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Abstract: We present an overview of  Nomenclature’s history, characteristics, structure, use, management, develop-
ment process, limitations, and future. Nomenclature for Museum Cataloging is a bilingual (English/French) structured 
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1978, Nomenclature is the most extensively used museum classification and controlled vocabulary for historical and 
ethnological collections in North America and represents thereby a de facto standard in the field. An online reference 
version of  Nomenclature was made available in 2018, and it will be available under open license in 2020.1 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
Nomenclature for Museum Cataloging (often called “Nomencla-
ture”) is a structured and controlled list of  approximately 
15,000 preferred object terms organized in a classification 
system to provide a basis for indexing and cataloging collec-
tions of  human-made objects. It provides a standard for the 
creation and management of  North American historical and 
cultural artefacts records by museums and other heritage or-
ganizations. As we point out, Nomenclature is structurally 
suited to multilingual development and cross-cultural data 
exchange. Its bilingual framework (English and French) in-
cludes illustrations and definitions that clarify the meaning 
of  concepts. Its simple six-level monohierarchical classifica- 

tion structure groups like objects together by their func-
tional context, such as “Harvesting Equipment,” “funerary 
objects,” or “Medical Instruments.” This standardized clas-
sification and controlled vocabulary facilitates the ability to 
search, use, and share museum collections data for research, 
collection management, exhibition development, and other 
museum processes and activities. Nomenclature is available 
within most commercial collections management systems 
available in North America. It is also provided as a searcha-
ble reference at www.nomenclature.info, and it will be re-
leased as linked open data in 2020. 

Nomenclature is actively maintained by the Nomenclature 
Task Force, an international group of  volunteers ap- 
pointed by the American Association for State and Local 
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History (AASLH). Initially published in 1978 as a system 
for classifying “man-made objects” (Chenhall 1978) in his-
tory museums and historic sites, it has been continuously 
improved and expanded thanks to the input of  the mu-
seum community it serves. As a result of  this collabora-
tion, Nomenclature contains concepts appropriate for cata-
loging a wide range of  human history objects, and ad-
dresses the needs of  heterogeneous, eclectic, and/or plu-
ralistic collections that might include artworks, natural sci-
ence specimens, and archaeological objects. One of  No-
menclature’s distinctive characteristics is its intelligibility and 
user-friendliness, making it easy for catalogers with mini-
mal training to comprehend and use efficiently. Although 
Nomenclature does not cover the specific needs of  museums 
with highly specialized collections, it can be used as a flex-
ible framework, which can be expanded as required to ex-
press distinctions between types of  objects. 
 
2.0 History and current status  
 
In 1974, Robert Chenhall, then with the Strong Museum 
(now the Strong National Museum of  Play), “and a group 
of  history museum professionals began work on a lexicon 
to address the need for consistency in naming and classify-
ing collection objects as museums moved toward the com-
puterization of  their catalog records” (Bourcier et al. 2015, 
vii). In 1978, the group published Nomenclature for Museum 
Cataloging (Chenhall 1978), the first widespread standard for 
object description in history museums. The classification 
system was organized primarily by functional context, an 
important aspect of  Nomenclature that will be critically ad-
dressed later in this paper. Like the current Nomenclature, it 
consisted of  a controlled vocabulary of  terms organized 
into ten categories with sub-categories. However, there were 
only three hierarchical levels instead of  the six that exist to-
day, and both preferred and non-preferred terms of  various 
levels of  specificity were listed alphabetically. An inverted 
structure for object terms (still available as an option in to-
day’s Nomenclature) was adopted to collocate similar items in 
a printed alphabetical index. A bibliography was included to 
provide museums with further resources on specific types 
of  objects. 

By 1984, the first edition was out of  print, and the de-
cision was made to revise and expand the 1978 version in-
stead of  reprinting it. With the assistance of  a committee 
from across North America, the staff  at the Strong spear-
headed the work on the second edition, published in 1988 
and titled Revised Nomenclature (Blackaby et al. 1995). This 
new edition reflected the reorganization of  some of  the 
classifications from the first edition, and it expanded the 
content to 8,500 preferred terms (10,000 preferred and 
non-preferred terms in total). 

