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MUSIC LIBRARIES IN 13 WEEKS: THE EXPERIENCE AT NTU 

CHU KEONG LEE 
School of Communication & Information, Nanyang Technological Univeristy, 

31 Nanyang Link, Singapore 
E-mail: ascklee@ntu.edu.sg  

Abstract. The Division of Information Studies offered a module on music libraries for the first time in 
2005.  This paper explains the rationale for offering the module, and describes the experience in offering 
the module.  The paper is divided into three parts.  The first part describes the topics covered in the mod-
ule.  The second part discusses the challenges faced and how they were overcome.  Lastly, some anecdo-
tal feedback and suggestions from the students will be presented. 

Introduction 
In 2005, the School of Communication and Information at Nanyang Technological University started a 
music libraries module in its MSc (Information Studies) programme.  This module was conceived, in 
part, to support the Singapore Government’s efforts to make Singapore a culturally vibrant city.  The 
then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong had underscored the importance of a society that was culturally 
alive in his 2002 National Rally Address to the nation.  He gave two reasons that Singapore should 
strive to become a cultural hub.  Firstly, such a society would be able to attract global creative talent as  
creative   people  are attracted by a thriving music and arts scene.  Secondly, music and the arts could  
help individuals become more creative in areas beyond the arts as they provide avenues for individual 
expression.  In the effort towards creating a Renaissance city for Asia, several initiatives were started, 
among them: (1) the building of the Esplanade, Theatres on the Bay, a S$600 million world-class per-
forming arts centre; (2) the establishment of the Yong Siew Toh Conservatory at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore, which is a collaborative effort between the University and the Peabody Institute of 
the John Hopkins University; and (3) the development of several institutions related to music (notably, 
the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, the Lasalle SIA College of the Arts, and the Methodist School of 
Music).  In addition, seven secondary schools and three junior colleges in Singapore also offer the 
Music Elective Programme to cater for musically-inclined pupils (Singapore Ministry of Education, 
2006). 

To support these institutions, libraries dedicated to music and the performing arts were set up, the 
most prominent of these being the Library@Esplanade, Singapore’s first dedicated library for the per-
forming arts that offers information and services in the areas of music, dance, theatre and film.  The 
Library Esplanade also fulfils the needs of teachers and candidates1 involved in annual theoretical and 
practical music examinations. 

Along with the establishment of these special libraries came the demand for librarians that would 
be comfortable working in these libraries.  This presented an opportune time for starting a module on 
music libraries. 

This paper describes the experience in offering the module, which was conducted over 13 weeks 
from July to October 2005.  The paper is divided into three sections.  The first section describes the 
contents of the module.  In the second section, the challenges faced, and the approaches and improvisa-
tions used to address the challenges in fitting the content into the 13-week timeframe will be outlined.  
In the last section, some anecdotal comments and suggestions by the students will be given. 

Course Content 
The course outline was modeled against Hunter’s (2002) compilation of the core competencies of mu-
sic librarians.  As the course was offered over a very short period of time, and was the only course in 
the programme specifically on music libraries, decisions had to be made regarding which topics to be 
included and which to be excluded.  In his list of core competencies, Hunter stresses that a music li-
brarian should be able to “recognise the diversity of musics, library users (the client group), staff and 

                                                           
1 The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (2006) reported that over 40,000 candidates sat 
for theory and practical examinations in 2003 alone. 
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the wider community, and encourage all in their musical endeavors and enquiries” (p. 4).  It was felt 
that this was the most important of the many competencies listed by Hunter – that librarians had to 
understand the diversity of users in a music library.  But how does one teach this?  Two approaches 
were used.  Firstly, the course started with Swanwick’s (1994) Model of Musical Knowing.  In his 
model, musical knowing consists of four layers or strands (Fig. 1).  Although the layers are typically 
woven together, they can be separated out for the purpose of analysis. 
 

