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Abstract.

We report upon a digital humanities project on the acquisition and analysis of a corpus of German online
writings. We have implemented a scraper to gather the German language material as well as
corresponding metadata of the popular online writing platform Archive of Our Own (AO3), which is a
platform primarily focused on the text sort of fan fictions. The corpus consists of 9,640 writings resulting
in over 39 million tokens and 3.6 million sentences. The texts have varying lengths with a median of
around 2,500 tokens per story. We present results on the analysis of metadata and general text statistics
like the most frequent words. While we can support previous findings of literary and media studies like
the dominance of male-male romantic and erotic narratives, we can also identify attributes that are very
specific and unique to German culture as well as differences to results of research for English online
writings. We will outline in our future work how we plan to further increase and analyze the corpus to
support research in digital humanities as well as German literary and fan studies.
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1. Introduction

Online media and content have gained a lot of interest in Digital Humanities (DH) in recent
years (e.g. Mol3burger et al. 2020; Schmidt et al. 2020a; Schmidt et al. 2020c). In the context
of literary studies, the analysis of online creative writing platforms has gained more and more



popularity (Hellekson / Busse 2006; Jamison 2013). While some platforms focus on the creation
of original content, other platforms like Archive of our Own (AO3)! and Fanfiction.net? focus
on the specific genre of fan fiction. Fan fictions are fan-created works using already existing
characters and plot elements of existing famous media like literature, movies or games to write
new stories based on those characters (Dym et al. 2018). Scholars have analyzed the history
and cultural influence of this text genre (Cuntz-Leng / Meintzinger 2015; Hellekson / Busse
2006; Jamison 2013; Thomas 2011; Van Steenhuyse 2011). Hellekson and Busse (2006)
highlight the striking dominance of slash fan fiction (stories focused on male-male romantic
and erotic relationships) in the fan fiction community. Researchers in Natural Language
Processing (NLP) make use of the online availability of these large bodies of narrative texts
with rich metadata to explore and evaluate new methods (Liu et al. 2019; Muttenthaler et al.
2019; Vilares / Gomez-Rodriguez 2019; Zhang et al. 2019). However, fan fictions themselves
have also been subject to computational research. Among other, researchers examine the
metadata of fan fictions (Milli / Bamman 2016; Yin et al. 2017; Kleindienst / Schmidt 2020),
gender and stereotypes (Fast et al. 2016) and the role and content of user feedback (Frens et al.
2018; Pianzola et al. 2020; Rebora / Pianzola 2018).

In general, the focus of research is currently on English fan fictions. However, researchers in
humanities argue that style, content and progression of fan fictions differ with respect to
different regional cultures (Cutz-Leng / Meintzinger 2015). We propose that country-specific
features, which are of interest for DH as well as cultural studies, might be expressed in such
corpora and should be analyzed to verify such assumptions. Therefore, we want to investigate
the benefits of the corpus analysis of non-English fan fiction for the example of German. For
the preliminary analysis presented in this abstract, we focus on metadata of fan fiction and how
it reflects national-specific features. In future studies we plan to compare the content of multiple
languages to each other to identify country specific differences in content and style.

2. Corpus

We have chosen AO3 as the source for creating our preliminary corpus. AO3 describes itself
as a non-commercial archive for transformative fan fiction.

We have created a scraper to gather every chapter of every German text on AO3 (more precisely
texts marked as German by the creator) and the corresponding metadata by using the language-
based search function of AO3. AO3 explicitly allows the scraping of their content in their terms
of use. Filtering AO3 for languages shows that 93% of all texts are marked as English, while
only 7% are non-English. Overall, the German texts account for 0.2% of all AO3 material only.
We acquired the German texts in September 2019. We filtered out any non-German text as well
as pages containing solely links, pictures or text pages that were empty. This reduced the overall
number of writings to 9,6402.

! https://archiveofourown.org/

2 https://www.fanfiction.net/

% Due to legal issues the corpus is currently only available upon request via mail (thomas.schmidt@ur.de). We
will publish parts of the corpus via the following GitHub repository:
https://github.com/lauchblatt/German_Fan_Fictions
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Next to the text, AO3 offers arich set of metadata which is currently in the focus of our analysis.
Table 1 summarizes the attributes of the items of the corpus. Table 2 illustrates the basic
statistics of the corpus. Tokenization was performed via the NLTK standard tokenizer* and
sentence splitting via NLTK and the Punkt sentence splitter®.

Key Value description

author username of the author

title the title of the work

text the entire text of all the chapters of a work

category a tag to illustrate the romantic or sexual relation displayed in
the story e.g., M/M for a male-on-male relationship

rating indicates if the story contains any sensitive material by
addressing the audience type

archive_ a warning authors can use to inform that the story might

warning contain sensitive material e.g., “Major Character Death” or
“Graphic Depictions of Violence”

fandom the fandom a story is about (e.g., “Harry Potter”) or the
information that this is an original work

character list of characters that appear in the story

relationship description of which character has a relationship with another
one

additional tag | list of additional tags an author might add

Table 1. Structure of a corpus item.

Metric Tokens Sentences
Total 79,316,704 3,662,344
Min 3 1
Avg 11,060.2 513.92
Med 2,672 119
Max 2,312,247 105,362
Std 39,001.6 1,787.3

Table 2. Token and sentence statistics.

