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Project goals and methods

We describe ongoing work to create metadata for popular theater subgenres in Alsatian,
German and French.1 Alsatian theater (written in Germanic varieties spoken in Alsace,
Eastern France) has been influenced by both German and French theater, and large-scale
metadata will help compare the traditions. As we work with lesser-studied subgenres, the
data adds variety to Computational Literary Studies (CLS).2

We transcribe and annotate the following:
● Bibliographic metadata based on the frontmatter (title, author, publisher and its location,

publication year for our source), also searching for the first edition and premiere year
● Plays’ genre based on their subtitle; if absent, secondary literature is consulted
● The dramatis personæ, annotating variables to describe characters (gender, social

class, socioprofessional group, etc.) besides character relations
● The plays’ setting, including time and place information, retrieving coordinates from

OpenStreetMap when possible
● Number of acts and scenes
● We retrieve Wikidata IDs for plays, authors and publishers; adding missing ones to

Wikidata is a project goal

For French, we work on vaudeville, a comedic subgenre; corpus selection is based on Gidel
(1986) and Matthes (1983). For German, we work on two popular comedy subgenres called
Posse and Schwank (Wilms, 1969; Klotz, 2007). These three subgenres have been
identified as the main influences of Alsatian theater (Hülsen, 2003). For Alsatian, our corpus
includes Schwank and more refined comedy types, besides about 25 popular dramas
(Volksstück), ca. 25 Christmas tales (Weihnachtsstück), and a handful of serious dramas.
Data includes 6,834 characters from 589 plays by 200 authors, between 1800 and 1929.

Rationale and related work

Alsatian theater is at the crossroads of French and German drama (Hülsen, 2003), but no
systematic comparison has been performed between Alsatian and these traditions. We
recently created a prosopography for Alsatian characters (Ruiz & Bermúdez, 2022),
obtaining findings (Ruiz et al., 2024) that complement earlier knowledge of Alsatian theater,
based on smaller samples (Cerf, 1972; Gall, 1974; Huck, 2005; Hülsen, 2003). Since the
corpus overview afforded by such annotations proved useful, here we extend the
methodology to German and French popular subgenres, to explore subgenre evolution
across traditions.
One of our inspirations is Wiedmer et al. (2020), who insist on the value of the dramatis
personæ as an indicator of possible plots and conflicts. DraCor Einakter (Çakir & Fischer,
2020) also develops similar annotations to ours, covering one-act plays in German
(1740-1850). More generally, the literary polysystems approach (Even Zohar, 1990), which

2 Data for this submission is at https://git.unistra.fr/thealtres/dh2024-data
1 The work is carried out within the Thealtres project: https://thealtres.pages.unistra.fr/
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pays attention to interactions between peripheral traditions (Alsatian in our case) and core
ones (German and French) is also an inspiration (see López-Iglésias, 2010; Rybicki &
Woźniak, 2018 for other polysystems applications). We approach popular, lesser-studied
historical subgenres, including non-canonical authors. Such work is valuable as it adds
variety to CLS. As studies by Jannidis et al. (2019) suggest, the richness of popular literature
can be underestimated by critical literature based on small samples.

Corpus trends

Table 1 shows current annotation volume (at ca. 60% of the targeted corpus, i.e. ca. 300
plays per tradition), and figure 1 shows its temporal distribution; this is still uneven across
traditions and will be made more homogeneous.
Table 2 shows the socioprofessional groups we defined, drawing from professional
taxonomies like HISCO (van Leeuwen et al., 2004), but modifying them to reflect groups of
potential dramatic relevance.3 The colors reflect a more abstract grouping, and figure 2
displays the distribution of these more abstract groups. The largest groups are elementary
workers (often domestic workers) and the bourgeoisie (often the former’s employers),
besides authority figures; disputes between these groups can be a source of (comedic)
conflict in the plays. The aristocracy is more present in the other traditions than in Alsatian
(trend already identified by Hülsen, 2003), as are artists. In Alsatian, agriculture professions
are more present than in the other traditions, likely due to the presence of popular dramas
(not just comedies) in the corpus. This is also a likely reason for a skew towards lower
classes in Alsatian (figure 3).

Limitations and outlook

The study has several limitations. First, genre is mainly determined by “self-identification”
(subtitles); the subgenre-label coherence could be verified. Second, there is a large gender
imbalance in authors. Countering this would require archive searches to find women writers
absent from printed and digitized sources. Third, the study is limited to characters described
with a socioprofessional group or relation in the dramatis personæ (42% to 76% depending
on the tradition).
We will complete transcription and annotation in 2024. Thanks to representing plays as
feature vectors, we will attempt statistical modeling to identify the most defining
characteristics of subgenres diachronically among the features under study. By approaching
lesser-known subgenres and lesser-studied language varieties, the dataset adds empirical
variety to CLS.

Table 1: Annotation volume

plays authors author gender
(f, m, u)* characters character gender

(f, m, u)* (%)
characters
per play

als 302 78 4, 69, 5 2,959 26, 68, 6 9,8

ger 143 50 1, 48, 1 2,329 34, 59, 7 16,27

fre 144 72 9, 62, 1 1,546 37, 59, 4 10,74
* Female, male, unknown

3 As for annotation reliability, two of the authors doubly annotated the French subcorpus characters,
with an overlap of 93% for fine-grained socioprofessional groups and 84.5% for social classes.
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Figure 1: Plays temporal distribution

Table 2: Socioprofessional groups

fine-grained classification coarse classification

1. agriculture 7. government
officials

13. police &
security 1. agriculture

2. aristocrats 8. hobbies 14. professionals,
scientific, technical 2. aristocracy

3. artists 9. industry &
transportation 15. rentiers 3. artists

4. clergy 10. intermediate
professions

16. service &
sales 4. authority figures

5. crafts 11. military 17. unknown 5. bourgeoisie

6. elementary
professions 12. outlawed 18. volunteer

positions
6. elementary
professions

7. other
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Figure 2: Coarse-grained socioprofessional group distribution of characters per tradition,
diachronically; Alsatian (top), German (mid), French (bottom)
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Figure 3: Character social class distribution in the three traditions
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