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ABSTRACT
This paper considers various approaches to the practice of 
copy-specific descriptive cataloging in rare books and special 
collections and seeks to identify how practice can be improved 
to ensure greater discoverability. Through applying a survey 
method, it identifies some of the core requirements of library 
professionals and researchers working with these materials and 
proposes solutions toward the standardization of this practice.

Introduction

This paper seeks to identify how information professionals and researchers 
discover, create, manage, and access copy-specific information in special 
collections environments through examining their own practice. This 
includes the practical limitations of cataloging standards and metadata 
encoding systems for copy-specific cataloging, and to develop and evaluate 
theoretical solutions to these problems. Within the scope of this study, 
“cataloging” is broadly defined as the process of library metadata creation, 
typically recorded as discrete records via a library catalog. Specifically, 
this study concerns “descriptive cataloging”, being the description of a 
specific instance of a resource, as opposed to “subject cataloging”, which 
primarily records the intellectual contents of the resource.1 “Copy-specific 
cataloging” is a more granular level of descriptive cataloging, concerned 
with capturing unique aspects of an individual copy of a resource such 
as material evidence of use or ownership. The “copy-specific” level can 
also be understood as item-level description; that is, the description of a 
“single physical object.”2 This level of cataloging is not commonly practiced 
with modern research collections and is often only required to record 
aspects of resources which have a financial, historical, or cultural value 
aside from their intellectual contents (i.e., special collections). The purpose 
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8 A. KITHER AND L. APPLETON

of special collections cataloging differs from that of modern collections 
and its rules and practices must be considered separately from the general 
requirements and standards for bibliographic description. Special collections 
require additional details of description in order to identify the specific 
edition, impression, or issue of an item and to provide a detailed and 
accurate description of the resource as a material object or artifact.

Literature review

The practice of recording copy-specific, material aspects of books in library 
catalogs has been motivated by the development of book studies over the 
last three decades. Rose3 considers book studies as an interdisciplinary 
field – encompassing textual bibliography, intellectual history, print history, 
literary criticism – which focuses on the book as a material object, rather 
than simply considering the text as the primary subject of study. Rose’s 
concept of book studies has more recently been promoted by Stead4 as 
one that is not restricted by disciplinary rigidity or conventions, but that 
facilitates a collaborative approach to the study of books across various 
places, periods, and contexts. This positions book studies within a larger 
material turn in the humanities that considers the physical attributes of 
texts as providing archaeological evidence to aid the study of ideas across 
disciplines.

The practice of studying the materiality of books as evidence of use 
and ownership was pioneered by academics such as Jardine and Grafton5 
whose analysis of marginal annotations made by Gabriel Harvey in his 
books deduced information about his reading and study habits. This 
method of “marginalia studies” – that is, studying the markings made in 
individual copies of books – was continued by renaissance scholars such 
as Sherman in his study of John Dee’s books6 and eventually formalized 
in his seminal work, Used books,7 which presents marginalia studies as a 
unified and important sub-discipline in its own right.

This field of study approaches books in a new way; one which requires 
library and information professionals to reconsider how they acquire, 
organize, and describe their collections. To this point, Sherman indicates 
the role of information professionals in aiding this emergent form of 
research, “while some libraries have traditionally kept index card files of 
former owners, better catalogues of marginalia are badly needed to help 
future scholars locate the past readers and readings that interest them, 
and researchers will need to collaborate with cataloguers.”8 Sherman empha-
sizes not only the need for developed cataloging resources to aid book 
studies but also encourages collaborative efforts between academics and 
information professionals. Information professionals have remained aware 
of the need to create records of the document as an historical and cultural 
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artifact, a practice which Smiraglia considers as “narrating the evolution 
of the work across time.”9

Parallel to the study of marginalia is the study of provenance in books, 
which similarly focuses on the study of individual copies of books, and 
the material evidence they carry. Just as marginalia studies use copy- 
specific material evidence to investigate the use of the book, provenance 
research seeks to use the same evidence to enquire about the historical 
ownership of the book. As Pearson observed: “There is a steadily growing 
literature on the ownership and use of books, embracing works on par-
ticular private libraries, studies of marginalia, and the new academic vogue 
for the history of reading.”10

Copy-specific cataloging can also be adopted as a means of widening 
access to special collections through catalog discoverability. Most research 
libraries hold their own, often unique, special collections which represent 
a valuable resource for potential research and engagement projects. These 
collections can provide a basis for the development of innovative programs 
and services that enable research libraries to engage a diverse audience in 
new ways, and create tangible value for the parent institution.11 The ped-
agogical value of recording the uniquities of special collections has also 
been illustrated in projects that have used catalog data to increase access 
to special collections as tools for research, teaching, and learning.12 
Capturing unique, copy-specific data enriches catalogs, but this endeavor 
is in vain if the user cannot find what the librarian has recorded. Just as 
these collections represent opportunities, they also pose challenges to the 
profession and to the capabilities of library management systems.

As user search behaviors move away from specific library catalogs and 
toward an open web environment, catalogers have to rely less on their 
institutional discovery platform and more on the descriptive capacity of 
the metadata itself. Schaffner argues just this point, and surmises that 
static, non-user informed metadata creation methods have created a “gap 
between the expectations of users and historical descriptive practices in 
archives and special collections.”13 Overcoming this gap requires special 
collections practitioners to identify user needs and reflect those needs in 
how items are described, and how metadata is standardized, structured, 
and presented in our systems to facilitate effective discovery, access, 
and use.

Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Materials (Books) (DCRM(B)) is a pop-
ularly adopted cataloging standard for rare books. Despite its precedence, 
DCRM(B) offers only a single entry for recording “provenance” information 
(7B19.2.), which states: “Make a local note to describe details of an item’s 
provenance, if considered important.”14 The importance of creating dis-
coverable metadata that describes the unique material evidence of own-
ership and usage in books is no longer a question of “if ”. This opinion 
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is reflected in the competencies for special collections cataloging by the 
IFLA Rare Books and Special Collections Section, which stress the impor-
tance of recording, “context, use and provenance of materials.”15 However, 
in the case of recording copy-specific material evidence in books, metadata 
standards are insufficiently vague and inconsistent. More recently, DCRM 
RDA edition (DCRMR) has elaborated on guidance both for recording 
physical provenance evidence (9.41.33) and recording the custodial history 
of an item (9.42). This resource offers guidelines for constructing both 
brief and detailed descriptions, prioritizing the inclusion of named agents, 
places, dates, and the location of the evidence in the item. DCRMR pro-
vides more detailed guidance on this area of descriptive cataloging than 
its predecessor, and encourages users to identify key data elements from 
provenance evidence, and apply controlled vocabularies, where possible. 
While DCRMR works to fill a gap in the existing guidance, an agreed 
international framework for consistently and accurately recording copy-spe-
cific information has not been sufficiently developed, and in this absence, 
local decisions have been made as to how to interpret guidance and rep-
resent this evidence.16 These local cataloging decisions have created a 
practice of inconsistency across special collections.17 Consequently, the 
metadata we have is sparse, inconsistent, and undiscoverable.

If, as Green and García-Monge hope, new technologies will facilitate 
rare book catalogs, “to integrate data from the collections in our care into 
the semantic universe,”18 we will need to fundamentally change how we 
record metadata. As Maxwell and Attig19 note in their discussion paper 
on the subject on RDA implementation in DCRM, there may be a need 
for total structural change in our metadata encoding standards, and to 
abandon the traditional bibliographic record altogether. Tennant20 famously 
argued that “MARC must die,” citing its archaic underlying principles as 
being incompatible with modern data requirements. Yet, the MARC format 
remains deeply ingrained in most library systems. MARC forces us to 
consider our collections as discrete records, rather than a network of 
interrelated nodes, which consequently focuses on the textual content of 
fields and not the relationships between elements.21 A recent OCLC report22 
acknowledged that dominant data encoding standards, such as MARC, are 
poorly adapted for special collections. Alternatively, the report suggests 
linked data could be used to better represent special collections, especially 
for the inclusion and increased visibility of item-specific information and 
the ability to gain a greater understanding of inter-related networks within 
collections.

Efforts have already been made to go beyond the limitations of the 
traditional MARC environment to record material evidence metadata for 
special collections. The Consortium of European Research Libraries (CERL) 
has developed a suite of bespoke databases, thesauri, and supporting digital 
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resources dedicated to the identification of material evidence in fif-
teenth-century printed books. These resources complement and enrich 
information already held in library catalogs.23 Even further removed from 
MARC, the Sampo Semantic Web portals have presented metadata, drawn 
from historical collections, in a linked data environment to enable complex 
discovery and access to information.24 Projects such as these illustrate the 
possibilities available to recording material evidence of book ownership 
in an alternative data environment.

The existing literature reveals the current state of special collections 
discoverability is poor, with many collections being effectively “hidden”. 
Yet, growing areas of academic research require additional, detailed meta-
data to highlight unique aspects of special collections. Underpinning this 
lack of visibility in OPACs is a fundamental problem with how special 
collections records are structured. Though these limitations have been 
identified, a uniform best practice has not been established, and conse-
quently collections metadata suffers due to inconsistencies and lack of 
necessary detail. This study uses the following primary research questions 
(RQs) in an attempt to meet the predefined aims and objectives: RQ1: 
How best can metadata be structured and created to record copy-specific 
information in special collections catalogs? RQ2: What are the functional 
metadata requirements of stakeholder groups working with these collec-
tions? RQ3: How best can a data ontology be devised to meet core require-
ments for copy-specific cataloging?

Materials & methods

This research project aims to better understand the current limitations 
within an area of practice, and evaluate potential alternatives based on 
the subjective experiences and reflections of professionals. This approach 
requires the collection of qualitative data from a group of engaged par-
ticipants to gain an understanding of their professional experiences, opin-
ions, and practical requirements. To this end, a phenomenological method 
was initially posited as a means to gather qualitative data of how indi-
viduals experience metadata in their professional lives. However, this 
approach relied solely on the experience of the participants and did not 
provide scope for consideration of how these experiences could be syn-
thesized to inform a broader understanding of best practice in the sector.

Specifically, the method draws upon the action research model employed 
by Elliot.25 The initial literature review enabled the formation of the initial 
concept, before conducting data “reconnaissance” through a survey designed 
to identify the requirements of information professionals and researchers. 
Based on the qualitative data from this first stage, an ontology was designed 
to respond to the functional requirements of participants as articulated 
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in their survey responses and to provide a guide for best practice. The 
next stage was to critically reflect on the perceived successes and failures 
of this implementation by asking a sample of participants to engage with 
this ontology through the process of an analytic discussion.

Participants were primarily sought through an open call circulated to 
eight JISC mailing lists generally used for discussion purposes by practi-
tioners and users of library services, primarily in the UK. The survey was 
open for two weeks and attracted fifteen participants. The study applied 
noninvasive research methods, including an online survey and analytic 
interviews, to generate qualitative data. Ethics approval was obtained from 
the University of Sheffield Information School ethics review panel, approval 
number 048242.

In order to conduct this research, it was essential to have access to 
specific heritage collections so that participants could have access to con-
sistent examples. To this effect the research team used the John Collins 
Collection, which is part of the printed heritage materials at the British 
Library. British Library collection items and metadata have therefore been 
used to inform areas of this research project.

Results

Stage one: Reconnaissance: Survey analysis

The first stage of research sought to identify the functional requirements 
for a prospective metadata schema. This was achieved through the circu-
lation of an online survey designed to investigate how participants interact 
with special collections metadata and identify requirements for best practice 
metadata creation and access. The survey which was used during the first 
stage of the research made use of open-ended questions asking “How” or 
“Why” rather than eliciting closed, binary responses. Participants were 
able to respond to open-ended questions using a free-text box and provide 
as much detail as they deemed appropriate, allowing participants the option 
to decline to respond, or respond unconventionally, to elicit detailed and 
representative responses.26

Overview of respondents
Of the fifteen survey respondents, 66.7% professionally self-identified as 
librarians and 13.3% identified as academics or researchers. One respon-
dent was an “archivist”, one an “antiquarian cataloguer”, and one a “rare 
book curator”. Of the respondents, 73.3% established that they create 
catalog records in a professional capacity, while 40% use them and 33.3% 
manage them. Most respondents selected multiple options, suggesting they 
work with catalog records in a variety of ways. Eighty percent also stated 
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that they interact with catalog records on a daily basis, while the remaining 
20% do so on a weekly basis.

