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Abstract 

 

Collaborative practices employed by collectors, creators, scholars, and 

collecting institutions for the benefit of recorded sound collections 

 

William Robert Vanden Dries, M.S.Info.Stds. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor: Tanya Clement 

 

There is a long history of collaboration between private collectors and collecting 

institutions. Literature that discusses collaboration between these two groups typically 

focuses on the donation or sale of a private collection to an institution. Existing research 

focuses less often on the collaborative practices these two groups use to create, preserve, 

and access their recording collections. Furthermore, there is no scholarly work that 

aggregates known public-private collaborative practices. As a result, these additional 

practices are consistently underdeveloped and underutilized. For the first time, this thesis 

compiles a list of collaborative practices employed by private collectors and collecting 

institutions. Data was gathered through a literature review and a series of semi-structured 

interviews with private collectors and information professionals working with recorded 

sound collections. The constant comparative method of qualitative analysis was used to 

analyze the data. This thesis finds and discusses twelve collaborative practices employed 

by private collectors and information professionals. This study also discusses factors that 

encourage and discourage the use of these collaborative practices, the potential for their 
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continued use, and ways in which future studies can extend the exploratory research of this 

study. This study’s findings contribute to the efforts of both private collectors and 

collecting institutions to preserve and provide access to the vast body of sound recordings 

documenting the multitude of historic and cultural perspectives necessary for scholarly and 

personal research. 



 viii 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ...........................................................................................................x 

Introduction ..............................................................................................................1 

Background ..............................................................................................................5 

Definitions.....................................................................................................10 

Sound recording ...................................................................................11 

Collecting institutions: libraries, archival repositories, and museums 14 

Private collectors ..................................................................................17 

Research Design and Method ................................................................................26 

Findings..................................................................................................................32 

1. A private collection acting as the foundation of an institutional collection

..............................................................................................................33 

2. An individual or organization selling a collection to an institution .....36 

3. An individual or organization donating a collection to an institution .40 

4. An institution selling recordings to an individual ................................51 

5. An institution giving recordings to an individual ................................54 

6. An institution and individual or organization working together to create a 

collection ..............................................................................................56 

7. An individual curating their collection within an institution ...............59 

8. Individuals and institutions joining mutually beneficial collection 

associations ..........................................................................................63 

9. An individual using an institution’s collection for research ................66 

10. A private collection owner and an institution collaborating on a 

preservation or access project ..............................................................71 

11. An institution providing access to an internal database so an individual can 

assemble a collection for sale or donation ...........................................75 

12. An individual creating metadata that is used in institutional finding aids or 

catalogs ................................................................................................77 

Discussion ..............................................................................................................88 

Transfer of collections from private ownership into collecting institutions .89 



 ix 

Transfer of collections from collecting institutions into private ownership .98 

Collection accessibility ...............................................................................100 

Creating, building, preserving, or maintaining a collection together .........108 

Conclusion ...........................................................................................................114 

Appendix - Interview Transcript Analysis Categories.........................................123 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................127 



 x 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Categories identified during interview transcript analysis. ...................126 

  

 



 1 

Introduction 

 

The special collections of the Library of Congress and those of every major 

university library in the country contain materials that have moved from the hands 

of private collectors to a more public repository, manuscript materials of important 

individuals that have been solicited by curators and librarians, and literary works 

of important authors who have formed a bond with a particular institution. These, 

plus the special formats of information - photographs, moving images, recorded 

sound - form the rich tapestry of primary sources we have come to expect from our 

great libraries.1 

 

Special collections of sound recordings are built in no small part from private 

collections. An enduring, collaborative relationship between institutions and collectors has, 

and will continue to build collections in memory institutions that document the multitude 

of historic and cultural perspectives necessary for research and scholarship. However, 

factors such as intrinsic format instability, storage environment, and poor or no collection 

description negatively affect the preservation of and access to institutional and private 

recorded sound collections. Memory institutions and private collectors must increase their 

collaboration to counteract these challenges to preservation and accessibility. Otherwise, 

the time and effort invested in building archival and special collections will be for naught. 

Calls for collaboration between private collectors and memory institutions are not 

unprecedented. One of the most recent public reports to encourage such efforts is the 

National Recording Preservation Plan.2 The National Recording Preservation Plan 

recognizes that media collections, such as those containing sound recordings, contain many 

physical material formats that are at high risk. If collaborative action is not taken soon, 

                                                 
1 Anthony Grafton, Deanna B. Marcum, Jean Strouse, and Neil Harris, Collectors, Collections, and 

Scholarly Culture (New York: American Council of Learned Societies, 2000), 17. 
2 Brenda Nelson-Strauss, Alan Gevinson, Samuel Brylawski, and Patrick Loughney, The Library of 

Congress National Recording Preservation Plan (Washington, D.C.: Council on Library and Information 

Resources, 2013). 
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benignly neglecting these collections will result in their total loss. However, the literature 

on collecting, preservation, and access offer few guiding examples of how this 

collaboration can be achieved and what forms it should take. 

This study examines the history of collaboration between private collectors and 

collecting institutions, along with the nature of current public-private collaborations, in 

order to identify exemplary collaborative practices ameliorating the factors endangering 

cultural and historical collections. This thesis poses two research questions to identify and 

investigate these practices. The first research question will result in a list of collaborative 

practices currently employed by private collectors and information professionals:  

 

1. In what ways do private collectors and collecting institutions work together for the 

benefit of their recorded sound collections? 

 

The creation of this list is a necessary first step toward meeting the calls for 

increased collaboration, such as those posed by the National Recording Preservation Plan. 

To extend the usefulness of this list, a second research question is asked to assist collectors 

and information professionals embarking on future collaborations: 

 

2. What encourages or discourages collaboration between memory institutions and 

private collectors, in the context of their recorded sound collections? 

 

By pointing out the factors encouraging and discouraging collaboration, this thesis 

will show which practices are likely to be sustainable, and what challenges face private 

collectors and institutions pursuing future collaborations. Furthermore, literature on the 

collecting of sound recordings exists, but it is relatively scarce in comparison to the wealth 
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of writings about book, art, and curiosities collecting. Therefore, an additional goal of this 

thesis is to relate sound recording collecting, and its respective literature, to the larger body 

of literature about private and institutional collecting. Perhaps in this way, public and 

private owners of sound recording collections can also improve collaboration by emulating 

or adapting successful examples from other collecting fields. 

Transferring collections between private and public hands is one major area of 

collaboration this study investigates. The movement of objects between private and public 

collections has a long history; much longer than the history of recorded sound. Despite this, 

various logistical problems continue to discourage the transfer of a private collection to a 

memory institution.3 In this thesis, commentary from librarians, archivists, and private 

collectors also reveals the challenges, benefits, and drawbacks to moving collection 

materials from public to private collections. 

In addition to logistical problems, this study also identifies and discusses 

psychological and emotional issues that accompany collection disposal. The process of 

disposing of a collection has been described as a “traumatic and soul searching 

experience.”4 But, as this study will show, this need not be the case. Collectors and 

information professionals interviewed for this study displayed an evident willingness to 

                                                 
3 There are several options for the disposal of a recorded sound collection. These include family, friends, 

other collectors, memory institutions such as libraries, archives, and museums, and the dumpster. In many, 

if not most cases, a collector’s family or friends will not be interested in retaining the inherited collection 

for any longer than they must. Other collectors will be more interested, but making private collections 

available to other collectors takes time and a network of connections. Trashing a collection of recordings is 

relatively easy - except in the most extreme cases - and is used by many people. There is always the 

concern of size when trying to dispose of a collection by any method. There are several cases of record 

collections numbering in the hundreds of thousands that have popped up in the media over the last few 

years. In what is possibly the most extreme case, Zero Freitas is buying collections that have numbered in 

the hundreds of thousands to add to his personal collection in Sao Paolo. The size of his collection was 

recently reported at 5 million items. To think it would be easy to dispose of these, even by trash, would be 

unrealistic. That would require a lot of dumpsters. 
4 David Goldenberg, Assessing, Insuring, and Disposing of Jazz Record Collections (Bel Air, MD: The 

International Association of Jazz Record Collectors, 1990), 17. 
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work together and shared examples of collection transfers that were true collaborations 

benefitting both parties.  

Transferring an archival or special collection of sound recordings is only part of the 

story, however. The purpose of depositing materials in collecting institutions is to preserve 

them and make them accessible for public use such as scholarship or exhibition. But, 

simply depositing the materials with an institution is not enough. To accomplish the 

intertwined goals of preservation and access, further collaboration between collectors, 

creators, scholars, and institutions is required. Collection metadata generation and skilled, 

archival-quality digital preservation are two areas in which both private collection owners 

and collecting institutions are working side by side to preserve and make accessible the 

millions of hours of audio content held on deteriorating analog formats. In a time when 

budgets decrease and granting agencies look favorably upon collaboration, private and 

public enterprise are likely to increase the coordination of their efforts. Without 

collaboration between many parties and on many fronts, the preservation and access 

challenges of special collections are insurmountable. 
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Background 

Existing literature about institutional and private collecting that explores public-

private collaboration typically focuses on one type of interaction: the sale or donation of a 

privately held collection to a collecting institution, such as an archival repository, library, 

or museum. There are books written for specific communities about transferring 

collections, such as the Music Library Association’s Guide to Writing Collection 

Development Policies for Music5; Scham’s Managing Special Collections,6 written for 

academic libraries with Special Collections; or the International Association of Jazz Record 

Collectors’ Assessing, Insuring, and Disposing of Jazz Record Collections,7. These books 

advise the reader about the importance of developing good relationships with potential and 

recurring donors, finding a suitable institutional home for a private collection, storing 

collections, describing collections, and raising funds for collection development. However, 

they write as if the private collector and the institution will only interact for the purposes 

of negotiating and transferring a collection. There are no books written for the specific 

communities mentioned above that outline public-private collaborative practices for 

preservation and access. 

The topic of private to public collection transfer is also broached in literature about 

collecting written for a more general audience. For example, as Douglas and Elizabeth 

Rigby trace the history and motivations of collecting from our ancient ancestors to the 

twentieth century in Lock, Stock, and Barrel: The Story of Collecting, they describe 

numerous examples of private collections becoming the property of institutions.8 In some 

                                                 
5
 Amanda Maple and Jean Morrow, Guide to Writing Collection Development Policies for Music (Lanham, 

MD: Scarecrow Press, 2001). 
6
 A.M. Scham, Managing Special Collections (New York: Neal-Schuman, 1987). 

7
 Goldenberg, Assessing, Insuring, and Disposing of Jazz Record Collections. 

8
 Douglas and Elizabeth Rigby, Lock, Stock, and Barrel: The Story of Collecting (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 

1944). 
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early civilizations, these materials were transferred into the hands of kings or priests, whose 

palaces and temples contained collections of objects that were the precursors to the modern 

museum and library.9 A king’s transfer “of his own hard-won loot-partly because in all 

theocracies such a course was mandatory, and partly because it redounded to his personal 

credit to do so”10-may be the precursor to the prestigious book or art collector’s transfer of 

a collection to a library or museum centuries later. 

Private book collections of great size, along with their contemporaneous libraries 

of kings and temples, reach far back into history as well. Rigby and Rigby write, “In a 

house at ancient Nuzi, inhabited during the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries B.C., archives 

of one family have been found collected through four or five generations [emphasis in 

original].”11 And because the priests and kings of Mesopotamia were also actively building 

collections, it is likely that private collections occasionally made their way into palace and 

temple libraries. 

While the long-history of private to public collection transfer is evident, it is also 

noted by some that there is an ebb and flow to the practice. Pomian, writing about 

institutional art collecting in France in the foreword to Collectors and Curiosities, states 

that public institutions did not always seek to incorporate private holdings into their 

collections. “State patronage, whether royal, imperial or republican, has, at any rate since 

the sixteenth century, been far more significant than private patronage.”12 Until the end of 

the nineteenth century, any French collection bestowed high status was state-run. The 

                                                 
9
 One particularly macabre example of this described by Rigby and Rigby was the collecting of human 

skulls as victory trophies by the early Chinese, the Huns, the Gauls, and others. The high value of these 

collections resulted in their transfer to “the personal property of the victorious kings,” or “to the high 

priests for use in the temples.” see Rigby and Rigby, Lock, Stock, and Barrel, 20. 
10

 Rigby and Rigby, Lock, Stock, and Barrel, 96. 
11

 Ibid., 109. 
12

 Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice, 1500-1800, trans. Elizabeth Wiles 

Portier (Cambridge: Polity, 1990), 1. 
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French state “dominate[d] art in France for centuries, not only by overseeing its production 

and its preservation, but also by undertaking to maintain and care for historical and 

scientific artefacts.”13 Even smaller museums “built around private collections which 

include genuine masterpieces are looked down upon as the poor relations of state-run 

ones.”14 In France, the end of the nineteenth century saw this practice change as state 

collections increasingly acquired and incorporated private collections. 

By comparison, institutions in the United States built their collections around 

private collections much earlier. The Library of Congress, our largest library, formed 

around a private collection in its earliest years. After the devastating 1814 fire that 

destroyed the Library of Congress, the “‘[s]econd birth of the Congressional Library’ was 

made possible by Jefferson’s offer to sell his personal library, which also happened to be a 

collection of rare books and manuscripts, to the government.”15  

However, as Neil Harris points out, the Library of Congress would not have its vast 

collection without the contributions of many more collectors. “[A] great collection did 

emerge, to be enriched, starting in the mid-nineteenth century, by a series of private gifts 

and by private collections, of extraordinary importance, which the Congress did agree to 

purchase.”16 One such collection the Library of Congress purchased was the Peter Force 

Library, the largest private collection of printed materials on American History of its 

time.17 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Grafton, Marcum, Strouse, and Harris, Collectors, Collections, and Scholarly Culture, 3. 
16

 Ibid., 4. 
17 The Library of Congress purchased the Peter Force Library for 100,000 USD after some of the Jefferson 

collection was destroyed in the fire of 1851 (see Grafton, Marcum, Strouse, and Harris, Collectors, 

Collections, and Scholarly Culture, 18). This collection supplemented what was left of the Library’s 

collection, as many more collections did through the following years. 
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The history of many institutional sound recording collections is also inseparable 

from private patronage. In Sound Recordings, Private Collectors, and Academic Research 

Libraries, Flanagan points out that nearly all major recorded sound archival repositories 

and libraries in the United States built their collections around a core private collection.18 

Those archival repositories and libraries, like the Library of Congress, expanded their 

recorded sound holdings by purchasing, or receiving as gifts, additional private recorded 

sound collections of importance.  

The importance of gifts to institutional collection building if further described by 

Nixon Orwin Rush: “The only other way of obtaining special collections, other than by 

purchase, known to me and one which is ideal is to have a book collector present his 

collection to a library. All librarians should keep this method in mind and know and 

cultivate book collectors everywhere.”19 Collection donations are essential to the continued 

development of institutional collections, especially for institutions with small or no 

acquisition budgets.  

The preceding paragraphs outlined the most commonly cited collaborative practice, 

in which a private collection is transferred into a public institution. However, Special 

Collections, in practice, reveals two more types of collaboration. These two practices are 

centered on the collector, possessing extensive knowledge of a particular subject, and his 

or her value to an institution. In 1959, John MacKay Shaw donated his personal collection 

of childhood poetry books, along with thoroughly researched annotations and indices, to 

                                                 
18

 Cathleen Coyla Flanagan, “Sound Recordings, Private Collectors, and Academic Research Libraries,” 

(Order No. 7624082, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1976), In PROQUESTMS ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses Full Text, 

http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/302790774?accountid=7118 

(accessed May 1, 2014). 
19

 Nixon Orwin Rush, John MacKay Shaw, and Howard A. Storrs, Special Collections; What They Mean to 

Librarians, Professors, and Collectors (Tallahassee: Friends of the Library, Florida State University, 

1972), 9. 
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the Special Collections department at the Florida State University Libraries. Shaw’s 

annotations and indices are an integral part of the collection. According to Rush, Shaw 

spent an incalculable number of hours creating annotations and indices that were invaluable 

to the library and its patrons: “If one were to estimate the thousands of hours that went into 

their preparation, and appraise them at the value his employers put on Mr. Shaw’s time, 

the notes would certainly be worth many times the value of the books themselves.”20 

Shaw’s annotations and indices were published as a 5-volume set in 1968.21 Deanna 

Marcum echoed Rush’s valuation of collector-generated metadata in 2000, when she stated 

that “[o]ften, the descriptions of the materials are as valuable to the archival institution as 

the materials themselves. More often than not, the descriptions prepared by the donors are 

the only finding aids for these rare and special materials.”22 We find in these remarks 

another collaborative practice in the literature: a scholar-collector’s generation of metadata, 

which is transferred to the institution alongside the collection it describes. 

For some collectors, their collaborative relationship with the institution does not 

end at the time of their collection’s transfer. After Shaw donated his childhood poetry 

collection, he worked as honorary curator for the collection, volunteering his time to 

develop the collection and answer patron questions.23 As he found new collection 

materials, he worked closely with the library to build the collection. This continuing 

relationship benefitted both the institution and collector. The institution and its patrons 

received not only the special collection, but also the knowledge and expertise of the scholar 

that assembled the materials. 

                                                 
20

 Ibid., 13-14. 
21 Three supplements were added since, with the set now totaling 11 volumes. 
22

 Grafton, Marcum, Strouse, and Harris, Collectors, Collections, and Scholarly Culture, 18. 
23

 Rush, Shaw, and Storrs, Special Collections, 12-16. 
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These examples illustrate that the literature on collecting, both private and 

institutional in nature, can be helpful in identifying collaborative practices. The literature 

review identifies several public-private collaborative practices, including the transfer of a 

privately owned collection to a collecting institution, a private collector continuing to work 

with his or her collection after it is transferred to an institution, and an institution reusing 

collector-created metadata. However, these practices, as documented, are scattered across 

multiple works and do not provide a complete picture. A scholarly work aggregating 

known collaborative practices, and extending this list by identifying additional ways 

private and public collection owners work together for the benefit of their collections, is 

missing. This lacuna is especially evident with regard to recorded sound collections. To 

compile a list of collaborative practices will benefit the collecting community in two ways. 

First, it will be a list of exemplars for future collaboration. Private collectors and 

institutions can closely follow the examples found in this thesis, or adapt them to meet the 

needs of their specific projects. Second, it will construct a broad framework for future 

scholarly research. Such follow-up research could identify and analyze additional practices 

that this research did not discover. In addition, such research could also investigate the 

applicability of this study’s findings to other types of collections. For example, video tapes 

are a collection format subject to many of the same risks as audio tapes. Future studies 

might research the application of this study’s findings to private and institutional video 

tape collections. 

 

DEFINITIONS 

Definitions for several terms used frequently throughout the thesis provide context 

and clarification for the study. The following sections explains how this thesis defines a 
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sound recording, a collecting institution, and a private collector. In addition to defining 

collecting institutions and private collectors, the latter two sections also provide 

descriptions of these two groups’ motivations and goals for collecting, as found in the 

literature review. The discussion section of this thesis revisits these motivations and goals 

when considering factors that encourage or discourage collaboration.  

 

Sound recording 

Several reference sources provide drastically different definitions for the term 

sound recording. These are compared and edited in the following paragraphs to generate a 

definition suitable for this study. Webster’s defines a sound recording as a “film, disc, or 

tape recording of sound,”24 and sound as “mechanical radiant energy that is transmitted by 

longitudinal pressure waves in a material medium (as air) and is the objective cause of 

hearing.”25 This definition of a sound recording must be extended, as it does not cover the 

full range of possible media used to capture and store sound. Decades before film or discs 

were used as sound recording carriers, the first capture of “longitudinal pressure waves” 

was accomplished through the use of a phonautograph, which etched representations of 

sound into soot-covered materials such as paper and glass. The phonautograph, the earliest 

recordings of which date from 1853 or 1854,26 is distinguished from earlier recording 

experiments, such as Chladni’s patterns, Young’s Vibrograph, and Pouillet writing with a 

tuning fork, by its method of energy transmission and capture. In these earlier experiments, 

a vibrating body directly created physical etchings or patterns on or in a physical medium. 

                                                 
24

 "sound recording," Merriam-Webster.com, http://www.merriam-webster.com (accessed November 5, 

2014). 
25

 "sound," Merriam-Webster.com, http://www.merriam-webster.com (accessed November 5, 2014). 
26

 Patrick Feaster, "New Directions in Phonautographic History," Phonozoic, 

http://www.phonozoic.net/2009-arsc-presentation.html (accessed September 17, 2012). 
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The phonautograph captured sound energy transmitted through the air with a horn and 

transferred this energy to a surface using a diaphragm and stylus. This technological 

achievement made it possible to record anything audible to the ear. Some of the first 

recordings made by the phonautograph’s inventor, Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville, 

include his own voice, voices of his acquaintances, and instruments such as a guitar.27 

While de Martinville and his phonautograph were the first to successfully capture 

representations of audible sound on a physical medium, it was Thomas Edison in the United 

States and Charles Cros in France that invented methods to reproduce the captured energy 

back into audible sound. Both Edison’s phonograph and Cros’ paleophone were designed 

to reproduce sound, but only Edison’s design came to fruition.28 In 1877, Edison was the 

first to successfully record and reproduce an audible signal, forever changing the way 

humanity would document and interpret our aural experiences. Edison’s early recordings 

were made on delicate foil wrapped around a cylinder, and the quality of these recordings 

was unreliable.29 More durable cylinder formats and more consistent recording mechanics 

followed, invented by both Edison and his competitors. And, a little more than a decade 

after Edison’s first recording, Emile Berliner improved the process of recording on flat 

discs to the point of commercial viability.30 Nearly contemporaneous to Berliner’s disc 

experiments, Valdemar Poulsen invented the first magnetic recording process in 1898 by 

recording sound on steel wire.31 Subsequent inventions in the following decades resulted 

                                                 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 "Charles Cros," Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Cros (accessed 

September 17, 2012). 
29

 David L. Morton Jr., Sound Recording: The Life Story of a Technology (Baltimore, MD: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2004), 11-20. 
30

 de Martinville experimented with several different physical storage media, one of which was a flat 

surface moving under the stylus. He later switched his design to use a piece of paper wrapped around a 

cylinder. See Feaster, “New Directions in Phonautographic History.” 
31

 Morton, Sound Recording, 50. 
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in analog recordings on film and magnetic tape, as mentioned in Webster’s definition. 

Developments in digital recording and hardware resulted in the storage of digital sound 

recordings on magnetic tape, optical discs, and hard drives. 

This paper’s definition of a sound recording, following the example of preservation 

standards set forth by the audio preservation community, will remain “format-agnostic.” A 

collection of sound recordings on any format will be considered a collection in the scope 

of this study. Due to the bulk of analog recordings already existing in collecting institutions 

and private collections, the discussion addresses these materials more frequently than 

digital recordings. However, it is recognized that the maintenance, access, and preservation 

of digital recordings present substantial challenges that equal, and possibly surpass, the 

challenges of analog recordings. It is my hope that the collaborative practices identified in 

this study are as applicable to collections of digital recordings as they are to collections of 

analog recordings. This study’s definition of a sound recording will also remain open to 

any source of recorded sound, whether it be the human voice, other animals such as birds 

or whales, industrial sounds such as trains, geologic sounds such as an erupting volcano, 

or cosmic sounds such as radio emissions generated by a solar flare. Likewise, this study 

includes any genre of human-generated sound; including, but not limited to spoken word, 

instrumental music, and vocal music.  

