
The sounds of records management
Music has always been a big part of my life.  Between a long history of piano playing and choral singing 
together with an eclectic taste in music, I have developed an ability to identify songs that I think reflect a mood 
or a moment.  For many years when I was teaching high school social studies, I challenged my students to pick a 
song that represented one of the U.S. presidents – and I always took pleasure in trying my hand at it, too.

With that background, for many years in my current life as a records analyst, I’ve been trying to figure out what 
song could represent records management.  I have finally settled on “Jimbo’s Lullaby,” the second movement 
from Claude Debussy’s The Children’s Corner.  It incorporates the melody of a French folk song and may have 
been inspired by an elephant that was brought from the French Sudan to live in Paris during Debussy’s 
childhood.  With apologies to Prokofiev for creating a poor imitation of Peter and the Wolf, and with apologies 
to all that my piano has gotten a little out of tune over the past year, here’s my explication of how “Jimbo’s
Lullaby” represents the arc of electronic records management.  If you want to hear my renditions of each 
section, the clips are embedded in this PDF.

One of the primary reasons I chose this piece is because of the elephant connection – because in many ways I 
think electronic records management is the elephant in the room of good information governance.  With no 
visible or tactile sign of the accumulation of electronic records, it is far too easy to ignore them.  The beginning 
of the piece is fairly disjointed and sounds a bit like an elephant moving playfully around a space.  This 
represents the time when no one acknowledges electronic records are something that needs to be addressed, 
although they permeate the entire organization.






In the next section, we hear the melody of the French folk song, and this represents early 
simple efforts to identify what records are being created and maintained electronically.  
Although the music is still a bit haphazard, the melody is helping things begin to take shape.

In the next section, we can hear a representation of what happens when someone takes 
leadership over the project and begins to establish goals and responsibilities.  The same 
melody persists, but there’s more support from the left hand – in our mirror situation, this 
could be when money and personnel are devoted to develop a plan for managing electronic 
records.

We lose track of the melody in the next section.  In real life, this could represent a number of 
different scenarios – maybe someone leaves and there’s new leadership over the project.  
Maybe the project suffers from scope creep and loses focus on its intended purpose.

In the next section, we hear a little bit of the folk song melody return, but the tempo is 
moving much faster and there’s more complexity to the accompaniment by the left hand.  
This is the point in the project when deadlines are set to finish inventorying the file formats 
being maintained and their required retentions, and everyone is working frenetically to meet 
those goals.















The next section brings some new sounds into the mix and the range becomes more expansive.  This is the 
point at which the project leadership recognizes the importance of building coalitions, and whereas initially 
primarily RM people were involved, now IT and legal and compliance folks are also being invited to the table 
and share their perspectives on issues that could influence the retention of electronic records.

In the next section, we hear a new tune briefly introduced in the left hand.  This represents the re-framing that 
occurred after new voices were brought into the project.  After the left hand holds the melody for several 
measures, then it passes back to the right hand, which represents what can occur when there’s some confusion 
about who’s in charge after new people join the project.

In the next section, we hear the culmination of the various efforts into one coherent sound.  Although the folk 
song and the second theme can still be heard distinctly, they are melded together in such a way that they seem 
to be supporting each other, as can happen in a project when people begin to define and assume necessary 
responsibilities for the success of the project.

In the final section, we hear the continuation of the second theme in the left hand followed by the random 
movements of a lumbering elephant.  So our project isn’t complete, but with electronic records management, 
we shouldn’t ever anticipate that it will be.  Nevertheless, the pace has slowed because the work that has been 
accomplished thus far has identified the elephant and established what needs to be done to preserve these 
electronic records adequately.

I hope you’ve enjoyed my RIM month foray into which song can represent records management.  Also feel free 
to check out The sound of archives.

https://cbaileymsls.wordpress.com/2019/01/20/the-sound-of-archives/
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