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The term “data catalog” can be used to describe fundamentally different types of catalogs of an archive's holdings.  We may track specific data files to be served by an archive or track a more abstract concept of data, such as the observation upon which the data file is based.  If there is only one file for each observation, there may be no reason to distinguish between the two styles of cataloging.

If an archive serves multiple processed versions of each observation, or offers the data in more than one file format, the catalogs would be fundamentally different.  Each style of cataloging serves a different purpose: the first allows an interested party to identify the exact calibration and packaging that they require, while the second may not.  However, the second, a catalog of observations, allows scientists to identify an observation without being distracted by every permutation of processing and packaging.

The problems caused by differing catalog concepts becomes more apparent when building federated search systems.  Unless the archives to be federated share the same concept of what their response records are, the merged results may vary from somewhat confusing to completely useless. This problem, however, is not restricted just to scientific data; library science has discussed the issue as the concept of “book” may be anything from the abstract creative work to a specific physical item. To assist in discussion, the library community developed the Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records [FRBR] (München 1998), a reference model that defines four entities that are commonly cataloged, as well as attributes and relationships for these and supporting entities.

We present an alignment of scientific data with FRBR and discuss how such a system framework provides improved usability of search systems, using examples encountered in development of the Virtual Solar Observatory.
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