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EMIL FISCHER—BIRTH CENTENARY"*

EMIL FISCHER was born on 9h October

1852, in Euskirchen in Rhenish Prussia.
After the termination of his scholastic life he
was appointad as instructor in the Strasbourg
University. In 1875 he followed his teacher,
von Baeyer to Munich where he worked suc-
cessively as Lecturaer, Professor Extraordinary
and Director of the Analytical Department of
von Baeyer's Laboratory. On the demise of
von Hofmann in 1892, Emil Fischer was ap-
pointed Protfessor and Director of the Chemical
Insiitute in Berlin University, a post which he
filled with increasing distinction for 27 years
until his death.

Fischer’s investigations during the first 25
years of his research career mainly comprised
work on colouring matters of the rosaniline
group, phenyl hydrazine and its compounds
with aliphatic and aromatic substances, sepa-
ration and estimation of arsenic, caffeine, thao-
bromine and =xanthine, uric acid, syntheses in
sugar group, glucosides, stereochemistry, esti-
mation of amino acids and enzymes.

His investigation on the rosaniline bases led
him to conclude that, (1) rosanilines pro-
ducible from aniline and the toluidines are
homologues of which the simplest, pararosani-
line, has the composition C; H;;N, whilst com-
mercial fuchsine 15 a mixture of which the
principal constitusnt is CoH 1 oNo and that,
(2) the parent hydrocarbon of the whole
group is triphenyl methane of which or of its
homologues, the various leucanilines are {ri-
amino derivatives.

Although Fischer started his career with re-
search on colouring matter under his master,
von Baeyer, he soon diverted and chalked out
different lines of work for himself. In 1875 he
observed that diazotised aniline on treatment

with neutral potassium sulphite yielded,
(1) potassium benzene diazonium sulphate,
C.,H;N,SO,K, and (ii} potassium phenyl

hydrazino sulphate, C,;H N, H,80,K. The latter
on ireatment successively with benzyl chloride
and hydrochloric acid yielded benzoic acid and
ph2nyl hydrazine. Thus was born the ‘key
substance’ phenyl hydrazine, which helped
Fischer to reveal to us the story of the sugars.
Today every student of organic chemistry
knows the mportance of phenyl hydrazine as
a reagent for the identification of carbonyl
compounds.

Fischer's major work soon excelled that of
von Baeyer: a fact substantiated by the award
{1902) of the Nobel Prize to the pupil three

years hefora it was awarded (1905) to the
teacher. Fischer’s discovery of organic hydra-
zines and the effect of phenyldrazine on alde-
hydas and ketones led to the establishment of
the constitution and to the synthesis of yvarious
sugars and to the unravelling of their steref;I-
chemistry. His investigations on lichenic sub-
stanc2?s, depsides and tannin materiais have
been considered very important. His dlscﬂvery
Of soporifies and development of barbiturates
like varonal helped the development of Syn-
thetic drugs. His investigations in Walden’s
Inversion have become equally classical, Fis-
cher’s work on spider’s silk revealed that itk
amino acid make-up is similar to that of natural
silk, but while natural silk contained serine and
a-anilino-propionic acid, spider silk contained
glutamic acid. Perhaps the rudiments of
modern paper chromatography are discernible
in one of his papers entitled “Rise of salt salu-
tion In bibulous paper”. |

Fischer’s main contribution to industry was
the supply of trained personnel. In 1883 the
Badische Factory in Germany offered him the
lucralive position of the Directorship of the
Company. Butf his love for research made him
decline the offer. His developmant of the bar-
biturates, substitutes for atropine and strontium
chloroarsenobehenoclate as remedy for -carci-
noma brought him in clese contact with syn-
thetic drug industry.

During the years of the First World War,
Fischer’s servicas were in constant demand for
indusirial and technical advice. He presided
over two Commissions, one for the productioh
of benzene and tolusne, and the other for the
utilisation of gypsum and kieserite for the pro-
duction of sulphuric acid. It was he who as
early as 1914 urged the need for thz production
of synthetic nitric acid from ammonia produced
from coke ovens,

H. E. Armstrong, in the obituary article on
Fischer, writes of him as “Onz of Germany's
great academic experts—a man who was listen-
ed to and used by his Government and simply
worshipped by industry” Emil Fischer's
achiavements will remain for all time a8 monu-
ment of parseverance and industry and a gos-
pel of inspiration and encouragement to all that
have the vision and courage to follow him.

* Summury of the Presidantial Addrexs, by Dr, B, H.
Iyerto a Colloguium, hald on 20th October 1988 \n the
Indlan Institute of Sclence, Bangalore.



