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¿Cytus = Cellula? 

Dear Editor,

As is known, the correct use of biological terms in scientific com-
munication helps the reader to a better and deeper interpretation of 
results and conclusions propose by the authors in scientific articles. 
Thus, official documents of different terminologies have been developed 
in the morphology áreas (1), which includes, among others, the Histo-
logical Terminology (TH), published by the FIPAT (International Fed-
eration of Anatomical Terminology Program) (2), which contains the 
nomenclature official for use in histology and cytology.

Although Latin is the official language of TH, there are still struc-
tures that have not been assigned an official Latin term, and therefore 
are not found in it. The foregoing has determined the need to create 
and incorporate new terms, as well as revision and correction of incon-
sistencies in some of these terms included in the TH. Thus in TH, in 
the blood cell section we find the term Erythrocytus (H2.00.04.1.01001) 
(2) and the term Precursory Cellula haematopoietic (H2.00.01.0.00006) 
(2). In these examples, the word Cytus, derived from Greek, and the 
word Cellula, derived from Latin, are used to name the same structure 
or component, both referring to the same Cell structure.

It was Robert Hooke in 1665, in his work “Micrographia” (or some 
physiological descriptions or tiny bodies made with magnifying glasses) 
(3), who used the term “small cells” to name what he observed in a thin 
section of cork under the microscope, he described something very 
similar to a bee hive, “I could clearly perceive that everything was 
perforated and porous, very similar to a honeycomb, but the pores were 
not regular, but it looked like a honeycomb...” The term “small cells”, 
used by Hooke, comes from the Latin Cellula, which in turn derives 
from the Latin word cella and the suffix ulus-ula whose literal meaning 
is “small cell” (4), which was Hooke’s description.

López Piñero (5) argues in his book “Introduction to Medical Ter-
minology”, of 2005, that it was not Hooke who developed the current 
concept of cell, but who coined the modern use of term. Hooke under-
stood cella with the meaning of ‘honeycomb cell’ and that is the meta-
phor that should be understood in the term, and not that of “monacal 
cell’, as sometimes stated. In fact, the Latin cella, whose basic meaning 
is “room, cabin”, gave rise to the word “cell”. Although Hooke wrote in 
english, the scientific communication language of ss. XVII and XVIII 
was Latin and the word Cella derived to the diminutive cellula which 
means “little cell”.  Bishop in 2003 (6) pointed out that the cells ob-
served by Hooke were dead plant tissue and what he had visualized was 
the rigid cell wall of plant cells. Even so, the term “cellule” or “cell” is 
used to refer to animal cells that are characterized as living structures 
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that change shape, as opposed to the small, rigid cells 
observed by Hooke.

The term Cytus derives from the ancient Greek κύτος 
whose literal meaning is “hollow”, and this root is used 
to describe a “container”, “cavity” or “enclosing thing” 
(7). The Greek root was also chosen in scientific environ-
ments as the equivalent of cellule, so both terms are used 
today to refer to the same structure in scientific terminol-
ogy and we see both words in student texts and scien-
tific articles. 

We know that it is extremely difficult change Cytus, 
of Greek origin, for Cellule, of Latin origin, throughout 
the TH due to its common use, however, it would be 
optimal use the word Cellule because Latin is the official 
language used in medical and scientific writing. We sug-
gest in the future, when creating a new histological and/
or cytological term, carrying out a careful study of its 
origin and meaning, thus avoiding the use of two terms 
for the same structure. In addition, it is necessary to insist 
and encourage the authors of scientific texts and papers 
strictly follow the guidelines established by FIPAT. 
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