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CentreStreams: The launch of a digital audio archive at the 
Canadian Music Centre* 

By Michelle Arbuckle 
 

The evolution of the Ann Southam Audio Archive at the Canadian Music Centre has led us from 
boxes of cassettes and open reels to a globally accessible and interactive searchable online tool.  
Now open freely to the public for browsing and streaming, the audio archive has experienced 
five decades of growth and change. Since its opening in 1959, CMC has been collecting audio 
tracks from our Associate Composers. These were usually deposited by the composers 
themselves in the form of open reel tape. Since then we’ve received submissions through DAT, 
cassette tape, CD-R and multiple digital formats – each of varying stability and quality. With 
each generation of technology, CMC staff has had to revisit its approach to preservation and 
access, questioning how to maintain a stable archive of quality audio tracks as well as the aging 
systems on which to play them back.   

When the perfect storm of tech-savvy CMC staff and digitally-focused government funding 
came together in 1999, the idea to digitize CMC holdings became a concrete plan. Efforts moved 
forward over the subsequent years to build the backend infrastructure and to establish a related 
staff workflow.  After three phases of development (undertaken with support from the AV 
Preservation Trust and the Department of Canadian Heritage) and with the cooperation of the 
CBC, SOCAN and the American Federation of Musicians, CMC was able to publicly launch the 
digital audio archive on December 8, 2008. Now renamed “CentreStreams,” the archive contains 
over 8,700 tracks of contemporary classical works by over 700 Canadian composers. With the 
cooperation of the new music community, performers, and the staff of CBC Radio2, we are 
aiming to make available an archival recording for every one of the scores housed within our 
regional libraries. While the performance quality of material found in the archive may range 
from professional level concert hall premieres to those by student and community groups, the 
service remains a vital way to make Canadian composers’ music more accessible and available 
to a broad public. 

This project provides many benefits for our users: those who are seeking to program Canadian 
works; students conducting research; teachers seeking new and challenging works for their 
students; and of course those simply seeking an exposure to new music. CentreStreams enables 
each of our unique user groups to achieve their goals.  

                                                            
© 2008 The author and the Canadian Association of Music Libraries, Archives, and Documentation 
Centres/L’auteur et l’Association canadienne des bibliothèques, archives et centres de documentation 
musicaux. 
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