
The study usually called “Stylometrics”
and the methods of Stylometry evolved
f rom the now-validated assumption

that writers create distinctive patterns of lan-
guage (vocabulary, grammatical construction,
rhetorical device, average sentence length, etc.)
as distinctive and unique as fingerp ri n t s .
Initially, this study was used in the process of
attempting to identify the authorship of unat-
tributed or debated texts and to inquire into
such scholarly questions as: “Was there a single
poet involved in the compositions of The Iliad
and The Odyssey, and, if so, was it the same
poet?” [Most stylometrists answered yes to
both of these, by the way].

Another example of the use of sylometry in
this fashion was the verification (at least the
very great likelihood, which is really all what I’ll
call “Identification Styometrics” can offer with-
out other evidence) of a poem discovered with
the signature “W. S.” as, indeed, the work of
William Shakespeare.

But the kind of stylomety that I’m interested
in as it might be applied to the work of Robert
E. Howard (or any other known author) would
not be primarily used to try to prove that he

wrote the stories attributed to him (except in
possible rare cases of found fragments, etc. after
major parameters of REH’s style are fully delin-
eated), but, rather, in trying to discover, by
means of what I’ll ca ll “I nve s t i g a t i ve” o r
“E x p l o ra t o ry ” or “ C ri t i cal Styl om e t ri c s ” t h e
narrative and poetic methods used and even
themes inherent in his literary compositions
( w h i ch moves into the area that I ca ll
“Themetrics”) . I hope to discover nuances and
formulae and some objectifiably demonstrable
truths about both the palate and the brush
strokes of this artist with words — perhaps
something also about the man behind the
methods and the meanings.

In this installment of what will be an ongo-
ing and slowly-developing study, my plan is to
do little more than present my own somewhat
divergent brand of stylometric theory and to
offer some initial hypotheses that are almost
wholly subjective, based simply upon the nor-
mal critical methods of approach used to study
the work of REH and also on simple “gut feel-
ings” based upon reading his poems and stories.

First, it should be understood from the onset
that I disagree with most of the mechanical
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“tagging” and sorting of texts along purely
grammatical lines. There is no doubt that
KWIC (“Key Word In Context”) concordance
sorting of a text and vocabulary study over a
single story or over an entire body of work are
significant. But vocabulary and use of words in
context are, chiefly, “Content-significant.” The
Identification Stylometry of analysis of gram-
mar, is, by it’s very nature, “Form-significant.”

Having said this, I see a great potential in the
use of the computer as a critical tool. By using
an idiosyncratic brand of Stylometry and some
initial premises about the possibility of
Themetry, I believe that CALC (“Computer-
Assisted Literary Criticism”) is a pathway into
p rofitable discove ries about the methods,
meaning, and mind of Robert Ervin Howard.

What needs to be done to any text for this
sort of close analysis includes the following:

1) the creation of a KWIC Concordance,
inclusive of all words used in their context and
inclusive of a word frequency list (how often
each word is used);

2)  the creation of a Letter Concordance to
show the frequency of letter distributions in a
text (how many “As,” how many “Bs,” etc.)
[While this is an important aspect of
Identification Stylometry, the sounds repre-
sented by the letters have more content-signif-
icance, especially when approached from the
perspectives of Psycholinguistics];

3) the division of the text into sentences
(prose) or lines (poetry) for close analysis;

4)  the objective and subjective “tagging” and
indexing [spreadsheet and/or other custom-
designed software] of fictional narrative and/or
poetic attributes through a close investigation
of each sentence or line;

5)  the comparison of anything discovered
with reference to a particular story against a
group (i.e. the Conan stories) or the whole

body of work (i.e. all REH’s prose fiction) to
find com m on denominators (what I ca ll
“DNA” [“Distinctive Narrative Attributes”]  or,
with reference to poetry, the comparison of any
given poem to, say, other sonnets, or to the
whole body of REH’s poetic output, thus dis-
covering “CPA” [Common Poetic Attributes];

