The “Harvard system”: a mystery dispelled
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The “Harvard system” is nothing more
sinister than a way of citing references—by
author and year, usually in parentheses—in
the text of scientific articles.' ? Disputes erupt
periodically over the perceived virtues or
failings of the system,’* but all agree that its
origin is obscure. Editors, scientists, and
others may wish to know that the secret of the
Harvard system has now been uncovered.

The system traces back to the eminent
zoologist Edward Laurens Mark (1847-
1946), Hersey professor of anatomy and
director of Harvard’s zoological laboratory
until his retirement in 1921. In 1881 Mark
published a landmark cytological paper on
the embryogenesis of the common garden
. slug, Limax campestris.* On page 194 of that
work appears a parenthetic author-year cita-
tion accompanied by an explanatory footnote
(figure); these are the first evidences of the
system. Until Mark’s innovation, and for
some years afterwards, references appeared
in inconsistent styles in footnotes referred to
from the text by asterisks, daggers, and other
printers’ symbols.

It is clear from contemporary testimony
that Mark conceived the citation system that
eventually came into common use. For
example, Professor Charles Sedgwick Minot
of the Harvard Medical School, in an 1896
paper on bibliography, ascribes the author-

Right, above: Lower part of page 194 of Mark’s 1881
paper, showing parenthetic author-year citation in last line
of text and footnote explaining Mark’s rationale for his
citational scheme. (“Comp.” is an abbreviation for
“compare with” and is unrelated to the system.) Below:
Excerpt from page 597 of Mark’s paper showing the
author-year arrangement of the bibliography. Flemming’s
second 1878 reference appears as the last entry in his list.
(Note: Several minor details of Mark’s scheme have
changed over the years. In modern usage, for example,
bold face is not used for the year, nor is the year given both
before and after the reference; also, the lower case letter
indicating a second or later paper by the same author in a
given year is appended to the numerals on the line rather
than as a superscript. These and other details aside,
Mark’s basic system remains intact and is still in use by
many journals.) Figure reproduced by permission of the
Library, Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard
University, Cambridge, Mass. Copyright President and
Fellows of Harvard College
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During the stage now under consideration the centre of the peripheral
sphere becomes conspicuously modified. It is at length occupied by a
circular, highly refractive homogeneous body, flattened in the direction
of the axis of the spindle so that it appears oval in a profile view.
This body, at times irregular in outline, appears to be surrounded by
a clear zone of uniform thickness. The appcarance may be due solely
to reflection from the body itself. (Comp. Flemming, '78°% p. 310.%)

* The numbers immediately following an author’s name serve the double purpose of
referring the reader to the list (p. 591) where the titles of papers are given, and of in-
forming him at once of the approximate date of the paper in (uestion.
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