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Abstract
This short article introduces end-users to the broad outlines of the
first publicly available version of MlBibTEX (1.3). In particular, we explain
what MlBibTEX is for BibTEX users. Finally, the organisation of the whole
of MlBibTEX’s documentation is described.
Keywords LATEX, BibTEX, MlBibTEX, bibliography files, bibliography
styles, bst, nbst, xml, xslt.
Sommario
Questo breve articolo introduce l’utente finale alla prima versione pubblicamente disponibile di MlBibTEX (1.3). In particolare vengono esposte
le principali differenze tra BibTEX e MlBibTEX e viene data descrizione
dell’intera documentazione di MlBibTEX.
Parole chiave LATEX, BibTEX, MlBibTEX, bibliografia, stile bibliografico, bst, nbst, xml, xslt.
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Introduction

This article is a short introduction to a new bibliography processor usable to
generate ‘References’ sections for documents written using the LATEX word processor [22]. It is written using the Scheme programming language1 and allows
an easy connection with xml’s2 world, since it internally uses xml-like representation. Bibliography styles, which control the layout of output bibliographies,
are written using a new language, called nbst, for ‘New Bibliography STyles’,
close to the xslt3 language. This nbst language makes easier the specification of multilingual features. In fact, we developed this bibliography processor,
MlBibTEX, in order to ease the implementation of multilinguism in bibliographies. MlBibTEX, for ‘MultiLingual BibTEX’, is a re-implementation of BibTEX
[25], the bibliography processor usually associated with LATEX.
This article is not a reference manual for MlBibTEX, it just surveys this program. Reading this article requires only basic knowledge about LATEX, BibTEX,
and xslt. It was originally designed to be the companion of the slides presented
at the guIt4 conference on Saturday 9th October 2004, we have updated it in
order to incorporate recent references.

1

A simple example

Let us look at Figure 1. We can recognise BibTEX-like syntax for a bibliographical entry, included in a bibliography (.bib) file, and we can notice some
extensions of BibTEX’s original syntax. Person names can be expressed using
more user-friendly syntax, emphasising the four parts of a name—First, von,
Last, Junior —as they have been defined in BibTEX [25, § 4]. There is also a
way to specify the abbreviation of a first name, when it should not be abbreviated using the default way: retaining only the first letter of each component of
the first name. Concerning multilingual information, the LANGUAGE field specifies the language of an entry5 . A notation such as ‘[...] ! italian’ means
that the string enclosed by square brackets is to be put only in a bibliography for
an Italian work, the references 6 of this bibliography being expressed in Italian
as far as possible, according to a document-dependent approach [10, § 4]. All
these features and approaches are described in detail in [10].
Now let us suppose that MlBibTEX processes this entry because it is cited
within a LATEX document. Parsing this entry results in an xml tree7 , as shown
in Figure 2. By the way, let us notice that in Figure 1, we typed accented letters
either directly (e.g., ‘à’) or by means of LATEX commands (e.g., ‘\’{o}’). But
1 More

precisely, the current revision of this language, described in [19].
Markup Language. Readers interested in an introduction to this metalanguage
can refer to [26].
3 eXtensible Stylesheet Language Transformations [31]. This is the language of transformations for xml documents. Readers interested in a didactive introduction to this language
can refer to [29].
4 Gruppo Utilizzatori Italiani di T X (Italian T X user group).
E
E
5 The value associated with this field does not have to be surrounded by braces or double
quotes. See [17] for more details.
6 W.r.t. MlBibT X’s terminology, an entry is an element of a bibliographical database—like
E
the entry robeson1965b in Figure 1—; formatting entries result in references.
7 More precisely, in the representation of this xml tree in Scheme using sxml (Scheme
implementation of xml) [20].
2 eXtensible

2

@BOOK{robeson1965b,
AUTHOR = {first => Kenneth, last => Robeson},
TITLE = {The Lost Oasis},
PUBLISHER = {Bantam},
EDITION = 2,
SERIES = {Doc Savage Series},
NUMBER = 6,
NOTE = {[No es coneix la traducci\’{o} al Català] ! catalan
[Titre de la traduction française :
‘‘L’oasis perdue’’] ! french
[Titel der deutschen \"{U}bersetzung:
‘‘Oase der Verlorenen’’] ! german
[Titolo della traduzione in italiano:
‘‘L’oasi dei diamanti’’] ! italian
[T\’{i}tulo de la traducci\’{o}n al Espa\~{n}ol:
‘‘1.000.000 de recompensa’’] ! spanish}
YEAR = 1965,
MONTH = apr,
LANGUAGE = english}

