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 Praise for The Painted Word

“If The Painted Word were a club act, I’d sit there drinking in Cousineau’s revelations, tales and mythologies until they kicked me out of the joint. Reading this brew of etymology, history, lore, and pop connections, with lambent illustrations by Gregg Chadwick, is just as intoxicating. A Cousineau riff on a (passionately selected) word is like Mark Twain meets Coleridge meets Casey Stengel meets—well, everyone who’s fun and informative, whether the riff is on autologophagist (someone who eats his/her words) or jack, which, believe me, the world-traveled Cousineau knows when it comes to language.”

—Arthur Plotnik, author of 
The Elements of Expression: Putting Thoughts into Words


 



“Phil Cousineau takes us on an insightful journey to discover the essence of ideas that form our thoughts and feelings. It’s a masterful detective story that crosses continents and centuries to uncover the meaning behind the core elements of our own culture. He reveals how everyday words developed from mythic metaphors, and how many fantastic concepts sprang from hilariously mundane things. Words are how our minds make pictures. The book paints a fascinating landscape of how the history of these tools of thought helps us make sense of the world we live in, and ourselves.”

—Jeff Hoke, author of The Museum of Lost Wonder 


 



“The Painted Word is Phil Cousineau’s Pointillist Portrait of the Artist As A Mirror of His Words. From the Yiddish roots of Copacetic to the cracked art of Craquelure, Cousineau’s latest Portrait of Our Language is his own warmly personal masterpiece!”

—Alan Kaufman, author of Drunken Angel 
and editor of The Outlaw Bible of American Poetry


 



“This delectable banquet of words in The Painted Word is a welcome antidote to the bland and pallid pablum that too often passes for language nowadays.”

—John Michael Greer, author of Apocalypse Not


 



“Having opened the treasure chest that is language in Wordcatcher, Cousineau joins us in plunging our hands deep into its riches and tossing glittering coins—Carousel! Monogashi!—high in the air. The Painted Word is a celebration that brings the glamour back to grammar.”

—Clint Marsh, author of The Mentalist’s Handbook


 



“The masterfulness of The Painted Word is its re-telling of lost tales, illustrating the absurdities, tragedies and comedies of words—all through Cousineau’s detailed, cinematic storytelling, which includes babbling parrots, bawdy 18th-century lairs, pirate Bugis of ferocious seas, and hundreds of other word stories.”

—Nick Belardes, author of 
Random Obsessions: Trivia You Can’t Live Without
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This book is dedicated to 
my poet-painter pals 
from our colorful days working for 
Painter’s Palette in San Francisco: 
Antler, Jeff Poniewaz, James Jensen, 
and the late Ted Cresswell







“Painting is silent poetry, and poetry is painting with the gift of speech.”

—Suetonius, 2nd century

 



“The pleasantest of all diversions is to sit alone under the lamp, a book spread out before you, and to make friends with people of a distant past you have never known.”

—Kenko, Essays in Idleness, 1330

 



“Words are the best telescopes … Words mark inner discoveries of consciousness.”

—Owen Barfield

 



“With word and tint I did not stint, I gave her reams of poems to say…”

—from Raglan Road, Patrick Kavangh 
via Van Morrison
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 A PARABLE

 IN LIEU OF A PREFACE

There is an ancient legend which tells us that when a man first achieved a notable deed he wished to explain to his tribe what he had done. As soon as he began to speak, however, he was smitten with dumbness, he lacked words, and sat down. Then there arose—according to the story—a masterless man, one who had no special virtues, but was affected—that is the phrase—with the magic of the necessary words. He saw, he told, he described the merits of the notable deed in such a fashion, we are assured, that the words became alive and walked up and down in the hearts of all his hearers.

There upon, the tribes seeing that the words were certainly alive, and fearing lest the man with the words would hand them down untrue tales about them to their children, they took and killed him.

But later they saw that the magic was in the words, not the man.

—Rudyard Kipling






 INTRODUCTION

The itch to make dark marks on white paper is shared by writers and artists.

