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Preface


This is a history of slang, the city’s language.


It is an under-discussed topic and with one exception1 the last book-length attempt to tackle that history came in 1933: the slang lexicographer Eric Partridge’s Slang To-day and Yesterday. In his case his researches were somewhat tentative, since he had yet to embark on the dictionaries that would make him the twentieth century’s leading collector of the language. I can offer no such excuse: what follows is drawn from thirty years of slang study, and for much of the purely lexical research I have extracted material from the twenty years of work amassed by myself and others in making the multi-volume Green’s Dictionary of Slang (2010) and on my continuing expansion and improvement of the database that underpins it.


Linguists have not, in general, paused to look that hard at slang. I am not one and I cannot pretend to remedy that omission. What I offer is very much the story of the language, its development and proliferation, those who have used it in plays, novels, journalism and other forms of story-telling and media, and, where necessary, those who have, especially in its early days, kept it alive by collecting it into glossaries and then dictionaries.


Thus this is a lexicographer’s history, and in that I am following a tradition. Those few who have attempted to offer the history of the language have always been those who knew it first as practice, and collected the underlying history and devolved their theories afterwards. Without their dictionaries, in which such information appears as an introduction, we would know even less of the subject. What they and I offer is, one might say, a figurative ‘etymology’ of a whole lexis. The story not just of a single word or phrase, but of an entire vocabulary.


It is also the lexicographer-historian who has privileged access to the extent of slang, the sheer size of the lexis. As will be seen, that lexis is governed by a variety of dominant themes, and thus offers substantial areas of synonymy, but it cannot be made too clear that there is much more to the vocabulary than the misguided popular assumption that limits slang to a few dozen so-called obscenities and a page or two of rhyming slang. Standard English covers all the areas that does slang, but slang illumines them in unprecedentedly creative ways.


This is not the history of all slang – that is, every one of the near 120,000 words that make up a lexis that has been recorded for half a millennium, and from across the English-speaking world. Instead I have focused on certain strands that run through the word-list. If it can offer no other defining aspect, then slang offers a highly thematic vocabulary: sex both private and commercial; crime in all its aspects, bodily parts and functions, insults both person-to-person and racist/nationalist, drink and drugs … One can see these themes in embryo when slang was originally recorded, and they remain its staples today. Reading such examples as I have included, one can see them in every instance of use and collection. There are local differences – typically the different styles and stimuli in America or Australia – but the over-riding themes will always emerge. Slang represents humanity at its most human, and that is not fettered by borders. Were I to have essayed non-anglophone slangs, I am certain that nothing would have changed.


The book is based roughly on chronological development, but after the eighteenth century, with the gradual accretion of the home-grown slangs of Australia and the United States, and the emergence of special slangs such as those of the campus, this must to an extent be abandoned, since developments are running in parallel. I have also chosen, among other subject-specific enquiries — among them slangs of students, teenagers, and of homosexuality — to approach the vastly important subject of African-American slang by itself. That anglophone slang is now dominated by America, and especially black America, might be thought to return everything to a central track, but as is the case throughout, niche vocabularies have ensured that there are now many slangs on offer.


If the early centuries of slang’s recorded existence permit one to read most if not all of that limited roster of authors who allow its words into their work, initially as the criminal language cant and then expanding to include more general material, by the nineteenth century that aim has been defeated, and since then rendered a foolish dream. Even the long-term lexicographer can only hope to sample. And with the arrival of the on-line riches of the internet, even sampling becomes harder by the day. What I have attempted is to use literary and where pertinent social developments to give the slang vocabulary a backdrop. For that I have had to select, ever more so as time progresses. I have chosen exemplars and looked at them in detail, but I have no doubt that rivals could exist and that those rivals could be used to assert the same points. To me this persistent expansion is one of slang’s glories. Like the Chinese trickster Monkey, it remains irrepressible.


Slang’s trajectory has been social as well as linguistic. Beginning, at least in recorded terms, in the gutter and the thieves’ tavern, and displayed only in a few criminological pamphlets, it has made its way up and out: across classes and into every medium. If the iceberg was once almost wholly submerged, some kind of sociolinguistic global melting has spread its waters throughout the sea of general speech. Even if at its creative core there remains an irreducible minimum of consciously developed incomprehensibility. Slang, after all, is not intended for unfettered understanding. But that secrecy has also eroded: modern communications are simply too fast and too omnivorous of all forms of available information. And slang, once despised, has become alluring, sexy, ‘cool’. There is a need to know and thus to use. In language terms it remains a thing apart, but like cool itself, now wholly accessible.


For me slang represents in its preoccupations both the circus and the sewer, the unfettered pleasure principle and that which is consciously hidden and only shamefully revealed: the ‘dirty words’ as some would term them. Yet it remains as much a part of the English language as any other of its subsets. It is not standard, it has no wish to be, but it has a role to play and it is sustained and will continue to be used and to be invented. This is not its whole story – we have no concrete ‘beginning’ and while humanity thrives there is no reason for there to arrive an ‘end’ – but it is my hope that I have laid out a good representation of what we have.


Jonathon Green
London and Paris, 2013
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	Introduction:
Slang: A User’s Manual








Slang: The Language That Says ‘No’


Slang, widely seen as ‘the language of streets’, is far harder to define than it is to use. There have been dozens of definitions, whether lexicographical, linguistic, or simply from those who want to pin down something so hugely popular, yet so elusive. It seems sensible, then, to turn to the people who throng those streets for the current version. This is what we find in Wikipedia,1 the distilled wisdom of the crowd:




Slang […] the use of informal words and expressions that are not considered standard in the speaker’s dialect or language. Slang is often to be found in areas of the lexicon that refer to things considered taboo (see euphemism). It is often used to identify with one’s peers and, although it may be common among young people, it is used by people of all ages and social groups.





There is nothing there to dispute. But there is much to add. The definitions found in works of reference are by their nature concise, pared to the bone. They do not deal in nuance. Let us, at the outset, add some suggestions.


Above all its functions, slang is a ‘counter-language’, the language that says no. Born in the street, it resists the niceties of the respectable. It is impertinent, mocking, unconvinced by rules, regulations and ideologies. It is a subset of language that since its earliest appearance has been linked to the lower depths, the criminal, the marginal, the unwanted or even persecuted members of society. It has been censored, ignored, shoved to one side and into the gutter from where it is widely believed to take its inspiration and in which it and its users have a home. It remains something apart, and for many that is where it should stay.


Yet slang is vibrant, creative, witty, and open to seemingly infinite re-invention. It is voyeuristic, amoral, libertarian and libertine. It is vicious. It is cruel. It is self-indulgent. It is funny. It is fun. Its dictionaries offer an oral history of marginality and rebellion, of dispossession and frustration. They list the words that have evolved to challenge those states. It is supremely human.


It subscribes to nothing but itself – no belief systems, no true believers, no faith, no religion, no politics, no party. It is the linguistic version of Freud’s id, defined by him as ‘the dark, inaccessible part of our personality […] It is filled with energy reaching it from the instincts, but it has no organization, produces no collective will, but only a striving to bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs subject to the observance of the pleasure principle.’2


Slang is urban. The countryside has region-based dialect, or did, as dialect has been eroding since the industrial revolution began moving former peasants off the farm into the factory. The history of slang is also the history of the urbanization of modern life as reflected in this influential subset of the language. One may suggest a simple rule: no city, no slang.


One need only look at the dictionary definitions of slang to see what it is that links the city and its language: the over-riding suggestion is of speed, fluidity, movement. The words that recur are ‘casual’, ‘playful’, ‘ephemeral’, ‘racy’, ‘humorous’, ‘irreverent’. The slang words themselves are twisted, turned, snapped off short, re-launched at a skewed angle. Some with their multiple, and often contrasting definitions seem infinitely malleable, shape-shifting: who knows what hides round their syllabic corners. It is a language that requires the city’s hustle and bustle, its rush, lights, excitement and even its muted (sometimes far from muted) sense of impending threat. Then there are the value judgements: ‘sub-standard’, ‘low’, ‘vulgar’, ‘unauthorized’. The word we are seeking is street. Street as noun, more recently street as adjective. The vulgar tongue. The gutter language.


Slang, it is often suggested, represents the users’ innate inarticulacy. Their inability to use standard language. Not so. The reality is that slang remains in a state of constant reinvention. Even if that reinvention is not coming from elite sources. It is harder now to argue that slang is a secret language, as was once undoubtedly true. The speed of modern information transfer makes that level of secrecy almost impossible. Nonetheless the need for a level of perceived secrecy remains: when a slang word is coined it may well enjoy a period, however brief, of ‘invisibility’. But once it has become ‘revealed’, then the immediate need is for re-coinage. A term may be ephemeral (though much slang is remarkably long-lived), but the imagery behind it, the great recurrent themes of the lexis remain the same.


Thus far an imagistic approach to a language, because if a means of communication is a language then slang is surely such, as much as any other subset – jargon, technicalities, regionalisms – a part of the over-arching English language. It is on equal terms with standard English, the language, traditionally, of the broadsheet press, the BBC news and other top-down communicators. Slang may be considered ‘worse’ than standard English and suffers such slipshod condemnations as ‘bad’ language or ‘swear-words’, but such dismissals spring from ignorance. Prejudice, not fact. In linguistic terms it is a cousin, a somewhat raffish and rackety one no doubt, but in no way a poor relation nor a black sheep. If it is scorned, the scorn is the product of fear and suspicion, and even, given slang’s wonderful inventiveness, of jealousy.


At the same time, if slang is to be positioned as an innately oppositional language, it is necessary to identify the established version against which it is opposed. The concept of standard English is not recorded in print until 1836 but its development is generally accepted as starting in the fifteenth century. And according to the historian Alfred C. Baugh, this language was essentially that as used by the power centres that focused on contemporary London. ‘It was the seat of the court, of the highest judicial tribunals, the focus of the social and intellectual activities of the country. To it were drawn in a constant stream those whose affairs took them beyond the limits of their provincial homes. They brought to it traits of their local speech, there to mingle with the London idiom and to survive or die as the silent forces of amalgamation and standardization determined. They took back with them the forms and usages of the great city by which their own speech had been modified.’3


It is now argued whether, as Baugh suggests, this development expanded via top-down osmosis, and encompassed both written and spoken language, or whether it was actively imposed through clerical and educational authorities using formal systems to spread a standard. In either case standard English became establishment English and literary English.


