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Documental recordings of Polish traditional music  

in the digital domain.   

Digitization and dedicated system of archiving, developing and making 

historical ethno-phonographic resources available 

 

Introduction  

 The digitization of items of the cultural heritage is commonly comprehended as 

the process of creating digital copies (reproductions, duplicates) of those items. The 

main purpose of digitization is first and foremost distributing (making available) such 

copies and their long-lasting (perpetual) storage, being a form of securing cultural 

achievements for future generations1, and it must be emphasized that it is not only 

digital reproductions which are to be safeguarded, but also original items in analogue 

form. The term “digitization” should therefore be understood to mean a situation in 

which digital copies are made in the form of high-quality2 computer files, subsequently 

stored in the “mass memory”. Preparing digital copies on individual specimens in such 

a form that phonograms are copied onto CD-R3 discs from analogue media should not 

be identified with digitization, and neither should copying recordings to the form of 

 
1 G. Płoszajski (ed.): Standardy w procesie digitalizacji obiektów dziedzictwa kulturowego. Warsaw 2008: Main 

Library of Warsaw Technical University, pp. 9, 11, 15. 
2 The format of digital files created under documental recordings digitization is clearly specified by IASA 

(International Association of Sound and Audiovisual Archives) standards; see also: J. Jackowski: Współczesne 

metody zabezpieczania, opracowania naukowego, udostępniania i rozwoju Zbiorów Fonograficznych Instytutu 

Sztuki PAN, in: ”Muzyka” no. 3/2014, pp. 83-88. 
3 S. Kruczkowski: Doświadczenia i postulaty w zakresie przechowywania, konserwacji i odkażania nośników 

fonograficznych, in: Chrońmy dziedzictwo fonograficzne Second and Third All-Polish Sound Library Conference, 

Radom 2008, Gdańsk 2009. Warsaw 2011: Polish Librarians’ Association. Sound Library Section. National 

Library of Poland, pp. 28-29.  
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reduced quality files (e.g. the popular MP3 format). Transferring data (sound 

recordings) and so-called metadata, i.e. essential information about digitized items – 

recordings (also saved on analogue media or in traditional documentation in the form 

of, for example, reports, lists, index cards etc.), to the form of a digital record (e.g. a 

file, computer catalogue, database) is currently the most popular way of duplicating 

archival collections, as can also be seen by the practice of many sound archives all 

over the world. The digitization process also makes it possible, without excessive 

exploitation of original recordings, to disseminate digital copies of collections and 

documents, and enables easy and rapid access to information.  

In the field of archives and collections of documental recordings of traditional 

music, in a situation of needing to generate a digital copy, in most cases we are 

unfortunately faced with “industrial digitization” (a term formulated by Stefan 

Kruczkowski in opposition to “laboratory digitization”4), i.e. digitization carried out not 

with the idea of obtaining the most faithful digital reproduction of a signal and 

perpetually storing and safeguarding data (digital copies of digitized items and 

metadata) and originals, but for short-term needs of acquaintance with the content of 

a recording or its publication. For that reason, and also because of the need to identify, 

catalogue and protect the national ethno-phonographic heritage, Phonographic 

Collection of the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences (Zbiory 

Fonograficzne) has for the past five years been carrying out the strategic and multi-

stage project “Polish traditional music – the phonographic heritage. The current state 

of affairs, storage and accessibility” (Polska muzyka tradycyjna - dziedzictwo 

fonograficzne. Stan aktualny, zachowanie, udostępnianie). The project’s intention is to 

create, develop and maintain the entire digital repository of documental phonographic 

and film recordings containing Polish songs, hymns and traditional music, as well as 

folk dances (etnofon.ispan.pl)5.  

 
4 S. Kruczkowski: Doświadczenia i postulaty…, op. cit., p. 29. 
5 Jacek Jackowski: Archiwa dźwiękowe – zasób i dostępność, in: Raport o stanie tradycyjnej kultury muzycznej, 

ed. Weronika Grozdew-Kołacińska. Warsaw 2014: Institute of Music and Dance, pp. 108-150 

(http://imit.org.pl/uploads/materials/files/Raport%20o%20stanie%20tradycyjnej%20kultury%20muzycznej.pdf – 

access: October 2019); Polska muzyka tradycyjna - dziedzictwo fonograficzne. Stan aktualny, zachowanie, 

udostępnianie, ed. Jacek Jackowski. Warsaw 2017: Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Liber Pro 

Arte Association; idem: Project ”Polska muzyka tradycyjna – dziedzictwo fonograficzne”, in: ”Bibliotekarz” no. 

