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The International Year of Chemistry series finishes
with this article. Over a period of ayear, the 11 previous
articles have provided historical and contemporary
glimpses into the field. They have also discussed differ-
ent aspects of chemistry’s complex structure as a major
field of science.

Early chemistry evolved from metallurgy (1) and
alchemy-turned-pharmacy (2, 3), and from its very
early stages of development, chemistry has been linked
with the quest to understand human health and dis-
ease. In fact, a “chemist” was originally a physician who
decided to follow the Paracelsian path, as opposed to
Roman (Galenic) medicine (3, 4). Later, physician—
chemists, and physicians working together with chem-
ists, formulated the field of biochemistry and clinical
chemistry (5). Subsequent practical implications of
chemistry added yet another major dimension, leading
to the development of entire new industries (6 ).

The spectacular scientific discoveries needed an
increasingly complex infrastructure to ensure and
maintain the validity of newly gained knowledge, as
well as continuity of the development of chemistry as a
scientific discipline. This series has addressed various
aspects of this framework, from the role of eminent
teachers and their “schools,” to architectural spaces
dedicated to chemistry—the laboratories (7-9).

Scientists are people and, to quote I. Glynn, “often
fascinating people” (10 ). The personal narratives are as
absorbing a part of the story of chemistry as are the
widely known discoveries. Several pieces in this series
were about exceptional individuals (8, 9, 11-13 ). Now,
I wish to mention one more story, somewhat different
from those of major researchers. Primo Levi’s book The
Periodic Table, published in English in 1984, tells about
his life in Italy before and during the Second World
War (14). It chronicles life’s turns and disasters, in-
cluding Levi’s year of incarceration in the Auschwitz
concentration camp. What is relevant about the story is
that the author, a chemist by training, narrates these
events by anchoring them to various aspects of his pro-
fessional “being.” He shows how chemistry became
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part of his personality and how it influenced all other
parts of his life.

Such narratives are important for the science of
chemistry, if only because their human dimension
speaks to those who consider entering the field. Marie
Curie, for instance, had remained a role model
throughout the 20th century for women who dreamed
of becoming high-flying scientists (12). Recently,
Carol Robinson discussed in Nature the necessary evo-
lution of such role models (15).

The International Year of Chemistry series has
looked at chemistry through the arts. As it turns out,
the knowledge that is chemistry strongly influenced the
arts through technologies that had an impact on paint-
ing, sculpture, and photography (1, 6, 16 ). Conversely,
the artists influence how society sees chemistry, chem-
ists, and science in general. Their imagery settles in the
collective societal mind and creates cultural constructs:
in a sense, it fulfills a Homeric role, helping to create
stories (and sometimes myths) that embed themselves
in culture. Naturally, artists’ insights might either syn-
ergize or clash with the views of insiders. Whichever it
is, their “external” perspective helps to contextualize
science within culture.

The image presented in Fig. 1 returns, yet again, to
the chemists” dwelling place—the laboratory. I previ-
ously discussed the work of Tony Cragg, who has talked
about the wider world by using the language of labora-
tory forms (7). This image is a simple still life that
shows a fragment of a working laboratory. One might
look at it simply as a composition of forms, shapes, and
light, or think of the meaning of its components: the
measuring equipment; the pens to plan, mark, and re-
cord data; and the relative isolation of this space from
the sunlit “outside.”

Looking at artwork or reading literature that ad-
dresses science, one wonders how important is the art—
science interface. Robert Grudin, in his book Design
and Truth, stresses the importance of “design” in a
knowledge-based society (17). In his text, one meaning
of the term “design” is attempting to develop knowl-
edge in the architectural environment that maximizes
individual and collective creativity. Knowledge, envi-
ronment, and people are precisely what the Interna-
tional Year of Chemistry series has reflected upon.
Such reflection might well be relevant when we think
strategically about our own particular field— clinical
chemistry.
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Fig. 1. Marek H. Dominiczak.

Laboratory Still Life—Late Afternoon. Processed digital photograph, 2005.

Author Contributions: All authors confirmed they have contributed to
the intellectual content of this paper and have met the following 3 re-
quirements: (a) significant contributions to the conception and design,
acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data; (b) drafting
or revising the article for intellectual content; and (c) final approval of
the published article.

Authors’ Disclosures or Potential Conflicts of Interest: No authors
declared any potential conflicts of interest.

Acknowledgment: The author thanks Jacky Gardiner for excellent
secretarial assistance.

References

ey

. Dominiczak MH. Alloys and symbols. Rodin’s The Thinker. Clin Chem 2011;
57:145-6.

. Dominiczak MH. Chemistry, pharmaceuticals, and Damien Hirst's Pharmacy.
Clin Chem 2011;57:790-1.

3. Dominiczak MH. Paracelsus: in praise of mavericks. Clin Chem 2011;57:
932-4.

4. Simpson JA, Weiner ESC. The Oxford English Dictionary. Volume 3. 2nd ed.
Oxford: Clarendon Press; 2004. p 83-4.
5. Rosenfeld L, ed. Biographies and other essays on the history of clinical

N

chemistry. Washington (DC): AACC; 1999. 381 p.
6. Dominiczak MH. Photography: the chemistry of an image. Clin Chem 2011;
57:1216-8.
7. Dominiczak MH. Laboratory—its meaning in science and culture. Clin Chem
2011;57:1346-7.
8. Dominiczak MH. Berzelius, Liebig, and the infrastructure of chemistry. Clin
Chem 2011;57:1468-70.
9. Dominiczak MH. William Cullen and Joseph Black: chemistry, medicine, and
the Scottish Enlightenment. Clin Chem 2011;57:1632-3.
10. Glynn I. Elegance in science. The beauty of simplicity. Oxford: Oxford
University Press; 2010. p 17.
11. Dominiczak MH. Louis Pasteur in his laboratory: entry of chemistry into
medicine. Clin Chem 2011;57:356-8.
12. Dominiczak MH. Marie Curie—an unusual image. Clin Chem 2011;57:
650-2.
13. Dominiczak MH. The importance of sequences. Clin Chem 2011;57:1088-9.
14. Levi P. The periodic table. London: Penguin Books; 2000. 195 p.
15. Robinson CV. In pursuit of female chemists. Nature 2011;476:273-5.
16. Dominiczak MH. The Impressionists: painting at the time of change. Clin
Chem 2011;57:534-6.
17. Grudin R. Design and truth. New Haven: Yale University Press; 2010. 216 p.

DOI: 10.1373/clinchem.2011.175943

Clinical Chemistry 57:12 (2011) 1791



