
Chemistry Summer Reading 
Congratulations on deciding to study A Level Chemistry! 
Doing a bit of reading around the subject is a great way 
to keep those cerebral synapses firing!   

Reading around our subject does not mean reading a 
Chemistry textbook; there are plenty of interesting 
reads our there which incorporate science into the fab-
ric of their narrative.  And who knows, it may even give 
you some ideas of what you’d like to do in the future!  
You may find a field of study you’d like to follow at uni-
versity, or a new extra-curricular/hobby to pursue. 

The following recommendations are a combination of books I have enjoyed myself 
and some have been recommended by https://chemrevise.org/2014/06/08/chemistry-
summer-reading/   and/or https://www.chemistryworld.com/ .  Most should be still in 
print and many are available as e-books, podcasts or audio books.  There’s a great vari-
ety! Feel free to go straight to the websites  above for a wider selection and in some 
cases, a more in depth review.  I’ve also gone beyond the printed word to include oth-
er media, so sink your teeth into a good book, film or podcast.  Happy Reading! 

 

Light Hearted/ Humorous Recommendations:  
 

xkcd by Randall Munroe  

https://xkcd.com/17/ 
 
A webcomic of romance, sarcasm, math, and language. 
“I'm just this guy, you know? I'm a CNU graduate with a degree in physics. 
Before starting xkcd, I worked on robots at NASA's Langley Research Cen-
ter in Virginia. As of June 2007 I live in Massachusetts. In my spare time I 
climb things, open strange doors, and go to goth clubs dressed as a frat guy 
so I can stand around and look terribly uncomfortable. At frat parties I do the 
same thing, but the other way around.” 
 
He’s also written some pretty awesome books! 

  
 

  

 

 

 

Thing Explainer: Com-

plicated Stuff in Simple 

Words 

 

 

 

 

What If?: Serious Sci-

entific Answers to Ab-

surd Hypothetical 

Questions 

 

 

 

 

How to: Absurd Scien-

tific Advice for Common 

Real-World Problems 

https://chemrevise.org/2014/06/08/chemistry-summer-reading/
https://chemrevise.org/2014/06/08/chemistry-summer-reading/
https://www.chemistryworld.com/
https://xkcd.com/17/


Science(ish) By Michael Brooks  
 
Covering movies from 28 Days Later to Ex Machina, this is a joyous ride through  astro-
physics, neuroscience, psychology, botany, artificial intelligence, evolution, and plenty more  
subjects you've always wanted to grasp.  

How to Fossilise Your Hamster: And other amazing experiments for the armchair sci-
entist by New Scientist 
 
100 wonderful, intriguing and entertaining scientific experiments which show scientific prin-
ciples first hand - this is science at its most popular. 

A Short History of Nearly Everything by Bill Bryson 
 
Bill Bryson's challenge is to take subjects that normally bore the pants off most of us, like 
geology, chemistry and particle physics, and see if there isn't some way to render them 
comprehensible to people who have never thought they could be interested in science. 

Chemistry in the Real World Recommendations: 

Stuff Matters: Exploring the Marvelous Materials That Shape Our Man-Made World by 
Mark Miodownik 
 
A globally-renowned materials scientist, Miodownik has spent his life exploring objects as 
ordinary as an envelope and as unexpected as concrete cloth, uncovering the fascinating 
secrets that hold together our physical world. 

Film: Dark Waters (2019) directed by Todd Haynes 
 
Dark Waters tells the shocking and heroic story of an attorney who risks his career and 

family to uncover a dark secret hidden by one of the world’s largest corporations and to 

bring justice to a community dangerously exposed for decades to deadly chemicals. 

Ingredients by George Zaidan 
 
Zaidan, an MIT-trained chemist, explores the chemistry of almost everything that makes life 

comfortable - what you should worry about and what you shouldn't. Sugar, preservatives, 

sunscreen, formaldehyde, cyanide (not to mention the substance that is 50 million times 

more deadly than cyanide), Oreos, the ingredients of life and death and nature itself, as well 

as the genius of aphids are all discussed in exquisite detail at breakneck speed, inter-

spersed with footnotes and informative diagrammes that will make you smile. You'll never 

think of chemistry the same way again. 



13 Things That Don't Make Sense: The Most Intriguing Scientific Mysteries of Our 
Time By Michael Brooks 
 
Spanning fields from chemistry to cosmology, psychology to physics, Michael Brooks thrill-

ingly captures the excitement and controversy of the scientific unknown. 

