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ABSTRACT: The paper outlines the standardization function of the Czech Subject Authority 
File and explores the role of UDC as a switching language, i.e. as an intermediary between 
various indexing systems at institutional, national and international level. Subject indexing and 
classification systems used at the institutional and national level may differ from one another in 
their levels of specificity, syntactic features (e.g. word order of terms, subject headings versus 
descriptors), and in the usage of terminology. These differences raise compatibility problems and 
make any mapping efforts more difficult. The paper explains how such difficulties may be partially 
overcome by means of the UDC system. The author illustrates the potential application of UDC as 
a linking element between different subject organization tools used by memory institutions. In 
this context the author discusses subject indexing systems used in libraries, museums, galleries 
and archives.
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1. Introduction. Controlled vocabularies versus ontologies 

Let me start with a question: Are controlled indexing languages (thesauri, subject heading 
systems) and classification systems still acceptable/necessary in the era of semantic and social 
Web, e.g. in the era of ontologies and folksonomies? One could ask, cui bono are they created? 
Who needs subject authority control? Subject cataloguers, indexers, end-users?

With this paper we try to show the benefits of applying subject authority control in the current 
online environment.

The main goal of memory institutions is to preserve, categorise and make available a tremendous 
amount of human cultural heritage. In order to reach this goal, librarians, curators and archivists 
have been devising many knowledge organization systems, like thesauri and other controlled 
vocabularies, which are used to provide subject access to information across the Web.

Most of these controlled vocabularies are specific to fields, disciplines, institutions, and even 
to individual collections or sub-collections within an institution, e.g. indexes of personal and 
geographic names or topical terms which form part of so called finding aids used at collection 
level-description in archives.

The prevalence of digital information resources brought about several issues for these 
conventional knowledge organization systems. Digital objects may include different formats 
such as texts, images, audio/video clips, three-dimensional objects, and encompass an array of 
characteristics which require special representational systems like ontologies to be applied in 
searching for precise information in an effective and efficient manner. 
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Thesauri and classification systems are used to represent the subject content of information 
resources, of any form of recorded knowledge; semantic relationships between different terms/
concepts are reflected through semantic relationship structure (broader terms, narrower terms 
and related terms).

Controlled vocabularies can be used for categorizing content and for building labelling 
systems, among other aims. Ontologies, as a form of knowledge representation, are defined as 
a systematic account of existence, a specification of a conceptualization (Gruber, 1993). They 
describe concepts and relationships in programmatic ways and enable arbitrary relationships. 
Ontologies represent a domain of discourse, and allow for relationships such as the definition 
of classes, relations, and functions. Despite their high level of specification of these classes and 
relationships, ontologies also allow a great deal of flexibility.

When comparing controlled vocabularies with ontologies we can conclude: controlled 
vocabularies are fixed-vocabulary languages for subject description, while ontologies represent 
open vocabularies which try to capture and describe the real world entities and relationships of the 
information the vocabulary refers to. Both controlled vocabularies and ontologies are necessary.

2. Subject authority control and social tagging

Both approaches – social bookmarking/social tagging and subject authority control – are 
important and can complement each other.

Social bookmarking (social tagging) and subject indexing have the same ultimate goal: “to 
provide the most efficient and effective method for information storage and retrieval” (Chan, 
2009). The best solution seems to be to match automatically user-assigned tags with controlled 
vocabulary terms and to suggest controlled vocabulary terms to users during the tagging process. 
“From the perspective of subject indexing, controlled subject access could be substantially 
enriched by consulting social bookmarks with three goals in mind: to gain users’ perspectives, 
to understand users’ searching behaviour, and to enhance subject access terms. Furthermore, 
for those responsible for creating and maintaining controlled vocabularies, social bookmarks 
provide a rich source for suggesting terms (both valid terms and lead-in terms) for inclusion in 
the thesauri or subject heading lists” (Ibid.).

The main objective of authority control in current online environment is to ensure the consistency 
of search terms across different/disparate databases and to support effective information 
retrieval with minimal human intervention (Tillet, 2004).

Authority control is of vital importance nowadays, when memory institutions present their 
collections and digital images of individual objects on the Web. The efficient and effective 
retrieval of such materials depends on suitable and appropriate terminology and methodology.

