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“this book is not a ‘normal’ poetry collection by me...”
--Carol Ann Duffy, undated letter 

Carol Ann Duffy at Humber Mouth 2009 (http://www.flickr.com/
photos/walnutwhippet/3646825708/in/set-72157620383384151) / 
walnut whippet / CC BY 2.0
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Voyant’s Word Trends tool on “love” and “sex” 
throughout the corpus

Investigating an author-created text 
analysis problem
When writing The World’s Wife (1999), Carol Ann 
Duffy described the volume to her publisher as “not a 
‘normal’ poetry collection” for her. For those who had 
read Duffy’s previous volume, Mean Time (1993), the 
departures in style and theme were obvious. But did 
her shift to what she called “popular entertainment” 
result in any differences at a more granular level? 

Creating a digital corpus
Students were assigned poems from each collection 
to transcribe in a shared Google Doc. They also 
collected statistics--character count, word count, lines 
per poem, and stanzas per poem. 

Analyzing the data and formulating 
interpretations collaboratively
For their final exam, groups of students were 
assigned a particular tool for analyzing the corpus: 
Voyant’s Cirrus, Links, and Word Trends, as well as 
Excel and Word. After getting preliminary results, the 
groups collaboratively formulated interpretations of 
the data (Moretti 2005) and posted their 
visualizations and ideas to the class’s public website.

“Playing” while conducting original 
research
This project fostered a sense of research as “play”: an 
uncertain and possibly unproductive process that 
nevertheless sought to answer a serious question 
(Harris, 2011). While this question was familiar in the 
realm of literary studies, the methods--quantitative, 
playful, and collective--resulted in a truly original 
research project, something that had never been done 
before. The freedom and originality of the assignment 
appealed to students--and also made them nervous. 

Voyant in particular made the complicated process of 
textual analysis accessible for undergraduates, 
allowing them to spend time interpreting data rather 
than manipulating it. The Links tool proved least 
useful in understanding the data.

Iterating the project
Subsequent classes will transcribe three other 
volumes of Duffy’s work, increasing the size of the 
corpus for comparison with The World’s Wife. 
Students will also encode the volumes in XML for 
more detailed analysis with the Voyant tools. A 
separate website will be created for the collected 
findings.
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