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Preliminary reflections on a philosophical language: a
study of John Wilkins’ Mercury: or the secret and swift
messenger
Joseph L. Subbiondo
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ABSTRACT
In An Essay towards a Real Character, and a Philosophical
Language (1668), John Wilkins (1614–1672) invented a real
character, an artificial language, to express his philosophical
language. The Essay was a culmination of Wilkins’ long-term
analyses of the interrelationships among language, commu-
nication, science, and learning. His lesser known publication
on language, Mercury: or the Secret and Swift Messenger
(1641), was Wilkins’ earliest published study of these inter-
relationships. The real character and the philosophical lan-
guage that Wilkins presented in his Essay were far more
advanced than any artificial language he surveyed in
Mercury. His was the most comprehensive real character
and philosophical language published to date as Wilkins
attempted to represent and communicate the ever-expand-
ing knowledge emerging from the new science. Moreover, he
intended that his philosophical language remedy the imper-
fection of natural languages that he believed were caused by
the Biblical ‘confusion of tongues.’ Mercury provides Wilkins’
initial published observations regarding the nature of lan-
guage as well as the types and roles of artificial languages
from antiquity to his day. It reflects his forward-thinking
understanding of language early in his career; and it foresha-
dows his continuing development of a philosophical
language.
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Introduction

In An Essay towards a Real Character, and a Philosophical Language
(1668), John Wilkins (1614–1672) produced the most comprehensive
philosophical language of the seventeenth century (see Shapiro 1969;
Knowlson 1975; Salmon 1979; Slaughter 1982; Strasser 1988; Subbiondo
1992a, Stillman 1995; Maat 2004; Lewis 2007; Poole 2017). In an age in
which scholars were challenged by Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and Rene
Descartes (1596–1650) to rethink the acquisition, classification, and commu-
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nication of knowledge, the Essay stands as a landmark response. It serves as
the apex of Wilkins’ life-long scholarly pursuit to invent a language that
integrated religion, science, communication, and education. It overshadows
his many and diverse works, including his first publication on language,
Mercury: or the Secret and Swift Messenger: Showing how a man may with
privacy and speed communicate his thoughts to a friend at any distance (1641).

Wilkins’ development of his real character and philosophical language
with their origins in Mercury continues to contribute to our understanding
of the history of seventeenth century linguistics as exemplified by James
Dougal Fleming (2016), Klaudia Łączyńska (2016) and William Poole
(2017). In her illuminating introduction to a reprint of the third edition of
Mercury, Brigitte Asbach-Schnitker notes ‘AlthoughWilkins did not present
a complete theory of language and communication in Mercury, he had
already begun to develop the concepts that he elaborated in later years’
(1969, 46). Jaap Maat echoes Asbach-Schnitker regarding the relationship
between Mercury and the Essay: ‘Although the Essay is the result of
Wilkins’s carrying out the plan outlined in the Mercury, it is clear that
whereas the early proposal considered only the provision of a new medium
of international communication, the Essay is aimed in addition to create
a language which represents knowledge.’ (2004, 145). He persuasively adds,
‘Though the schemes are justifiably distinguished, it would however be
erroneous to overlook the continuity in them.’ (2004, 145–146).

In addition to its relevance to the Essay, Mercury contributes significantly
to our knowledge of seventeenth-century cryptography. As David Kahn
maintains in his extensive landmark study of secret languages, The Code-
Breakers: The Comprehensive History of Secret Communication from Ancient
Times to the Internet (Kahn 1967),Mercury is ‘A succinct volume, very well
grounded in the classics . . . ’ He acknowledges that Mercury is ‘The first
book in English on cryptography,’ and that Wilkins ‘introduced the words
cryptographia (“secrecy in writing”) and cryptologia (“secrecy in speech”)
into English’ (155). WithMercury, Wilkins established himself an authority
on the theories and practices of artificial languages. As Hans Aarsleff aptly
states, ‘ . . .Mercury is not merely a practical guide in the use and decoding of
ciphers, but a broadly based discussion of the means of communication, or
what today would be called semiotics’ (cited in Subbiondo 1992a, 12).

