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Introduction

Most books concerned with the history of the universal language
movement concentrate primarily upon artificial languages constructed
in the past hundred years or so.1 If they look back at all into the more
remote past, it is to single out the early suggestion of Descartes for a
language based upon the 'true philosophy' and the proposals of Leibniz
for a char act erisuca universalis, sometimes adding a brief mention of
one or two other schemes, such as those of Dalgarno and Wilkins in the
seventeenth century, or of Faiguet and Delormel in the eighteenth. It
is, of course, only natural that writers on this subject should have
devoted their attention to the more modern would-be universal lan-
guages, since they have been chiefly concerned with assessing the
linguistic qualities and defects of these constructed languages and with
judging their suitability for international adoption.

The artificial languages which will be treated in this book were, on
the other hand, all constructed before the great period of modern
linguistics, and the claims that they make on our attention are totally

NOTE: Full bibliographical details of works referred to may be found in the
checklist or bibliography. A short title in the text or notes followed im-
mediately by a date in parentheses indicates that bibliographical details may be
found in the chronological checklist (Appendix B) under that date; details of
works indicated by a short title may be found under the name of the author in
one of the sections of the bibliography. Bibliographical details are provided in
the footnotes only for works not included in either the checklist or the
bibliography.



4 Universal language schemes

different from those made by languages formulated more recently.
Professor J.R. Firth has pointed to a relationship between seven-
teenth-century plans for a universal language and subsequent at-
tempts at standardizing scientific nomenclature,2 and several schol-
ars have followed Firth's lead by investigating the relations between
these early efforts at language building and contemporary develop-
ments in science, education, and philosophy. For instance, studies
devoted to the various influences affecting English prose style in the
mid-seventeenth century, to the origins and early years of the Royal
Society, to the relations between Puritanism and science, and to the
exchange of ideas between the Czech educational reformer, Comenius,
and a number of English scholars, have all thrown some light on the
role that universal language was thought to play in the advancement of
learning at that time. Many students of the history of ideas in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries will have been struck, and pos-
sibly surprised, by the keen interest that was taken in this subject by so
many distinguished scientists and philosophers, some of whom re-
garded the institution of a 'real character and philosophical language'
(to use Bishop Wilkins's term) as likely to contribute in a most funda-
mental way to the progress of knowledge.

Two recent studies have already made a substantial contribution to
our knowledge of this field. Paolo Rossi's important Clavis universalis
arti mnemoniche e lógica combinatoria da Lullo a Leibniz considers
seventeenth-century schemes of universal language as a continuation
of the search for an ars combinatoria (although he unaccountably
ignores Mersenne's work in this field). The second book, Paul E.
Cornelius's Languages in Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-Cen-
tury Imaginary Voyages, contains much material on the search for a
lingua humana (the primitive language of mankind before Babel) and
on the relationship between the idea of a universal or philosophical
grammar and the construction of these imaginary languages. Cor-
nelius, however, presents an over-simplified, hence distorted, picture
of the complex factors that led to a wide-spread interest in universal
language in the middle years of the seventeenth century. This
over-simplification arises mainly out of an almost obsessive concern
for the influence of Chinese character-writing, which was of impor-
tance, but by no means exclusively so. Far more reliable are recent
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articles by Vivian Salmon which will be referred to later. Much re-
search remains to be done on this period, yet a stage has now been
reached when a fuller and, one hopes, a more accurate account of the
universal language movement in the seventeenth century can be
given.3

By contrast, eighteenth-century thought on this subject has been
almost entirely neglected,4 and it therefore seems desirable to follow
through the theme of radical linguistic reform and its implications for
the progress of knowledge into the final years of the eighteenth cen-
tury. For in the 17905, particularly in France, there was a considerable
revival of interest in the possibility of formulating a universal 'philo-
sophical' language. This interest derived largely from contempor-
ary sensationalist theories on the relationship between signs and
thought, and is reflected not only in a fresh outburst of what were
termed pasigraphies, but also in a sometimes surprisingly modern
discussion of the whole question of signs and thought, as well as in an
analysis of some of the fundamental problems involved in the con-
struction and adoption of an artificial, a priori language. French
philosophers as distinguished as Destutt de Tracy, de Gérando, Garât,
Laromiguière, and Maine de Biran participated in this discussion, and,
if initial enthusiasm for the idea tended to blind some of these thinkers
to the obstacles that lay in the path of a radical reconstitution of
language, and led them to over-estimate the impact that such a reform
would have on the progress of knowledge, it also stimulated a highly
critical examination of the motives, claims, and methods of the lan-
guage planners that in many respects remains perfectly valid today.

A subject of this nature, straddling as it does several disciplines,
could clearly be dealt with in a variety of ways. The approach adopted
here, for example, is very different from that of the logician or the
student of the history of linguistics. My hope is that any reader
concerned with the history of ideas in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries will find interesting and valid a book that sets out primarily to
consider the relevance of universal language schemes to certain impor-
tant preoccupations of scholars at that period - particularly to their
over-riding concern with the progress of knowledge.

The vastness of the field and my own limitations have meant restrict-
ing this study to the language schemes of English and French writers,
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excluding thereby the work of Kircher and Bêcher and above all that of
Comenius and Leibniz. There is, in fact, some discussion of the ideas of
these scholars but it is confined to what seemed strictly necessary for a
proper understanding of the chosen theme of the book. In this way, I
hope to have provided some guide to future scholars who might be
interested in pursuing this enquiry beyond the modest limits laid down
here.



