Lesson 1

ORIGIN OF METALS NAMES

It is interesting to know where the elements have got their names from. Let us start with COPPER which is plentiful in the earth crust. In fact, this commercially important metal got its name from Cyprus which supplied most of the copper used in the ancient times.

LITHIUM comes from the Greek word 'lithos' meaning 'a stone'. This very light silver-white soft metal is the lightest solid floating on the water or oil. But it combines too readily with water and air so it can't be used very widely. Being plentiful but widely distributed, lithium is expensive to be mined and refined.

BERYLLIUM is not found native. It is named after the mineral beryl from which it is extracted. It is used in alloys when the article is not to be affected by the magnetic field.

MOLYBDENUM comes from the Greek word 'molybdos' which means 'lead'. Like graphite it is used for writing and high quality steel.

TANTALUM is a grey hard metal discovered by a Swedish scientist.  The name accounts for the fact that this metal was very hard to extract.  In the pure state, the efforts of the scientists compared with the fruitless labour of the legendary Tantalus. Tantalum is corrosion resistant thus it is increasingly used in surgery.
VANADIUM was the name given to this rare metal by its discoverer a Swedish scientist in honour of the Scandinavian goddess Vanadiums. This metal was discovered independently by a Mexican researcher as well and given the name 'erythronium' because of its colour in the heated state. It is added to the steel to increase its strength especially when hot.
NIOBIUM or COLUMBIUM was first extracted from the ore from an American deposit, thus one of its names. The second name accounts for the fact that it looks very much like tantalum. It is corrosion and heat resistant and is used as an alloying element.

The beautiful ZIRCONIUM was given its name because of its appearance. The name is derived from the Persian 'zargon' which means 'gold-colored'. Its application for making laboratory ware is based on its quality of high corrosion resistance. It is also used to produce very hard and strong alloys. Zirconium is rather plentiful being found in beach sand.

RHENIUM discovered by a German scientist W. Noddack as late as in 1925. Being very hard it is used for high precision instruments. It is expected to replace tungsten for some applications in the future. However it is very rare in nature being found only in small concentrations.

CERIUM was given its name because of the asteroid Cereus which was quite a sensation in the early 19th century. When added to glass or porcelain it makes them transparent and gives them wonderful bluish colour. Powdered cerium is used in the production of artificial rubies and diamonds.

HAFNIUM which is a valuable raw material for atomic submarines was discovered by the two Danish researchers who commemorated their capital in its name, hafnium being Latin for Copenhagen.

URANIUM metal was discovered in 1789 and named in honour of the planet with the corresponding name discovered 8 years before. Uranium is known as a source of nuclear power. This is accounted by the fact that like coal it accumulated the energy of numerous living beings. That's why uranium deposits are so close to the earth.

PLUTONIUM was given the grim name of the king of the underground world and the corresponding planet because it was originally got from uranium and it is known to come into existence as a result of the explosion of the nuclear bomb in Nagasaki. Later on it was found in nature.

THORIUM is a radioactive element obtained by the Swedish scientist Berzelius and was named after the Scandinavian god of thunder and has application in electrical engineering for alloying electrodes.

PALLADIUM discovered in England first was believed to be an alloy of mercury and platinum. It does not tarnish in the air and looks like platinum so it is used in jewelry. Its mixture with gold is used by dentists. Its name is associated with the name of the goddess of wisdom, but in fact it was named after the asteroid discovered in the early 18th century.

OSMIUM is a hard poisonous metal discovered in the 19th century by Tennant, the same British scientist who discovered iridium (meaning "rainbow" in Greek). Taken in small doses it is used in medicine. It derives its name from the Greek word 'osme' which means 'smell'.

