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PRAISE FOR WORDCATCHER

“I am awed by Phil Cousineau’s scholarship and the overall view he has of inner matters. He has a genius for the soulful dimensions of words, and a rare intelligence for communicating the numinous dimension of language. Wordcatcher will grace the lives of all who read it, and inspire them to respect, even revere words as much as its author does.”

—Robert A. Johnson, author of He, She, and Slender Threads



 



 


“Phil Cousineau’s Wordcatcher is a wonderful meditation on words that can be read from beginning to end if you are obsessed with speech, greedy for mountain air, and into enlightened verbal play. Not a dry lexical listing, each word Cousineau chooses sings with cellos, vagabonds through tongues and history, and bounces like a balloon on the moon, and as high as his quirky imagination takes us. Compelled reading for residence in the ancient synagogue of the word.”

—Willis Barnstone, author of The Restored New Testament  and Ancient Greek Lyrics
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The Korean Brush





In Eric Partridge’s book The Gentle Art of Lexicography,  there is a story about an elder lady who, on borrowing a dictionary from her municipal library, returned it with the comment, “A very unusual book indeed—but the stories are extremely short, aren’t they?”

—Henry Hitchings, Johnson’s Dictionary



 



 


I am not yet so lost in lexicography, as to forget that words are the daughters of the earth, and that things are the sons of heaven.

—Dr. Samuel Johnson, preface to the Dictionary



 



 


You know well that, for a thousand years, the form of speech has changed, and words that then had certain meanings now seem wondrously foolish and odd to us. And yet people really spoke like that, and they succeeded as well in love as men do now.

—Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, 1372
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

n. 1594. Act of acknowledging influences; a token of due recognition or appreciation; a favorable notice; an expression of thanks. Its roots reach back to the Medieval English aknow, from the Old English  oncnawan, to understand, recognize, know, and the old verb  knowlechen, to admit, especially the truth.
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As sure as heliotropic plants turn to the sun for light, so does the logotropic soul turn to words for illumination. In that light I would like to acknowledge with a raft of favorable notices my early lorefathers, the mentors who reminded me of the love of learning, the animateurs, Joseph Campbell, Huston Smith, and Robert A. Johnson, all of whom contributed words to my vocabulary, such as metaphor, cornucopia, and numinous. I would also like to broadcast my thanks to Ernie Harwell, the Detroit Tigers Hall of Fame broadcaster, who illuminated for me the origins of boondocks, a word I learned from his home run calls on WJR, the sound of the Motor City. Thanks to Jeanne and Michael Adams for their offer of the use of Ansel’s cabin in Yosemite, where I found the rest and respite to finish a large portion of the book, and discovered the wonderful citations for beauty, camera, and scootch in Ansel’s well-thumbed library. Others who have shown special fellowfeel for this project over the years include County Clare’s own favorite son, P. J. Curtis, who helped clarify several of the euphonious entries from Ireland, such as cant and cahoots, and my logodaedalus Dublin  friend Jaz Lynch, whose use of the old term kibosh caught my attention at McDaid’s Pub in Dublin many years and many pints ago. The versatile wordmonger R. B. Morris supplied me with the marvelous Tennessee riff on “help” and “hope” and true  companionship over the years as we discussed the imponderabilia of language in bars from Knoxville to North Beach. To the late Frank McCourt, I want to acknowledge the craic we shared while we lectured together on the Silversea Silver Shadow. I’ll never forget how he described over lunch one day his introduction to the beauty of words in his first reading of Shakespeare, which he said felt like jewels in his mouth.
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To my fellow bibliomancer Brenda Knight, I offer profuse thanks for thinking of that simple request that I look in my rolltop desk for any old manuscripts, or notebooks with book ideas, which is how this book was born. Thanks to copyeditor Mark Rhynsburger for his perspicacious help, Elena Granik for her marketing savvy, Frank Wiedemann for his elegant book design, Scott Idleman for his cover design, and to my publisher Frédérique Delacoste, who gave the green light to this project. Profuse thanks to my agent, Amy Rennert, for her graceful efforts in turning the idea into a reality and fighting for the  best possible artifact. And I would like to enthusiastically offer a palette of colorful thanks to Gregg Chadwick for his gorgeous  illustrations, and even more, his doughty dedication to the cause of “the painted word,” which helps bring poets and painters together. Final acknowledgments, in the third sense of the word, understanding the truth of something, are due to my family, Jo Beaton and Jack Cousineau, who gracefully dealt with my long disappearances into my writing studio and distant libraries, as I rode my hobbyhorse of word fascination.

