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Access to comparable data is essential for the study of language variation and change over time. But the broader the selection of historical texts becomes and the further back in time it reaches, the harder it becomes to achieve direct comparability. 

To optimize textual continuity over time, corpus designers use constant sampling frames and units. This was also the aim of the compilers of the multi-genre Helsinki Corpus of English Texts (HC, 8th–18th century), its grammatically annotated versions, and extension into Late Modern English (PPCMBE, 1700–1914). Since genres and registers show varying degrees of synchronic variation and undergo diachronic changes, the task of keeping the sampling units constant is not without its problems: texts are the outcome of varying discourse practices, and intimately linked to social practices. This is also in evidence in single-genre corpora, such as the Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC), which covers the period from 1400 to 1800. 

Using the HC and CEEC as my material, I begin by looking at the levels of abstraction at which diachronic corpora can be used to study real-time processes of language change. To meet the challenges presented by the historical linguist’s “bad-data problem”, I then move on to discuss some of the methods available, and being developed, for analyzing the textual similarities and differences between corpora. I will consider the need for both annotation and visualization of corpora, and introduce a tool that allows the interactive visual exploration of various aspects of data sets.
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