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• Multi-lingual and Multi-cultural.

• Accommodates divergent data from 
contributors to AAT (with caveats).

AAT
Art & Architecture Thesaurus

Over 500,000 terms in 180 languages
Over a million annual page views



You’re only as good as your metadata!

ITWG, October 2024

Introduction
• This presentation focuses on AAT 

translations, equivalents, and new concept 
records.

• We intend to break down a monocultural 
perspective and accommodate 
terminology derived from vastly differing 
cultural contexts, where the semantic 
functions of objects, roles, physical 
attributes, activities and materials, etc. 
may diverge significantly.

• The issues involve not only language 
differences but differing cultural contexts.

• Users may designate their own Preferred 
Descriptor apart from AAT Preferred.

• Note that Preference flags indicate a 
default for a term, source, or contributor, 
not an absolute judgement on usage.

Notes on “Preference”
4.4.2.4.4.2.2. Language-preferred term 
The AAT prescribes that there should be a term preferred for each language represented in the record. The 
values for the language-preferred flag are preferred, non-preferred, and undetermined. The preferred term for 
a language is the term used most often in authoritative, scholarly literature in the given language. And depends 
upon the rules of the language. In the example below, the language-preferred terms for English are plural 
nouns, while for German they are singular nouns.

1. diptychs (Record-Preferred) (English-Pref,Descriptor,Plural Noun)
2. diptych (English,Alternate Descriptor,U,Singular Noun)
3. Diptychen (German,Descriptor,Plural Noun)
4. Diptychon (German-Pref,Alternate Descriptor,Singular Noun)
5. Diptycha (German,Used For,Plural Noun)
6. 雙聯畫 (C,U,Chinese (traditional)-Pref,Descriptor,Noun)
7. 雙聯畫屏 (C,U,Chinese (traditional),Used For,Noun)

4.4.2.4.4.2.3. Contributor-preferred term
Contributors may flag the term that is preferred by their institution.

1. diptychs (Record-Preferred) (English-Pref,Descriptor,Plural Noun) 
Contributor: Avery-preferred
Contributor: GCI-preferred
Contributor: VP-preferred

2. diptych (English,Alternate Descriptor,U,Singular Noun)
Contributor: VP-non-preferred

3. Diptychen (German,Descriptor,Plural Noun)
Contributor: IfM-SMB-PK-non-preferred

4. Diptychon (German-Pref,Alternate Descriptor,Singular Noun)
Contributor: IfM-SMB-PK -preferred

4.4.2.4.4.2.4. Source-preferred term 
The term preferred by a given published source should be flagged.

1. diptychs (Record-Preferred) (English-Pref,Descriptor,Plural Noun) 
Contributor: Avery-preferred
Contributor: GCI-preferred
Contributor: VP-preferred
Source: Grove Art Online (2008-)-alternate preferred
Source: Oxford Companion to Art (1984)- alternate preferred



Term Equivalents

• The method of translation and mapping described here is  a direct 
mapping, which refers  to the matching of concepts  one-to-one in 
the source and target languages. This  technique assumes that there 
will be the same meaning and level of specificity between the two 
terms representing the concept in each language. ( AAT Editoria l 
Guide lines  4.4.2.4.1)

• Equivalent terms in the AAT are “terms representing a concept.” 
When translating or mapping, it is  the concept that is  translated or 
mapped. (AAT Editoria l Guide lines  4.4.2.2)

• Correction of non-synonymous used-for terms: When a record in 
the legacy AAT contains terms or a scope note that describe non-
synonymous terms, the manual divis ion of the record into multiple 
concepts  occurs. The original hierarchical position is  maintained for 
the descriptor; any non-synonymous used-for term is  deleted. A 
new record is  made for the former used-for term, which is  now 
usually a descriptor. Translations for the new descriptors should be 
supplied by the translating projects. (AAT Editoria l Guide lines  
4.4.2.3.3.3.10.3)

Translation equivalents  between languages in a s ingle record in the 
AAT should be exact synonyms. Equivalence relationships are the 
relationships between synonymous terms for the same concept. 
Many concepts lend themselves to direct translation for a generic 
concept. Paintings (visual works) = peintures  (oeuvres visuelles) = 
pinturas  (obras visuales).

https://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/guidelines/aat_4_4_appendix_d_contributors.html



New concept records based on cultural specificity

• Based on context: concepts that may have literal translations that appear equivalent, but that exist within 
a cultural context that is not applicable to all other cultures.

• No new hierarchical structure in the AAT is (generally) needed for culturally specific concepts.

• Terms that may appear as a literal translation or otherwise equivalent are often designated as the 
immediate parent of the new concept and removed from the record (with caveats), to minimize the 
proliferation of homographs.

• New records in AAT do not always conform exactly to the data as it appears in the databases of 
contributing institutions, particularly hierarchical structure.



New Concepts based on cultural context

• New concept placement must converge with meaning 
based on the immediate parent, continuing up the 
hierarchy.

• If meaning diverges in any sense from the parent 
record(s), then the new record cannot be properly 
placed under a concept parent.

• While hierarchical placement can be challenging, the 
AAT usually allows for the unique meaning of culturally 
specific concepts to be placed within the existing 
hierarchical structure.

