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Corpus Philology, Big Dating and Bottom-Up Periodisation 

 

All philological inquiry, whether classical or otherwise, is now a special case of corpus 

linguistics (Crane, Bamman and Jones 2013: 53) 

The label ‘philology’ has been attached to a very wide range of approaches over the last two 

hundred years, ranging from a soaringly ambitious interdisciplinarity that saw all forms of 

cultural production as interconnected to (at least in the eyes of its detractors) an obsolescent if 

not obsolete obsession with textual minutiae.1 But in its modern and narrowly linguistic 

sense, philology’s principal goal is the description and contextualisation of the linguistic 

forms that can be found attested in historical texts. Thus, confronted with the spellings long, 

“long” and hronas, “whales” among a handful of annotations to a copy of Bede’s Historia 

ecclesiastica in a mid-twelfth-century hand, a philologist might note that the spelling <o> for 

/a/ before a nasal consonant is generally accepted as an early West Saxon or Anglian feature 

(e. g. by Hogg 1992: §5.5) and, having considered other similar evidence, reason that the 

annotations are less likely to be spontaneous interjections than to have been copied from an 

earlier exemplar, recall that the language of early manuscripts of the Old English Bede is 

Anglian in character, check the correspondence between the annotations and that text, and 

discover it was their source (Faulkner 2017a). In most work on medieval English conducted 

over the last century, as in that article, this contextualisation of linguistic forms has usually 

been effected through reference to published grammars, dictionaries and handbooks, yet five 

decades of work dedicated to the creation of machine readable texts, and to the development 

of corpus linguistic techniques and computer technology have now made it feasible to 

partially automate some of this contextualisation, and thereby to assess the distribution of 

features not treated in the grammars and to verify what is claimed about those that are. This 

paper provides an introduction to these techniques, which it subsumes under the label of 

‘corpus philology’, in the context of ‘big dating’, an approach that seeks to explore the 

potential of studying the distibution of high frequency linguistic features to better place the 

composition of texts in time and space. 

 
1 From among an extensive bibliography on this topic, see particularly Ziolkowski 1990, Frank 1997, Pollock 

2009, Drout & Kleinman 2009 and 2010, McGann 2014, and especially Turner 2014. 
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The dating scene 

A clear understanding of when and ideally where and by whom the relevant texts were 

composed is a necessity for any literary history. This understanding is at present only partly 

available for medieval texts in general, and particularly those in Old and Early Middle 

English, which are the specific focus of this paper.2 Thus, the date of composition of the ‘Old 

English’ Life of St Neot (Warner 1917: 129-34), extant only in a single manuscript of mid-

twelfth-century date, remains controversial, with Godden (2011) arguing for its composition 

between 1015 and 1030 and Younge (2012) for an early-twelfth-century date. The cases for 

these putative dates are essentially circumstantial, with Godden and Younge arguing that 

particular features of the text, like its borrowings from Ælfric and Wulfstan, and attitude 

towards particular historical figures, like King Alfred, are more likely to have arisen at one 

date rather than another. While the Life’s language has been featured in these discussions 

(Godden 2011: 201-2; Younge 2012: 353-4), it has not done so prominently, even though it 

potentially offers very important evidence. Features that might warrant consideration include 

words like gelustfullung, “desire” (Warner 1917: 129/18), not found in Middle English; 

words like gebīgan, “bow, bend” (Warner 1917: 133/13), used here in the sense “to convert”, 

found in Old English mainly in the works of Ælfric and perhaps attested in Middle English in 

this sense only in late copies of Old English works;3 features of phrasal syntax like bebēodan 

+ accusative (Warner 1917: 131/27) where dative is usual in Old English;4 morphosyntactic 

features like the use of subjunctive sēo, “he may be” (Warner 1917: 129/6), when s-

subjunctives are very rare in Early Middle English (Förrstrom 1948: 221); and spellings like -

big, “by” (Warner 1917: 132/28), which is not the Vespasian scribe’s usual spelling, and thus 

putatively an authorial feature, at present of unknown distribution in surviving Old English.5 

Since the dictionaries and handbooks presently available do not comment on the distribution 

of these features in surviving Old and Middle English, there is for the moment no way of 

 
2 While there is an extensive literature on the dating of particular Old English poems, particularly Beowulf (e. g. 

Neidorf 2016), and some equivalent work exists for early Middle English (e. g. Parkes 1983; Cartlidge 1996) 

studies of the dating of prose texts are much less common (notable exceptions include Pelle 2015). The tacit 

consensus – for both prose and verse – often seems to be that medieval texts are not closely datable.  
3 DOE (Cameron et al. 2018) ge·bīgan, D; MED (Kurath et al. 2001) beien, 3, though only the third quotation, 

from a pre-Conquest homily (Pope 1967-8: no. 8) exemplifies the relevant sense.  
4 The accusative ‘hine’ in ‘se king ælfred dyde þa swa se halge hine bebead’ (Warner 1917: 131/27) is not 

explained by any of the uses of the accusative mentioned in DOE be-bēodan. Note however the two other 

occurences of bebeodan in the Life take the dative (Warner 1917: 131/5, 16). 
5 The usual spelling for the scribe who copied the Life is beo; for further discussion of his orthography and the 

significance of deviations from it, see Faulkner 2017b. 
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knowing if these and the hundreds of other forms that comprise the Life’s 2,000 words 

provide significant evidence regarding its date. 

 We ought to be able to date medieval texts more precisely than we currently can. By 

way of parallel, let us briefly consider, by taking two sample pages more-or-less at random, 

the differences between the language of an early-twentieth-century novel, My Man Jeeves 

(Woodhouse 2006 [1919]: 35) and an early-twenty-first-century one, Milkman (Burns 2018: 

111). The former’s use of ‘dashed’ as an adjective, the abbreviation ‘O. P.’ for the ‘opposite 

prompt’ in a theatre without further explanation, reference to a ‘drawing-room’ and ‘Sunday 

Clothes’ all suggest it is not a contemporary work; the latter’s references to entities like 

‘motorcar parts’, things being ‘world-famous’, a ‘boyfriend’ and (perhaps) topicalisation of 

the verb in ‘shifted too, my fears did’ suggest a date at least somewhere into the twentieth 

century. Data can often be found to support these intuitions; thus a Google Ngram for the 

word ‘boyfriend’ shows it was essentially unused before the 1940s and only begins to 

increase in frequency in the late 1960s.6 Combine this with a consideration of forms found on 

the other 348 pages of Milkman, and it is not difficult to imagine one could come to a fairly 

secure sense that it post-dated the millennium or even that it was a work of the late 2010s.7  

 One might object that we do not have enough Old and Middle English to date the 

surviving texts more accurately, but a comparison of the surviving corpus of medieval 

English with that of modern English suggests this scepticism is not wholly valid. Google’s 

