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vFor anyone who has found a Wonderland, Neverland, or Narnia hiding inside a single word, but especially for Emily.





ixPrologue


Understanding Etymology


Hello.


Did you know that “hello” didn’t become a standard greeting until the introduction of the Bell telephone in 1876?


It appeared a bit before that in a couple of records from the 1820s and 30s, but it wasn’t commonly used—and it didn’t quite mean the same thing. These records suggest that, if you were approaching a remote property, you would announce yourself by saying “hello” or “hello a house.”


This early “hello” was a variation of the earlier and more common words “hallo,” “halloo,” or “hollo.” These words were used to hail someone from afar, like when you were hunting and needed to call out to your dogs or fellow hunters, or when you had to shout to a coachman or ferryman to pick you up. Typical greetings, meanwhile, were often more along the lines of “well met,” “hail,” “good day,” “good morning,” and “good evening.”


“Hollo” and “hallo” may originally come from an Old High German variation meaning “to fetch.” The word “holler” is also a variation of “hollo.”


The variation “hullo” appeared around the 1850s in literature, notably in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist (1838), which was immensely popular at the time (and still is), also as a word for hailing someone from afar.1


xInitially, Alexander Graham Bell proposed using the word “ahoy” as a telephone greeting.2 But Thomas Edison suggested in a letter to an official responsible for introducing telephones in Pittsburgh that the word “hello”—which after all already meant calling to another party from a distance—be used instead.3 The term became so deeply associated with telephones that, by 1889, central telephone exchange operators were known as “hello-girls.”


Related: The word “hullaballoo” is based on “hollo” and was originally spelled “holloballoo” among similar variations. See Tobias Smollett’s The Life and Adventures of Sir Launcelot Greaves (1762): “I would there was a blister on this plaguy tongue of mine for making such a hollo-ballo.”4


On the fecklessness of pedantry


One surprising thing about the study of language and linguistics: The more you learn, the less pedantic you become and the more you revel in the glorious, rip-roaring chaos of iterative creativity.


Don’t get me wrong, there are rules—so many rules. More and more rules every day. Just look at the off-kilter language of memes (see: meme). But we make up the rules as we go along, collectively and with cackling abandon. It’s that collaborative artistry that makes the study of etymology so darn fun.


xiUseless Etymology exults in, peers beneath, and giggles at the words we use every day—the hidden meanings, shocking twists, and elaborate patterns to be found in our language. The words and phrases you’ll find in this book are eclectic, to say the least, but they are collected here in a spirit of unslakable curiosity. Some were found in rabbit holes of my own making, while others were discovered on quests gifted to me by word enthusiasts who follow my etymologically adventurous blog, my TikTok channel, and my and Rob Watts’ podcast Words Unravelled. (If you haven’t already, check those out. Or if you’re in the mood for something spicy, you could always pick up my previous book, Words from Hell, or any of the pieces I’ve been quoted or profiled in among the pages of The New York Times, The Guardian, The Boston Globe, and elsewhere.)


So, it’s a book of factoids?


Yes and no.


Today many people use the word “factoid” to mean “a fun fact,” a little morsel of interesting information—and this book does contain many, many such facts. So, yes, given that to most people the word “factoid” means “a fun fact,” Useless Etymology is a book of factoids.


But, originally, factoid was not a word for a fun fact.


In fact, a factoid wasn’t a fact at all.


The term was coined in 1973 by Norman Mailer in his novelistic biography of Marilyn Monroe to refer to supposed “facts” in magazines and newspapers that had no basis in fact but were there to manipulate the emotions of readers.5 He xiiused the suffix -oid, which comes from the Greek eidos, meaning “appearance” or “shape.” So, for Mailer at least, a factoid was not a fact, but something that had the appearance or shape of a fact, even though it wasn’t one.


So, you could say that the assertion that factoid means fun fact is a factoid because it has been repeated so often that it has become accepted as the actual, factual definition.


Because of factoid’s original meaning and origin, William Safire—the writer behind the New York Times column “On Language”—has suggested the word “factlet” to represent a little piece of interesting information instead.6


“Fact” itself has also been on an intriguing etymological journey. Before the 1600s, a fact wasn’t a fact as we know it today, but was instead an action, a deed, a “thing done”—or even a crime! It’s a doublet with the word “feat.”


“After the fact” was originally found in legal contexts, and here the “fact” was a crime.


Facts became facts as we know them today in the context of scientific empiricism. Rather than a belief, a fact was something that was proved in a mathematical sense or demonstrated by means of the scientific method. These were the original “feats” of science and empiricism that demonstrated “facts”—something shown by an action rather than imagined or supposed.


The lessons in this book are also classifiable as “trivia”: little bits of information that are of little consequence outside of being curiosities. You might call them “trivialities”—even though I, and I hope most of you, believe that words and their origins are not trivial and do matter a great deal.


