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Introduction


‘How do you feel?’ It’s the question that punctuates our lives, the ultimate summary of every life event and situation, asked repeatedly of anyone who has been bereaved, promoted, dumped, or struck down by flu. Usually, the answer will involve varying degrees of happiness, sadness, disgust, surprise, fear, or anger – the six basic emotions that for thousands of years were thought to govern our behaviour. But if the last few years have taught us anything, it’s that our emotions rarely come neatly packaged and on their own.


In the struggle to respond, it can feel like words are failing us. But take it from a lifelong dictionary obsessive, those terms are out there, we just need to track them down. And finding them can mean everything. There is in folklore a Law of Names, which states that the knowledge of a name for something or someone allows us to magically govern them. This is the Rumpelstiltskin effect, in which a mother can only rescue her child from the clutches of a malevolent imp by learning his true name.


Fairy tales as usual go straight to the heart of things: recent research has made it clear that the ability to ‘name’ how we feel is directly proportional to our happiness. What is at play here is our ‘emotional granularity’, a term coined by psychology professor Lisa Feldman Barrett whose work has shown that those who draw on a wider range of vocabulary to express their emotions are far more able to cope with them. Emodiverse people are less likely to lash out in anger (or hit the bottle in misery) and much less likely to visit the doctor. Those with a high EQ are apparently happier, healthier, and more popular than the rest of us. You are what you feel, as long as you can describe it.


This book is intended to help you find that word you need when you need it. I would like it to be a new kind of dictionary – a human one, that attempts to chart the stories of the emotions we know all too well, and to name those we don’t. In another recent study, subjects subliminally primed on the Japanese expression shinrin-yoku, forest bathing, were far more likely to get up early and go for a forest walk. In the same way, knowing that there is a word for the pang of emotion that hits when you smell a familiar perfume, or hear a certain song, might help you experience it more fully (this is the stound, a momentary beat that can stop you in your tracks).


But what exactly is an emotion? Is it an inner sensation, or more of a social scenario? Are emotions innate, or a way of behaving that we learn as we grow up? Do we feel something and then name it, or is it the other way round? Until the nineteenth century, the word boredom didn’t exist: so did listlessness feel different before then, when it was expressed as the more languishing world-weary ennui?


Putting a label on our emotions has never been straightforward. Even when we find a name, its meaning can shift. We may assume that we have always acted and felt as we do today, but behaviours have changed so much over time. Smiling, for instance, was once less a sign of pleasure and more the grin of fear, exhibited by primates in the face of danger. Happy smiles emerged only later, and even then were usually tight-lipped thanks to the lack of good dentistry. Similarly, while yawning today may be a sign of tiredness or boredom, a yawner amidst Shakespeare’s contemporaries was more likely to be open-mouthed with astonishment. Earlier still, such noisy ‘oscitation’ risked opening oneself up to the devil (think of ‘the yawning gates of Hell’), while French troubadours in the twelfth century would yawn vigorously to demonstrate the depths of their love. Our emotions, and our bodily responses to them, are as fluid and inconstant as we are.


The evolution of emotions can be dramatic. Four hundred years ago, a curious illness known as mal du Suisse, ‘the Swiss illness’, began to be observed amongst Swiss mercenaries who were considered the most highly prized soldiers in Europe. Their particular brand of homesickness included fevers, abdominal pain, fainting, vomiting, and even death. Military physicians attributed the singular malady to brain damage caused by the continuous clanging of cowbells since childhood. In fear of the soldiers deserting in droves, the penalty for even singing a Swiss shepherd’s song was death. Jean-Jacques Rousseau later described how the mercenaries ‘who sang it dissolved in tears, deserted, or were left heartbroken, so powerfully did the song arouse in them the ardent desire to see their homeland once more’. In 1688, the Swiss physician Johannes Hofer decided to rename this condition nostalgia. Today, this once existential malady is used to describe 1970s disco nights and album covers. Nostalgia (really) ain’t what it used to be.


Across two intense years of Covid lockdowns, immersing myself in the language of feeling took me on a parallel emotional rollercoaster, spinning all the way from Italian abbiocco (the drowsiness you feel after a big meal) to zwodder, a West Country word for the laziness of a hot summer’s day. Reading ancient dictionaries I have travelled from the envious staring at a companion’s plate (groaking), through the terminology of falling in love at first sight (limerence), to the seven deadly sins and the reasons behind cloud nine. Some, like desiderate (to long for something now lost), have been languishing and forgotten for centuries, while others need to be borrowed from different languages – those like the evocative Japanese description of making too-frequent trips to the fridge: kuchisabishii, whose literal translation is ‘lonely mouth’.


Words like these cry out to be shared. And, of course, these are only the merest tip of the iceberg: a truly exhaustive Emotional Dictionary would run to many volumes and feel rather exhausting to boot (an emotion I definitely don’t want to inspire). Equally, I am no historian or psychologist: my passion is entirely lexical. This is not a history of emotion – there are wonderful history books out there already (Thomas Dixon’s fascinating Weeping Britannia in particular). I call this book a dictionary, but it is an entirely idiosyncratic one. I have spent decades charting language as objectively and impersonally as I can, but I wanted this book to feel different.


Rather than try to nail down every emotion, I have approached the language of feeling emotionally, concentrating on the words that particularly sang to me, as well as those with a surprising backstory – the intriguing (and phallic) history of fascination, for example, or the original colour of jealousy. I’ve written about the emotions we run from, like churlishness and crapulence (the extreme end of hungover), and the ones we run towards, such as confelicity, joy in another person’s happiness, or respair, a recovery from despair. And there are those that we didn’t know existed, but might recognize – the well-woulder, for example: someone who wishes another success, as long as it’s not more success than them, or resistentialism, the feeling that inanimate objects can sometimes have it in for us.


As for the names of those six basic emotions, while their meanings may have shifted, they still do their job. But, as the narrator of Jeffrey Eugenides’ novel Middlesex points out, they are never going to be enough. ‘I’d like to have at my disposal complicated hybrid emotions, Germanic train-car constructions like, say, “the happiness that attends disaster”. Or: “the disappointment of sleeping with one’s fantasy.” I’d like to show how “intimations of mortality brought on by aging family members” connects with “the hatred of mirrors that begins in middle age” . . . I’ve never had the right words to describe my life, and now that I’ve entered my story, I need them more than ever.’