Ngram viewer draws on everything presently available through Google Books, which in 2012 

comprised at least 8m volumes and almost 0.5tn words of English (Lin et al. 2012: 170), and 

has only got bigger since. As we will see, existing corpora for Old English enable us to 

harness at most 5m words, those for Middle English perhaps 15m words. Yet, this is not quite 

such a counsel of despair as it may seem, since for the eleventh century we can digitally 

search approximately 1.8m words out of perhaps 5m words that survive in manuscript, which 

represent what remains of perhaps 67m words copied in that period and thus about 2.7% of 

all textual production from that period (Faulkner forthcoming). As of 2012, Google had 

digitised 6% of all the books ever published (Lin et al. 2012: 170), more of course than the 

 
6 It should be noted that doubts have been expressed about the reliability of drawing conclusions like this from 

these n-grams (e. g. by Gooding 2012, Pechenick et al. 2015 and Pettit 2016). 
7 We should also expect to be able to distinguish the date of My Man Jeeves and a more recent parody, like 

Faulks 2013, in much the same way as art historians can tell the difference between genuine paintings and 

subsequent imitations. 



4 

 

2.7% of all the Old English that perhaps once existed which we might claim to control, but 

not as large a difference of magnitude as one might expect.  

The available data 

At present, the principal sources for contextualising the chronological and geographical 

spread of particular Old or Middle English features are handbooks and dictionaries. The 

major handbooks (e. g. Campbell 1959; Mustanoja 1960; Luick 1964; Brunner 1965; 

Mitchell 1985; Hogg 1992; Hogg & Fulk 2011; Ringe & Taylor 2014) are largely works of 

synthesis, which for their evidence rest primarily on nineteenth-century dissertations and 

monographs which exhaustively detailed the way particular medieval texts spelled the 

reflexes of the various Germanic vowels and consonants. While still essential, these 

handbooks do not cover all the features that might be of interest, are frequently unwilling to 

commit about the distribution of particular variants, and rest on datasets that are both limited 

and, given changes in the methods of editing texts since the nineteenth century, of 

questionable accuracy. For lexical features, we can turn to the Dictionary of Old English 

(Cameron et al. 2018) and Middle English Dictionary (Kurath et al. 2001), though both – for 

different reasons – still need to be supplemented with corpus-based approaches if one is to 

comment authoritatively on the attestation of a particular word.8 

 The main data sources available to supplement the picture provided by the handbooks 

and dictionaries are the Dictionary of Old English Corpus (DOEC: diPaolo Healey et al. 

2009), Manchester Eleventh-Century Spellings Database (C11DB: Scragg et al. 2004) and 

Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English (LAEME: Laing 2013-).9 The DOEC, which 

contains upwards of 3m words and 3,000 texts, claims to offer at least one copy of every 

‘Old’ English text, though there are certainly omissions, such as the document An is ece 

cyning, discussed in more detail below. C11DB transcribes 978 texts from 272 manuscripts 

from the long eleventh century (a period it defines as spanning 980-1099), collectively 1.8m 

words, many of which are variant texts of works found in the DOEC, but here taken from 

different manuscripts than those which underlie the editions used there. LAEME includes 

 
8 As an example, consider that for all but the rarest words, no dictionary, not even the peerless DOE, gives any 

more than illustrative citations, meaning that to comment authoritatively on a particular word’s distribution, a 
corpus-based approach is a necessity.  
9 Also worth mentioning here is the Corpus of Middle English Prose and Verse (McSparran et al. 2006), which 

comprises at least 14m words of Middle English, largely digitised from Early English Text Society editions 

published in the nineteenth century. I relegate it to a footnote since it is a serious challenge to deploy in a robust 

way, thanks to the spelling variation endemic in Middle English. Pending funding to make C11DB available 

again officially, it has, with Professor Scragg’s permission, been made available via the author’s personal 

website: https://mark-faulkner.com/c11db. 

https://mark-faulkner.com/c11db
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0.75m words from 169 texts from manuscripts dating between 1150 and 1350. While these 

resources do not offer data big by the norms of computer science, by the standards of the data 

underpins philological handbooks, they are massive. 

 It is not however entirely straightforward to use these data sources to generate large 

datasets that can speak to the chronological and regional distribution of particular linguistic 

variants, in part because the user interfaces with which they are supplied were not built with 

this use in mind. Thus, the DOEC itself permits a very limited range of searches and offers 

very little scope for processing the results, but the compilers very generously make the most 

recently superseded release, from 2000, available for download via the Oxford Text Archive, 

and this can be loaded into a corpus linguistic programme like Antconc (Anthony 2019) to be 

searched in a far wider array of ways. Much the same is true of LAEME, which makes its 

component files available for download and use outside of the web interface through which it 

is mounted online. Since neither these resources nor the methods employed here to search 

them will be familiar to some medievalists, in what follows I first outline how one can use 

them to collect big data to study two particular linguistic features, then look at what the 

methods bring to the problem of dating of one particular text. 

Mapping linguistic features 1: /hl-/ 

One of the features that distinguishes Old and Middle English is the presence in the former of 

a series of initial consonant clusters /hl-, hn-, hr-/ which simplify in the latter to /l-, n-, r-/ (I 

omit Old English /hw-/, which has a more complicated history in later English). Jordan 

(1974: §195) suggests:10 

In hl, hn, hr, the h was silent generally already about 1000 (laford [Anglo-Saxon 

Chron[icle] 1014, in the 12th cent., inversely hnacod, hregen […])      

His statement rests, however, on the slender foundations of three forms from two 

manuscripts, one perhaps a ghost,11 the other two from a mid-twelfth-century South Eastern 

 
10 See also Luick 1964: §704 which dates the change to the eleventh and twelfth centuries in all dialects except 
Kentish, where he says it occurred in the fourteenth; Anm. 1 gives a very full list of relevant forms. Hogg 1992: 

§7.48 non-commitally notes in words with /h-/ as well as /hC-/ ‘occasional example of the failure of initial [h] to 

be represented in spelling’, noting a few texts where it is found with particular frequency. See also Brunner 

1965: §217 Anm. 2. 
11 Laford does not occur in annal 1014 of manuscripts A, B, C, D, E or F of the Chronicle. The only instance of 

this spelling in the texts of the Chronicle in DOEC (which lacks a text only of manuscript B, which ends with 

annal 977) is in annal 1124 of the Peterborough Chronicle (Irvine 2004: 126/2). 
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manuscript,12 so one might wonder about the date he gives and whether it holds for the whole 

of England.13 Fortunately, C11DB and LAEME, and the methods advocated in this paper, 

offer scope for testing it. 

