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Franco Moretti: Distant Reading
“The majority of books disappear forever – and ‘majority’ actually misses 
the point: if we set today’s canon of nineteenth-century British novels at 
two hundred titles (which is a very high figure), they would still be only 
about 0.5 per cent of all published novels.

[… T]he aim is not so much a change in the canon […] as a change in 
how we look at all of literary history: canonical and noncanonical: 
together. […]

But of course, there is a problem here. Knowing two hundred novels is 
already difficult. Twenty thousand? How can we do it, what does 
‘knowledge’ mean, in this new scenario? One thing for sure: it cannot 
mean the very close reading of very few texts […]. A larger literary 
history requires other skills: sampling; statistics; works with series, titles, 
concordances […].” (66–67; emphasis added.)

Franco Moretti
http://f.i.uol.com.br/folha/ilustrada/images/1

4262591.jpeg (03.04.2017)

Franco Moretti. “The Slaughterhouse of Literature.” 2000. Distant Reading. London: Verso, 2013. 63–89. 
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Zurich (1780–2017): Increasingly Important?

All diagrams created with the Google Ngram Viewer (search limited to “English Fiction” corpus).
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Zurich (1780–2017): Increasingly Important?

All diagrams created with the Google Ngram Viewer (Search limited to “English Fiction” and ”English” corpus, respectively).
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Barbara Piatti: Projected Spaces vs. Settings

Piatti, Barbara, Anne-Kathrin Reuschel and Lorenz Hurni. “Dreams, Longings, Memory: Visualising the Dimension of Projected 
Spaces in Fiction.” Proceedings of the 26th International Cartographic Conference, Dresden, Germany, 2013. Web. 

Barbara Piatti
http://barbara-piatti.ch/wp-content 

/uploads/Piatti_Autorenfoto_farbig.jpg
(09.10.2017)

Any space in a literary work (i.e. setting or projected) can be:
(a) imported; (b) transformed; or (c) invented/feigned.

Three types of projected spaces:

1) places a character is remembering

2) places a character is dreaming of

3) places a character is longing for



15

Projected Spaces: Theodor Storm, Regionalist?

Piatti, Barbara, Anne-Kathrin Reuschel and Lorenz Hurni. “Dreams, Longings, Memory: Visualising the Dimension of Projected 
Spaces in Fiction.” Proceedings of the 26th International Cartographic Conference, Dresden, Germany, 2013. Web. (map: p. 17)
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Zurich in Anglophone Literatures: Why Bother?

1) Zurich is a projected space for Anglophone cultures.

a) part of a larger, yet-to-be-written literary-historical geography;

b) questions: Which spaces are absent? Why? Hierarchy of spaces?

2) The idea and the methodologies of distant reading can:

a) also be applied to other places;
b) be adapted for other projects (e.g. with Ngrams: other keywords).
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five revolutions:

American, French, Russian, Mexican, Cuban

→ Which of these appears most frequently in the

“English Fiction” corpus (1900–2000)?

Keyword: Fictional Revolutions (20th Century)
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Keyword: Fictional Revolutions (20th Century)

All diagrams created with the Google Ngram Viewer (search limited to “English Fiction” corpus).
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How to Find Obscure Texts

Also useful: www.hathitrust.org, www.gutenberg.org, friends, coincidence, luck ...

Amazon.com/de/
co.uk/fr/ca/es

www.zb.uzh.ch

books.google.com

www.archive.org
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Google 
Books 

Advanced 
Book 

Search

Search Term(s)

“fiction,” “drama,” 
or “poetry”

Language
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Google 
Books 

Advanced 
Book 

Search

Four 
Types of 
Results
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Preview
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No Preview
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Different Types of False Positives

1) Tag in Google Books wrong (e.g. non-fiction appears in fiction)

2) “Zurich” refers to something else (e.g. first name of a protagonist)

3) Text appears in “English Fiction,” but is written in a different language

4) Translated works – or should they be included? Why (not)?

5) …

→ A lot of manual sifting and double-checking involved.
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Zurich in Anglophone Literatures: The Corpus
Novels 547

Poems 174

Short Stories 87

Plays 34

Novellas 5

Screenplays 3

Comics 2

Total 852

Some questions and problems:

- What’s (not) in the Google Books corpus?

- poor tagging → false positives & false negatives

- Does each of the texts carry equal weight? 
- widely-read vs. obscure texts?

- cross-genre comparisons (e.g. novel ↔ poem)?

- Zurich is central vs. Zurich only marginal presence?
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Zurich in Anglophone Literatures: The Corpus

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160
Number of items per decade

Novel Poem

Some problems:

- absolute vs. relative figures
→ How many items published per decade overall?

