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Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th Edition: An In-Depth
Exploration

Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th Edition stands as a quintessential reference work
for enthusiasts of language, literature, mythology, and history. First published in 1870 by Sir James
George Frazer?s contemporary, Sir Edward Brewer, this dictionary has evolved over the years to
become a comprehensive compendium of idioms, quotations, allusions, and stories that have
shaped Western cultural consciousness. The 20th edition, updated and expanded, continues this
tradition, offering readers an invaluable resource to understand the origins and meanings behind
countless phrases and fables that permeate everyday language.

In this article, we will delve into the history, structure, significance, and content of the 20th edition of
Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. Whether you're a literature student, a writer, a historian,
or simply a curious reader, understanding this work provides insight into the rich tapestry of human
expression and storytelling.

Historical Background and Development of Brewer's Dictionary

The Origins of Brewer's Dictionary

Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable was first published in 1870, conceived as a guide to the
origins of idioms, literary references, mythological allusions, and historical anecdotes. Its founder,
Sir Edward Brewer, aimed to create a resource that would help readers decode the myriad
references embedded in English language and literature.

Over the decades, subsequent editions expanded its scope and depth, reflecting changing tastes
and the inclusion of new cultural phenomena. The work became a staple for writers, journalists,
scholars, and trivia enthusiasts, renowned for its engaging and often humorous commentary.

The Evolution to the 20th Edition

The 20th edition, published in 1995, marked a significant milestone in the dictionary?s history.
Edited by Ross Macdonald, this edition incorporated new entries reflecting contemporary culture,
technology, and global influences, while also revising and updating older entries for clarity and
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accuracy. It aimed to maintain the dictionary?s reputation as an authoritative and entertaining
compendium.

The 20th edition is notable for its meticulous research, wit, and accessibility, making it a popular
reference book for a broad audience. Its extensive cross-referencing and detailed explanations help
users navigate the complex web of human stories and language.

Structure and Content of Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable
20th Edition

Organization and Layout

The dictionary is organized alphabetically, with entries ranging from single words and short phrases
to lengthy explanations of mythological stories and historical anecdotes. Each entry typically
includes:

- The phrase, idiom, or reference
- Its origins and historical context
- Explanations of meaning and usage
- Related stories or references in literature and culture
- Cross-references to other entries for further exploration

The layout is designed to be user-friendly, with clear headings, concise summaries, and detailed
notes where necessary.

Types of Entries Covered

Brewer's covers a wide array of topics, including:

- Mythology and Folklore: Greek, Roman, Norse, Egyptian, and other myths.
- Literature and Literary Figures: References from classic and modern literature.
- Historical Events and Figures: Key moments and personalities from history.
- Religious and Philosophical Concepts: Biblical references, religious symbols, and philosophical

ideas.
- Famous Phrases and Sayings: Idioms, proverbs, and quotations.
- Cultural and Scientific Terms: Concepts from arts, sciences, and popular culture.
- Fables and Fairy Tales: Classic storytelling motifs and their origins.

This comprehensive coverage makes Brewer?s a go-to guide for understanding the background
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behind many familiar and obscure references.

The Significance of Brewer's Dictionary in Contemporary Culture

Educational Value

Brewer's Dictionary serves as a vital educational resource by providing context and background to a
multitude of references encountered in reading, writing, and conversation. It helps users:

- Enhance vocabulary and comprehension
- Deepen understanding of literary and cultural allusions
- Develop a richer appreciation for language?s history

Research and Writing Aid

Writers and researchers frequently consult Brewer?s to find authoritative explanations and
interesting anecdotes that can lend depth and credibility to their work. Its cross-referenced entries
facilitate comprehensive research on complex topics.

Entertainment and Trivia

Beyond academic use, Brewer?s is also popular among trivia enthusiasts and casual readers who
enjoy uncovering fascinating stories behind familiar phrases and symbols. Its engaging style
transforms learning into an enjoyable journey through human culture.

Highlights of Notable Entries in the 20th Edition

Mythological and Literary Allusions

- Achilles? Heel: Originating from Greek mythology, symbolizing a point of vulnerability.
- Pandora?s Box: The myth of Pandora releasing misfortunes into the world.
- The Midas Touch: Implying the ability to turn anything into gold, originating from King Midas in

Greek myth.
- The Iliad and The Odyssey: Epic poems by Homer, foundational texts with numerous

references.
- Don Quixote: Cervantes? hero symbolizing idealism and delusion.

Famous Phrases and Idioms
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- Baker?s dozen: Thirteen items, historically to avoid penalties.
- By the skin of one?s teeth: Narrowly escaping danger.
- Cross the Rubicon: Making an irreversible decision, from Julius Caesar?s crossing.
- Mad as a hatter: Insane, from hat-making practices in the 18th century.
- Bite the bullet: Endure a painful experience, originating from battlefield surgery practices.

