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	The Curse of Phlogiston


	Towards the end of the 17th century, one man put forward an idea that would hamper chemists for over a hundred years.

Johann Becher, 1667
In 1667 German chemist Johann Becher, was intrigued by what happened to materials when they burned.
He suggested that all flammable substances contained an elusive but important substance called phlogiston.

Phlogiston
A colourless, odourless substance that would be released upon burning, leaving behind the pure de-phlogisticated form of matter.

Phlogiston became such an accepted theory that the best chemists of the time were convinced by this thinking, which we now know to be entirely wrong.

Henry Cavendish, 1766
Some 100 years after Becher’s theory was put forward, chemist Henry Cavendish experimented with dropping zinc into acid. He collected the gas given off, and found it to be flammable. 

Hydrogen H
He had isolated hydrogen - now recognised as one of the most abundant and significant elements of them all... 
But Cavendish simply didn’t realise he’d found a new element.

He thought he’d succeeded in isolating the elusive phlogiston and proposed that as well as common air, there was also an inflammable air, containing phlogiston. 

Joseph Priestley, 1774
Later in the 18th century another chemist, Joseph Priestley, was to make one of the most important breakthroughs in chemical history. 

But again, because of phlogiston, he didn’t realise its significance.

Priestley put the compound mercury oxide in a test tube, and added liquid mercury to seal it.

He then heated the compound and observed the mercury layer was pushed down. 

A gas was being produced, which would relight a glowing ember.
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	The Curse of Phlogiston


	Priestley thought this happened because the gas lacked phlogiston, and that the splint was introducing phlogiston back, making it catch fire… 

… But he had actually isolated oxygen for the very first time.

Mercury oxide → oxygen and mercury. 2HgO(s) → 2Hg(l) + O2(g)
He had no idea that oxygen was in fact all around him, or that he’d been the first to isolate this important element.

The red herring of phlogiston was preventing chemists from realising the true nature of the elements.
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