From the users‘ point of view, the purpose of subject authority control is to help the user to move 
from his/her terminology in natural language to the terms used in the controlled vocabulary 
of the system and to locate all information resources (objects) that are relevant regardless of 
what database they are stored in or the form in which they are presented. Users are seeking 
information via the Internet, which provides access not only to library resources, but also to a 
whole array of less traditional resources, especially those from memory institutions. It would 
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be very useful if most information resources were indexed or classified as objects by topic and 
identified by type in a standardized way, and it would be relatively simple to focus users’ search to 
the domain of his/her interest instead of doing a complex search of the entire world’s resources.

From the information specialist‘s point of view, subject authority control is a labour-intensive 
and time-consuming activity: it requires much expertise from indexers and manual work as 
well. Subject authority control works well in small homogeneous library environments (one 
library or cataloguing agency). When managing and interlinking subject authority records from 
libraries of different types (universal and specialized) with those from other memory institutions 
like museums, archives and galleries, or from different information institutions from different 
countries based on different languages, the problems to be dealt with become even more 
complex.

The challenges of applying traditional authority control applied to the Web are summarized as 
follows (Kurki & Hyvönen, 2009):

•	 Maintaining	authority	records	is	costly,	since	it	requires	lots	of	expertise	and	handwork.
•	 Aggregating	content	is	difficult,	since	different	naming	conventions	are	in	use	in	different	

authority files and library databases.
•	 Authority	records	evolve	in	time,	e.g.,	a	person	may	change	his/her	name,	which	leads	to	

different annotations in different times.
•	 Records	may	use	complicated	syntax	and	metadata	formats	that	make	it	difficult	to	make	

contents mutually interoperable.
•	 Records	based	on	 literal	 expressions	do	not	 link	uniquely	or	 straightforward	with	Web	

resources
•	 Efforts	to	build	records	are	difficult	to	share	at	least	on	the	level	of	the	Web	
•	 Subject	terminology	is	natural	language	and	subject	domain	dependent.

3. Subject access systems used in Czechia 

To help understanding the standardisation and harmonization role of Czech subject authority 
file it is useful to remind briefly the history of subject access in Czechia.

Subject access at the National Library of the Czech Republic has a long tradition. The beginnings 
of the use of subject headings date from the first half of the 19th century. A systematic and 
really comprehensive subject access represented by subject heading strings was launched at the 
beginning of the 1950s. In the period 1960s - 1980s, complex UDC notations were implemented 
alongside subject heading strings. In the 1990s subject heading strings, free keywords and top 
level of UDC numbers were in use.

Research conducted in the early 1980s showed that subject access has remained one of the most 
dominant approaches in Czech library catalogues. The study indicated that 45% of searches 
conducted in library catalogues are related to subject searches.

A survey of indexing languages and classification schemes used in Czechia (Fig.1) conducted in 
1997 by the National Library of the Czech Republic showed that the preferred subject access tool 
is a list of free keywords. By the end of the 1990s, there was a great diversity in subject access 
tools provided by Czech libraries.
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subject headings strings 24%

descriptors, thesauri 14%

free keywords 79%

UDC classification 64%

Figure 1 - Survey of subject access tools used in Czechia in the 1990s 

Search results based on titles (including subtitles and series titles) may be incomplete and 
inadequate because the words used in titles are often figurative and do not express the subject 
of documents (especially in Czech) with precision; most important topics may not be mentioned 
in titles, and/or subtitles; variant spellings may be used and synonyms and homographs control 
do not exist.

When uncontrolled, semi-controlled terms, i.e. free headings, free keywords, are assigned by 
cataloguers, search results may be inadequate and incomplete because all documents on a given 
subject are not entered under one uniform and standardised subject term; variant spellings may 
occur; synonyms and homographs control do not exist.

Subject headings lists were designed for general collections covering all subjects based on pre-
coordination; two or three subject heading strings usually cover the content of the document; 
main heading in subject heading strings may be further specified by subdivisions, which are 
used to bring out aspects of the main heading.

Specialized thesauri are designed above all for specific collections and are based on post-
coordination. The content of a document is covered by a set of descriptors (preferred terms); 
relationships between terms (equivalence, hierarchy and association) are expressed by cross 
references.

In terms of classification systems, the Universal Decimal Classification (UDC) is widely used in 
Czechia (Balíková, 2007).

