotustry.

Thursday, November 1 was devotedf chemistry for society. Attendance was
to the Official Opening of the new facili-very high and the symposium was a com-
ties organized by the Executive Board gflete success. The first speaker was No-
ETH, many prominent guests beingartis’ CEO Daniel Vasella His talk
present. The ceremony marked a veryDoes a Country’s Policy on Higher Ed-
important milestone in the history, noucation Influence the Success of Its In-
only for the Department of Chemistrydustry?) concentrated on a comparison
but also for ETH as an institution.of the different situations of the pharma-
Speeches were given @laf Kibler, ceutical industry in Europe (Switzerland)
president of ETH ZurichCharles Kleib- and in the United States. Despite the fact
er, secretary of state for science and réhat the pharmaceutical sector — to be rec-
search, Gottfried Schatz president of ognized as the most globalized of the
the Swiss Science CouncWilfred van world economy — is still leading in Swit-
Gunsteren current chairman of the De-zerland, public expenditure for R&D in
partment of Chemistry, and biina our country is stagnating, said Vasella. In
Lohse a Ph.D student. It was noted thatontrast, a significant investment growth
‘any new building is an exclamationin recent years, both public and from pri-
mark’. As such, and in view of the veryate companies in the US, characterizes
significant investment, the new buildinghe dynamics involving specifically theg
is a clear and convincing commitment tpharmaceutical industry in the US. Thig

chemistry. is also determined by the simple fact that

- the demand for new and better drugs wil

bbbkl grow drastically during the next few dec- D- Vasella

Swiss Foderal Institute of Technology ades as the result of the increasing and _ _ _ _
ETH Honggerberg aging world population. Demand, togeth- That innovation constitutes a major
%“_i&gffggghzz a6 er with innovation, is one of the keychallenge was also a central theme of the
Fax: +41 1 632 10 90 success drivers. Innovation depends decture given byStefan Marcinowskj

E-Mail: togni@inorg.chem.ethz.ch investments, but also on talents. Here toohairman of the Fonds der Chemischen
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Industrie (Challenges for Academic andforms in Spectroscopy: From Monsieur Another lecture Erontiers in Organ-
Industrial Chemistry in Europg’Marci- Fourier to Medical Imaging. With wit ic and Bioorganic Chemistiywas given
nowski reviewed current visions in dis-and in the sense of best scientific enteby Ronald Breslowof Columbia Univer-
parate interdisciplinary areas. Thus, &inment, Ernst presented a history dfity. In a first part of his talk Breslow
topic that still promises new opportunifourier transform spectroscopy full ofdescribed some of his work combining
ties is biocatalysis. ‘Learning from Na-anecdotes, including some which corbiomimetic and supramolecular chemis-
ture’, thereby extending the chemist'serned himself and the development dfy. Under the heading ‘Liberating chem-
toolkit, as potentially applied to the pro+T-NMR spectroscopy. Modern chemisistry from the tyranny of functional
duction of vitamins and amino acids byry is unthinkable without Fourier trans-groups’, he presented results concerning
biocatalytic means, is the realization oformation, which has become one of th®n porphyrin systems capable of oxidiz-
one of these visions. Furthermore, in thisasic mathematical tools used in our scing functionalized steroids selectively at
field of nanostructures, materials capablence. So, Ernst concluded, ‘happiness j@sition 6 (remote oxidation). SAHA
of self-repair, or of responding to stimulfinding another application of Fourier(suberoylanilide hydroxamic acid) is a
represent a particular challenge. Sustaitransform’. In this sense, and becomingelatively simple organic compound that
able development, also in terms of ecoeédmost philosophical, he stated that thieas been developed in Breslow’s group
ficiency, will always need key innova-most inspiring potential applications ofand that already made it to Phase | clini-
tions from chemistry. However, so aske&ourier transform imaging would be incal trials for the treatment of various
Marcinowski, what does it take to innothe study of brain functions, understootiypes of cancer. The medicinal chemistry
vate? Part of the answer went back to tlas an ultimate challenge. around SAHA was the second topic of
key message of the previous speaker. Breslow’s lecture. By virtue of its histone
While warning that restrictive and dis- deacetylase inhibition, SAHA and relat-
criminating regulatory frameworks can ed compounds are revealing themselves
negatively influence the ability of an in- as potent agents inhibiting cancer cell
dustry to be competitive, Marcinowski proliferation.

also clearly stated that fundamental re-
search is a key factor fueling new innova-
tive industries.

