Book Review: Dictionaries Deserve
Their Due
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Askthe guy on the street
to name a lexicographer
and you might get a hesitant
“Daniel Webster?” College English majors may surprise
themselves and come up with Samuel Johnson and a very few
others may mention Roget or Merriam or Funk and Wagnalls.
But despite the sparse public recognition, it turns out the roll
call of notable lexicographers is actually robust — chock full of
brilliant, often eccentric wordsmiths elbowing and jockeying
for position.
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Hardly Harmless Drudgery (a nod to Dr. Johnson’s
grumpy definition of a lexicographer as a “harmless drudge”)
and its mouthful of a subtitle is the byproduct of a magnificent
2024 exhibition at New York’s Grolier Club. Like an earlier
exhibit there of English grammar books from the impressive
collection of author/grammarian/lexicographer Bryan Garner
(which produced Taming the Tongue: In the Heyday of English
Grammar (1711-1851) — reviewed in the Summer 2023 issue),
this horde too hails largely from Garner’s jaw-dropping drove
of dictionaries and related material. Here too Garner repeats
this winning formula to great effect, using the exhibition as a
jumping-off point in this survey of a half millennium’s worth of
lexicographers and their products, this time with a co-author,
Rutgers University professor Jack Lynch.

Hardly Harmless Drudgery chronicles the 132 items in this
exhibit — “Hence the item-by-item treatment, with a number
assigned to each.” Garner and Lynch describe the collection
as “mostly items from the Garner Collection of dictionaries,
which is among the most extensive ever compiled by a private
collector. Amounting to more than 4,500 dictionaries, lexicons
and glossaries, it is housed in Dallas, Texas, and was assembled
on five continents over 50 years. Within the lexicographic
Collection are books, manuscripts, letters, legal documents,
broadsides, advertisements, and other ephemera.”

Before tackling Hardly Harmless Drudgery, do yourself
a favor: Grab any nearby dictionary and flip through it for a
minute. Observe the design and layout, the organization, the
many conventions such as alphabetical order and two-column
format, the numerous components in specific order for every
definition (part of speech, pronunciation, derivation, multiple
meanings, examples, etc.), on and on.... Now close the book
and forget everything you’ve just seen. Really — wipe your
mental slate clean. Once you realize that a dictionary isn’t
merely a given -- that it’s not just something that’s always
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been — you’ll better appreciate the centuries’ long, painful and
convoluted evolutionary process that gives us today what most
of us simply take for granted.

Hardly Harmless Drudgery is a meaty, complex and at 3
pounds 11.6 ounces hefty work that professes a simple goal:
“This book tells the stories of the most important English-
language dictionaries and their makers.” (Incidentally, my
Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary weighs in at 3 pounds
11 ounces, my Thorndike and Barnhart Comprehensive Desk
Dictionary at 2 pounds 7.3 ounces and my Roget’s Thesaurus
of English Words and Phrases at 2 pounds 3.1 ounces, while
my Random House Dictionary of the English Language
registers 11 pounds 10.8 ounces and my Webster’s Third
New International Dictionary tips the scales at a whopping
12 pounds 15.5 ounces.) Sexy rarities such as a Shakespeare
First Folio or Gutenberg Bible snatch the headlines on the rare
occasions they hit the market, but Garner and Lynch proclaim
the intellectual importance of dictionaries beautifully:

Dictionaries are repositories of erudition, monuments
to linguistic authority, and battlefields in cultural and
political struggles. They have been announced with almost
messianic fervor, decried as evidence of cultural collapse,
and relied on in judicial decisions. They are works of
almost superhuman endurance, produced by people who
devote themselves to years or even decades of wearisome
labor. As commodities in a fiercely competitive publishing
business, they can keep a company afloat for generations
or sink it in a few years. Some are also beautiful objects,
products of genuine innovations in typography and book
design.

You know you’re in for a stimulating, challenging read
when the authors “encourage you to take a few minutes to
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browse the table of contents... and to do likewise with the
index.” Heed their words and obey. My suggestion: Also keep
a dictionary nearby. Garner and Lynch are fine writers with
a pleasing, accessible style — but they are dictionary scholars,
so be prepared to enlarge your vocabulary. I found myself
occasionally reaching out for a you-know-what.

