Indexing biographies:
lives do bring their problems

Hazel K. Bell

Conssders baography s & particalar genre 1o which stamdard indexing practices, developed for structured bodics of technical
kmowledge, are mol alway: spplicable. Indeses o biopraphics raise particular problems of length of 1ext, selection and
termdmology of entries, arrangement and number of subheadings, extended continuity, lnyowl, and need for discretion, and

may rrquine unague, specific solutions.

Indexing biographies is a genre of its own, differing in
many ways from the indexing of technical subjects:
siruciurcd bodies of knowledpge. Its subject spscialism 15
ong of appropriate techniques and style rather than a
claim to knowledge of all the lives that have been lived.
Biographical indexers deal with marrarive prose about
peaple, as also do hastory and Reton; but fction, ales, is
penerally unindexed, whike history is more of a subject
specialism, with specified rules and known content,

The other characteristic chiefly distinguishing this
genre from technical indexing is the matler of length.
Whereas subject specialist texts may come in article,
essay or handbook (orm, indexers of biographies deal
with whole-book units=—or even multi-volume. Mere
length bnings problems of complexity: more difficulty
than cumulation of a series of discrete units, as in
periedical indexing; we have extended continuity to deal
with. It is the relationship of the index to the text
contents thal is of greatest importance in biographical
indexing, while in wechnical, the streciure of the index
itself seems Lo be of greater concern,

There has been little published on biography: at a
conference on the subject in 1985 the lack of study of
such a widely-published form was commented on.' The
fndecing of biography has been even less studied: text-
books and training courses seem mainly focused on
techmical indexing and subject specialisms; searching the
literature yielkded only a few passages on i; no sustained
consideration of the subject.

With technical indexing, one can index according to
precept, and there is @ right answer, at implied by the
standards, like marking a maths exam. Bul in indexing
narrative prose about people, cach will make different
subjective decisions, interpret and value the text by his
individual judgmeni—ihere can be no sole correct
answer, any more than there can be in writing an cssay.
Indeed, the process scems o me to resemble essay or

Paper first presented a1 the Society of Indevers’ conference,
Cheltenham, 10 July 1985,
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article writing. First one must assemble facis, rough
nodes; then rearrangs, group, Rl out, edit, write, The first
jollings are mere noles, indications, of whal entries may
be. or where they will starl—not, necessarily, end, yet. |
assemble lists of page references and tentative subhead-
ings, but canmodl tell Gl T have them all how Anely
detailed the breakdown can be, which will group with
which,

Selecrion of enrries

The first essential m indexing a lengthy lext with a
conlinuous theme ssems 1o be familiarity with iz full
development; | would hope always 1o read the whole
book through al least once belore starting indexing,
Then, how to pick out items for inclusion?

In narrative prose aboul people, sustained through a
whole book, topics are not considered, concluded and
dismissed, but sustained throughoutl the book: it is a
siage Lhat the major characters rarely leave, and they
must be constantly monitored and recorded, even in the
background. We are at oncc noting the armval and
depiarture of (he minor characters and incidenis, listing
bolh  imentions—easy-lo-spol  names—and  ongoing
topics—much more difficult 1o keep in mind, continue
through pages without specific reference, These may even
be abstract, developing concepts, perhaps nol named as
such in the exi—begpinmings of war, spell of lreak
weather, decline of popularity (a subhead).

Terminclogy

Mames, of course, give many particular problems
indexing biographics. Women who marry, changing their
names—maybe more than once; people who are cn-
nobled; writers who use psewdonyms, they must all be
findable under whichever name they are soughi, by the
use of cross-referendces; and identified when reached, as
the person orginally sought under another name, by
confirmation in brackets—{rée, formerly, later, etc., with
other versions). For several members of the same family,
with the same name, it is best 1o specify in brackets their
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relationship te the major characier (father of BB, nicce
of BB). This breaks up long columns of the same namz
with helpful information, especially for readers who may
be looking for, say, the mother of the character without
knowing her forename, The subjecis of biographies may
mod be famed, their families even less 3o, The index Lo
Barbara Pym’s diary was also a glossary, as described in
a previous issue of this jowrnal

Mames may need expansion or explanation, sup-
plementary research for missing information: the grand-
father on which side of the hero's family, therefore which
surname? What are the surnames of his school-Mriend
Albert, young Penny the maid? Such matters arc sup-
posed 1o need research by the indexer, who may charge
for the time spent on it. | consider it better to list such
queries and send them to the author, as: (1) the indexer’s
schedule is usually too tight to allow time to go (o a
library and delve; (2) the author will have access (o all the
relevant papers, and know what sources best 1o consult,
and where; (3) it is even salutary 1o make the author
realize that these details are lacking! He should not only
supply them for the index, but may be plad of the
reminder to insert the information inlo the text.

