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Abstract: “[O]ne of the most important contributions to literary theory of the past twenty or thirty 
years.” This is how literary historian Franco Moretti refers to narratologist Alex Woloch’s concept of 
character-space. Character-space describes the narrative space given to a single character in a text 
while a character-system is tantamount to the interplay between the different character-spaces. Or 
in Woloch’s words: “the discrete representation of any specific individual is intertwined with the 
narrative’s continual apportioning of attention to different characters who jostle for limited space 
within the same fictive universe.” The task of measuring character-spaces was tackled by scholar 
Graham Sack . For measurement in prose texts he employs character names as an instrumental 
variable, i.e. a value that is easily measurable but at the same time only an approximation of the 
concept that is supposed to be measured.  

My approach builds on Sack’s paper, yet also features some different design choices. The 
object of this research is Fitzgerald’s novel The Great Gatsby. In the initial step I create a sensible 
catalogue of character names for the cast of the novel, i.e. I take care to consider as many name 
variants as possible, e.g. Jay Gatsby is also referred to as Jimmy and James Gatz. The next step 
involves the chapters of the novel as plain text files. A Python-script counts the name mentions of all 
characters in each chapter and saves the counts in csv-files. This extracted data is the basis for 
generating a multitude of visualizations which in turn offers insight into the novel’s character-system. 
Finally, a careful interpretation of the findings allows for a reading of The Great Gatsby in a new light, 
i.e. underpinned by measurement. In other words, Fitzgerald’s novel qua intelligent system can thus 
be made visible.  
The meta-goal of this approach is to show an exemplary use case for instrumental variables in literary 
studies and that a sensible involvement of quantitative methods can be instructive in researching 
fictional texts.  
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