
Language & History

ISSN: 1759-7536 (Print) 1759-7544 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/ylhi20

Effable characters: the problem of language
and its media in seventeenth-century linguistic
thought

Kelly Minot McCay

To cite this article: Kelly Minot McCay (2024) Effable characters: the problem of language and
its media in seventeenth-century linguistic thought, Language & History, 67:2, 153-183, DOI:
10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957

Published online: 24 May 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 139

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 3 View citing articles 

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ylhi20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ylhi20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957
https://doi.org/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ylhi20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ylhi20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957&domain=pdf&date_stamp=24%20May%202024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957&domain=pdf&date_stamp=24%20May%202024
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17597536.2024.2311957?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ylhi20


Effable characters: the problem of language and its media 
in seventeenth-century linguistic thought
Kelly Minot McCay

History Department, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA

ABSTRACT
What did ‘language’ mean in seventeenth-century Britain? Was it 
prototypically oral, as most modern-day linguists will allow, or was 
‘language’ understood to encompass written and spoken forms in 
equal measure? This article launches those questions with an eye to 
the philosophical language schemes of John Wilkins (1614–1672) 
and George Dalgarno (c. 1616–1687). It challenges the assumption 
that early modern thinkers’ conceptions of ‘language’ referred exclu
sively to the oral and argues instead that both Wilkins, Dalgarno, and 
others in their orbit understood ‘language’ to encompass both oral 
and visual communication in a non-hierarchical way. Designing 
a philosophical language meant attending to both its written and 
its articulated forms, and both Wilkins and Dalgarno defended the 
potential of each medium to communicate thought directly, while 
grappling with the mundane problems that each one posed.
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The imprecise and depreciating way in which many linguists discuss writing 
systems is endemic in the field and has inevitably coloured linguistic historiogra
phy. But whatever modern prejudices may exist that relegate writing to 
a secondary status, perpetually and indebtedly in the shadow of speech, it is not 
a given that those views had their antecedent in the early modern imagination.1 

CONTACT Kelly Minot McCay kmccay@g.harvard.edu
*As the epicentre of this study is England, all dates given are in Old Style, as written on the archival documents 
themselves (unless otherwise indicated). When I have consulted the original documents directly, I provide citation for 
both the archival source (from which any transcriptions derive) and its edition.
1For succinct and up-to-the-minute introductions to the issue, see Cram and Neis (2018, 1–2) and Gorman and Sproat (2022). 

Classic critics of the paradoxical prioritisation of speech over writing are Harris (1980 and his following oeuvre) and Linell 
(2005 and his work before and since), both of whom assert that modern linguists are inheritors of a longer, intellectual legacy 
that, since Aristotle, has recognised writing as little more than a transcription of speech. More direct intellectual origins for the 
present prejudice against writing are Saussure ([1916] 1983), Bloomfield (1933), and Chomsky (1957), all influential works of 
the past century that position speech as a linguist’s primary object of study. That position has raised the hackles of certain 
contemporaries, who have argued that writing and speech are interdependent media (Abercrombie [1937] 1965; Bradley  
1913; McIntosh 1956, [1961] 1966; Uldall [1944] 1966; Vachek [1945] 1966, 1973) and, more recently, that writing is a tool of 
inherent linguistic analysis (Daniels 2013; Davidson 2019). Those linguists who have taken writing as their object of study 
(beginning with Gelb [1952] 1969 and most recently encapsulated by Meletis 2020) can attest to ongoing disciplinary 
prejudices (Meletis 2021). Within the spheres of philosophy, literary criticism, and cultural studies, Derrida ([1967] 2016 drew 
vocabulary from Gelb to subvert the secondary place of writing granted by Saussure, his structuralist successors, and his 
Enlightenment predecessors (namely Rousseau), but Derrida’s De la Grammatologie is not particularly well-regarded by 
linguists or linguistic historiographers. Harris, for example, concluded that Derrida’s interpretation of Saussure ‘is academi
cally worthless’ (2001, 188), and while many of his reviewers call Harris’s judgement uncharitable, they do not rush to 
Derrida’s aid (Matthews 2001; Sanders 2004).
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That is to say, just because modern synchronic linguists take speech as their 
primary object of study does not mean that their early modern counterparts did 
the same, nor that they too applied greater significance to the linguistic qualities of 
spoken language than to the written. To be sure, seventeenth-century statements 
that assert an inherent link between the words language and speech abound, 
particularly because of the etymological dependence of language on lingua, 
‘tongue’. So strong was this etymological influence that between the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries, the original form, langage (pronounced without 
the /w/), was orthographically hyper-corrected to follow the Latin model, first in 
writing and second (ironically) in speech.2 Robert Cawdrey’s Table Alphabeticall 
(1604) followed this etymology in his entry on ‘language’, defining it as ‘a tongue, 
or speech’ (sig. F3r) and no dictionary for a century thereafter – mono- or 
multilingual – differed in the basics.3 This is an adequate, if cursory, definition, 
and one typical of Cawdrey’s tip-of-the-iceberg approach to the then-nascent art 
of English lexicography.4 Cawdrey’s testimony should not, however, lead us to 
assume that the semantic range of the seventeenth-century term language – the 
word or the concept that it denoted – was entirely and exclusively captured in that 
unnuanced, four-word definition, that language in the early modern period 
referred only to matters of speech.

One need not read very far into recent linguistic historiography, however, 
to find precisely that presumption. Over the past few decades, several 
scholars have put forth the claim that early modern conceptions of language 
were restricted to the oral medium, and that writing had no place in 
linguistic work except as a subsidiary of speech.5 This is a bold suggestion 
that has been pitched as if it were a truism, irrespective of the fact that it is 
unlikely there has ever been a time when a word as ambiguous and figura
tively fruitful as language has been understood in a uniform way by every
one concerned, whoever that might be. In truth, the nuanced relationship 
between speech and script, as it was perceived by linguistic practitioners in 
early modern Europe (let alone wider populations), remains largely unstu
died. Amid the robust scholarship on orality and literacy, on the relation
ship between manuscript and print, even on the interdependence between 
written and spoken culture, there are two, simple, unasked questions: what 
did language mean to early modern thinkers, and how did they account for 
alternative modes of linguistic expression?

2Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Language’; Dobson ([1957] 1968, §421 n. 7, p. 983).
3I have confirmed this claim against various searches for ‘language’, ‘lingua’, and ‘langage’ on the Lexicons of Early 

Modern English database. For direct comparanda, see, Florio (1598, 205; 1611, 286); Cawdrey (1609, sig. F3v; 1613, sig. 
F3r; 1617, sig. F3r); and Cotgrave (1611, sig. Bbbivr). Bullokar (1616, 1621, 1641) and Phillips (1658) do not include the 
term.

4For a short and whimsical warning against reading Cawdrey with too much earnestness, see Gleick’s review of 
the edition of Cawdrey’s Table Alphabetical published by the Bodleian in 2007. For a less snarky account, see 
Simpson’s introduction to that very edition (esp. 21–7).

5Fleming (2017) and Maat (2004) are particular advocates of this view and their arguments are discussed in 
greater detail below.
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This question may be productively posed of the seventeenth-century figures 
who most merit the anachronistic label ‘linguist’.6 I am speaking, of course, of the 
so-called language planners, whose interest in constructing ‘artificial’ written and 
spoken languages a priori led them to set out a framework of linguistic conception 
that by requisite expanded upon the more cursory treatments offered by con
temporary lexicographers, grammarians, and language instructors.7 Those didac
tic treatments tell us much about the Humanistic foundations upon which the 
language planners built and remind us of the monopoly that Latin held over 
grammatical organisation (and, consequently, the grammars of both natural and 
constructed languages of the day). But being less ‘philosophical’ in scope, diction
aries and grammar books dwell less explicitly on the conceptual questions of 
communicative media than do the language planners’ manifestos.8 The most 
audacious of the language planners, with the support of some of the most well- 
known natural philosophers of the period (Bacon, Descartes, Newton, Boyle, and 
Leibniz, to name-drop but a few), aimed to circumvent the irrationality, impreci
sion, and inconvenience they observed in natural languages by devising a language 
anew, one based not on the backward-looking process of philological reconstruc
tion, but on a rational, forward-looking study of the natural world. In that spirit, 
the language planners laid out precisely what ‘language’ meant to them, and – by 
extension – the conceptual scope of language in wider scientific discourse. Those 
definitions, as stated and as deployed in both printed and manuscript sources, are 
clear and consistent: over and over again, the language planners tell us that the 
concept of language extended to the written and the spoken media alike, and that 
any hierarchy between writing and speech was built on practical utility rather than 
inherent superiority of one medium over the other.

In what follows, I present and analyse the meta-linguistic commentary of two of 
the most prolific language planners: Bishop John Wilkins (1614–1672), warden of 
Wadham College and co-founder of the Royal Society, and George Dalgarno (c. 
1616–1687), Aberdonian and Oxford-based school teacher of high birth but 

6The word ‘linguist’ has been in use since the 1580s, but until the early nineteenth century it described a skilled 
learner or practitioner of language, not a scholar as such. Hence the opaque definition of linguist in the 
dictionary companion to Wilkins’s Essay: ‘adj. Language. . .artist’ (sig. Kkk1v). As a result, there are both 
etymological and disciplinary reasons to shy away from using the terms ‘linguist’ and ‘linguistic’ of pre- 
modern thinkers (the latter outlined by Lewis 2007, 9). Even so, expunging the modern valences of ‘linguist’ 
and ‘linguistic’ in histories of pre-modern thought imply that those periods lack rigour or sophistication. Just as 
there is power in understanding the work of natural philosophers as ‘scientific’, there is power in referring to the 
work of language planners as ‘linguistic’, and I will do so (carefully) throughout this article.