Indexing narrative (and subjectively wrillen) pross is
entirely different from indexing scientific writing, where
agreed items may be specified lor reference, sometimes
cven automatically spolled and Aagped by computer,
and the chief technique is the stroctural arrangement of
known items, Indexers of biographies can find no list of
prefierred, specified terms, as cach life and its events ane
unique. For a list of favourite books, a computer would
list each authorftitle, but the human indexer would
simply peneralize as, perhaps, FAVOURITE READING, All
human life is there—behaviour, relationships, emo-
tions—to be specified and labelled. Words used in the
headings for prose aboul people may not even appear in
iext; we supply such generalizing terms as CHARACTER,
CAREER, ADH.ESCEMNCE, HEALTH, CHILDHODY, FAMILY, HO#-
BIES, s0CLAL LIFE. To devise such terms involves analysis,
summary, interpretation, Even these lerms are ambi-
guous; for instance, does MARRIAGE refer 1o the wedding,
or the whole marriage relationship and years; oris il a
landmark—all references lollowing this one refer (o the
character in his married state? HeaLts, of course, may be
the entry indicating a list of illnesses. FamiLy—does that
imply the subject’s parents and siblings, carly in the
book, or children, later? We cannot go by Keywords,

There is some degree of evaluation, or need lor discre-
tion, in choosing lerms, In one man's life, 1 had the
delicate problem of his living with the woman who would
have been his second wile, except that his first wife was in
a mental home and, at that time, undivorceable, The
sécond woman's name was discrectly not given in the
book; so | had to include her under his eniry, and could
not put ‘second marriage” a3 it wasn't. | could only think
of "second affaire” or “second liaison’, and used that, but
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it seemed unduly censorious! Delicately written text
aboul relationships has o be bluntly labelled in the
imdex. The author may write subtly, but we cannot hint
HosossexuaLimy may have to trumpet what two pages of
text delicately imply—and thus introduce a libel risk.

History indexing is easier because the reader knows
what (o cxpect; onc can use dates, such as 1815, meaning-
fully; the sequences of subheadings under eniries are
those expecied. Biographies of the lest known nesd more
informative lerms.

Our chodce of term implies choies of emphasis of one
feature of the many considered in each paragraph or
section, Our hero wriles a letter 1o his old nanny describ-
ing a visil 1o a peer-lriend in his stately home. For names,
we cite those he describes at the party; for ongoing
breakdown reference—letiers from hero? Relationship
with former nanny? Describes stately home? What hap-
pens there? Which, or all? We make constant decisions,
interpreting the text for the reader by our selection and
by our phrascology.

We should consider which possible question by the
reader we are answering: (a) where can | find what 1
kvow is in this book?—the easier task: he knows what to
look Tor, wou have only Lo pul it in the Hkebest place; or
(b) what does this book tell me about the chap? Here our
choice of terms must be more informative.

Arrangement of subheadings

With biography (more than with history) there are
likely to be a few subjects with an enormous majority of
the entrics, so that they have hall a column or more of
subheadings 1o be arranged, Carey declares the compila-
tion of these “the task that calls for the indexer’s highest
skill of all*.* It seems generally agreed that alphabetical
arrangement of subheadings should give way to chrome-
logieal Tor biographies. For one thing, alphabetical
arrangemznt is helplul only iF you know what the entries
are likely 1o be: climate/hisiory/population of a country.
But it is ai best conlusing, at worsi Adiculous, vo list for a
person.

death, dental problems, divorce, marriage, mests
Tuture wile, schooldays

and chronological arrangement wnll coincide roughly
with the events of the book, producing a minor narrative
in itself, easy 1o follow.

A first decision 15 whether 1o give éach reference a
separate subhead, or whether they can be grouped,
subdivided in stages. Grouping in siages rather than
singly specifying can be a tempting method of dealing
with cnormously leng lists of refercnees, if one could take
the whole thing as continuous, Division inlo pears is
tempting, especially in a life-time book. It is helpful il the
reader may be expected to have enough relevant knowl-
edge for the date 1o mean something—1935-40 and after
will be meaningful—or il you can add, ‘19556, in
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America’; ‘1957, returns to England’; * 195860, atlempls
to enter Parliament”. Most people’s lives, alas, are not 50
chranologically tidy.

