Natalia Filatkina and Claudine Moulin

Wordplay and baroque linguistic ideas
Abstract: The paper tackles the question of what the dynamics of wordplay mean
for Early Modern language philosophy and what function wordplay fulfills at a
time when linguistic norms and cultural values of a particular language are being
sought. In Part 1, the current definition of wordplay suggested in Winter-Froemel
(2016) is presented as a theoretical framework for the analysis which follows. In
Part 2, we give a brief sketch of the main features of Early Modern linguistic
thought with a particular focus on the concepts of play and wordplay. As one of
the language theorists of 17th century Germany, Georg Philipp Harsdörffer (1607–
1658) is widely known for the sophisticated integration of these concepts into his
“linguistic” œuvre, and this will determine the main focus of the current article.
Two of Harsdörffer’s works will be the center of attention: the Frauenzimmer
Gesprächspiele (FZG), published 1643–1649 in Nuremberg, an eight-volume
series of dialogues about social, poetic and scientific matters, which incorporates
much of Harsdörffer’s thoughts on language and one of the best-sellers of the 17th
century, and the Delitiae Mathematicae et Physicae (DMP), a three-volume scientific work, to which Harsdörffer added the last two of the three volumes (1651–
1653, Nuremberg). Based on the study of various subtypes of wordplay with
letters in Part 3, we shall argue that in the context of baroque linguistic ideas
wordplay should be defined in a broader sense. It is deeply rooted in a particular
view of language peculiar to European baroque culture that provided a conceptual background not only for language “theories”, poetry, education and
standards of knowledge but also for the role and functions of wordplay. As
Harsdörffer found his inspiration in and was strongly influenced by similar ideas
of other scientists, particularly in Italy and France, the results of the analysis of
the German baroque sources allow for more general assumptions that are not
restricted to one language only.
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1 Theoretical framework: (Current working)
definition of wordplay
Play is an essential and fundamental element of culture, a necessary companion
of individual development and human civilization in general. According to the
Dutch historian and philosopher Johan Huizinga ([1938] 2016), such areas of our
culture as poetry, law, science, art, sport and many more would have not appeared, did human beings not have an intrinsic desire to play. In Huizinga’s
philosophy of culture, the duality “man as a thinker (homo sapiens)” vs. “man as
a craftsman (homo faber)” is complemented by an equal third parameter – “man
as a player (homo ludens)”. Declaring play an inherent epiphenomenon of culture, Huizinga stresses its important role at any time in history, including Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Baroque, the Renaissance, and Modernity. Many types
of play come to life through language or have language as their object. Therefore,
playing with words is as fundamental to our culture as play in general.
Being an interface phenomenon, wordplay has a long research tradition in
various fields of science and the humanities such as rhetoric and classical philology, philosophy, literature, linguistics, phonetics, anthropology, psychology,
theatre, cultural studies etc. But as most recently pointed out in Zirker and
Winter-Froemel (2015), Winter-Froemel and Zirker (2015) and Knospe, Onysko,
and Goth (2016), many questions remain open despite an interdisciplinary dialogue on the one hand and strong disciplinary research traditions on the other.
The open questions still include the core notion of wordplay and its “borders”,
for example with regard to humor, ambiguity (Bauer et al. 2010) or linguistic creativity, and seem to be linked to the absence of standardized terminology applied
to the analysis of wordplay. In the scholarly research, similar phenomena have
been also addressed as verbal humor (Attardo 1994, 2006), language play (Crystal
2001) or speech play (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1976; Sherzer 2002).
To adopt Huizinga’s philosophical view on play for a linguistic study of wordplay would mean considering language use in general as wordplay.1 However, for
linguistics and language history – both interested not only in stating the phenomenon as such but also in analyzing its changing goals, functions and the
mechanisms behind it – such a broad notion appears to be hard to operationalize.
For the purpose of the following analysis, we therefore use a linguistic definition
of wordplay as suggested in Winter-Froemel (2016), although the larger per||
1 Cf. also Wittgensteinʼs ([1953] 2001) broad notion of Sprachspiel as any communicative act
(German: Sprachhandlung).
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spective on play proposed in the philosophy of culture and other disciplines
remains incontestable in our view. According to Winter-Froemel:
Wordplay is a historically determined phenomenon in which a speaker produces an utterance – and is aware of doing so – that juxtaposes or manipulates linguistic items from one
or more languages in order to surprise the hearer(s) and obtain a humorous effect on them.
(Winter-Froemel 2016: 37)

