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A. Overview

The character repertoire of ISO 5426-2, Information and documentation – Extension of the Latin alphabet coded character set for bibliographic information interchange – Part 2: Latin characters used in minor European languages and obsolete typography includes 36 contractions or abbreviations. For two-thirds of them, a meaning or meanings in the context of the Latin language are given.

Explanatory Note 6.2 in ISO 5426-2 says:

The signs used in Latin abbreviations and contractions can vary considerably in meaning. Early printers (and those who have since copied their typography in bibliographic records) followed the manuscript tradition. In that tradition, common words, or endings which could be determined by context, were contracted and abbreviated. The actual signs used were only of secondary importance. The examples given in table 2 are not prescriptive. The choice of a character should be determined by the mark being reproduced rather than a strict adherence to the apparent meaning.

All of the characters in ISO 5426-2 have definitive mappings except for 31 of the 36 contractions. ISO/TC46/SC4/WG1 and INCITS/L2 have independently proposed mappings for some of the 31 contractions, but the proposals are not the same.

1. Source of the Contractions

Twenty-three of the contractions in ISO 5426-2 have counterparts in the British Library’s “Special” character set, which is the likely source for them.. The source of the other 13 contractions (2A, 2C, 2D, 40, 41, 43-47, 4B, 65, 68) is not known to me.

2. Scope

Of the 36 contractions in ISO-5426-2:

· Twelve characters (29-2F, 39, 3A, 3C-3E) are named “CONTRACTION MARK” with both examples of use and comments spelling out the contraction. 

· Thirteen combining characters (40-4C) are presumed to be Latin (or other) contractions based on the examples of use. Only one has a comment identifying it as a Latin contraction;

· Eleven letters (65-68, 6D, 75-78, 7D, 7E) are shown to be Latin contractions by examples of use and comments spelling out the contraction.

The following contractions map to characters in ISO/IEC 10646 and Unicode:

· 29 CONTRACTION MARK WAVY DIGIT SEVEN to 204A TIRONIAN SIGN ET (used in modern Irish).

· 41 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER R ABOVE to 036C COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER R

· 45 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER A ABOVE to 0363 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER A

· 46 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER E ABOVE to 0364 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER E

· 47 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER O ABOVE to 0366 COMBINING LATIN SMALL LETTER O

The contractions in ISO 5426-2 represent a miniscule subset of the abbreviations and contractions used in manuscripts. This repertoire is extensive, and varies depending on period, region, and language. There is no evidence that the collection in ISO 5426-2 is complete with respect to contractions appearing in printed material that emulates handwriting conventions.

B. Issues to Consider in Evaluating N2446

1.
Identity of the Unmapped Contractions

There is disagreement between ISO/TC 46/SC 4/WG 1 and the British Library on the meaning of certain characters. Seven characters have different meanings. Two characters have multiple meanings with both agreement and disagreement. Nine characters agree, and no meaning is shown for four characters. The same meaning is assigned to multiple characters in some cases. (See Appendix for details.)

Because of the differences in identification assigned by the two library sources, the usefulness of these characters in library records is debatable.

2.
Transcription for Library Cataloging

In cataloging, the general rule is to transcribe information as faithfully as possible using to the “typographical facilities available.” I have been told that some characters in the British Library’s “Specials” character set were added at the request of catalogers who wished to create a more faithful transcription of information on title pages or the incipit of a manuscript.

The difficulty with this rule is that bibliographic records created in a library with rich typographical facilities may not be displayable at or even searchable by a library with inferior typographical facilities. (The searchability issue may be ameliorated by including additional access points in simpler text.)

The desire to transcribe information as faithfully as possible was needed when the only surrogate for the cataloged item was a typewritten or typeset catalog card or entry in a published catalog. Today, it is possible to link a bibliographic record in an online catalog to one or more images of the cataloged item, so there is less need to reproduce all the typographical details in the bibliographic record.

3.
Transcription of Manuscripts

There were attempts to reproduce manuscripts (such as the Domesday Book) as typeset publications. Although special “record type” fonts were cut, these were never elaborate enough to capture all the details of the original. Current scholarly practice is to provide photographic images of the source, accompanied by a transcription of its content. In the transcription, there is some attempt to indicate features of the writing (e.g., which parts of the text appear as abbreviations in the source), but there is no attempt to reproduce its appearance.
 

4. Cataloging Rules

The Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules, 2nd Edition (AACR2)
 gives this instruction (Rule 1.0E1):

Replace symbols or other matter that cannot be reproduced by the facilities available with a cataloger’s description in square brackets.

AACR2 is used by all Anglophone countries, and the cataloging rules in many other countries are either translations or adaptations.

The Descriptive Cataloging of Rare Books (DCRB),
 published by the Library of Congress, says(Rule 0J2):

When special marks of contraction have been used by the printer in continuance of the manuscript tradition, expand affected words to their full form and enclose supplied letters in square brackets. When an abbreviation standing for an entire word appears in the source, record instead the word itself, and enclose it in square brackets. If the Tironian sign [image of Tironian sign enclosed in parentheses] cannot be reproduced, treat it as an abbreviation and substitute “[et]” for it. Transcribe an ampersand as an ampersand. Enclose each expansion or supplied word in its own set of square brackets, e.g., “…amico[rum] [et] …”

A question mark is appended to a conjectural meaning for an abbreviation or contraction.

The rules for the cataloging of manuscripts under development by the American Library Association follow the practice of DCRB.

I do not know whether DCRB practice reflects the conventions for transcription of manuscripts (e.g., as described by Hector) or application of AACR2 Rule 1.0E1 (because ISO 5426-2 has not been implemented).

