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Introduction

Reflecting on heroes is a prominent topic in nine-
teenth-century British literature. Quantitatively,
this is suggested by a significant rise in the use
of expressions like “hero”, “heroic”, and (more
gradually) “heroine” after 1750, as shown by the
Google Ngram Viewer. Qualitative evidence is
given, for example, by Thomas Carlyle’s influ-
ential and provocative 1840 lectures On Heroes,
Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, which
are premised on the bold assertion that “Great
Men” (his synonym for heroes) are “the soul of
the whole world’s history” (2). Carlyle is exclu-
sively concerned with historical (rather than fic-
tional) heroes, whom he finds in various fields
of excellence. His heroes are all male but still
not necessarily the expected ones: for divinity,
he chooses Odin; for prophet Mahomet (not an
obvious choice in Victorian England); for poet
Dante and Shakespeare (less uncommon); for
priest Luther and Knox; for man of letters John-
son, Rousseau and Burns; and for king Cromwell
and Napoleon. In the last lecture — focused on
two figures instrumental to undermining tradition-
al ideas of kingship — Carlyle defines a hero by
the notion of ability: the hero as king “is practical-
ly the summary for us of all the various figures
of Heroism [...] King, Kdénning, which means
Can-ning, Able-man” (238). The fanciful etymol-
ogy suggests to us that we can never be sure
how seriously Carlyle means what he says;' his
use of the term “Hero-worship”, for example, is
expressly motivated by his desire to be “not [...]
too grave about” a grave subject (296). This use
coincides with the fact that he believes Napoleon,
after losing touch with “Reality”, became “our last
Great Man” (296): an ambiguous statement, ei-
ther claiming that he was the latest on record or
the last ever to exist. In Carlyle’s final lecture, the
apotheosis of heroism may go together with its
ending, the demise of the last of its incarnations.

Carlyle is quite certain in his judgments, but
his apodictic statements still reveal that he won-
ders as to who is a hero, and what is a hero,
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and can heroes (still) exist, and that he answers
these questions in ambiguous and paradoxical
ways.? Similar questions are addressed, and
connected to ambiguity and paradox, when
Charles Dickens, in the famous first sentence
of David Copperfield, has his narrator state,
“Whether | shall turn out to be the hero of my
own life, or whether that station will be held by
anybody else, these pages must show” (Dickens
1). David asks if he will be a hero, and by using
the expression “hero of my own life” both quali-
fies the answer and puts the nature of the hero
up to inquiry. The ambiguity of the expression is
triggered by the ambiguity of “life”, which could
mean both the course of his living existence and
its written account in the form of an autobiogra-
phy. Two of the possible readings are, “whether
| shall be the most important person in my own
life” and “whether | shall be the protagonist of my
own life story” (or “whether the protagonist will
actually be I, the narrator”; see Bauer, Leben 39-
41). The readings are similar but by no means
identical: David may well come to the conclusion
that he is the protagonist of his autobiography
but not the most important, able, influential and
exemplary person in his life.

From these first contacts with our topic we
are beginning to derive several impressions that
deserve further exploration: the concept of the
“hero” attracted the attention of nineteenth-cen-
tury British writers but not necessarily in a
straightforward, unsurprising manner. “Hero” as
an exceptional person in life and “hero” as a lit-
erary protagonist were related to each other but
not always in agreement. Thackeray’s program-
matic subtitle of Vanity Fair, A Novel without a
Hero, plays with this relationship and the concur-
rent ambiguity. We notice that the literary work
itself is signposted as the site where heroes (do
not) exist; as David Copperfield claims, it is the
pages of his own writing that give evidence to
and clarify his status as a hero. When the inter-
relation of life and fiction is at issue, our probings
into the hero inevitably must take into account
Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, a novel whose
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protagonist mixes up her life with the world of
gothic fiction. Catherine Morland, “who had by
nature nothing heroic about her”, at the age of
fourteen prefers sports “to books — or at least
books of information” (ch. 1). “But from fifteen
to seventeen she was in training for a heroine;
she read all such works as heroines must read
to supply their memories with those quotations
which are so serviceable and so soothing in
the vicissitudes of their eventful lives” (ch. 1).
Northanger Abbey enriches our perspective on
heroes as real-life personages and as protagon-
ists of works of literature by a third perspective:
heroes may be protagonists that fulfil certain
expectations (such as knowing what to quote
when in a hole); heroes, as many works of fic-
tion show us, are defined by a set of features
that are frequently determined by genre,® and
they can serve as role models. (There may also
be gender issues involved since Catherine ex-
pressly imitates heroines. More on this below.)
Prototypical (literary) heroes and heroines, how-
ever, may thus easily turn into stereotypes or
cardboard cutouts and lose the very status those
features were meant to establish. Jane Austen,
as always, is having her cake and eating it: she
exploits and employs the very stereotypes iron-
ically exposed by presenting a protagonist who
models herself on them. This third perspective
makes us even more curious about the reflection
on heroes in nineteenth-century literature.

Our questions

We are beginning to sense that “hero” is a concept
that, to nineteenth-century writers, was attractive
but ambiguous (or attractive because ambiguous)
and that is hardly to be captured by typologies
based on fixed features.* Our general hypothesis
is that the interplay and the tension between lit-
erary and ‘real-life’ notions are keys to learning
more about how the concept was understood.
This approach presupposes that the three differ-
ent meanings of “hero(ine)” that we have encoun-
tered — protagonist, prototypical literary hero(ine),
and ‘heroic’ human being — are frequently evoked
in combinations of at least two. If this is the case,
our question is if we can learn more about those
combinations, e.g. if there are recurring connec-
tions. This may be answered by annotating a cor-
pus of nineteenth-century fiction (see below).

We use the term “ambiguity” when there are
several discrete interpretations of the same ut-
terance (see e.g. Bauer et al.). Accordingly, the
polysemy of the term “hero” (e.g. protagonist,
outstanding person) is an example of ambiguity.

A ‘real -life’ hero can be described by the ad-
jective “heroic”, whereas “hero” in the sense of
protagonist cannot. There may be different and
even contradictory notions of what the true and
distinctive qualities of a hero are, depending on
ideological and subjective preferences. As we
have seen, to one person “Great Men” (or able
women) may be heroes, to another the true hero-
ism lies in everyday achievements. Similarly,
there may be various definitions of the hero as
protagonist. Is it enough for a character to ap-
pear most frequently and be deeply involved in
the action of a story or play in order to be called
its hero, or do we require further features, e.g.
ethical qualities? We regard these latter cases
as examples of underspecification rather than
ambiguity.®

The second of the meanings indicated above,
the prototypical literary hero(ine), is in itself a
combination of the other two, as it endows the
dominant role of a literary character with cer-
tain qualities that make her or him special. Still
it is purely literary. It may therefore be regarded
as a subspecies of the hero as protagonist but
can nevertheless be clearly distinguished from
the latter in that it is defined not by a character’s
role and function within an individual text but by
character features and functions occurring in a
number of texts (e.g. a genre).

William Makepeace Thackeray’s early novel
Catherine (1839-40) provides an example of
the connection between the different meanings
of “hero”; it also serves to show that by identi-
fying the ambiguity and using it to annotate lit-
erary texts we hope to learn more about what
the concept of “hero” means for the poetics of
nineteenth-century fiction and, conversely, what
“hero” as a literary concept means for the idea
of the social and historical phenomenon. In the
middle of chapter 1, we come across the follow-
ing passage:

Although we have, in this quiet way, and
without any flourishing of trumpets, or be-
ginning of chapters, introduced Mr. Hayes
to the public; and although, at first sight,
a sneaking carpenter’s boy may seem
hardly worthy of the notice of an intelligent
reader, who looks for a good cut-throat or
highwayman for a hero, or a pickpocket at
the very least: this gentleman’s words and
actions should be carefully studied by the
public, as he is destined to appear before
them under very polite and curious circum-
stances during the course of this history.

