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•Materials in this 
workshop are 
largely derived 
from this book 
Introduction to 
Controlled 
Vocabularies

•Revised edition
• The published book 
is available online 
and in hard copy

• Patricia Harpring, 
with series editor 
Murtha Baca
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•Also compliant 
with briefer 
discussions and 
rules in CCO 
(Cataloging 
Cultural Objects) 
and CDWA 
(Categories for the 
Description of 
Works of Art)

http://www.getty.edu/research/publications/electronic_publications/cdwa/
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STARTING TOGETHER:
WHAT IS A VOCABULARY?

Let’s get on 
the same 
page
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• A controlled vocabulary is an organized arrangement of 
words and phrases used to index content and/or to 
retrieve content through browsing or searching

• Typically includes preferred and variant terms and has a 
defined scope or describes a specific domain

What Are Controlled Vocabularies?  

Purpose of Controlled Vocabularies

• To organize information and to provide 
terminology to catalog and retrieve information

• To capture the richness of variant terms
• To promote consistency in preferred terms and 
the assignment of the same terms to similar 
content 
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• A controlled vocabulary is an organized arrangement of 
words and phrases used to index content and/or to 
retrieve content through browsing or searching

• Typically includes preferred and variant terms and has a 
defined scope or describes a specific domain

Purpose of Controlled Vocabularies

• At the indexing phase = because without them 
catalogers will not consistently use the same term to 
refer to the same person, place, or thing

• In retrieval process = various end users may use 
different synonyms or more generic terms to refer to a 
given concept

• End users are often not specialists, may not know the 
correct term

What Are Controlled Vocabularies?  
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• A controlled vocabulary is an organized arrangement of 
words and phrases used to index content and/or to 
retrieve content through browsing or searching

• Typically includes preferred and variant terms and has a 
defined scope or describes a specific domain

Purpose of Controlled Vocabularies

• The most important functions of a controlled vocabulary are 
• to gather together variant terms and synonyms for concepts 
• to link concepts in a logical order or sort them into categories

Are a rose window and a Catherine wheel the same thing? How is pot-metal 
glass related to the more general term stained glass? 

The links and relationships in a controlled vocabulary ensure that these 
connections are defined and maintained, for both cataloging and retrieval

What Are Controlled Vocabularies?  
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• Controlled vocabularies are organized sets of 
controlled terminology values (often with other 
information as well)

• Controlled format refers to rules concerning the 
allowable data types and formatting of information

Controlled Vocabularies vs. Controlled Format 

• Fields may have controlled format in addition to being linked to 
controlled vocabulary

• Or the controlled format may exist in the absence of any finite 
controlled list of acceptable values
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Controlled format 

• May govern the expression of Unicode or other 
characters in either a free‐text field or in a field that 
is linked to a controlled vocabulary

Controlled Vocabularies vs. Controlled Format 

• Also for recording measurements, geographic coordinates, and 
other information in fields where numbers or codes are used

• Restrictions may be placed on the field in order to regulate the 
number of digits allowed, the expression of decimals and negative 
numbers, and so on, ideally in compliance with ISO, NISO, or 
another appropriate standard where possible
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Controlled Vocabularies vs. Controlled Format 

Materials/Techniques Description: egg‐tempera paint with tooled gold‐leaf 
halos on panel
Role: medium    Material Name: egg tempera | gold leaf
Role: support    Material Name: wood panel
Technique Name: painting | gold tooling

Examples

Dimensions Description: comprises 10 panels; overall: 280 x 215 x 17 cm 
(110 1⁄4 x 84 5⁄8 x 6 3⁄4) 
Extent: components
Value: 10      Type: count
Value: 280    Unit: cm Type: height
Value: 215    Unit: cm Type: width
Value: 17      Unit: cm Type: depth
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TYPES OF
CONTROLLED VOCABULARIES

You may use 
various 
types  of 

vocabularies
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Types of Controlled Vocabularies
•Most controlled vocabularies in art indexing are 
structured vocabularies

•Structured vocabulary = emphasizes relationships

Relationships in General

•Relationship means a state of connectedness or an association between two 
things in a database—in this case, fields or tables in a database for a controlled 
vocabulary

•Between equivalents (synonyms)

•Other relationships =  hierarchical or associative (links that organize concepts 
and provide context)

•Note: types of vocabularies are not always mutually exclusive; for example, a 
single vocabulary can be both a thesaurus and an authority
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Types of Controlled Vocabularies

The most common types of controlled vocabularies 
used for art and architecture

•subject heading lists
•simple controlled lists

•synonym ring lists 

•taxonomies
•thesauri

•Many of the definitions in Introduction to Controlled Vocabularies are based on the 
discussions in ANSI/NISO Z39.19‐2005: Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and 
Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies and the related international 
standard, ISO 2788:1986: Documentation—Guidelines for the Establishment and 
Development of Monolingual Thesauri.
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Subject Heading Lists

Uniform words or phrases intended to be assigned to books, 
articles, or other documents in order to describe the subject 
or topic of the texts and to group them with texts having 
similar subjects.  

Examples:
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) 

Bicycle racing‐‐United States
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH)

Embryonic and Fetal Development

• Typically arranged in alphabetical order, with cross‐references between the 
preferred and other nonpreferred headings 

• Differ from other vocabularies =  precoordination of terminology = combine several 
unique concepts together in a string

Medieval bronze vessels 
• Combines a period, a material, and a work type in one heading

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Other Headings

• Other types of headings or labels may be used to uniquely 
identify or disambiguate one vocabulary entry from 
another

•E.g.,  name of a creator may be listed with a short biographical string to 
form a heading or label for display in a work record

Pierre Koenig (American architect, 1925‐2004)
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architect: Pierre Koenig (American architect, 1925‐2004)

Label: Case Study House No. 21 (house; architect: Pierre 
Koenig (American architect, 1925‐2004); 1956‐1958; 
renovated 1998)
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Controlled Lists
A controlled list is a simple list of terms used to control terminology

A well‐constructed controlled list, the following is true: 

• each term is unique
• terms are not overlapping in meaning
• terms are all members of the same class (i.e., having the 
same level of rank in a classification system)

• terms are equal in granularity or specificity
• terms are arranged alphabetically or in another logical order

Also called flat term lists or pick lists, referring to the typical method of their 
implementation in an information system 

Should be derived from larger published standard vocabularies if appropriate

Usually designed for a very specific database or situation and may not have utility outside 
that context

They are best employed in certain fields of a database where a short list of values is 
appropriate and where terms are unlikely to have synonyms or ancillary information
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Controlled Lists

Pick Lists

lead users to a small set of choices of terms for a given field

often implemented as drop‐down lists

Example of a pick list from The Museum System (TMS) application f
or the J. Paul Getty Museum

architecture 
armor
books
coins
decorative arts
drawings
implements
jewelry 

From the end‐user perspective, such short lists may be easier to navigate than more 
complex lists, particularly for nonspecialist users 

manuscripts
miscellaneous
paintings
photographs
sculpture
site installation
texts
vessels 
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Controlled Lists

Pick Lists

In cataloging systems, the advantage of such lists is that the 
cataloger or indexer has only a short list of terms from which to 
choose, thus ensuring more consistency and reducing the 
likelihood of error 

Examples of fields where controlled lists are appropriate:

Classification field,  Title Type (e.g., artist's, descriptive, inscribed, 
etc.), Title Language (e.g., English, French, German, Italian, 
Spanish, etc.), or Title Preference (e.g., preferred, alternate)

Dozens of areas of a work record may be better suited for a short controlled list rather 
than a more complex controlled vocabulary

Disadvantages are that it limits choices to user,  if used in retrieval would not allow 
retrieval by synonyms and related terms
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Synonym Ring Lists
• Simple set of terms considered equivalent for the purpose of 
retrieval

• Equivalence relationships in most controlled vocabularies 
should be made only between terms and names that have 
genuine synonymy or identical meanings

• Synonym rings are different 

• Even though classified as controlled vocabularies, usually used in retrieval 
rather than indexing 

• Specifically to broaden retrieval (query expansion): may contain near‐synonyms that 
have similar or related meanings rather than only terms with true synonymy
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Synonym Ring Lists
• Typically occur as sets of flat lists 
• Used behind the scenes of an electronic information system
• Most useful for providing access to content that is represented in 
texts and other instances of natural, uncontrolled language.

• Even though catalogers do not use synonym rings for indexing, 
subject experts should be involved in the creation of synonym rings 
for retrieval

• Successful synonym rings are best constructed manually by subject matter experts who 
are also familiar with the specific content of the information system, user expectations, 
and likely searches
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Authority Files
Set of established names or headings and cross‐references to the 
preferred form from variant or alternate forms

E.g., LCNAF—the Library of Congress/NACO (Name Authority 
Cooperative Program) Authority File—an authority widely used in 
libraries in North America

Common types of authority files are name authority files and 
subject heading authority files

• However, any listing of terms, names, or headings that distinguishes between a 
preferred term, name, or heading and alternate or variant names may be used as an 
authority

• Almost any type of controlled vocabulary—with the exception of a synonym ring 
list—may be used as an authority
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• Authority control refers as much to the methodology as to a particular controlled 
vocabulary

• If a controlled vocabulary is accepted by a given community as authoritative, and 
if it is used in order to provide consistency in data, it is being used as an authority

Authority Files
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Taxonomies
A taxonomy is an orderly classification for a defined domain. It may also 
be known as a faceted vocabulary. It comprises controlled vocabulary 
terms (generally only preferred terms) organized into a hierarchical 
structure. Each term in a taxonomy is in one or more parent/child 
(broader/ narrower) relationships to other terms in the taxonomy

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

• There can be different types of parent/child 
relationships, such as whole/part, genus/ 
species, or instance relationships. However, in 
good practice, all children of a given parent 
share the same type of relationship

• A taxonomy may differ from a thesaurus in 
that it generally has shallower hierarchies and 
a less complicated structure

• For example, it often has no equivalent 
(synonyms or variant terms) or related terms 
(associative relationships)



Taxonomies

The scientific classifications of animals and plants are well‐known 
examples of taxonomies. A partial display of Flavobacteria in the 
taxonomy of the U.S. National Center for Biotechnology Information is 
above. 
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• In common usage, the term taxonomy 
may also refer to any classification or 
placement of terms or headings into 
categories, particularly a controlled 
vocabulary used as a navigation 
structure for a Web site. 

• A display of data from the U.S. National 
Center for Biotechnology Information 
illustrating the taxonomic placement of 
genus Flavobacterium with narrower 
contexts (species)



Alphanumeric Classification Schemes
Controlled codes (letters or numbers, or both letters and numbers) 
that represent concepts or headings

Generally have an implied taxonomy that can be surmised from 
the codes

Dewey Decimal Classification and Library of Congress Classification systems
© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Ontologies
Formal, machine‐readable specification of a conceptual model in which 
concepts, properties, relationships, functions, constraints, and axioms are 
all explicitly defined

Not a controlled vocabulary, but uses one or more controlled vocabularies 
and expresses the vocabulary in a representative language that has a 
grammar for using vocabulary terms to express relationships

• Ontologies generally divide the realm of 
knowledge that they represent into the 
following areas: individuals, classes, 
attributes, relations, and events

• Ontologies generally divide the realm of 
knowledge that they represent into the 
following areas: individuals, classes, 
attributes, relations, and events
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Ontologies
Have some characteristics in common with faceted taxonomies and 
thesauri, but ontologies use strict semantic relationships among terms 
and attributes with the goal of knowledge representation in machine‐
readable form, whereas thesauri provide tools for cataloging and 
retrieval

A detail of a sample ontology for Vincent van Gogh's Irises and Henri Matisse's Still Life, 
illustrating how the works are part of a subset of oil paintings under the category paintings

• Ontologies are used in the Semantic 
Web, artificial intelligence, software 
engineering, and information 
architecture as a form of knowledge 
representation in electronic form 
about a particular domain of 
knowledge
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Folksonomies
An assemblage of concepts represented by terms and names (called tags) 
that are compiled through social tagging; became prominent ca. 2004

Social tagging is the decentralized practice of individuals and groups 
create, manage, and share tags (terms, names, etc.) to annotate and 
categorize digital resources in an online social environment

• Not necessarily 
collaborative, 
because the effort is 
typically not 
organized, not 
working together 
and standardization 
and common 
vocabulary are not 
employed

Tag cloud, Philadelphia 
Museum of Art
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Folksonomies

Do not typically have hierarchical structure or preferred terms for 
concepts, and they may not even cluster synonyms

Not considered authoritative because they are typically not compiled by 
experts

• But can be useful in 
situations where 
controlled tagging is 
not possible: also can 
provide additional 
access points not 
included in more 
formal vocabularies

• Potential for enhanced 
retrieval by linking 
terms and names from 
folksonomies to more 
rigorously structured 
controlled vocabularies
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 Thesaurus: A semantic network of unique concepts

 Thesauri may be monolingual or multilingual

 Thesauri may have the following three relationships: 

 Equivalence Relationships
 Hierarchical Relationships
 Associative Relationships

Objects Facet  
.... Furnishings and Equipment  
........ Containers  
............ <culinary containers>  
................ <vessels for serving / consuming food>  
.................... rhyta  

hierarchical 

associative 

stirrup cups
coaching glasses
hunting glasses

sturzbechers
Sturzbecher
stortebekers

rhyta
rhyton
rhytons
rhea
rheon
rheons
ritón

distinguished from

equivalence

Thesauri
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Thesauri
Combine the characteristics of synonym ring lists and taxonomies, 
together with additional features

May also include additional peripheral or explanatory information about 
a concept, including a definition (or scope note), bibliographic citations, 
and so on

More complex than a simple list, synonym ring list, or simple taxonomy

hierarchical 

stirrup cups
coaching glasses
hunting glasses

sturzbechers
Sturzbecher
stortebekers

rhyta
rhyton
rhytons
rhea
rheon
rheons
ritón

equivalence

Objects Facet  
.... Furnishings and Equipment  
........ Containers  
............ <culinary containers>  
................ <vessels for serving / consuming food>  
.................... distinguished from
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Thesauri

Thesauri employ the versatile and powerful vocabulary control generally 
recommended for use as authorities in databases relating to art and 
cultural heritage

Thesauri that contain art terminology include the Getty vocabularies, 
Chenhall's Nomenclature, and the TGM

hierarchical 

stirrup cups
coaching glasses
hunting glasses

sturzbechers
Sturzbecher
stortebekers

rhyta
rhyton
rhytons
rhea
rheon
rheons
ritón

equivalence

Objects Facet  
.... Furnishings and Equipment  
........ Containers  
............ <culinary containers>  
................ <vessels for serving / consuming food>  
.................... distinguished from
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Using Multiple Vocabularies  

Catalogers of art information require multiple vocabularies because 
no single vocabulary provides the full set of terminology needed to 
catalog or index a given set of cultural heritage data

A combination of vocabularies is necessary for indexing

• Separate vocabularies may be required for retrieval; ideally, 
retrieval vocabularies are based on indexing vocabularies but may 
be optimized and applied differently for this purpose
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TYPES OF CONTENT IN
VOCABULARIES

Various Scopes 
of  Vocabularies 

for Art
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VOCABULARIES FOR ART

 As described in CDWA and CCO

 Personal and Corporate Name authority

 Geographic Place authority

 Generic Concept authority

 Iconography authority

“Type” of vocabulary referring to 
a.) form or structure of the vocabulary or 
b.) the scope of the content
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VOCABULARIES FOR ART

 As described in CDWA and CCO

 Personal and Corporate Name authority

 Geographic Place authority

 Generic Concept authority

 Iconography authority

Models of these types of vocabularies corresponding 
to CDWA/CCO standards are AAT, TGN, ULAN, and the 
Iconography Authority module of CONA
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Vocabularies for Art
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• Art & Architecture Thesaurus ® (AAT)
• 34,878 ‘records’; 245,531 terms

• Getty Thesaurus of Geographic Names ®  (TGN)
•992,307 ‘records’; 1,711,115 names

• Union List of Artist Names ® (ULAN)
•202,718 ‘records’ ; 638,903 names

• Cultural Objects Name Authority ® (CONA)
•under development

http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html

 All four focus on the visual arts and architecture
 Grow through contributions from the user community
 Compiled, maintained, distributed by the Getty Vocabulary Program, a unit of 
the Getty Research Institute (GRI) in Los Angeles

THE GETTY VOCABULARIES
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• AAT terms = generic concepts 
• (e.g., watercolors, amphora)

• TGN names = administrative, physical places
• (e.g., Los Angeles, Ottoman Empire, Bavarian Alps)

• ULAN = person, corporate body names
• (e.g., Christopher Wren, Altobelli & Molins)

• CONA = titles/names of art and architecture
• (e.g., Mona Lisa, Empire State Building)

 One main characteristic making the vocabularies and CONA useful in linking 
is that each vocabulary record is identified by a unique, persistent numeric ID

 Meaning if a record changes or is merged, the original ID remains

http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html

THE GETTY VOCABULARIES
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INTRODUCING CONA

BTW, 
What Is 
CONA?
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New Getty resource in development:
 The Cultural Objects Name Authority ® (CONA) is 

currently in development
 It compiles titles, attributions, depicted subjects, and 

other metadata about works of art, architecture, and 
cultural heritage, both extant and historical
Metadata is gathered or linked from museum 

collections, special collections, archives, libraries, 
scholarly research, and other sources
 CONA is linked to the Getty's structured vocabularies, 

the Art & Architecture Thesaurus ® (AAT), the Getty 
Thesaurus of Geographic Names ® (TGN), and the 
Union List of Artist Names ® (ULAN)
 Through rich metadata and links, it is hoped that 

CONA will provide a powerful conduit for research and 
discovery for digital art history and related disciplines

®
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New Getty resource in development:
 CONA contains same basic core thesaurus structure of 

AAT, TGN, ULAN
 To which additional fields are added

 Compliant with CDWA / CCO, which represent best 
practice as agreed by consensus of wide range of 
repositories, including museums, archives, special 
collections, bibliographic projects, and others who 
collect and document art information

 CCO is mapped to CIDOC CRM
®
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New Getty resource in development:
• Why CONA? The Getty vocabularies provide terminology 

and other information about the objects, artists, 
concepts, and places important to various disciplines that 
specialize in art, architecture and other material culture. 
CONA is linked to the Getty vocabularies, which in turn 
are linked to other metadata. "CONA" is a misnomer, in 
that it contains much more than simply variations on 
titles and names for a work. CONA contains links to artists 
and patrons, style, dates, locations, studies and other 
related works, bibliography, and the subjects depicted in 
the works. It contains links to images of the works. It 
provides unique, persistent numeric identifiers for the 
work and all of its associated information, allowing 
disambiguation between similar works and authoritative 
identification of the work in a linked environment.