In 1998, the Working Group on Subject Access and National Cataloguing Policy Committee 
decided to create a controlled subject access tool to unify and harmonize subject cataloguing 
process, and as a result a new subject cataloguing policy was accepted. Since then, the national 
subject authority file based on Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) and UDC has been 
developed and used among libraries of different types.
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4. Overview of subject access in the English speaking world in the 1990s

By the same time (in 1998), libraries in the USA and English speaking countries had already 
celebrated the 100th anniversary of the Red Books (the LCSH system). In 2000, the Bicentennial 
Conference on Bibliographic Control for the New Millennium took place, where new possibilities 
of accessing information resources (Web resources included) were formulated:

•	 To	 improve	 access	 to	 Web	 resources	 through	 library	 catalogues	 and	 applications	 of	
metadata;

•	 To	promote	changes	to	AACR2	that	are	coherent,	flexible,	and	adaptable	to	accessing	the	
proliferation and diversity of Web resources;

•	 To	encourage	wider	use	of	authorised	subject	and	classification	systems,	such	as	LCSH,	
Library of Congress Classification (LCC) and Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC), to 
enhance resource organization and discovery.

According to Chan (2000), 

•	 There	 are	 certain	 limitations	 to	 extend	 traditional	 subject	 access	 tools	 to	 networked	
resources;

•	 Schemes	 scalable	 in	 semantics	and	 flexible	 in	 syntax,	 structure,	 and	application	would	
be more capable of meeting the requirements of a diversity of information retrieval 
environments and the needs of different user communities;

•	 Sophisticated	technology	can	be	used	to	extend	the	usefulness	and	to	enhance	the	power	
of traditional tools; together, they may offer better subject access than many methods 
currently used in full-text document analysis and retrieval on the Web.

The ALCTS/SAC/Subcommittee (1999) identified and specified requirements for subject 
control schemes used to access information resources in libraries and on the web as follows 
(Dean, 2003):

•	 Be	simple	and	easy	to	apply	and	to	comprehend;
•	 Be	 intuitive	 so	 that	 sophisticated	 training	 in	 subject	 indexing	 and	 classification,	while	

highly desirable, is not required in order to implement;
•	 Be	logical	so	that	it	requires	the	least	effort	to	understand	and	implement;
•	 Be	scalable	for	implementation	from	the	simplest	to	the	most	sophisticated.

The functions of effective subject access tools were identified by Chan (2001):

•	 To	assist	searchers	in	identifying	the	most	efficient	paths	for	subject	retrieval;.
•	 To	help	users	focus	their	searches;
•	 To	enable	optimal	recall;
•	 To	enable	optimal	precision;
•	 To	assist	searchers	in	developing	alternative	search	strategies;
•	 To	provide	all	of	the	above	in	the	most	efficient,	effective,	and	economical	manner.
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5. The functions and advantages of a universal classification system 

A universal classification scheme applied to the networked environment can enhance subject 
access because

•	 It	covers	all	subjects
•	 It	enables	browsing	and	navigation

“Browsing is particularly helpful for inexperienced users or for users not familiar with a subject 
and its structure and terminology ... The structure of the classification scheme can be displayed 
in different ways as a navigation aid, or the classification notation does not even need to be 
displayed on the screen so an inexperienced user can have the advantage of using a hierarchical 
scheme without the distraction of the notation itself” (Koch & Day, 1997).

•	 Enables	broadening	and	narrowing	of	searches	and	provides	for	easy	and	quick	creation	
of collections of related resources in a hierarchical structure

•	 Provides	context	to	search	terms
•	 Supports	interoperability	between	information	systems
•	 Enables	 easy	multilingual	 access	 to	 collections	 because	 it	 is	 a	 language	 independent	

coding
•	 Language	independent	notations	can	be	linked	to	search	terms	of	various	verbal	languages

•	 It	is	possible	to	search	in	more	than	one	language	at	the	same	time
•	 Other	languages	can	be	added	later	without	the	need	to	classify	the	resources	again
•	 Can	 serve	 as	 reference	 or	 switching	 language	 which	 enables	 conversion	 between	

information languages
•	 It	is	possible	to	provide	the	same	level	of	specificity	in	all	participating	languages.

6. The Czech National Subject Authority File – CZENAS and UDC

Having all this all in mind, we decided to create a comprehensive universal thesaurus which 
would integrate both systems – indexing terms and classification codes – in order to enable an 
effective information search and retrieval system.
The Czech Subject Authority File represents a structured controlled vocabulary which systematically 
identifies the basic semantic relationships (equivalence, hierarchical and associative) between 
terms in natural language, and is designed for both post and pre-coordination.