Trivia is a Latin word, the plural of trivium. The related Latin word trivialis meant “common” or “ordinary.” But the literal meaning of the Latin trivium is “a place where three roads meet.”


xiiiWhat does a three-way crossroads have to do with interesting morsels of mostly useless information?


The Roman Empire was famously connected by public roads, many of which still exist today, sometimes in much better condition than our contemporary asphalt roads. The intersections of these roads, especially three or more, were a great place for the public—or plebeians—from different places to meet, hang out, and trade goods. Thus, crossroads came to be known as distinctly public, common places where inconsequential or trivial things were said and done.


The “trivium” is also a term from Classical education representing the three arts of grammar, logic, and rhetoric. These were the fundamental areas of study before students began studying the more advanced topics of the quadrivium: arithmetic, astronomy, music, and geometry. “Quadrivium” is the older of the two terms, likely coined by the early medieval philosopher Boethius.7 However, the idea of grouping these disciplines had been in use long before that and was outlined in the writings of Pythagoras and Plato. “Trivium” was coined a few centuries later, modeled after and paired with the quadrivium during the Carolingian Renaissance of the 8th and 9th centuries. Variations are still in practice in liberal arts contexts today.


The adjective “trivial” appeared in English as early as the 1500s, harking back to the idea of inconsequential news shared by common people but also the idea of fundamental educational disciplines. “Trivia” wasn’t used in English until 1716, when John Gay published a book by that name about the streets and crossroads of London.8


xiv“Trivia” wasn’t a common word for “fun fact” until 1902, when Logan Pearsall Smith published a series of books called Trivia.9 Smith was known for his clever sayings and essays, and his Trivia books were full of interesting little observations about public life and human behavior—like what you might observe at a crossroads or on the street.


“Trivia” as a word for gamified fun facts began to crop up in university culture shortly thereafter, and then on the quiz shows of the mid-1900s. At that point, it was probably meant to be a double entendre, harking back to both the knowledge you would absorb studying the disciplines of the trivium and the informal news you’d get on the street corner. “Trivia” then got another huge boost in popularity in 1982 with the game Trivial Pursuit—which also alludes to the crossroads in the design of the board, in addition to being a game that tests your trivial knowledge (in every sense of the word).


Lexical links


“Trivia” is far from the only English word that emerged from the Latin via, meaning “way, road, path, highway, channel, course.”


If something is obvious, it’s clear and easy to see. So easy, in fact, that you might figuratively trip over it—and literally, too—because the word “obvious” literally means “in the way,” or more precisely, “in front of you on the path or road” (ob “in front of, against” + via “way”).


Impervious (im- “not, opposite of” + per “through” + via “road, way”) describes something resistant to attack, literally because it cannot be penetrated or crossed. There is no way through it.


Something that happened previously (prae “before” + via “road”) occurred earlier along your route or path.


xvTo deviate (de “off” + via “way”) is to literally stray from a course, and to be devious or a deviant is to stray from the (moral) path.


Voyage is a French evolution of the Late Latin viaticum “a journey,” meaning a “journey” along a road.


To convey something is to carry it along with you or to carry it to someone else, and convoy is a collection of people and vehicles that go along their route together. Both are from the Old French convoiier “to accompany, escort,” made up of com “with, together” + via “way, road.”


An envoy is someone sent somewhere to represent someone else, and it’s closely related to the word “invoice,” which you use to request that someone send along payment. Both are ultimately from the Latin inviare, “to send on one’s way,” from in “on” + via “road.”


What is etymology, exactly?


Etymology is the study of word origins.


As a discipline, it has been practiced for as long as anyone has thought to study why a word means what it means, and looks and sounds the way it does.


The word “etymology” itself comes from the Greek etymon, meaning “true sense” (and before that, etymos or “true”). The implication is that this is “the study of the truest sense” of words and their meaning. Etymologia was studied by the ancient Greeks, and it entered English as ethimolegia in the 14th century.


Etymology has long involved as much art as science. Before the printing press, spellings changed and meanings evolved with astonishing speed. (This is increasingly true, given how quickly dialects and modes of communication evolve in digital spaces.) The fact that the historical record was spotty at best only compounded the difficulties facing the wannabe etymologist. xviBut now that so much has been digitized, we have the opportunity to examine the changes to languages and meaning with more nuance than we ever could.


The “art” of etymology has remained, however. You’ll find as much joyful examination of myth and explosive creativity as hard fact within these pages (although I will try always to tell you when a myth’s a myth and a factoid’s a factoid).


Every word has a story


Sometimes it’s a short story.


For example, did you know that the word “corgi” means “dwarf dog” in Welsh? Isn’t that adorable?


Sometimes it’s an old story.


To “stellify” is to turn someone into a constellation or other celestial body. This word is more than 600 years old. It’s found in the prologue to Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women, which was penned sometime in the 1370s or 1380s.10


And many other words in this book have roots and histories that predate Chaucer by millennia.


