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Does Chronology Matter?

W.C. Dohm 
[i.e. Walter Dohm], 

Princeton, 1890.
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Dates Provide Background
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Dates Give Context To Unrelated Objects

Waterproof collars and cuffs. (ca. 1890) 

Iroquois. (Created 1890) 

W.C. Dohm ...1890.
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What We’ll Cover Today

Background

Problems – inherited and created 

Opportunities and (of course) challenges
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Some NYPL Digital Gallery Numbers

Date coverage is over broad range: 700s - 2001+

Bulk of material (313,000 items) from 1800 - 1999 
 

61 % of records have ANY date

Created 764-770. Two of The 
Million Prayer Towers ...   
Digital ID: 1501673 

Created 1999. Block 498: 
Spring Street between ... 
Digital ID: 524309
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Some More Numbers

347,101 / 550,000 = images with some date in 
index

39% = images with no depicted, created or 
published date

1894 = 26,362 items

1240-1260 = 240 items
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Medieval Manuscripts (1100s)
Psalterium. Created 12th 
Cent. Opening page of 
calendar, with zodiacal 
symbols. Note of the gift of 
the volume from 
Magdalena of Hessburg to 
Bruschius. Elegiac couplet 
at the bottom.  
Digital ID: 427270
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Modern Manuscripts (1890s)
Walt Whitman. 
created ca. 1890. 
Ms. leaf recto. 
(Notes: Draft in 
pencil with 
revisions in both 
pencil and ink. Ms. 
mounted on larger 
sheet ... below 
bottom right of ms.: 
"A page of Whitman 
manuscript sent to 
Gordon Loring(?) 
by Horace Traubel: 
1907."  Digital ID: 
427270
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Project Goals

Sort search results by date

Challenge: 60% of digital items have any date 

Give users choice to limit results

Challenge: Dates in metadata were entered as text 
fields, not numeric

Provide date browsing or other timelines

Challenge: Indexing appropriate date ranges



11The New York Public Library  ~  Digital Library Program ~  04.24.07

Example Of Date Elements In Metadata

Date element attributes
type: “published,” “depicted,” or “created”
level: “parent,” etc.
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NYPL Dates Are Assigned By Level

Bibliographic structure 

Collection (root_title) 
 > inter_titles (folders, vols. etc.)
       > parent_title 

           > main_title (image)

Dates extracted by “level”

Indexed in date-type fields
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Date Is ‘Flattened’ In Lucene Index

Indexed simply as “date_published”
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The “On A Statue Problem”

Context for published, created, or depicted 
can be complicated

Flatten dates or privilege 
a single access point?

Example:
“Henry Ward Beecher, by John 
Quincy Adams Ward, in Borough 
Hall Park, Brooklyn, given to the 
city in 1891.”
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Statue Dedicated 1891

Range: 1891, 1813-87, 1830-91, later?

Detail: date sculpture created,  photograph taken?
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Depicted vs. Created?

Distinctions may not mean as much to our users

Search default: all “date_type” fields
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Indexing Acceptable Date Ranges

Many digitized items contain a broad range

Some works created over time (centuries)

Works collected over time

Dates harder to catalog for older materials

Item may contain several depictions

Algorithm indexes date ranges by default to 
most granular (item) level

Allow larger ranges for older dates (?)
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A 400 Year Date Range For Single Object
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The “Castle Map Problem”
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Parsing Numeric Dates From Text

Some Examples:

22-Aug-42

[19 - -]

12 Cent.

[181-? - 1872]

Early 1810s

Late 14th Century

Before 950 …
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Spot the Outlier?



22The New York Public Library  ~  Digital Library Program ~  04.24.07

What Outlier?
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Browsing 17th Century New York ...
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... Finds Out-of-place Items
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Abbreviated Date Leads To Index Error
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Abbreviation Examples



27The New York Public Library  ~  Digital Library Program ~  04.24.07

Date Limit Options In Advanced Search
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Date Ranges Parsed To Linked Date Queries
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Browse Dates In Timeline: Grid Index
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Date Distribution Timeline: Ranked By Hits
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Some Lessons We’ve Learned

Date browsing interfaces may look simple, but 
useable metadata is still a big challenge

Exposing date facets often will involve
 intensive metadata remediation

Build as much granularity as possible in your 
date metadata early on

Dates = easy to use?
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Future Directions: Wikipedia
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Future Directions: Flickr
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Future Directions: Time Machine
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