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Nothing is ever de�nitively said while we still 
have time ahead of us, held out to the speaker 
as a promise.

(Rien n’est jamais dé�nitivement dit tant que le 
temps est devant soi, donné comme espérance 
au locuteur. Peytard 1993, §121)

In literary genetics, “editorial genetics” deals with the “public life” of texts, whereas 
the writing process is a�ected by edition and di�usion. Editorial genetics frequently 
has to deal with cases of “editorial rewriting”: in the literary domain for example, 
authors frequently modify previously published works, so that several versions may 
co-exist. We are especially interested in Balzac’s La Bourse (translated in English as 
�e Purse) since we know three authorized versions of this speci�c work.

By comparing di�erent texts associated with a single work, the literary 
geneticist is facing di�erent products that are themselves the result of a writing 
process. However, di�erent speci�cities should be outlined: (1) the writing process 
does not leave any trace: we just have access to di�erent products/texts and (2) 
since the texts we compare seem to be achieved, di�erences must be referred, not 
to programmatic or temporary linguistic structures, but to the recon�guration of a 
pre-existing textuality.

Do such products still re�ect the processes that have given birth to them? 
Does the comparison between two texts considered as variations of a same text 
give access to this transformation’s processes? A�er describing the objects of 
this particular textual comparison and the terminology that permits to give 
an account of such phenomenon, this contribution suggests to express these 
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questions di�erently, as a matter of poetics of transitions between texts, or, further 
digging, an hermeneutics of the transition between texts.

Keywords: editorial genetics; textuality; variation

.  Genetic criticism and editorial genesis

Genetic criticism emerged in France at the end of the 1960s. Rather than describ-
ing written signs and their use, it focuses on their production. In other words, 
instead of looking at writing as a product, it treats it as a process. �is theoreti-
cal approach consists in gathering together documents and observations, in order 
to identify the author’s writing habits, linguistic reformulations, and cognitive 
mechanisms. �is o�ers us an insight into the creative process and allows us to 
accurately characterize the preparatory documents that constitute the so-called 
avant-texte (also known as the pre- or fore-text).

As text composition is a process that takes place over time, it can be divided 
into several di�erent phases. �ese are de�ned not only by the technological devices 
that are used, but also by the writing purpose and the properties of the successive 
preparatory activities.1 According to Lebrave (2009)’s schematization, for example 
(see Figure 1), the initial stage of traceless gestation is followed by the �rst written 
dra�s. �en comes the so-called accommodations phase paving the way for publica-
tion. �e fourth phase consists of revisions to the published text. �e ��h and �nal 
phase (alterations), concerns unauthorized modi�cations, in particular those made 
a�er the author’s death. In this phase, which lies beyond the scope of genetic criti-
cism, the text’s story continues, with new writers and therefore new geneses.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Accommodations /  Revisions

Text release

GENETIC CRITICISM
(author’s modi�cations)

TRANSMISSION &
RECEPTION PHILOLOGY

Alterations

Time

Stage 4 Stage 5

Emergence

Figure 1. Lebrave’s schematization (2009, 18)

. According to our chosen theoretical perspective, writers do not just prepare a written sign 
(product) open to interpretation. �ey prepare a trace, but also – in fine, a reading (process). 
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On �rst examination, editorial genesis deals with the fourth stage in Lebrave’s 
schema, wherein “textual changes [are] made by the author a�er the text’s publica-
tion” (Lebrave 2009, 18). More speci�cally, it concerns the point when a written 
text emerges from the writer’s private sphere and embarks on the route to publi-
cation. In the dra� phase, the writer (or writing authority) is – in principle – the 
sole agent and guarantor of all aspects of text production, but in this new phase, 
these processes are ordinarily carried out by a plethora of actors, including typists, 
 correctors, proofreaders, printsetters, master printers and publishers.

.  Rethinking the frontier between product and process,  

text and avant-texte

By viewing writing as a process rather than a product, genetic criticism has encour-
aged research on preparatory documents (in particular manuscripts) bearing vis-
ible signs of text generation. As we have seen, geneticists use the term avant-texte, 
or even dossier génétique (Grésillon 1994, 109), to refer to the set of (more or less) 
chronologically ordered preparatory documents for a given text. In this opposi-
tion between avant-texte and text, the former is associated with the process and 
the latter with the product, but how does one move from the one to the other?

.  Avant-texte and text

Characterized by its original approach to literary work, textual genetics tradition-
ally views the pass for press as a cut-o� point. When the writer signs this pass, he 
or she agrees to the publication of the text as it stands. �is contract marks the 
frontier between the third and fourth stages in Lebrave’s schema (see Figure 1).

�us, the preparatory stage, where everything remains possible, gradually moves 
into a new dimension where the author’s intervention is (with a few exceptions) far 
more limited. (De Biasi 2005 [2000], 45, our italics.)

