










In 1959, NASA awarded the first grant for 
Exobiology research to an EASTEX member, the 
microbiologist Wolf Vishniac of Yale University. 
He received $4500 to develop the “Wolf Trap,” 
a device to detect microorganisms in the soil of 
another planet.

NASA created a Life Sciences office on March 1, 
1960. Thanks to the work of scientists like Leder-
berg, an Exobiology program was established as an 
important element of this office. The NASA Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, and 
the NASA Ames Research Center in Mountain View, 
California, quickly developed strong Exobiology 
research groups.

NASA Ames (14) began to recruit new postdoctoral 
researchers, including Cyril Ponnamperuma and George 
Akoyunoglou, to focus on Exobiology. Soon, “postdocs” 
were working alongside staff scientists at NASA 
Ames. This development was a major step in recruit-
ing new scientists to the field.

Many researchers joined Vishniac in receiving support from NASA in 
the early days of Exobiology, including several Nobel Prize winners. (12) 
By 1963, NASA had become a significant funding source for life sci-
ence research in the USA. NASA money also helped build new facilities 
for universities, including UC Berkeley and Stanford. Below are a few 
examples of projects funded by the first NASA Exobiology Grants.

Harrison Brown, “Problems of Lunar 
and Planetary Exploration”. (15)

Samuel Silver, “Biochemistry of 
terrestrial microbes in simulated 
planetary environments.” (15)

Joshua Lederberg, “Development of 
the Multivator biochemical lab.” (15)

Sidney Fox, “Study of proteinoid 
microspheres.” (15)

Gilbert Levin, “Development of 
the Gulliver life detector.” (15)

Pretty soon,  
you’ll be ready for a 
trip to Mars. (13)
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Questions about life’s potential in the Universe 
have been on NASA’s science agenda since the very 
beginnings of the agency, making Exobiology and 
Astrobiology research essential to meeting NASA’s 
goals. In 1976, NASA would launch the first plan-
etary exploration mission dedicated to searching 
for evidence of life on another world, and the work 
of Exobiology and Astrobiology truly took off.

Next issue…  
Missions to Mars!
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Astrobiology
A History of Exobiology and Astrobiology at NASA
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13. Wolf Vishniac’s instrument, the Wolf Trap, would later become one of four 
instruments selected to fly on NASA’s Viking Mars lander mission.

14. This aerial photograph of what is now the NASA/Ames Research Center was 
captured by the Navy NAS on May 1, 1936. The distinctive large dirigible 
hanger can still be seen today when driving past NASA Ames in Mountain 
View, CA, on California Highway 101. From the Ames Research Center Image 
Library Collection, Image A93-0073-8

15. Dick, S.J. and Strick, J.E. (2005) The Living Universe: NASA and the develop-
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16. Images captured by the Viking Orbiters: (1) Image of the Mars surface from 
Viking 1 (1976) (2) Mars’ moon Deimos as captured by Viking 2 (1977) (3) The 
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on Mars. Captured by Viking 2 (1976)

17. The comet Tempel 1 as viewed by the NASA Deep Impact mission (2005).

Visit science.nasa.gov/astrobiology/ to learn all about Astrobiology at NASA!
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