7In contrast to the previous note, seventeenth-century language planners regularly employed the terms ‘artificial’ 
and ‘a priori’ to describe their inventions. ‘Artificial’ (as in, designed by human artifice) was used to contrast the 
invented language schemes with ‘natural’ languages, while a priori denoted a system whose vocabulary was 
derived from a ‘rational’, ‘reason’-based study of nature, rather than borrowings from pre-existing natural 
languages (this was, at least, the aim). For a succinct, theoretical-cum-historical discussion of a priori versus 
a posteriori language construction, see Okrent’s annotated bibliography of constructed languages (2013).

8This is not to disparage dictionaries or grammar books, merely to point out that their intentions are practical and 
their contents less prone to theoretical discussions of language, media, and the mind. On grammar- and 
language-teaching in early modern England, see: Schrire (2021, 2022) (on the material and cognitive aspects of 
grammar-teaching); Gallagher (2019) and Michael (1987) (on language instruction); Michael (1970) and Vorlat 
(1963) (for the development of grammatical categories); and Robins (1993); Gwosdek (2000, 2013); and Alston 
(1974) (for context and bibliography).
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pecuniary malcontent. Both developed their own artificial language schemes in 
the late 1650s and ’60s, and both published their projects in works which include 
explicit, philosophical overviews of how language works – that is, how people can 
accurately express their ideas to one another. While each espoused his own vision 
for a perfect language, both shared essentially the same linguistic framework, 
inherited from Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and echoed in contemporary dis
course. This essay makes some allusions to that wider source base, particularly 
the commensurate work by the fellow-language planners Francis Lodwick (1619– 
1694), merchant and Fellow of the Royal Society, and Cave Beck (1622–1706), 
Cambridge-educated Londoner and headmaster at Ipswich School, but their 
coverage here is secondary to Wilkins and Dalgarno.9

The word of two men with the means or the savvy to publish their passion- 
projects cannot, of course, be taken as wholly-representative of the linguistic 
attitudes held across country and class. They do, however, tell us something 
about the common linguistic perceptions held by the practitioners of the ‘New 
Science’ in seventeenth-century England. Mentions of both projects litter the 
Royal Society minute books and its members’ correspondence, and the resulting 
publications saw wide circulation, active readership, and popular 
commentary.10 Beyond what Wilkins and Dalgarno may tell us about the 

9For scholarly treatments of Lodwick, see Henderson and Poole (2009, 2011) as well as Salmon (1972). Most 
discussions of Beck appear as an ancillary to larger treatments on the language planners, but see Salmon [1976] 
1988 for a dedicated account.

10The minute books of the Royal Society record that on 29 October 1662, ‘Dr Wilkins was put in mind to prosecute 
his universall language’ (100); that on 13 April 1668 ‘The Council licenced Dr Wilkins his Book, entitled An Essay 
towards a Real Character and Philosophical Language’ (159); and that on 26 July 1699, ‘Sr John Hopkins 
proposed yt Dr Wilkins his Universal Character translated into Latin by Mr Ray, now in Dr Hook’s hands, should be 
printed’ (141). There is ample correspondence between and beyond members of the Royal Society relating to 
Wilkins’s and Dalgarno’s language schemes, best accounted for in Lewis (2007) and most comprehensively 
available in the edited correspondence of Henry Oldenburg (1965–1975) and digitised papers of Samuel Hartlib. 
For collected and edited correspondence relating to Dalgarno’s work, see Cram and Maat (2001, 415–430). 

On the reception of Wilkins’s Essay and the erudition of its target audience, see Lewis (2002, 139 and 145 note 28). The 
wide circulation of Wilkins’s Essay is apparent from the sheer number of surviving copies: 163, according to the English Short 
Title Catalogue. The physical and intellectual profile of Wilkins’s Essay, a 600-plus-page folio published by the Royal Society 
and adorned with wide margins and fine engravings throughout, gives it a much greater survival bias than Dalgarno’s slim, 
self-published octavo, so while the twenty-one extant copies of Dalgarno’s Ars signorum may, in contrast, seem rather paltry, 
it is nothing to be sniffed at. It can be presumed (and, in Francis Lodwick’s case, proven) that the language planners each 
owned copies of their competitor’s works (Henderson & Poole 2009), but the books circulated further afield, too. On 
30 August 1681, John Locke sent copies of both Dalgarno’s Ars signorum and his recently-released Didascalocophus (1680) 
from London to Nicolas Toinard in Paris, along with the recommendation that Toinard consult Wilkins’s Essay if he could 
read English. Ars signorum was by then twenty years off the press, and Locke could find only the one copy ‘in all the 
bookstores in London or Oxford’ (‘en touts les boutiques libraires à Londres ou à Oxford’). 

For examples of users’ annotations and engagement in Dalgarno’s Ars signorum, see the copy previously owned by John 
Wallis, who added an interlinear translation of the preface (written in Dalgarno’s proposed language) into English (Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, Savile Cc 18) and the copy owned by John Byrom in the eighteenth century but heavily annotated in 
a seventeenth-century hand (Manchester, Chetham’s Library, 3.F.4.2); for his Didascalocophus, see the lightly-annotated 
copy likely owned by the English Hebraist Samuel Barker (1686–1759) (Manchester, John Rylands Library, R172476). Wallis’s 
edition of Wilkins’s Essay bears similar signs of use (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Savile A 4), though the most heavily-annotated 
copies of the Essay I have come across remain those at the John Rylands Library in Manchester (SC3311D) and at the 
Newberry Library in Chicago (Bonaparte 11544). Fleming offers a thorough description of the eleven copies he consulted, 
and the annotations therein, in his discussion of how the Essay was read (2017, 214–217). 

Finally, on popular satire of the language planners, see Swift’s farcical description of the academics of Lagado in Gulliver’s 
Travels, who sought to do away with words entirely by having everyone carry around ‘Bundles of Things’, so that speakers 
might converse by brandishing about concrete objects, thereby avoiding any lexical ambiguity (1726, II.3.5, 75–79). For 
more on the intersection of constructed languages and literature, see Knowlson 1975.
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linguistic views of the educated elite, they remind us of something even more 
significant: that the presumed dichotomy between oral and written language is 
neither a pedantic point nor a matter of abstract theorising. In the seventeenth 
century, as in every century before and since, the spoken and written forms of 
a language each presented their own material challenges to learners and to users. 
Part of the task of devising an artificial language was innovating within those 
medium-specific parameters, and devising something that could be rendered 
audibly by a speaker, visually by a writer, and indeed economically by a printer. 

Scores of scholars and specialists throughout the early modern world 
were interested in language-planning, in England and beyond.11 At their 
most ambitious, these plans fantasised about a language in which every 
noun would encapsulate the innermost nature of the thing described, 
and syntax itself would imitate – even incarnate – the very structure of 
human thought. Such a language would redress the problem of Babel 
not by looking backwards to the Adamic language of Eden, but by 
bursting forward into the New Philosophy with an artificial, a priori 
language tailor-made for scientific description. Scholarly treatments of 
the language planners typically evoke this grand mission, dubbed 
a ‘philosophical language’, as the planners’ primary aim, yet even as 
some planners developed their schemes in that philosophical direction, 
they also embarked on many related projects that were modest only by 
comparison. These related projects included drafting ‘natural’ or ‘uni
versal’ phonetic alphabets, by which any language could be represented 
in a phonetically faithful way.12 And they included what some contem
poraries and modern scholars typify as ‘universal’ languages, which did 
not aim to capture the inner workings of the human mind (as the 
philosophical languages did), but rather to serve as an international 
auxiliary language.13

There is good reason to distinguish between these three efforts – the 
‘natural’, ‘universal’, and ‘philosophical’ – and to identify each with its 
own intellectual thread. Following Cohen [1954] 1992, we might associ
ate the first with early modern phonetics, the second with Baconian 
desiderata, and the third with Cartesianism, as a tidy way of organising 
what is in reality a messy and contradictory source base. But there is 
also good reason to take those projects together as strands of a single, 
linguistic impetus. After all, all three projects were prompted by the 

11Here I cite this very journal issue, in particular the contribution by Sean O’Neil. For a succinct and multilingual 
list of classic scholarship devoted to the language planners, see Lewis (2007), 2–4.

12See, for example, Wilkins’s ‘natural character’ (1668a), Lodwick’s ‘perfect universall alfabeth’ (1658, 1686 and 
two undated manuscripts), and William Holder’s ‘natural alphabet’ (1668a-b, 1669). On the idea that a single 
alphabet could be used to phonetically render any language, a notion which in the early modern period was 
quite new, see Cram (2018).

13For a classic account of these manifold linguistic projects and their mutual motivations, see Salmon [1966] 1988.
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same major motivations: to facilitate trade, disseminate and clarify 
religious doctrine, and simultaneously articulate and pursue 
a philosophy of nature. They shared more specific motivations, too, 
such as the desire to streamline language-learning and to standardise 
particular subjects (e.g. botany, music, or algebra). Moreover, the lan
guage planners themselves were interested in all of these ventures and 
more, and tackled them, with intermixed terminology, in the very same 
publications.

Different scholars have drawn various boundary lines between the 
language projects. The natural alphabets proposed by Wilkins and 
Lodwick are seldom reckoned with, while the universal languages of 
Lodwick and, in particular, Beck tend to be positioned as unwanted 
stepping-stones to the more prestigious philosophical schemes (an atti
tude well-motivated by contemporary slights, but which devalues their 
practical aim of appealing to the ‘unlearned’).14 Things become thornier 
at the level of philosophical languages, which in their design consist of 
a spoken form – which is written in alphabetical characters – and a ‘real 
character’ – a non-alphabetic writing system that was designed to 
represent meaning, rather than speech sounds. Historians such as 
Umberto Eco, Vivian Salmon, James Knowlson, Mary Slaughter, 
Robert Stillman, and Rhodri Lewis generally account for both forms 
within the category of the ‘philosophical’, and remain silent on the 
relationship between speech and writing. More recent work by the 
philosophers Maat (2004) and Fleming (2017) argues against such 
a conflation. To them, the key to understanding the universal language 
movement is to disambiguate between what were actually two discrete 
projects: the real character, on the one hand, and the philosophical 
language, on the other. Once these two projects are severed, their 
argument continues, we can see that the only linguistic project is that 
which the inventors actually call a ‘language’, and that the real character 
must be taken as something else.