In this metadiegetic passage, the narrator com-
ments on his own story. For this reason, it is

helden. heroes. héros.



obvious that “hero” denotes our first meaning,
protagonist (hero 1). We are implicitly told that
Mr Hayes will be the hero of the present narra-
tive because he will disappoint readers expect-
ing a certain type of literary hero (our second
meaning, hero 2): a criminal. This sort of pro-
tagonist, who may count Macheath in Gay’s The
Beggar’s Opera (1728) among his ancestors,
was found in the then fashionable genre of the
Newgate Novel, to which Catherine is a critical
response. Here we see a logical connection be-
tween hero 1 and hero 2: Mr Hayes is hero 1 but
not hero 2, or even: he is hero 1 if or because he
is not hero 2. But the third meaning of hero, the
extraordinary or exemplary character in real life
(hero 3) is also involved. What Thackeray wants
to do by hero 1 not being hero 2 is to dismiss the
idea of hero 2 being a representative of hero 3:
criminal novel heroes are not meant to be ex-
emplary characters. There is quite some irony
going along with this, however, since Catherine,
the eponymous heroine of the book (hero 1), is
a criminal who, in the course of the novel, Kkills
her husband, the aforementioned Mr Hayes. In
her case, the logical connection does not work,
since she is both hero 1 and hero 2 and, if re-
sponses to the novel may be believed (see e.g.
Cabot), created at least with some readers the
effect of being hero 3 as well — a phenomenon
that is familiar from cases such as Defoe’s Moll
Flanders, who is also a criminal and not meant
to impress readers as a role model but never-
theless elicits positive responses. Furthermore,
since Mr Hayes in the course of the novel also
becomes a criminal under Catherine’s influence,
we see that the statement quoted above may
turn out to be ambiguous. The narrator’s claim
that Mr Hayes, a “sneaking carpenter’s boy”, will
be a protagonist worth studying even though (or
especially because) he is not a Newgate Novel
hero, may have to be qualified. Retrospectively,
we may reinterpret “at first sight” in the quotation
above and realise that he has become a criminal
hero after all, even though, at first, he did not
look like one and even though he still is not the
typical hero 2.

These initial close readings of passages in
which we can identify one or several or all of
our “hero” meanings contribute to developing
our general question into a slightly more specific
one. Seeing that in Thackeray’s novel being a
protagonist may or may not be conditional on
(not) being a stereotypical literary hero, we won-
der whether the links between hero 1, hero 2,
and hero 3 are frequently conditional ones, and
whether we arrive at paradoxical results if the
condition is negative ([only] if not — then). To cite
one other example, the subtitle of Thackeray’s
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Vanity Fair, A Novel without a Hero, is not just
ambiguous but also suggests some such rela-
tionship. This relationship in turn elicits further
questions, e.g. whether the way the different
meanings of “hero” are related to each other
may be author-specific or characterise specific
genres and/or modes of writing.

Method

Corpus and general approach

We will not be able to answer all these questions
within the scope of this paper, but we would like
to introduce a method of addressing them which,
we hope, may be useful for other questions in
literary studies as well. It can be related to what
has been called “scalable reading” (see e.g. Mu-
eller; Weitin) but is not identical with it, as we ex-
amine the relationship between the (qualitative)
interpretation of individual passages with their
(quantitative) analysis. Our above-mentioned
purpose of “annotating” literary texts is based
on the expectation that a practise familiar from
corpus linguistics and digital literary studies will
help us recognize and perhaps even discover
features that are relevant to our questions. In
order to find out more about the meanings of
“hero” and their relationship to each other in
nineteenth-century literature, we have chosen a
corpus of ten novels by five authors (two from
each) in which we annotate all occurrences of
“hero” and “heroine”, as well as their derivatives
“heroic” and “heroism”, and categorize them in
accordance with our distinction of hero 1, hero
2, and hero 3. As a rule, the derivatives “heroic”
and “heroism” will indicate a use of hero 3, since
a protagonist may be called the hero of a nar-
rative but not heroic or an example of heroism
unless he is also a hero 3.

The categorization and annotation process is
a heuristic tool which allows us to recognize con-
cepts and text features concerning literary and
real-life heroes and their relationship. In other
words, we do not mark up the text based on the
polysemy of “hero” in order to limit interpretation
but in order to refine our interpretative sensibility:
the need to make decisions in annotating points
to features and problems we may not have
thought about at the beginning. This means that
the process is a recursive one: we will have to
refine our categories and find new categories of
annotation in the light of our findings,® and we will
arrive at new questions, hypotheses (and find-
ings) as an effect of our annotation and analy-
sis. The way in which we proceed in annotating
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the novels is not by having several annotators
work independently and seek inter-annotator
agreement afterwards but by peer-reviewed an-
notation, i.e. one annotator (LE) marks up the
items and another annotator (MB) reviews them.
The resulting discussion serves to instigate the
process just mentioned.

Our considerations in putting together the
corpus were size (the corpus must be small
enough to make manual annotation feasible but
large enough to recognize inter-individual ten-
dencies) and variety (the corpus should repre-
sent different themes, genres and styles, male
and female writers); the latter criterion was also
the reason for selecting two novels by each
author which are thematically and/or formally
(e.g. generically) different. The resulting corpus
comprises: Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey and
Sense and Sensibility; Charlotte Bronté, Shirley
and Jane Eyre; Elizabeth Gaskell, Wives and
Daughters and North and South; William Make-
peace Thackeray, Catherine and Vanity Fair,
Anthony Trollope, The Small House at Allington
and The Last Chronicle of Barset.” In addition to
the above-mentioned points, we were interested
in the dynamics of using “hero” and its cognates
within a particular work, which could also be elicit-
ed by our annotations.

Technical details and tools

A Microsoft Access database served as a heuris-
tic tool that enabled a qualitative-quantitive read-
ing of a large number of examples (223) from our
ten novels. We first compiled all occurrences of
the terms “hero”, “heroine”, “heroic” and “hero-
ism” from Project Gutenberg text files of each
novel along with their immediate co-text (one
sentence).® Additionally, we extracted a longer
quote, consisting of the 30 words that precede the
term hero/heroine/heroic/heroism in the novel,
the term itself and 30 subsequent words for
more detailed analysis. We assigned a unique
identifier to each example, which consists of a
sequence of letters that specifies the novel the
quote appears in and its author as well as of a
number that denotes its relative position in the
novel. The identifier CBJES, for instance, refers
tothe term “hero” in Mr Rochester’s question “You
would like a hero of the road then?” in Charlotte
Bronté’s Jane Eyre (ch. 18; emphasis ours). Be-
fore this quote, Jane Eyre has called her younger
self “not heroic enough” to leave the Reeds for
poorer relatives (ch. 3), has likened Helen Burns
to a “hero” (ch. 12) and commented on the fact
that Mr Rochester is not a “heroic-looking young

gentleman” (ch. 12); furthermore, Miss Ingram
has called James Hepburn “just the sort of wild,
fierce, bandit hero whom | could have consented
to gift with my hand” (ch. 17), making Mr Roch-
ester’s question the fifth occurrence of “hero”,
“heroine”, “heroic” or “heroism” in the novel. This
material along with the bibliographic information
of the quotes was first collected manually and
then with a Python script, which accelerated the
process.

The database is designed to allow for a de-
tailed annotation of our data to reveal similarities,
overarching patterns and differences within and
between novels. For each example, we annotat-
ed which of the distinct but related meanings of
“hero” and “heroine” are evoked in its specific
context and if the quote can be related to one of
our hypotheses (see below). We analysed the lin-
guistic properties of each short quote in two ad-
ditional tables, one for “hero” and one for “hero-
ine.” For each noun phrase including “hero” or
“heroine” we noted whether an article, pronoun,
or adjective was used and which one (e.g. “the/a
hero”, “our/her hero”, “poetical/military hero”).
Both adjectives and articles serve as strong
markers of specific meanings of hero(ine). “Our
hero”, for instance, almost always denotes
the protagonist, whereas “my hero” spoken by
somebody other than a heterodiegetic narrator
usually denotes a hero in the sense of ‘heroic.’
We also annotated the use of plural/singular, ne-
gation (e.g. “not a hero”), genitive constructions
(e.g. “a hero of the road” “his mother’s hero”),
comparatives (e.g. “like a heroine”), terms from
the semantic field of literature (e.g. “a hero of ro-
mance”) and phrases that specify the character-
istics of “hero” or “heroine.” In yet another table,
we analysed the overall use of the terms “hero”,
“heroine”, “heroic”, and “heroism” in each novel.

We annotated all of our data manually since
many of the features we are interested in depend
on in-depth analysis and knowledge about the
novel as a whole. To be able to decide if “hero”
in a specific context refers to the protagonist of
a novel, for instance, the annotator needs to be
familiar with the plot. When Jane Eyre meets Mr
Rochester for the first time, for instance, and she
comments on the fact that he is not “heroic-look-
ing” (ch. 12), the play with different meanings of
“hero” becomes apparent for those who know
that Jane will eventually marry him.

