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The Intellectual Foundation of
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(ISBN 0-262-19433-3) L.C99-
041301,

A common Lomplaint of bus travelers

in London is “You wait for ages for a

bus, then two come along together!”

Consciously or unwittingly, the library

profession has been waiting for a long

time for a good book on the overall
topic of the organization of informa-
tion. Now, two have come along
within a year—the book under review
and Arlene Taylor's The Organization
of Information (1999). It is, no doubt,
due to the exigencies of the publish-
ing process, but it is odd to find no
mention of Taylor’s book in the text
or extensive bibliography of the

Svenonius book. Be that as it may, all

interested in this topic should read

both books and enjoy their comple-
mentary virtues.

This is a book of unremitting
intellectuality. That is not to say that it
is difficult to read—Svenonius writes
clearly and well (though is somewhat
given to using five-dollar words like
“hypostatization” and “disambigua-
tion”)—but the reader should under-
stand that there are knotty and
abstract issues being discussed here,
and beach reading it ain’t!

Svenonius begins with a some-
what challenging first chapter that
wrestles with a number of definitional
and philosophical questions—includ-
ing my all-time favorite, “What is
information?” The book is, after all, on
the topic of organizing that elusive
concept—or is it? The author, failing
to arrive at an entirely satisfactory def-

inition (as have many eminences
before her), does make a clear distinc-
tion between “information” (however

defined) and the embodiments of

“information”—the latter being the
true subjects of our attentions. When
it comes down to it, in doing biblio-
graphic control we have to have the
idea of an incorporeal Hamlet in our
minds, but what we describe, cata-
logue, and organize are the books,
films, sound recordings, and so on,
that are manifestations of the work
and not the work itself. It is essential
that the reader study and understand
this first chapter as it lays out the
assumptions on which the rest of the

book is based. This should be true of

any first chapter but, in this wicked
world, often is not.

The first five chapters of the book
are devoted to an analysis of the intel-
lectual foundations of the organization
of information. After the introductory
chapter, Svenonius discusses the objec-
tives of bibliographic  systems
(newspeak for “catalogs”) and traces
their evolution from Panizzi through
Cutter, Lubetzky, and the Paris
Principles to IFLAs Functional
Requirements for Bibliographic Rec-
ords (FRBR) in 1998. She commends
the latter for distinguishing between
finding, collocating, choosing, acquir-
ing, and navigating as fundamental
purposes of catalogs, and then goes on
to discuss how those objectives may be
realized in “full-featured bibliographic
systems.” The next chapter deals with
the many types of bibliographic enti-
ties—documents, works, superworks,
editions, and what the author calls
“author sets” and “subject sets.” This is
a most interesting and comprehensive

discussion, though, being of an amath-
ematical mind, I cannot share the
delight of others in statements such as
“In set-theoretic notation, supelwork
may be defined as SW; = def [x: x is
derived from a;]” (38). Such formu-
lae aside, this is as good an analysis of
these complicated matters as I have
seen. The last two chapters of the first
part of the book are concerned with
bibliographic languages (codes, stan-
dards, classification denotations, sub-
ject heading lists, etc.) by means of
which we create bibliographic records,
and the principles that underlie biblio-
graphic descriptions.

The second half of the book
builds on the carefully laid intellectual
foundations of the first to look at the
“languages” used to construct biblio-
graphic records and systems. The
author divides these into the languages
relating to works (chapter 6), docu-
ments (chapter 7), and subjects (chap-
ters 8-10). Beginning this discussion,
the author rather confusingly writes,
“Work languages describe information
entities . . .” (87). This latter term is
not defined and following, as it does,
the detailed discussion of the notion
of work in chapter 3, introduces
an unwelcome vagueness. Though
“work” is an abstract notion, it is one
that is understood at least intuitively
by those who study and practice cata-
loguing. To such, “Hamlet is a work” is
both understandable and useful,
hardly something one could say about
“Hamlet is an information entity.”
Leaving that aside, the discussion of
vocabulary control, names (personal
and corporate), titles (of works), the
“main entry” question, and the many
different relationships between works,
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superworks, and editions is both clarify-
ing and illuminating.

Chapter 7 deals with “document
languages”—those formal denotations
used to describe carriers of recorded
knowledge and information. (It is a

small point, but I prefer the logic of

the organization of AACR2, which
deals with the carriers before the
works whose manifestations they
embody, to the order of chapters
here.) The author discusses what she
calls physical (carrier), publication,
and access attributes in detail but,
again, at a somewhat abstract level,
largely divorced from the framework
and content standards (MARC, ISBD,
ete.) that we use to contain and record
those attributes.

The last three chapters deal with
“subject languages”—alphabetic and
classificatory. The former is sometimes
referred to as “natural language” (as

opposed to the artificial language of

classifications), but this is erroneous
because, though words from natural
language are used, they are employed
in a highly stylized and formal manner.

In chapter 8, Svenonius demarcates

these languages and discusses vocabu-
lary selection and the semantics and
syntax of alphabetic-subject languages.
Chapter 9 takes all this into very deep
waters with a discussion of relational
and referential semantics in construct-
ing alphabetic subject languages (sub-
ject headings to you and me). The last
chdptel deals with the topic of synthe-
sis in subject languages and the appli-
cation of techniques taken from
classification theory. The book con-
cludes with an afterword on the future
of its topic, notes on the chapters, and
a twenty-page bibliography.

This relatively short book (the text
occupies 198 of its 255 pages) is worth
the demands it makes on the reader
and should be part of the library of
anyone with a serious interest in bibli-
ographic control—Michael Gorman
(michaelg@csufresno.edu), California
State University, Fresno
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As the literature about electronic
resources proliferates, it is increasingly
difficult to examine the large number
of new publications to sort out those
likely to be of greatest interest and use
to LRTS readers. As a strategy for
dealing with the increased number of
publications in a new area of growing
interest, the review editor requested a
“megareview” covering not one, two,
or three titles, but eight recent books
with seemingly interchangeable titles,
all on the subject of managing elec-
tronic resources in libraries.

Careful examination of these titles
reveals that four are dual publications,
issued simultaneously as monographs
and as journal issues, two from
Haworth Press and two from the
Graduate School of Library and
Information Science at the University
of Hlinois at Urbana—Champaign. One
is a set of conference papers bearing
both an ISBN and an ISSN. The other
three are ordinary monographs,
although one, from ALCTS, consists of
a set of multiauthored papers that orig-
inated as a conference program and
subsequently grew into several well-
attended regional institutes before
publication in book form.

In this review, in order to give
each title a fair share of attention and
space, first each is described briefly;
next they are examined as an inte-
grated body of literature; and finally,
they are evaluated in the broader con-
text of available literature on the sub-
ject.

Managing  Electronic  Serials
includes eleven chapters by different





