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viiPreface


 


Anyone with an interest in language is likely to be an observer and collector of curiosities, and often a contributor. And when the interest is lifelong, the collection can become quite large. I’ve been a collector as long as I can remember. Many of the findings I’ve been able to use in various books, but there are always items that don’t fit into anything, and remain gathering dust in a bottom drawer – or, these days, in a computer file labelled ‘miscellaneous’. I’ve brought the English-language ones out of retirement for this book.


The pieces were accumulated serendipitously, encountered through listening, reading, and lecturing in local, national, and global situations, and the randomness is reflected here. Several are favourite extracts from books and magazines. Some are selections from dictionaries and other reference works, chosen to capture their general character. The personal contri-butions always came out of reactions to radio programmes, conference talks, or blog posts.


The topics are wide-ranging and reflect many of the language issues that loom large in the popular mind, such as accents, dialects etymology, proverbs, place names, punctuation, everyday usage, and language change. Recurrent themes are global as well as national, historical as well as present-day. Another perspective is literary, with Shakespeare, Dickens, and Swift accompanied by neglected personalities such as Tom Brown and writers from the pages of Punch magazine. viiiThe desire to be playful with language motivates many of the pieces, and in these pages I send a nostalgic wave to the ludic enthusiasts of the 20th century, such as Ross Eckler, Willard Espy, and Dmitri Borgmann. I continue this theme into the 21st century, illustrating how people like to outdo each other in inventiveness, even in situations where language play might seem a distant prospect, such as during a pandemic.


The collection follows in the tradition of Elizabethan commonplace books and Victorian cabinets of curiosities. Encountering linguistic creativity, in its many forms, has been an endless source of fascination, and I hope that delight will transfer to readers of this anthology.
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Baptism?


This is a word that’s always been used in relation to people, so I was surprised to find it being applied to an object.


To mark the 40th anniversary of the Hvězda Cinema in the small Czech town of Uherské Hradiště, the organisers had published an illustrated memorial book to mark the occasion. Along with the festival director and one of the sponsors, I was invited to be a godfather for the book. It was to be ‘baptised’. We stood at the front of the cinema while a copy of the book was brought on, resting on a tray. On top of the book were three glasses of white wine. After a few words from the director, we each took up a glass and then … solemnly poured it over the book. (The soaked book was greatly valued and would raise a goodly sum at auction.)


I had not come across this tradition anywhere else, but I introduced it to Wales in 2012, when the first collection of writings by Anglesey authors, Môntage, was launched at the town hall in Llangefni – but using red wine this time. (Môntage puns on the Welsh name for the Isle of Anglesey, Ynys Môn.)


I am by no means the first to be a book’s godfather. In the preface to the long narrative poem Venus and Adonis (1593), we read that Shakespeare dedicated the work to Henry Wriothesley, 3rd Earl of Southampton (1573–1624), and calls him its godfather. I’d like to think that a cup of sack was poured over a copy.


So, I pour an imaginary glass of wine over this entry, to launch my Miscellany.
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A Victorian univocalic – A



One of the word-games the Victorians liked to play was to construct poems in which all the words contained the same vowel – univocalics. Here’s an example from 1875, using the letter A. It’s entitled ‘The Russo-Turkish War’. The author is not known.




Wars harm all ranks, all arts, all crafts appall:


At Mars’ harsh blast, arch, rampart, altar, fall!


Ah! hard as adamant, a braggart Czar


Arms vassal swarms, and fans a fatal war!


Rampant at that bad call, a Vandal band


Harass, and harm, and ransack Wallach-land.


