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Chapter 2

lmmortaliÇ, In Vitro
A History of the HeLa Cell. Line

A ri$ue is evidendy an endùring rhing. Its fu.tional nd sûù.-
turzl conditions become modiffed f.on mon
TiDe is r€allt the fourth dimension of living orymimi It enÈs
æ â pari intô ùe .onstitùlion of a tisùe. Cell côlonies, or oigms,
Te dents whicn lrogre$ively mrold thenselves. They nù$ b€

-Arêais Cù€], The New Clrolog

The doublc is n€itler living nor deâd: desifled to supplenert
L\€ li!in8, tô pêrfe.1it, iô ralê it iûmorral liLe rie creator, ir is
almls thc harbinger ofdcarh. h disgùl$s, by ib perrê.tion, ihe
p.esence of death. By oearinA vhat he hopcs afe nmortal dôu-
bles, mm lies to conceal ihe fad rhat dealh is always ateady
pre€nt in litè. Tnê belirg of ûftdnires that arises from ihe
double steN flom rhe à.t rhar it camor bù1 dô(e wlDt ùd

S^nh KoL\ù, Fnd md Fntin

In r q5 r , a piece of canceroùs cenicâl tissue was cut from a woman nmed
HenÉetta Lacks. Incks died eight months later of carcer. Live cells froD
ùe biopsy were grown in t€st tubes, supplied with nutrient medium, and
kept at body temperature in an incubator. Named HeLa, ftom the first two
lette$ of I-acks's filxt and last names, and called an immortâl cell line,
descendants of these original cells continùe to grow and divide in lâbola-
tories around dre world. Protiferating with these glasebound populations
of cells âre narratives of dreir life and origin.

The cells live and the woman does noL They somehow stând for her
ùd she for them; oth€r'wise, this pair of circùmstances would not present
itsef as a paradox, much less one that has genented such fâscinated atten-
tion from rgbt to today. That one party in this relation shoùld be alive
md the otherdead creates a drmatic tension which continues to generâte
sci€ntific papers, newspaper àûd rogzine articles, and television docù-
mentâries. The resolurion of tlle pâradox iû tàese nmatives is al ays the
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same: the woman and the cells are immorl2l, the woman ùroùgh the cells'
life and tie cells through the womd's deadr. It is a personilication of the

woman who died that gains immortlity, while dre woman's death is neces

sâry t) ele!?te th€ cels from uîremarkable life-mâintained in laborâ-

tories for ov€r forty{ix yedFto immortâl tife.
It is not suryrising in itser that HeLa shoùld be personified. CeI lines

are made to stand in for pe$ons in the Êrsl place: they function in the
laborâtory as proxy rheaten ol experimentation for intâct living bodies.
The visualization of cellular proce$res by placing living cells under glâss,

where they âre accessible to microscope and câm€ra, has become part of

what we ùnderstand to be the "life" of the body.r As sites of mânùfactùr-
ing-of viruses or proteins or antibodieFcell lines are the tools of the

indusuy whose product is human health. Their identiÊcâtion âs "living"

and "hùmâJI" entities cannot fall fron them, trecause it is this o giD that
gives ûem commercial ând scientiflc value as produce$ of biological sub
stances for use by huma.ûs and their lidiry as res€arch sites of hùmaD
biology.

Given ùat these living technologies are drus necessarily ùnderstood to

be human, I wish to ask more specifrcally how the materiâl elistence of the
cell line rcdefiDes the designarions used to describe that existence. To this
end,l tIace the history of th€ cell line and its personiÂcatioûs. LackJs story
is simultaneously what happened to a penon and her body and â narative
vehicle through which joùrnalists and sci€ntists have imagiûed and wiÈ
nessed .he possibilities for lives ând bodies constandy being chânged bl

the rapid developmenr of these "technologies of living sùbstânce" made
from bulnan tissùes.' Lacls's photogràph graces many of th€ accounts; the
c€ll line beârs fiagments of her name: .he cells bear varioùs proporrions ol
ùe genetic maærial ofwhich her body was composed when it wæ alivc,
the body that was the source of cel1s whose varied descendants continùe to
live and r€produce in laborâtories âll over lhe world. Howevea the meaÈ
ing of this material lineage is repeatedly being renegotiat€d in the châtg-
ing personiÊcations of ùe cell ]ine.

More than an exercise in catalôguing vâriations on a theme. this histon
demonstrates how the personifications of the cell line shift atongside the
d€\,elopment ofditrering experimeûd roles in biology, medicine, and bio-
t€chnology. The ph'6ica1 matter, technical practice, md economic signifi'
cDce of growiry cells in vitro tisrue culture-generâted new knowledg-'
about and fiesh meanings for the corcepts of hùman, alive, and immortal.
These are both shaped by dd int€mct with wider cùltural narratives, from
modem medicine's triumph over polio in the r95os to anxieties over racc
and puriry in thé r96os md rgTos to, most recendy, a recasting ofthe ston
in economic terms.

In a sense, I mimic the naratives I âm analzing, by sFucturiûg the
folowing history of the HeLa cells around the chùging deÊnitions of in
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utro immortaliry over the coùree of the twenrieth centlÙ'/ This is meant'
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Fmm its beginnings. lhe hing cell in culture-itl particular the hurnan

cel-hâs been an uncaDnl objecr' Tis e culrure r{as develoPcd ùsing liv-

ing mntter cut from fèiâl cadalcrs and tumors. The liviûg qualities ofthese

cells, acted out in isolâtion from the organism andliiible to the obserter

contracting, beâling, fo.ming ïnapiic nets, proliferating, migratng-are

what makc them usetul fbr biolo$ Their isolâtion gives them the charâ'-

ter ofautonomous life-ahich is especially eriderr in the eàrly fascination

of Carrel and other tissue culturists vith app\'ing new techniques of time-

lapse cinenatogftphy to rhe study ofcclls in cutturc. These silent Êims of

cells cnlargecl to screen size made i'isiblc the movement and di\ision oI

enrities preïiously scelr only in the Âxed, stained state ofclassical histology'

ancl they enhanced the perception of an autonomous sPhere of lifc'Tis

sue and blood cels are always in the process of becomitg," wrotc Carrel.
"They do not show thctu lrue Phvsiognoml . ùnder thc microscoPe ' '

lclells appear on L\e film :r, mobile as a flame" ("New CIology" 537)
From this early hisbry comes not only the sense of a kind of life ex-

t.acted fiom the confines of rhe animal or humân body bltt an endunng

connection with magic alld sorcery' One textbook ofcell biology states thât
"ùndl rhe eàrly 197os, tisslre culnrre wâ5 somethitg ot a blend of science

andwitchcraft," whi.h refersboth to the understandiûg ofsuccesstul tissue

cùlture as an "arC' that had to bc learned iù a hânds on aPPrenticeshiP

and rhe aesthctic seuing of the early tissue culture tabomtories (Alberts et

al. 16 r ). Cmel and thosc he trained staffed their lalroratories with techni-

ciâns dressed in black robes and hoods, os.ensiblt to minimize reflectiotN

whicb might interfere with ihe delicate opemtions, while thc âir wâ-s kePt

moist with "wi.ches' câuld.ons" of steam (\\ttowski ?81). Artlough coll-

temporâries and histodans have blâmed Carrcl for making tissue culturc

out ro be more dimcult-and more occùlt-thæ it really as, thus scaring

ofi potential pÉcritione$, to my mind lhere is no doub. that his seDse

of the possiblc was extremely imPo art to dre estâblishment of in vitro

immo.tality as â desired scientlÊc object.

