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BY ROY TENNANT

MARC Must Die

WHEN MARC was created, the Beatles
were a hot new group and those of us
alive at the time wore really embarrass-
ing clothes and hairstyles. Computers
were so large, complex, and expensive
that it was ludicrous to think that you
would one day have one in your home,
let alone hold one in the palm of your
hand. Although age by itself is not nec-
essarily a sign of technological obsoles-
cence (how much has the wooden pencil
improved in the last 40 years?), when it
comes to computer standards it is gener-
ally not a good thing.

The very nature of the MARC (ma-
chine-readable cataloging) record is, to
some degree, an anachronism. It was de-
veloped in an age when memory, stor-
age, and processing power were all rare
and expensive commodities. Now they
are ubiquitous and cheap.

MARCing time

Just look at a raw MARC record to
see what I mean. But don’t get too much
of a headache. There are only two kinds
of people who believe themselves able
to read a MARC record without refer-
ring to a stack of manuals: a handful of
our top catalogers and those on serious
drugs. In MARC, fields are not explic-
itly labeled but coded with a numbering
scheme that cannot be read by someone
unfamiliar with the complicated syntax.
But needless obfuscation, as annoying
as it may be, is not the real nature of our
emerging difficulty with MARC.

The problems with MARC are se-
rious and extensive, which is why a
number of us are increasingly convinced
that MARC has outlived its usefulness.
See, for example, Dick Miller’s slides,
“XML and MARC: A Choice or Re-
placement?” “The rigidity and internal
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irregularities of MARC are beginning to
create problems for catalogers and
users.” says David Flanders in the arti-
cle “Applying XML to the Bibliograph-
ic Description.” He continues, “MARC
is beginning to lag behind current re-
search into bibliographic description
standards.”

When I refer to MARC in this col-
umn, I am conflating several interrelated
things. There are the MARC syntax, the
MARC data elements, and the Anglo-
American Cataloging Rules (AACR).
These pieces are so intertwined that teas-
ing out which must be jettisoned and
which can be kept will be at least as dif-
ficult as starting from scratch. In next
month's column, 1 will take a closer look
at this issue by addressing MARC exit
strategies. Meanwhile, let’s examine
some specific problems with this conflu-
ence of standards that I'm calling MARC.

Granularity

Although MARC is a complex
standard, it lacks essential checks and
balances to assure that appropriate gran-
ularity—how finely the individual ele-
ments are chopped—is achieved when
coding a record. For example, the editor
of a book should be encoded in a 700
field, with a $e subfield that specifies the
person is the editor. But the $e subfield
is frequently not encoded, thus leaving
one to guess the role of the person en-
coded in the 700 field.

In many cases, it is only by refer-
ence to the title field, of all things, that
one can discover the identity of the edi-
tor. This can happen because MARC and
AACR?2 are largely focused on capturing
the paper catalog card in computer form.
In the title field you would think you
would find only the title of the book. But
there are strange appendages. such as
“edited and with an introduction by Pe-
ter Green" stuffed into one of a series of
subfields. Peter Green’s having edited
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the book should not be buried in a text
string in a subfield of the title field. A
more egregious example is the ambigu-
ous encoding of respective parts of a per-
sonal name (last name, first name, etc.).

Extensibility and language

Migrating our catalogs from print-
ed cards to computers was a massive
job, now largely completed. A number
of libraries are now enriching those
records with additional information,
such as the table of contents. Although
it is possible to smash the table of con-
tents into a MARC record (see Black-
well’s description of its Tables of Con-
tents Enrichment Service for the gory
details), it’s not pretty. By its very na-
ture, MARC is flat, whereas a table of
contents is hierarchical. This would be a
breeze in XML. (For more information
on translating MARC into XML, see the
XMLMARC web site.)

[ cannot even imagine where in the
MARC record we would put a book
cover graphic (or book jacket informa-
tion or reviews) in a way that would
make this sort of information both easi-
ly available to those who need it and
easily ignored by those who don’t.

While MARC offers at least some
facility for dealing with multiple scripts—
such as a book title in Chinese and a
translated or transliterated title—it han-
dles them in such a way that it can be
difficult for them to be properly proc-
essed by software. For example, rela-
tionships among related titles are prob-
lematic in MARC. More information
about these problems can be found at the
Moving from MARC to XML site.

Technical marginalization

MARC has always been an arcane
standard. No other profession uses MARC
or anything like it. When we shop around
for software to handle such records, we are
limited to the niche market of library ven-
dors. For their part, vendors must design
systems that can both take in and output
records in MARC format.

