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Human Embryo Research: Yes or No?
The Ciba Foundation. (Pp 232; £6.95.) London:
Tavistock Publications. 1986.

The title of this collection of papers and associated
discussions of a meeting held in 1985 could be
misleading. In a characteristically clear chapter,
Anne McLaren points out that in the human by ....
about 16 days after fertilization, all the cells derived
from the fertilized egg are finally committed to
being either part of the individual embryo or outside
it". It is therefore only after this period of time that
the term 'embryo' might be considered legitimate.
Before this, which is the period considered here and
when the conceptus is less than 0 5 mm in size,
perhaps the term pre-embryo would be more
appropriate, though some (Maddox) consider that
this merely fudges the issues.

Currently, human fertilised eggs cannot be cul-
tured in vitro beyond nine days (Edwards), and in
IVF fertilised eggs are transferred only at about the
eight cell stage. Removing one or two cells at this
time and then culturing to provide sufficient mate-
rial for prenatal diagnosis, estimated at present to
require 100 000 cells for DNA studies (Williamson),
has not yet been performed though no doubt will
eventually become a reality. Research on fertilised
eggs might also explain certain cases of infertility
and paradoxically lead to the development of new
contraceptives.
Though there are therefore potentials in studying

cultured human eggs, important ethical problems
have to be faced: even at this early stage in
development is it right to subject the material to
experiment and sacrifice; could this represent a
'slippery slope' and by habituation lead to an
unacceptable extension of such activity (Williams)?
These and many other matters are addressed in this
well organised and edited volume contributed to by
a number of eminent embryologists, geneticists,
writers, philosophers, theologians, and lawyers.
For some of us many ethical problems are not

absolute but change with time as our knowledge and
understanding increase. We should certainly remain
vigilant regarding research on early human concep-
tuses but to me, at least, there seem to be more
pressing matters facing mankind at the present.

ALAN E H EMERY

A Genetic Switch: Gene Control and Phage X
By M Ptashne. (Pp 128; £14-50.) Oxford: Cell
Press/Blackwell Scientific Publications. 1986.

Two principles are central to molecular genetics:
gene expression is regulated by proteins binding to
DNA and complex phenotypes are controlled by the
coordinate regulation of multiple genes. The first
principle was deduced from Jabob and Monod's
studies of the lac operon of E coli and the second
principle was derived from analysis of the life cycle
of bacteriophage X. The simplicity of the lac operon
and the beautiful complexity of 0k were my first
introduction to genetics. Reading Ptashne's book
was like revisiting the student classroom and re-
experiencing the thrill of the first meeting with 0k.
The first chapters describe with great clarity the

principles and strategies which are used by 0k to
control its life cycle. Most emphasis is placed on the
decision points in the life cycle: upon infecting a
hapless E coli the phage must decide between
vigorously replicating (lytic growth), in the process
killing the host, and integration into the host
genome (lysogeny). In response to a changing
environment, an integrated phage can also decide to
revert back to lytic growth. If you do not know how
these decisions are made, read this book.
The later chapters and appendices consider the

experimental evidence for the assertions in the
earlier chapters and argue the author's contention
that gene regulation in 0k provides a model for
regulation of developmental processes in eukary-
otes.

Throughout there is an emphasis on the shape of
molecules and the corresponding structure-
function relationships. X ray crystallography played
an important role in the birth of molecular biology
and to understand biology it is necessary to under-
stand how proteins work and interact with other
molecules.
Much of the public discussion of this book has

revolved around the suggestion that 0k illustrates all
the principles needed to explain the genetic regula-
tion of development in eukaryotes. This provocative
view may be correct. However, during the argument
Ptashne confuses the issue by considering a lyso-
genised E coli as a genetic entity; as far as 0k is
concerned, E coli is always an environment.
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Nothwithstanding this minor caveat, this is the
best biology book of the year.