The United States Copyright Office’s definition of a sound recording distinguishes 

between a recording that only contains audio content, and a recording that contains a 

combination of audio and visual content. For example, a motion picture soundtrack that 

accompanies the motion picture on a reel of film, VHS tape, or DVD is not considered a 

sound recording. But, that same motion picture soundtrack republished independently on 

an LP or compact disc without the visual content is considered a sound recording. The U.S. 

Copyright Office’s definition of sound recording, which is sufficiently format-agnostic and 
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content-specific, is as follows: “A sound recording is a work that results from the fixation 

of a series of musical, spoken, or other sounds, regardless of the nature of the material 

objects in which they are embodied. A sound recording does not include the sounds 

accompanying a motion picture or other audiovisual work.”32 The use of the term “work” 

in the Copyright Office’s definition is understandable, as they are concerned with the 

protection of intellectual property. But, a definition using the term “work,” which itself is 

defined in many ways,33 would not include the panoply of recorded sound, such as the 

aforementioned radio waves emitted by our Sun. 

Bringing this all together, for the purposes of this paper, I will use the following 

definition for the term sound recording: A sound recording is the fixation, as an analog or 

digital signal, of captured mechanical radiant energy that is transmitted by longitudinal 

pressure waves in a material medium and is the objective cause of hearing, regardless of 

the nature of the material objects in which they are embodied, and that does not accompany 

audiovisual content. 

 

Collecting institutions: libraries, archival repositories, and museums 

Defining libraries, archival repositories, and museums as independent from each 

other is, to say the least, difficult. Abby Smith, in her preface to Gilliland’s Enduring 

Paradigm, New Opportunities: The Value of the Archival Perspective in the Digital 

Environment, writes about the blurring or erasure of the lines that once distinguished these 

institutions: “digital technology is erasing many of the distinctions between custodians of 

information and custodians of artifacts—museum curators, librarians, archivists, and 

                                                 
32

 United States Copyright Office, “U.S. Copyright Office Definitions,” 

http://www.copyright.gov/help/faq/definitions.html (accessed October 29, 2014). 
33

 See Richard P. Smiraglia, The Nature of "a Work": Implications for the Organization of Knowledge 

(Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2001) for a helpful discussion of the term’s various definitions. 



 15 

information technology specialists.”34 Smith goes on to state that the types of documents 

with which each type of institution is concerned will continue to distinguish them from 

each other, but that these lines may also become more fluid as the “information landscape” 

changes: “While archivists deal with only one type of document—a record—libraries deal 

with many. And while archivists are responsible for information within a controlled 

environment, librarians routinely handle information that crosses many technological and 

administrative barriers in the course of its life cycle. Nonetheless, digital technology is 

creating an information landscape characterized far more by fluid boundaries than fixed 

landmarks.”35 

Gilliland distills the differences between libraries, archival repositories, and 

museums into a thorough, yet concise list that takes into account both the collections they 

hold, and their societal roles. Collection-related characteristics that Gilliland points out are 

as follows: 

 

 Libraries “identify, acquire, preserve, and provide access to the world’s published 

knowledge.”36 

 Archives “identify, appraise, preserve, and make available documentary materials 

of long-term value (essential evidence) to the organization or public that the 

archives serves,” “ensure the accountability of government by preserving public 

records and making them available to the citizenry as is legally and ethically 

appropriate,” “ensure the accountability of nongovernmental institutions to their 
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shareholders, boards, and other constituents,” and “preserve unique or collectible 

documents.”37 

 Museums “identify, acquire, preserve, and exhibit unique, collectible, or 

representative objects.”38  

 

As Gilliland and Smith fully recognize, the boundaries between the three can easily become 

indistinct for both digital and analog documents. Archival repositories retain select copies 

of published materials along with unpublished materials if they are all appraised as archival 

records. Special Collections departments in Libraries collect unpublished materials that 

could also be appraised as archival records in an archival repository. Museums, by 

collecting “unique, collectible, or representative objects,” may be the most indiscriminate 

in regard to collecting published versus unpublished, or archival versus non-archival 

materials. 

Gilliland adds to her list a number of societal roles fulfilled by each type of 

institution. These objectives, or motivations, to collect include promoting and supporting 

social equity; personal, familial, and intellectual pursuits; service; community; and 

preservation: 

 

 Libraries “promote equity of access to information,” “promote intellectual 

freedom,” “support education and continuous learning and research,” “support the 

development of information literacy in society,” and serve as focal points for 

communities and promote community interests.”39 
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 Archives “ensure accountability,” “preserve unique or collectable documents,” 

“serve as memory institutions for a culture,” and “support scholarly, administrative, 

and personal research.”40 

 Museums “promote cultural, community, and familial identity and understanding,” 

“provide experiences where visitors can make connections between content and 

ideas,” “serve as memory institutions for a culture,” “support formal and informal 

learning and research,” and “serve as focal points for communities and promote 

community interests.”41 

 

The institutional collecting objectives and roles identified above will be used to provide 

context for the comments of interviewees in the findings and the subsequent discussion, 

while keeping in mind that collecting institutions sometimes perform multiple roles and 

collect a variety of objects. Examples of institutions fitting the descriptions of all three 

types of institution include the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center and the Rock 

and Roll Hall of Fame, both of which display public exhibits while also functioning as 

libraries and archival repositories. Therefore, it is recognized that the information 

professionals interviewed for this study work in collecting institutions that collect a mixture 

of documents (i.e. archival and non-archival; published and unpublished) and fulfill more 

than one societal role.  

 

Private collectors 

Defining a “collector” can be as problematic as defining a library, archive, or 

museum. There is no shortage of definitions offered in the private collecting literature. At 

                                                 
40

 Ibid. 
41

 Ibid. 



 18 

the most general level, there are two interpretations of what it is to be a collector and what 

it is to collect. The first holds the perspective that everyone is a collector. We all collect, 

regardless of the items collected, or the motivations (or lack thereof) behind the act of 

accumulating things. The second perceives that there exists a type of person, commonly 

referred to as a “true” collector, who is discerning in what he or she assembles into groups, 

assembles items for a purpose, and periodically culls and refines these assemblages. 

According to Shuker, record collecting originated in the social practices of the 

nineteenth century. “During the mid-to-late nineteenth century, a mix of capitalism and 

consumerism, increased leisure time, disposable income and nostalgia made collecting a 

significant aspect of the social identity for the new middle classes of Europe, Britain and 

its colonies, and the United States. Record collecting as a social practice was a logical 

extension of such activities.”42 However, as mentioned  earlier, evidence of individuals 

collecting objects for private, as opposed to institutional use, reaches back into prehistory. 

Rigby and Rigby establish continuity between modern and primeval personal collecting by 

pointing to its origins in our collecting food, water, and materials for shelter as part of our 

basic, endemic need for survival.43 Lewis Mumford, quoted in Rigby and Rigby, directly 

connects humankind’s early food collecting to our modern collecting institutions: 

“Granary, bin and cellar...are village prototypes of library, archive, museum, and vault.”44 

In “A Rationale for Collecting,”45 Tanselle acknowledges that the origins of 

collecting may lie in survival, and goes on to argue in favor of a maximally inclusive 

definition of collecting, rebutting the idea of a “true” collector. Instead of defining the act 
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of collecting by what kinds of objects we accumulate, or for what purpose, Tanselle’s 

definition of collecting is simply “the accumulation of tangible things.”46 In response to 

the position that collecting is the act of purposeful selection, he argues that every time we 

bring something into our lives, we are making a selection. This decision, whether quickly 

made or slowly deliberated, makes any of our accumulations more than just groups of 

objects. Tanselle also considers the act of collecting abstract things, such as experiences, 

or “‘collecting one’s thoughts.’”47 However, he goes on to say that “this dividing line 

[between the abstract and the concrete] is more profound than any that may be formulated 

to separate one kind of assemblage of physical objects from another,”48 grounding his 

definition in the world of concrete, tangible things. 

Shaw writes that “[t]he human child is born with the instinct for accumulating 

things [that] … runs the gamut from pebbles and seashells, flowers and leaves, matchbox 

covers and box tops, to postage stamps and coins.”49 Similar to Tanselle, Shaw argues that 

the urge to collect is innate in us all. We need no other motivation than to be born. But 

where Tanselle argues that we all continue to collect in some capacity throughout our lives, 

Shaw disagrees when he writes that “most people put away the collecting instinct with 

other childish things. But a privileged few of us merely switch from pebbles to paintings, 

or from boxtops to antiques.”50 For Tanselle, the urge is permanent. For Shaw, the urge 

can be stamped out by society as a young collector matures. 

Collecting is a complex human behavior,51 which could explain why we have failed 

to provide a clear definition of it, even after many thousands of years. Rarely are the topics 

                                                 
46

 Ibid., 1. 
47

 Ibid., 4. 
48

 Ibid., 4. 
49

 Rush, Shaw, and Storrs, Special Collections, 35. 
50

 Ibid., 36. 
51

 Tanselle, “A Rationale for Collecting,” 1. 



 20 

of what it means to collect, how to collect, and what defines a collector described as 

independent from one another. Those authors who favor a more exclusive definition of a 

collector typically attempt to establish what actions, motivations, and objects collected 

delineate a “true” collector from what are frequently called “accumulators” or “hoarders.” 

An entire chapter in Eccles’ On Collecting is about “How to Collect,”52 implying that there 

is a sense of strategy and purpose to the practice. He writes that the collector must always 

collect items about which he is passionate. He also writes that the experienced collector 

will sell items that no longer excite the passion they did when first acquired. Comments 

from the interviews for this study showed that the idea of a “true” collector exists within 

the field of sound recording collecting just as much as it does within philately, 

numismatics, or bibliophilism. 

As mentioned before, Rigby and Rigby and others place the origins of collecting in 

our survival instinct. However, none claim that survival is the only motivation for 

collecting. They, and other writers, provide numerous examples of individuals of both high 

and low stature collecting for various reasons across several millennia, most frequently 

evidenced by the objects with which they were buried. For example, in On Collecting, Lord 

Eccles notes the private accumulation of objects by Egyptian kings in preparation for the 

afterlife.53 Motivations that drive personal collecting are many, and to include an 

exhaustive list here would be practically impossible. However, several motivations did 

arise regularly throughout the interviews, and thus are considered relevant to this study’s 

findings and discussion. They will therefore be discussed briefly here. 
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After physical security, Rigby and Rigby point to collecting for prestige, or “as a 

means to distinction.”54 Man, no longer content with mere physical survival, continued to 

satisfy a “predatory competitive thrust” and “competitive urge” as a “desire for 

recognition.”55 Eccles again uses the example of Tutankhamun to illustrate our fascination 

with prestigious collections of valuable objects. He writes about a visit to the Petit Palais’ 

exhibition centered on the Egyptian king: “[o]ne felt drawn into an orgy, unable to resist 

the lust to possess the glittering symbols of a ruler’s power.”56 The prestige that 

accompanies one’s collection during life can persist long after his or her death. 

Immortality is another frequently cited motivation to collect. Whereas some people 

may have believed burial collections accompanied them into the afterlife, others believed 

their immortality would exist in the collected objects they left behind. Such a perspective 

is illustrated in the words of collector Henry E. Huntington: “The ownership of a fine 

library is the surest and swiftest way to immortality.”57 Others feel protected by durable 

objects that can “put Death itself out of countenance.”58 Such is the case in Jullian’s 

characterization of the elderly collector. His possessions are a “fortress… [of] things that 

have resisted time.” Old age is the time to reflect on a life’s legacy, and this is when 

collectors “begin to consider collections as works of art which will save them from 

oblivion.”59 Immortality through collecting, it would seem, is not achieved through the 

objects themselves, but through people’s continued remembrance of the objects’ past 

owner. 
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If the desire for immortality reaches into the future, another motivation connects 

the collector with the past. Tanselle describes some objects as survivors that, with enough 

scrutiny, will reveal to us details of workmanship, ownership, and other aspects of their 

lives.60 Collectors strive to preserve the objects that connect us with a series of moments 

from the past; these “symbols of a continuity and a past regained.”61 However, Danet and 

Katriel point out that the temporal history of the objects collected, such as a date of 

production, often become nothing more than classification fields. And, in some cases 

collectors override an object’s provenancial metadata with collection organization 

metadata. For instance, a collection organized by date of acquisition resets an object’s clock 

and the history that matters most is the “history that tells of the growth of the collection as 

a whole.”62 

Collecting is often described as a disease, or motivated by an addiction: “But very 

soon I took to drugging myself with books and for a few years lived in a veritable dream.”63 

To some, the completist is driven by a kind of madness. “The series is an obsession in all 

those whose collections are not purely aesthetic; they wish to have the greatest possible 

number of drawings of the Ecole de Fontainebleau, or all the varieties of the Famille Rose. 

This childish attitude leads them to great expense, results in an unfortunate confusion 

between what is rare and what is beautiful but reassures as to their talent those who have 

completed their series.”64 Mental afflictions associated with collecting are not typically 
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used to separate “true” collectors from the rest, but as motivation they are recognized across 

all fields of collecting, including sound recordings.  

Like the completist, the speculator is recognized to exist in all fields of collecting. 

Speculation as motivation rarely suggests a “true” collector. Eccles denies that speculation 

or investment will provide lasting satisfaction. For him, a collector’s eye can be trained to 

spot objects that are imbued with a lasting beauty, and may be likely to provide a financial 

return, but this return on investment is never fully guaranteed.65 

Just as he attempted to simplify the definition of the “collector,” Tanselle attempts 

to identify a foundational motive. He proposes that “the human need to find order should 

be thought about as a fundamental - and possibly the most fundamental - explanation of 

collecting.”66 We do this to take control of our environment. By taking an object out of the 

world around us, “that thing has been removed from one context, immense and 

inexplicable, and set within a different one, familiar and manageable.”67 Collectors bring 

order to the chaotic world around them. 

The literature also differentiates collectors by the rarity of the objects they acquire. 

At one end of this spectrum there are book collectors who comb shelves for first editions, 

art collectors who pay a king’s ransom for an original of a masterpiece, and record 

collectors who purchase incredibly rare records for thousands of dollars.68 Also at this end 

of the spectrum are recorded sound collectors who create entirely unique collections by 
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using personal recording equipment to build collections of unpublished recordings. 

Collectors of unpublished recordings collect, to name just a few things: oral history, home 

recordings, “air-checks,” and live performance recordings made in person. The origins of 

some of these “field-recording” collections are adventurous, exciting stories. Alan Lomax, 

driven by the idea of “‘cultural equity’--the idea that the expressive traditions of all local 

and ethnic cultures should be equally valued as representative of the multiple forms of 

human adaptation on earth,”69 travelled the world recording the songs and stories of 

indigenous peoples. Another musicologist, Samuel Bayard, travelled around Pennsylvania 

and Northern Appalachia recording folk songs in the first half of the twentieth century. 

Bayard collected with extraordinary talent and passion for academic reasons, and 

eventually utilized his collection to publish Hill Country Tunes in 1944, a “pioneering work 

[that] described the actual playing of performers from a specific region, with detailed notes 

on the players and their individual styles.”70 

At the other end of the spectrum are the collectors of commonplace objects. These 

objects, sometimes described as the “mundane,”71 were typically meant for mass 

consumption. Most commercially published records, even many commercial cylinders 

from the early years of recorded sound, are considered “common” records because they are 

still regularly available on the collectables market. At the time of their creation, these 

objects were not meant to be unique or even rare. They were created as commercial 
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product, and the record companies were happy to sell as many copies as possible, as quickly 

as possible.72  

Many commercial cylinders, and after them discs, became quite “common.” But 

some records were only published in small quantities, and others that started out “common” 

did not stay so for long. Time tends to increase scarcity of collectibles. Some published 

sound recordings that were once commonplace became so scarce that they are now 

considered rare or unique. Furthermore, there are no extant master recordings for many 

rare published recordings. The few extant copies of these particular published discs are all 

we have left.73 

This review of the literature on personal collecting paints many different pictures 

of a collector. There is a portrait of a recorded sound collector in every wing of this gallery. 

From discerning collectors to hoarders. From passionate hunters to speculatory treasure-

seekers. From collectors of the unique to the mundane. Interviewees participating in this 

study discussed the many different characteristics, motivations, and goals of private 

collectors within the context of collaboration. Therefore, many of these are revisited in the 

discussion section of this paper. The recorded sound collector, defined for this study, is 

therefore considered to be any man or woman who possesses one or more sound recordings, 

without regard to the organization of the collection, or the motivations behind or methods 

employed in building the collection. 
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Research Design and Method 

Books and articles about collecting are numerous, and they come from many 

sources: information professionals, academics, psychologists, bibliographers, and private 

collectors, just to name a few. However, research that includes the voices of both private 

collectors and memory institutions discussing the reasons they choose, or fail, to work 

together for the benefit of their collections is scarce. There is no clear theory that identifies 

and explains why private collectors and collecting institutions collaborate. For this reason, 

this study takes the first steps toward this theory using qualitative methods appropriate for 

theory generation. This study’s findings do not directly result in a theory. However, the 

compilation and discussion of the list of collaborative practices creates a base of knowledge 

upon which future research, in pursuit of a theory, can build. 

The research method chosen for this study is the constant comparative method of 

qualitative analysis. The constant comparative method “especially facilitates the generation 

of theories of process, sequence, and change which pertain to organizations, positions, and 

social interaction.”74 Using this method, each incident (e.g. interview, piece of literature 

about collecting) is “compared to other incidents or to properties of a category by as many 

of its similar and diverse aspects as possible.”75 

To facilitate the constant comparative method, I gathered data (i.e. “incidents”) 

from several sources. First, I conducted a broad literature review on the subject of 

collecting, followed by a more focused review of the literature written about sound 

recording collecting. I consulted the literature about both private collecting and collecting 

by memory institutions. After this, I conducted twelve semi-structured interviews in order 
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to gather first-hand accounts and opinions in an open-ended setting and identify any 

additional data not found in the literature reviewed. Six of the interviewees are private 

collectors. The other six are employed as librarians, archivists, curators, and catalogers. 

Henceforth, I will often refer to the members of this latter group as information 

professionals. As described in the definition of the constant comparative method above, 

the goal of conducting these interviews was to gather “incident” data to extend, bolster, or 

refute the categories found during the literature review.76 

I conducted nine of the twelve interviews by phone. I conducted the other three in 

person at an information professional’s place of work. I did not visit any of the private 

collectors’ collections in person. I took two actions to counteract the limitation of not 

observing the majority of the participants in their working environment. First, I designed 

several interview questions to extract descriptions of the interviewees’ working 

environments. Second, I gathered visual materials in the form of photographs and videos, 

which provided me with contextual information about sound recording collecting. I 

gathered these materials through websites of known collectors and institutions, and through 

a documentary77 in which sound recording collectors were interviewed in their homes or 

workplaces. Both of these approaches have their own limitations, insofar as they only show 

the environment from the perspective of the interviewee, cameraperson, or photographer. 

However, they are useful as a triangulating device when used in conjunction with other 

data gathering methods. Furthermore, my interview questions inquired about past 

collaborative instances, making the data gathered only as accurate as an interviewee’s 

memory. Suggestions are given in the conclusion to this paper on how a follow-up study 

could be designed to carry out further research of collectors, institutional staff, and 
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collections in situ, and to observe instances of the collaborative practices found in this 

study in real time from start to finish. 

The selection process used several types of purposive sampling techniques (e.g. 

convenience sampling, opportunistic sampling, and homogeneous cases sampling78), and 

was not chosen to reflect the larger population of recording collectors, recording creators, 

or information professionals working with sound recordings. I knew ten of the twelve 

participants through my graduate studies or membership in professional associations 

(convenience sampling). I selected the other two participants from leads gathered during a 

private-public collection survey I distributed and analyzed in the fall of 2013 (opportunistic 

sampling). Lastly, it was necessary for all participants to have knowledge of, or participated 

in, one or more interactions between private collectors and memory institutions 

(homogeneous cases sampling). 

I sought out six private collectors (group 1) who had past interactions with 

collecting institutions in regards to sound recording collections. I invited these six private 

collectors to participate through direct e-mail or in-person requests. The demographics of 

the collector group are as follows. All six collectors live in the United States. All six 

collectors are male. All six collectors are between the age of 50 and 80. 

To balance the interviews with the private collectors, I sought out six information 

professionals (group 2) working with sound recording collections at a memory institution 

such as a library, archive, or museum. Specifically, I sought out individuals who knew 

about their institution’s sound recording collections and acquisition practices. I also sought 

out people who could explain in detail how one or more of the collections with which they 

worked ended up at their institution. The demographics of the memory institution 
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participants are as follows. Two of the information professionals are directors of sound 

archives, two are librarians, one is an archivist, and one is a sound recordings cataloger. 

Five of the participants live in the United States. One lives in Spain. Two of the participants 

are female, and the remaining four are male. The participants are between the ages of 35 

and 70. 

The twelve interviews took place between April 28 and July 22, 2014. The 

participants did not prepare for the interview in any way. Three of the interviews took place 

face-to-face. I used the voice-over-IP service Skype to carry out the remaining nine 

interviews. Most of the interviews lasted between one hour and one and a half hours. The 

average length of the interviews was 1:12:56. The shortest interview lasted 00:52:08 and 

the longest lasted 02:02:56. I audio recorded each interview to ensure accuracy during the 

data analysis phase. The choice to audio record the interviews allowed the interview to 

flow naturally from one question to another, in no particular order. Many discussion topics 

that proved to be significant during the transcript analysis arose because of the free-flowing 

nature of the interviews. 

The interviews were semi-structured. Interview questions covered three areas. The 

first group of questions asked the interviewee to describe their collections or the collections 

held by their institution. The interviewees described their collections in terms of size, 

formats, subject matter, creators of archival materials, musical genres, and whether the 

materials were published, unpublished, or a combination of the two. As appropriate, 

inquiries were also made about the information professional’s responsibilities when 

working with the collections (e.g. collection development, donor relations, cataloging, 

collection arrangement and description). The second group of questions asked each 

participant to describe their past interactions (e.g. acquisitions, donations, purchases, 

preservation projects, research, data sharing) with private collectors and institutions. The 
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third group of questions explored the interviewee’s perspectives of the other community. 

For example, collectors were asked questions about the collecting practices of institutions, 

and information professionals were asked questions about the collecting practices of 

collectors. This determined how familiar each community was with the other’s collecting 

practices. By comparing group one’s reported collecting practices with group two’s 

perceptions of group one’s collecting (and vice versa), misperceptions that prohibit 

collaboration could be identified. In several cases, the third section resulted in self-

introspection on the part of the participant because he or she was actually a member of both 

the private collector and information professional communities. To determine if there was 

a relationship relevant to this study between collecting in private and working with 

collections professionally, I asked each interviewee if they were also a member of the other 

interview group. The majority of the interviewees did not belong to both groups. However, 

one of the collectors is a retired reference librarian, and two of the information 

professionals consider themselves private collectors. 

As described above, I began each interview with the open-ended prompt, “Please 

tell me about your collections.” In every case, this open-ended request resulted in the 

participant addressing this prompt and answering several of my other questions without 

further inquiry. After I posed this opening question, I allowed them to talk about whatever 

came to mind, steering them through the other predetermined questions as they became 

relevant to the discussion. After the broad topics were covered, I posed follow-up questions 

that were more focused, narrowing down on specific examples or previous comments made 

by the interviewee. Several of the early interviewees asked me what I was trying to learn 

from this study. I used this question as an opportunity to give the interviewee a chance to 

offer his or her own opinion about the two research questions. This generally led to richer 

data, spurring more detailed comments about the relationship between private collectors 
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and institutions. For this reason, I began volunteering this information in every interview 

to inspire more in-depth commentary from the interviewees. 

