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‘Tom’s grammar’: the genesis of Lowth’s Short Introduction to English Grammar revisited

Ingrid Tieken‑Boon van Ostade

1. Introduction 

In spite of one’s expectations upon reading Robert Lowth’s correspondence – Lowth (1710–1787) is after all best known to historical linguists for his Short Introduction to English Grammar (1762) – the letters rarely deal with language or, indeed, with the grammar. When he did deal with either of these subjects, he did so only with two of the publishers of the grammar, Robert and James Dodsley. With Robert Dodsley he discussed a linguistic problem he had encountered in Dodsley’s ode Melpomene:

there is one word in it to wch. I have an [objection?] & the greater, because it is the last [?] Be pleas’d to consider, whether to fly [away] & to fly or to go swiftly away, are not two [distinct?] words; whether flew, the past time of ye. fo[rmer?] expresses more than was upon the wing, with [out] any intimation of to or from, coming or going, [&] whether to express what you mean, you should n[otl have said, fled, or flew away. (3 November 1757; Tierney, p. 305)

With both Dodsleys he discussed details concerning the publication of the grammar, such as the format of the grammar, its reception, the timing of a second edition, reprinting the grammar and whether or not to publish another edition with an index (Tieken‑Boon Man Ostade, 2001, p. 88). 


Recently, however, I have come across two sets of letters, between Lowth and the poet and scholar Rev. James Merrick (1720–1769) and between Lowth and Joseph Spence (1699–1768), in which the grammar is discussed as well. The letters are important, because they throw a somewhat different light on the origin of the grammar from that which I proposed previously (Tieken‑Boon van Ostade 2000a). In the Lexicon Grammaticorum (s.v. ‘Lowth’), Ian Michael suggested that Lowth probably wrote the grammar for ‘his own young children’, though it is unlikely that the grammar was intended as a children’s grammar. This was also the criticism at the time, for, according to Michael, ‘several schoolmasters, while advancing L.’s grammar, thought that it failed in its claim to be an elementary textbook’. Lowth’s correspondence with Merrick and Spence shows that Michael was right after all, though, I believe, at the outset only. The Lowth‑Merrick correspondence contains detailed critical notes from Lowth on Merrick’s ‘Poetical Version of the Psalms’1 (1765) and Merrick’s response to these comments. Lowth had invited Merrick, as well as Spence, who were both friends of his, to comment on his grammar, following his idea that the first edition would be a kind of trial version, which he would distribute among ‘friends & critics, to get their remarks’ (Lowth to Robert Dodsley, 9 January 1761; Tierney, p. 446). Lowth wished ‘to feel the pulse of the public’, he wrote to Dodsley. To this end, he wrote in his Preface as follows:

If those, who are qualified to judge of such matters, and do not look upon them as beneath their notice, shall so far approve of it, as to think it worth a revisal, and capable of being improved into something really useful; their remarks and assistance, communicated through the hands of the Bookseller [i.e. Robert Dodsley], shall be received with all proper deference and acknowledgement. (Lowth, 762, p. xv)

Lowth’s call for comments met with considerable response. As a supplement to his facsimile edition of the grammar, Alston reproduced a large number of pages from another copy of the first edition with handwritten additions to the grammar. Most of these additions were incorporated into the second edition of the grammar, published in 1763. I have come across one letter by Richard Burn, Vicar of Orton in Westmorland (Ferguson, Chapter XII), with a suggestion for improvement, and one reference to ‘a Gentleman’ planning to write such a letter, but there must have been many more such letters. Whether Merrick and Spence responded to Lowth’s personal invitation, I don’t know, but Lowth’s comments on Merrick’s Psalms regularly include linguistic comments, and these led to discussions between them. The discussions show some of Lowth’s motivations in writing the grammar, e.g. with respect to the question of whether priority should be given to Custom or Propriety, as they called it, in matters of divided usage. The letters also show that Lowth is indeed ‘thoughtfully conservative’ in his approach to grammar as Michael claims in the Lexicon Grammaticorum, while Merrick at times turns out to be more truly a linguist than Lowth in the modern sense. Though he does allow himself to be convinced by Lowth in one instance, and though he held Lowth’s grammar in high regard, he didn’t let Lowth’s status as a grammarian intimidate him. Lowth, in turn, profited in some cases from the discussions with Merrick, as later editions of the grammar show. 


In what follows, I will analyse the linguistic discussions between Merrick and Lowth, as well as Richard Burn’s comment on the grammar, and I will argue that, though Lowth’s grammar was indeed begun as a grammar for his eldest son, as Ian Michael suggested, once Robert Dodsley became interested in it, it turned into a veritable publisher’s project.

