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1. Introduction

The reetymologising of the spelling of a large number of Romance lexical items following the Latin
practice, e.g. doubt instead of Middle English doute and adventure instead of Middle English aven-
ture, is a wellknown phenomenon that characterises the Renaissance ambience. A number of Middle
English lexical items borrowed from French were nonetymological in spelling, reflecting the French
pronunciation of the period, but remodelled in accordance with the Latin etymology, usually with the
insertion of letters as illustrated by <b> in doubt and <d> in adventure. Although this movement
started in the Middle English period (cf. Nevalainen 1999: 366; Salmon 1999: 2728), it is generally
agreed that its peak was reached in the sixteenth century (Scragg 1974: 54), and for this reason major
attention has been paid to the Early Modern English period in previous studies.

One of the recent trends in research of this field is to scrutinise further details of the etymologis
ing process, and to this end a number of studies have directed their attention to Middle English, where
the initial stage of the phenomenon is observable. It has been revealed in these studies that etymologi
cal spelling was more extensively employed in Middle English than traditionally expected and that dif
ferent lexical items were affected by this movement at different times in the history of English. It has
also been revealed by some of these studies that different language users reacted in different ways to
this phenomenon even in contemporary settings. Furthermore, the need to consider the influence of the
source text has been noted when translation is involved, particularly translation from French. The ety
mologising movement was observed in French as well, perhaps even earlier. According to Miller
(2012: 211), it had started around the end of the fourteenth century in French.

Assuming that William Caxton’s texts, particularly translations, are suitable for examining these
details, and consequently for clarifying the process of the expansion of etymological spelling in Eng
lish, we have been exploring Caxton’s translations together with their possible source texts. In Iyeiri
and Uchida (2021), we explored some relevant lexical items in Paris and Vienne (Paris, hereafter), a
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translation from French, which was published by Caxton in 1485, and compared and contrasted the re
sults with those of Reynard the Fox (1481 or 1482), another text translated and published by the
printer but based on a Dutch source text.2) The present study is the second publication of ours in this
field and is a development of Iyeiri and Uchida (2021).

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief survey of previous
studies on etymological spelling in English, with some focus on recent ones, and defines the coverage
of the present research more precisely than in this introductory section. Sections 3 and 4 delve into the
spelling variants of FALCON and SOLDAN (SULTAN) quantitatively, comparing and contrasting their fre
quencies in different versions of Paris in English and French, while in Section 5 their distribution on
manuscript and print pages is examined qualitatively. Section 6 briefly summarises the entire discus
sion of this study. Throughout this article, small capital forms are used as cover forms to represent
lexemes which subsume all orthographic variants.

2. Some preliminaries and previous studies

The recent trends as described above in the field of etymological spelling may be an outcome of the
establishment of various research traditions towards the end of the 20th century. A Linguistic Atlas of
Late Mediaeval English (McIntosh, Samuels, and Benskin 1986) renewed our interest in orthography,
especially its variation in Middle English. Also, the Helsinki Corpus of English Texts, released in
1991, initiated the tradition of historical corpus linguistics in English, making the quantitative handling
of a large number of examples more approachable and highlighting as a result the variability of lan
guage in many ways.

In line of this renewed research trend, Hotta’s (2015) study on etymological spelling delves into
wideranging sources: Helsinki Corpus, Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English Corpus, Innsbruck
Corpus of Middle English Prose, The Middle English Grammar Corpus as well as various historical
and etymological dictionaries.3) He gives an account of how extensively etymological spelling was
used in Middle English, mentioning that some examples are available even from the thirteenth century
(p. 54). He also comments on the notably extensive use of etymological spelling by John Gower, who
was trilingual in English, French, and Latin, in the late Middle English period and argues that the in
fluence of French needs to be taken into consideration along with the influence from Latin, the latter
of which is most frequently singled out in previous studies. Hotta calls Gower “an early practitioner of
etymological spelling” (p. 49). Overall, Hotta’s study highlights different timings in terms of the ety
mologisation of spelling among different lexical items and among different authors.