In 1992, the Canadian Parks Service (CPS) selected 
terms from The Revised Nomenclature to develop its Classifi-
cation for Historical Collections (Canadian Parks Service 1992). 
This system featured a subset of  6,500 keywords most rel-
evant to the CPS collections, organized into the ten cate-
gories outlined by the Revised Nomenclature. The CPS stand-
ard also included terms not found in Revised Nomenclature 
but pertinent to the collection of  the CPS. In 1997, CPS 
(renamed Parks Canada) updated and re-introduced their 
classification system in the form of  a visual dictionary. The 
first volume of  the Descriptive and Visual Dictionary of  Objects 
(Bernard 1997) covered categories 1-3: structures, furnish-
ings, and personal objects. Other volumes were intended 
to follow, covering categories 4-10, but the content was 
never published in book form. Although it contained 
fewer terms, the Parks Canada Descriptive and Visual Diction-
ary of  Objects was an improvement on the Revised Nomencla-
ture in some ways; not only was it bilingual (English-
French), but it included definitions and illustrations for 
many object terms, as well as an updated bibliography. The 
content from the Parks Canada Descriptive and Visual Dic-
tionary of  Objects (categories 1-3) and the CPS Classification 
System for Historical Collections (categories 4-10) were 
made available online in 2005 as a searchable database.2 
The standard was maintained by Parks Canada, and the da-
tabase and website were developed and hosted by the Ca-
nadian Heritage Information Network (CHIN). The elec-
tronic files were also made available on demand to Cana-
dian museums and museum studies programs. 

Nomenclature became one of  the most-used object clas-
sification standards in Canada, but the Parks Canada Sys-
tem (besides being used by Parks Canada itself) was more 
practical for institutions that needed French or bilingual 
terminology. Some museums whose collections more 
closely corresponded with the Parks collections found that 
it met their needs well. A 2016 CHIN survey on collections 
management practices in Canadian museums (CHIN 
2016) showed that over three quarters of  museum re-
spondents were using either the Nomenclature or Parks Can-
ada classification systems, while 23% were using the Info-
Muse classification system for ethnology, history and historical ar-
chaeology museums,3 which is also based on Nomenclature. 

In the early 2000s, two decades after the publication of  
The Revised Nomenclature, AASLH convened a new task 
force of  museum professionals to update its standard, re-
sulting in the publication of  Nomenclature 3.0 (Bourcier et 
al. 2010). A substantial expansion and reorganization of  
the previous edition, it included 13,700 preferred terms 
(15,500 terms in total). Terms for new objects (such as dig-
ital cameras and modems) or objects that had been over-
looked in previous editions (such as Christmas trees and 
cigarettes) were added, and some terms were relocated or 
changed. Revised Nomenclature’s hierarchy was expanded 
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with the addition of  new sub-classes to make it easier to 
pinpoint terms within the functional classification. The 
original, alphabetical lists of  object terms within classes 
and sub-classes were reorganized into three hierarchical 
levels to accommodate varying degrees of  term specificity. 

In addition to the new structure and content, new con-
ventions were introduced in Nomenclature 3.0. Each object 
term was made unique (no homonyms), cross indexing 
(multiple terms used to describe singular objects) was en-
couraged for the first time, and non-preferred terms were 
relegated to the index. An extensive user guide was in-
cluded in Nomenclature 3.0 to help Nomenclature users under-
stand the standard and its applications. The fundamental 
changes introduced in Nomenclature 3.0 were not adopted 
by the Parks Canada system and the gulf  between the two 
standards widened. Nomenclature 3.0 was published in book 
format, but was also made available for the first time as an 
electronic file, available for licensing from the publisher, 
AltaMira Press. Shortly after Nomenclature 3.0 was pub-
lished, the Nomenclature Task Force developed an online 
community hub within AASLH’s website that included a 
discussion forum (later replaced by blogs), a list of  errata, 
and online forms for Nomenclature users to submit pro-
posals for new terms or changes.4 

In August 2013, the Nomenclature Task Force began 
working on an update with AltaMira’s parent and successor 
company, Rowman & Littlefield. Nomenclature 4.0 (Bour-
cier et al. 2015) introduced substantial changes to the “Wa-
ter Transportation Equipment” class, following a review 
by maritime field experts. The “Exchange Media” class and 
“Religious Objects” sub-class underwent intensive review 
as well, and many new terms were added. Following con-
sultation with other authoritative lexicons, such as the 
Getty’s Art & Architecture Thesaurus (AAT) and the English 
Heritage Archaeological Objects Thesaurus, numerous terms 
for archaeological and ethnographic collections were in-
cluded as well. Terms were added to several classes to ac-
commodate digital objects. Nomenclature 4.0 was released in 
early 2015 in book form, as an electronic file, and also in 
e-book format accessible on multiple devices. AASLH up-
dated its website to support users of  the new edition. 

