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1. Introduction

In the preface to the first edition of his grammar, Robert Lowth asked for comments from his readers, as a result of which he hoped that the grammar would be “improved into something really useful”, saying that “their remarks and assistance, communicated through the hands of the Bookseller, shall be received with all proper deference and acknowledgement” (1762:xv). The Bookseller referred to was probably Robert Dodsley, as the publication of the grammar was largely his enterprise (Tieken 2000, forthc.). Comments must have reached Dodsley in great numbers, as is suggested by the additions ( forty-five in all ( in one of the two copies in possession of Winchester College which Alston used for his facsimile reprint of the grammar (1967). Almost all the additions in the two copies, which do not appear to be in Lowth’s hand, were incorporated into the second edition of the grammar, which was published a little more than a year after the first, in 1763, much sooner than Lowth had originally intended (Tieken 2001). In the preface to the second edition, Lowth acknowledged the comments received: “The Author is greatly obliged to several learned Gentlemen, who have favoured him with their remarks upon the former Edition” (1763:xviii), and he added that “he hopes for the continuance of their favour, as he is sensible there will be abundant occasion for it”. Comments did indeed continue to come in, as there are several additions to the 1764 edition as well. The additions to the first edition include major as well as minor changes, and one of them is the stricture against the use of double negation. This is interesting, because it is one of the proscriptions which are attributed to Lowth on the basis of which he is believed to have influenced a change in usage (Leonard, appendix), but the fact that the stricture only occurs in the second edition suggests that it may well have to be attributed to someone else.

2. Comments on the grammar

2.1. Letters to the Bookseller

Who, then, were these “learned Gentlemen” who felt called upon to read Lowth’s grammar critically, and who communicated their linguistic insights to Lowth? In my search for Lowth’s correspondence I have come across one such letter from Rev. Richard Burn, vicar of Orton, Westmoreland (Ferguson 1889, Ch. XII).
 The identity of the addressee is unknown, but given Lowth’s call for comments it seems likely that the letter was addressed to Dodsley. The letter, however, possibly never reached Dodsley, who died a week after it was written, on 23 September 1764 in Durham, where he was buried (Tierney 1988:20). The letter may be quoted in full:

Orton, Sep. 16. 1764.

Dear Sir,


Observing in the papers, that a new edition is intended, of Dr Lowth’s Grammar, I beg leave, by your means, to communicate an observation that occurs to me, concerning the article a. It is some doubt with me, whether the rule is universal, that it becomes an before a vowel. As for instance, an use, an university education, an union, an usurer knows an usurer ( seem to have been more in use formerly than they are now. If they are regular; then an observation may be requisite on the contrary practice at present, in writing generally; & in conversation, universally. If an is not proper in this case; then an exception seems needful to the general rule, viz. where u is a syllable of it self, & in pronunciation is sounded as if it began with y (you).


And as Dr Lowth makes y a vowel; an exception to the same rule is necessary in that respect; because a before a word beginning with y, is never changed into an.


These are little matters: but to a work so exceeding useful, every one ought to contribute his mite. 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).


I am,



Dr Sr,




Yr very obedt servt





Ri. Burn.

P.S. Dr Lowth will consider, whether y does not seem, in different respects, to be both vowel & consonant; as in the words syllable, young. Even as the same letter (in effect) <Hebrew character> in hebrew.

Apart from  a “new edition”, which was published in 1764, Alston (1968) does indeed list a fifth edition published in 1765, but this appears to have been a pirated edition published in Belfast. The fact that, as Burn writes, a new edition was announced in the papers sometime in 1764 suggests that there must also have been a regular fifth edition, published anonymously by Andrew Millar and Robert Dodsley’s brother James.
 So far, it would seem, no copies of this edition have come down to us. The next regular edition in Alston dates from 1767.

Burn’s letter illustrates a number if points, i.e. that Lowth’s grammar was very well received at the time and that it was a scholarly rather than a teaching grammar (see particularly Tieken forthc.), despite Lowth’s claim in the preface that his grammar “was calculated for the use of the Learner even of the lowest class” (1762:xiv). The letter also illustrates that Burn’s comment is based on the first edition of the grammar, for already in the second edition, which had come out a year before Burn decided to write his letter, Lowth had added the comment that “a becomes an before a vowel, y and w excepted, or a silent h” (1763:15). It appears that Burn had been preceded in his comment by another learned gentleman, and that this other person had also suggested, as Burn was to do after him, that y might be considered “to be both vowel & consonant”. Lowth evidently did not agree with this suggestion, for the 1763 contains a note to the effect that y “is always a vowel”, and that it cannot be considered a consonant, not even in the words your, yew and young (1763:4). It might be noted that the latter comment is not part of the additions in the Winchester copy used by Alston, which means that the copy in question cannot have been a corrected version intended as copytext for the new edition. That the notes in the two copies do not appear to be in Lowth’s hand, suggests, contrary to the note made by the Winchester Librarian, that neither of them was Lowth’s own copy.

