
Paul Sheridan

Assistant Professor, University of Prince Edward Island


Monday, 3 July 2023 

Ontologies for Narrative and Fiction Workshop

Toward Creating a Collection of 
Literary Themes for use in 

Supervised Learning Applications

Theme Ontology

A community-based, open access knowledgebase
of literary themes and thematically annotated stories.



201920182017

Me

Mikael   
    Onsjö

    Janna 
Hastings

Sergio Jiminez Team

2010-16

WODHSA

Future Internet

DSCN

2020-22

Oshan 
    Modi MT&A

LTO 
+ 

GOLEM Lab

2023

JOSS 
(in prep)



Part III: LTO Today

Part II: LTO in a Nutshell 

Part IV: LTO Tomorrow

Part I: The Vision



The Problem
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The Goal
Revenge



The Approach
1. Build an open-source 

knowledgebase of common 
literary themes.


2. Create gold/silver-standard 
corpora of thematically 
annotated narrative texts.


3. Train machine learning models 
on the themes and annotated 
corpora to annotate narrative 
text with themes. 
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What is the LTO?

A knowledgeable of literary themes

An open access database 
of thematically annotated stories

An online collaborative fiction  
document thematic annotation platform

An ecosystem of statistical 
analysis applications



Where is the LTO?



The Gentlemen ThemersW.H. Hudson

Harold Bloom
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How is the LTO Structured?

William Henry Hudson (1841-1922)

Basic Formal

Ontology

compliant
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Watch it, Fork it, Star it



A Victorian-era retelling of a classic 
European cautionary tale about a 
young girl and the Big Bad Wolf.


It was published in the 1889 Andrew 
Lang edited collection of fairy tales 
The Blue Fairy Book.

Little Red Riding-hood

Wikisource text: https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Blue_Fairy_Book/Little_Red_Riding-hood

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Blue_Fairy_Book/Little_Red_Riding-hood




URL: https://github.com/theme-ontology/theming/wiki/Theming-Andrew-Lang's-Little-Red-Riding-Hood

Red Riding-hood Themes

https://github.com/theme-ontology/theming/wiki/Theming-Andrew-Lang's-Little-Red-Riding-Hood
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THEORY: 
The Literary 

Theme Ontology



APPLICATION: 
An Ontology-enhanced 
Recommender System



APPLICATION: 
Theme Enrichment 

Analysis



APPLICATION: 
The R Package stoRy
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Foundations
We need a theory of literary themes that is suited to the age 
of machine learning in which we find ourselves.



Foundations
What is the scope for themes?



Foundations
Applicability: Does vengeance apply to the bear in Robinson 
Crusoe?


“… if you are really afraid, your best way is to look another Way, 
and keep going on; for sometimes if you stop, and stand still, 
and look steadily at him, he takes it for an Affront; but if you 
Throw or toss any thing at him, and it hits him, though it were but 
a bit of a Stick, as big as your Finger, he (the bear) takes it for an 
Affront, and sets all his other Business aside to pursue his 
Revenge; for he will have Satisfaction in Point of Honour; that is 
his first Quality: The next is, That if he be once affronted, he will 
never leave you, Night or Day, till he has his Revenge; but follows 
at a good round rate, till he overtakes you."

Source: Robinson Crusoe, Norton Critical Editions (1993), p211



Practicalities
• Thematic annotation best practices


• Strategies for theme alignment to text


• Annotate text with summaries, and tag summaries with 
themes.


• Anchor abstract themes to concrete “minable motifs” (e.g., 
anchor the theme “materialism” to instances of “shopping 
sprees”)


• Build up a true online community


• Augment on existing corpora (e.g., BookNLP, Schoomp, 
BookCorpus2, Movie Scripts datasets, etc.)



Applications
• Create thematically annotated corpora of narrative texts.


• Train machine learning models to automatically detect 
themes in narrative text; integrate diverse 
knowledgebases, including GOLEM graphs and 
ontologies, WikiPlots, etc.


• Open-source everything and get it out there.



Thank You
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LTO is Basic Formal Ontology-compliant



Top-down Tagging Protocol│Identify an important topic in the story: who or what is at the center of that topic?

Bottup-up Approach: Look up specific themes at https://www.themeontology.org/themes

a familial relationship, a friendship, a romantic relationship, etc.  

family life, a workplace issue, a matter of social status, etc.  

a pair of individuals

a gender issue, a socioeconomic issue, a law and order issue, etc.  

diplomacy, war, cross cultural issue, etc.  

human rights, social ethical dilemma, social organization, etc.  

what if I found myself on a desert island, second childhood, physical metamorphosis

utopia, dystopia, multi-species society, existential risk to civilization, etc.  

AI, human enhancements, speculative devices, simulated reality, etc.  

extraterrestrials, angels, monsters, cyborgs, giants, etc.

anger, boredom, fear, grief, hope love, shame, etc.  

coping with death, tough decision, coping with aging  

the lust for gold, the desire for vengeance, the quest
for immortality, the thirst for knowledge, etc.  
seeing the error of one’s ways, having a preconception
challenged, overcoming a limitation, etc.  

a single individual

their emotional states

their challenges in life

the purpose in life

introspection

an intra-societal issue

an inter-societal issue

a universal societal issue

hexes and curses, omens, lucky charms, witchcraft, etc.

heresy, monasticism, sin, the afterlife, etc.

chemicals, electricity, nuclear fusion, etc.

Atlantis, Bigfoot, alien abduction, ESP, flying saucer theory of UFOs, etc.

folkloral worldview

a religious worldview

a secular worldview

a fringe worldview

a fantastical experience

a speculative technology

a speculative society

a speculative being...and beyond

a small group of individuals

society

humanity

reality

Where to look for best practices?




