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A Journey from Cork to ChromosomesA Journey from Cork to ChromosomesA Journey from Cork to Chromosomes
What if the story of modern biology began with a
piece of cork?

Long before scientists understood DNA, genes, or
chromosomes, they first had to discover cells and
then learn what happened inside them.

Over several centuries, better microscopes,
improved staining techniques, careful
observations, and new ideas gradually transformed
our understanding of life.

Robert Hooke looked at a thin slice of cork and saw
tiny compartments, giving them the name “cells.”
In the decades that followed, Antonie van
Leeuwenhoek revealed a previously invisible world 

of microscopic organisms. Robert Brown described
the nucleus as a distinct structure in plant cells.
Later, improved microscopy allowed scientists to
observe the remarkable changes taking place as
cells divided.

Matthias Schleiden and Theodor Schwann helped
establish the idea that plants and animals are
composed of cells. Rudolf Virchow, building on
earlier observations of cell division, became closely
associated with the principle omnis cellula e cellula
that new cells arise from pre-existing cells.

Then the story became even more intriguing.

Scientists began seeing mysterious thread-like 

HISTORY OF CELL
BIOLOGY: FROM
HOOKE’S CORK CELLS
TO CHROMOSOMES
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At the centre of this story was oneAt the centre of this story was one
extraordinary idea:extraordinary idea:

Cells come from cells.Cells come from cells.

At the centre of this story was one
extraordinary idea:

Cells come from cells.
The principle omnis cellula e cellula often translated
as “every cell from a cell” became an important part of
the developing cell theory. Virchow famously
associated the principle with his cellular pathology
work, although the understanding that cells arise
through division was built on earlier observations,
including the work of Robert Remak and others. 

This is the journey from cork to chromosomes from
simple observations under early microscopes to the
foundations of modern cell biology and genetics.

structures moving and changing during cell division.
Walther Flemming systematically described their
behaviour during mitosis, while Heinrich Wilhelm
Waldeyer later introduced the term “chromosome.
”Finally, the independent work of Walter Sutton and
Theodor Boveri provided important evidence linking
chromosomes with heredity.

What began with a piece of cork was gradually
becoming a much bigger story.

A story about how life is organized.

A story about how cells reproduce.

And ultimately, a story about how biological
information is passed from one generation to the next.

Part 1: The Birth of Cell Theory — From Robert Hooke's
Cork Cells to Virchow's Principle

The journey begins in 1665, when Robert Hooke
examined a thin slice of cork and saw a pattern of tiny
box-like compartments.

He called them “cells.”

Hooke did not yet understand cells as the living units
we know today. The cork tissue he observed was dead,
and what he mainly saw were the empty spaces
bounded by cell walls.

Over the following centuries, microscopes revealed an
increasingly complex microscopic world. By 1838 and
1839, Matthias Schleiden and Theodor Schwann had
helped establish the idea that plants and animals are
composed of cells. 

What You'll Discover in This Five-PartWhat You'll Discover in This Five-Part
JourneyJourney

What You'll Discover in This Five-Part
Journey

But one crucial question remained:

Where do new cells come from?

Observations of cell division including important
work by scientists such as Robert Remak helped
challenge the idea that cells could simply arise
spontaneously. Virchow's famous principle, omnis
cellula e cellula, became closely associated with
the idea that new cells arise from pre-existing
cells. 

The foundation of cell theory was taking shape.

→ Part 1 will explore:

Hooke → Leeuwenhoek → Brown → Schleiden →
Schwann → Remak → Virchow

Part 2: The First Clues of Cell Division

During the 19th century, microscopes became
more powerful, and new preparation and staining
methods made internal cellular structures easier
to observe.

Scientists began noticing something strange.

Inside dividing cells, thread-like material appeared
to change shape and move in remarkably
organized ways.

These were not random changes.

Something was happening inside the cell.

Researchers studying both plant and animal cells
gradually accumulated evidence that cells
reproduce through division and that structures
within the nucleus undergo dramatic
transformations during the process. Early work by
scientists including Carl Nägeli, Eduard
Strasburger, Friedrich Schneider, and others
contributed to this growing picture, even though
interpretations were not always correct. 

