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4  |  The Historical Collection

Founded in 1841 as the Chemical Society, the Royal Society of Chemistry is one 
of the oldest and most eminent chemical societies in the world. Ever since its 
inception, the library has been the guardian of its extensive historical archive. 

The archival collection is primarily composed of materials from the Chemical 
Society which was further augmented by the collections of the other societies 
that came together by Royal Charter to form the Royal Society of Chemistry  
in 1980:

l



02 The Chemical Society Library (before 1967)

04 The Royal Society of Chemistry Library (2009- )

03 The Chemical Society/Royal Society of Chemistry Library (1967-2009)
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History of Chemistry 
One of the aims of the RSC’s Chemistry Centre at Burlington House is to promote the history 
of chemistry and so in the summer of 2009, an area dedicated to the history of chemistry was 
created as part of the refurbishment of the library. This section within the library brings together 
all the books and journals relating to this area of interest that are immediately accessible to 
walk-in visitors. Other, older and more valuable items are kept securely elsewhere throughout the 
building, the majority of these being in the Hinshelwood Room.

The following are among the sub-categories covered within this section:

l Alchemy

l Chemist biographies

l  
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Historical Books

The books in the Historical Collection are largely kept in the 
Hinshelwood Room, of those 3,500 plus items, the following 
are a selection of the most notable. The first two items are part 
of the Roscoe Collection, more information on this collection 
can be found in a subsequent section looking at the RSC’s 
Special Collections:

De Secretis Mulierum (1505) by Pseudo Albertus Magnus

The oldest book in the collection is a copy of ‘De Secretis 
Mulierum’ (Women’s Secrets) by Pseudo Albertus Magnus, 
dated 1505.

Albertus Magnus was a Dominican friar, born in Bavaria 
(between 1193 and 1206) and died in 1280. He wrote 
numerous volumes on a number of scientific disciplines as 
well as on religion. ‘De Secretis Mulierum’ was compiled from 
his various manuscripts in the 13th or 14th century by one of 
Magnus’ disciples. The identity of ‘Pseudo Albertus Magnus’ 
is unknown and his representation of Magnus’ ideas isn’t 
thought to be entirely accurate.

In essence, this book was written by a monk as an instruction  
to other (celibate) monks on the facts of life and childbirth.  
The content erroneously details various notions about the 
female reproductive system and subsequently portrays 
women in an extremely bad light. This period in time was one 
which held much persecution of women, most drastically 
exhibited in the form of witch-hunting.

An English translation of this book, ‘Women’s Secrets’ by  
Helen Rodnite Lemay is available in the library’s History of 
Chemistry section.
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The Sceptical Chymist (1680) by Robert Boyle

Regarded as Robert Boyle’s (1627-1691) finest and most notable 
work, the first edition was published in 1661, this second 
edition was published in 1680. Due somewhat to the ideas 
written in this book, Boyle is regarded as the ‘Father of modern 
chemistry’, though this term has also been used to refer to 
Antoine Lavoisier (1743-1794). The distinction between the two 
men sharing the same epithet is that Boyle’s work marked the 
beginning of the development of modern chemistry whilst 
Lavoisier’s works marked the culmination of that development.

Boyle promoted the idea of chemistry being regarded as a 
separate science and to no longer come under the umbrella of 
alchemy or medicine. In this book, he also promotes the idea 
that the elements should no longer be limited to the classical 
four elements of earth, fire, air and water.

Glauber Works (1689) by John Rudolf Glauber

The most valuable book in the collection is ‘Glauber Works:  
the works of the highly experienced and famous chymist  
John Rudolf Glauber’, 1689. The full title being ‘The works of the 
highly experienced and famous chymist, John Rudolf Glauber: 
containing, great variety of choice secrets in medicine and 
alchymy in the working of metallick mines, and the separation 
of metals. Also, various cheap and easie ways of making  
salt-petre, and improving of barren-lane, and the fruits of the 
Earth. Together with many other things profitable for all the 
lovers of Art and Industry.’ This is a first edition in English of 
Glauber’s collected works and was signed and presented to 
the Chemical Society by Michael Faraday.
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Conversations on Chemistry (1807) by Jane Marcet

Jane Marcet (1769-1858) commonly became known as Mrs Marcet through her writing of 
introductory texts on science, her most famous being ‘Conversations on Chemistry’. The first 
edition was published in 1805 and summarised the lectures of Humphry Davy, the RSC holds a 
copy of the second edition, published in 1807. The book took the form of a conversation between 
a teacher and her two pupils. Michael Faraday credited ‘Conversations in Chemistry’ as being one 
of his early inspirations. The complete 10th edition from 1825 was digitised by the RSC and  
is available to view via the website.
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Historical Journals

The journal collection covers approximately 2,000 titles over 4 centuries and with many volumes 
per title, the total number of volumes runs into the tens of thousands. Due to space constraints, 
the collection is housed not only at Burlington House but at the RSC’s Cambridge office and an 
external storage facility.

