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How to measure the French influence
~ Lexical choices in a 14th-century English Psalter’

Kinga Lis

1. Introduction

The present paper touches upon a few interconnected issues pertaining to a 14th-
century English Psalter rendition known under various titles, the most appropriate
of which appears to be the most recent one — the Middle English Glossed Prose
Psalter? Although descriptive, the title does little to warn the reader about the
complexities of the translation, features which render the text anything but
standard and predictable.

In order to do some justice to the intricate nature of this Psalter, [ will try to
draw the reader’s attention to an aspect of the rendition which has always been
obscured by a different, allegedly conspicuous, feature of the text: a profusion of
borrowings from French. However, as shall become transparent in the course of
the investigation, the latter does not, in fact, contribute significantly to the
exceptional character of the translation.

Before I delve into the details concerning the study, it is necessary to provide
the reader with some information concerning the characteristics of the Middle
English Glossed Prose Psalter (henceforth MEGPP) which render it unusual in
the context of the contemporary Psalter translations into English. A proper
understanding of the medieval attitude towards the Bible and its renditions is a
prerequisite for appreciating this uniqueness, as it provides the backdrop against
which to “measure” it. This attitude is delineated by Hargreaves (1965, 123) in
the following manner:

The dominant theory of Biblical translation, based on Jerome’s discussion
of this specialized task rather than on his consideration of translation in
general, accepted the principle that every word of the text was sacred: even

"I would like to thank Professor Magdalena Charzynska-Wojcik for all her comments on
this paper.

2 For an account of the different titles employed to refer to this Psalter, cf, Charzynska-
Wojcik (2013, 77-78).
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remarks concerning too strict an adherence to the “original”, which results in
stylistic opacity, in relation to all of them — Richard Rolle’s Psalter {Norton 2000;
Paues 1902) and the Psalters of the Early and Late Versions of the Wycliffite Bible
(Daniell 2003; Delisle and Woodsworth 1995; Norton 2000).

It is, therefore, all the more surprising to encounter a medieval Psalter rendition
-~ MEGPP - which does not conform to this strict approach to Bible translation.
The most conspicuous of the peculiarities of MEGPP is the presence of glosses
incorporated into the body of the text, both in the Latin and English texts, which
are frequently, but not as a rule, substituted for the original reading of the Psalter.
However, MEGPP’s deviance from what appears to have been a standard Psalter
rendition (cf. the features enumerated in (I)-(Il) above), is notable in a couple
more aspects, listed here (cf. i-iv below) after Black and St-Jacques (2012, Ixvi-
Ixix). It is important to add at this point that these “peculiarities” are ascribed by
Black and St-Jacques (2012) to the influence not of the Latin source text but that
of the French glossed Psalter translation available to the translator of MEGPP (cf.
Section 2.3). The characteristics in question are the following:

i.  amore “natural” word order,

. literal usage of those terms idiosyncratic for the French text (e.g. Nostre
Seigneur rendered as Our(e) Lord, Ha Sire translated by means of O Lord),

fii. amultitude of loanwords,* which according to Reuter (1938, 19) were “used
where [...] good corresponding English word[s] existed” due to the fact that
“[t]he suggestive force of the original was apparently too strong in such
cases, and the translator did not make enough effort to hit upon a
synonymous word of his own language” (Reuter ibid., 19),

iv. variant and erroneous readings (omissions, additions, inaccurate
translations).

As it would be impossible to discuss all of the above within the confines of a
single paper, in the present study I will focus exclusively on the third of the
“peculiarities” enumerated above, trying to demonstrate that the influence of the
French source text upon the lexical layer, although seemingly self-evident, should

* Reuter (1938) enumerates 674 nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs of French origin
recorded in the text of MEGPP and ascribes their presence to the influence of the French
text. This figure is the result of my own calculations based on the lists of words provided
in Reuter’s work. Surprisingly, however, Reuter himself does not provide the total number
of French loanwords he cites, but only gives the information that 597 among them are
found in the London Manuscript and 578 in the Dublin Manuscript (cf. Section 2.2).
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archetypal manuscript (Black and St-Jacques 2012, 1-lv). Despite the varying
manuscript survival rate conditioned by numerous factors, the fact that only four
manuscripts of MEGPP have been preserved suggests that the translation did not
enjoy widespread popularity. The extant manuscripts in question are the
following:

1. London, British Library, MS Additional 17376 (i.e. the London manuscript),
ii.  Dublin, Trinity College, MS 69 (i.e. the Dublin manuscript),
iii.  Cambridge, Magdalene College, MS Pepys Library 2498,
iv.  Princeton, Princeton University, MS Scheide 143.

It is generally accepted that the London manuscript is the oldest of the four. Its
scribe, presumably, was not conversant in English and Latin, which resulted in
numerous corrupt word-forms both in the Latin text and its gloss, e.g. cautela,
cautelae “caution, precaution, care, carefulness; security, surety”® instead of
catulus, catuli “young dog, puppy, whelp; dog (any age); young of any animal,
pup/cub; fetter” in 28.6, and in the English rendition, e.g. do beniglich instead of
do blisfullich in 50.19. This claim was first formulated quite bluntly by Biilbring
(1891, ix):

Judging by the mechanical manner in which he did his copying, he must
have been a very ignorant man, who understood neither much Latin nor
English [...]. He has often produced most ridiculous results. In such cases
he does not seem to have used his brains at all, but to have purposely
abstained from making emendations.