Getting tissue or cclls to live h Slass has atso been the lenture to get

them to li\,e indefinitely outsidc of the aniDâl lrody. W]lat good' after aI,

is a te.hrology that only lives for a matter of days or months? Much bctter

is on€ that $'ill-if fed and maintained-reproduce itscf and serye às a

constmt mealium for repeaablc experiments Howei€r, the permaneni life

of cells outside of the body did not turn out to be an easily achievable goal'

and Hel-a$as estâblished o y after ycars of efort with other cells, animal

THE ESTABLISHMENT OI THE HELA CELL LINE

In the laboratory of Ceorge GeI ând Margaret Cey, atJohns Hopkins Uni-

versity Hospital, the ongoing attenPt to estâblish cell lines from humar

()1 the laiter. rhi,

lilè under glass !
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.issùes inte$ected with another reseârch program rr detemine the rela-
lionship be6{e€n two tt?es of cervicat cancer. The Êrst wâi a non-in sive
form of cancer involving only the epidrelial sudace of the cervix. The sec-
oûd reâs invasiv€ carcinomâ involving the deeper bâsal layers and leâding
to m€tustâsis. Although it is now undeNtood that the fonner is a precursor
of the latt€r, this nâs still unresolved in r95r. ceor€e Gey had been re-
cruited to the project to grow cervical cancer ceus in the hope that their
life under glasç would rcveal something abour their- actioû iû rhe body. Ir
wâs into this context that Hendetta Lâcks €ntered when she soushr trear-
menr lor inLermensruâl bleeding. ATer inir iat  unrerLalnq on L} i  pan of
theJohns Hopkins' treating physiciâ$ ai to the nature of the lesion rhey
saw on her ceryix, they took a biopsy of rhe lesion and made the diagnosis
of ceryical cancer.a Withoùt her lnowledge or permission, Lacks becâme
pat of the ceNical câncer research project when a piece of the biopsy
material 1t?s s€nt to the G€v labomtorv.

In rgbr, when it becme clear that HeLâ cells $'ere going to continue
growing and dividing ùperturbed by their ânifrcial environmeût, ir did
not tale long before the lâbel of "irnmortâlity" as applied to ùem and
th€ir role as â cell line quickly overshadowed any part in rhe cervical cancer
study. G€orge Gey disEibuted samples of HeLa to hjr coleâgùes around
the world. Becâùse-ai one tissùe culturisr put it-"Hel-a cells can be
grown by almost anyone capabl€ of trwsinizing cells and rraûsferring rhem
from one tùbe to anothea" their culti tion quickly became a widespread
practice (Bang 534).5

Gey never attempted to patenr or otherwise limit the distriburion of
HeIa cells, clearly not ânticipating the châin lerter effect of sending our
cultures which were then grolm up, split into parls, and senr on to othels.
Almost immediâtely, a company caled Micrcbial Associares, Inc., began
growing HeLa ceth for €ommercial sale. Itr 1954, cey eryressed dismay
ov€r the number of lâboratodes working on HeI-a in a leuer to â colleague.
G€y's correspondeût, Càarles Pomerat, react€d to rhis statement with some

With regæd to your statemenr . . . of disâpprolal for a wide explôÉtion of
the HeIa stnin, I dont ree how you .an hope to inhibit pmgres ir this
direction since you ieleæed the stnir so widely that it now (h be pur-
.ùàÉd commercialy. This is â litde bit like requesting people not ro wo.k
on the golden hamsterl6

Indeed, by this time, HeLa cells w€re beiry mâssproduced as pan ofa
push for the rapid eBlùâtion of the potio ccine, whichJonas Salk devel-
oped in 195e. HeI-a cells were chosen as the "host" cell for meâ$rinq
rhe aÛlounLs of an r.ibodjes ùe poliovin's anrigen p'oduLed. The Tus(ege;
lnstitute, a historically black colege in Alabama, wâr appoinred by ihe Na-
rional Foundation for Infantile Palâltris to be rhe locus of production. A
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laboratory wai committed ro the sole purPose of Producing as many às

twenty thousaDal tùbe cultures of HeLa Per ileek (Brolttr and Henderson)

George Gey had as iittie contml ovcr the story thache released inro the

pub' ic  domrin a.  he hrd o\eÛe '  ê l l '  Be '  duse o l  inrcn 'P ndÙondl  inrÊfcrr

in  rhe ' r , r ' ic '  '  o l  pnl io .  rhe HeLa cel l  l i ' le  ,  am, qur '  l l \  ro  rhc at . 'nuon nf

.journalists. Gey did not wânt to releâse Lacls\ namc, and so he inforrned

an iDtercsted witer from the National Fotndation for Infantile Paralysis

ûat hc could not see Êl to revezl the name of the cells donor' However, it

was clear in the reply ro this retusal that the writer hàd aiked Gey s Pelrllis-
sior only as a formaliryj he bad already leârned Lacks s name

An inûinsi. pùt of ihis story $o!ld be to describc h.v thesc cells, originàIry

obtained lroln Henri€tta Lakes ttdl , afe being grom atd used for ùe ben-

c6tôfmankind. Here is a situatiot dhere can.er cellFPÔtential desroye's

of human ljf+have bee! chanûeled bI medical scien'e rc a n€Y beneti

"Incidentally," the ùriter smugry concluded, 
"the identity of the paûcnt

is already a matter of public record inasmuch âs newspape' reports have

completely idlntiiied dre individual."T Another joumâlist $riting for Co'�

lirrs in rg54 rvas more discre€t, refcûing to "ân unsùng heroine of medi-

cine naniJ seten r.." (Davidson 79).3 Helen L wÀs chamcteizcd in this

piece âs a yoùng Bàltimorc hoùsewife whose uùfofiuùate early dearh

lùrned her into an "unsung heroine" because ofthe HeLâ cells' reseÙch

role. Her death |jnd her immortality $€re uttered iù the same sencencc:
"Mrs. L. has ârtained â degree of immortalily she never dreamed ofwhen

she was alive, and her living tissue ûây yet Ptay a role in conquenng manv

diseàses in addidon to the cancer which killed her" (Davidson 8o)'

In this version of immorL1liry, the ce1ls were ùndentood to be a piece

of Henrietta Lacks that went on growing md living' etcased in à test tube

instead of à body. The cells were seen as ùniversal hùman cells They sefled

âs a substrâte in the design ol a polio vaccine thar was to be apPlied to

millions of people. They were ùsed to Prôdrrce standardized nutnent

media for use in cùlturing aU kinds of cells. They were urilized to Êgure

out methods for growing other cells and how to produce large numbers of

them. Theywere referred to as the "golden hamster" ofcetl biologjsls, and

their coûcomitant personifrcation was in the form ofan angelic figure, an

immortalized young Baltimore hoùselife, thrust into a kind ofeternzl liIè

o l  h l , i '  h  5u.h a\^om ù would nc\er  dr"" Î

To ùnderstand how deadr becomes â foomote to immortaliry in this

narratile, I wiU do â close reading ofone ofthe retellings ofHeln's origin

story. whe,r George Gey died (of cancer) in r97o. his colleagues wrore a

pc,  u l l , r  m"n 'o, l i l  u ibure ro h im in Jr" journdl  Obn û :  aù ( r 'ùotag

e n r r d c d  { r e r  O H r , e  H o J ^ :  r h P H e l â L e l l  J n d  d  R e r p p r d r ' à l  . l  I t s O r i -

gin." They wlote Lhat the original biopsy
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secured for the pâtient, Henrietta Iacls (fi8 '�) æ HeLa' an imnorta[ry

which hd tow ;eached 20 y€aB \4ill she lile foreler if nurttred bv the

hands of tutùre workers? Even tow, Henrietta ticks, frrst æ HeÙiettâ æd

then as HeLâ, hd à combined age of 5 r yeârs (H W Jones et â1 q45)

