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Imperial Prize and Japan Academy Prize to: 

Takeshi Matsumura
Professor, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 
      The University of Tokyo

for Dictionnaire du français médiéval

Outline of the work:

The French language is one of the Romance languages, a group of languages that derive from the Latin 
language. French was established as a language after branching off from Latin in around the ninth century. 
Medieval French was the language used from the middle of the ninth century, when the oldest French texts 
appeared, until the end of the 15th century, and was the common language in Northern France (including 
French used in England, Italy, and Jerusalem during the era of the Crusades, etc.) Up to now, there was no 
trustworthy single-volume dictionary, apart from multi-volume dictionaries for specialists.

Prof. Takeshi Matsumura is a world-famous researcher in the field of Medieval French philology and 
lexicography. Upon request from France’s current leading researcher on Medieval French literature, Prof. 
Michel Zink, of the Collège de France and of the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, Prof. 
Matsumura independently worked on the compilation of this dictionary, Dictionnaire du français médiéval, 
and completed it in five-and-a-half years. Because the quantity of material surpassed original expectations, its 
publication was met with some difficulty, ultimately being published in November 2015 by Les Belles Lettres, 
a publishing house in Paris with an established reputation in the field of humanities. 

This publication, although a single volume, is a large work, with 3,500 two-columned pages and 56,212 
entries. This work thus contains an abundance of information and can hold its ground against multi-volume 
dictionaries. Existing representative dictionaries include the 10-volume Dictionnaire de l’ancienne langue 
française et de tous ses dialectes du IX e au XV e siècle, on which Frédéric Godefroy worked from 1879 to 
1902; the 11-volume Altfranzösisches Wörterbuch, on which Adolf Tobler and Erhard Lommatzsch and their 
successors worked from 1915 to 2002; the 25-volume Französisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch, written by 
Walther von Wartburg and his successors from 1922 to 2002; and as dictionaries for which production is still 
ongoing, there is among others one dictionary started by Kurt Baldinger in 1971, continued by Frankwalt 
Möhren and later by Thomas Städtler, entitled Dictionnaire étymologique de l’ancien français (hereinafter 
referred to as DEAF). Prof. Matsumura referenced the above works critically to complete his publication.

A unique characteristic of this work lies in the fact that it records the French language from its origins 
until the end of the Middle Ages, contains detailed and accurate definitions, with plentiful examples, and 
includes etymology, word history, and regional features. The starting point for each entry was Tobler and 
Lommatzsch’s dictionary, with the necessary changes made. The text was supplemented by critically 
analyzing Godefroy and Wartburg’s dictionary. Furthermore, this work also draws on various texts that have 
not been utilized before now—not limited to literary works but also including texts on grammar, rhetoric, 
history (especially ancient Roman history), philosophy, theology, liturgy, law, medicine, mathematics, 
astronomy, music, architecture, navigation, numismatics, heraldry, botany, cooking, etc. This work brings 
together a collection of words and examples that have been overlooked until now. Next, works from the 
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earliest period are in principle cited for usage examples. In doing so, all second-hand quotations are removed 
and sources are directly consulted in principle. For this purpose, either a reliable critical edition or, if it cannot 
be found, manuscripts of the works in question are referred to confirm the content, and its source is denoted 
in detail using abbreviations. (Therefore, there is no source list in this publication due to the fact that this 
information can be searched on a publicly available electronic copy of the DEAF bibliography. This is a 
reasonable measure to take, given that the number of pages in one dictionary is limited.) Through this, it was 
possible to remove mistakes and oversights that had continually been overlooked aspects, for example, a 
considerable number of “mots fantômes” (ghost words), nonexistent words that were passed down due to 
vague readings of the sole example, or mistaken examples. Furthermore, during the Middle Ages there existed 
no national language that was common in the whole of Northern France. Various regional languages (dialects) 
existed in parallel and they each had their own unique characteristics. This dictionary specifies if a word or 
expression has a regional scope such as these. As this facet was neglected in earlier dictionaries, this work 
makes a significant academic contribution with this addition. Since the work was restricted to one volume, 
there was a limit to the number of terms and examples that could be recorded. Additionally, further regional 
studies still leave room for expansion. Due to this, this work still has various limitations. However, without 
doubt, this publication makes major strides compared to other traditional Medieval French dictionaries.

Not only has this dictionary become an essential reference work on the French language and culture 
since its initial publication, it has gone on to become highly regarded academically. Prof. Matsumura was also 
invited by the Collège de France to give a series of lectures on the preparations for and compilation of this 
dictionary and was further invited by the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres to speak on the same 
subject. In 2016, the Académie française awarded Prof. Matsumura the Grand Prix de la Francophonie. This 
award is a comparable honor to the Japan Academy Prize. It is an amazing feat for a Japanese scholar to 
independently compile such a work.
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