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Many scholars of early modern music will likely already be quite familiar with 
the Répertoire International des Sources Musicales (rism.info), a non-profit 
organization that has been documenting and indexing musical manuscripts, 
printed music, treatises, libretti, and more since 1952. As of July 2023, the RISM 
database references and describes over 1.4 million sources, the majority of 
which are manuscripts of Western notated music, primarily but not exclusively 
from the period between 1600 and 1850. 

The public was given online access to RISM’s data in 2010 with the release 
of the RISM Catalog (opac.rism.info), which quickly became a highly valued 
tool for music researchers, librarians, educators, performers, and others wishing 
to discover musical sources and learn where they can be accessed. The subject 
of the present review, however, is RISM Online, a newer resource launched in 
2021 that builds upon the services offered by the RISM Catalog and is both free 
and openly accessible. RISM Online enhances the sophistication and ease of 
queries that can be made of the RISM data, and it facilitates access to materials 
that are themselves digitally available online.

From my particular perspective, one of the nicest aspects of RISM Online 
is that it permits searches for sources based not only on metadata but also on 
musical content, at least to a certain extent. Many of the RISM source records 
include symbolically encoded musical incipits, which is to say the sequences 
of notes comprising the beginnings of pieces or major sections. RISM Online 
often encodes incipits as MEI (music-encoding.org) data, which, in addition to 
letting them to be searched using musical queries, allows them to be rendered 
graphically in RISM Online using musical notation or downloaded directly 
as MEI files. As seen in Figure 1, RISM Online includes a graphical keyboard 
interface that can be used to specify incipit queries, or queries can be entered 
directly as Plaine and Easie Code (iaml.info/plaine-easie-code) text. These 
queries can be performed such that only exact pitch matches are returned, 
or more permissive searches can be carried out where chromatic interval or 
pitch contour matches are sufficient. Text incipits for vocal music are also, or 
alternatively, often available and searchable as well.

https://rism.online/
https://rism.info/
https://opac.rism.info/
https://music-encoding.org/
https://www.iaml.info/plaine-easie-code
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Fig. 1. RISM Online’s incipit search interface, allowing queries by musical 
content to be combined with metadata searches.

Searches can also be carried out based on clef, key signature, or time 
signature. Of course, these kinds of content-based queries will only return 
records for which the queried information is available, which is only the case 
for a fraction of all the sources indexed by RISM, so one cannot assume that 
search results will be comprehensive. But, given that there is a not insubstantial 
range of pieces that do include musical incipits in the RISM database, these 
types of queries are nonetheless invaluable, especially when working to identify 
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unattributed music, for example, or when trying to discover how certain pieces 
may have been influenced by others.

Putting all of this aside for the moment, however, the simplest way for 
most users to begin a search of sources will be to enter text in the “words 
anywhere” search box. An example of this approach is shown in Figures 2 and 
3. Structured metadata filters can be applied from the beginning, if desired, and 
searches can also be further refined as they progress using faceted navigation. 
There is a good range of metadata fields to choose from when refining searches 
for sources, including source type (e.g., manuscript or print), content type (e.g., 
notated music or libretto), composer/author, other related person, “subject 
heading” (e.g., genre), language of text, publication dates, “format/extent” (e.g., 
number of parts), holding institution, and more.

Fig. 2. The results of an RISM Online free text search of sources using the 
unstructured text query “Barbara Strozzi.”
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Fig. 3. An example of an RISM Online record preview, in this case accessed by 
selecting the fourth record returned by the search shown in Figure 2. Notably, 

this particular record includes a musical incipit.

Searches can alternatively focus on people or on institutions, each of 
which also have their own records in the RISM database. For example, Figure 
4 shows the record for Barbara Strozzi. RISM Online allows filtering of people 
based on attributes such as dates, places associated with individuals, gender, and 
roles or professions (e.g., composer/author, copyist, or dedicatee). Additionally, 
authority files are used to recognize the correspondence between different ways 
of writing the name of or referring to a person. In the case of institution-focused 
searches, filters such as city and source relationship (e.g., printer or owner) can 
be applied. There is also rich information on relationships between people and 
between institutions.

Speaking generally, a particularly nice thing about RISM Online is that 
it simply, clearly, and prominently allows AND or OR Boolean operators to 
be applied to queries involving a broad variety of fields. Additionally, searches 
can be limited to collections in specific countries, and RISM Online itself has 
an interface that can be operated in any of seven languages. It is also notable 
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that, in addition to being entirely free to use, information accessed via RISM 
Online is all open data released under a Creative Commons CC-BY 3.0 license. 
Additionally, the information is structured as linked open data, with each 
resource assigned a unique, permanent Uniform Resource Identifier (URI). 
Stable URLs are also generated for each query, such that they can be easily 
bookmarked and returned to and further refined later. These aspects are helpful 
in referencing, building upon, and collaborating with information accessed via 
RISM Online.

