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NOTE: Architects, Engineers, and Librarians!
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KARL A. BAER

Reference Tools in the

Biological Sciences®

Myr. Baer is bibliographer, U. S. Army
Medical Library, Washington, D. C.

ONCE UPON A TIME, a little old lady
came into a bookstore. The clerk
rushed out to help her. “I don’t want
very much,” the little old lady said, “I
want an edition of the complete Bible,
but it has to be very, very large print
because my eyes are not so good as they
used to be; and also, it has to have a
very, very small format because 1 am a
very frail old lady.” The clerk was
stumped and helpless, and I am afraid
he did not make a sale. Writing about
reference tools in the biological sciences,
I feel just like that unfortunate clerk:
the field to be covered is so tremendous-
ly large and there is so little space in
which to present, in an adequate man-
ner, even one aspect of it.

Therefore, I shall not attempt to take
time for a learned discussion on the
definition and scope of biology and the
biological sciences. Let me just say that
biology, according to the Encyclopedia
Britannica, includes morphology, tax-
onomy, physiology, ecology, heredity,
embryology and palaeontology. In a
more practical fashion, the library of
the Department of Agriculture, the
representative general biological library
in this country, considers the follow-
ing as biological disciplines: general
biology, zoology, botany, agriculture,
animal husbandry, bio-chemistry and,
finally, medicine and veterinary science.
The difficulties of definition and clear

* Adapted from a paper presented before a
Round Table Discussion, Biological Sciences
Division, at the 42nd Annual Convention of
SLA, St. Paul, Minnesota, june 18, 1951.

limitation are shown graphically by Dr.
H. J. T. Ellingham’s clever chart illus-
trating some of the relationships be-
tween the branches of natural science
and echnology.!

In discussing part of this vast field
from the point of bibliographic control,
we must always keep in mind the pre-
eminence of serials, particularly jour-
nals, in scientific literature; they are the
basic source material. This means that
periodical indexes, catalogs, abstract
journals and bibliographies leading to
periodical material are the basic refer-
ence tools in the field of biology.? 1
shall discuss some of these tools in a
rambling way because their constantly
rising number makes a systematic ap-
proach difficult, if not impossible. I shall
supplement this material with a few
practical hints about some government
agencies in Washington. These agencies
will be glad to serve as sources of infor-
mation after you have exhausted your
local resources.

Of the three general bibliographic tools,
two are outstanding historically and
practically: The Royal Society Cata-
logue and the International Catalogue.
They present you with a complete
author and partial subject coverage for
their periods—a quick and easy way,
which in many of the branches of sci-

1 The Royal Society Scientific Information
Conference, 21 June—2 July 1948. Report and
papers submitted. London, Royal Society,
1948. Facing p. 480.

2 The difference between source material and
tools is rightly stressed by K. L. Taylor, “Spe-
cial Reference Problems in Science and Tech-
nology,” in P. Butter (ed.), The Reference
Function of the Library. University of Chicago
Press, 1943. p. 192-193.
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