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Dr. Kurt Schneider

The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie and its 
formats: 1931 to 2030 
National bibliographies are part of the DNA of 
nation states. They are comprehensive, permanent 
records of the published part of a country’s written 
cultural heritage. Although they perform this task 
very consistently, their content and form can vary 
considerably over time1, since they are influenced 
by numerous socio-historical factors, particularly 
by changes in technology and library science.  

This article traces the history of the »Deutsche  
Nationalbibliografie« in its various forms since 
1931, the year in which it was first published by the 
Deutsche Bücherei in Leipzig under this title. The 
name reflected its intention right from the start: 
every new work published in the country was to 
be fully indexed as soon as possible after publica-
tion in compliance with standard rules; moreover, 
the bibliographic information generated was to be 
made available in formats that could also be used 
by third parties.

Print formats  (1931–2013)

The »Deutsche Nationalbibliografie«2 was first pub- 
lished on 3 January 1931 by the Börsenverein der 
Deutschen Buchhändler (German Publishers and 
Booksellers Association) and consisted of 733 titles 
in 24 subject categories; from 1947 on, it was pub- 
lished by Verlag für Buch- und Bibliothekswesen 
Leipzig, which specialised in bibliography and li-
brary science. It was initially published as a weekly 
journal and later also appeared on a bi-monthly, 
monthly, quarterly and biannual basis depending 
on volume and demand. This standard edition 
of the printed national bibliography was supple-
mented by cumulative registers, annual directories, 
and directories spanning several years. The same 
applied to the »Bibliographie der Deutschen Bibli-
othek«, which was published for the first time on 
1 March 1947 by the Börsenverein der Deutschen 

Buchhändler in Frankfurt am Main following 
the political division of Germany. The first issue  
listed 311 titles, also in 24 subject categories, and 
had a print circulation of 13.000. Like the Leipzig 
bibliography, it had a multi-layered structure and 
was initially published monthly, increasing to week-
ly from 1950. From 1954, publication continued 
under the title »Deutsche Bibliographie«. Despite 
being almost identical in structure and content, 
the Leipzig and Frankfurt versions of the national 
bibliography developed along divergent lines due 
to differences in historical conditions and technical 
standards; however, in essence they remained very 
similar. 
The bibliography’s structure was and still is based 
on series, in which the titles are grouped accord-

ing to descriptive and subject-based criteria. The 
purpose of this was to »accommodate the interests 
of each user group and maintain clarity«3. The edi-
tions initially published in Leipzig in 1931 accord- 
ingly consisted of series A, »New Publications 
from the Publishers’ Book Trade«, and B, »New 
Publications from Outside the Publishers’ Book 
Trade«. Following various intermediate phases 
and numerous special series, Frankfurt’s series C, 
»Maps«, was created in 1965, while Leipzig’s series 
C, »Dissertations and Post-Doctoral Theses«, came 
into being in 1968. During the 1970s, Frankfurt  
released series H, »University Publications« (1972), 
T, »Recorded Music« (1974), N, »Pre-Announce-
ments Monographs and Periodicals: (CIP)«  (1975) 
and M, »Printed Music and Music Publications« 
(1976), in quick succession. Following the reuni-
fication of Germany and the amalgamation of 
the two libraries into »Die Deutsche Bibliothek«5 
in 1990, the two bibliographies also became one 
and were published from 1991 as »Deutsche Natio- 
nalbibliographie und Bibliographie der im Ausland 
erschienenen deutschsprachigen Veröffentlichun-
gen« (German National Bibliography and Bibliog-
raphy of German-Language Publications Published 
Abroad), consisting of series A, B, C, H, M, T and 

N. Series G, »Germanica and Translations«, was 
published from 1992, and series O, »Online Pub-
lications«, from 2010. However, series O was not 
released in print format. 

From 1931, library editions of the Deutsche Na-
tionalbibliographie using India paper printed on 
one side were offered as an alternative to the stand-
ard issues printed on both sides.6 A correspond-
ing special edition was printed in Frankfurt from 
1947. The library editions enabled users to cut out 
bibliographic data without losing any other infor-
mation, glue it to media such as catalogue cards, 
and re-use it for other purposes. This process of-
fered tremendous potential for rationalisation, par-
ticularly in the libraries’ cataloguing departments: 
it was up to more than one-third faster than the 
standard practice at the time, which was to have 
library staff catalogue works in their own handwrit-
ing or using a typewriter.7 Demand from libraries 
was correspondingly high. They usually subscribed 
to several copies of the library edition, since they 
often had several card catalogues which had to be 
furnished with the same information. By the end 
of 1938, 348 customers in Germany and abroad 
were subscribing to the library edition of series A 

 
Five-year directory of the Deutsche Bibliographie 1976-1980

 
Title page of the first volume of the Deutsche Nationalbibliographie of 1931,  
series A
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and 156 to series B.8 The Deutsche Bücherei itself 
used this process for many decades to maintain its 
numerous main and special catalogues.9 The same 
was true of the Deutsche Bibliothek in Frankfurt. 
However, the development of alternative means for 
transporting bibliographic data caused a gradual 
decline in demand for the library edition. The last 
edition in Leipzig was released at the end of 1973, 
the last in Frankfurt in 1994.

In 1937, the Leipzig publishers also began dis-
tributing the Nationalbibliografie in the form of 
bibliographic cards, which served as a supplement 
to the printed standard and library editions. These 
were an extension of the library editions, the differ-
ence being that the bibliographic information was 
printed on individual catalogue cards. Produced 
on high-quality card in international catalogue 
card format (7.5 x 12.5 cm) with a ten-millimetre 
hole in the centre of the lower margin, they could 
be sorted directly into the standard card catalogue 
boxes, which were secured by a rod. These »Leip-
ziger Zetteldrucke«10, as the catalogue cards were 
initially officially known, allowed the Deutsche 
Nationalbibliografie to strengthen its influence on 
the field of central cataloguing still further. Once 
they had been issued centrally, the catalogue cards 
could be re-used decentrally as often as required, 
thus eliminating additional expense.11 The fact that 
the cards appeared two weeks later than the printed 
bibliography did nothing to change this.12 On the 
contrary, demand for the catalogue cards skyrock-
eted almost as soon as they were launched: »By the 
end of March 1937, 89 libraries were already sub-
scribing to the catalogue cards. Around 110 were 
still making use of the cut-out-and-glue procedure 
[...] in 1942, during the war, (the statistics recorded) 
426 subscribers who had received more than two 
million catalogue cards in all.« (Franz 1962:162) Al-
though there was a war on, sales had almost tripled 
in the five years since 1937 and now numbered 
740,000 cards13.

