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  Space is important in literary studies. This was true even before postmodernism’s spatial turn a generation ago, and our collective interest in spatial issues has only grown in recent years. Of course, what we mean by space varies widely across the discipline. We have studies of the relationship between literature and geography at scales ranging from the local to the global. We’re also interested in the smaller scales of built space and the lived environment. And then there’s the longstanding problem of mapping between space and time as organizing principles of narrative and other forms of cultural production.1
 This variety doesn’t imply that we’ve made a hash of things. On the contrary, I think we’ve done well, considering the scope of the problem. But in nearly every case, we work in a way that makes some questions much easier to ask and to answer than others. By this I mean that our need to work with individual texts (and other cultural objects) has led us to study first and foremost specific representations of space and geography, which we’ve then used as symptomatic indices of larger social configurations. So we’ve become very good at, for example, determining what Kate Chopin’s stories reveal about the nexus of sexuality and Cajun regional culture or, in a different register, how the Las Vegas strip reveals the symbolic function of commercial built space. At the same time, it has often been difficult to assess the extent to which these symptomatic readings apply to larger groups of texts and objects, simply because we’ve lacked the capacity to apply our methods sequentially across, say, all of the fiction written in the nineteenth century. [End Page 803]
 It should be clear that for the most part this is an indictment neither of any individual study nor of literary-critical methods in general, but instead an identification of a horizon of scholarly possibility to which our attention is rarely drawn. We tailor our work to the kinds of questions we can answer straightforwardly and well, which as a practical matter has meant those that yield to close readings of a few texts. This means in turn that potentially interesting questions with which we don’t have the ability to grapple haven’t been merely ignored or set aside, but have remained largely invisible to us. How contemporary authors—all of them, as a group—make use of interior space, for example, is an issue so far outside our realm of practical engagement as to appear, I suspect, less farfetched than simply absurd.
 But it doesn’t have to be this way, at least not in the case of geographic space and the limitations imposed by close reading. We now have methods by which to work with large bodies of text and to extract at least some types of spatial information from them. These methods, which involve computational data mining of hundreds or thousands of books, make it possible for us to address large-scale spatial questions, questions of the type that once seemed unthinkable, in new and robust ways. This is especially true because in many cases we can then combine the evidence produced through these new approaches with our well-established critical judgments.
 What follows is an example of such hybridized, computationally assisted scholarship. It begins with a question: how can we define and assess the geographic imagination of American fiction around the Civil War, and how did the geographic investments of American literature change across that sociopolitical event? It is, at first order, an intervention in existing debates about space, regionalism, and the dynamics of large-scale cultural change. To preview quickly the most important direct results, we find that there is significant national and international dispersion of geographic reference in American novels written between 1851 and 1875; that the distribution of place references within the United States tracks closely but not perfectly with population; that changes in literary investment in specific places and regions tend to lag changes in population; and that although there are important shifts in the geographic distribution of literary...
 
 
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					Buy Digital
							Article for $51.00 (USD)


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1468-4365
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0896-7148
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 803-840
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2013-11-28
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											
	
	


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								
								
								

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				Accept
					
						
								
						
						
						

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	