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Astrobiology
Biochemistry at a distance
surface is difficult (and expensive)

by Richard Lathe

to investigate. As a surrogate, stud-

(Pieta Research, Edinburgh, UK)

ies have been performed on

and Tony Prave

extreme terrestrial environments,

(University of St Andrews, UK)

uncovering primitive micro-organDownloaded from http://portlandpress.com/biochemist/article-pdf/28/2/29/6386/bio028020029.pdf by guest on 21 June 2021

It is reputed that the discipline of astrobiology was a purely academic
pursuit until, in a moment of insight inspired by a Martian meteorite,
President Clinton undertook to fund the search for life in the universe.
This initiative has thrived to become the NASA Astrobiology Institute
(NAI) based at Ames, California.The first director, Nobel Laureate Dr
Baruch Blumberg, was appointed in 1999. A Russian Astrobiology Centre
has been established at St Petersburg, with parallel initiatives in Spain,
Japan and Australia.The European Exo/Astrobiology Network Association
(EANA), co-ordinated from Paris, held its inaugural meeting in 1999.
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Two of three instruments aboard the NASA Spitzer Space Telescope are tuned to detect infrared fluorescence emissions characteristic of PAH molecules (5.8 to 8.0
micrometres) and provide clues to the abundance of potentially life-bearing chemicals in distant galaxies (www.spitzer.caltech.edu/features/articles/20050627.shtml).
NASA/JPL-Caltech/T. Pyle (SSC)
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Figure 1: This artist’s impression symbolically represents complex organic molecules including polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) in the early universe.
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