Annotating our hypotheses

Annotating the meanings of each example from
our ten novels in which the terms “hero” or
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“heroine” appear enabled us to see correlations
between meanings across texts in a transparent
manner. We thus gained an overview of all our
entries in which specific types of the ambiguity
of hero(ine) occur, i.e. examples in which the
meaning hero(ine)-protagonist is evoked to-
gether with prototypical literary hero(ine) and/or
heroic hero(ine), as well as those in which the
latter two cases coincide. Those correlations
could then be displayed in concise tables, which
enabled us to address the function of the ambi-
guity of “hero(ine)” and the connections between
meanings within novels (intratextual develop-
ments) and in our entire corpus on three different
scales: since each specific case of “hero(ine)’,
“heroic”, and “heroism” was entered into the
database with its immediate context, a detailed
annotation based on a close reading of our 223
examples could be followed by a concise display
of all examples in a specific novel in the order in
which they appear in the text. Without the data-
base with its ability to filter and sort examples
according to the annotations, novel-wide analy-
ses would have been comparatively easy for
North and South (seven examples) or Jane Eyre
(ten examples), but very difficult for The Small
House at Allington (31 examples)® or Vanity Fair
(48 examples). Our third step, a comparison of
connections across all novels, would have been
even less manageable.

After the initial annotation of examples, we
approached our data with the question of which
specific meanings are shown to complement or
exclude each other within novels based on the
following hypotheses:

I am only a hero(ine)1/2/3 if | am not a
hero(ine)1/2/3. (Paradox)

| am not a hero(ine)1/2/3 if | am a
hero(ine)1/2/3. (Inversion of paradox)

| am only a hero(ine)1/2/3 if | am a
hero(ine)1/2/3. (Positive link)

We analysed all texts in our corpus according to
each of our hypotheses, a process that was re-
peated for each type of ambiguity. The combin-
ation “heroine” meaning protagonist as well as
prototypical literary character was, for instance,
considered in all combinations for the cases of
paradox, inversion of paradox, and positive link.

We proceeded in a chronological order on the
level of discourse for each novel to do justice to
intratextual patterns such as the development
of characters towards or away from concepts
of heroism or prototypes of literary hero(ines).
Unambiguous text passages that in their inter-
play link and contrast the different meanings of
“hero(ine)” are frequently as relevant to these
patterns as ambiguities. Accordingly, we also
took into account unambiguous cases in which
characters or narrators explicitly evoke one of
the meanings of “hero(ine)”, e.g. only “protagon-
ist” or “prototypical literary hero(ine).”

Results: Our hypotheses

The annotation of “hero(ine)” in our ten novels
has revealed that a number of ambiguities play
with combinations of their different senses. The
following table shows the general distribution of
meanings of “hero” and “heroine” (including am-
biguous instances) in our corpus (tab. 1).1°

All three meanings of “hero(ine)” that we have
specified appear quite frequently in our corpus.
If we look at the distribution of meanings in two
novels, a different image emerges that shows
the variety between novels (tab. 2).

Austen’s Northanger Abbey contains con-
siderably more ambiguous examples than
Trollope’s The Small House at Allington. While
“hero(ine)” denotes a heroic human being in the
vast majority of instances in Trollope’s novel
(albeit frequently ironically; compare p. 22

h1 h2 h1+h2 h1+h3 h2+h3 | h1+h2+h3

“hero” + “heroine”
(absolute) 73 60 105 35 15 17 5
“hero” +
“heroine” (relative) | 43.2% 35.5% 62.1% 20.7% 8.9% 10.1% 3%

h1 h2 h3 h1+h2 h1+h3 h2+h3
The Small House 11 7 21 3 4 4
at Allington 39.3% 25% 75% 10.7% 14.3% 14.3%

25 23 3 19 0 3
Northanger Abbey 86.2% 79.3% 10.3% 65.5% 0 10.3%

Table 1 (above) and table 2 (below).
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below), “hero(ine)” mostly relates to a protagon-
ist or a prototypical literary character in North-
anger Abbey. Each of the novels in our corpus
shows a unique reflection on the different mean-
ings of “hero(ine)”; nevertheless, common pat-
terns emerge if they are analysed alongside
each other.

All ten novels contain dynamic processes
of development in the course of which several
meanings of “hero(ine)” are connected to or
contrasted with each other: protagonists under-
go positive or negative changes, as a result of
which they become more or less like prototypical
literary hero(ine)s or heroic role models. Some
of these protagonists meet one or several po-
tential spouses that are compared to heroic fig-
ures of the past and present and to prototypical
literary heroines. The faults and shortcomings of
seemingly heroic characters are revealed in the
course of the novels, and unlikely candidates for
heroism turn out to be heroes, a process which
frequently allows the protagonist to choose his or
her own “hero” in the form of a husband or wife
who can then be considered co-protagonists.

Conditional links between “hero(ine)” as
protagonist and “hero(ine)” as prototyp-
ical protagonist

The polysemy of “hero(ine)” in the sense of prot-
agonist and as denoting prototypical literary
hero(in)es is frequently evoked and played with in
our ten novels when it comes to the development
especially of female protagonists (see below
pp. 12-13 for a discussion of the difference be-
tween “hero” and “heroine”). Even if some hero-
ines initially strive to become more like proto-
typical literary heroines, eventually the follow-
ing (paradoxical) hypothesis is sustained in the
novels of Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronté and
Elizabeth Gaskell:

Someone is only a protagonist (hero(ine)
1) if s/he is not a prototypical literary char-
acter (hero(ine) 2).

Within our corpus, this conditional link appears
most pervasively in Jane Austen’s Northanger
Abbey. Austen’s novel begins with the narrator’s
claim that “[n]Jo one who had ever seen Catherine
Morland in her infancy would have supposed her
born to be an heroine” (ch. 1), and in the course
of the text 19 passages evoke the interplay be-
tween heroine 1 and heroine 2. From the begin-
ning, the narrator elaborates on external features

and character traits that novel heroines are sup-
posed to possess but Catherine does not. As we
have seen, her subsequent “training for a hero-
ine” (ch. 1) includes “read[ing] all such works as
heroines must read to supply their memories with
those quotations which are so serviceable and
so soothing in the vicissitudes of their eventful
lives” (ch. 1), even though Catherine’s life seems
to be quite uneventful by comparison. Her fami-
ly’s reaction to her departure to Bath is “rather
consistent with the common feelings of common
life, than with the refined susceptibilities, the ten-
der emotions which the first separation of a hero-
ine from her family ought always to excite” (ch.
2), and on the journey, “[n]either robbers nor tem-
pests befriended them, nor one lucky overturn to
introduce them to the hero” (ch. 2). In the course
of the novel, Catherine finds out that she neither
is nor should be like the prototypical heroines of
the novels she has read about, a realization for
which her relationship with Henry Tilney is cru-
cial. When he acts towards her in a cold manner
“[fleelings rather natural than heroic possessed
her” (ch. 12).

Other protagonists in our ten novels are
shown to eventually move away from the world
of prototypical literary heroines, albeit in a more
subtle fashion than in Northanger Abbey. In
Shirley, for example, the heterodiegetic narrator
early on indicates the journey that Caroline Hel-
stone has to undergo:

Caroline Helstone was just eighteen years
old, and at eighteen the true narrative of
life is yet to be commenced. Before that
time we sit listening to a tale, a marvel-
lous fiction, delightful sometimes, and sad
sometimes, almost always unreal. Before
that time our world is heroic, its inhabit-
ants half-divine or semi-demon; its scenes
are dream-scenes; darker woods and
stranger hills, brighter skies, more danger-
ous waters, sweeter flowers, more tempt-
ing fruits, wider plains, drearier deserts,
sunnier fields than are found in nature,
overspread our enchanted globe. [...]

