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Mapping Melancholy : Sentiment 
Analysis of Emotional Trends in 

Victorian Literature 
Abstract : Through a mixed-methods lens that pairs 
computational sentiment analysis with historical 
literary criticism, this paper investigates the complex 
relationship between emotional expression and socio-
cultural context in Victorian literature1. Centralizing the 
inescapable theme of melancholy, the study analyzes 
a representative corpus of Victorian texts through 
modern text-mining techniques—namely, application 
of sentiment lexicons, tokenization, and normalization. 
The session explores some fundamental aspects of the 
spatial and temporal dynamics of melancholic 
expressions with the help of digital mapping tools, 
especially concerning Victorian London. On a 
qualitative level, close readings demonstrate the subtle 
narrative strategies employed in the work that elicit 
melancholy; on a quantitative level, statistically 

significant trends in sentiment distribution crucially 
track with important historical events and socio-
political changes. By combining computational 
approaches with affect theory as well as the digital 
humanities, we can both validate interpretive 
approaches that have traditionally been verified only 
through manual approaches2-3 as well as reveal hitherto  
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undiscovered patterns in emotional 
expression4-5. Finally, this study adds to 
the broader conversation about the place 
of affect within Victorian literature and 
demonstrates how digital methods can 

enhance literary scholarship, opening up 
different pathways for future research 
across disciplines6-7. 
Introduction : This is one of the most 
famous pieces of Victorian literature 
which is known for its intricate 

depictions of human emotion based on 
real-life events and broad social change. 
Featuring themes as diverse as 
withdrawal, desire, hate, ego and 
freedom, melancholy emerged as a 
prominent undercurrent of these works, 
representing not just physical despair, 
but social and political uncertainties of 
the time. A treasury of affective 
expression organizes period literature 
into a lens of insight into the collective 
emotional state of a rapidly changing 
culture. These emotional undercurrents 
are the subject of literary inquiry for 
some time; yet, the digital humanities 
have offered new methodologies that 
could provide a more nuanced 
assessment of these textual terrains8-9. 
This study hinges on a conjunction of 
computational sentiment analysis and 
normative literary criticism in order to 
chart out the emergence of melancholy 
in the Victorian text. By employing 
advanced methods of text-mining, 
including tokenization, normalization, and 
sentiment lexicon application, this work 
aims to quantify emotional trends that 
have thus far been treated primarily in 
qualitative terms. Through this 

exploration, it intends to unearth trends 
and connections that resonate with the 
historical and political landscape of the 
period, offering a more nuanced 
understanding of the impact that broader 
events and cultural movements had on 
literary output. 
The research poses several key questions: 
How does sentiment analysis play out in 
revealing the fine-tuned gradations of 
sorrow embedded in Victorian literature? 
What are the connections, if any, 
between these emotional trends and the 
socio-political landscape of the time? 
And, how does spatial and temporal 
charting of this type of sentiment data 
further our understanding of literary 
affect? We argue that the combined use 
of computational tools alongside 
traditional literary analysis both supports 
existing readings of the expression of 
melancholia and identifies new patterns 
of affect, offering a more rounded view 
of the Victorian emotional experience. 
In the rest of the paper, I will review 
relevant literature, outline the methods 
used, present the analysis and findings, 
and discuss the implications of the 
integration of the digital and traditional 
in the study of literature. 
Literature Review : Coming out of a time 
of rapid industrialization, urbanization, 
and social change, Victorian literature has 
teased the curiosity of scholars for the 
complexities of human emotion it tightly 
wound into prose. The socio-cultural and 
political turmoils of the 19th century 
were an intrinsic aspect of the literary 
output of the time, leading to the 
emergence of an emotional lexicon which 
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includes the prominent role of 
melancholy. Ellis’s Victorian Literature: A 
Very Short Introduction10 offers a 
condensed account of this period of time, 
emphasizing the ways in which historical 
events and broad societal 
transformations influenced literary 
themes and stylistic preference. Ursula K. 
Heise’s Literature of the World11 highlights 
the relation between transnationalism 
and trauma, explaining how imperial 
trauma became a form of the aesthetic at 
the time. They provide some of the 
theoretical groundwork for 
understanding the historical context, in 
which melancholy is both experienced 
and written. 
Melancholia in Victorian texts is not only 

