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Languid: Language Identification Project 

 

Name of Submitter: 

Alan Danskin (nominating someone else) 

Key People: 

Victoria Morris conceived and managed the project, with support from the Library's language 
experts. 

Reasons for Award: 

The project has resulted in the addition of the language codes to 3,196,285 catalogue records and  
and closes the substantial gap in language identification identified by the audit of the catalogue.  
This is particularly significant because the records enhanced are predominantly for items from the 
British Museum collection covering the period from the beginning of printing to the 1970s. 

The project provides a more comprehensive view of the linguist diversity and depth of the Library’s 
collection than has previously been possible. The MARC 21 code list for names of languages, 
identifies 484 languages and language groups, 471 of which are represented in the output from the 
project.  The outcomes from the project provide a foundation on which visualizations and analyses 
of the collection can be built. 

The project has identified 141 languages which were not previously represented in the catalogue, 

ranging from 341 items in Lao/ພາສາລາວ, spoken in Laos, to 1 item in Votic, an endangered Uralic 

language spoken by the Votes in Karelia, Russia.  

The project has enabled curators responsible for African and Australian collections to obtain a more 
comprehensive view of collection items within their areas of responsibility. 

The project has enabled identification of languages to a more granular level than is supported by 
the MARC language codes.  Other standards can be used to identify these languages in the 
catalogue to enrich discovery. 

Engaging with curators, cataloguers and other language experts not only improved the quality of the 
work and increased the number of languages that could be identified, but it also nurtured a sense 
of community and purpose while colleagues have been working from home and unable to fulfil all of 
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their normal duties.  More than thirty experts contributed to the work this year and were sustained 
by competitions and challenges to identify mystery languages. 

Useful links: 

https://wiki.bl.uk:8443/x/9ACoDg 

Bitesize Talk: Closing the Language Gap: automated language identification of bibliographic 
resources 30th April 2020 

https://wiki.bl.uk:8443/display/DSSP/Previous+Talks#PreviousTalks-2020 (scroll down to 30 April 
2020) 

Closing the language gap / Victoria Morris. CILIP Metadata & Discovery Group Conference 22nd 
September 2020 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Yn5DoLhojU) 

Morris, Victoria  Automated Language Identification of Bibliographic Resources: Cataloging & 
Classification Quarterly: Vol 58, No 1 (tandfonline.com)  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01639374.2019.1700201?journalCode=wccq20  

https://bl.iro.bl.uk/work/sc/6c99ffcb-0003-477d-8a58-64cf8c45ecf5 

 

Work Start: In 2018 I set a development objective to investigate feasibility of closing the language 

gap using machine learning approaches. Work End: October 2020.  We are reviewing the 

outcomes to determine next step. 
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