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BOOK REVIEWS

THE HISTORY AND EPIDEMIOLOGY OF SYPHILIS. The Gerhmann
Lectures, University of Illinois. By Wm. Allen Pusey, A.M.,
M.D., LL.D. Pp. xii, II3. Figs. 37. Price ios. Bailliere,
Tindall & Cox, London. I933.

ON October I2th, I492, Columbus stepped ashore on the other side
of the Atlantic, planted the flag of Spain, and named the island San
Salvador. This island has been identified as one of the Bahamas
now known as Watling Island.

After visiting several other islands, including Cuba, Columbus sailed
for Spain on January 4th, I493, and arrived back in the home port on
March I5th.
And with the returned sailors of Columbus there entered into the

Old World a new and dread disease-Syphilis.
The last statement has been challenged in the past, and no doubt

it will continue to be challenged in the present and in the future.
It is surely of importance from an epidemiological point of view that
its truth or falsity be made manifest. And that, after all, should be
a comparatively simple matter. That the whole story is very plain
and straightforward is admirably shown in Dr. Pusey's book. That
book is a description of the opera named " Syphilis." The reviewer
has just described the overture to that opera.

Dr. Pusey's book consists of the three lectures delivered under the
Adolf Gerhmann endowment at the University of Illinois in I933.
The first lecture deals with the " Beginning of Syphilis," and after a
short but quite adequate marshalling of the facts the author con-
cludes that " the preponderance of evidence for the American origin
of syphilis is overwhelming." It is a matter of extreme difficulty to
account for any contrary opinion, and, yet there are those who still
hold the view that syphilis was present in Europe prior to I493, and
that what happened shortly after the return of Columbus was that
the disease suddenly became more widespread and more virulent.
Dr. Pusey shows very clearly how utterly ridiculous such a suggestion is.
There are those who have attempted to show that in the literature

before I493 there do exist descriptions of syphilis. There are, most
certainly, abundant references to gonorrhaea and to soft sore-which
have existed from time immemorial, but there has not been produced
one single word which can be accepted as alluding to syphilis. After
I493, however, and quite suddenly, the literature, both medical and
lay, is found to be full of references to this new disease for which there
was no name. Hippocrates, Celsus, Pliny, and many others refer to
diseases of the genital organs, but apart from malignancy and phage-
dana, the cure of these maladies was apparently simple and they were
not followed by the characteristic sequelae of the syphilitic chancre.
The quotations which have been dragged forth and labelled " syphilis"
do not in any way suggest that disease to the syphilologist.
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What Herodotus relates concerning the spoliation of the temple of
Venus Urania by the Scythians-that they became afflicted with a
disease, the Morbus Feminaus-refers to gonorrhoea and not to
syphilis. In like manner the sad story of Heiron related by Palladius,
Bishop of Hellinopolis, has to do with phagedxena and not syphilis.
Heiron was apparently a young man who went the pace. During a
visit to Alexandria he became enamoured of a theatrical lady. As a
result of this amour, the Divine wrath-as was its habit in those days-
visited him, and inflicted upon him a severe ulceration of the penis.
This was so virulent that the organ was totally destroyed. It being
no longer possible for Heiron to continue paying his devoirs at the
shrine of Venus in a practical fashion, he made a virtue of necessity,
mended his ways, and became a shining example of penitence and
holiness. There is nothing suggestive of syphilis in this story, and if
there is any moral to be drawn from it, it is perhaps that conventional
morality is largely based upon anatomical foundations. It might
further be urged by the cynic that just as the male anatomy differs
from the female, so do their morals, and he might quote a contrary
case to that of Heiron, where an hysterectomy had turned a hithlerto
faithful wife into a wanton. He might be inclined to counsel the
husband of such an one, to wear the horns gracefully and to take
consolation from the fact that he will at least be saved the expense of
confinements and the maintenance of bastards.

In his " Treatise on Syphilis " (I829), John Bacot, who was " Surgeon
to St. George's and St. James's Dispensary and lately surgeon to the
Grenadier Regiment of Foot Guards," writes:

" We shall soon see how strong and marked the contrast
becomes, not by imperceptible shades and gradations-not by
one author adding one symptom, and a successive author,
another-but that all at once, towards the conclusion of the
fifteenth century, the public became the victims of a train of
symptoms altogether unusual and undescribed; rebellious to
every mode of treatment then in use-not attacking the poor
only-not confined to those whose circumstances and situation
in life exposed them to more than the ordinary chances of disease,
and deprived of the ordinary means of cure-but exhibiting all
rage, and exerting its baneful powers, over princes, cardinals,
nobles, people of both sexes; thus proving, not only the severity
but the extensive progress of this hitherto unknown scourge.
Surely then, I may be allowed to say, that if there is a single
historical fact that can be said to be proved, it is that of the origin
of syphilis being referable to the latter years of the fifteenth
century; for I cannot understand otherwise, why, at that precise
period, we all at once hear of ulcers upon the parts of generation
of both sexes, followed speedily by excruciating nocturnal pains,
by corroding ulcers over the whole body, by affections of the
throat and nose, and, very frequently, by death; while not one
word that can be construed into any similar infection is to be met
with distinctly stated in any writer before that period. I think
we have no right to impute such dulness to our forefathers; they
offer no parallel instance of any such gross error in mere matters
of fact. Whatever their faults as theorists may have been, as

2Io

 on M
ay 23, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://sti.bm

j.com
/

B
r J V

ener D
is: first published as 10.1136/sti.10.3.209 on 1 July 1934. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://sti.bmj.com/


BOOK REVIEWS

careful observers of what was passing under their eyes every day,
so gross a mistake could not have occurred to them; and had
such a dogma as the novelty of a really old and well-known disease
been started by any interested or ignorant writer of that age,
we cannot but believe that it would have met with an instan-
taneous refutation and denial."

Dr. Pusey in quoting from the book of Ruy Diaz de Isla, in which it
is stated that " presently it (syphilis) was seen in the armada itself in
a pilot of Palos who was called Pinzon," adds a note to the effect that
this was Martin Alonzo Pinzon, Commander of the Pinta. This does not
seem to be a warrantable assumption; the patient may have been
Francisco or Vicente.
On page 5 it is stated that Charles VIII. captured Naples on Feb-

ruary 22nd, I495. The latest edition of the Encyclopcedia Britannica
gives the information that " On May I2th, I495, he entered Naples...."
The facts are that Charles entered Italy in September, I494. On
December gth, Pope Alexander VI. refused permission for the passage
of the French Army through the Pontifical States. Charles, however,
entered Rome with his mercenaries in January, I495, whereupon
the Pope capitulated, sending his son Cesar Borgia with six Cardinals
from the Castle of St. Angelo to wait upon his Christian Majesty.
The long-nosed one-for Charles was an ill-shapen rachitic with an
enormous nose which Giorio says was " the ugliest ever seen on man "-
marched out from Rome on January 28th and entered Naples, almost
without opposition, twenty days later. The army had been about six
months in Italy before it reached Naples.

It would seem that syphilis only appeared after the troops arrived
in that city, and the reason for this may be found in the following passage
from Oviedo's history:

" The next thing was that the great Captain, Gonzalo Fernandez
de Cordoba was sent to Italy with a large and goodly army by
command of the Catholic Sovereigns and as their Captain General
in support of King Ferdinand, the second of that name in Naples,
against King Charles of France, whom they call ' The Fat Head ';
and amonst those Spaniards were some touched with this disease,
and through the women of bad conduct and life, it was com-
municated to the Italians and French. Then, as such a disease
had never before been seen there by any of them, the French
began to call it the disease of Naples believing it to be peculiar
to that kingdom; and the Neapolitans, believing that the French
had brought that affliction, called it the French disease; and it
has been called so ever since in all Italy, because until King
Charles passed through there, such a plague had not been seen
in these lands. But the truth is that this disease was transmitted
from this island of Haiti or Espaniola to Europe as stated."

In the second lecture which deals with the development of our
knowledge regarding syphilis, Dr. Pusey reviews in masterly fashion
the medical history of the disease. This section is beautifully illus-
trated with portraits of the great figures in the history of syphilis.
Not quite all, however, for one would have expected to see a portrait
or at least some mention of the man who has contributed more than
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anyone else to the modern pathology of the disease, the late Professor
Aldred Scott Warthin of the University of Michigan. Another omission
is a portrait of Levaditi.
On page 72 in a description of the discovery of the causal parasite,