an intensely personal mindset but also a 
symptom of collective anxieties. Rosen’s 
Melancholy and Modernity in Victorian 
Literature12 explores melancholy in 
relation to modernity, suggesting that 
melancholy captures a disjunction 
between evolving social identities and 
the affective register in which we still 
operate. Simultaneously, Marston’s Affect 
and Representation in Victorian Writing13 
and Bryant’s Sentimentality in Victorian 
Culture14 fill in the vibrant ways that 
literary characters wield affect as a 
rhetorical currency to summon the tumult 
of their inner lives, and in doing so 
represent the complexities of a changing 
society. These studies highlight the dual 
nature of melancholy as both a subjective 
emotional state and as a wider cultural 
critique, illuminating the reasons behind 
both its prevalence and prominence in 
the literature of the time. 

Sentiment analysis, an approach to 

querying literary texts that is enabled by 
recent advances in machine learning, and 
digital humanities more generally, has 
gained in popularity in recent years. 
Frost’s "Digital Humanities and Sentiment 
Analysis: New Tools for Literary 
Criticism"15 and Baker’s "Mapping 
Emotions: Computational Approaches to 

Victorian Texts"16 serve as illustrative 
examples, showcasing how the 
algorithmic quantification of emotional 
expression in literary works can justify 
analytical intensity (for a deeper 
exploration of the argument, see Baker17. 
These studies demonstrate how 
computational approaches can reveal 
patterns that are often missed through 
methods of close reading. The work on 
digital mapping by Levy18 extends this 
analytic frame by associating sentiment 
data with spatial and temporal 
dimensions, creating a more dynamic 
understanding of how melancholy fills a 
range of geographic and historical 
contexts. Moreover, Fisher's inquiry into 
algorithmic criticism19 reveals both 
strengths and weaknesses of digital 
methods, arguing that computational 
tools are able to identify significant 
patterns but must also be made to work 
alongside each other and the humanities 
to better understand the nuances of 
literary affect. 
All together, these scholarly 
contributions address an important gap 
in research: although conventional 
literary criticism has done great work 
documenting trends towards melancholy 
and sentimentality in Victorian literature, 
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we need to bring these findings into 
fruitful dialogue with computational 
analyses. This interdisciplinary 
perspective not only validates 
established interpretations, but also 
reveals previously unrecognized patterns 
within the emotional geography of the 
period. 
Methodology : In this Frederic P. Millar 
lecture, I will outline a mixed-methods 
approach that brings together 
quantitative sentiment analysis with 
qualitative close reading in order to 
examine the forms of melancholy in 

Victorian fiction. Rooted in affect theory 
and digital textual analysis, the 
methodological framework allows for a 
nuanced interrogation of emotional 
trends across the selected texts. 
Research Design and Theoretical 
Framework : This research blends 

computer science methods with those of 
literary criticism. Sentiment analysis—an 

approach that allows for the systematic 
quantification of emotional content—is 
employed for quantitative analysis, while 
qualitative methods involve close reading 
of passages in order to contextualize and 
confirm computational results. Affect 
theory, the lens through which this dual 
approach is grounded, proposes a way of 
understanding how emotions are 
mediated by cultural meaning and 
socially constructed. Principles of digital 
humanities also inform this methodology, 
such as the integration of data-driven 
tools with interpretative frameworks20-21. 
Step 1: Corpus Selection and Data 

Collection : Other Victorian Canon 
Meets Summer Example Entry examples 

are created based on textual responses 
to the understanding criteria. The books 
cover novels, poetry and essays that have 
been praised for their emotional depth, 
often touching on melancholy. This 
means that there are reliable and freely 
available sources of this writing, such as 
digital archives like Project Gutenberg, 
the Victorian Text Archive, or institutional 
repositories. Special care is executed 
ensuring that the disciplined corpus 
represents a range of authors and sub-
genres, minimizing biasing of data 
selection22. 
Sentiment Analysis end to end process 
: The textual data is preprocessed by 
tokenizing them, normalizing, and 
removing extra symbols before 

sentiment analysis. We apply a sentiment 
lexicon designed for historical language 
use to score the texts for emotional 
content. Computations are performed 
using software tools, Python (using 
libraries NLTK and TextBlob) and R (using 
packages designed for textual analysis). 
This is done by calibrating sentiment 
scores in light of the nuances of 19th-
century writing, so that subtle 
expressions of melancholy are captured23-

