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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Weel-kennt for:

•	 Discoverin carbon dioxide

•	 Makkin important observations aboot 
heat an temperature

•	 Discoverin latent heat.

Born in Bordeaux in 1728 tae an Irish 
faither and a Scottish mither, Joseph Black spent his wirkin life 
in Scotland. He is considert ane o the warld’s maist eminent chemists an ane o the 
foondin faithers o the science o chemistry.

Black wis a blate man an a braw teacher. His tentfu research techniques wis an 
inspiration tae ithers in his day an are aye sae the day.
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Joseph Black (1728-1799)

Aerly years an education

During his primary years Black wis taucht at hame by his mither. Whan he wis 12, he wis sent tae bide 
wi relations in Belfast an tae gang tae scuil there.

Fower year efter, he gaed tae Glasgow University tae study medicine. Scottish doctor and chemist 
Dr William Cullen (1710-1790) wis beginnin a new coorse o lectures in chemistry at this time. Black 
became Cullen’s laboratory assistant. Chemistry wis a passion for Black, alangside his medical 
education, whilk he completit in Edinburgh in 1754.

Discoverin carbon dioxide

Black wis aye a meticulous chemist, keepin tentie note o aa his results and measurements. It was 
this that led tae his discovery o carbon dioxide. Black ettelt tae pursue this study farrer. Hooivver 
fae 1756 he became thrang wi duties associatit  wi his new appyntment as Professor o Chemistry at 
Glasgow University.

 
The science o heat

Black tuik an interest in the science o heat an aa. In the 18th century there wis sindry competin 
theories aboot the naitur o heat an whit wey it relatit tae temperature.

Black’s investigations didna jist clarifee the distinction atween temperature an heat, but resultit in the 
theory o latent heat as weel.

Aroon this time, Black met James Watt in Glasgow, an they became freins and collaborators. Watt wis 
a skeely ingineer investigatin the efficiency o steam ingines. He produced model ingines for Black tae 
yaise in his lectures on the properties o heat.

As weel as Watt, anither close frein o Black wis James Hutton. Hutton left his collection o fossils tae 
Black upon his deith in 1797. Baith men wis Fellows of the newly foondit Royal Society o Edinburgh an 
they were memmers o the Oyster Club, a curn o intellectuals wha forgaithert regularly in Edinburgh. 
 

Return tae Edinburgh

In 1766, Black flittit back tae Edinburgh tae become Professor o Chemistry. He wis kennt as a braw 
teacher wha inspired a wheen o his students tae pursue careers in chemistry.
He wes widely respeckit baith as a scientist and a physician tae. Sindry medical warks o the late 18th 
century contains dedications till him. Black wis caaed upon as a consultant tae gie his expert opinion in 
mony different airts.
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Did you know?

Joseph Black had a very steady hand. During lectures he was able to pour boiling water and acid 
without spilling a drop.

Economist Adam Smith complimented Black by saying of him: ‘No heid [head] was ever less filled wi’ 
[with] nonsense’.

Altho Black appears tae hae haed mony freinds, he nivver merrit. He deeit in 1799, doucelike in his 
chair, haudin a cup o milk. Black’s obituary wis screivit by the philosopher Adam Ferguson.
Black haes a gey impressive grave in Greyfriars Kirkyaird, Edinburgh. Baith Edinburgh and Glasgow 
Universities hae named their chemistry biggins efter him. 

Taken from the National Library of Scotland’s Science Hall of Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html

Owerset be Christine Robinson, MA, PhD, Scots Language 
Ambassador.
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