2. Lowth’s  correspondence with Merrick

The correspondence as it has come down to us consists of eighteen letters, thirteen written by Lowth and five by Merrick.2 The letters, which are not ordered chronologically in the manuscript, are dated as follows:

1. Lowth to Merrick
30 December 1761 
ff. 1–4

2. Lowth to Merrick
[c. 8 February 1762] 
ff. 9–10

3. Lowth to Merrick
12 February 1762
f. 19

4. Merrick to Lowth
25 February 1762
f. 62

5. Lowth to Merrick
27 March 1762
f. 36

6. Merrick to Lowth
29 April 1762
ff. 66–67

7. Merrick to Lowth
1 May 1762
ff. 64–65

8. Merrick to Lowth
undated3
ff. 70–71

9. Lowth to Merrick
4 May 1762 (?)
ff. 39–41

10. Lowth to Merrick
8 June 1762
ff. 58–59

11. Merrick to Lowth
29 June 1762
ff. 72–75

12. Lowth to Merrick
30 August 1762
f. 61

13. Lowth to Merrick
28 October 1762
ff. 98–101

14. Lowth to Merrick
24 November 1762
f. 102

15. Lowth to Merrick
4 February 1763
ff. 103–104

16. Lowth to Merrick
25 October 1764
f. 106

17. Lowth to Merrick
undated
f. 107

18. Lowth to Merrick
undated
f. 108

In Letter 2, which is undated, Lowth wrote: ‘I shall desire Mr. Dodsley to send You A Short Introduction to English Grammar, wch. I suppose may by this time be ready for publication’ (f. 10). Lowth’s request dates the letter at around 8 February 1762, the day on which the grammar was published (Tierney, p. 461). In the same letter he explained to Merrick what made him write the grammar:

The history of it is this: I drew it up for the use of my little Boy, for the reasons mentioned in the Preface. Mr. Legge desired to have it for his Son; wch. purpose it could not well serve without being printed. I therefore finish’d it, as well as I could for the present; & have printed an Edition of no great number, in order to have the judgement of the Learned upon it. It is capable of considerable improvements, if it shall be thought worth the while. You in particular are desired to comply with ye. Request at ye. end of the Preface. (f.10)

The ‘Mr. Legge’ referred to in this letter was Henry Bilson Legge (1708–1764), Chancellor of the Exchequer (Tierney, p. 584). Legge and his wife appear to have been friends of the Lowths, and on 9 January 1761 Lowth wrote to Robert Dodsley asking him to send a copy of his Fables ‘as soon as they are ready, … very ha[nd]somely bound, with a Note in my Name To the Honble. Master Legge [i.e. Legge’s eldest son]; To Mr’. Legge’s House at the Treasury’ (Tierney, p. 446). In the same paragraph Lowth referred to his own son Tom, who must have been about seven at the time: ‘My [little man] is impatient for [the Fables]; he presents his Compts. & desires you to make haste’.4 Both men therefore had children who might profit from the grammar. 


Merrick did receive a copy of the grammar, and he read it at once, for there are frequent references to it in his linguistic discussions with Lowth. In what follows I shall deal with three linguistic points, i.e., those relating to Lowth’s change of thou wast into thou wert, of thy into thine (the next word beginning with a vowel), and of fly into flee. The corrections are part of a set of ‘separate Papers’ (ff. 11–31) accompanying Letter 2: ‘I am extremely obliged to You for the great pleasure wch. Your very elegant Version of the Psalms has given me ... I have look’d them over carefully, & have noted down (in some separate Papers, yt. no foreign matter might interpose) every thing yt’. occurred to me in the way of objection or remark’(f. 9). In addition, I will discuss two points raised by Merrick, not Lowth: the use of the adverbial marker -ly in relation to adjectives like heavenly, and of hath as a marker of poetical style. There is one other reference to the grammar, i.e. in Letter 13, concerning the propriety of the use of nor without the preceding neither, but as the relevant letter from Merrick appears to be missing, I’ve decided not to discuss the issue here.

2.1. Thou wast/thou wert
Lowth’s comment which accompanies this particular correction reads as follows:

Ps. 3. 1. 15. wert. I take this to be properly the Subjunctive Mode of the Verb, & not the Indicative; according to the Analogy of formation, I was Thou wast – if I were, if Thou wert. I know You may defend yourself by the greatest Authorities; nevertheless I am fully perswaded it is wrong. (f.11) 

These words echo his explanation in the grammar. In a footnote to thou wert in the subjunctive paradigm for the verb to be, he derided errors made by the ‘greatest authorities’, citing Milton, Dryden, Prior, and Pope. He continued:

Shall we in deference to these great authorities allow wert to be the same with wast, and common to the Indicative and Subjunctive Mode? or rather abide by the practice of our best antient writers; the propriety of the language, which requires, as far as may be, distinct forms for different Modes; and the analogy of formation in each Mode; I was, Thou wast, I were, Thou wert? all which conspire to make wert peculiar to the Subjunctive Mode. (Lowth, 1762, p. 52)

