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Milano, June 6th 2013 
      
Dear Presidents of the International Union of Crystallography (IUCr) and of the Associazione Italiana di 
Cristallografia (AIC ), dear Rector of  Politecnico di Milano, dear fellow crystallographers and scientists 
interested in the discipline, dear colleagues at Politecnico di Milano: 
 
 
A conference has been organized  on June 6th & 7th  at Politecnico di Milano by G. Resnati and  P. 
Metrangolo. Good quality initiatives in key scientific areas are always welcomed by me and in this respect I 
make no exception in the present case.  
As I see things, there are however problems with the present initiative. I choose the English language and a 
rather informal tone to discuss them, as I have decided to write only one and the same letter to all you.   The 
difficulties reside in the ambiguous and overambitious title chosen by the organizers: 
“Past, Present & Future of Crystallography @ Politecnico di Milano: From Small Molecules to 
Macromolecules and Supramolecular  Structures.” 
The first plausible interpretation of the title, and most straightforward for a person working at  Politecnico 
di Milano,  is: “We will talk of what  has been done in the field of crystallography by scientists which 
worked, are working and will work at  Politecnico di Milano”.  
A quick look at the list of invited talks, by anyone who has some knowledge of the field of crystallography at 
Politecnico di Milano, shows that this  is not the case. Crystallography, and specifically polymer and 
organometallic crystallography,  played a key role in allowing to define, establish and characterize the new 
type of stereoregularity of synthetic polymers, which was essential in the contribution by Giulio Natta that 
earned him the 1963 Chemistry Nobel Prize, shared with Karl Ziegler.   This remains the only Nobel Prize 
won by an Italian Chemist while working in an Italian institution, the only one so far won by a Politecnico di 
Milano scientist.  The main crystallographic contribution  to this achievement is due to the late Paolo 
Corradini, coadjuvated from the late fifties onwards by his younger colleague and friend Giuseppe Allegra, 
presently emeritus at the Politecnico di Milano. Allegra and Corradini were founding members  and part of 
the founding presidence council of AIC.  Allegra has been, among other things,  director of the “Ettore 
Maiorana” International School on Direct Methods in Crystallography at Erice (Sicily) in 1978  and 
president of the Associazione Italiana di Cristallografia from 1979 to 1981. A number of crystallographers 
worked after Natta, Corradini and Allegra at the Politecnico di  Milano. Altogether they  and have published 
over the years a few hundreds of crystallography related papers, most of them together with other Politecnico 
chemists.    You may know some of these crystallographers, the most prominent being probably S. Brückner, 
but there are other significant names that one could mention; none of these people are involved in the 
organization of the present event. Their  contributions range from polymer, to organometallic, from  organic 
materials, to protein crystallography. They existed, they exist and will hopefully keep on for some time in the 
future. 
The second possible interpretation of the title of the conference  is: “We will meet at Politecnico di 
Milano  and talk of what  has been done, is being done and will be done  in the wide world in the field 
of crystallography & crystal engineering”. 
This is quite probably the main if not the only thing the organizers had in mind. It perspires from the 
program, and from the invitation message stating : “This conference will bring together leading scientists 
with interests in crystallography and crystal engineering”, which is a  perfectly legitimate goal. Also 
legitimate is the choice of invited speakers, only one of them from their group at the Politecnico,  most of 
which cannot be expected to share responsibility in the ambiguity of the title of the Conference they have 
been invited to. The wording “Past, Present & Future of Crystallography: …..”  remains overambitious in 
my opinion, as crystallography is expanding and one could argue that it has brought essential contributions in 
the discoveries  leading to  about one third of the Nobel Prizes in Chemistry awarded in the past 30 years, six 
of them since 2003. 
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Just one more comment. It is interesting that the two  organizers of this event are, as far as  I understand it, 
hardly crystallographers. I have not followed their work in detail lately, but  from about 1998 to 2000 I did 
for them, together with some of my  students and collaborators,  the crystallographic work. We wrote 
together some of the very first papers on halogen bonding, starting together to use this term. Then, for 
reasons which are non-relevant here our trajectories split.  In twelve years the two organizers have certainly 
evolved, even if most of their recent work involving crystal structure determinations  is again coauthored  by 
some experienced crystallographer.  Resnati and Metrangolo clearly understand how important it is to be 
able to grow good crystals and cocrystals targeting interesting systems, and they are very good at it; they also 
know how important it is to have access to state of the art diffractometers and  software and to people able to 
make the most of it, and to look very carefully at crystal structures.   
There is obviously nothing wrong in this,  and sometimes people  at the periphery of a field can actually have 
a fresher, if not a more complete look, and may be eventually recognized as its new leaders. Some care may 
be necessary, but  this is what the second  interpretation of the title and the structure of today’s event seems 
to imply.  
But the question remains: why this ambiguous and overambitious title? 
 
 
Wishing all the best to all of you, 
 
 
 
Stefano Valdo Meille 
 
 


