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Proposal: Problems and Directions in Metadata for Digital Audio Libraries

For the partial fulfilment of the requirements of MUMT 621, I propose a final paper that will
explore metadata technologies used in the cataloguing of digital audio recordings. The focus will be
primary on musical recordings, but other types of audio content may be considered where their
omission would be artificial, as in collections of ethnographic recordings where recordings of music
and speech are intermingled. This paper will be based on a review of academic and technical
literature, and the examination of relevant case examples via online catalogue interfaces. An outline
of the major sections of this paper follows.

1. Introduction and History

Interest in music metadata in recent history can be attributed broadly to changes in attitudes and
technology. Recordings were not always taken seriously in libraries as research material nor
regarded as valuable records of history in memory institutions. While recordings continue to occupy
marginal positions to their textual counterparts in those contexts, their status as library and archival
material has improved. Computerized information retrieval methods increase the potential capacity
of collection databases exponentially, and the World Wide Web represents a colossal shift in terrain
and presents new possibilities for the exchange and aggregation of metadata among commercial,
academic, and user—driven databases. Key trends in recent history in the area of music metadata due
to technological development (including models and standards as “technologies”) will be presented
to give context to the remaining discussion.

2. Problems in Metadata for Audio Recordings

Traditional metadata standards were developed with the book—both in terms of a published text
and a physical object—as the prototype for all library materials. The complexity and depth of
catalogue entries for music was limited by the size of cards in paper—based catalogues. This level
truncation is no longer necessary since the computerization of library databases, but metadata
schemes have been slow to evolve. This section will detail some of the shortcomings of metadata
systems in current use, with emphasis on AACR-2. Some problems apply to music in all forms, like
the inability for the basic title-author structure of (for example) AACR-2/MARC-based systems to
represent intuitively relevant links between related works. Recordings introduce additional
problems, such as in cases where the recording is not a commercial “release” and thus lacks the data
that is typical used in a similar fashion to the publication data of books, and in cases where
categories of involved persons goes beyond what can be well represented in metadata (e.g. many
performers, producers, and composers contributing to one recording). Furthermore, when
descriptive information about content does exist and is crucial to usability, undefined “comments”
or “description” fields are often overburdened.

3. Metadata Schemes in Public and Academic Collections

In spite of the challenges, digital music collections are being enthusiastically developed in large and
small libraries, archives, and museums in order to increase access, reduce physical wear analogue
media, and as last—resort rescue missions for the audio content of severely degraded media. In the
face of conflicting, inconclusive and scant practical advise from the MIR community, professionals
must elect from among traditional but deprecating standards, novel but unstable alternatives, and
idiosyncratic, ad hoc systems. This paper will include with a survey of the metadata standards



employed in several recent and current music digitization projects. Case examples could include all
or some of the following: Library and Archives Canada's Virtual Gramophone, The British Library's
Archival Sound Recordings, Indiana University's VARIATIONS project, The Arhoolie Foundation's
Strachwitz Frontera Collection of Mexican and Mexican American Recordings, and any of the
online digital music collections falling under the aegis of the Library of Congress American Folklife
Center (e.g. The Alan Lomax Collection, The Florida Folklife Collection).

4. Metadata Schemes in Commercial Music Databases

Substantial databases of music metadata have been developed to support the commercial
distribution of musical recordings. Notable examples are allmusic, Naxos and Amazon, whose
systems also form the basis of various other enterprises. Commercial MIR systems are of interest to
researchers developing metadata schemes for non—commercial applications because of the influence
they have had on the expectations of users, and because of the potential to make use of databases
accessible through the World Wide Web in cataloguing. This section will provide a summary of the
metadata schemes used by several commercial music databases.

5. Directions in Research, Conclusions
Ideas explored in previous sections will be reviewed with an emphasis on current areas of research

and development that are likely (or at least anticipated by researchers) to have a substantial effect
on how musical recordings are catalogued in various contexts.
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