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Introduction





Name That Baby!


Congratulations! If you’ve picked up this book, you or someone you love is expecting a baby. There is a lot to do to prepare for your new family member’s arrival, and one of the most important (and exciting) tasks is to choose your baby’s name.


Shakespeare famously asked “What’s in a name?” and suggested that names don’t matter (“A rose by any other name would smell as sweet”). Most of us disagree with him. Names matter immensely. They tell the world in one stroke a lot about you and your family. They can reveal when or where you were born, your religion or culture, and your family’s values and hopes for you. They can suggest your parents’ education level, their passions, and whether they’re traditional or free-spirited. They can help you blend in with the crowd or stand out. Names are powerful stuff .


And names, like so many other things in our lives, follow trends. Names become popular in waves and sometimes we can tell why—an actor or character inspires namesakes—and other times it just seems like many parents have had the same idea at the same time. Parents nowadays are more adventurous than ever with the names they give their children. It was only a few decades ago that John and Mary were the top picks, having held their positions for a century or more. Now, the names we choose range from the traditional (Emily; Michael) to the unorthodox (Madison; Logan) and include many trendy picks as well (Kayla; Jayden).


What’s So Great About Timelessness?


This book’s title is a nod to all the traditional but underutilized names out there. (It could just as easily have been called Bring Back Barbara!, Where Have All the Ritas Gone?, or I Like Mike!) And it’s a clarion call to parents to break away from the pack when choosing a name for their child. Although you may find yourself suddenly loving the name Emma, for example, as if it came to you out of the blue, keep in mind that your ardor may be influenced by the name’s recent surge in popularity. If you find a name you love but that’s also outrageously popular, remember that you don’t have to follow the crowd (unless you really want to).


In addition to traditional names that make excellent choices today, the book includes the most popular picks—with warnings if I think they may be too popular—as well as trendy choices, quirky ideas, and other clever, interesting names. Overall, the book’s focus is on names that are real: names that will stand the test of time, reflect your values, and bring joy to your child. To that end, I do not hold back when I’m concerned that a name has become too widespread or sounds made up. I believe you should be informed when a name that seems traditional (such as Nevaeh, which many people believe related to the Irish name Niamh) is in fact a recent fabrication (Nevaeh is the word Heaven spelled backward). As always, knowledge is power.


Look Before You Leap


Take some time to think about what makes a name appealing to you. In the case of Emma, it might be its old-fashioned charm. So you might consider something similar like Lydia, Amelia, or Beatrice. (I call these the Colonial graveyard names. If you go to an old cemetery anywhere in New England, these are the ladies—along with Lucy, Abigail, Sophia, Isabelle, Olivia, and Hannah—you’ll find there.) If the reason you like the name is the sound rather than the effect, then consider Alma, Tessa, or Zara. These have similarly feminine, comforting sounds. Any of these alternative options means that your child will still have a name steeped in tradition, but she will not be one of many in her class.


Some parents dislike traditional names and want to go with something really cool, really different. Like Madison. What a great idea for a girl! It’s so unusual that nobody else will have it. Except that many parents are thinking the same thing. And many of them are going to choose Madison as well. In this case, I suggest you heed the Baby Naming Cardinal Rule: You can’t go wrong with something traditional, no matter how popular the name becomes. My belief is that you are better off being one of a crowd of Emmas than one of many Madisons. Being one of many Madisons is more difficult because the name is so strong, so unorthodox, and has become so popular, that it is going to fall fast and hard. Trendy names tend to spike and then disappear. So if you learn that the name you love is in vogue, think before you commit to it. And if, after consideration, the name hasn’t lost its luster, then proceed with confidence.




TAKE IT FROM A JENNIFER


Years ago, my friend Scott gave me a cartoon by Jack Ziegler that had appeared in The New Yorker in 1980. It was a drawing of a group of children having their nursery school class photo taken. Underneath the picture were the names of the children: Scott, Jennifer, Jennifer, Scott, Jennifer, Jennifer, Scott, and so on.


Maybe you have to be a Jennifer or a Scott to think it’s funny. But let me tell you, there are a LOT of Jennifers and Scotts around to appreciate the joke. Why? Because Jennifer and Scott were the two most popular names for girls and boys from around 1970 to 1984. I could try to lie about my age, but my name will always give me away. And there are so many Jennifers around that I will never be anybody’s only Jennifer. So please think long and hard before you give your child a name that is the most popular in the land.






On Provenance


The call for a return to names like Beatrice is also a nod to provenance. We’ve become incredibly sophisticated consumers. We care about the origins of the things in our lives. We buy our organic food from local producers. We know where our T-shirts were made. We drink coffee from fair trade companies. We are very responsible about many of our choices nowadays because we know that they have consequences. We should care at least as much about what we name our children and should know as much about their names as we do about our groceries. You should be able to tell your child exactly why you named him as you did: why the name is special to you; where it comes from; what it means; and what you hope it will bring him. The act should be conscious, deliberate, organic.


If you live green (or at least greener than your parents did), you should name green. The name Beatrice or any other traditional name is like a fine piece of china. I think of names like this—names with a past—as well-used, well-made, well-loved heirlooms that you can pass down to your child. Trendy, made-up names strike me as the equivalent of Styrofoam cups. They were whipped up recently, en masse—carelessly in some cases—and won’t be around for very long.


How to Use This Book


It’s clear that naming is serious business, but it is also fun. One of the great joys of being pregnant is wondering who will arrive and what the perfect name for that new person will be. Many books offer suggestions for tens of thousands of names. This book is more discriminating, offering the best choices. It also gives you the tools you need to pick the ideal name for your baby. Together we’ll look at rhyme scheme, tonal qualities, length, nicknames, family connections, and other factors that may help you make your decision. You will also find many boxes throughout the book that group names by category, help you work backward from the nickname, and make other informative observations about names.


When Michelangelo was asked how he carved the David, he is said to have replied that he just removed all of the marble that wasn’t David. Naming should work similarly. You should do the research and then rule out everything that isn’t your own, wonderful, unique baby. In short, this book provides everything you need to find the perfect name that your child was meant to have.




BRING IT BACK!


As you flip through the pages that follow, you’ll see that some names are set off with a cute little [image: Image]. These safety pin icons echo the intent of the book—they highlight the names that have fallen out of favor (or haven’t yet received their due) and deserve to be discovered anew.





The Rules of the Name


There are no official rules for naming, but there should be. You need to consider sound, sense, your family’s particular circumstances, monograms, nicknames, and more. Play by the rules and you are guaranteed to hit on the perfect name for your baby.



SCANSION


Scansion is the rhythm of the name. The word comes from the Latin for “to climb,” the sense being that the meters of lines of poetry rise and fall like mountaintops. How does your choice of name scan? Ann Beck lands with two thuds. Anastasia Beck, on the other hand, is quite lovely. It skips flirtatiously off the tongue. The poetry of the name has been considered.


Behold the rules of rhythm:


1. Go for contrast. Jane Doe is boring. Ace Wright is wrong. Better to pair two or three syllables with a single-syllable last name (doesn’t Madeline Doe sound better than Jane?) or a short first name with a long last name (Ace Thibodeau works well). Say the name out loud: If it sounds like it’s from a nursery rhyme (like Jack Sprat or Simple Simon), keep looking.


2. Contrast matters less the more syllables you are dealing with. One syllable-one syllable (as in May Kent) is usually pretty clunky—it hits you over the head. Two syllables-two syllables (as in Sally Rodgers) is better. Three-three (Caroline Rodriguez) is better still.


The more syllables you have to work with, the more leeway there is. One reason for this is that the emphasis may fall on a different beat of the name. In the example above, Caroline Rodriguez sounds great despite the fact that both names contain three syllables. Why? In Caroline, the emphasis falls on the first syllable: CA-ro-line. In Rodriguez, it falls on the second: rod-RI-guez. This creates contrast between the names.