Wilkins’ reflections on secret languages influenced and foreshadowed his
concepts and strategies regarding the role of a real character in a robust
philosophical language – a project that he would bring to realisation
27 years later in the Essay. Asbach-Schnitker persuasively argues, ‘It is
well known that the tradition of cryptography and stenography played an
important role in the formation of real characters’ (1984: xi). In his com-
prehensive study of the relationship of cryptology and universal language
projects in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Gerhard Strasser (1988)
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refers extensively to the philosophical language of Wilkins in general, and to
Mercury in particular. Moreover, Klaudia Łączyńska (2016, 78) has convin-
cingly proposed that by asserting in Mercury the inability of natural lan-
guages to precisely represent reality, Wilkins ‘seems to provide a crucial
insight into the seventeenth-century paradigm shift, affecting the ways of
understanding and describing the world.’

As we shall see, Mercury provides us with an intellectual portrait of the
young Wilkins in which we see his ideas germinating regarding the nature
and role of a universal character and a philosophical language. It is a work
that reveals the depth of Wilkins’ inquiry about the nature of language and
his familiarity with sources extending back to antiquity. As Rhodri Lewis
insightfully points out, ‘linguistics had not yet been theorised into a topic of
study as it would be understood from the nineteenth century onwards, and
Wilkins was indubitably breaking a measure of new ground’ (2017, 193).

John Wilkins, biography

Wilkins was born in Fawsley, England, matriculated at Magdalen-Hall,
Oxford, and entered the clergy upon graduation. In 1648, he was appointed
Warden of Wadham College, Oxford; and in 1659, he was named Head of
Trinity College, Cambridge, a position that he held until the Restoration of
Charles II in 1660. In 1656, he married Robina French, sister of Oliver
Cromwell (1599–1658). Following his political dismissal from Trinity,
Wilkins returned to London and Oxford where he was a principal leader
in the movement to establish the Royal Society. In 1668, he was consecrated
Bishop of Chester, a position that he held until his death in 1672.

Wilkins, a prolific scholar, wrote on a variety of traditional and non-
traditional subjects that were at the leading (and often controversial) edge of
seventeenth-century European thought. For example, in 1638, while only in
his mid-twenties, Wilkins published his first work, ADiscovery of aWorld in
the Moone. In this treatise, Wilkins demonstrated his facility to explore
unconventional content without sacrificing scholarly rigour, an approach
that became his signature trait throughout his career. In Discovery, Wilkins
championed the Copernican view of the universe; and he documented his
thorough knowledge of the emerging new science of his day. As Shapiro
(1969, 38) affirms, Wilkins provided ‘the most influential English defense of
Copernican astronomy in the second half of the seventeenth century.’ In his
excellent chapter in a recent collection of essays on Wilkins, Feingold
documents Wilkins’ adept introduction of Copernican theory as he ‘artfully
presented his arguments in such a way so as not to appear to rely wholly on
Copernican authors’ (2017, 23). Similarly, Avxentevskaya (2015) examines
Wilkins’ effective popularisation of Copernicanism.
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In 1641, Wilkins published Mercury in which he linked science with
communication. His depth of scientific inquiry and his skill in communi-
cating it were further documented in 1648 in Mathematical Magick; or, the
Wonders That May be Performed by Mechanicall Geometry, in which
Wilkins formulated, exemplified, and celebrated the evolving experimental
method.

In 1646, Wilkins wrote the first of his many celebrated treatises on
theology, prayer, and preaching: Ecclesiastes: or, a Discourse of the Gift of
Preaching as it Falls under the Rule of Art, followed by A Discourse
Concerning the Beauty of Providence in all the Rugged Passages of it in
1649, and Discourse Concerning the Gift of Prayer in 1651. The following
collections were edited posthumously by John Tillotson (1630–1694),
a renowned orator and Wilkins’ son-in-law: Of the Principles and Duties
of Natural Religion in 1675 and Sermons Preached upon Several Occasions in
1682. John Gellibrand edited Sermons Preached upon Several Occasions
before the King at Whitehall in 1677.

