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My background

• Literary studies (Middle Dutch, Modern 
Dutch and English)

• Literary onomastics (Literary Name studies)

• Lexicography (Early Middle Dutch 
Dictionary, 1200-1300)

• And a bit of Translation studies

Stylometry
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Virginia Woolf, 
Night and Day, in Polish

Jan Rybicki



Authors



Scribes



Characters



Literary quality

Translation quality

just counting words…



A new definition of ‘style’

• Style is a property of texts constituted by an 
ensemble of formal features which can be 
observed quantitatively or qualitatively.

J. Berenike Herrmann, Karina van Dalen-Oskam, 

Christof Schöch, Revisiting Style, a Key Concept in 
Literary Studies. Journal of Literary Theory 2015; 9(1): 
25–52





Main research question:

• Do modern novels which are considered to be 
'literary' show a different usage of stylistic 
features than novels which are considered to 
be 'not literary'?

• In other words: What are the current 
conventions of literariness?



Enquête



The National Reader Survey, 2013

Questions to the respondents:

• Age, sex

• Level of education

• Zipcode

• How many books do you read per year?

• Fiction, non-fiction, or both?

• Opinion on sixteen statements



Which of these 401 books did you read

• Labeled as fiction by publisher

• Most sold and most lent in 2010-2012 

• Published in Dutch for the first time in or after 2007

• Originally Dutch or translated into Dutch

• 152 Dutch

• 249 translated

• 180 from English

• 69 from nine other languages



What is your opinion

• About seven books you have read

• Question: How do you rate this book on a scale of 
literariness?

1 = definitely not literary, 7 = highly literary;

8 = don’t know

• Question: How do you rate this book on a scale of general
quality?

1 = very bad, 7 = very good; 8 = don’t know

• About seven books you did not read

• rate these on the same two scales



Motivate your opinion

…for one of the books you read and scored on literariness



13,782 respondents
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Scores for books not read
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Top-10 least literary
N Mean

1 E.L. James Vijftig tinten grijs 320 2.1
2 Sophie Kinsella Shopaholic & Baby 313 2.4
3 Sophie Kinsella Mag ik je nummer even? 218 2.4
4 Lauren Weisberger Chanel Chic 212 2.5
5 Sophie Kinsella Mini Shopaholic 190 2.5
6 Sophie Kinsella Ken je me nog? 319 2.5
7 Jill Mansell Versier me dan 192 2.5
8 Lauren Weisberger Champagne in Ch Marmont115 2.5
9 Katie Fforde Trouwplannen 150 2.6
10 Jill Mansell Drie is te veel 259 2.6



Top-10 most literary
N Mean

1 Julian Barnes Alsof het voorbij is 816 6.6
2 Erwin Mortier Godenslaap 810 6.6
3 Erwin Mortier Gestameld liedboek 575 6.5
4 Michel Houellebecq De kaart en het gebied 708 6.4
5 Tom Lanoye Sprakeloos 727 6.4
6 Haruki Murakami Norwegian Wood 848 6.3
7 A.F.Th. van der Heijden Tonio 768 6.3
8 Stephan Enter Grip 752 6.3
9 J. Bernlef Geleende levens 509 6.2
10 Umberto Eco Begraafplaats van Praag 573 6.2



Top-10 worst
N Mean

1 E.L. James Vijftig tinten grijs 325 3.5
2 James Worthy James Worthy 194 4.2
3 Kluun Haantjes 221 4.3
4 Heleen van Royen De mannentester 223 4.3
5 Suzanne Vermeer Cruise 207 4.4
6 Emile Proper / Sabine van den Eynden 

Gooische vrouwen 102 4.5
7 Suzanne Vermeer Après-ski 238 4.5
8 E.L. James Vijftig tinten donkerder 201 4.5
9 Naima El Bezaz Vinexvrouwen 459 4.5
10 Elizabeth Gilbert Eten, bidden, beminnen 631 4.6



