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Overview:  
Among the most significant differences between archival work and museum or library work is 
archivists’ focus on collections versus individual objects. Where a museum professional catalogs 
items and a librarian catalogs each copy of a book, an archivist catalogs a body of papers. There 
are several important reasons for this. The main reason has to do with context and province: 
documents all created by one entity related to each other, and there is value in maintaining the 
original context so that researchers can see how those documents are related. Another 
important reason is expediency: such a huge quantity of important documents exists in archives 
that taking the time to exhaustively catalog lots of individual documents would mean leaving 
other documents completely un-described. Moreover, it is easier to summarize available 
resources to researchers when the materials can be grouped into a finite number of describable 
units, or collections. 
 
Because PastPerfect is primarily designed for use by museums, it has an item orientation that 
does not lend itself to archival description. However, PastPerfect does have an archival 
description module (the "Archives Catalog"), that can effectively describe archival collections if 
utilized properly. This manual will guide you through optimal processes for describing archival 
collections in PastPerfect, based on two central tenets of archival cataloging theory: 
 
1. Hierarchical description. All of the archival materials at a repository should be logically 

grouped into collections, which will serve as the main unit for description. Archivists try to 
follow the principles of "provenance" and "original order," although these guiding principles 
may not apply in the small repository context. However you define your collections, make 
sure that each has its own record in your catalog system (PastPerfect). Sub-units within 
each collection (series, subseries, files, items) may also be defined and described as desired. 

 
2. Metadata standards. Metadata means "data about data," and in this context refers to the 

types of descriptive information that should be supplied (e.g. a collection's title, date range, 
language of materials, and so on). Archivists' adhere to the standards set by Describing 
Archives: A Content Standards (DACS), a manual published by the Society of American 
Archivists. Whatever format you use for your "finding aid" or collection description—a 
simple word-processed document, a web format like HTML, or PastPerfect—following 
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DACS's principles and rules will help ensure that your description contains the information 
researchers need. 

 

Hierarchical Description 
 
Principles of Provenance and Original Order 
The principle of provenance dictates that documents created by different entities should be 
kept in distinct collections according to creator. Do not divide or disperse collections based on 
other factors, do not add materials from other creators into collections, and do not co-mingle 
materials from various creators. A corollary to the principle of provenance is that of original 
order, which dictates that, to the extent possible, materials be kept in the order in which their 
creator kept them. However, the archivist’s principal duty is to render archives accessible and 
useable. In cases where there is no discernible original order, or if the original order is 
impractical, it is necessary to impose an order on materials in order to facilitate their use. 
Archivists must use their judgment in determining when and how to impose an order 
on a collection. 
 
Principles of Hierarchical Organization and Description 
If a collection is complex, archivists identify logical groupings of materials within the whole: 
series, subseries, and files into which individual items are organized. Archival description should 
summarize the entire body of a collection, and it may also (but need not) exist at lower levels in 
the organizational hierarchy. This is called multilevel description. Descriptions given at higher 
levels are assumed to be valid at lower levels unless otherwise specified. For example, unless 
the date range of a series is indicated, it is assumed that the date range of that series is the 
same as the range for the whole collection. 
 
Metadata Standards 
Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS), a manual published by the Society of American 
Archivists, provides recommendations for what types of information ("metadata") should be 
given about archival collections. Nine metadata fields, listed below, are required by DACS to 
meet minimum standards for archival description. Many additional optional metadata fields are 
defined in the DACS manual, and of these AHSGR uses eight metadata fields.  
 
The Metadata Matrix in the next section summarizes the required and recommended metadata 
fields, and identifies the locations where the fields can be found in PastPerfect. 
 
DACS-Required Metadata for Describing an Archival Collection 

1. Collection number/ID—A code or number that uniquely identifies the collection should 
be used to label the finding aid and corresponding boxes (or even folders and items in 
the collection). 

a. Most small archives use the accession number. 
2. Name of repository 
3. Title of collection 
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4. Dates of collection 
5. Extent (size) of collection – Usually measured in cubic feet or linear feet (the length of 

shelf space taken up by the collection) 
6. Name of creator – The person(s), family(ies), or organization(s) responsible for the 

creation or accumulation of the materials. 
7. Scope and contents note – Describe the types of materials and range of subjects 

covered by the collection. 
8. Conditions governing access – If there are any restrictions on access, such as patient 

records unavailable to researchers or private letter restricted by the donor for 20 years, 
note them. 

