Péter Jacso
University of Hawali

peters pichs & pans

Metacritic, New York Times Book Review Archive,

Metacritic service
offers recreation in

and by itself and

serves as a brilliant

example for fighting
the mental health hazards

of “infobesity.”

56 www.onlinemag.net

and Booklist Archive of ALA

ummer is here again, so I've dedicated my column to databases that can

be helpful not only in your reference or collection development work but
also in vour private life—reviews written by professional critics. My picks in-
clude Metacritic, an exquisite gem of movie and music reviews with a twist. It
analyzes film and album reviews published in the best newspapers and maga-
zines; converts the star, thumbs and other gizmo ratings of professional eri-
tiques; calculates a metascore; and includes the juiciest paragraph from the re-
views in the masterfully designed results list. Plus, it links to the free full text
of most of the reviews. This is a superb reference and collection development
tool you can use to find a variety of high-quality reviews—a single query pro-
duces a mightily efficient scorecard for making educated choices. Metacritic serv-
ice offers recreation in and by itself and serves as a brilliant example for fight-
ing the mental health hazards of “infobesity.”

It would be wonderful to have a similar service for book reviews, but lacking
that, my second pick is the New York Times Book Review Archive, which offers
its much revered, substantial reviews from 1996 onward free of charge. That
the full text is searchable is not always a blessing since the software does not
allow you to limit the search to the reviewed author, resulting in noisy, some-
times irrelevant results.

The pan is once again the ALA Web site for having made Booklist, the excel-
lent review collection of books, a disappearing act. Its treasured collection of
more than 6,200 book reviews published between 1997 and 2002 and posted on
the Booklist Web site is not searchable anymore, let alone viewable. The direc-
tions given by the gatekeepers of the ALA Web site for finding the reviews are
on a par with what some Parisians do when asked by tourists for directions. It
tells you something about the attitude, competence, and care of the Web para-
mechanics at the ALA Web site and its managers that the official centralized
ALA search engine cannot even find information about many of the Booklist re-
views, let alone bring them in full text to your screen. The freeware software
used before the reckless disorganization project in 2003 could do this; the Ama-
zon software still does, smartly and efficiently. Booklist (and the librarian com-
munity) deserves better treatment on its 100th anniversary.

The pichkhs

METACRITIC

Most general-interest newspapers and magazines have sections for book re-
views, film reviews, and music reviews. The best ones have full-time critics on
their payroll. Reviews (at least for currently released titles) are freely available
on the Web on many magazine and newspaper sites, but it is not a swift enough
procedure to look up several of them and mentally consolidate their conclusions



and different ratings. Metacritic
[www.metacritic.com] is light years
ahead of the traditional method of
looking up reviews in various sources.
Its volunteer, but obviously compe-
tent, staff members read the reviews
of 60-70 of the best newspapers and
magazines, assign a score to each of
them on a scale from 1 to 100, then cal-
culate the Metascore of the reviews.
This is the weighted average of the in-
dividual scores.

The weight reflects the clout of the
reviewers and/or the primary sources,
so that Ebert’s reviews, or reviews
from The Los Angles Times count more
than those published in newspapers of
lesser clout. (There is a short and long
explanation of the process on the
Metacritic Web site).

The results are presented in a vi-
sually very attractive, content-rich,
and highly informative score card
format that provides at-a-glance,
quantitative information about the
opinion of a number of critics, along
with basic production, cast and crew
information, and perfectly chosen
sentences from the reviews. There
are links to the full text of most of the
reviews.

The number of reviews varies, de-
pending on the importance of the movie
or the album. In my test, the movies had
35-40 reviews, the albums had eight to
10 reviews. Often you can see a high
consensus, as is the case with the flick
Lost in Translation, which garnered 88
Metascore from 43 reviews, reflecting a
universal acclaim, or Dr. Seuss’ Cat in
the Hat, with an abysmal 15 Metascore
from 37 reviews, reflecting overwhelm-
ing dislike by crities, with the notable
exception of The Washington Post’s re-
viewer, who gave it the equivalent of 70
points. Reviewers are not mincing
words; often, the short excerpts suffice
to dissuade you from wasting your time
and money on a film or an album.

The movies and albums can be

browsed and searched by a number of

criteria. There are not only top lists
but also bottom lists. There are re-
views for more than 2,600 movies,
nearly 1,500 albums (as well as 4,000
computer games, which you might
care about if you have teenagers
around the house). It is a substantial
collection culled from the best primary
sources. The excellent RottenToma-
toes site [www.rottentomatoes.com|
does the same, with more movies from
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more sources (although some of them
are hardly relevant for anyone), but it
does not cover music albums.
Metacritic is more selective, focusing
on the most popular review sources. It
shows a very smart model for extract-
ing, analyzing, compressing, synthe-
sizing, and visualizing information. I
bet Roger Ebert would give “two
thumbs up, way up” to this gem.

NEW YORK TIMES BOOK
REVIEWS ARCHIVE

I wish Metacritic would also cover
book reviews, but it does not, at least
not yet. Unleashing its power on the
reviews of even a small fraction of the
150,000 fiction and nonfiction titles
published every year would be an ex-
cellent idea. It's likely that Metacritic
would give the highest weight factor
to The New York Times Book Review,
which has been the most revered
source for book reviews, often having
the best novelists as critics, such as
John Updike. No wonder that its re-
views were published in book form at
the hardly affordable price of $275 for
1 year’s reviews. Beyond the fund-
starved public libraries, the free online
access to the New York Times Book Re-
views [www.nytimes.com/books], dat-
ing back to 1996, is a particularly big
deal for the millions of readers inter-
ested in perusing book reviews from
the convenience of their homes or fa-
vorite cafes (if not every Sunday, then
at least when planning their recre-
ational time).