Beside this stâtem€nl is frgure 2-a PhorogEPh of a young womÙ' smiling

into the caBera, hands on hips Und€rneath the phoograPh' the caPtion

reâds 
"Henrietta Lack (HeL;)," âs if ùe photograph of the 1\'oman held

rhe imase of  rhe in ,  ip ienr  .ê l l  l ine as i t  ùe woman zn '  rne cel l  l ine that

ar lo 'd i ig  ro r l rse gyne,  o logis t " .  i l  â l losÊd ro gro\a uninhib i rÊd-  undel

opti-af iurtura co'naitions. woula have tâken over the world by this

fhe reâoDrai .â l  prnmi 'ed bv rhe t r ibure s t i r le  was anorher  look r r  Lhe

or io in" l  b iJo,v. l ide.  o l  Henr ieru La.ks Upon 'ecxamining ùÊ ' l idc ' '

C" i i  ,  ar""g. re.  -  o ,e LLdr  shar  had bccn or ig indl \  d iagnu\cd a '  epidcÊ

rnord ,  ar . inàma or  rhê (erv ix  in  i ts  ear  l )  s tagP'  wàs r '  ruâl l )  d  ad"no'  dr i -

nomi,  à 'arer .  morc aggrcsr i \e  torm ol  'an(e '  in !o lv ing a d igêrênr  k iJrd u l

cell. While some .€ade$ mighr exPect this adEission to cause reconndera-

tion of the ûeatment of the patient, who died wiùin €ight months of diag-

nosie-in Darticular, as one ;f the aùthon was a phtsician responsible for

this patieni'i diagnosis and treai-rnent-this is not the cas€ They $T ote:

while it is necesâry to record that the first cÔnrinùous cell strai! is not oi

eDide 'moid,  àr . in ;md ol  Lh. ,eMx thFexæ hr \ roprùologn fàrureot

era s bur a oor"re |!) r-hc ahidrng Eenius ol ueÔrge CrL r946l

Thus f-he womân is paradoxically made immortal by rhe engine of her

deatb, iII the form of a bioPsy used to diagnose her ailment (inaccurately)

that becomes research material nithout her Permission, to elrd up as a

foomote to the abiding genius of the sciennst

The question ofwÈoie immortâliry is involved in the establishment of

cell linesis turther accentuated bv the predilection som€ sci€ntists shol'ved

for ûvine co establish immonâl cell lines from pieces of their owû bodies or

the b'odis or close relatives. ln 1 96 I , Leonard Hal'flick of Wistar Institure

established a cell liûe from his newbom daughter's amniotic sac The am-

nion, which grows from ùe fetal tissûes, wa'� of the sàme genetrc makeuP

as Iæonard Hayltick's daùghter, and because ir canied his genes' it wâs

literalv his "dawhter cell" (Hq'flick, "Establishment" 6i)8) r0 He named

tr." ceit l;ne WrsH. an acronrm which stood for Wistar Institute md Susân

Hat{ick, his daughrer''In 
1966, Mon"roe Vinceût was diagnosed as having a benign tunor of

r t r "  p 'o i tare.  Hc p 'ompr\  arrcmPted ro gr  os 'nme ol  ùe I  e l ls  uken l rom

hi ' ; ' " .$re.  ând; . .s ;bLished inê.e l l  l ine v 'Ar6 l ) .  named nor  âI rer  h im-

selfiut after the biomedical suPplv compânv Microbial Associat€s' Inc ' in

which he uâs a Pârtner' H€La wâs itself scientific progenv-letters to
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ceorec Ge1 rclèùiùg ro llel a callert rhe ccll linc 
"roÙr 

Precious bab)" r'

c.' ii r,"'ar' '.".'J"re.l 1.,r handncli\eùrg thc cr'rlures personalh Lo

other scicnLisr-s: IIc \o]rL.l PLir his glass rubcs coùtaining Lhe celh in-his

sbirt pocket. ù!e his bo.L\ hcat to kecp lhem warm, and then fl,! |o nnoùer

cis and hrùd lh.lt 1o a 1èlloit scictrlist 
"'r:

F R O M  B E N E F I C É N C E  T O  N O T O R I E T Y

This bcûien 1 crsion of imrnorraliti' câme to ân abrupt clrd in the i q6os'

rJ,t,. """'..1-trin. "".k that studied aging th'bùgh cell cLrlture re!'aled

ii-, onrr' -"."-* -rrs hâcl the âbilin to keeP dn'iding in'lcfiniteh Thn

, l , r \  ' ' l - ,  n e r  l ; . , t .  J '  r r  : i o r r L r  \ F "  r ' n ' n ' : r ' l ' r n  '  ' r ' ' " 1 '  ' J r -

r . t ' r r n ' , ' . .  - " ' . ' r ' r .  t r ,  L , , r  l  F d , r  e  l  i  u  r r r r (  r  r i : i ' u p f ' o " ' l  \  h ' '  n ' ' r r F

Dose.l of nonnal ccl1s, in which 
'Pcrmâncût lifè" had beeD induccd b}

'ronoring 
drenr fion the bod,Y alld ùianipulating their enlironnlent'-but

i n r o , '  |  .  \  . . l , . s r  "  \ r ' \ e l " .  r ' n - c  \ r ' r \ o  J  l r ! r r r l  s l e n H J  l : ' l

, l , , , r o n s o a e , l  h '  r ' r  ' e l  ' . m r r '  ' e l '  r ' ' r r r r J r e  n  ' '  ' ' c r r r l \  ' l r \ ; ' l F  l '  '

set trùûrbcr ol gctleratious and thcn all die at once Cclls reproducc bY

replicrrinq thei; DN.\ ard dilicling irlo tNo datlghler cc11s $ihen a whole

pip.l ioii of celis goes through tlivisioù, it ii sâid to double' Haflick

ihowect rhat cells Laken f|om hunan fetal tissue nill al ar'x ruderyo abo[t

filry.loublings bcfore ilring- Eren if thc culnrrc is ftozen and no matrcr

i'oi" rons it ';. r'..''e", wr'"" tt'""'"a it Nill Pick up $'hcre ir lcfi off ancl

!  1 . . " r  , ^ m p l , . r - . , p n . , . , , m d r e l \  É ' \  d u L b h r ' \ ' . t e l .  ? t t a  I r ' n r  J ' l  r l  '

