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8. GLOSSARY 
 
Note: words in italics have their own 
definition in this glossary. 
 
A 
 
‘All who run’ principle: refers to the 
need to design plaques and inscriptions  
for people who are hurrying by, needing 
to take in the information quickly, and 
will then want to go and find out more 
about the subject.  A principle of the 
original London blue plaques was that 
plaque inscriptions should be ‘as concise 
and distinct as possible, to enable all who 
run to read’.1 
 
Associations: mean the connections 
that exist between people and a place.2 
 
Authentic, authenticity: the degree to 
which sources of information are 
credible and verifiable.  Knowledge of 
sources, and understanding the 
changing meanings around them over 
time, are the bases for authenticity.3   
 
Authenticating mark: a cypher, coat of 
arms, seal or other symbol visible on a 
plaque intended to indicate to a viewer 
that the plaque inscription is based upon 
verifiable research by a credible 
organisation.   
 
B 
 
Bilingual: ‘in two languages’, one of 
which in a New South Wales context will 
usually be English.  Generally, a basic 
design principle should be to place the 
English and other language inscription 
side by side (vertically), implying their 
equality or co-existence, rather than one 
over the other (horizontally).  The use of 
another language in the plaque 

                                                      
1 Celebrating People & Place: Guidance on 
commemorative plaques and plaque schemes, English 
Heritage 2011: 90 
2 The Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for 
Places of Cultural Significance, 2013 edition, Article 1 
‘Definitions’: 2-3 

inscription should be related to the 
significance of the person or event being 
commemorated. 
 

 
An example of a bilingual directional 

sign (English and Gadigal),  
Lower George Street, The Rocks 

 
Side-by-side English and Welsh-
language plaques, Y Bala, Wales. 
 Image courtesy Peter J Robinson  

 
Brazen: an adjective referring to objects 
such as plaques made of brass, or having 
the qualities of brass.   
 

C 
 
Celebration plaque: a plaque installed 
on a site to celebrate an event, usually to 
mark its official opening or something 
similar.  Celebration plaques can acquire 
historical significance over time, but 
should not be confused with a 
commemorative plaque.  The oldest 
known celebration plaque in New South 

3 Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 
World Heritage Convention, UNESCO World Heritage 
Centre, Paris 2017: cl 79-86 

http://www.rhylphotosoc.co.uk/
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Wales is an engraved copper plate 
celebrating the laying of the first stones 
in the building of the Government House 
in Sydney Cove on 15 May 1788.  The 
‘foundation plate’, as it is known, was 
found by workers excavating a telegraph 
tunnel in Bridge Street in 1899, and is 
now the Museum of Sydney collections.4 
 

 
Example of a celebration plaque,  

St James Anglican Church, Menangle. 
 
Ceramic: an earthenware substance 
made of clay and permanently hardened 
by heat.  The process of heating, such as 
baking in a kiln, can vitrify, or convert, 
the surface of it into a translucent or 
glass-like finish called porcelain.  The 
original RAHS ceramic plaques were 
described when installed as ‘porcelain 
tablets’. 
 
Coat of arms: a heraldic device unique 
to a person or organisation in which the 
principle design element is a shield.  
Because it is unique, a coat of arms can 
convey the ownership of plaque and/or 
the authorship of the plaque text, and 
can be used to authenticate a plaque. 
 
Commemorate: means to remember 
and show respect for someone or 
something, to memorialise and celebrate 
an event or person. 

                                                      
4 Connah, Graham, The Archaeology of Australia’s 
History, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1993: 
29; Proudfoot, Helen, ‘Attitudes and Evidence: The 
view from the Government House Verandah’, in 
Andrew Leach at al (eds), Shifting Views: Selected 

Commemorative plaque: a plaque 
purposefully designed and made to 
remember or invoke the memory of a 
historically significant person or event 
and installed at a place associated with 
that person or event, with minimal 
words in the inscription and graphic 
elements such as a cypher or heraldic 
device to indicate its authenticity. 
 
Connections: see Associations 
 
Conservation: means all the processes 
of looking after a place so as to retain its 
cultural significance.5  See also 
preservation. 
 
Cypher: a monogram or initials 
representing the organization 
responsible for a plaque and indicating 
its authenticity.  See also: RAHS. 
 
D 
 
Directional sign: means a sign giving 
information and directions for 
navigating a route to a destination.  A 
roadside directional sign, say on a 
motorway, may include symbols for 
historic place or heritage site 
destinations, usually with white text or 
symbols on a brown field. 
 

