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Heinz Heimartner was born in Münsterlingen (Switzerland) on the 5th of May 1941. After high-

school graduation, he enrolled in Chemistry at the University of Zürich in 1963. He obtained 

his diploma in 1968 in the Department of Organic Chemistry, working under the guidance of 

Professor Hans Schmid on “The C-Anomalous Claisen-Rearrangement”. Between 1968 and 

1972, he worked in the group of Professor Schmid toward his PhD degree in “Photochemical 

and Thermal Aromatic Sigmatropic Rearrangements in Hydrocarbons”. He stayed on in Zürich 

and supervised the research teams, “Reaction Mechanisms” and “Photochemistry” in the group 

of Professor Schmid from 1973 until 1976 while preparing his Habilitation. The unexpected 

death of Professor Schmid in 1976 was a considerable challenge in Heinz Heimgartner’s career. 

Between 1976 and 1979, he took over the entire responsibility for the PhD students of the 

mechanistic and photochemical research groups. In parallel, he was finishing his Habilitation 

with the title “3-Amino-2H-azirines, New Synthons for Heterocyclic Compounds”. In 1980, he 

was granted tenure and from thereon he led his own independent research group. In 1987, he 

was named “Titular Professor of Organic Chemistry”, and in 1995 he was promoted to 

Associate Professor, a position he kept until his retirement in 2006. 

Heinz Heimgartner has been extraordinarily loyal to the Department of Organic Chemistry 

at the University of Zürich. During his entire career he was a dedicated and gifted teacher. For 

many years he was responsible for teaching organic chemistry to the pre-medical students at 

Zürich. Managing huge classes of pre-medical students is a considerable challenge, and Heinz 

assumed it willingly. He did a phenomenal service to the chemistry community at the 

University in assuming this task. He did not only accumulate an enormous number of service 

teaching hours, he always kept an active interest in teaching advanced courses on 

photochemistry and reaction mechanisms. His scientific knowledge, his didactic qualities and 

his dedication was recognized and appreciated by students at all levels. It is therefore no 
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surprise that Heinz Heimgartner has been able to attract many highly gifted and motivated 

students to join his group. Heinz Heimgartner represented his Department on many committees 

within the University and also outside of the University. He was always an excellent 

ambassador of his institution. His sense of duty and his human qualities were widely 

recognized. He was a member of the Committee of the Senate from 1982 to 1986, and a 

member of the ‘Hochschulkomission’ (board of the University) from 1985 to 1989. From 1995 

until his retirement he was the Faculty delegate on the Curriculum Committee for studies in 

Medicine and Veterinary Medicine, and, not the smallest of all tasks, he was the 

‘Studienberater’ (contact person for the chemistry students) from 1980 until 1995. 

Heinz Heimgartner started his scientific career studying the anomalous Claisen 

rearrangement. During his PhD, he investigated photochemical and thermal aromatic 

sigmatropic rearrangements. The disclosure of what has become known as the Woodward-

Hoffmann rules opened the door to a coherent understanding and classification of many unusual 

reactions, which previously had not been accessible to mechanistic analysis. The study of 

organic reaction mechanisms blossomed, and the group led by Heinz Heimgartner under the 

guidance of Professor Schmid in Zürich was making many important contributions to this 

emerging field. Heinz Heimgartner maintained a keen interest in reaction mechanisms during 

his entire scientific career. He accumulated a profound knowledge in this field, which allowed 

him to propel his research interests and to analyze the resulting data with precision. 

The scientific career of Heinz Heimgartner started with a strong focus on mechanistic 

organic chemistry. His science concentrated on studies of unusual sigmatropic rearrangements, 

either thermally or photochemically induced. He soon became fascinated by a small strained 

heterocycle, 2H-azirine. The ring strain and the enhanced reactivity of this heterocyclic building 

block opened the door to many different transformations. An analog, the 3-dimethylamino-2H-

azirine, proved to be even more interesting than the parent system. Many reaction cascades 

were observed by the Heimgartner group using these small heterocycles. The wealth of results 

derived from these seemingly simple starting materials is really astounding. In parallel to these 

studies, Heinz Heimgartner devoted part of his scientific work to studies of different 

cycloaddition reactions, particularly 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition. One of the recurring research 

themes in the Heimgartner group was the use of sulfur and selenium derivatives. Introducing 

these special heteroatoms into cumulenes or into heteroaromatic rings conferred a unique 

reactivity on these systems and often led to the formation of unexpected products. An important 

discovery of the Heimgartner group was a general approach to ,-disubstituted -amino acids 

using the azirine/oxazolone methodology. These methods allowed the rapid synthesis of 

peptides containing ,-disubstituted -amino acid building blocks and the study of the 

influence of their substitution pattern on conformation. Using the methodology developed in his 

group, a series of natural peptide segments and cyclic peptides were synthesized in Zürich. His 

