
Chemistry Main Lesson  - 
Combustion and the Carbon Cycle Class 7B 

DAY 1 – Monday 18th May  - The Origins of Chemistry

In this Main Lesson we will be exploring Chemistry but also developing the art of 
observation.

To start with we need to ask some questions - what is Chemistry? and why is it 
important?  who were the first chemists? Here are two quotes from two historical 
writers on nature and science. When we design our title page you can copy these 
into your Main Lesson books – or others if you choose to find others online.

O, Nature, from thee are all things,In thee are all things,   To Thee are all things returned.
 Marcus Aurelius -  A Roman  Emperor

Be a free thinker and don't accept everything you hear as truth. Be critical and evaluate
what you believe in.                        Aristotle – A Greek philosopher

Chemistry is a branch of Science – and
the word Science comes from the Latin
word 'Scientia'  - knowledge – and the

history of science is really the history of
humanity finding out how the world

works. The origin of the word 'Chemistry'
is also thought to come either from
Ancient Greece or Egypt, and both

meanings are closely connected to nature
and healing. The Greek 'Chemia' meant
pouring, or infusion – an indication that

originally chemistry was a science of
mixing different materials, including plant

medicines for healing. 

Even a few hundred years ago Nature
was considered to be a manifestation of
God, of the divine – and so science was

an exploration into the miracle of
creation. Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1726)

regarded as one of the greatest scientists of all time, said 'Atheism is so senseless.
When I look at the solar system, I see the earth at the right distance from the sun
to receive the proper amounts of heat and light. This did not happen by chance'. 

In other  words,  the first  scientists   -  even up to the time of Einstein  -  saw no
opposition  between  science  and  the  spiritual  life.  Albert  Einstein,  the  brilliant
scientist from the twentieth century, said  'God does not play dice,  ' meaning, like
Newton, that the universe cannot have been created by chance. 

What do you think? Is the universe (and humanity) in all it's beauty, nobility and
majesty just here by accident or random chance? Or is there purpose and intention, 
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a divine order behind all  things? The purpose of science is really to explore this
question, which since the renaissance has been asked again and again – so often
that today there is a split between science and the spiritual life, but does there need
to be? 

Check what Aristotle says in the quote above – about being a free thinker, and not 
accepting everything we hear as truth. This really is what science is still all about 
today – to find a way to check what is true – How? by conducting  experiments! - 
and then 'drawing' conclusions based on our experiments.

Now – in our physics main lesson last term, and in class 6 also many of you found it
very difficult to draw conclusions from what we did. It requires real patience and 
quietness to think about what we observe and to actually understand what we are 
seeing. 

 In our experiments and activities, every scientist must ask:

What is being investigated in each experiment? 

What am I actually observing -not what I think is there, but what do I see? 

What is important to record and put on paper? 

What skills are important in Science? 

What safety measures do I need to know about?  

The  earliest  chemists  that  we  might  recognise  as  scientists  were  known  as
'Alchemists' – who since ancient Greek times worked with metals and minerals to
explore their properties. It is from the Alchemists that we have inherited our picture
of  the  4  'elements'  –  earth,  air,  fire  and  water.  The  Alchemists  looked  to  find
relationships  between the human being and the universe:  from the middle  ages
onwards they had to work in secret as the official  Christian religion had become
intolerant  about any kind of 'heresy'  – (a deviation from accepted religion).  The
Alchemists came to be misunderstood as rather greedy people who spent their time
trying to become rich by turning base metals like lead into 'noble' (and much more
valuable) metals like gold. In fact the Alchemists – who included Sir Isaac Newton
himself, working in secret alongside his groundbreaking work on gravity – explored a
profound connection between the four elements, chemical processes and the human
being  and  were  looking  for  a  way  to  arrive  at  inner  wisdom  and  human
enlightenment through the study of processes of the physical world. 

For today I would like you to think carefully about the question on page 1 
– is there a divine order behind the natural world? - and then to write 
three sentences in your rough book that describes the essence and aim of 
science in the past and three sentences that describe what you think is the
function of Chemistry today. NB Please remember to write full sentences. 