The suggested definition turns out to be useful for four reasons: Firstly, it recognizes the inherent dynamic nature of wordplay and places its historical and
cultural boundedness at its center. As will be shown below, the data from the 17th
century clearly confirm that wordplay is by no means restricted to modern times.
Its historical nature is outlined by Winter-Froemel (2016: 33–36) not only with
regard to the techniques that lead to wordplay but also with regard to the discourse traditions in which wordplay is embedded. The concept of discourse
traditions developed by Koch (1997) promotes the central idea of the pivotal role
of consistency and innovation in the process of production of written and oral
text types / genres and the influence of the latter on linguistic utterances typical
of a certain text type. In other words, the way we use language in a certain
communication situation very much depends on our knowledge of social,
cultural, historical and linguistic conventions and rules around this situation.2
Koch applies this model both to modern and historical times. As playing with
words is part of language use, the way it is embedded in texts also greatly
depends on discourse traditions (Kabatek 2015: 215). In Part 2, we will extend
Koch’s fruitful concept and speak of discourse traditions not in terms of a text
genre but in terms of a common European baroque melting pot of thoughts and
ideas as it is manifest in early modern “linguistic” literature dedicated to the
search for norms and values of emerging vernacular languages.
Secondly, the above-mentioned definition stresses the interactive nature of
wordplay. Wordplay occurs between a speaker and a hearer and can be successful only if the encoding techniques used by a speaker or speakers are properly
decoded by his / her / their hearer(s). One of the sources we use for our analysis –
Harsdörffer’s FZG – is a collection of fictitious dialogues on various subjects
related to social life. The dialogues take place between six fictitious young men
and women and acquire the status of a play. Even though there is no evidence for

||
2 Cf. not identical but in a few aspects similar concepts of Sprachgebrauchsmuster (Busse 2005),
idiomatische Prägung (Feilke 1994), kommunikative Praktiken (Fiehler et al. 2004) have
developed in Germanic linguistics, while the notion of kommunikative Gattung (Luckmann 1986)
originates from sociology.
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the dialogues ever having been used in this concrete form in reality, they are
embedded in the baroque culture of polite and civilized conversation, the
mastery of which was considered a compulsory attribute for 17th century young
people belonging to the nobility or bourgeoisie (Krebs 1994; Moulin 2016).
Furthermore, being a play in themselves, many dialogues extensively exploit
different types of games with all possible elements and levels of the German
language, starting with letters / sounds and moving on to include texts. In such
interactions, wordplay is in a sense authentic as it gains a new functional dimension and reflects a baroque tradition of searching for linguistic norms.
Thirdly, the definition suggests that from the speakers’ point of view wordplay in general is an intended production of linguistic items by means of
manipulation and / or violation of conventional language use. If the first two
features of wordplay mentioned above (its historical and interactional nature) are
applicable to verbal humor or any kind of linguistic creativity as well (see Part 1),
the techniques leading to playful manipulations / violations constitute an area
where the majority of the work has consisted of attempts to find distinctive border
lines. According to Winter-Froemel (2016: 37–42), playing with different senses / meanings of formally similar words (not sublexical items) is a wordplay in a
narrow sense. It results from the arbitrariness of lexical items and is based on
their polysemy, homophony or paronymy. In contrast to that, formal manipulations, which combine elements of an utterance at the sublexical (graphic or
phonic) level are considered to be wordplay in a broader sense. Formal manipulations are based on either the paradigmatic or the functional similarity of sublexical elements, with the former type leading to soundplay or play with letters,
and the latter representing the so-called ludic deformations. As already pointed
out in Winter-Froemel (2016: 24), in a strict sense these distinctions can be
applied only to prototypical “best cases”. The complex nature of wordplay seems
to allow for fuzzy boundaries and crossovers rather than for clear cuts. To be able
to place our data in this typology, we present Winter-Froemel’s classification in
Table 1. For reasons of space, we restrict ourselves to a shorter version of it.3
The parts highlighted in gray in the table indicate the main focus of our
analysis: We shall concentrate on one type of play that Harsdörffer himself calls
a play with letters. From the point of view of language history, a play with letters
can also be a soundplay as a strict distinction between sounds and letters did not
exist in the Early Modern Era. As we shall see, letterplays are deeply integrated
into other types of play, making sharp distinctions almost impossible. It is pre-

||
3 For full version see Winter-Froemel (2016: 42).
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cisely this broader sense that makes the above-mentioned definition of wordplay
applicable to historical times.
Tab. 1: Working definition of wordplay according to Winter-Froemel (2016: 42)
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The fact that this definition includes the functional aspect of wordplay explains
the fourth reason for using it as a theoretical framework for our analysis. The
discussion around whether a wordplay necessarily has to result in a humorous
effect has so far been controversial. The definition we refer to strongly suggests
these effects to be a primary function. However, Winter-Froemel (2016: 14–16)
mentions other major outcomes, among them aesthetic and didactic goals, even
in Modernity. Our data will show that although the intent to surprise and
entertain holds true for baroque times as well, wordplay is not restricted to these
functions. While the techniques outlining wordplay seem to be relatively stable
throughout history, the functional domain demonstrates qualitative and quantitative changes.