—John Updike, The Writer’s Brush


 



Nineteen-seventy-six was a time that the journalist Herbert Mitgang describes as being between “the friendly typewriter age” and our “chilling electronic era.” That year he interviewed the author E. B. White for the New Yorker magazine and brazenly asked him, “Do words still count in this country?” Taking a sip from his martini, White told him, “Television has taken a big bite out of the written word. But words still count to me.”

Words still count.

Everyone who loves reading books, dictionary-diving, singing songs, solving crossword puzzles, cracking riddles, deconstructing scientific papers, limerick-slinging, and joke-jousting, as well as good conversation, poems read by firelight, baseball on late-night radio, crackling movie dialogue, or  soaring oratory—everyone who thrills to words—can feel reassured by the elegant stylist’s cool certitude.

Words still count.

But do they still count thirty-five years further on down the road, in a world where the one-eyed blast of television has morphed into the hydra-headed, ravenous creature of the digital age—which boasts a far bigger bite?

No worries, as my Irish friends say. Words count for the same reasons they have always counted. They are still our best hope for weighing our thoughts, learning to think for ourselves, finding our voice, and most poignantly, reaching across the abyss of silence that often stretches out all around us.

But chances are words count more the more colorful they are.

Of course, that doesn’t mean we need to make our conversation coruscate with unnecessary sparkle, but to daub our manuscripts with word color that honors whatever we’re talking or writing about. By naming the cerulean sky, incarnadine skin tones, or lapis lazuli tile work, we move closer to the soul of the thing. What this means is that we can breathe new life to the old meaning of eloquence, the practice of letting language flow clearly, easily, persuasively. If we express ourselves with our own natural poetry, we will see how “eloquence is a painting of thoughts,” as philosopher Blaise Pascal said. We might come to see the eloquence of color as the synesthesia of words, as expressed by George Eliot in Middlemarch: “It is strange how deeply colors seem to penetrate one, like scent.”




The Boy Who Made Lists 

As the sequel to Wordcatcher, which appeared in 2010, The Painted Word is another collection of strange and marvelous, rare and recently coined, curious and sometimes hilarious words. Not unlike Wordcatcher, this volume reflects my unswerving belief in the need to unroll the scroll of language, from spindle to spindle, so we can to learn to say what we really mean, and mean what we really say. Not out of what the proteanly talented David Foster Wallace called “snootitude,” his nose-in-the-air description of “extreme usage fanatics.” But out of a desire be alert to what travel writer Tim Cahill calls the “callouses” that grow over our words if we use the same ones over and over again.

My own pilgrimage into the land of words began when I was a boy growing up just outside Detroit, in what must have been one of the last homes in America where books were read aloud. When our old black-and-white Philco television broke down, it often took years for my father to fix it, and strange to say, we rarely missed it, because my parents insisted there were always books to read, movies to see, museums to visit, parks to romp around in. The thread that tied together these diverse activities was the presence of the family dictionary always nearby, whether next to my father’s reading chair or in the backseat of the old Ford Galaxy station wagon.

“Look it up,” my father used to say. Unfailingly, if he caught us stumbling over a word we didn’t know, he ordered us to march over to the dictionary and look it up and down, inside and out, until we knew the mystery word’s meaning, origin, even pronunciation. That’s when my manic list making  began. Ever since, I’ve been one of those incorrigible collectors of names, making languid lists out of the constellations in the night sky, baseball averages, trees, and cars. Sometimes out of the fear of being feckless; other times out of an almost medieval belief in the glamour—the enchantment—of transforming chaos into order.

You name it, and I named it.

When I read in art historian Kenneth Clark’s book Looking at Pictures, “All artists have an obsessive central experience round which their work takes shape,” a shiver runs down my spine. All of my work revolves on the carousel of words that I’ve been riding since I was a towheaded kid running across the living room to the old Random House Dictionary.


Since then I’ve called time-out whenever I encountered an intriguing word in order to scribble it down, whether in twenty-nine-cent spiral notebooks while climbing in the Pyrenees, on index cards while perched on painter’s scaffolding in San Francisco, or on shooting schedule sheets while making documentary films in Iceland. If it’s true that a writer is someone who loves to hang around words, he or she needs to flex the old vocabulary, like a piano player playing scales, or a ballplayer loosening up his arm. How else can you keep your mind limber?




