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increasingly upon the possibility of constructing a written character,
and perhaps a spoken language, which would represent by the very
distribution and combination of its characters either a scientific descrip-
tion of natural objects or a philosophical ordering of ideas. The proba-
ble reasons for this shift of emphasis to a language of scientific descrip-
tion or philosophical analysis will be examined in chapter three. Yet it
should be borne in mind that there was no sudden change from one set
of requirements to another. Universal characters continued to be
published which were constructed on non-philosophical lines. And,
as DeMott has pointed out, part of the difficulty with the more ambi-
tious plans for a philosophical language lay in the need to keep the
new languages simple, regular, and easy to learn and use, while
still reflecting as accurately as possible the structures of the natural
world.128

Nonetheless, it was above all the exciting possibility of constructing
a real character and a philosophical language that could be directly
representative of the world of material realities that aroused so much
interest in the 16505 and i66os, particularly among a group of mem-
bers of the Royal Society and their associates and friends. For such a
philosophically constructed language would reveal knowledge through
its very terminology and, what is more, knowledge of the most up-to-
date, exact, and profound kind. Hardly surprisingly, such a project
appeared to George Dalgarno as 'more accommodated for an emphatic
delivery of real Truths, and the grounds and precepts of Arts and
Sciences, than any other Language/129 For, as Comenius pointed out
in the Via lucís (1668), 'to be skilled in it shall greatly help us towards
the understanding of things themselves.'130 For this reason above any
other the construction of a universal language came to be considered as
of vital importance to the progress and diffusion of learning, and so,
wrote John Wilkins, 'to be preferred before that [work of dictionary
making] as things are better then words, as real knowledge is beyond
elegancy of speech, as the general good of mankind, is beyond that of
any particular Countrey or Nation".131



2/Early schemes for a
common writing

Accounts of the earliest efforts to construct a universal character
usually begin with Descartes's letter to Mersenne of November 1629.1

But, after looking at a number of the factors that first prompted an
interest in this question, it seems clear that the idea of some form of
common writing was relatively familiar long before that date. Vivian
Salmon has referred to an early discussion of the subject in Theodore
Bibliander's De ratione communi omnium linguarum of 1548,2 and
we have already noted that Dr Timothy Bright's 'Characterie', al-
though conceived primarily as a method of shorthand writing, was also
regarded by its author as capable of fulfilling a purpose very similar to
that of early seventeenth-century schemes of universal writing.

There was thus nothing particularly unusual about the appearance
in the late 16203 of the anonymous prospectus that outlined a universal
character and provoked Descartes's criticism, except that in this work
the desire to provide a set of symbols which would be universally
intelligible had become central rather than secondary to its author's
concerns. And yet, even in this respect the project was not unique, for
interest in some elementary form of universal writing was far more
common in the early years of the century than has generally been
appreciated. Writers on China and things Chinese had drawn attention
to the tremendous usefulness of a written character intelligible to men
speaking different languages. Francis Bacon had alluded to the con-
venience of such a system of real characters in the De augmentis
scientiarum of 1605, while in 1617 Hermann Hugo actually called for
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the institution of a universal character, comparing Chinese characters
with a number of symbols already in use among the European nations.
He pointed out that all men recognize the sign of the Zodiac that stands
for Taurus, although they may differ completely in the words which
they use to describe it.3 And so Hugo concluded that 'si singulae literae
impositae essent, non vocibus, sed rebus ipsis significandis, eaeque
essent hominibus omnibus communes; omnes omnino homines,
etiamsi gentes singulae res singulas diversis nominibus appellent,
singularum gentium scriptionem intelligerent.'4

Claims to have answered this demand for a common writing were
already fairly frequent in the second and third decades of the seven-
teenth century, although, to the best of my knowledge, no actual
scheme appeared in print until the late 16405. Most claimants in fact
drew a deliberate veil of secrecy over their own version of the universal
character, withholding all details of the principles upon which their
schemes were constructed. This was done partly in an attempt to avoid
the intellectual piracy that was so rife at the time, and partly in the
hope of deriving some measure of financial reward, profit, or simply
distinction, from an invention which appeared of the greatest impor-
tance to its originators.5 In the form in which these earliest schemes are
known to us, they are therefore no more than 'projects of projects.'6

There were too among these early proponents of a common writing
undoubtedly a number of total charlatans, whose claims were either
entirely bogus or greatly overstated. Yet, although taken singly they
are too slight to merit very much individual discussion, as a group
these suggestions for a universal character reveal much about the
attitudes and aims, if relatively little about the specific methods, of the
first language planners.

The earliest projects concerned with a universal character that have
so far come to light were announced or described in the 16205. The first
of these, which is both the fullest and the only one to be printed,
remains nonetheless little more than a prospectus, published in 1627
and dedicated to Louis xin with the acknowledged intention of gaining
the latter's support for the scheme of an 'escriture universelle.'7 Its
author, Jean Douet, 'Sieur de Rompcroissant,' claimed that he had
discovered a system of universal writing which, the title of the work
informs us, was 'admirable pour ses effects, très-utile et nécessaire à
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tous les hommes de la terre.' Douet described the diversity of lan-
guages as the third curse of mankind. But, unlike the two other
principal curses which could not be remedied - the Flood being a
historical fact, and death the necessary condition of our mortal state -
the confusion of tongues, originating in the time of Nenbrot with the
building of the tower of Babel, could, Douet maintained, be removed
by a form of universal writing, which he had been granted the privilege
to discover. Since the diversity of languages was responsible for man
being separated from his fellow-man as well as from much of his
literary, religious, and scientific heritage, the removal of such an
obstacle was accounted by Douet second only in importance to the
discovery of writing and superior to the invention of printing. The
emergence of the idea of a universal character from a consideration of
hieroglyphs, shorthand notes, and Chinese character-writing is seen
quite clearly in Douet's work, as is the inadequacy of all these three
forms of writing, which are treated there as being too difficult to learn,
remember, use, or interpret.

