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ESSAYS, 67

ON MODERN INNOVATIONS IN THE
ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND IN

PRINTING.

To Noan WEBsTER, jun. Lfg. at HARTFORD,

Philadelphia, Dec. 26, 1789,

DEAR SIR,

I RECEIVLED, fome time {ince, your
Differtations on the Englifh Language. It
1s an excellent work, and will be greatly
uleful in turning the thoughts of our
countrymen to correct writing, Pleafe
to accept my thanks for ity as well as for
the great honour you have done me in its
dedication. I ought to have made this
acknowledgement fooner, but much in-
difpofition prevented me.

I cannot but applaud your zeal for pre-
ferving the purity of our language both in
its expreflion and pronunciation, and in
correcting the popular errors feveral of
our {tates arc continually falling into with
refpect to both. Give me leave to men-
tion fome of them, though poflibly they

may
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may already have occurred to you. I wifh;
however, that in fome future publication
of yours, you would [et a difcountenan-
cing mark upon them. The firft I re-
member, is the word improved. When I
Jeft New-England 1n the year 1723, this
word had never been ufed among us, as
far as I know, but in the fenfe of amelio=
rated, Ot made better, except once in a very

old becok of Dr. Mather’s, entitled Re-

markable Providences.  As that man wrete
a very obfcure hand, I remember that
when I read that word in his book, ufed
iuftead of the word employed, 1 conjutu-
red thar 1t was an error of the printer,
who had miftaken a fhort /in the writing
foran r, and a y with too fhort a tnil for
a v, whereby employed was converted into
improved: but when [ returned to Bofton
in 1733, I found this change had obtain-
ed favour, and was then become commony
for I met with it often in perufing the
new{papers, where it frequently made am
appcarance rather ridiculous.  Such, for
inftance, as the adverrifement of a coune
try houfe to be fold, which had been ma-
ny years improved as a tavern; and in the
charaler of 2 deceafed country gentleman,
that he had been, for more than thirty

years, smproved as a juftice of the peace.
- Thig
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This ufe of the word improve is peculiar
to New-England, and not to be met with
among any other {peakers of Englith, el
ther on this or the other fide of the water.

During my late abfence 1n France, |
find that {everal other new words have
been introduced mto our parliamentary
Janguage. For cxample, 1 find a verl
formed from the {ubltantive motice. [

ﬂw;:!'d nst bave noticed thisy quere it not

that the g.:wff(-’maﬂ, &c.  Alfo another verb,
from the {ubltantive advecate; Tihe penile-
man qwko advocates, or wwho bas advocated
that motten, &c.  Auother from the {ub-
{tintive progrefs, the moft awkward and
abominable of the three: The committee
having progreflcd, refolved fo adjsurn. "The
WOT apﬁq/?d, thmlgh not a new word, 1
find ufed in a new manner, as, 7 be gentle-
sien quho are oppoled r2 this meafure, to
wiich [ have alfs myfelf alavays been oppo-
fed. If you fhouid happen to be of my
opinion with refpect to thefe mnnovations,
you will ufe your authority in reprobating
them.
The Latin language, long the vehicle
ufed in diftributing knowledge among the
different nations of Lurope, is daly more
and more neglected; and one of the mo-

deru tongues, viz, French, fecms, m point

of
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of univerfality, to have fupplied its place.
It is fpoken in ali the courts of Europe;
and moft of the literati, thofe even who
do not fpeak it, have acquired knowledge
of it, to enable them eafily to read the
books that are writtennin 1t.  This gives a
confiderable advantage to that nation. It
enables its authors to inculcate and fpread
through other nations, fuch {entiments
and opinions, on impertant points, as are
moft conducive to its interefts, or which
may contribute to its reputaticn, by pro-
moting the common interefls of mankind,
It is, perhaps, owing to its being written
i French, that Voltaire’s Treanfe on 1o
leration has had fo fudden aud fo greatan
eff-Ct on the bigotry of Furope, as almoit
entirely to difarm it. The general ufe of
the French language has likewife a very
advantageous cfteCt on the profits of the
bock{clhing branch of commerce, 1t being
well known, that the more copies can be
fcld that are ftruck oft from one compotie
tion of rypes, the profits increale ina much
greater proportion than they do in making
a greater number of pieces in any other
kind of manufaflure. And at prefent
there is no capital town in Europe with-
out a French beok{eller’s {hop correfpond-
ing with Paris.  Qur Englifh bids fair ta

| obtain
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obtain the fecond place. The great body

of excellent printed fermons in our lan-
guage, and the freedom of our writings
on political fubjc(ts, have induced a great
number of divines of different fe&s and
nations, as well as gentlemen concerned
in public affairs, to ftudy it, fo far at leaft
as toread it.  And 1if we were to endea-
vour the facilitating its progrefs, the fludy
of our tongue might become much more

general.  “Thofe who Lave employed fome
part of their time in learning a new lan-
guage, muft have frequently obferved, that
while their acquaintance with it was im-
pertect, difhculties, fmall in themfelvee,
operated as great ones in obftruling their
progrefs. A book, for example, ill print-
ed, or a pronunciation in {peaking not
well articulated, would render a fentence
uninteiligible, which from a clear print,
or a diftinct fpeaker, would have been
immediately comprehended. If, there-
fore, we would have the benefit of feeing
our language more generally known among
mankind, we {liould endeavour to remove
all the difhculties, however {mall, that
difcourage the learning of it. But I am
{orry to obferve that, of late years, thofe
difficulties, inftead of being  diminifhed,
have been augmented.