I/A language of real characters:
the intellectual background

In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries Latin served scholars
of different European countries as a virtually international language.
Its use had been consecrated by tradition and its unique position in
Europe was maintained because it provided a repository of ancient
learning and remained a requirement for admission to the clergy, the
professions, and the 'Republic of Learning.' In theory then, if not
always in practice (for speakers sometimes tended to differ so much in
their pronunciation of the language as to be mutually unintelligible),1

scholars and clerics, statesmen and diplomats, merchants and travel-
lers were able to communicate with their counterparts in other coun-
tries by using this common tongue. Needless to say, the remarkable
convenience of possessing such an international language did not pass
unnoticed at the time, and in the sixteenth century tributes to Latin
were frequent on this score. For instance, in the De tradendis
disciplinis of 1531 Juan Luis Vives was already commenting upon an
established position when he wrote that 'such a language as that
universal one, just suggested, should be sweet, learned and eloquent
... Such a language it seems to me is to be found in the Latin tongue,
above all those languages which men employ; above all which are
known to me. '2 And, a little later in the century, Pierre Belon writes in
his Portraits d'oyseaux, animaux, etc. in 1577, 'Une compagnie
d'hommes villageois ... un Breton, Basque, Escossais ne s'entreen-
tendraient l'un l'autre d'autant que la langue de chacun est estran-
gere à l'autre. Mais s'ils estaient hommes lettrez et qu'ils parlassent le
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langage lettré dont l'on use en leur religion, alors chacun s'entre-
entendra .parler. Combien donc est advantage l'homme lettré sur le
mechanique.'3

Yet, in spite of the fact that the classical language remained in
constant use throughout educated Europe, by as early as the first half
of the seventeenth century many scholars, philosophers, and scientists
were beginning to turn their attention towards the possibility of
formulating a totally new universal language composed of real charac-
ters, which, it was hoped, might ultimately replace Latin, first as a
form of common writing, then perhaps even as an auxiliary spoken
tongue. Interest in this proposal arose partly out of an awareness of the
problem of communicating with people who spoke non-European
languages - an awareness that grew as the reports and journals pub-
lished by travellers and missionaries introduced readers to the seem-
ingly strange languages of the Far East or West. A second factor adding
to interest in this idea was a changing language situation that will be
examined more fully later.

But few of the distinguished thinkers who gave serious considera-
tion to this question - and their names constitute a most impressive list
which includes Descartes, Peiresc, Gassendi, Mersenne, Comenius,
Newton, Boyle, Wilkins, Ward, Petty, Wallis, Ray, Willoughby,
Kircher, and Leibniz - would have lent it a second thought had they
regarded the real character merely as an alternative means of com-
municating with men of different language-speaking communities.
For the new character soon came to be thought of as superior to existing
languages in a number of important respects. Usually it was praised as
being simpler, briefer, and more regular, hence easier to learn, re-
member, and use. Sometimes, when it reached a spoken form, it was
even said to be more harmonious than other languages ; but later in the
seventeenth century it was also described as more directly representa-
tive of the natural world. For, while hoping to preserve its advantages
as a common writing, later scholars sought to provide a universal
character that through the actual composition of its 'words' would
accurately mirror the various qualities of natural things and the rela-
tions between them. In this way, language would not only be a means
of acquiring knowledge ; it would itself be knowledge, since each 'word'
would provide an accurate description of the thing signified. Finally,
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Leibniz and certain eighteenth-century philosophers aimed to con-
struct a universal character that would express, through the combina-
tions of its signs, the most profound and complex affiliations of our
ideas, making the new character into an instrument of both analysis
and discovery. It is this development from a very rudimentary form of
'common writing' to a highly ambitious, sophisticated language of
science and philosophy that I intend to trace in the opening section of
this study. Before looking though at the schemes of universal language
themselves, let us consider some of the factors that led to the develop-
ment of such schemes or that were in some measure responsible for the
particular routes that the language planners came to follow.

T H E FIRST L A N G U A G E O F M A N K I N D

The second chapter of Genesis recounts how, while God was creating
the world, he brought every beast of the field and every fowl of the air
before Adam 'to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam
called every living creature that was the name thereof.' Following this,
for many generations 'the whole earth was of one language and one
speech.' Until man's pride brought upon himself the confusion of
tongues at Babel, he possessed a common language, which was widely
thought to have been formed by Adam under the guidance or direct
inspiration of God.

It has often been taken for granted that, because various thinkers in
the seventeenth century expressed similar hopes for the institution of a
universal language or real character, they were all in agreement as to
the kind of language that they had in mind and the uses to which it
might be put. It is now clear that such was by no means the case, and
some of the divergences of view can be glimpsed through the varied
reactions to the Genesis version of the origins of language.

Most projects of universal language in the seventeenth century do,
in fact, refer at some point to the confusion of tongues at Babel, their
authors often claiming that the new character or language would in
itself provide a remedy for this curse. In a letter to Samuel Hartlib in
1646, Robert Boyle wrote that the new scheme for a common writing
that Hartlib was then engaged in publishing 'will in good part make
amends to mankind for what their pride lost them at the tower of
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Babel/4 and, five years earlier, John Wilkins had described the perfect-
ing of such an invention as the only way to unite the seventy-two
languages of the first confusion.5 Similarly, in France, Jean Douet
wrote in the Proposition présentée au roy, d'une escriture universelle
(1627) that 'la diversité des langues qui sont parmi cet univers, qui
prirent leur origine au temps de Nembrot, édifiant Babel, est le
troisième fléau,' a curse which, he argued, his system of universal
writing could at first render less serious, then with time entirely
remove.6 Similar claims to 'remedy Babel' are to be found in most of
the better known schemes of universal language. The frequency of
such references seems to bear witness to the fact that the Genesis story
proved to be a lively stimulus to the universal language planners,
though on occasion it may well have become little more than a routine
claim, made by inventors who were often at the same time their own
publicists.

The Biblical account of the state of man before Babel portrayed a
situation in which mankind was united by a common language into one
people, undivided by differences of race, nation, colour, or creed. For
this reason it offered an ideal of religious harmony that was fundamen-
tal to many of those Christians who, in the middle decades of the
century, were striving to bring about the reunification of the churches.
Many of these reformers, belonging to Protestant groups located in
various countries throughout Europe, regarded the invention and
adoption of a universal language as likely to remove one of the greatest
obstacles to the religious harmony that they had so much at heart. The
brief account given in Gilbert Burnet's biography of William Bedell,7

who was Bishop of Kilmore in Ireland, suggests that the scheme
undertaken in the late 16305 by a certain Reverend Johnson, with
Bedell's active encouragement, was conceived primarily as a religious
endeavour.8 The ideal of a return to an earlier religious harmony was
particularly dear to the Moravian reformer, Johann Amos Komensky
(Comenius), and to many of his supporters or associates in different
countries. In the Via lucís (1668) Comenius looked forward to the
invention of a 'language absolutely new, absolutely easy, absolutely
rational, in brief a Pansophic language, the universal carrier of Light. '9