9. Language of materials 
 
Recommended Additional Metadata Fields 

10. Source of acquisition – The donor or source of the collection and the approximate year 
it was acquired. 

11. Biographical/historical note – Provide brief background about the collection's creator or 
major subjects. 

12. Subjects – "Access points," or keywords and names associated with the collection. 
13. Shelf location 
14. Related archival materials 
15. Other finding aids – Note if there is a card catalog, paper inventory, or other aid to help 

navigate the collection. If the collection was included in AHSGR, write the URL to the 
online finding aid. 

a. (Visit http://dla.library.upenn.edu/dla/pacscl/index.html, find the collection, and 
use the finding aid's permanent URL from the "Summary Information" section.) 

16. Cataloger – Name the person or people who cataloged/described the collection and the 
approximate date (usually year and month or months) they did so. 

17. Condition—Notes on the condition of the collection should not be publicly available, but 
you may wish to keep track of any potential preservation issues or concerns for your 
own 

 
Metadata Matrix 
 
Element Description/Notes Location in 

PastPerfect 
DACS Required Metadata 

1. ID DACS required. A code or number that uniquely identifies 
the collection should be used to label the finding aid and 
corresponding boxes (or even folders and items in the 
collection). Most small archives use the accession number. 

Object ID 

2. Site DACS required. The repository where the collection is held. Customize when 
installing  PastPerfect 

3. Title DACS required. Collection title. Archive 
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view > Identity 
Statement tab > 
"Title" 

4. Date DACS required. The dates when materials in the collection 
were created. 

Top of all views > 
"Date" and "Year 
Range"   
 
Archive view > Identity 
Statement tab > "Dates 
of Creation" 

5. Size  DACS required. The extent (size) of collection is usually 
measured in cubic feet or in linear feet (the length of shelf 
space taken up by the collection). 

Archive view > Identity 
Statement 
tab > "Extent and 
Medium of the Unit 
of Description 
(Quantity, Bulk, or 
Size)" 

6. Creator DACS required. Name the person(s), family(ies), or 
organization(s) responsible for the creation or 
accumulation of the materials. 

Archive view > Context 
tab > "Name of 
Creator" 

7. Scope and 
Content 

DACS required. Describe the types of materials and 
range of subjects covered by the collection. 

Archive view > 
Identity Statement 
tab > "Scope and 
Content / Abstract"; 
Archive view > 
Context tab > "Scope 
and Content / 
Abstract" 

8. Access DACS required. If there are any restrictions on access, such 
as patient records unavailable to researchers or private 
letter restricted by the donor for 20 years, note them. 

Archive view > 
Conditions of Access 
and Use tab > 
"Conditions Governing 
Access" 

9. Language DACS required. Language of materials Archive view > 
Conditions of Access 
and Use tab > 
"Language/Scripts of 
Material" 

Recommended Additional Metadata 
10. Source Suggested. Shelf where the collection is stored. Top of all views > 

"Home Location" 
11. Bio Suggested. Shelf where the collection is stored. Top of all views > 

"Home Location" 
12. Subjects Suggested. Shelf where the collection is stored. Top of all views > 

"Home Location" 
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13. Location Suggested. Mention related archival collections at other 
repositories. 

Archive view > Allied 
Materials tab > 
"Associated 
Materials in Other 
Repositories" 

14. Related Suggested. Mention related archival collections at other 
repositories. 

Archive view > Allied 
Materials tab > 
"Associated 
Materials in Other 
Repositories" 

15. Finding 
Aids 

Suggested. Mention other versions of finding aids, and if it 
is online, include a link. 

Archive view > 
Conditions of Access 
and Use tab > 
"Finding Aids" 

16. Cataloger Suggested. Name of the cataloger and cataloging date Top of all views > 
"Catalog Date" and 
"Cataloged by" 

17. Condition Suggested. If the collection was surveyed during 
cataloging, you may wish to include the "Explanation of 
Scores" from its Assessment Report 

Condition view > 
"General Condition 
Notes" 

 
Creating a Collection-Level Record 
 
To Open and Log Into PPS:  

• Open PastPerfect using shortcut on desktop.  
• Log in using your username and password.  

o If you do not have one, contact the Archivist or Director.  
• On left side of screen, click on the Archives icon.  