At that time, at eighteen, drawing near the
confines of illusive, void dreams, Elf-land
lies behind us, the shores of Reality rise in
front.[...][A]teighteen the school of experi-
ence is to be entered, and her humbling,
crushing, grinding, but yet purifying and
invigorating lessons are yet to be learned.
(ch.7)

One such “lesson” arrives when Robert Moore

suddenly rejects Caroline and she has to learn
“the great lesson how to endure without a sob”
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(ch. 7; see below for a more detailed discussion
of this passage). In this instance Caroline’s plight
is related by the narrator to that of the heroine of
a ballad, “Puir Mary Lee”, who in a similar situa-
tion “is not complaining, but she is sitting alone
in the snowstorm, and you hear her thoughts”
which are, as the narrator remarks, “not the
thoughts of a model heroine under her circum-
stances, but they are those of a deeply-feeling,
strongly-resentful peasant-girl” (ch. 7). The two
instances of “heroic” and “heroine” clearly show
the negative causal or even conditional link be-
tween hero(ine) 2 and hero(ine) 1: even though
the passage is not expressly self-referential, we
see that in a novel which strives to represent
“‘Reality”, the hero as protagonist cannot be
like a stereotypical literary heroine. In the first
passage from Shirley, we notice that this sep-
aration between hero(ine) 2 and hero(ine) 1 is
seen as part of growing up and thus illustrates
the dynamics of the interplay between the kinds
of hero on the intradiegetic level, as part of the
world represented. The “narrative of life” is said
to change in Shirley from a “marvellous fiction”
to a factual account. Only if we leave behind
hero 2 can we become hero 1, the protagonists
of our own lives. Our third category of hero(ine),
the heroical one, also comes in, for even though
the “heroic” world is called a “fiction”, it is also
strongly associated with the heroes of mytholo-
gy (“half-divine or semi-demon”), which prototyp-
ically inhabit a realm between fact and fiction.

Despite her disappointment, Caroline later
has to be prevented by Shirley from blindly run-
ning towards Robert Moore during a riot to “help
him”, an expression to which Shirley replies sar-
castically

How? — by inspiring him with heroism?
Pooh! these are not the days of chivalry. It
is not a tilt at a tournament we are going to
behold, but a struggle about money, and
food, and life. (ch. 19)

Heroes in the third sense (admixed with heroes
as stereotypical protagonists of chivalric ro-
mance) are rejected as unbefitting of the con-
temporary world and, accordingly, a novel repre-
senting that world.

Caroline’s development after all these “les-
sons” life and Shirley have imparted to her is
revealed in a conversation with Mrs Yorke. The
latter reproaches her for “hav[ing] managed to
train [her] features into an habitually lackadaisi-
cal expression, better suited to a novel-heroine
than to a woman who is to make her way in the
real world by dint of common sense” as a result
of “all these romantic ideas” (ch. 23). Caroline
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skilfully refutes Mrs Yorke’s arguments, reveal-
ing that her assumptions about her are “a mere
conjecture on [her] part” that can only be de-
rived from clichés about “bookish” young women
and not from personal knowledge (ch. 23). Both
sides, it appears, follow the idea that hero(ine) 2
is to be rejected in the real world (i.e. the fictional
world where one may become the protagonist).

When considering the combinations of
“hero(ine) 1” and “hero(ine) 27, we notice two
exceptions in our corpus in which protagonists
are not shown to reject the features of prototyp-
ical literary heroines but to embody them. This
is an example of our hypothesis (3), a positive
link between different meanings of “hero(ine).” In
Thackeray’s parodistic take on Newgate Novels
in Catherine, the protagonist must necessarily
resemble prototypical specimens of such novels
to satirize the reading public’s taste for such
characters. As we have seen above, however,
this positive conditional link serves to dissoci-
ate the hero(ine) from any positive concept of
hero(ine) 3. Furthermore, in Elizabeth Gaskell’s
Wives and Daughters various characters try to
find out who “the heroine of the prevailing scan-
dal” surrounding Mr Preston is. Molly appears
to be the “heroine”, but it is actually Cynthia, as
Lady Harriet figures out by comparing them to
clichés of literary heroines:

| think it is much more likely that Clare’s
own daughter — that pretty pawky Miss
Kirkpatrick —is the real heroine of this story
[...] [.] She always looks like a heroine of
genteel comedy; and those young ladies
were capable of a good deal of innocent
intriguing, if I remember rightly. Now little
Molly Gibson has a certain gaucherie
about her which would disqualify her at
once from any clandestine proceedings.
(ch. 49)

Again, this is an example of hero(ine) 1 and
hero(ine) 2 being related on the intradiegetic
level with characters being compared to, or be-
having like, prototypical heroines. In this case,
Cynthia serves as a foil for the protagonist Molly,
whose character “disqualifies” her as a heroine
of the subplot, all the while making her a suit-
able heroine of the main story while the opposite
applies to Cynthia. The rare example of a positive
link between different meanings of “hero(ine)’
thus only serves to emphasize its absence in the
more crucial case.
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Conditions for the protagonist to be-
come a heroic hero(ine)

Our annotations show a further correlation:
hero(ine) 1 not being hero(ine) 2 can be the
condition of becoming hero(ine) 3. This is also
a variant of our paradoxical hypothesis (1), as a
positive link is only possible if a negative condi-
tion is fulfilled. While the protagonists of several
of our novels are thus shown to move away from
characteristics of a prototypical literary heroine,
many of them are shown to become a more
heroic human being as their characters develop.
These two patterns are intertwined in North and
South, where Margaret Hale realizes that striving
to become like “any heroine she ever read or
heard of in romance” is not enough to become
one of “the truly heroic™:

On some such night as this she remem-
bered promising to herself to live as brave
and noble a life as any heroine she ever
read or heard of in romance, a life sans
peur et sans reproche; it had seemed to
her then that she had only to will, and
such a life would be accomplished. And
now she had learnt that not only to will, but
also to pray, was a necessary condition in
the truly heroic. Trusting to herself, she
had fallen. It was a just consequence of
her sin, that all excuses for it, all tempta-
tion to it, should remain for ever unknown
to the person in whose opinion it had sunk
her lowest. (ch. 48)

The sort of heroism Margaret aspires to in-
cludes not exceptional deeds but prayer in the
face of adversity. The development of hero(ine)
1 is therefore shown to be from a hero(ine) 2
(or aspiring to be a hero(ine) 2) that is falsely
thought to be a hero(ine) 3 to actually becoming
hero(ine) 3. In terms of our hypotheses, this is
still related to a character only being hero(ine) 1
if she is not hero(ine) 2, but it also brings up only
being hero(ine) 3 if she is not hero(ine) 2 (see
below pp. 19-21). Naming North and South and
Jane Eyre as examples, Korte and Lethbridge
describe a type of “affirmative heroism” in Vic-
torian literature that consists of “new concepts
of heroism [that] are inscribed into realist fiction
and defined on a more modest, practicable scale
that suits the dimensions of ordinary life” (18).

In Jane Eyre, the protagonist likewise under-
goes a considerable development in the course
of which she learns from her classmate Helen
Burns how to become more heroic. Our sys-
tematic annotations of the ambiguity of “hero”
and cognates help us model a central feature of

the Bildungsroman. In an earlier chapter of the
novel, Jane has described herself as “not he-
roic enough to purchase liberty at the price of
caste” (ch. 3) by moving from her cruel but rich
aunt at Gateshead to possibly poorer but kinder
relations of her father. Now at Lowood, Jane is
forced to undergo a punishment that seems un-
bearable to her until Helen Burns intervenes:

I, who had said | could not bear the shame
of standing on my natural feet in the mid-
dle of the room, was now exposed to gen-
eral view on a pedestal of infamy. What
my sensations were no language can
describe; but just as they all rose, stifling
my breath and constricting my throat, a
girl came up and passed me: in passing,
she lifted her eyes. What a strange light
inspired them! What an extraordinary
sensation that ray sent through me! How
the new feeling bore me up! It was as if a
martyr, a hero, had passed a slave or vic-
tim, and imparted strength in the transit. |
mastered the rising hysteria, lifted up my
head, and took a firm stand on the stool.
(ch.7)

The impression of Helen’s support is thus com-
pared to that of “a hero” giving Jane, who is rep-
resented as a “slave or victim” the strength to
bear her unjust punishment with dignity. Still, the
hero(ine) 3 is not the protagonist, however much
the protagonist may grow towards showing fea-
tures of a heroine 3. Similarly, by the end of the
novel, St. John Rivers is described as possess-
ing an “aspect, at once so heroic and so martyr-
like” (ch. 32) without becoming a hero 1.

