Molly Robinson Kelly

On the Lexico-Grammatical Commentary of the Charrette Project

The lexico-grammatical commentary of the Charrette Project, also called the “linguistic” commentary, was launched in the fall of 1997.  At this time, my colleague, David Wrisley (American University of Beirut), and I set out to provide a full disambiguation of the Foulet-Uitti edition of Chrétien de Troyes’s Le Chevalier de la charrette (1989).  We were guided in this project by Karl Uitti, and assisted by Peter Shoemaker (Catholic University of America).  

In the early stages of the commentary, we worked exclusively on paper, in view of transferring, eventually, the information we had obtained into a Microsoft ACCESS database.  After two years of gathering data on paper, I was able to begin entering it into the ACCESS database. (David Wrisley had left Princeton to begin a new position).  With the help of Emma Goodwin, a recent graduate of Cambridge University, and Juliet O’Brien, a Ph.D. student at Princeton, a first “tagging” of the Charrette romance was completed in 2001.  Since then, Ms. O’Brien and I have worked on proof-reading the database.  As of fall 2002, we have also benefited from the assistance of Maud Simon, a doctoral research assistant from the Université Paris IV (please correct!), France.  In the next stage of the project, the database will be transferred into ORACLE, making it accessible over the World Wide Web.

In the early stages of our project, we made several editorial choices which were of crucial importance in shaping the commentary and distinguishing it from other disambiguation / linguistic tagging projects.  These choices were informed by our awareness from the onset of the ultimate computerization of our work.  Indeed, information technology, which is based on a hierarchical system and has no tolerance for ambiguity, made it impossible for us to avoid some prickly questions glossed over by previous grammarians of Old French:  e.g. What exactly is the grammatical category of a word like que?  When are i and an / en pronouns, and when are they adverbs? (Not to mention the difficulty of determining, especially for work based on the medieval manuscript, what precisely constituted a word; e.g. words such as entr’aimer, eneslepas, etc.)  The fact that our commentary was destined for the World Wide Web required us to pursue a greater precision than had heretofore been accomplished.  

Our editorial partis pris are as follows: 

1) The grammatical category is determined by the semantic functioning of the word.

This guideline, which appears obvious at first glance, allows us to respond to the considerable challenge posed by the disambiguation of certain complex words.  Most grammars, glossaries, and dictionaries of Old French tend to neglect the difficulty of categorization.  It is precisely these difficulties, however, that are of the greatest general interest to linguistics.  To name just one example: if, as according to Chomskian theory, the grammatical category of a word translates its syntactical function in the utterance (i.e. an adverb is defined as a word that functions syntactically as an adverb in its sentence), then what to think of a word such as an / en, whose syntactic function remains utterly indeterminable?  Placing the emphasis on semantics requires a deeper reflection on the definitions and limits of grammatical categories;  such a reflection is, I believe, one of the most desirable outcomes of our approach.

2) If function and form diverge, the word should be tagged according to function, not form.

This guideline follows from the first, and is primarily applicable when tagging the case (for nouns, pronouns, and articles).  For example, a word that clearly functions as an accusative will have the form of a nominative (this happens most often with personifications).  Even though the form is nominative, we tag it as an accusative.

3) Words are always tagged for function, even when the form is not declined.

Such is the case, for example, of feminine nouns in Old French, which receive no formal indication of their case. Nonetheless, we decided to tag the function (i.e. nominative or accusative), reasoning that such information could become poetically interesting: one could, for example, do a search to determine whether a noun such as reïne appeared more often as a subject or as an object.  Finally, this decision was linked to our fourth and last parti pris.

4) Retain all information. 

Our reasons for this decision in favor of tagging for all lexico-grammatical information for each occurrence of a word were twofold.  First, although this approach seemed arduously time-consuming, it saved time in the long term.  Each time one looks at a word, it takes some time to call to mind its classification and the reasons for it. It made sense to do the most detailed work possible in the first study of each word, eliminating the need to return, to remember the classification, and then to add information. Second, and more importantly, the Charrette Project’s primary objective was to elucidate the poetry of Chrétien de Troyes.  As a linguistic corpus, the Charrette romance is relatively small; we sought to compensate for the limited breadth of our analysis by offering the most thorough linguistic commentary possible, knowing that it is often in the minute details of language that the poet manifests his skill.

In conclusion, we are mindful that the detailed precision of our analysis involves interpretation, and therefore, subjectivity. That linguistic study involves interpretation is hardly a novel idea. As F. de Saussure remarked in his Cours de Linguistique générale, “Other sciences are provided with objects of study given in advance, which are then examined from different points of view. Nothing like that is the case in linguistics. […] The [linguistic] object is not given in advance of the viewpoint: far from it. Rather, one might say that it is the viewpoint adopted which creates the object.” (Trans. Roy Harris, Chicago and LaSalle: Open Court, 1972, p. 8.)  In truth, we are happy that our study shines a bright light on the role of interpretation in linguistic study (as it does on the editorial process). The objective of the linguistic commentary, and indeed of the entire Charrette Project is not to provide an authoritative, canonical study to be read, observed, and quoted. Rather, our most prized goal is to provide users with the means to ask their own questions, thus opening the poetic work to a potentially unlimited exchange of questions, answers, and interpretation.  Such an exchange, we believe, revives the excitement and promise of philological study.