One notable title held, ‘Annalen der Physik’ (1799-1948) is where Einstein published many of his 
papers including his ‘Special Theory of Relativity’ in 1905. 4

The collection covers all Chemical Society, Royal Institute of Chemistry, Faraday Society and  
Royal Society of Chemistry journals ever published as well as the journals of other societies  
such as:

l Journal of the American Chemical Society (1879- )

l Journal of the Society of Chemical Industry (1882- )

l  Journal of the Society of Dyers and Colourists (1890- )

l  Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London (1685-1975)

The Chemical Society’s extensive collection and, most notably, its journal collection took on 
national importance during the First World War. The Librarian of the time, F.W. Clifford made 
mention of this in ‘The Library Association Record’:

‘The activities of the War caused a considerable demand upon the resources of all libraries of 
a technical character, and that of the Chemical Society was frequently called upon by the War 
Office and other Government Departments for works which could not be found elsewhere.’ 5

The Chemical Society had built up a very comprehensive collection since 1841, this included 
many European titles. As a consequence, the research conducted by countries, which at the time 
of the First World War were regarded as enemies, was available to the British Government in the 
Chemical Society library:

‘…important works of foreign origin were to be found upon the library shelve, and were of the 
greatest possible value to the various War Departments and to manufacturers who were striving 
to make essential products hitherto made in what had become an enemy country.’ 5
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The Sir Frederick Abel Papers

Sir Frederick Augustus Abel (1827-1902) was an English chemist and became the 15th President  
of the Chemical Society (1875-1877) and the 2nd President of the Royal Institute of Chemistry 
(1880-1883). His area of expertise was in explosives and in 1889 he invented Cordite with  
Sir James Dewar.

In January 2010, a collection of his papers was donated to the RSC by his family. The collection 
includes two of his diaries (1854 & 1875), letters of condolence on his death and many of his 
personal letters. Some of the letters pertain to his work in the explosives industry while many 
are correspondence between him and his social and professional contemporaries: Sir William 
Armstrong, Sir James Dewar, The Duke of Devonshire, Michael Faraday, Thomas Graham, Carl 
Haag, A W von Hofmann, William Odling and William Rockerfeller as well as the private secretaries 
acting on behalf of Queen Victoria and the Prince of Wales (latterly King George V).

The Nathan Collection

The Nathan Collection, bequeathed by Colonel Sir Frederic Lewis Nathan, KBE (1861-1933), in 1934, 
comprises 975 items including books, pamphlets and folio-size posters on explosives and firearms 
dating from 1598 to 1920. 

The Chemical Society minutes of council in 1934 recounted the note that Nathan made in his will 
with regards to his bequest:

‘I should like the books etc. on explosives, small arms and artillery kept together as the Nathan 
Collection, but I do not lay this down as a condition of acceptance if such a condition in any way 
conflicts with the library arrangements of the Society.’ 6

As with the Roscoe Collection, a full catalogue of the items donated was compiled to accompany 
the collection. Many of the pamphlets in the collection relate to the manufacture and use of 
gunpowder, below is a selection of some of the items in the collection:

l  Charles II 1666, A proclamation for the effectual prosecution of His Majesties Commission for 
Providing and Making of Salt-peter and Gun-powder, 16th June 1666, London. [broadsheet]

l  Anon 1649, Deaths master-peece [sic]; or, a true relation of that great and sudden fire in Towerstreet, 
London; which came by the fiering of gunpowder on Friday 4th of January, 1649, Francis Grove, 
London.
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Another item in the collection is a volume called ‘Acts of Parliament’ containing a number of 
Parliamentary Acts from 1652 to 1883. One Act contained within this volume is:

l  



www.rsc.org/library  |  15 

George Holloway (1863-1917) was a metallurgical and mineral 
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History of the Royal Society of Chemistry

The History of Chemistry section within the library contains the following items relating to the 
history of the Royal Society of Chemistry and its precursors: 

l  Chemical Society 1891, ‘History of the Development of the Society’, The Jubilee of the Chemical 
Society, pp. 113-292.

