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Think big — act smart: thoughts on the future of

the Art Discovery Group Catalogue

Jan Simane

he Art Discovery Group Catalogue is a virtual bibliographic resource based on the catalogues of

over 70 art and museum libraries. Its future is closely linked to the question of technically and
topically innovative data concepts on the one hand and to new retrieval and analysis procedures on the
other. Will it be possible to interpret both the quantity and the diversity of the data in a more future-
oriented and efficient way for scientific questions than traditional catalogues do?

The intention of this article is not to tell the story of the network operating under
the name ‘artdiscovery.net’ and merely append a few closing sentences with an
eye to the future, but quite the opposite. AlImost 25 years since the founding of the
‘Virtual Catalogue of Art History'" and after ten years of cooperation with OCLC?, it
is time to take stock and ask ourselves where do we go from here? In doing so,
one can note with satisfaction that the initiative has been a great success and that
the largest international network of art and museum libraries ever has been
assembled. Let us start with a view of its main characteristics. This operational
and collaborative network comprises 72 art and museum libraries, as well as art
departments of larger university libraries, from 20 countries spread across four
continents. On an operational level, these libraries run a collective virtual
discipline-oriented catalogue, the Art Discovery Group Catalogue.3 As cooperation
partners, they convene at regularly organised conferences and maintain informal
communications. It is noteworthy that this network has no institutional format, that
there is neither an administrative structure nor a financial basis, and that all basic
decisions are made democratically. The only management body is a Steering
Committee, consisting of nine volunteers from six countries. Membership of artdis-
covery.net is voluntary and informal, and it entails no financial obligation. The only
costs are those that relate to the operation of the common catalogue, which brings us
to the essential element of the initiative, the Art Discovery Group Catalogue.

The network is primarily perceived in the form of this jointly operated biblio-
graphic research platform. OCLC WorldCat has played the lead role technically
and also logistically since 2012. Although WorldCat is designed to process large
amounts of data, it also has a high degree of functional flexibility. This includes
the possibility of filtering out specific data and displaying it separately without
reducing the operational potential. And this is the basis for the Art Discovery
Group Catalogue. It is a filtered view in WorldCat of the holdings of the art and
museum libraries in the network. What are the benefits? First of all, a search in the
group catalogue provides a concentrated, one could even say ‘undisturbed’, view
of the holdings of the libraries united in the network with their subject-specific,
and in part very special, catalogue data. They refer, in addition to ‘normal’ bib-
liographic data, to special collections, remains, image archives and the like. The
latter is due to the fact that the group catalogue covers holdings of numerous
libraries that otherwise would not have sought to connect with WorldCat. In
addition, special resources have been integrated in cooperation with OCLC, such
as the “Scipio” database, an index to 300,000 auction catalogues.? It is also of
great importance that a high proportion of articles from journals and collected
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writings have found their way into the group catalogue. This is where WorldCat's
Central Index plays a major role, as it enables the retrieval of references especially
for articles that cannot be found in most of the local catalogues of the partner
libraries, even though the journals themselves may well belong to the holdings of
these libraries. For all these functionalities two insights were essential. First, the
potential of the formation of digital networks and virtual sources — in other words
data aggregation — for discipline-specific requirements (around the year 2000),
and second, the group catalogue’s quality as an alternative to the traditional
subject bibliography. The constitutive and also formal analogies of library cata-
logues and bibliographies have been emphasized many times.> The similarities
were particularly pronounced as long as bibliographies were printed and cata-
logues were organised as card indexes. Both resources were usually subject to
strict and long-term fixed patterns of order, both in terms of the categorisation
and hierarchisation of knowledge (systematics) and the required search strategy
and orientation (alphabet, chronology). Under these conditions, the accidentality
of information acquisition, which is indispensable for the research process, was
mainly guaranteed at the shelf, where content ‘browsing’ took place in its early
form. All this changed radically, if not immediately, with the establishment of
electronic catalogues and bibliographic online databases. Equally, however, the
rapid growth of primarily digital resources and their accessibility, with the per-
manent refinement of search tools, has increasingly challenged the traditional
model of the intellectually controlled subject bibliography compiled at great
human and logistical expense.® However, similar to catalogues, (digital) bibliog-
raphies have experienced an analogue development from printed indexes to
electronic databases, especially with regard to retrieval comfort, although here
the selection of literature and resources is of course much more limited, but at the
same time more consistent and controlled than in the case of library catalogues.
In the latter, the mapping of the literature landscape does still follow inter-
nationally agreed rules, but the formally pre-determined navigation system with
pre-marked paths has been replaced by a far more intuitive, cross-area discovery
that allows the user to leave the pre-assigned routes and also integrates
resources that go far beyond the actual holdings and can even exceed them
significantly in terms of quantity.

