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PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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It was somewhat serendipitous that within a day of a discussion on the importance of lineage and cultural history in publishing, we received a proposal that revealed to us a little-known part of Hachette’s own history. It was from a passionate publisher in South India who had embarked on a project about two decades ago and published the first English translation of a remarkable, novella-length essay, Comment j’ai fait mon dictionnaire (‘How I Made My Dictionary’) by Émile Littré. Littré later narrated the whole story in a lecture, which makes a small volume. Cre-A:’s translation was done by Dr T.K. Gopalan, a former career diplomat, who got his doctorate from the University of Paris VI. The translation has been commended for its accuracy by Dictionaries, a journal of the Dictionary Society of North America, that described his translation as ‘accurate and conveying the original’s lively, intense effect...’ Cre-A: felt the work deserved much more attention and wanted us at Hachette to publish it. We are of course delighted to do so.


Émile Littré was a much venerated lexicographer from France, who was commissioned by Hachette in 1841 to compile ‘A New Etymological Dictionary of the French Language’. Littré, a physician who edited a critical edition in Greek of Hippocrates’ works, was a formidable scholar, politician and a philosopher, being the chief disciple of Auguste Comte. The work, finally started in 1845, took nearly 30 years to complete, during which France went through a great deal of turbulence. 


It is fascinating how a study of the history of words throws up such incredibly driven polymaths who are fascinating characters themselves. The best known among them is Dr W.C. Minor (interestingly, again a doctor) who is the subject of the bestselling Professor and the Madman. Littré himself is no less fascinating and, as his short biography that follows shows, led a tumultuous life in the midst of many an intellectual storm. It is equally interesting that he and Charles Darwin are linked in the caricature on page ix. Darwin was also first published by one of the oldest companies in publishing, John Murray, also a part of the Hachette Group, and the two together provide a fascinating glimpse into both a bygone era and a science or art that is forgotten and taken for granted in this day of big data word processing.


This little book is, we believe, a vital philological addition to the study of words and language and an insight into the wonderful men who made that study possible by embarking on such epic ventures.
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Caricature of Émile Littré and Charles Darwin depicted as performing monkeys breaking through gullibility (‘credulité’), superstitions, errors, and ignorance. 


Illustration by André Gill, La Lune Rousse, 1878.




TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
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THE text of this translation follows the French edition published by Editions Bernard Coutaz (1992), which is said to conform to the version of the Didier Edition (Paris, 1880), a collection of articles entitled Études et glanures.


The footnotes indicated by a letter are those of that edition. Those indicated by a number are by Jacques Cellard. The translator's footnotes are indicated by a dagger (†).


The note by Pierre Larousse on Émile Littré is extracted from his Grand Dictionnaire Universel du XIXe siècle (1864–1884) (‘The Great Universal Dictionary of the 19th Century’).


This is the first English translation of this work.




ÉMILE LITTRÉ: A BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE
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ÉMILE Littré (1 February 1801–2 June 1881) was a French lexicographer and philosopher, born in Paris. Best known for his Dictionnaire de la langue française, commonly known as ‘The Littré’. His father, Michel-François Littré, was a sergeant-major in the French navy deeply imbued with revolutionary ideas of the day. After settling down as a tax collector, he married Sophie Johannot and devoted himself to the education of his son Émile, who was sent to the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, where he became friends with Louis Hachette, founder of the Hachette publishing company. After Littré completed his studies, he devoted himself to mastering the English and German languages, classical and Sanskrit literature, and philology, before becoming a student of medicine in 1822. In 1827, after the sudden death of his father, he abandoned his degree despite his keen interest in medicine, and began teaching Latin and Greek to earn a living. He fought on the side of Charles X in the July Revolution of 1830 that marked the shift in France to constitutional monarchy. In 1831, he obtained an introduction to Armand Carrel, the editor of Le National, who tasked him with reading English and German papers for excerpts. In 1835, Carrel discovered Littré’s skills as a writer and from that time on, he was a constant contributor to the journal, eventually becoming its director.


In 1839, the first volume of Littré’s complete works of Hippocrates appeared in print. Due to the outstanding quality of this work, he was elected to the Académie des inscriptions et belles lettres – a society dedicated to the study of humanities – in the same year. He came across the works of Auguste Comte, the reading of which formed, as he himself said, ‘the cardinal point of his life’. From this time forward, not only did positivism affect his own life, but more importantly he influenced positivism, giving as much to this philosophy as he received from it. He soon became a friend of Comte, and popularized his ideas in numerous works on the positivist philosophy. He continued translating and publishing his edition of Hippocrates’ writings, which was not completed until 1862, and he published a similar edition of Pliny’s Natural History. After 1844, he was elected to the committee engaged to produce the Histoire littéraire de la France, where his knowledge of the early French language and literature was invaluable.