Foto: R. Hafliger

R. Lerner

Foto: R. Héfliger

R. Breslow

Foto: R. Hafliger

From bioorganic to solid-state inor-
ganic chemistry: Rational Design or
Combinatorial Approach: Where is the
Future in Inorganic Materials Synthe-
sis? was the title of a lecture presented
by Martin Jansenof the Max-Planck-In-
stitut fur Festkdrperphysik. When facing
the frontiers of modern solid-state chem-
istry, in particular those related to the
preparation and study efg.new super-
conductors, mesoporous materials, clus-
ters, bioinorganic materials, or catalysts,
one does not think necessarily in terms of
) synthetic chemistry. Solid-state chemis-
H,0,. Lerner was followed byichard =& try and synthesis are recognized to be an-
Ernst of ETH Zirich (Fourier Trans-  R. Ernst tagonistic in nature. Whereas almost any

S. Marcinowski

The first of the topical scientific lec-
tures was delivered ichard Lernerof
the Scripps Research Institute. As im-
plied by the title (Antibodies Catalyze
the Oxidation of Wate), the research
disclosed by Lerner represents a new
way of thinking about antibodies. He pre-
sented his findings about antibodies that
are able to produce @, catalytically &
from oxygen, and whose protein strucs
ture is not modified by the presence df
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molecule is susceptible of rational design
from the point of view of a synthetic ap-
proach because of building blocks and
functional groups interconversions, sol-
ids are not like that. In order to predict a
new solid structure, a detailed knowledge
of phase-diagrams would be necessary,
however, the number of combinations of
the different parameters characterizing a
phase-diagram is just too large. Jansen
impressed with his strategy for predicting
solid structures by a global optimization
via simulated annealing that allows a
minimum to be located on th&€s-hyper-
surface. The experimental realization of
the annealing approach was performed in
Jansen’s group fa.g.the ‘direct synthe-
sis’ of the metastable form of AgNO
from the elements.
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Open-house Days

The festivities were concluded by two
Open-house Days, on Saturday and Sun-
day, November 3-4. This gave the tax-
paying general public the opportunity to
visit the new building and its facilities,
and thus to understand how and for what
purpose an important sum of public mon-
ey has been invested. A series of lectures
by different professors on very disparate
topics illustrating the research carried out
in the Department were well-attended. It
was very encouraging to see how many
interested questions came from the public
at the end of each lecture. A large number
of demonstrations and exhibits in the re-
search laboratories conveyed the fascina-

Gerhard Ertl of the Fritz-Haber Insti- tion of chemistry in all its manifestations,
tute gave a fascinating lecture on surfadeom the simple changing of color of spe-
science as applied to the study of heteroial dyes when exposed to light to the
geneous catalysts Heterogeneous Ca-computer-added docking of molecules
talysis: Towards Atomic Understand-onto an enzyme, or the explanation of
ing’). Detailed investigations of modelchirality and its meaning for chemistry.
systems utilizing, amongst a range of eX-or the public it was also possible to car-
perimental techniques, fast STM, allowsy out experiments in a hands-on manner.
the characterization of single reactioThis was particularly successful in view
steps, and, spectacularly, to see atorof the numerous visitors with children.
moving on a surface. Thus, for the modeTrowds had to wait in line before enter-
oxidation reaction of klicatalyzed by Pt, ing the teaching laboratories reserved for
it is possible to identify waves of OHthis purpose. An estimated 9000 visitors
groups moving inside the regions covtoured the new building during the two
ered with O atoms, thus showing theays, thus going beyond the most opti-
appearance of non-linear phenomenaistic expectations of the organizing
Ertl's elegant studies provide kinetic dataommittee. This, too, was an encourag-
on elementary steps and contribute tog sign for chemistry.
making heterogeneous catalysis a less
empirical science than it was in the past. Received: January 9, 2002
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