®

What is CONA?



New Getty resource in development:
• In the new realm of digital art history, CONA brings the 

three Getty vocabularies together as it focuses on the 
works themselves, whether built works or movable 
works, whether extant or historical. Even works that are 
destroyed, disassembled, or planned but not constructed 
may be included. For example, if an altarpiece or 
manuscript has been disassembled and the parts reside 
at multiple repositories, a CONA record may link all the 
pertinent information to virtually reconstruct the lost 
work from the dispersed pieces. Series of works and 
archival groups may be included. Multiples, such as 
prints, may be linked and described as separate states for 
research and discovery.

®
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New Getty resource in development:
• While the information provided by the repository or 

owner of the work is considered most authoritative in a 
CONA record, other scholarly opinions and historical 
information about the work may be included to reflect 
and link the full history and scholarly discussion about a 
given work over time.

®
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Scope: CONA includes records for cultural works: 
architecture and movable works

• The focus of CONA is works cataloged in scholarly literature, museum 
collections, visual resources collections, archives, libraries, and indexing 
projects with a primary emphasis on art, architecture, or archaeology

• The coverage is global, from prehistory through the present

• Names or titles may be current, historical, and in various languages

What Is CONA?
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Built works:
• For CONA, built works include structures or parts of structures that are the 

result of conscious construction, are of practical use, are relatively stable and 
permanent, and are of a size and scale appropriate for—but not limited to—
habitable buildings

• Models and miniature buildings are not built works (they are movable works)

• Most built works in CONA are manifestations of the built environment that is 
typically classified as fine art, meaning it is generally considered to have 
aesthetic value, was designed by an architect (whether or not his or her name 
is known), and constructed with skilled labor

What Is CONA?
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Movable works:
• For CONA, movable works include the visual arts that are of the type collected 

by art museums and special collections

• Note that the objects themselves may actually be held by an ethnographic, 
anthropological, or other museum, or owned by a private collector

• e.g., paintings, sculpture, prints, drawings, manuscripts, photographs, 
ceramics, textiles, furniture, and other visual media such as frescoes and 
architectural sculpture, performance art, archaeological artifacts, and various 
functional objects that are from the realm of material culture and of the type 
collected by museums 

What Is CONA?
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work type
painting

Elements of a CONA record 
date
1889

work
800123

style
Post Impressionist subject

botanical
nature
irises
regeneration
soil 

creator
Vincent van Gogh 
(Dutch, 1853‐1890)

titles/names
Irises
Les Iris
Piante di iris
Die Irisse
Irysy
Irissen 

image: c. j. paul getty museum

notes
This work was painted when 
the artist was recuperating 
from a severe attack of 
mental illness; it depicts the 
garden at the asylum at 
Saint Rémy... 

current location
Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, 
California, United States)
creation location
Saint Rémy de Provence (Provence 
Alpes Côte d'Azur, France)

sources
J. Paul Getty Museum. Handbook of the 
Collections. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 1991. 

materials
oil on canvas, applied 
with brush and palette 
knife 
measurements
71 x 93 cm (28 x 36 5/8 
inches)
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work type
color 
woodcut

Elements of a CONA record
date
ca. 
1831/1833

work
800123

style
Edo (Japanese)

subject
seascape 
wave 
fishermen 
boat 
Mount Fuji 
(Chubu, 
Japan) 
Kanagawa 
(Kanto, Japan)

creator
Katsushika Hokusai 
(Japanese, 1760‐1849); 
published by 
Nishimura Eijudo
(Japanese, 19th century)

titles/names
Great Wave at 
Kanagawa
La Vague 
Die große Welle
Kanagawa oki
nami ura
神奈川沖浪裏

notes
The large wave dominates the scene, 
with the small mountain in the 
background. It is said to have 
inspired said to have inspired both 
Debussy's "La Mer” ... 

current location
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
New York, United States); JP1847

sources
Hibbard, Metropolitan Museum Of Art (1988)
Meech, Oliver, and Carpenter, Designed for Pleasure (2008)

materials
woodcut, polychrome ink 
and color on paper 
measurements
25.7 x 37.9 cm (10 1/8 x 14 
15/16 inches)

broader context
Katsushika Hokusai (Japanese, 1760‐
1849); Thirty‐six Views of Mount Fuji 
(Fugaku sanjurokkei): First Series; 
1827‐1837



work type
church
mosque
museum

Elements of a CONA record 
date
present 
structure 
built 532‐
537 CE

work
800789style

Byzantine

subject
architecture
Holy Wisdom 

creator
Isidoros of Miletus 
(Asia Minor, active mid‐
6th century) and 
Anthemius of Tralles
(Asia Minor, ca. 474‐ca. 
534), for Justinian I 
(Byzantine emperor, 483‐
565)

titles/names
Hagia Sophia
Ayasofya
Sancta 
Sophia 
Agia Sofia
Ἁγία Σοφίαnotes

The current church was rebuilt 
under the personal supervision of 
emperor Justinian I; it was 
rededicated on 27 December 537  …

current location
Istanbul (Marema region, Turkey)

sources
Fletcher, History of Architecture (1987)
Piltz, Byzantium in the Mirror (2005)

materials/technique
system bearing 
masonry, centralized 
plan 
measurements
height 56 meters (184 
feet)



CONA ID: 700000082 
Catalog Level: item
Work Type: design drawing
Title: Design for the Addition of Porticoes on the North 

and South Fronts of the President's House
Creator: Benjamin H. Latrobe (British, 1764‐1820)
Creation Date: 1807
Current Location: Library of Congress (Washington, DC)
Materials: ink and watercolor on paper 
Measurements: 39.12 x 50.8 cm (15 3/8 x 20 inches)
Subject: architecture

White House (Washington, DC)
Descriptive Note: Latrobe worked with President Jefferson to 

transform the modest President's House.

CONA Record

Patricia Harpring © 2015 J. Paul Getty Trust. For 
education purposes. Do not reproduce.Image: JLOC

Work Type
Title
Creator
Creation Date
Current Location
Materials
Measurements
Subject

Required elements
Defaults are set for 

missing data, e.g., 
unknown artist, 
measurements  are 
unavailable, etc.
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CONA Equivalence Relationships

Image: Encyclopedia Britannia online

Titles/Names:

Eiffel Tower   
Preference: preferred

Tour Eiffel      
Preference: alternate

Torre Eiffel
Preference: alternate 

Eiffelturm
Preference: alternate 

Three‐Hundred‐Meter Tower 
Preference: alternate   Title Type: former

Titles and alternate titles to 
refer to same work
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Catalog Level: component
Class: prints and drawings
Work Type:  engraving
Title: Spring Flowers in a Chinese 
Vase
Creator: Maria Sibylla Merian
(German, 1647-1717)
Creation Date: 1680
Medium: hand-colored engraving Measurements:
folio 32.6 x 21.3 cm (12 13/16 x 8 3/8 inches)
Subject: •still life •botanical •flowers •insects •tulips •iris 
•vase •wasp •beetle
Current Location: Natural History Museum 
(London, England)

Relationship Type:
broader context
Related Work: New Book of Flowers. 
Nuremburg: 1680.
Relationship Number:
volume 3 plate 2

Record for 
the print is 
linked to 
separate 
record for 
the book as 
a whole

CONA Hierarchical 
Relationships

images: Natural History Museum (London, England)© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Whole/part 
relationships for 
groups, subgroups, 
items

CONA Hierarchical 
Relationships

images: Library of Congress (Washington, DC); bookbinding.co.uk© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Record Type: multiples
Class: prints and drawings
Work Type: drypoints
Title: Christ Presented to the People
Creator: Rembrandt van Rijn (Dutch, 1606–1669)
Description: Rembrandt treated this large drypoint
almost as a painting, making marked changes to the 
composition as he reconceived

 Whole/Part Records for 
multiples

Christ Presented to the People
State 1 
State 2
State 3
State 4
State 5 
State 6
State 7
State 8

CONA Hierarchical 
Relationships
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Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres; Study for the Dress and 
the Hands of Madame Moitessier; 1851; graphite on tracing 
paper, squared in black chalk; 13 15/16 x 6 5/8 inches; J. 
Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, California); 91.GG.79

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres; Madame Moitessier; 1851; Samuel H. Kress 
Collection, National Gallery of Art (Washington, DC); 1946.7.18

study for

study is

Relationships are reciprocalCONA Associative 
Relationships
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• In addition to compliance with ISO and NISO for 
controlled vocabularies

• CONA complies with entity relationship diagram 
for CCO/CDWA

AAT

ULAN

TGN

Iconography
Authority

Work Records

Source Records

Linked to Getty 
Vocabularies
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• Is the first Getty vocabulary to be actually linked to 
the others (others have controlled lists based on 
another vocabulary, e.g., “roles” in ULAN based on 
AAT terms)

AAT

ULAN

TGN

Iconography
Authority

Work Records

Source Records

Linked to Getty 
Vocabularies
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PERSONAL AND CORPORATE
NAME AUTHORITY

Individuals or 
groups of 
individuals 
working 
together 
(corporate 
bodies)
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 The Focus of each 
vocabulary record is a 
concept - not a “term”

 Conceptual record 
identified by unique 
numeric ID

 Linked to each artist 
record are names, 
related artists, sources 
for the data, and notes

names
Shitao
Daoji
Yuanji
Tao-chi  
Shih-t'ao
Zhu, Ruoji
Dadizi
Kuguahesh
ang
石涛
釋道
Qingxiangl
aoren

Daoji. Winding Stream. Leaf 5 from "Album for 
Liu Shitou (Liu Lang). Qing dynasty, dated 
1703. Ink and color on paper. Museum of Fine 
Arts (Boston, Massachusetts). Accession 
number: 48.11.5..

Elements of a ULAN record 

artist
500014514

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



note: Most commonly referred to as 
Daoji or Shitao in modern Western 
sources, although he himself preferred 
the name Yuanji. He was a descendant 
of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) 
imperial Zhu family. In 1645, fleeing 
from invading Manchu troops, he fled to 
Buddhist monastic life in Quanzhou, 
Guangxi Province. Many of the 
sobriquets Daoji adopted sprang from 
his connection with Buddhism. ...

roles
artist
painter
calligrapher

life dates
Birth: 1642 
Death: 1707

Daoji. Winding Stream. Leaf 5 from "Album for 
Liu Shitou (Liu Lang). Qing dynasty, dated 
1703. Ink and color on paper. Museum of Fine 
Arts (Boston, Massachusetts). Accession 
number: 48.11.5..

geographic location
Guilin (Guangxi, 

China)
Yangzhou 

(Jiangsu, China)

nationalities
Chinese
Qing

sources
Library of Congress Name 

Authority Headings (2002-) 
Grove Art Online (2008-)
Cheng, Shitao 1642-1707: La 

Saveur (1998)
Hay, Shitao: Painting and 

Modernity (2001)

related people
collaborated with 
Wang Yuanqi

artist
500014514

Elements of a ULAN record 
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Individuals or groups of 
individuals working 
together (corporate 
bodies) (this component of 
scope is common to any 
similar authority)

Involved in the conception or 
production of visual arts and 
architecture

May include artists, architects, 
craftsmen, as well as people 
and corporate bodies closely 
related to artists, including 
rulers, prominent patrons, 
museums and other 
repositories of art

Sitters and other subjects of 
works of art to control CONA 
terminology

SCOPE OF ULAN

From Antiquity to the 
present

Anonymous masters and 
Unknown artists = 
appellations referring to the 
culture that created the 
work (e.g., unknown Aztec)
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PERSONAL AND CORPORATE NAME
AUTHORITY

FIELDS TO INCLUDE

 Unique identifier

 Names

 Sources

 Birth and Death Dates

 Nationality

 Life Roles

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Full list of elements in CDWA

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

PERSONAL AND CORPORATE NAME
AUTHORITY



GEOGRAPHIC NAME AUTHORITY

Administrative 
and physical 
places; 
historical and 
current

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



sources
Baedekers: München (1955); Cambridge Italian Dictionary 
(1962); Canby, Historic Places (1984); Columbia Lippincott 
Gazetteer (1961); Enciclopedia Europea (1978); Times Atlas 
of the World (1992); USBGN: Foreign Gazetteers; Webster's 
Geographical Dictionary (1988)

ELEMENTS OF A TGN RECORD
parent place
Germany

Baveria
Oberbayern

note
Capital of Bavaria and the third-largest city in Germany; 
is situated on both sides of the Isar River, north of the 
Alps. Henry the Lion, duke of Bavaria, established it in 
1157 as a mint and market for Benedictine monks from 
Tegernsee ...

names
Munich 
München
Monaco
Munichen

dates
founded near an older 
settlement in 1157

place types
inhabited place
state capital

images © Munich Tourist Board, http://www.muenchen-tourist.de/

coordinates
48 08 N, 011 35 E

place
7004333
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SCOPE OF TGN

• TGN places include 
political entities and 
physical features

• Scope is global, some 
extraterrestrial

• Includes all current 
continents and nations

• Historical places, 
including nations and 
empires

• Prehistory to the 
present

•Real places, not 
mythical

• May include formerly 
inhabited places, 
historical places with 
unknown exact 
locations “lost 
settlement”

• Focus on places 
important to art and 
material culture
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 Unique identifier

 Names

 Sources

 Place Types

 Broader Context

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

GEOGRAPHIC PLACE NAME AUTHORITY

FIELDS TO INCLUDE



Full list of elements in CDWA
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GEOGRAPHIC PLACE NAME AUTHORITY



GENERIC CONCEPT AUTHORITY

Terms not 
proper names
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ELEMENTS OF AN AAT RECORD

sources
Sturgis, Dictionary of Architecture and Building (1902); Roberts, 
Construction Industry Thesaurus (1976); Brady and Clauser, 
Materials Handbook (1977); Dictionary of Geological Terms (1984); 
Oxford English Dictionary (1989); Encyclopaedia Britannica (1973)

scope note
A dense, crystalline 
or microcrystalline 
limestone that was 
formed by the 
evaporation of river 
or spring waters. It 
is named after 
Tivoli (Tibur in 
Latin)...

parent concept
Materials Hierarchy

......limestone

...........sinter

...............travertine

Images from getty.edu

names/terms
travertine
travertine marble 
travertine stone 
roachstone
lapis tiburtinus

related concepts
tufa
onyx marbleconcept

300011329 
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Scope is from prehistory to 
the present

No geographic limitations

 Terms for concepts, activities, 
and objects discussed within the 
literature of  the fields of art, 
architecture, decorative arts, 
archaeology, material culture, art 
conservation, archival materials, 
or related topics

Concepts identified by terms 
excluding proper names

Thus it can be described as 
containing information about 
generic concepts (as opposed 
to proper nouns or names)

Must fit into the hierarchies 
already established in the 
AAT

SCOPE OF AAT
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Outside the scope of AAT:

• Geographic names (see TGN)
• Personal names (for artists, 

see ULAN)
• Corporate names 
• Iconographic themes (see 

ICONCLASS)
• Titles of works of art or 

names of buildings (CONA)
• Brand names

SCOPE OF AAT
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 Unique identifier

 Names

 Sources

 Broader Context

 Scope Note
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GENERIC CONCEPT AUTHORITY

FIELDS TO INCLUDE



Full list of elements in CDWA
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GENERIC CONCEPT AUTHORITY



ICONOGRAPHIC SUBJECT
AUTHORITY

Subjects not 
included in 
other three 
vocabularies
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sources
Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art 
(1966); Grabar, Christian Iconography: Study of Its 
Origins (1981); Harpring, Bartolo di Fredi (1993); 
New Catholic Encyclopedia [online] (2003-); 
Iconclass 2100 Browser (2009-)

ELEMENTS OF A CONA IA 
RECORD parent concept

Religion/Mythology
...Christian iconography
......New Testament

note
Episode in the Life of Christ in 
which the three magi travel from 
the East, following a star, to 
worship the newborn ...

names
Adoration of the Magi
Adoration of the Three Kings
Adoration of the Wise Men
Adorazione dei Magi
Anbetung der Könige
Adoración de los Reyes Magos
Adoration des mages

image: Uffizi, Gentile da Fabriano, Adoration of the Magi

related iconography
Gaspar
Melchior
Balthasar
Jesus Christ
Blessed Virgin Mary
Saint Joseph

iconograph
-ical

subject
1000083

other 
relationships
magi
kings
gifts
worship
Epiphany

type
religion/ 
mythology
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SUBJECTS FROM THE CONA 
ICONOGRAPHY AUTHORITY

• The CONA Iconography Authority (IA), contains 
names/terms and other information for iconography 
and other subject terminology not contained in the 
other linked vocabularies

• The IA includes proper names for events, 
religion/mythology, fictional characters, named 
animals, themes from literature, and fictional places

 E.g., mythological and fictional places and characters 
(e.g., Zeus), the names of specific events,  (e.g., the 
American Civil War), or iconographic themes (e.g., 
the Adoration of the Magi)                                
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• CONA Iconography Authority is a 
thesaurus in structure

• Includes equivalence, hierarchical, and 
associative relationships

• Links to AAT, ULAN, TGN, CONA work 
records
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 Unique identifier

 Names

 Sources

 Broader Context
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ICONOGRAPHIC SUBJECT AUTHORITY

FIELDS TO INCLUDE



Full list of elements in CDWA
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ICONOGRAPHIC SUBJECT AUTHORITY



• In CCO and CDWA it is 
broadly defined

• “Core” information
• For all objects, even 

those that have no 
“subject” in the 
traditional sense

 The subject matter of a work of 
art (sometimes referred to as 
its content) 
 is the narrative, iconic, or non-

objective meaning conveyed 
by a figurative or an abstract 
composition. 
 It is what is depicted in and by 

a work of art. 
 It also covers the function of 

an object or architecture that 
otherwise has no narrative 
content.
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WHAT IS SUBJECT?