Wilkins published his monumental Essay in 1668, a work in which he
integrated the dominant themes of his scholarship – religion, communica-
tion, education, and science – and drew on the scientific research of his
colleagues in the nascent Royal Society. For Wilkins, a philosophical lan-
guage was based on a philosophy of nature in which experimentation led to
knowledge. His philosophical language was expressed in the symbols that
comprised his real character, a freestanding system designed to clearly
communicate without the misunderstandings caused by the imperfections
of natural languages. By having his symbols directly code semantic entities
(or what Wilkins referred to as ‘things’ and not ‘words’) instead of lexical or
phonetic features of an existing language, Wilkins maintained that his
philosophical language educated its users; as they decoded the semantic
parts of the ‘thing,’ they would learn the ‘thing’ (for a study of the relation-
ship between Wilkins’ language and education, see Subbiondo 2001).

Introduction to mercury

Wilkins dedicated Mercury to Lord George Berkley (1601–1658) whom he
served as chaplain. In his dedication, Wilkins connected artificial languages
with his study of theology: ‘If your Lordship please to execute this boldness,
and to vouchsafe this Pamphlet a shelter under your favourable patronage,
you shall thereby encourage me in those higher studies, which may be more
agreeable to that relation, wherein I stand, as being your Lordships servant
and Chaplain’ (1641: no page number). While Wilkins describedMercury as
the ‘fruit of my leisure studies,’ he maintained that it was ‘a testimony of my
readiness to serve you in those sacred matters, to which I devoted my more
serious hours’ (ibid.).
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In ‘To the Reader,’ Wilkins pointed out that he had become interested
in artificial languages after he read a ‘little pamphlet . . . Nuncius
Inanimatus [1629], commonly ascribed to a late Reverend Bishop; wherein
he affirms, that there are certain ways to discourse with a friend, though he
were in a close dungeon, in a besieged city, or a hundred miles off’ (ibid.).
Wilkins stated that he would have thought such a topic ‘fabulous’ were it
not for the authority of its author’s church position. The author was the
celebrated Bishop Francis Godwin (1562–1633) and his Nuncius
Inanimatus, or the Mysterious Messenger (1629) fuelled Wilkins’ specula-
tion about cryptography and artificial language while he collected notes for
his studies on religion and theology. Wilkins was also familiar with
Godwin’s The Man in the Moone (1638) and he referred to it near the
conclusion of Mercury as indicated later in this essay. Here we catch
a glimpse of the early Wilkins in a defensive posture as he justified his
first venture into writing about artificial languages – he had touched upon
language in his writings on the moon but obviously not in any evident
way. By the time he would write the Essay, he would not need to ‘fear the
censure of others’ because not only had the notions of a real character and
philosophical language become a subject of common discussion, as the
works of Jan Amos Comenius (1592–1670), George Dalgarno (c.1619–
1687), and Francis Lodowick (1619–1694) attest; but he had also become
well known and respected by his contemporaries as a leader in the uni-
versal and philosophical language movement.

Wilkins prefacedMercury with five poems written by his contemporaries
who supported his study of secret languages: ‘To Mercury the Elder: on the
most Learned Mercury the Younger’ by Francis Kynaston (1547–1642); ‘To
the unknown Author’ by Anthony Aucher (1614–1692); ‘To my Friend the
Author’ by Richard Hatton (1605–1649); ‘To the Reader’ by Tobias
Worlrich (fl 1662); and ‘To his Honoured Friend J.W. on his learned
Tract, The Secret and Swift Messenger’ by Richard West (1569–1645/6).
The poems were endorsements and character references as they conveyed to
the reader what respected contemporaries thought of Wilkins and his work.
The poets affirmed Wilkins’ reputation as they acknowledged him in the
strongest terms as a prominent scholar and his project as a significant
undertaking.