Such a complex subject with such a long and complex
history requires “A Short Prehistory.” In this quick crash course
Garner and Lynch address the earliest manuscript glosses and
word lists, which evolved into codices of vocabularies and
finally the gradual move toward what we now recognize as a
dictionary. “Those steps alone,” they quip, “took a thousand
years.”

Most of these 132 concise, pithy entries revolve around
one person and his significance in lexicographic history - it’s
a largely male-dominated field, but several women do make
notable appearances. Most entries range from a couple to
several pages. For most readers lexicography is so foreign
and inscrutable this approach is brilliant, as it showcases the
development of the dictionary in small, easily digestible bites.
Each gives you context to place the impact of the contributors
and their works into this crowded landscape. You look forward
to the sharp, memorable subtitle attached to each, which
characterize Garner and Lynch’s “take” on each lexicographer.
At random: “Inveterate Sesquipedalian,” “The Pilfering
Quick Study,” “Surprisingly Prescient,” “Often Ignorant,
Never Ridiculous,” “Polyglot Extraordinaire,” “Stay-at-Home
Scholar.”

With 132 entries — dictionaries, their creators, other related
material -- at our disposal, let’s spin the wheel and highlight
several from this abundance:

As I'm currently reading Thomas Elyot’s The Boke of the
Governour (1531), a guide to ruling wisely and morally whose
popularity was eclipsed by Niccolo Machiavelli’s dastardly take
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on the same topic in 7he Prince the following year, I'm delighted
to see that a few years later The Dictionary of Syr Thomas Eliot
Knyght appeared and earned “Henry XIII’s Failed Emissary”
(Garner and Lynch’s subtitle) a spot in lexicographic history.
This 1538 work, item #2 in the exhibit, “with its 26,560 entries
in a folio volume of 424 double-column pages... established
some important lexicographic conventions.” Garner and Lynch
itemize its innovations:

(1) the use of dictionary in the title as an English word (he
was first); (2) alphabetical ordering; (3) distinct typefaces to
distinguish headwords from definitions, in this case roman
type for Latin headwords and black letter for English
translations; (4) grammatical organization; (5) some use of
quotations to illustrate meaning and usage; (6) occasional
citation of authorities; and (7) a great many “encyclopedic’
entries dealing with mythological, biographical, and
historical subjects. Elyot marked the beginning not just
of true bilingual Latin-English lexicography, but of an
approach to English-language lexicography generally.

Shout-out for booksellers! If British dealer Thomas
Osborne hadn’t purchased the huge library of Edward Harley
(2" Earl of Oxford and Earl Mortimer) at his death in 1741, he
wouldn’t have hired a hungry young Samuel Johnson to help
catalogue it. If Johnson hadn’t accepted this grunt work he
wouldn’t have seen the obscure 1644 pamphlet Vindex Anglicus;
or the Perfections of the English Language, which Osborne
then reprinted in a 1744 volume, The Harleian Miscellany —
item #14. The unknown author railed against the Neologists
who sought to enlarge “mongrel” English by creating new and
often exotic words, instead siding with the Purists who felt
“that English is just fine, thank you, and equal if not superior
to the world’s other languages.” There are ifs involved, but it’s
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not too much of a stretch to agree with Garner and Lynch that
“The Vindex may have helped to shape Johnson’s thinking
about the sufficiency of the English Language, and perhaps
contributed to his determination to focus only on words that
had demonstrated their utility among English writers.”

One of the more amusing items is #29, the 1735 A New
English Dictionary, Containing a Collection of Words in
the English Language, which Garner and Lynch describe
as containing “all the hallmarks of Grub Street: an inane
preface, a secondhand vocabulary, and nothing original in the
definitions” which were mostly cribbed from item #26. Being
the son of Daniel Defoe of Robinson Crusoe fame didn’t help
Benjamin Norton Defoe from being subtitled “An Acorn Falls
Far from the Tree” and his book characterized as “one of the
most obscure dictionaries of the 18" century.”