3. Sounds can compensate for syllables. Most likely, your last name isn’t going to change. So look at the qualities of it and see if you can choose a first name that contrasts with the sounds. For instance, the last name Beck sounds like a peck or a jab. It has a sharp, abrupt sound, and Ann, in its own way, does, too. If the fictional Beck family really wanted a one-syllable first name, then softer sounding names might work: Faye Beck sounds better than Ann Beck because the dreamy, vowel-y sound of Faye (and visually, the e on the end) helps to create contrast between first and last names.


VOWEL SOUNDS, CONSONANT SOUNDS


Look for contrasting sounds in the names. Sharon Parrish was glad to take her husband’s last name because she didn’t like the flat a sound that occurred in both her first and last names. It was made worse by the fact that both a’s are followed by r’s and the fact that both names have two syllables. Similarly, Maisie Day is a great stage name or dog’s name, but it’s less successful for a little girl—the a sounds are just too strong. Even worse would be Daisy Day, where the vowels and the consonants repeat. Daisy Duke sounds much better: The initial consonants are the same, but the dissimilarity of the vowels makes the pairing pleasing to the ear.


LENGTH


Does the name pass the American Express card test? Lindsay Shyllon de Vaubicourt’s name does not; it’s way too long to put on plastic. Although Lindsay’s problems are of her own making—she chose to incorporate her maiden name (Shyllon) into her married name (de Vaubicourt)—she was smart on her daughter’s behalf: de Vaubicourt is a long and foreign name (unless you are in France), so her daughter is the simple but lovely (and increasingly popular) Ella de Vaubicourt.



FOREIGN AFFAIRS


Is your last name long and complicated? How about giving your child a break and making the first name short and easy. John Vanikiotis is a better name for an American boy (no matter how strong his ties to Greece) than Apostolios Vanikiotis. Not only will it simplify the child’s life, but the contrast will be pleasing. Is your last name short and generic? Then consider a more ornate first name. If you are a Smith or a Jones, you can get away with a much more exotic first name than most other people, whereas simple names like John and Jane will be trickier for you.




DOES IT TRANSLATE?


If you travel often, you might want to think about what happens when you take your child’s name overseas. Little Hugh was two years old when he went to France. His parents arrived at passport control at Charles de Gaulle airport, submitted their paperwork, and waited. The inspector stamped it and then cheerfully said, “Bienvenue, Ugg!” The French, the Dutch, nearly everyone in Europe has a LOT of trouble with the name Hugh. No matter. When Hugh travels abroad, he introduces himself as Hugo, which is in the top ten in several European countries—very familiar. Jennifers don’t fare much better. In France, Jen frequently becomes Jane, which seems easier for people. In Italy, I gave up altogether and started inviting people to call me Giovanna, which is about as close as it gets. Even if you are not a big traveler, it’s smart to consider the common variants of your child’s name. Louisiana-born food writer Paul Johnson found his name a bit bland, so he became Pableaux Johnson. Nothing bland about that. In fact, it’s about as spicy as a bayou jambalaya. And you’ll find that he can be Googled with no problem now.





BACKGROUND


Is there a family connection? It’s grounding to name your child after a beloved family member. Your child will ask why you named him Vincent and you’ll be able to tell him that it was your grandfather’s middle name. You’ll give your child a tie to the past, and will be able to regale him with stories about all the wonderful, witty, wise things your grandfather did and said. If you want to cast a wider net for a meaningful name, ask your older relatives to help you make a family tree or point you to the family graveyard. You might be astonished by the ancestors you find there and how cool their names were.



PLAY THE MIDDLE CARD


You can have it both ways: It is traditional to give a child a first name and a middle name. So if on the one hand you want your child to have a very traditional name but at the same time you wish you could really go crazy, then John Pilot Inspektor it is. (Pilot Inspektor is the real name of actor Jason Lee’s son.) If he becomes a pop icon, he can sign his checks J. Pilot Inspektor Robinson; if he becomes a brain surgeon, he can be Dr. John P. I. Robinson. The middle name offers a great opportunity to include a family name that doesn’t pass muster as a first name. (Say you hate the name Helen but your mother has her heart set on it. Throw the unwanted Helen in the middle and everybody wins.) Middle names can convey an attribute that you want your child to have but that perhaps doesn’t seem appropriate for top billing. For example, you love the outdoors and want your daughter’s name to include a nature reference, but you’re worried about saddling her with something that sounds flighty or flaky. So instead of naming her Meadow or Rain, you might choose a more traditional first name and end up with something like Elizabeth Meadow Jones or Michelle Rain Cohen.


NICKNAMEPALOOZA


Nicknames offer an exciting loophole to tradition. You can choose a weighty name and use a nickname as a fun, playful workaround. So, instead of naming your child, say, Coco, as actress Courteney Cox did, why not name her Corinne, Colette, or Charlotte, and shorten to Coco for her nickname? In fact, you could name her just about anything you want and still call her Coco. Then in the future, if she wants to run for public office, she’ll have a name that is seemly; and if later she decides the senate isn’t for her and she wants to move to Hollywood and see her name in lights, she’ll have a zippy alternative ready to go.


If you want to ramp up your child’s nickname options, consider longer versions of shorter names, for example, Susannah instead of Susan. Susan might be nicknamed Suzy or Sue, but with Susannah, you get Suzy, Sue, and Anna, too.




THE FLAKY TEST


If you are considering an unorthodox name (or a name with an unorthodox spelling) for your child and are unsure about it, try these tests to determine if it works.


 

		Imagine your child saying, “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to welcome you aboard the aircraft. I’m your captain, [name] . . . ”


		Imagine your doctor tells you that you need to see a specialist about your condition and hands you a business card. Imagine your child’s name on that card with a medical specialty below it.


		Imagine a political advertisement with your child facing the camera saying, “I’m [name] and I endorse this message.”


		Imagine a court bailiff announcing a trial and saying, “Court is in session, the honorable judge [name] presiding.”





Your child may never find herself in any of these jobs, but wouldn’t you like to think that she could be anything she wants? Personally I’d rather be flown by Captain Amanda than Captain Aspen. I would think that Doctor Charles Someone would be more competent than Doctor Caden Someone. I’m unlikely to vote for Blossom or Blaze. And I would want my judge not to be named Jaxon or Journey.


What if you want your child to be a rock star? Should you give him or her a rock star name? No. Give him a name that will work in any situation and if he wants a cooler name for show business, he’ll change it himself. Kiss’s Gene Simmons was born Chaim. Guns N’ Roses front man Axl Rose was born William. Lady Gaga’s real name is Stefani. The list of entertainers who have renamed themselves is long and distinguished. Remember: It’s easier to create and adopt a quirky stage name than it is to legally change your name to something traditional.





ETHNIC TRADITION


Is there something in your family customs that offers a guideline? Traditionally, Catholics named their children after saints. (It can be the middle name if you want to go exotic for the first.) Many Jewish people name their children after deceased relatives; never a living one. And some Africans use names that describe the circumstances surrounding a baby’s birth (for example, a name might indicate the day a girl is born, or whether a boy is the second child). Every culture has its own traditions and many families have their own subtraditions. Think about following yours. It may help you to at least focus your search.



CULTURAL CONNECTIONS


Do you know why people don’t name baby boys Adolf? Of course you do. It’s a distinctive name with very negative associations. Ditto Ebenezer. Make sure you thoroughly investigate the names you like to ensure that your child doesn’t end up Charles Manson Riley or something else inappropriate.


Similarly, you’ll want to be mindful of last name agreement. Does your last name, when paired with the baby’s first, create a combination that’s unavoidably tease-able? For instance, if your last name were the perfectly lovely Lane, you might think twice before naming your child Penelope. Even if you never called her Penny, others would. Walker is a nice last name, too, but if it were yours, you’d probably want to stay away from Luke as a first name (Skye would be even worse). And it goes without saying that you don’t want to give your child a name that makes a silly sentence: Consider the unfortunate Ima Hogg and Curtis Strange (the real names of a philanthropist and a golfer on the PGA tour, respectively).


If your child wants to do something ridiculous with his name, let him do so himself—it could be a part of his teenage rebellion. There’s no need to give him a head start.