Each interview was transcribed. The written transcripts contained anywhere 

between 7,000 and 16,000 words. It took approximately 9 hours to transcribe an hour and 

a half long interview. The text of each interview was then read repeatedly for themes, which 

were then developed into categories. A member of my thesis committee also read the 

transcripts and listened to the audio recordings to generate an independent set of categories. 

The two sets of categories were then compared and compiled into one set. Additional 

categories were pulled from the general literature on collecting (both private collecting and 

institutional acquisition). A list of these categories can be found in Appendix A. On 

average, analysis of each transcript took approximately 5 hours. 
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Findings 

Analysis revealed twelve types of collaborations between private collectors and 

collecting institutions. As mentioned earlier, some of these collaborative practices are 

identified in the extant literature about private and institutional collecting. Interviews 

carried out for this study provided further evidence for these practices (items 1, 2, 3, 7, and 

12 in the list below). Additionally, several new practices, previously unidentified in the 

literature, are identified and are included in the findings (items 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, and 11 in 

the list below). The entire list of collaborative practices is as follows: 

 

1. A private collection acting as the foundation of an institutional collection, 

2. An individual or organization selling a collection to an institution, 

3. An individual or organization donating a collection to an institution, 

4. An institution selling recordings to an individual, 

5. An institution giving recordings to an individual, 

6. An institution and individual or organization working together to create a 

collection, 

7. An individual curating their collection within an institution, 

8. Individuals and institutions joining mutually beneficial collection associations, 

9. An individual using an institution’s collection for research, 

10. A private collection owner and an institution collaborating on a preservation or 

access project, 

11. An institution providing access to an internal database so an individual can 

assemble a collection for sale or donation, and 

12. An individual creating metadata that is used in institutional finding aids or catalogs. 
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The remainder of this findings section provides direct evidence of these twelve 

types of collaboration in the form of interview quotes and examples from the literature 

about collecting. Each finding is discussed in its own numbered subsection. Discussion that 

begins to answer this paper’s second research question (namely the “why” behind and 

importance of these findings), is presented in the “Discussion” section.  

In addition to providing evidence for collector-institution collaboration, the data 

gathered during the interviews and literature review shows that collectors frequently 

collaborate with other collectors, and institutions collaborate with other institutions. This 

paper will mention these, but only when they have particular relevance to the public-private 

collaborations explored in the discussion. 

 

1. A PRIVATE COLLECTION ACTING AS THE FOUNDATION OF AN INSTITUTIONAL 

COLLECTION 

The Background section of this paper provides examples of institutions building 

their collections around a founding private collection. Many additional examples of private 

collections founding institutional collections, through gift or sale, abound in the United 

States. Several specific examples involving sound recording collections were noted by 

interviewees. Two archivists interviewed were personally involved with the acquisition of 

their repository’s founding collection: 

 
And I brought a bunch of records with me from the radio station. Demo stuff that 

DJs get. And so I just started a record collection. I called it the [collection name 

removed]. With 700 little singles...45-rpm discs that I had. 

 

They didn’t get into collecting sound recordings until they started the sound archive 

in ‘87. I’ve been here since the very beginning. When I came in there was a room 

with nothing in it…[U]sually what happens with collections like this, like some of 

the other collections across the country, there was a foundation collection given to 

the library. And it was a professor named [name removed], hence the [collection 
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name removed]. And he amassed a considerable collections of recordings in his 

home and he’d use them in the classroom. You know, and he looked at music in a 

cultural context… [T]hat became the foundation collection. And then we started 

collecting actively and our collection has been pretty much built from gifts. 

 

In the first case, the archivist himself brought in the founding collection. In the second case, 

the archivist personally participated in the founding of the sound archive. His archive’s 

collection has at its core the private collection of a professor who worked at his university. 

Close ties such as these are shown below to be especially valuable to both collectors and 

institutions. Collectors and information professionals also affirmed, in agreement with 

Flanagan’s conclusions mentioned earlier, that this is common practice in institutional 

sound collecting. The only collection mentioned during the interviews that was not founded 

by a private collection is the Thomas Edison National Historic Park’s recordings collection, 

which is formed around the creative activities of the Park’s namesake. The sound archive 

at the Edison National Historic Park is a mixture of unpublished recordings created by the 

Edison Company and representative copies of the Company’s commercially published 

recordings. In addition to the two archivists who helped found the recorded sound 

collections at their repositories, one collector interviewed personally assisted an institution 

found a new recordings collection: 

 
You know, I felt so fortunate to have been able to place that big collection last year 

at Salem College. And the only reason I was able to get it all up there in one piece, 

was that here was this old music department in an old, small private college, but 

they had no recording library. And so they thought, "This is great. We get a whole 

library of mixed repertoire. All at one time. With machines to play it on. And some 

money to help catalog it.” They were in Hog Heaven. 

 

The collector, knowing that the library would need more than just the recordings for the 

collection to be useful to the library and its patrons, helped organize the necessary 

equipment and funding for collection access and processing. Limited institutional 
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resources diminish the chance that a collecting institution will establish a new general 

recordings collection in the future. In addition to equipment and processing resources, there 

are many consequences of acquisition that institutions must consider. Space, money, 

staffing, and politics all play a part during acquisition decisions. However, as the Salem 

College example illustrates, funding to process and maintain a new recordings collection 

can increase an institution’s willingness to accept a founding collection, along with all of 

the accompanying responsibilities. 

It was the general belief among the interviewees that Salem College’s situation, 

described in the above quote, is an exception to the rule. While evidence shows that public 

institutional sound collections are often founded by private collections, the majority of 

interviewees held the belief that this practice will decline in frequency. Furthermore, the 

new sound archives that do come into existence will be smaller and more specialized, 

focusing on the output of a specific creator, genre, format, or other attribute: 

 
You see, like for example, usually what happens is like when they gave the Glenn 

Miller collection to University of Colorado. That becomes their collection. It’s all 

about Glenn Miller. These kind of broad-based collections, or broad-scoped 

collections like mine, I don’t think you’ll see many of them startin’ up because the 

trend in libraries right now is to go to electronic media. 

 

But, anyway, so now that I have this Blue Amberol collection, can I foresee an 

institution wanting to acquire it? Actually, yes I can. ...I can foresee this going to 

an institution and being the foundation of a cylinder collection that an institution 

wants to get into that. 

 

And yet, the audio from that period hadn’t reached that area of academic coolness, 

I guess. ...So, it was largely the private collectors who kept that alive. Now, there 

were some great collections of that stuff out there and I think those could be the 

basis of a really targeted and valuable collection somewhere. So, I think there are 

certainly still important collections and I would hope that over the next century or 

50 years or something, there’ll be a gradual movement of the most rare and 

culturally valuable stuff into institutional hands. Because, the Library of Congress 
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will be here when we’re all dust. Bureaucrats live forever. But, institutions 

generally do, too. 

 

We already have a Library of Congress Recorded Sound Division. We already have 

the New York Public. We already have the Institute of Jazz Studies. So there’s 

probably less opportunity for more of them to be founded. But I think that a 

movement from the private world into the institutional world of rarities - important 

rarities like the 90s cylinders that I was talking about - can still happen. 

 

Information professionals and private collectors interviewed believe that future sound 

archives will collect in a highly focused area. Opinion is that there are already enough 

broad-based collections. While no collectors interviewed believed their broad-based 

collection would found an institutional one, some interviewees expressed knowledge of 

other collectors who still believe that there are many institutions in need of a general 

recordings collection. These collectors are usually met with disappointment when they 

approach an institution, intent on building a new collection from scratch. As the next two 

sections will show, it is far more likely that a general collection will be incorporated, 

sometimes as a whole and sometimes only in part, into an existing institutional collection. 

 

 

2. AN INDIVIDUAL OR ORGANIZATION SELLING A COLLECTION TO AN INSTITUTION 

Institutions purchase collections of all formats, including sound recordings. The 

Thomas Jefferson Collection example showed that these collections can be a founding 

collection. The Peter Force Collection example illustrated that purchased collections can 

also supplement the holdings of an institution. Information professionals that were 

interviewed reported that their institutions acquire collections through purchase much less 

frequently than through gifts: 

 



 37 

The big collectors usually want to sell the collection. But, I have to say that 80 

percent or even more of what we acquire [is] by donation. 

 

Only one information professional worked in an institution where collections are frequently 

purchased. She was also the only information professional whose institution “often work[s] 

through a dealer.” Her institution also differed from the other libraries and archives 

represented in the interviews in the level of importance it gives to collection formats during 

acquisition decisions. Her institution was the only one that did not specifically seek out 

collections containing sound recordings. Whereas the other five institutional collections 

specifically sought out audio materials for their collections (with other formats considered 

supplementary), her institution put more emphasis on research value, provenance, and cost. 

This is not to say that the other institutions did not look at research value, 

provenance, cost, and other qualities of a collection that they considered purchasing. 

Purchasing of any collection was typically reserved for collections of archival records 

instead of collections of more “common” recordings. In one example, an archivist acquired 

the archival sound recordings and business records of a regional record label. In other 

examples, research value and rarity recurrently encouraged a purchase: 

 
Occasionally. If it’s something rare. A friend of mine who works in the record 

business had a lot of local punk stuff on 45. And just a real tasty collection of stuff 

like William Burroughs and stuff like that. And she decided that she was going to 

check out, and so she was selling her records. And so I went over and I bought all 

of the local stuff that I could get my hands on. Because I wouldn’t have that 

opportunity...stuff like Sister Mary Rotten Crotch and all this crazy punk stuff. And 

then on another instance...guy had a local...was a picker, came across a bunch of 

posters that were put up in African American businesses for Cab Calloway and all 

that. And he also had photographs. And he...wanted to put ‘em up on eBay, and he 

mislabeled them, and I bought ‘em for a song off eBay. 

 

Well, this has happened. It’s not very common, but it has happened. Mainly with 

important collections. For instance, we have a collection of 396 cylinders coming 

from one single collector. …[W]e were dealing with that owner for many years 
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until finally we found the money to buy it. Because it was quite a lot of money. But, 

we kept the contact and we kept the interest and the good relationship with him so 

that finally it came to the library. 

 

High collection research value coupled with good relationships between the collector and 

institution resulted in both parties working together to transfer these private collections into 

a public repository. Comments from all interviewees repeatedly mentioned the importance 

of establishing a good relationship with an institution long before a collection transfer is 

desired. Making preparations far in advance was believed to greatly encourage 

collaboration. Historic value was also mentioned by information professionals as a quality 

that helps justify a collection purchase. The posters and photographs from the African 

American businesses, and the cylinder collection are historical documents that the 

institutions deemed “important” to collect and preserve.  

In another example of an institution purchasing a cylinder collection, the collector 

and institution reached a middle ground between sale and gift. The collector sold part of 

the collection to the institution, and donated the rest: 

 
The very first big collection I bought and gave most of to [name removed] - I don’t 

think neither [name removed] nor I cared. They got...they actually bought I think 

100 very rare brown wax records out of that collection. But, as part of that purchase, 

I gave them several thousand - 3,500 - more common records. You know, Blue 

Amberols, black wax, that sort of thing. 

 

This collector did not know why the receiving institution could only purchase 100 of the 

3,600 records, but perhaps this was a way for the institution to maximize the use of its 

acquisition funding and still acquire the entire collection. This approach also exemplifies 

the ability of both parties to negotiate a mutually beneficial transaction. 

Sometimes, however, these negotiations break down. In another instance, the same 

collector and institution were not happy with the other’s terms of sale. The institution only 
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wanted to purchase part of a collection because many of the individuals items already 

existed in its collections. The collector, seeing the value of a nearly complete collection of 

objects, did not want to split the items up so the institution could fill gaps in its cylinder 

collection: 

 
...but here I’m sitting on 8 or 9 thousand domestic series Blue Amberols. What the 

hell am I going to do with those? ...I don’t catalog them per se, but I type in the 

catalog numbers to get a quick reference of what I’ve got...and I looked at that after 

they were entered in and I said, “Holy Cow! A couple of these collectors were 

trying to put together runs.” And I’ve got 85, 90 percent of the domestic Blue 

Amberol series. The live recordings. Not the dubs. And so I went to [name 

removed] and I gave him my listing and I said, “Bounce this against your holdings.” 

And he had like 80% of them already. But, we bounced those two databases off 

each other and we’re looking at like 95%. So, this was one of those cases where he 

said, “I’ll buy the ones I don’t have. But, I don’t want the rest of them.” “I’m selling 

you these ‘cause I don’t want them.” So, we did not come to an agreement or any 

sort of resolution... 

 

The ability to not only communicate the contents of a collection, but also to negotiate the 

specifics of a sale or donation was cited by both collectors and information professionals 

as key to successfully collaborating on a collection acquisition. Good communication can 

occur between donors, sellers, and institutions during a quick transaction, but donors that 

develop a longer relationship with an institution and can communicate the value of their 

collections stand a much better chance of finding a home for them. This point is reiterated 

in several more quotes throughout the remainder of the paper. 

The last two examples further illustrate the large gap between the percentage of 

items purchased by collecting institutions and the percentage of items received as gifts. In 

the first case, a small percentage of the collection was purchased and the rest donated. In 

the second, the institution wanted to purchase a small portion of the collection, and was not 

even interested in accepting the remainder as a gift. 
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It is evident from the examples in this section that institutions are open to 

purchasing collections. However, most institutions do not purchase collections on a regular 

basis, and they typically only consider purchasing recorded sound collections of unique or 

rare materials. The majority of collections acquired are therefore acquired as gifts, which 

are the subject of the next collaborative practice. 

 

3. AN INDIVIDUAL OR ORGANIZATION DONATING A COLLECTION TO AN INSTITUTION 

The interviews provided evidence that institutions ordinarily acquire their sound 

recording collections as gifts. Collections are donated from a variety of sources. Some 

institutions hold collections created by organizations such as record labels, opera 

companies, and orchestras. Sometimes researchers donate their personal oral history 

collections that they recorded as part of their work process. At other times, private 

collectors (or their families) donate their assembled collections to sound archives and 

recording libraries. All of the collectors interviewed either donated, or attempted to donate, 

one or more collections to an institution. The brown wax, Blue Amberol, and black wax 

record collection example above illustrates a partial donation. There was also the example 

of a full donation at the end of the ‘founding collections’ section, in which a small, private 

college accepted a large collection into its libraries as the core of a new recordings library. 

Another collector recalled donating his cylinder collection to a library. According to him, 

the collection contained some rare recordings that were not stored in conditions suitable 

for extending the life of cylinder recordings: 

 
So we decided to donate the lot of them to the [name removed], which was happy 

to receive them. And will presumably put the physical objects in much better living 

conditions. Fortunately, despite my leaving them in cotton batten they seem to have 

survived all these years. So, there are some very rare and fragile items that have 

bothered me a lot. I’ve done what I could for them, but I’ve over the years realized 
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that’s not the best way to preserve them at all. And that’s the first of what will 

probably be several cases of disposing of things to somebody who can treat them 

better. 

 

One of the strongest motivations for making the donation was the chance to place the 

cylinder records at an institution capable of providing better environmental storage for the 

items. The donor received some public recognition from the institution, but no monetary 

compensation. For him, it was enough to know that the collection would be in conditions 

designed to extend the life of the physical analog recordings. 

The collector also indicates that this is not the last donation he plans to make. Many 

of the collectors made several donations in the past, and plan to make more in the future. 

According to the information professionals interviewed, there is no paucity of sound 

recording gifts offers: 

 
Oh, usually I’m offered...well it depends. Sometimes like, for example, this week 

I’ve been offered two collections in the last two days. Sometimes they’re a 

collection a day. Sometimes I’ll get one or two a week. But, usually I get offered a 

collection every week. 

 

Institutions with enough space to accept, process, and store incoming collections benefit 

from spates of gift offers. However, many institutions’ resources for processing and storage 

are very limited. This significantly impacts the decision to accept or reject a collection. A 

collection’s research, cultural, or historic value must outweigh these costs. Otherwise, the 

institution will likely turn down the offer. One collector explicitly recognized that a 

financial gift to accompany his collection would make it easier for an institution to accept 

the collection: 

 
Well, I long ago realized that was not likely to happen [selling the collection]. But 

I would like to think that [names removed] might be interested in the specific 

conductor collections. And I hope that when the time comes I will be able to put 
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enough money behind it to help the libraries actually process and bring in to their 

collection these things I would give them. I don't expect to sell them. I might like 

to get some tax deductions at some point, but I frankly don't need the tax deductions. 

 

Unfortunately, none of the collectors interviewed could make a financial gift along with a 

donated collection. We will see below, in another type of collaboration, that there is an 

alternative to making a financial gift. In some cases, donors are able to set up the donation 

in a way that reduces the workload of the library or archive staff. Reducing the staff 

workload reduces the financial burden on the institution, which in turn makes the gift more 

desirable. Another collector expressed his awareness of the difficult resource situation of 

many institutions: 

 
[Providing longevity and stability] takes personnel and everything is short on 

money these days. Most institutions cannot afford much in that direction. They have 

more pressing demands. Especially in this weird computer age, you know. 

 

The staff at collecting institutions must consider each collection offer carefully. To accept 

every gift would result in a very long processing queue. Many of the institutions reported 

existing backlogs, and no desire to increase them. Without processing, incoming 

collections become ‘hidden,’ at least temporarily. This was a large concern for collectors. 

Two collector interviewed for this study only considered donating a collection if the 

institution could make it available. One went on to equate the idea of ‘hidden’ collections 

with the idea of ‘poorly treated’ collections: 

 
I would not enter into an agreement that basically said, “We’re going to monitor, 

and we’ll only let certain people use these.” I would not. I’d say, “You’d better 

make these available to anybody that wants to listen to ‘em. Or copy ‘em.” 

 

Well I'll say institutions are wonderful if they make the stuff available...But, really 

the best stewards of records are private collectors. You know they treat them 

carefully. 
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Even though gift acquisitions are free up front, it takes time, money, and human resources 

to process and maintain the collections. All of the collectors interviewed were aware that 

institutions discriminate in their acquisitions, and that they are most likely to turn down 

any readily available commercial recordings (frequently referred to by many interviewees 

as “common records”), no matter what format, in favor of archival or rare commercial 

materials. In the words of one archivist, “I don’t need any more Barbra Streisand records.”  

The collectors knew that some of their collection materials would be considered 

“common records.” For this reason, they might only succeed in donating part of their 

collection. Information professionals stated that if the percentage of useful materials is low 

enough, they will just turn down the entire collection:  

 
And so, I’m not going to take a collection in that I’m only going to use like 5 percent 

of it. It’s just too much work for that 5 percent. And that 5 percent will come in 

with another collection. 

 

All of the collectors understood and accepted that the portions of their collections 

duplicating existing institutional holdings would be turned down. However, several 

collectors mentioned that many other private collectors are convinced that an institution 

will acquire their collection in its entirety. Often, these collectors place an “all-or-nothing” 

restriction on a collection donation, in which the gift offer is contingent on the institution 

taking and keeping the entire collection. 

“All or nothing” requirements, or generally any conditions, placed on a donation, 

discourage institutions from pursuing the collection. This position was held by the 

members of a panel at the 2014 Association for Recorded Sound Collections conference, 

made up of a sound archivist, estate planner, vintage record dealer, appraiser, and collector. 

All panel members agreed that restrictions of any kind make it much more difficult to find 
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an institution willing to accept the collection. In the words of John Huggard, the estate 

planner on the panel, “All it takes is for you to come back and say, ‘Could you put a little 

card in the window with my name on it. Just saying I contributed these things?’ And that’s 

enough for them to come back and say, ‘We’re not interested.’”79 The information 

professionals interviewed for this study echoed the sentiments of the panel members, 

stating that their institutions avoid collections with accompanying restrictions: 

 
So, no for the most part, don’t make...no strings attached. Which we generally just 

don’t even agree to that, so...no strings attached as they say. 

 

‘Cause that’s the only thing we can really legally guarantee. Because without 

having to think of too many weird conditionals, let’s say we promise an artist, “Yes, 

you can always have access to your materials within 24 hours. Whether or not we’re 

open to the public or not. And then let’s say there’s a decision to...build a new space 

and...it’s gonna be off-limits for two weeks while it’s being moved, and in that two 

week period the artist says I need these five tapes for a project, and we say, “We 

can’t do…” You know what I mean? Like, there’s just all kinds of little things that 

you never think are going to happen that always happen. 

 

This avoidance of restrictions is increasing as institutions attempt to provide online, readily 

available access to collection materials. A donor that does not place access restrictions on 

their collection, or even endorses online access, will find an institution much more willing 

to discuss an acquisition. 

Institutions also develop long-term relationships with collectors that increase the 

likelihood of a successful donation. Evidence of multiple instances of long standing 

collector-institution relationships appeared in the interviews. In two cases, a former 

employee of the institution donated private collection materials:  
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Well we have been receiving for a number of years the collections of [name 

removed] and [name removed]. And [name removed] was formerly a librarian in 

the reference department over in [university library]. And [name removed] was 

formerly the librarian and one of the on-air producers at [local radio station]. 

 

And it belonged to one of the big, big musicologists that this country...he was 

working in this library. He was the manager of the music section in the library. And 

so he kept here most of his papers. ...And he kept his recordings here. ...It was not 

a big collection, but anyway, it was rather important. 

 

The first example exemplifies a donation process that is also a solution to the library’s 

limited resources. Portions of the collection are donated to the library at regular intervals. 

This allows the library to process one part of the collection before it receives the next, thus 

minimizing storage costs during processing. It also allows the donor to maximize their 

financial benefit if they are taking a tax deduction for their donation. In the second case, 

the donor established his collection as part of the institution’s collections, and continued to 

build this personal collection of music, papers, and recordings throughout employment at 

the library. This example illustrates an entire practice that is discussed in more detail in 

section 7, in which a collector curates his or her collection within an institution. 

Another archivist pursued the collection of a long-time friend that had no 

professional relationship with the institution. However, the close friendship provided the 

archivist the opportunity to work closely with the family of the collector to ensure the 

collection was kept together. The archivist points out that without this long-standing 

relationship the collection would have been broken up, due to a vendor showing strong 

commercial interest in the collection soon after the owner’s death: 

 
Sometimes you do rescue jobs, you know. …[S]ometimes the collections are in 

danger of being broken up and there’s a real intellectual content to it. A friend of 

mine I worked with in the record business for a number of years kind of lost his 

stuff. ...And these were dear friends of mine. And he was declining and his cousin 

contacted me about helping him. Taking care of him. So I went over, and both these 
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guys had big record collections, and big collections of posters and related materials. 

I mean big collections. Rock and roll. Stuff like Springsteen records that were 

never...that were only issued as promos and things like that. I mean, really nice 

collection. And [name removed]...to him it was money. His records represented 

money, so he was always in danger of selling his record collection because he had 

good friends that worked in the record business that were rather unscrupulous. And 

I had to fight those suckers off to get the collections over here. …[H]is cousin...was 

very fond of him and she wanted those collections to stay together. We’re makin’ 

out his last will and testament for [name removed], and these guys show up and act 

like they’re at a rock and roll concert. They were higher than kites and they really 

want to get to his record collection, ‘cause [name removed] had a killer collection 

of 45s. I wanted to keep it together. So, I had to walk that walk with that one. That 

was a rescue job. But, it was a long-term rescue job with a friend...for a friend. 