May all who read this book learn to love the riffling of pages in their favorite dictionaries.
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INTRODUCTION

Every word, without exception, is an enchantment, a wonder, a marvel, aphorisms compressed to single words, sometimes single phonemes.

—Lewis Thomas

 



Every Friday night of my boyhood my father pulled out the plug of the old Philco television and pulled down one of his favorite books from the oak bookshelves in the living room. After asking my mother to pour him his nightly shot of Jack Daniel’s, he asked her to join my younger brother and sister and me around his favorite leather reading chair. There he would lead us, one page at a time, through the classics that he loved, Homer, Mark Twain, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, Robert Louis Stevenson, or Tales from the Arabian Nights.

Naturally, there were a few words in those difficult but powerful books that we kids didn’t understand. But my parents encouraged us to admit when we were stumped and to ask  questions. To this day I can recall being enchanted, as Lewis Thomas writes above, but stymied by such unusual words as  shanghaied in The Sea Wolf; mentor in The Odyssey; rapscallion in  Huckleberry Finn; or bohemian in Van Gogh’s letters. Tentatively, I would ask my father, whose knowledge of words was encyclopedic  , the meaning of the ones I didn’t understand. But rather than give me an easy answer, he would point to our hefty edition of The Random House Dictionary, whose covers were always open like the wings of a giant bird, on the ottoman next to his chair.

“Look it up, Philip,” he’d say. “That’s why I bought the  damned thing.”

But his pedagogic tricks didn’t end there.

When I started playing baseball he gave me a subscription to the Sporting News. One day he noticed that I was reading Ray Bradbury so he signed me up for a science-fiction book club. Saturday mornings were dedicated to sharing breakfast together at Brownie’s, the old diner in town, where we would try to solve the crossword puzzles in the Detroit Free Press. If he took me to the Henry Ford Museum he couldn’t resist telling me the story behind the names of famous cars like Mercury, inspired by the Greek god of speed, Maverick, after a cattle rustler, Dusenberg  , which gave us the word doozy, or Cadillac, after the French explorer who founded Detroit.

“Someday you’re going to thank me for this,” my dad would say.

And then there were the road trips. We must have been the only family in America to actually carry a dictionary in the car with us when we went on vacations. When we made the  pilgrimage to Edgar Allan Poe’s home, in Philadelphia, I heard our guide pronounce the sonically thrilling tintinnabulation—and of course had to look it up back in the car. On a visit to a Matisse exhibit in Toledo, Ohio, I read in an art catalog the French word for a quick sketch, pochade. When my parents drove us up to Stratford, Ontario, to see a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the word seeksorrow leapt out at me from the stage, and I’ve loved it ever since.

This is also how my life as a wordcatcher began. Word by word, book by book, play by play, movie by movie, road by road, café by café, pub by pub, conversation by conversation, dictionary by dictionary.

In this spirit, the words that have fascinated me most have also compelled me to follow them back as far as my dictionaries and lexicons will take me, as if I were following in the wake of my French-Canadian voyageur ancestors up a surging river to its distant source. This is, in every sense of the word, the very meaning of derivation, from de, from, rivus, stream. Originally, it referred to the act of following a current of water to its source, and eventually came to mean, as the great Dr. Johnson defined it, “the tracing of a word from its origin.”

Together, we find that to derive a word is to explore it, track it back to its earliest reference, story, or citation, the place from which it flows, a place full of immense energy, history, and mystery.

As the African proverb says, “Every river runs to its mama.”

