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    At its core, How to Catalogue a Library presents the conviction that a library’s true value emerges when dispersed volumes are transformed into an intelligible, navigable system that reliably connects seekers with the knowledge they require, efficiently and without confusion.

Henry B. Wheatley’s How to Catalogue a Library is a work of non-fiction in the tradition of practical bibliographical manuals, written by a noted English bibliographer and man of letters. First published in the late nineteenth century in Britain, it addressed librarianship at a moment when expanding collections and rising public use demanded clearer standards and better tools. The book situates cataloguing as both a craft and an intellectual discipline, reflecting a print-based environment in which the catalogue served as the essential interface between readers and shelves, and where decisions about arrangement and description had far-reaching consequences.

The premise is straightforward yet ambitious: to offer methodical guidance for compiling a catalogue that is accurate, consistent, and genuinely useful. Wheatley’s voice is pragmatic and measured, aiming to equip practitioners with principles that endure beyond any single institution’s habits. The style is lucid and orderly, favoring reasoned explanation and practical counsel over ornament. Readers encounter a text that balances instruction with reflection, attending to everyday decisions—how to name, sort, and relate items—while cultivating a broader sense of professional judgment. The mood is steady and encouraging, designed to shepherd both novices and experienced hands toward reliable practice.

A central theme is the interplay between order and access: catalogues exist not merely to display knowledge, but to direct a reader’s search. Wheatley emphasizes consistency, intelligibility, and accountability as the foundations of trust in a catalogue. He treats the catalogue as a public instrument—its clarity an ethical responsibility—where precision in description must harmonize with the paths real users follow. From this perspective, the work examines how rules, however necessary, must serve comprehension. The cataloguer emerges as both interpreter and engineer, shaping structures that guide inquiries without obscuring the complexity of collections.

The book engages with enduring questions that still shape bibliographic practice: how to choose entry points that respect both works and readers; how to reconcile competing approaches to arrangement; and how to handle the problem cases that test any rule. It considers the balance between uniformity and local needs, recognizing that a serviceable catalogue must function in context while maintaining standards that enable consistency. Throughout, Wheatley stresses the cumulative effect of small decisions—names, titles, references—showing how careful attention to such details prevents confusion, supports discovery, and builds the reliability upon which a library’s reputation depends.

Although rooted in a print era, How to Catalogue a Library resonates in today’s information landscape. The issues Wheatley foregrounds—transparent organization, thoughtful naming, principled cross-referencing, and user-centered design—map directly onto contemporary concerns in metadata, search interfaces, and digital repositories. Readers will find a foundation for thinking about discoverability, interoperability, and the human factors of information retrieval. The book invites professionals to question whether their systems genuinely match user behavior, as well as to consider how stable description and clear pathways can endure even as formats and technologies evolve.

For librarians, archivists, and book lovers, this work offers a disciplined approach that prizes judgment informed by principle. It reads as both a handbook and a meditation on the responsibilities of stewardship, reminding readers that the quality of a catalogue shapes the intellectual life around it. Engaging and exacting without pedantry, Wheatley’s guidance remains a steady companion for anyone charged with turning collection into connection. Approached as a practical manual or a historical mirror, it rewards attention with a sharpened sense of craft and a renewed respect for the art of making knowledge findable.
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    Henry B. Wheatley’s How to Catalogue a Library presents a systematic guide to constructing library catalogues that are accurate, economical, and serviceable. Beginning with the aim of a catalogue, Wheatley defines it as the instrument by which readers learn what a library contains and how to find each book. He distinguishes between an inventory for custodial control and a finding list for public use, insisting the latter must be intelligible to varied readers. The opening chapters set scope and terminology, noting the differing demands of small and large collections and the necessity of rules that promote uniform practice without stifling local requirements.

Having stated the purpose, the book surveys earlier catalogues and prevailing rules to frame a practical standard. Wheatley traces the movement from rudimentary shelf lists to fuller printed catalogues, and from irregular personal habits to codified principles. He stresses three chief reader questions a catalogue must answer: Who wrote a work, what is its title, and under what subject may it be found. He links these functions to corresponding entries and references, arguing that consistency of headings and careful description are the means by which diverse editions and formats are collocated and the library’s resources rendered intelligible.