By contrast, one of the principal advantages of the new character
was, Douet claimed, the tremendous ease with which it could be
written, remembered, and understood. Another important virtue was
the versatility of the character, which could be written either syllabi-
cally, forming words, or in what Douet called 'Figures mystiques,' like
Egyptian hieroglyphs or Chinese characters. Moreover, the new
character had the additional advantage of conforming to almost any
system of writing (i.e. from left to right, right to left, top to bottom, in
columns) and of being so composed that, it was claimed, the new
characters, unlike the words of existing languages, would remain
unchanged after centuries of use. Douet did not describe the precise
method followed in the construction of this character, but he did reveal
that it was a system of signs that could be read off by every person in
his own language, suggesting that the principle was that of assigning a
character or characters to words in different languages that have the
same meaning. An Englishman would then read off from a universal
writing-English dictionary the meaning of a particular character,
which a Frenchman would arrive at by means of a corresponding
universal writing-French dictionary. So cumbersome a method of
translating can hardly be thought to live up to the extravagant claims
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made for the character, and the absence of any later, more elaborate
version of the scheme suggests that Douet's pleas for support fell on
deaf ears.

On the other side of the Channel, in a correspondence that took place
in 1628 between Philip Kinder and William Beveridge, the vicar of
Barrow in Leicestershire, there is talk of the universal character of 'our
ould and learned friend Monsieur de la Champagnolle.'8 Although
virtually nothing is known about Champagnolle's actual scheme, his
name crops up several times in later discussions of the subject. Several
years after Champagnolle's death, which probably occurred in 1643, it
is clear from Samuel Hartlib's Ephemerides that William Petty and
Seth Ward, as well as Sir William Boswell, were involved in negotia-
tions with his widow concerning the publication rights of his universal
character.9 Although she was asking for a hundred pounds, Petty
declared firmly, after studying a short key to it, that he would be very
unwilling to pay her even sixpence for it, a judgment with which,
apparently, Ward was in entire agreement.10 With this learned and
radical condemnation in its wake, Champagnolle's scheme makes no
further serious appearance in scholarly discussion, although Vivian
Salmon has identified it as the character referred to by Ward in the
Vindidae academiarum, where he recounted that several books of
Homer, translated into a universal character, had been shown to King
Charles.11

Philip Kinder claimed in the letter to Beveridge that he had solved
the mystery of Champagnolle's universal character. But the solution
that he arrived at is far more likely to have represented his own version
than any interpretation of Champagnolle's scheme. Champagnolle had
stressed, we are told, the vastness of the enterprise, the cost of which
'... would be many thousands, ye people to conduct some hundred for
many dayes, ye books a voluminous Index, ye manner to understand
ye Character painfull, till a good memorie in a large tyme had
confirmed it.'12 Kinder stressed, on the other hand, the simplicity and
ease of his own idea of the universal character, which could be learned
by even an ordinary man in the space of two hours. And so he went on :

I challenge you, were we both ignorant of each other's language, or
were this Prototype presented unto a High-German's hands, would
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not you or he presently resolve it into his native language; will you
reade or write extempore this Character (good catholick) ye manner
is easie, expedite, for ye succeeding number and row of Alphabett
coupled hand in hand, is a true méthode for an artificiall locall
memorie, which is most capacious, most retentive.13

One of the principal reasons for the ease with which, it was claimed,
Kinder's character could be learned was that the symbols were assigned
according to a mnemonically satisfying method, a link with the ars
memorativa tradition which will be explored rather more fully in
connection with later schemes. The character adopted by Kinder ap-
pears in fact to have been based primarily upon the use of numbers, for
at the end of the letter he writes 'behould ye misterie; it is number
figure; this is al and summ. Thank Pythagoras that I have slept in's
lap.'14 In addition to numbers, certain special signs were used to
distinguish gender, number, and tense. The masculine was signified,
for example, by a single, upright line sloping to the right, the feminine
by one sloping to the left; plurality was indicated by a stroke resembl-
ing an apostrophe, while tenses were represented by a variety of
symbols, some of which were inspired by hieroglyphics ('somethings
we have borrowed from ye Aegyptians,' wrote Kinder).

The fourth project chronologically is of interest chiefly because it
prompted Descartes's well-known letter to Mersenne rather than for
any particular virtue of the universal character itself. Indeed, since the
prospectus itself has not been preserved, our knowledge is confined to
what may be gleaned from Descartes's passing description and
criticism15 (Descartes's own very different proposals are considered in
the next chapter).

Even the identity of the author of this prospectus has not yet been
satisfactorily established. In the second volume of the Correspondance
of Mersenne16 it was suggested that it might well be the work of a
certain 'des Vallées,' mentioned by Charles Sorel in De la perfection de
l'homme,™ and by Tallemant des Réaux in his Historiettes.18 How-
ever, in later volumes of the correspondence,19 the former editor,
Cornélis de Waard, attributed it instead to Claude Hardy, a gifted
mathematician and orientalist,20 who was well known to both Des-
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cartes and Mersenne, and this attribution has been repeated several
times since.21

Mersenne's recent editor, the late Bernard Rochot, convincingly
refuted this attribution with a number of detailed arguments that it is
unnecessary to repeat here.22 Yet it is easier at present to show who
was not the author of this prospectus than to determine who was. In
the absence of further documentary evidence it seems reasonable to
return to the earlier hypothesis of des Vallées, for a number of the
other possible candidates can be immediately eliminated. Jean Douet
had already published his Proposition ... d'une escriture universelle
(1627) two years earlier in French, while it is clear that the prospectus
to which Descartes referred was written in Latin. Le Maire, whose
ideas we shall consider in a moment, is certainly hors concours for he
was not known to Mersenne until six years later when he first came to
Paris in 1635. And no connection has as yet been established between
Mersenne and Champagnolle, who was resident in England in 1628 in
the county of Huntingdonshire. Of the des Vallées mentioned by
Cornélis de Waard we know virtually nothing except what is recounted
of him by Sorel and Tallemant des Réaux. The latter relates in the
Historiettes :