REMEMBER THE MONOGRAM


When it comes to baby naming, a bit of foresight can work wonders. Katherine Iris Grant was going to be named Patricia until her parents realized that her initials would read “PIG.” Needless to say, Katherine is relieved she didn’t have to face endless taunts of “oink” on the playground.


HOW WILL IT PLAY OUT IN THE SCHOOLYARD?


Booker could be a very cool name. Just realize that for several years little Booker may be known as Booger. Simeon looks very current, too, but it sounds just like simian, which high school smart alecks may want to point out means “apelike.” Silly playground jeers and misunderstandings may be no reason to nix a great name, but it’s best to name baby with your eyes wide open.




ALL IN THE FAMILY


There are many family issues that arise when it comes to naming children. Here are some of the most common questions parents have about baby naming “etiquette”:


Q: If the parents are from two different backgrounds, how do you find a name that works for both sides?


A: You negotiate. You’d be surprised how many names work for multiple cultures or at least travel well. The need to please more than one culture can actually make your selection easier by limiting it.


Q: If you and your sister both love the same baby name, who gets to use it?


A: First come, first served. Don’t wait or you may lose out on that great name you both love! But if someone more distant—say a cousin or close friend—uses the name you’d like to choose, it’s polite to let that person know in advance of your plans, saying something like, “We’ve always loved the name José and never more so than since we’ve come to know your adorable José. We’d like to name our baby after him and hope you’ll be okay with that.” If the cousin or friend has chosen a very distinctive, little-used name—such as Clementine—then think twice and see if there is any other name that will please you. It is a bit strange to have two in the family or in your circle of friends unless it’s a name that comes down through your family.


Q: If your parents hate the name you’ve chosen, what should you do?


A: Ignore them. They’ll probably come around when they meet the new addition to the family. And even if they continue to hate the name, they won’t love the little one any less.





Naming Trends


You now have some guidelines to help steer you clear of the most common baby naming pitfalls. But before you jump in with a splash, you may want to consider what’s happening in the world of baby name trends.


1. Exotic letters are hot. If you want to pick a name that will be on-trend and irreproachably hip, get your Scrabble game and take out all the letters that have high point values. These are the exotic letters that don’t occur often in speech and tend to have an edgy sound to them, especially: X, Y, Z, J, K, V, and W. (Q, F, and H are exceptions.) Any name that contains one or more of these letters is almost guaranteed to be fashionable. Examples include: Maddox, Jake, Vivienne, Elijah, Olivia, Ava, Alexis, Gavin, Zach, Kylie, Mackenzie, and Wyatt.


2. Colonial graveyard names are in fashion. Everything old is new again. As I mentioned on page ix, if you take a tour of an old graveyard in New England, you will see all the same names you hear in the sandbox: Lucy, Abigail, Emily, Sophia, Isabella, Hannah, et al. Even the boys are returning to tradition: James, Noah, Owen, Benjamin, and Gabriel are there. (Or as Adam Gopnik hilariously notes in his book Paris to the Moon, kids these days are “the men your grandfather used to take a shvitz with”: Sam, Max, Harry, Joe.)


3. People play it safe—and traditional—with boys; they are looser and more creative with girls. There are Haydens and Jaydens and Paxtons, to be sure, as well as Billy, Sam, and Joe (in addition to William, Samuel, and Joseph) but you’ll find fewer flights of fancy overall with boys’ names. Folks seem to think that girls can get away with creative names while boys are better served with more serious choices.


4. Pop culture has a strong pull on what we name our children. Movies and TV can have dramatic effects on naming patterns. Lara fell into heavy rotation as a girl’s name in 1966 after the film Doctor Zhivago was released. The year 1966 also saw the boy’s name Heath hit the charts. Modern parents think of actor Heath Ledger but it was Lee Majors’s character in the TV series Big Valley that launched it. Logan as a girl’s name was inspired by a character from the late 1980s soap The Bold and the Beautiful. Most of us do not run out and name our kids exactly what the celebrities are naming theirs, but film and TV characters—and the actors who portray them—have a powerful influence on our imaginations.


5. Unisex names are hot. Peyton, Jordan, Taylor. Today’s unisex names are not the nicknames of yore (see “It’s Pat,” page 476); they are more likely to be place-names, occupational names (see pages 316–317), or last names turned first names.


6. When a unisex name gets taken up by the girls, the boys drop it. Usually the boys start using a unisex name, parents fall in love with it, it becomes popular, and then the girls start claiming it as their own. Once the girls start embracing a name in numbers, it becomes thought of as a girl’s name, and the boys’ use of it declines quickly.


7. Beware the Frankenname. What’s a frankenname? Take a part of one name and mash it into another one, stitch it up, and you’ve got a frankenname. Jayla is Jada meets Kayla. Ashlynn is Ashley meets Lynn. Kyler is Kyle meets Tyler. J and K names are the worst offenders in this category. And the girls are usually bigger offenders than the boys.


8. Exotic spellings can look déclassé. There, I’ve said it. You may not want to hear it but Kaitlynn doesn’t look as dignified as Caitlin. Kaydence doesn’t look as smart as Cadence. However, Erik looks just as good as Eric and Marc looks just as good as Mark, because both variations of the name exist legitimately. Erik is the Scandinavian version of Eric. Marc is the French version of Mark. So if you are using a newer, made-up (see “Beware the Frankenname,” page xxvii), or exotic name, try at least to make the spelling normal.


9. Names look smart when they’re trending upward, low-rent on the way down. Here is how naming trends work: People of influence choose a name that is unusual for their baby. Others of their set do the same, and then others follow suit until the name becomes popular. Then these same parents—who are always searching for the next, cool thing—move on to a new name, dropping the too-popular one that has been “discovered” by the masses. Meanwhile, the name darling of the trendsetter set catches on with the hoi polloi just as the name is starting to lose its luster and caché. The name then becomes known as something mainstream and even lowbrow, and gets a bad reputation. (There is a more detailed explanation of this phenomenon in the bestselling book Freakonomics, which contains a fascinating chapter on baby names.)


10. You can’t go wrong with tradition. No matter how popular a name is, if it is a solid choice with a strong background, it will not risk sounding questionable. Classics never go out of style.




AN IMPORTANT NOTE ABOUT TRENDS


The popularity rankings referred to throughout this book come from the United States government’s Social Security Administration (SSA), which has been keeping good records of baby names for more than a hundred years. The SSA posts the top 1,000 most popular boys’ and girls’ names each year, and also has a searchable database that allows you to assess the trendiness of your top picks; to do so, visit the website at www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/. While naming trends in other English-speaking countries differ somewhat, the patterns are largely similar. If you are eager to find the official records from another country, try Googling terms like “baby names bureau of statistics Canada.” (You can replace “Canada,” of course, with the name of any country.)








The Names









Girls




A • B • C • D • E • F • G • H • I • J • K • L • M • N • O • P • Q • R • S • T • U • V • W • X • Y • Z	




A


Aaliyah An Arabic name, Aaliyah means “lofty” or “exalted.” It reminds Americans of the late R&B singer of the same name. This ornate name complements many Muslim and African last names and offers great contrast to short, blunt surnames like Jones and Smith. Used almost exclusively by African American families, it is the female counterpart of the boy’s name Ali.


Variations: Aleah, Alea, Aliya, Alia, Aleeya, Aliyah, Allyiah


Nicknames: Liya, Ali


Alternatives: Malia, Aisha, Leila, Latifah, Bashira, Farrah, Salma


Abigail Extremely popular in colonial times, Abigail fell out of favor in the early 1900s but has come roaring back. Now it’s one of the most popular names out there (at the time of writing, it’s in the top ten). It’s a name that suggests reliability (Abigail Adams and Dear Abby) but is also pretty, feminine, and melodic (like the word nightingale). In the Old Testament, Abigail is David’s third wife. The name means “a father’s joy” or “giver of joy.”


Variations: Abagail, Abbigail, Abigayle


Nicknames: Abbey, Abbie, Abby, Abi, Gail, Gayle


Alternatives: Amelia, Lydia, Clara, Tabitha


[image: Image] Ada and its variations appear in many cultures from Hebrew (“adornment”) to German (“noble”) to African (“first daughter”). Ada is an old-fashioned name that is on the rise. It sounds similar to the überpopular Ava, but is distinct enough to make it an excellent alternative. If you like Ada, consider using it as a nickname and making her full name Adelaide.


