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Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue: Exploring the Origins and Impact of a Historical Slang Lexicon

dictionary of the vulgar tongue is not just a curious phrase but the title of one of the most fascinating early
compilations of English slang and cant. Originally published in the 18th century, this work offers an
intriguing window into the language of thieves, vagabonds, and the lower classes of London. It captures the
colorful and often ribald vocabulary of the time, providing historians, linguists, and language enthusiasts
with a unique resource to understand how slang evolved and influenced everyday speech.

If you’ve ever wondered where some of the more peculiar English slang terms originated, or how
secretive groups communicated in coded language, the dictionary of the vulgar tongue is an essential piece
of linguistic history. Let’s dive deeper into its origins, contents, and lasting significance in the study of
English vernacular.

What Is the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue?

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is one of the earliest known glossaries dedicated exclusively to slang,
cant, and colloquial expressions used primarily by criminals and street folk in 18th-century England.
Compiled by Captain Francis Grose and first published in 1785, this dictionary cataloged words and phrases
that were either slang or part of the secret “cant” language spoken by thieves and beggars to obscure their
meaning from outsiders, particularly law enforcement.

Unlike traditional dictionaries that focus on formal language, the dictionary of the vulgar tongue highlights
the informal, the taboo, and the culturally specific language that thrived underground. Its entries range
from humorous to crude, providing definitions for terms that would have been familiar to London’s
underworld but baffling to polite society.

The Purpose Behind the Dictionary

While it may seem like a mere collection of naughty or humorous words, Captain Grose’s dictionary served
several important functions:

Documentation: It preserved a snapshot of a linguistic subculture that was otherwise undocumented.

Social Insight: It offered a glimpse into the lives and mindsets of marginalized groups, such as thieves,
beggars, and hustlers.



Cultural Commentary: The dictionary subtly critiqued societal norms by highlighting the sharp wit
and creativity of the “vulgar” classes.

Practical Use: Some readers may have used it to understand criminal slang for policing or literary
purposes.

The Origins and Historical Context

To fully appreciate the dictionary of the vulgar tongue, it’s helpful to understand the social and historical
environment from which it arose. The 18th century was a time of rapid urbanization in England,
especially London. As the city’s population grew, so did the gap between the wealthy and the poor. Many
people lived on the margins, engaging in informal or illicit trades.

Cant and Slang in 18th-Century England

“Cant” was a secretive jargon used by criminals, beggars, and itinerants to communicate without being
understood by the authorities or outsiders. It was a mix of coded language, slang, and invented terms. This
secret vocabulary allowed groups to maintain a sense of identity and protect themselves from the law.

In this context, the dictionary of the vulgar tongue provided a rare formal acknowledgment of cant and
slang’s existence. Before this work, such language was considered unworthy of serious study and was often
dismissed as mere “vulgarity.” Grose’s dictionary changed that perception by showing the linguistic
richness and social functions of these words.

Captain Francis Grose and the Compilation

Francis Grose was an antiquarian and lexicographer with a keen interest in the customs and language of
the lower classes. His curiosity about the underworld’s speech led him to collect terms from various sources,
including conversations with criminals, theatrical plays, and earlier manuscripts.

The dictionary first appeared in 1785 and went through several editions, each expanding on the previous
one. Grose’s work laid the foundation for later slang dictionaries and inspired writers to incorporate
authentic street language into their works.



Key Features and Notable Entries

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is a treasure trove of fascinating definitions, many of which reveal the
humor, inventiveness, and harsh realities of 18th-century life. Here are some features and examples that
stand out:

Colorful Language and Creativity

The entries often use vivid imagery and metaphor to describe people or actions. For instance, thieves were
called “flashmen,” and a pickpocket was a “prig.” Some words had multiple meanings depending on the
context, which made the language even more cryptic.

Examples of Interesting Terms

Bumfuzzle: To confuse or perplex someone.

Grub Street: Refers to a street famous for low-quality writers and publishers, now symbolizing hack
writing.

Snob: Originally meant a shoemaker or a lower-class person, but evolved into the modern meaning of
someone who looks down on others.

Gleek: To joke or mock; also a card game popular at the time.

Doxy: A term for a prostitute or a woman of loose morals.

Each term not only sheds light on the language but also on the social attitudes and lifestyles of the period.