Littré started work on his great Dictionnaire de la langue française in 1844, but it took him 30 years to finish it. In between, he participated in the July 1848 revolution, and in the repression of the extreme Republican Party in June 1849. His essays, contributed during this period to the National, were collected together and published under the title Conservation, Revolution et Positivisme in 1852. In 1863, after completing his translations of Hippocrates and Pliny, he set to work in earnest on his great French dictionary, which was finally completed in 1873. The draft was written on 415,636 sheets, bundled in packets of a thousand, stored in eight white wooden crates that filled the cellar of Littré's home. The landmark effort gave authoritative definitions and usage descriptions to every word in the French language till the time, based on the various meanings it had held in the past. When it was published by Hachette, it was the largest lexicographical work on the French language at that time. 


In 1875, Littré was elected senator for life of the Third Republic, and his most notable writings during these years were his political papers, his re-editions of many of his old articles and books, and a little tract, Pour la dernière fois, in which he maintained his unalterable belief in the philosophy of Materialism.


Littré published Comment j’ai fait mon dictionnaire in 1880, just a year before his death. 


About the translator: T.K. Gopalan, a former career diplomat, is a specialist in data analysis. He has a PhD in statistics from the University of Paris VI. He has to his credit translations of research materials in correspondence analysis originally published in French.
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CAUSERIE


NOTHING had particularly prepared me for an enterprise of this kind... Nothing? What about the works included in the present volume1 and the greater ones, contained in the Histoire de la langue française (‘History of the French Language’)? No doubt; but these, which amply qualified me for the transformation of my initial, vague project, came later; and I repeat in all truthfulness: nothing had prepared me for an enterprise of this nature. I was past forty; Greek medicine occupied me entirely, except for a few literary excursions which appeared in dailies and periodicals. I was preparing, for publication by J.B. Baillière, an edition of Hippocrates in Greek, the text having been prepared after a collation of all the manuscripts I could procure, along with notes and commentaries, the first volume of which got me elected to the Académie des inscriptions et belles lettres (‘Academy of lnscriptions and Belles Lettres’), and the tenth and last volume of which appeared only in the year 1860. It was quite a fair amount of work. La Fontaine† says of his man already in possession of sufficient game:
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†The celebrated French poet and fabulist (1621–1695), best known for his Fables, modelled on Aesop.


Any modest hunter would have been content with it


His hunter was not modest, and the story teller adds at once:


But what! Nothing fills
The vast appetites of a maker of conquests.


Let us understand however what my vast appetites were. I am one of those restless or beguiled minds who would like to scour the diverse fields of knowledge and obtain, to use Molière’s fine expression, some light on every subject, but, miserly and greedy at the same time, I liked to let go of nothing. It is thus that I continued my Hippocrates, even while starting on my dictionary. What all did I not turn over in my mind? Had I been strong in my old age, had I not been afflicted by sickness, I would have put my hand, with some collaborators, to a universal history for which I had a complete plan.


But let us get back to the subject. In such circumstances, the conception of the dictionary was due to a fortuitous occasion, and had at first only a small beginning and a fragmentary character, and only by successive elaborations did it turn itself into a general plan and into a whole into which all the parts concurred. My readings, always very varied, had exposed me to etymological research. Following this, I amused myself by dividing some French words into prefixes, suffixes and radicals. This appeared curious to me; and forthwith, taking neither the time nor the trouble of carrying the experiment further, I imagined that there was matter in it for an etymological dictionary of the language, redoing, in the light of modern methods, what Ménage2 had done, not without merit, two hundred years earlier. Besides, these preliminaries, which at first absorbed all my attention and which later shrunk on their own to their true proportions, were not completely wasted; in the final work, I have given a certain place to the prefixes and the suffixes, in their alphabetical order, explaining their origins and meanings; this innovation is not without use, for the prefixes and the suffixes are elements of the French language and knowledge of these matters in the analysis of words.


OEBPS/images/border1.jpg







OEBPS/images/FM1.jpg






OEBPS/images/FM2.jpg






OEBPS/images/logo.gif
5tehook
B hachette

p-ery






OEBPS/images/logo1.gif
[y hachette [@ook






OEBPS/Cover.jpg
HOW|
MADE M

ADE MY
DICTIONARY

EMILE
LITTRE
W

HLINSQ40M






OEBPS/images/border.jpg