 The compilers of C11DB manually inventoried all the spellings the texts it contains 

include into what it calls ‘Lemma Groups’.14 Thus Lemma Group 701 is devoted to hlaford, 

“lord” and the compounds of which it is a part, the whole Lemma Group comprising 36 

different spellings, including (expected) hlaford, but also forms like hlafurd, laforas and so 

on. To study how words that historically began /hl-/ are spelled in C11DB, we first identify 

all Lemma Groups containing at least one <(-)hl(-)> spelling, then check the relevance of 

each (excluding, for instance, the Lemma Group containing fuhlas, ‘birds’, where <-hl-> 

appears for /-xl-/). This leads to a list of 41 pertinent Lemma Groups, comprising 402 

separate spellings, which, when searched for in the C11DB text files, leads to a list of 3,127 

occurences across 527 texts in 118 manuscripts, of which 3,018 (96.5%) are spelled <hl->. 

These spellings can then be examined by text, revealing for example that the copyist of the 

Will of Ælfric, Bishop of Elmham in Norfolk, composed 1023x1038 (and extant in a 

contemporary singlesheet), used <hl-> just once, beside two <l-> spellings.15 One can also 

look at the frequency of <hl-> spellings by date, which reveals a significant decline in 

consistency only in manuscripts copied in the late eleventh century, when only 92 (85.2%) of 

108 relevant forms are spelled <hl->, or by manuscript provenance.16  

 LAEME is lexically-tagged, so recovering comparable data for Early Middle English 

is relatively straightforward, the only obstacle being that words that historically began hl- are 

tagged in two distinct ways, with their Old English form if they do not survive in present-day 

English and with their present-day English descendent if they do. Having identified the 81 

relevant tags (‘lexels’, in LAEME’s parlance), we search the LAEME files for their 

occurrence, finding 3,158 forms across 118 texts, which we can examine by text, by 

 
12 Both are from London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian D. xiv: Warner 1917: 2/16 (hregn); 4/8, 49/4, 125/4, 

130/31, 137/10 (all hnacod; etymologically-correct nacod occurs once, at 125/4). 
13 Jordan’s reliance on the evidence of ‘occasional’ spellings warrants note, as a methodological difference 

between traditional philology, where one-or-two such spellings are sufficient to establish the completion of a 

sound change, and corpus linguistics, which places much more emphasis on the ratio of ‘new’ spellings to ‘old’. 

To my knowledge, the rights and wrongs of both approaches have not received sustained consideration by the 
practitioners of either discipline.  
14 For another example of how big data for the spelling of particular phonological segments (in this case /æɑ, 

æ:ɑ/) can be collected from C11DB and LAEME, see Faulkner (forthcoming). 
15 Sawyer 1968: no. 1489 ed. Whitelock 1930: no. 26: laforde (70/19), lafordas (70/21), bedside hlefdigen 

(72/5). 
16 One question that at present remains to be answered is how representative the manuscripts transcribed for 

C11DB are of texts copied in the eleventh century more generally. 
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manuscript date and by the place with which LAEME associated the language of each. The 

picture that emerges is that <hl-> spellings are rare in early Middle English and very seldom, 

in a given dating window, occur in more than 10% of relevant examples, suggesting very 

significant change between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, as represented in C11DB and 

LAEME respectively. Such striking differences between late Old English and early Middle 

English have been a relatively common finding in the early stages of this work, and what 

exactly they indicate remains an open question.17 But the data does suggest that, all other 

things being equal, Jordan’s blanket date of c. 1000 for the simplification of initial hC- 

clusters seems doubtful. From the point of view of dating, moreover, any text that 

consistently uses <l-> for hl- is more likely to have been composed in the twelfth century 

than the eleventh (or, alternatively, that its language was very thoroughly modernised in that 

period). Similar generalisations may also be possible about <n-> for hn- and <r-> for hr-; the 

data is available from C11DB and LAEME. 

Mapping linguistic features 2: heom, ‘them’ 

While in earlier Old English the dative plural of the third-person pronoun is usually him, in 

eleventh- and twelfth-century manuscripts it is frequently heom. According to the grammars, 

the latter form is late West Saxon and appears from 1000 onwards.18 Its consistent presence 

or absence in an Old English text may therefore be a dating criteria. Prior to using it in this 

way, it is important however to test the validity of the generalisation the handbooks make 

about its distribution. This can be done using corpus philological methods. 

Heom occurs 1,798 times in the DOEC (this figure does not include instances the 

compilers placed in angled brackets to indicate they derive from editorial emendation). One 

could read through each of these matches to verify each is dative plural, but such a procedure 

would be extremely laborious and perhaps eliminate only one or two datapoints from 

consideration. Ideally, we would examine the frequency of heom relative to all other forms of 

the dative plural used in a particular text, but here the homography of another very common 

form of the dative plural, him, with the usual dative singular of the personal pronoun would 

 
17 Possible answers might include the difference being not real but a consequence of the selection of texts in 
LAEME (and to a lesser extent, C11DB), the disparity in dialectal origins of the majority of Old English texts 

and those that survive for Early Middle English, a significant change in the praxis for writing English after the 

Norman Conquest (indicative of discontinuity between Old and Middle English scribal traditions) or, less likely, 

substantial (perhaps contact-induced) change in the language itself. 
18 Campbell 1959: §704 (‘late West Saxon especially after 1000’); Brunner 1965: §334 (‘im 10 Jh. vereinzelt, 

vom 11 Jh. an häufig’); Hogg & Fulk 2011: §5.17(4) (‘starts to appear in some Ælfrician texts and is frequent 

thereafter’). 
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make this a work of days rather than hours. Instead we can calculate the frequency with 

which heom occurs per million words, assuming that texts will tend to use the dative plural of 

the third-person pronoun with approximately equal frequency and that a higher frequency for 

heom per million words corresponds to a scribal preference for this form over other potential 

alternatives. 

To explore the distribution of heom over time and space, we need metadata. The 

DOEC attaches only minimal metadata directly to the texts it contains, but each is equipped 

with a number (e. g. B3.4.37) which cross-references it to the ‘List of Old English Texts’ 

(Cameron 1973). This in turn provides a cross-reference to an appropriate handlist or 

catalogue that provides an indication of the date and (where available) origin or provenance 

of the witnesses that preserve the text. Thus for non-documentary texts, it provides a list of 

manuscripts in which that text is preserved, and the numbers of those manuscripts in Ker 

1957’s Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon, while for documentary texts, it 

makes reference to Sawyer 1968’s annotated list of Anglo-Saxon charters. The list also 

indicates which edition the compilers of the DOEC took their text from and, by consulting 

that edition, it is usually possible to identify which witness it used as its base manuscript and, 

with the help of the handlists or catalogues mentioned above, to assign the language of the 

received text to a particular date and place.19 It is at present possible to download from the 

2009 web version of the DOEC a spreadsheet containing word counts for each of the texts, 

and by augmenting this with metadata derived in the manner described in the preceding 

sentences regarding the dates, origins and/or provenances of the witnesses which underlie 

each edition, it becomes a tool that allows the distribution of forms like heom to be plotted 

over space and time. Thus B3.4.37, an anonymous homily printed by Napier (1883: no. 46) as 

‘Larspell’ contains one instance of heom in its 2,601 words of Old English, a rate of one 

heom every 384 words. Napier’s base manuscript was his ‘B’, then Cambridge, Corpus 

Christi Cambridge, MS S. 14 and now MS 419, a manuscript of the first half of the eleventh 

century whose language is otherwise attested in seven other texts in the DOEC and which is 

one of ninety-nine manuscripts containing writing of this date represented in the corpus. 