 



The River of Words

When the great J. R. R. Tolkien listened to a lecture by his son Christopher, Tolkien the elder was moved to see himself and his life’s work in an entirely new light.

“I suddenly realized that I am a pure philologist. I like history, and am moved by it,” he later wrote to his son, “but its finest moments for me are those in which it throws light on words and names.”

My own fascinations often feel boundless, from history to literature, travel to sports, architecture to music, but my deepest passion runs like whitewater rapids when the words and names in those worlds rise to meet me. For the last thirty-five years—I know the exact date and place I began to write them down: April 10, 1975, when I moved into a matchbox-sized room in Kilburn, London—I have filled virtually hundreds of journals and notebooks with my favorite word lists. And now all these years later I have condensed and compressed those entries into this one volume, Wordcatcher, in the hope of passing them on to other avid word hounds.

To create my own “word-hoard,” in Tolkien’s utterly gorgeous description, I have used a simple standard. Each and every “headword” that is explored here evoked in me an “Aha!” when I first encountered it.

Often while compiling this collection I have thought of the twice-told tale of the time the English poet W. H. Auden was asked to teach a class in poetry. Two hundred students applied to study with him, but there was room for only twenty in the classroom. When asked how he chose them, he said he picked  the ones who actually loved words, which means he was seeking other logophiles, other word lovers.

That, too, has been my standard. But I have also tried to set Wordcatcher apart from the scores of other wonderful word books. Not to be orchidaceous, but perspicacious; not ostentatious about the use of words, but keenly discerning, shrewdly knowledgeable.

To do so, I have included a few innovations. First, all of these words have surprising derivations, like baffle, an old Scottish word to describe a disgraced knight. Second, each word here is either fun to say, such as bamboozle, or mellifluous to hear, such as swaff. Third, I’ve included “companion words” at the end of each word story, in the spirit of those close friends who enjoy dining out together, a practice which honors a lifelong practice of mine of meandering from one word to another in my myriad dictionaries. Seeing how desultory, consultant, and result are all related to the old Roman word for the trick rider who leapt from horse to horse makes our language, well, jump off the page. Fourth, I’ve introduced a few common words in uncommon ways, coming at them from a different angle to help us see them in fresh, even startling ways. For example, the everyday word  story is so recognizable it is almost impossible to appreciate its lapidary meanings. So I introduce it within the story poles, an ancient term for marking the ground for a building about to go up, which also serves as a vivid metaphor for laying the foundation of our lives with narratives. Likewise with myth, a word so common and so abused I have revived mythosphere, a brilliant coinage by essayist and mythologist Alexander Eliot, to describe  the “atmosphere” of sacred stories that surrounds us at all times. Fifth, I have tried to offer a great range of citations, from Mae West to the Marx Brothers, to illustrate how the words are actually used.

In a word, this book of weird, wonderful and wild word stories is a game of catch. When I throw a baseball around with my son Jack it’s a game of give and take, each of us throwing the ball so the other can catch it. It’s an ordinary activity, but also a profound metaphor for life and for my relationship to words. If I see an amazing word thrown to me in a book, magazine, or movie—chicanery, bedswerver, lucubrate—I am thrilled, and I want to keep the game of language going by looking it up, writing it down, using it in a story, poem, script, or conversation. Call it the sport of a wordcatcher, playing catch with the ball of language that’s been thrown to me by all the writers and storytellers who came before me.

Finally, it is my fervent hope that by exploring the delightful backstories of the 250 or so words that compose this book you will be inspired to develop the delightful habit of running to your own dictionary, whether on your bookshelf or on your laptop, every time you’re frustrated, intrigued, or tantalized by a curious word. Not necessarily for the purposes of self-improvement, or to loftify your social status, but to feel that throb in the heart that inspires us to follow a word home and learn about it, then maybe even use it in your own conversations and stories. I believe that if we trust that natural instinct, there is a strong chance we will be surprised by the joy often lurking inside the words that lured us forward.

No one captured this joyous jolt better than Shakespeare when he wrote in King John: “Zounds! I’ve never been so bethumped by words before!”


