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Answer

The term “base” appears to have been first used in
1717 by the French chemist, Louis Lémery (1672-
1743), as a synonym for the older Paracelsian term
“matrix” (1). In keeping with 16th-century animism,
Paracelsus had postulated that naturally occurring salts
grew within the earth as a result of a universal acid or
seminal principle having impregnated an earthy matrix
or womb (2). By the early 1730s the newer term had
largely replaced the older Paracelsian terminology and
was being used by such French chemists as Henri-
Louis Duhamel du Monceau (1700-1782) (3, 4).

Its modern meaning and general introduction into
the chemical vocabulary, however, is usually attributed
to the French chemist, Guillaume-Francois Rouelle
(figure 1), who used the term in a memoir on salts writ-
ten in 1754 (6). In this paper, which was an extension
of an earlier memoir on the same subject written in
1744 (5), Rouelle pointed out that the number of
known salts had increased significantly during the
17th- and early 18th-centuries, due not only to the
preparation of new salts, but also to an increasing abil-
ity to distinguish between sodium and potassium com-
pounds, and to a generalization of the concept so as to
include many substances, such as the alums and vitri-
ols (i.e., sulfates), that had been previously excluded.

In order to incorporate this newly extended con-
cept of salt formation, Rouelle explicitly defined a neu-
tral salt as the product formed by the union of an acid
with any substance, be it a water-soluble alkali, a vola-
tile alkali, an absorbent earth, a metal, or an oil, capa-

J. Chem. Educ., 2006, 83, 1130

Figure 1. Guillaume-Frangois Rouelle (1703-1770).

ble of serving as “a base” for the salt “by giving it a
concrete or solid form.” Most acids known in the 18th
century were volatile liquids or “spirits” capable of
distillation, whereas salts, by their very nature, were
crystalline solids. Hence it was the substance that neu-
tralized the acid which supposedly destroyed the vola-
tility or spirit of the acid and which imparted the prop-
erty of solidity (i.e., gave a concrete base) to the result-
ing salt (7).
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