Put another way, recent scholarship has concluded that the conjunc
tion that Wilkins placed between ‘a Real Character, and a Philosophical 

14The criticism most commonly associated with Beck’s invention was levelled by Dalgarno, who described Beck’s 
invention as ‘nothing else, but an Enigmaticall waye of writing ye English Language’ which ought not to have 
been published. Dalgarno’s ‘impartial Judgment’ (or, by his own label, ‘rash censure’) (Cram & Maat 2001, 417– 
418) appears not to have been shared by all. Nathaniel Fairfax, writing to Henry Oldenburg on 29 January 1667/ 
8, described Beck much more positively, as ‘a Divine of steddy reasonings, shrewd reaches, narrow searchings, 
[and] Mathematically given’ (Oldenburg 1965–1975, vol. 4, 123–126 and 335–338, here 125–126). Beck himself 
pitched his own invention as a ‘Mechanical’ alternative to Wilkins’s ‘incomparably performed’ scheme, more 
suited to the ‘Capacities of ye Vulgar’, for whom ‘natural Logick or Metaphysick’ was not a regular object of 
study. In a letter to Henry Oldenburg on 15 August 1668, he suggested that the two schemes coexist, and added 
that it would be ‘no hindrance to yt Philosophical Character nor no burden to ye world if mine were 
recommended as a Pocket Mercury to Travaylors’ (Oldenburg 1965–1975, vol. 4, 16–17). A month earlier, on 
17 July 1668, Nathaniel Fairfax had attested to Beck’s more humble intentions in another letter to Henry 
Oldenburg. On Wilkins as the ‘culmination’ of the language schemes, see Salmon [1974] 1988.
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Language’, in the title of An essay towards a real character, and 
a philosophical language, should be interpreted not as a congruency, 
but as a juxtaposition; a ‘Real Character’ cannot be a real language, 
because a language in the seventeenth-century mentality must be spo
ken, first and foremost. The real characters, Maat and Fleming posit, 
are crucially not languages. In treating them as if they were, Maat holds, 
modern scholars are ‘ignoring the basic distinction the term [“lan
guage”] was quite unambiguously used to express, and ascribing 
a sense to it which is wide-spread only among modern commentators 
misunderstanding the issues at stake’ (2004, 23). In the seventeenth- 
century context, according to Maat, ‘a language [was] primarily con
ceived as a system of sounds’, while ‘real characters [were] by definition 
unrelated to sounds’ (23). In this way, and largely on the basis of 
George Dalgarno’s rhetoric, Maat stresses the distinction between writ
ing and speech, carefully distancing ‘writing’ from what he calls ‘com
plete languages’.15

Fleming makes a similar argument on the basis of Wilkins’s Essay, 
stressing that the disambiguation between ‘character’ and ‘language’ is the 
very ‘point of Wilkins’s book’. In Fleming’s words, ‘A real character is 
precisely not supposed to be reducible to a language, in early-modern 
terms – and not in post-modern ones, either. Rather, the character is 
supposed to be a non-linguistic, or perhaps para-linguistic, system for 
doing the kind of intentional and communicative work that is normally 
done by language’ (6). By Fleming’s reasoning, the real character cannot 
be equated with a language because ‘The early-modern view of language 
is of something fundamentally oral’ (138). Fleming arrives at this con
clusion independently of Maat, and he pushes it with even greater 
conviction. In answer to the self-posed question, ‘Isn’t a real character, 
effectively, even inevitably, a language?’ Fleming responds: ‘No’. He 
acknowledges that the real character, and by extension writing, ‘bears 
certain relations to language’, and that ‘of course (oral) language can get 
written, as can the notions of the mind directly’ (138–139). But Fleming’s 
interpretation of the seventeenth-century mentality is firm and without 
exception: ‘[T]he period invariably thinks of the written word only as 
a secondary token of a normatively oral original’ (139). This is a big 
claim that begs justification, which Fleming provides via a series of 
examples in which the word ‘language’ appears alongside words such as 
‘tongue’ or ‘speech’, plus several more quotations in which contemporary 

15Maat’s first statements to this effect are gingerly addressed in his collaborations with Cram, in which both 
authors urge for a distinction and consideration of the relationship between writing and speech (1998; 2001, 
esp. 4–6). Maat’s single-authored monograph, Philosophical Languages in the Seventeenth Century (2004, 
developed out of his 1999 dissertation), takes a stronger stance (see 16, 19, 21, 42, and 44).
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writers distinguished between ‘words’ and ‘letters’ (138–141) – two more 
metalinguistic terms that merit careful examination.16

The method of plumbing written sources to see how often the word 
‘language’ was used interchangeably with ‘tongue’ does not tell us nothing, 
but it does not tell us much. What it does tell us, is that it is often difficult to 
be certain whether or not an author’s use of ‘language’ was intended to mean 
speech exclusively, or if it was used to refer to something all-encompassing, 
in direct contrast to speech. By way of example, let us turn to Francis 
Bacon’s Aduancement of learning (1605), an intellectual predecessor of the 
later language projects and hence the text which begins our inquiry into 
seventeenth-century linguistic frameworks.17

The pertinent passage begins with Bacon’s translation of Aristotle: 
‘Wordes are the Images of Cogitations, and Letters are the Images of 
Wordes’ (fol. 59r).18 By ‘Wordes’, Bacon (and Aristotle) referred to speech, 
and it was that very word which – to Bacon – falsified Aristotle’s claim. In 
the Aristotelian view, thoughts are represented by spoken words, their 
arbitrary and imperfect symbols, which are in turn approximated by letters, 
the even more arbitrary and imperfect particles used to represent 
a representation. By this account, letters are twice removed from thought – 
the sketch of an utterance of an idea. Bacon, however, disagreed with 
Aristotle’s emphasis on orality. To him, it ‘is not of necessitie, that 
Cogitations bee expressed by the Medium of Wordes [i.e. speech]’ (fol. 
59r). Bacon held that one could express one’s cogitations by any perceptible 
sense, and that just as the ear could make sense of sounds, the eye could 
glean meaning from gesture or from writing. For gesture, he cited commu
nication amongst the deaf and between hearing interlocutors who had no 
common language. For writing, Bacon drew upon contemporary theories of 
Egyptian hieroglyphs, which he took to be self-evident pictograms, and 
Chinese characters, which he described as ‘Characters reall, which expresse 
neither Letters, nor words in grosse, but Things or Notions’ (fol. 59r-v). In 
these cases, gesture and non-phonetic writing were not secondary modes of 
expression, but as closely affiliated with the mind as speech (and, in the case 
of the Egyptian hieroglyphs, perhaps a better representation of the mind 
than speech could ever match). But although Bacon acknowledged that 
writing could represent the mind directly, he was quite firm that the best 
kind of writing – the kind that ‘doe far excell all the other wayes’ (fol. 60r) – 
was not hieroglyphs or characters but the alphabet, which, to Aristotle’s 
point, was nothing more than a set of arbitrary images of speech.

16For a clear treatment of the convoluted meaning of ‘letters’, see Abercrombie [1949] 1965.
17Discussions of Bacon’s ideas of language and their influence on the language planners are to be found in 

practically all histories of the subject, but for a particularly robust discussion see Lewis (2007), 6–20.
18’‘Eστι μὲν οὖν τὰ ἐν τῇ φωνῇ τῶν ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ παθημάτων σύμβολα, καì τὰ γραφόμενα τῶν ἐν τῇ φωνῇ’. For 

a less ambiguous translation, consider that of Ackrill (1984): ‘spoken sounds are symbols of affections in the 
soul, and written marks symbols of spoken sounds’ (§1).
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Where ‘language’ falls in this Baconian framework is not entirely clear. 
Bacon employed the term sparingly and without definition. At times, 
‘language’ clearly corresponds to speech, as in his discussion of Chinese 
characters: ‘Countreys and Prouinces, which vnderstand not one anothers 
language, can neuerthelesse read one anothers Writings, because the 
Characters are accepted more generally, than the Languages doe extend’ 
(fol. 59r-v). Here, Bacon drew a meaningful contrast between ‘language’ and 
‘writing’, and the former could be substituted with ‘speech’ or ‘tongue’ 
without consequence. Earlier, however, when he describes the use of gesture 
‘in the Commerce of barbarous People, that vnderstand not one anothers 
language’, orality seems less integral to his point. Later in the text, when 
Bacon discusses ‘the Art of GRAMMAR’, one finds ambiguity not only with 
the word ‘language’, but with the ostensibly clear semi-synonym, ‘tongue’, 
by which Bacon apparently means something that can be both written and 
spoken:

the vse [of GRAMMAR] in another tongue is small: in a forreine tongue more: but 
most in such Forraine Tongues, as haue ceased to be Vulgar Tongues, and are turned 
onely to learned tongues. The duetie of it is of twoo Natures: The one Popular, which is 
for the speedie, and perfect attayning Languages, as well for intercourse of Speech, as 
for vnderstanding of Authors: The other Philosophicall, examining the power and 
Nature of Wordes, as they are the foot-steppes and prints of Reason. (fol. 60r-v)

To paraphrase, Bacon writes that grammar has varying degrees of utility for 
different kinds of ‘tongues’: it offers the least for one’s native language (where 
complex grammatical structures can be deployed fluently without systematic 
study), and it offers the most for non-native languages that have developed 
from a ‘vulgar’ vernacular into a language of learned discourse (e.g. Neo- 
Classical Latin). For such ‘learned tongues’, grammar has two primary func
tions: the popular, which facilitates language-learning at both the conversa
tional and written levels, and the philosophical, which invites a sort of 
language-based approach to Natural Philosophy that Bacon thought should 
be ‘a Science by itselfe’ (fol. 60v). But breezing by Bacon’s understanding of 
‘grammar’, we have here an instance in which the word ‘Languages’ encom
passes both ‘intercourse of Speech’ and ‘vnderstanding of Authors’, and 
therefore cannot only refer to the oral. In contrast, the word ‘tongue’, which 
we might reasonably assume has more to do with speech than with writing, 
quite clearly refers to both speech and writing – explicitly in Bacon’s very 
argument and implicitly through his tell-tale adjective ‘learned’.