Merrick did not agree with Lowth, and on 29 April 1762 he replied (Letter 6):

As to some English expressions in which custom has prevailed over Propriety, I own my ear much prejudiced [in?] favour of them, at least when the use of them has, among our best Writers, become universal. It may sometimes happen that an excellent Writer may through inadvertency use an irregular expression which deserves Correction rather than Imitation: And the Remarks which You, Sir, have offered to the Public on errors of that kind may greatly contribute to the improvement of our Language in point of accuracy. But as to expressions deliberately admitted by all our most correct Authors, I find it very convenient and am inclined to think it very safe, to allow myself the liberty of using them even though they are, strictly considered, ungrammatical. Of this kind is the use of the Accusative case for the Nominative in the word Himself, and such perhaps are both the following instances. The Subjunctive Mode for the Indicative in Thou wert (for I do not remember once to have seen Thou wast in any Poet of this or the last Age, not can I say that I like the sound of it) & the preterperfect tense for the participle passive in has sate & perhaps in struck which latter, I see, You admit. (f. 66)

The last sentence in this quotation indicates that Merrick must have had Lowth’s grammar lying in front of him when he wrote the letter, for the grammar does indeed ‘admit’ the participle struck (Lowth, 1762, p.8l), but not sate, preferring sitten instead (Lowth, 1762, p. 75). 


Lowth, being a normative grammarian, could not agree with Merrick in allowing ‘custom to prevail over Propriety’, as he explained in his reply to Merrick of 4 May (Letter 9), in which he highlights his point of view by adopting the metaphor of a nation having to fend off an invading army:

The respective pretensions of Custom & Propriety can never be settled to general satisfaction. I, in my capacity of [gramm]arian, am natura[lly ...] & observing what [...]mars has made in our [...] am determin’d to repell the invasions of ye. enemy to the utmost of my power, & to give no quarter to any of their straglers that shall fall into my hands. I look upon myself, as in Duty bound to abide by these Principles. At ye. same time, I don’t expect, that Authors of any kind, & especially You Poets, will once in twenty times regard what I say. But seriously, I am in my conscience persuaded, notwithstanding all the authorities that you can produce to justify it, that Thou wert in the Indicative is an Absolute Solecism: that have sate is one of those many Corruptions of the same kind, which disgrace our Language, & ought to be banished with infamy: that fly for fugere is an abuse, wch. perhaps we must tolerate only because we can’t get rid of it. (f. 41)

Merrick, we can now say with hindsight and the aid of modern technology, was wrong in claiming that thou wast did not exist (‘for I do not remember once to have seen Thou wast in any Poet of this or the last Age’), for a search in the full‑text database of the OED (online edition) produced seventy‑one results. These instances include biblical usage from Tyndale, Coverdale, the Geneva Bible, the Douay Bible, the Great Bible, and the King James Version, and it seems unlikely that Merrick would never have encountered an instance. Yet Merrick was not altogether wrong, for the construction was not very frequent – if the figures from the OED can be considered representative of actual usage – during his own lifetime: the OED lists only two instances between 1710 and 1762. There appears to have been a revival of thou wast later during the century: nine of the OED instances are dated between 1781 and 1800, eight of them occurring in the verse of Cowper. It might be worth investigating whether Lowth’s grammar, which advocated the use of thou wast had anything to do with this phenomenon.

2.2 Fly for ‘fugere’

With his letter of 4 May, Lowth replied to two of Merrick’s earlier letters, written on 29 April and on 1 May 1762. In the later letter, Merrick had written: ‘As I have already taken the liberty of declaring my sentiments on some forms of expression [i.e. those discussed in 2.2], give me leave to speak my opinion concerning the use of the verb to fly for fugere’ (f. 65). The discussion on this issue was set off by Lowth’s correction of fly into flee in Merrick’s translation of Psalm 6 (1.32):

1.32. – ‘backward fly.’ The English Verbs fly & flee are very often confounded; & yet, I think, they have each its determined & appropriated sense. Fly, flew, flown, signifies volare; flee, fled, signifies fugere. Consult the English Concordance; I believe, You will not find fly ever used for fugere by our Translators, whom I look upon as the best Authority. You may find it often enough in other authors of the first Class. If you agree to ye. truth of this remark, some alteration will be necessary not only here, but likewise Ps. 1. 26. & 9. 10. (f. 12)

‘Other authors of the first class’ who were guilty of the mistake include, as we have seen, Dodsley. And further down in his notes on the Psalms Lowth once again corrected Merrick’s fly into flee, adding: ‘You may not perhaps subscribe to my remark on this word; but rather abide by the use of it as justified by the authority of almost all our best Authors’ (f. 20). The use of fly for ‘fugere’ was evidently a bee in Lowth’s bonnet: he had corrected Dodsley on this point five years earlier, and had explained the problem in a footnote in his grammar (1762, p.77):

Fly1, flew, flown. 

