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• A type of controlled vocabulary
• Concepts are represented by terms 
• Three kinds of relationships

• equivalence (between terms)
• hierarchical (between concepts)
• associative  (between concepts)

• Support information retrieval
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Thesaurus Basics



• Search expansion
• Suggestion of alternative search terms
• Support for clustering or other means of 

refining a search
• Identification of common spelling mistakes
• Automatic indexing
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Use of Thesaurus 



Existing thesauri and ontologies for music in digital formats

• Library of Congress Medium of Performance Thesaurus for Music 
• The Music Ontology
• MUSA/CILLA - Musiikin asiasanasto 
• MUSO - Musiikin ontologia 

Previous efforts towards a dedicated thesaurus for music 
• MLA, Thesaurus project
• Brigham Young University, International Music Thesaurus 
• UCLA, Thesaurus of Ethnomusicology

4

Controlled Vocabularies for Music



• Subject thesaurus
• Multilingual
• ISO 25964
• SKOS-compliant
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RILM Music Thesaurus



• To improve indexing practice at RILM 
• To provide better search experience 
• To increase connectivity among RILM products 
• To be used by other institutions
• To assist the building of a knowledge graph of 

music scholarship
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RILM Music Thesaurus



• Browsable hierarchy
• Alphabetical list
• Searchable database
• Graphic display 
• ...
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Display and Visualization



Thesaurus development Step 1:
Data Collecting and Cleaning
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RILM index: Term categories



N Names of individuals or families 503,807 W
Titles of individual 
musical works

35,589

K Names of individuals from IPM 14,095 L
Titles of individual 
literature works

6,160

I
Musical instruments and 
instrument families

2,897 V
Titles of individual 
visual arts works

169

O
Names of individual 
organizations 

29,604 R Titles of manuscripts 677

S Names of individual schools 3,045 P
Titles of individual 
periodicals

2,541

T Topical terms (headwords) 1,439

M Topical terms 71

Z Topical terms 1,420

D (mostly) Topical 10,840

E Ethnic groups 1,650

Specific entities: 608,109 Topical terms: 15,420

RILM index terms by category

G
Names of individual geographic 
locations

9,525

NULL Terms without a cat. tag 699,691

Total: 1,361,031

NULL terms: 699,691

X Terms not to be used in the 
index

37,811
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13,610 topical 
terms

40,000 NULL 
terms

data cleaning
53,610  index terms

30,672 
index terms
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Thesaurus development Step 2:
Topic Classification and Hierarchy Construction 
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● Decide on the top-level categories 
● Group index terms into those categories
● Develop hierarchies for each category
● Review and adjust categories and hierarchies
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Top categories

Agents People
Corporate bodies

Animals

Activities Disciplines

Events
Processes and Techniques
Activities

Styles and Periods Styles and Periods

Objects
Visual and Verbal 
Communication

Musical Instruments

Objects (general)

Places Geographical Locations

Venues

Concepts General Concepts, Multidisciplinary

Philosophical Concepts

Cultural, social, and related concepts
Language-related Concepts
Religions and Religious Concepts

Scientific Concepts

Music Concepts

Dance Concepts

Dramatic Arts Concepts

Literary Concepts
Art and Architecture Concepts

April 2018



Agents People

Organizations

Animals

Activities Disciplines

Events

Techniques and Methods

Phenomena

Games and Sports

General Activities

Periods and 
Styles Chronological Periods

Styles

Objects Media for Music Performance

Manmade and Natural Objects

Places Geographic locations

Venues

Concepts Music Concepts

General Concepts

Philosophical Concepts

Cultural and social Concepts

Languages and Linguistic Concepts

Religions and Religious Concepts

Medical and Scientific Concepts

Dance concepts

Dramatic Arts Concepts

Literary Concepts

Art and Architecture Concepts

Pedagogy Concepts

Forms of 
Expression

General Forms of 
Expression

Document Types

Versions

Formats

Notations

Symbols

Information and 
Communication 
Technology

Genres Music Genres 

Dance Genres 

Dramatic Arts Genres

Arts and Architecture 
Genres

Literary Genres
November 2018
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Activities 
(facet)

Techniques 
and Methods

techniques/metho
ds in music

instrument building and 
restoration terms for instrument building and restoration

compositional techniques 
and methods terms for compositional techniques, methods, etc., including text setting

music analysis (thesaurus 
guide) terms for music analysis techniques, methods, and types of analysis

music training and practice terms for music training and practice

general musical techniques 
and methods

terms for other music techniques methods, approaches, processes, activities, 
etc.

music performing techniques 
and methods

music performing techniques 
and methods (general)

terms for music performing techniques, methods, approaches, strategies, 
etc.

singing techniques and 
methods terms for singing techniques and methods

instrument playing 
techniques and methods terms for instrument playing techniques and methods

directing/conducting 
techniques and methods terms for directing and/or conducting techniques and methods

genre-specific techniques 
and methods terms for music genre-specific techniques and methods
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  tagging process
               30,672  index terms 10,000   

index 
terms in 
hierarchy
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Filter Relationships 
• Seven types of filters:

○ Geography
○ Ethnicity/nationality
○ Chronology
○ Language 
○ Religion
○ non-Western musical concepts
○ Gender

• How each filter is applied to each top category is explicitly defined
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Thesaurus development Step 3 (ongoing):
Thesaurus Term Editing and Index Cleaning
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Index Cleaning



movement

activities musical concept
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traditional dance
northeastern Serbia

traditional wind instruments
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Future Work

• Identify specific entities
• Define identified specific entities using existing metadata standards or 

creating new ones
• Change index style
• User interface, thesaurus API, SPARQL endpoint, etc.
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jazz group ?

  type

Estonia

from

jazz group

  type

Beijing

from

China

  part

RILM thesaurus terms
terms from outside sources

RILM specific entities

Modern Fox

Los Amigos



● Los Angeles
● Iranian people
● popular music
● music videos
● relation to identity 

politics

sometime in the future...
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Society of American Archivists

https://www2.archivists.org/glossary/terms/p/postcoordinate-indexing


Questions?
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