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Reasons to 
Celebrate
This issue of BDSLife for Libraries 
has a celebratory feel. Many of the 
projects we have backed over the 
past years are coming to fruition.

When we heard that the London Borough of Waltham Forest 
had succeeded in its bid to be selected as London’s first 
ever Borough of Culture, we decided to follow up on our 
previous support by enabling a very ambitious community 
project that links borough residents with libraries and writers. 
Read about that on pages 10 and 11. 

Almost two years ago we had the idea of generating a new 
musical composition through the Absolute Classics music 
festival. This year our ambition has been realised. The idea 
links with our music metadata creation but this time we are 
not merely recording details of a third party’s output but 
helping create it ourselves. Find out more on page 12.

As always, we have been busy participating in conferences 
and committees, helping form the standards for tomorrow’s 
metadata while liaising with publishers to ensure libraries 
get the most accurate and timely metadata available. The 
London Book Fair and the Scottish Book Conference are  
covered in this issue.

Our interview in this issue is with Gordon Dunsire.  
We are proud to be celebrating his incredible contribution to 
information science through an in-depth feature which we 
preview on pages 8 and 9 and carry in full on our website.

Our library feature travels in the footsteps of notable 
Victorian, Thomas Carlyle, who was born only a few miles 
from our Dumfries offices exactly 200 years before BDS was 
established. He founded The London Library in 1841 and, 
as our reporter discovers, it is still going strong today.

I hope you enjoy this issue of BDSLife for Libraries.

BDS Experts in Catalogue and Index

BDS Goes Green
BDS asserts its green 
credentials and takes to the 
streets in an electric van. 

The new van is part of the 
BDSDigital division of the 
company which offers 
customers everything 
relating to IT, including 
websites, networking, 
graphic design and 
metadata integration 
solutions. 

“BDS is known for its industry-leading metadata,” 
says Eric Green, who heads up the BDSDigital division. 
“Yet behind the process of metadata aggregation, 
enhancement and delivery there exists a complex 
and state-of-the art IT section of the company which 
also builds and hosts websites, manages servers 
and networks and ensures top-notch presentation 
through its graphic design.”

The Nissan electric van will be used to support 
customers who use BDSDigital’s IT services.  

“We can deliver IT hardware or exhibition stands 
to customers or simply send one of our experts to 
provide content management system training after we 
have built a client a new website,” continues Eric. 

BDS was instrumental in securing charging stations at 
its HQ at the Crichton Business Park in Dumfries which 
can now be used by anyone on-site who wishes to help 
the environment and enjoy the latest technology in 
transport. 

“BDS was built on innovation and technology, and we 
have always followed a green agenda,” concludes Eric,  
“We want to drive home the message that technology  
can be used for good, whether in helping libraries cut  
costs and offer improved services or demonstrating 
businesses can be run successfully without detriment  
to the planet’s future.”

Lesley Whyte and Jenny Wright both feature in a recent issue of Catalogue and Index (ISSN: 0008-7629), the periodical of 
the CILIP Cataloguing and Indexing Group. 

The publication, published since 1966 and now available online, focuses on the organisation of knowledge to enable 
resource discovery and collection management, including articles on cataloguing, indexing, metadata, national and 
international standards and formats. 

The March issue, number 194, was dedicated to decoding acronyms. Decoding BDS, the article submitted by Lesley 
Whyte, told the story of Bibliographic Data Services (BDS) with a commentary on the effect that the arrival of the Internet 
had on cataloguing and standards. Find it at https://tinyurl.com/DecodingBDS

RDA, UKCoR, EURIG, ISSN, IFLA, IFLA-LRM by Jenny Wright is in the same issue and not only decodes the acronyms in 
the paper’s title but also terms such as FRBROO. Find it at https://tinyurl.com/BDSGlossary

Readers of the paper edition of BDSLife for Libraries may find it easier to visit www.cilip.org.uk and do a search from the  
homepage for Catalogue and Index Issue 194 March 2019.
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Blizzard of RDA in Oslo

BDS Sponsors Evening with "No1" Author

Re-Energise with BDS

Jenny Wright, Chief Metadata 
Officer  at BDS, travelled to Oslo 
in January to offer RDA training 
to Bokbasen staff. BDS supplies  
Bokbasen with metadata for its 
library supply business which 
operates throughout Norway. 
The day-long event was joined by 

several university librarians who took the opportunity to broaden 
their cataloguing knowledge and skills. 

“There is a blizzard raging in the Norwegian capital. It is very 
dramatic and not something I have ever experienced before,” 
reported Jenny when she arrived. 

“The training on the following day went very well. There were 13 
people in attendance, most of whom had generally worked with 
RDA to some extent already,” said Jenny. “The group found my 
contributions helpful in terms of interpreting RDA instructions.”

Specific questions of interest echoed similar sessions 
Jenny has undertaken elsewhere: 

“What is the appropriate source of information for an 
audio file online?” 

“Is a literary work accompanied by commentary a 
new RDA Work?" 

“When is it appropriate to include the edition 
statement as part of the title?” 

Also, issues over how MARC does not allow cataloguers 
to realise all that RDA wishes to accomplish were raised.

A very successful day was rounded off by an enjoyable 
evening meal before everyone braved the weather to 
return home. 

Groups or organisations interested in RDA training 
offered by Jenny and BDS should write  
to jenny.wright@bdslive.com.

Fiction writer, children’s author, poet and opera librettist, Alexander McCall Smith was 
the guest for the BDS-sponsored Crichton Conversation which took place before a 
packed house at the Easterbrook Hall near BDS HQ in Dumfries. 

The No1 Ladies Detective Agency author - a hit TV series from the BBC in 
conjunction with HBO – was in conversation with Dame Barbara Kelly,  
Chair of The Crichton Foundation. “Sandy”, as he is affectionately known, spoke of his 
routine of writing in the early hours of the morning, putting up to 5000 words down at 
a rate of 1000 words an hour before going back to bed for more sleep.

