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If you wish to order or require further infor-
mation regarding the titles reviewed here,
please write to or telephone the BMJ
Bookshop, PO Box 295, London WC 1H 9JR.
Tel 0171 383 6244. Fax 0171 383 6662.
Books are supplied post free in the UK and
for BFPO addresses. Overseas customers
should add 15% for postage and packing.
Payment can be made by cheque in sterling
drawn on a UK bank or by credit card
(Mastercard, Visa, or American Express)
stating card number, expiry date, and full
name. (The price and availability are occa-
sionally subject to revision by the Publishers.)

A Dictionary of Genetics. 5th edition.
Editors Robert C King, William D Stansfield.
(,(19.95.) Oxford: Oxford University Press.
1997. ISBN 0-19-509442-5.

Scientific terminology is often esoteric and a
potent source of misunderstanding between
experts, let alone when experts try to talk to
the real world outside. In a field that expands
as rapidly as genetics, with new terms (and,
more importantly, new concepts and new
facts) coming into use with alarming fre-
quency, the need for a common language is
more pressing than ever.
Looking at the fifth edition of a book that I

remember using a long time ago, I am forcibly
reminded not only of how much the field has
grown but of how diverse genetics as a topic
really is. So much subspecialisation has
occurred that plant geneticists, animal geneti-
cists, snail geneticists, and human geneticists
seem to have drifted very far apart. It's a
widespread impression that this drift is now
reversing as the universality of molecular
techniques brings increasing understanding
of how transferable information is between
species and systems, and how important it is
not to have species blinkered vision in
approaching genetic and biological problems.
King and Stansfield's dictionary makes no

concessions to subspecialisation, but ranges
across the whole of genetics. The juxtaposi-
tion of "trilobite" with "trimester", of
"pome" ("a fleshy, many-seeded fruit such as

the apple or pear, in which the enlarged end
of the flower stalk forms much of the flesh"
for those who didn't know it) with "Pompe's
disease" and "pongidae" bear graphic witness
to its breadth of vision.
The main part of the book consists of 6600

definitions, concise and surprisingly up to
date for so extensive an effort. There are
things one can quibble with; for example,
there is no text under "multifactorial", only a
reference to see "polygenic", which to me is
not quite the same thing at all. Under
"genetic counselling" I found "the analysis of
risk of producing genetically defective off-
spring within a family, and the presentation to
family members of available options to avoid
or ameliorate possible risks". It's possibly a
bit narrow, in that modern medical geneti-
cists don't only deal with risks to offspring
and reproductive strategies, and it fails to
bring in the dimensions ofpopulation screen-
ing, but it's terse and functional and, most of
all, is present in a volume which deals with
such a broad range of basic biology. "Genetic
anticipation" refers to trinucleotide repeat
mutations. I learned that popcorn is a
particular variety of corn, in which the
kernels are enclosed by a tough coat. I had
never heard that before.

I was glad not to find an entry for
"functional genomics", a term that seems to
me to add little to the language we already
have. Also gratefully absent were words
whose misuse in a broader context adds so
little to current public discussion of human
and medical genetics: "screening", "QTL"
(but a good concise definition of "Quantita-
tive Trait"), "ELSI" (or even "ethics"). But if
you have occasionally joined in conversations
on "cell signalling" or "G proteins" with less
than perfect confidence, a quick previous
glance at this book is concisely informative.

In addition to the main dictionary, there
are five appendices: a phylogenetic
classification; a list of domesticated species; a
fascinating chronology of genetics, including
an index of scientists who have made impor-
tant contributions; lists of periodicals and
publishers; and finally a page of important
genetic databases. This does not unfortu-
nately include information on how to access
these databases electronically, my most im-
portant criticism of the book.
The breadth of this dictionary puts our

subject into context. With the convergence of

principles and even detailed information
coming from disparate branches of genetics,
having some simple access to fields wildly far
from one's own is very helpful. The defini-
tions that I am competent to judge seem up to
date, concise, accurate, and economical. As a
quick and relatively cheap way of keeping in
touch with a very broad science, it's a book I
am very glad to have on my shelf at my elbow,
and I'll recommend it to the young and highly
knowledgeable as well as those who, like
myself, increasingly need written aids to
memory.

MARTIN BOBROW

NOTICE

The National Registry for Ichthyosis
and Related Disorders

The purpose of this NIH supported registry
is to improve methods of diagnosis, promote
the search for basic defects, and develop more
effective methods of treatment/prevention of
the inherited scaling skin disorders. Affected
people are asked to enrol through their local
dermatologists. All contact information is
kept confidential. Persons with ichthyoses
(except ichthyosis vulgaris), erythrokerato-
dermas, Darier disease, Hailey-Hailey dis-
ease, palmar-plantar keratodermas, pachy-
onychia congenita, extensive epidermal
naevi, and related disorders are eligible for
enrolment. The Registry offers a means of
"empowerment" for affected people and
family members. It enables skin biologists,
pharmacologists, and other investigators to
share information about ongoing and future
research with this well characterised group
having specific diagnoses. For information
please contact us at: The National Registry
for Ichthyosis and Related Disorders, Box
356524, Seattle, WA 98195-6524, USA. Tel:
1-800-595-1265 or 1-206-616-3179, e-mail:
ichreg@u.washington.edu or visit our web
site at http://weber.u.washington.edu/-geoff'
ichthyosis.registry/
Philip Fleckman, MD, Principle Investigator
Geoffrey Hamill, RN, Registry Coordinator
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