A new mystery emerged:

What were these mysterious threads doing—and
why did they behave so precisely?

→ Part 2 leads directly to:

The mystery of dividing cells → the changing
nuclear material → the search for the mechanism
of cell division
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And it was distributed between the two resulting cells.

He systematically described the process that became
known as mitosis, producing some of the earliest
detailed accounts of chromosome behaviour during
cell division. His major work, Zellsubstanz, Kern und
Zelltheilung, was published in 1882. 

Today, we describe the major stages as:

Prophase → Metaphase → Anaphase → Telophase

Flemming had revealed something fundamental:

Cell division was not chaos. It followed an
astonishingly organized process.

But another mystery remained.

What was the purpose of these thread-like structures?

And could their precise behaviour somehow be
connected to heredity?

Part 4: Chromosomes and the Mystery of Inheritance

By the late 19th century, the mysterious thread-like
structures seen during cell division had become
increasingly important.

In 1888, Heinrich Wilhelm Waldeyer introduced the
term:
Chromosome.

Scientists could now give these remarkable structures
a name.

But naming them did not explain what they did.

At the beginning of the 20th century, two
seemingly separate areas of biology began to
converge.

On one side was cell division and chromosome
behaviour.

On the other was Mendelian inheritance.

Walter Sutton studied grasshopper chromosomes
and noticed that their behaviour during meiosis
closely matched the patterns predicted by
Mendel's laws of inheritance. Theodor Boveri's
work on chromosomes and development
provided another important line of evidence.
Together, their independent contributions helped
support the emerging chromosome theory of
inheritance. 

Suddenly, the story became much bigger:

Cells + Chromosomes + Heredity

Chromosomes were no longer simply structures
visible under a microscope.

They were increasingly suspected to be
connected to the transmission of biological
information from one generation to the next.
And that raised an even deeper question:
What were chromosomes actually made of?

Part 5: Why Mitosis Matters Today

The story does not end with Flemming's
microscope.

Today, the same process he painstakingly
observed is studied using fluorescence
microscopy, molecular biology, genetics, genome
sequencing, and advanced imaging technologies.

Modern science has revealed that chromosomes
contain long DNA molecules associated with
proteins, and that genes are DNA sequences
carried on chromosomes.

But mitosis is not simply a historical curiosity.

Cell division is fundamental to:
Growth
Development
Tissue repair
Stem cell biology
Embryonic development

Part 3: Walther Flemming and the Discovery of Mitosis

Walther Flemming took the investigation of cell
division to a new level.

Using improved staining methods and meticulous
microscopic observations, he followed the changing
behaviour of nuclear material in dividing animal cells.

Flemming's observations revealed an ordered
sequence.

The material condensed.

It became organized.

It separated.
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From Cork to Chromosomes — A Five-Part Journey

Part                                                      Article

Part 1                                 The Birth of Cell Theory

Part 2                                 The First Clues of Cell Division

Part 3                                 Walther Flemming and the Discovery of Mitosis

Part 4                                 Chromosomes and Mystery of Inheritance

Part 5                                 Why Mitosis Matters Today

What You'll Discover in This Five-Part JourneyWhat You'll Discover in This Five-Part JourneyWhat You'll Discover in This Five-Part Journey

The microscope changed whatThe microscope changed what
humans could see.humans could see.

Cell theory changed how weCell theory changed how we
understood what we saw.understood what we saw.
And chromosomes hAnd chromosomes helpedelped

reveal how biologicalreveal how biological
information could pass frominformation could pass from
one generation to the next.one generation to the next.

The microscope changed what
humans could see.

Cell theory changed how we
understood what we saw.
And chromosomes helped

reveal how biological
information could pass from
one generation to the next.

Cancer research
Regenerative medicine

Every time a cell divides, an extraordinary challenge
must be solved:

How can the cell accurately distribute its genetic
material to the next generation of cells?

The same fundamental process that Flemming
sketched by hand in the 19th century can now be
observed with modern molecular tools.

From hand-drawn microscope sketches to fluorescent
chromosomes.

From cork to chromosomes.

From chromosomes to DNA.

And from DNA to the genetic instructions that help
shape every living organism.

The journey continues.
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