WHAT IS SUBJECT?
Quick overview

You are probably 
accustomed to 
thinking of subject 
in these ways:

Representational, narrative
Tells a story

Representational, not a story
Portraits, landscapes, still lifes, genre 

scenes, architectural drawings, 
allegories

But these may also 
be “subject”:

Nonrepresentational
Abstract
Decoration
Function
Implied themes or attributes
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General Subject 

• Choose appropriate general subjects
• In addition, add terms to describe 

subject as specifically as possible 

advertising & commercial allegory animal
apparel architecture botanical
cartographic ceremonial object cityscape
didactic & propaganda funerary art genre
history & legend human figure interior architecture
landscape literary theme machine
military mixed motif nonrepresentational art

object (utilitarian) performance portrait
religion and mythology seascape still life
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 Three levels of analysis 

(“indexing type” in CONA)

 Objective description

 Identification of named subject

 Interpretation of the meaning or theme

Of‐ness

About‐ness

Loosely based on method prescribed by Erwin Panofsky
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Level of Subject Indexing



* Subject
human figures
women   
nudes  
fruit  
mask  
African
Iberian
Carrer d'Avinyó (Barcelona, Spain)
brothel  
prostitution 

Image © Museum of Modern Art, 2015

Description 
Identification
Interpretation 
Indexing type may be used as a 
systematic method for analysis, even if 
the three levels are not labeled

Class Paintings   
* Work Type painting   
* Title* Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
* Creator Display Pablo Picasso (Spanish, 1881-1973)
* Creation Date 1907
* Subject

human figures
females   
nudes  
fruit  
African mask  
Iberian art   
Avignon (Provence, France)
tribal art 
brothel  
prostitution 

Style: Cubist
* Measurements 243.84 x 236.22  cm   (8 feet x 7 feet 8 

inches)
* Materials and Techniques  oil on canvas
Description In this epoch-making work, which prefigured 

Cubism, Picasso amalgamated the simplified iconic 
forms with Cézanne's reduction of the underlying 
structure of natural forms. The artist modeled 
several faces on African masks and iconic Iberian 
forms.

* Current Location Museum of Modern Art (New York, New 
York, USA)
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Description 
Identification
Interpretation
Issue: But if you do not label 

identification and interpretation, 
how can you distinguish a 
portrayal of the “Resurrection” 
from this allegory for the 
“Resurrection”?

Subject:
animal
religion and mythology
literary theme
pelican
blood
feeding
Hugh of Fouilloy, De Avibus
Psalm 102:6
Holy Eucharist
Resurrection of Christ
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Bust of Jacob van Reygersberg
Rombout Verhulst; 1671; marble; height: 24 3/4 inches; J. 
Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, California); 84.SA.743

• Subjects that are historical people (vs. 
fictional) are controlled by ULAN

• Issue: Scope of ULAN is artists, architectural firms, repositories
• Facet for non-artists has been added in ULAN, to record patrons and 

sitters, etc.
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Boy Viewing Mount Fuji
Katsushika Hokusai, (Japanese, 1760‐1849); 1839, 
Edo period; ink and color on silk; height: 127.0 width: 
69.2 cm; Freer Sackler Museums, Smithsonian 
Institution; Washington (DC); Gift of Charles Lang 
Freer; F1898.110

• Physical features (e.g., mountains) and administrative places (e.g., cities, 
empires) are controlled by TGN
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• Terms in other 
languages and 
hierarchy of 
“Nature” in the 
AAT may be 
used to retrieve 
van Gogh’s Irises 
in CONA

AAT record

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



unique ID of record
type
descriptive note
date for subject

names
multiple languages
qualifier
unique ID of name
languages
source

links to sources
to AAT, TGN, ULAN, CONA  IA
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Subjects from other sources

 CONA allows references to other sources of 
subject, such as Iconclass or LC subject headings

 For contributors who are already using these 
sources for subject indexing

 These references are in the Depicted Subject of the 
Work record
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Iconclass

LC subject headings
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BUILDING
LOCAL AUTHORITIES

But don’t 
reinvent 
the wheel
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Local Authorities  

•Local authority file is often compiled from terminology from one 
or more published standard controlled vocabularies

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Systems for cataloging art information should 
incorporate local authorities to control 
terminology

Local authorities may provide terms not 
found in published authorities, including local 
terms that are out of scope for published 
vocabularies, nonexpert terms

A common way of creating local authorities is 
through derivation (also called modeling) 
based on a published vocabulary. In this 
approach, an appropriate controlled 
vocabulary is selected as a model for 
developing controlled terminology for local 
use, so that the local terms will be 
interoperable with it



Constructing a Vocabulary or Authority  
• Constructing a rich and complex controlled vocabulary or authority 

is a time‐consuming and labor‐intensive process

• Benefits are worth the cost, because the resulting vocabulary 
helps to ensure consistency in indexing and facilitates successful 
retrieval

• Saves labor, because catalogers do not have to repeatedly record 
the same information

• As much as possible, use standard controlled vocabularies 
rather than building new ones unnecessarily

General Criteria for the Vocabulary
Where you must build new vocabularies, determine intended compliance with 
standards, construction methods, plans for maintenance, desired structure, types of 
relationships, display formats, and policies regarding compound terms, true 
synonymy, and types of acceptable warrant

First step in resolving these issues is to determine the purpose, scope, and audience 
of the vocabulary. 
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Scope of the Vocabulary
No vocabulary can contain all terminology. Boundaries for the 
vocabulary should be set, and the realm of knowledge encompassed 
should be precisely defined. 

Will it have a broad scope but shallow depth? Or will it have narrow 
or specific scope, but deep depth? 

An example of the latter is the AAT, for which the scope is limited to 
art and architecture, but the depth of hierarchies within this realm 
may be very extensive

• If the vocabulary is complex, facets and other divisions should be established in 
order to divide the terms in a logical and consistent way 

• Vocabulary may grow and change over time, requiring additional divisions within 
the hierarchies

• Levels of granularity and specificity that will be needed by the users of the 
vocabulary should be carefully considered 
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Use Established Standards

When populating the authority, use established authoritative standards 
and vocabulary resources for models, rules, and values

In order to avoid duplication of effort and to allow future 
interoperability, developers of a new vocabulary should attempt to 
incorporate existing authoritative standards and vocabularies

Whenever possible, the vocabulary should be populated with 
terminology from existing controlled vocabularies, such as the Getty 
vocabularies and the Library of Congress Authorities, rather than 
inventing terms from scratch
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• The unique numeric or alphanumeric identifiers of incorporated records 
should be included so that information may be exchanged with others and 
updates from the original vocabulary sources may be received 

• E.g., AAT subject_ID = 300011973 for birch (wood)



Use Established Standards

Standard, published sources for terms or names and other information 
should be used when it is necessary to make new vocabulary records 

Sources for information in the authority record should be systematically 
cited

If the name or term does not exist in a published source, it should be 
constructed according to CDWA, CCO, the Editorial Guidelines of the 
Getty Vocabulary Program, AACR2, or other appropriate rules

Among synonyms, one of the terms or names should be flagged as the 
preferred term/name and chosen according to established rules and 
standards
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Maintaining the Vocabulary

Terminology for art and material culture changes over time; 
vocabularies must be living, growing tools. 

What methodology will be used for keeping up with changing 
terminology? 

• If it is possible to contribute terminology to a published vocabulary (such 
as the Getty vocabularies or the Library of Congress Authorities), a plan 
and methodology should be developed to submit new terms and to keep 
your vocabulary in synch with the standard vocabularies

•Contributing to a common resource allows an institution and others in 
the academic or professional community to effectively share 
terminology, thus avoiding redundant efforts and enhancing 
interoperability

• Linked data: Use Web Services or another means of keeping your terms 
in synch with the master files
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Purpose of the Vocabulary
What is the purpose and intended audience of the new vocabulary or 
local authority? 
Vocabularies and authorities are typically used for cataloging, retrieval, 
or navigation
In an ideal situation, separate—although closely related—vocabularies 
are used for cataloging and for retrieval
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Vocabulary for cataloging 
• expert terminology
• designed to encourage the greatest possible consistency among catalogers by 
limiting choices of terminology according to the scope of the collection and the 
focus of the field being indexed

Vocabulary for retrieval 
• typically broader in scope 
• contains more nonexpert terminology

Vocabulary for navigation or browsing on a Web site
• very simple
• aimed at the nonexpert audience rather than at specialists
• typically not used for cataloging or retrieval beyond navigation



Which Fields Should Be Controlled? 

Systems developers must understand that a system for cataloging art 
and cultural heritage objects requires certain fields that allow data to 
be formatted for display to end users
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•Display information may be free text or concatenated from controlled data, 
depending upon the requirements of a given field

•For many other fields, it is necessary to use controlled vocabulary for indexing

•A general guideline is that any information required as a variable in a retrieval 
query should be indexed in controlled fields to allow efficient retrieval

•Indexing is done using standard vocabulary, local vocabulary, controlled list, or 
controlled format



Structure of the Authority
Local authorities should be compliant with ISO and NISO standards 
for thesauri; they should be structured as hierarchical, relational 
databases, as recommended and discussed in CDWA and CCO

Consult existing vocabulary data models such as those used for the 
Getty vocabularies

Standards recommend the use of a relational database because of 
the complexity of cultural information and the importance of linking 
to authority records

Relational database provides a logical organization of interrelated 
information (e.g., data about works and images, authority files, and 
so on) that is managed and stored in a single information system
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Structure of the Authority

Establish the entity‐relationship model and data structure

After the scope is defined, the relationships between various types 
of data should be established

•Which data needs to have controlled terminology? 
•Which elements must be a text field? 
•Where multiple values may exist for a field, which fields 
must be grouped together? 

•How are various types of information otherwise related? 
•What technology will be used?
•How will authority files, lists, and other controlled 
vocabularies be integrated into the rest of the system?  
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Answers depend upon local needs and resources

If an institution is tied to a particular software, a vocabulary that operates within the 
parameters of that software may have to be designed, and compromises relative to the 
standards should be made as necessary 



Unique IDs in the Authority

Referencing unique numeric identifiers is a common way to express 
relationships in an information system
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Data Model and Rules

The following basic issues related to the data model, minimum 
records, editorial rules, and other topics should be resolved before 
beginning work on a new vocabulary

• Logical focus of the record
• Controlled fields vs. free‐text fields
•Minimum information
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Logical Focus of the Record

Establish the logical focus of each vocabulary record

If only a small number of terms are needed for an application, 
perhaps all terminology may be included in a single vocabulary, 
distinguishing broad types with facets

For medium‐sized and large vocabularies, generally more efficient to 
create separate vocabularies for different types of data
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• A primary criterion for judging when to make separate vocabularies or a single 
vocabulary is to consider how similar the data is for various records

• For example, a vocabulary for people's names requires information that is quite different 
from information about geographic names: people have biographies and very shallow 
hierarchies (if any), while geographic places have coordinates and a position in an 
administrative hierarchy. Based on these differences, it is more efficient to create 
separate vocabularies for people and geographic places



Controlled Fields vs. Free‐Text Fields

Accommodate both controlled fields and free‐text fields

Controlled fields contain data values drawn from controlled terms 
and are formatted to allow for successful retrieval

Free‐text fields communicate nuance, uncertainty, and ambiguity to 
end users. 
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• The primary function of an indexed field is to facilitate end‐user access
• Access is improved when controlled terms are used to populate database fields
• Fields in one controlled vocabulary may be controlled by terms in another controlled 
vocabulary; for example, the place names in a personal name vocabulary may be 
controlled by a geographic place name vocabulary 

• Consistency is less important for a free‐text field than for a controlled field, but it is 
still desirable

• Although free‐text fields by definition contain uncontrolled terminology, the use of 
terminology that is consistent with the terms in controlled fields is recommended for 
the sake of clarity

• Using a consistent style, grammar, and sentence structure is also recommended. 



It is often necessary to allow fuzziness in the expression of 
information that at the same time must be retrievable via 
terminology from a controlled vocabulary; in certain key areas of a 
work record, this is accomplished by including separate display and 
indexing fields for the same information

Most effective way to express the nuances of such information is to 
use natural language in a display field and to index the same 
information separately, using controlled vocabulary

Creator Description: Vincent van Gogh (Dutch, 1853–1890) 
Role: painter    Identity: Gogh, Vincent van

Creator Description: Marco Ricci (Venetian, 1676–1730), 
figures by Sebastiano Ricci (Venetian, 1659–1734) 
Role: painter    Extent: landscape | architecture
Identity: Ricci, Marco
Role: painter    Extent: figures    Identity: Ricci, Sebastiano
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Controlled Fields vs. Free‐Text Fields



Minimum Information

Establish the minimum required information for each record by 
determining which information in the data model is required and 
which is optional

Consult standards and published vocabularies 

Data that is needed in order to use and display the vocabulary must 
be decided upon and supplied for every record

E.g., preferred terms and hierarchical placement is required for every 
record
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• Other data may be desirable but not required

• Strategy may be adopted for data to be supplied incrementally over time

• E.g., developers of the vocabulary could work in phases, beginning with a set of 
minimal records and then, at a later date, filling out and supplementing the records



EDITORIAL ISSUES

For 
consistency 

and 
authoritative‐

ness
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Rules for Constructing a Vocabulary

Devise consistent editorial rules for the establishment of warrant, 
choice of terms, placement in the hierarchy, and writing of scope 
notes and other data

Where possible, existing rules should be consulted, including the 
Editorial Guidelines of the Getty vocabularies, the CCO and CDWA 
chapters on authorities, AACR2, or other standard guidelines

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Documentation

Vocabulary creators should provide user documentation for the 
controlled vocabulary, explaining the scope, development process, 
structure, basic rules for construction, and how to use the 
vocabulary. 

Separate documentation may be desirable for vocabulary creators, 
indexers, and searchers



Editorial Rules

Identify and adopt appropriate editorial rules for building the 
vocabulary to ensure consistent data

If an existing set of standard rules must be altered due to local 
requirements, the local rules should be thoroughly documented 
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•Once the rules are in place, they should 
be applied consistently and without fail

• To avoid altering established rules on a 
case‐by‐case basis when existing rules 
do not work in a given situation, a 
system should be in place whereby an 
authorized individual or team may 
update the rules and distribute the 
revisions to all users of the vocabulary



Characteristics of Displays

Designing a good display is critical; willingness and ability to use the 
vocabulary are dependent upon how well users  can understand and find 
terms

Several types of possible displays, ranging from simple alphabetical listings 
to complex graphical displays

Often desirable to provide multiple views of the vocabulary, including 
hierarchical displays, full record displays, and search results displays

Various methods of display, typography, capitalization, sorting, and 
arrangement of the data on the page or screen can be used to make terms 
easy to find and understand 

Usability and accessibility standards should be applied rigorously to all 
controlled vocabulary display designs

User interface design should take into consideration accessibility issues for 
people with disabilities, which is a growing area of research and 
standardization
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Characteristics of Displays

Many issues regarding display are discussed in CCO, CDWA, and in 
greater detail in Introduction to Controlled Vocabularies and the 
Getty vocabularies’ Editorial Manuals

Among the critical issues regarding display: 
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Format of Display
Display Independent of DB Design
Notation vs. Indentation
alternative Hierarchical Displays
Display of Polyhierarchy
Sorting of Siblings
Classification Notation or Line 
Number
Faceted Displays and Guide Terms
Full Record Display
Displaying Equivalents

Permuted Lists and Inverted Forms
Displaying Homographs
Sorting and Alphabetizing Terms
Diacritics in Sorting
Display of Diacritics
Search Results Displays
Headings or Labels
Ascending or Descending Parents
Displaying Search Results
Pick Lists 



Characteristics of Displays

Format of Display
Controlled vocabularies may be delivered in print or electronic formats

Display Independent of Database Design
As far as possible, display or technical constraints should not drive the 
database design

Allowing local display issues or the limitations of a particular computer 
system to drive how a database is designed or how information is inputted 
may offer short‐term solutions to some problems but will make it more 
difficult to migrate and share vocabulary data in the long term 

When vocabularies are used in an application for indexing or retrieval, the 
application must deal with issues surrounding how to gain access to the 
vocabulary data itself, how to display vocabulary data, and how to apply 
vocabulary data in a query across target resources
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Displaying Hierarchies
Thesauri, taxonomies, and any vocabularies with established 
relationships between records should include a hierarchical display 
that illustrates the relationships

How to represent the relationships, whether through notation 
codes, indentation, or other graphical displays

Notations vs. Indentation
Flat display often used in printed publications =  the hierarchical relationships of thesauri 
indicated with relationship notations, such as BT (broader term), NT (narrower term), and 
UF (used for term)

Indentation is more user‐friendly for non‐expert
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Displaying Hierarchies
Displaying hierarchies brings up many issues
See Introduction to Controlled Vocabularies for complete 
discussion

Alternative Hierarchical Displays
Algorithms may be established to allow display of the hierarchy by different 
languages or by other alternative displays

Display of Polyhierarchy
If a record has multiple parents, and if that record also has children, the children 
must display with the parent in all hierarchical views

Sorting of Siblings
Siblings in hierarchical displays are generally arranged alphabetically; may also be 
arranged chronologically or in another logical order

Classification Notation or Line Number
In a tree structure, each term may be assigned a classification notation or line 
number, often built from the top down
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Displaying Hierarchies
Displaying hierarchies brings up many issues
See Introduction to Controlled Vocabularies for complete 
discussion

Faceted Displays and Guide Terms
The display of records may be organized according to the broad categories or 
facets. Facets may have a further hierarchical arrangement as well so that 
narrower facets are arranged within broader categories

Top of the AAT hierarchies 
Styles and Periods Facet 
Styles and Periods 
<styles and periods by region> 
<The Americas> 
<American regions> 
Central American 
Caribbean 
North American 
South American 

Pre‐Columbian 

Guide terms (node 
labels) are used to 
group both narrower 
and related terms into 
categories; distinguish 
guide terms from 
postable terms by 
placing them in angled 
brackets
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Other Display Issues

Full Record Display
Full record displays (also called term detail displays) include 
complete details for each record, including equivalence, associative, 
and hierarchical relationships as well as scope notes, sources, and 
other related information

Displaying Equivalence and Associative Relationships
Relationships between terms in a record (equivalence relationships) 
and between records (associative relationships, or nonhierarchical 
relationships) should be clearly designated to users. It should be 
obvious to the user which terms are descriptors, as distinguished 
from alternate descriptors and other variant terms (called used for 
terms)

Permuted Lists and Inverted Forms
Some controlled vocabularies include an auxiliary permuted or 
rotated list that gives access to every word in all the terms
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Other Display Issues

Displaying Homographs
Homographs are terms or names that are spelled alike but have 
different meanings. Homographs must be distinguished in displays, 
typically by qualifiers in parentheses

Sorting and Alphabetizing Terms
Terms consisting of alphabetic characters may be sorted word‐by‐
word or letter‐by‐letter. Word‐by‐word sorting is familiar to users 
from alphabetized telephone directories. In word‐by‐word sorting, a 
space is significant (it is also called nothing before something filing); 
it keeps together terms that begin with the same word

word‐by‐word sorting:
book catalogs
book cloth (textile material) 
book cupboards
bookbinding
bookcases
bookends

letter‐by‐letter sorting: 
bookbinding
bookcases
book catalogs
book cloth (textile material) 
book cupboards
bookends
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Other Display Issues

Diacritics in Sorting
A typical database requires implementers to identify one—and only 
one—language for the data; the system applies pre‐established 
sorting algorithms based on that language. However, the 
vocabularies discussed in this book include terms and names in 
many languages. Since it is impossible to create a sorting rule that 
recognizes diacritics while still obeying rules of alphabetization for 
all languages, and since most Web users are accustomed to seeing 
terms and names sorted by standard ASCII characters without 
special weighting of diacritics, normalized diacritics should be used 
for sorting. 