A Tartar phalanx Balkan’s scarp hath past,


And Allah’s standard falls, alas! at last.
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Collecting collectives – 1


A collective noun is a word that describes a group of things, such as a herd of cows, a flock of sheep, or a gaggle of geese. This has prompted innumerable games and competitions where the aim is to find a humorous collective for a concept. Some of them date from the Middle Ages. These selections illustrate the creative madness that goes on today. Beware: the genre is contagious, and few can read these entries without wanting to do better!








	a barrel of guns

	a bout of boxers






	a battery of electric cars

	a brace of dentists






	a block of trolls

	a brightness of prodigies






	a blush of prize-winners

	a bungle of DIY enthusiasts






	a body of undertakers

	a burst of pipes






	a bond of secret agents (at least, in Britain)

	a chuckle of comedians
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Equivocating


Another Victorian game, author unknown. This one is an extract from a love letter, hidden within a complete text which the lady’s objecting father might read. The lover reads only the alternate lines, asterisked here.




To Miss M—


 *The great love I have hitherto expressed for you


 is false and I find my indifference towards you


 *increases daily. The more I see of you, the more


 you appear in my eyes an object of contempt.


 *I feel myself every way disposed and determined


 to hate you. Believe me, I never had an intention


 *to offer you my hand. Our last conversation has


 left a tedious insipidity, which has by no means


 *given me the most exalted view of your character.


 Your temper would make me extremely unhappy


 *and were we united, I should experience nothing but


 the hatred of my parents added to the anything but


 *pleasure in living with you. I have indeed a heart


 to bestow, but I do not wish you to imagine it


 *at your service. I could not give it to anyone more


 inconsistent and capricious than yourself, and less


 *capable to do honour to my choice and to my family.


 Yes, Miss, I hope you will be persuaded that


 *I speak sincerely, and you will do me a favor


 to avoid me. I shall excuse you taking the trouble


5 *to answer this. Your letters are always full of


 impertinence, and you have not a shadow of


 *wit and good sense. Adieu! Adieu! believe me


 so averse to you, that it is impossible for me ever


 *to be your most affectionate friend and humble


 servant.
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Dickens’ voice portraits – 1


In Our Mutual Friend (1865), of Bradley Headstone:




Grinding his words slowly out, as though they came from a rusty mill.
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There’s a catch(phrase)


Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-22 (1961) is one of the few novel titles to have given a word to the English language as a whole: we routinely talk of a ‘catch-22 situation’. Usually, artistic titles reflect what is already in a language (e.g. Great Expectations) rather than contribute something new to it. In fact, Heller’s original name for the book was Catch-18, but just before publication it was noticed that another novel with a similar title was due out at the same time: Leon Uris’s Mila 18. So the publisher added four to the name to avoid any confusion. It was an inspired phonaesthetic choice. To see this, imagine knocking on a door with the rhythm of Catch-22 and compare it with a knock which has the rhythm of Catch-18. The extra syllable adds a noticeable pace and urgency. I wonder whether the original title, with its more leisurely auditory connotation, would ever have entered the language?
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The Wright story


Of all the characters that lie behind many of the entries in this book, none to my mind beats the story of Joseph Wright (1855–1930), whose masterwork was the six-volume English Dialect Dictionary, published between 1898 and 1905, which he financed himself. It took him 23 years to collect all the material – around 117,500 senses of words, taken from over 3,000 dialect glossaries, works containing dialect words, and the contributions of over 600 voluntary readers and correspondents.


He was born in Thackley, a village in West Yorkshire. When he was six, he got a job driving a donkey cart, carrying tools belonging to local stoneworkers. A year later he was working half a day in a cotton mill, replacing full bobbins on the hundreds of spinning machines by empty ones. The other half day was spent in the local primary school – though this, he later said, taught him very little. He learned to read and write using the Bible and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, and was self-educated through a weekly purchase of Cassell’s Popular Educator.


Two or three evenings each week he went to a local night-school, where he began to learn French and German. By the time he was 20, he’d taught himself Latin and shorthand. He became a schoolteacher and saved enough to train as a philologist at Heidelberg University, before taking up a post at Oxford in 1888. There’s no other linguistic story quite as dramatic as the one in which an illiterate quarry-boy and millworker becomes a professor of comparative philology at Oxford University.
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Comic alphabets – 1


One of the many comic alphabets aimed at children, especially popular during the 19th century. The author is unknown.








