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This paper explores the potential of key word analysis to shed light on lexical cohesion in 
literary texts, showing how key words can support the study of cohesive networks. Through 
the analysis of H. P. Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of the Madness, it explores how a corpus 
linguistic approach can further our understanding of lexical cohesion as an incremental textual 
feature that contributes to literary meaning. 

Key word analysis has been extensively used for the study of literary texts (for example, 
Stubbs 2001, Stubbs 2005, Toolan 2009, Culpeper 2009, Walker 2010, Mahlberg & McIntyre 
2011). However, an aspect of key words that does not seem to have been explored yet is their 
role in building cohesion: key words, as a form of repetition, contribute cohesion to a text. 
Moreover, considering key words as items that occur repeatedly as the text goes on also 
emphasises the directionality of the repetition and the fact that meaning is incremental, 
reflecting the progression of the text. In contrast, in corpus linguistics the emphasis is on the 
amount of data and meaning is discussed from a cumulative, rather than directional, point of 
view. With this paper we aim therefore to explore the potential of key words to act as nodes 
of cohesive networks that develop incrementally throughout a text. As Thornbury (2010: 279) 
explains, “while a list of keywords is not in itself a semantic network, it provides the raw data 
out of which such a network can be constructed”. 

In order to test this potential, we carry out a study of cohesive networks in At the 
Mountains of Madness. First, we use a log-likelihood test (p ≤ 0.0000001) to generate a list of 
key words comparing the text (41,431 words) with a reference corpus of coeval American 
fiction (over 2M words). We then select key words to examine in detail as potential nodes of 
cohesive networks. Two interrelated criteria are used for the selection of the key words: (i) 
frequency – the selected key words must occur frequently throughout the text, and (ii) 
thematic relevance – the selected key words must relate to the themes of the short novel. 
Frequency is important because a word that is repeated frequently across a text contributes 
importantly to the cohesion of that text. Thematic relevance is important because themes and 
“aboutness” are textual features that develop incrementally throughout the text. A word that 
is both thematically relevant and frequent, as a content key word can be, is therefore a 
possible candidate to represent a node of a cohesive network. For the purpose of exemplifying 
the method of cohesive networks identification, we focus on two key words that meet both the 
aforementioned criteria, mountains (48 occurrences) and peaks (29 occurrences), using 
traditional literary criticism to inform our understanding of what is thematically relevant in the 
text. 

With the help of the concordancer, we analyse the key words’ patterns and their local 
textual functions (Mahlberg 2005, 2006). We identify two textual behaviours that are shared 
by both key words: a semantic preference of “Height”, as seen in great, highest, steep, titan, 
elevation, gigantic, greatest, loftiest, mighty, etc., and a negative semantic prosody referred to 
as “Mysteriousness”, that characterises mountains and peaks as a frightfully mysterious place, 
as seen in the co-occurrence of words such as madness, horrible, evil, nameless, terrible, 
unknown, brooding, cryptic, forbidden, frightful, horror, looming, mysterious, mystery, etc. 
These patterns are built incrementally with every occurrence of the key words: when 
mountains and peaks appear, they co-occur with the words that form the shared semantic 
preference/prosody. Each occurrence of these key words thus connect together the 
instantiations of the semantic preference/prosody, creating a net of connections that builds 
incrementally and spans across the whole text. These connections are conceptualised as a 



cohesive network based on the repetition of the key words and the semantic 
preference/prosody. Figure 1 below shows an example of the network. The figure shows 12 
random sentences in which peaks and mountains occur, sorted in the order they appear in the 
text. The nodes of the network (the key words) are underlined, while the words belonging to 
the shared semantic preference and prosody are in bold. Every successive instantiation of the 
semantic preference/prosody builds on the previous ones, through the link that the repetition 
of the key words establishes. 
 

 
Figure 1. Example of cohesive network 

 
In Sentence (1), peaks occurs with great, barren, mystery, and looming. When the reader 
finds peaks again in the text in Sentence (2), a connection is established with the previous 
occurrence. In this case, peaks occurs with colossal and loomed, which relate to great and 
looming respectively. In Sentence (4), mountains recalls the previous uses of peaks; as both 
terms refer to the same fictional place. Here, the adjective unknown links back to the earlier 
occurrence of the same word (in Sentence (3)) or to the use of related items (mystery, in 
Sentence (1), for example). These connections are established every time peaks and 
mountains occur, and every occurrence reinforces the link in an incremental fashion. In 
Sentence (9), towards the end of the short story, peaks occurs with frightful, while mountains 



occurs with loftiest and terrible. Frightful and terrible refer back to all of the occurrences of the 
“Mysteriousness” semantic prosody, whereas loftiest builds on the repetition of the “Height” 
semantic preference. 

We argue that this network, in addition to creating lexical cohesion in the text, 
participates in the process of building up the fictional world. The representation of mountains 
and peaks is in fact cohesive and consistent throughout the text, and this contributes to define 
the spatial locales of At the Mountains of Madness. As recognised by many literary critics (e.g. 
Ralickas 2007, Kneale 2006), spaces and places in this short novel are a fundamental aspect 
to establish the atmosphere of malevolence and awe that characterises the text. 

Overall, building on corpus linguistic models, cohesion can be conceptualised as the 
sum of relationships between lexical items rather than between individual words. The 
approach we present in this paper shows how it is possible to study cohesion as a feature that 
spans across the whole of a text. We argue that key words can function as nodes of cohesive 
networks, and that their repetition contributes incrementally to the construction of literary 
meanings. 
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