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INTRODUCTION
This dissertation is about Latinate language in Renaissance English literature. By
“borrowed” I use the traditional metaphor that refers to words from foreign and classical
languages into English texts. I am especially interested in those “borrowings”—mainly
from Latin, but also from Greek and other ancient languages—that constitute the largest
number of the class of words known as “hard words” in the Renaissance, that is, terms
that were perceived to deliberately reject ordinary expressions or belong to professional
jargons or specialized learning. Throughout this project, I use the term “borrowing” to
refer to any word that is perceived to be of foreign origin, and the phrase “hard words” to
indicate words, typically borrowings, that were perceived to be especially unusual,
opaque, or specialized. Many words were borrowed that today no longer sound unusual,
just as many words classified as “hard words” would no longer be deemed so. This
project, however, is only concerned with borrowings insofar as they were construed as
opaque or hard or conspicuously belonging to another language—words that advertised
their foreign provenance. My focus, then, is on the act of construing language as hard or
as foreign in order to show how “hard words” in particular foreground questions about
the nature of language, the possibility of communication, and relationships between
languages and communities. This is not a history of the development of the English
vernacular, although any study of borrowings demands at least some attention to the
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history of language. Rather, it is an examination of the ways in which borrowed Latinate
language shaped the texts and culture of the English Renaissance.
Often when I describe this project to others, they ask, “What is an example of a
hard word?” I am never able to give a satisfying answer to this question, despite my
efforts to memorize anecdotes about Latinate curiosities of the period. One could recount
numerous Latinate transliterations from early dictionaries—decachordon, obnulibate,
exprobration—but this is an incomplete answer, because it assumes linguistic uniformity
across the category of hard words. Words that were considered “hard”—and which were
often represented on the earliest dictionaries or “hard word lists”—range across the styles
of speech. Most often, hard words were what we might expect: long words of Greek and
Latin origin, labeled as “dark,” “obscure,” or “inkhorn terms” by their opponents. But
the family of hard words would also include unfamiliar words borrowed from nonclassical languages, the jargons of specialized trades, barbarisms, the unique terms of
regional dialects, and Saxon revivals.
Hardness is not an intrinsic linguistic property, but is determined extrinsically by
individuals and communities. Linguistic perception varies with audiences and speakers.
Discussions of hard words and borrowings do not revolve around specific words. Rather,
they circulate around a type of language perceived to have questionable legitimacy and
are therefore considered to be a threat to the language, its users, and social order. In the
Renaissance and in this dissertation, interest lies not only in ostentatiously Latinate or
foreign words themselves, but in what such language reveals about its users and their
relationships to other speakers and to language. Hard words perform social functions by
relaying information about their users that constitutes an essential part of what they
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communicate. Such language performs illocutionary acts: in this project and in their
historical context, interpretations of hard and borrowed words focus not so much on what
is being said, but on how it is being said, to whom, why, and the relation between speaker
and hearer.
Hard words entered the language from a variety of sources. This project focuses
mainly on discussions and uses of words borrowed from the classical world. Latinate
borrowings provoke particular anxieties by creating tensions with an imagined “native”
English. On one hand, Latinate borrowings offered the mutable, isolated English
vernacular participation in the stability of an enduring, authoritative language. On the
other hand, they posed a threat to the vernacular in the exclusion and overthrow of its
pure, Saxon roots. Of course, borrowings from other languages could also be used to
foreground questions about English and the social performativity of language. French
and Italian literature had already negotiated the problems of foreignism in their
languages, and, to a greater degree than England, had established national literatures.
Many of the terms borrowed from these languages were also Latinate, but nonetheless
recognized as French or Italian. While they could offer their users the appearance of
worldliness and poetic diction, such usage could be perceived as alienating English
identity for that of foreign competitors in literature, politics, and economy.
The project begins by exploring how borrowing in general, and hard words in
particular, juxtaposed the insecurities of English culture against foreign and classical
languages and cultures. Chapter 1, “Coined and Counterfeit Language in the
Renaissance,” explores the metaphors of “coining,” “minting,” and “counterfeiting”
language through texts by John Cheke, Thomas Nashe, Ben Jonson, and John Donne
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within the context of an historical study of the English economy and coinage. There was
no centralized study of English nor state-imposed system of usage during the
Renaissance, and accordingly no sustained discussion addressing the impact of
borrowings upon the language. Writers turned to metaphor as a way of foregrounding the
social implications of language. Discussions of linguistic borrowing are heavily
metaphorical. Coining, usurping, immigration, consumption, botany, monstrosity, and
borrowing itself are some of the metaphors used to theorize the place of foreign terms in
the English vernacular. The dependence on metaphor in discussions of borrowings
reveals both an uncertainty over the power and role of language and the perceived
instability of the social institutions to which it is often compared. I pay particular
attention to metaphors of currency, like borrowing, coining, and counterfeiting, and show
how fears of unauthorized language draw their strength from the untrustworthiness of
English coinage and England’s unstable economy.
That the central metaphor for discussing borrowings springs from historical
circumstances that threatened the prosperity of England as a whole shows how deeply
questions of language were embedded in concerns about society. The confluence of
economics and language also demonstrates an emergent understanding of linguistic value
that was as yet not fully articulated. “Linguistic value” is a concept which I borrow from
Ferdinand de Saussure: value is distinct from meaning insofar as, rather than just
pertaining to how an object is signified, it reveals relationships between words—why, for
example, one word is chosen over another if both mean the same thing. Linguistic value
enables the comparison of words to each other. According to Saussure, value is assessed
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against both dissimilar objects for which a word can be exchanged—an idea—and against
a word’s synonyms:
De même un mot peut être échangé contre quelque chose de dissemblable:
une idée; en outré, il peut être comparé avec quelque chose de même
nature: un autre mot. Sa valeur n’est donc pas fixée tant qu’on se borne à
constater qu’il peut être “échangé” contre tel ou tel concept, c’est à dire
qu’il a telle ou telle signification; il faut encore le comparer avec les
valeurs similaires, avec les autres mots qui lui sont opposable. Son
contenu n’est vraiment déterminé que par le concours de ce qui existe en
dehors de lui.1
While Saussure is interested primarily in the system of language and the relationships of
signs to other signs, linguistic value—like monetary value—is also determined socially.
As I argue, the idea of linguistic value emerges through debates over borrowings, which
construct, assert, and polemicize the differences between native and foreign terms, and
through the new genre of vernacular lexicography. Like coins, hard words are coveted
for their perceived rarity, the simultaneous attainment of the novel and ancient, and the
social status that accompanies their usage.
The remaining chapters of the dissertation examine three of the most significant
instances where the values of hard words are brought to bear in Renaissance literature,
and how these values manifest themselves through attempts to establish social and
literary relationships. Chapter 2, “Naming and Knowing in Love’s Labour’s Lost,”
studies the relationship between language and courtship in Shakespeare’s most verbal
play. Most twentieth-century scholarship has focused on the play’s farcical dramatization
of a Cratylan theory of language where words and things are supposed to be intrinsically
connected. I assert, however, that the play dramatizes the irrelevance and arbitrariness of

Ferdinand de Saussure, Cours de linguistique générale, vol. 1, ed. Rudolf Engler
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1968) 2.4. §2 al. 9 (260).
1
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naming through its focus on preposterous language that nonetheless achieves social ends.
The rich, Latinate diction of the play is mocked for its meaninglessness, yet it still
possesses value in the Saussurian sense: it enables courtship and, in the case of Armado,
whose language is the most overwrought and ridiculous, it leads to generation. While
Renaissance rhetoric certainly places great emphasis on theorizing the relationship
between words and their objects, the ornamental language of the play draws our attention
to how linguistic embellishment enjoys the instability of semantic meanings in an effort
to establish and assert social value—that is, to display learning, worldliness, and, most
importantly in the case of courtship, one’s suitability as a mate.
The first two chapters of the project focus mainly on how social identity can be
manipulated by hard words and borrowings. The next two chapters of the project,
however, pay particular attention to how borrowings signal connections between texts
and offer authors unique forms of communication with their readers. While in the
dissertation’s first part we will see how borrowings were perceived to threaten or
strengthen social and political order, in its second part we will examine how they are used
to support an intertextual order by positioning texts and their readers within literary,
historical, and linguistic networks.
Chapter 3, “Francis Bacon, Thomas Browne, and ‘the intercourse of antiquitie and
proficiencie,’” shows how attitudes toward the malleability or intractability of language
influenced the development of Baconian empiricism. Francis Bacon’s writings on natural
philosophy and Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), which was inspired
by Bacon’s work, required careful attention to the relationship of Latin and English and
an acute awareness of how linguistic value deviates from denotative meaning. The works
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of both writers are concerned with revision and error: Bacon attempts to reorganize and
redefine the categories and methods of natural philosophy, while Browne makes “vulgar
errors” his explicit focus. At the same time that both works are corrective, both writers
are also intensely concerned with the communities of readers by which their texts will be
received. Bacon is concerned with not alienating the international community of natural
philosophy, whereas Browne’s text is a flood of Latinisms into English that, as I argue,
attempts to forge a vernacular textual community through a new vernacular scientific
style. With these two ends—what the texts hope to accomplish and the communities they
hope to reach or create—in mind, Bacon and Browne assume strikingly different postures
toward the use of hard words and specialized Latin terms.
Bacon’s reserved and careful style matches the understated tones with which he
presents the instauratio. His project is not, he insists, a break with the ancients, but a
revision. His preservation of Aristotelian terminology serves as marker of his respect for
the tradition of natural philosophy and its community. He saves his most severe attack
for Aristotle not because of the faultiness of his method, but for the irreverence with
which he treated the terms of his forerunners. In this, Bacon acknowledges the value of
specialized terms for signaling community despite the fact that, as he often laments, their
meanings have become so confused as to interfere with learning. Throughout his
writings, he resists new terms and borrowings, and focuses instead on shifting meaning
while preserving value. His interest in maintaining and reaching the community that
attributes special value to the terms of natural philosophy also influences the practical
question of Bacon’s language of publication. While he initially publishes The
Advancement of Learning in English in 1605, he offers a substantial expansion of the
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work in Latin, De augmentis scientiarum (1624), in order to reach a wider audience and
ensure the longevity of his project. While Bacon is resigned to both the intractability of
language and the necessity of making use of its value, Thomas Browne is extravagant in
his uses of hard words, combinations of Latin and the vernacular, and apparent disregard
for established communities of readers. Despite being clearly engaged in a Baconian
project—the Pseudodoxia was suggested in The Advancement of Learning—Browne’s
linguistic method differs dramatically from Bacon’s in his willingness to coin freely in
the vernacular and his reliance on copious Latinate descriptions to overcome what he
perceives as the inherent inexactitude of language. The result of his copious but
methodical Latin borrowings is a text that constantly juxtaposes English and Latin, and
creates an intentional uncertainty over where one begins and the other ends.
Few writers have been both so condemned and so revered for their estrangement
of the vernacular as Milton, whose critical history has concentrated upon his aggressive
introduction of the foreign into his texts. Through a reading of Paradise Lost, Chapter 4
shows how the concept of the foreign and its corresponding tension between value and
meaning are not limited to the traditional category of borrowings, but can extend into
how the foreign itself is invoked. Paradise Lost presents a special case where the
intrusion of the foreign and classical is deliberately underscored through the use of
exotic, sacred, and mythical toponyms. Such terms are central to the poem’s diction, and
since its publication they have challenged readers and editors alike who attempt to define
their meanings within their poetic contexts. Using Gottleb Frege’s distinction between
“sense” (how an object is referred to) and “reference” (the specificity of the object itself),
I argue that this challenge is created by a deliberate tension between the sense and
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reference of the poem’s toponyms. A toponym usually points directly to a specific
location on a map. Yet Milton complicates such reference first by giving them sparse
description, leaving it to the reader to supply its intended sense, often involving the
synthesis of its religious, political, literary, and geographic histories. The inaccessible
senses of Milton’s toponyms assert a distance between the reader and the world that is
being reported by the poem. Rather than simply serving the semantic purpose of pointing
to a place on a map, the poem’s exotic toponyms participate in one of its central poetic
messages: that Eden is lost and that the world is fallen.
As may already be evident from the abstracts of my chapters, this project’s
intervention is twofold. In the first place, the binary of word and thing has become
almost an institution in Renaissance studies, so much so that we have come to take the
binary (and its subsequent collapse) as the starting point in any conversation on
Renaissance theories of language. Hard words redirect this orientation, for in such a
language, the object is deferred or distanced as the word itself is called into question—
how it sounds and looks—in comparison to other words. It then points to relationships
other than that of simply signified and signifier: the relationship of speakers to their
audiences, of texts to other texts, and of English to other languages. Secondly, there have
been few attempts to theorize how the historical event of an expanded vocabulary
influenced theories of language in Renaissance England. It is difficult to imagine
speaking and writing in a language of such apparent fluidity, where writing involved so
many new possibilities and so many choices.
Moreover, many discussions of language are relegated to the margins of texts—
either to their prefaces, where authors defend themselves, or to their final pages, where
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glossaries became increasingly common but difficult to interpret textual appendages. My
goal here is to pull this discourse out of the paratexts and to study how calculated
borrowings and hard words influence the form of the text itself and how, in their actual
usage, theories of English and the foreign are articulated. With this intervention in mind,
the approach I have taken is deliberately selective of texts where the uses of hard and
borrowed language are most deeply pondered. Rather than presenting a history of
borrowings or a survey of their uses, I have chosen texts in which borrowings are central
to what they communicate and help them to reveal not just a theory of English but of the
functions and dysfunctions of language more generally.

Historical Foundations
In 1656, the self-educated lawyer and devout Roman Catholic Thomas Blount
published his Glossographia, a dictionary offering the interpretation of “hard words,”
“whether Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, Spanish, French, Teutonic, Belgick, British or
Saxon; as are now used in our refined English Tongue.” In addition to words with these
diverse etymologies, his work advertised the elucidation of “the Terms of Divinity, Law,
Physick, Mathematicks, Heraldry, Anatomy, War, Musick, Architecture; and of several
other Arts and Sciences.”2 Blount was the compiler of the largest English dictionary of
his time—containing roughly 11,000 lemmas, more than twice as large as any preceding

Thomas Blount, Glossographia: or, A dictionary, interpreting all such hard words,
whether Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, Spanish, French, Teutonick, Belgick, British, or
Saxon; as are now used in our refined English tongue (London: Thomas Newcomb,
1656).
2
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list. He was the first English lexicographer to attempt to cite first uses, which he
uncovers in the works of other lexicographers, like Randall Cotgrave (compiler of the
famous French-English dictionary) and Henry Cockeram (compiler of the dictionary
preceding Blount’s), and authors like Thomas Browne, Henry Wotton, and Francis
Bacon. He is also the first to attempt full etymologies of words (rather than just the
language of origin his predecessors included) as part of his definitions.3 Through these
practices, Blount’s dictionary gave its words contexts, and attempted to be descriptive of
its linguistic world. It was also linguistically productive: despite the multilingual claims
of all early dictionaries, most of their entries were derived from Latin, and, in many
cases, were simply transliterated from works of Latin-English lexicography.4
Yet despite his title of barrister (he was called to the bar in 1648 after completing
his work at the Inner Temple) and the breadth of reading evidenced by his attention to
source texts, Blount described himself as belonging to the broad ranks of unlearned
readers. Explaining how he came to the project of compiling a dictionary, he confesses
His citations of other authors are typically matter-of-fact, portraying their uses of a word
as part of its etymology: “Alectryomancy (Greek) divination by a Cock or Cock stone.
Cotg.”; “To Amortize (from mors) to deaden, kill or slay. Lord Bacon and Chaucer.”
Citing these validates the existence and use of the word, but he also incorporates other
sources as a way of presenting contrary viewpoints about etymology or meaning. For
example, his definition of “almanack”:
(Hebr Almanahh) a Prognostication or Kalendar. But Verstegan derives it
from the Germans; they used (he says) to enrave upon certain square sticks
. . . the courses of the Moones . . . and such a carved stick they called an
Al=mon=aght¸ that is to say, Al=mon=heed . . . Verstegan p. 46, 47.
3

See Dewitt T. Starnes and Gertrude Elizabeth Noyes, The English Dictionary from
Cawdrey to Johnson, 1604–1755 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1946),
32ff. Early modern lexicography was characterized by rampant plagiarism, not only from
Latin-English dictionaries but from the rapidly growing corpus of vernacular lexicons.
Blount himself was grossly plagiarized by Edward Philips’s The New World of English
Words (1658) just two years after publishing his dictionary.
4
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in his introduction: “I found, though I had gained a reasonable knowledge in the Latine
and French Tongues, as I thought, yet I was often graveled in English Books; that is, I
encountered such words, as I either not at all, or not thoroughly understood. . . .”5 It is
revealing that a self-educated man should produce a text designed for self-education,
borne out of his own struggles in educating himself. As a recusant, unable to practice law
because of his religion, Blount presents his dictionary as a reflection of his selfeducation. He reports that in his readings of French history, he finds “Salique Law” and
“Daulphin”; in Roman history “Consuls, Tribunes, Dictators, Pretors, Cohorts”; in the
dialects of London’s tradesmen he notes that “The Cook askes you what Dishes you will
have in your Bill of Fare . . . Omelets, Bouillon’s, Grilliades, Joncades, Fricasses . . .”;
even the “Shoo-maker” offers to make boots with “Whole Chase, Chase, Demi-Chase, or
Bottines, &c.”6
The dictionary, then, represents, especially for a socially excluded author like
Blount, the possibility of social distinction, ascension, and access. In literature, Blount is
noticing how foreign institutions are imported along with their particular terms. In
societal and business settings Blount is noticing linguistic obscurity created by profession
and rank. The lawyer and the cobbler alike appropriate, invent, and claim terms to fit the
needs of their arts—whether those needs be legal exactitude or the specialized phrases
that mark a skilled and sophisticated craftsman. He is also noticing, we might deduce,
the absence of efforts to provide an explanation for unfamiliar terms which cause

5

Blount, To the Reader, A2r.

6

Ibid., A2v–A3r.
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confusion, misapprehension, or feelings of inferiority in the ignorant reader or patron.
The social cachet of knowing hard words is partially enabled by the ignorance of others.
Blount describes a scene of a reader surrounded by unknown signifiers. We
might gain a general impression of the potential strangeness of English in the
Renaissance by comparing the growth of the language during that period to that of our
more recent history. According to the Chronological English Dictionary, arranged
historically by year and number of lemmas incorporated into English, from 1941 through
1945 English expanded by 60 words.7 Like most additions to the language, many of
these are directly related to current events and developing technology—“napalm,”
“racism,” “undercover,” “Technicolor,” “genocide,” “Pluto.” In 1656 alone, the year
Blount published his dictionary, the CED records 547 new words. The Online OED,
which counts subentries, records over 1500 coinages in 1656, 895 of which emerge from
Blount himself. While Blount draws scores of words from Latin dictionaries and texts,
not all of his coinages and borrowings can be considered “hard.” Many borrowings join
languages because of their widespread familiarity. Blount is credited by the OED with
importing je ne sais quoi into English: “four French words, contracted as it were into one,
and signifies I know not what, we use to say they are troubled with the Je-ne-scay-quoy,
that faign themselves sick out of niceness but know not where their own grief lies, or
what ayls them.” Blount’s definition (“we use to say”) suggests, however, that he is
simply recording a popular imported phrase.

Any argument about expanding lexica will be fraught with difficulty. The CED’s count
is based primarily on the records of the OED, which are not altogether reliable but
nonetheless offer a fair indication of linguistic expansion. Since the CED stops tracking
additions in 1957, the period of World War II seemed a promising time for new words
thanks to foreign contact and new technologies.
7
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Blount was working near the end of English’s period of fastest growth—roughly
1575 through 1650. To Shakespeare alone, by some counts, are attributed 1,700
neologisms.8 Scholarship has recently begun to accept the unreliability of many such
estimations: as the focus of so much reading, and so much adulation, Shakespeare will
have received more credit than he is due, and has been held too much as an aberration
rather than as representative of a trend.9 Many of his coinages died on the stage, like
fleshment, empiricutic, razorable.10 Others that survived may have been new lemmas in a
technical sense but not new ideas, such as familiar words made new by suffixes and
prefixes—superdainty, outparamour, countless.11
While Shakespeare may have been the most famous neologizer of his time, he
was certainly not unique in his activity. Translations, from which Shakespeare borrowed
many of his new words, “Englished” foreign terms. John Florio, both as a translator and
prodigious lexicographer, borrowed and transliterated scores of words from French and
Italian (the OED credits him with over 1000 first usages, although many come from his

Bryan A. Garner, “Shakespeare’s Latinate Neologisms,” in A Reader in the Language of
Shakespearean Drama, ed. Vivian Solomon and Edwina Burress (Amsterdam: John
Benjamins, 1987) 207–228.
8

As Garner notes, one early twentieth-century scholar estimated that Shakespeare had
coined almost 10,000 words (ibid., 210). Of course, the searchability of digital archives
has exposed some of the errors in Garner’s own count of Shakespeare’s neologisms. For
a discussion of the unreliability of “first citations” in the OED, see Roderick W.
McConchie, “Fashionable idiolects? The use of the negative prefix dis- 1520–1620,” in
The History of English in a Social Context, ed. Dieter Kastovsky and Arthur Mettinger,
Mouton de Gruyter (New York: 2000). McConchie points to a number of dis- coinages
attributed to Shakespeare which have earlier appearances in medical tracts.
9

10

King Lear, 2.2.130; Coriolanus, 2.1.128; Tempest, 2.1.250.

11

Taming of the Shrew, 2.1.189; Lear, 3.4.85; Titus Andronicus, 5.3.159.
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love of compound terms). His translation of Montaigne’s Essais, for example, brought
surviving lemmas like “regrettable” and “inept”, and failures like “embabuinized”—as in,
“fond-doting youth, embabuinized with this furie”—directly from the French of the
original text.12 Where Florio often stayed true to original texts by transliterating their
language, Thomas Urquhart faced a much bigger challenge in translating the obscure or
invented French of Rabelais’s Gargantua (translated in 1653), which brought almost 200
new words. For Urquhart, French nonsense demanded English nonsense in translation,
and many of his coinages were immediately obsolete: “bumdockdousse”, “emberlucock”,
“quagswag.”13
Translating religious texts posed its own set of problems, as claims to religious
philosophies were made through the translations and coinages of key terms. Many critics
accused Gregory Martin’s translation of the New Testament (1582) of the same
obscurity. In an effort to bring his English translation as close to “the true sense of the
Holy Ghost,” which the Roman Catholic church saw as existing in the Vulgate, he
borrowed and coined freely from Latin even though, as he acknowledged, it left the text
feeling foreign and dark.14 Moving in the opposite linguistic direction, John Cheke tried

John Florio, trans., The Essays of Michael Lord of Montaigne (1603, New York: E.P.
Dutton & Co., 1910) 3.9.225, 1.39.267 and 268. For Montaigne’s use of these words, see
De la Vanité, 3.9.979, Consideration sur Cicéron, 1.40.252 and 253 (ed. P. Villey et
Saulnier). Cf. also Kenneth Muir’s introduction to King Lear (London: Arden, 1953) and
his appendix of words Shakespeare seems to have borrowed from Florio’s Essayes.
12

François Rabelais, The Complete Works of Doctor François Abstractor of the
Quintessence, trans. Sir Thomas Urquhart (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1927) 1.22,
1.6, 2.11.
13

Gregory Martin, trans., The New Testament of Jesus Christ (Rheims: by John Fogny,
1582) biiiv.
14
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to remove any hint of Latin from his translation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, avoiding, for
example, the Greekish “parable” with “biwordes”, or “centurion” with “hunderder.”15
As scientific discourse was translated into the vernacular from Latin, English
became flush with new, hard, typically Latinate terms of medicine, natural philosophy,
and mathematics. The human anatomy was largely renamed as the new Latinate
vocabulary replaced old Saxon terms—gullet became larynx, coddes became testicles.
Medical treatises, printed increasingly in the vernacular, were the force behind these
changes.16 One of the most common practices for negotiating hard words is to modify
original texts to incorporate contextual definitions of medical terminology. In the
Compendiosa totius Anatomie delineatio, Nicholas Udall’s “translation” of Andreas
Vesalius, the title of every section introduces a Latinate anatomical term with its
“common” translation: chapter xxii is “Of the purce conteyninge the Testicles called
commonly the Coddes”; “The cronal or arctual seame otherwise called the shyppe
seame”; “Of the ventricle or stomack” (chap. viii); or chapter xii, “Of the Reynes or
Kydneys.”17 Helikiah Crooke’s Mikrokosmographia a description of the body of man

15

Cf. Charles Barber, Early Modern English (Edinburgh UP, 2nd ed., 1997) 63.

On the rise of vernacular medical treatises, see Elizabeth Lane Furdell, Publishing and
Medicine in Early Modern England (Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer, 2002). Furdell
demonstrates how publishers and printers discovered a vernacular readership hungry for
medical knowledge. For a general survey of the field of vernacular medicine, see
Andrew Wear, Knowledge and Practice in English Medicine, 1550–1680 (New York:
Cambridge UP, 2000), specifically his first chapter, “Setting the Scene.”
16

Andreas Vesalius, Compediosa totius anatomie delinatio, trans. Nicolas Udall,
(London: 1553). Cf. Irma Taavitainen, “Transferring classical discourse conventions into
the vernacular” (pg. 40-42), in Medical and Scientific Writing in Late Medieval English,
ed. Irma Taavitsainen and Paivi Pahta (Cambridge UP: 2004).
17

17
(1615) contains over 400 uses of “testicles,” but even as he insists through repetition the
term’s place in medical language, it hardly ever appears without being followed by its
more common counterpart, coddes.
The imported vocabulary allowed writers to use this modified, more neutral
vernacular to discuss the body. Lamenting the vulgarity of copulation and expressing his
wish that humans could “procreate like trees, without conjuction,” Thomas Browne
extricated himself from familiar language by using “coition” as a sexual term, borrowing
it from discussions of magnetism, where it was used to describe the coming together of
iron and loadstone.18 The entrance of a Latinate medical language into the vernacular
allowed writers to move away from the customary euphemisms and colloquialisms that
surrounded genitalia—the members, privy parts, the yard, a woman’s “&c.” or “et
cetera”—toward part-specific, unblushing terminology. Crooke, in an effort to accurately
describe the human anatomy, gave the language, for example, cerebrum, cuticle, uterus,
pituitary, hymen.19 It was not always the case, however, that the Latinate terms were
intended to be adopted. Rather, as in the cases of socially dangerous passages being left
untranslated to seal them from the unlearned, Latinate terms could be scandalous in
themselves. Crooke never intended for “clitoris” to become the dominant clinical term
because of its sexual etymology: the word “is in Greek kleitoris,” he explains, and

Thomas Browne, Religio Medici (1656), in The Complete Works of Sir Thomas
Browne, ed. Geoffrey Keynes, vol. 1 (London: Faber & Faber, 1928) 83.
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Helikiah Crooke, Mikrokosmographia (1616), 475, 61, 222, 946, 234. For
“contrectation”, see Henry Cockeram, The English Dictionarie: or, An Interpreter of
hard English Words (London, 1623), facsimile reproduction, ed. R.C. Alston (Menston:
The Scholar Press, 1968).
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“commeth of an obscene word signifying contrectation [Henry Cockeram, in 1623,
defined this as “a handling, a touching”], but properly it is called the womans yard.”20
Words were also imported through increased interactions with the foreign world.
Books and travelers returning from the new world, from pilgrimages in the Middle East,
or trade routes to Asia and Africa, returned with the foreign terms necessary to describe
what they had seen or imported—like bazaar, henna, and zebra.21 By 1600, translations
of works describing voyages to Africa—like Duarte Lopes’s A report of the kingdom of
Congo (1598), or Africanus Leo’s A geographical historie of Africa (1600)—trickled into
the marketplace and complemented the growing field of travel literature. The words
voyagers returned with, like their goods, were relics of the foreign, proof of their travels,
and valuable curiosities.

Theoretical Foundations
The historical circumstance of the expanding vocabulary created a set of
theoretical problems. What was the status, with respect to English (however it was
20
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Bazaar emerges from Richard Hakluyt’s description of the city of Babylon, in his
Principle nauigations, voyages, traffiques and discoveries of the English nation (1600),
where he describes a “Bazarro for merchants” (214). Henna first appears in John Pory’s
translation of A geographical historie of Aftrica: “They have no oyle of olives, but of
another kinde which they call Hena . . . in colour it is as beautifull as gold” (1.22). Zebra
comes through Abraham Hartwell’s translation from Italian of A report of the kingdom of
Congo, which itself was translated from Portuguese. Duarte Lopes, the original writer
tells of innumerable mule-like animals in Africa which “If they were made tame, they
woulde serue to runne and to drawe for the warres, and for many other good vses, as well
as the best horses that are” (74).
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conceived), of hard words? The expansiveness of the definition of hard words—ranging
as it did from regional dialects to Latinate importations—made them difficult to discuss
as a group, and made it difficult to form an image of the language as a whole. Were these
disparate terms part of the language? Did they represent English’s linguistic conquests,
resident aliens vying for citizenship, violent intruders aiming to destroy Englishness, or
just transient visitors? Was the language—and therefore its community of speakers—
corruptible, or did it have the internal strength to subsume its intruders and assimilate
them?
As the first chapter will argue, works of early modern literary criticism seem to
not exactly know how to treat the question of borrowings in English. To take a firm
position, as Du Bellay’s La déffence et illustration de la langue Françoyse shows,
requires a firm political position and a sense of national politics. For Du Bellay, the
project of improving the French language was overtly nationalistic, even militant:
Ce prudent et vertueux Themistocle Athenien montra bien que la mesme
loy naturelle, qui commande à chacun defender le lieu de sa naissance,
nous oblige aussi de garder la dignité de notre langue, quand il condamna
à mort un herault de roy de Perse, seulement pour avoir employé la langue
attique aux commendemens du barbare.22
No English author ever expressed such sentiments with such strength. The very notion of
a deffence of the language—as opposed to the questione della lingua in Italy or anxiety
surrounding the identity of the English vernacular—determined the discussion in France
as officially political, and was answered by the confluence of the desire for a national
identity through literature and a sovereign edict that demanded the use of the vernacular.
Joachim Du Bellay, La déffence et illustration de la langue Françoyse (Paris, 1549),
ed. Henri Chamard (Paris: Joseph Dumoulin, 1904, facsimile reproduction, Elibron
Classics, 2007) 2.12.319–20.
22
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England, however, lacked strong national institutions for regulating language.
Richard Helgerson observes the idealization of a state-sanctioned language in Spenser’s
longing for “a kingdom of our own language.”23 His longing is evidence of how far
England was from a centralized concept of its national language. There was no
equivalent to the Academie Française taking shape in England, nor did English writers
produce any works, like Du Bellay’s treatise or Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia, dedicated
to the question of the vernacular’s identity.24 George Puttenham’s The Arte of English
Poesie or Thomas Wilson’s The Arte of Rhetorique, two works to which English scholars
frequently turn for commentary on the vernacular, are more concerned with assimilating
the ideas of classical authors, like Horace and Quintilian, than with forging an identity
and rules specific to English. Instead of being formed and articulated through overtly
political pressures, English was being molded by tensions between communities of
speakers defined by gender, politics, religion, profession, and social rank, and by its
interactions with foreign and classical languages.
Because of the lack of treatises devoted exclusively to the condition and future of
its language, scholars have typically turned to well-worn passages touching on the issue
in works dealing with style and rhetoric. Philip Sidney’s Defense of Poesie focuses on
what poetry is and what it should do. Sidney devotes less than a full sentence to the
question of borrowing, yet his comments have nonetheless been received, rightfully, as
Richard Helgerson, Forms of Nationhood: The Elizabethan Writing of England
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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one of the main engagements with the subject. This sparseness alone should give us
pause: is perhaps the most influential of English Renaissance poets unconcerned with
foreign terms? In his brief treatment of the subject, Sidney describes the words produced
by “hony-flowing Eloquence,” as “so farre fet words, that many seeme monsters, but
must seeme straungers to anie poore Englishman.”25 But there is much to be gained from
this short thought and its emphasis on “anie poore Englishman” being estranged from his
own language. Sidney’s focus is not on the meaning of “farre fet words” but on their
social repercussions. It is a condensed commentary on linguistic perception and the
effects of strange language on its recipients. One of the first lexicographers of English,
Robert Cawdrey, understood how social difference was embedded in language in this
way:
Do we not speak, because we would haue other to vnderstand vs? or is not
the tongue giuen for this end, that one might know what another meaneth?
Therefore, either wee must make a difference of English, & say, some is
learned English, & othersome is rude English, or the one is court talke, the
other is Country-speech, or els we must of necessity banish all affected
Rhetorique, and vse altogether one manner of language.26
Cawdrey is describing the multiplicity of forms English can take as well as the implicit
social distinctions created by these different styles. He is recognizing that English cannot
be considered an homogeneous body, but instead must be understood as an assortment of

Philip Sidney, The Defense of Poesie (London: William Ponsonby, 1595), I3r. Sidney
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related registers. What Sidney and Cawdrey are both noticing is how the act of naming
or speaking reveals information about the speaker. In order to communicate, one must
reveal information about oneself. In this sense, every utterance is an illocutionary act.
The use of speech that calls attention to its foreignness or hardness, however, is more
aggressively and deliberately revelatory of the social and linguistic relationships of the
speaker. A hard word is never simply a new way of expressing a concept or signifying an
object, but is always socially and politically imbued.
In John Florio’s “To the Reader,” in the first volume of his translation of
Montaigne’s Essais, he takes the not uncommon precaution of anticipating and answering
his readers’ critiques. Central among these is his readership’s perception of his Latinate
borrowings as strange and hard:
. . . or are they [the problems with the text] in some uncouth termes; as
entraine, conscientious, endeare, tarnish, comporte, efface, facilitate,
ammusing, debauching, regret, effort, emotion, and such like; if you like
them not, take others most commonly set by them to expound them, since
there they were set to make such likely French words familiar with our
English, which well may beare them.27
Florio’s “uncouth termes,” as he predicted, have mostly become “familiar with our
English.” He anticipates his readers reacting like Sidney’s poor Englishman, alienated
from his own language. Yet Florio’s readers are not defenseless: “if you like them not” is
an assertion of choice. While English “well may beare them,” Florio’s uncouth terms are
contingent upon acceptation. His borrowings represent his own multilingualism, but they
also demonstrate how such language becomes a social interaction. Discussion of
referents is noticeably absent in this negotiation: instead, it hinges upon the comparison
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of languages (French words “set by” English words) and the reader’s willingness to
accept both forms of expression.
Hard words underscore relationships: of English to other languages, of speakers to
their listeners, of language itself to the world of objects. Thus far we have discussed the
first two of these, but the last one—that of signifier to signified—is of course crucial to
any discussion of language. That hard words can be socially interpreted is indicative of
the fact that they offer expressive choices. In contributing to expressive variation, they
enable vernacular copia, insofar as the multiplicity of expression and the piling of terms
that constitute copia depend upon words from many origins. The mixture of languages
helped to create an environment in which, in Francis Bacon’s words, men would “hunt
more after words than matter.” In recent years, two works have strongly influenced
scholarly discussions of words and things in the Renaissance: Michel Foucault’s The
Order of Things and Terence Cave’s The Cornucopian Text. Both of these books have
brilliantly demonstrated the unmistakable importance of understanding how writers
perceived the relationship between language and the world. Yet, because of the strength
of their interpretations, these two works have also made it difficult to discuss language in
the Renaissance beyond the basic word-thing opposition that is, depending on how one
looks at it, either pulling words away from things or making words into things. But both
scenarios seem to have the same result: words become ends in themselves.
In Foucault’s formulation, in the sixteenth century “one asked oneself how it was
possible to know that a sign did in fact designate what it signified; from the seventeenth
century, one began to ask how a sign could be linked to what it signified.” Foucault is
describing a transition from a linguistics of natural semantics—where words reveal the
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essence of things—to one that recognizes an arbitrariness in the names of things. In this
framework, Foucault continues, “the art of language was a way of ‘making a sign’ . . . of
designating it in turn by other names that were the deferred presence of the first name, its
secondary sign, its figuration, its rhetorical panoply.”28 For Foucault, seventeenth century
language becomes about making more language, and this happens at the expense of the
object being referred to, which is lost amidst the “rhetorical panoply” created by
linguistic copia. I do not contest the validity of this interpretation; Foucault’s reading is
important to this project’s interpretation of Love’s Labour’s Lost. However, in this study
I want to show how that it is not enough to say that language becomes its own end
through the copiousness of Renaissance linguistics. Copia is not merely an aesthetic
event; like all language, it both communicates and obscures meaning and value. Rather,
language ceases to be primarily referential and becomes relational, pointing to other
language(s) and to social motivations.
In The Cornucopian Text, Terence Cave shows how writing came to be figured
as, and take the form of, excess. While Foucault historicizes the relationship between
word and thing, Cave is explicitly Derridean both in his usage of concepts like
“supplement” and différance and his attempt to show how these concepts were already
represented by the superabundance of language in Renaissance literature and how, in
turn, copia could displace sense. Cave finds Foucault’s treatment of the Renaissance
“disappointing,” but nonetheless arrives at similar conclusions.29 In his study of Erasmus,
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he discovers that the intention of passages, which is supposed to resolve the plurality of
its possible senses, “remains for ever suspended, or submerged, in the flow of words.” In
his reading of Rabelais, he asserts that Pantagruel’s “use of Latin rather than French still
appears as a deflection or deferment,” and later shows how this same code-switching is
“a colourful proliferation of linguistic surface as (almost) pure excess.”30 Like Foucault’s
readings, Cave’s interpretations of Renaissance linguistics are influential to this project.
My goal, however, is to show how language is not merely self-referential, that its
excesses in Renaissance literature are not for the sake of excess itself or an assertion of
logocentrism, but that this excess has both literary and social value. The copiousness
enabled by borrowed language encourages the comparison of languages and speakers. I
will argue that Latinate borrowings and hard words in particular, more than other types of
language, direct their linguistic excess away from the objects they signify and toward
social and literary implications.
In revising how we discuss the relationship of words and things in the
Renaissance, I have depended greatly upon scholarship that explores the history of
English in a social context. Peter Burke’s Languages and Communities in Early Modern
Europe is the most learned examination of how Renaissance languages interacted (or
feared interaction) I have found. Richard Waswo’s Language in Meaning in the
Renaissance, although justly criticized for its treatment of individual texts, argues against
a fixation on words and things by showing how concerned Renaissance authors were with
how words related to other words, and this work helped me to realize the social
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implications of linguistic exchange.31 Paula Blank’s Broken English likewise offers great
insight into the social differences represented by dialects within English, and Judith
Anderson’s Words that Matter offers provocative readings of how hard words become
thinglike through early modern lexicography, although I disagree with her emphasis on
language becoming its own object. Finally, while I dissent from his focus on a national
linguistic identity in Renaissance English literature, Richard Helgerson’s Forms of
Nationhood makes the crucial observation that a language develops its identity according
to historical precedent and social institution.