Sometimes it’s a silly story.


Many words have unexpectedly naughty roots, and one of my favorites is the word “feisty.” Nowadays, feisty means “lively, determined and courageous” or “touchy and aggressive,” and usually refers to small, determined animals and people.


Before that, the word “feist” was an early 19th-century name for “a small dog”—which, of course, makes sense if you’ve ever met a small dog. But feist as a word for a small dog is a shortened version of the Middle English phrase fysting curre—that is, feisting cur. A cur is a dog, and “fysting” meant “stinking” xviibut literally “farting” or “breaking wind.” Thus, to be feisty is to be like a stinky, farty little mutt dog. According to Sir Francis Grose’s Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, which was published in 1811 and consists of heavily editorialized definitions, the meanings of the words “feist” and “dog” were conflated because high-class ladies would blame their gas on their little lap dogs. And, by the way, feisty shares a root with the word “fizzle,” which was also originally a word for breaking wind.


Sometimes it’s an enthralling story.


The word “mesmerize” comes from the name of a real person: Franz Anton Mesmer, a German physician responsible for the theory of “animal magnetism,” which, combined with the practice of mesmerism, gave us modern-day hypnosis.


“Mesmerizers” or “magnetizers” were thought to be able to manipulate currents of the “magnetic fluid” within living things, to treat whatever ailed them.


Is etymology really useless?


Of course not. Etymology gives you superpowers.


It grants you the ability to guess the meanings and origins of words without ever looking them up. For instance, the word “sustain” is made up of two word elements that appear in hundreds of other words.


So, let’s break it down.


Most of the time when you see a word that begins with sus-, you’re looking at a variation of the Latin sub. And I bet you already know that words using sub usually have something to do with being “under” or “beneath” something else. Sub also has a few other meanings in some cases, like “after” or “up from below.”








	
xviiisub- word


	literal meaning










	subterranean

	under/beneath the earth






	subconscious

	under/beneath conscious thought






	submerge

	to put under (water/liquid)









Sometimes when you smash it up with other words, the b in sub is replaced with letters like c, f, g, p, or s—as in “sustain.” This is called assimilation, and it happens with other prefixes (often Latin-derived ones) including ad-, ab-, com-, and in- as well. All these sometimes drop or change their final letter in order to more smoothly combine with other roots and word elements.


For example:








	sub- word

	literal meaning










	succeed

	to move/come after (someone else)






	suffer

	to carry/be under (a weight or burden)






	suggest

	to bring up (an idea)






	suppose

	to put under (an assumption)









Other sus- words besides “sustain” include “suspect,” “suspend,” and “resuscitate”:








	sus- word

	literal meaning










	suspect

	someone under observation or consideration






	

	Latin sub + specere “look at, observe”






	suspend

	to hang from beneath something






	

	Latin sub + pendere “hang”






	resuscitate

	to summon back up again






	

	Latin re-+ sub + citare “to summon”









xixIn Gen Z slang, “sus” itself is also short for “suspicious,” although ultimately it’s also from that same Latin prefix, plus the Latin root verb specere, “to look at.” That’s the same root as “suspect.” Both imply something that makes someone look up from below. Initially, the Latin suspicere meant “to look up to” someone in admiration, but it was also a word for looking at someone mistrustfully—giving them some sneaky side eye—or looking up at something that doesn’t seem quite right.


So now that we know about sus-, we know that the other part of “sustain” is tain.


You might recognize that this word element also appears in words like “contain,” “retain,” and “detain.” It’s from the Latin tenere, meaning “to hold.”


So, our word “sustain” describes something supported or held up, either figuratively or literally. A roof will collapse if it can’t sustain the weight of snow on it; food sustains your body by keeping it going.


Some noun forms of these words make the connection even clearer: “sustenance,” “content,” “retention,” “detention.”








	-tain word

	literal meaning










	sustain/sustenance

	hold up (from underneath)






	

	Latin sub- “up, from under” + tenere







	contain/content

	hold together (in a space)






	

	Latin con- “with, together” + tenere







	retain/retention

	hold back






	

	Latin re- “back, again” + tenere







	detain/detention

	hold away from






	

	Latin de- “down, away” + tenere










And tenere is also in dozens of other words with different structures, like “tendon,” “tenacity,” and “tension.”



xxGetting it now?


You might enjoy having this foundational knowledge propping up your perspective as you proceed through these pages. But if you’ve only skimmed this introduction, don’t fear: All you need to enjoy each element of this book is contained under each word. Jump around, flip from chapter to chapter, or read it backwards. You’ll find something to laugh or sigh or rage at on every page.


Sir Terry Pratchett wrote: “It doesn’t stop being magic just because you know how it works.”11


It’s the same with words. Learning how they came to be—in all their creative, goofy glory—lends them wonder and power. The more you know, the more intentionally you can wield them as you express the clutter and joy and horror and hilarity of a universe well worth all the wordsmithing that comes with it.




xxiAbbreviations used in this book


[image: Ink Icon]








	OE

	Old English—the form of English spoken from the mid-5th century to the late 11th century.






