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INTRODUCTION

In 2015, following the decision of the National Library 
Standardisation Committee, National Széchényi Library 
launched a project to implement Resource Description 
and Access (RDA) as the national cataloguing code. This 
article gives an insight into the process showing how 
many layers it has. It also provides details about the 
Hungarian approach to the implementation.

Our position is somewhat special. Our decision to 
implement RDA happened the same time as RSC decid-
ed to launch the 3R project. We were given the instruc-
tion not to translate RDA straight away, because it will 
be rewritten. Instead, we can start with translating the 
International Cataloging Principles (ICP) and The IFLA 
Library Reference Model (LRM). The benefi t of translat-
ing these two documents beforehand is that we could 
examine the new terminology in a more real-life con-
text. Therefore, our new terms could be used versatilely 
in sentences. We also translated MARC 21 Bibliographic, 
Authority and Holdings formats. The terminology of the 
formats, the two basic documents and RDA was kept in 
alignment.

RDA AS BIBLIOGRAPHIC FRAMEWORK

Its own defi nition says the following: “RDA is a package of 
data elements, guidelines, and instructions for creating lib-
rary and cultural heritage metadata that are well-formed 
according to international models. These metadata are 
intended to support the discovery and identifi cation of re-
sources in library and other cultural heritage collections.”1

One of the main benefi ts of “new” RDA is that it is 
based on IFLA LRM2 and by implementing it we can take 
advantage of the Work-Expression-Manifestation-Item 
level elements, and we can create search and other 
functions on them. Another advantage is its connection 
to linked data technology. The element structure and 
applying certain options give us an opportunity to re-
cord our metadata in a way that can be read automat-
ically by computers. The fi rst “edition” of RDA was often 
criticized for being too traditional and stuck in the past.3 
Post 3R RDA is criticized for going too far. This is not for 
the cataloguer any more but for machines.4

RDA is the successor to Anglo-American Cataloguing 
Rules, Second Edition (AACR2). Although largely ba-
sed on AACR2, RDA’s instructions are more general to 

the point that you cannot use it as it is for cataloguing 
purposes. There are simply too many options and not 
enough detailed instructions. So, in my opinion, RDA 
should not be referred to as a cataloguing code but as a 
bibliographic framework. I personally do not mind this 
framework feature of RDA. Having to write your own 
application profi le(s) and policies makes you reconsider 
your practices.

Why do we record this element this way? Does it 
serve a purpose or is it just a tradition? Is it recorded in 
the most usable way? And the list of questions goes on.

It is entirely the implementing agency’s decision 
what it wants from RDA. If you want to implement RDA 
just to take advantage of some of its value vocabularies, 
you can do that. If you implement it because you want 
to FRBRize your catalogue, you can do that. If you want 
your library metadata available as linked data, you can 
use it for that as well.

This is what I meant when I said that implementing 
RDA has many layers. I think this is the real gain of the 
implementation. It makes us rethink our whole cata-
loguing process (the workfl ows, the display etc.)

First, let’s see those issues we face irrespectively of 
the level of implementation.

TRANSLATION

Assuming your native language is not English you have 
to translate RDA at least partially. Partial translation 
means you only translate the RDA Reference which con-
tains the element sets and value vocabularies.

The RDA reference and the Toolkit itself are written in 
very technical English. We, in Hungary, chose to conduct 
a full translation instead of the other possibility, which 
involves translating the Reference and writing the ap-
plication profi le and the policy in Hungarian. The reason 
why we chose this option is that we would like to sup-
port cataloguers in Hungary who want to have a better 
understanding of RDA even if they do not speak English 
very well or they do not speak it at all.

Translating RDA Reference is not an easy task. So-
metimes the biggest headaches are caused by other 
things than those you would expect. The “telegram sty-
le” – which is quite typical for standards – does not give 
you much room to explain things if the target language 
does not have the same structure or the same semantic 
fi eld for a word as the original. This is how it can happen 
that translating a mundane phrase like “over time” can 
take so long to solve. Hungarian simply does not have 
a phrase that covers the same meaning namely that it 
happens at a period of time step-by-step. RDA prefers 
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using passive voice over active which is also very proble-
matic for us, because Hungarian lacks passive voice and 
many times the context does not make it clear which is 
the subject of the sentence.

REWRITING OUR CURRENT CATALOGUING 
CODE ACCORDING TO RDA

As I mentioned before, you cannot use RDA for catalo-
guing as it is because it gives you many options on how 
to record data but still lacks the detailed instructions 
cataloguers are accustomed to have. You have to add 
your own application profi les and policies to the Tool-
kit in order to use it for everyday cataloguing. An ap-
plication profi le contains what elements to use in the 
description, which recording method to use and if the 
value of the element comes from a  value vocabulary, 
meanwhile policy contains the detailed instructions 
RDA often lacks.

