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INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 3, 3, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3, 3 )

Good overall collection of music and reference information. The music professor on our campus liked it a lot, but wanted to see more versions of the same piece so students could compare the different versions.

Content consists of Western classical music recordings by various artists, composer biographies, and a little music reference, such as a glossary and brief outline of music history. Coverage is far from being comprehensive at this point. (For instance, Gilbert and Sullivan are represented solely by “Princess Ida” and “Utopia Limited”….. not exactly their greatest hits!!) However, the product offers a good representative sample of vocal and instrumental music from different periods. “Superstar” performers are not well represented, but that isn’t all bad, and the situation may change as they include more labels in the collection. Most of the recordings are relatively recent.

Composer biographies are somewhat limited, and they tend to get thinner as the music gets less well-known. For example, when the composer becomes the generic “Gregorian chant,” the “composer” gets a bare two lines of explanation, despite the importance of Gregorian chant in music history. I haven’t been able to figure out where the biographies come from. While they are usually informative, I encountered one or two that seemed rather amateurishly written. Performer bios are few. Information on individual tracks/works is sometimes available, although again, it is unclear whether it has been written especially for Classical.com or comes from liner notes. One annoyance for record freaks such as myself: I can’t find a way to determine what record a particular track came from. However, I suspect this has to do with licensing limitations rather than with design. The “Concerts on a Theme” section is a fun little feature, occasionally even illustrating a serious musical principle (e.g. programme music).

I’ll be generous here (by rating this a ‘4’) because I’m not only looking at the current offering but the potential that has been articulated.  Even in its current state this database is fully functional, impressively organized, rich in content to handle most classical music queries, and of immense value to music students (we won't get into the tangential value for music lovers who are not taking courses).  For someone searching for major works of major composers (and many not so major composers), the content is more than sufficient with multiple examples of the same works (which is very useful for someone approaching various interpretations of the piece).  Even though major recording labels are still not part of this offering, I still found artists that I have seen in concert and are considered major, e.g., Abbey Simon, Alfred Brendel, Garrick Ohlsson, Jorg Demus (all pianists) and I can note other parallels for chamber groups, vocalists, etc.  If major recording studios are added this database will be beyond priceless.  I searched for one fairly obscure composer who wrote some delightful piano concerti (one wonderful movement in particular) --- Litolff --- who I could not find.  I once had a discussion with someone who sang Schumann's Widmung about the Liszt transcription of this work and I was able to simply search "Widmung" and bring up both side-by-side for her.  I've been looking for a specific Scarlatti Sonata that I heard in concert but have been unable to locate.  It took about 15 minutes but I did locate it.  I've played a specific Schubert Sonata where the initial movement (although pretty) tends to go on and on and on and on.  It was fascinating to listen to multiple versions of this long movement and check the times (which were radically different) as well as listen to the pace and the reasons for the variations in time.  Just listening to multiple versions of the same Chopin Etude (one that I have always found subject to many different interpretations) was instructive.  I think that this is a valuable database and hope that the scope will be expanded further.  I was able to retrieve some pieces with partial titles easily. The ability to set up your own playlists is an additional plus.  Other nice features such as “Composer of the Week” and “Latest Additions” add even greater benefit.  Composer information could be more complete (those seem somewhat skimpy).  Perhaps CML could link to other information on the web about computers that I believe is readily available.

This self-described listening resource offers a very congenial service.  According to the vendor description, the scope of music resources included provides a broad classical repertoire using the MLA recommended music lists for the Small and Large Music Libraries.  The database is still being developed so as yet the coverage is limited.  Currently the database contains something over 15,000 recordings with a goal of 50,000 by year’s end (2004).  Inclusions tend to focus on mainstream composers in the Western tradition.  Development in depth will depend on agreements with major music labels that may be uncharted territory currently.  Pieces are included in full and the coverage may be described as broad rather than deep.  Also included in the database are biographies and short notes on the recordings themselves, generally culled from CD liner statements.  A glossary and definition of historical periods in classical music is also available.  

The service is streamed via the Web at a low bandwidth so the fidelity is not to be compared with other formats.  The tradeoff is wide and easy accessibility.  This is a most enjoyable resource for the general music buff but is unlikely to meet the need of music specialists.  Intended for academic and public libraries, the scope of this resource is appropriate for a non-specialist audience.  Certainly, an undergraduate population such as the CSU would benefit from an enjoyable resource such as this one.