	
A was an apple-pie






	 

	 






	
B bit it

	
M mourned for it






	
C cut it

	
N nodded at it






	
D dealt it

	
O opened it






	
E eat it

	
P peeped in it






	
F fought for it

	
Q quartered it






	
G got it

	
R ran for it






	
H had it

	
S stole it






	
I inspected it

	
T took it






	
J joined for it

	
U upset it






	
K kept it

	
V viewed it






	
L longed for it

	
W wanted it






	 

	 






	
X, Y, Z and Ampersand






	All wish’d for a piece in hand.
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How much, did you say? – 1


A series of articles in Around the Globe (2012), the magazine of Shakespeare’s Globe, explored the value of references to money in Elizabethan England, many of which are obscure today. A crown is a case in point.


In Act 3 of All’s Well That Ends Well, Helena devises a cunning plan to ignite the affections of her alienated husband, Bertram, for which she needs the help of her new acquaintances, a widow and her daughter (who Bertram fancies). The widow is naturally suspicious, but Helena persuades her:




You see it lawful then. It is no more


But that your daughter, ere she seems as won,


Desires this ring; appoints him an encounter;


In fine, delivers me to fill the time,


Herself most chastely absent. After,


To marry her I’ll add three thousand crowns


To what is passed already.







WIDOW: I have yielded.





 


How should the actors say the last two lines? It’s not enough for Helena to speak the financial inducement in a routinely cajoling tone of voice, and for the Widow to reply in the tone of ‘Oh well, then, all right’, for 3,000 crowns was a lot of money. A crown was a gold coin of varying value in different countries, but in the England of Shakespeare’s time it was 11worth about 5 shillings, a quarter of an old pound. Three thousand crowns was therefore about £750.


According to the website of The National Archives, £1 in 1600 is equivalent to around £100 today. So, Helena was offering the widow about £75,000 in today’s money. No wonder she yields so readily. The point is missed unless we get a ‘wait for it’ pause after ‘add’ in Helena’s offer and a truly amazed (‘gulp’) reaction. And it illustrates just how much Helena wants her husband back.
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Proverbial wisdom – 1


A translation of proverbs from around the world, from my As They Say in Zanzibar (2006).




	A proverb places the words in one’s mouth. [Switzerland]


	’Tis a good word that can better a good silence. [Netherlands]


	Good words make us laugh; good deeds make us silent. [France]


	Small cares make many words; great ones are mute. [Germany]


	Words do not make flour. [Italy]


	A kind word warms for three winters. [China]


	A true word is not beautiful and a beautiful word is not true. [Japan]


	Words will pay for most things. [Spain]


	A good word never broke a tooth. [Ireland]


	Who does not understand half a word will not be wiser for a whole word. [Finland]





And from England:




	Actions speak louder than words.


	Many a true word is spoke in jest.
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Excuse me?


Starting a conversation with someone at a party is often the hardest part. So, in 1996, a group of researchers at the Media Laboratory of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology came up with the idea of Groupware – a lapel badge that lights up when you meet someone with similar interests. When people arrive at the party, they answer a small set of questions and their answers are coded onto the badges. The badge has five small lights which can flash either red or green. When two wearers meet, their badges communicate by infrared beams and swap data about their owners. The more alike the interests, the more the green lights show, and vice versa. Either display, evidently, could start a good conversation.
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A glorious lipogram


A lipogram, a word of Greek origin, refers to a text that ‘leaves out a letter’. Anyone wishing to explore the genre in English will find the greatest challenge in e, which occurs far more frequently than any other letter, and disallows such important words as the, past tense forms ending in -ed, and much more. Ernest Vincent Wright (1872–1939), from Los Angeles, achieved lasting fame in the world of English language playfulness by publishing in 1939 a 50,000-word e-less novel, Gadsby. To make sure no instances inadvertently slipped in, he tied down the e-bar on his typewriter. The result has been praised for its naturalistic descriptions and dialogue. Here’s an example from the middle of the story:




As Gadsby stood, on a chilly fall day, in front of that big glass building which was built for a city florist, admiring a charming display of blossoming plants, a small girl, still in Grammar School, said, shyly:-







‘Hulloa.’


