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Prepare to see the 


world diff erently!



In these pages you will read about the origins 


of chemistry, how chemists work and some of 


the ways that chemistry connects with our lives. 


You’ll hear how people all around the world are 


using chemistry to make a difference, fi nding 



new, better ways to make things, developing 


life-changing medicines and changing the way 


we produce energy, food and water to help us 


to live more sustainably. 


At the Royal Society of Chemistry we believe 


chemistry is for everyone, so – whether you want 


to understand a bit more about how life and the 


world works, or dream of one day making your 


own discoveries – read on and enjoy.


 


Mark Jordan


Head of Education 


Royal Society of Chemistry
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WHAT IS CHEMISTRY? 


Chemistry is amazing. It’s the science of what things (all types of 


matter) are made of, and how things change when they react with 


one another. We all use chemistry every day without knowing it.


What does chemistry do?


Chemistry looks at why things are gooey and wobbly, 


or hard and tough, or why putting two things together 


can cause them to explode! It explains why cola is fi zzy, 



why ice cream melts, and why diamonds and the graphite 


in a pencil are both made of the same thing, but act 


completely differently. 


It explains why things taste different depending on how 


they are cooked, why things burn and why things smell. 


In fact, if you look around, you can explain the properties 


and behaviours of everything through chemistry.


Who invented chemistry?


Nobody knows for certain who the fi rst chemist was. 



Our ancestors have been building fi res to cook for at 



least 800,000 years, so we’ve been benefi tting from 



this delicious form of chemistry since prehistory. 
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A world-wide process 


Chemistry didn't develop overnight. Ancient cultures 


used chemistry in, for example, perfume-making, 


creating dyes and metalwork. And for hundred of 


years, people called alchemists tried experiments with 


materials, including efforts to turn other metals into 


gold or to make themselves immortal! With each step 


forwards, we've understood more about our world.


What about now?


Today, chemists work around the world 


in just about every industry. Thanks to 


chemists, we make better medicines, 


materials like plastics and steel, circuits to 


act as the 'brains' for our computers, and 


batteries to power our phones and cars.


'Alchemy' comes 


from the Arabic phrase 


al-kimia, which means 



'from Egypt'.
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Tapputi (c. 1200 BCE)


The oldest-recorded chemist, Tapputi 


lived in Iraq about 3,200 years ago. 


She lived in and managed a palace 


in Babylonia, and made perfumes 


from plants and oils.


FAMOUS CHEMISTS


Throughout history, thousands of chemists have made 


discoveries that have changed our lives. Here are six 


examples of ground-breaking chemists.


Jabir Ibn Hayyan (c. 800 CE)


Jabir was an alchemist who wrote several 


books, on everything from chemistry to 


astronomy. He came up with the idea 


of trying to classify the elements that 


make up our world. We don’t know much 


about him, and some historians aren’t 


even sure he really existed!


Humphry Davy (1778–1829)


Humphry Davy used electricity to 


discover new chemical elements and 


invented safe lamps for miners. He was 


known for giving fun lectures about 


chemistry, and his talks at the Royal 


Institution in London were so popular 


they caused traffi c jams from 



people trying to get inside!
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Marie Curie (1867–1934)


Probably the most famous chemist of all 


time, Maria Skłodowska, better known 


as Marie Curie, was a Polish chemist who 
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