Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (DNB)

About the DNB

The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography contains 50,000 biographies of people who shaped the history of the British Isles and beyond, from the earliest times to the year 2001.

Who is included?

· No living people are included

· As of January 2005, coverage stretches from the earliest times through the year 2001.  Each year in January, the coverage is extended by another year.

It is a dictionary of national biography, but does not take a narrow view of 'Britishness'. It includes: 

· people who were born and lived in the British Isles; 

· people from the British Isles who achieved recognition in other countries; 

· people who lived in territories formerly connected with the British Isles at a time when they were in contact with British rule; 

· people born elsewhere who settled in the British Isles for significant periods, or whose visits enabled them to leave a mark on British life.

Accessing the DNB.  The Dictionary of National Biography can be 

· searched (quick search or advanced) 
· browsed, (similar to leafing through volumes) or 
· consulted for themes (which include links to people associated by some common thread) 
There is a sand colored bar on every page with tabs for Search, Browse and Themes and an input box for Quick Search.  At the top of the page there is link to Help.  
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Quick Search  

Quick search operates as a separate search (never combines with anything below the gold bar such as options in the advanced search).

Quick search – Person

The dropdown for Quick Search has two options: 

· Person. Enter surname alone, initials and surname, or forename(s) and surname, in natural order: 

· gainsborough

·  j m w turner
·  Joshua Reynolds
·  hunting*  (see wildcards)
· Although DNB says natural order, it will find Reynolds, Joshua.  It will not find Reynolds Joshua (without the comma).

· This search focuses on main names: james will find James III and Sid James but not James Joyce.

· You can also search by aristocratic title:
-    Essex, or Earl of Essex   

· When in doubt enter the name as you know it: 
·  pitt the elder

·  Marquess of Queensberry

·  gilbert charles stuart

·  Henry III

·  Sid Vicious

·  Venerable Bede
· The DNB knows pseudonyms:

-    George Eliot finds Marian Evans and vice-versa  

· Hyphenated names can be entered with or without the hyphen Burne-Jones or Burne jones or jones, (the See More Name Options under the advanced People search allows you to search by any part of a compound surname).

Quick search – Full Text
· Full Text.  Full text search gives an exact match, so if you enter more than one word, you will search for that exact phrase.  No wild cards or truncations are allowed for the full text search.  As for any Quick Searches, the search does not combine with any information in the main panel of the screen.
· the wind in the willows will find every biography that has that phrase in it.

· john ruskin as a full text search finds over 250 biographies that mention him.
General Search Rules

Search Rules - Wildcards

· In most text fields there are two wildcards that can be used.  The exceptions are any fields that are used for an exact match search and the Quick Search full text dropdown (which operates as an exact match search).

· ? Represents any single character and can be used anywhere in the word.  Radcl?ffe will find Radcliffe and Radclyffe;  paint??? Will find paints, painters, and painting (but not painterly).

· * represents any number of characters and can be used anywhere in the word.  Hunting* in the name field will find Huntingdon, Huntingford etc.  *strong will find Armstrong and strong.

· Don’t use wildcards in the Quick Search with the Text dropdown, or in any other search that is an exact match search.

Search Rules – Dates  

Most date fields are for year:

· use full year dates e.g. 1874  not 74    
· use c for century  e.g. 16c

· use bc or ad as necessary  e.g. from 50 bc to 100 ad
· for month and day use dropdowns.

Search Rules – Wordforms

In general, when you perform a search in the Oxford DNB, your results match exactly what you searched for, and not related words. 

· Searching for history finds history or History but not histories or historical. 

· Searching for go finds go or Go but not goes, went, or gold. 
The Results Page 

If there is only one person in the dictionary with the name you searched for, you will go straight to the article. Otherwise, you will go to a results page. (See Results Page schematic at end of  this document, page 7.)

Important features of the Results Page are contained in the left hand column: at the top (E) where you can sort the results and at the bottom (F) where you can refine or limit your results.

An example of the latter:  if you had originally searched for all painters, you could then limit your results to those active in the 17th century (use 17c).

The Article Page.  

Your searching or browsing may have led you directly to an Article page.  (See Article Page schematic at end of document, page 8.) Most articles in the dictionary are biographies of a single person. There are three types of exception to this general principle.

· Some articles contain a subsidiary biography of a connected, but less important person: the subject's spouse, or sibling, for example. Such people are called co-subjects. Co-subjects are still treated as people who are in the dictionary, and all searches for people will discover co-subjects alongside standard subjects. 

· Some articles, such as those on the Pre-Raphaelite women artists, do not contain a principal subject, but treat a number of co-subjects together as a group. These are called Group articles. 

· Family articles are similar to group articles, in that they contain biographies of a number of co-subjects, but in family articles, the co-subjects are members of a single family. The Courtald family, a family of engravers, is an example. 

Features of the Article Page.  (Letters refer to schematic on page 8.)