The coauthored article, Hotta and Iyeiri (2022), is in a way a development of Hotta (2015). Its
principal claim states that different lexical items were affected by the etymologising movement at dif
ferent times. Although a major part of the dataset of this study is drawn from the Early Modern Eng
lish period, it is still relevant to the present study, which is concerned with the etymologisation in
Middle English. Using the term “lexical diffusion” and examining a large database that derives from
─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
2 ) See Hellinga (2010: 17, 107) for the dating of this text.
3 ) For details of these corpora, see the following pages of the Corpus Resources Database (CoRD) : Helsinki Corpus ‹https:

//varieng.helsinki.fi/CoRD/corpora/HelsinkiCorpus/›; Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English Corpus, ‹https://varieng.hel
sinki.fi/CoRD/corpora/LAEME/›; Innsbruck Corpus of Middle English Prose, ‹https://varieng.helsinki.fi/CoRD/corpora/
ICoMEP/›; and Middle English Grammar Corpus, ‹https://varieng.helsinki.fi/CoRD/corpora/MEGC/›.
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Early English Books Online,4) Hotta and Iyeiri (2022) demonstrate explicitly how different lexical
items underwent different processes in etymologisation. As the chronology given in this research and
cited below demonstrates, the establishment of the etymological spelling forms of some items goes
back to the 1490s. The criterion for the establishment in this study is their “twothird share” in “two
consecutive decades” (Hotta and Iyeiri 2022: 156), referring hence to a further advanced stage than
simple attestations.

1. 1490s: ADMONISH
2. 1500s1520s: CAPTIVE
3. 1530s1540s: CAULDRON
4. 1550s1570s: APOTHECARY, COGNIZANCE, FALCON
5. 1580s1600s: LETHARGY ‘dullness’, ORTHOGRAPHY, PHANTOM, SALMON, VERDICT
6. 1610s: AMETHYST, LETHARGY ‘lead’, PHANTASM, PHEASANT

(Hotta and Iyeiri 2022: 156)

Since Hotta and Iyeiri (2022) deal only with fifteen lexical items, there is much room for further re
search in this area, and, different chronological frames for different lexical items are a premise of the
present study as well.

Finally, differences due to different authors or language users have also been extensively dis
cussed in recent years, particularly in relation to Middle English texts, where spelling in general was
still variable and far from having been fixed. Rutkowska (20032004), for example, explores the use
or nonuse of etymological spelling in different versions of the Book of Good Maners (14871507),
focusing on differences due to different printers. More specifically, she probes into the following five
versions of the text: Caxton (1487), Pynson (1494), de Worde (1498), Pynson (1500), and de Worde
(1507). DEFAULT, for example, appears with etymological <l> in the first two, but not in the rest, ac
cording to her. Obviously, this may in some measure be a matter of textual transmission or the influ
ence of the exemplar instead of different language users. It still merits attention, since differences
among texts may, though not always, derive from different attitudes towards etymological spelling
among different language users.

The discussion in one of our earlier publications, i.e., Iyeiri and Uchida (2021), is in a way based
upon the updated tradition exemplified by the abovementioned studies. It tackles Caxton’s translation
of Paris (1485) and Reynard the Fox (1481 or 1482), discussing: relatively early attestation of some
etymological spellings; differences due to different lexical items; and the printer’s reaction, namely
Caxton’s reaction to the exemplar or the source text. Among these issues, differences due to different
lexical items have in fact opened further research possibilities. As mentioned in the Introduction, this
is an area where further examination is in need. We have shown that the influence of French, which is
expected from Paris as it is a translation from French, seems to have taken place rather inconsistently.
ADVENTURE, for example, illustrates an unequivocal influence of French <d>, whereas the correspon
dence between French and English is less transparent when the spellings of DEFAULT, FAULT, and FAL
CON are concerned. We have also noted that this seems to be in part related to the rather erratic pres
─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
4 ) A large part of Early English Books Online has been transcribed by the Text Creation Partnership (TCP) project and pro

vided through various online services as corpora. Among them, Hotta and Iyeiri (2022) utilise the corpus released by
Mark Davies at ‹https://www.englishcorpora.org/eebo/›. It includes Phase I of the TCP transcription.
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ence and absence of etymological <l> in the French version examined. Hence, the whole issue should
perhaps be viewed from a further detailed but wider perspective encompassing the textual tradition of
different French versions. While we formerly discussed Caxton’s Paris in relation to Le Roy’s text in
French (c1480) only, which is considered to be the source text of translation (Hellinga 2010: 74), we
will explore additional versions in French along with Caxton’s Paris in the present study. On the
other hand, we need to set a realistic scope for analysis as research of this kind tends to be intricate.
In the following, we will discuss the etymological and nonetymological spelling forms of FALCON (re
visit) and SOLDAN (SULTAN), which we assume will merit further examination.