An Emotional Dictionary can help with some of these. There’s gruglede, for example, Norwegian’s answer to a mixture of happiness and dread, while the disappointment of sleeping with one’s fantasy is surely embraced in anticipointment. That intimation of mortality might find echoes in the German Torschlusspanik (‘gate-shut-panic’), which expresses the middle-aged feeling that life is passing you by. Idiorepulsive, meanwhile, describes the shock of catching your own reflection in the mirror.


This book will also name the urge to shout ‘bollocks!’ when you’ve stubbed your toe, and the joy of sunshine on your back; the blues that descend on a Sunday evening, along with the ecstasy of looking up at a canopy of trees. It offers light and dark, and the many tones between. For while it is undeniable that my much-loved library of dictionaries leans towards sadness – it seems as if there are more than fifty shades of grey – I believe strongly that it’s never too late to change. A lexicon of lost positives is waiting, like Superman in the ice, to be brought back to life. Take words such as ‘gormless’, ‘feckless’, and ‘disgruntled’: they are the dark offspring of terms that once described hopeful and happy states of mind. You might be gruntled or gormful, or full of ruth and feck. Over time, such happinesses were abandoned in favour of their antitheses, but if psychologists are right, giving them new life now may allow us to experience them once more. As the story of Rumpelstiltskin shows, the power of a true name can break an evil spell. We just need to choose our words better. If ever there was a time to release the magic of respair, it is surely now.


 


Susie Dent


Oxford, July 2022
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abbiocco [Italian: ab-biok-ko]: the drowsiness you feel after a large meal.


The long, delicious lunch is over and the lively conversation slows to a gentle, lazy pace. You’re full and happy and entirely comfortable. So comfortable, in fact, that your eyelids are beginning to droop. This is abbiocco, an Italian word that is defined variously as ‘post-prandial lethargy’, a ‘general afternoon drowsiness’, or, as far venire l’abbiocco, ‘to make someone sleepy’. The most common usage is for what we might today call a ‘food coma’. The term is an etymological relation of another Italian word, chioccia, used of a ‘broody hen’ that sits snugly upon her nest. However you use it, abbiocco is all about the lolling head of a human as they try in vain to resist the seductive pull of sleep.


abdabs: the horrors.


‘Abdabs’ usually come in the screaming variety. First recorded as ‘habdabs’ in the anxious 1940s, the word articulates a state of extreme agitation or horror. Its origins may lie in its sound, which is suggestive of the spluttering, wobbly speech of someone caught up in an acute abdabs attack.


For a time, in the 1960s, the expression ‘don’t come the old abdabs with me’ was a warning against trying to pull the wool over someone’s eyes. While that sense faded from view, the descriptive power of ‘abdabs’ to articulate utter disgust and impending doom remains undiminished, rivalled only by a similar phrase from the 1920s: heebie-jeebies.


abhorrence: loathing and revulsion.


From its first entrance into English in the early fifteenth century, ‘abhor’ has been freighted with repugnance. Its root lies in the body’s physical reaction to something frightening or repulsive: in Latin, horrere meant to ‘bristle’ or ‘shudder’ to the extent that the hairs on your body stood on end, a process technically known as ‘horripilation’ or ‘piloerection’. Put another way, all such ‘horrid’, ‘horrible’, and ‘abhorrent’ emotions will give you ‘goosebumps’: a none-too-pleasant nod to the pimply skin of a plucked goose.


acatalepsy: the impossibility of comprehending the universe.


‘It’s big, space, isn’t it?’ The physicist Brian Cox regularly points out that we still don’t know what 96 per cent of the universe is made of. We talk airily about ‘dark matter’ but, as with the Dark Ages, ‘dark’ here is simply adjectival shorthand for ‘shrouded in obscurity’ and hence ‘we haven’t a clue’. Most of us these days would accept that humans still have an enormous amount to learn. The earliest people to grasp this were the ancient Sceptics, who argued that unknowability was a characteristic of all things. Human knowledge, they believed, can never amount to certainty, only to probability. The fact that nearly all of the writings of the Sceptics no longer exist feels entirely fitting.


From Greek, ‘acatalepsy’ is made up of a, ‘without’, and katalēpsis, the ‘ability to grasp fundamental concepts about life’. In reality, life offers both acatalepsy and katalepsis. Perhaps, in the end, it was Socrates who got it right when he said, ‘The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.’


accismus: the impulse to refuse something you really want.


The last chocolate éclair, a single ticket to the gig of your favourite band, the only seat left at a football match: have you ever declined something out of courtesy when you really, really wanted it? This is known as ‘accismus’, defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the pretended refusal of something one keenly desires’. First recorded in the sixteenth century, it stems from the Greek akkismos, meaning ‘shyness’ or ‘prudery’.


Accismus was for centuries a social convention, where restraint was a virtue and modesty everything. Jane Austen’s novels are full of female accismus – a feigned or restrained coyness that society expected. The nineteenth-century German writer Jean Paul Friedrich Richter, whose work both venerated and patronised women, decided that a woman ‘requires no figure of eloquence – herself excepted – so often as that of accismus’. Many of us still practise accismus in polite company, even if the stakes are no longer quite as high as an offer of marriage.


acedia [uh-seed-yuh]: apathy of body and spirit.


Most of us would put our hand up to at least a couple of the seven deadly sins. There were even more to begin with, for their story originates in ‘the eight evil thoughts’, written down by a fourth-century monk named Evagrius Ponticus as a warning to other monks of distractions that could lead to the death of the soul. The eight in question were gluttony, lust, avarice, anger, sloth, sadness, vainglory, and pride.


In the sixth century, Pope Gregory I – later St Gregory the Great – removed sloth, added envy, and gave pride an overarching role as the ruler of the seven remaining sins. But their journey was still not over, for they were revisited by the thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas, who rejected sadness and determinedly brought back sloth. The latter was not quite the same as the general apathy and laziness we think of today; rather it was a far more spiritual affliction, and it also went by the name of ‘acedia’. For Evagrius Ponticus, acedia was ‘the most troublesome’ of all, and ‘the last of the sins to conquer’.


