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● Alsatian : Germanic varieties spoken in Alsace (Eastern France)
○ Main language of oral communication in the area until last third of the 20th century

○ Standard orthographies have been proposed recently (e.g. Orthal), but practices vary

● Continuous theatrical production since the early 19th century (Gall, 1974)
○ “Golden Age” around 1900 (dialect theater venues founded in main cities)

○ Tradition continues to our days

● Genres
○ Comedy predominates, with several subgenres (from refined satire to farce)

○ Other genres: popular drama (Volksspiele), tales (Märel)
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● Interest of this tradition
○ Computational literary studies (CLS)

■ Previously unexplored using computational means

■ Comparison with hegemonic traditions surrounding it (German and French)

■ Sufficient volume of public-domain material

○ Natural Language Processing (NLP): Challenges inherent to low-resource language varieties

■ Little electronic text available

■ Non-standardized orthography

■ Code-switching

○ Societal impact

■ Promoting the vitality of Alsatian varieties
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MeThAL project : Towards a macroanalysis of theater in Alsatian
Goals

● Creating the first large public TEI-encoded Alsatian theater corpus (1870-1940)

● 50 TEI plays (500,000 tokens) for which no previous electronic text existed

● Developing the first linguistic resources for analyzing the corpus

● Promoting online presence of the tradition
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● Quantitative drama analysis
○ Numerous projects exist for the major European traditions

■ Cf. QuaDramA, Q:Track, Emotions in Drama, Dramacode, « Théâtre classique », DraCor

○ We focus on a “minor” tradition, not explored so far with such methods

○ Complémenter connaissances sur la tradition (Cerf, 1972, 1975; Huck, 1998, 2005; Hülsen, 2003)

● Increase electronic resources for Alsatian
○ Cf. RESTAURE and DIVITAL projects (nationwide scope for several languages in France)

● Historical sociolinguistics
○ Cf. Huck et al. (2007) ; Huck (2015)
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Corpus: (Digital) sources
● Numistral: Alsatian heritage digital library (Strasbourg National Library)

○ 250 image-mode plays
○ OCR not available or not reliable enough for most analyses at this point

● Archive.org (image-mode)
● Google Books (image-mode)

 

● Wikisource
○ Complete works by a single author (A. Lustig). Electronic text, but no TEI

● New digitizations if an important work is unavailable in digital format
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Corpus: Play selection criteria
● Strive for variety rather than exhaustive coverage of major authors

○ Temporal and geographic variety

○ Female authors

○ Lesser-known authors

● Focus on comedy but include major dramas and some tales

● Prefer digital sources, but also checked specialized literature (e.g. Gall, 

1974) to identify important works not yet digitized 
○ Obtained digitizations for some such works
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TEI encoding: why?
● Has been used extensively in computational drama analysis

● Allows us to encode a play’s structural divisions
○ Essential for the automation of basic analyses

■ configuration matrices

■ separating character speech from stage directions

● Allows us to identify each character’s speech separately

● Other general advantages of the TEI
○ Widely adopted conventions, several ways to integrate analytical annotations

○ Metadata encoding capabilities
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TEI encoding workflow
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TEI encoding workflow
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TEI encoding workflow
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TEI encoding: what?
● Structural divisions

● Detailed bibliographic metadata
○ E.g. author origin and publisher location (relevant for geographical variants)

● Character social variables (personography)
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TEI encoding: how?
● The main body of the plays (after the dramatis personæ) is quite regular

● Optical character recognition (OCR)
○ Combination of Tesseract models

■ Language-specific: German + French

■ Script-specific: Fraktur vs. “Latin” (Antiqua)

○ Manual correction

● Automatic TEI encoding + manual corrections
○ Symbolic means (dictionaries + rule sets)

○ Machine learning with sequence-labeling models, based on first manually corrected plays

17



TEI encoding: how?
● Bibliographic information + dramatis personæ

● Too much variability for automatic encoding directly from OCR output

● Manual transcription in delimited format + auto TEI encoding

18



Outline
● Alsatian theater

● Project goals

● Corpus selection and encoding
○ Encoding automation

○ Social variable annotation

● Resource sharing: Repositories and interface

● Conclusion and outlook

19



Encoding: Character social variables
● Plays’ character lists are an indication of socio-political groups in it 

(Wiedmer et al., 2020)

● Character features determine possible plots and conflicts (Asmuth 2016, 

97-98; Pfister 2001, 220)

● Annotating character social variables is a way to gain an overview of the 

corpus while the complete text is still being encoded
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Character social variables
● Profession, socio-professional group, age, gender, social class

● Socio-professional group taxonomy adapted to the plays’ context

● Creation of a TEI-encoded personography (Ruiz & Werner, 2022)

using the feature structures formalism

● 2,386 characters annotated in the personography, from 231 plays
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Character transcription and annotation
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Socioprofessional groups

- 12 groups
○ professionals, scientific, technical
○ intermediate professions
○ service and sales
○ crafts
○ industry and transportation
○ agriculture
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○ elementary professions

○ rentiers

○ clergy

○ military

○ government officials

○ associative world

- Inspired by historical profession taxonomies like HISCO (van Leeuwen et al., 

2014)
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Public resources
● Project site: https://methal.pages.unistra.fr/en

○ University GitLab: https://git.unistra.fr/methal

● Nakala open repository (French national infrastructure for DH)
○ https://nakala.fr/collection/10.34847/nkl.feb4r8j9 

○ TEI-encoded plays

○ TEI-encoded personography

● DraCor platform : https://dracor.org/als

● Corpus exploration interface: https://methal.eu/ui/
28
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Conclusion and outlook
● Viability of TEI encoding automation

○ Symbolic means

○ Machine-learning based on first annotated plays

● Usefulness of character metadata to gain an overview of the corpus
○ Also to obtain new knowledge of the tradition thanks to larger-scale analysis
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Conclusion and outlook
● Most literary analyses based on the text will require an automatic 

detection of scriptural variants

● Current work:
○ Emotion analysis based on emotion lexicon for Alsatian (Bernhard & Ruiz, 2022) which 

handles variation

○ Description of variation patterns (automatic alignment)
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Thank you!
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