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“Michaela Mahlberg’s work on Dickens is ground-breaking and genu-
inely important because it analyses and brings into dialogue major aspects
of his writing that have been wrongly and strangely neglected in modern
criticism: in particular, his language and characterisation. The neglect of
these fundamental characteristics of Dickens’s fiction may have resulted
from disciplinary fissures, the divergence of ‘Language’ from ‘Literature’,
History from Aesthetics. Here too, Mahlberg proves herself a pioneer,
not only integrating the methods of English Language—in particular,
Corpus Linguistics—with English Literature, but in so doing, applying
technology creatively to textual analysis. Corpus Stylistics and Dickens’s
Fiction opens up a whole new vista on Dickens’s work, suggesting fertile
and productive angles for future research.”

—Juliet Jobn, Royal Holloway,
University of London, UK

“Mabhlberg offers us a first-rate study of Dickens’s fiction, carried out
at the intersection of four major domains of research: corpus-linguistic
research methods, the study of phraseology, text linguistics, and literary
stylistics. By applying corpus-driven analytical methods, Mahlberg helps
us understand some of the major phraseological devices that Dickens
employs to create the memorable characters that we all love. This book
will be of interest for both its theoretical contributions in the areas of
corpus linguistics and literary stylistics, as well as for its detailed descrip-
tions of Dickens’s style.”

—Douglas Biber,
Northern Arizona University, USA

“Michaela Mahlberg’s book provides both a structured introduction to
the field of corpus stylistics, which has become increasingly popular over
the past few years, and corpus-stylistic case studies focusing on Charles
Dickens’s work. Mahlberg shows that the combination of corpus-linguistic
methods and literary-stylistic approaches opens up entirely new perspec-
tives on the description and analysis of how literary texts ‘work’. This book
shows in a refreshingly innovative way how the great divide between liter-
ary preoccupation with the creative potential of individual authors and
texts on the one hand and the corpus-linguistic identification of general
routines in language use on the other can be overcome—this book is a
must for everyone who intends to join the ever-growing corpus-stylistic
community.”

—Joybrato Mukberjee,
University of Giessen, Germany



“I’ve been eagerly awaiting the publication of this innovative book for
some months now. Michaela Mahlberg’s work is both highly creative
and rigorous methodologically. I think it is a must-read book for anyone
interested in corpus stylistics, stylistics more generally, corpus linguistics
and Dickens studies. Mahlberg reveals fascinating patterns of ‘phrasal’
repetition scattered through Dickens’s novels which influence readers,
mainly subliminally, when they read his work.”

—Mick Short,
Lancaster University, UK



Corpus Stylistics and Dickens’s Fiction

This book presents an innovative approach to the language of one of the
most popular English authors. It illustrates how corpus linguistic methods
can be employed to study electronic versions of texts by Charles Dickens.
With particular focus on Dickens’s novels, the book proposes a way into the
Dickensian world that starts from linguistic patterns. The analysis begins
with clusters, i.e., repeated sequences of words, as pointers to local textual
functions. Combining quantitative findings with qualitative analyses, the
book takes a fresh view on Dickens’s techniques of characterisation, the
literary presentation of body language and speech in fiction. The approach
brings together corpus linguistics, literary stylistics, and Dickens criticism.
It thus contributes to bridging the gap between linguistic and literary studies
and will be a useful resource for both researchers and students of English
language and literature.

Michaela Mahlberg is associate professor in English language and applied lin-
guistics at the University of Nottingham, UK.
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Introduction

[. . .] conventional phrases are a sort of fireworks, easily let off, and
liable to take a great variety of shapes and colours not at all suggested
by their original form.

