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●
The Spring 2001 meeting at Heriot-Watt
University sees the birth of a new interest
group within the Society for General

Microbiology: Clinical Microbiology. It is intended to 
be a focus for microbiologists who are actively involved
in clinical practice whether as doctors, clinical scientists,
dentists or veterinary practitioners. The interests of the
group will be in clinical diagnosis, epidemiology and
therapy of microbial infections, and will complement 
the interests of the Clinical Virology and Microbial
Infection Groups with whom joint meetings will be held
in the future. The inaugural symposium addresses the
important issue of antibiotic resistance and international
speakers have been invited to cover the diverse aspects of
this complex topic from evolution of antibiotics to rapid
diagnosis in clinical practice.

To celebrate the birth of the new group, clinical
microbiology is the theme of this issue of Microbiology
Today. Just over 100 years ago the revolutionary ‘germ
theory’ of disease coupled with the technological leap
made by Robert Koch’s use of dyes, developments in the
microscope and the introduction of agar-based isolation
media brought about the first golden age of clinical
microbiology. Month by month, new pathogens and
disease processes were described. These advances in
knowledge were linked to improvements in treatment
through aseptic surgery, vaccines and finally anti-
microbial chemotherapy. Now, as we stand on the cusp of

the third millennium we can look at the possibility of a
new ‘golden age’. The technological revolutions brought
about by genomics, proteomics and structural biology
have enhanced our ability to answer the critical scientific
questions in infection. As Tony Hart and Craig
Winstanley outline in this issue, the views about what
makes an organism a pathogen have developed from the
days of Koch, whose postulates delineated the scientific
evidence to identify an organism as an unequivocal
pathogen. Our increasing understanding of the role of
host factors and immune defence have made it necessary
to revise these ideas. The control of many of the epidemic
diseases has shifted attention to the rise of antibiotic-
resistant bacteria in our hospitals. Some of these
pathogens have developed resistance to all of the main
antimicrobials, returning us to the pre-antibiotic era in
some cases as Peter Hawkey describes. The nature of
hospital patients has also changed with an increase in the
proportion who are severely immunocompromised. This
permits organisms such as fungi to become important
invasive pathogens. Marc Mendelson describes the
impact of these agents on clinical practice.

The technological revolution has finally started to
produce an impact in clinical microbiology laboratories.
Until relatively recently the methodology had remained
largely unchanged from the days of Koch, but now new
DNA and RNA amplification techniques are playing an
increasing role in routine diagnosis. A.C. Fluit and F.-J.
Schmitz review some of the approaches that are being
introduced into diagnostic laboratories. The first golden
age was one of new pathogen discovery and once again new
pathogens are being described by the use of DNA- and
RNA-based amplification methodology. Paul Kellam
and Robin Weiss describe this process and some of the
new agents that have been identified by these methods.

We all have a tendency to romanticize the past,
peopling it with heroes who saw clearly what the fools
around them could not. We forget the uncertainties,
difficulties and the conflicts that previous microbiol-
ogists suffered to publish and promote their revolution-
ary ideas. If the last few years of the 19th century were
exciting times to be a clinical microbiologist , then we
can be sure that the early part of the 21st century will be
equally challenging. Armed with our new concepts of
pathogenicity and new technological tools we can all
expect important discoveries that will result in the new
treatment and preventive measures that will benefit
mankind in the future.

● Professor Stephen Gillespie is Convener of 
the new Clinical Microbiology Group. He can be
contacted at Department of Medical Microbiology,
Royal Free & University College Medical School,
Rowland Hill Street, London NW3 2PF. 
Tel. 0207 794 0500; Fax 0207 794 0433; 
email stepheng@rfc.ucl.ac.uk

Clinical microbiology: 
a new golden age?
Stephen Gillespie

Clinical microbiology
has never been more
important and the
SGM has formed a
new Group to cater
for the needs of
practitioners and
researchers.
Stephen Gillespie,
Convener of the
Group, describes the
current state of
clinical microbiology
in the context of the
history of the science.
For details of the
Group’s first
symposium, see 
the enclosed
programme booklet.
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