Chasing the Light 

My father was a believer in the Holy Grail of etymology, the theory first proposed way back in 1596, in The Table Alphabetical , by Edmund Cooke, that the purpose of a dictionary was to convey “the true meaning … and understanding of any hard  English words.” In contrast, my fascination has focused on their stories that I like to dig up with the fervor of a spelunker exploring the catacombs far below the surface of a slumbering city. Chasing words like this has always struck me as being closely aligned with the compulsion photographers feel in “chasing the light,” or detectives who thrive on running down clues.

Fortunately, my fanatic passion for words has been augmented in recent years by a series of creativity workshops with fellow writers, musicians, psychologists, and artists, notably my friend and colleague the iridescently talented painter Gregg Chadwick. As a writer who is avidly interested in painting, I feel as if I’m working with my mirror image, since he is a painter who is wildly enthusiastic about writing. That selfsame spirit of illuminating the parallels between words and images imbues The Painted Word. This book is a reverie on the open secret that the arts don’t have to be separated at birth, like Siamese twins, nor do they need to compete with each other, like wrestlers sizing each other up on the mat. Instead, they can move together like Matisse’s cavorting dancers in his painting Joy, or glide arm in arm across the dance floor like Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.

Not as two but one.

Words and color, meaning and light.




The Philexicon 

For this book I needed to update my philexicon (to coin a word from the Greek philo, love, and lexicon, dictionary), my collection of lovable words—or should I say words I’ve come to love? I’ve riffled the pages of scores of old dictionaries and ransacked  my father’s old army trunks, which now contain hundreds of my journals and notebooks. More than once during my restocking I’ve thought of the startling line in J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan, where Captain Hook is described: “The man isn’t wholly evil; he has a thesaurus in his cabin.” Recently, I felt even more vindicated about my ardent belief in the beauty of word books when I heard the deadpan comedian Stephen Wright say on late-night television, “I was reading the dictionary. I thought it was a poem about everything.” Neither Dr. Johnson, nor Pablo Neruda, nor Mary Oliver could have said it better. In other words (and there are always other words), libraries, collections, and lists do not alone make for exciting books about words, but finding the poetry lurking in them just might. Out of a million or so English words (at last count), only a relatively few appear here. Selections need to be made; standards set; wisdom winnowed. For me, it’s the old standby, the frisson, the shiver down the spine that Vladimir Nabokov described as the recognition of a deep truth. If a word provides that telltale shiver in me, I’m confident other people will feel the excitement as well.

Contrary to erroneous belief, the words needn’t be sesquipedalian , although it can be fun to learn a few “foot-and-a-half-long” ones. A cruciverbalist is someone who loves to do crossword puzzles; lexicographolotary is the worship of dictionaries; xenolexica, distrust or confusion over unusual words. They will do nicely. And they needn’t be newly minted words, although a smattering of neologisms can’t hurt, whether it’s James Joyce’s daring description of the night sky in this line from Ulysses: “The heaventree of stars hung with nightblue fruit,” or recent  coinages like smirt, a smirky combination of smoke and flirt, to describe what happens on the sidewalk outside a nonsmoking pub or restaurant.

What the entries here have to be are “lost beauties,” as Charles Mackay affectionately called them. For him, they were archaic words worthy of revival, which are to language what chiaroscuro is to art, shadow-strewn with mystery, such as oubliette , a forgotten place, hwyl, a sudden outburst of eloquence, or skirl, to shriek like a bagpipe. But for the purposes of this book they are all “lost beauties,” in the sense that their original meaning has been mislaid or misunderstood. They also possess the sublime quality that Italian painters call luce di sotto, the light below, as evident in early Flemish painting when scarlet was glazed over a gold ground to give the illusion of a living flame. For instance, if we gaze deeply at the deceptively simple word opportunity, we have a chance to see hidden beauty shining from below, which is the Roman god Portunus, patron of harbors. Seen in this light every new circumstance is like sailing into a strange and distant port, which may offer a haven, if we choose to take refuge.