	OED

	
Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989)—the etymologist’s bible






	PIE

	Proto-Indo-European—the reconstructed common ancestor of the Indo-European language family, spoken from around 4500 to 2500 BCE.






	*

	Used to signify a reconstructed word or root in an unrecorded language such as Proto-Indo-European or Proto-Germanic.









Note on transliteration: All languages written in non-Roman scripts (e.g. Greek, Sanskrit, Arabic) are given in transliterated (Romanized) form.
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1Part 1


The Oddities of English Etymology
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Where Words Started and Where They Are Now





31


The Power of Perspective


Apparent Anachronisms


As we learned with “hello,” the frequency with which we use words can warp our perception of their age.


If you hear a character in a period film that takes place before the late 1800s use terms such as ambivalence or escalate, that’s anachronistic.


Then again, the Greeks used the word kudos much as we do today when congratulating people.


And indeed, English speakers have been saying kudos since the 1700s.


In Greek, kudos meant “glory,” and it was adopted into English university culture by students who likely read it in works such as The Iliad and The Odyssey.


In these works, Greek heroes lived by the heroic code, embodying courage, physical strength, leadership, honor, and the acceptance of fate. Living up to this code meant distinguishing yourself through word and action, “being both a speaker of words and a doer of deeds,”1 and supporting your allies and inconveniencing your enemies.


All of this added up to your balance of kudos and aidos—good reputation and bad reputation, or prestige and shame.


4So, to give someone kudos is to credit them with an act of glory or prestige, as opposed to an act of aidos, a shameful show of cowardice or dishonor. It’s interesting that we haven’t normalized giving aidos to people who behave dishonorably in Modern English.


Legit as a shortening of legitimate (Latin legitimare “to make lawful,” related to English “legal”) dates to the late 1800s, as a shortening of “legitimate theater” in England’s 1737 Licensing Act. Only high-end theaters were licensed to perform “legit,” or “legitimate theater,” while others were only allowed to present supposedly lower forms such as pantomime or melodrama.


Booze is recorded as early as the mid-1500s—though, if you consider its Middle English source, bous (“alcoholic drink”), to be the same word, it’s even older than that. The word is Germanic in origin and perhaps came to English via Middle Dutch (buse “drinking vessel”). Booze and the variant bouze, originally cant words, gained additional popularity in the U.S. in the 1700s in both noun and verb form, perhaps in part thanks to a liquor importer who, coincidentally, was named Edmund G. Booz (see: aptronyms). “Cant” was originally a Scottish word for a slope or a slant, also related to “chant.” In the 16th and 17th centuries, it became a word for either street slang or the figuratively “slanted” or insincere jargon of pretentious types, then ultimately became a noun, referring to terminology distinct to a particular group.


Yahoos are a race of “brutes” in Jonathan Swift’s satirical 1726 novel Gulliver’s Travels. In the wake of the novel’s success, the term came to be applied to louts and hooligans of all stripes.2 It became a supposed cry of excitement or thrill through the notion that hooligans might yawp something similar.


5Another word that may be older than you’d expect is synergy.


Today, the word “synergy” is, to some, the quintessence of soulless corporate jargon, but its history unveils some curiously ancient and enlightening—forgive me—key learnings.


Synergy is a Greek-derived word whose components give it the literal meaning “working together” (Greek elements syn- “together” + ergon “work”).


It’s first found in religious contexts. Several New Testament books, which were originally written in Greek by the Apostle Paul, contain the Greek word synergoi. Depending on the version, it’s typically translated into English as “fellow workers” or “laborers together”—that is, people who work synergistically: “We are fellow workers [synergoi] with God; you are God’s cultivation, God’s building.”3


Beginning in the 17th century, this led to the use of “synergy” and “synergism” to describe the Christian theological principle that an alignment between human free will and the divine plan can lead both to salvation and to earthly achievements that are greater than one’s individual labor would merit.


The takeaway: Collaboration (a Latin-derived word that also literally means “working together”) is divine. We’re starting to see why this word became a corporate cliché.


Another stepping stone on its journey to professional prosaicism was its use in toxicology beginning in the 19th century. Here, “synergy” describes instances when compounds work together to produce a more powerful effect than they would separately. The opposite of “synergy” in this context is “antagonism,” when compounds work against each other and the effect is less powerful than what you would expect.


As is the case with many things in our business landscape, “synergy” began its corporate life in the 1950s.


