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Introduction 1/2

Computational Literary Studies & Canon / Archive

• « Distant Reading » (Moretti, 2000) [1]
• Do we understand the outlines of literary history ? (Underwood,
2019) [2]

• Canon/Archive - going beyond canonicity : literature as a
dynamic system
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Introduction 2/2

Beyond Canonicity

• Literary variability (Tynianov, 1927) [3] as a framework to study
literature

• Naïve inquiry : which authors brought novelty to fiction
(formal/semantic ?)

• Is our contemporary canon grasping those innovations?
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Corpus

• Chapitres Corpus (Leblond, 2022)[4] : 2961 novels
• Canonical tags : (Barré, 2023)[5]

Figure 1 – Corpus distribution
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Textual Features

Between Formal & Semantic Textual Features

• Characterization : operationalizing the Character Space (Woloch,
2003) [6] with coreference resolution & Fr-BookNLP.
Characterizing adjectives and verbs throughout the narrative.
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Textual Features

Between Formal & Semantic Textual Features

• Characterization : operationalizing the Character Space (Woloch,
2003) [6] with coreference resolution & Fr-BookNLP.
Characterizing adjectives and verbs throughout the narrative.

• Chronotope : fr-BookNLP NER : LOC + FAC + VEH + TIME.
(Bamman, 2019) [7]

• Themes : Fifty main topics (BERTopics) and their proportions for
each novel are identified and retrieved

• Lexicon : 1000 most frequent words. Unconscious structural
writing.

Each text is a concatenated vector : Doc2Vec + Topics prop + BoW
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Measuring Literary Change : Computational Framework

Literary Variability

• Cohort renewal stronger than author change (Underwood, 2022)
[8]
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Measuring Literary Change : Computational Framework

Literary Variability

• Cohort renewal stronger than author change (Underwood,
2022)[8]

• Generation : 30 years (Moretti, 2007), (Béhar, 1996) [9, 10] as a
cycle of change?

• Formal innovation vs. Imitation
• Kullback/Leibler Divergence - Measuring the pace of change

KL(P||Q) =
∑
x
P(x) log( P(x)Q(x) )
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Measuring change - entropy graph

• Canon more
influent & more
innovative

• x-axis : high
score means
high novelty

• y-axis : low
score means
high influence

Figure 2 – Entropy graph, surprise with previous
cohort (x-axis), surprise with next cohort (y-axis),
Canon label in orange

CHR 2023. Beyond Canonicity 12



Novelty Signal

Figure 3 – Mean novelty per birth-year

• Each peak : Moment of innovation
• Which authors contributing to it ?
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Three Peaks Under Study

• 1828

• 1877

• 1900
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Canon vs Archive : Novelty

Figure 4 – Mean novelty per birth-year, broken out by canonical tag
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Future Work

Close Reading is all you need
• Assumptions which still need validation :
which feature is relevant for each peak?

• Are peaks of ”variability” correlated with the emergence of
specific sub-genres ?

• Are canonical works/authors driving novelty ? Yes on average
but not for all literary periods
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Thank you !
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Q & A
Feel free to reach us !
jean.barre@ens.psl.eu

thierry.poibeau@ens.psl.eu
https://crazyjeannot.github.io/

Data & Code :
https://github.com/crazyjeannot/CHR_

beyond_canonicity
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Annexes

Figure 5 – Corpus distribution
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Measuring change - entropy graph

Figure 6 – Entropy graph, surprise with previous cohort (x-axis), surprise with
next cohort (y-axis), canon in orange
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