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CHEMISTRY AND PEACE. 

ALFRED NOBEL: FROM DYNAMITE TO NOBEL PRIZES. 

 

Alfred Bernhard Nobel was born in 1833 in Stockholm, Sweden. His father, Immanuel 

Nobel, was an inventor and engineer. The family left Sweden and went to St. 

Petersbourg, Russia, where the young Alfred studied Physics, Chemistry, Engineering… 

and Poetry.  

 

Nobel's family worked with explosive substances, like nitroglycerine, a very unstable, 

explosive and dangerous liquid, obtained by mixing sulfuric acid, nitric acid and 

glycerine.  They were looking for a way to make nitroglycerine safer. Several people 

(including Alfred's brother, Emil) died due to the explosions occurred during the 

experiments. 

 

Finally, in 1867, Alfred Nobel found a stable mixture of nitroglycerin with diatomite (a 

kind of mud). This paste was stable and safe, and that could be used to explode rocks in 

mining and construction. Nobel patented his invention as "dynamite," from the Greek 

word dunamis, or "power." 

 

Dynamite revolutionized the mining, construction and demolition industries. So, Alfred 

Nobel became fantastically wealthy. 

 

Besides, Nobel’s industries made weapons, like guns, munition… And Alfred Nobel was 

known as "The merchant of death", "a man who became rich by finding ways to kill more 

people faster than ever before". Alfred Nobel didn't like it, and he had to do something to 

improve his legacy.  

 

One year before he died, in 1896, Nobel signed his last will and testament, which 

established five Nobel Prizes, which every year award people whose works benefited the 

Humanity (in Physics, Chemistry, Medicine, Literature, including one awarded for the 

pursuit of peace). In 1969, a Nobel Prize in Economics was added. All Nobel Prizes are 

awarded in Stockholm, Sweden, except for the Nobel Peace Prize, which is awarded in 

Oslo, Norway. 

 

(Adapted from "The Dark Side of Nobel Prizes", by Mark Lallanilla, www.livescience.com) 

 

 

 

 

 

1.  Why is nitroglycerine dangerous? 

 

 

2.  Which are the reactants and the products in nitroglycerine production reaction? 

 

 

3.  Dynamite, good or bad? What do you think? 

 

 

4. How many Nobel Prizes are awarded? Which are they? 

 

 

5. Do you agree with the nickname "The merchant of Death"?  Why? 

  

 

6.  If you were incredibly rich, like Alfred Nobel, would you do the same? What would you do? 

  