Anyone who sees that the subject of #54 is Samuel
Johnson Jr. will assume this was a shameless, baldfaced
attempt to capitalize on the renown of the good doctor — who
as any Johnsonian knows never had children. “It has to be a
pseudonym, doesn’t it?”” ask Garner and Lynch. “But it isn’t”
comes their astonishing answer. Samuel Johnson Jr. was, in
fact, Samuel Johnson Jr. (1757-1835), a little-known teacher
unrelated to his famous namesake. His 4 School Dictionary,
Being a Compendium of the Latest and most Improved
Dictionaries (New Haven, 1797-98) actually has a legitimate
claim: “it’s the first English-language dictionary to be compiled
by an American.”

An eccentric’s eccentric, or crackpot some might say, is
John Horne Tooke (#55), not a lexicographer but a philologist,
clergyman and politician whose oddball career Garner and
Lynch clearly revel in summarizing. ézeo wtepdevra, or, The
Diversions of Purley (1786-1805). “This political hell-raiser
neverwrote adictionary,” they write, “buthis presence hung over
lexicography for decades. ... It was an attempt at ‘philosophical
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grammar’ — observations on the nature of language generally,
rather than of any particular language — and it was conducted
in the form of a dialogue between two characters.... The book
was grounded on two addled principles: first, that every word
has only one meaning; second, that there are only two parts of
speech, nouns and verbs.” You can only laugh as they conclude
that “Horne Tooke was erudite, creative, impassioned, eloquent
— and very, very wrong.”

Peculiarities major and minor fill these entries. The early
dictionary writers show themselves all too human despite
protestations of objectivity, as well shown in #38, James
Buchanan’s Linguce Britannicee Vera Pronunciatio (1757).
Buchanan made advances in indicating pronunciation but had
strong feelings “about what belonged in a dictionary and what
didn’t.” He wrote that “I have... rejected all obsolete, bad, low,
and despicable words, yet as Garner and Lynch point out, “The
‘bad, low, and despicable words,’... didn’t include the word
fart, which he defined as ‘An eruption of wind backwards,’
or piss, curtly glossed as ‘Urine.” But adventuresome, bang,
and cudden, all appropriated by Johnson as ‘low words,” are
excluded.”

How fitting that 1859, the year that Charles Darwin’s On
the Origin of Species was published, also witnessed scientific
objectivity brought to lexicography with the appearance of
Proposal for the Publication of a New English Dictionary of
the Philological Society -- #82. (Cue Richard Strauss’ Thus
Spake Zarathustra, the epic tone poem that opens 2001: A
Space Odyssey with its prancing apes.) What Frederick J.
Furnivall and Herbert Coleridge put forth in this slim book was
the radical notion that “the first requirement of every lexicon
is, that it should contain every word occurring in the literature
of the language it professes to illustrate. We entirely repudiate
the theory, which converts the lexicographer into an arbiter of
style, and leaves it in his discretion to accept or reject words
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according to his private notions of their comparative elegance
or inelegance.” Enter the guiding principle of the Oxford
English Dictionary. The gauntlet had been thrown down.
While the OED’s first volume wouldn’t see light of day for
three decades, the groundwork had been laid. The public were
invited to submit entries of a very specific type and format —
“the largest lexicographic crowdsourcing project in history....
To this day, amateur volunteers continue to send materials to
Oxford University Press....”

No lexicographer looms larger in Hardly Harmless
Drudgery than Noah Webster, but since the name is now
synonymous with “dictionary” few know much about the man.
“Noah Webster is a treated as a ‘Founding Father’ because of
what he did for the American language,” writer Garner and
Lynch:

He was eager to liberate Americans from their bondage to
Samuel Johnson. At first, when creating a simple spelling
book (1783), he rather revered Johnson; soon he understood
Johnson to be a competitor with faults, not a sage to be
followed; and by the time he began compiling his own
dictionary (1806), he was reviling Johnson. By 1816, he
was hypocritically declaring that the world would be better
off had Johnson’s Dictionary never been written.