The work on the subject authority file started in 2000. Our intention was to create a standardized 
system of controlled terms which could serve the needs of both professionals (cataloguers, 
indexers) and non-professionals, e.g. Web content creators as well. We tried to offer them an 
organizing tool not only for retrieval purposes, but for tagging resources as well. Research 
studies conducted in 1998-1999 showed that non-professionals (students, technicians, scientists 
and teachers) would like to use a standardized indexing and retrieval tool, but simple either in 
structure (like the Dublin Core metadata element set) and in syntax (a descriptor-type system), 
and with up-to-date terminology.
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Several reasons supported our choice of the UDC system as a complementary tool in the Czech 
Authority File. The UDC system has been developed in sufficient depth to enable its application 
to all kinds of collections, both specialised libraries and other memory institutions. As explained 
by Slavic, Cordeiro and Riesthuis (2007), the UDC schedules are “organized in such a way that 
generally applicable concepts (common auxiliary tables) are kept as separate facets so they can 
be re-used and combined across disciplines and fields of knowledge with any subject within 
the main discipline hierarchies”. “Discipline-specific concepts (processes, operations, agents, 
materials etc.)” which can be used in each main class/discipline, are aggregated into facets 
called special auxiliary tables and these can be combined with any main class number within the 
respective discipline” (Ibid.). 

Each UDC class number is “to be combined with any other class to express complex or 
interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary subjects”. The synthesis is the most significant feature of 
UDC and it is “facilitated by: a) notation devices known as facet indicators (punctuation marks) 
and b) relationship symbols denote the type of relationship between two numbers. Thus 
simple numbers are clearly delimited one from another allowing for easy composition and 
decomposition of synthesised UDC statements” (Ibid.).

The UDC vocabulary “does not have to be large and yet it can be used to generate a very large 
number of subject representations, at a very detailed level”. UDC is flexible to cover the whole 
universe of knowledge, meaning that “numbers for new and emerging subjects or for the 
innovative treatment of existing phenomena” (Ibid.) can be created. The usual citation order 
of the elements in the synthesised numbers can be changed to meet particular needs of the 
collections. UDC can be used in “a simple way as a disciplinary, hierarchical classification, which is 
widely adopted for shelf-arrangement of books and non-book material” (Ibid.). 

Many libraries in Czechia “often combine shorter and simple UDC numbers for shelf arrangement 
and more detailed, synthesized, UDC numbers for content indexing and information retrieval” 
(Ibid.). Each institution may define “a local indexing policy” and “determine the level of complexity 
and specificity” (Ibid.) of UDC class marks.

“In order to classify using classification schemes such as UDC, a classification system would 
ideally “contain” classification numbers as they would be applied in real situations. Classification 
schemes used for this purpose would ideally contain both simple and compound numbers with 
the vocabulary established in an authority file. In addition to the list of numbers an alphabetical 
subject index is essential and this must be enriched with natural language terms likely to occur 
in an actual full-text database” (McIlwaine, 2000).

Most of the UDC codes in the Czech Subject authority file are compound; facet indicators and 
relational symbols most often used in the Czech subject authority file are mentioned in the table 
below, Fig. 2.
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Figure 2 – Facet indicators (punctuation marks) and relational symbols 
used in UDC codes in CZENAS
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6.1 Structure and content of authority records 
CZENAS is formally organized so that existing relationships between concepts are made explicit. 
Each term is placed in context, allowing a user to distinguish between different meanings of 
terms. The basic units of CZENAS are authority records.
 
The subject authority record is a set of information about an indexing term. Each authority record 
contains the established form of the indexing term, see from references, see also from references, 
equivalent UDC notation, equivalent Conspectus category, English equivalent and notes. The 
record also contains coded data that describes characteristics of the record.

Control no.  ph114543

Heading  filozofie jazyka 

Seen form filosofie jazyka

Broader term  filozofie

 lingvistika

Narrower term  nominalismus

Related term  pojem (logika)

 význam (logika)

English  philosophy of language

Scope note Obor analytické filozofie.

UDC  81:1

Conspectus 81 - Lingvistika. Jazyky [11]

Figure 3 – Example of a subject authority record

Form of indexing terms
The form of index terms is intended to help cataloguers and researchers to select the most 
appropriate term(s) for indexing and retrieval. Each indexing term (preferred term) represents 
a single concept (unit of thought). A concept may be expressed by a single-word or multi-word 
term.

