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This is a special form of distant reading that I term
“public reading” (Dekel and Marienberg-Milikowsky,
2021).

Such a project – in scale, methodology and aims –
has never before been carried out in the field of Modern
Hebrew literature nor, to the best of my knowledge, in other
similar fields or in other languages-literatures. This is a
historiographical project; therefore, it builds on existing
historiographies of Hebrew literature (inter alia by Shaked,
Miron and Schwartz) and yet it aims to show the picture
in a different way. In the poster, I will present – using
graphs that include some of the respective data – the two
components of the project. Moreover, I will also reflect on
the complexities that such a method provokes.
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Our poster introduces an R package with a varied set
of data and a companion website to enable replication of
data analyses and findings from the project The Riddle of
Literary Quality (2012-2019). The project searched for
linguistic and stylistic patterns in modern Dutch novels and
novels recently translated into Dutch that may help explain
the literary value readers do or do not attribute to these
novels. Are novels that readers consider to be highly literary
measurably different from those that receive low scores for
literary quality? 

To answer this question, the project team built a corpus
of 401 novels published for the first time in Dutch from
2007 to 2012 and most sold or most borrowed from public
libraries in the period 2010-2012. Readers’ opinions
about these novels were gathered in 2013 in The National
Reader Survey that drew 13,784 respondents. Correlating
measurements of the digital texts with the opinions of
the readers resulted in important knowledge about the
perceptions of literariness in the Netherlands in 2013. 

The survey showed how readers are biased in several
ways in their attribution of literary value to contemporary
novels. Books presented as genre fiction are implicitly
denied their chances of literary fame. Novels labelled as
literary fiction by the publisher have a far better chance of
being regarded as having high literary quality. But also in
this category biases apply. Female authors, for instance,
have less prestige than their male colleagues, even when
the linguistic features of their writing do not significantly
differ. The results also showed that the level of linguistic
and topic complexity correlates strongly with literary quality
scores. The higher the scores for literary quality, the more
difficult the books are. The project yielded two PhD-theses
in English, by Andreas van Cranenburgh (2016) and Corina
Koolen (2018).

We created an R package named “litRiddle” that is
available through CRAN. It contains four data tables with a
number of functions to access them:

•     The table Books contains the names of the authors and
the titles of the 401 novels in the corpus, including
metadata indicating the genre label, if the book is
translated or not, the gender of the author, the country
of origin of the author, the original language of the
book, and more. The table includes a set of linguistic
measurements for each of the books. 

636



Digital Humanities 2022

•     The table Frequencies lists the word frequencies of the
5,000 most frequent words across 401 novels. Due to
copyright restrictions the litRiddle R-package cannot
include the full texts of the novels. It provides relative
word frequencies lists per novel that allow to replicate
many of the measurements done by the research team
and that will help to explore other perspectives based on
bag-of-words approaches.

•     The table Respondents consists of metadata for the
13,784 respondents who took part in The National
Reader Survey and includes information about, for
example, their age, gender, and level of education. It
also includes their answer to a number of questions
going into their reading habits and how they value
reading.

•     The table Reviews captures how respondents scored
the books they had read and how they scored books
that they had not read but had an opinion about.
Respondents scored books for their general quality (i.e.
how good the respondent judge the book to be) and their
literary quality (i.e. how literary the respondent thought
the book was). The table also includes the optional
motivation for one of their scores if the respondent
provided one. The motivations are added for 12,367
out of the total number of 448,055 individual reviews;
their length ranges from one word (e.g. ‘no’) to one
paragraph.

The litRiddle package includes information on how
to use the data, combine the different tables, and produce
graphs from query results.

Project leader Karina van Dalen-Oskam published a
Dutch-language synthesis of the results from The Riddle
of Literary Quality in 2021 and is currently working on
a shorter English version that hopefully will be available
through open access by the end of 2022. Both books are
accompanied by a website in github with colour versions of
all graphs from the books, with added interactive features,
and suggestions and R-scripts to replicate the measurements
using the litRiddle R package.

The project was funded by the Computational
Humanities Programme of the Royal Netherlands Academy
of Arts and Sciences. It is currently being replicated in
the United Kingdom. A follow-up project, The Riddle of
the Literary Canon led by Karina van Dalen-Oskam, will
analyse the style of older Dutch novels.

Bibliography

Eder, Maciej, Saskia Lensink, Joris van Zundert, Karina
van Dalen-Oskam. The litRiddle package for R. CRAN,
https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=litRiddle.

Koolen, C.W. 2018. Reading Beyond the Female:
The Relationship between Perception of Author
Gender and Literary Quality. PhD thesis, Amsterdam:
University of Amsterdam. https://hdl.handle.net/11245.1/
cb936704-8215-4f47-9013-0d43d37f1ce7

Koolen, Corina, Karina van Dalen-Oskam, Andreas van
Cranenburgh, and Erica Nagelhout. 2020. ‘Literary Quality
in the Eye of the Dutch Reader: The National Reader
Survey.’ Poetics 79 (April): 101439. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.poetic.2020.101439.

Van Cranenburgh, Andreas. 2016. Rich Statistical
Parsing and Literary Language. PhD thesis, Amsterdam:
University of Amsterdam. http://andreasvc.github.io/
phdthesis_v1.1.pdf.

Van Dalen-Oskam, Karina. 2021. Het raadsel
literatuur: Is literaire kwaliteit meetbaar? [The riddle of
literature. Can we measure literary quality?] Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press. https://karinavdo.github.io/
RaadselLiteratuur/

Van Dalen-Oskam, Karina. 2022. The Riddle of Literary
Quality. Measuring Perceptions of Literariness. Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press [in preparation].

Dehmel digital – Algorithmic-driven
indexing of historical letters

Flüh, Marie
marie.flueh@uni-hamburg.de
Universität Hamburg, Germany

Bläß, Sandra
sandra.blaess@uni-hamburg.de
Universität Hamburg, Germany

On our poster, we present the Dehmel digital project
(Hamburg University and Hamburg State and University
Library; cf. Nantke, 2022) and its automatisation-oriented
workflow for indexing historical letters. The project aims to
digitise and index the letters of the correspondence network
of Ida and Richard Dehmel, consisting of approximately
35,000 original handwritten letters. To be able to manage
this huge amount of material, manual, semi-automatic and
automatic/algorithm-driven work steps are interlinked in the
project's workflow. Therefore, different machine learning
techniques that belong to the methodological repertoire of
the Digital Humanities are combined with each other. The
goal is a digital network scholarly edition of the letters that
makes the personal, cultural, and social dynamics contained
in the correspondences tangible and explorable (cf. Nantke
et al., 2022). There, the users can choose from various
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