For example, Hatton expressed on behalf of the five poets their immense
affection for Wilkins: ‘all we [the poets] intend, is but to show the world
thou art our friend.’ In the first poem, Kynaston connected Wilkins’ cele-
brated reputation for political dexterity to his power of his mind: ‘ . . . what is
said of influence, May now be said of his intelligence . . . ’ (ibid.). Aucher
implored readers to ‘seek not to miss, the glory due to such a work as this’
(ibid.). Worlrich took more of a risk than his fellow poets as he referred to
Wilkins’ first publication, the highly speculative work Discovery; and he
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enticed the reader to recognise that Wilkins was ‘one that tell us things both
strange and new, and yet believe’t they’re not more strange than true’ (ibid.).

In the longest poem of the series, West was hyperbolic in his praise: ‘were
Plato now alive he’d yield to you [Wilkins], Confessing something might be
known anew’ (ibid.). West closed his verse citing his high expectation for
Wilkins’ secret language: ‘Writing’s an act of emanation, And thoughts
speed quick and far as day doth run’ (ibid).

The historical context of seventeenth-century cryptography

Before moving into a discussion of Wilkins’ work on cryptography, it is
helpful to sketch the context in which Mercury was written. Like today,
cryptography was a legitimate field of scholarly inquiry in the seventeenth
century as it served diverse practical needs, political and otherwise.

Mercury was the Roman embodiment of Hermes, the Greek god of
communication, and Toth, the Egyptian god of wisdom. By entitling his
book Mercury: or the Secret and Swift Messenger, Wilkins drew upon the
ancient hermetic tradition as well as the Renaissance cryptographic tradi-
tion (for a detailed history of both traditions and their relationship, see
Yates 1964). Moreover, Wilkin’s references reflected the depth and breadth
of his knowledge of the history of cryptography. For example, Wilkins
referred to several prominent Renaissance cryptographers and spiritual
emblematists, including Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516), the most influ-
ential cryptographer of his time; Gustavus Selenus (1579–1666),
a pseudonym for Augustus the Younger Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg,
the leading perpetuator of the work of Trithemius; and Hermanus Hugo
(1588–1629), the Jesuit author of the principal spiritual emblem book of its
time, Pia desideria (1624).

Preceding his history of secret languages, Wilkins pointed out that cryp-
tography has been overlooked in studies of language, and he cited Francis
Bacon’s concern in The Advancement of Learning (1605):

. . . our English Aristotle, the learned Verulam, in that worke truly stiled the
Advancement of Learning, hath briefly contracted the whole substance of what may
be said in this subject. Where he refers it to the art of Grammar, noting it as a deficient
part. . . . And so this subject belongs to the Mint of knowledge (1641: 11-12).

Bacon’s assertion that cryptography was a ‘deficient part’ of grammar studies
provides us with an insight into the seventeenth-century thinking regarding
the importance of secret languages. Bacon was a recognised leading authority
on cryptography as documented by his development of a cipher that con-
tinues to bear his name. Moreover, as Asbach-Schnitker notes, ‘Bacon was
convinced that languages could be replaced by a universally comprehensible
system in which each character unambiguously signified the nature and the
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essential properties of the entity to which it was attached’ (1984: xv). Here, we
see the suggestion of a system similar to Wilkins’ philosophical language.

Secret languages have long played a prominent role in British history as
exemplified by the infamous Babington Plot of 1586. The evidence in the
charge of treason leveled against Mary Queen of Scots (1542-1587) that
ultimately led to her conviction and execution was her receiving and send-
ing secret messages in a plot to assassinate her cousin, Queen Elizabeth
(1533-1603), and place herself on the throne. Singh (1999) has provided an
informative account of the trial and plot, including an analysis of the cipher
developed by Anthony Babington and his conspirators that was decoded by
cryptanalysts in Elizabeth’s court. In Wilkins’ time, John Wallis (1616-
1703), a renowned mathematician and a founder of the Royal Society,
ended his famed career as a highly regarded cryptanalyst in the service of
Charles II (see Kahn 1996 regarding his cryptography, and Subbiondo 1992a
regarding his contribution to seventeenth-century language study). Other
distinguished contemporaries of Wilkins known for their expertise in secret
languages were the chemist and physicist Robert Boyle (1627-1691) and the
parliamentarian and diarist Samuel Pepys (1633-1703.)