During the production of  Nomenclature 4.0, the Nomen-
clature Task Force and AASLH were increasingly aware of  
the challenges of  keeping a living, growing standard availa-
ble in print. Greater numbers of  Nomenclature users were 
seeking to integrate the standard in their collections man-
agement systems and online catalogs. The demands of  the 
profession were no longer met by an outdated business 
model based on printed books. Nomenclature users and the 
Task Force could clearly see the benefits of  moving Nomen-
clature into a digital format. At the same time Parks Canada 
had made the decision to discontinue maintenance of  their 
own standard, the Descriptive and Visual Dictionary of  Objects. 

This was unfortunate news for many Canadian museums 
that relied on the Parks system, particularly those that 
needed French terminology. By this time, the AASLH No-
menclature Task Force had gained three Canadian mem-
bers—two from Parks Canada and one from CHIN. The 
Parks Canada members had served on the editorial commit-
tee for the Parks Canada Descriptive and Visual Dictionary of  
Objects, and CHIN had comprehensive knowledge of  exist-
ing vocabulary standards, as well as extensive experience 
with providing online access to heritage resources. 

To respond to these challenges, CHIN approached 
Parks Canada, AASLH and the Nomenclature Task Force 
and offered to undertake: 
 
– the harmonization of  the Parks Canada Descriptive and 

Visual Dictionary of  Objects with Nomenclature 4.0, to 
retain the strengths of  both standards and (re)combine 
them into a single standard; 

– the creation of  a complete French version of  the new 
harmonized Nomenclature; 

– the creation of  a new website to provide free reference 
access to Nomenclature. 

 
These proposals were accepted and a partnership was 
formed, with AASLH, Parks Canada, and CHIN providing 
vocabulary standards and expertise and CHIN providing 
technological and financial support, website development, 
and translation. The publisher of  Nomenclature, Rowman & 
Littlefield, kindly agreed to allow CHIN to create a free 
online version of  Nomenclature for searching and browsing 
but not downloading. 

CHIN took on the work of  harmonizing the standards. 
Nomenclature 4.0 was used as the “backbone” and Parks Can-
ada terms, illustrations, definitions, codes, etc. were added 
into the existing Nomenclature 4.0 whenever concepts corre-
lated. CHIN also undertook the creation of  a complete 
French version, with the assistance of  a group of  highly spe-
cialized terminologists within the Translation Bureau of  the 
Government of  Canada. All terms, categories, classes, sub-
classes, definitions, and notes were provided with a French 
equivalent. Canadian linguistic or spelling variants were also 
added where warranted. More than 2,000 bibliographic ref-
erences were included, combining references from early ver-
sions of  Nomenclature, the Parks Canada system, and works 
more recently used by the Nomenclature Task Force. This 
work of  harmonizing the two standards was completed in 
2018 and resulted in a single, bilingual, illustrated, compre-
hensive standard for North American museums cataloging 
human history collections. 

CHIN adopted the PoolParty Semantic Suite for the use 
of  the Nomenclature Task Force editors as it has a number 
of  validation tools and reports that help maintain and de-
velop the terminology. CHIN also developed a public web- 
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site to allow museums to consult Nomenclature freely. The 
Nomenclature website, designed following WCAG (Web Con-
tent Accessibility Guidelines) to ensure that it is as accessible 
as possible for the visually impaired and for mobile device 
users, was launched in fall of  2018. It allows users to search 
for terms (see Figure 1), browse the hierarchy and see term 
details (Figure 2), and access a user guide and bibliography. 
The bibliography, which had been excluded from Nomencla-
ture 3.0 and 4.0, is a key addition to the online version. While 
identifying objects and documenting museum collections, it 
is helpful to be able to find reference works containing illus- 

trations, definitions, or written documentation on the origin, 
evolution, and uses of  object types. The Nomenclature bibli-
ography contains references that were consulted by the 
many contributors to Nomenclature. They are categorized fol-
lowing the Nomenclature hierarchical structure in order to 
help museums find further information on general or spe-
cific types of  objects.  