‘Acedia’ is founded upon the Greek a, ‘without’, and kēdos, ‘care, concern’. More than physical laziness, it encompassed a dangerous dejection of spirits or spiritual malaise that could lead to both inaction and frustration; some even personified it as an actual demon.


For the Benedictines, the rule was that any monk displaying the outward signs of acedia should ‘be reproved a first and a second time. If he does not amend, he must be subjected to the punishment of the rule so that the others may have fear.’ The attempt to achieve such ‘amendment’ was at times intense. Peter Damiani, a Benedictine monk in the eleventh century, recorded that St Rodulphus could overcome the temptation of acedia only by ‘tying ropes to the ceiling of his cell, putting his arms through, and singing the psalms’.


‘Acedia’ has motivated drama and literature for centuries. The critic Walter Benjamin saw it as the decisive factor in Hamlet, and the catalyst for the prince’s downfall. The writer Aldous Huxley considered it a disease of the modern age, while more recently the spectacular downfall of a few business giants has also been ascribed to acedia and the indecision it induces.


addiction: a physical or mental dependence upon something.


At the heart of ‘addiction’ is the Latin dicere, to ‘say’, which has bequeathed us many words in English, including the unlikely couple ‘dictator’ and ‘dictionary’. In the Roman Republic, ‘addiction’ implied devotion, a giving-over to a higher power. An ‘addict’ was someone assigned by decree to another, just as a debtor or gambler might become a slave to their creditors. It was this notion of the relinquishment of control that underlies the sense of ‘addiction’ today, be it to a noxious, potentially fatal, substance or to a TV show. Carl Jung saw every form of addiction as toxic, ‘no matter whether the narcotic be alcohol, morphine, or idealism’. Or, indeed, EastEnders.


adorable: inspiring affection and delight.


Who really wants to be labelled ‘adorable’? While clearly fine for puppies and kittens, it is a far less attractive adjective for anyone who wants to be taken seriously. But it wasn’t always that way – not least because it begins, of course, with ‘adore’, a word that combines the two strands of love and prayer. Its roots are the Latin adorare, to ‘worship’ (from ad, ‘to’, and orare, to ‘speak’ or ‘pray’). When ‘adorable’ first came into use in the early seventeenth century, it too carried the weighty meaning of ‘worthy of divine worship’. The idea of ‘lovability’ and inspiring great affection emerged soon after, with a good dollop of ‘cuteness’ thrown in. See also gigil.


aduantas [Irish: ah-dwon-tez]: a feeling of unease at being in new surroundings.


At some point most have us have felt the discombobulation of encountering somewhere for the first time and feeling completely out of place. The Irish aduantas, rooted in aduaine, ‘unfamiliarity’, encompasses the mixture of feelings you might experience when you find yourself in strange surroundings and out of your comfort zone. Perhaps this accounts for the lookalike Irish pubs in most corners of the globe, providing a much-needed familiarity for travellers far from home. See also dépaysement.


adulation: excessive admiration or flattery.


First recorded in English in the fifteenth century, ‘adulation’ came to us from the Latin adulari, to ‘fawn on’, and was used specifically of affectionate dogs. As the canine associations receded, so human flattery took over. Adulation may be a form of worship and devotion, but it has blind subservience built in.


affection: endearment and warm-heartedness.


Today’s ‘affection’ is a gentle affair: a general fondness or liking for someone or something that began with the Latin affectus, a ‘mood’ or ‘state of mind’. In medieval theology and the philosophy of the Enlightenment, intense ‘passions’ and ‘lusts’ were unfavourably contrasted with milder and generally more virtuous ‘affections’. By the thirteenth century, ‘affection’ had settled happily on caring, tenderness, and goodwill. C. S. Lewis firmly believed that ‘affection is responsible for nine-tenths of whatever solid and durable happiness there is in our natural lives.’


affronted: offended.


The verb ‘affront’ was borrowed from the Anglo-French afrunter, which in general terms meant to ‘defy’, but which also had the very specific sense of slapping someone across the face. All becomes clear when you know the word’s Latin origins, a combination of ad, ‘to’ or ‘towards’, and frons, ‘forehead’. For some reason, English declined to adopt the literal sense, although the earliest uses of ‘affront’ did involve insulting someone to their face, a sense that survives today when we are ‘affronted’ by someone’s rudeness (so much so, to continue a theme, that it brings to mind the German Backpfeifengesicht, a ‘face deserving of a slap’).


afterclap: a nasty and unexpected surprise.


An ‘afterclap’ is something unpleasant that arrives after you thought a situation or matter was settled: a late invoice, say, or a damning letter from your ex months after your relationship ended. Perhaps Samuel Johnson defined it best, in A Dictionary of the English Language from 1755: ‘Unexpected events happening after an affair is supposed to be at an end’. No matter how you interpret it, no one wants an afterclap.


after-wit: a realization that comes too late.


‘After-wit’ is the opposite of the ‘fore-wit’ that gives us foresight and prudence. It is essentially the realization of a truth that comes after an event and is therefore too late to influence anything. The companion emotion to l’esprit d’escalier, it offers at best a lesson for learning, and at worst a self-administered kick in the teeth.


agelast [ad-ji-last]: a person who never laughs.


If laughter keeps you young, you might consider the seventeenth-century ‘agelast’ a bit of an oxymoron, for it describes someone who has no sense of humour at all. All of which might suggest a slightly crabby and petulant face marked with frown lines, rather than one that stays forever youthful, but in fact the word has no relation to the English ‘age’ and ‘last’. It is based on the Greek a, ‘without’ or ‘not’, and gelastos, ‘laughing’. If you are ‘agelastic’, you are a definite party-pooper. The moral of the story is to always exercise your ‘gelastics’ (laughter muscles).


age-otori [Japanese: aah-gey-oh-toh-ree]: looking worse after a haircut.


Hairdressers famously put you on the back foot with their ‘Who cut your hair last?’ But if today’s trips to the salon feel perilous, they are as nothing compared to visits of the past. Barbers in particular required nerves of steel, for they were cutters of far more than hair. Up until the eighteenth century, alongside routine surgery and dentistry, the barber also offered blood-letting, a supposed cure-all for balancing the fluids of the body. Indeed, blood was so central to the barber’s profession that he would place bowls of the red stuff from his clients in his shop window as a reminder to others that their own bloody appointment was due. Outside the premises would stand the now-famous barber’s pole: striped in red (for blood) and white (for the bandages applied afterwards). The brass ball at its tip symbolized the basin used to collect the blood.