     
Heritage site, museum and Aboriginal 

site symbols for directional signs.  
 National tourism signs. 

 
E 
 
Enamel: a glass-like opaque or semi-
transparent coating on a metallic or 
other hard plaque surface, to provide an 
ornamental and/or a protective coating. 
 

Essays on the Architectural History of Australia and New 
Zealand, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia 2008: 
49-50 
 
5 The Burra Charter 

https://www.touristsigns.org.au/signs-and-symbols/national-tourism-symbols
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F 
 
Fabric: means all the physical material 
of a place.6  For a plaque, this mainly 
means the actual plaque materials, but 
may also include the wall to which it is 
fixed or its plinth or stand, depending on 
the context. 
 
G 
 
H 
 
Heritage-listed: refers to a place or 
object that has been inscribed on a 
heritage list and for which, as a 
consequence, legal approvals are 
required for changes to the place.  
Statutory heritage lists are established 
and maintained under various State and 
Commonwealth legislation, notably the 
Heritage Act 1977 (NSW), National Parks 
& Wildlife Act 1974 (NSW), 
Environmental Planning & Assessment 
Act 1979 (NSW) and the Environment 
Protection & Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 1999 (Cwth).  Community heritage 
lists are maintained by various 
community and learned organisations. 
 

I 
 
Information sign: a type of sign often 
found attached to a building or structure 
providing quite detailed historical and 
contemporary information about that 
site.  They are often installed as a 
condition of a planning approval for 
work on an old or significant building.  
Their purpose is to provide information, 
rather than invoke a particular 
association, and are sometimes called a 
‘book on a wall’.  They should not be 
confused with a commemorative plaque.   

                                                      
6 The Burra Charter 

 
An example of an information sign,  

George Street, Sydney 

 
In situ: a Latin phrase meaning ‘in its 
place’, and often used to mean that an 
object is in its original location or 
context; or in the case of a plaque or sign, 
that it is located at the place with which 
it is associated. 
 
Integrity is a measure of the physical 
intactness of a historic place, its ability to 
express its cultural significance, and the 
active management of its fabric and 
values.7 
 
Interpretive panel: a type of sign 
developed within the heritage field to 
provide information and analysis in situ 
about a heritage site.  They can include 
images, diagrams, maps and 
considerable text and be quite large in 
scale and size.  They are similar in their 
form to a ‘book on a wall’ information 
sign, and have a role in the 
understanding and transmission of the 
values of a heritage site, and should not 
be confused with a commemorative 
plaque. 

7 Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 
World Heritage Convention, UNESCO World Heritage 
Centre, Paris 2017: cl 87-95 
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An example of an interpretive panel,  

First Fleet Steps, The Rocks 

 
J 
 
K 
 
L 
 
Laureated: wreathed with laurel as a 
mark of honour, a laurel-like wreath.  
There are examples of laureated plaques 
in New South Wales, such as the RAHS 
‘porcelain tablet’ series, in which the 
wreath is composed of gum leaves and 
blossoms or nuts, waratah stems and 
blossoms, flannel flowers and other 
native vegetation, as well as the more 
traditional laurel leaves, to form a 
circular border around the inscription.  
Wreath-like laureation might take other 
forms, such as a rope-like border for 
maritime or harbour sites. 
 

 
A NSW registered post stamp, 1856-

1863, showing the Queen’s profile 
‘laureated’. Image Dave Elsmore 

 
Legal deposit library: refers to a library 
in which a copy of every material 

                                                      
8 The Burra Charter 
9 Celebrating People & Places: 86 

published in NSW, including government 
publications (but excluding digital 
material, although currently under 
review) is required to be deposited 
under the NSW Copyright Act 1879.   
These are the State Library, NSW 
Parliamentary Library and the 
University of Sydney Library.  Copies are 
also required to be deposited in the 
National Library of Australia under the 
Commonwealth Copyright Act 1968. 
 
M 
 
Maintenance: means the continuous 
protective care of a place and its setting.8  
This includes regular monitoring, 
cleaning, and repairing any damage to a 
plaque and its setting.  It also includes 
returning a lost or stolen plaque to its 
original location. 
 
Makers mark: identifying information 
about the manufacturer or artisan who 
makes a plaque that is visible on a 
plaque, usually only upon close 
inspection.  A hallmark on silver is a type 
of makers mark.  The ‘mark’ may take the 
form of a name, numeric or alphabetic 
code, year, symbol or some combination 
of these.  The general principal to follow 
is that written marks “should not be 
conspicuous, but should be evidence”.9  
They establish a provenance for a 
plaque.   
 
