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From A to Z,39.5O: A Nehoorking
Primer. By James J. Michael and Mark
Hinnebusch. Westport, Conn.: Meck-
lermedia, 1995. r66p. Paper. $35
(rsBN 0-88736-766-6).
The 239.50 standard, as Iibraryprofes-

tion Standards Organization (NISO) and
the American National Standards Insti-
tute (ANSI), NISO s parent body, in 1988;
the most recent edition, known as Version
3, was issued in 1995.

In a very real sense and at long last,
239.50 extends to the end-user many of
the beneftts in standardization and coop-
eration envisioned when the MARC for-
mats were ffrst developed. In its ideal

other institutions that have implemented
239.50 servers for their own library cata-
loqs exceeds one hundred and grows daily.

Apart liom the developmint of the
MAI{C standard itself bv the Library of
Congress in the late tgOOs, Zgg.5O must
be c6nsidered the signal contribution of
libraries to information retrieval in this
century, even though-after more than

ten years of development-its promise is
only now being rehized. Unlbrtunately,
forihe most parf,, todayt new global infoi-
mation market is characterizedbv drzzv-

the dustbin of good-but outmoded-
ideas , or whether this visionary standard will
survive to become one of the building
blocks of libraries' quadrant of cyberspace.

Whr\e From Ato 239.50 does not seri-

James ]. Michael, vice-president of Data
hesearch Associates, and Mark Hinne-
busch, network administrator for the
Florida Center for Library Automation.

The work is divided info twelve essays.
The frst six, by Michael, ad&ess the his-
tory and purpose ofthe standard, and the
."tn"ind"., by Hinnebusch, discuss tech-
nical aspects of239.50 and related proto-
cols. While both sections of the book con-
vey a great deal of important information,
there- are, un{brtunately, virtually no
points of connection between the two.
This is so much the case that one susPects
a long distance collaboration or perhaps
even two &fferent books masquerading as
one. A more cohesive work might have
been better able to showthe ways inwhich
the protocol itself reflects both the pecu-
liar iequirements of the library coirmu-
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nity and the particular standards develop-
mJnt procei that was brought to beir.
Michael's sections, moreover, show a

fully-reasoned arguments. For example:
"Peinonallv. I bet6ve stronsly in technical
standards,'il.e., standards thii are arrived at
by consensus arrd that are formalized)" (p.

Z'g) and 'tf anpne is not willing to acknow-
ledge fiibraryJ interdependency, then foqget
about [Z3g.5O information retrieval], ILL,

posturing, fewer aphorisms, and a more

"rt"firl 
e-ditorial hanif .

Still, Michael is persuasive in many of
his chief arguments, among them the ob-
solescence 

"of 
the ALA/NISO standards

dated paper- and fee-based approach to
standards^ publication that miiy in the
{ield have f"lt, "It seems ludicroui that we

course, Michael's point would have been
somewhat more pirsuasive if it had ap-
peared in an essay published for free over
ihe Internet rathelr than in a thin, $35
paperback book. Perhaps, however, Mi-
ih'aels views have dreadlyhad some bene-
ficial effect, because 239.50-1995 is now
available for free electronically in several
formats from the Library of Congress at:
http : / / lcweb. loc. gov/239 50 / agency /
l995doce.html. Nevertheless, NISO has

not changed its overall policy in this re-

laborate on technical standards develop-
ment. Worhng together they have created
prototypes arid testbeds to serve both-groupi" 

int"t"sts. This is a process that
Eth"i t ttso and AI"A standarts groups of
all kinds would do well to emulate.

absolute confidence). Most of the existing
Iiterature on 239.50 has so far been found
in iournals, technical documents, listservs,
an-d World Wide Web sites, and those
wanting more comprehensive and up to
date information will have to seek it there.
The ideal audience for this book would

Because Frorn A to 239.50 mYsteri-

site has grown to be quite comprehensive,
with its"own bibliogriphy, linfts to online
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potential of expert systems and document opment.