2 Baroque linguistic ideas as historical discourse
traditions for wordplay: Georg Philipp Harsdörffer
To study wordplay in historical times means to take its contextualization within
different views of language at these times into account. The end of the Middle
Ages (roughly the 1350s) with Latin as a dominant lingua franca and vernacular
languages receiving little scholarly attention is marked by a remarkable shift in
the attitudes towards the latter. The driving forces preceding and / or accompanying this shift are not linguistic in nature. Innovations brought about by the
invention of paper (instead of costly parchment) and printing (instead of
handwriting), the development and rising importance of cities and a new social
class of the bourgeoisie, the intellectual insights of Humanism, the Renaissance
and – especially in the German speaking area – of the Reformation period lead to
a stronger presence of vernacular languages in daily life (Moulin 2008a: 19).
Although Latin maintains its status as the language of written scholarship and
international communication well beyond the Middle Ages, vernacular languages slowly start to grow in importance, not only due to the insatiable practical
demand in the changing world for people competent in subjects other than Latin,
but also simply because vernaculars start to be considered natural mother
tongues, qualitatively no different from Latin (Gardt 1994; Hundt 2000; Moulin
2008a: 17–19, 2008b: 1903). The increasing practical need for written communication in vernacular languages caused the language users of those days to become acutely aware of the lack of normative orientation literature (grammar and
spelling books, dictionaries etc.) and accelerated the “linguistic” debate de-
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scribed by Hundt (2000) with the term Spracharbeit. Therefore, the shift towards
vernaculars leads to their grammatization (Auroux 1992), i.e. to the rise of the
codifying orthographic, grammatical and lexicographical treatises that in those
days could have been both practical and theoretical in nature.4 These are texts
where language users were advised with regard to various aspects of language
use and where the debate about linguistic norms was mainly carried out.
The shift towards vernaculars has to be contextualized within the wider
scope of another far-reaching transformation of the western European attitude to
the outer world. As Vivien Law (2003: 213) puts it:
Interest shifted from the universal and transcendental to the particular, visible, material
phenomena all around us. […] Previously, convinced that life on Earth was a punishment
rather than an opportunity, Europeans had done their best to ignore the most earthy parts
of it; but once that attitude changed, they wanted to get to grips with the material in every
conceivable way: by sketching and sculpting it, by weighing it and measuring it, by collecting it, by classifying it, by exploring it and manipulating it to suit their needs and
desires. You can see the consequences in every area of intellectual, cultural and economic
life.

As language is an inherent part of social and cultural life, the consequences are
also reflected in the way people thought about language(s). From the 16th century on, faith in observation and experimentation led to many aspects of language
developing in parallel with the corresponding aspects of the sciences. Indeed,
during that period, the same individuals were involved in developing both
“linguistics” and science. Georg Philipp Harsdörffer is one of such universal, allaround savants whose linguistic program is embedded in the encyclopedic
framework, largely integrating rearrangements, translations and compilations of
other (older and contemporary) sources in his writings. His DMP is ample proof
of this approach (Westerhoff 1999; Roßbach 2015: 48–56). In many of his works,
Harsdörffer voices the feelings of his generation of grammarians, lexicographers,
literary authors and teachers by collecting evidence and making German a suitable vehicle for the discussion of subjects such as theology, philosophy and law –
three domains that had previously been the all-but-exclusive preserve of Latin.
The recognition of the prestige of German as a mother tongue, of its richness
and its equality with the three holy languages of the Bible – Hebrew, Latin and
Greek – starts later than for instance the appreciation of Italian, French, Spanish
or Portuguese. In Germany, the “emancipation” process, also so important to