6Russian American mathematician and business strategist H. Igor Ansoff coopted the term in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly in his 1965 book Corporate Strategy. Ansoff famously developed the Ansoff matrix, a strategic product-marketing tool that is still in use today as a means of illustrating the balance of opportunity and risk in business decisions: “A natural companion to the competitive advantage is the synergy component of strategy. This requires that opportunities within the scope possess characteristics which will enhance synergy.”4


It was also around this time that the Walt Disney Company published a whimsical image of its business strategy. Although it wasn’t initially described as such by its creators, it has since been cited as one of the first and most iconic corporate synergy maps, cementing the term as one synonymous with cross-departmental collaboration.


So, it’s incumbent on us, as the leaders of today’s communications economy, to gauge whether “synergy” has been a net value-add to our lexical toolbox. What do we think: workhorse or 800-pound gorilla? Let’s review our core competencies and circle back at the end of Q3 to discuss. (Sorry, sorry.)


Ye olde nonsense


Many of Shakespeare’s words are older than you’d expect, but what of words that are younger than you’d think?


Modern businesses that attempt to look old-fashioned sometimes tack on the phrase “ye olde,” as in “ye olde bakery” or “ye olde tavern.”


This practice is essentially anachronistic nonsense.


7“Ye olde” didn’t exist in Old or Middle English. Its first recorded use was in the 1700s, when people were trying to be deliberately old-timey, just like today.


Now, the word “ye” did exist in Old English. It was a second-person plural pronoun, and it was generally spelled ge. But what is often mistaken for “ye” in phrases like “ye olde bookshop” was in fact the word “the” spelled with the letter thorn (þ, Þ), which looks similar to the letter ‘y’ in scripts such as English blackletter, a calligraphic script used in England from approximately 1190 to 1300.


So, if you read “þe old apothecary” in such a script, you might easily think that it says “ye.” Fast-forward a few hundred years and there are “ye olde” things all over the place.


Unsurprised? Let’s escalate things a bit…


There are some words, like “hello,” that are so ubiquitous now that their technological origins are no longer obvious.


For instance, the word “escalate” didn’t exist before the invention of the escalator. Meanwhile, the word “escalade” didn’t begin life as a brand name for a Cadillac SUV; it existed as early as the 1590s as a word for scaling fortifications with ladders. It’s related to the word “scale,” as in to scale a cliff. (It entered English via French, from the Italian scalata “climb with a ladder,” from the Italian scala “ladder.” (In Middle English, “scale” was, similarly, a noun meaning “siege ladder.”)


The earliest working escalator was patented in 1892 by Jesse W. Reno and introduced as a novelty ride at Coney Island a few years later. He called it the “Endless Conveyor Elevator.”5


8In the meantime, George A. Wheeler also patented a moving stairway.6 Charles D. Seeberger, who bought Wheeler’s patent, was the one to coin the term “escalator” when he trademarked it in 1898—which, by the way, means that the word “escalator” is a genericized trademark (see: proprietary eponym).


Seeberger landed on the word “escalator” by combining the earlier word “escalade” with the word “elevator.” The verb “escalate” didn’t come along until later. It isn’t recorded until the 1920s as a back-formation of “escalator.”


Oh, and speaking of elevators, the word “elevator” is probably a lot older than you think—like, the 1600s. At that time, it meant a person or muscle that lifts other things. In the late 1700s, this meaning was extended to inanimate technology to refer to the earliest wooden grain elevators.


And although “escalate” is a back-formation of “escalator,” “elevate” is not a back-formation of “elevator”—it predates the word “elevator” by about a century. But “elevate” may be a back-formation of the word “elevation,” which is recorded yet another century earlier.


On back-formations


But what is a back-formation? Many Latin-derived nouns that end in -tion, like “elevation,” were adopted directly into English from French. Only then did we back-form them into verbs, making it seem as if there were English verbs corresponding to these fancy Latin/French nouns all along.


For instance, “evaluate,” “regurgitate,” “exploit,” and “destruct” entered English after “evaluation,” “regurgitation,” “exploitation,” and “destruction.”


9“Resurrection” was adopted into English directly from Old French in the 1300s. But the verb form “resurrect” isn’t recorded until the 1700s.


In fact, as recently as the early 1900s, “resurrect” was considered to be incorrect because the Latin root verb of “resurrect” is resurgere. So, if you’re being prescriptive about Latin word-forming patterns, the verb form of “resurrection” should be “resurge.”


Obviously, this changed because “resurrect” sounds like it pairs more logically with “resurrection.” Still, though, because of that pedantry, the noun “resurgence” arose starting in the early 1800s, even though the standalone verb “resurge” is no longer as common.


Why does this happen?


One reason verbs are often back-formations in English is because, after the Norman Conquest in 1066, a whole lot of words entered English from French and Latin and, in some cases, were rearranged to fit existing structural rules in English.


Noun forms like those ending in -tion likely entered English first because languages often have need of nouns before they need specific verbs to go with them. Humans tend to want to be able to name things and concepts before the less tangible actions surrounding them get names. That’s part of the reason that English has about three times as many nouns as verbs. So does French.