Pansophia, it should be explained, was for Comenius 'a single and
comprehensive system of Human Omni-Science,' that is, a system of
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all the things under Heaven, which we can know, say, or do. Only by
the formulation and general adoption of a truly pansophic language,
Comenius believed, could 'the commonwealth of men, now torn to
pieces, be restored, a single speech be granted again to the world, and
the glory of God increased by so splendid a method.'10

A similar vein of muted evangelism may be found in the works of
many of the English language planners. One should however distin-
guish between their general interest in the spreading of the Christian
gospel and Comenius's vigorous and specific call for a pansophic lan-
guage that would unite, or rather reunite, men into a single religious
commonwealth. This distinction is particularly necessary in view of
recent attempts to identify Comenius's ideas with those of English
universal language planners in the middle years of the century, a
subject which will be discussed more fully in a later chapter.11 Re-
search on the origins of the Royal Society brings this distinction into a
rather clearer light,12 since none of the English scholars who were
engaged in the search for a universal character, either loosely under the
auspices of the Royal Society (Ward, Wilkins, Petty, Boyle, Hooke,
and Lodwick), or outside it (Beck and Dalgarno), were very closely
concerned with furthering Comenius's pansophic plans. Only Hartlib
strongly supported both Pansophia and the efforts to construct a
universal character and language. Although the French scholars who
took an interest in the provision of a universal character, Mersenne,
Descartes, and Peiresc, had their own vision of a form of universal
science, and despite their sympathy for certain of the Moravian's
ideals, they were not actively involved with Comenius in furthering
his dreams of Pansophia.

For Father Philippe Labbé, who described his own version of the
universal language as 'l'instrument général pour établir le commerce et
planter la Foi Chrétienne par toutes les nations de la terre,'13 thé
evangelical aim was clearly a dominant one. But more frequently it
took its place alongside other more secular objectives. So George
Dalgarno's Ars signorum (1661) was described by its author as most
useful for 'civilising barbarous Nations, Propagating the Gospel, and
encreasing Traffique and Commerce.'14 Similarly, John Wilkins wrote
in his Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical Language
(1668), 'Besides that most obvious advantage which would ensue, of



12 Universal language schemes

facilitating mutual Commerce, amongst the several Nations of the
World, and the improving of all Natural Knowledge ; It would likewise
very much conduce to the spreading of the knowledge of Religion.'15

Yet, although the aims of the majority of the language planners
differed both in direction and intensity from those of Comenius, their
stated religious motive need be regarded as no less genuine16 than the
more scientific intentions that we shall consider later, particularly in
view of the position occupied by many of them within the church and
what might be termed the religious character of their scientific inves-
tigations, the world of nature seeming to many but a further manifes-
tation of the work of the Divine Creator, a second book to be read
alongside that of the Scriptures.

But there was another respect in which the Genesis account of the
gift of language and the subsequent discussion of this question encour-
aged the search for a universal language. From Plato's Cratylus on-
wards, philosophical discussion of language had centred on the ques-
tion whether words signified naturally or by institution only. To many
Biblical commentators for whom the Genesis account described the
only true origins of language, the question was whether the names that
were assigned to natural things by Adam conveyed the nature or
essence of these things, or whether they signified in a purely arbitrary
manner. Although there were some thinkers, such as Mersenne, who
considered that the names that Adam used to represent animals could
just as well have been applied to stones or to trees,17 in the main
orthodox opinion tended to maintain that this original language had
been at least in some way representative of the true nature of things,
even though other languages might have come to signify more or less
arbitrarily. In this view, man had once possessed a deep understanding
of the created world that, ever since, he had been unable to attain.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries there was considerable
controversy as to the fate of this original catholic tongue and of the
primitive letters in which it was thought to have been written down.
Detective work on the tribal movements described in the book of
Genesis, hypotheses, deductions, and sometimes sheer guesswork
characterized the various attempts to identify in existing languages the
original speech of Adam and his immediate descendants. Claims and
counter-claims were made, most frequently for primitive Hebrew, but
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also for Chaldean, Samaritan, Scythian, and even Celtic and Teutonic.
The details of this controversy, though interesting in themselves, are
of relatively little importance to our theme.18 We should, however,
bear in mind that the belief that there had once been a common lingua
humana, from which all other languages had descended, and that this
common language had once provided an insight into supernatural
truths, was both long-standing and persistent, continuing to influence
ideas on language very late in the eighteenth century.

In the two previous centuries, numerous attempts had been made to
rediscover this original language either by examining the ancient
languages with a view to identifying in them common roots, or (notably
in the case of the Cabalists and Rosicrucians, following in a medieval
Jewish tradition) by analysing the Hebrew letters in order to arrive at
the divine truths that were thought to lie hidden somewhere behind
them. Such efforts both anticipated and continued parallel with the
seventeenth-century attempts to formulate a universal language. In
the case of the Jesuit scholar, Athanasius Kircher, the two activities
were directly related, as his interest in the new common writing - a
project that he himself attempted to realize in the Polygraphia nova
(1663)19 - arose out of a recognition of the fact that, though eminently
desirable, a reconstruction of the original language of mankind was
unlikely ever to be achieved. Belief in a primitive language is reflected
also, as we shall see in chapter two, in a number of seventeenth-
century schemes of universal language. Moreover, as Hans Aarsleff
has recently shown,20 it is necessary for an understanding of Leibniz's
approach to language, and it re-emerges, in rather different form, in
the work of two intriguing eighteenth-century French writers on
language, Court de Gébelin and Charles de Brosses.

