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Book reviews
Dementia: a Survey of the syndrome of
Dementia. by B Mahendra. (Pp 220;
£20-00.) Lancaster: MTP Press Ltd, 1984.

The attempt by one writer to deal com-
prehensively with a large subject is always
welcome. The many texts on dementia
(mostly written in the last tifteen years)
have had to cover the clinical phenomena,
neuropathology, neurochemistry, radiol-
ogy, psychology as well as the sadly shorter
topic of treatment. So much new informa-
tion has accrued, especially in the field of
neurotransmitters, that the task is indeed a
daunting one.
The blurb on the cover of Dr

Mahendra's book says "it is written to fill
an important gap in the literature". The
number of competing texts rather suggests
that this is just another publisher's sales
talk. They might have done better to reveal
the author's appointment and qualifi-
cations which are not apparent, and are
matters of some importance to the reader
and reviewer alike. In fact, the book is
fairly comprehensive, covering with vari-
able adequacy: clinical features, investiga-
tive sociological, pathological and ethical
aspects of this wide spectrum of diseases.
An enjoyable feature is a historical intro-
duction about the evolution of the concepts
of dementia (aided by Prof Michael
Shepherd) and an enjoyable if not too pro-
found analysis of the different dementing
illnesses of Lord Randolph Churchill, his
son, Nietzsche, Robert Schumann, Lord
Northfield, Somerset Maugham and Guy
de Maupassant.
The more serious and larger part of the

book are less edifying. It may make a use-
ful short reference monograph for the
established senior psychiatrist, geriatrician
or neurologist, but its lack of mature per-
sonal statements and conclusions about the
major issues relating to dementia, make it
unsuitable for the younger trainee or regis-
trar in these disciplines. Almost every sec-
tion is stated to be based on a review or
chapter of a recognised expert; in the clini-
cal and radiological sections, in particular,
this leads to poor descriptions. Much of the
text is thus a series of compilations of
excerpts and quotations from an assidu-
ously reviewed bibliography. The clinical
features of the various dementing diseases
are represented by factual abstracts and the
frequency of various phenomena. The clin-
ical pictures, sometimes so distinctive to
the experienced observer are painted in
thin washes. The same strictures apply

equally to the descriptions of neuro- ago, using equipment that would now be
radiological, pathological and neurochemi- thought hideously unstable, could survive
cal sections. Little attempt is made to unchanged for so long. The results and the
express even a tentative view of contenti- mathematical description of them were so
ous issues-surely the just prerogative of perfect that they form the standard basis
the single author work, whether or not the for electrophysiological calculations even
reader agrees with him. now. When asked why it took 3-4 years to
Dr Mahendra does however express a write up the results in final form, Hodgkin

clear view about "pseudo-dementia": he made the excuse that he and Huxley really
rejects the concept and believes that if the were rather disappointed by their findings.
symptoms are those of dementia, the illness They were expecting to discover something
is dementia, irrespective of its cause or its about the molecular basis of the ion chan-
subsequent evolution or disappearance. He nels and not just provide a description of
regards depression as a cause of dementia, some experimental results. In any case,
not as a differential diagnosis. Pseudo- there was teaching to be done, and the
dementia in this view embraces both Cambridge computer had broken down so
organic and "functional" illnesses. This is that Huxley had had to solve all the diffe-
dangerous territory for the trainee. By con- rential equations using a mechanical hand
trast, the analysis of the definition of calculator. It was a rather different attitude
dementia is dealt with superficially by to that which fired JC Eccles, with whom
accepting a clinical impressionistic view. they shared the Nobel prize a few years
The problems of summation of multifocal later. After only the first initial successful
deficits of higher cerebral function (seen in experiments impaling neurons with a mic-
both diffuse atrophy and in focal lesions) roelectrode, Eccles was already enthusing
versus diffuse or global impairment- about the possibility of his eventual prize.
important considerations-are not seri- The major part of this new, expanded,
ously considered. edition of "From Neuron to Brain" is
The book is simply but well produced, devoted to the description of the elec-

but is marred by several spelling errors. trophysiology of nerve and synapse. It is a
More important there are many imprecise superb summary from voltage clamp to
statements and one extraordinary factual patch clamp and from ACh to LHRH.
mistake: "The CT scanner, based on the Difficult sections are not shirked: cable
linkage of the X-ray beam, the gamma equations and noise analysis are covered,
camera (sic) and the computer...." and both are good reading even for the

Despite these criticisms, there is much of uninitiated. A feeling of excitement is
interest here, and much effort has gone communicated throughout and there are
into its compilation. But, it is a book for the some telling descriptions of original exper-
established specialist to dip into, rather too iments. My favourite is Otto Loewi's com-
imprecise and lacking the authoritative ment on his remarkable experiment which
guidance necessary for the aspiring established the chemical nature of trans-
neurologist or psychiatrist. mission from the vagus nerve to the heart.

JMS PEARCE After it had occurred to him in a dream, he
performed the experiment in the middle of

From Neuron to Brain (Second Edition). A the night. On considering it later he wrote:
Cellular Approach to the Function of the ". . in the cold light of morning, I would
Nervous System. By Stephen W Kuffler, not have done it. After all, it was an
John G Nicholls and A Robert Martin. (Pp unlikely enough assumption that the vagus
650; £1480.) Massachusetts: 'Sinauer should secrete an inhibitory substance; it
Assoc. Inc., UK: Blackwell Scientific Pub- was still more unlikely that a chemical sub-
lications, 1984. stance that was supposed to be effective at

very close range between nerve terminal
Ever since I attended-Hodgkin's lectures and muscle be secreted in such large
on the Hodgkin-Huxley equations while I amounts that it would spill over and, after
was an undergraduate at Cambridge, L being diluted by the perfusion fluid, still be
experience the cold thrill of excitement able to inhibit another heart." If only more
when I read about the experiments, now of us could have the misfortune to dream
made 30-40 years ago, which proved the up such unlikely experiments!
basis for our understanding of the nerve The other sections of the book are on the
action potential. It wasn't Hodgkin who electrophysiology of the visual pathways
made it thrilling. He was far too self- (excluding the retinal receptors), neuroglia
effacing a man to do that. It was the idea - and CSF, sensory transduction and simple
that a set of equations developed 30 years nervous systems, and the development of
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