
 

 

 

 DAVY LAMP. 

In the early 19th century, coal mining was 
widespread throughout Europe in order to support 
the emerging steam engine industry, with the UK 
being one of the most developed places. The great 
need for coal led to the employment of a large 
workforce in the mines, which were soon plagued 
by numerous accidents caused by firedamp 
explosions, because with a concentration of 
between 5 and 15 per cent of firedamp in the air, a 
spark or a flame is enough to cause the gas to 
ignite, producing an explosion that travels through 
the galleries in a matter of seconds. 

 

 

In 1815 Humphry Davy succeeded in designing a 
lamp where, by surrounding the flame with a thin 
metal gauze in the shape of a cylinder, the heat 
given off by the flame did not ignite the gas in the 
outside environment. The intensity of the blue that 
the flame acquired in contact with the methane was 
an indicator of the concentration of the gas in the 
air, so that if it was left on the ground and 
extinguished, the miner knew that the concentration 
of carbon dioxide was reaching dangerous levels. 

For this invention Davy received a prize of 2,000 
silver pounds, raised by popular subscription, and 
the Rumford Medal awarded by the British Royal 
Society. As a curiosity, since 1877 this scientific 
society has awarded the Davy Medal to people who 
have made an important recent discovery in the 
field of chemistry.  

 

Like all new inventions, the Davy lamp suffered from 
faults, among them was the reduction in brightness, 
which prevented two-thirds of the light emitted by 
the flame from being emitted. To solve this type of 
problem, new innovations soon appeared, such as 
replacing the metal sieve with glass or increasing 
the number of sieves, and to avoid the effect of 
lateral air shocks, the sieve was covered with a 
metal chimney with openings at the top. 

These safety lamps soon began to be used in 
Spanish coal mining. Asturias, León, Puertollano, 
etc., were places where they were used, but it was 
not until 1901 that the first Spanish lamp 
manufacturer appeared, Luis Casajuana, whose 
catalogue announced himself as "the first 
manufacturer in Spain of safety lamps for coal 
mines". 

Today this type of lamp has almost completely 
disappeared with the use of the electric lamp and 
firedamp detectors and it is museums, such as the 
Fco. Pablo Holgado Historical Mining Museum of 
the EIMIA, that show us the history of this 
equipment, which was essential for the life of miners 
for many years. 

A modern version of this type of lamp is used to 
transport the Olympic flame. 
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