
On close and distant reading 
in digital humanities:  

a survey and future challenges



Introduction
• This is a survey about close and distant reading, and the 

different  techniques and tools that can be used in each of 
them.  
• It’s going to be fun.  
• And it will be over before you even notice it.
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Definition of close and distant reading 

Close reading:  
Reading to uncovering layers of meaning that lead to deep 
comprehension. 
Close reading includes the analysis of:  
• individuals, events, ideas and their development 
• Words and phrases  
• Text structure and style 



Close reading of the second chapter of Charles Dicken’s “David 
Copperfield” 
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Definition of close and distant reading 

Distant reading:  
Distant reading aims to generate an abstract view by shifting 
from observing textual contact to observing global features of a 
single or multiple text(s). 



This is a distant reading of “On the Road” by Jack Kerouac in the form 
of a tree. 
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Do we still need close reading?

Yes. 
• Distant reading can’t replace close reading 
• It can direct reader to a section that may deserve further 

investigation 
• Highlights potentially interesting patterns
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Close reading techniques
A visualization that need to retained the structure of the text, in 
order to allow close reading.  
• Color  
• Font size 
• Glyphs  
• Connections 
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Close reading techniques  - Color
• Very common visual attribute to display features of text 
• Color background 
• Transparency of the background  

color for importance 
• Font color 
• Colored circles
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• Highlight significance or weight 
• Encodes the number of occurrences of a word among all 

editions.

Seven English translations of Genesis 1:5 connecting subsequent words displayed with variable 
font size



Close reading techniques – Font size
• Highlight significance or weight 
• Encodes the number of occurrences of a word among all 

editions. 
• Display the number of annotations of each word

The Raven by Edgar Allan Poe  
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Close reading techniques – Glyphs
• attaching glyphs to textual entities are to visualize abstract 

annotation that are hardly expressible with color of font size.  
• Mostly used for poem.  
• Use of glyphs in the form of  

rectangular and circular maps 
 for the visualization  
 of a poem’s structure.
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United States Declaration of Independence



Close reading techniques - Connection 
• Connections aid to illustrate the structure among textual 

entities. 
• Track variation among various text editions.  
• Juxtapose the texts of different editions and link related text 

passages 
• Visualize the phonetic and semantic relations within poems. 



You’re doing great. 
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Distant reading techniques 
A visualization that display summarized information of the given 
text. 
• Heat maps 
• Tag clouds  
• Maps 
• Timelines 
• Graphs 
• Miscellaneous
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Distant reading techniques – Heat maps 
• Highlight textual patterns 
• Show relationships between texts 
• Can be used to visualize the  

similarity or the flow of sound in pomes 
• For example, to highlight the  

systematic text re-use  
among the books of the bible. 
 
(texts share patterns of  
consecutive similar sentences)
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Distant reading techniques – Tag clouds
• Intuitive visualizations for number of occurrences of words by 

using variable font size. 
• Can be limited to displaying only characteristic tags.  
• Can be summarize to major tags for topics. 
• Tag coloring is used to express additional information. 
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trading.



Distant reading techniques - Maps
• Used to display geographic 

information contained in a text 
• Some use thematic or density maps, 

but circles are more frequent 
• But you can use more than just  

circles, to encode different types of  
places.

circle - cities, square - regions, triangle - countries , diamond - 
others. 



Distant reading techniques - Timeline



Distant reading techniques - Timeline
• This is used to visualize text corpus that  

has various types of temporal information.



Distant reading techniques - Timeline
• This is used to visualize text corpus that  

has various types of temporal information. 
• One approach is the straightforward use of the text’s metadata  



Distant reading techniques - Timeline
• Temporal analysis of a word’s usage in ancient Greek texts

Occurrences of the words “Plato” (red) and “Aristotle” (blue) in ancient Greek 
texts



Distant reading techniques - Timeline
• The exploration of events in news articles 



Distant reading techniques - Timeline
• Sometimes, the temporal information about events reported in 

a text  
 needs to be extracted in order to visualize
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Distant reading techniques – Graphs 
• Used to visualize certain structural features of a texts 
• Relationships between the texts (represented by nodes)  

in the form of a network 
• Proximity is used to show similarity based on 

 similar paragraphs or style 
• Phrase nets connect textual entities that appear in the certain 

form



Phrase nets for ’[word] of [word]’ within the Bible’s New 
Testament. 
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Distant reading techniques – Graphs 
• Social networks are graphs visualizing the   

relationships between people.  
• Used to illustrate the relationships between  

characters in literary texts. 
• Size of a node can be used to encode the frequency  

of a character name in the text.  
• the proximity of the nodes and the thickness of an  

edge can serve to reflect the strength of a relationship.



Excerpt from the social network in Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita



The visualization of Thomas Jefferson’s social relationships, the nodes placed on a vertical axis are connected with 
arcs 
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Distant reading techniques – Miscellaneous 

• Dust-and-magnet for Thematic 
 analysis of historical newspaper  
archives metaphor



You got this. 
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Combining close and distant reading
Top down –  
1. A distant view on the text is shown, and 

the user can manipulate the visualization by filtering or by 
zooming 

2. Highlights certain patterns, can direct the reader 
3. Can retrieve details-on-demand by clicking on a  

potentially interesting data item. 
1) Heat map visualizes to show similarities between texts 
2) Clicking on a grid cell opens a close reading view showing the 

corresponding two texts juxtaposed with connections between 
related text passages.
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Combining close and distant reading
Bottom-up  
• Rarely applied.  
• Major focus is the source text 
1. The user selects a desired text passage in a text 
2. Distant reading visualizations are processed based on that 

selection.  
1) The user selects a certain phrase in the text  
2) That phrase is searched within the text corpus and the 

phrase’s distribution is shown in the form of a heat map.
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Combining close and distant reading
Top-down & bottom-up –  
• Allow for switching between close and distant  

reading while taking into account manipulations  
of the preceding view. 
• Textual entities can be selected in both the  

graph (distant reading) and the text itself (close reading), 
 triggering mutual updates.



Future challenges –  



Future challenges –  
Novel techniques for close reading 



Future challenges –  
Novel techniques for close reading 

• In most cases only simple visualization  
techniques, like color coding, are provided.



Future challenges –  
Novel techniques for close reading 

• In most cases only simple visualization  
techniques, like color coding, are provided. 
• Displaying information about textual features  

and structure alongside the source text. 
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Future challenges  -  
Visualizing transposition in parallel texts

• Observing similarities and differences between editions of a  
text and detecting transpositions. 
• May occur on different text hierarchy levels.  
• A methods exist for the first two hierarchy levels (words, sentences) 
• there’s a need for techniques to visualizing transpositions on all 

hierarchy levels by combining means of close and distant reading.
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Future challenges –  
Geospatial uncertainty

Many visualizations deal with extracting place names in texts to 
illustrate geographical knowledge.  
• fictional place names which are hard to represent. 
• Place names can themselves carry uncertainty: “Sparta” and 

“Atlantis” 
• Expressions like “in London” and “close to London”



That’s it. 