With the objectives defined, Wheatley compares principal forms of catalogue. He describes author catalogues, title catalogues, subject catalogues, and the dictionary catalogue that interfiles them alphabetically. He also outlines the classed catalogue, where subjects are arranged systematically, and contrasts printed book catalogues with manuscript or card systems, weighing cost, permanence, and ease of revision. For each form he lists the conveniences offered to readers and the burdens placed on staff. The discussion emphasizes that choice depends on institutional aims, yet whichever form is adopted must be governed by clear rules for headings, references, and arrangement.

Turning to author entry, the book prescribes the choice and form of names used as headings. It addresses personal authors and corporate bodies; treatment of nobility, royalties, religious orders, and academic titles; and the handling of pseudonyms, initials, and changed names. Special attention is given to anonymous works that later gain attribution, and to composite authorship, editors, and translators. Wheatley explains when to enter under a society or government, how to provide cross references from variants, and how to secure uniformity for classical writers and scriptures, so that all editions and translations gather in one place.

After establishing the heading, Wheatley details the description that follows it. He recommends faithful transcription of the title page, with judicious abbreviations to save space, and systematic recording of edition statements, place, publisher, and date. The rules cover pagination, size and format, illustrations, series, and the notation of maps, plates, indexes, and appendices. Multi volume works receive clear statements of volumes held and volumes wanting. Notes are used sparingly to clarify peculiarities or contents. The guidance standardizes punctuation and capitalization, indicates when inferred data should be bracketed, and promotes forms that support both accuracy and economy.

He then handles title entries and references, which secure access when the author is unknown or the work is commonly cited by title. The book defines when a full title entry is warranted and when a brief reference suffices, and how to arrange titles beginning with articles, numerals, or phrases. It explains the use of uniform titles for scriptures, liturgical books, and certain classics, and the need to gather variant or translated titles under consistent forms. Wheatley illustrates the construction of see and see also references to guide readers from discarded forms or synonyms to the adopted heading.

Subject cataloguing receives a separate treatment that balances specificity with generality. Wheatley advises choosing the most specific subject a work warrants, while providing broader or related references to aid discovery. He discusses the formation of subject headings, the choice among synonyms, the use of subdivisions for place, time, and form, and the separation of form entries from topical entries. Periodicals, transactions of learned societies, and collected essays require analytic references or contents notes to expose articles by subject. He compares subject lists embedded in a dictionary catalogue with classed schemes, and stresses consistency in terms across the whole catalogue.

The manual devotes chapters to exceptional cases and special materials. It treats government publications, statutes, and local ordinances; works issued by committees and conferences; and demands of theology, law, and the classics. It gives rules for newspapers and serials, collected works and selections, reprints and new editions, and books lacking place or date. Guidance is provided on foreign languages, transliteration, diacritics, and the order of non Roman alphabets, with an eye to making access predictable for English speaking readers while respecting original forms. The same principles of uniform headings and precise description are applied throughout.

Finally, Wheatley turns to practice: preparing slips, arranging and revising entries, proofreading, and the decision to print, write, or use cards. He recommends typographic conventions, spacing, and abbreviations that save space without obscuring meaning, and he estimates costs and staff time for comprehensive versus selective cataloguing. The closing chapters reiterate that a good catalogue is a public instrument, not a private memorandum, and that steady revision, well made references, and strict adherence to rules make it increasingly useful. The book’s central message is orderly, consistent cataloguing adapted to local needs yields a catalogue that truly serves readers.
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    Henry B. Wheatley’s How to Catalogue a Library (London: Elliot Stock, 1889) emerged in late Victorian Britain, when London was the empire’s bibliographic and publishing hub. The period was marked by rapid urbanization, administrative reform, and the swelling of institutional collections in the British Museum, Bodleian Library, and municipal libraries. Steam-powered printing, cheaper paper, and an expanding reading public strained traditional catalogues and finding aids. Across the Atlantic, American experiments in library organization were widely discussed in British circles. Wheatley, a London-based bibliographer and editor, wrote within this metropolitan, transnational milieu, addressing practical needs of civic librarians and private collectors as public access to books widened dramatically.

