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Understanding the origins of chemical element names offers fascinating insights into history,
geography, and the contributions of notable scientists. The periodic table is a reflection not just of
chemical properties but also of human achievement and exploration. Among the 36 elements with
names rooted in various origins, notably, 2 are named after women scientists, and 25 are named for
geographic locations. This article delves into the stories behind these names, highlighting their
significance and the scientific history they embody.

Overview of the 36 Named Chemical Elements

The periodic table contains elements named after a diverse array of sources, including places,
scientists, mythological figures, and properties. Specifically, 36 elements bear names derived from
real-world references. These names serve as a tribute to the cultural, geographical, and scientific
heritage that has shaped our understanding of the natural world.

Key highlights include:

- 2 elements named after women scientists

- 25 elements named after places (countries, cities, regions)

- Remaining elements named after mythological figures, properties, or scientists

This distribution underscores the importance of location and individual contributions in the history
of chemistry.

Elements Named for Women Scientists

While most elements are named after places, a select few honor pioneering women in science.
Recognizing these contributions emphasizes the importance of diversity and inclusion in scientific
achievement.

1. Curium (Cm) — Named After Marie Curie
- Named for: Marie Curie (1867-1934)



- Significance: Marie Curie was a physicist and chemist renowned for her pioneering research on
radioactivity. She was the first woman to win a Nobel Prize and remains a symbol of scientific
excellence and perseverance.

- Discovery: Curium was discovered in 1944 by Glenn T. Seaborg, Albert Ghiorso, and Stanley G.
Thompson.

- Properties: It is a radioactive actinide metal used mainly in research and potential medical
applications.

2. Seaborgium (Sg) — Named After Glenn T. Seaborg

- Named for: Glenn T. Seaborg (1912-1999)

- Significance: An influential American chemist, Seaborg contributed significantly to the discovery of
transuranium elements and the development of the periodic table.

- Discovery: Named in 1974; Seaborg's work revolutionized our understanding of the periodic table.

Note: While these are the only two elements directly named for women scientists, their recognition
underscores the vital role women have played in advancing chemistry.

Elements Named for Places

The majority of elements derive their names from geographic locations, including countries, cities,
regions, and natural features. This naming convention often honors discoveries made in those
locations or pays tribute to cultural or historical significance.

Major Categories of Place-Based Element Names

- Countries and Regions: Elements named for entire nations or regions.
- Cities and Locales: Elements named after specific cities or landmarks.
- Geographical Features: Elements named after mountains, rivers, or other natural features.

Examples of Elements Named for Places

¢ Francium (Fr): Named after France, where it was discovered.

¢ Polonium (Po): Named after Poland, the homeland of Marie Curie.
e Americium (Am): Named for the Americas.

¢ Germanium (Ge): Named after Germany.

e Niobium (Nb): Named after Niobe, but indirectly linked to the Greek city of Niope.



¢ Rubidium (Rb): Derived from Latin “rubidus,” meaning deep red, but associated with the
mineral rubidium-rich mineral sources, often found in places like Russia.

¢ Scandium (Sc): Named after Scandinavia.

e Yttrium (Y): Named after the Ytterby mine in Sweden.

e Terbium (Th): Also named after the Ytterby mine.

e Erbium (Er): Named after Ytterby as well.

¢ Holmium (Ho): Named after the Latin “Holmia,” the city of Stockholm, Sweden.

¢ Gadolinium (Gd): Named after gadolinite, a mineral found in Ytterby mine.

e Thulium (Tm): Named after Thule, the ancient name for Scandinavia.

e Hafnium (Hf): Named after the Latin “Hafnia,” the Latin name for Copenhagen, Denmark.
e Ruthenium (Ru): Named after “Ruthenia,” Latin for Russia.

¢ Rhodium (Rh): Named after the Greek “rhodon,” meaning rose, but associated with regions
where it was found, such as Europe.

e Niobium (Nb): Named after Niobe, but with ties to the Greek city of Niope.

Historical and Scientific Significance of Place-Based
Names

The naming of elements after places serves multiple purposes:

- Recognition of discovery locations: Many elements are named after the geographic region where
they were first identified, acknowledging the scientists and facilities involved.

- Cultural homage: Elements honor the heritage and identity of regions, fostering pride and
recognition.

- Aid in scientific history: Names provide clues about the history of discovery and exploration.

For example, the discovery of polonium and radium in Poland marked a significant scientific
milestone and highlighted Marie Curie’s contributions, while the naming of scandium after
Scandinavia reflects the region's rich mineral resources.



Additional Notable Place-Based Elements

Beyond the prominent examples, several other elements bear names linked to geographic locations:

- Americium (Am): Named after the Americas, reflecting its discovery location.

- Germanium (Ge): Named after Germany, where it was discovered.

- Ytterbium (Yb), Terbium (Tb), Erbium (Er): Named after the Ytterby mine in Sweden, which has
yielded numerous elements.

- Hafnium (Hf): Named after Copenhagen, Denmark.

- Ruthenium (Ru): Named after Russia.