2.2. Other sources

Lowth also brought the grammar and his appeal for comments to the attention of his friends. On 2 March 1762, within a month of the publication of his grammar (see Tierney 1988:461), he wrote to his friend the poet and writer Joseph Spence (1699(1768): “You do well in laying in materials for the improvement of it”.
 Whether Spence responded to Lowth’s appeal I have not yet been able to ascertain. Another friend whom he personally invited to contribute comments to his grammar was James Merrick (1720(1769). In a letter which is undated, but which must have been written shortly after the publication of the grammar, i.e. 8 February 1762 (Tierney 1988:   ), 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”.
 In the same paragraph he continued:

& [I] 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). 

Dodsley complied with Lowth’s request, and on 25 Februray Merrick acknowledges his receipt of the grammar: “I had sent that Psalm (just before I recd the favour of Your Book through Mr Dodsley’s hands)” (f. 62). Merrick must have read the grammar at once, for on 29 April he wrote: “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” (f. 66). This comment is part of a discussion between Lowth and Merrick on the question of whether “custom [should] prevail over Propriety” (f. 66), an important question in the attempts at codification by eighteenth-century grammarians (see Baugh and Cable 19  ). In what follows, I will analyse Merrick’s linguistic comments and Lowth’s replies to them. This analysis will show that Merrick, not Lowth has the greater claim to being considered a linguist in the strict sense of the word. This has to do with the purpose for which Lowth wrote his grammar, i.e. “to admonish those, who set up for Authors among us, that they would do well to consider this part of Learning as an object not altogether beneath their regard” (1762:x). Lowth’s primary concern was with usage, not with the system of the language.

3. Merrick’s linguistic comments

3.1. James Merrick

In his first letter to Merrick, dated 30 December 1761, Lowth adds a postscript: “I beg you wd. present my best Respects to Mr. Loveday, when You have opportunity” (f. 4).Though Merrick is not mentioned in Hepworth (1978), he and Lowth were evidently close friends, as the closing formulas in Lowth’s letters to him invariably contain the word affectionate (cf. Tieken 2003). One of his books, Poems on Sacred Subjects (1763), was published by Dodsley (Tierney 1988:492n), but as he does not occur in Solomon (1996), he did not belong to Dodsley’s immediate circle of friends. Lowth’s greetings to Loveday, however, suggest that we need to turn to a different network of friends, i.e. that which includes all three men. John Loveday (1711(1789) is the subject of a biography called John Loveday of Caversham 1711(1789. The Life and Tours of an Eighteenth-Century Onlooker (Markham (1984). The basis for this biography were Loveday’s many diaries and his correspondence, and Merrick, who was a lifelong friend of his, features in them, too. My information on Merrick is therefore primarily based on Markham (1984).


Merrick was a fellow of Trinity College, Oxford. According to Markham, he “was so often at Caversham during the vacations that he was treated much as [Loveday’s] younger brother” (1984:340). In a letter to a friend written in 1740, Lovday describes him as

A lad of astonishing Parts, Learning and Modesty; his Industry is immearsurable; he is upon publishing a new edition of Tryphiodorus in the Original, and in an English Poetical Translation done by himself (as quoted in Markham 1984:341).

A year previously, in 1939, he had published an English translation of The Destruction of Troy from the Greek of Tryphiodorus. The translation, Markham writes, had been written when he was only nineteen! The edition, with a Latin version, came out in 1741. In addition he published Prayers for a Time of Earthquake and Violent Floods (1756), Poems on Sacred Subjects (1763), a first part of Annotations on the Gospel of St John (1764), and a metrical version of the Psalms (1765), to which the notes appeared three years later. The latter is considered his most important work (Markham 1984:435), and one of the people he was indebted to in writing it was Lowth. It was received very well at the time, and Carol Percy’s database contains three  reviews, in the Monthly Review (1765) and the Critical Review (September 1765 and September 1768), which all praise the work, saying that it “has frequently elucidated the text”, that “Mr Merrick saves the psalms form a history of bad translations”, and that it is “perhaps the best that has appeared in any language”.