The modern British public library movement stemmed from the 1849 Select Committee on Public Libraries and the Public Libraries Act of 1850 (England and Wales), extended in 1855. The Manchester Free Library opened in 1852 under librarian Edward Edwards; Liverpool followed the same year, and Birmingham established a public library in 1861 (rebuilt after the 1879 fire). Scotland received similar powers in the 1867 Act, and Ireland followed through later amendments. By the late 1880s, free libraries in major boroughs served rapidly growing populations. Wheatley’s manual answered the administrative challenge posed by these authorities: the need for uniform, intelligible catalogues to make rate-supported collections genuinely accessible to all readers.

Within national institutions, the British Museum defined cataloguing debates. Sir Anthony Panizzi’s 91 Rules (1841) established rigorous author-title principles that shaped the Museum’s General Catalogue and influenced practice across Britain. The iconic circular Reading Room opened in 1857, symbolizing a knowledge regime grounded in precise bibliographic control. Later, under Principal Librarian Edward A. Bond (1878–1888), the printing of the General Catalogue gathered pace (from 1881), turning internal rules into public reference tools. Wheatley writes into this tradition, acknowledging the authority of Museum practice while advocating workable solutions for smaller libraries unable to replicate such resources, thus mediating between institutional exactitude and municipal practicality.

Concurrently, American innovations transformed cataloguing. Charles Ammi Cutter’s Rules for a Dictionary Catalog (1876), issued by the U.S. Bureau of Education, promoted user-centered author-title-subject access. The same year, Melvil Dewey published his Decimal Classification and helped found the American Library Association (Philadelphia, 1876) and the Library Journal. Dewey’s School of Library Economy at Columbia opened in 1887, exporting professional training. These developments were closely read in Britain. Wheatley’s book reflects this transatlantic exchange, weighing the dictionary catalogue against classified approaches and urging consistency, clarity, and economy—principles shared with Cutter and Dewey—while tailoring recommendations to British collections, staffing realities, and long-established bibliographic conventions.

Mass literacy and print expansion gave the cataloguing problem its scale. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 (Forster Act) created school boards; attendance was made compulsory in 1880 and elementary education became free in 1891, enlarging the reading public. Repeal of the newspaper stamp duty (1855) and paper duty (1861), the rise of W. H. Smith’s railway bookstalls (from 1848), the rotary press, and linotype (1884) accelerated output of periodicals, pamphlets, and cheap books. Libraries confronted exponential growth in acquisitions and ephemera. Wheatley’s recommendations—on author entry, subject indexing, shelf marks, and accession routines—address the managerial imperative to domesticate this torrent of print for everyday readers and scholars alike.

Professional organization provided a forum for codification. The Library Association was founded at a London Conference of Librarians in 1877, holding annual meetings and, from 1884, disseminating practice through the Library Chronicle. Debates over dictionary versus classified catalogues, subject headings, and reader services occupied these gatherings. Municipal governance reforms, notably the Local Government Act of 1888, also clarified responsibilities for cultural services, including libraries. Wheatley’s manual, issued in a practical book-lovers’ series, functioned as a ready handbook for members of the new profession and for borough committees, translating contentious conference principles into implementable rules for cataloguing rooms with limited budgets and staff.

Copyright and legal deposit shaped national bibliographic accumulation. The Copyright Act of 1842 mandated deposit at the British Museum and, on demand, at the Bodleian Library (Oxford), Cambridge University Library, the Advocates Library (Edinburgh), and Trinity College Dublin. These provisions swelled reference collections and stimulated the production of printed catalogues to manage them. Legal deposit created exemplars of descriptive control that provincial libraries emulated at smaller scales. Wheatley’s guidance—emphasizing standardized author names, cross-references, and intelligible subject entry—responds to this legal framework by proposing techniques suitable for libraries that acquired both purchased works and government or deposit materials, ensuring discoverability across heterogeneous holdings.