The majority of the seventeenth-century universal language plan-
ners had, in my own view, little sympathy for the mystic overtones of
those scholars who sought to rediscover the language of Adam. They
were conscious that they were pursuing a related path but in a quite
different spirit. Nonetheless, the idea that there had once been a
language in which names had conveyed something of the essence of the
things signified was one that probably influenced some of them far
more than they themselves recognized, even if the influence was only
negative.
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Seth Ward and John Wilkins, two of the leading figures in the search
for a universal language in England, plainly regarded the primitive
tongue as being far beyond man's reach and understanding, and thus
unlikely ever to be rediscovered;21 it was therefore, they suggested,
quite pointless to speculate idly concerning its nature and powers. So,
when the Puritan chaplain, John Webster, writing in an attack upon
the universities, virtually equated a universal character with the
'Natursprache' of Boehme,22 they treated his views with the greatest
possible contempt. For in the first part of their reply, Wilkins wrote:

The man [Webster] doth give me the freest prospect of his depth and
braine, in that canting Discourse about the language of nature,
wherein he doth assent unto the highly illuminated fraternity of the
Rosy crucians. In his large encomiums upon Jacob Behem [Boehme],
in that reverence which he professes to judicial Astrologie, which
may sufficiently convince what a kind of credulous fanatick Re-
former he is like to prove.23

The language of real characters that both Wilkins and Ward had in
mind is thus expressly dissociated from the mystical notions of Webs-
ter and continental writers, and Ward proceeds to explain that his
conception of the proposed character will be based instead upon a
description of things by their qualities and their relations. Yet, even in
redefining what he meant by a 'natural language,' Ward revealed that
the mystical view of language had not been entirely without influence
upon himself and Wilkins: 'Such a language as this (where every word
were a definition and contain'd the nature of the thing) might not
unjustly be termed a naturall Language and would afford that which
the Cabalists and Rosycrucians have vainely sought for in the
Hebrew.'24

We should, of course, beware of relating the interest of English
churchmen and scientists in a universal language too closely to a
tradition of continental mysticism that is best represented by the
writings of Jacob Boehme, Johann Valentin Andreae, and Johann-
Heinrich Alsted, Comenius's teacher.25 On the other hand, it has been
much too easy since the pioneering work of Richard Foster Jones in this
field to portray the universal language projects as arising exclusively
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out of a strictly nominalist attitude towards language. In order to
demonstrate how relevant these schemes are to the emergence in
mid-seventeenth century English prose of a simple style of mathemati-
cal plainness, this over-simplified view has ignored different tenden-
cies that also played a significant part in the movement to discover a
real character. Carried to extremes, this view presented the language
planners as aiming to reduce language to nothing more than the 'dead,
colourless symbols' of mathematical equations.26 This is, in fact, to
misunderstand completely the momentous and extremely varied con-
sequences that were envisaged from the invention and adoption of a
universal character or language. For Comenius and Kircher certainly,
and probably for Bedell and Hartlib also, the universal character was,
as Paolo Rossi has expressed it,27 both an attempt to renew contact with
divine harmony in the universe and a crucial effort to bring about a
reconciliation between men, that would lay the foundations for an
enduring, religious peace. Yet, in a different way, the schemes pro-
duced in England in the i66os by George Dalgarno and John Wilkins,
were equally ambitious in their aims. For, as we have already noted,
they intended to fashion an impressive instrument of knowledge out of
language itself, with the lines, shapes, and dots of the 'real character'
reflecting by their arrangement and combination the order that science
was in the process of discerning in the natural world.

F R O M S E C R E T T O U N I V E R S A L W R I T I N G

Before looking back into the sixteenth century for a precise origin for
the idea of a common writing, it is important to bear in mind two of the
fundamental notions upon which the development of such a project
depended.

First, in the De augmentis scientiarum, Francis Bacon underlined an
idea that had become common by the beginning of the seventeenth
century: 'Whatsoever is capable of sufficient differences and those
perceptible by the senses, is in nature competent to express
cogitations.'28 He went on to explain that consequently speech sounds
were not the only means of expressing one's ideas, for written symbols
or descriptive gestures could also represent them directly, as could be
seen from the example of the deaf and dumb, and from accounts of the
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Chinese, who used real characters to express not letters and words but
things and notions. On the authority of earlier accounts such as
Acosta's Natural! and Morall Historie of the East and West Indies
Bacon added that real characters are used in the East as a universal
written script between men speaking quite different languages. He
went on to divide the different methods of communication into two
distinct kinds: first, those which, like hieroglyphs and gestures (as
they were then understood) seemed to bear some resemblance to the
object or idea which they represented; secondly, those real characters
which, like Chinese ideograms (again as they were understood at the
time), bore no such resemblance and therefore signified in a purely
arbitrary manner. Although Bacon maintained that, in spite of the
numerous deficiencies and imperfections of language, words remained
by far the most convenient means of communication, 'Yet,' he re-
marked, 'because this part concerneth as it were the mint of knowledge
(for words are the tokens current and accepted for conceits, as moneys
are for values, and that it is fit men be not ignorant that moneys may be
of another kind than gold and silver), I thought good to propound it to
better enquiry.'29 So as well as outlining briefly various possible ways
of representing things and notions directly, Francis Bacon pointed to a
field of enquiry in which many scholars were later to work, as they
derived encouragement from the example of a form of character-
writing, already used as a common writing in the Far East.

Secondly, in the De prima scribendi origine et universa rei literariae
antiquitate, a book that was first published at Antwerp in 1617 and was
often quoted in the course of the century, the Dutch Jesuit, Hermann
Hugo, touched upon a further theory that, in one form or another, was
to be fundamental to all subsequent projects of universal language for
the next two centuries. Men, he argued, receive the same concepts of
things through the senses, and so the differences that arise among
them must result from the terms that are applied to these concepts
rather than from the concepts themselves.30 A similar conclusion to
this was sometimes arrived at by a different philosophical route. In this
view, the common notions that all men share arise as a consequence of
the unity of the human reason - a belief which, stemming from the
neo-Platonism of the previous century, was given further authority
and prominence by the place that it came to occupy in Cartesian
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thought. But whether the approach to the origins of our ideas was
basically Aristotelian or Platonic, it was widely accepted that ideas
were the same from one person to another. The problem thus became,
Hugo suggested, that of representing these universal ideas satisfactor-
ily by means of common symbols that would need to be agreed upon by
everyone. If this were done, it was confidently expected that everyone
would then understand each other's ideas and it was asserted (with
what now, of course, appears to be very naive optimism) that disputes
over words would be removed.31 John Wilkins expressed this reason-
ing most lucidly when he wrote, 'As men do generally agree in the
same Principle of Reason, so do they likewise agree in the same
Internal Notion or Apprehension of things ... So that, if men should
generally consent upon the same way or manner of Expression, as they
do agree in the same Notion, we should then be freed from that Curse
in the Confusion of Tongues, with all the unhappy consequences of