These three examples are barely representative of Bacon’s wider terminolo
gical habits and shed no light on how anyone else used the term. What they do 
show, however, is that the lexicographical subtleties of ‘language’ are slippery; 
they vary within a writer’s own oeuvre, just as they varied from one writer to the 
next. We could search through an entire corpus of early modern English writing 
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to find and interpret every instance of the word ‘language’, but we would only 
be marginally closer to understanding contemporary views on the concept that 
the word denotes. For insight into early modern conceptions, we must instead 
turn to the larger frameworks with which seventeenth-century thinkers dis
cussed linguistic issues – frameworks that the language planners so readily 
sketched out and which were built on the back of Bacon’s own paradigms.

Indeed, when we revisit Bacon’s writings from a less philological perspec
tive, we find that regardless of his own terminological choices, the overarching 
framework he presents aligns rather tidily with what we might broadly call 
language today (as in, a formal system of communication, expressed through 
one or multiple media). Bacon labels his framework ‘the ORGANE OF 
TRADITION’, in which ‘ORGANE’ refers to the means (e.g. the ear or the 
eye) and ‘TRADITION’ refers to ‘the expressing or transferring our Knowledg 
others’ (fol. 59r). According to Bacon, ‘the ORGANE OF TRADITION is 
either SPEECH OR WRITING’, and he goes on to discuss how speech, 
gesture, and writing all serve as the physical filters by which we both receive 
and convey our thoughts. This, to me, is a linguistic framework, and the 
language planners seem to have agreed. 

Echoes of the Baconian framework can be found throughout seven
teenth-century linguistic writings, in books of a scholarly bent as in more 
entertaining tracts of wider appeal. Of the various works under discus
sion here, the earliest and most expansive rearticulation of Bacon’s 
framework was by Wilkins, not in his oft-cited Essay, but rather in his 
less-scholarly treatise, Mercury: or the secret and swift messenger (1641). 
By its author’s own admission, Mercury was a book written ‘not for the 
publique good’, but rather to ‘be salable’ (sig. A4v). Meant to appeal to 
‘the vanity of this age’, which Wilkins observed was ‘more taken with 
matters of curiosity, then those of solid benefit’ (sig. A4v), it was jam- 
packed with unusual and fantastical methods of secret communication. 
Wilkins’s recommendations included disguising a messenger as a sea 
monster (32), writing with glow-in-the-dark ink (41–42), devising 
a universal language of song (141–144), and various forms of cryptogra
phy by means of letter-substitution (48, 65–76).19 But in and amongst his 
marketable suggestions, Wilkins dwelt on a series of subjects – arguably 
just as fanciful – that signalled his ongoing interest in linguistic experi
mentation. These subjects included the ‘possibility’ and ‘benefit’ of ‘an 
universall Character, that may be legible to all nations and languages’ 
(105–110), communication ‘by signs and gestures’ (111–118) and – most 

19As an aside emblematic of the interconnectedness of Wilkins’s work with wider, language-related publications, 
it is worth pointing out that in his discussion of musical language Wilkins cited ‘Nuntius Inanimat’, the tonal 
language sung by the lunar residents in Francis Godwin’s The man in the moone (1638), produced by the same 
printer as Wilkins’s Mercury.
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pertinent to our present purposes – an overarching theory of language 
drawn from Bacon (‘our English Aristotle’) (10).

In Wilkins’s estimation, humans are born with a predisposition to 
language, just as they are born with a predilection for the arts and 
sciences (4). Bound as we are by our ‘Organicall bodyes’, which prohibit 
the direct exchange of ideas from one mind to another, we depend upon 
communication via our ‘corporeall instruments’, chief among them ‘The 
eare’ (for hearing) and ‘the tongue’ (for speaking), which together con
stitute ‘speech or language’ (1–3). Wilkins acknowledged that the ear and 
tongue were the most convenient vessel for immediate and localised 
communication, but he granted that the eye and hand were a close second 
and were the superior tools for communication across time and space. 
(Linguistic applications for smell and taste inspired less discussion among 
the language planners, but some did hypothesise forms of written and 
gestural language that would make use of touch).20 Wilkins presented 
three overarching ‘wayes of discoursing’: ‘By Speaking’, ‘By Writing’, and 
‘By signes or gestures’, each of which could express the mind directly or 
indirectly at one to two degrees of separation (14). For the sake of clarity, 
these will hereafter be referred to as THOUGHT (direct expression of the 
mind), WORDS (indirect expression of THOUGHT), and LETTERS (indirect 
expression of WORDS) – terms plucked from Wilkins but employed here 
with greater regularity. Speech, for example, could directly express 
THOUGHT through utterances that bore some relation to nature, such as 
onomatopoeia, but it most commonly expressed meaning at one degree 
of removal, through WORDS. Oral utterances could be further atomised 
into LETTERS when reduced to ‘inarticulate’ sounds, such as tempo or 
musical notes (which, incidentally, Wilkins also described as ‘a language’) 
(141–144, see also 131).

Writing ran in parallel. Like Bacon, Wilkins identified two forms of 
writing that directly expressed THOUGHT: Egyptian hieroglyphs, on the one 
hand (101–105), and a hypothetical ‘universall character’, on the other, 
which would not only ‘expresse things and notions’, but also ‘be legible to 
all people and countries, so that men of severall Nations might with the 
same ease, both write and read it’ (106). Unlike Bacon, Wilkins also held 
that writing could also be used to represent WORDS, and cited by way of 
example ancient and contemporary forms of shorthand, which he recog
nised were ‘now so ordinary in practice’ that he ‘shall not need to set downe 
any particular example of it’ (97–100, here 98–99). Shorthand certainly 
needed no introduction in mid-seventeenth-century England (McCay  
2021), but the claim that it was more representative of WORDS than LETTERS 

is curious, as the most productive application of seventeenth-century 

20See Dalgarno’s discussion of haptics (‘haptology’) in Didascalocophus (pp. 31, 87–90).
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shorthand did defer, at least in part, to phonology. However, it completed 
Wilkins’s matrix and apparently required no further discussion. At the other 
end of the spectrum sat alphabetical writing, which corresponded to LETTERS. 
Letters, more than any other form of linguistic expression, dominated 
Wilkins’s cryptographic manual, which – true to its genre – devoted the 
majority of its chapters to various forms of letter substitution. As Bacon had 
posited four decades previously, and as European cryptography manuals 
had been suggesting for a century and a half before that, the potential to 
substitute a set of already-arbitrary letterforms with other arbitrary marks 
(e.g. different letters, graphemes, scripts, as well as torches, smoke signals, or 
indeed anything that can be distilled down to a binary) is effectively infinite. 
This kind of cryptography added yet another level to the scheme: CODES, the 
deliberately oblique representation of LETTERS. At a three-degree remove 
from THOUGHT, cryptographers such John Falconer (another adherent of 
the Baconian Framework, though a sceptic of the philosophical language 
project), maintained a meaningful distinction between the encryption of 
letters and the translation of languages.21 Language, it seems, did have its 
conceptual limits, and for some, CODES crossed that boundary.

A quarter-century later, that same linguistic framework – and that same 
emphasis on writing systems – lay at the heart of Wilkins’s Essay. He held, 
yet again, that people ‘communicate their thoughts to one another’ through 
‘The External Expression of these Mental notions’, either with ‘the Ear by 
Sounds’ or with ‘the Eye by any thing that is visible, Motion, Light, Colour, 
Figure; and more particularly by Writing’. Wilkins maintained that reason
able people are alike in mind, and if everyone could ‘generally consent upon 
the same way or manner of Expression, as they do agree in the same Notion, 
we should then be freed from that Curse in the Confusion of Tongues, with 
all the unhappy consequences of it’. His stated mission was to remedy the 
problem of Babel by designing ‘one Language and Character to be 

21In his Cryptomenysis patefacta (1685), Falconer’s overarching depiction of language echoed Wilkins’s framework 
at every turn: ‘The way of Communicating our Thoughts’, Falconer wrote, ‘is reckoned threefold; or, there are 
three means of Converse, viz. By SPEAKING, by WRITING, or by SIGNS and GESTURES. Words are, or ought to be 
the Picture of Conceptions, as Letters are the Images of Words, the Tongue speaks to the Ear, but the Gesture to the 
Eye’ (118). While greatly indebted to Wilkins’s Mercury, Falconer’s framework ought not to be read merely as 
obsequious parroting of his sources, but as an espousal of the same linguistic construct. Elsewhere in his book, 
Falconer hotly disavowed the language planners’ efforts, suggesting that they concentrate their energy on 
reconstructing the Adamic language or else – if the goal was secret communication – learn ‘some of the Eastern 
Languages’ or retire into a corner and converse in whispers (126–127). 