While any tribulations today pale in comparison with visits to those demon barbers, immortalized in the nineteenth-century figure of Sweeney Todd, we surely need a word for the nodding approval we automatically give our own hairdressers once their work is done, even while we are dying a little inside. English sadly provides none, but we can at least take some masochistic pleasure in the Japanese age-otori, which goes some way towards expressing the misery of leaving the hairdressers looking far worse than when you went in.


agony: excruciating pain.


In earliest English, ‘agony’ referred specifically to the anguish of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane, and to a mental rather than physical struggle. As the word developed, it took on bodily pain, including the ‘mortal agony’ that describes the throes of death. Its beginnings lie in the Greek agōn, a ‘public gathering’. The Greeks attached enormous prestige to sports and athletic competition, and competitive events were traditional at gatherings on festival days. The intense struggle for victory in such contests came to be called agōnia, as did the pain that went with it – be it physical or mental. For those of us who are not at our best at parties, the idea that public gatherings are literally agony might resonate.


alert: watchful; vigilant.


The roots of ‘alert’ lie in the Italian military command all’erta, ‘to the watchtower!’, an order therefore to ‘be on the lookout!’ It is thus very similar to ‘alarm’, from the Italian all’arme!, ‘to arms!’, a warning of imminent attack, or, alternatively, the insistent buzzing on your bedside table.


allergic: relating to an allergy; feeling a strong dislike for something.


Today we can declare ourselves to be allergic to almost anything we don’t fancy – Brussels sprouts perhaps, or getting up before midday. For those with medical allergies, the new laxity of the word might be pretty irksome, although it might brighten their day to find out that ‘allergy’ and ‘orgy’ are close linguistic relatives. Both look back to the Greek for ‘energy’ or ‘work’. The all- of ‘allergy’ means ‘differently’, because an allergy involves an abnormal reaction that ‘works against’ a foreign antigen, whilst an ‘orgy’ (originally a secret rite held in honour of Bacchus, the god of wine) requires an altogether different kind of energy. Today, ‘allergic’ is also used metaphorically to indicate a strong antipathy towards something – including work (of the non-orgiastic variety).


all-overish: generally ill-at-ease and unhappy.


An issue of the Tickler Magazine from 1820 carries a tale by Henry Lee about a pastor who seeks to educate a shepherd boy on the morals of the Bible. After listening to the story of Cain and Abel, in which Cain murders his younger brother and is exiled, the boy exclaims:


 


‘Excuse me, zir, but when this tale I hear,


I somehow feel all-overish and queer!’


 


This is our earliest record of an expression that is as relatable as it is transparent. If you are feeling ‘all-overish’, you are overwhelmed by an unease that extends to the entire body. Later on, it was interpreted more broadly, to mean generally ill-disposed and off-colour in a vague, undefinable way. See also frobly-mobly.


aloof: cool and distant.


Seven hundred years ago, a ‘luff’ was an implement used to alter the course of a ship, while to ‘wend the luff’ was to change course (‘wend’ being a synonym at that point for ‘go’, still preserved in our past tense of ‘go’, ‘went’). In the late seventeenth century, the cry of ‘a luff!’ was an order by a ship’s captain to keep the bow close to the wind in order to keep it clear of the shore. It’s from here that we inherited the modern sense of the word, one of keeping at a safe emotional or physical distance, or of keeping our cards close – if not to the prevailing wind, then to our chest.


altruism: disinterested or selfless concern for others.


There is ‘egotism’, behaviour intended to satisfy ourselves, and there is ‘altruism’, designed to help somebody else. Both came to us via French but are rooted in the Latin ego, ‘I’, and alter, ‘other’. In its earliest days, ‘altruism’ was used in reference to the work of the philosopher of science Auguste Comte, who founded the doctrine of positivism. Like ‘philanthropy’, ‘altruism’ has retained all its goodness, with none of the edge that occasionally accompanies ‘charity’. ‘Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of creative altruism,’ wrote Martin Luther King Jr, ‘or in the darkness of destructive selfishness.’


alysm: the boredom that comes from being unwell.


When you’re on your way back to health, a lazy day under the covers with your favourite box set can seem almost idyllic. Rewind to when you were really unwell, however, and you might have found yourself unable to relax at all. For those days there is ‘alysm’: rooted in a Greek word for ‘anxious’ and describing a feeling of frustrated disquiet when confined to bed.


ambition: the determination to succeed.


‘Ambition’ comes with a dark side. While trying to get on in life is a largely positive attribute, if you call someone ‘ambitious’ you bring a whole load of preconceptions into the mix, especially the desire to succeed at the expense of other people.


It has always been this way. ‘Ambition’ began with the Latin adjective ambitiosus, ‘eager for public office or favour; ingratiating’, which itself came from ambire, to ‘walk around’. Both terms referred to political hopefuls who would swish about Rome in their pristine white togas, pressing as many hands as possible in order to secure the votes they needed.


amok: out of control.


In the course of his voyage around the world, Captain James Cook witnessed a terrifying phenomenon amongst the Malay people that was known as ‘amock’. To ‘run amock’, he later wrote in his journal, ‘is to get drunk with opium and then sally forth from the house [and] kill the person or persons supposed to have injured the amock . . . in a frenzied attack.’ Such attacks typically took place in crowded areas, making them even more murderous, and ended when the assailant was captured or took their own life.


The impulse for such frenzy is as debated now as it was at the time. The Malay people put it down to an evil spirit known as hantu belia, said to enter the body of the afflicted and inspire an indiscriminate rampage. To outsiders, ‘amok’ remained an anthropological and culture-bound curiosity until it was later classified as a psychiatric condition. In mainstream English, the word has become so diluted that anyone running amok these days tends to be more disruptive than murderous, and it is applied most often to groups of animals or children who play havoc.


amour propre [French: a-moor-prop-ruh]: self-esteem or vanity.


