
before the last chapter, where Wise pre- 
sents his suggestions for future research. If 
they hurry, there might still be some Arach- 
nophobia posters left for their office walls. 

Elizabeth M. Jakob 
Department of Biological Sciences, 

Bowling Green State University, 
Bowling Green, OH 43403-02 12 

Perspectives on Poisons 

Natural and Synthetic Neurotoxins. A. L. 
HARVEY, Ed. Academic Press, San Diego, CA, 
1993. xviii, 359 pp., illus. $45 or £45. Neuro- 
science Perspectives. 

It has been more than a century since 
Claude Bernard, in his Experimental Science, 
provided a definition of poisons in modern 
terms and indicated their special usefulness 
for the physiologist. Bernard suggested that 
by dissecting the mechanisms that result in 
death we could learn much about the phys- 
iological processes of life. The 19th-century 
reader of Bernard's book could not have 
imagined the impact this suggestion would 
have, the extent of the information that 
would accumulate, or the number of books 
and articles on the subiect that would aD- 
pear. Natural and Synthetic Neurotoxins is 
the latest such endeavor. Its individual 
contributions review the fundamental 
chemistry and pharmacology of neurotox- 
ins, describe their main interactions with 
their target structures, and indicate their 
many interesting uses as experimental tools. 

The book centers around a well-written 
and pedagogically valuable chapter on neu- 
rotoxins that act on acetylcholine recep- 
tors. Here Chiappinelli gradually reveals 
the problems, offering an optimistic yet 
realistic outlook on future research. The 
chapter contains a history of work on this 
t o~ ic .  rich in learned citations. as well as a 
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systematic analysis of the structure and 
mode of action of the toxins known to be 
active on nicotinic and muscarinic acetyl- 
choline receptors. Equally effective is Simp- 
son's cha~ te r  on the action of clostridial 
neurotoxins on the storage and release of 
neurotransmitters, although an explosion of 
new data on the putative mode of action of 
these toxins has undermined some of the 
ideas in it. I also enjoyed Lobban and 
Milligan's chapter on the structure and 
function of bacterial exotoxins (essentiallv 
cholera and pertussis toxins) and their ac: 
tion on the second intracellular messenger - 
pathway. Irwin and Langston review the 
toxicology of 1-methyl-4-phenyl-1,2,3,6- 
tetrahydropyridine (MPTP) , which induces 
a parkinsonian syndrome in humans that is 

very useful for developing animal models of 
that disease. Equally stimulating are the 
chapters on the neurotoxins that allow a 
mapping of neuronal pathways by lesioning 
that both elucidates the toxins' physiologi- 
cal and behavioral effects and facilitates the 
establishment in animal models of syn- 
dromes that mimic human diseases. Vornov 
et al. have contributed a well-documented 
chapter describing the neurotoxicity of ex- 
citatory neurotransmitters. 

The authors of the rest of the chapters 
tend to present their data by way of an 
iterative formula: "toxin-toxin structure- 
target structure-putative organization of 
the target." Although informative, these 
contributions are too schematic to really 
engage the reader. A more serious criticism 
I have of the book is that some chapters 
seem to contain categorical statements 
about matters that are still under investiga- 
tion (for instance, in the coverage of the 
effects of cannabinoids, social and behav- 
ioral aspects are ignored). 

Overall I found this book a balanced 
compendium but rather inharmonious in 
style and awkward in structure. Problems of 
this sort can be forgiven in a book of such 
wide scope. Less acceptable are the numer- 
ous small errors scattered about (for exam- 
ple, "internationalization" for "internaliza- 
tion," "aspecific" for "a specific"), which 
could have been prevented by more careful 
proofreading. 
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