1. That is, as a bird, volare; whereas to flee signifies fugere, as from an enemy. This seems to be the proper distinction between to fly, and to flee; which in the Present Time are very often confounded. Our Translation of the Bible is not quite free from this mistake. It hath flee for volare in perhaps seven or eight places out of a great number; but never fly for fugere.

Lowth’s suspicion with respect to Merrick’s opinion on the matter turned out to be correct, for Merrick replied in Letter 7:

As the word flee has, as far as I recollect, been wholly disused by Our Poets of the first rank for many years past, I doubt whether the ears of our present Readers would bear the sound of it: they would think it perhaps obsolete: At the same time the use of the word fly, in its stead, is supported by the highest modern Authority; nor do I see that there is any greater Inconvenience in expressing the Acts fugiendi & volandi by one Verb, to fly, fly, than there is in expressing them by one Noun, flight. (f. 64)

Lowth would agree with Merrick that fly was used for flee by ‘the highest modern Authority’, but he considered such usage solecisms, which he saw it as his duty as a grammarian – ‘I, in my capacity of grammarian’, as he would write in Letter 9 – to correct. As he explained in relation to the discussion on thou wast, grammatical Propriety rated more highly in his eyes than Custom. Merrick’s final remark that after all the related noun flight similarly had a double meaning shows considerable linguistic insight, but not of the kind to convince Lowth.

2.3. Thy or thine with nouns starting with a vowel
 In Merrick’s translation of the Psalms Lowth, over and over again, corrected thy into thine when the next word began with a vowel: thine aid, thine arm, thine ear, thine imparted, thine eye (f.1 1) and thine own, thine image (f.17). Thine in these cases, Lowth explained, ‘wd. be better, to avoid the hiatus’ (f. 11). This explanation is not found in the grammar, where he merely observes that mine and thine are ‘sometimes also [used] instead of my, thy, when the Noun following them begins with a vowel’ (Lowth, 1762, p.36). Towards the end of his first set of comments on the Psalms he reverts to the same point, this time providing a more elaborate explanation:
Ps. 35. 1. 14, – I have a few objections here, not very material; but I give you all that occurs to me. I don’t quite like pressing the open vowels hurt me in Thy Angel, the [sic] arm. (By ye. way, I cannot conceive what objection you can have to thine, mine; they not only prevent open Vowels, but being a little antiquated help to raise the language above the Vulgar: our Translators in ye’. Bible, I believe, always use them; even before an aspirate, as thine hand, thine house &c). (f. 28)

What Merrick replied to this, I do not know as the relevant letter appears to be missing, but he does seem to have objected to Lowth’s corrections, possibly bringing in the argument of Custom against Propriety again, arguing that he could cite authorities to support his own preference, for in Letter 5 Lowth wrote:

As to mine & thine before a Vowel, there are sufficient authorities on both sides: ‘tis a matter of taste & feeling, & cannot be disputed & decided by reasoning. You must consult your own ear. If your ear approve of them, pray don’t be afraid of using them freely; nor give up the judgement of your sense in deference to the authorities of Milton, Dryden, Addison, Pope, &c, &c. (f. 36r)

But that wasn’t the end of the argument, for in a later set of notes on the Psalms, Lowth again corrected Merrick, as often as seven times:

[Ps. 80] 1. 54. ‘Thy eyes’ – so likewise Ps. 88. 1. 20. 89. 1. 77. 90. 1. 27. 91. 1. 29. 92. 1. 40. 93. 1. 13. I must here remonstrate once more against the open vowel, wch. in all these instances offends my ears greatly: I suppose because of the uniformity of sound in the two syllables thy, eye: so that I cannot help laying it down as a rule, yt. in all such instances it should be thine, mine: as it is very rightly in 1. 61. of ys’. Psalm. I happen’d to dip ‘tother day into Pope’s Odyssey, & saw thine before a Vowel twice in one page. (f. 45)

This time, Lowth went so far as to ‘lay it down as a rule’, while he later even called upon the support of his friend Joseph Spence, at the same time citing a literary authority:

[Ps. 128] 1. 21 ‘‑ Thine aged eyes’, by all means. I have consulted Mr. Spence, who is now with me, upon this point in many instances: he is quite of my opinion, that mine, thine should generally be used before a vowel[.] Pray try this line of Milton, & see if You can bear it in the other form: ‘Mine ear shall not be slow, mine eye not shut.’ (f.. 55)

Merrick eventually gave in, though by citing as many counterexamples as those listed by Lowth, thus demonstrating the arbitrariness of Lowth’s prescription:

I do not know but that my own ear [sic] may be growing more easy to the sound of thine before a vowel, & were I to find my Critical Friends [i.e., Lowth and Spence] agree in admitting it universally before a monosyllable, I might not hesitate in so using it. There may however, I think, be some convenience in using sometimes Thy & sometimes Thine on that occasion, as it may happen (& has, if I remember, occurred to me in reading my version) that some other word ending in ine shall stand in the same verse with this Pronoun. Since Your last admonition on this subject, I have observed in one Book of Mr. Pope’s Iliad thy eyes twice, & even thy eye once used. The Papers which I now send You have not been read by me since I recd Your remark, & will perhaps afford several instances of thy thus used. When I print my Whole Version, I may best adjust my use of the pronoun as to this particular. The Translation of the Poem on the Death of Abel, in which mine & thine seem to be used agreeably to Your sentiments may possibly help to reconcile the ears of the public to that usage of them which You propose, & encourage me to be the more free in adopting it. (f. 75)

This discussion shows that Lowth could be stubborn and persistent (‘pressing’ as he put it himself) in arguing a grammatical point, even if his case involved making an arbitrary decision, as Merrick demonstrated. It is nevertheless interesting that he eventually managed to convince a staunch supporter of the opposite camp by his arguments. The discussion also shows that ‘reason’, a favourite argument among normative grammarians (Baugh and Cable, p. 275), sometimes had to give way to the more subjective argument of euphony.

2.4. The adverb heavenly 

In his notes accompanying Letter 7, Merrick put the question of the appropriateness of words like heavenly, early and godly used as adverbs. His reason for doing so was that Lowth’s grammar prescribed otherwise, so this time the linguistic discussion is not begun by Lowth but by Merrick:

Psalm 85, 1. 35. I have here used the expression heav’nly fair, corresponding with Mr. Addison’s heav’nly bright. You seem, Sir, not satisfied with this expression in Your late Work: But as heav’nlily has not so good a sound, and I seem to remember an instance or two in Greek of a syllable omitted in the same manner, observed either by Priscian or some other antient Grammarian, I am inclined to retain this form in one or two words of Our language. The word early You would not perhaps Yourself except to, when thus applied: as e.g.


 early wise ‑

I think also, that I find somewhat of the same kind in a couplet which You must give me leave to be much pleased with:


Truths more sublime, yet easier understood


Confucius taught; He made his hearers Good. 
Easilier, it is evident, could not be used. The words hourly, daily, yearly, are all both Adjectives and Adverbs, which together with heav’nly … early, may possibly be the more easily tolerated, as our Language, in a word not ending in ly, comprehends both the adverb and the adjective, the word Late being used in both senses. As the double use of the above‑mentioned words ending in ly seems analogous to that of late, and may sometimes be very convenient, I should hope it may be allowed a place in Our language. (f. 70)

In his grammar, Lowth merely discussed the issue in a footnote at the end of his section of Adjectives: ‘Adjectives are sometimes employed as Adverbs; improperly, and not agreeably to the Genius of the English Language’, citing examples from Dryden, Clarendon, Swift, Addison, Pope, and the Bible (Lowth, 1762, pp. l25–6). As a kind of afterthought he had added the example from Addison referred to by Merrick, ‘O Liberty, Thou Goddess heavenly bright’. Merrick argued that there are some words in English that can function both as adjectives and as adverbs, and that this class includes words such as late but also several adjectives in ‑ly. The same argument underlies his preference for the adverb easier instead of the awkward but grammatically correct easilier. Merrick knew that this would call for Lowth’s censure, who had noted in his grammar that adverbs ‘In English … admit of no Variation’, condemning Raleigh’s ‘Was the easilier persuaded’ as ‘Improperly, for more easily . . .’ (Lowth, 1762, pp. 90–1)


Merrick’s arguments indicate that the class of Adverbs is more complicated than Lowth’s discussion in his grammar would suggest. In his reply (Letter 9) Lowth admits this to be the case, providing further arguments against the use of heavenly as an adverb:

As to the word heavenly used as an Adverb, I am still perswaded that it is wrong; tho’ [I] consider it thoroughly, & to set it [...]ll light, may require more time [&] examination that I can allow it a[t present.?] However, be pleased to consider whether the Adverbial termination ly, when added to a Substantive, does not carry a different idea, from what it does, when added to an Adjective. Hourly, daily, yearly, (& I believe early will appear to be of the same sort, if we can come at the true Etymology of it) that is, by the hour, day, year; it here carries no idea of manner or likeness; as in wantonly, piously &c in a wanton manner, as, or like, a pious person, &c. Adverbs in ly are naturally formed from Adjectives: I believe it will be found that very few Substantives admit of being converted into Adverbs by such addition. I think, Heaven & God, do not. The Phrase to live godly in this world, has all the advantages on its side, that it is possible for any Phrase to have: it comes recommended on the best authority, & we have been familiariz’d to it by daily use from our infancy: & yet I [...] any English ear with reflection [...] of it or even to endure it. (f.42) 