II y avait à Vitré en Bretagne, un avocat peu employé, nommé des
Vallées. Cet homme était si né aux langues qu'en moins de rien il les
devinait, en faisait la syntaxe et le dictionnaire. En cinq ou six leçons
il montrait l'hébreu. Il prétendait avoir trouvé une langue matrice
qui lui faisait entendre toutes les autres. Le cardinal de Richelieu le
fit venir ici, mais il se brouilla avec de Muys, le professeur en langue
hébraïque, et un autre; peut-être était-ce Sionita, cet homme du
Liban, qui travaillait à la Bible de Le Jay.23

The reference to the claim made by des Vallées that he had discov-
ered a langue matrice or primitive mother tongue renders the attribu-
tion of the anonymous prospectus to him rather more plausible,
though it remains by no means conclusive. For it is obvious from
Descartes's comments that the author of the prospectus had made a
similar claim for his own scheme, describing it as a language from
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which all others were derived and of which they were mere dialects.24

Speaking of those who put forward such a claim (and it must be
conceded that des Vallées was not the only person to do this at the
time), Sorel explained that they denied resolutely that this langue
matrice was Hebrew and that they wanted one to believe that it was so
secret and so mysterious that only they and the angels had access to
it.25

As Sorel suggests, a man like des Vallées was probably deliberately
surrounding his efforts with an air of mystery, as well as linking his
supposed achievement to a philological tradition that had occupied
itself with tracing the root-words of a primitive tongue, generally
thought to be primitive Hebrew. Moreover, in the use of the term
langue matrice there was the clear implication that the inventor had
succeeded where the sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century philolo-
gists had failed. However, Descartes was probably quite correct in
assuming that such a claim was made for the langue matrice of the
anonymous prospectus because it was said to be lacking in ¡regularities.
That is, 'n'y ayant point en celle-cy [the grammar] d'irregularitez
comme aux autres, il la prend pour leur primitive.'26 For the assump-
tion behind this and other similar claims seems to have been that the
primitive tongue of mankind had been simple and regular in its
flexional system and syntactical relations, that it had represented
things directly and not letters, and that it had once been universally
comprehensible. Inasmuch as the new language was held to possess
certain of these particular virtues, it was considered reasonable to claim
that it supplied a langue matrice.

A simplified, completely regular grammar was one of two charac-
teristics that Descartes chose to emphasize in the new character - for
though it was described throughout by Descartes as a language it was in
fact simply a form of character-writing. As part of this simplified
grammar there would be only one declension and one conjugation,
while the inflexion of substantives and verbs would be effected simply
and consistently by means of affixes. The second element of the
proposed character stressed by Descartes was a dictionary showing the
symbols that were assigned to words in different languages that have
the same meaning. This Descartes explained as follows: Mettant en
son dictionnaire un seul chifre, qui se raporte à aymer, amare,
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et tous les synonimes, le livre qui sera écrit avec ces caractères pourra
estre inteipreté par tous ceux qui auront ce dictionnaire.'27

Descartes's criticism of the proposed universal character bore upon
its awkwardness and impracticability. First, he objected to the dis-
agreeable combinations of sounds that would result from the juxtaposi-
tion of certain letters, and explained that many of the modifications
that languages have undergone were unconsciously brought about by
the desire to avoid such discordant sounds. Secondly, Descartes
pointed out that the method of using the language meant either that
the person concerned must possess a prodigious memory or that he
would need to refer constantly to the accompanying dictionary. The
disadvantages of such a method of procedure are self-evident and, as
far as is known, this early sketch of a universal character never became
known in any form other than that of this preliminary prospectus. If
we are indeed to accept des Vallées provisionally as the most likely
person to have composed this work, we may recall that Tallemant des
Réaux in the Historiettes neatly summed up its fate: 'Le cardinal de
Richelieu voulait pourtant qu'il [des Vallées] fit imprimer ce qu'il
savait de cette langue matrice. "Mais vous me faites divulguer mon
secret; donnez-moi donc de quoi vivre." Le cardinal le négligea, et le
secret a été enterré avec des Vallées.'28

Equally secretive was another Frenchman, Jean Le Maire,29 who is
said to have invented a universal character by means of which, in
Comenius's words (echoing a phrase from a letter of Mersenne), one
would be able to 'converse not only with the inhabitants of every part
of the world, but with the denizens, if there are any, of the moon not
less.'30 His secretiveness prompted Mersenne to write to Haack in 1639
that 'c'est peine perdue de penser tirer aucune chose de luy, il luy faut
laisser suivre ses boutades et sa fantaisie,'31 and the communicative
Haack asked in exasperation in 1647, 'Quel but peut Monsieur le Maire
avoir d'estre si chiche de ses inventions au bien public? À qui ou à quoi
sert le talent dans un mouchoir?'32

Le Maire came to Paris from Toulouse in 1635. He became fairly
well known in court and scholarly circles in the 16403 as the inventor of
a musical instrument resembling a lute, called an Almérie33 (an ana-
gram of his own name), and of a new form of musical notation that was
often discussed in Mersenne's correspondence with Haack, Doni,
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Huyghens, Ban, and de Villiers.34 Yet these were only two of Le
Maire's numerous plans and inventions. Among his other ambitious
schemes were ideas for joining the Mediterranean and the Atlantic by
using the rivers Garonne and Aude (a scheme which was encouraged
by Louis xni) ,3S a simplified arithmetic and algebra, an instrument for
facilitating navigation, and a method for learning and translating
languages rapidly and easily. In De la perfection de l'homme Charles
Sorel relates how Le Maire had taught a child of eight or nine years old
to write and translate Hebrew, Greek, and Latin on sight: 'Je l'ai veu en
une celebre compagnie au milieu d'une grande bibliothèque, où l'on
prenoit les livres au hasard, et l'on les ouvroit de mesme, pour luy en
donner des passages à traduire ... Cela semblait pourtant merveilleux
que cet enfant eust la connoissance de trois langues en un âge où à
peine les autres peuvent sçavoir les rudimens de la langue latine
seulement.'36

