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Jean Harden1

English Abstract
The major looming changes in music cataloguing today—the cataloguing code Resource Description
and Access (RDA); a system of genre/form and medium terms, to be used as “subjects;” and a not-
yet-determined replacement for the encoding system MARC—result from a concern for the needs
of the user. The first thorough, systematic analysis of user needs was Functional Requirements for
Bibliographic Records (FRBR). RDA is designed around the conceptual framework presented in that
document. Similarly concerned with user needs is the new system of genre/form and medium
terms that will soon replace the current workaround of using “subject headings” for what an item is,
instead of only for what an item is about. Because catalogue data created according to RDA cannot
be adequately expressed in the current MARC format, another initiative is underway to develop a
new encoding framework to replace MARC.

French Abstract
Les principales évolutions à venir des normes du catalogage de la musique – le code de catalogage
Resource Description and Access (RDA), système de termes de genre, de forme et de support des-
tiné à remplacer on ne sait encore comment le codage en MARC – découlent d’un intérêt pour les
besoins de l’usager. La première analyse approfondie et systématique de ces besoins a produit les
Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records (FRBR). RDA est conçu autour de leur cadre
conceptuel. Destiné lui aussi à répondre aux besoins de l’usager, ce nouveau système de termes
remplacera bientôt l’usage abusif des vedettes-matière qui consiste à décrire ce qu’un objet est plu-
tôt que ce dont il traite. Les préconisations de RDA ne pouvant être exprimées correctement dans le
format MARC tel qu’il est actuellement, une autre initiative est en cours, visant à produire un nou-
veau système de codage destiné à remplacer MARC.

German Abstract
Mit dem Katalogisierungsregelwerk Resource Description and Access (RDA), das ein Geflecht aus
Begriffen zu Genre, Form und Medienart wie Schlagwörter verwendet, sowie mit dem noch unbes-
timmten Ersatz für das Datenformat MARC stehen aktuell große Veränderungen in der Kata -
logisierung von Musikmedien an. Begründet sind diese Veränderungen im Bestreben nach Nutzer -
orientierung. Die erste umfassende und systematische Analyse von Benutzerinteressen waren die
Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records (FRBR). RDA wurde aus diesem Konzept heraus
entwickelt. Ebenfalls aus der Berücksichtigung von Nutzerinteressen ergibt sich das neue System
aus Genre-, Form und Medienartbegriffen, das schon bald die derzeit gängige Praxis, das Medium
selbst statt seines Inhalts mit Schlagworten zu beschreiben, ablösen wird. Da nach den RDA er-
fasste Katalogdaten im heutigen MARC-Format nicht angemessen dargestellt werden können, wird
ein neues Datenmodell entwickelt, das MARC ablösen soll. 
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Introduction

In the year 2000, the periodical Notes: Quarterly Journal of the Music Library Association
put out a special issue titled Music Librarianship at the Turn of the Century.2 A. Ralph
Papakhian’s contribution to that issue, an article simply called “Cataloging,” begins with
an enumeration of the major developments of music cataloguing in the recent past, going
on to consider each of these in more detail.3 Papakhian begins by saying that the devel-
opments he will discuss are the results of the application of computer and networking
technologies and of organisational efforts toward cooperative cataloguing in that techno-
logical environment.4

Today, a bit more than a decade after Papakhian’s article, the major looming changes
in the field—the new cataloguing code RDA; a new system of genre/form and medium
terms, to be used as “subjects”; and a not-yet-determined replacement for the encoding
system MARC—are the results of a pervasive concern that cataloguing should be focused
on the needs of the user. To be sure, we music librarians look constantly toward future
technologies, if they show promise of serving us and our patrons better than the tech-
nologies of today. Technologies are so varied and so capable, compared to those available
even as recently as the year 2000, however, that we are less concerned with what tech-
nology can do than we are with deciding which technology can do the best job in a given
context. In addition, we examine the data we provide (in catalogue records, for instance)
to discover how we might improve what we do, to allow technology to make the best 
possible use of our work and to enable ourselves to “work smarter,” always with a view to
giving users the best experience we can offer.