The French have long had the linguistic edge when it comes to love. And not just love for other people – their language also serves us well when we need to express the love we hold for ourselves. Amour de soi, according to the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, is a self-esteem that protects our individual well-being but that is neither selfish nor competitive. It is not contingent upon the judgement of others, and, for Rousseau, is crucial for survival. Self-esteem that is reliant upon outside approval, on the other hand, is known as amour propre. For those hunting down likes and shares on social media, it is this, a self-respect that is nonetheless conditioned by the (literal) views of other people, that perhaps belongs most powerfully to our times.


angry: annoyed; displeased; hostile.


‘There are three words ending in -gry. Two of them are “hungry” and “angry”. What is the third word in the English language?’ So runs a question that has been bending minds for decades. There is in fact no third word ending with -gry – other than a handful of highly obscure terms that were never really on the table. The puzzle was described by US linguist Richard Lederer as ‘one of the most outrageous and time-wasting hoaxes in our nation’s history’, and it requires only a literal reading of the question ‘what is the third word in “the English language” ’ to reveal the answer: ‘language’.


Thankfully there is no such mystery about the emotion ‘anger’, nor the word itself. Its beginnings belong to the Vikings, for whom angra was to ‘vex’. For them the feeling was one of annoyance rather than rage, and when ‘anger’ slipped into English in the thirteenth century it likewise meant to ‘irritate’, like an angry rash or swelling. Not until a few centuries later did the word escalate to its current meaning of ‘wrath’.


‘Anger’ was a favourite word of Shakespeare’s, for whom it was ‘like a full hot horse’ (Henry VIII). Overpowering rage features prominently in his works, particularly one that backfires: ‘Heat not a furnace for your foe so hot/That it do singe yourself.’ Such fiery images descend straight from the Bible, where anger is pithily described as ‘hot displeasure’.


angst: a feeling of dread or unease.


Whenever we encounter the German borrowing ‘angst’, chances are it will be prefaced with ‘teen’, for it has come to be seen as an unavoidable rite of passage for the adolescent years. But this has also meant a level of dismissiveness that neither the word nor teenagers deserve. For true Angst, to give it its Germanic capital letter, is a serious thing indeed.


The concept of Angst was central to the work of the existential philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. He argued that an individual only becomes truly aware of their potential through the experience of Angst, because ‘Whoever has learned to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate.’


If you stand and look over a cliff’s edge, you fear falling but also recognize the opportunity to jump. Kierkegaard believed we experience the same dual response when confronting every significant choice, describing it as ‘the dizziness of freedom’. Angst, he believed, needs to be embraced, because restricting ourselves to the safe and the ordinary means living a lie. Arguably this was something that Kierkegaard pursued in his own life, when, at great personal cost, he deliberately decided not to marry his childhood sweetheart, Regine Olsen, and to dedicate his life instead to philosophy.


Angst slowly percolated into English, where it was first recorded in a description in the Boston Medical & Surgical Journal from 1872, regarding a patient who ‘was accustomed to a sort of panic (angst), coming over him suddenly’. At this time the term was used to describe an existential anxiety and morbid fear about the human condition. A few decades on, its meaning had broadened to encompass a range of psychological stresses, or even, as one literary work put it, ‘remorse about the past, guilt about the present, anxiety about the future’. In other words, pretty much any worry at all.


By the 1970s, the word was sufficiently well known to be chosen as the name of a music genre, ‘angst rock’, whose lyrics focus on frustration and despair. Given its long and earnest history, it is perhaps best reserved for days of extreme unease – as the actor Jim Broadbent put it, ‘You can’t be angsty all day, or else it becomes a sort of pale angst.’


anhedonia: the inability to feel pleasure.


From the Greek for ‘without pleasure’, ‘anhedonia’ is a characteristic of psychological disorders such as depression. Hedonia is also at the root of the more familiar ‘hedonism’, which sits at the opposite extreme and means the pursuit of pleasure at the expense of everything else. See also nikhedonia.


animated: full of movement and activity.


In one of the most popular stories from Greek myth, the chief deity Zeus gives the task of creating man and the animals to the Titan Prometheus (whose name means ‘forethought’) and his brother Epimetheus (whose name means ‘afterthought’). Prometheus shapes man out of mud, while Epimetheus gives all the animals special gifts for protection, such as shells for turtles and claws for bears. But the cupboard is bare when it comes to living man, until Athena, the goddess of wisdom, breathes into Prometheus’s figure of clay and humanity is born. When we talk about ‘breathing’ life into something we are echoing the literal meaning of ‘animate’, which descends from the Latin animare – for the Romans, the anima was ‘air’, ‘breath’, and ‘soul’. Consequently, to be ‘animated’ is to be full of vigour, just like the characters in a cartoon that are given life by the animator’s touch.


annoy: to vex or irritate.


Something ‘annoying’ is still a long way off being ‘hateful’. Its cause might be any old disturbance (or what English dialect might call a joblijock), but in most cases the effect will be temporary, and at worst simply irritating. That is not, however, how it all began. The Latin phrase mihi in odio est was the Romans’ way of expressing extreme distaste – it meant ‘it is hateful to me’. In other words, ‘annoyance’ was at the odious (from odium, ‘hatred’) end of the spectrum. In odio eventually moved into Old French in the mangled form of anoier, which is how English ended up with ‘annoy’. In a parallel move, it also travelled to both languages in another guise: ennui.


antagonistic: hostile or argumentative.


The Greek struggle or contest known as an agōn, the root of agony, also gave us the ‘antagonist’, one who openly contends against another. The original reference was to opposition in battle or sport, but in the seventeenth century it was extended to any human conflict. The leading person in such a contest, or in a dramatic story, was the ‘protagonist’, from the Greek prōtos, ‘first’.


anticipointment: disappointment in something eagerly anticipated.


A large percentage of new words today are a mash-up of one or more elements of an existing word with one or more of another. These are otherwise known as ‘portmanteaus’, a term coined by Lewis Carroll that rests on the metaphor of a folding suitcase that brings two compartments into one. He himself created many, including ‘chortle’, a joyful confection of ‘chuckle’ and ‘snort’. Modern English is full of them, and they have proved particularly useful in conveying emotions. One such is ‘anticipointment’.


‘Anticipointment’ is used in two ways. Firstly, it can summon the almost-inevitable sense of disappointment that comes from looking forward to something so much that you find yourself whipped up into unrealistic expectations. Alternatively, ‘anticipointment’ is the disappointment you already know will descend even before the event. Either way, the word is a pithy descriptor of longing for something to turn out as good as your dreams, only to find that it falls decidedly short of the mark.


antipelargy: the love between a child and its parents.