Despite the fact that four copies of the text are available and all are provided
in Black and St-Jacques’ (2012) publication, in the present study [ focus
exclusively on the London (MEGPP L) and Dublin (MEGPP D) manuscripts, as
edited by Biilbring (1891) and presented in Charzynska-Wojcik (2013). This
decision was motivated by the fact that Black and St-Jacques’ (2012) edition
exhibits some discrepancies with respect to the text presented in Biilbring (1891),
whose work is generally respected, while the manuscripts themselves have not
been digitised as yet and one cannot consult them to ascertain which readings are
correct.

S This and the following translation are taken from Whitaker’s WORDS Latin-to-English
& English-to-Latin Dictionary.
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predominantly substituted for the original reading of the text but at times — in
MEGPP D - both the original lemma and the gloss are rendered into English.

2.3. The French text

The other text which shaped the English rendition to a considerable extent is the
French glossed translation mentioned in the Introduction. The actual French
manuscript which the translator of MEGPP had at their disposal has not been
discovered so far. Yet there is an extant later copy of the text — Paris, Bibliothéque
nationale, MS fonds frangais 6260 (vaguely dated to 1401-1500), whose edition
has been available since 2012 Black and St-Jacques’ publication. The manuscript
itself, however, is readily accessible in a digitised form from Bibliothéque
nationale de France and, since there are occasional differences between Black and
St-Jacques’ (2012) edition and the original, it is in this latter form that the French
text was employed in the process of the database creation.

3. Methodology

The study focuses exclusively on the nominal layer of the text, treating as nouns
only those items which are assigned such labels in the relevant dictionaries
employed in the course of the research: for Latin it was Whitaker’s WORDS Latin-
to-English & English-to-Latin Dictionary, for French Dictionnaire du Moyen
Francais, whereas for English two dictionaries were used: the Middle English
Dictionary (MED) and The Oxford English Dictionary (OED). The process of the
database creation commenced with the extraction of all the nouns (2873) from the
Latin source text (proper nouns (42) being excluded), and was then followed by
the process of annotating them with the Psalm and verse numbers, and the
grouping of all the occurrences of a single Latin lemma under one headword. The
next step in the course of the research was to provide each Latin noun with the
corresponding lexical items from the French glossed Psalter and the two
manuscripts of MEGPP,” along with the etymological information from the MED
and the OED. The complete database was then narrowed down to 2008 nominal
occurrences for each Psalter, since all of the nouns which did not meet the criteria
imposed by the methodology adopted in the study had to be excluded. These were:

® In the contexts where the Dublin manuscript rendered both the original reading and the
gloss, I took into consideration only the first of the items provided.
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Table 3. Number of nouns assigned to categories (I)-(IV)

MEGPP L MEGPP D
[ 258 44.10% 226 40.87%
II 19 3.25% 11 1.99%
[I 256 43.76% 241 43.58%
Y% 52 8.89% 75 13.56%
@tal 585 553

However, it is still reasonable to suspect that some of the Romance loanwords
would have been employed in the text regardless of their presence in the French
Psalter but rather due to the fact that they were felt to be a “natural” choice in the
context. Since it is well nigh impossible to establish now whether a word felt a
“natural” choice in the 14th century, I consulted the remaining 14th-century
English Psalters to determine whether the words in question also happened to be
employed in the relevant verses there, and the results of this investigation are
provided in Table 4.'” Each of the cells under the headers “MEGPP L” and
“MEGPP D” also provides information concerning the number of lexical items
attested as renderings of the corresponding Latin nouns in the other examined
14th-century Psalters for each of the categories (I)-(III). For instance, 173 (out of
223) loanwords in MEGPP L classified as being akin to the items employed in the
French text appear also in the remaining Psalters: 127 are shared with RRP, 147
with EV and 153 with LV; 35 items (out of the total of 258 given in Table 3) had
to be excluded from this investigation (cf. footnotes 16 and 17).

The data presented below clearly indicate that the availability of the French
text was not the factor to have a determinant influence upon lexical choices, as the
Romance-derived items employed in the text were, in fact, used in exactly the
same contexts in other 14th-century Psalter translations in ca. 90% of cases.
Certainly, one cannot exclude some secondary reinforcement on the part of the
French rendition, but the claim that the decisions of the translator of MEGPP as

'7 The nouns from group IV were naturally excluded from the calculations, as their
presence in the translation has been determined not to stem from the influence of the
French rendition. Additionally, such a juxtaposition necessitated excluding the nouns
which were glossed in the Latin base text, as then one is dealing with the renderings of the
glosses and not of the nouns from the Latin text common to all the translations.
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accounted for by the Latin base text but which at times appears to stem from
semantic and/or contextual considerations (1-7 in Table 5). Additionally, it would
be necessary to establish whether some of the word choices that deviate from the
default renderings for a given Latin lemmata attested for its remaining occurrences
in the same Psalter would find close correspondence in the French glossed Psalter
(8-9 in Table 5).

Due to limitations of space, this is not a line of investigation I can attempt to
follow in detail here, but I list a few items whose presence in MEGPP might stem
precisely from this sort of French influence (Table 5).

Table 5. English nouns whose use in the translation might have been motivated
by the French text

Latin
Psalter

MEGPP

French
Psalter

Other
English texts

Comment

filia, filiae
47.10

child

enfant [m] <enfant>

doughter

Child 1s attested in only one
out of the five analysed cases;
the remaining four
occurrences are all glossed,
which makes it impossible to
determine how the noun
would have been translated in
different contexts.

filius, fili
10.5,17.49 (2)

child

enfant [m] <enfant>

sone

The noun filius, fili has 22
occurrences in the first 50
Psalms (four are glossed and
cannot be taken into account);
in seven of them the French
glossed Psalter uses enfant,
which  in  three cases
corresponds to English child;
its appearance does not seem
to have been context-
conditioned.
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