Zounds!—what an expression! Bethump—what a verb! What a marvelous use of exclamation points!

The first time I read that line my face broke out in a wild wall-to-wall grin, a flizzen, as they said in the Bard’s day. Then I raced to my family’s old Random House Dictionary, which now graces my writing studio, and flipped to the back of the tattered old dictionary to find out where such words came from—zounds, God’s wounds! and bethumped, knocked over backward.

And feeling once more the thrill of the chase I carried the old dictionary upstairs and carefully placed it in the corner of the living room of my own house, so my own son can discover for himself in the years to come the utter joy of wordcatching.

 




Phil Cousineau  
April 2010  
San Francisco
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[image: 005] ABRACADABRA 


An incantation, a charm, a magician’s mantra, a healing formula to rid a person of disease or illness. A word so old hair is growing on it. Abracadabra is said to consist of the first letters of the Hebrew words Ab (Father), Ben (Son), and Ruach ACadsch  (Holy Spirit), and when combined was believed to cure afflictions ranging from ague to toothaches. Traditionally,  The American Heritage Dictionary says, the word abracadabra  was worn as an amulet, furtively “arranged in an inverted pyramid” on a piece of paper that was suspended by a linen thread around the neck. As one letter disappeared in each line, so too was the malady of the patient supposed to disappear. Beyond its cult symbolism the word gained popularity when it was adopted in magic shows, circuses, and theater acts of the mystical persuasion. In the indispensable  Devil’s Dictionary Ambrose Bierce defined it: “By  Abracadabra we signify an infinite number of things. ‘Tis  the answer to What? And How? And Why? And Whence? And Whither?—a word whereby The Truth (with the comfort it brings) is open to all who grope in night, Crying for Wisdom’s holy light.” Speaking of which, Ezra Pound, who wrote that a book should be like a ball of light in your hand, also said, “Mass ought to be in Latin, unless you could do it in Greek or Chinese. In fact, any abracadabra  that no bloody member of the public or half-educated ape of a clargimint could think he understood.” Companion words include the hypnotic abracadabrant, marvelous or stunning.

[image: 006]




[image: 007] ABSURD 


Ridiculous, incongruous, contrary to reason. Unbelievable because inaudible. Yet its roots in the Latin ab-surdus, deaf, stupid, reveal that absurd really does mean “not-hearing,” or as Merriam-Webster suggests, “unsound,” which sounds just right. By the 16th century, its meaning had worn down to “silly or folly,” then took on its secondary meaning of “having no rational or orderly relationship to human life.” Figuratively, it suggests life is strange because you haven’t been listening very closely. Everything sounds discordant, seems inharmonious, out of tune; life has lost its melody. You’re deaf to the truth. “The Theater of the Absurd,” based on the writings of Albert Camus, Samuel Beckett, and Eugène Ionesco, plays up this sinking feeling that there is no ultimate meaning or purpose in the universe, as if to say even God isn’t listening—or there is no God at all to listen to our woes. It’s absurd we don’t better appreciate the depths of this word, although it has been stretched by the Absurdists to also suggest that human beings are ultimately free because nothing is fated. In that light, consider Lily Tomlin’s sly observation: “You cannot achieve the impossible without attempting the absurd.” The great poet Louis Simpson writes in “An Impasse,” “To say, ‘The news is good’ / in French would be bad grammar, and absurd, which is worse.”