North American museums have used Nomenclature (and 
systems based on Nomenclature) for over forty years. It has 
long been used in paper-based cataloging systems and in-
tegrated with custom-built museum databases, and is avail- 

 

Figure 1 
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able within most commercial collections management sys-
tems throughout North America. An internal data analysis 
conducted by the Canadian Heritage Information Net-
work (CHIN) in 2018 found that approximately 70% of  
“object type” data contributed to Artefacts Canada (the 
national repository of  collections records) by Canadian in- 

stitutions correlated with the Nomenclature framework.5 At 
the time of  the study, Nomenclature was not yet fully availa-
ble in French and did not include Canadian variants so it 
can be argued that the correlation rate would now be 
higher. This indicates not only that, throughout Nomencla- 
ture’s long history, various museums have consistently used 

 

Figure 2 
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this common standard to accomplish their cataloging 
tasks, but also that Nomenclature has had a positive impact 
on data quality, and has, thereby, improved the ability of  
museums to collaborate and share information. 

Nomenclature has been used to provide online public ac-
cess to collections for multiple reasons: it has a simple 
monohierarchical structure that is easy to understand; it 
covers North American collections extensively; its vocab-
ulary is accessible and lends itself  to the improvement of  
bilingual access to repositories. For example, the Canadian 
Heritage Information Network (CHIN) uses Nomenclature 
to facilitate bilingual search of  online collections records 
from the Canadian national portal to museum collections, 
Artefacts Canada. 

The most recent version of  Nomenclature for Museum Cat-
aloging is its online version, which is updated continuously. 
Until January 2020, Nomenclature terminology formatted in 
Excel or RDF files will be available for purchase from No-
menclature’s publisher, Rowman & Littlefield. In January 
2020, Nomenclature will be available under open license in 
multiple formats (tabular and linked data) from the Nomen-
clature website. These electronic formats are ideal for inte-
gration and use within museum collections management 
systems. Nomenclature will remain available online for 
browsing and searching as well. Previous versions of  No-
menclature are also still available for purchase from Rowman 
& Littlefield as a paper book or e-publication. 
 
3.0 Nomenclature structure  
 
Nomenclature assists catalogers in finding the best term to 
describe an object by grouping like objects together based 
on their functional contexts. As noted in the introduction 
to Nomenclature 4.0 (Bourcier et al. 2015, xiv), every human-
made object “has discoverable functions, ways in which 
the object was intended to mediate between people and 
their environment. There are three ways that objects me-
diate: 
 
1.  they shelter us from the environment;  
2.  they act on the environment; 
3.  they comment on the environment” 
 
This is the construct that led to Nomenclature’s overarching 
categories, namely sheltering (categories 1-3), acting (cate-
gories 4-7), and commenting (categories 8-9): 
 
1.  Built Environment Objects 
2.  Furnishings 
3.  Personal Objects 
4.  Tools & Equipment for Materials 
5.  Tools & Equipment for Science & Technology 
6.  Tools & Equipment for Communication 

7.  Distribution & Transportation Objects 
8.  Communication Objects 
9.  Recreational Objects 
10.  Unclassifiable Objects 
 
Most categories are divided into functional classes, and 
many classes are further divided into sub-classes. These 
top three hierarchical levels (category, class, sub-class) are 
larger groupings of  objects rather than object names, and 
often appear in the plural form (e.g., “Ceremonial Objects” 
or “Household Accessories”). Indentation is used to dis-
play the hierarchical relationship (see Figure 3): 

 

Figure 3 

 
The next three hierarchical levels (primary term, secondary 
term, tertiary term) are names of  objects and are generally 
expressed in the singular form (e.g., “Chalice,” “Cathe-
dral,” “Photograph”). Again, indentation is used to show 
the relationship between broader and narrower terms (see 
Figure 4): 

 

Figure 4 
 
An example of  the full classification structure, including 
all six levels, is shown in Figure 5. 

The hierarchical arrangement of  object terms within 
the classification structure helps catalogers determine the 
most appropriate term for the object they are describing. 
They can choose a general term or one that is very specific, 
depending on their knowledge of  the object and their re-
quirements for access. 

In addition to facilitating the work of  catalogers, the hi-
erarchical arrangement of  object terms also expedites data 
retrieval. Object searches can be narrowed or broadened 
to include, for example: 
 
– all items of  furniture, all seating furniture, only chairs 

or only some particular type of  chair 
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– all musical instruments, all keyboard instruments, only 
pianos or only spinets 

– all sports equipment, all hockey gear, only hockey sticks 
or only goalie sticks 

 
For categories, classes and sub-classes, the general organ-
izing principle of  Nomenclature is functional context, with a 
dedicated category (unclassifiable objects) for artifacts that 
do not fit neatly within the confines of  explicit object 
function groupings. Object terms are organized by func-
tional context when possible as well. Functional context 
differs from function. As an example, a purely functional 
organizational strategy would group all cutting tools to-
gether—scissors, scalpels, razors, kitchen knives, and shin-
gle cutters—regardless of  the purposes of  cutting. Con-
text provides a more useful framework for intellectual ac-
cess. Functionality as a conceptual framework has been 
found to work well, because it is adaptable and expandable 
to various concepts, domains, and cultures. For example, 
objects such as chopsticks function as a tool, no matter the 
culture, time period, or geographic origin. This makes No-
menclature a highly useful standard for the meaningful inter-
change of  data. 