, . , , . r { F '  l )  q o  r l . o ' . e l - , 1  " ' . '  I  r .  r l ' r r l ' r  ' g '  H d \ ' : ' l  B i u n e l  \

nitut is mori thc finiic number of dotrblings is spe'ics-sPecitic chicken

cell cûlnnc will go through rhn q-frle doublins^s ât ùe most' ùoL thirq-file

ltars rorth oi d;ubhrgs. Thus n seenicd impossible that (la el s cultu! r

coulcl h 'c been composed ofnormal chiclen 'clls'

Hâvnick conclude.l that the chick embryo extrâcl Prcparati'rn used l'

nrrrrieit medium for Ca.rcl s culùres prorl'lecl trew able embrroDic cel!'

at cac| feccling. Olhers ha\€ llypo*resiTe'l that 'iarrel's Pfoximiti" ro Pr'

roù Roùs at R;ckelèller Institlræ lcd to ùc nonnJ somatic clickeù ce -

bens infe.tcd rnth Rous sar.oma fi s aDd tllus reùdercd caPable of tll

,.me:kiûd of unlimited .lilision seen i]l .anccrous cc11s (for examPie '

Haùis 45). The câuse lor the faûrous culnrrc's inimofi"lift cotld lror "

in\,esdeated as it 1\'as throwû âi{a,v 1n 19:1l)'

Nloie imporrant *'as the srark distiûdior dml\r beftrcen nomrâl b

.ells and canccr cells ilith this work. lntriûsi' to dris dislincriorr \!as

tulire litè spatr of PoPrtladons of nonnat cells, a hnit onh canc€r '

could breei. \ormal somatic cclls wcre e[Ploid, that is' coûnDcd ' ]

ûral number of chromosomes. Can'cr cells wete a euPloid' shoi\rr':

normal chromosome nunibe$ lmmortaliq ilas not àrailable to Ù!:'

€uploicl cells excePt throùgh fteeTing Thel could be "translbrmcd

* .
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a linrs or mutagert, but then thc,v becarnc ancuploid and behaled likc
cancer cells.'r Imrnortâliry $a! thus a châ]actedstic solclv ofcùrccrous, an-
euploid.ells. an.l ilrl?s one olrhe irairs lhêt made carcer â nrenachg ând
mortal disease of the bodv.

N{alis^nancy and cancer riere alreadv assc,ciâted with uncontrclled cell
prolilcration and mctasticizaiion, brr it r'âs not undl af|er rp66 that HeLê
ceils were undersrood or described in these terms. Cerhnrh it w$ rccog-
rized ùàr HeLa cells c.tlrre fiorn the canccrous tissue tharcaNed Ilendetta
l.acks's deadr, but tlle emphàsis had becn otr tlieir control by scicntists.
their harnessing- as pm.lu.eN ofknowledge in rhe \,icrorious batdes agairrsr
poli(), and th€ less sùc.essful bui still hopeful âttempt ro undersland anci
coniain cancer. This sense ofcontol came 1.l an abrupr en.l $iû lhe sec-
ond and ùrorc profbund disrupii(D of a benign image of in ritro immof
ralrfy.

Tliis .lishrrban.e was rhe âDnoùn.eme.t thar HeI-â (ells llad contâmi-
natcd and olergroen manr of the orher inmor|al human .ell cullrLres es'
âblished iù rhe rqÈ,os and rq6os. Becâuse one humâIl cell lools mùch
likc anothef, oDlv .foss species .onrâminarion-l!hich could be seen bl
.ounting chromosomes had up to this dme beer ide tilled in cell cuf
tLrre. r'his changed 1\,iû ûe introdlrcrioû oftcclmiqrrcs ofgcnetic iclendfi
cârioù. Ar the Seconcl Decennial Reriew Conference oû Cell Tissue and
Organ CrltlÙe j,r September 1967, genericist Sta cv cartlcr aùnounccd
ùar he hacl profiled eighteen differcnr ilumân cell hres âû.t.judge.t Lhcùr
rll 1o hâ\'e been conhminâred ancl oletlten b! HeLà cetls.

aiartler hed tested dle eighteen hies elecn oph o.e ticallv lèr a sel ol'
.nzmcs kùown to bc gcncticnlry pollmoryhous. that is, ro difer slighrly
among dilTereDt people. AII eighteen cell lines conlâined e!âcdl dre sarne
en^me pfotles, iDdicating rhai ther were xl1 the same râther than eigh-
teen distinct human cell rypes. Al1 eightecû had thc samc profilc as thc
HeLa cell. l he ke! piece ot elidence iû dris stu{ly r{as thc profilc lbr a
parli.Lrlar enTrme câlled al6PD (glucose-ô-phosphatc dclwdrogcnase),
iLhich is â fa.ror in fed bloo.l cell Dretabolism. Ca.tler s|ood up h fiont of
an audicDcc oftissuc cultù sts and said:

The GôPD !.firnls tliaL.once.n ùs âre ther\ (fàsr) and ts (sl.nr) rr"es. the
-\ q?e has been found onl.r ju Negroes. . . . Thè resuil\ ofoùr CGI'D anah-
s.s o1 ,r.s. supposedlr r8 independenll,v dcriled hurhn LèlL ln,es are tl,ât
all haye the A band. . . . I har€ nor b..n àblc lô ascerl.if tre n'pposed
ra.ial odÂln of all rE ]nresr iL is krolu,. howeyer, thai ar least some of rhcsc
ar.lronr Cau.asiars, and dratatleasl one, HeLa, isf.oûL a Ncgro. lClartlèr,

Thc tcrminolo$ ofccll culturc $'as âl.ea.h dense ri'ith the .orrnorations of
liùcagc. cL ture, prolifcrarion, poprlârioD, contamiDation, aDd, mosi re
ccrth, nalignaùcv. \\rith ihc d.lilery of rbis pape., Cllûler used these

. .  L \ .  l  h is
.  t l l ; .  Car-

l Ix \ f ick

H^1{Lick

,1ogr" ' l  I

( l l r i .ken



62 / G€nearogres

rerms ilr a scientific e\planadon hich mârked the contaminaring cell line

". "lliiiii'":::î:îii::i,Ï::,i.iii:;*,"e HeLa ce1' chansed dm
. , , , l i r ' .  pr-" '  ' "  " , ' l ' "  '  ror(  i "  r i : rb6 r ' ;e hdd nor enrered'1ro 'hc

,tbru$iu. l '  o l  erd,e'  HFLd 'elr '  or ùeir  donur Henric rr '  L/ '  l '  ln tu '  r '

àî.u..i"à,. "-. . ceorse Gev earlv in 1966 to ask âboltt Lacki's mce'

:.ffiîiï;i:î,,'i"'li fff Ï'"':i:.ij *ïî:ï:i,i::"Jffi I'ili."*l;
; ; ;  ; ; ; , . : .b" ; ; ; , , ' \F H' � r  "êr ' �  r ' �1 .  b '  ra1 '  ̂ " t  baa aab'o t iar  or '

" i " - " ,  ' .  ,  , , i^"  * , -  *  ' '  ?  t  t l  ?  ' ta 'ù  ' '  nD\Æi '  rdd 'dr

