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Professor Marcial Moreno-Mañas 
 

A Tribute 
 

 
Prof. M. Moreno-Mañas (MMM) was born in Barcelona (Spain) on September 30, 1941. I 

met him for the first time in 1973 as a student of Chemistry (“Licenciatura”) at the Universitat 
Autònoma de Barcelona. He had just joined this young University (as Associate Professor) along 
with a group of talented and very active organic chemists headed by Prof. Josep Castells. His 
courageous and indomitable character impressed me from the very beginning, and my 
association with him has continued since then – as a Ph. D. student, as a senior member of his 
Research Group, and later as fellow chemist, colleague, admirer and friend. I feel highly 
privileged to contribute this article to an issue of ARKIVOC dedicated to him. 

MMM was educated through his B. Sc. Degree at the University of Barcelona, and carried 
out his Ph.D. at the same University under the supervision of Prof. Josep Pascual Vila. At that 
time, research was not easy in Spain due to the lack of tradition and very poor funding. However, 
MMM, and others of his generation, decided to change things. First, it was necessary to get the 
best background in chemistry; second, to establish stable research groups, demonstrating that 
with some economic assistance, chemistry at the highest level could be done. Nowadays, the 
historic perspective shows that they succeeded since chemistry in Catalonia, and in general in 
Spain is thriving. Many competitive groups exist, and it is fair to recognize the effort of people 
like MMM that made this possible. In 1968, MMM joined the group of Prof. Alan R. Katritzky 
at the University of East Anglia (Norwich, England) as a post-doctoral associate for two years 
(he returned there for another stay in 1974). In this environment, MMM became familiar with the 
basic principles of physical organic chemistry, heterocyclic chemistry, and conformational 
analysis, fields that he never has abandoned in spite of the changes in his main research interests 
over the years. In the group of Prof. Katritzky, he worked mainly on the conformational analysis 
of saturated heterocycles. After returning to Barcelona, he was appointed Associate Professor at 
the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB). This University had been created in 1968, and 
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therefore there were many things to do there just to keep it running; however, on the positive 
side, the faculty members were devoid of the old habits that were holding the traditional Spanish 
Universities at a very low pace in research. The Department of Organic Chemistry of the UAB 
quickly became one of the leaders in organic chemistry research in the country, contributing 
tremendously to the prestige of the UAB as a research oriented University. MMM was its 
Director from 1978 to 1986 when it was integrated in the Department of Chemistry. Since 1983 
MMM has been a Full Professor of Organic Chemistry at the UAB. 

Upon his arrival at the UAB, MMM commenced to build his research group, and decided to 
focus his research on the use of transition metals in organic synthesis. In this sense he was a real 
pioneer since very few organic chemistry groups were involved in organometallic chemistry at 
that time in the country. In 1975 his first article on the subject appeared ("Alkylations in Neutral 
Media. Reactions of Nickel (II) bis-2,4-Pentanedionato with Alkyl Halides" Tetrahedron Letters 
1975, 1727). The field of the alkylation of polycarbonyl compounds in neutral media through the 
use of nickel, cobalt, and copper complexes achieved a rapid development in the group giving 
rise to an important number of research articles. The subject has been reviewed several times, 
and over the years all of its aspects have been tackled (synthesis, reactivity, mechanisms, 
catalysis, asymmetric induction, related reactions such as Michael additions, etc.).  

A specific commentary must be made about the work of MMM on palladium catalyzed 
reactions. This field has been central in the research activity of MMM over the years, his group 
having significantly contributed to its extraordinary development. Especially remarkable are his 
studies on the regioselectivity of the allylation using ambident nucleophiles, the mechanistic 
studies on the regioselectivity of nucleophilic attacks on π-allylpalladium complexes, and the 
development of methods to achieve the allylic C-alkylation of highly acidic substrates. 