P N GOODFELLOW

The Neurobiology of Down syndrome
Edited by Charles J Epstein. (Pp 271; £51.50.) New
York: Raven Press. 1986.

This hardback book is based on the National Down
Syndrome Society Conference on the Neurobiology
of Down Syndrome held in 1985 in New York.
Accordingly it is a miscellany of contributions but
the main thrust is towards an understanding of the
manifestations of Down's syndrome in the light of
neuropathological and neurochemical findings, and
of special considerations, such as the potential of
gene dosage at a cellular level during development
of the central nervous system.
The contributions are of a consistently high

standard. Many are of specialist interest. The
neurochemical contributions by Balazs and Brooks-
bank and by McCoyt and Ens are outstanding in
their erudition and detail. On the other hand, some
chapters constitute a purview and may be of more
general interest, such as that on the neurology of
Down's syndrome by Ira Lott. Each chapter is
followed by its own references and at the end of the
book there is a good subject index.

In the preface it is stated that the volume is
directed to a spectrum of groups including physi-
cians, human and animal geneticists, neurobiologists
with a variety of interests, and behavioural scien-
tists. Undoubtedly, workers in each of these cate-
gories will find particular attraction towards at least
some parts of the book, but the specialism of a
number of contributions preclude its general interest
to a wide readership. Also, there is a likelihood that
the book may soon become outdated by work that is
going apace at the present time.
With these reservations, this is a book with

contributions of a high scientific standard that marks
the shift of emphasis in the study of Down's
syndrome from general clinical observations to a
detailed examination of neurobiological mechan-
isms often at a cellular level.

VALERIE A COWIE

Advances in Gene Technology: Molecular Biology of
the Endocrine System
Edited by D Puett et al. (Pp 402; £25.50.) Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 1986.

The proceedings of the 18th Miami Winter Sympo-

sium held in February 1986 are recorded in this
book. At a first glance, the volume appears to be
merely a collection of abstracts. However, the
format is a new method of reporting symposia
proceedings under the aegis of the International
Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) Short Reports
Series. The prime objective is to commit to paper,
which can be cited in the literature, the vast number
of poster presentations which are now commonplace
at international scientific meetings.
Thus, volume 4 in the ICSU Short Reports Series

is divided into six main sections dealing with the
molecular biology of: Peptide and polypeptide
hormones, Growth factors and oncogenes, Peptide
and protein receptors, Glycoprotein hormones,
Steroid receptors and gene regulation and, lastly,
Lymphokines, interleukins, interferons and recep-
tors. Each invited speaker is awarded a four page
report while the 129 posters are recorded in two
page reports. The reproduction of figures showing
gel analyses is often sub-standard but this does not
detract from the vast amount of useful, up to date
information packed into this volume. I commend
the ICSU for this reporting system in an area of
biology which is growing so fast.

I A HUGHES

Molecular Biology of Muscle Development
Edited by C Emerson, D Fischman, B Nadal-
Ginard, and M A Q Siddiqui. (Pp 988; £34-00.) New
York: Alan R Liss. 1986.

This book represents the proceedings of a Roche-
UCLA symposium held in Park City, Utah, in
March 1985. I attended this meeting in person and
find this book to be a valuable record of the
proceedings. This is the third book over the last five
years that records developments in muscle gene
expression and its application to neuromuscular
disease. This book adopts the same format as the
previous volumes, with sections on cellular aspects
of myogenesis, membranes and matrix, protein
polymorphism, gene organisation and expression,
myofibrillar assembly, cardiac muscle, and human
muscular dystrophies, a total of 69 chapters in all.
The main virtue of the book is that it is current and
all of the major groups that are working on cellular
or molecular aspects of myogenesis have contri-
buted chapters. The space allocation for each author
is not large, so the chapters are more summaries of
ongoing work rather than detailed reviews. The
book is therefore a good starting point for finding
out what is current in myogenesis and for directing
additional reading.
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