Top-10 best
N Mean

1 Jan Brokken Baltische zielen 546 6.5
2 Julian Barnes Alsof het voorbij is 819 6.5
3 Erwin Mortier Gestameld liedboek 576 6.5
4 Tom Lanoye Sprakeloos 727 6.4
5 David Mitchell De niet verhoorde gebeden 

van Jacob de Zoet 738 6.4
6 Lawrence Hill Het negerboek 549 6.3
7 A.F.Th. van der HeijdenTonio 769 6.3
8 Laurent Binet HhhH 672 6.3
9 Haruki Murakami Norwegian Wood 848 6.3

10 Jo Nesbø Het pantserhart 323 6.3



Some motivations

Mooi, spannend en verrassend boek. Schrijfstijl minder 
verrassend.

Beautiful, full of suspense, surprising book. Writing 
style not so surprising.

Een boek zonder goed verhaal dat geen plezier geeft in 
het lezen. Dat moet dus wel literatuur zijn.

A book without a good story, without any reading 
pleasure. That must be literature.

25



Respondents about genre

Het leest deels als een damesroman dat vind ik nu niet
bepaald literair.

It partly reads as a ladies’ novel and I don’t consider
that literary at all.

het verhaal was matig, taalkundig gezien was het niet
goed. Absoluut niet boeiend. Het stijgt niet uit boven een
bouquetreeks roman. Onbegrijpelijk dat dit boek een prijs
gewonnen heeft.

The story was average, linguistically it wasn’t very
good. It doesn’t rise above a Harlequin novel. I don’t
understand why this book won a prize.
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Stylo Package for R
Jan Rybicki, 

Maciej Eder,

Mike Kestemont





Mean score literariness: 4.3

• Literary fiction 5.21 147 novels

• Suspense 3.91 186 novels

• Romance 2.95 41 novels

• Other* 3.81

• 27 titles, non-fiction, collections of stories, 
young adult general, young adult fantasy, 
regional novels, Fifty shades…. 
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Readers of many languages!

Heb het in het Frans gelezen. Prachtig taalgebruik en 
actuele problematiek zeer origineel en tussen de regels 
weergegeven. 

Read it in French. Beautiful language use, current 
issues, very original and ‘between the lines’.

Personen worden nogal vlak neergezet. Stijl is matig. (In 
het Engels gelezen) Veel herhalingen.

Characters are rather flat. Style not very good (read it 
in English). A lot of repetition.



Some opinions

Te oppervlakkig. Gaat niet diep genoeg op de materie 
in. Kan ook aan de vertaling liggen.

Too shallow. Does not delve deep enough into the 
topic. Could also be the translation.

Verhaal een beetje over de top. Niet altijd mooi van 
taal. (Kan ook aan de vertaling liggen natuurlijk!)

Story a bit over the top. Language not always 
agreable. (Could also be the translation, of 
course!).



Original versus translation

Dutch Translated Total

Literary fiction 73 74 147

Suspense 58 128 186

Romance 5 36 41

Other 16 11 27
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AntConc, by Laurence Anthony

• Originally Dutch: 152 novels

• Translated into Dutch: 249 novels

Dutch Translated Total

Literary fiction 73 74 147

Suspense 58 128 186

Romance 5 36 41

Other 16 11 27
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Keywords in motivations of Dutch 
literary titles

Keywords in motivations of 
translated literary titles

Taalgebruik Language use Vertaling Translation

Moeder Mother Verhaallijn Plot

Taal Language Herhalingen Repetitions

Journalistiek Journalism Verhaal Story

Proza Prose Deel Volume

Jeugd Youth Boek Book

Stijl Style Hoofdpersonen Main characters

Boekje Booklet Spel Play

Uitdieping In-depth study Kaart Map

Verdriet Sorrow Verhouding Relation

Kinderen Children Drijfveren Motivations

Verhaaltjes Stories Huwelijk Marriage

Zinnen Sentences Richting Direction

Afstand Distance Slavernij Slavery

Poes Cat Woordkeus Choice of word

volzinnen Stylish sentences Kind Child



Mean score literariness: 4.3

Dutch: 4.5 Translated: 4.1

Lit. fiction NL: 5.3 Lit. fiction translated: 5.1

Suspense NL: 3.7 Suspense translated : 4.0

Romance NL: 2.8 Romance translated : 3.0

Other NL: 3.8 Other translated: 3.8



A new experiment

• Are literary translations considered to be less 
literary than originals?