||
4 For German, this process is documented in detail in Jellinek (1913–1914) and Moulin-Fankhänel (1994–1997).
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national pride and the growing consciousness of an underlying folk unity, dates
back to the 15th century and intensifies tremendously in the 17th (Auroux 1992;
Gardt 2008; Moulin-Fankhänel 1994–1997, 2008b, 2011; Padley 1988; von Polenz
and Moulin 2013: 119–121). However, the recognition entails argumentation
strategies very similar to those used for Italian or French. The ultimate goal
consists – as in other countries – in the cultivation of German in order for it to
become an elaborated medium of poetry and science with linguistic and aesthetic
norms being codified in grammar books and dictionaries as well as with copia
verborum, ‘copiousness of vocabulary, wealth of lexical resources’ (Law 2003:
232) or an extensive, rich lexicon. We shall come back to this in Part 3 when we
analyze examples from Harsdörffer’s work.
Since the mediaeval Seven Liberal Arts, grammar was viewed as the origin
and foundation of all the rest. It was often depicted as a female personification
(Grammatica) leading already alphabetized young children on to higher disciplines.5 In accordance with the common 17th century view, Harsdörffer also sees
language as the vehicle for learning about the world. Hundt (2000: 61) calls this
a “knowledge constitutive function which opens up the world” (erkenntniskonstitutive, welterschließende Funktion) of the language. For Harsdörffer, this function
is manifest not only at the level of sentences and phrases, but already at the
lowest level of single signs. This is why his play with letters is so important.
However, Harsdörffer not only argued a case for the potential of German at a
theoretical level, he also took practical steps to develop its potential by being a
great educator of young people (Knight 1960, 1991). His main addressees are
vorneme Leute, male and female, of noble or bourgeois birth as it is precisely
these groups who carry social prestige and are crucial for the dissemination of
educated German. One of the basic ideas here was that cultivation of German, the
Spracharbeit (Hundt 2000), is similar to a natural first language acquisition
process. In the context of the 17th century, this process is automated, active and
strongly bound in with the acquisition of moral values, virtues, noble eloquence,
polite discourse and courtesy. It is not purely a linguistic matter and also means
cultivation of virtuousness, literature and culture in a profound “European”
dimension. Being the most prominent Kulturvermittler (i.e. cultural mediator) of
his times (Hundt 2011), Harsdörffer is a constitutive part of this “Europe”-wide
undertaking. He explains this interplay in volume V (p. 66)6 of the FZG with the

||
5 A systematic study of the text-picture-interplay in German Early Modern grammar books is
provided in Moulin (2008a).
6 When referring to Harsdörffer’s work, we use the page numbers of the original digitized
sources. See the list of references at the end of the article for further details.
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help of three circles representing three fundamental preparatory arts that, once
mastered, lead to science (Wissenschaften), the core of all knowledge and its
center: with Sprachkunst (grammar) being the first inner circle, Vernunftkunst
(logic) in the second circle and Redkunst (rhetorics) with its two parts (poetry and
the art of singing) at the outer edge.
Like learning a mother tongue naturally, the Spracharbeit has to be easy and
entertaining. To facilitate and accelerate the studies, Harsdörffer draws on the
antique tradition of fictive dialogues (Plato), uses numerous registers, marginal
notes, illustrations, emblems (Moulin 2008a) and various typographic means.
This is why each of his works claims the right to be interpreted as a printed
baroque sneak preview of complex virtual hypertexts of the modern digital era
impressively simplified by Harsdörffer for didactic purposes.
This is also the area where wordplay comes into force. Harsdörffer’s contemporary fellow academicians within the “Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft” gave him
the nickname Der Spielende (The Player) as he considered different types of plays,
also linguistic plays, a major auxiliary to knowledge creation and the education
of the young. Particularly FZG are a kind of introduction into entertaining
courtesy and pleasant polite conversation basically about any imaginable subject.7 Though Harsdörffer is not an inventor of “playing with language”8, he is
certainly the best-known propagator and compiler of the genre. In accordance
with his time, he explains the need for play with human nature (FZG, IV, 469):
Er [der Mensch] i_t ʒwar ʒu der Arbeit geboren / wie der Vogel ʒum fliegen; jedoch _olcherge_talt / daß er die Sorgen_tille Nacht wiederm ausruhen / am Tage wieder an _eine Arbeit
gehen; von dem La_te _eines Berufes ʒu weilen ab_etʒen / den be_chfftigten Gei_t
belu_tigen und die la__e Hand ausra_ten la__en _olle.