Display of Diacritics
The display of diacritics may necessarily differ in systems for creators 
and for end users of vocabularies. Full diacritics or diacritical codes 
should display in the system used by creators of vocabularies and 
indexers. Adoption of Unicode is eliminating many earlier problems.
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Other Display Issues

Search Results Displays
Results of search queries should display both the terms that met the 
criteria of the search and an indication of the hierarchy and other 
context of the terms 

Headings or Labels
Headings or labels are used in search results displays and in other 
displays where a brief listing of the vocabulary record is required. 
The heading or label is a short display that identifies the vocabulary 
concept, combining the term or name with additional information. 
Ideally, the information is recorded in separate fields and 
concatenated with the name or term for heading displays

Ascending or Descending Order of Parents
Ascending order refers to the display of hierarchical entities in a 
heading from smallest to largest, familiar to users in the U.S. from 
mailing addresses. Descending order refers to the display of 
hierarchical entities in a heading from largest to smallest. This 
display may be familiar to users from back‐of‐book indexes 
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Other Display Issues

Displaying the User's Search Term
The results list should clearly demonstrate to the user why the 
results were returned. The users' search string may not necessarily 
match the preferred term; regardless, the term that made the 
match should be included in the results 

Pick Lists
Some electronic implementations of controlled vocabularies use 
pick lists as a way to lead users to a small set of choices of terms for 
a given field 
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EDITORIAL RULES

Basics of 
creating 
authoritative 
information
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Editorial Rules
What do editorial rules comprise? 

• list of which fields are required
• how to choose a preferred term for each record
• which variant terms to include
• required parameters for choosing hierarchical positions for new 
records and how to construct new branches of the hierarchies

• how to establish other relationships between terms and records
• format and syntax used to fill in each field
• language allowed for each field (is the data in English only or 
multilingual?)

• character sets
• authorized sources for each field
• decision trees regarding how to choose which information is 
preferred when sources disagree
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Ideally, the rules should include many examples illustrating how to enter the data and make 
decisions 

References to a computer system should be as generic as possible in the editorial rules, so 
that they do not have to be entirely rewritten when new systems are adopted over time



 Avoid plagiarism

 Do not copy texts from published sources 
verbatim!
 Read, analyze, and rephrase the material
 Do not jump to conclusions or state more than is 

discussed in your sources

 It is required to cite the published sources of 
names and the information in notes, include the 
page number
 Sources may be linked directly to each Name and 

to the Descriptive Note

Editorial Rules
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Display vs. Indexing

 Display fields in free text allow for expression of 
uncertainty and nuance

 and Indexing fields using controlled vocabulary to 
allow good access to the information

 When information is uncertain, record the 
information with an indication of uncertainty or 
approximation in a Descriptive Note, Display 
Biography, or Display Date field (e.g., "ca." or 
"probably")

 For important information in the note or display 
field, index it using appropriate indexing fields 
and estimating data for retrieval

Editorial Rules
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Imprecise Information

For vocabularies covering art and cultural heritage, must allow for the 
expression of multiple possibilities and the flagging of information as 
possibly or probably

Vocabularies may track such uncertain or ambiguous information in 
several ways, often all used together in one vocabulary

• Ambiguous information accommodated via repeatable fields to allow indexing of multiple 
possible values (e.g., multiple possible nationalities or loci of activity for an artist, El Greco 
was a Greek artist who worked in Spain)
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Imprecise Information

For vocabularies covering art and cultural heritage, must allow for the 
expression of multiple possibilities and the flagging of information as 
possibly or probably

Vocabularies may track such uncertain or ambiguous information in 
several ways, often all used together in one vocabulary

• Where uncertainty or variability may exist in the hierarchical context, polyhierarchical links 
allow multiple parents to be recorded
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• Note fields may be used throughout the 
record to allow expression and explanation 
of ambiguity

• (e.g., artist's life dates for display may be 
born ca. 532 BCE, died before 490 BCE

• then be indexed as birth date:–542, 
death date:–490, with rules provided 
for estimating uncertain life spans



HOW TO CHOOSE
TERMS OR NAMES

Equivalence 
Relationships
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Relationships in Controlled Vocabularies  

The three primary relationships relevant to the vocabularies 
discussed here are 

equivalence
hierarchical
associative relationships

Relationships in a controlled vocabulary should be reciprocal

• Reciprocal relationships are known as asymmetric when the 
relationship is different in one direction than it is in the reverse 
direction—for example, broader term/narrower term (BT/NT)

• If the relationship is the same in both directions, it is symmetric—
for example, related term/related term (RT/RT). the record. 
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Equivalence Relationships

Equivalence relationships are the relationships between 
synonymous terms or names for the same concept

A good controlled vocabulary should include terms representing 
different forms of speech and various languages where appropriate. 
Below are examples of terms in several languages that all refer to the 
same object type. 

ceramics
ceramic ware
ware, ceramic
cerámica
Keramik

Ideally, all terms that share an equivalence relationship are either true 
synonyms or lexical variants of the preferred term or name or another 
term in the record. 
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Harlem Renaissance

Negro Renaissance

New Negro Movement

Renaissance de Harlem

Renaissance, Harlem

• Synonyms = terms referring 
to the same concept may 
exist in different forms

•multiple languages, multiple 
spellings, modern and 
historical usage

Equivalence Relationships
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Mississippi River
Mississippi
Mississippi, fleuve
Fiume del Missisipi
Fleuve Mississippim
Chicagua
Chucagua
La Grande Riviere
Malabanchia
Malabouchia
Masciccipi
Meact-Chassipi

Confluence of the (left) Mississippi and Ohio rivers at Cairo, Ill. 
Image from Encyclopedia Britannica Online, Copyright Alex S. MacLean/Landslides 

Equivalence Relationships
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One name is required

Many records have multiple names 

“Preferred” name is the one used 
most often in standard 
authoritative published sources



Kahlo, Frida
Frida Kahlo
Kahlo de Rivera, Frida
Rivera, Frida
Kahlo y Calderon, Magdalena Carmen Frida

One name is 
required – inverted 
and natural order

Many records have 
multiple names 

 “Preferred” name is 
the one used most 
often in standard 
authoritative 
published sources

Equivalence Relationships
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Niflheim
Niflheimr
Nivlheim
Nylfheim
Neiflheim
Nibelheim
Nebelheim
Dunkelheim
Dimhöljda Världen
Monde de la brume
House of Mists
Terra delle nebbie

Equivalence Relationships
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Include variant 
spellings and 
alternate names, 
so long as they 
are synonyms



Establishing Terms

Terms should be included based on how closely they 
represent concepts included in the vocabulary

• For persons, places, and iconography, the name must be 
proven to represent the person, place, or subject intended 
by a given vocabulary record

• For terms in a Generic Concept Authority, the terms 
representing a given concept should be true synonyms for 
the concept, established through literary warrant

Criteria in choosing terms should include the elimination of 
ambiguity and the control of synonyms
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Establishing Terms

For each term = provide descriptors, alternate 
descriptors, and other variant terms (used for terms) 
based on the principle of true synonymy

Terms that represent variant spellings, current and 
historical usage, various languages, and various forms of 
speech should be included 

• The preferred term and other descriptors should be flagged

• Preferred term should be the one most commonly used in 
scholarly literature in the language of the catalog record

• If sources disagree on the preferred form of the name or 
term, the source highest in the list of prioritized preferred 
sources should determine which name or term to use
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Establishing Terms

Develop a methodology for establishing authoritative terms already 
in use or a means to test and validate emerging terms through usage

Literary Warrant

• Literary warrant is recommended for validating terms and 
distinguishing them from a word or words used in a casual 
sense

• To establish literary warrant, the term should be found in 
scholarly authoritative literature or reference sources

•Usage of the term should consistently refer to the same 
concept in the sources

•Use these sources to establish both descriptors and variants 
based on common usage
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Establishing Terms

User Warrant
For less formal vocabularies, as in a local online retrieval system, 
terms may be based on user warrant, which takes into account the 
language of users

For such vocabularies, developers should look at searches in search 
and retrieval systems to help devise nonexpert paths to the more 
formal expert terminology and associated materials

Organizational Warrant
Organizational warrant may be another informal means of 
establishing vocabulary terms for local use, based on the needs and 
conventions of the organization for which the vocabulary is being 
developed 
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What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

 A word or phrase denoting a discrete concept 
in the context of a particular subject

 Must be used consistently in multiple sources to 
always refer to exactly the same concept

 It is not the same thing as a “heading,” which may 
concatenate multiple “terms” together in a string

 Terms or names may be combined to create 
headings where necessary for local use, but not in 
term “field” of the authority



 All names, appellations, and designations used to 
identify the person or corporate body, 
geographic place, subject, or generic concept

 Full name, historical names, official name, names in 
various languages

 May include honorifics or titles

 MUST be equivalents: Refer to the same entity

 E.g., if an anonymous hand is “probably” the same 
as a named artist, these are two separate records 
and linked through Associative Relationships

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?



Kalf, Willem
Willem Kalf

Pei, I. M.
L$00opez, Jos$00e Antonio
Burgkmair, Hans, the elder

Bartolo di Fredi
Gentile da Fabriano

Masaccio
Le Corbusier

Katshushika Hokusai 
Kicking Bear

Monogrammist ELA
Borden Limner

Adler and Sullivan
Savonnerie Manufactory

National Gallery of Art 

 nicknames and pseudonyms
 transliterations and 

translations
 anonymous artists, hand is 

identified
 corporate bodies

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

For People and Corporate Bodies

 inversions
 natural order
 initials
 diacritics
 elder, younger, titles
 patronymics and place 

names
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Firenze
Florence
Fiorenza

Tel Hazor
Tel Hazor
Tel-Hazor
Big Apple

City of Brotherly Love
Michigan, Lake

Florentine

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

For Geographic Places

 vernacular names
 variant names in other 
languages (English)

 historical names
 transliterations
 variations in spelling, 
diacritics, punctuation, or 
capitalization

 nicknames
 translations
 inversions (physical features)
 adjectival forms

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



rhyta
rhyton

color proofs
colour proofs

stilleven
gilding
gilded

raking cornices 
cornices, raking

 plural
 singular
 American English
 British English
 other languages
 synonyms that have 

various etymological 
roots

 noun form
 other forms of speech
 natural order
 inverted order

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

For Generic Concepts
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Adoration of the Magi 
Adorazione dei Magi 

Hercules 
Herakles 
Ganesha

World War I
WWI 

American Civil War 
Olouaipipilele

Death and the Miser 
Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs

 proper names
 American English
 other languages
 variant names
 abbreviations

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

For Iconographic Subjects
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column kraters
column krater
column craters  
column-kraters
Corinthian craters 
Corinthian kraters
kraters, column

Black-Figure Column Krater. Painter of Munich 1736; ca. 520 BCE; terracotta; J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa, 
Malibu, California. Gift of Seymour Weintraub; 75.AE.106

 one term is required
 many records have 
multiple terms

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?
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Firenze (preferred, vernacular, Italian-preferred)
Florence (English-preferred)
Florencia (Spanish-preferred)
Florenz (German-preferred)
Fiorenza (historical)
Florentia (historical, Latin)
Florentine (adjectival, English)

Coat of Arms of Florence, floor mosaic, Medici Chaple, Florence image from Ediz. Giusti di S. Becoci, Firenze; ; Giulio Ballino. Disegni delle più illustri città. Venezia, 1569

 All names MUST refer to the same 
concept

 Record names in lower case or 
mixed case (not all caps)

 Include historical and variants, but 
not obscure archival names for general 
use; do include published names and 
signatures or published inscriptions

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?
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I.M. Pei, East Building, National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, 1974-1978, image from:  
info@GreatBuildingsOnline.com

 Use the initials or 
abbreviations in the 
preferred name only 
when established by 
common usage 
warrant

 Include fuller name as 
variant name

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?
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Pei, I. M. (preferred,V,index,LC) 
I. M. Pei (V,display) 
Pei, Ieoh Ming (V) 
Pei, Yü‐Ming (V) 
Bèi Yù Míng (V,Chinese (transliterated Pinyin),NA,U) 
Bei, Yuming (V) 
贝聿铭 (V, Chinese)



Jan Brueghel the Elder; Entry of Animals onto Noah’s Ark; Flemish, 1613; Oil on panel; 21 1/2 x 33 in.; J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. 92.PB.82

 Preferred name: For members of same family that have same name, 
distinguish between the people by including the younger, the elder, 
Jr., or Sr., applied strictly according to the Edirtorial Rules

 Preferred name: “I”, “II” are generally for members of a family with the 
same name, but not parent-child

 Other languages included as variant names (e.g., le jeune)

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Brueghel, Jan, the elder (preferred, index) 

Jan Brueghel the Elder (display) 

Bruegel, Jan (LC)

Brueghel, Jan, le jeune
Brueghel, Jan, I
Brueghel, Jan



Vincent van Gogh, Irises, 1889,oil on canvas, 71 x 93 cmJ. Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, California), 90.PA.20

 Modern Western names, preferred name is inverted

 Include name in display order

 Division of words and capitalization of articles and 
prepositions (e.g., la, del, von, van der) depends upon 
common usage in standard authoritative sources, but 
generally not first word in last name

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?
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Gogh, Vincent van (preferred, index, LC) 

Vincent van Gogh (display)

Gogh, Vincent Willem van
van Gogh, Vincent



 Term should represent a 
single bound concept

 rose windows
 onion domes
 books of hours
 Brewster chairs
 prayer rugs
 china cabinets
 measuring cups

 Baroque cathedral is NOT a 
term. It comprises two terms 
(not bound).

rose window at Durham cathedral; http://www.durhamcathedral.co.uk/

What Is a Term or Name
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Do not make a compound term composed of a noun phrase 
containing an adjective that designates material, style, 
attribute, or technique. Doing so would mean that these 
adjectives would recur in infinite combinations throughout the 
AAT. 
[examples of what are NOT allowed as compound terms]
Baroque + churches
Baroque + painting
Baroque + sculpture

stone + walls
stone + churches
stone + steps

lantern slides comprises two words. Is it a ‘term’?

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

COMPOUND TERMS – Bound Terms
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lantern slides comprises two words. Is it a ‘term’?

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Yes. The words used together have different meaning than separately. The 
words are found together used as a distinct “term” in published sources.

lantern slides (preferred, descriptor)
lantern slide (alternate descriptor)
lantern slide transparencies (used for)
magic lantern slides (used for)
slide, lantern (used for)
slides, lantern (used for)

COMPOUND TERMS – Bound Terms



lantern slides comprises two words. Is it a ‘term’?

 Multiword or compound termsmust be capable of being arranged in a genus‐
species relationship within the existing AAT hierarchies
 Each term must represent a single concept or unit of thought
 A compound term typically has a focus word and one or more modifiers

[examples of valid single and multiword terms in the AAT]
domes
watercolor 
onion dome
flying buttresses

stained glass
High Gothic
art historians
Felis domesticus

 A quick test: If either component of a compound term - when separate -
expresses concepts different than when they are part of a compound term, bind 
them together in a compound term
 If components of a compound term express the same meaning whether they are 

individual terms or part of a compound term, do NOT make a compound term.