If we compare the physical, �nished text with the virtual and un�nished 
manuscripts from a genetic point of view, we can say that its emergence coincides 
with its publication – an operation that turns a private, autographic object into a 
public, allographic text.  (De Biasi 2000, 29, our italics.)

Such a representation of the genetic domain assumes that the reassessment of a 
published text is very much an exception, and further questioning of the editorial 
process beyond this cut-o� point is discouraged. Nevertheless, authors do inter-
vene a�er publication as attested by tree di�erent and nonexlusive manifestations 
(1) variously justi�ed requests by the author for corrections, (2) documents found 
in the author’s personal papers containing super�cial or in-depth revisions, (3) 
variations between di�erent editions.
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Research undertaken by the Manuscript – Linguistics – Cognition team, 
which has been studying post-publication rewriting since 2012, has consistently 
con�rmed its prevalence. It concerns all periods and all genres. �is observation 
has a corrosive e�ect on the genetic �eld, as both Grésillon (2007; Montaigne’s 
Essais (Essays), Eluard’s Donner à voir, Aragon’s Communistes and Ronsard’s 
 complete works), and Vachon (2009; Balzac’s work) noted:

But the terminus ad quem [of the avant-texte] is equally complex. �e criterion 
that was initially selected for the pass for press would rapidly prove illusory. 
Two aspects of textual genetics show just how fragile it was: successive editions 
(reviewed, corrected and augmented by the author), and the production process 
of theatrical works. In the former, the pass for press would be followed by 
publication, but the author would frequently annotate his/her personal copy 
of the work, introducing changes and additions to be incorporated in the next 
edition. (Grésillon 2007, 32)

In other words, the Balzacian corpus leads us to formalize a speci�c theory for 
post-publication genetics that challenges the opposition between text (the focus 
of literary criticism) and avant-texte (focus of genetic criticism) and even makes 
it irrelevant, by showing that these are just two sides-one private, the other public-
of the same reality.  (Vachon 2009, 41)

We could also mention authors such as Erasmus, La Bruyère, Molière, Flaubert, 
 Claudel, Ramuz, Cendrars, Césaire, Duras and Genet, who were all rewriters to 
some degree. From the editorial genetics point of view, we need to reconsider at 
least two aspects of the connection between text and avant-texte, that is, between 
written documents deemed to contain evidence of processing and documents 
regarded as products. First of all, we have to agree that, in theory, nothing can 
bring the process to an end once and for all. Nothing can sever the relationship 
between a creator and his or her work–apart from the disappearance of one or 
other. �is is the meaning behind Peytard’s opening quote which sums up the 
condition of human creation in the �eld of linguistic works.

Second, we need to distinguish between two categories of documents within 
the genesis of a work. Some writings are produced in preparation for the upcom-
ing production of an oral or written discourse. �ey contain discursive forms of 
the preparation (preparatory notes, plans, scenarios, dra�s, etc.), and use writing 
tools (manuscripts, pencils, quill pen, typewriters, screen and keyboard, etc.) and 
techniques (crossing out, erasing, copying, pasting, etc.) that connect the writing 
space and writing gesture with the content (invention and organization) and ver-
bal expression.2 Other genetic documents contain the completed form of a given 

. Mahrer and Nicollier (2015) refer to this document family as écrits de la préparation du 

discours, or simply écrits de préparation, and suggest treating it as a type of discourse that 
encompasses several genres. 
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discourse genre, and can only be regarded a posteriori as part of the avant-texte, 
when we observe that they are not, a�er all, the �nal link in a chronological chain 
of steps ending with the �nal textual product.

Editorial genetics challenges critics who study writing processes via docu-
ments principally illustrating the second case. �ere is o�en no way of telling 
whether or not a text that has been published (once or even several times) will 
subsequently be revised by its author. �e latter may not even have planned to do 
so him- or herself. Balzac, for example, writing in 1834 about the fourth edition 
of La Peau de chagrin (�e Magic Skin) (published by Werdet in 1835), stated that 
“its purpose was to give once and for all a �nal form to the texts belonging the 
large general edition of [his] works”. However, regarding the ��h edition (by Del-
loye and Lecou in 1838), he commented that “the text […] has been revised with 
such care that it must be regarded as the only one that exists, such is the di�erence 
between it and previous editions”,3 although it is worth mentioning that Balzac 
later went on to produce two more versions of that same novel. From the writer’s 
perspective at least, these editorial genetic steps are viewed as de�nitive stages:

A �nal state can very easily revert to a dra�, and what seemed to imply the end of 
a creative process can evolve into a new writing episode. �e text returns to being 
an avant-texte. �e pen replaces the lead type. (Grésillon 2007, 32)

