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Abstract: Fiction content analysis and retrieval are interesting specific topics for two major reasons: 1) the ex-
tensive use of fictional works; and, 2) the multimodality and interpretational nature of fiction. The primary
challenge in the analysis of fictional content is that there is no single meaning to be analysed; the analysis is an ongoing process involving
an interaction between the text produced by author, the reader and the society in which the interaction occurs. Furthermore, different
audiences have specific needs to be taken into consideration. This article explores the topic of fiction knowledge organization, including
both classification and indexing. It provides a broad and analytical overview of the literature as well as describing several experimental
approaches and developmental projects for the analysis of fictional content. Traditional fiction indexing has been mainly based on the
factual aspects of the work; this has then been expanded to handle different aspects of the fictional work. There have been attempts made
to develop vocabularies for fiction indexing. All the major classification schemes use the genre and language/culture of fictional works
when subdividing fictional works into subclasses. The evolution of shelf classification of fiction and the appearance of different types of
digital tools have revolutionized the classification of fiction, making it possible to integrate both indexing and classification of fictional
works.
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1.0 Introduction fiction indexing and classification was, and still sometimes
seems to be a political issue. As Eriksson stated (2010, vii):

There are several reasons why fiction content analysis and

retrieval are interesting topics within the knowledge man-
agement and organization of documents, i.e., the practical
need for fiction retrieval has remained unabated while the
possibilities for creating retrieval systems for fiction have in-
creased. This can be traced to the development of comput-
erised environments for information retrieval and especially
for the dissemination of fictional works by both commercial
internet-based vendors and the public sector. These devel-
opments have applied a multifaceted approach of analysing
and describing texts, as this is an important feature of chat-
acterizing and finding the appropriate works of fiction. One
must remember that fiction is the most popular type of lit-
erature, especially in public libraries.

The history of active content analysis of fiction is surpris-
ingly short, only about one hundred years. The need for the

An early significant event is an extensive classifica-
tion of fiction carried out by the Free Library of
Philadelphia in the very beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. This work becomes a national issue in the USA
when the classification is discussed for a few years at
the ALA’s annual congress, but it ends up being dis-
missed. The thesis [i.c., Eriksson’s work] argues that
this decision stopped the development of classifica-
tion for fiction for decades, and quite possibly it is
one of the reasons why bibliographic systems, even
in the 1980s, did not reflect the topics or themes of
fiction. Only eighty years later did the ALA change
its mind and from 1990, fiction has been indexed in
USA and Denmark, and this may be anticipated to

spread to many other countries.
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The inexorable spread of the internet, especially from the
beginning of this millennium served as an impetus for the
organization of fictional knowledge, e.g., the development
of specialized and fast information retrieval systems. First
the different vendors, e.g., commercial bookstores, pub-
lishers, even individual readers started to utilize classifica-
tion and indexing as well as other tools in their internet
services. The evolving statistical and social media types of
tools were also incorporated into both commercial and li-
brary information systems. Furthermore, the internet cre-
ated totally new tools for promoting fiction and support-
ing a reading culture (Collins 2010; Ross, McKehnie and
Rothbauer 2018; Birdi and Ford 2017)

There is already some evidence that enriched result lists
and multiple entry points to fiction may help users to lo-
cate books (Mikkonen and Vakkari 2016, 67), whereas a
simple access point is not as useful (Wilson et al. 2000). In
addition, the search strategies used by readers to locate fic-
tion have been analysed and found to support the multi-
modal nature of the fiction searching as well as consider-
ing the needs of each individual reader trying to find fic-
tion (Saarinen and Vakkari 2013, 752-3).

The gradual shift to the digital distribution of infor-
mation has meant that one needs new tools for analysing
the contents of fictional material as well as for its indexing.
In other words, texts and other materials that have not
been analysed, described and classified and/or indexed in
full text databases are hard or even impossible to retrieve.
Another reason why we need to take a fresh approach to
the content analysis of fictional material is that a free text
search is not efficient when searching fictional material.
This becomes apparent if we compare it with the search
and retrieval of publications in the natural sciences, where
even though the text and content may be very topical, its
retrieval is usually rather straightforward.

From the viewpoint of information science, the analy-
sis of fictional texts and the information dissemination
process of fictional works cleatly challenge but also enrich
the traditional theoretical models and thus expand the the-
oretical tools and concepts underpinning this field of re-
search (see, e.g, Beghtol 1994b and 1997; Green 1997,
Ward and Saarti 2018).

This article evaluates the methods and tools for organ-
izing fictional knowledge with a special emphasis on the
content representation of fiction mainly from the perspec-
tive of public libraries.

