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Netherlands has now almost changed beyond recognition. Within a decade, the
discipline has been largely recast. And that is surely no small feat.
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Snolders’ History of Chemistry in the Netherlands is written to commemorate the
establishment in 1893 of the Dutch Chemical Society. It is published under the
auspices of the Society and advertised to its members. Certainly Dutch chemists
form the main group for which the book is intended. Certainly it will be also
interesting for the small Dutch speaking community of professional historians of
science. Whether Snelders’ work will satisfy the chemists can only be answered
by themselves.

Snelders’ task is not an easy one. Chemistry before Lavoisier is not easily
accessible to the chemists of today. Their knowledge of modern chemistry is
more a barrier than an entrance to the past. And chemistry in the Netherlands
cannot be understood detached from chemistry elsewhere, neither now nor in
the past. The few great chemists of the Netherlands will attract more interest
than the many skilled colleagues that left thousands of published papers and
books only known to the specialised historian. Writing about the great Dutch
chemists can better be undertaken in the framework of a general history of
chemistry. A local history must give some attention to the ‘second rank’ contri-
butions. These conflicting requirements can only be met by the creative imagina-
tion of the writer. Whether Snelders has succeeded in this will be answered after
discussing his work.

The book starts with a historiography of chemistry in the Netherlands. Snelders
demonstrates that active interest in the history of chemistry was already manifest
among Dutch chemists from the eighteenth century onwards. Professional
historians of chemistry are however a recent species and the interest of these