1/2019. Warsaw: Polish Librarians’ Association, pp. 4-9. 

http://imit.org.pl/uploads/materials/files/Raport%20o%20stanie%20tradycyjnej%20kultury%20muzycznej.pdf
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Digitization of documental sound recordings of Polish traditional music 

In 2004 the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, as a pioneering 

humanities-based scientific research institution, initiated the systematic digitization of 

its own, oldest and biggest collection of documental sound recordings of Polish 

traditional music6. At the same time, with the use of modern methods, the process of 

making archival resources available for research was also begun. However, the idea 

of digitizing the collection came into being much earlier, in 2001. Preparing the project 

in terms of substance (creating the method of digitizing and drawing up the Institute of 

Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences collections) and on the technical side (selection 

of equipment, software, configuration)7 took several years of work. An essential part 

was played in this by the experience gained as a result of cooperation and contacts 

with European sound archives, including the Vienna Phonogrammarchiv, Berlin 

Phonogramm-Archiv (The collection of the Ethnological Museum in Berlin) and others.  

 
6 Many works have been devoted to the history and characteristics of this collection, incl.: L. Bielawski: 

Phonogram Archives and the Documentation of Folk Traditions in Twentieth-Century Poland, w: Music Archiving 

in the World. Papers Presented at the Conference on the Occasion of the 100th Anniversary of the Berlin 

Phonogramm-Archiv. Edited by Gabriele Berlin and Artur Simon. Berlin 2002: Verlag für Wissenschaft und 

Bildung, s. 435-438; P. Dahlig: Zbiory fonograficzne Instytutu Sztuki PAN, in: ”Twórczość Ludowa” no. 3-4, pp. 

29-33; idem: Zbiory Fonograficzne in: Instytut Sztuki Polskiej Akademii Nauk 1949-1999, ed. L. Sokół, Z. 

Benedyktowicz, R. Brykowski, E. Dahlig, H. Faryna-Paszkiewicz, E. Krasiński, J. Morawski, M. Napiontkowa. 

Warsaw 2000: Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, pp. 244-248; idem: Die 

Phonogrammsammlungen des Instytut Sztuki Polskiej Akademii Nauk in Warschau – Ein Archiv folkloristischer 

Praxis, in: Musik-Sammlungen – Speicher interkultureller Prozesse, ed. Erik Fischer, Annelie Kürsten, Sarah 

Brasack and Verena Ludorff, Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart, pp. 494-522; Grygier: Zbiory Fonograficzne 

Instytutu Sztuki PAN, in: ”Stolica” no. 5/2016, pp. 33-36; J. Jackowski: The Oldest Sound Archive of Traditional 

Music in Poland in Relation to Current Challenges, in: ”Tautosakos darbai / Folklore Studies”,  2006, Vol. 31. Ed. 

by  L. Būgienė. Vilnius: Institute of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore,  pp. 25–39; idem: Zbiory Fonograficzne 

Instytutu Sztuki PAN. Archiwum muzyki tradycyjnej w dobie cyfryzacji i Internetu, in: Folklor w dobie Internetu, 

ed. Gabriela Gańcaczyk and Piotr Grochowski. Toruń 2009: published by Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu 

Mikołaja Kopernika, pp. 211–222; idem: Digitalizacja, opracowanie i udostępnianie dokumentalnych nagrań 

dźwiękowych zarejestrowanych w ramach Akcji Zbierania Folkloru Muzycznego (1950-1954): Historyczne i 

ideowe uwarunkowania ogólnopolskiej Akcji Zbierania Folkloru Muzycznego. Digitalizacja, opracowanie i 

udostępnianie dokumentalnych nagrań, in: Chrońmy dziedzictwo fonograficzne. Second and Third All-Polish 

Sound Library Conference, Radom 2008, Gdańsk 2009. Warsaw: Polish Librarians’ Association. Sound Library 

Section. National Library of Poland, pp. 67-115; idem: Digitalizacja Zbiorów Fonograficznych Instytutu Sztuki 

PAN, in: Polskie biblioteki cyfrowe. Materials from a conference organized on 20-21 October 2010 by the Polish 