Although Descartes set Le Maire among the likely charlatans,37

Mersenne seems to have esteemed his talents as an inventor quite
highly, and he often refers to Le Maire's proposal for an 'alphabet' that
would be intelligible to men of all nations. Although it is first men-
tioned in a letter to Pierre Gassendi in January 1636,38 Le Maire's work
in this field is said in the letter from Mersenne to Comenius of 22
November 1640, to which we have already referred, to date back to
about 1620: 'quibus addit se a 20 annis alphabetum reperisse, quo
absque ullo praevio interprete ad quoslibet mortales, puta Sinenses,
Japonenses, imó et Lunares, si qui sint, sit quaecunque voluerit scrip-
turus, ut et illi respondeant, quaecunque petierit ab illis, modo
voluerint.'39

Although Mersenne uses the term alphabet, it is likely that Le
Maire's idea was not simply a way of writing French, Chinese,
Japanese, or any other language, but a universal character in which a
set of invented symbols could be read off by each person in his own
language. There seems no reason to believe, however, that Comenius
was right in associating Le Maire with Mersenne in having laid the
foundations for a universal language based upon the 'exact and perfect
representation of things.'40 If this were indeed the case, Mersenne
would seem to be singularly ill-informed concerning the details of Le
Maire's own project.
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Finally, an early scheme of which high hopes were entertained in
England in the early 16405 was that initiated and sponsored by Bishop
William Bedell. This was to be executed by a Reverend Johnson, of
whom Gilbert Burn et wrote:

He was of a mean Education, yet he had very quick Parts, but they
lay more to the Mechanical than to the Spiritual Architecture. For
the Earl of Strafford used him for an Engineer, and gave him the
management of some great Buildings that he was raising in the
County of Wicklo. But the Bishop finding the Man had a very
mercurial Wit, and a great capacity, he resolved to set him to work,
so that he might not be wholly useless to the Church ; and therefore
he proposed to him the composing an Universal character, that
might be equally well understood by all Nations ... Johnston
[Johnson in all earlier references] undertook it readily, and the
Bishop drew for him a Scheme of the whole Work, which he brought
to such perfection, that, as my Author was informed, he put it under
the Press, but the Rebellion prevented his finishing it.41

Reference is again made to Bedell and Johnson's project in Hartlib's
Ephemerides. A note written in 1639 states that 'Johnson purposes to
grave his characters next year 1640. He hase beene all this while too
much taken up with my Lord deputy's businesses.'42 But among the
same papers a copy of a letter from a Mr Sumner to Sir Robert King,
undated but clearly written some ten years later, tells the sad tale of
what happened to Johnson's scheme during the Irish Rebellion: 'You
know Sir that if this great Rebellion had beene delayed a while, he had
put his Booke into the presse: which now I believe ye Fryars in
Anthony have torne into pieces for heresy; And you know that hee
had allmost all his copper-plates cutt and graven, and wee heare, that
they have suffered Tinkers to stopp kettls with them.'43 It is almost
certainly Johnson's universal character that is referred to in the
Mersenne-Haack correspondence when Haack wrote in a letter dated
24 May/3 June î647 that 'we are still awaiting a gentleman from
Ireland from whom we are told to expect great things, as he has
brought to a conclusion so I am informed, the efforts of more than
twenty years of a certain very skilful man of that kingdom (died 3 or 4
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years ago) to write in a way that the message may be read at once in all
languages known or understood.'44

Nothing appears to have come of the Irish churchman's project, in
spite of Sumner's promise that he would gladly become 'a midwife,
nurse and adopting father to Mr. Johnson's Universall Character,'45

although a further entry in the Ephemerides suggests that a portion of
the work was probably known in England in 1650. This particular
entry offers the only known piece of criticism of the scheme, for a
certain Dr Fuller is there described as having 'found fault with
Johnson's Characters for making characters for all synonyms, and was
of opinion that his later contrivances and labors were beyond the first
thoughts of which this draught seemed to bee which his wife the
widdow hath brought over.'46 It would appear from this entry that a
scheme that once aroused so much interest passed quickly into obscur-
ity and that few traces of it remained to be judged even by Johnson's
immediate successors in the field.

All the schemes considered so far are known to us only in the most
vague and general way. It is nonetheless possible to recognize in them
certain common attitudes and aspirations. First, it is clear that the term
universal character or escriture universelle is no misnomer. For the
primary aim behind all these early schemes was to provide a set of
written symbols that could be read off in their own tongue by men who
naturally spoke different languages. The important fact therefore was
that the written symbols (whatever their form) would bypass speech-
sounds by representing objects directly, after the fashion of arithmeti-
cal numbers, astrological signs, musical notes, Chinese characters, or
cryptograms.

Yet, even at this early stage, general intelligibility was not the only
aim, for simplicity, brevity, regularity, and clarity were seen to be
important virtues that might perhaps be built into the new character,
since only an invented character could be systematized in such a way as
to avoid the irregularities and exceptions that are so common in
existing languages. Unlikely though it may seem, then, what was
stressed in these early rudimentary schemes was not the impoverish-
ment of language but its improvement. Such a view of the superiority
of the new character emerges most clearly in the work of Jean Douet,
who maintained that on account of its easiness his character surpassed
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all other languages, which he described as being 'tellement difficilles
qu'à peine l'une d'icelles seulement peut estre apprise parfaictement
en une douzaine d'années, quelque dilligence que l'on y puisse ap-
porter. '47 One result of the ease with which the new character could
be learned and remembered was, he maintained, that less time would
be spent in learning words, leaving far more for the study of things.

