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Hubert N. Alyea, 1903–1996
by Bassam Z. Shakhashiri

“To Hubert N. Alyea, an international grand mas-
ter of lecture demonstrations and a delightful commu-
nicator of chemistry.” These words describe only one of
Hubert Alyea’s magnificent contributions to chemistry
and were used in the dedication of Volume 3 of Chemi-
cal Demonstrations (1). Alyea’s death on October 19,
1996, at the age of 93 at his home in Hightstown, New
Jersey, brought sadness to teachers and to other people
around the world who enjoyed his style of teaching and
presenting chemistry. That style was often described in
the press as “eccentric” and even “zany”, but to those who
knew him personally and who were lucky enough to be
invited to his house or to his laboratory at Princeton, he
was a warm and thoughtful person.

Hubert Alyea had a special gift for bringing chem-
istry to life in all his presenta-
tions. His fast pace, puns, and
ad-libs characterized his teach-
ing and his public presenta-
tions. He was purposefully dra-
matic and often appeared to be
cavalier in his handling of
chemicals and equipment. His
clothing and hands always
showed telltale signs of the experiments he did with
gusto. It was all a masterful act—a successful one for
his purposes. He was a showman who wanted to capti-
vate his audience, and he did.

His fame as a chemistry professor was widespread
among Princeton undergraduates. They would talk about
him with great affection many years after graduation,
even though they had not been students in his course.
To the public at large he was the model for actor Fred
MacMurray’s character in Walt Disney’s 1960 film The
Absent-Minded Professor.

To teachers he was a mentor as well as a promotor
of showmanship.  His emphasis on displaying chemical
changes led to the development of his TOPS (Tested
Overhead Projection Series), which successfully enabled
both teachers and students to see vivid chemical trans-
formations.  His “armchair chemistry experiments” ap-
proach is the forerunner of the current laboratory prac-
tices in microscale chemistry. He edited “Tested Demon-
strations” and “Demonstration Abstracts” in this Jour-
nal for many years and provided readers with valuable
directions and commentary for doing demonstrations. In
1970 he was the recipient of the ACS Award in Chemi-
cal Education, and his picture appeared on the cover of
the September 1970 issue of the Journal. The photograph
at the right also appeared in that issue and shows him
in action—the way most of us remember him.

Hubert Alyea was born in 1903 in Clifton, New Jer-
sey. He attended Princeton University where first he
earned his bachelor’s degree and then in 1928 received
a Ph.D. in chemistry, after having done part of his doc-
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toral work at the Nobel Institute in Sweden. He received
fellowships to the University of Minnesota and then to
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Berlin where he worked with
Fritz Haber. He returned to Princeton to teach, from
1930 to 1972. Upon retirement he continued to work
unabatedly on the development of armchair experiments
and was a popular lecturer at ACS, NSTA, and other pro-
fessional meetings as well as at schools and colleges
around the world. In 1986 I had the privilege and honor
of being on stage with him at a Holiday Lecture at the
Museum of Science in Boston. Even at age 83 he was a
tough act to follow.

During the past 10 years we exchanged correspon-
dence, usually around Christmas. When we spoke on the
telephone, he always asked two things: “when is the next
volume in the demonstration series coming out?” and
“what do you plan to do in the next Christmas Lecture?”

Many people will want to celebrate Hubert Alyea’s
life and accomplishments. One way to do this would be
to dedicate a special issue of the Journal to honoring the
many facets of Hubert Alyea’s chemical career. Another
would be to organize symposia at ACS meetings or bi-
ennial conferences dedicated to advancing the ideas he
promoted and the practices he initiated. If you want to
pursue these suggestions, contact the Editor about a spe-
cial Journal issue or the Program Chair of the Division
of Chemical Education about a symposium. Among trib-
utes to the memory of the giant who has left us is the
dedication of my 1996 Christmas Lecture, as telecast on
PBS, to Hubert Alyea.
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