‘Antipelargy’ is an odd-looking word on the face of it, particularly for something as positive as the reciprocal love between parent and child. Things become even more curious when a bird comes into the mix, namely the pelargos, Greek for ‘stork’. This doesn’t, as you might expect, refer to the superstition that babies are carried to us from the skies by a stork. Rather it looks back to the bird’s reputation in antiquity as one of the most affectionate and fiercely loyal of all creatures. Classical legends tell of young storks bearing in flight the weight of their parents as they reach old age; indeed, a law of ancient Greece known as the Pelargonia dictated that children must always care for their elderly parents. Perhaps we need a simpler word for one of the most instinctive and spontaneous of all loves – although it is nice to know that one exists.


antsy: agitated.


In the 1930s, to be restlessly impatient, especially in a lustful sense, was to have ‘ants in your pants’ – a reference to the extreme energy and activity of the industrious insect. It soon shifted to encompass any form of fidgety eagerness, as in James Brown’s ‘I Got Ants in My Pants (and I Want to Dance)’. ‘Antsy’ emerged a couple of decades later as part of teenage slang, with the same idea of restless impatience and just a hint of irritation.


anxiety: fear or nervousness about what might happen.


A pandemic, climate peril, war in Europe, widespread food poverty – over 20 per cent of adults today rank their daily anxiety as ‘high’, with a third of us likely to experience an anxiety disorder during our lifetime. The Age of Anxiety is surely now, even though that term has preoccupied lexicographers for decades, not least thanks to W. H. Auden’s 1947 poem of the same name, set during the Second World War.


But what exactly is ‘anxiety’? The anatomists of feelings at the Centre for the History of Emotions, which studies modern emotions through the lens of the past, believe that even in the notoriously complicated world of emotions, anxiety is especially problematic. Its causes may be tangible or totally indefinable. It is an emotion predicated on what might happen, yet historians in particular know how things did pan out in the past, adding a perspective that many of us who feel a slave to anxiety can only long for. Even so, the things that caused such stress in the past may seem alien to us now. Fifteenth-century society was eager to identify those thought particularly prone to anxiety, such as witches, or women with a wandering uterus (see hysteria). The fear of being buried alive, meanwhile, was acute in the late nineteenth century, at a time when both undertakers and doctors rushed to verify a death.


While the term ‘anxiety’ itself is recorded from the fifteenth century, the emotion’s formal beginnings are generally considered to date from the 1860s, when the American neurologist George Beard explored ‘neurasthenia’, a condition caused by an excess of nervous energy. Before then, patients with anxiety clearly existed, but were diagnosed with other labels, such as ‘melancholia’, ‘mania’, and ‘the vapours’. Soldiers in the American Civil War were thought to suffer from ‘irritable heart syndrome’ – what would now be diagnosed as post-traumatic stress.


Today, the diagnoses of anxiety disorders are constantly revised, and interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy have thankfully replaced the electro-shock therapies and lobotomies of the past (although one cure for the wandering uterus syndrome survives in the modern vibrator).


The roots of the word ‘anxiety’ are not quite as complex. They lie in the Latin verb angere, to ‘constrict’, as well as the related adjective angustus, meaning ‘narrow’. All of these words derive from an Indo-European root that also produced Angst in modern German and related words in Dutch and Scandinavian languages. Rippling through each is the sense of a chokehold of dread; not for nothing is the heart condition ‘angina’ a close relative.


apanthropy: an aversion to others and love of solitude.


Between loneliness and aloneness lies an ocean of difference, and each has its own, very distinct thesaurus. ‘Apanthropy’ belongs firmly in the latter camp – it is voluntary solitude, born of a desire not just to be by oneself, but to be free from the intrusion of other people. It is made up of the Greek apo, ‘away from’, and anthrōpos, ‘man’. In a medical glossary of 1839, ‘apanthropy’ is neatly defined as ‘a species of melancholy characterised by a dislike to society’. It is, in other words, the state of being ‘peopled out’. Any modern ‘humgruffin’ or misanthrope will relate to that.


apathy: indifference and lethargy.


It is often said that the opposite of love is not hate but apathy. Derived from the Greek apathēs, ‘without feeling’, ‘apathy’ is used to describe an emotionless insensibility to anything at all. Combine that with an indolence of mind and a sluggishness that is hard to shake off, and you have what the newspaper editor Horace Greeley described as ‘a sort of living oblivion’.


For the ancient Stoics, however, apathy was a positive ideal of passionlessness. A Stoic sage had such control of their mind that they were never perturbed or deranged by human feelings of fear, hate, or anger. Instead, they could enjoy the perfect peace of mind and detachment of apatheia – aware of their passions but never slaves to them. Perhaps today we’re just not approaching it right.


apophenia: the tendency to perceive meaningful connections between random things.


‘Apophenia’ is often linked to gambling, where a random outcome can appear to be dictated by preceding events. If, for example, three coin-tosses reveal three successive ‘tails’, it can seem more likely to the gambler that the next coin-toss will reveal itself to be ‘heads’, despite bearing an unchanging 50 per cent statistical likelihood. In other words, apophenia is a reflection of the human need to find connections, even in entirely unrelated information.


l’appel du vide [French: la’pell du veed]: the call of the void.


The French have an affinity with the abyss and its hypnotic effects. They have, for example, a term for the reproduction of an object within an object, often in endless reflections that recede into infinity. This is mise en abîme, meaning ‘placed into the abyss’ – you will find it on the cover for Pink Floyd’s album Ummagumma, which utilizes the infinity effect through a large mirror.


An even more evocative term is l’appel du vide, ‘the call of the void’, which describes the impulse to jump off a cliff as you stare down from its summit, or to drive into the path of oncoming traffic. It can be as strong as it is irrational, and thankfully few of us give in to it. But the mind is seduced by the abyss as if by some strange compulsion, perhaps as a reverse affirmation of the desire to live. We consider doing something life-destroying precisely in order to dismiss it and appreciate life more fully.


appetite: an instinctive desire or craving to eat.