The versions of Paris investigated in the following, in comparison to Caxton’s, are: two French
texts from earlier Lyonnaise editions (Le Roy c1480 and Huss c14851487), one French text from a
slightly later Flemish edition (Leeu 1487), and an even newer English text (1492) from the same
Flemish printer, which is extremely close to Caxton’s edition. Table 1 summarises the six versions un
der consideration. They will be referred to as the name of the printer and the year combined. In addi
tion, a French text from a manuscript in a fifteenthcentury hand, transcribed, edited, and published as
Babbi (1992) is to be examined, when necessary.

While Hellinga (2010) refers to Le Roy (c1480) as the source for Caxton, Leeu (1487) was considered
to be the earliest existing French print of Paris (cf. BrownGrant 2010, Babbi 2009). Huss (1485
1487), meanwhile, appears to have had little presence in the literature to date.5)

3. Spelling of FALCON and FAUCON

Iyeiri and Uchida (2021) show, in addition to an examination of some other lexical items, how Cax
ton’s spelling of FALCON and FALCONER varies as to whether it includes the etymological <l>, whereas
Le Roy (c1480), which Hellinga (2010) refers to as the source for Caxton’s translation, consistently
avoids it in the spelling of FAUCON and FAUCONNIER. According to the data collected form Frantext, a
large database of the French language, the etymological <l> began to appear in the spelling of FAUCON
in the fourteenth century, flourished up to about 50% of the instances in the fifteenth, and over the
following two centuries gradually weakened and finally went out of use (cf. Iyeiri and Uchida 2021).6)

─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
5 ) Pairet (2021) and Bruijn (2019) refer to this “undated” edition with the year 1485 (Bruijn), c1485 (Pairet pp. 118, 126,

and 134), or c1486 (Pairet p. 127).
6 ) For Frantext, consult its website ‹http://www.frantext.fr›. The etymologising movement observed in this lexical item is

indeed earlier than the general tendency reported as to the English language (cf. Introduction).

Table 1 Texts under consideration

Year (circa) Printer Place Language Reference number

15th century −−
(Manuscript)

−− French fr. 20044 (BNF)

1480 Le Roy Lyon French ISTC ip00112500

14851487 Huss, Mathias Lyon French ISTC ip00112600

1485 Caxton London English ISTC ip00113500

1487 Leeu Antwerp French ISTC ip00112800

1492 Leeu Antwerp English ISTC ip00113600
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When we look at the four French versions of Paris at hand, all of which are supposed to have
come from the fifteenth century, the presence of etymological <l> in FAUCON and FAUCONNIER is as
shown in Table 2. For the sake of simple comparison, Caxton’s English text shows about 60% (eleven
out of eighteen cases) and Leeu’s English text 80% (fifteen out of eighteen) with <l>.

None of the French versions seems to have exercised any direct influence upon Caxton’s choice of the
etymological and nonetymological spelling of FALCON and FALCONER. While the French manuscript
shows moderate variation (18%), each of the three printed texts is consistent in its choice: 0%, 100%
and 100%, respectively. Caxton’s, and its exceptionally close successor Leeu’s apparently erratic use
and nonuse of the etymological spelling in English might be attributed to ambivalent individual
choices made by the translator or the compositor(s) in charge at the time. It might also be probable
that the translator was referring to, and therefore unconsciously influenced by, the word forms found
in more than one French edition or exemplar copy of the story on his desk, although we have to admit
the extreme difficulty in trying to test this intriguing speculation solely through inevitably sporadic
textual analyses.