Alternatives: Lara, Enid, Mara


Addison A last name turned first name, Addison (“son of Adam”) was extremely rare until the 1990s. It is climbing in popularity as it becomes fashionable to give girls edgy, nontraditional names. (The popular TV show Private Practice features a character called Addison.) Addison offers the same benefits as Madison, but since it is just a bit different, it’s a smart pick for parents who don’t want the most popular name on the playground. The name has a solid, patrician quality but remains pretty, with hints of Allison and Adelaide.


Variations: Addisyn, Addyson, Adyson, Adison


Nickname: Addy


Alternatives: Emerson, Darcy, Lacey, Cameron, Jordan, Kennedy


[image: Image] Adelaide We have King William IV of England to thank for the popularity in English of this German name. When the king married German princess Adelaide in 1818, interest in the name surged. The city of Adelaide in Australia was named for the queen in 1836, spreading the name even farther afield. Adelaide (“noble”) is a name that had all but disappeared and is now being rediscovered. No wonder: it’s lilting, feminine, and a clever alternative to more popular choices like Abigail and Amelia. And the name even has its own lullaby: You can serenade her with “Adelaide” from the musical Guys and Dolls.


Variations: Adalaide, Adalayde, Adeline (also Adelyn), Adalyn (also Adalynn), Adele, Adela, Adelina


Nicknames: Ada, Addy (and variant spellings), Della, Delly, Laidey, Heidi


Alternatives: Clementine, Philippa, Imogen, Edwina, Beatrice, Lydia


Adriana (and her more traditional cousin, Adrienne) means “from Hadria,” or, as we know it, the Adriatic region, which borders the Adriatic Sea and includes Dalmatia and eastern Italy. The name can therefore be a salute to an Italian or Slavic heritage, a trip to the breathtaking beaches in the area (perhaps where the baby was conceived?), even a love of the ocean. Or it can be appreciated just for its beauty. Adriana is sweet and calming, with lots of vowels comfortably bobbing along on its many syllables. It’s a great contrast to a plain last name or a complement to a complex one. Names starting and/or ending with a are in fashion now, and Adriana fits the bill with a bonus a in the middle. It doesn’t get more feminine than this.


Variations: Adrienne, Adrianna, Adria


Alternatives: Tatianna, Anabella, Juliana, Marianna, Gabriella, Natalia




Noble Names


The royals of Europe—past and present—offer a source of names that are regal (of course), feminine, and in many cases, unexpected.


∼ ADELA


∼ ADELAIDE


∼ AGNES


∼ ALICE


∼ BEATRICE


∼ BLANCHE


∼ ELEANOR


∼ ELENA


∼ EUGENIE


∼ GABRIELLA


∼ GRACE


∼ HENRIETTA


∼ ISABEAU


∼ ISABELLE


∼ JOAN


∼ MARGARET


∼ MARIE


∼ MARINA


∼ MATILDA (aka Maude)


∼ PHILIPPA


∼ SOPHIE


∼ VICTORIA


∼ ZARA





Agatha means “good.” The name may sound British to our ears, thanks to prolific mystery writer Agatha Christie. If you prefer something that sounds Italian or Spanish, try Agata; there’s also the elegant French version, Agathe (ah-GAT). Aggie is a cute alternative to the ubiquitious Abbie.


Variations: Agata, Agathe


Nickname: Aggie


Alternatives: Matilda, Cornelia, Agnes, Hermione


Agnes Old-fashioned and religious, Agnes means “holy.” And it’s so similar to the Latin word for “lamb” (agnus) that the name is strongly associated with it. Agnes is a traditional name in Catholic countries. Consider alternate pronunciations and variations on it: Inez (or Inès) is Spanish. The French pronounce Agnès a lovely way (ahn-YEHZ), as do the Italians, with Agnese (ahn-YAY-zay). The model Agyness Deyn and the French clothing chain Agnès B. may have paved the way for a comeback.


Variations: Inez, Inès, Agnese, Agness, Agnetha (remember the ABBA singer?)


Nickname: Aggie


Alternatives: Harriet, Agatha, Anais, Frances, Eleanor


Aida The heroine of one of Verdi’s most beloved operas, Aida is an Ethiopian princess enslaved in Egypt and in love with one of the pharaoh’s confidants, Radames. The name is Arabic in origin, meaning “visitor.” It’s often used by African American families to celebrate African roots as well as by Italian American families to pay tribute to Verdi. Arabic families who use the name or variations on it often pronounce it with two syllables (EYE-dah) rather than three (eye-EE-dah).


Variations: Ayda, Aita, Aeeda


Alternatives: Ida, Candace, Iman, Aisha, Tosca


Aileen You can think of Aileen as the English version of the very Irish Eileen, which is itself a version of Helen (meaning “sunshine” or “moonlight”). Or you can just think of it as an airy and light musical name in its own right. While many names ending in een have fallen from fashion (Kathleen, Colleen, Maureen), Aileen’s gentle start leavens the heavier ending of the name and makes it girlish and contemporary.


Variations: Ailene, Ailyn, Alene, Aline, Eileen, Ileana, Ilene, Iliana, Leanne, Liana


Nicknames: Ailie, Lena, Lina


Alternatives: Alina, Elena, Hailey, Francine, Melody, Kathleen, Colleen, Maeve


Aimée means “loved” or “beloved” in French. This version of Amy can be pronounced like the traditional Amy or like the French “EHM-ay.” The risk here is that whatever pronounciation you choose, others may pick a different one. Adding the acute accent—like a little check of approval—to the first e will help people realize it should be pronounced in the French way.


Variation: Amy


Alternatives: Carine, Jolie, Bella, Anais, Amélie, Aurelie, Noemi, Elodie


Ainsley A last name turned first name, Ainsley is growing in popularity for girls and boys alike. It has a whiff of southern belle to it, in part because many Dixie girls can take a masculine name and make it ladylike faster than you can whistle “Dixie,” and in part because the TV show The West Wing featured a character from the South called Ainsley. In the U.K., the first Ainsley that leaps to mind is the male cook and TV personality Ainsley Harriott.


Variation: Ansley


Alternatives: Dabney, Kendall, Shelby, Aislinn, Ashley, Cora, Scarlett, Fleurine




Isn’t She Cute?


You can take any girl’s name and make it cuter by adding a diminutive suffix that means “little one.” Here are some of the top choices:


∼ ITA: Eva becomes Evita. Edite (Edith) becomes Edita. Mary becomes Marita.


∼ ETTE: Georgia becomes Georgette. Paula becomes Paulette. Claude becomes Claudette.


∼ EEN: Peg becomes Pegeen. Maura becomes Maureen. Dorothy becomes Doreen.


∼ BELLE: Belle means “little pretty one.” Mary becomes Maribelle. Anna becomes Annabelle. Sarah becomes Sarabelle.


∼ SHKA: A Slavic favorite. Maria becomes Marishka. Natalie becomes Natashka. Anna becomes Anushka.





Aisha One of the most popular names in the Arab world, Aisha is climbing the charts in the United States. Aisha was the favorite wife of the prophet Mohammed; her name means “prosperous.”


Variations: Ayesha, Aeesha, Isha


Alternatives: Aaliya, Habiba, Leila, Yasmeen, Fatima, Leila, Aida


Akira A Japanese name meaning “intelligent,” Akira is traditionally a boy’s name (think film director Akira Kurosawa) but is increasing in popularity for girls. It’s an interesting alternative to Keira and Kyra, celebrity names, both.


Nicknames: Kiki, Kira


Alternatives: Kiku, Keira, Malia, Ima, Miyu, Sakura, Ayaka, Saki, Asuka


Alaina means “precious” and is closely related to Elaine, Alana, and ultimately, Helen. Alaina is a sweeter alternative to Elaine. It sounds more continental and less girl-next-door.


