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Chapter 4. The discovery of lithium 

 
 

Lithium is one of the monovalent alkali metals. In 1800 the Brazilian, Joze  

Bonifacio de Andrada e Silva,115 on a geological survey of the Swedish island of Utö,  

found two new minerals in a pile of rocks from an iron ore mine.116 He named them  

spodumene and petalite. However, nothing more was heard about them until 1817 when  

the Swede Eric Thomas Svedenstjerna found them again on Utö. He sent samples of  

petalite to various colleagues around the world. One of the recipients was his famous  

teacher and countryman, Baron Jöns Jacob Berzelius, who handed the mineral to his  

assistant, Johan August Arfwedson, for analysis. In turn, Arfwedson succeeded in  

identifying all but four per cent of the petalite, which fraction he therefore proposed was  

a new alkali. At the suggestion of Berzelius it was named lithion after the Greek word for  

‘stone’, to designate its mineral origin. From this the name lithium originates, and it was  

given the chemical symbol of Li.117 

The discovery was described in the scientific literature the following year.118 

However, Arfwedson failed to isolate this ‘odd-ball’,119 in which endeavour Humphrey 

Davy120 succeeded the same year. But it was not until 1855 that Robert Bunsen121 found a 

method for the production of metallic lithium. His work on the so-called Bunsen 

burner,122 with which he and Kirchhoff constructed the first flame spectrophotoscope,123 

was published two years later. With its high sensitivity they demonstrated the ubiquitous 

occurrence of lithium in nature, but as trace elements only124 - about 20 parts per million 

of the igneous rock of the earth’s crust.125 

According to Garrod (1863),126 lithium was now becoming of ‘additional interest’ 

not only to the chemist, but also to the therapist, in part due to ‘the recent discoveries of 

Kirchhoff and Bunsen’. 
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