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Paper Chromatography

Paper chromatography is a method for the separation and identifica-
tion of minute amounts of chemical substances. To carry out a
separation, the scientist places the mixture, for example, a biological
extract, near the edge of a piece of filter paper and dips the edge into a
suitable solvent. The solvent gradually passes over the mixture and
carries the individual components of the mixture, depending on their
solubility, a certain distance on the paper. Complicated mixtures are
thereby separated into individual components and their identity can be
established by comparison, under similar conditions, with known
chemical compounds. The position of colorless substances on the paper
may be revealed by the use of a suitable color reagent.

Paper chromatography has proved to be of tremendous value in
solving a large variety of research problems. Amino acids, sugars,
vitamins, and hormones have been identified and measured in various
biological extracts. At the National Institutes of Health, methods
based on paper chromatography have been developed to permit the
identification and measurement of minute quantities of steroids, includ-
ing the steroid hormones.

Steroids of pharmacological interest, for example, a raw material for
the synthesis of cortisone, occur in various plants and especially in the
seeds of certain rare African plants. An expedition, sponsored by the
National Institutes of Health and the Department of Agriculture, col-
lected seed specimens in Africa. The seeds were analyzed by scientists
using the paper chromatography technique at the National Institutes of
Health. Those seeds which showed promise for pharmaceutical pur-
poses are being used by the Department of Agriculture for cultivation
in the United States.

frontispiece

A technician of the National Institute of Arthritis and Metabolic
Diseases, Public Health Service, sprays a chromatogram with reagent
as a step in the process of paper chromatography.
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