 
19 It should be noted that the 2000 version may sometimes use a more recent edition of a particular text than that 

mentioned in Cameron 1973. Bibliographical details of these are available in the headers to the component html 

files.  
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The easiest way to get an overview of heom’s distribution is to plot its occurrence per 

million words by the date of the witnesses in which it appears, reducing some of the surface 

nubbliness by normalising these dates into twenty-five year windows (Fig. 1).20 

 

On first glance, it may seem a little odd that the dates on the x-axis range from 400 to 1800, 

but one must remember that the earliest text in the DOEC is the inscription on a piece of deer 

bone found in a cremation urn at Caistor-by-Norwich (E8), dated by Page (1999: 179) to the 

fifth century, and that not insignificant numbers of Old English texts only survive in post-

medieval transcripts, most famously perhaps The Battle of Maldon. Having discounted the 

outlying datapoint for the mid-tenth century which derives entirely from the frequent use of 

heom in Farman’s portion of the Rushworth Gospels (Oxford, Bodleian Library, D. 2. 19), 

dated ‘s. x’ by Ker (1957: no. 292), it is clear that the handbooks are essentially correct that 

heom is used with any frequency only after 1000.21 The data also helps us identify the earliest 

use of heom, which is to be found in the will of Ælfred, ealdorman of Surrey, written 

871x889 and extant in a contemporary singlesheet and is, interestingly, like the Rushworth 

Gospels, a Mercian text.22 On its own, the distribution of heom does not perhaps prove much, 

 
20 The chart excludes 42 datapoints where the editions used by the DOEC are based on multiple witnesses or 

where it is unclear what witnesses the editions used. 
21 The only other instance from a witness predating the millennium, excepting the example mentioned in the 

next footnote, is a single instance in Sawyer 1968: no. 878 (ed. Sawyer 1979: 46/24), a charter of King 

Æthelræd for his minister, Wulfric, granting land at Abbots Bromley in Staffordshire, dated 996 and extant in a 

contemporary witness. In Early Middle English, as a LAEME search for $/P23Oi shows, him was the exception 

rather than the rule, occuring in just 15 (2.0%) of 759 forms with the form hVC. 
22 ‘twa þusendu swina ic heom [scil. Werburge 7 Alhdryðe uncum gemenum bearne] sello’ (Brooks & Kelly 

2013: 2.809/9 = Sawyer 1968: no. 1508). 
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but, as I show below, taken in tandem with other linguistic variants, it may have the power to 

illuminate when particular texts were written. 

Before moving to an example of how these corpus philological approaches might help 

date a text, two methodological points are worth hightlighting. First, at the moment the data 

collected for each linguistic feature speaks primarily to its distribution in the surviving 

manuscripts, that is its place in scribes’ passive repertoires rather than authors’ active 

repertoires.23 In trying to use it to date the composition of texts, we are therefore, for the 

moment, using with quite a crude implement, though one that has, as we shall see, the 

potential to be quite effective. Second, while we are striving to design methods for assessing 

the distribution of particular features as precisely as possible, we are not necessarily aiming 

for the rigorously-vetted data that a historical-linguistic study would require, where each 

datapoint is verified to ensure it represents the feature in question, and coded according to 

multiple variables, such as (say) information structure or prosodic weight, to check that 

factors other than mere date and place of composition do not explain a particular form’s 

appearance in a particular context in a particular text. Coding and checking several thousand 

or more forms for five or more variables is simply not feasible for hundreds of different 

linguistic features; we rely instead on the hope that large datasets, or at least some large 

datasets, will reflect (however crudely) broad changes in the distribution of particular variants 

across time. 

Corpus philology in action: a case study of dating 

Sawyer 1968: no. 136 is ostensibly a diploma of King Offa in favour of St Albans, dated 793, 

granting estates in Hertfordshire and Middlesex, ordaining they should be held in perpetual 

freedom, exempt from all taxes and that, insofar as was possible, the monastery should be and 

remain Benedictine.24 Until the early 1990s, the diploma was known only as a Latin text, 

preserved in three surviving St Albans cartularies and a series of inspeximus copies made 

from the fourteenth century onward. However, a Bollandist transcript of a now-lost St Albans 

cartulary discovered in 1993 revealed two separate English texts of the diploma, one (which I 

shall call, after its first words, Gode rihsiendum on ecnesse) a relatively faithful translation of 

the Latin, but incorporating additional estates granted by Offa in a separate diploma (Sawyer 

 
23 Its potential value for localising texts (or at least to better understand the geographical currency of particular 

linguistic variants at particular times) suffers from similar limitations, since for most texts we do not know the 

location in which the author wrote and often only have a later provenance for the manuscript in which it is 

preserved (and sometimes not even that). 
24 It is edited by Crick 2007: 109-111.  
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1968: no. 138), the other (which I shall name, on similar grounds, An is ece cyning) rather 

less close textually, but nonetheless confining itself to the estates mentioned in Sawyer no. 

136.25 The Bollandist responsible for the transcript (unsurprisingly) did not know Old 

English, and several letters are consistently difficult to distinguish in his handwriting, so that 

while Crick, in her edition of the St Albans charters in 2007, was able to resolve a 

considerable number of textual problems, she nonetheless described parts of An is ece cyning 

as ‘garbled in transmission and extremely difficult to construe’ (Crick 2007: 113, as well as 

114, 115). However, in a forthcoming article, Lili Boorman and I offer new editions of both it 

and Gode rihsiendum on ecnesse, which while not settling all the challenges they pose, 

significantly improve on Crick’s texts.26 

 The Latin of S136 has long been thought to be spurious, at least in its received form.27 

It is betrayed by the inconsistency between its incarnational date (793), indiction (3) and 

regnal year (Offa’s thirty-third),28 by the appearance of among the witnesses of eight kings of 

Mercia between Coenwulf (796-821) and King Alfred (overlord 880-899), but not in entirely 

the correct sequence,29 by the structure of its dispositive section (Scharer 1982: 273n24),30 by 

its pronouncement that the land is given with ‘perpetual freedom’ and should be free ‘from 

all tribute and obligation to a king or a bishop or an earl or to judges or to noblemen, or even 

to officials and for works which are accustomed to be assigned, including indeed campaigns 

