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This paper presents the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus; a controlled vocabulary for the new Italian 

subject indexing language. We will explain the structural and functional characteristics of this tool, 

however this paper involves aspects dealt with at the Session A of this Satellite meeting, dedicated 

to “Systems, tools and standards in subject indexing”. 

The Nuovo soggettario project was much awaited by the Italian library community. It is a “system” 

consisting of codified rules (concerning terminology and syntax), and of a general Thesaurus; it is 

edited by the National Central Library of Florence (BNCF).1 The BNCF has always had a relevant 

role in the elaboration and updating of indexing tools and is an important node in the National 

Library Service (SBN), the Italian library network, in which 3,200 government, university, public 

and private libraries are currently involved.2 The project evolved with the aim to renew the 

preceding subject indexing tool, Soggettario per i cataloghi delle biblioteche italiane, which was 

published in 1956.3 It was necessary to adapt it to international standards and principles, as well as 

                                                 
1 Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, Nuovo soggettario. Guida al sistema italiano di indicizzazione per soggetto. 
Prototipo del Thesaurus. Milano: Editrice bibliografica, 2006 © (stampa 2007).  
2 The libraries participating in SBN are organized in nodes distributed throughout the national territory, connected to a 
central system (the Index), which then sets up the general catalogue of the libraries in the network 
<http://www.iccu.sbn.it/genera.jsp?s=5&l=en>  
3 Soggettario per i cataloghi delle biblioteche italiane, a cura della Biblioteca nazionale centrale di Firenze. Firenze: 
Stamperia Il cenacolo, 1956. 
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to the recent developments in the field of subject indexing and to the ever growing needs posed by 

the “new generation of users is confronted with an ever growing amount and choice of information 

and scholarly resources, both in print and electronic formats”.4 

The Nuovo soggettario took advantage of the essential participation of the Italian National 

Bibliography (BNI), based at the BNCF, as well as from the development and input of Italian and 

foreign experts. It also has the scientific support of GRIS (the Italian Library Association’s 

Research Group on Subject Indexing). 

In 2007, a volume was published containing the rules of subject indexing and a prototype of the on-

line Thesaurus was made accessible on the web. Now the Thesaurus, which is continuously 

evolving, is much more than a prototype and is free accessible via the BNCF’s web site or available 

to libraries on annual subscription for single-user or site licences. However, our goal is to make it 

completely free by 2010.5 

The Thesaurus is steadily growing thanks to the work done by the BNCF, and since 2009, also by 

external collaborations of several institutions.6 The BNI started to use the Nuovo soggettario since 

2007 and now other libraries are gradually moving on to the new system, creating a great change in 

the Italian conventional subject cataloguing. We therefore would like to take this opportunity to 

explain the features, functionality and structural components of the Thesaurus. More general aspects 

of the project and the subject indexing in Italy will be presented at the Classification and Indexing 

Open Session in Milan on August 27, 2009.7 

                                                 
4 P. Landry, From traditional subject indexing to web indexing: the challenges of libraries and standards, presented at 
the Conference “Il mondo in biblioteca. La biblioteca nel mondo”, held in Milan, 12-14 March 2009. 
<http://www.bibliotecheoggi.it/stelline2009/index.html> 
5The thesaurus is available at:   http://www.edigeo-
online.it/Nuovo_soggettario/#?rigamenu=Nuovo%20soggettario.%20Thesaurus.  
The decision to temporarily access the Thesaurus through an annual subscription of € 85.00, is tied to the method of 
financing the project. Contributions from private entities and income derived from subscriptions are allowing the 
continuation and financing of external collaborators, which without, the Library would not have been able to advance 
and develop the project. 
6 The institutions that collaborate in the project are: University Library of Bocconi in Milan, the University of Pisa, 
Area library, archival and museum, Mario Rostoni Library of Carlo Cattaneo University of Castellanza (LIUC), the 
Institute of Theories and Techniques in Law (ITTIG) of the National Counsil of Research (CNR), the IDEST Society 
7 A. Cheti, A. Lucarelli, F. Paradisi, Subject indexing in Italy: recent advances and future perspectives, Milan, IFLA 
2009. 
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Fundamental aspects of Nuovo soggettario 

