
Cape Libr., Jul/Aug 2005
2

THE
LINES

Cecily van Gend

BE
TW

EE
N

We take dictionaries so much for 
granted today that it is difficult 

to imagine a time when this invaluable 
reference tool was not available.  The 
ultimate authority on the language, 
the Oxford English Dictionary, was 
only published in 1928, having taken 
more than fifty years of work to com-
plete.  The word ‘dictionary’ itself was 
first used in 1538, and then only to 
describe a book offering the English 
equivalents of Latin words.  During 
the seventeenth century there were 

several efforts by lexicographers to produce lists of words and ex-
planations of their meanings, but none made a serious attempt to 
provide an authoritative record of the language and its usage until the 
mid-eighteenth century and the advent of Dr Samuel Johnson. 

During the eighteenth century (the Age of Enlightenment) there 
was a general feeling among the leading thinkers of the day, men like 
Pope, Dryden, Addison and Swift, that rules should be laid down to fix 
the language and keep it pure.  Across the channel in France, much the 
same feeling prevailed: the Academie Francaise was formed in 1634 
with the aim of establishing rules for the language and preventing its 
contamination by undesirable elements.  In 1694, the autocratic Forty 
Immortals produced Le Dictionnaire de L’Academie Francaise, after 
fifty-five years of work.  These worthy gentlemen laid down immuta-
ble rules of grammar and spelling, decreeing what was and what was 
not correct and acceptable usage.  Similarly, in Italy, the Accademia 
della Crusca in Florence had, since 1582, been tasked with preserving 
linguistic purity, a good few centuries before the Italians were able to 
call themselves a unified nation. 

Johnson, whom Smollett later called ‘that great Cham of Literature’, 
arrived in London in his early thirties, having moved there from 
Lichfield, where his father was a bookseller.  A schoolmaster turned 
journalist, he became a parliamentary sketch-writer for the Gentle-
man’s Magazine.  He soon earned a reputation as a great conversa-
tionalist and wit, but was continually strapped for cash.  Long inter-
ested in the language, he had ideas of producing a dictionary, which he 
saw as a way of earning a wider reputation.  When, in 1746, a group of 
London booksellers offered him fifteen hundred guineas to produce a 
new dictionary, he jumped at the offer. 

Initially, his thinking was very much in agreement with the prevailing 
ideas.  He set out to produce ‘a dictionary by which the pronunciation 
of our language may be fixed and its attainment facilitated: by which its 
purity may be preserved, its use ascertained and its duration length-
ened.’  He soon came to realise, however, that a language is a living, 
evolving entity, and cannot be fixed.  In the preface to his famous work, 
he writes: ‘…the lexicographer [may] be derided who…shall imagine 
that his dictionary can embalm his language, and secure it from cor-
ruption and decay…’  His dictionary, therefore, aimed to describe, 
rather than prescribe, ‘not to form, but to register’ the language.  

In 1747, he set to work, taking rooms off Fleet Street (today a mu-
seum), and hired six scribes.  He decided that the best way to go 
about the task was to read and record the usage of words as found in 
literature: his team was to browse through the mountain of existing 
works in English and copy onto slips of paper sentences illustrating his 
chosen words.  In doing this, he foreshadowed the method used by 
the compilers of the Oxford English Dictionary some one hundred 
years later.  Daunted by the magnitude of the task, however, he modi-
fied his ideas, and decided to confine himself to writings published 
after 1536 and the death of Sir Philip Sidney.  

He managed to list and define forty three thousand words by 
1750, and spent the next four years editing and choosing the 118 000 
illustrative quotations amassed by his assistants.  In April 1755 the 
work was completed and published: A Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage, in which the Words are deduced from their originals; and illustrated 
in their different significations, by examples from the best writers to which 
are prefixed a history of the Language and an English grammar, by 
Samuel Johnson, M.A. in Two Volumes.

Although it was hailed as a triumph, the work had its faults, and of 
course, it had its critics.  Many of these detractors were motivated by 
envy, but there are also some valid criticisms of the work.  His arch 
rival across the Atlantic, Noah Webster, compiler of the American 
Dictionary of the English Language, wrote: ‘I am inclined to believe 
that Johnson’s authority has multiplied instead of reducing the number 
of corruptions in the English language.’ 

It is true that some of his definitions, as Webster pointed out, are 
extraordinarily complicated, and tend to obscure, rather than illumi-
nate the meaning, as in ‘cough: a convulsion of the lungs, vellicated by 
some sharp serosity’, and ‘dross: the recrement or dispumation of 
metals’. 