- Dysprosium (Dy): Named after “dysprositos,” Greek for “difficult to get,” but associated with
European sources.

These names encapsulate the global nature of scientific discovery, highlighting international
collaboration and exploration.

Impact of Naming on Scientific Culture and Education

The tradition of naming elements after places and scientists enriches the scientific narrative. It
transforms the periodic table from mere symbols into a storybook of history, geography, and
achievement.

Educational Benefits:

- Helps students connect chemical elements to real-world locations and historical figures.
- Reinforces the importance of geographical exploration in scientific progress.

- Inspires curiosity about the origins of scientific discoveries.

Cultural Significance:
- Honors the contributions of diverse cultures and regions.
- Promotes appreciation of scientific heritage worldwide.

Conclusion

The periodic table’s rich tapestry of element names reflects a global history of discovery, innovation,
and exploration. With 36 elements named after places and notable scientists, including two women
scientists, these names serve as lasting tributes to human curiosity and achievement. Recognizing
the stories behind these names fosters a deeper appreciation for chemistry’s role in understanding
our world and honoring those who have expanded our knowledge. Whether commemorating a
geographic region or celebrating pioneering scientists, each name adds a layer of meaning to the
scientific narrative, inspiring future generations of chemists and explorers alike.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Which two chemical elements are named after women
scientists?

The two elements named after women scientists are curium (Cm), named after Marie Curie, and
roentgenium (Rg), named after Marie Curie’s pioneering work in radioactivity.

How many of the 36 chemical elements in EnVision STEM are
named after places?

Twenty-five of the 36 elements are named after places, such as europium (Europe), germanium
(Germany), and francium (France).

Why are many elements named after places?

Many elements are named after places to honor regions or locations where they were discovered or
first isolated, highlighting the historical significance of those locations in scientific research.

Can you give an example of an element named after a woman
scientist?

Yes, an example is curium, named after Marie Curie, who made groundbreaking contributions to
radioactivity research.

What is the significance of naming elements after places?

Naming elements after places helps recognize the contributions of different regions to scientific
discovery and often reflects the origin of the element or its discovery location.

Are there any other elements named after women scientists
besides curium?

While curium is the most prominent, other elements like meitnerium (Mt) are named after women
scientists (Lise Meitner), acknowledging their contributions to science.

How does the EnVision STEM approach help students learn



about the periodic table?

EnVision STEM integrates scientific, technological, engineering, and mathematical concepts, making
learning about elements engaging by highlighting their historical and geographical significance.

Why is it important to know the origins of element names?

Knowing the origins of element names provides historical context, honors scientists and places, and
enhances understanding of the global nature of scientific discovery.

Additional Resources

EnVision STEM Of 36 Chemical Elements, 2 Are Named For Women Scientists And 25 Are Named
For Places

In the realm of the periodic table, each element carries a story—scientific, historical, cultural, or
geographical—that contributes to our understanding of the universe. Among the 118 recognized
chemical elements, a fascinating subset of 36 elements bears names that reveal intriguing insights
into human achievement, geography, and gender representation in science. Notably, only two of
these are named after women scientists, while a remarkable 25 are named after places. This article
delves into the origins, significance, and implications of these naming conventions, with a focus on
the "EnVision STEM" narrative that highlights the importance of diversity, geography, and scientific
legacy in the periodic table.

Understanding the Naming of Elements: Origins and
Conventions

The process of naming chemical elements is governed by the International Union of Pure and
Applied Chemistry (IUPAC). When new elements are discovered or synthesized, their names often
honor a variety of sources:

- Places: Cities, countries, regions, or geographical features

- Scientists: Pioneers and contributors to chemistry and related fields
- Properties: Characteristics such as color, state, or other traits

- Mythology or Cultural References

This systematic approach aims to create a cohesive and meaningful catalog of elements that reflects
human culture and scientific progress.



The Prevalence of Place-Based Names: Why 25
Elements Are Named for Locations

The fact that 25 elements are named after places underscores the importance of geography in
scientific discovery. These place-based names serve as commemorations of key locations where
elements were discovered, synthesized, or first characterized. They also highlight the global nature
of scientific research, spanning continents and cultures.

Examples of Place-Named Elements

Some notable elements named after places include:

- Francium (Fr): Named after France, where it was discovered.

- Americium (Am): Named for the Americas.

- Germanium (Ge): Named after Germany.

- Polonium (Po): Named after Poland.

- Berkelium (Bk): Named for the city of Berkeley, California.

- Dubnium (Db): Named after Dubna, Russia.

- Hafnium (Hf): Named after Hafnia, Latin for Copenhagen, Denmark.

- Ytterbium (Yb): Named after Ytterby, a village in Sweden known for multiple element discoveries.

The Significance of Place Names in Scientific Heritage

Place-based names often memorialize the location of the discovery or the contribution of a particular
region to scientific knowledge. They serve as geographic landmarks within the periodic table,
fostering a sense of global scientific heritage. For example, Ytterby is renowned for the discovery of
multiple rare earth elements, including ytterbium, ytterbium, and terbium.

Furthermore, these names often honor the pioneering work of local scientists or institutions. The
naming process can be seen as a tribute to the collaborative and international nature of scientific
progress.

