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The chemical furan, in case you are wondering, was originally named “tetraphenol” by the
German chemist Heinrich Limpricht, reflect Limpricht’s classification of the compound as a
four-carbon homologue of phenol. It was later renamed “furan” by contraction of “furfurol”
(later “furfural”), once Limpricht’s compound was identified as the parent compound of
this aldehyde. Furfurol, in turn, had been named for its source, as a degradation product of
bran (Latin: furfur).

These are the sort of things one discovers on paging through Alexander Senning’s The
Etymology of Chemical Names. This is a curious book—not quite a nomenclature guide, not
quite a dictionary, and not quite a work of history, though it has elements of each. “The
thinking and knowledge ensconced in this book are the fruit of more than half a century’s
university teaching and research as well as extensive nomenclature work,” Senning
explains in his preface. The book is perhaps best construed as an anthology of very many
very short conversations with its author, a Danish chemist specializing in organic sulfur
chemistry and a longtime contributor to the nomenclature activities and publications of the
Danish Chemical Society.

The Etymology of Chemical Names builds on Senning’s 2007 compilation Elsevier's
Dictionary of Chemoetymology: The Whies and Whences of Chemical Nomenclature and
Terminology, a 400-page, A-to-Z etymological dictionary of chemical terms. Like the
previous work, the bulk of Senning’s new book consists of one-to-two sentence etymologies
of several thousand terms for chemical substances, substance classes, reactions, and other
phenomena. The Etymology of Chemical Names is arranged in twenty chapters, each
addressing a particular approach to nomenclature and/or the nomenclature of a particular
domain of chemistry. Chapters vary considerably in length and scope; “Samples of trivial
and semitrivial names” (150 pages), “The IUPAC systematic nomenclature” (60 pages),
“The naming of the elements” (30 pages), and “The naming of minerals” (30 pages) receive
most wide-ranging discussion.

The book is written for a specific audience: trained chemists with first-order etymological
interests. For others, two factors limit the usefulness of the book as a reference work. First,
other than providing systematic nomenclature alongside non-systematic chemical
substance names, few entries define the terms whose etymologies they outline. The work is
thus tough going for readers who are not already steeped in chemical language. (The best
source for authoritative current definitions of chemical terminology is the IUPAC
Compendium of Chemical Terminology, aka the “Gold Book,” https://goldbook.iupac.org/.)
Relatedly, since there are so many chapters and subsections and since the print version of
the book has no index, the book is not ideally organized for quickly looking up the
etymology of particular terms. Fortunately, Wikipedia is a fairly reliable starting point for



https://goldbook.iupac.org/

information on chemical terminology. (Senning himself frequently cites Wikipedia entries
in this work.)

Second, as Senning acknowledges in his introduction, his book is a treasury of historical
facts but not a history of chemistry. Virtually no published work in history of chemistry nor
historical sources are to be found in the book’s light helping of citations, although recent
chemical publications and websites addressing matters of nomenclature are well
represented. As Senning’s subtitle promises, there are plenty of examples of “tradition and
convenience vs. rationality in chemical nomenclature” to be found among the book’s
thousands of terms and brief explanations of carbohydrate nomenclature, mineral
nomenclature, and the like. But the book does not provide a full-blooded historical account
of this tension among tradition, convenience, and rationality.

While historian readers might find some of Senning’s etymologies less than satisfying as
historical answers, they generate some quite interesting historical questions. Returning to
the example mentioned above: who first prepared furfurol? What were these degradation
studies of bran all about? Was the name “tetraphenol” discarded before or after organic
chemists decided that Limpricht’s compound was best represented as a four-carbon, one-
oxygen heterocyclic ring and phenol as a hydroxy-substituted six-carbon ring? Does this
shed light on shifting conceptions of homology in the development of structural organic
chemistry?

Such are the historical questions catalyzed by Senning’s book, and by the font of experience
that stands behind it and is embodied in it. Chemical nomenclature is a famously
labyrinthine enterprise. One must recognize the time and effort of a knowledgeable guide.
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