The Dictionary was by no means comprehensive.  He had deliber-
ately chosen to exclude certain terms: words relating to proper 
names, such as Benedictine and Mahometan, foreign words, those end-
ing in -ing, obsolete words, and what he called ‘cant’ - that is, terms 
relating to various professions, such as law and medicine, and ‘many 
terms of art and manufacture’. 

No rude words or obscenities were included (although apparently 
fart was not regarded as a rude word).  Later, when tackled on this 
omission by a fashionable society lady, he is said to have replied, rath-
er caustically: ‘Madam, I hope I have not daubed my fingers.  I find, 
however, that you have been looking for them.’

The work is highly idiosyncratic, reflecting the eccentricities, preju-
dices and political leanings of its compiler.  Many of these make enter-
taining reading today, even though we cannot take them seriously.  
One wonders, for example, what his scribes (five of them Scottish) 
thought of the definition of oats as ‘a grain which in England is gener-
ally given to horses, but in Scotland supports the people’.  Whigs are 
simply dismissed as ‘the name of a faction’, while a Tory is ‘one who 
adheres to the ancient constitution of the state, and the apostological 
hierarchy of the Church of England’.  Excise is ‘a hateful tax levied 
upon commodities, and adjudged not by the common judges of 
property but wretches hired by those to whom excise is paid’.  Ap-
parently this definition so offended the Commissioners of Excise that 
they tried, unsuccessfully, to sue him for defamation. 

He is disarmingly frank in admitting his ignorance: ‘etch is a country 
word of which I know not the meaning’, parsnep simply ‘a plant’, while 
pastern is ‘the knee of a horse’.  A pastern is, in fact, closer to being 
the ankle of a horse, being, according to the Oxford English Diction-
ary, ‘that part of a horse’s foot between the fetlock and the hoof ’.  
When asked how he could be so wrong in his definition, he replied, 
‘Ignorance, madam, pure ignorance.’

He is endearingly self-deprecating, as in his definition of a lexicogra-
pher as ‘a writer of dictionaries; a harmless drudge that busies himself 
in tracing the original and detailing the significance of words’, Grub 
Street as ‘the name of a street in Moorfields in London, much inhab-
ited by writers of small histories, dictionaries and temporary poems’.  
Dull is defined as ‘not exhilarating, not delightful: as, to make dictionar-
ies is dull work’.

He also managed to get his revenge on his would-be patron, Philip 
Dormer Stanhope, fourth Earl of Chesterfield.  A man of considera-
ble power and influence, he was a lord-lieutenant of Ireland, and 
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  POSSAK

Dankie Oudtshoorn
Ons verruil Oudtshoorn nou vir Stilbaai!  
Gerrit gaan heerlik visvang en ons gaan 
snorkel in die poele!  Ons beplan ’n hele 
nuwe lewenstyl!  Ons sien uit daarna, maar 
weet nou al dat ons hierdie dorp gaan 
mis!  Ons tel die dinge en vrinne af wat ons 
meeste gaan mis...en vroeg op my lys is ‘my’ 
biblioteek!

Die wye verskeidenheid wat ek in die 
tien jaar by julle gekry het, is wonderlik.  Nie 
net die verskeidenheid boeke nie, ook die 
duidelike manier waarop julle die rakke merk 
sodat ek maklik by ’n boek kon kom wat ek 
wou hê.  Byvoorbeeld, toe ons honde sou 
‘babies’ hê.  Of toe ek die tuin wou verander.  
Of toe ek pasta wil maak - telkens kan ek op 
my eie rondloop en vind waarna ek soek.

Dan het julle boonop ’n tema vir die 
maand (toe Daleen Matthee afsterf staan 
daar ’n rak met haar boeke waar mens 
instap; kom AIDS-dag staan daar ’n rak met 
boeke daaroor.)  Dankie dat julle dit altyd 
gedoen het.  Om in die biblioteek in te stap, 
was om in voeling met die wye wêreld te 
wees.  Dankie daarvoor.

Dikwels stap ek met my lysie van name 
om op die rakke te soek.  As ek dit nie op 
die rak kry nie, stap ek net toonbank toe; 
vra dat hulle ‘opkyk’.  En hoeveel kere het 
die personeel nie titels vir my ‘opgekyk’ en 
bestel nie.  Sê vir almal ek sê dankie vir hul 
jarelange moeite.

So kan ek vir ure aangaan oor my 
vreugde uit die biblioteek.  Ek kan net nie 
hier wegloop sonder om te getuig oor wat 
die biblioteek vir my beteken het nie.  Baie 
dankie, ek gaan julle mis.