. Publication seen in a genetic light

Every writing can be rewritten. �is observation leads us to reject the idea that, 
in principle, publication marks the end of the writing process. �is does not 
mean that the geneticist should regard the published text as just another dra�. 
In accordance with the objective of genetics as a discipline, the study of editorial 
genesis can be de�ned as the description of the e�ects of publishing on the vari-
ous writing processes and, at the same time, the study of these processes under 
speci�c circumstances. As this chapter is too short for us to discuss it in detail, 
we simply outline its key aspects:

1. At a semiotic level, in the publishing phase, the piece of writing is modi�ed 
in that its medium and even its semiotics change. �e bundles of sheets or 
handwritten notebooks may become a poster, a lea�et, or a book. �is aspect 
extends from spatial constraints and techniques to the rewriting gesture.

2. At a pragmatic level, the piece of writing is modi�ed a�er having been put 
to one side for a time owing to publishing constraints (commercial and/or 

. Lettres à l’étrangère, Paris, Calman Lévy, p. 195–196 & 454–455 (quoted by Falconer 
1969, 72).
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technological).4 �e persistence of the graphic trace, combined with the work’s 
prestige, allow for its continuing genesis. �e longer this period lasts, the more 
“the I who was previously writing changes”, as Grésillon (2007, 32) wrote, think-
ing not only about Montaigne writing his “allongeails” (expansions), but also 
about himself. �e historical context and writing fashions (genre, style, etc.) 
change as well, giving the writer further reasons for revising his or her text.5

3. Writing is modi�ed when it becomes public. �is adjective has to be under-
stood in two di�erent ways.
a. On the addresser’s side, the enunciatory entity becomes openly col-

lective, as the production of the artefact requires a range of skills (the 
writer is joined by the copyist, publisher, director of the collection, edi-
tor, printer, bookseller, etc.). �e picture of the writer preparing his 
manuscript alone at his desk no longer matches reality. Henceforth, the 
publication of a text does not simply involve its author, be it on a practi-
cal, economic, legal, or even moral level. Genetics should be not only 
about the history of texts, but also about the history of the work itself. 
It cannot ignore the collective dimension of the publication, but must 
describe the product of editorial enunciation (Souchier 2007).

b. �e presence of an audience means that there is also an addressee’s per-
spective: once published, a text can prompt questions and elicit a response, 
be it positive or negative. Rewriting can then be interpreted as a sort of 
rati�cation or resistance to the criticisms formulated by the entities to 
which the work was submitted.

4. Finally, in literacy, publication is an important sociocultural act. �e author 
and publisher commit themselves to the release and, more particularly, to the 
published book itself. �us, the symbolical value that the author places on 
publishing (his or her imagining of the publication act) will condition his or 
her post- publication rewriting (from Erasmus, who judged it as necessary and 
boundless, to Hugo who regarded it as vain and refused to do it).

. �e contract for the second edition of La Peau de chagrin (�e Magin skin) was signed in 
August 1831, two weeks a�er the first edition had sold out. �e newer version came out the 
same year. Balzac made his revisions to the Furne edition sometime between the publication 
of the 15th volume of the La Comadie humaine (�e Human Comedy) in 1846 and his death 
in 1850.

. Regarding the rewritings and reprints of La Peau de chagrin spanning the period from 
1831 to 1846, Falconer makes the hypothesis that “a whole side of a ‘flamboyant romanticism’ 
from the primary text” that was probably pleasing to the 1831 readership, was gradually aban-
doned as readers’ tastes changed. (Falconer 1969, 73, who mentions the disappearance of “play 
on words or on typography, exotic names and adjectives, jests, and paradoxes”).
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In short, from the perspective of research on the writing process, publication raises 
the status of a text to that of a written document exerting constraints on its virtual 
rewritings. �ese rewritings have to be interpreted in the light of these constraints.

. What should be the object of linguistic analysis?

In order to describe the various writing processes, genetic critics can scrutinize the 
creation of discourse both on and o� line (e.g. using Eye and Pen so�ware). �ey 
can also study production by examining the traces le� by certain writing technolo-
gies (e.g. pen and paper, or keyboard and hard drive) or even accounts of those 
practical experiences. Evidence of the various phases of editorial genesis (book 
corrected by its author, poster, correspondence between author and publisher, 
etc.) includes the di�erent editions available in libraries. Although the latter do 
not contain autographical traces of rewritings, by comparing the texts, geneticists 
interested in this aspect can see that there are several versions of the same work.

Comparing these versions brings all kinds of di�erences to light. In the fol-
lowing section, we show how data processing can facilitate these comparisons, 
thereby promoting the study of hitherto neglected features. First, however, we 
need to discuss the terms used to think about and describe these di�erences. How 
can they be articulated with the notion of rewriting used in genetics to talk about 
writing processes?

