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So reported Harper’s in August 1990.1 The validity of this comparison has been called 
into question as being one of not apples to apples, but rutabegas to rutabegas,2 yet our 
curiosity about the matter remains: How has our vocabulary changed over time?

1	 Index, Harper’s, August 1990, http://is.gd/iWaF
2	� “Does the average American student have less vocabulary today than in days gone by?” Cecil Adams, The Straight 

Dope, September 7, 2007, http://is.gd/iWbZ



http://labs.timesonline.co.uk/bookscraper/

My project is to compare the vocabularies of a collection of English-language novels 
published between the late ninteenth century and the present day, in order to measure 
the overlap between the those vocabularies, as well as to identify specific words that 
are exclusive to one group or another.

Sample visualization from Book Scraper Sample visualization from Wordnik of the word “vanity”

http://www.wordnik.com/
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

Moonstone. His offices were in the Duke Block, over the drug store. Larry, the
Dr. Howard Archie had just come up from a game of pool with the Jewish
clothier and two traveling men who happened to be staying overnight in

As the doctor in New England villages is proverbially old, so the doctor in
small Colorado towns twenty-five years ago was generally young. Dr. Archie was
barely thirty. He was tall, with massive shoulders which he held stiffly, and a

Denver tailor. The doctor was always well dressed.
Dr. Archie turned up the student’s lamp and sat down in the swivel chair before
his desk. He sat uneasily, beating a tattoo on his knees with his fingers, and

smelling of warming flannels.
At three o’clock in the morning Dr. Archie was in the parlor putting on his
cuffs and coat--there was no spare bedroom in that house. Peter Kronborg’s

tongue.
“Now, be still, I want to count.” Dr. Archie reached for her hand and took out
his watch. When he put her hand back under the quilt he went over to one of the

When she heard the front door open, it occurred to her that the pleasant thing
which was going to happen was Dr. Archie himself. He came in and warmed his
hands at the stove. As he turned to her, she threw herself wearily toward him,

and so milky white. Thea must have got her hair and her silky skin from her
mother. She was a little Swede, through and through. Dr. Archie could not help
thinking how he would cherish a little creature like this if she were his. Her
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Allen, James Lane The Reign of Law 1900 7,286 4,553 62

Bacheller, Irving D’Ri and I 1901 6,159 3,630 59

Bacheller, Irving Eben Holden 1900 7,585 4,768 63

Chestnutt, Charles W. The House Behind the Cedars 1900 7,415 4,625 62

Churchill, Winston  Richard Carvel 1899 12,251 8,715 71

Dreiser, Theodore Sister Carrie 1900 10,484 6,294 60

Ford, Paul Leicester Janice Meredith 1901 11,907 8,491 71

Goss, Charles Frederic The Redemption of David Corson 1900 9,099 5,989 66

Grant, Robert Unleavened Bread 1900 9,418 6,346 67

Johnston, Mary  Audrey 1902 8,910 6,004 67

Johnston, Mary  To Have and to Hold 1900 8,130 5,346 66

Major, Charles Dorothy Vernon of Haddon Hall 1902 7,294 4,562 63

Major, Charles     When Knighthood Was in Flower 1898 7,414 4,685 63

Norris, Frank   The Octopus 1901 12,790 9,014 70

Tarkington, Booth The Two Vanrevels 1902 7,181 4,426 62

Thompson, Maurice   Alice of Old Vincennes  1900 9,664 6,393 66
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Ringo, John A Hymn Before Battle 2000 125,177 11,024 8.81 2,815
Lackey, Mercedes Beyond World’s End 2001 105,299 9,322 8.85 1,821
Link, Kelly Stranger Things Happen 2001 81,494 6,837 8.39 1,220
Duberman, Martin Haymarket 2003 112,885 11,480 10.17 1,949
Doctorow, Cory Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom 2003 47,344 6,915 14.61 1,349
Doctorow, Cory Eastern Standard Tribe 2004 50,133 7,284 14.53 1,732
Franco, Jorge Rosario Tijeras 2004 44,700 3,932 8.80 403
Mamatas, Nick Move Under Ground 2004 58,121 7,321 12.60 1,469
Watts, Peter Behemoth 2004 152,976 13,392 8.75 4,149
Doctorow, Cory Someone Comes to Town, Someone Leaves Town 2005 106,791 9,782 9.16 2,392
Allen, James Lane The Reign of Law 1900 64,357 7,286 11.32 1,184
Bacheller, Irving D’Ri and I 1901 65,047 6,159 9.47 1,067
Bacheller, Irving Eben Holden 1900 88,115 7,585 8.61 1,419
Chestnutt, Charles W. The House Behind the Cedars 1900 69,045 7,415 10.74 1,252
Churchill, Winston  Richard Carvel 1899 190,787 12,251 6.42 3,246
Ford, Paul Leicester Janice Meredith 1901 182,739 11,907 6.52 3,219
Goss, Charles Frederic The Redemption of David Corson 1900 100,234 9,099 9.08 1,681
Grant, Robert Unleavened Bread 1900 122,573 9,418 7.68 1,918
Johnston, Mary  Audrey 1902 120,482 8,910 7.40 2,012
Johnston, Mary  To Have and to Hold 1900 115,406 8,130 7.04 1,752
Dreiser, Theodore Sister Carrie 1900 155,963 10,484 6.72 1,771
Major, Charles Dorothy Vernon of Haddon Hall 1902 116,277 7,294 6.27 1,214
Major, Charles     When Knighthood Was in Flower 1898 184,592 7,414 4.02 1,468
Norris, Frank   The Octopus 1902 195,700 12,790 6.54 2,937
Tarkington, Booth The Two Vanrevels 1902 62,373 7,181 11.51 1,333
Thompson, Maurice   Alice of Old Vincennes  1900 105,442 9,664 9.17 1,940
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