l  Chemical Society 1948, A Record of the Centenary Celebrations 1947, Chemical Society, London.

l  Chirnside, RC & Hamence, JH 1974, The ‘Practising Chemists’ A History of the Society for 
Analytical Chemistry 1874-1974, Society for Analytical Chemistry, London.

l  Faraday Society 1954, The First Fifty Years 1903-1953, Faraday Society, London.

l  Moore, TS & Philip, JC 1947, The Chemical Society 1841-1941: A Historical Review, Chemical 
Society, London.

l  Pilcher, RB 1914, History of the Institute: 1877-1914, The Institute of Chemistry of Great Britain and 
Ireland, London.

l  Russell, CA, Coley, NG & Roberts, GK 1977, Chemists by Profession: the origins and rise of the 
Royal Institute of Chemistry, Open University Press, Milton Keynes.

l  Sutton, L & Davies, M 1996, The History of the Faraday Society, Royal Society of Chemistry, 
Cambridge.

l  Thomas, JDR 1999, A History of the Analytical Division of the Royal Society of Chemistry 
1972-1999, Royal Society of Chemistry, Cambridge.

l  Whiffen, DH & Hey, DH 1991, The Royal Society of Chemistry: The First 150 Years, Royal Society of 
Chemistry, London.
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One very special volume within the Historical Collection is  
The Jubilee Album. This album was presented to the Chemical 
Society at the Jubilee Meeting in 1891 to mark its fiftieth 
anniversary.

Robert Warington, one of the founder members of the 
Chemical Society in 1841, kept 70 of the 77 letters that were 
sent inviting people to join the Society. Portraits of forty-four of 
the original members of the Society are included in the album 
presented by Warington’s son, along with a copy of the history, 
the original bye-laws and the constitution:

‘It fortunately happened that my father preserved various 
papers relating to the formation of the Society; these have 
been arranged and bound, and my pleasant task is now to 
present them to the Society. In this book we have the original 
letters written by gentlemen in answer to the invitation sent 
out by my father before the primary meeting of the 23rd 
February, and to the more extensive circular sent between 
the 23rd February and the general meeting on the 30th 
March, 1841. To make the collection more complete, we 
have endeavoured to add portraits of some of the Original 
Members. The portraits are, of course, copies, but the whole 
of them have been taken in platinotype; I trust, therefore, that 
they will remain a permanent record of the founders of the 
Society.’ 9 

09  The Jubilee Album 
(front cover)
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Past Members

Since its early days, the Chemical Society proceedings have published obituaries of members. This 
was a more comprehensive activity when membership to the Society was in the 100’s (77 in 1841, 
growing to 1,754 in 1891), however, due to the massive growth of the Society (membership in 
2010 being over 46,000), the publication of obituaries has by necessity been confined to chemists 
with more prominent public profiles.

The earlier obituaries provide an interesting background into not only the lives of the individual 
chemists but also to the world they lived in. For example, during the First and Second World Wars, 
a number of members and Fellows of the Chemical Society and the Royal Institute of Chemistry 
were taken from their lives of academia and sent to war, many were killed in action:

2nd Lieut. Stuart Wycliffe Goodwin, M.C., Border Regiment, was killed in France on March 31st, 
1918, in his twentieth year.’  
Proceedings of the Institute of Chemistry, 1918 10

‘2nd Lieut. George William Moore… He was killed in action on March 28th, 1918, in France. His 
commanding officer wrote on his death:- “During a most critical phase of the battle he fought the 
gun with great gallantry and inspired the men with his own high standard of courage.”’
Proceedings of the Institute of Chemistry, 1918 11

‘Pilot Officer William Kelman Burr Thomas was reported missing in February, 1941, after air 
operations over Germany, and it was thought that he might have been taken prisoner, but 
information has lately been received that he lost his life while on a raid.’
Journal and Proceedings of the Institute of Chemistry, 1942 12

‘Sergeant Observer (Navigator and Bomber) Leonard Manchip, R.A.F., a Registered Student of  
the Institute, was reported “missing” in May, 1941, and is now presumed to be dead. Born on  
2nd November, 1919, at Gillingham, Kent, he was educated at Sir Walter St. John’s School, 
Battersea, and on winning a scholarship became registered as a Student of the Institute at  
Keble College, Oxford, in 1939. He had been serving with the R.A.F. since the outbreak of war.’
Journal and Proceedings of the Institute of Chemistry, 1942 13
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The Royal Society of Chemistry has a memorial ‘Pro Patria’ on 
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Publications

