Visualising women in the Periodic Table: A Spanish research line on fluorine (1920s1930s)
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Abstract:

Traditional historical works associate the discovery of fluorine to Henri Moissan (18521907) a French Nobel laureate, and Otto Ruff (1871-1939) a German Liebig Medal.
However, fresh histories of science recognize the complex process of construction of the
periodic table. A larger number of chemists (and other experts, and non-experts), countries,
and institutions also played a key role in the study, analysis, and application of many
chemical elements. This contribution is focused on the study of fluorine during the first
decade of the 20th Century. It links some famous works by Moissan and Ruff with other
published by some Spanish chemists working at the laboratory of José Casares Gil (18661961). The lab was attended by many young women with two main goals: learning about
material culture of chemistry for didactic purposes, and improving their practical knowledge
to develop their own original research. First, I will study the beginnings of a research school
on fluorine created in early 20th Century by a group of women students (figure 1). Second, I
will explore the contributions of two women: Maria del Carmen Brugger Romani, and
Trinidad Salinas Ferrer. Both were graduated in pharmacy, and also obtained a PhD in
Pharmacy at the University of Madrid.1 Their research involved quantitative analysis of
fluorine, and the development of new techniques to find fluorine in different organic and
animal substances.2Finally, I will discuss the problems of Brugger and Salinas to consolidate
their scientific careers after the Spanish civil war (1936-1939). Their works were
disregarded, and other (male) pupils of Casares appropriated their research lines during the
dictatorship. In any case, this case study shows the relevance of scientific collaboration, that
was essential to prepare original works with international impact, to teach new generations
of students, and to open new research lines of the analysis of fluorine in Spain not just on
water, but also in a larger number of organic substances.
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Figure 1: Main works on fluorine analyses by Arnal, Brugger, and Salinas
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