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Few phenomena are as familiar in 
modem science as the "school"-a de- 
partment, laboratory, or research group 
investigating a related set of scientific 
problems, approaching them with shared 
expectations and presuppositions and 
using a common set of techniques and in- 
struments. Such unities often derive 
from a single man, whose scientific pre- 
occupations influence the work of his 
students and colleagues, whose organi- 
zational talents sustain the school with 
facilities and financial support, and who 
in the process of founding a home for his 
own research sometimes projects his 
personality upon institutions that outlive 
him. If such patterns are commonplace 
in science, they are by no means so in 
scholarship on its history. The work of 
historians of science has been concerned 
largely with intellectual biography, gene- 
alogies of scientific ideas, and analyses 
of their inferential structure and of the 
organizational patterns of science on a 
societal scale. 

The particular brilliance of Geison's 
book lies in the innovative way he blends 
biography with the history of scientific 
ideas and institutions to create one of the 
few convincing portraits of a "school," 
one that began a research tradition 
whose importance endures to the present 
day. 

Geison devotes the first half of his 
book to men and institutions. He argues 
convincingly that the stagnancy of En- 
glish physiology in the mid-19th century, 
especially in comparison with its Ger- 
man counterpart, stemmed from its sub- 
servient place as a nonexperimental ad- 
junct to the teaching of surgical anato- 
my. Change began in the 1860's with two 
seemingly unrelated events: Parlia- 
mentary commissions forced reforms on 
Oxford and Cambridge that abolished re- 
ligious tests and encouraged the teaching 
of science, and the Royal College of Sur- 
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geons amended its licensure examination 
to require a laboratory knowledge of ex- 
perimental physiology. Thus in 1870 Mi- 
chael Foster, a dissenter trained in medi- 
cine at University College, London, not 
only could be appointed, with the sup- 
port of Thomas Henry Huxley, by Trini- 
ty College to its praelectorship in physi- 
ology (the first Cambridge teaching posi- 
tion in that subject) but could also find 
there an increasing number of medical 
students eager to take his courses. Gei- 
son shows how Foster, although an out- 
sider, rapidly gained friends and influ- 
ence, which he used to expand facilities 
for teaching and research. He set up 
courses in both biology and experimental 
physiology and infused his teaching with 
a broad evolutionary perspective a la 
Huxley. He identified promising stu- 
dents and turned them to research, pro- 
vided them with facilities and direction, 
got them studentships and fellowships, 
and obtained them jobs in Britain and 
America when they left the banks of the 
Cam. As a basis for teaching, Foster 
wrote his influential Textbook of Physiol- 
ogy (1877), and as an outlet for research 
he founded and edited the Journal of 
Physiology (1878). His efforts were re- 
warded in 1883 by appointment to the 
new professorship of physiology, which 
he held until retirement in 1903. In three 
decades Foster created the institutional 
framework and the research ethos that 
was to carry Cambridge, and his own 
college, Trinity, to the forefront of dis- 
covery in the medical sciences. In the 
present century the Physiological Labo- 
ratory can number among its researchers 
scores of fellows of the Royal Society 
and no fewer than seven Nobel laureates 
(A. V. Hill, F. G. Hopkins, C. S. Sher- 
rington, E. D. Adrian, H. H. Dale, A. L. 
Hodgkin, and A. F. Huxley), of whom 
all but Sherrington were associated with 
Trinity. 

Had Geison ended his account here he 
would have produced a subtle and per- 
ceptive case-study of Victorian scientific 
"enterprise." But his subject poses a cu- 
rious problem. Why should Foster, a re- 
searcher of reputedly negligible scientific 
accomplishments, prove the founder of a 
school that rivaled those of such great 

German investigators as Johannes 
Muller and Carl Ludwig? 

The answer lies in the nature of Fos- 
ter's brief career in original research, es- 
pecially between 1869 and 1876. Geison 
shows in the second part of his book how 
during those years Foster's experiments 
convinced him that the widely accepted 
neurogenic theory of the heartbeat was 
wrong and that the essential rhythmicity 
of the heart originated in the cardiac 
muscle. The myogenic theory, Geison 
argues, became the central problem of 
the Cambridge school in the 1870's and 
1880's, giving it intellectual cohesion and 
direction. The theory was ultimately vin- 
dicated in a classic paper of 1883 by Fos- 
ter's student Walter Holbrook Gaskell 
and spawned such descendant lines of 
research as those of Gaskell and John 
Newport Langley on the autonomic ner- 
vous system and on glandular secretion, 
Sherrington on the neurone theory and 
the integrative action of the nervous sys- 
tem, and Dale and T. R. Elliott on hu- 
moral neurotransmitters. Foster there- 
fore not only orchestrated the growth of 
research institutions, he also set the in- 
vestigatory themes upon which his stu- 
dents and colleagues composed varia- 
tions. Geison's argument, although nec- 
essarily founded on a detailed discussion 
of physiological theories and experi- 
ments, is a clear and well-executed coun- 
terpoint to his institutional history. 

Perhaps the book's only weakness is 
the very dichotomy Geison's format 
makes between the institutional develop- 
ment of the Cambridge school and the 
sequence of Foster-inspired researches 
that led up to Gaskell's experimental 
proof of the myogenic theory. It would 
be fascinating to know if, between 1870 
and 1883, there were any closer links be- 
tween the stages of institutional growth 
and those of conceptual elaboration than 
that of supportive environment and sup- 
ported research. But here I suspect Gei- 
son is at the mercy of his sources, for the 
pieces of evidence (correspondence, lec- 
ture notes, laboratory protocols, and the 
like) that might show the detailed inter- 
play of men, milieu, and ideas seem not 
to have survived. 

The book is beautifully produced and 
written with an unfailing felicity of ex- 
pression, enlivened with touches of dry 
wit. It is in every way a model of literate 
and discerning scholarship in the history 
of science. 
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