Philology o�ers us the notion of variant, which is o�en used in the genetic 
context, but its philological origin can lead to misinterpretation.6 �e notion of 
variation seems more relevant, even though it is not used in the genetic �eld. As in 
music, where it is used in relation to the notion of themes, variation presupposes 
the existence of an identity that serves as its basis. Whereas variants are mutually 
exclusive, the term variation implies the coexistence of two objects, regarded as 
di�erent from one angle, but identical from another (Ferrer 2011).

In the language context, the linguistic analysis of variation involves the com-
parison of two sequences (A and B), extracted from two versions of what is con-
sidered being the same text. We can say that there are linguistic variations between 
Version A and Version B if the comparison between the two enables us to pinpoint 
both identical sequences and, in n point(s), di�erent sequences. Variation is thus 
de�ned as the relationship between Sequence xi from Version A and Sequence yi 
from Version B.

. �e philological variant presupposes that there is only one authorized and pertinent text, 
and that this text is an original one. By contrast, for genetic criticism, the finished text does 
not yet exist and is an end in itself. 
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Compact basis (bi) refers to the le� and right co-texts in Versions A and B that 
�ank the xi and yi sequences.

.  From variation to rewriting

For geneticists, concerned with the analysis of writing processes, rewriting is a 
written reformulation by which the previous state (x) of a linguistic sequence is 
 invalidated by its replacement with a new one (y). From this point of view, rewrit-
ing can be regarded as a substitution process whose elements are chronologically 
oriented ( Lebrave 1983). We can access it in at least three di�erent ways: by observ-
ing the gestures involved in the operation, either on or o� line (Leblay & Caporossi 
2014; see also Leblay and Caporossi this volume); by observing the graphic traces 
of these gestures (e.g. crossings-out); and by studying the products of the opera-
tion. �e latter implicitly brings together rewriting and variation. For a variation 
to be used as a basis for genetic investigation, it needs to correspond to a writing 
gesture. However, not all variations between texts are the outcome of rewriting. 
Hence, for a text comparison to take place in a genetic investigation (formulating 
hypotheses about the writing processes),  Versions A and B need to be (1) regarded 
as the same text, (2) attributable to the same production entity, and (3) chrono-
logically oriented.7 Ideally, (4) Version B should also result directly from  Version 
A, with no other documents between the two (the precision of genetic hypotheses 
depends on this constraint). Under these conditions,  Versions  A and B can be 
viewed as the input and output of a machine whose internal workings are con-
cealed, rather like black boxes. �e geneticist attempts to model the writing pro-
cesses by comparing Sequences xi and yi. �is modelling naturally depends �rst 
and foremost on the metalanguage used to interpret xi and yi, as well as on the laws 
governing their transformation in terms of form and content.

.  Analyzing Balzac’s work in the light of editorial genetics

Balzac’s work provides an exemplary case study for editorial genetics. Unlike other 
writers of his time, who mainly revised and rewrote their work while it was still 
in manuscript form (Flaubert is a prime example), Balzac regularly made major 
modi�cations between successive editions of a same text (up to eight di�erent ver-
sions of La Peau de chagrin, something that is extremely rare in literary practice.

. Although the relation of variation is reciprocal (if A is a variation of B, B is a variation 
of A) the relation of rewriting is not (if B is a rewriting of A, A cannot be a rewriting of B). 
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Let us summarize the di�erent phases of the genetic process, as critics have 
already described it.8 �e dossier génétique relating to Balzac’s works (collected 
at the end of the 19th century by Viscount Spoelberch de Lovenjoul) contains 
only a few preliminary documents (notes, dra�s, plans, scenarios), but a welter 
of manuscripts. �eir analysis shows that a�er some hesitations (as revealed by 
many stalled beginnings), writing seemed to progress quickly, as evidenced by the 
small number of  deletions or insertions (to the extent that one could imagine that 
these texts are just copies of previous versions that have disappeared). �e �rst 
rewriting phase o�en occurred during the correction of the galleys and proofs, in 
some cases re�ecting a desire to expand the text with large, and even spectacular, 
insertions. �e second phase took place a�er publication, in a highly systematic 
way (for instance, Balzac started correcting the Furne edition of the La Comédie 
humaine (�e Human Comedy), �rst published in 1842, in his personal copy).

Stressing the speci�city of this practice, Stéphane Vachon notes that “Bal-
zac’s writing process include[ed] the continuous re-publication of his works and 
recreat[ed] his manuscripts by multiplying the working editions” (Vachon 1997, 
72). As we said in the Introduction, we do not consider Balzac’s rewriting habits 
to cancel the di�erence between the preparatory documents and the published 
editions, but this di�erence no longer corresponds to a strict divide between pro-
cess and product. Moreover, it should be noted that the rewriting process oper-
ates di�erently when it takes place directly in the proofs as opposed to between 
the di�erent editions of a text: the former o�en involves an extension of the text, 
whereas the latter is a kind of perpetual  re-adaptation, maintaining a certain com-
pactness of text, especially for the Furne edition of La Comédie humaine. With the 
notable exception of La Peau de chagrin, which was augmented with the addition 
of several narrative episodes, the new version of each text is nearly always slightly 
shorter than the previous one that served as the basis for the rewriting process.

