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A Brief History of Virology

Although Louis Pasteur and Edward Jenner developed the first vaccines to protect against viral
infections, they did not know that viruses existed. The first evidence of the existence of viruses came
from experiments with filters that had pores small enough to retain bacteria.

In 1892, Dmitri lvanovsky (shown left) used one of these filters to show that sap from a diseased
tobacco plant remained infectious to healthy tobacco plants despite having been filtered. Martinus
Beijerinck called the unfiltered, infectious substance a "virus" and this discovery is considered to be the
beginning of virology.

The notion that viruses were particles fitted in nicely with the germ theory. It was not until years
later as microscopes were improved that virus-infected cells could be observed more closely, but the
virus particles were still too small to reveal any detailed structure. It was not until the invention of the
electron microscope® in 1931 that virus particles were shown to have complex structures.
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A Brief History of Virology

The sizes of viruses determined using this new microscope fit in well with the estimations made during
the filtration experiments. Even though viruses were expected to be small, the range of sizes came as a
surprise. Some were only slightly smaller than the smallest known bacteria, whereas others were smaller
than they ever could have imagined.

*Today, some electron microscopes have magnifications of up to about 10,000,000x whereas most light
microscopes only have magnifications of up to about 2,000x.
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