But it was not only a question of saving time. The directness of the
link between the symbol and the thing it represented was also admired
for other less practical reasons. For, with the example of Chinese in the
forefront of their minds, the early inventors of a universal character
clearly found the idea of a single symbol for a single idea attractive
because it brought the 'words' of the new character into closer and less
equivocal contact with material reality. Moreover, the emphasis that
was laid at the time upon simplicity, brevity, and regularity should not
lead us to ignore entirely associations of a quite different order that
probably remained present in the minds of the authors of the universal
character and the public for which these projects were intended. For the
claim to have invented what Douet called figures mystiques and des
Vallées and the author of the anonymous prospectus termed a langue
matrice, as well as being a useful means of attracting attention, linked
these schemes with the quest for a primitive language of mankind that
had once provided an insight into the nature of things and had bound
humanity together by their understanding of notions common to them
all.

The methods of construction that were followed in these early
projects for a universal character are rather more difficult to determine,
owing to the mystery with which they were surrounded. And although
in the majority of cases it is possible to surmise what principles were
being followed, it is far more profitable to look at the more explicit,
earliest published schemes to see some of the methods that were then
in use. For all the indications are that none of the projects from the
16205 to the 16405 went beyond these published proposals in ingenuity
or sophistication. The only exceptions to this were the suggestions
made by Descartes, Mersenne, and Comenius for a philosophical
language that would correspond to the relations that exist between
ideas. And so Comenius wrote in the Via lucís (1668) that men should
devote themselves 'to the discovery not only of a language but of
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thought and, what is more, of the truth of things themselves at the
same time.'48 This far more interesting proposal is one that will be
considered separately in the next chapter.

Writing of Chinese characters, Francis Bacon had commented upon
the large number of signs that were necessary to such a language of real
characters, observing that there would be 'I suppose as many as are
radical words.'49 The idea of basing a universal character upon a large
number of root-signs representing radical words, and a smaller
number of symbols standing for derivatives, was one that dominated
the earliest published schemes and almost certainly lay behind several
of the highly secretive proposals that have just been examined. In his
interesting treatise on various ways of communicating privately, the
Mercury, or the Secret and Swift Messenger (1641), John Wilkins put
forward this suggestion, adding the recommendation that, since any
list of radical words would inevitably be rather lengthy and cumber-
some, Hebrew should be taken as the language upon which the univer-
sal character should be modelled, since that language was thought to
consist of fewer radical words than any other. He also proposed that
distinguishing marks might be added to the radical words to convey
case, conjugation, tense, and so on. Wilkins is clearly not, however,
convinced at this stage in his own thinking about the subject that this
general procedure would provide the only, or even the best, system
available, for in another chapter of the Mercury he goes on to discuss
with equal seriousness the intriguing notion of a language of musical
notes, along the lines suggested some three years earlier by Bishop
Francis Godwin in The Man in the Moone: or a Discourse of a Voyage
thither by Domingo Cánsales, the Speedy Messenger.50 It would
appear in fact that, realizing something of the difficulty of the task of
representing all things by characters in such a way that the language
did not become impossible to learn, remember, and use, Wilkins was
open to any seemingly worthwhile suggestion.

It is worth noting in passing that Wilkins's ideas on a universal
character showed no signs at this stage of having been influenced by the
proposal found in the work of a number of Continental scholars for a
philosophical language based upon the relations between ideas. The
suggestion that Wilkins was inspired to compose the section of the
Mercury concerned with a universal character as a consequence of a
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meeting with Comenius during the latter's visit to England in 1641 or
in the light of ideas found in the Via lucis written in that same year51 is
not supported by the evidence available.52

First, Wilkins does not mention Comenius in the course of discuss-
ing a universal character. Next, Comenius arrived in England only on
21 September i64i53 and composed the Via lucis, on his own
statement,54 during his stay in that country: that is between the end of
September 1641 and April 1642. A copy of the manuscript, or a part of
the manuscript, was then left in England on Comenius's departure for
Sweden, in the care of Samuel Hartlib. It is therefore highly unlikely
that Wilkins could have written in the chapter on universal language in
time for the Mercury to be published in 1641, after seeing the manu-
script of the Via lucis (which was probably not yet written anyway), or
indeed after consulting at all with Comenius. Finally, there is no
convincing evidence that Wilkins was a member of Hartlib's circle at
this time. And even if he had met Comenius during his visit to
England, Wilkins's work shows absolutely no signs of having been
influenced by the latter's ideas on a philosophical language, always
assuming that these were already fully formulated by that time, a fact
which in itself is by no means certain.55 It seems unlikely that Wilkins
took the title of his book from a phrase of Comenius ('This Mercury,
this messenger who must make his way among all nations alike'),56

and much more likely that Comenius was thinking of Wilkins's own
recently published treatise on communication when he came to discuss
the universal character. Wilkins's title probably comes from Francis
Godwin's Nuncius inanimatus, which Wilkins himself describes as the
source of the Mercury ,57

Wilkins's early treatise is very much a broad survey of the ideas on
secret communication known in England at that time, and it reflects
both contemporary curiosity concerning the question of a universal
character and ignorance as to the exact manner in which such a
character was best to be constructed. Most important of all perhaps was
Wilkins's commendation of the invention to the attention of those
'who have both abilities and leisure for such kinds of Enquiries,'58

among whom he himself was to figure most prominently in the course
of the next few decades.

Francis Lodwick's A Common Writing: Whereby Two, Although
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Not Understanding One the Others Language, yet by the Helpe
thereof, May Communicate Their Minds One to Another (1647),
published by Samuel Hartlib, furnishes one of the rare examples from
this period of an actual scheme of real characters, worked out on a basis
of root-signs and derivatives.59 Even then, although the method to be
followed is described, the character itself is not elaborated in full.

Lodwick described his common writing as

rather a kind of hieroglyphical representation of words, by so many
severall Characters, for each word a Character, and that not at
Random, but as each word is either Radical, or derivative, the
Radical, have their radicall Characters, the derivatives beare the
Character of the Radix of their descent, with some dif ferentall
addition, whereby they may be differenced, from other derivatives,
proceeding from the said Radix.60

The first signs in Lodwick's character are to be determined by the
choice of certain radical words, which are then divided into root-words
of action and non-action, the second group of which may then be
subdivided into four groups: substantives, pronouns, adjectives, and a
fourth group comprising adverbs, prepositions, interjections, and con-
junctions. Each of these radical words is then allocated a radical charac-
ter. Words closely related to these radicals may be formed from them
by fixing upon and adding certain abbreviated signs, each of which will
reveal that a particular character is being used in, as Lodwick put it, an
analogical, synonymical, contradictional, or relatival manner. The
various forms of a single root-sign will thus be indicated by other signs
that are attached to it. For example, the root-sign for to drink is d.
Derivatives are :

SP = the drinker
d3 = drink
0e* = the drinking
03 = the drunkard.