There is a wealth of music (15,000+ pieces and growing) available in streaming audio format.  In addition, there are program notes, biographies, images, information about artists, etc.  The name of the database implies there is only classical music.  Not being a fan of classical music, I expected to find only composers of Beethoven’s time.  I was pleased to find that the collection includes many modern composers, e.g., Leonard Bernstein and Richard Rodgers.  This collection will be of great value to the CSU system as a whole because it will deliver music to students’ desktops instead of requiring the students to come to the library and check out CDs.

CML has a very good collection of the most popular classical music items, though it’s small.  More than one performer for one musical item lends itself to be a useful teaching tool.

This web resource functions extremely well.  The format is appropriate (biographical information on composers and artists, music tracks, liner notes, and reference material).  The browsing features are notable and the links between tracks and their associated information are easily traversed.  

Coverage is not as adequate as it appears.  On the plus side it is benchmarked against the Music Library Association listing of essential sound recordings.  But, on the down side, the number of labels included in the catalog is limited and major recording labels are not included (EMI, Phillips, RCA, Sony).  Our music librarian and some of our music faculty feel the collection is not large enough.  Our music librarian often selects specific “award winning” performances and these newer recordings from major labels just aren’t included in the collection.   As it stands the collection will not meet our curricular need for our music performance students to compare artists.  Also, one of our drama faculty noted that under musicals there were very few recordings that included vocals – an instrumental recording of a musical is not going to suffice.  Even with those caveats, one of our faculty was very excited about the product and expressed an interest in using it for a class in spring quarter.   The vendors are in negotiations with major labels and they are committed to increasing the catalog before the end of the year, so the value of this resource to the CSU system would increase.

Content is good for the main periods emphasized (baroque through classical), more spotty for earlier and more recent works. The count (ca 15,000) is misleading, since each "track" (ie, a movement of a larger piece) is included in that number [for example, a search of Bach and Mass shows 31 results; all are within the Mass in B Minor.)  Multiple recordings of a work are also counted separately.  Some works are represented only in segments.  Since each segment can be identified and played separately, it would be better to include the entire works.  I am glad to read that negotiations with major labels are underway.  Some works are presented here in recordings that do not represent the best interpretations.  The "Reference" section is a good idea, but needs work.  For example, the explanations of periods are very brief yet still use terms ("tritone," for example) that are not explained in the glossary.  That doesn't help novice users, who are the ones most likely to be reading these pieces.  Some of the Web links are excellent (teachers can find many good sites by other educators) but I'm not sure if this feature is important enough to justify the maintenance work.

A good basic collection of music though several factors make it best as a general listening service rather than an important scholarly tool for music faculty and students. These factors include: 

1) the most major and popular composers are very heavily favored and others (Bloch, Hindemith, Copland, etc.) are very underrepresented; 2) few of the greatest artists (Sutherland, Tuckwell, Horowitz, Berlin Philharmonic) are included at all or are only slightly represented, and; 3) very few, if any, living composers are included.

The accompanying information (biographies of composers, glossary, etc.) is good. This information won’t and shouldn’t replace other sources, such as the Groves Dictionary, so it is appropriate that what is in this service is brief. The biographies, in particular, should indicate their sources but do not (are they from CD booklets, and if so by whom, or are they from scholarly sources?). There do not appear to be any biographies of artists. These would be helpful. The playlist features (especially “My Playlist”) are very nice, and would probably be used primarily as a general listening service type of function. They are easy to figure out and use.  Overall, the content of this service represents a very good beginning state. Hopefully the company will continue to expand its contents in the weak areas listed above. In spite of these weaknesses, however, in its present state this service would be good to provide to our music faculty and students because of the very weak state of our collection of music recordings.

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 4 )

Though easy to use there are too many options for a first-time user.

I give the interface very high marks overall. It’s clear and easy to use, and it provides many helpful options for moving between tracks, artists, periods, etc. They even paid attention to things like Opus numbers and Koechel numbers (for Mozart), standardizing them for searchability. My one serious complaint…..why, oh why, is the basic search a default Boolean OR?  I thought that sort of thing went out with the bad old days of web search engines. The Advanced Search sensibly defaults to a Boolean AND. The “Group movements from the same work together?” option on the Advanced Search screen is a little mysterious, as it didn’t seem to make any difference in the way results were presented, and the choice (Yes-Group Works) that the “What’s This” documentation recommends isn’t the default! 

The ordering of the results is a little clunky since the default is alphabetical order by title of work (and that includes titles beginning with a, an, or the).  But one can work around this by using the “refine” options. The help documentation says they are working on better sort options (date of composition might be a nice one).

This is more a suggestion than a criticism: I realize this product was not necessarily developed for an academic market, but I think music instructors would appreciate the ability to create canned playlists for an entire class to use. This would be very helpful for music history or music appreciation courses. I realize individual users can create their own playlists, but as I understand it, if you gave your students a login for a specific playlist, anyone from the class could then go in and change the playlist (whether deliberately or accidentally). That’s not a satisfactory option for something that would need to stay standardized for everyone’s use.