�is is the case of La Bourse (�e Purse), a short story that summarizes the 
main features of the editorial genetic process in Balzac’s work. �e original ver-
sion of this story was published in the second edition of Scènes de la vie privée 
(Scenes of  Private Life) by Mame et Delaunay-Vallée in 1832. �e second version 
was published in 1835 by Madame Béchet, in Volume IX of Études des mœurs au 
XIXème siècle (Studies of Manners in the 19th Century), then with les Scènes de la 
vie parisienne (Scenes of Parisian Life). �e third version corrected by the author 
(the 1839 Charpentier edition of les Scènes de la vie parisienne contained the same 
text as the previous one) is the one that was published in the Furne edition of La 

. See Stéphane Vachon’s article entitled “Les enseignements des manuscrits d’Honoré de 
Balzac. De la variation contre la variante”, Genesis 11, 1997.
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Comédie humaine (Volume I, 1842), so the story returned to its original place in 
Scènes de la vie privée. �e fourth version incorporated the handwritten correc-
tions that Balzac had inserted in his personal copy of the Furne edition for a new 
edition that was only published a�er his death.

.  �e automatic analysis of literary variants

Despite having di�erent goals, researchers belonging to the literary genetics and 
philological communities all have to deal with di�erent versions of a given text 
that can vary immensely and thus generally contain a great many variants. �e 
manual analysis of these variants requires a huge amount of work �rst to list and 
classify them, then to analyze their changes over time. It is a highly repetitive and 
tedious task, which leads to a large number of errors when the work is done manu-
ally. Computers are thus extremely useful for automatically listing and classifying 
these variants.

Literary genetics takes its name, of course, from biological genetics. �e par-
allel goes further, as a text can be seen as a sequence of words or even characters, 
just as a strand of DNA is a chain of four di�erent nucleotides represented by the 
letters A, T, G and C). Two DNA sequences can be compared on the basis of four 
formal operations: deletion, insertion, substitution (aka mutation), and frame shi� 
(Lewis 2005). In the same way, two texts can be compared using these four opera-
tions: the author may have added some words and removed others, and a portion 
of text may have been replaced or moved. It should, however, be noted that from 
a strictly formal point of view, deletion and insertion can account for every type of 
change, as a substitution or a move can be formalized as a deletion followed by an 
insertion. However, the notion of move is more informative, as it expresses the fact 
that the same piece of text has been removed from one place in order to be added 
in another place. Similarly, substitution indicates that one sequence of letters (or 
words) has been replaced by another at a precise point in the text. Di�erent param-
eters have to be de�ned for these operations, such as the minimum length of what 
can be classi�ed as a move (e.g. changes in punctuation are generally regarded not 
as moves but as deletions or insertions of commas, full stops, etc.).

A number of tools have been developed to track changes in texts and classify 
these changes according to the four operations described above. �ese tools can 
generally be con�gured so as to tailor the parameters to the context or the author. 
One of the best known piece of so�ware is Edite/Medite, developed under the 
supervision of Ganascia and Lebrave at ITEM (Bourdaillet et al. 2009).

Edite/Medite requires the documents to be formatted in XML. All the changes 
between two versions of a text can then be automatically calculated and classi�ed 
in one of the above four categories. A graphical interface has independently been 
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developed to enable users to navigate within the text, view two versions of the 
text side by side, and gain access to the complete list of changes corresponding 
to the four operations, among other things. Figure 2 provides a screenshot of this 
interface.

Edite/Medite is clearly extremely useful for manipulating di�erent versions of 
a given text. However, researchers working on such texts, be they geneticists, phi-
lologists or linguists, rapidly feel the need for further functionalities. �e four oper-
ations are purely formal and do not take into account the linguistic content of the 
sections of text under consideration. A linguistic analysis of these fragments would 
be highly useful, making it possible to access the changes from a di�erent, more 
content-oriented, point of view (see Brunner and Pordeus Ribeiro this volume).

�e following section contains a proposal to go beyond the current state of 
the art. Our goal is to de�ne a method for automatically analyzing the variations 
observed in literary texts. We begin by de�ning a linguistic model (What kinds of 
facts do we want to observe? What classi�cation would be useful in our  context?). 
We then examine the extent to which this model can be implemented, taking 
 Balzac’s short story �e Purse as an example.