Like Jane, Marianne in Sense and Sensibility
learns to become more heroic from a female
role-model in the form of her sister Elinor. Both
women initially seem to undergo a similar ordeal
in that the men they love become or turn out to
be engaged to another. While Marianne reacts
with violent emotions, Elinor is inwardly shaken
to the core but outwardly reacts in a calm and
composed way. When Edward Ferrars visits her
with his fiancée in London, Elinor

forced herself, after a moment’s recol-
lection, to welcome him, with a look and
manner that were almost easy, and almost
open; and another struggle, another effort
still improved them. She would not allow
the presence of Lucy, nor the conscious-
ness of some injustice towards herself,
to deter her from saying that she was
happy to see him, and that she had very
much regretted being from home, when
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he called before in Berkeley Street. [...]
Her exertions did not stop here; for she
soon afterwards felt herself so heroically
disposed as to determine, under pretence
of fetching Marianne, to leave the others
by themselves; and she really did it, and
THAT in the handsomest manner, for she
loitered away several minutes on the land-
ing-place, with the most high-minded for-
titude, before she went to her sister. (ch.
35)

Marianne, whose feelings are described to be
“strong in itself, and strongly spoken” criticizes
Elinor's demeanor when she learns about Ed-
ward’s engagement: “Edward seemed [to Mari-
anne] a second Willoughby; and acknowledging
as Elinor did, that she HAD loved him most sin-
cerely, could she feel less than herself!” (ch. 37;
emphasis in the original). After a reproof from
Elinor, who explains that the calmness of her de-
meanor is no indication of the depth of her feel-
ings, Marianne realizes that, “[b]ecause [Elinor’s]
merit cries out upon myself, | have been trying to
do it away” (ch. 37). Marianne then promises to
show similar composure in the presence of Ed-
ward and Lucy in spite of her feelings and indeed
“performed her promise of being discreet, to ad-
miration [...] Such advances towards heroism in
her sister, made Elinor feel equal to any thing
herself” (ch. 37).

The same type of heroism that Marianne
makes “advances towards” by imitating her sister
is discussed in Shirley as a specific require-
ment of women in times of heartbreak. When
Caroline Helstone is suddenly treated coldly by
Robert Moore, who has made up his mind that
he should make a more advantageous match
than Caroline, the narrator comments:

A lover masculine so disappointed can
speak and urge explanation, a lover femi-
nine can say nothing; if she did, the re-
sult would be shame and anguish, inward
remorse for self-treachery. Nature would
brand such demonstration as a rebellion
against her instincts, and would vindic-
tively repay it afterwards by the thunder-
bolt of self-contempt smiting suddenly in
secret. Take the matter as you find it: ask
no questions, utter no remonstrances; it is
your best wisdom. You expected bread,
and you have got a stone: break your
teeth on it, and don’t shriek because the
nerves are martyrized; do not doubt that
your mental stomach — if you have such a
thing — is strong as an ostrich’s; the stone
will digest. You held out your hand for an
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egg, and fate put into it a scorpion. Show
no consternation: close your fingers firmly
upon the gift; let it sting through your palm.
Never mind; in time, after your hand and
arm have swelled and quivered long with
torture, the squeezed scorpion will die,
and you will have learned the great lesson
how to endure without a sob. (ch. 7)

Caroline Helstone, Jane Eyre, Marianne Dash-
wood, and Margaret Hale confirm their pos-
ition as hero(ine) 1 not just because they are
not hero(ine)s 2 but also because, in that very
process, they acquire character traits that allow
them to be more heroic in trying situations. The
point is that this is a special hero(ine) 3, never
one that smacks of the stereotypes familiar from
literary heroes/heroines 2. This will take us to the
next evaluation of our annotations.

The protagonist’s heroes

The heroine’s learning process can frequently be
related to another significant plot strand in many
of our novels: the protagonists’ search for his or
her spouse. The narrator of Anthony Trollope’s
Small House at Allington ironically points out
the prevalence of such a marriage plot when he
comments that Mr Crosbie “has gotten to himself
a wife — as a hero always should do” (ch. 59),
and the narrator of Jane Austen’s Northanger
Abbey similarly comments: “But when a young
lady is to be a heroine, the perverseness of forty
surrounding families cannot prevent her. Some-
thing must and will happen to throw a hero in her
way” (ch. 1). This partner in life is frequently re-
ferred to as the protagonists’ “hero”, as in Eliza-
beth Gaskell’'s Wives and Daughters, where the
narrator comments early on that Molly “shrank
from giving a personal form and name to the
hero that was to be” (ch. 13). In most cases,
these protagonists meet several potential spous-
es along the way, some of which are compared
to heroic figures of the past and present and to
prototypical literary heroines. Especially in the
latter case, a pattern can be observed that can
be described by the following hypothesis:

| am not a hero in the sense of heroic
(hero(ine) 3) if | am a prototypical literary
character (hero(ine) 2).

Especially male characters that are introduced
as similar to prototypical literary heroes turn out
to be character failures and do not become the

3 K

protagonist’s “hero.” Mr Crosbie in Trollope’s The
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Small House at Allington makes this connection
to prototypical literary heroes himself when re-
flecting on his broken engagement to Lily Dale:

While resolving, during his first four or five
days at the castle, that he would throw Lily
Dale overboard, he had contrived to quiet
his conscience by inward allusions to sun-
dry heroes of romance. He had thought of
Lothario, Don Juan, and of Lovelace; and
had told himself that the world had ever
been full of such heroes. And the world,
too, had treated such heroes well; not pun-
ishing them at all as villains, but caressing
them rather, and calling them curled dar-
lings. Why should not he be a curled dar-
ling as well as another? Ladies had ever
been fond of the Don Juan character, and
Don Juan had generally been popular with
men also. And then he named to himself a
dozen modern Lotharios, — men who were
holding their heads well above water, al-
though it was known that they had played
this lady false, and brought that other one
to death’s door, or perhaps even to death
itself. War and love were alike, and the
world was prepared to forgive any guile to
militants in either camp. (ch. 25)

Crosbie thus employs “heroes of romance” to
justify his actions in a text passage that unveils
his character failures and also points at the prob-
lematic nature of a literary type that is neverthe-
less widely celebrated.

Willoughby in Jane Austen’s Sense and Sens-
ibility, a similarly flawed but admired character,
enters the narrative in the fashion of a prototyp-
ical literary hero when he saves Marianne after
she hurts herself on a walk:

His name [...] was Willoughby, and his
present home was at Allenham, from
whence he hoped she would allow him
the honour of calling tomorrow to enquire
after Miss Dashwood. The honour was
readily granted, and he then departed, to
make himself still more interesting, in the
midst of a heavy rain. His manly beauty
and more than common gracefulness
were instantly the theme of general admi-
ration, and the laugh which his gallantry
raised against Marianne received particu-
lar spirit from his exterior attractions [...].
His person and air were equal to what her
fancy had ever drawn for the hero of a
favourite story; and in his carrying her into
the house with so little previous formality,
there was a rapidity of thought which

particularly recommended the action to
her. Every circumstance belonging to him
was interesting. His name was good, his
residence was in their favourite village,
and she soon found out that of all manly
dresses a shooting-jacket was the most
becoming. Her imagination was busy, her
reflections were pleasant, and the pain of
a sprained ankle was disregarded. (ch. 9)

As the narrator’s comment that he left in a down-
pour “to make himself still more interesting” sug-
gests, Willoughby turns out to be much more
concerned with how he is perceived than with
how he actually is, much like Mr Crosbie. Like
him, he makes an unhappy mercenary match,
whereas Marianne finally marries a deserving
man, who initially appeared to her the very un-
appealing opposite of a “hero”."

