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It is perhaps not self-evident that a book on historical lexicography should be
reviewed in a sociolinguistics journal. Just a few pages into John Considine’s
monograph, however, the reader will discover that Small Dictionaries and
Curiosity addresses many phenomena researched in the fields of sociolinguistics
and contact linguistics. In his third book on European lexicography, the author of
Dictionaries in Early Modern Europe: Lexicography and the Making of Heritage
(CUP, 2008) and Academy Dictionaries 1600–1800 (CUP, 2014) examines
different types of dictionary work often ignored in studies focusing solely on
major languages and their most remarkable lexicographic projects.
The three terms included in the full title of the volume are worth defining at the
start of this review: curiosity, fieldwork and (small) dictionary. To start with the
last, this book is not simply about dictionaries – in the most typical sense of the
word – but, rather, various kinds of wordlists as well as printed and manuscript
dictionaries from the end of the Middle Ages onwards. Dictionaries and wordlists
obviously share a similar purpose: they contain a collection of words from a
language or variety, organised after some more or less clearly specified principle,
along with translations or explanations of what they mean. They may be the result
of fieldwork conducted among speakers of that language variety – which clearly
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bears a relation to sociolinguistics – or contain data selected from written sources,
including other dictionaries and wordlists. Many of the primary sources of this
volume contain words gathered by both methods. Curiosity, then, refers to the
motivation behind collecting words; it has been identified as a feature
characterising many intellectual endeavours in the early modern period.
Considine uses the term to distinguish between dictionaries compiled because
their languages were useful for education and careers – such as the Classical
languages and those European languages that were codified relatively early – and
wordlists and dictionaries without any clearly practical purpose, composed
because someone found another language different or interesting enough to merit
some written record or description. Sometimes these were languages of the
powerless; minority communities of various kinds mark another area where the
linguistic meets the social and the societal in this book.
The volume divides into five parts, the first one discussing curiosity in
connection with lexicography, and the other parts matching the four ‘long
centuries’ from 1500 to the early 19th century. There are 28 quite short chapters
(three to twenty pages each); some of them could have been merged into
somewhat lengthier units. In the chapters, Considine traces the tradition of
lexicographic work on individual languages or varieties – some going back to the
Middle Ages – and sometimes the work of individuals with important contributions to lexicography; of these, particularly John Ray and Edward Lhuyd stand
out. The chapters are followed by a conclusion, an appendix, a bibliography and a
17-page index. The useful Appendix (23 pp.) helps with the vast number of
languages and language families mentioned in the book. The reader will of course
know something about Portuguese and, indeed, English, but Karelian and Uighur,
or the now extinct Polabian and Gaulish, are much less familiar. In addition to
geographical and language family information, the entries also mention the dates
and titles of the earliest printed books, dictionaries and grammars, as befits the
theme of the volume. The Bibliography (37 pp.) begins with a list of the
manuscripts and individual printed books consulted, followed by other primary
sources and a list of secondary sources, which covers a notable temporal range,
with a large number of recent publications from the 2010s.
The volume is characterised by the extraordinary latitude of its material – from
lists of a dozen or so words to dictionaries with tens of thousands of entries. What
emerges from the wealth of information about individual languages, wordlists and
lexicographers is the role that dictionaries have at times played beyond describing
the lexical level of a language. A dictionary may serve as recognition of the
existence of a linguistic community and as nation making, and it may also mark
out a dying language or help to revitalise one. The book highlights the

REVIEW: SKAFFARI

237

multilingualism of Europe: its scope reaches well beyond the most widely spoken
and best-researched Germanic and Romance languages and, moreover, covers
some early European work on languages in Asia. The sources used by the author
are meticulously recorded in footnotes, which usually contain quotations from the
primary or secondary sources in their original languages; despite being written in
English, this is a multilingual volume in more than one sense of the word.
The range of motivations for lexicography becomes clear in the book. Curiosity
may have been the reason for compiling a catalogue of words from beggars’
secret language or from the unfamiliar idiom of a people on the edge of the
continent, but the same wordlist or its subsequent incarnations may have served as
practical resources for merchants or missionaries; in the context of publishing
printed dictionaries, financial motivations were also important. The fieldwork
demonstrated by the surviving material is varied: the contents of some of the
shorter wordlists suggest that they were collected over a meal or drink, while
some writers recorded personal details of their informants – as sociolinguists
would do much later – and others used a well-planned prompt list in gathering
lexical data; there was increasing systematicity in lexicographic work. The author
seems sympathetic to earlier lexicographers: while he identifies problems and
mistakes in his primary sources, he sometimes also explains how and why they
probably made their way into the wordlists. Historical lexicographic analysis is
supported by book history, as the publishing history of the material is often
traced, and even the layout of extant fieldwork notebooks may provide evidence
of how the data were collected. The book also serves as a history of linguistics: it
presents early modern assumptions about the origins and relatedness of languages,
as well as novel ideas by some of the early lexicographers, prefiguring the
findings of later comparative linguists.
Small Dictionaries and Curiosity is a thought-provoking book on the history of
curiosity-driven lexical research from the British Isles to the edges of Europe and
beyond. Its reader will be impressed by the scope and depth of the scholarship and
at times amazed at the details provided. In their lists, some collectors of words did
not record just vocabulary items but also snippets of dialogue; there are even
blunt pick-up lines from the very beginning of the modern period – a curious find
indeed.
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