. �e linguistic classi�cation of literary variants

�e links between linguistics and literary texts are complex. Whereas linguistics 
mainly involves the meticulous analysis of a �nite set of sentences to test linguistic 
features on the basis of tiny, systematic variations, establishing minimal pairs to 
check whether these variations are linguistically driven, literary texts come to us 
as they are (Fuchs 1983; Culioli 1983). For example, Culioli reminds us that a liter-
ary text is not a representative sample of a linguistic phenomenon, and cannot be 
extended or directly manipulated, contrary to what linguists frequently do. A text 

Figure 2. Screenshot of the graphical interface developed by Yannick Saraillon to complement 
Edite/Medite so�ware
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is the result of a complex creative process, but it does not a�ord us access to the 
operations that gave rise to the actual observable result.

From this point of view, textual genetics gives us a unique opportunity to gain 
access to variations, as the di�erent versions of a given text contain traces of the 
changes that the author (or editor) have made to the text, thereby providing clues 
to the creation process.

.. What kind of linguistics?
�ere are obviously many ways of doing linguistics, so some rather naive but nev-
ertheless useful questions are: Which type of linguistic analysis is most useful for 
the  analysis of literary texts? Which linguistic theory is most appropriate? And 
�rst of all, what should we expect from a linguistic analysis in this context? To 
what extent is linguistic di�erent from stylistics? In other words, should we regard 
stylistics as the branch of linguistic analysis that is best suited to literary texts?

Stylistics is generally assumed to “establish principles capable of explaining 
particular choices made by individuals and social groups in their use of language” 
(Wikipedia). From this point of view, stylistics di�ers from mainstream linguistics. 
�e �rst task is to observe and describe the di�erences between two versions of a 
given text. At this stage, the reasons why the author’s choices vary from one version 
to the other, the interpretation of the text, and the aesthetic dimension of text varia-
tion are put to one side.

Our point of departure is thus quite simple. We want to stay as close to the text 
as possible, which means that the analysis must describe the modi�cations in the 
text from a neutral point of view, untrammeled by theory. We stay away from the 
interpretative dimension (status of the author, stylistic value of any change, etc.) as 
far as possible. �e interpretative analysis takes place in the second stage, based on 
the descriptive approach proposed here. �e advantage of this is that the stylistic 
analysis is based on comprehensive observations, and not on isolated examples, as 
is all too o�en the case.

We therefore need to develop a general descriptive framework for the linguis-
tic analysis that corresponds to our speci�c area of interest (literary variants from 
a genetic analysis perspective) as well as to the more general domain of literary 
text analysis. We propose dividing this analysis into four di�erent levels (words, 
morphology and syntax, sentences and whole text).

1. Lexicon (richness and diversity; contexts of use)
2. Grammatical morphemes, more speci�cally:
 a. Determiners
 b. Tense and mood of the verbs
 c. Modals
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3. Sentences (length and complexity)
4. Text (structure; organization and use of discourse markers)

�ese levels are, of course, quite generic and rather conventional. However, they 
ensure that the analysis is comprehensive and does not only take one aspect of the 
text into account, which is what o�en happens.

�e next step consists in identifying existing tools and/or developing new 
ones to automate the analysis.

. Automating the analysis

Lexical analysis requires a system that is capable of compiling lists of words and 
comparing them. �is analysis can be run on either the word forms themselves 
or a  lemmatized version of the text (in order to di�erentiate between types and 
tokens). More sophisticated analyses can be conducted using advanced tools like 
the Sketch Engine, which provides a detailed analysis of the context in which 
words appear in a text ( Kilgarri� et al. 2004).

.. Lexical analysis
We propose to calculate the speci�city of each word form, and rank words accord-
ing to their positive or negative speci�city. Speci�city corresponds to the tradi-
tional de�nition put forward by Lafon (1980).

..  Morphological and syntactic analysis
Morphosyntactic analysis requires a system that can analyze a text and add mor-
phological features to word forms. �e quality of analyzers is generally satisfac-
tory, but performances on literary texts can vary dramatically, depending on the 
nature of the text. Manual correction of the analyzer’s output is required to achieve 
a near-perfect analysis.

Syntactic analysis requires a syntactic parser, but parsing is far from per-
fect, and manual correction can be overwhelming. However, in the case of vari-
ants between two versions of a text, sometimes only a local syntactic analysis is 
required, rather than the analysis of whole sentences.

..  Implementation
So far, our strategy has consisted in using existing tools as far as possible, rather 
than developing new ones. Of course, when nothing is available to perform the 
analysis, the development of new tools becomes necessary. �e preliminary exper-
iments described in this chapter all involved existing, o�-the-shelf tools.

�e lexical analysis was performed by the TXM toolbox (developed as part of 
the Textometrie project: http://textometrie.ens-lyon.fr/) (Heiden 2010). �is tool 
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allows users to examine the vocabulary of a given text and to compare the word 
lists of di�erent texts, as and when required (see previous section).