The pattern of two potential partners, one of
whom turns out to be the right choice, can be
observed in several of our novels in a seemingly
paradoxical way: those characters who are
called “hero(ine)” or “heroic” and associated with
“heroism” will turn out not to become the protag-
onist’s “hero”, whereas those who are either not
associated with the heroic or for whom heroism
is even explicitly negated become the protago-
nists’ spouses in the end. Margaret Hale initially
comments that she does not like Mr Thornton
“at all” even if he is “a remarkable man”; her
father replies that he does like him but “do[es]n’t
set him up for a hero, or anything of that kind”
(ch. 11). When Edward Rochester appears for
the first time in Jane Eyre, he is likewise point-
edly introduced as not heroic: “Had he been a
handsome, heroic-looking young gentleman, |
should not have dared to stand thus questioning
him against his will, and offering my services un-
asked” (ch. 12). The narrator Jane thus states in
the form of a counterfactual conditional that Ed-
ward Rochester is not “heroic-looking.” Yet, even
in its negation, the concept of “hero” is evoked,
and Mr Rochester indeed turns out to become
Jane’s hero in the end. This happens after a sec-
ond candidate, St. John Rivers, is shown to be
a hero in the sense of heroic; he has an “heroic”
aspect and the character of a Christian hero, and
this is exactly why he does not qualify as Jane’s
hero:

Now, | did not like this, reader. St. John
was a good man; but | began to feel he
had spoken truth of himself when he said
he was hard and cold. The humanities and
amenities of life had no attraction for him
— its peaceful enjoyments no charm. Lit-
erally, he lived only to aspire — after what
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was good and great, certainly; but still he
would never rest, nor approve of others
resting round him. As | looked at his lofty
forehead, still and pale as a white stone
— at his fine lineaments fixed in study — |
comprehended all at once that he would
hardly make a good husband: that it would
be a trying thing to be his wife. [...] | saw
he was of the material from which nature
hews her heroes — Christian and Pagan
— her lawgivers, her statesmen, her con-
querors: a steadfast bulwark for great in-
terests to rest upon; but, at the fireside,
too often a cold cumbrous column, gloomy
and out of place. (ch. 34)

Unlike Willoughby and Mr Crosbie, St. John
Rivers is, as Jane remarks, truly heroic, but his
place is not “the fireside”, which does not make
him a good husband. Two different connections
between meanings of “hero” are thus linked in
Jane Eyre: Mr Rochester, like Mr Thornton, be-
comes the protagonist’s hero because he is not
heroic, while St. John Rivers’s Christian heroism
makes him unable to become this kind of hero.

Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley constitutes an ex-
ception to this pattern. Responding to her uncle’s
question if “the sort of individual [she] would pre-
fer as a husband” was “paint[ed] from the life”,
Shirley first wittily remarks that

[i]t was an historical picture, uncle, from
several originals. [...] | have been in love
several times. [...] With heroes of many
nations. [...] Once | loved Socrates. [...] |
admired Themistocles, Leonidas, Epami-
nondas. (ch. 31)

While these comments to her uncle’s questions,
which she regards as insolent, have to be taken
with a grain of salt and are interspersed with her
uncle’s shocked comments, her later remarks on
her actual “hero”, the man she wants to marry,
are much more serious in tone. When her uncle
inquires if she loves Mr Helstone, Shirley re-
marks:

Their very faces are not dissimilar — a
pair of human falcons — and dry, direct,
decided both. But my hero is the mightier
of the two. His mind has the clearness of
the deep sea, the patience of its rocks, the
force of its billows. (ch. 31)

Shirley’s hero is thus also heroic in her opinion,

and this is what makes him appealing to her.'2
The findings show that our method triggers

further questions and hypotheses that make us
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update our annotation categories: having isolat-
ed the “hero(ine) 3” cases and considered their
relationship to the other two, we realize that we
can subdivide this category quite clearly by sep-
arating the cases with a personal pronoun in an
intradiegetic utterance: “my hero” is a subtype of
“hero(ine) 3” that frequently only applies to the
person in question and is not what is commonly
(or by others) called a hero(ine) of that type. (By
contrast, the metadiegetic use of the first person
pronoun by the narrator indicates a hero(ine) 1.)

Concluding remarks and unexpected
results

Our method of annotating a corpus of nine-
teenth-century novels on the basis of the am-
biguity of “hero” and its cognates has produced
combinations and causal or conditional links be-
tween the meanings which form patterns within
and between novels that help us understand
them better in terms of genre and relation to the
actual world. In particular, we have noticed para-
doxical relations: someone is only a hero(ine) if
s/he is not a hero(ine) or s/he is not a hero(ine) if
s/he is a hero(ine), paradoxes which may be ex-
plained by the different meanings of the word. In
terms of poetics and genre, the paradoxes sug-
gest two conclusions: (1) the ambiguous word
“hero(ine)” is used by writers to claim originality
(their protagonists are different from typical pro-
tagonists); (2) “hero(ine)” is used to claim a more
appropriate representation of reality; their pro-
tagonists are not “heroic” in a positive or nega-
tive (“anti-hero”) sense. While the latter claim
may have to do with our choice of realist fiction
(see above), it is still worth noting that the para-
doxical link is typical of that fiction. The use of
“hero(ine)” enables writers to make their nar-
ratives appear both extraordinary and ordinary
at the same time. Methodologically, we have
made a case for the close interaction between
quantitative and qualitative analyses. A quanti-
tative analysis based on mere word counts of
“hero(ine)” offers little insight. Close reading and
the interpretation of individual occurrences of the
different meanings of the polysemous expres-
sion, however, may be the basis of a quantitative
analysis that allows us to see both general ten-
dencies and individual features we may not have
perceived otherwise.

Thus, our approach has also made us aware
of certain links we had not thought about before.
Three of them will be briefly described: we have
noticed that a certain combination at least in one
author produces irony, we surmise that the use
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of “hero” can be seen as an author’s signature,
and we have realized that the expressions “hero”
and “heroine”, although we have grouped them
together in our three categories, behave differ-
ently semantically.

Triggers of irony

Identifying irony is a notoriously elusive subject,
especially when it comes to ambiguity (cf. Bauer,
“Ironie”). Our annotations suggest that there are
ways of establishing the ironical use of certain
expressions through co-occurrences, at least
for the same speaker/author. We have noticed
that in Anthony Trollope’s The Last Chronicle of
Barset, the narrator’s statement, “It will be seen,
therefore, that Mr John Eames had about him
much of the heroic”, is quite ironical, or at least
ambiguously ironical. The context are certain ex-
aggerated stories about the thrashing he gave
Mr Crosbie for jilting Lily Dale in an earlier novel
by Trollope, The Small House at Allington. Being
the prototypical hero of these stories (hero(ine)
2) turns the hero(ine) 3 meaning of “heroic” into
an ironical one. Correspondingly, when the sec-
ond meaning of “hero” is absent, there is no irony,
e.g. in this passage from The Last Chronicle:
“With his own mother and sister, John Eames
was in these days quite a hero” (ch. 27). This is
further confirmed by another statement from the
same novel, “I never quite knew what makes a
hero, if it isn’t having three or four girls dying in
love for you at once” (ch. 74). The speaker here
ironically questions the very concept of being a
hero by taking recourse to prototypical heroes;
the reader may once more think of Gay’s Cap-
tain Macheath when it comes to defining a hero
by the number of girls dying in love for him sim-
ultaneously.

The use of “hero” as an author’s
signature

As a side effect of our annotations, we noticed that
certain constructions are distributed unequally
over the authors. In particular, the construction
“the hero of N” with N as a temporal noun has
been found in one author, Trollope, in particular.
Of the 176 cases of “hero” and “heroine” in our
corpus, there are only six with such a temporal
complement, four of which are in the two novels
by Trollope. Three of the four instances are iden-
tical: “the hero of the hour”; one of them is “the
hero of the moment.” All four of them are spoken

about, or with reference to, John Eames, a char-
acter who appears in both The Small House at
Allington and The Last Chronicle of Barset. This
agrees with the ironical use of “hero” in Trollope;
as we have seen, John Eames is ambiguously
heroic: not a forthright hero in our senses 2 and
3, and not an anti-hero either, but a man who
arguably acts heroically in a very few moments of
his life. This particular (realistic) concept seems
a hallmark of Trollope’s novels. A comparison
of the Delphi Classics texts' of Austen, Char-
lotte Bronté, Dickens, George Eliot, Gaskell, and
Thackeray shows that Trollope uses the phrase
“the hero of the hour” 15 times in his novels,
whereas itis nowhere to be found in the novels by
Austen, Bronté, Dickens, Eliot, and Thackeray.
Gaskell uses it once — in Sylvia’s Lovers, a novel
that is to some extent a response to Trollope’s
The Warden (see O’Gorman).

Methodologically, our observation is relevant
to the link between phrases and concepts and
may contribute to developing further a concept of
determining stylistic author profiles that goes be-
yond stylometric author identification. It is an ex-
ample of combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches, i.e. quantitative methods ‘making
sense.” While quantitative analysis may capture
a five-gram that is almost unique for a particu-
lar author (and may therefore serve to identify
that author),' the meaning of that unique feature
(beyond being just a stylistic habit) can only be
established by analysing it as the expression of
a particular notion.

