PRESENTING AND REPRESENTING “THE” CELL

Skin cells Huxley 1868

Cell theory helped unify study of organisms into the single field
called “biology.” The earliest biology textbooks presented cells
as fundamental units of life but focused on specific types of
cell: skin cells made up skin, blood cells make up blood, and
so on. The earliest images presented particular cells from
specific organs and organisms.

In the United States, textbooks
moved beyond particular cells
to represent cells through a
diagram of a generalized cell.
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Specific cells showing a
diversity of cell shapes

Sedgwick and Wilson 1886

Wilson 1925

Wilson’s cell diagram, almost 2 decades later
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These representations of
‘the” cell show abstract
conceptions of a general
cell, a thing with all the
essential components a

B oighty ciagrammatic starfish ovum cell needs to be a cell,
to do what cells do.

Attraction-sphere enclosing two centrosomes,

The diagrams
evolved over time,
offering the best

P avallable theoretical
interpretations of

cell, A, centrosome, composed of centriole and centrosphere, and surrounded by aster.
B, nucleolus. C, nuclear membrane. D, karyolymph. E, chromatiec reticulum of nucleus.
F,plastid. G, ergastic material. H, chondriosomes. I, vacuole.
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But what do cells do? And how do we know, since we can only see so much
through the microscope?