Ex: “panoramata”/”panorama”; “památkově chráněná území”/”historically preserved areas”

Nouns, noun phrases
Concepts are represented mostly by nouns or noun phrases; adjectives are used to modify 
nouns, adverbs are used only when they form an integral part of a term, and verbs are not 
used as indexing terms. Compound terms are used as complementary features to single words. 
Compound terms in the form of noun phrases are included if they represent a single concept 
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and exist in common usage. Complex concepts can be sometimes expressed in a single word, 
but are more often conveyed by multi-word terms that are admissible in the subject authority 
file as preferred terms.

Singular and plural, and word order
In library organization systems, there is a convention to use plural forms for terms denoting 
countable objects and the singular form for terms representing groups and abstract concepts. 
If the singular and plural forms have different meanings, both forms are used. Terms consisting 
of more than one word (multi-word terms) should be used in natural language order without 
inversion. In Czech museums organization system, there is a convention to use singular form for 
objects and inversion in multi-words terms at the item/object level description.

Ex.: “subject authorities” (libraries); “authority, subject” (museums)

Abbreviations and acronyms
Abbreviations and acronyms are selected as preferred terms if they have a well established usage 
and are unambiguous.

Ex.: preferred form: “AIDS”; variant form: “acquired immunodeficiency syndrome”

Homographs
When two terms are identical in form and have different meanings (homographs), i.e. when a 
term is ambiguous, distinctions must be made between terms: a parenthetical qualifier should 
be added to the indexing term. Parenthetic qualifiers are used to disambiguate homographs and 
to clarify terms whose meaning or context in time and space may cause confusion. Qualifiers 
become part of the term and must be included in indexing or searching.

Ex.: “pohyb (biologie)” / “motion (biology)”; “pohyb (filozofie)” / “motion (philosophy)”; “pohyb 
(fyzika)” / “motion (physics)”

Semantic relationships
CZENAS contains three types of semantic relationship: Equivalence, Hierarchy and Association. 

The equivalence relationship covers synonyms. Synonyms are different words (or sometimes 
phrases) with identical or very similar meanings.

Ex.: preferred form: “mobilní knihovny” / “mobile libraries” 
 variant form: “pojízdné knihovny”

The hierarchical relationship links broader and narrower terms. Some CZENAS terms belong 
to only one hierarchy or tree structure. However, in some cases a CZENAS term may have two 
broader terms or two different hierarchical relationships (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4 – Example of one and more hierarchies in CZENAS

The associative relationship can be employed when two terms overlap in meaning. In CZENAS 
the associative relationships are symmetrical, that is, related terms are used in the opposite 
direction as well.

Ex.: “odborné texty” / “professional texts” 
 related term: “odborné písemné práce” / “professional papers”

The mapping process between Czech verbal expressions and UDC numbers is being done 
intellectually. Candidates of controlled terms are chosen with document in hand (from 
bottom up) in order to suggest terms as specific as needed and reasonable (not as specific as 
possible). Single or complex UDC numbers (pre-combined) are linked, and English equivalents 
of preferred terms, mostly LCSH terms, are chosen. Sometimes we are not successful in finding 
LCSH equivalents because the LC terms are too broad: in this case, the reference sources like LC 
titles and subtitles files, Web pages, full text databases, language vocabularies, encyclopaedias, 
and other reference manuals are consulted. The proposals of preferred terms linked to the UDC 
class numbers and English equivalents are sent to a special senior cataloguers working group for 
approval; the approved authority records are entered into the authority database via a special 
programme procedure.

6.2 Searching techniques applied in CZENAS
The subject authority file can be browsed by controlled terms, English equivalents, UDC notations, 
geographic names, formal descriptors, and chronological terms. The authority file is searchable 
by verbal terms only at present. It can be browsed by the Conspectus categorization structure 
as well.
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Figure 5 – Topical authority file browsed by the Conspectus scheme

A second level of the Conspectus categorization structure improves the support for systematic 
browsing of topical terms (Fig. 6).