 
Figure 1. Swanwick’s (1994) Model of Musical Knowledge 

 
The first level is prepositional knowledge.  This is knowledge that is essentially factual or infor-

mational in nature.  Examples are knowledge that Bach composed the “Forty-Eight”, that Cristofori 
invented the pianoforte, and that Swan Lake is a ballet by Tchaikovsky.  Prepositional knowledge is 
musically inert as it can be acquired in non-musical ways such as by reading popular articles or a book 
on music appreciation.  Even so, prepositional knowledge does inform a performer’s interpretation of 
the music, e.g. in determining the tempo or in deciding whether the sustain pedal should be used.  In 
addition, an understanding of the history of music is also important to fully appreciate and enjoy the 
music of any single period.  Swanwick labeled the second layer “acquaintance knowledge”.  This layer 
consists of aural discrimination, manipulative control, and notational proficiency, and is considered 
important in the Western musical tradition.  It also includes the ability to sense if the performance 
matches the notation (the performer is playing the right notes), to decipher the different sound quali-
ties, or timbres, produced by various instruments (that sound is produced by a string instrument that is 
plucked), and to coordinate the muscles in a controlled way to render music as indicated by the nota-
tion. 

Personal knowledge refers to the ability to interpret music, that is, the ability to impart one’s 
unique expressive identity on the performance.  This signature can be tailored for the music of the 
different eras and also for different audiences.  This knowledge forms the basis of the ability of the 
performer to deliver musical experiences that delight and move the audience.   The fourth and final 
layer is attitudinal knowledge, which refers to the different levels of commitment or affection to differ-
ent types of music, which can range from the positive to the negative.  This is to say we respond to 
different music in different ways.  One can “absolutely abhor”, “merely tolerate”, or “be in love with” 
different types of musical style.  The value which we place on music is highly subjective and varies 
according to age, gender, social context, personality disposition, education, and exposure to the differ-
ent styles.  Attitudinal knowledge is therefore a very private and unique experience.  The acquaintance, 
personal and attitudinal layers comprise first-hand knowing as they are only obtained through one’s 
personal involvement in music, whether through repeated listening, performing, or attending concerts, 
while the prepositional layer constitutes second hand knowing, like knowing about a person, but not 
knowing the person himself. 

Users also differ in their listening styles, and Copland’s (1957) three levels of listening were used.  
The most basic level is the sensuous listening.  It requires the least amount of brain power, mainly 
delivering the pleasure of enjoying music.  A driver switching on his CD player to fill the silence in the 
car is listening at this level.  Some degree of concentration is required at the expressive level, as the 
listener attempts to derive emotion from the music.  Listeners may not be able to articulate what they 
feel, but they know the emotion is there.  Lastly, the sheerly musical level is the level in which the 
listener pays attention to the notes themselves and their manipulation.  Copland stresses that all three 
levels contribute to the listening experience, but listeners differ in their blend of the three levels. 

The second major topic covered was information sources in music.  Here, owing to time con-
straints, the focus was on the canon of music reference work.  Hence, the “Big Four” dictionaries, 
namely, Groves, Oxford, Harvard, and Baker’s were introduced.  Other printed sources used were 
biographies and the collected letters of composers, histories of instruments, analysis of compositions, 
and music appreciation texts.  Online sources were not neglected.  Newspaper indexes (e.g.LexisNexis 
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Academic) were used as a source of reviews of concerts, books, CDs, and DVDs.  Online repositories 
of music scores (e.g. “Variations”, of the Indiana University Digital Library Program), song lyric data-
bases (e.g. LyricSpy), and music search engines (e.g. MusicMoz) were also discussed.  Many museums 
of musical instruments (e.g. The U.S. National Music Museum), and composer societies (e.g. The 
Elgar Society) have websites, and these usually contain information that can be found nowhere else.  
To expose the students to the various information sources, they were required to answer ten questions 
each from Lovelock’s (1961) Questions on the History of Music. 

The third major topic was the cataloguing of music materials.  As many of the students had some 
background knowledge of the cataloguing of books, only the salient differences that needed to be con-
sidered when cataloguing music materials were discussed.  As it is essential for the cataloguer to be 
conversant with different periods of music, the different varieties of music scores, and the different 
genres of music, this posed a challenge as many of the students did not have sufficient grounding in the 
history of music and musical forms. 