'32It.
One of the chief characteristics of the sixteenth century was the keen

interest that was taken in various kinds of writing by symbols: Egyp-
tian hieroglyphs, emblems and devices, anagrams and cryptograms. In
a recent book, Madeleine David distinguished between two divergent
trends in emblematic writing: on the one hand, that of the symbol
proper or allegorical figure (hieroglyphs, emblems, devices, rebus) in
which a considerable latitude of expression and interpretation is often
accompanied by a religious and moral intention; on the other, that of
the cryptogram, with its notion of a 'message' requiring rigorous
analysis in order to be deciphered.33 Although Mile David is undoub-
tedly correct in deriving the seventeenth-century works of universal
writing from a cryptographic rather than an allegorical tradition, it
would be wrong to disregard entirely the force of the emblematic
figures, and the example of Egyptian hieroglyphs in particular, since
these focused upon the possibility of a direct relationship between
language and the real world. The distinction that she makes was in any
case far from being as clear-cut in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries as it might appear today, for a number of treatises of secret-
writing contained sections devoted to an exploration of the meaning of
'symbols' possessing a religious significance. So, for Biaise de Vige-
nère, 'les Hiéroglyphes des Egyptiens, Ethiopiens, Perses souverains
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mages entre tous les autres ... ne sont à proprement parler, qu'une
manière de chiffres ... aussi que sont à peu près nos devises, dont elles
sont fort approchantes; pour représenter quelque mystère de la
divinité, ou secret de la nature.'34

With this reservation in mind, in what respects may the various six-
teenth-century polygraphies, cryptographies, or steganographies, as
they were termed, be regarded as leading up to the earliest schemes of
common writing?

Treatises devoted to secret-writing were certainly numerous in the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, from Tritheim's
Polygraphiae libri sex of 1518 and Baptista Porta's much-printed De
furtivis literarum notis of 1563 to Gustav Selenus's Cryptomenytices
et cryptographiae of 1624. In such works, these three authors, to-
gether with Cardano, Schwenter, and others, explored very fully the
resources of non-figurative signs. For it is obvious that, since the
cryptograms were invented with a view to communicating messages
secretly, figurative signs could hardly be used. And so the various signs
consisted in the main of letters ingeniously transposed, numbers,
lines, dots, circles, and musical notes (juxtaposed with other rather
more picturesque ways of transmitting messages by writing, for ex-
ample, on the shell of an egg or on the head of a messenger !). A large
repertoire of non-figurative signs existed, some of which, hardly
surprisingly, were taken up and used later as the actual characters in
the schemes of universal writing; slanting lines and dots that changed
their position in relation to a variable line became, next to numbers,
the favourite alternative to alphabetical letters in such schemes.

But the sixteenth-century cryptographies provided more than a
mere fund of possible signs. Although they worked in one language
only, at times they introduced signs that stood for whole words, or
even whole sentences.35 This procedure in itself, taken with accounts
of Chinese character-writing, may well have been enough to suggest a
form of general character, which, to quote John Wilkins, would be
' legible to all Nations and Languages. '36 It is worth recalling that it was
while he was investigating various methods of secret-writing that
Wilkins first came to deal with the question of a universal character in
the Mercury.

Jean Douet claimed that his own early system of universal writing
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'imite ou plustost surpasse les Hiéroglyphiques Egyptiens, les carrac-
teres Chinois et les Nottes de Tiro, affranchy de Cicerón, commentées
par sainct Cyprien.'37 This reference to the shorthand notes of Tiro,
Cicero's freedman, which had been gathered together and published by
Janus Gruterus in 1602-3,38 suggests a link between schemes of com-
mon writing in the seventeenth century and shorthand that may be
worth pursuing a little further. For again, as with the cryptographies,
a student like Douet would have found among the Notae veterum
Romanorum (as the ancient shorthand notes were often termed) not
only single letters representing whole words, but also a number of
special signs (a slanting line, for example) standing for particular
words, usually for prepositions.39 It needed no great effort of the
imagination to consider inventing a system of signs in which all the
symbols used would directly represent common ideas. In the case of
Douet, the idea of a universal writing seems to have derived from an
examination of both Roman shorthand and treatises of secret-writing
as well as from accounts of Chinese character-writing.40 Again the
distinction that is now clearly made between shorthand and secret-
writing was often decidedly blurred in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries. The first known English system of shorthand,
for instance, described in Dr Timothy Bright's Characterie of 1588,
was not only a short and swift art; it also claimed to be 'secrete, as no
kinde of wryting like.'41 It was not at all uncommon in the seventeenth
century for the same treatises to be concerned both with shorthand and
secret-writing, as in the case of John Willis's Art of Sténographie
published in 1602, or Noah Bridges's Stenography and Cryptography,
or The Arts of Short and Secret Writing, published in 1659. One recalls
Samuel Pepys composing his diary in shorthand for reasons of secrecy,
and John Locke's remark in his treatise on education that 'shorthand ...
may perhaps be thought worth the learning, both for despatch in what
men write for their own memory, and concealment of what they would
not have lie open to every eye./42

Although the Roman shorthand notes were not unknown on the
Continent in the seventeenth century - Mersenne also drew attention
to them in 1640 in a letter to Theodore Haack43 - it was in England that
the idea of a script especially abbreviated for speed writing was taken up
again, developed independently in numerous published schemes, and
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actually used for taking down the proceedings of the law courts or for
recording Church sermons.44 It was also in England, as Vivian Salmon
first showed, that shorthand writing seems to have made the most
marked contribution to the development of a common writing.45

Most English shorthand writers aimed, of course, at providing a
script in which one could record rapidly the words of a single language,
whereas those who were to construct a common writing needed to
assign symbols directly to ideas so that they could be universally
intelligible. And yet Timothy Bright's early 'characterie' consisted
largely of - to use two seventeenth-century terms — a non-
alphabetical, 'verbal' as distinct from a 'spelling' character, in which
certain whole words were represented by single, variable characters.
Moreover, the author, according to his own account, intended his work
to serve in addition as a form of universal writing, by means of which
'nations of strange languages, may hereby communicate their mean-
ing together in writing, though of sundrie tongues.'46 Sir William
Boswell (once secretary to the future Herbert of Cherbury and British
resident in the Hague) was convinced, according to an entry of 1640 in
Samuel Hartlib's Ephemerides, that Bright's 'characterie' 'might bee
notably perfected. For they are rather Reales Cherienses then those
other stenographical characters.'47

