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and controversial process as the quest for the 
code of life. There is little in this book about other 
scientists — such as Franklin, Khorana, and Ni-
renberg — who, from a broad perspective, would 
be all but secondary characters in the play. Alas, 
biography is a tricky literary genre, barely less so 
than autobiography. With just a few laudable ex-
ceptions, biographies tend to be one-sided, and 
this one is no exception. At the end of the book, 
we are left with the idea that Francis Crick’s life 
was essentially a linear process: there are hesita-
tions and even failures at the beginning, he does 
not find the right wife or the right job right away, 
but there is a turning point after which success 
becomes inevitable, and then the previous vaga-
ries prove minor episodes in a trajectory that goes 
straight to the final glorious outcome. Person-
ally, I doubt that any life — even Francis Crick’s 
life — is so uncomplicated.
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R  olf Luft described the first case of 
mitochondrial disease in 1962, and for more 

than 25 years, disorders affecting the “batter-
ies” of the cell were confined to research papers 
and neurology grand rounds. The sequencing of 
the mitochondrial genome and the recognition 
in the 1980s that defects of this genome cause 
disease sparked new interest in these disorders, 
but for many physicians, mitochondrial diseas-
es still remained at the bottom of a long list of 
differential diagnoses. However, owing to a com-
bination of clinical, epidemiologic, and molecular 
advances, all physicians now have to be aware of 
the clinical problems caused by dysfunction of 
this organelle.

Mitochondrial Medicine offers the first compre-
hensive description of the clinical importance 
of mitochondrial dysfunction in all branches of 
medicine. As such, its chapters trace the evolu-
tion of mitochondrial diseases, from an extremely 
rare group of neurologic disorders with almost 

uninterpretable acronyms to a group of diseases 
that all doctors and medical students should 
know about.

Mitochondria are the products of two genomes 
(mitochondrial and nuclear), and the biochemical 
mechanisms involved in the generation of ATP are 
extremely complex. This book largely (and sensibly) 
ignores these issues; for those interested in bio-
chemistry and genetics, there are many good re-
views. What this book does superbly is bring to-
gether all the clinical aspects into one much-needed 
resource. The book is edited by experts in the field 
and is both up-to-date and comprehensive.

The editors, who contributed a number of chap-
ters themselves, have brought together a knowl-
edgeable collection of clinicians. The result is 
a very good reference for both seasoned and new 
clinicians wanting to learn about mitochondrial 
disease. Inevitably, the amount of detail varies 
among chapters, which reflects in part what is 
known about mitochondrial aspects of particu-
lar organ diseases. This variation ranges from 
extensive details presented in the inclusive chap-
ters on neurology and cardiology to information 
in a chapter on psychiatric disorders and mito-
chondrial diseases that is largely anecdotal. Pa-
tients with mitochondrial diseases in whom sev-
eral organ systems are involved are difficult to 
care for and are often dependent on a multidis-
ciplinary team.

This excellent book should become the defini-
tive resource on clinical aspects of mitochondrial 
diseases. I suspect, however, that this field will be 
rapidly evolving, so the editors should be aware 
that they have started a long project that will 
require many updates in the future.
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I n Allergy, Mark Jackson examines an ar-

ray of scientific, socioeconomic, environmental, 
and political factors that have shaped allergy — 
both as an ailment and as a field of scientific re-
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