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Taking the skeleton
out of the cupboard

Peter Sheterline

The Cytoskeleton; An Introductory Sur-
vey. By Manfred Schliwa. Springer-
Verlag:1986. Pp.326. DM 172.

A pEcaDE or more of enthusiastic re-
search on the structure of the cytoplasmic
compartment in eukaryotic cells has been
based on the premise that therein ties the
apparatus by which the motile, morpho-
logical and polarized attributes of cells are
defined. From such studies has emerged
the principle that these organizational ac-
tivities reside primarily in the dynamic be-
haviour of an integrated network of pro-
tein polymers, and their interactions with
other structures in the cell. There lingers,
however, a divisive and loosely applied
terminology where “cytosol” is used to
describe aspects of the cytoplasm in a
metabolic context, and “cytoskeleton”
to describe the polymer systems, when
neither the cytosol nor cytoskeleton are
the cytoplasmic compartment. Rather,
they are operational descriptions of, res-
pectively, what remains after centrifugat-
ion of disrupted cells or after extraction of
cells with buffers containing non-ionic
detergents. The title of Schliwa’s well-
produced book perpetuates this unsatis-
factory terminology, though the pedant-
ically-minded are appeased in a short, but
useful, chapter on the cytoplasm towards
the end.

As its title suggests, the book is restric-
ted largely to the morphological and bio-
chemical properties of microtubules, actin
filaments and intermediate filaments.
Even so the relevant literature is enor-
mous, and Schliwa’'s bias towards the
properties of filaments in higher animal
cells, although reflecting the emphasis of
interest in the field, is not really approp-
riate for the intended audience of non-
specialists.

In writing a book such as this, difficult
choices also have to be made in coping
with subject matter which ranges freely
from the phenomenological to the bio-
physical. These problems are com-
pounded by uncertainties over the func-
tional significance for cell behaviour of
identified proteins, and even of the fila-
ments themselves. Schliwa has chosen to
divide his material between two sections,
one on components and the other on inter-
actions. The result is a rather arbitrary
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allocation of, for example, actin-binding
proteins to different chapters, depending
on how the author perceives their primary
function. The text is thus rather bitty,
which detracts from its value as an intro-
duction to the field, as does the incompre-
hensible absence of any serious discussion
(or illustrations) of myofibrils, the cleav-
age furrow, the mitotic spindle or cilia and
flagella. Less serious are the large number
of typographical errors and occasionally
idiosyncratic prose, for which the publi-
shers must take some responsibility.

Work up to about the last quarter of
1984 is covered, with references in an ex-
cellent bibliography at the end. Although
the book’s usefulness as an introduction to
cytoplasmic filament systems is compro-
mised by its omissions, it will be valued by
most cell biologists and students of the
cytoplasm for its conscientious coverage
of the morphological, and to a lesser
extent biochemical, literature. a
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Past differences
Martin Welch

The English Settlements. By J.N.L.
Myres. Clarendon:1986. Pp.248. £15,
$24.95.

It 1s now 50 years since Collingwood and
Myres published their classic English his-
tory textbook, mot superseded until the
late 1960s by Frere’s Britannia (Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1967) for Roman Britain
and Myres’s own Anglo-Saxon Pottery
and the Settlement of England (Clarendon,
1969}. This time the Anglo-Saxon settle-
ments have been treated to a separate vol-
ume in the Oxford History of England
series. Does it match the authority of his
1936 chapters? I think not, for though
Myres has made valiant efforts to catch up
with the current literature, in essence he
presents again the views he established in
the 1950s and 1960s.

His discussions of the literary sources
show him to be out of touch with recent
work on source criticism undertaken by
David Dumville and others. Archaeology
has a more crucial role to play with so little
written material, but Myres and I stand
poles apart in our interpretation of the
same evidence. Myres emphasizes the
presence of Germans, including Saxons,
in Late Roman Britain, seeing an un-
broken continuity to independent Anglo-
Saxon rule. In my opinion, however, there
was a marked discontinuity between the
collapse of the Roman economy with its
material culture ¢. ap 400 and the subse-
quent foundation of Early Anglo-Saxon
settlements, usually represented by their
cemeteries. It scems strange 1o me that
Myres can recognize the contrast with
Gaul, where Roman towns and villa es-
tates survived under Merovingian Frank-
ish rule and the situation in Britain, where
they did not, yet press on with what seems
tc me at best an ephemeral case for
archaeological continuity from Roman
Britain to Saxon England.

He believes that the Saxon Shore (litus
Saxonicum), a Late Roman coastal
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Saxons were settled along it by the
Romans in the fourth century, if not
earlier. Yet the Gothic bank (ripa Goth-
ica) on the Daaube was a Roman defence
against the Goths, not a zone in which
they were setftled, so why should the
Saxon Shore be different? Myres invented
the concept of Romano-Saxon potfery in
1956 to support this view, but he disguises
here how effectively John Gillam and Wil-
liam Roberts have demolished his case,
though he provides references to both on
pp-92 and 89 respectively. Nor does he
explain that his attribution of fourth-
century dates to some Anglo-Saxon pot-
tery cremation urns is on the basis of anal-
ogies with pots of this date on the conti-
nent or in Scandinavia and is not con-
firmed by the presence of fourth-century
Germanic metalwork in the English pots.
Germanic pottery fashions were notor-
iously conservative and in my opinion all
these urns probably belong in the fifth
century, to a series of historically attested
migrations across the North Sea. These
migrations appear to have resulted from
invitations by the British authorities to
Saxons to fight for them as mercenaries
against the threat of coastal invasion by
the Picts of Scotland, effectively replacing
a Roman army which had been withdrawn
from Britain by ap 407. The Saxon mer-
cenaries subsequently declared indepen-
dence and founded settlements, which
often developed into kingdoms.

Myres has an established expertise with
Anglo-Saxon pottery, but his dating and
discussion of Late Roman and Anglo-
Saxon metalwork is often inaccurate and
misleading. Thus his discussion of Quoit
Brooch Style metalwork does not even
mention the Mucking Grave 117 belt set,
the only datable example, which was
manufactured in the first quarter of the

fifth century.
In a textbook intended not for arch-
aeologists, but for history students

(p.xxiii), the author has a duty to make his
readers aware that radical alternative
interpretations of the evidence have been
published. In this Myres fails. a
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