When it came to the relationship between codes and language, Falconer was quite firm on the fact that 
decipherment and translation were two separate processes, and that to conflate them was a ‘Fallacy’ (sig. A7v). 
He maintained that translation is an art, decryption an equation, and the former cannot be achieved by merely 
following the algorithmic instructions on a key (118–124). Deciphering unknown languages may give a person 
motivation to learn those languages – ‘a desire of understanding the meaning of what is so Decyphered, and 
Desire (joyned even with a Superficial knowledge) a Facility of attaining it’ – but no more (sig. A7v). Recent 
scholarship has emphasised that most early modern cryptographic manuals in England and the Continent did 
more than treat the alphabet as a platform for limitless permutation, and that they also encouraged and 
revelled in multimodal creativity, personalisation, and language play (Ellison 2014; Grafton 2023, 74–79, 141– 
147). But the conceptual boundary between language and encryption (variously and ambiguously referred to as 
‘code’, ‘cipher’, or ‘steganography’ by writers in the period) appears firm.
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universally learnt and practised’, and – for lack of a ‘Universal Monarchy’ 
that could mandate its use – to ‘invite and ingage’ the reader to learn it, 
themselves (20).

To do so, Wilkins embarked on three tasks, presented in a deliberate 
order: First, he drew up an extensive vocabulary, enumerating all ‘things or 
notions’ that his language would need so as to be ‘full and adæquate’, avoid 
any redundancies, and fall into a regular pattern (20). This he called his 
‘Universal Philosophy’ (297). Second, he laid out the morphological and 
syntactic rules that described how his vocabulary combined together to 
form meaningful sentences. This, he called his ‘Philosophical’ or ‘Natural 
Grammar’ (sig. D1r, 297). Third, he described how those sentences should 
be expressed, or as he put it, ‘the most convenient marks or sounds for the 
expression of such names or words; whether by writing, Orthography; or by 
speech, Orthoepy’ (298).

If a reader wished to render the words speech or writing in Wilkins’s 
scheme, they would turn to his Universal Philosophy, in which they 
would discover that the two most relevant terms, ‘articulate sounds’ and 
‘Figures representing either words or things’, are tethered together as 
a pair under the heading: ‘the several wayes of expressing . . . mental 
Conceptions’ (235).22 Terms having been located, readers would then 
turn to the tricky task of expressing them, whereupon they would find 
that by Wilkins’s own recommendation, they should first render them in 
the real character and – only as a secondary task – render them in 
alphabetical and spoken fashion. ‘[I]t may seem’, Wilkins acknowledged, 
that speech, not writing, should serve as the natural starting place, on the 
grounds that speech came first (‘men did first speak before they did 
write’) and formed the basis for phonetic writing (‘Writing is but the 
figure of Articulate sound, and therefore subsequent to it’) (385). 
Wilkins’s system, however, operated in reverse. He urged his readers to 
learn to write before learning to speak, reasoning that ‘in order of Nature 
there is no priority between these: But voice and sounds may be as well 
assigned to Figure, as Figures may be to Sounds’ (385). Wilkins priori
tised the written above the spoken not because he believed that one is 

22The full classification scheme is as follows. 
Genus IX, ‘the Predicament of Action’ 

> Difference II, ‘CORPOREAL ACTION’ 
> Species III, ‘The Corporeal ACTIONS peculiar to Men, or the several wayes of expressing their mental 
Conceptions’, 

‘Articulate sounds’, and 
‘Figures representing either words or things’. 

It is worth noting that the entry for ‘SPEAKING’ contains twenty-six alternative terms, which together emphasise 
the orality of speech far more than its linguistic nature. The terms, in full, are: ‘talk, utter-ance, mentioning, 
Elocution, pronounce, express, deliver, Prolation, Spokes-man, effable, voluble, fluent, say, tell, mutter, mumble, 
jabber, jargon, vein, Grammar, Rhetoric, Oratory, Eloquence, Prolocutor, nuncupative, by word of mouth’ (235).
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subordinate to the other – the two media were philosophically tanta
mount – but out of pedagogical concern. As he explained:

To proceed from the Language to the Character, would require the learning of both; 
which being of greater difficulty, than to learn one alone, is not therefore so sutable to 
that intention of ingaging men by the Facility of it. And because men that do retain 
their several Tongues, may yet communicate by a Real Character, which shall be 
legible in all Languages; therefore I conceive it most proper to treat of this in the first 
place, and shall afterwards shew how this Character may be made effable, in a distinct 
Language. (385)

In other words, the real character was sufficient; it could be learned and used 
on its own, whereas the spoken form could not be learned without reference 
to the writing system. Only after teaching the real character did Wilkins 
proceed to matters of pronunciation, which was crucially a matter of how 
‘this Character may be made effable’ (385) – speech derived from writing, 
rather than writing derived from speech.

Of course, in many of the quotations cited above and throughout his 
Essay as a whole, Wilkins did describe his ‘Real Character’ in contra
distinction to his ‘Philosophical Language’. Even if he made clear that no 
natural hierarchy exists between them, such segmentation certainly repre
sents a dichotomy – the same dichotomy that some scholars map onto 
written versus oral media. Yet even that is an uncomfortable parallel, for 
neither his real character nor his philosophical language belong exclu
sively to one medium or the other. What Wilkins calls his ‘Philosophical 
Language’ consists of a two-part scheme, both spoken and written (in 
a modified Latin alphabet), so it hardly involves orality in isolation. Nor 
is it entirely accurate to sever Wilkins’s real character from the oral 
medium, as certain types of words were specifically meant to be written 
phonetically. ‘[P]roper Names’, for example, ‘are to be expressed only by 
a Literal Character [i.e. with letters], according to our English pronuncia
tion’ (408). In Wilkins’s own example specimens, real characters are 
interspersed with names such as ‘Mary’ and ‘Pontius Pilate’ (404, 408), 
as well as the word ‘amen’ (395, 403), all written in his phonetic 
alphabet.23 More to the point, there is no clear linguistic difference 
between Wilkins’s real character and his philosophical language – no 
difference in morphology, lexicon, semantics, or syntax. Both are based 
on the same Universal Philosophy. Both follow the same Philosophical 
Grammar. To assert that one is a language and the other is not is like 
saying that a paint-by-numbers can be considered ‘Artwork’ only if it is 

23Proper nouns posed a conundrum for many of the language planners. Beck (1657a) excused them from his 
universal character entirely and allowed them to ‘be writ in the usual letters’ on the basis that they ‘sound and 
signifie very like to all Nations’ (10, see too 34). Lodwick took a creative approach in his Common writing, 
suggesting first that a real character be constructed from the proper noun’s etymological root, second that it be 
based on the character or quality of the proper noun, and third (should all other options prove ‘too tedious’) 
that the proper noun should simply be written in the ‘ordinary character’, as in Beck’s system (1647, 10).
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coloured in with fine oil paints and not if it is completed with crayon. It 
is a judgement that may accord with preconceived ideas, but has no 
bearing on the underlying image or composition. 

While Wilkins found it useful to maintain a terminological distinction 
between his ‘Philosophical Language’ and his ineffable ‘Real Character’, others 
in his orbit took a different approach. George Dalgarno, to whose scattered 
publications and manuscripts we turn now, offers just such a counterpoint. As 
Dalgarno’s status and sagacity as a language planner has only recently been 
recognised, he and his work warrant a more expansive introduction than 
Wilkins, though it is fair to say that in the seventeenth century, too, Wilkins’s 
name and work saw greater circulation and credence than Dalgarno’s. He was 
neither Bishop, college warden, nor founding member of the Royal Society, but 
he was son to the laird of Peithill in Kinkell and husband to Margaret Johnston, 
a fellow Aberdonian and daughter of the poet, physician, and rector Arthur 
Johnston (c. 1579–1641).24 Word of Dalgarno’s noble parentage circulated 
amongst his southern colleagues, as did his apparent fall from fortune.25 

While in Oxford, Dalgarno made a point of his poor personal finances, citing 
them as one of many reasons why interested scholars ought to donate to his 
efforts (1661, sig. A4v–A5r).26 In this fundraising, he found some success: in 
1658, 1660, and 1661, Dalgarno published three separate lists of patrons in two 
promotional broadsides (he put out several) and his first book, Ars signorum 
(1661), which included the names of some fifty-six patrons ‘by whose Nursing 
care’ his efforts were ‘preserved from proving abortive’.27 His sponsors included 
Robert Boyle (1627–1691), several heads of Oxford colleges, the University of 
Oxford itself, and fellow-language planners Lodwick and Wilkins, all of whom 
apparently donated no less than one pound and no more than ten (1661, sig. 
A8v).28 Between 1657 and 1659, Dalgarno wrote to John Pell (1611–1685), 
William Brierton (1604–1661), and Samuel Hartlib (c. 1600–1662), ‘the most 

24My thanks to David Cram for the details of Dalgarno’s biography beyond those presently published in the 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.

25In a letter from Faustus Morstyn to Samuel Hartlib on 10 April 1657, Morstyn describes Dalgarmo’s adequate 
position in society (‘Est natione Scotus, genere nec Nobili, nec prorsus ignobili ex generosis enim (ut asserit) 
parentibus satus’) and paints a romanticised view of Dalgarno’s pecuniary position: ‘He is of a virile age, is in 
somewhat strained circumstances, and has a lively intellect whose acuteness has been whetted by poverty, that 
sister of a good mind’ (‘ætatis est Virilis, sortis tenuis, vegeti ingenij, cuius vires maximè acuit bonæ mentis soror 
paupertas’).

26In the spirit of fundraising, Dalgarno convinced Richard Love, Master of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, to 
sign his name to a broadside testifying to the dexterity, rationality, and modesty of Dalgarno and his ‘artificial 
new language’, ending with a pointed comment that it would be ‘a thousand pitties’ should Dalgarno not be 
able to complete his project ‘for want of help at home’ (‘Broadsheet 4’ in Cram and Maat 2001, 113–116, here 
115).

27‘Broadsheet 4’ and ‘Broadsheet 5’ in Cram and Maat (2001, 113–135, quotation on 116). The number of patrons 
declines across the three lists: in 1658 (‘Broadsheet 4’, 116), Dalgarno lists fifty names in print and manuscript; in 
1660 (‘Broadsheet 5’, 118), there are thirty-four; in Ars signorum (1661, sig. A8v), there are thirty-one. Twenty- 
seven of the names appear on all three lists, twenty-one appear on only one, and eight appear on two.