2.0 Information process of fiction

The main actors in the information process of fiction are
the work of art, its creator, i.e., the writer, the reader and
the social-historical environment where the publishing and
reception takes place (Beghtol 1986, 93; Saarti 2000a, see

Figure 1). Because of the special nature of a work of fic-
tion, the reception of the work of art is not fulfilled unless
all the above actors participate in the process. The role of
the writer is to write works of art—novels, short stories,
poems, plays—to be published. The role of the work of
art is to be a medium through which the artist can com-
municate with his/her audience. However, the work of art
has its own, autonomous life; after the book has been pub-
lished, the writer can only have a role as one of its readers,
ie., an interpreter of the work.

The role of the reader is that he or she is an interpreter
of a work of art. The interpretation as well as the creation
of a work of art takes place in a social-historical context
that defines the language used and its means of artistic ex-
pression. Without a common language, there can be no
communication between the writer and her or his readers.
This influences the search for fiction; the knowledge about
authors, works and their likeness to other wotks of art are
major factors when seatrching for fiction and the systems
should support this fact (Ross 2001).

It is also typical for fictional communication that it is a
two-way street. One can first consider it in terms of factual
meanings, e.g., references to actual happenings, historical
events and geographical facts etc. (see, e.g.,, Ranta 1991, 20-
23). On the other hand, it has an aesthetic facet, but this
will be based on the individual interpretation and recep-
tion. That influences the content description; on the one
hand, objective grounds can be identified, but on the other
hand, some aspects are subjective and thus personal and
diverse. This dichotomy was apparent in Saarti’s study,
where test persons indexed and abstracted novels. The in-
dexing was found to be very inconsistent (Saarti 2002), and
one could characterize the abstracts in the following cate-
gories (Saarti 2000):

— Abstracts that describe the structure and content
of the novel (plot/thematical abstract).

— Abstracts that describe the position of the novel
in its writet’s list of works or describe the novel’s
position in the literary canon (cultural/historical
abstract).

— Abstracts that describe the reading experience.

— Critical abstracts.

Adkins and Bossaller (2007) conducted an analysis of the
access point to fiction in computer-mediated book infor-
mation sources. They stated (354) that:

Online bookstores may be effective tools for librari-
ans helping patrons find ‘good’ books because of
their increased use of access points. However, reader
advisory databases, which contain reviews and sub-
ject headings, are occasionally more effective than
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Figure 1. Communication process of fiction. (Adapted from Segers 1985, 72 and Martens 1975, 36; Saarti 2000a)

online bookstores for identifying books published
prior to the 1990s.

They list (368) altogether thirty-five different types of ac-
cess points that they found in databases to fictional works
including contents, cataloguing information, visual infor-
mation, plot information, reviews etc.

Vernitski (2007) has proposed a model for managing
the intertextuality of fictional works. She postulated (47-
48) that there are the following nodes for the intertextual
references: quotation, allusion, variation, sequel and pre-
quel. She stated that these types of indexes could be espe-
cially useful for the research community. Thus, the organ-
ization of fictional knowledge is also dependent on the
point-of-view of the target audience: fiction can be read

13.01.2026, 03:06:58.

and interpreted in completely different ways and these
need different types of tools and approaches for their
management

Thus, it is evident that the primary challenge for the fic-
tion content analysis is that there is no single topical mean-
ing to be analysed; in fact, the analysis is an ongoing pro-
ject due to the nature of the fictional process, i.e. there is
a continual interaction between the author, text, society
and reader. Furthermore, different audiences have their
specific own needs that must be taken into consideration.

3.0 Aspects of fiction content description

Ranta (1991) has drawn a distinction between two basic
kinds of elements to be indexed in fictional works—deno-
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tative and connotative. Denotative or factual elements con-
sist of facts in fictional works, such as the setting, personae
and factual elements of the plot. Connotative or imagina-
tive elements consist of elements interpreted from fic-
tional works, e.g., the theme and its interpretation and is-
sues arising from the expressional aspects of the work of
art. (Ranta 1991, 20-23) Ranta has utilized Shatford’s ap-
proach for indexing photographs, based on Panofsky’s the-
ory. Shatford divided the meaning into two categories, i.c.,
factual and expressional forms. The difference between
these two categories is that the factual meanings are objec-
tive while the expressional meanings are subjective. “The
former describes what the picture is Of, the latter, what it
is About”’ Thus, the indexing of the factual meanings is far
more straightforward than that of the expressional mean-
ings (Shatford 1986, 42-50 emphasis original).