The organisation of mercury

Wilkins outlined three general areas of inquiry in Mercury:

(1) Concerning the Secrecy of meanes, whereby to communicate our
thoughts.

(2) Concerning their Swiftnesse, or quicke passing at any great distance.
(3) How they may be both joyned together in the conveiance of any

Message (1641:12)

Mercury consists of 20 chapters – the first 15 chapters treat the secrecy of
means; Chapter 16, the swiftness of communication; Chapters 17–19, the con-
nection between secrecy and swiftness; and Chapter 20, the fire and smoke
languages.

‘Concerning the secrecy of means’

In a rigorous system of classification that would later shape the Essay, Wilkins
asserted two necessary qualifications for a secret language: ‘that it be difficult to
be unfolded’ (1641: 13) if they are examined, and ‘that it be (if possible)
altogether devoid of suspicion (ibid.)’ so as to resist examination. Wilkins
classified the means of languages into three categories: ‘speaking’, ‘writing,’
and ‘signes or gestures’ (1641: 14). He noted that when these means of language
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were intended to be secret, they were referred to as Cryptologia, Cryptographia,
and Semaeologia.

Cryptologia, or secret speaking, included metaphors, allegories, fables, and
parables that ‘imply a secret argument’; and ‘words’ either by inventing new
words or altering the pronunciation of current words. In his discussion of new
words, Wilkins referred to the canting of beggars, charms of witches, and
language of magicians; and he commented on variations such as shifting
letters, changing the sounds of letters, clipping words, and augmenting words.

Cryptographia, or secret writing, consisted of ‘conveyance’ and ‘writing.’
Wilkins offered a number of examples of conveyance drawn from ancient
history. For example, he referred to Ovid (43 BC −17/18 CE), Cicero (106–
43BC), and Herodotus (c.484-c425BC) among others who had cited mes-
sages hidden in food, coffins, candles, and tattoos as well as messages carried
by pigeons and swimmers. As for ‘writing,’ the secrecy consisted in the
‘materials’ (i.e. the paper and the ink) and the ‘form’ (changing the shape,
order, and significance of letters). In this fairly long section, Wilkins
revealed an impressively broad knowledge of secret writing that he drew
from the ancient Greeks, Romans, and Jews, and which he documented in
copious examples. Unlike in his Essay, Wilkins does not include any dis-
cussion of designing a spoken language in his Mercury.

The three chapters regarding cryptographia that addressed invented,
logographic, and universal characters are of particular interest for under-
standing the potential application of Wilkins’ early reflections inMercury to
his Essay. Regarding contrived written characters, Wilkins believed that the
multiplicity of writing systems, like that of spoken languages, was caused by
the Curse of Babel: ‘for as before there was but one way of speaking, so also
but one way of writing’ (1641: 88). He classified secret writing into three
forms: ‘letters . . . words . . . and things and notions’ (ibid.).

As an example of secret letters, Wilkins cited the Hebrew character used
by Ezra to conceal the secrets of the law. In addition, Wilkins offered
a variety of examples that included dots, lines, and mathematical figures
as well as a combination of all three. Regarding secret words, he held that the
Greeks had devised a system whereby they assembled all the letters of a word
into one symbol. Wilkins expanded his comments on the Greeks into
a broad range of writers from antiquity to his own era revealing expert
knowledge of the history of secret words.

Wilkins wrote that the ‘third and the last sort of signes, that have been
anciently used for the expression of things and notions, are either
Hieroglyphicks or Emblemes’ (1643: 101). He noted that hieroglyphics, or
‘sacred sculptures,’ were engraved on monuments (e.g. pyramids) before the
invention of letters. Wilkins supported his claims by referring to Egyptian,
Greek, and Roman examples. To Wilkins, emblems were artefacts such as
ornaments and medals; and he divided them into ‘natural’, which depicted
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natural elements such as animals and vegetation, and ‘historical’ which
depicted persons and events of historical importance.