At the outset, it was proposed that each community 
should develop its own application profi le, but EURIG 
(European RDA Interest Group) was of the opinion that it 
would be more benefi cial if a common or base applica-
tion profi le were developed.

An application profi le typically specifi es:
 the elements to be recorded as a metadata descrip-

tion set for an entity,

 the mandatory and repeatability status of each ele-
ment,

 the vocabulary encoding scheme to be used as 
a sour ce of data for an element,

 the string encoding scheme to be used to assemble 
or derive the data for an element.

An RDA application profi le may specify additional para-
meters that are unique to RDA:
  the recording method to be used for an element, 

where a choice is available,
  the optional instruction to be applied to an element,
 the policy statement to be applied to an element5.

If you visit any of the element pages in the Toolkit you 
will see a  defi nition for the element. The prerecording 
section gives you additional information about what 
that element includes or excludes. Then you have to 
make your fi rst choice. What recording method to use. 
Our choice of recording methods will limit what we can 
do with the data later on. So, it is a very important de-
cision.

At this stage, you have a  crystal clear vision of how 
you want to implement RDA. Otherwise, you will not 
be able to make the right decisions. By right decisions, 
I mean the option which serves your concept the best.

There are 4 recording methods: unstructured descrip-
tion, structured description, identifi er or IRI.

Figure 1

AN UNSTRUCTURED DESCRIPTION

This term is basically just a fancy new name for “record 
how the resource represents itself”. An unstructured 
description of an RDA entity is a string that is a kind of 
Nomen entity. The recording always involves some kind 
of transcription.

Kinds of unstructured description include:
 a manifestation statement,
 an unstructured note,
 a name or title in direct order, as it appears in sources 

of information,

 an uncontrolled term for a concept6.

Advantages of this recording method:
 recoding how the resource represents itself helps the 

user to identify and/or select a resource,
 it gives you a  free hand; certain elements have too 

diverse values to record any other way,
 you can record the data without any modifi cation,
 you can use the data for display…

Shortcomings of this recording method:
…in fact it is the only thing you can use it for; search-

ability is provided only at the keyword level.
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A STRUCTURED DESCRIPTION

This method is where „the result is a  string, but it is not 
a  direct transcription from the resource but it involves 
some kind of manipulation”. This manipulation can be 
instructions on how to formulate the string (in RDA ter-
minology: using a  string encoding scheme) or choose 
a term from a controlled vocabulary (in RDA terminolo-
gy: using a vocabulary encoding scheme).

Kinds of structured description include:
 an access point,
 a structured note,
 a name or title taken from an authority control system,
 a term for a concept taken from a controlled vocabu-

lary,
 a value associated with a structured data type, inclu-

ding numbers, dates, and times7.

Advantages of this recording method:
 you can use the data for display,
 it supports more precise search functions than the 

unstructured description,
 if the data value is chosen from a controlled vocabu-

lary it can be used for fi ltering.

Shortcomings of this recording method:
 you have to modify the data to some extent,
 you have to make an eff ort to maintain consistency.

AN IDENTIFIER

An identifi er is still a  string but unlike the case of the 
unstructured description, it does not need to be mea-
ningful to a human being. It can only be associated with 
a vocabulary encoding scheme.

Kinds of identifi er include:
 an identifi er assigned by an independent – external 

agent,

 an identifi er assigned by a local agent,
 a notation for a concept taken from a controlled vo-

cabulary8.

Advantages of this recording method:
 an identifi er is more processable for computers than 

a string,
 it is and will be unique within the system (in contrast 

with an access point to which additional information 
might be needed to add later on in order to maintain 
its uniqueness within the system),

 your system automatically generates some identifi ers.

Shortcomings of this recording method:
 although it is unique within the system, it is not 

unique globally,
 it should not be used for display, but sometimes we 

do it anyway, for example, the MARC code for lan-
guages.

IRI

IRI (Internationalized Resource Identifi er) is an identifi er 
based on Semantic Web technologies used as the refe-
rent of an entity or controlled term in linked open data 
using Resource Description Framework.9

Advantages of this recording method:
 it is unique globally.

Shortcomings of this recording method:
 it is created and maintained outside your system, you 

do not have control over it, you have to rely on the 
source,

 recording IRI is still new to the library world; there are 
no many best practices for it,

 it cannot be used for display.

