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What We’ll Cover

Overview of Problem
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Expanding Subject-Access

Problems, Opportunities and Challenges
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Background: Some Numbers

NYPL Digital Gallery collections

524,000 images

318,000 bibliographic (item-level) records

NYPL Digital Library Program uses several 
subject thesauri

LCTGM, LCSH, LCNAF, AAT, GMGPC, etc.

Number of records containing at least 1 
subject heading:

260,000 (81 % of total)
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The Problem

58,000 subject headings indexed for 
searching NYPL Digital Gallery

Browsing a list this size is like trying to find 
a needle in a haystack

Lincoln:
‘Lincoln, Abraham’

Posters depicting circuses: 
‘Posters - - Circus’ or ‘Circus Posters’?
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Possible Approaches for Subject Browsing

Parse or index list by subjects’ facets

19th century - French - Posters
French - Posters - 19th century
Posters - French - 19th century

Map subjects to selected thesauri and 
provide cross-references

Build hierarchical browsing on top of some 
taxonomy

Printing & Graphics > Circus Posters
Culture & Society > Posters - French - 19th 

century
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Our Approach

Create separate index of subjects in Lucene 

Index the pointers from those subjects to 
their associated objects or containers

Provide front-end context lists, like 
“subjects in [Collection|Title],” by filtering 
on the objects

Provide free-text retrieval of subjects 
through some kind of “subject finder”
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Indexing Field Relationships at Object-Level

First Goal: provide object-based lists

Gather all subjects and some associated 
bibliographic identifiers: item-level, title-
level, collection-level, etc.
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Subject Display by Parent-Title Object
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Subject Display by Group of Collections
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Indexing Subjects A-Z

Early Assumption:
1 row = 1 subject ‘field’ per object ID

Reality:
subjects are indexed as ‘multiple fields’

First test searches for “quaker*” returned: 

Book jackets
Quakers
Abolitionists
Reformers
Baseball
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New Opportunity:  “Related Subjects”

As we examined this problem, some 
“opportunities” emerged:

Results might be expanded by each 
subject’s association to its “related”
(item-level) subjects

These results resemble a reverse-mapping 
of NYPL Digital Gallery subjects, derived not 
from an applied top-level taxonomy but from 
the objects’ “descriptions” of themselves 
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Example of Basic Term-Matching Results
25 subjects for “Posters”
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“Related” Subjects Query Expands Results
781 subjects for “Posters”
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Example of “Related” Subjects Query
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The Scrapbook Problem

Frame-of-reference implicitly tied to single 
images

In a single object (one image) a dog and cat 
are considered "related"

In printer's proofs, scrapbooks of 
illustrations, multiple plates, etc. this notion 
can be problematic

Subjects may share 1 bibliographic 
reference, but are they "related?”
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Related Subjects: "sailboats"
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Related Subjects: "sailboats"

Children blowing bubbles
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Publisher’s Proofs 
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Publisher’s Proofs - Detail 
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The 80/20 Problem 

How much metadata is enough metadata?

260,000 out of 318,000 images contain 
subject headings; however, 50,000 items are 
virtually invisible to our interface

If user-experience proves the utility of 
leveraging subject headings, more staff and 
$ could be allocated
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Expanding Subjects: The UI Problem

Expanded (“related”) subject list doesn’t fall 
easily into familiar categories:
- Faceted browse display
- “More like this” context
- Top-down hierarchical menus

Additional user-testing needed on GUI

Front-end processing, though lightweight, is 
sometimes expensive: more can be done to 
optimize index and query



23The New York Public Library  ~  Digital Library Program     November 9, 2006

The Relevance Problem: Do Subjects Matter?

Outside of specialized domains (Medline), 
do researchers still need subjects?

The Big Indexers don’t care so much about 
subjects, they want to index all of your data: 
scale is where the big gains are in search 
now, right?

Good subject-analysis is expensive

Folksonomies, tags, etc. attempt to describe 
things the way people think of them
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Flickr: "Bad Day, 1445"



25The New York Public Library  ~  Digital Library Program     November 9, 2006

NYPL: "Rubric and full-page miniature of..."
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"Bad Day, 1445"
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"Bad Day, 1445"
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Search: violence or torture
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Search: "mutilation"
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The Answer: [Maybe|No|Yes] ?

Images, at least, need description, and likely 
will for the foreseeable future(?)

Subjects and other controlled vocabularies 
are good at describing while minimizing 
‘noise’

Tags are subjects, just loosely typed?
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Some Further References & Acknowledgments

Krowne, Aaron and Martin Halbert. An Initial Evaluation 
of Automated Organization for Digital Library Browsing 
(JCDL ‘05). 2005.

Lagoze, Carl, Dean B. Krafft, Sandy Payette, Susan 
Jesuroga. What is a Digital Library Anymore, Anyway?
(D-Lib Magazine). November, 2005.

NISO. A Framework of Guidance for Building Good 
Digital Collections (2nd Edition). 2004.

Thanks to: Lee Horowitz (NYPL DGTL Oracle database 
consulting), Janet Murray (NYPL DGTL Metadata 
Coordinator), Tom Robertson (Lucene consulting, 
Stanford), Barbara Taranto (NYPL DGTL Director)

Contact: jdalton@nypl.org
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