Following World War II and the partition of 
Germany, the catalogue card service relaunched 
in Leipzig in 1954 was slow to reach the figures 
achieved in the early 1940s. In 1960, 222 custom-
ers were supplied with 1,337,636 catalogue cards 

printed by the organisation’s own printers.  The 
current validity of the cards was a key criterion of 
their quality, since the efficiency of the central ser-
vice declined with every day’s delay. »There is not 
one staff member at our library who is not fully 
aware of how important it is to deliver an issue 
of the »Deutsche Nationalbibliographie« or a set 
of catalogue cards on-time and how this benefits 
librarianship in general« (Rötzsch 1972:23)15.

From 1964, the production of the cards accelerat-
ed significantly following a switch from single-card 
printing to eight-up printing, which allowed eight 
cards to be printed simultaneously during each 
print run. In 1969, the number of catalogue cards 
passed the two million mark for the first time since 
1942. After the »Regeln für die Alphabetische Ka- 
talogisierung« (Rules for Alphabetical Cataloguing) 
(RAK) were introduced in 1974 and made obliga-
tory for all libraries in the GDR from 1977 on16, 
demand for the catalogue cards rose so sharply that 
more than five million catalogue cards were printed 
each year in the 1970s and up to 7.3 million each 
year in the 1980s, while the number of subscribers 
exceeded 380.

Batch production on this scale could only be 
achieved by switching from lead typesetting to 
phototypesetting with small-format offset print-
ing; this switch was finally accomplished in 1974. 
From 1979, this meant that »the catalogue cards 
were usually available much earlier than the bib-
liographies«17 and since there was a lack of digital 
alternatives in the GDR, the next logical step was 
to make »catalogue cards the primary bibliograph-
ic publication«. This happened with effect from 1 
January 1987, and because there were no digital al-
ternatives, publishers and users were confident that 
the cards would remain viable well into the future: 
»In the long term, the ‘Leipziger Titeldrucke’ will 
remain the dominant form for re-use in the context 
of bibliographic activities.« (Rötzsch/Plesske 1987: 
116)18

In Frankfurt, the catalogue cards were produced 
and distributed from 1951 by the Börsenverein’s 
Buchhändler-Vereinigung GmbH. However, since 
sales of the cards remained low, distribution ceased 

Catalogue cards before delivery 

in 1963 and only »30 cards per title were issued 
at the expense of the Deutsche Bibliothek and 
Börsenverein in order to cover their own needs.« 
(Blum 1966:103)19

In 1972, the library in Frankfurt began producing 
the catalogue cards itself using phototypesetting 
technology. At first, this was merely to meet their 
own needs, then in 1973, they began producing 
series A and B cards for other interested parties. At 
first, it was only possible to subscribe to whole bib-
liographic series, which meant that many users were 
encumbered with what could at times be consider- 
able amounts of unnecessary information. However, 
from the mid-1980s, catalogue cards could also be 
ordered selectively by subject category (from 1986), 
as packages for public libraries, or for university 
publications only (from 1989). The catalogue card 
selection service TISEL, introduced in 1991, finally 
allowed users to order catalogue cards individually 
by ISBN or DB number and to have their own 
local data added if necessary.20 At the beginning 
of the 1990s, this service was of particular interest 
to the libraries in the new German Länder, most 
of which still used conventional methods, since 
their card collections were in part incomplete and 
their collections had to be rebuilt on a large scale 
following the fall of the Berlin Wall. However, de-
spite the increased demand from these new federal 
states, production of the catalogue cards rose only 
marginally. While the Frankfurt library distribut-
ed 3.1 million catalogue cards in 1990, mostly to 
smaller and medium-sized libraries, the numbers 
distributed during the 1990s peaked at 3.7 million 
cards (1995). This was certainly due not least to the 
fact that libraries were obtaining more and more of 
their bibliographic information in digital format, 
as the impressive rise in digital sales from 3 mil-
lion data records (1990) to 9.4 million data records 
(1995) testifies (see image: The Deutsche National-
bibliografie’s sales figures from 1954 to 2021).

In the early 1990s, TISEL elevated the Deutsche 
Bibliothek’s catalogue card service to the status of 
the service which had been offered in Leipzig 30 
years previously.21 However, the production pro-
cess was now completely different. The cards were 
no longer printed using lead typesetting or offset 

techniques; instead, from 1986, they were produced 
using digital typesetting and laser printers. This new 
process shortened the interval between the printing 
of the catalogue cards and the release of the print 
version of the bibliography to such an extent that 
the cards could actually be delivered two weeks be-
fore the printed bibliography became available.