In Harsdörffer’s view, people are born to work. Therefore, they have to rest at
night and amuse the tired mind with play in order to regain energy for the next
working day. His second argument (not mentioned in the cited excerpt but apparent in his work in general) also fits with the context of the 17th century: As
Hebrew, Egyptian, Italian and French savants dedicate a substantial amount of
their work to wordplay, German scholars should do the same. By virtue of their
mother tongue being no less worthy than these languages, it deserves the same
treatment. Harsdörffer (FZG, V, fol. 41r) points out that playing with language has
noticeable advantages compared to playing cards, board games or any type of
physical exercise. He uses this comparison as his third argument in favor of word||
7 For the literary and philosophical contextualization of the FZG, see e.g. Bergengruen (2009).
8 See Zeller (1974: 77–93) for historical traditions.
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play. The latter leads to love, friendship and joy, sharpens the mind and educates, whereas the former only produce jealousy, competition and animosity.
As mentioned before, in FZG, Harsdörffer puts many of his programmatic
thoughts into the mouth(s) of six young people. While conversing with each
other, they create approximately 300 plays, which Markus Hundt (2000: 171–172)
classifies into eight main types with numerous subtypes. All aspects of
theoretical work are reflected in wordplay as wordplays can be conducted at all
levels of a language system (phonology, grapheme system, morphology, lexicology, phraseology9, syntax) and language use (text, oral conversations10). They
include knowledge structures in general as well.
For Harsdörffer, playing is the most natural way of learning. Guided by the
contemporary philosophical background11, he connects the etymology of the
word play, Spiel in German, with nature (FZG, IV, 467). The following quotation
illustrates this very clearly:
Au__er allem Ʒweiffel hat Adam allen Thieren und Ge_chpfen aus ihren Arten und
wirklichen Eigenschaften woldeutende Namen ertheilet: und _olcherge_talt i_t das Wort
Spiel in der Natur befindlich / und ʒu hren von Berg=abflie__enden Wa__erbchen / welche
ʒwi_chen den bunten Kieß daher li_pelen / und ein angenemes Getn un_eren _on_t
m__igen Ohren gleich_am ein_pielen: daher vieleicht ent_tanden / daß alle Sachen / _o
ohne Mhe und Arbeit / aus _onderem Belieben herflie__en / Spiele und Spielen genennt
worden / daher auch das _phlen / ausfl__en / durchli_pelen oder oft durchseyen den
Namen haben mag (Harsdörffer, FZG, IV, 467).12

In Harsdörffer’s view, it is the role of nature that is of primary importance as he
assumes that things receive their names through nature rather than through
convention. He sees the German language as singularly apt at reflecting this. The
language is thus a hypostatized entity, established by God and Nature, which is
so well ordered that it designates the innermost reality of things. Like his contemporaries among the language-planners, he sees the ideal, perfect language as
a one-to-one correspondence with things in the universe. As language is a natural
product, it has a structure and follows rules. Only in this way can it be regarded
as a perfect, ideal creation. Consequently, rules are a large and important part of
Harsdörffer’s definition of wordplay. As we shall see when we look at the
examples, the important tradition, if we are to understand the concept of
||
9 For more detail, not only with regard to Harsdörffer, see Filatkina (2009).
10 For wordplay in table talk, see Moulin (2016).
11 See e.g. Bredekamp (1993: 66–67) for a historical embedding.
12 Harsdörffer devotes many parts of his various works to this onomatopoetic nature of German,
e.g. the chapter entitled “Von der Teutschen Sprache Vortrefflichkeit” in FZG, III, 288–295.
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Harsdörffer’s wordplay, is the combinatorial art or ars combinatoria (Ernst 1993:
97–98; Hundt 2000: 218–219).
Spielen means having fun but also moving fast, smoothly and lightly, not so
much in a physical sense but rather as movement of the Geist or mind. The
lightness of play is supposed to resemble the easiness of the learning process, the
easiness of reasoning and thinking. At the same time, wordplays function as
proof of a high degree of linguistic competence and world knowledge based on
the idea that one can only play with a language if he / she has full command of it.
As children start learning language naturally with letters, playing with letters is
considered the lightest of all wordplay. According to Harsdörffer (FZG, I, 136–
140), young people have to start their Spracharbeit with precisely this type of play
and in due course proceed to the more difficult types such as the creation of texts,
interpretation of etymology, and the creation of riddles and puns. Let us now
have a closer look at this type of play.