Fig. 4. The person record for Barbara Strozzi in RISM Online.
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There is another aspect of RISM Online that I personally find especially 
useful: many of the sources indexed by RISM are made available online as 
digital images by their host organizations, and RISM Online links to these. Of 
particular utility, that subset of sources for which an IIIF manifest is available 
can be viewed directly in the RISM Online framework (see Fig. 5). Helpfully, 
searches can be constrained to only return results for which digital images and 
potentially IIIF manifests are available. Similarly, searches of sources can be 
constrained to only return items for which incipits are encoded in the RISM 
data, although it is unfortunately not possible to limit results only to cases 
where MEI musical content is available for incipits or, alternatively, cases where 
incipits consist only of text. Also, even in cases where MEI-encoded musical 
incipits are available, some are more minimalist than others in what they 
specify.

Fig. 5. Images of the 9 Lamentations manuscript containing music by Orlando 
di Lasso, held by the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich, as viewed directly 

in RISM Online using the source’s IIIF manifest. 

Overall, RISM Online is undoubtedly an immensely valuable framework, 
but there are a few issues that could be improved upon as the resource evolves. 
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To begin with, it could be made easier to meaningfully combine the different 
search modes (by incipit, source, person, or institution). For example, if the 
user begins searching by source, they cannot through the web interface add 
search constraints associated with musical incipit content as they refine their 
search. Things are a little better if one begins with an incipit search, as the user 
can then add a “words anywhere” string to the query, but composer/author 
is the only structured field presented that is not associated directly with the 
incipit’s musical content in this mode of use.

Also, there is no structured way to search sources based on instrument 
or voice. Although some records do have associated annotations present in 
various fields using varying notations, and such sources can be retrieved using 
a free text “words anywhere” search, there are no fields associated specifically 
with instrument or voice, and there is no controlled vocabulary in use for them. 
This can be particularly problematic since indications for the same instrument 
or voice can be specified in different languages, or using a range of different 
types of abbreviations, with no formal linking of associated terms. Of course, 
all of this is an issue with the RISM data more generally, not RISM Online 
specifically, but it can become a noticeable limitation when using the tool.

Finally, certain small improvements could be made to the RISM Online 
interface and its documentation to improve usability. For example, when one 
starts a new query, previous search constraints are usually removed, as one 
would expect; however, the sole exception to this is filtering based on country, 
which carries on to new searches unless manually removed. This inconsistency 
can be easy to overlook and can cause confusion. Also, although the interface 
itself has a number of helpful tooltips, many of them seem to contain 
documentation only in English, and even in English a number of them only 
provide unhelpful “No language value found” messages. One also encounters 
error messages from time to time when following certain links to source 
images on RISM Online, but this is ultimately understandable considering the 
reliance on external repositories to hold the actual content that is intrinsic to 
RISM’s mission. Additionally, detailed manuals and tutorials would be helpful 
contributions in improving accessibility for new users, although happily the 
interface is largely intuitive. Finally, RISM Online requires a fair bit of screen 
real estate, which makes it difficult to use on a phone or small tablet, but one 
might argue that such devices are perhaps not the best way to approach rich 
resources like this in any case.
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Ultimately, these are all just small gripes in the larger context of the 
impressive amount of information about musical sources that RISM Online 
makes available to users and the ease with which users can search the database 
in sophisticated ways, both deep and flexible. The system benefits from the 
enormous amount of sources indexed by RISM, and from RISM’s long history 
of learning how to effectively structure metadata about them. As a whole, the 
interface is easy to use, and searches are impressively snappy given the amount 
of data involved. The facility with which the musical content of incipits can be 
searched is a particularly valuable contribution, and the ability to immediately 
access images of many of the sources is very welcome. 

It is also very encouraging to see that very active efforts are underway at 
the RISM Digital Center to continue substantially improving what is already an 
excellent tool. For example, at the time of this writing, a new demo version of 
RISM Online was being presented at the International Medieval and Renaissance 
Music Conference in Munich that aligned the contents of RISM Online with the 
Digital Image Archive of Medieval Music (diamm.ac.uk), another invaluable 
digital resource for medieval and Renaissance music scholars, such that both 
indexes could be searched by RISM Online in a unified way. It is exciting to see 
connections being made between essential resources such as these, and I look 
forward to using RISM Online more in the future, both as it is and as it grows.
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