 
25 Brussels, Bibliothèque Royale, 7965-73 (3723), fols. 151-216, brought to scholarly attention by Keynes 1993. 
Gode rihsiendum on ecnesse and An is ece cyning are edited by Crick 2007: 119-23, 112-4.    
26 Pending this article’s publication, I cite the texts of both An is ece cyning and Gode rihsiendum on ecnesse 

from Crick, but note any places where the readings we propose differ. 
27 Kemble (1839-1848: 1.197-9) marked it with the asterisk he used to denote documents that were ‘ascertained 

forgeries, or … liable to suspicion’ (1.cxv). Earle (1888: 395) classed it with fourteen other ‘transparent 

fabrications’ from St Albans. Haddan and Stubbs (1869-1878: 3.480) looked on it slightly more favourably, 

judging the evidence ‘strongly against’ its authenticity, but not ‘conclusively condemnatory’. Stevenson (1914: 

702n61) placed it in a list of ‘late and clumsy fabrications’. Gelling (1979: no. 162) denoted it as ‘fundamentally 

a fabrication’, while acknowledging that the opening formulation and dispositive section might be genuine. 

Scharer (1982: 272-3) dismissed it as a fabrication, like the rough forgery (grobe Fälschung) Sawyer 1968: no. 

138, another St Albans document to which he argues it is closely related. Opinion remains divided about the 

extent to which this might be true: Cubitt (1995: 274) denounces the document as ‘a blatant forgery’, while 
Taylor (1995: 142) has argued that forgery at St Albans was ‘on a modest scale and basically interpolative’. 

Barrow (1999: 108) treads a middle path, labelling the document a forgery, but suggesting it has some basis in 

fact.   
28 As Keynes (1993: 271) 271 notes, 793 was instead indiction 1 and Offa’s thirty-third year, calculated from his 

accession to the throne in 757, would have been 789-90.   
29 As Crick (2007: 116) notes, the source was probably a regnal list.  
30 See Scharer 1982: 272-3, esp. 273n24. 
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and all public ordinance’,31 and by various other features, including its style (Scharer 1982: 

273). 

 If, as the consensus is, Sawyer no. 136 is likely to be largely spurious, one question 

that naturally arises is at what date or dates it was confected. The outer limits for its 

production are its ostensible date of 793 and that of its earliest witnesses, both of which 

belong to the mid-thirteenth century.32 These however likely replicate a compilation of the 

the twelfth century (Keynes 1993: 262; Crick 2007: 42-3). Crick has narrowed the dating 

window still further, arguing that its forgery must postdate the production of S916, an 

authentic diploma of King Æthelred for St Albans dated 1007, which describes the restoration 

of lands in Hertfordshire, earlier granted by Offa to St Albans, but makes no mention of any 

charters of the Mercian king, but predate the Norman Conquest, after which St Albans is 

unlikely to have sanctioned either episcopal or royal influence on its choice of abbot.33  

 Beyond a brief and somewhat lapidiary comment by Keynes, the language of the 

English versions of S136 has not featured in these discussions regarding its date.34 Once 

errors introduced by the Bollandist copyist and perhaps the twelfth-century cartulary scribe 

have been eliminated, that language is essentially the late West Saxon that served as a type of 

standard language in England from approximately the mid tenth century to the early twelfth. 

Deviations in An is ece cyning are usually regular: the accusative singular masculine of the 

demonstrative pronoun is consistently þæne not þone (112/18, 27, 29; 113/1), there is some 

interchange of <e, æ, a> in low-stressed forms (e. g. efter, “after” (112/18), et, “at” (112/33), 

þer, ‘there’ (112/15),35 þet (112/31) beside þæt (112/15) etc), /v/ is usually <u> rather than 

 
31 ‘Ab omni tributo et necessitate seu regis, seu episcopi, ducis, iudicium, comitum, exactorum etiam et operum 

que indici solent, necnon et expeditionis, et omni edicto publico’ (Crick 2007: 110/10-12); ‘perpetuo … 

libertate’ (Crick 2007: 110/12). 
32 Dublin, Trinity College, MS 177, fols. 63r-64r; London, British Library, MS Cotton Nero D. i, fol. 149r.  
33 Crick (2007: 61) and her no. 11. Barrow (1999: 108 and 115n18), acknowledging advice from Crick, suggests 

a late-tenth-century date for S136. 
34 ‘The language of the vernacular versions of Offa’s grants suggests that the forgeries existed in some form or 

other by the end of the eleventh century (or not far into the twelfth)’ (Keynes 1993: 273). 
35 There is another instance earlier in the document of þer (Crick 2007: 112/7), but Faulkner and Boorman 

(forthcoming) suggest this should perhaps be read þet.   
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<f> as it had been in Old English,36 subjunctive plural present ends -an rather than -en,37 and 

God is Drihten (112/1, 3, 9) rather than etymologically-correct Dryhten. Also notable is 

unsyncopated, unumlauted hauað, “[he] has” (112/5). This general regularity suggests the 

scribe who copied the twelfth-century cartulary that ultimately underlies the Brussels 

transcript in large part faithfully reproduced what was in front of him.  

 In general terms, the consistent use of standard Old English spelling in An is ece 

cyning suggests it was composed when that variety was in current use, that is some time 

between the mid-tenth and early-twelfth century. The homogenity of its language suggests it 

cannot have been subject to significant interpolation after this date. The exception that proves 

the rule here is An is ece cyning’s exemption clause, which frees the granted lands from any 

interference from various parties, including the sirreua, “sheriff” (Crick 2007: 112/16). 

Sirreua is by some margin the most advanced spelling in the entire text, in its use of <s> for 

/ʃ/, its omission of the -ge- typically found in pre-Conquest occurences of the noun, and its 

reduction of the oblique weak noun inflection -an to -a, which is not otherwise found in An is 

ece cyning.38 The chronological distribution of <s>-spellings has only been partly mapped in 

earlier work.39 Corpus philological methods let us improve on this picture, noting that among 

16,308 spellings for words with initial /ʃ/ in eleventh-century manuscripts, C11DB contains 

just three (0.02%) that begin <s->.40 The earliest manuscript in LAEME to contain <s-> 

 
36 The relevant spellings are heofena (112/2), luuige (112/2), hauað (112/5), sylues (112/11), syluum (112/13, 

27), loue (112/13), sirreua (112/16, on which see below), lufige (112/19), liue (112/25), lyfe (112/25, where it is 