The Nuovo soggettario system: 

a. it has been conceived as a system to be applied in both pre-coordinated and post-coordinated 

indexing environments. For example the editorial office of “Liber”, a private party with whom 

the BNCF has created a partnership in order to increase the coverage of the BNI Children’s 

book series,8 has adopted the terms from the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus for indexing by 

keywords. This feature is an important advantage for libraries, especially for the ones that lack 

of resources and cannot sustain a pre-coordinated indexing system; 

b. is based on the analytico-synthetic model, illustrated by Pino Buizza in his paper, Subject 

analysis and indexing: an "Italian version" of the Analytical-synthetic model. This model allows 

to create subject strings using controlled vocabulary terms, which are interconnected according 

to the rules of a conventional syntax; 

c. is a flexible and modular system to be applied both in general and specialized information 

environments, characterized by different type of resources (graphic material, audiovisual, etc.) 

or by different domains; 

d. is made up of four interactive components: (a) the Thesaurus; (b) the rules for the vocabulary 

control and construction of subject strings; (c) a Manual for users, including instructions and 

sample applications, both semantic and/or syntactic; (d) and the BNCF’s OPAC subject strings.  

                                                 
8 La bibliografia nazionale dei libri per ragazzi. - 2006-    . Campi Bisenzio: Idest, [2006]-    . Published every three 
months as supplement of LiBeR. Edited by The National Central Library of Florence. 
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The Thesaurus  

The Thesaurus is the core of the whole system. The search interface allows consultation with the 

digital version of the old indexing tool (Soggettario 1956 and its updates), thus providing a 

complete access to old and new terms.  
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The Thesaurus is a general vocabulary which is continuously growing in many directions. It is 

constantly enriched by terms: 

1. either derived from the Soggettario (1956) and its updates; that is if they are still useful and 

supported by literary warrant, - are obtained to complete semantic relationships, and in this case, 

are derived also from other references; 

2. or are proposed during the document indexing by the users of  Nuovo soggettario in the BNI 

and in other libraries, that since 2009, have begun to use the Nuovo soggettario proposed 

terminology, both general and specialized, not yet present in the Thesaurus.  

3. or are new terms, both general and specialized, proposed by the BNI cataloguers during the 

daily indexing procedure and by other libraries that, since 2009, have begun to use the Nuovo 

soggettario. 

 

General Features 

It is a general Thesaurus, either because involves different domains and because is applicable to  

indexing of different kind of information resources (for example, in the National library of  

Florence has been used for indexing the photographs of a rare 20th century collection (Fondo 

Pannunzio). The importance of the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus lies in the fact that it represents the 

first Italian general thesaurus. It is true that there are other multi-disciplinary thesauri in Italy, but 

mostly they cover social sciences, law and economics, but none of them is truly general. 

Since the final publication of the new ISO 25964 NP is still pending, the Thesaurus complies the 

ISO 2788-1986, but has also taken into account the most recent standards such as the ANSI/NISO 

Z39.19-2005 and the British standard BS 8723:2005-2008.9 

The user interface has been on-line available since January 2007 and is periodically updated by 

migration of records from the management database, which is in the BNCF  server;  

                                                 
9 ANSI/NISO Z.39.19.2005: Guidelines for the Costruction, Format and Management of Monolingual Controlled 
Vocabularies. Bethesda (USA): NISO Press. <http://www.niso.org/standards/resources/Z39-19-2005.pdf>; BS 
8723:2005-2008 - British Standards Institution. Structured vocabularies for information retrieval. London: British 
Standards Institution. 
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The Thesaurus, when was first published, contained 13,000 terms. It currently consists of about 

33,000 terms, and is expected to reach at least 60,000 terms by 2011,  thus showing a good level of 

development. 

