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1. Corpus vs ‘traditional’ stylistics 
More than a decade has passed since Bill Louw realized that “the opportunity for corpora to play a role in literary criticism has increased greatly” (1997: 240). Since then scholars have used different approaches such as data-assisted literary appreciation to test personal intuitions and data-driven studies. The ever growing number of articles in what is currently called Corpus Stylistics seems to be due to the wish to apply a scientific method to literary studies, in particular to stylistic analysis, this being traditionally accused of being circular and arbitrary as regards the selection of data, the so-called ‘Fish dilemma’ (see Fish, 1973). As Mick Short puts it, stylisticians are interested in the “nuts and bolts” of texts, therefore they force themselves “to be much more analytical when approaching texts, and to be very detailed and systematic in the analysis” (2008: 3); a corpus-based approach would help them see clearly lexical patterns spread through texts, which, in turn, would shed light on characterization and thematic development (Short 2008: 7-8). Yet, not all scholars agree with Short’s optimistic considerations about the effectiveness of corpus linguistics in the analysis of literary texts and the validity of corpus stylistic results is still questioned by eminent scholars. In this respect, the controversy between Michael Stubbs and Henry Widdowson is particularly revealing. 

In the two versions of his computer analysis of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (2003; 2005), Stubbs affirms that, being the aim of stylistics to provide linguistic substantiation for the interpretation of literary texts, corpus tools and methodologies are the best way to reveal textual features in precise detail. In this way the data are selected objectively and the results can be replicated; in other words, corpus stylistics (that Stubbs also calls quantitative stylistics) can be the answer to the Fish dilemma (2003: 2-3). He firmly believes that “word-frequency is an essential starting point, since there must be some relation between frequent vocabulary and important themes, even if the relation is indirect” (2003: 9). Yet, he recognizes that “textual frequency is not the same as salience” (2005: 11) and that the linguistic features identified by the software have to be given a literary interpretation (2003: 4). He believes, however, that pure induction cannot lead to interesting generalizations only an empirical, observational analysis can say systematically and explicitly what these interesting things to say are (2003: 21).

In the essay “The novel features of text. Corpus analysis and stylistics”, Widdowson criticises Stubbs’s analysis suggesting that a quantitative analysis of a novel can only reveal what the novel is about, but tells nothing about its manner of representation, that is about how its theme becomes significant; in other words, a corpus analysis cannot reveal anything about the meaning of a work of art (2008: 300). In his words, “as a text Heart of Darkness consists of observational data that can be analysed by computer. As a novel, however, it can only be subjectively interpreted” (2008: 303). It is well known that, according to Widdowson, stylistics occupies a place in between literary criticism and linguistics, that is in between personal intuition about literature and statements deriving from the observation of linguistic data, and that its purpose is “to link the two approaches by extending the linguist’s literary intuitions and the critic’s linguistic observations and making their relation explicit” (1975: 5). What he condemns Stubbs for is his being not concerned with interpretation of literary texts and his conviction that literary language should be compared with natural language use.

This apparent irreconciliability of subjective interpretation and objective description is at the origin of the present article whose aim is twofold: to identify keywords in King Lear with the help of the software WordSmith Tools and evaluate the results by comparing them with traditional studies about imagery. In particular the works of some eminent Shakespearean scholars, namely Caroline Spurgeon, Wolfgang Clemen, B.I. Evans, and Northorp Frye, will be taken into account. 
2. Keywords and images

Keywords can be defined as those words “which are significantly more frequent in a sample of text than would be expected, given their frequency in a large general reference corpus” and which are “a feature of global textual cohesion” (Stubbs 2008: 5), their keyness, therefore, should reflect what the text is about (Scott 2006: 55). 
Images can be defined as those “little word-picture[s] used by a poet or prose writer to illustrate, illuminate and embellish his thought” (Spurgeon 1952: 9), which “contain the essential meaning of the play” (Clemen 1959: 224) and “suggest to us the fundamental problems lying beneath the complex construction of a play” (Clemen 1959: 4). The role of images in Shakespeare’s tragedies is particularly important; they contribute to raise, intensify, and multiply emotions and, sometimes, through the use of symbols, they emphasise some aspects of the characters’ thought. Imagery also “reflects coming events, it turns the imagination of the audience in a certain direction and helps to prepare the atmosphere” (Clemen 1959: 89). In King Lear, in particular, critics seem to agree on the presence of a few sets of images (only one according to Spurgeon and Clemen, two according to Evans) repeated again and again throughout the play. 
Given that both keywords and images should predominate in the text and contribute to its general meaning, the study moves from the hypothesis that there should be some relation between them. The analysis, therefore, aims to verify what kind of relation there exits, in other words, if and to what extent they coincide. 
The formulation of a hypothesis to be tested is seen here as a necessity, since it is believed that the scepticism towards corpus stylistics may be due to the fact that corpus linguistic analysis of literary texts tends to be corpus-driven. This means that scholars process novels, plays and poems to find out linguistic features that a computer software is able to identify on the basis of their frequency and then attempt an explanation of such frequencies by comparing                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             them to general language use. This kind of analysis cannot but bring some results, the question is to ascertain whether such results are significant in some respect. A corpus-based approach, instead, which consists in a process of hypothesis formulation and testing, would allow scholars to trace connections between the text under study and the context of production, that is to move from description to interpretation. A corpus approach allows a detailed analysis of any text, but to give interpretations of the data it is necessary to link them with literary criticism, which would also allow to test the validity of corpus methodology when applied to the language of literature.  