The mark should be in a permanent form 
on the plaque, such as engraved or 
impressed.  It may be found on a rim, 
border, disguised in a design element or 
in some other inconspicuous location.  
An example is the stone or timber coats 
of arms made for courtrooms and other 
public buildings in New South Wales 
between 1856 and the early 1900s that 
were marked with the sculptors name 
and year on an edge or the back.10  Any 
identifying details required by a 
commissioning body should be clearly 

10 Baskerville, Bruce, ‘Making Arms: The 
industrialization of heraldry’, History Week 
Presentation, History House, Sydney 2006, unpub MSS 

http://www.ozrevenues.com/Revenue-Railway-Local-Perfin-Catalogue/nsw-revenue-catalogue.htm
https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/act/1879/20/full
https://www.legislation.gov.au/series/C1968A00063
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stated in the contract for making the 
plaques. 
 
See also Open Air Archive. 
 
Malachite: a decorative rich green stone 
with distinctive green marbling that may 
be cut and polished as a green roundel.  
Malachite is quarried in New South 
Wales, and a particularly lavish example 
of its use can be seen in the eastern wall 
of the vestibule to the Mitchell Wing 
entrance of the State Library of New 
South Wales.  Being a natural stone, the 
patterning of the green marbling will 
vary with each roundel. 
 
Meanings: denote what a place signifies, 
indicates, evokes or expresses to 
people.11  They usually relate to 
intangible dimensions such as symbolic 
qualities and memories.  In relation to 
authenticity, meanings also relate to 
changing interpretations of historical 
sources, whose ‘meaning’ needs to be 
understood in the time it was created 
and not imposed from the present. 
 
N 
 

O 
 
Open-Air Archive: the idea of 
considering local landscapes as an open-
air archive, in which commemorative 
plaques are one type or series of open air 
archives or records.   
 
Open air historical records come in many 
forms, including tangible records such as 
buildings, fences, parks or ruins, and 
intangible records such as place names, 
views or curtilages.  They also include 
monuments such as headstones, war 
memorials, foundation stones and 
commemorative plaques. 
 

                                                      
11 The Burra Charter 
12 Baskerville, Bruce, The Open Air Archive or, the 
adventures of a hapless historian trying to apply 
‘archivist-think’ to some outdoor records, presentation 

Each plaque is part of a relationship 
between other plaques, those who 
created the plaque, the subject of the 
plaque, and the place in which the plaque 
is located.  The meanings of a 
commemorative plaque come from its 
relationships to other records in the 
open-air archive, and the people and 
communities that create and use them, 
as much as from its inscription and 
physical form.   
 

 
The records in the open-air archive 
depicted here include buildings, the 

street pattern, place names and 
commemorative plaques. 

 
The idea of stewardship, that we in the 
present day have great responsibilities 
as stewards of these open air records in 
the landscape to care for them and pass 
on to the next generation in a better 
condition than we inherited them, is 
embedded in the concept of an open air 
archive.12 
 
P 
 
Place: means a geographically defined 
area, including elements, objects, spaces 
and views.13  Place includes a building, a 
built structure, an archaeological site, a 
garden, a memorial, a townscape, a road 
and so on.  It is the equivalent to the term 
‘monument’ used in Europe and North 
America in the same context.  A 

to Australian Society of Archivists (NSW Branch), State 
Library,  Sydney 18 February 2015 
13 The Burra Charter 
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commemorative plaque installed in its 
setting is a type of place. 
 
Preservation: means maintaining a 
place in its existing state and retarding 
further deterioration.14  This especially 
relevant to managing ruins as ruins.  See 
also conservation. 
 
Private provider, as used in this 
Companion, means a private corporation 
that provides access to public archives 
and records for a fee.  Generally, these 
refer to either NSW Land Registry 
Services, Ancestry or Find My Past.  All 
inquiries about fees, services and 
conditions should be directed to these 
companies. 
 

Q 
 
Quadrennial, Quinquennial: means 
four or five yearly, especially with 
reference to a reasonable period of time 
that elapses in a periodic plaque 
program before commencing a new 
round of nominations, or for a periodic 
plaque monitoring program. 
 
R 
 
RAHS, or R.A.H.S.: cypher of the Royal 
Australian Historical Society, established 
in Sydney 1901 and receiving the royal 
honorific in 1918, the year before it 
began its program of installing 
commemorative plaques that were 
authenticated with its cypher.  The use 
(or not) of punctuation marks in a cypher 
should be consistent with the plaque 
program’s design criteria. 
 