Dr. Pusey states: " Note in this connection, when systematists are
trying to establish the name Treponema pallidum, that Schaudinn
gave it the name Spirochata pallida." Surely Dr. Pusey must be
aware that almost immediately after classifying it as a spirochaete,
Schaudinn realised that the parasite was really a protozo6n, and
changed the name to Treponema pallidum. In I838, Ehrenberg
(Die Infusionstierchen als volkommene Organismen, Liepsig, I838) used
the term " spirocheta " to describe a spiral organism which he found
in stagnant marsh water. He regarded this organism as being a
spiral bacterium. Little notice was taken of Ehrenberg's work, and
it was not until I904 that Schaudinn who had been engaged upon
research upon trypanosomes propounded the view that these " spiro-
choetae" represented merely one phase in the life history of a try-
panosome. He was therefore of the opinion that Ehrenberg's spiro-
chata was a protozo6n and not a bacterium. He was led to this view
from a consideration of the protozo6n Leucocytozoon ziemanni, which
is found as a blood parasite in the owl Athene noctua. This is a
trypanosome which, when passing through an intermediate host,
adopts a spirochaetal form in that phase of its life cycle. Further
investigation by Schaudinn of the Spirochaeta pallida showed that
this new organism, while superficially resembling the spirochates,
possessed certain differentiating features which necessitated placing
it in a totally different class. The Spirochata plicitalis of Ehrenberg
was re-investigated by Zuelzer (Arch. f. Protist., xxiv., I9II) and he
showed that this organism is so different from that of syphilis that
they cannot both belong to the same genus. Before this, however,
in I905, Schaudinn (Deutsch. med. woch., xliii., I728, I905) had dis-
carded the generic name " spirocheeta " for the parasite of syphilis
and had substituted the name Treponema. Before Schaudinn had
corrected his initial error, Vuillemin (Compt. rend. Acad. des Sciences,
cxl., I567, I905) had put forward the suggestion that the generic
term should be " Spironema." This was at first accepted by Schaudinn
and he did not adopt the term " Treponema " until it was found that
the name proposed by Vuillemin had already been given to a protozo6n
in I893. In I9I8, Dobell again suggested the name "Spironema," but
in I926 he concluded that the proper name for the parasite is that
given to it by Schaudinn, namely, Treponema pallidum. This was,
and not Spirochceta pallida, the designation decided upon by the dis-
coverer of the organism. It has been confirmed by Dobell, and has
been adopted by the International Committee on Nomenclature. It
ought, therefore, to be used, no matter what popular custom may be.
Popular usage may approve of such terms as " scrofula," but they
are not correct and are therefore unacceptable to those who desire
accuracy and to avoid misunderstanding.
The Lecture on Epidemiology is extremely interesting and im-

portant. It is worthy of note that the statistics from the United
States do not indicate any decline in the incidence of syphilis, and the
reviewer is inclined to think that in spite of what has been claimed
for the position in the United Kingdom-namely, a marked reduction
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-there has really been no change during the past ten years. The
figures as obtained from the V.D. clinics are full of fallacies. In the
reviewer's own clinic it would appear that the incidence of syphilis in
the area has gone up tremendously, whereas the explanation simply is
that the new clinic is providing a better service than before for the
patients. Where syphilis is apparently declining the explanation
may be that some slackness has crept in and patients are not coming
for treatment in so great numbers. It would seem that, apart from
the introduction of some measure of compulsion, every effort must
be made by attractive clinics, an all day and every day service,
and rapid methods of cure, to induce patients to attend at the earliest
possible moment and to continue their attendance till cure is
completed.

Dr. Pusey is certainly to be congratulated in having gathered
together a most valuable store of information, and in having set it
out in so charming a manner, within the small compass of this little
book. It is a book which should be upon the bookshelves not only
of every venereologist, but of every lay person who takes an interest
in matters of social hygiene. The publishers have done not merely a
thoroughly good job, but also a highly artistic one.

E. T. BURKE.

VENEREAL DISEASE: ITS PREVENTION, SYMPTOMS AND TREATMENT.
By H. Wansey Bayly, M.C. Fifth Edition. London: Chapman
& Hall Ltd., I934. Pp. 260. 77 Figures. ios. 6d. net.

THE fact that Mr. Wansey Bayly's book, " Venereal Disease: Its
Prevention, Symptoms and Treatment," has reached a fifth edition is
evidence of its popularity. The author has taken the opportunity to
add some details of pathology and the more up-to-date methods of
treatment, especially with regard to the use of malaria in tabes and
general paralysis; whilst a new section is that on " The Law and
Venereal Disease," a most desirable addition.

" Prevention " occupies a prominent place. Whether the opinions
expressed are sound or not is a matter for the individual reader to
decide, but the place does not seem a suitable one for propaganda
purposes on behalf of the S.P.V.D.
The teaching is, on the whole, in conformity with modern English

ideas, though the author is inclined to be dogmatic on matters where
there is a considerable diversity of opinion among experts.
The book is extremely well produced, the illustrations and diagrams

are, for the most part, excellent, whilst the coloured plates are a joy
to the eye.

Unfortunately, there are numerous errors and omissions, whilst the
literary standard does not befit the contents of the volume. Liberal
use of the blue pencil might convert this little book into one suitable
for the student and practitioner; it is not meant for the expert.

T. E. 0.
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