As a manual, the book advances an implicit critique of Victorian information inequities. It challenges opaque, clerkly catalogues and idiosyncratic private indices by insisting on public-facing, standardized entries that reduce barriers for non-elite readers. In advocating clear subject access, consistent author forms, and economical notation, Wheatley aligns with broader civic reform: transparent administration, accountability to ratepayers, and rational service delivery. The work thus interrogates class-coded gatekeeping in learned institutions, arguing that bibliographic order is a democratic instrument. By converting collections into navigable public goods, it critiques complacent custodianship and endorses the social obligation of libraries to deliver equitable, efficient access to knowledge.
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Those who are interested in library work are constantly asked where a statement of the first principles of cataloguing may be found, and the question is one which it is not easy to answer. Most of the rules which have been printed are intended for large public libraries, and are necessarily laid down on a scale which unfits them for use in the making of a small catalogue. I have divided out the subject on a plan which I hope will commend itself to my readers, and, after discussing the most notable codes, I have concluded with a selection of such rules as I trust will be found useful by those who are employed in making catalogues of ordinary libraries.

Here I must express the hope that my readers will excuse the frequent use of the personal pronoun. If the use of "I" could have been avoided, I would gladly have avoided it; but as the main point of the book is the discussion of principles and theories, it seemed to me that such value as the book may possess would be entirely destroyed if I did not give my own opinions, founded upon a somewhat long experience.

In dealing with a subject such as this, I cannot hope to convince all my readers, but I trust that those who disagree with my arguments will be willing to allow them some force.

The compilation has been attended with constant feelings of regret in my own mind, for almost every page has brought up before me the memory of two men with whom I have at different times discussed most of the points here raised,—two men alike in their unselfish devotion to the cause of Bibliography. Mr. Henry Bradshaw's work was more widely known, but Mr. Benjamin R. Wheatley[2]'s labours were scarcely less valued in the smaller circle where they were known, and both brought to bear upon a most difficult subject the whole force of their thoroughly practical minds. I have learned much from both, and I have felt a constant wish to consult them during the preparation of these pages.

All those who prepared the British Museum rules are gone from us; but happily cataloguers can still boast of Mr. Cutter of Boston, one of the foremost of our craft. Mr. Cutter has prepared a most remarkable code of rules, and has not only laid down the law, but has also fearlessly given the reasons for his faith, and these reasons form a body of sound opinion. May he long live to do honour to Bibliography, a cause which knows no nationality.



H. B. W.

October, 1889.
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Before we can answer the question implied in the title of this little book, it will be necessary for author and reader to agree as to what a catalogue really is.

The word "catalogue" is used to mean a list or enumeration of men or things. Thus we have a catalogue of students, but in actual use we differentiate the two words, and a list ("a mere list") is understood to mean a common inventory, often in no particular order (although we can have alphabetical or classified lists); while a catalogue implies something fuller and something disposed in a certain order[1q]. What the limit of that something fuller and what that certain order as applied to a catalogue of books really are, it will be for us now to consider.

It was formerly very much the fashion for those who knew little of the subject to speak as if nothing was easier than to make a catalogue. All you had to do was to have a sheet of paper and the book to be catalogued before you, and then to transfer the title to the paper. No previous knowledge was necessary. But those who were better acquainted with the difficulties that beset even the cataloguer, realized that Sheridan's joke[1] about "easy writing being damned hard reading" was applicable to the work produced under these circumstances. Since the discussion on the British Museum Catalogue, and the consequent attention to the first principles of bibliography, these ignorant views are not so generally held, but still many erroneous opinions are abroad. One of these is that the clerical portion of the work of cataloguing or indexing is derogatory to a superior person, and therefore that he should have an inferior person to help him. The superior person dictates, and the inferior person copies down; and the result in practice is that endless blunders are produced, which might have been saved if one person had done the work.