Basing catalogue codes on explicitly stated user needs is nothing new, as Jenn Riley,
echoing William Denton, points out in a recent article.5 The full development of a concep-
tual model based on these needs is the new element. The needs or “User Tasks” were sys-
tematically defined in Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records or, as this report
has come to be known, FRBR.6 They were refined in the later publication Functional
Require ments for Authority Data (FRAD),7 and the results of the two studies were incor-
porated into the new cataloguing code Resource Description and Access or RDA.8

Development of Catalog Codes

The Path to RDA

How did the cataloguing community get to the current crossroads, with RDA poised 
for widespread adoption? In a paper presented at the International Conference on the
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Principles and Future Development of AACR2 (Toronto Conference) in 1997, Michael
Gorman and Pat Oddy sketched the development of cataloguing codes from the nine-
teenth century until the age of AACR2. They traced the development of English-language
cataloguing codes through three “ages”: The nineteenth-century age of single-person
codes; the twentieth-century age of the “committee code”; and the age of AACR2, the code
first published in 1978. The authors pointed out that AACR2 was in fact a radical change
from AACR1 and would perhaps more suitably have had a new name, rather than being
called the second edition of its predecessor code.9

Whereas Gorman and Oddy maintained that AACR2 needs only to be tweaked, not
modified extensively, Tom Delsey, speaking at the same conference, pointed out logical in-
consistencies in the code and features of the environment in which the code must func-
tion today that are sufficiently different from the situation in 1978, that the same set of
rules cannot be expected to continue to meet needs.10 He called for a logical analysis of
AACR2 to clarify “the assumptions, principles, structures, and conventions that underlie
the cataloguing code itself.”11

The results of this analysis were reported in a two-part document, which was complete
by 1998.12 The analytical technique used was derived from systems-development methods,
particularly the entity-relationship model popularized in the academic community by
Peter Chen and reported in his 1976 work with reference to datasets relevant to business
functions.13 For the purposes of analysis, the cataloguing process was considered the ac-
tivity to be analyzed and the code the set of business rules according to which the activity
is carried out. Delsey’s analysis appears, in North America at least, to have been the turn-
ing point toward the cataloguing-as-data mindset enshrined in RDA. 

After Delsey’s work was made public, a draft “AACR3” was written and submitted for
comments. The overwhelming consensus of opinion was that a revision of the existing
code would not be sufficient and that a more thorough recasting was needed to achieve
such goals as increased internationalisation; better handling of new formats, including
digital media; and compatibility with the data standards used by other sectors of the in-
formation industry. A final update of AACR2 was agreed on in October 2004 and issued in
2005. Efforts were then redirected into writing a totally new code, which was titled RDA:
Resource Description and Access. In a 2005 document with the same title as the new code,
the Joint Steering Committee for Revision of AACR summarized the evolution of cata-
loguing rules from the late-nineteenth century until the time the document was written,
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the reasons for choosing to write a new code rather than revise the existing one, and the
theoretical background for RDA.14

The next five years saw intensive work on the new code, which went through multiple
drafts, motivated not only by the insights of the Joint Steering Committee ( JSC) but also
by voluminous comments, chiefly from the English-language cataloguing community. The
first edition of the code was finally published in June 2010 as an electronic document.
Revisions continue and are expected to be incorporated into the online “RDA Toolkit” fre-
quently. The code has been tested and is now in routine use at some libraries, although
most have not begun to use it in their daily work. Implementation at the Library of Con -
gress and other U.S. national libraries is scheduled for early 2013; however, some libraries
plan to continue to use AACR2 for the foreseeable future, and it is not certain that RDA
will be adopted universally any time soon.

Parallel but Intertwined Developments

The Anglo-American cataloguing community had no monopoly on revising codes in the
twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries. Some European countries use translations of
AACR2 or rules based on AACR2, but others have different codes.15 While European cat-
alogue codes can be traced back at least as far as Panizzi,16 modern codes in Europe have
their roots in the 1961 “Statement of Principles” commonly known today as the Paris
Principles,17 which dealt with choice and form of headings for printed books. One goal of
these Principles was to serve as a basis for international standardisation in cataloguing.
That goal was clearly met, as most of the cataloguing codes developed worldwide after
1961 adhered to these rules.18

As early as 1977, the first of many ISBDs (International Standard Bibliographic
Descrip tions) were published by the International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (IFLA). Until 2007, many separate types of library materials—antiquarian
monographs, computer files, cartographic materials, serials and other continuing re-
sources, electronic resources, printed music, non-book materials, and so forth—had their
own ISBDs, in addition to the “general” ISBD. A Consolidated ISBD published in 2007 su-
perseded all earlier ISBDs. A new consolidated edition came out online in 2010, in print in
2011.19
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Starting in the 1990s, various documents of the “FR family” (FRBR, FRAD, FRSAD
[Functional Requirements for Subject Authority Data]) were developed and went through
multiple revisions. These are all conceptual documents, based on user tasks, that is, what
users should be able to do with the data produced under a cataloguing code. The sources
of the entity-relationship model incorporated in the FRBR report are given early in the
document.20 These all date from considerably later than Chen’s seminal work of 1976.

