
A Revolution in Chemistry: The Life and 

Legacy of Justus Liebig

Introduction

Justus von Liebig  (1803-1873)  was a  German chemist 

who  made  significant  contributions  to  the  fields  of 

organic  chemistry,  agricultural  chemistry,  and 

biochemistry. He is considered one of the founders of 

modern chemistry and is best known for his work on 

the  nitrogen  cycle  and  his  development  of  artificial 

fertilizers.

Liebig was born in Darmstadt, Germany, and studied 

chemistry  at  the  University  of  Erlangen.  After 

graduating, he worked as a pharmacist and then as a 

professor  at  the  University  of  Giessen.  In  1840,  he 

published  his  book  Organic  Chemistry  in  Its 

Applications  to  Agriculture  and  Physiology,  which 
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became  a  standard  textbook  for  chemists  and 

agriculturists.

Liebig's  research  on  the  nitrogen  cycle  showed  that 

plants need nitrogen to grow, and that nitrogen can be 

obtained  from  the  atmosphere  by  bacteria.  He  also 

developed a method for producing artificial fertilizers, 

which  helped  to  increase  crop  yields  and  improve 

agricultural productivity.

In addition to his work on chemistry, Liebig was also a 

strong advocate for public health and food safety. He 

wrote several books and articles on these topics, and he 

helped to establish the field of food chemistry.

Liebig's  work had a profound impact on science and 

society.  His  research  helped  to  improve  agricultural 

practices,  increase  food  production,  and  improve 

public  health.  He  is  considered  one  of  the  most 

important chemists of the 19th century, and his legacy 

continues  to  influence  the  fields  of  chemistry, 

agriculture, and food science today.

2



Liebig was a brilliant chemist and a gifted teacher. He 

was  also  a  passionate  advocate  for  science  and  its 

applications to improve human life. His work has had a 

lasting impact on the world, and he is remembered as 

one  of  the  most  important  scientists  of  the  19th 

century.
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Book Description

Justus von Liebig  (1803-1873)  was a  German chemist 

who  made  significant  contributions  to  the  fields  of 

organic  chemistry,  agricultural  chemistry,  and 

biochemistry. He is considered one of the founders of 

modern chemistry and is best known for his work on 

the  nitrogen  cycle  and  his  development  of  artificial 

fertilizers.

Liebig's  work had a profound impact on science and 

society.  His  research  helped  to  improve  agricultural 

practices,  increase  food  production,  and  improve 

public health. He was also a strong advocate for public 

health and food safety, and he helped to establish the 

field of food chemistry.

This  book tells  the story of  Liebig's  life  and work.  It 

explores  his  contributions  to  chemistry,  agriculture, 

and public health, and it examines his role as a public 

intellectual  and  advocate  for  science.  The  book  also 
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discusses  Liebig's  legacy and his  continued influence 

on the fields of chemistry, agriculture, and food science 

today.

Liebig was a brilliant chemist, a gifted teacher, and a 

passionate advocate for science and its applications to 

improve human life. His work has had a lasting impact 

on the world, and he is remembered as one of the most 

important scientists of the 19th century.

This book is a comprehensive and engaging biography 

of Justus von Liebig. It is essential reading for anyone 

interested in the history of  chemistry,  agriculture,  or 

public health. It is also a fascinating story of a brilliant 

scientist who dedicated his life to improving the human 

condition.

Liebig's work is still relevant today, as the world faces 

challenges such as food insecurity, climate change, and 

the need for sustainable agriculture. His insights into 

the relationship between chemistry and life can help us 
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to find solutions to these challenges and build a better 

future for all.

6



Chapter 1: The Rise of a Chemical Giant

Liebig's Early Life and Education

Justus  von  Liebig  was  born  on  May  12,  1803,  in 

Darmstadt, Germany. His father, Johann Georg Liebig, 

was  a  merchant  and  manufacturer,  and  his  mother, 

Maria  Caroline  Moos,  was  the  daughter  of  a 

pharmacist.  Liebig's  early  education was in  the local 

schools,  where  he  showed  a  talent  for  science  and 

mathematics.

In  1820,  Liebig  began  studying  chemistry  at  the 

University of Erlangen. He quickly became one of the 

top students in his class, and he soon began conducting 

his own research. In 1822, he published his first paper, 

which was on the composition of fulminic acid.

After  graduating  from  Erlangen,  Liebig  spent  a  year 

studying in Paris,  where he worked with the famous 

chemist Joseph Louis Gay-Lussac. In 1824, he returned 
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to Germany and became a professor at the University 

of Giessen.

At Giessen, Liebig quickly became one of the leading 

chemists  in  Germany.  He  conducted  groundbreaking 

research on a wide range of topics, including organic 

chemistry,  agricultural  chemistry,  and  biochemistry. 

He  also  developed  new  laboratory  techniques  and 

instruments,  and  he  wrote  several  influential 

textbooks.

Liebig's  work  had  a  profound  impact  on  the 

development of chemistry. He is considered one of the 

founders  of  modern  chemistry,  and  his  legacy 

continues  to  influence  the  fields  of  chemistry, 

agriculture, and food science today.