As for the morphological analysis, we used TreeTagger (Schmid 1994), which 
is also integrated into the TXM platform to compare lemmatized vocabulary lists. 
TreeTagger can further be used to compare the morphosyntactic features of two 
versions of the same text. For example, we can check how verb tenses, modals or 
determiners are used, as these are known to be frequent sources of change between 
di�erent versions. Other features can be studied separately, as long as they form 
part of the morphosyntactic analysis that is automatically performed. It should be 
noted that if TreeTagger was used in this study, this was mainly on account of its 
ease of use, as an integral part of TXM. We have since developed our own analyzer, 
which perform better than TreeTagger for French, and we will be using this new 
analyzer in subsequent studies.

Concerning parsing, we did not use an actual syntactic analyzer, as we 
decided that the sequences of tags produced by TreeTagger represented the �rst 
step towards syntax. �is proved to be su�cient in this context, but a real parser 
might be useful in other studies. However, parsers are far from perfect, and this 
should be set against the cost of manual error correction.

. Experiment

In this section, we describe an experiment featuring a short story by Balzac.

.. �e corpus
Instead of studying the genesis of a text from the early dra�s to �rst published ver-
sion, we chose to focus on the notion of editorial genesis which, as we have seen, 
refers to the study of the di�erent published versions of a text. We felt that this was 
more relevant in our case, as we were not so much interested in the creative pro-
cess itself as in the practicalities of our analytical method. For example, Balzac is 
known for having published several versions of most of his texts (there are at least 
eight extant versions of La Peau de chagrin, some featuring major changes, others 
just a handful of minor corrections).

We analyzed the �rst two versions of the short story La Bourse (�e Purse), 
published in 1832 and 1835, although there are also two later versions, published 
in 1839 and 1842. A truly comprehensive analysis would, of course, take all four 
versions of the text into account.

With this type of text, geneticists and/or linguists look for di�erent and even 
contrasting things. What major changes did the text undergo? Are there any regu-
larities/patterns in the changes Balzac made to the text? By the same token, are 
there any isolated, remarkable changes? �is, in our opinion, is what makes the 
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analysis of literary texts especially di�cult: analysts want to have access both to 
the generalities and to the speci�cities of the text. Analysis tools should allow both.

.. Semi-automatic analysis
TXM automatically generates vocabulary lists, and o�ers di�erent ways of com-
paring these lists, based on frequency and speci�city (see Figure 3).

A quick look at the results leads to some interesting observations:

1. Systematic changes, which are easy to spot even without a tool of this sort. For 
example, the name of the main protagonist was Jules in 1832 and Hippolyte in 
1835;

2. Less systematic changes, which are probably meaningful but di�cult to spot 
when they are distributed across the text. For example, Balzac frequently 
changed the adverbs he used (chèrement and alternativement are replaced 
with particulièrement and complaisamment). �is kind of observation is espe-
cially hard to interpret, and requires careful study of the text to see whether it 
is meaningful or not;

3. Nonsystematic changes owing to orthographic variations. �e spelling of some 
French words was still quite �uid at the beginning of the 19th century, as we 
can see here, where mouvemens becomes mouvements and vêtemens becomes 
vêtements, while savant becomes savans and sergent becomes sergens;

4. Some isolated words or semantic families also undergo changes from one edi-
tion to the other (e.g. between the 1832 and 1835 editions, créancier disap-
pears and rançon appears). �ese changes can be spotted automatically, but 
their interpretation requires expert analysis.

1832 version 1835 version

Jules
mouvemens
vêtemens
savant
sergent
…
créanciers
…
chèrement
alternativement
… 

Hippolyte
mouvements
vêtements
savans
sergens
…
rançon
…
particulièrement
complaisamment
…

Figure 3. Word-form lists

�ese changes, ranked by speci�city (Lafon 1980; Lebart et al. 1997) as well as 
by frequency, are highly informative. When speci�city is taken into account, it is 
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not the absolute number of changes that counts, but this number in relation to the 
frequency of the word (i.e. a relatively small number of changes can be meaning-
ful if they concern an infrequent lexical form). In TXM, punctuation marks can 
be regarded as lexical items. �e comparison of the two versions of Balzac’s text 
ranked by speci�city yields two very interesting results (see Figure 4).

Token Freq 1832 1835 Spec.