Merrick must therefore have been considered an excellent scholar of Greek. It was one of his aims to reinstall the study of Greek in schools, in which he was supported by Lowth and Harris. One of the ways in which he sought to put this into effect was by involving schoolboys in his project of making indexes to editions of Greek, for the purpose of which he had developed a complicated system (Markham 1984:436(439). Learning to index editions of Greek texts he believed to be beneficial to the education of boys. A review of his Annotations on the Gospel of St John which appeared in the Critical Review (1764) describes his explanation of the decline of Greek in grammar school education, and his proposal for remedying this siutaion.


During much of his life Merrick suffered from ill health, and Markham describes him as a “semi-invalid” (1984:436), who was forced stay permanently at Reading from 1750 onwards “and to devote himself to his studies at home” (1984:387). There are a number of references to his health in his correspondence with Lowth, such as 

Lowth to Merrick:

Your Letter gave me a very great & sincere pleasure. The very sight of so much writing under your hand struck me at once as a proof of the reestablishment of your health (, 30 December 1761; f. 1)

and

Merrick to Lowth:

Since I wrote the above, I have had a very violent return of Illness, attended with want of appetite & sleep. But as I hope I am, by God’s Blessing, come back to a greater degree of health and ease than for several Months past, I please myself with the hopes of receiving the continuance of Your favours (29 April 1762; f. 67).

In a letter of September 1767 to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Secker, who took an interest in Merrick, he wrote “that for the last seven years he had scarcely been free from pains in the head for two months together. He could often neither read, write nor sleep” (Markham 1984:434n). Merrick died fifteen months later, on 5 January 1769 (Markham 1984:451). His library was inherited by Loveday, and it is now in the library of Pennsylvania State University. Loveday made a catalogue of his library, which includes a copy of the first edition of Lowth’s grammar. As I said above, Merrick owned a copy of the grammar, and it may well be that the copy in Loveday’s library used to belong to Merrick. What is also interesting about this copy is that it heavily annotated,
 possibly by Loveday, as the handwriting is identical to that of the catalogue. From a note opposite the title-page it appears that the annotations reflect a collation of the first edition with editions of the grammar published in 1763, 1764, 1767, 1769, 1772, 1775, 1783 and 1787. All these editions and reprints are listed by Alston (1965). Thus Loveday, who died in 1789, appears to have taken the trouble to update his copy of the grammar from the time he inherited Loveday’s library until the end of his life.

3.2. Merrick’s correspondence with Lowth

The Lowth(Merrick correspondence, such as I have found it, consists of eighteen letters, thirteen of which were written by Lowth and five by Merrick.
 The correspondence appears to have started in December 1761, for in the first letter in the collection Lowth responds to an earlier letter by Merrick which has not come down to us in which Merrick asked him for his assistance in producing a “Poetical Version of the Psalms”: “I should be very glad to contribute any assistance that lies in my power, to the promoting of so laudable an undertaking” (Lowth to Merrick, 30 December 1761; f. 1). Merrick may have approached Lowth because he was a friend, but also because Lowth had been Professor of Poetry at Oxford between 1741 and 1750 (Hepworth 1978:13).
  The bulk of the correspondence consists of Lowth comments on Merrick’s poetical translations of the Psalms, which he wrote up “in some separate Papers, yt. no foreign matter might interpose” (ca. 8 February 1762, f. 9), and Merrick’s replies to them. The correspondence contains three undated letters, but it seems to have continued at least down to 25 October 1764, the date of the last dated letter. Merrick’s book was published the following year.

3.2. The linguistic discussions

Most of the linguistic comments are inspired by Lowth’s corrections of Merrick’s translations. The first instance is what appears to be a correction of thou wast into thou wert:

Ps. 3. l. 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).

In his grammar, as it was his habit of doing, he had criticized these “greatest Authorities”, mentioning Milton, Dryden, Addison, Prior and Pope in particular, for using wert instead of wast, saying:

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 (1762, p. 52).

Merrick, however, took a different point of view, arguing that he would rather allow usage to determine what was to be considered correct in this matter, and he replied as follows:

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 if 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, nor 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 (Merrick to Lowth, 29 April 1762; f. 66).

For the same reason Merrick accepts the use of himself, despite the fact that he admits, with Lowth, that it is “strictly considered, ungrammatical”. In his grammar, Lowth had written:

Himself, themselves seem to be used in the Nominative Case by corruption instead of his self, their selves; as “he came himself;” “they did it themselves;” where himself, themselves, cannot be in the Objective Case. If this be so, self must be in these instances, not a Pronoun, but a Noun (1762:39).