Eventually, though, we got around to making specific verbs corresponding to these nouns. We invent new words in this way all the time. Many of the words Shakespeare supposedly “invented” were existing words for which he changed the part of speech. A couple of his back-formed verbs include “negotiate” from “negotiation” and “metamorphose” from “metamorphosis.”


10Back-formations also happen with other parts of speech. For example, the verb “sulk” is a back-formation of the adjective “sulky,” and the adjective “grandiloquent” is a back-formation of the noun “grandiloquence” (Latin grandis “big” + -loquus “speaking”).


Here are a few more:




	The adjective “lazy” is older than the verb “laze.”


	The noun “hesitation” is older than the verb “hesitate.”


	The noun “editor” is older than “edit.”





Sometimes back-formations can become word-forming elements and pieces of portmanteaus. For example, outside of the specialized context of poetry and music, “the—verse” is a common back-formation of “universe.”


“Universe,” which is made up of Latin elements (unus “one” + versus “turn”), has the literal meaning “turned into one.” So “verse” literally means “a turning,” but over time it has become a word-forming element meaning “world or realm.” You can stick prefixes onto it to get words familiar to fandoms everywhere, like Buffyverse, Whoniverse, or Duniverse. According to the book Brave New Words: The Oxford Dictionary of Science Fiction, “verse” was first used in this way by Orson Scott Card, who referred to the universe of his novel Ender’s Game (1985) as the Enderverse. However, I would argue that this usage of “verse” is much older than that, because philosopher William James coined the word “multiverse” in the 1890s.


Sometimes back-formations result in irregular variations of words. “Destroy” is ultimately derived from the Latin destruere, “to tear down, demolish” (de- “down” + struere “to build”), which literally means to “un-build.” The Latin verb struere is also the root of all these words: structure, construct, obstruct, destruction, obstruction, construction.


11So why does “destroy” have a different ending? It’s all about the way these words traveled from Latin into English.


Destroy is by far the oldest word among those listed above. It came to English in the 1200s, and while it’s originally from the Latin elements we’ve outlined above, its spelling is influenced by its Norman French form, destruire.


As is usually the case, the nouns—destruction, obstruction, construction—entered English first, before the verbs—structure, construct, obstruct—with influence from these Latin noun forms: destructionem, constructionem, obstructionem.


They all share structus, the past participle stem of struere. Latin also had verb forms of these words: destruere, obstruere, construere. But because English adopted the nouns first, we hung on to that “struct” part when creating the English verbs.


The verb “destruct” is a back-formation of destruction. But, because we already had “destroy,” we usually say we “destroyed” something rather than we “destructed” it. In fact, “destruct” didn’t appear in English as a verb until quite recently—in 1958—and the phrase “self-destruct” didn’t show up until 1966 in the voiceover at the beginning of the TV show Mission: Impossible.


Sometimes back-formations are simply fanciful or humorous. For instance, “beforemath” (the situation before a significant event) is found in tongue-in-cheek contexts from the past century-and-a-half, as in this passage from a short story in a 1911 edition of Collier’s:




“But how about the aftermath?” inquired Mr. Wilson.


“Oh,” said Melvor with a shrug, “we haven’t got anything to do with that. There’s bound to be an aftermath. We’ll do our part if we can avoid a beforemath.”7






12Etymological excavation: What is a fossil word?


A fossil word is a word that primarily appears in the context of phrases or idioms. It typically comes attached to other words. The phrase survives even when the word itself becomes antiquated and rarely appears on its own.


Think about the phrase “to and fro.” “Fro” was a preposition and adverb meaning “away” or “backwards.” It almost never appears on its own, but “to and fro” remains in wide use.


Another example is the word “bated” in the phrase “bated breath.” It’s a shortened past participle form of the word “abate” (to reduce), but that form is not typically used in English unless it’s attached to the word “breath.”


The word “figment” can be used independently to describe something invented, but it most often appears in the phrase “figment of your imagination.”


The word “inclement” is rarely used outside of the phrase “inclement weather,” from the Latin in- “not” + clementem “mild, placid.”


Sometimes fossil words are only fossilized in certain usages. For example, the word “dint” is the predecessor to the word “dent,” which remains in use as a word for a small indentation or defect. You can have a “dint” in your armor, and “dints” appear in the tops of coconuts. But dint is fossilized in the phrase “by dint of,” which means the same thing as the phrase “by means of.” Both usages have the same origin: A dint (or, in Old English, dynt) was a blow dealt in a battle, so in the context of the phrase “by dint of” it suggests the force by which a blow or other action is carried out. So, you might receive a dint in your armor by dint of fighting in a battle. The later word “dent” is from the same etymological source as “dint,” but “dent” became the preferred spelling in the 15th century due to influence from the Latin-derived word “indent.”


