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The ability to study cells depends largely on how readily they can be grown and manipulated in the
laboratory. Although the process is technically far more difficult than culture of bacteria or yeasts, a
wide variety of animal and plant cells can be grown and manipulated in culture. Such in vitro cell

culture systems have enabled scientists to study cell growth and differentiation, as well as to perform

genetic manipulations required to understand gene structure and function.

Animal cell cultures are initiated by the dispersion of a piece of tissue into a suspension of its
component cells, which is then added to a culture dish containing nutrient media. Most animal cell
types, such as fibroblasts and epithelial cells, attach and grow on the plastic surface of dishes used for
cell culture. Because they contain rapidly growing cells, embryos or tumors are frequently used as
starting material. Embryo fibroblasts grow particularly well in culture and consequently are one of the
most widely studied types of animal cells. Under appropriate conditions, however, some specialized
cell types can also be grown in culture, allowing their differentiated properties to be studied in a

controlled experimental environment.