 

Structural Features 

Analyzing the structural features of the vocabulary, we can say that:  

·  it is predominantly a monohierarchical Thesaurus, although in some cases it provides two or 

more broader terms (BT) for the same term. The monohierarchy is constructed by applying the 

facet analysis and previously specified criteria for the order of preference. Polyhierarchy is 

rarely admitted (according to criteria clearly specified) and always in compliance with the 

principles governing the hierarchical relationships. For example, it is applied to terms that 

indicate "literary genres" (e.g.. “Italian lyric poetry” has a double BT: Lyric poetry and Italian 

poetry), or it can be applied to certain types of compound terms (e.g. “ Drug addicted workers”, 

whose BTs are Workers and Drug addicts); 

·  the facet analysis has a fundamental role in organizing the terms inside a classificatory structure 

based on four main categories and on additional characteristics of division. In this way, the 

development of hierarchies appears orderly and consistent. The faceted analysis gives organic 

unity to the construction of the vocabulary and, as mentioned above, establishes orders of 

precedence, thus preventing the proliferation of polyhierarchies;10 

·  this rich Thesaurus, as we shall see, is capable to easily manage the transition between the old 

and new form of terms. It has the characteristic of being "transparent", meaning that it submits 

data that clarifies, to the user, the complex task of semantic analysis performed by those who 

arranged it. One of its strengths is undoubtedly the large compilation of information apparatus 

associated with each term, as well as the links to other electronic resources. 

                                                 
10A. Cheti – F. Paradisi, Facet analysis in the development of a general controlled vocabulary, in Axiomathes (2008) 
vol. 18, n. 2,  p. 223–241 
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·  The semantic relationships are those determined by the standards; but, in addition to the typical 

relationships, other relationships are also provided, namely those linking formerly used forms to 

the new ones: 

1. the relationship of historical variant links preferred terms of the Nuovo soggettario to the 

formerly used terms which are no longer accepted. This relationship recalls the indication, 

"Older subject headings" used by the Library of Congress. This relationship expressed by 

the acronym HSF (Historical see for) will allow to load automatic links between old and 

new subject headings in our OPACs, without having to correct each ones (For example: 

Chords <Music>);   

 

 

2. the splitting relationship is expressed by the “UF+” acronym and its reciprocal “USE+”. 

This relationship links complex concepts to preferred terms derived from the splitting and 

vice versa (For example: Parasites).   
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The records of each term provide several notes, such as: definition notes; scope notes (the latter 

being an alternative to the first ones); orientation notes, which are within the scope notes; historical 

notes, which give information on formerly used forms, meanings, and use of terms in Soggettario 

(1956) and its updates; syntactic notes, which give instructions to cataloguers on the use and the 

citation order of terms in the construction of subject strings. 

The above example of “Parasites”, as well as the “UF+” relationship, shows that in the search 

interface, users can easily identify in the Source field of a term record, all the references used to 

check meanings, morphology and literary warrant of the term itself. These references are subject 

heading lists (e.g. LCSH, RAMEAU), general and specialized thesauri (e.g. AAT; EUROVOC; 

MESH), Italian language dictionaries (e.g. Enciclopedia italiana Treccani on-line11, De Mauro on-

line12), and encyclopedias (e.g. Encyclopaedia Britannica, Enciclopedia italiana Treccani etc.). The 

number of our references is continuously evolving and presently consists of about 300 titles. This 

list is accessible from the Thesaurus Home Page (clicking on the “Help button”). However on-line 

                                                 
11 Enciclopedia italiana Treccani on-line: <http://www.treccani.it/portale/opencms/Portale/homePage.html> 
12 De Mauro Paravia on-line: <http://old.demauroparavia.it/> 
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references, mentioned in the Source field of the terms, are directly linked to the corresponding on-

line resources. (For example: Amphitheaters).   

 

Moreover, the Thesaurus shows other language equivalents in the records of terms. At the moment 

there are some English equivalents, that correspond to the terms of Library of Congress Subject 

Headings (LCSH).13 It is also important to specify that the language equivalent relationships have 

been established between Italian and English terms, whilst links between Italian terms and English 

subject strings are not provided. In some cases, the LCSH preferred terms have been recorded in an 

annotation field of the management database, that cannot be seen in the user interface. In other 

cases, the language equivalent relationships have been recorded in a specific field that can be seen 

in the user interface. (For example: Tree of life) 

 

                                                 
13 Library of Congress Authorities. [Subject authority headings], <http://authorities.loc.gov/cgi- 
bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?DB=local&PAGE=First 
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We are only at the beginning of developing the multilingual structure of Nuovo soggettario. We 

hope to resume as soon as possible the contacts, we already had, with the coordination of the 

MACS project14, in order to carry on together the experiences suggested in the previous meetings. 

The Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus constitutes a “separate” and, in some ways, “autonomous” 

component of the whole system, nevertheless it is closely connected to the other side of the 

language: the syntactical side of the system. In fact, many Thesaurus terms present a syntactic note 

giving instructions on how to use them in the building of subject strings, according to the syntactic 

rules provided by the indexing language (a pre-coordinate language). The purpose of the syntactical 

notes is both to facilitate, when necessary, the application of the general syntax rules, and to assist 

cataloguers in the subject string procedure. They consist of a body of instructions, drawn up in 

compliance with the “role analysis” method, including all the necessary indications for a given 

term, such as its syntactical value, logical function, syntactical role and the proper citation order. 

These provisions build a sort of "bridge" between the semantic and syntactical sphere, offering 

guidance to indexers for the citation order. (For example: Conflict of interests) 

 

 

                                                 
14 MACS Project <http://www.nb.admin.ch/slb/slb_professionnel/erschliessen/01495/01497/index.html?lang=it> 
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A User Manual for cataloguers: i.e. a set of practical instructions to help in the application of the 

syntactical rules governing full categories of terms and/or specific bibliographic cases. It will soon 

be available through the user interface. 

 

Semantic Interoperability  

The Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus is based on an "open" structure considering that it has a regular 

quantitative growth; is able to integrate both specialized and sectorial terminology, although it 

works within a general context; and is able to communicate and interact with other specialized 

thesauri and subject indexing tools, through structural models of various kinds, as recent standards 

outlined. 

We believe that two features are particularly important: the semantic interoperability and the 

technical interoperability. Regarding the former, we are currently working on several fronts. One 

important way in which we would like to develop semantic interoperability is through the mapping 

between the Thesaurus terms and the corresponding numbers of the Dewey Decimal Classification 

(DDC). This work, which has already presented at other conferences and workshops, is based on 

criteria and procedures, whose testing is now underway. 

At the moment, 7,290 terms in the Thesaurus are associated with DDC numbers, assigned according 

to the 21st Italian edition (until last year) and according to the 22nd Italian edition (from 2009). The 

BNCF is the editor of DDC Italian versions.15 The link established with DDC numbers through 

intellectual mapping, covers only the terms and numbers in the vocabulary, not the subject 

headings, which is the case with the mapping in "Web Dewey" between Dewey numbers, Library of 

Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) and LCSH authority records.16 

It was not an easy work to define the criteria for the mapping process, as point of view of DDC 

(based on domains) does not coincide with that of a thesaurus. In most cases, the DDC number 

                                                 
15 M. Dewey, Classificazione decimale Dewey e Indice relativo, 22. ed. italiana a cura della Biblioteca nazionale 
centrale di Firenze. Roma: Associazione italiana biblioteche, 2009. 
16 Web Dewey <http://www.oclc.org/DEWEY/versions/webdewey/default.htm> 
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assigned to each Thesaurus term, is the interdisciplinary one, independently from the semantic 

structure to which the term belongs. In the absence of interdisciplinary number, reference is made to 

the specific semantic context of the term in the Thesaurus.  For example: 

Italian subject heading LCSH DDC 22nd ed. 

Viaggi Voyages and travels 910 (Interdisciplinary number) 

Donne intellettuali Women intellectuals 305.489631 (Built number) 

 

 The DDC 22 Italian version is not yet available on-line and therefore the technical interoperability 

between the two tools is still virtual. The assignment of DDC numbers to our terms has however 

greatly contributed in a better management and control of the Thesaurus, for example in the 

possibility of extracting terms belonging to the same discipline, in drawing up statistics, etc.   

 

Prospectives for Web indexing and social indexing for the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus  

Software, exchange formats and protocols   

The Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus adopted the open source software produced by Agrovoc (FAO 

Thesaurus). Naturally, arrangements were made to optimize its functions according to our specific 

needs and requirements. 