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

COMPOUND TERMS – Bound Terms



 Consult the Rules for detailed advice 
about creating compound terms

What Is a Term or Name in the Vocabulary?
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Preferred Terms

still lifes (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,U,PN)  

still life (C,U,English,AD,U,SN)  
still lives (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
still‐lifes (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

still‐life (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

bodegónes (still lifes) (C,U,English,Spanish,UF,U,N)  
stillevens (C,U,Dutch‐P,D,U,U)  
stilleven (C,U,Dutch,AD,U,PN)   
nature morte (C,U,French‐P,D,Italian,UF,U,N)   
Stilleben (C,U,German‐P,D,U,PN)  
natura morta (C,U,Italian‐P,D,U,PN)
naturaleza muerta (C,U,Spanish‐P,D,U,PN)

 In each record, one name 
must be flagged 
“preferred”

 “Preferred” name is the 
name or term most 
commonly used in the 
literature

 Chosen from authoritative 
scholarly sources and 
general reference works



Preferred Terms

still lifes (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,U,PN)  

still life (C,U,English,AD,U,SN)  
still lives (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
still‐lifes (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

still‐life (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

bodegónes (still lifes) (C,U,English,Spanish,UF,U,N)  
stillevens (C,U,Dutch‐P,D,U,U)  
stilleven (C,U,Dutch,AD,U,PN)   
nature morte (C,U,French‐P,D,Italian,UF,U,N)   
Stilleben (C,U,German‐P,D,U,PN)  
natura morta (C,U,Italian‐P,D,U,PN)
naturaleza muerta (C,U,Spanish‐P,D,U,PN)

• Use language of users; 
vernacular or American 
English

• Transliterated into Roman 
alphabet where necessary

• Include variant names as 
well, including names in 
other languages

• Proper names in mixed case

• Terms generally in lower 
case, except scientific terms, 
styles, other terms 
capitalized based on warrant 
(e.g., Angevin Gothic, 
Brussels lace, Tudor roses)



Preferred Terms

Shiva (English‐P,D)
Siva (English, UF)
Siwa (English, UF)
िशव (Sanskrit‐P,D)
Śiva (Sanskrit (transliterated)‐P, D)

Preferred Terms

When multiple terms refer to the same concept, one term is flagged 
as a preferred term and the others are variant terms

Preferred term should be the name or term most often found in 
contemporary published sources in the language of the users
In thesaurus jargon, the preferred term is always called a descriptor, 
and other terms may be called alternate descriptors, or used for 
terms. 

Preferred



Preferred Terms

Shiva (English‐P,D)
Siva (English, UF)
Siwa (English, UF)
िशव (Sanskrit‐P,D)
Śiva (Sanskrit (transliterated)‐P, D)

Preferred Terms
Preferred terms should be selected to serve the needs of the majority of 
users, relying upon established and documented criteria

Criteria should be applied consistently throughout the controlled 
vocabulary, e.g., regarding language, general or specialist audience, etc.  

Be consistent in capitalization, singular vs. plural (e.g., in AAT, descriptors 
for objects are plural (paintings), but materials are singular (travertine)



Preferred Terms
The vocabulary may flag terms or names that are 
preferred in various languages

Terms preferred in other languages are also descriptors; that is, 
one record may have multiple descriptors

Alexandria (Preferred, C,O,English‐P,U,N)
Al‐Iskandarīyah (C,V,Arabic (transliterated)‐P,U,N)

الإسكندرية   (C,V,Arabic‐P,U,N)
Iskindiriya (C,V)  
El Iskandariya (C,V)  
Alexándria (C,V,Greek (transliterated)‐P,U,N)
Αλεξάνδρεια (C,V,Greek‐P,U,N)
Alexandrie (C,O,French‐P,U,N)  
Alejandría (C,O,Spanish‐P,U,N)  
Alessandria (C,O,Italian‐P,U,N)  
Alessandria d'Egitto (C,O,Italian,U,N)  
Alexandria Aegypti (H,O)  
Alexandria Ad Aegyptum (H,V) 
Rhakotis (H,V)
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Preferred Terms
Each language may have a descriptor; however, only one of the 
descriptors should be flagged as preferred for the entire record 

Ideally, any of these descriptors – or  alternate descriptors and 
used for terms – may be chosen by end-users; that is an end-user 
implementation issue

Alexandria (Preferred, C,O,English‐P,U,N)
Al‐Iskandarīyah (C,V,Arabic (transliterated)‐P,U,N)

الإسكندرية   (C,V,Arabic‐P,U,N)
Iskindiriya (C,V)  
El Iskandariya (C,V)  
Alexándria (C,V,Greek (transliterated)‐P,U,N)
Αλεξάνδρεια (C,V,Greek‐P,U,N)
Alexandrie (C,O,French‐P,U,N)  
Alejandría (C,O,Spanish‐P,U,N)  
Alessandria (C,O,Italian‐P,U,N)  
Alessandria d'Egitto (C,O,Italian,U,N)  
Alexandria Aegypti (H,O)  
Alexandria Ad Aegyptum (H,V) 
Rhakotis (H,V)

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Preferred Terms

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Goya, Francisco de (preferred)
Francisco de Goya
De Goya, Francisco
Goya, Francisco
Goya y Lucientes, Francisco José de 
Goya y Lucientes, Francisco Paula José de

 Preferred name is the name 
most often used in publications

 Not necessarily the most 
complete or the official name



Le Corbusier (preferred, display, LC)

Corbusier, Le
Corbu
Jeanneret, Charles-Édouard
Jeanneret, Charles  Edouard 
Jeanneret-Gris, Charles-Edouard
Jeanneret, Charles-Edouard

 Preferred name may be a 
pseudonym or nickname

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Preferred Terms



Le Corbusier (preferred, display, LC)

Corbusier, Le
Corbu
Jeanneret, Charles-Édouard
Jeanneret, Charles  Edouard
Jeanneret-Gris, Charles-Edouard
Jeanneret, Charles-Edouard

 Do not include parenthetical 
names in one field

 Include other names as variant 
names in separate fields

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Preferred Terms

Le Corbusier (Charles-Édouard Jeanneret)



Synonyms

Synonyms may include names or terms of different linguistic 
origin, dialectical variants, names in different languages, and 
scientific and common terms for the same concept

Synonyms are names or terms for which meanings and usage 
are identical or nearly identical in a wide range of contexts

True synonyms are relatively rare in natural language

In many cases, different terms or names may be 
interchangeable in some circumstances, but they should not 
necessarily be combined as synonyms in a single vocabulary 
record 

Likewise, names for persons, places, events, and so on, may be 
used interchangeably in certain contexts, but their meanings 
may actually differ

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



Synonyms

Various factors must be considered when designating synonyms, 
including how nuance of meaning may differ and how usage may vary 
due to professional versus amateur contexts, historical versus current 
meanings, and neutral versus pejorative connotations

The creator of the vocabulary must determine whether or not the 
names or terms should be included in the same record or in separate 
records that are linked via associative relationships because they 
represent related concepts but are not identical in meaning and usage

elevators
lifts

Ancestral Puebloan
Ancestral Pueblo
Anasazi
Basketmaker‐Pueblo
Moqui

Le Corbusier
Jeanneret, Charles Édouard
Jeanneret‐Gris, Charles Édouard
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 Terms must 
have true 
synonymity

 If the variant 
term is not of the 
same 
etymological 
origin, be 
especially careful

Synonyms
. 

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

London plane wood (wood) (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,U,N)  
London planetree (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,U)  
hybrid plane (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,U)  
lacewood (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

English sycamore (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,U)



image: Cat and Kittens, © National Gallery of Art., www.nga.gov

Felis domesticus (species) (preferred, descriptor, scientific name)
domestic cats (alternate descriptor, common name)
domestic cat (used for)
house cats (used for)

 Flag scientific and common name 
(be sure they are synonyms)

 Common name may actually be 
broader – may refer to multiple 
scientific terms, may require 
separate record

Synonyms
. 
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 These names are very different, 
but they refer to the same 
person at different points in his 
life

 Ideally, end user may choose any 
name – not always the preferred 
name – to use in a given 
circumstance

Pius IV, Pope (preferred,U,index)

Pope Pius IV (U,display) 

Medici, Gian Angelo de' (U) 

Medici, Giovanni Angelo de' (V)

portrait: Godfrey Kneller, 1711; image Bridgeman Art Library. St. Paul's Cathedral, London. Image: Creative Commons 

Synonyms
. 
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Bulgarini, Bartolomeo
Bartolomeo Bolgarini
Bartolomeo Bolghini
Bartolomeo Bulgarini
Bartolommeo Bulgarini da Siena 
Maestro d'Ovile
Master of the Ovile Madonna  
Ovile Master                       
Lorenzetti, Ugolino
Ugolino Lorenzetti              

Synonyms
. 

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Include spelling variations, 
former names (e.g., appellations 
used when the artist was 
anonymous)
E.g., True name now known, formerly 
works attributed to two anonymous 
masters
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But do NOT include names/terms in same record unless it 
is generally agreed in scholarly sources that they are the 
same person. If uncertain, link as Related People

Synonyms
. 

Master of Moulins (painter, probably Netherlandish, active ca. 1480‐

possibly identified with … Hey, Jean
(Netherlandish painter, active ca. 1480‐ca. 1504



Skidmore, Owings, & Merrill, Sears Tower, 1974,  Chicago, Illinois, image from:  info@som.com

Synonyms

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(preferred,V,display,LC) 

Skidmore, Owings and Merrill (V) 
SOM (V) 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, LLP (V) 
Owings & Merrill (V)

 When firms change names, are 
these the same entity or separate 
ones?
 Check editorial rules; based on 

whether firm is contemporary or 
historical, current firms’ preferences
 If separate, link through Associative 

Relationships



Kawm Al‐Ahmar (preferred)  
Kom al Ahmar
Hierakonpolis (historic, site name)

... meaning "City of the Hawk"
Hieraconpolis (historic)  
Nekhen (historic)  
Nekhab (historic)  

Hierakonpolis, Egypt

 Are all settlements at the same coordinates the same place, even 
though separated by time? For inhabited places, yes.

 If boundaries are the same for nations, etc., yes. Otherwise, not.
 Site name

 Use when the modern name for the place is not the same name used by 
scholars to refer to the ancient site

Synonyms
. 
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Lexical Variants

Although they are grouped with synonyms for practical purposes, 
lexical variants technically differ from synonyms in that synonyms are 
different terms for the same concept, while lexical variants are 
different word forms for the same expression

Lexical variants may result from spelling differences, grammatical 
variation, and abbreviations

Terms in inverted and natural order, plurals and singulars, and the use 
of punctuation may create lexical variants. In a controlled vocabulary, 
such terms should be linked via an equivalence relationship 

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

mice
mouse

watercolor
water color
watercolour
water‐colour
color, water

Romania
ROM



Lexical Variants
For the preferred term or descriptor, and for other terms as 
necessary, include both the natural order form of the term for 
display, and the inverted form (if any) to be used in indexes

bigleaf maple (wood) (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,U,N)  
maple, bigleaf (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
big‐leaf maple (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
broadleaved maple (wood) (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  

Wren, Christopher (preferred,V,index,LC) 
Christopher Wren (V,display) 
Wren, Christopher, Sir (V)

• Whether the inverted form is the preferred term or a variant will depend 
upon the type of vocabulary

• E.g., the preferred term for generic concepts generally should not be 
inverted, but the names of people are typically inverted; refer to 
Editorial Rules for guidance on this issue



Lexical Variants

Certain lexical variants could be flagged as alternate descriptors (AD), 
meaning that the AD and the descriptor (D) are equally preferred for 
indexing
e.g., for objects, animals, and other concepts expressed as singular 
and plural nouns, the plural may be the descriptor, while the singular 
would be the alternate descriptor 

In other cases, the past participle or an adjectival form may be an 
alternate descriptor. 

baluster columns (D) 
baluster column (AD) 

laminating (D) 
laminated (AD)

mathematics (D)
mathematical (AD)
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Noh robe (Nuihaku), second half of the 
18th century; Edo period (1615-1868) Gift 

of Mr. and Mrs. Paul T. Nomura, in 
memory of Mr. and Mrs. S. Morris 

Nomura, 1989 (1989.367)image from 
metmuseum online; Javanese woman 

embroidering, Britannica online

Past participle embroidered is included in the 
record for the process embroidering 
(needleworking (process

 Alternate descriptor is past participle 
for processes, techniques, functions, 
and activities

 scumbling ALT scumbled
 cataloging  ALT cataloged

embroidering (preferred, descriptor)
embroidered (alternate descriptor) 
embroidery (process) (used for)

Lexical Variants
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Historical Name Changes

Political and social changes can cause a proliferation of terms or 
names that refer to the same concept

E.g., term used to refer to the ethnic group of mixed Bushman‐Hamite
descent with some Bantu admixture, now found principally in South 
Africa and Namibia, was previously Hottentot

That term now has derogatory overtones, so the term KhoiKhoi is 
preferred; however, a vocabulary such as the AAT would still link both 
terms as equivalents so that retrieval is thorough
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Kolkata (preferred,C,V)
Calcutta (C,V) 
কলকাতা (C,V)
Kalkutta (C,V)  
Kalikata (C,V)
Kalikātā (C,V)
Fort William (H,V)

Historical Name Changes
Names of people and places also change through history: 

when a title is bestowed or a woman marries

when a town changes names

Determining when names are equivalents and when they instead 
refer to different entities is not always clear

For example, modern Egypt is not the same nation as ancient Egypt—
neither in terms of borders nor of administration—therefore the 
names may be homographs, but not necessarily equivalents

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

•E.g., officially 
preferred spelling 
was changed in 
1999



Siena (vernacular, preferred) used since 13th century
(start: 1200, end: 9999)

Sienna (English) obsolete spelling (start: 1500, end: 1900)
Senae (historical) medieval (start: 800, end: 1500)
Sanna (historical)
Saena Julia (historical) Roman (start: -100, end: 300)
Sena Julia (historical)
Sena (historical) Etruscan (start: -800, end: -100)

names may be current 
or historical

names may have 
display dates 

years delimiting span

Historical Name Changes
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• Usage changes
• Prefer culturally sensitive vs. 

derogatory
e.g., Ancestral Puebloan is now
preferred by Native Americans, 
and in most common usage

• But include all variant or alternate 
terms to provide access

Images: Encyclopedia Britannica online. Keet Seel cliff dwellings of the Kayenta Anasazi people, Navajo National Monument, Arizona, USA; Harvest scene.

Ancestral Puebloan (preferred, descriptor) .
Ancestral Pueblo (used for)  
Anasazi (used for) 
Basketmaker-Pueblo (used for) 
Hisatsinom (used for) 
Moki (Pre-Columbian Pueblo style) (used for) 
Moqui (used for)

Historical Name Changes
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Historical Name Changes

Airy, Anna (preferred,V,index) 
Anna Airy (V,display) 
Pocock, Mrs. Geoffrey Buckingham (V)

• Include married names, other 
such name changes for people 
or places
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Differences in Language

Vocabularies may be monolingual or multilingual

The AAT, TGN, ULAN, and CONA are monolingual 
vocabularies with multilingual terms and scope 
notes; they are not fully multilingual because other 
fields are expressed in English

Having multilingual terms allows for retrieval and 
the primary displays in multiple languages
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Differences in Language

Regional and linguistic differences in terminology are among 
the most common factors influencing variation among terms 
that refer to the same concept in monolingual vocabularies

English barns (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,U,PN)   
English barn (C,U,English,AD,U,SN)   
barns, English (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
3‐bay barns (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
three‐bay barns (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
Connecticut barns (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
New England barns (C,U,English,UF,U,N)  
Yankee barns (C,U,English,UF,U,N)
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Battle of Bull Run, First (preferred,C,U,English‐
P,D,U,PN) 
Battle of Manassas, First (English, UF, U,PN) 



Differences in Language

Generic terms and iconographical subject terms are usually expressed 
with different words in different languages 

copper (metal) (preferred,C,U,LC,English‐P,D,U,N)  

Cu (C,U,A,English,UF,U,N)  

koper (C,U,Dutch‐P,D,U,N)  
cuivre (metal) (C,U,French‐P,D,U,N)  

Kupfer (C,U,German‐P,D,U,N)  

rame (C,U,Italian‐P,D,U,N)  

cuprum (C,U,Latin‐P,D,U,N)  

cobre (C,U,Spanish‐P,D,Portuguese‐P,D,U,N)  

koppar (C,U,Swedish‐P,D,U,N)
• Forming equivalents is not just a matter of 
providing literal translations

• Translated terms must have exactly the same 
meaning



Giambologna (preferred, English‐P,Italian‐P,V,display,LC) 

Giovanni da Bologna (V,Italian,NA,U) 
Bologna, Giovanni da (V,Italian,NA,U)  

Bologna, Giovanni (Italian,NA,U) 
Gian Bologna (V,Italian,NA,U) 
Bologne, Jean de (V,French‐P,NA,U)

Differences in Language

More often, proper names are the same in multiple languages

But in certain cases names are different in different languages
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• E.g, Artist born in French‐speaking 
Flanders, worked in Italy



Differences in Language

More often, proper names are the same in multiple languages

But in certain cases names are different in different languages

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

• Language is more of an issue with corporate bodies than people
• since corporate body names are often translated in published sources 

(while people’s names only rarely are)

German museum, Berlin, founded in 1873 in its current configuration

Ethnological Museum (preferred,C,V,English‐P) 
Ethnologisches Museum (C,German‐P) 

Musée ethnologique (C,French‐P)

Museu Etnológico (Portuguese‐P)

Ethnographische Sammlung (H,German)

Ethnographic Collection (H,English) 
Cabinet of Art and Rarities (H,English) 
Kunst‐ und Raritätenkabinett (H,German)



Differences in Language

More often, proper names are the same in multiple languages

But in certain cases names are different in different languages

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

• Names of places 
are generally the 
same in multiple 
languages

• Famous places 
and nations 
typically have 
different names 
or different 
spellings in 
different 
languages

Aignay‐le‐Duc (preferred, English‐P,French‐P,Spanish‐P, C,V)  
Aniacum (Historical,O)  
Atanacum (Historical,O)

London (preferred,English‐P,C,V)  

Londres (C,O,French‐P,Spanish‐P,U,N)  
Londra (C,O,Italian‐P,U,N)  

Lundenwic (H,V)  
Londinium (H,V)



Differences in Language

Names of in languages using non‐Roman alphabet

Beijing (preferred,C,V,Chinese (transliterated Pinyin)‐
P,U,N)  
Peking (C,V,Chinese (transliterated Wade‐Giles)‐P,U,N)  
北京 (C,V,Chinese,U)  
Pékin (C,V)  
Pei‐Ching (C,V)    
Pei‐p'ing (C,V)  
Peiching (C,O)  
Pekin (C,O)  
Pechino (C,O)  
Peiping (C,V)
Ch'i (H,V) 
Khanbalik (H,O)  
Cambaluc (H,O)

• Additional 
variations 
occur when 
names are 
transliterated 
by different 
methods into 
the Roman 
alphabet
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Differences in Language

 Names and terms that are similar or 
identical except for the use of diacritics, 
punctuation, or capitalization should 
typically be included as variant names

guilloche (preferred,C,U,English‐P,D,Dutch‐P,D,Spanish,UF)   

guilloché (English‐UF,French‐P)

Guilloche (German‐P)

water pattern (C,U,English,UF)  
water‐pattern (C,U,English,UF)  

guilloque (C,U,Spanish‐P,D) 
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Nemean lion (English-P)
leone nemeo (Italian-P)
Λέων της Νεμέας (Greek-P)
Léōn tēs Neméas (Greek (transliterated)-P)
Leo Nemaeus (Latin-P)
león de Nemea  (Spanish-P)
Nemeïsche leeuw (Dutch-P)
Nemëische Löwe (German-P)
中文 (Chinese-P)
日本語 (Japanese-P)
Немейский лев (Russian-P)

Differences in Language

Detail from Athenian black‐figure clay vase, about 520 BC. Bresica, Museo Civico Romano.