It has also been typical that traditional classifications of
fiction have a very theoretical foundation, especially the
traditional denotative classification systems. They are
mainly built on the tradition of historical linguistics origi-
nating from the romantic era and ideologies with an edu-
cational basis. Unfortunately, in these approaches, the
needs of the users are ignored. This was one of the rea-
sons why Pejtersen carried out her study in Danish public
libraries to determine what the users wanted to be classi-
fied/indexed from the novels. As a result, she divided the
questions of the interviewed users into four categories:
subject matter, frame, authot’s intention and accessibility
(Pejtersen and Austin 1983, 234).

Pejtersen’s categories can be divided into denotative
(subject matter and frame) and a connotative (authot’s in-
tention) aspects. Furthermore, she has included aspects
that are usually left to the cataloguing of books in terms
of group accessibility (e.g., physical characteristics). This
shows that a system for fiction, created according to the
reader’s wishes must be multi-faceted and include both de-
notative and connotative aspects; some that are easily rec-
ognizable and traditional, as well as some that are unfamil-
iar to the present systems of classifying and indexing (e.g.,
evaluating). Pejtersen’s results also indicate that the clear
division between cataloguing and classifying/indexing is
of no relevance to users—their only interest is in locating
the works of art they need as easily as possible. Thus,
Green stated that the indexing terms of fiction should be
divided into two categories—subject terms and attribute
terms. The former is those “that reflect what a document
or a user need is about.” However: “This leaves attribute
indexing to reflect such other characteristics of documents
and user needs as language, regency, author affiliation, in-
tended audience, and so on” (Green 1997, 86).

The most problematic aspect in Pejtersen’s scheme is
the authot’s intention, because this is based on the in-
dexet’s point of view, i.e., on his/her interpretation. This

is especially true in the case of emotional experience that
does not belong to the work itself but to the reader. Cate-
gorizing the author’s intention is also problematic, because
it is difficult, if not impossible, to define from the work of
art what was the authot’s intention. In addition, as Wellek
and Warren already mentioned, the author can misinter-
pret his or her own intention: “It happens to all of us that
we misinterpret or do not fully understand what we have
written some time ago (Wellek & Warren 1980, 148).” Fur-
thermore, in order to define the authot’s intention, we
would have to ask the author him/herself—which would
be very difficult, time-consuming and in many cases com-
pletely impossible.

Andersson and Holst modified Pejtersen’s classification
in their study, which was based on interviews of 100 users
in two Swedish public libraries; they then analysed the de-
scriptions of the novels’ plots and compared them with
the library’s indexes (Andersson and Holst 1996, 88). Their
model included the following categories: phenomena, the
frame and the authot’s intention.

Andersson and Holst have added some important as-
pects to Pejtersen’s categories that belong to fictional com-
munication, e.g,, a borrowed motif, a subtler analysis of
the phenomena of fictional works and a category related
to modifications as well as additions to the authot’s inten-
tion, in which they have used a more neutral concept of
message complemented with the reader’s experience.

It is interesting to note that the above categories do not
include fundamental aspects of the work of art: the aes-
thetic and/or moral value of the work. Of course, one rea-
son is that valuing is usually very subjective and thus fits
pootly with the traditional neutral approach of indexing
and classifying works. On the other hand, when the valuing
of a work of art is omitted, one and perhaps the most im-
portant aspect of an aesthetic object, is ignored. It also
seems that users do want valuing of works of art. This can
be observed in many forms, e.g;, in marketing, criticism or
knowledge that the book has been a candidate for a pres-
tigious award and prize in literature etc.

It can also be seen that the aspects to be indexed or
classified are mostly limited to those that are as objective
(denotative) as possible. Pejtersen as well as Andersson and
Holst have added a few mutable/fuzzy categories that are
based upon readers’ experiences. Nonetheless, there is
some aspects totally missing from the categories men-
tioned above, i.e., the history of different interpretations
of a work of art as well as its position in the literary-his-
torical continuity. In some cases, this aspect could be inter-
esting and enlightening. In this respect, the author and
his/her role have secondary roles in the above categories.
On the other hand, this reveals that we must make clear
definitions about what aspects are worth indexing in fic-
tional works. In addition, it clearly indicates that the sys-
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tems for indexing fiction are clearly dependent on the en-
vironment for which they have been created.

We can see from the schemes described above that the
traditional type of fiction indexing is mainly based on factual
aspects. According to Nielsen (1997), these should be ex-
tended to incorporate aspects of thematical factors, as well
as the features of the narrational structures. This is needed
because in modern and post-modern fiction, the main point
is how it is told and not what is told. The third aspect that
Nielsen emphasises as one way of improving fiction index-
ing would be the inclusion of both cultural and historical
facts that have affected the work, e.g, artistic schools and
cultural periods (see also Negrini and Adamo 1996 where
there is a more precise analysis of the literature domain).