The Royal Society of Chemistry is one of the leading scientific publishers and it is the archives’ 
responsibility to keep a copy of everything ever published by the RSC and its constituent 
societies. The library has a separate RSC Reference collection containing these items. As well as 
the individual titles dealing with such a diverse range of topics from the ‘The Science of Ice Cream’ 
and ‘The Science of Chocolate’ to ‘Carbon Capture’ and ‘Rheology for Chemists’, the RSC produces 
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Miscellaneous

Among the other items in the RSC Collection are: 

l  Documents on the discussions leading to the formation of the Chemical Society, memoranda 
and articles of association, and the financial records of most of the constituent societies;

l  Original Victorian charters and subsequent Royal charters from each of the founding bodies;

l  The architect’s plans of Burlington House from the mid-19th century, outlining the original 
decor; and

l  Congratulatory scrolls, presentation volumes and artefacts from sister societies worldwide for 
various anniversaries, often very large and decorative
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Image Collection

The vast majority of the Image Collection is composed of 
portraits and photographs of many famous chemists and 
scientists as well as of all the former presidents’ of the RSC’s 
constituent societies. There are also a number of interesting 
images depicting alchemists in their laboratories and satirical 
sketches from different periods.

The image collection is composed of glass slides, photographs, 
paintings, sketches and prints (many of these being available 
digitally). The oldest image in the collection is ‘Faust in his 
Laboratory’ (1538).

Dr Sanctorius in Weighing Machine at Table (1749)

The image shown here is an engraving from Dr Santorius’ book, 
‘Ars de Statica Medicina’.

Dr Santorio Sanctorius (1561-1636) was an Italian scientist who 
performed various experiments with regards to temperature, 
perspiration and weight. This image depicts the ‘weighing 
chair’ he constructed for one of his major experiments. For 
thirty years he weighed himself and everything that went in to 
and came out of his body. He compared the weight of what 
he ate against his waste products and produced the theory of 
‘perspiratio insensibilis’ or ‘insensible perspiration’ to account for 
the difference.

Discoverers of Gunpowder

This image depicts the German monk Berthold Schwartz 
discovering gunpowder, the devil is watching over him as he 
does so. Some believe that Schwartz was the first European 
to discover gunpowder in the first half of the 14th Century, 
though others maintain that there are records of gunpowder 
use in Europe prior to this.

13 Dr Sanctorius in Weighing 
Machine at Table (1749)

14. Discoverers of Gunpowder

12 Faust in his Laboratory (1538)
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Magnetic Dispensary

This print by Samuel Collings (1790) is a satirical take on the 
practice of group therapy advocated by Franz Anton Mesmer 
(1734-1815).

The image shows a group of individuals displaying the 
magnetic effect of holding on to the metal bars. The 
foreground of the picture shows a dog urinating on an open 
book, one side of the book reads ‘Magnetic Effluvia’ the other 
‘List of Cures’. Next to the book are discarded packets of snuff.

Monster Soup - 1828

This image, ‘Monster Soup’ is a satirical comment on the 
condition of the water in the River Thames in the early 19th 
Century. At this time, outbreaks of typhoid and cholera were 
directly attributable to the river and by the middle of the 
century the pollution had killed all the fish.

The coloured engraving by William Heath (1795-1840) has both 
a top and a bottom title:

‘Microcosm dedicated to the London Water Companies, 
brought forth all ì monstrous, all prodigious things, hydras and 
gorgons and chimeras dire’.

‘Monster Soup commonly called Thames Water being a correct 
representation of that precious stuff doled out to us!’

16. Monster Soup, 1828

15. Magnetic Dispensary, 1790
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Glass Slide Collections

The RSC has acquired a number of different collections of 
lantern glass slides over its time; the bulk of the collection is 
composed of the Professor James Collection (presented to 
the Royal Society of Chemistry on 23rd October 1996) and the 
Claude Diamond Collection (presented by Bryan Diamond on 
28th June 1999).

The slides from the Claude Diamond Collection illustrate 
Diamond’s 1946 Cantor Lecture at the Royal Society of Arts 
that took place on Monday February 18th 1946. The lecture 
was titled: The manufacture of modern textile fibres. Claude 
Diamond (1897-1988) was Chief Technical Officer at Courtaulds 
in Coventry for 20 years and had 18 patents to his name.

Many of the slide images have been digitised and are available 
to view via the library catalogue. The complete glass slide 
collection, including the slides that have not yet been digitised, 
are searchable via the catalogue and available to view in the 
library.