Figure 1: Example of an entry using MlBibTEX’s features.

these accented letters are single characters in Figure 2, since this representation,
like any xml text, uses Unicode [28]. Concerning bibliography styles, they can
can use XPath8 expressions to address parts of this tree like in xslt. For example, putting person names down can be done by the template given in Figure 3:
family names are displayed using small capitals, first names are displayed in
extenso if they are given within the .bib file, like in the ‘References‘ section of
the present article. Let us notice the path expressions—first, von, . . . —giving
access to the parts of a person name. A slightly more complicated path is given
in the named template no-lastname.
As shown in Figure 3—a part of a bibliography style that could be applied
to the tree given in Figure 2—the nbst language is close to xslt. The main
difference between them consists of using the language attribute. To illustrate
that by a simple example, let us assume that we are building a bibliography for
a work in Italian. If a last name does not exist when we are processing the items
of this bibliography, we can define a template that displays an error message in
Italian:
<nbst:template name="no-lastname" language="italian">
<nbst:warning>
Manca il cognome per <nbst:value-of select="../../../@id"/>
</nbst:warning>
</nbst:template>
Such a template, with a language attribute, has higher priority than a template
without. In fact, the template named no-lastname, given in Figure 3, is a
default template, called when there is no template with the language attribute
associated with the current language. Of course, this feature is used for other
8 XPath

is a language used to address parts of an xml document [30].
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<book id="robeson1965b" language="english">
<author>
<!-- An author element is a list of names, connected by
-->
<name>
<!-- ‘and’ or ‘with’.
-->
<personname><first>Kenneth</first><last>Robeson</last></personname>
</name>
</author>
<title>The Lost Oasis</title>
<publisher>Bantam</publisher>
<year>1965</year>
<month><apr/></month>
<number>6</number>
<series>Doc Savage Series</series>
<edition>2</edition>
<note>
<group language="catalan">No es coneix la traducció al Català</group>
<group language="french">
Titre de la traduction française :
<emph emf="no" quotedbf="yes">L’oasis perdue</emph>
</group>
<group language="german">
Titel der deutschen Übersetzung:
<emph emf="no" quotedbf="yes">Oase der Verlorenen</emph>
</group>
<group language="italian">
Titolo della traduzione in italiano:
<emph emf="no" quotedbf="yes">L’oasi dei diamanti</emph>
</group>
<group language="spanish">
Tı́tulo de la traducción al Espa~
nol:
<emph emf="no" quotedbf="yes">1.000.000 de recompensa</emph>
</group>
</note>
</book>

Figure 2: The entry in Figure 1 viewed as an xml tree.

purposes than just displaying error messages, it allows us to refine a general
framework for a particular language. Some examples are given in [15].

2

Using MlBibTEX

Once MlBibTEX is installed, you can use it by:
mlbibtex job-name
where ‘job-name ’ is the name—with or without suffix—of an auxiliary (.aux)
file9 . You can force the use of the language of the bibliography of a document
by:
mlbibtex job-name --language=...
9 See

[23, § 12.1.3] for more details.
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<nbst:template match="personname">
<nbst:if test="first">
<nbst:value-of select="first"/>
<nbst:text> </nbst:text>
<!-- Putting a space character.
</nbst:if>
<nbst:if test="von">
<nbst:value-of select="von"/>
<nbst:text> </nbst:text>
</nbst:if>
<nbst:choose>
<nbst:when test="last">
<nbst:text>\textsc{</nbst:text>
<!-- LATEX will use small
<nbst:value-of select="last"/>
<!-- capitals for the last
<nbst:text>}</nbst:text>
<!-- name.
-->
</nbst:when>
<nbst:otherwise>
<nbst:call-template name="no-lastname"/>
</nbst:otherwise>
</nbst:choose>
<nbst:if test="junior">, Jr.</nbst:if>
</nbst:template>

-->

-->
-->

<nbst:template name="no-lastname">
<nbst:warning>
There is no last name for <nbst:value-of select="../../../@id"/>
</nbst:warning>
</nbst:template>

Figure 3: Example of templates written using the nbst language.

but we do not recommend this feature: multilingual functions may be used
improperly, and some parts of the resulting text can be processed incorrectly
by LATEX.
As explained in [17], MlBibTEX may need to parse a part of the LATEX source
file10 . If this source file has to be located, because it cannot be deduced from
the name of the .aux file, use the tex-file option:
mlbibtex job-name --tex-file=...