3 Wordplay in Harsdörffer’s work: Some
examples
3.1 Ambiguity and juxtaposition of letters and signs
Many letterplays are created on the basis of the ambiguity and juxtaposition (see
basic procedures of wordplay in a narrow sense in Table 1) of letters and involve
persons’ names. For example, in FZG, I, 141 (Figure 1), Harsdörffer, or more
precisely, the young players, take the name Julia and interpret each letter differently by virtue of using each letter in a different word, building a completely new
and meaningful sentence (Ja, Viel Loben ist Artig) and therefore creating a new
meaning. The new meaning arises even if the letters of the name are read backwards: Armut Ist Listig Und Jmmenart. The underlying concept demonstrates once
more the interwovenness of language and the surrounding world: In the view of
the 17th century, language and reality are ambiguous in the same way; in the
same way as signs and symbols of the real world can be interpreted in many
different ways, linguistic signs permit various interpretations. It is precisely this
baroque view on language signs (letters) and real world that allows us to describe
the underlying mechanism of such letterplays using the term ambiguity even
though modern approaches to ambiguity might disagree with that (Bauer at al.
2010; Winter-Froemel 2013).
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Fig. 1: G. P. Harsdörffer, FZG, I, 141

Though these plays are entertaining in nature, their aim is not necessarily to
achieve a humorous effect. The goals are rather manifold: Firstly, the play is
thought to demonstrate the powerful ability of the language to create reality such
as for instance the name of a person reflecting his / her character. Harsdörffer
makes this explicit in the marginal note accompanying the text (In einem jeglichen Namen stecke etwas Besonderes).13 Secondly, it is an entertaining tool to
make young people reflect on different moral values while they produce sentences starting with a certain letter. And thirdly, it can be used for the simple purposes of alphabetization. As mentioned before, in the 17th century, learning
letters was considered a key step to linguistic competence, just as learning
grammar or language was considered a key step to knowledge in general. Harsdörffer was aware of this and dedicated considerable effort to the visualization of
letters for language learners. As Figure 2 (FZG, V, 68–69) illustrates, he makes the
letter take the shape of an object it denotes.14 One can find very similar visualization in any modern elementary book for teaching children to read.

||
13 The marginal note also quotes relevant, especially cryptographic literature on the topic.
There is a similar play in FZG, VIII, 87–88 where the letters of the name Cassandra are reinterpreted with the help of adjectives reflecting human character (adelig, sittsam, demütig, reich).
The initial letters of the adjectives match the letters of the proper name.
14 This pictographic method stands in a long tradition of alphabetization treatises. Harsdörffer’s examples are very close to those given by Tilmann Olearius in “Deutsche Sprachkunst”
(1630).
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Fig. 2: G. P. Harsdörffer, FZG, V, 68–69

We have mentioned earlier that teaching language or reflecting on it is, in the
17th century, never a purely linguistic issue. This is why teaching letters is also
embedded in more complex exercises in creative logical thinking. A good example of this is provided in FZG, VIII, 35 (Figure 3), an example which is also based
on ambiguity. Gestures shown in these pictures do not only evoke a symbolic
knowledge about their numerical value; they are ambiguous because they are
also assigned to letters. Put together, they form the word fliehe. The entertaining
purpose of the play is explained in the dialog preceding the picture. In addition,
the play brings to life the enormous interest in cryptography and stenography
typical of baroque times: By means of the gestures in the pictures, secret messages can be transmitted.
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Fig. 3: G. P. Harsdörffer, FZG, VIII, 35

3.2 Skipping letters
Skipping letters is the second and most difficult type of play. In FZG, II, 166–169,
the players are asked to create a whole story without using the letter M. They
succeed and create a one-page long story where a greedy woman is supposed to
learn the meaning of the proverb Three equals one by virtue of losing all her
money when, after her husband dies, she goes against his wishes and sells his
cherished horse and dog. In a similar way, other plays suggest omitting only
vowels (Stimmer)15 or some specific letters based on a certain rule in riddle form
in order for a different word with a different meaning to occur.16 It is obvious that
these plays serve the purpose of entertainment, just as the previous group did.
||
15 Cf. FZG, III, 328–329: The elimination of vowels in the first name Angelica can lead to the
creation of the noun Glück ‘happiness’ and / or Unglück ‘unhappiness’ by virtue of using the
remaining consonants n, g, l, and c.
16 Cf. FZG, VII, 426–427: “Kürbiß > Nimm das Haupt und Schwanz vom Raben / was verbleibet / _ol uns laben > Küß”. The wordplay, which does not work in the same way in English, can
be paraphrased as ‘Kürbis (‘pumpkin / squash’) – take the head and the tail from the word Raben
(‘raven’ = eliminate the first letters of each syllable in the word Rabe and do the same with similar
letters in the word Kürbis), what remains, shall be refreshing for us – kiss.’
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But this is not their only function: They also transmit moral values (e.g. the play
with the letter M teaches young people not to be greedy) that at first glance are
encoded very implicitly in the body of the play but are almost always the explicit
outcome in the discussions following the play. More importantly, to 17th century
(and even earlier) eyes, these were the samples of observation predestined to
prove how rich German vocabulary was, cf. FZG, VIII, 50: “Unsere Sprache ist so
wortreich / daß es wol seyn kann”, meaning: ‘Our language is so rich in words
that it [the creation of a whole story, poem or even sermon without a certain letter,
NF & CM] does not require the slightest effort.’ Commenting on such plays,
Harsdörffer stresses particularly often that German shares the ability to produce
text without certain letters with Hebrew. Being on “an equal footing” with
Hebrew (as one of the holy languages) is a commonly used argument when we
look at the history of baroque linguistic ideas in Germany. It was meant to
eliminate any doubts about the age and richness of the vernacular. This aim finds
its culmination in our next and last group of examples.