‘Hulloa, you. School out?’


‘On Saturdays, school is always out.’


‘That’s so; it is Saturday, isn’t it? Going in?’


‘In!! My, no! I can’t go into that fairyland.’


‘No? Why not, pray?’


15‘Aw, I dunno; but nobody has took kids -’


‘Took? Took? Say, young lady, you must study your grammar book.’





 


Gadsby was reprinted by the American independent publisher Ramble House in 2004 and has been through several editions.
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Wellerisms


A Wellerism typically has three parts: a statement of some kind, usually idiomatic or proverbial; a speaker identification; and an incongruous situation or recipient that adds a humorous twist. The name comes from Charles Dickens’ character Sam Weller and his father, though the genre is much older, and has been traced back to classical antiquity. Here’s an example from The Pickwick Papers (1837):




‘How are you, ma’am?’ said Mr Weller. ‘Wery glad to see you, indeed, and hope our acquaintance may be a long ’un, as the gen’l’m’n said to the fi’ pun’ note.’






17Examples from the 19th century




	‘I’ll try another bit,’ as the jockey said when his horse ran away with him.


	‘Yours is a very hard case,’ as the fox said to the oyster.


	‘I’ll let you know when I come back again,’ as the rheumatism said to the leg.


	‘Won’t suit me at all,’ as the man said to the tailor who refused him credit.


	‘So I’m told,’ as the church bell remarked when it heard of the villager’s death.





Examples from the 20th century




	‘A little behind in my work,’ said the butcher as he backed into the meat grinder.


	‘I beg your pardon!’ sang the convict, as the governor passed down the corridor.


	‘I got the point,’ said the man as he brushed the wasp off his neck.


	‘We’ll have to rehearse that,’ said the undertaker, as the coffin fell out of the car.


	‘Hell, yes!’ murmured the devil, picking up the phone receiver.





The genre continued into the 20th century, with many adaptations, such as the suggestive ‘… as the actress said to the bishop’ used by detective fiction writer Leslie Charteris, and the Tom Swifties (p. 34) that parodied the style of young adult adventure books.
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Mosaics


The cento was another popular Victorian pastime – the word is from Latin, where it meant a patchwork garment – also called mosaic or collage verse. The aim is to compose a poem where each line comes from the work of another poet or poets, put together in a new way. Here are the first two stanzas from a 40-line creation that appeared in The People’s Friend in May 1871. The numbers identify the authors.




	A glorious devil, large in heart and brain,


	Doomed for a certain term to walk the night,


	The world forsaking with a calm disdain,


	Majestic rises on the astonished sight.


	Type of the wise who soar, but never roam,


	Mark how it mounts to man’s imperial race!


	High is its perch, but humble is his home,


	Fast anchored in the deep abyss of space.







1. Alfred, Lord Tennyson 2. William Shakespeare 3. James Thomson 4. J Taite 5. William Wordsworth 6. Alexander Pope 7. James Grahame 8. William Cowper
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Global English


The global use of English provides a further perspective to the story of variation and change, which is one of the themes of this miscellany. Every country that has adopted English, at some point in its history, has adapted it to express its unique culture and setting, and thereby added another dimension to the expressive richness of the language as a whole. The scale of the adaptation is often not appreciated. Even in a small country, such as the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago in the Caribbean, there is a huge local vocabulary, faithfully recorded by Lise Winer in her massive Dictionary of the English/Creole of Trinidad & Tobago (2009) – comprising over 12,000 entries of words and idioms that are unique to those islands. Its opening entry contains these examples of proverbial wisdom – a plea for life balance:




Crab no walk – crab no fat – crab walk too much he come a pot.


(A crab that doesn’t walk will not get fat; a crab that walks too much will be caught and put in a pot’)


= A lazy person amounts to nothing; a person who is too busy will be brought to grief.