3. Methodology 

The first phase of any corpus linguistic analysis is the creation of corpora. In the case of literary texts there are two major issues: the availability of computer-readable texts and the thorny question of copyright limitations. But texts belonging to past ages are available on the Internet and they are usually not subject to strict copyright norms; it is possible to search for them with a commercial search engine (like google) and download them in the format needed in order to be processed by a text-retrieval software. 

My ad hoc corpus, named Lear corpus, is made up of the entire text of King Lear (downloaded from http://shakespeare.mit.edu.html) from which both stage directions and character names denoting who speaks were eliminated. This is because stage directions are almost certainly editorial additions and, in a sense, alter the performance form of the play. besides they could also affect the results obtained by the software, at least quantitatively. Yet, the creation of the Lear corpus was not so straightforward as it might seem, since it was necessary to make a decision about which text to insert in it. King Lear was probably written in 1606 and published in three different editions, respectively in 1608 (Q1), 1619 (Q2), and 1623 (F). Whereas Q1 and Q2 are quite similar except for spelling and verse segmentation, F presents a completely different text, with the addition and deletion of various parts and a different speech attribution, which, in turn, contributes to a slightly different characterization. The modern edition that everybody knows is far from being purely ‘Shakespearean’, rather it is a conflated edition first created in the 18th  century by Lewis Theobald, who mixed parts from the quarto and parts form the folio edition. Yet, literary critics have always used this modern edition for their studies and, since the object of the present article is to test traditional criticism with a corpus approach, it is this modern conflated edition that forms the Lear corpus.  
A further question was the creation of the reference corpus against which the Lear corpus was to be analysed. As has been stated by Mike Scott, “the issue of reference corpus selection is far from decided” (2006: 64) as regards both the size and the content, because the decision about what to insert in a reference corpus should depend on the goal of the study. Being the comparison of images and keywords the object of the present analysis, and given the critical conviction that Shakespeare’s use of imagery assumes a real communicative value only in the tragedies (Clemen 1959: 89; Spurgeon 1952: 310; Evans 1959: 184), I decided to include in the reference corpus all the other tragedies by William Shakespeare, all deprived of stage directions for the same reasons mentioned above. Since there is no general agreement among critics and scholars as regards genre attribution of various Shakespearean plays – Richard II and Richard III, for instance, are often considered as tragedies despite their historical plot or Measure for Measure, vaguely defined ‘problem play’, contains many features in common with King Lear (for ex., the debate on justice and authority) – I decided to include in the reference corpus only those plays labelled as tragedies in the 1623 folio edition – namely, Titus Andronicus (1593), Romeo and Juliet (1595), Julius Caesar (1599), Hamlet (1601), Othello (1604), Macbeth (1606), Antony and Cleopatra (1607), Coriolanus (1607), Timon of Athens (1607). The texts (downloaded from http://shakespeare.mit.edu.html) are all modern standardised editions, those traditionally studied by critics, to be coherent with the Lear corpus. 

After creating the corpora, the study followed three steps. The first consisted in the analysis of the images used in King Lear. After reviewing the most influential critical studies about imagery in the play, a close reading of the frequency list of the Lear corpus allowed to identify the single words belonging to the semantic fields suggested by the critics. The second step consisted in the analysis of the keywords identified by the software WordSmith Tools by comparing the Lear corpus with the reference corpus. In order to test the initial hypothesis, a comparison was carried out between these two sets of results. 
4. Images in King Lear 

King Lear is the play where the power of language in both evoking feelings and sensations and strengthening the main theme is particularly evident, in Evans’s words, “nowhere were Shakespeare’s intentions in language more complex and his success more complete than in King Lear” (1952: 171). The highly communicative power of language is strictly connected with its metaphorical quality and to the use of a particularly effective imagery. 

There are several seminal studies about Shakespeare’s use of language and images in King Lear, among them the most influential are: The Wheel of Fire by Wilson Knight (1930); Shakespeare’s Imagery and What It Tells Us by Spurgeon (1935); The Development of Shakespeare’s Imagery by Clemen (1936); Shakespeare’s Imagination by Armstrong (1946); The Language of Shakespeare’s Plays by Evans (1952); Northrop Frye on Shakespeare by Frye (1986). The works by Spurgeon, Clemen, Evans, and Frye are particularly relevant for the present study since they fully acknowledge the role played by images in conveying to the audience the overall meaning of the tragedy and they also pay attention to the use of single words. Here follows a very brief review of these studies, focusing the attention only on images and keywords.

According to Spurgeon, King Lear is particularly rich in images, they are repeated so many times that they pervade the whole play; she sees them both in the characters’ visions evoked by the words and in the words themselves (1952: 338). Actually, she suggests that it is possible to speak of a single “overpowering and dominating continuous image” (1952: 338) that makes reference to fighting, which contributes to highlight the violence of the action; the others, like those referring to animals, are only subsidiary since the author used them to emphasise the dominant image. In Spurgeon’s opinion, the atmosphere of the play is pervaded by 

buffeting, strain and strife, and, at moments, of bodily tension to the point of agony [...] [and] this sensation is increased by the general ‘floating’ image, kept constantly before us, chiefly by means of the verbs used, but also in metaphor of a human body in anguished movement, tugged, wrenched, beaten, pierced, stung, scourged, dislocated, flayed, gashed, scalded, tortured and finally broken on the rack (1952: 338-339). 

