
a dictionary of catch phrases eric partridge

a dictionary of catch phrases eric partridge is a seminal work in the study of idiomatic expressions and
colloquial language. This authoritative dictionary meticulously catalogs the origins, meanings, and
historical contexts of countless catchphrases that have permeated English-speaking cultures. Eric Partridge,
a renowned lexicographer and philologist, compiled this collection to provide readers and researchers with a
comprehensive resource that explains how these phrases came into common usage. The dictionary is widely
respected for its detailed etymologies and insightful commentary, making it an indispensable reference for
linguists, writers, and enthusiasts of the English language. In this article, we will explore the significance of
Eric Partridge’s dictionary, its structure, key features, and its lasting impact on the study of catchphrases.
The following sections offer a detailed overview of the dictionary’s content and its relevance to language
studies.
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Overview of Eric Partridge and His Work

Eric Partridge was a distinguished British lexicographer and philologist known for his extensive contributions
to English language studies. Born in 1894, Partridge specialized in slang, idiomatic expressions, and the history
of English words. His deep interest in language led him to create several influential dictionaries, with a
dictionary of catch phrases eric partridge being one of his most notable achievements. Partridge’s expertise in
etymology and his methodical approach have made his works a trusted source among scholars and language
enthusiasts alike. His dictionary not only compiles catchphrases but also traces their origins, thus
illuminating the evolution of English idioms over time.

Partridge’s Lexicographical Approach

Partridge employed a rigorous research methodology, drawing from literary texts, newspapers, and oral
traditions to authenticate the usage of catchphrases. His approach emphasized historical accuracy and
linguistic precision, which set his dictionary apart from more superficial compilations. By providing dates,
sources, and variations of each phrase, Partridge ensured that readers could understand the development and
cultural significance of catchphrases within different contexts.

Structure and Content of the Dictionary

The dictionary is organized alphabetically, featuring thousands of entries that cover an extensive range of
catchphrases from various periods. Each entry includes the phrase itself, a definition or explanation, and a
detailed etymology. The dictionary also provides illustrative quotations from literary and everyday sources
to contextualize the idioms. This comprehensive structure makes it easy for users to navigate and discover the



rich histories behind familiar expressions.

Types of Catchphrases Included

Eric Partridge’s dictionary encompasses a wide array of catchphrases, including:

Common sayings and idiomatic expressions

Slang and colloquial terms

Proverbs and proverbial phrases

Catchwords from popular culture and historical events

Political and military slogans

This broad inclusion allows the dictionary to serve as a versatile tool for understanding language as a
living, evolving entity shaped by social and cultural influences.

Significance of Catchphrases in Language and Culture

Catchphrases are a vital aspect of language, reflecting societal norms, humor, and collective experiences.
They often encapsulate complex ideas in concise, memorable forms, which contributes to their popularity and
longevity. The study of catchphrases reveals how language adapts to changing cultural landscapes and how
phrases can carry historical or emotional weight.

Role in Communication and Identity

Catchphrases function as linguistic shortcuts that facilitate effective communication and foster group
identity. They can signal membership within a community or social group and often serve as markers of time and
place. Eric Partridge’s dictionary highlights these dimensions by showing how certain phrases emerge from specific
historical moments or subcultures and then enter wider usage.

Notable Catchphrases Explained

Within a dictionary of catch phrases eric partridge, many well-known expressions are analyzed in depth,
revealing surprising origins and evolutions. Understanding these phrases enriches one’s appreciation of language
and enhances interpretive skills.

Examples of Iconic Catchphrases

“Bite the bullet” – Originally a reference to soldiers biting a bullet during surgery without anesthesia,



symbolizing enduring pain bravely.

“Break the ice” – Derived from the practice of ships breaking ice to clear a path, now meaning to initiate
social interaction.

“Caught red-handed” – Tracing back to Scottish law, indicating being caught in the act of wrongdoing
with clear evidence.

“Rule of thumb” – Historically linked to approximate measurement techniques, now meaning a general
principle based on experience.

“Saved by the bell” – Originating from boxing, where a fighter is rescued from defeat by the bell signaling
the end of a round.

Each explanation includes historical references and literary citations that help trace the phrase’s journey from
its origins to modern usage.

Impact and Legacy of the Dictionary

Eric Partridge’s a dictionary of catch phrases remains a foundational resource in lexicography and the study
of English idioms. Its influence extends beyond academic circles, impacting writers, educators, and translators
who seek authoritative insights into phraseology. The dictionary’s meticulous documentation has preserved
many expressions that might otherwise have been lost to time, ensuring their continued relevance and
understanding.