Later entries in Hartlib's journal refer to other attempts to perfect a
stenography that would be applicable to all languages, and there was
certainly hope in the middle years of the seventeenth century that a
satisfactory form of real character might well develop directly out of
the work that was then being done on an improved universal
shorthand.48 Vivian Salmon has shown that George Dalgarno's Ars
signorum was probably first conceived as an attempt to invent such a
system of universal shorthand rather than as the character based upon
philosophical classification that it was ultimately to become.49 We may
note that the schemes that were founded on philosophical classification
have been plausibly linked with the idea of conceptual classes estab-
lished by Bright in his Characterie, which, although superseded by
simpler alphabetical systems, may have been known through John
Willis's A rt of Sténographie.50 An important fact is that one of the six
copies of Bright's original Characterie known to be still in existence
belonged to Seth Ward, Bishop of Sarum,51 to whom Wilkins, on his
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own admission, owed the idea of classification that lay behind the
tables of his Essay.

There is evidence then, to suggest that, although the seventeenth-
century schemes of shorthand and universal writing owe many of their
resemblances to common sources in the earlier cryptographies, in
England, where shorthand flourished most vigorously, developments
in that art were very closely related to the activities of the universal
language planners.

A third type of writing by symbols is frequently quoted by
seventeenth-century scholars who were interested in the possibility of
constructing a universal character. These are the Arabic numerals,
which are commonly referred to as illustrating the feasibility of a
common writing, a distinction being drawn between the written and
the spoken form of these numbers, the former being widely under-
stood, the latter confined to one particular language. One typical
example will serve here. Robert Boyle, though later to become scepti-
cal concerning the practicability of the universal character, wrote in
1647 in a letter to Samuel Hartlib, 'Since our arithmetical characters
are understood by all the nations of Europe, the same way, though
every several people express that comprehension with its own particu-
lar language I conceive no impossibility that opposes the doing that in
words, that we see already done in numbers.'52

In view of the impressive example set by arithmetical numbers it is
scarcely surprising that Arabic numerals should have been adopted as
the symbols employed in a number of schemes of common writing,
among which were Cave Beck's Universal Character (1657), Johann
Joachim Becher's Character pro notitia linguarum universali (1661),
and Athanasius Kircher's Polygraphia nova et universalis (1663).
Although the combination of numbers in which many seventeenth-
century mathematicians showed a keen interest contributed, as we
shall see in chapter three, to the development of a real character
established on philosophical principles, I should like to draw attention
here only to the value of numbers as a form of notation that was
universally intelligible, as well as clear, precise, brief, and regular.

The same qualities were being attributed to the new algebraic sym-
bolism which was developing rapidly at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century, and was elaborated in mathematical treatises by Vietà,



22 Universal language schemes

Harriot, Oughtred, Hérigone, and Descartes. The search for a univer-
sal character was often explicitly linked with the development of
algebraic notation, frequently by the language projectors themselves.

George Dalgarno, for example, in a printed prospectus announcing
the A rs signorum (i 661), explained that the way in which his character
expressed 'Real Truths' 'will be easily apprehended by those who are
versed in late Mathematical Writers, who have begun to follow this
way, by expressing words of frequent use with real characters, and that
partly because it works a more real and lively apprehension of the thing
treated of, and partly for compendiousness of delivery.'53 One of these
'mathematical writers,' William Oughtred, praised the use of notes
instead of words to represent things, explaining that 'this specious and
symbolicall manner, neither racketh the memory with multiplicity of
words, nor chargeth the phantasie with comparing and laying things
together; but plainly presenteth to the eye the whole course and pro-
cesse of every operation and argumentation.'54 Seth Ward, who be-
came Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford, and had earlier been
a private pupil of Oughtred,55 stated that it was largely through his
acquaintance with the new algebraic symbolism that he came to con-
sider whether other things 'might not as well be designed by Sym-
boles, and herein I was presently resolved that Symboles might be
formed for every thing and notion ... So that an Universall Character
might easily be made wherein all Nations might communicate to-
gether, just as they do in number and species.'56 It is significant too
that many of those who were most interested in the possibility of
establishing a universal character were mathematicians: Ward, Wil-
kins, Wallis, Pell, Newton, Mersenne, Descartes, Peiresc, and Leib-
niz.

In addition to these specialized forms of script, scholarship and travel
accounts had, by the opening decades of the seventeenth century,
furnished European readers with a knowledge (much of which turned
out later to be erroneous) of several forms of character-writing which
had either been used in the past or were in current use as a means of
general communication among peoples.

By this time the 'myth of Egypt,' as it has recently been termed,57

had long been established in the European mind, and with it a keen
curiosity concerning Egyptian hieroglyphic writing. The discovery of
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Horapollo's manuscript Hieroglyphica in 1419, and the subsequent
growth of a large body of explanatory literature, of which two of the
main works were Francesco Colonna's Hypnerotomachia poliphilii of
1499 and Valeriano Bolzani's Hieroglyphica of 1566, had encouraged
an allegorical approach to the hieroglyphs that presented them, in
Iversen's words, as 'pictures by means of which the initiated could
manifest not the name or the form of the thing, but its very essence and
true meaning.'58

Egyptian hieroglyphs were referred to on several occasions by those
scholars who were seeking to construct a universal character. Jean
Douet quoted them along with Chinese characters and shorthand
notes.59 Philip Kinder, in a letter that will be discussed later,60 com-
pared some of the symbols of his own universal character with them,
while Cave Beck regarded them as offering merely 'a Symbolical way
of writing by Emblems and Pictures.'61 Finally, for a spokesman at the
Bureau d'Adresse in Paris in the mid-i63os, hieroglyphs, like Chinese
characters, would have provided a good method of forming a universal
language, had they not been much too diffuse.62 In view of the fact that
knowledge of hieroglyphs was so inadequate at the time and interpreta-
tions of them so varied, it is hardly surprising that they were thought
to provide a most unsatisfactory model upon which to base a clear,
precise, unequivocal universal character. Cave Beck judged them un-
favourably not only because they were too hard to learn and tedious to
use, but also because too often one picture was displayed to the eye,
only for another quite different meaning to be assigned to it.63 Charles
Sorel argued similarly in La Science universelle that mistakes in
interpretation could be made too easily on account of the obscurity of
the hieroglyphs and the multiple meanings that they were given.64

