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François Diederich - in memoriam

Life and Biography

François  Diederich,  emeritus  professor  for  organic  chemistry  at  ETH Zurich,  passed 
away on the 23rd of September 2020, having fought a battle against cancer. François was born 
on  the  9th of  July  1952  in  Ettelbruck  (Luxembourg).  He  studied  chemistry  at  Heidelberg 
University and obtained his PhD in organic chemistry in 1979 under the supervision of Prof. 
Heinz A. Staab. This is where he met his wife Georgine. After a postdoc in the group of Prof. 
Orville L. Chapman at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA, USA), he obtained his 
habilitation  in  1985  at  the  Max  Planck  Institute  in  Heidelberg.  In  the  same  year,  he  was 
appointed as associate professor at UCLA and promoted to full professor in 1989. In 1992, he 
was elected as professor for organic chemistry at ETH Zurich (Switzerland) where he stayed 
until his retirement in 2017. 

Achievements in Science

François  made  significant  impacts  in  remarkably  diverse  areas.  At  the  time  of  his 
retirement, he operated four sub-groups making major contributions in the areas of molecular 
recognition,  carbon-rich  conjugated  organic  molecules,  supramolecular  nanosystems,  and 
medicinal chemistry. In addition to the  influence of his work in each of these very different 
chemical areas, François’ work also made significant impacts in physics, materials science and 
biology.  This  uniquely  broad  research  profile  certainly  enabled  him  to  carry  out  truly 
interdisciplinary  research,  bridging  fundamental  research  in  organic  chemistry  with 
supramolecular  and medicinal  chemistry!  François’  central  understanding  was that  synthetic 
chemistry  is  a  powerful  tool  that  can  be  used  to  create  a  broad  diversity  of  architectures 
amenable both to answering many fundamental questions and to solving numerous problems in 
applied science. All of his projects culminated in diverse sets of physical studies, each of which 
was  suited  to  answer  a  particular  research question.  Weak  intermolecular  interactions  and 
carbon-rich materials such as fullerenes,  acetylenic and allenic scaffolds or donor-/acceptor-
substituted  conjugated  systems  have  always  fascinated  him  and  have  led  to  numerous 
applications  in  molecular  electronics  and  medicinal  chemistry  (e.g.,  structure-based  drug 
design). As a result, cross-fertilization occurred frequently: a novel lesson on weak interactions 



could be applied in a medicinal-chemistry setting; a novel aromatic could be used as a scaffold 
for fullerene functionalization; carbon-rich macrocycles (and their electronic properties) existed 
alongside  host-type  macrocycles  (and their  guest-binding  properties);  a  rule  of  thumb from 
supramolecular  chemistry could  be probed for  its applicability  in  medicinal  chemistry.  Novel 
chemical syntheses were ever-present and were drivers of creativity and discovery throughout 
his career. His curiosity and enthusiasm in combination with his diligence and thoroughness 
enabled  him  to  carry  out  cutting-edge  fundamental  research  whilst  actively  seeking 
opportunities for translational research.

François  had  strong  ties  with  the  chemical  and  pharmaceutical  industry,  be  it  as  a 
member of the advisory board of BASF or as a consultant for Hoffmann-La Roche. In addition, 
he actively engaged in a dialogue with society and politics. His role in many funding agencies 
was highly  appreciated and exemplary for a professor that  does not hide away in his  ivory 
tower. 

His  more than 800 publications,  patents,  an endless list  of  invitations as speaker at 
international conferences as well as his membership on editorial boards of numerous journals 
reflect his world-leading role and excellent international reputation. François involvement with 
Angewandte Chemie is particularly noteworthy: he acted as curator (1995–2013), chairman of 
the editorial board (2004–2013) and member of the international advisory board (2014–2020). 

His research has been recognized by numerous prestigious international awards such 
as  the  Arthur  C.  Cope  Scholar  Award  (1992),  the  Janssen  Prize  for  Creativity  in  Organic 
Synthesis  (2000),  the  Humboldt  Research  Prize  (2005),  the  August-Wilhelm-von-Hofmann-
medal (2006), the Adolf von Baeyer medal (2011) or the Nauta Award (2016). Furthermore, he 
was elected member of the  Deutsche Akademie der Naturforscher Leopoldina, the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 
the European Academy of Sciences and Arts, the US National Academy of Sciences and the 
Real Academia Española de Ciencias.