4. Spelling of SOLDAN (SULTAN) and SOUDAN

It appears that the word sultan entered the English language twice. Oxford English Dictionary has two
separate entries for the doublets: SOLDAN and SULTAN. The former, described as “Now archaic or His
torical” came from “Old French soudan, sodan, souldan, soldan (also ain, ant ), ＝ Provençal sou-
dan…”; the latter from “French sultan (from 16th cent.) or < medieval Latin sultānus, < Arabic
sultān…”. Similarly in French, Trésor de la langue française informatisé has two entries: SOUDAN, of
which the earliest example is from the twelfth century, and SULTAN, with its earliest from the sixteenth
century. In the following discussion, obviously, it is the first pair, i.e., SOLDAN and SOUDAN that will
be sought in the English and French texts of Paris.

In Frantext, varied forms of SOUDAN are lemmatised in inconsistent manners, which means sim
ple search relying on lemmas does not retrieve all the relevant examples. Instead, the data from 1100
to 1799 were searched with regular expressions that match the expected or predictable forms listed in
dictionaries; screening with the partofspeech tag “N” (Noun) shortened the list; percentages of ety
mological spelling were chronologically tracked. Figure 1 summarises the results.

Table 2 Etymological spelling of FAUCON and FAUCONNIER in the four French versions

MS.
(Babbi)

Le Roy
c1480

Huss
14851487

Leeu
1487

Number of instances 11 17 17 19

Cases with the etymological <l> 2 0 17 19

Etymological spelling (%) 18 0 100 100
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This lexical item shows variation involving two patterns of “etymological” forms. The majority of ex
amples are of the type with <l>, whilst fewer instances are accompanied by <b>. As with the case of
FAUCON, the peak of etymological spelling is seen in the fifteenth century, and then the percentage
drops in the subsequent two centuries. It is also noticeable that the pattern with <b> started to be de
tected later than the one with <l>.

The apparently puzzling existence of <b> in the forms of SOUDAN deserves some consideration
here. Dictionaries do not provide etymological background that is directly related to this letter. One
possible explanation could be drawn from the variation that the totally unrelated, but phonologically
proximate, word SOUDAIN ‘sudden, suddenly’ shows in its forms. This French word has its source in
Latin subitānus, with a <b>, came to be used as an adjective in the twelfth century, and as an adverb
in the late fifteenth century.7) Forms of SOUDAIN (Adjective and Adverb) in Frantext vary as shown in
Figure 2.

─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
7 ) Cf. Trésor de la langue française informatisé.

Figure 1 Percentages of etymological spelling of SOUDAN (Noun) in Frantext

Figure 2 Etymological spelling of SOUDAIN (Adjective and Adverb) in Frantext
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It is worth noting that SOUDAIN, not only shows variation with the etymological <b> but also with
<l>, which is nonexistent in its Latin source. A comparative examination of the two charts above re
veals that the crossadoption of “etymological” spelling occurred in both directions between SOUDAN
and SOUDAIN in the time when our texts of Paris were copied and printed.8)

In Caxton’s English text, etymological forms of SOLDAN with <l> appear 23 times, whilst those
without <l> five: the percentage of the former is about 82%. Leeu’s English version adds two cases of
<l> and drops one, resulting in 86%. Table 3 shows the distribution observed in the four French texts.

What we see here, interestingly, is similar to the tendencies we observed in Table 2: The manuscript
shows some variation, whilst printed editions are perfectly consistent within themselves. Two English
printers’ indeterminacy resembles that found in the manuscript, and as is the case with the manuscript,
the “pseudo” etymological insertion of <b> is employed by neither of them.10) It is also noteworthy
that Le Roy (c1480 ) , which invariably uses nonetymological spelling of FAUCON, chooses the
“pseudo” etymological form soubdan for SOUDAN. Indeed, different lexical items show different ten
dencies, and different language users reacted in different ways even in contemporary settings.