 

In all of the last three cases, the donor and the institution built a relationship over a number 

of years, but there is a marked distinction between this last example and the first two. In 

the first two examples, the donor was alive and able to negotiate the donation of his 

materials. The last example, however, shows just how valuable a close relationship can be 

for donors who become ill or die before they plan their collection’s fate. Dealing with an 

estate soon after a loved one’s death is exhausting, both emotionally and physically. 

Collectors who work with an institution to plan a donation can make things easier for their 

family while keeping a significant part, and in some cases all, of their collection together. 

In addition to private collectors, donors can include faculty members, authors, 

researchers, record labels, performers, radio stations, recording studios, and other 

institutions. Often, collections offered by these sources are archival collections. A librarian 

and an archivist shared examples of archival collections, one created by an individual and 

the other created by a radio station, donated in batches over a number of years. Both 

donations are ongoing, and both the librarian and archivist report being pleased with the 

process:  
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So, one of the things that I’ve been accepting almost since I started here. Gosh, 

which was 26 years ago, is a collection from a piano pedagogue by the name of 

[name removed]. And we have his music manuscripts. We have his library. We 

have all of the publications of his and many other people. And that is a huge 

scholarly resource when somebody comes to write the history of piano pedagogy 

in the latter part of the 20th century...in America. 

 

For example, one of the other sound collections that we got...since I used to work 

at [radio station], I established a relationship with the director of [radio station], 

back when I was still working there. He was talking about, “you know, we have all 

this space and we need to expand, and we’re just looking for some place…” And I 

said we can be your audio archives for [radio station], which we have become. And 

there’s thousands of program tapes from there. And we have just embarked, for 

example, with [radio station], this year. They’ve just taken the first seven boxes 

of...a series of recorded programs that goes all the way back to the early ‘60s. ...It’s 

speeches and symposia, you name it, visiting dignitaries, whatever you can shake a 

stick at. 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, institutions holding both archival and non-archival 

collections are inclined to accept archival collections before non-archival collections. 

However, archival collections are still evaluated for their research value. Just because a 

collection is archival in nature does not mean that it will be automatically accepted by an 

institution: 

 
I know that we're offered...anecdotally I know we're offered stuff a lot that we have 

to turn down. 'Cause it doesn't fit into our scope. People they call up and just, "Oh, 

here's my stuff. I'm sure you want it." 

 

The collection must still possess research value and fall within the institution’s collecting 

scope. As will be discussed later, this is because institutions collect first and foremost to 

serve their users. 

All of the donation examples to this point depicted donors voluntarily gifting their 

collections to institutions. Legal deposit in some countries makes it mandatory for record 

creators to give one or more copies of their intellectual property to an institution. Although 
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interrupted for a time during the Spanish Civil War, legal deposit is the foundation for all 

acquisitions of sound recordings by the Spanish national libraries. The library builds upon 

this foundation with non-mandatory donations: 

 
But, the history in Spain had a great stop in the Civil War that was between 1936 

and 1939. And that meant, for this library, ...that the library lost this character of 

being a national source of information. ...And then, from the 80s, last century till 

now, this role has been recovered. That means that we still go on keeping the legal 

deposit as a basis of all our acquisitions. It doesn't mean that we don’t have contact 

with donors. In fact, most of our acquisitions come from that way. But, it’s only to 

say that not all the countries have the opportunity to get legal deposit collections. 

And ours is one of them. 

 

A limited version of legal deposit exists in the United States, addressing both textual 

audiovisual materials. The Government Printing Office is legally mandated to deposit its 

output in over 1,250 Federal depository libraries.80 In Texas, state agencies are not legally 

mandated to deposit their records in the state archives, but Texas Government Code directs 

the Texas State Library and Archives Commission to work closely with state agencies so 

that “[t]he commission shall take legal custody of and preserve archival state records and 

shall endeavor to collect and preserve other historical resources determined by the director 

and librarian to possess sufficient value to warrant continued preservation in the state 

archives.”81 For non-governmental creators and publishers of sound recordings, legal 

deposit is not mandatory in the United States. However, many recordings are deposited at 

the Library of Congress, our de facto national library, during the copyright registration 

process. This voluntary deposit structure resulted in large gaps in institutional sound 
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recording collections in the United States, with items from private collections frequently 

filling those gaps. 

While not the primary focus of this study, multiple information professionals noted 

examples of institutions donating sound recordings to sound archives. According to one 

interviewee, a motivating factor behind these donations is the decreased use of an older 

collection. When patron use of LPs declined in favor of cassettes and CDs, some 

institutions decided to dispose of all of their LP recordings. In one case, a university’s 

music library and sound archive worked together to transfer collection materials from one 

department to the other: 

 
They have scores. They have recordings. They have CDs, mostly Classical. And 

they see their mission as serving the conservatory. We serve a bigger constituent. 

And usually...right now for example they’re getting ready to get rid of all their LPs. 

And I went over and pulled what we were interested in over here...transferring over 

here, and then they’re just going to dispose of the rest of it. So, you know they will 

be out of the LP business here pretty quick. 

 

Audio formats change frequently, and the equipment to play back older formats is not 

always kept by institutions or their users. Interviewees note that this sometimes results in 

libraries and archives deaccessioning large portions of, or entire, collections. As the last 

quote indicates, these deaccessioned materials can become gifts accessioned into another 

institutional collection. 

In another library, items that are never officially added to the permanent recordings 

collection are set aside and made available for free to other institutions, but not individuals: 

 
We don’t do that with particular people, with...private people. I mean, one person 

cannot apply for that. It has to be an association or an institution. Because we cannot 

sell them, which is something we are now revising because we should sell 

something like that for a small amount of money. Just for covering all the expenses, 

the administrative expenses, but we cannot sell them now. So, if we cannot sell 
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them, we cannot give them to a person being able to sell them. So that’s the reason 

why we can only offer them to organization institutions. Because we offer them for 

free. 

 

The two cases above differ in one very significant way. In one case, the institution 

deaccessioned materials from its permanent collection. In the other case, the library only 

makes items that were never accessioned available to other institutions. However, in both 

cases the recordings reportedly made their way into another institutional collection. 

Sometimes, however, recordings from institution collections make their way back into 

private collections. In this way, some records go through a repetitive private-public 

ownership cycle. 

In summary, institutions receive a great variety of collections as gifts, including 

archival materials and commercial recordings. Due to limited space and staffing, 

institutions must be discerning in what they choose to accept. Institutions evaluate all 

collections for their research value and pertinence to the institution’s collecting mission. 

Archival collections often contain unique materials, which oftentimes makes them more 

suitable for research collections than commercial recordings that may duplicate or triplicate 

items already held by an institution. An institution may, on the other hand, prefer 

“common” commercial recordings for its circulating collection because the recordings are 

more likely to suffer physical damage. Sometimes donations are voluntary, and sometimes 

they are mandatory deposits. Private collectors, researchers, performers, publishers, radio 

stations, and other institutions are just a few types of donors giving sound recording 

collections to memory institutions. More often than not, recordings donated by other 

institutions are never accessioned into permanent collections. Sometimes, however, an 

institution will deaccession part or all of its permanent sound recording collection. 

Sometimes these recordings are donated to another institution, but sometimes they make 
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their way back into private collections. This movement of materials from public collections 

to private ones is the subject of the next collaborative practice. 

 

4. AN INSTITUTION SELLING RECORDINGS TO AN INDIVIDUAL 

Institutions dispose of recordings. Sometimes other institutions acquire these 

recordings, but sometimes private collectors acquire them. Two of the information 

professionals interviewed spoke of materials being sold to private collectors. One of these 

institutions amassed a large surplus collection of items already held in their permanent 

collection. The library held a 'record sale' to dispose of the redundant items: 

 
But, most of the time, if it’s your kind of standard stuff and we’ve somehow ended 

up with it... Either someone left it here, or it came in with a larger collection of 

something else that we wanted, we will usually find a storage place. And then, if 

it’s not a ton of material...there’s different ways to do it. ...I mean, we had this big 

record sale about a year ago, where we kind of unloaded about 20,000 of them. But, 

sometimes we’ll find there’ll be an opportunity to sell things. Whether it’s a 

smaller, kind of library sale somewhere, or a bigger event. So, we usually try and 

get things back into the public rather than throw them out. If they’re still useful. 

Sometimes things are just not...they’re in bad shape and they’re not unique. They 

can go. 

 

Both institutions also conduct smaller, ad hoc sales when appropriate. Although it did not 

come up in the interview, a third information professional’s institution is known to conduct 

annual sales of duplicate materials. The institutions typically sell recordings to private 

collectors that were never officially accessioned into the institution’s collections. This 

happens frequently enough for some institutions that they adapted their accession 

workflows to set redundant items aside for use in a record sale. In some cases, institutions 

create an inventory of all donated items to document the contents of the entire collection 
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at the time of acquisition, even if the institution knows it will dispose of part of the 

collection: 

 
But if I get a collection in with some stuff that comes in you know maybe I’m 

interested in 20 percent of it, I’ll go through, pull what I’m interested in, and then 

withdraw the rest of the collection and just put it into the triplicates. ...And then my 

students or staff goes through and they inventory that collection. And then they add 

it to our inventory. And then, if we withdraw items from that collection, we’ll 

withdraw those numbers from the...we’ll track those numbers as withdrawn. And 

then we’ll reconcile them at the end of the month. 

 

Institutions withdraw items identified as redundant or irrelevant to their collecting scope 

before they ever enter them into a catalog or permanent collection. This is because the 

process of disposing of permanent collection items is reportedly incredibly difficult. For 

one curator, the bureaucratic process of deaccessioning collection items is a considerable 

disincentive: 

 
But, the main thing is that if you really were going to deaccession something, it has 

to go through the Board of Trustees. And it’s so laborious, that that alone is almost 

discouraging enough. 

 

In addition to library circulating and special collections, archival collections are, in theory, 

reappraised occasionally. During reappraisal, if the research value of the archival records 

is no longer apparent, the archive must make a decision: retain the archival records or 

dispose of them. 

Although the six institutions represented in the interviews did not yet dispose of 

any items from their permanent collections, other institutions did so in the past. We saw 

this in the example above, in which the music library deaccessioned part of its LP library 

to the sound archive down the hall. This showed that officially deaccessioned materials are 

offered to other institutions. Do these deaccessioned items from circulating or archival 
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collections ever make it into private hands as well? There are examples of institutions 

selling and giving deaccessioned recordings to individuals. One collector recalled 

purchasing deaccessioned collections from institutions in the past: 

 
But, every once in a while like a museum will go out of business, or something like 

that, and want to sell it. 

 

In addition to this reported sale, we will also see two examples of an institution giving 

deaccessioned recordings to private collectors in the next section. However, institutions 

selling or giving recordings from their circulating or special collections to individuals is 

not common. A drastic administrative or organizational event must occur before 

accessioned recordings are deaccessioned. For example, we heard the story about a library 

liquidating its entire collection of LPs because the collection was no longer accessed by 

library patrons. We also heard from a collector that he purchased collections from 

institutions going out of business. Reports of institutions selling permanent collection items 

such as paintings and textiles suggest that the number of acceptable reasons to do so is low. 

Selling items for culling and improving the permanent collection is sometimes 

acceptable,82 but selling items for financial stability and to pay for normal business 

operations (i.e. “keeping the lights on”) is not acceptable.83 

The comments provided in this section show that institutions do in fact dispose of 

recordings by selling them to private collectors. Sometimes institutions hold large sales 

that clear large amounts of storage space. At other times, institutions hold smaller 

                                                 
82

 J. Michael Montias, “Are Museums Betraying the Public’s Trust?” Journal of Cultural Economics 19, 

no. 1 (1985): 76. 
83

 David Montgomery, “Corcoran Gallery, Delaware Art Museum, Detroit Institute juggle art as asset,” The 

Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/corcoran-gallery-delaware-art-museum-

detroit-institute-juggle-art-as-asset/2014/09/29/ddc94d92-4741-11e4-891d-713f052086a0_story.html 

(accessed October 3, 2014). 
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fundraising events that happen opportunistically. It was reported by several information 

professionals that items never officially accessioned are made available for sale. It was not 

reported by any information professionals that their institutions made circulating or 

archival collection recordings available for sale. In the next section, examples are given in 

which institutions also make recordings available to private collectors for free. 

 

5. AN INSTITUTION GIVING RECORDINGS TO AN INDIVIDUAL 

As was mentioned above, the ability to donate or sell collection materials to 

individuals is a delicate proposition for collecting institutions, and is not always an 

available option for collection disposal. Some institutions are restricted from selling or 

giving recordings to individuals under any circumstances.84 However, as the preceding 

section showed, some institutions are open to selling recordings to private collectors under 

certain circumstances. This section will show that circumstances also exist in which 

institutions are open to giving recordings to private collectors. 

Two collectors fondly recalled situations in which they were called to pick up free 

records from institutional collections. In both cases, any records they did not take home 

with them were likely to end up in the dumpster: 

 
Who at one point called me up, this is in the mid-70s, and said, "I'm cleaning out 

the faculty collection of 78s. Would you like any of them?" And I went over and 

got two station wagons full which still fit in my room with a concrete floor on steel 

shelving. I'm not sure what I'm going to do with those things, but there's some 

awfully nice stuff in there, too. So that's sort of how it happened…And he called 

me up and said we need space come get these records. 

 

                                                 
84

 In another instance, outside of this study, I discussed the disposal of duplicate materials with a music 

librarian at a state university. The librarian informed me that in her state, any university property could not 

be disposed of in any other way except the trash. This was because it was technically state property, and the 

state had laws in place that restricted state property from any other method of disposal. 
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In fact, one of the interesting stories, and I can’t give you the exact date, but I’m 

guessing it’s at least 15 years ago...which is where some of my 78s came from...the 

[name removed] University here had a very large sound recording library, primarily 

for their School of Music. And they didn’t have a Student Union, and they needed 

one. So, they got money to build a student union and realized that when they looked 

at how often the records were used...and they go back 78, LP sets...78 12-inch sets, 

and some singles...and they said, “We’ve got 100,000 records here. And nobody’s 

using them. A few of them, and we can’t afford to do this. Well, we don’t know 

how we’re going to sell them, because they’re sorted...I mean, they’re there by 

artist, or whatever. Not value.” So, they contacted a man who...used to run record 

auctions. And they said to him, “you’re knowledgeable. We’d like you and any of 

your friends...to come in and take whatever you want. Free. Because if you take 

what you want...and if you can make some money, that’s fine...and then if you have 

your other friends who want it to take it….and then whatever’s left is obviously not 

worth anything. I mean, you know what it’s worth. If you can’t sell it for 50 cents, 

and you’re fairly knowledgeable, that’s it.” So, I was the fourth in line, and I don’t 

think they took that many either. But I went in, and there were probably still 75,000 

records. And I came home with 120 just because they were interesting titles. And 

one piece that I thought was unique and might have had a little value. But, after that 

was over, all that stuff just went to the dumpster. And that’s because nobody’s using 

these. 

 

These quotes illustrate that information professionals would much rather see someone 

continue using their unwanted recordings than throw them away. These quotes also further 

illustrate how a close relationship between collectors and institutions can benefit both 

during collection disposal.  

 In the two quotes above, the collectors described a need for space as the driving 

force behind collection disposal. In the second example, the specific reason was the need 

to free up space for a new Student Union. The collector dated the event to about fifteen 

years ago, or approximately 1999. The formats that the university offered to him and his 

colleagues were formats considered obsolete and without value to their student body, as 

evidenced by their opinion, “And nobody’s using them.” To the university, the new Student 

Union would be worth much more to the university community. 



 56 

 Furthermore, the university couldn’t “afford” to organize a large sale, or sell the 

records one by one. Instead, they disposed of (at least a large part of) the collection for free 

by allowing a group of knowledgeable collectors to come in and select the most valuable 

items. After this was finished, they considered anything else to be trash. Those records that 

were left were passed over twice. First by the students, and now by interested collectors.  

This section, along with the previous four, provide many examples of sound 

recordings travelling between institutions and private collections. At times, recordings 

move from private hands into institutional collections. At other times, although much less 

frequently, recordings move from institutional collections into private hands. Sometimes 

collections are gifted, and at other times they are sold. The movement of materials is a 

major way in which private collectors and institutions collaborate in regard to their 

recorded sound collections. The remaining seven sections identify collaborative practices 

less frequently cited in the literature, but vitally important to collection preservation and 

access. 

 

6. AN INSTITUTION AND INDIVIDUAL OR ORGANIZATION WORKING TOGETHER TO 

CREATE A COLLECTION 

In the previous five sections, the collaborative practices this study identifies are 

concerned with collections created independently by a records creator, private collector, or 

institution. However, the interviews also produced an example of an institution and outside 

organization working together to create an archival collection. 

The archivist whose institution participated in this collaborative effort declared it 

as mutually beneficial for his archive and the creating agency. The institution allocated 

some of its resources to help create a collection of oral histories and unique live 

performance recordings: 
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[Organization name removed]...did a project on Black Gospel music traditions in 

[region], back in the late ‘80s. And we provided in-kind contribution to that. I said, 

“I’ll give you blank master 7-inch reels of tape.” This was about what they were 

still using back then. “I’ll give you blank master tapes if you’ll put the whole 

collection here when you’ve finished. And so they did. So, that’s another way of 

collection building. Use a State contract to get master blank tape and provide it to 

somebody who’s doing a project with a proviso that it comes to you as a collection 

later. 

 

This practice allowed the institution to select the formats used in the collection, ensuring 

the archival repository would be able to play back and provide access to the collection once 

it was in its custody. The outside organization benefited by receiving an in-kind 

contribution, reducing the cost of creating the collection. However, this cost came out of 

the archival repository’s budget, which is finite and could only support a limited number 

of similar collaborations. 

 This example to collaborative collection creation is very close to the post-custodial 

model,85 in which the archivist is involved with a collection while it is still “active” and in 

the hands of the creator. No examples of a full post-custodial approach were described in 

the interviews. However, as will be mentioned again in the Discussion section, this study 

found an example outside of the interviews in which an archival repository is co-creating 

collections without acquiring original collection materials, or providing material or 

financial support. Instead, the institution supplies format and management consultation for 

the creators, and digital backup services for the collections. Archival literature on post-

custodialism draws conclusions that the digital age will increase the number of these 

                                                 
85 The Society of American Archivists defines post-custodial theory as “[t]he idea that archivists will no 

longer physically acquire and maintain records, but that they will provide management oversight for 

records that will remain in the custody of the record creators.” See the Bibliography at the end of this thesis 

for the URL of this term in the SAA’s online glossary. 
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distributed, virtual archives86 - a conclusion that is especially pertinent to this study as 

sound recording collections are containing increasing numbers of digital recordings. These 

examples and conclusions outline a path forward that could relieve archival repositories 

(such as the repository that provided the blank tapes in the example above) of some of the 

financial burden of collaborative collection creation, while still allowing them to provide 

format consultation, management advice, and preservation support. 

 In addition to supplying materials or consultation to collection creators outside of 

their organization, some archival repositories actively create archival collections alone. 

The same archivist quoted above explained in the interview that the repository in which he 

works initiated at least two oral history collections. Developing these internal collections 

uses material resources that are no longer available for external collection creation projects, 

further reducing the potential for the type of collaboration described in the quote above. 

The collaborative practice described in this section allows the institution to become 

involved with a collection before and during a collection’s creation. But, must these 

collaborative efforts always take place while a collection exists in the hands of its creator? 

The next section looks at several scenarios uncovered in the data in which creator or 

collector becomes an honorary curator or reference assistant for their collection after an 

institution becomes owner of the materials. 

 

                                                 
86 According to Terry Cook, the spread of personal computing makes a shift to the post-custodial approach 

necessary and inevitable. As a direct result of personal computing, “for the first time, in 3,500 years of 

records management and archival activity, we have too much rather than too little information.” Archives 

in the future will become “access hubs to (and auditing centers controlling) records left out in their 

originating systems. We will have virtual archives without walls.” See Terry Cook, “Electronic Records, 

Paper Minds: The Revolution in Information Management and Archives in the Post-Custodial and Post-

Modernist Era,” Archives and Manuscripts 22, no. 2 (November 1994): 314; and Terry Cook, “Electronic 

Records, Paper Minds: The Revolution in Information Management and Archives in the Post-Custodial and 

Post-Modernist Era,” Archives & Social Studies: A Journal of Interdisciplinary Research 1, no. 0 (March 

2007): 401, http://archivo.cartagena.es/files/36-164-DOC_FICHERO1/06-cook_electronic.pdf (accessed 

November 28, 2014). 
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7. AN INDIVIDUAL CURATING THEIR COLLECTION WITHIN AN INSTITUTION 

In the practice described in the previous section, the archivist and the records 

creator work together before the collection comes to the archive. The collaborative 

approach considered in this section is another way in which these two parties collaborate 

on collection development and maintenance. In this practice, however, the collaboration 

takes place at the institution. In the background section of this paper, we heard about 

collector and scholar John MacKay Shaw’s position as honorary curator to his collection 

after it was transferred to the Special Collections Department at the Florida State University 

Libraries. In this way, a records creators and collector continued to work with his collection 

after acquisition by an institution. Shaw’s responsibilities at the institution included 

answering research questions, continuing collection development, and creating indices and 

annotations for the collection. 

The interviews provided further evidence of this type of public-private relationship. 

Two of the sound recording collectors and one of the information professionals indicated 

continuing relationships with institutions, in which the private collection owner answers 

research questions for institutional staff and users of the collection: 

 
And I’m sure if I was to get any questions about a particular label that I knew that 

[name removed] was interested in, I would refer people to him. 

 

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. We do get questions. And the nicest thing to hear from 

relatives, or even the musicians themselves. If they’re still around. “Oh, god. I don’t 

have any of my records. Can you make me a copy of all of my records?” And then 

we usually say yes, unless there’s hundreds of thousands. I’ll be glad to do that if 

you’ll furnish us with first of all, a bio of yourself, you know. And any printed 

material or photos or posters or anything like that that you may have...Anyway, 

yeah we try to help people. If I have the answer. If we have a picture of them, 

whatever, we'll share it with them. 
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The collector speaking in the second quote above not only enjoys talking to institutional 

patrons that access his collection in the institution; he also discovered that these are the 

very people that will help him continue developing the collection. The institution 

accomplishes its goals of providing access and preserving the materials. The collector can 

build his collection with confidence that it is preserved and used. Researchers not only have 

access to the collection materials, but also the original collector who can help them navigate 

the collection. 

One collector interviewed will continue developing his collection in collaboration 

with the institution that now owns and maintains the materials. He will ship any additional 

recordings that he finds to the institution, and is considering making digital preservation 

backups for the institution before they are sent: 

 
...and [name removed] will continue to take recordings as I find them and add them 

to the [name removed] collection. I would hope from here on out he does the 

[digital] transferring, but we can work that out later. 

 

Another collector interviewed described his ability to continue developing his collection 

after its transfer as a necessary part of a donation agreement: 

 
That would be an important part of my giving the collection. Let me continue to 

update it. I’ll bring new recordings - not really new - but as I’d get new material I’d 

want to share that with the library in whatever form we agree to. Whether it’s tapes, 

or CDs, or whatever. 