For a critique of Waswo, see John Monfasani, “Was Valla an Ordinary Language
Philosopher?” Journal of the History of Ideas 50 (1989): 309–323.
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CHAPTER 1:
Coined and Counterfeit Language in the Renaissance
In the early modern period, the phenomenon of linguistic exchange and its
consequences were framed primarily through metaphor.32 Authors variously used images
of monstrosity, miscegenation, usurpation, and stagnation to illustrate (typically
negatively) English’s uses of words from other languages and to raise questions about
linguistic and cultural identity.33 Each of these metaphors is designed to evoke social
anxieties, but in this chapter I want to pay particular attention to the group metaphors that
emphasize similarities between linguistic exchange and features of the economy—
The collection of Renaissance descriptions for “new” terms are all figurative: dark,
strange, fustian, uncouth, hard. While recent scholarship often employs “neologism” to
describe words new to the English lexicon, the term is anachronistic to the Renaissance.
“Neologism” was not coined, according to the OED, until later in the eighteenth century.
Further, I believe the term complicates matters by its implication of newness and creation
and all the subsequent philosophical and religious hazards of such implications. As I will
argue throughout this chapter, it was not the newness of words that troubled English
writers so much as their histories in other languages. Even when they were not borrowed
directly from other languages, new words were not created ex nihilo, but assembled from
different linguistic parts. Consider, for example, Shakespeare’s practice of joining
different elements—roots and suffixes—in his word formation. See Vivian Salmon,
“Some Functions of Shakespearian Word-Formation” and Bryan A. Garner, “LatinSaxon Hybrids in Shakespeare and the Bible,” both in Vivian Salmon and Edwina
Burness, ed., A Reader in the Language of Shakespearean Drama (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins, 1987).
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coining, borrowing, and counterfeiting. The economic metaphor reveals both a
burgeoning theory of linguistic value—that is, the social and cultural implications of a
word that distinguish it from its synonyms—that was as yet unarticulated and,
conversely, illuminates the ready and forceful concerns surrounding the early modern
economy. Like the unstable and inflationary British economy that serves as the backdrop
of discussions of linguistic economies, hard words are implicated in excess, uncertain
value, and fraudulence committed against society at large.
Economic metaphors were the most prevalent mode for describing the growing
English vernacular, and the extent of their usage has caused the comparison of language
to money to be received as a commonplace.34 Metaphors offer illustration, but in doing
so betray uncertainty about what is being described—in this case, the English language
and in particular the possibility of its corruption by foreign words. The aim of this

The likening of language to an economy was a commonplace inherited from antiquity.
Cicero was the first to insist on the metaphorical link from language to coinage when he
describes the theory of this translations of Aeschines and Demosthenes: “I did not hold it
necessary to render word for word, but I preserved the general style and force of the
language. For I did not think I ought to count them out to the reader like coins, but to pay
them by weight, as it were” (“In quibus non verbum pro verbo necesse habui reddere, sed
genus omne verborum vimque servavi. Non enim ea me annumerare lectori putavi
oportere, sed tamquam appendere”) (Cicero, De optimo genere oratorum, Quoted in
Massimiliano Morini, Tudor Translation in Theory and Practice (Burlington: Ashgate,
2006), 43). Describing language as impoverished was a familiar refrain of the Romans.
Massimiliano Morini notes how Seneca refers to Latin as “nobis paupertas, immo egestas
sit,” that is, “our poverty, rather our destitution” (Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Epistulae
morales ad Lucilium, lib. 6, ep. 58, qtd. in Morini, 59). For the motif of using economic
metaphors to describe translation in the early modern period, see Morini, 42ff. For an
intercultural survey of the continuation of the economic motif after the Renaissance,
along with the suggestion that the link between language and economy is more
metonymic than metaphoric, see Florian Coulmas, Language and Economy (Cambridge:
Blackwell, 1992). See also Marc Shell, The Economy of Literature (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1978) and Money, Language, and Thought: Literary and Philosophical
Economies from the Medieval to the Modern Era (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1982), particularly his chapter “The Wether and the Ewe,” which traces the
connection between language and coinage back to Aristotle and the Hebrew Bible.
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chapter is to recover the cultural energy that motivates the comparison between early
modern language and economies. While there was classical precedent for this alignment,
the economic metaphors surrounding borrowed language in the Renaissance are
enlivened and activated by their historical and linguistic contexts. The apprehension that
often surrounds coining and borrowing terms must be understood within the context both
of literature that relied upon foreign languages for its articulation and a struggling and
untrustworthy British economy. These two systems, language and economy, developed
uneasy similarities as they were troubled by uncertain systems of regulation and
destabilized by foreign intrusions. Linguistic metaphors are demonstrations of language
trying to formulate its identity by expressing itself through another, more clearly defined
medium. The turn to metaphor, then, is a revelation both of language and its historical
contexts.
Discussions of borrowed language are inescapably economic: the central term
itself, “borrowing,” summons forth economic exchange. That “borrowing” is the
dominant figure for adopting the terms of other languages—as opposed to notions like
imitation, appropriation, or usurpation—betrays the self-consciousness surrounding the
practice. The term is diplomatic rather than overtly aggressive. In this diplomacy is an
indebtedness of expression that insists upon the derivation of authority from another
language. A borrowed term is not literally removed from its native language, but the
indebtedness to its original language remains.35 Its metaphorical counterpart, “to coin,”
which was also first used figuratively in the Renaissance, like “borrowing” is a dead
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metaphor.36 These metaphors have long been in use, subjected to what Derrida describes
as “wear and tear,” so much so that they have almost ceased to be recognizable as
metaphors.37 The original meanings of economic metaphors have been drained of their
force, their connotations eroding as the distance between them and their original
historical context increases.

In a letter appended to Thomas Hoby’s translation of The courtyer of Count
Baldessar Castilio (1561), the Cambridge courtier and classicist John Cheke sets forth a
brief manifesto on how English should interact with other languages. Both because of
Cheke’s intellectual stature (he was the tutor of the generation of Elizabethans who
would strategically take account of the English language) and the force of his argument,
his opinions loom over early modern discussions and practices of linguistic borrowing.
Cheke’s short letter to Hoby relies on a group of metaphors that will continue to describe
English’s use of other languages for the next century. He writes:
I am of the opinion that our own tung shold be written cleane and pure,
unmixt and unmangeled with borrowing of other tunges, wherein if we
take not heed by tijm, ever borrowing and never paying, she shall be fain
to keep her house as bankrupt. For then doth our tung naturallie and
praisablie utter her meaning, when she bouroweth no counterfeitness of
other tunges to attire her self withal . . . and if she want at ani tijm (as
being unperfight she must) yet let her boro with suche bashfulness, that it
mai appeer, that if either the mould of our own tung could serve us to
fascion a word of our own . . . we wold not boldly venture of unknown
words.38
36
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Through a variety of metaphors, Cheke conceptualizes the danger of mixing languages.
He connects language to cultural purity with “cleane and pure, unmixt.” He suggests that
English is embodied, and that its form, which can be either mangled or “unmangled,”
must be protected. Cheke genders language with the pronouns “she” and “her” and by
urging that if she must borrow, she do so with “bashfulness”—an invocation of classical
femininity that, in the midst of implications of purity and violence, also suggests rape and
miscegenation. This group of metaphors generates its force by implicating language in a
range of social anxieties, mainly about purity, at the forefront of early modern
consciousness. Cheke finally turns to economic metaphors in order to emphasize what he
sees as the consequences of borrowing from other languages. In the “counterfeitness of
other tunges,” which carries both gendered and economic valences, English loses its
native identity; through too much borrowing, the language is “fain to keep her house as
bankrupt,” suggesting linguistic ruin and lost credit among other languages; and he

Seres, 1561). This letter was removed from later editions of the text. Hoby was a student
of Cheke, who is best known for his influence on Roger Ascham, tutorship to Prince
Edward, reform of Ancient Greek pronunciation in Disputationes de Pronunciatione
Linguae Graecae (1555), and translation of the New Testament into an English of pure
Saxon etymology. For Roger Ascham on Cheke’s stylistics, see Roger Ascham, The
scholemaster, or, Plaine and perfite way of teachyng children, to understand, write, and
speake, the Latin tong (London: John Daye, 1570). Like Ascham, the rhetorician and
classicist Thomas Wilson revered Cheke’s learning, describing him as “the singular
ornament of this lande” and asserting that his “iudgement was great in translating out of
one tongue into an other, and better skill he had in our English speach to iudge of the
Phrases and properties of wordes, and to diuide sentences: than any else had that I haue
knowne” (Thomas Wilson, trans. The three orations of Demosthenes chiefe orator among
the Grecians, in fauour of the Olynthians, a people in Thracia, now called Romania
(London: Henrie Denham, 1570), “Epistle”).
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finally urges linguistic ingenuity by using “the mould of our own tung” (referring to the
mold used to stamp coins) to fashion new words.39
From the English perspective, the vernacular’s interactions with other languages
may have appeared very similar to Cheke’s concern of “ever borrowing and never
paying.” He was writing at the beginning of a period that saw a massive influx of foreign
and classical terms into English.40 Yet it is his decision to cast this growth as an
economic exchange and to imbue it with the sense of financial urgency that drives his
argument against linguistic mixture: “if we take not heed by tijm . . . she shall be fain to
keep her house as bankrupt.”41 Cheke offers a picture of a linguistic economy troubled by

A full study of this subject demands attention to Cheke’s other metaphors, which, like
money, are common refrains in early modern discussions of language. Here I have
limited myself to economic metaphors because of their rich historical significance and
their elucidation of (what I will argue is) a shifting understanding of language in general.
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mounting foreign debt and impending bankruptcy. Metaphorically, without words of its
own, English is unable to pay its creditors; it can never return the words it has borrowed
or assets of equal value. With the risk of bankruptcy, a familiar and menacing situation
to most English readers, the metaphor gains social implications. While a language can
never become insolvent in the same way as an individual or state, Cheke strives to evoke
the humiliation inherent in economic ruin. He is warning of a language without credit—
that is, without reputation, worth, or credence—in the marketplace of linguistic exchange.
In many ways, the state of the language paralleled the state of its currency, and
Cheke’s metaphor cannot be understood without comprehending these parallels.
Numismatic evidence shows that until at least the turn of the eighteenth century, England,
like English with foreign terms, was flush with foreign and ancient coinage. Its own
familiar coins (like farthings, nobles, and crowns) were complemented by and competing
with foreign coins carried into England by merchants, sailors, and travelers, ancient coins
unearthed from Roman hoards, and counterfeits of all of the above. Thomas Browne
reports that “[n]or is it strange to finde Romane Coynes of Copper and Silver among us;
of Vespian, Trajan, Adrian, Commodus, Antoninus, Severus,” in addition to “Norman,
Saxon, and Danish peeces of Cuthred, Canutus, William, Matilda, and others.”42 Over a
century after Cheke died, John Evelyn reported the persistent prevalence of Roman coins:
There is hardly City, Town or Castle, Port, Old Roman Fosse, Causeway
or Remarkable Eminency near them, whether now or antiently standing
and appearing in any County of England, where Medals and Coins,

Thomas Browne, Hydriotaphia, Urn Burial; or, a Discourse of the Sepulchral Urns
Lately Found in Norfolk (1658), in Geoffrey Keynes, ed., vol. 1, 142.
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Roman, Saxon, Runic, Norman, &c. have not been found, and are daily
yet discover’d.43
Despite their antiquity, such coins were composed of precious metals and were
accordingly assigned values, either by being reduced and reminted by the crown or by
local communities willing to accept them as tender. The result for a typical English
subject, however, was coinage that could be unfamiliar, varied, and of uncertain value.44
It was also understood that foreign coins acted as foreign texts and historical
records, an intersection of the economic and linguistic that hints at the almost metonymic
force of the field of economic metaphors. As Marc Shell observes, “Coins were the first
widely circulating publications or impressions in history.”45 Evelyn wrote that the
ancient coins circulating in England were “the most lasting and (give me leave to call
them) Vocal Monuments of Antiquity.”46 Numismatics and coin collecting were of
growing interest in the Renaissance. Prince Henry kept a large collection of ancient coins
John Evelyn, Numismata, a discourse of medals, ancient and modern (London: for
Benjamin Tooke, 1697), 198–9.
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that, according to the letter writer John Chamberlain, was reckoned after his death in
1612 to be worth three thousand pounds.47 In a letter Roger Ascham wrote from abroad
to John Cheke shortly after the death of Edward VI, he displays his enthusiasm for
foreign coins by enclosing two old pieces, “one of Caius Caesar, the other of Publius
Clodius,” along with his note.48 In Toxophilus (1545), discussing how no civilization
ever thrived without excelling in hunting and shooting, Ascham cites the gold and silver
money of the Persians imprinted with “the Armes of Persie vpon it . . . and that was the
bow and arrows: by which feate they declared, how moch they set by them.”49 The
values of Persia were imprinted upon its currency. For Thomas Browne, ancient coins
and medals repeatedly serve as the starting points of his investigations into the classical
world.50 Foreign coins act as texts of cultural value. Minted and appraised by their
originating nations, their values are transferred toward the historical and cultural as they
move geographically and temporally.
The ready availability of ancient coins, acting as ancient texts and artifacts but
likewise as valuable currency, served as a reminder of the proximity and ubiquity of the
ancient world. While historically distant, the past was physically present, continually
The Letters of John Chamberlain, vol. 1, ed. N.E. McClure (Philadelphia, 1939), 391.
Quoted in J.G. Pollard, “England and the Italian Medal,” in England and the Continental
Renaissance: Essays in Honour of J.B. Trapp, ed. Edward Chaney, Peter Mack, and J.B.
Trapp (Boydell & Brewer, 1990), 196.
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Roger Ascham, Toxophilus, the schole, or partitions, of shooting (1545), in William
Aldis Wright, Roger Ascham: English Works (Cambridge University Press, 1904), 43.
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See for example Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), 3.8, “That a Woolf
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Moses with hornes.”
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emerging from the earth. The similarities of this numismatic climate to the state of
language are striking: foreign terms, like coins, were being imported with travelers and
merchants; ancient hoards of words, like coins, were being unearthed through translation
and the transfusion of Latinate humanism into the vernacular; and above all, mirroring
the inconsistent and unstable currency from Henry VIII through the Restoration was the
cultural uneasiness about the handling of unfamiliar terms and their claims to
authenticity. In other words, the metaphor of linguistic currencies and the values of
foreign terms did not merely trigger anxieties about an economy being infiltrated or
losing its value; it appealed to a familiar, daily circumstance.

Let us return then to Cheke’s economic metaphor and the economic context from
which it springs. Cheke is the product of an increasingly well-traveled and mercantile
world. His letter itself, attached as it is to Hoby’s Courtyer, a book imported from Italy
and importing its culture, is evidence of an international cultural economy. Hoby
himself, in his introduction, notes how languages seem to imitate trade and exchange—
“as merchaundise, so also new woords.”51 However, in the midst of importing ideas,
Cheke and Hoby resist the importation of other languages. Cheke’s appeal to an
economy is designed to activate a set of societal fears: an economy can collapse, can be
infiltrated, inflated. Money can be counterfeited or stolen. It can run out or cease to have
value. It is also in fierce competition with other currencies.
In particular, Cheke’s warning that English “shall be fain to keep her house as
bankrupt” if it continues borrowing from other languages invokes England’s own
51
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economic turmoil. Cheke lived through the midst of the period known as the Great
Debasement (1542–51), the project undertaken by Henry VIII to remint coinage with
smaller amounts of precious metals, leaving the leftover precious material for the state as
expendable revenue. A reassessment of how money attained value was implicit in the
debasement. As precious metals were depleted from royal coinage, it was increasingly
difficult to sustain a belief in the inviolable intrinsic value of money. This was not a
concept that was easy to overcome. Following what is now called Gresham’s Law,
subjects hoarded money that was perceived to possess higher intrinsic value while
continuing to circulate, whenever possible, coinage that had been debased.52 Still,
government insistence on the equality of both forms of money required that currency be
understood within a systemic context. It possessed value not according to its inherent
gold or silver content, but according to a level determined by common use and practice.
It had a value decreed by the king, but actualized by the community of consumers.53

Sir Thomas Gresham (1519–1579) was the founder of the Royal Exchange and a
financial agent to Elizabeth I who was instrumental in restoring English coinage.
Gresham’s Law is usually stated simply as “Bad money drives out good money.” See
Raymond Adrien de Roover, Gresham on Foreign Exchange: An Essay on Early English
Mercantilism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), particularly 91–93. F.A.
Hayek offers a full account of the phenomenon that insists on its contingency upon
government intervention: “If the law makes two kinds of money perfect substitutes for
the payment of debts and forces creditors to accept a coin of smaller content in gold in
the place of one with a larger content, debtors will, of course, pay only in the former and
find a more profitable use for the substance of the latter” (F.A. Hayek, Good Money, Part
II: The Standard, in The Collected Works of F.A. Hayek, vol. 6, ed. William Bartley
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 150).
52

See Keith Wrightson, Earthly Necessities: Economic Lives in Early Modern Britain
(New Haven: Yale UP, 2000) 118ff. Peter Musgrave, Early Modern European
Economies (New York: Palgrave Publishers, 1999), 91. For more on the debasement, see
J.D. Gould, The Great Debasement (Oxford UP, 1970), and C.E. Challis, A New History
of the Royal Mint (New York: Cambridge UP, 1992), particularly his section “1544 to
1603: Debasement, Reform, and the Debate on Fineness.”
53

38
Yet the problem with debasement was not just the awareness of the disparity
between intrinsic and extrinsic value. Merchants in England could overcome this
disparity by inflating their prices, thereby ensuring incomes that matched a certain value
in precious metal, not a monetary value. More problematically, merchants reassigned
values to royal coinage to match their intrinsic values, destabilizing any notion of a
national currency while simultaneously questioning the authority of the king’s mint. In
particular resonance with Cheke’s fears of English losing its value in an international
context, debased coins also created the humiliating international problem of foreign
merchants being unwilling to accept English coinage. If it was exchanged for foreign
currency, it would be a great loss in extrinsic value. These economic inequalities worked
their way into public and textual discourse. One such example is A Discourse of the
Common Weal of this Realm of England (a work of uncertain authorship printed in 1581
but dated to 1549), a dialogue between a doctor and a knight pretending to represent
views of English subjects on the state of the commonwealth. The work surveys a range
of crises facing the state, but assigns greatest weight to the troubled coinage. As the
doctor asserts, “the cheife cause of all this dearth of thinges, and of the manifest
impoverishment of this Realme . . . is the basinge or rather corruptinge of oure coin and
treasure.” The result, he laments, is that “we haue devised a waie for the straungers . . .
to bie oure gold and silver for brasse.”54 In this complaint, much like Cheke’s

Elizabeth Lamond, ed., A Discourse of the Common Weal of this Realm of England
(Manchester: Ayer Publishing, 1971). The work originally appeared under the title, A
compendious or briefe examination of certayne ordinary complaints of diuers of our
countrymen in these our dayes, A.D. 1581, and was claimed by William Stafford. See
Lamond’s introduction on the authorship question. For a related account involving an
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confrontation with the humiliating dependence on other languages, is the doubled
concern of national crisis and international indignity.
Within the context of an unstable and practically fraudulent English economy,
looking abroad for coins of value was a natural reaction. English coinage was worth less
than coins of supposedly similar values in other countries. It was this principle—a
difference in intrinsic and extrinsic value—that was being transferred into a conception of
the language. Defending his use of “Italionate coyned verbes” in Christs teares ouer
Ierusalem (1594), Thomas Nashe compared long, compounded borrowings and
monosyllabic English words to coins of different values: “Our English tongue of all
languages swarmeth with the single money of monasillables, which are the only scandal
of it.” Through the free invention of his own style, he promised to imitate rich men who
“convert a number of those small little scutes into great peeces of gold, such as double
pistols and Portugues.”55 The precious metals here are all foreign: “scutes,” while also a
general term for a small coin, was originally the English name for the French écu, a silver
coin roughly equivalent to an English crown.56 “Great peeces of gold” are familiar
enough in any nation, but Nashe imagines his prize taking the form of more foreign
currency—“double pistols,” a derivative French name for the Spanish double-escudo
(twice a British crown), and “Portugues,” or cruzados, the Spanish gold coin. The result
is an imbalance of value between English and foreign terms. Accordingly, Nashe tells his
English ambassador requesting no longer to be paid in English currency, see Nicholas
Mayhew, Sterling: The History of a Currency (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1999), 46.
Thomas Nashe, Christs teares ouer Ierusalem Whereunto is annexed, a comparatiue
admonition to London (London: James Roberts and R. Field, 1594), “To the Reader.”
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readers, he took his “worthless shreds of small English . . . to the compounders
immediately, and exchanged them foure into one, and others into more, according to the
Greek, French, Spanish, and Italian.”57 Nashe transfers the social anxiety surrounding
debased coinage into a debased language. This is Gresham’s Law applied linguistically:
Nashe rids himself of cheap English terms, and hordes his more valuable foreign
coinages.
For language to be successfully subjected to economic metaphors, it must be
understood as possessing some kind of value. Words already had economic value by
functioning as bonds and obligations. As such, they could be valid or worthless,
depending on whether or not they were used honestly or with prevarication, as promises
and representations of intention.58 But the early modern attention to economic metaphors
also evidences an emerging semantic distinction between meaning and value. Every
word has a meaning; part of this meaning, yet distinct from it, is its value.59 The rise of
lexicography during the period, both in short English hard word lists and in the thriving
business of multilingual dictionaries, offers some evidence for how this distinction was
emerging. A dictionary demonstrates a theory of equality in meaning between words
57
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both within and across languages. According to the second edition of Robert Cawdrey’s
A Table Alphabeticall (1613), “soliloquy” had the same meaning as “private talk,”
despite the fact that the words are dramatically different in sound, form, and, most
importantly, origin.60 Yet, as Cawdrey’s hard word list makes clear, while words might
have equal meanings, they have unequal values. Everyone understands “private talk,”
but by mastering “soliloquy” Cawdrey promises his audience of “Ladies, Gentlewomen,
or any other unskilfull persons” access to texts and conversations from which they would
normally be excluded.61 A theory of linguistic value is implicit in the idea of a dictionary
as a resource for mastering or improving language. Cawdrey’s hard words of Latin and
Greek origin possess social value in their promise to release some of the intellectual
restraints of rank, degree, and gender. A dictionary’s task is the definition of meaning,
but the context of Cawdrey’s dictionary makes linguistic value manifest. The value of
“soliloquy” is recognizable because of its proximity to “private talk” and its position as a
Robert Cawdrey, A table alphabeticall: conteyning and teaching the true writing, and
vnderstanding of hard vsuall English wordes, borrowed from the Hebrew, Greeke,
Latine, or French, &c. (London: Edmund Weaver, 1604, 2nd ed., 1613). On early modern
lexicography’s practices of definition, see Judith Anderson, Words That Matter:
Linguistic Perception in Renaissance English (Stanford UP, 1996), particularly her
chapter “The Definitive Word.” Anderson attributes great importance to the
decontextualization of words that resulted from alphabetical order. However, it was not
always the case that dictionaries arranged themselves alphabetically; there is a long
history of arranging terms according to how they are found in the world. For a history of
dictionaries arranged topically, see Werner Hüllen, English dictionaries, 800-1700: The
Topical Tradition (New York: Oxford UP, 1999). For early modern lexicography in
general, see Jurgen Schafer, Early Modern English Lexicography (New York: Oxford
UP, 1989), and the University of Toronto’s online database of early modern lexicons,
http://leme.library.utoronto.ca/, Ian Lancashire, ed. For a comparative study of early
modern dictionaries see DeWitt T. Starnes, The English Dictionary from Cawdrey to
Johnson, 1604–1755 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1946), and also
his Renaissance dictionaries: English-Latin and Latin-English (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1954) for their development from classical language study.
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viable alternative to another mode of expression. Its value derives from the contrast it
offers with other words that express the same idea. Its value rises when it expresses that
idea in a novel way, with more nuance, with greater display of learning, or with a more
beautiful sound than its synonyms.
Hard words, then, are perceived to possess social value that, as Cawdrey’s
dictionary suggests, can be capitalized upon by mastery of a range of words. Moreover,
part of Cawdrey’s project is to convince readers—or to profit from their conviction—that
foreign and classical language is more valuable than its familiar equivalent. Yet this
value is contested, especially by those who believe they have a rightful claim to the
language, and the central way of contesting it is to couch it in a discourse that evokes
economic anxiety and the uncertainty of apparent value. The economic language that
surrounds the use and incorporation of Latinate terms brings into focus a skepticism not
just about the legitimacy of new words, but the social legitimacy of the people associated
with their use.
In the context of suspect linguistic value, “to coin” becomes a powerful linguistic
metaphor. Coining was not only used to describe the framing of new terms. Its earliest
figural sense covered any act of production, and only later did the framing or invention of
words become its predominant figural usage. The OED cites Thomas Norton’s
translation of Jean Calvin’s The Institution of Christian Religion (1561) as offering the
first figurative uses. Norton and Calvin direct the term’s implications of inauthenticity
and spuriousness against the Papists, a social group fraudulently attempting to claim
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control of and pervert religious discourse.62 Thirty years later, in the Arte of English
Poesie (1589) George Puttenham used the figure of coining to describe the framing of
new terms. From its inception, this usage implied both unauthorized language and
fraudulent claims to social identity and power:
the common fault of young schollers not halfe well studied before they
come from the Uniuersitie or schooles, and when they come to their
friends . . . will seeme to coigne fine wordes out of the Latin . . . thereby to
shew themselues among the ignorant the better learned.63
Puttenham paints a familiar image of sophomoric youth. The words coined by “young
schollers” are shows of learning; that they are “fine” words underscores their ostentation
and ornament. The use of such terms is not to show learning to those who already possess
OED Online, “coin,” v.1, 5.a, b, c. Cf. Thomas Norton, trans., The Institution of
Christian Religion (London: Reinhold Wolfe and Richarde Harison, 1561). Warning
against “fanaticall men” who “doo ouerthrowe all the principles of godliness,” Calvin
(through Norton) reminds his readers not “to coyne a newe kynde of doctrine . . . but to
seale in our mindes the selfe same doctrine that is commended vnto vs by the gospel.”
“Yet we do not herby make roome to that most pestilent Philosophie, whiche many halfe
papistes at this daye beginne to coyne in corners.” For other variations, see Fischer, 57.
Coining could carry a sexual valence. In Donne’s “A Valediction: of weeping,” his
mistress’s face coins the poet’s tears: “For thy face coines them, and thy stampe they
beare, / And by this Mintage they are something worth. . .” (John Donne, “A Valediction:
of weeping,” 2–5, in The Poems of John Donne, ed. Herbert J.C. Grierson (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 7th ed. 1966: 1912)). In Measure for Measure, its undertone of
counterfeiting suggests illegitimate offspring in Angelo’s unwillingness to pardon “Their
saucy sweetness that do coin heaven’s image / In stamps that are forbid” (MM, 2.4.45).
As Fischer notes, “the equation of people to coins allows sexual intercourse to be
expressed as a natural exchange transaction: money will change hands” (Fischer, 19).
See also the Arden edition of King Lear, ed. Kenneth Muir (New York: Routledge, 8th
ed., 1991), 4.6.83n. When used non-linguistically, it could signify a transformation into,
or discovery of, something valuable, as in King Henry’s rebuke of Lord Scroop, “That
knewest the very bottom of my soul, / That almost mightest have coined me into gold /
Wouldst thou have practiced on me for thy use” (H5, 2.2.97). In Hamlet, Gertrude
expresses her skepticism of Hamlet’s vision of his dead father, “This is the very coinage
of your brain / This bodiless creation ecstasy / Is very cunning in” (3.4.132).
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it, but to draw a distinction between themselves and “the ignorant,” that is, the state from
which they are attempting to recover. Their coining represents an awareness of and
discomfort with ignorance and a simultaneous, but wrong-headed, attempt to transcend it.
The coinages of Puttenham’s young scholars can thus be seen as exercises in social
power, attempting to claim social identity through a distinct and difficult language. But
the claim fails because the attempt itself reveals inauthenticity.
Discussing the distempers of learning and “the hate of Schoole-men,” Francis
Bacon links the coining metaphor to another group that claims their social rank through
seemingly illegitimate learning. The writing of school-men is attacked for its
differing Stile and fourme, taking libertie to coyne, and frame new tearms
of Art, to expresse their own sence, and to auoide circuite of speech,
without regard to the purenesse, pleasantnesse, and (as I may call it)
lawfulnesse of the Phrase or word.64
Bacon’s enmity against “Schoole-men” depends upon metaphorical conceptions of their
language that connect it to “taking libertie” to coin new words, the corruption of an
undefined “pureness, pleasantnesse” and their disregard for “lawfulnesse.” Like
Puttenham’s young scholars, Bacon’s pedants lack the social authority (and as such take
too much liberty) to coin. Moreover, all of Bacon’s metaphors—coining, pureness,
lawfulness—are intimately connected with national identity and sovereignty and suggest
the transgression of these concepts by a specific group. We have already seen how
linguistic coining accesses the troubles of an unstable, ad hoc economy. Bacon’s
“pureness” echoes Cheke’s desire for a “cleane and pure” tongue, and invokes the
discourse of the linguistic purity stemming from a mythologized linguistic identity that
Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning (1603, 1624), ed. Michael Kiernan
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2nd ed, 2003), 22/E3r.
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traces English back to the language spoken at Babel.65 Here it is menaced by another
confusion of tongues. With “lawfulnesse,” Bacon envisages the language as being
governed by a system of specific regulations, implying both a principle that makes the
language governable and the transgressiveness of those who break the law. That
“Schoole-men” are the occasion of this discussion emphasizes the social offensiveness
inherent in “taking libertie to coyne.” Pedants are defined not just by the obscurity of
their Latinate English but by their use of this kind of speech as a claim to higher social
status than they deserve by birth.66
In its implication of unauthorized language, “coining” activates a host of early
modern social anxieties about the counterfeit, another widely used figure for describing
illegitimates, imposters, and imitations. Like “coining,” the connotations of “counterfeit”
For an example of this attitude in the Renaissance, consider Richard Verstegan, who
argued that English was “vndoubtedly . . . that which at the confusion of Babel, the
Teutonic people did speak” (Richard Verstegan, A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence
(London, 1606), 188). For an overview of the purity discourse and discussions of
English’s relationship to the original language, German, and Saxon, see R.F. Jones, The
Triumph of the English Language, particularly “The Ancient Language, Part I.” On some
interpretations of Babel in early modern England, see Margreta de Grazia,
“Shakespeare’s View of Language: An Historical Perspective,” in Vivian Salmon and
Edwina Burness, ed., A Reader in the Language of Shakespearean Drama (Philadelphai:
John Benjamins, 1987). On the development of notions of pure English, see William
Craigie, The Critique of Pure English from Caxton to Smollet (London: Clarendon Press,
1946). On the impurity of other languages and their interactions with English, see Neil
Rhodes, Shakespeare and the Origins of Language (New York: Oxford UP, 2004), 125ff.
For the prevalence of the purity discourse across languages, see Peter Burke, Languages
and Communities in Early Modern Europe (New York: Cambridge UP, 2004), especially
“Purifying Languages.” Burke links worries of linguistic purity to cultural concerns
about disease and moral depravity.
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have moved from imitation and pattern to disguise, forgery, and falseness.67 It implies
active deception. While this could mean disguise—like Blount impersonating the king or
Falstaff impersonating a dead man in 1Henry IV—counterfeiting was also used to insist
upon verbal deceit.68 While literal coining carried the possibility of authorization (when
the royal crown coined, it was not counterfeiting), the force of the coining metaphor
depends upon the uncertain value of the word being coined: it is not authorized; like a
counterfeit coin, it will be either accepted or rejected by the community.
Counterfeiting invokes the foreign—the source of both unauthorized language
and unauthorized currency. We have already heard this resonance in Cheke’s refusal to
borrow the “counterfeitness of other tunges.” Economically, counterfeiting was closely
associated with foreign sources. Counterfeit coins were the products, or believed to be
the products, of foreign subterfuge. In 1548, Edward VI proclaimed that testoons, coins
of little value but the first to bear the true image of a king, would be removed from
circulation. Reacting to the “fraud and corrupcion” of coinage, he located the primary
transgressors beyond England’s shores:
the practizers whereof (as is knowen) are not onely men heredwelling, but
also for the moste parte haue been straungers, dwelling in forain partes,
who haue founde the meanes . . . to disperse the saied counterfeict peces
abrode in his maiesties dominions.69
Counterfeiters have mostly been “straungers, dwelling in forain partes.” As such, the act
is represented as an external menace to English sovereignty, and acting to the “detriment
67
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of his highnes moste louyng subiects, which haue receiued the same” in their business
transactions.
Accordingly, counterfeiting money was a form of treason. This had been the case
since Edward III, and followed the examples of Roman, French, and Italian law.70 In his
Third Part of the Institutes of the Laws of England (1628), the chief justice Edward Coke
clarified the position of English law: anyone found guilty of counterfeiting—along with
clipping, washing, and filing—was, as a traitor to the crown, subject to “punishment of
his body . . . that is, to be drawn and hanged until he be dead.” He goes on to report, as
an example of the severity of punishment, that the “abbot of Missenden, in the county of
Buckingham, for counterfeiting and resection of king’s money, was adjudged to be drawn
and hanged, and not quartered.”71
As John Donne argues, and as Edward VI’s proclamation suggests, the harsh
punishment for unauthorized coining responds not just to ill-gotten wealth, but to
communal defrauding, a violation of social trust. In Donne’s words,
A principal reason that makes coining and adulterating of money capital in
all states, is not so much because he that coins usurps the Prince’s
authority, (for every coiner is not a pretender to the crown), nor because