Lowth does not actually proscribe himself, and Merrick seems to advocate that he should allow the thou wert  in the indicative similarly, arguing, wrongly as it happens,
 that thou wast was never used. The form struck he does allow in his grammar, noting that a change in usage has occurred (“struck now in use for stricken”, 1762:81). Here, Lowth does apparently allow the principle of usage to determine what is acceptable. Though not in so many words, Merrick points out to Lowth that he was not consistent in allowing the Propriety to rule over Custom.


In the same set of comments, Lowth corrects Merrick’s use thy with nouns beginning with a vowel into thine. This is a frequently recurring point of criticism, so much so that he must even have become aware of it himself, for at the end of this first set of notes he writes:

Ps. 35. l. 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 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).

In a later letter, he reiterates:

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. (Lowth to Merrick, 27 March 1762; f. 36r)

The argument is the same as before: even authorities like Milton, Dryden, Addison and Pope make mistakes in this point and are not to be used as examples. Merrick was evidently not impressed by Lowth’s argument in favour of the use of thine before words beginning with a vowel, for in a later set of notes, Lowth again corrects him, over and over again:

[Ps. 80] l. 54. ‘Thy eyes (‘ so likewise Ps. 88. l. 20. 89. l. 77. 90. l. 27. 91. l. 29. 92. l. 40. 93. l. 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 l. 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, he goes so far as to “lay it down as a rule” ( “pressing”, indeed! ( and even provides one of his much maligned authorities in evidence of the usage he wants to prescribe. Upon once again feeling called upon to correct the stubborn Merrick, he called in the support of his friend Joseph Spence (1699(1768), adding yet another authority to prove his point:

[Ps. 128] l. 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, possibly against his better judgment but unable to hold up in the light of so much pressure put upon him:

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 (Merrick to Lowth, 29 June 1762; f. 75).

As in the case of thou wast Merrick points out the inconsistency in Lowth’s application of the argument of Propriety in favour of Custom: Lowth is shown to be the more stubborn in upholding his case in the light of arguments which he himself would refute. Merrick takes care to point out to Lowth in what was the final sentence of the letter in question that Lowth is imposing a rule on current usage that was quite different. The first sentence in the above quotation shows that in his private usage, Merrick continue to do as he had always done.
The first set of comments include another linguistic point of criticism, one which was evidently a bee in his bonnet, for he had also “admonished”, as Merrick would call it, Robert Dodsley for it:

l. 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)

And that wasn’t all, for further down in his comments Lowth once more found he had to correct Merrick, saying: “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). As Lowth suspected, Merrick did not “subscribe to his remark”, for in his letter of 1 May 1762 he wrote:

As I have already taken the liberty of declaring my sentiments on some forms of expression [i.e. in his letter of 29 April, for which see above], give me leave to speak my opinion concerning the use of the verb to fly for fugere. 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, than there is in expressing them by one Noun, flight (Merrick to Lowth; f. 64).

Merrick here addresses the question from the point of view of the system of the language, while Lowth, whose perspective was that of a normative grammarian, was merely concerned with a problem at the level of usage. Lowth responded as we would expect by now, in a letter written only three days later, in which he replied to Merrick’s earlier letter at the same time:

The respective pretensions of Custom & Propriety can never be settled to general satisfaction. I, in my capacity of [gram]arian, am natura[lly …] & observing what […]mars has made in our [… I] 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 (Lowth to Merrick, 4 May 1762; f. 41).

Lowth’s notion of what was expected of a grammarian ( note the metaphor he adopts ( thus differed completely from Merrick’s who tackled the questions between them more from a scholarly perspective. His language is unusually strong: “which disgrace our Language”, “ought to be banished”, “with infamy”, “an abuse” “which we must tolerate”. Unable to convince Merrick with objective arguments, he feels impelled to resort to emotive language. 


So far, the discussion had been started by Lowth. In his letter of 1 May, to which the above letter from Lowth is a reply, Merrick raised another point of interest, relating to the question of the adverbial marker -ly in words that already had this ending:

Psalm 85, l. 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.

O 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 [sic] 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 (Merrick to Lowth, undated; f. 70).