All this is widely and well attested. Such is not the case for slang. As will be seen in chapter 2, language that featured ‘vulgar’ themes – sex, parts of the body, defecation, commercial sex – existed and might already be found in the middle English (pre-1450) used by such as Chaucer, and must have continued on, but it cannot yet be listed as ‘slang’. It is simply what Baugh terms ‘vulgar or illiterate speech […] the language of those who are ignorant of or indifferent to the ideals of correctness by which the educated are governed’.4 It may well be that such words were in wide and popular use but they were rarely recorded and would certainly not have been included in standard speech or writing. Like the vocabularies of regional dialects, also excluded from the standard as London English took control, they were the losers, as it were, in the struggle. The difference, of course, is that slang was just as much a city speech; it was the source – the street rather than the court – that was then, and for centuries beyond, what mattered.


Slang may oppose standard English but it never abandons it. It rejects large areas of standard terms, notably those that move beyond concrete description to abstract conceptualizing, but it suborns a great deal. Like the mature poet, slang steals quite unashamedly and a breakdown of etymological roots shows that the majority of slang terms can be found in the standard dictionaries, but with their meanings turned, twisted and skewed, upside-down and inside-out, larded with a solid layer of irony or wit.


 


The Etymology of the Word ‘Slang’


Where – as a word – does slang come from? Before looking, however constrainedly, at what comprises this particular subset, what about the word itself? Does it remain what my great predecessor Eric Partridge called it: ‘that prize-problem word’?5


Although the currently accepted first use of the word in the context of language is dated to 1756, there is evidence through the 1740s of alternative senses, though all are underpinned by some idea of duplicity: a line of work (first found in 1741), nonsense (1747) and, as a verb, to cheat, to swindle, to defraud (1741) and to abuse or banter with (1749). There is also ‘A Plan for a Hospital for Decayed Thief-Takers’, a document attributed to the thief-taker and receiver Jonathan Wild, which contains the line: ‘The master who teaches them should be a man well versed in the cant language, commonly called the Slang Patter, in which they should by all means excel.’ Wild was hanged in 1725; the pamphlet is dated 1758. And while it was allegedly ‘printed from a manuscript, said to be written by Jonathan Wild while under condemnation in Newgate’, its signature ‘Henry Humbug’ almost certainly suggests a later, satirical author. (Though to what extent, given the paucity of citations, cant was ‘commonly called the Slang Patter’ even in 1758 remains debatable. The next such use is not until a ballad of the 1780s.)


The word was yet to reach the dictionary and no useful attempt at an etymology was proposed prior to that of the slang lexicographer John Camden Hotten in 1859. ‘The word Slang is only mentioned by two lexicographers Webster and Ogilvie. Johnson, Walker, and the older compilers of dictionaries give “slang” as the preterite of “sling,” but not a word about Slang in the sense of low, vulgar, or unrecognised language. The origin of the word has often been asked for in literary journals and books, but only one man, until recently, ever hazarded an etymology Jonathan Bee. With a recklessness peculiar to ignorance, Bee stated that Slang was derived from “the slangs or fetters worn by prisoners, having acquired that name from the manner in which they were worn, as they required a sling of string to keep them off the ground”.’6 Hotten’s own belief was that ‘Slang is not an English word; it is the Gipsy term for their secret language, and its synonym is Gibberish another word which was believed to have had no distinct origin.’7


Neither Barrère and Leland (1889–90) nor Farmer and Henley (1890–1904) took things any further in their slang dictionaries. It was left to the professionals at the on-going OED. Sir William Craigie, dealing with slang in its first edition, took that Dictionary’s usual cautious view on such matters: it was ‘a word of cant origin, the ultimate source of which is not apparent’; this refusal to hazard any further guess has not been modified since. Craigie compounded his rejection of possible origins with a further note: ‘the date and early associations of the word make it unlikely that there is any connection with certain Norwegian forms in sleng- which exhibit some approximation in sense’. This flat declaration ran quite contrary to the views of another Oxford philologist, Walter Skeat, whose Etymological Dictionary of the English Language had appeared between 1879 and 1882. Skeat attributed slang unequivocally to the Scandinavian languages. Listing such terms as the Norwegian sleng (‘a slinging, an invention, device, stratagem … a little addition or burthen of a song, in verse and melody’), ettersleng (lit. afterslang, ‘a burthen at the end of a verse or ballad’), slengjenamn (a nickname), slengjeord (an insulting word or allusion), the Icelandic slyngr and slunginn (well-versed in, cunning), and the Swedish slanger (to gossip), Skeat showed himself free of all doubt: ‘that all the above Norwegian and Icelandic words are derivatives from “sling” is quite clear … I see no objection to this explanation’. Contemporary etymologists tended to follow Skeat. More recently Eric Partridge, never one to let caution fetter his own deductive skills, modified the Norwegian thesis in his own etymological dictionary. For him slang is a dialect past participle of the verb sling, which has its roots in Old and Middle English and links to Old Norse, thus giving the concept of ‘slung’ or ‘thrown’ language. This conveniently encompasses the abusive side of slang, e.g. ‘sling off at’, and is duly bolstered by the Norwegian slenga keften (also cited by Skeat), lit. to ‘sling the jaw’, and thus, literally, to use slang, as well as Skeat’s slengjeord. The current, on-line OED remains unconvinced.


 


Definitions


Thus the roots, or lack of them; what of the definition? Set firmly amid respectable language by the OED, slang as a word remains essentially unchanged as to its definitions and in its use, even if it continues to develop as a vocabulary. The philologists and lexicographers remain generally consistent in their opinions. Since the OED laid down lexicographical law they may have replaced simple definition by more complex explanation, but they differ only in the nuances.


‘Slang is a poor man‘s poetry,’8 suggested John Moore in You English Words (1962), a sentiment underpinning the title of the American academic Michael Adams’s study Slang: the People’s Poetry (2009). And like the poor, to whom must be attributed credit for the coinage, or at least the popularization of a major portion of its vocabulary, slang is always with us. Whether, as one observer suggests, it is the working man of language, doing the lexicon’s ‘dirty work’ or, as Moore and Adams imply, it represents the lyrical creativity of the disenfranchised or, as its many critics still proclaim, it has nothing but the most deleterious effects on ‘proper speech’, slang remains a law unto itself.


As a linguistic phenomenon it surely predates the Christian era. The mid-nineteenth-century slang lexicographer John Camden Hotten, as keen as any other Victorian scholar to find antecedents in the classical and pre-classical worlds, offers the readers of his Slang Dictionary (1859) an alluring, if somewhat fantastical picture of this ‘universal and ancient’ species of language. ‘If we are to believe implicitly the saying of the wise man, that “there is nothing new under the sun” the “fast” men of buried Nineveh, with their knotty and door-matty looking beards, may have cracked Slang jokes on the steps of Sennacherib’s palace; and the stones of Ancient Egypt, and the bricks of venerable and used up Babylon, may, for aught we know, be covered with slang hieroglyphics unknown to modern antiquarians …’ As a word in itself, however, it only emerges into the (printed) language in the mid-eighteenth century. The Oxford English Dictionary (1933 and unrevised at the time of writing), which included primarily that slang terminology which occurred in literature and in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century glossarists, defined the term as ‘The special vocabulary used by any set of persons of a low or disreputable character; language of a low a vulgar type’, and adds somewhat circuitously, ‘Language of a highly colloquial type, considered as below the level of standard educated speech, and consisting either of new words or of current words employed in some special sense’. (Colloquial being defined as ‘Belonging to common speech; characteristic of or proper to ordinary conversation, as distinguished from formal or elevated language’.) The word is so far first recorded in 1756, when in Act I of William Toldervy’s play The History of the Two Orphans one finds ‘Thomas Throw had been upon the town, knew the slang well; […] and understood every word in the scoundrel’s dictionary.’ And immediately one is faced by a possible question. Was Throw’s ‘slang’ a reference to his speech, or to a duplicitous and probably criminal way of conducting himself? Given the final phrase, one may suppose that the reference is indeed to his vocabulary. In which case the slang in question is no more than a synonym for cant, or criminal jargon, and does not involve the more general sense of today. (Toldervy himself ‘knew the slang’ as well. Among the hundred-plus examples in his play are dewbeaters, shoes, fribble, an impotent male, and corner-cupboard, the vagina.) By the turn of the century the definitions had broadened.


As well as standing synonymous with cant, slang began to be used as an alternative to jargon or ‘professional slang’ by such luminaries as Charles Kingsley (in a letter of 1857). George Eliot (in Middlemarch, 1872) referred not merely to the slang of shopkeepers (decrying ‘superior’ as used of comestibles) but added that ‘all choice of words is a slang […] correct English is the slang of prigs who write history and essays. And the strongest slang of all is the slang of poets.’9 G. A. Sala, in his 1856 essay for Dickens’s Household Words (see Chapter 7), attacks slang, but seems to be targeting the affectations and idiosyncrasies of various styles of standard speech, rather than the lists of vulgar synonyms (for ‘drunk’, etc.) which he appears despite his protestations to revel in itemizing. More notably the word, if not the vocabulary, had been enlisted in standard English by the mid-century and dignified by John Keble (in 1818), Thackeray (in Vanity Fair, 1848) and many other respectable users. In 1858 Trollope, in Dr Thorne, a story featuring murder, seduction and bastardy, speaks of ‘fast, slang men, who were fast and slang and nothing else’, a citation that points up both their language and their rakehell, buckish style.


Across the Channel, Balzac, writing of argot, the French equivalent to cant, proclaimed that ‘there is no more energetic or colourful language than that of this subterranean world’.10 Victor Hugo was less tolerant. His ‘condemned man’ shrank from it as ‘an odious phraseology grafted on the general language, like a hideous excrescence’.11 And in a whole chapter devoted to argot in Les Misérables, Hugo saw it as ‘a sort of repellent animal intended to dwell in darkness which has been dragged out of its cloaca. One seems to see a horned and living creature viciously struggling to be restored to the place where it belongs. One word is like a claw, another like a sightless and bleeding eye; and there are phrases which clutch like the pincers of a crab. And all of it is alive with the hideous vitality of things that have organized themselves amid disorganization’, and termed it ‘a horrid murmur, resembling the human accent but nearer to growls than to words. That is argot. The words are misshapen, distorted by some kind of fantastic bestiality. We might be hearing the speech of hydras. It is the unintelligible immersed in shadow; it grunts and whispers, adding enigma to the encircling gloom. Misfortune is dark and crime is darker still, and it is of these two darknesses put together that argot is composed.’12 Yet it was also Hugo who, in the Hunchback of Notre-Dame, evoked the ‘kingdom of Argot’ and all its supposed citizens, a tour de force of imaginative creation.