Rogers Ruding, The Annals of Coinage in Great Britain and its Dependencies, vol. 1
(London: Manning and Mason, 1840), 78ff. Thomas J. Sargent and François R. Velde,
The Big Problem of Small Change (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2002), 26.
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he diminishes the prince’s majesty, . . . as because he that coins injures the
public.72
Fraudulent currency injures the public most directly by denying it rightfully earned
money. But Donne’s argument also implies that the fault of counterfeit money is
deception itself; it breeches a social contract, in the same way that lying or adultery
transgresses the foundational agreements of civilized communities. The localization of
currency in Renaissance England and its closely-knit economic communities intensifies
the sense of social transgression behind counterfeiting. As Keith Wrightson
demonstrates, neighborhoods, townships, and countries (and this term should be
understood in its most localized sense, as a landscape or region) derived their identities
from their socio-economies.73 Local economies were the manifestations of communities.
It was not, then, that counterfeiting betrayed England, but that it betrayed one’s neighbors
and community.
As we have seen, linguistic coining activates the same fears of social
transgression. The use of hard words is associated with and represented through social
types and groups. For Puttenham, it is “young scholars”; for Bacon, “Schoole-men”; for
Cawdrey, it is gentlewomen and the unskilled who desire the language most; in
Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, as we will explore in the next chapter, it is
Armando, “a traveler” of Spain, “that hath a mint of phrases in his brain.”74 These all are

John Donne, Sermon IX, in The Works of John Donne: with a memoir of his life, vol. 1,
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groups isolated from positions of power, viewed by a masculine, logocentric humanist
community as lacking linguistic authority. The language and society are simultaneously
threatened when isolated groups and individuals presume the authority to mint words. In
such cases linguistic communities—whether real or imagined—are transgressed.
Early modern theories of language hinged upon notions of a community
functioning in tacit agreement. George Puttenham offers one of the most fully developed
English pictures for how language forms and sustains itself. In his attention to the role of
community and common consent, Puttenham diverges markedly from competing
narratives of Teutonic genealogies that idealize English’s purity. Puttenham summarizes
the process by which “speach” becomes language and its inevitable corruption:
But after a speach is fully fashioned to the common understanding, &
accepted by consent of a whole countrey and nation, it is called a
language, & receaveth none allowed alteration but by extraordinary
occasions, by little & little, as it were insensibly, bringing in of many
corruptions that creept along with the time.75
Language here is a social construction, “accepted by consent” of a nation. It is crucial to
understand the valences of “whole countrey and nation,” and to resist the inclination to
anachronize their definitions. “Countrey” can indicate both the entire state of England
and localized, neighborly communities and regions united by shared economy and
commerce.76 “Nation” had obtained a universalizing definition by the time of
Puttenham’s use, but its early and etymological valences implying shared community,
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township, or even family would still have resonated—valences that are activated by the
phrase “common understanding.” Once formed, according to Puttenham, it is fixed, and
alters by none but “extraordinary occasions.” Yet even after changes brought about by
such occasions, it still changes “little & little” and “insensibly.” For Puttenham, language
change already implies corruption. There is an eschatological resonance in Puttenham’s
tone that suggests a post-lapsarian worldview and the inevitable corruption of language.
The corruption of language was perceived either to mirror or lead to the
corruption of the community itself. It is with this communal threat in mind that, in his
Timber, or Discoveries (1641), Ben Jonson frames coining new words against a backdrop
of a social judgment:
A man coynes not a new word without some perill, and lesse fruit; for if it
happen to be received, the praise is but moderate; if refus’d, the scorne is
assur’d. Yet wee must adventure, for things at first, hard and rough, are by
use made tender and gentle.77
Jonson is not an opponent of coining. He admits to its pragmatic and expressive value—
“yet wee must adventure”—and, in his theater battles with John Marston, was attacked for
his own use of coinages.78 But he frames the practice against its social risks: “the praise is
but moderate,” “scorne is assur’d, ” and there is “ perill” in coining a new term. This is
not the death by hanging that faced true counterfeiters, but it nonetheless emphasizes both
the social retributions of misused language and that, like counterfeiters, linguistic coiners
Ben Jonson, Timber, or Discoveries Made upon Men and Matter (London, 1641:
reprinted by Read Books, 2008) 74.
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face public trial. Through the assured scorn of a bad coinage writers face social exclusion
and relegation—like social imposters—to outsider status.
Like money, language relies upon common understanding and proper authority. In
this sense, it can be understood as a kind of social agreement. Jonson makes this parallel
explicit in his discussion of coining:
Custome is the most certaine Mistresse of Language, as the publicke stampe
makes the current money. But wee must not be too frequent with the mint,
every day coyning.
A well-used language imitates a well-governed state. Languages embody custom: “For
what was the ancient Language, which some men so doate upon, but the ancient
Custome?”79 When language transgresses custom, like when a writer puts high sounding
words in the mouths of base characters, it destabilizes social frameworks that define
societies: “All attempts that are new in this kind, are dangerous.”80 In this comment,
Marc Shell reads an assertion that language should support the state in the same way as
the mint.81 When new words enter the language, they restructure thought and change
behavior. In their newness, they model social reorganization and, in their acceptance,
rewrite custom. Yet Jonson’s advice centers on the underlying presumption that there are
some—presumably like himself—who know how not to be “too frequent with the mint.”
These are not the readers of Cawdrey’s dictionary, for whom all Latinate offerings are
valuable simply for their rare Latinity. Rather, it is the intellectual and social minority
who, unlike the scholar, the pedant, the gentlewoman and foreigner, mark themselves
through the rightful possession of a linguistic register.
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Yet the question remains: why use metaphor to describe language? As we have
seen, the economic metaphor insists on the interrelationship between language and society
through the activation of cultural anxieties. In particular, the historical economic context
illustrates the richness and depth of the word-coin image. Yet it also illustrates how
discussions of language draw their force from other discourses. If Puttenham is right, and
the corruption of language proceeds “as it were insensibly,” to make them known they
must be enlarged and seen through the lenses of society and its institutions. Perhaps
language corrupts insensibly, but people will see, feel, and fear the corruption of bodies,
currency, race, and government. But I would venture further and posit that a dependence
on metaphor also insinuates an uncertainty about the nature of language and the power
and repercussions of language change. While the metaphor suggests a theory of linguistic
value, this theory remains implicit. While Cheke warns of a bankrupt language, it is
never clear exactly what this would mean or how, if ever, it could be actualized.
Metaphor reveals language change as an unknown—the shadow of another concept,
nothing in itself but a similitude.

CHAPTER 2:
Meaning and Value in Love’s Labour’s Lost
Studies of the language of Love’s Labour’s Lost have typically treated the play as
a Cratylan comedy in which a word’s semantic naturalism, or magical expression and
necessary connection to what it signifies, is tested and fails in the realm of courtship.82
Over the course of this chapter, however, I will argue that the play’s interest in linguistic
variation and the generation of multiple names for the same object demonstrates a theory
of linguistic value that is distinct from both the naturally semantic and ad placitum
systems of meaning—two theories of language received as dominant in the Renaissance.
By focusing mainly on the relationships between words and things in the play,
scholarship has largely ignored its commentary on the field of pragmatics—that is, how
the focus of the play’s richly Latinate language (and this is especially true of its uses for

See, for example, William Carroll, The Great Feast of Language in Love’s Labour’s
Lost (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1976), who asserts that the “prevailing linguistic theory
[in the Renaissance] held that there is an inherent rightness in names” (12). While this
was a theory, and while some linguists, particularly those who advocated the creation of a
perfect language, believed it was attainable, the notion that modern languages were
corrupt and uncertain was at least as popular. Even before Christian allegory and neoPlatonic linguistics crept into debates on power of language, Aristotle maintained in De
Interpretatione that words are empty of natural meanings and signify only through
convention and arbitrary assignment. From the antiquity of this position, it is clear that
writers like Bacon and Puttenham who promoted an ad placitum theory of language were
not developing radically new ideas. Keir Elam, while offering a more balanced view of
Renaissance linguistic theory, still sees the play as dramatizing a dichotomous argument
over semantic naturalism and ad placitum linguistic theories: “. . . the comedies are
structured on an open ‘exchange’ between these opposing semantic positions” (Elam,
117).
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courtship) is not the world of objects, but how it works upon, or fails to work upon, its
speakers and interpreters.
The study of Renaissance linguistics is often divided into two accounts of the
relationship of words and things. In the first account promoted by scholars of the
Renaissance, words were perceived to maintain a magical and metaphysical connection to
the things they signified. Words were seen to possess an inherent rightness binding them
to their objects: this is taken as the lesson of both Adam’s naming of the animals in Eden
and, in neo-Platonic philosophy, Plato’s Cratylus.83 Throughout this chapter, I will refer
to this linguistic framework as semantic naturalism. This theory also allowed a hierarchy
of languages: older languages, like Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, being closer to the
On Plato’s Cratylus in a Renaissance context, see Brian Vickers, “Analogy versus
Identity” in Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, ed. Brian Vickers (New
York: Cambridge UP, 1984) 97ff. As Keir Elam notes, Cratylan linguistic theory in the
Renaissance was based on a fragmented reading of the text that ignores Socrates’
eventual dismissal of motivated signs. See Keir Elam, Shakespeare’s Universe of
Discourse: Language Games in the Comedies (New York: Cambridge UP, 1984) 122ff.
As Elam notes, two texts were central in sustaining this misreading and attributing the
theory of semantic naturalism to Plato himself: Marsilio Ficino’s Argumentum in
Cratylum, uel de recta nominum ratione (1561) and Pico della Mirandola’s conclusion on
the Cratylus in his Conclusiones Nongentae (1486). See also Frances Yates, The Occult
Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (London: Routledge, 1979). For the status of Adamic
language in the seventeenth-century England, see Hans Aarsleff, “The Rise and Decline
of Adam and his Ursphrache” in The Language of Adam/Die Sprache Adams, ed. Allison
P. Coudert (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1999) 277–295. For the influence of
theories of language on Renaissance notions of writing and authorship, see also Martin
Elsky, Authorizing Words: Speech, Writing, and Print in the English Renaissance (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 1989) 140ff. The two main English Renaissance texts from which the
Adamic theory of language is derived are the “Babilon” section from Guillaume de
Salluste du Bartas, Bartas: His Deuine Weekes and Workes Translated, trans. Josuah
Sylvester (London: for Humphrey Lownes, 1605), and the Renaissance linguist
Alexander Top, The Oliue Leafe: or, Universall abce (London: W. White for George
Vincent, 1603). On the uses of the biblical stories of naming and the destruction of Babel
in debates over language, see Umberto Eco, The Search for the Perfect Language (New
York: Blackwell Publishing, 1995), particularly his chapter “From Adam to Confusio
Linguarum.”
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beginning of things when man and language were both less corrupt, have more inherent
rightness than the emergent vernaculars developed by increasingly deficient speakers.84
The other account of Renaissance linguistic theory is that, during the Renaissance,
vernaculars had to shed notions of linguistic hierarchies and semantic naturalism in order
to justify their own existences, to claim the right to produce their own literatures, and
make sense of the mutability and contingency of words and languages. This notion took
shape through Italian humanism, where the questione della lingua raised the possibility
that there could be a vernacular capable of containing authoritative expression. Such a
vernacular, however, required societal acceptance and standardized institution. In this
linguistic framework, language functions ad placitum (as Francis Bacon says), that is,
according to “contract” and “acceptation.”85

See Peter Burke’s section on “The History of Language” in Languages and
Communities in Early Modern Europe (New York: Cambridge UP, 2004) 19ff. The
belief that these hierarchies could be upset was central to the questione della lingua, and
allowed the vernacular to begin to usurp authority from the ancient languages. See Paula
Blank, Broken English: Dialects and the Politics of Language in Renaissance Writings
(New York: Routledge, 1996), particularly her section “The Renaissance Discovery of
Dialect.” Judith Anderson, Words That Matter: Linguistic Perception in Renaissance
English (Palo Alto: Stanford UP, 1996), emphasizes how the longevity of Latin made it
the “repository and very medium of civilization,” citing Juan Luis Vives’s De tradendis
disciplinis (1531) and Richard Mulcaster’s Elementarie (1589), where he asserts that
Latin has been “made immortall by the register of memory” (Anderson, 46-7). On the
shifting importance of Hebrew, Latin, and Greek in religious contexts, see Eco, 12ff.
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In this chapter, however, I want to discuss a third way of viewing the history of
the relationship of words and things in the Renaissance: namely, that words do not have
to be considered strictly in relation to the objects they signify, but that the interplay
between languages and the full realization of possible names for things allows words to
assume existences distinct from what they signify, while being valued according to their
relationships with other words and what they reveal about their users. While this
relational theory of language is now a commonplace in linguistics, it is not typically
considered historically. But as we explored in the first chapter, notions of linguistic value
were at work in the Renaissance, and it is this value that creates and determines
relationships between languages and speakers. Through a reading of Shakespeare’s
Love’s Labour’s Lost, one of the deepest contemporary commentaries on social functions
of stylized, Latinate speech, this chapter will study how hard words complicate our
traditional readings of language (that focus mainly on relationships of words and objects)
by drawing attention to what language does and what it declares about its users.
The problematic relationship of words to other words was well known in the
Renaissance. Bacon considered the problem of words ceasing to relate to objects—“an
affectionate studie of eloquence” leading men to “studie words, and not matter”—the first
distemper of learning.86 This distemper is central to the action of Shakespeare’s play.
Yet this is not simply a morality play that castigates, like Bacon, the use of self-absorbed
language and jargon. Rather it explores what it means for language to be disconnected
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from objects, and, in particular, the role of unusual expressions, like Latinate borrowings,
in such a system.
However, it is not the case that the fixation on words upon which eloquence or
Euphuism depends divorces language from the world of objects.87 Value depends upon a
community of speakers. According to Saussure, language cannot be understood but as a
social system. It is through society that value is determined: “La collectivité est
nécessaire pour établir des valeurs dont l’unique raison d’être est dans l’usage et le
consentement général; l’individu à lui seul est incapable d’en fixer aucune.”88 Now, as
we examined in the first chapter, value arises in two ways. First, it comes from the
possibility of multiple forms of expression, that is, through the possibility of one word
being compared to, and potentially exchanged for, another word. Yet this comparison
and exchange is performed by individuals who then choose to express themselves in one
way or another. Now for Saussure, the expressiveness of a word—how well it reaches a
desired meaning—is the main criterion for value (hence his difficulty in distinguishing
between meaning and value). However, in Love’s Labour’s Lost, where the purpose of
the courtiers’ speech is first fame and then successful courtship, linguistic value is
determined not by achieving a desired meaning but by achieving a desired social end—an
Many critics have demonstrated both the implicit and explicit connections between
Love’s Labour’s Lost and John Lyly’s Euphuism. See for example David Bevington,
“‘Jack Hath Not Jill’: Failed Courtship in Lyly and Shakespeare,” Shakespeare Survey 42
(1989): 1–13, and his Tudor Drama and Politics: A Critical Approach to Topical
Meaning (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1968). See also, G.K. Hunter, John Lily: The
Humanist as Courtier (New York: Routledge, 1962), who focuses on the play’s
borrowings from the works of Lyly. Finally, John Wilders, “The Unresolved Conflicts of
Love’s Labour’s Lost,” Essays in Criticism 27 (January 1977): 20–33, explores how the
play introduces moral and social ambiguity into Lyly’s formalism.
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appearance of rank, intellect, attractiveness to the opposite sex. In its dramatization of
overwrought language the play focuses on pragmatics, by which I mean the relationship
of signs to their uses and interpreters, rather than the semantic relationships of word and
thing that define both semantic naturalism and language ad placitum.89

Part I: Language and Naming
Love’s Labour’s Lost is a play about four men who swear an oath to study for
three years without the comfort of women and how the men quickly come to break this
vow when the Princess of France with three of her maids arrive outside the court. It
dramatizes how the men translate the ostentatious and ornamental Latinate language of
study onto their courtship of the women, and how such language is inappropriate for both
endeavors. Love’s Labour’s Lost is mainly concerned with language and linguistic
possibility. Very little happens in the play besides talking. The scene hardly changes.
Words serves as the play’s main props, serving as the objects of numerous scenes; when
true props enter the play—coins, letters, costumes—they are quickly equated with speech

I draw the term “pragmatic meaning” from the linguist Rudolf Carnap. Carnap
categorizes ways of understanding forms of utterances according to semantics,
pragmatics, and syntactics. He writes, “If in an investigation explicit reference is made to
the speaker, or, to put it in more general terms, to the user of the language, then we assign
it to the field of pragmatics. . . . If we abstract from the user of the language and analyze
only the expressions and their designata, we are in the field of semantics. And if, finally,
we abstract from the designata also and analyze only the relations between the
expressions, we are in (logical) syntax” (Rudolf Carnap, Introduction to Semantics
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1942), 9, qtd. in Marcelo Dascal, Interpretation and
Understanding (New York: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2003), 3–4).
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and language. There is no physical interaction, not even a kiss. What might be
considered the strongest physical action of the play—the tearing up of a letter—still
centers on language.90 While it is a comedy, it is also a serious play insofar as it selfconsciously dramatizes questions about the ontology of language, and in that it is a
comedy that ends not with a marriage but a death (albeit off-stage) that upsets the
political order.
From its outset, Love’s Labour’s Lost focuses on the connections between words
and things, particularly with the relationship of naming and knowledge. The play opens
with the King of Navarre and his compatriots—Berowne, Dumaine, and Longaville—
swearing an oath to forego leisure and women in order to devote themselves to study. To
seal the oath, the king commands them to “now subscribe your names” as evidence of it.91
When Berowne, skeptical of their ability to keep this oath, hesitates to subscribe his
name, he argues against the merits of study. In his argument, he suggests that study
consists of learning the names of things, but that this activity offers no “profit”:
These earthly godfathers of heaven’s lights,
That give a name to every fixed star,
Have no more profit of their shining nights
Than those that walk and wot not what they are.
Too much to know is to know naught but fame,
And every godfather can give a name.92

Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost, ed. H.R. Woudhuysen (London: Arden
Shakespeare, 1998, 2nd ed. 2001) 4.3.196. All quotations are from this edition unless
otherwise noted.
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The speech functions through a series of homonyms and homophones that cast doubt
over its particular meanings. “Lights” in the first line echoes the beginning of his speech,
where Berowne argues that “Light seeking light doth light of light beguile”—mixing the
light of truth, the light of the eyes, and finally the light of the stars, semantically
complicating whatever it is that study seeks.93 “Those that walk and wot not what they
are” hinges upon the homophony of “wot not what” and the ambiguous antecedent of
“they”—whether “every fixed star” or “those that walk” (which oppose each other with
regard to ambulation). The ambiguity of “they” confuses the problem of who supposedly
profits from the act of naming. Are the opposed groups the astronomers who name the
stars and those who do not know their names? Or are astronomers being opposed to
people who “wot not what they are,” in the sense that they lack self-knowledge, despite
the fact that they too have been given names? These questions need not be resolved; their
existence secures the argument of the passage. Naming offers no certainty of knowledge
when the same names can apply equally to opposed objects.94
The passage is book-ended by the homophony of “earthly godfathers” and “every
godfather”—astronomers who name stars and godfathers who name children. Yet the
arbitrary naming of earthly godfathers suggests its opposite: a heavenly father—God the
Of this line, Samuel Johnson observed: “The whole sense of this gingling declamation
is this, that a man by too close study may read himself blind, which might have been told
with less obscurity in fewer words” (Samuel Johnson, Johnson on Shakespeare: Notes
and Lectures, ed. Walter A. Raleigh (Cambridge: H. Frowde, 1908) 86).
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Father—and the father of every man, Adam. Both God and Adam present examples of
the power and essentiality of naming that Berowne is arguing against. It is in the act of
naming, both “let there be light” and the synonymy of Christ and the logos, that God
generates the world and its savior. Similarly, being pure in spirit, Adam was asked to
name the animals in a prelapsarian language mythologized neither as arbitrary nor
contingent but divinely inspired and semantically natural. For Adam, naming meant an
understanding of the essential qualities of objects.
Yet even English words, despite the inherent corruption of the vernacular, were
perceived to still possess something of the essential qualities of the things they named.
The early modern linguist Richard Verstegan sought to trace the language back to Babel:
“This our ancient language consisted moste at the first of woordes of monosillable, each
hauing his own proper signification, as by instinct of God and nature they first were
receaued and vnderstood.”95 His language signals his belief in the essential purity and
divine witness of English. Each word has its own “proper signification,” as opposed to
an arbitrary one; it was “receaued,” as opposed to coming into being by convention; and
“by instinct of God and nature” suggests semantic naturalism, coming about not by the
agreement of society, but by a primitive connection to the beginning of things. In 1582,

Richard Verstegan, A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence (Antwerp: Robert Bruney,
1605) 189/Aa3r. Verstegan (1550–1640) was a vigorous opponent of linguistic
borrowing—a disposition he may have developed as a frequent traveler to the continent,
where he likely developed his perception of English’s low reputation, and where he
embraced his ancestral roots by changing his family name from Rowlands back to the
name his grandfather brought with him as a refugee from Gelderland. See Paul
Arblaster’s article “Verstegan [Rowlands], Richard” in the ONBD, and his book Antwerp
and the World: Richard Verstegan and the International Culture of Catholic Reformation
(Leuven: Leuven UP, 2004).
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the English schoolmaster Richard Mulcaster argued the case for an English dictionary
according to the exemplum of Adam’s naming of the animals, which
doth planelie declare by his so doing, what a cunning thing it is to giue
right names, and how necessarie it is, to know their forces, which be
allredie giuen, bycause the word being knowen, which implyeth the
propertie the thing is half knowen, whose propertie is emplyed.96
While not willing to follow Verstegan to an argument of English divinity, Mulcaster is
still willing to suggest that names “implyeth” the properties of the things they designate,
and that being able to “give right names” allows us “to know their forces.”
Love’s Labour’s Lost follows Mulcaster’s principle of implication in naming its
characters. Implication is the function of proper names. Far from the arbitrariness of
Berowne’s “any godfather can give a name,” the name of almost every character in the
play is intended as a marker of his essential social qualities. Navarre’s name is a
metonymy of his kingdom, just as Longaville, Dumaine, and Berowne signify both their
attachment to land and their social status. As Katherine Eisaman Maus has argued, the
names of characters reflect their identities and position them geographically and socially,
and the men’s fixation on how names bear meaning reflects their own anxieties about
what their family names mean and will mean—since it is through them that their fame (or
progeny) will live.97 The low characters are similarly known by their characteristics:
Armado, the Spanish knight and braggart, is known by the sign of the Spanish armada;
the constable Dull, for his dullness; costard, a rustic term for an apple or the head,
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describes Costard the rustic; the pedant Holofernes, the character who exists most in a
linguistic world, derives his name from another text, from one of Gargantua’s tutors in
Rabelais.98
Let us return then to Berowne’s argument against knowing the names of things.
Berowne implies that the potential “profit” gained by knowing the names is contingent
upon purely analytic knowledge: the name “godfather” cannot offer such knowledge if it
has a multiplicity of possible objects to which it refers, or if it requires the synthesis of
multiple concepts. Yet he does not account for other types of meaning. He does not
explore the implications of “profit,” an economic metaphor of language, and how
knowledge of names can manifest itself as social and relational profit, as opposed to the
analytic benefits he is attacking.
What profit does come from knowing the names of things? When the women
enter the play, knowing their names is the first priority of men as they begin their
courtships. During their courtships, the men treat their names as performative utterances
that summon forth the women’s beauty. Shakespeare painstakingly dramatizes each of
the king’s men approaching Boyet, the Princess’s herald, to ask the name of the woman
he will later court.99 Having fallen in love with Rosaline, Berowne comes suddenly to
express a notion of naming founded upon the semantic naturalism he previously rebukes.
Asking Costard to deliver a letter to her on his behalf, he declares, “When tongues speak
sweetly, then they do name her name, / And Rosaline they call her.”100 Here Berowne
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insists upon the essentiality of a name and its congruity with what it signifies. Rosaline’s
name is generated out of the act of speaking sweetly. The sweetness of tongues naming
her name match the sweetness of her person. The act of naming is a performance capable
of summoning forth the essence of the object being named: speaking sweetly invokes
Rosaline. Yet the same ambiguities that trouble Berowne’s argument against learning
reappear here. “Tongues” suggests part of the anatomy and what it produces; it suggests
both individual speakers and entire languages. Like his earlier “light of light beguile”
and his double use of “godfather,” he again deploys a homonymic construction by using
“name” to different ends: to call or utter, and in the sense of a proper name. His
homonymic construction interferes with the naturalism he tries to attribute to her name.
Throughout his courtship, as with the other couples, the language that he sees as
connecting him to his woman actually separates him from her.
Later in the play, Berowne’s love sonnet will use stock clichés to enumerate the
ways it fails to successfully praise Rosaline: “Well learned is that tongue, that well can
thee commend,” and later, “O, pardon love this wrong, / That sings heaven’s praise, with
such an earthly tongue.”101 The king’s verses to the Princess follow a similar Petrarchan
strain: “O Queen of queens, how far does thou excel, / No thought can think, nor tongue
of mortal tell.”102 Even the act of denying naming is an occasion for naming: Berowne
and the king focus on the attempt to praise and the difficulty of successfully naming,
rather than on the objects, the women, themselves. Both Rosaline and Holofernes have
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the same response to Berowne’s sonnet: “Here are only numbers ratified,” declares the
pedant Holofernes. Rosaline’s response is that “the numbers are true.” Both responses
reflect Berowne’s fixation on the act of expression and its form rather than the object it
intends to express. He does not realize this until near the end of the play, when he
declares that the men have “wooed but the sign of she.”
Perhaps the distinguishing feature of all the play’s male characters is the open
embrace of eloquence for its own sake. Far from assuming a naturalist view of naming,
the explicit interest of Armado and Holofernes is in linguistic variation, that for any one
object, myriad names can be applied. As if to mock the very idea of naming, the play
deploys a range of its synonyms: hight, ycleped, intitulated, nominated, and called, are all
used as variations on naming throughout the play. Armado is introduced in a letter where
he displays the absurdity of this kind of performance. In his letter, he addresses the king
as “Great deputy, the welkin’s vicegerent, and sole dominator of Navarre, my soul’s
earth’s god and body’s fostering patron”; Jaquenetta, the country wench with whom he is
in love, is “a child of our grandmother Eve, a female, or, for thy more sweet
understanding, a woman.”103 Costard, having been caught “sorting and consorting” with
Jaquenetta contrary to the king’s proclamation of “a year’s imprisonment” for anyone
“taken with a wench,” cycles through a variety of synonyms for “wench” as he tries to
free himself from punishment: Jaquenetta, who begins the scene as “the wench,” he
alternately names “a damsel,” “a virgin,” “a maid,” and finally “a true girl.”104 His hope
here is that he might avoid the letter of the law by changing the name of his transgression
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instead of denying the act itself, that the name of his offense will be measured against the
wording of the proclamation.
The interactions between Armado and Moth are similarly defined by a farcical
separation of the word and what it represents. Armado enters the play to the question:
“Boy, what sign is it when a man of great spirit grows melancholy?”105 He is
immediately concerned with signs, but his language contains the same indeterminacy that
fills Berowne’s speech on naming. What “sign” is it? A constellation, a symptom, a
word. Moth responds to the question by punning on the ambiguity of “sign”: “A great
sign, sir, that he will look sad.” Melancholy is a great symptom of sadness, but it is also
a long synonym for sadness. Despite Armado’s protestations that sadness and
melancholy are “one and the selfsame thing,” Moth resists. They are not the same thing
in a world, like the one inhabited by Armado, where there are no synonyms. Nor can
they be the same thing where words are understood substantively and formally.
“Melancholy” and “sad” are easily distinguished objects.
Moth performs a similar exercise later in the scene, when he argues to Don
Armado that he can fulfill his promise to study “three-years” in one hour. In Moth’s
subsequent joke, “three-years” ceases to be a length of time or a unified concept. Instead,
he interprets “three-years” over-literally as the object—literally the object of the
sentence, “I have promised to study three years with the Duke” (1.2.35). As such, he
treats the phrase as the object of study, which can accordingly be accomplished with the
quick study of “three” (“one more than two” or “what the base vulgar do call three”) and
“years.”
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The free-naming that makes up so much of the play’s comedy does more than
trouble the remnants of semantic naturalism. It upsets the theory of words and things
having any sort of connection at all, of words being dependent on things, and offers
words an existence of their own. They are freed from the things to which they are
supposed to be attached. This is especially true of Latinate terms, for which sound and
appearance become primary to semantic meaning. Such is the case, for example, with
malapropisms and malformations, like Armado’s “posteriors of this day” for “afternoon,”
or “the catastrophe is a nuptial” for “it ends in marriage.” Yet this disconnection from
the world of objects does not mean that words no longer possess pragmatic value. While
“posteriors of this day” may be far removed from the concept of “afternoon,” Armado
speaks likes this because of a perception of social status or ascension connected to words
that sound Latinate. It is in this social pragmatism that linguistic value is accrued.
In one of the play’s most celebrated passages, Shakespeare makes an extended
joke upon the imagined value of language and its corresponding performative abilities.
In exchange for delivering a letter to Jaquenetta, Armado offers Costard “remuneration”
in the form of three farthings. To which Costard responds,
‘Remuneration’! O, that’s the Latin word for three farthings. Three
farthings—remuneration. ‘What’s the price of this inkle?’ ‘One penny.’
‘No, I’ll give you a remuneration.’ Why it carries it! ‘Remuneration’!
Why, it is a fairer name than French crown. I will never buy and sell out
of this word.106
Costard repeats the word four times in this passage, as if transfixed by its incantational
properties. His interpretation here is the direct correspondence of word and thing: what a
thing has been named equals the thing itself. Three-farthings has been called
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“remuneration”—Costard substitutes a specific meaning of the word for a general one.
His definition assumes a fixed mathematical quality to language. A remuneration equals
three farthings. Later in the same scene, Browne gives Costard a shilling and calls it “thy
guerdon.” In Costard’s referential world, “guerdon” too is subjected to a fixed meaning:
“Guerdon, O sweet guerdon! Better than remuneration, elevenpence-farthing better.
Most sweet guerdon! I will do it, sir, in print. Guerdon! Remuneration!”107
Costard recognizes two characteristics of “remuneration.” First, that it is a
translation of a more familiar term: “Remuneration! O, that’s the Latin word for three
farthings.” Second, that this Latin name is worth more than its common English
alternative. While the remuneration he receives might be precisely equivalent to the
monetary amount of three farthings, pragmatically it is more valuable than three
farthings. Hence, in his short imaginary dialogue, he extemporizes the use of the word as
payment, where it finalizes the negotiation over the price of an object. It is not just that
he hears an incantational energy in the word that excites him, but that he imagines
applying the word in a social context where it trumps both other words and other things.
It has value, but that value is tied to it being deployed, like a coin, as a form of payment.
He conceives of “guerdon” similarly: it is “better than remuneration” because it
represents a higher monetary value. While still defined substantially as connected to a
fixed object, he understands it in relation to other words.
Costard’s understanding of “remuneration” dramatizes the combination of two
distinct views of language. It partakes of semantic naturalism in its assumption of an
essential element of the object being contained by the signifier: “remuneration” to his
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ears implies a certain monetary value. The coins he has been given and the words he has
learned all possess an intrinsic value; their essential properties overlap. He hears a
congruity between the word and its object. It is for this reason that critics of the play
always return to this scene as evidence of its participation in semantic naturalism and the
tradition of Neo-Platonism.108 However, Costard also treats language relationally by
judging the value of the word in contrast to other words. It is Latin, and it is at least
partly in this recognition that he discovers the word’s value. It possesses “a fairer name
than French crown.” Finally, he treats language itself as an object, as if it alone
constitutes a form of payment. By assuring himself that he will never “buy and sell” out
of this word, Costard imagines “remuneration” as something he now possesses which
cannot be taken from him. While “remuneration” and “guerdon” both imply their
meanings through the richness of their sounds, their value still depends on a comparison
with other words and a corresponding implied comparison with other speakers. This is
more than semantic meaning; it is a pragmatic linguistic value that implies both a
relationship between languages and between speakers.109
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When language is conceived of economically, as it is for Costard, or when
language is treated ornamentally, as it is by the suitors, it assumes a relational identity.
That is, ornamental language draws its value from its relationship to other kinds of
language, not through a mystical connection with the objects it signifies or according to
an arbitrary system of naming. A sense of linguistic economy is contained in the notion
of ornamentation, the rhetorical flourish that both Armado and Berowne are practicing
when they teach Costard the words “remuneration” and “guerdon.” Such language is less
concerned with naming an object than with how it names that object, and how that name
compares to other names.
On the subject of “ornamental poeticall,” George Puttenham defines the purpose
of ornament as to “delight and allure as well the mynde as the eare of the hearers with a
certaine noueltie and strange maner of conueyance, disguising it no litle from the
ordinary and accustomed.”110 Ornament is recognized by difference—“a certain noueltie
and strange manner of conueyance” that distinguish it from “the ordinary.” The
comparison of words to each other is of central importance to Puttenham when he
considers the role of foreign terms in ornamentation. As a show of his awareness of his
own use of foreign embellishments, he confesses and explains the uses of borrowings in
his own text. His motivation is consistently rooted in the valuation of the borrowed word
repeatedly inverts traditional boundaries between classes and genders. See Patricia
Parker, “Preposterous Reversals: Love’s Labor’s Lost,” Modern Language Quarterly
54:4 (December 1993): 445–482. While not studying Love’s Labour’s Lost in particular,
Peter Mack draws connections between pragmatic linguistics and Renaissance practices
of rhetoric and dialectic, particularly that of Valla and Agricola, by focusing on their
interest in the purpose of communication. See Peter Mack, Renaissance Argument: Valla
and Agricola in the Traditions of Rhetoric and Dialectic (Boston: Brill, 1993), 372ff.
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in comparison to its English alternatives. “Conduict, a French word . . . soundes
somewhat more than this word leading.” He asserts that “penetrate” is acceptable
because its alternative, “peerce,” “it not so well sounds as penetrate.” Further,
Puttenham bases his comparisons on the sensory features of language, not on subtleties of
meaning. That conduict “sounds somewhat more” than “leading” is an appeal to the
sensory perception of the word in relationship to another. The use of “penetrate” over
“peerce” depends upon the same principle.
In the ornamentation described by Puttenham, meaning is distanced; it is language
that has been disguised. As such, it acts as “kindly clothes and coulours” that conveys
the sense of words “somwhat out of sight, that is from the common course of ordinary
speech and capacitie of the vulgar iudgement.”111 The language of his description of
ornament is itself heavily metaphorical. Ornament is distinguished by non-grammatical
characteristics, such as metaphoric relationships like distance from ordinary speech,
economic principles like rarity and worth in comparison to other words, and material
features like beauty and sound. The labels “certaine noueltie and strange maner” suggest
a desired distinction from the “common course.” Ornamental speech, Puttenham later
asserts, is “estranged from the ordinarie habite and manner of our dayly talke and
writing” and achieved through “alterations in shape, in sounde, and also in sence.”112
Through being activated by sound and shape, ornamental language gains an identity
distinct from objects. It is identified through its relationships to other words and
languages. Yet the relational value of ornamental language directs itself toward
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pragmatics. That is, ornamental language operates through comparison to other words,
but its purpose is social. Puttenham’s description of the correct use of ornament makes
these social ends clear:
And as we see in these great Madames of honour, be they for personage or
otherwise neuer so comely and bewtifull, yet if they want their courtly
habillements or at leastwise such other apparel as custome and ciuilitie
haue ordained to couer their naked bodies, would be halfe ashamed or
greatly out of countenaunce to be seen in that sort, and perchance do then
thinke themselues more amiable in euery mans eye when they be in their
richest attire. . . .113
The concept of ornamentation depends upon relationships between words that reflect and
create relationships between classes of speakers. The “great Madames of honour” lose
this honor and become “halfe ashamed” or “out of countenaunce,” regardless of their
beauty, when they are bereft of ornament. While losing ornament shames them, gaining
it—through their “richest attire”—elevates not only their status but their sexual
attractiveness, making them “more amiable in euery mans eye.” Puttenham here ventures
onto the same questionable linguistic ground as the play by drawing analogy between the
attractiveness of language and the sexual attraction of courtship. Ornament is sexual but
yet it is not the sexual object itself. Like the language of the suitors which becomes the
impediment to rather than the instrument that enables sex, in Puttenham’s example it is
what clothes the naked bodies of women, making them attractive without revealing them.
Classical eloquence did claim a theory of semantic naturalism for which
ornamentation played a central role. Quintilian argues for a strong connection between
the subject matter and the best words for describing it. In other words, the subject matter
suggests the words associated with it:
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I would have the orator, while careful in his choice of words, be even
more concerned about his subject matter. For, as a rule, the best words are
essentially suggested by the subject matter and are discovered by their
own intrinsic light.114
The tenets of classical oratory ran contrary to the Baconian worldview where words were
the sources of the ancient problems of amphibology and equivocation—two impediments
that supposedly never interfere in the world of things.115 But for Renaissance Christian
rhetoricians, like Erasmus, expertly performed oration could match the certainty of things
and transcend uncertainty. Eloquent speech oriented toward Christian or moral
persuasion could reveal divine truths. Christ, after all, was the logos from which the
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world—the greatest res of all—was created.116 The point of studying eloquence and
philosophy, as Erasmus declared in his Ciceronianus, was to know God: “This is the
purpose of studying the basic disciplines, of studying philosophy, of studying eloquence,
to know Christ, to celebrate the glory of Christ. This is the goal of all learning and all
eloquence.”117 Francesco Petrarca, who of course became best known for love sonnets,
likewise stresses the connection between eloquence, virtue, and Christianity. He saw the
practical application of eloquence not just as aiding in successful courtship, but as
enabling moral and spiritual improvement. Through eloquence, “the lazy are startled, the
ailing are kindled, and the sleepy are aroused, the sick healed, and the prostrate raised,
and those who stick to the ground lifted up to the highest thoughts and to honest
desire.”118 Where Petrarca envisions eloquence contributing to moral improvement of the
individual, the humanist theologian Philip Melanchthon argued that it was a necessity for
the continuation of civil society: “For how could human affairs continue if eloquence
should abandon its protection of both sacred and profane law?”119 The eloquence of
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Philip Sidney’s poet offers this same transcendence of uncertainty in his ability to reform
the world and create “as it were, another nature.”120
Whatever the semantic subject matter of eloquence, it is directed toward
pragmatic ends insofar as it intends to do work upon readers and listeners beyond the
mere communication of information. Love’s Labour’s Lost displays an overwrought
eloquence that fails in both its semantic and pragmatic goals. Rather than generating a
transcendental description that draws the mind toward a fuller understanding of the
object, the ornament of Love’s Labour’s Lost refers back to itself and its relationship with
other words. Words are treated only as words, detached from any object or application.
The problem of ornamental language reaches its absurd peak in the play with the
entrance of the word honorificabilitudinitatibus.121 But before discussing Shakespeare’s
deployment of it, I want to look first at Dante’s brief examination of it in De vulgari
eloquentia (ca. 1302). Dante discusses honorificabilitudinitate in the context of
ornamental polysyllables. Ornamental words, when mixed with what he calls “neat” or
“well-groomed” [pexus] words, “produce a beautiful harmony in the composition.”122 As
in Puttenham, linguistic ornament in this context also depends upon a relational view of
language in which words produce meaning together through their differences.123 Dante’s
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comparison to harmony (“armoniam”) signals the necessity of interplay between words—
harshness mixed with softness, discord with resolution—that then collapses when part of
it is altered in sound. An ornamental word functions not because it appeals to an abstract
object that is “ornament,” but because it distinguishes itself in contrast to other words. It
performs its value, but it gains this value from its surroundings, by being not like the
others. But honorificabilitudinitate, according to Dante, is an ornament that exceeds
ornamentation, “since it would exceed the limits of the all the lines that we use.”124 It is a
word beyond measure.
In Love’s Labour’s Lost, the word is deployed as a form of measurement, drawing
its identity from its own formal aspects, specifically from how it appears in relation to
other words, and how it may be treated as an object that may be used to measure a man.
In a discussion of how it seems that Holofernes the Pedant and Armado the braggart
Spaniard “have been to a great feast of language and stolen the scraps,” Costard
expresses mock worry for Armado’s page, Moth (known alternately in various editions at
“Mote” and “Mot”) who, because he is diminutive and his name sounds like the French
“mot,” is at risk of being eaten along with the other scraps of language.125
COSTARD [to Moth] O, they have lived long on the alms-basket of
words! I marvel thy master hath not eaten thee for a word, for thou art
not so long by the head as honorificabilitudinitatibus. Thou art easier
swallowed than a flap-dragon.126
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Samuel Johnson noted that the word assumed a life of its own: “This word, whencesoever
it comes, is often mentioned as the longest word known.”127 The word has nothing to do
here with its actual meaning—the state of being honored, or as Thomas Blount later
defined its English equivalent, “honorificabilitudity,” honorableness.128 In the play, it is a
dative or ablative plural of the medieval Latin noun meaning “the state of being
honored.”129 It should be surprising, first of all, that Costard has this word in his
vocabulary and is able to summon it forth so readily. Over the course of the play, he has
failed to understand “enigma,” “enfranchise,” “remuneration,” and “guerdon.” Yet here
Shakespeare focuses his comedy on the comparison being drawn by Costard, not the
Quoted in Love’s Labour’s Lost, in Horace Howard Furness, ed., A New Variorum
Edition of Shakespeare, vol. 14 (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company) 5.2.45n.
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absurdity of a swain uttering this word or the difficulty of its very utterance (although it is
perhaps the case that this difficulty would present itself without explicit stage direction).
A word here is used to measure a man. Moth is “not so long by the head” as
honorificabilitudinitatibus. This is absurd Latinate jargon unconcerned with semantic
meaning. Its defining characteristic is that it is purely literary; it has now become the
sign of its own excess. It survives bounded by texts as a curiosity—because it is
comically long, difficult to say, and a remnant of pedantry—not because of its utility as a
signifier.
With Costard’s use, however, it gains an almost material identity. It emphasizes
that speech exists in time and space. Since this is a drama, it must be vocalized, and this
(as becomes apparent when one attempts to utter the word) takes time. As such, its
utterance is an event. Visually it presents the unique challenge of resisting
comprehension of its entire form. It must be read and uttered piecemeal. In its length, it
is a textual object that extends far beyond other words. It must be imagined as existing as
text, and drawing its meaning, or value, in how it compares to other words. All of this
results in its meaning being decoupled from a traditional correspondence with the world
of things. Instead, it becomes a textual object, emphasizing the characteristics of the
word itself in comparison to other words. But it also assumes a social and pragmatic
meaning. The word becomes the measure of a man—which is the conceptual mistake of
all the male characters in the play. With his comparison, Costard is literalizing the
delusions of a linguistic pragmatism that makes Latinate language the central marker of
rank and worth.
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II. Language and Generation
The play is consistent with Michel Foucault’s description of Renaissance
linguistics and its understanding of the relationship between words and things. Foucault
asserts that language in the Renaissance becomes
a way of making a sign—of simultaneously signifying something and
arranging signs around that thing; an art of naming, therefore, and then, by
means of a reduplication both demonstrative and decorative, of capturing
that name, of enclosing and concealing it, of designating it in turn by other
names that were the deferred presence of the first name, its secondary
sign, its figuration, its rhetorical panoply.130
A “rhetorical panoply” is a fitting description of the play itself. The play’s Latinate
eloquence and ornamentation is less concerned with the objects being named than with
the activity of naming itself. Armado and Holofernes are particularly fascinated by
specific panoplies: Armado fixates on Latinate words ending with –ate; Holofernes with
those ending in –tion.131 But rather than “simultaneously signifying something and
arranging signs around that thing,” the play dramatizes language that, in the process of
reduplication and naming, abandons the original referent.
Thus far we have discussed the play’s treatment of language, but have yet to
negotiate the plot itself, which begs the question: Why couple an exploration of the
meaning and value of language with a failed marriage plot? The play creates a tension
between linguistic and sexual production—“reduplication” to use Foucault’s term.
Toward the end of the play, after the men have realized that the women have tricked them
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by exchanging favors and wearing masks into wooing the wrong ladies, Berowne
observes the men have made the mistake of having “wooed but the sign of she.” They
have been tricked into courting the outward appearance of the ladies, but also of wooing
the “sign of she” itself—that is, of courting the word before the thing, as if the sign
“woman” could stand in for the woman herself.
While the coupling of the men and women fails to generate offspring, the
coupling of the men with the sign of a woman is highly generative of language. This is
the result of a language that is perceived as generative, but is also represented as an
androgynous generation. This androgyny is the dominant image in what Holofernes calls
his “gift”:
This is a gift that I have—simple, simple; a foolish extravagant spirit, full
of forms, figures, shapes, objects, ideas, apprehensions, motions,
revolutions. These are begot in the ventricle of memory, nourished in the
womb of pia mater and delivered upon the mellowing of occasion. But
the gift is good in those in whom it is acute, and I am thankful for it.132
Holofernes’s words imply gestation: he is “full” of a variety of literary and rhetorical
devices, which are “begot” and then “nourished in the womb of pia mater” (a membrane
of the brain or, in more general use, the brain itself), before finally being “delivered.”
The joke here is that Holofernes is the most impotent character on the stage. He displays
his generative abilities through his listing—“forms, figures, shapes, objects, ideas,
apprehensions, motions, revolutions”—in the act of describing his generative gift.
Holofernes displays this generative linguistic ability on the subject of an obscure
conversation about what the Princess shot on her hunting expedition:
The preyful Princess pierced and pricked a pretty pleasing pricket
132
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Some say a sore, but not a sore till now made sore with shooting.
The dogs did yell, put ‘l’ to sore, then sorrel jumps from thicket;
Or pricket, sore, or else sorrel, the people fall a-hooting.
If sore be sore, then ‘l’ to sore makes fifty sores o’sorrel:
Of one sore I an hundred make by adding but one more ‘l’.133
Holofernes’s exercise revolves around the changing meanings and spellings of the terms
of venery: a “pricket” is a buck in his second year, but also suggests a penis; a “sore” is a
buck in its fourth year, but also the sore from where an animal is shot; a “sorrel” is a buck
in its third year, but is also a homophone for “sore ell,” where an “ell”—in normal usage
a form of measurement or measuring rod—is a penis, “sore with shooting.” The nonsexual meaning of Holofernes argument can thus be summarized: Some say the Princess
shot a pricket, others say a sore, but the sore was made sore from being shot; the yelling
of the dogs added an “l” to sore, making the “sore” a “sorrel”; but if the sore is really the
proper name, then adding “l” (the Roman numeral for fifty) makes fifty sores out of one
sore, and if sorrel is spelled “sorrell” (as it is in both the Quarto and Folio) then the
addition of “ll” to sore makes a hundred.134 Like the multiple labels assigned to
Jaquenetta, the deer by Holofernes’s logic can rightly be called by a number of names. If
it is a sorrel, it can still be called “sore” because that is its state after being shot. If a
“sore,” it can still be called “sorrel” because that name can be represented simply as a
change of quantity. The passage also follows a line of punning carried over from the