 Capitalization, 
etc. should 
respect rules of 
the language, 
as found in 
published 
sources
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 When translating, 
recommendation is 
that terms must be 
exact equivalents, 
true synonyms for the 
source language

mapping to AATstirrup cups (preferred, English-P)
stirrup cup (English)
stirrup-cups (English-
coaching glasses (English)
hunting glasses (English)

Steigbügelbecher (German-P)
Steigbügeltrunk (German)

Types of Possible Matches 
in translating vocabularies
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Exact equivalence: The most desirable match involves terms in 
each language that are identical, or nearly identical, in meaning 
and scope of usage in each language. 

Inexact and partial equivalences: In cases where a suitable preferred 
term with the exact meaning and usage of the original term is not 
available in the second language, terms are sometimes linked as 
equivalents when they have only inexact or partial matches in scope 
and meaning. 

Single-to-multiple term equivalence: If there is no match in scope 
and meaning between terms, sometimes a concept in one vocabulary is 
matched to multiple descriptors in the second language. 

Non-equivalence: Sometimes there is no exact match, no term in the 
second language has partial or inexact equivalence, and there is no 
combination of descriptors in the second language that would 
approximate a match.

Types of Possible Matches 
in translating vocabularies

NOTE: Only Exact Equivalence is allowed in the AAT
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 Terms borrowed from other languages that 
have become naturalized in English

 lits à la duchesse
mihrabs
 sotto in su
 Schnitzaltars
 Rathäuser

 May be preferred in English and also 
preferred in the other language

A “loan term” is a foreign word or phrase that is routinely used 
instead of a translation of the term into the native language

Loan Words



 In the absence of an exact match between terms 
in different languages when translating, fill a gap 
in one language with a loan term from the other

bi (ceremonial objects) (Chinese 
(transliterated Pinyin)-P,English-P)  

pi (Chinese (transliterated Wade-Giles)-P)
(Chinese (traditional)-P)
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Loan Words



 Do not coin a new term by 
translating from the other 
language

 E.g., do not invent a translated 
English deceive-the-eye for the 
French trompe-l'oeil

trompe-l'oeil
(preferred, C,U,D, English-P, 

French-P)  
trompe l'oeil
(C,U,UF, English)

John Frederick Peto, The Poor Man's Store; 1885, Oil on canvas and 
panel/wood, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift of Maxim Karolik for the M. 
and M. Karolik Collection of American Paintings, 1815–1865, 1962, 35 1/2 
x 25 5/8 in. (90.2 x 65.1 cm)

 All descriptors should have 
warrant from multiple authorized 
sources

 Do not coin D, AD, or UF
 You may coin Guide Terms
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Loan Words



Schnitzaltars (preferred, C,U,D, English-P)
Schnitzaltar (C,U,AD, English,German)
Schnitzaltäre (C,U,UF,German-P)

 Terms are borrowed with 
varying degrees of 
retention of the original 
spelling

 Plural in English is often 
Anglicized

 Initial capital in other 
language may be lowercase 
in English

 Diacritics can be omitted
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Loan Words



trousseaux (preferred, 
C,U,D,English-P, French-P)

trousseau (C,U,AD,English, 
French)

trousseaus (C,U,UF,English)

 Most loan words in English 
Anglicize the plural

 Some use the plural of the original 
language

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

Loan Words



Near Synonyms
Although it is generally advisable to link only true synonyms and 
lexical variants as equivalents, in some vocabularies the equivalence 
relationship may also include near synonyms and generic postings in 
order to broaden retrieval or cut down on the labor involved in 
building a vocabulary

Near synonyms, also known as quasi‐synonyms, are terms with 
meanings that are regarded as different, but the terms are 
treated as equivalents in the controlled vocabulary to broaden 
retrieval

In other cases, antonyms—for example, smoothness and 
roughness—may be linked via the equivalence relationship in a 
vocabulary
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Near Synonyms

E.g., Both are frozen desserts made from dairy 
products, but ice cream is usually made with cream, 
and gelato is usually made with milk and has less air 
incorporated than ice cream 

ice cream gelato
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Near Synonyms

The phrase generic posting refers to the practice of putting terms with 
broader and narrower contexts together in the same record
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• E.g., if egg‐oil tempera were linked as an equivalent to 
tempera, this would be a generic posting because egg‐oil 
tempera is a type of tempera. 

• In a vocabulary striving for more precise relationships, these 
terms should be linked with appropriate hierarchical 
relationships or associative relationships rather than as 
equivalents



Misspellings: Search Engine Issue 
or Indexed in the Data?

Should you include misspellings in your 
vocabulary?

O'Keeffe, Georgia (preferred,V,index,LC) 
Georgia O'Keeffe (V,display) 
Stieglitz, Georgia O'Keeffe (V) 
O'Keeffe, Georgia Totto (V) 

Stieglitz, Mrs. Alfred (V) 
Stieglitz, Alfred, Mrs. (V)  ....  in use 1924‐1946 
O'Keefe, Georgia (V)  ....  common misspelling

• Include only published 
misspellings

•Do not include misspellings 
that you anticipate end‐
users may use; 
accommodating end‐user 
errors is a search engine 
issue – do not clutter the 
vocabulary with such terms

• At the same time, keep in 
mind that historical spellings 
are not “misspellings”; it is 
only relatively recently that 
“correct” spellings were the 
norm

Bartolo di Fredi (preferred,V,display) 
Bartalo di Fredi (V) 
Bartalus magistri Fredi (V) 
Bartholus magistri Fredi (V)  ....  one form of his signature 
Bartolus Magistri Fredi de Senis (V)
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Homographs

A homograph is a term that is spelled identically to another 
term but has a different meaning

Words can be homographs whether or not they are 
pronounced alike

Homophones are terms that are pronounced the same but 
spelled differently; controlled vocabularies generally need not 
concern themselves with labeling homophones. 

Homonyms have different meanings and unrelated origins, 
whereas polysemes are usually considered to have multiple 
meanings
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bow
bough



Homographs and Qualifiers

Note that a controlled vocabulary is constructed differently from a 
dictionary

In a dictionary, homographs are listed under a single heading, with 
several definitions

• E.g., in a dictionary, drum would be listed as a noun, with 
several definitions under a single entry

• In a controlled vocabulary, each homographic term is in a 
separate record 
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Homographs and Qualifiers

Controlled vocabularies must distinguish between homographs. One 
way to do this is to add a qualifier

A qualifier consists of one or more words used with the terms to 
make the specific meaning of each unambiguous, as seen in the 
examples below

drums (column components) 
drums (membranophones) 
drums (walls)

• Qualifiers should be distinguished from the term itself in displays
• Traditionally, parentheses are used 
• In order to make construction of and use of the vocabulary more versatile, it is 
useful to place the qualifier in a separate field in the database rather than in 
the same field as the term itself
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Term:  drums    Qualifier:  column components



Homographs and Qualifiers

If a term is a homograph to another term in the vocabulary, at 
least one qualifier is necessary

•However,  best to add a qualifier for both terms for clarity

•Homographs and their qualifiers may occur not only with 
descriptors but also with alternate descriptors and used for 
terms

•In addition, if a term is a homograph for another common 
term in standard language, even if the second term is not in 
the vocabulary, it is useful to add a qualifier for clarity 
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Homographs and Qualifiers

Qualifiers used only to disambiguate homographs

Not to represent a compound concept, define a 
term, or establish a term's hierarchical context 
(although it may do so coincidentally because these 
characteristics may be what distinguish a term from 
its homograph) 

To make a bound compound concept, construct a 
descriptor rather than using a qualifier (e.g., 
phonograph record, not record (phonograph))
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Homographs are spelled the same, 
disregarding capitalization and 
punctuation
 Include a qualifier if the term is a 
homograph for another term in the AAT
Or if it is a homograph for another common 
term in standard language
Qualifier is recorded in separate field from 
term; displayed w/parens in publication

Homographs and Qualifiers
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keys (hardware)

keys (sound device components)

keys (texts)



Homographs and Qualifiers
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• Qualifiers are usually derived from a 
word or words in the parent; UFs 
may use descriptor as qualifier

• May combine both parent-derived 
and descriptor-derived in same 
record

• If this does not sufficiently 
disambiguate, create a qualifier 
from scratch

keys (hardware)

keys (sound device components)

keys (texts)

How to Choose a Qualifier for a Term



Homographs and Qualifiers
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How to Choose a Qualifier for a Term

Qualifiers should be as brief as possible, ideally 
consisting of one or two words 

In most cases, a word or words from a broader context 
of the term should be used as the qualifier (e.g., 
stained glass (material), where stained glass is a 
hierarchical descendant of materials)

Qualifiers for all homographs should clearly 
disambiguate the terms in displays. For example, 
stained glass (material) and stained glass (visual works) 
distinguish the material from the artworks made from 
the material 

If words taken from the broader context do not 
sufficiently disambiguate between homographs, use 
words that describe another significant distinguishing 
characteristic



Qualifiers should be standardized as much as possible within a controlled 
vocabulary

E.g., films and motion pictures should not both be used as qualifiers 
because films is a used for term for motion pictures

When possible, the qualifier should have the same grammatical form as the 
term, as with the nouns and gerunds below

Term: trailers          Qualifier: motion pictures
Term: trailers          Qualifier: vehicles

Term: forging          Qualifier: copying
Term: forging          Qualifier: metal forming

Homographs and Qualifiers

How to Choose a Qualifier for a Term
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• Qualifiers are in the language of the term, if possible
• Structure of the vocabulary should allow one term to have multiple 

qualifiers associated with one term that represents multiple languages

Homographs and Qualifiers
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chiffoniers (sideboards) (preferred English‐P)  
chiffonier (sideboard) (C,U,English)  

(trinchero) (Spanish‐AD)  
(buffet) (French‐AD)  

chiffonnières (zijtafels) (C,U,Dutch‐P)  
chiffonnière (zijtafel) (C,U,Dutch)



Other Ways to Disambiguate Names

Headings and labels

Qualifiers are used frequently in controlled vocabularies containing 
terminology for object types, generic concepts, etc. 

For other vocabularies, such as personal name and geographic name 
vocabularies, data from various fields may be concatenated with the 
name or term to disambiguate entries

Headings and labels may be used not only to disambiguate homographs 
but also to provide context for terms and names when displayed in any 
horizontal string
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Johnson, John (English architect, 1754–1814)

Springfield (inhabited place) (Tuolumne county, California, United States)



Other Ways to Disambiguate Names
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• Johnson, John (English architect, 1754–1814)

• Springfield (inhabited place) (Tuolumne county, California, United States)

Homographs with labels to form a heading in results display



Other Ways to Disambiguate Names
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In a hierarchical display



Other Ways to Disambiguate Names
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Geographic places in 
a results list



Napoli (vernacular preferred)

Naples (English-preferred)

Napoli province (display name)

Napoli (Napoli province, Campania, Italia, Europe)

Display Name, Indexing NameOther Ways to Disambiguate Names
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Flag  “display name” = special 
name flagged for horizontal 
displays or “headings”
Where simple name is 
confusing 
(Display name may also be the 
natural order form of a name, 
if the preferred name is 
inverted)



SOURCES FOR
THE VOCABULARY

Authoritative 
sources and 
minimum 
warrant
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1. Standard general reference sources
• major authoritative encyclopedia, dictionaries
2. Other authoritative sources
• other authoritative thesauri and controlled 

vocabularies, such as LC Authorized Headings 
• textbooks, such as Gardner and Janson
3. Other material on specialized and 

pertinent topics 
• books, journal articles, and newspaper articles
• archives, historical documents, and other 

original sources (for historical terms only)
4. Other sources
• databases of contributors
• museum or university Web sites

Sources

• For preferred 
term or name, 
prefer the most 
authoritative, up-
to-date sources 
available. 
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How many sources are required?

•A name for person, place, or iconographical subject requires at 
least one good piece of warrant

•Each descriptor in a generic concept authority requires a 
minimum of three sources, or “literary warrant,” to establish 
common usage

Sources
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•One of the three sources for descriptors can be a 
cataloging institution’s database

• At least one good source for UFs

• Other information in the record must also come from published 
authoritative sources



Establishing Warrant

• Must be enough warrant to be able to define the term or 
name and distinguish it from other terms and names

• Published evidence must establish form and 
spelling for a particular meaning

• Usage is dictated by scholars and practitioners

• Source should be in American English sources; use 
other sources in pertinent language for names or terms 
in additional languages
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 Museum Web site is an 
acceptable source (Met, 
NYC)
 Name in natural order

Bartolomeo Cristofori

Establishing Warrant
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 Online art encyclopedia 
entry, but in running text 
(not heading)
 Name in natural order

Bartolomeo Cristofori

 You may infer the inverted 
order because it is a modern 
Western name

 But better to find inverted 
form in a source

 Consult the Rules

Establishing Warrant
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 General encyclopedia entry, parentheses = 
you must interpret for ULAN = NO 
parentheses
 For this source, preferred name in 

inverted order (spelling agrees w/others)
Cristofori, Bartolomeo
 Variant name
Cristofori, Bartolomeo di Francesco

Establishing Warrant

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.



 For LC, preferred name in inverted 
order 100 field, agrees

Cristofori, Bartolomeo
 Variant name 400 field, 2 ms
Cristofori, Bartolommeo

Establishing Warrant
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 Specialty encyclopedia
 Running text, not separate entry
Bartolommeo Cristofori

Establishing Warrant
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 Not in Bénézit or Thieme-Becker
 But in another encyclopedia 

entry, not in English = caveat re 
ULAN preferred
 NOT in all caps in ULAN, 

interpret the source

 Preferred for this source
Cristofori, Bartolomé ($00e)

 Variant names for this source
Cristofani, Bartolomé
Cristofali, Bartolomé

 in ULAN ALL three are variants, not 
preferred (based on other sources)

Establishing Warrant
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Finding the Names in sources

 Signature is a welcome variant name
 Either indirectly in published source or directly 

from object
 (Do not transliterate a signature in a non-Roman alphabet 

unless you are an expert)
 But obscure archival reference used only once is generally not 

desirable (unless of particular historical interest)
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ULAN names:

1. Cristofori, Bartolomeo (preferred, index, LC)
2. Bartolomeo Cristofori (display)
3. Cristofori, Bartolommeo
4. Cristofori, Bartolomeo di Francesco
5. Cristofori, Bartolom$00e
6. Cristofani, Bartolom$00e
7. Cristofali, Bartolom$00e
8. Bartholomaeus de Christophoris Patavinus

ULAN preferred name
indexing form of descriptor
LC preferred name

display name = natural order 
form of inverted preferred 
name

All others are variants, arranged roughly in order 
of importance, i.e., frequency of use

Establishing Warrant
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Webster's Third New International Dictionary (2002)

Random House Unabridged Dictionary (1993)

 Dictionaries: Objects in singular (preferred in AAT is plural)
 Need three sources (plural descriptor + singular alternate descriptor)
 May use “Getty Vocabulary Program rules” as source for one or the 

other, if necessary (does not count as one of the three required 
sources)

Establishing Warrant
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 Dictionaries: Compound terms may 
require interpretation

Establishing Warrant
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 Dictionaries: Note that dictionaries include homographs as a 
single entry, with different definitions (in the AAT, these are 
typically separate terms)

Establishing Warrant
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Encyclopedia of Photography. International Center of 
Photography. 1st ed. New York: Crown, 1984.

