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Frederick George Novy,

Pioneer Bacteriologist

On 8 August death ended the long and
brilliant career of F. G. Novy (1864-
1957). He was one of the early pioneers
in bacteriology in this country, having
presented the first laboratory instruction
in this field in the United States for
medical students. This course was given
shortly after Dr. Novy and Victor
Vaughn returned from a period of study
in Koch’s laboratory, in 1888.

Novy’s research began with chemical
studies on cocaine derivatives, which were
made as part of his doctoral program
in chemistry at the University of Michi-
gan. He then transferred to the Medical
School, earned the M.D. degree, and
continued on under Vaughn in physio-
logical chemistry. With Vaughn he spent
some time studying toxic products of
bacteria, “ptomaines.” In so doing the
two men pioneered in the mass produc-
tion of pathogenic bacteria. Novy’s sub-
sequent studies were more significant and
included the differentiation of the relaps-
ing fever spirochetes, study of anaerobes
(including the discovery of Clostridium
novyii), and an investigation of the spiro-
chetes and trypanosomes of birds. A con-
troversy with Shaudinn, who, with Hoff-
mann, discovered the cause of syphilis,
resulted from the latter study. Shaudinn,
just before the discovery of the cause of
syphilis, suggested a theory, “alternation
of generation,” to account for the finding
of spirochetes or trypanosomes in the

blood of birds, depending on when the
blood was taken. Novy challenged this
observation and correctly so. On the
other hand, he quickly accepted the re-
port of Shaudinn and Hoffmann on the
etiology of syphilis and congratulated
them. Shaudinn accepted the congratu-
lations by letter but remained miffed at
Novy’s reluctance to accept his “more
important” finding of the “alternation of
generation” in birds!

In 1909 Novy discovered a virus in-
fecting rats. After some 10 years of work
this virus was apparently lost but was
then recovered, in 1951, from specimens
that had been sealed since 1914-1918.
Novy (at this time, age 87) published
the results of his earlier studies for the
first time, since the virus was again avail-
able. The Novy rat virus was the 14th
animal virus to be discovered. The course
of events in this work illustrates Novy’s
policy of not rushing into print.

His research also included studies on
anaphylotoxin, forerunners of our cur-
rent concepts of histamine and other
substances with marked physiological ac-
tions in sensitization reactions. From this
work developed another group of obser-
vations, on the “primary toxicity of
serum,” in which he followed the treat-
ment of normal serum with colloidal
substances and microorganisms. From
current studies one might anticipate that
these early observations on primary tox-
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icity of serum will someday have a bear-
ing on the cause of the signs and symp-
toms of disease and death in infections.

Finally, Novy spent the last years of
his active research career on the metabo-
lism of microorganisms, particularly the
tubercle bacillus. The techniques devel-
oped for the study of the gas exchange
and oxygen requirements of microorgan-
isms during growth have since given way
to the now widely used Warburg pro-
cedures. However, Novy was a pioneer
in the field of gas exchange during
microbial metabolism.

Many honors came to Dr. Novy in
recognition of his professional accom-
plishments as an investigator and teacher.
He received honorary LL.D. degrees from
the University of Cincinnati, in 1920,
and the University of Michigan, in 1936.
He was named Chevalier, Legion d’Hon-
neur (France) in 1924, was awarded the
Order of the White Lion (Czechoslo-
vakia) and a Testimonial of the Michi-
gan Legislature, in 1931, and received
the award of the 250,000th microscope
from Bausch and Lomb Optical Com-
pany at the meeting of the American
Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence in Rochester, New York, in 1936.

Dr. Novy was a charter member of
the Society of American Bacteriologists
and was the fifth president of the so-
ciety, in 1904. At the time of his death
he was an emeritus member of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences.

There remains in the minds of those
who were fortunate enough to attend Dr.
Novy’s classes a vivid memory of a man
who, above all, was a clear thinker. He
was stern yet kind, strict but tolerant, a
demanding taskmaster with a keen sense
of humor. His influence will continue to
shape the decisions of his students and,
in turn, of their students for years to
come.

W. J. NUNGESTER
University of Michigan
Medical School, Ann Arbor
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