
a compendious dictionary of the english language

a compendious dictionary of the english language represents a significant milestone in the evolution of

English lexicography. This comprehensive reference work was designed to provide concise yet

thorough definitions, etymologies, and usage examples of English words, serving as an essential tool

for scholars, writers, and language enthusiasts. The development of such dictionaries has been pivotal

in standardizing English vocabulary and promoting literacy across diverse populations. This article

explores the origins, features, and impact of a compendious dictionary of the English language,

highlighting its role in linguistic studies and education. Additionally, it examines notable editions and

compares this type of dictionary to other lexicographical works. The following sections provide an in-

depth analysis of these aspects, offering valuable insights into the history and significance of English

dictionaries.
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Historical Background of a Compendious Dictionary of the



English Language

The inception of a compendious dictionary of the English language dates back to the 18th century, a

period marked by increasing interest in formalizing and organizing the English lexicon. The term

"compendious" refers to the dictionary's concise yet comprehensive nature, aiming to cover a wide

range of vocabulary without overwhelming detail. Early lexicographers sought to create accessible

resources that balanced brevity with authority, catering to both casual users and academic audiences.

This historical context is crucial for understanding the dictionary’s development and its enduring

relevance.

Origins and Early Development

The early roots of a compendious dictionary trace to efforts by pioneering lexicographers who

recognized the need for a practical reference tool. Unlike exhaustive dictionaries that aimed for

exhaustive coverage, compendious dictionaries prioritized usability and clarity. They often distilled

definitions to their essence while providing essential information such as word origins and correct

usage. This approach reflected the educational and cultural priorities of the time, emphasizing the

spread of literacy and effective communication.

Evolution Through the Centuries

Over the centuries, compendious dictionaries have evolved in response to linguistic changes and

technological advancements. Innovations in printing and publishing facilitated wider distribution, while

shifts in language use prompted regular updates and revisions. These dictionaries gradually

incorporated modern words, idiomatic expressions, and standardized spelling conventions, ensuring

their continued utility in a dynamic linguistic landscape.



Key Features and Characteristics

A compendious dictionary of the English language is distinguished by several key features that

enhance its accessibility and usefulness. These characteristics define its scope, structure, and

presentation, making it a preferred resource for various users.

Conciseness and Clarity

One of the defining attributes is conciseness. Entries provide clear and succinct definitions that avoid

unnecessary complexity. This enables quick reference and facilitates comprehension for readers of

varying proficiency levels. The dictionary balances precision with simplicity, ensuring that users can

grasp meanings without extensive background knowledge.

Comprehensive Coverage

Despite its brevity, a compendious dictionary offers comprehensive coverage of the English lexicon. It

includes a wide array of words from common usage, technical terms, archaic forms, and contemporary

vocabulary. This breadth ensures that users encounter relevant and authoritative information across

multiple domains.

Inclusion of Etymology and Usage

In addition to definitions, these dictionaries often incorporate etymological details, tracing the origins

and historical development of words. Usage notes and examples enhance understanding by

demonstrating how terms function within sentences and contexts. This feature supports both language

learners and advanced users seeking deeper linguistic insight.



Organizational Structure

The dictionary is typically organized alphabetically, with entries arranged for easy navigation. Cross-

referencing mechanisms and phonetic guides may be included to aid pronunciation and semantic

connections. Such structural elements contribute to the dictionary’s practical functionality.

Notable Editions and Contributors

The legacy of a compendious dictionary of the English language is shaped by influential editions and

the scholars behind them. Several key figures and publications have left an indelible mark on English

lexicography through their contributions to this genre.

Samuel Johnson’s Influence

Samuel Johnson’s monumental work, often regarded as a foundational English dictionary, inspired

subsequent compendious editions. Although his dictionary was extensive, its approach to definitions

and linguistic commentary set standards emulated by later concise works. Johnson's emphasis on

literary quotations and clear explanations remains influential.

John Ogilvie’s Compendious Dictionary

John Ogilvie’s “A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language,” first published in the 19th

century, is among the most recognized editions under this title. Ogilvie’s dictionary was notable for its

balance of thoroughness and brevity, encompassing over 38,000 words and their meanings. It became

a widely used reference in schools and homes, reflecting the educational priorities of its era.

Modern Adaptations and Digital Versions

In recent decades, compendious dictionaries have been adapted into digital formats, enhancing



accessibility and interactive capabilities. These modern editions often expand content with multimedia

elements, searchable databases, and real-time updates, maintaining the compendious tradition while

embracing technological progress.

Impact on English Lexicography and Language Learning

The role of a compendious dictionary of the English language extends beyond mere reference; it has

significantly influenced lexicographic practices and language education worldwide.

Standardization of English Vocabulary

By providing authoritative definitions and usage guidelines, these dictionaries have contributed to the

standardization of English vocabulary. This standardization has facilitated clearer communication

across regions and social groups, supporting the language’s global expansion.

Educational Applications

Compendious dictionaries serve as foundational tools in educational settings, aiding vocabulary

acquisition, reading comprehension, and writing skills. Their concise format makes them ideal for

students and learners who require reliable yet manageable resources.

Facilitation of Linguistic Research

Scholars and linguists utilize compendious dictionaries to trace semantic shifts, study word origins, and

analyze language trends. The inclusion of etymological and usage information provides a rich

database for academic inquiry.



