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Chapter 14: The Human Genome – Making Karyotypes

In the grand narrative of genetics, the human genome stands as a master blueprint, detailing the instructions that 

guide the development, function, and evolution of our species. While the genome is a vast expanse of DNA, 

scientists distill its complexity into a visual and analytical tool known as a karyotype. Chapter 14 of the classic

genetics textbook focuses on the art and science of creating karyotypes, illuminating how these chromosomal

portraits reveal both normalcy and disease. In this article, we’ll unpack the principles, techniques, and clinical

implications of karyotyping, drawing from the core concepts presented in Chapter 14 while offering a fresh,

accessible perspective for readers interested in genomics and diagnostics.

Why Karyotyping Matters in Human Genetics

A karyotype is more than a picture; it is a diagnostic map that displays the number, size, shape, and banding

pattern of chromosomes. In humans, a normal karyotype consists of 23 pairs of chromosomes—22 autosomes and

one pair of sex chromosomes (XX or XY). By examining these chromosomes under a microscope, clinicians can

detect numerical abnormalities (such as trisomy 21 in Down syndrome) and structural changes (like deletions,

duplications, translocations, and inversions).

Key reasons karyotyping remains vital include:

•  Early diagnosis: Identifying chromosomal disorders before or shortly after birth.

•  Genetic counseling: Informing families about recurrence risks and reproductive options.

•  Research: Uncovering novel chromosomal rearrangements linked to disease.

•  Monitoring: Tracking chromosomal stability in cancer treatment and cell therapy.

The Foundations of Karyotype Construction

1. Sample Collection and Cell Culture

The journey to a karyotype starts with a biological sample—blood, amniotic fluid, bone marrow, or cultured

fibroblasts. Peripheral blood lymphocytes are the most common source because they are readily accessible and

proliferate well in vitro.

1.  Collection: A small volume of blood is drawn into a tube containing an anticoagulant (usually heparin or 

EDTA).

2.  Culture: The cells are incubated in a nutrient medium with phytohemagglutinin to stimulate mitosis, typically 

for 48–72 hours.

3.  Mitotic arrest: Colchicine is added to halt cells in metaphase, when chromosomes are most condensed and 

visible.

2. Cell Harvesting and Fixation

Once cells are arrested, they are harvested and treated with a hypotonic solution (often 0.075 M KCl) to swell the

cells, spreading the chromosomes. After washing, the cells are fixed with a methanol-acetic acid mixture (3:1 ratio),

which preserves cellular structures and facilitates staining.



3. Slide Preparation

Fixed cells are dropped onto clean microscope slides. The droplets are spread gently to allow chromosomes to

spread without overlapping excessively. The slides are then air-dried, ready for staining.

4. Banding Techniques

Chromosomes are not uniform; they contain alternating light and dark bands that are characteristic of each

chromosome. The most widely used banding methods include:

•  G-banding (Giemsa): The most common method, producing dark Giemsa-stained bands on a light 

background.

•  Q-banding (Quinacrine): Fluorescent staining that highlights heterochromatin.

•  R-banding (Reverse): The inverse of G-banding, useful for certain structural analyses.

•  C-banding (Constitutive heterochromatin): Targets centromeric regions.

•  Banding combinations: For detailed mapping, multiple staining techniques may be combined.

5. Microscopy and Imaging

Using a high-powered microscope, a technician captures images of metaphase spreads. Digital imaging systems

now allow automated capture and storage of chromosome images, enhancing accuracy and reproducibility.

6. Chromosome Analysis and Sorting

The captured images are examined to count chromosome pairs, assess morphology, and identify aberrations.

Chromosomes are typically arranged in an ordered karyogram: 1–22, followed by X and Y. The arrangement follows

a standard scale of size and centromere position.

Interpreting Karyotypes: From Normal to Pathogenic

Numerical Abnormalities

Numerical changes involve an extra or missing chromosome. Common examples include:

•  Trisomy 21 (Down syndrome): 47,XX,+21

•  Turner syndrome: 45,X0

•  Klinefelter syndrome: 47,XXY

Structural Abnormalities

Structural changes alter chromosome shape or content:

•  Deletion: Loss of a chromosomal segment, e.g., 46,XX,del(5q).

•  Duplication: Extra copy of a segment, e.g., 46,XX,dup(7p).

•  Inversion: A segment flips orientation, e.g., 46,XX,inv(9).

•  Translocation: Exchange between nonhomologous chromosomes, e.g., 46,XX,t(9;22)(q34;q11).

Complex Rearrangements

Some karyotypes reveal multiple changes simultaneously, often indicating genomic instability. These can be

challenging to interpret but are crucial for diagnosing disorders like certain cancers or congenital syndromes.

Clinical Applications of Karyotyping

1. Prenatal Diagnosis

During pregnancy, karyotyping can detect chromosomal abnormalities that affect fetal development. Techniques

include:



•  Amniocentesis: Sampling amniotic fluid at 15–20 weeks gestation.