It is sometimes “impossible or impractical to differen-
tiate on the basis of  functional context because the func-
tional context is common to all objects of  a specific type, 
or because objects are used for multiple or unknown func-
tions” (Bourcier et al. 2015, xv). In these cases, other at-
tributes (such as form, location, material, context of  use, 
method of  construction, method of  operation, method of  
propulsion, or fuel source) are used to group similar con-
cepts. For example, the “Watercraft” subclass is primarily 
arranged by function (e.g., “Pleasure Craft” or “Commer-
cial Fishing Vessel,” but where necessary the concepts are 

sub-divided by other attributes such as method of  propul-
sion (e.g., “Sailboat”) or fuel source (e.g., “Steam Launch”). 
Another example is illustrated by the “Art” class of  Nomen-
clature, which contains objects that were “originally created 
for the expression and communication of  ideas, values, or 
attitudes through images, symbols, or abstractions.” These 
cannot be further sub-divided on the basis of  function, so 
the groupings within the “Art” class are based on attributes 
such as medium (e.g., “Sculpture”). 
 
4.0 Nomenclature cataloging conventions 
 
The Nomenclature User Guide (available both printed and 
online) provides guidelines to make recording, searching, 
and sharing collection data easier and more consistent. For 
example, Nomenclature provides guidelines for: 
 
– cataloging unknown objects 
– adding terms to the Nomenclature system (e.g., regional 

or specialized terms) 
– complex cataloging cases (e.g., toys and models; con-

tainers and their contents; object components and frag-
ments; object sets) that many museums encounter 

 
Multiple methods of  dealing with specific cataloging prob-
lems are sometimes suggested, and museums can make 
choices based on their practical requirements and limita-
tions. Institutions are advised to document their own in-
house cataloging conventions so that consistent practices 
are established and followed. 

Nomenclature is a monohierarchical classification system; 
each unique object term has only one position in the hier-
archy and each term has only one immediate broader term 
(parent term). However, a single object can serve multiple 

 

Figure 5 
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functions or be named with terms that describe its various 
characteristics. For this reason, catalogers are strongly en-
couraged to use more than one term to describe a singular 
object if  doing so will improve access. Cross-indexing is 
one of  the most important features of  the Nomenclature 
system and is especially important for: 
 
– objects with more than one function 
– objects that comprise various components for which 

specific object terms exist  
– objects that have had different functions over time 
– certain documentary objects for which a distinction 

must be made between the media for recording infor-
mation and the recorded information 

– digital objects for which a distinction must be made be-
tween the physical media for recording digital infor-
mation, the applications used to create the digital ob-
ject, and the digital object itself 

 
5.0 Relationship with other standards 
 
In the years since it was first published in 1978, Nomencla-
ture has been the basis for the development of  many com-
plementary and competing standards such as: 
 
– the Parks Canada classification system and the Parks 

Canada Descriptive and Visual Dictionary of  Objects 
– the Info-Muse classification System for ethnology, history, and 

historical archaeology museums 
– the “objects facet” of  the Getty Art & Architecture The-

saurus (AAT) 
 
The Art & Architecture Thesaurus,6 maintained by the J. Paul 
Getty Trust, is closely related to Nomenclature, with many 
of  the terms in its “objects facet” originating from Nomen-
clature’s second edition. As the AAT has continued to grow 
and develop, the Nomenclature Task Force has regularly 
consulted the AAT during the development of  Nomencla-
ture terminology. As a result, there is significant overlap be-
tween Nomenclature’s content and the “objects facet” of  the 
AAT. Nonetheless, approach, content, and structure dif-
fer significantly because the Getty’s conceptual methodol-
ogy is fundamentally more complex; functional context is 
just one of  many underlying organizing principles in the 
AAT’s “object facet.” The AAT lexicon has an intricate 
polyhierarchy and contains a large number of  highly spe-
cialized concepts that are specific to the art and architec-
ture domains, and institutions, specialists and academics 
focusing on these fields thus highly value the AAT. While 
the depth and complexity of  the AAT is a strong incentive 
for art history professionals to use it, it might be a draw-
back for catalogers in small history museums who desire 
greater simplicity and relevance to the types of  objects 