With the example ‘to live godly in this world’ Lowth referred to his grammar (Lowth, 1762, pp. 125–6), the instance being from Titus ii.12. Here, he does allow Authority to rule over Propriety, the reason being that the authority in question is the Bible, which constituted his model of correctness (Lowth, 1762, p. 89; Tieken‑Boon van Ostade, 1997, p. 453). Merrick argued in favour of the application of analogy, a frequently applied principle among eighteenth-century normative grammarians (Baugh and Cable, p. 275), but not, in this case, supported by Lowth. Lowth clearly benefited from his discussions with Merrick, for the 1763 edition contains a lengthy addition on ‘the Termination ly’, much of which echoes the above reply to Merrick (Lowth, 1763, pp.137–8), and Merrick must have been included among the ‘Learned Gentlemen’ whose ‘assistance’ was acknowledged in the final paragraph of the preface to the second edition (Lowth, 1763, p. xviii).

2.5. Hath for has 

In his letter of 29 April (Letter 6), Merrick raised another interesting point concerning the equivalence suggested by Lowth in his grammar to exist between hath and has (1762, p. 48):

I fear that the ears of most Readers would be offended (nor can I say that I am myself reconciled to it) were I to use hath instead of has, as the former is never, as far as I remember, used by any of our best modern Poets, & the latter seems more analogous to our use of the third person in the present tense, viz, gives, walks, yields, for giveth, walketh, yieldeth. (f. 66)

Lowth himself had used hath in the opening sentences of the Preface to his grammar:

The English Language hath been much cultivated during the last two hundred years. It hath been considerably polished and refined; it hath been greatly enlarged in extent and compass. (1762, p. i; emphasis added)

And one of the additions for the second edition reads: ‘Hath properly belongs to the serious and solemn style; has to the familiar’ (Lowth, 1763, p. 52). Again, the addition shows Lowth’s persistence in the matter, but at the same that he realised that the way he had put it originally needed further clarification. In this, he may have allowed himself to be influenced by Merrick’s critical comment as well.

2.6. Merrick’s criticism of Lowth’s grammar

These discussions show that Merrick knew Lowth’s grammar well, and that he was not uncritical of the work. It is also clear that Lowth was more conservative in matters of language than Merrick, who took a more pragmatic, and certainly more enlightened perspective on such grammatical niceties as the distinction between fly and flee and the formal identity of certain adjectives and adverbs. Despite his criticism, Merrick appears to have thought well of Lowth’s grammar, and he was not alone in this, for in Letter 7 he wrote: ‘A Gentleman, who has I believe, been reading Your Introd. to Gr. with great attention & who seems to think it a very masterly performance, has talked of communicating to You any material particulars that occur to him, through my hands’ (f. 64). Lowth replied: ‘Be so good as to present my Compts. to the Gentleman, who thinks of communicating by You his Grammatical Remarks, & let him know, that I shall be extremely obliged to him for that favour’ (f. 41). What the comments consisted of and whether they ever reached Lowth is uncertain, as the letter is not included in the Lowth‑Merrick correspondence. 


I have, however, come across one such letter, by Richard Burn, dated 16 September 1764.5 The addressee of the letter is unknown, but as Lowth had asked for comments of the grammar to be ‘communicated through the hands of the Bookseller’ (Lowth, 1762, p. xv), it may well be Robert Dodsley. The author wrote the letter upon ‘Observing in the papers, that a new edition is intended, of Dr Lowth’s Grammar’ (f. 6),6 and that he wished ‘to communicate an observation that occurs to me, concerning the article a’. In his grammar, Lowth had observed that ‘a becomes an before a vowel or a silent h’ (Lowth, 1762, p.15), but Burn wondered whether this rule also applied to words starting with semivowels, such as use, university education, union, or usurer. As these words begin with a sound that is ‘in pronunciation . . . sounded as if it began with y (you)’, and ‘as Dr Lowth makes y a vowel’ (cf. Lowth, 1762, p. 4), Burn argued, ‘an exception to the same rule is necessary in that respect’. But, he conceded, ‘These are little matters’, and he continued by expressing his praise for the grammar. In a postscript to the letter he suggested that perhaps Lowth had better classify y ‘to be both vowel & consonant; as in the words syllable, young’. Burn evidently based himself on the first edition of Lowth’s grammar, for already in the second edition Lowth had added that y and w were exceptions to the rule that ‘a becomes an before a vowel’ (Lowth, 1763, p. 15). Earlier on in the grammar, he had also written a lengthy footnote arguing that that y ‘is always a vowel’, even in words like you, yew and young (Lowth, 1763, p. 4), so he must have received similar comments on an earlier occasion.

