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Biotechnology bookshelf 
Anita Crafts-Lighty's choice of the best biotechnology reference 
books published in 1984. 

AFTER a flurry of activity over the past two 
to three years, the rate of appearance of 
new books dealing with biotechnology 
seems to have slowed down a little in 1984. 
This is particularly evident in the reference 
department. Nevertheless there have still 
been a few landmark publications which all 
biotechnologists should know about and 
few libraries should be without. Those des
cribed below are a personal (and far from 
comprehensive) selection of the best bio
technology reference books published 
during this year. 

Best basics 

PUBLIC awareness of biotechnology is 
growing steadily and at last there is a 
readable, accurate, up-to-date and 
balanced introductory account which can 
be recommended whole-heartedly to one's 
non-scientist colleagues. It is cheating a 
little to include Steve Prentis's 
Biotechnology - A New Industrial 
Revolution (Orbis, London/ George 
Braziller, New York; £9.99, $18.50) under 
the heading of a reference work, but this is 
an excellent book to turn to for clear, 
simple explanations of the complex 
scientific achievements of molecular 
biology. However Prentis also goes well 
beyond genetic engineering to look at many 
other aspects of biotechnology and their 
impact on society. The reader cannot help 
being caught up in the author's manifest 
enthusiasm for his subject matter, but at 
the same time one can note with relief an 
absence of hyperbole and very few errors of 
fact. 

Bergey's bugs 

FEW microbiologists will not know of 
Bergey's Manual of Determinative Bacteri
ology, but anyone who has bought a copy 
in the past few years may have been sur
prised to notice that the current (eighth) 
edition was actually published in 1974. A 
Shorter Bergey's Manual of Determinative 
Bacteriology did come out in 1977 
followed, in 1981, by a supplement to the 
1966 taxonomists' handbook Index 
Bergeyana, but these were only stop-gaps 
and a new edition of the basic work has 
been badly needed for some time. To 
rectify the situation, Vol.l of a massive 
new work, Bergey's Manual of Systematic 
Bacteriology, was published earlier this 
year (Williams and Wilkins; $80, £77). 
John G. Holt is editor-in-chief, but the first 
volume contains contributions from more 
than 125 scientists. In over 950 pages, 11 
groups of bacteria are covered (spiro
chaetes, aerobic motile gram-negatives, 
motile curved gram-negatives, gram
negative aerobic rods, anaerobic rods, 

sulphate/sulphur-reducing bacteria, anae
robic gram-negative cocci, rickettsia and 
chlamydia, mycoplasmas and endosym
bionts). Presumably gram-positives, 
spore-formers and others will be dealt with 
in Vol.2, which is scheduled to appear late 
next year. The first volume also has 
sections on taxonomy and nomenclature, a 
list of culture collections, an extensive 
(105-page) bibliography and an index. Its 
scope is far wider than the determinative 
manual although much similar material is 
included. This mammoth tome is not 
exactly light reading, but the book is 
unquestionably the most useful and 
detailed compendium of microbiological 
information available and a must for every 
library serving microbiologists. 

Boring but better sequences 

Nucleotide Sequences 1984 (IRL Press; 
£50, $75) must rate as the most boring bio
technology reference book of 1984 to read 
through; but that is not what it is designed 
for. This paperback work of 1,221 pages, 
divided between two volumes, lists over 
4,000 reported nucleic-acid sequences 
containing nearly three million bases. It is 
the first printed compilation of sequences 
in the European Molecular Biology 
Laboratory's Nucleotide Sequence Data 
Bank (Release 3.0) and the Gen Bank 
Genetic Sequence Data Bank (Release 
17.1 ). Since the databases are updated 
periodically, the computer systems will 
often contain more information than the 
books, and, of course, these databases can 
be searched in more sophisticated ways 
than a printed compilation. But for those 
without computer access or for the 
occasional "Has this gene been sequen
ced?" enquiry, the printed compendium 
will be of great value. The entire text is 
reproduced from a computer printout, 
which leads to admirably concise entries, 
though there is still room for better presen
tation in a number of minor ways. For 
example authors' names should surely be 
capitalized. Sequences are grouped by 
source (mammalian, other vertebrates, 
invertebrates, plants, organelles, bacteria, 
structural RNA, viruses, bacteriophages, 
synthetic and so on) and there are author 
and keyword phrase indexes, plus indexes 
relating the "entry names" used in the 
databases to the accession numbers used in 
the book. 

Biotech business 

ONE of the most widely quoted biotech
nology documents of 1984 is the United 
States Office of Technology Assessments' 
report Commercial Biotechnology - An 
International Analysis (US Government 

Printing Office $20). For those concerned 
with science policy and history, this is an 
invaluable reference tool, although it con
tains far fewer handy market figures than 
the OTA's 1981 report, The Impacts of 
Applied Genetics. Obviously, the publica
tion is aimed primarily at an American 
audience, and it is therefore somewhat 
biased in its outlook, but it still represents 
an excellent in-depth summary of the posi
tion of commercial biotechnology world
wide at the beginning of 1984. 

British biotech directory 

IN the interests of strengthening British 
biotechnology, the Biotechnology Unit of 
the Laboratory of the Government 
Chemist (part of the United Kingdom's 
Department of Trade and Industry) last 
year commissioned a directory covering 
British biotechnology companies and aca
demic institutes. The result is The 1984 
Directory of British Biotechnology 
(Cartermill Publishing, PO Box 33, St 
Andrews, Fife, UK; £48.50). Venture capi
tal firms, contract research organizations, 
equipment suppliers and engineering con
tractors' are all included, but the coverage 
of university laboratories and research 
institutes is somewhat more limited. The 
entries are accurate and quite up to date, 
and the book is nicely presented and easy to 
read. A perfectionist might ask for longer 
profiles, and a clearer distinction between 
product producers and contract research 
organizations, but these are minor failings 
in what isoneofthe best reference books of 
its type. 

And the future? 

THE ratio of commercially-orientated to 
scientifically-orientated books in this 
selection is probably indicative of the needs 
of biotechnology tomorrow. Looking 
towards 1985 and beyond, I would like to 
see more attempts to describe and 
catalogue the numerous cloned genes, 
expression vectors and monoclonal anti
bodies around, and more opinions of the 
strength of the patents being carefully filed 
by so many researchers and companies. 
Some comprehensible books on regulatory 
affairs, and more down-to-earth advice on 
the effective management of innovations 
and on academic liaison techniques, would 
be welcome too. Downstream processing, 
scale up and plant genetic engineering are 
also important areas of biotechnology 
where scientific advances are speeding 
up but the reference shelves remain too 
bare. 

Many claim that biotechnology will be 
the most important industry of the twenty
first century and certainly research 
progress continues to astound - it should 
hold an equally bright future for support 
activities such as publishing, and that will 
be to the benefit of all concerned. lJ 

Anita Crafts-Lighty is Information Manager at 
Celltech Ltd, Slough, Berkshire. 
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