Although German libraries became increasingly 
computerised during the 1980s and 1990s, interest 
in the printed Nationalbibliografie remained rela-
tively high until the end of the millennium. After-
wards, however, demand declined steadily, with the 
result that the print editions of series M and T were 
discontinued in 2003 and the bibliographic data 
in series G was re-integrated into the Deutsche Na-
tionalbibliografie’s series A from 2004 on. By 2009, 
the situation had deteriorated so far that the Direc-
tor of »Central Bibliographic Services« was forced 
to announce the discontinuation of the printed 
Nationalbibliografie with effect from the following 
year: »In recent years, the number of subscribers 
to the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie’s printed di-
rectories has decreased so far that the production 
costs can no longer be covered. This means that 
we now have to cease printing the Deutsche Na-
tionalbibliografie after almost one hundred years.« 
(Werner 2009:39)22

Initially, however, this only meant the end of those 
editions of the bibliography distributed by MVB 
Marketing- und Verlagsservice des Buchhandels 
GmbH. In 2010, the German National Library 
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Title pages of the first and last issues of series A of the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie, 1931 and 2009

took the initiative and began publishing a replace-
ment, an online journal in PDF format consisting 
of the print editions of the various series. It can 
still be downloaded23 free of charge through the 
DNB’s online catalogue and printed as required. 
The structural division into bibliographic series 
A, B, C, H, M and T was retained, as were the 
publication intervals. The online journal’s visual 
appearance also largely resembles that of its pre-
decessors.24 However, unlike the print version, the 
bibliographic information is supplemented with 
hyperlinks which lead to the corresponding data 
records in the DNB’s online catalogue and to  
digitised tables of contents, abstracts, and full texts. 
The PDF editions of the Nationalbibliografie are 
still among the most requested publications issued 
by the German National Library. However, even 
the demand for this format is falling off rapidly. In 
the last two years alone, usage events have declined 
from 300,000 (2019) to 186,000 (2021), a decrease 
of 37 percent. It is not known whether users still 
print these publications, and if so, whether they are 
subjected to treatment with scissors and glue.

In 2013, the fate of the printed bibliographies 
also befell the catalogue card service. In the years 
preceding 2009, distribution figures had remained 
relatively high at up to 2.5 million catalogue cards 
per annum. However, demand plummeted from 
2010 following the publication of the online jour-
nal in PDF format; at 1.3 million cards, the num-
ber distributed in 2012 was little more than half 
that of previous years. Since various service con-
tracts for the ageing print system were also expiring 
at this time, the production and distribution of 
the last print-based format of the Deutsche Na-
tionalbibliografie was discontinued at the end of 
October 2013. The story goes that this was regret-
ted not only by the librarians that had to deal with 
the cards day in day out, but also by all the other 
library staff, since »all the staff liked to use (the 
blank backs of the catalogue cards) to make notes« 
(Oberfell/Thalhofer 2018:7).25

Catalogue cards from Frankfurt

Digital formats on data carriers 
(1977–2009)

With the introduction of electronic data processing 
(EDP) in German libraries at the beginning of the 
1960s and the first computer-assisted compilation 
of a national bibliography in Frankfurt in 196626, 
the idea of centralized cataloguing and the simul-
taneous decentralised use of data gathered momen-
tum. This was due not least to the formation of 
regional library networks throughout the Federal 
Republic during the 1970s, since these were able 
to import machine-readable data into their central  
database and make it available for use by the  
increasing number of libraries joining them. How-
ever, the Deutsche Bibliothek in Frankfurt was the 
only library to succeed in making the digitally gen-
erated data available to third parties in digital for-
mat from 1977 onwards. In Leipzig, the data gener-
ated with the help of computer processing between 
1971 and 1989 was used solely for the purpose of 
creating the printed versions of the bibliography. 

Magnetic tape service (1977–2003)

Along with a few large libraries, it was the library 
networks in particular which subscribed to the 
magnetic tape service offered by the Deutsche Bib-
liothek in Frankfurt from 1977. The positive effects 
of central cataloguing multiplied with every library 
that joined: library work processes in the areas of 
acquisitions (choice of literature, order documents) 
and cataloguing (data transfer, further data process-
ing) were simplified and the associated workload 
significantly reduced. Moreover, long-term im-
provements were made to the options available in 
terms of bibliographic information and research. 
Since the Frankfurt data was delivered two or more 
weeks before the publication of the printed bibli-
ography, the delay between the central cataloguing 
of new releases and the provision of data for use in 
other systems shortened considerably. This was an-
other significant advantage for libraries which were 
members of the library networks.
It offered both current and retrospective data for 
all series of the Nationalbibliografie. The only ex-
ceptions were the data for series M and T, which 
was not made available until September 1989.27 In 

1983, it also became possible to obtain selections, 
e.g. of subject groups, and in 1995 to obtain data 
exclusively for university publications dating from 
1945. Magnetic tape, digital audio tape (DAT), and 
later higher-density magnetic tape cassettes were 
used as carrier media. 

In July 1989, the magnetic tape service went inter- 
national. The data was no longer available only 
in MAB (Maschinelles Austauschformat für Bib-
liotheken, Machine-Based Exchange Format for  
Libraries) format, which had been commonly used 
in Germany since the 1970s, but could also be  
supplied in UNIMARC (Universal Machine Read-
able Cataloging) format. For the first time, foreign 
libraries were now able to obtain comprehensive, 
up-to-date information about mandatory deposit 
copies and specimen copies of the writings col-
lected by the Deutsche Bibliothek and to import 
current bibliographic data into their databases for 
further processing.

Floppy disk service  (1991–2008)

Although the libraries and software companies  
initially showed only a very restrained interest in 
a floppy disk service28 , this, the »little brother« 
of the magnetic tape service, was introduced as a  
regular national bibliographic service at the beginning 
of 1991. The content matched that of the magnetic 
tape service. The intention was to make the data 
usable in a format adapted to local PC systems, 

 
The Nationalbibliografie on magnetic tape



8 The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie and its formats: 1931 to 2030 � CC BY-SA 3.0 CC BY-SA 3.0� The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie and its formats: 1931 to 2030 9

i.e. one that catered in particular to the needs of 
public and special libraries that were not connected 
to the library networks.  The carrier media initially 
consisted of 5¼-inch floppy disks with a capacity 
of 1.2 MB, later supplemented by 31/2-inch HD 
diskettes with a storage capacity of 1.44 MB, which 
was ultimately the standard format used by many 
PC systems.  

From 1995, every bibliographic series was delivered 
regularly on floppy disk at the accustomed inter-
vals along with a selection of series A titles for pub-
lic libraries and the data from the CIP service. As 
with the magnetic tape service, it was also possible  
to order subject-specific and other selections of 
data retrospectively.