Academy of Sciences’ Kórnik Library, the Poznań Library Foundation and the Poznań Supercomputing and 

Networking Center, ed. Cezary Mazurek, Maciej Stroiński, Jan Węglarz. Poznań 2011: Ośrodek Wydawnictw 

Naukowych; Jackowski, M. Kierzkowski: Digitalizacja najstarszej części Zbiorów Fonograficznych Instytutu 

sztuki PAN, in: Pierwsza Ogólnopolska Konferencja Fonotek Fonoteka wczoraj, dziś i jutro. Warsaw 11-12 May 

2007. Warsaw. Polish Librarians’ Association. National Library of Poland, pp. 88-102. 
7 The basic principles and assumptions of the digitization work carried out in the Phonographic Collection of the 

Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences have been described by the creator and coordinator of the 

project, J. Jackowski (J. Jackowski: Współczesne metody..., op. cit.). 
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Picture 1. A part of the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences’ Phonographic Collection. 

Current state. Photo J. Jackowski 2010. 

Important factors impacting the decision to commence digitizing the ethno-

phonographic heritage were, on the one hand, the concern for archival recordings and, 

on the other, the possibility of making use of unique appropriate equipment, 

increasingly less available and more expensive with regard to both the market and 

servicing price, to reproduce historical recordings. The problem of sound archives, also 

connected with today’s popular digitization, is not the intrinsic destruction of recordings, 

progressing with time (an argument usually cited for propaganda and commercial 

purposes, which only holds good in the case of extremely bad media storage 

conditions, production defects or specific types of media, that have been confirmed to 

be particularly exposed to the passage of time and to unsuitable storage conditions8), 

but the ageing and use of original equipment for an appropriate and optimal 

reproduction of records of the past and the increasing difficulty of access to reliable 

and professional servicing for such equipment, which guarantees archive material both 

safety and top-quality playback. The high cost of the laboratory digitization process is 

due not only to financing work and the logistics of the venture, but also to the purchase 

and servicing of appropriate equipment which in the case of totally efficient and 

professional original equipment – if it is at all available on the market – is currently 

 
8 Mickey Hart: Preserving Our Musical Heritage. A Musician’s Outreach to Audio Engineers, in: “Journal of the 

Audio Engineering Society”, Vol. 49, No. 7/8, 2001 July/August, p. 667. 
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reaching record prices. It should also be remembered that, in contrast to, for example, 

paper or graphic documents, in the case of the existence of recordings and a 

simultaneous lack of playback equipment (eliciting Ingarden’s “intentional existence” 

in the recording and on the medium), the source information is concealed, invisible and 

inaudible9. A basic problem that affected the particular character of the works and their 

time-consuming nature and specific technical needs mentionend above is the 

individual, “manuscript” character of sources which arose as field recordings and were 

not created by professional technical teams or sound engineers.  

 

Picture 2. Marian and Jadwiga Sobieski during field documentation. Opoczno region, ca. 60’s of 20 th 

Century. 

As a result, almost every medium subjected to digitization is researched (usually in an 

interdisciplinary way), analysed and assessed individually, which rules out serial work. 

It must be stressed that the digitization process – comprehended as an optimal 

deciphering of an original signal and its record in the digital domain – should not be 

identified with the process of audio restorationing sound, which is done later, with the 

use of the digital duplicates created10. Furthermore, the project, as a venture having 

the character of scientific research, assumes the detailed and substance-based 

development of the digitizers arising (including indexing) and the introduction of 

 
9 Roman Ingarden: Utwór muzyczny i sprawa jego tożsamości. Kraków 1973. 
10 A. Rutkowska: Etyka i estetyka rekonstrukcji dźwięku, in: ”Muzyka” no. 3/2014, pp. 115-150; eadem: 

Konserwator fonogramu – zawód nieistniejący w Polsce, in: Polska muzyka tradycyjna - dziedzictwo 

fonograficzne. Stan aktualny, zachowanie, udostępnianie, ed. Jacek Jackowski. Warsaw 2017: Institute of Art of 

the Polish Academy of Sciences, Liber Pro Arte Association, pp. 180-195. 
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metadata to the digital domain. Using the method created, under the particular stages 

of the project, part of the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences’ 

Phonographic Collection were digitized, developed in terms of substance, and 

archived, and also, as part of the evaluation of the work, recordings were identified, 

digitized and developed that came from over a dozen other research, museum, cultural 

and other institutions. The digitized recordings, along with metadata, are available in a 

specially designed and constructed system – a digital repository.  