Clemen agrees with Spurgeon when he says that “in King Lear, action and imagery appear to be particularly closely dependent upon each other and are reciprocally illuminating” (1959: 133). According to him, considering that one of the main themes of the tragedy is the strong parallel between people and cosmos, the dominating images make reference to nature; in his words, “man and nature stand in a continuous relationship and the imagery serves to emphasise this kinship” (1959: 94). This parallel is particularly evident in the acts of madness (III,ii and IV,iv) where Shakespeare “sets image after image as independent, direct visions” (Clemen 1959: 134), a peculiar use of images which makes Lear’s speeches look like monologues, that are the privileged place of the relevance of imagery in the other tragedies. It seems as if the king cannot see the people around him, therefore he uses the words “less as a means of communication with others than a means of expressing what goes on within himself” (Clemen 1959: 134); he feels alone and speaks to an imaginary addressee – the elements, nature, the heavens – because “men have forsaken him” and “he turns to the non-human, superhuman powers” (Clemen 1959: 135) whose forces are awakened in the audience’s mind by the imagery used which also contributes to render Lear’s suffering universal, to reflect human matters on a universal plane (Clemen 1959: 137). 

Evans seems to agree with Spurgeon on the existence of a dominating image pointing to violence, it is there that, according to him, “lies the central imaginative theme, the merciless cruelty of man, so fierce and unreasonable that only the savagery of beasts can give it an appropriate symbol” (Evans 1952: 171). Yet, his reference to the centrality of the animal world seems also in line with Clemen’s assumption that nature is at the core of the tragedy’s imagery, whereas Spurgeon maintains that the animal imagery is only subsidiary. According to Evans, instead, the two are interwined because “violence of action is brought vividly to the audience and often by reference to the lower animals” (1952: 171).

In his essay on King Lear, Northrop Frye identifies three (key)words in the play, he says that in order to orientate himself in the complex structure of King Lear, the reader should look for hints among those words that the author repeats in the text so insistently that he seems to influence the public by means of suggestion, and these words are nature, fool and nothing (Frye 1986: 113). He is the only one among the scholars quoted who takes into account also the words fool and nothing, alongside nature, as keys to understanding the play. 
 To sum up, traditional criticism about imagery has identified two dominating semantic fields  in King Lear, one making reference to the natural world, the other making reference to violence and fighting; only Frye makes explicit reference to the single words actually used in the play. 
In order to identify the words belonging to the above quoted semantic fields, a close reading of the frequency list of the Lear corpus may be helpful. Here follows a table showing the occurrences of the words used for imagery plus fool and nothing (the words in single quotation marks are to be intended as general nouns comprising some different words whose single occurrences were not significant):

	Words
	occurrences

	Nature
	40

	Natural/Unnatural/Naturalness
	10

	‘natural elements’
	36

	‘animals’
	30

	Armed/Weapon /Sword/Knife
	28

	Strike
	18

	Fire
	17

	Break
	14

	Blood
	12

	Army/Soldier/Troop
	12

	War/Battle
	11

	Shake
	9

	Pierce
	7

	Strife
	7

	Beat
	7

	Burn
	6

	Fool
	54

	Nothing
	34


Table 1: occurrences of the words referring to images in King Lear
As can be seen, only some of the words in the list occur frequently in the play; the high frequency of the words nature, fool, and nothing is particularly interesting since it seems to confirm Frye’s intuition of their importance in creating the atmosphere of the play and in directing the audience’s interpretation of it. The other words belonging to the two dominating semantic fields identified by critics in their traditional (and manual) studies about imagery occur a few times, which imply that their presence in the keyword list is improbable, but not impossible since the software WordSmith Tools identifies keywords in a corpus “by contrasting the frequency of every word-type in a text or a consistency word list, with the frequency of the same word-type in some reference corpus or list” (Scott 1998: 70). This means that it is the frequency of occurrence a word has in the reference corpus that determines its keyword status in the corpus under study. 
5. Keyword analysis

After creating frequency lists for both the Lear corpus and the reference corpus it was possible to compare them and identify the keywords; since the images identified before do not have a high number of occurrences, the identification of the keywords has been made without altering the settings in the program, that is without posing any numerical limit to the search. The table below shows the results concerning the so-called positive keywords, arranged according to their keyness:

	WORD
	FREQ.
	LEAR.txt %
	FREQ.
	REF.txt %
	KEYNESS

	Edmund 
	31
	0.12
	0
	
	136.1

	Gloucester
	22
	0.09
	0
	
	96.6

	Cordelia
	21
	0.08
	0
	
	92.2

	Daughters
	28
	0.11
	8
	
	87.6

	Kent
	19
	0.07
	0
	
	83.4

	Regan
	18
	0.07
	0
	
	79.0

	King
	67
	0.26
	126
	0.06
	74.8

	Lear
	17
	0.07
	0
	
	74.6

	Nuncle
	17
	0.07
	0
	
	74.6

	Tom
	16
	0.06
	0
	
	70.3

	Fool
	47
	0.18
	66
	0.03
	68.5

	France
	21
	0.08
	5
	
	67.9

	Sister
	31
	0.12
	23
	0.01
	67.9

	Father
	66
	0.26
	139
	0.07
	65.0

	Duke
	21
	0.08
	8
	
	59.9

	Edgar
	12
	0.05
	0
	
	52.7

	Fiend
	19
	0.07
	8
	
	52.5

	Cornwall
	11
	0.04
	0
	
	48.3

	Burgundy
	11
	0.04
	0
	
	48.3

	Dover
	11
	0.04
	0
	
	48.3

	Goneril
	10
	0.04
	0
	
	43.9

	Knights
	10
	0.04
	0
	
	43.9

	Letter
	25
	0.10
	31
	0.02
	40.1

	Old
	48
	0.19
	116
	0.06
	39.9

	Sir
	115
	0.45
	459
	0.23
	38.3

	Stocks
	10
	0.04
	1
	
	37.4

	Daughter
	29
	0.11
	57
	0.03
	30.9

	Tom’s
	7
	0.03
	0
	
	30.7

	Sisters
	12
	0.05
	8
	
	27.7

	Poor
	48
	0.19
	150
	0.07
	26.8

	Albany
	6
	0.02
	0
	
	26.3

	Train
	8
	0.03
	2
	
	25.6

	Earl
	7
	0.03
	1
	
	24.9

	My
	458
	1.80
	2,835
	1.39
	24.3


Table 2: keywords in King Lear

The results obtained are not surprising since, as already stated, keywords should reflect what a given text is about and the words in table 2 offer a sort of summary of the plot of King Lear: the play is about a family that tragically breaks its bonds and, since the protagonists belong to a royal family, their inability to restore the lost order entails repercussions on the whole court. The presence of proper nouns in the keyword list is not surprising since in dramatic texts “characters are especially important to the overall purpose, and […] each character relates intensely to the others” (Scott 2006: 70). In the Elizabethan theatre, particularly, where there were no costumes and no scenery (as we intend them today) and where the same actor could play more than a role, the praxis was to make the characters refer to one another by using proper names, which helped the audience recognize who was speaking to whom. What is surprising is the high frequency of the possessive my (more striking if we consider the 22 occurrences of mine), which might suggest that the question of ownership is central to the play. Yet, an analysis of the collocates of my has highlighted that its most frequent collocate (94 occurrences) is the word lord (both singular and plural), which implies that it is mostly used in the appellative form. Other usual collocates of my are words referring to family ties  – like father (14 occurrences), sister(s) (14), daughter(s) (8), brother (4), son (3) – which is in line with the central role the family plays in the tragedy. The possessive adjective also collocates with words like fool (7), boy (7), master (5), train (4), lady (3) with a function similar to lord, and friend (2), which refer to the relationships of power between the members of the court.

A reading of the table above shows that the only word to be present also in table 1 is fool, which confirms Frye’s intuition of its crucial importance in the tragedy, but, the starting hypothesis of the present study has not been confirmed, since there seems to be no relation between images and keywords. The absence of the words referring to the dominant imagery from the keyword list may be due to the fact that, being plays text written to be performed, Shakespeare used synonymy rather than mere repetition to influence the audience’s perceiving and understanding of the meaning of the play. This implies that words are used in various forms, without taking into account the metaphors employed, and this makes them go unnoticed by the software in its search for keywords. Yet, the absence of images from the keyword list can be better explained after checking the frequency of the words in table 1 in the wordlist of the reference corpus. The table below, in which the lemma nature is used to indicate the corresponding semantic field (the number of occurrences, therefore, includes the occurrences of the word nature –  which are 124 – and the occurrences of all the words derived from it and/or related to the natural world) shows the results:

	Words and their variants 
	Ref. corpus 

	‘Nature’
	182

	Armed/Weapon/Sword/Knife
	207

	Strike
	111

	Fire
	85

	Break
	92

	Blood
	239

	Army/Soldier/Troop
	125

	War/Battle
	111

	Shake
	60

	Pierce
	15

	Strife
	21

	Beat
	61

	Burn
	150

	Nothing 
	160

	Fool
	66


Table 3: occurrences in the reference corpus of the images used in King Lear
As can be seen from the table, the words under study occur so many times in the reference corpus that, despite their numeric relevance in King Lear, they do not appear in the keyword list retrieved, since a keyword is a word used with an unusual frequency in a given text given its frequency of use in a reference corpus; conversely, the word fool occurs a few times in the reference corpus and therefore it is a keyword in King Lear. 
The absence of the words referring to the dominant imagery from the keyword list may be due to the fact that the other tragedies share with King Lear a similar use of images, particularly those tragedies written around the same period. Indeed, Clemen has traced a parallel between the development of Shakespeare’s imagery and the development of his art and mind (1952: 89) and he has affirmed that “the fact that imagery plays such an important part in the tragedies, indicates a fundamental change in Shakespeare’s manner of presentation” (1952: 89) and it seems reasonable to maintain that this new manner of presentation characterizes all Shakespeare’s great tragedies. In order to test this new hypothesis, it is necessary to check the frequency of the words under study in the other tragedies. The following table, where the four last plays are the closest in time to King Lear, shows the results concerning all the words in table 1:   

	Words
	Titus Andr.
	Rom. & Jul.
	Julius Cae.
	Hamlet
	Othello
	Macbeth
	Coriolanus
	Ant. & Cleo.
	Timon of Ath.