 

The situation in which records are periodically transferred to an institution is not 

uncommon. Retention schedules for government and large organizations, such as 

universities, are set up to ensure that records no longer in use by the creating agency are 

systematically and successfully transferred to the archives. The interviews, as well we as 
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the John MacKay Shaw example, serve to illustrate that this method of collection 

development is also undertaken by individuals. 

Two information professionals reported bringing their personal collections to the 

archive in which they worked. The first, in which the collector “brought a bunch of records 

with me from the radio station,” was one of the examples of a private collection founding 

an institutional collection. That archivist-collector already transferred ownership of that 

starter collection to the archive. For the second collector turned archivist, the institution in 

which he works is both the future home of his personal collection and an ideal place to 

build it until it is transferred: 

 
And I also collect...a lot of the Jazz collections, like all the photos and things like 

that are things I’ve brought into the library. I collect that. I don’t provide access to 

it, but I collect it. ...[M]y collection is much deeper than this collection here because 

I collect what I play on the radio. And also I get CDs every week through the mail. 

And so I add those to the collection. Eventually my collection will come here. It’s 

just a matter of time. 

 

This archivist-collector’s comments illustrate his confidence that his institution will accept 

his collection when he is ready to offer it. For information professionals that own private 

collections, working in an institution provides quite an advantage if they have the desire to 

deposit their collection in the future. As we saw before, a long-term relationship with 

institutions increases the collector’s chances of donating or selling a collection. By working 

as an information professional, a collector can easily develop this close relationship, 

discover which materials are of particular interest to the institution, and take his or her time 

when setting up the transfer of private collection materials. 

So far, the examples in this section show that there are benefits to a collector’s 

continued involvement with their collection after institutional acquisition. However, not all 
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information professionals or collectors desire an active role on the part of the collector after 

acquisition: 

 
It depends, you know? Because it happened in our Special Collections. The former 

director, who gave a lot of his stuff, stayed as a volunteer. I’ve had volunteers 

working in here before. And volunteers are either gonna be great, or they’re gonna 

be a whole lot of work. Training them, supervising them, you’re not responsible to 

them. I would prefer to just have the records. I can deal with access to the records. 

I have that expertise. I don’t need a volunteer to do that, or a donor. You know the 

donors; I remain in contact with them. I get their input. You know I respect what 

they have to say, but I don’t want them drivin’ it. 

 

But, my feeling is that if I amass this collection and then give it to somebody that 

it becomes theirs and they may - they really may do what they wish. I have a feeling 

that I'm not going to be interested in an ongoing relationship or long-term 

relationship. Unless something else turns up and if that were the case and if I had 

given the Beecham's away and then found two new Beechams I would buy 'em and 

send 'em over and have them add them to the collection. 

 

The comments of these collectors and information professionals demonstrate that the 

continued involvement of a collector must be considered on a case-by-case basis. In some 

cases, institutions are in favor of the collector playing a limited role, and in others no role 

at all. Archivists and librarians perceived that the collector’s personality, skill set, physical 

abilities, and willingness to work with the staff of the institution would all impact the 

success of a continued relationship. One archivist remarked that many older collection 

donors with which his institution works are home-bound due to their age. He noted that 

these donors might find it difficult to regularly come to the institution to work with their 

collection and the patrons using the materials. 

 The information professionals’ concerns about collectors continuing to work with 

a collection can at times engender concerns in collectors. Collectors interviewed for this 

study noted that many collectors possess little knowledge of institutions’ collection 
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maintenance and access practices, which can lead to distrust. Whether it is the pursuit of 

continued involvement, collaborative collection creation, or just a collection transfer, the 

data up to this point has reiterated the point that trust between collectors and institutions is 

built over time. How can collectors and institutions begin to build this trust? It is certainly 

possible for a collector to walk in the front door of an institution and strike up a 

conversation. It is also possible for an archivist or librarian to visit record shops or 

participate in online collecting forums to meet collectors. Another way institutions and 

collectors begin building trust and developing long-term relationships that lead to all of the 

other collaborative practices on this list is through mutual involvement in associations 

centered on recorded sound collections. In addition to promoting the other collaborative 

practices on this list, it is a collaborative effort in and of itself. 

 

8. INDIVIDUALS AND INSTITUTIONS JOINING MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL COLLECTION 

ASSOCIATIONS 

Several librarians and archivists explained that their institutions consult private 

collectors known to be experts in the field of a specific format, musical genre, or performer. 

One librarian’s institution accessed collectors, and their expertise and knowledge, through 

participation in a regional collecting association: 

 
And also, I have to say that we had an association of sound recording collectors, 

which unfortunately ended two years ago. But, we had a very strong relationship 

with them. We became members of the association, and we got from them a lot of 

information. 

 

A private collector also recalled instances in which he and other collectors were consulted 

regarding sound recordings held in institutional collections: 
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And being a member of ARSC and getting to know the people who ran all these 

archives on a social basis, and a personal basis, opens doors. And I think it works 

the other way, too. Because I get calls, and colleagues of mine get calls, if they need 

to know something about a record or something, they know that’s a field that I’m 

very expert in, even though I’m not an accredited librarian or something like that, 

that I’ll help ‘em out on it. I certainly will. So there’s a lot of helping of each other 

and smoothing out of the sharp edges that we sometimes have in bureaucratic 

structures that get in the way of real research. So it’s been overall a good 

experience, even though there have been some horror stories along the way. 

 

In addition to networking opportunities to gather information, associations such as the 

Association for Recorded Sound Collections (ARSC) offer institutions and collectors the 

opportunity to familiarize themselves with members’ respective collections and begin 

building relationships. One collector held the opinion that outside of organizations such as 

ARSC, institutions are not well-understood by collectors and institutions largely fail to 

clarify their mission, objectives, and practices. He was of the belief that this opacity, as 

mentioned in the previous section, causes collectors to distrust institutions and avoid 

working with them: 

 
But, there’s certainly that distrust of institutions. And I think one of the messages 

for institutions is that they really should try to provide a more friendly face. A little 

PR, so to speak. I learned about what they really are, and what they really do, and 

what they’re - good things they’re capable of, by interaction in ARSC conferences, 

but not everybody goes to ARSC conferences and has that opportunity. And while 

there are some nuts that you’ll never crack, over time people can mellow in their 

ideas. Especially if they see overt attempts to help and so forth. So, anything that 

gets out there that publicizes collections that have been acquired, perhaps, and the 

good things that have been done with those collections. That’s important. To say 

that, Mr. Hold-on-to-it-tight, maybe these people aren’t as evil as you thought. 

 

Collection-oriented organizations provide an opportunity for both institutions and 

collectors to correct misperceptions about each other that discourage collaboration. While 

it is not guaranteed that every private collector’s collection will find a home through 
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participation in an organization such as ARSC, connections established between parties 

sharing similar interests can lead to a collection sale or donation: 

 
Yeah, ARSC. ARSC is kind of a mixed bag. I’m not that active in ARSC. ...And, 

you know, I do become aware of collections through them. Usually with those kind 

of collections you get 100,000 band records. [laughing] You know what I mean? 

And I have had a number of collections come through ARSC. You know older 

collectors that want to find good homes for their collections will often turn to us. 

And yes, we have benefitted from ARSC, association with ARSC as far as 

collection development is concerned. 

 

An association such as ARSC, where collectors and informational professionals come 

together to discuss all aspects of their respective collections, was reported to be somewhat 

rare. Furthermore, collectors and information professionals held different opinions about 

the sustainability and trends of ARSC’s demographics: 

 
I think the problem is, if you looked at that room, and you looked at the ARSC 

conference, and you saw anybody there that was under 40, my guess was they’re 

an archivist. 

 

ARSC used to be more collectors than it is now. Now it’s institutional people. And 

there’s this tension between the collectors and the institutional people. There 

always has been. And that’s kind of reflected in what I do. Like, for example, I’m 

not...I always get to know the wives. That’s my motto. Because that’s who you’re 

going to deal with eventually on these big collectors. 

 

And there’s no real association of serious collectors. So, ARSC is probably the 

closest to it, but even there, ARSC is seen by many as dominated by institutional 

people, as they say. Certainly was more so when I joined it. But they were 

welcoming institutional people. But, nevertheless, they’re the ones that tend to get 

on committees and tend to run for president, and that kind of stuff. 

 

For some, there is an imbalance in the professional/non-professional demographics of 

membership. For others, there is an imbalance in the roles the types of members pursue. 

(i.e. “institutional people” running for office and joining more committees). Despite these 
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challenges to the collaborative model ARSC exemplifies, it will celebrate its 50th 

anniversary next year. So far, it proves to be a sustainable model for collaboration. ARSC 

enables the open dialogue between private collectors and institutions that is a necessary 

first step toward working together: 

 
Yeah, there’s a natural tendency of us versus them. You know that’s embedded in 

American culture. And the only way to get past us versus them is to sit next to 

them...And its harder to think of all these terrible things that somebody is going to 

do-or might do-when you’re having dinner with them. Or, the equivalent of that. 

 

So, there’s this “we’re in this together” kind of “let’s help each other” feeling. There 

are a few who lock themselves up, but very few, actually. So, I think that the 

relationship between that world and the archival world - the institutional world - is 

ripe for building bridges, too. And some are already built, obviously. 

 

Interviewees believed that the benefits of collaboration outweigh any tension between the 

two communities. Through interaction, both online and in person, associations such as 

ARSC promote compromises and demystify the actions of one group for the other. 

 For collectors who also research recordings held in institutional collections, 

participation in collecting organizations can be a helpful introduction to the public and 

private collections around the world. These researchers are limited, however, in the amount 

of research materials they can access just by being a member. As the next section shows, 

in-person research at an institution presents another opportunity for collectors and 

information professionals to meet, build trust, and familiarize each other with their 

respective collections. 

 

9. AN INDIVIDUAL USING AN INSTITUTION’S COLLECTION FOR RESEARCH 

Several of the collectors interviewed use institutional collections for research. 

Collectors described both positive and negative experiences of dealing with institutional 
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staff and policies. This was especially true in the context of accessing research materials. 

In some cases, the collector-researchers easily accessed the materials they sought: 

 
I could go into an archive, and I’m sure to this day the New York Public or whoever 

would let me see their physical copy, probably. If I was writing an article that had 

to do with it. 

 

At other times, they found it difficult to access the materials necessary for their research. 

In one case, a collector described a “hidden” collection within an institution, and his 

confusion as to why the institution would not open the collection of a public comedian and 

radio personality: 

 
But, instead of making it available they guarded it. Like it was some National 

Treasure. And for years, collectors couldn’t even get to them. I think they may have 

loosened up a little bit, but it’s very sad because these are excellent recordings. …It 

was very strange. I mean, here’s a noted comedian, who I mean broadcast from the 

late ‘30s to the - I think he died in 1959, but he was on the air until like ‘54 or 

something like that. But, they were hiding his stuff. 

 

To him, the institution was responsible for restricting access to the collection. When asked 

if he knew of any particular reason why the collection was restricted, he did not know.  

In most cases, however, the researchers did not fault the staff of the institutions for 

any access restrictions. Most collector-researchers interviewed for this study regarded 

institution staff - librarians and archivists - as helpful, assisting in every way they could 

within the current legal boundaries. Instead, they saw the barriers to access originating in 

the institutional administration and copyright law, which many collectors and information 

professionals working with sound recordings consider in need of substantial revision:  

 
The more you know the people, the more they’ll help you out in there. As I said 

before, they tend to be on your side. But, administrations are different, too. And 

legal departments are different. And sometimes they really put them in a strait 
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jacket. And there are another couple of horror stories. I remember going to 

[institution name removed] and finding a Berliner test pressing, I think it was key 

to something I was researching at that time. And I really needed to get a tape of it 

so that I could study it. I couldn’t just hear and analyze what I needed on the spot. 

They wanted to help me, but their legal department had said they had to give me a 

slip of paper that said, “This is the address of the BMG legal department that you 

will need to get a release from Bertelsmann Music Group for us to make a copy for 

your scholarly research.” There’s three months of work with lawyers who make 

zillions of dollars saying “Who the hell are you” and “Go away.” There was another 

instance where I couldn’t get to [place name removed] - and that wasn’t because of 

the person that handed me the slip. That was because the law had been handed down 

to them. And there’s another instance where I couldn’t get to - I live in Connecticut 

- and I couldn’t get to [place name removed]. There was something I needed to hear 

which they had. Again, they couldn’t make a copy of it. They could only play it on 

site. And you could listen in a listening booth. You couldn’t touch the record, either. 

So I got a friend of mine down in the...area to go in, call up the record from the 

listening booth, hold a small pocket recorder up to the earpiece, have them play the 

record, and he made a crude copy on his pocket recorder and sent it back to me. 

[both laughing] I mean, this is what scholars have to go through when lawyers get 

involved. It’s preposterous. And not because of the librarians. That was an era, 

which has passed by the way, but that was an era where they had someone in the 

legal department that really put the screws to them. So, I think you get that more 

than - in my experience than you get libraries or archives that simply say “it’s ours, 

it’s not yours.” And put barriers in their way of their own accord. There may be 

some. You know, Frontera, that has all the Hispanic stuff out there. I mean, you 

talk to them - they want to help. That’s what they’re there. That’s why they chose 

that career. Unless they get - it’s one of these horror situations where lawyers come 

down on them or something - they try to help. In my experience. 

 

So much of what is in public institutions is unavailable. Most public institutions’ 

sound files are essentially dark archives. You may with some effort be able to hear 

a sound recording that has yet to be digitized - and most haven’t been digitized at 

any particular institution. If you take [institution name removed], with which I'm 

most familiar. I think, it’s probably on one hand one of the most open, most open 

archives, and one of the most closed. By that I mean, it’s one of the most open in 

the sense that if you are a legitimate researcher, you get your research card, you go 

downtown, you make the request, and in a few days they’ll have a digital file for 

you. They’ll have made the transfer. But, you go to put that on a CD...That’s not 

going to happen at [institution name removed]. Unless you are the artist and you 

can prove that you’re still alive and actually recorded this thing and that the record 

company didn’t take your rights and all the other things that keeps [institution name 

removed] from allowing reissues to be made from its stock. 
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The words of these collectors indicate that they typically direct their concerns and 

frustrations at the bureaucratic structure or legalities that prohibit free access to institutional 

collections. Copyright restrictions for sound recordings, even the oldest sound recordings, 

are still active. Most recordings’ entry into the public domain require an intentional act on 

the part of the copyright holder. Studies have shown that many older recordings have not, 

and will likely never be, reissued by the record companies that retain copyright 

ownership.87 Organizations, including archives, libraries, and ARSC, have organized 

lobbying efforts over the last decade seeking changes to the stringent restrictions in place 

for sound recordings.88 Some of these memory institutions see copyright restrictions as not 

only hampering their ability to provide access, but also their ability to make multiple, 

digital preservation copies of recordings only existing on disintegrating formats. The 

preservation activities of collectors and institutions are explored further in the next section. 

Donor restrictions can also inhibit a researcher’s access to materials. As mentioned 

before, in most cases institutions will no longer accept collections that are accompanied by 

donor restrictions. However, interviewees mentioned several cases of past donors closing 

access to their collections. No interviewees reported cases of institutions disregarding 

donor restrictions, but they did report that in some cases when access falls into a gray legal 

area, institutions will cite fair use to work around copyright restrictions and make copies 

of copyrighted recordings for educators and researchers. Sometimes institutional staff 

members are willing to bend the rules in other ways for researchers. In one case, a collector-

researcher was not able to work efficiently when requesting items through the reference 
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staff in an institution’s reading room. Eventually, after a high level of trust was established, 

the staff allowed him to access the materials directly, which sped up his research: 

 
And having hung out with different librarians so much, and been helped so much 

by them, I’ve found that the greatest help is often what they’ll do for you around 

the rules rather than through the rules. So, I got to know the people at, well I won’t 

name archives. Well, one major archive where I was doing my research and it was 

extremely laborious and time consuming to fill out a card for everything I wanted 

to look at, get it, put it back, you could only look up five cards at a time or something 

like that. After they got to know me, they said, “Well, you know, go on back in the 

stacks. We trust you. That sort of thing. They weren’t supposed to that, but their 

heart’s in the right place and they know they’re there to try to facilitate the general 

research and if the Inspector General isn’t watching or some bureaucrat, then they’ll 

do it. They’ll help you. And that’s been true at many, many institutions that I’ve 

dealt with. They want to help. The strictures that they have to have for security 

purposes and unfortunately for legal purposes, too, prevents them from being very 

efficient in doing that. 

 

As evidenced by this collector’s comments about the Inspector General and the institution’s 

administration, he understood the considerable risk involved with working around the 

rules. 

Despite gray areas in copyright code regarding digital preservation, institutions and 

collectors both actively reformat their collections. Many collection owners maintain both 

analog and digital collections, but the digital preservation of sound recordings is now the 

de facto standard for their long-term preservation. Maintaining digital files is a long-term 

commitment, but the sound recording community has recognized that there is no analog 

format that will last forever. Institutions do not have the human resources to digitally 

reformat all of their current holdings, not to mention future analog recording acquisitions, 

before the most at-risk objects deteriorate. For this reason, as shown in the section that 

follows, some institutions are working closely with collectors possessing digital 

reformatting skills to digitize recordings before they come to the institution.  
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10. A PRIVATE COLLECTION OWNER AND AN INSTITUTION COLLABORATING ON A 

PRESERVATION OR ACCESS PROJECT 

The preservation of sound recordings is now a national initiative.89 The fragility of 

media formats, both analog and digital, shifted the focus of the audio preservation field 

from preservation of the audio signal carrier to preservation of the audio signal itself. Now 

a combined approach is used in which original signal carriers (e.g. tapes, cylinders, discs, 

wires) are preserved for as long as possible, along with the creation of high-quality90 digital 

transfers that can theoretically be backed up and migrated indefinitely without any loss of 

content.91 Audio digitization efforts existed long before the Library of Congress published 

The State of Recorded Sound Preservation in the United States: A National Legacy at Risk 

in the Digital Age,92 and the National Recording Preservation Plan.93 However, new, 

large-scale digitization projects emerged in recent years in response to these and other 

reports that amplify the urgency required to digitally reformat many recordings contained 

on inherently unstable analog formats. 
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The interviews brought to light four cases of donor-institution collaboration during 

preservation projects. In the first case, a donor digitized the recordings before the institution 

acquired the collection. Afterwards, the institution acquired both the digital preservation 

copies and the analog media: 

 
And that was part of what [institution name removed] acquired. Not just the objects-

the artifacts-but our transfers of those. 

 

This was possible because in this case, the donor was knowledgeable of archival digital 

preservation practices and owned the equipment necessary to make high-quality digital 

transfers of the collection materials. The institution knew that the digital copies they 

received were as good, or better, than digital transfers their staff could make. Therefore, 

the donor not only made the recordings donation, he also made an in-kind donation of labor 

that saved the institution time and money.  

In the second case, a donor began digitizing recordings after transferring the 

collection to an archive. In this case, the physical copies remain in the archive, and both 

donor and institution keep digital copies. The archive benefits from this arrangement 

because they now have digital access copies of the recordings previously only available on 

open reel tape. The donor, in this case a radio station, benefits by having digital copies to 

use in future broadcast productions: 

 
They’ve...thousands of programs...and they’ve embarked on a project to digitize 

every damn one of them. And so we will have duplicate copies. We are a public 

service outlet. Makes sense for us to have digital copies of these things. [Radio 

station name removed] obviously wants to have it for production purposes, and 

maybe somebody wants to deal with them directly about some specific thing. But, 

for the most part, [Radio station name removed] doesn’t want to handle public 

inquiries all the time about their sound archives. We are set up to do that. So, we 

both will have sets of that. And that’s a big project that luckily they’re doing all the 



 73 

work. And so we’re providing the materials, which we are the stewards of for 

[Radio station name removed], but it’s part of that deal. 

 

In this case, an organizational donor took responsibility for the digital preservation of their 

collection after it entered the archive. This approach benefits the organization that no 

longer has space to house the physical materials, nor the staff to answer research questions 

about collection contents. The organization does, however, want to continue using the 

recordings in digital form. By undertaking the digitization activities, the organization 

ensures that the preservation project is kept on schedule. The archive benefits from this in-

kind donation of labor by receiving digital copies for long-term preservation and access.  

In the third and fourth cases, an institution digitized privately owned recordings as 

part of a preservation and access project, and the institution kept digital copies of the 

recordings. The analog copies were returned to, and remain with, the owner: 

 
That said, the special agreement that [Library of Congress] cut with Sony for the 

Jukebox is a great model. And it at least allows some stuff, much of which is mine, 

by the way, to be streamed from the Library’s site for people to listen to. 

 

At this time this digitizing came into practice. And so, both [name removed] and 

I...I’m not sure who thought of it first, we said, “why don’t we try to get money to 

digitize this collection.” ...Anyway, well one thing led to another. And [performer 

name removed] were doing well at the time. Their manager was also pretty hip to 

all this. And when [name removed] proposed to them, that maybe they should fund 

the digitization of the 78s, of course, they were absolutely amazed by my record 

collection. They had no idea that this stuff was recorded before their time, you see. 

And so, I had actually met them before in the ‘60s...Well, anyhow, one of the agents 

of the label that [performer name removed] recorded for...oh god I can’t think of 

the label right off the bat. But, they formed the [foundation]. And said, “Okay, 

we’re going to give 500,000 dollars to [institution name removed] so that they can 

begin to document Chicano traditions. And you should start with the start of the 

78s of this crazy guy [name removed]’s collection.” And so after a long time, finally 

they had a huge thing at [institution name removed] with...meeting with the 

Chancellor. You know a reception and it was absolutely fascination. And 

[performer name removed] gave a talk and the kids could actually ask them 
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questions and it was a wonderful event. They gave this humungous check [that was] 

5,000 feet long or something. 

 

A distinct characteristic of these two examples is the involvement of the recording industry. 

Sony collaborated with the Library of Congress to create the National Jukebox, clearing 

the recordings for Internet streaming (Sony is the copyright holder of the material). To do 

this, the Library of Congress brought together and digitized recordings held in their own 

collections, collections at other institutions, and private collections. In the last example 

above, an established performer and recording artist created a foundation that donated the 

funds necessary to digitize historic recordings of a specific culture and its traditions.  

These four examples illustrate three different public-private collaborative 

approaches to digital preservation. The estimated number of hours of audio in need of 

digitization is staggering. In 2004, “worldwide holdings of magnetic audio tapes [were] 

estimated to amount to 30 million hours.”94 This number does not include the millions of 

hours of content stored on other formats such as discs, wire, and cylinders. For institutions 

to complete this amount of digitization alone before many of these recordings deteriorate 

is impossible. To maximize the number of historic recordings digitally preserved, 

collaboration will be required. In some cases, that collaboration will come from outside 

sources of funding, such as the recording industry. In other cases, such as those outlined in 

this section, the collectors and records creators themselves, whether individual or 

organization, will help make the digital transfers. 

The discussion of digital preservation centers on the content of a recording. 

However, the metadata associated with the recording is crucial to continued preservation 

and use of the digital copies. Metadata can also be useful in assembling a collection for a 
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sale or gift offer. Recordings metadata can also be a gift all by itself. These two uses for 

recordings metadata are the subject of the last two collaborative practices. 

