EDITOR’S CHOICE

Figures appearing in the EDITOR’S CHOICE are those arising from materials research which strike the editor’s fancy as
being aesthetically appealing and eye-catching. No further criteria are applied and none should be assumed. When
taken out of context, such figures often evoke images beyond and unrelated fo the original meaning. Submissions of
candidate figures are welcome and should include a complete source citation, a photocopy of the report in which it
appears {or will appear), and a reproduction-quality original drawing or photograph of the figure in question.

This EDITOR’S CHOICE photo appeared in the April 24, 1994 New
York Times* Any true polymer chemist and certainly all non-
scientists would have passed it off as a photo of a bunch** of
daredevil skydivers emulating the Olympic rings at 6,000 feet
above Sydney harbor in an attempt to convince the Inter-
national Olympic committee to confer Olympic standing on
their sport. But we who are technical nonspecialists immedi-
ately realized that this snapshot finally documents what avid
polymer chemists must do on their days off. The similarity to
those incomprehensible ball and stick diagrams that accompa-
ny every organic chemistry publication is unmistakable.
However, before consulting an expert to learn just what -ene,
-one, or -ane ending this molecule’s name should assume, we
can do some analysis on our own. First, we know that its
smallest units are carbon-based and they each appear to have
four extremities for bonding to each other or to other ligands
(a term we only now notice must derive from leg-hands). We
also note that the large interstices have sixfold point symmetry
(if we ignore the defective five-unit ring). There are smaller
interstices with four- and threefold axes. The overall structure
shows a mirror plane (c2) symmetry element. We cannot
assess chirality, but it is presumably opposite to that which a
homologous compound would exhibit over New York, the

Coriolis force being what it is down under. Taken together, it
seems they have succeeded in creating a previously unknown
space group. One need not know much about the bonding
habits of this particular type of carbon-based unit to ascertain
that they are neither purely diamondlike (sp?) nor purely
graphitic (sp2), but are a new high-bred (viz., hybrid) variety.
We also suspect that this new form of carbon is at best meta-
stable. Before even the first monolayer coats the opera house
roof, the molecule, we hope, will have completely dissociated.
We are told by ground-based organic chemists that the three-
and fourfold coordinations are never seen in nature and would
obviously be energetically impossible. That, we suppose, could
account for the metastability, but we prefer a simpler self-
preservation rationale.

* Actually the photo above was taken at a slightly different instant
than the one in the newspaper where the opera house is not partially
upstaged by a diver. (Photo credit: Wayne Larkin, Visual Design
Group, Unanderra, NSW, Australia)

** Although the caption to the photo in the news report claimed
“Thirty Australian sky-divers,” we count only twenty-nine. Careful
inspection will reveal that one of the rings is missing its sixth diver
— someone had to hold the camera!
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