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abstract: The WWW Virtual Library is the oldest catalogue on the Web, having been created by Tim
Berners-Lee when he invented the Web. The VL central catalogue now has a six-figure number of
users each year seeking information contained in its 200+ individual VLs. In early 2005 the central
catalogue was moved over to a topic map (with a marked increase in its effectiveness). Since then
various experiments have taken place to allow deeper access to the data contained in the highly
diverse and individual member VLs (a classic meta-indexing challenge). These experiments have
initially centred on ‘easy’ PSI topics but are now moving to a broader indexation. Description of
these is set against statistics of the resulting usages. With such a large, well-established, user-base
the WWWVL is in a (possibly) unique position to experiment with applying topic maps to a real
life situation on the Web and and to make its own contribution to building the semantic web of the
future.
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1. Introduction

Overview.html
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November 3rd 1992:
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“. . . there would be the occasional ‘Hey, I’ve just set up a
server, and it’s dead cool. Here’s the address.’

With each new message I would enter in info.cern.ch a hyper-
text link to the new web site . . . ”

“In July and August 1991 there were from ten to one hundred
‘hits’ (pages viewed) a day.”

Tim Berners-Lee Weaving the Web (Harper Business ISBN 0-06-251587-X), pp. 47 & 49.
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August 1992: There are about 20 Web servers in existence.
Ciolek: Global Networking: a Timeline.

VL (with logo) first known screenshot 1993 . . . next page . . .

(by October 1993 — 200+ servers . . . )

Ciolek: Global Networking: a Timeline.
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The same concept from inception until now.

Like the Web itself, the VL is simple and logical.

Like the Web itself, it also has at its foundation the free distri-
bution of free information.

“It is futile to discuss whether the Index or the table of Contents
is the more useful in a book.”

http://vlib.org/
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Interfaces in various languages.
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1.0.1. VLsearch
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World Health Organisation —simple search
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World Health Organisation:

simple search 179
“string” 10

without synonyms 113
“string” without synonyms 4
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2. Materials and Methods

• Webserver –as most– logs visits

• Pages visited are static HTML

http://vlib.org/
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2.1. Webserver log

Logs: page visited, date/time of request, IP/domain of requester

Analyse using awstats1

1http://awstats.sourceforge.net/

http://vlib.org/
http://awstats.sourceforge.net/
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2.2. Pages

• Pages visited are static HTML

• using a CSS stylesheet

• They are created automatically from a Topic Map

• written in LTM2

• using simple bespoke PERL scripts

2http://www.ontopia.net/download/ltm.html

http://vlib.org/
http://www.ontopia.net/download/ltm.html
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3. The three phases

3.1. Phase I

• A hierarchical catalogue of the two hundred or so mem-
ber libraries was moved from hand-written webpages to a
topic map.

• Hierarchical webpages are then built and published auto-
matically each night, from that topic map.

http://vlib.org/
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At the same time:

• Each VL was indexed under as many relevant category
names as logical. (Thus Admiralty and Maritime Law is indexed under Law,

Transportation and Water.)

• A description was added to each entry. Typically of some
fifty words.

• Some, at first sight, perhaps bizarre cross-categories were
created. These included topics such as Sound, Light and Water. These allow

users to ‘think outside the box’: arts-based Music and the scientific vibration en-

gineering now occur on the same page, as do Admiralty and Maritime Law and

Oceanography.

http://vlib.org/
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Simultaneously, the catalogue was offered in various other lan-
guages. Initially French, then Spanish and basic Chinese. The
language choice is automatic relying on a procedure known as
‘content negotiation’: the user of the web browser states lan-
guage preferences when setting up the browser and these are
relayed with each webpage request.

http://vlib.org/
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Results:

The effect on visitors to the catalogue was neutral. (An in-
crease of 1.9% in visits.)
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The anecdotal effect on member libraries was highly positive.
Many maintainers emailed to not only compliment the better
æsthetic quality of the new catalogue, but also to report they
were receiving more users accessing their individual VLs.

