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Book reviews
The Biochemistry and Pharmacology of Antibacterial Agents
By R. A. D. WILLIAMS and Z. L. KRUK. Pp. 89, illustrated.
Croom Helm, London, 1981. £3.95.
This book is a small, short (89 pages) paperback which would
be more correctly titled 'The modes of action of antibacterial
agents (with notes on pharmacology)'. In the usual manner of
books which detail the modes of action of antibiotics the
chapters are devoted to particular general types of action, e.g.
inhibition of cell wall synthesis, inhibition of nucleic acid
synthesis, inhibition of protein synthesis, etc. rather than to
particular classes of drugs. Short notes on the pharmacology
of individual drugs appear at the end of the chapter in which
the drugs were discussed in relation to their modes of action.
The book provides reasonably detailed accounts of the
mode of action of antibacterials and would be useful for
students requiring a quick and easily understood introduction
to this subject. There are areas, however, where it could have
been more in line with current thinking. For example,
penicillin-binding proteins are not mentioned in relation to
the mode of action of 1-lactams. Each chapter has a section
entitled 'Sensitive bacteria and resistance'. We would have
liked to have seen this part of the book enlarged since mode
of action and resistance go hand-in-hand and knowledge
of mechanisms of resistance would seem just as important
as knowledge of modes of action and just as interesting
scientifically. There are some unfortunate omissions from
the scanty information on mechanisms of resistance given.
Nothing is said about resistance to trimethoprim, and the
acetyl transferases which inactivate aminoglycosides are
not mentioned, although in some parts of the world these
are major causes of aminoglycoside resistance. In the context

of bacterial sensitivity and resistance an important error in
the book is the incorrect definition of MIC (minimal inhibitory concentration) on p. 20.
The book is weak when pharmacology is being discussed,
mainly because the authors' knowledge of antibacterials
seems to have stopped short at some ten years ago. No
penicillin more recent than ampicillin nor cephalosporin than
cephalexin is mentioned, although cephamycins and thienamycins are briefly described. Even then there are patent
errors, such as omitting to mention that metabolism is an
important mechanism of cephalothin excretion. Anyone
reading page 55 might be encouraged to give cephalothin
intramuscularly; it is in fact excruciatingly painful. If the
pharmacology is weak, then the implied clinical comments
are little short of historic. Phosphonomycin (sic) is not a
new discovery, and has been in extensive clinical use in
Mediterranean countries for at least two years. Trimethoprim
is now available as monotherapy, a fact which would
have been anticipated by anyone familiar with modern
chemotherapy. There are other errors and omissions examples of which are the mispelling of gentamicin, and a
failure clearly to indicate which toxic reactions of antibiotics are dose related.
In conclusion, the parts of this book dealing with the
modes of action give an adequate although dated account
suitable for student reading. Unfortunately, the remainder
of this book could positively mislead by reason of its naivety
and lack of modernity, and cannot therefore be recommended.
D. S. REEVES AND L. 0. WHITE

Southmead General Hospital,
Bristol.
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