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Robert G.E. Murray (Fig. 1) was an important figure in the
history of microbiology in Canada, as detailed in other arti-
cles in this collection, but he also had an outsized impact on
microbiology in the United States and beyond. I must admit,
when Cezar Khursigara and Susan Koval asked me to write
this piece on Dr. Murray, I knew nothing of his contributions
to microbiology in terms of science (covered elsewhere in this
issue) and to publishing, and in particular, his service to the
American Society for Microbiology (ASM).

I have often extolled the virtues of publishing in society
journals. Dr. Murray walked that walk. He served as the Ed-
itor of Bacteriological (then Microbiological, and nowMolecular
and Microbiological) Reviews for a decade (1969–1979; Fig. 2).
He served two different stints on the Editorial Board of
the Journal of Bacteriology. His service extended beyond ASM
Journals——he served as the Vice President (VP) (1971–1972),
and then President (1972–1973) of ASM——he kept on as Edi-
tor of Bacteriological Reviews during his time as VP and Presi-
dent. Very impressive! He was also elected to the American
Academy of Microbiology (AAM, 1974), and then to the Board
of Governors of AAM (1980; I wonder what he would have
thought about the AAM Fellows submission track at mBio!).
He was founding editor (serving from 1954 to 1960) of the
Canadian Journal of Microbiology, further impacting microbi-
ology in Canada and across the globe. Dr. Murray’s contri-
butions to the dissemination of scientific knowledge in the
field of microbiology, one could argue, are unparalleled, and
he was proud of his contributions to these endeavors——and
rightly so (Fig. 2).

Today much of the conversation concerning publishing re-
volves around impact factors, open access, publishing plat-
forms, the role of gatekeepers, etc., that is, the mechanics
of publication. We often forget to consider how an editor
(or reviewer, i.e., the people giving their time to evaluating
manuscripts) can have a real impact on the scientific enter-
prise (and I would argue, more often than not, for the best!).
Let me illustrate with one particularly impactful example. Dr.
Murray was an editor at a time when the place of bacteria in
the context of life on Earth was still an open question. One of
my favorite quotes from this time comes from the textbook
The Microbial World, by van Neil and Stanier, who stated, “Any
good biologist finds it intellectually distressing to devote his
life to the study of a group that cannot be readily and satis-

Fig. 1. R.G.E. Murray, usually referred to as Dr. Murray or RGE
by students and colleagues, in 1987. American Society for Mi-
crobiology Archives.

factorily defined in biological terms; and the abiding intellec-
tual scandal of bacteriology has been the absence of a clear
concept of a bacterium.” This statement was made prior to
Woese’s contribution to our current understanding of bacte-
ria in the greater context of the tree of life, but in this regard,
Dr. Murray was perhaps ahead of his time. That is, in his sup-
porting letter for Dr. Murray’s nomination for the J. Roger
Porter Prize (that is awarded to a scientist who “demonstrated
the importance of microbial biodiversity through sustained
curatorial or stewardship activities for a major resource used
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Fig. 2. Covers of Bacteriological Reviews and Microbiological Reviews. (A) Dr. Murray’s December 1969 issue of Bacteriological Reviews,
where he has written “My first issue as Editor”, followed by his signature. (B) The March 1978 issue of Microbiological Reviews,
where Dr. Murray has written “First issue with the “new” title. see Editorial, p.1." (C) The editorial on page 1: under “The
Editorial Board” he signed his name and added “who wrote it!”. American Society for Microbiology Archives.

by the scientific community”), Marc-Andre’ Lachance stated,
“…and he (Dr. Murray) always remained faithful to the some-
times unpopular idea that a good classification system must
be based on evolutionary principles.” While this statement
might feel a bit absurd today (as Theodosius Dobzhansky
stated in his 1973 essay, “Nothing in Biology Makes Sense Ex-
cept in the Light of Evolution”), an editor with this point of
view could really help drive conversations framing how we
might think about and (or) interpret data in the field. As an
editor of the premier review journal in microbiology, Dr. Mur-
ray had the opportunity to really help stir the pot!