3. Metadata analysis

We present and discuss results about metadata analysis that show specific expressions of
German culture and therefore allow us to further investigate differences and features in online
writings and fan culture. To identify nation-specific differences we compared results of our
corpus to research on English-dominated corpora (Milli / Bamman 2016; Yin et al. 2017) as
well as on fan-based analysis on AO3 in general®.

4 https://www.nltk.org/api/nltk.tokenize.html

5 http://www.nltk.org/_modules/nltk/tokenize/punkt.html

6 For more information visit: https://destinationtoast.tumblr.com/post/157728590234/toastystats-top-fandoms-
on-ao3-as-of-february-26
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We found that many of the most popular fandoms are indeed specific expressions of German
culture (table 3). The most popular one being Tatort: a German Sunday evening police
procedural television series. Fan fictions based on real persons from popular sports in Germany
like soccer and ski jumping are also rather popular in Germany. Taking the most popular
relationships into account, we also found that stories about the two famous German poets
Schiller and Goethe are quite frequent (table 6). Other than that, fandom distributions are similar
to other research (Milli / Bamman 2016; Yin et al. 2017) with Harry Potter, Supernatural and
Sherlock being among the most popular fandoms. It is often argued that the rise of fan fictions
is strongly intertwined with Anime in Germany (Cuntz-Leng / Meintzinger 2015); however, in
our corpus the most popular Anime-fandom is Naruto with only 97 stories showing that Anime
is not as popular as in general on AO3.

Fandom Frequency Percentage
Tatort 986 10.2%
Harry Potter 800 8.3%
Supernatural 413 4.3%
Sherlock (TV) 405 4.2%
Original Work 349 3.6%
Football RPF 295 3.1%
Stargate Atlantis 220 2.3%
Stargate SG 191 2.0%
Historical RPF 151 1.6%
Glee 141 1.5%
Teen Wolf (TV) 138 1.5%
The Avengers 133 1.4%
Ski Jumping RPF 131 1.4%
Rest (1603 Fandoms) 5,287 54.8%

Table 3. Distribution of fandoms.

One of the most striking attributes of the corpus is the dominance of male-male relationships
(table 4) and male characters in general as shown by the analysis of most popular characters
(table 5), which are predominantly male, and the most popular relationships which are all male
(table 6). The popularity of this type of stories is a well-documented attribute of fan fictions (cf.
Hellekson / Busse 2006). Please note that this content does not have to be erotic or sexualized
but is mostly focused on romance and friendship as can be seen in the analysis of additional
tags (table 7). While research in the humanities focuses on explaining this popularity via gender
and political discourse (Duggan 2017; Hellekson / Busse 2006; Tosenberger 2008), we also
plan to support this research with computational methods.



Relationship Freguency Percentage

F/F (Female-female) 386 4%

F/M (Female-male) 1,906 20%

M/M (Male-male) 5,429 56%

Multi 262 3%

Gen (General, mostly

meaning that relationships 2,052 21%

are not too important)

Other 201 2%
Table 4. Distribution of relationship categories.
Character Fandom Frequency

Karl-Friedrich Boerne Tatort 845
Frank Thiel Tatort 801
Sherlock Holmes Sherlock (TV) 366
John Watson Sherlock (TV) 348
Harry Potter Harry Potter 341
Dean Winchester Supernatural 318
Severus Snape Harry Potter 268
Draco Malfoy Harry Potter 255
Original Characters Original Work 254
Sam Winchester Supernatural 253
Hermione Granger Harry Potter 221
Original Female Character(s) | Original Work 190
John Sheppard Stargate Atlantis 186
Original Male Character(s) Original Work 185

Table 5. Distribution of the most frequent character tags.

Relationships Fandom Frequency
Karl-Friedrich Boerne / Frank Thiel | Tatort 827
Sherlock Holmes / John Watson Sherlock (TV) 367
Castiel / Dean Winchester Supernatural 165
Harry Potter / Draco Malfoy Harry Potter 145
Blaine Anderson / Kurt Hummel Glee 122
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe / Historical Person 115
Friedrich Schiller Fiction
Daniel Jackson / Jack O'Neill Stargate SG-1 103
Rodney McKay / John Sheppard Stargate Atlantis 95
Derek Hale / Stiles Stilinski Teen Wolf (TV) 90
Mycroft Holmes / Greg Lestrade Sherlock 84

Table 6. Distribution of the 10 most frequent character relationships.




Additional Tags | Frequency Percent
Deutsch | German 1,472 10.6%
Fluff 940 6.8%
Humor 685 4.9%
Romance 580 4.2%
Friendship 572 4.1%
Hurt/Comfort 511 3.7%
Angst 483 3.5%
Male Slash 365 2.92%
Established

Relationship 352 2.5%
Drama 341 2.5%

Table 7. Distribution of the 10 most frequent additional tags.

While we focus on metadata analysis in this paper, we also have performed some basic text
analyses. Table 8 illustrates the most frequent words of the entire corpus after stop word
removal. Striking is the rather frequent usage of terms describing physical attributes (augen,
hand, kopf, gesicht, stimme). Since the data considering the metadata show that most stories are
relationship- and romance-driven, we assume that those terms point to romantic and erotic
descriptions and actions of the characters.
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