 Encyclopedia entry
 Entry in an index
 Always be careful of capitalization (see text)

Establishing Warrant
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Finding the terms in sources

around this time the photographic lantern slide (first developed

 Check index
 May have to interpret capitalization; AAT rules 

= lower case (with some exceptions)

 Term in running text: “lantern slide” or 
“photographic lantern slide”
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 How to determine it is actually a term?
 Italicized words may indicate a “term” rather 

than just a string of words
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 For processes, often verbal 
nouns, you will often have 
to extrapolate from 
dictionaries or encyclopedia

Establishing Warrant
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 Web sites may be 
sources if they are 
scholarly and 
authoritative
 E.g., NARA, Museum 

sites, University 
sites, etc.
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 LC Subject headings:
 Be careful because LC has 

“headings” NOT “terms” (e.g., 
Gothic architecture)

 Capitalization

Establishing Warrant
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 Entry in all caps
 Must interpret for entry to AAT

Establishing Warrant
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 Rarely a term may be capitalized
 In this case, make a variant name in caps

tenebrism (preferrred)
tenebrist (AD)
Tenebrism (UF)
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 Be careful: 
source may not 
define 
synonyms as 
AAT does

 E.g., “synonyms 
and related 
terms” in MFA 
CAMEO

Establishing Warrant
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Stereograph and the lantern slide in education / by

 Titles of books or articles may be warrant
 May use library catalog, AATA entries, BHA, Google Scholar, 

etc.
 cite the book/article, put “title” in the page field (see Rules)
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High and low temperature and terrestrial and 
extraterrestrial origins have been proposed for 
the formation of Libyan desert glass (LDG).

 Articles provide variant spellings and 
information for the Scope Note

LDG is a separate 
variant term. 
Do NOT put 
parenthetical name 
in the same field as 
Libyan desert glass
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Microscopic analysis of sandstones from 
the southern Libyan Desert Glass (LDG) 
strewn field reveals a sequence of 
progressive deformation features which 
range from unaffected rock to extreme 
brecciation.

“Evidence for shock 
metamorphism in sandstones 
from the Libyan desert glass 
strewn field”

 NOTE: For information in the Scope 
Note, etc., defer to the most recent 
authoritative source 
 If a point is not fully agreed upon by 

experts, explain the controversy (e.g., 
shock metamorphism or impact?)
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 Wikipedia is not an authoritative source
 But it can be a useful source for sources
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Coin depicting the Sanctuary of 
Hercules, excavated in the ruins 
of Erythrae, Turkey

• What is preferred spelling?
• Where is the ancient site? 

Same as a modern town?
• What is the hierarchical 

parent of this place?

Establishing Warrant
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 Names often found in an 
article without context
 May not know the modern 

administrative parent
 With homographs, how do 

you know which place is 
intended?
 Spelling = Erythrae

Establishing Warrant
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 Art encyclopedia 
 Name in running text, spelled with 

“i” = Erythrai
 Does not state modern parent

Establishing Warrant
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 Encyclopedia of historical 
places
 Know your source! Princeton 

often does NOT mean the 
parenthetical place is 
exactly the same place

Note diacritics:
Ild$73ir$73i

Establishing Warrant
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 Encyclopedia entry
 Name in article heading
 Text states that the place is the same as modern 

town Ildir
 Name = Ildir (Roman lowercase “i,” no diacritic)

Establishing Warrant
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 Encyclopedia of historical places
 Name in article heading
 Text states that the place is now in 

Izmir province = Parent
 NOT all caps in TGN = Erythrae

Establishing Warrant
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 Maps may be a good source
 But cannot tell the modern 

administrative subdivision unless the 
map depicts internal administrative 
boundaries (this one does not)
 Ild$73ir

Establishing Warrant
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 Once you know that 
Ildir is the modern 
site for Erythrae, 
use NIMA for 
coordinates and 
parent
 Ild$73ir
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38.3838889      -26.4766667
 Atlases and 

gazetteers usually 
have degrees, 
minutes, seconds 
for coordinates
 GIS and other 

sources may use 
decimal fractions 
of degrees
 Enter in correct 

field
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38.3838889  26.4766667

 Atlases and 
gazetteers usually 
have degrees, 
minutes, seconds 
for coordinates
 GIS and other 

sources may use 
decimal fractions 
of degrees
 Click appropriate 

button and 
transcribe
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 LC subject headings 
and authorities may 
be a source
 In this case, our 

Erythrae not in an 
authority record

 LC subject headings 
and authorities may 
be a source
 In this case, our 

Erythrae is a 
subject heading, 
spelling with digraph
Erythr$70ae
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TGN names:

1. Ild$73ir (vernacular, preferred)
2. Ildir
3. Ild$73ir$73i
4. Erythrae (historical, site name)
5. Erythr$70ae (historical)
6. Erythrai (historical)

Preferred name for the ancient 
site

Historical arranged below current names
In reverse chronological order, if relevant

TGN preferred name =
current name most often used

Establishing Warrant
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HOW TO BUILD A
HIERARCHY AND CLASSIFY

Hierarchical 
Relationships 
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Hierarchical Relationships

Hierarchical relationships are the broader and narrower 
(parent/child) relationships between logical records 
(where each record represents a concept)

The hierarchical relationship is the primary feature that 
distinguishes a thesaurus or taxonomy from simple 
controlled lists and lists of synonym rings 

Hierarchical relationships are referred to by genealogical 
terms such as child, children, siblings, parent, grandparent, 
ancestors, descendants, etc. 
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whole/part
genus/species
instance



Whole/Part Relationships

Whole/part relationships are typically applied to 
geographic locations, parts of corporate bodies, 
parts of the body, and other types of concepts that 
are not readily placed into genus/species 
relationships

Each child should be a part of the parent and all the 
other ancestors above it
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Top of the TGN hierarchy (hierarchy root)
.... World (facet)
........ North and Central America (continent)
............ Costa Rica (nation)
................. Alajuela (province)
................. Cartago (province)
................. Guanacaste (province)
................. Heredia (province)
................. Limón (province)
................. Puntarenas (province)
................. San José (province)

 provinces are part of the nation
 displayed with indentation
 indicated by linking each place to 
its “parent”

Whole/Part Relationships
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Some places may 
no longer exist , 
e.g., submerged 
island of 
Alexandria, Egypt

Whole/Part Relationships
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Le Cheval Rayé; artist: Gobelins tapestry manufactory, based on sketches by Albert Eckhout; ca. 1690-1730; wool and silk; 
326 x 580.2 cm ; J. Paul Getty Museum (Los Angeles, CA), 92.DD.21

 Studios are part of larger 
corporate bodyGobelins

........ Gobelins Furniture Manufactory 

........ Gobelins Marquetry Studio 

........ Gobelins Pietra Dura Studio 

........ Gobelins Metalwork Studio 

.............. Gobelins Engraving Studio

.............. Gobelins Silversmiths' Studio 

........ Gobelins Painting Studio 

........ Gobelins Sculpture Studio 

........ Gobelins Tapestry Manufactory

.............. Gobelins Dye Works 

Whole/Part Relationships
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Genus/Species Relationships

The genus/species, or generic relationship, is the 
most common relationship in thesauri and 
taxonomies because it is applicable to a wide range 
of topics

All children in a genus/species relationship should 
be a kind of, type of, or manifestation of the parent

(compare to instance relationship, where children 
are an example of the parent)
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Genus/Species Relationships

Placement of a child may be tested by the all/some argument
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azimuthal projection
azimuthal equidistant projection
gnomonic projection
polar projection
stereographic projection

central projection
conic projection

polyconic projection
cylindrical projection

Mercator projection
equidistant projection
parallel projection

axonometric projection
dimetric projection
isometric projection
oblique projection

orthographic projection
multiview projection

Genus/Species Relationships
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Processes and Techniques Hierarchy
<image-making processes and techniques>

projection
•Logic must hold 
true all the way 
up, through all 
ancestors



Instance Relationships

mountains 
Alps 
Apennines 
Rocky Mountains 
Himalayas

rivers 
Amazon River 
Colorado River 
Mississippi River 
Nile River 
Ohio River 
Thames 
Yellow River

In addition to the whole/part and genus/species 
relationships, some vocabularies may utilize a third 
type of hierarchical relationship, the instance 
relationship

This is most commonly seen in vocabularies where 
proper names are organized by general categories 
of things or events
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Top of the ULAN list / hierarchy
.... Corporate Bodies (ULAN facet)
.... Persons, Artists (ULAN facet)
.... Unknown Artists (ULAN facet)
.... Non‐Artists (ULAN facet)
............ Abarca de Bolea, Pedro Pablo (Spanish statesman, 1719‐1798)
............ Abati Olivieri, Giulia degli (Italian aristocrat, 1630‐1718)
............ Abbas, M. A. (Hong Kong author and critic, born 1942)
............ Abd el‐Maksond, Mohamed (Egyptian author, contemporary)
............ Abdülmecit, Sultan of the Turks (Ottoman ruler, 1823‐1861)
............ Abrams, Harry N. (American publisher, collector, 1904‐1979)
............ Acacius, Patriarch (Greek patriarch, died 489)
............ Acevedo y Zúñiga, Manuel de (Spanish patron, 1590‐1653)
............ Adalbert, Abbot (German abbot, 8th century)
............ Adalbert, Archbishop (German archbishop, noble, ca. 1000‐1072)
............ Adalbert, Bishop (German bishop, died 961, from Lorraine)
............ Adalbert, Prince of Prussia (German prince, 1811‐1873)
............ Adams, Abigail (American first lady, 1744‐1818)

Instance Relationships
•Examples of 
instance 
relationships = 
upper facets in 
ULAN, and for 
categories of 
subject in CONA IA

•E.g., proper names 
are examples of 
Non‐Artists (not 
types of, or parts of 
the hierarchical 
parent)



Facets and Guide Terms

Facets provide the primary subdivisions of a hierarchy, 
typically located directly under the root or top of the 
hierarchy

Subfacets, also called hierarchies, may subdivide 
the facets

Guide terms (types of node labels) are additional 
levels that collocate similar sets or classes of 
records (illustrated in the example below with 
angled brackets)

They should logically illustrate the principles of division among 
a set of sibling terms
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• E.g., a logical 
classification of the 
terms under the 
top of the 
hierarchy, a facet, 
subfacet
(hierarchy), and 
guide terms in 
angled brackets, 
which organize the 
terms by form, 
function, and other 
logical divisions

....... <visual works by form> 

........... dioramas 

........... diptychs 

........... duein fubara

........... medals 

........... polyptychs

........... tapestries [N] 

........... triptychs 

....... <visual works by function> 

........... cartoons (humorous images) 

........... clip art 

........... emblems (allegorical pictures) 

........... masterpieces (visual works) 

........... models (representations)
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Visual Works Hierarchy
...<visual works by medium or technique>
.......photographs
.........<photographs by form>
...............negatives
...............positives
..............<transparencies: photographic>
..............<photographs by form: color>
..............<photographs by form: format>
..................card photographs
......................boudoir midget mounts
......................cabinet photographs
......................cartes‐de‐visite
..........................cameo prints
......................gem photographs
......................lantern slides
.....................slides (photographs)

 Commonly 
form, function, 
material, 
location 

 but levels vary 
depending 
upon necessity 
of a given 
hierarchy

© J. Paul Getty Trust; Patricia Harpring 2009

Unidentified middle class Black New Yorker. cabinet photograph. Artist: Butler 
studios, 7 Bond St., Brooklyn. 5 1/2 x 4 1/8 inches, mounted on stiff gray card (6 
1/2 x 4 1/4 inches), blind‐stamped and printed with name and address of photo 
studio. N.d. (c. 1880's). Image: artext.com.

Facets and Guide Terms
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• Facets are the top level of the AAT structure
• AAT is not organized by subject matter or discipline

Associated
Concepts

Physical
Attributes

Styles and
Periods Agents Activities Materials Objects

• "Hierarchies" are arranged within the seven facets 
• Conceptually organized in a scheme that proceeds from 

abstract concepts to concrete, physical artifacts

Facets and Guide Terms
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Polyhierarchies

Some concepts logically belong to more than one broader 
context

To accommodate this situation, the data structure of a 
properly constructed thesaurus should allow polyhierarchical 
relationships

Each record exists only once in the vocabulary but may be 
linked to multiple parents and can thus appear in multiple 
hierarchical views
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Polyhierarchies

The criteria for creating polyhierarchical 
relationships should be explicitly established

Children should be placed under multiple parents 
only when they logically belong to those parents

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

• E.g., AAT, a backing 
hammer should be located 
under the guide term 

• <bookbinding equipment>
• but it also belongs under 
hammers (tools)



Siena

Modern world
Italy
Tuscany

Siena province

Historical world

Etruria

Polyhierarchies

 Multiple hierarchical 
relationships may include 
historical parents

 The date of the 
relationship may also be 
included
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 View in TGN of non‐
preferred 
(historical) parent  
Etruria and towns 
in modern Tuscany

.. Italian Peninsula (peninsula) 

...... Etruria (former group of nations/states/cities) 

.......... Arezzo (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Bologna (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Cerveteri (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Chianciano Terme (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Chiusi (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Cortona (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... Fiesole (inhabited place) [N] 

.......... La Foce (inhabited place) [N]
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Whole/Part Relationships

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only.

 Views of multiple 
parents for 
mboko – containers 
by form and  also 
ceremonial vessels

Divination kit. Metropolitan Museum of Art

Additional Parents



Whole/Part Relationships
Sorting of siblings: Usually alphabetical, but chronological, spatial, or 
another logical order may be used

• E.g.,. spatial for planets in solar system, chronological for Roman periods
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How to Classify

Classification, here referring to positioning in a 
hierarchy, has two goals:

•To organize the content so that it can be 
found quickly

•To place the content in context so that it 
becomes part of a cohesive body of 
knowledge

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 



How to Classify

How to build a hierarchy

In the beginning:

Have a long‐term perspective

Plan for the total content – don’t just design for the content 
you have today

Avoid duplication

Do as much testing as possible

Get feedback

Take your time; consider each classification carefully
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Choosing the parent

• To add a new record to a hierarchy, you must determine the 
correct level or parent under which the record will be placed 

• Criteria will differ for Persons/Corporate Bodies, 
Geographic Places, Iconographic Subjects, and Generic 
Concepts

• Consult the Editorial Rules and pay strict attention to 
precedent for similar records in the hierarchy

How to Classify

Adding to an established hierarchy:
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 Under the most logical broader term

 Under the most specific parent possible

 Be consistent with the precedent of other records in the same or similar 
sections of the hierarchies 

 With the descriptor of the concept record in mind, determine if this 
concept is a type of, kind of, example of, or manifestation of the 
proposed parent concept

 For whole/part relationships, the child must be a part of the parent; for 
instance relationships, child must be an example of

 Make sure each subset of narrower terms clustered under broader term is 
independent and mutually exclusive in meaning

 Occasionally meanings may overlap among siblings, but avoid this when 
possible

How to Classify

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 

Choosing the parent



Hint: E.g., in the AAT – To find the correct parent for 
your new term, look up a term in the AAT that you think 
is related to or similar to the term you want to add

Will your term logically fit under that parent too, based 
on other terms under that parent and the Scope Note of 
the parent?

 Be sure that the genus/species logic holds true upwards 
through all levels of the hierarchy above the concept

How to Classify
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Choosing the parent



HOW TO SELECT
RELATED CONCEPTS

Associative 
Relationships
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Associative Relationships
Associative relationships exist between records that are 
conceptually close, but where the relationship is neither equivalent 
nor hierarchical

The most basic type of associative relationship is simply related to

More specific types of associative relationships may be designated

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 

Jean‐Honoré Fragonard 
(French painter and 
draftsman, 1732-1806)

Marie‐Anne Fragonard 
(French painter and 
miniaturist, 1745-1823)

Jean‐Siméon Chardin (French 
painter and draftsman, 1699-
1779)



Types of Associative Relationships

Associative relationships may be made between records in the 
same hierarchy or in different hierarchies

May be relationships between overlapping siblings or other 
terms where the meanings are similar and the terms are 
occasionally (but not generally) used as synonyms 

In general, terms that are mutually exclusive do not require 
associative relationships, particularly if they cannot be confused 
with one another, whether or not they share the same parent

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 

Related concepts: 
meaning/usage overlaps with ....  Early Bronze Age 
..................................................  (Bronze Age, <three‐age system>, ... Styles and Periods) 
[300019276] 

Final  Neolithic



Types of Associative Relationships

There should be associative relationships between terms that are 
intended to be used as separate concepts but may be confused by 
users

• E.g., Lorraine the 
current region of 
France may be 
confused with the 
larger historical 
area known by the 
same name

Related geographic places: 
distinguished from ....  Lorraine .......... (region) 
..................................  (World, Europe, France) [7002888]

Lorraine (historical region)
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 Relationship Type is  a term or phrase characterizing 
the relationship between the person or corporate body 
at hand and the linked person or corporate body 

 Do not make multiple relationships between the same 
two entities (list only most important)

 Choose the specific suitable Relationship Type, if 
possible; if absolutely necessary, use the broad related 
to as a default 

Relationship Types
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The types of relationships will vary from vocabulary to vocabulary, 
depending upon the nature of the terms and how they are intended 
for use in retrieval

E.g., relationships between generic terms would differ from 
relationships between people, which could include familial and 
professional relationships

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 

Relationship Types



When to Make Associative Relationships
Avoid making unnecessary links between related concepts

Relationships should be made only between records that are 
directly related, but where hierarchical and equivalent relationships 
are inappropriate

• If a thesaurus is bound together by too many associative relationships between entities 
that are only loosely or indirectly related, the value of the relationships in retrieval is lost

• Consider this question: if the end user is interested in retrieving Concept X, might he or 
she possibly also want to retrieve Concept Y? If not, there probably should not be an 
associative relationship between the two records 
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When to Make Associative Relationships

Associative relationships are always reciprocal 

For some relationships, the relationship type is the same on both 
sides of the link (e.g., related to); however, for others it is different 
depending upon which record is the focus

Vocabulary editors must be very careful to choose the correct 
relationship for the focus record (i.e., the record being edited when 
the relationship is made)  ‐‐ the teacher must be described as the 
teacher of his or her student, while from the student’s record, the 
reciprocal relationship displays