• Is there a hierarchy in quality related to 
original language / country of origin?

• If so, is this hierarchy the same in different 
countries?



The experiment

• Great-Britain, France, the Netherlands, and 
Germany

• Representative sample of citizens between 
age 18-65, 150 participants for each country

• Opinion about literariness of 24 novels, six 
per language - three male, three female 
authors



The books we selected
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DEFR NLUKAmanda Hodgkinson 22 Brittania Road 22 Brittania Road 22 Brittania Road 22 Brittania Road 

David Mitchell The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet Les mille automnes de Jacob de Zoet De niet verhoorde gebeden van Jacob de Zoet Die tausend Herbste des Jacob de Zoet

Emma Donoghue Room Room Kamer Raum

Hilary Mantel Bring up the bodies Le pouvoir Het boek Henry Falken 

John Boyne The house of special purpose La maison des intentions particulièresHet winterpaleis Das Haus zur besonderen Verwendung

Julian Barnes  The sense of an ending Une fille, qui danse Alsof het voorbij is Vom Ende einer Geschichte 

Delphine de Vigan Nothing Holds Back the Night Rien ne s'oppose à la nuit Niets weerstaat de nacht Das Lächeln meiner Mutter

Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio The African  L'Africain De Afrikaan Der Afrikaner

Laurent Binet HhhH HhhH HhhH - Himmlers hersens heten Heydrich HHhH Himmlers Hirn heißt Heydrich

Marie Ndiaye Ladivine Ladivine Ladivine Ladivine 

Maylis de Kerangal The Heart /  Mend the living Réparer les vivants De levenden herstellen Die Lebenden reparieren 

Michel Houellebecq The map and the territory La carte et le territoire De kaart en het gebied Karte und Gebiet

Anna Enquist Counterpoint Contrepoint Contrapunt Kontrapunkt

Arnon Grunberg Tirza Tirza Tirza Tirza

Gerbrand Bakker The detour Le détour De omweg Der Umweg 

Herman Koch The dinner Le diner Het diner Angerichtet

Margriet de Moor The storm Une catastrophe naturelle De verdronkene Sturmflut

Renate Dorrestein A Heart of Stone Un coeur de pierre Een hart van steen Hertz aus Stein

Charles Lewinsky Melnitz Melnitz Het lot van de familie Meijer Melnitz

Charlotte Roche Wetlands Zones Humides Vochtige streken Feuchtgebiete

Herta Müller The hunger angel La bascule du souffle Ademschommel Atemschaukel

Ingo Schulze Adam and Evelyn Adam et Èvelyne Adam en Evelyn Adam und Evelyn

Julia Franck The Blind Side of the Heart / The Blindness of the HeartLa femme de midi De middagvrouw Die Mittagsfrau

Uwe Tellkamp The Tower: tales from a lost country La tour: histoire en provenance d'une terre engloutie De toren: verhaal uit een verzonken land  Der Turm: Geschichte aus einem versunkenen Land



Titel auteur UK (A) FR (B) NL (C ) DE (D)

22 Brittania Road Amanda Hodgkinson 4,65 D 4,37 4,30 4,25

De niet verhoorde gebeden van Jacob de Zoet David Mitchell 4,85 4,90 4,71 5,04

Kamer Emma Donoghue 4,72 4,44 4,46 4,74

Het boek Henry Hilary Mantel 4,43 4,49 4,52 4,55

Het winterpaleis John Boyne 4,75 B 4,37 4,46 4,67

Alsof het voorbij is Julian Barnes 4,65 4,60 4,51 4,95 BC

Niets weerstaat de nacht Delphine de Vigan 4,53 4,74 4,52 4,81

De Afrikaan Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio4,64 4,95 C 4,43 4,76

