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Abstract 

The subject of archaeology presents a challenge to researchers attempting to find adequate indexing 
resources. Since there is no one source devoted exclusively to archaeology, librarians are forced to seek 
out any sources which can serve the researchers' needs. This study was conducted to determine the 
extent that GeoRef, a CD-ROM product of citations in geology, covers archaeological literature. Search 
strategy and results are presented and a brief comparison is made with other electronic resources. The 
study shows that GeoRef is a wor1hwhile resource to consult on the literature of archaeology.  

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

At the present, the field of archaeology is not served by its own print or online indexing service. To find 
archaeological literature searches must be conducted either in anthropology resources or in products 
devoted to other related subjects. Anthropology itself is covered by a limited number of resources, and 
only one presently is available electronically. 1 Obviously, since there is at present no one 
comprehensive source, creative avenues must be explored to cover the archaeological literature. Given 
the lack of sources in general, and the paucity of electronic resources in particular, the CD-ROM version 
of GeoRef was considered worth investigation as a source for archaeological literature. 

One might ask why geological literature is appropriate to search for archaeology. Historically 
archaeology and geology share common techniques, terminology, and research concerns. Even today it 
is not always possible to distinguish their boundaries, particularly in the areas of paleontology and 



human prehistory. In a 1984 article on reference sources for archaeology, Perry noted the relevance of 
the geology reference literature to archaeology in his review of indexes and abstracts.2 The 
interdisciplinary and related natures of the two fields is sufficient cause for an investigation of GeoRef 

This study was designed to ascertain whether librarians and archaeologists should consider GeoRef as a 
source for archaeological literature, not whether GeoRef was the best or most definitive source. 
Therefore we did not explore all the features of GeoRef nor did we attempt a full scale comparison with 
other online products. However, we do offer later in the article a list of other relevant CD-ROMs for 
possible consultation. 

 

 

Description of GeoRef 

GeoRef is a geoscience bibliographic database produced by the American Geological Institute. It 
contains approximately 1.8 mil lion references to articles (from approximately 4,000 journal titles), 
books, theses, dissertations, government documents, and maps covering over two hundred years of 
geological literature. The database comprises five major geological sources: Bibliography of North 
American Geology (1785-1970), Bibliography and Index of Geology Exclusive of North America (1933-
1968), Geophysical Abstracts (1966-1971), and Bibliography and Index of Geology (1969 to date).  

GeoRef is available online through STN, DIALOG, ORBIT, CAN/OLE, and EPIC. The online files are identical 
to the compact disc version, which is available on three discs from SilverPlatter Information, Inc. 
According to information from SilverPlatter, disc 1 covers 1785 to 1979, disc 2 from 1980 to 1987, and 
disc 3 from 1988 to the present. There is some overlap in coverage by date on all three discs, a function 
of the way in which the information was loaded in the database. The compact disc version is updated 
quarterly. 

Among the geological disciplines included in the database that make up more than 10% of the database 
are the following areas: geophysics and structural geology (16%); economic geology-mineral and 
petroleum (16%); paleontology and stratigraphy (13%); and engineering and environmental geology 
(11%). Among the types of literature included are meeting papers (16%) and meeting abstracts (16%).3 

The length of the time covered (1785 to date) is indicative of the strength of the database. Many 
archaeological and paleontological inquiries have been published over this period. Given the global 
nature of archaeological work, coverage of international literature is essential. More than 40 languages 
are represented in GeoRef. Among the most common are: English (74%); Russian (9%); French (4%); 
German (4%); and Chinese (2.5%).4 

The printed GeoRef Thesaurus and Guide to Indexing (6th ed., 1992), published by the American 
Geophysical Institute, is an invaluable guide to the controlled vocabulary of the database and should be 
consulted before beginning a search. The thesaurus, presently listing more than 27,000 terms, makes 
extensive use of related terms, usage notes, and scope notes. The terms and notes are critical to 
designing a search and interpreting results. 

 



 

Searching GeoRef on CD-ROM 

As with other SilverPlatter products, the GeoRef search software allows for boolean, adjacency and 
truncation searching. One can search either the index directly or the text of the abstract. Five subfiles, 
derived from the five indexing services that comprise the database, can be searched separately. One can 
also search the 29 category codes, which are large general subject categories (see Figure 1 for the list). 
Each citation has an assigned category code. To frame a more precise search, such as by a range of 
years, the limit function can be used on many fields (see Figure 2 for fields to which the limit function 
can be applied). GeoRef citations also contain document type as a searchable field. Document types 
include the following: analytic, monograph, collective, serial, book, report, thesis, conference, map, and 
abstract. 

 

 

Search Results 

The search strategy was designed to develop a general picture of the strength of coverage of the 
archaeological literature. We chose to search the entire database and all three discs to obtain the 
broadest search results. Thus the search was not confined to any subfile, free text searching was done to 
access as many fields as possible, and category codes were not used (none of these was specific enough 
to archaeology to warrant limiting a search in this manner). Although searching was done free text, the 
thesaurus was consulted to help identify appropriate terminology. 

Our search of the database resulted in 9,316 citations with the words that began with the truncated 
bases "archaeolog" (which would include words such as archaeology, archaeologist, and archaeological 
sites) or "archeolog" (to cover the term archeology, which was a valid thesaurus term prior to 1971) 
imbedded some where in the record. Although this number represents a small portion of the database, 
the result is still respectable. Citations covered a large time span and publications were from numerous 
different countries and publications. Many of the publications were from the geological literature, which 
one might not find in anthropological reference sources. 