Descriptive exercise evaluations
The first section of the survey consisted of seven practical descriptive 
exercises where respondents were asked to describe image(s) of examples 
of copy-specific information in books. The examples provided for these 
exercises were taken from the Collins collection at the British Library, a 
collection especially dense in unusual copy-specific elements. Each example 
was selected to test participants’ ability to describe various types of 
copy-specific material evidence, including textual and visual material, 
hand-written and printed, by multiple persons, with varying amounts of 
information presented.

Exercise 1 analysis
Exercise 1 presented a blue ink library stamp from the Fürstlich 
Fürstenbergische Hofbibliothek Donaueschingen (see Appendix 1A). The 
significance of this evidence is reflected in the descriptions provided by 
respondents. Most descriptions focused on the stamp itself and providing 
the name of the library that it is indicative of. Providing this named 
information is a priority to respondents when producing a description. 
Many respondents also highlighted the location of the stamp in their 
description; being on the title page. A minority of respondents described 
the appearance of the stamp in any detail. One respondent described the 
stamp as an “oval-shaped armorial stamp”, and two others also indicated 
that the stamp was “armorial”, with a fourth respondent using the term 
“heraldic”. Only two respondents noted the color of the ink, however they 
did not use the same color – one was blue, the other purple (Figure 1).

The sample in exercise 1 also included a 5-digit accession number 
(37943) written in pencil, above the imprint. Two respondents identified 
the 5-digit number in their descriptions, though one identified it as a 
“catalogue number” while the other did not attempt to interpret the pur-
pose of the number at all. A third respondent also identified what they 
interpreted as being a “catalogue number” but did not transcribe the 5 
digits. The other 12 respondents all omitted the number from their descrip-
tion, and another respondent went as far as to explicitly note that they 
would not include an accession number in any description.

Exercise 2 analysis
The second exercise presented an image containing two distinct elements: 
a printed bookplate, and an inscription (see Appendix 1B), which together 
contained five key pieces of information: (1) The name of an individual 
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agent (Gillie Potter – as printed on the bookplates and written in the 
inscription); (2) The name of a place (Hogsnorton); (3) The physical 
location in the resource (front pastedown, endpaper/flyleaf); (4) The type 
of element (bookplate, inscription); (5) Transcription.

Only one respondent described the illustrated contents of the bookplate 
in any detail while others only specified the bookplate was “pictorial” or 
“illustrated”. One respondent noted the period of the bookplate as “twen-
tieth century”. The hand-written inscription on the flyleaf proved difficult 
to decipher for multiple respondents. Most respondents produced tran-
scriptions of all text, and each adopted different methods of recording the 
elements that they could not fully read. One respondent used an ellipsis 
to indicate illegible text. Another described the section as “[Unreadable]”, 
and another used the abbreviation “illegal.” [sic] to indicate illegibility. A 
fourth respondent wrote, “[S_?]” for the illegible section. The hand-written 
section is written in abbreviated Latin, and reads, “Gillie Potter e Coll. 
Vigorn. in Univ. Oxon.” identifying the owner as Gillie Potter (as is con-
firmed by the bookplate) who studied at Worcester College, Oxford. Three 
respondents included this interpretation of the abbreviated Latin inscription 
in their description, suggesting that the role of the special collections cat-
aloger can go beyond description, and allow space of basic interpretation. 

Figure 1. E xercise 1 common word list.



Cataloging & Classification Quarterly 15

One respondent also identified Gillie Potter’s true identity (being Hugh 
William Peel) and the fact that “Hogsnorton” is a fictional place (Figure 2).

Exercise 3 analysis
Three distinct elements were identified in the third exercise: the price 
(“£7.50”) written in pencil in the top-right hand corner, the gift inscription 
in pen and the printed cutting which has been pasted beneath (see 
Appendix 1C). All respondents acknowledged and described the inscription 
and the cutting, with varying degrees of detail. However, six respondents 
did not acknowledge the price at all. Of those who did, most provided 
the amount written, however some did not and a few also explicitly 
described it as a “bookseller’s price”. However, the optional inclusion of 
the price raises the question of what is deemed worthy of recording, just 
as was the case with the library accession number in the first exercise 
(Figure 3).

The inscription itself was identified as the primary copy-specific element. 
All but one respondent provided a transcription for this inscription. By 
contrast, none provided a full transcription of the printed clipping. While 
some only described this element as an “inscription”, or “manuscript 
inscription”, other respondents referred to it as an “ownership inscription”, 
“autograph inscription”, or a “dedication note”. The function and type of 

Figure 2. E xercise 2 common word list.
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copy-specific element takes precedent before other details, such as physical 
location or materials used. Additional elements such as a place or time 
have not been prioritized in this instance. Only one respondent attempted 
to approximately date the interventions “[ca. 1950?]”, and one other noted 
the absence of any indication of year. One description of the clipping 
includes the place, Handsworth Wood, where the subject died.

Four of the respondents recorded a connection between the inscription 
and the newspaper cutting. These asserted that Catherine Pagett (as named 
in the printed death notice which has been pasted into the book) was the 
mother of Amy G. Pagett, the subject of the gift inscription. This con-
nection is an assumption, albeit a logical one, and again questions whether 
the role of the cataloger is to be purely descriptive, or to also provide 
interpretation. Those respondents who made this connection used words 
such as “presumed” to illustrate this information as unconfirmed. One 
respondent provided a note stating, “I would check before making this 
assumption.”