Appetite is different from hunger: as the writer Rabelais put it, ‘Appetite comes with eating . . . but the thirst goes away with drinking.’ The relationship between appetites, passions, and emotions has been fluid over the centuries. For Thomas Aquinas, passions and affections were different parts of the soul, where one represents physical appetite and the other the intellectual kind; both represent a search or desire for more. Indeed, ‘seeking’ and ‘desire’ come together in the very word ‘appetite’, which derives from the Latin appetitus, ‘desire for’, itself from appetere, to ‘seek after’. Yet for all that we seek to desire, our cravings must always be kept in check: in Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, the appetite is given life as the ‘universal wolf’ that ‘last eat up himself’.


apricity: the warmth of the sun on a winter’s day.


The physiological effects of sunshine are well proven. We are sadder when deprived of it, and swimming with serotonin when basking in it. That basking, centuries ago, was known as ‘apricating’, and it is a word with a beautiful relative. There is just a single record of ‘apricity’ in the Oxford English Dictionary, from 1623, where it is presented simply as ‘the warmeness of the Sunne in Winter’. The sound of ‘apricity’ is almost as exquisite as the feeling it describes.


Arcadian: idyllically innocent, simple, and untroubled.


It was the Roman poet Virgil who described a particular mountainous, landlocked region of Greece so remote and untouched that it provided the ideal backdrop to pastoral poetry. The region was known as Arcadia, and over the centuries many writers found themselves equally inspired. The poems of Arcadia speak of an unruffled, idealized existence, far removed from the turbulent passions of the outside world. Here, sighs of pleasure emanate from pan-pipers as they play to coquettish nymphs, while shepherds and goatherds sing harmonies to their animals.


An Arcadian existence is therefore one of peaceful pleasure, characterized by a total harmony with nature. Above all, it is a life of utter tranquillity. When Marie Antoinette started keeping her own flock of very clean cows at Trianon, a picturesque French farm free of dirt, disease, or poverty, she was trying perhaps to cling on to an Arcadian fantasy of a simpler life and to ignore the warning signs of impending revolution. Unfortunately, the rich queen pretending to be a milkmaid proved the final straw for an angry and starving populace. Even Arcadia has its price.


aroused: excited; stimulated.


The word ‘rouse’ is a borrowing from the Normans, for whom it was a hunting and hawking term. When a hawk ‘roused’ it shook its feathers, whilst gamekeepers ‘rousing’ birds would be ‘putting them up’, or chasing them from cover. From here came the general sense of stirring oneself into action, or of becoming active (voluntarily or otherwise) after a period of rest. ‘Arouse’ came about as an extension of ‘rouse’ on the pattern of ‘arise’, but when, in the sixteenth century, ‘rousing’ veered closer to a state of excitement or heightened emotion, ‘arouse’ happily took over the sexual side of things.


arsle: to go backwards.


For those days when you seem to be achieving the very opposite of progress, and to be going instead in entirely the wrong direction, there is always the verb ‘arsle’, which means simply to go backwards on a task, or ‘arsewards’.


aspectabund: wearing your emotions plainly.


In his history of the theatre, published in 1708, John Downes declares of one actor, ‘On the Stage, he’s very Aspectabund, wearing a Farce in his Face.’ The ‘farce’ in question was copious face paint, based on another meaning of the word, ‘forcemeat’ or ‘stuffing’, since the comedic farces were ‘stuffed’ into interludes during more serious dramatic performances. As for ‘aspectabund’, its definition is simple: ‘expressive of face’. The word is made up of ‘aspect’, meaning ‘look’, and the deliberately ornate ‘-bundus’, modelled on such Latinate words as ‘moribund’: ‘in terminal decline’. When you are ‘aspectabund’, your expressions betray your current mood as clearly as if they were actors on a stage.


astonish: to astound.


In its early days, ‘astonish’ was a boomingly effective word. It originated with the Romans and the Latin ex, ‘out’, and tonare, to ‘thunder’, as though astonishment came directly from Jupiter, god of the sky and storms. Amongst its offspring is the shorter form ‘stun’, which neatly describes the effects of ‘astonishment’ in the sixteenth century, when it meant to ‘deprive a person of every sensation’ to the extent that they were stupefied or paralysed. As the word progressed, so its meaning began to shift and soften, moving from thunderous stupefaction to setting someone’s teeth on edge, and on to shock or wonder.


ataraxy: calmness untroubled by mental distress.


Recent years of despondency and fear have pushed ‘serenity’ to the very corners of our dictionary. But you don’t have to be a yogic master to achieve nirvana. Central to several ancient Greek philosophies is the concept of ataraxei, generally translated as ‘imperturbability’, ‘equanimity’, or ‘tranquillity’. For the Epicureans, who were famously focused on pleasure, this lucid state of freedom from distress and worry was the key to achieving perfect happiness. In non-philosophical usage, the term could describe the ideal mental state for soldiers entering battle. It is founded upon the Greek a, ‘not’, and tarassein, to ‘disturb’. In other words, an ‘ataraxic’ state is one of absolute calm, when emotions are as unruffled and peaceful as the halcyon days of the past.


aware: having knowledge or perception.


To be ware, in Old English, was to be ‘informed and conscious’. It stems from an ancient root meaning to ‘take care’ (a little like gorm). To ‘be well ware’ meant to ‘take note’; when the ‘well’ dropped out, we were left with ‘beware’. As for ‘ware’ itself, it took on two further forms in the words ‘wary’ and ‘aware’ – both descriptive of someone alert and on their guard. Such attention to the moment is a key tenet of mindfulness, where we are taught to ‘observe what is’, as the actor Bruce Lee once remarked, ‘with undivided awareness’.


awkward: uneasy; tricky; embarrassed.


Throughout history, left-handers have been given a particularly bad rap. The word ‘sinister’ came to us directly from the Latin for ‘left’, while ‘dextrous’ comes from dexter, meaning ‘right’. Depending on where you are in Britain, you can be ‘kay-pawed’, ‘cack-handed’, and ‘caggy-handed’, as well as a ‘cuddy-wifter’ or ‘pally-duker’. The word ‘awkward’ is another in this mould. It comes from the Vikings’ awk, ‘the wrong way round’ – another disparaging nod to those seen to be on the wrong side of everything. ‘Awks’, the modern contracted version, has become shorthand for any difficult and embarrassing situation.


awumbuk [Baining: a-WOOM-book]: emptiness and lethargy after loved ones depart.