 

11. AN INSTITUTION PROVIDING ACCESS TO AN INTERNAL DATABASE SO AN 

INDIVIDUAL CAN ASSEMBLE A COLLECTION FOR SALE OR DONATION 

Collectors, just like any other patrons of an institution, can access electronic 

archival finding aids or library catalogs. However, these resources do not always describe 

institutional collections in their entirety. Sometimes items held in institutional collections 

are not described in any electronic resource. Sometimes item descriptions show up in an 

internal finding aid or catalog before they show up in the public version of the same. These 

description lacunae and lag times make it difficult for a collection owner to know if his or 

her collection’s contents duplicate an institution’s holdings. Therefore, a collector using a 

public institutional inventory or catalog to weed out duplicate items from a collection prior 

to its transfer to the institution might still inadvertently transfer items already held, but not 

yet listed, by the institution. In an attempt to address this issue, one institution provided a 

collector access to their internal database so he could more accurately weed out duplicate 

materials when assembling collections for the institution: 

 
...we now both kind of look at our respective lists and bounce them against each 

other. And if I see...if the query comes back, [name removed] doesn’t have these 

three hundred cylinders, I’ll box those separately and I’ll say, “This is the first time 

you’ve seen these. These are your first copies.” And then the rest of them, however 

many thousand there are, will go as second copies and he can then decide how to 

manage his assets. Being his student time. Does he want to send students through 

and do the comparisons against what he’s already holding? Most of the time he 

doesn’t, and this is a big area of contention between the two of us because he’s 

dealing with first copies and I’m always trying to deal with best copies. But, 

certainly when he’s buying. When he’s actually paying for cylinders, he’s very 

cognizant, as am I, that most of what he’s buying is new to the collection, or I will 

have to make a case that any duplicates are significant upgrades. And I tend to do 
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that quite often. I tend to push him in the direction of upgrading his 

collection...always expanding its reach. Filling holes. ...He’s not the only institution 

I deal with, but since I give him so many cylinders, and try to sell him others, it’s 

very much a point of concern. 

 

The collector recognizes that by carefully documenting his collection, and by carefully 

comparing the metadata he creates with that held in the institution’s database, he is able to 

complete some of the institution’s collection processing work before the collection transfer. 

This is another form of public-private collaborative collection building. 

The collector also recognizes that there is a fundamental difference between his and 

the institution’s approach to collection development. He would like to see each recording 

in the institution’s collection-in this case cylinders-replaced by a copy in better physical 

condition if such a copy was available, but he understands that the institution cannot always 

invest the time and human resources necessary to carry out this item-level comparison. 

Interviewees noted that private collectors are typically not given access to internal 

inventories and databases. An exception was made for one of the collectors interviewed 

because he is a frequent source of recordings for the institution, and because he was willing 

to donate some of his time identifying cross-collection duplicates. This resulted in a 

reduced workload for the institution, but it also required the collector to access and properly 

use the information provided by the institution. 

This section provided an example of information sharing that required a collector 

to use and understand the information database created by an institution. We saw in the 

section preceding that for preservation copies to be reused by an institution, they must be 

made by a skilled and knowledgeable collection owner that understands archival 

preservation practice. The case is similar for metadata creation and reuse. For collector-

generated metadata to be incorporated into institutional finding aids, the collection owner 
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must understand institutional descriptive practices. There are successful examples of this 

type of collaboration, as shown in the next section. 

 

12. AN INDIVIDUAL CREATING METADATA THAT IS USED IN INSTITUTIONAL FINDING 

AIDS OR CATALOGS 

When collection metadata is available, information professionals can appraise it for 

its research value and potential for reuse. In the case of the Shaw collection of childhood 

poetry, the metadata proved to be as valuable as the collection itself. So valuable, in fact, 

that it was published as a multi-volume set of annotations and indices. However, 

institutions know that not all collectors create metadata for their collections. The first 

question some collection developers ask a private collection owner is if any metadata, such 

as an inventory or catalog, exists:  

 
First thing I want to know is do you have an inventory of the collection? Do you 

have a list of what’s in it? 

 

But other institutions have all but given up on receiving reusable metadata for sound 

recordings: 

 
If a collection comes in with a dealer’s list...there’s very seldom any information 

about other media types and description. We’ve never actually asked the donor to, 

for example, fill out a spreadsheet. 

 

But the audio is almost never well described from the donor. 

 

While institutions do not expect donors to provide an inventory of a collection, a list of a 

collection’s contents is very helpful to institutions during the acquisition process. One 

archivist stated that he will often request a list of 25 items from a private collector. He often 

uses this short list to determine if the collection is worth pursuing further. And, in some 
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cases, lists and other finding aids created by collectors and records creators can be useful 

to an institution after a collection is acquired. However, this is becoming increasingly 

dependent on whether the metadata is in an electronic form or not. 

Collectors report that the metadata for their collections takes a myriad of forms, 

from simple lists, to extensive filing systems, card catalogs, spreadsheets, and relational 

databases. The collectors’ guiding purpose when describing their collections is to track the 

recordings:  

 
And those are arrayed alphabetically except I've broken out the conductors in 

different sections, but all of the 78s in the house and all of the LPs and some of 

the...well I guess nearly all of the things are indexed in an electronic medium. And 

as we discussed in Chapel Hill, this is not gonna to be in the format that every 

library is gonna want, but it is at least a listing that's documented well enough that 

you can tell what it is, who issued it, what the record number is, and what's on it, in 

some detail. Many of the musical annotations having been looked up and pulled out 

of Grove dictionaries. So I mean I've gone beyond what most people would list to 

include the opus numbers and keys and all that kind of stuff. 

 

I try to be very pragmatic about the finding aid part of it. The minimum amount of 

information and therefore work necessary to locate it. Not all do that. I had a friend, 

very good friend, Bill Bryant, whose name you might know, who was really OCD 

on this stuff. And he designed a form that he wanted to have on each one of his 

sleeves of records, which had every possible detail about that record. The company 

that made it, where the master came from, what the take numbers were. You know 

it was a rather elaborate form. Naturally, he fell enormously behind from day one 

on that. He collected lots and lots of records. And to this day I think that was one 

of the things that drove him into his early grave. This obsession with “I gotta be 

complete." There was also a series of articles, I think in Record Research years ago, 

about the kind of information discographers need in a standard entry form that 

somebody cooked up. And it was very elaborate. Nobody ever adopted it for that 

reason. 

 

But, I'd better keep track of what I own here, so I went to a simple index card system 

and made out an index card for every cylinder I had. It took I guess maybe nine 

months and I was up to maybe 150 cylinders? 
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These quotes illustrate that the amount of metadata recorded varies quite a bit from one 

collection to another. They also show that the collecting community attempted to 

standardize discographical metadata in the past, but it was not widely adopted due to the 

complexity of the various schemas devised. 

 One collector interviewed for this study developed a metadata schema with more 

than personal use in mind. He collects Old Time Radio broadcasts, and participates in an 

active network of OTR collectors around the world. The members of this network 

essentially barter the radio program recordings that they acquire. To do so, they create 

extensive lists and databases of the recordings in their collection so that they, and other 

OTR collectors, can easily determine which programs the collection contains: 

 
So, that’s what I wanted to know and they wanted to know. The title of the series, 

the episode, whether...most of them don’t have numbers, they’ve got just the name 

of an episode. And sometimes, it was important for me to know one of the 

characters playing in the show. Some guys do very thorough...they have everything, 

not just the main actors. They have the director and all that stuff. But, I didn’t need 

all that. If it was somebody unusual, I did add that. 

 

The network of OTR collectors use the metadata they create to identify recordings they 

own, or may want to acquire from somebody else’s collection. Recordings are collected 

for personal reasons, but also as currency. For instance, the collector interviewed for this 

study admitted to collecting programs that he didn’t like, just so he could have a wider 

variety of shows to trade. Some collectors, such as the one quoted above, publish their 

collection list online, while other keep only paper copies. 

Descriptive finding aids created before personal computing became widespread can 

be difficult to incorporate into modern electronic systems. One collector began collecting 

when card catalogs were the standard method of collection description. He continued 
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collecting into the age of personal computing, and adapted his description methods to use 

the new technology: 

 
And when I would get them home I would sort them, try to weed out any duplicates 

or really bad copies, and type up file cards for them. I’m a very organized person. 

And the records were coming in much faster than I could type file cards. Typing 

file cards is not the most interesting work in life, either - for me at least. Maybe it 

is for some people. So it became a bit of a cross to bear after a while. Boxes and 

boxes. Haven’t got to them yet. And you’d have to type up two file cards. One for 

the title and one for the artist. In order to have any kind of access. ...And when 

personal computers came along I set up a database and made it more efficient that 

way. But it’s still a lot of entry work. 

 

However, he had to choose whether or not to re-enter all of the metadata on the index cards 

into his new electronic database. Ultimately, he chose not to migrate the information on 

the cards into his electronic database. The cards represent his collecting from an earlier 

time, and the electronic database represents his collecting from the 1980s onward. 

This collector’s choice to split the collection description between the file cards and 

the electronic database was made in part to avoid increasing his description backlog. 

Describing collections at the item level is a time-intensive task, which is also why older, 

paper finding aids are more difficult to incorporate into the computer systems of memory 

institutions. The existence of extensive description and documentation backlogs is a 

common ailment for both private collectors and institutions. In a situation similar to the 

above collector’s, the New York Public Library reportedly decided against migrating 

catalog records into electronic form (at least for some time): 

 
But anyway, there’s a huge, a very large room with these card catalogs just lining 

the walls. I think you can still access the physical cards. And that’s how everything 

was logged by the library up until 1982 maybe - something like that? And they 

realized the computer revolution was coming on. Digitization was coming on. 

Books were pouring in. And there were legions of librarians were typing up these 
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cards and with carbons underneath them and maintaining their filing system. And 

obviously this was going to lead to Dante’s seventh ring if they kept doing it. And 

yet they couldn’t go back and reenter all those millions and millions of books. It 

would just have taken forever. So what they did is they established a dividing line. 

And to this day if you want to look up something prior to 1982 it’s in the card 

catalog. If it’s post-1982, it’s online. In the cabinet they call it. Now they may have 

started working their way back to the giant backlog by now, but for years it was 

just, you know, “Sorry.” We can’t redo the world. And that’s what I’ve done. On a 

much smaller scale of course. The card file goes up until the time I got a personal 

computer about the time that they did, actually, in the ‘80s. And the stuff that I’ve 

gotten since then is digital. 

 

Collectors, records creators, and institutions create metadata in varying levels of 

granularity, which in turn affects the size of backlogs. Nevertheless, much of the 

descriptive metadata generated by these sources is the same or overlapping. Both are 

interested in titles, performers, composers, publishers, issue numbers, release dates, and a 

number of other attributes of a recording. 

While some of the fields utilized for each recording are the same between 

individuals and institutions, important differences exist in the processes and formatting 

used by the two communities. Catalogers and archivists follow chosen content guidelines 

that explain how to create and format descriptive metadata. Catalogers typically create 

records that conform to data content guidelines such as Resource Description and Access 

or the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules 2 (AACR2). In the United States, many archivists 

follow the guidelines set forth by Describing Archives: A Content Standard 2 (DACS2). 

Guidelines and rules such as RDA and DACS normalize, to the extent possible, metadata 

created by multiple institutions.  

Private collectors have no such obligations. We heard in the quotes above that 

standardization was attempted, but never widely adopted. The range of detail in description 

varies widely between collectors. Some collectors choose to limit the number of attributes 

(e.g. performer, record label, title, composer, and format) to what they see as necessary for 
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personal access, while others attempt to record every possible detail about a recording. One 

collector might list a performer’s name in the format “Last name, First Name.” Another 

might list it as “First Name Last Name.” One collector might record everything in an Excel 

spreadsheet. Another might record everything as a list in a Word document. 

This last point, namely the way in which the metadata is structured, differs between 

individuals and institutions. Libraries, archives, and museums all moved toward machine 

readable metadata for the purposes of data sharing and resource discoverability. For 

example, archives that upload their finding aids to aggregators such as Texas Archival 

Resources Online (TARO)95 or Online Archive of California (OAC)96 must encode their 

finding aids using Encoded Archival Description (EAD). Libraries participating in online 

access systems such as WorldCat must create catalog records in the MARC format if the 

system is to be able to read the bibliographic records. 

Several of the collectors, as we heard above, understand that these distinct 

differences exist between the descriptive metadata records they create and the records 

created by institutions. Only one collector went so far as to work directly with an institution 

to encode metadata for a collection in MARC format:  

 
In addition, [name removed]...did some amazing research and based on clues either 

written on the cartons or the lids or the clues spoken in the recordings themselves, 

he identified several dozen people who we know this is that person, this person was 

born in 1863, he lived in Duckpuddle, Connecticut. You know, whatever. And that 

was part of what [institution name removed] acquired as well. ...We made sure that 

our spreadsheet could be ingested into MARC records without hardly any doing on 

their part. We worked that out ahead of time. I made sure that my WAV files...I 

gave them WAV files that they could ingest into their systems very easily that 

linked up to the database. And they told me what accession numbers...the range of 

numbers to put on this. It all came almost as a turnkey operation for them. And that 
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was one of the things....that turnkey-ness that made it even more attractive to 

[institution name removed]. 

 

According to this collector, the institution provided the information necessary for him to 

create electronic records that could be automatically ingested by the institution’s system. 

The collector made an effort to learn which type of metadata encoding was needed for 

collaboration, and made the effort necessary to assemble what he referred to as a “turnkey” 

accession package. 

This level of knowledge about institutional resource description and willingness to 

adapt electronic metadata for automatic ingest was not common, however. Several 

information professionals considered their description methods as a mystery to those 

outside of the profession: 

 
Most people have no idea of the complexity of what it takes to just get something 

cataloged. 

 

Seldom do you see a collector with a list of their records. Or, any kind of catalog. 

And the catalogs themselves are not useful to us because they...they’re useful for 

the content, but we can’t harvest the information to create a catalog record out of 

it. 

 

This last quote makes it clear that institutions are aware of the value of collector-created 

metadata, even if it cannot be used for catalog records. Information professionals 

frequently retain inventories, catalogs, and notes about collections, regardless of whether 

they ever incorporate the information into their official finding aids. Librarians and 

archivists appreciate the time creators and collectors invest in their metadata, and find ways 

that the information can be kept with the collection and used: 

 
And you know, you’ve got to consider that I will keep the inventories because often 

they...well that’s a way to keep the collection together. And I’m aware that that 

collector put a lot of work into creating that finding aid. 
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Collections are sometimes split up when they come into the institution. For example, 

commercially issued recordings are frequently separated from archival materials and 

shelved in the general recordings collection. An inventory can help reassemble the 

collection, even if only virtually through library catalog entries or an archival finding aid.  

It is not widely practiced, but several institutional projects incorporate 

discographical metadata97 created by collectors and researchers. One such project is the 

Encyclopedic Discography of Victor Recordings (EDVR). Originally created by 

researcher-collectors Ted Fagan and William R. Moran, a series of projects at Stanford 

University and the University of California at Santa Barbara eventually migrated (and 

expanded) the original print publications into electronic databases. The National Jukebox 

extensively uses discographical metadata from the EDVR, along with metadata supplied 

from a collector who lent discs for the project: 

 
I believe the LC...yes, and when you say metadata...all I have...you know all LC 

asked for was a simple spreadsheet of catalog number, matrix number, take. I had 

the title and performer typed in there, but it’s not to their normalized standards. So, 

they take what I have, probably keyed on matrix and take. And bounce that against 

what used to be called EDVR...I forget what it’s called now. ...Let me give you two 

examples...very specific examples. So much discography for the Victor project - 

for the earliest stuff - had to be created from surviving copies. So, I have hundreds 

of pressings that were not in the original Fagan-Moran discography because they 

hadn’t yet seen them. And that information…[name removed] invited me to work 

with EDVR even before it went public. I helped them get that information into their 

database so when they went public, anytime I find a new take or a new something 
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that hasn’t been seen before, I will...it gets incorporated into their online 

discography. 

 

Here is an institution taking metadata created by a collector-researcher, standardizing it, 

and then incorporating it into a project’s dataset. An institution will need to normalize any 

metadata a collector supplies if it will supplement an existing resource. Otherwise, there is 

a risk of jeopardizing the database’s integrity. For instance, a library catalog may rely 

heavily on Library of Congress name authorities (standardized versions of individuals’ 

names) to bring together all of the works created by and related to that person. Depending 

on the sophistication of the software code behind the catalog, variations in the name of the 

same individual may result in a failure to bring together his or her works and related works. 

One librarian was not convinced that non-catalogers would ever be able to create the 

metadata necessary for institutional databases: 

 
It’s incredibly labor intensive and specialized to make those catalog records from 

scratch where they don’t already exist. But even trying to pick the right record from 

amongst a choice of half a dozen say. Which there might well be for any one 

particular item. That itself is very onerous and so, I’m not sure that that’s feasible. 

At least not under present circumstances. No, you know, maintaining the integrity 

of databases is a critical function. Now, we may get to a point eventually where it 

may...some of this may be more automated. In terms of, optical character 

recognition of labels, data from labels, that would go into OCLC. And you wouldn’t 

need to type...to read it and type it. And then you would get a list of potential things, 

but you still have to have the training and the intellectual capacity to be able to 

decide between which particular records are relevant. And that’s all dependent on 

the protocols of individual institutions. 

 

Even with automated processes, challenges would need to be overcome to ensure 

interoperability of metadata coming from multiple sources. However, institutional projects 

will continue to make as much use of outside metadata as possible. An information 
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professional and collector interviewed both reported future plans for private-public 

collaboration in the field of discography: 

 
You know, we have not so much. We have...a lot of institutions, that's kind of like 

the latest flavor in institutions like this. ...University of California Santa Barbara 

has the Victor discography they've worked on. The Glenn Miller archive at the 

University of Colorado has the Jubilee Record discography that they're working on. 

And we haven't done too much of that yet, although it's funny you mention that 

because there's a rather large database that's owned by a collector that the director 

of the library is very interested in. So, I think...I suspect we'll be gettin' into that 

soon enough. 

 

An even better example is the Berliner discography that will be coming out anytime 

soon. I think it’s available to people who know where it is, but it’s not yet real 

public. And that Berliner discography was built on Paul Cherish’s first edition of 

the Greenwood book, but not the second edition. And what they did was they 

took...I actually have I can give you the link...all of my Berliners are online. You 

know, the matrix, the title, the performer, just the recording date, recording 

location, all that’s available in a really simple spreadsheet that you can call up in 

HTML. But, then you can click on it and see the actual record. And that’s essential 

to creating a discography. First, because again, any American Berliner discography 

is going to be compiled from existing observations. There’s no records that have 

survived. No company records that have survived. And second, all the information, 

all the metadata is on the label itself. Inscribed into the record. So, I may have made 

a transcription error, or I might have put a number down wrong or misread a date. 

What [name removed] did, is he had [name removed] go through and look at every 

one of my fourteen records online. And say, “Did he get this right? Does it jive with 

what we have in our database? Is there anything here on the label that somebody 

forgot to enter?” Like, a lot of times there’s a little WNDC if it was recorded in 

Washington. Maybe she spotted that and I or whoever did the work before didn’t 

notice it. So, she went through every one of those records and did that. So, the 

database is much more complete because of it. So, those are just a couple of 

examples of how not only my collection, but my work on the collection, and making 

it available to those uses, got incorporated in the ways you suggested. 

 

This last quote highlights the importance of preserving the physical recording object to be 

used as a source of content description. “There’s no records that have survived. No 

company records that have survived.” The physical objects representing Emile Berliner’s 
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ingenuity and contribution to sound recording technology are all we have left to piece 

together the story of one of the earliest and most important businesses in the recording 

industry. 
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Discussion 

 

At first blush you may feel that this is a subject of minor importance. After all, you 

may say, the librarian and the collector are equally centered in the book, and might 

be expected to have parallel aims and objectives. Yet half-a-century of dealing with 

libraries and librarians, as a private collector and a lover of books, have convinced 

me that the professional librarian and the amateur collector have certain very 

important points of difference. These harbor the seeds of controversy-and even 

conflict-to a degree that is always surprising and sometimes alarming. It is my 

belief that if we understand one another better, fewer of these seeds would come to 

bloom.98 

 

This paper used the existing body of literature on collecting, along with interviews, 

to identify and compile a list of collaborative practices used by information professionals 

and private collectors. The list of practices can be divided into four broad groups: the 

transfer of collections into institutions; the transfer of collections to private hands; 

collection accessibility; and creating, building, preserving, or maintaining a collection 

together. If this list is to be a list of exemplars for future public-private collaboration, it is 

worth asking the questions: What factors encourage or discourage the use of these 

practices? Are all of these practices replicable by everyone, and if not, by whom? What 

differences between collecting institutions and private collection owners must both groups 

redress to work together in these ways? What external factors generate challenges that they 

must overcome? Answering these questions will help private collectors and collecting 

institutions identify potential challenges to successful collaborations. By identifying, and 

overcoming or avoiding these challenges, future public-private collaborations will succeed 

in identifying, preserving, and providing access to the vast body of cultural and historic 

documents existing as unique, rare, and “common” sound recordings. 
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TRANSFER OF COLLECTIONS FROM PRIVATE OWNERSHIP INTO COLLECTING 

INSTITUTIONS 

Collectors and institutions employ several different collaborative practices to 

transfer private collections into collecting institutions. For instance, private recorded sound 

collections are typically found at the core of institutional recorded sound collections. Only 

one institutional collection was mentioned during the interviews that did not form around 

a private collector’s collection: The Thomas Edison National Historic Park Collection. But, 

is this model sustainable? Multiple institutions around the country now hold sound 

recording collections numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Will private collections only 

supplement existing collections, or will institutions continue to found new sound recording 

archives and libraries? Some collectors hope that their assembled collections will be useful 

and valuable enough to an institution that it will form a new sound recording library or 

archives. However, these collectors, as well as information professionals interviewed, 

perceive that such a model will be much less common in the future. Interviewees gave 

several recent examples of collecting institutions creating named special collections of 

sound recordings (e.g. the Glenn Miller Collection and two collections donated or sold by 

interviewees), but only one interviewee spoke of an institution recently founding a new 

recorded sound library where there previously was none (Salem College). It appears that 

the occurrence of foundation collections is on the decline. It is expensive to fund and staff 

an institutional recording library or archives, and the fact that there are already many 

institutions holding both specialized and general recordings collections makes it difficult 

to justify these costs. 

Nowadays, it is much more common for private collectors or their representatives 

to offer collections to existing libraries and archival repositories than for a new library or 

archives to begin around a private collection. Collectors offer their collections for sale or 
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as gifts. Only one information professional’s archive purchased collections on a regular 

basis. This apparent imbalance between acquisitions as gifts or purchases raises the 

question: do institutions allocate less acquisition funds for audio-centric collections, 

resulting in a reliance on gifts? Or, do institutions rely on donations, regardless of format? 

Historical examples show that limited acquisition funding is not a challenge that audio 

collections suffer alone. Even in the early 19th century, the acquisition of Thomas 

Jefferson’s collection was problematic, due to many Congressmen’s reluctance to purchase 

the collection for reasons both political and financial.99 

Several interviewees reported that there are many recorded sound collectors who 

believe their collection is worth a lot of money, and that an institution should gladly 

purchase the collection for a large sum after their death. One collector referred to this as 

“the big lie.” This can delay, or worse still, permanently obstruct negotiations for the 

transfer of a collection, because the family that inherited the collection will have financial 

expectations that cannot be fulfilled by an institution. In the words of one archivist 

interviewed, “Their family will look at these 34,000 records laying around as the vacations 

they never took.” All institutions represented in this study had well-determined priorities 

when purchasing collections. Collections of unique or rare materials, especially archival 

collections are given the highest priority. Collectors whose eventual goal is to sell their 

collection to an institution, stand a much better chance of doing so if they understand the 

institutional purchasing concerns outlined above, and build their collections accordingly. 