Figure 6 – Browsing selected Conspectus Categories according to UDC

Figure 7 – Example of selected topical terms in both Czech and English languages
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6.3 Coverage and composition of the National subject authority file

The National subject authority file consists of four specific authority files:

•	 Topical	authority	file
•	 Geographic	authority	file
•	 Genre/form	authority	file	(formal	descriptors)
•	 Chronological	authority	file

Topical authority file
The topical authority file contains authorized indexing terms (descriptor-type) assigned to 
bibliographic records. The file includes topical headings as well as names for special entities 
representing the subject of an information resource. There are two kinds of authority records 
in topical subject authority file: full and minimal level records. The full records contain all 
references as needed; in minimal records (music headings), only main caption, variant forms as 
See references, UDC notation, and English equivalent are presented (Fig.8).

Figure 8 – Example of full and minimal level topical records

Geographic authority file
The Authority file of geographic names is a structured vocabulary including names of geographical 
entities relevant for the subject cataloguing in Czechia. It is intended as an official repository of 
national geographic features names. It contains expressions referring to any object or place which 
has a geographic name i.e. a proper name consisting of one or more words, used to designate an 
individual geographic entity. It also contains information about physical and cultural geographic 
features in Czechia and associated areas, both current and historical, including the names of 
natural features (nature parks, trails), populated places, civil divisions, areas and regions, as well 
as cultural features such as roads, streets, highways, bridges, etc. Geographic terms are linked to 
the geographic area code and the UDC area class notation.

In 2008, we conducted a research study and found appropriated to include coordinates in 
authority records of geographic names and features, because they bring important information 
about the entity described in the authority record (Fig.9). 
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Figure 9 – Example of the application of geographic coordinates  
in authority record for places

Genre/Form authority file
The Genre/Form authority file is a structured vocabulary containing terms indicating the form, 
genre and/or physical characteristics of the materials being described. Genre terms designate the 
style or technique in which the intellectual content of the document is presented, e.g. biographies, 
essays, hymns, reviews or historical novels. Form terms designating physical characteristics 
specify document’s functions or their presentation format. Terms are distinguished by an 
examination of a documents presentation format, following the order of information within the 
document, or the subject of the intellectual content, e.g. dictionaries, diaries, directories, journals 
or questionnaires (Fig. 10).

Figure 10 – Example of UDC index of formal descriptors in both Czech and English languages

7. Potential use of the national authority files in memory institutions

A growing number of memory institutions in Czechia are publishing digital images of individual 
objects from their collections on their Web sites. When memory institutions create a catalogue of 
digital images and descriptions of the objects contained in their collections, they are creating a 
significant part of a digital library. However, while libraries did take advantages of the possibility 
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to make their collections available online, the process for museums, galleries and archives has 
been in a sense more painful and with internal resistance by their professionals and managers: 
putting memory institutions’ collections online involves first of all reconsidering their mission 
and memory institutions’ interpretation.

New technologies brought to memory institutions’ professionals not only the possibility to 
manage their collections but also to put them “accessible to other institutions and their onsite 
public” (Sully, 2006), meaning a change in the practice, from collection management systems 
to content management systems, from object oriented to user oriented systems. Such changes 
imply a new approach to users, offering them access to information by means of human and 
machine understandable manners.

Two approaches are possible to inform the public on museums’, galleries’ and archives’ collections/
fonds: i) at the collection level and ii) at the item/object level. Are both of them useful? 

Data providers should expose metadata records at the smallest level of granularity appropriate 
for the resources being described (Rice University, 2007). Item/object-level description is most 
appropriate for resources whose “individual characteristics are of primary importance to end-
users, where the differences between a resource and other similar resources are significant. 
E-prints, published materials, letters, photographs, paintings, and museum objects are some 
categories of resources for which item-level description is most likely useful” Digital Library 
Federation, 2007). It is, therefore, important to provide records for individual resources to allow 
end-users to locate and access them. Item-level description is not useful for those resources 
which “a creator or manager has organized or grouped as component parts into a coherent 
whole that serves as the resource of interest to end-users. Learning objects, web sites, and some 
types of archival collections are categories of resources for which collection-level description 
may be the most convenient for the end-user” (Ibid.).

According to EAD - Encoding Archive Description (Paradigm, 2008), item/object-level description 
enables:

•	 To	deliver	what	users	want	in	an	online	catalogue.
•	 To	 mediate	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 digital	 object,	 providing	 rich	 contextual	

information and ensuring that users fully understand the archival item.
•	 To	distinguish	clearly	between	the	hard-copy	and	digital	elements	of	a	hybrid	archive,	and	

to draw out the relationships between these elements more fully.
•	 To	enable	direct	links	to	be	made	from	the	catalogue	entry	to	the	digital	object	it	describes.