4. 
Use of ISO 5426-2

I know of no implementations of ISO 5426-2. Some years ago, I queried subscribers to the International Federation of Library Associations’ discussion list about use of ISO 5426-2, but nobody responded. (The assertion in N2446 that the British Library has implemented ISO 5426-2 is incorrect. The British Library uses its own “Specials” character set, which contains a subset of the contractions in ISO 5426-2.)

To determine whether there was demand for the characters in ISO 5426-2 for the cataloging of early books, I consulted experts responsible for the content of the two major databases, the English Short Title Catalog (a joint project of the ESTC North America and the British Library) and the Hand Press Book database of the Consortium for European Research Libraries. Neither felt there was a need to include contractions in bibliographic records.

The only known use of some of the contractions in ISO 5426-2 is in Britain. The “Specials” character set of the British Library includes 23 of the contractions. In the character mappings published in the CHASE Project, the contractions are all mapped to code points in the Private Use Area. A smaller number of contractions are included in the cataloging of the Cathedral Libraries file, but they are represented by particular sequences of ASCII characters. When the Cathedral Libraries file was added to the Hand Press Book database, the ASCII sequences were converted to diacritical marks.

C. Conclusion

There is little evidence from the library community that the contractions in ISO 5426-2 are needed. There is far less need for exact-as-possible transcription in a cataloging record when the record can be linked to an image of the material cataloged. There has been a disjunction between the development of this character set and the rules for the cataloging of manuscripts and early books, or else the rules changed while ISO 5426-2 was under development. The conflicting meanings assigned to some of the characters by WG1 and the British Library suggests that these characters are not well understood, and so should not be added to ISO/IEC 10646 at the present time.

APPENDIX: Comparison of Meanings assigned to Contractions by ISO 5426-2 and the British Library

Agreement in Meanings

	ISO Character (Meaning)
	BL Character and Meaning
	ISO Meaning 

	2B CONTRACTION MARK WAVY DIGIT FOUR

Contraction: -rum
	A5 -RUM WORD ENDING TYPE 1
	-RUM

	2E CONTRACTION MARK LATIN CAPITAL LETTER SCRIPT I (Contraction: -is)
	B0 -IS WORD ENDING
	-IS

	39 CONTRACTION MARK WAVY DIGIT SEVEN WITH MIDDLE TILDE (Contraction: French “et”)
	A9 AMPERSAND FORM TYPE 1
	ET (French)

	3A CONTRACTION MARK LATIN SMALL LETTER C WITH TAIL (Contraction: co-)
	AB CO- WORD START
	CO-

	3C CONTRACTION MARK LATIN SMALL LETTER SCRIPT OPEN E (Contraction: -us or –m)
	A7 -M OR –BUS WORD ENDING
	-M; also -US (ISO); also –BUS (BL)

	42 COMBINING DOUBLE CARON
	CA DOUBLE HACEK
	Unknown

	49 COMBINING TILDE THRU ASCENDER
	C3 TILDE  THROUGH ASCENDER
	Unknown

	4A COMBINING LINE THRU ASCENDER
	C7 LINE THROUGH ASCENDER
	Unknown

	4C  COMBINING LINE THRU CORNER
	C6 LINE THROUGH CORNER OF LETTER
	Unknown

	67 LATIN CAPITAL LETTER P WITH STROKE

Contraction: per-
	E8 PER- WORD START, UPPER CASE TYPE 2
	Per-

	75 LATIN SMALL LETTER P WITH MIDDLE TILDE

Contraction: pro-
	D6 PRO- WORD START
	PRO-

	76 LATIN SMALL LETTER P WITH BELT

Contraction: pro-
	F6 PER- WORD START, LOWER CASE TYPE 1
	pro-

	77 LATIN SMALL LETTER P WITH STROKE

Contraction: per-
	F8 PER- WORD START, LOWER CASE TYPE 2
	per-

	7E LATIN SMALL LETTER MUSIC FLAT WITH HOOK

(Contraction: -is or –ecundus)
	F3 -ECUNDA WORD ENDING
	-ECUNDUS (ISO), -ECUNDA (BL) (gender differences ok)


Different Meanings

Characters 3C and 7E also have meanings in agreement.

	ISO Character (Meaning)
	BL Character
	ISO Meaning 
	BL Meaning

	2F CONTRACTION MARK HEAVY APOSTROPHE 
	A4 -US WORD ENDING
	-IS OR -US
	Only -US

	3C CONTRACTION MARK LATIN SMALL LETTER SCRIPT OPEN E
	A7 -M OR –BUS WORD ENDING
	-US OR M 
	-BUS OR M

	3D CONTRACTION MARK LATIN SMALL LETTER SCRIPT E 
	B4 -RICUM WORD ENDING
	-IS
	-RICUM

	48 COMBINING LATIN SMALL Z ABOVE 
	C8 -UIS WORD ENDING
	No given meaning
	-UIS

	66 LATIN CAPITAL LETTER P WITH BELT 
	E6 PER- WORD START, UPPER CASE TYPE 1
	PRO-
	Per- 

	6D LATIN SMALL LETTER QP 
	D9 QUAM ABBREVIATION
	Prefixes with “q” 
	QUAM

	78 LATIN SMALL LETTER Q WITH STROKE 
	DA -UI WORD ENDING 
	QUO- 
	-UI

	7D SMALL LETTER Q SHARP S
	BA –QUE WORD ENDING
	-BUS
	-QUE

	7E LATIN SMALL LETTER MUSIC FLAT WITH HOOK
	F3 -ECUNDA WORD ENDING
	-IS OR -ECUNDUS
	Only -ECUNDA
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