Merrick here criticizes Lowth’s treatment of adverbs in his grammar, which reads: “Adjectives are sometimes employed as Adverbs; improperly, and not agreeably to the Genius of the English Language”. The errors cited are from Dryden, Clarendon, Swift, Addison, Pope and the Bible, and the list ends with the line from Addison referred to by Merrick, ‘O Liberty, Thou Goddess heavenly bright’ (1762: 125(126). Merrick, however, argues that some words, such as late, can function as both adjectives and adverbs, and that there is no reason why this class should not include words like heavenly. He even extends the argument to the comparative easier, which is uses in adverbial function presumably for metrical reasons (though choosing the form “more easily” in the letter itself). Easilier he knew would not meet with the agreement of Lowth, who had written in his grammar that adverbs “in English … admit of not Variation”, condemning Raleigh’s “Was the easilier persuaded” as “Improperly, for more easily …”(1762, pp. 90(91). Lowth, however, was not to be convinced by Merrick’s arguments:

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 (Lowth to Merrick, 4 May 1762; f. 42).

Heavenly, Lowth argues, cannot function as an adverb because, like godly, it derives from a noun, and in his opinion “very few Substantives admit of being converted into Adverbs by such addition [i.e. -ly]”. By allowing the adverb godly, he goes against his own principle of Propriety taking precedence over Authority, the reason being that the phrase in which it occurs comes from the New Testament (Titus ii.12), his ultimate model of linguistic correctness (Tieken 1997:453).

4. Conclusion
The linguistic discussions between Lowth and Merrick illustrate two things. In the first place they show us that by modern standards Merrick was the better linguist: to him, usage carries greater authority in deciding what is grammatically correct than grammatical propriety , which carried prime consideration for Lowth. Merrick was also prepared to approach the question on a more abstract level than Lowth, proposing as a solution to the problem of the use of to fly for “fugere” to treat the verb similarly to the noun which is derived from it, which can mean both. Another solution he offers is to reconsider the class of adverbs. Lowth, in his reply, agreed that the problem raised by Merrick “may require more time [&] examination that I can allow it a[t present.?]”, and as a result, the second edition of the grammar contains a lengthy addition to the quotation from Addison which he had criticized:

The Termination ly being a contraction of like, expresses similitude, or manner, cannot be so formed from Nouns: the few Adverbs that are so formed have a very different import; as, daily, yearly; that is, day by day, year by year. Early, both Adjective and Adverb, is formed from the Saxon Proposition ær, before. The Adverbs therefore above noted are not agreeable to the Analogy of formation established in our language, which requires godlily, ungodlily, heavenlily; these are disagreeable to the ear, and therefore could never gain admittance into common use (1763:137).

Even Lowth evidently realized that there were limits to what a prescriptive grammarian could impose on the language! The grammar continues:


The word lively used as an Adverb, instead of livelily, is liable to the same objection; and not being so familiar to the ear, immediately offends it. “That part of poetry must needs be best, which describes most lively our actions and passions, our virtues and our vices.” Dryden, Pref. To State of Innocence. “The whole design must refer to the Golden Age, which it lively represents.” Addison, on Medals (1763:137(138).

Lowth may have been stubborn at times, adhering to his original arguments at all odds, in the case of his discussion of adverbs he allowed himself to be led by Merrick’s arguments. Possibly, he had needed some time to accept the better judgement of his friend in some grammatical questions.


In the second place, the discussions between the two men expose Lowth’s shortcomings as a linguist. As we have seen, he can be very “pressing”, as he put it himself, particular on a question in which, it would seem, no reasonable arguments would seem to apply. He “lays it down as a rule”, invokes the support of a friend who was not even a grammarian, and he adopts strong emotional language when nothing else seems to work. Merrick eventually allows himself so be persuaded, though not without indirectly pointing out to Lowth the inconsistency of his arguments. In all this, Lowth shows himself not as a linguist but as what we now recognize to be a typical prescriptive grammarian. The metaphor he adopts in his letter of 4 May, i.e. “[… I] 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” (see above) illustrates this most clearly. The aim of his grammar was not to provide a descriptive account of the language, but to correct errors in usage, for he had written in his preface that “It is not the Language, but the practice, that is in fault”, which he considered to be due to the fact that “Grammar is very much neglected among us” (1762:vi). This situation he considered it to be his duty as a grammarian to correct, and this was also the kind of approach he was expected to take, as normative grammars were the kind of grammars the public wanted (Fitzmaurice 1998). “I look upon myself, as in Duty bound to abide by these Principles”, he wrote to Merrick.


