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OUR LITERARY HISTORY

“We need to start documenting this phenomenon, moving out from 
the illustrious cases of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop and Stanford 
University to grasp the reality of an enterprise that now numbers some 
350 institutional participants and continues to grow.  This enterprise is 
our literary history.”

- Mark McGurl, The Program Era



THE PROGRAM ERA PROJECT
• Develop techniques to study Program Era

• Create public database on Iowa Writers’ Workshop
• Writers (Professional/Biographical info)

• Workshop writing text metrics
• Formal features, sentiment, location references, topic modeling…



PEP AND AESTHETIC COMMUNITIES

• PEP, Text Mining, Data Visualization

• “Squatter Regionalism”



COLLECTING DATA
• Count place names

• State names (except Washington)

• State capitols

• Top 50 U.S. Cities

• Top four cities

• Nicknames (Windy City, Big Apple)

• Exceptions
• Common first names (Norman, Charlotte)

• Geographic features (Mesa, Butte)

• Extremely common names (Springfield, Columbus)

• Geographic features (Mississippi River)

• Assign counts to each state

• Above: HTRC/PEP Data Capsule



DISAMBIGUATION
• Exclude false positives, Collect context

• Weigh context, add ambiguous mentions
• Total unambiguous references, assign %

• Distribute ambiguous counts based on proportion

• Aim: Transparency, 
• Comprehend, verify



TESTS
• Classic Regionalists:

• Hamlin Garland

• Sarah Orne Jewett

• Willa Cather

• Iowa Regionalism: 
• John Irving

• W.P. Kinsella

• Above: John Irving (14 volumes), born and 
raised New Hampshire, IWW MFA (1967).

• Left: W.P. Kinsella (9 volumes), born and 
raised Alberta, Canada, IWW MFA (1978).



CORPUS
• Criteria:

• Fiction only

• > 10 Location references

• Trimming:
• Cut first, last five pages

• Limit publication, bio material

• Final size: 
• ~ 150 Authors

• ~ 400 Volumes



FINDINGS - RANKINGS

• New York, California
• NY:  18% total, 20.7% average
• CA:  9% total, 10% average

• Iowa 5th, 6th in average/total 
• Higher than .97%, 27th (pop.)

• Above: Top 15 states by avg. % of State 
Mentions, HTRC Workshop Corpus

• Left: Top 15 states by % of total mentions, 
HTRC Workshop corpus



TXTGEO COMPARISON
• TxtGeo

• Location references in 10 million volumes

• Comparison corpus 
• 1930 – 2015 

• LOC “Language and Literature”

• TxtGeo Corpus:
• Iowa = 1.058% of total

• 1.1x Iowa pop.

• Workshop Corpus: 
• Average: 3.2% 

• 3x TxtGeo

• Total: 4.2% of 
• 4x TxtGeo



IOWA VOLUMES
• Top 25

• Iowa as % of total state mentions.

• Repeat authors
• John Irving

• W.P. Kinsella

• New Names
• Jane Smiley

• Doris Grumbach

• One Iowan
• R.V. Cassill



SIGNIFICANCE
• Iowa part of larger trend?

• Implications for post-war writing

• Starting point for future scholarship
• Suggestions, comments?

• Expand, diversify toolkit
• Examine Program Era at scale