In spite of his interest on organometallic chemistry, MMM has never forgotten his origins, 
and therefore, heterocyclic chemistry and conformational analysis have been very much evident 
in his research at the UAB. Work on the chemistry of pyrones derived from dehydroacetic acid 
and from triacetic acid lactone occupied an important period of his life, and in many cases, they 
were used to test the methods derived from the studies on transition metals. A review published 
in 1992 summarizes the more important results in this field. He also paid attention to the 
metallations, especially lithiations, of heterocyclic compounds such as imidazoles and thiazoles. 
Since 1998 he has been an Honorary Fellow of the Florida Center for Heterocyclic Compounds, 
at the University of Florida, USA. On the conformational analysis side, MMM, in collaboration 
with C. Jaime and H. Hernandez-Fuentes, introduced a very useful mixed approach: theoretical 
calculations plus validation through dipole moment determinations. 

One of the big interests of MMM over the years has been in the area of medicinal chemistry. 
In this sense, his group has always been in close collaboration with the local pharmaceutical 
industry. From this work (published in several patents), it is noteworthy to emphasize his interest 
in antifungal agents since it has led to the development of products that are currently in the 
market. He has been, and currently is, a consultant for several industrial companies. 

One example of the broad scientific interests of MMM, and his generosity, is his work on 
nucleophilic aromatic photosubstitution and on photoaffinity labeling. At this point I must 
recognize the enormous influence of MMM on my scientific career, not only as my Ph.D.thesis 
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supervisor, but also as the person who started what lately has become my main research interest, 
the photochemistry and the electron transfer chemistry of electron deficient aromatic compounds. 
It began by the suggestion of a biologist colleague of using the nucleophilic aromatic 
photosubstitution reaction as a tool in the photoaffinity labeling technique. At that time it was 
thought that this photoreaction (the Havinga reaction) was well known, and therefore, it was a 
good candidate for the development of new approaches to photoaffinity labeling. We had no 
previous training on photochemistry, but the determination of MMM made things possible. 
Several biologically active compounds were modified in order to test the idea, but more 
importantly, it was found that electron transfer had a great influence in the outcome of the 
Havinga photoreaction. A new, very fruitful, and in principle unexpected, research area was 
opened from that point, and MMM deserves the credit. More remarkable, when, after years of 
collaboration, I got my own independent research group, MMM completely abandoned his 
research in photochemistry and electron transfer in order that my group could fully develop the 
matter. 

In order to conclude this concise, not comprehensive (MMM has published more than 200 
research articles and reviews) survey of the research activity of MMM, it is noteworthy to 
document some of his current interests. These include recovery of catalysts, synthesis of 
unnatural amino acids and amino alcohols, enantio- and diastereoselective reactions, etc. Very 
recently, his group has commenced studies in the field of materials science and nanoparticles and 
aerogels are now common words. I am sure he will be successful here, as he has succeeded in all 
the other fields he has researched. MMM is an example of a problem solving scientist, without 
being afraid of what he will have to learn to achieve his goal (organometallics, heterocyclic 
chemistry, conformational analysis, medicinal chemistry, photochemistry, supramolecular 
chemistry, new materials, etc.). Once he said to me: "Jordi, I have a problem, I have solved that 
particular scientific problem so I must look for another one". 

His sabbatical leave in Toulouse (France) with J. P. Majoral, several invited professorships in 
French universities, and his participation in several COST programs of the European Union have 
strengthened the scientific ties between different European countries (especially France) and 
Spain. He has lectured extensively in Spain, France, USA, Belgium, Hungary, Italy, Denmark, 
Sweden, and Cuba.  

The research career of MMM does not end with his scientific contributions. From his group, 
many high-level chemistry professionals have evolved, including university professors and high 
level industry executives. His personal influence on a whole generation of organic chemists in 
Spain cannot be ignored, and this includes his responsibility as co-author and co-editor of the 
report "Tendencias Actuales en Química" (1986), a sort of Spanish "Pimentel report" with an 
enormous influence on the orientation of the lines of research in chemistry in Spain since then.  

On the home front, MMM has two daughters, but neither of them have followed their father’s 
career, as they have preferred humanities. This is not strange since MMM surprises with his 
erudition, and he is very fond of philosophy and history (not the least being sports). It is always a 
pleasure to have a relaxed, non-chemical, conversation with him in front of a glass of one of 
those very old smoked whiskies he always keeps in his office. His opinions can be often 
controversial, but they are always well founded, forcing people to think. 
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