LLL, 4.2.56. The alliteration of Holofernes’s poem is part of the joke of the passage,
and would have marked him as among the versifiers ridiculed by Philip Sidney who write
poems “with coursing of a letter, as if they were bound to follow the method of a
Dictionary” (Philip Sidney, Defense of Poesie (London: for William Ponsonby, 1595).
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hunting scene (4.1) that plays with the innuendoes of shooting, hitting the mark, and
pricking.
Holofernes’s exercise treats language as generative, growing “sore” into
“sorrell”—a view of language supported by the sexual punning behind this display of
what he calls his “gift.” Words and letters are combinatory; the malleability of their
forms and parts—that is, how they interact with each other—is primary to their
relationship to the objects they signify. In Holofernes’s ridiculous poem, the dogs “yell”
and “put ‘l’ to sore.” He redeploys the sound of the yelling of the dogs, intended to
signify the presence of a sore, as the letter that the sound resembles, which can then be
literally applied to the original object of the barking. In the act of responding to the deer,
the dogs give it an ‘l’. This in turn Holofernes presents as an act of renaming, which then
changes the object being named. Moreover, rather than reflecting the thing being named,
as it would in semantic naturalism, the new name reflects the namers, the dogs. In other
words, he turns an interaction between the dogs and the deer into an interaction between
parts of words, where the sound that comes from the dogs transforms the deer. When “l”
and then “ll” are added to “sore,” a similar process occurs: if the deer was not a “sorell,”
the two “l’s” must be accounted for, and so there are one hundred sores. The moral of
this exercise (or, to use Holofernes’s phrasing, the “more ‘l’”) is that how things are
called changes the things themselves, and, accordingly, that things are defined by the
names they are given.
The self-containment of Holofernes’s gift is telling. He is the only leading figure
in the play to have no love interest. As we have seen, he acts as his own partner in his
particular method of generation. The women of the play, on the other hand, present the
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alternative of a more traditional kind of generation. By the play’s end, Jaquenetta has
realized biological generation, and “the child,” Costard tells Armado, “brags in her belly
already.”135 But where Jaquenetta represents the familiar Renaissance depiction of the
leaky female vessel or the faultiness of “our grandmother Eve,” the Princess and her
ladies are focused on the consequences of language, particularly regarding perjury and
oath.136 She tells Navarre at their first meeting that “you’ll prove perjured if you make me
stay.” When, after reading the contract her father has sent with her, Navarre proposes to
“yield up Aquitaine” if he has mistaken France’s debt to him, the Princess seizes this as
an oath: “We arrest your word.”137 She arrives into the play bearing a contract (regarding
the debt of France to Navarre), and she concludes the play by first rejecting her suitor on
the grounds of falseness—“No, no, my lord, your grace is perjured much” (5.2.784)—
before binding him and herself to a year-long oath which, if he fulfills, will lead to
marriage.
The Princess and her attendants reject or are indifferent to ornamental speech and
emphasize directness. When the men, in an effort to “with some strange pastime solace
them,” appear outside the ladies’ tent dressed as Russians, the Princess offers that “If they
do speak our language, ’tis our will / That some plain man recount their purposes.”138 She
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knows first that as Russians, none of the men ought to speak her language. But she also
implies that the men are unwilling to speak plainly and that while they speak the same
language, they do not speak her language. Later, unsure of his meaning, she commands
her herald, Boyet, to “Speak to be understood.”139 After hearing of her father’s death, the
king offers convoluted sympathy, to which she responds, “I understand you not. My
griefs are double.”140 Armado, for her, represents the aftermath of the Tower of Babel:
“’A speaks not like a man of God his making.”141
From her entrance onto the stage, the Princess refuses to credit the claims made
by eloquence. Speech is for communication, not embellishment. After her beauty is
praised by Boyet (Nature “did starve the general world beside / And prodigally gave them
all to you” (2.2.11)), she dismisses his words as merely words, having no influence on the
world of objects:
Good Lord Boyet, my beauty, though but mean,
Needs not the painted flourish of your praise.
Beauty is bought by judgement of the eye,
Not uttered by base sale of chapmen’s tongues.142
The Princess connects beauty with the “judgement of the eye,” not with the tongue. It is
not dependent on the intercourse of language—an argument reflected by her juxtaposition
of “bought” and “sale.” She warns Boyet against “spending your wit in the praise of
mine.” In this rebuke is the rejection of words removed from the world of objects and,
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accordingly, one the basic tenets of eloquence. A “flourish” of praise adds nothing to the
existence (or lack thereof) of an object already beautiful in itself.
But the Princess overlooks in this rebuttal her assigned place in this maledominated world. She is, according to Boyet, a letter herself; she is, in her very presence,
a communication:
Consider who the King your father sends,
To whom he sends and what’s his embassy:
Yourself, held precious in the world’s esteem,
To Parley. . . .143
She is both the “whom” that the king has sent and the “what” he has sent; she is his
message to Navarre. As such, her job is “to parley,” that is, to debate and negotiate, but
also to flirt. She is both the messenger and the message. With her entrance as a “whom”
and a “what,” Shakespeare establishes the women from their entrances as the parallel of
“the weaker vessel” Jaquenetta, whom Armado defines through similar rhetorical
formulations—“The time, when? . . . Now for the ground, which? . . . But to the place,
where?”—in his letter to Navarre in the play’s opening scene.144
Like Moth, who teaches Armado that he may study “three years in two words” by
focusing on the words themselves—“three years”—instead of what they signify, the
women also depend upon an understanding of language that frustrates intended meanings.
When Berowne asks the Princess, disguised as Rosaline, for “one sweet word,” her
response takes the numeric value of “one” and figurative sense of “sweet” literally:

143

2.1.1.

144

1.1.226–40.

86
“Honey, and milk, and sugar: there is three.”145 When Dumaine asks Maria, “Will you
vouchsafe with me to change a word?” she demands that he “name it.” Dumaine’s
stuttered response, “Fair lady” becomes the word, which Maria in turn changes into “Fair
lord.”146 This is all a form of flirtation, but its effect is to hold language to a strict
semantics, never allowing it to move beyond its immediate literal meaning.
In this way, the women display a continence with language that manifests itself in
their demands regarding how the men speak to them, but also in their treatment of
language as something that can be counted, whose quantities and forms bear more
meaning than its message. When Rosaline received Berowne’s love letter, she critiques it
on the basis of its meter and its enumerations of her beauty:
The numbers true, and, were the numbering too,
I were the fairest goddess on the ground.
I am compared to twenty thousand fairs.
O, he hath drawn my picture in his letter!147
Only the “numbers,” or meter, of Berowne’s verse are accurate, not what the verse
describes. For Berowne, on the other hand, the form of the poem itself—its meter and its
rhyme—communicates a pragmatic effect distinct from its ostensible semantic meaning.
Berowne sees rhyme, not what is rhymed, as the “guards on wanton Cupid’s hose” (that
is, the codpiece that clothes his genitals and, figuratively, the ornament of rhyme).148
Here the pragmatic uses of language become evident: rhyming words point to objects, but
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the rhymes themselves are Cupid’s “shop,” where the work of love is accomplished.
Rosaline realizes this, and echoes Holofernes’s reaction to the same letter when it
mistakenly falls into Jaquenetta’s hands: “Here are only numbers ratified, but for the
elegancy, facility and golden cadence, caret.”149 These are comments that could equally
be applied to the entire play, in which over a third of the lines are rhyming.150 But the fact
that the play is so heavily rhymed points to its problematic uses of language. Rhyming is
an arbitrary relationship between words that are themselves arbitrarily connected to what
they signify. That words rhyme indicates nothing about the relationship between the
things they signify; it reveals only the shared properties of the words themselves.
However, a rhyme can imply a connection between its parts. In Shakespeare’s play, as
Woodhuysen observes in his introduction, many of the play’s frequent rhymes suggest a
connection to its themes—like eyes/lies (four times), lord/word (seven times), or
oath/troth (four times).151 The arbitrary and coincidental relationship between the parts of
a rhyme can suggest a legitimate connection between them. The frequent rhyming of
“lord” and “word” emphasizes the thematic connection between them—that it is a play
about lords and words—but makes this connection through the arbitrariness of a rhyme.
Here it is the relationship between words, and the subsequent pragmatic connection of the
words to their users, that typifies language—not the semantic relationship of words to
things.
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Yet rhyming also requires, like the play as a whole, pairing or coupling. When
the men court the women, rhyming interlaces the dialogue, connecting the thoughts of
each speaker.152 Rhyming gives the sense of connection, but this relationship between
Berowne and the Princess, whom he has mistaken for Rosaline, is founded upon the
arbitrariness of the visor she is wearing. Just as the sign and the rhyme, the play’s
courtship is likewise arbitrary, enabled by the symmetry of the Princess’s three ladies and
Navarre’s three men, and the unconvincing theatrical contrivances whereby each of the
suitors has made acquaintance of each of their ladies elsewhere outside the play.153
The women consider the letters themselves, the physical objects, not what is
written on them, as the truest representations. The men’s verses are, according to
Katherine, “A huge translation of hypocrisy, / Vilely compiled, profound simplicity.”154
These hypocrisies are discovered over the course of the scene as we learn through the
women’s cruel teasing of the Princess’s scars from small-pox, Katherine’s weight, and
Rosaline’s lasciviousness and mixed complexion. The letter from the King to the
Princess is recognized by its copiousness, not by its content: his verses “crammed up in a
sheet of paper / Writ o’both sides the leaf, margin and all.”155 Contrary to Berowne’s
comparison of her to “twenty thousand fairs,” Rosaline finds her likeness in the black ink
and white paper of the letter itself: “O, he hath drawn my picture in his letter!” Katherine
supports this conclusion, reiterating the text-as-object comparison, saying that Rosaline is
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“Fair as a text B in a copy-book.”156 Finally, Maria finds Longaville’s letter “too long by
half a mile,” as if like Costard he measured the value of his words by their length. The
scene of mockery dramatizes the distance between the men’s attempts at a pragmatic
language, which seeks to woo and seduce rather than appropriately represent the world,
and the women’s insistently semantic treatment of the same language. Looking for
semantic representation, the women’s flirtatious resistance only allows them to view the
poems in terms of truth and falsehood, accuracy and hypocrisy.

It is telling that Berowne likens rhyme to codpiece—that is, the object that stands
between the body and its object of desire. The language of courtship, too, while intended
to seduce and couple, prevents it. Where Berowne wants rhyme to be “Cupid’s guards,”
the Princess sees the language of courtship as little more than filler:
We have received your letters full of love
Your favours, the ambassadors of love,
And in our maiden counsel rated them
At courtship, pleasant jest and courtesy,
As bombast and as lining to the time. (5.2.771–5)
The language of courtship that intended to achieve an end beyond its semantic meaning is
here reduced to meaninglessness. The men’s “letters full of love” are “bombast” and
“lining.” They fill up the time, like bombast, but are also bombastic—their language is
too inflated for their subject matter. “Our letters showed much more than jest,” Dumaine
pleads, but for the Princess and her maids love is contractual and thus demands the
semantic language of law rather than the pragmatic style of courtship.
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Love’s Labour’s Lost is about the pragmatics of language leading to the collapse
of social, sexual, and political bonds rather than reiterating them; the misdirection of
language impedes marriage and the consequent continuation of the state. Repeated
failures of arithmetic dramatize the imprecision of thought that impedes the play’s central
characters. Armado is unable to figure out the product of three times one. Berowne
mistakenly guesses the product of three times three. In the play’s concluding comic
show, a skit of the nine worthies is performed with five actors. The Princess demands to
know how many miles the men dressed as Russians have traveled, and “How many
inches doth fill up one mile,” to which Berowne can only respond, “We number nothing
that we spend for you.”157 This last example in particular illustrates the divergence of the
men’s language away from an enumerable object (inches in a mile) towards a social end
(“for you”). The play’s pervasive and faulty arithmetic suggests a world that survives on
error, fantasy, and solipsism. It is worth hesitating before claiming that a play like Love’s
Labour’s Lost contains anything like a moral. Such lessons are ridiculed throughout the
play through the pedantic displays of Holofernes, and this makes it unwise to assert that
the play promotes or condemns any philosophy of language. Instead, it dramatizes
questions about the relationship between language and knowledge, focusing on how
communication happens, what is communicated, and whether or not a purely pragmatic
use of language disrupts or supports society.
The play suggests in its closing lines that attempts at pragmatism lead only to a
self-reference that threatens to continue in perpetual meaninglessness until it is
interrupted by the inevitability of death. The men’s attempts at eloquence will not make
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fame “Live registered upon our brazen tombs,” as Navarre imagines at the play’s outset.
The ending leaves open the possibility of marriage, but this is a possibility contingent
upon the men’s linguistic restraint (that is, their capitulation to the semantic world of the
women) and the fulfillment of a year-long oath—a dubious proposition in a play where
“perjury” is a central refrain. Rather the dominant linguistic attitudes of the play serve
only, as the Princess observes, “As bombast and as lining to the time.”158 The death of
the Princess’s father, who was the original motivation behind her trip to Navarre, brings
the non-comedic world of politics into the play, and frees her from her role as messenger.
Yet the interruption of the play itself and the play of the nine worthies by the
announcement of the death and the subsequent refusal of marriage by each of the women
does not end the play. Armado insists that the play of the nine worthies be allowed to
complete its final song, which doubles as the final song of the play itself.
The Song, sung by Ver and Hiems, is an onomatopoetic commentary of bird
songs on marriage. It offers an instance of the natural language of onomatopoeia being
contorted into a mocking of man:
And lady-smocks all silver-white
And cuckoo-buds of yellow hue
Do paint the meadows with delight,
The cuckoo then on every tree
Mocks married men; for thus sings he:
‘Cuckoo!
Cuckoo, cuckoo!’ O, word of fear,
Unpleasing to a married ear.159
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The cuckoo sings its own onomatopoetic song, with which it shares its name. In
onomatopoeia is something like semantic naturalism. Its existence was considered by
some to be proof of a natural language, a view especially held by the neo-Platonist
philosophy of language.160 The Renaissance rhetorician Thomas Wilson, who offers the
first recorded usage of the term in English, recognizes onomatopes as being inventions of
the human mind, but nonetheless derivatives of objects: “Onomatopeia is when we make
wordes of our own mynde, suche as be derived from the nature of thinges.”161 Yet the
onomatopoetic effect of the cuckoo’s song is not merely self-naming. “Cuckoo” is the
name of the bird, but it is the etymological root of “cuckold,” derived from the bird’s
habit of laying its eggs in the nests of other birds.162 The song denies the onomatopoetic
effect and instead hears its homophone, cuckold—a “word of fear / Unpleasing to a
married ear.” It translates the self-naming song of the cuckoo into an accusation of the
hearer, “unpleasing” to the ear as if being called a cuckold were the same as actually
being one.
In light of this passage, one might wonder at the end of the play which system of
language has carried the day. The song echoes Holofernes’s limerick, where the yelling
of the dogs gives an ‘l’ to the sore. Here, the mocking of the cuckoo—a bird that would
seem to have its name from semantic naturalism—names its hearers as reflections of
itself. Rather than allowing the intrusion of death to end the play and to serve as a
Vickers, 157, n.25. See also Vickers, 105-100, for an overview of the place of
semantic naturalism in neo-Platonism.
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metaphor for the end of speech, by concluding with a song that reintroduces its central
linguistic motifs, the play suggests that speech is renewed and regenerates like the
seasons.
Onomatopoeia, as Wilson’s definition suggests, is supposedly naturally derived,
but here it is derived directly into a social context and commentary. The responding song
of Hiems emphasizes this sexual social aspect of the play’s conclusion:
When icicles hang by the wall
And Dick the shepherd blows his nail
And Tom bears logs into the hall
And milk comes frozen home in pail,
When blood is nipped and ways be foul,
Then nightly sings the staring owl:
‘Tu-whit, Tu-whoo!’ (5.2.900–6)
The owl’s song, “Tu-whit,” sounds here as “to it”—a command to mate in the cold
of winter—while “Tu-whoo” suggests “to woo.” This is the world of the play, where
wooing is supposed to lead to sex but never does. But the problem here is the translation,
or the mistranslation, of onomatopoeia into a social commentary or imperative. The owl
does not intend to suggest that those listening to its song make babies. Instead, we are
still in the register of the play’s failed masculine and Latinate eloquence, where
onomatopoeia does not contribute to or make manifest an understanding of the natural
world, but is rather interpreted as commenting upon the social arrangements surrounding
human relationships—cuckoldry and courtship, with sex in between.

Chapter III:
Francis Bacon, Thomas Browne, and “the intercourse of antiquity and proficience”
While the first two chapters of this project have examined concerns about the
ability of Latinate language to falsify social status or threaten the clarity of social rank,
this chapter will explore two cases in which the social and communal value of
specialized, Latinate language serves an important role in marking continuity of discourse
or signaling a break from it. Attitudes toward the malleability or intractability of
language, and specifically the ability of English to accommodate the specialized terms of
Latin learning, influenced the development of Baconian empiricism. Francis Bacon’s
writings on natural philosophy, mainly The Proficience and Advancement of Learning
(1605/24), and Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646), which was inspired by
Bacon’s work, were carefully attentive to how linguistic value deviates from meaning as
they negotiated the problematic, Latinate terms of natural philosophy. The works of both
writers are concerned with revision and error: Bacon attempts to reorganize and redefine
the categories and methods of natural philosophy; Browne makes “vulgar errors” his
explicit focus. Yet revision and correction often requires rewriting, and, in the cases of
Bacon and Browne, the introduction of new terms into the language and the desire to do
away with old ones. For Bacon, the carefully cultivated terminology of natural
philosophy had accrued great linguistic value from its longevity and the prestige of its
tradition. Yet, as he observes, this value often clouds its meaning. An ideal language for
Bacon has no value at all; only by being divorced from the authority and social
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associations that drive notions of value can language be fully aligned with the goals of
empiricism. Browne, on the other hand, has a much different reaction to the constraints
of linguistic value upon faithful empiricism: rather than chafing against the terms he has
inherited, he celebrates the new, vernacular textual community of natural philosophy, and
uses this community as a catalyst to reshape the discipline’s language.

When discussing the development of the vernacular, it is easy to posit a notion of
“English” against an obscure Latinity, creating a kind of linguistic dichotomy. Scholars
tend, both in literary criticism and in reading Renaissance linguistic theory, to view the
vernacular and Latin as opposed linguistic frameworks: where the vernacular represents
the middling sort of people, Latin stands for the educated elite; the vernacular stands for
linguistic democracy, Latin is the language of scholars that is, in Francis Bacon’s words,
“fierce with dark keeping.”163 But these distinctions are often too reductive and transpose
our contemporary attitudes toward Latin onto readings of Renaissance texts. Further, as a
result of wanting to talk about languages as if their primary relationship is competition
with each other, we often pit the vernacular against Latin without fully conceptualizing
what it would mean for languages to be competing against each other.
While Latin and English do not form a strong binary opposition in the
Renaissance, they are sometimes self-consciously deployed in opposition to each other.
From the perspective of the vernacular, a Latin text is unequivocally Latin. Latin calls
upon a more learned readership or a more international one, claims an authority or style

Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning (1603, 1624), ed. Michael Kiernan
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2nd ed, 2003) 25/F2r. This edition will be used for all
quotations from the English version of Bacon’s Advancement.
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unavailable to the vernacular, marks material as specialized, or delivers ideas more
precisely because of a vocabulary unavailable in his native tongue.164 Conversely, an
author chooses English for diverse reasons: to appeal to a more common audience and to
privilege the English nation over the Latin community of letters.
Peter Burke describes the choice between publishing in the vernacular and
publishing in Latin as “representing two strategies and indeed two conceptions of
community, which might be described as the horizontal and the vertical.”165 The
vernacular reaches a vertical audience, descending and ascending the social ladder.
Latin, theoretically inaccessible to groups below a certain social status, spreads
internationally but not trans-socially. As Burke argues, Martin Luther served as a model
for publishing important intellectual work in the vernacular “to achieve social depth.”
But Luther’s work also served as an example that, however powerful a vernacular
treatise, translation was a necessary second step in a work’s dissemination. To reach
other countries and audiences, his work had to be republished in Latin. Conversely,
works published in Latin were translated into the vernacular to reach an audience closer

On the social implications of using Latin instead of the vernacular, as well as its power
for disseminating or concealing knowledge, see Françoise Waquet, Latin or the Empire of
a Sign: From the Sixteenth to the Twentieth Centuries, trans. John Howe (New York:
Verso, 2001). See in particular Waquet’s chapter, “The Power to Say and Conceal.” On
the use of Latin as a medium for concealing information, or for giving the impression of
possessing it, in the medical profession, see Roy Porter, “The Language of Quackery in
England, 1660–1800,” in The Social History of Language, ed. Peter Burke and Roy
Porter (New York: Cambridge UP, 1987) 73–103, and Roy Porter, “‘Perplex’d with
Tough Names’: The Uses of Medical Jargon,” in Peter Burke and Roy Porter, ed.,
Languages and Jargons: Contributions to a Social History of Language (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1995).
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to home, a case perhaps best defined by Erasmus, who wrote originally in Latin to escape
the narrow geographic breadth of his native Dutch. A large audience demanded at least
bilingualism.166
Where many of the critics presented in the first chapter argued that language
changed as a result of an invading and corruptive force, hardly the product of any single
individual, this chapter will pay close attention to two individuals, Francis Bacon and
Thomas Browne, and the ways they navigate in the vernacular the Latinate discourse in
which they were participating, and, most importantly, how they viewed their language as
a choice. Both writers faced the same set of questions surrounding the vernacular: how
should one integrate the long, Latin tradition of natural history into the vernacular? The
question was not only “Could the vernacular express learned discourse?” but also, “Could
it preserve learned discourse?” The choice between Latin and the vernacular was not
only about concerns for contemporary readership. It also makes manifest writerly views
on the relationship between the writer and antiquity and what the writer envisions as the
future of language.
Bacon and Browne offer divergent examples of such views. Natural philosophy,
in which both writers were deeply involved (although Browne’s contributions are
undervalued, whereas Bacon’s tend to be overvalued), is a classical discourse, the terms
of which had remained relatively unchanged since Aristotle. Even as the language of
study shifted from Greek to Latin to the vernaculars, the basic terms (like “physics,”
“metaphysics,” and “form”) persisted in transliteration, always pointing back to their

Ibid., 56. Burke points to the examples of Descartes and Galileo, both of whom
published originally in Latin, switched to their vernaculars, only to be translated again
into Latin.
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Aristotelian origins. The history of the language thus comes to weigh on the meaning of
the language.
Bacon’s work was the motivation for Browne’s main contribution to natural
philosophy, the Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1646). This work, which aimed at the
eradication of common and persistent errors in the broad field of natural philosophy, was
the fulfillment of a specific project Bacon recommended in the Advancement of Learning,
where he called for “a Kalendar of popular Errors, I meane chiefly, in naturall Historie
such as passe in speech & conceit, and are neuertheless apparantly detected & conuicted
of vntruth.” 167 Browne undertakes more than just a “kalendar,” or register, and takes it
upon himself to catalogue, compare accounts, weigh responses, and correct the popular
errors of what Bacon calls “naturall Historie”—a field that ranges from the particular
characters of vegetables and minerals to geographical and historical errors to mistaken
interpretations of scripture.
Both write natural philosophy in the vernacular, but they differ strongly in their
perceptions of the vernacular and its uses of Latin. Faced with a vernacular he found
insufficient, Bacon turned to Latin, translating and dramatically expanding the original
Twoo Bookes of the proficience and advancement of Learning, diuine and humane (1605)
into De dignitate et augmentis scientiarum, published in 1623, in order to reach a wider
audience and express himself more fully. Browne’s language, on the other hand, is richly

Advancement of Learning, II.91/2I2r. Cf. also Geoffrey Keynes, A Bibliography of Sir
Thomas Browne (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1924) 48. This argument is made most
famously by Simon Wilkin, the 18th century editor of Browne’s works. Wilkin attributes
Browne’s “impulse” to compose the Pseudodoxia to “the opinions expressed by Lord
Bacon as to the Use of Doubts, and the advantages which might result from drawing up a
Calendar of Doubts, Falsehoods, and Popular Errors.” Sir Thomas Browne’s Works, II,
ed. Simon Wilkin (London: Simon Pickering, 1835) 161.
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and unabashedly Latinate. The OED attributes nearly 1000 first usages to Browne, over
600 in the Pseudodoxia Epidemica alone. In this respect, he ranks among the most
innovative writers in English literature. His “bilingual” vernacular represents an effort to
create a Latin-like English. The respective uses of Latin for Bacon and Browne represent
divergent philosophies of language and perceptions of English as a viable medium for
serious scientific discourse. Bacon doubts English’s longevity and ability to extend
beyond national borders, and distrusts language in general. To proceed exclusively in
English would have impeded the project of instauration, unequipped as it was either to
contain natural philosophy or address an international audience. Browne, on the other
hand, treats language as malleable, realizing that it must be redefined and that it is
possible to redefine it to meet the ends of his project. Bacon’s decision to ultimately
publish De augmentis scientiarum in Latin represents his view that the vernacular could
not endure. Browne’s composition of the Pseudodoxia Epidemica in a Latinate
vernacular is evidence of what he thought English would become.