Indexes have been condemned for affecting the Tunc-
tion of a contents list; but this seems Lo me helpful, in the
absence of very detailed contents lists, or chapter sum-
maries such as Victonan novels used 1o have—one rarely
sees these now, and they would be unlikely 1o be read
against the index. A lull content-index is helpful 1o those
readers who do ror know what to expect to find.

Some take the sasiest way of all Lo arrange entres—in
order of occurrence, no messing. This will not help the
reader who does not know what entries to expect, so does
not know where to look for them; nor where eniries
ocour where one would not expect them—the funeral of
the character anticipated in the introduction, for
instance—even his entire career there summarized.

Lisually collation is possible; and several successive,
though scparate, references 10 RELATIONS WITH MOTHER,
¥ISITS TO SUSSEX, ATTACKS OF RHEUMATISM, can be
brought tegether, On the pnnciple of classification, it can
even be helpful 1o assemble long lists under subhead-
ings—I subsumed all references Lo the hero's drinking,
and his wife's illnesses and operations, in a recent index,
and the length of the entries, running right through the
book, told their own tale. But if you group like this,
through the wyears, chronology becomes difficull—
arranging by chronological order of first entrics means
you keep going back to slart again,

Layout

Chronological arrangement with a narrative form
implies serting run-on, to reinforce the narrative reading
effect. Indented style is best suited 1o alphabetical order,
where expecred headings have keywords brought to the
front; in narrative form this gives a staccato, disjoinied
cffect. 1 would always sl indexes 1o biographies run-on;
the continuous sequence hers 15 more important than the
acteal terms for the iems entered, unlike technical
indexing. The parrative effect slso involves retaining
prepositions, now disallowed in indented subheadings.
Some charming examples of narrative subheadings have
been quoted in this journal, particularly Mrom indexes to
Boswell and Pepys.

Sub-subheadings may be indicated in run-on by the
wiz of brackets and commas, or repetition of the sub-
heading, or by the use of paragraphing. I divide long
biographical entrics into sections, starling each on a new
line., with its own title in small caps, such as: Camnen,
CHARACTER, RELATIOMSHIFS, WRITINGS. | use different
principles of arrangement within these sections—
chronological for career, with all the difficulties already
mentioned. The order in which to list books writien or
films made may be difficult to select. Alphabetical is
easier, and with known titles, readers may kaow where Lo
look in the list for what they seek. But the chronological
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arrangement may indicate the development of the writer
of aclor, may encapsulate his carcer. For informed
readers, this will be more helplul and interesting.

I now do list special seclions of relationships with
people, blunt as this seems, as so many are important
and worth singling out, These 1 list alphabetically, by
surname, but not inverting the names.

The section that | have called in my last index cHarac-
TER aND TaSTES, which includes appearance, generosity,
lewe of reading, hobbies, voice, illnesses—personal mat-
ters—| arrange by a sense of logic, grouping like with
like (vobce, singing, poeiry: drinking, smoking, sexu-
ality). Appearance | usually begin with, as it's a constant,
and begins, happily, with a. But items of this seri cannol
#o in a chronological armangement, unless specifically
meaning ‘appearance at 20, al 30, at 40°. Even then |
think they would be better prouped together—classified.
Their order of cccurrence in the Lext is too random, no
help as a finding aid.

Another individual method of breaking up long entries
for major characters, by the use of typography, 15 de-
scribed by Dr L. F. Powell in his index to the 1950
revision of Hill's edition of Boswell's Life of Johnson:

To facilitate consultation of the very long articles on

the major characters, letters, corresponding to the

initials of the keywords of the mm are mserted in
lhmr opriate places; these, and the important
% Lhemselves, are printed in heavy type, e
BD&WHL.L A account of himself: B enters at the bar; %
visils C?:mbndgc D buys Dalblair; drinking: a lover of
wine. !

Robert Latham had to contend with biographical
indexing problems on a huge scale in dealing with
Samuel Pepys's diary, and his success won him the
Wheatley Medal for 1983, He explained the particular
techniques he evolved in two articles in The fndexer:

The principal eniries concerning him are listed on the

Billﬂ‘fﬂlh‘*ﬂﬁi the preface 1o the volume. They include

F¥S, SAMUEL, RECOLLECTIONS OF EARLY LIFE DIARY;

CORRESFONDENCE; dnd SEX LIFE"

He had 1o be deall with for the most part under a series

of distingt headings—HEALTH, DIARY, CLERK OF THE

ACTS, BOOKS, Mmusic and so0 on—though in the end a

small entry headed Pepys, Samuel proved (o be a

useful container for refercnces to his life before the

diary period.’

