
628 NOTICES OF THE AMS VOLUME 47, NUMBER 6

From the Executive Editor of MR

A Call for More Reviewers
Mathematics is unique among the major sciences in that the secondary sources
that give comprehensive coverage of the field are not simply abstracting and
indexing services but also include peer reviews of much of the material covered.
This tradition in mathematics goes back to the nineteenth century. The Jahrbuch
über die Fortschritte der Mathematik, founded in 1868, includes reviews of a sub-
stantial number of items but, perhaps because of the format—the items pub-
lished in a given year were all treated in the same volume of the Jahrbuch—many
items received only a “title” listing. The two secondary journals founded in the
twentieth century, Zentralblatt für Mathematik founded in 1931 and Mathematical
Reviews (MR) founded in 1940, continued the tradition of providing peer reviews,
and by changing the format—reviews were published as soon as they were
available—many more items received reviews rather than title listings. We are
fortunate to have this rich resource in mathematics, particularly because for much
of the period covered by these reviewing journals it was not traditional for au-
thors to provide an abstract for papers in mathematics.

Today, the power of the Web adds increasing value to the data in the (paper) 
reviewing journals. For example, for many items in MathSciNet (Mathematical 
Reviews on the Web) there are links directly to the full item. For other items there
is a link to the journal site, from which an abstract is usually available. Thus, with
a few mouse clicks the user has access to a wealth of information about items of
interest: bibliographic data together with peer reviews, reviews of related papers,
often access to abstracts, and in some cases also access to full texts.

Both in 1993 and again in 1999 a survey was conducted to determine 
attitudes toward various features of the MR database. In particular, in each case
a significant number of survey respondents rated highly having a high proportion
of independent signed reviews (rather than abstracts or excerpts from the ar-
ticles themselves). The peer review has real value for which the abstract, even
if readily available in the MR database, is not a substitute.

Since 1995 the MR database has included Featured Reviews, which exemplify
how, at its best, a review is itself a piece of scholarship. The AMS has recently
published a second volume of Featured Reviews (those published in 1997–99).
This volume also includes a selection of reviews from the early years of MR that
would themselves have qualified as Featured Reviews had the present system
been in place. As the editors of MR scanned the early issues (on the Web) to find
suitable candidates for inclusion, we were struck both by the quality of the re-
views and by the many contributions by the leading mathematicians of the day.

It would be hard to put a dollar value on over sixty years’ worth of reviews
by the top professionals in the discipline. MR has never had the resources to
pay for its reviews, but we have been fortunate that mathematicians have 
volunteered their time and expertise to provide the reviews.

The editors of MR appreciate the contributions today from reviewers around
the world. It is noteworthy that even in an era when the academic mathemati-
cian has many responsibilities in addition to research and teaching, so many
do make time to write reviews. However, the literature is growing, and we need
more reviewers. Ideally, we would like to assign each item to a reviewer who
not only has an interest in the field of the item but also is actively engaged in
related research. This is possible only if enough active research mathematicians
are willing to “sign up”. I urge those of you who are not currently MR review-
ers to consider reviewing for MR. Please contact us (mathrev@ams.org, tele-
phone: 734-996-5250, fax: 734-996-2916) if you are able to volunteer some of
your time for this important activity. The tradition of peer reviewing in which
the whole community takes part should not be lost. It is part of our heritage
that deserves to be continued into the twenty-first century.

—Jane E. Kister
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