“It is always exciting to meet an author, and when it is one as engaging and well-loved as Alexander McCall Smith, it is a 
real delight,” said Lesley Whyte. “Sandy enthralled the audience with his observations and stories about his books set in 
Botswana and Scotland. He is a consummate story-teller.” 

Questions from the floor centred on characters in his novels. He revealed that fans often ask him to take the plot in certain 
directions, and sometimes he incorporates these suggestions into his work. 

Emma McMillan, Publisher Liaison Officer for BDS, who has worked with pre-publication information at BDS since she 
joined the company in 1995, said, “Alexander McCall Smith is something of a hero for my Mum and me, so being able 
to meet him was an unexpected treat. I will be looking out for advance notification of his next book with even more 
enthusiasm than usual”.  

Lesley Whyte gave the vote of thanks, after which the audience lingered as Sandy signed copies of his books. “What a 
fun evening was had by everyone,” said Dame Barbara Kelly after the event. “Our sincere thanks to BDS for its generous 
sponsorship and support on the evening.”

BDS is sponsoring the charging station at this year’s CILIP Conference 
which takes place in Manchester on 3-4 July.
The charging station is a great place to network in the real world as well as 
recharge your smartphone so you can Tweet about the conference.

The CILIP Conference is the one of the biggest events in the calendar for 
UK library and information professionals. The conference brings together 
delegates from across the sector to meet, learn and share knowledge.  

BDS’s Jenny Wright will be presenting a paper entitled, “The Treasure Island of RDA” using the case study of Robert 
Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island to explain the theory and methodology of cataloguing using RDA guidelines. Sarah 
Armitage will be there to discuss BDS services to libraries. Find out more at http://cilipconference.org.uk/
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"All that mankind has done, 
thought, gained or been: it is 

lying as in magic preservation 
in the pages of books." 

Thomas Carlyle’s 
words read like a 
prophecy about 

his own library, 
The London Library. 

I walk through the 
unassuming door of 

14 St James’s Square, 
where the library has lived 

and breathed since the 19th 
century, to meet with Dunia 

Garcia-Ontiveros, Head of 
Bibliographic Services. 

“It is unique. It has been central to the nation’s intellectual 
life since its foundation. It is a little eccentric. We hardly 
ever dispose of anything that isn’t a duplicate. We lend our 
books, even post them to people who can’t get here in 
person. Many of our greatest literary figures are associated 
with these desks and shelves. We are open to all and we 
keep growing.” 

Dunia loves the library where she works. She takes me to 
a bust of Carlyle. He looks severe. She explains how he 
used his persuasive oratory to get the likes of Thackeray 
and Gladstone to support his bibliographic venture, and 
suddenly I can hear behind those Victorian whiskers the 
accent of Lowland Scotland, the lilt I hear around me at BDS 
in Dumfries every day, embodied in the poetry of Robert 
Burns. The great man comes alive in a much more friendly 
and sympathetic light. 

This realisation sets the tone for what could otherwise be 
an intimidating list of literary grandees associated with The 
London Library. Presidents include Alfred Lord Tennyson, 
former Prime Minister, Arthur Balfour, T.S. Eliot, Lord 
Kenneth Clarke of “Civilisation” fame, and Sir Tom Stoppard. 
Among eminent members, one can count Charles Dickens, 
Charles Darwin, Joseph Conrad, Edward Elgar, Edith Sitwell, 
Virginia Woolf, E.M. Forster, John Betjeman, Laurence 

Olivier… But in these warm and friendly surroundings, where 
study is respected but not aloof, such names seem part 
of the oak panelling, polished but approachable, almost 
intimately close.

"The book was thick and black and covered with dust. Its 
boards were bowed and creaking; it had been maltreated in 
its own time. Its spine was missing, or rather protruded from 
amongst the leaves like a bulky marker. It was bandaged about 
and about with dirty white tape, tied in a neat bow. "

Thus begins A.S. Byatt’s novel Possession, winner of 
the 1990 Booker Prize. The scene is set in an archetypal 
library. It could be the Citadel Library in Game of Thrones, 
the towering stacks of books that carry the story of the 
universe and its destiny on its shelves; it could be Borges’ 
The Library of Babel. It is The London Library, about 
which T.S. Eliot said, "whatever social changes come 
about, the disappearance of The London Library 
would be a disaster to civilisation". 

Civilisation must be discursive in nature. You think you 
are heading somewhere when you enter, a slice of history 
perhaps, a piece of literary research, a biography, but this 
library has a mind of its own, a mind that embraces you, 
takes you to new worlds and elevates you. It is special, as so 
many of its patrons testify. 

“One of the pleasures 
and privileges of 
belonging to The 
London Library is 
wandering through 
its labyrinthine 
book-stacks with no 
particular aim in mind,” 
wrote biographer and 
historian Peter Parker.

Dunia Garcia-Ontiveros 
is quick to point out 
that RDA and a high-
tech catalogue is high 
on the agenda of The 
London Library but, in 
almost the same breath, 

Thomas Carlyle once wrote, “the greatest university of all is a collection of books”.  

In 1841, the eminent Victorian polymath, a native of Dumfriesshire where BDS 

is based today, established a new subscription library in London about which TV 

presenter Andrew Marr recently said: "There is nothing like The London Library". 

BDSLife's John Hudson journeyed south in Carlyle’s footsteps  to find out more…

A Journey of Discovery

The reception area with Sir Charles 
Hagberg Wright's portrait above



she explains that the shelving system created by Sir Charles 
Theodore Hagberg Wright (1862 – 1940, librarian 1893 – 
1940), polyglot and friend of Leo Tolstoy, has become the 
stuff of legend. 

The Library collects the humanities. Hagberg Wright 
shelved books according to subject: Architecture, Art, 
Bibliography… The “non-conformist” remainder, a significant 
number of volumes on very diverse topics, he placed in 
alphabetical order under “Science and Miscellaneous”. 