The Influence of the Dictionary on Modern Language

It’s remarkable how many words from the dictionary of the vulgar tongue have seeped into modern
English, sometimes with meanings that have shifted dramatically. This early slang dictionary has
influenced not just linguists but also novelists, playwrights, and popular culture.



Impact on Literature and Popular Culture

Writers such as Charles Dickens, William Hogarth, and later, Oscar Wilde drew inspiration from the
colorful slang and cant documented in Grose’s dictionary. They used these terms to add authenticity to
dialogue, depict social classes, or satirize societal norms.

Moreover, the dictionary helped legitimize the study of slang and non-standard English, paving the way
for modern lexicography to consider all varieties of language worthy of attention.

Modern Slang and Cant Dictionaries

Today, lexicographers continue the tradition started by the dictionary of the vulgar tongue by compiling
dictionaries of slang, jargon, and dialects worldwide. These modern works often trace the roots of slang back
to earlier sources like Grose’s dictionary, highlighting the continuity and evolution of informal language.

Why Study the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue Today?

You might wonder why an 18th-century slang dictionary still matters. Beyond its historical curiosity, this
dictionary offers valuable lessons for anyone interested in language, culture, or history.

Understanding Language Evolution: It reveals how words change meaning and migrate between
social classes over time.

Appreciating Social History: The dictionary captures voices and perspectives often excluded from
mainstream histories.

Enriching Literary Studies: It provides context for interpreting historical texts and plays that use
slang or cant.

Encouraging Linguistic Creativity: The inventive spirit of the dictionary reminds us that language is
alive and constantly reshaped by its speakers.

For anyone fascinated by etymology or the hidden layers of English, the dictionary of the vulgar tongue
remains a compelling gateway into the vibrant world of slang and subculture communication.

---



Exploring the dictionary of the vulgar tongue can feel like stepping into a secret society where every
word has a story and every phrase carries a hidden meaning. It’s a reminder that language is not just a tool
for communication but also a reflection of society’s complexity, humor, and resilience. Whether you’re a
historian, writer, or just a lover of words, diving into this remarkable lexicon opens up a rich and
entertaining chapter of English linguistic heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue'?
The 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' is a historical glossary compiled by Francis Grose in the 18th
century, which documents slang, cant, and colloquial expressions used in English society, particularly
among the lower classes and criminals.

When was the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' first published?
The 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' was first published in 1785.

Who compiled the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue'?
Francis Grose, an English antiquary and lexicographer, compiled the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue.'

What kind of language does the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' cover?
It covers slang, cant, colloquialisms, and vulgar expressions used by various groups including criminals,
street vendors, and the working class in 18th-century England.

Why is the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' significant for linguists and
historians?
The dictionary provides valuable insights into the social history, culture, and language of 18th-century
England, helping linguists and historians understand the evolution of English slang and the lives of
marginalized groups.

Has the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' influenced modern dictionaries
or literature?
Yes, it has influenced modern lexicography and literary works by preserving historical slang and inspiring
authors who seek authentic period dialogue and cultural context.



Are there modern editions or versions of the 'Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue'?
Yes, several modern editions and reprints are available, often with annotations and historical commentary
to help contemporary readers understand the context and usage of the terms.

Additional Resources
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue: A Historical and Linguistic Exploration

Dictionary of the vulgar tongue stands as a fascinating artifact in the study of language and culture, offering
a window into the lexicon of the underworld and colloquial speech from centuries past. Originating in the
18th century, this dictionary compiled an array of slang, cant, and jargon used by thieves, vagabonds, and
other marginalized groups in English society. Far from being a mere curiosity, it has become a vital
resource for linguists, historians, and literary scholars seeking to understand the evolution of vernacular
English and the social dynamics embedded within language.

The dictionary’s significance is multifaceted, encompassing historical, linguistic, and cultural dimensions. It
not only catalogues words and phrases that were considered improper or taboo but also sheds light on the
lives and mindsets of people often omitted from mainstream historical narratives. As such, the Dictionary of
the Vulgar Tongue serves as both a linguistic repository and a socio-cultural document, highlighting the
interplay between language, identity, and power.

Origins and Historical Context of the Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue

The first notable edition of the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue was published in 1785 by Francis Grose, an
antiquarian and lexicographer. Grose’s work was part of a broader 18th-century interest in cataloging slang
and non-standard English. During this period, England was undergoing significant social transformation due
to urbanization and the rise of the middle class. This era saw the growth of distinct social groups, each
developing their own linguistic markers, including thieves’ cant and street slang.