 
To Create a New Record:  

• To create a new record, click on +ADD on top Menu Bar.  
o A new window will open: ADD NEW CATALOG RECORD 

• Enter Accession Number if known.  
o The source name will automatically fill if an accession records already exist in 

PPS.  
• Enter Object ID 

o This number must be unique with no duplication.  
o Use leading zero when necessary  

• Enter Object Name 
o Use Authority File when possible  

• Select Add a Single Record 
• Choose from either:  
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o Blank Record: no fields pre-filled 
o Current Data: Copies from previous record 
o Default Data: Pre-fill commonly used fields  

 Use the Buttons below to set the Default Data 
• Finally, click Add New Record. 

 
To Find and/or Edit Records: 

• Click the Find button 
• In the By Indexed field, choose Objectid (num). Type in the object number you want to 

find and click Find Now.  

• Click Edit button  
 

Authority Files and Function Key Shortcuts: 
• The field that is being edited will be highlighted yellow.  
•  
• Many fields have Authority Files. These are shortcut list of often used terms for that 

field.  
o If a field has an Authority File, a blue square with an “a” will 

appear to the right of the top menu.  
o To access the Authority File, either right click or use F7.  

• Shortcuts can also be made by using the Function keys 
o To set up Function key shortcuts, on the PPS home screen, click on the Setup 

Button at the top left corner.  
 Select Function Keys from drop down menu 
 Function Keys F3-F12 can be used for often typed phrases or words. 
 F7 is reserved for Authority File access 
 F8 is reserved for today’s date  

• [date] 
 
Archival Record Fields: (organized by how the fields appear on screen) 

• Collection: Enter full name of Collection. 
o Use the Authority File for consistency  
o Example: AR0101 American Volga Relief Society 
o Example: AR0109 Hattie Plum Williams  

• Object ID: Every Object ID number must be unique number.  
o No duplicates are allowed 
o Use leading zero for sorting purposes 
o For Archives:  

 Example for collection level: AR9999 
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 Example for item level: AR9999.S01.F01.001 
• Object Name: Taken from Nomenclature 3.0 

o For Collection Level Decription use: Collection 
• Other Number: Use of Library Call number if available 
• Old Number:  
• Accession#: Donor number 
• Home Location: This will be automatically filled in from the Location Tab at left.  
• Date: Date the map was published 

o If exact date is not known, use a circa date.  
o For sorting and searching reasons, place the word circa after the approximate 

date. 
 Example: 1950 circa 

• Year Range: Approximate year range of publication if exact publication is not known 
• Catalog Date: The date the PPS record was created.  

o Use F8 for today’s date.  
• Catalog By: Person who created record.  

o Use First and Last Name 
 Example: Jane Smith 

o Use Authority file or set up function key shortcut 
• Status Date: Date the item was last inventoried.  

o For new records, this will be the same as the Catalog Date.  
• Status By: Person who inventoried object or collection 

o For new records, this will be the same as Catalog By.  
• Status: the status of the object or collection 

o Select “OK” if the object is on the shelf where it is supposed to be 
• Choose the Archive radial button.  
• Title: Full Title of the Map 

o Do not use abbreviations for states, countries, etc.  
• Scope and Content/Abstract: Description of the map.  

o Should be written in full sentences as this will eventually be view by the public.  
o Keep description short but helpful. Imagine describing the map to someone 

without it in front of you.  
• Area/Region: Use this field to enter the name of the area or region covered by the map 

being cataloged. 
• Projection: Enter the type of projection used in the map being cataloged if known.  

o It is impossible to transfer information from a sphere to a flat surface without 
distortion.  

o On maps that include enough of the earth's surface for the curvature to be 
significant, the properties of distance, angular measurement, area, and shape 
must in some way be distorted.  



 8 AHSGR PPS Map Data Entry 

o Projections have been devised to preserve a specific property or combination of 
properties.  

o An example of a projection is the Mercator Projection. 
• Insets: An inset is a small map or illustration set within a larger map. For example, a map 

of the state of Nebraska may have an inset of the city of Lincoln. 
• Publisher: Name of the publisher.  
• Pub Place: Place where map was published 

o Use Library of Congress standard for place name.  
o searchFast: https://fast.oclc.org/searchfast/.  
o Example: Lincoln (Neb.) 
o Example: Volga River Region (Russia) 

• Pub Date: Date the map was published 
• Language: Language of map 
• Series: Name of series if map is part of a series.  
• Edition: Edition number if the map has been republished 

o Record the edition you are cataloging 
• Size: measured in inches 

o Vertical” x horizontal” (use spaces on either side of the x) 
o Measure to the quarter inch 
o Use decimal points, not fractions.  
o Example: 24.5” x 28.25” 

• No. Sheets: How many sheets does the map or atlas have.  
• Medium: the medium on which the map is printed. 

o This field is controlled by an authority field.  
o Usually this is Paper.  
o More then one medium can be chosen.  

