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Introduction

In the last few decades, technologies such as video-recording and computer-based graphics packages have made
images and tools for their creation widely accessible. Advances in technology have made digitization and
transmission of images over long distances possible using both network and satellite technology, and these factors
have produced a growing number of collections of images stored in digital format. However, providing means of
access to the visual content of images has not kept pace with the advances in their production, storage, and
transmission.

Access to the visual content of images is provided through indexing and classification systems. However,
many images in collections are indexed only minimally, and even something seemingly as simple as assigning a
"creator" for an image can be complex, as in a photograph or slide of a painting or an object. Access points often
provide bibliographic information (perhaps the name of the photographer), and frequently do not capture a variety
of information relating to the visual content of an image. Many authors concur that the major intellectual problem
involved in access to images is the question of how to index them (Lynch, 1991) and there is, at present, a "dismal
state of visual indexing in the United States" (Snow, 1990, p. 227).

Currently, human intuition and intelligence is used to develop methods for the analysis and indexing of
images, and text-based systems are still primarily used for image retrieval. The museum and library communities
have developed a number of systems for image indexing, each addressing particular aspects of an image pictorial
matter or iconographical meaning), the needs of a particular collection (Christian art, academic library), or the type
of user (art historian, architect), and some researchers have proposed theoretical bases for image indexing (Shatford,
1986). However, an indexing system can also limit the types of access available for images to that provided by the
particular indexing system. Choosing an appropriate and useful system is often difficult, and little is actually known
about how people or specific groups of users search for images or what attributes or features of an image are most
likely to be searched upon.

Image indexing systems

Historically, classification systems for images arose from the need to establish an easily understood and
predictable place for each slide, photograph, or other visual item within a manual filing system. The motivation
behind many of these cataloging schemes was purely pragmatic, and there was little interest in a theoretical
approach to classification; these classification systems are an eclectic mix of subject, iconography, time period, and
various other access points.

Many of the more recent classification systems for images have had their foundations in the broader
concerns of art information, and several of these draw from theories of aesthetics and interpretation (Couprie, 1983;
Garnier, 1984). One concept which is expressed in many of the classification systems in one way or another is that
of levels of iconographical meaning (Panofsky, 1955; 1962). Markey (1986, 3-5) explains that iconographical
descriptors succinctly carry additional information about possible content. For instance, a subject heading of
"Agony in the Garden" implies a praying Christ, an outdoor scene, and at least three sleeping disciples,whereas
identification of lower-level primary subject matter would require that many entities be listed. However, these levels
of interpretation require a high level of sophistication upon the part of both the indexer and the image searcher, and
problems occur when a novice to these schemes tries to search an image within them. Iconographical classification
systems require searchers to possess a specific and extensive knowledge of symbolic, literary, and cultural
conventions, interpretations, and meanings, and while traditional iconographical systems may be useful for the art
historical community, they are not useful for a more diverse community of searchers, because the levels of meaning
addressed are frequently quite narrow.
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