
Unlocking the Secrets: The Chemistry of Life -
Oxford Portraits in Science
From the structure of DNA to the relentless energy flow within our cells, the study
of life at its most fundamental level is an astonishing endeavor. Oxford Portraits in
Science delves into this captivating realm, shedding light on the marvels of
chemistry that shape our very existence. In this article, we explore the intricate
relationship between life and chemistry, and how it continues to shape our
understanding of the world.

The Foundations: Molecules of Life

Life, as we know it, relies on the intricate interactions between molecules. The
building blocks of life are complex chemicals such as amino acids, nucleic acids,
carbohydrates, and lipids. These molecules are not only essential to the structure
and function of living organisms, but they also participate in numerous chemical
reactions that regulate biological processes.

The precise arrangement of atoms within molecules determines their properties
and functions. Whether it's the endless diversity of proteins or the code of life
found in DNA, these molecular arrangements govern the intricate machinery of
living systems. Exploring these molecular foundations requires an understanding
of chemistry at its core.
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Chemical Bonding: The Glue of Life

Chemical bonding, the glue that holds atoms together to form molecules, is at the
heart of life. Covalent bonds, where atoms share electrons, provide stability to
complex molecules such as proteins and DNA. These bonds allow for the
incredible diversity of chemicals found in living organisms.

Furthermore, weak intermolecular forces, such as hydrogen bonds, van der
Waals forces, and hydrophobic interactions, play crucial roles in shaping and
maintaining the structures of proteins, membranes, and even the very DNA helix
that carries our genetic information. Understanding these forces unlocks the key
to appreciating life's complexity.

Energy and Life: The Dance of Chemical Reactions

Life requires a constant supply of energy to sustain its processes. From the
synthesis of proteins to the transport of molecules across cell membranes, a
multitude of chemical reactions are constantly taking place within living
organisms.
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Chemical reactions often involve the transfer or transformation of energy.
Whether through the breaking and forming of covalent bonds or the conversion of
chemical energy into usable forms such as ATP, the dance of chemical reactions
in living systems is a delicate balancing act.

From Enzymes to Metabolism: Life's Chemical Facilitators

Enzymes, the catalysts of life, are essential for the efficient execution of chemical
reactions within the body. These remarkable proteins speed up reactions by
lowering the energy barrier needed for a reaction to occur, allowing life to proceed
at a rapid pace.

Metabolism, the sum of all chemical reactions occurring within an organism, is a
complex network of interconnected pathways. Metabolic reactions harness
energy and synthesize molecules necessary for growth, reproduction, and the
maintenance of life.

Chemistry Beyond Earth: Life's Universal Language

While our understanding of life on Earth is currently limited to the chemistry we
observe here, the search for life beyond our planet relies heavily on our
knowledge of the fundamental chemistry of life. Exploring the possibility of life
elsewhere in the universe pushes the boundaries of our understanding of
chemistry and expands our perspective on the wonders of life.

In

Oxford Portraits in Science opens a gateway into the captivating world where
chemistry and life intertwine. From unraveling the complex molecules that define
life to deciphering the energy flow and chemical reactions that sustain it, the
study of life's chemistry is a never-ending journey of discovery. With each new



revelation, we come closer to unraveling the secrets of the chemistry of life,
forever changing our perception of the world around us.
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Linus Pauling was the most important chemist, and arguably the most important
American scientist, of the 20th century. From his description of the chemical bond
to his discovery of the cause of sickle-cell anemia and his groundbreaking work
with vitamin C, his work leaped over the boundaries of disciplines, including
chemistry, physics, biology, immunology, nuclear physics, and more. Now in this
exciting new biography, acclaimed science writer Tom Hager brings Pauling's
wide range of scientific accomplishments vividly to life while also shedding light
on Pauling's activities outside the scientific realm. He shows how Pauling used
his scientific fame to help advance political causes, particularly the battle against
the spread of nuclear weapons during the 1950s. Despite the trouble his political
activism caused him, he remained unmoved in his dedication to making the world
a safer place. His perseverance was rewarded with a Nobel Peace Prize in 1963,
making him the only person in history to win two unshared Nobels. In Linus
Pauling, we read about a true a scientific giant: imaginative, bold, and unafraid of
anyone and anything.
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