Exhibition: Plastic by The Dublin Science Gallery 
https://dublin.sciencegallery.com/plastic  

 
Just because COVID-19 has shut things down, does not mean you can’t do a virtual tour!  

Explore different aspects of how plastics have impacted us and the way we interact with the 

world through pictures, short essays and highlight videos using the link below.  While you’re 

there, check out some of the other science exhibits and videos they’ve got!  

https://www.compoundchem.com/2020/03/04/hand-sanitisers/  

Chemistry Throughout the Ages (Chemical History) Recommendations: 

Molecules of Murder: Criminal Molecules and Classic Cases By John Emsley 
 
Few books on poisons analyse crimes from the viewpoint of the poison itself.   Doing so 

throws a new light on how the murders attempted murders were carried out and ultimately 

how the perpetrators were uncovered and brought to justice. 

Antimony, Gold, and Jupiter’s Wolf: How the Elements Were Named  
by Peter Wothers  
 
Wothers explores the fascinating and often surprising stories behind how the chemical 
elements received their names. Delving back in time to explore the history and gradual 
development of chemistry, he sifts through medieval manuscripts for clues to the stories 
surrounding the discovery of the elements, showing how they were first encountered or 

https://dublin.sciencegallery.com/plastic
https://www.compoundchem.com/2020/03/04/hand-sanitisers/


Women in Chemistry Recommendations: 

The Radium Girls: They paid with their lives. Their final fight was for justice by Kate 
Moore  
  
As the First World War spread across the world, young American women flocked to work in 
factories, painting clocks, watches and military dials with a special luminous substance 
made from radium. It turned out that the very thing that had made them feel alive their work 
was slowly killing them: the radium paint was poisonous. 
 
Drawing on previously unpublished diaries, letters and interviews, The Radium Girls is an 
intimate narrative of an unforgettable true story. It is the powerful tale of a group of ordinary 
women from the Roaring Twenties, who themselves learned how to roar. 

The Ball Method  Directed by Dagmawi Abebe, 2020 | 19 minutes 
http://www.facebook.com/theballmethod 
 
The Ball Method is an interesting and entertaining short film. Highly recommended to scien-
tists and non-scientists. 
Leprosy or Hansen's Disease was a highly stigmatized disease with virtually no chance of 
recovery. The best treatment available was chaulmoogra oil, but the treatment was not very 
effective, and every method of application had problems.  Ball was a young African Ameri-
can woman in 1915 who was trying to pursue a career in academia. At age 23, she devel-
oped a technique to make the oil injectable and absorbable by the body.  Sadly, Ball’s work 
wasn’t properly recognised until 2000, over 80 years after her vital contributions. 

Radioactive: Marie & Pierre Curie: A Tale of Love and Fallout  by Lauren Redniss 
 
Radioactive is the mesmerizing, landmark illustrated biography of Marie Curie, by acclaimed 
author and artist Lauren Redniss. Through brilliant visual storytelling, Redniss walks us 
through Curie’s life, which was marked by extraordinary scientific discovery and dramatic 
personal trauma-- from her complex working and romantic relationship with Pierre Curie, to 
their discovery of two new scientific elements, to Pierre’s tragic death, to Marie’s two Nobel 
Prizes. A haunting and wondrous portrait of one of history's most intriguing figures. 

https://www.compoundchem.com/2018/03/07/12-women-chemistry/  

The Alchemy of Us: How Humans and Matter Transformed One Another by Ainissa 
Ramirez   
 
Filling in the gaps left by other books about technology, Ramirez showcases little-known 
inventors-particularly people of color and women-who had a significant impact but whose 
accomplishments have been hidden by mythmaking, bias, and convention. Doing so, she 
shows us the power of telling inclusive stories about technology. She also shows that inno-
vation is universal-whether it's splicing beats with two turntables and a microphone or splic-
ing genes with two test tubes and CRISPR. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Kate-Moore/e/B072HHZNG3/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://www.facebook.com/theballmethod
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydnocarpus_wightiana_seed_oil
https://www.compoundchem.com/2018/03/07/12-women-chemistry/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Ainissa-Ramirez/e/B00B3KN8AU/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1


For the Future Chemist Recommendations: 

(Stretch and Challenge or University Prep)   

Thieves, Deceivers, and Killers: Tales of Chemistry in Nature   
by William Agosta  
 
Agosta chronicles the rapid development of the applied science that makes use of chemical 
ecology. As researchers deepen our understanding of the biological world, they are making 
economically significant discoveries (such as enzymes that remain stable in extreme heat), 
finding ways to reduce our reliance on manufactured pesticides, identifying new uses for 
traditional medicines, and developing sophisticated new pharmaceuticals effective in treat-
ing malaria and several cancers. From the exploits of flies to the high-stakes effort to cure 
human disease, Agosta's tour of chemical ecology grants any reader entrance to the invisi-
ble realm where chemistry determines life and death. 