3. Lowth’s correspondence with Spence

So far, I have found four letters by Lowth addressed to Joseph Spence, and one from Spence to Lowth.7 The letters were written between 31 August 1756 and 5 August 1765. The two men appear to have been close friends; together with Gloster Ridley (1702–1774), Lowth became executor of Spence’s will after his death in 1768. On 2 March 1762, less than a month after the publication of the grammar (Tierney, 1988, p. 461), Lowth wrote to Spence: ‘I am glad You approve of Tom’s Grammar, on its appearance in ye. world: You do very well in laying in materials for the improvement of it’ (Osborn Collection, f. 21; emphasis added). Spence evidently knew all about the origin of the grammar already, for Lowth offered no further explanation. As in the case of Merrick, Lowth invited Spence to send him critical comments on the grammar, but whether Spence did so or not I do not know. From the correspondence with Merrick it is, however, clear that the two men, when they met, would discuss grammatical issues together (see 2.3).

4. A grammar for children?

The reception of Lowth’s grammar, according to Michael in the Lexicon Grammaticorum, was ‘overall highly favourable’. This is also clear from the letter by Richard Burn, who called it ‘a work so exceeding useful’ – a qualification which Lowth undoubtedly would have frowned upon (see Lowth, 1762, p.126n)! Burn proceeded as follows: ‘The public is highly indebted to Dr Lowth, for a piece of excellent criticism, clear & convincing, & which carries its own evidence along with it, & is the more agreeable perhaps, as it is found where one would not readily have expected it (in an introduction to English Grammar)’ (f. 6). The grammar also produced the critical response Lowth had asked for in his preface, as the letters discussed here have shown. As a result, the second edition, though published sooner than Lowth himself had wished, should be regarded as the first edition proper (cf. Tieken‑Boon van Ostade, 2001, p. 85). What is more, its origin now seems indisputable: Lowth wrote the grammar for his son Tom. But the question is whether it really was a children’s grammar. Despite its favourable reception, the grammar was considered to be too difficult for children (Percy, 1997, p. 131). Michael refers to Fenning (1771) saying that he ‘thought the grammar more suitable for adults than schoolchildren’ (Lexicon Grammaticorum). The way in which it was read critically and made use of by men like Merrick and Burn suggests that it did serve the needs of adults. A further indication of this is the new subtitle John Ash (1724?–1779) gave to his own grammar, i.e. ‘an easy introduction to Dr. Lowth’s English Grammar’ (Lowth, 1763), later even calling it ‘the easiest introduction to Dr. Lowth’s English grammar, designed for the use of children under ten years of age’ (Alston, 1965, pp. 32–8). While a comparison between the two grammars would go beyond the purpose of  this paper, it may be noted that Ash’s approach seems far more suitable to a grammar for children than Lowth’s: Ash’s grammar consists of 140 brief rules that can easily be memorized. One example is the following

130. Than is on/y used in Comparison, and takes the same Case after that goes before it: as, ‘He is greater than I; ‘She loves him better than me.’ (Ash, 1763, p. 80)

Lowth’s discussion of than is much more elaborate, being a scholarly treatment of the subject:

When the Qualities of different things are compared, the latter Noun is governed, not by the Conjunction than, or as, (for a Conjunction has no Government of Cases,) but by the Verb of the Preposition, expressed or understood. As, ‘Thou art wiser than I [am.]’ ‘You are not so tall as I [am.]’ ‘You think him handsomer than [your think] me.’ In all other instances, if you complete the Sentence in like manner, by supplying the part which is understood, the Case of the latter Noun will be determined. Thus, ‘Plato observes, that God geometrizes; and the same thing was observed before by a wiser man than he:’ that is, than he was. ‘It was well expressed by Plato; but more elegantly by Solomon than him:’ that is, than by him. (Lowth, 1762, pp. 143–4)

He added a footnote containing eight examples of grammatical errors, i.e. from Swift (3), Bolingbroke, Congreve, Hobbes, and Prior (2), all of whom might be considered as the ‘greatest Authorities’. 


Another indication of the perceived difficulty of Lowth’s grammar may be found in the preface of Lady Eleonor Fenn’s Child’s Grammar (1799). The grammar itself is a simplified version of part of Murray’s English Grammar (1795): many of the rules are repeated verbatim, but with the examples being adjusted to the world of little girls (Tieken‑Boon van Ostade 2000b). The preface opens with three quotations from Lowth (1762, pp. xii–xiii) to explain the need for children to study ‘the common Principles of Grammar’. Fenn, however, continues as follows:

Dr. Lowth speaks of his Introduction to English Grammar as being calculated for the Use of the Learner, even of the lowest Class: but a Perusal of it will convince any Person conversant with such Learners, that the Doctor was much mistaken in his Calculation. It is a delightful Work! Highly entertaining to a young Person of Taste and Abilities, who is already initiated: and perhaps in the private and domestic Use for which it was designed; his Lordship’s Commentary might render it intelligible to those of his own family; but for general and public Use there is certainly Need of an Introduction to it (Penn, 1799, p. 2)