To illustrate how it looks like in practice, let’s see how we 
would record Edinburgh as a place of publication using 
the diff erent recording methods.

Figure 210
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MARC

So far we have had the guidelines in the national langu-
age and have had the rules. But we also need an exchan-
ge/communication format which also supports storing 
our metadata in a  suffi  cient way. That, in the current 
library world, means some fl avour of the MARC format.

If you decide to read about the future of the MARC 
format, the titles of the articles will add up to a  quite 
disturbing search history. Let’s walk through the cree-
py-titled articles to illustrate how our attitude towards 
MARC changed in this century.

1. “MARC must die”
In 2002 Roy Tennant in his article in the Library Journal 
listed several reasons why “the very nature of a MARC re-
cord is, to some degree, an anachronism” and it “outlived 
its usefulness”.11

2. “MARC isn’t dying fast enough”12

This one is from more than 10 years later. There were 
some promising initiatives but everything happened so 
slowly. Although FRBR had been fi rst published in 1998 
it did not have much eff ect on the practical level of ca-
taloguing until the early 2010s when several promising 
initiative started. For example, the publication of the 
FRBR-based cataloguing code RDA, the semantic web 
conversion of the Swedish National Library, the deve-
lopment of BIBFRAME started.13

3. “If MARC dies, it will be through obesity”
A quote is by Sally McCallum, she said it at the 2017 Mi-
dwinter OCLC Linked Data Roundtable. She referred to 
the process of the immense modifi cation of the MARC 
21 format so it would be able to be used to properly en-
code RDA elements. Now it is possible to record URIs in 
a MARC 21 record.14

4. “Still Waiting for That Funeral”15

The authors are of the opinion that the shortcomings of 
MARC 21 are too often overgeneralized to be the short-
comings of all the MARC formats. Quoting their words: “… 
if we have been waiting so long for MARC’s funeral, it may 
be because it is not altogether dead right now.” The article 
is about the creation of the “Next-Gen INTERMARC”. It is 
possible to switch from records to linked, reusable, and 
trustworthy data by increasing the portability of MARC 
records to a  fi ner-grained level — all the while fi tting 
into the ISO 2709 formalism. In my opinion, one of their 
thoughts deserves to have such a “career” as “MARC must 
die” had. That is: Technology in itself is neither necessa-
ry nor suffi  cient to bring forth meaningful changes if it 
does not come with a paradigm shift in mentalities.

Our position is neatly phrased by Roy Tennent who 
10 years after his iconic article tweeted: “It’s not so much 
that ‘MARC must die’ as it is “MARC must let us date other 
standards.”16 To this point, a  stable encoding standard 
that has all of the functionality but none or less of the 

limitations than MARC has not emerged. Meaning to-
day a well-functioned library system could not overlook 
the MARC format. But we must be aware of the shortco-
mings of MARC.

Because RDA is introducing a lot of new elements to 
the bibliographic description, it is very likely that the 
MARC you use is not suitable for recording those ele-
ments in a way that will benefi t the user.

There are two solutions to this problem. First one is 
that we review and amend the MARC we use enabling 
to record these new elements. Or we opt for the other 
version of MARC in which these changes have already 
been made. Both have their own benefi ts and problems. 
If you choose to change MARC you have that means 
that it will be more tailored to your needs and practices. 
However, it is a  lot of work in itself, not even counting 
the time and eff ort you need if you also want to have 
linked data application, in which case you have to do 
those mappings on your own.

You can also choose a  format which is widely used 
and has already undergone the necessary changes. It is 
an advantage that an already prepared format is at your 
disposal. However, you might have to change some of 
your practices if the format does not support them the 
way yours did.

We have chosen the latter alternative. We are go-
ing to change from our national MARC (HUNMARC) to 
MARC 21. We have chosen MARC 21 because it is deve-
loped by the same agencies as RDA so it is expected that 
their changes are going to be parallel.

WEMI

To this point, I talked about things that have to be done. 
Our vision for implementing RDA consists of implemen-
ting all 4 WEMI levels and we also want to publish our 
metadata as linked data. I start with the WEMI levels.

In Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records 
IFLA introduced the concept of the Work/Expression/
Manifestation/Item levels of library metadata. The mo-
del underwent a revision, then it was combined with its 
related models into a single model now known as the 
Library Reference Model. FRBR was ahead of its time. But 
now, a little more than 20 years later, you can see exam-
ples of at least partially FRBRized library catalogues.

Some experiments were done to create a  FRBRized 
cataloguing code but RDA became the most known and 
used among them. And also, currently, the only one that 
is based on LRM.