· Any name in the text of the article can be highlighted and searched by pressing GO – no copy and paste is necessary!
· There are up to four sets of supporting material for each article: References, Archives, Likenesses and Wealth at Death.  These are contained at the bottom of the article (B) and also, in a tabular format, in the left-hand column (D).  Abbreviations are hyperlinked.
· There is a citation for each article at the very bottom of the text.
· At the top left (I) are buttons to Print, Email or Cite the article.  Email at this point is to one person at a time and can be either the full text with references or a link that will remain active for five days.  Persons receiving the link do not have to be subscribers to the DNB.
Advanced Searches  When you click on the Search tab, additional and more specific searches are available.  

Search – People.  This screen allows you to narrow your search by specifying various criteria.  (An AND is implied between any filled in fields.  There is no way of specifying OR or NOT.)

· More name options allows searching by the first name of a hyphenated name, e.g. Burne of Burne-Jones or by part of a compound name like van or de.  It also allows searching by subsidiary parts of names like the younger. More name options also allows you to specify parts of an aristocratic title.  (See help file for further discussion of titles.)

· Fields of interest is an important option and allows you to specify broad (medicine) or narrow (art patrons) areas of interest assigned to persons. You can choose from the dropdown or click on Open Full List which organizes the twenty five categories as a tree/branches structure.  Click on the [+ ] to show the subdivisions within the branch.  You can choose more than one field of interest.

· Period alive or active allows you to select persons at a certain date or between two dates. “Active” assumes the person to have been 20 or older at the specified time.

· Tips:       use full year dates e.g. 1874 not 74    
use c for century  e.g. 16c

use bc or ad as necessary  e.g. from 50 bc to 100 ad
for month and day use dropdowns
· Life events allows you to make a selection of biographies based on when and where certain “life events” took place.  For example:  persons educated at Oxford between 1900 and 1950 or persons born in New York City.   (The DNB has birth and death dates for almost every entry, but when not known, these dates have been approximated.  Other events such as education, baptism, etc., are not part of every biography, so some people will not appear in a search.  The DNB only allows month and day for birth, baptism, death and burial.)

· Dates should be entered as in Period Alive or Active (above)

· Image  Check the “Presence of an Illustration” box to restrict your selection to those biographies that have an image in the DNB.

· Consult the Help function for additional information on searching.

Search – Full Text.  This screen allows you to search the full text of biographies with many options.  It allows you to limit your search within an article; for instance you can limit your search to occupation, or place or a source in the reference section.  It also allows you to combine terms with Boolean operators AND, OR and WITHOUT.

An example: to find biographies of persons designated as artists or related to art   who were associated with the Bloomsbury group but not the Omega workshop, use the full text screen:
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NB:  Note that art* is entered as an “All words” search (“Exact” doesn’t allow wildcards) limited to the statement of occupation.  Also, the second line is connected by an AND while the third line specifies WITHOUT. 

Other Search Screens. The Oxford English Dictionary identifies many parts of each biography and makes them searchable, often in more than one place.  For further  explanation of the content of fields see help.

· Search – References allows searching of the reference material that supports the biography such as Sources (citations), Archives, Likenesses, and Wealth at Death.  (NB:  “Likenesses” are images of the biographee in various collections with information like artist, date and location.  “Images” are images of the biographee that appear in the DNB.)

· Search - Contributors searches the names of the Contributers of articles

· Search – Images allows you to search for images contained in the DNB.  

Browse  

The browse pages imitate the experience of browsing through a printed book: all the articles in the dictionary are shown in alphabetical order. You can also see them in chronological order, or browse through a list of all the contributors to the dictionary. 

Options on the left of the page in the Browse mode permit you to sort or limit the results.  You can also choose to start at a particular letter of the alphabet or type in a portion of a name to position the results.

Themes

The Themes mode provides a different perspective again on the biographies in the Oxford DNB, by grouping them thematically. A theme is either: 

· a reference list of people who shared some distinction or office (prime ministers of the United Kingdom for example) or 

· a feature article on a non-biographical topic, which draws together and discusses the roles played by people in the dictionary. 

All themes comprehensively cross-refer to biographies in the Oxford DNB. It is intended that they stand both as reference material in their own right, as well as introductions to useful or interesting sets of articles in the Oxford DNB.

Click on each blue cross-reference link to go to the biography of that person. 

The Results Page - Schematic
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A. Your results list 

B. What you searched for, and the order in which your results are displayed 

C.  The navigation bar: move through your results list page by page, or go to the first or last page D.

D.  This icon shows that there is an illustration of this person in the dictionary

E. Ordering options for your results set 

F. Refine your results list by searching within the results 

G. Help is always available here 

H. Quick search is always available here 

The Article Page – Schematic
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A. The article text 
B. The references section: the sources used in the writing of the article, and other supporting material 

C. Portrait of the subject; click on it to see a larger version of the picture 

D. The left hand pane contains links-for example, cross-references to other articles in the dictionary 

E. The navigation bar: go to the previous or next articles in your results list 

F. Return to your results list 

G. Help is always available here 

H. Quick search is always available here for another search 

I. Print out the article 
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