Johnson, the Dictionary, the Wiki, and the Web

Samuel Johnson would have loved the internet. Apart from anything else, he'd have loved
the scale of the thing, its sheer size. It's the largest collection of linguistic material there's
ever been. There's more data on the internet than in all the libraries of the world
combined. Johnson would have loved to bathe in its diverse content. He'd have wanted to
sort it out. The size of the task wouldn't have put him off. As he said in the Preface to his
Dictionary, 'A large work is difficult because it is large'. You can almost see him
salivating. And certainly, nobody had ever attempted such a large-scale lexicographical
enterprise before. Over 42,000 entries in its first edition. Over 140,000 definitions. Over
220,000 illustrative quotations. It set new standards for dictionary writing.

Johnson's project has been called the first modern dictionary. But what does that
mean, exactly? What is it that made it modern?

There are two sides to dictionary compilation: coverage and treatment. Coverage
refers to the number and range of words explained in a dictionary. The blurb will tell you:
this dictionary contains 100,000 words, or 200,000 words, or whatever. And the title will
tell you: this is a dictionary of legal English, or a dictionary of spoken English. Treatment
refers to the kind of information included about those words - their meanings,
pronunciations, etymologies, stylistic nuances, and so on. Johnson transformed both of
these areas. He dramatically extended the coverage of a dictionary, and he absolutely
revolutionized the way entries were treated.

What was dramatic about his coverage? He did something so obvious (to modern
eyes) that it's hard to believe it hadn't been done before. He included the 'easy' words -
words that everyone knows, like what and of and three and January. Words that play an
important part in English idiom, such as make and do. Dictionaries had simply ignored
these words before, concentrating on the 'hard' words that people might not know, such as
allegation and circumlocution. Johnson wanted complete coverage. And, of course, it
turns out that the easy words aren't easy to deal with at all. In fact they're the most
difficult ones to describe, because they have so many uses. Take the verb take. This is the
longest entry in his Dictionary. It takes up 11 columns of print, and has an amazing 134
uses, including many phrases using this verb - the first time these see the light of day in a

dictionary:
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to take after - to learn of, resemble, or imitate
to take care - to be careful

to take in - to comprise or comprehend

to take iq hand - to undertake

to take gff - to invalidate, destroy, or remove

to take up with - to lodge or dwell [FADE]

Such mammoth entries were unprecedented in English dictionaries, and they're
remarkable in the way they describe the subtle nuances of meaning conveyed by these
everyday words.

But Johnson did something more. He showed how people actually used the words.
He and his small team of assistants spent thousands of hours searching through the works
of major authors, finding examples of every word, and painstakingly transcribing them

onto slips. For example, he found scarecrow in Shakespeare:
We must not make a scarecrow of the law, / Setting it up to fear the birds of prey

and also in Dryden, Spenser and Raleigh too. Today, this is routine lexicography.
Dictionary writers compile a collection or corpus of examples, and use these to make
their entries come alive. It's Johnson's method exactly - except that modern dictionaries
pay proper attention to the spoken language. In Johnson's time, only written English was
thought to be worthy of study. But the principle is the same, that dictionary-writers
shouldn't rely on their own heads to cook up artificial examples, but should look at the
way words are actually used. It's meticulous, time-consuming work - these days, of
course, made so much easier by the ability to search for words and phrases on the
internet. Imagine it all being done with ink and quill pens. You'll probably remember that

Johnson himself described lexicographers as 'harmless drudges'.
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