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Abstract 
The Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard (METS) is a schema for describing metadata related to digital 
objects. While RISM projects increasingly involve digitization or the use of digitized sources, having appropriate 
standard techniques for archiving and distributing the data is highly desirable.  

In this talk, I will investigate the use of METS for RISM projects for delivering digital images together with RISM 
catalog records. The challenges in using METS as applied to music sources will be addressed in particular. 

 

***** 
 

 
METS stands for Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard and is an XML standard 
designed for encoding metadata necessary for both the management of digital objects within 
a repository, and the exchange of such objects between repositories.  It means that for 
RISM, METS would come into play not for replacing data standards we use, such as MARC 
or MARCXML, but instead for managing additional digital objects related to the sources, 
and of course mostly digital images. I am thinking, for example, of cases where RISM or 
RISM working groups are, directly or indirectly, involved in digitization projects. The Early 
Music Online project is a good example. This would be a typical case where the use of 
METS would be a valuable addition.
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Of course, as are most of the standards of this type, METS is quite developed and fairly 
complex. A METS file is composed of different sections, with one that includes information 
about the METS file itself, with creation date, its status and so on. I have no intention of 
going into too much detail about METS.  I would like instead to focus on some aspects of it 
that I think make it beneficial and appropriate for RISM. A section of interest for us is the 
“Descriptive Metadata” section, where information is given about the object represented by 
the METS file.  In our case, if we consider a scan of a music source, this would be the 
descriptive metadata of the source itself.
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The interesting point is that we can very easily use the RISM records directly for this 
because METS supports several metadata standards for this, including MODS, which is 
widely used, but also MARC.  It means that we can, for example, directly use a MarcXML 
RISM record in this section. There are several ways to integrate a RISM record into a METS 
file. We can either embed the RISM record directly within the METS file or, alternatively, 
point to it – for example point to the RISM record available online. So far, it is pretty 
straightforward, but it is already good to see that the data we have at RISM would fit the 
METS standard very well. Now a key feature of the METS standard is its structuring 
capabilities.  We all know how complex the structure of a musical source can be.  We also 
all know that representing this structure raises particular challenges that can be very 
different from what we usually find with text – I am thinking, for example, of score versus 
part organization.  Structuring the digital object, however, is absolutely necessary for 
providing the user with an easy and comfortable way of navigating within the digital object.  
Digitization projects that make “just” images or PDFs available are very valuable, but 
offering structured navigation is certainly a big step forward. 
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This screenshot of the Harvard Digital Scores and Libretti virtual collection is a good 
example. It is one of the few cases of music online resources that make use of METS – even 
though its METS profile is not officially registered. We can see on the left a tree providing 
the user with hierarchical access to the content of the source, with its different sections and 
the different pages. This is exactly the type of information we have in the so-called 
“structural map” of the METS file where we can have an arbitrary number of level 
grouping, for example works, movements, sections and so on. Now what makes METS even 
more attractive is that we can have several structural maps, each of them reflecting a 
particular aspect of the source.
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Let’s have a look at this example taken from the Early Music Online project I already 
mentioned before.  As you can see, we also have a tree on the left, or more precisely a list 
since we have here only one level in the hierarchy.  In this case, each item in the list is a 
folio of the source because we have two pages per image (strictly speaking, we actually 
have two different folios on each image, but this does not really matter for us now). This 
structure represents the physical structure of the source.  Now because this source is in 
partbooks, its content is spread out over several physical entities.  From the reader’s 
perspective, being able to access a particular piece will certainly be highly desirable.
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In METS, we can easily have another structural map representing the content of the source.  
We would expect here to have a list of pieces, and for each them, the list of relevant pages 
for each voice. As you can see on the diagram, the different structure maps will point to the 
same image list of the METS file. Quite a few projects aim at improving partbook 
presentation.  There is a project on Du Chemin in Tours, but I am not aware that it uses 
METS.  There is an important project at the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek that deals 
specifically with partbooks. So all this is not new. The new point with METS is that it offers 
a way of standardizing this information and enabling objects to be shared.  We should not 
forget that creating structural maps is a highly time-consuming task.  There is no solution 
for obtaining them automatically and they have to be created by hand, at least for a 
significant part of them. 
 
It means that as for cataloguing, they represent a huge amount of human work. For this 
reason, it is important to have a standard way of capturing this and, in the long run, of 
sharing it.  For example, a working group being involved in a digitization project can create 
the structural maps and then make them available to others.  That is, the data produced will 
be system independent and could be used directly in another system, for example in a 
resource that would regroup several projects. This sounds very easy in theory, but it can be 
more complicated in practice. As is often with this type of standard, because they are so 
wide and very generic, some sort of standardization within the standardization is necessary. 
In METS, it is achieved with “profiles” that specify precisely what we expect to find in a 
METS file. The profiles define how to use METS for a particular project and they also 
include contact information. This is something we should strongly consider for music.
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At RISM Switzerland, we are currently working on the integration of digital images in our 
database system. Navigation through METS structures is being implemented in conjunction with 
the DIVA.js image viewer, an image viewer developed specifically for high-resolution document 
images. We are also testing various existing METS tools for creating and managing digital 
objects. Together with this work, it would be highly worthwhile to have a profile registered for 
this, and why not under the umbrella of RISM? As I briefly explained, having a profile would in 
a way create a standard for musical sources within the METS standard. More advanced features 
can also be explored, such as linking elements of descriptive metadata (an incipit, for example) 
with the structural map. I would be very happy to discuss this, share our experience and 
collaborate with anybody who is interested in this. I am convinced that it will be a path that will 
pay off in the future. 