	Nature
	10
	9
	7
	40
	24
	31
	22
	11
	28

	Armed/Weapon/Sword/Knife
	27
	20
	20
	23
	23
	20
	30
	30
	8

	Strike
	10
	7
	13
	11
	10
	10
	19
	21
	10

	Fire
	4
	8
	22
	13
	6
	6
	15
	5
	5

	Break
	7
	9
	7
	15
	6
	8
	16
	13
	11

	Blood
	37
	25
	36
	27
	23
	40
	28
	14
	12

	Army/Soldier/Troop
	8
	0
	14
	9
	14
	12
	28
	32
	6

	War/Battle
	18
	0
	15
	10
	21
	11
	52
	44
	11

	Shake
	2
	2
	10
	4
	10
	10
	8
	9
	5

	Pierce
	2
	2
	0
	1
	3
	0
	4
	1
	1

	Strife
	3
	4
	3
	1
	3
	0
	1
	2
	4

	Beat
	5
	10
	2
	5
	5
	3
	14
	12
	5

	Burn
	11
	9
	7
	7
	5
	5
	8
	5
	3

	Nothing 
	5
	14
	10
	30
	26
	16
	13
	21
	25

	Fool 
	2
	6
	2
	7
	12
	3
	6
	8
	20


Table 4: occurrences in the other tragedies of the images used in King Lear
The table above shows how frequently the single words belonging to the semantic fields of the images used in King Lear are used in the other tragedies, the most relevant results are in bold font. As already hinted at, according to Clemen, the plays written around the same period as King Lear should present a similar use of imagery, these plays are Macbeth (1606), Coriolanus (1607), Antony and Cleopatra (1607), and Timon of Athens (1607). The occurrences in table 4 show that in Macbeth only the word blood occurs so many times as to be relevant, but it is also used extensively in Titus Andronicus, written more than ten years before both Macbeth and King Lear, and in Julius Caesar; the similarities between King Lear and both Coriolanus and Antony and Cleopatra are quite surprising, since critics have highlighted that Coriolanus is characterized by a ‘metallic’ imagery and Antony and Cleopatra emphasises exoticism with a mellifluous tone (Ravassat, personal communication) whereas King Lear is pervaded by a sort of naturalism which strongly contrast with both, but the table shows that the semantic field of war is also central to King Lear. In Timon of Athens, a play in many ways akin to King Lear, notably for the theme of ingratitude, only nature and surprisingly fool occur in a significant way. The frequent use of the words nature and nothing in Hamlet is quite surprising, since it is a play completely different from King Lear for both themes and imagery, dominated by corruption and disease, yet it should be kept in mind that the table shows raw frequencies and Hamlet is Shakespeare’s longest play. The numeric results showed in the table, therefore, confirm only in part Clemen’s hypothesis of a parallel between the development of the poet’s artistry and his use of images, but these results need to be further investigated.  

To sum up, the present study moved from the assumption of the central role keywords have in a test, which is intrinsic in their corpus linguistics definition – in this regard, it should be noticed that the word ‘keyword’ can be intended in slightly different ways (see Stubbs 2008). This assumption led to hypothesize their possible coincidence with at least some of the images which, according to ‘traditional’ criticism, play a similar role. Keeping the hypothesis in mind, a methodological plan was formulated (within the framework of corpus linguistics) to test both the hypothesis and, implicitly, the validity of a corpus approach to the language of literature. Although the theoretical reasoning seemed weighted, the analysis has contradicted the starting hypothesis, this entailed a new hypothesis which could justify the results obtained. The fact that the starting hypothesis proved to be wrong and that the second hypothesis, formulated and tested to find a reason to justify the results obtained in the first analysis, was confirmed only in part, is not to be seen as a failure since, as Maria Tymoczko has pointed out, “negative evidence is still evidence, but it is evidence of a different hypothesis or a modified theoretical framework” (Tymoczko 2007: 169). This process is not to be seen as circular, and therefore ineffective, but as proactive as it corresponds to the three forms of logical reasoning discussed by Charles S. Pierce: deduction, induction, and abduction. Tymoczko has used Peirce’s reasoning to show how theory and data are strictly related to each other: it is through deduction that the initial hypotheses are formulated within a given theoretical framework, then the researcher gathers relevant data and on the basis of induction from the data s/he tests the hypotheses, as well as the theory behind them. If the data do not confirm the hypotheses, it is through abduction that the researcher retroactively creates a new hypothesis, which will be the starting point for further research, that is compatible with the actual results (Tymoczko 2007: 168). This implies that new hypotheses need to be formulated and new methodologies designed. 

6. Another keyword analysis

The fact that the analysis has proved neither hypotheses seems to confirm Widdowson’s suggestion that the computer software reveals textual features that the literary critic, or the reader/audience, would fail to notice, probably because “they do not seem noteworthy” (2008: 295). Yet the testing of the second hypothesis brought partial results, this implies that a methodological mistake may be the reason for the mismatch between the hypothesis based on personal intuition and the results obtained by the software. 

As already hinted at, one point still at issue in corpus linguistics is the question of reference corpus selection, therefore the identification of the keywords has been repeated by contrasting the Lear corpus with a reference corpus comprising all Shakespeare’s plays (downloaded from http://shakespeare.mit.edu.html), irrespective of genre. Here follows a table showing the results of the analysis:     