For the classification of the fiction, the different litera-
ture genres have often been used as a basis for the classifi-
cation (see more Rafferty 2012). In this respect, a genre
means literally a kind or a class. However, as Chandler
(1997, 1) stated, the concept of genre is problematic in
several ways. The concept of genre is often used in a bio-
logical way, i.c., in biology a genre can be thought of as a
genealogically defined species, whereas in literature, genres
are continually being re-defined.

There also seem to be different layers in genre definition.
In fiction, the broadest genres are poetry, prose and drama
and their consequent subdivisions. This classical definition
can be seen in the traditional classification schemes. When
using specific genres as a basis for classification, one has to
bear in mind that: “The classification and hierarchical tax-
onomy is not a neutral and ‘objective’ procedure. There are
no undisputed ‘maps’ of the system of genres within any
medium (though literature may perhaps lay some claim to a
loose consensus). Furthermore, there is often a considerable
theoretical disagreement about the definition of specific
genres” Chandler (1997, 1). For an example of the complex-
ity of fiction genres, see Appendix 1.

4.0 Classification and indexing of fiction

Because of the nature of fiction, it has proved very diffi-
cult to separate the indexing from the classification of fic-
tion: there are several significant facets to be considered in
the indexing, and classification schemes thus become
multi-faceted. In fact, some classification schemes use key-
words as class notations.

One major feature of fiction indexing, and classifica-
tion studies has been the problem of identifying those as-
pects that are worth indexing and/or classifying in individ-
ual works. Traditionally, the general classification systems
have utilized a literary basis (specifically genre), the year of
publication (sometimes with the reference to an epoch)
and the country of publication and/or the writer (some-
times with a reference to cultural regions). Some classifica-

tion schemes have later expanded to include certain spe-
cific classes of subject matter. These have remained the
basic foundations of the main classification systems (see,
e.g, Beghtol 1989 and 1990). The literary genre, time of
publication and geographical region are useful bases for
classification. They can be considered to belong to the tra-
dition of historical linguistics used for classifying lan-
guages and their literature. They can also be viewed as
providing an objective basis for the classification. How-
ever, these classification systems leave the idea of describ-
ing the subject content of fiction—what the fiction is
about—untouched (see also Bierbaum 1995, 390).

The studies on the classification of fiction can be di-
vided into two categories—those that discuss the shelf
classification of fiction and those that believe that the clas-
sification should be a means to provide a content descrip-
tion of fiction.

Fiction classification studies have constantly emphasised
the fact that the content description of fiction will neces-
sarily be multi-faceted. Thus, Beghtol claimed in her study
examining the different fiction classification schemes:
“Characters, Events, Spaces and Times may be taken as fun-
damental data categories for fiction” (Beghtol 1994a, 157).
Pejtersen (Pejtersen and Austin 1983 and 1984) made the
same kind of claim in an empirical study on the basic aspects
that patrons use while searching fiction for themselves. Pe-
jtersen’s studies imply also that indexing and classification—
especially with respect to fiction—are merging into more
holistic schemes where classes are described by indexing
terms and vice versa. User-friendly systems such as Pe-
jtersen’s BookHouse (Pejtersen 1989), have adopted this
type of classification with indexing terms as class notations.

Previous studies on fiction indexing can be divided into
two categories; the first consists of those that discuss fic-
tion indexing and the principles behind it at a general level.
The second category includes those that deal with the cre-
ation of book indexes. The studies on book indexes have
been mostly carried out in Anglo-American cultures,
which have a long tradition of book indexing, but some
work has been done in the Nordic countries, especially in
Denmark.

These studies have discussed the management of the
complexity of fiction in indexing, as well as the concept of
“aboutness” in fiction retrieval (Andersson and Holst
1996; Beghtol 1992; Bell 1991; Pulli 1992; Ranta 1991;
Moraes 2012). There are also publications with some sim-
ilarities to these studies that have discussed the possibilities
of creating Al systems for fiction, because those systems
are basically built upon indexes (Rich 1979 and 1986). Fur-
thermore, there are several reports describing experiments
of fiction indexing in various libraries (e.g, MacPherson
1987, who examined the creation of children’s literature

indexes in a school environment).
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5.0 Classification practices and principles for fiction

All the major classification schemes used in libraries have
included fiction. UDC and Dewey use the genre and lan-
guage/culture of fictional works when dividing wotks to
subclasses. The following subdivision is an example utiliz-
ing the Dewey system:

— 820 English & Old English literatures
— 821 English poetry

— 822 English drama

— 823 English fiction

— 824 English essays

— 825 English speeches

— 826 English letters

— 827 English humour and satire

— 828 English miscellaneous writings

Because of the analytical-synthetic and multi-faceted nature
of the UDC, one can also apply a special auxiliary subdivi-
sion for literary forms, genres, techniques and different lan-
guages. The Colon Classification is rather like the UDC, apply-
ing the following facets for fiction: language, form, author,
work (http:/ /wwwisko.otg/cyclo/colon_classification, see
also Satija 2017).

These main classification schemes have been utilised as
a basis for the shelf classification of fiction, which has
been an important aspect in developing the classification
of fiction. The shelf classification of fiction has the long-
est tradition in the Anglo-American libraries. The classes
used have mainly been recreational and popular fiction
genres, e.g,, thrillers, horror, romances. The reason for us-
ing these genres is very clear—recreational genres are used
in advertising, these books are often published in series
and, they are usually written in the form of a certain genre
which is targeted to certain readers—the rules of reading
and writing generic fiction are very clear in recreational fic-
tion. On the other hand, there are various and heterogenic
sets of genre classifications especially for the printed stock
and these are used in both libraries and bookstores.

Historically we can separate three different ways of de-
veloping a shelf classification of fiction. The oldest and
most widely used system is to separate a few well-known
genres from the rest of the fiction stock. Usually these
genres are also the most popular for the users of the li-
brary for example, detective novels are considered as a dis-
tinct shelf class in nearly every public library (Harrell 1985,
14; Juntunen and Saarti 1992, 108; Jennings, Barbara and
Sear, Lyn 1989). The second step in shelf classification is
to separate popular fiction from the fiction stock and ar-
range it according to genres (see, e.g,, Alternative arrange-
ment 1982, 75-76). Usually here, the most popular genres
of fiction are shelved separately, e.g., science fiction, ro-

mance, thrillers and detective fiction (For the definition of
these genres, see Trott 2017).

The third and the most challenging way is to try to clas-
sify the entire fiction stock. Two different approaches have
been applied; in the first, the whole stock is divided into
classes without any distinction made between recreational
and serious fiction (see, e.g, Burgess 19306; Saarti 1997b).
In the other model, the fiction stock is initially divided into
two main classes—recreational and setious fiction—and
then those main classes are divided into subcategories (see,
e.g, Spiller 1980, 241).

The idea of dividing fiction to classes based on genres
has also been utilised in the present commercial and library
software used in the internet. All the major internet
bookshops have developed their own genre-based classifi-
cations for fiction (Wikipedia has a list of fifty-three
“genre” categories for fiction with a total of 528 subcate-
gories; see Appendix 1). In addition, statistical tools are
used which analyse the user’s preferences in order that they
can recommend new fiction to their customers. The users
can also create their own recommendation lists that are
published. This type of social and statistical knowledge or-
ganization is also used in different types of so-called fan
fiction sites (Smith 2017).

The major change here is that in a digital environment,
the classification is not tied to physical shelves and thus the
concept of having a multimodal classification can be real-
ized, i.e., the same fictional work can be in different classes
at the same time. This has also enhanced the integration
between the indexing and classification of fiction (see, e.g.,
Pawlicki 2017).

6.0 Development of fiction thesauri and ontologies

The thesauri and subject heading lists for fiction started to
evolve from the needs of individual libraries and/or be-
cause of the initiative of a single individual. Subsequently,
these started to expand and recently we have also seen sys-
tems operating at the national level. At first, they have been
mostly simple word-lists or general thesauti/subject head-
ing lists that have been supplemented with terms for fic-
tion. Based on these experiments, the subject heading lists
and fiction thesauri have evolved in order to strive for
unity of indexing and centralised cataloguing services
(Pulli 1992). In the Nordic countries, there is an on-going
project, based on the ideas of the BookHouse concept. Its
main objective is to enable the dissemination of the cata-
loguing data of fiction between the Notrdic countries (Pe-
jtersen et al. 1996, 75).

In the United States, the development started at the na-
tional level when the American Library Association’s Sub-
ject Analysis Committee published their Guidelines on Sub-

Ject Access to Individual Works of Fiction, Drama ete. In the
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guidelines, the committee recommended that the follow-
ing aspects should be indexed from fictional works:
form/gentre, petsons, setting and topics. Based on this rec-
ommendation and on the twenty-three-page supplemen-
tary word list for the Library of Congress Subject Headings, a
project was started in 1991, when ten libraries began to
index fiction. In addition, Olderr has devised a supplemen-
tary list of fiction subject headings, which is broader than
the LC thesaurus (Young 1992, 89-94; see also Young and
Mandelstam 2013). The first edition of Oldert’s fiction
subject headings was published in 1987 and as a thesaurus
in 1991. It includes terms from six different categories:
topics, genres, geographical settings, chronological set-
tings, characters and treatment (of the theme). The latter
are terms that describe more specifically the genre of the
work (Olderr 1991, ix-xx). The American Library Associ-
ation (2000) has also published rules for the subject head-
ings, which are intended to ease access to fiction.