they manage, especially certain types of  tools and equip-
ment. Nomenclature was developed to meet the needs of  
history museums and historic sites in North America, 
many of  which rely on staff  and volunteers with minimal 
cataloging training. The simplicity of  Nomenclature’s struc-
ture, its practical approach to cataloging, its focus on ter-
minology for North American cultural collections, and the 
relative generality of  its terminology are valued by muse-
ums facing high staff  turnover, low budgets, and limited 
time allotted to cataloging. 

Nomenclature is sometimes used together with other 
standards for object naming and classification. Because it 
does not include every term needed by museums, espe-
cially those with highly specialized collections, Nomenclature 
can be used as a flexible framework and supplemented 
with more specific terminology as needed. For example, a 
museum with holdings exclusively relating to canoes would 
likely need to use specialized lexicons to further differen-
tiate the several types of  canoe that are already accounted 
for in Nomenclature. Since Nomenclature has inspired so many 
complementary specialized frameworks, it is easily com-
patible and allows institutions to adapt it to their needs. 
For example, history museums with diverse art collections 
may supplement the terminology in Nomenclature’s “Art” 
class with additional specialized terms from AAT. 

Nomenclature is used for controlling units of  infor-
mation for the naming and classification of  objects, and is 
not intended to be used for controlling terminology for 
subjects, materials, cultures, time periods, techniques, loca-
tions, personal and corporate names, etc. To control these 
other units of  information, museums use compatible spe-
cialized controlled vocabularies, including the Thesaurus 
for Graphic Materials, Library of  Congress Subject Headings, 
Thesaurus of  Geographic Names,7 Artists in Canada, the 
Union List of  Artist Names,8 as well as the “materials 
facet,” “styles and periods facet,” and “processes and tech-
niques hierarchy” of  the AAT, among many others. 

In addition to controlled vocabulary standards such as 
Nomenclature, museums also use many other types of  stand-
ards. For example, SPECTRUM9 (a procedural standard 
and metadata standard), Cataloging Cultural Objects10 (a 
data content standard), and the CIDOC-CRM11 (a seman-
tic reference model) could be used within a museum infor-
mation system in combination with several lexicons such 
as Nomenclature and the AAT. The Nomenclature Task 
Force continues to develop the Nomenclature standard and 
routinely uses complementary standards to do so. There 
will be opportunities for closer collaboration in the future. 
 
6.0 Limitations 
 
A wide variety of  museums have used Nomenclature suc-
cessfully for many years, but it is not without limitations. 
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Its focus is on historical and ethnological collections, and 
although it does include a place in the hierarchy and some 
general terms for artworks, natural science specimens, and 
archaeological objects, it is not completely sufficient for 
museums with large and diverse collections of  these types. 
Its focus on terminology for North American objects also 
means that it may not be sufficient for museums with large 
collections of  object types that originate in other parts of  
the world. These limitations are extenuated by Nomencla-
ture’s easy extensibility and its compatibility with other 
complementary standards. The continuing effort to en-
hance Nomenclature through data exchange with AAT and 
other standards will also mitigate these limitations. 

Some shortcomings in the content of  Nomenclature have 
arisen out of  the way that it has evolved. As noted in the 
“Introduction” to Nomenclature 4.0 (Bourcier et al. 2015, xvi), 
 

The Nomenclature system … has come about 
through voluntary contributions of  terms and hier-
archical structures by those institutions and individ-
ual professionals having sufficient interest, inclina-
tion, and expertise to make meaningful contribu-
tions … Predictably, some individuals and institu-
tions have invested more effort and energy than oth-
ers. Just as predictably, some of  the terms suggested 
for inclusion in the lexicon may represent personal, 
institutional, or regional preferences that do not re-
flect as broad a consensus as might be desired. Some 
areas of  the Nomenclature hierarchy contain very 
specific terminology, whereas others have been de-
veloped only to a very general level. As contributions 
from multiple independent sources are merged, 
some inconsistencies and even contradictions are apt 
to be stirred into the mix, despite the best efforts of  
the Nomenclature Task Force and editors. 