Together, old and new words can be prismatic in the way they refract or disperse or color whatever is viewed through them. That’s why we marvel at them. Not because they brandish our erudition, but because they celebrate the choices that await us when we dip our brush onto our brilliant palette of language.

 



To untangle the knot of interlocking meanings of these painted words, each entry begins with a headword that is drawn out with  my own brief definition rendered in italics, then filled in with a tint of etymology and a brushstroke of quotes showing how the word is used, and ends with some touch-up by way of companion words that offer a few variations. The words themselves range from the commonplace, such as biscuit, a twice-baked cake for Roman soldiers, to loanwords, like chaparral, from the Basque shepherds who came to the American West; words from the myths, such as hector; metamorphosis words, such as silly, which evolved from “holy” to “goofy” in a mere thousand years; and words well worthy of revival, such as carrytale, a wandering storyteller. Whether old fangled or new fangled, they all possess that ineffable quality that Victoria Finlay refers to in her scintillating history of color as the “numinous in the luminous.”

All this in the spirit of our word history, which brings us to one of the most challenging questions that I had to field while on book tour for Wordcatcher, from an intrepid high school student in Davis, California. “All very interesting, sir,” she said firmly, “but you never told us where the word dictionary comes from.”

As Detroit’s Bob Seger sang, “I wish I didn’t know now what I didn’t know then.” Only because I feel bad for not having the story on the tip of my tongue so she too could be inspired by the possibility of a lifelong friendship with dictionaries. For dictionary is one of those words you figure has always been lingering around the library of life, partly because we know that word lists date back to over 3,000 BC, to the ancient clay tablets of Sumer. But the English word itself, describing a list of word descriptions and definitions, is a thornier issue since it doesn’t appear for another 4,200 years. Around 1225, a twenty-five-year-old English grammarian by the name of Joannes de Garlandia (John E. Garland) was teaching Latin at the University of Paris and looking for a way to help his students learn their vocabulary. In the 13th century, university rules mandated that not just all classes, but all conversation between students and teachers be carried out in the old Roman language. To help his students, Garland devised a mobile aide-mémoire based on walks he led though medieval Paris. While guiding them through the labyrinthine lanes of the teeming city he named the various things that they encountered along the way.

Uncannily, his innovation was both an echo of the peripatetic or walking schools of ancient Greece and a precursor of flânerie in modern Paris, the art of strolling in search of serendipitous encounters. Garland daringly began his dictionary by naming the parts of the human body, then moved out into the city, where he named the various and sundry shops, stalls, trades, and tradesmen, then sauntered out into the countryside where he named the animals of the forests. Finally, he came home to his own garden to contemplate what used to be called “the signature of all things,” which is the secret strength of all dictionaries.

Out of these learned but entertaining strolls came the Dictionarius, a word Garland conjured up out of his prodigious knowledge of Latin, from diction, words, and the suffix -arius, to do with or pertaining to; hence a concise name for a book simply about words. In the introduction to her 1981 translation of Garland’s pilgrimage of words, the medieval scholar Barbara Blatt Rubin tells that he wrote “in a delightfully discursive manner” for his students and future readers. Garland’s own  description was that the book simply consisted of things “which I have noted down as I wandered through the city of Paris … the most necessary words which every student needs to keep … in order to obtain an easier command of speech.”


The most necessary words. An apt phrase for the kind of book many of us have found necessary ever since, meaning we can’t seem to live without one. Necessary words is also a way to describe what follows in this book. The story is included here as a tribute to the prodigiously clever inventor of the Dictionarius, and also because it is a metaphor for the profoundly human need to name the world around us, as colorfully and clearly as possible. Garland described his effort as a presentation to his students of “the names of things.” Nearly eight hundred years later our passion for naming is still the pounding heart of word books. The Garland story is a parable that reminds us that if we name the things of the world we can rest assured that words count when they endure. I am unregenerate enough to favor the named over the unnamed, the acknowledged over the ignored, the word over the silence. And in that spirit I trust that this little book will be a pleasant divertissement, an amusement, but even more, a source of joy and delight.




