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Stylo visualisations of Middle English documents  
  
Middle English spelling variation has been the object of dialectal studies for a long time, and until 
recently the approach that employs the concept of “linguistic space” has prevailed, which provides a 
relational map of attested spelling variants, but does not pin-point the text on a location on the map 
(LALME; Williamson 2000: 144-146). Of late, also the real, absolute linguistic continuum of 
medieval England has been raised as an object of interest, in particular to answer questions that are 
related to the actual provenance of the extant texts (Stenroos and Thengs 2012). The corpus of 
Middle English Local Documents (MELD), compiled at the University of Stavanger, is aimed to 
answer questions of the latter type. 

This paper presents a follow-up study to a paper on Middle English diatopical and functional 
variation (Mäkinen 2017), as observed through the visualisations made with stylo. Stylo is a 
stylometric package written for R (Eder, Rybicki and Kestemont 2014). The paper tested character 
n-grams in mapping interesting groups of documents, drawn from MELD, in advance of in-detail, 
traditional analysis of texts. Stylo is able to discriminate between Middle English document genres 
in the visualisations it produces (e.g. MDS maps, dendrogrammes, and consensus trees) (Eder, 
Rybicki and Kestemont 2014; Embleton, Uritescu and Wheeler 2009); however, the way the 
algorithm of stylo works seems to make it incapable of discriminating between ME dialects. This 
paper will address the problem of diatopically interesting items invisible in stylo visualisations.  

Originally, stylo is intended for authorship attribution (Juola 2008). Stylometry tools used for other 
purposes is less studied, even though the effect of dialect or genre can be detected by many of the 
current tools (e.g. Juola 2008, Eder 2015). In the analysis of ME documents, the infrequent items of 
personal style or of diatopical significance may be hidden behind the mass of purpose-of-writing-
specific vocabulary that may have already been somewhat standardized in the late ME period. The 
fact that documents tend to be somewhat formulaic leads to the enrichment of text-category-specific 
features and their standardization to the extent that stylo relies on them in the analysis of 
documents. The forms that distinguish between diatopical variants of ME seem to be too infrequent 
to make a difference when using stylo. 
The main aim of the paper is to identify the factors that make ME documents to cluster according to 
genres in a stylo analysis, and to discover ways to visualise the observable diatopical variation. This 
will require focusing on the long tail of n-gram inventories, where the infrequent items reside.     
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