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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.
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