28There were other, less generous donors, Dalgarno tells us later, but due to ‘the restricted space available in the 
present booklet’, their thanks had to await another venue (‘Broadsheet 5’, 135).
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singular promoter of Scholastick designes, that this Nation doth affoard’, in 
a bid for promotional support.29 None of their names were included on his lists, 
but Dalgarno did advertise that anyone interested in learning his art could 
report to ‘the center of all useful and solid Learning, Mr. Samuel Hartlibs house, 
near Charing-Cross over against Angel Court’ (that was not where Dalgarno 
lived, but he assured readers that that is where one could ‘learn where to finde’ 
him).30 All told, Dalgarno’s Ars signorum, the book in which he finally outlined 
his language scheme, was preceded by five promotional broadsides, in Latin and 
English, promising a language of unsurpassed concision, rationality, learnabil
ity, and general perfection. Such excessive self-promotion read to some as all 
talk and little action: on 25 June 1659, Henry Oldenburg wrote to Samuel 
Hartlib: ‘If Mr Dalgarnos papers speake only of his dessein for an universal 
caracter, wthout particularising the manner thereof, I think, it will be no news to 
me; and I have more confidence in Dr Wilkins for ye compassing it to usefulnes, 
yn in any other’. While Wilkins’s ready citation of his colleagues in the Essay 
alludes to the well-documented, collaborative nature of his work, Dalgarno’s 
subscription lists, character references, and pointed name-dropping do more to 
signal that his scheme was verified and validated by respectable authorities – or, 
at least, that he would like the reader to think it was.

Dalgarno’s hustle for patronage did not, however, stop him from publicly 
disagreeing with those same figures when he saw fit. Wilkins, who in 1658 had 
been Dalgarno’s dinner companion and philosophical sounding-board, dis
agreed with Dalgarno’s prioritisation of concision over comprehensiveness, 
and suggested changes to his language scheme that Dalgarno ‘forsaw would 
prejudice the deseign much and me more in the profite I promised myself 
from it’. Within the year, Dalgarno and Wilkins parted ways: ‘Hence followed 
a perfect and declared breach of judgment, though not of friendship’. Without 
Wilkins in his corner, Dalgarno found himself suddenly without sponsorship 
and unjustly excised from the ongoing discourse.31 So he published yet 
another promotional broadside, this one the most vainglorious of all, and in 
1661 he finally self-published his Ars signorum, or, in full (and in translation): 
The art of signs; or, a universal character and philosophical language, by means 
of which speakers of the most diverse languages will in the space of two weeks be 
able to communicate to each other all the notions of the mind (in everyday 

29Dalgarno to Hartlib, 20 April 1657; to Pell, 26 December 1657; to Brierton, 17 February 1658; to Hartlib, 
20 May 1658, and 3 November 1659. All are edited in Cram and Maat (2001), 417–427, quotation on 417.

30Cram and Maat, ‘Broadsheet 3’, 2001, 111.
31Cram and Maat, ‘The Autobiographical Treatise’, 2001, 358. By Dalgarno’s account: ‘All my former and great 

hopes and expectations for a reward of my labours were almost quite defeated. Both Scholars and benefactors 
fell off; some civilly excusing themselves that they would come in, some to learn, others to put to their 
encouraging hand, when they should see the deseigne established by the approbation of learned men’ (358– 
359). When John Owen, the person who had first introduced Dalgarno to Seth Ward and thence to Wilkins (356), 
published a brief account of the universal character in his defence of the Bible, he made no mention of Dalgarno 
by name (apparently believing Dalgarno to have abandoned his efforts) and credited only Wilkins as having 
brought the language ‘to perfection’ (1659, 277), a citation slight that Dalgarno noted with ire in his 
autobiography (359).
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matters), whether in writing or in speech, no less intelligibly than in their own 
mother tongues. Furthermore, by this means also the young will be able to 
imbibe the principles of philosophy and the true practice of logic far more 
quickly and easily than from the common writings of philosophers.32

There are two points worth emphasising about this brief biography. First, 
it serves as a reminder that while the philosophical languages of Wilkins, 
Dalgarno, and others were published under a single name, they were the 
result of ongoing communication and debate among some of the most 
celebrated natural philosophers of seventeenth-century England. As such, 
there is good reason to judiciously extend the linguistic views of the authors 
to the linguistic views of their friends and colleagues, allowing works like 
Wilkins’s Mercury, Essay, and Dalgarno’s Ars signorum to shed light on 
a broader set of England’s intelligentsia than just those two thinkers. Second, 
Dalgarno’s biography reminds us that, collaborative as the language projects 
might have been, they were also in direct competition with one another. 
Dalgarno, for one, saw and indeed used his language project as a means of 
social and fiscal advancement, and Wilkins was a help until he became 
a threat to Dalgarno’s ambitions.33

Given that Dalgarno and Wilkins did not agree on the scope or 
structure of their language projects, the fact that they did agree on 
their underlying linguistic framework is all the more significant. 
Dalgarno, too, described the soul’s dependency upon the ‘Inferior 
faculties of the senses’ (citing, as did Wilkins, the ‘corporeall’ incum
brance of ‘bodies’), not only in his published tracts, but in his promo
tional broadsides and unpublished manuscripts. He, too, granted 
priority to ‘the eare and the eye’, the former gaining knowledge ‘by 
the signes of variously and artificially modulated sounds’ and the latter 
‘from the like artificial variation of figures, which for the most part are 
not the immediate signes of things and the conceptions of the mind, 
but of sounds and words’.34 Dalgarno agreed with the classic line of 
thinking that alphabetical letters ‘are nothing other than signs of signs, 
i.e. of sounds, and thus necessarily secondary to the former’.35 But he 
held that other, older forms of writing had no such hierarchy: ‘It seems 

32Unless otherwise noted, translations of Dalgarno are from Cram and Maat 2001.
33For all that Dalgarno maintained that he and Wilkins remained friends, Dalgarno had little trust in his former 

colleague. In a letter on 3 November 1659, Dalgarno asked Hartlib to keep him abreast of any developments in 
the schemes of ‘Comenius, Sir Tho. Urquhart my Contrie man, or Dr Wilkins, who, if he publish anie thing he 
deales neither ingeniously nor justly with me & I feare if he attempt anie thing on this subject he shal have small 
credit of it’ (Cram and Maat 2001, 426–7).

34Cram and Maat, ‘Broadsheet 2’, 2001, 90. See too Dalgarno’s treatment of the subject in Ars signorum: ‘As 
knowledge is transferred from one person to another by the instrument of the ear by means of sounds, so it is 
also by the instrument of the eye by means of figures’ (‘QEmadmodum scientia transfertur a homine ad 
hominem per organum auris, mediantibus sonis; sic etiam per oculi organum mediantibus figuris’) (1661, 12).

35‘hæ enim nihil sunt aliud qam Signa Signorum, id est sonorum; adeoqe illis necessario posteriora’ (1661, 2). For 
more on Dalgarno’s attitudes towards Aristotle, see his commentary ‘On Interpretation’ (Cram and Maat 2001, 
391–408).
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no less certain that the use of characters, such as immediately represent 
both things themselves and the notions of the mind, was known long 
before this’.36 In his most succinct words: ‘Language . . . consists both in 
sounds and figures, being that sole and great way of conveyance of the 
passions and affections of the mind’.37

As Wilkins did, Dalgarno often used the word ‘language’ as 
a synonym for speech, and regularly described the written and oral 
forms of his invention as ‘the Character’ and the ‘language’, respec
tively; hence Maat’s interpretation that the latter term referred exclu
sively to the spoken medium. But Maat’s choice to translate the Latin 
‘lingua’ into the English ‘language’ – rather than the equally suitable 
‘tongue’ or ‘speech’ – in his and Cram’s edition of Dalgarno’s Ars 
signorum, exacerbates, or at least exaggerates, the terminological ambi
guity. Take, for example, Dalgarno’s passage: ‘ego enim nullam aliam 
differentiam agnosco inter qemvis Characterem (Arte) excogitabilem ad 
communicandum, & Linguam’ (15), or, as rendered in the edition: ‘I 
recognize no other difference at all between any character whatsoever 
that can be devised (by art) for the purposes of communication, and 
a language’. If Dalgarno indeed saw no difference between them, then 
surely his intention was to place writing (character) and speech (lingua) 
in non-hierarchical unity, not to paint the two as virtually identical, 
while reserving the status of ‘language’ for speech, alone.

Passages where Dalgarno abstains from ‘lingua’ altogether press the 
point: ‘It should be carefully noted that the art of audible signs and 
visible signs is one and the same’, Dalgarno wrote.38 Elsewhere: ‘it is no 
less natural for man to communicate by figures than by sounds, both of 
which I claim to be natural to man; although whether one writes with 
these figures or others, and whether one speaks with these words or 
others, is entirely arbitrary’.39 Some two decades later, Dalgarno reca
pitulated the same linguistic framework in his Didascalocophus, or, the 
deaf and dumb mans tutor (1680), this time in English. There too, he 
distinguished between ‘Vocal Signs’ and signs written ‘by the Hand in 
Characters’, which he glossed as ‘a Language spoken’ and ‘a Language 
written’ (1–2). In this later work, Dalgarno’s interests had developed 
beyond the pursuit of a philosophical language and alighted instead on 
the education of the pre-lingually deaf, or, as Dalgarno put it, ‘how 
a language may be attained by Reading and Writing, when it cannot be 
attained by Speaking and Hearing’ (101). Here, again, we find 

36‘nam non minus certum videtur usum Characterum, qatenus Rerum ipsarum & mentis Conceptuum immediate 
significativi sunt, ante hanc prius longe cognitum fuisse’ (1661, 2).