Historical and Cultural References

- The Tower of Babel: Symbol of human hubris and confusion.
- The Sword of Damocles: Impending danger faced by those in power.
- Gordian Knot: A complex problem solved by a bold solution.
- Sisyphus: Greek myth of eternal, futile labor.
- Joan of Arc: Symbol of courage and faith.

How to Use Brewer's Dictionary Effectively

For Students and Researchers

- Use it to clarify references in texts.
- Cross-reference entries for comprehensive understanding.
- Utilize the historical context to enrich essays and presentations.

For Writers and Creatives

- Find evocative phrases and stories to enhance storytelling.
- Discover lesser-known references to add depth and authenticity.
- Use quotations and allusions for literary flair.

For Trivia and General Knowledge

- Explore fascinating stories behind common idioms.
- Impress friends with obscure facts.
- Build a broad cultural literacy.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Brewer's Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable 20th Edition
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Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th Edition remains an indispensable resource that
bridges the gap between language, history, and storytelling. Its comprehensive coverage, engaging
entries, and historical insights make it a timeless tool for understanding the rich tapestry of human
expression. Whether you are delving into literature, enhancing your vocabulary, or simply satisfying
curiosity about the origins of familiar phrases, this edition offers a treasure trove of knowledge.

As language continues to evolve, Brewer?s steadfastly preserves the stories and meanings behind
words and sayings, reminding us of our shared cultural heritage. Its blend of scholarly rigor and
accessibility ensures that it will continue to be a valuable reference for generations to come.

Meta Description: Discover the comprehensive and engaging world of Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase
and Fable 20th Edition. Explore its history, structure, key entries, and how it enriches understanding
of language, mythology, and culture.
 
Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, 20th Edition: A Comprehensive Review

Introduction to Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable

Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable stands as a quintessential compendium for enthusiasts,
scholars, writers, and anyone fascinated by the origins, histories, and stories behind common
phrases, idioms, allusions, and cultural references. Celebrating its 20th edition, this seminal work
continues to uphold its reputation as an authoritative and richly detailed source, meticulously
compiled to illuminate the rich tapestry of language and lore embedded within English-speaking
cultures.

Originally conceived in the 19th century by Ebenezer Cobham Brewer, the dictionary has evolved
over the decades, reflecting changes in language, scholarship, and cultural awareness. The 20th
edition, in particular, showcases the culmination of decades of research, annotation, and editorial
refinement, making it a vital resource for understanding the stories behind words and phrases that
pervade literature, speech, and popular culture.

Historical Context and Significance

The Evolution of Brewer?s Dictionary

- Origins: First published in 1870, Brewer?s Dictionary was intended as a reference for writers
and readers interested in the obscure origins of phrases and idioms.

- Growth and Editions: Over multiple editions, it expanded from a modest pamphlet to a
comprehensive volume, incorporating new entries as language and culture evolved.

- 20th Edition Milestone: The 20th edition, released in the late 20th or early 21st century
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(depending on the publisher?s schedule), reflects contemporary scholarship while maintaining the
core ethos of the work.

Why the 20th Edition Stands Out

- Enhanced Entries: Updated to include recent references, modern idioms, and contemporary
cultural phenomena.

- Refined Scholarship: Incorporates more scholarly sources, cross-references, and annotations.
- Design and Usability: Improved layout, indexing, and readability, making it accessible for both

casual browsers and serious researchers.

Content and Structure

Scope of the Dictionary

Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable covers an extensive range of topics, including:

- Phrases and idioms: Origins, etymology, and usage.
- Literary references: Allusions to classical literature, Shakespeare, and other authors.
- Historical anecdotes: Stories behind historical events or figures referenced in language.
- Mythology and folklore: Mythical stories, legends, and cultural myths from around the world.
- Famous personalities: Figures whose names or stories have entered common parlance.
- Religious references: Biblical allusions, saints, and religious practices.
- Quotations and proverbs: Their origins and contextual meanings.

Organization and Accessibility

- Alphabetical Arrangement: Entries are organized alphabetically for ease of access.
- Cross-Referencing: Many entries link to related topics, fostering a web of interconnected

knowledge.
- Thematic Sections: Some editions include thematic sections or appendices, grouping related

entries for thematic exploration.

Depth and Quality of Entries

Research and Scholarship
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- Thoroughness: Entries are supported by extensive research, citing historical documents, literary
sources, and scholarly works.

- Accuracy: Strives for factual correctness, with recent editions correcting errors or
misconceptions from earlier versions.

- Annotations: Provides detailed explanations, contextual background, and occasionally, differing
interpretations.

Examples of Notable Entries

- "Achilles? Heel": Traces back to Greek mythology, explaining the myth of Achilles? vulnerability.
- "Babbitt": Explains the American cultural figure and its evolution into a term for materialism or

conformity.
- "Machiavellian": Details the political philosophy of Niccolò Machiavelli and how his name

became synonymous with cunning and duplicity.
- "Renaissance Man": Discusses the polymathic ideals of figures like Leonardo da Vinci.