The Rarity of Women Scientist-Named Elements: Only 2
Among 36

Contrasting the numerous place-based names, only two elements are explicitly named after women
scientists:

- Curium (Cm): Named after Marie Curie, renowned for her pioneering research on radioactivity.
- Polonium (Po): Named after Marie Curie's homeland, Poland, but also sometimes associated with
her personal heritage.



While Marie Curie’s name appears prominently, it is important to clarify that, historically, there has
been a scarcity of elements explicitly named after women scientists. This reflects broader trends in
the scientific community and historical biases that have limited recognition for women in scientific
discovery.

Historical Context and Significance

Marie Curie’s contributions to science are monumental, and her name being immortalized in the
element Curium (discovered in 1944) serves as a lasting tribute. The naming honors her
groundbreaking work in radioactivity, which laid foundational principles for nuclear physics and
medicine.

However, the paucity of women’s names in the periodic table signals a broader issue of gender
disparity in scientific recognition. Despite numerous women making significant contributions, few
have been honored with element names, highlighting ongoing challenges in visibility and
acknowledgment.

Potential for Future Recognition

The lack of more women scientists in element names prompts discussions about expanding
recognition. As the scientific community becomes more inclusive and aware of historical biases,
there is an opportunity to honor female researchers and trailblazers through future element
discoveries or naming conventions.

Implications of Naming Conventions in STEM and
Cultural Recognition

The naming of elements is more than an academic formality; it reflects societal values, cultural
heritage, and scientific priorities.

Representation and Diversity

- Gender Diversity: The limited number of women scientists honored indicates a need for increased
representation. Recognizing female scientists in the periodic table could inspire future generations
and promote gender equality in STEM fields.

- Geographical Diversity: The prominence of place-based names emphasizes the global nature of
scientific discovery but also highlights which regions have historically had more access or visibility
in research.



Educational and Cultural Impact

Names serve as educational tools, connecting scientific concepts to real-world locations and
historical figures. They can inspire interest in geography, history, and science, fostering a

multidisciplinary understanding.

Mapping the 36 Elements: A Closer Look

To understand the composition of this subset, let's categorize the elements based on their naming

origins:
Elements Named After Places (25 Elements)

- Americium (Am)

- Francium (Fr)

- Germanium (Ge)

- Hafnium (Hf)

- Holmium (Ho) (from Stockholm's Latin name, Holmia)

- Indium (In) (from "indigo" due to its blue line)

- Iodine (I) (from Greek "iodes," meaning violet)

- Krypton (Kr) (from Greek "kryptos," hidden)

- Lanthanum (La) (from Greek "lanthanein," to lie hidden)
- Lutetium (Lu) (from Lutetia, Latin for Paris)

- Neodymium (Nd) (from Greek "neos" and "dynamis," new and power)
- Nihonium (Nh) (from Japan, Nihon)

- Niobium (Nb) (from Niobe, daughter of Tantalus)

- Osmium (0s) (from Greek "osme," smell)

- Polonium (Po) (from Poland)

- Ruthenium (Ru) (from Russia, Latin "Ruthenia")

- Rubidium (Rb) (from Latin "rubidus," deep red)

- Samarium (Sm) (from Samarsk, Russia)

- Scandium (Sc) (from Scandinavia)

- Seaborgium (Sg) (named after Glenn T. Seaborg)

- Terbium (Tb) (from Ytterby)

- Thulium (Tm) (from Thule, an ancient name for the North)
- Thallium (T1) (from Greek "thallos," green shoot)

- Ytterbium (Yb) (from Ytterby)

- Yttrium (Y) (from Ytterby)

- Zirconium (Zr) (from zircon, mineral)

Elements Named for Women Scientists (2 Elements)

- Curium (Cm): Named after Marie Curie.

- Polonium (Po): Named after Poland, but often associated with Marie Curie, who discovered

polonium along with her husband.



Note: While polonium’s name directly honors a place, Marie Curie’s groundbreaking work has led to
her name being strongly associated with the element.

Conclusion: The EnVision for a More Inclusive and
Geographically Rich Periodic Table

The analysis of the 36 elements named after places and women scientists reveals a narrative of
scientific heritage, cultural recognition, and societal values. The dominance of place-based names
underscores the importance of geographical contributions to the periodic table, serving as
landmarks of discovery and cultural pride.

Simultaneously, the limited number of women scientists honored in element names highlights an
ongoing challenge—how to better recognize and celebrate diversity in scientific achievement. As
STEM fields continue to evolve toward inclusivity, there is an opportunity to revisit the historical
naming conventions and consider honoring more women scientists, especially emerging leaders and
pioneers from underrepresented groups.

This "EnVision STEM" approach emphasizes the need for a more comprehensive, equitable, and
globally representative periodic table—one that not only catalogs chemical elements but also reflects
the diversity of human ingenuity and the interconnectedness of science, geography, and culture. By
doing so, we can inspire future generations to see themselves as part of this ongoing scientific story,
fostering a richer understanding of the universe and our place within it.
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