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Do readers from different time periods, countries, language
areas, or backgrounds have different ideas about what a written
text must look like to be considered as having high literary qua-
lity? Just a glance at literary history shows that different genres
flourished in different times and that genres had different levels of
literary prestige (cf. e.g. Underwood 2019). But what if we take a
synchronic approach? In this short paper we will present the first
results of a comparison between perceptions of literary quality in
the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, hoping that this will ul-
timately lead to comparisons with more countries in Europe and
beyond.

The AHRC-funded project Novel Perceptions: Towards an In-
clusive Canon (2021 – 2023) at the University of Wolverhampton
(UK) was inspired by the Dutch project The Riddle of Literary
Quality that ran from 2012 – 2019 (cf. Van Dalen-Oskam 2023).
In both projects, a large online survey asked readers to browse
a list of 400 recent novels to indicate which ones they had read.
It then invited them to share their opinion about the overall qua-
lity and the literary quality of books they had read and books they
had not read but did have an opinion about. In a free field they
could explain their rating. The Dutch National Reader Survey ran
in 2013. The UK Big Book Review ran from November 2020 to
October 2022; it is still available as The 2020 Reader Review on
a different platform.

In both projects, an analysis of the responses of the readers (and
non-readers) was confronted with the results of a computational
linguistic analysis of the corpus of 400 novels. These analyses also
took into account the genre label that publishers attributed to the
novels, the gender of the author(s), and whether the novel was
a translation or not, and personal information we gathered from
the respondents (age, gender, education level, and for the UK re-
spondents also ethnicity and class). In this way, we could not only
establish which linguistic features may play a role in the mostly
unconscious processes that make readers evaluate a novel as either
highly literary or not so very literary, but also which contextual
features may have influenced their’ opinions.

Dutch readers in 2013 were biased against female authors of no-
vels labelled as Literary (General) fiction; a first glance at the re-
sults of the UK survey suggests that UK readers in 2020-2022 see-
med to be less biased. There is agreement, however, about a genre
hierarchy. In both countries, Romance novels received the lowest
scores for literary quality, and general/literary fiction the highest,
with suspense novels in-between. At the time of writing this abs-
tract, the linguistic analysis of the 400 English-language novels
was not completed yet. The big question there will be whether the
English-language corpus shows a comparable trend as the Dutch-
language corpus, namely that the higher the score for literary qua-
lity, the more difficult and complex the language of a novel is. In
our short paper, we will uncover the results of the same analyses
for the UK and close with some final remarks about how the data
will be shared (cf. Eder et al. 2022) and which plans will by then
have been developed for comparable projects in other countries.
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