
1811 dictionary of the vulgar tongue
1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue is an essential reference for understanding the slang and
colloquial expressions of early 19th-century England. Compiled by Francis Grose, this dictionary
serves as a fascinating window into the social attitudes, humor, and cultural dynamics of the time.
The work not only documents the language of the streets but also offers insights into the lives and
behaviors of various social classes, making it a valuable resource for linguists, historians, and
anyone interested in the evolution of English slang.

Historical Context

The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue emerged during a period of significant change in Britain.
The early 19th century was marked by the Industrial Revolution, which transformed society,
economy, and language. Urbanization led to a blending of different dialects and languages as people
flocked to cities for work, creating a melting pot of cultural influences.

The Role of Slang in Society

Slang has always played a critical role in language, serving various functions within society:

1. Identity Formation: Slang often fosters a sense of belonging among its users. Specific terms can
create an in-group language that distinguishes one group from another.
2. Social Commentary: The vocabulary and expressions in a slang dictionary can provide insight into
societal norms, values, and attitudes of the time.
3. Humor and Wit: Much of the vocabulary in Grose's dictionary reflects a playful approach to
language, showcasing the humor of the day.

Francis Grose: The Compiler

Francis Grose was an English antiquarian, lexicographer, and illustrator known for his works that
contributed to the understanding of English folk culture. His motivation for compiling the 1811
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue stemmed from a fascination with the informal language used by the
lower classes and a desire to preserve this aspect of English culture.

- Born in 1731, Grose was a man of many talents, including his work as a military surveyor and his
contributions to the study of antiquities.
- His earlier works included various dictionaries and books on British antiquities, but the Dictionary
of the Vulgar Tongue remains one of his most enduring legacies.

Structure and Contents of the Dictionary



The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue is structured in a straightforward manner, providing
definitions for a wide array of slang terms. The entries range from the mundane to the absurd,
reflecting the rich tapestry of language used by common people.

Types of Entries

The dictionary includes several types of entries, each revealing different aspects of slang:

1. Single Words: Many entries consist of single words that have specific meanings in colloquial
language.
2. Phrases and Expressions: Some entries are multi-word phrases that capture idiomatic expressions
or cultural references.
3. Definitions with Context: Grose often provided definitions along with context or examples, making
it easier for readers to understand usage.

Interesting Terms and Their Meanings

Several entries in the 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue stand out due to their humorous or
peculiar nature. Here are a few notable examples:

- Bamboozle: To deceive or trick someone, particularly in a playful manner.
- Bumfodder: A term for toilet paper, illustrating the playful nature of slang even when discussing
mundane topics.
- Cabbage: In slang, this term referred to a type of theft, emphasizing the criminal undercurrents
present in the vocabulary of the time.
- Fopdoodle: A foolish or insignificant person, highlighting the disdain often directed at certain
societal types.

Impact and Legacy

The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue has had a lasting impact on both language and culture. It
has influenced subsequent generations of writers, linguists, and lexicographers.

Influence on Later Works

Grose's dictionary inspired later dictionaries of slang and colloquial language, contributing to the
development of English lexicography. Some notable influences include:

- The Slang Dictionary: Compiled by John Camden Hotten in the 19th century, building on Grose's
work.
- Contemporary Slang Dictionaries: Modern dictionaries often reference Grose's entries, showcasing
the continuity of certain slang terms over the centuries.



Use in Literature and Popular Culture

The rich vocabulary of the 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue has found its way into literature
and popular culture:

- Charles Dickens: The famous author was known for his vibrant characters and dialogues that often
incorporated slang, reflecting the language of the streets.
- Theatrical Productions: Many plays and performance arts of the time utilized slang to add
authenticity and humor to characters’ dialogues.

Modern Relevance

Despite being over two centuries old, the 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue remains relevant
today. Its exploration of slang provides insight into how language evolves and reflects societal
changes.

Understanding Modern Slang

Studying Grose's work can aid in understanding modern slang and its roots. Many contemporary
slang terms have origins that can be traced back to older forms of speech, indicating a cyclical
nature of language.

1. Cultural Evolution: The way slang shifts over time can illustrate the changing values and norms of
society.
2. Social Identity: Just as in Grose's time, modern slang continues to foster group identity and
cultural expression.

Educational Use

The dictionary is often used as a teaching tool in courses on linguistics, history, and literature. It
provides students with:

- A glimpse into the vernacular of the past.
- An understanding of how language reflects societal changes.
- An appreciation for the humor and creativity inherent in slang.

Conclusion

The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue is more than just a compilation of slang; it is a cultural
artifact that provides a rich understanding of early 19th-century British society. Its enduring legacy
continues to influence the study of language, offering insights into the evolution of English slang and
its relevance in contemporary culture. As language continues to evolve, Grose's work stands as a



testament to the creativity and dynamism of human expression, reminding us that the way we speak
reflects who we are and the times we live in.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue'?
The '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' is a lexicon compiled by Francis Grose that catalogs
slang and colloquial language used in England during the early 19th century.

Who was the author of the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue'?
The dictionary was authored by Francis Grose, an English lexicographer, and antiquarian.

What type of language does the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue' cover?
The dictionary focuses on slang, colloquialisms, and vulgar expressions, providing insights into the
informal speech of the time.

How has the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' influenced
modern slang?
Many of the terms and definitions in the dictionary have persisted or evolved into contemporary
slang, illustrating the continuity of informal language.

Is the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' still relevant
today?
Yes, it is often referenced for its historical insights into English slang and is studied by linguists,
historians, and enthusiasts of the English language.

What was the social context of slang during the time the '1811
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' was published?
The early 19th century in England was marked by social change, with slang reflecting class
distinctions and the evolving urban culture of the time.

Can you name a few terms from the '1811 Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue'?
Some notable terms include 'bamboozle' (to deceive), 'grog' (alcohol), and 'poppycock' (nonsense).



How is the '1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' organized?
The dictionary is organized alphabetically, with entries providing definitions, examples, and
sometimes etymological notes on the slang terms.
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