Figure 3. E xercise 3 common word list.
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Exercise 4 analysis
Participants were presented with an inscription framed within a visual 
representation of a tombstone (see Appendix 1D). All but one respondent 
made mention of the visual nature of this element, variably describing it 
as a “tombstone” (6 respondents), “headstone” (3), “gravestone” (2), “memo-
rial stone” (2), or “tomb” (1). One respondent referred to the element as, 
“Autograph bookplate drawn in the style of a gravestone.” A bookplate is 
typically a printed plate, pasted into an item to indicate ownership, which 
is not the same as the example used in this exercise (Figure 4).

Of the textual contents, five respondents provided full transcription, 
while others provided abridged transcriptions (making use of ellipses). 
Across the responses, three key elements were recorded: (1) Name of a 
primary agent (Reverend George Lawson), along with birth and death 
dates; (2) Name of a secondary agent (Jane Macallum Lawson); (3) 

Figure 4. E xercise 4 common word list.
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Relation between agents (spousal). Identifying individual named agents 
was prioritized by respondents; however, the relation between named agents 
was also commonly recorded. Nine respondents identified a spousal rela-
tionship. This presents a similar outcome as observed in the responses to 
exercise 3.

Exercise 5 analysis
Exercises 5 to 7 included multiple images of copy-specific elements which 
respondents were expected to describe in a single entry (see Appendix 
1E). These longer, more complicated exercises make full transcription 
difficult and encourage respondents to rely on alternative descriptive prac-
tices to create succinct but detailed descriptions (Figure 5).

Responses to exercise 5 varied significantly differently to exercise 5. 
One respondent created three distinct descriptions for each page. Several 
others, perhaps overwhelmed with a vast amount of copy-specific evidence 
illustrated, instead provided much more concise descriptions, such as, 
“multiple autograph inscriptions” or just, “manuscript annotations”. Most 
attempted to collate all the information they saw across all three images 
into a single description. These descriptions sought meaning between 
disparate pieces of evidence. Multiple individual names and dates are 
inscribed in the images, but most respondents chose to group individuals 
together as the “Hedges and Andrews families” or “the family of Hannah 
Hedges”. “Family” is a commonly occurring word across all responses, 
despite it not featuring explicitly in the contents of the examples. The 
cataloger’s ability to interpret the relations of all these individuals as being 
of a single family has been to the benefit of accurately and efficiently 
describing the copy-specific elements.

Multiple dates are listed alongside these names, indicating years of 
significance (deaths, marriages, births, etc.). Only two respondents provided 
each date individually. One respondent alternatively provided a date range 
(1820–1846) and another simply grouped them together as being of the 
“nineteenth century”. A few others only provided the date “1843” which 
is found on the first inscription page by Hannah Hedges, and five respon-
dents provided no dates.

Only two respondents acknowledged the price (“£5”) in their description, 
suggesting the inferiority of this evidence in contrast to the other infor-
mation present in this example.

The term “inscription” is being overwhelmingly used to describe the 
copy-specific element. After the names of individuals who are described 
in the text, the term “inscription” is the most common term. This illus-
trates that “inscription” may be the preferred terminology to describe 
additional textual markings as opposed to terms such as “annotation”, 
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“note”, “writing” or “manuscript”, as have been evidenced elsewhere in 
minority.

Exercise 6 analysis
Exercise 6 provided four images of evidence found in a book, including 
visual and textual material (see Appendix 1F). The visual elements have 
been described as “drawings” (6 respondents), “doodles” (4), “graffiti” (1) 
and “scribbles” (1). Seven respondents attributed the additions to a “child”, 
“girl” or “schoolgirl”, despite this not being made explicitly clear in the 
images provided. No respondents attempt to describe what the drawings 
depicted.

Some respondents attempted full transcriptions of textual elements and 
one respondent noted, “I would describe what appears on each page.” 
Alternatively, many of the respondents kept their answers concise, providing 
a general overview of what they saw. Information such as physical location 
in the resource, place, or time have been of lesser importance in this 
example. Materials were also not deemed particularly important, with only 
two respondents noting that the drawing and writing were composed in 
“biro” (Figure 6).

Figure 5. E xercise 5 common word list.
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Whereas the textual element of the exercise 5 was largely described as 
“inscriptions”, here the most commonly applied term for textual matter is 
“annotations”. This can be explained due to the nature of the textual ele-
ments, which are often written in the printed text of the book, as opposed 
to on flyleaves, and are directly engaging with the printed text (paratext). 
Therefore, the authorial function of these para-textual elements determines 
how they are perceived by catalogers and, consequently, the terminology 
used to describe them. Any classification or categorization of these terms 
needs to consider the subtle variations in the functionality of markings.

Exercise 7 analysis
The final exercise was chosen to be the most difficult to describe (see 
Appendix 1G). Multiple distinct types of material evidence are present, 
and the amount of information is too complex and vast for full transcrip-
tion. The intention of this example was to force participants to provide 
a general description that would be able to capture what they perceived 

Figure 6. E xercise 6 common word list.
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to be the most important aspects of the copy-specific elements in the 
book. The following list illustrates some of the main areas that the respon-
dents recorded in their descriptions: “postcard”, “annotations”, “bookplate”, 
“hand-drawn map”, “underlinings” (Figure 7).

Some of these elements are self-contained. The bookplate provides a 
regular piece of copy-specific information which catalogers are familiar 
with describing. Thirteen respondents acknowledge the bookplate explicitly, 
and they all mention it as the first thing in their description. The book-
plate reads, “From the library of Paul Kenneth Baillie Reynolds”; therefore, 
providing the name of a former owner. This personal information has 
been prioritized in almost all descriptions, and illustrates the importance 
of identifying provenance in books. One respondent also described the 
style of the bookplate as having an “arts and craft border”.

Other elements, however, are far more irregular, and contain various 
pieces of information within them. The postcard – which thirteen 

Figure 7. E xercise 7 common word list.
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respondents directly recorded – is an example. Firstly, there is the printed 
contents of the postcard on the recto, which suggests it was originally 
acquired at “Hotel Beauséjour – Hyères les Palmiers” (this was recorded 
by four respondents). On the verso, there is an inscribed message (no 
respondents transcribed this, but one did summarize the contents and 
another noted “In a more detailed description I would read the postcard 
and describe the type of handwritten annotations”), the names of the 
recipient and sender of the postcard (8), the date (2), the postage stamps 
and library stamp (neither recorded by any respondents).

