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Abstract:

“The word evolution is most closely associated with Darwin and Biology. Yet it is the word that
changed physics in my lifetime.” These are the words used by the physicist Jacob Bronowski
in his now classic narration of “The Ascent of Man”, in the 1970s, on BBC television.
Bronowski is at that point trying to explain the formation of the chemical elements in the stars,
by nuclear fusion processes, and concludes “matter itself evolves”. Indeed, all the natural
elements, present on Earth and accessible by mining, were the Earth’s inheritance when it was
born. Geological and chemical evolution must necessarily precede evolution of life on Earth.
For almost the first 1.5 billion years of its almost 4.6 billion years of existence, the Earth was
devoid of life forms. This was the Hadean age, a period when a molten surface began to settle,
a time of asteroid impacts, an unimaginably hostile period for any life form. Yet it was the time

that geology and chemistry conspired to create the conditions for the birth of biology.

This lecture provides an elementary introduction to the chemical and biochemical prerequisites
for the birth of biology. The speaker’s interest in the area was spurred by the apparently sudden
emergence of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus in December 2019, followed by the Covid-19

pandemic.
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