
Chests of chemical apparatus and reagents for per-
forming chemical experiments and qualitative chemi-
cal analysis first make an appearance in the 18th cen-
tury, including those designed and sold for this purpose 
by Göttling in 1788 (1) and by Woodhouse in 1797 (2). 
	
 With the advent of the 19th century, the number of 
available chemical chests or cabinets began to rapidly 

increase. Early examples include those designed and 
sold by Trommsdorff in 1800 (3), Henry from 1801 on 
(4), Accum from 1811 on (5), and Griffin from 1854 on 
(6) (see also figure 1). 
	
 In addition to cabinets that provided the apparatus 
and reagents for qualitative chemical analysis, a num-
ber of “chemistry sets” explicitly designed for the 
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Figure 1. One of more than 70 varieties of cabinets of chemicals and apparatus offered for sale 
by the London firm of John Joseph Griffin and Sons.



amusement of adolescent 
boys began to appear as 
well, and by the end of the 
century some laboratory 
supply houses were selling 
boxed collections of appa-
ratus and reagents for use 
in secondary schools and 
academies (figure 2). 
	
 In the 20th century the 
correspondence school first 
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Figure 2. Advertisement 
for a chest of reagents 
and apparatus from the 
1894 catalog of the 
London laboratory sup-
ply house of Townson & 
Mercer.

Figure 3. The provisions pro-
vided by the ICS in order to 
supply the students taking its 
correspondence courses in both 
qualitative and quantitative 
chemical analysis with the nec-
essary chemicals and apparatus 
as depicted in this 1900 ad.



makes an appearance in the United States. The most 
successful of these was the International Correspon-
dence Schools (ICS) of Scranton, Pennsylvania. Its 
courses, which included both qualitative and quantita-
tive chemical analysis, were mostly intended for indus-
trial workers hoping to improve their employment 
situation and, in the case of chemistry, were largely of 
the “From bottle washer to chief chemist” success va-
riety. As may be seen from figure 3, ICS was willing, 
for a fee, to provide the student with the necessary 
chemicals and equipment to perform the required labo-
ratory work at home.
	
 But of all these chests and kits, the one that surely 
takes the prize is the version that was offered for sale 
by the Viennese laboratory supply house of Lenoir and 
Forster in their 1903 catalog (9). This is shown in fig-
ure 4 and consisted of a compact oak lab bench with 
cabinets beneath for the storage of glassware and appa-

ratus; a foldout cabinet above containing 32 reagents in 
glass-stoppered bottles, test tubes, and test glasses; a 
white enameled work surface with a pullout extension; 
a hot plate and filter stand; and a small water faucet 
and tin sink. It was characterized by the catalog as 
“very elegant” and as “especially suited for private 
laboratories and doctors’ prescription rooms.” It cost 
400 Krone or about $2,000 at the time.
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Figure 4. The ex-
traordinary lab 
bench, chemicals 
and equipment for 
performing qualita-
tive chemical 
analysis offered for 
sale in the 1902 
catalog of the Vi-
ennese laboratory 
supply house of 
Lenoir and Forster. 
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