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Many of our blog posts are centred around compounds 
found in plants. By bringing interesting plants into 
a laboratory setting and exploring the uses of some 

of the molecules produced by them, we hope to challenge the 
divide between nature and laboratory. 

Take chillies (Figure 1). Not only can they spice up food, 
but they also have antimicrobial and antifungal properties. 
While they have been used in pepper sprays to fend off angry 
humans, curious bears and hungry elephants, this would not 
work on birds. Differences in physiology mean that birds cannot 
experience the heat and pain of a hot chilli (see CHEMISTRY REVIEW, 
Vol. 22, No. 1, p. 34). The key molecule in chilli is capsaicin, and 
the 1-hydroxy-2-methoxybenzene part of its structure is also 
found in vanillin (Figure 2), the topic of another blog post.
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Colloids  Contain tiny particles of solid dispersed through 
a liquid. The particles are larger than the molecules and ions 
that form solutions, but smaller than the particles that form 
suspensions. The particles cannot be separated by filtration 
through filter paper.

Colloids  Contain tiny particles of solid dispersed through 

Glossary 
Figure 3 The molecule vanillin is exactly the same, regardless of 
whether it has been synthesised by chemists or produced by the orchid

Figure 1 Capsaicin is the compound that makes chillies taste hot

Figure 2 Capsaicin (found 
in chilli peppers) and vanillin 
(from vanilla pods) both contain 
1-hydroxy-2-methoxybenzene 
(shown in orange)
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Figure 4 Raspberry ketone (4-(4-hydroxyphenyl)butan-2-one) gives 
raspberries their characteristic smell
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Figure 5 Sunflowers yield natural latex, which contains 
cis-polyisoprene
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Natalie Fey is a visiting fellow in computational inorganic chemistry at 
the University of Bristol. Keen to highlight the importance of molecular 
structures to chemists, as well as their beauty, she started the Picture 
it… Chemistry blog in July 2013, together with Jenny Slaughter, a 
teaching laboratory fellow in the School of Chemistry at Bristol. 

Go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
chemistryreviewextras for a PDF of this poster that 
you can print out and display in class, plus revision 
questions based on the blog posts.
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Picture it… Chemistry
Vanilla pods come from an orchid (Figure 3) that only grows 

in tropical regions, making it an expensive natural spice. A 
little luxury is acceptable to the home baker, but most of the 
vanillin used to flavour food is made synthetically. Recently 
a new route to produce vanillin from cow dung was described 
(www.tinyurl.com/poh8n).

Extracting raspberry ketone (see Figure 4 and CHEMISTRY 
REVIEW, Vol. 23, No. 4, pp. 2–7) from fresh raspberries is also 
expensive, as only a few milligrams are present in each kilogram 
of fruit. Many foods, drinks and scented cosmetics use raspberry 
ketone made in the laboratory instead.

Like chillies, raspberries are a powerhouse of vitamins and 
fibre best served whole, but did you know that what we think of 
as the raspberry fruit is actually a cluster of drupelets (a drupe 

is a fruit where the flesh surrounds a shell containing a seed), 
making it an aggregate fruit?

While sunflower seeds can provide sunflower oil to be used 
for cooking, they can also be used to clear up contaminated 
land in a process called phytoremediation (see p. 34). Sunflowers 
also contain natural latex, mainly colloids of cis-polyisoprene 
(Figure  5), and are being tested as an alternative source of 
natural rubber that can be grown in colder climates than 
tropical rubber trees.

Each blog post develops a story from a level that will interest 
those without a scientific background to one that should satisfy 
serious chemists, and if you would like to find out more about 
these topics, or many others, make sure you visit www.chempics.
wordpress.com

Picture it… Chemistry (www.chempics.wordpress.com) is a visually appealing blog that 
looks at the science behind substances encountered in familiar objects. CHEMISTRY REVIEW 
invited Natalie Fey and Jenny Slaughter from the University of Bristol, founders and 
editors of the project, to select some highlights