This manner of relating words, (and it applies to associated, or analogi-
cal, ideas such as to moisten, to wet, and to wash, as well as to
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etymological derivatives) is clearly adopted by Lodwick as a means of
combatting the enormous number of characters that would otherwise
be needed in such a common writing. The various tenses catered for
(only four in number in Lodwick's scheme) are to be rendered by a dot
placed in different positions with respect to the initial root-signs. And,
inspired by the example of the musical script, Lodwick carefully de-
scribed, in the third part of the book, a way of writing the character
between five lines, illustrating this by a detailed transcription of the
opening verses of the Gospel according to St John (see plate i).

Finally, a postscript explains the system according to which the
necessary English-common writing 'lexicon' (which in the event never
materialized) would be arranged. Working from English to the com-
mon writing, one would refer to an alphabetical list of English words
bearing numbers, which were also assigned to characters with the same
meaning as their English equivalents, listed alphabetically for the
radicals, then in order of descent from the radix for derivatives.

The objection of complexity and clumsiness can, of course, quite
legitimately be levelled at Lodwick's scheme, for, although he has
reduced the number of characters by means of the system of deriva-
tions, it still remains enormously high. As a result, simply learning all
the radicals would prove to be an impossible task, requiring an entire
lifetime (much as was related of the Chinese characters), and refer-
ences would constantly need to be made to the two parts of what would
have to be a vast lexicon. Moreover, a glance back at the example of the
derivatives of the root sign for to drink will indicate how difficult it
could be to distinguish between one related 'word' and another - an
objection that could justifiably be applied to most seventeenth-century
scripts of universal characters.

Lodwick's A Common Writing (1647) was known to most of the
English scholars interested in the universal character, and the fact that
they continued with the search in itself shows that it was recognized as
offering an inadequate solution. Lodwick himself went on to produce
in 1652 a very much modified version of his common writing, and,
after John Wilkins's death, he worked with a number of others61 upon
improving the latter's Essay towards a Real Character and a
Philosophical Language (1668), acknowledging in this way, it would
seem, the superiority of this more elaborate treatise over his own



Plate i Francis Lodwick A Common Writing London 1647

28-9: the Gospel according to St John, chapter i,
in Lodwick's universal character

By courtesy of the British Library Board
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earlier efforts. Lodwick played a significant part in the universal lan-
guage movement in England, however, and the publication of his
manuscript notes will show that he was an important figure in the
history of seventeenth-century linguistics, comparable certainly with
William Holder and John Wallis.62

The use of common reference numbers as a part of Lodwick's scheme
of common writing leads us to consider briefly a system in which
numbers themselves were used as the signs of the new character.
Listing words alphabetically and attaching to each a number that is
then given to words having the same meaning in other languages, is an
obvious method, and it was proposed very early as the basis for a
written universal character. In this system, for example, the words
homo, homme, hombre, man, Mann, and so on, would all bear the
same reference number. An Englishman reading this number written
down by a Spaniard who had thought of the word hombre, would turn
up the number in the numerical dictionary and find the corresponding
word man in his own language. We should bear in mind, however,
that the characteristic feature of this type of language was not so much
the use of arithmetical numbers as the alphabetical listing of the words
to which these numbers were applied.

Although languages based on this principle varied greatly in detail,
they were fundamentally of the same type and were numerous
throughout the seventeenth century. Kinder's universal character may
well have been one of the first of its kind. Cave Beck published, both in
English and in French, another scheme of this type entitled The
Universal Character (1657). This was followed by Johann Joachim
Becher's Character pro notitia linguarum universali (1661) published
at Frankfurt, by Athanasius Kircher's Polygraphia nova et universalis
(i663)63, and by de Vienne Plancy's écriture universelle described in
the Extraordinaire du Mercure (between 1681 and 1685). Written
characters constructed around this simple idea of a common reference
number were not, however, confined to the seventeenth century,
although each 'inventor' up to the early nineteenth century in his turn
expressed surprise that so simple a device had not been discovered
much earlier !

An excellent example of this kind of universal character is Cave
Beck's Universal Character (1657). J. Waite addressed the following
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inflated lines to Beck in an introductory poem to this work: 'Great
Bacon's Soul, my Friend, divides with thee, / He found the Plot and
Thou the Husbandrie.' Beck made many of the usual claims for his
universal character. Chiefly it was, he maintained, admirably simple
and free from irregularities, and could therefore be learned very
rapidly. An easy character that would guide us out of what its author
called this labyrinth of languages, Beck's universal character had, he
claimed, none of the complexities or confusions that were characteris-
tic of other methods of 'symbolical' writing. Egyptian hieroglyphs,
Beck pointed out with some wit, showed one picture to the eye and
gave another, quite different meaning to it, so that 'they justifi'd the
Painter who drew a misshapen Cock upon a Sign-board, and wrote
under it, [this is a Bull].'64 As for the Chinese character, used as a kind
of general writing in the East, it had the inconvenience of having no
proportion or method in the form of its signs, so that, Beck observed,
'an European with his one Eye (which they [i.e. the Chinese] afford
him) would think they shut both theirs (they so much boast of) when
they drew the shapes of those Characters.'65