Wilkins devoted chapter 13 to ‘the benefit and possibility’ of a ‘universall
Character, that may be legible to all nations and languages’ (1641: 105). As
in no other chapter in Mercury, Wilkins explicitly stated his rationale for
a universal written character to support a philosophical language. While
maintaining that the multiplicity of languages that was caused by the Fall of
Adam and the Curse of Babel could be remedied by drawing upon the
intellectually entrepreneurial and pragmatic achievements of the new
science (for a thoughtful study of the theological issues, see Poole 2003),
Wilkins recognised that ‘the best help [to overcome the confusion caused by
multiple languages] that wee can yet boast of, is the Latin tongue, and the
other learned languages, which by reason of their generalitie, do somewhat
restore us from the first confusion’ (1641:105–106).

However, Wilkins sought a solution better than relying on Latin as
a universal language:

But now if there were such a universall character, to express things and notions, as
might be legible to all people and countries, so that men of severall Nations might
with the same ease, both write and read it; this invention would be a farre greater
advantage [than relying on Latin] and mightily conduce to the spreading and pro-
moting of all Arts and Sciences: Because that great part of our time, which is now
required to the Learning of words, might then be employed in the study of things.
Nay, the confusion at Babel might this way have been remedied, if every one could
have expressed his own meaning by the same kinde of character (1641:106).

This statement shows the basis ofWilkins’ eventual goal to create a universal
character that could enable the ‘study of things’ and not merely ‘the learning
of words.’ In due course and by the time he wrote his Essay, Wilkins would
envision a universal character that could represent the findings of the
flourishing new science of his day. His connection of science and universal
character was the basis of his dispute with George Dalgarno (c. 1616–1687).
In their comprehensive study of the life and works of Dalgarno, David Cram
and Jaap Maat point out, ‘Wilkins’s fundamental mistake, in Dalgarno’s
opinion, was to attempt to force two incompatible designs into one – that is,
to serve the purpose of scientific classification and those of linguistic
practice at the same time’ (2001, 29). Unable to resolve their core disagree-
ment, Wilkins and Dalgarno decided in 1658 to end their collaboration to
devise a universal character.

Wilkins noted that there were written languages that were shared by
people speaking different languages: as examples, he noted the common
character of the Chinese and Japanese, mathematical symbols, astronomical
signs, chemical symbols, and musical notes. He argued that these characters
demonstrated that while ‘severall Nations may differ in the expression of
things, yet they all agree in the same conceit of them’ (1641: 110). These
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examples suggest that Wilkins may have been thinking in the most ambi-
tious terms early on; and as evidenced by his Essay, he never stopped
pursuing his goal. He would spend the next 27 years determinedly following
through on his vision, and he unwaveringly brought people together to help
him produce his groundbreaking project. Moreover, he would later turn his
attention to creating a spoken language.

As he stated in the conclusion of his chapter on universal character: ‘The
perfecting of such an invention were the only way to unite the seventy two
Languages of the first confusion: And therefore may very well deserve their
endevours, who have both abilities and leasure for such kinde of Enquiries’
(ibid.). Clearly, his intention to ‘unite’ all the languages known to him was
daunting, if not attainable; but his resolve and commitment consumed him
to the point that his attempt to produce, what we would consider impossible
because of the ever-expanding content of knowledge, was remarkably cred-
ible and laudable.

Having addressed Cryptologia (secret speech) and Cryptographia (secret
writing), Wilkins moved to Semaeologia (secret signs and gestures). He
divided signs and gestures into two categories: ex congruo (the sign or gesture
resembles the action expressed) and ex placito (signs that are formed by
mutual agreement). Wilkins understood that it was possible to convey all
that could be said or written in a sign language. As a simple sign language for
conveying the letters of words, he suggested ‘let the tops of the fingers signifie
the five vowels; the middle parts, the first five consonants; the bottoms of
them, the next five consonants; the spaces betwixt the fingers, the four next’
(1641:117). The seventeenth century was an active period for the exploration
and development of sign languages as exemplified in William Holder’s
(1616–1698) Elements of Speech (1669) and Dalgarno’s Didascalocophus, or,
The deaf and dumb man’s tutor (1680) (see Subbiondo 1978).