Crick’s emendation of lysue and lyue is an equally feasible alternative) and heofonan (113/3). According to the 

testimony of C11DB, spellings with <-u-> are rare in eleventh-century manuscripts, with it found 

intervocallically on only 71 (0.4%) occasions, to 15,918 instances of <-f->, and with only five texts using <-u-> 

in 50% or more of the occasions where the relevant environment occurs. This may perhaps understate its 

frequency, a least between a vowel and a voiced consonant, since a search of the DOEC shows that <-u-> 
spellings are found in sylf, “self” at least 23 times before the Conquest. Pending more detailed data, the balance 

of probability nonetheless remains that the predominance of <-u-> spellings in the extant text of An is ece 

cyning is a consequence of a reviser working at some point between the mid-eleventh and mid-twelfth-century. 
37 The relevant forms are gebyrian (112/9); ceosan (112/27); and wyllan (112/28). 
38 Oblique forms of weak nouns otherwise exclusively end -an: naman (112/3, 6, 11, 31), gewunan (112/5), 

eorþan (113/1). See also nominative plural geferan (112/27).  
39 Scragg (1974: 46) does not mention <s> in his consideration of spellings for /ʃ/. It is noted, however, by 

Jordan (1974: §181), Bourcier (1978: 102) and Upward & Davidson (2011: 157), who observe ‘marked regional 

differences’ in the use of the different spellings available, but do not comment further on their distribution, 

either geographically or chronologically. Dietz (2006: 158-9) lists a number of <s>-spellings in eleventh- and 

twelfth-century manuscripts, though noting they are rare until around 1150. Fisiak (1968: §2.57) says <s> is 

found in the South-East and North and restricted to unaccented syllables and words.  
40 These are sæcdom (i. e. sceacdom, “flight”) in Gen 31.21 in the Old English Heptateuch in Oxford, Bodleian 

Library, MS Laud misc. 509 (ed. Marsden 2008: 59, based on this manuscript); seortran, “shorter” in the copy 

of Ælfric’s De temporibus anni in London, British Library, Cotton Caligula A. xv (ed. Blake 2009: 84/209, 

printing scyrtan from his base manuscript, Cambridge, University Library, MS Gg. 3. 28); and seolde, “must”, 

in the copy of Ælfric’s First Series Homily for St Stephen’s Day in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 340 

(ed. Clemoes 1997: 201/97). The form seatan in Lemma Group 1181 appears to be a ghost, since it does not 

occur in any of the texts included in C11DB, nor can it be found in DOEC. 
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spellings is that of the Trinity Homilies, from the final quarter of the twelfth century.41 

Pending a better method for determining its emergence, <s-> can thus, with some certainty, 

be described as a twelfth-century innovation. The earliest secure spelling without -ge- that 

can be found in the DOEC is in a manumission from Exeter in which Alice, the sister of 

Richard, sheriff of Devon (occ. 1107 x 1128), frees one Hrothwulf, palaeographically datable 

to the first half of the twelfth century.42 While no ready way is yet available for obtaining a 

‘big’ data picture of the denasalisation of weak noun endings, it is clear from the evidence of 

the initial <s-> and the omitted -ge- that sirreua is unlikely to have entered the document 

before 1100. This fits neatly with the historical context that saw the importance of sheriffs 

increase considerably after the Conquest so that by the twelfth century that were the ‘chief 

financial officers in the localities’ and thus a potential thorn in the side of monastic houses 

(Green 1990: 10), as well as with Crick’s suggestion (2007: 62, 65) that the immunity clauses 

of the Latin of S136 and An is ece cyning, which bear a close resemblance to Ad hoc nos, the 

bull Calixtus II issued in favour of St Albans in 1122, were subject to further tampering into 

the first quarter of the twelfth century. Its distinctively modern spelling suggests other late 

interpolations into An is ece cyning would be readily detectable. 

 An is ece cyning conversely contains one form which suggests its forger may have 

been drawing on earlier written materials. It occurs in the opening invocation of ‘ure drihten 

Crist, þe ecelice rihsað a buton ende’ (112/1). The Brussels manuscript in fact reads ‘riihsað’, 

but Crick emended to ‘rihsað’ on the grounds that the copyist had misread insular r as <ri>.43 

Geminate spellings are sometimes found for long vowels in Old English manuscripts, but less 

frequently in the eleventh century, though the unusualness of the form’s use of <-hs-> for /-

ks-/ means it is possible ‘riihsað’ is the correct reading.44 Spellings with <-hs-> for /-ks-/ 

have generally been described as ‘early West Saxon’, but the DOEC shows that it also occurs 

in tenth-century compositions, like Æthelwold’s account of the revival of monasticism, and 

 
41 For /ʃ-/, Hand A has <s-> x 25 (27.8%), <sc-> x 5 and <sh-> x 60. On the scribes of this manuscript, 

Cambridge, Trinity College, MS B. 14. 52, see more generally Laing & McIntosh (1995). 
42 Pelteret (1990: no. 96), a manumission preserved in Exeter, Cathedral Library, MS. 3501, fol. 4r and edited by 

Earle (1888: 258). For Richard’s dates, see Green (1990: 35). 
43 Faulkner and Boorman (forthcoming) reinstate the manuscript reading. 
44 Both Campbell (1959: §26) and Hogg (1992: §2.4) say such spellings are confined to early manuscripts. Later 
instances are found in the mid-eleventh-century manuscripts London, BL, Cotton Tiberius B. i, where the 

spelling tiid is frequent in the Menologium (e. g. Karasawa 2015: lls. 5a, 45a, 57a etc), and London, British 

Library, Cotton Tiberius A. iii, where there are several such spellings (e. g. æbyliigða, þiinum, biicgan: 

Chardonnens 2007: 311/224, 322/602, 412/228) among the glossed dreambook and lunary prognostics on fols. 

27v-35v, as well as in the directions for the use of a charm added to Cambridge, Corpus Christ College, 391, pp. 

617-8 around 1100, with its imperative geciig, “call” (ed. Zupitza 1892: 364/3). This list is by no means 

exhaustive. 
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was very likely part of the active repertoire of at least one early-eleventh-century scribe and 

in the eleventh and even twelfth centuries continued to be reproduced in copies of earlier 

texts.45 But it remains rare in eleventh-century manuscripts, occuring just four times in 

C11DB (of 613 instances of the verb), all in the copy of the Old English translation of 

Gregory’s Pastoral Care produced at Exeter for Bishop Leofric in the third quarter of the 

eleventh century, so there is some possibility it was not the natural usage of the author of An 

is ece cyning but borrowed by him from a model.46 This is a supposition strengthened by the 

use of written sources by the forger of the Latin text of Sawyer no. 156.47      

 But even if the forger used earlier materials, and his forgery was augmented in the 

first quarter of the twelfth century, its linguistic centre of gravity is clearly in the eleventh 

century. The document uses a number of words not found in early Middle English texts, 

including gedafenlic (112/2),48 as well as estfullum (112/13) in its Old English sense of  

“devout, pious” rather than its Middle English one of “pleasure-seeking, fastidious, 

delicate”,49 not to mention the hapax legomena ealdorcyre, “choice of leader” (112/29),50 

minsterlagan, “monastic jurisdiction” (112/7),51 and (if it should not be emended) 

 
45 Campbell (1959: §416); Brunner (1965: §209); Hogg (1992: §2.51, §7.6). The form ‘rihsigende’, “reigning” 
occurs in the opening peroration of Æthelwold’s account of King Edgar’s establishment of monasteries (ed. 

