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Testing a stylometric tool in the study of Middle English documentary texts

This paper investigates the usability of 'Stylo', a stylometric package written for _R_ (Eder, Rybicki 
and Kestemont, 2015) in the study of Middle English diatopical and other variation. The aim is to 
test the n-gram functionality in mapping potentially interesting groups of texts in advance of in-
detail, traditional historical dialectal analysis of texts, based on the geographical variation in 
spelling (LALME).

The material used in this study is the Corpus of Middle English Local Documents (MELD), version 
2015.1., containing English documentary texts (legal instruments, administrative writings, and 
personal letters) from the period between 1400-1525. The corpus contains currently 1,003 scribal 
texts that can be localised on non-linguistic grounds. 

The analysis will be based on the extraction and comparison of character n-grams, the assumption 
being that each Middle English texts of the defined period will attest to a unique set of such n-
grams. Such unique sets are also assumed to be more similar among texts that share a similar 
variant of Middle English, either diatopically conditioned or otherwise (Jensen, 2010; Stenroos and 
Thengs, 2012). The length of the n-gram will be of pivotal importance. In the visualisation of the 
data, the choice of the function has to be tested: 'Stylo' provides several functions to the analysis of 
n-grams, of which multidimensional scaling seems to be the most promising (Eder, Rybicki and 
Kestemont, 2015; cf. Embleton, Uritescu and Wheeler, 2009).

The expected results will show different groupings of texts, and some of them will be conditioned 
by genre or other extra-textual variables, not only by the location of composition. This paper 
contributes to the study of non-standardised historical texts and Middle English dialectology in 
particular.
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