The difference between hero and
heroine

The initial close reading of our examples seemed
to indicate a difference in the ways in which the
terms “hero” and “heroine” were employed. This
assumption was supported by explicit comments
by narrators and characters in some of our
novels, as in the following passage in which
Shirley and Caroline discuss the difference be-
tween women “as we really are” and prototypical
literary heroines. Shirley argues that even

the cleverest, the acutest men are often
under an illusion about women. They do
not read them in a true light; they mis-
apprehend them, both for good and evil.
Their good woman is a queer thing, half
doll, half angel; their bad woman almost
always a fiend. Then to hear them fall into
ecstasies with each other’s creations —
worshipping the heroine of such a poem,
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novel, drama — thinking it fine, divine! Fine
and divine it may be, but often quite artifi-
cial — false as the rose in my best bonnet
there. (ch. 20)

In response to Caroline’s claim that “authors’
heroines are almost as good as authoresses’
heroes”, Shirley wittily answers that “[wJomen
read men more truly than men read women” (ch.
20).

Our data were accordingly annotated in a way
that allowed us to find out if a difference can be
observed between the usage of the terms “hero”
and “heroine”, which turned out to be the case.
The numbers in the following table represent the
absolute number of times “hero” and “hero(ine)”
was used in a specific sense (tab. 3).

If “hero” and “heroine” are taken together,
the prevalent meaning by far is “heroic human
being.” Separating the data for the two terms re-
sults in a very different picture. The term “hero-
ine” is used only ten times in this sense (16.1%
of all uses of “heroine”), whereas the same
meaning for “hero” appears in 95 cases (88%).
At the same time, “heroine” takes on the mean-
ing of “prototypical literary character” 33 times
and “hero” (which is overall used much more fre-
quently) only 27 times. A simple way to explain
these results would be that the term “hero” de-
noting a heroic character or deeds can be used
for male and female characters alike, as can
be seen for instance in Jane Eyre where Helen
Burns is likened to a “hero” rather than a hero-
ine (ch. 7), whereas “heroine” is reserved for
women. Yet, at least in our corpus, this rarely ap-
pears to be the case. Additional factors might be
at play which may explain this discrepancy. The
adjective “heroic” instead of the nouns “hero” or
“heroine”, for instance, seems to be mostly em-
ployed to describe the heroism of female char-
acters, which may point to different concepts of

heroism that relate to specific character traits
and heroic behavior in everyday life rather than
exceptional deeds in the public sphere (compare
pp. 16-17).

The data for ambiguous instances of the
terms “hero” and “heroine” furthermore show
that there are only nine text passages that em-
ploy this device to address the tension between
the meanings “protagonist” and “prototypical lit-
erary character” for male characters, while there
are 26 instances in which this is the case for the
term hero(ine) (tab. 4).

In our ten novels, female characters seem to
be more often compared to images of prototypical
literary hero(in)es than male characters. A simi-
lar picture emerges for the linguistic construc-
tions in which the terms “hero” and “heroine” are
used. Genitive constructions such as “a heroine
of genteel comedy” frequently appear in the data
(23 cases), as do terms from the semantic field
of fiction (“romance”, “poetry”, “novel’, etc.). In-
deed, such terms are mentioned in reference to
the term “heroine” in five novels by four of our
authors (Shirley, North and South, Wives and
Daughters, Northanger Abbey, and Vanity Fair),
but there are only few similar cases in our corpus
for “hero.” By contrast, adjectives like “great”,
“military”, and “chivalrous” often denote male
“heroes.” Accordingly, the linguistic data support
the overall impression of a general tendency of
relating the term “hero” (and male characters)
to the sense of a heroic human being (be it af-
firmatively or ironically), while female “heroines”
are mostly compared to prototypical patterns of
fiction. The most remarkable difference between
“hero” and “heroine” is therefore not the one be-
tween traditionally “male” and “female” features
but between life and literature.

Hero(ine) 1 Hero(ine) 2 Hero(ine) 3
Protagonist Prototypical literary Heroic human being
character
hero + heroine 73 60 105
heroine 48 33 10
hero 25 27 95
Hero(ine) 1+2 Hero(ine) 1+3 Hero(ine) 2+3 Hero(ine) 1+2+3

hero + heroine 35 15 17 5
heroine 26 3 0 0
hero 9 12 17 5

Table 3 (above) and table 4 (below).
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1 Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus is the most obvious example of
Carlyle’s mixing seriousness with humour and wordplay; see
e.g. Bloom.

2 Carlyle’s conception of heroes is, of course, far from the
only one in the nineteenth century and is not necessarily rep-
resentative. Notions of what constitutes a hero underwent
considerable changes in the Victorian era as Andrew Blake
notes in Reading Victorian Fiction: “Whereas in 1838 Harriet
Martineau had trouble finding a publisher for Deerbrook, be-
cause its hero was a surgeon and its heroine came from
Birmingham, by 1851 a reviewer in Fraser's Magazine wel-
comed a novel precisely because ‘it is perfectly quiet, do-
mestic and truthful [...] there is nothing irreconcilable with
everyday experience’” (73).

3 In their introduction to Heroes and Heroism in British
Fiction Since 1800, Korte and Lethbridge likewise comment
on the ambiguity of the term hero(ine), and the meanings
of “hero” they identify can be related to our three types of
hero(ine). They note that “[t]he hero in literature is, to a large
extent, determined or at least restricted by genre conven-
tions”, i.e. “[c]ertain genres require certain types of heroes”
(cf. our type 2) and they remark that “[t]he main character of
a narrative”, our type 1, “has a good chance of also becom-
ing a hero in the proper sense of the word”, which corres-
ponds to our type 3 (6).

4 Korte and Lethbridge note that “[c]onceptualisations of
‘the hero’ are not fixed [...] but dynamic and fluent. They
oscillate between extraordinary and more ordinary varieties:
between views of the hero as model of perfection and the
hero as outlaw or criminal made good; between transcend-
ent, transgressive and more domestic types” (2). Yet, the
questions we are interested in primarily concern the terms
“hero” and “heroine” and only in a second step the concepts
they stand for in each example. Thus, it is more important
for our purposes that a character is called a “hero” (relative
use) than if he or she can and should indeed be regarded
as a hero or anti-hero as a result of specific character fea-
tures, acts or other forms of behaviour (absolute use). For
a discussion of general features of heroism and a typology
of anti-heroes and other non-heroic figures see for instance
Brockling’s “Negationen des Heroischen.” Brockling specifies
four dimensions of heroism (heroes are role models, they are
admired, they have agency and are ready to make sacrifices;
10) and three modalities of how heroism can be negated
(quantitative privation, qualitative opposition, and categorial

difference; 10). Some of the resulting categories could be
applied to our ten novels (Willoughby in Sense and Sens-
ibility could, for instance, be regarded as a representative of
Brockling’s category of the “Wannabe”; as Brockling himself
however remarks, his typology is ahistorical; 11-13). Further-
more, the distinction between different meanings of “hero”
and “heroine” in the three senses of protagonist, prototypical
literary character and heroic human being are crucial for our
study of ambiguity, while the different types of hero or anti-
hero fall under just one of the senses of “hero(ine)” that we
address.

5 Korte, “Konzeptionen” 13 refers to Braun and his notion
of a “polysémie du concept du héros.” In our definition, poly-
semy is a feature of (linguistic) signs (e.g. of the term “hero”),
whereas concepts may be underspecified or vague.

6 See, forinstance, Gius and Jacke.

7 While all ten texts in our corpus may be considered realist
novels, they cover a wide range of types of realist fiction. It
was crucial for us that all texts in our corpus play with the
ambiguity of “hero(ine).” As a foil, we annotated two popular
Victorian Penny Dreadfuls, Thomas Preskett Prest’'s Varney
the Vampire or The Feast of Blood and George W. M. Rey-
nolds’s The Mysteries of London. The terms “hero” and
“heroine” frequently appear in them but they almost always
unambiguously refer to one type of hero, mostly to the pro-
tagonist (e.g. “The object of our hero‘s call was speedily ex-
plained”; Mysteries of London vol. 1, ch. 130).

8 See Mahlberg (43-44) for a discussion of the advantages
and disadvantages of using Project Gutenberg texts for a
corpus study of literary works.