Jules
…
!
:
A
Alors
.
et
car
y
…
Hippolyte

80
93
101
233
7
44
953
634
27
66
…
51

80
87
67
141
7
30
515
340
18
39
…
0

0
6
34
92
0
14
438
294
9
27
…
51

–23.7
–18.7
–3.0
–2.8
–2.1
–1.9
–1.8
–1.2
–1.2
–1.0
…
15.7

Figure 4. List of the most speci�c changes, from one version to the other

1. Balzac made numerous and meaningful changes to the punctuation. Strong 
punctuation marks (especially exclamation marks, suspension marks, semi-
colons and, to a lesser extent, full stops) are less common in the 1835 version 
of the short story, meaning that this version contains fewer sentences. As a 
direct consequence, sentences are longer and more complex in the 1835 ver-
sion. �is aspect of the work has never been directly addressed by critics, as 
far as we know.

2. Discourse connectives are also less frequent in the 1835 version, where Balzac 
made more use of juxtaposition, placing sentences side by side without any 
explicit connections between them.

Observations concerning isolated lexical items, as well as punctuation marks, can 
therefore be meaningful at the sentence level, as we discuss in greater detail below.

�e morphological analysis performed with TreeTagger failed to reveal any 
meaningful changes at this level. �e use of modals, verb tenses and determiners 
seemed to remain relatively stable from one version to the other (which is not the 
case for all Balzac’s novels). We think it is also important to spot instances of stabil-
ity, as the absence of change can be just as meaningful when interpreting changes 
in the text.

As for the sentence and discourse levels, we have already observed that sen-
tences are longer and more complex in the 1835 version. �e linguistic tricks used 
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by Balzac to make the sentences longer include greater use of personal pronouns 
and relative clauses.

Automatic analysis can highlight various systematic patterns in discourse par-
ticle use. For example, in the 1832 edition, Balzac frequently used a semicolon 
followed by the French conjunction car (for), which is not “stylistically correct” 
(esp. according to critics of the time). All occurrences of this construction had 
disappeared in the 1835 version: Balzac either deleted the word car, so as to obtain 
two separate sentences, or else removed the semicolon, leaving the conjunction 
on its own.

 (1)  Cette mission lui plut ; car l’amour fait son pro�t de tout, et rien ne séduit plus 
un jeune homme que de jouer le rôle d’un bon génie, auprès d’une femme. 
(1832)

   Cette mission lui plut. L’amour fait son pro�t de tout, et rien ne séduit plus un 
jeune homme que de jouer le rôle d’un bon génie auprès d’une femme. (1835)

�e same can be observed for the conjunction donc (therefore). A brief look at 
word forms shows that donc remained stable, whereas Donc (with the uppercase 
D) disappeared entirely, meaning that in 1835, it was no longer used to start sen-
tences. From a stylistic point of view, it is supposed to be better to integrate con-
junctions within the sentence, rather than just putting them at the beginning.

 (2)  Schinner avait choisi ses amis parmi les hommes les plus honorables et les plus 
distingués. (1832)

   Schinner avait donc choisi ses amis parmi les hommes les plus honorables et 
les plus distingués. (1835)

�is kind of change is probably a consequence of comments Balzac received in the 
press: he was o�en portrayed as a writer with a poor style, using colloquial and 
improper expressions.

.  Conclusion: Which process gives access to a genetic and linguistic 

analysis of variation?

Genetics shares the variation problem with other textual approaches. However, 
unlike other points of view that can lead to two texts being treated as varia-
tions of the same text (considering every form of discursive re-elaboration, 
including translation, plagiarism, imitation, vulgarization, transposition, etc.), 
the genetic outlook on textual variation (a) explores the modalities of passing 
from Versions A to B, and (b) does so by adopting the point of view of the text’s 
reader-writer.
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In this chapter, we have looked at the conditions and constraints that in�u-
ence this rewriting activity, particularly when it takes place a�er the text’s publica-
tion, thus generating several versions of the same text.

Seeking to understand a process, even though it only can observe different 
products, the genetic approach can be defined as a poetics of transition between 
states ( Lebrave 2009), where linguistic analysis is applied to n discrete textual 
variations in order to reconstruct the process whereby Text A morphs into Text 
B.9 However, the reconstructed process may not literally correspond to the 
transformation of A into B. In reality, the observed variations merely provide 
material for a differential semantics that consists in comparing the effects of 
varying sequences on their supposedly identical co-texts. The reconstructed 
process concerns the motives that lead the reader-writer to prefer the second 
sequence to the first, and to move from the one to the other. Variation linguis-
tics is not intended to provide writing research with a readymade instrument 
for analyzing transformation. Rather, it is about the poetics or, more accu-
rately, the hermeneutics of the transition between states. It describes the precise 
nature of the transition from one state to another in linguistic terms, and this 
description enables us to formulate hypotheses about the reasons behind this 
change by the writer, be it consciously or unconsciously, in his or her par-
ticular context, depending on how far we can reconstruct his or her linguistic 
skills.

Our contribution is thus to move from written linguistics to writing linguis-
tics, from the linguistics of product to the linguistics of process.
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