Chemistry on the Information Super Highway      

recommendations: 

Keep your knowledge up to date in the world of Chemistry and catch a 
glimpse into how it is helping to solve some of the world’s largest (and 
smallest) problems!  Most have some, if not all free content; some have 

small subscription fees or paywalls.  Details are written beside each one. 

Explorations of everyday chemical compounds 
 
Compound Interest is a site that aims to take a closer look at the chemical com-
pounds we come across on a day-to-day basis, explaining them with easy-to-understand 
graphics. The site won the Association of British Science Writers’ Dr Katharine Giles Sci-
ence blog award in 2018.  The site is run single-handedly by Andy Brunning. I’m a chemis-
try educator based in Cambridge, UK, and create the graphics for the site in my spare time. 
 
https://www.compoundchem.com/ 

Award-winning science podcasts and science radio shows! 

Based at Cambridge University's Institute of Continuing Education (ICE), the Naked Scien-

tists are a team of scientists, doctors and communicators whose passion is to help 

the general public to understand and engage with the worlds of science, technology and 

medicine. Free! 

https://www.thenakedscientists.com 

Certainly not the only chemist on YouTube, but I do enjoy his videos! 

“My goal is to show the natural beauty of chemistry in fun and interesting ways. Chemistry is 

happening all around us all the time, and there are a lot of really awesome chemicals and 

reactions out there!” 

He seems to have two sites, NileRed and NileBlue; it’s not clear what the difference is.   

https://www.youtube.com/user/TheRedNile/ 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC1D3yD4wlPMico0dss264XA 

https://www.compoundchem.com/
https://www.thenakedscientists.com
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheRedNile/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC1D3yD4wlPMico0dss264XA


Royal Society: Don ’t miss out on this free celebration of cutting-edge and historic science, 
all to enjoy at home.  
 
This year, we’re moving our Summer Science Exhibition online. Join us for an exciting week 

of science streamed straight into your home, with talks and videos on subjects including the 

science of pets, doping in sports and Antarctica exploration, and some highlights from our 

favourite exhibits over the years. You can also find out what some of the researchers from 

past years have been up to since showcasing their work at Summer Science. 

https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2020/summer-science-online/ 

TED is a non-profit devoted to spreading ideas, usually in the form of short, powerful talks (18 

minutes or less). 

TED is a global community, welcoming people from every discipline and culture who seek a 

deeper understanding of the world. We believe passionately in the power of ideas to change 

attitudes, lives and, ultimately, the world. On TED.com, we're building a clearinghouse of free 

knowledge from the world's most inspired thinkers — and a community of curious souls to en-

gage with ideas and each other, both online and at TED and TEDx events around the world, all 

year long. 

TED-Ed — TED's youth and education initiative — aims to spark and celebrate the ideas and 

knowledge-sharing of teachers and students around the world.  

https://www.ted.com/search?q=chemistry 

https://ed.ted.com/search?qs=chemistry 

https://www.youtube.com/user/TEDxTalks/search?query=chemistry 

Chemistry World is the flagship magazine of the Royal Society of Chemistry. P 
 
Published in print and online, we provide a global chemical science community with the re-
search, news and views they need to keep informed on the breakthroughs, challenges and 
emerging trends happening worldwide. 30 day pass for £4, longer subscriptions also availa-
ble. 
 

https://www.chemistryworld.com/ 

Hope you find something to spark your interest and keep you 
exploring Chemistry over the summer! 

Remember to take a break and get out to grab some vitamin D!  
I’ll hopefully see you in September! 

 

Miss K  

https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2020/summer-science-online/
https://www.ted.com/search?q=chemistry
https://ed.ted.com/search?qs=chemistry
https://www.youtube.com/user/TEDxTalks/search?query=chemistry
https://www.chemistryworld.com/