[image: 008] ACADEMY 


A school to teach specialized skills or thought; a body of established opinion widely accepted as authoritative; a society for the advancement of art or science. The term comes from the Grove of Akademos, where Plato taught, in honor of Akademos, a mythic hero in the Trojan War, said to live on a farm “six  stadia outside Athens,” and who gave refuge to Castor and Pollux after their search for their kidnapped sister, Helen of Sparta. The word has held on to this sense of respite from the real world. By the 16th century, it had taken on figurative significance as any center of training, and by the mid-19th century “the academy” had come to mean the extended world of education and scholarship. However,  academic has devolved into an embattled term far afield from Plato’s school. On one hand, it suggests rigorous intellectualism; on the other, scholars hopelessly lost in clouds of thought. Camille Paglia said, in an interview with Shane Berry of Three Monkeys Online, “[A]s the decades passed and poststructuralism, postmodernism, and New Historicism took root in the academy, I began to realize how many of my skills as a commentator on art and culture came from my early training in the New Criticism.” Synchronistically, I recently found this note I took from a conversation with my friend mythologist Joseph Campbell, in which he said, rather impishly: “I’m with those philosophers in the academy—until their feet leave the ground.” Companion terms include the groves of Academe, a reference to Horace’s silvas Academi; the venerable Académie Française;  and the Academy Award, alluding to the romantic notion of an idyllic life dedicated to thinking, research, or creativity, whether on a bucolic campus, amid the privileged halls of Paris, or behind the walled gardens of Hollywood.




[image: 009] ACCOLADE 


Praise, laurel, award. A laudatory word worthy of honors. Imagine, if you will, as Rod Serling would intone, a ritual for conferring knighthood, featuring an all-night vigil for the candidate, a ceremonial embrace, and a light tap on the shoulders with the flat side of a sword, capped off, if we can trust the movies, with the immortal phrase “I dub thee Sir Lancelot, or “Sir Loin,” as the case may be. That’s your accolata, the name of the ceremony, whether it takes place in a cathedral, a castle, or on the battlefield. The ennobled word derives from ad, to, and collum, the neck or collar, from Latin accolare, to embrace, and French accoler, which the Random House Dictionary warmly defines as “to hug round the neck.” Webster’s adds a concise secondary meaning of “a mark of acknowledgement,” and a third, the vivid musical usage “a brace or line used in music to join two or more staffs carrying simultaneous parts.” Notes joined at the neck, you might say. In his poem “Memorial Day,” Joyce Kilmer wrote, “May we, their grateful children, learn / Their strength, who lie beneath this sod, / Who went through fire and death to earn / At last the accolade  of God.” More recently, actor Morgan Freeman said  upon receiving his Academy Award, “Getting a standing ovation was kind of humbling. … So many people are so happy that I have been named for this award. A lot of people say you’re due—maybe you are, maybe you aren’t—it’s an  accolade.” Thus, an accolade is an honor or praise that feels like a warm embrace, or a tap of approval on the shoulder from a favorite uncle or coach or book critic.




[image: 010] ADUMBRATE 


To prefigure, render a sketchy outline, disclose a bit of what you know, give warning. Not just another “inkhorn word” but a useful verb, since so much of our life is in and out of the dark. Like many light-and-dark words, it comes from the Latin ad, to or fore, and umbra, shadow, thus adumbratus, meaning “to lightly foreshadow.” If you look it up, you’ll discover a shadow theater of silhouetted words: umbrage,  shadowbox, and skiamachy, or “shadow-fighting,” a favorite practice of boxers, familiar to anyone battling imaginary enemies. My own earliest recollection of the word was in my first college film class, at the University of Detroit, in 1974, where we studied the use of foreshadowing. One morning the professor wrote in white chalk caps on the blackboard: THE ART OF ADUMBRATING IN HITCHCOCK. That lecture changed the way I viewed movies, teaching me how to look for signs and symbols. Writing of Hitchcock’s  Odd Man Out, Thomas M. Letich says, “[He] has made it fun to watch the revelation of Alicia’s character  by involving her in a promisingly dangerous situation while adumbrating the danger with such authority and wit that following the continuity provides the same perverse pleasures as identifying Hannay’s char and the body she discovers in The 39 Steps.” Companion words that shadow forth include skiascope, an optometrist’s tool for determining the “refractive condition of the eye” by following the movement of “retinal lights and shadows,” and chiaroscuro  , an art born of light and shadow, like moonlight on castle ruins, or the gold-haunted portraits of Rembrandt, the feverdream movies of Terrence Malick, the shadow-strewn architecture of Tadao Ando.
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Adumbrate (Shadow Boxing)
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Aftermath