Continuing Relevance in Modern Linguistics

Despite changes in language and communication styles, the dictionary’s approach to documenting catchphrases
continues to inform modern linguistic research. It serves as a model for compiling and analyzing idiomatic
expressions, emphasizing historical context and usage. As language evolves, Partridge’s work provides a
valuable benchmark for comparing contemporary phrases with their predecessors, illustrating the dynamic
nature of English.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' by Eric Partridge?

It is a comprehensive reference book compiled by Eric Partridge that explains the origins and meanings of English-
language catchphrases and idiomatic expressions.

When was 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' by Eric Partridge first published?

The first edition was published in 1977.

What kind of phrases does Eric Partridge's dictionary cover?

The dictionary covers popular catchphrases, idiomatic expressions, proverbs, and sayings used in everyday
English.



Why is Eric Partridge's 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' considered
important?

Because it provides detailed historical background and explanations for many commonly used phrases, helping
readers understand their origins and usage.

How is 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' organized?

The dictionary is organized alphabetically, with entries that define, explain, and trace the historical
background of each catchphrase.

Who was Eric Partridge?

Eric Partridge was a renowned New Zealand-born British lexicographer and etymologist, known for his works
on English language and slang.

Can 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' by Eric Partridge help in understanding
modern slang?

While primarily focused on established catchphrases and idioms, it provides valuable insights into the
evolution of language, which can aid in understanding some modern slang.

Is 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' by Eric Partridge available in digital
format?

Yes, some editions and excerpts of the dictionary are available in digital formats, including eBooks and online
archives.

How can 'A Dictionary of Catch Phrases' by Eric Partridge be useful for
writers and linguists?

It serves as a valuable resource for writers and linguists by offering historical context and precise meanings
of phrases, enhancing their use of language and understanding of cultural references.

Additional Resources
1. Dictionary of Catch Phrases: British and American, from the Sixteenth Century to the Present Day by Eric
Partridge
This classic reference work by Eric Partridge offers an extensive collection of English catch phrases, tracing
their origins and usage from the 16th century onward. It provides fascinating insights into the cultural and
historical contexts that shaped these expressions. The book is an essential resource for linguists, writers, and
anyone interested in the evolution of everyday language.

2. Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable by Ebenezer Cobham Brewer
A comprehensive compendium of phrases, idioms, and cultural references, this dictionary explores the origins and
meanings behind numerous expressions and sayings. It often complements Partridge’s work by providing
mythological, literary, and historical backgrounds that enrich the understanding of catch phrases. Its broad
scope makes it invaluable for understanding the stories behind language.

3. The Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms by John Ayto
This authoritative dictionary presents a wide range of English idioms and catch phrases, explaining their
meanings and origins with clear examples. It is particularly useful for learners and enthusiasts of English who
want to grasp idiomatic expressions in context. The book also highlights regional variations and historical



developments.

4. Slang and Euphemism: A Dictionary of Oaths, Curses, Insults, Ethnic Slurs, Sexual and Scatological
Expressions, and Metaphors by Richard A. Spears
Focusing on the more colorful and informal side of language, this dictionary examines slang and euphemisms,
many of which have become popular catch phrases. It provides detailed descriptions and historical backgrounds,
revealing how these expressions reflect social attitudes and taboos. The book complements Partridge’s
dictionary by delving into the vernacular aspects of language.

5. Catchphrase Origins: The Stories Behind the Sayings We Use Every Day by Nigel Rees
This engaging book uncovers the surprising and often humorous origins of everyday catch phrases. It is designed
for a general audience, making linguistic history accessible and entertaining. Readers will discover how
cultural events, literature, and famous personalities have contributed to the phrases we commonly use.

6. Green’s Dictionary of Slang by Jonathon Green
A monumental work dedicated to slang from all English-speaking countries, this dictionary traces the
development and popularization of informal expressions and catch phrases. It provides etymologies, examples,
and historical notes that highlight the dynamic nature of language. This book is a valuable companion to
Partridge’s dictionary for those interested in the informal registers of English.

7. The Concise New Partridge Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English by Eric Partridge and Paul Beale
An updated and more compact version of Partridge’s original works, this dictionary covers slang, catch
phrases, and unconventional English expressions. It reflects changes in language up to the late 20th century
and includes contemporary usage. The book is handy for quick reference and study of colloquial English.

8. Idioms and Phrases: A Pocket Reference by Richard Spears
This pocket-sized guide offers clear definitions and explanations of common idioms and catch phrases used in
everyday English. It is an accessible tool for students, writers, and language enthusiasts who want to
enhance their understanding of figurative language. The concise format makes it ideal for quick consultation.

9. The Routledge Dictionary of Modern American Slang and Unconventional English by Tom Dalzell and Terry
Victor
Focusing on American English, this dictionary provides detailed entries on slang and catch phrases that have
shaped contemporary speech. It includes cultural references and historical context to explain how these
expressions emerged and evolved. This resource complements Partridge’s British-centered dictionary by offering a
transatlantic perspective.
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