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Using the First Edition of Bergey’s Manual of Systematic 

Bacteriology to Identify Bacteria 

●Principles:  

Bergey’s Manual of Systematic Bacteriology is intended to aid 

microbiologists in identifying unknown bacteria and also to provide 

information about the biology of each bacterial group. The first edition of 

the manual is divided into four volumes and 33 sections. Each section 

contains bacteria sharing a few easily determined characteristics and 

bears a title that either describes these properties or provides the 

vernacular names of the bacteria included. The characteristics used to 

define sections are normally features such as general shape and 

morphology, Gram-staining properties, oxygen dependence, motility, the 

presence of endospores, and the mode of energy production. Each volume 

focuses on a different collection of bacteria.  

Volume 1. The gram-negative bacteria of general, medical, or industrial 

importance.  

Volume 2. Gram-positive bacteria other than actinomycetes.  

Volume 3. Gram-negative bacteria with distinctive properties, 

cyanobacteria, and archaeobacteria.  

Volume 4. Actinomycetes (gram-positive filamentous bacteria).  

Several useful introductory articles on various aspects of bacterial 

taxonomy are located at the beginning of each volume. These articles 

cover such topics as using the manual, bacterial classification and 

nomenclature, the identification of bacteria, reference collections of 



bacteria, and higher bacterial taxa. The volumes are numbered 

sequentially. For example, Volume 1 ends on page 964, and the 

introduction to bacterial classification in Volume 2 begins on page 965. 

Each article on a genus of bacteria is organized in a specific sequence to 

provide essential information about the genus as efficiently as possible. 

Some of the more important parts of each article are the following:  

1. Name of the Genus. The accepted name is given in boldface.  

2. Capsule Description. A brief summary of the major characteristics of 

the genus, with the most important properties in boldface, is provided for 

convenience.  

3. Further Descriptive Information. A more extensive description of 

the biology of the genus is then given. Although this description is not 

exhaustive, it provides a great deal of useful information about such items 

as morphology, growth conditions and nutrition, physiology and 

metabolism, genetics, pathogenicity, and ecology.  

4. Enrichment and Isolation. Selected methods for growth of the 

bacteria are presented.  

5. Differentiation of the Genus from Other Genera. Characteristics 

that are particularly useful in distinguishing related genera are given, 

often in the form of a table.  

6. Taxonomic Comment. This part summarizes the reasons for placing 

the genus in its current taxonomic position. The placement of species in 

the genus is also discussed.  

7. Differentiation of the Species of the Genus. The characteristics most 

useful for distinguishing between species are described and usually 

summarized in table form.  

8. List of the Species of the Genus. Descriptions of each species in the 

genus are given. Where possible, much of the essential information is 

summarized in tables.  



In articles on the bacterial genera, three types of tables are used to 

summarize a great deal of information:  

(1) tables that differentiate between related genera;  

(2) tables that differentiate between species within a genus. 

(3) tables that provide extra information about particular species. 

       A variety of symbols are used in these tables. The most important are 

defined as follows: 

+ 90% or more strains are positive for the characteristic. 

– 90% or more strains are negative.  

d 11% to 89% of the strains are positive.  

v strain instability (this is not equivalent to “d”).  

D different reactions in different taxa (species of a genus or genera of a 

family).  

      Footnotes to the tables give additional symbols and exceptions to the 

above symbols. 


