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Babylonian confusion of languages regardless of standardization? 

Multilingualism and cataloguing
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titelbildauthorship title

«/» distinguishes authorship and title

ISBD record (International Standard Bibliographic Description) 4



Language families of the world

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sprachen_der_Welt.png
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The language of the users

Many users understand foreign languages, 
but, cannot activlely search in them.
Users want to research in their language.

Multilinguism costs time and money.
Multilinguism is enriching.

Cataloguers also want the rules in their own language.
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National languages of Switzerland



• Article 5 Official languages

The official languages of the Confederation are German, French and
Italian. Romansh is an official language in dealings with persons who
speak this language.

• Article 3 Principles

The confederation shall ensure that it treats the four national Swiss 
languages equally..

https://www.admin.ch/opc/en/classified-compilation/20062545/index.html

Languages Act
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• Article 2 Mission (Aufgabe)

The mission of the Swiss National Library is to collect, to cataloque, to
preserve und to give access to Helvetica: printed and digital publications
related to Switzerland.

• Article 10 Cooperation (Zusammenarbeit und Koordination)

The Swiss National Library cooperates with other Swiss and foreign
institutions that perform similar tasks.  

Collaboration in cataloguing = Standards.

National Library Act
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Some objectives of cataloguing using the
example of RDA

• To find/to identify/to unterstand

• Flexibility

• Cost Efficiency
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To find/to itentify/to understand

The data should enable the user to:

• find resources and names

• identify the resource and the agents

that are related to the resource

• understand the relationships between entities

• Does the data speak the language of the user?

RDA 0.4.2.1 / Beta-Toolkit: https://beta.rdatoolkit.org/Content/Index?externalId=en-US_ala-78a3c063-b55b-
32b8-b4fb-6d8217a823d5
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Flexibility

«The data should function independently of the format, medium, or
system used to store or communicate the data. They should be
amenable to use in a variety of environments.» RDA 0.4.2.3

A translation for every language environment?

RDA 0.4.2.3 / Beta-Toolkit: https://beta.rdatoolkit.org/Content/Index?externalId=en-US_ala-78a3c063-b55b-
32b8-b4fb-6d8217a823d5
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Cost Efficiency

«The data should meet functional requirements for the support of user
tasks in a cost-efficient manner.» RDA 0.4.2.2

Cost efficiency and languages are in conflict with each other!

RDA 0.4.2.2 / Beta-Toolkit: https://beta.rdatoolkit.org/Content/Index?externalId=en-US_ala-78a3c063-b55b-
32b8-b4fb-6d8217a823d5
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Solutions on the fast track

• Coding instead of text

• Recording the cataloguing language
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• DDC Subject Categories of the national bibliographies in Switzerland, 
Germany and Austria https://d-nb.info/1052700705/34

• Display and resolution of the number 390 is multilingual in the national 
bibliography "The Swiss Book". 

Schweizer Buch: http://ead.nb.admin.ch/web/sb-pdf/2018/sb201824.pdf

Codes instead of text
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The Swiss Book: German
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https://nb-
helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?query
=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbook&search_scope=Swissbook
&vid=41SNL_51_INST%3Aswissbook&lang=de&offset=0

https://nb-helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?query=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbook&search_scope=Swissbook&vid=41SNL_51_INST:swissbook&lang=de&offset=0
https://nb-helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?query=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbook&search_scope=Swissbook&vid=41SNL_51_INST:swissbook&lang=de&offset=0


The Swiss Book: Italian

Eidgenössisches Departement des Innern EDI

Bundesamt für Kultur BAK

Schweizerische Nationalbibliothek NB

17

https://nb-
helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery
/search?query=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbo
ok&search_scope=Swissbook&vid=41SNL_51
_INST%3Aswissbook&lang=it&offset=0

https://nb-helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?query=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbook&search_scope=Swissbook&vid=41SNL_51_INST:swissbook&lang=it&offset=0
https://nb-helveticat.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?query=any,contains,sb&tab=Swissbook&search_scope=Swissbook&vid=41SNL_51_INST:swissbook&lang=it&offset=0


Codes instead of text

• Codes are language-independent.

• Codes can be processed in a variety of environments.

• Codes can be evaluated according to local needs.

• Codes can be evaluated automatically.

• Codes are understood by computers.

• Codes are economical.
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RDA: Relationship designator

• RDA 18.5.1.3: «Record one or more appropriate terms from the list in 
the appendix…»

• No codes allowed here!

• Example MARC21

100 $a Frisch, Max $e Verfasser → Language bound

and gender bound in some
languages (e.g. German)
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RDA: Relationship designator

• Switching to MARC-Codes
• Beispiel → Frisch, Max $e Verfasser $4 aut

Resolution of the code according to local needs.
aut → VerfasserIn oder Verfasser/Verfasserin oder …

→ autore/autrice oder author oder …

• MARC Codes and RDA terms do not match!
• Agreement between RDA and format MARC21 is necessary.

Eidgenössisches Departement des Innern EDI

Bundesamt für Kultur BAK

Schweizerische Nationalbibliothek NB

20



Cataloguing language
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Field 040 $b Cataloguing language

$b ger

Added value

• when preparing data for the Opac and 

• for automatic processing of the data
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Authority data without language specification
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• Name recorded in 
several languages.

• For the machine it is
unclear which name
is recorded in which
language.
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Authority data with language specification
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• Name recorded in 
several languages.

• Some names
recorded with
language code.
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Authority data with language specification
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Automatic processing possible,

such as to prefer one language or to treat one language differently.
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• Name recorded in 
several languages.

• Names recorded with
language code.



Languages in Wikidata
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The language is recorded for each name. https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q253414
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• A topic at congresses for years.

• Rarely translated into library catalogues.

• Identifier is required for linking and Semantic Web

• Equal treatment of languages

• RDA is fit for it (but not the library systems): RDA Registry

• https://www.rdaregistry.info and RDA Toolkit Beta Site
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Identifiers: Linked Data/Semantic Web
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• Each name = its own 
entity Nomen. 

• Nomen string = the 
variant name with a 
language code

• The entities Nomen are 
all linked to each other 
equally. 



No confusion thanks to high quality metadata

Source Wikimedia Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Metal_movable_text.jpg
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Thank you for your attention!