  

Picture 3. Digitization process in the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences’ Phonographic 

Collection. Photo E. Grygier  2017. 

The digital repository 

The repository currently contains about 100,000 digitized archival recordings of 

songs and melodies. Considering that analogue recordings of only the Phonographic 

Collection themselves are estimated to number about 150,000, one can say that the 

project is at the developmental stage.  

Access to the store of items and its contents is provided via two applications 

dedicated to those collections. In 2017, after the stage of research and expert analyses 

of items, data and processes, a special system was designed. Already at the initial 

stage of the project, the experience to date of the Phonographic Collection team was 

made use of, based on work in various applications. In 2017 the system was projected 

and in Autumn 2018 the system was implemented and made available for use, at first 

only as a testing environment for employees of the IS PAN Phonographic Collection. 
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The system was built with the idea of supporting the broadly comprehended 

area of information processing concerning digitized recordings of the music culture 

output in the field of Polish traditional folk music. The processing covers both 

administering such information (i.e. the possibility of introducing and modifying data) 

and also searching for it and accessing it in a controlled manner, taking care to ensure 

confidentiality of the information stored in the system. Stored in the repository are items 

(not only sound items) together with all metadata describing them. The extent of the 

information stored in the system is therefore very broad. It encompasses, among 

others: 

– descriptions and reproductions of items: musical, visual and audio-visual works, 

media, graphic items (transcriptions of texts, scores, reports, index cards, 

photographs of performers, instruments etc.), 

– biograms and characteristics of performers, 

– descriptions of events taking place in the process of recording works performed by 

artists, 

– records of actions performed in connection with archiving work and the process of 

digitizing information available on traditional data media (analogue media and 

records in paper version). 

This broad catalogue of information was divided into registers covering areas of 

substance, e.g. information about artists, data media, works etc. In addition, a very 

extensive collection of relationships between items of particular registers was defined, 

making it possible to reflect their complex interdependencies, in order to reproduce the 

actual dependencies as faithfully as possible and to be able to search for necessary 

information quickly and precisely.   
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Picture 4. The view and description of the historical sound carrier presented through the application.  

Each register is a collection of homogeneous items described by a set of 

individual attributes. Some of those attributes are arranged as it were in dictionary form, 

which considerably improves the quality of the data and limits possible errors in editing. 

Each attribute describing an item in the register possesses an individual set of rules 

verifying, among other things, whether the data are being introduced in the correct 

format, whether they are required, and whether they meet other specific restrictions. 

These rules make it impossible to introduce incorrect data which are inconsistent with 

the assumptions specified by archive workers. In addition, some attributes are 

equipped with the function of a hint provided by data previously introduced in other 

items, but such a hint is simply regarded as a suggestion for a given attribute and does 

not restrict the possibility of introducing a new value, not yet in the system, for that 

attribute.   

Each register is presented in tabular form in which users can choose the set of 

attributes they are interested in (columns in the table), the order of their presentation, 

and all this to the extent resulting from their authorization. What facilitates working with 

the registers is the fact that such individual preferences concerning the manner of 

presentation of each register are recorded in the system and made use of when next 
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displaying the register. This function enables users to have an individual look at the 

application in accordance with their preferences.  

 

Picture 5. Fragment of the original paper description and the view of a track-list presented through the 

application.  

When browsing the register, the possibility is afforded of sorting the results 

presented in terms of a selected attribute. The results, displayed as a tabular 

presentation, can be filtered, and this can be done in two ways. The first way enables 

items to be searched for by way of a phrase sought, as a fragment of the attribute being 

combed through (this manner of filtering is available from the level of the register’s 

table itself); and the second is a mechanism permitting the addition of many filters on 

various attributes, with the expected comparative methods being specified in 

accordance with the type of a particular attribute. This enables attributes to be sought 

out whose value can be either specified or empty; it begins, ends or contains the 

phrase sought, is smaller, bigger or equal to a given value, etc.   