 
Item-level description is still very important among curators in Czech museums. Curators agree 
with the opinion that “researchers want to see what an archive contains by browsing the catalogue 
before having direct access to original material” (Ibid.). If professionals provide access just at 
collection level, and the link to digital images occurs at that level only, end-users would not benefit 
from having access to a item-level description of the individual objects/component items.
Czech curators take the item-level description as a very important tool of intellectual control over 
the proper content of the folders themselves. It enables them to protect the interests of those 
who are represented in them.

A collection-level description provides information about the collection as a whole rather than 
about individual items within a collection. Collection level description should:
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•	 Enable	 cross-disciplinary	 and	 multi-level	 access	 to	Web	 and	 database	 resources	 for	 a	
diverse audience.

•	 Support	 data	 sharing	 among	 memory	 institutions	 (libraries,	 museums,	 archives,	 and	
galleries) to be interoperable at the local, national, and even global level (Dunn, 2000).

7.1 Controlled vocabularies used in item/object- and collection-level description
Effective and efficient retrieval of digitized materials such as images of individual objects from the 
collection of memory institutions depends basically on the methodology and a suitable, standardized 
terminology applied to access these materials at collection and object/item-level descriptions.

The same controlled terms/descriptors might be used in both collection- and object/item-level 
descriptions; more importantly, UDC equivalent notations, being language-independent codes 
can ensure semantic links (hyperlinks) between descriptions of individual objects and their 
class/category. By creating these hyperlinks, both general and specific requests can be covered, 
regardless of the users´ knowledge level and discipline.

In some cases memory institutions use highly specialized terminology to describe their 
collections. “Each scientific discipline has its own methodological approach and uses its own 
terminology. Considering the memory institutions (archives, libraries, museums) as a specific 
part of science, we can’t be surprised that experts of this branch use their own terminology, 
ontology and specific workarounds for dealing with difficulties of their disciplines. Although this 
is very useful for the efficiency of their work, communication among different disciplines can 
be affected by nonexistent common language and many misinterpretations” (Cigánek, 2008). A 
wide range of home-grown indexes and vocabularies are used by Czech museums, galleries and 
archives, from the very specialized to the very general, but very often their terminology is limited 
to local practice (one collection, one institution, one system). 

Memory institutions should use a controlled vocabulary in describing their collections. The 
controlled vocabulary can overcome the “semantic gaps” between the language used by 
experts in one institution and language used by end-users, between professional and “familiar” 
terminology. It is also recommended to combine the free text with controlled terms in describing 
information objects. The free text can be used in the note fields of the description, allowing 
memory institutions to highlight specific aspects of individual items that could not be explained 
by using the controlled vocabulary.

8. The Czech Subject Authority File in real life

CZENAS is well accepted among libraries of all types in Czechia. Most of regional research libraries 
participate in the creation of this controlled vocabulary sending us proposals of geographic and 
topical authority records. Our intention is to integrate the Czech subject authority file into the 
process of presentation of memory institutions collections on the Web at both the collection- 
and object/item-levels.

There are two portals in Czechia which could serve as a good example of collection-level 
description: CES (Central Registry of Museum-Type Collections) maintained by the Ministry of 
Culture, and PEvA (Program for Evidence in Archives) maintained by the Ministry of the Interior 
and the Archive Groups in the Czech Republic.



269

PROCEEDINgS UDC Seminar 2009 | Classification at a Crossroads: Multiple Directions to Usability

EXTENSIONS AND CORRECTIONS TO THE UDC, 31 (2009)

PEvA (Program for Evidence in Archives) 
The PEvA database consists of entries with the name of the fonds (archive group), the name of 
the archives wherein the relevant archival fonds is deposited, fonds’ footage, place(s) of origin, 
name of the originator in the original language and wording, time extent of the fonds and finding 
aids available at the archives where the fonds is stored. The database contains entries about 154 
789 archive groups (769 339,15 running metres of historical records and documents) and 114 
889 finding aids.

