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T R A N S L A T O R S ' P R E F A C E

RAGNAR BERG'S book marks the close of an epoch, the epoch
during which the knowledge of vitamins was almost wholly
confined to those who were engaged in the experimental
sttidy of the subject, and the epoch during which the data
of the new science of nutrition were hidden away in the
" transactions" of learned societies or scattered almost
irrecoverably in the columns of polyglot periodicals. Berg
has summarised all this matter within the compass of a single
volume; has contributed new outlooks; and has provided
a platform for the work of future investigators. Incidentally,
he has written a book which, though adapted for specialist
use, is anything but abstruse, and cannot fail to be of supreme
interest to the general public—which is awakening to the
importance of vitamins, and is in search of a guide through
the dietetic labyrinth. There have been several at tempts of
late years to popularise the modern outlooks on dietetics.
Notable among those in the English language are Vitamins and
the Choice of Tool, by Violet G. Plimrner and R. H . A. Plirnmer
(Longmans, London, 1922), and Vitamincs: essential food

factors, by Benjamin Harrow (second edition, Routledge,
London, 1923). Either of these may usefully be read by the
layman and the beginner as an introduction to the t subject,
t u t no serious student can afford to ignore Berg's masterly
and comprehensive volume.

O u / quotation of the respective titles of Harrow's and
the Pliramers' books brings up the question of terminology.
The word " vitamine" was introduced ten years ago by
Casirnir Funk (one of the pioneers in these investigations) f
to denote the antineuritic factor discovered and partially '
isolated by him. He chose the name in the belief that the
substance belonged to the class of chemical compoundi known
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as " amines" or " amins." We follow good precedent in
dropping the mute " e " from the word used as the title of
Berg's book. But this does not solve the difficulty*occasioned
by the extension of the term vitamin to denote a whole class
of substances most of which certainly contain no nitrogen—
whether " Funk 's v i tamin" does so or not. That is why
some authorities prefer to speak of these substances as
" accessory food factors/ ' and this name is used in the title
of an excellent governmental publication {Report on the Present
State of Knowledge concerning Accessory Food Factors, H.M.
Stationery Office, 1921). But the proposed name is worse
than cumbrous; it is vague; it might just as well describe
the contents of an ordinary cruet-stand. The vitamins
A, B, C, etc., are doubtless " accessory food factors " ; but
so are pepper, salt, and mustard; so is the " roughage"
without which we should perish even though our food were
to contain an abundance of proteins, fats, carbohydrates,
and salts, together with an overplus of vitamins. Ragnar
Berg therefore proposes to restrict the use of the word
" v i t a m i n " to Funk's vitamin (or vitamins), and to speak
of the general class of substances to which the antineuritic
principles, the antiscorbutic principles, the growth-factors,
etc., respectively belong as the " complettins." Thus the
general name for the maladies de carence, the deficiency diseases,
is to be, not " avitaminosis," but " acomplettinosis." And
our author is fairly successful in his attempt to be consistent
in the use of his own terminology. But it will be noted that
ttie title of his book is Vitamins, although the exhaustive
chapter on " Beriberi and other forms of Polyneuritis," which
is a detailed study of Athe nature and action of Funk's vitamin
or vitamins, occupies only one fifth of the volume.

Here, in fact, as so often, usage rides rough-shod over
attempts a t linguistic purism. The picturesque word
" vi tamin/ ' as a general term, has come to stay. The*current
employment of a. word rather than its derivation, or its
definition. by a precisian, ultimately decides its meaning.
The public imagination has been fired by the idea of these
substances so recently discovered, so absolutely essential
to life. In the first syllable of the word " v i t a m i n " there
is an •appeal to a universal effect, to the instincts of