After 1966, the race of the clonor wascentr2l ro the scientiûc evjdencc of

cell cnliure contaminatioû, and metâphon and stereoq?es of race ftamed

scientific andjournalisric accounts.of the cell line
' l h r t o l l ù d n e a n r l v ç i 5 r r r ' e \  r h r ' u a r n o r m J r i o n  o l  -  r e n l i F '  d n d  p o P U

'-  ' r ' " ' " , i , - ' "  à""1r '  l r  :s  nor  'L f }  ien '  Io  z 'sFrr  rhàr  one d i "orr rse o l

.i"'.-t"ru." "'..g"a *h one of miscegenation' âs if this were the inevi-

t^tt. .o.,."" of eu.nt. It was by no means inevitable; I argxe that Gàrtrer

;;;tu"d ,h"i.",t -.und piece of his repertoire of evidence of contami-

ii'i'.", .'ï... *"t.r' wal then promulgated bv ihose who tested' €x-

i""àî.i,1"J..p-.u .n Gartler's'nork rhis particùtar coune of €vents

.."."r. -".rt "É.",.rt. r"nctioning ofconc€pts ofbiotogical race in Amer-

icat biology in the làle 196os and rgTos'

Firsq iËs nccessaryto suPpoft my asscrûon that Garder emPhasizedthe

*""1..i'p.., "ir'o.ilra.nË' or n'r-u 'o"t"'rri"adon of Ûth€r cell-hner

xr:x*'ru:r"îi:'$il:'l'*:.1,i:-'i'J:i'i'::'.'"iî:i
i  'g i l , 'g l |  ' *  ' -n.  * tO npirq \  her he re{red eà'  h ol  rhe 'Pr l  hnc( fuf

orrrr ,  ular .n4m'e..  I 'e . \â.  luoUnq lor rddt ionc In (rru '  rurc h'  rwe'n rhF

i.-ï".""--i.i àriri."", humans rhe rcsulring enzlmes difier slishdv ''t

"îi";'".rJ."q"-*, . aitre.errce which c?n then be visualized â^s lines on

" *.i. I" "àaii-' . cOPD, Gartler also ùs€d three other sets of Po\mor-

ir'"a .i.."."".."tr. '^.ialrls lach of these three variânts o'curs in difer-

:J ' ; ; ; ; ; ; : ; . ; l ; ' " ;h,  r 'o"r ,r  '  popura i 'n ru 'r-  r i re broud npê"nd

:  ; " , i ; ; : ;  ; "  ; ; '  e . ' , " . r  r  h r r n g ' p e ' i n ' ' u  a ' r \  o .  p o P " r J  i o n  I n  c " '

i - : '  " ' .  ' " 'a ' ,  i "  "* ,1{r '  à l  l r } ; l rhoù' l  Ôf ' � l l  '  ;gh'c.r  '  ê l l  l :n"" '  dmrnS

rrF 'Jn'e p'ohrc' fo' 'hcF ss'em' ùrPo'vmoT';liJ;"':.i:;i:l;, 
,',.:

sùrdh low." reqardless ofdre PuiPofed n

, . i i , " - ' r " , : l À " " "  "  7 5 J ' .  r .  o ' r ' " '  \ o r d '  u a r r l e  ' F u d ê n ' r o r ' o n

'r- i , , " i '  " ." ' i  na'"  rr i  '  on t ' ""  ^"n rvirhour dn\ fcf i  ren'F r"  ru

"*Ài 
"'t*'"..' p-pl., in particular eighteen unrelared people from the

ar'.r* p.i"r"tr'i' "i,r'" Uiritea sçLtes' would sho$' different enoush en-

all eightee

rrh ich lu .k

G6PD Gpe
The pr ,

: , l d  b e  i n l
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z\[ne profrles to be distinct ftom each othel The sâme €nzFne ProÊle for

it e;ghtee" woura be strong evidence of contâmination of â[ of them by

the sàme cellline. Thus an explanation bâsed on humân genetic \Eriation'

which lurted in Lhe ba(kground ol GaiÙe' \ PàPer ̂  ç'rpponing eviden'e'

was emDiricalv more sound rhan that hich he chose to highligh! the

c6PD tlpes and rl€ir sùPposed Éciâl conelâtions'

rhe or"sen. .  o f  C6pô qpe A or  B in  a (  e l l  'u l rure sâs (o ' rc lared in

h; ,ecounr widr  rne rac ia l  ta iegor izar ion of the PaÙenr donor d '  b lac l î r

white, a câtegorization Presumably noted by the physician-scienttst on the

basis of ùe patiends sefdesignarion or the Physician's visual arressment'

The correlation irnplied an equivalence of the two kiûds of racial categori-

zations--bv C6PD variation and visu?ljudgment Gârder suggested that an

apparently whne donor cot d not have been the odgin of â cell line ex-

oier.ine G6PD o,l]e À whi, h is nor rrue âr âll This qeal(nesc tr45 noÛred

irr '-t'" trra- .i "* .l ùe I eU Ljnes sdid Lo bc Lontamrnàred b) HeLâ

À o'i, ** u ."*-...ia]ly marketed cell line' contamination was a thr€at

to its economic lllue. Almost iûm€diâtely, Monroe Vincent-whose cell

line was made ftom his lrostate-Published 
â deÈiâl that MAr6o was

Hel-â-contâminated. He iilpothesized that the G6PD g?e A in MAl6o

coùld be inherited from potential remote 
"Negro ancesfy" in his lineage

(Fraley et al. E,4I)
r . ' . r  wi r r i rhr '  $ealne.s,  G6PD.onÙnued ro be ùe main mai ler  in

re.ùns lor  Hck ,  on tâminauon of  .e l l  Lhe.  lhecon\cquenteofù i \em-

ohasis-was the essentializâtion of cetls as "black" or "white"-an elaor pos

liblp on\ in the pre\'"ilins ( onfusion abour 'onr ePL" ol biologi( ai rât e An

essenr ia l  b ld k  r t ' l te  a im"ren,  e "as s i -p ler  lor  Gar Ùêr ro e\Pla in md ea' '

ier for his audience to understand âs "Proof" than woùld an exPlanatron

based on human genetic !âriation. This fact indicâtes thaL the concePt ot

oooulaùon had nàr  ver  mùâged ro drsPla(e L}e 'oncepr o l  ' r 'e  tor  ùeic

l io toass.  carr ler  t rad been wotkhg " in 'e  Lhe eâr ly  r960\  wi rh a (e l l  'u l

tue ùat carried a mutation at the G6PD tocùs, and as a geneticist h€ was

w€I acsùâinted with the voluminous literature concerning the incidence

of COPô variation in popùlations aroùnd the world However, his audience

of cell biologists was noiûained in PoPùlation genetics, nor w€re these cell

biolosi$s f;iliar ''/ith its methods. Th€ir responses gave c'6PD g?e A a

simpiifred, essentialized status as a "blâck gene," as if the registe-r of rate

we"t ao- tlin to ce to enztme to gene. This marker, taken from the

(ontcxr  of  populdÙon genct i (ù ard u 'ed ô idenù-to ing re ' l  lor  conlâmr_

n"Lion ;n ie l i  .ur rure,  los i  a l l  rhe subdet ie\  and 'ompl iczÙonc of  d gene

frequency within â poPùlation and became, instead' ân absolute indicator

of ditrerence.r6
Once the lin€s between cell g?es were demarcatÊd in this fashion' the