Data in register tables are displayed in an arrangement accounting for a division 

into pages. The user can decide how many elements on a page will be displayed. Such 

a solution improves the system’s transparency and has a positive impact on its 

efficiency. Irrespective of a presentation with a division into pages, users with 

appropriate authorization can export all filtered data in the form of a report which they 

can review, analyse and process outside the system.  
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Because the system is not only to present the latest data but must also, for 

research reasons, store previous versions of information recorded, an audit 

mechanism was introduced which, with every modification of an item in the register, 

saves a subsequent version of its data along with information as to when the data were 

modified, by whom, and what those data were. This information is available to users 

with appropriately special authorization. 

The application is integrated with the repository of audio-visual files and enables 

those resources to be presented, reproducing them for the user directly in the system.   

 

Picture 6. The detailed view and description of a recording presented through the application.  

Sound works are presented with a visualization of the sound recording in the 

form of a “waveform”, i.e. a sound wave chart, enabling the user to easily navigate 

between bits of the recording. Additionally, due to the very diverse quality of recordings, 

settings are available which help the dynamics level of various recordings to be made 

uniform in such a way that the user does not need to adjust the level of audibility with 

each work. 

Another unique function is the reports mechanism that allows extensive sets of 

information to be generated on the basis of very complex search criteria, which can be 
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configured by users who do not know the technical questions for the database. These 

search criteria can be made use of with the aid of a dedicated interface making it 

possible to construct search conditions located almost anywhere, based on filters built 

on a particular attribute.  

Conclusion 

The creation, development and maintenance of the central digital repository of 

digitized and prepared documental phonographic and film recordings is one of the main 

aims of the “Polish traditional music – the phonographic heritage” (Polska muzyka 

tradycyjna - dziedzictwo fonograficzne) project being carried out in the Phonographic 

Collection since 2014. 

The repository is a space where digital reproductions are collected of contents 

recorded initially on historical sound and image media, but the collection is also being 

steadily increased by “born digital” items. Digital items generated in the digitization 

process are archived, and working copies are demonstrated and made available to 

researchers and other interested persons via applications created under the project, 

dedicated to the national ethno-phonographic and ethno-film collection aggregated in 

the repository. The repository, together with applications and database, creates a 

system for:  

– the scientific development of items and metadata produced and connected in 

accordance with a holistic concept of digitization and archiving (this approach, created 

and implemented by the creator of the project, assumes the digitizing and connecting 

of all items, data and processes connected with recording and reproducing, for 

example, all written documents,  the medium of an item and others; not only the content 

of the recording but also the medium itself and its concomitant documentation, usually 

in the form of manuscripts, constitute archival items of equal value here, containing 

much information about the context in which the recordings came into being);  

– making the collection available to researchers and scientists, artists and other 

interested persons; 

– managing and administering items and data. 
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Appendix – Collections represented in the digital 

repository of the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy 

of Sciences’ Phonographic Collection 

 

INSTITUTIONAL SOUND LIBRARIES AND ARCHIVES  

1. Polskie Radio Olsztyn (recordings sent to the Phonographic Collection of the 

Polish Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Art) 

SPECIALIST COLLECTIONS  

(at scientific centres)  

2. Phonographic Collection of the Polish Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Art – the 

unit managing the project and the repository  

3. The John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin. Institute of Musicology. Music 

Archive of Religious Folk Culture  

4. Maria Curie Skłodowska University in Lublin. “Ethnolinguistic Archive” Laboratory  

5. Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań. Institute of Musicology 

MUSEUM COLLECTIONS  

6. South Podlasie Museum in Biała Podlaska  

7. F. Kotula Ethnographic Museum in Rzeszów. Branch of the Regional Museum in 

Rzeszów  

8. Dr Tytus Chałubiński Tatra Museum in Zakopane. Archive  

9. M. Znamierowska-Prüfferowa Ethnographic Museum in Toruń. Folk Culture 

Section Archive  

10. Regional Museum in Wola Osowińska 
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11. Zamojskie Museum in Zamość 

COLLECTIONS AT REGIONAL CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS  

12. Centre for Culture and Art in Kalisz  

COLLECTIONS AT REGIONAL ASSOCIATIONS, FOUNDATIONS AND CENTRES   

13. Katedra Kultury Association in Warsaw. Archive 

PRIVATE COLLECTIONS:  

14. Henryk Świątkowski’s collection of recordings (Łowicz Mazovia, Łowicz)  

16. Wanda Księżopolska’s collection of recordings (Eastern Mazovia, Siedlce)  
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