Three example libraries’ number of visits were analysed. VLs
‘A’ and ‘C’ were complex multi-page VLs, whilst ‘B’ was a clas-
sic one–page links catalogue. All were mature sites (four years
and more on the Web) though ‘B’ had only been entered in the
WWWVL catalogue at the turn of 2004/5.

http://vlib.org/
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A and B: Increases of 29% and 78% on average for the first
nine months of 2006.
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Only one VL reported a decline in visitors. This was a dra-
matic fall, and the possible reasons for it are discussed below
(Unforeseen results).

Library C: In this case ‘pages visited’ (rather than ‘visits’).
The decline year on year for the first five months is 42%, though
largely accounted for by January and February.

http://vlib.org/
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3.2. Phase II

In May 2005 [actually I await access to archive.org, to check
on this!] a very simple topic map of World geography was
created. This listed the countries of the World. It also had
their capital cities and a few other towns (a data set carried
over from another project). It grouped countries in continents,
other groupings (e.g. the Francophonie) were added later.

http://vlib.org/
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Visitors viewed more pages per visit, and re-visited more often
within the same calendar month:

catalogue topics
pages viewed per visit 2.7 4.6
visits per visitor/month 1.33 1.47

Data for first nine months of 2006.

http://vlib.org/
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Unforeseen results:

Library C
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3.2.1. Phase III

From Spring 2006 the basic geographical topic map was ex-
panded.

http://vlib.org/
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Even after excluding robots (about half of all ‘hits’), there was
not only broad use of all pages, but most pages at one time
were either a point of ‘entry’ or ‘exit to the site.

entry exit
total 92.1 93.2
English en 95.8 97.0
French fr 85.2 85.9
Chinese zh 95.4 96.6

Percentage of total possible URLs that were reported as ‘entry’
or ‘exit’ pages (that is as the first or last page of an entire visit).
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‘index’ internal
total 4180 8587
English en 4133 2500
French fr 31 3227
Chinese zh 16 2860

Visits to index.en.html or just ‘/’ , (left hand column),
visits to the site’s main page(s) from internal links (right hand
column).
This contrasts markedly with vlsearch.org where over 9% of
visits request a non–*.en.* page.
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The most popular pages were those listing regions, countries,
towns, abbreviations (generally and for country names) and
dealing with the United States and Canada.

Popularity was almost independent of page language.

The most popular ten pages received 3057–8656 hits each,
the most popular one hundred 1469–8656, and the most pop-
ular one thousand 838–8656 hits (including robots). Whilst
some of this might be accounted for by out-of-control robots,
the pages receiving high scores were also those matching
search engine search criteria in the referral logs.
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4. Conclusions

A rich set of data has only just started to be analysed.

Even with, as yet, only very limited outlinking to member VLs
the pages have drawn users, who have explored them (visiting
a relatively high number of pages per visit) and have in about
half the cases chosen to return within a month.

Analysis of actual paths through the topics would yield further
insights into how Web users move through such a topic map.

In the coming months the range of topics mapped will move
beyond the basic (largely geographical) core.
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It is intended to link deeper into member VLs (rather than pre-
dominantly just to main entry pages).

1. Of great importance is the need for an easy system to
query the underlying topic map(s). The web directories
produced from topic maps definitely have marked advan-
tages over their predecessors and other alternatives. How-
ever to use conventional searching of these static pages,
rather than querying the actual TM loses a great opportu-
nity.

2. Of greatest importance topics must cease to be isolated.
Topics must have PSIs. Fundamental decisions will have
to be made about how to use PSIs (and how far to diverge
from mono– or bi–lingual PSIs in an attempt to maintain
multi–lingual usage). Those decisions will in great effect
be based on the discussions that take place during this
week.
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3. Examples of real world usages of topic maps will do much
to raise their profile, and undoubtedly free-of-charge soft-
ware will help in creating and enabling viewing such ex-
amples. However, my personal view, is that to engender
wider confidence in topic maps there is a need for some
basic3 open source tools.4

3comparable perhaps with the Lynx browser rather than Firefox!
4This final comment resulted from discussions at theWrap Upsession on the final day of the conference, rather than in

this presentation, but is recorded here for completeness.
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