“Because the Library's classification – especially in Science 
and Miscellaneous – is so idiosyncratic, it doesn't conform 
to the systems that populate my own mind, writes 
Professor Roger Kneebone, professor of surgical education 
at Imperial College London. “So going in search of a book 
becomes a journey of discovery in itself.” 

As I follow Dunia around the stacks, I stare down through 
the grid-iron walkways onto room upon room and row upon 
row of books collected in the 19th century. We then move 
onto the green glass paving corridors hemmed in by early 
twentieth century volumes on pig farming and chicken 
rearing and I assume I must be under “F” for farming or is it 
“L” for livestock? Now onto the concrete floors of the 1930s 
expansion and then a short slope down as Dunia explains 
that, as the library progressively occupied new buildings, the 
floors did not always line up vertically. I am, now, apparently, 
in the 1990s, and finally I reached the noughties and T.S. 
Eliot House, the library’s most recent expansion which 
permitted a complete restructuring. 

“The restructuring even allowed us to rethink the toilets,” 
explains Dunia as she points to the Gents. I enter the world 
of Turner Prize-winning artist Martin Creed who designed 
the tiling of the lavs based upon the bindings of tomes in 
the Library collection. It’s very tasteful and novel, although 
I resist the temptation to ponder some of the humour that 
might be levelled at these loos. 

We quickly move onto The Times Room, a huge repository 
of almost every issue of the newspaper since 1813. I am 
told that members can access the full archive from 1785 
through the Library’s online subscription but the shelves 
alone house an ongoing report on Empire, its demise, and 

the gradual movement 
into the modern era. The 
volumes are surrounded 
by specially built lecterns 
where patrons, not 
unlike monks in medieval 
monasteries, can lift the 
weighty volumes and fold 
back the pages of history. 

As the Library has grown, so has its staff.  
Today, the one million holdings made up of books and 
periodicals on 19 miles of shelving, the rooms, corridors 
and fabric of the buildings, and the catalogue, have 70 
staff to keep them running smoothly. And it isn’t stopping 
there. The library continues to introduce initiatives and 
programmes to engage new patrons and visitors. 

I meet with Matthew Brooke, Director of Collections and 
Library Services. He is keen to find ways of introducing the 
library to the public and gaining new members. 

“We receive no public funding so are entirely reliant on 
membership fees and our own fundraising efforts,” says 
Matthew. “We are the largest independent lending library 
in the world, and we currently have 6,500 members and we 
would like to increase that to 8,000.” 

He points to the library’s new initiative, its “Emerging 
Writers’ Programme”. Forty places are available for new 
talent to gain expert 
advice in the art of 
writing. The scheme 
had over 600 applicants. 
Those selected not 
only get a helping hand 
in building their literary 
careers but also a year’s 
free membership to the 
library – the perfect place 
to research your latest 
work and, hopefully, 
follow in the footsteps of 
Victoria Hislop, Philippa 
Gregory, Ian Fleming, 
Bill Bryson, Jessie 
Burton, Stephen Fry and 
Sebastian Faulks. 

As I push the finger plate on the door through which I 
entered, I pause for a moment to contemplate some of 
the hands that have touched its shining brass, hands that 
moments before were holding a pen or pushing keys to 
create some of the greatest works in the English language. 
The London Library is a magnificent voyage of discovery, a 
voyage started by a man with a Dumfriesshire accent and a 
passion for knowledge. 

Those wishing to find out more about The London Library or wanting information regarding taking out a 
subscription or the many events and initiatives the Library offers should visit www.londonlibrary.co.uk.

5

The back stacks. [Credit The London Library]

The Art Room. [Credit the London Library]
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Dorothy Reid, Publishing Liaison Manager, and Keith 
Walters, Trade Data Manager, represented BDS at the 
joint Publishing Scotland and Booksellers Association 
Annual Scottish Book Trade Conference which took place 
on 26 February in Edinburgh. 

The programme featured pitching sessions, breakout 
sessions and a wide range of speakers including First 
Minister Nicola Sturgeon, author and activist Gina Miller and 
Waterstones Managing Director James Daunt. The day’s 
proceedings were chaired by Jenny Brown, of Jenny Brown 
Associates.

“This is the main event for us to bring booksellers and 
publishers together during the year,” said Marion Sinclair, 
Chief Executive of Publishing Scotland. “More than ever, we 
see the need for a united front on the importance of books 
and ideas in our lives and society. The line-up of speakers 
reflects the need for increased cultural activism, as well as 
for running sound, sustainable businesses.”

A Link Between Publishers and Libraries

“As BDS aggregates metadata on all UK book publications, 
the importance of strong relations with publishers is of 
fundamental importance,” says Dorothy Reid. 

“BDS is a vital link between the publishers and the market, 
including libraries and library suppliers,” adds Keith Walters. 
Both Dorothy and Keith appreciated the keynote speech 
by James Daunt, Managing Director of Waterstones that 
opened the conference. 

Juliet Mabey, co-founder and Publisher of Oneworld 
Publications spoke on challenges facing an independent 
publisher today which include shrinkage of review space, 
reduction in the library market, agents wanting to capture 
audio rights for books but not utilising them, and resistance 
to necessary price rises in books due to costs.

Workshops

Keith attended a workshop from Scottish Book Trust with 
Philippa Cochrane entitled “Book Week Scotland and You - 
how and why to join the conversation.” 

“Conversation is this year’s theme for Scottish Book Week 
in November,” says Keith, “so Scottish Book Trust are keen 
to set up events including conversations in workplaces 
about books.” 

Dorothy delved into ‘The Secret History of Books’,  
a workshop run by Maria Vassilopoulos from  
British Library Publishing. 

“She gave guidance to the students on archive etiquette. 
I found her presentation very interesting, particularly the 
beginnings of commercial publishing and bookselling as we 
know it today.”

