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mosaic virus was so very much smaller 
than a bacterium that it ought to be 
considered a separate form of life. One 
must stand in awe of the pioneers of 
virology who, working with crude filters 
and imprecise assays, were able to bring 
to light a new aspect of the living world. 
In Beijerinck's earliest publications he 
originated the modern concept of a virus; 
the remarkable insight implied by his 
ability to make such a conceptual leap 
stands as one of the great intellectual 
achievements of biology. But, living up 
to their title, the authors only give us a 
passing taste of Beijerinck's work. Even a 
brief discussion of the origins of virology 
should tell us more about how Beijerinck 
derived his conclusions. 

Another recent short book, Sally 
Smith Hughes' The Virus: A History of 
the Concept (Heinemann: London, 1977) 
provides a deeper look at Beijerinck's 
work. Hughes points to a remarkably 
simple experiment as the source of 
Beijerinck's concepts; he put infected 
plant sap on an agar surface and showed 
that the infective principle would diffuse 
through the agar. From this experiment 
he concluded that the virus is "dissolved 
and not corpuscular" leading to his 
concept of tobacco mosaic disease as a 
"contagium vivum fluidum". Beijerinck 
saw viruses in chemical terms, possibly 
as a partial result of his friendship with 
van't Hoff. This may have been the 
genesis of his pronouncement in 1898 
that: 

" ... it is to some extent an explanation to 
consider that the contagium in order to 
reproduce itself must be incorporated into 
the living protoplasm of the cell into whose 
multiplication it is so to speak passively 
included." 
After describing how Loeffler and 

Frosch opened animal virology with their 
discovery of the agent of foot and mouth 
disease virus, Waterson and Wilkinson 
take us through the discovery of a 
number of other animal viruses. They 
follow with discussions of vaccines and 
tissue culture. They emphasise the diffi
culty of understanding the nature of 
viruses without an appreciation of the 
molecular events underlying genetic 
phenomena and they show how bacterial 
viruses provided crucial experimental 
material for the development of molecular 
biology. In turn, they show how the 
development of molecular biology led to 
an understanding of the nature of 
viruses. After chapters on plant and 
insect viruses and on "eruptive fevers" 
they turn to tumour viruses, a subject 
that cries out for a more extensive history 
documenting the shifts of belief about 
the role of viruses in experimental and 
human cancer. 

For someone like me, who entered 
virology in 1960 when the essential 
nature of viruses as intracellular parasites 
was commonly accepted, it is fascinating 
to see how the early virologists wrestled 

with the enigmas of filterable, invisible 
entities that would not grow in the 
absence of living cells. Although this 
book is often a sketchy introduction and 
sometimes becomes a catalogue of 
events, it is a very valuable probe into a 
central aspect of the history of biology 
and medicine. Among its useful aspects 
is a collection of short biographies of 
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To be inv>ited to review a book of this 
nature is a mixed blessilllg. It is, of 
course, a privilege .to own a copy of 
the book; on the other hand, wading 
through 640 worthy but inexpressibly 
turgid pages in order to pronounce on 
i.ts value to a prospective reader would 
be a thoroughly dismal task. I have 
not, therefore, read this book; I have 
sampled it. As it is ques~ionable that 
books like .this ar-e ever meant to be 
rood, then my approaoh is probably 
representative of any likely customer. 

The book .is sub-titled A Comprehen
sive Treatise, and this first volume un
doubtedly lives up to that claim, 
aLthough it does seem to be rather out 
of date. In a survey of the substantial 
reference Joists given at the end of each 
chapter, I only encountered a handful 
of 1977 references, and these were 
principaloly those of the authors. Even 
1976 seemed to be a rather rare date, 
suggesting that most of tJhe preparation 
of .the •book was completed in mid-
1976, with per>haps some special refer
ences added at the proof stage. Conse
quently, those looking for up-to-date 
reviews would be better avised to use 
Annual Reviews, or one of the other 
periodicals. As a solid compilation of 
the factual information relating to 
plant hormones, on the other hand, 
thi·s book can have no equal. 

The first chapter-which I did read 
-is a thought-provoking, partly histori
cal, account of some of the more pro
vocative general questions concerning 
plant hormones and their study. It is 
the only part of the book in which the 
conceptual content matches the factual 
content, and is thereby espeeially wel
come. The density of fact, and its 
repetitive corroboration, is so high in 
the rest of the book as to make it 
difficult to digest. Apart from the first 
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many of the important contributors to 
unravelling the puzzles presented by viral 
diseases. It also contains a list of general 
ref~rences and a useful bibliography of 
tt,e original early literature. 0 
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chapter, one would be un.JcikeJy to open 
this book unless one had a specific 
technical point in mind. On the other 
hand, it would be invaluable for that 
purpose. 

This first part of the treatise covers 
the biochemistry of hormones, and does 
so .in the traditional manner, by con
sidering each group of hormones 
separately. Chapters 2-6 cover auxins, 
gibberellins, cytok.inins, ethylene and 
abscisic acid in a more or less uniform 
format, dea!.ing wi,th isolation, identi
fication, chemistry, assays, structure
activity re.lationships, biosynthesis, 
metabolism, transport, and the effects 
of various stimuli on hormone levels. 
These chapters seem to me to be excel
lent ·contributions, and it is extremely 
valuable to have aJ.l this information 
in one source. Following these chapters 
is an extremely useful compilation of 
data on naturally occurring plant 
growth regulators other than the prin
cipa.! hormones. 

The remaining chapters (over 200 
pages) are concerned with the effects 
of hormones on cell structure and 
metabolism ,jn general, and on DNA 
replication, transcription, translation, 
and on post-translational control points. 
I found .the chapter on ultrastructural 
eff·ects of the hormones particularly re
warding, as it emphasises the syndromic 
nature of hormone action in higher 
plants, and illustmtes the naivety of 
assuming tlhat odl-free studies wiU tell 
all. These chapters are all written by 
Drs T. J. V. Higgins and J. V. Jacob
sen and represent a considerable, and 
as far as I could tell, hi~hly critical, 
tour-de-force. 

My impression, therefore, is of an 
excellent, though very viscous, treat·ise 
which should find a place on every 
plant physiologist's shelf. My absolute 
certainty that it wiU not do so, how
ever, comes from the horrendous p.r.ice. 
At $99.50, or £50, this book-and 
remember it is yet only half a book
wiU not only be out of the reach of 
individual purchasers, 1it will a·lso be too 
expensive for most college or univer
sity libraries. What purpose can there 
be in putting togther a book which will 
only be ava.i>La:ble to a sdect few? 
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