The basis of Beck's universal character is the system of a numerical
dictionary described above. Numerical figures have the advantage,
Beck pointed out, that, being familiar as a result of being used in
arithmetic and many kinds of secret writing, they will 'fright no Eye
with an unusual shape.'66 To the arithmetical numbers which repre-
sent words are added letters indicating tense, case, gender, and number.
Nouns are known, for example, by the lettersp, q, r, or x, set before
the arithmetical figures. Similarly the vowels a, e, i, at the beginning
of a syllable, followed by the consonants b,c,d,f,g, and / after them,
convey the three persons of the pronouns and the six tenses of the
verbs. Plurals are shown invariably by ans following the numbers. Yet
Beck is not content that his character should be merely written, and he
endeavours to make his numerical language pronounceable by using a
simplified version of the English sounds one, too, tre, f o r , etc. In
respect to the sounds of the language Beck asks us to note that 'this
Character thus pronounced, will sound like Greek, having divers of
its sweetest Cadencies, and is capable of Rhetorical, and Poetical
figures.'67 At the end of the book, Beck set out the fifth commandment
in the written and spoken versions of the universal character. The
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opening line will give some idea of how the method he proposed would
work, and how the character would both look and sound. 'Honour thy
Father and thy Mother' is written: '̂ 2314 p24// and pÍ24/7' and is
spoken as follows: 'leb toreónfo, pee tofosensen and pif tofosensen.'
By way of explanation, we may note that in the Lexicon 2314 is the
verb to honour ; eb is the second person singular of the verb, which
preceded by the consonant / becomes the imperative; 2477 again is the
number of the word father in a section of the Lexicon headed 'kindred' ;
p is the sign of the noun substantive personal male, pf is the noun
substantive person female, hence p/2477 means mother.

Throughout Beck's language the hold of the classical languages is
apparent. He assumes that the syntax of the Romance languages is the
only one possible, and there is no simplification of the classical system
of tenses, moods, and cases. Instead of being full of the 'sweetest
cadencies/ his language would in fact be awkward and ugly to pro-
nounce, and also monotonously repetitive because of the use of the
same numerals and the limited number of sounds described. More
important still is the defect of clumsiness and inconvenience common
to all schemes of this type, which demand either a prodigious memory
or constant recourse to a dictionary - in the case of Beck's character, to
a meagre and unadaptable one of four thousand English words. In this
respect, Becher's similar system is an improvement upon Beck's in that
he uses Latin as the basic language for the first lexicon, and allows for a
vocabulary of ten thousand words.

Nonetheless, this defect, common to all the schemes based upon an
alphabetical listing of words, clearly remained a crucial drawback, and,
understandably, there was little enthusiasm in the seventeenth cen-
tury for any of the would-be universal characters mentioned. For all
the grammatical regularizaron and simplification in the world could
not render acceptable a character that, although in principle perfectly
feasible as a means of general communication, could scarcely be more
difficult to learn, remember, and use. The obvious inadequacies of such
a system,68 combined with the keen desire to go beyond the fairly
rudimentary aims of the authors of a common writing and bring
language into a much closer relationship with 'real knowledge,' led a
number of distinguished scholars both in England and on the Conti-
nent to envisage a quite different solution which was thought to have
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most important consequences for the progress of learning; namely,
that a character and language might be framed, in Wilkins's words, to
accord with the 'Nature of Things,' a suggestion that could still lead, as
we shall see in a moment, to significant differences in conception and
approach.



3/The philosophical language

D E S C A R T E S A N D M E R S E N N E

After criticizing the universal language prospectus forwarded to him
by Mersenne in November 1629, Descartes proposed that, instead of
the unsatisfactory system that he had found outlined there, a universal
language might possibly be formulated along much more philosophical
lines. Such a philosophical language, he recommended, would need to
be based upon a strict analysis and an ordered classification of ideas;
'C'est à dire,' he wrote, 'établissant un ordre entre toutes les pensées
qui peuvent entrer en l'esprit humain, de mesme qu'il y en un naturel-
lement étably entre les nombres.'1

Complex ideas would need, in addition, to be analysed into their
simple, clear, constituent elements, and the relations between these
various elements would need to be firmly established. Descartes him-
self pointed out that the constitution of this language would depend for
its success upon the progress, indeed upon the total establishment, of
the 'true philosophy.'2 'Car,' he wrote,

il est impossible autrement de dénombrer toutes les pensées des
hommes, et de les mettre par ordre, ny seulement de les distinguer
en sorte qu'elles soient claires et simples, qui est à mon advis le plus
grand secret qu'on puisse avoir pour acquérir la bonne science. Et si
quelqu'un avait bien expliqué quelles sont les idées simples qui sont
en l'imagination des hommes, desquelles se compose tout ce qu'ils
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pensent, et que cela fust receu par tout le monde, j'oserais espérer
ensuite une langue universelle fort aisée à aprendre, à prononcer, et
à écrire, et ce qui est le principal, qui aiderait au jugement, luy
représentant si distinctement toutes choses, qu'il luy serait presque
impossible de se tromper.3

Descartes believed that in theory it was quite possible to make the
detailed analyses of ideas that were essential to the development of the
science upon which the new language would depend. To do this,
however, would clearly mean realizing a philosophical achievement of
the first order. He argued further that, even if this philosophical
language were eventually to be constituted, it would never become
generally accepted, since 'cela présupose de grans changemens en
l'ordre des choses, et il faudrait que tout le monde ne fust qu'un paradis
terrestre, ce qui n'est bon à proposer que dans le pays des romans.'4

Other thinkers after Descartes were not, however, prepared to
accept this last judgment as invalidating the entire notion of a universal
language based upon philosophical principles. Mersenne himself, after
reading Descartes's views in the letter addressed to him, considered the
question further, discussed it with a number of his correspondents,5

and in the Harmonie universelle (1636) sketched the outline of a
proposal for a universal language of his own. Although Mersenne's
name has sometimes been coupled with that of Descartes as one of the
earliest supporters of a type of philosophical language, this interesting
aspect of his work has so far received relatively little attention. A major
study of Mersenne's ideas in this field is, I understand, at present near
completion in France,6 and I should like to attempt only a brief
preliminary examination of what is undoubtedly an extremely com-
plex subject.