Engage with Literacy

An interesting project from HarperCollins was highlighted. 
Volunteers from its staff are engaging with, “Bringing 
Communities Together Through Literacy”. The project’s 
main benefit revolves around getting employees to work 
with schools but, interestingly the workforce sees how their 
books are used in a communal environment. You can find 
out more at: https://www.harpercollins.co.uk/corporate/
the-literacy-project-so-far/

First Minister

The focal point of interest in the 
day’s proceedings was a talk given 
by First Minister of Scotland, Nicola 
Surgeon. She talked about the 
impact books have had on her 
and how important it was for 
politicians to engage with books. 

During a Q&A session, reminiscent of First Minister's 
Question Time at Holyrood, the First Minister was asked, 
“which book she would gift to Theresa May?” She said it 
would be Andrea Levy's “Small Island” which she'd been 
rereading on hearing of the author's death. She added that 
it chronicles the Windrush generation, is a reminder of the 
huge contribution immigrants make, and highlights the 
existence of deep-seated discrimination and prejudice. 

Find out more about the conference at: http://www.publishingscotland.org

BDS at Scottish Book Conference

Photos by Sandy Young of Sandy Young Photography
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The Importance  
of Metadata

The annual London Book Fair offers BDS the perfect 
opportunity to meet with customers and publishers 
while ensuring that the company keeps abreast of global 
trends in the world of books. 

This year the BDS stand welcomed publishers and 
metadata users to discuss how the BDS process can 
generate metadata that is both comprehensive and 
accurate so that libraries can be assured of timely 
information for their library catalogues. 

“Methods of data transfer, such as ONIX 3.0, are developing 
all the time,” says Keith Walters, Trade Data Manager at BDS. 
“Both publishers that send us metadata and customers who 
receive metadata and images, for example, from us need 
to keep in contact. The Book Fair is an ideal opportunity to 
iron out any problems and ensure the highest standards of 
customer service.” 

Dorothy Reid, Publisher Liaison Manager and Keith Walters 
met with upwards of fifty customers over the three-day fair 
that took place in March this year at Kensington Olympia, 
while other BDS staff addressed library, IT, web services and 
author enquiries. 

As ever, the fair saw a packed programme of conferences, 
seminars and appearances from special guests while the 
traditional “market focus” was this year on Indonesia, 
introducing the country’s “17,000 Islands of Imagination” to 
the international public and symbolising the intellectual and 
artistic richness of this incredibly diverse  
and multi-religious nation. 

The ever-engaging author interviews, panel discussions, 
awards ceremonies, Poets Corner, the English Pen Literary 
Salon, guest authors and illustrators ran alongside the main 
international rights business of the fair. Some twenty-five 
thousand publishing professionals attended from over one 
hundred countries. 

This year, BDS created a new stand at its first-floor location, 
overlooking all the action. Daily news online magazine, 
BookBrunch, also used the stand. A new leaflet, produced 
by BDS for the occasion, entitled Metadata and You, 
highlighted the role of metadata in publishing today and was 
snapped up by visitors. 

“The importance of the London Book Fair cannot be 
overstated,” said Eric Green. “This year’s event saw every 
BDS member of staff on-stand engaging non-stop 
with enquiries or attending meetings. Our aim is simple: 
to ensure even better service for our customers while 
highlighting the ever-increasing importance of metadata 
in the processes that govern libraries and the book trade in 
general.” 

Find out more about the 
London Book Fair at  
www.londonbookfair.co.uk 

To receive a copy of Metadata 
and You write to  
sales@bdslive.com.

Blackwell’s, the UK’s largest specialist and academic 
bookseller, chooses BDS to provide its core bibliographic 
and extended data for  the bookseller’s website and 
shops.

As part of the relationship, 
BDS and Blackwell’s are 
working together to develop 
metadata for a global market.

Kieron Smith, Digital Director 
at Blackwell’s, identified 
several reasons for selecting 
BDS over other metadata 
suppliers .

He said that BDS is most likely to support Blackwell’s going 
forward, including with Thema; BDS offers the best route 
forward for discoverability of titles; BDS supplies the best 
data for non-Latin text, and BDS's rich and comprehensive 
content gives Blackwell’s a competitive advantage.

The granularity and detail of BDS metadata satisfies a 
diverse range of customers – book-buying public, students, 
for whom different editions are important, librarians and 
people who care deeply about the quality of data.

Kieron concluded by affirming that Blackwell’s were very 
pleased with the result and that despite the effort required 
in changing metadata supplier, choosing BDS was a 
fantastic decision to have made.

BDS is the expert in metadata that ensures access to key 
markets.  BDS fulfills the contract with the British Library 
for the Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) Programme, a 
contract it has held since 1995. 

BDS creates metadata for all new physical and digital book 
publications produced in the UK and Ireland, facilitating the 
UK legal deposit system. 

Publications deposited are recorded in online catalogues 
and listed in the BNB, which is used by librarians and the 
book trade for stock selection and is used by researchers 
and library institutions worldwide. 

BDS metadata also plays a significant role throughout the 
process of book selection and acquisition with wholesalers, 
library suppliers, system suppliers and all UK local library 
authorities. This generates a significant income stream for 
publishers.

0201 metadata & libraries

Eduardo Paolozzi Statue of Newton at the British Library, London

metadata & education

In today’s marketplace, metadata is a key tool that needs to work for you, allowing your customers to 
discover and buy your books.

As a publisher, the metadata you use to drive sales, engage customers and attract repeat business, 
performs a vital function in your sales strategy. Is your metadata working for you or against you? Metadata 
often comes from diverse sources within your business and occasionally and unwittingly, conflicting or 
inconsistent standards creep in, typically in the application of classifications, author names and series titles. 
These are critical for retailers and library suppliers. Discoverability relies on consistent standards, a broad 
range of extended content, and excellent mapping. Without metadata crafted to consistent standards, you 
may lose customers and sales. 

Since 1995, BDS has curated and distributed industry-standard metadata that helps publishers gain sales 
and increase market profile.