[image: 013] AFTERMATH 


Consequences. Today we speak of the aftermath of something as its long-lasting results. But this has nothing to do with your old math classes, which still haunt some of us who suffer the odd nightmare about receiving high school transcripts that say we failed our tenth grade math class and have to take it over. No, thankfully, aftermath has been harvested from after, following, and math, from mæð, Old English dialect meaning “to mow, cut hay,” and originally referred to the second crop of hay grown in the same season after the first had been scythed. By the 18th century, the agricultural term took on its modern figurative meaning of reaping what we sowed. Now the only question is: What’s the word for that head-spinning smell released from all  that cut grass that I mowed for $5 a lawn when I was kid? Companion words include polymath, from poly, much, and  mathein, learner, and so someone who simply loves to learn. And speaking of math, algebra derives from the al-jabr, a book by its inventor, Muhammad al-Khwarizmi. An after-word  for aftermath reveals a distant cousin, afterclap, which refers to the … sudden silence … after the applause dies away—a word well worthy of revival because it names the currently nameless trauma suffered by ex-athletes, actors, and politicians who desperately miss the applause after they retire.




[image: 014] AGONY 


Pain, conflict, struggle. Ancient Greece teemed with competition. There were upward of 300 gymnasiums, stadiums, and hippodromes, which regularly held a thrilling range of contests, from wrestling and chariot racing to sculpture and drama. Collectively, these were called the agonia, the struggle for victory in the games, from the earlier verb  agein, to drive, to lead, to celebrate, and agon, or contest. So fierce were all contests in ancient Greece that the winners were celebrated, even apotheosized, while the losers slunk away ignominiously. The visceral memory of those fierce competitions comes down to us in our word  agony, which by the 14th century stretched out to mean wrestling against the fierce opponents of mental anguish, physical torment, even the suffering before death. In the  International Journal of Lexicography, John Considine writes that the earliest recorded use in English, in Wycliffe’s Bible, is the description of Christ “in agonye” in the Garden of Gethsemane. Companion words include protagonist and  antagonist, the two characters pitted against each other in any drama, whether essentially an arena or theater; and  antagonize, which means to put someone else in agony. Figuratively, agony is the heart of all drama; encountering, confronting, then triumphing over it. “There is no greater  agony than bearing an untold story inside you,” writes Maya Angelou. Seamus Heaney expanded on this aspect after translating a certain 9th-century Anglo-Saxon epic: “One way of reading Beowulf is to think of it as three  agons in the hero’s life.” Curiously, an agonist is a drug that activates cell molecules in a way that replicates their natural processes. In China, the writhing of tea leaves in the bottom of a teacup when hot water is poured in is called “the agony of the leaf.” On Star Trek “agonizers” were red-glowing weapons used on those who had committed minor offenses, while those who were guilty of major ones were sent to the “agony booth.”




[image: 015] ALLEGORY 


A long metaphor; a story with an inner and outer meaning; a narrative with symbolic significance. An allegory is a description in which a place, object, or action is personified or holds moral, social, religious, or political importance. To  fully appreciate the magnitude of this word, think of an average day in classical Athens. An indignant citizen walks down to the agora, the marketplace under the Acropolis, and delivers a heated allegoria, a veiled but critical speech designed to expose the actions of a politician he vehemently disagrees with. We’ve been speaking and writing that way ever since. Allegories abound in novels, songs, movies. Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels is an audacious adventure story, but its deeper power is as an allegorical  satire on 17th-century English mores. Francis Coppola’s  Apocalypse Now and Katherine Bigelow’s The Hurt Locker  aren’t only movies about the Vietnam and Iraq wars, but  allegories about the insanity of all wars in all times. What I find stirring is that the word picture still shines through. Our English word derives from 14th century French allégorie  , via the Greek allegoria, from allos, another, different, plus agoreuein, to speak openly in the agora. Thus, to be  allegorical means to express yourself openly but differently, figuratively, metaphorically, symbolically, sometimes furtively. Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” was to the ancient world what Maya Lin’s Confluence is to ours. John Keats wrote of one who employed it most ingeniously, “Shakespeare led a life of allegory; his works are the comments on it.” “The Allegory of Painting” (1665-67) by Vermeer features a drawn-back curtain that reveals the artist himself painting a model dressed as Clio, the muse of history; it was considered his own favorite painting. More recently, in Men of Tomorrow: Geeks, Gangsters, and the Birth of the   Comic Book, Gerard Jones vividly describes Superman as “an  allegory that echoed for immigrants and Jews: the strange visitor who hides his alien identity.”