At more than 200, the number of subscribers to the 
machine-based services first exceeded the number 
of catalogue card subscribers in 1993. That year, 
more than 4.6 million data records were supplied 
on magnetic tape, 660,000 of them in UNIMARC 
format for the international market. Moreover, 2.3 
million data records were delivered by the floppy 
disk service. In contrast, only about half this num-
ber (3.4 million) of catalogue cards were distributed 
(cf. diagram showing the Deutsche Nationalbiblio-
grafie’s sales figures from 1954 to 2021).

CD-ROM and DVD (1989–2009)

In 1988, the Deutsche Bibliothek broke completely 
new ground with a test version of the Nationalbi- 
bliografie on CD-ROM (Compact Disc Read-Only 
Memory). There were no forerunners among any of 
the world’s national bibliographies that could have 
been used as a guide. 35 German libraries and book 
dealers and six foreign national libraries took part 
in the first test run using the new storage medium, 
which turned out to be a resounding success. As a 
result, Buchhändler-Vereinigung GmbH, Frankfurt 
am Main, began issuing the »Deutsche Bibliogra-
phie aktuell CD-ROM« (DB-CD aktuell) at regular 
intervals starting in May 1989.29 

The »DB-CD aktuell« of 1989 contained the Frank-
furt data for the bibliography years from 1986 and 

was initially released three times a year in DOS for-
mat for use at a single workplace. From 1991, it was 
published four times a year together with a network 
version; from 1995, it appeared six times a year, and 
in 1999, a Windows version was released.30 

In 1993, »DB-CD was followed by »Diss-CD«31 and 
shortly afterwards by  »DNB-Musik«32. »DNB retro 
1« was unveiled for the first time at the Frankfurt 
Book Fair of 1995. This contained the bibliograph-
ic data of all the works published in Germany and 
catalogued in Frankfurt between 1945 and 1965. 
The data for the years up to 1971 was added in 
1998, while the bibliographic records for the years 
from 1972 to 1985 were made available on »DNB 
retro 2«.33 

This meant that from 1998, all the Deutsche 
Bibliothek’s bibliographic data starting 1945 was 
available on CD-ROM with a standard, menu-con-
trolled user interface and identical user options for 
the first time. At the time, this was regarded as 
a particularly powerful medium for modern infor-
mation processing, and demand from libraries, the 
book trade and other interested parties was corre-
spondingly high. "DB-CD aktuell" alone, the flag-
ship among the CDs, was subscribed to by 100 
institutions during its first year of publication and 
reached its peak of distribution in 1995 with a total 
of 528 subscribers.

Like the Deutsche Bibliothek's other bibliographic 
services, the CDs were also able to streamline ac-
quisition and cataloguing processes by transferring 
data into the library's own system and, from 1993 
on, by additionally pre-formatting it for printing 

The Nationalbibliografie on CD-ROM and DVD

was still new at the time, had a storage capacity of 
up to 17 gigabytes and could hold 25 times more 
data than a CD-ROM. This meant that the 4.8  
million bibliographic records dating from 1945 to 
February 2002 could be stored on one DVD. In 
terms of catalogue research, this was another big 
step forward: when researching literature on Thomas 
Mann, for example, it was no longer necessary to 
enter the same search query six times to search six 
different CDs, but only to search one DVD using 
one search query. 

However, the DVD was only issued once, and – like 
the CD-ROMs – was not distributed after 2009. As 
transitional technologies for catalogue searches, the 
DVD and CD-ROMs were soon superseded by the 
online catalogues (OPAC) in Leipzig and Frank-
furt, which had been developed at the same time.34 

on catalogue cards. However, the CDs were mainly 
predestined to revolutionise bibliographic research.

This applied not only to people using the CDs at 
libraries and bookshops but also to the Deutsche 
Bibliothek itself. In 1989, after only six months of 
testing, it was already clear that the CD could also 
function as a user catalogue since it was so easy to 
handle. Both library staff and library users with no 
specific prior knowledge could use it for research 
purposes. For these users in particular, the CDs 
opened up a whole new dimension when working 
with bibliographic records: it was no longer neces-
sary to spend hours leafing through name, subject 
heading and subject catalogues or to laboriously 
copy personal and bibliographic information; in-
stead, the CD quickly guided the user to their goal 
and enabled them to import the material found 
into their applications or to print it as required. 
The advantages were felt particularly strongly from 
1998, i.e. 10 years after the release of the first DB-
CD, by which time all the Frankfurt holdings had 
been digitally catalogued and made available on 
CD-ROM. From then on, the great card catalogues 
in Frankfurt were obsolete, which was why they 
were gradually dismantled and replaced by termi-
nals capable of supporting CD technology. 

The most recent development in carrier-based bib-
liographies took place in 2002: the Deutsche Bi- 
bliografie’s data, which had by then expanded to 
6 CDs, was consolidated on a single DVD (Digital 
Versatile DISC). This type of data carrier, which 

National bibliographic data carriers at a glance 
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The Nationalbibliografie as a data 
service (since1996)

Like the carrier-based catalogues on CD and DVD, 
the carrier-based magnetic tape and floppy disk ser-
vices were gradually replaced by data services which 
enabled users to obtain national bibliographic data 
online through FTP (File Transfer Protocol), and 
some time later also through HTTP (Hypertext 
Transfer Protocol). These services required access to 
a library FTP server (1996) or WWW server (from 
1998). Subscribers could enter a password and gain 
online access to data sets from the bibliographic 
series which had been prepared for them individ-
ually.

The library networks and larger libraries in particu-
lar were quick to adopt this new form of data trans-
fer, which had numerous advantages compared to 
the carrier-based magnetic tape and floppy disk ser-
vices: the data provided was still more up-to-date, 
e.g. because there were no postal delivery times, 
and it was still easier to process because there was 
no need to handle cassettes or floppy disks.