	WORD
	FREQ.
	LEAR.txt %
	FREQ.
	REF.txt %
	KEYNESS

	Edmund 
	31
	0.12
	15
	
	157.8

	Cordelia
	21
	0.08
	0
	
	145.6

	Regan
	18
	0.07
	0
	
	124.8

	Daughters
	28
	0.11
	27
	
	119.6

	Lear
	17
	0.07
	0
	
	117.8

	Nuncle
	17
	0.07
	0
	
	117.8

	Kent
	19
	0.07
	15
	
	86.0

	Tom
	16
	0.06
	6
	
	85.5

	Edgar
	12
	0.05
	0
	
	83.2

	Cornwall
	11
	0.04
	0
	
	76.3

	Goneril
	10
	0.04
	0
	
	69.3

	Dover
	11
	0.04
	2
	
	65.2

	Fool
	47
	0.18
	334
	0.04
	62.4

	Sister

	31
	0.12
	145
	0.02
	60.3

	Fiend
	19
	0.07
	44
	
	57.4

	Gloucester 
	22
	0.09
	85
	0.01
	49.2

	Sisters
	12
	0.05
	17
	
	44.9

	Father
	66
	0.26
	772
	0.10
	44.4

	Tom’s
	7
	0.03
	1
	
	42.6

	Albany
	6
	0.02
	0
	
	41.6

	Nature 
	36
	0.14
	308
	0.04
	38.5

	Alack 
	16
	0.06
	60
	
	36.5

	Stocks
	10
	0.04
	16
	
	35.7

	Letter
	25
	0.10
	180
	0.02
	32.7

	Poor
	48
	0.19
	574
	0.07
	31.1

	Burgundy

	11
	0.04
	29
	
	31.0

	Old
	48
	0.19
	575
	0.07
	31.0

	Hovel 
	5
	0.02
	1
	
	29.3

	Inform’d
	7
	0.03
	9
	
	27.2

	Knights
	10
	0.04
	29
	
	26.8

	Rain 
	11
	0.04
	43
	
	24.4

	Legitimate  
	5
	0.02
	3
	
	24.3


Table 5: keywords in King Lear 2
The new keyword list is not very different from the one analysed before, there are all proper names of course and the nouns referring to family ties and relations of power. Yet there are some interesting differences: the absence of the words king and sir which were among the keywords with more than 40 occurrences in the first list and the presence of some words (highlighted in bold font) which were not present in the first list. The ‘new’ keywords seem to add more details to the summary sketched above: the natural world comes into play, as a plane parallel to the human, and the breach in the family, also due to the presence of an illegitimate heir, is reflected in the pouring rain, which makes the finding of a shelter necessary. In fact, the presence of the word nature and of the related word rain – which in turn seems to be logically linked to the keyword hovel – is the most noteworthy element in this keyword list since it seems to confirm the hypothesis formulated after the analysis of the first keyword list, that is the presence of a similar imagery in all the tragedies, since when King Lear is processed against the reference corpus including other genres, the word nature, the only one upon the presence of which all critics agree, emerges as keyword.       

The starting hypothesis is, therefore, only partially confirmed by either keyword analysis. Is this a setback? Is this the acknowledgment that corpus analysis cannot cope with literature?  It is for Widdowson, who condemns corpus linguists for their considering a novel (or a play) as a text and not as a novel (or a play) as it actually is. He writes that not only does a novel consist of linguistic patterns (which the computer can analyse), it also consists of characters and events that the computer cannot identify and “for the textual patterns to have literary significance, it has to be shown how they correspond or key in with the narrative pattern of the novel” (2008: 296). It is not for Stubbs, who acknowledges that “textual frequency is not the same as salience, and does not necessarily correspond to what readers notice and remember in a text” (2005: 11) and affirms that the identification of keywords is to be seen as a starting point to look for other features, like for instance their distribution in the text and the way they combine with other words, since “it is often collocations which create connotations” (2003: 13).  
7. Qualitative analysis

Following Stubbs’s suggestion, the present study proceeds with considering the collocations of the keywords followed by an analysis of concordance lines, which allows to verify the different uses and meanings words take on in a given (con)text in order to identify if not their semantic prosody, at least their connotations. Since the keyword lists are too long and some of the words identified do not seem related to the aboutness of the play, the choice was to limit the qualitative analysis to those words with more than 30 occurrences (excluding proper names), this can be done by altering the settings to limit the search. Here follows the table showing the results obtained with the reference corpus made up of the tragedies only:

	WORD
	FREQ.
	LEAR.txt %
	FREQ.
	REF.txt %
	KEYNESS

	King
	67
	0,26
	126
	0,06
	74,8

	Fool
	47
	0,18
	66
	0,03
	68,5

	Father
	66
	0,26
	139
	0,07
	65,0

	Old
	48
	0,19
	116
	0,06
	39,9

	Sir
	115
	0,45
	459
	0,23
	38,3

	Poor
	48
	0,19
	150
	0,07
	26,8

	My
	458
	1,80
	2.835
	1,39
	23,3


Table 6: keywords with more than 30 occurrences (ref. corpus: tragedies)
The presence in the keyword list above of the words sir,  father, and king is not surprising and the analysis of their collocates is not significant: sir has as its most usual collocate the adjective good (7 occurrences, 6 in L1 position – first words before the noun); father tends to collocate with child (5), son (5), and love (5), but the position of the collocates does not seem significant; king collocates with good (5) and master (5), which is quite predictable. The most relevant results concern the co-occurrence of the adjective old with the noun man (10 in position R1 – i.e. the first word after the keyword) and that of the adjective poor with the proper noun Tom, which, indeed, is not surprising since Edgar always makes reference to himself in disguise as Poor Tom as if the adjective was part of his name. The most interesting result is the strong co-occurrence of the possessive my with fool (14), which suggests that the word fool is often used as a noun, probably referred to the character of the “motley fool”, who, indeed, is much more that a wearer of motley, he is a touchstone to wisdom and moral insight, as the co-occurrence of fool with words referring to Lear, like sir (6), Lear (2), nuncle (2) and father (1), which suggests a sort of parallel between the Fool and the king, points out.