‘Concerning their swiftness’

After treating ways to make messages secret, Wilkins turned his attention to
‘How amanmay with the greatest swiftnesse and speed, discover his intentions
to one that is far distant from him’ (1641: 118). Recognising that nothing was
as swift as thought, Wilkins argued that sight was the second quickest means
of communication. He pointed out that we are able to see light in the universe
that is generated by an exceedingly remote object. Later in the text, he added
that sound, though not as effective as sight, was also a quick method of
communication. His realisation that sight was more effective than sound
explains his early preference for a secret written language.

In his characteristic binary system of classification, Wilkins divided ‘the
Substances that are most considerable for the swiftnesse of their motion’
(1641: 119) into spiritual and corporeal. In the spiritual realm, he included
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angels and spirits; and he referred to an example from Roman antiquity –
Vatinus learned from an apparition that Paulus had been victorious in
Macedonia. Wilkins also referred to a variety of accounts in which people
experience remote learning; and he concluded that while spiritual means
speedy, they were unreliable and unpredictable.

Turning to corporeal substances, Wilkins divided them into inanimate
and animate. The inanimate – ‘arrows, bullets, etc’ – cannot cover great
distances. On the other hand, the animate – ‘men, beasts, birds . . . fishes . . .
especially the dolphin’ may be effective. To document his point, Wilkins
provided a menagerie of examples from ancient history with citations to
Herodotus and Pliny among others. Wilkins concluded that among the
animate beings, birds (notably hawks and pigeons) are the swiftest; and he
provided documentation from Greek and Roman history.

At this point, Wilkins introduced sound as a means of communication that
was certainly quicker than even birds. He cited a variety of experiments from
history that touched on the exotic such as a pipe that could preserve the echo
of a message for hours, even days. Moving to a more practical approach,
Wilkins suggested a system whereby two bells with different notes could spell
out a word – clearly, a seventeenth-century Morse code. In fact, Wilkins
prophetically argued that a language could be derived from a limited range
of sounds indicating alphabetic letters. While Wilkins recognised that
Godwin’s fictional character Domingo Gonsales in The Man in the Moon
(1638) observed that the inhabitants on the moon conversed in musical tones,
he pointed out that their musical notes represented the letters of their
alphabet. The limitation of this system, Wilkins argued, is that people could
only communicate with those who spoke the same language.

Wilkins proposed that a sound system based on a universal language
whereby the sounds that represented ‘things and notions’ could address the
second general curse, which is yet manifested, not only in the confusion of
writing, but also of speech’ (1641:143). Wilkins posed, ‘The utterance of these
Musical tunes may serve for the universall language, and the writing of them
for the universall Character’ (1641:144). He added ‘As all nations do agree in
the same conceit of things, so likewise in the same conceit of harmonies’
(ibid.).

Wilkins claimed that his proposal of inarticulate sounds representing
things and not words was the first time that this notion had appeared in
print: ‘This Curiosity (for ought I know) has not yet beene mentioned by
any Author, but it may be (if well considered) of such excellent use, as to
deserve a more full and particular enlargement, in a Treatise by it selfe’
(ibid). Given the depth of his knowledge, one can take Wilkins at his word;
and it documents Wilkins’ daring openness to innovative exploration.

In an excellent dissertation written under the direction of David Cram,
Rhodri Lewis (2003, 45) concluded that Wilkins was in fact the first in print
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to call for the construction of a real character; and more importantly,
Wilkins’ reference to Bacon indicated the genesis of his idea. Given that it
was Bacon whom Wilkins credited with inspiring him to design a universal
language, Lewis (2007, 44) pointed out that the works of Gerhard Johannes
Vossius (1577–1649) and Hermannus Hugo (1588–1629) frequently cited
by Wilkins, ‘in places, almost verbatim, . . . furnish Wilkins’ text with more
than the information about Chinese characters that he would have the
reader believe to be the case.’ In referring to the growing and credible
scholarship of his day, Wilkins established a lineage of his primary sources
and influences in developing his real character and a philosophical language.