“Underlining” was also specified by four respondents as a separate 
intervention. Two of the respondents used “ephemera” to refer to all 
inserted materials. Another commonly used word across the descriptions 
was “extensive(ly)” – used to indicate a large quantity of annotation, 
without providing itemized detail. Both “extensive” and “ephemera” are 
used as terms which can reduce the size of the description, but also pro-
vide readers with a useful “signpost” as to what they can expect from 
the item.

The materials used to create copy-specific interventions were described 
by four respondents, who identified “pen”, “pencil”, and “ink” to describe 
how annotations and other additions were created. Physical location in 
the book was also noted to some extent by nine respondents, who made 
references to “front pastedown”, “front covers”, and “flyleaves”. Two respon-
dents also provided specific pages for certain items. The first image illus-
trated four distinct entities: the bookplate, a hand-drawn map, a price 
(“£2.50”) and a shelfmark (“Collins.And.74”). Only three respondents 
recorded the price, and none recorded the shelfmark.

General observations on descriptive exercises
Some fundamentally different approaches to descriptive practice can 
be observed across the responses to the above exercises. The most 
notable difference is in the depth of description. Several respondents 
aimed to maximize detail in their description, including full transcrip-
tions. In a response to exercise 5, one respondent included, “[transcribe 
all]” at the end of their description to suggest that in a real-life cat-
aloging situation they would provide a full transcription of what 
appeared on the page. In contrast, two of the respondents chose to 
consistently apply the most minimal of descriptions, only providing an 
indicator of what the reader might find in the book, such as: “Manuscript 
annotations: genealogical notes”, “Gift inscription with note on dona-
tions”, or “Bookplate, ownership inscription”. In the final exercise, the 
longest description consists of eighty-nine words, while the shortest is 
only five.
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Both these approaches seem to have their own respective merits and 
limitations. A lengthy description provides the user with more information 
about the source they are seeking to consult. However, the time required 
to produce such a description may be considered more than the descrip-
tion is worth. Brief descriptions also allow for greater consistency in terms, 
which can be observed in the examples listed above. A notable exclusion 
from shorter descriptions is personal names. The common word analysis 
generally indicates that the inclusion of names are prioritized by most 
catalogers, however this information is regularly omitted in shorter entries, 
with one respondent not using personal names in any of their answers.

The value of copy-specific cataloging
Following the descriptive exercises, the survey continued with a series of 
questions on the value of copy-specific cataloging, seeking to understand 
what catalogers believed was worth recording, and why. These questions 
were optional and some of them provided “tick box” answers, though 
most still provided free-text options to ensure a depth of qualitative data 
could be collected.

Respondents were initially asked how they would define copy-specific 
cataloging. Many focused on the “uniqueness” of the item and provided 
some examples. Some descriptions were extremely broad, e.g., “anything 
that has happened to the book after printing, including the binding”, 
“everything to do with the history of the object”.

A majority of respondents believed the recording of copy-specific ele-
ments in books was either “Extremely important” (53.3%) or “Important” 
(33.3%). Two respondents provided their own answer, one stating that the 
importance depends on the type of book, and the other stating that it 
depends on the type of library. This latter answer raised practical consid-
erations regarding the purpose of the library collection, the interests of 
its users, and the availability of time and human resources for cataloging.

Respondents cited that special collections users required adequate 
copy-specific cataloging in order to efficiently conduct research. One 
respondent noted, “Researchers are increasingly interested in the historical 
usage and transmission of books through society” and this opinion was 
corroborated by another respondent who wrote, “if the cataloguer does 
not record them, researchers have no way of finding them other than 
looking at a *lot* of books”. A further respondent also shared this view, 
and stated, “I need this information to know better the book’s history”. 
The need to meet user’s requirements was the most common reason pro-
vided for ensuring good copy-specific cataloging practices. Most respon-
dents shared the opinion that copy-specific cataloging helps in telling the 
“history”/“story” of collections. Some participants also noted the 
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importance of recording copy-specific aspects of collection items as a way 
of promoting the collection itself.

The next questions in this section sought to establish some of the 
practical considerations that should be taken when recording informa-
tion. Participants were asked what they expected to be recorded in a 
catalog record. The most popular elements chosen were: inscribed 
names, bookplates/book labels (100% of respondents believed these 
should be recorded), library stamps, additional inserted materials 
(93.3%), marginalia and notes (86.7%), inscribed initials, doodles (80%). 
Elements of lesser importance included bookstore labels, waste frag-
ments, prices and booksellers’ notes. When considering the specific 
attributes of these individual types of copy-specific material evidence, 
names and dates were perceived to be the most important information 
to capture (93.3%) followed by the physical location of the copy-specific 
element in the book (80%) and numbers (shelfmarks, lot numbers, etc.) 
(73.3%). Properties such as color, size, and materials feature lower in 
priority.

Participants were also asked what should not be included. Suggestions 
included accession numbers, lengthy transcriptions, and details of anno-
tations. One respondent also noted that the extent of the description is 
dependent on the value or importance of the book itself: “It depends on 
the nature of the evidence and age of the book. The older the book the 
more that should be recorded”.

Of the respondents, 35.7% believed that more than 30 minutes should 
be spent recording copy-specific information for a single item, while 28.6% 
believed 10–20 minutes was appropriate, with the same number stating 
that 5–10 minutes was appropriate. Only one participant suggested that 
1–5 minutes should be spent.