Fenn recommends her own grammar as such an introduction. But she wasn’t the first or the only one to do so, for according to Michael in the Lexicon Grammaticorum John Houghton believed that Lowth’s grammar ‘will be better studied after his own A new Introd. To E. grammar’ of 1766 (note the almost identical title to Lowth’s), and so did two later grammarians. Percy (1994, p. l24) says that the grammar by Ellin Devis (1775) ‘became an acknowledged introduction to Lowth’s’; and Wesley advised a lady friend of his to study his own grammar, published in 1748 but reprinted in 1761 and 1778, as an introduction to Lowth’s (Vallins, 1951, p. 11). Similarly, Mrs Eves (1800), according to Percy (1994, p. l36), recommended students to go on to Mrs Devis’s or to Lowth’s grammar.

5. Conclusion

Lowth’s grammar was not a grammar for children. It may originally have been intended as such, as Lowth explained to Merrick, but it seems to me that once he had discussed his project with his friend Robert Dodsley, the latter saw different opportunities for it. In my earlier article on the origin of the grammar (Token-Boon van Ostade 2000a), I argued that Lowth appears to have started on the grammar in the autumn of 1757, when Tom was about three years old. Being asked for a copy of the grammar by Mr Legge for his own son, Lowth may have discussed with Dodsley the possibility of printing a few copies of the grammar, ‘to give about to friends & critics’ (Tierney, p. 446). Ash’s grammar had originally been published similarly, as appears from his Advertisement to the 1763 edition: ‘The first Impression of this little Treatise was attempted some Years ago, purely to oblige a few of the Author’s Friends, who were engaged in the Education of Youth’ (Lowth, 1763, p. vii). Dodsley, then, did not actually commission the grammar, as I believed to be the case before I had found the letters analysed here, but he recognized the potential of Lowth’s undertaking as soon as he heard about it He seized upon the opportunity of publishing an authoritative grammar aimed at the general public alongside the dictionary – Johnson’s dictionary – he had published two years previously. Johnson’s dictionary had been intended to include a grammar as well, but the grammar had not been a success, and Dodsley may have been on the lookout for another opportunity of filling what he perceived to be a gap in the market.


There is no record of the agreement made between Lowth and Dodsley, as they may have discussed the project during one of Dodsley’s visits to the North of the country. There is, however, an important clue in the letter that I took as evidence of the fact that Lowth had begun to write his grammar, the one in which Lowth first discussed the problem of fly and flee, dated 3 November 1757 (see section 1). Immediately upon his correction of the grammatical error in Dodsley’s Melpomene, Lowth wrote: ‘. . . if you approve of my remark, you may easily alter it: and I expect that you repay me my Criticism in kind & with interest’ (emphasis added). By itself, this is a puzzling statement, but in the context of the grammar project which had just begun it need no longer be so. Having committed himself to Dodsley, Lowth placed his grammar wholly into the publisher’s hands, who subsequently called upon another author of his, William Melmoth (1710–1799), who was unknown to Lowth, to read a draft of the grammar. Lowth’s preface does not read like a defence for teaching grammar to children (Tieken‑Boon van Ostade 2000a), but to all those ‘who set up for Authors among us, that they would consider this part of Learning as an object not altogether beneath their regard’ (Lowth, 1762, p. x). If, as Lowth put it, the grammar was ‘intended merely for a private and domestic use’ (Lowth, 1762, p. xiii), this implied not children but anyone wishing to educate themselves in the grammar of their mother tongue.


Lowth’s Short Introduction to English Grammar, though begun as ‘Tom’s grammar’, became a publisher’s project, only carrying Lowth’s name on the title‑page in the pirated editions that began to appear immediately. And as a publisher’s project, if not as a children’s grammar, it was very successful indeed, being frequently reprinted down to the early decades of the nineteenth century, with a German translation published in 1790, and as one of the sources of an even more popular English grammar, the one by Lindley Murray (1795).

Notes

1. This, according to Markham (1984, p. 435), was Merrick’s most important work, and one of those to whom he was most indebted in writing it was Lowth.

2. Bodleian Library MS. Eng. Lett. C.573.

3. The letter was accompanied by a ‘paper that encloses it’, which I take to be Merrick’s Letter 7 (see below). Lowth responds to the letter in Letter 9.

4. Dodsley’s Select Fables of Esop appeared on 23 February 1761 (Tierney, p. 15).
5. Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. Lett. C.574.

6. The year 1764 saw two editions of Lowth’s grammar, the third edition and ‘A new edition, corrected’, both published by Andrew Millar and the Dodsleys. In 1765, a fifth edition came out in Belfast, possibly a pirated edition. If a regular fifth edition was published in 1765, no copy of it appears to have been located yet (Alston, 1965, pp. 42–8).

7. Four of the Spence letters are in the Bodleian Library (MS, Eng. Lett. C.574), and one is in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University (The James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn Collection).
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