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O R I G I N  O F  L I F E ?  

 ABSTRACT 
Chemical gardens are a plant–like form, derived by placing a 
compressed amount of a chemical such as cobalt chloride in 
an aqueous solution such as sodium silicate, but many other 
combinations are possible. We will describe quantitatively 
how the cobalt chloride dissolved slowly into the sodium 
nitrate, with the cobalt chloride reacting with the silicate ions 
to form semi-permeable precipitates, which grow into a 
chemical structure with visual symmetry to a variety of 
biological forms, such as plants fungi, and insects. Similar 
forms have been found near deep sea vents, discharging hot 
plumes of chemicals from deep within the earth. Because of 
the similar features to living organisms there and the absence 
of both oxygen and sunlight, it had been suggested that this 
could be where life started. 

ABOUT THE SPEAKER  

Born in Australia, Herbert graduated from Sydney University 
before going to ANU in Canberra and then UCSD in California 
to complete his formal education. From there he transferred 
to Cambridge in 1968 supported by a two-year fellowship. 
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