Dr Harold Rose Crystal Image Collection

Dr Harold Rose is an industrial chemist and award-winning 
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Medals

President’s Badge of Office

The President’s Badge of Office was constructed in 1949 and 
was originally designed to be the Badge of Office for the 
President of the Royal Institute of Chemistry. However, when 
the societies merged in 1980, this became the official Badge for 
the President of the Royal Society of Chemistry and is worn by 
the President on special occasions to this day.

The following is a truncated extract from an article written 
in the ‘Journal and Proceedings of the Royal Institute 
of Chemistry’ from 1949 describing the medal and the 
significance of its design and construction.

‘The Badge itself consists of a wheel of gold with twelve spokes, 
each of which is composed of a different non-tarnishable white 
metal. The centre of the wheel is occupied by a hexagonal 
medallion bearing the figure of Priestley in enamel. The metals 
used for the spokes of the wheel are as follows, beginning 
from the upper vertical spoke and proceeding in a clockwise 
direction: palladium, cobalt, zirconium, iridium, niobium, 
tungsten, platinum, molybdenum, tantalum, rhodium, titanium 
and nickel.

Thus the four platinum metals occupy the north, south, 
east and west positions, and the intermediate positions are 
occupied symmetrically by (in order) the transitional metals, 
nickel and cobalt; group IV metals, titanium and zirconium; 
group V metals, tantalum and niobium; and group VI metals, 
molybdenum and tungsten. Tantalum and tungsten have 
been put on the opposite sides of the vertical axis so as to 
balance the weight, as these spokes are nearly twice as heavy 
as the corresponding molybdenum and niobium spokes. This 
arrangement is not only symmetrical, but takes account of 
the slightly differing colours of the metals, showing a gradual 
change from the pure white of palladium to the rather steely 
appearance of tantalum and niobium and back to the greyish 
white of platinum. For purposes of identification, the chemical 
symbols of these metals are engraved on the back of the gold 
ring at the point of contact with it.

The Badge is suspended from a collarette which has been 
woven specially in the form of a wide ribbon… The whole 
ribbon has been dyed with the earliest of the synthetic dyes, 
Mauveine, first prepared by W. H. Perkin in 1856.

18. The President’s Badge 
of Office
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Every component of the Badge and the collarette thus has a 
special chemical significance. The central figure of Priestley, 
the discoverer of oxygen and the inventor of soda water, has 
long been incorporated in the Seal of the Institute and is the 
established symbol of the Institute’s activities. The surrounding 
hexagon is, of course, symbolic of benzene and of the great 
industry that has been built up around aromatic organic 
chemistry. The gold wheel and the spokes of the various 
precious and untarnishable metals are representative of the 
outstanding part played by chemistry in the discovery and 
characterisation of the less common elements and of the 
development of their metallurgy and applications in industry. 
Another field of inorganic chemistry is represented by the 
enamels with which the central part of the Badge is adorned...’ 14

In the article, the following commentary was supplied by one 
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Artefacts and Artwork

Humphry Davy (Bust)

At the Annual General Meeting of the Chemical Society of March 29th, 1900, Professor Thomas 
Edward Thorpe (President of the Society, 1899-1901), reported on the gift to the Society of a bust 
of Humphry Davy:

‘We are indebted to several of our Fellows for additions to the artistic possessions of the Society. 
Dr. Debus has presented us with a striking bust of Humphry Davy, a cast of one modelled during 
his lifetime by Miss Moore. In accordance with the donor’s wishes, this bust now appears in 
our Meeting Room. On the recommendation of Mr. Thomas Armstrong, C.B., formerly the Art 
Director of the Science and Art Department, who was much impressed with the artistic quality 
of Miss Moore’s work, this bust has been copied by Miss Levick, with certain adaptations taken 
from Sir Thomas Lawrence’s well-known portrait in the possession of the Royal Society, and has 
been reproduced in bronze. The reproduction, together with its pedestal, has been given by our 
colleague, Dr. Messel.’ 15

John Dalton (Bust)

The bronze bust of John Dalton was created by Miss Levick (also creator of the Davy bust) and 
gifted to the Chemical Society in 1903 by former President Sir Thomas Edward Thorpe (1845-1925). 
A copy of his accompanying letter was printed in the ‘Proceedings of the Chemical Society’ in 
1903 and read out by President Professor William Til�in 
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Thomas Graham (Painting)

The portrait of Thomas Graham that hangs in Burlington 
House was specially commissioned by the Chemical Society 
in 1931. Incoming President Professor George Henderson 
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