And as for the man himself,

Webster was a strange mix of qualities; he was a superb
definer but a delusional etymologist, an untiring worker
but a disastrous businessman. He would spend a decade
composing useless and imaginary word histories in the
egregiously misguided belief that many English terms
couldn’t be rightly understood without resort to the
Ethiopian and Chaldean languages, and then his poor
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judgment would guarantee that he’d lose money on the
result.

No one leaves Hardly Harmless Drudgery with a bigger
black eye than Webster — make that two shiners. Vainglorious,
litigious, thoroughly unpleasant. Even his death in 1843 at age
84 only seems to increase his presence in this book as heirs and
those who bought rights to the name and the works wrestled
over who got to use it. The many posthumous rewrites and
revisions of his works become a chaotic, bewildering free-for-
all, with numerous publishers using the name to add gravitas to
their dictionaries. Item #108, “The Slow Death of ‘Webster’ as
a Trademark: A Shaggy-Dog Story,” is the single longest entry
at 19 pages.

Webster and his vast influence span half a dozen exhibit
entries, in the course of which the reader is treated to several of
the Garner collection’s most gasp worthy autograph treasures.
“Noah Webster at His Most Compendious” spotlights his early
effort, A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language
(1806), item #57 in this all-star parade. “The book isn’t
particularly attractive,” the authors observe. “It’s small....
The type is also small, and the two-column page is extremely
dense.” Yet “because of its place in the career of America’s first
great lexicographer... it is recognized as the first important
American dictionary.” Among the many images that populate
this (and every) entry is Webster’s copyright certificate for this
title, penned by the Superintendent of the Patent Office.

“Noah Webster’s Deeply Flawed Magnum Opus” presents
his major claim to fame -- #62, the 1828 two-volume An
American Dictionary of the English Language. 1t set the bar
high but was overpriced and sold poorly. Garner and Lynch
spell out its strengths and weaknesses thoroughly. Stirring
to behold are images of the Garner collection’s two small
manuscript fragments in Webster’s hand as well as, holy of
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holies, both sides of one full, heavily marked-up manuscript
leaf from his great Meisterwerk.

“Webster’s Tetchiest Letters,” item #71, shows that the
Garner document archive seems to bear an abundance of
riches nearly as extensive as the dictionary collection. “In
Webster’s defense, we might say that the man felt perpetually
aggrieved,” Garner and Lynch open, a generous foreshadowing
of the unpleasantness that follows. The image of Webster
that emerges is striking: “Endowed with monumentally poor
business judgment, Webster was perpetually on the verge
of insolvency.... Grievance was a major part of [his] mental
makeup, and this affected all his relationships. One of his
biographers writes that Webster went out of his way to alienate
just about everybody he ever knew.” Excerpts from some of
the 21 unpublished letters in the Garner collection display a
consistent nastiness that spans several decades — money-
grubbing, petty, bitter, disingenuous. Webster went so far as
to place ads in newspapers disguised as articles — bad enough!
— that quote rave reviews of his books from British journals.
“Few might have suspected that Webster himself had placed
the piece,” they conclude. “But what is truly extraordinary
is that no evidence can now be found that any such British
reviews ever actually appeared in print outside Webster’s own
ads. They seem, in short, to have been fabricated....”

The field of lexicography-related autographs is-- well, can
you even call it a “field” if it contains only a few names? To call
it slim pickings would be an understatement. Samuel Johnson
and Noah Webster are desirable, very scarce and not for the
faint of heart. But as with Garner’s earlier Taming the Tongue,
here too an autograph aspect crops up that will please the
autograph crowd. In addition to the Webster examples noted
above, many other examples make an appearance, mostly from
the Garner collection — albeit not among lexicographers of the
16" and 17" centuries, whose material may well be nonexistent.
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Johnsonians like myself will thrill to see a leaf from his
“Short Scheme for Compiling a New Dictionary” — not from
the Garner collection, but one of the greatest of Johnson
treasures at Harvard’s Houghton Library. Published in 1747 as
The Plan of a Dictionary of the English Language (item #32),
the dictionary appeared in 1755 as A Dictionary of the English
Language (item #35).