Data access via FTP and WWW is still standard 
practice for subscribers to the Nationalbiblio-
grafie’s current data. However, password-protected 
access for individual users was scrapped in April 
2021; instead, the data is now made available via 
the DNB’s website using a simplified procedure 
with no access restrictions. Since then, users have 
been able to download the constantly generated 
selections of data from the national bibliographic 
series freely via the internet, also in formats that are 
particularly important for libraries.35

Online databases (from 1981)

BIBLIO-DATA (1981–2009)

The research database BIBLIO-DATA, which was 
developed between 1975 and 1980 as part of the 
federal government programme for the promotion 
of information and documentation (I&D pro-
gramme)36, iis the first online version of the 
Deutsche Nationalbibliografie. As Germany largest 
literary database, it offered »the most comprehen-
sive, up-to-date and fastest access«37 to German 
publications. It was the first to offer electronic data 
retrieval options for professional research outside 
the library. At the time it went live in 1976, it could 
only be used by the Deutsche Bibliotheks biblio-
graphic information librarians, who were able to 
access the database for four hours a day via a dedi-
cated line to the computer centre where the data 
was held. From the end of the 1970s, the database 
was also tested outside the Frankfurt library by 
eight other institutions in the fields of book stud-
ies, documentary records and the book trade. How-
ever, it was not routinely offered until 1981. After 
connecting with STN (Scientific & Technical Infor-
mation Network) INTERNATIONAL in the sum-
mer of 1988, it became possible to research more 
than 1.5 million of the Nationalbibliografie’s data 
records dating from 1972 onwards by accessing 
them online via the information provider INKA, 
which was housed at the specialised information 

BIBLIODATA: homepage at STN International (1998)39

centre FIZ Karlsruhe. By 1997, the number of data 
records had doubled; in 1999, there were approx. 
3.4 million sets of bibliographic data. The database 
was updated every week. However, it was intended 
as a source of information and was not designed 
for transferring data to other systems. Neither did 
it provide any stimuli for rationalisation measures 
in library acquisitions and cataloguing depart-
ments.38

From 1997, BIBLIO-DATA was also made available 
through GENIOS (Frankfurt, later GBI-GENIOS 
Munich). With approx. 2 million data sets, and 
from 1999 approx. 2.2 million, BIBLIO-DATA  
offered fewer searchable data records than STN 
since it only contained records dating from 1986 
onwards.

Anyone who wanted to use the database in dia-
logue mode first had to conclude a user agreement 
with the database operators and familiarise them-
selves with the search language MESSENGER, 
which was oriented on command lines. While this 
language facilitated complex research using an ex-
tremely wide variety of criteria, it was so challeng-
ing that the database could not be used by non-ex-
perts, and interested end-users could often only use 
it with professional assistance. 

The Deutsche Bibliothek also deployed BIB-
LIO-DATA in its user domains. The bibliographic 
information centre in Frankfurt housed five termi-
nals which very soon became the most important 
research tool for librarians in the user areas; these 
terminals were also used by the signing service. The 
positive experiences with the database were the de-
cisive factor. BIBLIO-DATA dramatically reduced 
the time required for bibliographic research and 
significantly improved the hit rate, particularly 
when searching in specific subject areas.40 However, 
in the early 1990s, STN became unable to cope 
with the demands of the staff in Frankfurt, who 
were using the database for more than half of the 
approx. 7,300 hours of connect time. This meant 
that staff working in user advisory services soon 
had to switch to the internal catalogue database 
PICA/ILTIS.

DDB-Online: homepage (2009)41

Afterwards, the use of BIBLIO-DATA declined sig-
nificantly. This development continued from the 
mid-1990s. In 1995, there were still some 900 exter-
nal users using the database for 2,200 connect 
hours and accessing 160,000 data records online, 
but the usage statistics four years later showed that 
the database had been used for just 440 connect 
hours to access a mere 44,000 data records. This 
was due to the evolution of the online user cata-
logues, which were becoming increasingly efficient, 
were much more user-friendly, and could also be 
used free of charge. Since user figures continued to 
decline, BIBLIO-DATA was discontinued at the 
end of 2009.

Shop systems: DDB-Online (1998 – 
2010) and data shop (from 2007)

Like the magnetic tape, floppy disk and data services 
before them, the shop systems were mainly designed 
for professional data users who were interested in 
importing the data into their own applications.

»DDB-Online«, the first online data shop, went live 
in September 1998. Based on the online interface 
Z39.50, a standard protocol for searching biblio-
graphic databases which was used by libraries all 
over the world, DDB-Online enabled users to re-
search the Deutsche Bibliothek’s entire data stock 
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and to import bibliographic data online into their 
own library systems, where it could be processed 
further. Because of its graphic interface, the shop 
was easy to use and attracted interest especially 
from smaller and medium-sized institutions which 
were not connected with the network and which 
only needed data sporadically or in relatively small 
quantities. 

All that was required to use the service was to have 
access to a web-enabled computer and to conclude 
a user agreement with the library. After receiving 
their password-protected user ID, users could use 
numerous criteria to search the database, make a 
selection from the records found, add their own 
local data if required, download the records, and 
import them into their own system for further pro-
cessing.

In 2007, »DDB-Online« was replaced by the Ger-
man National Library’s »data shop«. While 
DDB-Online was a fully independent system with 
its own authentication tool and research interface, 
the newly developed data shop is a web service of-
fered by the DNB’s new portal catalogue. This en-
abled users to switch from the catalogue to the data 
shop with just one click, transferring the selected 
bibliographic data as they went. Moreover, the new 
shop system had a number of advantages over its 
predecessors: users could also subscribe to data 
from the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie’s series M 
and T and download them in several library data 
formats.42

Data shop homepage (2022)43

Online user catalogues (from 1994)

While the data service and data shop are primarily 
intended for interested parties who have a profes-
sional background and use the data in their own 
databases, the online user catalogues mainly target 
end-users with no library training who are more 
likely to consult the library catalogues for private 
reasons than for professional ones. 

The first online user catalogues, formerly known as 
OPAC (Online Public Access Catalogues), were de-
veloped as early as the 1980s. They gradually super-
seded the card catalogues and other older types of 
catalogue in the libraries.

