April 15, 1755

A Famous Day in Leicographical History: Why?

What was life like before dictionaries? It’s worth imagining. On what we now call income tax day in America, on April 15th of 1755, a 36-year-old well-read Englishman published an extraordinary dictionary that he created solo. Samuel John’s Dictionary of the English Language was certainly not the first English dictionary, but it was the first to feature Johnsonian definitions for over 42,000 entries, with 114,000 illustrative quotations showing their use, a forerunner of the Oxford English Dictionary. These fill two huge tomes weighing about twenty pounds together, and, although in William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair Becky Sharp is described as chucking a Johnsonian dictionary into Miss Pinkerton’s garden, it was most likely a somewhat lighter abridged version. 

Most interestingly, Johnson started out as a prescriptive lexicographer. He wanted to “fix” the English language with his mammoth lexicon; however, along the way, he realized the English language (or the English languages, as we acknowledge today) lives (or live) by changing constantly and that dictionaries record the uses of words, they do not regulate their usage. 

Johnson’s dictionary began with “a” and ended with “zootomy” and was revolutionary for the field of lexicography. Still more stunning is that Johnson began this two-volume masterpiece in 1746 and finished it alone in 1755, some nine years later. It had taken forty French scholars fifty years to publish a similar dictionary some time earlier. Johnson’s view of this French endeavor shows in the following wry quip: “So is the proportion of an Englishman to a Frenchman.” Johnson was well-known for his prodigious memory and intellect, and they aided him in making an idiosyncratic dictionary showing how English was actually spoken and written. For his work, Johnson was paid 1,575 pounds (about US $185,000 today). 

Of course, for Black Adder fans, this dictionary is famous for having been accidentally burned to a crisp by the much-abused and quite dense servant Baldrick, who is, nonetheless, very, very sorry for his mistake, for having burned up in an instant nine years of lexicographical mastery. And when the Black Adder tries to rewrite this work to give it back to Johnson as it had been given to him, so Johnson would be none the wiser, he licks his pencil and begins with “Aardvark?”