9 This number includes a chapter title (XXXVI. “SEE, THE
CONQUERING HERO COMES.”), which is also included in
the table of contents but only counted once.

10 The categories in our tables represent all cases in which
at least the specified meanings are evoked. This means, for
instance, that the column “h1” (= hero type 1) contains all
instances in which “hero(ine)” refers to a protagonist, even
when other meanings are simultaneously evoked.

11 Compare Wilson’s “The Hero and the Other Man in Jane
Austen’s Novels” for a detailed discussion of the pattern of
two potential candidates for marriage, one of whom eventu-
ally becomes the protagonist’s spouse in Austen’s novels.
Wilson notes a pattern for the works of Jane Austen that our
corpus analysis shows for other novels as well. She argues
that “[o]ften, the other man is played against a hero who
suffers, at least initially, by comparison. How many young
women, or readers, would find Edward Ferrars or Colonel
Brandon as exciting, as romantic, or even interesting, as Wil-
loughby?” (182). She adds that “[t]he other man may dlitter
and entrance but he is not made of the stuff which augurs
a companionable partnership and domestic tranquility. By
contrasting the hero and the other man, Austen shows the
qualities she deems requisite in a husband. As the other man
loses stature, the hero gains it” (183).

12 See Morris for an analysis of hero-worship in Shirley.
Morris’s article details Charlotte Bronté’s interest in Carlyle
and argues that “Bronté was also venturing herself in the role
that Carlyle characterized as that of the modern hero: the
hero as man or —in her case — as woman of letters” (307).

13 The Delphi Classics texts provide comprehensive col-
lections (in both Kindle and ePub formats) that facilitate
author-specific searches; see https://www.delphiclassics.
com/; though not error-free, the texts are fairly reliable.

14 For n-grams as a stylometric method of author identi-
fication, see e.g. Juola 265-266; Taylor; Bauer and Zirker,
“Shakespeare and Stylometrics.”

helden. heroes. héros.


https://www.delphiclassics.com/
https://www.delphiclassics.com/

Works Cited

Austen, Jane. Sense and Sensibility. 1811. The Project
Gutenberg EBook of Sense and Sensibility, by Jane Austen,
11 February 2015.

---. Northanger Abbey. 1817. The Project Gutenberg EBook
of Northanger Abbey, by Jane Austen, 10 March 2018.

Bauer, Matthias. Das Leben als Geschichte. Poetische Re-
flexion in Dickens’ David Copperfield. Kéln: Bohlau, 1991.

---. “Ironie und Ambiguitat. Annéherungen aus literaturwissen-
schaftlicher Sicht.” Faktuales und fiktionales Erzéhlen. Ed.
Nicole Falkenhayner et al. Wiirzburg: Ergon, 2015. 139-158.

Bauer, Matthias, and Angelika Zirker. “Shakespeare and
Stylometrics. Character Style Paradox and Unique Par-
allels.” Anglistentag 2017: Proceedings. Sektion: Digital
Humanities. Ed. Jochen Petzold and Anne-Julia Zwierlein.
Trier: WVT, 2018. 31-38.

Bauer, Matthias et al. “Dimensionen der Ambiguitat.”
Zeitschrift fiir Literaturwissenschaft und Linguistik 40
(2010): 7-75.

Blake, Andrew. Reading Victorian Fiction. The Cultural Con-
text and Ideological Content of the Nineteenth-Century
Novel. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 1989.

Bloom, Abigail Burnham. “Transcendence through Incongrui-
ty. The Background of Humour in Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus.”
The Victorian Comic Spirit. New Perspectives. Ed. Jennifer
Wagner-Lawlor. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000. 153-172.

Braun, Lucien. “Polysémie du concept du héros.” Héroisme
et creation littéraire soul les régnes d’Henry IV et Louis
Xlll. Ed. Noémie Hepp and George Levet. Paris: Klinck-
sieck, 1974. 19-28.

Brockling, Ulrich. “Negationen des Heroischen.” helden.
heroes. herés 3.1 (2015): 9-13. DOI 10.6094/helden.he-
roes.heros/2015/01/02

Bronté, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. 1847. The Project Gutenberg
EBook of Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronté, 29 April 2007.

---. Shirley. 1849. The Project Gutenberg EBook of Shirley,
by Charlotte Bronté, 16 July 2007.

Cabot, Frederick. C. “The Two Voices in Thackeray’s Cathe-
rine.” Ninetheenth-Century Fiction 28 (1974): 404-416.

Carlyle, Thomas. On Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic
in History. London: Dent, 1908. Repr. New York: Chelsea
House, 1983.

Dickens, Charles. David Copperfield. 1850. Ed. Nina Burgis
and Andrew Sanders. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1999.

Gaskell, Elizabeth. North and South. 1855. The Project
Gutenberg EBook of North and South, by Elizabeth Gaskell,
31 March 2019.

---. Wives and Daughters. 1866. The Project Gutenberg
EBook of Wives and Daughters, by Elizabeth Gaskell, 4
November 2011.

Gius, Evelyn, and Janina Jacke. “The Hermeneutic Profit of
Annotation. On Preventing and Fostering Disagreement
in Literary Analysis.” International Journal of Humanities
and Arts Computing 11, 2017, S. 233-254. DOI 10.3366/
ijhac.2017.0194.

Juola, Patrick. “Authorship Attribution.” Foundations and
Trends in Information Retrieval 1.3 (2006): 233-334. DOI
10.1561/1500000005.

Korte, Barbara. “Konzeptionen des Heroischen bei Shake-
speare.” Shakespeare-Jahrbuch 152 (2016): 11-29.

---. “On Heroes and Hero Worship. Regimes of Emotional
Investment in Mid-Victorian Popular Magazines.” Victorian
Periodicals Review 49.2 (2016): 181-201.

helden. heroes. héros.

Korte, Barbara, and Stefanie Lethbridge. “Introduction.
Heroes and Heroism in British Fiction. Concepts and Con-
junctures.” Heroes and Heroism in British Fiction Since
1800. Case Studies. Ed. Barbara Korte and Stefanie Leth-
bridge. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2016.

Mahlberg, Michaela. Corpus Stylistics and Dickens’s Fiction.
New York: Routledge, 2013.

Morris, Pat. “Heroes and Hero-Worship in Charlotte Bronté’s
Shirley.” Nineteenth-Century Literature 54.3 (1999): 285-
307.

Mueller, Martin. “Scalable Reading.” Scalable Reading
(blog), 29 May 2012. 24 March 2019 <https://scalableread-
ing.northwestern.edu/?page_id=22>.

O’Gorman, Francis. “Gaskell's Sylvia’s Lovers and the Scan-
dal in Trollope’s The Warden.” Notes and Queries 257.3
(2012): 396-399.

Prest, Thomas Preskett. Varney the Vampire or the Feast of
Blood. 1847. The Project Gutenberg EBook of Varney the
Vampire, by Thomas Preskett Prest, 4 October 2011.

Reynolds, George W. M. The Mysteries of London. 1846.
The Project Gutenberg EBook of The Mysteries of London,
by George W. M. Reynolds. 4 vols, 30 September 2016.

Taylor, Gary. “Did Shakespeare Write The Spanish Tragedy
Additions?” The New Oxford Authorship Companion. Ed.
Gary Taylor and Gabriel Egan. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2017.
246-260.

Thackeray, William Makepeace. Catherine. 1839-40. The
Project Gutenberg EBook of Catherine, by William Make-
peace Thackeray, 5 March 2018.

---. Vanity Fair. 1848. The Project Gutenberg EBook of Van-
ity Fair, by William Makepeace Thackeray, 10 September
2015.

Trollope, Anthony. The Last Chronicle of Barset. 1867. The
Project Gutenberg EBook of The Last Chronicle of Barset,
by Anthony Trollope, 1 December 2010.

---. The Small House at Allington. 1864. The Project Guten-
berg EBook of The Small House at Allington, by Anthony
Trollope, 17 July 2012.

Weitin, Thomas. “Scalable Reading.” Zeitschrift fiir Literatur-
wissenschaft und Linguistik 47 (2017): 1-6.

Wilson, Margaret Madrigal. “The Hero and the Other Man in
Jane Austen’s Novels.” Persuasions. Journal of the Jane
Austen Society of North America 18 (1996): 182-185.

25


https://scalablereading.northwestern.edu/?page_id=22
https://scalablereading.northwestern.edu/?page_id=22