The software is based on the Zthes protocol that offers a model for the implementation of thesauri 

accessible via the evolution of Z39.50 protocol, that is SRW (Search/Retrieve Web Service). The 

model is quite general, allowing implementations with other protocols and formats.   

The Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus is not only available on a web browser but, through the Zthes 

protocol, can also interoperate with other applications. The syntax used is SRU (Search-Retrieve via 

URL), that is a syntax-oriented to the world of Web applications. With this syntax, an application 

can encode your request using URL, for example, and a reply will be given in an encrypted XML 
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format.17 The types of semantic relationships, in which it was established, are essentially the same 

provided by the standards. One of the relationships introduced by Zthes is “LE” (Linguistic 

equivalent). This relationship is used to express a particular concept in another language, and 

therefore is useful for mapping between thesauri in different languages.   

At this time Zthes is a suitable model for our needs, however in the near future, we will test a 

conversion into SKOS (Simple Knowledge Organization System), as already done by the Library of 

Congress (for LCSH) and by National Library of France (for RAMEAU), in the framework of the 

TELplus European project and.18 

 

Management of software library system of SBN Nodes and SBN Index (Collective catalog) 

Not all Italian libraries that send bibliographical records to the collective Catalog of the National 

Library Service19 have fully cooperated in subject indexing. In fact, the subject headings have been 

completely shared only in databases of specific node. The descriptors used in indexing do not yet 

communicate directly with the Thesaurus, but work is underway to make it possible. In a short time, 

some semantic relationships of the Thesaurus will be visible (UF, HSF, UF+) in the SBN collective 

catalog. This will be useful for the users as well as for the libraries that are now gradually adopting 

the Nuovo soggettario. When the Thesaurus is integrated with the OPACs, the users will navigate 

from the controlled vocabulary to the bibliographic records, as well as through the search term to 

the subject strings containing it (two-step search). As for the BNCF OPAC, we are studying other 

ways of strengthening and enhancing the subject search; for example, through categorizations of the 

results, such as faceted browsing.   

 

 

                                                 
17 G. Bergamin, Speciale Nuovo soggettario. Applicazioni web in “Biblioteche oggi”, 25(2007), 6, p. 94-95; available 
on-line: <http://www.bibliotecheoggi.it/2007/20070609401.pdf>. 
18 <http://rameau.bnf.fr/informations/projint.htm#skos;%20http://id.loc.gov/authorities/about.html>. 
19 SBN Index 
<http://www.internetculturale.it/moduli/opac/opac.jsp?rigamenu=OPAC%20Indice%20SBN%20(nuova%20versione> 
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Interoperability Experience of the Nuovo soggettario   

As we will show in some examples, the use of many other thesauri and encyclopedias during the 

semantic analysis of terms has been the prerequisite to activate some links between the Thesaurus 

and those references, when available on-line. This naturally refers to a “basic” interoperability, but 

advanced and efficient enough to create a deep links, or rather, equivalent links between the terms 

of the Thesaurus and the same terms in other databases, through their citation in the Source field of 

our terms. There are already equivalent links between Nuovo soggettario terms and AGROVOC 

terms, LIUC (Thesaurus of the Rostoni Library at the University of Castellanza) terms, DoGi 

Database classification system (Legal Literature Abstract of articles published in Italian law 

journals, edited by CNR). We are currently working to create links and concordance with 

encyclopedic databases. In particular, we will create interoperability between the Nuovo soggettario 

Thesaurus and the database of the most prestigious Italian encyclopedia: Enciclopedia italiana 

Treccani.  

Regarding the other references used as sources for the semantic control of terms, surface links to the 

homepage of each source have been guaranteed. 