In Sweden, the largest thesaurus is Jansson’s and Séder-
vall’s Tesaurus for indexering av skonlitteratur (Thesaurus for In-
dexing Fiction), which was published in 1987. It is divided
into two parts—systematic and alphabetical—with the for-
mer being arranged as a thesaurus. In the systematic part,
the terms are divided into three main facets, which are set-
ting (ram), persons (person) and subject (dmne). These are
divided into sub-facets so that setting is divided into time
(tid) and place (rum); persons are divided into development
(utveckling), social relations (sociala relationer) and profes-
sion/occupation (yrke/vetksamhet) and subjects are di-
vided into ideology (ideologi), action (aktivitet), nature (na-
tur) and human body (ménniskokropp). As stated by the ed-
itors, the borders between different facets are not fixed and
placing some of the terms only in one facet is based pre-
dominantly on the principles of the design of this thesaurus
in which each term can be placed only in one facet (Jansson
and Sodervall 1987, 4-6). In the Nordic countties, several
subject-heading lists have been developed based on the
BookHouse concept (see the Pejtersen section above, Sec-
tion 3.0, see also Eriksson 2005).

The Swedish Library Associations Fiction Indexing
Committee was inaugurated in 2005. As a result of this
Committee’s work, two subject heading lists were produced,
i.e,, subject headings of fiction for children and subject
headings of fiction for adults. The subject headings have a
hierarchical and faceted structure: 1) genre; 2) date; 3) set-
ting; 4) subject; 5) character; and, 6) form. For children’s lit-
erature, form and genre ate combined as form/genre. (Aa-
gaard and Viktorsson 2014, 68)

In Finland, there have also been some experiments con-
ducted on indexing fiction by Finnish librarians and Finn-
ish book traders before the appearance of Finnish Thesaurus
for Fiction. They all used the Finnish General Thesanrus but
very soon it was appreciated that it lacked the appropriate

terms for indexing fiction (Pulli 1992, 2-4). Based on the
experiences of these pilot projects, as well as those of the
Finnish project based on the BookHouse concept, it soon
became apparent that there was a need for a centralised
indexing service for fiction. This service was needed, be-
cause indexing of fiction is laborious; it lacks traditions
and guidelines, for example, a subject heading list and, fur-
thermore, there has been no decision about which thesau-
rus should be followed.

The Helsinki University Library—also the National Li-
brary of Finland—decided together with the BT] Group
Ltd to initiate a project in order to make a subject-heading
list for fiction. The editing was started in the fall of 1993,
and in addition to deciding who would be the editor, an
editorial board was appointed to oversee the project. The
subject-heading list was soon changed into the form of a
thesaurus in order to match it to the other thesauri pub-
lished by the Helsinki University Library. The first version
was then tested in Finnish public libraries, and finally the
first edition of Kaunokki was released in 1996 (in Swedish
Bella 1997).

The principal problem in devising a subject-heading list
for fiction was deciding on the structure under which the
terms were to be collected and organised. The editorial
board of Kaunokki decided that the subject headings
should be arranged in the form of a thesaurus and the or-
ganisation of the thesaurus should be made to follow the
facets mentioned in the previous studies on the classifica-
tion and indexing of fiction. In addition, an alphabetical
index of all the terms used was added to the end of the
thesaurus.

The facets used were as follows:

— Terms that describe fictional genres and their explana-
tions.

— Terms that describe events, motives and themes.

— Terms that describe actots.

— Terms that describe settings.

— Terms that describe times.

— Terms that describe other, mostly technical and typo-
graphical aspects.

Four of the above-mentioned facets—events, actors, spaces
and times—have been mentioned in almost all the previous
studies as the main categories being applied for fiction in-
dexing. Thus, Beghtol drew the conclusion (1994a, 157) that:
“Characters, Events, Spaces and Times may be taken as fun-
damental data categories for fiction.”

If we compare Beghtols list to Ranganathan’s PMEST
facets—as Shatford undertook in her system for indexing
pictures (Shatford 1986, 49)—we can see that those are very
similar to Shatford’s MEST (matter, energy, space, time) fac-
ets. In her system, Shatford made the decision to combine
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personality and matter facets into one group—actors, and
then she referred with the energy facet to what these actors
were doing, In Kaunokki, the solution was that terms that
describe the genre of the fictional work were considered to
correspond to the personality facet. This seems logical be-
cause the genre or the kind of literature describes the pet-
sonality of the work and in fact determines many of the
events, spaces and times described in a novel (see, e.g,
Wellek and Warren 1980, 226-237; Saarti 1999). The matter
facet on the other hand corresponds to that of events and
motives in Kaunokki and the energy facet to that of actors.
By incorporating Ranganathan’s Basic Subject (Ranga-
nathan 1969, 200), one could also make a distinction be-
tween different types of fictional works.