Figure 11 – Main page of the PEvA (Program for Evidence in Archives)

End-users (professional and Internet users) can search by:

Name of the fonds   Fonds’ place of origin
Time extent of the fonds  Fonds originator (agency)
Thematic description  Finding aids

Each of these items may be represented by National Authorities terms, e.g. “Leopold II., toskánský 
velkovévoda, 1797-1870”, “family archives”, “enlightened absolutism”, (Fig. 12):

Figure 12 – Example of archive collection-level record
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CES (Central Registry of Museum-type Collections)
The Central Registry of Museum-type Collections (CES) is an information system accessible to 
the general public, representing a complete overview of museums and galleries funded by the 
government or by regional or local municipalities. It provides a list of their collections and also 
contains information relating to collections that are owned by other legal entities or individuals. 
Selected data included is:

•	 The	name	of	the	collection.
•	 The	owner	of	the	collection.
•	 The	manager	of	the	collection,	which	is	as	a	rule	a	museum	or	gallery	(a	gallery	being	a	

fine arts museum)
•	 Separately	 recorded	 parts	 constituting	 the	 collections;	 each	 of	 these	 parts	 (“sub-

collections”) is focused on a specific area.
•	 Characteristics	of	each	sub-collection,	containing:
•	 The	territory	from	which	the	sub-collection	primarily	comes;
•	 The	period	that	is	primarily	documented	by	the	sub-collection,	and	a	brief	history	of	the	

sub-collection;
•	 The	types	of	objects	and	materials	that	are	primarily	represented	in	the	sub-collection;	
•	 Indication	of	whether	the	sub-collection	includes	cultural	relics	or	archival	documents.

Figure 13 – Main web page of the CES

Metadata describes a collection as a whole, not in terms of its constituent items. When assigning 
classification codes to a collection or sub-collections, some aspects must be taken into 
consideration, such as the context and purpose of the collection, and its cultural and physical 
content. It is necessary to provide contextual subject and discipline analysis. UDC is more flexible 
and convenient to express all aspects in describing collections or sub-collections as a whole. 
Due to its faceted approach and a range of notational devices, UDC is able to stress the purpose 
of the collections by expressing the discipline at the first position without breaking its rules or 
instructions, e.g. “geological collections” 55:069.5.
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Figure 14 – Example of collection-level description at the CES

In Dewey Decimal Classification almost all collections should be entered at the 026 or 027 main 
class (with the exception of the art collections which are identified by 708s). “DDC provides 
collection/level analysis in the 026/027s” (Thomson & Dunsire, 2006). Being so, the classmark 
for medical libraries should be 026.61. “Assigning practically every collection-level record a 
classmark in the 026 area seems particularly useless” (Ibid.). It is recommended to “resolve various 
aspects of a collection into one singular DDC notation which reflects the collection as a whole” 
(Ibid.). According to collection’s purpose and contextual subject/discipline analysis, it is possible 
to assign a medical library collection the classmark 610 (Ibid.).

Applying the combination of verbal expression and UDC notation provides the means to 
overcome differences in form of terms, e.g. singular versus plural, variant verbal terms used in 
assigning “aggregation of individual items (objects, resources)”: libraries and museums use the 
term “collections” , archives prefer variant term “fonds”, etc.

Figure 15 – Example of sub-collections’ index with extension  
of CZENAS terms and UDC notations
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Using controlled terms in descriptions at the object/item and collection-levels make subject 
access easier for the end-user, offering them standardized terminology at both levels. For 
instance, different terminology is applied at the collection-level description presented in the 
portal and in the Web page of the institution (Fig. 16).

Figure 16 – Example of different terminology used in the CES portal  
and in a Web page of museum

When describing individual objects, the same terms may be used, but they may differ in singular/
plural form and inversion of terms. These problems can be overcome by using the UDC code as 
an intermediary element, so that both forms may be allowed.

Figure 17– Example of descriptors used at item-level description  
that correspond with terms used in CZENAS
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9. Conclusion

Let me conclude by answering the question raised in the introduction: subject authority 
control, the controlled indexing languages (thesauri, subject heading systems) and classification 
systems are still very useful, even highly needed. They serve both the professionals (specialists 
for knowledge organisation systems, librarians, archivists, and curators) and end-users as well. 
They are important for development of KOS based on semantic technologies and ontologies, 
etc. Controlled vocabularies and classifications support standardisation and harmonisation of 
terminology in specific domains with an impact on their methodological procedures. As to the 
UDC system, it has been proved to be as flexible enough and the most capable of all current 
classification systems, reflecting all possible requirements raised by users of all types of memory 
institutions. The example of the Czech National Subject Authority File shows that UDC provides 
effective ways of how to express new concepts without breaking its own internal rules.
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