37Cram and Maat, ‘Broadsheet 2’, 2001, 90.
38‘Hic diligenter est advertendum qod eadem sit Ars signorum audibilium & visibilium’ (1661, 13).
39‘est qod non nimus naturale sit homini communicare in Figuris qam Sonis: qorum utrumqe dico homini naturale; 

licet Scribere has vel illas figuras, vel loqi has vel illas voces, sit omnino ad placitum’ (1661, 2).
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a seventeenth-century actor describing language as a communicative 
superstructure, manifesting through the incidental media of speech 
and writing, but no more intimately tied to the former than the latter.

Dalgarno’s definition of language as encompassing both speech and writing 
is especially indicative given his insistence that the philosophical language 
should be vocalised – or, as Dalgarno framed it in his autobiographical 
treatise, ‘to make this Dumb Character vocal by turning it into a Language’ 
(2001, 359). This phonological emphasis came to be Dalgarno’s principal 
selling point, and the primary way that he distanced himself from his collea
gues and competitors.40 Whereas Dalgarno saw others striving towards a real 
and silent character (Characterem Realem & Mutum) and baulking at the 
notion of a spoken language (Lingua), Dalgarno recognised that ‘the art of 
sounds and figures is one and the same’.41 To others’ worry that inventing 
a new spoken language would merely contribute to the problem of 
Babel, Dalgarno responded that a real character was itself a language, 
in principle no less effable than any other writing system. Whether the 
real character was written phonetically or ideographically was immater
ial. Dalgarno held that all writing systems could be pronounced, real 
characters no less than alphabets: ‘no one can produce an art of com
municating by figures where the principles underlying the characters are 
not equally applicable to sounds’.42 And as all writing systems could be 
pronounced, any real character was just as much a language – and just 
as much a contribution to Babel – as any form of speech, no matter 
whether it was written by real character or by alphabet. As Dalgarno 
wrote in his autobiographical manuscript: ‘every Language written to 
every man is a real Character’ (2001, 381), or, as he put it in Ars 
signorum: ‘Would not the reader of this book consider that I am 
communicating my thoughts to him in a mute character, since he is 
not hearing my words? Yet it must be admitted that this character is 
effable’.43

40This juxtaposition of ‘this Dumb Character’ and ‘Language’ would seem to support Maat’s argument for their 
distinction, were it not for the fact that in the same manuscript and elsewhere, Dalgarno described his dumb 
character as a ‘Language’ in its own right. While discussing his initial plans for his character in his autobio
graphical treatise, Dalgarno recounted how ‘the body of Language, by which I understand the commone 
notions of familiar and ordinary intercourse and dayly use in vita communi, secluding terms of Art and the 
numerous species of Natural bodies, might be exhibited both Dictionary and Grammar upon one face of a sheet 
of paper’ (355). Earlier, in his 1658 broadsheet, ‘News to the whole World’, Dalgarno testified that ‘The Art 
hereof, shall not only rest onely in a dumb Character, but by the same Rules it shall be made effable, in distinct 
and dearticulate sounds’ (2001, 109). In other words, Dalgarno acknowledges that his ‘Dumb Character’ was 
never, in fact, ‘Dumb’, and could be pronounced from the outset.

41‘pauci apprehendant Artem Sonorum & Figurarum esse omnino eandem’ (1661, 14).
42‘Cum tamen nemo Artem communicandi per figuras tradere potest, qin eadem Characteris præcepta sint eadem 

ratione sonis applicabilia’ (1661, 13). See too his later point on p. 15: ‘whatever can be expressed in figures can 
by the same method equally well be expressed in sounds’ (‘qicqid præstari potest in figuris, idem eadem Arte 
præstari potest in sonis’).

43‘An non qi legit hunc librum, habet me ipsi communicantem animi mei sensa in Charactere Muto; non enim 
audit meas voces? Sed dicet, hic Character est effabilis’ (1661, 14). See also Dalgarno’s discussions of the literacy 
of the deaf in his autobiographical treatise (2001, 381) and Didascalocophus (all, but esp. 1–2, 7, 52).
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Dalgarno’s next line of reasoning, which took him a step beyond Wilkins, was 
that if all writing systems were effable, the writing system he developed for his 
language project might as well be transparently so – that is, written alphabeti
cally, in a ‘universal’ (phonetic) character rather than a ‘real’ character.44 

Dalgarno knew that rejecting the very quality that made real characters such 
a new and singular enterprise (res novas & raras) would not be well-received by 
a readership inveigled more by the idea of logographic writing systems than the 
mundanity of speech, but he claimed that his choice was for the benefit of his 
learners; it eliminated the need for them to learn any characters beyond those 
‘that are already known to all the peoples of Europe’.45 My own interpretation is 
that Dalgarno’s choice to abscond from a real character and render his artificial 
language in pre-existing letterforms was motivated in part by the expense he 

Figure 1. An example of George Dalgarno’s philosophical language in use, in the dedication of 
his Ars signorum (1661). Unlike the ‘Real Characters’ proposed by Wilkins, Dalgarno’s design 
required no special types. It was composed instead of alphabetical characters whose letterforms 
were already on hand for a printer and whose phonetic values were already familiar to a learner. 
Image courtesy of Beinecke Library, Yale University, 2009 1694, sig. A2r. Photo by the author.

44As Dalgarno put it in his autobiographical treatise: a real character ‘layes a double burden upon the memory by 
obliging it to learn two distinct words for one thing’ (Cram & Maat 2001, 363). In 1677, Robert Plot remembered 
this shift from ‘dumb Character’ to ‘a Language’ as the crux of Dalgarno’s innovation, agreeing that the resulting 
system had ‘this advantage over any Character, that we may use our known Alphabet to express it, whereas in 
a Character the figures must be new’ (283).

45‘Characteres prius noti omnibus Europæ populis’ (1661, 16).
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would have personally incurred had he rendered them any other way. Dalgarno, 
who so frequently complained of his finances, published Ars signorum at his own 
expense (‘sumptibus authoris’), and the fees involved in cutting and founding an 
entire font would have been an exorbitant add-on. Certainly, it would have been 
convenient for the learner to not have to memorise new letterforms, but it was 
also convenient and cost-efficient to build an alphabet from the fonts an average 
London-based printer already had to hand. Typographically speaking, the Ars 
signorum posed no real problems for its printer (Figure 1), whereas Wilkins’s 
Essay called not only for a suite of folio-size engravings, but also the cutting and 
casting of bespoke metal type and woodcuts for his real character and natural 
alphabet (Figure 2) – an extravagance that had struck a death knell for similar 
graphically ambitious works before.46 

According to the linguistic framework that Wilkins and Dalgarno agreed 
upon, the medium in which their artificial languages were presented was 
immaterial. Whether through the ear or through the eye, the same THOUGHTS 

were being expressed through the same, philosophical vocabulary and 
grammar. The irony, however, is that the medium does matter, and matters 
of phonology and typography are not insignificant aspects of an artificial 
language scheme.

Figure 2. The Lord’s Prayer written in John Wilkins’s real character. John Wilkins organized the 
cutting of a new font designed specifically for his Essay (1668). Each word was composed of a 
series of metal types, meant to abut each other so closely as to form a single, uninterrupted 
string of multiple sorts, which together represented a concept, rather than an utterance. In 
contrast, the characters in his phonetic alphabet (here, the final two full-height characters in the 
last line), appear to be rendered with individual woodcuts rather than reduplicative metal type 
cast from a matrix.  
New Haven, Beinecke Library, Yale University, F43 +W65 copy 2, p. 395.

46The component parts of Wilkins’s real character were cut by Joseph Moxon (1627–1691), Royal Hydrographer 
and future F.S.R., who is thought to have used Wilkins’s work to justify his first forays into type-founding (Mores  
[1778] 1961, 34; Davis and Carter 1978, 357, 364–5). On the printing of Wilkins’s Essay, see Lewis (2002) as well 
as Dolezal and Risvold (2018). Cf. Lodwick, whose unpublished shorthand manual had been halted at the press 
in 1650 due to his inability to procure woodcuts (Morian to Hartlib, 21 January 1650 [N.S.]). A century prior, John 
Hart had reeled back his plans for a reformed alphabet so that it could be more cheaply committed to press (his 
initial plans involved a custom font in imitation of secretary hand, but he eventually settled for an expanded set 
of italic letterforms) (1551, 225; 1569, sig. K4v). For more on the trends and challenges of committing unusual 
letterforms to print, see Lucas (1999, 2000, 2018).
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The manner in which the artificial language schemes were rendered in print, 
and the difficulty of doing so, has not yet been given its due by modern scholars, 
but was surely a decision of great consequence for the inventors. Lodwick, 
whose artificial language scheme, A common writing (1647), was the first to be 
put to press, took a leaf from contemporary shorthand manuals and rendered 
his characters with a set of custom-made woodcuts). These showed not only the 
characters themselves, but their proportions and how they were to be joined 
together ‘for the more comlynesse of the writing’ (25). Beck, who published his 
Universal character ten years later, took a different approach, and crafted his 
language out of a combination of Arabic numerals and Latin letters. The result, 
he claimed, was a writing system that ‘wil fright no Eye with an unusual shape’ 
(sig. B1v), as well as one that posed no special challenges for his printers, 
Thomas and Anne Maxey. Beck’s publication, however much it may have 
been scorned by his peers, did boast the singular feat of being published in 
more than one language (English and French), and he proffered an open 
invitation to ‘any forreigners, [who] shall please to Publish this Character in 
their own Countries, in their Native Tongues’ (34). There were many reasons 
why no one took Beck up on his offer, but typographical concerns will not have 
been among them. In the case of Wilkins’s and particularly Lodwick’s systems, 
however, printers would have had more reason for pause.