The Endurance 

Finally, a parable about the relationship between words and memory. In the early 19th century the German adventurer and scientist Alexander Humboldt set out across the Amazon rainforest in search of a remote tribe. He endured a treacherous journey to reach their village, where he was startled to learn that  the tribe he had been looking for had recently been wiped out in a skirmish with a neighboring tribe. Undeterred, he sought the rival tribe, and to his surprise they were so happy to see him they led him to meet the sole survivor of the village. But what they presented to him wasn’t human. Instead, he came face-to-face with a brilliantly colored parrot the warriors had captured from the village they had just destroyed. The bird was ablaze with fury, screeching in an unknown language. The warriors stared at the explorer. Surely, they thought, he could translate what the bird was saying. But the intrepid adventurer and scientist just gawked in wonder at the squawking bird, hearing words no one would ever again understand.

For me, this chromatic story is not only a painful parable about the tenuousness of words, but an illustration of the universal longing for translation, which means literally the “crossing over” of words from language to language, and the universal longing for words to endure. Sublimely, the story threads together the words of a lost South American tribe with those of a European explorer, words that were tied together when printed in Germany, and which I read nearly two hundred years later in Humboldt’s famous travel journals, and which you are reading now, in the gallery of your mind.

 



Phil Cousineau 
San Francisco—Donegal, Ireland, 2012





 A




ABBEY-LUBBER 


A holy, lazy fool. A medieval term for someone in perfectly good health who grew “idle and fat” off the charity of religious houses, whether of monks or parishioners. Figuratively, it has come to mean someone who pretends to be ascetic or holier-than-thou or who’s just goofing off, or one who one uses the parish larder to live large. Picture, if you will, a cross between Friar Tuck and Orson Welles. In the irreplaceable Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (1898) E. Cobham Brewer cites The Burynge of Paules Church (1663): “It came into common proverbe to call him an Abbay-lubber , that was idle, wel fed, a long, lewd, lither loiterer, that might worke and would not.” Companion words include lollygagger, dawdler, goldbricker.





ABERRATION 


Strange behavior, actions that stray from the norm, an unorthodox path. One of the surprisingly wide range of words related to travel, as revealed by its Latin roots in aberrare, to wander from a given path or to deviate from the normal. Figuratively, aberration means breaking the rules by leading an uncouth life, which originally referred to someone who took an unknown path, as into Dante’s dark wood, where the paths diverged, or Galahad’s forest, “where there is no way or path.” Companion words and phrases include err, errata, erroneous, and errant, as in knight errant, and deviate, to turn out of the way. Albert Schweitzer writes: “The time will come when public opinion will no longer tolerate amusements based on the mistreatment and killing of animals. The time will come, but when? When we reach the point that hunting, the pleasure in killing animals for sport, will be regarded as a mental aberration?” More ironically, French philosopher Anatole France writes, “Of all the sexual aberrations, chastity is the strangest.”




ABOMINATION 


Something so ominous it causes disgust. The Concise Oxford Dictionary provides a handy definition: “Loathing; odious or degrading habit or act.” This detestable word harks back to Roman times, the Latin abominabilis, and the white-knuckled phrase, “Abominor!”—in plain English, “I pray that the omen be averted!” or “Omen away!” From ab,  away, omen, good or evil or portent. An abomination is the monster that’s unleashed, an Abominable Snowman or Frankenstein, of our own mysterious creation. Matt Groening, the ingenious creator of The Simpsons, uses the word in a way that will be hilarious to some, odious to others: “I pledge impertinence to the flag waving of the unindicted co-conspirators of America, and to the republicans for which I can’t stand, one abomination, underhanded fraud, indefensible, with Liberty and Justice—forget it.” J. T. Tiptree Jr. writes mordantly, “Abomination, that’s what they are; afterwords, introductions, all the dribble around the story.” Companion words include abominate, to desecrate; baleful, portending evil; and croaker, someone in the habit of foretelling bad events, after the strange caws of a raven.