Whitelock et al. 1981: 143/10). A search of DOEC shows the s. xi1 scribe of the copy of Ælfric’s Sermo de die 

Iudicii in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 178 (ed. Pope 1967-8: 599/213) has rihsað here but ricsað 

two lines later; the other witness, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Hatton 115 has in both cases rixað, which 

appears to have been Ælfric’s preferred spelling, to judge by the manuscript of CH 1 produced under his own 

supervision (Godden 2000: 756). A mid-twelfth-century instance of the reproduction of a <-hs-> spelling is in 

the Eadwine Psalter’s gloss to Ps 64.4 (Harsley 1889: 106). 
46 In C11DB, the dominant spelling for the medial cluster is <x> (86.8%), with most of the remaining instances 

spelled <cs> (11.1%). The manuscript of the Old English translation of Gregory’s Pastoral Care is Cambridge, 

University Library, MS. Ii. 2. 4 (the spellings there, ryhsodon, rihsiað (x2) and rihsode correspond to Sweet 

1871-2: 27/14, 27/15, 33/13; in each case Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Hatton 20, the copy King Alfred sent 
to Worcester, has <-cs->). In C11DB, the spelling <-hs-> is considerably more common in forms of axian, and 

it also occurs in weaxan. 
47 Crick (2007: 116) shows that the forger of the Latin text of S136 used a late-eighth-century synodal document 

and a Mercian regnal list, so it would not be altogether surprising if An is ece cyning also had written models. To 

this it might be added that the spelling ond, ‘and’, which conjoins the grant at Heanhamstede to that at Cassio in  

the three major manuscripts deriving from the lost cartulary of the Latin of the document (Crick 2007: 109/7), 

seems likely to go back to a source of the tenth century or earlier, a possibility latent in Gelling’s suggestion 

(1979: no. 162) that the dispositive section might rely on some genuine material. 
48 MED idafenlīch cites only two late copies of Old English texts, both works of Ælfric (Morris 1867-8: 221/34 

= Clemoes 1997: 181/86; Belfour 1909: 72/27 = Irvine 1993: 73/354). 
49 Crick (2007: 112/13) prints ‘þe ic geo frige est fullum mode Gode syluum to loue’, which Faulkner and 

Boorman respace to ‘þe ic geofrige estfullum mode Gode syluum to loue’. On the semantics, see DOE ēst-full, 
2; MED ēst-ful. 
50 The DOE has no entry for ealdorcyre but lists no less than 24 other compounds of which ealdor- is the first 

element. It does not however include any in which -cyre is the second element. 
51 Minsterlagan is printed by Crick (2007: 112/7) as two words, but Faulkner and Boorman (forthcoming), 

guided by the absence of an inflection on minster, restore it as a compound. Compounds with mynster- as their 

first element are common in Old English; particularly close parallel formations include mynsterland, “land 

owned by a monastery” and mynsterþeaw, “monastic custom”. 
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Angolleodan, “English people” (113/1).52 Precisely what proportion of the vocabulary of Old 

English texts late-eleventh- and twelfth-century writers inherited remains unclear, but a text 

that uses a range of words not otherwise attested in compositions of this period is more likely 

to have been written earlier. An is ece cyning’s inclusion of these words thus suggests a 

terminus ante quem somewhere around 1100. Its use of minsterlagan, moreover, suggests a 

date during or after the reign of Æthelred (978-1016), when according to Pons-Sanz (2013: 

158), lagu became ‘fully naturalized as a legal term’.53 If eorl is not like sirreua an 

interpolation into the exemption clause, and if it is equivalent to the dux to whom the Latin 

waives any obligation, its use may point to points to a date of composition after the accession 

of Cnut in 1016, though this is somewhat complicated by its appearance in collocation with 

‘ceorl’, a formula of very considerably longer standing.54 Two spellings, consistently used in 

An is ece cyning and therefore perhaps more likely to be authorial rather than scribal, also 

suggest an eleventh-century date. Heom, which is the spelling of the dative plural of the 

personal pronoun on its two occurrences in An is ece cyning, is, as we saw above, found with 

any frequency only in manuscripts from the first quarter of the eleventh century onward.55 

For the grammars, accusative singular masculine þæne, the sole form used in An is ece 

cyning, is late and mostly West Saxon.56 The ‘big’ data methods here help us narrow down its 

currency chronologically and show <æ> spellings were rare in the tenth century manuscripts 

but peak in books copied between about 1025 and 1100.57 

 
52 Angollēodan is printed by Crick (2007: 113/1) as two words, but Faulkner and Boorman (forthcoming), again 

guided by the absence of an inflection on the first element, treat it as a compound. It is possible this unattested 

Angollēod should be emended to the commoner Angelþēod. In any case, neither the compound Angelþēod nor 

the element Angel- appears to survive into Middle English.   
53 While lagu is usually strong feminine in Old English, unambiguously weak forms are also attested from at 

least the millenium, for instance the gloss ‘Decretum .i. institutum . statutum . diffinitum . iudicium . positum . 

consilium . placitum . geþoht . laga . gesetnes . sollicitum’ from the Harley Glossary, copied c. 1000 in the West 

of England (Oliphant 1966: 118-9 (gloss D2)), the gloss ‘legum: lagena oþþe æa’ in the glosses to Prudentius 

copied early in the eleventh century, probably at Canterbury (Meritt 1959: no. 12) and twice (as the second 

element of a compound) in an anonymous homily, ‘To eallum folke’, from the mid-eleventh-century London, 

British Library, Cotton Tiberius A. iii (Napier 1883: 274/7, 11). On weak forms in early Middle English texts 

from the West Midlands, see Dance (2003: 85). 
54 For discussion of eorl’s use and meaning in The Battle of Maldon and the implications for the poem’s date, 

see e. g. McKinnell 1975, Clark 1983, Fulk 1992: 415-8. For its collocation with ceorl, see DOE eorl 1a. 
55 Crick (2007: 112/27, 29). The first is printed by her as þeom, but emended to heom by Faulkner & Boorman 

(forthcoming). 
56 For earlier comment on the form and its distribution, see Campbell 1959: §380 (‘late West Saxon’); Luick 

1964: §112A1 (þæne found ‘in der späteren Sprache sowohl in Westsächsischen wie im Anglischen’); Brunner 