• Scale: Scale refers to the proportion used in determining the dimensional relationship 
between map distance and ground distance. 

• Longitude: enter the West and East longitudes of the map if known 
o East Longitude describes the eastern boundary of the map.  
o West Longitude describes the western boundary of the map. 

• Latitude: enter the North and South latitudes of the map if known 
o North Latitude describes the northern boundary of the map.  
o South Latitude describes the southern boundary of the map. 

• P. Meridian: Prime Meridian is the zero-meridian used as a reference line from which 
longitude east and west is measured. It passes through Greenwich, England. Many maps 
produced in non-English speaking nations may have numbering systems based on other 
meridians, such as the meridian of Ferro Island or the Paris meridian.  

o Use the Prime Meridian field to record the Prime Meridian for the map being 
cataloged. 

https://fast.oclc.org/searchfast/
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• At left click on Condition button.  
• Condition: Choose from Authority File 

o Excellent: Map is excellent condition with no fading, tears, or creases.  
o Fair: Map has some fading, tears, or creases 
o Good: Map has minor fading, tears, or creases.  
o Not Rated: Do not use 
o Poor: Map is fragile with many tears and creases and shows signs of heavy 

fading.  
o Stable: Do not use 
o Unstable: Do not use 

• Date: Date the condition was assessed.  
• By: who did the condition assessment 
• General Condition Notes: description of condition.  

o Note any tears or stains 
o Note if the map has been laminated or encapsulated 
o Recommended treatment.  

 For example: Map should be encapsulated for better support and 
protection.  

• Maintenance Scheduling 
o Start Date: Fills with today’s date automatically 
o Drop down menu: choose for next scheduled maintenance 

 Usually 5 years.  
o Maintenance notes: What to look for at next evaluation 

• At left click on Location.  
• Home Location 

o Building: HQ 
o Room: Library, Vault, etc.  
o Wall:  
o Cabinet: Cabinet number 
o Shelf: Shelf number 
o Drawer: Drawer number 
o Container: Box number 

• Last Inventoried Date: Today’s date 
• Inventoried by: Person doing the inventory 
• At left click on Notes & Legal 
• Web Rights: Choose appropriate copyright notice.  

o If not known, choose “Copyright Not Evaluated” 
o If there is no copyright or map is in public domain, choose “No Known Copyright” 

• Legal Status may be used for further explanation.  
• At left click on People-Subjects-Classification-Search Term 
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• People: Enter the names of all the identified people featured in the photograph. Use the 
Library of Congress general procedures for names. 

o Authority file is available. Always check first to eliminate duplicate entries. Be 
consistent! 

o Last name, First name, birth-death. 
 Smith, Joe (Joseph Paul), 1888-1988 

o For women:  
 Use their name at the time of the event. In the biography authority file, 

note other names known as. List a woman by her maiden name when 
pictured as a child and her married name as an adult (after wedding).  

 Put maiden names in parenthesis 
 Example:  

• Doe, Jane (Smith), 1888-1988 
• Classification: This field is controlled by an authority file.  

o When the cursor is in the Classification field, press F7 or right mouse to display 
the authority file.  
 For the Map Collection, the classification should be Maps  

• Subject: The Subjects authority file comes pre-filled with the Library of Congress 
Thesaurus for Graphic Materials I: Subject Terms (LCTGM I).  

o This Subjects file provides terms for subject indexing of pictorial materials, 
particularly collections of historic photographs.  

o To learn more about LCTGM 1 go to: www.loc.gov/rr/print/tgm1/. 
o Use searchFast to find new subject headings to add, 

https://fast.oclc.org/searchfast/.  
• Search Terms: Search terms may be used to record any terms, words, or names that will 

be helpful in researching the catalog database. 
o Search Term method is designed to provide an access point into our catalog 

records that is based on terms created by and for AHSGR particular institution.  
 For example, family names or local places of importance.  
 PastPerfect automatically creates the Search Terms authority file based 

on the entries in the catalogs' Search Terms field.  
 By clicking By Search Term in Research, the Search Terms authority file 

will be displayed on the screen. 
o Use this to catalog the names of specific regions, villages, rivers, etc.  