So, what does this mean for the Art Discovery Group Catalogue, which was,
after all, considered an alternative to the bibliography? The decisive difference to
the bibliography is not so much the proper search strategy, but the calibratability
of the search space which in the case of the Art Discovery Group Catalogue can
be extended to the entire WorldCat. However, also without this extension, the
network building of art libraries catalogues has been from the very beginning
something like a tactical process of generating a virtual big data source.
Self-evidently, the data collection itself is strongly determined by the group
identity. When the ‘Virtual catalogue of art history’, the precursor of the Art
Discovery Group Catalogue, was founded at the end of the last century, the
accumulation of data, whether in shared databases or virtually through federated
search procedures, was the state of the art. Consequently, the profile of the data
source, in this case the selection of partnering libraries, was the decisive criterion,
for which the Steering Committee pursued a well-thought-out implementation
strategy. Selection has been a core principle for many years and a reminiscence
of bibliographies. This concept no longer plays a role today, as the idea of a
firmly defined group profile has largely been abandoned and only professional
involvement in the field of art history and the art museum in the broadest sense
is a sufficient admission criterion. Likewise, a conscious opening to neigh-
bouring disciplines such as classical archaeology is becoming apparent, not
least due to the fact that quite a few member libraries already house corre-
sponding collection segments. These changes have both a topical and a
technological background. In the first case, and here we come back to the
bibliography discourse, the question arises as to how a discipline-specific
identity can be determined for the visual arts in the context of a global dimen-
sion and a multicultural history with fluid geographical and historical bound-
aries. Should a decidedly transcultural and transdisciplinary view, as it is
increasingly establishing itself in art research, also to demanded of the most
important working tools, the libraries? For an approach to such a goal, the size
of the group and also the increasing diversity of member libraries has tangible
advantages. A single library would never be able to meet this demand alone.
Together with the many, partly unique, special collections and the
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documentation in particular of the mostly-neglected article literature, this net-
work holds enormous potential.

Accordingly, the main innovations are to be seen in the amount of data
available as well as in the far more comprehensive access to this data. Another
specific feature is the heterogeneous quality, sometimes paired with language
diversity, of the aggregated data. Thus, quite different concepts are required for
retrieval than from uniform bibliographies or catalogues of individual libraries. In
other words, with the opening of access to new resources and the demand to
make relevant discoveries, the problematic nature of the traditional catalogue
concept has become evident. Certainly, there are integrated concordances and
hybrid systems that contribute to a unification of, for example, authorities. The
greatest deficit of such efforts, however, is in the area of content description,
which is crucial if reliable navigation is required through the vastly growing and
intellectually unmanageable number of documents that are still being catalogued
to a significant extent. Two fundamental questions - certainly not raised for the
first time - result from these findings: firstly, whether, in view of the quantity of
accessible documents and resources, a far more precise and powerful instrument
is required for their detection, interpretation, and evaluation, and secondly,
whether, at the same time, traditional subject indexing with controlled vocabulary
and an unwieldy set of rules can be the appropriate answer to the above-
mentioned demands in view of their minor importance for the observed retrieval
behaviour.”