6)  the comparison of results with results
found from the study of other authors—espe-
cially ones who might have been influential
u p on REH (Lon d on , M u n d y, B u r ro u g h s ,
Chesterton [poetics], Lovecraft, Smith, etc.),
but possibly also on those who are consciously
derivative of him (the pastiche writers and
other Sword & Sorcery followers, for example)

7) the comparison of results from various
stages of REH’s own work to see if and what
aspects of his methods and messages changed
over time;

8)  the more subjective assessment, by pretty
much any critical methods already in use or
ones yet to emerge, of the messages or themes
of the text, the author’s tone as seen through
the text, etc.—these too can be analyzed by the
imposition of an objective/numerical schema
upon the subjective observations (this last point
deals with the extension of method into
Themetrics).

Examples ofObjective Criteria

Among the objective criteria that might be
“tagged” or noted for commentary are such
numerically definite parameters as:

1) average number ofsyllables per word;
2) average number ofwords per sentence;
3) average number ofsentence per paragraph

(differentiated between dialogue and narra-
tion);

4) average number ofrhetorical devicesper
sentence/per paragraph/per story, etc.;
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5) kinds ofand frequencies ofrhetorical devices
(similes, metaphors [lots of cats here, I suspect,
etc.], alliteration, parallel structures; etc.];

6) the ratio ofMimesis to Diegesis (Aristotle's
words in The Poeticsfor “Scene” [dialogue and
real time action] vs. “Summary” [words of nar-
ration and summary of events and description,
etc.] ); a side by side comparison of “Mimetic
Density” and “Diegetic Density” as I call them;

7) the distinctive uses ofattribution(“tagging”
in the presentation of dialogue, according to
the following distinction into varieties:

a) unattributed (where the dia-
logue alone is given, with no attri-
bution wording whatsoever)—

b) reg u l a r (use of attri b u t i on
through the “normal” words: “said,”
and “asked”—

c) irregular (use of attribution
through any variant words: “shout-
ed,” “queried,” etc.—

d) simple(the only words break-
ing up the dialogue or used with
the dialogue are the “tag words” to
identify the speaker)—

e) c o m p l ex ( s omething else is
done along with the dialogue, such
as delive ry of n a r ra t i ve con t e n t
(“Follow me!” he shouted, mean-
while cleaving a foeman’s skull to
the teeth with his scimitar.) or
descriptive detail (“This is the Lost
Valley of Yazdik lore,” Nanok  said,
as they beheld a luxuriantly green
expanse below them, divided by a
narrow but rapid river, so different
from the barren and bleak waste-
lands through which they had
wandered the past weeks.) or char-
acter development (“You must be
Nanok,” she said,moving, he knew,
intentionally between him and the
great glowing hearth to reveal the
curves of her young, lithe body
through the gossamer-woven stuff
of her gown.).

C l e a rly, c om b i n a t i ons of the
above occur, so that dialogue tag-

ging may be called, for example:
“regular complex,” “irregular sim-
ple,” etc.

8)  the frequency ofand position ofmodification
(adjectives and adverbs) in relation to the words
modified (nouns, ve rb s , a d j e c t i ve s , o t h e r
adverbs) [I’ve stated earlier in these REHupa
musings and elsewhere {REHeapa, etc} my
belief that REH makes frequent — and, I
believe what will turn out to be distinctive — us
of what I’ve called “hypermodification” in order
to compress as much action and descriptive
detail as possible into his narratives;

9) the examination ofstory openings,closings,
and transitionsto see if there are structural for-
mulae at work (something like what Doyle suc-
ceeds with in the Sherlock Holmes stories —
lots of variant plots built upon the framework
of motifs that work again and again). [I believe,
for example, that REH uses most often what
I’ll call the “Action Opening” {as opposed to
the “Dialogue Opening” or the “Establishment
of Setting Opening” or “ C h a ra c t e ri za t i on
Opening” or other possible varieties. I believe
that REH tends to get right into Action and
Character. Transitions are often Descriptive.
Endings often are Dialogic;