 Example: Morgentau (Russia); Volga Region (Russia),  
• Save record. 

  
Image Management 
Attach an image ( .jpg) 

http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/tgm1/
https://fast.oclc.org/searchfast/
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• Click on the Image Management button below the image box in the upper right corner 
• At top right under Acquire New Image, click the Open File icon (blue window with 

multi-colored boxes) at right. 
• A new Open window will pop up. 
• From the Look In drop down menu, select the location of image you want to copy and 

attach to the PastPerfect record  
• Locate the folder the image resides and double click on the image or click Open. 

o Do NOT attach high resolution .tiff images.  
o Attach low resolution (200-300 dpi) .jpg images only.  

• The Image Metadata window will open in PastPerfect. Fill out the record with 
information about the digital image. 

• Click OK when finished 
• Multiple images can be attached to a single record.  To do so, repeat steps 3-7. 
• Click the Exit button in the lower right to return Catalog record.  

 
Data Entry Tips and Tricks:  

• Fields turn yellow when they are active and ready for data entry. 
• When entering duplicates, or copies, you can copy information from already completed 

records by using the Fill with Current Data option: 
o Find the record for the similar item  
o Click on the Add button 
o At the bottom of the Add New Photo screen, click on the Fill with Current data 

button at the bottom 
 This will copy everything from the current Photo Catalog Record 

• When entering similar items or information, you can pre-fill fields to save time by using 
the Default Data option: 

o Click on the Add button 
o At the bottom of the Add New Photo screen, click on the Fill with Default data 

button at the bottom 
 Click the Change Default Data 

• Pre-fill fields 
• If you pre-fill the dates, be sure to update the field each day you 

do data entry. 
 The Default Data will then appear on all new Photo Catalog records 

• Authority Files are a great way to save time and make sure that data and the way that 
data is entered is consistent.  
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o The F7 function key has been dedicated as the Authority File shortcut.  You can 
also “right-click.” 

o If you are unsure if a field has an authority file, look to the lower right of the 
record screen.  A yellow box appears when a field has an authority file. 

• Function Keys can set up as data entry short cuts.  
o On the main PastPerfect home screen, go to the Setup button at the far right. 

 On the menu that pops up, click on Function Keys. 
 Enter the text or phrase you wish to have entered whenever you press 

that function key. 
 For today’s date, enter in [date].  

• To cut and paste from one record to another 
o Ctrl C to copy 
o Ctrl V to paste 
o Ctrl X to Cut 

 

Tips and Tricks for Looking Up Photos 

• Using the “Find” button to look through a collection 
o Instant Find:  

 Use the dropdown menu to select the category, like ObjectID(num) or 
Collection. 

 Type in the RG number and this will take you to the first record of the 
collection.   

 Use the “Next” button to scroll through the full records  
 Click on “Browse” to look at the information in a table format 

o Field Search:  
 This can be used for keyword searches, but the Query button works 

better  
 Searches will take a long time 

• To scroll through only the records with digital images attached  
o On the record screen, click on the Image Management button under the image 
o To go to the next image, click on the button above the upper right of the image 

that has “Image” and an arrow. The Next button will take you to the next record 
that might not have an image attached.  

o At the bottom right (above the Exit button) is the Description/People button. 
This will replace the imaging tools with the Description text box.  

o To print, close the Description and click on the print icon.  
 If you print from the Image Management Screen, it will print a large 

picture with the description. 
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 If you print from the Record Screen, it will print all the information in the 
record and a small thumbnail.  

• Queries 
o Queries are keyword searches.  
o It is best to search in the Description Field. This can be done with a single search. 

 On the Query Screen, select Description from the Field dropdown menu.  
 “Contains text” is usually best option but there are other options to 

choose from 
 Type the keyword you are searching for in the “What” field 
 Make sure the “or” button is selected (not the “and” button). Also make 

sure the “match case” button is NOT selected. 
 Repeat for the second line except select “Title” from the Field dropdown 

menu.  
• Using Browse 

o Browse allows you to look at the information in table form 
o To sort, start on the main record screen. At the top right is a dropdown menu 

titled “Sort by.”  
 To sort by RG number, use ObjectID(num) for best results. 

o You can select which field and the order in which they appear in Browse 
 On Main Menu, go to Setup in upper left.  
 Select Browse from dropdown.  
 Select Archives.  
 To select a field, double click 
 Drag the field name to desired order by clicking and holding down the 

grey box next to the field name.  
 
 