Zola, typically in L’Assommoir (1877), made it a cornerstone of literary realism, but Zola’s use of argot and langue populaire elicited widespread criticism and in the UK such language was cited alongside his alleged ‘immorality’ as justification to ban his work and in 1889 to imprison Henry Vizetelly, the publisher who put it out in translation.


Francis Grose in his dictionary of 1785 defines it as ‘cant language’. (Pierce Egan, in his revision of 1823, has dropped the entry.) But Grose does not expand, and the first ‘proper’ dictionary definition is to be found written by Noah Webster in 1828: ‘low, vulgar, unmeaning language’. Webster’s successors offered a variety of takes. Examples include the 1864 Webster-Mahn, which amended its definition to read: ‘low, vulgar, unauthorized language; a colloquial mode of expression, especially such as is in vogue with some class in society’. Discussing ‘The Rationale of Slang’ (1870), the Overland Monthly defined it as the ‘spontaneous outburst of the thought power become vocal’ and noted that the lexis had no purpose ‘other than emphasis or illustration’.13 Webster’s rival, Joseph Worcester (1879), called it ‘vile, low, or vulgar language; the cant of sharpers or of the vulgar; gibberish’. Brander Matthews, writing in Harper’s magazine on ‘The Function of Slang’ (1893),14 defined it as ‘A word or phrase used with a meaning not recognized in polite letters, either because it had just been invented, or because it had passed out of memory … A collection of colloquialisms gathered from all sources, and all bearing alike the bend sinister of illegitimacy.’


In 1913, the New Standard Dictionary explained slang as ‘the speech or dialect of a special sect, profession, or class of persons’ and added that slang is used for ‘expressions that are either coarse and rude in themselves or chiefly current among the coarser and ruder parts of the community’. The OED’s somewhat circuitous definition has been noted above. The New Encyclopedia Britannica (1982), in a discursive entry written by the cant collector David Maurer, calls it ‘unconventional words or phrases that express either something new or something old in a new way. It is flippant, irreverent, indecorous; it may be indecent or obscene. Its colourful metaphors are generally directed at respectability, and it is this succinct, sometimes witty, frequently impertinent social criticism that gives slang its characteristic flavour. Slang, then, includes not just words but words used in a special way in a certain social context.’


To turn to more recent definitions, John Simpson of the OED has explained that ‘As a rule of thumb we classify a slang word as an alternative to a more formal word, typically used by a subset of the speech population, and a colloquial term as an informal term used widely in the speech community.’15 The current on-line Merriam-Webster has ‘an informal nonstandard vocabulary composed typically of coinages, arbitrarily changed words, and extravagant, forced, or facetious figures of speech’ (http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/slang). Gale Cengage Learning has ‘A type of informal verbal communication that is generally unacceptable for formal writing. Slang words and phrases are often colorful exaggerations used to emphasize the speaker’s point; they may also be shortened versions of an often-used word or phrase.’16 Wikipedia’s entry is cited above. The Urban Dictionary, in sway to lexicographic relativism, offers a choice of thirty-three variant definitions, of which the most popular is the self-congratulatory ‘the only reason Urbandictionary.com exists’. The few more reasoned alternatives seem to be far less favoured by the users.


As Hugo’s lines suggest, slang has also elicited a good many condemnations, rendering what should be scholarly assessment into mere value judgements. Even moral ones and certainly social assumptions. An unaccountable fear that the streets, even if suppressed economically, are somehow going to rise up linguistically.


Johnson was of course at pains to rid his dictionary of vulgarity, and his initial commission had been to prepare a lexicon of purified English. Slang rarely entered the standard dictionaries, although Elisha Coles allowed some cant in 1676 and Nathan Bailey offered an entire cant appendix in 1730. Critics pontificated de haut en bas on both sides of the Atlantic. Typically John F. Genung, who in 1893 announced that ‘slang is to a people’s language what an epidemic disease is to their bodily constitution; just as catching and just as inevitable in its turn […] Like a disease, too, it is severest where the sanitary conditions are most neglected.’17 The idea of slang as a ‘disease’; or a ‘perversion’, not simply of language but of society at large, permeates such remarks. Few, however, could equal the editor James C. Fernald, who commenced his essay ‘The Impoverishment of the Language: Cant, Slang, Etc.’ in Progressive English (1918) thus: ‘The touch of decay is upon all things earthly. Frost, rain, and wind are casting down the mountains, and the rivers are washing the rock-dust far out into the sea … The Pyramids, stripped of the casing of hewn stone that once covered them are now but rude, though mighty towers in the lonely desert. The Parthenon […] was desolated long ago … The stately monuments of imperial Rome are dismantled from the top and dust-embedded from the base. Language shares the same tendency to decay.’18 We may laugh: it would seem that Mr Fernald cried.


And continued: ‘Slang, for the most part, comes up from the coarse and more ignorant portion of the community. […] ‘Slang … saves the trouble – and the glory – of thinking. The same cheap word or phrase may be used for any one of a hundred ideas […] Slang is the advertisement of mental poverty … It so largely comes from the coarse and rude elements of our population, or even from the baser associations and pursuits.’19


Yay or nay, the reality remains that posited by Jonathan Lighter and Bethany K. Dumas in their 1978 essay ‘Is Slang a Word for Linguists?’:20 ‘Annoyance and frustration await anyone who searches the professional literature for a definition or even a conception of SLANG that can stand up to scrutiny. Instead one finds impressionism, much of it of a dismaying kind.’21 And of all the definitions on offer there is much to be said for Lighter’s own synthesis, in the Cambridge History of the English Language: ‘So taking into account the various definitions in dictionaries as well as the more detailed treatments of such authors as Henry Bradley, Stuart Flexner […] H. L. Mencken, and Eric Partridge, the following definition will be stipulated […]: Slang denotes an informal, nonstandard, nontechnical vocabulary composed chiefly of novel-sounding synonyms (and near synonyms) for standard words and phrases; it is often associated with youthful, raffish, or undignified persons and groups; and it conveys often striking connotations of impertinence or irreverence, especially for established attitudes and values within the prevailing culture.’22


Etymology and definition aside, there is also the question of what is slang. And what is not. The dictionary and other definitions did not attempt this, until in 1933 Eric Partridge, writing his pioneering overview Slang To-day and Yesterday, offered some seventeen criteria which might make a word slang. Julie Coleman, in her history The Story of Slang (2012), has reduced the qualifications to eleven. Lighter and Dumas cut them down to four. In all cases these calculations would appear to be the product of reverse-engineering the vocabulary. Yet in answering their own question, Lighter and Dumas have made it clear that slang is not, ultimately, a word for linguists, that it cannot be shoehorned into twenty-one, let alone four sizes fit all.


The problem with the various sets of categories is that all assume a conscious will on behalf of the speaker. Mads Holmsgaard Eriksen, in a study on ‘Translating the use of slang’ prepared as a thesis for Aarhus University in 2010, offers a synthesis of what has come before and states that ‘these elements shows us what the function of slang is: a social instrument of words and expressions employed in speech and informal settings in order to create group relations with people you identity with and to rebel against standard language, and to signal the speaker’s attitude and the speaker’s belief in the listener’s ability to relate to and understand what is being said’.23


All of which may indeed be the case with slang as found in fiction: take for example the work of a superlative exponent of the style, P. G. Wodehouse, whose 100-plus novels are all saturated with slang, and who used the lexis for a reason. (Its humorous potential being, as story succeeds story, further intensified by the author’s disregard for chronological accuracy: late-nineteenth-century terms cheerfully rubbing shoulders with those decades younger.) So too did the Restoration playwrights, the nineteenth-century Newgate novelists and the purveyors of modern romans noirs, movie scripts and graphic novels. Slang adds authenticity and atmosphere. Some users, those for whom slang is simply one more fashionable accessory, may use it consciously, but most do not. Their slang use is transparent. It is there, it is the way they talk. One may interrogate, say, an engineer and uncover the language that he uses for professional communications; fieldwork on the street is more difficult. ‘What slang?’ say the users. They may never use a standard word or phrase, but for them slang is the standard. This is not to deny a learning curve, as in any form of communication, and that may be dictated by the norms of the group with whom one wishes to be associated, but no one is thinking ‘slang’, simply ‘that is what I/we call …’ It is, as Eriksen, paraphrasing Michael Adams, puts it, ‘a set of words and expressions in a given language used to create group dynamics’.24 The problem for members of such groups begins when they move beyond their ‘normal’ environment and into the wider world. Slang fluency becomes standard inarticulacy and it is that perception that stands behind regular criticisms of the lexis, especially as tied into the currently dominant form of slang – that found in rap music – as underpinning illiteracy, joblessness, street crime and even riots.


This is a lexicographer’s history and not a linguist’s. Its subject is the words, not pictures of words. Its aim is therefore the accretion of the lexis and the background to that accretion rather than the linguistic status of the register. For all the criteria, for all the inconsistent yet ultimately similar definitions, one is left, like the judge who knows pornography but still cannot say exactly what it is, as knowing it when one meets it. Michael Adams, whose own interest in slang includes his study of the language used in the TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Slayer Slang, 2003), agrees: ‘Slang is what it is. You’ll know it when you hear it.’25 For him much is down to context and the need to create a social link to those with whom one is speaking. Simply checking a dictionary definition, let alone multiple definitions, offers no help. As fellow slang expert Connie Eble puts it: ‘Slang cannot be defined independent of its functions and use.’26 And both cite James B. McMillan from 1978: ‘the basic problem of slang lexicology – definition of the class – has not been solved […] Until slang can be objectively identified and segregated (so that dictionaries will not vary in labeling particular lexemes and idioms) or until more precise subcategories replace the catchall label SLANG, little can be done to analyze linguistically this kind of lexis.’27


 


Etymological Roots


Slang, and cant before it, has always been promiscuous in its accretion of sources. At the time of writing my current database runs to approximately 54,000 headword entries (derivations, compounds and phrasal uses bringing the total slang lexis to approximately 125,000 terms). Setting aside some 33% of the etymologies which cross-refer to another slang headword, the first and foremost of these sources is standard English, the twisting, tweaking and otherwise ludic exploitation of which accounts for at least 15% of the vocabulary. In terms of register, rhyming slang and abbreviations offer around 5% each, and lesser roles are played by puns and plays on words (c. 1,400 entries), dialect (870 entries), proper names (375 entries), echoic uses (257 entries) and brand names (90 entries). In terms of languages, the most influential has been French with 400 etymologies, followed by Scottish (305), Latin (241), Irish (220), Afrikaans (212), Yiddish (199), German (195), Italian (162), Dutch (152), Romani (117), Hindi (79), Hebrew (44), Greek (40), Welsh (31), Twi (25), Spanish (21), Zulu (20), Yoruba (14) and Arabic (7).
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	In the Beginning:
The Pre-History








As we have seen, John Camden Hotten, writing in 1859, believed that slang was not simply old, but almost pre-historical. ‘For aught we know,’ he suggested, it was used in Nineveh, Babylon and ancient Egypt.