Many respondents also believed that catalogers should conduct their 
own research to enhance records – from “brief googling” to “as much as 
necessary” – and provide transcriptions, where practical. Most respondents 
promoted an, “as much as possible” attitude to copy-specific cataloging 
and emphasized that this additional time is well spent to provide historical 
context to the item. However, two respondents disagreed with this posi-
tion. One stated that the record should “only point the user to the evi-
dence” as opposed to providing any interpretation or context. Another 
respondent also argued that a cataloger’s time should not be spent 
researching: “I would record what I see, and leave the additional research 
to … researchers! Cataloguers are pathfinders, not research staff !” Ten 
participants responded positively to the idea that external researchers 
could be expected to contribute to catalog records, thus saving the time 
of the cataloger, though some respondents held reservations of the prac-
ticality of this strategy.
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Metadata requirements for copy-specific cataloging
The final section of the survey primarily focused on the technical param-
eters in encoding copy-specific information. As most of the respondents 
were self-identifying library professionals, 100% of them were familiar 
with MARC as a metadata standard, and most (86.7%) with AACR2. 
Fewer, though still a majority, were familiar with RDA and DCRM, though 
a minority were familiar with the concept of linked data.

When asked if they believed there was adequate existing guidance for 
recording copy-specific information, most responses were unsure. Many 
stated that standards, such as DCRM and MARC 21, provided some useful 
instruction for recording copy-specific information, though there were 
gaps. Two respondents claimed that there was a lack of standardization 
in terminology used, though a third respondent claimed that existing 
controlled vocabularies provided useful guidance but are not always prop-
erly applied in UK libraries. Multiple respondents also raised the point 
that, unlike bibliographic cataloging, copy-specific cataloging guidance is 
often more specific to institutions. Many also acknowledged that there is 
a great deal of room for interpretation in prescribed standards, often 
meaning that consistency is lost between institutions.

When asked if MARC provided an adequate framework for recording 
copy-specific information, respondents offered a similar variety of opinions. 
Six of the respondents believed MARC has presented serious limitations 
to copy-specific cataloging. Two respondents specifically highlighted 
MARC’s inability to “link” as a serious limitation to the system. One 
respondent wrote, “you can’t hyperlink to names in a note or inscription 
in the way you would if it was a webpage.” Other critics argued that 
MARC lacked sufficient fields to capture the granularity of detail required 
for copy-cataloging. Five respondents, however, believed MARC was ade-
quate, with one respondent arguing that the structure of the data was 
secondary to the data itself: “The content is more important of the form 
which contains it.” Multiple respondents identified the problem with “con-
sistency of terminology”, and the lack of an agreed vocabulary as well as 
the inability to include authorized entries within a MARC holdings record.

Discoverability
Of the respondents, 46.7% believed that copy-specific information is “hard 
to find” across most online library catalogs, with 40% believing it to be 
“discoverable with the right knowledge” and only 13.3% believe it is “easily 
discoverable”. This corroborates the data presented in the RLUK Hidden 
Collections report.27 When asked how to improve discoverability, most 
respondents believed that systems needed to change to better suit complex 
search behaviors. One respondent specifically suggested that special 
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collections professionals should do more to influence the development of 
library management systems and cataloging software:

“[Greater discoverability requires] bringing together relevant people from Special 
Collections to influence systems development. In many libraries the needs of SC are 
seen as a specialist; it is difficult to make changes to a standard library discovery.”

Respondents offered a variety of specific technical features which they 
believed would improve systems to allow greater discoverability of copy-spe-
cific elements in special collections, including specific provenance-related 
search facets, advanced field searching, standardized terminologies, full 
text retrieval from notes fields, the creation of more detailed metadata, 
linking data, and data visualizations to enhance search behaviors. Other 
non-system specific suggestions focused on the importance of providing 
adequate instruction to users so that they understand how to navigate 
library catalogs efficiently.

As a final practical exercise, participants were asked to test the discov-
erability of an existing record with significant copy-specific information 
in the Explore the British Library OPAC. The item was a copy of Brontë 
poetry which was owned and annotated by Emily Brontë, and respondents 
were tasked with discovering it. Of the fifteen respondents, only five were 
able to successfully identify the shelfmark of the item, while two others 
found shelfmarks for the wrong holding of the item (one without the 
annotations), and the rest were completely unable to find the item. One 
respondent (who, despite finding the item, admitted it was difficult) also 
provided their method of discovery:

“I restricted by date to Emily’s lifetime and searched for ‘Bronte’ Anywhere and 
Material Type ‘Books’ which gave me 22 results and this was the only one called 
‘Poems’.”

This final exercise reinforces the inadequacies of the discoverability of 
copy-specific records in most library catalogs. Even within a sample group 
largely consisting of information professionals, only a minority could locate 
this record. The record in question was created adhering to current cat-
aloging practices, and included authorized added entries for “Emily Brontë” 
as former owner, as well as detailed 5XX copy-specific notes detailing the 
provenance of the copy. Despite these efforts, the evidence suggests that 
the record remains largely hidden.

Stage 2: Action: Data classification and modelling

The survey responses highlighted two primary obstacles to best practice 
in copy-specific cataloging: (1) a lack of standardization and consistency 
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in terminology and methodology; (2) a lack of meaningful structure of 
data encoding in existing cataloging systems. To address these issues, a 
data ontology was created (see Appendix 2), derived from the comments 
and suggestions offered by participants in their responses. The ontology 
consisted of: (1) Core requirements of copy-specific cataloging; (2) List 
of fourteen main data entities; (3) Sample controlled vocabulary; Data 
modeling in MARC and RDF triples. The ontology provides a set of core 
elements and attributes, in the form of a data dictionary, to provide a 
logical plan establishing the relationships between metadata elements and 
the semantics of these elements and relationships.

Stage 3: Evaluation

The data ontology was evaluated through a discussion with two special 
collections practitioners with knowledge and experience of copy-specific 
cataloging for rare materials. Both participants were also respondents to 
the initial survey. This discussion was informed by a set of guiding ques-
tions, but respondents were also given the opportunity to discuss other 
areas which they found to be of interest.

Core requirements
Both participants shared thoughts on what they believed to be the core 
requirements of copy-specific cataloging in special collections. The first 
participant believed the primary requirement of any ontology was to 
identify the “significant elements” of an item. When pressed on what made 
an element “significant”, they prioritized elements which illustrated the 
history of the object, and specifically noted that they believed recording 
provenance was the most important aspect of copy-specific cataloging.