5. Spatial distribution on pages: whose choice?

The two lexical items whose spelling is examined above tend to occur in the same contexts in the
story of Paris. The sultan owns falcons and has them taken care of by falconers. Paris, the hero, suc
ceeds in gaining favours from the sultan by helping one of his falconers treat sickness of his excep
tionally favourite falcon. In Caxton’s printed edition, Paris’ encounter with the falconer, giving advice
about how to treat the raptor’s malady, and receiving recognition from the sultan, all occur on a single
side of a leaf (diii v). In the French manuscript, most of the same portion of the story is located on

─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
8 ) In addition, the preposition SOUS ‘under’ (‹ Lat. subtus), were spelled with the etymological <b>. A simple search using

Frantext (based on its lemmatisation information) gives the following percentages: 5% in 11001299, 60% in 13001399,
100% in 14001499, 50% in 15001599, 10% in 16001699, and 0% in 17001799. It is probable that the spelling of
SOUDAN was also affected by the use of this fairly common word, because of the accidental match in the initial sound.

9 ) The texts of the manuscript and those of the printed editions are not always close enough to allow us to determine textual
parallelism and identify corresponding expressions. Hence, in retrieval of the numbers of instances here, only those that
have counterparts in Caxton’s English edition were counted. The instances in Huss’ and Leeu’s French versions include
an additional case where the two English editions use the pronoun his, hence 29 in all.

10) It appears that the use of <b> did not make its way into English. In the Anglo-Norman Dictionary, as well as in the Ox-
ford English Dictionary, the entry form is soldan, with <l>, and lists several alternative forms, none of which including
<b>.

Table 3 Etymological spelling of SOUDAN in the four French versions

MS.
(Babbi)9)

Le Roy
c1480

Huss
14851487

Leeu
1487

Number of instances 22 26 29 29

Cases with the etymological <l> 16 0 0 29

Cases with the ‘etymological’ <b> 0 26 29 0

Etymological spelling (%) 73 100 100 100
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one side of a leaf.
In this section, we will first focus on this segment of the story and illustrate how wildly and ef

fortlessly spelling alters in limited physical spaces, not only on handwritten leaves, but also on printed
pages. Figure 3 represents the transcription of Caxton’s printed page (diii v), while Figure 4 that of the
relevant portion in the manuscript (42v43r). In the figures, for the sake of visual representation of the
distances among instances of FALCON / FAUCON and SOLDAN / SOUDAN, the forms in question are
shown with letters in black colour, with others in grey. Occurrences with etymological <l> is under
lined, with the l in boldface.11) In the left column of Caxton’s page (Figure 3), there is a portion

Figure 3 Spatial distribution of forms of FALCON and SOLDAN in Caxton (1485) (diii v)
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where nonetymological spelling is dominant (ll. 816), while the etymological spelling is favoured
thereafter. When we compare the two images, we can hardly detect any wordtoword influence from
the manuscript over the individual choices of forms employed in the English print.

Another segment in Caxton (1485) where several instances of FALCON and SOLDAN are observed
together follows on the fourth page (dv v) after the one we examined above. Here Paris asks the Sul
tan’s falconer(s) to help him acquire a letter of order that authorises his trip to Alexandria. Figures 51
and 52 show their distribution on Caxton’s pages, and Figure 6 that on the leaves of the manuscript.
While the forms in the manuscript vary to about the same extent as we saw in Figure 4 (about 70%
etymological), those in the English print are perfectly consistent: with all instances accompanied by
etymological <l>. The difference between the two segments of text is striking: about 60% in the first
and 100% in the second.

Here again, the question “Why?” is unanswerable. One possible explanation could be that the
translator grew more and more conscious about his etymological spelling of FALCON and SOLDAN as
he continued his work. This tendency was already observable in the latter half of the first citation (Fig.
3). In addition, the second citation (Figures 51 and 52) includes etymologically spelled forms of
other lexical items: e.g., DOUBT, DOLPHIN, ADVENTURE, SUBJECT, and ADMIRAL, all of which Caxton
spells consistently with etymological letters. This contextual condition might have prompted him to
spell FALCON and SOLDAN with <l> when he was working on this passage.

─────────────────────────────────────────────────────
11) The exemplar on which Figures 3, 51, and 52 are based is owned by the British Library (C.10.b.10 = IB.55092; Acces

sible online). The manuscript Figures 4 and 6 refer to is owned by Bibliothèque nationale de France (MS Français
20044). The transcribed text data therein are those from Leach (1957) and Babbi (1992), unless otherwise stated.

