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Foreword



IT HAS BECOME obvious to us that the English language is incorporating French vocabulary at an ever-increasing speed, and that, as it does so, some words are retaining their original French meanings, and some are not. Others have taken on totally new meanings and then been returned to France, where they have completely replaced the words from which they were derived, in an impressive display of foreign exchange.

Accordingly, we thought it might be interesting to track down some of this semantic ebb and flow. What French words are now common English (such as café and chauffeur), what words have changed their meanings entirely (such as au pair), what did the words mean originally, and how did the French get them? We arrived at a list of about 120 French words and expressions that have become part of our everyday English vocabulary, and were quite pleased with our work until we discovered that we had merely touched the tip of a vast iceberg. Indeed, our list soon reached more than 400 words and was still growing. Some were very common expressions, while others were more obscure, and still others had deeply mysterious circumstances surrounding their “adoption” by the English language.

Since this book was never intended to be an exhaustive dictionary, we decided to focus on the French words most frequently in use in ordinary English-language conversation. This reduced our selection to 70 or so words which we believed to be relatively common, although, from to time to time, we found ourselves choosing words less because of their common usage than because they surprised or amused us—an author’s prerogative.

In most, but not all, cases, we first define the word as used in French, then describe its origin and derivation. Then (when we can determine it) we relate how the word found its way into the English language, what its current English meaning has become, and, finally, whether, if the meaning has changed, the new English meaning has been reincorporated into French.

We have retained the French spelling whenever we can, while listing all other possible forms (whether correct or not) one might encounter. As for the delicate matter of pronunciation, we have chosen not to use phonetic symbols and opted for a more mnemotechnic (from the French mnémotechnique) method. When the pronunciation differs from French to English, we make sure to specify both the English and French ways to pronounce the word (in that order), so the reader may play his linguistic cards in whatever way he believes will most impress friends, family, and associates on both sides of the Atlantic and the English Channel, thereby displaying both his savoir faire and his panache.








Au naturel


[ oh nah cha rel / oh nah tyoo rel ]


Americans have adopted this expression to describe things accomplished in a natural manner. And for those who consider nothing to be more “natural” than nudity, the term is also used as a synonym for “naked,” a reference to Eden’s occupants going about their business in their birthday suits.

For the French, this expression also signifies things not prepared or seasoned. A can of tuna will be labelled au naturel to indicate that the fish is soaking in its own seawater rather than oil or tomato sauce. An additional meaning in French refers to the “real-lifeness” of something or someone, as opposed to its representation. In considering a photograph of an exceptionally attractive woman, one might ask whether she looks as astonishingly beautiful au naturel, that is, in real life. This distinction between the English and French usage is especially important to remember when referring to the image of a friend’s wife, whom one might, indeed, be interested in seeing au naturel.








Au pair


[ oh pear ]


Used in both French and English, the expression au pair describes a young foreigner who is responsible for child care (and occasionally light housework) in exchange for room and board. More generally, au pair indicates an arrangement whereby people exchange services without making monetary payments.

The current French meaning for pair refers to someone equal in value (as in the English word “par”) or with the same social standing and background, and, indeed, the word originally expressed the notion of parity, especially regarding the exchange rate of a currency. Then in the mid-1800s, wealthy families began to hire private au pairs (tutors) to teach their children in exchange for board and lodging, until, today, the young au pair has replaced the tutor in the home and now is responsible for child care.

The expression has travelled around the world, much like the young working men and women it describes, since it was first borrowed from the French by the Americans, who then were kind enough to return it to France with its current meaning.








Bête noire


[ bet nwar ]

Literally translated as “black beast,” this refers to something or someone especially hated or feared. It also applies to a recurring obstacle in one’s life which can be neither avoided nor overcome. Since beasts tend to be, in themselves, something to be feared, regardless of their hue, one might wonder why this particular beast must be black. One can only surmise that one might be less apt to flee from, say, a dreaded yellow or pink beast.







Bidet


[ bee day ]

The bidet is a basin specially designed to accommodate the bathing of one’s private parts, especially those of the female. The word was first recorded in English back in 1630 and has kept its original usage ever since. In French, bidet comes from the old verb bider (“to trot”) and is also the name of a small ponylike horse, ridden in the crouching position with one’s legs drawn up to avoid dragging them on the ground. No more need be said of the origin.







Boutique


[ boo teek ]


First recorded in France during the fourteenth century, the word boutique used to be botica, which itself came from the Greek apothêkê and referred to small retail shops selling various merchandise, from food to shoes. The English, upon borrowing the word in the mid-1900s, applied it to stores selling fancy women’s clothes and jewelry, following the trend set by Parisian couturiers who had begun opening small specialty shops selling exclusive fashionable accessories.

In the seventeenth century, boutique acquired another meaning in France and came to be used as a metaphor for men’s and women’s sexual organs, in the sense of being merchandise available for purchase. This particular definition has largely disappeared, so one need not be overly concerned when a boutique owner greets a customer with a cheery, “Look what l have in store for you!”








Brunette


[ brew net ]

Used in English to describe a woman with brown hair or eyes or a dark complexion, brunette is the feminine version of brun (“brown”), most often used when talking about hair. The French added the suffix -ette, an expression of endearment, conveying a sense of cuteness and smallness. The literal translation would then have to be “a short, cute brown-haired girl,” but the French don’t use it that way—in fact, they don’t use it at all, although, from time to time, cute little blonde girls are called blondinettes. The reader should beware, however, of calling a redhead a roussette (even though a redhead in French is, indeed, a rousse), since that would amount to calling her a dogfish, tropical bat, or edible frog.







Cabaret


[ kab uh ray ]


The origin of cabaret goes back to the thirteenth-century Netherlands, with the word cabret, and to the Picardie region (located north of Paris), with the word camberete, taken from the local dialect, which translates as “small room.” Cabaret was once a synonym for bistro, a tavern or small bar that served alcohol and coffee. At the end of the seventeenth century, a different meaning of the word was recorded when cabaret was also used to designate a small piece of furniture that served as what we call today a minibar.

Later on, it took the current meaning: a nightclub that provides clients with musical and dancing performances, as well as food and drinks. The most famous Parisian cabarets are the Moulin Rouge, the Crazy Horse, and the Lido, which feature topless dancers adorned in glitter and feathers, obligatory for all French cabarets, but, sadly, a tradition that seems never to have crossed the English Channel or the Atlantic to the same delightful extent.
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