Variations: Alayna, Alana, Alanna, Alannah, Alannis, Elaine


Nicknames: Lainey, Laina, Ali


Alternatives: Ilona, Elodie, Lacey, Idina


Alexandra The female version of Alexander comes from the Greek and means “protector of mankind.” Powerful yet feminine, this popular name has many distinctive nickname possibilities, and is traditional enough that it doesn’t feel overly trendy. Alexandra evokes the royal families of several countries including Denmark, from which it migrated to England, Norway, Germany, and Russia. It sounds noble, hip (thanks to the exotic letter x), yet accessible. Most everyone nowadays knows an Alex.


Variations: Alexis, Alexandria, Alessandra (Italian), Alejandra (Spanish), Alexa, Alexia


Nicknames: Alexa, Alex, Lexi, Lexa, Xan (pronounced Zan), Andra (AHN-dra), Zandra, Sandy, Sasha, Alé, Ally, Ali


Alternatives: Olympia, Simone, Matilda, Eugenia, Victoria, Sylvia


Alexis From the Greek for “to defend,” but with a whiff of Russia about it (Alexi is a popular boy’s name there), Alexis popped onto the national radar because of the 1980s TV show Dynasty. Now it’s wildly popular. (Thank you, Joan Collins.) If you want something similar but less well known, consider the variations Alexa and Alexia. The latter is becoming popular despite the fact that it’s a medical term that means a loss of reading ability.


Variations: Alexus, Alexia


Nicknames: Alex, Alix, Lexi, Ali


Alternatives: Zoe, Athena, Elektra, Kylie, Rowan, Violet




It’s a Mod, Mod, Mod, Mod World


You don’t have to look further than the success of the Design Within Reach catalog to see that all things from the mid-century period (around the 1950s) are back in style. So why not the names? Here are some classics from the time that will match your Dunbar couch and Eames chairs.


∼ BETTY


∼ DARLENE


∼ FLORENCE


∼ GLADYS


∼ JANET


∼ JOAN


∼ LAVERNE


∼ LORRAINE


∼ LUCILLE


∼ MARILYN


∼ MARION


∼ MAVIS


∼ NORMA


∼ PEGGY


∼ PHYLLIS


∼ SHIRLEY


∼ TRIXIE


∼ WANDA





Alice is a Saxon name meaning “noble one.” For many of us, she will always be the little girl who fell down the rabbit hole in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. An old-fashioned name, Alice gave way in popularity to Allison years ago, but now is back on the rise.


Variations: Alys, Allison, Adelaide, Adeline, Alyce


Nicknames: Al, Ali


Alternatives: Margaret, Beatrice, Elizabeth, Helena, Eleanor


Alicia A very feminine sounding name, Alicia is closely related to Alice. And you’ve really got two names to choose from here: the three-syllable ah-LEE-shah or the four-syllable ah-LEE-see-ah. The former is more down-to-earth, the latter is more ornate (and a bit more unusual).


Variations: Alecia, Alethea, Alice, Alyssa


Nicknames: Ali, Leesie, Lisha


Alternatives: Laeticia, Lindsay, Patricia, Courtney, Erica, Bethany, Felicia, Allison


[image: Image] Alina Related to Alaina, Elaine, and Helena, Alina is popular in the Slavic world. Aline is the Old English variation of it, which was in use during the Middle Ages. Alina and her variations mean “light” and “pretty,” which they are. And the variation Alena can be short for names like Magdalena.


Variations: Aleena, Aline, Elaine, Helena


Alternatives: Adela, Amalia, Aurelia, Cecilia, Edita, Ilona, Irena, Lydia, Matilda


Alisha Take the classic Alicia, give it an Asian spin, and you might get Alisha. As a Hindu name, Alisha means “protected by God,” and as an English name, it is a variant of Alice. Either way, it has a musical lilt to it. And unlike Alicia, there is only one way to pronounce it.


Alternatives: Felicia, Annisa, Asha, Gita, Indira, Vandana


Alivia is a creative way to spell Olivia, which in the O version is one of the hottest names out there now. With an A, the name evokes the word alive. (See Olivia for more details.)


Variations: Alyvia, Olivia


Nicknames: Ali, Liv, Livvy


Alternatives: Lydia, Lillian, Genevieve, Valeria




I’d love to call her . . .


Ali


Always wanted an Ali but not all that fond of Allison? Make it a nickname for any name beginning with Al. These are some of the most popular:


∼ ALEAH


∼ ALEEZA


∼ ALEXANDRA


∼ ALEXIS


∼ ALICE


∼ ALICIA


∼ ALINA


∼ ALIYAH


∼ ALIZA


∼ ALMA


∼ ALTHEA


∼ ALYSSA





[image: Image] Aliza is a Hebrew name meaning “joy.” The name is vibrant and full of life—you can nearly hear the word alive in it. Its similarity to Liza (Minelli) and Eliza (Doolittle) add spunk to the name as well. The wife of Israel’s former prime minister Ehud Olmert is Aliza Olmert. And a popular Israeli singer is Aliza Kashi.


Variations: Aleeza, Alizah, Alisa, Alyza


Alternatives: Galia, Allegra, Ayla, Aviva, Alma, Zelda, Zoe


[image: Image] Allegra Is there a cheerier name out there? I don’t know it. Allegra means “happy” in Italian. In musical notation it means “light and quick; in a happy way.” And the word itself sounds bright and optimistic, lacy without being overly frilly. Why is Allegra not more popular than it is? Could it be that the allergy drug of the same name is deterring parents? It shouldn’t. This name is ripe for discovery—a unique gem.


Nickname: Allie


Alternatives: Felicia, Chiara, Cosima, Domenica, Elena


Allison is an American classic with Scottish roots. It may have started as a nickname for Alice, but through the ages it’s become a popular and lovely name in its own right. Alison (or Alyson) is the name of Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, who argues—at notorious length—for women’s sovereignty. It’s also the subject of many songs, perhaps most famously one by Elvis Costello (who, like the name Allison, is a British expat who makes a home stateside). In Allison, you get an attractive but serious name that’s as comfortable in the boardroom as its nickname, Allie, is in the schoolyard.


Variations: Alison, Alyson, Alisson


Nicknames: Allie, Ally, Ali


Alternatives: Lauren, Caitlin, Vivian, Lillian, Sydney, Morgan


[image: Image] Alma If your block is overrun by Emmas and Annas, consider Alma, a similarly feminine name that’s a bit more grown-up. Alma is an erudite old soul—the name means “soul” in Latin and Spanish and “learned” in Arabic. (She’s also a nurturer: Alma mater is, after all, your “nourishing mother” or school.) Lest you worry that Alma is too much of a good girl, remember vivacious Alma Mahler, the Viennese composer who charmed the likes of composer Gustav Mahler, artists Gustav Klimt and Oscar Kokoschka, Bauhaus architect Walter Gropius, and novelist Franz Werfel.


Alternatives: Ada, Andra, Esme, Inès, Katja, Lena


Alondra is a pretty and unusual name with many angles to it. The word is “lark” in Spanish. Londres (pronounced LON-dra) is London in French. And the name evokes Alexandra and Ilona. It’s hard to come by rich, meaningful, lyrical names that are not overused. This is one of them.


Alternatives: Ilona, Eloise, Ramona, Paloma


Alyssa is believed to come from alyssum, a hardy plant with colorful, fragrant flowers that grows all over the world. Alyssa can also be considered a derivation of Alice, though it also calls to mind Elizabeth and her variations: Lisa, Liza, and so on. Elissa was the Greek name for the Phoenician queen Dido, who founded the city of Carthage, now in Tunisia. (For more, see Elissa.) If you’re feeling cheeky, name your daughter Alyssa and use Dido as a pet name.


Variations: Alisa, Alissa


Nickname: Lyssie, Dido


Alternatives: Clarissa, Marina, Selena, Elyse


Amanda means “to be loved” in Latin. The name is of relatively recent origin, becoming a popular name in seventeenth-century English literature, poetry, and drama. “Farewell Amanda” is a cute Cole Porter song from the Hepburn-Tracy movie Adam’s Rib. And of course, Barry Manilow’s “Mandy” is a cheesy classic we all love to hate or hate to love.