One of the reasons why the real-life use of the WEMI 
levels took so long is that the model intentionally igno-
red the limitations of the MARC environment. Especially 
implementing expression level is not so easy. Some of 
the expression level elements are so deep-rooted part 
of the bibliographic description that the description 
cannot be considered to be whole without them, but 
not all of its elements can be recorded in the MARC bib-
liographic record.
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You have to decide which WEMI levels you want to have 
and what exactly you want from them. You cannot build 
a search function for work and expression levels if you 
do not make records for those levels consistently. On 
the other hand, creating the description for 2 more le-
vels requires a lot of work.

According to WorldCat statistics, we can expect that 
about 78 % of works exist in a single manifestation and 
16 % of works exist in a single expression (with multiple 
manifestations), and only 1 % of the works have more 
than 8 manifestations, but this 1 % has a disproportiona-
tely large number of holdings, and those are the works 
most often sought by users (6 % complex works – with 
multiple expressions or realizations of its intellectual 
content)18.

Our vision is that we want to implement all 4 levels, but 
we do not have the human resources to do 2 more le-
vels manually from scratch. So, one of the question our 
working group has to answer in the near future is what 
we can automatically generate. Automated record ge-
neration can be used in other areas as well. LRM consi-
ders digital reproductions separate manifestations. Our 
digitizing department creates digital reproductions in 
a rate that our cataloguing department cannot keep up 
with. We had to fi gure out a way how we can generate 
a record for the reproduction from the record of the ori-
ginal print version. And now new records are generated 
using this method.

The implementation of all 4 WEMI levels could revolutio-
nize how the catalogue looks like. Experimenting with 
display is important because it is a rarely examined area 
although this is the fi rst thing our users came in contact. 
I think all communities should reach out for their users 
for feedback in this area. Because we cannot know how 

generally valid the fi ndings of other researchers of the 
topic are. Do diff erent cultures have diff erent preferen-
ces in data display?

LINKED DATA

Linked data is a  structured data which is interlinked 
with other data so that becomes more useful through 
semantic queries. It builds upon standard Web techno-
logies such as HTTP, RDF and URIs, but it extends them 
to share information in a way that can be read automa-
tically by computers.

Linked data is relatively new to libraries. We are still 
at the experimenting phase with it. We have to have 
a lot of pilot projects to fi gure out how linked data can 
serve us. So far we only have had one but we plan to 
have more. Our aim at this point has been to get a better 
understanding of how the MARC-BIBFRAME converting 
process works. We are still at the beginning of the lear-
ning curve.

For the fi rst try, we wanted to keep it simple from 
the cataloguing point of view so it would not distract 
us from studying the converting process. We chose 16 
simple monographs by the same author, created biblio-
graphic records and their accompanying authority re-
cords in MARC 21 according to RDA rules. Our record set 
altogether contained 68 records.19 But because BIBFRA-
ME has not fulfi lled its promises20, it is very likely that we 
will choose the path of record URIs in the MARC record. 
And we will keep an eye on any promising format and 
technology.

With linked data, we face the same problem as with 
the WEMI levels. It is only useful if it is consistently used 
in records. But doing it manually would signifi cantly 
increase the workload of the cataloguing department. 
Automatic solutions are needed. Reusing the metadata 
created in namespaces is one solution. We are not cer-

Figure 317Fi 317
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tain at the moment about which namespace or autho-
rity service to use.

CONCLUSION

There are a  lot of unanswered questions on implemen-
ting RDA. As I mentioned before in some areas we are 
still just experimenting and there are not so many best 
practices to learn from. And our pilot projects often rai-
se even more questions than we originally had. And we 
try to fi nd some information on how other libraries think 
of this or that particular problem … and we often fi nd 
no information. And of course, we get irritated by the 
fact that we cannot see what the others work on. Then 
it is time for realization… Wait a second! Do the others 
fi nd the same information about our project that I am 
trying to fi nd about theirs? And the answer is sadly no. 
We are all understaff ed and overworked and generally 
just focused on trying to get the job done in time and 
the fi rst thing we neglect to do is sharing information 
with the others. Often because we think: “I  will show 
my project once I am ready, when I have results.” But the 
journey is every bit as interesting to others as the re-
sults. Communicating our unanswered questions, our 
bad turns on the road are very important as well. That 
is where we can realize that we are not alone with our 
questions and we can start thinking together. We – and 
by “we” I mean the RDA core team – decided to make 
it a priority to communicate more about our project to 
both the national and the international community and 
I urge you to do the same.
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