The following table shows the results obtained by contrasting the Lear corpus with the reference corpus containing all the plays:

	WORD
	FREQ.
	LEAR.txt %
	FREQ.
	REF.txt %
	KEYNESS

	Fool
	47
	0.18
	334
	0.04
	62.4

	Sister

	31
	0.12
	145
	0.02
	60.3

	Father
	66
	0.26
	772
	0.10
	44.4

	Nature 
	36
	0.14
	308
	0.04
	38.5

	Poor
	48
	0.19
	574
	0.07
	31.1

	Old
	48
	0.19
	575
	0.07
	31.0


Table 7: keywords with more than 30 occurrences (ref. corpus: all plays)
The only two words which are not present in table 6 are sister and nature. The analysis of their collocates is not particularly interesting since both collocate only with grammar words. The only result which seems noteworthy is the co-occurrence of nature with my, which suggests that the word nature is also used with the meaning of temperament, disposition. 

As regards the analysis of the concordance lines, after comparing the two keyword lists above, a decision was made to limit it to the keywords nature and fool – the only two words which appear both in the keyword lists and in the list of images, that is the words which fit the starting hypothesis – and the (key)adjectives old and poor, which, for their very nature, can be used with more than one meaning. 

The following table shows some results of the concordance of nature:

er!  O, sir, you are old.  Nature in you stands on

e king  falls from bias of nature; there's father ag

k conduct.  Oppressed nature sleeps:  This rest

. You  cowardly rascal, nature disclaims in thee:

r your disposition:  That nature, which contemns

a case.  I will forget my nature. So kind a father

, wrench'd my frame of nature  From the fix'd pl

the garb  Quite from his nature: he cannot flatter,

ing could have subdued nature  To such a lown

, and i' the heat.  Thou, nature, art my goddess;

at breach in his abused nature!  The untuned an

y be so, my lord.  Hear, nature, hear; dear godd
o,  Despite of mine own nature. Quickly send,  B

brother noble,  Whose nature is so far from do

m:  Our foster-nurse of nature is repose,  The w

r know'st  The offices of nature, bond of childhoo

re not ourselves  When nature, being oppress'd,

nuff and loathed part of nature should  Burn itsel

tality.  O ruin'd piece of nature! This great world

o, in the lusty stealth of nature, take  More comp

s: though the wisdom of nature can  reason it thu

Table 8: concordance of nature 

The Elizabethan Age was a period of transition and crisis, which was reflected on the concept of nature. On the one hand, nature was positive since it was perceived as natural order; on the other hand, nature was negative since it referred to animal nature, the lowest level of the chain of being. The Elizabethans thought of nature as a hierarchy, an ordered structure where good was at the top and evil at the bottom of the ladder; for this reason the various characters use the word nature intending it differently. Lear and the characters associated to him intend nature as order, for them love, authority, compliance, and loyalty are natural because they are human. Edmund, instead, makes his vow to the lowest level of nature, its instinctive and predatory part. The co-text helps interpret the word: the presence of expressions like lusty stealth or loathed part make reference to nature as instinct, whereas expressions like wisdom of nature or offices of nature make reference to nature as an harmonious set of rules. Moreover, the word nature is also used with the meaning of temperament, disposition, in both positive and negative sense, as already hinted at.

The following table shows the concordances of fool:

y boy, between a bitter fool and a sweet fool?

s, whiles thou, a moral fool, sit’st still, and cries

u would’st make a gook fool. To take it again

t believe a fool. A bitter fool! Dost thou know the

ld night will turn us all to fools and madmen. Take

sir, this your all-licensed fool, but other of your i

an thou art now; I am a fool, thou are nothing

hat’s a wise man and a fool. Alas, sir, are you

here. Dost thou call me fool, boy? All thy other

go you, and call my fool hither. You, you, sir

services are due: my fool usurps my body.

now, by my life, old fools are babes again; a

neither wise man nor fool. Rumble thy bellyful

to this great stage of fools: this is a good block

speeches, as I were a fool? Goose, if I had y

attitude! If thou wert my fool, nuncle, I’ld have

I am even the natural fool of fortune. Use me

y will not let me have all fool to myself; they’ll be

an fly: the knave turns to fool that runs away; the

any kind o’ thing than a fool: and yet I would not

Table 9: concordances of fool
As can be noticed, the word fool has two different meanings: one refers to the ‘motley fool’, the one who earns his living from folly; the other refers metaphorically to those who do not understand the surrounding world, fool as a victim of misfortune; in this sense all the characters in the play who find themselves on the wrong side of the wheel of fortune are fools and, in fact, the appellative is directed to more than one character in the play. The table shows how the term takes on the former meaning when it is preceded by a possessive or by another adjective specifying it; instead, when it is used in the plural form, or in a general sense, or when it is preceded by indefinite article, the word should be intended metaphorically.
Here follows a table showing some relevant results of the concordances of old:

Adieu; he’ll shape his old course in a country

I am a very foolish old man, fourscore and

Away! Now, by my life, old fools are babes again

battles ‘gainst a head so old and white as this. O

lot. Why, art thou mad, old fellow? How fell you

for sallets; swallows the old rat and the ditch-dog
during the life of this old majesty, to him our

forget and forgive: I am old and foolish. Holds it

thee beaten for being old before thy time. Ho

they have put him on the old man’s death
go with you, sir! Away, old man, give me thy

heavens, if you do love old men, if your sweet

here, you gods, a poor old man, as full of grief
hter, I confess that I am old; age is unnecessary
and in the end meet the old course of death, wo

ought it fit to send the old and miserable king

the catastrophe of the old comedy: my cue is

lord? O, madam, my old heart is cracked, it’s

weak, and despised old man: but yet I call

younger rises when the old doth fall. Here is the

to be over-rules. Idle old man, that still would
Table 10: concordances of  old
As can be seen from the table, the most frequent collocate of old is man. This is in line with the plot of the play where the clash between different generations, a sort of generation gap ante litteram, is pivotal. And the adjective old has a negative connotation: it is often associated with nouns and/or verbs making reference to death, madness, or fall. This suggests that the old are useless, weak and desperate and that the few years left to them are idle and full of pain, or at least, it is so in the young’s opinion. 