Nicknames: Mandy, Manny (for the tomboy)


Alternatives: Amandine, Amata, Miranda, Samantha, Aimée, Tamara


Amani means “trust” in Arabic, and is a name increasing in popularity for boys and girls. The similarity to “Armani” may give it a luxurious “Tiffany” touch to some parents. Amani is popular with African American families.


Alternatives: Amala, Farrah, Imani, Salma


[image: Image] Amara means something different to everyone: What’s “immortal” in Greek and Sanskrit is “graceful” in Africa and “bitter” in Latin (though it’s close enough to amare—the Latin verb “to love”—to suggest adoration, as well). With notes of Mary and of mare, Italian for “sea,” Amara has pleasing associations; it’s a refreshing choice.


Variations: Amari, Amaris


Nicknames: Ama, Mara


Alternatives: Tamara, Damaris, Marianna, Irina, Lara, Adora, Zoe


Amber is fossilized tree resin that is prized as a gem. The name was barely on the map until the 1944 publication of the bodice-ripper Forever Amber. Then it shot up in popularity, peaking in the 1980s, and it has been in decline in the United States ever since. (In the U.K., however, the name is in the top fifty.) These days, Amber feels almost as fresh as the petrified resin it’s made from. It’s stuck in time.


Alternatives: Ruby, Beryl, Crystal, Gemma, Jade, Opal, Pearl, Jewel


Amelia is a classic name found on colonial gravestones in the American South. It was extremely popular in the 1800s and then declined in the middle of the twentieth century, only to experience a renaissance—like Abigail and Lucy, Amelia is very much back in style. The French version of the name, Amélie, was given a boost by the 2001 movie of the same name. The Eastern European version, Amalia, is pretty, too. The name means “industrious” and evokes such hard workers as aviatrix Amelia Earhart, American suffragette Amelia Bloomer, even the fictional wacky housekeeper Amelia Bedelia. Amelia is a strong alternative (and forerunner) to the enduringly popular Emily.


Variations: Amélie, Amalia


Alternatives: Cornelia, Lydia, Sarabeth, Eliza, Emily, Susannah, Louisa, Clara, May, Tabitha


America At first glance, America seems like a trendy, made-up name (albeit a patriotic one). Not so. It was popular in the nineteenth century, all but disappeared in the twentieth, and is now experiencing a rousing revival. When you think about it, America, the country, was named for Amerigo Vespucci, so the feminization—and Americanization—of his name really is not outlandish. Actress America Ferrera has helped keep the proud, patriotic name in the spotlight.


Nicknames: Erica, Rica


Alternatives: Justice, Honor, Liberty, Veronica


Amy could be Jennifer’s sister. And in many cases, she probably is. It’s a name whose heyday can be charted with near carbon-dating precision. Amy was one of the names of the 1970s and has since fallen precipitously in usage. The name is still a good, solid one, meaning “beloved,” from the Latin amare. If you like the idea of Amy but think it is too dated, consider an alternate spelling: Aimée or Aimie. Or consider a similar but much less common alternative like Esme.


Variations: Aimee, Aimie


Alternatives: Esme, Ada, Inez, Fanny, Daisy, Lacy, Ginny




I’d love to call her . . .


Amy


Adore little Amy but think it feels a bit flighty as a proper name? Make it a nickname for one of these:


∼ AMABEL


∼ AMALIA


∼ AMANDA


∼ AMARA


∼ AMELIA


∼ AMERICA


∼ AMITY


∼ MAY (everyone loves a good anagram!)





Anahi Persian for “immaculate,” Anahi is a short form for Anahita, goddess of the water. Lyrical, with a whiff of the Middle East, but not easy to pinpoint, Anahi offers mystery and beauty. An ideal choice for girls with very basic last names: Brown, Smith, and the like.


Nicknames: Ana, Anya


Alternatives: Amira, Aleah, Lila, Imani, Hannah, Ana


Anastasia A Russian classic meaning “resurrection,” Anastasia is an old-world, romantic name. It evokes the daughter of the last Russian czar, who may or may not have survived her family’s execution. The name is elegant and ornate, so it goes well with short, plain last names that don’t compete for attention (or demand lingual dexterity). Choose from one of several ways to pronounce it: Anna-STAY-zsah, Anna-STAH-zsah, or Anna-stah-ZEE-ah. This name is on the longer side, but you’ll find no shortage of nicknames to choose from.


Nicknames: Ana, Stacy, Anya, Natasha, Tasha, Tacey, Stasha, Zsa Zsa


Alternatives: Natasha, Katerina, Irina, Natalia, Larissa, Miroslava, Tatiana, Zofia, Yelena


Andrea You may have known an Andrea growing up—it was a popular name in the ’70s and ’80s, and has been a classic choice for girls since the seventeenth century. This feminization of Andrew (meaning “strong,” “virile”) has a few pronunciation choices: Will she be Ahn-DRAY-ah or ANN-dree-ah or AHN-dree-ah? Either way, a word of caution for frequent fliers to Europe: Andrea (and Andreas) is a boy’s name in many countries. For an alternative, consider Ondina (or Ondine or Undine), which means “little wave” in Latin, and has a similar tone.


Nicknames: Andie, Drea, Andra


Alternatives: Ondina, Kendra, April, Danielle, Laura, Rebecca


Angela comes from Angel, meaning “messenger of God.” The name may sound commonplace, but there are interesting variations of this lovely classic in every country, including Aingeal (Ireland) and Angèle (France). Choose from one of several forms: Angelina, Angeline, Angelica, Angelique. You can shorten any of them to Angel, and you can call her Angie if you like. There are lots of famous Angelas: actresses Angela Lansbury, Angela Bassett, Angie Dickinson, Angie Harmon, Angelina Jolie, Angelica Houston, and the German chancellor Angela Merkel.


Variations: Angel, Angelina, Angelique, Angelica, Aingeal, Angèle


Nickname: Angie


Alternatives: Antonia, Aurelia, Celestine, Stella, Teresa, Veronica, Victoria




I’d love it if she sounded . . .


Russian


∼ ANASTASIA


∼ EKATERINA


∼ IRINA


∼ KATYA


∼ LUDMILLA


∼ NATALIA


∼ ODESSA


∼ OKSANA


∼ OLGA


∼ SOPHIA


∼ SVETLANA


∼ TATIANA





Anne has been one of the most popular names throughout the ages. The English equivalent of the Hebrew name Hannah (“God has graced me with a child”), St. Anne is believed to have been the mother of the Virgin Mary, and is the patron saint of mothers. There have been many a Queen Anne across Europe, giving the name a regal air. Although Anne may seem too vanilla to some, the name is surprisingly versatile. It goes well with complicated last names and is often used as a middle name—it sandwiches easily between more ornate words. Place it after any traditional first name and you’ll end up with a name that sounds like it’s straight out of the 1950s or the American South. As with so many old-school names, nicknames and variations abound.


Variations: Ann, Anna, Anabel, Anabelle, Annabelle, Annabella, Annick, Annika, Anika, Anouk, Anita, Annette, Annetta, Annalise, Anya, Ayn, Anissa


Nicknames: Annie, Nan, Nancy, Nanette, Nanny, Nettie, Anita, Nina


Alternatives: Mary, Margaret, Sarah, Jane, Catherine, Joan, Bette, Nell


Anya A Russian take on the traditional Anna, Anya is also a Sanskrit name meaning “inexhaustible.” Anya is a prime choice for parents who are considering Anna or Emma but want something just a bit more unusual. The twisting sound the y makes offers intrigue.


Variation: Aniyah


Alternatives: Anna, Alexis, Asha, Natalia, Anastasia, Ilona, Edita, Elena, Irina, Saskia


April The month of April was named for Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love. To Americans and Europeans, the name evokes springtime. April is pretty in other languages, too (see below).