- very small numbers for most decades
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Geography: Transnational? National? Or … ?
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Geography: Transnational? National? Or … ?
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Some problems:

- divided by population vs. divided 
by number of books published?

- speakers of English per country?

- methodological nationalism
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“By the 
Margin of 
Fair Zurich’s 
Waters”
from: Dance, Charles. The 
Beulah Spa: A Burletta, in 
Two Acts. London: Miller, 
1833. 35. [Act 2, scene 2.]
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“By the Margin …”: Broadsheets

c. 1813–1838 c. 1819–1844 c. 1860
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“... Fair Zurich’s Waters”: Other References

- reference in letter by American author Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1837)

- text reprinted in anthologies (e.g. The Quaver, 1844)

- included in another play: Albert Smith & John Oxenford, Fair Star (1844)

- reference in diary by actor Ira Aldrich (1854)

- Punch Magazine (October 8, 1859): satirical rewriting

- Europe Viewed through American Spectacles, by Charles C. Fulton (1874)

- In Sunny Switzerland: A Story of Six Weeks, by Rowland Gray (1884)

→ Set to music – over ten different versions available online!

Performed by Léa Wüstiner
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General: Key Themes and Genres

1800 1825 1850 1875 1900 1925 1950 1975 2000

anti-
Jacobin 
novels

historical fiction 
(esp. Reformation and 
confessional conflicts)

novel of manners, 
social comedies

♀ at 
UZH spies, 

nihilists, 
etc.

landscape: lake & mountains

religious poems (inl. Reformation)

spies & banks

World War I: Dada, 
Joyce, Lenin

Joyce

Dada

C. G. Jung

refugees & expats

poems by expats

N
O

VELS
PO

EM
S

Some key themes also evident in plays (e.g. confessional conflict, World War I, C. G. Jung)
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“Dada, born in 1916 
[in Zurich] and over 
by the early 1920s, 
was an international 
artistic phenomenon, 
which sought to 
overturn traditional 
bourgeois notions of 
art. It was often 
defiantly anti-art.” 
(Hopkins xiv)

Hopkins, David. Dada and 
Surrealism: A Very Short 
Introduction. Oxford: 
OUP, 2004.
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Dada Zurich: Key Characteristics

Hugo Ball. “Karawane.” 1917. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/41/Hugo_ball_karawane.png (10.11.2017)

• cabaret & live performance     
(dance, song, masks → “African” art)

• chance as an aesthetic principle

• objets trouvés & everyday materials

• opposition to war & bourgeois culture

• multimedia (later, esp. Berlin: collage)
Hans Arp, 

Relief Dada (1916)Wood & Screws
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Dada Zurich: 54 Anglophone Items
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Dada Zurich: 54 Anglophone Items
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Dada Zurich: 54 Anglophone Items
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from: Anthony Sobin, “Zurich: February 5, 1916”

Anthony Sobin. “Zurich: February 5, 1916.” The Sunday Naturalist. Athens: Ohio University Press, 1982. 8. (emphasis added)

Seventy kilometers away World War I rages on.
It is Zurich, February 5, 1916, and at No. 1
Spiegelgasse, a quiet residential street,
it is opening night at the Cabaret Voltaire.
Tristan Tzara, young Romanian poet,
screams from his works as Huelsenbeck, drunk, 
blindfolds Hugo Ball […].
The singer at the cabaret has a new name!
Everyone yells to her, ”Dada! Dada! Dada!”
In her honor, Hans Arp, with a sledge hammer, 
noisily destroys antique Greek statuary […].
………………………………………………….
Directly across the street,
in house No. 6 Spiegelgasse,
Lenin tries to read.

“Hugo Ball and his girlfriend, the singer Emmy 
Hennings” (Sanders 145; emphasis added)
Edward Sanders. “Dada Comes to Zürich.” 1900–1939. Vol. 1 of 
America: A History in Verse. Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 
2000. 145–146.

Meredith Tax’s feminist novel Union Square: 
one chapter referring to Dada Zurich – but only 
Tzara (and one invented woman) mentioned.
Meredith Tax. Union Square. 1988. Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2001.

“Ball and his companion Emmy Hennings” 
(Kraus 175; emphasis added)
Chris Kraus. I Love Dick. 1998. Semiotext(e) Native Agents Series. 
Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2006.
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Women of Dada Zurich: Absent or Secondary?

1) Men wrote autobiographical accounts.

2) Women tended to work in ‘non-language’ and/or 
ephemeral media (e.g. painting, dance).

3) Anglophone texts about Zurich Dada: 81.5% by men.

4) Research on the role of women in (Zurich) Dada only 
really took off in the 1990s.