Marina Geertsema

Van tyd tot tyd kom daar iets oor ’n mens se 
pad wat die gevoel dat dit wat ons doen nie 
waardeer word nie, met een hou platslaan...
RED

Erratum
Ama: A story of the Atlantic slave trade by 
Manu Herbstein

I appreciate your inclusion of a review 
of my novel in the Jan/Feb 2005 issue of 
the Cape Librarian.  However, the review 
contains a bizarre error that you might like 
to consider correcting, at least in the on-line 
edition, if that is possible.

Your reviewer writes of Ama, ‘At one 
stage she is owned by the Director of Cape 
Town Castle, Pieter de Bruyn’.  The castle 
in question is at Elmina, which is situated in 
what is now Ghana, 5° north of the equator.  
There are reproductions of old pictures of 
Elmina Castle at www.ama.africatoday.com/
elmina.htm and more recent photographs at 
www.ama.africatoday.com/diaspora_return.com. 

I have reproduced all the other reviews of 
Ama published to date at www.ama.africato-
day.com/reviews.htm. 

The subtitle of the novel in the review is 
also wrong.  It is given as ‘the story of the 
Atlantic slave trade,’ suggesting that there 
was only one story and that this is it.  I chose 
the initial article in A story of the Atlantic 
slave trade deliberately: it was intended 
to suggest that this was just one of twelve 
million untold stories (twelve million being 
the historians’ current best estimate of the 
number of slaves transported across the 
Atlantic during the 400 year period of the 
slave trade.)

Macmillan South Africa will be re-publish-
ing the novel later this year in its Picador 
Africa imprint.

Manu Herbstein
Accra, Ghana

Please accept our apologies for the errors 
contained in the review.  It has been corrected 
on our database…RED

  MENSE

Kookwater oupa se afsterwe

Clive Randall van der Berg het op 9 Okto-
ber 1972 by die streekbiblioteek op Mossel-
baai begin werk met ’n salaris van R492 per 
jaar.  So skryf Linda van Zyl (toe nig Linda 
van Oudtshoorn) in haar brief aan hoofkan-
toor om die eerste persoon wat sy in 
Mosselbaai moes aanstel, se besonderhede 
deur te gee.

Op 27 Junie vanjaar het sy oudste seun 
na die kantoor gebel om ons in te lig dat sy 
pa die dag oorlede is.  Op papier is dit net 
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friend of Pope, Swift and Voltaire.  When, in 1746, Johnson agreed to 
take on the project, he had hoped to enlist this prominent figure as a 
patron, whose imprimatur would confer inestimable prestige on the 
work.  Chesterfield promised the imprimatur, but declined the patron-
age, contributing a niggardly ten pounds towards the project.  He was 
there to claim credit for its subsequent success, however.  In the Dic-
tionary, Patron is defined as ‘a wretch who supports with indolence, and 
is paid with flattery’.

Johnson’s Dictionary proved to be an international triumph.  The 
president of the Italian Accademia declared it ‘a noble work’ and ‘a per-
petual monument of fame to the author, an honour to his own country 
in particular, and a general benefit to the Republic of Letters through-
out all Europe’.  In France, he was described as ‘an academy’.  Voltaire 
even proposed that the French model a new dictionary on Johnson’s.  
In contrast to Le Dictionnaire de L’Academie Francaise, which had 
taken forty men fifty five years to complete, Johnson’s had been com-
pleted in seven years with the assistance of only six men.  On this basis, 

Johnson concluded, three Englishmen were worth a hundred 
Frenchmen.

During his lifetime, Johnson’s Dictionary ran into four editions, 
and remained the standard work for more than a century.  In the 
opening chapter of  Thackeray’s novel, Vanity Fair, set in the early 
nineteenth century, the ‘Great Lexicographer’ is referred to in tones 
of awe and reverence by the formidable eponymous headmistress 
of Miss Pinkerton’s academy for young ladies.  Becky Sharp’s auda-
cious and dramatic act of defiance in flinging her copy of ‘the Dix-
onary’ from the coach window as it drives off, causes the timid Miss 
Jemima almost to faint with terror.  Such was the respect still ac-
corded this dictionary fifty years after its publication.  It held this 
position, in fact, until the Oxford English Dictionary began appear-
ing in instalments from 1884.  This monumental work was finally 
completed in 1928, more than seventy years after it was first con-
ceived.  Its creation is another fascinating story, which I will deal 
with in a later column.