Variations: Abril (Spanish), Avril (French), Aprile (Ah-preel-ay; Italian)


Alternatives: Averill, Aubrey, Avery, January, June, May, Venus, Summer


Arabella A centuries-old name, Arabella probably started life as a variation of Annabelle. Some people speculate that the name instead could have come from the Latin word orabilis, or “prayerful.” Arabella is a classic example of a name that was popular in the 1800s, disappeared in the twentieth century, and is being rediscovered. Arabella Donn is the antiheroine in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, and Arabella Fermor was immortalized as Belinda in Alexander Pope’s poem “The Rape of the Lock.” Arabella makes an excellent alternative to the blockbuster popularity of Isabella. Call her Ara, Ari, Bella, or Belle. Or consider similar yet even more exotic names like Mirabel or Araminta.


Nicknames: Ara, Ari, Bella, Belle


Alternatives: Mirabel, Araminta, Belinda, Annika, Sabina, Alina, Wilhelmina




Anne’s Infinite Varieties


Anne is a favorite part of some names as well as a classic stand-alone. Adding it to a name, either by elision or as a separate name, creates something new, with a wholesome, country feel to it. Here are some of Anne’s most popular iterations:


∼ ANNABELLE


∼ ANNABETH


∼ ANNALEIGH


∼ ANNALISE


∼ ANNALYNNE


∼ ANNAMARIA


∼ ANNEMARIE


∼ ANN LOUISE


∼ BARBARA ANN


∼ GEORGIANNE


∼ JOANNE


∼ LILIANNE


∼ MARIANNE


∼ MARYANN


∼ ROSANNE


∼ ROXANNE


∼ RUTHANN


∼ SUZANNE





Araceli A Spanish name that means “altar of heaven,” it’s an unexpected, unusual name that steals the spotlight from more common Emily and Natalie.


Variations: Aracely, Arely


Alternatives: Jenna, Arabella, Celestina, Cecilia, Melody


Aria As a name, Aria has a harmonious, tuneful, airy quality—after all, an aria is a song or melody. In Hebrew, the word aria means “lioness,” so there is an undercurrent of strength to the name. Will she be a diva, always in the limelight? Between the meaning of the name and the proximity to Maria (think Callas), you could be sealing her fate as a star.


Alternatives: Daria, Harmony, Allegra, Philomela, Jacinta


Ariana derives from the Greek name Ariadne, which means “most holy.” Ariadne of Greek mythology was the daughter of King Minos of Crete. She betrayed her father by helping Theseus slay the Minotaur with a thread that he used to find his way out of the labyrinth. (Because of that thread, spiders and spiders’ webs are named for her in several languages, including French and Spanish.) Aryana (with a y) is to Persia what Colleen is to Ireland and Nina is to Spain, which is to say, it means “pretty girl.” Ariana is gaining in popularity, along with the other -a names. It’s a graceful, pleasing option with some kicky nicknames.


Variations: Arianna, Aryana, Aryanna, Arianne


Nicknames: Aria, Ari, Anna, Anya, Ree


Alternatives: Aurora, Rihanna, Athena, Andromeda, Calliope, Penelope, Alana, Zoe, Cassandra, Alexandra


Ariel was the sprite in Shakespeare’s The Tempest and the mermaid in Disney’s The Little Mermaid. Ariel is also another word for the city of Jerusalem in the book of Isaiah in the Bible. The name itself sounds, well, airy, and the associations of the name Ariel are undeniably mystical and romantic. In Hebrew, the name means “lion of God,” and the name is used for both girls and boys. To feminize it completely, tweak the spelling to Arielle.


Variations: Ariella, Arielle


Alternatives: Stella, Astrid, Nahla, Leona, Ilianna, Brielle


Ashanti The Ashanti ethnic group was a powerful kingdom of Ghana in the seventeenth century. The name evokes an African heritage with a whisper of Hindu and Buddhist traditions, calling to mind as it does the famous yoga mantra Om Shanti. (Om is the sound of the universe, shanti means “peace.”) The name has become more visible lately thanks to the singer and actress Ashanti.


Alternatives: Aaliyah, Ayanna, Imani, Nahla


Ashley is a fashion victim if ever there was one. It’s the Jennifer of the early 1990s—roaring from oblivion to number one and now on the wane. The name comes from the ash tree and was originally a last name. From there, it became a boy’s first name (think Ashley Wilkes in Gone with the Wind), and then a girl’s name. Its transition from last name to masculine name to feminine name was likely helped by the Laura Ashley brand, whose sweet, floral patterns were the epitome of girlishness for 1980s consumers. This very English-sounding name is now popular with Hispanic families. For an Irish take on the name, consider Aislinn (pronounced Ashlynn).


Variations: Ashly, Ashleigh, Ashlyn, Ashtyn, Ashton, Aislinn


Alternatives: Bailey, Dabney, Shelby, Macy


Aspen An aspen is a type of poplar, a willowy tree known for leaves that tremble in the wind. It is also a chic Colorado ski resort. As a girl’s name, Aspen has an outdoorsy quality to it. Picture someone lithe and stylish with windblown hair and ruddy cheeks.


Alternatives: Rowan, Willow, Meadow, Sierra, Sage




I’d love it if she sounded . . .


Scandinavian


∼ ANNIKA


∼ ASTRID


∼ BIRGIT


∼ BRITT


∼ DAGMAR


∼ ELSA


∼ FREYA


∼ HEDDA


∼ INGRID


∼ LIV


∼ SIGRID


∼ SOLVEIG


∼ SONJA


∼ ULLA


∼ ULRIKA





Astrid Scandinavian for “beautiful goddess,” Astrid has a celestial ring to it. It would make a nice alternative to the increasingly popular Stella. The most famous Astrid in recent times is Brazilian bossa nova singer Astrud Gilberto.


Nicknames: Asta, Asa


Alternatives: Stella, Annick, Dagmar, Greta, Inga, Sigrid, Nora, Elke


Athena The Greek goddess of the hunt, wisdom, and war, Athena is often depicted wearing a helmet, dressed in armor, and accompanied by an owl. The city of Athens is named for her. This name is a powerful yet traditional and pretty one that bestows strength, smarts, and independence.


Alternatives: Calliope, Dimitra, Cleo, Agatha, Eleni, Rhea, Echo, Artemis, Aglaia, Minerva (Athena’s Roman counterpart), Theodora


Audrey Thank you, Audrey Hepburn. You have ensured that this name will forever be associated with your swanlike, old-Hollywood elegance. Audrey has existed for decades—she was a clown in Shakespeare’s As You Like It and a saint (also called Ethelreda) from the 600s whose name inspired the word tawdry. But to the modern ear, Audrey evokes Ms. Hepburn. Other forms of the name are becoming popular, especially Audrina. Or, for a variation on the theme, try Aubrey, one of the last name turned boy’s name turned girl’s names that gives you the elegance of Audrey with an edgy, unexpected twist.


Variation: Audrina


Alternatives: Sabrina, Eliza, Holly, Avery


[image: Image] Augusta August means “dignified,” “eminent,” even “majestic.” Augusta is a proud, noble name, which automatically gives the chin a little lift. (Note that a brisk wind whips through the name as a “gust.”) Augusta relates to Augustus Caesar, also known as Octavian, who was one of the best of the Roman emporers, launching an era of tranquility, the Pax Romana. (Bonus: When teenager Augusta is going through a phase or starting a rock band, she can legitimately rename herself Octavia.) Geography buffs will also recognize Augusta as the capital of Maine. And literary types will recall that the formidable Lady Bracknell in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest was named Augusta.


Nicknames: Asta, Gus, Gussy


Alternatives: Georgia, Julia, Eudora, Dixie, Louisa, Daisy, Octavia


Aurelia, which means “golden,” was the name of Julius Caesar’s mother. It’s a fitting name for someone sure to shine.


Variations: Aurelie, Oralie, Aurelina, Auriel


Alternatives: Gilda, Marigold, Sabina, Sylvia


Aurora was the Roman goddess of the dawn (the sky reference is fitting—think aurora borealis) and the name of the main character in the film Sleeping Beauty. You can call her Aura or Rory or Zora. She can rename herself Dawn or Eos (the Greek goddess of the dawn).


