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The History of Sulfuric Acid 
 
8th century c.e. - Jabir ibn Hayyan became the first recorded person to produce mineral 
acids including sulfuric acid 
 
9th century c.e.- Al Razi used iron sulfates and copper sulfates under distillation to 
produce small quantities of sulfuric acid.  
 
13th century c.e. - Albertus Magnus, perhaps the most widely read author of his time, 
wrote several influential books in medieval Europe describing Al Razi’s method of 
producing oil of vitriol 
 
Oil of vitriol became closely associated with transmutation and the philosopher’s stone 
because of its strong dissolving properties. 
 
15th century c.e. - Basil Valentinus also wrote several alchemical texts including L’Azoth 
de Philosophes which further stressed the importance of vitriol in the alchemy. Describes 
how to prepare the substance via the burning of sulfur and saltpeter. 
 
17th century c.e. – Johann Glauber prepares sulfuric acid via Valentinus’s method.  
 
1736- Joshua Ward begins to mass produce Sulfuric acid 
 
1746- John Roebuck introduces the lead chamber process to mass produce sulfuric acid. 
It was the most efficient way to produce the acid for nearly two centuries. 
 
1774- steam is first introduced into the lead chamber 
 
1793- intermittent method of burning brimstone is replaced by a continuous method. 
 
1827- Gay-Lussac creates a tower for the recovery of oxides of nitrogen. Important 
because they act as in-situ-catalysts for the manufacture of sulfuric acid. 
 
1859- John Glover erects the first Glover tower at the Washington Chemical Works, near 
Durham England in 1859. It acts as a denitrating tower. Coupled with a Gay-Lussac 
tower, the efficiency of the lead chamber process is greatly increased. 
 
1831- The contact process is introduced by Peregrine Phillips. It takes sulfur dioxide 
diluted with and air and drawn over a pt catalyst to convert into sulfur trioxide. This is 
absorbed in water to make sulfuric acid 
 
Development was slow to use the contact process because  

1. a lack of demand for fuming acids 
2. lack of adequate knowledge of the mechanism of gas reactions as understood by 

modern physical chemistry 
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3. slow progress of chemical technology 
1870- high demand for fuming acids is fueled by synthesis of alizarin and other organic 
dyes. 
 
1875- Emil Jacob uses sulfuric acid produced by the chamber process as starting material 
for the contact process. First the acid is heated into water sulfur dioxide and oxygen then 
passed over a pt catalyst to form sulfur trioxide. 
 
1881- contact acid produced at Thann chemical works 
 
1875- Clemens Winkler proposes that successful production of the acid requires 
stoichiometric proportions of sulfur dioxide and oxygen supplied to the catalyst. This was 
incorrect. 
 
1889- Discovered that excess oxygen in the gas mixture proves advantageous. 
 
1898-99- Manheim process patented. Oxidation of sulfur dioxide accomplished in two 
stages. First by means of ferric oxide and second by Pt. 
 
1901- Knietsch in a lecture to the German Chemical Society disclosed part of what had 
been accomplished by the investigators of the Badische Company. 
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