The Dance of Light and Shadows

Liebig's  early life  was not  without its  challenges.  His 

father  died  when  he  was  young,  and  his  mother 

struggled  to  support  the  family.  Liebig  also  had  to 
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overcome a speech impediment, which made it difficult 

for him to communicate with others.

Despite these challenges,  Liebig persevered and went 

on to become one of the most important scientists of 

the  19th  century.  His  work  helped  to  improve 

agricultural  practices,  increase  food  production,  and 

improve public health. He is remembered as a brilliant 

chemist, a gifted teacher, and a passionate advocate for 

science and its applications to improve human life.
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Chapter 1: The Rise of a Chemical Giant

The Influence of Alexander von Humboldt

Alexander von Humboldt was a German naturalist and 

explorer who had a profound influence on Justus von 

Liebig's  life  and  work.  Humboldt  was  a  brilliant 

scientist  who  made  important  contributions  to  the 

fields of geography, botany, and geology. He was also a 

gifted  writer  and  communicator,  and  his  books  and 

lectures helped to popularize science and inspire a new 

generation of scientists.

Humboldt  and Liebig  first  met  in  1822,  when Liebig 

was  a  young  professor  at  the  University  of  Giessen. 

Humboldt  was  immediately  impressed  by  Liebig's 

intelligence and enthusiasm for science. He encouraged 

Liebig to pursue his research on organic chemistry, and 

he provided him with financial support and access to 

his  extensive  network  of  contacts  in  the  scientific 

world.
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Humboldt's  influence on Liebig can be seen in many 

aspects  of  Liebig's  work.  For  example,  Humboldt's 

emphasis  on  the  importance  of  fieldwork  and 

observation influenced Liebig's own research methods. 

Humboldt's  holistic  approach  to  science,  which 

emphasized  the  interconnectedness  of  all  natural 

phenomena, also influenced Liebig's thinking.

In  addition  to  his  direct  influence  on  Liebig's  work, 

Humboldt also played a role in shaping the intellectual 

climate of the time. Humboldt's writings and lectures 

helped  to  create  a  new  appreciation  for  the  natural 

world and a new understanding of the role of science 

in society. This new intellectual climate helped to pave 

the  way  for  Liebig's  own  groundbreaking  work  in 

chemistry.

Liebig was always grateful for Humboldt's support and 

encouragement.  He  dedicated  his  book  Organic 

Chemistry  in  Its  Applications  to  Agriculture  and 

Physiology to Humboldt, and he named his eldest son 
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after  him.  Humboldt's  influence  on  Liebig  was 

profound and lasting,  and it  helped to shape Liebig's 

into  one of  the  most  important  chemists  of  the  19th 

century.
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Chapter 1: The Rise of a Chemical Giant

The Founding of the University of Giessen

Justus  von  Liebig's  life  and  career  were  profoundly 

shaped by the founding of the University of Giessen in 

1607. Liebig was born in Darmstadt, Germany, in 1803, 

and he enrolled at the University of Giessen in 1820 to 

study  chemistry.  At  the  time,  Giessen  was  a  small 

university  with  a  modest  reputation,  but  Liebig  was 

drawn  to  its  strong  focus  on  research  and  its 

commitment  to  teaching  the  latest  advances  in 

chemistry.

Liebig's  professors  at  Giessen  included  some  of  the 

leading chemists of the day, such as Johann Friedrich 

Gmelin  and  Friedrich  Wöhler.  These  men  had  a 

profound influence on Liebig, and they helped to shape 

his  scientific  worldview.  Liebig  was  particularly 

inspired  by  Wöhler's  work  on the  synthesis  of  urea, 

which  showed  that  organic  compounds  could  be 
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created  from  inorganic  materials.  This  discovery 

challenged  the  prevailing  belief  that  organic 

compounds  could  only  be  produced  by  living 

organisms.

After  graduating  from  Giessen  in  1822,  Liebig  spent 

several  years  working  as  a  pharmacist  and  as  a 

research assistant to Alexander von Humboldt. In 1824, 

he  returned  to  Giessen  as  a  professor  of  chemistry. 

Liebig was a gifted teacher, and he quickly attracted a 

large  following  of  students.  He  also  established  a 

research laboratory at Giessen, which became one of 

the  most  important  centers  of  chemical  research  in 

Europe.

Under  Liebig's  leadership,  the  University  of  Giessen 

became  a  world-renowned  center  for  chemistry. 

Liebig's students included many of the leading chemists 

of the 19th century, such as Robert Bunsen, Hermann 

Kolbe, and Friedrich Kekulé. Liebig's work at Giessen 

also  had  a  major  impact  on  the  development  of  the 
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chemical  industry.  He  developed  new  methods  for 

producing  fertilizers  and  other  chemicals,  and  he 

helped to establish the chemical  industry as a major 

force in the global economy.

The founding of the University of Giessen was a pivotal 

event in Liebig's life. It was at Giessen that he received 

his education, conducted his research, and established 

his  reputation as  a  leading chemist.  Liebig's  work at 

Giessen had a profound impact on the development of 

chemistry and the chemical industry, and it helped to 

make  Giessen  one  of  the  most  important  centers  of 

scientific research in Europe.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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