—Dickens, David Copperfield, ch. 41

Dickens wrote David Copperfield long before corpus linguistics came into
being, but he hits the nail on the head: from a corpus linguistic point of
view, conventional phrases, or repeated patterns, constitute a most pow-
erful aspect of the language. Corpus linguistics has provided the meth-
odology to investigate repeated patterns in a new light, revealing facts
about language that have largely remained hidden from human obser-
vation. This book proposes a corpus stylistic approach to the analysis
of Dickens’s fiction that seeks to combine corpus linguistics and literary
analysis. The combination may in itself have enough potential for fire-
works. Using computers to aid the analysis of literature does not seem
an obvious choice. Nevertheless, there are several reasons why corpus
stylistics is an attractive venture.

Corpus linguistics has had a major impact on the description of language.
Central to corpus linguistic arguments is the focus on language in use. The
availability of corpora, i.e., large collections of computer-readable texts,
makes it possible to observe repeated patterns, and the patterns in turn serve
as the basis for the description of repeatedly expressed meanings. The types
of patterns retrievable with the help of corpora are often not consciously
accessible by our linguistic intuitions. The most visible impact of the ‘cor-
pus revolution’ has so far been seen in the field of lexicography. In the 21st
century it seems to be almost mainstream that dictionaries are based on or
supported by information from corpora. The implications of corpus work
are even more far-reaching, and new models for the description of linguistic
phenomena are emerging. However, with new models come new questions.
One question is how useful corpus approaches are to the study of literary
texts. After all, a poem, a novel, or a short story provide very limited data
compared to corpora such as the British National Corpus containing about
100 million words—or even the web that is now used as a corpus. If corpus
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linguistics aims to develop into a linguistic discipline in its own right, it
needs to account for literature, too. Sinclair (2004) emphasises:

[1]iterature is a prime example of language in use; no systematic appara-
tus can claim to describe a language if it does not embrace the literature
also; and not as a freakish development, but as a natural specialization
of categories which are required in other parts of the descriptive system.

(Sinclair 2004: 51)

An important point here is that already the distinction into literary and
non-literary language cannot be upheld (cf. Carter 2004). So, the question
is not whether corpus approaches developed for non-literary language are
also applicable to the literary variety of a language. What is at stake is find-
ing adequate linguistic categories to work along the “cline of literariness in
language” (Carter 2004: 69).

A corpus stylistic approach assumes that the linguistic analysis of a liter-
ary text provides useful insights complementing the literary appreciation
of the work. However, the justification for the present book might have to
start even earlier. Although no one would deny Dickens’s linguistic skills,
it seems that accounts of his language often focus on the identification of
stylistic features in the form of overviews or inventories illustrated with
isolated examples rather than on the linguistic analysis of fictional worlds.
John (2001) highlights the gap in linguistic research and stresses the need for
close analysis of Dickens’s prose: “Dickens studies has failed to analyse ade-
quately the melodramatic poetics informing Dickens’s prose” (John 2001:
108). She points out that close reading is often assumed to “add nothing
to currently central debates on ideology” and observes that “the historical
association of criticism of the Victorian novel with all themes ‘big’ and social
has not helped in this respect” (John 2001: 108ff.).

Corpus stylistics, as proposed in the present book, draws on corpus
methodology but at the same time, it emphasises the link that literary
stylistics provides to literary criticism. Thus, this book engages with con-
crete textual examples of Dickens’s fiction and seeks to link the analysis
of linguistic features to their functions in the creation of fictional worlds.
Although the corpus stylistic approach that is proposed has wider appli-
cability beyond one author, this book is very much focused on Dickens’s
fiction. There are at least three reasons for the choice to concentrate on
works by Charles Dickens. First, there are some well-known features of
Dickens’s style. Brook (1970: 36) points out: “Dickens was never afraid
of making excessive use of a way of writing that happened to appeal to
him. [. . .] He was never afraid of repetition”. Second, Dickens’s popular-
ity shows that his way of writing did not only appeal to himself but also
has been appealing to a wide audience right up to the present day. So there
is plenty of evidence of the effects that Dickens’s texts have had on their
readers as well as literary criticism discussing these effects. Third, texts by