In the group “other,” mainly terms that describe aspects
outside the factual text of the work were included, because
they are regularly asked by library users. For example, these
are the previously mentioned aspects included in Pejtersen’s
accessibility category (Pejtersen and Austin 1983, 234).

When collecting the terms for the thesaurus, it was ob-
vious that the context where the thesaurus is used would
play an important role in choosing the right terms and the
appropriate depth of the terms being chosen. A concrete
example of that was the subject headings for the indexing
of juvenile literature. They were included in Kaunokki, alt-
hough they could as well have been published in a separate
special thesaurus. Another problem was considering the
environment where the thesaurus would be used. From the
very onset, the decision was made that Kaunokki should
be suitable for public libraries. For this reason, a great
many of the terms that students of literature would con-
sider important aspects of fictional works were omitted
from the thesaurus. One solution for this problem would
be to create a Thesaurus for Literary Research, which is cut-
rently under preparation. There is already an example of
this in Italy—Thesaurus di letteratura italiana (Negrini and
Zozi 1995; see also Negrini and Adamo 1996; Aschero et
al. 1995). In the second edition of Kaunokki (Saarti
2000Db), this aspect was incorporated. Kaunokki was also
developed in order to make it a thesaurus for the entire
spectrum of fiction, i.e., literature, movies, comics etc.

The Kaunokki has also been implemented as an ontol-
ogy-based linked metadata-based service and this has been
utilized when creating the Finnish BookSampo service for
fictional works. BookSampo is a semantic portal, encapsu-
lating metadata about practically all Finnish fiction litera-
ture available in Finnish public libraries (Mikeld , Hypén
and Hyvonen 2011, 173; Saarti and Hypén 2010).

As Branch et al. (2017) emphasize, there is a great need
for the ontological structures of fiction. This is because:
1) of the multi-faceted nature of the fiction; and, 2) the
active and broad culture of fan fiction. It seems that there
is no structural coherence and consistency between differ-

ent types of fiction databases, i.e., library, commercial and
fan-based environments. The ontology-based approach
could help in improving this situation (see also Rafferty
2018 on social tagging).

7.0 Systematic approach to the fictional knowledge
organization

It is apparent that not only the indexing and classification
but also the search and retrieval systems for fiction must
become multi-faceted in order to meet the diverse needs
of different users. Figure 2 describes a model for a search
and retrieval system of fiction (Saarti 2000a). It consists of
five main blocks (databases) that represent the different
actors of the fictional communication system—works of
art (texts), their subject indexing and abstracts, history of
their reception by readers, history of the writers and cul-
tural history (see, e.g., Spiter and Pecoskie 2016). With the
aid of this kind of system, one can document in a holistical
manner the different aspects of the meaning of a work of
fiction, i.e., what the work of fiction is about.

During the past three decades, we have seen a rapid
growth in various types of information systems for works
of fiction. Figure 2 is a framework for the various layers of
the system’s contents. As discussed eatlier, the greatest chal-
lenge in the analysis of fictional content is its interpreta-
tional character. This means that a user-analysis is of the ut-
most importance when evaluating the pros and cons of any
system.

It seems that the commercial systems are incorporating
more content elements and especially more user behaviout-
based data into their systems. For example, this can be seen
when compating Amazon books’ user interface (https://
www.amazon.com) and WorldCat’s FictdonFinder (https://
expetimental wotldcat.otg/xfinder/ficdonfinder.html). This
multi-faceted use of tools and different types of access
points seem to be very useful when searching for fiction.
The aesthetic point of view has also given new possibilities
for fiction retrieval, e.g, as can be seen in Whichbook.net
(https:/ /www.whichbook.net/ /), where the user can utilize
factor-based search tools with more interpretational type of
data. The third, and maybe the most rapidly evolving envi-
ronment, are the different types of user-motivated infor-
mation systems, e.g., fan-fiction sites and services that utilize
a lot of unstructured fiction content analysis that is based
on the users’ needs (e.g, https://www.fanfiction.net/ and
Smith 2017).

8.0 Conclusions
One can conclude from the studies conducted on indexing

and abstracting of fictional works that the effect of the
interpretation of the work of art has a major impact on
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reception.

Fignre 2. A broad model for a search and retrieval system for fiction.

the content description of the work. This highlights the
importance of these tools for librarians and patrons, they
should not be so restrictive that they control the content
as well as the vocabulary used in the indexing of (fictional)
works. Of course, the interpretational aspect of content
description is a subject that requires clarification, not only
for fictional works but also for scientific material.

Additional studies will be needed in order to improve the
indexing and classification of fiction. One important topic
is the effect of the environment on indexing and whether
the environment impacts on the use of indexes, which is
also crucial for understanding the relationship between cen-
tralised and local indexing. Furthermore, democratic index-
ing in different libraries—a model that enables the users to
contribute to the indexing—requires more investigation.
This could be one model through which we could incorpo-
rate the interpretations and opinions of different individuals
into our information systems (see Hiddetrley and Rafferty
1997 and investigations of the development in the search
and retrieval systems of the internet book-stores).

In addition, cultural and functional aspects are im-
portant from both the scientific and practical viewpoints.
The multicultural point of view is especially interesting
with respect to fiction. Centralised indexing services for
fiction have been available in several countries for years,
and their experiences can be a basis for assessing the ben-
efits and drawbacks of a centralised service.

There is much work to be done in developing better in-
formation systems for handling fiction. In fact, at times it
seems to be a never-ending task if one wishes to devise
more sophisticated and more tailored indexing and classi-
fication systems (e.g, see Bartlet and Hughes 2011). The
latest technological possibilities have created truly revolu-
tionary tools for fictional retrieval. These have opened new
perspectives for totally new types of indexing: e.g., emo-
tional indexing referring to the reader’s experience and
promotional tools for fictional literature. For libraries, this
will also mean soul-searching, i.e., librarians need to decide
what they must concentrate on in this field, what is best
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left for other actors and finally identify areas where co-op-
eration will be most beneficial.
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Appendix 1.

Category: Fiction by genre. From Wikipedia, The Free En-
cyclopedia. C refer to number of subcategories; Science fic-
tion, for example, have 21 subcategories, total = 528 cate-
gories and P refers to the number of Wikipedia pages in the
categoty.

Fictional characters by gente(C 17)
Fiction writers by genre(C 21)

Absurdist fiction(C, 61 P 2)

Adventure fiction(C, 27 P 19)

Children’s literature(C, 28 P 21)

Christian fiction(C, 12 P 7)

Chtistianity in fiction(C, 10 P 8)
Coming-of-age fiction(C, 41 P 6)

Crossover fiction(C, 26 P 12)

Fiction natrated by a dead petson(C, 66 P 1)
Dystopian fiction(C, 36 P 15)
Environmental fiction books(C, 77 P 1)
Erotic fiction(C, 7 P 8)

Family saga(C, 6 P 1)

Fantasy(C, 6 P 21)

Feminist fiction(C, 24 P 4)

Fiction with unreliable narrators(C, 258 P 2)
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Ghost stories(C, 30 P 6)
Historical fictionC, 51 17) P,2 F)
Horror fiction(C, 50 P 25)

Islam in fiction(C, 31 P 4)

Islamic fiction(C, 2 P 2)

LGBT fiction(C 10)

Men’s fiction(C 1)

Metafiction(C, 11 P 4)

Military fiction(C, 26 P 8)
Mockumentaries(C, 17 P 3)
Mototcycling in fiction(C, 5 P 5)
Mystery fiction(C, 43 P 22)
Mythopoeia(C, 12 P 2)

Novels by genre(C, 2 P 72)
Occult detective fiction(C, 31 P 8)
Overpopulation ficdon(P 43)
Parallel literature(C, 32 P 1)
Penny dreadfuls(P 5)
Philosophical fiction(C, 11 P 4)
Political fiction(C, 14 P 10)
Psychological fiction(C, 10 P 8)
Pulp fiction(C, 25 P 10)

Rapid human age change in fiction(P 16)
Rapid human growth change in fiction(P 4)
Fiction about religion C, 19 30) P)
Romantic fiction(C, 15 P 14)
Science fiction(C, 7 P 21)
Speculative fiction(C, 33 P 39)
Spy fiction(C, 5 P 20)

Thrillers(C, 21 P 16)

Utban fiction(P 19)

Utopian fiction(C, 30 P 3)
Western (genre)(C, 15 P 20)

Women’s fiction 2) C, 9 P)
Wuxia(C, 5 P 8)
Young adult ficdon(C, 53 P 4)

Pages in category “Fiction by genre” (This list may not re-

flect recent changes).

Anti-romance

Atomic bomb literature
Authoritarian literature
Bizarro fiction

Caper story

Cell phone novel
Comic novel
Conspiracy fiction
Docufiction
Ethnofiction
Existentialist fiction
Exploitation fiction
Fabulation
Fragmentary novel
Hysterical realism

I Novel

Invasion literature
Kunstlerroman
Musical fiction

New adult fiction
Northern (genre)
Urban fiction

Western (genre)
Young adult fiction
Young adult romance literature
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