For aught we know, indeed, but the problem is that we do not know, and while one wishes to state unequivocally ‘In the beginning’, the story of the earliest slangs might just as well be prefaced ‘Once upon a time’. The problem for the lexicographer is that even had such lexes been used, no one seems to have bothered to have acknowledged them, at least for the record, and slang’s invariable identification with and use by the less privileged classes of society meant that such texts – one could hardly at this early stage talk of books, nor indeed of publishing – that were set down, eschewed it. It is frustrating, but it would seem that whether or not such ur-slangs existed, their vocabulary will remain a secret.


Where, then, can we start? Since one requires evidence, then the best place would seem to be Classical Rome. Yet even here what we are observing is still not the spoken language of the streets, but primarily the image-filled language of literature, delivered in a consciously lower register than the standard and used, as often as not, for conscious effect. But as for spoken Latin, which might provide examples of non-standard usage, the true ‘vulgar Latin’, as L. R. Palmer has made clear, ‘we have no text which is a faithful record of even one mode of contemporary speech […] It is only through their inadvertences, almost willy-nilly, that the writers give us hints that their natural speech deviates from the language of the schoolroom which they are at pains to use.’1 Certain authors are more useful than others. The comedies of Plautus, the erotic verses of Catullus, the epigrams, often obscene, of Martial, even certain comments by Cicero. Equally productive is The Priapeia, a collection of short Latin poems in the shape of usually coarse epigrams affixed to the statues of the god Priapus, itself invariably adorned with an outsize phallus; translated by the orientalist Sir Richard Burton (of Kama Sutra fame), it was issued in 1890 by Leonard Smithers, the period’s best-known publisher of pornography (as well as of the works of Aubrey Beardsley, Max Beerbohm, Aleister Crowley and Oscar Wilde). Editions had been available, in part or whole, since the mid-fifteenth century. We may also look profitably at some of the insults used in the classical period.


At first glance the Latin vocabulary provides us with the desired evidence. If sufficient proof of slang’s origins was to be found in the display of its under-pinning themes, then Latin is undoubtedly a precursor of modernity. As James Allen has laid out in The Latin Sexual Vocabulary (1982), terms for the penis, aside from its primary names of mentula and verpa (an erect or circumcised penis), can be categorized variously as sharp or pointed instruments (colcata cuspis, a pointed stem), weapons (arcum, a bow, ensis and machaera, a sword, sicula, a dagger), household objects (pilum, a pestle, pondus, a weight, rutabulum, an oven rake or poker), poles and stakes (caduceus, a wand, radius, a rod, virgo, a rod, virgula, a wand), agricultural implements (ligo, a mattock, raster, a hoe, subucula, an awl), personifications and animal metaphors (anguis, a snake, passer, a sparrow, titus, a dove, natrix, a water-snake or whip; the snake imagery can be found in similar uses in classical Greek), anatomical metaphors (venus, literally a vein, cauda, a tail, neruus, a sinew), tools, implements and vessels (capula, a handle, falx, a sickle, vas, a vessel, vomer, a ploughshare), private property (peculum, ‘the private thing’), as well as metaphors drawn from food (cuculis, a cucumber, olera, herbs), nature (curculio, a corn-worm, a weevil, caulis, a cabbage stalk, thyrsus, a plant stem), the sea and from music (pecten, a plectrum used in playing the lyre). The euphemism pudenda, the parts of shame, was still used in slang dictionaries well into the twentieth century. Even the one-eyed trouser snake may have a Latin ‘ancestor’ in the one-off use of monstrum by Ausonius:2 the ‘monster’ in question, referring in context to the penis, was stolen from Virgil, who was referring to Polyphemus, who of course had but a single eye. It has been argued that futuo, used specifically of a male client copulating with a whore, is one of the etymologies of the modern fuck. It is unlikely, even if the word was undoubtedly obscene, and lies behind sixteenth-century Italian’s fottuere, which the Anglo-Italian lexicographer John Florio gave in 1598 as one of his synonyms for fuck, and thence French foutre.


Looking at my own Slang Down the Ages (1986), which deals with the modern lexis, one can find a similar list of penis-metaphors, typically: weapons, knives and daggers, guns, sticks, the hunter, food, proper names, nursery terms, anatomy and euphemism. As in Latin, large, small, erect and flaccid members are also dealt with. If one moves from the penis to the remainder of the sexual world, the situation is the same: the images found in Latin that stand in for the vagina (animals, fields and similar spaces, ditches and pits, caves, containers, doors and pathways) and for sexual intercourse (among them eating, striking, cutting and splitting, digging, wounding, grinding, kneading, ploughing, fighting, working, killing, riding and playing) are similarly echoic across the centuries.


Trium litterarum homo is how Plautus, in Aulularia (The Pot of Gold), describes one character. The term is literally a ‘man of three letters’, and the phrase reappeared in the mid-twentieth century, even if Plautus’ acronym spelt F-V-R, a thief, and the modern three-letter man has meant F-A-G or G-A-Y, a homosexual. Insults, while sometimes quite formal, can also foreshadow slang’s future. And as in modern slang, they use terms of sexuality, criminality and stupidity. Among those listed by Eleanor Dickey3 are asine (ass), canis (dog), cucule (cuckoo), excetra (water-snake) and vipera (viper); furcifer (one punished with the furca), and its superlative trifurcifer; levis (‘light’, fickle), moriture and periture (about to die), pestis (plague), putide (rotten), scelerum caput (‘head of crimes’), mastigia and verbero (one who merits a whipping), and verpe (the erect/circumcised penis). The epitome, but far from as common as its successor uses, is cunne, literally a cunt. Such are among the standard terms of abuse, but the imagery, again, has continued into modernity. The negative personification of penis has given prick, cock, knob, dork and many more. Those who are deemed worthy of death or punishment include the canary (as in prisoner) -bird and the gallows-bird; the use of ‘bad’ animals, e. g. a snake, remains a way of identifying ‘bad’; humans, and senses similar to the ‘head of crimes’ can be found in a range of negative terms using -head or -face for a suffix.


Yet we must not be seduced too easily. Latin vulgarisms and insults, however much they can be seen as presaging terms that emerge in modern slang, are just that: vulgarisms and insults used in Latin. It is possible that on occasion they were those of the street, and some are borne out in collected graffiti, but compared to the steady drumbeat of modern slang usage they are few and they are far between. That their imagery is familiar is hardly surprising; humanity has not changed that much and the goods and bads of language, any language, tend to reflect similar moral and emotional positions. Not only that, but these early instances of such terms are far from widespread. To return to Professor Palmer, what one is seeing is not consistent use, nor, of course, can one prove that this is language as spoken. As Palmer puts it, within ‘the dead landscape of literary Latin’ there are ‘seismic areas where occasional eruptions reveal the intense subterranean activity’.4


These seismic areas, these occasional eruptions, do not increase in volume for virtually 1,400 years after Christ. They remain elusive, even if they may well be active beneath the ‘seen’ language. And when they do make the surface they generally do so, it should not come as any surprise, as representative of the real underworld, that of crime. Given that as regards the West the Middle Ages were for the slang researcher, as Eric Partridge has said, ‘the dark ages’,5 if one seeks slang at that time then one must look East and to the Arabic world, which as in medicine and mathematics was not subjected to the limiting obscurities of omnipresent Christianity. Here the world of the beggars, rogues, criminals and confidence tricksters, known as the Banu Sāsān6 (the Sons of Sāsān), evolved their own slang, or more properly, since it was restricted to that world, criminal jargon or argot. And more vitally, such jargon was recorded in a number of Quas¸īda Sāsāniyya, (‘Poems about the Banu people’), lengthy poems recounting the underworld life, and larded, naturally, with its terminology. The first of these, by the traveller and physician Abu Dulaf, appeared in the second half of the tenth century, probably in western Iran. A second was written in Iraq four centuries later by the poet Safi d-Din al Hilli. Between them they offer some 540 specific terms. And as such they can be seen as the direct precursors of the European ‘beggar books’ (see Chapter 3) that are in turn the first emanations of ‘slang lexicography’. As well as listing a variety of occupations – snake-charmers, the exhibitors of bears or monkeys, doctors both qualified and quack, a variety of those extolling and exploiting religion, even those who perform ‘moonlight flits’ to avoid their bills or rent – Abu Dulaf offers beggarly tricks that seem quite timeless.




35. And the one who simulates a festering internal wound, and the people with false bandages round their heads and sickly, jaundiced faces. Al-hājāūr is the person who pierces a hole in an egg, which he secretes in his bosom, so that it oozes out as a yellow liquid. Al-kadhdhābāt are bandages which the beggars tie round their foreheads, and in this way make people think that they are ill. […]


37. Maisara is when a person begs, alleging that he has come from the frontier region […] Makht¸ara is when a person swallows his tongue, and gives people the impression that the Greeks have cut it out. […]


66. Wa minnā kullu mamrūr. These are a group of people who wear ragged clothes and shave off their beards, thereby creating the impression that their minds are deranged through melancholia and have an excess of bile. […] The generality of people account them mad, and no one punishes them for what they say.


67. Wa-man yakalu. This is the person who has with him a piece of cotton dipped in olive oil, which he rubs over his eyes to induce a flow of tears. He sets about lamenting his wretched state and accosting people for money, relating the story of how he has been set upon by brigands or how his property has been unjustly confiscated. These musta’ridūn are the real aristocracy of the beggars.





