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A cut-out-and-keep, pin-it-up-somewhere-on-your-desk guide (no, really!)

Five top tips for reading medieval French texts


1. Sound it out. Modern French orthographies often preserve older forms of a word, which means that if you’re having 
trouble making sense of a word or phrase, it can often help to simply say it out loud with a modern French accent. 
This is particularly useful with letters that are now silent, such as beste (= ModFr bête), mestre (= ModFr maître), espee 
(= ModFr épée).


2. Be aware of differences. The reverse of this rule applies in the areas where medieval French differs from modern 
French, which it’s worth keeping in mind. These include: the importance of the case system and freedom of word 
order, especially in OFr; the multiple possible translations of se / si (‘if’ / ‘so’ / ‘thus’ / pleonastic); variation in spelling 
and orthography; null-subjects; and much greater use of the subjunctive.


3. Use deductive reasoning. If you’re confronted with a sea of text that leaves the page swimming before you, try 
starting from what you do know, rather than what you don’t. This can range from the very basic (what kind of text is 
this?) through to the more complex (what words look like modern English or French equivalents?), but can be 
surprisingly powerful. Take the opening lines to the Chanson de Roland:


Carles li reis, nostre emperere magnes,

Set anz tuz pleins ad estét en Espaigne,

Trequ’en la mer cunquist la tere altaigne.

N’i ad castel ki devant lui remaigne. (ll. 1-4)


From these opening lines alone, we can work out a surprising amount of information. It’s reasonable to assume that 
Charlemagne will be involved in a text such as this, so it’s likely him on the first line; Charlemagne was both a king 
and an emperor (also l. 1); we know that the text involves his conquests in Spain (ll. 2-3), and can assume (accurately) 
that castel equates to English ‘castle’. This process can be adapted to a wide variety of texts, and identifying and 
noting down the high-frequency vocabulary items in each case can effectively ‘unlock’ even the most intimidating 
material: this might include verbs such as crere (‘believe’) for homiletic material, or terms such as ame (‘soul’) in wills.


4. Break it down. Modern editors of texts will usually modernise the punctuation of their texts to correspond with 
modern standards. This makes it easier to divide up a longer text into sentences and tackle it one phrase at a time, 
focusing initially on main clauses, identifying the subjects of verbs, and building up your understanding of the ‘sense-
groups’ one at a time. Here’s what this looks like when applied to a particularly nasty passage of 14th-century 
legislation, written in Anglo-Norman:


Item, [//] pur ceo qe diverses taillages ount esté graunteez a nostre seignour le roi avant ces hours, [//] dount la 
commune de sa terre sont issint enpoiriz qe a graunt peine poont ils vivere, [//] les queux biens de graunt partie 
ne sount pas venuz a nostre dit seignour le Roi […] [//] prie la dite commune qe [//] par parlance de soen bon 
conseil, [//] soit enquis ou les ditz biens sont devenuz.


The text here has been divided up into sense-groups, roughly following the editorial punctuation. Doing this, and 
identifying (and initially ignoring) subclauses early on, allows us to focus on the main verb, and the key sense: the 
Commons requests (prie) that an enquiry might be carried out (soit enquis) into where the benefits have ended up.


5. Make use of dictionaries. Try looking beyond the Anglo-Norman Dictionary, too: the lemmatiser to the Dictionnaire 

du moyen français can be very useful, especially when partnered with a modern French-English dictionary such as 
those found on WordReference.com.


Fun fact: a reading knowledge of medieval 
French is proven to be 98% effective in 
protecting against harmful consequences 
of centaur attacks. Image from Paris, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS 
Arsenal 5080 (fol. 190v).


