
How Special is Special? 
A 21st Century Approach to 
Music Special Collections 

Assessment

Kirstin Johnson
Head, Music and Performing Arts Library

University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (US-U)

IAML Conference August 4, 2023



What are special collections

Music 
collections

Special 
Collections

Collection 
assessment

Music 
Special 

Collections 
Assessment

Connected, not overlapping, literature



What are special collections

Part 1

Special collections: their definition, purpose

Part 2

Special collections at University of Illinois’ Music & 
Performing Arts Library

Part 3

Assessing music special collections

Today’s Outline
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What are special collections

What does ‘’rare” 
mean when referring 
to things other than 
books?



Considering why we have 
special collections



• Preserving items 
• Keeping items secure
• Facilitating discovery, access, and use

What is good stewardship?



• Large public research university (R1)
• Second largest academic library in the US

• Branches for rare books and manuscripts, archives, music, and others
• Comprehensive School of Music
• Departments of Dance and Theatre

Context & Collection: University of Illinois Music & Performing Arts Library



Context & Collection: MPAL Special Collections
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MPAL Special Collections Formats

Books and periodicals 4,750
Scores: 10,303
Microforms: 14,000
A/V: 51,522 (41k are circulating LPs)
Historic American Sheet Music: 92,000



• 1,000+ RISM holdings
• >280 items dating from 1800 or earlier

MPAL Special Collections & RISM



• Musicological Archives for Renaissance Manuscript Studies
• Hymn Tune Index sources
• Historic American sheet music 
• U of I Electronic Music Studio materials

Distinctive Collections



Steinway DuoArt Reproducing Player Piano 
and ~3,000 rolls



Medium Rare

•Southeast Asian cassette tapes
•Facsimiles
•Historical music education resources such 

as kits
•19th and 20th century items with significant 

provenance or in fragile condition



• Growth
• Stewardship

Why do we assess collections?



• Historic collection descriptions or finding aids
• Library annual reports
• Articles in Fontes Artis Musicae or Notes
• Notes for Notes
• RISM C
• Krummel Resources of American Music

Sources of information regarding 
history of collections



Excerpt from the Leeds Typology (Cullingford pg. 107)

Unique & 
Distinctive 

Description
Priority for 
collecting

Heritage

Highly relevant to mission and library 
is recognized for and expected to 
specialize in these areas for historic 
and geographic reasons

Highest

Legacy
Less relevant, already collected by 
others with a stronger claim; or, 
already “complete”

Lower



1. Condition assessments
2. Identifying processing and cataloging backlogs
3. Measuring the impact of collections on users and 
value of collection

Approaches to assessing special collections



Inventory is not content assessment, 
but a crucial first step



• Format /sub-format (book, score (vocal score), recording)
• Composer/creator
• Publisher
• Place of publication
• Date
• Edition, enumeration
• Copy number
• Genre/subject

• Local record IDs and barcodes

Data points of particular use



Data cleanup

Data cleanup: 
Material Types





1. Start from goals and chose methodology and part of 
collection.

2. Communicate with other units if needed to determine 
logistics

3. Prioritize based on resources/capacity
4. Work in small areas, keeping resources in mind
5. Avoid scope creep
6. Document steps and outcomes

Assessment Musts



Date
Composer
Country of publication
By subject/genre (or by call number)

Ways to segment assessment efforts



• Content
• Use potential
• Number of holdings
• Has it been digitized?
• Edition/ Date
• Condition 
• Provenance
• Preservation needs
• Cataloging needs
• Housing needs (boxes vs 

items)
• Risk assessment 

(theft....)

Criteria for determining location



• Krummel, Donald. Guide for Dating Early Published Music : A 
Manual of Bibliographical Practices, 1974.

• Hofmeister19
• WorldCat
• Publisher and antiquarian catalogs

Bibliographic research resources



• RISM
• WorldCat and national library catalogs
• Universal Short Title Catalogue https://ustc.ac.uk/ 
• Karlsruher Virtuelle Katalog KVK - Karlsruhe Virtual Catalog 

https://kvk.bibliothek.kit.edu/index.html
• Various subscription tools (OCLC, JISC, etc.)

Finding the unique

https://kvk.bibliothek.kit.edu/index.html


• DIAMM
• RISM
• Europeana
• National library sites
• Google

Tools for checking for digitization



ALA Special Collections Resources 
https://www.ala.org/tools/atoz/specialcollections/specialcollections

Guidelines on the Selection and Transfer of Materials from General Collections to Special Collections
https://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/selctransfer

Rare Books and Special Collections by Sidney E. Berger
https://www.alastore.ala.org/content/rare-books-and-special-collections

The Special Collections Handbook (3rd ed.) by Alison Cullingford
https://www.routledge.com/The-Special-Collections-Handbook/Cullingford/p/book/9781783305377

Total Cost of Stewardship: Responsible Collection Building in Archives and Special Collections
https://www.oclc.org/research/publications/2021/oclcresearch-total-cost-of-stewardship.html

The Complete Collections Assessment Manual: A Holistic Approach by Madeline M. Kelly
https://www.alastore.ala.org/content/complete-collections-assessment-manual-holistic-approach

Conway, Martha O’Hara and Merrilee Proffitt. 2011. Taking Stock and Making Hay: Archival Collections Assessment. 
Dublin, Ohio: OCLC Research. http://www.oclc.org/research/publications/library/2011/2011-07.pdf. 

Special Collections and Assessment Resources

https://www.ala.org/tools/atoz/specialcollections/specialcollections
https://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/selctransfer
https://www.alastore.ala.org/content/rare-books-and-special-collections
https://www.oclc.org/research/publications/2021/oclcresearch-total-cost-of-stewardship.html
https://www.alastore.ala.org/content/complete-collections-assessment-manual-holistic-approach


Thank you!
Any questions?

Kirstin Johnson
Head, Music and Performing Arts Library
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

dougan@illinois.edu 
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