Mentorship

François deeply loved science and discovery, and his genuine passion for a new result 
was frequently on display. He taught students about the latest ideas coming out of other groups 
by first expressing a major excitement for the idea itself. He would then express his appreciation 
of his own co-workers’ results, and he would share that enthusiasm in every/any setting: at 
formal large group meetings, in casual hallway encounters, and of course in public seminars of 
all kinds. 

His enthusiasm also extended to aspects that are completely outside of research, and 
he would often seek out students and post-docs in order to share other aspects of his life. We 
recall times when he was so excited about a weather system developing outside the lab building 
that he had to storm through the labs to find someone to tell about what he had seen on the 
Doppler  radar. He was also passionate about football,  sharing his fandom with anyone who 
would  listen.  He  was  enthusiastic  about  meeting  new  students,  often  searching  out  lab 
members to declare with triumph that a student recruit had decided to join the lab. These latter 
two points once were hilariously confused when he excitedly told a co-worker, “Milan is coming! 
Milan is coming!” … It became apparent only after a moment of extreme confusion that he was 
referring to the decision of a young student named Milan Kivala to join the group, and not about 



an upcoming football match of AC Milan. These stories are memorable, funny, and mainly serve 
to  illustrate  the  aspect  of  all  excellent  mentors  that  François  embodied  so  well:  a  great 
enthusiasm that is both authentic and infectious.

In addition to having an enthusiastic character that innately led to high engagement with 
students, François was also at the leading edge of several modern mentoring methods. He 
worked in highly collaborative ways, and made collaboration across disciplines a central theme 
of many of his student’s projects. He taught explicit lessons on presentation skills and written 
communication.  He  specifically  referred  to  soft  skills  as  the  keys  that  would  unlock  both 
professional and personal success and also taught chemists from diverse backgrounds how to 
effectively  communicate  with  each  other  and  across  disciplines  and  relate  to  a  general 
audience.  While  he  in  many  ways  led  an  outwardly  ambitious  career,  François  also 
acknowledged  and taught  that  family  (being father  of  two children)  and personal  fulfillment 
should  be key drivers of  one’s  career choices.  Many of  his  more than 380 coworkers hold 
important positions in industry or academia. It is remarkable that around 70 alumni embarked on 
an  academic  career  and  certainly  all  were  impacted  by  his  enthusiasm,  his  trust  and  his 
continuous support and generosity. François’ combination of authentic, spirited enthusiasm for 
discovery and a balanced, life containing elements outside of academia, is an example for all 
who knew him.

(Biographical sketches)

- Anna K. H. Hirsch obtained her M. Sci. from the University of Cambridge and her 
Ph.D. from the ETH Zurich in 2008 with François Diederich. After a postdoc in 
Jean-Marie Lehn’s group, she became assistant professor at the University of  
Groningen in 2010 and was promoted to associate professor in 2015. In 2017, 
she was appointed head of the department “Drug Design and Optimization” at 
HIPS and full professor at Saarland University. Anna is passionate about target-
based anti-infective drug design and her research was recognized by numerous 
prizes such as the Innovation Prize for Medicinal Chemistry of the GdCh/DPhG. 
Her family, cooking, hiking and biking make sure she never gets bored.

- Fraser  Hof  was  raised  in  Medicine  Hat,  Canada,  and  received  his  B.Sc.  in 
Chemistry  from  the  University  of  Alberta  in  1998.  He  got  his  Ph.D.  in 
supramolecular chemistry at The Scripps Research Institute with Julius Rebek, 
Jr. Fraser studied medicinal chemistry and fundamental molecular recognition as 
a post-doctoral fellow with François Diederich at ETH-Zurich from 2003–2005. 
He has been a professor at the University of Victoria since 2005. Fraser has a 
deep interest in the subtleties of molecular recognition in water. He is passionate 
about creating chemical tools that drive biology and medicine in new directions. 
Fraser takes his greatest pleasures from family, students, writing, strong coffee, 
and soccer.



Figure 1. Portrait of Prof. François Diederich.

Figure  2.  Group  photo  on  the  occasion  of  Prof.  François  Diederich’s  farewell  and  alumni 
symposium in June 2019. 
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