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Corpus stylisticsCorpus stylistics



What is corpus stylistics?

Leech (2008): „the study of style is essentially the study of
variation in the use of language“

Corpus stylistics = the study of literary texts that employs
corpus-linguistics methods to support the analysis of
textual meanings and the interpretation of texts

corpus-stylistic research can focus on individual texts and
even text extracts as the places where the aesthetic
effects of language are best analyzed
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Basis of corpus-stylistic research
• intrinsic explanatory purpose of the linguistic analysis
• Leech (2008: 54): descriptive v. explanatory stylistics

• descriptive: purpose is to describe the style
• explanatory: to use stylistics to explain something

• explanatory goal may be extrinsic or intrinsic
• extrinsic: to identify the author of a text or the chronological

relationship between the texts
• intrinsic: to explain the meaning of the text

• the intrinsic explanatory purpose of corpus stylistics > close to
literary stylistics (linguistic analysis + literary criticism)

• also an extrinsic dimension: compares texts and assesses specific
linguistic features in relation to wider linguistic patterns
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Literary style
• literary style as an object of study is difficult to define > rather

„meanings in literary texts“
• style is closely allied to registers/genres and dialects/language

varieties
• stylistic shifts in usage may be observed with reference to

features associated with either particular situations of use or
particular groups of speakers

• style mostly associated with literary texts > literary language
• Burrows (1987): disctinction between literary and non-

literary language is not a clear-cut one
• not a different set of features, but rather a continuum
• literary texts often defined extralinguistically (publishers,

libraries)
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Literary style
• literary texts in corpora tend to be analyzed from a register view

• Biber et al. (1999): four registers (fiction, news, conversation
and academic prose)

• register perspective studies frequent and pervasive words
and grammatical structures and interprets them in respect of
situational characteristics of the variety

• focus on frequent features
• patterns resulting from the real-world situational

characteristics of the registers are functional

• a genre approach, in contrast, requires complete texts
• features associated with styles are not functional, but rather

associated with aesthetic preferences
• focus on specific features, not just the frequent ones
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Corpus-stylistic methods
• researchers usually employ standard functionalities offered by

concordancers:
• retrieving frequencies
• analyzing concordances
• generating collocations
• extracting keywords

• one of the often used methods is PCA (principal component
analysis):
• statistical procedure reduces sets of variables to a smaller

number of composite variables to account for most of the
relationship between initial variables

• can depict the variability of the data and show which texts or
sets of data differ the most or least
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Corpus-stylistic methods

• often, sophisticated statistical methods are used:
• PCA (principal component analysis)
• MDA (Biber’s multidimensional analysis)
• cluster analysis...

• combination of stylistics and statistics gave birth to a new
interdisciplinary area called stylometry, computational staylistics
or statistical stylistics
• often used to study the authorial style of individual authors
• also in forensic lingistics (to attribute authorship of

anonymous texts)
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PCA: genre differences
fiction non-fiction

N fiction
N non-fiction
T fiction
T non-fiction
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PCA-based studies
• Craig (2008): used PCA to study relationships between

Shakespeare’s characters
• focuses on 50 characters that speak more than 3,000 words

and uses the fifty most frequent words
• interprets the PCA results as „a sociolinguistics of character“
• shows contrasts and similarities between characters that seem

to reflect the social purposes of the character’s speech
• female characters use I and me more than we and our,

reflecting individuality

• Tabata (1995): used PCA to compare first-person and third-person
narratives in Dickens (100 most common words, 9 novels)
• 1st person: verbal structures, and, but, intensifiers, negatives
• 3rd person: nominal structures with the, which, who, actions
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• Burrow (1987): important contribution to showing how empirical
evidence can add objectivity to the study of textual features
• shows that frequent words play an important role in the

creation of meaning in a novel
• top frequent, mostly grammatical, words usually do not receive

particular attention
• Burrow argues that the top frequent words reflect unobtrusive

habits of expression and can differentiate idiolects of characters

• Jane Austen’s language: her dialogues with other novelists
• focus on methodology, rather than findings (small range of

examples)
• another important observation: literary language cannot be so

easily distinguished from non-literary language
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• Stubbs (2005): in his study, he tries to „illustrate the literary value
of simple quantitative text and corpus data“
• seeks the links between corpus findings and literary

interpretation
• study of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness

• first, brief outline of some observations put forward by literary
critics (theme of unreliable knowledge)

• then, he relates them to linguistics features identified with corpus
methods

• critics focused only on content words (fog, indistinct) as
expressions of vagueness and disregarded grammatical structures
such as something, somewhere, kind of, sort of.

• Stubbs argues that corpus-based techniques can add systematicity
and detail to textual analysis and literary interpretation
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• Louw (1993): illustrates the potential of the concept of „semantic
prosody“ in its application to stylistics

• practise of „matching texts against corpora“ as a useful method of
corpus stylistics
• semantic prosodies result from habitual collocates colouring

the meanings of words they occur with
• semantic prosody of melancholia: days are (gone, over, past...)
• theme of Larkin’s poem „Days“ > the line „Days are where we live“

triggers associations of melancholia that point forward to the theme
of death developed in the poem

• semantic prosody as a „consistent aura of meaning with which a
form is imbued by its collocates“ provides a background to these
expectations
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Discussion

• What is a keyword?

• How can semantic tagging be useful in keyword analysis?

• What is a style marker (according to Nils Erik Enkvist)?

• Whow can keywords be extracted from a corpus?

• Why does the choice of a reference corpus matter?

• What is a „cut-off point“?

• Are there more types of keywords?

• What is „aboutness“?
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Who is speaking...?

WHO IS SPEAKING?