HhhH - Himmlers hersens heten Heydrich Laurent Binet 4,40 4,33 4,66 4,35

Ladivine Marie Ndiaye 4,55 4,54 4,33 4,40

De levenden herstellen Maylis de Kerangal 4,25 4,51 4,53 4,68 A

De kaart en het gebied Michel Houellebecq 4,28 4,71 A 4,54 4,54

Contrapunt Anna Enquist 4,58 4,55 4,85 4,66

Tirza Arnon Grunberg 4,48 4,62 5,00 AD 4,43

De omweg Gerbrand Bakker 4,43 4,53 4,61 4,63

Het diner Herman Koch 4,54 4,35 4,82 BD 4,20

De verdronkene Margriet de Moor 4,51 4,19 4,49 4,76 B

Een hart van steen Renate Dorrestein 4,60 4,65 4,71 4,45

Het lot van de familie Meijer Charles Lewinsky 4,44 4,78 4,59 4,52

Vochtige streken Charlotte Roche 4,62 BD 4,21 D 4,20 D 3,03

Ademschommel Herta Müller 4,45 4,74 4,55 4,65

Adam en Evelyn Ingo Schulze 4,48 4,42 4,33 4,48

De middagvrouw Julia Franck 4,61 4,69 4,52 4,59

De toren: verhaal uit een verzonken land Uwe Tellkamp 4,57 4,38 4,37 4,88 BC

Overall 4,54 4,54 4,54 4,54



Three questions:

If you compare English literature to German literature, 
which of the statements below do you find most adequate:

1. There is no difference

2. English literature usually has a higher literary quality

3. German literature usually has a higher literary quality

4. I do not know

Next, the same question for the other two languages.



Results for each country

• English: English has higher quality than Dutch 

and German, comparable with French

• French: French has higher quality than Dutch and

German, comparable with English

• Dutch: Dutch has a lower quality than English, but 

comparable with German and French

• German: German has a lower quality than

English, but comparable with French and higher

than Dutch



Question: Rank all four literatures

UK F NL D

1. English 1. French 1. English 1. German

2. French 2. English 2. Dutch 2. English

3. German 3. German 3. French 3. French

4. Dutch 4. Dutch 4. German 4. Dutch

UK
FR

DE



Hierarchy total

1. English 

2. French

3. German

4. Dutch

UK

FR

DE



Some motivations for English

aus dem gefühl heraus

Just a feeling

based on my own nationality

beaucoup d'auteurs littéraires

Many literary authors

Beter woordgebruik en andere thema's

Better language use and different themes



harry potter is the best thing ever

Hebben bij mijn weten de meeste grote auteurs voortgebracht

To my knowledge have the largest number of great 
authors

het is gewoon een feit, net als britse films of series

It’s just a fact, same as British films or series

we are the home of it :)

we have dickens and eliot etc

we have the best authors



Some motivations for German

allein durch die Namensangabe

Just by looking at the names

anything is better than english

ben de taal magtig [sic: spelling error for ‘machtig’]

I master the language 

Plus detaille

More detailed



Back to the novels

• Comparing vocabulary and word frequencies in Dutch 
originals and translations

• Limited to literary fiction

• Limited to female authors

Female authors Male authors

Novels orig. NL 23 50

Transl. from English 25 19

Transl. From other lang. 9 21

Total 57 90











Possible follow-up steps

• Concordance analysis selected words

• Compare on title level with survey scores

• Alignment originals and translations

• Dynamic contemporary corpus….

• …with detailed genre metadata

• ‘Keyness alert’



Other ways of counting words

• Vocabulary richness

• Amount of dialogue

• Sentence length

• Sentence complexity

• Distribution of topics
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