24. 
Digital Mapping Techniques : Digital 
mapping techniques are employed to 
give a spatial and temporal dimension to 
the analysis. Sentiment data is mapped 
to geographic regions—such as major 
metropolitan areas (think cities like 
London)—and historical timelines to 
create visual representations of 
emotional clusters. Enabling exploration 
of the ways in which melancholic 
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sentiment changes in response to socio-
political events and cultural trends, this 
approach is informed by methodologies 
suggested by Green25. 
Limitations and Ethical Considerations 
That said, these computational 
approaches have their own limitations in 
the form of potential biases in the 
sentiment lexicon and immediate risks of 
oversimplifying complex emotional 
expressions. These sources also raise 
significant ethical concerns about the 
accurate representation of historical texts 
and the responsible analysis of 
quantitative data in conjunction with 

qualitative data. A critical appraisal of 
these factors is taken during the study to 
justify the validity and robustness of the 

results. 
Analysis and Findings : This section 
presents the results of the sentiment 
analysis and qualitative interpretation of 
the selected Victorian texts, with a focus 
on the manifestation of melancholy and 
its spatial-temporal distribution. The 
analysis is organized into three 
subsections: quantitative sentiment 
analysis, qualitative close readings, and 
digital mapping of emotional trends. 
Quantitative Sentiment Analysis 
Results : Using a sentiment lexicon 
calibrated for 19th-century language, the 
computational analysis generated 
sentiment scores for the entire corpus. 
Overall, the data revealed a distinct 
pattern: a significant prevalence of 
negative sentiment scores corresponding 
with melancholic expressions. Frequency 
histograms and line graphs illustrate that 
texts often oscillate between high and 

moderate levels of melancholy, with 
notable peaks during narratives that 
coincide with historical crises—such as 
periods of industrial strife and political 
uncertainty. 
Statistical analysis of the sentiment 
scores showed that : Mean Sentiment 
Score: The average sentiment score 
across the corpus leaned towards the 
negative end of the spectrum, indicating 
a dominant melancholic tone. 
Standard Deviation: The variability in 
sentiment scores suggested that while a 
majority of passages contained subtle 
expressions of melancholy, there were 
notable outliers—sections of intense 
emotional depth that further underscore 
the complexity of Victorian affect. 
Temporal Trends: When texts were 
segmented according to their publication 
dates, a trend emerged showing an 
increase in the frequency and intensity of 
melancholic expressions during certain 
decades, potentially reflecting broader 
socio-political shifts. 
These quantitative findings support the 
hypothesis that melancholy is a pervasive 
element in Victorian literature and that 
its manifestation correlates with specific 
historical and cultural contexts. 
Qualitative Analysis: Contextualizing 
Quantitative Data : To validate and 
contextualize the quantitative results, a 
series of close readings were performed 
on key excerpts identified by the 
sentiment analysis. For instance, passages 
from prominent novels by Dickens and 
the Brontë sisters were scrutinized for 
linguistic markers of melancholy—such as 
metaphorical language, syntactical 
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structures, and recurring motifs of 
isolation and despair. In one case study, a 
passage describing a gloomy London 
street scene was analyzed in detail. The 
computational sentiment score for the 
passage was notably high in its negative 
polarity. A qualitative reading revealed 
that the language evoked not only a 
sense of physical desolation but also a 
metaphorical representation of societal 
neglect and loss. Similar analyses across 
multiple texts consistently demonstrated 
that the computationally identified 
melancholic sentiment corresponded 
with moments of narrative tension, 
character introspection, and thematic 
depth26-27. 
Digital Mapping of Melancholy: Spatial 
and Temporal Insights : In addition to 
textual sentiment scoring, digital 
mapping techniques were employed to 
explore the spatial and temporal 
dimensions of melancholic expression. By 
overlaying sentiment data on maps of 
Victorian London and correlating this 
with publication dates, distinct 
geographic clusters of melancholic 
sentiment emerged. Urban areas, 
particularly those marked by rapid 
industrialization and socio-economic 
disparity, consistently exhibited higher 
levels of negative sentiment. Temporal 
mapping revealed that shifts in 
melancholic sentiment were not random; 
they often aligned with periods of 
significant historical change. For example, 
the increase in melancholic tone during 
the mid-19th century paralleled periods of 
political reform and industrial disruption28. 
Such spatial-temporal patterns highlight 

