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Introduction to the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is an intriguing compilation of slang, colloquialisms, and vulgarities

that reflect the language used by the lower classes in 18th-century England. Compiled by Francis

Grose and first published in 1785, this dictionary provides invaluable insight into the social dynamics,

cultural attitudes, and linguistic creativity of its time. The work serves not only as a linguistic artifact but

also as a mirror reflecting the everyday life, humor, and struggles of the common people.

The Historical Context

To fully appreciate the significance of Grose's dictionary, it's essential to understand the social and

historical context of late 18th-century England. This period was marked by:

The Industrial Revolution: A time of rapid economic change that shifted the population from rural

areas to cities, leading to new social classes and interactions.

The Rise of the Middle Class: As commerce expanded, a new middle class began to emerge,

influencing language and culture.

Political Turmoil: Events such as the American Revolution and the French Revolution fostered a

climate of political dissent and social change.

In this context, the language of the lower classes became increasingly relevant. It was a period when



the educated elite began to take note of the richness of non-standard English, prompting the need to

document it.

Francis Grose: The Compiler

Francis Grose was a British antiquarian, lexicographer, and illustrator. His interest in language and

culture led him to compile the dictionary, which was part of a broader trend of documenting English

vernacular. Grose's background included:

Military Service: He served as an officer in the British Army, which may have exposed him to

various dialects and slang.

Antiquarian Interests: Grose was fascinated by history and culture, which fueled his desire to

document the language of the people.

Artistic Talent: He was also an accomplished illustrator, and his artistic skills enhanced the

appeal of his published works.

Grose’s dedication to capturing the vernacular of his time was a remarkable endeavor, and the

dictionary remains a testament to his efforts.

Structure of the Dictionary

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is organized alphabetically, providing definitions and explanations

of various terms. Some notable features include:



Definitions and Examples

Each entry includes a definition and often an example of usage. For instance, Grose defined "bawdy"

as "obscene or lewd," demonstrating both the meaning and the cultural context in which it was used.

Categories of Language

The dictionary covers a wide array of topics, including:

Social Class Distinctions: Terms that reflect differences in social standing.1.

Occupational Slang: Language specific to trades and professions.2.

Criminal Jargon: A lexicon used by criminals, highlighting the underworld of society.3.

This categorization allows readers to understand not just the words themselves but also the social

settings in which they were employed.

Significant Terms from the Dictionary

Some of the words and phrases included in the dictionary have entered popular culture or been

adapted over time. Here are a few notable examples:

Scallywag: A term used for a rogue or rascal, often with a playful connotation.



Bumf: Referring to waste paper, it is derived from "bum fodder," indicating its lowly status.

Witless: Meaning foolish, this term has remained in use, demonstrating the dictionary's lasting

influence on the English language.

These examples illustrate how slang can evolve while still retaining connections to its historical roots.

The Cultural Impact of the Dictionary

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue holds significant cultural value, as it:

Preserves Linguistic Heritage

By documenting the language of the common people, Grose's dictionary preserves a crucial aspect of

cultural history. It allows contemporary readers to glimpse the attitudes, humor, and social structures of

18th-century England.

Influences on Modern Language

Many words from Grose’s dictionary have persisted or evolved into modern slang. The influence of the

dictionary can be seen in contemporary English, where terms from the vernacular continue to shape

the language. For example:

Slang Evolution: Words such as "guy" and "cool" have transformed in meaning and usage over1.

time.



Pop Culture References: Many terms have been adopted in literature, film, and music, often with2.

a humorous or ironic twist.

Encourages Linguistic Creativity

The dictionary showcases the creativity inherent in language, particularly in how people play with

words to express identity, humor, and critique. This aspect of language continues to thrive in

contemporary slang and dialects.

Conclusion

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is more than just a collection of words; it is a testament to the

vibrancy and adaptability of language. Compiled in a time of significant social change, it reflects the

realities of life for the lower classes in 18th-century England. Grose's work has preserved a linguistic

heritage that continues to resonate today, influencing both modern slang and our understanding of

cultural history.

As we navigate the complexities of language in the present day, Grose’s dictionary reminds us of the

importance of documenting and valuing all forms of expression — from the most formal to the most

vulgar. This exploration of the vulgar tongue not only enriches our vocabulary but also deepens our

comprehension of the cultural narratives that shape our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue'?

The 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' is a slang dictionary published in 1811 by Francis Grose, which

focuses on the colloquial and vulgar language of the time in England.

Who was Francis Grose?

Francis Grose was an English lexicographer, antiquarian, and author known for his works on slang and

vernacular language, most notably the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue'.

What type of words can be found in the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar

Tongue'?

The dictionary contains a wide range of slang terms, vulgar expressions, and colloquial phrases that

were commonly used in 18th and early 19th century England.

How has the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' influenced modern

slang?

The dictionary has influenced modern slang by providing historical context and origins for various

colloquial expressions that have evolved or persisted in contemporary language.

Is the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' still relevant today?

Yes, it remains relevant for linguistic studies, cultural history, and those interested in the evolution of

language and slang.

What was the purpose of compiling the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar

Tongue'?

The dictionary aimed to document and preserve the rich and often humorous vernacular of the time,

reflecting the social and cultural dynamics of early 19th century England.



Are there any notable phrases or terms from the 'Dictionary of the

Vulgar Tongue'?

Yes, phrases such as 'to be in the pudding' (to be in trouble) and 'to have a bee in one's bonnet' (to

be preoccupied with an idea) are notable examples.

How was the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' received upon

publication?

Upon its publication, the dictionary was met with both amusement and criticism, as it highlighted the

less refined aspects of language and society.

Can the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' be accessed online?

Yes, many editions and versions of the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' are available for free online

through digital libraries and archives.
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