collaboration with F. Hoffmann-La Roche, where he served as a consultant for 25 years, 

certainly contributed to his interest in peptide synthesis and structure. In parallel to this 

biologically oriented research, Heinz Heimgartner studied the fascinating chemistry offered by 

the presence of thioketones and sulfur-containing heterocycles like the 1,3-thiazolo-5(4H)-

thiones. Using isoselenocyanates as starting materials, many unusual selenium-containing 

heterocycles were obtained and characterized. This research covered a wide range of chemical 
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reactivity, and his group always carefully characterized the resulting products and 

systematically analyzed the amazing reactivity induced into the small building blocks by a 

combination of strain, dense array of functional groups, and often the presence of unusual 

heteroatoms. Even though, over the years, the frequency of his published photochemical 

transformations diminished, Heinz Heimgartner kept up his interest and insights in this field of 

chemistry.  

The quality of the scientific results of the Heimgartner group is largely due to the positive 

atmosphere and strong commitment of his collaborators. His personality and his relentless 

efforts for his science set an example to his group. Heinz Heimgartner made sure that all the 

results reported by his coworkers were up to his high standards. He taught his collaborators 

how to be well organized and how to consider all data in validating theories. A total of 46 PhD 

students, 34 diploma students and 12 postdocs have over the years spent an important part of 

their career under the supervision of Heinz Heimgartner. On his daily tours through the 

laboratory, he gave both practical advice and discussed general scientific subjects with 

individual students, and, unlike in many other research groups, his students welcomed these 

interactions and always felt invigorated in their experimental work by his collegial comments. 

Group meetings were professionally organized, and frequently became the focal points of new 

research directions and intra- and inter-group collaborations. Often, his students would share 

the excitement of a new reaction product, or an interesting unexpected discovery during these 

meetings, and genuine passion for science filled the room. Even after graduation and departure, 

Heinz Heimgartner kept a keen eye on the professional development of the former members of 

his group, and now, as ever, his students like to return for a visit and continue to consider him 

both a scholarly mentor as well as an exceptionally fair and empathic human being. 

The list of publication of the Heimgartner lab contains more than 400 original papers 

published in peer reviewed journals. Since the beginning of his career and despite the many 

additional “distractions” imposed on him in teaching and in administration, Heinz Heimgartner 

has kept up an impressive output. Applying all criteria that have become so popular these days, 

Heinz Heimgartner contributed considerably to the reputation and the impact of the University 

of Zürich. His papers have been cited almost 5,700 times, and his impact still increases. Even 

more impressive is how many contributions of Heinz Heimgartner and his collaborators are 

highly cited. Heinz Heimgartner did not make his impact based on one single paper, but on the 

breadth of his science and based on the high reliability that characterizes his publications. He is 

the author of 30 reviews and minireviews. Some of these papers have become standards in their 

field, such as his review article on the “3-Amino-2H-azirines as synthons for ,-disubstituted 

-amino acids in heterocycle and peptide synthesis” in Angewandte Chemie. Professor Heinz 

Heimgartner has been an invited speaker at many international conferences and symposia. He 

lectured at more than 55 international conferences and 60 Universities and academic institutes 

throughout Europe. Heinz Heimgartner served many years as a senior editor of Helvetica 

Chimica Acta. He is a member of the editorial boards of a number of journals, including 

Heterocycles, Journal of Sulfur Chemistry, Letters in Organic Chemistry and Arkivoc. 

Professor Heinz Heimgartner has been honored for his fundamental contributions to 

mechanistic and heterocyclic chemistry. In 1978, he received the Alfred-Werner Medal of the 

Swiss Chemical Society. Over the years he received several awards from the University of 
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Lodz and the Polish Ministry of Education. In 2002 he became a Honorary Member of the 

Polish Chemical Society. He is the recipient of the 2005 Kametani Award for Outstanding 

Research in Heterocyclic Chemistry and Contributions to Heterocycles. The Award honors the 

memory of the founder of Heterocycles and is sponsored by The Japan Institute of Heterocyclic 

Chemistry and Elsevier. Heinz Heimgartner received a Honorary Doctorate degree in 2009 

from the University of Lodz, Poland, and in 2010 a Honorary Professor Degree from the State 

University of St. Petersburg, Russia. He has maintained strong scientific contacts with 

colleagues in Poland, Russia and Bulgaria. He contributed significantly to the integration of 

chemists from these countries into the science community in the years after the fall of the iron 

curtain.  

This commemorative issue features the contributions of many friends and former 

collaborators of Heinz Heimgartner. It gives testimony to the respect and friendship that we all 

have for Heinz and his lasting commitment to chemistry and chemical education. 

 

 

Professor Reinhard Neier     Professor Peter Wipf  

Department of Chemistry    Department of Chemistry 

University of Neuchâtel    University of Pittsburgh 
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