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INTERVIEW

SYNFORM  What is the focus of your current research?

Dr. A. L. Lawrence We are interested in developing and im­
proving the science and art of organic synthesis. Our research 
effort is primarily focused on the total synthesis of natural 
products, developing new synthetic methodology, and explor­
ing new strategies and concepts in chemical synthesis.

SYNFORM  When did you get interested in synthesis?

Dr. A. L. Lawrence My earliest interest in synthesis goes all 
the way back to my first year of undergraduate studies at St. 
John’s College, Oxford (UK). I was very fortunate to be tutor­
ed by Professor George Fleet, a masterful teacher of organic 
chemistry. During this early exposure to classic organic chem­
istry (aldol chemistry, Grignard reagents, electrophilic addi­
tions to alkenes, etc.) it became apparent to me that the op­
portunities for creativity and discovery, even when one knows 
just a limited number of reactions, are limitless.

SYNFORM  What do you think about the modern role and 
prospects of organic synthesis?

Dr. A. L. Lawrence In my opinion, organic synthesis is as im­
portant now as it has ever been. The field is continually evolv­
ing and it is hard to predict how it will look in the future, but 
the synthesis of organic compounds will always be important. 
I feel strongly, however, that the synthesis community must 
resist the urge to justify our existence solely through the ap­
plications of the molecules we make (medicines, functional 
materials, etc.). That is not to say we should not embrace ap­
plied synthesis and cross-disciplinary research, we absolutely 
should! But we should ensure that the importance of organic 
synthesis as a science in its own right, worthy of study for the 
pursuit of new knowledge and understanding, is broadly com­
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municated to the wider scientific community. Otherwise, the 
belief that organic synthesis is a ‘solved problem’ will errone­
ously grow within the scientific community. In terms of the 
future of organic synthesis, areas that I think are particularly 
exciting all revolve around the concept of generating and har­
nessing complexity, both on the single molecule level and in 
systems.

SYNFORM  Your research group is active in the area of 
total synthesis of complex natural molecules. Could you tell us 
more about your research and its aims?

Dr. A. L. Lawrence I am interested in the total synthesis of 
natural products for many reasons, ranging from the potential 
applications of the target molecules to the esoteric challenge 
posed by their complex architectures. However, I feel justifica­
tions along these lines really don’t do justice to how important 
natural products are. I think Prelog said it best when he stated 
“Natural products are the result of three billion years of devel­
opment of the living world, and they have survived the natural 
selection process over a long period of evolution. I am convinced 
they always carry a message, which it is our job to decipher”.1 
This is how I think about our total synthesis research, we are 
trying to decipher the hidden messages encoded within the 
structures of these products of evolution. For example, we are 
currently interested in how and why symmetry is broken in 

the biosynthesis of various natural products. By investigating 
and mimicking these natural processes in vitro we hope to 
make important discoveries concerning how the breaking of 
symmetry can be better exploited in synthesis.

SYNFORM  What is your most important scientific 
achievement to date and why?

Dr. A. L. Lawrence My view on what our most important 
contribution is changes all the time; when I talk to one of my 
co-workers, their passion and enthusiasm convinces me that 
their most recent work is the most important…until of course 
I talk to the next co-worker. But in terms of our published 
work, I think we have made some important contributions in 
the areas of cycloaddition chemistry (Figure 1a),2,3 redox ca­
talysis (Figure 1b),4,5 and domino reaction sequences (Figure 
1c).5–9

Figure 1 Natural product targets synthesized by the Lawrence group
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