In
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In examining the Englifh books that
were printed between the reiloration and
the acceflion of George the Second, we
may obferve, that all {ubftantives were be-

gan with a capital, 10 which we imitated

*

.-"our mother tongue, the German. 'This

was more particularly ufeful to thofe who
were not well acquainted with the Eng-
hih, there being fach a prodigious num-
ber of our words that are both verbs and
fubftautives, and {pelt in the fame manner,
though often accented diffcrently in pro-
nunciation. T'his method has, by the fan-
cy of printers, of late years been entirely
Jaid afide; from an 1dca, that fuppreiling
the capitals fhews the character to greater
advantage; thofe letters, prominent above
the line, difturbing its even, regular ap-
pearance, Lhe effect of this change 1s {o
confliderabl=, that a learned man of France,
who ufed to read our books, theugh not
perfectly acquainted with our language, in
converlation with me on the fubject of
our authors, attributed the greater obicu-
rity he found in our modern books, com-
pared with thofe of the period above men-
ticned, toa change of ftyle for the worfe
m our writers; of which miftake I cone
vinced him, by marking for him each {ub-
ftantive with a capital, in a paragraph,
which
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which he then eafily underfiood, though
before he could not comprehend it. T'his
thews the inconvenience of that pretended
Lnprovement.

From the fame fondnefs for an uniform
and cven appearance of charalters in the
line, the printers have of late banithed alfo
tae Itaiic types, in which words of import.
ance to be attended to in the {enfe of the
lentence, and words on which an emphafis
thould be put in reading, ufed to be print-
ed.  And lately another tancy has induced
other printers to ufe the round s inftead
i the long one, which formerly ferved
vell to diitinguith a word readily by g
varted appearance. Certainly the oinit.
ting this prominent letter makes a line ap-
pear niore even, but renders 1t lels im-
ncdiately legible; as the paring of all
nen’s nofes might {fmooth and level their
faces, but would render their phyfiogno-
mes lefs diftinguifhzbie.  Add to all thefe
Improvements buckwards, another modern
fancy, that grey printing 1s more beautiful
thait black.  Hence the Englilh new
bocks are printed in fo dim a characier as
to be read with difhculty by old eyes, un-
lefs 10 a very {lrong light and with good
glalice,  Whoevar compares a volume of
the Gentleman’s Magazine, printed bes

Vou. lI, H taeen
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tween the years 1731 and 1740, with one
of thofe printed in the laft ten years, will
be convinced of the much greater degree
of perfpecuity given by black than by the
grey.  Lord Chefterfield pleafantly re-
matked this difference to Faulkener, the
printer of the Dublin Journal, who was
vainly making encomiums on his own pa-
per, as the molt complete of any in the
wonid. ¢ But Mr. Faulkener,” fays my
lord, ¢ dou’t you think it might be fhil
¢ farther improved, by ufing paper and
“ ink not quite fo near of a colour?”—
For all thefe reafons I cannot but wifh that
our American printers would, in their e-
ditions, avoid thefe fancied tmprovements,
and thereby render their works more a-
greeable to forcigners in Europe, to the
great advantage of our bookfelling come
merce.

Farther, to be more {enfible of the ad-
vantage of clear and diftinct printing, let
us confider the affiftance 1t affords in read-
ing well aloud to an auditory. In fo do-
ing the eye generally flides forward three
or four words before the voice. If the
fight clearly diftinguifhes what the coming
words are, it gives time to order the mo-
dulation of the voice to exprefs them pro-

perly. Butif they are obfcurely printed,
)
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or difguifed by omitting the capitals and
long /[’s, or otherwile, the reader is apt
to modulate wrong; and finding he has
done fo, he 1s obliged to go back and bea
gin the fentence again; which leflins the
pleafure of the hearers.  This leads me to
mention an old error in our mode of print-

ing,  We are fenfible that when a quefs

tion is met with in the reading, there ig
a proper vanation to be ufcd i the ma.
nagement of the voice. We have, therea
fore, a peint, cailed an interrogaticn, afa
fixed to the queflion, in order to diftin-
guifh it.  But this is abfurdly placed at its
end, {o that the reader does not difcover
1t tif] he finds that he has wrongly modu.
lated his voice, and 1s therefore obliged ta
begin again the fentence. To prevent
this, the Spanifh printers, more lenfibly,
place an nterrogation at the beginning as
well as at the end of the quellion. We
have another error of the fame kind in
priuting plays, where tomeching often oc-
curs that is marked as {poken afide.  But
the word afide is placed at the end of the
{peech, when it ought to precede it, as a
dirclion to the reader, that he may go-
vcrn his voice accordingly.  I'he prallice
of our ladics in meeting five or [ix toges
ther, to form little buly parties, where

H 2 cach
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each 15 empleyed in fome ufeflul work,
while one reads to them, 1s o commend-
able intfelf, that it deferves the attention
of authors and printers to make 1t as piea-
fing as pollible, both to the reader and
hearars.

My beft withes attend you, being, with
fincere eiteem,

Sir,
Y our moft ohedient and
very husncle iervant,

B. FRANKLIN.

AN ACCOUNT OF THE HIGHEST COURT
OF JUDICATURE IN PENNSYLVANIA,
ViZ.

THE COURT OF THE PRESS.

T Pover of this courl.

IT may receive and promulgate accuia-
tions of all kinds, againit all perfons and
charaCters among the citizens of the Hate,

and even againft all mferior courts; and
may