The last table displays the concordance lines of poor: 

love that makes breath poor and speech unable
since. Well, sir, the poor distressed Lear’s i’

O, see, see! And my poor fool is hanged! No

butterflies, and hear poor rogues talk of can

lightning? To watch – poor perdu! – with this

cruel nails pluck out his poor old eyes; worthy

go your gait, and let the poor volk pass. An chu

I stand, your slave, a poor, infirm, weak, and

is no more but such a poor bare, forked animal

us. Come, your hovel. Poor fool and knave, I

ich parted from you? A poor unfortunate beggar
ray, and then I’ll sleep. Poor naked wretches
said it would be thus, poor banished man! the

Table 11: concordances of poor
The table shows some of the most interesting concordances of the adjective poor. As it can be seen, not only does it relate to a lack of wealth, but it almost always makes reference to a miserable condition, to the absence of hope. The presence of words like wretches, beggar, slave, and knave suggests that in a society where there are no rules, where all bonds are broken, poverty is a real danger for everyone. Yet, it should be noted that Lear’s experience of destitution and poverty is a way to knowledge and understanding, only when he is deprived of everything and once he has experienced madness, he can see the truth and reconcile himself with his beloved Cordelia, even if too late. 

The analysis presented so far has brought some interesting results, the qualitative analysis in particular has allowed to notice some features which would have been difficult, if not impossible, to identify without a corpus-stylistic approach, and this confirms John Sinclair’s conviction that “the language looks rather different when you look at a lot of it at once” (1991: 100). As far as interpretation is concerned, however, it was necessary to go back to the text and/or rely on traditional literary criticism.   
8. Corpus and traditional stylistics 

This article put forward an initial hypothesis that was not confirmed by the methododlogy adopted, which involved the creation of two reference corpora, one made up of the tragedies only, the other including all Shakespeare’s plays. This mismatch seems to suggest that corpus linguistics cannot cope with literature, at least with an author like Shakespeare who made a highly metaphorical use of language, but as Sinclair highlighted (1975), there must be something wrong with linguistics if its theories cannot explain the highest achievements of literary expression (qtd. in Stubbs 2003: 5). Corpus linguistics has proved its usefulness in studying literary texts – it allows much more than what is presented in this article – and the qualitative analysis of the keywords presented here has shown some features of the text which are not evident to the naked eye. The fact that sometimes, as in the present case study or in Stubbs (2003), a corpus approach to a literary text contradicts personal intuitions, it means neither that influential scholars like those quoted here are wrong or that their subjective interpretation of the text is biased by their ‘positioning’, nor that the computer cannot but be right for its intrinsic objectivity. 

It is well known that texts can be interpreted in different ways and the critical studies quoted in this article confirm how this is true even when the object of study is limited to a few features (images in this case). Stylistics, however, rejects the easy assumption common in modern literary studies that there are as many understanding (and consequently interpretations) of texts as there are readers to understand them and it is through systematic analytical detailed analysis of linguistic data that scholars arrive at their interpretation of a text. Texts, of course, do not have only one possible interpretation, but “even long and complex texts like Shakespeare’s plays each have a relatively small set of substantially different interpretations” (Short 2008: 13). 

Being the aim of stylistic analysis, be it traditional or corpus-based, to make objective descriptive linguistic statements about literary texts and being the interpretation of a text dependent on linguistic features, the selection of data is a primary issue. Indeed, a usual critique to ‘traditional’ stylisticians is that their selection of data tends to be arbitrary and their research circular, in the sense that either they select linguistic data they already know to be important and then claim they are, or they select only those linguistic data they know how to describe and ignore the others (Stubbs 2003: 8). On the other hand, corpus linguistics has taught scholars to trust more the text (to paraphrase John Sinclair) and to use computer software to pierce it, it can, therefore, offer literary studies a sound methodology to retrieve linguistic objective data. This means that corpus linguistic objective data observation is not in binary opposition – nor in mutual exclusion – with traditional subjective critical analysis. As Tymoczko has pointed out, even when research is totally empirical (as corpus linguistics research claims to be) it is not necessarily objective; it is always influenced by ideas and beliefs related to subject positions, by interpretations, by theoretical framework and disciplinary paradigms (Tymoczko 2007: 145-146). Even the process of hypothesis formation and testing is, in a sense, biased, since “any hypothesis is constructed within a theoretical framework and presupposes theoretical perspectives and assumptions” (Tymoczko 2007: 160). Corpus analysis is, of course, mainly based on the observation of data and, since it is a computer software to do the analysis, it cannot but be objective, but the mere observation of data is not research at all, and, particularly when corpus tools and theories are applied to the study of literary texts, the role of the researcher is highly relevant. As Michael Stubbs has observed, the corpus linguist restricts his analysis to those textual features which the software can find, but these features have to be given a literary interpretation (2003: 4) and if the selection of data is objective, the literary interpretation cannot but be subjective. The two approaches are, therefore, to be seen as complementary because a joint use of corpus and traditional text analysis could help shed a clearer light on an author like Shakespeare who has been studied extensively but who still has a lot to say to every new generation. 
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