Likewise not from Garner’s collection is item #34, the good
doctor’s eviscerating letter to wannabe patron Lord Chesterfield.
Years after Johnson swallowed his pride and requested the 4
Earl of Chesterfield’s patronage to underwrite the crippling
cost of compiling a dictionary, Chesterfield realized what an
opportunity he had missed and penned a rave review of the
not-yet-published book — “a bizarre reversal of the usual order,”
the authors note, “with one of Britain’s most distinguished men
of letters — a peer of the realm, no less — striving to impress
a mere literary hireling.” They describe Johnson’s reply as “a
masterpiece of insolence born of wounded pride” and it marked
the unofficial end of the patronage system. Pictured is a portion
of one of two contemporary copies “made under Johnson’s
own supervision; it was transcribed by James Boswell from
Johnson’s dictation.” They add (coyly?), “The original is now
lost.” Enticing words to any manuscript hunter — is the game
afoot?

Other illustrations of autograph items are sprinkled
throughout Hardly Harmless Drudgery. 1 trust the Grolier
Club kept smelling salts handy and a fainting couch nearby. A
few at random:

#41: One of the oldest is the inscription at the close of the
preface in Garner’s copy of Ann Fisher’s An Accurate New
Spelling Dictionary, and Expositor of the English Language
(1773). “The first edition of this book... is thought to be no
longer extant,” they note. “In fact, there is no other copy
known of the edition here displayed.” So not only did Garner’s
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“seemingly unique” copy grace this exhibit, but she signed and
inscribed it as well in an age when authors signing their books
was rarely done.

#73: Webster’s son and two sons-in-law became the Hatfield
and McCoy’s of the etymological world after his death. The
complex feud over which spellings should prevail in future
editions of the dictionary Garner and Lynch call “a turning
point in English-language lexicography — at the peripety of
which it would finally be decided either how words would
be spelled in American English, or else how words would be
spelled in Webster dictionaries.” Yale University owns one
part of this correspondence, the New York Public Library
another part and Garner the third part. The convolutions of
this dictionary drama of the 1840s-50s (“The whole brouhaha
may well be the only time in history that questions of spelling
have resulted in a long-term familial meltdown™) makes for
one of Hardly Harmless Drudgery’s more tangled entries.
Two state governors and a judge even stepped in to referee this
epistolary brawl. As the several letters pictured show, the world
of dictionaries, in which large sums of money may be made or
lost, is far from the sedate pastoral landscape some picture, but
rather melodrama a la Dallas. Worse yet, the sons-in-law were
both theologians who each felt that God was on his side.

#76: Peter Mark Roget’s landmark Thesaurus of English
Words and Phrases (1852) “sold quickly, and the book went
through more than 25 printings by the time of Roget’s death
in 1869. Roget had been working on an enlarged edition, and
his lawyer son, John Lewis Roget, brought out that edition
ten years later and continued work on the book until his death
in 1908. Roget’s engineer grandson, Samuel Romilly Roget,
edited new editions until his death in 1952.” Talk about a
family business — this classic was revised and improved within
the family for a full century. The Garner copy pictured is an
1853 second edition inscribed by Peter Mark Roget to his son,
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John Lewis Roget, and with the bookplate of grandson Samuel
Romilly Roget. “In other words, this copy once belonged to
the author of the book and then to each of the subsequent two
editors. It contains annotations in a miniscule hand, probably
that of Roget himself but possibly of the son who inherited the
mantle.”

#80: Unbeatable association copies fill the Garner
collection. The 1876 edition of Goodrich and Porter’s An
American Dictionary of the English Language displayed is
the “fancily bound copy” of U.S. Secretary of the Interior
Zachariah Chandler, and bears a fine presentation inscription
from publishers G. and C. Merriam.

But thanks to Garner and Lynch, collectors may feel
inclined to pursue the persons behind Roget’s Thesaurus (Peter
Mark Roget), Bartlett’s Dictionary (John Russell Bartlett),
Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary (George and Charles M.) and
others. And didn’t Mel Gibson portray a lexicographer in The
Professor and the Madman (James A.H. Murray)? Hardly
Harmless Drudgery highlights scores of fascinating figures
whose autograph material may surface occasionally on the
market. Lexicography-related autographs need not be a two-
man band it’s long been considered — a full orchestra awaits.