From my perspective this is an easy database to navigate.  Browsing the various categories from A to Z is seamless.  Browsing by genre adds a useful dimension.  Being able to listen at the same time that you view information about the recording, artists, computers, etc. is useful.  The ability to link to other works of the artist or composer is also useful.  This interface was well thought out and I would envision even naive users would be able to find much of what they were seeking.   Sound seemed fine to me.  Must have been loud enough on my computer as I attracted much attention and grew tired of explaining that I was reviewing this for the EAR Committee.  "Yeah, right" was the typical response.

CML is very easy to use.  Screen design is clean and no training is required.  The navigation is a little confusing however requiring some jumping around.  This gets easier as one spends time on the service and gets used to the structure.

I found the search interface extremely intuitive and easy to use.  I thought that was really good given the fact that I know very little about classical music and how to search for it.  The only flaw that I noticed was that the page was a little too wide for my 15” monitor requiring me to scroll to the right to see the entire screen.  I really appreciated the variety of ways to search and browse for a particular piece of music, composer or genre of music.  

The search interface is simple and very good.  There are multiple ways in which the search can be narrowed down to what is required.

Basic searching is available from the top right hand corner of every web page on the site. Yet I did not notice this search box until I read the search documentation.  For several hours I actually thought the basic search was the default given by the Search tab from the home page. Basic search defaults to a Boolean OR, which I find annoying and not intuitive. I think our users would prefer to see results with all of their search terms rather than a high retrieval with partial matches.  Advanced searching is great.  It allows one to search for works or tracks.  Preprocessing can correct spelling mistakes that will be valuable for transliterations.   It makes use of pop-up windows to extend drop down lists.  For example, you can browse lists of instruments and add them to your search form.  This is the rare example of pop-ups that are well used rather than irritating.  The number of fields available for fielded searching is greater than I anticipated.  Search results were easy to navigate. Their browsing interface is very intuitive and it loads quickly.   

I found the Browse function, when combined with the various limiters, an effective way to search (and to see what is here--and not here).  A problem, acknowledged in the FAQ, is that works are listed alphabetically in Browse results (alphabetizing leading articles, too, which takes some getting used to).  Until I read the FAQ I could see no organization to browse results.  Searching works better in the Advanced mode, since the basic mode does not seem to accommodate phrase searching, and as a result turns up many works that are only peripherally relevant.

I found the searching mechanisms of the site well coordinated and very easy to learn without having to consult the Help information. The sites appearance and structure contributed to this ease of learning and use. The searching options are varied, appropriate, and comprehensive for the service’s content.

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 3, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3, 2, 3, 4 )

Help was straightforward but still a lot of information in this database.

There is plenty of help documentation that’s easily accessible and easily understood. No phone contact, only email, but this seems to be the trend these days. 

User support seemed to be top notch.  Help pages provided both guidance on using site features as well as technical issues.  Search help was detailed.  The same was true for information about compatibility.  Opportunities for feedback were obvious as were contact options, information about the product, detailed information on terms of use and the like.  Seems as CML did it right from all perspectives.

Help screens are available and easy to follow.  Did not test online or telephone help. 

I found searching to be very intuitive but there were times when I needed to consult a help screen.  Once I found the appropriate help screen, it was more than adequate.  It would be nice, however, if the most appropriate help screen came up depending on the screen you were on when you clicked on the help link.  In some cases, I had to go through two or three screens before I found the one relevant to what I was doing when I clicked on help.  The search tips were concise and very helpful to me, a true novice in searching for classical music.  CML’s explanation of Boolean searching was one of the clearest I’ve seen.  There are toll free numbers as well as email links on the “Contact Us” page.   

Good online help is available.  

The help file for advanced searching isn’t available yet.  I found spelling errors within the searching help for basic search (“agaist”).   Otherwise the help is adequate.  Every library gets a designated customer support contact that can be reached by phone or email.  They also do email support for users.

Help is clearly written, and enables a user to do effective searches.  A "feedback" link from some pages allows users to submit comments and suggestions, which is a good thing.

No documentation is needed for immediate and easy use by patrons who are familiar with basic website databases. The Help information available within the site is easy to access and understand and is well organized.

COST ( 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 4, 2 )

Cost seems reasonable for small schools.

I can’t think of a comparable product but the quoted cost seems reasonable.

The initial costs noted by the Chancellor's Office seem fair given the quality of the offering.  What remains to be seen are the modifications of pricing based upon the future expansion of this database.   