Nonetheless, if hieroglyphs constituted an unsatisfactory model, they
offered a further instance of a less specialized form of character-writing
that was generally thought to represent objects and ideas, however
obscurely, without recourse to the representation of speech-sounds.
Moreover, an allegorical interpretation of the hieroglyphs almost
certainly reinforced the example provided by the primitive language in
leading a number of universal language projectors at least to hope for a
new character, which, like earlier, sacred languages, would lead one
more deeply into the nature of reality.
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Far more generally influential as a common writing in current use
among the various peoples of the Far East were the Chinese characters
with which Egyptian hieroglyphs were so often associated. As early as
1569, Gaspar da Cruz, a Dominican friar, had set down a brief descrip-
tion of Chinese character-writing,65 emphasizing first the direct rela-
tionship that exists between 'things' and the characters that represent
them; secondly, the great number of characters that are necessary,
since 'one only character signifies "Heaven," another "earth," and
another "man," and so forth with everything else';66 thirdly, the
important fact that this written character provided a common means of
communication for the Chinese, the Cochinchinese, and the Japanese.
Da Cruz's description became better known through Juan Gonzalez de
Mendoza's history of China,67 which, since Mendoza had himself
never visited that country, leaned heavily on eye-witness accounts
such as those of Da Cruz and Martin de Rada.68 By the end of the
century, Mendoza's book, first published in Spanish in 1585, had
appeared in some thirty editions and in all the main European
languages.69 In this work, the author drew special attention again to
the universality of the Chinese characters among Oriental nations,
writing that, even though these peoples speak many different lan-
guages, they can understand each other perfectly adequately through
their writing, since no matter how diversely it may be pronounced, a
written character represents the same idea for all of them.70

The publication of Father Matthew Ricci's diaries in 1615 by
Nicholas Trigault in the well-known De Christiana expeditione apud
Sinas71 emphasized further two primary facts concerning Chinese
characters: first, the universality of their written signs, and secondly,
the direct nature of the relationship between object and character.
Taking his cue from these reports, and following the lead of Francis
Bacon, Hermann Hugo, and Gerhard Vossius, all of whom discuss
Chinese characters,72 John Wilkins wrote in his early work on com-
munication, the Mercury :

That such a manner of writing is already used in some parts of the
World, the Kingdomes of the high Levant, may evidently appeare
from divers credible Relations. Trigaultius affirms, that though
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those of China and Japan doe as much differ in their Language, as
the Hebrew and the Dutch, yet either of them can, by this help of a
common character, as well understand the books and letters of the
others, as if they were only their own.73

This idea appears to have rapidly become something of an intellectual
commonplace in the seventeenth-century world of learning, and the
majority of the projectors of a common writing or, later, of a character
based on philosophical principles referred to the use of these characters
as a form of common script in the East.74 As late as 1681, in his first
letter to the Extraordinaire du Mercure about a universal character, De
Vienne Plancy expressed his initial surprise that Chinese characters
had not been adopted throughout the world 'pour le commerce des
Nations, puisqu'ils signifient immédiatement les pensées/75

From the frequency and nature of these references, it is clear that, by
its very existence and reputation as the universal language of the East,
Chinese character-writing rendered the whole idea of a common writ-
ing eminently feasible to European scholars. And, more clearly than
the treatises of secret-writing or the shorthand notes, it also indicated
that the only way to form a script that would be universally intelligible
was, to quote John Webster (here echoing Bacon), to use characters
'which are real, not nominal, expressing neither letters nor words, but
things and notions.'76 It was not merely the general intelligibility of
such a real character (as it was commonly called) that appealed to so
many seventeenth-century scholars. For, as we shall see more clearly
shortly, the fact that language was brought in this way into a more
direct relationship with 'things' was thought to have important conse-
quences for an understanding of the natural world and for the progress
of 'real knowledge. '

Accounts of Chinese often stressed the enormous number of charac-
ters that were required when separate signs were accorded to individual
things. And early in the century it was supposed that a common
writing would need a similarly vast number of individual characters.
Bacon believed that there would be 'as many as are radical words.'77

Hugo certainly assumed that a large number of characters would be
required, defending this by arguing that even the least educated person
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manages to retain in his memory the thousands of words that are used
in everyday speech, and that, since the Chinese learn them success-
fully, there is no reason why Europeans should not do the same.78

Nonetheless, although, the Chinese characters recognizably had
important virtues, it was not generally considered that the multiplicity
and complexity of the signs were among these. For example, after
further consideration, De Vienne Plancy in a letter to the
Extraordinaire du Mercure came to the characteristic conclusion that
the trouble that the Chinese had in forming and recognizing their own
written characters probably explained why other nations had not taken
up this kind of writing, 'les autres Peuples ne s'étant pas trouvés
d'humeur à passer, comme les Chinois, la plus grande partie de leur vie
dans l'étude d'une Écriture dont tous les caractères sont si embarrassés,
qu'ils semblent autant de labyrinthes.'79 To an unnamed speaker at the
Bureau d'Adresse in Paris some forty years earlier the art of
character-writing appeared so diffuse that it would have been aban-
doned long ago, even among the Chinese, had there not been in
operation a form of 'closed-shop' policy that allocated the highest posts
in the magistrature and in the service of the state only to those who
were fully versed in character-writing.80