→ Time lag in fiction, poetry, etc.?
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Significant Absences (I): Swiss Literature

Stoppard, Tom. Travesties. 1974. London: Faber and Faber, 1975. 43. (emphasis added)

“TZARA: Oh, I assure you Gwendolyn has been in the Public Library 
[i.e. the ZB]. But I have had to admire her from afar, all the way 
from Economic to Foreign Literature.

CARR: I had no idea Gwendolyn knew any foreign languages and I am 
not sure that I approve. It’s the sort of thing that can only broaden a 
girl’s mind.

TZARA : Well, in this library Foreign Literature includes English.

CARR : What a novel arrangement. Is any reason given?”
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Significant Absences (I): Swiss Literature
References found (so 
far) in x out of circa 
850 items:

• Salomon Gessner: 2
• Robert Walser: 1
• Max Frisch: 1
• Gottfried Keller: 0
• Johanna Spyri: 0

To compare:
Tzara: 36   •   Joyce: 35 – of which Joyce’s grave: at least 5   •   C. G. Jung: 33   

“Poor Zurich. Nothing happens in Zurich.
Einstein happened in Zurich.
Yes, I’d forgotten.
And Max Frisch. 
Who is Max Frisch?
Switzerland’s greatest novelist. Also, he writes plays.
I don’t know his work.”

Just, Ward. Exiles in the Garden. New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009. 58.

Einstein, Brecht, even
Paul Celan: 2 or more
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Significant Absences (II): Putsch & Revolution

“When the 
history of the 
Revolution –
or indeed of 
anything else 
– is written, 
Switzerland is 
unlikely to 
loom large in 
the story.” 
(Stoppard 72)

Stoppard, Tom. Travesties. 1974. London: Faber and Faber, 1975.

The French & Russian Revolutions are mentioned...

Jonathan Sperber on the 1848 revolutions in Europe
“One final event in 1847 made the advent of a new revolution seem 
increasingly likely, the Swiss Civil War [i.e. Sonderbundskrieg].

Although it sounds extremely peculiar today, order and stability in 
the Swiss cantons had never been completely restored following the 
1830 revolution.” (Sperber 115)

Sperber, Jonathan. The European Revolutions, 1848–1851. 1994. 2nd ed. New 
Approaches to European History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 
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Some Conclusion for Zurich Literature (I)
1) So far, no clear evidence that the Anglosphere is a useful analytical category

• at least not in this type of literary historical study…

2) 1960–2010: quantitative leap for Zurich as projected space of Anglophone literatures

• peak: 1980 – decline since end of Cold War (briefly halted by Nazi gold controversy?)

3) qualitative: two periods with a ‘clear’ shape, interrupted by ‘fuzzy’ period

• c. 1810–1870: historical fiction, religion (esp. confessional conflict), landscape

• c. 1950–2010: banks & spies, legacy of two world wars (Nazi gold, Dada, Lenin…)
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Some Conclusion for Zurich Literature (II)
« Dans la première moitié du siècle, le nouveau paysage helvétique 
est composé de cliniques, de banques privées et de boutiques de luxe. 
C’est la face rassurante du pays. Son revers est le malaise de toute 
civilisation occidentale. Cette contradiction est perçue par les écrivains 
de la modernité qui déclarent leur rejet d’une société matérialiste et 
spirituellement stérile. 

Après la Seconde Guerre mondiale la Suisse ne joue plus ce rôle 
ambigu mais significatif. Derrière les clichés qui persistent, elle devient 
chez les écrivains de langue anglaise pratiquement invisible, 
littéralement et littérairement neutre. » (Vincent 121–122; emphasis added)

Vincent, Patrick. La Suisse vue par les écrivains de langue anglais. Collection Le savoir Suisse 58. 
Lausanne: Presses polytechniques et universitaires romandes, 2009.

Not 

really 

true for 

Zurich –

more 

research 

needed!
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The Lecture 
I Didn’t Give

Carver, Raymond. “The Poem I Didn’t Write.” Where the Water Comes 
Together with Other Water. 1985. New York: Vintage, 1986. 47.
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Thank you for 
your attention!
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Appendix: Final Exam – Sample Question
Which of the following statements best reflects a key point made by Martin 
Mühlheim during his lecture on Zurich in Anglophone Literatures?

a) Zurich texts should be studied because many were written by very famous authors.

b) Studying Zurich texts is a powerful way of fighting Anglospheric hegemony.

c) The study of Zurich texts is merely one piece of a larger literary-geographical puzzle.

d) Only by studying Zurich texts can we fight sexist views about Dada.

e) The only meaningful way of studying Zurich texts is to use a quantitative approach.

→ Always five answers, of which only one must be chosen as – by far – the most accurate.