I. Francis Bacon and the publication of knowledge
Language for Bacon is an inherently unstable medium, a metric imprecise in itself
and used clumsily. At the beginning of the Advancement of Learning, Bacon famously
diagnoses three distempers of learning: the vanity of words, the vanity of studies, and the
two-pronged vice of delighting in deceiving and aptness in being deceived. The first of
these is the most insidious: unlike the vanity of studies, love of words happens almost
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accidentally and irresistibly. The vanity of words, Bacon argues, is born out of an easy
slippage from unearthing the necessary terms of a field to the delight in using those
terms. This delight then threatens to grow into excess and obscure the field as a whole.
Words then become the study of themselves, as happened for the Ciceronians. He cites
the example of Martin Luther, who to make his case against the church “awoke all
Antiquitie,” and then for better understanding of those authors practiced “a more
exquisite trauaile in the languages original.” Luther’s stylistic scholarship then grew into
“a delight in their manner of Stile and Phrase” which other men mimicked and turned
into an “excesse: for men began to hunt more after wordes, than matter. . . .”168 Language
then poses two potential dangers to inquiry: to distract the reader from the matter of the
text, and then, in turn, to interfere with the object of study by coming between it and the
writer. Here, words are mistaken for ends in themselves, containing their own value
distinct from thoughts and objects they are intended to represent.
In addition to the pitfall of stylistic delight, in the Novum organum Bacon
describes the threat of false representation by language, either by asserting the existence
of the non-existent, or by confusing concepts by inaccurate usage. Bacon categorizes this
group of linguistic problems as “Idols of the Market Place,” which are “the most
troublesome of all—idols which have crept into the understanding through the alliances
of words and names.”169 That Bacon deems this most troublesome impediment to human
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Francis Bacon, The New Organon, trans. James Spedding, Robert Leslie Ellis, and
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understanding an idol of “the Market Place,” reveals the degree to which he views “the
alliance of words and names” as a problem perpetuated by and inhabiting a community.
Words, as Bacon asserts, are created socially: “Now words, being commonly framed and
applied according to the capacity of the vulgar, follow those lines of division which are
most obvious to the vulgar understanding.”170 Language is the product of the masses.
For Bacon, words themselves become impediments as their false uses become socially
ingrained. When “an understanding of greater acuteness” desires to change “those lines
of division to suit the true divisions of nature”—that is, to fashion the definition of a
word according to the world—“words stand in the way and resist the change.”171 This
problem of linguistic resistance is compounded by the way words generate other words,
such as in definitions: “Yet even definitions cannot cure this evil in dealing with natural
and material things, since the definitions themselves consist of words, and those words
beget others.”172 The obstacle of a problematic definition thus regresses indefinitely, as
each attempt to refine it will be met either by the inertia of the vulgar intellect, or by a
self-generating language where each word produces nothing but more words.
A more serious obstacle, similar to the problem of hunting for words rather than
matter, arises from “a faulty and unskillful abstraction.” When names exist for things

“Verba autem plerunque ex captu vulgi induntur, atque per lineas vulgari intellecti
maxime conspicuas res secant.”
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that do not exist, the existence of the name creates the false belief in the existence of the
thing: Bacon cites “Fortune, the Prime Mover, Planetary Orbits, Element of Fire, and like
fictions which owe their origin to false and idle theories.” It is important to remember
that Bacon is working within and castigating the tradition of natural philosophy. These
“unskillful abstractions” are rooted in antiquity: “fortuna, primum mobile, planetarum
orbes, elementum ignis.” For Bacon, the bond between word and thing is dangerously
strong. Words fallaciously imply matter, but the existence of the former does not
necessitate the existence of the latter. Bacon’s own linguistic philosophy follows
Aristotle and does not explicitly connect words with things. Rather, “Wordes are the
Images of Cogitations.”173
In other cases, a word can accurately note an attribute of an object, but with
careless use loses its proper attachment to the world. Rather than engendering a belief in
objects, it confuses the perception of objects and begins to serve only as the mark of a
description. Bacon uses the example of “humid” (humidum), which he describes as
“nothing else than a mark loosely and confusedly applied to denote a variety of actions
which will not bear to be reduced to any constant meaning.”174 As a result, the word
lends itself to seemingly opposed objects: “if you take it in one sense, flame is humid; if
in another, air is not humid; if in another, fine dust is humid; if in another, glass is
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humid.”175 Here the variety of a word’s uses impedes clarity of meaning. It is a
characteristic or quality of a substance that has assumed an existence of its own. From
this observation, Bacon can develop a hierarchy of distortion and error in language based
on word-type. The names of substances, especially the lowest species, like mud and
chalk, denote firmly and clearly, but the names of qualities—“heavy, light, rare, dense,”
that is, the terms of scientific description—are the most faulty.176 What emerges from
Bacon’s linguistic skepticism is a desire to see and understand the world through object
and thought alone, both because of language’s power to distort observation, as in the case
of “humid,” and in the erroneous deduction in which the existence of a word is taken as
evidence for the existence of an object.
Despite the inescapable faultiness of language, Bacon still faced the practical
issue of publishing his work, requiring an engagement with the medium for which he
harbors such distrust. If language itself is untrustworthy because of the poorly abstracted
relationships between words and objects, how does Bacon respond to the problem of
choosing between the languages of English and Latin? His publication record suggests
that the advancement of learning required an international audience, since English alone
could not sustain it. According to William Rawley, Bacon’s amanuensis and editor of De
augmentis scientiarum, Bacon “was wont frequently to say that books written in modern
languages would not very long after go bankrupt.” As Bacon wrote to his friend the
famous clergyman Thomas Playfere, he desired a Latin translation of the Advancement—
Ibid., I.LX. “. . . si alia accipias, flamma humida est; si alia accipias, aer humida non
est; si alia, pulvis minutus humidus est; si alia, vitrum humidum est.” Cf. Paolo Rossi,
Logic and the Art of Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000) 147ff.
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a “second birth” as he called it—owing to the “privateness of the language considered
wherein it is written, excluding so many readers.” Bacon likened his work to the ringing
of a bell “to call other wits together,” and translation into Latin would “have that bell
heard as far as can be.”177
Here a tension arises between Bacon’s theoretical assessment of the dangers of
language and its actual application. Where vulgar usage contributes to the resistance of
language that prevents its errors from being corrected, Bacon’s revisions of science are
useless unless they are subjected to a wide readership. The largest community of readers
is required in order to transform his advancements into a standard. As George Steiner
notes, “the use of a system of language is the use of a system of rules,” and in order for
the rules to be realized, they must be followed by a community of speakers.178 For Bacon,
such a system has little validity when it is transmitted in the relative privacy of English.
The representation of English as a temporary, private, and exclusive language inverts the
notion of obscure Latinity: it is not Latin, but the lack of Latin, that threatened to limit
potential readers.179
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As an indication of the perception of a wider Latin readership compared to that
offered by English, the De augmentis scientiarum expanded significantly upon the
original Twoo Bookes of the proficience and aduancement of Learning. While De
augmentis preserves the original “twoo bookes” in a close Latin translation, Bacon adds
seven additional books. These books follow courses similar to the original two, but more
expansively, continuing the process of dividing doctrines across disciplines, delimiting
for this wider readership the paths of inquiry and the branches of science, setting out
further projects, and offering demonstrations of proper method. With similar motivation
Bacon’s Essays (originally published in 1597) were translated into Latin and printed in
London in 1638, under the title Sermones fideles. For the Essays, the change in title
signified a change in tradition. The word essay, like the genre, was new; in his
dedicatory epistle Bacon describes it as his most “currant” work.180 Yet the impression
conveyed by the title transforms in Latin, and the work suddenly seems to participate in a
long tradition. As the archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Tenison noted long ago,
Sermones fideles invokes the genre of adages, “after the manner of the Jews, who call’d
the words Adagies, or Observations of the Wise, Faithful Sayings.”181
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Just as Latin reflected tradition, for Bacon it also assured textual endurance.
While English and the modern languages would become “bankrupt,” Latin promised to
continue thriving. In the dedicatory epistle to the 1625 English version, addressed to the
Duke of Buckingham, he declares that he has dedicated both the English and Latin
versions to the duke: “For I doe conceive, that the Latine Volume of them, (being in the
Universall Language) may last, as long as Bookes last.”182 Separate printings of the Latin
edition soon followed on the continent.183
In several other cases Bacon bypassed English altogether. English was his
language of choice for domestic, political matters—for example, his Apology concerning
Essex (1604), Charge touching Duels (1614), and Considerations touching War with
Spain (1629) all fittingly appeared only in English. But works that participated in the
humanist tradition and those that followed the project of the instauratio magna tended
toward Latin manuscripts. From the humanist direction, De sapientia veterum (1609) and
the Historia vitae et mortis (1623) were both originally published in Latin over ten years
before their respective English translations, neither of which was provided by Bacon
himself. The Novum organum (1620) was not rendered into English until after the turn of
the eighteenth century. The Nova Atlantis (1643) made the transformation more quickly,
and was translated into the vernacular in 1659. The whole of the planned but incomplete
Instauratio magna was written, or intended to be written, in Latin.
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This bibliography demonstrates Bacon’s understanding of a pragmatic linguistics
that demanded the use of certain languages for certain genres and communities, setting
the “private” language of English against the “Universall Language” of Latin. Statecraft
and current events fell within the purview of English, belonging to an English
community. Bacon might have viewed English as a “private” language, as Rawley
reports, but private here should be understood in its broadest sense, that is, belonging to a
particular community, in this case, the English community. Nonetheless, compared to the
universality of Latin, English was secretive and obscure, confined to a small group of
people. Works of learning belonged to Latin not because of a desired obscurity or an
appearance of learning, but because its reach exceeded that of English in readership. It is
also not simply that a Latin translation reached more readers, but that it reached an
entirely different kind of readership than a vernacular edition. In the case of the
Advancement, as Isabelle Pantin argues, the differing languages of the two versions
address them to different audiences altogether: the original to the king and the court, the
Latin version to “professional philosophers.”184 He articulates these differences without
hinting at a desire for a change in the status of English; he is not an advocate of the rise of
English or the fall of Latin. His linguistic philosophy and the pragmatic problem of
publication merge through the clearest form of communication available.
I would maintain, however, that, while Bacon foregoes the “private language” of
English in favor of a universal Latin, he nonetheless cultivates a different kind of privacy

Isabelle Pantin, “The Role of Translation in European Scientific Exchanges in the
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century,” in Cultural Translation in Early Modern Europe,
168. Of course, under James I, the intellectual distance between the court and
professional philosophy was not great.
184

108
in his treatment of the terms of natural philosophy. His method for overcoming the
inconstancy of language is to take control of the central erroneous terms. That is, rather
than allowing the terms of his arguments to be “commonly framed and applied according
to the capacity of the vulgar,” Bacon insists on reintroducing the terms of natural
philosophy for himself. In doing so, he emphasizes definitions over the terms
themselves:
So as it is almost necessarie in all controuersies and disputations, to
imitate the wisedome of the Mathematician . . . in setting downe in the
verie beginning, the definitions of our wordes and termes, that others may
knowe howe wee accept and vnderstand them, and whether they concurre
with vs or no.185
The mathematician works from a series of definitions and propositions toward a
consistent vocabulary. In adopting this method, Bacon attempts to work backwards from
the normal course of language that he outlines in the Novum organum, where terms are
framed and standardized according to the usage of the vulgar.
At the same time that Bacon desires to set out “the definitions of our wordes and
termes” at the “verie beginning,” he is constrained by the fact of a pre-existing lexicon of
natural philosophy. The established vocabulary of standardized usage holds Bacon
hostage throughout his scientific work. Elsewhere in the Novum organum he chafes at
his reliance on the term “form,” which he must employ despite his disagreement with its
history of meanings.
And it is this law [“that in nature there are only individual bodies
performing pure individual acts”] with its clauses that I mean when I
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speak of forms, a name which I the rather adopt because it has grown into
use and become familiar.186
Bacon wants to distinguish between a law, which gives the definition by which bodies are
ordered, and the word that marks that law, “form” or forma, which he has inherited from
Plato and Aristotle. But he is here thinking only of his readership and the impressions
made by “a name” that has “grown into use and become familiar.” What would happen if
the name were to change, and “form” was known instead, as he implies he intends to be
received, as “law”? Bacon writes as if he is observing the effects of language from the
outside, recognizing that, for most of his readers, to change the name of an object or idea
is equivalent to changing the object or idea itself.187
In dealing with terms central to his remapping of the branches of science in the
Advancement, he is similarly careful to draw attention to his uses of terms. In a passage
that first appears in the English version and then again closely in Latin, he describes his
understanding of the word “metaphysic” “in a differing sense, from that, that is
receyued.” Bacon wants to preserve the word but alter its meaning. He uses this
occasion to explain more generally how he approaches terminology that has been
“receyued” from antiquity:

“Eam autem legem, ejusque paragraphos, formarum nomine intelligimus; praesertim
cum hoc vocabulum invaluerit, et familiariter occurat” (2.2).
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. . . And in like manner I doubt not but it will easilie appeare to men of
iudgement, that in this and other particulers, wheresoeuer my Conception
& Notion may differ from the Auncient, yet I am studious to keepe the
Auncient Termes. For hoping well to deliuer my selfe from mistaking, by
the order and perspicuous expressing of that I doe propounde: I am
zealous and affectionate to recede as little from Antiquitie, either in tearms
or opinions, as may stand with truth, & the proficience of knowledge. . .
.188
This passage articulates a theory about language and method. Bacon is at pains to show
himself as a custodian of what antiquity has left for him: his work entails the “studious”
keeping, care to avoid “mistaking,” and being “zealous and affectionate” to remain close
to antiquity in terms and opinions. His studiousness to preserve the terms even where his
“Conception & Notion” differs from antiquity implies a language that bears an arbitrary
meaning rather than inherently signifying. But despite the arbitrariness of the
relationship between word and object, the word itself still possesses value through its
consistency and continuity as a sign and its symbolism of the history and genealogy of
scientific discourse.
Later in the same passage describing his use of “metaphysic,” Bacon further
elaborates his use of terms. In order to maintain “a sociable entercourse between
Antiquitie and Proficience,”
. . . it seemeth best, to keepe way with Antiquitie usque ad aras; And
therefore to retain the ancient tearmes, though I sometimes alter the vses
Advancement, 81/2F4v. Cf. De augmentis scientiarum in The Works of Francis
Bacon, vol. II, ed. James Spedding, Robert Ellis, and Douglas Heath (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1863) 264: “Id hujusmodi est, ut tam in praemisso vocabulo
Metaphysicae quam in aliis ubi conceptus et notiones nostrae novae sunt et a receptis
recedunt, maxima certe cum religione antiqua vocabula retineamus. Cum enim futurum
speremus ut ordo ipse et dilucida rerum explicatio, quam subjungere conamur, nos a
prava vocabulorum quibus utimur intelligentia liberent, in caeteris omnino avemus
(quatenus sine veritatis ac scientiarum dispendio fieri posit) vel minimum ab antiquorum
aut opinionibus aut loquendi more deflectere.”
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and definitions, according to the Moderate proceeding in Ciuill
gouernment; where although there bee some alteration, yet that holdeth
which Tacitus wisely noteth, Eadem Magistratuum vocabula.189
Bacon’s language is civil: keeping with antiquity “usque ad aras.” This is the same
phrase, Michael Kiernan notes, that Bacon used to describe the terms of his relationship
with the Earl of Essex. It allows for amicable detachment, a principled friendship. His
appeal to “Moderate proceeding in Ciuill gouernment” defines both his method—to stay
within preexisting forms and institutions, as it were, until forced to break from them—
and his use of terminology. Eadem Magistratuum vocabula: the names of the
magistrates, or in this case the names of the concepts, remain the same although the
magistrates themselves change. In a rhetorical move repeated throughout the discussion
of terminology, Bacon makes his point through the mouths of classical sources. The two
phrases that define his approach to terminology are borrowed: Usque ad aras comes from
Plutarch’s Morals; Eadem Magistratuum vocabula, as Bacon notes himself, he borrows
from Tacitus.190 These borrowed phrases are a textual embrace of antiquity; they are
meant to sound reverent and to reinforce the authority of classical wisdom at the same
moment that Bacon is gently stepping away from such sources.
Further complicating this articulation of his relationship to his forerunners is his
invocation of Aristotle in the same passage. Bacon was taken to be the point of rupture
between antiquity and modernity, between the “new science” and all that came before
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it—natural history, scholasticism, Aristotelianism. But throughout the Advancement, and
particularly in his discussion of terminology, Bacon presents himself as a follower of
tradition, while casting Aristotle as the true rupturist. He draws a stark contrast between
his own approaches to terminology, and consequently antiquity, and Aristotle’s
interactions with it. Discussing his own interest in preserving ancient terms, he criticizes
Aristotle, marveling at the boldness in his use of terminology:
. . . And herein I cannot a little maruaile at the Philosopher Aristotle: that
did proceede in such a Spirit of difference & contradiction towards all
Antiquitie, vndertaking not only to frame new wordes of Science at
pleasure: but to confound and extinguish all ancient wisedome; insomuch
as hee neuer nameth or mentioneth an Ancient Author or opinion, but to
confute and reproue. . . .191
The problem with Aristotle’s framing of “new wordes of Science” for Bacon is twofold.
The first grievance lies in the phrase “at pleasure,” an echo of the distempers of learning
and in opposition to the method Bacon is in the midst of proposing of coining new terms
at the demands of truth, principle, and proficiency. The second problem with Aristotle’s
terminology is Bacon’s interpretation of its motivation “to confound and extinguish all
ancient wisedome.” In Aristotle’s method, there is no evidence of the custodianship,
intercourse, and continuity that Bacon emphasizes as a fundamental rule of his project.
To “frame new wordes” is to efface the past.

Ibid., 81/2F4v–2G1r. De augmentis, 265: “Qua in re Aristotelis confidentiam proinde
subit mirari, qui impetu quodam percitus contradictionis et bellum universae auntiquitati
indicens, non solum nova artium vocabula pro libitu cudendi licentiam usurpavit, sed
etiam priscan omnen sapientiam extinguere et delere annisus est. Adeo ut neque nominet
uspiam authores antiques, neque dogmatum eorum mentionem ullam faciat, nisi quo aut
homines perstringeret aut placita redargueret.”
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Continuing the strategy of describing his position through other voices, Bacon
then uses the New Testament to define the divide he sees between the Aristotelian
method and his method of “entercourse between Antiquitie and Proficience”:
Veni in nomine Patris, nec recipitis Me, Si quis venerit in nomino suo, eum
recipietis. But in this diuine Aphorisme (considering, to whom it was
applied, Namely to Antichrist, the highest deceiuer,) we may discerne
well, that the coming in Mans owne name, without regard of Antiquitie, or
paternitie; is no good signe of truth. . . .192
Here Bacon’s explication of his use of classical terms serves as an assault on Aristotle. It
is an accusation of bad faith directed at Aristotle through analogy to Satan. Christ,
coming in the name of God, is not received; Satan, coming in another name—not linked
to “Antiquitie, or paternitie”—is received. In like manner, so the implicit accusation
would then run (although Bacon avoids explicitly articulating it), if Aristotle had come in
the name (and using the terms) of his predecessors, he would have been ignored; coming
in his own name with his own terms he was celebrated. Like Satan, Aristotle’s
transgression is “the comming in a Mans owne name,” as opposed to coming in the spirit
of discourse and community as Bacon repeatedly emphasizes. The fault here lies both in
the irreverence of Aristotle and in the willingness of the vulgar to celebrate this
irreverence.
The danger represented by Aristotle’s method is not the newness of his ideas, but
the newness of his words, which in turn allowed him to break, or seem to break, from the
tradition of which he was undeniably a part. In De augmentis scientiarum, discussing

Ibid., 81/2G1r. De augmentis, 265: “Sed ex hoc coelesti aphorismo, si quem praecipue
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Philosophia Prima, or “the knowledge of things divine and human,” Bacon reiterates
once more how he has preserved verba while altering and redefining res, a situation that
allows for the continuity of the old with the proficiency of the new: “There is also another
part of this philosophy, which, if you look to the terms, is ancient, if to the thing which I
mean, is new.”193 Here Bacon intends to disentangle metaphysics from philosophia
prima, to which it traditionally belonged. In this constant contrasting of old and new, he
argues that the language of natural philosophy can be at once ancient and fresh. Rather
than idealizing a readership that looks beyond the old words to their new definitions,
Bacon grants the old words as a concession to the resistance of language. He is
depending upon familiar words acting as the evidence of tradition. This focus on terms is
also a strategy to draw the focus away from terms. Terminological continuity is a central
strategy for combating “the first distemper of learning”—that men “hunt more after
wordes, than matter.”194
While in practice Bacon uses the terms of classical philosophy and depends upon
the primacy of their connotations to communicate his interest in discourse and continuity,
he theorizes a language free from connotations, where words are perfectly fitted to their
objects. In other words, he envisions a mode in which there are no “hard words,” no
instances where language overmatches or exceeds the bounds of the discourse it partakes
of or the object it describes.
In a reading of the fable of Pan, included in De augmentis scientiarum but not in
the English version, Bacon uses allegorical exegesis to illustrate the idealized relationship
193
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between the world and its articulation by true philosophy. According to Bacon, Pan
exemplifies the universe and represents the material world. He is pure body, res with a
perfect absence of verba. As the material world, which lacks nothing, according to
Bacon, he “can have no loves, nor any want (being content with itself), unless it be of
discourse.”195 Matter wants expression, and so it is natural that he takes for his wife the
nymph Echo, “a thing not substantial but only a voice” (“res non solida sed vocalis”).
Echo’s voice only echoes, she cannot speak for herself, making her a true and exact,
albeit distinct, expression of Pan (the world):
But it is well devised that of all words and voices Echo alone should be
chosen for the world’s wife; for that is the true philosophy which echoes
most faithfully the voices of the world itself, and is written as it were at
the world’s own dictation; being nothing else than the image and reflexion
thereof, to which it adds nothing of its own, but only iterates and gives it
back.196
Entangled in this allegory is Bacon’s own philosophy of language.197 Words are an
“image and reflexion”—“simulachrum et reflexio”—of matter, secondary to it and
dependent upon it. Central to “the true philosophy” is the uncorrupted iteration of matter,
ensuring that the words used are “written as it were at the world’s own dictation,” with
the expression, and accordingly the one expressing, adding “nothing of its own.” This is
a language that does not connote, only denotes.
De augmentis, 238: “Itaque mundi amores esse nulli possent, nec potiundi cupido
(cum se ipse contentus sit), nisi fortasse amores Sermonis.”
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An idealized discourse like the one imagined between Echo and Pan differs
greatly however from the incompetence Bacon finds in actual usage. As his complaint
about the uses of “humid” shows, or more problematically the existence of words for
non-existent things, words’ meanings are obscured by the contradictory, connotative
diversity. As his adoption of pre-existing terminology demonstrates, the value of terms—
an attribute determined by social acceptance—supercedes the clarity of their denotative
meanings.
Bacon’s language, then, must negotiate two gaps. One lies between the groups he
identifies as the ancients and the moderns, or antiquity and proficiency, where preserving
terminology is the means of continuity across the gap. This gap must be bridged with a
community of speakers and textual and linguistic tradition in mind. Its successful
negotiation relies on the continuity of what the terms of natural philosophy represent as
textual objects, not on preserving what they mean at signifiers. For Bacon, they
represent, or connote, the ideology of the community of natural philosophers, and they
represent how Bacon perceives this community—as transfixed by the false authority of
language. The other gap lies between the world and its expression—which is part of his
project—where successful representation depends on the primacy of matter and the
perfect utility of language. But what language does the world speak and in what
language is it to be echoed? There is a tension in his language: one cannot perfectly
express and “only iterate and give back” yet still cater to connotation. For connotation is
excessive meaning; it is what is added. Whether in Latin or the vernacular, language
functions not as the perfect image and reflection of the word, but as a complex mixture of
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meaning and value. As such, the actualization of “the true philosophy” appears
impossible as long as Bacon is forced to express himself to any community of readers.

II. Thomas Browne’s Latin-English
In 1646, twenty-three years after Bacon’s De augmentis scientiarum was
published, Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica faced many of the same tensions
that Bacon faced between Latin and English and the same questions about how to deal
with the inherent errors of language. Browne’s Pseudodoxia stems directly from Bacon’s
taxonomy of research and accounting necessary for the instauratio magna. While he
never explicitly locates the origin of his work in the Advancement, Bacon is frequently a
source and authority for Browne. As a follower of Bacon, as we shall see, he is also a
bilingual interlocutor of natural history and philosophy—working in English and reading
in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and the European vernaculars, surrounded by Latin respondents
and forerunners, expected to publish in Latin himself. Also like Bacon, Browne locates
the source of error within language. Yet, rather than appealing to the stability of Latin,
Browne insists on the innovation of English and writes the Pseudodoxia Epidemica in a
heavily Latinate prose that he cultivates for the work.
To understand how Browne’s views of language and specialized terminology
diverges from Bacon, we will begin by exploring a simple question: Why did Browne not
write the Pseudodoxia in Latin? One of the most familiar responses to this question is the
market: there may have been more readers of English than Latin in England, and,
therefore (so the argument goes), a bigger possible audience and (more importantly) more
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money. Because of the Pseudodoxia’s participation in what is perceived as a less
learned, more accessible language, Frank Huntley argues that Browne was a
“popularizer,” writing “to serve not the profession but the public.”198 But the idea of
popularization is greatly complicated by the uncertainty of our historical knowledge of
actual readership. In Huntley’s version, popularizing implies a wide audience; when we
imagine readers who could read English but not Latin, this typically speculates a
readership of women, children, and non-gentry men. This hypothesis, however, faces
two main obstacles. First, it is not clear that Browne or any writer would have had a
larger readership by choosing English over Latin. Latin book sales were still thriving on
the continent; it was still the language of learning and of the international community.
Secondly, the notion of English as the popular language assumes a homogeneity to the
language that would make legible to every reader who considered himself an English
speaker. As we will see, Browne’s vernacular is heterogeneous, English in name but not
in form and content, and intentionally elevated and exclusive.
Even if we suppose that the use of the vernacular represents a popularizing
impulse, it need not originate with the author. Printers too could influence the language
of publication, and the low numbers of Latin texts printed in England may reflect more
upon the attitudes of printers than the desires of authors. Robert Burton published the
Anatomy of Melancholy in English, but complains (through the persona of Democritus
Junior) that
. . . it went against my Genius, to prostitute my muse in English, my intent
was to have it exposed this more contract in Latin, but I could not get it
Frank Huntley, Sir Thomas Browne: A Biographical and Literary Study (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1962) 147.
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printed. Any scurrile pamphlet is welcome to our mercenary Printers in
English, but in Latin they will not meddle with it. . . .”199
English here is aligned, as was common in learned writing, with lowness of subject—
publication in English sullies the origin of the work, his muse, turning something to be
prized into something cheap. Of course, it is worth being suspicious of authorial
personas like Democritus, whose name implies a vulgar readership. Claiming that one
wished to publish in Latin but was impeded carries the authority of neglected learning,
and the value of this position might be tied primarily to the vernacular.
Even if Burton’s Democritus is intended as a mockery of scientific snobbery, his
argument is illustrated by other more sincere complaints of attempts to publish Latin
works in English print shops dating from long before Browne’s time. While vernacular
publications still suffered from printer errors, most printers and their assistants could at
least read the vernacular. This was not always the case for Latin. In the preface to Roger
Ascham’s posthumous Familiarium epistolarum libri iii (1576), Edward Grant, the
editor, lamented the difficulty of trustworthy Latin printers, forcing the writer himself to
be present at the time or printing or else, “. . . quae verborum prodigia? quae sententiarum
tenebrae?” Around the time Burton was complaining of printers’ unfriendliness to Latin,
the bishop Richard Montagu published his Analecta ecclesiasticarum exercitationum
(1622) in London and observed of printers in his dedicatory letter to King James that,
“Seria non sapiunt. Latina non legunter: de Graecis, ut Haereticis, conclamatum est.”200
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Because of the general difficulties of publishing in Latin and the increased rarity of Latin
publication during the Civil War, Robin Robbins suggests that Browne’s use of English
was more compulsion than decision.201 The choice of languages was thus limited by the
willingness of printers to publish in Latin. In the absence of a choice between languages,
writers would be left with a choice between styles: does one make do with the existing
vernacular, or compel it to contain the untranslatable terminology of Latin?
As Bacon noted, the consequence of vernacular publication was a text isolated
from international readers. In the case of Browne’s work, the absence of a Latin
translation greatly delayed its incorporation into international scientific discourse. Over
fifteen years after the first edition of the Pseudodoxia, Pierre Petit wrote to Christiaan
Huygens, wondering “. . . si on ne traduit pas en latin the Pseudodoxia Epidemica de
Brouwn et si lautheur le fait ou quelque autre. . . .”202 Issac Gruter, known best as a
contemporary editor of Bacon’s works, did undertake a translation (a project which died
in 1675, twenty-five years after he broached the subject in a letter to Browne). Gruter
argued the case of excluded readership, stressing that the Pseudodoxia should be
published “in linguae universalis coloniam.”203 As Robbins observes, even if translation

ecclesiasticarum exercitationum (London, 1622) A5v (“They know nothing serious.
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Robin Robbins, Pseudodoxia Epidemica, 2.644. Robbins notes that “For Browne,
writing during the Civil War, the balance of publishing policy was even more adverse
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into other languages was desired, the complicated phraseology and specialized
terminology of the Pseudodoxia made translation difficult to unaccommodating
vernaculars. It appeared first in Dutch in 1668, then in German in 1680—vernaculars
that construct and incorporate words easily. But it did not appear in French (1733) or
Italian (1737) until nearly a century after its first edition.204 Accordingly, this work of
immense scholarship and international bibliography, designed to eradicate the popular
and lingering errors of natural history, was isolated by the language of its investigation.
The question of language for Browne is then twofold: why choose to publish in
the vernacular in the first place, and, after deciding to publish in the vernacular, why not
follow the example of Bacon and translate into Latin? Bilingualism was the common
course for the group of works to which Browne’s Pseudodoxia is most closely related,
works aimed at eliminating common medical errors. Browne refers to and occasionally
draws from the work of James Primerose, another doctor, who first published in
Amsterdam a similar treatise in Latin, De vulgi in medicina erroribus (1638). Thirteen
years later, Primrose translated and republished his work in English as Popular Errors, or
the errours of the people in physick (1651), a year after the publication of the second
edition of the Pseudodoxia. Browne also cites the works of two other physicians: the
Italian physician and Dominican friar, Scipio Mercurio, author of De gli Errori Popolari
d’Italia (1599), and Laurent Joubert’s Erreurs populaires au fait de la médécine et
régime de santé (1578, translated into Italian in 1592, and into Latin in 1600). The works
of Joubert and Primerose are notable because they aim for the widest possible readership
by offering editions in both Latin and their native vernaculars. This is also true of one of
204
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the central respondents to the Pseudodoxia, the doctor John Robinson, who wrote his
“ventilation” on Browne’s work first in Latin and then, two years later, in his own
translation of the same work into the vernacular.205
From these varied publication histories, we see that both Browne’s profession and
the Pseudodoxia’s genre were part of a multilingual, intertextual tradition. That Brown
addresses both of his foreign forerunners by their Latin names, Laurentius Ioubertus and
Scipio Mercurij, reveals that he read their works in Latin, considered his own work as
part of that tradition, or expects his readership to recognize them primarily by those
names. In short it reveals that, even in the vernacular, he is participating in what he
expected to be a Latinate community. Browne especially depends on the Latinate
humanist tradition for his intertextual approach. Wide-ranging classical texts act as his
primary sources in repudiating or validating common error, authors like Pliny, Plato, and
Aristotle serve as both his authorities and the sources of errors. The common errors in
question are epidemic. They are not contained by national boundaries, but are vulgar,
international, and therefore multilingual. The work then faces a vexed linguistic
dilemma: does one confront error in its own vulgar language, or in Latin, the language
that has been used to track it through literary history? While the multilingualism of this
climate shows its learnedness and a rich textual tradition, it also reflects a kind of
linguistic uncertainty, almost a paradox. To publish in both languages keeps these
communities separate; to try to blend them in a bilingual style, as Browne does, risks
addressing only the small community of readers that comprehends both languages.

