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It is always refreshing to find out something
you didn’t know, or thought you knew and
subsequently find to be false. We are all

familiar with the school text version of Edward Jenner’s
great bravery in daring to challenge the recently
vaccinated James Phipps with smallpox and of 
how he survived it. Now, from a new biography of 
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu by Isobel Grundy (1), it
becomes apparent that the bravado invested in Jenner’s
experiment is somewhat undeserved.

In her biography of this 18th century poet, and
occasional medical pioneer, Isobel Grundy shows us 
the life of the woman who generated a widespread
acceptance of ‘variolation’ as an approach to smallpox
prevention in 18th century Britain. Variolation involved
placing a small quantity of smallpox in a small scratch or
incision on the surface of the skin. The incision was then
bound up to prevent transmission and the subject
isolated from the world until the very mild attack of
smallpox which ensued had completely subsided. Lady
Mary, who survived smallpox in 1715, met up with this
practice whilst in Turkey (where her husband was the
British ambassador); she had both of her children treated
in this way.

When she returned from Turkey in 1721 Lady Mary
set about publicizing the method (2). In her favour 
were the facts that she was of an impeccable aristocratic
lineage (the Pierrepoints and Montagus from whom she
descended were both major forces in English society) 
and that she could write well of her experiences and
expect to be listened to. Her credentials as a poetess were
already well established and at the time of her return
from Turkey she was widely regarded as the greatest
female intellect of her age. However, at a time when
women in general, and great ladies in particular, were
expected only to fulfil completely decorative functions,
she placed a great strain on society by her effrontery in
being openly better read and better (self) educated than
most of the men she met. As a result she became the
target of massive misogynist prejudice and was derided
as an aberration. At the same time, a widely publicized
feud with Alexander Pope damaged her literary
reputation. As a final insult, in those publications which
were inclined to accept the practice she advocated, her
husband was often given all the credit. Irrespective of
their effects on Lady Mary herself, as a result of her
activities variolation became commonplace amongst the
aristocracy; for example, a big boost to popularity was

received when Caroline,
Princess of Wales, had two
of the royal children
variolated.

The practice became 
one which was fiercely
debated throughout the
17th century. The Rev.
Edmund Massey, who 
had previously preached
on the benefits of the
plague as a judgement of
God, attacked the practice
as evading divine punish-
ment. Furthermore, several
deaths from variolation
occurred, mostly as a 
result of medical experts
‘improving’ on the
heathen Turkish model, 
by pushing more and 
more smallpox into larger
and larger wounds and
combining this treatment
with other beneficial
practices such as blood-
letting. A controversial
literature of claims and
counterclaims built up
round the field, though
opinion was united on the
subsequent immunity to
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smallpox of those who survived variolation.
It is hence inconceivable that Edward Jenner was not

educated in this during his medical training. In this light
his inoculation of James Phipps with Vaccinia, followed
by inoculation with Variola, seems less of a scientific leap
in the dark. Jenner’s prior knowledge of Lady Mary’s
work makes the step he took seem both smaller and 
more scientifically justified. Jenner would have known
precisely how little risk he was placing his patient under,
and that the ‘endpoint’ for his experiment if it had failed
was probably not full-blown smallpox, but the mild
fever and rash associated with successful variolation.

Lady Mary herself eventually found the pressure of
dual notoriety intolerable. She left the country in 1739 in
lovelorn pursuit of a young gentleman half her age. She
fell out of sight for 20 years, living at various times in
Venice, Southern France and the Po valley. Although she
never pursued publication of her poems, several of her
works found themselves in anthologies of contemporary
poetry (without her permission). She eventually returned
to Britain in 1762 after the death of her husband. She was
instantly famous all over again, partly because by then
her daughter was the wife of the Earl of Bute, the Prime
Minister. It is arguable as to which of her dual legacies, in
poetry and medicine, was the more important, but
reading this account of her life makes it clear that this
unusual, opinionated and influential woman had a major
impact on her world.

● Dr Peter Balfe can be contacted at 
Department of Virology, Windeyer Institute,
RFUCMS, Windeyer Building, 46 Cleveland
Street, London W1P 6DB
Tel. 0207 504 9482; Fax 0207 580 5896
e-mail p.balfe@ucl.ac.uk
Website: http://www.ucl.ac.uk/windeyer-institute

Save 
British
Science
Society

●The SGM is pleased 
to support SBS, an

organization which campaigns
effectively to promote the cultural
and economic importance of
science, engineering and
technology in the UK. SBS
communicates with Government,
industry and the public. Its
activities focus on four main areas:

● Science and engineering base

● Science and the economy

● Science and education

● Science in society

The latest Annual Review of
Activities reports many changes
and successes. The organization
moved to offices in London and a
new post of Director was
established to run the Society. 
A Labour government came into
power with consequent changes in
science policy and ministers.
Representatives from SBS have
been in discussions about the
science base with the new Prime
Minister and other relevant
officials; they have pressed for
many improvements to science
policy and funding and submitted
evidence to consultation
documents. In the past year SBS
has published numerous reports
and briefings and obtained
significant media coverage on
important issues.

SGM is one of 20 scientific
societies who are members of 
Save British Science, but there 
are 1,500 individual members. 
For details of membership,
telephone 0171 504 4995 or 
e-mail sbs@dial.pipex.com
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SGM Symposium Volumes

●The contributions to the September 1999 symposium on Transport
of Molecules Across Microbial Membranes are available as Volume

58 in the series. As usual, there is a 60 % discount to members buying
their personal copies. The prices are as follows:

● Members £26.00/$46.00

● Non-members £65.00/$115.00

● Student Member £16.00

The book can be ordered by post using the form in this issue of
Microbiology Today. This form can also be used to order any past volumes
in the series that are still in print.

Student Members wishing to purchase Symposium Volumes at the
discount rate should write to the Grants Office at Marlborough House for a
special order form.

CTI Centre for Biology

●News of the Liverpool-based CTI Centre, which promotes 
the effective use of computers in biology teaching in tertiary

education, has often appeared in this magazine. However, the days of the
Centre are numbered. A recent review of the whole CTI system across the
subject range has concluded that it should be re-structured. A new set of
centres, the Learning and Teaching Support Network (LTSN), is to be
established with a broader remit than the current focus on communication
and information technology aspects of teaching. Each centre will also
cover a broader range of disciplines than before. Bioscience will be
expanded to include more applied areas such as forestry, agriculture 
and food science.

A bid for the LTSN Bioscience centre has been made by a consortium of 
the universities of Leeds, Liverpool and Aberdeen; the proposed lead site is
Leeds under the directorship of Professor Ed Wood (Editor of Biochemical
Education). Leeds would cover all the non-IT aspects of teaching while
Liverpool would continue with its IT role. The subject areas would be
divided between the three nodes. The first bid has been successful and a
second phase bid has been submitted. If successful, the LTSN Bioscience
will commence early in 2000.

Full details of the proposals are given in a report by Peter Miller, current
director of CTI Biology, in the penultimate issue (Vol.10, No. 2) of the
Centre’s newsletter, Life Sciences Educational Computing.

Amongst the many other interesting articles in this publication is a review
of an interactive practical on the web, Introduction to Bioinformatics, which
may be particularly relevant to SGM members. The URL of the CTI Biology
website is www.liv.ac.uk/ctibiol.html
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