Despite all the technical improvement and conceptual development of library
catalogues and similarly organized bibliographies, both nevertheless follow a
traditional ontological principle that can literally be called meta-data existence,
i.e. an ‘otherworldly’ realm in which descriptive surrogates for entities of a dif-
ferent kind are collected and structured. The fact that more and more of these
entities are also available and accessible as data calls into question the sense of
separation, not at all suggesting that catalogues could become obsolete. But they
can and must change.® Some steps have already been taken in this direction. This
is to be seen in context with the technical evolution in librarianship and the
increasing role of catalogues as complements in a linked and interoperable data
universe, experiencing exponential growth. The Linked Open Data paradigm, for
example, roots in a machine-based analysis of semantic relationships of data and
a resulting automatic processability, domain-independent and across distinct
data spaces. From the perspective of technology and library science, we are
simultaneously observing a transfer of the metadata concept, which is changing
from a structured work description based on cataloguing rules and controlled
vocabularies to identity or entity management according to the Linked Open Data
paradigm with the goal of universal interoperability.? Occasionally, MaaS
(Metadata as a Service) is also spoken of in this context, referring on the one hand
to the orientation of library metadata to sectors outside the library world and on
the other hand to the operative-functional role of catalogue data as active nodes
in a linked system of ontologically coded knowledge correlations.’® For all these
considerations, the connection of artdiscovery.net to WorldCat is of crucial
importance. OCLC has been investing in corresponding research for several years
in order to support libraries with know-how and robust infrastructure to achieve
this transfer. Recently, OCLC started to develop a Shared Entity Management
Infrastructure. Structured as a central repository, bibliographic metadata —
represented as Linked Data — will be curated and their potential for interoper-
ability enhanced. In recent years, the widely and controversially discussed phe-
nomenon of artificial intelligence has been brought into play in connection with
the analysis and interpretation of large amounts of data. Libraries play an
important role here, as they are producers of not only very extensive, but also
well-structured and highly qualitative data.’? In addition to accessibility and dis-
covery, the traditional metadata principles, now linking or data flow is added as a
further characteristic. In the context of library catalogues and the Art Discovery
Group Catalogue in particular, two insights can be derived. On the one hand, the
(growing) amount of high-quality data and its diverse contexts on numerous
fields of knowledge has a considerable heuristic potential, which machine-based
semantic analyses can increase considerably. Secondly, it seems obvious that
automated analysis and selection procedures for identifying relevant information
meet the quality and comfort demands of the searching individual far more than
the required ‘deciphering’ of terminologies from established bibliographic
metadata.
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Certainly, these are still, in part, scenarios for the future, but the transformation
process has long since arrived in the present. And the art and museum libraries
involved in the Art Discovery Group Catalogue are fortunate to have found a
powerful partner in OCLC and WorldCat, which is at the forefront of this devel-
opment. OCLC is active in both the definition of the required data models and the
programming of the associated tools. Moreover, it would not be the first time that
institutions from the cultural sector have been identified as particularly suitable
and therefore welcome data providers in the context of the Linked Open Data
paradigm. Those libraries that are members of the Art Discovery Group Catalogue
are explicitly characterised by the fact that their catalogues contain information
and data with numerous content links to neighbouring and non-library environ-
ments. They describe not only books and articles, but also objects and works,
places and persons that are relevant in other, content-correlating contexts. As is
well known, this is the initial finding underlying the Linked Open Data model. At
the same time, it was recognised and emphasised years ago that, complementary
to the development of data models and infrastructure, cataloguing practice in
libraries must also change if the machine-assisted identification of semantic
relations and the linking of data based on these relations are to achieve the
desired development.’2 Or, in other words, as Karen Coyle put it back in 2013:
“Qur job today, as librarians and information scientists, is not to translate library
data to linked data; our job is to create a new system for access and use of bib-
liographic data that is compatible and works within the web"”.13 Decisive steps in
library policy were already taken with the introduction of RDA on the one hand
and the establishment of the BIBFRAME ontology on the other and have signifi-
cantly influenced metadata production in libraries worldwide.

This all sounds quite promising, but we are certainly far from having arrived in
the ‘brave new world’ of Linked Data. Even the somewhat old-fashioned ‘manual’
interoperability of catalogue data, namely the simple accumulation, exchange
and re-use of bibliographic descriptions, has been a focus of international library
policy for a generation, although we are some way short of a satisfactory result.
For example, redundancy in the worldwide cataloguing of publications is still
high. This problem becomes all the more apparent when, as in the case of the Art
Discovery Group Catalogue, catalogues of specialised libraries closely related in
subject matter are merged into one overall data pool. From the point of view of
library policy, it is regrettable that the time spent on redundant routines is not
invested more purposefully in complementary tasks such as the cataloguing of
article literature, the indexing of OA publications or in-depth subject indexing.
Even if this may sound utopian at present, a corresponding coordination in the
distribution of tasks in the network of art and museum libraries would be a
worthwhile attempt. The result would be a significant enrichment of metadata
production for the art sector. Furthermore, should the aforementioned adapta-
tions and shifts concerning the principles of the Semantic Web and Linked Data
come to fruition — here, the art libraries are not autonomous in all cases — and
should a more intensive cooperation with OCLC also become possible, then the
largest international network of art and museum libraries could develop into an
element to be taken seriously in the ecosystem of the Digital Humanities.
Admittedly, there is still a lot of wishful thinking involved here. There are also still
a number of formal, logistical, institutional and probably also financial hurdles to
overcome. However, this should not be a reason to relinquish all of these pro-
spects as unrealistic. One fundamental insight must be recalled in this context: if
we had not dreamed big and acted thoughtfully a good 20 years ago, the inter-
national art discovery network and the Group Catalogue would not even exist.
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