ABSQUATULATE 


To flee, abscond, or boogie. This facetious frontier slang combines the notion of speculating with squatting or camping. An example of America’s “barbaric brilliancy” in language, as H. L. Mencken sneered. My informant, the tea maven, James Norwood Pratt, tells me that when he was growing up in North Carolina absquatulate meant to “absent one’s family and self abruptly to take up ‘squatting’ elsewhere.” According to dictionary.com, it reflects a humorous 19th-century linguistic trend in the United States to combine words that sound funny together. Coined around 1833, the word was first recorded in William B. Bernard’s  play The Kentuckian, uttered by the Western character Nimrod Wildfire who described “a frontiersman preparing to absquatulate and head for the wilderness.” A disputatious story, but the truth can still be “rooted out” from the Latin ab, away, and abscond, and at, to echo perambulate, and squattle, a mock derivation of squat. Language maven William Safire quoted Senator Orrin Hatch warning Congress about early withdrawal from Iraq, in 2007: “Mr. President, absquatula-tion is not a policy!”




ACHIEVE 


To accomplish, earn, complete. A great catch of a word, a splendiferous achievement of the English language, a glorious example of vivid folk observation resulting in a kind of “catchword.” Its roots date back to the Latin ad caput venire, to come to a head or a good result, to complete or finish something. By the 14th century, achieve was absorbed into French as achever, to accomplish something, which infers using your head and deciding to finish what you started. The original meaning remains when we say someone is an overachiever, going above and beyond expectations, or “playing over his head,” as sudden stardom in sports is seen. Regarded in this way, achievement is a many-headed beast of a word. Abraham Lincoln wrote: “That some achieve great success, is proof to all that others can achieve it as well.” On the flip side is Woody Allen’s nebbish observation: “I don’t want to achieve immortality  through my work. I want to achieve it through not dying.” Companion words include mischief and bonchief, a bad result and a good result, respectively, and an “oddyssey” of a word, strange-achieved, knowledge or experience learned in foreign (estrange) lands, which sounds like a tantalizing travel book title. Mischieve was a popular word in the 14th century to describe a malicious deed or a selfish accomplishment, and if revived could readily fill an unfortunate gap in our language.

 





Achieve: Abraham Lincoln
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AESTHETICS 


The study of the perception of beauty and good taste. According to the venerable Oxford Dictionary of English, aesthetics is a nuanced appreciation of the beautiful. Aesthetics is also a branch of philosophy, a critical study of art that goes out on a limb to study the way people judge the beautiful, art, and good taste. Depth psychologist James Hillman elucidated an aspect of the word that takes my breath away: “The activity of perception or sensation in Greek is aesthesis,” he writes in A Blue Fire, “which means at root ‘taking in’ as in breathing in the beauty of the world, which is a far cry from the dryasdust notion, perpetrated by the likes of John Donne, that what is aesthetic is merely physical sensation.” Digging deeper into the loam of the word we find aesthe-tikos , sensitive, perceptive, from aisthanesthai, to perceive, to feel through the senses and the mind. By extrapolation, if it doesn’t take your breath away, it ain’t art. Deep and abiding beauty takes your breath away. This “in-search,” as Hillman calls it, culminated in the French esthetique, the study of art itself, which in turn inspired Immanuel Kant, who regarded aesthetics as “the science which treats of the conditions of sensuous perception.” The French polymath André Malraux wrote in Museum without Walls, “From aesthetic stems the idea of beauty, not so much that only beautiful things should be painted but only such things that would be beautiful if they existed.” Companion words include aesthete, “a professed appreciator of the beautiful,” according to the OED, and beauty sleep, the sleep taken  before midnight, presumably because it amounts to the most refreshing rest of all, the one that allows us to appear young, attractive, even breathtaking.