All remains, nonetheless, quite fragmentary. In 1200 the West makes its first scratch on the record, and that is only debatable. Around that year one Jehan Bodel (1165–1210), a poet from Arras in north-eastern France and best known for his chansons de geste memorializing in verse the derring-do of various kings and knightly nobles, wrote Le Jeu de Saint Nicolas. The poem, considered as the first French miracle play, recounts the saint’s successful campaign to persuade four thieves to restore a stolen treasure. Within the play, alongside the saint’s activities, are those of three villains, found predictably in a tavern, who perform the robbery. Scholars have long since argued as to whether certain of their lines included terms that could be categorized as argot, i.e. criminal language. The glossary to Albert Henry’s 1981 edition marks such terms as geugon (a potboy), teme (to open, lit. to broach), santissiés (be quiet, shut up), asemer (to render thin), and dap/paier un dap (a blow/to cut), as unequivocal ‘argot’. However, the argot specialists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, notably Francisque Michel, Marcel Schwob and Lazare Sainéan, were less impressed. For them argot begins in 1455 with the trial of the Coquillards, posing as legitimate merchants but preying on unfortunate travellers.


Before looking at that, perhaps the first major way station in the collection and assessment of any criminal language, one should re-cross the Channel. The twenty-four stories that make up The Canterbury Tales, by Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343–1400), began appearing in manuscript around 1387. And among them there are undoubtedly what appear to be slang usages, notably in the Reeve’s and Miller’s Tales, predictably the most bawdy of the collection.


Given that bawdiness it is unsurprising that the terminology of sex plays a major role: swive (to have sexual intercourse), prick (to enter a woman), belle-chose, quaint and quoniam (the vagina; all euphemisms, the latter pair playing on cunt), fire (‘of Saint Anthony’, i.e. a venereal disease), gay (of a woman, leading an immoral life or working as a prostitute), hot (sexually aroused and/or available), honey and pigsnyes (terms of endearment), loteby (a mistress), malkin (a female) and wench (a woman). Defecation was the source of various jokes, and Chaucer uses arse and tail (the anus or buttocks), hole (the anus), gong (a privy), jordan (a chamberpot), fart and piss (both found as nouns and verbs), and shitten (covered in excrement, filthy). And there were oaths: Christ! cock (euphemizing God), for Christ’s sake! Gad, as in Gad’s precious and Gad’s bones, and nails! which referred to ‘god’s nails’, i.e. those of the crucifixion.


But if Chaucer, as defined by the nineteenth-century literary historian Frank Chandler,7 ‘depicts vice humorously with all the tolerance of a great artist’, then one who might be seen as his opposite number, another fourteenth-century author, William Langland (c. 1330–c. 1386), also offers a small ‘slang’ lexis. In his great religious allegory of Piers Plowman, which appeared in various revisions between 1367 and 1386, he is ‘intent upon preaching penitence’,8 but before penitence must come sin, and Langland shows readers ‘the arts, lies, hypocrisy, wealth and pride of […] archdeacons, summoners, pardoners, monks’ and the rest of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. In so doing his terminology at times overlaps with that of Chaucer: among the shared terms are arse, malkin, placebo and wench, the oaths Jesus! and by Christ! Langland also offers bacon (human flesh, and thus a human being), bitch (used derogatorily of a woman), buzzard (a weak foolish person, a gullible dupe), catchpole (a sergeant or bailiff, especially one who arrests for debt), bad penny (an unpleasant, untrustworthy person), daffy (an eccentric, a mad person and as such used some 520 years before it was next recorded), dead as a door-nail, grope (to fondle sexually), guts (the stomach), land-loper (a vagabond), lubber (a fool), tail (in his use the vagina), troll (to wander around) and weeds (clothes).


Nor was the use of such terms restricted to purely canonical writers, although the nature of ‘publishing’ meant that what has lasted from the period must imply a certain literary longevity. It was certainly far from the streets. The thematic groups that would underpin slang gradually fill out as the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries pass. There is the penis: bow, cock, lance, pin and sword; the testicles: ballocks and eggs; the genitals: privates and jewels, albeit not yet ‘family’ ones. Gear, lap, socket, and trench meant the vagina; a game was an act of sexual intercourse, as was a ride, also found as a verb, clicket (usually used of animals), and jape (lit. ‘to play’). The horn stood for cuckoldry, while to burn was to be infected with VD.


The prostitute has her role: a cat, a hackney, a kate, a ramp and a tickle-tail. A mare was a mistress while a female mackerel ran a brothel; to be light, of a woman, was to be seen as promiscuous and referred to the ‘lightness’ of her heels, so easily raised towards the ceiling. There were terms of communication: blow (to discredit, to defame), cackler (a tale-teller, one who talks ‘out of turn’), capron hardy (an impudent fellow; calqued from the synonymous French capron hardi, lit. ‘a bold hood’, the garment metonymizing the man), choking oyster (a reply that silences one’s opponent), sneck drawer (a flatterer), tilly-vally (nonsense). Mompyns were teeth, muzzle the face. And there was naturally crime: barker (a thug), bell-wether (the leader of a mob), lime-twig (a thief; their ‘sticky fingers’), moocher (a petty thief), pilgarlic (an outcast), scour (to wear fetters).


That these terms would in time enter the slang dictionaries is unarguable. But we must still ask: at the time that they were used, the mid to late fourteenth century, can they be classified as ‘slang’. Unlike the beggar books of the sixteenth century, they are undoubtedly nearer to what would become ‘civilian’ slang, France’s langue populaire or argot commun – there is no criminal jargon in either list – and their preoccupations are very much those that continue to underpin the slang lexis seven centuries later: the parts of the body, sexuality, defecation, misogyny, insults. They are also voiced by the lower classes of society. Again, a near prerequisite of slang. And it is true that for research purposes they offer the lexicographer some very early uses of the terms in question. Nor, in certain cases, are they even the oldest uses. Abbot Aelfric’s Latin to Anglo-Saxon Glossary (c. 1000) translates podex as ars and testiculi as beallucas, the ‘ancestor’ of the modern bollocks. No one would pretend that the writer-theologian was an adept of the counter-language.


One might argue that because there yet exists no definition for a phenomenon, in this case slang, that is not to say that it does not exist in itself. And again, one can say that because of the topics and themes with which they were concerned, when slang was defined and corralled off from standard English these words would qualify for that lexis. But at a time when there was no such concept as slang, they were not slang. What they were, at a time when the elites still spoke Norman French, or even Latin, was English, in linguistic terms Middle English, and still something of an upstart. This was not the vocabulary of elite speakers, but of the wider population, who had not fallen prey to the French cultural ascendancy that had followed on the Norman Conquest. Like slang, English, it might be suggested, started in the street. What they spoke was the vulgar tongue, the idea of which in 1785 provided Francis Grose with a title for his influential slang dictionary. Vulgar as in Latin’s vulgus, the crowd.


Seventy years after Chaucer, and back again across La Manche, we finally reach the first concrete examples of what, if not slang, would in lexicographical terms be its immediate precursor: criminal jargon, known, since the backdrop is France, as argot. The document in question, while not a beggar book as such — it was taken from evidence given at a trial — can be linked directly to those pamphlets that emerged across western Europe over the next century and beyond. The subject was undoubtedly criminal vagabonds, though they posed as merchants rather than beggars, and the language was theirs.


The trial, held in 1455, was that of the Coquillards, a gang of criminal wanderers made up mainly of ex-soldiers of the Hundred Years War, which had effectively ended a decade earlier. The source of their name is debatable. The obvious root being the ‘coquille’ or cockle, as worn by genuine pilgrims to the shrine of St James of Compostela. However, while there were undoubtedly some fake pilgrims, who sported the ‘coquille’, the Coquillards were as much violent robbers as they were merely con-men. Writing in his Anthologie de la Littérature Argotique (1985), Jacques Cellard offers an alternative root: the popular saying that all merchants of cockles were liars and tricksters who ate the flesh of an oyster and left their foolish customers nothing but the shell. And Marcel Schwob, in a detailed discussion, refers the reader to such phrases as vendre coquilles and dresser un coquille, both of which idioms mean to trick or con, presumably from the same imagery. The link to real-life merchants is underpinned by the French lexicographer Pierre Guiraud,9 who notes that far from being mendicants, the Coquillards presented themselves as successful merchants, often accompanied by a servant, who dealt in gold and precious stones. He also makes a link, which he admits might be considered ‘poetic’, between the escargot or snail, which has its coquille, or shell, and the word escargueter, to set a trap.


Whatever their etymology, the Coquillards, anything from 500 to 1,000 in number, plied their trade from the 1440s around Dijon, in eastern France. Not a gang as such, they still boasted a degree of organization, including in their ranks a variety of criminal specialists, whether violent or otherwise. By 1450 they were considered a major problem; the Dijon authorities demanded an enquiry, to be led by one Jean Rabustel. In 1455 he arrested a dozen Coquillards, and with them some of their otherwise respectable bourgeois accomplices, but all maintained their omertà. Only when he offered to set free the youngest of the band, one Dimanche le Loup, in return for betraying his companions did Rabustel achieve a breakthrough. (Le Loup, it appears, was still one of those hanged after the trial.) After Le Loup came another informer, the barber Perrent le Fournier. The two volunteered much information, notably a list of names and, more importantly for lexicographers, the language or private jargon that the Coquillards used. The accused were tried: three were hanged, the rest banished from Dijon.


Other than a few words encountered in the mouths of brigands, hangmen and robbers in the ‘mysteries’ of the early fifteenth century (e.g. marié, hanged, in the Geste du Nobles (1408), or beffleur, a robber, in the Mistère du Vieil Testament), this was the first occasion on which a substantial body of argot was recognized. Yet it would be 400 years before the trial’s records were unearthed, in 1842, and published as Les compagnons de la Coquille, chronique dijonnaise du XVe siècle, and a further forty before in 1880 Marcel Schwob, researching the poet-criminal François Villon, appreciated the linguistic importance of what had been revealed in 1455.


Contemporaneous with the Coquillards, indeed more than likely one of their number or certainly their associate, is François Villon, the other indicator of early argot. Villon (born 1431 and last recorded as active in 1463) is probably the best-known poet of his era. (The line ‘Mais où sont les neiges d’antan?’ in his ‘Ballade des Dames du Temps Jadis’ – translated by D. G. Rossetti as ‘Where are the snows of yesteryear?’ – remains one of the best-known, if somewhat impenetrable lines of poetry yet written.) A student at the University of Paris, he became Master of Arts in 1452 but at the same time was increasingly involved in the period’s outbreaks of student rioting. In 1455 he was implicated in a murder; he pleaded self-defence but his accuser died and Villon fled Paris. He was pardoned in 1456 but as a killer he had to give up his high-status teaching post at the College of Navarre and henceforth scrape a living singing in taverns. That year he was in trouble again: accused of leading a gang of students who broke into the chapel of the same College of Navarre and stole 500 gold crowns. He left Paris once more and for the next five years survived on the road. It may be that it was during this time that he joined, however marginally, the Coquillards. Certainly he had a number of unarguably villainous friends. He suffered further accusations of criminality in 1461 and 1463. This last led to his banishment; thereafter he vanishes from history.