Meanwhile, the wider information
technology industry is moving wholesale
to XML as a means to encode and trans-
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fer information. Such a movement does-
n’t mean we abandon our existing sys-
tems for any XML-aware search tool.
But if we redesign our bibliographic
record standard to use XML, the vendors
will likely find it both easier and cheap-
er to produce the products we require.

The real reason

Libraries exist to serve the present
and future needs of a community of
users. To do this well, they need to use
the very best that technology has to of-
fer. With the advent of the web, XML,
portable computing, and other techno-
logical advances, libraries can become
flexible, responsive organizations that
serve their users in exciting new ways.
Or not. If libraries cling to outdated
standards, they will find it increasingly
difficult to serve their clients as they ex-
pect and deserve.

To create standards that are both ad-
equate for present needs and flexible
enough to offer new opportunities, we
should begin with the requirements of
bibliographic description (see Functional
Requirements for Bibliographic Records,
for example) and devise an encoding stan-
dard that provides power and flexibility.
This is clearly a huge undertaking and one
that will take commitment from organi-
zations such as the Library of Congress
and OCLC. We did it once over 30 years
ago, and we can do it again. MARC may
have been born in the Beatles era, but it is
time to show it the long and winding road.
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PEOPLE

COMPILED BY ANN KIM

Cindy Cleary has been appointed As-
sistant Director of Libraries, Glendale
Public Library, CA. She succeeds
Marie Fish, who retired after 48 years
of service. Cleary has been with the li-
brary since 1980 as a Librarian, Man-
ager, and Administrator.

Shera Farnham has been appointed
Services Administrator of Branch Li-
braries, Phoenix Public Library (PPL).
She has worked within the PPL system
for 24 years and was the recipient of a
City Manager’s Employee Excellence
Award in 2000.

Yale Fineman has been appointed
Music Librarian/Head of Reference
and Circulation, Michelle Smith Per-
forming Arts Library, University of
Maryland, College Park. He was User
Services Librarian, Music Library,
Duke University, Durham, NC. Also,
Tom Wilson has been appointed Di-
rector, Information Technology, Uni-
versity of Maryland Libraries. He was
Head of Systems, University of Hous-
ton Libraries, TX, and is currently
Vice President/President-Elect, Li-
brary and Information Technology
Association of the American Library
Association.

Michael Harris has been appointed
Director, Medina County District Li-
brary, OH. He was Head Librarian, Au-
tomation-Science Technology, Euclid
Public Library, OH.

Hongxia Yang has been appointed
Media Librarian, Henderson Library,
Angelo State University, San Angelo,
TX.

JoAnn Jacoby has been appointed An-
thropology and Sociology Subject Spe-
cialist, Education and Social Science
Library, University of Illinois Library at
Urbana-Champaign. She was Assistant
Librarian, Illinois Natural History Sur-
vey Library, Champaign.

Timothy McDonough has been ap-
pointed Director, Waterford Public Li-
brary, NY. He succeeds Sean Sullivan,
who retired after 26 years as Director.
McDonough was Branch Manager,
Queens Borough Public Library, Ja-
maica, NY.

Jacqueline Mundell has been appoint-
ed Dean, Instructional and Information
Support Services, North Seattle Com-
munity College. She was Executive Di-
rector, Library and Information Tech-
nology Association of the American Li-
brary Association.

Dorothy Puryear has retired as Man-
ager, Special Library Services, Nassau
Library System, Uniondale, NY, after a
20-year career providing new and inno-
vative services for special populations.

Steve Sutton has been appointed
Northeast Regional Manager, Collec-
tion Development Group, YBP Library
Services, Contoocook, NH. He brings
more thanl5 years of library industry
experience to the position.

OBITUARIES

Sarah Alexander, retired Librarian,
Atlanta-Fulton County Public Library,
died on September 13 at the age of 77.

Lillian Herron Biggs, retired Office
Manager and Librarian, Thomas Jeffer-
son School, St. Louis, died August 31
at the age of 89. Her career there
spanned from 1956 until her retirement
in 1974.

Ann Elizabeth Irvine, retired Head Li-
brarian, Silver Spring Library, MD,
died September 12 at the age of 58. Her
career in librarianship had spanned 36
years.

Bernis E. Kindelsperger, retired Li-
brarian, George Williams College Li-
brary, Chicago, died on September 9 at
the age of 89.

Ian Mowat, Librarian, Edinburgh
University, Scotland, and Chair, Scot-
tish Consortium of University Re-
search Libraries (SCURL), died on
September 6 at the age of 56. Mowat
had been elected to the Board of
Trustees, OCLC, in 2002 and had also
been leading the development of a
Scottish Universities Joint Store at the
time of his death.

Julia Palmer, retired teacher and Li-
brarian, New Orleans Public Library
System, died August 30 at the age of
62.
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