 





Aesthetics: Red in Rain
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ALLURE 


To attract, captivate, lure, in a mysteriously fascinating way; to powerfully charm, tempt, attract. Curiously, this is one of many hunting terms that have gone through what linguists call “sense evolution,” while maintaining strong metaphorical power. It derives from the 14th-century word Old French aleurer, to attract, captivate, and more exotically, to train a falcon to hunt. The roots are à, to, and loirre, falconer’s lure. The archaic sense is that of a passage, walkway, or  gallery along a castle parapet, which reverts to the Middle English alour, alure, gait, course, gallery, from aler, to go. By the magical power of metaphorical extension, English novelist Anthony Trollope writes, “She knew how to allure by denying, and to make the gift rich by delaying it.” If your lover purrs to you, “You animal,” you know that you have proved to be alluring, in the original sense of the word. H. L. Mencken wrote, “The allurement that women hold out to men is precisely the allurement that Cape Hatteras holds out to sailors: they are enormously dangerous and hence enormously fascinating.”




ALOOF 


Away, apart; standoffish, shy, or superior. A word that drifted into English from Holland, where English itself was born around the 11th century, according to Melvyn Bragg. From the Dutch a-loef, luff, to steer into the wind to avoid danger and away from the shore. Figuratively, aloof proved to be a strong metaphor for the desire of many sailors and landlubbers alike to steer away from people; it drifted out to sea in its current meaning, as the American Heritage Dictionary defines it: “being without a community of feeling, distant, indifferent.” The New York Times, in 1990, wrote of film star Greta Garbo that her “aloofness frustrated the press, which published thousands of photographs of her frantically clutching a drooping hat over her face as she shopped or raced for a train, ship or plane.” Sir Arthur Conan Doyle  sniffed in his historical novel Sir Nigel, “To his pure and knightly soul not Edith alone, but every woman, sat high and aloof, enthroned and exalted, with a thousand mystic excellences …” My informant on Inishmore, the Celtic monk Dara Malloy, tells me that the local phrase for staying aloof is Fan amach ón duine, which he translates as “Give that person a wide berth.” Companion words include apart, chilly, cold fish, which is what you get if you stay too long in your drifting boat and don’t come ashore.




ALPHABET 


A standard set of letters used in a language. The Concise Oxford Dictionary adds in succinct fashion that this is the “first rudiments” of language. Scholars have determined that about fifty-six different alphabets are still in use around the world. The most common is ours, the Latin one, that derives from the clever decision to use alpha and beta, the first two letters of the Greek alphabet, which had already come from the first two letters of the Phoenician alphabet, meaning ox and house, respectively. The symmetry of the word gave some order to the chaos of Roman letters, resulting in the dulcet Latin alphabetum, from the Greek alphabetos. According to Robert Cawdrey, in his 1604 First English Dictionary, an abecedarie is handily defined as “the order of the letters, or hee that vseth them.” The Greek historian Herodotus credited the Phoenician prince Cadmus with inventing  both the alphabet and books, which the Greeks wrote as phoinikeia grammata, “Phoenician letters,” and customized for themselves. Herodotus even described encountering the Cadmean alphabet on an engraved tripod in the temple of Apollo at Thebes, with an inscription that read: “Amphitryon dedicated me from the spoils from the battle of Teleboae,” which, if true, reveals the origins of the alphabet in an account of war reporting. To this day I open up books from my father’s library and find book marks from the Little Professor Bookstore in Dearborn, Michigan, which featured this quote from an 1818 letter by Thomas Carlyle: “May blessings be upon the head of Cadmus, the Phoenicians, or whoever it was that invented books.” Companion words include abecedarian, arranged alphabetically, also a pupil studying the alphabet; and the nostalgic alphabet soup, a tomato soup with kernels of letter-shaped pasta floating within. The digital publishing world refers to a person who is interested in testing software development as a beta, and pre-alpha, alpha, and beta often read other’s work before it is posted or published, an especially popular practice in “fan fiction.” The deadpan comic Stephen Wright asks, “Why is the alphabet in that order? Is it because of that song?”