John Robinson, Endoxa Quæstionum quarundam miscellanearum examen probabile
(London, 1656) and Endoxa, or, some probable Inquiries (London, 1658).
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Given the latinity of its genre, style, and language, we might then expect that to
his contemporary readers that Browne did write in a kind of Latin. Rather than
expanding his audience, his professional vernacular reaches the smallest possible
audience. The Latinity of his prose would block the unlatinized readers of England; its
vulgarity would impede the international audience of scholars who depended on Latin as
the language of learning. Browne must insist that the work is vernacular for it to be
received as such. The question of language might then be rephrased: in what language is
the Pseudodoxia written?
Browne’s work is bilingual. While not published in both the vernacular and
Latin, it is presented, in a title typical of the style at the time, as both vernacular and Latin
(or, more precisely, Latinized Greek): Pseudodoxia Epidemica: or, Enquiries Into very
many Received Tenents And commonly presumed Truths. A bilingual title signals an
adherence to a classical tradition despite linguistic difference. It also signals an appeal to
the type of readers that would desire the appearance of Latinity and want their texts to
participate in the Latin humanist tradition without necessarily being able to participate
fully in it themselves—a group who, as Austin Warren remarked, might have enough
facility in Latin “to profit from the left-hand page of the Loeb library.”206 But rather than
just claiming the symbolic authority offered by Latin in the title, the linguistic duality of
the title page foreshadows the linguistic ambiguities of the work itself. Instead of
defending his decision to write in the vernacular or discussing the strengths of English,
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Browne does not simply declare his language “English,” but uses his preface to the reader
to explore the ideas of language and community. In his address to his readers he writes,
Our first intentions considering the common interest of Truth, resolved to
propose it unto the Latine republicke and equall judges of Europe; but
owing in the first place this service unto our Country, and therein
especially unto its ingenuous Gentry, we have declared our selfe in a
language best conceived.207
The work is not addressed to “the Latine republicke and equall judges of Europe. . .”;
properly speaking, its language is not Latin. Instead, out of his gratitude and respect for
his country’s “ingenuous Gentry” (read: ingenious) he writes, “we have declared our selfe
in a language best conceived.” Rather than reading this passage as a choice between
languages, it is better understood as a choice between communities. Latin was perceived
as a language without a nation, a language without native speakers. To break with Latin,
as Richard Mulcaster warned his readers, was to break “the common conference with the
learned foren.”208 Browne similarly represents his dilemma as a choice between the
“Latine republicke” of Europe and the “ingenuous Gentry” of England. By labeling the
gentry “ingenuous,” he attempts to elevate them to the level of the Latin community.
But Browne’s homage to the gentry is not an homage to English. Moreover, it is
insufficient, especially amidst the “unavoidable paradoxologie” of the work, to assume
that there are only two possible languages, Latin and English, for embodying the text.209
Browne himself shies away from a declaration of language choice, using the somewhat
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peculiar phrase “a language best conceived” to describe without naming the language he
has chosen. What does “language” mean here, and what of the word “conceived”?
While “language” might point to English, it likely also hints more broadly at a manner of
expression—the form of the words, or to a register of professional discourse.210 The use
of “conceived” is more convoluted. Does he mean a language best for conceiving with,
i.e., conceiving thoughts? Or is it a language that was conceived in the best way, that is,
generated according to the best principles? Or does he appeal to the two now obsolete
meanings of the word, learned and (in discussions of prayer) spontaneous? At the risk of
overemphasizing the ambiguity in this small phrase “a language best conceived,” it is
also worth noting the indefiniteness of the article he has chosen: “a language,” which
implies the meaning of language as a manner of expression to be chosen by each writer,
not “the language,” which would point directly at English.
Continuing his description of the language of his text, Browne next warns his
readers that “the quality of the subject will sometimes carry us into expressions beyond
meere English apprehensions. . . .” The preposition “beyond” presents a metaphor of
expressive distance: what lies beyond “English apprehensions”? It suggests geographical
distance and linguistic distance through words that both originate in other languages and,
accordingly, are distinct from familiar modes of expression. It implies a reaching back to
Latin, a language beyond English in both authority and intellectual expression. One
contemporary explication of this passage comes from Christopher Wren (1598–1658), the
dean of Windsor and contemporary reader of Browne, who defined the term for himself
in the margins of his own edition of the Pseudodoxia:
These two uses were both current in Browne’s time (cf. OED entries 3.a. and b., under
“language, n.”). The sense of word meaning “style” (3.c.) was not yet in use.
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That our naturall English consistes for the moste parte of monosyllables,
as appears by the names of all creatures in our tounge and all our actions,
and in all the parts of our bodye, except such things as wee have
borrowed from other nations. Scarce one word of ten, in our common
talke, is of more than one syllable.211
Browne’s phrase “meere English apprehensions” supports Wren’s note. “Meere,” which
has come predominantly to carry a pejorative tone of smallness or inadequacy, means
here pure or unmixed.212
Browne shared Wren’s vision of “meere English” as comprising the
monosyllables that evidence the language’s Saxon roots. In his short, unpublished tract
“Of Languages, and particularly of the Saxon tongue,” Browne imagines Saxon as the
root of the language and English as a prison swollen “with the inmates of Italian, French
and Latin.” That these “inmates” preserve their identities depicts English itself as a kind
of middle ground—a prison, functionless without prisoners. Its identity, for Browne, lies
in its Saxon roots:
But this commixture, though sufficient to confuse, proved not of ability to
abolish Saxon words, for from the French we have borrowed many
Substantives, and some Verbs, but the great Body of Numerals, auxiliary
Verbs, Articles, Pronouns, Adverbs, Conjunctions and Prepositions, which
are the distinguishing and lasting part of a Language. . . .”213
This grammatical group that constitutes the tissue of the language are the “meere English
apprehensions” that the Pseudodoxia transcends. Browne uses the elasticity of the
language to reach outward, to write in a specialized register of natural philosophy and, of
equal importance, to tie the language into the classical discourses of humanism and
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antiquity. The critique contained by “meere English apprehensions” is that there are
some concepts that English is incapable of articulating.
Absent from Browne, however, is any sort of apology for English. His text
exhibits none of what Peter Burke terms the “anxiety of deficit,” or the sense of linguistic
inferiority in the face of neighboring vernaculars and ancient languages.214 This “anxiety”
was frequently manifested in the almost de rigueur defenses of the vernacular in
Renaissance prefaces and was keenest surrounding the issues of borrowing and
expressiveness. The prolific translator Philemon Holland, for example, expects attack for
his decision to translate Pliny’s enormous Historie of the World, a central text of natural
philosophy, into English. He defends his decision to bring such a text into English, but
betrays his uncertainty about what he has produced, asking his readers, “Are we the onely
nation under heaven unworthie to taste of such knowledge? or is our language so
barbarous, that it will not admit in proper tearms a forrein phrase?”215 Holland’s question
is rhetorical. The reader holds in hand the 700-page answer that, indeed, English will
admit “a forrien phrase.” The presence of this question, however, is indicative of wider
worries: could English express a foreign phrase, and what were the consequences of not
being able to express a sentiment without external linguistic help? More troubling for
English writers, what were the consequences of admitting such help?
For Browne, the consequences of bringing foreign terms into English and the
subsequent importation of natural philosophy lack the moral implications of “a language
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so barbarous” that worry Holland. Rather than assserting the depth of the vernacular or
its ability to “admit a forrein phrase,” the text repeatedly exhibits its deficits by moving
past it, to Latin or the Latinate. Browne is engaged in a kind of translation by removing
scientific investigation from its original Latinate contexts into English. Writing in
English, however, is also a way of starting afresh and rewriting the tradition from which
his work emerges. The first lines of his text argue that “knowledge is made by oblivion”:
Would Truth dispense, we could be content, with Plato, that knowledge
were but Remembrance; that Intellectuall acquisition were but
Reminiscentiall evocation, and new impressions but the colourishing of
old stamps which stood pale in the soul before. For, what is worse,
knowledge is made by oblivion; and to purchase a clear and warrantable
body of Truth, we must forget and part with much wee know.216
Yet at the same time that Browne promotes a systematic forgetting of what came before,
his text and its language is captive to a long classical tradition. Unlike translations,
where the transference of a work out of Latin was defended for the ease and
approachability it offered to readers, Browne never promises ease, either in subject or
language; on the contrary, he warns his readers explicitly of the difficulty of his text.
Here again we find the problem with conflating the vernacular with the popular and
common. It is not a democratic work, but addressed against the “Democraticall enemies
of truth,” against what he calls “manual expressions” familiar to the multitude, and
against reading Scripture too much in “the literall sence of the text.”217 He describes the
Pseudodoxia is a work of negatives: not “to bee performed upon one legge,” addressed
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not “unto the people . . . but unto the knowing and leading part of Learning. . . .”218
Browne finally arrives at an enunciation of his language as a vision of the future of
English which celebrates a familiar paranoia of purists: “. . . wee shall within few yeares
bee faine to learne Latine to understand English, and a work will prove of equall facility
in either.”219 This is a facetious comment, parodying the long tradition of authors
helplessly watching as English slips into the foreign, that his text takes seriously and
enacts. Browne actively cultivates a vernacular beyond English. Amidst the intended
oblivion that is the work’s premise, language itself cannot be abandoned. But Browne
can develop a new theory of language that ignores the paradigm in which languages are
opposed to or exclusive of each other in favor of a polyglossia bounded within a single
text.220
The language of the Pseudodoxia aims to give the impression of lying between
Latin and English, as a synthesis of two languages. Within English, his text gives the
feeling of Latin. The range of Browne’s coinages reflect this linguistic in-betweenness.
Many of them are Latinate terms that supply deficits in English. The dense Latinity of
this group gives the text a feel of technical accuracy. The effect of his neologisms is both
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to articulate precisely the matter at hand, and to raise the language itself toward
professional specificity: arenaceous (sandy in appearance); anopsy (lack of sight,
specifically in young animals); accubation (reclining during meals); allantois (part of the
fetal membrane); aggelation (the act of freezing to); anatiferous (producing ducks or
geese); or, perhaps more familiarly, autochthon, analogous, and aquiline, to name just a
few such words starting with “a”. Their design is to create concepts and expand the
possibilities of description. “Sandy in appearance,” for example, may be a possible
description in English, but being united into a single Latinate form transforms into a
technical description. It becomes a characteristic rather than a comparison. Inventing
and importing new terms is not a perfect measure of linguistic innovation, but these
activities do describe a vision of the language—its fluidity and elasticity, its ability to
remain coherent while being constructed from disparate parts.221 From the almost
complete absence of English hybrids from his lexicon, it is clear he viewed Latin as the
language most suited to word formation, and English as the language of assimilation.
As a result of this beyond-English manner of writing, Browne became an early
exemplar of Latin-English neologisms. Thomas Blount, the compiler of the
Glossographia (1656), which was one the most enterprising and expansive early
dictionaries, cites Browne as a prominent borrower of foreign words and lists him among

The OED lists the words cited here as first used by Browne, just a few of the nearly
1000 first usages it attributes to him (for comparison, to Bacon are attributed roughly 500
first uses; to Shakespeare, 1600). As is always the case with first citations in the OED,
many are subject to interpretation. In many cases, words attributed to Browne as first
uses are just variants of preexisting terms: albiginous is just a variant of albigineous
which had been in the language since 1543; the OED credits him with ambidextrous, but
John Florio used ambidexter to the same meaning in 1598.
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the sources from which he has drawn many of his entries and definitions.222 Many words
in Blount’s dictionary are drawn directly from Browne—one critic counts around two
hundred references to Browne over the course of the project—and almost entirely from
the Pseudodoxia Epidemica.223 This type of citation establishes Browne both as a hard
writer and, equally, as an authority on language. That most of Blount’s citations from
Browne come from the Pseudodoxia reinforces the perception of it as a difficult text in
need of interpretation for most readers. Yet Blount also presents the language of the
work as legitimate, as successfully and rightfully making use of unusual and foreignseeming language.
But Browne’s language in the Pseudodoxia is not indicative of his language
generally. For his stylistic attitude more generally, Browne is a pragmatist, catering to no
one but careful neither to offend critics with rusticity, nor obfuscate meaning through
wordiness, nor sacrifice intention for fear of indecorous language. In his “Amico opus
arduum meditanti,” an unpublished letter, he advises the reader,
Study in particular the purest period of style, that those who move only to
Ciceronian rhythm call you not a Celt. Yet if some unclassic words come
in which better fit the sense, liberal minds will not number you with
criminals. Serve not the critics so submissively that you refuse words
taken even from Plautus or Apuleius, or home-made words.224
Thomas Blount, “To the Reader,” A4r: “Our best modern Authors, who have both
infinitely enriched and enobled our Language, by admitting and naturalizing thousands of
foraign Words, providently brought home from the Greek, Roman, and French Oratories.
. . . Witness the learned Works of the Lord Bacon, Mr. Montague, Sir Kenelm Digby, Sir
Henry Wotton, Mr. Selden, Mr. Sands, Dr. Brown, Dr. Charleton, Dr. Heylyn, Mr.
Howel &c.”
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This advice is notable for its classical toleration, all the more so when one considers that
it was written in Latin. This toleration is reflective of Browne himself, a moderate man
who claims, as he does in the Religio Medici that “I feele not in my selfe those common
antipathies that I can discover in others. . . .”225 He was a royalist and a country doctor,
and a man of sound temperament in an unstable world.
Like Bacon, scholars have typically tossed Browne into the school of antiCiceronianism, mostly a byword for a willingness to incorporate new words into English
and not feel overly constrained by rules of rhetoric.226 Yet the Pseudodoxia is not written
in Browne’s typical style. It employs a distinct tone that differs from the rest of his
corpus. In these types of scientific texts, where Browne and Bacon were making their
most material contributions to the language, Cicerionism and anti-Ciceronianism are not
useful categories. As Erasmus pointed out in his Ciceronianus long before Bacon and
Browne, true Ciceronianism can only function so long as there is nothing new to express,

petita, sensui tamen magis accommoda, ne te stygmaticis annumerent animi liberiores;
Ludo critico non ita demisse inservias, ut vel Plautin, Apuleiana, vel domi nata Respuas”
(Keynes, 3.153.) I used Keynes’s translation.
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no new objects or ideas in the language.227 It simply cannot coexist with undertakings
like those of Bacon and Browne which demanded clarity of expression over stylistic
ingenuity, sought to reconceptualize old systems and problems, and to name that which
was previously undefined.
Still, Browne’s style in the Pseudodoxia is sometimes interpreted as antiCiceronianism gone mad. Richard Foster Jones, for example, argued that the leaders of
the new science were “in open revolt” against anti-Ciceronians like Browne and Robert
Burton who admitted “freakish Latinisms and strange words” into their works.228
Browne’s style, particularly in his willingness to coin and import terminology, draws a
sharp contrast with the linguistic conservatism of Bacon. In Browne’s work there is
hardly any striving for the brevity that characterizes Bacon’s style. Nor is the
transparency that Bacon seeks from plainness part of Browne’s method. But rather than
Browne’s copiousness being a vestige of anti-Ciceronianism’s love of copia for its own
sake, it is an alternative response to Bacon’s distrust of language’s ability to competently
describe objects and ideas.
Similarly, Browne’s scientific polyglossia must be viewed apart from the readings
of his other main twentieth-century critic, Stanley Fish. For Fish, whose reading of
Browne centers upon Religio Medici, a private work published initially without Browne’s
consent, Browne’s style is defined by moral ambiguity and fascination with its own
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expression. Browne is a bad physician, Fish asserts, because his texts do not work upon
their readers:
He draws attention not away from, but to, himself; his words are not seeds,
spending their lives in salutary and self-consuming effects, but objects,
frozen into rhetorical patterns which reflect on the virtuosity of their
author; the experience of his prose has its climaxes not in moments of
insight and self-knowledge, but in moments of wonder and admiration for
the art that has produced it. . . . It is therefore not self-consuming, but
self-indulgent, and in two directions: for the confidence it wins is reflected
in the confidence it leaves us, a self-confidence, which is the result of
never having been really pained or challenged.229
Fish’s characterization of Browne as the self-admiring, or “self-indulgent,” artist has had
a lasting effect on studies of Browne’s style. But Fish is really addressing, albeit from a
moralizing position that condemns writers for not challenging readers, Browne’s
tendency to digress from his intended subjects and the enjoyment he takes in this
movement.230 But this is not an adequate description of the function of Browne’s
language, or language in general, in the Pseudodoxia. The Pseudodoxia is not, like
Religio Medici, a self-examination of questions of morality and mortality. Rather, the
Pseudodoxia engages a history of literature in resolving longstanding error. To this end,
language serves as an historical medium. Browne is interested in what people have
thought, and language offers the evidence to reconstruct past opinion. At the same time,
it is the source of error. I would argue, then, that copiousness in the Pseudodoxia is not

Stanley Fish, Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century
Literature (Pittsburg: Duquesne UP, 1994) 372.
229

Robin Robbins remarks that “Browne did not provide digressions for his nominal
subject: he provided a nominal subject for his digressions” (Robin Robbins, “Browne’s
Cosmos Imagined: Nature, Man, and God in Pseudodoxia Epidemica,” in C.A. Patrides,
ed., Approaches to Sir Thomas Browne: The Ann Arbor Tercentenary Lectures and
Essays (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1982) 162.
230

135
the same that Fish finds in his other prose. It is reflective instead of a linguistic method
that ignores the Baconian model of isolating a single name for things, recognizing instead
a multitude of names, the entire arsenal of which it is necessary to deploy to make
meaning known.
Unlike Bacon, Browne depends on the written word to illuminate the historical
world. As we saw, Bacon worries over the ability of words to pervert accurate
perception; the “idols imposed by words” include names to which no object corresponds,
distorting reality so that they eventually are believed to exist.231 In the Pseudodoxia,
words play a central role in tracing the genealogy of errors. For Browne words offer
important evidence for reconstructing the past and determining the past existence of an
object. From the existence of a word, he moves backwards to the existence of the object.
The inverse applies as well—from the absence of a word he deduces the absence of an
object. Throughout his inquiries, his method depends upon a one-to-one correspondence
of word and thing. Take, for example, his discussion of stirrups in “Of the Pictures of the
nine Worthies” (5.13), which Browne finds problematic because the horses, “especially
of Caesar, are described with the furniture of great saddles, and styrrops. . . .” The
saddles can perhaps be excused, but considerable doubt surrounds the existence of
stirrups in antiquity, making the depictions appear anachronistic. The strongest evidence
of this lack of stirrups, for Browne, is the absence of an “ancient classical word in Latine
to expresse them; for Staphia, Stapes or Stapeda is not to be found in Authors of this
Antiquity.”232
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In other places, resolution of doubt demands verbal specificity; only an exact
name certifies historical fact. For example, in “Of the Picture of Haman hanged,” he
examines the accuracy of representations of Haman being executed and wonders if the
“Hebrews” actually used “illaqueation or pendulous suffocation in publick justice.” After
considering other instances of public execution in the Hebrew bible and their translations
in the Vulgate, he turns to interpretations of the original Hebrew word which is usually
translated as crucifixion:
Beside, the original word Hakany determineth not the doubt. For that by
Lexicographers and Dictionarie interpreters, is rendred suspension and
crucifixion; their being no Hebrew word peculiarly and fully expressing
the proper word of crucifixion, as it was used by the Romans. . . .233
Certainty in the historical practices of hanging and crucifixion would require a Hebrew
term “peculiarly and fully expressing” the concepts. The overlap that I would like to
emphasize here is that, for both Bacon and Browne, etymologies of words testify as
historical witnesses. The language of the past is a representation of the past. Bacon
accepts the terminology of the past and its baggage, but fixes its inexactitude with
painstaking redefinition. Browne’s inquiry is premised upon the assumption that
meaning survives through time or is at least discoverable.
Where Bacon locates one of his three distempers of learning in the abuse of
language, Browne, describing the sources of error, attributes the fault more to the
lapsarian state of the people than to a characteristic of language itself. The third chapter
of the Pseudodoxia deals directly with “the erroneous disposition of the people”; later he
refers to “an erroneous inclination of the people”, who are “unequall discerners of truth.”
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Language hardly has the chance to make an error, since, helpless herd that they are, the
masses first “submitteth unto the fallacies of sence,” a kind of pre-linguistic error—
believing, for example, that the moon and sun are the same size because they appear so in
the sky. Or if there is error in understanding “the Lecture of holy Scripture,” it is not the
fault of language, but of the people’s inability in “attaining the deuteroscopy, and second
intentions of the words,” being “confined unto the literall sence of the text.”234 Error is
intrinsic to the multitude: “. . . being erroneous in their single numbers, once hudled
together, they will be errour it selfe . . . a farraginous concurrence of all conditions,
tempers, sex, and ages, it is but naturall if their determinations be monstrous. . . .”235 Note
the almost clinical distance Browne achieves from the masses with the Latinate
scornfulness of “farraginous.” It rings with the determination that the masses are
incapable of reaching the heights of Browne’s language.
Browne does grant two main fallacies that arise from language: “the fallacie of
Æquivocation and Amphibologie, which conclude from the ambiguity of some one word,
or the ambiguous sintaxis of many put together.”236 Equivocation deals specifically with
a single word; amphibology, or amphiboly, is a phrase able to be construed in two
distinct ways. Bacon similiarly singled out such ambiguity, declaring “the great
Sophisme of all Sophismes beeing Aequiuocation or Ambiguitie of Wordes and
Phrase.”237 For both writers, ambiguity is practically inseparable from the production of
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knowledge. Bacon rails against it and must carefully avoid it in his own writing. Browne
approaches the problem from the other direction. Rather than viewing ambiguity as
malicious, he accepts its presence in language and focuses on those who have done the
misinterpreting—readers who have misapprehended prophesies, misread metaphors,
mistaken the “obscure and involved truths” for “literall expressions.”238 The burden here
falls upon the reader.
This focus on the misinterpreter rather than the misinterpreted as the cause of
error does not mean that Browne fails to take responsibility himself to let his method be
free from such ambiguities. But where Bacon treats linguistic uncertainty with careful
definition of terms, Browne’s copiousness is his central strategy for avoiding such
problems. He responds to linguistic deficits, uncertainties, and ambiguity with overdescription, encircling problematic ideas, smothering the object by piling on expressions
not for rhetorical effect but as a method of preventing the escape of meaning. Unlike
Bacon who sees the stability of language as the pragmatic medium for stability of
meaning, Browne expresses his ideas synonymically, through naming, modifying, and
renaming the same object. Taking Bacon’s wariness of the word “humid” as an example,
consider this list of Browne’s use of “humidity” in the Pseudodoxia:
watery humidity, 2.1
an aqueous humidity, 2.1
tenacious humidity, 2.5
the natural humidity, 2.6
the humidity and slaver of its mouth. 3.13
a mucous humidity, 3.14
a crass or copious humidity, 3.21
an acide and vitriolous humidity, 3.22
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terrestrious and astringent humidity, 6.12239
Bacon, as noted above, used “humidity” as an example of problematic scientific
language. Its definition sprawled across seeming opposed fields—hot and cold, wet and
dry. Browne’s relentless modifiers are indicative of the lingering uncertainty over this
term. Humidity takes a host of forms, always being over-abundantly characterized.
Browne’s response to linguistic uncertainty is over-description. The problematic term is
never allowed to stand by itself, but requires constant qualification to establish
boundaries around its meaning. In some cases this means etymological bilingualism, like
pairing the Latin-French “humidity” with the Saxon-sounding “slaver” or the familiarity
(although etymologically French) of “crass” with the Latinity of “copious.” Rather than
allowing for the excess of meaning that Bacon accepts in the connotations of his terms,
Browne’s excess is in piling on of description, the excess of verbiage, as if to drown out
connotation with synonymous adjectives and homemade Latinisms.
Like Bacon, Browne’s attention to terminology betrays first of all that he has been
steeped in the tradition of natural history and its associated terminology. In addition to
attempting linguistic precision and marking his terminology as professional in the
fledgling field of science, all Latinate borrowings, especially in a period as aware of its
language as the Renaissance, call forth the classical tradition. Even if Browne, like
Bacon, is wary of too much adherence to antiquity, its language still bears the marks of
antiquity. Like Bacon’s own insistence on the terms being old but the ideas being new,
Browne’s coinages are a balance of the ancient and novel. The words are at once
etymologically old and strikingly new. In contrast to Bacon’s desire to assert a fixed and
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unmistakable connection between word and thing, Browne makes linguistic excess a part
of the empirical process.
Although both writers are engaged in similar empirical undertakings, Browne’s
linguistic methodology suggests a concrete reality to language that does not only corrupt
but constructs, connects, and serves as historical evidence. As we have seen, in the
Pseudodoxia Epidemica much of Browne’s investigation of errors engages in historical
interpretation, in recovering the moment when error was made or recovering the time
before it. In this sense, he practices what Bacon calls the study of antiquities, a study
about which Bacon speaks reverently:
Antiquities, or remnants of histories, are (as we said) like the spars
of a shipwreck; when, though the memory of things be decayed
and almost lost, yet acute and industrious persons, by a certain
perseverance and scrupulous diligence, contrive out of
genealogies, annals, titles, monuments, coins, proper names and
styles, etymologies of words, proverbs, traditions, archives and
instruments. . .—contrive, I say, from all these things or some of
them, to recover somewhat from the deluge of time.240
It is a fair description of Browne and the evidence of his text: an “acute and industrious
person” of “scrupulous diligence” using a variety of strategies to unearth the “remnants
of histories.” For both Bacon and Browne, “etymologies of words” testify as historical
witnesses. The language of the past is a representation of the past. Bacon accepts the
terminology of the past, wanting its value, even as he seems to idealize its destruction.
For Browne, however, language and his object of study are indistinguishable. This is not
to say that he, like Bacon’s school-men, hunt more after words than matter, but rather
that, in order to understand history and the roots of error, one must first appreciate and
analyze the language of error.
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CHAPTER 4:
“God attributes to place / No sanctity”: Milton’s Foreign Geographies
In Book 7 of Paradise Lost, Raphael concludes his account of the creation of the
world by telling Adam about his own creation, and emphasizes the isolation of the
Garden of Eden:
Male he created thee, but thy consort
Female for Race; then bless’d Mankind, and said,
Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the Earth,
Subdue it, and throughout Dominion hold
Over Fish of the Sea, and Fowl of the Air,
And every living thing that moves on the Earth.
Wherever thus created, for no place
Is yet distinct by name, thence, as thou know’st
He brought thee into this delicious Grove,
This Garden. . . . (7.529–538)241
In these lines, the imperative to hold dominion over the Earth and its creatures encounters
the problem of how to imagine the as yet unexplored and unnamed world beyond Eden—
“for no place / Is yet distinct by name, thence.” Raphael’s emphasis on the namelessness
of the rest of the Earth foregrounds one of the poem’s tensions: its dependence on
topographic and geographic reference for a subject that precludes such references
because it predates them. “Thence” gestures broadly to the world beyond Eden that is, at
this point in the poem, referenceless. The indistinct “thence” of what lies beyond Eden is
countered by the immediacy of the poem’s setting: “this delicious Grove, / This

John Milton, Paradise Lost: A Poem in Twelve Books, ed. Merritt Hughes, in The
Complete Plays and Major Poems of John Milton. All quotations come from this edition
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Garden.”242 Raphael’s “yet” foreshadows the fall, implying, as the reader already knows,
that places will become “distinct by name,” and that these names will be the
representatives of how mankind “subdue” the Earth and “Dominion hold.” Through
Raphael’s account, toponyms become the evidence of the fall. This chapter will argue
that a deep irony underlies the poem’s uses of earthly topographies, and that the very
usage of such reference is a reminder of the prelapsarian condition of places not yet
distinct by name. This irony is accomplished through the obscurity of the poem’s
toponyms—an obscurity that troubles not just the readers and editors of the poem, but the
poem itself. In its references to distant topographies, it insists on the irrecoverability of
Paradise and on the inconstancy of the historical, literary, and geographic worlds.
In “Of Education,” Milton advocates geography as an essential part of learning.
Geography is not just the study of the contemporary world, but the history of how the
world is known: “So that it will be then seasonable for them to learn in any modern
Author, the use of the Globes, and all the maps first with the old names; and then with the
new.” For Milton, the study of geography is worldly and literary. It involves both the
location of foreign places—“the use of the Globes”—and the knowledge of a history of
names that enables one to read “any compendious method of naturall Philosophy.”243
Implicit in the study of names is that toponyms be understood as inconstant, so that the
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student must identify his marks on the globe “first with the old names, and then with the
new.”244 To learn place names, then, is also to learn history and languages.
Ancient toponyms are inconstant. In his Pisgah Sight of Palestine (1650), a
popular accounting of biblical geographic history, Thomas Fuller takes this inconstancy
as his starting point. His second chapter, “The Different Names and Bounds of Judea,”
begins to map biblical geography but must first address the names by which his subject is
known or has been known: the land of Canaan, the land of promise, the land of Judea and
Israel, Judea, Palestine, the Holy Land. When his geography reaches the heart of the holy
land, he must account for the many names held by Jerusalem:
When a woman often altereth her surname, it is a sign she hath been many
times married. . . . But when a city in diverse ages hath different names,
this speaks her successive subjugation to several lords, new owners
imposing on her new appellations, as in our present subject plainly
appears.245
Jerusalem is accounted for as Salem, Jebus, Jerusalem, Hierosolyma “which is no new
name, but the old name in a new language,” and Solyma “being only half of the former”
because it “was unmanageable in ordinary verse.” The poetic and geographic worlds are
interdependent. The geographic world is named through the poetic, while the poetic
needs the geographic for representation. The poetic will refer to the geographic, but in
doing so will also name and rename it. When a place is known by several names, or
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participates in numerous histories, what is invoked in its naming becomes complex and
ambiguous. Toponyms are imbued with cultural and historical significance, becoming
metonymies of histories, peoples, and rulers. Like all proper names, toponyms have
precise referents and often bear senses that exceed mere reference and signal a range of
relationships.
As Fuller’s work suggests, early modern readers were both interested in and
confounded by toponymic reference. Early modern dictionaries considered toponyms as
belonging to the category of “hard words,” and included definitions of literary and
historical topographies along with other borrowings. Early modern glossaries frequently
included definitions of places mentioned in their texts. Robert Cawdrey’s A Table
Alphabeticall (1605), the first exclusively English dictionary, includes many place
names—mainly biblical and classical—among its entries. Henry Cockeram’s The
English dictionarie; or, An interpreter of hard English Words (1623) dedicates topical
sections to classical names for cities, rivers, and towns. Dewitt Starnes and many editors
of Paradise Lost have shown that Milton himself borrowed toponymic definitions freely
from numerous Renaissance dictionaries.246 The challenge of such references, however,
is to understand their senses: how much or what parts of their history, mythology, and
literature is meant to be communicated by Milton’s toponymic references?
Dewitt T. Starnes and Ernest W. Talbert, Classical Myth and Legend in Renaissance
Dictionaries (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1955). In their chapter,
“Milton and the Dictionaries,” Starnes and Talbert track Milton’s uses of the toponymic
entries in the Thesaurus (1531) of Robert Stephanus and the Dictionarium Historicum,
Geographicum, Poeticum (1553) of Charles Stephanus. See also John Mulryan, Through
a Glass Darkly: Milton's Reinvention of the Mythological Tradition (Pittsburgh:
Duquesne University Press, 1996), specifically his chapter, “Milton and the Renaissance
Dictionaries,” which adds several other dictionaries to the sources noted by Starnes and
Talbert.
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Critics have long commented on the Latinate sound of Paradise Lost, an effect
Milton cultivates through both his language and his syntax. His use of toponymic
reference contributes greatly to the poem’s sense of classicism—it is filled with the
geographies of antiquity, Judeo-Christian history, and the exotic regions of his
contemporary world. The toponyms insist upon the poem’s estrangement of the world,
by which I mean its efforts both to recreate a paradisiacal prehistory and to illustrate a
fragmented but nonetheless marvelous and expansive postlapsarian world. Classical and
exotic toponyms contain layers of meaning: they can be precise geographic references,
but they also invoke histories, cultural biases, literatures, races, and religions. In this
sense, they function much like hard words, which can be semantically understood as
referents to specific objects, but are also socially and literarily charged by their apparent
participation in other languages and cultures.

I. Sense and reference in Milton criticism
Before discussing Milton’s use of foreign toponyms directly, it is necessary first
to consider them within the larger context of his classical and foreign syntax which have
been a central subject of the poem’s critical history. John Dryden understood Milton’s
uses of Latinate borrowings as a stylistic device representative of Milton’s participation
in a literary tradition rather than his iconoclasm:
His antiquated words were his choice, not his necessity; for therein he
imitated Spenser, as Spenser did Chaucer. . . . [I]n my opinion, obsolete
words may be laudably received, when either they are more sounding, or
more significant, than those in practice; and when their obscurity is taken
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away, by joining other words with them, which clear the sense; according
to the rule of Horace, for the admission of new words.247
Dryden understands Milton’s hard words with a sober classicism and pragmatism that
disappears from later discussions of Milton’s language. For him, Milton is participating
in an international, humanist convention, for which rules exist. Later critics however,
read Milton primarily in the context of the violence done to English through borrowings.
This violence is sometimes beautiful and sublime, as it was for Joseph Addison, for
whom Milton’s mixed vernacular was the product of the insufficiency of English alone
and the greatness of the poet’s intellect:
Milton’s Sentiments and Ideas were so wonderfully Sublime, that it would
have been impossible for him to have represented them in their full
Strength and Beauty, without having recourse to these Foreign
Assistances. Our Language sunk under him, and was unequal to that
greatness of Soul which furnished him with such glorious Conceptions.248
By Addison’s reading, the gloriousness of Milton’s “conception” exceeds the
representational abilities of English. Yet Addison’s comments do not abandon the
classical understanding of Milton’s language that Dryden advocated. His borrowings are
still “foreign assistances” that enable better representation of his sentiments. Jonathan
Richardson, another of Milton’s eighteenth-century expositors, transformed this
observation of Milton’s foreign style into a suggestion of the remoteness of Milton and
his language: “Milton’s Language is English, but ’tis Milton’s English; ’tis Latin, ’tis
Greek English . . . So that a learned Foreigner will think Milton the Easiest to be
John Dryden, “Original and Progress of Satire,” (1693), in The Works of John Dryden,
vol. 4, ed. Edward Niles Hooker and Hugh Thomas Swedenberg (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1974) 15. For Horace’s limitations on the incorporation of new words
to which Dryden refers, see Ars Poetica, 49ff.
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Understood of All the English Writers.”249 Yet the remoteness of Milton’s language—it
is “Milton’s English” not England’s English—also makes him a bridge between English
and other languages. Addison’s comments also have the effect of isolating Milton as a
man of his own language, free from the common understanding that usually regulates it.
“These foreign assistances” detach him from national identity, but also universalize his
diction, making him “the Easiest” for a learned foreigner to understand.
What Addison reads as the misalignment of Milton’s nature with his native
language, Samuel Johnson interprets as a matter of principle and desire. Responding to
Addison’s interpretation, Johnson wrote that in both his prose and verse Milton had
“formed his style by a perverse and pedantic principle,” namely the desire “to use English
words with a foreign idiom,” which led him to borrow Ben Jonson’s comment on
Spenser, that he “wrote no language.” Yet Johnson can only forgive Milton for his
foreignisms, as “the reader feels himself in the captivity of a higher and nobler mind.”
Johnson characterized Milton’s diction as being influenced by his familiarity with “the
Tuscan poets . . . perhaps sometimes combined with other tongues.” His language was
for Johnson evidence of instruction and pleasure, so that he found “grace in its
deformity.”250
In the early twentieth century, critics countered readings of Miltonic borrowings
as evidence of genius with moralizing readings about the consequences of his style for
the poem and the language. T.S. Eliot borrowed Samuel Johnson’s borrowing of Samuel
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Butler’s “Babylonish dialect” to describe Milton’s language, arguing that the sound of the
language, rather than its meaning, gave Paradise Lost its force. F.R. Leavis insinuated a
moral dilemma at work in Miltonic style with his assertion that by “cultivating so
complete and systematic a callousness to the intrinsic nature of English, Milton forfeits
all possibility of subtle or delicate life in his verse.”251 For Leavis, it is not that Milton’s
language isolates him and his text the way that a genius is isolated by the strength of his
intellect. Rather Milton’s language is emotionally isolating. The unEnglishness of his
diction, Leavis argues, results in a poetics that is only external and grand, not “subtle and
delicate.”
Studies that move past the resistant grandeur of the elements of Miltonic style
focus on the multipotency of Milton’s words, particularly how through Latin, Greek and
Hebraic borrowings and syntax, the poem represents pre- and post-lapsarian language
simultaneously. The value of such language emerges through the recognition of classical
and vernacular meanings being simultaneously deployed. Foreign terms, particularly
Latinisms, give the text a feeling of depth and history. Christopher Ricks responds to the
tension between sound and sense established by critics like Johnson, Eliot, and Leavis,
and argues instead that a deviation from the normal uses of words does not necessitate a
deviation from “sense or sensitivity.”252 Ricks cites Jonathon Richardson who likewise
emphasizes the work involved in uncovering the layers of Milton’s meanings: “. . . he
Expresses himself So Concisely, Employs Words So Sparingly, that whoever will
T.S. Eliot, “Milton II,” in Frank Kermode, ed., Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1975) 267. F.R. Leavis, Revaluation (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin
& Co., 1936: 4th edition, 1956) 51.
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Possess His Ideas must Dig for them, and Oftentimes pretty far below the Surface.”253
The sense of Miltonic verse is retreating, for Richardson, not just because of the difficulty
of the language, but because of its concision and sparseness. John Hale considers the
genealogy of languages from Greek to Latin to the vernaculars as a palimpsest:
Latin is the palimpsest of Greek, but a vernacular may be one of both, to
which may be added Hebrew and the romance vernaculars and whatever
else English had then gone to for its wordstock. . . . The same holds for
names, allusions, thoughts and their interactions. 254
It is in English, the language written upon so many other languages, that Milton has the
greatest control and range of connotations. In Hale’s words, in English he has access to
“a whole multilingual and multicultural cloud of witnesses.” But it is this same “cloud of
witnesses” that while giving depth to his language makes the sense of “names, allusions,
thoughts and their interactions” difficult.
In his appraisal of how Milton’s grand style functions, C.S. Lewis describes how
“unfamiliar words” and classical and biblical names contribute to the poem’s overall
effect:
As far as Milton is concerned this grandeur is produced mainly by three
things. (1) The use of slightly unfamiliar words and constructions,
including archaisms. (2) The use of proper names, not solely nor chiefly
for their sound, but because they are the names of splendid, remote,
terrible, voluptuous, or celebrated things. They are there to encourage a
sweep of the reader’s eye over the richness and variety of the world—to
supply that largior aether which we breath as long as the poem lasts. (3)
Continued allusion to all the sources of heightened interest in our sense
Richardson and Richardson, Explanatory Notes. Quoted in Ricks, 132. See also
Robert Ryley, “William Warburton as ‘New Critic’,” in Howard Anderson and John
Shea, ed., Studies in Criticism and Aesthetics: Essays in Honor of Samuel Holt Monk
(University of Minnesota Press, 1999) 299ff.
253

John Hale, Milton’s Languages: The Impact of Multilingualism on Style (New York:
Cambridge UP, 1997) 13.
254