In a 1988 article in the Canadian Journal of Microbiology,
Robert Day, from the Department of English at the Univer-
sity of Delaware, used Dr. Murray as a case study for the role
of an editor (and yes, you read that correctly——from the De-
partment of English——now, that is a cross-disciplinary impact!).
Quoting Dr. Murray about how an editor can shape the sci-
entific discourse vis-à-vis his role as the editor of Bacteriolog-
ical Reviews: “The scope of Bacteriological Reviews is, then,
microbiology in its widest sense, and the aim is to attain a
balance of substantial content, authoritative and discerning
analysis, with clarity of expression.” That is, he articulated
what a review article should do——clearly integrate informa-
tion from across the field——both current and historical——to
make a statement about where the field stands. Dr. Murray
also clearly stated what a review should not be: “…a review
journal must steer a clear course that avoids the fragmentary
isolation of new research, the verbal enthusiasms of the sym-
posium, the cunning distillations of the textbook, the lack
of perspective of a list of contents of current journals, and
an unimaginative updating of facts.” That is, avoid a laundry

list of facts, and to not include only what is currently “hot”
but to also provide a broader (and historical) context for the
reader. I did not know of Dr. Murray’s words, but I personally
have always embraced many of these very same ideas. Mur-
ray’s words make me think that more of our conversations
about publication should be about the content of the publica-
tions, and not the mechanics. I think Dr. Murray might agree.

In his nomination letter for Dr. Murray for the J. Roger
Porter Prize, his colleague C.F. Robinow eloquently stated
how Murray could impact microbiology in his role as an edi-
tor. Robinow stated that Dr. Murray was “…a facilitator of the
exchange of experiences between labourers working out of
sight of each other in microbiology’s vast vineyards.” Even in
a world of social media, I still believe that this ability to con-
nect each of us in our respective labs is, at its core, the value
of publishing. Please take a moment to consider Dr. Murray’s
words. Next time you sit staring at a blank page, not sure
what how to start writing that manuscript, perhaps consider
the text you are composing as a missive to a colleague who
you would love to hear about what you’ve learned!

Tom Silhavy, my predecessor as Editor-in-Chief at the Jour-
nal of Bacteriology, had the opportunity to meet Dr. Murray.
Tom recalls, “As it turns out, I gave the annual R.G.E. Mur-
ray Lecture at the University of Western Ontario in Septem-
ber 2008. I met him and had breakfast with him then. He
had poached eggs on toast. He did some of the early elec-
tron microscopy of E. coli and my discussion with him con-
cerned the first use of the words “outer membrane” in the
literature.” I note this meeting because Tom carries on the
legacy of Dr. Murray, as do all who serve as editors for society
journals. As Day stated in his article about Dr. Murray, a key
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attribute of an editor is “…simple humanity. This is more
than good manners, although that is part of it. The good edi-
tor remembers that [one] is deciding not only the fate of a par-
ticular manuscript, but also perhaps the product of perhaps
months or years of work in the past as well as the chances of
recognition, advancement and even livelihood in the future.”
These are words both wise and inspiring, and I am glad I had
a chance to read them and share them with you. Next time I
sit down to write a decision letter, I will read them because
they are now hanging over my desk.

Acknowledgements
I thank Colleen Puterbaugh, the ASM archivist, for providing
all the source material for this piece, Tom Silhavy for sharing
his recollections of meeting Dr. Murray, and Cezar Khursi-
gara and Susan Koval for giving me the opportunity to learn
about R.G.E. Murray. I also thank Susan for sharing this per-
sonal note, “Dr. Murray was usually referred to as “Dr. Mur-
ray” or “Bob Murray”. Rarely “Robert Murray”. Or, in short,
just “RGE”. Even today the Chair of our department and I still
refer to him as “Dr. Murray”. It’s a generational thing I guess.
And a sign of respect. I couldn’t bring myself to call him Bob,
though that is what he wrote in his many birthday and Christ-
mas cards to me.” Thus, I have chosen to use the monikor “Dr.
Murray” in this piece.

Article information

History dates
Received: 9 February 2023
Accepted: 28 February 2023
Accepted manuscript online: 21 March 2023
Version of record online: 10 April 2023

Notes
This paper is a part of the tribute collection entitled "Dr.
Robert Murray: Strong roots in Canadian microbiology -
Strong global leadership and vision".

Copyright
© 2023 The Author(s). Permission for reuse (free in most
cases) can be obtained from copyright.com.

Author information

Author ORCIDs
George A. O’Toole https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2861-4392

Author contributions
Conceptualization: GAO
Writing – original draft: GAO
Writing – review & editing: GAO

C
an

. J
. M

ic
ro

bi
ol

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 c
dn

sc
ie

nc
ep

ub
.c

om
 b

y 
G

O
T

E
B

O
R

G
S 

U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
E

T
 o

n 
07

/1
3/

23
 F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/cjm-2023-0033
https://marketplace.copyright.com/rs-ui-web/mp
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2861-4392


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /RelativeColorimetric
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 99
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 225
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 225
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