3.3 Regrouping and combining letters, syllables and parts of
words
This consists of wordplays that regroup and / or combine letters (Letterwechselung), syllables and parts of words. Like no other group, these examples demonstrate the ability of language users to construct reality through language, to use
language not as a mirror of the world, but as its fundamental building blocks.
Thus, the combination of only 5 letters in the proper name Julia in a different
order can be changed 120 times and produce 120 new items (FZG, III, 322–323).
The ability of anagrams (Wortgrifflein as they are called by Harsdörffer, i.e all
those words which are elements of the set of permutations of the first word) to be
read in both directions and stay meaningful is interpreted as ample proof of the
“krftige Fglichkeit des Deutschen” (‘profound plasticity of German’); “es
schärfet das Urtheil, veranlasst zu schönen Gedanken” (‘it sharpens judgement,
induces beautiful thoughts’, cf. the example Wassermühle – Mühlwasser in FZG,
III, 296). This method can be extended from anagrams based on a single word to
the production of anagrams from a sentence or short text. Though anagrams
existed long before Harsdörffer, his original contribution is to take these further
and integrate them into a ballet, as described in DMP, III, 54–55. The scenario is
simple: first, give each dancer a board inscribed with a letter of the alphabet; then
watch as new words or phrases emerge from the dance. The very movement of
the dancers’ bodies will act as a combinatory mechanism from which language
springs (Westerhoff 1999: 465). Each of these games uses language not as an
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abstraction, the purely rational product of the mind, but as quite literally a
material object to be manipulated and moved, cut up and combined. By combining the basic concepts one can produce more complex ones and thus gain new
knowledge. As Westerhoff explains:
In this simple mechanization we see how the ideas of the combinatorial nature of the world
on the one hand and language on the other hand meet: letters are inscribed onto material
elements, so that a permutation of these out of itself generates an anagram without
requiring ingenuity. […] Because language and matter both follow combinatorial principles,
it is possible to mechanize the former by inscribing it onto the latter. In the “language
machine” the combinatorial features of language and the world which are generally distinct
are unified into a single artifact. (Westerhoff 1999: 464–465)

The language “is now no longer a matter for speaker and hearer, but a matter for
the eye, so that its users end up by seeing it as something quite independent of
speech, with a separate existence of its own” (Padley 1988: 315).
In no mechanism is this belief more evident than in the Fünffacher Denckring
der Teutschen Sprache, or the Five-fold Thought-Ring of the German Language as
presented in DMP, II, 516–517 (Figure 4).
The Denckring is a visualization of a vast word-formation potential in
German. On a practical level, Harsdörffer envisions the Denckring as a helpful tool
in a poetic process (“hat seinen Gebrauch in der Erfindung der Reimwörter”,
DMP, II, 518). The Denckring is composed of five predicate variables: 48 prefixes
in the middle, followed by 60 initial letters, 12 medial letters, 120 final letters and
24 suffixes (Gardt 1994: 208; Hundt 2000: 281–285; Moulin 2008a: 35). Each of
these variables is inscribed along the edge of a disc and nested with each of the
other discs, forming a simple combinatory mechanism that can generate rhymes,
compounds and derivates. Harsdörffer explains:
Will ich nun alle Stammwrter ordenlich finden / so fange ich bey dem A deß ʒweyten
Ringes an / und drehe darʒu das kleine a deß dritten Ringes: dann _uche ich den vierten
Ring Aab / Aabb / Aabd / &c. blinde oder deutunglose Wrter / biß auf das ch /
Aach / Aquisgranum, eine benamte Stadt in Niderland / Aal / eines Fi_ches und eines
Schu_ters Werckʒeug Namen / Aas (cadaver)&c. (DMP, II, 516–517)
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Fig. 4: G. P. Harsdörffer, DMP, II, 516–517