 
As Nomenclature continues to grow and evolve, the Nomen-
clature Task Force is continually mindful of  the need to 
include enough specificity to meet the needs of  the major-
ity of  users with general collections while not including so 
many highly specific or regional terms as to overcompli-
cate the cataloging process. Occasionally, Nomenclature con-
cepts are moved to a different position within the hierar-
chy or even deleted in order to rectify problems as they are 
identified, but, in general, the Task Force attempts to min-
imize changes to existing concepts. 

Nomenclature is only available in English and French at 
present, and only includes definitions and illustrations for a 
small percentage of  concepts. Availability is also currently 
somewhat limited: although it can be freely accessed online 
in a read-only format, users who wish to obtain the Nomen-
clature data for integration with their systems must purchase 
a license. These limitations will be rectified when Nomencla- 

ture is released as linked open data in 2020, and the data has 
been enriched through co-referencing with other linked data 
sources. 

A monohierarchical classification system is simpler than 
a polyhierarchical one, and one reason Nomenclature adopted 
a monohierarchy was a practical limitation of  the book for-
mat it used until recently; a multihierarchy would necessitate 
the repetition of  many terms within the hierarchy, and that 
would have added pages (and cost) to the production of  a 
book. Another reason for the monohierarchy is that the lex-
icon framework of  some collections software systems that 
use Nomenclature do not readily support polyhierarchical re-
lationships. One drawback of  a monohierarchical approach 
is the application of  multiple terms in instances that may be 
counterintuitive. For example, a cataloger would need to 
name a wedding dress both “Dress” and “Dress, Wedding” 
to cross-index the object as both an article of  outerwear and 
a ceremonial wedding object. However, Nomenclature pro-
vides helpful “may also use” instructions for catalogers in-
terested in cross-indexing. 

Nomenclature’s primary organizational principle is the 
functional context of  the object. There are other ways of  
grouping and organizing objects, however. For example, the 
Social History and Industrial Classification12 (SHIC), which is 
used by many British museums with human history collec-
tions, organizes concepts by the interaction between the ob-
jects and the people who use them. Major divisions are 
“community life,” “domestic and family life,” “personal 
life,” and “working life.” Another departure from Nomencla-
ture’s functional approach is illustrated in the recent report, 
Lexicon Usage and Indigenous Cultural Belongings, by the Ameri-
can Alliance of  Museums (AAM) Collections Stewardship 
Task Force, which noted (AAM 2018, 15) that some survey 
respondents using Nomenclature found it “difficult to incor-
porate additional terms, including terms supplied by Indig-
enous communities, since this classification system is orga-
nized around use, and not all cultures use objects in the same 
way.” This concern may be mitigated by using the cross-in-
dexing feature of  Nomenclature; multiple ways of  using an 
object can be represented by assigning multiple Nomenclature 
terms to it in order to represent the different ways that the 
object is used in different cultures. It can be argued that hav-
ing to contend with objects from various cultures within 
North America, it was necessary for Nomenclature’s creators 
to refine the categorization to account for diverse frames of  
reference and visions of  the world. In this sense functional 
context is uniquely suitable as an organizing principle. How-
ever, the Nomenclature Task Force is aware that some ad-
justments may be necessary in order to incorporate Indige-
nous concepts, and discussions with representatives of  In-
digenous communities have been initiated. Such contribu-
tions will further strengthen Nomenclature by forcing the 
NTF to find cross-cultural categories that intrinsically rely 
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on the methodological function of  the object rather than 
only considering its use within the context of  a single culture 
or time period. 

An important purpose of  a controlled vocabulary like 
Nomenclature is to promote consistency in preferred terms 
and to ensure that catalogers assign the same term to sim-
ilar objects. Catalogers sometimes perceive that the use of  
a common standardized lexicon diminishes the richness or 
precision of  the data, discouraging the use of  regional, eth-
nic, or specialist terms that their staff  and visitors may find 
more meaningful. But this perceived limitation is actually 
a strength of  controlled vocabularies: regional, ethnic, or 
highly specialized terminology can be added to the con-
trolled vocabulary as non-preferred or narrower concepts 
in order to ensure that the standardized information will 
be broadly understood and easily shared, while the richness 
of  local or specialized terminology is also retained. 

As with any classification system, the “preferred” object 
names Nomenclature recommends are not preferred across 
all groups and cultures. Knowledge organization systems 
have always enabled people to identify and organize con-
cepts in a way that is useful to them, using their own ter-
minology. But semantic web technologies have made it 
much easier to connect equivalent concepts in different 
knowledge organization systems. Meaningful data inter-
change and knowledge sharing is enabled by such technol-
ogies and can contribute to overcome barriers such as dis-
agreement on preferred terms, multiple languages, and dif-
ferent ways of  organizing and understanding the world. 
 