10) the comparison ofresults against the great
theories already developed regarding mythic and
folkloric and traditional material (Rank, Raglan,
Frazer, Campbell, Frye, Todorov, Aarne, Propp,
Thompson etc.) to see how much REH makes
use of traditional material and how closely his
work — instinctively or purposefully — follows
the mythic-traditional bases which I believe are
the foundations for all popular imaginative lit-
erature seen as the extension of the mythic, leg-
endary, folkloric, and traditional into the Age
of Print and the Age of Mass Literacy (1440 on
and 19th century on, respectively).

There are, of course, other objectifiable item,
including sentence types according to various
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principles of classification: Simple, Compound,
C om p l e x , C om p o u n d - C om p l e x ; Lo o s e,
C u mu l a t i ve, Pe ri o d i c , I nve rt e d ; D e cl a ra t i ve,
I n t e ro g a t i ve, E xcl a m a t o ry; e t c . and other
aspects undiscussed in this installment and also
unimagined as of yet.

Examples ofSubjective Criteria

Moving into the realm of “Themetrics” — as
I’m calling attempts at a scientific, statistical
study for the purpose of interpretation of liter-
ature (as opposed to the study of its style and
structure — means moving into the area of
“Subjective Tagging” of sentences or lines.

The concept of subjective tagging of a text
allows for thematic investigation and interpre-
tation from many/any angles of approach or
schools of literary appreciation and criticism.
The critic may bring any method or agenda to
bear upon the material. The key element and
key requirement in any case is the consistency
of criteria and the uniform application of the
tags.

To give an example (and something I’m
working on) of an imposed statistical method
upon the “action sentences” of a piece of narra-
tive fiction (the “action” part of Mimesis/Scene
as opposed to the “dialogue” part; the what
characters are doing as opposed to what they
are saying), let us assign numbers in increasing
order to the intensity of action depicted:

0 = stasis, rest, inactivity, sleep,
trance

1 = awake and aware but station-
ary, watching, talking, etc.

2 = moving at a relatively slow
pace, walking, journeying, travel-
ling

3 = moving with haste, chasing,
being chased, rushing to battle, etc.

4 = actually engaged in battle,
fight for survival, etc.

5 = slaying, being slain, etc.

While the example numbers are entirely
arbitrary and might serve only a particular story
or type of story, they can be used, nonetheless
to establish frequency and distribution of action
throughout a tale. If patterns emerge across
stories, the numbers would indicate such. Note
that the numbers need not relate to intensity or
relative significance (although that makes some
sense, when possible). What is important is
that they be applied consistently — whatever
they represent. When compared against graphs
of distribution of occurrence with other stories,
consistencies and structural formulae might be
perceived.

The same sort of “imposed tagging” and
arbitrary designation — so long as it is consis-
tently applied — could be done with almost any
aspect of the theme or symbolism of the tale, or
when a significant believed-to-be-distinctive
trait is observed. Wherever a thematic or pos-
sibly symbolic portion of a story or a distinctive
auctorial trait might be subjectively discovered
or observed by the critic, a number could be
assigned to that theme or symbol or trait. After
t h a t , what was initially subjective, can be
n u m e ri ca lly analyzed and — at least to a
greater degree than before thought possible —
objectified (or at least defended).

Of course the Feminist critic will apply dif-
ferent tags from the Structuralist,and they both
will, quite likely, differ in tag choice and num-
bering system used from the Myth critic,and so
on — but the results can be quantified. And
that is the very heart of the study of literature
via the computer.

Of course all of this requires the examination
and often the initial creation of digital texts
true to the original print texts. Obvious advan-
tages of the digital text begin with the wonder-
ful ability to search even lengthy texts for key
words and verbal constructions.

More next time.

Page 4 — The Cross Plainsman • 2002, no. 2 • April • REHupa # 174 



The Cross Plainsman • 2002, no. 2 • April • REHupa # 174 — Page Y