His works, however, do not. In 1460 he began the composition of his magnum opus, the 2,023 verses of Le Grand Testament, filled with bitterness, invective, lamentations for a wasted life and an imminent sense of death on the gallows. For the student of early argot, of which Villon’s work is, to quote Sainéan, ‘one of the most important monuments’,10 his work is irresistible, however much of it remains a challenge to modern readers. The Testament was published in 1489; the edition included a group of ballades argotiques entitled Le Jargon ou Jobelin de Maistre François Villon (‘the slang or cant of Master François Villon’).


This, however, is now accepted as a misattribution: Villon, it is acknowledged, was not their author. The actual writer is unknown, his identity as hard to discern as the argot the work contains.




A parouart la grant mathegaudie


Ou accollez sont duppez et noirciz


Et par les anges suivans la paillardie


Sont greffez et print cinq ou six


La sont bleffieurs au plus hault bout assis


Pour le euaige et bien hault mis au vent


[Escheques moy tost ces coffres massis


Car vendengeurs des ances circuncis


Sen brow et du tout aneant Eschec eschec pour le fardis].11





Terms include paroir and montjoye (the scaffold), collez (hanged; slang ‘scragged’); riflart is a police-officer, abroieart fog. A few words from foreign languages occur: audinos (prayer) is the Latin audi nos of the litanies; arton (bread), is Greek. Moller (to eat), may perhaps be the Latin molere, to grind. Anse (the ear), is the Latin ansa, handle.


No one has recorded Villon’s death, or even later life. Branded a criminal, he disappears and leaves only his semi-penetrable linguistic legacy. And with Villon we also leave this introductory, fragmentary search for early examples of slang. Henceforth, in the late fifteenth and far more so the sixteenth centuries, one sees a concrete attempt, visible across Europe, to tackle the new sub-set of speech: the language of criminal beggary. From now on, while there are lacunae, and as is ever the case with slang there will always be aspects that defy us, the story of the counter-language takes real form.
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	Lewd, Lousey Language:
Beggars and Their Books








Without the sort of wide-ranging publishing that has come to display every register of language – from high to low, and literary to popular – we have no choice but to look to lexicography, the making of dictionaries, for the early records of modern slang, or what at least count as its earliest roots. Not that it appeared in any form of dictionary yet. Bilingual lists, usually combining a national vernacular with the scholars’ language Latin, had become well established by the sixteenth century, but other than in Italy, where a pair devoted to the ‘lingua vulgare’ appeared in 1543, monolingual dictionaries would have to wait until the seventeenth, which saw every major European country (with the exception of the Netherlands) offer a local version, whether through individual scholarship (as in England and Germany) or under the auspices of an academy (in France, again Italy and Spain). Vernacular lexicography was still coming up to speed, and its products were seen in a variety of specialist glossaries. These did not include slang, as yet an unknown or at least uncategorized quantity, but since every country had criminal beggars the language of these vagrants was duly researched and set down. It was these glossaries, known as beggar books, that formed the foundations of slang collection, gave the first insights into the vocabulary of the ‘counter-language’ and would dominate the ‘slang lexicography’ of the sixteenth century.


 


The European Background




Probably for the last time, it was through the beggars’ books that Europe found that unity of interests and readers which would appear unthinkable only a few years later.


Piero Camporesi Introduzione, in
Il libro dei vagabondi (1973)





There are no unimpeachable statistics for how many beggars, whether ‘deserving’, i.e. genuinely poor, or ‘sturdy’, i.e. supposedly capable of earning a living and thus ‘fraudulent’, roamed Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Historians offer a variety of figures based on valiant research, totals usually running to the tens of thousands, but nothing can be comprehensively offered. What one can say, however, is that the image of the beggar, once seen as a legitimate and deserving beneficiary of charity – itself one of the cardinal Christian virtues – which had thus often been ecclesiastical, had taken on a new, and often negative image. A variety of social and economic changes had substantially increased the numbers of those who begged, adding impoverished small tradesmen and women to the traditional ranks of workless peasants. The changes had been underpinned by natural calamities (the Black Death) and man-made ones, e.g. the Hundred Years War, which ended in 1453, releasing a tide of henceforth unemployed soldiers; or the enclosure of land, which replaced the old feudal divisions, and again deprived peasants of a livelihood. Further to this, England’s Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536–41), while not perhaps unleashing thousands of now homeless monks on to the road, as was once believed, undoubtedly rendered jobless many whose incomes had depended on providing the religious foundations with a wide range of service industries. To compound the problem, prices were rising, perhaps doubling during the half-century of Elizabeth I’s reign, and the population at large was increasing.


The result of these changes was that the once-efficient charitable institutions were overwhelmed and those who might once have received alms and shelter had no alternative but to take to the road. And once on the road, at least in a substantial number of cases, to turn to one or another form of crime, be it out-and-out robbery, or a variety of forms of deception. In society at large the beggar, thus categorized, became a pariah.


While much of the response to this explosion of vagabondage was in the form of legislation, one can see a major cultural impact, nowhere more than in a new genre of writing, subsequently bracketed either as ‘rogue literature’ or the ‘literature of roguery’. It was not an entirely new phenomenon. Nor was it by any means restricted to England. The criminal vagabond – ‘the rogue’ – had been a stock figure for some time, often in folklore but also as the subject of tracts that urged repentance for such sinning. He can be seen as far back as the Latin author Lucian’s dialogue ‘The Parasite: A Demonstration that Sponging is a Profession’ (second century CE). He also appeared in such picaresque (from Spanish picaro, a rogue) tales as Spain’s anonymously penned La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes, published in 1554 and generally seen as the first of a much-copied type, and Mateo Aleman’s Guzman de Alfaracke (1599–1604, published in English as The Rogue in 1623). In the latter the hero is ‘educated’ by the boss (the protopobre), who explains to him the various types of beggar. Two major sources were the multi-tale epic – Boccaccio’s Decameron and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, in both of which a number of stories are devoted to a variety of roguish trickery – and the jest book, a compendium of anecdotes (the first English example One Hundred Merry Tales appeared in 1526) that often focused on the victimization of the gullible sucker by the artful villain.


Perhaps the most important literary work, and as such one that might be positioned as bridging the gap between the Medieval style and that of Early Modernity, appeared in Germany in 1494: Das Narrenschiff (The Ship of Fools), by the German theologian and satirist Sebastian Brant. A number of later editions followed, among them that of 1497, retitled with a Latin synonym: Stultifera Navis, which brought it to the attention of the learned, while most of the seventeen editions that appeared in the next century were in a variety of people-friendly vernaculars. The first English version appeared in 1509, translated, with an admitted freedom, by the poet-clergyman Alexander Barclay (c. 1484–1552). It offered 113 linked rhyming satires and displays the author’s denunciations of what he saw as contemporary corruption and immorality; it was also notable for being the first book to offer woodcuts by Albrecht Dürer. Brant, and after him Barclay, targeted ‘fond parents and ungrateful children, inconstant and evil women, all who wore extravagant clothes, pluralist clergy, ignorant gentlemen, avaricious merchants, corrupt lawyers and physicians, riotous servants, and sturdy undeserving beggars’.1 Thus among the original Dürer illustrations is that of ‘The Beggar’, which depicts among other things – an ass-load of small children in baskets, a female companion tipping a wineskin to her lips – the beggar himself, in a belled cap that denotes his role as fool, leaning on a stick and displaying a patently false peg-leg, the real one openly bound up to disguise the truth.


Brant’s take on begging was acerbic, reflecting the popular disdain for ‘sturdy beggars’ who could work but preferred the greater financial rewards of professional, criminal begging. Such views were those of many, including Erasmus and Protestant reformer Martin Luther, who stated in 1520, ‘It is not seemly that one man should live in idleness on the labors of his fellows or possess wealth and luxury through the hardships which others suffer, as is the prevailing perverse custom.’2 But it happened, and to an increasing extent. To quote a modern translation of Sebastian Brant:




For begging has become the rule


And ranks among our best professions …


To beg some men will always choose,


Though they could work if but they would


They’re young and strong, their health is good,


Save that their back they won’t incline …3





What links Das Narrenschiff to the ‘beggar books’ that would follow is Brant’s delineation of the various begging specialities, a taxonomy that would underpin a number of European ‘rogue’ works in the making.




They carry on much rowdy work,


They have their thieves’ slang everywhere,


It helps them out where’er they fare.


[…]


He uses crutches when he’s out,


But not when no one is about;


He throws a fit before a crowd


So everyone will shout aloud;


[…]


He limps, he’s hunched and very sick,


He ties his leg to crutch or stick


Or hides a bone ’neath garments thick.


Should anyone inspect his wound


He’d find it very shrewdly bound.4





These verses ‘On Beggars’ were, however, a small section of Brant’s work. The concept of the ‘beggar book’, versions of which would be published across Europe, with its attempt to set out the ranks of criminal mendicants and to itemize their jargon, aimed not for satire, but for a rudimentary form of criminology. The first such analyses seem to have emerged in Germany, although the early works do not offer any vocabularies. Germany’s cant was known as Rotwelsch, from rot (cunning; literally ‘red’, coincidentally or otherwise the stereotyped hair colour of the Jew, also seen as cunning), and welsch (unintelligible language). In 1932 D. B. Thomas noted that ‘[Hans] Vintner [sic; usually Vindler or Vintler] uses a few Rotwelsch words in his Blume der Tugend (‘Flower of Virtue’, 1411), and others occur in the anonymous Des Teufels Notz (ca. 1420). About 1425 the Lübeck Dominican Herman Komer relates in his Chronica Novella a story of a band of murderers with a peculiar language of their own.’5


The mid-fourteenth century saw a variety of ordinances issued by German cities in which lists of begging specialities were enumerated, along with statutes prohibiting any of their practitioners to enter the city. The Konstanz Ratsbuch of 1381 was perhaps the first ever to list the categories of rogues. In 1479 the Basel Kronik included a document entitled ‘The devices with which vagabonds and blind men extort alms’; some thirty categories of beggars are mentioned, and there are translations from their jargon (Rotwelsch) into standard German. This was presumably a later version of Die Basler Betrügnisse der Gyler (The Deceptions of Beggars (in Basel)), allegedly published c. 1450 in Basel, Switzerland. It appears to have been the work of a clergyman, John Knebel, who, like those who noted the language of the Coquillards, picked up his material at a series of criminal trials aimed at controlling vagabondage. Three manuscripts of The Deceptions survive; at some later stage it went into print and was still appearing as late as 1749. This ‘beggar book’ or ‘rogue pamphlet’, as the genre became known, set out, as its opening lines explain, to inform the law-abiding citizen of ‘the deceptions which beggars and blind men practise, and especially all the dodges, as they call them, by which they make their living’. Like its many successors, The Deceptions goes on to list the types of beggars, the tricks they use and the language they adopt to deceive the authorities and the gullible public. It was this document, much amended, that would become the first widely known beggar book: the Liber Vagatorum (1509). This ‘Book of the Beggars’ also enjoyed a number of editions, perhaps the best known of which was that of 1528, which boasted a preface by none other than Martin Luther.