Just as the choice between a real character or an alphabet impacted 
a system’s learnability, and just as the printability of that writing system 
impacted the language’s dissemination, so too did the elegance of the 
writing system impact the user’s experience. All four language planners 
wanted a writing system that would look the part, whatever that might 
mean. Lodwick wanted his writing to be ‘comly’. Beck wanted one that 
was not frightening. Dalgarno’s was meant to be as simple as possible, with 
‘elegant and uniform’ figures and ‘no trailing tails or protruding apexes’.47 

Likewise, Wilkins described his ideal letterforms as ‘simple and easie’, 
‘distinguishable’, ‘Methodical’, and of course, ‘comely and graceful for the 
shape of them to the eye’ (1668, 386). These qualities were not mere vanity. 
They were the properties of a good and well-regarded writing system, and in 
an age where sweeping stereotypes could be levelled against entire speaking 
communities on the basis of the solemnity, size, harshness, or grace of their 
orthography – all under the guise of good scholarship – any writing system 
that was not up to scratch was liable for criticism and ripe for reform.48

47‘sicut delectum feci sonorum simplicissimorum & maxime euphonicorum; sic etiam Characteres erunt simplicis
simi & figura [sic] pulchræ & uniformes: nullæ erunt caudæ dependentes, nulli apices eminentes’ (1661, 17).

48Indeed, Wilkins levelled criticism of his own on the look and function of other writing systems: ‘The Hebrew 
Character, as to the shape of it, though it appear solemn and grave, yet hath it not its Letters sufficiently 
distinguished from one another, and withall it appears somewhat harsh and rugged. The Arabic Character, 
though it shew beautiful, yet is it too elaborate, and takes up too much room, and cannot well be written small. 
The Greek and the Latin are both of them graceful and indifferent easie, though not without their several 
imperfections’ (1668, 14).
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Speech was no different. Lodwick, Dalgarno, and Wilkins all attempted to 
build their phonological systems out of the sounds that they believed were 
the most easily articulated by everyone, regardless of one’s native 
language.49 This is, of course, easier said than done. To do so, all three 
found themselves immersed in the budding field of phonetics, typified by 
William Holder (1615/6–1698) and his magnum opus, The elements of 
speech (1669). All three took great care to describe how each sound in 
their language scheme should be pronounced, and Lodwick and Wilkins 
went so far as to design entire phonetic alphabets whose graphic forms were 
meant to represent the manner and place of articulation of each speech 
sound, unbeholden to the Latin letterforms. These phonetic alphabets were 
not meant to displace pre-existing writing systems; rather, they were meant 
to assist language learners, to help students learn to read, and to improve 
clarity in scientific discourses such as theirs. But just as their writing systems 
were meant to be both functional and elegant, their ideal phonology would 
not only be easy to pronounce but pleasing to the ear. It was here, at the 
point of articulation, that the philosophical ideals of each language planner 
were acutely put to the test.

Lodwick, in his Groundwork (1652), simply made no attempt to regulate 
the pronunciation of vowels or the syllable-boundaries in his artificial 
language, allowing the user to produce them ‘at pleasure . . . as he shall 
please’. All lexical and grammatical information in his system was instead 
concentrated at the level of the consonants, which he explained was simply 
the only way forward if the goal is a universally pronounceable language: 
‘Our reason for this liberty is, that from the vowels have proceeded the 
greatest variations of Languages, whose force therefore in this Language we 
advise to be abated’ (14). Beck, for whom pronunciation was a very low 
priority, took a different approach. His character was pronounced simply by 
spelling it out loud in English: so the noun ‘father’, which in his universal 
character was written ‘p2477’, was pronounced ‘pee tofosénsen’ (‘p’ indi
cates a substantive noun, ‘2477’ refers to the numbered entry for ‘father’ in 
Beck’s dictionary). Even with such a simple system, Beck made allowances 
‘for Euphony sake or the better sound’. ‘3’ (pronounced ‘tre’) and ‘8’ 
(pronounced ‘at’) could be abbreviated to ‘re’ and ‘a’ for assimilation 
purposes, ‘which liberty is usually taken in all languages’ (sig. M7r).

Given this state of play, it is not difficult to see why Dalgarno and Wilkins 
thought they could improve upon prior systems. But for all their efforts to 
express THOUGHT as clearly and directly as possible, they each found 

49This idealistic goal was curbed for practical concerns (the harder the language, the less likely it was to be taken 
up and disseminated), and in reality all language planners privileged the Anglophone and Latinate worlds 
above all others, not only in phonetics and orthography, but in lexicon, grammar, etc. Dalgarno, for one, was 
pleased with the idea that if his system did take off, certain Anglophone aspects would be felt by all ‘as a badge 
of its origine’ (Cram & Maat 2001, 383), and therefore hesitated little over his decisions to, for example, default 
to the English norm in cases such as weights and measures (1661, 89–90).

LANGUAGE & HISTORY 175



phonology to be an unforgiving filter. For Dalgarno, elegance and clarity 
were rooted not in euphonic expression, but in logical expression. He had 
little time for ‘poets and writers of romantic fiction’, whom he considered to 
be the ‘most pernicious enemies of the state’ (72–73), and ‘what are called 
rules of elegance and adornment’, Dalgarno declared, ‘should rather be 
called rules of absurdity’ (68). The rules dictating his language were the 
rules of philosophy and nature, and ‘no one can speak ornately and elegantly 
in this language, and fashion discourse in it, unless he is a good logician who 
knows how to resolve it into its parts’ (68). That said, Dalgarno nevertheless 
‘chose sounds that will be the simplest and most euphonical’ (17), and he 
included a rule allowing the ‘servile letter’ i to be inserted absolutely any
where, to enhance the euphony of a word or sentence at the user’s plea
sure (73).

Wilkins made no such concessions, but his rigid adherence to his philo
sophical framework jarred with the malleable nature of speech. After much 
discussion of the phonological make-up of English, European languages, 
Native American languages, and even Japanese, Wilkins settled on thirty- 
four phonemes for his artificial language, which he decided were 
‘Euphonical, of a pleasant and graceful sound’ (414). He then set out 
a series of instructions detailing how precisely the lexical and grammatical 
features of his language were to be phonetically realised. This section is 
a minefield; consonants and vowels are assigned to his philosophical cate
gories semi-arbitrarily, while semantic, morphological, and syntactic inflec
tions are largely represented by subtle tweaks to the vowels’ position and 
quality. The result is an uncompromising phonology in which the most 
meaningful distinctions between words are the most minimally represented. 
A coherent utterance in Wilkins’s artificial language had to be articulated 
perfectly – no consonant or vowel could be out of place or mispronounced, 
lest the intended meaning be entirely mangled. Wilkins’s words for ten and 
one hundred, for example, were ‘pobαl’ and ‘pobαr’, a ten-fold difference 
expressed through two liquids that are famously challenging for non-Indo- 
European-language speakers. The words for a thousand ‘pobαm’ and 
a million ‘pobαn’ were identical in all but the final consonant, which were 
both nasals, while the difference between one million ‘pobαn’, two million 
‘poban’, and three million ‘poben’ came down to the vowel in the second 
syllable.

Phonological precision is, of course, important in all spoken languages, but 
natural languages typically allow for some degree of flexibility and are not 
rendered thoroughly incomprehensible by natural language processes such as 
assimilation, dissimilation, transposition, or indeed typos (see, for example, 
Wilkins’s misprint of Barley for Tulip in his philosophical language, described 
in Eco 1995: 249, as well as nonsensical typos of his real character identified by 
Lewis 2002, 141–142). Wilkins was well aware of such processes, just as he was 
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aware of the various ‘pronunciation of several Nations’ (1668, 380), and of the 
fact that even at an individual level, ‘the same words, when spoken slowly and 
treatably, and when tumbled out in a rapid precipitate manner’, may in fact be 
pronounced with ‘great difference’ by a single speaker (380). Small wonder he 
recommended his readers to begin with a study of the real character. His was 
a language ill-suited to the spoken medium.

Whether it is in accommodating the means of a printer or speaker, 
lessening the burden on a learner, or achieving certain aesthetic character
istics, the design of a written or spoken language involved particular, 
practical choices that pertained specifically to the medium of expression. 
Speech and writing did not represent an abstract dichotomy, but raised 
practical issues that the language planners thought about, wrote about, and 
struggled with.

Consequently, we as scholars must contend with them too. This begins by 
developing an appreciation of the theoretical linguistic frameworks at play. 
And it ends with a consideration of the functional assets and limitations 
inherent to written and spoken forms of language. Both steps require us to 
be wary of mapping the linguistic paradigms and practical considerations of 
one period or tradition onto another, and to recognise that within a given 
intellectual milieu, different thinkers will likely hold a panoply of perspectives 
and conceptions. The evocation of Aristotle or indeed Bacon in a seventeenth- 
century English text did not mean, for example, that the linguistic framework 
of either thinker was being adopted wholesale, no more than a reference to 
Wilkins by one of his contemporaries would imply that the writer was 
uncritical of Wilkins’s invention. Nowhere is the independent thinking of 
linguistic practitioners more on display than in the language planning move
ment. In this paper I have touched on four different schemes, with emphasis 
on just two, and each one differs enormously from the others in both written 
and spoken forms, to say nothing of their underlying grammatical and 
philosophical structures. And yet for all of their differences, the works of 
Dalgarno and Wilkins both express the firm belief that both the written and 
the spoken word can serve as a direct conduit to the mind.

In language, as in all subjects, it is the duty of the intellectual 
historian to first grapple with the particular views of individual histor
ical actors before making large-scale claims about theoretical norms. 
Recent scholars’ claims that early modern conceptions of language were 
limited to the oral have thus far skimmed the surface of both steps: too 
quickly settling upon the views of the individual and overconfidently 
extending that interpretation to the wider context. Earlier scholars’ 
disengagement with the very question of what ‘language’ meant as 
a concept may well have sowed the seeds for this misunderstanding; if 
we do not engage with the concepts at hand, then we are liable to 
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interpret them according to our own intellectual context, that is, 
according to how ‘language’ is treated by linguists, today.
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