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0.1 The shortest species: how the length of Russian poetry changed (1750–1921)

by Artjoms Sela and Oleg Sobchuk

This paper is devoted to studying the relation in-between the poem’s length and the poetic form

based on a corpus of Russian poetry spanning from 1750 to 1921. The choice of the time-span

encompasses the entire history of modern Russian literature, thus providing a very historically

representative sample. The authors emphasize that the length of the poetry was rarely studied

in the digital humanities, although it can provide valuable insights on the evolution of poetry

with regards to other factors such a form and prosodic organization.

The authors used the poetical sub-corpus of the Russian National Corpus1 to conduct the

analyses. The subset of the corpus used in this study has approx 43000 poems. The metadata

from the corpus was altered to include a more precise dating of the poems. To assess the length

of the poems, the authors counted the mean and median values of the number of lines per year

and decade. Additionally, they have excluded the outliers coming from the 18th century. The

authors have found that both median and mean values are decreasing with regard to both decades

and particular years (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). However, as the authors wanted to explore the so-

called ’lyrical poem,’ namely, the shorter form of the poetic genre, which does not constitute

a sub-part of a more extensive oeuvre, they decided to exclude shorter entries five and longer

than 100 lines. It yielded a sample of 32000 poems (nearly 75% of the initial collection), and

the Pearson correlation of -0.80 for men and -0.72 for median values indicated a robust negative

trend with an increase in the date. Overall, the authors concluded that these forms of poetry

had undergone a significant shortening towards the three centuries of observations.

The authors believe that the observed pattern can be described in the framework of cultural

evolution. Cultural evolution attempts to explain the changes that occur in different domains

of culture using the principles central to the Darwinian theory of evolution (see Mesoudi (2011)

for a general introduction). Although the scope of cultural evolution usually lies outside of

literature, several attempts of utilizing this framework when explaining specific patterns were

made in the literature. Authors believe that the decrease in the overall length of Russian poetry

in the 19th century can be explained via the pressure for memorability. The shortest poems

have less information in them, making them more memorable and, potentially, more popular.

1https://ruscorpora.ru/new/search-poetic.html
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Additionally, this pressure for shortening may have contributed to the increased semantic com-

plexity of Russian poetry. For instance, the 20th-century acmeist movement members like

Osip Mandelstam or Anna Akhmatova have written concise poems with very complex semantic

content. Therefore this decrease of length may indicate the presence of the informativeness-

complexity trade-off in the domain of poetry.

Although displaying several interesting findings, this study has several drawbacks. First of all,

although the corpus size is relatively large, the authors have not controlled for the number of

authors in each decade when conducting the analyses of the median and mean values of length.

It is essential to account for several reasons. First, the 18th-century poems may be written by

only two or three authors that may have represented the extreme values of the spectrum in

terms of length. Additionally, there may be even cases of only one author representing a decade;

therefore, such data should be excluded as non-representative. Additionally, the hypothesis of

the increase in complexity is not tested, which leaves the proposed hypothesis unsupported. For

instance, the average number of senses per word can be computed and then compared with the

poem’s length.

0.2 Weak Genres: Modeling Association Between Poetic Meter and Meaning in

Russian Poetry by Artjoms Sela, Boris Orekhov and Roman Leibov

This study is devoted to testing the hypothesis of the ’semantic halo’ of poetic meter. This

hypothesis, introduced by several scholars studying Russian poetry, states that different meters

tend to associate with certain semantic content. For instance, M. Gasparov indicated that

different sub-types of the Trochee might be associated with such topics as night, landscape,

or love, while some sub-types of Iamb tend to associate with the movement of different kinds.

Although prominent, this hypothesis relied on anecdotal evidence of several poet’s works and was

never supported quantitatively. The association in-between the meaning has been quantitatively

proven, such as phonology of natural languages (Blasi et al., 2016) and songwriting Mehr et al.

(2018), therefore it is not surprising to assume similar mechanisms in poetry.

This study utilizes the same corpus as described in Section 0.1 to test the ’semantic halo’

hypothesis. The authors limit the period of the corpus to be in the range of 1750 to 1950. The

choice of the Russian poetry is crucial, as it resisted the transition to the verse libre for a much

broader period than Western poetry, therefore making it a perfect object of study to test such

a hypothesis. The length of the works included in the sample is limited to be no shorter than

five lines and no longer than 100. Each of the works included in the sample is labeled to express

the three levels of metrical expression, namely (1) the metrical pattern (Iamb, Trochee, amongst

many), (2) number of feet, and (3) the patterns of non-stressed syllables after the last stressed

one. The final dataset consists of 47.804 texts.

The authors use the Latent Dirichlet Allocation model designed for topic modeling. LDA assigns

a finite number of topics, the number defined by the user, to each document in the collection.

The texts were labeled using this algorithm to include 80 possible topics, equivalent to the

2



number of meter types found in the corpus. The documents were then clustered and labeled

according to the types of meters in the sub-sets using the modeled topics. The authors have

found that meters from the same metrical pattern tend to group in the close clusters, which

is demonstrated using a tree (Figure 2a). Additionally, the authors assess the possibility that

the observed effect of topic-meter correspondence may be due to the inequality in the frequency

distribution of different metrical patterns. The fact that some metrical patterns are much more

frequent (like Iamb) while others are very infrequent (like Trochee). The authors calculated

the Gini coefficients (the measure of inequality of distribution of some parameter across the

population) relative to each topic and meter to address this issue. They have then trained a

linear regression model to test the relation between the Gini coefficient of each meter and its

frequency. Although the Gini coefficient does decay with the increase in popularity, they have

shown that the decay is much less acute when compared to a randomly labelled sample. It may

indicate that the frequency alone cannot explain the halo effect.

Although the authors used an exact methodology in testing, it seems to lack several important

demonstrations that may further support the hypothesis. It is possible to use the text2vec

algorithm implemented in the quanteda R-package Benoit et al. (2018). This method relies on

the actual semantic similarity between texts; thus, the vectors obtained from this algorithm could

be used to demonstrate the clustering of texts relative to their meter. The visualization could

have been done using the t-sne Van der Maaten and Hinton (2008) – a dimensional reduction

algorithm designed to highlight clustering patterns in data. This technique could have provided a

more direct and easy-to-understand visualization instead of the authors’ hierarchical clustering-

based approach.
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