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 In addition to its rich holdings of Arabic, Persian and Turkish 

books and periodicals, the University and State Library Saxony-
Anhalt (Halle) collects Turkic alongside with Caucasian 
publications from the former Soviet Union and neighbouring 
countries since the late 1990s .  

 All these new acquisitions have been made accessible so far via 
our online catalogue or the Worldcat. But a docent shelfs with 
rare holdings in Turkic languages from the 1920s which belong 
to the Library of the German Oriental Society have remained 
inaccessible to the outside world until now since no online 
records exist. 

 What complicates the recording most is the fact that these titles 
have been written in variant kinds of Arabic and Latin alphabets 
before the Turkic languages adopted Cyrillic alphabets, different 
from each other, at the end of the 1930s. While Romanisation 
rules do exist for these Cyrillic alphabets, we have no standards 
for the transliteration of Turkic titles in the modified Arabic or 
Latin alphabets of the 1920s and early 1930s.  
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https://www.menalib.de/en/kataloge/systematik-des-fid-nahost-nordafrika-und-islamstudien/
https://www.menalib.de/en/kataloge/systematik-des-fid-nahost-nordafrika-und-islamstudien/
https://www.menalib.de/en/kataloge/systematik-des-fid-nahost-nordafrika-und-islamstudien/
http://bibliothek.uni-halle.de/zweigbib/ha1/bibliothek_dmg/?lang=en


  
 To make thinks more complicated for our users:  

1) The Romanisation rules for Cyrillic alphabets sharply differ 
between the ALA-LC, the German DIN and ISO standards. A 
retrieval of Turkic books in the Worldcat is complicated by 
these circumstances.  

2) Since the collapse of the Soviet Union a couple of these Turkic 
languages have switched to the Latin alphabet but have added 
specific letters, different from language to language, which do 
not belong to the standard Latin set and require a special 
treatment by Western librarians. 

 

 It is by far not an academic issue. The reform process continues 
in the 21st century as we can see from recent news: 
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https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html
https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html
https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html
https://www.menalib.de/files/2016/06/Transliteration_tuerkischer_Sprachen_in_kyrillischer_Schrift.pdf


Alphabet reforms in the 21st century 
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 Slide 4 

 An ambitious project if we consider the fact that some 40 
percent of Kazakhstan’s population is made up by ethnical 
Russians and that many Kazakhs still prefer to publish in 
Russian. This reminds us of the fact that politics has been and 
continues to be a crucial factor in the Turkic language reform 
process. 

Western librarians are trapped between conflicting principles:  

a) Shall they obey to legitimate recording rules, requiring a correct 
transliteration, which enables a librarian with no specific 
language skills to reconstruct the original title from its 
Romanised form? This means that we have to elaborate and 
apply dozens of transliteration rules for all the variations of 
alphabets which have been in use since the beginning of the 
20s century. As professional librarians we would certainly be 
able to do this, but… who on earth will know all these rules 
outside of the library? 
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 B) Should librarians try to find a way to make this material easily 

accessible for present-day users by searching alternative 
methods or recording, even if this demands a violation of 
existing recording rules? 

 C) We could of course try to hide such kind of publications from 
our users and stick the books back in the darkest corner of our 
library where they may remain untouched and forgotten in old 
paper catalogues until our retirement. To be honest such a 
solution would be undesirable. 
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Language Countries Current alphabets 

Azerbaijani Azerbaijan, Georgia 

Russia 

Iran 

Latin 

Latin/Cyrillic 

Arabic 

Uzbek Uzbekistan 

Tajikestan 

Afghanistan 

China 

Latin/Cyrillic 

Cyrillic/Latin 

Arabic 

Arabic 

Turkmen Turkmenistan 

Afghanistan 

Iran 

Latin 

Arabic 

Arabic 

Kazakh Kazakhstan 

Mongolia 

China 

Cyrillic 

Cyrillic 

Arabic 

Kyrgyz Kyrgyzstan 

China 

Cyrillic 

Arabic 

Uyghur China 

Kazakhstan 

Arabic 

Cyrillic 

Tatar Russia Cyrillic 

Bashkir Russia Cyrillic 

Karakalpak Uzbekistan Latin/Cyrillic 

Karachay-Balkar Russia Cyrillic 

Nogai Russia Cyrillic 

Kumyk Russia Cyrillic 

Crimean Tatar Russia/Ukraine Cyrillic/Latin 
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 Slide 7 

 This table shows the Turkic languages in question, their 
geographical dissemination and alphabets in use at the 
beginning of the 21st century.  