The second part is supported by a further image:




Buckit go a well ebery day, wan day e battam go cum ut.


= If a bucket goes to a well every day, one day its bottom will fall out.








20[image: ]



archy writes …


One of my favourite characters in the world of language play is archy, the cockroach created by American writer Don Marquis (1878–1937) who types long poems by jumping on the keys of a typewriter, letter by letter. He isn’t able to reach the shift key, so everything is in lower case, and there’s no punctuation. In one poem he remembers a meeting with a parrot named Pete, who knew Shakespeare, and who reports how dissatisfied the bard was with his theatre life.




i remember one night when


bill and ben jonson and


frankie beaumont


were sopping it up


here I am ben says bill


nothing but a lousy playwright


and with anything like luck


in the breaks I might have been


a fairly decent sonnet writer


I might have been a poet


if I had kept away from the theatre …
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Variations on a theme


William Dobson includes this fine example of poetic anagram exploitation in his Literary Frivolities (1880), called ‘A Telegram Anagrammatized’.




Though but a late germ, with a wondrous elation,


Yet like a great elm it o’ershadows each station,


Et malgré the office is still a large fee mart,


So joyous the crowd was, you’d thought it a glee mart;


But they raged at no news from the nations belligerent,


And I said, Let’m rage, since the air is refrigerant.


I then met large numbers, whose drink was not sherbet,


Who scarce could look up when their eyes the gas-glare met;


So when I had learned from commercial adviser,


That mere galt for sand was the great fertiliser,


I bad Mr Eaglet, although ’twas ideal,


Get some from the clay-pit, and so get ’m real …





And so it continues, with a further five variations – elm targe, margelet, term gale, merle gat, get lamer – before the final couplet:




So I made my escape – ne’er an antelope fleeter,


Lest ny verse, like the poet, should limp through lag metre.
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How did Shakespeare pronounce his name?


American linguist David Kathman has collated all the spellings of Shakespeare’s name during his lifetime that have survived. The most frequent is the one we use today (190 instances), but there are over 20 variations. The interesting ones are those that drop the first e – 87 of them – such as Shakspeare, Shackspere, Shaxpere, and Shexpere. They suggest that the first syllable had a short vowel, with a quality somewhere between modern sat and set.


For the second syllable, rhymes such as spear and there (in Venus and Adonis) point to a vowel quality that must have been more like present-day spare, rather than speer. Also, being an unstressed syllable, it would have been shorter, as suggested by such spellings as Shaksper and Shaksberd. And r, after a vowel, was always pronounced in those days.


So the evidence points to a pronunciation something like ‘Sheksper’ or ‘Shaksper’.
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Verbatim


American lexicographer Laurence Urdang (1927–2008) founded Verbatim in 1974, ‘conceived as an informal, inexpensive periodical for the layman to serve his interests’. It appeared four times a year and grew from its first issue – a thin six-page newsletter – to a chunky 32-pager. Larry edited it until 1997, followed by Erin McKean. I grieved when it ceased publication in 2008, for I thought it the best of all language magazines. No language miscellany would be complete without acknowledging its extraordinary diversity, with contributions from all the leading word-enthusiasts of its day. Its articles would feed a dozen miscellanies, and indeed its last editor has produced one: Verbatim: From the Bawdy to the Sublime, the Best Writing on Language for Word Lovers, Grammar Mavens, and Armchair Linguists (2001).


So, as a bow to its unique presence, I’ve included five Verbatim-prompted pieces in this book. This one is from the first issue. American linguist Roger W Westcott wrote a piece that he called ‘Word Chains in English’ – phrases that follow a ‘rule of three’. Each item contains only three words or word-like forms, never more than three syllables in length, and linked by sound repetition. He claimed the topic had never been noticed in English language studies before, and I think he was right. They include meaningful pieces of wisdom, nursery rhymes, commercial or political slogans, song refrains, nonsensical baby-talk, and general playfulness. Here are ten examples:
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