Roundel: pronounced round’l, and 
essentially a circle or disc shape.  The 
roundel used for a Sydney green plaque 
is made in several sizes, with the 
standard diameter being 300 
millimetres.  In heraldry, a green roundel 
is called a pome (pronounced pum, as in 

                                                      
14 The Burra Charter 
15 The Burra Charter 

look), derived from the old Anglo-
Norman word for an apple. 
 

S 
 
Seal: means a circular device, usually 
with an organisation’s name encircling a 
central design, used to ‘seal’ a document 
as a mark of authority and authenticity.  
Common seals and corporate seals are 
examples.  Sometimes used in place of a 
coat of arms or heraldic device. 
 

 
The version of the RAHS seal, adopted 

1906,  used as the emblem of the 
Society, and to indicate its authorship 

or ownership of a document or 
artefact, or the authenticity of an 

artefact or the information inscribed 
on an artefact, such as a 
commemorative plaque 

 
Setting: means the immediate and 
extended environment of a place that is 
part of or contributes to its cultural 
significance and distinctive character.15  
For a commemorative plaque, its setting 
will include the wall or plinth to which it 
is attached, the view lines to the plaque, 
and sensory aspects such as sounds, 
shadowing and surface textures. 
 
Significance, or cultural significance: 
means the historic, social, spiritual, 
aesthetic or scientific values for past, 
present and future generations.16  

16 The Burra Charter 

http://www.nswlrs.com.au/
http://www.nswlrs.com.au/
https://www.ancestry.com.au/
https://www.findmypast.com.au/
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Significance is embodied in the place 
itself and the things associated with the 
place. 
 
State Archives means the ‘State 
Archives and Records Authority of New 
South Wales’, established under the 
State Records Act 1998, which since 
August 2017 may be referred to as State 
Archives, State Archives NSW or State 
Archives and Records NSW.  See here for 
more on citing and referencing State 
Archives.  It is the successor agency to 
the Archives Authority of NSW 
established in 1961. 
 
Subject means, for the purposes of this 
Companion, the person, event or place 
chosen for commemoration with a 
plaque.  
 
T 
 
Test of Time: means the time that needs 
to have passed before a person or event 
is considered historic and suitable for 
commemoration.  It distinguishes 
‘historic’ time from ‘contemporary’ time, 
and will be helpful in deciding whether a 
subject meets the criteria of a plaque 
program.  See section 3.2.4 for further 
discussion of this concept. 
 
Title: refers to the use of pre-nominal 
titles, such as Dame, The Honourable, 
Captain, Rabbi, Mother Superior, Haji 
and other such honorifics, as well as 
post-nominal titles and initials, such as 
Esquire, AK, OAM or QC, and 
communally-conferred honorifics such 
as Elder, and to the question of whether 
to include such titles in a plaque 
inscription.  The general principle can be 
to include titles if the subject used them 
in their lifetime, which should be verified 
through historical research.  If a subject 
had, and used, numerous legitimate titles 
then only the most significant might be 
used.   

                                                      
17 Inglis, KS., Sacred Places: War memorials in the 
Australian landscape, The Miegunyah Press, Carlton 
South 1998: xx 

U 
 
V 
 
Verify, veracity: means to establish the 
correct information through research 
that is able to be checked and 
demonstrated to be accurate and 
supported by evidence. 
 

W 
 
War memorial is a monument, usually 
in a three-dimensional form such as an 
obelisk or statue or honour roll, 
recording battle names and dates, and 
the names of people from a community 
who served in such battles or wars.  It is 
commemorative, and often serves as a 
local substitute for the graves of those 
who died in distant places.  However, 
although similar, war memorials are not 
treated as commemorative plaques for 
the purpose of this Companion.  The 
oldest known war memorial in Australia 
was erected in Hobart in 1850 to colonial 
soldiers who died in the Maori Wars in 
New Zealand in 1845-46, and in New 
South Wales the honour roll in Sydney 
Town Hall to the Sudan Contingent of 
1885.17 
 

 
Example of a war memorial, with 
plaques listing names of service 

personnel on either side of the arch, 
dedicated 1929, 

 Great Western Highway, Blackheath 

 

 

https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/act/1998/17/full
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/archives/collections-and-research/guides-and-indexes/publishing-citing-state-archives
https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/archives/collections-and-research/guides-and-indexes/publishing-citing-state-archives
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X 
 
Y 

 
Z

 
Add your own definitions and notes here 
 
 