3

MlBibTEX for BibTEX users

Bibliography files usable with BibTEX are reusable with MlBibTEX, except that
square brackets are now syntactic delimiters, whereas they are ‘ordinary’ characters in ‘old’ BibTEX. The second point about the compatibility of such files is
that cross-references, given by CROSSREF fields [23, § 13.2.5], are not handled by
MlBibTEX presently, processing cross-references is planned for the next version.
Except for these two points, .bib files suitable for BibTEX should be accepted by
MlBibTEX. Some entries may be processed without problem, whereas BibTEX
10 BibT

EX never does this operation.

5

issued a warning message11 .
About bibliography styles, we designed a compatibility mode, so that ‘old’
.bst files12 can be interpreted by MlBibTEX [8], but this feature has not been
implemented yet in the current version. Anyway, it is preferable to use bibliography styles written in nbst, in order to take advantage of MlBibTEX’s expressive
power. Most of the ‘plain’ and ‘alpha’ styles (references labelled by numbers or
keys like ‘[Rob65b]’)—that is, the styles implementing a number-only system [23,
§ 12.2]—have been rewritten. That is not done yet for the styles implementing
the other systems: author-date, author-number, short-title [23, §§ 12.3–12.6].

4

More information

In this introductory paper, we have given only some broad outlines. Our purpose
is to show that MlBibTEX is usable for most end-users of BibTEX. Of course,
there is a ‘to do’ list for future versions, but we also expect some background
from users in order to improve it. At the end of October 2005, the program will
be downloadable from MlBibTEX’s Web page:
http:lifc.univ-fcomte.fr/~hufflen/texts/mlbibtex/mlbibtex
where the slides about MlBibTEX—in English, French, and German—shown
at various conferences can be found. Most of the articles about this program
are available over there, too. Hereafter, we aim to guide users who wish more
information and we explain how the items of MlBibTEX’s documentation are
organised.
• If you wish to get familiar with MlBibTEX, here are six essential references:
– [10] is a general and detailed presentation, followed by an abridged
reference manual of the nbst language and our functions associated
with path expressions;
– [9] explains why we decided to get rid of adapting the bst language
and how we begin to design the broad outlines of nbst;
– [14] shows how to develop an interface between LATEX and MlBibTEX
for a particular language;
– [15] discusses a method for developing bibliography styles using nbst;
– [16] contains details about MlBibTEX’s installation and the modules
of this program; a second part is to appear;
– [17] explains how the information about natural languages is managed in MlBibTEX.
• The following paper addresses MlBibTEX’s features from a point of view
related to the implementation:
11 An example is an entry, being of type @ARTICLE, @BOOK, or @BOOKLET with both AUTHOR and
EDITOR fields. From our personal point of view, such a choice allows editors of a work to be
specified separately from the complete list of its authors. An example is given by the current
report on Scheme[19]: depending on the bibliography style used, the complete list is printed
in extenso—as we do at the end of this article—or skipped—as we did in the bibliography of
[18]—; of course, editors’ names are put down in both cases.
12 That is, bibliography styles written using the language described in [24].
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– [18] describes the organisation of the implementation in Scheme.
• The following references are of historical interest:
– [3] is the first article about MlBibTEX, in French, sketching its first
version;
– [4] is the reference of the first version (1.1), many ideas about the
syntactic extensions of .bib files were already included, but the notions related to the bibliography styles and the implementation are
now obsolete;
– [5] summarises the experience we gained by implementing the first
version in C, from a point of view related to re-engineering;
– [6] shows the first relationship between MlBibTEX and xml’s world,
it has been reused when Version 1.3 was designed (cf. [9]);
– [7] sketches the formal specifications that were used to help the first
version’s development—they were written using the casl13 language
[1]—;
– [12] explains why we started a second implementation of Version 1.3
in Scheme after an unfinished implementation in C.
• Last but not least, the following references describe some features planned
but not implemented yet:
– [8] describes a compatibility mode that allows bibliography styles
written in the ‘old’ bst language to be interpreted by MlBibTEX14 ;
– [11] aims to put into action a framework for the definition of lexicographic order relations, such relations being language-dependent;
presently, only calls to external functions defined in Scheme allow
such definitions;
– [13] shows a method, based on patterns, for removing LATEX commands within values associated with BibTEX fields, they are transformed into strings or xml elements15 : such a feature could be useful
for users who wish to generate bibliographies for document written
using the ConTEXt format16 or DocBook17 .
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