Collection development is critical in all special libraries.  This is especially so in music libraries, 
owing to two reasons.  Firstly, music materials are costly, and secondly, a librarian’s attitudinal layer 
of musical knowledge can lead him to bias the collection to his favorite genre or composer, and thereby 
to the detriment of the collection.  Collection development policies from several libraries were used to 
illustrate how such a document could be used to ensure the collection was balanced and met the needs 
of the users. 

Students were made aware of the possibilities on the collection of music recordings afforded by 
digital audio, specifically the services by vendors that offer access rather than ownership of recordings 
such as Naxos Music Library (http://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/).  Copyright issues related to the 
electronic distribution of music and technologies used to enforce access policies were discussed. 

Lastly, the students were brought to a concert by the Yong Siew Toh Conservatory Orchestra at 
the Victoria Concert Hall.  This was a useful outing as it provided the basis for further discussions, 
especially in the areas of orchestra layout, the difference between listening to live and recorded music, 
concert etiquette, and the collection of concert program booklets.  The course outline in tabular form is 
provided in Appendix A. 

Challenges Faced 
Students generally had a narrow conception of music, which they had developed through an exam-
oriented approach in their music education.  For example, students were typically only exposed to the 
instrument they learnt in their childhood and for which they had taken music examinations.  The pian-
ists, for example, knew little about the other instruments of the Western orchestra, its literature, and its 
music.  In fact, the pianists knew of the piano only as a solo instrument, and little about the role of the 
piano in ensembles, and in large-scale works like the piano concerto.  Pianists also lacked the knowl-
edge of the development of the piano as an outgrowth of the harpsichord and spinet.  Cataloguing 
music literature requires librarians to be able to differentiate the different genre of music.  The cata-
loguer has to understand the differences between an opera, an oratorio and a ballet; an overture and a 
tone poem; a concerto grosso and a virtuoso or display concerto.  AACR2 also requires the cataloguer 
to be able to distinguish between the different types of score – the full, miniature, and study scores; the 
choral and chorus scores; open and closed scores, etc. 

All these require a wide exposure to music and proved to be a challenge to those who had no or-
chestral, choral, or wind band experience.  This meant that music appreciation had to be integrated into 
the module and Roger Kamien’s book, Music: An Appreciation (8th Edition), was adopted as the text.  
Tutorials, therefore, were largely used for music appreciation.  The instructor started off by introducing 
music in the Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Early Baroque, and after that, the student made presenta-
tions on the other periods (Late Baroque, Classical, Early Romantic, Late Romantic, and Modern).  
Directed listening was used to guide the students to the essential repertoire for each period. 

To ensure that the lectures and tutorials were interesting, storytelling was extensively used to link 
music to history.  This was important to illustrate that music is not a cloistered subject, and that the 
music library is not an island by itself – its relationship to a “regular” library is important.  Here, for 
example, the story of Paul Wittgenstein, a concert pianist who requested Ravel to write a left-hand 
piano concerto for him because he lost his right arm in the First World War, was told.  This makes an 
interesting link between the birth of left-hand piano concertos (of which Ravel’s is famous) with the 
atrocities of World War I.  Also told were the stories of Mozart writing out Allegri’s ‘Miserere’ after 
listening to a performance of it, and that of Anton Diabelli, a music publisher, who sent a copy of a 
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waltz theme he had just written to 50 composers, requesting that each of them write one variation on 
the theme for a composite set to be published with the proceeds going to the orphans and widows of 
the Napoleonic Wars. 

From the “infrastructure” point of view, the lack of reference sources proved to be challenging.  
Other than the Groves dictionaries and other rudimentary dictionaries and biographies, little else was 
available.  Bibliographies were found to be especially lacking.  Students had to rely on the facilities at 
the Lee Kong Chian Reference Library and Library@Esplanade. On the positive side, the technological 
infrastructure at the University was excellent.  The students were also extremely enthusiastic and posi-
tive, and went the extra mile for all the assignments.  As the importance of listening was emphasised in 
the lectures and tutorials, critical recordings were made available to students in MP3 format via the 
intranet.  The viewing of concerts recorded on DVDs in class was also possible.  This was critical with 
the historically-accurate performances, which would be difficult (and expensive) for the students to 
attend. 