METADATA AND YOU
BDS - HERE TO HELP YOU SELL BOOKS

LONDON BOOK FAIR 2019

www.bdslive.com

BDS, Annandale House, The Crichton, Bankend Road, Dumfries DG1 4TA
t: 01387 702251   e: sales@bdslive.com   www.bdslive.com 

BDS Data @BdsFor

BDS build  websites to deliver the complete commercial, 
information and brand package.

For example, the 
Yale University 
Press list includes 
history, biography, 
politics, music, 
religion, literature 
and current 
affairs, with 
books that have 
won many of the 
leading British 
literary prizes.

BDSDigital has created a website that is elegant, rich in 
information and enlightening, reflecting Yale’s culture 
and catalogue. First launched in 2010 and since regularly 
updated with content and enhancements, it combines 
in-depth functionality including browsing by a range of 
subjects, formats and classifications combined with news, 
blogs and events that link to Yale’s list and build a connected 
story for every title. An author database creates a mini-site 
for each Yale author, enhancing discovery, while “suggested 
titles” links to a client’s purchase history. Checkout is built to 
handle multiple currencies and links directly to  
Yale's distributor.

The site handles a backlist of titles while about three 
hundred hardcover and one hundred and fifty paperback 
titles are added each year. It is all easily managed by Yale 
staff using the BDS CMS, allowing full control over content.

www.yalebooks.co.uk

Excellent customer service
BDS has built a reputation for first class service during its 25 years of trading. We employ expert staff 
dedicated to helping our customers across all areas of our operation, including publisher liaison, metadata 
provision and use, information technology, and graphic design. We provide an immediate and personal 
response to all your enquiries.

Behind the scenes, BDS staff engage with leading industry bodies and contribute to the development of 
the latest standards and initiatives to take publishing forward into the diverse markets that tomorrow’s 
global, connected world promises.

For trade data enquiries contact Keith Walters at keith.walters@bdslive.com or phone 07545 930379. 
For publisher liaison enquiries contact Dorothy Reid at dorothy.reid@bdslive.com or phone 01387 702252.

BDS created the website for Yale University Press

BDS works with publishers of any size or specialism. 
There are two ways in which working with BDS can help 
your business. 

Firstly, submit your publications’ information to BDS, 
including images and other extended content, to be 
included in our database and gain exposure to potential 
buyers, including retailers, suppliers and libraries, in the 
High Street and online. They in turn will be promoting your 
products to their customers.

Secondly, you may use BDS data to populate your own 
online catalogues, for advertising, stock control and 
marketing. 

Inclusion in the BDS database is offered free of charge. Our 
preferred way to receive information is via ONIX files. Please 
contact our Publisher Liaison team to submit new feeds of 
information or discuss alternative methods at:  
datasupply@bdslive.com

08 09metadata & websites metadata & publishers
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In 2016, our interviewee, Gordon Dunsire received the IFLA medal “For distinguished service to IFLA and international librarianship, 
advancing the field of bibliographic data, linked data and the Semantic Web.” BDSLife went to visit him at his home in Edinburgh to 
find out more about his life and work. Here we print an excerpt of that interview...

Information, Catalogues and the Future
Gordon Dunsire interviewed by John Hudson

JH: Can you tell us how you became 
interested in cataloguing? 

GD: Well, it’s all accidental. Even before I went 
to university, I came across a book in Foyles on 
information, science and technology. This was 
’69 so it was a relatively new idea. I kept it in 
my head. I did physics and maths at university 
and then I wanted to do an MSc in Information 
Science at Sheffield. I was advised in their 
course pack to work in a library for a year.

Instead, I did the Scottish Certificate on 
Information Science on day-release whilst 
working in Napier College Library, and that’s 
where the book I co-authored, Linked Data 
and Bibliographic Information, started. We 
went to Boston Spa for three days. It was 
quite inspirational. The thing about Boston 
Spa was that it had a copy of every journal. 
It was designed to put them under one roof. 
That meant that you could do a citation 
search in situ; this was great stuff. I saw the 
power of mass data in one place and properly 
catalogued and indexed. 

On the very last day they said, “We want to 
show you something. We are part of a local 
area network with Hull Uni and the Uni of York 
and Hull is connected via an undersea cable to 
Trondheim and Trondheim is connected to the 
trans-Atlantic undersea cable which comes 
out in New York and joins another local area 
network which includes the National Library 
of Medicine which has MedLine Online. So, 
we are going to try and do a MedLine search 
through six connections”. That day I saw 
the Internet about three months before it 
was invented. I realised the kind of technical 
aspects I am interested in were making an 
impact on what I do. And that’s really where it 
all started to mesh. 

FIVE INFORMATION AGES

 JH: Is the traditional model of the catalogue 
acting as a surrogate for the collection no 
longer necessary? 

GD: Where it gets interesting is going beyond 
classical cataloguing onto a new way of looking 
at the world and, in particular, a new way of 

looking at information and how it is stored and 
disseminated. I split it into five information 
ages. 

The first is cave paintings and representative 
art and to a certain extent abstract art. 
Everything is a one-off and it’s generally 
not portable. The consumers have to go 
to the place rather than the place come 
to the consumer. The reason for this is 
memory. Preliterate oral cultures can only 
get so far in the transmission of information 
from generation to generation. The aim is 
to remember things that will go when you 
die, so that descendants can then get that 
information, situation, flavour, sensation back. 
This is the first Information Age. 

Then there’s the invention of writing. This 
turns representation into symbolism. 
This makes it possible to record things in 
more detail, and I believe that starts from 
commercial pressure from trade. Writing 
allows information to be recorded. This 
pressure to record information not only makes 
it more flexible, it makes it portable. The 
information can be carried with you in scrolls, 
you can take information to the consumer. 

The third information age is the mechanisation 
of that process with the invention of printing. 
Suddenly, you’re doing the same thing but 
now you can make many copies. This means 
that you can leave a copy when you travel with 
somebody else or more than one of you can 
take copies and disperse them, disseminate 
them and so on. 

The fourth information age starts roughly with 
Marconi’s radio transmission and goes up until 
about 1995 or ‘96. These ages are going from 
tens of thousands of years and getting shorter 
and shorter, to decades. 

