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Chemistry moves from alchemy to

science

Antoine Lavoisier elucidated the principles of modern
chemistry. Born into the French aristocracy in 1743, he
studied law but distinguished himself in science, earning
election to the august Academy of Sciences at age 25.

Duplicating Priestley's experiments, he challenged prevailing phlogistic
theory and demonstrated the true role of oxygen in combustion. Lavoisier
also described the role of oxygen in respiration, and showed that water is
not an element but a compound comprised of hydrogen and oxygen. In
1789, the year the French stormed the Bastille and America ratified its
Constitution, Lavoisier published Traite Elementaire de Chimie (Elements
of Chemistry), the first cohesive presentation of the principles of modern
chemistry: the law of the conservation of matter, how heat affects
chemical reactions, the nature of gases, and how acids and bases react to
form salts. It also listed all the then-known elements.

Lavoisier's insights quickly gained widespread acceptance, although a few
chemists, including Priestley, clung to the discredited notion of
phlogiston. Put to death by guillotine in 1794 through an excess of
revolutionary fervor, Lavoisier never saw the dawn of the new century
that recognized his work as the foundation of modern chemistry. (Read
more)
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