150
experience (light, darkness, storm, flowers, jewels, sexual love, and the
like), but all over-topped and ‘managed’ with an air of magnanimous
austerity.255
Lewis treats place names not primarily as unique referents to external textual and
geographic worlds, but as constituent elements to the greater feeling of the poem. The
names themselves, in their antiquity, exoticism, or sacredness, contribute a feeling of
grandeur to the verse. Further, insofar as they are recognized, they are understood
(according to Lewis) by the sense of grandeur associated with their referents, or the
names of their referents—“they are the names of splendid, remote, terrible, voluptuous,
or celebrated things.” They are not known in themselves, but in our reactions to them,
whether or not they are celebrated or dreadful or remote. Such a reading works strictly
through the sense of the language (the exactitude of the referents is not here considered)
and what it contributes to the fabric of the poem: “They are there to encourage a sweep of
the reader’s eye over the richness and variety of the world—to supply that largior aether
which we breath as long as the poem lasts.”
For Lewis, reading the poem is a “sense experience.” The sense of being swept
along, according to Lewis, prohibits the reader from pausing and pondering the
significance of proper names and places in the midst of epic description. A tension is
thus created between the experience of reading the poem, which is an experience of the
effects of Milton’s words and style upon the reader, and the actual comprehension of the
poem, which would include realizing the depth and precision of its language. The
relentlessness of the poem’s grand style and its effects on the reader’s experience has
been the subject of much discussion. F.R. Leavis notes that the “medium” of the grand
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style “calls pervasively for a kind of attention, compels an attitude towards itself, that is
incompatible with sharp, concrete realization.” In discounting the possibility of
“concrete realization,” Leavis’s framework also discounts any sort of actualization of
place. That is, toponyms and unfamiliar words exist mainly as names, as words on the
page, which have sounds and forms but which successfully activate nothing about the
historical referent except senses of splendor or remoteness. Leavis reads Milton’s style
as exhibiting “a feeling for words rather than a capacity for feeling though words.”256
T.S. Eliot seems sometimes to have agreed with this sentiment. Eliot likewise
emphasizes that the sound of Milton’s verse, rather than its content, gave him the most
pleasure: “For Milton, therefore, the concentration on sound was wholly a benefit.
Indeed, I find, in reading Paradise Lost, that I am happiest where there is the least to
visualize.”257 For Eliot, the challenge of reading Paradise Lost lies in rectifying the
sound of the verse and its sense, that is, to feel the richness of the language and to be
aware—through digging its depths—of the sources of that richness. In Eliot’s words,
“To extract everything possible from Paradise Lost, it would seem necessary to read it in
two different ways, first solely for the sound, and second for the sense.”258 Here Eliot
treats the sound of the verse and its senses as mutually exclusive.
All words, names or not, are capable of carrying both sound and sense. But the
question, to put it in Eliot’s terms, is what does it mean for proper names to have sense?
How do proper names bear meaning? When we talk about the sound of the verse, we are
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talking about the sensation it creates—the feeling of being swept along, as C.S. Lewis
called it. It is an inexact characteristic, difficult for the reader to comprehend and for the
author to control.259 The same applies to the senses of words. Hale’s “cloud of
witnesses” (for describing what Milton accesses through his etymologically rich word
choices is) a successful phrase for describing the allusive, interlinguistic sense of the
verse because of the amorphousness of such references. A single word can bear many
senses at once, and it is up to the reader to successfully recognize them. Reducing
Milton’s use of foreign histories and geographies to a dichotomy of sound and sense is
faulty because it neglects the existence of historical, literary, or religious referents. The
true tension, as this chapter will argue, is not between sound and sense, but between sense
and reference.
Gottlob Frege defines the relationship between proper names and their objects by
distinguishing between sense and reference.260 With proper names, the reference is the
object itself. A single object, however, often has many names, and each of these
communicates a different sense which can access a particular trait of the object, make
suggestions about its relationship to other objects, or reveal something about the speaker.
To borrow Frege’s example, the name “morning star” has the same reference as “evening
star,” as both point to Venus, which is yet another name for the same point of reference.
However, while each of these names refers to the same object, the senses of the names
Christopher Ricks has brought attention to some (unpersuasive) attempts to align
sound and sense, that is, to make the sound of a verse supplement its sense. See Milton’s
Grand Style, 24ff.
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are different: “evening star” and “morning star” point to times of day in which the planet
appears and posits its similarity to other celestial bodies known as “stars,” while the name
“Venus” identifies the object as a planet second closest to the sun while also invoking
Graeco-Roman mythology. The senses of names thus can be representative of different
perspectives, relationships, and cultural resonances associated with such names.
How an object is named, its sense, informs how we understand that object.
Salem, Jebus, Jerusalem, and Hierosolyma all point to the same referent, a city that can
be isolated on a map, but each name carries a different sense—locating the city in
different time periods, languages, rulers, and relationships to Hebraic tradition. Milton’s
topographies are often obscure in their senses (they are often either undescribed or
sparsely described, and a reader must be expert in world geography to fully comprehend
the range of possible senses attached to places), but they are also highly precise referents.
In other words, they refer directly and with great specificity to geographical, historical,
literary, and mythological places. However, partially as a result of their obscurity and
partially as a result of the sparseness with which Milton describes them, their senses are
uncertain. In the context of Paradise Lost, I take the senses of names to engage the
allusions, borrowings, and parallels that well up through literary, political, and cultural
history.
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II. Placing the poem
Throughout Paradise Lost, Milton is immensely concerned with the poem’s
relationship to previous epics and mythologies. His project is to transcend the epics that
preceded his and, in doing so, to “assert Eternal Providence, / And justify the ways of
God to Men” (1.25–6). But achieving this end requires constant allusion to and
juxtaposition against other texts, languages, and religions. The text’s claims to grandeur
are often asserted and enumerated through topographies. The poem begins with a
topographical attempt to locate the poem’s muse relative to the pagan muses:
Sing Heav’nly Muse, that on the secret top
Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire
That Shepherd, who first taught the chosen Seed,
In the Beginning how the Heav’ns and Earth
Rose out of Chaos: Or if Sion Hill
Delight thee more, and Siloa’s Brook that flow’d
Fast by the Oracle of God; I thence
Invoke thy aid to my advent’rous Song
That with no middle flight intends to soar
Above th’ Aonian Mount . . . . (1.6–15)
The invocation of the “Heav’nly Muse” here also involves an invocation of sacred
landmarks, particularly mountain-tops. The verses move from the Hebraic locations of
“the secret top / Of Oreb” and Sinai toward the Christian topography of “Sion Hill” and
Siloa (near Calvary, where Jesus restored a blind discipline’s sight by telling him to wash
in the “Brook that flow’d / Fast by the Oracle of God).261 The enumeration of
topographies contrasts against what is not named in the passage. The muse herself is
nameless, “Heav’nly Muse.” The locations of Moses’s revelations are cited—he saw the
burning bush on “the secret top / Of Oreb” and received the law on Sinai—but not the
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events themselves. Moses too is unnamed, only “That Shepherd.” This namelessness
works because of the familiarity of the referent: each reader recognizes “That Shepherd”
as Moses. As Alistair Fowler notes, this is antonomasia—the substitution of an epithet for
a proper name—that functions through an assumed common ground with the reader.262
But it also recalls another shepherd, Hesiod, who like Moses had a revelation upon a
mountain. While Moses is not named, his legacy is, and Milton uses it to connect him
with more mountainous imagery: he teaches the Israelites how “Earth / Rose out of
Chaos.” Finally, the passage concludes with yet another mountain, as the poet measures
himself against the poetry of pagan antiquity by promising “to soar / Above th’ Aonian
Mount,” sacred to the classical muses.
Already here we find the specificity of reference and the breadth of sense that
defines the poem’s use of toponyms. Where Moses, the Christian muse, and the GraecoRoman muses go unnamed, specific references to geographical locations connect the
parts of the passage. But what does this geography contribute? The names are the cites
of revelation and teaching, but the passage also offers a geography of comparison. The
muses have one mountain; the Heavenly Muse has many. In moving from the beginning
of the Hebrew Bible—indeed, the very beginning of everything, when earth rose out of
chaos—to the central mountain of the New Testament, Milton is also displaying the
temporal range of Christianity and the depth of its tradition. However, toponyms are his
central mode for comparing histories and mythologies.

See Alistair Fowler, ed., Paradise Lost (New York: Pearson/Longman, 1968, 2nd ed.,
2007), 1.6–8n.
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At the beginning of Book VII, Milton once again invokes his muse, this time
naming her directly while still attempting to place her within a geography:
Descend from Heav’n, Urania, by that name
If rightly thou art called, whose Voice divine
Following above th’ Olympian Hill I soar,
Above the flight of Pegaséan wing.
The meaning, not the Name I call: for thou
Nor of the Muses nine, nor on the top
Of old Olympus dwell’st, but Heav’nly born,
Before the Hills appear’d, or Fountain flow’d,
Thou with Eternal Wisdom didst converse,
Wisdom thy Sister, and with her didst play
In presence of th’ Almighty Father, pleas’d
With thy Celestial Song. (7.1–11)
Over the course of the epic, the muse is variously called the “Spirit of God,” “holy light,”
“Heav’nly Muse,” and “Celestial Patroness.”263 But only here is she addressed by a
specific name. Once again, Milton wants to contrast classical muses against his own, and
once again does so through geographic reference. He follows Urania’s voice “above th’
Olympian Hill;” she does not dwell on “the top / Of old Olympus.” Through her absence
from the most familiar locale of classical mythology, the poem moves to a formless
prehistory, to a time before the Judeo-Christian landmarks of the first invocation. Urania
is “Heav’nly born, / Before the Hills appear’d”—echoing and undercutting “th’ Olympian
Hill” that the muse and poem transcend. By locating Urania in heaven before the hills or
“Fountain flow’d” (an allusion to Parnassus) this invocation reaches back farther than the
first, which depends upon the hills of Oreb, Sinai, and Zion, and the fountain by Siloa.
The absence of Christian toponyms is countered by the event of naming the muse.
We might wonder, however, why Milton chooses to name his muse “Urania” at all. Why
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create the disjunction, which the invocation must then bridge, between the pagan
classicism of her name and the Christian pre-cosmogony of her placement? The poem’s
own use of sacred and secular names, as well as the mythology surrounding Adamic
language, make the act of naming a central theme. John Leonard has demonstrated the
multivalencies of the names of the fallen angels, and how they are named by man but left
unnamed by God. Naming and being named are privileges that the angels lose in the fall.
While the poet and the reader know the names that the fallen angels will assume later in
history as false gods, the fallen angels can no longer name themselves or each other.
Their names are part of their history and glory, and the absence of their names represents
the erasure of their angelic identities.264 Other scholars have observed how the portrayals
of naming in the story itself carefully adhere to the doctrines for Christian naming put
forth by Milton in De doctrina Christiana, where naming is defined as a privilege of
rank.265 Hence, in Paradise Lost, Adam can name the animals and Eve, but declares
when attempting to address God that he “Surpassest by far my naming” (8.358). Angela
Esterhammer has observed how the poem’s account of Adam’s naming of the world in

See Leonard’s chapter, “Naming Names.” Leonard observes that the fallen angels
only refer to each other through pronouns, and that part of the terror of their discovery of
their fallen state is exactly this namelessness.
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the first moments of his consciousness represents an emerging subjectivity.266 In this
case, naming and being named always reveals one’s status and position.
An act of naming, an invocation, serves as the refrain through which Milton
addresses his sources and his subject. As much as the poem’s invocations map the
subject matter of the poem itself, they also position the poem against other poems and
Christianity against other (primarily Graeco-Roman) mythologies. However, the
uncertainty of Milton’s naming of his muse, and his use of the name “Urania,” positions
him in the postlapsarian world. The name “Urania” is a borrowing, which the passage
acknowledges, but which it must also then deny as a borrowing. The central element of
rejection in the passage is the denial of Urania’s identity (“Nor of the Muses nine, nor on
the top / Of old Olympus”) and the simultaneous attempt to rewrite the name’s meaning.
The utterance of name immediately puts the poet in a position of syncretism, from which
he must then quickly retreat by denying the name and its history. Any classical
Angela Esterhammer, Creating States: Studies in the Performative Language of John
Milton and William Blake (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994). Esterhammer
compares naming in Paradise Lost to Émile Benveniste’s theory of performative naming
which generates a connection between authority and subjectivity, arguing that Milton
appropriates biblical discourse by injecting “markers of subjectivity into the biblical text”
(Esterhammer, 110ff). Of particular interest to her is Adam’s immediate naming of his
surroundings in his first moments of consciousness. He names what he sees:
. . . to speak I tri’d, and forthwith spake,
My Tongue obey’d and readily could name
What e’er I saw. Thou Sun, said I, fair Light,
And thou enlight’n’d Earth, so fresh and gay
Ye Hills and Dales, ye Rivers, Woods, and Plains
And ye that live and move, fair Creatures, tell
Tell, if ye saw, how came I thus, how here? (8.271–77)
Adam’s attempt to speak is simultaneous with his tongue’s readiness to name. Speaking
and naming are part of the same act. He must name his surroundings (“Thou Sun,” “thou
enlightened Earth,” “Ye Hills and Dales,”) in order to orient himself in the world (“Tell,
if ye saw, how came I thus, how here?”). Naming defines his relationship to his world:
the act manifests his authority and asserts the animals’ subservience.
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borrowing assumes an ability to describe the non-classical world, but here this is
particularly problematic for Milton since it implies the possibility of a classical
mythology adequately describing a Judeo-Christian pantheon. The conceit behind the
lines “Descend from heaven Urania /. . . / The meaning not the Name I call for” is that
names and their meanings can be divorced. In a strictly etymological understanding, the
name and its meaning are identical: Urania, from the Greek, ouranos, heaven. She is “of
heaven”—her identity is defined by her place.
But the name he has given her can also refer to other referents. A long textual
history imbues the name with senses entangled in both Christian and pagan literature.
Milton cannot call Urania’s “meaning” without also calling the name Urania and,
consequently, the history of its uses and senses across literary and mythological history.
The heavy annotation of this passage by literary scholars betrays as much, from its
opening parallel with lines from Horace, to its rejection of Graeco-Roman mythology and
reworking of the Judeo-Christian tradition, to its echoes of Du Bartas’s L’Uranie.267 This

Horace, Odes, 3.4.1-2: “Descende caelo et dic age tibia / regina longum Calliope
melos. . . .” Noted by Hume, 211. The pioneering study of the place of Urania in early
modern literature is Lily Bess Campbell, “The Christian Muse,” in The Collected Papers
of Lily B. Campbell, first published in various learned journals, 1907-1952 (New York:
Russell and Russell, 1968). A more international context for Urania’s literary history can
be found in Mindele Anne Triep,“Descend from Heav’n Urania”: Milton’s Paradise
Lost and Raphael’s Cycle in the Stanza della Segnatura (University of Victoria ELS,
1985). See also William Hunter and Stevie Davies, “Milton’s Urania: ‘The meaning not
the name I call,’ in William Hunter, The Descent of Urania: Studies in Milton, 1946–
1988 (Bucknell UP, 1989). Hunter and Davies observe the reflective quality of this
invocation in Milton’s meditation on the “the nature and heritage of his most immediate
source of poetic inspiration” (Hunter, 35). See also E.R. Gregory, “Three Muses and a
Poet: A Perspective on Milton’s Epic Thought,” in Milton Studies (Pittsburg: University
of Pittsburg Press, 2000), vol. X, 35–64. For the reverence some British writers,
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Jessica Wolfe, Humanism, Machinery, and Renaissance Literature (New York:
Cambridge UP, 2004) 153ff. Michael Lieb takes a more theological approach to the
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invocation creates the problem of controlling the range of senses attached to the referent
“Urania.” To call the meaning and not the name is to maintain that the word can be freed
from its history—that its sense can be controlled and asserted.
But this desire is accompanied in the invocation by the anxiety that sense cannot
be controlled, that the naming is actually a misnaming, and so is addressed to the wrong
referent. The poet worries over the muse’s previous literary history returning, retracing
the story of the death of Orpheus, whom Calliope could not save from “that wild Rout
that tore the Thracian Bard / In Rhodope” (7.34) (note the toponymic exactitude), and
pondering a similar fate for himself. Accordingly, the passage ends with the reiteration
of Urania’s meaning, not her name: “So fail not thou, who thee implores: / For thou art
Heavn’ly, shee and empty dream” (7.39–40).
The irony of the invocation is its intentional failure. Milton wants a muse distinct
from those of pagan literature, but begins by borrowing his muse’s name from that
literature. While rewriting this history demands that he redefine the meaning of her
name, he also needs the name to conjure up its range of senses in order to dismiss them.
Hence, his uncertainty regarding her name (“If rightly thou art called”) is as much a sign
of Christian humility as reiteration of a classical trope. This hesitation is a convention of
ancient hymns.268 The uncertainty of his muse’s name is itself a participation in a

poet’s naming, focusing on the poet’s trepidation of naming his muse, by reading the
poem’s invocations alongside scripture and rabbinical documents for ways of naming
God. See Michael Lieb, Poetics of the Holy: A Reading of Paradise Lost (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1981), especially 171–184.
See Fowler, 7.2n. This same hesitation in invoking the muse appears earlier in the
poem, in the invocation of Book 3:
Hail holy light, offspring of Heav’n first-born,
Or of th’ Eternal Coeternal beam
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syncretic tradition. In Plato’s Cratylus, for example, Socrates discusses the impossibility
of knowing the names of gods, and being constrained to call them by the only names we
know.269 Like the relationship of Milton and his muse, Graeco-Roman gods are known
by a variety of names—Apollo, for example, is also called Akesios, Iatros, Aphetoros,
Delphinios, and Acesius, and the application of his names depended on both the location
of the prayer and its desired object. But this also creates uncertainty. In the “Hymn to
Zeus” in Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, the Chorus is tentative in its invocation, doubting the
identity of Zeus:
Zeus, whosoe’er he be, -- if that express
Aught dear to him on whom I call -So do I him address.270
Where knowledge of the multiple names for deities is essential to the proper reception of
prayers, there is also doubt in the appropriateness of the names, and it is this doubt that
Milton imitates in his Book 7 invocation. But while he participates in the hesitating
naming of classical invocation, he avoids syncretism by refusing the centrality of the
name itself.

May I express thee unblam’d?
...
Or hear’st thou rather pure Ethereal stream,
Whose Fountain who shall tell? (3.1–7)
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Aeschylus, Agamemnon, trans. Robert Browning, in The Poetical Works of Robert
Browning, vol. 13, ed. Edward Berdoe (Cambridge: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1889), 276.
The Greek reads:
Ζεύς, ὅστις ποτ᾽ ἐστίν, εἰ τόδ᾽ αὐτῷ φίλον κεκληµένῳ,
τοῦτό νιν προσεννέπω. (160–163)
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The invocation turns on itself. To call the meaning of Urania requires that he call
the name Urania. The passage recognizes that the name bears its own history and value.
Milton wants both to capture this richness and to reject it. While the passage posits that
meaning and name can be separated, its language argues that they cannot be. Once the
name is uttered, its senses and ideas become present and inform the meaning that is being
attempted to be inscribed. What is finally called into question, then, is earthly language
itself, which here serves as an impure, syncretic medium for addressing a muse. But over
the course of the passage, this logic fails.

III. Sense and Reference in Milton’s Topographies
Similes make up the main uses of topographies in Milton’s epic. Much of the
work depends upon similitude, and the problem of accurately representing divine events
and places is central to its methods of representation. To this end, Milton’s epic, like all
epics, relies on prolonged similes that make it possible to tell “Of things invisible to
mortal sight” (3.55). A simile is usually designed to make the unfamiliar familiar, to
clarify what might be obscure. Yet Milton often responds to this expectation of
familiarity by resisting it in his similes. Many open, for example, with the phrase “if
great things may be compared with small,” only to introduce, as evidence of the
magnitude of his subject, very large things as the supposedly “small” aspect of his
similes: the bridge over Chaos is likened to Xerxes bridge of ships joining Europe to
Asia; the din of Chaos to the storming of a city; the clash of Michael and Satan to the

163
collision of two planets.271 In other cases, as I want show, Milton reinforces the
estrangement of his subject by relying on geographically exotic likenesses, so that rather
than clarifying his subject, he distances and obscures it.
The poem frequently complements its descriptions and similes by orienting them
with geographic markers. As Satan lies floating on the sea of fire, the poet searches for
apt comparisons to his “monstrous size,” and turns to the leviathan. Satan is “in bulk as
huge as”:
. . . that Sea-beast
Leviathan, which God of all his works
Created hugest that swim th’ Ocean stream:
Him haply slumb’ring on the Norway foam
The Pilot of some small night-founder’d Skiff,
Deeming some Island, oft, as Seamen tell,
With fixed Anchor in his scaly rind
Moors by his side under the Lee, while Night
Invests the Sea, and wished Morn delays. . . . (1.201–8)
Here Milton compounds his simile of Satan’s size with an extended metaphorical aside.
This is the second illustration attempted by the poem to describe Satan’s size;
immediately preceding these lines, Satan has been to “Titanian, or Earth-born, that
warr’d on Jove”—a comparison drawn from Graeco-Roman mythology. With “that Seabeast / Leviathan” the geographic and temporal focus of the comparison shifts rapidly.
“That,” as Milton uses it here, like “that Shepherd,” implies a familiarity with the
Leviathan; he is recognizable to the reader from biblical literature. Yet this familiarity is
false. Biblical literature does not isolate the leviathan into a single, distinct reference, but
uses the name to signify a range of monsters. The leviathan is at times mythic and
dragon-like, as in Isaiah’s prophecy that the Lord “shall punish Leviathan, that crooked
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serpent; and he shall slay the dragon that is in the sea.” At other times, it is more
worldly, as in the Psalms, where its uses suggest a whale or crocodile.272 “That Seabeast” offers only the appearance of biblical precision. Milton further complicates this
indefiniteness by introducing a syncretism into his simile that combines Christian
mythology with sailors’ yarns—“as Seamen tell.” With the introduction of the final long
subordinate clause starting at “which,” this epic simile turns away from biblical
mythology toward the geographically located and reported. Merritt Hughes notes that the
tales of mariners who mistook the leviathan for a landmass are widespread.273 James
Pitman noted a very similar account in the Physiologus, an Old English collection of
moral tales based on wondrous natural histories.274
“Him haply slumb’ring on the Norway foam,” presents an image and reference
that could not be farther from the scene in Hell, where Satan lies “Chain’d on the burning
Lake,” which it aims to describe. By placing the leviathan on the Norway foam, the
simile mixes its references, making the biblical and referential geographic worlds
overlap. The biblical mythologizing of monsters elides with folklore. “Leviathan”
cannot be named without summoning forth a host of biblical ideas. With his brief sketch
of the “night-found’d Skiff” that mistakes the monster for solid ground, Milton removes
it from the world of the Hebrew Bible and reorients it off the coast of Norway. Unlike
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Hell, Norway is a referent that can be geographically placed. Hume gives a thorough
geographic definition for “on the Norway foam”:
On the German Ocean that washeth Norway on the West, a Kingdom of
great Extent, on the North-West shoar of Europe, reaching the entrance of
the Baltick-Sea, almost to the North-Cape, about 1300 Miles long, and 250
broad.275
The geography further influences our understanding of what the leviathan is meant to
be—“that sea-beast” in Milton’s specifying phrase. The early eighteenth-century editor
of Paradise Lost, Thomas Newton, observed that given the choice between the Hebrew
meanings of the word as either whale or crocodile, Milton must have meant for the
leviathan to be understood as a whale, “there being no crocodiles upon the coasts of
Norway.”276 Despite the relative familiarity of Norway compared to the other geographic
markers of the poem, the passage remains part of epic. The “scaly rind” of the leviathan
is the characteristic of the dragon-like mythical sea monster, not the smooth blubbery
skin that scientists like Thomas Browne and John Evelyn had recently assigned to
whales.277 The referent “Norway” thus gives way to a mixed group of ideas. It becomes
unclear what geographic, literary, and religious world the simile occupies. The result is
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that we still do not know Satan’s size. Instead, what we know is the difficulty of
knowing it.
In Book 10, when Sin and Death are released from Hell, Milton deploys similarly
precise oceanic imagery. Sin and Death fly “From each side shoaling towards the mouth
of Hell”:
As when two Polar Wind blowing adverse
Upon the Cronian Sea, together drive
Mountains of Ice, that stop th’ imagin’d way
Beyond Petsora Eastward, to the rich
Cathaian Coast. (10.289–93)
Milton describes the Petsora river in his history of Moscovia: “The River Pechora or
Petzora holding his course through Siberia, how far, the Russians thereabouts know not,
runneth into the Sea at 72. mouths, full of Ice.”278 From a barren land there is an
“imagin’d way” toward a paradise. The metaphor reverses this, for it is by stopping the
way that Sin and Death advance—“Death with his Mace petrific, cold and dry”
(10.295)—toward their paradise, the fallen world. This simile again depends upon a
proportionality between the divine and mortal worlds, that there is a similarity between
the plight of the towns on the banks of the Petsora that are denied the riches of Cathay
and the impossibility of recovering Eden. Once again the referential geographic world
admits uncertain senses. The way to Cathay is “imagin’d” and so unwitnessed. Like the
leviathan, it is a rumor, an intrusion of mythology and folklore upon the referential world.
Both of these topographies—the divine and earthly—are still invested in
foreignness. Even for inhabitants of a place, the native land can still be imbued with
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mystery; the Russians can only imagine a way to Cathay, but still “know not” how far the
Petsora holds its course. As a way of insisting upon the foreignness of his subject while
also creating an earthly world of depth and mystery, Milton rarely reaches for
topographies close to home. As the devils in Hell wait from Satan’s return from Eden,
they are likened to Tartars and Persians:
As when the Tartar from his Russian foe
By Astracan over the Snowy Plains
Retires, or Bactrian Sophi from the horns
Of Turkish Crescent, leaves all waste beyond
The Realm of Aladule, in his retreat
To Tauris or Casbeen: So these the late
Heav’n-banisht Host, left desert utmost Hell
Many a dark League, reduc’t in careful Watch
Round thir Metropolis, and now expecting
Each hour their great adventurer from the search
Of Foreign Worlds. (10.431–441)
Once again Milton draws upon a referentially precise group of topographies paired with
sparse descriptions: “Snowy Plains” is the only geographic description in the passage.
The sense of each reference is directed at being led back: the Tartar “retires,” the Bactrian
emperor is in “retreat,” and Satan’s host, deserting “utmost Hell,” is “reduc’t,” which as
many editors have noted retains its Latin meaning of “to lead back” from reducere. Both
likenesses of Satan’s host—the Tartar retreating from Russians, and the Persians being
driven back by the “Turkish Crescent” (an allusion both to their ensigns and their battle
formation)—refer to actual histories. The Tartars were defeated by Ivan the Terrible in
1556 and lost Astracan. The last Persian emperor, Aladulus, was slain by the Turks in
1514, but Milton is probably referring here to Uzun Hassan, who retreated to both Tauris
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and Casbeen before his defeat in 1474.279 Yet with the passage’s closing lines—“. . .
expecting / Each hour their great adventurer from the search / Of Foreign Worlds”—the
experience of foreignness in reading the poem and deciphering its senses is mirrored by
the plight of Satan and his host. Rather than being the foreign Turk, Satan is the
adventurer in foreign lands. While the other devils have “Far to th’inland retir’d” like a
retreating army, Satan returns triumphantly.
Note, however, how Milton reduces the histories themselves and their
topographies to a purely poetic state. The tenses of the retreats are present and indefinite,
as if recurring perpetually or being a permanent state: “retires,” “leaves all waste behind.”
This use of the present tense is common in the poem’s similes and is frequently paired
with this simile’s introductory phrase “as when.” When Satan reaches the gate of Eden,
he is a wolf:
As when a prowling Wolf,
Whom hunger drives to seek new haunt for prey
...
Leaps o’er the fence with ease into the Fold. (4.183–87)
When Ithuriel finds Satan “close at the ear of Eve” and touches him with his spear so that
he returns to his own likeness, he is spark-like:
As when a spark
Lights on a heap of nitrous Powder
...
With sudden blaze diffus’d, inflames the Air. (4.814–18)
The foreign empires central to the metaphor are locked in a state of retreat. Despite the
great topographic and historic specificity of the passage, we know nothing, and feel
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nothing, about the cities, armies, or individuals engaged in battle, except that they are
foreign and warring. They are no longer strictly historical events, but operate rather as
enduring images, like a prowling wolf or a spark near gunpowder. The historical world
to which the simile of retreating devils refers is taken out of history, disconnected from
the material world, and used only relationally to enhance and illustrate another history.
As Anne Ferry observes the consequences of what she calls Milton’s “self-conscious
elaboration” of the second term of comparison in his epic similes:
Such a simile denies the simple function of elucidation. It deliberately
reveals more about the imagination which conceives it and the world from
which its substance is drawn than about the unknown term of the
comparison.280
In the instances we have examined, Milton’s similes go beyond simple comparison—
Satan is like Leviathan; the freezing of Chaos is like an ice-clogged river. Prolonged
comparison allows him to entangle the fallen world outside the poem with the
prehistorical one that is its subject.

IV. Toponymic Lists
Central to the poem’s first book is the roll-call of fallen angels that enumerates the
future names of Satan’s followers and their places of worship.281 Jonathan Richardson
offers a sensitive summary of the roll-call’s rhetoric:
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Now follows a List of the Chiefs of his Rebellious Host, in imitation of
Homer’s of the Grecian Kings that brought their Forces against Troy: in
Both there is an Artful and Entertaining History, This is of Antient
Idolatry, but Beautifully Pathetical. First by Comparing the Lost
Condition of these Future Seducers of Mankind, with What they Had
been. . . and all Along Observing How God’s Own People Forsook their
Living Strength; and Lamenting the Frequent Idolatries of Alienated
JUDAH; so that even this Catalogue is as Entertaining, Affecting, and
Instructing as Almost any Part of the Poem.282
Richardson’s key observation, it seems to me, is that the roll-call is also a history, but it is
a proleptic history because, in the time of the poem, it has not yet happened. In this
section, I want to focus on how this history is told: it is conveyed not through actions or
descriptions of the “idolatries of alienated Judah,” but through the topographies of such
transgressions. The history is pathetical, as Richardson argues, but its pathos is felt
through the distance and alienation of the world being described.
Moloch, “horrid King besmear’d with blood / Of human sacrifice,” is enlisted first
by an invocation of his cult—“Of human sacrifice”—and then by the places of his
worship:
Him the Ammonite
Worshipt in Rabba and her wat’ry Plain,
In Argob and Basan, to the stream
Of utmost Arnon. (1.396–9)
We can expect, perhaps, a learned early modern reader to have possessed the biblical
geography necessary to locate Moloch both geographically and biblically. Yet in his
narration, Milton insists on a distance from this geography through the sparseness of his
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description: Rabba is illustrated only by “wat’ry Plain”; Argob and Basan are
unmodified, as is Arnon except for the nameless “stream” that makes its border. In his
notes, Hume repeatedly attempts to enliven the toponyms in this passage with characters
and stories. The “Ammonite” are “descended from Lot, by his youngest Daughter, Gen.
19.38.” Of “Rabba” he notes, “A City beyond Jordan, belonging to the Ammonites . . .
besieged by Joab, and taken by David, before whose walls Uriah was slain, 2 Sam Chap.
11 and 12.” With this, he connects the history of Moloch with the murder of Uriah,
which David ordered after he had fallen in love with Uriah’s wife. “Argob” was “a
Country, part of the Dominion of Og King of Basan,” whose people come out against
Moses, and who God strikes down until not a survivor is left.283 Hume’s suggestion is
that personal and public histories are implicit in the place names, so that they serve as
metonymies for what unfolds within them.
As the description of Moloch’s dominion continues, his connection with
topography strengthens:
Nor content with such
Audacious neighborhood, the wisest heart
Of Solomon he led by fraud to build
His Temple right against the Temple of God
On that opprobrious Hill, and made his Grove
The pleasant Valley of Hinnom, Tophet thence
And black Gehenna call’d, the Type of Hell. (1.400–6)
Moloch’s “audacious neighborhood” encroached upon the land of God, and therefore
upon God himself—“so bold a Neighbor to the True God, as to invade the Land of
Promise,” as Hume notes. “That opprobrious Hill” is an emphatic renaming of what the
Bible refers to as “the mount of offence” or “the mount of corruption” (later the Mount of
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Olives), where Solomon’s idolatrous wives convinced him to build Moloch’s temple.
Unlike “that Sea-beast” with its false implication of precision, “that opprobrious Hill”
refers directly to biblical geography and history, neither of which are further elucidated.
The passage then proceeds through a toponymic etymology. Moloch first occupies “the
pleasant Valley of Hinnom,” which his presence corrupts, and which leads then to a
change in name despite the consistency of the topographic referent. Milton traces its
renaming: “Tophet thence / And black Gehenna call’d, the Type of Hell.” The Valley of
Hinnom was once the place’s name, and was also called the Valley of Benhinnom—the
children of Hinnom—marking itself by its inhabitants. Its name then loses its innocence,
and its new name, rather than marking its inhabitants, refers to its fallen, idolatrous
history. “Tophet,” Hume notes, derives from the Hebrew toph,
A Drum, the Name opprobriously, and by way of detestation of the Grove
where Moloch’s Temple stood, because they made use of many of those
loud and noiseful Instruments to drown out the dismal Outcries and
Groans which proceeded from those cruel Sacrifices.284
It later assumed the name “Gehenna,” which made explicit the fiery torments of its rituals
and made it “the Type of Hell.” As the type of Hell, Gehenna refers both the valley
where Moloch was worshipped—his earthly home—and to Hell itself, which is his home
in the timeframe of the poem. Of figural representation, of which typology is a form,
Erich Auerbach writes that typologies
point not only to the concrete future, but also to something that has always
been and always will be; they point to something that is in need of
interpretation, which will indeed be fulfilled in the concrete future, but
which is at all times present, fulfilled in God’s providence, which knows
no difference in time. This eternal thing is already figured in them, and
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thus they are both tentative fragmentary reality, and veiled eternal
reality.285
Typology creates a double reference. The fragmentary reality of the earthly Gehenna is
fulfilled by the eternal reality of Hell, which exists before, but is not revealed, until it is
figured through Moloch’s temple. The fallenness of the historical Gehenna, which is
chronicled by its changing names, is answered by its antitype, and so comes to serve as
evidence of the eternality of the Christian Hell. “Gehenna” is a Greek transliteration of
the Hebrew Ge-Hinnom, literally the “Valley of Hinnom,” the same as the original name,
but the transliteration enables new senses and reflects corruption. Moloch has a
corruptive effect upon reference. His presence debases the place of his worship and the
name of the place. Toponyms are artifacts of history. The change from Hinnom to
Tophet to Gehenna reflects a history of corruption, which leads, finally, back to Hell.
Amidst the precision of the references in the roll-call of devils, the tone of the
verse remains grand and detached. Exact topographic references are connected to vague
historical and literary senses. Chemos, a god of the Moabites associated with
lasciviousness, is known primarily through the geography of his myth, with only a
gesture toward the suffering connected to him:
Next Chemos, th’ obscene dread of Moab’s Sons,
From Aroer to Nebo, and the wild
Of Southmost Abarim; in Hesebon
And Heronaim, Seon’s Realm, beyond
The flowery dale of Sibma clad with Vines,
And Eleale to th’ Asphaltic Pool. (1.406–11)
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There is little in this passage other than topography. Like Moloch’s, and of course like
the plot of Paradise Lost itself, the history of Chemos is connected to a “flowery dale . . .
clad with Vines.” He is associated with “th’ obscene dread of Moab’s Sons,” as Hume
reminds us, because “his Worship is attended with, and exprest by, all the Lustful and
Wanton Enjoyments imaginable.”286 Milton, however, is not concerned with exploring
these enjoyments, limiting his history to an abstract mapping of Chemos’s lands: “From
Aroer to Nebo”; “Hesebon / And Heronaim,” “beyond” the dale of Sibma; “Eleale to the
Asphaltic Pool.” All of these are connected without the benefit of a verb. Like Moloch,
he is known by the locations where he manifests himself, less by the results of those
manifestations. He is likewise known by another name, Baal-Peor, again defined by the
specificity of places and opacity of events:
Peor his other Name, when he entic’d
Israel in Sittim on thir march from Nile
To do him wanton rites, which cost them woe. (1.412–14)
The exactitude of the poet’s toponymic list is contrasted against the remoteness of the
passage’s final phrase, “which cost them woe.” “Woe” is one of the poem’s most
frequent emotions. Here it serves as a detached description of suffering—woe
encompasses grief, misfortune, sorrow, and can be specifically applied to the pains of
hell.287 Here, it contains what could be a lengthy history: the result of God’s
consternation over the intermarriage of Israel and the Moabites, and the subsequent
plague that killed 24,000 and was ended when Phinehas went into the tent of an Israelite
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man and Moabite woman and pierced both through the belly.288 But in Milton’s version,
the restraint of the phrase hints at a quiet satisfaction in God’s just punishment.
The rest of the fallen angels are equally known through exact reference to their
future topographies. Dagon is a “Sea Monster” who despite being “upward man / And
downward Fish,”
yet had his Temple high
Reared in Azotus, dreaded through the Coast
Of Palestine, in Gath and Ascalon,
And Accaron and Gaza’s frontier bounds. (1.464–6)
John Leonard observes the contemptuous pun of this passage in the alignment of Dagon,
a fish, with Azotus—also known as Ashdod or Alzete—which is a city in the desert.289
The Syrian idol Rimmon’s name means “pomegranate,” and is drawn from the location
of his worship, which shares his name. Milton positions him in Damascus:
Rimmon, whose delightful seat
Was fair Damascus, on the fertile banks
Of Abbana and Pharphar, lucid streams. (1.467–8)
There is something Edenic about many of the locations occupied by devils. Amidst the
sparse topographical descriptions in the roll-call, there is nonetheless an insistent
juxtaposition of pastoral landscapes—“fertile banks,” “lucid streams,” “flowery dale,”
“pleasant valley”—against the idolatrous transgressions and sufferings brought about by
the devils. In each of these histories, the fall is repeated. At the same time, however, the
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history is represented with great historical and geographic distance. Each of the fallen
angels has been securely bound within a foreign geography.
Belial, “than whom a Spirit more lewd / Fell not from Heaven,” is last fallen
angel to be introduced into the poem. His history is notable for the absence of specific
locales or mythologies dedicated to him. I suggest that this reinforces his insidiousness:
To him no Temple stood
Or Altar smok’d; yet who more oft than hee
In Temples and at Altars, when the Priest
Turns Atheist, as did Ely’s Sons, who fill’d
With lust and violence the house of God.
In Courts and Palaces he also Reigns
And in luxurious Cities, where the noise
Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Tow’rs,
And injury and outrage: And when Night
Darkens the Streets, then wander forth the Sons
Of Belial, flown with insolence and wine. (1.492–502)
Belial (like Mammon) is not a figure in the Hebrew Bible, except as a concept—his name
means “worthless,” or in Hume’s terms, “fit for nothing, of no profit, and fit for no
purpose.”290 While embodied here, he is only a name. Unlike the other devils, he is also
without his own topography. As Leonard writes, “Belonging to no cult, Belial worms his
way into all cults.”291 Yet, according to the poem, he moves into more than just “cults.”
He manifests himself in the familiar world, in the recognizable environments of courts,
palaces, cities, and darkened streets. He is a menacing figure because of the lack of
geographical boundaries to his worship; he is not constrained by rivers and valleys.
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The persistent implication of Milton’s use of toponymic referents is that they are
subject to history, and as such serve as reminders of the fall. This subjection is often
emphasized by editorial attempts to offer full definitions of Milton’s remote
topographies. Let us return to the example of Moloch and the Valley of Hinnom.
Moloch occupies a textual world that can be traced through language and a geographic
world that can be placed on a map. The urge to define such markers is present in each
edition of the poem, and is perhaps typified by the nineteenth-century editor A.W. Verity.
To the description of Moloch occupying the Valley of Hinnom, Verity responds with
geographic and textual specificity that aims to define both the toponymic sense and the
reference:
The valley of Hinnom, lying S. and S.W. of Jerusalem, skirted the
southern part of Olivet. . . . Previously it formed part of the royal gardens.
Sandys says, “We descended into the valley of Gehinnon, which divideth
the Mount Sion from the Mountaine of Offence. . . . This valley is but
streight (i.e. narrow); heretofore most delightful, planted with groves, and
watered with fountains.” Relation p. 186. The grove of Hinnom is not
directly mentioned in Scripture.292
Verity’s reaction is similar to that of every good editor and annotator of the poem: he
locates the reference in as many contexts as possible. First, he locates it geographically,
so that it can be placed on a map, south and southwest of Jerusalem. He then orients it
further through Sandys’s description—dividing Mount Sion from “the Mountaine of
Offence”—which further places it within the context of source-texts from which Milton
was known to work. Sandys offers an eye-witness account and gives us the perspective
of how an early modern mind pictured the biblical world. Finally, Verity turns to the
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biblical world itself, to establish the location of the grove of Hinnom in Judeo-Christian
textuality, where it “is not directly mentioned.”
Milton’s historical place names reach outward from the text. We treat them as
markers of the text’s participation in literary, historical, political, or religious tradition.
Our job as readers, as we understand it, is then to make this participation complete by
tracking the references. The problem, however, as Verity’s gloss demonstrates, is that
while references refer to one specific object—in this case, a geographic area to the
southwest of Jerusalem—the senses and ideas connected to the references are multiple.
Verity takes the Valley of Hinnom to refer variously to a geographic place, a secular text,
and a sacred history. The references themselves are also too remote for an original to be
recovered. The valley’s original form remains mythical. “Heretofore,” Sandys tells us,
the Valley of Hinnom was “most delightful.” “Previously it formed part of the royal
gardens,” Verity summarizes. The poem’s referents no longer exist, only their ruins and
traces.
The mutability of referents is foregrounded in the poem’s attempts to compare
divine events and topographies with pagan and secular histories. The central epic
comparison of Book 1, the size of Satan’s army compared to those of romance and myth,
takes the form of a list of foreign and fallen cities. They are listed for their greatness, but
their ability to compare to Satan’s army is denied before they are named:
For never since created Man
Met such imbodied force as nam’d with these
Could merit more than that small infantry
Warr’d on by Cranes, though all the Giant brood
Of Phlegra with th’ Heroic Race were joined
That fought at Thebes and Ilium, on each side
Mixt with auxiliar Gods, and what resounds
In Fable or Romance of Uther’s Son
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Begirt with British and Armoric Knights;
And all who since, Baptized or Infidel,
Jousted in Aspramont or Montalban,
Damasco, or Marocco or Trebisond,
Or whom Biserta sent from Afric shore
When Charlemain with all his Peerage fell
By Fontarrabia. (1.573–87)
A list offers a medium for uniting these disparate features toward a common meaning,
but this simultaneously allows it to disregard the normal contexts of its parts.293 Here the
list is of armies, specifically defeated armies, and they gain meaning through the
collective weight of both their implied size and their famous falls. Milton, however, only
emphasizes the former of these, their “imbodied force”; their failure is a subtext that
completes the underlying description of the passage—the immense failure of Satan’s
host. Moreover, while the list signifies fallen armies, it is more literally a list of places:
Phlegra, Thebes, Ilium, Aspramont, Montalban, Damasco, Marocco, Trebisond, Biserta,
Fontarrabia. These names are borrowed from other epics, romances, and histories in
order to illustrate—through their inability to illustrate—the size of Satan’s army.
Stanley Fish observes how the “or” that bridges “Baptized or Infidel,” is not
disjunctive, but inclusive, and compels the reader to confront the collapse of distinctions
among the fallen within the poem: “Crusader or anti-Christ, it doesn’t matter according to
the ideal put forward by the epic voice, an ideal that is only now beginning to emerge as
the result of the negation of other ideals.”294 Fish is partly right to focus his reading on

