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Preface

Not very many years ago, {ew people took diagnostic virology seriously. Some viral ill-
nesses, like rabies, were known to be serious while .others, like chickenpox, were thought
to be minor. Whichever it was, serious or minor, there was precious little a physician could
do about it. Antiviral agents were virtually unknown and specific forms of therapy were thus
not available. When confronted by a virus, the majority of physicians were content to tell
their patients that “they have a virus”, without caring which particular virus was at fault.
Doctors simply thought that the identification of viruses was an academic exercise of limited if
any utility in the practice of medicine. That, however, was then. Today, diagnostic virolo-
gy is known to be essential, not only because knowledge is good, but also because doctors
cannot practice decent medicine without knowing the identity of the agent causing the disease
from which their patients suffer. .

Viruses are not alike. and they cannot be separated trivially into the binary categories of
serious or not serious. Specific antiviral treatments are now .available and therapies have to be
matched to the viruses they are designed to mitigate. Viruses, moreover, can cause epidem-
ics and these too can be prevented. Vaccines are available as are stringent public health meas-
ures. Agents with the potential to kill many, such as the human coronavirus that causes
SARS, have to be identified and stopped before epidemics or pandemics get started. Avian in-
fluenza has to be detected so that measures can rapidly be taken fo prevent the virus from
jumping to humans. Diagnostic virology has thus moved from a quixotic pursuit of intellectu-
ally curious purists, to an essential activity that no self-respecting physician or health center
can ignore. From a small-time player at the fringes of medicine, diagnostic virology has be-
come a feature star at medicine’s center.

Unfortunately, diagnostic virology is not simple. Tt cannot be carried out on the basis of
instinct. To be done properly, or even adequately, appropriate methods and correct routines
have to be employed. Fortunately, these methods can be set out clearly and forcefully. Jason
Chen has done this in his book. This is cssentially a modern work that brings the full force of
science to the field. It should be required reading for all new entrants into what is, for all its
importance, a challenging pursuit.

' Anne Gershon, MD
Q ) Q . Professor, Director of Pediatric Infectious Diseases
. Columbia University College of Physicians & Surgeons
President of Infectious Diseases Society of America

M@MW&@ D. Gershon, MD

Professor, Chair of Department of Anatomy & Cell Biology
Columbia University College of Physicians & Surgeons
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