Grose’s dictionary was pioneering in its effort to legitimize and record the informal, often hidden aspects of
English vernacular speech. Unlike formal dictionaries of the time, which focused on “proper” language, the
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue embraced the language of the streets and the underclass. The work
compiled thousands of entries, ranging from beggars’ cant to sailor slang, providing definitions and
explanations for terms that would have been unfamiliar to the general populace.



The Role of Slang and Cant in 18th-Century England

Slang and cant served several crucial functions in the social fabric of 18th-century England. Primarily, they
acted as linguistic codes that allowed marginalized communities to communicate discreetly, especially in
contexts where evading law enforcement or social ostracism was necessary. For example, thieves’ cant
included specialized terms for criminal activities, locations, and objects, enabling covert conversation.

Additionally, slang functioned as a marker of identity and group membership. Using the right terminology
could signify belonging to a particular social group or profession, such as sailors, gamblers, or street vendors.
By documenting these forms of speech, the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue provides invaluable insight
into how language intersects with social stratification and community formation.

Linguistic Features and Content of the Dictionary

The dictionary is characterized by its eclectic and often humorous entries. It reflects the creativity of
vernacular language through vivid expressions, metaphorical phrases, and inventive neologisms. Many
terms were highly localized or transient, illustrating the fluid nature of slang.

Examples of Noteworthy Entries

Some entries from the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue have endured or evolved into modern English
slang, while others remain obscure relics of the past. For instance:

“Doxy”: A mistress or prostitute, a term that has appeared in various literary works.

“Cove”: A man or fellow, often used to describe a character in street culture.

“Moll”: A female companion of a criminal, akin to a gangster’s girlfriend.

“Flash”: Showy or ostentatious, often referring to clothing or behavior.

These examples underscore the dictionary’s role in capturing the vernacular as a living, evolving entity
that reflects societal attitudes and experiences.



Comparison with Other Slang Compilations

While the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue was among the earliest formal attempts to document slang, it
has been compared to later works such as John Camden Hotten’s “A Dictionary of Modern Slang, Cant, and
Vulgar Words” (1859) and Eric Partridge’s “A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English” (1937).
Each successive dictionary expanded the scope and depth of slang documentation, reflecting changes in
society and language.

Unlike modern slang dictionaries that often include contemporary media influences and globalized lexicons,
Grose’s 18th-century work remains anchored in the socio-economic realities of its time. Its entries offer a
snapshot of an earlier linguistic landscape, making it invaluable for diachronic linguistic studies.

Relevance and Applications in Contemporary Studies

The Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue continues to be a reference point for multiple disciplines. In historical
linguistics, it aids in tracing the origins and transformations of colloquial English. Literary scholars analyze
its entries to decode texts from the 18th and 19th centuries, where slang enriches character development
and social context.

In criminology and sociology, the dictionary provides insights into the semiotics of deviance and subculture
communication. Understanding cant and slang helps reconstruct the lived experiences of marginalized
groups and sheds light on how language can both empower and exclude.

Digital Accessibility and Modern Editions

With the advent of digital humanities, the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue has been digitized and made
accessible to a broader audience. Online databases and annotated editions allow researchers to explore its
contents interactively. These modern platforms often include cross-references, historical notes, and
linguistic analyses that enhance the dictionary’s usability.

Moreover, the dictionary’s digitization supports SEO-driven research by making rare historical terminology
discoverable through web searches. It thus bridges the gap between antiquarian scholarship and
contemporary digital information retrieval.

Challenges and Limitations

Despite its importance, the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue is not without limitations. As a product of its



time, it reflects the biases and social attitudes of 18th-century England. Some definitions may carry
pejorative connotations or stereotypes that modern readers must approach critically.

Additionally, the dictionary’s scope is inherently limited to the slang and cant of English-speaking regions
during a specific historical period. It does not capture the full diversity of vernacular expressions across
social classes or geographic areas, particularly those beyond England.

Finally, the transient nature of slang means that many terms documented in the dictionary have become
obsolete, requiring careful contextualization when used in current research or literary interpretation.

The Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue remains a cornerstone in the study of English slang and vernacular
language, offering unparalleled insight into the linguistic creativity and social complexity of past centuries.
Through its detailed cataloging of informal speech, it continues to inform our understanding of language as
a dynamic reflection of human experience.
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