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The Early Cell Explorers

It’s hard to believe, but there was a time when we didn’t know anything
about cell structure. In fact, the word cell (from the Latin word for chamber,
cello) wasn’t used as a biological term until 1665. That’s when Robert Hooke,
an English-born scientist, looked at a thin slice of a cork plant under a com-
pound microscope he had built himself. Hooke noticed small holes sur-
rounded by walls and named these tiny pores cells. After that, scientists
believed cells were found only in plants. But in 1839, Matthias Schleiden and
Theodor Schwann, both German scientists, shared their scientific findings with
one another. Schleiden had been studying plant cells and Schwann had been
studying animal structures. Together, they compared plant and animal struc-
tures and found that the structures were very similar—too similar to be acci-
dental. They concluded that cells are the basic building blocks for both plants
and animals. In 1858, Rudolf Virchow took Schleiden’s and Schwann’s theory
and stated it simply: all cells come from other cells. This remains known as the
cell theory.

Throughout the mid-1800s and into the 1900s, scientists continued to dis-
cover more and more about cells thanks in part to Gregor Mendel’s study of
genetics, Friedrich Miescher’s discovery of nuclein (which later became known
as DNA), and James Watson’s findings about DNA’s structure. Although many
amazing discoveries have happened in recent years, including genetic engineer-
ing and gene therapy, all of it is because of the work of those early cell explorers.

1. How important was Hooke’s homemade microscope to the discovery of the plant cell? Explain.

2. Restate the cell theory in your own words.

3. Why do you think it took almost 200 years for scientists to formulate the cell theory?
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