
Biographies on the web 
 
Most students will use online encyclopaedias as their main source of information about famous 
people, both living and dead: Wikipedia, perhaps Citizendium (both reviewed in this issue), or 
even one of the more established (and authoritative?) reference works such as Encyclopaedia 
Britannica or World Book online. In addition to these there are a number of sites with a 
particular biographical focus. 
 
The Dictionary of National Biography (http://www.oxforddnb.com/) is the standard source 
for information on 'the lives of over 55,000 people worldwide who have shaped the British past 
over the last 2,400 years - from the 4th-century BC Greek explorer Pytheas to Princess Diana, 
and from the founding fathers of America to the Nawabs of Bengal.' Articles are commissioned 
from some 10,000 named specialist contributors, many of them world authorities in their field, 
and entries are added and updated three times a year. It has a powerful range of simple and 
advanced search tools, and can also be explored via hundreds of themes, such as myth and 
legend, Poets Laureate, Chancellors of the Exchequer, children and childhood. Many of these 
contain a feature article as well as links to relevant biographies. While not all schools may be able 
to afford their own subscription, anyone can access it for free at home if they belong to a public 
library which subscribes - and most do. 
 
Oxford Art Online (http://www.oxfordartonline.com/ ) and Oxford Music 
Online(http://www.grovemusic.com/ ) are the most authoritative sources for biographies of 
artists, architects, musicians and composers, and these can be accessed in the same way. Articles 
tend to be scholarly in tone, with extensive bibliographies. 
When it comes to the living, Who's Who (http://www.ukwhoswho.com/) is 'the definitive 
directory of everyone who's anyone in Britain, and beyond, today'. It is also available through 
many public libraries, and entries are short, factual and include contact details. 
In an ideal world these authoritative subscription sites should be everyone's first choice. There 
are a great many free sites specializing in biographical information, but their coverage and 
accuracy is generally patchy. The most useful are those which draw on already published material 
from a recognised source. 
 
Encyclopedia.com (http://www.encyclopedia.com) promises 'credible' information from 
trusted publishers. As well as searching the entire site you can browse its 'People' section 
(http://www.encyclopedia.com/category/People.html) in eight categories: History, Literature 
and the Arts, Medicine, Philosophy and Religion, Science and Technology, Social Sciences and 
the Law, Sports and Games. Coverage is impressive, and as well as a biography, each article has 
links to relevant sites including other online encyclopedias and free newspaper and magazine 
articles. My search for information on the polar explorer Ernest Shackleton gave me entries 
from The Columbia Encyclopedia, the Oxford Companion to British History, the Oxford Companion to Ships 
and the Sea - presented either as tabs or in a side by side format for comparison. There were links 
to short entries in the Dictionary of World Historyand Dictionary of British History, Each entry 
included a 'Cite this Article' section with references in various styles for students to use. The site 
is awash with advertising, and some of the links will lead to premium content from other 
publishers which require a subscription; nonetheless Encyclopedia.com is a valuable half way 
house between subscription services and the free-for-all of the web. 
 
A similar approach is taken by InfoPlease which has a special biography search box on its home 
page as well as a separate biography section at http://www.infoplease.com/people.html. 



Coverage is surprisingly international and entries are from the 6th edition of the Columbia 
Electronic Encyclopedia. 
Biography.com (http://www.biography.com) also makes use of material from authoritative 
sources. It does have a distinctly American bias, and if it's celebrities you want to find out about 
then this is a good place to start as it's published by a television network. However once you get 
past Britney and Madonna on the home page you will find quite substantial articles by named 
authors on some 25,000 famous people, with many entries from the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
There are cross references to related entries and additional video and audio material. Back on the 
home page you can browse 'Born on this Day', or one of the current features; the one on the 
Impressionists included biographies of all the key artists, some video clips and a quiz to test your 
knowledge. There's a lot of advertising and a strongly commercial feel, but the information is 
accessible and reliable - if somewhat superficial in places. 
 
And if you're after naturalists, famous New Zealanders, Nobel Prize Winners or women 
mathematicians, type 'Biographies' into the search box at Intute (http://www.intute.ac.uk/ ) for 
a list of over 2,000 carefully vetted sites with biographical information on a wide range of more 
specialist subject areas and individuals. 
 