 As you can see from the table, some languages are written at 
the same time in neighbouring countries in different alphabets. 

 The library in Halle has a focus on the Islamic Turkic nations, 
while other libraries like the State and University library in 
Göttingen have collected books in non-Islamic Turkic languages 
(like Gagauz, Yakut or Chuvash) as well.  

 Göttingen has a very rich collection of Turkic books and is 
strong in Kypchak languages as well as in Uyghur while Halle is 
leading in Turkish and Azerbaijani. 
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https://www.sub.uni-goettingen.de/en/humanities-and-theology/east-and-central-asia-altaistic-siberian-palaeoasiatic-languages/
https://www.sub.uni-goettingen.de/en/humanities-and-theology/east-and-central-asia-altaistic-siberian-palaeoasiatic-languages/
https://www.sub.uni-goettingen.de/en/humanities-and-theology/east-and-central-asia-altaistic-siberian-palaeoasiatic-languages/


 
Turkic languages – Arabic script in the 2000s 

Azerbaijani, Iran  

Kazakh, China 

Uzbek, Afghanistan 
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 Slide 9 

  

 Although sometime ignored even by orientalist: The 
Arabic/Persian script is still in use in the Turkic world. 

 Sometimes in a conservative way (Uzbek and Turkmen in 
Afghanistan) and sometimes (especially in China: Uyghur, 
Kazakh, Kyrgyz) with additional letters and an amendment of 
Arabic and Persian loanwords according to the Turkic spelling.  

 Or a mixture of both approaches like in the case of Azerbaijani 
in Iran.  
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Turkic languages – Cyrillic script in the 2000s 

Kumyk language, 2005 
 

Kyrgyz language, 2016 

Bashkir language, 2011 
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 Slide 11 

  

  

 Within the Russian Federation and some neighbouring 
countries, Turkic languages are written in Cyrillic alphabets. 

 Each one differs more or less from the Russian Cyrillic alphabet 
through additional letters. 

 Less in the case of Kyrgyz e.g. but clear-cut in a language like 
Bashkir. 
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Turkic languages – Latin script in the 2000s  

Azerbaijani language, 
2017 

Turkmen language, 2014 Karakalpak language, 2005 
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 Slide 13 

  

 In other cases governments of the now independent states have 
switched to the Latin alphabet during the 1990ies or early 
2000s.  

 Some of these Latin alphabets have kept single letters from their 
former Cyrillic alphabet (like in the case of Azerbaijani), others 
have invented new Latin letters (e.g. Turkmen) which caused 
headache to Western librarians prior to the use of Uniform 
during the recording process. 

 And yet others like Uzbekistan (for Uzbek and Karakalpak) have 
introduced an ASCII standard based alphabet. 
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Examples for a coexistence between a Latin and a Cyrillic version 

in the 2000s 

Uzbek language, 2008 
Uzbek language, 2015 Crimean Tatar language, 2016 
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Slide 15  
 But we also have examples where in one and the same country Cyrillic and 

Latin alphabets are existing side by side: Uzbekistan has introduced a Latin 
alphabet a couple of years ago but still tolerates the use of the Cyrillic 
alphabet.  

 Unfortunately for every user, the transliteration of such a title (center of the 
picture) differs from its present day Latin version, whether the Romanisation 
had been made according to the ALA-LC rules or the German rules.  

 If a user doesn’t know in which alphabet a modern Uzbek title has been 
published he always has to search always in at least two different ways. 

 The case of the Crimean Tatars is particular delicate. After their  return from 
 Central Asia and their resettlement on the peninsula during the 1990s, they 
 adopted a new Latin alphabet. But in 2014 they have become Russian 
 subjects and according to a degree  from 2003 all nationalities have to use a 
 Cyrillic alphabet within the Russian Federation.  