 

 

Web indexing 

We are currently evaluating the possibility of using the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus as a reference 

tool for the creation of semantic metadata in web indexing. Authoritative scholars affirm that 

human-created controlled vocabularies have at their base a structure to which metadata can be 

easily associated.20  As we know, metadata standards (e.g., Dublin Core Metadata Element Set)21 

have no precise rules regarding the “subject” element. The “metatagger” can enter what they 

consider appropriate, without necessarily using standards, classification schemes or subject heading 

                                                 
20 Vanda Broughton, Essential thesaurus construction. London: Facet, [2006], p. 30-31. 
21 Dublin Core Metadata Element Set, Version 1.1, <http://dublincore.org/documents/dces/> 
 



 15 

lists. Advocates of this practice believe that it is possible to add semantic metadata in a simple and 

sufficiently standardized way to the greater part of primary on-line information. The metadata can 

also be managed and aggregated in a useful and functional way through the “intelligent” use of 

appropriate software. But in reality, it is also widely known that not all web users are able to 

provide and use metadata, let alone semantically describe documents they have produced, 

catalogued and consulted. Therefore, there is no doubt that traditional library tools, such as 

regularly maintained and updated general thesauri, continue to play an important role, as they are 

able to guarantee a high-level of uniformity in information treatment and retrieval. 

 

Testing at the BNCF  

A project is underway at the BNCF to carry out automated indexing of doctoral theses presented at 

Italian universities, using the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus. Theses in digital format are deposited 

in the BNCF’s institutional repository, according to recent legal deposit laws. A matching will be 

done between the abstract text, the keywords chosen by the authors and the Nuovo soggettario 

Thesaurus terms, producing, in the case of  exact matching, an automated and post-coordinated 

indexing. We will take into account analogous consolidated international experiences in order to 

evaluate parameters such as the cost-effectiveness of this kind of indexing.22 

 

Social tagging 

As mentioned, Web 2.0 is designed to allow users themselves to add value to on-line services. This 

process is called social tagging (ethnoclassification23, collaborative tagging) or a system of content 

classification (content categorization) generated by users through a bottom upward consensus. In 

                                                 
22 We refer to one of the most important experiences: Networked Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations (NDLTD), 
an international organization dedicated to promoting the adoption, creation, use, dissemination and preservation of 
electronic analogues to the traditional paper-based theses and dissertations <http://www.ndltd.org/> . 
23 Peter Merholz, Metadata for the masses,  in “Adaptive path”, October 19, 2004. 
<http://www.adaptivepath.com/ideas/essays/archives/000361.php >  
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fact, what is important to establish is the value of the vocabulary used in the tagging, given that the 

linguistic and semantic characteristics related to the various disciplinary or cultural contexts are not 

indicated. Moreover, tag vocabulary does not have a basic structure (as do thesauri) that allows it to 

be updated and applied with regard to interoperability and the organization of federated search. 

The strong point of traditional subject indexing tools lies in their hierarchical structure and in their 

organization of semantic relationships between terms; particularly regarding the control of 

polysemous terms, synonyms, and graphic variants. The research by means of folksonomies has less 

effect in the precision and recall of relevant documents. It neither recognizes the relationships 

between terms (given that it lacks semantic relationships), nor makes unambiguous the concepts 

according to context. Nor does it eliminate synonyms, homophones, homographs and homonyms 

which are very common in the natural language. The search results for the user are often not very 

precise or pertinent, even when carried out in an open and inclusive context. 

Social tagging allows for the expression of personal assessments on a particular document. This is 

completely different from traditional subject indexing where the librarian’s mediation is carried out 

without subjective evaluations and judgments making them more likely to index the information 

content intended by the author. 

An unquestionable advantage of social tagging is the provision of new terms that express new 

concepts and meanings to those who are involved in the updating of controlled vocabularies. 

It will be necessary to work hard to make these two spheres work together rather than separately, 

while ensuring that the adoption of social tagging and folksonomies maintain the benefits offered by 

the use of controlled vocabularies. 

Softwares already exist (e.g. Aquabrowser Mydiscoveries) which gather terms, proposed by users, 

that are then evaluated by librarians and made available to the public. 

Our intention is that the Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus will create a kind of “community” where the 

users (indexers and researchers who access the Thesaurus) can write general or specific comments, 

propose new terms and suggest changes to those already present. By following this approach, the 
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Nuovo soggettario Thesaurus will become a kind of "social thesaurus", but with essential 

characteristics that cannot be renounced, rather than a vocabulary that self-feeds without control. 

We will have a tool with a strong semantic structure, in which the socialization and the sharing of 

content becomes an important factor in the process of enrichment. 

 

(June 2009)  