crossine of these boundaries m€ant that the scientiÊc community e)Pen-

enced fuo simrltaneous disruptions First was the disruPtion of a comPla-

Eer-
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cent sense of conlrol lf Garrler v'as nght, th€se scientists had mjstâkenty

been doing experiments on .eLls LÏâr thq rhoughr sere breae (an'er ol

..i"" *"J* ,i. "-"i.n cells but were in fact all HeLa cells This wa! a

il"eat to rne inrecriry a'd talue ofpasr 11ork an imPutadon of'arelesn€sç

i" 'r'.; *.r,"i.li.j.*e. a;rd theiudden swrreh rrom HeLà as a roundins

'" . . ." . .  r f .L" " ! , r ' .*ur(eolI  dr isroPhe Se'ond irwârrhe djsru banre

of a orevioush unaniculated Fesumption of race' There had been no 'in-

i",#u,;". o.*ini.e ro the race ol rhe donor' ro ùis PoÛrr' d in its

,ole ds à b;eaktfirou;h. a standard. a Lniversal Hetà and its 'on(omltanl

personifi' aÙon a* an angelic and immort.n Hendenà La'ts tere un-

;arked and assumed to be M'hite.
At the same time, the st'necdoche betwe€n cell and person fùnctioned^

'" lnur. J. ..U p"purudon" of peri dishes anJogou' to Po-pulaÙons of

oeople. The s.icntisri moved reâdilv beMeen the languâge of t ells tn (|'Ù-

i*.î ,rr^r.ft."of. r' culture. Oûe r€sPondent to Gartler's paPer stood

"" - *.inA ri'. u"al.n.e rhâr Lro,sçpecies conuminadon ocr uffed eas'

i t i ,  ln t issue cuirure, a sÉrcment thich e\empl i f iÊs rhe tar i lP sl ide hom
"hùman cell" to "human":

rrre arr rc'memoer trea\ a nmbct oi veùs agrmavbe s-shen this 'on-

Dminàtion bbines be8d ând elerôodv @ \er) delênstre: rne L 'êrrs

contminatinÈ the rabbiil. the HeLa celb contâminatin8 tle mousè '

Now. here coàes the HeIa: hlll)]Æ contadinadng h@d ' (Hsu r91)

Human contâminating humar' explain€d in tel]ns of racial difercnce'

*"^rrt * i--"aiuæ iiaoduction of the metaphon ofmiscegenation The

immediâcy of this response is better undeÉtood within th€ larger context

ofAmerican history.
The late r96os iaw the arguing ofthe landmark United Stâtes SùPrem€

Contt case o1 hxing 1). Vi'F)ria, ruling in r 967 that the Virginia miscegena-

tion taw was .nconJtitutlonat. As in science, the !âlidity and utilig of râcial

cateqories were being challeng€d. This ruling wâs followed ry a generar

lnov? o,' trt" prtt "r"*ost Am;rican states to repeaL stâturcs -thêt 
deÊned

ra.ial cateeories, usualy by blood ProPortion (Pascoe 6?-68) This in-

.t"a.a tr'J""'. a-p of biood" rule which deÊned a Pelion as blâck if

thev had so much ai a single drop of black blood Miscegenation laws'

Dresenr ftom rne r66os ro rne rg6ôs. assened an absolure inrerdi'tion of

if-""] - -;*r -*'ing or rhe racral border ' Hoseve' ùe eci'Lence or

rhe one dJop n'le. and iL aim to demarcare bla' k Érom whjle àbsolu'eh'

ua-;tùe no -laar. gt"LDd indi'àû'd LTaI Lhis border was dosed âll ùe

L;-.. Oisinatj.g in i-rnen.ân slâvery. when ùe masrer's râPe or ùe re-

-,re sa'Jwas. ' i -op.n seder" ùc onedropotblact blood cr iLer ion and

miscegenation laws worked to deny any kinship across lacial boundanes

{ IânMohammed )
That ùese boMdarieç were sÙll anxiousl) tegarded-and ÛIâr UnshiP
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across them Ms still being denied-is evideût in the aùdience discussion

af.er Grrder deh'ered his paper There was a great deal of defensive rejec-

tion ofhis conclusion ofwid€spread HeLa contamination lrom these mem-

bers of the tissùe culture commlu tv. some of whom had founded the cell

lines Gar{e râs identirying as contâminâted. Leonard Ha}flick's WISH-
the cell line made fiom his daughter's mniotic sac-nâs one of the ccll
lines Cartler identifred âs cârrying the genetic marker he said was "foùnd

only in NegroeJ' ("Cenetic" r?3). Hayflick, apparentty a white m.jn, is
reported to have stood up during rie discussion foUo'r'ing Gàrtler's pap€r

and said "'I have jùst telephon€d my wife, who âssured me thât my wols.

fears are unfounded"' (qtd. in Gold 3o). Themes of miscegenation and
poliution, the fear of impregnation of the white woman by the blâck man,

and doubt in the genealogy of the scientists thùs came to the fore within
miùutes of Cartler's conclusions.

After Cârde. made his dgument about HeIâ contmination, the de-

scription ofwhât happ€ned to cels in cul.ure wâs strxctured by these metâ-
phors ofmiscegenarion. Scientists pàssed on this explanation tojournâ.lists,

who used this nEnâtive to tell the HeLa story to a larger audience. The

scientists also r€ad ùejoumalists' âccounts, footnoring them in their scien-

tific papers. The warnings about the dalrger of HeLa contaminâtion, for

example, played up â r'one drop ofHela" themer "Ifa non HeLa culture
is contminâted by even a single HeLâ cell, .ha. cell culture is doomed. ln
no timc at a[, usuâlly unnoticed, HeLa cells will protiferate and tâ.ke over
the culture" (Cr liton robg). One drop wâs enough.

Th€ mcial metaphors altered bùt did not completely chânge the way

tissue cùlture hâd been understood ùp to this point. Even fith thc eirlier

famous chickcn heart cell culture, there 1\'âs a consis.ent obsession with

hypothetical caiculations of rhe totâl volume of cells ch€ immo4al culture
produced; with HeI-a, thes€ were calculatioûs of a swamping of â white
popùlation by â black on€. Ross Harrison had mused in r92? tbat hâd it
been possible to allow all of the cells in Alexis Canel's chicken heart cul-
ture to multiply, it would "nor{ gready ou$seigh the teraestriâl globe,"

while in r93Z P Lecomte De Noùy envisioned the sme ser ofcells rcach
ing â volume "more tnan thirteen qua.rillion times bigger then ùe sun"
(Ha.rison r8; De Noûy 1o4) s This "mathema cal calcùlàtiolr" âbruptly
became a threat, a literal "fèar of a black planet" in the case of HeLa.