Figure 4 Spatial distribution of forms of FAUCON and SOUDAN in the manuscript (42v43r)
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Through examination of Caxton’s etymological and nonetymological spelling of FALCON and
SOLDAN in Paris, in comparison with three French printed editions of the same text, we have shown
the instability or inconsistency particular to Caxton’s choices. Some examination of spatial distances
on a page from Caxton (1485) showed that varied forms coexist in close proximity, in quite random
manners, as is the case with the manuscript. In some other part, the lexical items under consideration
are consistently spelled etymologically. Caxton’s instability or inconsistency in spelling could be at
tributed to the general instability of spelling in English at the time, the environmental background of
translation where the translator may have been referring to more than one French exemplar, the hasti

Figure 5-1 Spatial distribution of forms of FALCON and SOLDAN in Caxton (1485) (dv v)
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ness in which the merchant translator was working for pursuit of financial success, or simply to man
ual or linguistic habits of individual compositors who typeset the pages in question.

6. Conclusion

In line with the current research trend in etymological spelling, the above sections have explored some
possible correspondence between Caxton’s translation of Paris and its original French versions, with a
focus on the two lexical items FALCON and SOLDAN (SULTAN). It has been shown that critical analyses

Figure 5-2 Spatial distribution of forms of FALCON and SOLDAN in Caxton (1485) (dvi r)
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12) A chunk of illegible letters. Babbi (1992) skips this altogether.

Figure 6 Spatial distribution of forms of FAUCON and SOUDAN in the manuscript (45v-47r)
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of various versions in the source language are necessary to understand the process of the introduction
and establishment of etymological spelling in English. Although the base French text of Caxton’s
Paris is now considered to be Le Roy (c1480), the correspondence between the two is not as transpar-
ent as expected when the choice between etymological and non-etymological forms of FALCON and
SOLDAN (SULTAN) is concerned. This opens up the possibility that other factors were probably relevant
to the choice of forms: Caxton may have consulted multiple versions in French while translating the
text; his choice of forms may have been influenced by the spelling of other lexical items on the same
page; and he may have selected forms more consciously in some parts of the text than in others.
Bottom-up analyses as illustrated by this case study can possibly make a small but important contribu-
tion to the clarification of the etymologising process of English spelling. As the timing of the shift
from non-etymological to etymological spelling is known to have differed significantly depending
upon the lexical item, further research of this kind is much in need.
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Etymological and Non-etymological Spellings of FALCON and
SOLDAN(SULTAN) in Caxton’s Paris and Vienne

and Some Related French Versions

Mitsumi UCHIDA
Yoko IYEIRI

ABSTRACT

This study scrutinises how William Caxton, who had spent dozens of years on the
continent as a Latin-, French-, English-, and Flemish-using multilingual merchant, em-
ployed etymological spelling in his translation of a romance from French to English.
The time was around the end of the fifteenth century, when etymological spelling was
prevalent in French, and across the Channel, parallel phenomenon was already in mo-
tion. A substantial number of examples of etymological spelling in English are reported
to have existed long before this, notably written by multilingual authors. Recent studies
in this field state that, unlike in the traditional view where etymological spelling in
English is discussed predominantly in relation to Latin, more attention to the influence
exercised by French is called for. In this context, it is worthwhile to examine whether
Caxton’s translation reflects spelling conventions of the original texts. Quantitative and
qualitative examination of Caxton’s etymological and non-etymological spelling of FAL-
CON and SOLDAN (SULTAN), in contrast with that of FAUCON and SOUDAN in the closely
related manuscript and printed editions in French, pointed to peculiar inconsistency in
Caxton’s choice of etymological forms. It is inconsistent not only in the sense that the
forms vary, but also in the sense that the variation is not in accordance with any of the
French versions. The results support the idea that in the process of introduction and
stabilisation or standardisation of etymological spelling, different lexical items show
different tendencies, and different language users reacted in different ways even in con-
temporary settings, and even when they were dealing with the same text.

Key Words: spelling, etymological, translation, William Caxton
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