•  Chorionic Villus Sampling (CVS): Sampling placental tissue at 10–12 weeks.

•  Non-Invasive Prenatal Testing (NIPT): Though not a karyotype, NIPT screens for common trisomies using cell-

free fetal DNA.

2. Postnatal Diagnosis

Infants or adults presenting with developmental delays, dysmorphic features, or unexplained syndromes often

undergo karyotyping to uncover underlying chromosomal causes.

3. Cancer Cytogenetics

Many cancers exhibit characteristic chromosomal translocations or numerical changes. Karyotyping informs

prognosis and guides targeted therapies. For example:

•  Philadelphia chromosome (t(9;22)(q34;q11)): Found in chronic myeloid leukemia.

•  t(15;17)(q22;q12): Associated with acute promyelocytic leukemia.

4. Reproductive Medicine

In cases of recurrent pregnancy loss or infertility, karyotyping of parents and gametes can identify chromosomal

abnormalities that impair fertility.

Advancements in Karyotype Analysis

1. Fluorescence In Situ Hybridization (FISH)

FISH uses fluorescent probes that bind to specific DNA sequences, enabling precise detection of chromosomal

rearrangements even in interphase cells. It complements traditional karyotyping by increasing sensitivity.

2. Comparative Genomic Hybridization (CGH)

Array CGH allows high-resolution detection of copy number variations (CNVs) across the entire genome,

surpassing the resolution of conventional karyotyping.

3. Next-Generation Sequencing (NGS)

While not a karyotype per se, NGS provides base-pair level resolution, uncovering single nucleotide variants and

small indels that karyotyping cannot detect. Integration of NGS with cytogenetic methods offers a comprehensive

genomic view.

4. Automated Chromosome Analysis Systems

Digital imaging and machine learning algorithms now facilitate automated chromosome identification, reducing

human error and increasing throughput.

Challenges and Limitations

•  Resolution: Conventional karyotyping resolves changes larger than ~5–10 megabases; smaller lesions remain 

invisible.

•  Time: Cell culture and metaphase preparation can take 5–7 days.

•  Interpretation variability: Requires skilled cytogeneticists; subtle abnormalities may be misread.

•  Detection of balanced translocations: Some translocations do not alter gene dosage and may be missed by 

other methods.

Step-By-Step Guide: Performing a Basic Karyotype



1.  Collect a peripheral blood sample. Use a sterile technique and anticoagulant tube.

2.  Culture lymphocytes. Add phytohemagglutinin and incubate at 37°C for 48 hours.

3.  Add colchicine. Stop cell division 2–3 hours before harvesting.

4.  Harvest and hypotonic treatment. Swell cells in 0.075 M KCl for 20 minutes.

5.  Fix with methanol-acetic acid. Store slides at 4°C overnight.

6.  Drop cells onto slides. Allow to dry naturally.

7.  Stain with Giemsa. Incubate 10–20 minutes, rinse, and dry.

8.  Microscopy. Examine at 1000x magnification, capture images.

9.  Arrange chromosomes. Order by size and centromere position.

10.  Analyze. Identify numerical and structural abnormalities.

11.  Report. Document findings with appropriate nomenclature.

Understanding Chromosomal Nomenclature

Standard karyotype notation follows the International System for Human Cytogenomic Nomenclature (ISCN). A 

typical example: 46,XX,del(5)(q13q33).

•  46,XX: Normal chromosome count with two X chromosomes.

•  del(5)(q13q33): Deletion on chromosome 5, spanning bands q13 to q33.

Ethical Considerations

As karyotyping can reveal incidental findings (e.g., predisposition to certain cancers), informed consent and genetic

counseling are paramount. The potential for psychological impact and discrimination underscores the need for

responsible communication of results.

Future Directions

The integration of multi-omics—genomics, transcriptomics, epigenomics—promises a deeper understanding of

chromosomal behavior. Emerging technologies like CRISPR-based imaging and single-cell sequencing may further

refine our ability to visualize and interpret chromosomal dynamics in real time.

Conclusion

Chapter 14’s focus on making karyotypes serves as a cornerstone in the field of cytogenetics, bridging the gap

between raw DNA sequence and tangible chromosomal architecture. By mastering the steps of sample

preparation, staining, imaging, and analysis, clinicians and researchers can detect a wide spectrum of

chromosomal disorders, guide patient management, and contribute to our evolving knowledge of human genetics.

As we continue to refine karyotyping techniques and integrate them with high-throughput genomic tools, the

promise of personalized medicine—where each karyotype informs tailored therapeutic strategies—moves ever

closer to reality. Whether you’re a budding geneticist, a medical professional, or an informed citizen, understanding

the fundamentals of karyotype creation empowers you to appreciate the intricate dance of chromosomes that

shapes every human life.
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