13Caboodle is fossilized in the phrase “kit and caboodle,” which is predated by similar terms such as “kid and cargo” and “kit and boodle.” A boodle is a collection and can also be found in the phrase “the whole boodle.” It’s thought to be from the Dutch term boedel, meaning “property.” Kit, meanwhile, is a term for a collective in several contexts including sports, the military, fishing, and sailing. (It’s also, of course, the modern word for any collection of items.) It, too, is probably Dutch in origin, from the term kitte, meaning “wooden vessel.” Hence “the whole kit and caboodle” implies “the whole ship and its cargo.”


Although the word “bide” can still be found independently in some English dialects, it’s heavily associated with the phrase “bide one’s time” in American English. It’s related to the words “abide” and “abode,” and both are from the Old English bidan, meaning “to stay,” “to live,” or “to remain.”


Both spic and span are fossilized in the phrase “spic and span.” A spic is a nail, and span—at least in this context—is a word for a wood chip. The phrase refers to something that’s freshly cut by a workman’s hands, like a brand-new nail from a smith or perhaps like a fresh cutting from a carpenter. Both of these are Germanic and probably from Old Norse. “Span new” is recorded as a variation on “brand new” in the 1600s.


Turpitude rarely appears outside of the phrase “moral turpitude.” This word is from the Latin turpis, meaning “vile,” “foul” or “ugly.” So moral turpitude is utter depravity and vileness.


Lam is rare outside of the phrase “on the lam,” and its origin is a bit mysterious. In the Elizabethan era, it was both a verb meaning “to beat” and a noun meaning “heavy blow,” so “on the lam,” which was originally American crime slang, might imply the same thing as the term “beat it” does when it comes to running away. It’s also thought to be related to the word “lambast,” sometimes spelled “lambaste.” This word combines that “lam” verb, meaning to “beat,” with a 17th-century sense of the verb “baste,” which comes from Old Norse and also means to thrash someone.


14“The whole shebang” is another etymological mystery. We do know that Walt Whitman used the word “shebang” as a word for a shelter in his 1882 prose work Specimen Days:




Besides the hospitals, I also go occasionally on long tours through the camps, talking with the men, &c. Sometimes at night among the groups around the fires, in their shebang enclosures of bushes.8





It may also be related to various words for taverns; in Irish, Scottish, and South African dialects, a speakeasy or illicit tavern might be called a “shebeen.”


The lo in “lo and behold” is a generic Old English exclamation. It’s probably an imperative of the word “look” or, in Old English, loken. But you might also use it as a greeting, or if you’re surprised, or if you need to express joy or grief or call attention to something, as in “Lo!”.


Another fossil word is ado. Nowadays, it’s most often found in the phrases “without further ado” and “much ado about nothing,” which survived thanks to the name of the Shakespearean comedy.


But did you know that the word “ado” is a contraction—and an infinitive?


As you probably know from your grade-school grammar lessons, an infinitive is the base form of a verb, the form it takes when it’s not conjugated.


In English, we pair unconjugated verbs with the word “to” to create the infinitive. An infinitive phrase is something like “to walk,” “to go,” “to speak,” or “to do.” The word “to” usually acts as a preposition, but in infinitive phrases, it acts as what we call a particle. This usage of the word “to” came around in Middle English as an adaptation of the word “to” in the Old English dative case.


15But English also has some influence from Old Norse due to the Vikings.


For an example of why this matters with the word “ado,” let’s take a look at Norwegian, which is a modern Nordic language. Norwegian infinitives are generally introduced by the particle å, which is cognate with the English word “at.”


So, if Middle English had had more influence from Old Norse, our modern infinitive particle could very well have ended up being “at” rather than “to.” So instead of “to speak” or “to walk,” we could have ended up having “at speak” and “at walk” as infinitives.


And that’s exactly what’s happening with the word “ado,” which is a contraction of “at” and “do.”


So why does “ado” mean a commotion or a big deal?


Well, you know how sometimes when there’s a lot of drama or commotion, or someone throws a big event, we sometimes say that it’s “a big to-do” or “a whole to-do”? Using this infinitive like this literally suggests that there is a lot to do, a lot happening, or a lot that has to be done.


In the phrase “a big to-do,” the infinitive phrase “to-do” is cosplaying as a noun.


“Ado” functions the same way, but it uses that Norse-influenced infinitive structure, with “at” in place of “to,” and then it’s contracted to “ado.”


Ado is the older word, first recorded in Norse-influenced areas of northern England, and “to-do” arose later in the 16th century, taking over in a lot of contexts.


Related: The phenomenon of fossil words is akin to lexical skeuomorphism. Skeuomorphism (Greek skeuos “container or tool” + morphḗ “shape”) occurs when a newer piece of technology uses iconography or elements from an older piece of technology to communicate what it does, like when your phone camera makes a shutter sound, when a word processing app uses a pen as its logo, or when a light bulb is shaped like a flame.



16The bard hath spoken: Unexpectedly Shakespearean words


It’s commonly said that Shakespeare invented more than 1,700 words. While it’s true that his plays are the first documented appearance of many words, in most cases he did not just pluck them out of thin air (though it’s worth noting that he is credited with coining the phrase “into thin air”).