Normative grammarians are are not very popular with modern linguists. According to Pullum (1974:66) they are criticised because they have  

a. a tendency to confuse the synchronic and the diachronic and to mistakenly offer historical explanations instead of the descriptions of the facts

b. an almost exclusive concentration on written language to the exclusion of spoken

c. an uncritical acceptance of Latin grammatical categories that are “not appropriate to English” 

d. a prescriptive, as opposed to descriptive, bias.

These points of criticism may apply to grammarians like Lowth, but they do not apply to men like Merrick or Burn: Merrick proposes a less rigid distinction between the parts of speech Adverb and Adjective ( and he even managed to convince Lowth of the rationale behind this in connection with certain adverbs ( and to him the criterion Authority carried greater weight than Propriety in deciding what was to be considered grammatically correct. His linguistic comments indicate that he would tackle a grammatical problem on a deeper level than that of usage, which is the primary concern of normative grammarians. Burn makes a subtle distinction between speech and writing ( in writing generally; & in conversation, universally ( with respect to the question of whether it should be a or an with words beginning with what are now referred to as semi-vowels. He clearly envisages the existence of such a category when suggestion that y might be “in different respects, … both vowel & consonant”. Such a step Lowth was not prepared to take. It is clear then that men like Merrick and Burn, who took the trouble to respond to Lowth’s invitation for comments and who were prepared to enter into a real discussion with him on fundamental issues like the question of whether Propriety should indeed take precedence over Authority as in the case of Merrick, were the true linguists of the period.


Markham’s biography of Merrick shows that Merrick was in close touch with several grammarians of the time: not only Lowth, but also Maittaire, Harris, Ward and Warton. In the case of Lowth I have commented elsewhere on the absence of any kind of community of linguists (Tieken 2002). Writing a grammar or a dictionary appears to have been almost a private affair: Lowth and Johnson do not appear to have been acquainted with each other, though both were friends of Dodsley, who had involved them in major publication projects of his, and though they both regularly visited Dodsley’s shop. In Merrick’s case, contact with these grammarians in all cases has to do with matters other than English: his translations of the Psalms in the case of Lowth and his Greek project in the case of the other grammarians. As his correspondence with Lowth illustrates, English was only considered a by-product in his eyes. This also explains why he continues to be polite to Lowth in his letters, not overtly deriding him for his inconsistent ways of arguing or his emotional language when he was defending his point. Merrick, though the better linguist of the two, had less to lose because he was not a grammarian.
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� Burn is not mentioned in Hepworth (1978), Markham (1984), Tierney (1988) or Solomon (1996), so he does not seem to have belonged to either Lowth’s or Dodsley’s immediate circle of acquaintances. 


� Source: Bodleian Library MS. Eng. Lett. C.574, f. 6.


� Both had been involved in all previous editions until Robert’s death in 1764. All regular editions were published without Lowth’s name on the title-page; the pirated editions, which started to appear almost immediately, always carry Lowth’s name (see Alston 1965:42(48), thus profiting from the popularity of the grammar (Tieken 2001).


� Source: Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University (The James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn Collection), Osborn MS 4, f. 21.


� This letter, as well as the one to Joseph Spence referred to above, throws a somewhat different light on the origin of Lowth’s grammar than I have discussed in Tieken (2000). Lowth says that he wrote the grammar for his son Tom, which demonstrates that it was not as such commissioned by Dodsley. I do believe that, once Dodsley became interested in the grammar, the original purpose of the grammar was lost sight of. The details concerning its first printing as well as the later reprints and editions confirm that, once the grammar got into the hands of Dodsley, it turned into a publisher’s project (see Tieken 2001). For further details, see Tieken (forthc.)..


� These words refer to Lowth’s practice of proscribing certain usages in his footnotes on the basis of grammatical errors made by well-known, if no longer living (Percy 1997), authors of the time.


� I am very grateful to Carol Percy for supplying me with these references.


� I am grateful to Sandra Stelts, Curator of the Rare Books and Manuscripts department of the University Libraries of Penssylvania State University for supplying me with a copy of this grammar.


� Source:  Bodleian Library MS Eng. Lett. C573, ff. 1(117. For further details of this correspondence, including a discussing concerning the dating of some of the letters, see Tieken (forthc.).


� Merrick, who was ten years younger than Lowth, had been a fellow at Trinity College, Oxford, and this is where they may have met. Loveday was a closer contemporary of Lowth’s, but he, too, had been to Oxford (Magdalen College). Loveday would visit Merrick in his rooms at Trinity College (Markham 1984:355).


� A search in the OED online edition produced 32 instances for the seventeenth century and only two for the eighteenth. Merrick’s intuitions concerning the eighteenth century were there correct.
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