The catcùlation wâs ofa fleshliness thât not only ouh{eighed the globe but
threat.ned to tâke it over: "HeLa, with a generation time of about 24
hours, if âllowed to grow under optimâl cultural conditions, would have

taken over the world by this time" (H. w.Jones et al. 947). The câ.lcùlation

of the putative volume of the cultùre when "allowed" to multiPry fieely
was not iust of a cell cutture bur of how much Henrietta Iacks would weigh
now, if â[ her cells were to be pur back together-an "incredible amount"
(Curtis).
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Garrrcr's lindinss and m.1r':1,)r.rs,l*:: 
;:î*ll"lJ,,ry3::'i:'ri'i

Ë:ï;,ïïï: ::i;"11,.Ïï',i: ii:i;i"""cer rns,i'�uie wi.'r keeping

i:;1.;lll;l : I lxi :;ii';.'ll;'Jil"l,l k.;ii'll.,,:.Y:; :i"i'J
ïl::l*:li:L :lï ï:x ï Ii:;:',il:.h"fl i:ïl.ll;l i::;:'
ff#i ft i'#i :illiïr,,:ru;ii-^Iir..r î:,'-:'.'.,i' "iil::, ;;:l' ":;"i: I'1 i:'i:J" -.r.Rêe. ê, â, ;s,'
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otherjoumalist Mote, "Itwas like a note from th€ school nurse informing
rhe pârents thâr litdc Darlene hâd\D." Problems otcontâminarion ofcen
lines were described as rhe scieniific communiqr,s ,.dirty litrte family se-
crcc '  (co ld 63,64,  i2) .

In the personilication ofHenrielra Lacks as proDiscuous alrd iascivious,
in the chùacterizârion of HeLa cells as aknr to venereat disease, in *re
facile linkirg ofrace ard contamination, and in whâr I câll rhe ,,one clrop
of HeLa" naratives of Discegenation and hyb diry, I sec the long reach
ofwhat Hortense Spi ershascalled rhe "American grammar'. ofmce. ttar''the ruling episteme thâr releases the dlnamics of naming and vatuarion
remains grounded ilr the o ginating metâpho$ of captivity and mûtila-
tion" (6B). The disrressing kerâlity ofrhe excision, cultiÉtion, exchange,
muladon, and sale of a living, reproducing fragmenr of a biack $'oman,s
ceni\ without her o. her fâmily's knowicdge or permission €vokcs Spill
e$'s theorization of rhe "caprive body," as rhâr which has been seveJed
liom its motive Nill and activc desire. The caprive bod)' is ..cùlruràl\, 

un
made" by becoming "a rhing for" rhe captor, removed and renamecl (6?).

I would âIgxe furrher thâr the racialized rhero.ic of conrâminàrion is
not something apart from the immortaliq nârariv€s rhar I discr$sed ear-
lier. With carder's 1967 bombshell ro the rissuc culrure community, rhe
desired scienrilic progeny ùe iDnorral cell line rhe ..precious baby,,'
exhibited more âLrtoDomy thân wa.s expected or wanred ofirand rhe prom
ise lumed to Denâce. The baby r|nsformed into a monster, supplânting
and destroying more legitimate scienriÊc progeny, snch as rhe rokens of
political good will on rhe pdr of RrNsian scientisrs, the wlSH line, and
Monroe VinccnCs prostarc cells. Because rhis rrânsformarion $,ns derecied
âIrd narrated in terms ofrâcial dilference, dre already menacirg aspe.r of
malignârr iDmortaliry becde i.ext cably wound wirh a threat t; scien_
tiâc order and a set ofracial ând sexual meraphors otcontmination an.l

These ânxieties provoked by rhc FIeLa cells,repetirive appearances are
underpinned by the more generâl rransgressions of rhe object of rhe in
mo.tâl cell line across understandings ofrhe lilè md dearh ofhtacrbodies.
Tissue cultùre MS designed as a nicrocosm of rhe human body; ir is rhe
double. made for the visualizarion of discase proccsses ard âs thc sruff of
expeimental pracricc. ID some cases, n is made from thc bodies of the
expenmenters. This doùble, as Samh Kofman obsel.\Jes, is ..ûeither 

living
no. dead"; it is "designed ro supplement the living, ro perfect ir, to make
it immoltal" (r48)-bur faced with rhis double, rhere is a shock, a lâck of

C O N C L U S I O N

The two forms of immoftâlity tha.I have gone rhrough here-the beneti-
cenl immortal chicken hearr, r'onder farhered by modem science, celts in
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a tesr-lube bodv fbrm oi immortalif', and the racialized' malignant' oul-oÊ

.."o.f i--.itri v f.-e both futctioned to deflect attention liom Nhat

rnobilized thetr itr the fiISr place-Henietta Lâcks's death This is evident

in ùe reatment of her apparent misdiagn"sis as a lbotnote ro scientific

genius.Itis also m"nifest in thevolatite, tlrreatening Pcrsonificâtion irismg

fiom the contamrna[on narratnt.

This effacemenr of death has not dropped away with the rqgosverson

of the lIcla slory. Rather, the immortalizcd Henrietta Lacks has tâken on

a disdnctly economic Gst. In meclia accounts, she has become a figure of

economic exploitation, with a contemporary righ' to sue for comP€ûsat'on'

Lâcks has becone penoniÊcd as the holdel of arr investment àcco[nt'

where the odginal c;pitalwas those firstbioPslcells (fbr example' rce SteP-

nev). These should have had a dollar value from thc beginning, bccause

look utat they woulcl be worth todaY, after alt these years in the investment

âccounr thar is the burgeoning biotechnology industty' Lacks's family is

cast iûlo thc role of the;ghttul heirs to the proceeds of this "iLestmenr"

who cannot collect, because nobody ever patented the cells and thus ir is

difÊcult to pin do$n eitber past or present pmfit, or any one party wno

could beneÀL flom the coûmercial exchange of HeLa cells and all their

Droducts dDe.mutat'ons' 
Race recniers the story herc âs demarcating lines of economic Power

and of lv i l '  ee.  A.  onê . l  GeorSe Ce);  '  o l rê/sLê'  'ommênr '  d  ro h; 'n  ' r

r q ; 4 .  i r  r a s  ô u '  o l  r h i  e o o d n e \ "  o l  U c \ ' \  h e d _ r  r l r ! r  H e L d  r c l l '  o n l \

m;à ve^rs afie. thei. .'tabl;shment, had becom€ 
"general scienriÂc protr

e.O."i' r" u Otu.a *o-.n from a black family, Henrietta Lacks walked into

a clinic al Tohns Hopkins Unilcrsiq Ilospitat, where there was no tnstrhr

tional, ethical, or lcgal tramewo'k to ensurc that she or her famÙ $':is in a

position to executc- any kind of decisior-I-out of the goodness of ùeir

herts or othentisc-as to the fate of thc cells.