The interviews indicate that it is much more common for collecting institutions to 

acquire materials as gifts. Thankfully, for those institutions with small or no acquisition 

budgets, there is no shortage of private collectors offering their collections as gifts. Yet, 
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there are issues that discourage the acceptance of all collections that are offered. The 

reasons include limitations of space, human resources to process acquired collections, and 

the relevance of the collection to the institution’s collecting scope. Libraries and archival 

repositories typically have more space to store a collection than a private collector (which 

is one reason collectors try to transfer their collections), but the storage space in institutions 

is still finite. A collection that is of little research or circulation value is taking up space 

that could house a collection that will see more use by researchers and other patrons. 

Additionally, each collection must be processed by one or more people. It was noted by 

both informational professionals and collectors that there are large processing backlogs in 

institutions. To acquire a new collection is to increase that backlog. For this reason, it is 

very helpful for donors to accompany their collection donation with a financial gift. This 

funding enables the institution to process the collection sooner, making it available more 

quickly. Unfortunately, few collectors are able to donate processing funds with their 

collections. 

As documented above, donated collections usually contain many recordings that 

must be withdrawn by the institution before officially accessioning the items or else they 

will duplicate the institution’s existing holdings. Collectors donating a collection that is not 

archival, unique, or extremely rare should expect some of their recordings to be withdrawn 

and not entered into the permanent collection. Whether offered for purchase or as a gift, if 

a collector dictates that their collection should not be broken up, it makes it all the more 

difficult for a collecting institution to accept the collection. If this is not acceptable to the 

collector, it will be necessary for him or her to spend a considerable amount of time 

contacting institutions until a library, archive, or museum agrees to keep the collection in 

its entirety. Interviewees believed that most collectors do not begin planning for their 

collection’s disposal far enough in advance for this approach to be successful. For this 
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reason, organizations such as ARSC are making concerted efforts to educate collectors 

about the value of planning for the disposal of their collections. One such effort, as we 

heard above, was the 2014 conference panel discussion involving an archivist, a collector, 

a financial appraiser, a vintage records dealer, and an estate lawyer.  

One area in which advanced planning and coordination would be especially helpful 

is collection building. One interviewee commented that collectors are sometimes 

considered the “hunter-gatherers” for institutions, implying that collectors do the legwork 

building collections and institutions patiently wait until the collectors are ready to transfer 

their collections. Data gathered in this study shows that this is, in fact, true. However, 

institutions do not rely on collectors to assemble collections simply to avoid doing the work 

themselves. Several information professionals appreciated the fact that private collectors 

have more freedom when it comes to collecting. By “freedom” they meant that private 

collectors answer only to themselves, and are free to collect as broadly or as deeply into 

one area as they would like. This difference was noted by John MacKay Shaw in his list of 

seven differences between the collector and the librarian: 

 
The librarian is constantly inundated by a flood of books on all manner of subjects, 

so that he tends to develop a knowledge of books that is wide rather than deep. The 

collector is privileged to select only the books he wants and as he becomes more 

sophisticated his collecting interest usually narrows to one subject, one period, even 

to one author. His knowledge thus tends to be deep rather than wide.100 

 

For non-archival collections, institutions benefit from private collectors’ ability to invest 

time tracking down the records that provide depth to a collection. Interviewees provided 

several examples in which the institution received a very valuable, well-researched, and 

focused collection (i.e. a “deep” collection) that was built by a collector. The information 
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professionals held the opinion that their institution is not in a position to spend the same 

amount of time and money to assemble a similar collection. 

The “depth,” or highly focused nature, of archival collections provides the context 

of creation that archives strive to document and preserve, as long as those archival records 

are not lost or destroyed prior to their transfer. Collectors, creators, and institutions that 

share subject or material format interests, and establish long standing relationships, are able 

to develop complementary collections over time, increasing the chance that the institution 

will show interest in acquiring the materials. 

The voluntary and unencumbered nature of private collecting can be disconcerting 

and appear unpredictable to an institution trying to make long-term plans for a collection’s 

acquisition. It is possible for an institution to spend months or years negotiating the transfer 

of a collection with a records creator or collector, only to find out that the collection owner 

suddenly changed his or her mind and decided to keep the collection, sell it, or donate it to 

another institution. However, this freedom also gives collectors the ability to refine the 

scope and value of their collections through an acquisition, appraisal, and deaccession 

cycle. There is little to dissuade a collector from taking records home, other than cost, space 

limitations, or an unwelcoming spouse or roommate. Institutional collectors, on the other 

hand, must keep many potential consequences in mind when making the same decisions. 

In addition to space limitations, they know that someone must eventually be paid to process 

the material. Every step along the way, from unboxing, to sorting, to comparing items with 

the permanent collection, to item cataloging, to interfiling, will cost the institution money. 

Archivists and librarians theoretically revisit collection materials from time to time for 

reappraisal. If the reappraisal process shows that the records no longer carry the same 

archival value as before, the archivist must decide whether to retain or dispose of the 

records. Through this process, the archivist hones the scope and value of the collections 
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held in the archive. However, whereas the private collector can get sick of looking at a box 

of unprocessed recordings and decide to get rid of it without much thought, the librarian or 

archivist must go through a lengthy deaccessioning process before disposing of any 

materials that are cataloged and a part of the permanent collections. 

It could be said that institutions are able to build “deep” collections through 

purchase. However, as mentioned before, purchasing budgets are finite and the cost of the 

item will not be the only factor contributing to an institution's acquisition decision. It may 

have the money to pay for the item up front, but it may not have the money in the next 

year’s budget to process and store the item. 

The sale or donation of a private collection in parts is one way that collectors and 

institutions address the problems of storage and processing costs. This gives the collector 

the ability to continue using the remaining items at home until the institution is able to 

budget for the entry of the collection. Furthermore, one collector explained his private 

collecting “business model,” in which he donated parts of his collection to a single 

institution over a period of time. This temporal distribution of gifts to the same institution 

allowed him to finance further collecting through the tax deductions received. This 

approach benefits both the collector and the institution in the following ways: 

 

 The collector owns the collection for a number of years and is able to enjoy listening 

to the recordings at his or her convenience. 

 The collector donates the entire collection to the institution in manageable parts, 

taking a tax deduction for each donation. This maximizes the financial benefit to 

the collector, possibly offsetting or surpassing the cost of the initial purchase. 

 The institution still receives the collection. 
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 The institution defrays the storage costs of the collection. Each part of the collection 

is able to be processed before the next part arrives. This minimizes the pre-

processing storage costs. The only storage costs left are the costs associated with 

storing the permanent, processed collection. 

 

What is there to prevent this approach to collection transfer? First of all, the collector and 

the institution must establish a working relationship, coordinate a transfer plan, and carry 

out the transfer over a number of years. Not all collectors are in a position to do this. 

Secondly, not all collection donors benefit equally from the tax deductions available for 

collection donations. Individuals with high income benefit from itemized deductions, 

whereas individuals with low income see no difference between itemizing their tax 

deductions and taking the “standard” deduction offered by the Internal Revenue Service. 

In addition to developing deep collections that complement institutional holdings, 

collectors frequently collect items that institutions do not show interest in at the time of 

their creation, but decide are important in retrospect. As Lisa Hooper discusses in her 

examination of private recorded sound collectors’ influence on the historical record, this 

important relationship between private collecting and institutional collecting cannot be 

overstated: 

 
We collect sound recordings to satisfy our own passions and share the contents of 

our collections with researchers, friends, and others equally passionate about this 

work. In fulfilling this passion, however, lies the opportunity to make a much larger 

contribution to society, culture, and history – one of incredible significance that 

each collector must take into account. Namely, by collecting and preserving sound, 

collectors in essence define what will become an integral part of the historical 

record which future researchers, historians, cultural anthropologists, musicologists, 

ethnomusicologists, will all turn to in the process of writing an authoritative, 

legitimated history. This is no insignificant detail, for our very preferences of genre 

and performers, even the physical medium of the recording, have explicit inclusions 
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and exclusions. Prone to our unavoidable personal preferences and cultural, social, 

and political biases, sound collectors, as do archivists and historians, open the 

potentiality for culturally significant yet popularly underrepresented cross-sections 

of musical society to be effectively forgotten to history.101 

 

In the beginning of this paper, the definitions of collecting institutions and private 

collectors outlined their shared interest in preserving historic and cultural items. Many 

interviewees’ comments provided further evidence of this. For example, the Old Time 

Radio broadcast collector: “In my small space here I think I have the history of the United 

States and South Dakota going at least back to the ‘20s, through – well I’m still sort of 

collecting it. The value I think is historical.” Members from both collecting communities 

are aware of this shared interest, as well as the important role private collections will 

continue to play in preserving history. As Pomian concludes: “[P]rivate collections were 

among the most important sources of cultural innovation from the fifteenth century 

onwards. Indeed it is highly likely that they have remained so in the majority of countries, 

if not all, to this day.”102 As there is no foreseeable end to cultural innovation, her 

conclusions will remain relevant to sound recordings and all cultural objects as institutions 

and collectors collect side by side in the future. Individual collectors and institutions will 

make different choices about what to collect, resulting in collections of objects that 

document different cultures and perspectives. Coordinating the efforts of these groups 

maximizes the breadth and depth of historical and cultural artifacts preserved for posterity. 

In addition to actively preserving historical and cultural documents, private 

collectors are motivated to deposit their collections in a collecting institution by the 

promise of immortality. As we heard from one collector, “Bureaucrats live forever. But, 

institutions generally do, too.” Collectors today may not believe that their records will 
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accompany them after death, as members of some cultures may have in the past, but a 

named collection will establish the immortal connection they desire between themselves 

and their collection. As Susan Pearce writes, “‘to give material freely to museums is a 

meritorious act which conveys famous immortality.’”103 For recordings collections, this 

“minor fame” is typically achieved through a catalog note or named archival collection. 

For collections that are not kept intact, but instead incorporated into a larger collection, 

institutions ordinarily add the donor’s name to each recording’s MARC record in the 

library catalog. By placing their collection in a lasting repository, collectors increase the 

chance that their name and reputation will live on indefinitely through their collection. 

One last factor that plays a part in this discussion is a collector’s willingness to 

transfer their collection. The disposal of a collection can be an emotionally charged 

experience for collectors. “Giving away your collection is both a traumatic and soul 

searching decision. Yet, it is one that must be made. We all know that many fine collections 

have been dispersed and even thrown away because their owners failed to make the proper 

provisions.”104 In contrast to the last sentence of this quote, but just as discouraging to the 

transfer of a collection, is the opinion of several collectors that, all things considered, 

private collectors are sometimes the best stewards of collections. This opinion was most 

often mentioned in connection with collection access. The ability of and practices used by 

each group to provide access to collection materials is discussed in more detail below. 

However, it is worth noting that if a collection owner does not trust an institution to care 

for his or her collection, and make it accessible, negotiations can break down entirely. If 

this happens, it can trump all of the benefits described in the paragraphs above. Before the 

collaborations associated with access are examined, however, the next section discusses 
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the transfer of materials in the other direction: from collecting institutions to private 

collections. 

 

TRANSFER OF COLLECTIONS FROM COLLECTING INSTITUTIONS INTO PRIVATE 

OWNERSHIP 

The list of collaborations shows that collecting institutions are of great use to 

private collectors. The use of collections for research by scholar-collectors is a well-known 

collaborative practice, and one mentioned by several of the collectors interviewed. Less 

publicized collaborations involve the transfer of recordings from institutions to private 

hands. Collectors and information professionals provided examples of libraries and 

museums making recordings available to collectors both for free and for purchase. 

Most recordings made available by institutions are materials that were never fully 

accessioned into the institution’s collections. However, collectors also recalled instances 

in which a library or museum liquidated their permanent collection(s). The collection 

materials in these examples were commercial recordings. None of the information 

professionals interviewed ever mentioned their institution disposing of archival recordings. 

Is this because the staff has not reappraised any of their archival recording collections? Is 

it because all of the collections still carry a high level of research value? Obviously, a 

circulating collection of published materials is very different from an archival collection 

containing one-of-a-kind recordings. The decision to dispose of unique recordings would 

be very uncommon and would likely result in much debate. A parallel might be found in 

the practice of art museums selling works from their permanent collections. Several art 

museums, including the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Detroit Institute of Arts, and the 

Delaware Art Museum received sharp criticism when selling art and artifacts to address 
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financial challenges.105 The Corcoran borrowed money against a future sale of a collection 

of Persian Rugs to sustain museum operations. Directors of other museums stressed that 

this practice is very taboo, and that a museum’s reliance on their collection as a financial 

asset points to deeper issues, such as mismanagement or financial instability. However, 

Montias argues that if the reasons for selling works of art are not for financial stability, but 

instead for culling and refining the institution’s collection, it benefits both the museum and 

the public. He argues that, “the reserves of most large museums are relatively too large and 

that these museums should weed out items that essentially duplicate works on permanent 

exhibition, if this can be done to finance purchases that will improve the main body of the 

collections.”106 But, is the practice of culling an art collection at a museum the same as 

culling an archival collection at a repository? Can it be argued that the manuscripts or 

recordings of one author “essentially duplicate” the manuscripts of another author and can 

therefore be justifiably sold to purchase a “more valuable” collection for the repository? 

The practice of music libraries and sound archives making commercial recordings 

available to collectors will continue. A close relationship between institution and collector 

benefits both parties in these instances because the disposal of an institutional collection or 

withdrawn materials is not always well-publicized. This was the case in two examples 

given by interviewees in the findings above. In the first, a university asked a records dealer 

to assemble a handful of collectors to come in and take home any records of their choosing. 

In the second, a librarian called up his friend, a collector, and asked him to haul away 

unused recordings from a university recordings library. However, this close relationship is 

not always necessary. There was also the example of the institution that coordinated and 
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publicized a large ‘record sale’ to liquidate over 20,000 items that were never accessioned 

because of collection duplication. 

 

COLLECTION ACCESSIBILITY 

All of the collectors interviewed felt strongly that their collections should be 

accessible. Most of them actively make their collections accessible to other collectors and 

researchers through private channels, such as restricted websites, or by sending copies of 

recordings through the mail. They also want their collections to remain accessible once 

deposited in an institution. Collectors noted that the existence of “hidden” collections in 

collecting institutions is a major discouragement to offering their collection to an 

institution. Some individuals even see themselves as “liberating”107 certain recordings from 

institutions, as if the recordings are being held prisoner. In the words of one collector, his 

attempts are being frustrated by both the library and the copyright owner: “And so, yes, the 

idea of liberating has been in the forefront of my mind of late. Again, going back to this 

1948 Beecham flick. I want to liberate it from the library, but I can't get Sony to give me 

permission to do so.” Despite the “black hole” or “dark archive” vision some collectors 

hold of collecting institutions, information professionals, like collectors, want to increase 

accessibility to the collections in their institution. But, sometimes there are additional 

challenges that present legal barriers to access. Access restraints such as donor/seller 

restrictions or copyright restrictions are frustrating to both institutions and individuals who 

would like to use the materials. Several practices are used by institutions to minimize these 

frustrations. 
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First, institutions are increasingly asking collection owners to transfer their 

collections without access restrictions. It was noted by several information professionals 

that they will not even consider acquiring a collection with access restrictions. 

Second, institutions are asking collection owners to transfer collections without 

restricting the institution's ability to dispose of items of low research value or of items that 

duplicate existing holdings. This can be unwelcome news to collectors, because of the time 

and energy they invested in assembling the collection. Sometimes, collectors are so intent 

on their collection remaining intact that donation or sale negotiations break down entirely. 

However, because many recorded sound libraries and archival repositories around the 

country already own copies of what interviewees referred to as “common” records, they 

cannot guarantee that they will keep an entire collection of acquired recordings. Collections 

of published materials will automatically be compared against the existing collection for 

duplicate items, and the receiving institution will dispose of those items before they are 

permanently accessioned. Institutions do not want to end up with a lot of copies of the same 

materials, because deaccessioning items is a very difficult process. 

Third, both private collectors and information professionals are organizing 

lobbying efforts for copyright reform. Past studies show that only an average of fourteen 

percent of recordings originally published prior to 1965 have been reissued by the rights 

owner.108 Additionally, there are many recordings held in cultural heritage institutions for 

which the owner of the intellectual property is unknown. Sound recordings were not 

protected by federal copyright until 1972. Recordings copyrighted before that are subject 
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to regional or state copyright laws. In many cases, documentation proving ownership of 

recordings is missing or no longer exists. These recordings are known as “orphan” 

recordings. None of these recordings are in the public domain, but are instead in a state of 

copyright limbo. To simplify dealing with orphan recordings, organizations such as ARSC 

are working with lobbyists to propose that all pre-1972 recordings should be brought under 

federal copyright law. Furthermore, some lobbyists are trying to get the public domain 

dates moved up so that some of the earliest recordings, which are now over 125 years old, 

will enter the public domain in the near future. 

Generally speaking, the earliest year most sound recordings will enter the public 

domain in the United States is 2067.109 There are three known exceptions to this. The first 

involves recordings that were published between January 1, 1978 and March 1, 1989 

without a “proper copyright notice.”110 The second group of public domain recordings is 

comprised of recordings made by U.S. government employees. The third group contains 

recordings that copyright holders intentionally placed in the public domain. For this last 

group of public domain recordings, the copyright holder of the recording must consent, as 

well as the copyright holder of the underlying “work” that was recorded. For a given 

recording, the copyright owner of the recording and the underlying “work” might or might 

not be the same entity. 

While collecting organizations and institutions organize lobbying efforts on 

copyright reform, a fourth approach to increasing access is one in which digitized 

recordings are made freely available for listening or download via the World Wide Web. 
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This study identified the National Jukebox as an example of this approach, in which private 

collectors, institutions, and copyright owners collaborate to increase access to historic 

recordings. Is this a model that others will replicate? Perhaps other record labels will join 

with institutions to create similar resources. Perhaps the National Jukebox will expand to 

include materials owned not only by Sony, but by other copyright owners, both 

organizational and individual. Another example of a private collector and institution 

providing online access to recordings is the Frontera Collection, created by Arhoolie 

Records founder Chris Strachwitz and the University of California Los Angeles. The 

Frontera Collection contains thousands of digitized recordings of analog discs in 

Strachwitz’s collection, from which Arhoolie Records also draws many of its reissued 

recordings. Samples of the digitized recordings are made available to the general public, 

and digital files of the full recordings can be streamed by UCLA students, faculty, and 

staff. Another example of online access to copyrighted materials is the Cylinder 

Preservation and Digitization Project at the University of California Santa Barbara. This 

project provides Internet streaming access to thousands of commercially released cylinder 

recordings. It, like the National Jukebox, digitizes materials held in institutional and private 

collections. But, unlike the National Jukebox, the Cylinder project does not partner with 

the copyright holders of all of the recordings it makes available, for free, to the public. 

While this approach is not fully within the bounds of current copyright law, it is my 

understanding that no copyright lawsuit has yet been brought against UCSB. Another 

community that has pursued online streaming of digitized audio recordings are collectors 

of OTR broadcasts. These recordings, a subset of what are usually referred to as “off-air” 

recordings, were originally made by recording a radio broadcast with a tape machine or a 
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turntable equipped to cut a recording into an instantaneous disc. Many private OTR 

collectors set up their own websites to share digital files of old radio shows.111 

Perhaps online streaming access can be pursued most vigorously with unpublished 

recordings. Some donors own the copyrights to their collection materials and are capable 

of transferring those rights (or at least giving permission to share recordings) to the 

receiving institution. If institutions are vigilant in asking for this, they may be able to 

legally share many hours of unique material, one collection at a time. Some institutions are 

already trying to collect these permissions at the time of acquisition. 

Another approach to access, pursued by both collectors and institutions, is re-

releasing collection materials as commercial products. The collectors interviewed for this 

study believed that private collectors pursue this method of access more vigorously than 

institutions. This very well may be the case. There are many reissue labels run by private 

collectors that re-release historic recordings. A few of these include Arhoolie Records, 

Bear Family Records, and Revenant Records, but there are many more that currently exist 

and have ceased to operate. John Tefteller, the aforementioned collector who paid 37,000 

USD for a single 78-rpm record, also re-releases recordings from his collection. Tefteller 

prints and sells a “Blues Calendar” each year, which includes a compact disc of rare, 

commercially issued Blues recordings. The compact disc that accompanies the 2015 

calendar, which is selling for just over 20 USD, includes both sides from the disc he paid 

37,000 USD to own. 

There is also precedent for institutions releasing recordings commercially. The 

Smithsonian acquired Moe Asch's Folkways label and has continued to release recordings 
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from its back catalogue for decades. The University of North Carolina is now running the 

JEMF label, a reissue label previously associated with a collection acquired by the 

university. How feasible is it for institutions to pursue this option for providing access? 

Could Smithsonian-Folkways and JEMF be used as models for other institutions facing 

copyright barriers? Is it possible that we will see an increase in commercial recordings 

released by institutions when there is no other option to share them with the public? What 

ethical and administrative questions will this raise for these non-profit institutions? Are the 

existing examples financially beneficial to the institutions, or do they even “break even?” 

In other words, could this be a way to increase sustainability of sound archives in which 

the budget is stagnant or being reduced? 

While these examples illustrate each group’s commitment to providing access in 

one form or another, one archivist raised an important distinction between the type of 

access each group is not only capable of, but also obliged to provide. While many collectors 

offer their recordings to the public through websites, commercial re-releases, or by sharing 

them freely offline, they are under no obligation to do so. On the other hand, institutions 

are generally obliged to provide access to their holdings. Difficulty in accessing 

institutional collections varies depending on the collection, the institution, and the reasons 

a request is made, but all interviewees agreed that institutions will do all they can to provide 

research access to a collection of recordings. Furthermore, many collectors and creators 

are not equipped to provide the same quality of collection access researchers experience in 

institutional reading rooms. The access and preservation example involving the archive and 

the radio station, illustrates the benefits an institution can offer with regard to onsite access. 

The last aspect of access the list of collaborative practices addresses is the creation 

of metadata. The findings show that collector created metadata can be useful to institutions, 

sometimes as useful as the collection materials. At the very least, this metadata can act as 
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an inventory, or provide historical context for the aggregation of the materials. When 

institutions and individuals use the same metadata standards, the collection metadata can 

even be incorporated into a catalog or archival finding aid. This latter situation is not very 

common, though. Only one collector went to the trouble of formatting and encoding 

collection metadata in a way that was automatically reusable by the receiving institution. 

