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The total amount of historical texts that survived (i.e. “can be consulted in (digital) libraries 

and archives”) represents only part of the copies that were actually produced at the time. The 

"lost" copies have become somewhat of a hype in the past decade or so (Bruni & Pettegree, 

2016; Egghe & Proot, 2007; Green et al., 2011; Hill, 2018; Kestemont & Karsdorp, 2020; 

Kestemont et al., 2022; Pettegree & Der Weduwen, 2018; Proot, 2016; Wilkinson, 2009). 

Perhaps due to the fact that more and more texts were digitized, and research with digitized 

corpora is now doable, the question arose to what extent the surviving copies are an accurate 

representation of the original corpus. This question is relevant because the representativeness 

of the corpus determines the generalizability of research and because patterns of loss can give 

insight into the dynamics of cultural memory: what texts were so important that they were 

carefully preserved and what texts were deemed unimportant?  

 

Research into the loss of texts or textual genres is done along two lines that I would label as a 

descriptive and an inferential one. In descriptive research, one looks at contemporaneous 

survey lists, such as catalogs, and uses them to estimate what percentage of historical texts 

have been preserved. An example of this type of research is Pettegree & Der Weduwen 

(2018). They attempted to estimate the total book production in the seventeenth-century 

Dutch Republic using for instance catalogs and advertisements. In contrast, research based on 

the inferential method uses frequencies of texts (how many texts survived in one, two, three, 

etc. copies) to produce an estimate of the number of texts that survived in zero copies (and 

thus vanished from our memory). An example of such research is Kestemont et al. (2020). In 

this research, formulas (“estimators”) from ecology were used to estimate the “unseen” 

percentage for medieval Dutch chivalric novels. The descriptive method extrapolates from 

known artifacts, the inferential method from a pattern.  

 

Presented here is inferential research on texts produced in the Dutch Republic, between 1550-

1800, in which the ecological estimator CHAO1 (Chao, 1984) is applied to the Short Title 

Catalogue, Netherlands (STCN), the retrospective, historical bibliography of the Netherlands 

(Bos & Gruys, 2009). Because of the immense size of STCN (approximately 600,000 copies, 

belonging to on about 200,000 editions), this research is restricted to unique editions (the 

number of copies produced by the printer in one edition). This restriction is an option because 

the STCN is able to distinguish between various editions made of one single text by 

exploiting a “textual fingerprint” (“Short-Title Catalogue Netherlands (STCN)”, n.d.). 



 

Our research shows that in 2022, in terms of unique editions, the STCN covers at most 66% 

of the number of editions produced at the time. Even taking into account that (due to the 

theoretical underpinnings of the CHAO1 estimator) this number is an ‘at most’ estimate, it 

seems justified to conclude that sufficient texts have been preserved in the STCN to label the 

STCN as a trustworthy source for literary historians when it comes to representativeness. 

Especially when we also consider that 66% of the total number of editions covers more than 

66% of the total number of unique works; after all, many works survived in multiple editions. 

The coverage ratio calculated with our method is higher than expected based on previous 

research on the STCN (Pettegree & Der Weduwen, 2018). 

 

In addition, sub-corpora in the STCN were examined. The survival rate varies substantially 

among the sub-collections: some sub-corpora are almost completely preserved, while others 

were almost wiped out. Sub-corpora were based on factors such as language, source language 

(in the case of translations), format, year of publications, typographic features, subjects, 

printers, authors and size. In some cases, our research yields results that conflict with existing 

estimates of text survival. For example, the claim that foreign language texts were better 

preserved than texts in the vernacular, that larger formats had better chances of survival than 

smaller ones, and that older texts were more likely to be lost (Harris, 2007) were contradicted 

by our findings. Other claims, such as the enormous loss rates of books destined for practical 

use (Harris, 2007; Pettegree, 2016), are confirmed in this study. We find that the strongest 

effect on survival is seen with the size variable (that is, the paper required to print a text): the 

larger the size, the more often the text survived. 

 

All in all, our research has yielded a great deal of information about the survival rate of texts 

printed in the Dutch Republic. We have new estimates for the total of produced texts as well 

as for various sub-corpora. In general, the news is good: the percentage of texts that survived 

are generally high enough to assume that the surviving texts form a representative selection 

of the historic reality. Some sub-corpora are poorly preserved: in this case, it is important for 

linguists and historians to account for this in their analyses. With regard to the factors causing 

survival, nothing definitive can be concluded because correlation and causation are still 

difficult to separate here. Existing literature has suggested that books purchased by wealthy 

people were best preserved (Proot, 2016). The results provide support for that proposition but 

do not prove it. To do so, additional research on a causal model for text loss is desirable.  
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