The fifth information age is global 
telecommunications and the ability to 
transport a printed book from here to China in 
two seconds. And that changes everything. It’s 
highly disruptive technology; it’s globalisation, 
the kind of thing that is going on in the 
world right now. This information age is still 
in its infancy but everything is going to be 
completely immersive. We’re not quite there 
yet but we’re going to be there real soon. 

THE UNIVERSE AS INFORMATION 

Only now, in the fifth information age, is 
technology actually extending the basic 
function of the brain, it seems to me. You end 
up in this immersive thing where the input to 
your brain and the outputs from your brain are 

all inextricably linked in some way. Is this proof 
that there’s some kind of external order to the 
sensorium? If there wasn’t, no regular machine 
or organ could develop. There must be 
order to the world, an order which I believe is 
governed by physical laws. Which, in turn seem 
to be based solidly somewhere in information, 
in concepts of information. So, what we’re 
doing as cataloguers or metadata engineers 
is enabling the pathways in the extended brain 
which function roughly similar to the way our 
own heads function. 

JH: And these paths are continually evolving? 

GD: Absolutely and you know again in the fifth 
age this comes totally naturally. Everything you 
do or say can be recorded. I like thinking about 
it like quantum mechanics. The situation, it 
seems to me, is that as soon as you use a 
piece of information, you change that piece of 
information. So, the mere fact the computer 
knows you’ve noticed something is adding 
another piece of information about you and 
about the thing that you’ve noticed and the 
interaction itself becomes another thing, 
another piece of information. 

Now, people get freaked out by scaling when 
they try to imagine this. Doesn’t freak me out 
at all because I think on cosmic scales anyway. I 
can easily imagine this happening. To a point, in 
fact, where most of the work that the machine 
is doing is preventing information getting to 
you. Not enabling it but preventing it because 
otherwise you’d go crazy. 

THE NEED FOR FILTERING 

GD: Authority is going to become very, very 
important. “Who said this? If it’s Donald Trump, 
I’m not interested”, kind of thing. I see this 
as being highly interactive and driven by the 
mass, by the crowd. The crowd is never wrong. 

The provenance of the data – and this is built 
into RDA – is becoming very, very important 
in the future. That’s why I think Western 
governments are about to invest unimaginable 
quantities of money in resolving these 
problems and we, the cataloguers, should be 
sitting there saying, give us one percent. One 
percent so that we can transform the world. 

NOTIONS OF AUTHORITY 

The traditional way of doing Authority in 
libraries is to pick one label and say, “this is the 
Authority for”, and “we picked it because it’s 
unique”. Often the label is not natural, it’s been 
artificially constructed by the cataloguer but 
its quality is that it’s unique in some kind of 
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context. When you go to the linked data, none 
of this is required because with linked data, 
your URI, is your unique indicator and that 
means, for data management, you don’t have 
to have Authority forms. But Authority forms 
are very useful for browsing. 

I can see a role for National Libraries and 
indeed organisations like BDS here, where 
they act as mediators. There’s lots of different 
information coming in and not all of it can 
be curated properly. Some of it has to be 
accepted as is. You know what the source 
is, you are careful to retain the source or 
provenance. It gets rebranded as your data, 
it all ends up in the main catalogue of the 
British Library and the British Library now has a 
problem on its hands for it publishes data that 
it had to put in without curation. So, data has 
to be much, much more granular with every 
piece of data carrying its own history. 

I think it is really important that cataloguers 
will be, in the future, putting these labels on 
things, presenting things all linked up in ways 
that are useful. 

NEW RESPONSIBILITIES

JH: Does it give a cataloguer a new kind of 
responsibility? 

GD: I think it does. That is an interesting 
question. The responsibility is not to tell 
the truth, that’s the first thing we get rid of 
because that’s almost impossible. There’s a 
responsibility to reflect a certain truth about 
the world, not some kind of absolute thing. 

JH: With machines generating information is 
there not a danger that an error snowballs? 

GD: Absolutely and history is littered 
with these errors caused by humans, not 
necessarily by machine. The machine can 
scale it obviously. This is why we should be 
very careful about the provenance of data 
that’s purely from the machine. I would want 
to know more about the algorithms it’s using 
in order to arrive at a statement. 

JH: To most people in the street an algorithm 
means nothing at all. 

GD: So, trust comes in and the crowd comes 
in. Errors eventually come out because a 
datum has got to fit with all the other data. 
The sensorium is complete, is coherent, 
sooner or later these things bang up against 
reality. The crowd goes, oh, and the machine 
goes, dislike, dislike, dislike, dislike, dislike, 
and that provenance is now way down in 
confidence; all this is happening in real time. 
So, I think it’s a self-correcting mechanism. 

JH: Is this the promise of the semantic web? 

GD: The promise of the Semantic Web? 
There was a buzz around when the Scientific 
American article appeared by Berners-Lee 
and I thought “this is complete nonsense. This 
guy needs to talk to a librarian”. Of course, I 
was a librarian and the reason I said that was 
because the article gave every impression 

that this could be done by machine. And 
then, I was sitting having breakfast one day 
listening to John Humphrys on the radio 
who said, “I’ve got very special guest with 
me today, it’s Tim Berners-Lee”. And in five 
minutes, he asked about the Semantic Web 
and Berners-Lee said, “Oh, yeah, so don’t get 
me wrong, it’s not something that’s going to 
come out of artificial intelligence. As human 
beings, we’re going to have to sit down and 
record these links, we’re going to have to say 
this is the same as that because no machine 
can do it”. So, Humphrys said, “Isn’t this a 
massive amount of effort?” And Berners-Lee 
replied, “Yes it is. The scale is unimaginable”. 

ARE LIBRARIES READY? 

JH: Is our library infrastructure and 
cataloguing infrastructure rising to the 
challenge? 