Comparison with Other English Dictionaries

Understanding the distinctions between a compendious dictionary of the English language and other

types of dictionaries clarifies its unique place in lexicography.

Compendious vs. Unabridged Dictionaries

Unabridged dictionaries aim for exhaustive coverage, often spanning multiple volumes with extensive

definitions and examples. In contrast, compendious dictionaries prioritize brevity and accessibility,

offering a distilled but comprehensive overview of the language.

Differences from Learner’s Dictionaries

Learner’s dictionaries focus specifically on language acquisition, providing simplified definitions,

phonetic transcriptions, and learner-friendly examples. A compendious dictionary, while accessible, is

generally more suitable for general reference with a broader scope.

Role Compared to Thesauri and Specialized Dictionaries

Unlike thesauri, which center on synonyms and antonyms, or specialized dictionaries dedicated to

particular fields, compendious dictionaries cover general vocabulary with balanced detail. Their

versatility makes them valuable for a wide audience, from casual users to professionals.

Summary of Key Differences

Scope: Compendious dictionaries balance breadth and brevity, unabridged dictionaries offer

exhaustive entries.



Purpose: Compendious references serve general needs; learner’s dictionaries target language

acquisition.

Content: Compendious includes etymology and usage; specialized dictionaries focus on specific

domains.

Format: Compendious dictionaries are often single-volume, portable resources.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language'?

It is a concise dictionary of English compiled by Samuel Johnson, first published in 1785, designed to

provide definitions of English words in a more compact form compared to his larger dictionary.

Who compiled 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language'?

Samuel Johnson, a renowned English writer and lexicographer, compiled 'A Compendious Dictionary

of the English Language'.

When was 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language'

published?

It was published in the year 1785.

How does 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language' differ

from Johnson's earlier dictionary?

It is a condensed version of Johnson's larger 1755 dictionary, offering a more portable and affordable



reference with fewer words and shorter definitions.

Why was 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language' created?

It was created to provide a more accessible and affordable English dictionary for the general public, as

the original dictionary was large and expensive.

What impact did 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language'

have on English lexicography?

It helped popularize Johnson's work and made English lexicography more accessible, influencing later

dictionary compilations by showing that dictionaries could be more concise and user-friendly.

Is 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language' still relevant

today?

While not used as a primary reference today, it remains important historically as a milestone in English

dictionary development and Samuel Johnson's lexicographical legacy.

Where can one find a copy of 'A Compendious Dictionary of the

English Language'?

Copies can be found in major libraries, archives, and online digital collections such as Google Books

and Project Gutenberg.

What was unique about Samuel Johnson's approach in 'A

Compendious Dictionary of the English Language'?

Johnson's approach combined rigorous scholarship with wit and clear definitions, making the dictionary

both authoritative and engaging.



Did 'A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language' include

etymologies like Johnson's larger dictionary?

It included fewer etymologies due to its condensed nature, focusing mainly on definitions rather than

extensive word histories.

Additional Resources

1. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language

This seminal work, first published in 1755, is one of the most influential dictionaries in the history of the

English language. Samuel Johnson compiled over 40,000 entries, providing not only definitions but

also literary quotations to illustrate usage. It set a standard for lexicography and was a key reference

for English speakers for many years.

2. The Oxford English Dictionary

Often considered the most comprehensive and authoritative dictionary of the English language, the

OED traces the historical development of words. It provides detailed etymologies, definitions, and

examples of usage from various time periods. The OED is continually updated to reflect changes in the

language.

3. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary

A widely used American English dictionary, Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate is known for its clear and

concise definitions. It offers contemporary and practical language usage, making it popular among

students, writers, and professionals. The dictionary also features word histories and pronunciation

guides.

4. Webster’s Third New International Dictionary

Published in 1961, this dictionary is notable for its descriptive approach to the English language. It

includes extensive entries with detailed definitions, idiomatic expressions, and citations. While

sometimes controversial for its inclusivity of colloquial and nonstandard usage, it remains a vital



resource for linguists.

5. Collins English Dictionary

Collins English Dictionary is known for its up-to-date content and inclusion of modern vocabulary and

phrases. It balances prescriptive and descriptive elements, catering to both traditional and

contemporary language users. The dictionary also integrates digital tools and resources for enhanced

accessibility.

6. American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

This dictionary is distinguished by its clear, precise definitions and its usage panel, a group of expert

language advisers who weigh in on disputed usage issues. First published in 1969, it combines

scholarly research with readability. The American Heritage Dictionary often highlights American English

variations.

7. Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English

Designed primarily for learners of English, this dictionary emphasizes clear, simple definitions and

practical examples. It includes frequency information to help users understand how commonly words

are used. The Longman Dictionary is a valuable tool for ESL students and educators.

8. Chambers Dictionary of the English Language

Known for its comprehensive coverage and distinctive British English perspective, Chambers Dictionary

offers a mix of traditional and modern vocabulary. It is popular among crossword enthusiasts and word

lovers due to its rich word lists and etymological notes. The dictionary also features quirky and

historical word entries.

9. Funk & Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of the English Language

Once a household name in America, Funk & Wagnalls provided affordable and accessible dictionary

options throughout the 20th century. Its entries combine clear definitions with etymology and usage

notes, serving general readers and students alike. Though less prominent today, it played a significant

role in popularizing dictionary use.
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