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 



drawings
design drawings
preliminary drawings

sinopie
environmental art
mosaics
paintings

finger paintings
frescoes
watercolors

building materials
coating (material)

lacquer
plaster

arriccio
intonaco
stucco

photographic materials
solvent

Materials Visual Works

 There may be associative 
relationships between 
concepts
mural painting  (fresco) and  
the plasters, and  drawing 
(sinopia) underneath
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When to Make Associative Relationships



 “associative relationship”
 e.g., a corporate body 

may be related to persons
http://www.richardmeier.com/ ©Richard Meier & Partners,  from: info@som.com

RELATIONSHIP TYPE:

members are

RELATED PERSONS:

Richard Meier
Michael Palladino
James R. Crawford
Bernhard Karpf
Reynolds Logan

When to Make Associative Relationships
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Relationship Type: sibling of
Related Person: Hans Dürer

Relationship Type: student of
Related Person: Michael Wolgemut
Display Date: from 1486 through 1490
Start Date: 1486 End Date: 1490

 student/teacher relationships
 familial relationships if the relative is also an artist
 dates of relationship
 Start and End dates are used for searching, do not display 

to end user

Albrecht Dürer; German, 1471 - 1528; Knight, Death and Devil, 1513; engraving on laid paper, sheet: 24.8 x 19 cm 
(9 3/4 x 7 1/2 in.); © National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. Gift of W.G. Russell Allen, 1941.1.20

for Albrecht Dürer (German, 1471-1528)

When to Make Associative Relationships
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Relationship Type: possibly 
identified with

Related Person:

Master of 1515 (Portuguese painter, 
active 1515)

 Use for artists who are perhaps the same 
person

 If scholars are not sure, do not put the 
names in the same record

Image: Jorge Afonso. Jesus visiting Mary. ca.1515, from the main altar of the Madre de Deus church in Lisbon, now in the National Museum of Ancient Art

Jorge Afonso (Portuguese 
painter and court artist, born ca. 
1470-1475, died before 1540)

Master of 1515 (Portuguese 
painter, active 1515)

When to Make Associative Relationships
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for Niflheim, place in Nordic creation story

Relationship Type: actor is
Related Subject: Hel (Norse goddess)

When to Make Associative Relationships

 Associative Relationships are links to other 
entities in the same authority

 CONA Iconography Authority can also link 
to AAT, TGN, and ULAN – this is linked data 
in a broader sense



[in the record for "rapiers"] 
Relationship Type: thing(s) 

needing context is
Related Concept: cup-hilts
Display Date: cup-hilts were 

found on rapiers beginning in 
the 17th century 

Start Date: 1600
End Date: 9999

Francesco‐Maria Rivolta, ca. 167‐1680, Milan, steel, bequest of Carl Otto 
Kretzschmar von Kienbusch, 1977. Image: Philadelphia Museum of Art online

 Dates for associative 
relationships

Relationship Dates
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HOW TO WRITE A SCOPE
OR DESCRIPTIVE NOTE
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Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes

A Scope Note, or Descriptive Note

•Describes how the term should be used within the 
context of the thesaurus

•Provides descriptive information about the concept

•Expands upon information recorded in other fields

•Differs from a definition in a dictionary or glossary 
in that, rather than providing all the possible 
meanings for a word, it identifies a single concept 
and explains its particular meaning

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 



 Complete sentences are recommended to unambiguously convey 
meaning. Follow all other grammatical rules for standard English 
composition 

 Values may include any ASCII character. Do not use carriage returns or 
tabs. No special characters are allowed, including smart quotes, M-
dashes, and superscripts. Diacritics must be expressed according to 
the Diacritical Codes 

 Do not plagiarize or quote a source verbatim 

 All information in the descriptive note must be derived from an 
authoritative source and the source must be cited in the Note Source
field. Acceptable sources are listed in the Rules

 The note should be brief and concise. The descriptive note is intended 
to touch upon major relevant points; it is not a comprehensive 
encyclopedia entry. A minimum note may be one or two lines of text

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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 Any important information in the Note must be indexed in 
appropriate fields as warranted

 If an issue is in dispute, be careful not to express it as a 
certain fact. On the other hand, be careful not to imply that 
a fact is unknown simply because you happen not to know 
it 

 Avoid bias or critical judgment, both negative and positive. 
Express all information in a neutral tone. Do not write from a 
subjective or biased point of view, even if your source 
expresses a fact in a subjective way. Avoid expressing biased 
or insensitive views regarding religion, politics, or culture. 

 You may mention one or two works if necessary to make a 
point, but avoid making a long list of an artist's works 

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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For Gaul (historical region)  

Note: Refers to the region inhabited by the ancient Gauls, comprising 
modern-day France and parts of Belgium, western Germany, and northern 
Italy. It was a powerful ancient country. Inhabited from ca. 600 BCE by 
Celtic Galli. French Gaul (the area of Gaul that is modern France) was later 
divided by Rome into four provinces: Narbonensis, Aquitania to the west 
and south of the Loire, Lugdunensis in central France between the Loire and 
the Seine, and Belgica in the north and east.

 disputed issues, sovereignty, or ambiguity regarding the names or critical facts about the place
 possible confusion of the place due to its name being a homograph for a nearby place
 physical description
 description of its location (do NOT repeat the hierarchy information, but you may mention 
physical features, etc.)

 the first habitation of the place
 its political history, in chronological order
 its importance relative to other places or to the history of art and architecture
 for modern nations, include the languages spoken
 population may be included for inhabited places, provided you cite the date of your source

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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Travertine fragment, image from Wikipedia. Details of  Walls of the Getty Center, Los Angeles, image: www.getty.edu; 6

 The usage of the descriptor, alternate descriptors, and 
used for terms in the record
 The meaning and context of the descriptor and other 

terms in the record
 Distinguishing between terms that are in different 

records and have overlapping meanings or that may 
otherwise be confused by users

For travertine

Note: A dense, crystalline or microcrystalline limestone 
that was formed by the evaporation of river or spring 
waters. It is named after Tivoli, Italy ("Tibur" in Latin), 
where large deposits occur, and it is characterized by a 
light color and the ability to take a good polish. It is 
typically banded, due to the presence of iron 
compounds or other organic impurities. It is often used 
for walls and interior decorations in public buildings. It 
is distinguished from "tufa" by being harder and 
stronger.

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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For Art Nouveau

Note: Refers generally to the style of painting, 
architecture, and the decorative and applied 
arts that flourished in Europe and the United 
States from about 1890 to 1910. The style is 
characterized by an emphasis on fluid, 
undulating, or serpentine lines or contours 
based on organic forms and the use of modern 
materials such as iron and glass.

 Style of the note: Complete sentences are 
recommended when necessary to 
unambiguously convey meaning 
 Follow all other grammatical rules for 
standard English composition 
 Follow style specified in the Editorial Rules

Maude Adams (1872–1953) as Joan of Arc, 1909; Alphonse Marie Mucha;  Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of A. J. Kobler, 1920 (20.33)

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 



For Aethelwold (English calligrapher, bishop, active 
963-984 )

Note: Bishop of Winchester from 963 to 984. 
He was said to have cultivated music and 
various arts, and to have been a skilled 
penman and metalworker.

 Brevity: Should be brief and concise, intended to 
touch upon major relevant points
 Not a comprehensive encyclopedia entry. 
 Minimum note may be one or two lines of text; 

may not be longer than 250 words

Brussels lace of the bobbin variety with background of brides and drochel, second half of the 18th century, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Image: Encyclopedia Britannica online.

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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For First Battle of Bull Run

Note: One of two battles fought a few miles north of 
the crucial railroad junction of Manassas, Virginia. The 
First Battle of Bull Run (called First Manassas by the 
South) was fought on July 21, 1861, at a very early 
stage of the war. Both armies were ill-prepared, but 
political pressures forced the Northern General Irvin 
McDowell to advance to a small stream named Bull 
Run near Manassas in northern Virginia, southwest of 
Washington; this was a move against the Southern 
city of Richmond, Virginia.

 Index info: Any important information in 
the Note

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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For Machupicchu (deserted settlement)

Note: Located on a high ridge between two sharp 
peaks, Machu Picchu (Old Peak) and Huayna Picchu 
(New Peak), overlook the Urubamba river valley. It 
was formerly believed to be Tampu Tocco, the "lost 
city of the Incas," but now is generally thought to 
have been the royal retreat of Inca emperor 
Pachacuti. It declined after the Spanish Conquest. 
The site was brought to the attention of scholars 
by archaeologist Hiram Bingham in 1911.

 Index info: Note any controversies concerning 
name or other issues

Scope Notes and Descriptive Notes
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EXERCISES
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EXERCISE 1: 
HOW TO CHOOSE TERMS



• If you were developing your own local authority, your 
first source would be the AAT. But for the purposes of 
today’s exercises, please use only the other sources 
provided.

Exercise 1: Establish preferred and variant terms for a record

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes

Scope Note:Wood of the species Betula populifolia, found in 
clusters on moist sites in northeastern North America. It is for 
turnery and for fuel.



BIRCH:  The wood of birch trees, of which more than 15 
varieties grow in the northeastern and Lake states of the 
United States and Canada, and other varieties in Europe 
and north Asia. The wood of the American birches has a 
yellow color; is tough, strong, hard, and close-textured; and 
polishes well. Birch is used in construction work for trim, 
and paneling, for furniture, and for turned articles such as 
handles. Yellow birch, Betula lutea,  highly prized for 
furniture, is now getting scarce. Gray birch, B. populifolia, 
is also used for commercial purposes. It is also called 
oldfield birch. Sweet birch, B. lenta ranks next in 
importance. It is called black birch, cherry birch…

Materials Handbook: 
Encyclopedia for Managers, Technical Professionals, Purchasing and Production 
Managers, Technicians, and Supervisors 
by George S. Brady and Henry R. Clauser
11th ed. New York: McGraw‐Hill Book Co., 1977
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* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Main Entry: gray birch
Function: noun
Date: 1840

1: a small birch (Betula populifolia) of northeastern North 
America that has many lateral branches, grayish‐white bark, 
triangular leaves, and that occurs especially in old fields 
reverting to woodland; also called old field birch. Also refers to 
the soft, weak wood of this tree.
2: yellow birch 

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Trees or wood from the North American birch Betula populifolia. 
Also called the grey birch (or gray birch in the U.S.).

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



gray birch, also spelled grey birch, also called oldfield birch, wire birch, 
or poplar‐leaved birch,  is the birch species Betula populifolia, a slender 
ornamental tree found in clusters on moist sites in northeastern North 
America. Rarely 12 m (40 feet) tall, it is covered almost to the ground with 
flexible branches that form a narrow, pyramidal crown. The thin, glossy, 
dark green, triangular leaves have long, thin stems that flutter in the wind. 
In one variety, the leaves are purplish when young.

Gray birch often is injured by ice and snow. Quick growing but short‐lived, 
it seeds prolifically, providing burned or abandoned areas with a ground 
cover that protects the seedlings of more permanent trees. It is also 
planted as an ornamental in naturalistic landscapes. Gray birch wood is 
used in turnery and for fuel; see also birch.

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



AKA: wire birch, poplar leaf  birch. Sometimes mistakenly called “silver birch,” 
although that name is more correctly used for B. papyrifera , American silver birch.
Leaf: Alternate, simple, pinnately-veined, triangular with a very elongated acuminate tip, 2 to 3 
inches long, doubly serrate margin, green above and paler below. 
Flower: Monoecious; preformed male catkins near the end of the twig, 3/4 inch long, usually 
single; female upright, 1/2 inch long; appear or elongate (males) in early spring. 
Fruit: Cone like, cylindrical, 3/4 inch long, deciduous at maturity, releasing tiny 2-winged 
nutlets. Matures in autumn, disperses over winter. 
Twig: Slender, orange-brown to gray in color with warty, raised lenticels that give the twig a 
rough feel; buds are slender, pointed, green and brown, terminal bud is lacking. 
Bark: Reddish brown with numerous lighter lenticels on very young stems, later turning gray to 
white and very chalky; remains smooth and generally does not peel. 
Wood: Used for fuel, woodworking
Form: Small tree rarely over 30 feet tall typically with multiple trunks and a limby bole. The 
crown is irregular in shape with somewhat drooping slender branches. 

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Description
A slender deciduous tree, Betula populifolia, native to 
southeastern Ontario east to Nova Scotia, and south to 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey, with disjunct populations in Indiana, 
Virginia, and North Carolina. The fire birch produces a light yellow 
wood that is soft but naturally waterproof. It has been used for 
utensils, handles, toys, and fuel.

Synonyms and Related Terms
grey birch; gray birch; oldfield birch; Grau‐Birke (Deut.); grijze berk
(Ned.); bouleau gris (Fr.); abedul gris (Esp.)

Material Name: fire birch

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Taxonomy ID: 216989
Inherited blast name: eudicots
Rank: species
Genetic code: Translation table 1 (Standard)
Mitochondrial genetic code: Translation table 1 (Standard)
Other names:
synonym: Betula populifolia Marshall 
common name: gray birch 
common name: fire birch 

Lineage( full ) 
cellular organisms; Eukaryota; Viridiplantae; Streptophyta; Streptophytina; Embryophyta; Tracheophyta; 
Euphyllophyta; Spermatophyta; Magnoliophyta; eudicotyledons; core eudicotyledons; rosids; fabids; 
Fagales; Betulaceae; Betula

Comments and References:
GRIN taxonomy: Name verified on date of entry into database in: USDA, ARS, National Genetic Resources 
Program.

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Plantae
Species

gray birch

* Sources used here may have been altered for demonstration purposes



Key to Answers for Exercise 1 



Pref? Order  Term Language D,AD,UF
P 1 gray birch  English D

N 2 birch, gray English UF

N 3 grey birch  English UF

N 4 oldfield birch  English UF

N 5 old field birch  English UF

N 6 poplar‐leaved birch  English UF

N 7 poplar leaf birch  English UF

N 8 wire birch  English UF

N 9 fire birch  English UF

N 10 bouleau gris French D

N 11 abedul gris Spanish D

N 12 Grau‐Birke German D

N 13 grijze berk Dutch D



Pref? Order  Term Language D,AD,UF
P 1 gray birch  English D

N 2 birch, gray English UF

N 3 grey birch  English UF

N 4 oldfield birch  English UF

N 5 old field birch  English UF

N 6 poplar‐leaved birch  English UF

N 7 poplar leaf birch  English UF

N 8 wire birch  English UF

N 9 fire birch  English UF

N 10 bouleau gris French D

N 11 abedul gris Spanish D

N 12 Grau‐Birke German D

N 13 grijze berk Dutch D

• Qualifier: If you are making records for species, which 
could have same names, then add qualifier “wood” to all 
terms, boid, madera, Holz, hout, etc. for other 
languages. 

• The species binomial Betula populifolia could be a 
variant; but in AAT species are separate records and 
linked to the corresponding wood as material through 
Associative Relationships

• What about “silver birch”? Best to put it with a separate 
record for American silver birch, and designate as 
“distinguished from” with Associative Relationships

• Is “grey birch” a British spelling? Could be designated as 
language “British English”

• Order: most frequently cited terms near the top, all of 
one language together; maybe French (Canadian) after 
English, and then Spanish (common language in USA)



EXERCISE 2: 
HOW TO BUILD A HIERARCHY



Exercise 2: Organize the following terms into a hierarchical structure

botanical gardens 
children's gardens 
Chinese gardens 
cloister gardens 
community gardens 
Dutch gardens 
flower gardens 
formal gardens 
gardener
gardens
<gardens by form> 
<gardens by function> 
<gardens by location> 
<gardens by owners> 

<gardens by product> 
giardini segreti
hanging gardens 
healing gardens 
herb gardens 
historic gardens 
Japanese gardens 
jardines en miniature
kitchen gardens 
landscape gardens 
market gardens 
miniature gardens 
peat gardens 
pleasure gardens 

private gardens 
public gardens 
rock gardens 
roof gardens 
sculpture gardens 
sunken gardens 
vegetable gardens 
walled gardens 
water gardens

© 2015  J. Paul Getty Trust, author: Patricia Harpring. Do not distribute. For educational purposes only. 



Key to Answers for Exercise 2 



gardens 
…. <gardens by form> 

…. <gardens by function> 

gardens 
…. <gardens by form> 
........ Chinese gardens 
........ Dutch gardens 
........ formal gardens 
........ hanging gardens 
........ Japanese gardens 
........ landscape gardens 
........ miniature gardens 
........ peat gardens 
........ rock gardens 
........ walled gardens 
........ water gardens
…. <gardens by function> 
........ botanical gardens 
........ children's gardens 
........ healing gardens 
........ historic gardens 
........ kitchen gardens 
........ market gardens 
........ pleasure gardens 
........ sculpture gardens

…. <gardens by location or context> 

.... <gardens by product> 

.... <gardens by ownership> 

…. <gardens by location or context> 
........ cloister gardens 
........ giardini segreti
........ roof gardens 
........ sunken gardens 
.... <gardens by product> 
........ flower gardens 
........ herb gardens 
........ vegetable gardens 
.... <gardens by ownership> 
........ community gardens 
........ private gardens 
........ public gardens 



gardens 
…. <gardens by form> 
........ Chinese gardens 
........ Dutch gardens 
........ formal gardens 
........ hanging gardens 
........ Japanese gardens 
........ landscape gardens 
........ miniature gardens 
........ peat gardens 
........ rock gardens 
........ walled gardens 
........ water gardens

…. <gardens by location or context> 
........ cloister gardens 
........ giardini segreti
........ roof gardens 
........ sunken gardens 

…. <gardens by function> 
........ botanical gardens 
........ children's gardens 
........ healing gardens 
........ historic gardens 
........ kitchen gardens 
........ market gardens 
........ pleasure gardens 
........ sculpture gardens

.... <gardens by product> 

........ flower gardens 

........ herb gardens 

........ vegetable gardens 

.... <gardens by ownership> 

........ community gardens 

........ private gardens 

........ public gardens 

jardines en miniatura is a Spanish 
descriptor for miniature gardens

gardener goes in another hierarchy
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