GD: Not at all. If we all work together, we can 
crack the problem. The idea of professional 
community is still very strong. I think 
cataloguers lack the paradigm to assess 
this new thing that’s going on. An awful lot 
of cataloguers, unfortunately, tend to have 
liberal arts backgrounds and not scientific. It’s 
very, very difficult for people who haven’t had 
a scientific background to get some of what 
I’m talking about. Professionally it doesn’t 
alter the core goals of the catalogue. I think 
there needs to be a paradigm shift in terms of 
attitude and appreciation of context. Machine 
context as well as the global context. And I 
think confidence, that’s a big, big issue. 

JH: Where does that confidence come from? 

GD: It comes from the standards and this 
has been a drag, you see. An awful lot of 
cataloguers are highly conservative because 
they feel if the standard changes then 
somehow it’s demeaning what they’ve done 
already or it’s very expensive to retroconvert 
and an awful lot of them have got themselves 
into a comfort zone where what we’re doing is 
right and it doesn’t need to be changed. And 
to a certain extent that’s true with RDA. Apart 
from one or two well known areas, which we 
warn people about, you can carry on doing 
what you’re doing. But if you want to make 
what you do more effective and efficient and 
useful for future generations, we’ve also to 
open things up so that you can choose other 
options which allow these other things to 
kick in, including the obvious one, linked data, 
which runs right the way through RDA. 

THE CATALOGUE IS FUNDAMENTAL

 JH: In the projected world we’re heading 
towards, the cataloguer seems pretty 
fundamental. 

GD: Absolutely. I think what we say to 
cataloguers is: “You can use any of the 
options. We have set up the semantics 
behind RDA, so it doesn’t matter how you 
describe an object, what fields you use, what 
recording methods you use, your data will 

inter-operate with somebody else’s data 
who has followed the same set. It may look 
radically different, the actual content may be 
completely and utterly different but it will inter-
operate because that’s where the machine's 
power lies. 

Hidden behind the surface gloss of RDA is 
this huge amount of structured semantically 
coherent data. That’s what we’ve done. We’ve 
shifted the burden of keeping this coherent 
from the human to the machine. Allowing the 
human to be creative. But the machine has to 
be coherent. 

And that’s the first time I’ve said it in these 
terms. I love interviews like this because they 
get me going. Yes, that’s it, the coherency 
of the Semantic Web is embedded in the 
technical stuff the cataloguers don’t need 
to know about. Cataloguers should then feel 
liberated into following their nose, saying 
what they want about something. They need 
guidance from their own institutions because 
they do have local audiences and they do have 
local collections to look at. 

They can do that safe in the knowledge now 
that whatever they do will be accommodated 
by the system, by the machine. I’m hoping 
publishers will see this, that publishers will 
follow RDA, and their metadata can inter-
operate with curated metadata. It’s becoming 
a continuum. Nothing can be discarded 
because to discard even low-quality metadata 
is to prevent access to a resource. You 
must take what you’ve got but I can see it’s 
becoming a continuum much more than a 
chain, where publishers may be able to interact 
with the data or even after it’s left them. 

CAREER HIGHLIGHT 

JH: To conclude, Lesley Whyte at BDS has 
asked me to ask you, what’s been the highlight 
of your career working in libraries?

GD: One of the stock answers is what I’m 
doing right now and it’s true, the stuff I’ve 
been doing with RDA has brought together 
everything I know, including the quantum 
mechanics we raised in this discussion. All 
things I’m interested in suddenly come to bear 
on this activity right now, so I have to say that 
that’s the high point. 

The other thing now I am particularly proud 
of is my interaction with people. Cataloguers 
can be misfits. In my career I’ve come across 
people who have really been struggling to 
come to terms with the world. I’ve been able to 
talk with them, show them things and through 
cataloguing they became very, very confident 
people. They found their place in the world, 
wherever that is, and they thank me for it so 
I’m very proud of that, my impact on people. 

JH: Gordon Dunsire, thank you very much. 

GD: Thank you, because I’ve had at least one 
original thought during the conversation.

The full interview can be found at www.bdslive.com/article/magazine/gordon-dunsire-interviewed
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BDS is Platinum sponsor for London-based 
arts organisation, Artillery, in a landmark 
initiative that forms part of the London 
Borough of Waltham Forest’s year as 
inaugural London Borough of Culture. 

“From Page to Pavement” is a 
collaborative project that aims to work 
with 11,000 borough residents and takes 
inspiration from Walthamstow-based Benji Davies whose 
book “Grandad’s Island” (pub Simon & Schuster) has been 
translated into more than 30 languages including Polish, 
Lithuanian, Turkish, Chinese, Hindi, Swedish and Turkish 
- a scope which mirrors the diversity and rich cultural 
heritage of the London borough.

“Our aim is to take a sideways glimpse from our everyday 
routes to work and school into a parallel universe full of 
stories and possibilities linking generations and cultures,” 
says Laura Kerry, Director at Artillery. “BDS is our perfect 
fit as sponsor because of its previous association with the 
borough and its all-important role with libraries  
which will provide the hubs for this project’s  
development in the community.” 

BDS sponsorship is helping to enable associate artists 
and workshop facilitators to draw inspiration from the 
environment and urban ecology. They are working with 
adults and children on a six-month creative programme 

with a spectacular finale. The project will also work 
in association with London College of Fashion and 
Organiclea.

“BDS is delighted to re-establish its links with the London 
Borough of Waltham Forest,” says Lesley Whyte. “In 2013 
we supported its Words Over Waltham Forest Festival; 
now the borough has the honour of being selected by 
Mayor of London,Sadiq Khan, as the first ever London 
Borough of Culture. We are happy to be on-board with 
this incredibly ambitious project that ties residents, 
libraries and authors into a creative parcel for  
everyone to enjoy” 

BDS sponsorship is also helping the E17 Art Trail, an 
annual event in the borough which takes place this year 
between the 1 and 16 June and which has grown into 
the largest open access visual arts festival in the UK 
with 400 exhibitions and events listed across over 200 
hundred venues involving 8,500 participants making and 
performing work. This year prominent themes will be 
mental health and wellbeing, female icons and remarkable 
women, and environmental issues. 

