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CERL – The Consortium of European Research Libraries

• Consortium to share resources and expertise between research libraries 
to improve access to and preservation of the European printed heritage

• Originally founded to facilitate copy cataloging of Early Modern prints across 
European research libraries through the Hand Press Book database

• One main area of activity today is the maintenance and development of an 
array of database resources on Early Modern printing:

– The Heritage of the Printed Book database (HPB), formerly Hand Press Book database, 
with ~ 8 Mio. bibliographic records for items of European printing of the hand-press period 
(c. 1455-1830) held at European and North American research libraries

– The CERL Thesaurus (CT), with ~ 1.4 Mio. records containing multi-lingual information on 
names of printers, persons, corporations and places found in imprints and beyond, 
originally as a tool for search term expansion in the HPB

– Material Evidence in Incunabula (MEI), with ~ 54.000 records of detailed provenance 
information for incunabula copies

– And various others: <https://www.cerl.org/resources/main>

https://www.cerl.org/resources/main
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The CERL Thesaurus
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The CERL Thesaurus

● Established in 1999 to improve searching in the multilingual HPB, 
openly accessible from the beginning

● Originally in a UNIMARC-derived internal format

– Migrated to JSON as internal format around 2018

– First RDF/XML serialization available in 2012

– Today: RDF/XML, RDF/TTL, JSON-LD

● Regular enrichment with links to other data providers

– e.g. original source records, authority files (such as the German National Library‘s 
Gemeinsame Normdatei, VIAF)

– Most recently: added CT identifiers to Wikidata, imported Wikidata identifiers into CT

– Usually in the course of regular maintenance and updates from data suppliers (both 
harvesting and active acquisition of data sets)
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The CERL Thesaurus – Challenges & Insights

● Ontology choices

– RDF export based on best practices in 2012: mostly RDA vocabulary with domain-specific 
additions, has largely fallen out of use today

– Standards only emerge over time, early adopters need to revisit their initial decisions

● Continuity

– No particular LOD project for the CT – making our data accessible through current 
standards and technologies is an incremental process that is positioned within regular 
database enrichment, maintenance and migration

– As technologies become available and mature, we assess researchers‘ needs and iterate 
based on their requirements, making sure to keep our technology stack stable and 
supported long-term

● Accessibility

– Serving a largely non-technical audience of domain experts, we aim to add new access 
points to our data without losing easy-to-use interfaces integrated with their workflows
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The Heritage of the Printed Book database
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The Heritage of the Printed Book database

● Launched in 1994 as CERL‘s first major project, 
first hosted by RLIN, then OCLC, now VZG in Göttingen

● Initially access only for members, opened to the public in 2018

● „Traditional“ aggregated library catalogue in PICA+ format, with MARC 
used as import/export format

● Accessible through OPAC, Z39.50 and SRU

● 2019: First prototype for a full conversion of the database to RDF

– Based on BIBFRAME 2.0, the emerging standard for bibliographic data

– Interface run on top of SPARQL endpoint

– Planned and evaluated with input from CERL‘s community

– Prototype not maintained after evaluation
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The Heritage of the Printed Book database
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The Heritage of the Printed Book database
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The HPB – Challenges & Insights

● Ontology choices

– Again based on current best practices, may need to be revisited

– BIBFRAME is geared towards librarians as users (with an eye towards cataloging in it), 
may not meet the needs of researchers

● SPARQL endpoint

– Useful for more complicated search queries, but presents technical difficulties in having to 
reconstruct records from it when building „traditional“ interfaces

– Better to keep record-based database infrastructure for record-based operations, 
treat RDF representation as an additional layer

– No standards for presenting SPARQL endpoints to human end users yet, questions around 
usability for non-technical audiences
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The HPB – Challenges & Insights

● Data quality

– Less of an issue in record-based systems intended for human consumption (intellectual 
understanding of errors, correcting search strategies)

– Much more fatal in attempts to construct linked data, e.g., generating entities from strings

● Multiple languages in the HPB due to aggregated nature

● Different cataloging traditions, changing cataloging rules

● In the CT: manual corrections by human editors, this is not available for HPB

● Linked data sets

– Need to distinguish in the interface between links enabling searches across databases 
and links providing more information to human end users

– Choice between linking and ingestion in an aggregated system
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Future plans

● Integration of a SPARQL endpoint in the existing architecture, beginning 
with the CERL Thesaurus and then making the technology available to 
other databases

● Continued work on the conversion of the HPB with the aim of making it 
available as a data set in that SPARQL endpoint

● Increasing accessibility and use of our LOD resources by showcasing their 
abilities and collecting resources, scripts, tools etc. that can be re-used by 
researchers

● Increased outreach and cooperation with other data providers to find 
useful links between data sets and systems



Thank you
Contact: Andreas Walker (walker@sub.uni-goettingen.de)
More on CERL: <https://www.cerl.org>

mailto:walker@sub.uni-goettingen.de
https://www.cerl.org/
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