 On the right we have a recent title in a) Russian, b) Crimean Tatar (Cyrillic) 
but it has also an alternative Crimean Tatar title in Latin (with additional 
letters). 
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Slide 18-20   
  

 Azerbaijan is a particular vivid example for alphabet reforms and 
their impact on Western library catalogues since we are 
confronted with at least eight stages of reform (3 major and 5 
minor) which occurred during the 20th century. 
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Stages of alphabet reform in Azerbaijan  

Arabic Latin Cyrillic Latin 

until 1929 Early unofficial 

version 1920-1928 

Official version I 

1939-1958 

… modified in the 

1920ies 

Official version I 

1929-1933 

Official version II 

1958-2001 

… in use in Iran 

since the 1940ies  

Official version II 

1933-1939 

Official version III 

1991- 

  …. slightly modified 

in two cases since 

1991 
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Azerbaijani alphabets of the 20th century 

Additional 
Arabic letters to 
indicate Turkic 
vowels 

Cyrillic letters abandoned in 1958 and 
replaced by more Latin-like ones 
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Azerbaijani alphabets of the 20th century 

Characters substituted within 
the Latin alphabet 
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Slide 22   
 Libraries use defined Romanisation rules for the Azeri Cyrillic 

alphabet which are more or less known by scholars with an 
interest in such kind of material. 

 On the right  

 A) a book title from the mid 1950s  

 B) its Romanisation according to ALA-LC rules 

 C) its Romanisation according to German DIN norms 

 D) same title in present day Azeri Latin alphabet 

 The present day version looks different from its ALA-LC and 
 German transliterations.  

 Users always have always to keep in mind different sets of 
letters when they are searching for Turkic titles 

 If we introduce even more transliteration rules for the changing 
alphabets of the 1920s and 30s the more complicated the 
retrieval becomes. 
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Romanisation rules for Turkic Cyrillic alphabets 

Azeri book title from the mid 1950s 

Its Romanisation according to ALA-LC rules 

Same title in present day Latin alphabet 

XX äsr Azärbajǵan ädäbijjaty 

Its Romanisation according to German DIN  
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Slide 24   
 Azerbaijan is charaterized by further alphabets which have been 

adopted (and repeatedly modified) for its Iranian and Caucasian 
minorities. 

  Some of these languages already had their own alphabets in the 
1920, others recieved an alphabet of their own in the late Soviet 
periode or only after the independence – in the late 1990s most 
of them switched from Cyrillic characters to Latin ones following 
the Latinisation of the dominating Azeri language.    

 Lezgians and Avars who have strong ties to Daghestan have 
kept their Cyrillic alphabets so far. Any pressure from the 
Azerbaijani authorities towards a Latinisation would potentially 
raise unrest and provoke an intervention by Russia.  

 Smaller Caucasian minorities, like the Tsakhur or Khinalug, 
have, however, followed the Latinisation process like the Iranian 
speaking groups.  
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Minority languages in present day Azerbaijan and their alphabets  

Cyrillic Latin 

Iranian languages 

Kurdish 1940ies- 1928-1940ies, 2000s- 

Talysh 1938 – 1990ies 1928-1939, 2000s- 

Tat language 1935 - 1990ies 2000s- 

Caucasian languages 

Lezgian 1939- 

Avar 1939- 

Udi 1974-1994 1994- 

Tsakhur, Rutul, Budukh, 

Khinalug 

(1990ies) 2000s- 

Ingoloy 2000s- 
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Slide 26   
  

    When the first books written in newly develloped alphabets 
arrived at Halle in the early 2000s, we had to solve the problem 
of how to catalogue them.  

  

 We decided to catalogue them in the original script alongside 
with a transliteration. Since this translation was ours and 
nowhere documented before, the rendering of the Cyrillic 
original seemed the only way to give users an impression on 
how the title page looks like. 
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 Cataloguing new invented alphabets 

Udi language 

Khinalug language 
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Slide 28   
  

 As mentioned, most of the minorities in Azerbaijan have 
meanwhile adopted Latin alphabets, which contain curious 
additional letters now and then. 

