
Introduction

With this premise in mind, researchers at the University of Michigan School of Infonnation (SI)
developed and tested a text-based image retrieval system called the SI Art Image Browser
(http://www.si.umich.edu/Art_Historyl) which used broad classification units to group image
sets into meaningful categories that support browsing. While textual descriptors have their
limitations, they can be used in a way that allows users to employ their cognitive abilities to scan
image content within sets of images to retrieve desired infonnation.

We describe a research project which utilized classification as a means to group image sets into
meaningful categories that support browsing. A key premise in the research is that browsing can
serve an important role as a strategy for retrieving image infonnation. As Kwasnik has observed,
browsing relieves the user from the burden of fonnulating a precise search strategy and
capitalizes on the fact that it is easier to recognize what is interesting or useful than it is to
specify it in advance. A related advantage is the ability to facilitate exploration without prior
knowledge of subject content, and thus enable users to cross over into unfamiliar domains
(Kwasnik 1992). Furthennore, browsing lends itself particularly well to visual images since a
pictorial image is able to present itself whole (Arnheim 1970) and in its own medium of
expressIOn.

Browsing can serve an important role as a strategy for retrieving image infonnation and can allow
users to recognize what they are looking for more easily than describing it. This article describes a
project which developed and tested an art history image data base which used broad classification
units to group image sets into meaningful categories that support browsing. Categories from the
Art and Architecture Thesaurus were used to provide broad classification units to guide users in
browsing and searching. The system provided both browse and search capabilities and was tested
with art history specialists and generalist users. The type of user and the use to which the image
is put will influence the type of search strategy employed. Preferences for, and perfonnance in,
the browse and search modes varied according to the user's familiarity with the subject domain.
Both sets of users felt that the ability to use both browse and search in a multimodal system
would best meet their search needs.
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