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(Executive Summary)


The report addresses one of the projects in The Russian National Library, namely retroconversion of rare library stocks and collections. In particular, we analyze conversion of written documents into computer format and Electronic Catalogue (EC) as an ultimate product.

The first part of the report talks about retroconversion process of a catalogue that has brief descriptions of publications written in Finnish language. The Library acquired these publications before 1917 and until recently has not done their recatalogization. This relatively small catalogue (only 38 boxes) is a separate foreign language catalogue among the ones alike in The Russian National Library. The presenter also talks why this particular catalogue and organization that completed the project were chosen. As it was already mentioned above, the catalogue volume and its uniqueness among other catalogues were among other reasons why it became feasible to convert it into computer format without having enough experience in this field. This project has become the first of such kind in Russia. For The Russian National Library it was a new age in the process of retroconversion of traditional catalogues. The project is unique not only because the organization working on it (the firm named “InfoComm”) was the first organization in Russia that succeeded in converting the foreign catalogue by combining  scanning technique and manual data entry, but also because they used an external data base.

The company “InfoComm” was chosen because they have both special software that allows writing data in RUSMARC and a database “Fennica”. Therefore they could use external data to get eliminate possible mistakes.

Since at the beginning of the last century there were different rules in using inversion in titles, or in keywords highlighting, the project required completely different approach from the one used while working with modern library stocks. Sometimes in order to understand old entries, handwritten a century ago according to different spelling rules, the team had to work closely with publications on premises. The result is available for open public since November 2002 on The Russian National Library web-site. The ultimate product is Finnish language publications entries comprised in the one Electronic Catalogue and written in RUSMARC format. It is very easy to use, and can be used for both internal projects and corporate catalogization.

One of the main reasons for choosing catalogue and foreign language periodicals in “Rossika” department was its popularity among readers. Around half of all inquiries fall on “Rossika” collection. The new room with electronic access in The Russian National Library and the scanned version of General Alphabetic Catalogue (GAC) in the Internet, radically changed the whole structure of inquiries and led to a new form of work with “Rossika”. Therefore, our library has proven the necessity of the creation of EC on the base of “Rossika” catalogues, and has moved to a new stage of retroconversion in a close cooperation with the same company “InfoComm”.
The second part of the report tells about the description of the catalogue structure, its content, time frames, background and its present condition.

While converting it into computer format, there are the same problems as the ones while working with the old Finnish catalogue. But the situation is much more complicated in this case because entries are written in almost all western-European languages, and it is often impossible to find the store codes; hence it is necessary to restore them. There were other very complicated problems as well, which were successfully solved.

During this process we were supposed to open “Rossika” catalogue to the public without actual recatalogization process. However, in practice it is impossible to convert old catalogues into a new form without recatalogization of bibliographical entries.

Also the report talks about the means how to format RUSMARK structure that would help us to create a new catalogue. It should be easy to work with based not solely on “author” or “title keyword” search criteria. 


The Electronic Catalogue of Finnish language publications and “Rossika”-based Electronic Catalogue allowed us to reach the following conclusions:

· Retroconversion of old library stocks or collections requires not only significant efforts from the Department of Catalogization, but active participation of Information Department and Library Stocks

· It is crucial to know the old rules of document bibliographical description and its changes during the time when those catalogues were being created

· The history of building certain library stocks and collections, their storage conditions, place and possible relocation   

There are two ways to retroconvert old catalogues:

a) Initially elaborated, corrected and, possibly, recatalogized and edited catalogue are converted into computer format

b) Unedited catalogue is given to the organization doing retroconversion. After that it is edited and updated, it becomes open to the public

According to our experience although the first way might seem efficient, it has some difficulties: it enormously increases time frame of the project. By choosing this way, the length of the project increases to such extent, that the whole project becomes unrealistic. That’s why we have chosen the second way to do this project, and we are optimistic to successfully accomplish this stage of the conversion. We look forward to getting Electronic Catalogues that are very convenient, and which content would satisfy the demand the readers might have.


We hope that other libraries and museums will use our retroconversion experience and that our report will benefit the participants. We look forward to any comments and concerns about using our Electronic Catalogues.
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