The matn character

This is the one question of indexing biographies that
docs often receive consideration in lexts on indexing.
Carey denounced long entries for the major character of
a biography as ‘overloading’, and suggested they should
be omitled, or restricted 1o entries which could not go
under any other heading, such as his birth, character,
honours.* Knight™? and Anderson™ both support this,
Such an omission soems to me simply to be increasing the
deplorable lack of indexes by adding a new calegory,
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partially urindexed books, There is often a second major
characier in a biography—wile or colleague. How odd 1o
have a full entry for the minor character, not Tor the
major: a book on Thomas Carlyle featuring Jane more
largely tham Thomas in the index—or even casual
visilors. Carey suggested that most entries for the main
character could go under other headings—even for the
hero's marriage, you look for his wife's name in the
imdex, which you know will be Mrs ——* But with other
matters, you will not know what to seck out. What of
olher close relationships, without bencfit of same
surmame?

Knight complained that it was “not pretty o find” 38
references o catching, escaping from, or being treated
for, the pox, under “Boswell’, and that “these had better
been relegated to an entry under the letter V™49
Uneder the maim eniry for an illness [ would expect to find
general matters—consideration of its sympiloms, history,
treatment and effects, not of one individual’s suffering
from it. One could look under the illness for the charac-
ier's bouls only if one already knew of his experience
of it

The advocates of transfer of the main characier’s
references Lo other entrics suggest cxplaining this in a
prefatory note. 1 am sure that most users, going through
the indexes to a pile of books in a library in search of
some particular ilem, do mer first consull notes al the
tops of the indexes. Such noles seem 10 me sacred,
unconsulied cows,

Strings and loose ends

Often, many trivial references remain afler all sultable
subheadings have been bestowed. | do believe these
should be listed, for completeness. One could put men-
tiowmedd, but it's a long word, and its use bestows undue
imporiance; though this would have the advantage of
taking the stnng of trivial references to the end of the
entry. In fact, with mo subhead, this list of numbers will
actually come first after the character’s name, instead of
last, where it rightly belongs; probably s firs
appearance after the name suggesis o the reader that it
has the maximum importance. Or do readers realize that
the more important references are those with subhead-
ings? Another disadvantage of no-subhead-first;, the onz
you pick out Lo subhead as most imporiant may be the
first chronologically. 5o,

John Smith 7, 17, 27, 37, 47, childhood, 5

—imphies quite the wrong order. It should be *childhood,
5; also mentioned . . ", Have we any means of conveying
this? The many references not worth specilfying might
ideally be tucked chronologically beiween ihe relevant
subheadings, in brackets; for instance:
Wedding 50; honeymoon 51; returm to London 52;
scarch for work 54; (35, 57, 59, 62) (which arc minor
references not worth the space, effort and importance
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of subhcadings, but chronologically fall between the
work scarch on 54 and the next subheading], starts
work as porier 69,

The generally protested abhorrence of sirings seems
overdone Lo me. Thers may be, say, twelve references toa
minor characler in the life. You want the character to
appear in the index, as he is there in the book—twelve
times, totalling the importance of a single eniry. He, his
rignds, scholars later researching him, may well want to
know of all the references. You hear you should not have
maore than five before you sub-divide. How shall you do
this?

Specily the references with subheadings? You look at
each of the twelve (which takes a lot of time, and is itsell
an argument for paying by the hour, not by the visible
result}—and find that none stands outl as especially
imporiani, meriting any particular sub-entry. To give
these would bestow unwarranted apparent importance
on them in the index. Pick out just one or two references
for subhcads, purely for the sake of subtraction, o
reduce the number left in the string? One might choose
convenient subheadings for thres—AT SCHOOL WITH BE,
AT BA'S WEDDING, LETTER TO BBR-—while another charac-
ter, with only these same thres references, does not have
them s0 subdivided (three being permissible), although
his references are of the same weight as those of the
twelve-times-appearing. This gives a distorted effect of
imporiance to those entries, whereas there should be a
true between the importance of a charac-
ter in the text, and the space he oocupies in the index,
Surely we should accord subheads on the basis of the
importance of the entry itsell rather than merely 1o
distingwish an unimportant reference from other anim-
portant ones? It should be itsell @ mark of intrinsic
worihiness-of-consuliation.