The Liber Vagatorum offers some 295 words, of the roots of which just over half are German, followed by 22.1% Hebrew, 6.8% Dutch, 6.4% Latin, and small specimens (all under 2%) drawn from Romani, French and Spanish. Nearly 30% have no ascertainable etymology. Among the words are hanfstaud (a shirt; lit. ‘hemp-rub’), kabas (the head; from Latin caput), betzam (an egg; from Hebrew), diftel (a church; from German stiftel, lit. a small cathedral), dotch (the vulva; possibly a corruption of German tasche, a pocket), mess (money; German messing, brass), and schöchervetzer (an innkeeper; German schenken, to retail liquor).


In addition to these general terms, there are those that denote the beggars’ tricks. Wilners, those who like the English ring-dropper pretended to ‘discover’ a piece of silver, which they then sell to a victim; Joners (perhaps linked to French jouer, to play), card-sharps; Sönzen-goers, prototype begging-letter writers, and armed with false documents; Schwanfelders, who stripped naked in the hope of exciting pity and thus alms. There are the Lossenders, lit. the ‘let-loose’, who claim to have been imprisoned in far-off countries and there persecuted for their Christian faith; the Klenkners, those who pretend to wounds the gruesomeness of which is balanced only by the ingenuity that conjures them up from perfectly healthy flesh; the Grantners, who pretend to the ‘falling sickness’, again a form of epilepsy; the Gickisses, or beggars who pretend to blindness, and claim to be on a pilgrimage to Rome or Compostela; the Dallingers, posing as ex-hangmen and now repentant; and the Schweigers, who concoct a case of jaundice, using a mix of horses’ dung and water.


The Liber Vagatorum, then, set the pattern, and it was widely emulated. Before turning to the English beggar books, and confining this history to the Anglo-Saxon world, it is worth surveying what else Europe had to offer.


The Coquillards had offered, as it were, an argot glossary by default. The first conscious effort to categorize the world of the argotier and the language that they employed comes thirty years after the English magistrate Thomas Harman had offered c. 1566 his Caveat for Common Cursetors, and contemporaneous with the 1590s ‘coney-catching’ pamphlets of the ne’er-do-well playwright Robert Greene. La Vie généreuse (= ‘heroic’) des mercelots, gueux, et Boesmiens, contenans leurs facons de vivre, Subtilitez et Gergon (i.e. jargon) was published in 1596. Its pseudonymous author called himself Péchon de Ruby (roughly equivalent to ‘The Smart’ or perhaps ‘Naughty Kid’). As was now well established, he lays out a hierarchy of villainy and offers a glossary of criminal argot. And while Harman’s work purported to be culled from the magistrate’s one-to-one interrogations of a variety of villains, Péchon de Ruby’s is presented as pure autobiography. As he explains in his extended title, he is a Breton gentilhomme, who associated with criminals in his youth. A dictionary en langue Blesquien (in the language of criminals) is added, ‘with an explanation in the vulgar tongue’, i.e. vernacular French, as opposed to Latin.


La Vie généreuse also differs from Harman in its open celebration of the vagabond life, a latitude that eclipses the belief that those beggar books written in Catholic countries were ‘more moralistically committed and more severe’6 than those produced in Protestant ones. As he makes clear, ‘nostre vie estoit plaisante’ (our life was pleasant), and he recounts a picturesque existence, even if there are scenes of horror and cruelty and the gallows, inevitably, casts its lengthy shadow. This picture of a parallel, organized criminal underworld, with its hierarchy and its initiatory rites, not that dissimilar from the fantasy Mafia so beloved of Hollywood, is perhaps, as Jacques Cellard has suggested, ‘too good to be true’. It is perhaps a rebellious young man’s fantasy viewed through the roseate lens of middle age.


For the purposes of argot, however, it is worth taking note. Again like Harman and his peers, but quite unlike Villon, Péchon de Ruby sets out to inform. Thus the ‘memoirs’ are filled with argot, but a translation of that argot is included. Useful? Possibly – it would be useful for ‘civilians’ to know what those who wanted to rob them were saying amongst themselves – but equally voyeuristic. It is, as such books were, as much a book of titillatory sensationalism, an embryonic tabloid exposé, as a piece of disinterested research.


As well as vocabulary, Péchon de Ruby establishes, believably or not, a distinct hierarchy of crime. At the top stands le Grand Coesre, the king of the beggars and presumably cognate with such rulers as a Caesar or Tsar. ‘A very good-looking man, with the majesty of a great monarch […] and a great beard.’ His coat, if we are to believe the author, consisted of six thousand coins sewn together. Beneath him, the Cagous (‘hooded ones’), his immediate assistants. In addition are some six ‘façons de suyvre la vertu’ (ways of pursuing virtue), in fact far from virtuous, but methods of extracting money from the foolish. Finally, in the true tabloid tradition, Péchon de Ruby, having laid out a world of glamour and excess, concludes with a warning: ‘Ces folies meslees de cautelles, c’est afin que chacun s’en donne garde.’ In other words, these tricks are dangerous for you (and, he implies, for society), be on your guard.


Italy would also contribute to the genre, albeit later still. The primary work was Il vagabondo, ovvero sferza de’ bianti e vagabondi (‘or the scourge of bandits and vagabonds’) by the Roman Dominican friar Giacinto de’ Nobili alias Rafaele Frianoro; it appeared in 1621 and enjoyed at least seventeen editions, in Italian and French, by 1700. Again, less censorious than its Protestant peers, Il Vagabondo is as much a series of anecdotes as it is a tract against beggary. Its author claims that it has been written ‘for entertainment rather than health’. However, it is possible that this was in fact no more than a vernacular translation of an earlier Latin original: a manuscript by one Teseo Pini from Urbino entitled Speculum cerretanorum (The Mirror of Beggary). Although this was not published until 1973, by the historian Pietro Camporesi, it would appear to have been written between 1484 and 1486, thus making it one of the earliest examples of the genre. Its structure is certainly exactly that of later German and English books. Compared with Il Vagabondo it is tougher on crime, its author justifying his work, stating that he had published it (as supposedly would many successors) in order ‘that honest good people may learn how to defend themselves from the falsehood of the dishonest’.


Slightly earlier than Italy came Spain’s contribution to the genre. This was Juan Hidalgo‘s Vocabulario de germanía (1609, ‘brotherhood’ in Catalan and thence hermanos, brothers), published in Barcelona by Sebastián Cormellas. The glossary was appended to his Romances de germanía, a collection of canting ballads. According to Hidalgo (whose name may in fact have been a pseudonym of Cristóbal Chaves), all the words in the Vocabulario (some 1,272) are taken from ballads, although the author provides no specific sources. A second edition, published in Zaragoza, appeared in 1644, with a reprint in 1654.


 


The English Development


It is possible that, Barclay aside, another English author, forever unknown, offered a take on the Ship of Fools. This was Cock Lorel’s Bote, published sometime prior to 1513. The name Cock Lorel, used in slang to mean the leader of a gang of rogues, combines the adjective cock (first-rate), and losel (a worthless rogue, a profligate). It is usually found as a proper name and features largely in the literature of Elizabethan villainy. As described in the anonymously written verses, he is a ‘ship-master’, whose ‘crew’ is a group of rogues drawn from the workshops and gutters of London. Together they ‘sail’ the country, engaging in a variety of villainies. He appears in a number of works, as well as in the glossaries compiled by Awdeley (whose Fraternity of Vagabonds (c. 1561) was ‘confirmed by Cock Lorel’) and Rowlands (in Martin-Mark-all: Beadle of Bridewell, 1610), who suggests that while he was ‘the most notorious knaue that ever lived’),7 his ‘captain’s’ role was purely allegorical and he was, in fact, a tinker. In all mentions he remains at the head of his marauding beggars, sometimes plotting against the state, on one occasion even entertaining the Devil to dinner. According to Rowlands’s generally fictitious ‘history’ of the canting crew, Cock Lorel’s reign supposedly lasted c. 1511–33. As well as supposedly establishing a number of rules whereby his villains should conduct themselves, he was the first to lay out the ‘quartern of knaues called the five and twentie orders of knaues’, a hierarchy of beggary much imitated in a succession of canting dictionaries.


‘Come any mariners hither of Cock Lorel’s boat?’8 asks Copland of the Spytell-Hous Porter, and with that we enter, finally, on what is seen as the first English beggar book. Robert Copland’s Hye Waye to the Spytell-Hous (loosely translated as ‘The Road to the Charity Clinic’; a spytell-house, synonymous with a lazar house or poor hospital, was a form of charity foundation, dealing specifically with the poor and indigent and especially with those suffering from a variety of foul diseases). It was written between 1529 and 1534 and probably published in 1535.


Copland’s birth-date remains a mystery, but his known professional career as a printer, bookseller and stationer, as well as a collector of cant, covers the years 1508–47 (when he seems to have died). He worked primarily as an assistant to the printer Wynkyn de Worde (d. 1535), who had been William Caxton’s principal assistant from 1476. Copland claimed to have worked for Caxton too, but given their respective dates, this relationship is more likely figurative than factual.