Cost seems very reasonable at this point in time.  Might actually be affordable by a library with very limited resources.

The cost seems very reasonable.  As I understand it, most campuses would be paying an annual fee of ~$1000 for over 15,000 music pieces.  The tremendous benefit to students and faculty more than justifies this relatively low cost.

Cost is very reasonable for this collection.

The price seems reasonable in terms of comparable products.  Yet, the yearly cost would represent a substantial portion of our music acquisitions budget.  Our music librarian is unsure that she could justify giving up the purchase of 50-100 CDs per year to support licensing this resource.

Without a good basis for comparison, the cost seems quite reasonable.  If the provider is successful in bringing in the major labels, will it stay reasonable?  I also wonder about the number of simultaneous users. This product is one that many users will connect to and stay connected (unlike most other subscription databases) and we had better be prepared to acquire more users once the music lovers on our campuses discover it.

The cost seems high particularly because I suspect that many people will use it as a listening service (to play music while working on other things) rather than for academic purposes. This would be fine, of course, except that it might require more simultaneous users.   

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 4, 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3 )

Every time I used it the response was good.

I tested only on a high-speed connection; dial-up might pose more problems. Overall I was able to connect without difficulty, but a couple of times I got the “skipping” typical of Internet sound connections. The sound quality is generally good, but I did find of couple of tracks that sounded distorted or had peculiar background noise.

Everything worked fast, was reliable and stable during the numerous times that I used this database and “concertized” the library administrative office.

Accessibility, response and downloading time all appear acceptable.

I had no connection problems and response time was good.

The audio streaming works well even using a dialup connection.  The quality of sound is very good.

Generally I had few problems (and I was connected for many hours over several days.)  Occasionally, a piece would stop streaming ... but would always pick up again. One sour note…  the final movement of Durufle's Requiem is a horrible recording. It sounds like a needle skipping into and out of a groove with only a hint of the music behind it. 

The service was easy to access and response time was good.  Remote access over dial-up did require some waiting as the alphabetical graphics for composers, etc. were refreshed.     

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3, 3 )  ( Average Score = 3.56 )

My concern is that people will use this system for background music and the instructional uses will be limited due to all the people just listening.  It seems that a professor would be better off creating a playlist and having students go to the site for listening for class assignments. If we can achieve this and eliminate just background listening it would be a better instructional resource.

This is definitely the most fun product I’ve ever had to review! If we subscribed to this, it would be constantly playing in my office.  From an educational standpoint, it could use a bit of tweaking, but it seems like a product worth supporting. Campuses that spend a lot on audio CD’s would probably find it a real boon.

This is a different and interesting opportunity that I hope we are able to pursue as a consortium.

CML would be a pleasure to count among our resources.  Recommend highly for the soul, especially in times of budget downturns!

This is a wonderful opportunity to add a "full text" database in the humanities.  The availability of CML's streaming music will be of benefit not only to music students, but also to all students who enjoy listening to music.  Having CML accessible may broaden non-musical student's knowledge and appreciation of classical music as it did for me.  Being a product of the Woodstock generation, I never listened to much classical music.  This trial period has broadened my view of classical music immensely.

It is a very valuable product as a teaching tool.  Instead of distributing CDs to students, they can easily get access to assigned materials easily even with a simple dialup service.

What a neat product!  It seems, however, to be more geared to recreational than scholarly use.  They did an incredible job with the navigation and the interface.   If the content catalog increases and provides more depth (i.e. comparative performances), this will be a hard resource to top.   There was concern at this campus regarding how to control casual listeners.  Session timeouts have been proposed as a solution.  If we purchased this resource we would have to watch system load.

I like this product, and will like it even more when some of the improvements are in place.  Adding major record labels with more major conductors and performers will enhance the quality.  eMARC records would be a wonderful enhancement enabling users to find recordings from library OPACS.   Ability to sort results within a browse will be another useful feature.  Wouldn't it be wonderful if CML could partner with others (perhaps Grove Music Online) to develop links from Grove's excellent texts to the musical recordings.

This looks like a promising product for the CSU system since most of the campuses have music programs and, generally, music resources do not receive the attention they merit.  While the product seems primarily geared to a listening service with a bit more depth it could become a well used library resource.

Rating for home campus only: ( 3, 3, 4, 4, 4, 4, 2, 1, 3 )

I don’t know if this product would get a lot of demand on our campus, but it would be worth considering.

CML would fit our local campus and have high value for students, faculty and staff.

Our campus has a wonderful music department that would love to have a database like CML.

Price is the major obstacle for our own campus.   

I wish my campus had this service and I wish we wanted it.  But pre-20th century music is not a major subject so most of this content would be wasted on us.