In Frankfurt, this meant that the Siemens library 
administration system »BVS«, which had been in 
use since 1982, had to be replaced by the system 
developed by the Dutch PICA foundation (Leiden). 
This not only had a central cataloguing system but 
also facilitated the addition of an online user cata-
logue with a graphic user interface, which could be 
enhanced by offering user-oriented services such as 
media ordering and borrowing.44 

The problems that arose when the PICA central 
system was used online were finally resolved in 
1993. On 1 August 1994, just eight months later, 
the first online catalogue went live in Leipzig. Ini-
tially, however, it could only be used by library us-
ers on site searching the bibliographic data generat-
ed since 1990.45 

The Leipzig catalogue went live in March 1996, fol-
lowed shortly afterwards by the Frankfurt cata-
logue; these had a far greater volume of searchable 
data stock. Even though the two catalogues were 
still offered separately at that time, interested par-
ties were now able to research the Leipzig data from 

1974 on and the approximately six million biblio-
graphic records in Frankfurt from 1945 on outside 
the library for the first time. At first, the catalogues 
could only be accessed through Telnet (terminal 
emulation VT 102). The number of parallel access 
ports was still very limited. People with questions 
about using the system had access to extensive help 
texts which could be downloaded via FTP.

In the new web version of the online catalogue, 
which went live on 16 October 2001, the data stock 
from Leipzig and Frankfurt was still separate. How-
ever, the user interface and indexes had been stand-
ardised. Along with shorter search times and im-

The Deutsche Bibliothek’s general online catalogue (2005)48 The German National Library’s portal catalogue: homepage of the test version 
(2007)50

The German National Library’s portal catalogue: homepage (2010)51

The Deutsche Bibliothek’s OPAC, Leipzig (2004)46
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Online interfaces (from 1998)

The data services and data shops are not the only 
channels for obtaining data from the Nationalbi- 
bliografie. The data can also be directly integrated 
into third-party applications via a number of appli-
cation programming interfaces.

Z39.50

Z39.50, a network protocol for retrieving data from 
bibliographic information systems developed in 
the USA from 1984 and introduced in Germany 
between 1993 and 1997 as part of the DBV-OSI-II 
(Deutscher Bibliothekenverbund – Open Systems 
Interconnection) project funded by the German 
federal government and the DFG, first made this 
possible for some of the most important Ameri-
can universities in 1998. However, the Deutsche 
Bibliothek did not initially offer regular data access 
via this interface since the necessary billing mecha-
nisms were not yet available. This changed ten years 
later, as a result of which data in full library format 
also became available through this interface from 
2008. 

SRU

The web service protocol SRU (Search/Retrieve via 
URL) began gradually taking over these functions 
from February 2010. This is an improvement on 
the Z39.50 protocol and was issued by the Library 
of Congress in Washington; it builds on established 
internet standards, and – unlike Z39.50 – is also 
commonly used outside the library sector.

The SRU interface is used not only by numerous 
libraries, which can use it for processes such as the 
automation of acquisition workflows , but also by 
research systems such as the »Karlsruhe Virtual 
Catalogue« (KVK) and the European Library. These 
accounted for the majority of the queries sent to 

the SRU interface every day. The daily average in 
2010 was 20,000 queries, from which 118,000 data 
records were provided.53

OAI

Moreover, from October 2012, users were offered 
the option of integrating national bibliographic 
data into external databases via an OAI (Open 
Archives Initiative) interface. This is based on the 
OAI protocol for metadata harvesting (OAI-PMH), 
which enables metadata to be transferred automat-
ically between databases and allows subscribers to 
harvest metadata using an OAI harvester. 

This interface is particularly suitable for regularly 
updating large databases and keeping them synchro-
nised with the supplier database so that new biblio-
graphic records and changes to existing records can 
be automatically updated in the connected system 
with no delay. However, the Nationalbibliografie’s 
current data stock first has to be imported into the 
subscriber’s database. 

Because of the sheer size of the Nationalbiblio-
grafie, which currently (spring 2022) consists of 25 
million data records and is growing by approx. two 
million data records a year, the number of poten-
tial users of this interface is subject to strict limi-
tations right from the start. However, if required, 
the automated data transfer function can also be 
limited to specific data sets, e.g. individual subject 
categories or series A of the Deutsche Nationalbi- 
bliografie, which means that the application is also 
attractive for users with specific needs.54

The OAI interface offers its users considerable ad-
vantages in terms of scope and current standing: all 
national bibliographic data since 1913 is automati-
cally updated as soon as it has been imported to or 
modified in the user’s database.
At the beginning of 2021, it became possible to use 
the interfaces without having to register and obtain 
authorisation from the German National Library. 
With the exception of the Z39.50 interface, which 
was decommissioned in October 2021 on technical 
grounds, they have been available without restric-
tion ever since.

proved search options, this version was most 
notable for its integrated order function. Moreover, 
since the display had been changed from ISBD to 
labelled format, the search results could now be 
shown in a much more visually appealing manner.

By the time the retroconversion of the alphabetical 
catalogues was completed at the end of 2004, al-
most all the holdings at both libraries were indexed 
in the catalogue database. Ute Schwens and Jörg 
Räuber summarise this development as follows: 
»That means this database is the Deutsche  
Nationalbibliografie.«47 It has been viewed as the 
primary form of the Nationalbibliografie ever 
since. This is where the initial bibliographic index-
ing takes place. It is the source of all the National-
bibliografie’s output formats. These include the 
online catalogue, which, unlike the National- 
bibliografie’s other formats, was designed to be 
used freely via the internet right from the start – at 
that time a milestone along the long road to open-
ing and ultimately democratising the use of the 
Deutsche Nationalbibliografie and the services  
associated with it.