 Halle has not acquired a book in the new Tsakhur alphabet so 
far, but as soon as the first example arrives, we will have to find 
a solution for these Cyrillic style letters within the Latin alphabet.  
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 Cataloguing minority alphabets: Textbook in Tsakhur  
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Slides 30-34 

 But even a widespread national language like present day 
Azerbaijani contains a single letter within its set of Latin 
characters which causes constant troubles:  

  the notorious Schwa Ə - which has been taken over from the 
previous Cyrillic alphabet. 

 Even though this letter is now part of a Latin alphabet, 
cataloguers still tend to romanize it. The schwa is transliterated 
in Germany as „ä“ (or an „a“ with two dots) and according the 
ALA-LC rules as „a“ or „ă“ – both transliterations lead to hits in 
our catalogues (see slide 30 and 31) 

 But a search request with the letter ə itself gives no results (slide 
32). This situation is disappointing because present-day 
Azerbaijanis as well as foreigners who have studied this 
language in the last decade are accustomed to use the ə and 
risk to find no results in our catalogues. 

 We should solve this problem by adding the original title version 
with the schwa and make it retrievable (slides 33-34) 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schwa


Special characters within the Latin alphabet 
The schwa – Ə 

Ə = ä 
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Special characters within the Latin alphabet 
The schwa – Ə 

Ə = ă  or  a ̈ 
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Special characters within the Latin alphabet 
The schwa – Ə 

Mirzə Fətəli Axundzadə biblioqrafik 
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Special characters within the Latin alphabet 
The schwa – Ə 
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Special characters within the Latin alphabet 
The schwa – Ə 
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Slides 36-37 

 The Turkic Latin alphabets of the 1920s contain further non-
standard letters which differ from the present-day Latin 
alphabets – see the two examples in Azerbaijani and Turkmen 

 Cataloguing of such material should include the  

 a) the original script - which gives users and librarians an idea 
of how the title page looks like 

 b) a version with the present-day spelling (in the actual Latin 
script) 

 c) a Romanised version of the present-day spelling regarding 
the “schwa” 

 d) as many suitable transliterations of the original script as 
possible 

 Librarians as well as users unfamiliar with Romanisation rules 
will be able to find the title. 
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Special characters of the 1920s Latin alphabet 
 

Azerbaijani 
Turkmen 
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Cataloging 1920s Latin alphabet 
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Slides 39-40 

 In the case of Azerbaijani books the National Library of 
Azerbaijan gives access through its electronic catalogue to a 
wide range of old publications including those in Arabic or Latin 
characters. 

 All the recording has been done on the base of the present-day 
spelling, whether a title had been written in Cyrillic, Arabic or in 
Latin characters of the 1920s. 

 This fact demonstrates the necessity of including the present-
day spelling in our recording, even though it is not indicated in 
the books themselves or part of any official transliteration. 

 But more and more scholars will accustom themselves to it.  
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Online catalogues for Turkic publications 
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Online catalogues for Turkic publications 
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Slide 42 

 The cataloguing of Azerbaijani and Turkmen titles written in the 
modified Arabic script of the 1920s should also include the  

 a) the original script - which gives users and librarians an idea 
of how the title page looks like 

 b) a version with the present-day spelling (in the actual Latin 
script) 

 c) a Romanised version of the present-day spelling regarding 
the “schwa” 

 d) as many suitable transliterations of the original script as 
possible 

 Librarians as well as users unfamiliar with Romanisation rules 
will be able to find the title. 
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Title sets in Arabic script 
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Slides 44-46 

 The cataloguing of Turkic material written in the modified Arabic 
script of the 1920s requires a slightly different approach if the 
present-day alphabet of the language is not Latin but Cyrillic – 
see two cases in Tatar and Karachay. 

 Cataloguing should include 

 a) the original script - which gives users and librarians an idea 
of how the title page looks like 

 b) a version with the present-day spelling (in the actual Cyrillic 
script) 

 c) a Romanised version from this official Cyrillic spelling 

 d) as many suitable transliterations of the original script as 
possible 

 Librarians as well as users familiar with the present-day Cyrillic 
alphabet and its Romanisation will be able to find the title. 
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Titles in Arabic script 

Tatar Karachay 44 



Tatar title in Arabic script 
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Karachay title in Arabic script 
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Titles in modified Latin and Arabic … 
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…and a humble attempt to record them 
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Don‘t give up – these books deserve to be catalogued!! 
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