
IdentIfyIng thesaurI selectIons of reposItorIes 
of dIgItIzed MedIeval ManuscrIpt collectIons

thesaurI usage by Metadata type

Thesauri Title Agent Object 
Data Subject Provenance Total

TGM 3 2 0 4 0 9

AAT 3 1 1 3 0 8

NAF 2 6 0 0 0 8

LCSH 0 1 4 4 0 9

Internal Thesauri 0 2 2 1 3 8

background

•  Repositories of medieval manuscripts have undertaken 
    digitization as a means of promoting access, reducing 
    physical damage, from handling, transportation1

•  Bibliographic records - which make use of third-
    party thesauri - provide semantically enriched discovery 
    and usage2 and facilitate organized browsing and 
    arrangement of resources3

•  A prior study on thesauri usage by cultural heritage 
    institutions identified LCSH, TGM, AAT, ULAN, and 
    TGN as the most frequently implemented by collections 
    of digitized materials, highlighting the importance of 
    both comprehensiveness and domain-specificity4

•  Thesaurus implementations for collections of medieval 
    manuscripts present unique problems, including:

- Combined elements of textual and visual materials
- Unique domain-specific descriptive requirements  
   such as paleography, codicology5

- Need for polylingual terminology to facilitate 
   international scholarship6

•  Observed trends for developing in-house thesauri 
    modeled on widely adopted third-party thesauri7 and 
    use of systems that implement and align multiple 
    thesauri for increased conceptual coverage8

Methodology
In order to capture element-specific thesauri usage for each surveyed repository, a survey was created that could be custom-tailored to each subject institution and their particular metadata 
records. In addition to general questions about institutional identity and general metadata creation and maintenance, the survey provided a platform in which surveyed parties could identify 
their thesauri usage by either selecting from a list of commonly used thesauri or by indicating what alternate thesauri are used. Additionally, the survey featured open-ended questions 
regarding the reason for selecting the indicated thesauri, thereby providing additional depth to the responses provided in terms of institutional needs, goals, and preferences.

conclusIons

•  Institutional implementations of Library of Congress thesauri (TGM, NAF, LCSH) among 
    the highest reported, followed by Getty’s AAT and internally-developed thesauri.

•  In light of reported reasons for implementation, thesauri use is similar to the findings of 
    Park & Tosaka (2010) that highlight the importance of both comprehensive thesauri and 
    domain-specific thesauri. Interoperability and broad adoption were also important.

•  Usage of thesauri with regards to metadata types reveals that thesauri are used as 
    descriptive resources for a wide variety of metadata values.
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reported reasons for thesaurI selectIon

• Thesauri selected by database developer (medieval art PhD)

• Selected to maintain continuity with other records in online catalog

• Consider LOC thesauri to be standard

• Interoperability available through LOC thesauri

• Domain specificity offered by Art & Architecture Thesaurus

• Thesauri compatible with metadata schema (MARC, MARC21, MODS, DublinCore)

• Selection made in order to facilitate searching by form/genre to the satisfaction of 
repository

• Developed internal thesauri because acceptable resources were otherwise unavailable

results
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•  Reports of internal thesauri implementation demonstrated that existing thesauri do not   
    meet all institutional needs. Most frequent usage by metadata type (Provenance, Agent, 
    Object Data) illustrate that available thesauri do not provide the domain-specificity 
    needed by such narrowly focused digital collections.

•  Knowledge management appears to be a considerable concern for responding 
    institutions. Comments regarding thesauri selection and implement by staff members who 
    are no longer present were observed.

•  A larger sample group is needed to achieve more statistically-meaningful results.
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