In 2009 the Paris Principles were updated and replaced by the “Statement of Inter -
national Cataloguing Principles.”21 This updating took place after five meetings of 
cataloguing experts in various parts of the world.22 The Principles were broadened to en-
compass all types of materials and all aspects of bibliographic and authority data. Further -
more, the 2009 Principles were built on FRBR.23

North American and European paths of catalogue code development have never been
completely distinct. For instance, according to the preface to the 1978 edition, AARC2 is
designed to be in general conformity with the Paris Principles of 1961. The same preface
points out that the framework of ISBD(G) (the “general” ISBD) is the basis of the de-
scriptive portion of AACR2, 2nd ed. The Introduction to RDA claims that the code is com-
patible with the ISBDs, although some European librarians, notably those in France, see
only a loose and limited relationship.24 The 2009 “Statement of International Cataloguing
Principles” informed the concurrent development of RDA.25 FRBR stands as the most ro-
bust link between the two paths, however. The conceptual framework expounded in the fi-
nal report on FRBR is prominent in all of the cataloguing documents produced so far in
the twenty-first century. Barbara Tillet’s brief introduction to FRBR is available on the
website of the Library of Congress.26 Robert Maxwell has provided a much more detailed
discussion, which treats diagramming methods for entity-relationship models, comparing
Chen’s system and those used in FRBR and FRAD, and then moves to a consideration of
the FRBR entities, relationships, and user tasks, ending with a comparison between the
FRBR model and catalogue records produced under AACR2.27

To the joy of many music cataloguers, FRBR also happens to be immensely music-
friendly. For years musicians have been thinking in terms of the FRBR entities “work”,
“expression”, and “manifestation”, although we have not exactly used those words. Even
most questions from music library patrons tend to fall readily into FRBR categories. For
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the first time, music cataloguers have a conceptual framework that actually fits the mate-
rial to which they wish to provide access.

Although the conceptual framework presented in the FRBR report is now well known
to librarians, the initial impetus behind this study is less familiar. It was prompted in part
by the changing economic circumstance under which cataloguing was taking place in the
1990s. A pervasive pressure on libraries to do more with less and consequently to create
“minimal level” cataloguing led to a reconsideration of the data elements in a bibliographic
record as they relate to user needs and expectations. Librarians recognized that the con-
tinued viability of shared cataloguing in such economic conditions required an agreed
standard for “basic” or “core” records. The FRBR report discusses a wide variety of data
and user tasks but at the end presents a “basic” standard, to be considered the minimum
acceptable for records from national libraries. This general idea lies behind the RDA
“Core,” the list of data elements required by that code for every catalogue record.28

Librarians have not all agreed about whether FRBR coincides with library users’ per-
ceptions of the bibliographic universe. Contributors to such email lists as AUTOCAT have
persistently complained in recent years that FRBR does not match users’ mental models.
Jan Pisanki and Maja Žumer give a contrary view in their report on a user study on a
small, geographically circumscribed sample (diverse in age, economic status, and educa-
tional attainment). Their study showed that in this small sample, users’ mental models of
the bibliographic universe reflect FRBR fairly well, with the exception that the original ex-
pression is privileged over all other expressions, to the extent that it is usually grouped
with the work, while other expressions are separated from the work.29

Another European study has shown that the FRBR relationships are relevant to a 
significant portion of the items in a particular catalogue but often are not made clear in 
the catalogue record. Marija Petek reported on a study of a subset of records from the
Slovenian Cooperative Bibliographic DataBase. According to this study, approximately
one quarter of the bibliographic items in the catalogue possess derivative relationships
with other bibliographic items in the catalogue; but these relationships are not made ex-
plicit in 59 percent of the relevant records. The article urges that such relationships be
made explicit, because this would help users to make sense of their search results.30