Sometime between 1529 and 1534 Copland created the work for which he remains known. The Hye Waye is a lengthy verse dialogue, supposedly conducted between Copland and the Spytell House Porter. The clinic in question, while not named by Copland, is generally accepted to have been St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London’s oldest, founded in 1123 near the open space known as Smithfield, now London’s central meat market. Trapped in the hospital porch by a snowstorm, Copland strikes up a conversation with the Porter, taking as their subject the crowd of beggars who besiege the Spytell House: ‘Scabby and scurvy, pock-eaten flesh and rind / Lousy and scald, and peeléd like an apes / With scantly a rag for to cover their shapes, / Breechless, barefooted, all stinking with dirt.’9 The pair then discuss why some are allowed in and others rejected. Within this framework Copland notes and the Porter describes the various categories of beggars and thieves, as well as the tricks and frauds that are their stock in trade. They further note the way folly and vice lead inevitably to poverty and thence disease and finally, willy-nilly, to the Spytell House.


The Hye Waye falls into two halves, the first focusing on beggars, the second on fools. Whatever the source of the ‘criminological’ verses, the second half would appear to have been influenced by Robert de Balzac, one of the minor French writers whose work Copland would have known, and author of Le chemin de l’ôpital (The Road to the Hospital, 1502). And while de Balzac’s catalogue of fools does not deal in crime, it undoubtedly gave the English author his title.


Unlike the beggar books that would succeed Copland’s work, the Hye Waye does not offer a ‘canting vocabulary’, but it does provide vivid descriptions of a wide range of what would be known as ‘the canting crew’, ‘diddering and doddering, leaning on their staves, / Saying “Good master, for your mother’s blessing, / Give us a halfpenny”’.10 Some, explains the Porter, are justified in their beggary. Others are not.




By day on stilts or Stooping on crutches


And so dissimule as false loitering flowches,


With bloody clouts all about their leg,


And placers on their skin when they go beg.


Some counterfeit lepry, and other some


Put soap in their mouth to make it scum,


And fall down as Saint Cornelys’ evil.


These deceits they use worse than any devil;


And when they be in their own company,


They be as whole as either you or I.11





The Porter also describes such ‘nightingales of Newgate’ as those who claim to have been imprisoned in France ‘and had been there seven years in durance’, or falsely imprisoned in London only to face poverty on their release. And explains how, once enough money has been earned, all such villains repair to brothels and taverns, dressing up in far from ragged finery and making ‘gaudy cheer’.12 As in Das Narrenschiff, upon which Copland undoubtedly drew, there are false scholars, and quack doctors, and, inevitably, corrupt clergy, whom the Porter characterizes as monks, driven from the dissolved monasteries and posing as Pardoners. And as his descriptions reach their end, the porter offers a list:




For by letters they name them as they be


P a Pardoner; Clewner a C;


R a Roger; A an Aurium, and a Sapient.13





The clewner, a senior villain, may be linked to the Gaelic cluainear (a cunning fellow, a hypocrite), Erse cluanaire (a seducer, a flatterer), or Manx cleaynagh (a tempter). The roger pretended to be a poor scholar from Oxford or Cambridge; pronounced with a hard ‘g’, the word is ostensibly a version of SE rogue, but may be linked to Gaelic ruaigair (a pursuer, a hunter), and Lowland Scottish rugger (an outlaw). The aurium is a fake priest, possibly from Latin aurius (an ear), i.e. that which hears confession, and the sapient is a travelling quack, from Latin sapiens (a wise man), a term also found, with the same meaning, in the Liber Vagatorum.


In all, Copland offers fifty-one examples of cant, though they must be disinterred from the rhyming text. Among them is pedlar’s French (thieves’ jargon), only the second printed use: the first had been in Palsgrave’s bilingual dictionary Lesclarcissement de la langue francoyse (1530).


Other than his work, we know little of Robert Copland. Of his successor in cant-gathering, John Awdeley, also known as John Sampson, we know little more. The son of the verger of Westminster Abbey, he was born in or before 1532 and died in 1575. He was another printer turned writer, and from 1561 to his death he ran a thriving business in Little Britain, around the corner from Copland’s Spytell-Hous, Bart’s. He published much popular material, often ballads or news sheets, some sermons and studies of ‘algorism’ (the decimal system) and the highly popular Fitzherbert’s Boke of Husbandry. Nor did he overlook the potential profits of sensationalism. His Description of Swedland (1561) concentrates on ‘the moste horrible and incredible tiranny of the second Christern kyng of Denmarke against the Swecians’, while the broadsheet Cox’s Retraction (1561) set in print ‘the vnfained retraction of Francis Cox, which he uttered at the Pillery in Chepesyde, and els where … being accused for the vse of certayne sinistral and Diuelish Artes’. His most important work, a primary source for much that followed, was The Fraternity of Vagabonds (1561). ‘As wel of ruflyng Vacabondes, as of beggerly, of women as of men, of Gyrles as of Boyes with their proper names and qualityes.’


If Copland’s interlarding of his text with cant can be cited as the first attempt in England at any such collection, then Awdeley’s glossary is the first proper listing of the cant vocabulary. It is brief – its nine pages contain but forty-eight headwords, mixing the occupational names of beggars and rogues with those of sluggish and slovenly servants – but highly influential. Awdeley’s researches appear time and time again, embellished and substantially expanded no doubt, but still undeniably plucked from his files. If one is to trust his rhymed preface ‘The Printer to the Reader’, it would appear that he gathered his material, like several European predecessors, from court records. As he tells it, a vagabond appeared before the magistrates,




Who promysde if they would him spare,


And keepe his name from knowledge then,


He would as straunge a thing declare,


As euer they knew synce they were men.


‘But if my fellowes do know,’ sayd he,


‘That thus I dyd, they would kyll me.’


They graunting him this his request,


He dyd declare as here is read,


Both names and states of most and least,


Of this their Vacabondes brotherhood.


Which at the request of a worshipful man


I haue set it forth as well as I can.14





Frustratingly for the researcher, Awdeley goes no further as to detail.


The work falls into three parts: the first deals with rural villains – some nineteen in all; the second with their urban cousins – the ‘Cousoners and Shifters’, i.e. con-men of various sorts; and the third is Awdeley’s list of ‘the xxv. Orders of Knaues, otherwyse called a Quartern of Knaues Confirmed for euer by Cocke Lorell’.


The Fraternity proper, the criminal mendicants, form the core of all later canting lists. That Awdeley’s definitions are relatively brief led for some years to the mis-dating of the work and suggestions that he had plagiarized that of Thomas Harman. But as Thomas Harman, whose work actually followed Awdeley’s by around four years, would note in his ‘Epistle dedicatory’, ‘There was a fewe yeares since a small breefe [i.e. pamphlet] set forth of some zelous man to his countrey, – of whom I knowe not, – that made a lytle shewe of their names and vsage, and gaue a glymsinge lyghte, not sufficient persuade of their peuishe peltinge and pickinge praetyses, but well worthy of prayse.’15


Thus it is in Awdeley that one first encounters what would become a recognized taxonomy. Among the rogues that he defines are:16




An Abraham Man is he that walketh bare-armed and bare-legged, and feigneth himself mad, and carryeth a pack of wool, or a stick with bacon on it, or suchlike toy, and nameth himself Poor Tom.


A Ruffler goeth with a weapon to seek service, saying he hath been a Servitor in the wars, and beggeth for his relief. But his chiefest trade is to rob poor wayfaring men and market women.


A Prigman goeth with a stick in his hand like an idle person. His property is to steal clothes off the hedge, which they call ‘storing of the Rogueman,’ or else to filch Poultry, carrying them to the Alehouse, which they call the ‘Bousing Inn,’ and there sit playing at cards and dice, till that is spent which they have so filched.


A Whipjack is one that by color of a counterfeit License, which they call a ‘Gibe,’ and the seals they call ‘Jarks,’ doth use to beg like a Mariner. But his chiefest trade is to rob Booths in a Fair, or to pilfer ware from stalls, which they call ‘heaving off the Booth.’


An Upright Man is one that goeth with the truncheon of a staff, which staff they call a ‘Filtchman.’ This man is of so much authority that meeting with any of his profession he may call them to account, and command a share or ‘snap’ unto himself of all that they have gained by their trade in one month. And if he do them wrong, they have no remedy against him, no, though he beat them, as he useth commonly to do. He may also command any of their women, which they call ‘Doxies,’ to serve his turn. He hath the chief place at any market walk and other assemblies, and is not of any to be controlled.


A Kintchin Morts is a Girl; she is brought at her full age to the Upright Man to be broken, and so she is called a Doxy until she comes to the honor of an Altham.





Awdeley offers only three con-men: the Courtesy-man, who inveigles his way into the victim’s home, and steals what he can before slipping away; the Cheater or Fingerer, who persuade suckers to join in fixed games of ‘chance’; and the Ring-faller, who supposedly ‘finds’ a gold (actually copper) ring, and persuades a passer-by to purchase it from him. They are all given substantial, quasi-anecdotal descriptions, while Awdeley returns to his abbreviated format for the final part: ‘The quartern of knaues’. These, paradoxically, were not villains as such, but ill-behaved servants – the original meaning of knave – who may or may not have descended into actual crime. Typical among them are the ‘Bawde Physicke … is he that is a Cocke [cook], when his Maysters meate is wyll dressed, and he challenging him therefore, he wyl say he wyll eat thye rawest morsel thereof him selfe. This is a sausye knave, that wyl contrary his mayster alway’ and the ‘Esen Droppers … bene they, that stand under mens wales or windoes, or, in any other place, to heeare the secretes of a mans house. These misdeming knaves wyl stand in corners to heare if they be evill spoken of, or waite a shrewd turne.’17 This latter section, while amusing, did not survive its coiner other than in dictionaries and is very much tied to its time (although the characters of the scheming or lazy servants seem to be enshrined in literature); indeed a number of the names, suggests Partridge, may well be nonce-creations of Awdeley’s own.18


Before turning to the work of Thomas Harman, there remains one more mid-sixteenth-century work worthy of consideration: A Manifest Detection of the most vile and detestable use of Dice-play, and other practices like the same. This pamphlet, which appeared in 1552 (there may have been an earlier edition in 1545), has been attributed to one Gilbert Walker. It was subtitled ‘A mirror very necessary for all young gentlemen and others suddenly enabled by worldly abundance to look in’. Unlike Awdeley or Harman, Walker, for whom no biographical details exist, focused on a single topic: gambling with dice. It takes the form of a dialogue between ‘R’, the unfledged young man, and ‘M’, who is up to every gamblers’ trick.
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