One of the most complex human emotions is surely empty-nest syndrome, when a formerly busy, buzzing house is suddenly devoid of the children whose activity once filled it. Then there is the more fleeting emptiness when much-loved visitors leave and silence descends. Such emotions of loss, for the Baining people from the mountains of Papua New Guinea, are captured in the word awumbuk: a form of emotional hangover after company has been withdrawn.


The Baining believe that departing visitors, in an effort to travel lightly, shed their heaviness as they leave, which then lingers in their wake and creates melancholy and apathy among those left behind. As an antidote, a coconut shell of water is left overnight in the house of the hosts, which is believed to absorb the charged air. The next morning, the occupants ceremonially empty the water into the forests, purging sadness and allowing for the resumption of normal life.
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backendish: wet, windy, and appropriate for the end of the year.


In its literal sense, ‘backendish’ describes weather that is simply ‘blah’: damp and dreich, and full of grey. This description from Yorkshire dialect can also be neatly transferred to the general feeling of frobly-mobliness that can set in during the slow, dark days of winter.


backfriend: a secret enemy.


In A Dictionary of the English Language from 1755, Samuel Johnson defines a ‘backfriend’ as ‘a friend backwards; that is an enemy in secret’. The predecessor to today’s ‘frenemy’, the backfriend represents the ultimate in betrayal (a word that itself began with the Latin trahere, ‘to hand over’). As Anonymous once noted: ‘The saddest thing about betrayal is that it never comes from your enemies.’


badkruka [Swedish: bad-kroo-kah]: a cowardly bather.


If you live in fear of the curglaff – Old Scots for the almighty shock of cold water hitting you – then you may well also be a badkruka. This Swedish word is made up of bada, meaning ‘bathe’, and kruka, literally a ‘pot’ or ‘jug’, and itself a slang term for a coward. A badkruka is therefore someone who gingerly lowers themselves into water to make the curglaff as bearable as possible.


bamboozled: deceived; hoodwinked.


‘Bamboozle’ arrived out of nowhere in the early 1700s, appearing in an article in the Tatler magazine by the author Jonathan Swift, in which he decried ‘the continual Corruption of our English tongue’. On the list of words Swift held up for criticism, alongside ‘bamboozle’, were ‘banter’, ‘sham’, ‘mob’, ‘bubble’, and ‘bully’ – all considered by Swift to be fancy concoctions dictated by fashion rather than sense.


Where do the origins of ‘bamboozle’ lie? Several theories have been put forward, including the Scots ‘bumbaze’, which has a similar meaning, while others look to beginnings among the Roma community. Last of the contenders is a very old French word, embabouiner, meaning to ‘make a baboon of’. No solid evidence for a connection with any of these has been discovered, but it’s hard to resist the idea that bamboozling someone is, metaphorically speaking, making a monkey out of them.


bào fù xìng áo yè [Chinese: pao fu hsing ao yeh]: staying awake as revenge.


When we feel an inability to control the world around us, we tend to turn to things closer to home. We might choose, for example, to stay up far too late as a way of regaining an ounce of the freedom we feel has been denied to us during the day. The Chinese have an expression for exactly this. Bào fù xìng áo yè translates as ‘suffering through the night vengefully’ – in other words, this is revenge bedtime procrastination.


Barbados, been to: intoxicated.


This curious phrase has echoes of a Victorian euphemism for going to the toilet: ‘visiting the Spice Islands’. But although the Spice Islands might be a detour on the way back from Barbados, the expression belongs in The Drinker’s Dictionary, published in an edition of the Pennsylvania Gazette from 1737, a paper owned by a rising young publisher called Benjamin Franklin. Franklin prefaced the list of 228 terms picked up from taverns across the country with a statement that there is ‘Nothing more like a fool than a drunken man’.


The Drinker’s Dictionary is as curious as it is comprehensive. Under ‘J’, for example, you will find ‘Jolly’, ‘Jagg’d’, ‘Jambled’, ‘Going to Jerusalem’, ‘Jocular’, ‘Been to Jericho’, and ‘Juicy’. A victim of strong liquor might also be ‘Piss’d in the Brook’ or have even ‘Been too Free with Sir Richard’. As for Barbados, its celebrated export of rum frequently appeared on the editorial pages of the Gazette, so it is little surprise, perhaps, that its name became equated with the causes of crapulence.


basorexia: a sudden appetite to kiss someone.


The Greek suffix -orexia denotes a hunger or appetite and is typically used in medicine: to suffer from ‘anorexia’ is to be without (the Greek an) appetite, while ‘orthorexia’ describes an extreme desire to eat healthy or ‘straight’ (orthos) food. Occasionally the appetite encompasses other impulses, such as ‘basorexia’: the overwhelming desire to kiss someone.


befuddled: confused; perplexed; tipsy.


The Oxford English Dictionary makes no bones about the state of being ‘befuddled’, which it defines as ‘to be made stupid by tippling’. The word is an extension of a sixteenth-century verb, to ‘fuddle’, meaning to ‘have a drinking bout; to tipple or booze’. It was used particularly in the expression ‘to fuddle it’, meaning, essentially, to go out on the lash, while a pub was popularly known as the ‘fuddle shop’. Over time ‘befuddled’ has been used more and more to describe a confusion that may not always come from a bottle.


benighted: feeling heavy sorrow or disappointment.


‘Benightment’ is all about the descent of darkness, be it physical, intellectual, or moral. John Milton offers a suitably ominous description in Comus:


 


He that hides a darke soule, and foule thoughts


Benighted walks under the mid-day Sun.


 


For the rest of us, dark souls or no, to be ‘benighted’ is to be plunged into a darkness obscuring all hope. Happily, however, the historical dictionary offers some respite close by with ‘bedawned’, to ‘be refreshed by dawn’, and ‘beday’, to ‘let in daylight’.


beochaoineadh [Irish: bay-oh-keen-you]: a lament for the living lost.


For the Romans, a lamentum was a ‘weeping’ or ‘wailing’, which became a set kind of mourning in the form of a lament for the dead. The Irish beochaoineadh is a different kind of mourning, even if the emotions it describes are just as strong. It is, essentially, a eulogy for the living – for someone who, although not dead, has gone away and is keenly missed.
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