• English preferred terms may be marked as ‘loan term’, 
‘literal translation,’ or ‘translation not available’ under 
Language Status in VCS, when an exact equivalent 
cannot be found in published sources in the target 
language.



Architectura Sinica example record
• There is not always a 1/1 relationship 

between a database source record and 
the corresponding AAT record (or 
hierarchy).

• In this example, the concept from 
Architectura Sinica is evaluated for 
equivalents that are appropriate for AAT.

• Translation equivalents are reviewed in 
relation to current AAT hierarchy.

• Loan terms (dié) are preferred where the 
context (Chinese traditional architecture) 
suggests a unique concept apart from an 
AAT generic equivalent (ie: battlements).

• The new culturally specific record is 
created as a child of the broader concept 
300002595 battlements

• It is recommended to avoid proliferation 
of literally translated homographs 
throughout the AAT in favor of the 
unique context of the new concept.

• Contributor data sets and the AAT are 
separate but equal in structure and 
expression. Unique ID numbers allow for 
correspondence between data set 
records for equivalent concepts.



Special cases for detailed cultural references

• Some legacy AAT records need review and updates to reflect nuance.
• New concept records may conflict with existing AAT records, where the 

scope is too broadly stated to represent conceptual differences, requiring 
addition of new records to more accurately represent cultural concepts.

• Some sources may be biased, requiring research to illustrate nuance fully. 
Review of scholarly literature is required to illuminate evolving or 
inaccurate representation of culturally distinct concepts.

• AAT relies on contributors, sources, and translators in the aggregate for 
guidance.

• Use flags as appropriate for outdated or historically bound terms (Current; 
Historical; Deprecated; Pejorative).



EXAMPLE: “voodoo”
AAT 300054591 voodoo (generalized religious reference)

• Legacy AAT concept scopes do not always adequately represent 
the variety of historical and cultural detail available.

• In this case the original record is retained but scope is amended to 
highlight historical usage and to reflect context more accurately. 
Translation equivalents remain but may be impacted and require 
review.

• Historical sources may conflate concepts, minimize or overlook 
cultural differences, or offer conflicting information. Terminology 
(ex.: ‘voodoo’) may be used broadly in sources to refer to multiple 
concepts.

• These instances require diligence in disambiguation (including 
qualifiers and associative relationships in AAT).

Research conducted by Getty Vocabularies intern Emily Benoff, 2024.



• Scholarly literature 
indicates new 
records that add 
necessary detail to 
what was previously 
a broad (and 
inaccurate) 
representation of a 
cultural concept 
(voodoo).

• Scope Notes 
elucidate specific 
cultural context for 
similar but distinct 
practices or (mis-) 
understanding.

• Qualifiers 
disambiguate 
homographs 
(‘voodoo’) where 
sources conflate 
terminology.

• Associative 
relationships highlight 
differences and 
correspondences.



Associated records
• False equivalencies may be 

highlighted in seemingly 
related records.

• Common or popularized 
parlance for specific objects 
may be misleading 
(ex.:voodoo dolls).

• Consider whether an 
associative relationship 
remains appropriate.



CONCLUSIONS

• Translation equivalents are complex and bound to cultural differences 
in many cases.

• Consideration of cultural context is always advised (preferring usage 
of loan terms is often in order in these cases). 

• Evaluate whether a term is synonymous in an existing record or 
requires a new concept record to accurately represent the sense of a 
term within any historical or cultural established rule, tradition, or 
custom.



CONTRIBUTIONS WORKFLOW
Getty Vocabularies

ITWG, October 2024



Current contributions workflow for the Getty Vocabularies
• The current workflow involves contributions as  spreadsheets.

• Vocabularies  editorial team creates  a new versioned spreadsheet, 
first processed through OpenRefine to clean data and reconcile 
with existing Vocabularies  records.

• Vocabularies  editorial team members run this  new versioned 
spreadsheet through a Python Jupyter notebook to create a fresh 
XML file.

• Review resulting error report and correct issues in latest 
spreadsheet.

• Re-run spreadsheet until errors  are cleared.
• Post XML file in JIRA for Getty Digital to load into the 

Vocabularies  test environment, where new records are 
evaluated for consistency and further errors.

• New records are run through a publishing routine, after which 
they appear publicly on the Web.



2. Edit and reconcile, create 
new spreadsheet version

3. Process spreadsheet 
through Jupyter notebook

1. New spreadsheet to 
OpenRefine

4.Generate new XML file 
and error reports

5.Review errors, correct, re-run 
in Jupyter notebook for clean 

XML, which is loaded to VCS test 
environment for evaluation

7.Data is run through a 
publishing routine and appears 

on the Web.



Future Vocabularies  system

• The Vocabulary Coordination System (VCS) was developed by Gregg Garcia and Vocabularies 
Editorial staff (ca.2001).

• Requires complex workarounds for loading new data and is bound to Windows environment.

• VCS is established, and functions for editorial staff but is decades old and does not allow access to 
contributors.

• A future system should be designed to be Web-based, providing access from anywhere, and 
potential elimination of spreadsheets and intermediate steps.

• Potentially simpler access for contributors.

• Should offer a more collaborative interface for Getty Vocabularies staff and global contributors.



Thank you.
Antonio Beecroft

abeecroft@getty.edu
Editor, Getty Vocabulary Program

Getty Research Institute

ITWG, October 2024
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