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Intriguing from a Young Age – The Hellion 

- Had a basement laboratory at a very young age
Skipped the 4th 7th and 10th grades- Skipped the 4th, 7th, and 10th grades

- Left high school at sixteen years old – 1933
- Enrolled at MIT – 1933
- First paper – 1934 (age 17)
- Kicked out of MIT – Fall1934
- Re-enrolled at MIT – Fall 1935
- Achieved B.S. – 1936
- Achieved PhD under James F Norris – 1937 (age 20)- Achieved PhD under James F. Norris – 1937 (age 20)
- Short stint at University of Illinois (postdoctoral)
- Assistantship with E.P Kohler at Harvard – 1937
- Slept 3 hours a night  

Lord Todd, John Cornforth, A.R.T. and J.W.C. Biogr. Mems Fell. R. Soc. 1981, 27, 628-695
Elkan Blout Biogr. Mems Nat. Acad. Sci. 2001, 80, 366-387
Robert Burns Woodward: Architect and Artist in the World of Molecules; Otto Theodor Benfey, Peter J. T. Morris, Chemical Heritage Foundation, April 2001

Sir Robert Robinson and Burnsie



Structure Determinations - A sampling

Strychnine – 1947 Ferrocene – 1952 Cevine – 1954 
ith D H R Bartonwith D.H.R Barton

Oleandomycin – 1960 Tetrodotoxin – 1964

Slater, L. B., Studies In History and Philosophy of Science Part A 2002, 33 (1), 1-32



Total Syntheses – A sampling

Quinine – 1944
Cholesterol - 1951Cholesterol - 1951
Cortisone – 1951
Strychnine – 1954
Lysergic acid - 1956
Chlorophyll – 1960
Tetracycline – 1962
Colchicine – 1963
Cephalosporin C – 1965Cephalosporin C 1965
Vitamin B12 - 1972
Erythromycin – 1981 (posthumous)
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Chlorophyll aTetracycline
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Penicillin V – Chemists at War

Discovered: Sir Alexander Fleming – 1928g
Structure: Robert B. Woodward – 1949 (
Total Synthesis: John C. Sheenan (MIT) – 1957 

P i illi VPenicillin V 

Cephalosporin lecture



Quinine – Chemists at War

Woodward, R. B.; Doering, W. E., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1944, 66 (5), 849-849
Woodward, R. B.; Doering, W. E., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1945, 67 (5), 860-874
Seeman, Jeffrey I., Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2007, 46 (9), 1378-1413



Appointments and Honorary Degrees - A few to spare

Lord Todd, John Cornforth, A.R.T. and J.W.C. Biogr. Mems Fell. R. Soc. 1981, 27, 628-695
Elkan Blout Biogr. Mems Nat. Acad. Sci. 2001, 80, 366-387



Awards and Accolades – More Medals than Michael Phelps

Nobel lecture



Honorary Membership of Academies and Learned Societies 



Name that Former Student!

Wasserman, H. H.; Berson, J. A.; Hendrickson, J. B.; Kemp, D. S.; Wenkert, E., Tetrahedron 1999, 55 (34), 10253-10269



A Lasting Legacy

- 196 publications including 87 full papers
>200 grad students and post docs- >200 grad students and post-docs

- Concept that structure can be deduced spectroscopically
- Woodward (1941)-Fieser (1948) rules (Calculating UV absorbtion)
- The Woodward

Woodward-Hoffman Rules - 1965

Octant rule - 1961

Woodward cis hydroxylation 1958Woodward cis-hydroxylation – 1958

Moffitt, W.; Woodward, R. B.; Moscowitz, A.; Klyne, W.; Djerassi, C., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1961, 83 (19), 4013-4018
Hoffmann, R.; Woodward, R. B., Accounts of Chemical Research 1968, 1 (1), 17-22
Woodward, R. B.; Brutcher, F. V., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1958, 80 (1), 209-211



RB Woodward vs EJ Corey – What happened on May 4, 1964?

C&EN Priestly Medal Address
Corey, E. J., J. Org. Chem. 2004, 69 (9), 2917-2919 “Impossible Dreams”
Hoffmann, R., Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2004, 43 (48), 6586-6590



RB Woodward vs EJ Corey – KaPOW!

Havinga, E.; Schlatmann, J. L. M. A., Tetrahedron 1961, 16 (1-4), 146-152
Corey, E. J.; Hortmann, A. G., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1963, 85 (24), 4033-4034
Corey, E. J.; Hortmann, A. G., J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1965, 87 (24), 5736-5742