1965: §337A2 (þane and þæne ‘beide in späten Texten häufigen’); Hogg & Fulk 2011: §5.8n1 (þæne a ‘further 

development’ from þane in late West Saxon). 
57 LAEME has only a single spelling with <æ>, from Lawman’s Brut when Godlac ‘forheow þænne mæst; a-

two riht amidden’ (Brook & Leslie 1963-78: 120/2293), so it is most unlikely to be a twelfth-century innovation 

in An is ece cyning. 
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 The linguistic evidence presented above thus suggests that An is ece cyning was 

composed in the eleventh century, confirming the plausibility of Crick’s more contextual 

dating of 1007x1066. The linguistic evidence is still rather slighter than one might like, 

largely because the document’s general adherence to ‘standard’ Old English means it 

contains only a few forms sufficiently distinctive to warrant further investigation. However, 

even if it is slight, the linguistic evidence in favour of an eleventh-century date seems, if not 

conclusive, at least compelling. An earlier date would require us to posit a later revision in 

which the orthography was updated with near perfect accuracy and words like mynsterlagan 

were substituted in. A later date seems ruled out by the presence of vocabulary not attested in 

Middle English and the different orthographical practices apparently operating when sirreua 

was interpolated. As the corpus philological methods being advocated here become more 

refined, features that at present do not seem significant will become so, and we may be able 

to refine on the broad eleventh century dating proposed here.58 

Looking forward: Big dating and bottom-up periodisation 

The approaches described above and subsequently applied to An is ece cyning while novel in 

the size of the datasets they use remain to some extent traditionally philological in their 

analysis and interpretation of those datasets.59 This section closes the paper by looking at two 

future approaches that are somewhat more abstract: cluster analysis and bottom-up 

periodisation. 

 Cluster analysis (e. g. Everitt 2011) is a widely used statistical technique that looks for 

patterns in datasets too large to eyeball. An economist, for instance, might have a dataset of 

25 different economic indicators for the 28 EU countries. While any one of these variables 

could be plotted against any other (for instance, GDP per capita against inflation rate), no 

human could envision and interpret the three hundred paired variables necessary to a full 

understanding of this data. Cluster analysis makes this possible, essentially by envisioning 

each country’s data as a vector in twenty-five dimensions and measuring the similarity 

between the shapes of those vectors. It then pairs the two closest-shaped vectors, and this 

 
58 In particular, the analysis above has taken no cognizance of negative evidence, that is forms that (say) 
commonly occur in texts composed in the mid-eleventh-century, but are absent from An is ece cyning. 
59 One example is the rejection of a possible instance of heom from Cameron (1973: B9.2.2) found when 

searching the DOEC for heom. The edition underlying this text (Bately 1980) is largely based on the mid-tenth-

century Tollemache Orosius (London, British Library, MS Additional 47967), and my metadata codes it with 

this information, but checking the edition reveals that for a short section, including this instance of heom 

(25/12), she follows a manuscript of a century later, London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius B. i, where in 

any case, as her apparatus criticus notes, heom has been altered from original hiom (fol. 21r/1).  
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process is repeated until the analyst decides when it should stop, usually at a point where the 

distance between the clusters involved in the putative merger reaches a particular threshold. 

 In the case of the dating problem being described in this paper, one would have a 

series of texts (for instance, the more than three thousand texts in the DOEC) and a series of 

linguistic variables measured for each of those texts, including perhaps the relative frequency 

of <hl-> spellings for hl- and the frequency per million words of heom. This is some way off, 

but we can apply a very primitive clustering technique to An is ece cyning, by tabulating for 

every text in the DOEC the frequency of heom per million words, the relative frequencies of 

þæne and unsyncopated, unumlauted hafað for the third-person singular present of the verb 

‘to have’, three distinctive features of its language.60 Rather than cluster them statistically, 

since the number of variables is small we can simply observe that only 21 texts in the DOEC 

have all three features, the average date of the manuscripts which preserve them being 1064. 

Of course, some of these texts, like the Eadwine Psalter gloss (Harsley 1889), contain only a 

small proportion of relevant forms, in its case four instances of heom, and one each of þæne 

and hafað. In fact, only one text uses heom more than a thousand times per million words and 

has as its preferred forms both þæne and hafað. That is the anonymous Life of St Pantaleon 

(Matthews 1965-6), uniquely preserved in the mid-eleventh-century, London, British Library, 

Cotton Vitellius D. xvii, a manuscript of unknown origin and provenance.61 This kind of 

analysis does not tell us anything particularly absolute in itself, but it certainly suggests 

further valuable lines of inquiry, not least investigating how many other features An is ece 

cyning shares with the Life of St Pantaleon and whether these shared features are a 

consequence of a common place of origin, a common stage in their transmission, or more 

general connections in scribal practice between different houses. 

 The second technique mentioned as a future possibility above, bottom-up 

periodisation, is an application of a special kind of cluster analysis known as Variability-

Based Neighbourhood Clustering or VNC (Gries & Hilpert 2008; Gries & Hilpert 2012; 

Hilpert 2013: 32-109). VNC takes data regarding one or more variables in texts of different 

dates and clusters it to help identify the different stages by which a linguistic change 

progressed. Thus in one particular study, Gries and Hilpert took data on the frequency of get-

 
60 It would be worthwhile also to include the relative frequency of <hl-> spellings for hl- here, but this would 

require aligning the metadata of C11DB and DOEC, which I have yet to attempt. 
61 Another text very similar linguistically is the anonymous homily In Parasceve (Scragg 1992: 7-43 (odd 

pages)), the versions of which in both Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 340+342 and Cambridge, Corpus 

Christi College, 162 share the use of heom, frequent þæne, and hafað. 
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passives (e. g. get drunk) from the TIME corpus, which is divided into decade-long segments, 

and showed on the basis of VNC that there were four salient phases in the adoption of the 

construction, with significant changes around 1940, 1990 and 2000 (Hilpert 2013: 32-8). One 

issue of major interest to both literary and linguistic scholars is the periodisation of Old and 

Middle English (Malone 1930; Kitson 1997), and it is possible to imagine that if the big 

dating approaches advocated in this paper succeed in identifying credible composition dates 

for a significant number of texts, then VNC could be used to provide an indication of when 

the boundary (or boundaries) between Old and Middle English should be placed and thus a 

bottom-up rather than top-down indication of where the division between the set of textual 

practices we know as ‘Old English’ and the set we know as ‘Middle English’ should be 

located. 

 This is however very much a possibility for the future. Cluster-analysis-assisted big 

dating is a more immediate prospect, given the availability of the corpus philological 

techniques showcased in this paper for collecting the large datasets it will need. Even if it 

does not succeed in dating any texts, it will undoubtedly help us identify linguistic 

similarities between texts that more traditional methods have not noticed. To return to the 

epigram with which I began this paper, philology has always been about placing particular 

linguistic forms in context. What has changed, and what perhaps makes it now ‘a special case 

of corpus linguistics’ is that our ability to place those forms in context has advanced 

remarkably over the past twenty years. For that, we are grateful to generations of philologists, 

editors, corpus builders and computer scientists. 

 


