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Preserving context and 
contextual information

Who made you?

Sources: accession records, donor files, 
databases, inventories, collection itself, 
preliminary processing by staff
Names:  personal and corporate names

When?    Where?    What?



What is metadata?

• Information about your information or data, 
includes handwritten lists, inventories, 
recording logs

• Who, when, where, what in a framework, with 
standardized fields: some framework 
standards, e.g., Dublin Core, MARC 21, EAD 
3.0, PBCore, VRAcore











Data elements

• Title – unique, descriptive, short?  You may 
need who, what, when, and where in titles for 
AV materials, including photographs.

• Date – dates for AV materials can be complex, 
date of recording, date(s) of copies, dates of 
preservation reformatting



A little metadata can go a long 
way…case study 

• Federal Cylinder Project, 1980s

• In 2015 we completed collection-level 
cataloging of circa 8000 cylinders for 
preservation at the LC National Audiovisual 
Conservation Center, most are American 
Indian recordings from more than 140 
collections from 1890-1940s



Metadata for time-based media



We found notes on 4 scraps of 
paper inside the cylinder boxes

• Medicine Owl's Medicine pipe song / sung by himself 
(Medicine Man) 

• -- Shining star song Blackfoot love song / sung by 
Chief Big Top and Long Time Sleep; words by Chief 
Big Top 

• -- Wolf song / sung by Medicine Owl, low pitch 

• -- Sacred sweat lodge song / sung by Long Time Sleep.  





Big Top and Long Time Sleep







“Indians talking into phonograph”





But metadata separated from 
its audio carrier means undiscoverable 

recordings







Alan Lomax Collection field notes, 
Bormujos (Sevilla), Andalucía, Spain 1952

 Identifying people 
and places

• who
• where
• what
• when



Why standards? 
What can you do with your metadata?

• Consistency

• Sharing

• Interoperability across various 
databases/systems

• Re-use metadata in the future!



Metadata for time-based media

• Paper-based collections can be described at 
various levels:  the container; a series of 
containers; the folder; one information 
object/genre, e.g., a diary or scrapbook; and 
at the item level, e.g., a memo

• Audiovisual media must be accounted for and 
described at the item level, and frequently are 
described at the track-level (a segment of the 
item), e.g., a song title





AV media capture events

• Events occur in time, so capturing the 
metadata for the sequence of events is 
important.

• An event, or intellectual series of events (a 
field trip; an oral history collection on a topic) 
becomes a “collection.”

• Number your items in the sequence they were 
recorded; use unique identifiers



Alan Lomax’s 
metadata instructions 
for AV, 1940

“…the records can be 
much more easily 
catalogued”



• Context!!

• Please note that 
Lomax’s comment “if 
the informant does 
not know that the 
interview is being 
recorded…” reflects 
outdated practice and 
is unethical.



Audio in sequence





AV media items often have multiple 
generations

• When?   Dates are important!

• Identify the date of the original recording, esp. 
if you have a copy in hand

• Identify the date when the copy was made

• Record the date when a transfer was made 
from analog to digital (there usually will be 
embedded metadata in the digital file, but…) 



Metadata for different purposes

• Descriptive metadata = who, what, when, 
where  for discovery and access (Dublin Core 
fields,etc.)

• Technical metadata captured by recording 
devices and by reformatting systems

• Administrative metadata needed to manage 
collections in a repository or system



Descriptive metadata standards

• For description of content , they are known as 
“content standards” e.g., DACS, Describing 
Archives, a Content Standard, SAA, 2007, 2nd 
ed.  Available as PDF

• RDA – Resource Discovery and Access

• AMIA  Cataloging Rules, 2nd ed.



Structural or framework 
metadata standards

• Dublin Core

• EAD 3

• MARC 21

• BIBFRAME

• PBCore

• others



Technical metadata standards
 and tools

• BWF MetaEdit tool

• Look at Federal Agencies Digitization 
Guidelines (FADGI) http://www.
digitizationguidelines.gov/

• Be conscious of technical metadata your 
devices capture, e.g., time, date, geospatial 
metadata, and more…

http://www.digitizationguidelines.gov/
http://www.digitizationguidelines.gov/
http://www.digitizationguidelines.gov/


Controlled vocabularies

• Are standards in themselves
• Enable sharing, discovery and access
• Are available as linked open data id.loc.gov
• Library of Congress Subject Headings (lcsh)
• Library of Congress Name Authority file (lcnaf)
• AFS Ethnographic Thesaurus (afset)
• Virtual International Authority file (viaf)
• Getty Art and Architecture Thesaurus (aat)







AFS Ethnographic Thesaurus



Linked open data

• Advantage of using linked data in your 
cataloging system is that you don’t have to 
update your names/places

• Each concept or term has a persistent URI

• You can download and modify controlled 
vocabularies to use in your content 
management system



Subjects, topics, genre/form

• What?
• Keywords (uncontrolled)
• Community description
• Controlled vocabularies (id.loc.gov)
• Genres (performance genres, e.g., songs, instrumental 

music, plays, poems)
• Document forms (notated music, diaries, office files, 

baseball cards, posters)
• Library of Congress Genre/Form vocabularies (lcgft) 

for music medium of performance, music genres, 
demographic groups, etc.



Metadata for mapping

Where?

• If your recording device has GPS, e.g. your i-
phone, your digital recorder, your camera

• You have to set date/time and turn that 
feature on to embed the GPS metadata

• Which you can use to make fabulous maps

• If you choose to (ethical questions)



Metadata for oral histories

• Project administrative history
• Interviews (audiovisual media)
• Photos of interviewees, settings
• Photos owned/taken by interviewees (copy 

photos, photos of scrapbooks)
• Interview recording logs
• Full transcripts of interviews
• = sub-collection



Time based media won’t last without support
http://www.loc.gov/rr/record/nrpb/PLAN%20pdf.pdf



Archivists, librarians, and 
museum curators

• Are on the front line preserving and 
normalizing existing metatdata

• Community members, researchers, 
collaborators can correct and enhance 
description

• Metadata is essential for resource discovery 
and access!



Film canisters in the “Choreo” or choreometrics 
series in the Alan Lomax collection



contact: mkru@loc.gov