Anecdotal Feedback from Students 
Anecdotal feedback gathered from students after the module ended indicates that on the whole, the 
students found the module heavy but enjoyable.  More importantly, they benefited from attending it, 
the greatest benefit being the broadening of their understanding of music.  Students enjoyed the story-
telling and found the links to non-musical events in history enlightening.  Good suggestions on im-
proving the module were aplenty, and they will be used to guide and improve the module further.  
They are summarised below: 
• a lessening of the emphasis on art music, and devoting some attention to Asian music 
• a greater coverage of popular music 
• splitting the course into two modules, one for music librarianship and the other for music apprecia-

tion 
• including a discussion on the role of the music library in promoting music literacy 
• including a discussion on music retrieval, e.g. the retrieval of audio CDs using query-by-humming 

Conclusions 
Much was learnt from the experience of conducting the music libraries module.  In this paper, the con-
tents of the module, the challenges faced and steps taken to overcome the challenges, and the student 
feedback and suggestions were discussed.  It is hoped that the lessons learnt in the running of the 
course will inform those that are contemplating offering such a module. 
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Appendix A. The Course Outline 

Week Lecture 
(1 hr 30 min) 

Discussion 
(20 − 30 min) 

Music Appreciation
(1 hr − 1 hr 10 min) 

Directed Listening 
(an illustrative selection) 

1 Introduction Musical Knowledge Instruments of the 
Orchestra 

Britten: Young Person’s 
Guide to the Orchestra 

2 Sources: “Groves” 
and other dictionar-
ies 

Making Music Genre: marches, 
waltzes, fanfares 

Tchaikovsky: Coronation 
March 
Johann Strauss:  
Copland: Fanfare for the 
Common Man 

3 Sources: Digital 
score collections 

Listening to Music Genre: tone poems, 
concerto grosso, 
virtuoso concertos 

Sibelius: Finlandia 
Bach: Brandenburg Concertos
Mozart: Clarinet Concerto 

4 Sources: Databases 
and Dissertations 

Musical Intelligence Genre: variations, 
etudes, vocalises 

Dohnányi: Variations on a 
Nursery Tune 
Chopin: Revolutionary Etude 
Rachmaninoff: Vocalise 

5 Sources: Letters 
and Biographies 

The Mozart Effect Middle Ages 
(450−1450) 

Anonymous Sumer is icumen 
in Landini: Ecco la Primavera 

6 Sources: Audio 
Recordings and 
Bibliographies 

Music Notation Renaissance 
(1450−1600) 

Josquin: Ave Maria … Virgo 
Serena 
Dowland: Flow My Tears 

7 Cataloguing: Books Music Publishing Baroque (1600−1750) Handel: Excerpts from Mes-
siah 
Vivaldi: The Four Seasons 
Bach: Double Concerto in D 
Minor (BVW 1043) 

8 Cataloguing: 
Scores 

Piano and Organ 
Scores (including 
Figured Bass) 

Classical (1750−1820) Haydn: Surprise Symphony 
Mozart: Hoffmeister String 
Quartet 
Beethoven: Pathétique Sonata 

9 Cataloguing: Audio Instrumental Scores 
(String Quartet) 

Romantic (1820−1900) Schubert: Gretchen am 
Spinnrade 
Chopin: Marzuka in A Minor 
(Op. 17, No. 4) 

10 Copyright Issues Orchestral Scores: 
Full, Condensed, 
and Miniature 
(Study) 

Romantic (1820−1900) Schumann: Piano Concerto in 
A Minor 
Tchaikovsky: Swan Lake 

11 Collection Devel-
opment 

Choral Scores: 
Open and Closed 

Jazz Selections from Duke Elling-
ton and Louis Armstrong 

12 Collection Assess-
ment 

Modern Scores Modern Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring
Schoenberg: A Survivor from 
Warsaw 

13 Live Musical Per-
formances 

Etiquette while 
attending Concerts 

Genetic Music Selections from Todd Barton 
and Larry Lang 

 