Collectors typically create metadata that is structured to fulfill their personal needs when 

accessing the collection. The content and structure of this metadata, sometimes very simple 

and at other times complex, do not typically follow institutional standards. Institutions must 

be concerned with not only patron access, but also preservation work and interoperability 

with metadata generated at other institutions. Shaw again comments on this difference: 

“The librarian wants to classify his books according to a universal, highly elaborate and 

scientific standard of reference. The collector wants his books classified, if at all, very 

simply and according to his own limited and specialized interest.”112 This fundamental 

difference will present substantial challenges to future collaboration in metadata 

generation.113 

                                                 
112

 Rush, Shaw, and Storrs, Special Collections, 33-34. 
113 Recent approaches to create a “next generation finding aid” might be taking a step in the direction of 

meeting these challenges. Beginning in 2005, The Polar Bear Expedition Digital Collections Project, 

carried out by the University of Michigan’s School of Information and the Bentley Historical Library, 

aimed to “reimagin[e] traditional finding aid structure and implementation” and “make the archival and 

research experience collaborative and participatory, and fully exploit the advantages of the electronic 

environment for displaying and connecting users to archival content.” One way in which they did this was 

by creating an online platform that allowed users to contribute to the archival finding aids through 

collaborative filtering, social navigation, user commenting, and user tagging. User-generated information 

about the collection (i.e. comments and tags) could be searched alongside archivists’ encoded archival 

descriptions, resulting in enhanced collection access and reference. The archival finding aid, traditionally a 

static document updated only periodically, turned into a dynamic document reflecting the knowledge of not 

only the archives staff, but also the researchers, scholars, collectors, and other users of the Polar Bear 

Collections. See Beth Yakel and Polly Reynolds, “The Next Generation Finding Aid: The Polar Bear 

Expedition Digital Collections: A Case Study in Reference and Access to Digital Materials,” in New Skills 

for a Digital Era, eds. Richard Pearce-Moses and Susan E. Davis (Chicago: Society of American 

Archivists, 2008). 



 107 

Interviewees also made it clear that not all collectors care about the accessibility of 

their collections. Some hoard their recordings and never allow others to use them. Some 

do not even let others know the contents of their collections. Shaw notes this characteristic 

of collectors in two of the differences he outlines in “Relationship Between Librarian and 

Collector from the Collector’s Point of View”: 

 
The librarian wants the book to be widely circulated and as completely read as 

possible, accepting, though not always happily, all the risks that such use implies. 

The collector wants his book restricted to the use of those who will love it as 

tenderly and handle it as gently as he does himself.114 

 

A book well-worn is the librarian’s surest evidence of its usefulness, and the sooner 

his book is ready for rebinding the happier he is. The collector deplores the slightest 

wear-and-tear of his book, and he dreads the binder’s knife and needle as he does 

the plague.115 

 

This approach not only “hides” private collections, it also makes it difficult to preserve the 

collection after the collector passes away. Without any prior knowledge of a collection's 

contents, it is very difficult for an institution to justify the collection’s acquisition. 

Sometimes, a family will dispose of a culturally or historically valuable collection without 

knowing of its value to a cultural heritage institution. Developing a long-term relationship 

with the staff of an institution and creating a detailed inventory of a collection are two 

activities that decrease the possibility of a private collection “slipping through the cracks” 

and being inadvertently destroyed. As we saw earlier, joining organizations such as the 

Association for Recorded Sound Collectors, which is open to both information 

professionals and private collectors, is one way these fruitful relationships are established. 
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CREATING, BUILDING, PRESERVING, OR MAINTAINING A COLLECTION TOGETHER 

Long-term relationships between collection owners and collecting institutions also 

encourage collaborations that precede and succeed a collection donation or sale. In one 

case, a standing relationship between an archivist and an outside organization helped create 

a new collection. The archivist allocated funds to the recording project on the condition 

that the outside organization would eventually deposit the collection with archival 

repository in which he worked. This model of collaboration between archivists and archival 

collection creators is very powerful. Involvement in the creation of archival records from 

their birth to death makes it possible for archivists to observe the records during active use, 

taking multiple “snapshots” of a person’s or organization’s life. This provides for the 

documentation of a richer context of creation than the single “snapshot” seen in the 

arrangement and description of a previously unknown collection when it is presented to 

the archive. It also allows the two parties to collaboratively create, or at least structure, the 

metadata for the records. This reduces future work for the archival repository staff and 

reduces the time between acquisition and public access. As mentioned above, institutions 

must be careful not to negatively alter the creator’s creation process by influencing the 

choice of software, hardware, file formats, or metadata schemas. But, reaching a middle 

ground benefits both creator and repository.116 
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Why is this approach not used more frequently? The answer to this question did not 

come up in the interviews, but just as limited funding discourages unchecked acquisition 

by institutions, it could also explain why institutions do not co-create collections more 

often. A budget can only allow for a finite number of storage media and recording 

equipment. As more collections are recorded digitally, the number of collections created 

collaboratively by institutions and outside parties may increase. The recording equipment 

and storage media could be reused if the recordings are migrated off the recording media 

and backed up in a digital repository. 

However, the institution is not necessarily obligated to provide material resources 

during the records creation process when following a post-custodial approach. For instance, 

the Human Rights Documentation Initiative at The University of Texas at Austin is taking 

a post-custodial approach to the archival management of video oral histories. It assists a 

number of organizations around the world in managing and preserving ongoing 

documentation of human rights violations.117 In doing so, it is only responsible for 

consulting on format selection and collection management. The only material resource it 

provides is a trusted digital repository to store backup copies of the master digital videos. 

Another collaboration that takes place before a private collection is transferred to 

an institution is metadata sharing. The case of a collector receiving access to an institution’s 

internal database for the purpose of assembling a collection was described in the findings. 

By identifying and extracting items from the collection that duplicated existing holdings at 

the institution, the collector essentially performed volunteer work for the institution. While 

efficient and successful in this case, this type of collaboration is unlikely to succeed in all 
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cases. Not all collectors will be able to do this kind of work. Some will not have the time, 

some will not have the technical skills, and some will simply not want to do this.  

Another practice that will be used on a case-by-case basis is one in which a private 

party, either individual or organization, works with an institution to preserve a collection 

through digital reformatting. The interviews provided examples of both individuals and 

organizations working with archival repositories and special collections departments to 

reformat collections. For this to work, however, both parties must be knowledgeable about 

and agree on what constitutes preservation-quality transfers. Within the last decade, the 

audio preservation community created preservation-quality standards.118 This will be the 

best place to start when negotiating the specifics of a digital preservation collaboration. In 

addition to agreeing on the transfer process, whoever is transferring the recordings, be it 

institution or individual, must be skilled enough to work with the formats in the collection. 

There are many different audio formats found in analog collections, and many of them 

require specific equipment and knowledge for a successful digital preservation transfer to 

take place. 

As mentioned before, while audio preservation is now focusing primarily on 

content as opposed to carrier, collecting institutions holding analog recordings are also 

concerned (as well they should be) with preserving the original artifacts. This is because 

1) preservation technology is always improving, and 2) even digital files are not 

indestructible. It is therefore a good idea to retain the original analog source for as long as 

possible. The use and preservation of sound recordings by collecting institutions therefore 
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agrees and disagrees with several of Shaw’s collector-librarian differences regarding 

treatment of objects in the collection: 

 
The librarian sees the book as a utilitarian object primarily. The collector sees the 

books chiefly as an object of art.119 

 

The librarian is prolific in his marking of the book, so that it may be quickly found 

on the shelf, that it may be immediately recognized as library property; and that it 

may be a constant stab at the conscience of the laggard borrower. The collector 

wants no disfiguration of the book beyond the insertion of a bookplate or the 

personal markings of the author or some previous owner of distinction.120 

 

The librarian’s first act on receiving a new book is to remove the dust jacket. The 

collector keeps the dust jacket as an integral part of the book, both for its protective 

qualities and for the biographical and bibliographical material it often contains.121 

 

Aspects of the carrier provide a great deal of contextual information about the object’s 

creation. A label design or stamp in the dead-wax of a record can offer clues about where 

or when the record was made. Containers such as sleeves can contain metadata such as 

performers, biographies, or photographs that are not present on the recording carrier itself. 

Whether the historical context of the artifact is altered or preserved depends largely on the 

type of institution holding the item. Sound recordings still held in circulating collections 

are susceptible to a barcode sticker being placed on an LP cover or compact disc insert, or 

complete de-sleeving in the case of a 78-rpm disc’s original, brittle, acidic outer sleeve. 

However, recordings held in Special Collections and archival repositories are much less 

likely to receive this treatment. Efforts are made by institutional staff to retain as much 

contextual information from the artifact as possible, by preserving the original artefacts, 

creating surrogate digital images of the artifacts, or capturing the information from the 
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artifacts as metadata. The artifacts in these collections are treated much more like “objects 

of art” than “utilitarian.” 

Collaborative digital preservation can occur both before and after a collecting 

institution acquires a private collection. Two more practices are identified that only take 

place after a collection is transferred into a memory institution. First, a collection creator 

continues to work with his or her collection after the transfer of ownership. We heard of 

this happening in two ways. First, the collection creator acts as a reference assistant, 

answering patron questions about the collection materials. The collection creators that 

fulfill this role find it very beneficial. Answering patron questions can connect collectors 

with researchers, other collectors, and family members of people represented in the 

collection. Sometimes, these people help build the collection by donating additional 

materials. For this approach to work, the collection creator must be willing to interact with 

the institution’s patrons and staff. 

Second, the creator continues to develop the collection, adding to it as he or she 

finds additional materials. Again, this requires a productive, ongoing relationship with the 

staff of the institution. The collector-curator must work with the institution to appraise 

potential acquisitions. Otherwise, the size of the collection could rapidly outgrow its 

allotted space.  

We also saw examples of collectors working as information professionals. This can 

be a great advantage for a collector with a desire to deposit his or her collection in an 

institution. The collector has the benefit of knowing what is particularly useful to the 

institution, and has many years to build a relationship and plan for the collection’s transfer. 

We also saw evidence of collectors seeking immortality and prestige through their private 

collections. Is it plausible to say that this desire for immortality applies to collectors 

working in an institution as well? Perhaps these collectors found a way to become modern-
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day Egyptian kings, hoping to live on, even if in name only, through their collection and 

its relatively permanent state as part of the institution. 
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Conclusion 

 

This research identifies and aggregates a list of collaborative practices used by 

private collectors and collecting institutions for the benefit of their collections. This study 

also examines factors that encourage and discourage the use of these practices. This study’s 

findings contribute to the efforts of both groups to preserve and provide access to the vast 

body of sound recordings documenting the multitude of historic and cultural perspectives 

necessary for scholarly and personal research. There is a long history of collaboration 

between private collectors and collecting institutions. This research helps clarify that 

history and the ways in which it will move forward into the future. 

Private collectors and collecting institutions use at least twelve collaborative 

practices to identify, preserve, and provide access to recorded sound collections. Many 

actively seek out opportunities to work together and many of their joint endeavors are 

successful. Three of these practices are frequently cited in the literature, and were also 

identified during in-person interviews with private collectors and information professionals 

working with recorded sound collections. The other nine practices are found less 

frequently, or not at all, in the extant literature about collecting. This study identifies these 

nine practices through the interviews and aggregated all of the practices into one list: 

 

1. A private collection acting as the foundation of an institutional collection, 

2. An individual or organization selling a collection to an institution, 

3. An individual or organization donating a collection to an institution, 

4. An institution selling recordings to an individual, 

5. An institution giving recordings to an individual, 
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6. An institution and individual or organization working together to create a 

collection, 

7. An individual curating their collection within an institution, 

8. Individuals and institutions joining mutually beneficial collection associations, 

9. An individual using an institution’s collection for research, 

10. A private collection owner and an institution collaborating on a preservation or 

access project, 

11. An institution providing access to an internal database so an individual can 

assemble a collection for sale or donation, and 

12. An individual creating metadata that is used in institutional finding aids or catalogs. 

 

The practices are divided into four broad groups: the transfer of collections into institutions; 

the transfer of collections into private hands; collection accessibility; and creating, 

building, preserving, or maintaining a collection together. Analysis of the findings shows 

that none of the private collectors or collecting institutions represented in the interviews 

employ all twelve practices. This shows that there is room for expansion in the utilization 

of these practices. This study also finds that there are factors that encourage and discourage 

collaboration. These factors should be taken into account when considering the use of each 

practice. 

 

Transferring private collections into collecting institutions 

The following conclusions relate to the donation or sale of a private collection to a 

collecting institution. These collaborative practices are very likely to continue, but 

successful donations or sales happen under certain circumstances. 
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 While most recorded sound collections in collecting institutions were founded by 

and built around a private collection, the practice of institutions founding new 

recorded sound libraries and archival repositories around private collections is on 

the decline. Private recorded sound collections will likely supplement existing 

collections already held in collecting institutions. 

 Collecting institutions do supplement existing collections by purchasing recorded 

sound collections, but supplementing existing collections through gifts is much 

more common. 

 Whether by purchase or donation, collecting institutions are only interested in 

acquiring recordings that do not duplicate existing holdings. For this reason, 

institutions ordinarily prefer archival collections, or collections of unique or rare 

commercial recordings. 

 With few exceptions, any items duplicating existing collection materials are 

typically withdrawn from new acquisitions before they enter the permanent 

collections at an institution. 

 Reasons for withdrawing duplicative items include limited storage space, limited 

human resources to process acquired collections, and long-term storage cost. These 

considerations, along with the relevance of the collection to the institution’s 

collecting scope, are all factors that institutions consider when approached by a 

private collector or archival collection creator. 

 The practice of withdrawing duplicate items from acquisitions is unwelcome news 

to collectors and their families who believe that a large collection of commercial 

recordings in their possession is most valuable as a cohesive unit. 
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 Nevertheless, donor requirements, such as access restrictions or the mandate that a 

collection be kept in its entirety, discourage collecting institutions from pursuing 

and acquiring collections. 

 Not all private collectors want their collections to end up in an institution. Some 

collectors see themselves and other collectors as the best stewards of collections. 

In some cases, this prevents collaboration. Collectors that do not trust institutions 

to care for their collections are less likely to pursue other collaborative projects. 

 

Transferring institutional collections to private collectors 

It is much less common for institutional collections to move into private hands, but 

occasionally archives, libraries, and museums make recordings available to collectors 

through sales or as gifts. 

 

 Typically, these items were never entered into the institution’s permanent 

collections. One reason for this is that in many institutions the process of 

deaccessioning permanent collection items is extremely complicated and time-

consuming. 

 This study does identify several instances in which an institutions disposed of 

permanent collection items to collectors. Collectors possessing a close relationship 

with the staff at the institution are most likely to learn of deaccessioned sound 

recordings from permanent collections. 

 

Collection accessibility 

This study finds that both collectors and information professionals are dedicated to 

maximizing the accessibility of their collections. There are examples of members of both 
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groups “hiding” collections, but these tend to be exceptions. Both groups have developed 

a number of different ways to provide access.  

 

 Collectors and collecting institutions make collections available through onsite 

access, online streaming, sharing or trading recordings offline, and commercial 

releases. 

 Private collectors, memory institutions, and their membership organizations such 

as ARSC are organizing lobbying efforts to promote copyright reform that favors 

fewer restrictions on historical and orphaned recordings. 

 Collectors and institutions sometimes share metadata for the purpose of increasing 

collection accessibility. In most cases, collector-generated metadata can be helpful 

in some way to an institution. For this metadata to be most effective, a collector 

should take the extra step of creating it electronically, and format it in a way that 

the institution can immediately reuse. 

 

Building, preserving, or maintaining a collection together 

Collecting institutions are interested in building collections with outside 

organizations and with individuals. Institutions’ and private collectors’ motivations for 

collection development are not all the same, but there is overlap. In addition, the nature of 

institutional and private collecting are also very complementary to one another. These 

collecting roles are likely to continue, and encourage future collaborative collection 

building. 

 

 Both groups are motivated to collect to preserve historic and cultural items. 
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 Institutions typically build "broad" collections because of their reliance on gifts and 

because of the wide interests of their patrons. Private collectors, however, are able 

to build "deep" collections by focusing on one subject, period, composer, or 

performer. 

 Some individuals are both private collectors and information professionals that 

work with sound recordings in an institution. These people, being familiar with the 

type of materials that their institution would like to acquire, frequently build "deep" 

private collections that complement the "broad" collections held by the institution 

in which they work. 

 Private collectors also frequently collect contemporaneous materials that 

institutions only recognize as valuable additions to the cultural and historic record 

in retrospect. 

 In some cases, institutions become very involved with the creation of an archival 

collection. However, finite resources limit the application of this type of 

collaboration. 

 Examples of the post-custodialism archival approach given in this paper, such as 

the Human Rights Documentation Initiative, illustrate how institutions and private 

collection owners can still collaborate on collection development and management 

without transferring collection materials to the institution. 

 Projects such as the National Jukebox demonstrate the willingness of collectors and 

institutions to pool resources and work together to increase collection preservation 

and accessibility. 

 Institutions collaborating with creators to build archival collections must be careful 

not to inhibit the creator’s creative process. When a balance is found between the 
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needs of the creator and the institution, both parties benefit from this type of 

collaboration. 

 Collectors and institutions can both benefit from a collector's continued 

involvement after a collection is transferred to a library, archival repository, or 

museum. Collectors can continue to develop their collection, and the institution and 

its patrons benefit from the collector's knowledge of, and familiarity with, the 

collection materials and subject matter. 

 However, not all collectors are interested in retaining a close relationship with the 

collection or institution after ownership of the materials is transferred.  

 Some of the practices this study identifies require that the collaborators possess 

specific skill sets. For example, private collection owners and collecting institutions 

working together to digitally transferring a collection of analog recordings must 

both be knowledgeable about current audio preservation best practices and 

standards. 

 Institutions and collectors pursuing any collaborative effort should determine 

beforehand any specific skills required, and the responsibilities and activities of all 

participating parties. 

 

This study gathered data through a review of the literature about collecting and 

through twelve semi-structured in-person interviews. A logical next step to build on this 

research is to carry out a case study, or series of case studies, in real time. Observation of 

successful or failed collaborations in real time from beginning to end would capture 

contextual data that was forgotten, or perhaps never noticed at all, by interviewees. A future 

study could also expand the demographics of this study’s private collector participants. 
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Younger and female collectors should be invited to participate to find out if they are as 

willing to collaborate, and if they use the same collaborative practices. 

Another area of future research related to this study is investigating collaborations 

centered on born-digital and digitized collections. Several interviewees for this study 

discussed collections containing born-digital or digitized materials, but the majority of the 

collection items discussed were analog recordings. As the proportion of digital sound 

recordings offered to institutions overtakes analog recordings, there is reason to believe 

that the nature of the collaboration will change. This trend is already taking place in hybrid 

collections. Interviewees described two examples of collections of analog materials that 

were digitized and subsequently held by both the donor and the institution. In one case, the 

physical copies remained (for now) with the donor, and the digital files are held by both 

donor and institution. In the other case, the physical recordings are held by the institution, 

and copies of the digital files are held by both donor and institution. When a creator or 

collector owns only born-digital collections of recordings, what is to prevent them from 

offering copies to the institution and retaining a copy of every file for himself or herself? 

Furthermore, as the proportion of born-digital recordings entering institutions increases, 

what preservation and access challenges will accompany the materials? What collaborative 

practices can private collectors and collecting institutions pursue now to help ameliorate 

these challenges? 

 

Information professionals and private collectors often call for collaboration to 

address the threats to recorded sound collections. While there is a long history of public-

private collaboration between collectors and collecting institutions, this study shows that 

there are many more collaborative practices in use than are cited in the literature. The 

collaborations this study identifies and discusses can be used by private collectors and 
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collecting institutions to collaboratively build, care for, preserve, and provide access to 

cultural and historic collections. 

Many of the collaborative practices discussed in this thesis touch on a larger issue 

in the relationship between memory institutions and collectors, creators, scholars, and the 

general public. As collecting institutions collaborate more, and in new ways, with these 

groups, they necessarily relinquish a measure of control in certain areas of their practice. 

Web-based, “next generation finding aids” are incorporating user comments and tags into 

finding aid displays and returning search results with this user-generated content alongside 

encoded archival description. Institutions accepting archival digital transfers of analog 

recordings along with the original objects are transferring the responsibility of following 

archival digitization standards to the private collector. Creators working with archival 

repositories in a post-custodial manner must recognize that they are now responsible for 

the long-term maintenance of their collection items. Pursuing any of the collaborative 

practices discussed in this thesis will require institutions, collectors, creators, researchers, 

and scholars to share responsibilities that may have, heretofore, been fulfilled by only one 

of these groups. I hope this thesis has shown that, despite the efforts required to pursue 

collaboration, sharing these responsibilities yields results that benefit us all. 
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Appendix - Interview Transcript Analysis Categories 

 

“True” collection 

Acquisition considerations/evaluation 

Acquisition methods 

Acquisition process 

Acquisition techniques 

Appraisal 

Appreciation of artisanship 

Associations 

Backlog 

Broker/clearinghouse 

Building a reference collection for work 

Collaborating with collectors in other ways 

Collaborating with donor for preservation 

Collaboration with other organizations 

Collecting as a child 

Collecting materials other than sound recordings 

Collecting mundane objects (common records) 

Collection as a threat 

Collection backlog 

Collection complexity (collections within collections) 

Collection going from collector to collector 

Collection organization/arrangement 

Collection scope 

Collections as treasure 

Collector as honorary curator 

Collector as information professional 

Collector perspective of institutions 

Collector providing access 

Commercial enterprise 

Community building 

Completist 
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Concern for the physical objects 

Concrete/imaginary 

Connecting with the past 

Contents of the collections 

Controlling/being controlled 

Cooperative collection development 

Coordination of acquisition with other collectors 

Copyright restrictions 

Culling the collection to replace less desirable records with highly desired records 

Customer service 

Deaccessioning materials 

Decontextualization/recontextualization 

Deep collecting vs broad collecting 

Definition of collectors 

Descriptive techniques 

Digital preservation 

Digital preservation 

Disease 

Documenting the creative process 

Donating materials to an institution 

Donor continuing collection involvement after donation 

Donor not understanding what the institution’s situation clearly 

Donor restrictions 

Donor’s expectations 

Donor’s families 

Energizing/relaxing 

Expectations of a donation to an institution 

Facilities 

Fear of boredom 

Formats 

Gender bias in collecting 

Health repercussions 

Hidden collections 
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Historical/cultural record 

Hoarding 

How private collecting and institutional collecting complement each other 

Hunting 

Immortality 

Information professional as collector 

Information professional perspectives about collectors and private collecting 

Information professional without formal training 

Inheriting a collection 

Institution as best custodian 

Institution materials going to collectors 

Isolation/affirmation 

Knowledge of what is in another institution’s collections 

Legal deposit 

Liberating the music 

Limited resources 

Long-standing relationship with collections source 

Love of learning 

Making collecting decisions based on institutional collections 

Musical exploration 

Need to find order 

Open-ended/highly-directed 

Order/chaos 

Other financial incentives as motivations 

Passion/desire 

Passive vs active acquiring 

Perspectives on other organizations 

Physical organization 

Post-custodialism 

Postmodernism in the archive 

Preservation of the original objects 

Prestige 

Primitive metaphors 
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Private collection founding a public one 

Providing access 

Public programming 

Public-private collaboration 

Rationality/irrationality 

Recognition of donors 

Record companies and artists not worried about preservation 

Rejecting gifts 

Resetting the object’s timeline when it enters the collection 

Responsibilities to collections 

Self-sustaining collecting 

Serendipity for starting a collection 

Serving users 

Several organizations collecting the same thing 

Size of collections 

Specialized collecting 

Speculation/investment 

Supernatural experience 

Switching from collecting to other things as we grow up 

Technophobia 

Things institutions can do that collectors can’t 

Things that help make a collection donation successful 

Things that hurt a potential donation 

Tracking past history of the objects 

Treasure 

Unpublished recording collecting / commercial recording collecting 

Vanity to possess something that nobody else owns 

Why people make donations 

Written collection development policies vs. case-by-case basis 

Table 1: Categories identified during interview transcript analysis. 
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