Nicknames: Aura, Rory, Zora


Alternatives: Dawn, Eos, Sunny, Roxana, Zaria, Danica


Autumn is, of course, the time of the harvest, of plenty, of giving thanks and retreating to the warm hearth before the arrival of winter. The word also suggests maturity (as in the autumn of your life). As a name, it’s lovely and lyrical, but it can carry a whiff of melancholia. After all, autumn is the season just before the winter, when the world is becoming darker and colder and the year is winding down.


Alternatives: Auburn, Dawn, Summer, Dimitra (from Demeter, Greek harvest goddess), Fallon, Daphne, Diana


Ava Now one of the ten most popular names, Ava was not even in the top 1,000 just thirty years ago. What happened? Perhaps people noticed the appeal of a name that is short on letters but long on meaning. Simple but pretty, sweet (like Eve) but sophisticated (like Ava Gardner), Ava is related to Eva, which is its phonetic twin. In Hebrew, Eve or Eva is Chava, a name that means life, and, of course, evokes the first woman on Earth, the biblical mother of everyone. Ava also seems close to the Latin ave, which means “hail” (think “Ave Maria”). There’s no doubt it’s a worthy name, but these days little Ava can expect to be one of many.


Variations: Avah, Aviana, Ave, Aven, Avia, Aveline, Avelyn, Hava, Eva, Eve


Alternatives: Viva, Ella, Zoe, Lara, Vera, Lilah, Kyra, Nina, Zara


Avery Stemming from the word elf, Avery is related to the masculine name Alfred. The name sounds more modern than the more obvious (and clunky) Alfreda, and is more pleasing to the modern ear. Avery also evokes images of birds, as it’s close to “aviary.” And it contains the word aver, which means “to assert” and gives the name a quality of strength and purpose. It also contains the word very, which gives it amplitude. Once a boy’s name, Avery is now much more popular for girls.


Variations: Averi, Averie, Averill


Alternatives: Waverly, Dove, Phoebe, Starling, Freya


Ayla Rising quickly in popularity, Ayla means “oak tree” in Hebrew and “aura” in Turkish. The similar sounding Ayala means “doe” in Hebrew and is related to Ayelet.


Alternatives: Galia, Ada, Eden, Aspen, Kyla, Asha


Azul, meaning “blue” in Spanish, first appeared on the radar in America in 2007. It’s still rare, but rising.


Alternatives: Marina, Iris, Slate, Skye, Neela, Beryl




The Golden Era of Film


There is nothing like a name from Hollywood’s heyday to inject glamour into your little girl’s life from the get-go. Here are some of the top picks from the 1930s through 1950s.


∼ AUDREY (Hepburn)


∼ AVA (Gardner)


∼ BETTE (Davis)


∼ CLAUDETTE (Colbert)


∼ ELSA (Lanchester)


∼ ESTELLE (Parsons)


∼ EVA MARIE (Saint)


∼ GINGER (Rogers)


∼ GLORIA (Swanson and Grahame)


∼ GREER (Garson)


∼ GRETA (Garbo)


∼ HATTIE (McDaniel)


∼ HELEN (Hayes)


∼ NORMA (Shearer)


∼ RITA (Hayworth)


∼ SHIRLEY (Temple and Booth)


∼ TALULLAH (Bankhead)


∼ VIVIEN (Leigh)





B


Bailey is a last name turned boy’s name turned girl’s name that’s inspired by a work name: A bailey or bailiff is a keeper of the castle. The position was one of high rank, so a bailey had to be reliable and honest. Television has been good to Bailey: The character Bailey Quarters on the TV series WKRP in Cincinnati gave the name a boost in the late 1970s. And in 2005, another bump came from the character Miranda Bailey on Grey’s Anatomy. Bailey is always a strong, self-sufficient sort of girl.


Variations: Bailee, Baylee


Alternatives: Piper, Taylor, Reeve, Jagger, Molly, Kayley


[image: Image] Barbara When you hear the Beach Boys’ upbeat anthem to girl-next-door Barbara Ann, it’s hard to imagine that the name Barbara, which is Latin in origin, shares roots with the word “barbarian” and means “strange” or “foreign.” But maybe it’s that hint of the exotic that once made Barbara synonymous with glamour: Think Barbara Stanwyk, Barbara Hutton, and even Barbra Streisand (she was born Barbara). Barbara can be sophisticated or sweet, but she’s always ladylike and strong. (In the Roman Catholic tradition, St. Barbara protects against fire and lightning, and is the patron saint of fortifications, architects, and stonemasons.)


Nicknames: Bar, Barb, Babs, Babette, Basia (the Polish version, pronounced Basha), Bunny


Alternatives: Patricia, Helen, Virginia, Joan, Frances, Diane, Evelyn, Joanne, Roberta, Corinne


[image: Image] Beatrice was the subject of Italian poet Dante’s adoration. She was also a queen (Beatriz of the Netherlands), princess (one of Queen Victoria’s daughters), beloved illustrator (Beatrix Potter), comedienne (Bea Arthur), dramatic heroine (in Shakespeare’s Much Ado about Nothing), beleaguered older sister (Beezus, from Beverly Cleary’s Ramona books), and enterprising girl detective (fictional Trixie Belden). Beatrice (“one who brings joy”) and her sisters Beatrix and Beatriz are equal parts refined gentlewoman and tough cookie—they are classical beauties poised for a comeback.


Variations: Beatrice, Beatrix, Beatriz


Nicknames: Bea/Bee, Bibi, Beah, Trish, Trixie, Bice (bee-chay)


Alternatives: Eugenia, Martha, Sonya, Victoria, Elena, Georgiana


Belen A popular name in Spanish, Belen means “Bethlehem.” It’s a snazzier alternative to Ellen, Helen, and the increasingly popular Eleanor—and one that’s equally traditional.


Alternatives: Bevan, Inès, Selene, Pilar, Carmen


[image: Image] Belinda is pretty times two: Belle means “pretty” and Linda does as well. Belinda has an upbeat, sugar-pop sound to it, in part thanks to Belinda Carlisle, lead singer of the 1980s girl band the Go-Go’s. But the name reaches back into history: Belinda is the heroine of Alexander Pope’s 1712 poem “The Rape of the Lock.”


Nicknames: Belle, Bella, Linda, Lindy, Linnie


Alternatives: Amanda, Bedelia, Melinda, Samantha, Matilda, Arabella, Carissa, Helena


Bella Once a nickname, many parents are cutting to the chase and just naming their daughter Bella. If you want to call her Bella but prefer to start with a longer, more traditional name, consider Annabella, Arabella, or one of the other options below. Bella as a stand-alone name is already on the rise, thanks to Stephanie Meyer’s astronomically popular Twilight series (first books, then movies), in which curious high schooler Bella falls in love with lusty vampire Edward.


Alternatives: Annabelle, Isabelle, Arabella, Clarabelle, Maribel, Belinda


Bernadette When you picture little Bernadette, is she wearing a plaid kilt? There are few names that more succinctly say “Catholic school girl” than this one. The feminization of Bernard (“strong,” “bearlike”) is closely connected to the nineteenth-century French saint who is celebrated at Lourdes. The hit 1940s movie The Song of Bernadette, a biopic of the saint, strengthened the connection.


Variations: Bernadine, Bernice


Nicknames: Bernie, Bern


Alternatives: Emmanuelle, Chantal, Odette, Teresa, Monica, Claudette, Brigid


Bethany sounds like just one of the gals hanging out at the mall with Ashley and Heather, but the roots of the name run deep: It has biblical beginnings. According to the New Testament, it’s the name of the village outside Jerusalem where Lazarus and Simon the Leper lived. And according to the book of Luke, Jesus ascended into heaven near Bethany. The name—wistful but of-a-time (the 1980s)—is believed to come from the town’s Old Testament name, Ananiah (“the poor”), plus the prefix Beth (“house of”).


Nicknames: Beth, Betty, Betsy


Alternatives: Melanie, Simone, Dominique, Stacy, Rachel


[image: Image] Bettina Overlooked in the United States, appreciated in countries like Germany and Italy, Bettina is a cuter and sassier cousin of Elizabeth (closest, in fact, to its diminutive nickname Betty). Bettina is lively and sweet, and a name that sounds unusual despite its traditional roots.
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