You could divide inlo stages, il the appearances ars
chronologically convenient—In X's childhood; at
university; during war; later years'. But again, think how
much space the words of sub-entnes take, compared with
the number of page-references you could get in their
space—and how much less informative!

Another possible strategy to avoid stings is the temp-
tation to sireambine under lalss pretences, 8,9, 10, 11, 12,
13, 14, 15, 16, 17, would be condemned as a string;
#=17 instead would be acceptable—bul may be far less
accurale.

The cbvious message of an index entry is, information
on this (gpic can be found on this page’. The sub-
message is, ‘10°s got a subheading taking up the space of
several page numbers—it must be important, well worth
turming 0. A string of undifferentiated entries (in a
conscientiously compiled index, that is) has s own,
honest message: “these are twelve minor references o this
person, none of which is worth emphasizing by a sub-
heading’.
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Inclusion

Extrancous matler such as prologue, acknowledgpe-
ments, illustrations and appendices wsually qualifies for
inclusion in the index 1o a biography. | index anyone in
the acknowledgements who also appears in the text; 1
would nol index the thanks to the author’s wile lor
keeping the children quist while he wrote, bul would
include reference to the widow of the main character who
had made his papers available and answered questions
about him; that iz relevant to his life and relationships.
Iustrations should surely be included, 1o indicate, not
so much their position, as that there are pictures of the
characters 1o be Mfound. Tt can be difficult to get even a list
of the illustrations from the publisher in time for the
index, lei alone the captions or the pictures themselves, IF
at all possible, | smply include i at the cod of the
relevanl entries Lo indicate that a search through the
illustrations (casy to detect!) will be rewarded,

In fact, since indexers analvse the ext as closely us any
likely reader, it seems hard that we are so often denied
the adjuncis thal can throw such helpful light on it—
illustrations and maps.

Concisrions

These are the problems 1 have found in indexing
biographies, in the arcas of choice of terms, armangerment
of subheadings, and layout, They all arise from the
particular nature of indexing whole-book narrative prose
aboul people, unigue lives and characters that cannot be
standardized, and seem lo require solutions different
from the standard practices advocated for dealing with
structured bodies of standard knowledpe.
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Opposition to indexes

[Victor Gollancz] ignored the trivial complaint that the
book [My Dear Timorky, Gollance, 1952 lacked an
index, Wictor, for reasons of economy, did not approve
of indexes; and in the case of his own book this dislike
wis compounded by his reluctance (o have people dip-
ping into it and thus destroying the symphonic construc-
lion. The wildly unchronological Tims put up almost
impenetrable barmers Lo use as works of reference.

(Ruth Dudley Edwards, Ficror Golloncz. A4 Biography.
Gollancz, 1987, p. 593)

It should be added thal, despite coming from the
Gollancz stable, Ms Bdwards’ biography is comprehen-
sively indexed—even perhaps ‘over-indexed’, since the
titles of books {both by Viclor Gollancz himsell and hy
others) are fully indexed under both author and tithe. The
chapters dealing with his publishing wentures reflect
some of the idiosyneracies of the book world (not just the
coeentricitics of Gollancz) and will be of particular
intarest 1o indexers,

LAY,

Subject retricval at work

The British Library Documen: Supply Centre offers
one-stop information shopping, supplying requesis from
more than 12,000 industrial, public, government and
academic customers in 140 countries of the world. [is
stock is vast, occupying 100 miles of shelving and 1,700
miles of microfilm. [t journals listing alone contains
aver |0.000 titles on chemistry and chemical enginecring,
8000 on biomedical research, 30,000 on other bio-
sciences und over 40,000 on engineering. Tt has 3,000,000
reports on microfilm, 500,000 theses, 300,000 conlerence
proceedings—and 100,000 music scones,

And Trom this stock il fnds specific information,
somelimes lrom the scantiest clues,

Omne request from 2 customer who had tried exten-
sively in the USA read: “Observations on the agricultural
conditions liable 1o influence aflatoxin development on
groundnuls in Sencgal .. . all the information we have
.. -are desperate . . . help’. The paper, which was from @
UMICEF meeting in 1963, was quickly found,

In another request, all the leads the customer could
give were the words ‘Erc’ and “Cause”; the date, venue
and authorship of the conference paper were not known.
It took us ten minutes b0 find the paper,” says Marketing
Exccutive Alan Reeves, *It turned oul to be a paper on
“People, creativity and quality with technology”, given
in 5t Louis, Missouri in 1981. | told the customer that if
ihey'd said ot had o green cover, we'd have found it even
sooner!”
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