7.0 Future of  nomenclature 
 
Nomenclature continues to be developed and maintained 
by the Nomenclature Task Force (NTF), with updates per-
formed directly within the vocabulary management system 
and immediately reflected on the public website. Individual 
or institutional users are welcome to propose additions or 
changes using the term submission forms found on the 
Nomenclature Community website. The Nomenclature 
Task Force also strives to collaborate with domain experts 
to develop and improve Nomenclature and coordinate its ef-
forts with other standards organizations and committees 
that are responsible for terminology development. 

CHIN and Rowman & Littlefield have reached an agree-
ment that will allow CHIN to make Nomenclature available 
under an Open Data Commons (ODC-by) license as of  Jan 
1, 2020. CHIN plans to make the data freely available in var-
ious formats, including as linked open data (RDF). This will 
present new opportunities for data enhancement through 
collaboration and co-referencing with other standards. 
CHIN and AASLH have already provided the J. Paul Getty 
Trust’s Vocabulary Program with French terms to be added 
to the Art & Architecture Thesaurus (AAT). Reciprocally, the 

Vocabulary Program will assist in co-referencing AAT and 
Nomenclature concepts in order to enrich Nomenclature’s data 
with definitions, multilingual terminology, and other valua-
ble information from the AAT. Once Nomenclature is pub-
lished as linked open data, such data sharing and exchange 
with other linked data sets will become much easier. 

CHIN and the NTF will continue to look for opportu-
nities to improve Nomenclature. In addition to publishing 
Nomenclature as linked open data, other features (such as 
visualization options, links to external linked data sources, 
and bibliography improvements) will be added to the No-
menclature website over time to support greater understand-
ing of  the standard and collaboration across institutions. 
The NTF is also considering the addition of  other lan-
guages of  interest to the museums that use Nomenclature. 
For example, Spanish terminology and Indigenous North 
American languages are being considered for addition. 
 
8.0 Conclusion 
 
Since 1978, Nomenclature for Museum Cataloging has provided 
North American museums with an easy-to-use standard 
specifically designed to provide access to their collections of  
human-made objects. Nomenclature was first developed by 
and for museums, and over the years it has been continually 
improved and expanded by inviting input from its users. It 
is used to standardize museum cataloging, and to enable the 
search and use of  museum collections data for research, col-
lection management, exhibition development, and other 
museum processes and activities. Now available as an online 
reference, illustrated and fully bilingual, Nomenclature is more 
accessible and easier-to-use than ever. It has been incorpo-
rated into most North American collections management 
systems and is also used as a tool to allow easy public access 
to online museum collections data. Nomenclature will be avail-
able under open license in 2020, and users will be able to 
browse and search Nomenclature, download it, and use it as 
linked open data. Nomenclature’s simple but expandable clas-
sification structure and its focus on controlled vocabulary 
for objects commonly found in North American historic 
and cultural collections make it highly valuable to both mu-
seums and the public. Nomenclature will continue to grow and 
develop to meet the needs of  the museums that use it. 
 
Notes 
 
1.  CHIN (Canadian Heritage Information Network), 

AASLH (American Association for State and Local 
History), Nomenclature Task Force, and Parks Canada. 
2018. “Nomenclature for Museum Cataloging.” 2018. 
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2.  CHIN (Canadian Heritage Information Network), and 
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Visual Dictionary of  Objects.” 2009. https://app.pch. 
gc.ca/application/dvp-pvd/appli/descr-eng.php. 

3.  SMQ (Société des musées du Québec). 2012. The Info-
Muse Classification System for Ethnology, History and Historical 
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7.  Getty Research Institute. 2017b. Thesaurus of  Geographic 
Names (version 3.4). English. Getty Vocabularies. Los 
Angeles, CA: Getty Research Institute. http://www. 
getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/tgn/index.html. 

8.  Getty Research Institute. 2017c. Union List of  Artist 
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 html. 
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11.  CIDOC Documentation Standards Working Group 
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2015. CIDOC Conceptual Reference Model (version 6.2). 
English. CIDOC Conceptual Reference Model. Paris, 
FR: ICOM/CIDOC Documentation Standards Group. 
http://www.cidoc-crm.org/. 
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cial History and Industrial Classification) Working 
Party, eds. 1993. Social History and Industrial Classification 
(SHIC): A Subject Classification for Museum Collections. 2nd 
ed. Cambridge, GB: Museum Documentation Associ-
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