Among the English language planners, many of whom refer to
Chinese characters, the most detailed criticisms are to be found in John
Wilkins's Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical
Language (1668). Wilkins's analysis again reveals the disadvantages of
the multiplicity of characters required, and of their complex structure.
But not only are the Chinese characters too numerous, too complex,
and too equivocal: they are also, Wilkins maintained, not truly rep-
resentative of things. For he wrote that 'Besides the difficulty and
perplexedness of these Characters, there doth not seem to be any kind
of Analogy (so far as I am able to judge) betwixt the shape of the
Characters, and the things represented by them, as to the Affinity or
Opposition betwixt them, nor any tolerable provision for necessary
derivations.'81 And, since, by this time, the search had become a quest
not merely for a simpler, briefer, more regular form of common
writing, but for a philosophical 'real character' that would convey
something of the order of reality, the Chinese characters were judged
by Wilkins deficient in the light of these requirements. In this respect,
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his conclusion was that 'though in some particulars they seem to found
their Character upon the Philosophy of things, yet 'tis not so in others
... It should seem to be observed only in some few species of nature
which are most obvious, there being reason to doubt whether they had
any such general Theory of Philosophy, as might serve for all other
things and notions.'82

Although seventeenth-century assumptions concerning Chinese
character-writing thus played an important part in directing attention
to the possibility of establishing a real character for universal use,
they did not, indeed could not, reveal any precise, satisfactory method
according to which this would-be universal character could be con-
structed. For Chinese could provide no solution to the key problem of
how one managed to achieve brevity, clarity, regularity, and simplic-
ity in a real character, while still adequately representing the diversity
and complexity of the natural world.

L A N G U A G E S , L A N G U A G E , A N D R E A L S T U D I E S

If the emergence of the idea of a universal character in the first half of
the seventeenth century can best be understood by reference to the
vogue for various forms of writing in symbols, the interest with which
such an idea was received is accounted for largely by certain attitudes
towards existing languages and by the demands that were being made
of language in general. Even though only the briefest portrayal of such
attitudes is possible here, a broad survey will go some way towards
explaining why the formulation of an artificial, 'real character' was
thought to have such importance.

At the opening of the century the various vernaculars of Western
Europe had reached very different stages in their growth. By her
relatively rapid espousal of Tuscan, Italy had set a pattern for the
subsequent development of the other vulgar tongues. The growth of
national consciousness and pride, and the economic needs of an ex-
panding printing industry had further encouraged their cultivation, in
spite of opposition from reactionaries in many fields. Use of the chief
vernaculars in poetry, drama, the liturgy and propaganda of the Re-
formed Church,83 and certain kinds of scientific books destined primar-
ily for a non-Latin public meant that they needed to be greatly enriched
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by means of newly coined words (often of a technical kind) and by
frequent borrowings from other languages. On the other hand, the
Renaissance insistence upon a return to pure classical Latin meant that
this language tended to appear to many to be increasingly unsuited to
modern needs.

In France and Italy the vernacular had been regularized, until, even
before the seventeenth century, it had achieved a remarkably high
degree of efficiency.84 The progress of English was slower until the
middle of the century, when a profusion of grammars and dictionaries
tended to add the qualities of regularity and stability to the eloquence
that the language of the Elizabethans had already possessed. German
was, of course, even further retarded, in spite of the works of prop-
aganda of Martin Luther, his translation of the Bible into the vernacu-
lar, and the efforts of such a distinguished scholar as Johann Tritheim
to encourage the use of the vernacular.

Yet even taking into account these differences in development, it is
broadly speaking true that, throughout the sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries, the leading vernaculars of Europe gradually en-
croached more and more into fields which had hitherto been reserved
for Latin alone. Important books in growing numbers were published
in the vernacular so that by the middle decades of the seventeenth
century what may be termed the language situation was already
becoming more than a little confused. In particular, the danger of this
situation was that publication in one vernacular of the results of
experiments conducted by a distinguished scientist like Galileo
Galilei,85 or later by Fellows of the Royal Society, or members of the
Académie Royale des Sciences, meant that scientists from other coun-
tries, though working in parallel fields, might be unable easily to take
account of their colleagues' discoveries. This situation is one with
which we are familiar today, but to the world of learning at that time
such a confusion of tongues was both novel and disconcerting. Mer-
senne expressed this concern most cogently in 1640, when he wrote in a
letter to Theodore Haack, 'Vous avez raison de dire, que ni Dieu, ni les
sciences ne sont point liées aux langues, et en effect, chacune est
capable d'expliquer toute chose ; mais le malheur est qu'il faudrait les
entendre toutes, pour participer aux labeurs de ceux qui escrivent en
celles qu'on n'entend pas.'86
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One possible solution to this growing problem was, of course, that
scholars should learn several vernaculars other than their own. But
educational practice in England and on the Continent was so firmly
geared to the teaching of the classical language that in order to render
such a solution at all practicable a major reform in the teaching of the
grammar schools, collèges, and universities would have been neces-
sary. As matters stood, particularly in England, the private tutor and
the 'Grand Tour' (though not so named until lo/o),87 were the only
means of acquiring a good working knowledge of modern foreign
languages. Although the French, the Spanish, and the Italians were
more familiar with each other's languages, a knowledge of English was
relatively rare in these countries and few scientists and scholars had
sufficient command of several vernaculars to conduct their exchanges
in any language other than Latin. This was one of several reasons why
the 'disseminator of information,' in the persons of such cosmopolitan
figures as Hartlib, Haack, and Oldenburg, could play such an impor-
tant role in the mid-seventeenth century.

Yet it was not merely the firm classical tradition of schools and
universities that made learning a number of languages seem an unwel-
come, as well as an impracticable, solution to the problem of com-
munication. For the seventeenth-century scientific world had as one of
its chief characteristics the desire to stress the importance of 'things'
rather than 'words.' Such a view argued against the acceptance of a
solution that would inevitably mean that time would be wasted in
learning two, three, or more languages, instead of one.

A second solution to the problem posed by the rise of the vernacular
- one which was, in fact, commonly adopted - was to republish in Latin
books first composed in the vulgar tongue. And so, to take only three
well-known examples, the writings of Robert Boyle, the Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society, and Descartes's Principes de la
philosophie were all reissued in Latin translations. Samuel Hartlib's so
far unpublished Ephemerides contain numerous references to plans
for the translation of works first published in the lesser-known ver-
naculars. Mersenne, in the letter to Haack which has already been
quoted, hoped for the institution in each kingdom of an academy
consisting of fifteen or twenty men who would be charged with the
translation of whatever seemed worthwhile into 'la langue commune