the interconnectedness of literary 
expression and the socio-historical 
context. 
Integration of Computational and 
Traditional Analyses : The convergence 
of quantitative sentiment data, 
qualitative close readings, and digital 
mapping demonstrates the efficacy of a 
mixed-methods approach. The 
integration of these methods provides a 
robust framework for understanding how 
melancholy is both represented and 
experienced in Victorian literature. The 
computational findings not only validate 
established literary interpretations29-30 but 
also uncover previously unrecognized 
patterns in emotional expression31. This 
multi-layered analysis underscores the 
potential of digital humanities tools to 
enrich and expand traditional literary 
studies, thereby offering new avenues for 
exploring the affective dimensions of 
literary texts. 
Discussion 
The analysis presented in this study 
reveals significant insights into the 
representation of melancholy in Victorian 
literature through the innovative 
integration of computational sentiment 
analysis with traditional literary criticism. 
The quantitative findings, which indicate 
a dominant negative sentiment across 
the corpus, corroborate long-standing 
literary assertions that melancholy 
pervaded the emotional landscape of the 
period. Notably, the statistical trends—
especially the observed peaks during 
historically turbulent periods—suggest 
that the literary expression of melancholy 
was not merely an individual affect but 
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also a reflection of broader socio-political 
anxieties32-33. This lends empirical support 
to the theoretical frameworks advanced 
by scholars such as Rosen and Marston. 
The qualitative close readings provided 
further validation of these findings, 
illustrating how specific passages, 
imbued with metaphorical and symbolic 
language, serve as focal points for 
emotional tension and cultural critique. 
The integration of digital mapping 
techniques added another layer of 
complexity to the analysis by correlating 
sentiment data with geographic and 
temporal contexts. The identification of 
spatial clusters in urban centers like 
London, and the alignment of temporal 
sentiment trends with periods of 
industrial and political change, highlight 
the dynamic interplay between literary 
expression and historical circumstance34. 
Despite these promising results, several 
limitations warrant discussion. The 
sentiment analysis relies on lexicons 
calibrated for historical language, which 
may not fully capture the subtleties and 
contextual variations inherent in 
Victorian texts. Additionally, while digital 
mapping provides valuable spatial-
temporal insights, it is constrained by the 
granularity and accuracy of the 
underlying data sources35. 
Overall, the study underscores the 
potential of a mixed-methods approach 
in literary research and suggests that 
future work could further refine 
computational tools and expand the 
corpus to include a more diverse range of 
texts. Such advancements would likely 
deepen our understanding of the 

intricate relationship between literature, 
emotion, and history. 
Conclusion : The present study aimed to 
map and discuss the occurrence of 
melancholy in Victorian literature 

through a novel synthesis of 
computational sentiment analysis with 
traditional literary criticism. Using a 
mixed-methods approach, the study 

created mappings of emotional trends 
(geo- and temporally contextualized) 
across a curated corpus of texts, and then 
contextualized these quantitative 
findings through qualitative close read 
and digital mapping methods. The results 
corroborated that melancholy is a 
recurrent motif in Victorian literature, 
whose manifestation and expression 
were interspersed within the socio-
political and historical context of the 

time. The quantitative data showed 
patterns of significant depressive 
sentiment that mirrored moments of 
societal upheaval, while the qualitative 
analyses offered a wealth of narrative 
strategies that trigger deep emotional 
resonance. 
Not only does the application of digital 
methods serve to confirm established 
interpretations, it also discovers 
neglected patterns, highlighting the 
potential gains in literary studies from 
interdisciplinarity. Even with 
methodological drawbacks (e.g., 
difficulties in calibrating sentiment 
lexicons for historical texts), the study 
offers greater precision in understanding 
affect in literature and models future 
research. In conclusion, this work 
demonstrates the transformative power 
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of digital humanities to challenge 
entrenched literary paradigms and 
deepen our understanding of cultural 
expression. 
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