The connection of secrecy and swiftness

The final characteristic of artificial languages taken up by Wilkins in
Mercury is the relationship between secrecy and swiftness. By means of
sight and not sound, Wilkins classified communication into the following
three categories: fabulous, magical, and natural. To explain the fabulous, he
commented on the imaginary loadstone of mariners and he concluded that
it had ‘no foundation in any reall experiment’ (1641: 146). Even if it were
possible to communicate by the magnetic fields of the loadstone, Wilkins
noted that it would allow only a couple of feet in distance. The second,
magical, was commonly ascribed to Pythagoras ‘of whom it is reported, that
hee could write any thing in the body of the Moone, so as it might be legible
to another at a great distance’ (1641:149). Wilkins dismissed the second
method as unreliable because it was not subject to verification.

Wilkins maintained that the natural were ‘true, & upon naturall grounds’
(1641: 154) and are made by fires, smoke, and other signs that are visible in
daylight. As throughoutMercury, Wilkins traced a history of such signs starting
with the Trojan Wars. Wilkins illustrated how torches, like bells, could be used
to signify alphabetic letters. Revealing his knowledge of Asian traditions,
Wilkins drew upon a practice in China whereby those examining arriving
ships could signal their cargoes to their king who was miles from the port.

Conclusion

In the prefatory material of Mercury, Wilkins argued that each rational
creature ‘is naturally endowed with an ability to communicate its owne
thoughts and intentions’ (1641: 1) and he divided rational creatures into
spirits (angels) and bodies (human beings). He concluded that angels com-
municated with their whole substance while humans relied on organs. He
maintained that languages were natural to human beings because a person
‘is borne without any of them, but yet capable of all.’ (1641: 4). It is in this
notion that each person is capable of understanding all languages that we
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find the ultimate incentive for Wilkins to devote his life to developing his
philosophical language.

In Mercury, Wilkins presented his preliminary reflections regarding arti-
ficial languages because in it he demonstrated that people from the beginning
of history had not only been fascinated by artificial languages, but that they
had invented them as well. This insight reflects the significance of his life-
long passion to create an artificial language to remedy the shortcomings of
natural languages. To appreciate how Mercury would continue to hold
Wilkins’ attention leading up to the publication of his Essay, his introduction
to SethWard’s Vindiciae Academiarum (1654) provides a publication written
13 years after Mercury and 14 years before his Essay. Ward’s pamphlet was
a highly critical review of John Webster’s Academiarum Examen (1654).

In Academiarum Examen, Webster attacked Oxford and Cambridge
for being rigidly informed by the work of Aristotle and not open to new
ideas, like cryptography and universal character. Wilkins, who had been
serving as Warden of Wadham College, Oxford since 1648, was extre-
mely knowledgeable of higher education in England. Dedicated to uni-
versity reform, Wilkins wrote that he looked forward to reading
Webster’s work. However, he pointed out his disappointment in disco-
vering that Webster was ignorant of studies available at the universities.
In particular, Wilkins noted ‘What a loose and wild kind of vapouring is
that Cap. 3. about Cryptography, and the universall Character wherein he
supposes the Universities to be wholly ignorant, none of them having so
much as touched at these things’ (Ward 1654, 5). In indicating that
cryptology and universal character were being taught at universities,
Wilkins was not only recognising their relevance but also pointing to
his role in updating the curricula. For an in-depth study of the debate,
see the introduction by Allen Debus (1970) to reprints of Academiarum
Examen and Vindiciae Academiarum.

Thus,Mercury is an important text not only because it helps the historian
of linguistics have an opening into the genesis of Wilkins’ Essay, but it is
a knowledgeable and comprehensive history of secret languages. More
importantly, it helps the historian understand the commitment of Wilkins
and many visionary thinkers of the seventeenth century to seek a universal
character to represent their new scientific classifications without fear of
misunderstanding. With such a language, Wilkins, the faithful bishop, was
confident that he could restore the knowledge of Eden that was lost at the
Tower of Babel.
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