Agostino Bassi (1773 – 1867)

M

ycology is the branch of biology concerned
with the study of fungi, including their genetic
and biochemical properties, their taxonomy and
their use to humans as well as their dangers.
Mycology was originally a branch of botany because
although fungi are more closely related to animals
than plants it was not recognised until quite
recently. The terms mycology and mycologist were
introduced to the English language in 1836.

In 1805 the first silkworm diseases appeared in
Europe, among them muscardine (mal de segno,
after a French candy), a lethal disease of domestic
silkworms (Bombyx mori). Bassi's investigation of
25 years, which was published in 1835, identified
the source of contamination as a white powder of
fungal spores and recommended isolation, hygiene
and the use of disinfectants to combat it. Credited
with rescuing the economically important silk
industry, Bassi became famous.

Agostino Bassi, the son of a wealthy farmer and
lawyer, was born on 25 September 1773 at Mairego
in the province of Lodi in the Italian Lombardy
region. Although his father had a keen interest in
the natural sciences, Agostino was destined to care
for the family property, become a civil servant and
join the imperial administration. However, he also
followed the example and research of his relative
Lazzaro Spellanzani (1719–1779), a priest, who
influenced by his famous kinswoman Laura Bassi,
devoted his time to scientific pursuits and in 1768
undertook microscopic research on the theory of
the spontaneous regeneration of microbes.

By 1844, after laboratory culture studies of the
potato, cheese and winemaking industries, and the
human diseases leprosy and cholera, Bassi
expanded on a theory that pathogenic organisms
were the cause of many diseases of plants, animals
and humans. His work preceded and influenced that
of Louis Pasteur (1822–1895) who had portraits of
both Spallanzani and Bassi in his office. Bassi's
contribution was acknowledged by Giuseppe
Gabriell Balsamo-Crivelli (1800–1874), who
identified and named the species Botrytis bassiana
in his honour, and in 1912 the French physician
Jean Paul Vuillemin (1861–1932) transferred it to
the new genus Beauveria bassiana, after French
scientist Jean Beauverie (1874–1938).

For thousands of years silk was a treasured
commodity in China. It was traded with foreign
countries in great amounts, and a monopoly on its
production was maintained by a death sentence on
anyone trying to smuggle out silkworms, their eggs,
or seeds of the mulberry on which they fed, or
disclose the secrets of silk making. It happened,
however, supposedly around AD 550 when two
monks smuggled silkworm eggs hidden in bamboo
walking staffs for the Byzantine emperor Justinian.
The industry subsequently flourished in the Eastern
Roman Empire and spread to Italy and France.

Agostino Bassi died on 8 February 1856, aged 82,
and was buried in the 13th century Romanesqe
Church of St Francis in Lodin. In 1953, on the 180th
anniversary of his birth, the Italian post office
issued a stamp featuring his portrait within a
border of silkworm adults and pupae.

Beauveria bassiana
Beauveria bassiana, the icing sugar fungus, is a
lethal parasite of various arthropod species,
causing white muscardine disease. The spores
occur naturally in soils throughout the world
and are present in the soil and leaf litter of the
New Zealand bush. When a spore comes into
contact with an insect it germinates and
penetrates the exoskeleton, growing through
the insect's body and eventually killing it. The
disease becomes apparent when the fungus
erupts as a white powdery mass of spores,
mainly in autumn. Used overseas since 1965,
its use is being investigated in New Zealand for
biological pest control of insects such as bed
bugs and a range of agricultural insect and mite
pests, including whitefly and spider mite.
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