The majority are alterations or remixes of preexisting words. He added prefixes and suffixes, changed the part of speech, combined words, and shifted definitions.


For example, his works (along with those of fellow playwright Christopher Marlowe) contain the first known uses of gloomy, but the Scottish gloom, meaning “a sullen or displeased look,” already existed. We get hint from Othello (ca. 1606–7), but it’s predated by Middle English verb hinten, “to tell, inform,” or literally “to seize upon something,” and the noun form hent. The first known use of the verb impede is in English is in Macbeth (ca. 1606–7), though it is a back-formation of “impediment,” which dates back to the 1400s.


You’ll often see it said that Shakespeare was the first to use the word “bedroom.” But in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (ca. 1595–6), it means “room in a bed,” not “a room containing a bed”: “Then by your side no bed-room me deny.” In any case, we have one record of bedd roome (meaning “a room containing a bed”) dating back to around the 1570s, before Shakespeare penned his plays. And he uses the more common word “bedchamber” frequently across his works.


And whether other lost works contained these words before dear William penned them, or other people had previously spoken them and he was just the first to write them down, we simply don’t know.


17Now, this is not to downplay Shakespeare’s contributions to the English language. The Bard is a titan of linguistic and literary history, and the fact that his works gave us many words we still use today—even if he just wrote down what he heard people saying at the time—is nothing to sniff at. Here are a few more words that you might not have expected to have begun their lives in the mouths of Globe-trotting actors of Shakespeare’s day:


Unfriending someone is much older than social media. The word “unfriended” appears in both Twelfth Night (ca. 1601–2; 3.3.10) and King Lear (ca. 1605–6; 1.1.232).


The word “swagger” first appeared in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Puck asks, “What hempen home-spuns have we swaggering here, / So near the cradle of the fairy queen?” (3.1.66–7). It’s probably a variation on the Middle English verb swag meaning “to sway.”


Shakespeare is credited with the first recorded instance of the phrase “one fell swoop” in Macbeth (4.3.219). Although it’s a word that dates back to Old English, as a word for brown-green-gold eyes, hazel is first recorded in Romeo and Juliet (ca. 1595–6). It was considered a reddish-brown color then, like the shell of a hazelnut. That’s why it’s a joke poking fun at Benvolio’s penchant for taking offense in Mercutio’s line “Thou wilt quarrel with a man for / cracking nuts, having no other reason but because thou / hast hazel eyes” (3.1.18–20).


The noun “excitement” is first attested in Hamlet (ca. 1599–1601; 4.4.58), in which the titular character describes “excitements” of his reason and his blood—not that his blood and reason are having a good time, but that they are roused and racing.


The word “lackluster” first appears in As You Like It (1599; 2.7.22). It’s a combination of the Germanic lack and luster, meaning “shine,” from the Latin lustrare meaning “to brighten.” Shakespeare really liked making compound words with “lack,” including lack-love, lack-beard, and lack-brain.


18Dwindle first appeared in Henry IV, Part 1 (ca. 1596–7). It is a diminutive form of the Middle English dwinen, meaning “to waste away” or “to fade.” Falstaff asks: “Bardolph, am I not fallen away vilely since this last / action? do I not bate? do I not dwindle?” (3.3.2).


Originally a word for a spinning top, one of the earlier appearances of “whirligig” as a figurative term is in Twelfth Night (5.1.396). It would later be applied to someone fickle and then to a species of beetle that whirls about when alarmed. Twelfth Night also seems to have been influential in inspiring the word “hobnob,” though in the original context—“Hob, nob is his word” (3.4.227)—it means “hit or miss.” It is perhaps related to other phrases such as “hab nab” and “hab or nab,” meaning “have or not have.” It implies that the result is up in the air: It might work out, or it might not; Sir Andrew might or might not live up to his word. From there, its sense was extended to mean “alternating,” especially alternating who was buying rounds of drinks or taking turns toasting, which then gave it the sense it has today: socializing pleasantly.


Archvillain is first found in Measure for Measure (1604; 5.1.65). It’s related to archangel and archbishop, but not arch as in a curve or architectural feature. It is related to architect, which has nothing to do with building arches but is related to the various -archies (from Greek arkhos “leader, chief, ruler”) of the world like monarchy, oligarchy, and anarchy. So an architect is a head builder or the person in charge of a build in the way that a monarch is a singular head of state—or an archvillain is a principal villain. (Presumably one could argue that an arch arch is an arch that it is primary among arches, like the Arc de Triomphe de l’Étoile or the St. Louis Gateway Arch.)


Zany is first found in Love’s Labour’s Lost (ca. 1594–5; 5.7.507). It’s a variation on the Italian nickname Zanni (for Gianni or Giovanni), which was also a common word for a clown or a person who behaves like one.
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