This process reached an early milestone when the 
integrated online catalogue went live in May 2005. 
Users could then access the national bibliographic 
data of both locations in one research system with 
a standardised layout. It was now possible to re-
search the entire data stock, which at the time con-
sisted of some 11 million bibliographic records 
which had been issued in Leipzig and Frankfurt 
since 1913. The new layout and additional func-
tions also made it more convenient to use. Since 
then, the catalogue has for example provided links 
to abstracts of publications and enabled users to 
determine whether books are available and can be 
ordered from booksellers.49 

Other versions of the catalogue followed. Since the 
print and CD-ROM editions of the Nationalbibli-
ografie had been discontinued and user require-
ments were changing, the 2010 version in particular 
offered direct access to a number of additional bib-
liographic functions. Users can now filter the bibli-
ographic data in the various series of the National-
bibliografie, perform specific searches for 

Costs and free services

Like the printed editions of the Nationalbibliografie 
and the CD-ROM editions distributed commercial-
ly by booksellers and the Börsenverein’s publishers, 
a fee was usually charged for the national biblio-
graphic formats issued by the library itself.55

With regard to the catalogue cards, a unit price per 
card was charged right from the beginning. This 
did not change until the catalogue card service was 
discontinued in 2013. Only the price itself was ad-
justed on several occasions. 

In Leipzig, regular subscribers were charged 0.02 
marks per card from 1931 until well into the 1970s, 
and it was not until the 1980s that the price rose 
to 0.04 marks per card. In Frankfurt, subscribers 
to entire series paid 0.04 DM from 1973 and 0.06 
DM from 1975. Following an average price increase 
of 50 per cent in 1992, the price of the Frankfurt 
catalogue cards was raised to 0.12 DM (EUR 0.06) 
with effect from 2002. Afterwards, the prices re-
mained stable for another 20 years. Only in 2012, 
the final year before the catalogue card service was 
discontinued, were they raised by another cent per 
card; this was because overall revenues were down 
and the previous price could no longer cover the 
production costs.

At first, machine-readable bibliographic data was 
also billed per unit. Users who subscribed to a 
whole series on magnetic tape, for example, paid 
0.06 DM per data record from 1977 to 1991 and 
0.12 DM per record from 1992 to 1997. 

From 1998, the fee structure changed as a result of 
the increasing use of online services. Along with 
unit prices, flat-rate prices were introduced for sub-
scriptions to the Nationalbibliografie. Moreover, 
the prices varied considerably depending on the 
type of use. In 1998, library networks and service 
centres, for example, paid a flat rate of 21,000 DM 
for an annual subscription to series A. Individual 
users who only wanted to use the data for their own 
purposes paid around a third of this price, while 
subscribers who processed the data for commer-
cial purposes had to pay triple the network prices. 

bibliography journals, access them, and print them 
as needed. It is also possible to select individual 
types of media such as online publications or dis-
sertations, save created search profiles, and export 
hits lists as HTML files.
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Flat-rate fees were also charged when the data was 
exported or used by third parties. Following a reso-
lution by the Administrative Council, which makes 
decisions on all matters of fundamental or signifi- 
cant economic importance relating to the library 
and its development, these amounts increased by 3 
per cent per annum with effect from 1999.

When the shop systems were launched from 1998 
on, a price scale was introduced as the third billing 
method, with different price categories applying 
depending on the data contingent selected. Cus-
tomers paid 500 DM for up to 1,000 data records, 
2,000 DM for 5,000 data records, 8,000 DM for 
20,000 data records etc. The data supplied through 
the SRU interface from 2010 was also billed in this 
way for a short time.

The annual income generated by the library’s bibli-
ographic services rose steadily from the mid-1970s 
on and reached more than one million euro per 
annum between 1995 and 2009 (peak: EUR 1.2 
million in 1999). In addition, regular income was 
generated by publisher contracts for the supply of 
the print and CD-ROM versions of the Nation-
albibliografie, which meant that the total income 
from data distribution could be anything up to 
EUR 1.7 million (1998); this income could then 
be used for the further development and ongoing 
provision of the bibliographic services.

Besides unit prices, flat rates and scaled pricing, cer-
tain services were offered free of charge. The online 
user catalogue could be used for free, and no costs 
were charged for data from series O, which was 
generated on the basis of publisher reports on on-
line publications and was only available in digital 
format. However, even for the fee-based services, 
there were exceptions to the rule. In 1991 and for 
several years afterwards, the libraries in the former 
GDR, for example, were supplied with catalogue 
cards free of charge as an efficient means of sup-
port when cataloguing the basic book collections 
they had acquired with extensive special funding. 
Bibliographic data was naturally also supplied free 
of charge for test purposes or when cooperating 
with partner institutions; this was the case as early 
as 1931, when the Nationalbibliografie was given 

to a number of libraries free of charge for one year 
»in return (...) for information on their experiences 
with the library edition.« (Flachowsky 2020:426)57

Initially conceived as an exception applied to the 
services for professional users, the end of the first 
decade of our century saw the elimination of fees 
become an end in itself: the data was to be made 
available to the public free of charge and be as 
unencumbered by rights as possible. This was due 
to the rapidly increasingly data exchange between 
libraries and the new national and international re-
search platforms that had come into being since 
the beginning of the millennium. These included 
portals such as the European Library (2004), Euro-
peana (2008) and the Deutsche Digitale Bibliothek 
(German Digital Library, 2009), which could only 
function if data unencumbered by rights was trans-
ferred free of charge. Moreover, in the PSI (Public 
Sector Information) Directive  of 2003, the Euro- 
pean Parliament and the Council had already called 
for the data generated in the public sector to be re-
used, its economic and social potential exploited, 
and for the public to be granted free access to it 
with as little red tape as possible.

In 2010, the German National Library according-
ly changed its data subscription business model 
and undertook a multi-stage procedure which cul-
minated on 1 July 2015, when all the Deutsche 
Nationalbibliografie’s bibliographic data was made 
available free of charge through the internet under 
Creative Commons Zero (CC0 1.0) conditions, re-
gardless of the format required. In doing so, its 
goal was to increase the dissemination and re-use 
of the Nationalbibliografie’s metadata as much as 
possible and to strengthen the free flow of data in 
the »web of data«, as was subsequently proclaimed 
three years later in the Open Data Charter59 signed 
by the G8 countries.