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz ([1666] 1880) calculated that by spinning the discs, the
user can generate up to 97,209,600 words (Gardt 1994: 208, different calculations
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in Hundt 2000: 284–285).17 Harsdörffer (DMP, II, 519) expresses his hope that not
a single word will ever be found that is not depicted on his ring (“wird _ich
verhoffentlich kein Wort in un_rer gantzen Sprache finden / welches nicht auf
diesem Ring wei_en _eyn _ollte”), although in fact the rings are incomplete (Zeller
1974: 167; Hundt 2000: 281–285) and include some letter combinations that the
phonetic system of German would not allow. In addition to representing “die
gantze Teutsche Sprache auf einem Blätlein” ‘the whole German language on one
page’ (DMP, II, 516), the Denckring also forms new words that do not yet exist in
German but, because they are formed by combining correct radicals and letters,
could exist as legitimate words. The baroque spirit of inventio is therefore manifest in Harsdörffer’s approach. As in many other parts of his work, Harsdörffer
explicitly ties his device to the linguistic theories of Schottelius:
I_t also dieses eine unfehlbare Richtigkeit / ein voll_tändiges Teut_ches Wortbuch ʒu
verfa__en / und beharren wir in der Meinung / daß alle _olche ʒu_ammen ge_etzte
Wörter / welche ihre Deutung wrken für gut Teut_ch ʒulä__ig / _onderlich in den
Gedichten / ob _ie gleich _onsten nicht gebruchlich / wie hiervon ʒu le_en der umb un_ere
Sprache wolverdiente Herr Schottelius in _einer Einleitung und in _einen Lobreden der
Sprachkünst vorgefüget. (DMP, II, 518)

Because the Denckring materializes proper stem words (Stammwörter) and mechanizes the proper formula for combining them, any output it produces must also
be proper German. In other words, in this view language is fundamentally a material and mechanical phenomenon because it is rooted in monosyllabic stemwords that are in their turn rooted in German letters. By using the Denckring and
assembling a whole word out of dissembled parts, a poet or any language user
can dynamically generate meaning “on the fly”. As God assembled the world
through combinations of a fixed number of elements, the poet spins the wheel to
generate millions of wor(l)ds, many of which exist only as possibilities. In a
broader sense, the anagrammatic playful creation of language shows striking
parallels with the divine act of creation. But these parallels are not only metaphysical, they are also rational. As Westerhoff (1999: 454) argues, in a similar way
to Harsdörffer, Leibniz ([1666] 1880: 89) discusses the parallel between atoms as
the primitive particles of matter and letters as the primitive particles of speech:
the world is produced in a combinatorial manner from the former and language
in the same way from the latter. Linguistic and material combination meet in the
mechanized playful production of anagrams – an observation that takes us back

||
17 For comparison, the OED lists 600,000 words; 400,000 words can be found in Duden Universalwörterbuch.
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to what was said at the beginning about the close connection between linguistic
thought and natural science.

4 Conclusions
With regard to poetry, Huizinga ([1938] 2016: 132) notes that to call it “playing
with words and language is not metaphor: it is the precise and literal truth”. In a
similar way, playing with words and language in baroque times is not metaphor:
It is a constitutive search path for linguistic norms, knowledge and culture dissemination and the education of the young that is not restricted to German and
unites ideas common to emerging early modern vernacular languages (Part 2).
Approaching baroque linguistic theory with modern methods of wordplay
analysis provides fruitful insights into both domains. In our paper, we have
concentrated on examples drawn from the scholarly work of one of the most
influential German authors of the 17th century (Georg Philipp Harsdörffer) and
the definition of wordplay developed by Winter-Froemel (2016) primarily for
modern languages. As shown in Parts 1 and 3, the definition turns out to be useful
from an historical perspective as it includes the dynamic, interactive and functional dimensions of historical wordplay and accounts for the diversity of its
subtypes. In accordance with Winter-Froemel’s definition (Part 1), for different
types of Early Modern play with letters (i.e. at the basic sublexical level), complex
creative combinations and juxtapositions of conventional elements appear to be
a central procedure. In the majority of the cases, formal similarity of sublexical
units and their usage in new contexts lead to the creation of new meaning, i.e. to
wordplay in a broader sense.
Harsdörffer’s approach to wordplay is multilevel and multimodal. Even plays
that he himself considers basic plays with letters and that would therefore at first
glance best fit into formal wordplay types in the modern definition of wordplay
exceed the level of pure form. They combine different types of letter manipulations, combinations and / or deletion with their symbolic values, visual images
and meaning; they shift linguistic skills into the areas of logic, poetic competence
or scientific knowledge and examine them within educational paradigms in general.
The chosen methodology thus allows for a more systematic approach to
wordplay in a historical context and could be applied to larger corpora and other
languages as well.
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