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	Phlogiston and Oxygen


	Joseph Priestley, 1774

When Joseph Priestly first discovered oxygen in 1774, he didn’t realise what he’d done.

He was hampered by the mistaken view of the time that matter contained a substance called phlogiston. 

But Priestly was soon to meet a French chemist, who would finally bring significance to Priestley’s discovery and mark a turning point for chemistry. 

Antoine Lavoisier, 1778
Antoine Lavoisier had a very different approach to his experiments.

He had the best-equipped laboratory in Europe, was fanatically precise and made very careful measurements, particularly of the mass of substances before and after a chemical reaction.

He turned his attention to weighing substances, such as tin, before and after heating. 

If phlogiston was given off when a substance was burned, as was popularly believed, the tin should lose mass. 

But Lavoisier observed the tin actually gained mass upon heating.

He proposed that rather than giving off phlogiston, a gas was being absorbed by the tin instead.

After hearing Priestley’s account of his experiment with mercury oxide, Lavoisier repeated the experiment, but in reverse.

He heated mercury until it formed mercury oxide. 

He noted that the amount of gas left in the sealed container had reduced… it had been absorbed by the mercury.

He then heated the mercury oxide, and found that the amount of gas given off was exactly the same as the amount that had been absorbed before.
He concluded that burning had nothing to do with phlogiston, the gas was instead a brand new element.  He named it oxygen.

Oxygen
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	Phlogiston and Oxygen


	At last, at the end of the 18th century, the mythical phlogiston could be left behind for good.
The modern concept of the chemical elements was finally born and Lavoisier became known as the father of modern chemistry.
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