Her family and friends, long left out of the story, are noa being inter

viewecl as key players in a dramawhere Henrieaâ Lacks's cells became rm-

oortant tooh àfmoden medicine Nithout her or hcr famirys pemissron

ivi l' .onL"-po'u'1 o*arencss that signiÂcânl tools of modem medicine

are also vatuable cornmodities, endless reProdùction and worldwide distri

burion renain pat of a srory of Lacks's nnmortality, but lhe metaphors

havc become those of th€ growth of capital and ûose of miscegenatioù

and conlmination ha\,€ retreate.l into the background ofthe story'

An analFis of the significance of dris story io contemPorâry discussions

ofthe body as proPerty, the imPlicatiorls of laws which allow lbr patentiûg

oi living organisms and materizls, and other 'àses of immortal celt lines

'naae r-'n nu-an tissues remains to be written. In anticiParion of these

concems, this €ssay hâs attemPted yec one more retuÛr to the odgin of the

HeLa cell line. What this retun hâd indicated is that at the establishment

of this cell line exists a moment of iredeemablc silence Lacks's iltness and

Rccognirion

bled hisron

rhough rhc\

immorta l in  I
The HeL

: , , l n e  a n d  d i

Ih. originil



i ,:irnant. out of-
r :  :  : t .D l fom nhal
t . .  :  lh is  is  ev ider i
> : ,ie ro scierrdfrc
r. : :r..tdon arising

t :  : .  Lr )gos lers ioD
I- , . . -  l ras inken on
'! ,nre a figure of

. :  :  . . rmPeùsar ion.
r , i .  m.nt  accoun|
r ,  \ . ,mple,  see Step-
f r  - : i r ing,  because

r. I .i.ki s lâmily is
)r "::. inlestment"
I  i  l : .  and rhus i t  is
.:::. oùe Pa{v $'ho
r  , ,  i :  and a l l  the i r

!: , ,)Jrornic power
n, : , , : , red to h im in
: :  I l .La cc l ls ,  only
. : . ,1  . . icndf ic  pIoÈ
r I .:.lis iralked into
r , : :  r rs  no insr i ru-
i:, , irLmil!rias iD a
:  { lJress of  thei r

r( :: 1r being inter-
' . , l\ becâû1c im
2:: r permission.
: : .  ' i r .n  medichc

r.l ,rldride distri-
È  .  m . r t r n È - , .

r: : i discussiorls
a :' rLr patcnting
ri: : :rirl cell lincs
rr r .,tron o1 these

, ' i ; r , , f  r L ê

l r  , ' - u b l i s h m e n l
l -  . .  \  i l lness and

ffi 'il'rli-*�i:";î$';iffi ft *fli,iiiii;ll :[#jil:;;;ll ;lr :"1 n ; ;; ;:,;;; :.. ;'i:.

iili,:riîrHit$fl î"'ffi *-,ïirËFfiffi
$i[:,i:ff H5ïn5iî;,11rfl fl$-ïil T# frî î,i;+:îf :ïr;:, ;: :.;r;*:,:"î;
.. ;i,i:::i,xïi:;ït;',ï:lJ:ïï*.îï,:i :î;i;:J:,J::ï:l
;1ï::ïljj*j: fl ,ïjîîdïr,;v:ll ; :j';lij:;
li,t'llri'; **Éhi'+:i:, ulii,'"','ç-*
i+î,i,i'àl'ffi :':ft1f *fiiiiix**-î,,*
Ïf+j ,i;f iîïd r [îï ï îir ïi ;:.x"#T" s.i: ïïï;
il*1;çî$il,;ifr [ç'$;:lï'd;ffi

N O T E S

liË#'f :;'rffi Ë:+'J#i:,i;i.Jid;,î,:iJiïlil.H:iT"i,i:f"ï:ïT



70 / Gmealogies

nr!àluable crihcal sugges.ions. Audiences dd read€rs from the MIT STS Progtu,
ihe HNard Lif€ Sciences Working Group, Lhe Cornell STS Prog.am, and the Prti
.ipd$ of Biotec[nolôg1, Cul|ure, and rhè Body havc contribttedmuch in the wày
oa criticàl advice and suggestions for source marerial This worL was supported in
part by à Docbrrl Fellowship from the Sociàl S.i.n.e and Hùmàdities Rese{ch
Council ofCdada, Snnt number ?52_91j-ô493

r. Cellùld life" aDd the sFe.doche betveet .ell and body do nôt remain
stabl. over t1me, and drel a e part ôf à lùger hjstory ôf the rventicdr<entury life
scien.es than I cæ àddress here. For an itnepth analysis ofùe rhetorics of "life, '

2. The phrase technôlôgies of living substdce,'which I believe is an appro-
priate des.riplior of tissue .ulture, is tak€n fron a leter Jacques Loeb (r86q-
iqra) Mote iô ErnstMach ln 189o âboùt Loeb\ mbitions for abiology thaiwould
manipulate, trarsform, and control liling matter (Pàuly 4). See also Rabûôrv 1or a
d i . .  u s  ô n  u t  r n o r F r p i . n r ' ) ! r " b l : s r r F d . p l l  i n - .

3. Ior more de|ail on the history of ti$ue cultùe, see Susan M. Squier, this

4. Before anl biopsy rÆ taken, Lacb's physiciæs sent hèr to be tested tôr
sphilis, ùd this detail shoù]d be lifled in rhe contctr of Americd ùedical his
torr'-Jânes H.lones hd sriûen âbotr the .ha.aclerization of Ameii.an blacls as a
" notôriously q?hilisoâl{ed race bl a whitè medicâl establishment àtd the role or
thjs perception in the fotrnding of the Tuskegee $Dhilis expeimètts ro $ach thc
course of ihe disese in uttteated black mâles. Elizabeth rce, in ân dalysis of
Bsltlmore irl the Êrst hâr dI the twentiel\ .entury, Mites ûat ùe situation there
das similâr to the Soùlhr venereal diseâses amon8 tbe blacl Populalion werc seen
"as both evidencc ad cotsequence of their piomiscuiry, sexu2l indulgen.e, and
immorâliq (r8r).In rhe.ôntext of dris histr)ry, Lâcks's being seni to the q?hilis
clinic reveàls to some ertent the do.tors' p€rcePtiolr ofùe pàtienl furthermore,
lvhen tbis elent reâppeaN as prt of ùe naratjve of ûe ôrigin of the I'lel-a cell,
the cell line js persotifred wth m€taphors of promiscuitl and contagion

5. Trlpsnrizing ûeans shaking ûe .ells àpùt by using ihè digestive en4me

6. Charles Pomeral, letter to Geôrge GeI, 5 March 1954, George Gey PaPers,
Alan Mâson Chesney Medi.al Archjles, Baltiûore. A1l lelter cited are quotedwith
pcmission ftom the Gcorgè Gey Papers.

7. Ronàld H. Berg, lerter to Gèorye Gey, 24 November 1953. Berg Ms retèr
riDg to a srory that had appearc<l l\1 tÀe MihneaPalis Stû in I 954 àtd gale lackfs
mûe, althoùgh it is unclearwho released the name

8. Àftef this point, drere is a pfoliferation ôf pseùdonlms made frôm the HeLa
letters: Helen LaDc atd Helen Lùson rè rwo of lhese, probably sPreâd by GeI,
$ho sàs sidded io frnd that Lacks s real name had leaked our withoùt his knôst
edgc and thought ùat a Rctitjous nàme çould sewe equall)'well.

9. As was the case *ith the biopsy cells, this photograPh is used in this and
manl oûrer publicarions, sùch a a r q73 textbook ofmedjcal geneti.s, withoùI any
irdication that permi$iôr ws soughtorgilen for iause, either from Là.ls of her

ro. i!-hen a ccll divides, ih€ $!o fcsulting cells â.e rcfered to as daughter cells
r r. C. M. Pomerat, letter to George G9', r g February 1954
rr. D. Geolge Gey,lr. (qtd. in Kery Ar).
I 3. Tbants to lnne Fausto{terling for pointing out the importarce oI aging

research to dris story.
14- "Tiansfofmation" is tlre æchnicalterm ùsed to desciibe an event sû.h as a

mutatioD. .hromôsc
rure grow 1ô highe.
rûmôru when iDJeck
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