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PRIVATE ANTHOLOGIES

For well over two centuries, lay readers 
have been jotting down in notebooks 
poems they considered emotionally or 
epistemologically relevant. 

Characteristics : 
● different periods and authors;  
● usually plurinational, often 

plurilingual;
● combine canonical and popular, 

sometimes anonymous poems;
● the moment of transcription often 

remains undetermined.
 

They are a fascinating object for studying 
the empirical uses of poetry! Could it be 
that, beyond sharing generic, material, 
and formal characteristics, they also 
share semantic features? 

Hypothesis: private anthologies 
exhibit specific semantic networks, 
offering insights into lay readers’ 
poetic repertoires.

CORPUS

Experimental corpus: 
5 notebooks containing private poetic 
anthologies written in Spain between ca. 
1850 and ca. 1940.
Transcribed with Transkribus’ ‘Coloso 
Español’ (4,8% CER, subsequently 
revised), normalized and lemmatized with 
Python (Spacy, es_core_news_sm).
  
Control corpus: 
22 poetic works published in Spain during 
the same century, including five 
commercial lyric poetry anthologies.  

A most frequent words analysis with 
Voyant show no difference between 
experimental and control group. 

TOPIC MODELING

Topic modeling techniques could 
reveal thematic differences. 
In topic modeling, word co-
occurrence can be interpreted 
as a proxy for semantic affinity, 
similar (but not identical) to what 
is commonly referred to as a 
‘theme’.

Topic modeling reveals 
recurring topics in the control 
corpus (see heatmap 1): 

● José Zorrillas (†1893) 
arabizing poems: ‘king,’ 
‘moor,’ ‘tower,’ ‘Granada,’ 
‘faith,’ ‘Christian,’ etc. 

● Antonio Machado (†1939) 
and Federico García 
Lorca (†1936) share the 
‘elemental hiker’ topic 
(‘earth,’ ‘moon,’ ‘path,’ 
‘field,’ ‘night,’ ‘air,’ ‘wind,’ 
‘water,’ ‘fountain,’ ’river,’ 
‘sea’…).

 
I tried out DARIAH-Topics 
Explorer (LDA) with changing 
iterations and numbers of topics. 
By increasing the number of 
topics to a reasonable threshold, 
these trends become more 
pronounced.

Both heatmap 1 (above) and heatmap 2 (below) display 30 topics after 300 iterations.

Words composing the specific topic of private 
anthologies, with varying topic numbers and iterations.

As heatmap 2 shows, private poetic anthologies also present an 
exclusive topic and it contains many of the most frequent 
words in the total corpus: ‘love,’ ‘heart,’ ‘god,’ ‘life/live,’ ‘soul,’ 
‘woman/she,’ ‘eyes/see’. 

In the control corpus, the most frequent words do not establish links 
among themselves. Conversely, in private poetic anthologies, those 
words do interact, attracting each other to form a topic where love 
and spirituality intertwine, akin to the medieval songbooks and the 
religio amoris, a hyperbolic codification of romantic relationships 
(notice also ‘worship,’ ‘die,’ ‘a lot’...). This would be consistent with 
several signposts that situate private anthologies in contexts of 
seduction.

FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

Further research would require to:
● objectify and better articulate the likelihood function in this kind of analysis;
● consider Dirichlet parameters in assessing the importance of each topic;
● analyze the variations between original and handwritten poems;  
● expand the corpus of lay readers’ anthologies, regardless of their language of writing; 
● try out a taxonomy of social and individual uses, paying attention to gendered practices. 
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For further details and 
examples you can also 
watch this video:


