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Background 

When we look at a plant, the color that is most immediately obvious is green.  This is mainly due to a 

pigment found in a plant’s leaves called chlorophyll.  However, leaves often contain more than just that one, 

green pigment. 

The pigments in plants, other than chlorophyll, are collectively called accessory pigments.  They assist 

the chlorophyll in capturing the sun’s radiant energy to build carbohydrates.  During most of some plant’s 

growing season, these accessory pigments aren’t visible since the leaves are loaded with so much chlorophyll.  

However, in the fall, when chlorophyll begins to break down, other colors, such as red, yellow, and orange, 

become visible. 

In this activity, you’ll use a chromatography technique to separate the pigments found in the leaf of a 

common plant.   
 

Objective(s) 

� to observe and experience the process of paper chromatography 

� to separate the various pigments found in plant leaf 
 

Materials

• jar (w/lid) with 
chromatography solvent 

• chromatography paper 

• pencil 
• leaf 
• coin 

• ruler 
• colored pencils

Pre-Lab Questions 
Answer the following questions below on a separate sheet of paper.  For actual questions, you must either write out 

the questions, or include the questions in your responses.  Be sure to use complete sentences. 
 

1. What is the primary pigment in plants responsible for photosynthesis? 

2. Other than the pigment you answered in #1, what are all other plant pigments collectively called? 
 

Safety 

  

 

 

 

 

� Chromatography solvent is highly flammable and can irritate the skin and mucous membranes.  Its 

vapors are also highly irritating – do not inhale! 
 

Procedure 

1. Use the ruler to draw a pencil line about 1.5 cm from one end of the chromatography paper.  It is 

important to handle the chromatography paper from the edges to avoid getting oil from the skin on it. 

2. Place a leaf directly over the line and use the coin to smash the leaf’s pigment directly onto the line.  

Repeat this step 3 or 4 times, using a different section of the leaf each time.  Try to make as narrow of 

a pigment line as possible. 

3. Carefully crease the chromatography paper into a V-shape lengthwise.  This will help the paper to stand 

up once inside the jar. 

4. Open the jar and place the chromatography paper into the solvent.  The end with the pigment closest to it 

should be in the liquid.  Close the jar securely and do not disturb it while the solvent is absorbing into 

the paper. 

5. Once the solvent is about 0.5 cm from the other edge of the paper, open the jar and carefully remove the 

paper and place it on the table to dry.  Close the jar tightly. 
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Clean Up 

� trash: chromatography paper, leaf 

� everything else returned to its original location 
 

Results & Analysis 
Answer the following questions on your lab paper.  For actual questions, you must either write out the questions, or 

include the questions in your responses.  Be sure to use complete sentences. 
 

1. Make a full-sized, full-color sketch of the final chromatography paper. 

2. What is chromatography?  Be sure to answer in reference to the procedure you used. 

3. Label the colors on your sketch with their pigment names.  You may need to use the internet for 

guidance. 

4. What is a plant called that has its leaves “change” color in the fall and eventually loses them?  What is a 

plant called that retains its leaves, usually staying green, all year around? 

5. Why do plant’s leaves “change” color in the fall? 

6. What color(s) of light would not be very useful to plant for carrying out photosynthesis?  Explain. 

7. What does chlorophyll do in the photosynthetic process?  Be specific. 