The second participant was more concerned with the “searchability” of 
records as a core requirement: “If you’re doing loads of detailed work, 
[…], but you can’t actually search in that way, then I just think, ‘what’s 
the point?’” Any data ontology for copy-specific cataloging had to prioritize 
access to information, not just instructing what information to capture in 
a record. The second participant also highlighted that the inclusion of a 
controlled vocabulary was a core requirement for any instructional doc-
ument, as a means to overcome inconsistency.

Controlled vocabularies
Both participants reacted positively to the inclusion of a controlled vocab-
ulary in the ontology and believed that a controlled vocabulary was 
necessary to ensure consistency and clarity. The consistent application 
of controlled vocabularies in metadata facilitates the categorization, 



28 A. KITHER AND L. APPLETON

indexing, and retrieval of information.28 To this end, the second partic-
ipant raised their concerns that inconsistency of terminology would 
negatively impact discoverability of records, “[The user] may miss things 
because they are searching for terms that may not be the ones that people 
have indexed it as.”

When asked if they already use any kind of controlled vocabulary in 
their own practice, the first respondent said that they do, and the second 
said that they do not currently, but they did in their previous institution. 
Both participants highlighted that their use of terminology largely depended 
on institutional practice. The first respondent explained that they use an 
in-house vocabulary, which is based around the specific requirements of 
their collections. Similarly, the second respondent also used an in-house 
controlled vocabulary at a previous institution.

When asked if they believed the construction of a cross-institutional 
controlled vocabulary would be beneficial, both agreed it would, and 
suggested that ideally a controlled vocabulary be followed as closely as 
any other prescribed cataloging rules. Despite this, both had reservations 
about the practicality of a universal vocabulary being implemented, used, 
and maintained. The first respondent noted that the successful adoption 
of a universal controlled vocabulary required proper consultation across 
all institutions. They reflected on the failure of the RBMS controlled 
vocabulary to be properly adopted across many UK research libraries: “I 
think we [UK research libraries] are very reliant on standards that are set 
in the US. Maybe that means that we should get more involved in setting 
those standards.” The RBMS Controlled Vocabularies Editorial Group do 
periodically accept proposals for new terms to be added to the vocabulary, 
so perhaps this offers an opportunity for greater involvement from UK 
special collections professionals.

When asked to comment on the contents of the controlled vocabulary 
in the ontology, both participants responded positively. The second par-
ticipant suggested that a controlled vocabulary could never be too detailed 
and argued that areas such as binding description could go into a level 
of extreme granularity. The first participant responded positively to the 
terminology for annotations in the controlled vocabulary, and suggested, 
“That is what the researcher was most interested in.” When considering 
the limitation of existing vocabularies for annotations, they cited a specific 
experience with a researcher: “he was looking for more specific evidence, 
which just something labeled as annotations doesn’t provide because anno-
tations come in so many different ways.” Generally, both respondents 
believed the sample vocabulary was an important part of the ontology, 
but that it could be improved and extended.
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Data modelling and structuring data
The ontology also illustrated potential modeling solutions for copy-specific 
cataloging. It provided a pictorial representation of a bookplate, followed 
by three methods of description: a rich-text note, a structured MARC 
record, and RDF triples.

When asked if they believed the rich-text description was adequate, the 
first respondent answered, “No – but I think it is the most common.” The 
second participant had a more positive response to the note, and stated, 
“I do like a chunk of text when I'm reading something. It really annoys 
me if there were just headings and there’s no kind of meaty detail.” Both 
respondents agreed that the description needed to provide adequate detail, 
though the first respondent believed this could be achieved in a better, 
more structured way.

Both responded most positively to the second representation. The first 
respondent noted that this was the same approach they took in their insti-
tution. The first respondent cited a recent instance where they were attempt-
ing to draw copy-specific metadata from across collections via the Jisc 
Library Hub union catalog and identified that using the 655 MARC fields 
was the easiest way to gather this information. The second participant also 
raised some concern about the time resource needed to construct a MARC 
record in the way illustrated in the second representation and suggested 
that creating a single note can often be a better use of limited resources.

The final representation was articulated in RDF triples and introduced 
concepts of linked open data. When asked if they believed MARC was 
an adequate format to record copy-specific information, there was a dif-
ference of opinion. The second respondent believed MARC was adequate, 
and that the limitations of the format existed more within the search 
capabilities of user-facing library management systems. However, the first 
respondent believed firmly that MARC was inadequate to this end. They 
elaborated on this point:

“I think the issue comes down to making the links between items, which in the RDF 
is a more concrete link between the evidence and the agent, the date range and the 
physical location. At the moment, in MARC these are all in different fields and the 
more evidence there is in a book, the more difficult it is to actually interpret.”

Both respondents suggested that “linking” data was beneficial and crucial 
for recording copy-specific information in a meaningful way. Creating 
links between records across different datasets was perceived to be a good 
thing, and respondents saw this as a potential way to enrich records. Both 
respondents articulated an awareness that special collections cataloging 
practice would need to change fundamentally to cope with the expectations 
of current researchers. They both envisioned this change taking the form 
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of a decentralization of information, whereby individual institutions fed 
their data into larger shared systems.

Being able to query this information was also raised by the second 
respondent as a crucial consideration when modeling data. They raised a 
concern, similar to Taylor’s fear of “mega-choice”, where too much infor-
mation and too many links could become unnavigable for the user. To 
this end, ensuring access and searchability was a priority: “Catalogues can’t 
do complex searches. So why are you complex cataloguing in the first place?”

Discussion

In an OCLC report on special collections discoverability, “note-ification” 
was identified as a serious limitation to current descriptive data models 
and their lack of navigable structure.29 This largely reflected the common 
practice in MARC cataloging of inputting most copy-specific metadata as 
a single string into 5XX fields which, due to a lack of structure and full-
text search capabilities, could not be queried by users. This lack of struc-
ture inhibits discoverability of the unique, copy-specific aspects of collection 
items. The “hidden” nature of special collections metadata was also iden-
tified by survey participants. Inconsistency in structure and terminology 
were identified as key contributors to this challenge.

