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historical highlights 

Microbiology Discovers Agar
Early bacteriologists recognized the advantages of growing bacteria in discrete colonies rather than solely in broths and infusions. For this, they needed a surface that was relatively solid and provided nutrients. Two old standbys were sterilized potato slices and gelatin, but they left much to be desired. Potatoes are limited in nutrient content, and gelatin loses its solidity in warm temperatures and can be digested by many microorganisms. About 120 years ago, this problem was solved by a fortunate cultural exchange (of the human kind). The German physician and avid bacteriologist Walther Hesse had been studying airborne microbes and was frustrated by the messy outcome of gelatin cultures. Understanding his need for a gelatin substitute, his wife Fanny suggested that he try a substance her mother had discovered through Dutch friends from Java. This material, called agar‑agar, had traditionally been used by Malaysians to stabilize jellies and thicken soup, and it was a nearly perfect solidifying agent. Agar‑agar could be liquefied and sterilized without adverse effect. Also, it was solid at room and incubation temperatures, very resistant to digestion, and relatively translucent. Because of Hesse’s success with agar‑agar, it quickly caught on among bacteriologists, but the credit for its discovery belongs to Fanny Hesse.

Learn more about agar, how it is prepared, and its many historical uses.

http://www.botanical.com/botanical/mgmh/a/agara012.html