AMBROSIA 


Food of the gods; anything delightful to taste or smell; bee-bread. The Greek ambrosios meant “of the immortals,” from a,  not, mbrotos, mortal: not mortal. Those who ate it were rendered immortal by virtue of sharing the food of the gods on Mount Olympus. Fascinatingly, the word reaches back even further, to Proto-Indo-European, the earliest roots of English: *mer (the asterisk denotes the clever work of linguists to reconstruct a word’s roots on the basis of other material), to die, a reflection of the timeless thought about mortality and immortality. Pliny and Dioscorides both described certain herbs that were used in various foods for mortals since the 1680s (originally in fruit drinks); used figuratively for “anything delightful” by 1731. In Homer’s Iliad, Zeus orders Aphrodite to “anoint the body of Hector with ambrosia.” Companion words include ambrosia, the marshmallow-like dessert, ambrosial, divinely fragrant or delicious, and by extension, nectar, a drink that helps you overcome death. The actor James Earl Jones (the voice of Darth Vader in the “immortal” Star Wars) said, “In the wintertime, in the snow country, citrus fruit was so rare, and if you got one, it was better than ambrosia.” The Sanskrit amrita refers to the “immortal” drink of ancient Hindus.




AMOK (MALAY) 


Jumbled; confused; running about in frenzied thirst for blood. The OED simply defines it as coming from the Malay word amuk, attacking ferociously, as if in a trance. The first known reference comes in The Book of Duarte Barbosa: An  Account of the Countries Bordering on the Indian Ocean and Their Inhabitants, published in 1516: “There are some of them [the Javanese] who … go out into the streets, and kill as many persons as they meet … These are called Amuco.” Later the word entered the various European languages as well as English, always referring to a kind of a violent frenzy. In an NPR interview, Claire O’Neill, author of Autochromes: The First Flash of Color, recounts, “There’s a legend that when the Lumière brothers—pioneers of motion pictures—showed their film of an approaching train in 1896, the audience ran amok in terror.” Companion words include berserk, deranged, furious, wildly out of control.




ANALEMMA 


The path of the sun plotted on a globe or photograph. This unusual word is what I like to think of as a whatchamacallit. Have you ever wondered what that curious figure-eight-like drawing on the surface of a globe is called, or if there is even a name for the similar figure-eight pattern of a rising and setting sun as captured by time-lapse photography? Well, now you know it—one word that covers both phenomena. The Greek analemma was a sundial set on a pedestal, from ana, up, and lambanein, to take, which provides a vivid word-picture of a device propped up on a stone in order to take or catch sunlight. When caught it cast a shadow in order to tell time. If watched over the  course of the day that shadow moves in a beautiful pattern, which depicts the sun’s declination for each day of the year. That pattern came to be drawn on the portion of common globes that showed the Tropics. If you look it up, as Casey Stengel advised sports reporters who never believed his references, what you will find is this marvelous mouthful: “orthographic projection of the sphere on the plane of the meridian,” the eye being supposed at an infinite distance, and in the east or west point of the horizon. Let’s call an analemma a beautiful and orderly curve that represents the mean position on the celestial sphere. Analemma is commonly applied nowadays to the figure traced in the sky when the position of the Sun is plotted at the same time each day over a calendar year from a particular location on Earth. Companion words include lemma, a word stem, or deepest reach of a root word, such as throw from thrown, or catch from caught.




APOCRYPHAL 


Of doubtful authenticity; sham; wrongly attributed; esoteric. In ancient Greek kryptien meant “to hide,” coming into Latin as apocrypha (scripta), hidden or secret writings (implying that something is not sanctioned), from the earlier Greek apokryphos, from apo, away, kryptein, hide. Hidden away, obscure, referring to writings or books of “unknown or unofficial and unapproved authorship,” especially those included in the Septuagint and Vulgate books of the Bible.  Two examples of probable apocryphal statements, the first by Mark Twain, the most popular thing he never said: “The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.” Equally erroneous but similarly irresistible is the alleged eureka moment of the French monk Pierre (Dom) Pérignon, moments after imbibing his newly blended champagne: “Come quickly, I am drinking the stars!” It’s enough to make you wonder if the writers of the early Superman comics were reading the Greek myths—in the original—when they conjured up kryptonite , the “hidden or secret” stone that was Superman’s Achilles Heel. Companion words include apocalypse, literally the “lifting of the veil” from the Greek apo, away, and kalypsis, veil, away with the veil, as in the revelation or disclosure of a secret.
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