A dictionary is an example of how lists can underscore related features of its parts (that
each begins with “a”) while disregarding other essential characteristics that distinguish
them (that some are verbs and others nouns, that the referents of words that appear sideby-side alphabetically would never appear side-by-side in the world, etc.).
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the groups being compared in this passage. But the topographies that represent these
groups remain for him primarily auricular:
The reader moves easily and almost physically through the l’s, r’s, s’s, and
b’s of Aspramont, Montalban, Damasco, Marocco, Trebisond, Biserta
toward the comfortable orthodoxy of Charlemagne whose heroic
credentials would have been considered impeccable but a few moments
ago, only to be halted at 586 by the syntactical and metrical stress of
‘fell’.295
By Fish’s reading, the sound of the verse moves the reader along, aiding in the sudden
syncretic collapse of infidel and Christian histories. Barbara Everett is similarly focused
on the sonorous qualities of the list. Of the name Fontarabbia, she argues that in this
context “the meaning of the name is not in history or geography or other nations’ myths
or other men’s poems; but in the repetitions and iterations and monotony of splendor.”296
Both Everett and Fish identify an undemanding aspect of Milton’s list of fallen armies
and its corresponding topographies. For Fish, the reader “moves easily” through the
names of foreign places, which he reduces to their dominant sounds, as if to understand
the list were simply to mouth its words. Everett likewise hears an easiness in the list,
with its “repetitions and iterations and monotony of splendor.” In both readings, sound
and sense collapse as the cumulative sound of the names—which produces an effect of
splendor and grandeur—is taken as the sense of the list as a whole and its relationship to
its references.
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The references, as many editors have observed, interweave secular and sacred
history, literature, and mythology. The classicist Richard Bentley omitted most of the list
from his edition of the poem, calling it “Romantic trash” and “a heap of barbarous
Words, without any Ornament or Poetical colouring.”297 It is a kind of heap, mixing
mortals with gods, fable with romance and history, and Greek with British, French and
Spanish, and it is “barbarous” insofar as it draws primarily from a heathen history. The
piling of names, both proper and geographical, creates a rhetorical mass of armies. This
is achieved through the repeated sense of compounding and conjunction: “Thebes and
Ilium,” “British and Armoric,” “fable or romance,” “Baptized or Infidel,” “Aspramont or
Montalban, / Damasco, or Morocc’ or Trebisond / Or whom Biserta sent.” It is a rhythm
of accumulation that culminates in “Charlemagne with all his peerage fell.” “All his
peerage” is grand in its detachment and anonymity, like the preceding phrase “And all
who since.” William Empson observes the abundance of “all” in the poem, saying that
“one can almost say that Milton uses all whenever there is any serious emotional
pressure.” While it gestures at emotion, it is also an escape from acute emotion. “All his
peerage” and “all who since”—who are the “all”s here? They remain nameless; all the
reader knows is the places where they fell. As Empson further notes, “All is useful to
Milton because of its very obscurity; it provides confusion only at the deep level where it
is required.”298 Its usage is required here because of the demands of the list. Despite its
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neat topographical and literary arrangement, moving from the classical world to the
romantic, its underlying object is confused. Like Satan and his followers, the defeated
armies of previous epics are left nameless.
The passage points not to the great leaders of armies, like Charlemagne and
Arthur, but the armies they led (full of anonymous soldiers), and the locations where
armies met or resided. “That small infantry,” “the giant brood / Of Phlegra,” and “all
who since, Baptized or Infidel” are mixtures of allusions and unnamable masses. Phlegra
is the location of Zeus’s overthrow of the Titans (“the giant brood”). Like Phlegra,
Thebes and Ilium are recognizably classic, but this history is mingled with the Saxon and
Arthurian past of “Uther’s son” and “British and Armoric knights.” Aspramont, just
north of Nice, invokes the site of a feat of arms performed by Orlando in Orlando
Furioso.299 Montalban was the castle of Rinaldo in Languedoc where he was besieged by
Charlemagne. Damasco is likely another reference to Orlando Furioso, where it is
mentioned as a city of great jousts and tournaments.300 Morocco implies the war between
the Spaniards and the Moors. Trebisond, now Trazbond in Turkey, was the seat of the
Grand-Komnenos empire from 1204 to 1461, when it fell to Mehmed II, and was later
renowned for its magnificence. In Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato, Agramant, the king of
Africa, assembles his troops at Biserta to invade Spain, where they encountered
Charlemagne’s army. After battling the Saracens in Spain, Charlemagne retreated to
France, but had to pass through the defile of Roncevalles, near Fontarrábia, or
Fuenterrabia, on the coast of Spain, where the Moors overtook and massacred his
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rearguard led by Roland.301 The references of the list are thus all doubled. Trebisond,
Biserta, Morocco, Damascus—these are locations in the historical world occupied by
Milton and his readers, against which they can position themselves. But they are also
literary locations that orient the poem itself and its subject matter in relation a literary
tradition which it is in the process of upsetting.
This is also a sense that the list conveys somewhat distinct from its references. Or
rather, the passage defers reference, sacrificing it to poetic sense. Many editors have
observed that in no account of the death of Roland does Charlemagne also die.302 As
Richardson notes, “He Dy’d Many years after in his Bed, and was not so much as Present
at that Rout, which was but a Small Part of his Troops led by One of his peers.”303 The
list’s climatic lines are a false reference, a sacrifice, I would argue, to the sense of grand
defeat and the meaningless of this such defeat in comparison to what the fallen angels
have suffered that Milton wants to communicate. Addison remarks, following an edict of
Aristotle, Milton does not merely borrow the proper names of the classical and romantic
traditions, he rearranges and defamiliarizes them as a way of “raising his language”:
But this Practice is more particularly remarkable in the Names of Persons
and of Countries, as Beëlzebub, Hesebon, and in many other Particulars,
wherein he has either changed the Name, or made use of that which is not
the most commonly known, that he might better deviate from the
Language of the Vulgar.304
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Hume notes that many of the names in the list of armies are “Romantick Names.”305 He
knows Montalban as Montanban, Damasco as Damascus, Trebisond as Trabisond or
Trapezus, and Biserta as the more classical, yet familiar, Utica. The references, while
still exact, also communicate distance and estrangement.
Finally, the detachment from the toponymic references is compounded by the
catalogue itself. A list subjugates the individual senses of its components to the greater
sense of the list as a whole. It operates with a disregard for the position of an object
within the world, reorienting it according to its place within a larger category—in this
case, armies that fell. Nearly absent are the proper names of constituents of the armies,
the fallen heroes about whom previous epics were written. There is “Uther’s Son” and
“Charlemain,” but every other name belongs to a place. Even Charlemagne, despite the
mistaken attribution, serves as a supplement to the place of his battle. Places suggest
people, but still guard them with anonymity: “And all who since,” “all the Giant brood,”
and “all his peerage” point both to the incalculable numbers of the armies and to the
anonymity and of their members. In the passage’s climax, it is a place, not an individual,
that sends the army forth: “Or whom Biserta sent from Afric shore.” Finally, even the
sources of the stories remain opaque and authorless in placing the stories of these great
armies not in specific texts but in the echo of “what resounds / In Fable or Romance.”
That the reference to Charlemagne leads to a confused literary history hints further at the
list’s lack of interest in the people who constituted such armies. In accordance with the
tone of anonymity, the famous warrior who did die at Fontarabbia, Roland, goes
unnamed. The list reduces its fallen armies to meaninglessness. The succinct
305
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detachment of “when Charlemagne and all his peerage fell” withholds the gruesomeness
of the battle and the sacrifices surrounding Roland’s death.
When the poem offers its first extensive description of Eden, which takes place as
Satan looks in from the outside, Milton again uses a toponymic catalogue to deny other
literatures, religions, and histories, and to maintain the poem’s detachment from its
subject while suggesting the irrecoverability of Eden:
Not that fair field
Of Enna, where Proserpin gath’ring flow’rs
Herself a fairer Flow’r by gloomy Dis
Was gather’d, which cost Ceres all that pain
To seek her through the world; nor that sweet Grove
Of Daphne by Orontes, and th’ inspir’d
Castalian Spring might with this Paradise
Of Eden strive; nor that Nyseian Isle
Girt with the River Triton, where old Cham,
Whom Gentiles Ammon call and Lybian Jove,
Hid Amalthea and her Florid Son,
Young Bacchus, from his Stepdame Rhea’s eye;
Nor where Abassin Kings thir issue Guard,
Mount Amara, though this by some suppos’d
True Paradise under the Ethiop Line
By Nilus head, enclos’d with shining Rock,
A whole day’s journey high, but wide remote
From this Assyrian Garden, where the Fiend
Saw undelighted all delight, all kind
Of living Creatures new to sight and strange. . . . (4.268–87)
Like the list of defeated armies whose likeness is denied from the beginning of the simile,
Milton’s catalogue of gardens rejects the similarity between Eden and pagan gardens at
the same time that it depends upon the rejected gardens to describe Eden. This passage
rests on four clauses describing four pagan gardens, each prefaced with a denial: “Not
that fair field of Enna,” “nor that sweet Grove of Daphne,” “nor that Nyseian Isle,” “Nor
where Abassin Kings thir issue Guard.” Milton’s use of “that” and “where” as the
demonstrative adjectives of each phrase emphasize the geographic and historical distance
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of these other gardens from the place where the poem takes place—“this Paradise / Of
Eden,” “this Assyrian garden.”306 As readers we are enjoined in a false proximity to
Eden. While Milton attempts to set it before us, we are closer to the position of Satan,
seeing “undelighted all delight” (even if we delight in the beauty of the verse itself), than
Adam and Even, because like Satan we can view Paradise but never participate in it.
Central to this distance is the description of Proserpin’s abduction by Dis, “which
cost Ceres all that pain.” Christopher Ricks shows how the detachment of this short
description displays a pained externality limiting what both the poem and the reader can
access:
There is pain in the lines, but the pain we feel is that of contemplating the
pain felt by a mother as she searches for her daughter; we are—
painfully—not allowed to pretend to ourselves that we share Ceres’ pain.
‘All that pain’: it is known to us but not ours.307
As Ricks notes, we are excluded from the emotional material of the poem. We cannot
know Ceres’ pain; we can only know our sense of exclusion, our inability to fully
sympathize, when we contemplate that pain. And Milton wants to emphasize this state of
exclusion and externality especially in his description of Eden, from which we are
tragically excluded. Like Ceres’ pain, we can know Eden, as Satan knows Eden as he
looks on from the outside, but this knowledge carries the awareness of our inability to
possess Eden.

In his chapter, “Prelapsarian Language and the Poet,” John Leonard explores Milton’s
uses of demonstrative adjectives (“that Forbidden Tree,” “That Shepherd,” “that foul
revolt,” “that Sea-beast Leviathan,” and argues that this usage works “to exclude him and
us from the thisness of Paradise” (Leonard, Naming in Paradise, 284ff).
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As we have already seen in the rollcall of devils, Milton here again resists
flourish, opting instead for sparse descriptions of remote yet grand topographies. “That
sweet Grove / Of Daphne” exhibits a restraint which Hume, for example, cannot follow:
Daphne was the most celebrated and delicious Suburbs of Antioch, the
Capital of Syria. . . . It was a vast Grove of Lawrels . . . intermixt with tall
Cypress-Trees, defying the Suns piercing Rays, under whose shade
nevertheless, the Earth was Luxuriant in Flowers, it was full of Fountains,
and had one supposed to derive its Waters from the Castilian Spring. . . .308
Where Milton’s passage dictates an incompatibility with its fallen topographies, Hume
assumes an excited familiarity that celebrates the grandeur of classical mythology and
history. It is not heavy, as Milton’s verse is, with the sense of loss, but rather driven by
an editorial exuberance for filling out the reference. The text insists on a distance
between our world and “that sweet Grove” which Hume, in turn, attempts to bridge.
The taciturn style emphasizes externality and distance even amid the seeming
precisions of the catalogue’s references. Yet as Leonard observes, the list displays only
an apparent precision of reference that dissolves upon closer inspection. He draws our
attention to Milton’s use of equivocal topographic references that transform an apparent
precision into ambiguity. As Hume notes, Enna is “a beauteous Plain on an Hill not far
from a City of the same Name;” “Nysa was a City on an Iland of the same Name;”
“Upper Ethiopia (the Dominion of Prester John) was antiently called Abassine, of its
chief River Abas, and Abassinia is the Name of on of its Kingdoms.”309 Leonard shows
how often the equivocality of these names, and the ranges of places in the classical world
which share the same name (like the name “Castalian Spring,” shared by fountains on
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Parnassus and in the Grove of Daphne) have misled editors.310 While there is nonetheless
a precision in Milton’s topographic and mythologic references, he is also opening up the
text to the possibility of misreading—or at least to a difficulty of understanding. Without
the aid of an editor or guide, the reader who lacks a mastery of mythological places is lost
here. Names might be recognizable as belonging to pagan topography and its pantheon,
but the central experience for such a reader is being trapped in the realm of the sound of
the verse and its primary sense—in this case, the negation of other gardens—while
having little access to the intricacy of its reference.
The difficulty of the references reinforces the externality of the postlapsarian
relationship to Eden. The pagan gardens are “wide remote” from Paradise, but the reader
is equally “wide remote” from the list’s references. Part of the way they are lost is
through language, which is unable to recover them referentially. We are left with
uncertainty about the location of these gardens, not because of their disappearance from
the earth, but because of the faultiness and fallenness of our system of reference. This
inability to know Eden is subtly underscored through the failed likenesses of the pagan
gardens. Milton reinforces our externality through the remoteness of the catalogue of
gardens. Even the gardens that can only be unsuccessfully compared to Paradise remain
distant.
The catalogue of gardens takes place as Satan looks on from afar. In Book 11,
catalogues of places again contrasts the mythological landscape of the divine world
against the postlapsarian geography that lies in the poem’s future but in the reader’s past.
Here, however, it is Adam who looks on from a distance, and rather than exotic
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landscapes simply being invoked, they are meant to appear before him. After Adam and
Eve have sinned, Michael leads Adam to the highest hill in Eden, similar to the one
where Christ would later be tempted by Satan, to show him the future kingdoms of the
world. While the poem draws a comparison between Christ being tempted on the
mountaintop by Satan and Adam’s glimpse into the future of the world, the central
gloomy difference is that Adam and his progeny have no choice but to accept these
kingdoms:
His Eye might there command wherever stood
City of old or modern Fame, the Seat
Of mightiest Empire, from the destin’d Walls
Of Cambula, seat of Cathaian Can,
And Samarchand by Oxus, Temir’s Throne,
To Paquin of Sinaean Kings, and thence
To Agra and Lahor of great Mogul
Down to the golden Chersonese, or where
The Persian in Ecbatan sat, or since
In Hispahan, or where the Russian Ksar
In Mosco, or the Sultan in Bizance,
Turchestan-born; nor could his eye not ken
Th’ Empire of Negus to his utmost Port
Ercoco and the less Maritime Kings
Mombaza, and Quiloa, and Melind,
And Sofala thought Ophir, to the Realm
Of Congo, and Angola fardest South;
Or thence from Niger Flood to Atlas Mount
The Kingdoms of Almansor, Fez and Sus,
Marocco and Algiers, and Tremisen;
On Europe thence, and where Rome was to sway
The World: in Spirit perhaps he also saw
Rich Mexico the seat of Montezume,
And Cusco in Peru, the richer seat
Of Atabalipa, and yet unspoil’d
Guiana, whose great City Geryon’s Sons
Call El Dorado. (11.385–404)
In total, the passage lists over two dozen places that, in the time frame of the poem, are
still “destin'd” or “in Spirit,” but carry connotations of antiquity, mythology, and
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exoticism for the reader. T.S. Eliot writes that this passage appeals to “the auditory
imagination,” but considers it “a solemn game” rather than serious poetry.311 This
passage is a visual representation as much as an auditory or poetic one. The names that
comprise the list are passive; the passage offers no action except the vague sense of
rotating one’s gaze through a panoramic view. Coupled with this panorama is a sense of
great distance—the places might be seen from the hilltop, but they are not present.
Instead, the action of the passage is listing.
Yet this passage denies anything beyond an awareness that such references exist.
The meaning lies in the geographic or literary referent of each name, but not in their
conjunction in the list. That is, unlike the list of armies where their conjunction built an
image of Satan’s host and asserted the insufficiency of previous literatures, this list does
not make an explicit argument or bring to mind a cumulative image. Here, the references
are treated as irrelevant. This is partly because its internal descriptions are so sparse.
“Seat” is used four times, to indicate that a place is also an empire. Richness is reiterated
three times—once in the phrase “golden Chersonese” (for the peninsula of Thrace,
Chersonesos) and twice again in the comparison of “Rich Mexico” to “the richer seat / Of
Atabalipa,” (or Atahualpa, the last emperor of the Incan empire). In its final twelve lines,
“and” is used ten times, piling place upon place and never letting Adam’s eyes come to
rest: “Mombaza, and Quiloa, and Melind, / And Sofala”; “Fez and Sus, / Marocco and
Algiers, and Tremisen.” “Thence” appears three times: “thence / To Agra and Lahor”;
“Or thence from Niger Flood to Atlas Mount”; “On Europe thence, and where Rome was
to sway / The world.” None of these uses approximates the forcefulness of its usage in
311

Eliot, “Milton I,” 263.

191
Raphaël’s warning of what lies beyond Eden, “for no place / Is yet distinct by name,
thence. . . .” These places are that “thence.” Where before their indistinctness was
terrifying, “thence” now serves to mark the list’s transition from one reference to the
next, and this distinction serves as evidence of the world’s fall.
The problem with the list, however, is that its references, despite their precision,
remain indistinct. C.S. Lewis famously condemned the last two books of the poem as “an
untransmuted lump of futurity” that fails to make an impression on the mind.312 This
critique could perhaps be leveled at this passage in particular. Like Bentley’s “heap of
barbarous words,” Lewis’s comment is an accusation of formlessness and of the
constituent parts of the list (and the poem’s final two books are essentially a list) failing
to establish a greater conjunctive meaning. The list of future empires is detached, not in
the mode of understated tragedy that governs “Charlemagne with all his peerage fell,” but
rather in the hollowness of its celebration. The great empires culminate in the “yet
unspoil’d / Guiana” and the splendor of El Dorado, but the future is still rueful because it
is nonetheless fallen. If the list communicates anything in its non-descript detachment,
its rehearsal of names, it is that history simply happens in a senseless blur of one empire
following the next.
Later in the same book, Michael confirms the divine condemnation of sanctified
geography that lurks behind the poem’s geographic allusions. Michael describes the
destruction of Paradise:
. . . then shall this Mount
Of Paradise by might of Waves be mov’d
Out of his place, push’d by the horned flood,
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With all his verdure spoil’d, and Trees adrift
Down the great River to the op’ning Gulf,
And there take root an Island salt and bare,
The haunt of Seals and Orcs, and Sea-mews’ clang.
To teach thee that God attributes to place
No sanctity, in none be thither brought
By Men who there frequent, or therein dwell. (11.829–38)
Throughout the poem, classical places have been known through both their grandeur and
their destruction. Phlegra is the location of a great battle, but it is also the reminder of a
ruined civilization. The persistence of place names compels the realization of an
irresistable cycle of grandeur and decay. Milton does not bring these exotic words into
English to enliven the language, but to remind the reader how empires, like languages,
can be decimated. The inaccessibility of their meanings is the evidence of the mortality
of earthly places. Paradise disappears from the map, yet, the passage suggests (albeit
listlessly), traces remain. Unlike the great names of fallen cities that reverberate through
so much of the poem, Eden leaves behind an unrecognizable and unidentifiable ruin.
Undiscoverable, it lies outside of the mythological and historical geographic world to
which the poem constantly refers itself.

CONCLUSION:
ON LANGUAGE AND CHOICE
This dissertation has endeavored to show how hard words, and sometimes merely
the idea of hard words, are understood relationally according to other words and to the
distinctions and connections they mark, or attempt to mark, among speakers, readers, and
texts. It has treated language primarily from the perspective of linguistic performance
and attempted to explore the tensions between the word-object relationship (meaning)
and that of words to their social contexts (value). Foucault outlines three ways of
understanding what language is:
For philologists, words are like so many objects formed and deposited by
history; for those who wish to achieve a formalization, language must strip
itself of its concrete content and leave nothing visible but those forms of
discourse that are universally valid; if one’s intent is to interpret, then
words become a text to be broken down, so as to allow that other meaning
hidden in them to emerge and become clearly visible; lastly, language may
sometimes arise for its own sake in an act of writing that designates
nothing other than itself.313
I have tried to show how hard words become, in Foucault’s terms, texts that may be
broken down, and to suggest that the idea of language arising for its own sake and
designating “nothing other than itself” is unlikely in a period as linguistically aware as
the Renaissance, and that hard words, which constitute so much of the linguistic
exuberance of the period, suggest the forcefulness with which language always refers to
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the world. Language typically considered excessive, or to be for its own sake, is
strenuously received as socialized and performative.
However, someone might reasonably ask, “Why is it that this claim of linguistic
performance has been limited to hard, mainly Latinate words? Is it not the case that all
language is necessarily communicative of social status and relationships?” This project
has focused on borrowed words as they are taken to be part of a high or specialized style.
The metaphors of borrowing examined in Chapter 1, the ornamental language of Love’s
Labour’s Lost, the specialized Latinate terminology of natural philosophy, and the farflung toponyms of Paradise Lost all at least share characteristics of the exoticism and
obscurity that constitute the high style. We have not explored, however, the notions of
low and plain speech against which most borrowings are categorized. Stephen Greenblatt
showed how Prince Hal’s participation in “self-fashioning” is enabled by his recognition
of diction and dialect—learning the speech of a tinker, the clergy, a diplomat, and a
soldier.314 More recently, Warren Boutcher has reiterated how the plain style (what
Boutcher identifies as the “familiar” vernacular) is, like the high style, a highly-prized
social construction.315
One could learn a pure English through the mastery of terms and phrases, but
such purity is just as much a construction as any of Holofernes’s Latinisms. George
Gascoigne, the courtier-poet follower of John Cheke, advised the readers of his treatise
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on poetry, Certayne Notes of Instruction, that the true English vernacular could be
claimed through the use of monosyllabic words. Following a purist linguistic theory, he
asserts that
the most auncient English wordes are of one sillable, so that the more
monasyllables that you vse the truer Englishman you shall seeme, and the
lesse you shall smell of the Inkehorne. . . .316
Purists considered monosyllables as the markers of true English words, and by association
true English speakers.317 Monosyllables express more immediate sentiments—cries and
curses, for example—and as indivisible unities could never be confused with the multisyllabic hybrids and borrowings that sometimes appear as monsters. To “smell of the
Inkehorne” is to smell of falseness, an imposter Englishman; inkhornisms originate in the
inkhorn, in a love of words, and not in the heart of the writer.318 Here again, language
becomes a kind of physical attribute of its user. The smell of the writing is transferred to
the writer—“the lesse you shall smell,” warns Gascoigne. Too much borrowing, or even
too much time physically removed from one’s own language, brought the risk of being
received as John Cheke receives Thucydides, who having spent much of his time writing
in Italy, removed from his native tongue, has a style that “smelleth of a certaine
outlandish kinde of talke.” For Cheke (as his student Roger Ascham quotes his discourse
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on Sallust and Cicero), smell is the readiest metaphor for describing the origins of style:
Sallust uses “supplicium for supplicatio, a word smellyng of an older store”; having been
influenced by Cato, Sallust “smelleth moch of the roughnes of his style: even as a man
that eateth garlike for helth, shall cary away with him the savor of it also, whether he will
or not.” 319 Whether drawn out of foreign authors or brought back from foreign travels,
imported words bear with them the scent of their origins.
Yet as much as a roughness of style is construed natural to speakers, it was
similarly represented as a dialect that could be learned if its terms were mastered. Works
like Gascoigne’s The Noble Art of Venerie or Hunting (1575/1611) brought notions of
rustic purity to print, and in process aimed to train their readers in the language necessary
to claim such purity for themselves. For Gascoigne, to learn the art of venery is to learn
how to hunt and how to speak of hunting—that is, to master both the demeanor of a
hunter and his speech. Accordingly, his work contains a section on the words and terms
of hunting, the intention of which is not to better understand hunting, but to master the
terms a hunter should use “in company with elder masters” and the appropriate manner of
expression (“wel stayed and temperate in his speech”). It is not enough to successfully
track one’s quarry. Rather, successful hunting requires the expert use of terminology.
Learning that the claws which “hang behind” on a deer or goat are called “dewclaws,” the
reader is instructed on what is proper to say should he spot their imprint on wet ground:
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“As to say when you finde the slot or view deepe, so as the print of them may be seen,
behold here he hath left viewe of his dewclawes.”320
Rhetoricians prized the low style as much as the high, as both are required for
effective communication with one’s audience. Hence, as part of the De copia, Erasmus
includes guidelines for the decorous use of specialized terms, low language, and
obscenity. He urges that for the student of rhetoric “No word is to be rejected, provided
it occurs in an author who is at all respectable.” Words worthy of storing include the
entire spectrum of unfamiliar dialects: “no matter how vulgar, unusual, poetic, archaic,
novel, obsolete, harsh, barbarous, or foreign it may be, lay it up in its proper niche with
its fellows, so that you may summon it if ever a use for it arises.”321 Accordingly, as this
project continues to develop, it will be necessary to examine the form of the plain style
and representations of supposedly pure or native language. Deeply native language—by
which I mean language taken to be rooted in a language or community’s origins—
becomes similar to the foreign through distance and scarcity.
More research can also be done on the influences of borrowings upon other fields
and disciplines. This project has examined the use of borrowings in empirical science,
but it has done so more as a demonstration of how textual communities are signaled
through borrowings than as a study of empiricism itself. A substantive discussion of the
intercourse of the vernacular, Greek, and Latin in religious translations and discourse will
be crucial to a more complete study. The Rheims translation of the New Testament in
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particular emphasizes the importance of marking a genealogy of beliefs through linguistic
etymologies and of using language as the evidence of religious authority. The debate
over the appropriateness of translations of sacred texts hinged both upon the alignment of
word and object and on how the words of the translation would be received and
understood by the community.
With this debate in mind, Gregory Martin, the translator of the Rheims New
Testament, transforms his text into a transliteration of the Vulgate. He argues extensively
that “because most of the auncient Heretikes were Grecians,” and since Beza and even
the Calvinists find that “the Greek sometime hath superfluities corruptly added to the
text,” it reasons to follow the Vulgate in translation.322 Lamenting popular “prophane
translations” he warns his readers that to maintain “the true sense of the Holy Ghost” he
has employed unfamiliar words: “The Pasche. The feast of Azymes. The bread of
Proposition. Which they translate The Passover, The feast of swete bread, The shew
Bread.” Moreover, like many apologists for hard words, he draws parellels between his
strange words and those that have been enfranchised by other translations—if Anglicans
accept proselyte, why not neophyte? If phylacteries, why not didragmes, prepuce, and
paraclete? 323
Despite Martin’s defense of his translation, the Rhemist New Testament was
attacked relentlessly for its language. The immediacy of the Latin original, made obvious
through hard words, was perceived as a constant embedded argument against the Greek,
and consequently against the Anglican church. The common response, along with
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accusing the Latin text of its own heretic corruptions, was to brand the new words
Catholicisms (which they were) and demonstrations of the religion’s sinister desire to
hide and obscure the meaning of scripture. Rather than channeling the spirit of the
original, Edward Bulkley, one of its loudest critics, argued that the words were for
impressing the simple, who admire everything they do not understand; more cruelly, for
preventing the simple from understanding scripture, thereby depriving them of its
comfort and profit; and finally, for helping the Rhemists to “as much dissent, and as little
agree with us, as they might.”324 As the material evidence for his assertions, Bulkley lists
four pages of hard Latinate words used by Martin, moving from gospel to gospel,
occasionally citing the commonly received alternative—as if to show the absurdity of the
Rhemists’ choices, or perhaps to imply, in cases where no definitions are given, that they
are too inscrutable to interpret:
Matt. I, 19 Dismisse hir, for put away.
2, 2 Adore for worship.
16 Deluded.
3, 1 Desert.
5, 30 Scandalize.
6, 11 Superstantiall.325
The rhetorical value of this list lies in its length and its repetition of undefined, obscure
words. Any authority the Rhemists would claim through the exactitude of their terms is
debased by the perceived unintelligibility of Bulkley’s decontextualized, undefined
Latinisms. Where Martin and his fellow Jesuits would have a Latinized vernacular that
referred pragmatically to their tradition and, ultimately, to their relationship to God,
Edward Bulkley, An answere to ten friuolous and foolish reasons, set downe by the
Rhemish Jesuits and papists in their preface before the new Testament by them lately
translated into English, (London, 1588) 76.
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Bulkley denies all of this by suggesting that the only important relationship is between
the inscrutability of the text and understanding of the reader.
Borrowed words, particularly hard words, by suggesting the presence of other
languages within familiar speech, call into question the boundaries of the native and
foreign and how these two categories are defined. We have reached a stage in the
scholarship of linguistic history where languages are no longer recorded as developing
organically in smooth, narrative arcs. Consequently, we now understand that
Renaissance writers did not themselves understand the vernacular homogeneously. The
full consequences of this linguistic heterogeneity, however, have not yet been fully
understood.
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