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	The Legacy of John Newlands


	What do a piano and the periodic table have in common?

In the mid 19th century, one scientist used a piano to propose a radical idea to the scientific community.

The understanding that grew from his theory helped shape modern chemistry and the way we see everything that makes up the Universe.

John Newlands, 1863

John Newlands was a British chemist, who was working on the puzzle of how to organise the elements. 

In 1863 he devised the first periodic table ordering the elements by atomic weight – now called relative atomic mass.

Relative Atomic Mass
Although this sounds very similar to the table we have today, Newlands’ table had a very different structure and ordering.

He realised a surprising pattern emerged…

Elements seemed to share similar properties with those eight spaces along the table.

Newlands felt that the elements were organised in octaves, like the notes in a musical scale. 

Although it seemed a bizarre idea, he showed how patterns repeated every eighth element.
For example, lithium is quite reactive on contact with water, and eight elements along was sodium with very similar properties. 

Newlands called it his Law of Octaves.
Law of Octaves
But his theory didn’t fit with the atomic weights of the transition metals, and he didn’t leave spaces for elements yet undiscovered.

When Newlands presented his theory to the scientific community in 1865, he was ridiculed. 
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	The Legacy of John Newlands


	It would be another scientist that would take Newlands’ idea and develop it into his own: Dmitri Mendeleev.

Dmitri Mendeleev, 1869
Just four years later, Mendeleev published his periodic table. 

He had drawn inspiration from Newlands’ law of octaves, and the idea of groups with similar properties.

So even though Newlands’ theory was not appreciated at the time, his basic idea helped lay the groundwork for understanding the grand order of the elements. 
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