In the Harmonie universelle, Mersenne showed himself attracted to
the idea that a primitive, natural language might be discovered that
would signify immediately and without convention. He agreed that

si l'on pouvait inventer une langue dont les dictions eussent leur
signification naturelle, de sorte que tous les hommes entendissent la
pensée des autres à la seule prononciation sans en avoir appris la
signification, comme ils entendent que l'on se réjouit lorsque l'on
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rit, et que l'on est triste quand on pleure, cette langue serait la
meilleure de toutes les possibles : car elle ferait la mesme impression
sur tous les auditeurs, que feraient les pensées de l'esprit si elles se
pouvaient immédiatement communiquer entre les hommes comme
éntreles Anges.7

And yet Mersenne was forced to conclude that a language that signified
naturally lay completely outside the bounds of possibility, for, as we
have seen in an earlier chapter, he argued that all known languages
signified as a result of convention alone. Even the language of Adam
must have consisted of a collection of arbitrarily selected sounds that
might equally well have been applied to any other objects than those to
which they had been given. It was not to be expected that any artificial
language would succeed in this respect where all instituted languages
had so far failed. For Mersenne was firmly convinced that speech, as
distinct from mere emotional utterance, was wholly dependent upon
agreement between human beings,

toutes les paroles estant indifférentes pour signifier tout ce que l'on
veut, il n'y a que la seule volonté qui les puisse déterminer à signifier
une chose plutost qu'une autre. Quant aux différentes voix qui
servent à expliquer les passions de l'âme, et les douleurs, elles sont
aussi naturelles à l'homme qu'aux autres animaux: mais puisque les
paroles sont artificielles, elles dépendent de l'imagination, et de la
volonté d'un chacun.8

The only form of 'natural language' which Mersenne suggested
might conceivably be formed with existing alphabetical letters would
be onomatopoeic in type. The idea behind such a language was that
certain letters would appear to be particularly suited to the expression
of different kinds of things, feelings, or ideas. In Mersenne's view, for
example, the vowels of the language could represent the following
feelings or objects:

a and o = what is great and noble
e = delicate, subtle things, apt for the

representation of sadness and mourning
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i = very thin, small things
o = the expression of great passion
u = dark, hidden things9

By the liberal use of quotations from classical poetry in which sensitive
use is made of assonance and alliteration, Mersenne tried to demon-
strate that what might be termed an 'analogical' language had, in fact, a
certain empirical foundation.

Yet, interesting though this theory is in pointing to a possible
onomatopoeic basis for existing languages (a theory which has, of
course, been elaborated on a number of occasions since that time10),
the construction on such principles of a complete language that would
be immediately intelligible was a very different matter, and a much
more dubious undertaking than the mere laying down of a few general
sound-associations. And Mersenne recognized that only the merest
skeleton of a language could be built on such vague lines as these. What
he seems rather to have ignored was the fact that even in the examples
that he quoted the element of agreement was already considerable.
Such a language could therefore never signify without consent.

Mersenne was, however, far more enthusiastic about his proposals
for an ideal 'combinatory' language, which he referred to on several
occasions in the course of his correspondence and described at some
length in the Harmonie universelle. In a letter to Nicholas Claude
Fabri de Peiresc, for instance, to whom he dedicated a part of the work,
Mersenne wrote most explicitly: 'Je me suis imaginé une sorte
d'escripture et un certain idiome universel, qui vous pourrait servir ...
en dressant un alphabet qui contient tous les idiomes possibles, et
toutes les dictions qui peuvent servir à exprimer chasque chose en telle
langue qu'on vouldra.'11 Again, as in the reference to Le Maire already
quoted, what Mersenne meant here by the word alphabet was clearly
not what is commonly understood by the term, since this alphabet, we
are told, was to consist of 'plus de millions de vocables qu'il n'y a de
grains de sable dans toute la terre, quoyqu'il soit si ayse à apprendre et
à retenir, que l'on n'a besoing d'aulcune mémoire, porveu que l'on ayt
un peu de jugement.'12 Equally clearly, what Mersenne did intend was
that the alphabet would provide an artificial written character that
would be superior to the defective natural languages in the brevity and
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simplicity of its elements, in the comprehensiveness of its vocabulary,
and in the ease with which it would be both learned and remembered.
For Mersenne's initial supposition was that the best language that
could possibly be constructed would be one in which a small number of
basic elements would be combined in the clearest possible manner to
cover as wide a range of ideas as could conceivably be required.
Mersenne believed that the superiority of such a language was proved
by the example of arithmetic, 'qui se sert seulement de 10 caractères
differens pour exprimer tout ce qui est dans sa puissance, et dans son
estendu'é,'13 and by algebra.

The section of the Harmonie universelle that is devoted to the
proposed 'idiome universel' makes it abundantly clear that Mersenne's
ideas on that subject resulted directly from his interest in an ars
combinatoria, which is known today primarily in its mathematical
form as the permutation of numbers, but which, prior to the seven-
teenth century, had already had a long, interesting history in the
course of which it had been put to rather different uses from those
which Mersenne had in mind. This highly complex subject will be
examined further shortly. For the moment I want to consider
Mersenne's own suggestions in isolation from this earlier background.

In a preface to the Harmonic universelle the proposed universal
language is expressly described by Mersenne as furnishing one of
several possible applications of the tables of permutations.14 So what-
ever elements Mersenne chose to use as the characters of his language,
all were dependent upon the tables of mathematical permutations that
he had been busy working out for many years. So, to take one
example, if one wished to know how many possible 'words' (that is, in
Mersenne's scheme, combinations of a given number of individual
elements) one could form out of, let us suppose, six numbers, musical
notes, or letters, one need only refer to the table of permutations of
six that had been set out most fully in Mersenne's earlier work, La
Vérité des sciences,15 and was partially reproduced in the Harmonie
universelle.16

The theory of permutations is a familiar enough feature of modern
existence to require no detailed explanation. We may note, however,
that from the basic notion of the combination of a given number of
characters, Mersenne envisaged the provision of both a written charac-