 We selected additional words from the thesaurus to see what other subjects related to or narrower 
than the term archaeology were covered. Since archaeology is a subfield of anthropology, we searched 
the word "anthropology" and found 845 citations. Archaeology is also divided by periods, so, for 
example, the terms "paleolithic," "Stone age," and "paleoindian" were searched. To gauge the coverage 
of artifactual material, we searched "artifacts or (tools and archaeology)," and for coverage of human 
remains, we searched "fossil man," "skulls and human," and "paleopathology." Also, since GeoRef is a 
geological and geographical database, we combined the search "archaeolog* or archeolog*" with geo 
graphical regions (North America, United States, Mexico, and Mississippi River Basin) and standard 
dating techniques, (C-14, tree rings, and K/Ar). In addition, we chose a few other terms not in the 
thesaurus to gauge their coverage. Terms chosen were "ethno*" (to search subjects similar to 
anthropology, such as ethnology or ethnography), "mummies," and "physical anthropology." 



Overall we were pleased with the number of hits and the kinds of citations found in the database. 
Judging from our search results, we would recommend consulting the thesaurus before beginning a 
search, although we did find relevant citations searching non-thesaurus terms. Figure 3 details complete 
search results. 

 



 

 

In reviewing the retrieved citations we found that they do not always include all fields. Some were 
missing country of publication, others document type. This finding indicates that a searcher should not 
rely solely on the results obtained by searching these fields. The lack of data in some fields is due to the 
amount of original data available to the American Geological Institute when it developed the database. 
Since not all fields are included in every citation, it may be advisable to search fields that are always 
present, such as title or descriptor, or to search free text. 

A drawback to the use of GeoRef is the necessity to switch discs to ensure a complete search. The 
overlap in date coverage on each disc dictates this action. As Figure 1 shows, 9,316 citations were 
retrieved by searching the truncated terms "archaeolog*" and "archeolog," and the distribution of 
citations were spread unevenly across the three discs. More citations were retrieved from disc 2 than  



  



from disc 1 or disc 3. If interested in approaching the literature by date, searching only one disc, 
however, may not be the best approach for obtaining reliable search results. In a study of the January 
1990 release of GeoRef, Huber found that materials published before 1979 appeared on all three discs, 
depending on when the material was added to the index.5 If the date of citations or an exhaustive 
search is important, it is not advisable to rely on the date coverage listed for each disc. The problem 
with switching discs is, of course, an artifact of the limits to CD-ROM storage capacities. 

Our original search was conducted in May, 1991. Subsequent searches in later releases of the product 
produced new citations on all three discs, suggesting that new material is being added retrospectively. 
Whenever updating a search, all three discs should be searched for full coverage of the selected topics. 

 

Comparison with Other Products 

As noted earlier, the CD-ROM version of GeoRef is identical in content to the online files. To quickly 
compare the number of citations in GeoRef with other online databases, on September 9, 1993 we 
searched Dialog using the Dialindex mode and retrieved the number of citations in all databases with 
the word "archaeology" in them. In total number of citations, GeoRef ranked fourth (with 7,429 
citations) behind Books in Print (26,301 citations), British Books in Print (10,725 citations), and LCMARC-
Books (9,411 citations). Other subject based databases, such as Social Scisearch, Arts and Humanities 
Search, and America: History and Life, yielded fewer than half the number of citations found in GeoRef 

As an additional test of the strength of GeoRef, Anthropological literature on Citadel or on CD-ROM 
should be searched. At this writing, the CD-ROM version was not yet available and neither author had 
access to Citadel. As an alternative, the Harvard Libraries version on HOLLIS was searched for the subject 
"archaeology" and over 9,999 citations were retrieved (the HOLLIS software limits the search to a 
maximum of 9,999 hits). Despite the limitations imposed by the search software, this search 
demonstrates that Anthropological Literature is an excellent source for archaeology literature. 

Figure 4 gives brief descriptions of other CD-ROM products that also cover archaeology. When 
comparing GeoRef with other data bases, one must remember that archaeology has various faces, as it 
is related to anthropology, art, history, geology, paleontology, and the general social sciences and 
humanities. Databases differ in strength of coverage of these various subjects. For example, GeoRef 
cites international literature pertaining to paleontology and geological archaeology while NTIS citations 
are limited to archaeology funded, conducted, or supported by the U.S. federal government (primarily 
citing report literature). GeoRef also covers a much greater time span than most other CD-ROM 
products. 

  



 

 

  



 

Conclusions 

Given the number and kinds of citations retrieved, GeoRef is seen to provide good coverage of the 
literature on archaeology. The drawbacks noted with searching are not severe enough to discourage the 
use of the database. The type of literature retrieved may not be appropriate to every archaeologist's 
information needs, but the strength of the database should not be overlooked when determining 
sources for conducting a thorough investigation of the literature. 

 

Notes 

 

1. At this writing, Anthropological Literature, one of the premier resources for anthropology and 
archaeology is about to be released on CD-ROM. An online version was made available through 
the RLG product Citadel in November, 1993. 

2. Larry Stephen Perry, "Anthropology and Archaeology: A Selective Interdisciplinary Guide to the 
Reference Literature," Reference Services Review 12, no.4 (Winter 1984): 35-37. 

3. "GeoRef News," The GeoRef Newsletter 13 no. 1 (December 1991): 1. 
4. "GeoRef Coverage," The GeoRef Newsletter 13 no. 1 (December 1991): 3. 
5. Chuck Huber, "GeoRef," CD-ROM Professional 4 no. 3 (May 1991): 89-90. Refer to this article for 

a more detailed critique of the use of the database. One may also want to refer to an additional 
review, Barbara Defelice, "CD-ROM Revolutionizes GeoRef," Geotimes 36 no. 7 (July 1991): 22-
24. 