Customers and end-users  

It is not so easy to make statements about the 
customers who pay to use the Nationalbiblio-
grafie, firstly because it was not distributed directly  

The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie’s sales figures from 1954 to 2021

through the library but through booksellers and 
the publishing company which issued it, and  
secondly because there are no comprehensive  
records of this information. It is even more difficult 
to make statements about end-users, i.e. groups of 
people who have been browsing the printed bibli-
ographies, particularly in libraries, for many dec-
ades, or, as has now been the case for more than 
25 years, have direct access to the German National 
Library’s catalogue database and have the advan-
tages of using a web-based search system via the 
internet. After consulting sources in the in-house 
archive, questioning colleagues who work for the 
user and data services, and adding one’s own obser-
vations from about fifteen years in charge of digital 
services, the following picture emerged:
the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie has a highly 
diverse subscriber and user base, the nature and 
number of which vary considerably over time de-
pending on the Bibliografie's content and the for-
mats offered.

It consists first and foremost of scientific, public 
and special libraries of various sizes, which sub-
scribe to the Nationalbibliografie and use it in all 
fields of their work, from acquisitions and catalogu-
ing to user services. The creation of the National-
bibliografie was and still is predominantly orient-
ed on their need for reliable information which is 

uniformly generated, as comprehensive as possible, 
and can be accessed without delay. 

Booksellers and publishers have also been among 
the Nationalbibliografie’s subscribers right from 
the start; after all, the fast supply of comprehensive 
information about newcomers to the book market 
is vital to their very existence. Last but not least, 
publisher’s directories, inventories and literary in-
dexes required for other purposes also need pro-
fessional management. Since the introduction of 
music bibliographies and their digital formats, the 
same has applied to the music and audio trade as 
well as to broadcasting institutions and producers 
of sound recordings and AV media.

The advent of digital services at the end of the 
1970s marked the development of a new custom-
er group consisting of German and foreign library 
networks. As service providers, they now make the 
data they prepare available online for more than 
2,500 libraries, archives and museums of various 
sizes in Germany alone.

With the launch of the interfaces in 2010, the 
number of direct subscribers to the Nationalbibli-
ografie’s data grew significantly. From 2015, when 
data access fees were abolished, they increased six-
fold, reaching about 1,200 institutions and individ-
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uals by the end of 2020. Along with a large number 
of library institutions in Germany and abroad, the 
majority of which are special, municipal or school 
libraries, they include numerous library service pro-
viders and providers of bibliographic management 
programmes.

Universities and other research institutions are also 
increasingly using the Deutsche Nationalbiblio-
grafie. This development has accelerated since the 
Nationalbibliografie became available in digital 
formats and evolved into an open-access database 
with a wide range of options for submitting que-
ries and performing analyses. While bibliographies 
have been the starting point for statistical analyses 
in book market research60, since as early as the 
mid-19th century, they have gained still more 
importance over the last 10 years, particularly in 
the fields of scientific, academic and educational 
research61. After all, »several scientific studies per-
formed in recent years... (have demonstrated) the  
scientific relevance of the German National Library’s 
expurgated catalogue for research.«62 This quality is 
also exploited by the digital humanities, for which 
the Nationalbibliografie is an interesting research 
data base.63

The number of individual end-users of the National- 
bibliografie increased considerably with the release 
of the CD-ROMs, and even more so with the online 
catalogues, since these formats are specially tailored 
to their requirements and enable them to obtain  
results quickly and easily with the minimum of effort. 
This is confirmed countless times a day: in 2021, 
the average number of search queries a day was 
71,000, i.e. more than 26 million catalogue que-
ries a year, 24 percent of which came from abroad. 
Since only 13 percent of the queries were made in 
expert mode, we can assume that the Nationalbibli-
ografie has found its way into the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of non-professional users. The new 
version of the catalogue, which will soon be going 
live in a new design and with new functions, was 
specifically developed with them in mind.

Conclusion and outlook

The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie has developed 
continuously since it was first published in 1931, a 
process to which the many changes and the variety 
of formats bear impressive testimony. This has been 
particularly true since the digital formats emerged 
at the end of the 1970s and still more in the years 
from 1990 to 2010. During this time, it has been 
made available not only in print but also in several 
different output formats, both on data carriers and 
online.

This diversity of offerings tended to match the  
variety of technical prerequisites and possibilities 
available to their users and recipients at the time. 
These have largely converged and are now mostly 
digital. It therefore comes as no surprise that the 
portal catalogue, online interfaces and access to 
preconfigured data sets via the German National Li-
brary's website have been the three dominant forms 
of access to the Nationalbibliografie for a good ten 
years now (see image: The Deutsche Nationalbib-

liografie’s formats from 1931 to 2030: analogue 
and digital). They can be accessed online round 
the clock with no restrictions, and as such, they 
are an important part of the national information 
and data infrastructure.

In the future, it will therefore be important to make 
access to the data still easier and more efficient for 
the general public, to expand the delivery options 
available in particular to new user groups, e.g. in 
the fields of science and research, and to orient 
these options on their specific needs.64

The new portal catalogue, for example, will feature 
improved search functions, even simpler navigation 
options, and additional graphic elements, all  
developed with end-users in mind. Moreover, a 
new »data portal« is currently being designed for 
everyone who would like to reuse the National-
bibliografie’s data in a more professional context; 
this will enable them to independently assemble 
data sets of any size using a wide variety of subject- 
specific and formal criteria and to download them 

The Deutsche Nationalbibliografie’s formats from 1931 to 2030: analogue and digital
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on a one-off basis in various standard formats or 
have them delivered regularly as required. However, 
it will still be possible to subscribe to the long- 
established bibliographic data sets, e.g. to weekly 
deliveries of bibliographic data from series A. More- 
over, it will also be possible to assemble data  
relating to non-independent literature, articles and 
essays from journals and anthologies that has not 
been supplied to date, and to select data depending 
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Sources

The main sources were the annual reports and reports on the activities of both libraries and the budgetary 
planning of the library in Frankfurt. We also consulted information brochures and materials from the 
»Central Bibliographic Services« department, which was responsible for the distribution and marketing of
the Nationalbibliografie at the Frankfurt location from 1983.
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