BDS Sponsors London Borough of Culture Projects

Penny Rutterford from Artillery, Lesley Whyte with Sarah 
Macmillan from Simon & Schuster at this year’s London 
Book Fair with a copy of “Grandad’s Island"

 “As an established weaver with international and 
national exhibitions, collections and published pieces, 
the E17 Art Trail helped me visualise what I can do locally 
and be part of a community of creative thinkers again.”  

Rezia Wahid MBE, Weaver  



“Among the listings, almost 15% are by children or 
specifically for children and families. 23.5% are hosted in a 
community space of some kind, such as a library, school or 
community centre,” says Penny Rutterford, spokesperson 
for Artillery. “The scale of this festival would simply not be 
possible without the support from sponsors like BDS.”

 At Walthamstow Central Library, for example, two events 
are listed. Artist Gary Martin explores the meanings we 
give to the colours of light and optical distortions through 
photographs and collages and top cartoonist, Tim Reedy 
offers an open to all event on how to draw cartoons.
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For the opening celebration, Artists Greenaway & Greenaway presented “Into The Forest”, transforming Waltham Forest Town Hall with a high energy, 
audio-visual, site-specific film that tells the story of the borough through the eyes of Waltham Forest’s diverse communities. Greenaway & Greenaway 
collaborated with Mercury Music Prize-winning musician and producer Talvin Singh on the soundtrack.

The William Morris Gallery on the opening night of Waltham Forest's 
celebrations with a brand new commission "Nest"  
by Marshmallow Laser Feast

“The two weeks of the E17 Art Trail in June are wonderful - there is a buzz and an incredible celebration 
of the arts in Walthamstow. It also gives us a focus and an opportunity to share [artwork] 
with an audience - it builds collaborations and working together with our local arts 
community.”  

Anna Alcock, Printmaker and Director at Gnome House  

“[It’s] a great opportunity to develop new work and 
take some creative risks. Either by exhibiting in a new 
location or opening my studio doors, I get to engage 
with fascinating people and exchange ideas that will 
often trickle into my work.”  

Raewyn Harrison, Ceramicist  

Find out more about Waltham Forest as 
London Borough of Culture at https://wfculture19.co.uk/ 

Go to http://e17arttrail.co.uk/ for the new brochure for this year's events.

“Each year we are overwhelmed by the creativity and 
energy of the artists, makers, and residents who live in 
Waltham Forest,” says Laura Kerry. “It seems fitting that 
we will all be enjoying the 15th E17 Art Trail in the same year that Waltham Forest is London’s 
first Borough of Culture. Without a doubt, the connections, collaborations and support of the 
artists, audiences, volunteers and sponsors involved in the E17 Art Trail make this the place of 
talent, community and creativity which earned us a place in this wider cultural spotlight.” 
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“It was wonderful to read about your company’s support 
of a contemporary composition and also to learn about 
Absolute Classics. Many years ago, I taught composition 
at Glasgow University, so [it is] great to learn about 
one of the most recent composer graduates, and that 
he’s able to work for you in digital information. I really 
hope the premiere goes well and is an exciting event to 
attend.” 

Composer and Master of the Queen’s Music, Judith Weir 
heard about Absolute Classics through BDS’s sponsorship 
of a new composition for saxophone quartet by Fraser 
Clark, who works as a classical music specialist at BDS. 

Sally Beamish, well-known for her chamber, vocal, choral 
and orchestral compositions, praised the festival and the 
Ferio Quartet, who will perform Fraser’s piece. 

“It’s impressive to hear of the support BDS and Absolute 
Classics have given to classical music, and to the 
composer Fraser Clark. He will, I’m sure, have a wonderful 
performance from the Ferio Quartet. I wish all concerned 
all the best for the performance.” 

Fraser’s new work, “Saxophone Quartet”, will be 
performed by the Ferio Quartet on the 9 August in 
Scotland’s oldest theatre, the Theatre Royal, Dumfries, 
as part of the Absolute Classics Festival, which takes 
place between 2 and 11 August. Performers throughout 
the festival include the Sacconi Quartet, tenor Adriano 
Graziani, pianist Oxana Shevchenko, the Ulysses Piano 
Trio, violinist Alexey Ospirov, percussionist Le Yu and the 
legendary pianist Peter Donohoe. 

The Ferio Quartet is led by Huw Wiggins, Professor of 
Saxophone at London’s Royal Academy of Music and 
Commonwealth Musician of the Year. Ferio have picked 
up prestigious international awards and have played in 
some of the world’s biggest concert halls. Despite this 
rise to success, the musicians are constantly seeking to 
broaden their horizons and attract new audiences. 

“All art, whether written, painted or composed, needs 
new material created by new voices in order to thrive,” 
says Lesley Whyte. “BDS sponsors the Absolute 
Classics Festival, its season of concerts, its educational 
masterclasses and its website through BDSDigital, but 
I realised we could go one-step further by enabling the 
creation of exciting, new material.” 

Fraser, who graduated with a Master’s degree in 
composition in 2007 from the University of Glasgow, says: 
“My work is in three main continuous sections. Although 
the harmonic and melodic material of the outer sections 
differ, they are linked rhythmically. The middle section is a 
toccata. The piece ends with a short, fast, rhythmic coda.” 

“The saxophone is such a wonderfully versatile and 
dynamic instrument,” wrote BBC Young Musician finalist 
Jess Gillam when she heard the news of the new work. 
“Having pieces commissioned to contribute towards 
the ever-evolving repertoire of this relatively young 
instrument is absolutely fantastic!” 

Find out more about Absolute Classics at  
www.absoluteclassics.co.uk. 

Absolute Classics 
“World-Class”

Fraser Clark cites John Tavener, Béla Bartók,  
Dmitri Shostakovich and Arvo Pärt as major influences  

Ferio Quartet, who will play Fraser Clark's new work.
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