Form/Genre and Medium

New cataloguing codes are not the only change on the horizon. Users of library music cat-
alogues have long been stymied by the often impenetrable (by library patrons) “subject”
headings assigned to music scores and recordings. The essence of the problem is that mu-
sic is seldom about a specific topic but is in particular forms or genres, or is for particular
instruments or voices. At long last, a new system that recognizes this problem is on the
verge of being implemented. This form/genre and medium system and the history of at-
tempts to improve music subject access are discussed by Mark McKnight elsewhere in
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this issue. In a different publication, also issued in 2012, Beth Iseminger gives consider-
able detail about the Music Genre/Form Project, a joint endeavor of the Library of
Congress and the Music Library Association.31

Transition Away from MARC

RDA and other cataloguing codes are content standards; that is, they say what information
should be given. Other standards say how that information should be encoded. MARC in
its various flavors (OCLC-MARC, MARC21, UNIMARC, to mention just a few) has been
the encoding standard for bibliographic information in library catalogues for decades. It
was developed at the Library of Congress, under the leadership of Henriette Avram, with
initial development in 1967–68.32

The introduction to the FRBR Final Report includes the speculation that the analysis
presented there might be a useful framework for “a re-examination of the structures used
to store, display, and communicate bibliographic data.” No encoding scheme other than
MARC is mentioned, but the report clearly foresees a need for at least a reorganization of
MARC, and possibly a different type of database structure, if the conceptual model set
forth there is to be realized.33

The final report of the Working Group on the Future of Bibliographic Control set up by
the Associate Librarian of Congress, Deanna Marcum, explicitly called for the replace-
ment of MARC with a “more flexible, extensible metadata carrier.” This recommendation
was a consequence of the Working Group’s recognition that information access is moving
to the World Wide Web, which makes no direct use of MARC.34

One result of the report of this working group was that RDA underwent a “live” test,
administered by the U.S. National Libraries (Library of Congress, National Agriculture
Library, and National Library of Medicine). Testers, drawn from a wide variety of libraries,
had several months of training, followed by several months of cataloguing using RDA.
From questionnaires filled out during the test, it became evident that, in the opinions of
many of the cataloguers using the code, the benefits of RDA could not be realized in a
MARC environment.35 The Final Report made “credible progress toward a replacement
for MARC” a condition for implementation of RDA.36

Even before the results of the U.S. National Test of RDA were announced, the Library
of Congress established the Bibliographic Framework Transition Initiative to develop a
new encoding format. The initial announcement about the Bibliographic Framework,
made on 13 May 2011, speaks of the need for a replacement for MARC but also asserts
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the need to consider all current metadata encoding standards, including MARC 21, to 
determine what aspects “should be retained and evolved into a format for the future.”
Attention was quickly focused on the Semantic Web, RDF (Resource Description Frame -
work), and linked data. LC will however continue to maintain MARC for as long as it is 
necessary.37

The idea behind the Semantic Web, RDF, and linked data is that information will be on
the World Wide Web and will be structured to enable links in an automated or semi-
automated manner.38 Linked data can be seen as a way for library data and other sectors’
data to be interconnected. In such an environment, libraries are as much consumers or in-
gestors of data that already exist elsewhere as they are publishers of data.39

One necessity for data to be usable on the Semantic Web is that there be a stable vo-
cabulary, with registered URIs (Universal Resource Identifiers), to be used in structuring
the data. The report on the outcome of the U.S. National Test of RDA included in its list
of requirements before RDA could be implemented that the Registered RDA Element 
Sets and Vocabularies should be complete and sychronised with the RDA rules.40 This re-
quirement was met in August 2011 when the RDA vocabularies (both elements and con-
trolled vocabularies/concepts) were officially registered in the Open Metadata Registry;
they are now stable and are available for development of applications in the Semantic
Web.41

At this moment, a replacement for MARC is still an idea in the planning stages. The out-
lines of that replacement are rapidly becoming clearer, however. The terms Semantic
Web, RDF, linked data, and RDA Vocabularies have all gained a prominent position in 
the discussion. No one knows exactly where the library community will end up, but the
process is underway and is moving quickly. This new Bibliographic Framework, whatever
it turns out to be, will be the carrier for the information music cataloguers record under
the provisions of the new cataloguing code RDA and under the new system of genre/form
and medium terms. Just as RDA and the genre/form/medium system are aimed toward
fulfilling user needs, it is to be hoped that the upcoming Bibliographic Framework will
also be user-friendly, as the Web has shown itself to be.
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