No review of Hardly Harmless Drudgery would feel
complete without a 21-gun salute to its over-the-top color
illustrations. I itemize numerous autograph images above,
but the fact is these pale beside the plethora of book images
that litter each of its 132 entries. The title pages of most are
exhibited, along with binding images of the dictionary in
question as well as later printings of the same title — which
the Garner collection often features in multiple copies. Also
pictured are author portraits, signature examples and other
relevant titles they authored.

Garner and Lynch include a “Comments” section amongst
the end matter, as Garner did in Taming the Tongue. These half-
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dozen brief essays by appropriate academics and dictionary
editors are interesting enough in themselves, but / just don’t get
it. The nearly 500-page text is concluded and the bibliography,
acknowledgments and index are yet to come — so what function
do these serve? Two of them make flattering comments about
the book itself and for this reason these few remarks appear as
blurbs on the jacket’s rear panel, where they belong. But the
whole “Comments” section feels extraneous and unnecessary,
a self-congratulatory pat on the back.

And regarding my earlier “keep a dictionary nearby”
comment, I’'m torn. Garner and Lynch occasionally indulge
in the guilty pleasure of using arcane, obscure words when
simple language might better serve. One example at random:
“Pickering was conscious of the criticism he would inevitably
receive from ultracrepidarians who might object to ‘mere
vulgarisms.”” Should I simply enjoy looking up a fun-to-say
word that describes a person who opines on subjects about which
he or she knows little or nothing? (Loads of that going around
these days. Gee, thanks, Internet!) How else do we enlarge our
vocabulary? Or does it make me appreciate straightforward
language that any educated person knows? Is it hypocritical of
me to accuse Garner and Lynch of sesquipedalianism?

The 21* century dictionary landscape is, not surprisingly,
largely digital and online. Johnson and Webster would be
dumbstruck at the searchability factor. For us lovers of books
and documents, though, it seems that our collections will
indeed have a definite ending date. Take solace in the fact
that, as Garner and Lynch believe, “The high-quality single-
volume print dictionary is here to stay, at least for a few more
generations, A few years ago, people were forecasting the end of
print books, but that simply hasn’t come to pass. Many readers
prefer reading physical books, and the same is true dictionary
users. The college-size one-volume dictionary continues to sell
and looks as if it has a robust life ahead.”
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Hardly Harmless Drudgery forces us to think long and
hard about what we take for granted: That a dictionary as we
know it is a supreme achievement that took hundreds of years
and countless attempts, experiments and refinements before it
came to resemble what we recognize today. Garner and Lynch’s
remark that “The general public had come to believe that the
dictionary was a literary monolith delivered, like the laws of
Moses, from on high” is spot on true.

Who could imagine that a survey of English-language
dictionaries could provide such a rollicking, roller coaster ride?
When you think about high-stakes dealings... litigation and
courtroom drama... raucous debating. . .vicious backstabbing...
plagiarizing and paranoia... most of our minds don’t equate
these with dictionaries. For many they’re simply one of those
dull, static, interchangeable things that are never given a
second thought. Garner and Lynch turn these notions on their
head and show dictionaries for the ever-evolving, fascinating
marvels they are — not to mention an exciting, rather neglected
collecting category for both book collectors and autograph
enthusiasts.

EDWARD N. BOMSEY AUTOGRAPHS, INC.
7317 FARR STREET
ANNANDALE, VIRGINIA 22003-2516

703/642-2040

(Same number for phone and fax)
Quality Autographs Bought and Sold

....American & International Military & Political History .... Science, Music, Literature, and the Arts
(Including US Presidents and World Leaders) .... Other Celebrated Figures of Collectible Interest

Aviation, Space, Inventors, Black and Women’s Movement Leaders
Bhe Mansei Socey

(Open by appointment only)
www.bomsey-autographs.com % enbainc@cs.com