Over half of survey respondents acknowledged the limitations of MARC 
as an encoding standard, with a majority responding favorably to the prospect 
of greater structure to copy-specific information. The benefits of adopting 
alternative models for metadata description have been promoted by practi-
tioners, such as Harpring, who claim these models allow institutions to, 
“share our knowledge and expertise with the international art and cultural 
heritage communities in their broadest sense.”30 Despite this, respondents 
were cautious of moving away from MARC. Despite existing non-MARC 
bibliographic databases being better suited to recording copy-specific infor-
mation, special collections librarians often cannot justify duplicating cataloging 
efforts. As one discussion participant said, “we don’t have time to enter data 
in 2 places, because the 2 systems are structured very differently.”

Identifier-based linked data offers a more structured approach to meta-
data, which allows “inclusion and increased visibility of item-specific infor-
mation as well as variances and the surfacing of resource uniqueness.”31 
Alternative ontologies for rare materials metadata creation are already being 
developed by the Linked Data for Production (LD4P) cooperative, whose 
Rare Materials Affinity Group have produced an Art and Rare Materials 
Ontology designed to be expressed in BIBFRAME. Many of the challenges 
identified in this paper could be overcome through the enhancement and 
conversion of MARC data to linked data. However, most of the survey 
participants were not familiar with the possibilities of linked data for special 
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collections cataloging, and in analytic interviews, respondents acknowledged 
the value of “linking” records, but admitted that they could not visualize 
how this could be implemented. Practical concerns were articulated as 
being the greatest barriers to implementation of any new practices in cat-
aloging. These considerations concur with observations made by those who 
argue that, while the ambitions of linked data may be promising, imple-
mentation requires resources that are currently unavailable.32

In the ontology, the second data model was most popular with respon-
dents, on the basis that it represented a compromise between traditional 
MARC cataloging and structured data. Consequently, this study identified 
that structuring MARC fields – using added entries and 561 sub-fields –  
offers a manageable step toward best practice in capturing copy-specific 
information in special collections.

Consistency was a priority among the functional metadata requirements 
of most participants in both stages of the research process. This consis-
tency was achieved, in part, through the development of standardized 
terminology and data types, represented in the creation of a data dictionary 
and controlled vocabulary. The variation in description types across the 
descriptive exercises illustrated the inconsistencies of local practice, as was 
suggested by Green and García-Monge.33 Through the analytic interviews, 
these differences were observed in case studies, where individual institu-
tions relied on in-house documentation which served the unique needs 
of that collection. These “silos” of information proved problematic for 
researchers who wished to conduct work which surveyed items from var-
ious collections. Therefore, the development of a suite of controlled vocab-
ularies that could be applied to all special collections was one that 
respondents felt was certainly necessary. While existing resources such as 
the CERL or RBMS thesauri were discussed, overall respondents made 
limited use of these resources due to the limited ability of individual 
institutions to influence their development.

However, it is also important to note that the priority requirements of 
catalogers varied between institutions. Through both stages of the research 
process, respondents provided detailed insights into their own professional 
experiences, and the individual needs of the institutions they represent. 
A discussion participant noted that their institution prioritized markings 
of provenance as the most important requirement, and consequently all 
practice and documentation supported that goal. In contrast, a respondent 
to the survey made multiple references to the importance of detailed 
binding descriptions in their practice – something a third respondent saw 
as being of lesser importance due to their complexity.

It is evident that, while an RDF-based model for special collections 
cataloging may provide an ideal format for detail capture and discover-
ability, its implementation cannot be realized without a fundamental change 
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to library systems and knowledge. The resources required for this change 
are substantial and will not be achievable across all collections. Therefore, 
we must continue to think in MARC for current best practice. However, 
there is the possibility to anticipate an eventual change in how we model 
our data. As Welsh34 noted, some national libraries such as the British 
Library or Bibliothèque nationale de France are already converting their 
MARC records into RDF datasets and making them available via reposi-
tories for others to query and use. Anticipating a workflow to convert 
MARC records to RDF or XML en masse could ensure that copy-specific 
data are recorded in such a way that, when individual institutions are able 
to start making the changes from MARC to a new encoding system, their 
metadata can be easily migrated. In the short term, this also allows cat-
alogers to develop a best practice model which encourages structured and 
standardized data input, without superseding MARC cataloging.

Though respondents to this study were skeptical of the idea of adopting 
wholly new data models for descriptive cataloging, there was a consensus 
that systems would need to change to reflect the broader information 
landscape and new research behaviors. Similar hesitation was articulated 
during the scoping phase for developing the Getty vocabularies (and par-
ticularly the Art & Architecture Thesaurus) in LOD. Despite this, when 
implemented, Getty observed how a standardized and consistent data 
model, shared through linked data, allowed their resources to be exploited 
in new ways for retrieval and discovery purposes.35 Favorable attitudes 
toward resources such as Material Evidence in Incunabula (MEI) and 
similar copy-specific focused projects suggest there is an appetite among 
special collections practitioners to adopt new ontologies to overcome the 
challenges of hidden collections. Yet, limited resources and expertise pres-
ent barriers to successful implementation. It is these practical limitations 
that must be addressed first. As Byrne and Goddard observed, “[linked 
data] has a long way to go before it is seen as a standard foundation for 
library data […] the majority of issues are non-technical in nature. The 
technology is ready; it is now a matter of getting libraries and librarians 
ready as well.”36
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Appendix 1.  Exercise images

This appendix includes the images that were provided to participants during the seven 
descriptive exercises that made up the core of this research.

1A. Exercise one (BL Collins.Add.186)
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1B. Exercise two (BL Collins.Add.71)
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1C. Exercise three (BL Collins.Add.199)
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1D. Exercise four (BL Collins. Add.84)
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1E. Exercise five (BL Collins.Add.67)
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1F. Exercise Six (BL Collins.Add.143)
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1G. Exercise seven (BL Collins.Add.74)
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Appendix 2.  Ontology
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