[image: 016] AMAZON 


A legendary river in South America; a mythic race of female warriors from Scythia. Today whenever we hear the word we think of the forests of South America, Wonder Woman, Buffy the Vampire Killer, Billie Jean King. But the word was originally used by the ancient Greeks to describe a tribe of warring women who lived at the remote reaches of the then known world, the shores of the Black Sea and the Caucasus mountains, in Asia Minor. The first historian, Herodotus of Ephesus, described them as fierce warriors who fought against the Greeks, a-masos, without one breast, allegedly to more easily let fly their arrows. According to travelers’ tales of the time, theirs was a society without men; any son born to an Amazon was either slain or exiled. Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream takes place the night before the wedding of Theseus and Hippolyta, the  Amazon queen. In 1541, the Spanish conquistador Francisco de Orellana, who was the first European to navigate the length of the river, named it after the infamous warriors after being surprised in an attack by the Tapuya Indians, whose women, he reported, were as fierce as his own soldiers. Out of such unsettling events, a legend grew of a ferocious tribe of women warriors living in a world  without men. Curious companion words include Amazonian chin, beardless, like a female warrior, as evoked in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus: “When with his Amazonian chin  he drove / the bristled lips before him.”




[image: 017] AMUSE 


To divert, entertain, occupy, please, or pleasantly bewilder. Its 500-year-old origins are rather…amusing, a revelation, rooted as they are in the Middle French amuser. Captain Francis Grose, in his scintillating 1811 dictionary of slang, deftly defines its earliest use: an attempt to deceive or cheat. But Grose adds a colorful use as a noun, and his definition is worth quoting in full. “Amusers,” he writes, “are rogues who carried snuff or dust in their pockets, which they threw into the eyes of any person they intended to rob; and running away, their accomplices (pretending to assist and pity the half-blinded person) took that opportunity of plundering them.” Some lexicographers insist on important degrees of amusement: amusing is a light and pleasant distraction, an activity that kills time; entertaining  is an agreeable experience, as in a performance of some brio that heightens awareness; diverting suggests amusing ourselves to death, turning off the intellectual faculties, by a sporting contest or comedy. “Ha, ha! You amuse me, Mr. Bond,” snarls the slitherly villain Max Zorin in A View to a Kill. Companion words include amusia, the inability to hear or appreciate music. And, dare we add, the amusing term  from the English countryside Ha-ha’s, which is humorlessly defined by the OED as “sunken fences bounding a park or garden.” This is an ungainly description for a clever invention that prevents animals from escaping because the fences or walls are hidden from view—until the last possible second to unsuspecting country hikers, who are so surprised and delighted they’ve been known to shout, “Ha-ha!” Now, that’s amusing!




[image: 018] ANIMATEUR 


A teacher who infuses life into a subject. An obscure word from the French worthy of widespread use to vividly describe all those mentors, coaches, and therapists who teach with “a little bit o’ soul,” as they say in Motown, thereby animating  their subjects and their students. The wordsmith Howard Rheingold suggests that animateur might even be able to bring to life the writing that deadens technical and scientific books. Similarly, the art of animation is the ability to create cartoons that appear to hum with life, such as the work of the Warner Brothers legend Chuck Jones, who brought Bugs Bunny, the Roadrunner, and Pepe Le Pew to life. Jones said in a 1999 interview, “Indeed, we wanted our characters to be alive. I take the term ‘animation’ very seriously. … The expression is what gives life, the movement of the eye.” Speaking of sketches that seem to move, the Swiss painter Paul Klee said that drawing to him was “taking a line out for a walk.” Thomas Pynchon writes 
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