Illustrative Anecdotes and Fables

Many entries are enriched with stories, fables, or humorous anecdotes that bring the phrase?s origin
vividly to life. For example:

- The story behind "Mad as a March hare" illustrates the behavior of hares during breeding
season, linking it to the idiom.

- The tale of "The Emperor?s New Clothes" from Hans Christian Andersen is referenced as a
metaphor for folly and deception.

Design, Layout, and User Experience

Physical and Visual Aspects

- Size and Portability: Typically compact enough for personal use but substantial enough to
contain detailed entries.

- Typography: Clear, readable fonts with headings and subheadings to facilitate scanning.
- Illustrations: Some editions include illustrations, especially for mythological or folkloric entries,

enhancing understanding.

Navigation and Indexing
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- Comprehensive Index: Facilitates quick locating of entries by keywords or related topics.
- Cross-References: Hyperlinked or footnoted references aid in exploring related entries.
- Supplementary Materials: Appendices or thematic glossaries may be included for specific topics

like idioms or classical references.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths

- Authoritative and Trustworthy: Backed by extensive research and scholarly rigor.
- Rich Content: Combines factual history with entertaining stories, making it both educational and

engaging.
- Broad Coverage: From classical mythology to modern idioms, the scope is wide.
- Cultural Insights: Offers a window into cultural history, societal values, and linguistic evolution.

Limitations

- Potential for Obsolescence: Some entries may become outdated as language and culture
evolve.

- Bias and Perspective: As with all historical sources, some interpretations may reflect cultural
biases of the editors or sources.

- Size and Accessibility: While comprehensive, its size may be intimidating for casual readers;
digital versions or abridged editions may be preferable for quick reference.

Impact and Legacy

Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable remains a staple in the lexicon of reference works. Its
influence extends beyond mere definitions, serving as a cultural artifact that documents the
evolution of language and storytelling traditions. Writers, historians, linguists, and students rely on it
to deepen their understanding of the nuances and stories behind familiar expressions.

Its continued relevance is evidenced by its numerous citations in academic works, literary analyses,
and even pop culture references. The 20th edition, in particular, represents the culmination of its
scholarly journey, integrating modern references while preserving the charm and depth that have
made it a beloved classic.

Conclusion: A Must-Have for Knowledge Seekers

In summary, Brewer?s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, 20th Edition stands as a monumental
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achievement in reference publishing. It offers a treasure trove of knowledge, blending scholarly rigor
with engaging storytelling. Whether you are a writer seeking inspiration, a student delving into the
origins of idioms, or a curious reader exploring the stories behind language, this edition provides
invaluable insights.

Its meticulous research, comprehensive coverage, and thoughtful presentation make it not just a
reference book but a cultural guide to understanding the rich tapestry of language and lore that
shapes our world. For anyone with a passion for words, stories, and history, Brewer?s Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable remains an indispensable resource?timeless, authoritative, and endlessly
fascinating.
 

 QuestionAnswer What is the Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th edition? The Brewer's
Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th edition is a comprehensive reference work that explains the
origins and meanings of idioms, phrases, and allusions from literature, history, and folklore. How
does the 20th edition of Brewer's Dictionary differ from previous editions? The 20th edition features
updated entries, new references reflecting modern culture, and expanded coverage of contemporary
phrases and allusions, making it more relevant for today's readers. Is the Brewer's Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable 20th edition suitable for students and researchers? Yes, it is widely used by
students, researchers, writers, and enthusiasts as a reliable source for understanding the origins
and meanings of various phrases and references. Where can I purchase the Brewer's Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable 20th edition? You can find it at major bookstores, online retailers such as
Amazon, or in digital formats on ebook platforms. Does the 20th edition include entries on modern
pop culture references? Yes, the 20th edition has been updated to include entries related to modern
pop culture, including references from film, television, and contemporary literature. How
comprehensive is the coverage in Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th edition? It offers
thousands of entries covering idioms, literary references, historical allusions, and folklore, making it
one of the most detailed and authoritative sources in its field. Can the Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase
and Fable 20th edition be used as a digital resource? Yes, it is available in digital formats, including
e-book versions and online subscriptions, providing easy access to its extensive content. Is the
Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase and Fable 20th edition suitable for casual readers? Absolutely, it is
written in an accessible style that appeals to both casual readers interested in language and culture,
as well as scholars. What are some popular entries or sections in the Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase
and Fable 20th edition? Popular sections include entries on mythological references, famous literary
allusions, idiomatic expressions, and explanations of historical phrases like 'Achilles' heel' or
'Bacchanalian.' 

 
Related keywords: phrases, idioms, fables, language, etymology, sayings, expressions, proverbs,
lexicon, quotations
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