Approximately 12,000 reviews are
available. This does not mean the same
number of unique titles because some
books get reviewed twice or even more,
or the same review appears twice with
a slight difference in the number of
words. Laudably, book reviews from
the Arts/Cultural Desk, and the
Leisure/Weekend Desk are also free
(although not consistently), as are all
items published in the past 7 days,
such as interviews with authors.

Most of the reviews from the Book
Review Desk are substantial, running
well over 1,000 words, and sometimes
more, such as the one for the Encyclo-
pedia of Dance, which has 3,233
words. In most aggregators’ full-text
databases, The New York Times re-
views have only bibliographic cita-
tions. Even the best Web bookstores
quote only a sentence or two from
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them, making this particularly valu-
able content.

While it is wonderful that the full
text of the reviews is searchable, your
search term, such as "John Le
Carre" as an exact phrase, may re-
trieve too many irrelevant hits from
the full text when his name is men-
tioned only in passing. I found more
than 10 reviews for his last four books,
but a dozen other retrieved reviews
were not about his novels, but some-
one else’s. It would be very useful to
have the name of the reviewed author
as well as the reviewed title in a sep-
arate, field-specific index. By default,
the full text is searched, but you can
limit to the Summary field to improve
precision. Limiting to the headline
(title) field is possible, but I don't rec-
ommend it. In spite of software limi-
tations, this is a valuable database.

+he paen

BOOKLIST ARCHIVE
ALA WEB SITE

April 2003 saw thousands of librar-
ians who had bookmarks and links to
various American Library Association
Web sites busily picking up the pieces
after ALA’s disastrous reorganization
{also known as Black April). Some of
us voiced our displeasure about the
careless and embarrassingly incom-
petent job, well docamented by Mary-
laine Block [http:/marylaine.com/
tracking.html].

Many tried hard to fix their
maimed, mangled, and marred book-
marks and links and to switch to the
mightily messy new URLs. Amidst all
the havoc, few realized that one of the
free assets of ALA, the archive of more
than 6,200 full-text book reviews from
Booklist remained buried under the
rubble, inaccessible by the low-1Q new
search software. Before the ravaging,
there were several indexes for volume,
main entry, and others, as well as a
modest search engine with a direct
link to the full-text reviews posted on
the Booklist Web site.

At the very bottom of the new Book-
list site you can find the stern reply to
the question, “*Why can’t I find a re-
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Like being run over by a garbage truck that backs up and
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Village Voice / Michael Atkinson:
Comes scarily close to being the most unendurable Hollywood
creation of the last dozen years
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Wall Street Journal / Joe Morgenstern:
An abomination, impure and simple.

The Cat falls flat in these reviews.

view that was here before?” As of April
2003, Booklist reviews are no longer
being archived on the Web site. Turn
to the print Booklist for complete re-
view coverage.”

Aye, aye, Sir. So much for service
and courtesy to members. It took an e-
mail to confirm that the reviews were
not transferred to the new site. This is
not the best way of celebrating the
100th anniversary of Booklist.

Actually, there are semi-annual and
annual indexes with “links” to the
printed edition. If you want to find the
reviews of some of Le Carré’s recent
books, three of which were in their full
glory on the Booklist Web site in vol-
ume 95 alone before the reorganiza-
tion, the search engine would search
for them. Finding is another matter.

The new search engine shows a
less-than-user-friendly result. Yes, a
librarian can make sense from the
crypto-summary, or explain it to the
user with mild embarrassment, then
download the 32-page semi-annual
index in PDF, then scroll down to the
16th page, then find the reference to
the review of Absolute Friends, then
try to locate the issue—but it's more
than likely that by this time you and
the patron are not absolute friends
with this ALA tool. Most of the PDF
indexes are illegible both for the soft-
ware at any resolution and enlarge-
ment on the screen.

In a fraction of the time and with-
out any frustration, you can find the

full text of all three reviews, and then
some, from Booklist and many other
review sources, such as Publishers’
Weekly, Library Journal, and Kirkus
Reviews. How? Go to Amazon.com.
With a single query, fill yourself up
with dozens of informative reviews.
What gives? While ALA shut off your
free access to the reviews in Booklist,
it happily licensed the reviews to Ama-
zon, and some other Web services
without bothering to advise you where
you can find them digitally, let alone
linking you to the sites.

Characteristically, Amazon offers a
backlink to Booklist, but it is a one-way
courtesy. I think that the clunky ALA
Web site, its brain-damaged search en-
gine, and unhelpful attitude remain an
embarrassment to the profession. In
the more detailed online preprint ver-
sion of this article [http://www2,
hawaii.edu/~jacso/extral, I offer you a
link to a humble polysearch engine
that simultaneously searches some
open access Web sites for reviews from
Booklist and other sources to see the
difference and ease your pain. This is
my way, as an outsider, of celebrating
her 100th anniversary.

Péter Jacso [jacso@hawaii.eduf is professor
of library & information science at the Uni-
versity of Hawaii's Department of Information
and Computer Sciences.

Comments? E-mail letters to the editor to
marvdee@xmission.com.