Another vulgar error is that cataloguers form a guild, with secrets which they wish to keep from the public. This is a grievous mistake. The main object of the good cataloguer should be to make the consultation of his work easy[2q]. He knows the difficulties, and knows that rules must be made to overcome these difficulties; but he does not care to multiply these rules more than is absolutely necessary. The good cataloguer will try to put himself into the place of the intelligent consulter—that is, the person who brings ordinary intelligence to bear upon the catalogue, but has not, necessarily, any technical knowledge. Some persons seem to think that everything is to be brought down to the comprehension of the fool; but if by doing this we make it more difficult for the intelligent person, the action is surely not politic. The consulter of a catalogue might at least take the trouble to understand the plan upon which it is compiled before using it.

Formerly it was too much the practice to make catalogue entries very short, and to leave out important particulars mentioned on the title-page; but now the opposite extreme of writing out the whole title, however long, is more common. It should be remembered that in the judicious compression of a title-page the art of the cataloguer is brought into play, for any one can copy out the whole of a long title. I cannot help thinking that this latter extreme is caused by some misunderstanding of the relative conditions necessary for the production of bibliographies and catalogues. Of course catalogues form a section of the class Bibliography; but we understand also by the word "bibliography" a collection of titles of books on a special subject, or belonging to a particular literature.

The uses of a bibliography, either of a national literature or of a subject such as History, are to find out what books have been written, either by a particular author or on a particular subject; to find whether a certain point is dealt with in a certain book; or, it may be, to see whether a book you possess is the right edition, or whether it is wanting in some particular. For these purposes it is most important to have full titles, and collations with necessary additional information given in the form of notes. Very often the particulars included in the bibliography will be sufficient in themselves to save the consulter from the necessity of searching for the book.

The uses of a catalogue are something quite different. This is in the same house as the books it describes, and is merely a help to the finding of those books. It would be absurd to copy out long titles in a catalogue and be at the cost of printing them when the title itself in the book can be in our hands in a couple of minutes. Sufficient information only is required to help us to find the right book and the right edition. How far this should be given will be discussed in a later chapter. It is necessary for us, however, to remember that when the catalogue is printed and away from the library it becomes to some extent a bibliography, and therefore when a library contains rare or unique books it is usual, for love of the cause, to describe these fully, as if the catalogue was a bibliography. This is the more necessary because we are so deficient in good bibliographies. The ideal state, from which we are still far off, would be a complete and full bibliography of all literature, and then cataloguers could be less full in their descriptions, and reference might be made to the bibliography for further particulars. It is a standing disgrace to the country that we have no complete bibliography of English authors, much less of English literature generally.

It has long been the dream of the bibliographer that a universal catalogue might be obtained by the amalgamation of the catalogues of several collections. Thus it was the intention of Gerard Langbaine, Provost of Queen's College, Oxford, and Keeper of the University Archives, to have made a classified catalogue of the Bodleian Library[3], and to incorporate with it all the books not in the Bodleian but in other Oxford libraries, public and private, so as to show at a glance all the books that existed in Oxford. He died, however, on February 10th, 1657-58, without having carried his design into execution. Dr. Garnett, in his valuable paper on "The Printing of the British Museum Catalogue" (Transactions, Fourth and Fifth Meetings of the Library Association of the United Kingdom, 1884, pp. 120-28), gave words to his aspiration "that the completion of the Museum Catalogue in print may coincide with the completion of the present century," and he continued that no better memorial of the nineteenth century could be produced than a "register of almost all the really valuable literature of all former centuries." This is very true; but I think that catalogues can only form the groundwork for bibliographies, and are not sufficiently satisfactory to supersede them. Moreover, each country should produce its own national bibliography.


Mr. Cutter divides libraries into (1) those for study, and (2) those for reading; and this division must always be kept in view. We shall chiefly consider the first division, although it will not be right altogether to pass over the latter. Libraries for reading have been rightly considered in the light of educational institutions; and the various points connected with the information to be given to readers, as to what they should read, and how they should read, perhaps belong more properly to Education than to Bibliography.

As to the order in which the catalogue should be disposed we have considerable choice, and Mr. Cutter has given in the United States Special Report (pp. 561-
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