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Let’s Try It...

and See What Happens!

Science Experiments for Public Settings

by Jane Snell Copes
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SEPARATING SOLUTIONS

Paper Chromatography

57

Is This Art or Science?

ids crowd up to the counter, some-

times three deep, anxious to draw

with markers on pieces of paper
towel. Drops of water reveal rainbow colors
from black and brown markers. Flowers
bloom from the circles smaller children
struggle to draw. Teens produce intricate
tie-dyed designs. All proudly carry off their
SOggy scraps.

Yes, this activity is an artful one. But
chromatography is also a scientific separa-
tion technique used in academic, govern-
ment, and industrial laboratories all over
the world to reveal the components in
many kinds of mixtures.

Deeper Background

Chemists have two major tasks: taking
things apart and putting things together.
They separate mixtures to find out what
they contain and synthesize complex
compounds from simpler ones.

Chromatography, from chroma, the
Greek word for color, is a method of
separating mixtures using a solid support
plus a liquid solvent.

Over the past 200 years, scientists have
separated solutions by using many kinds of
solid supports, or substrates. These solids
range from charcoal (used industrially to
decolorize sugar solutions) to soil or rock
(used to separate water-soluble minerals
and petroleum components) to chalk (for
plant pigments) and various kinds of paper.

[ AN LR LR LN N AN A AN AN AN N AR LR LR LR R AN R A A R T T T T T T YT Yy






