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INTRODUCTION

The average English speaker knows around 50,000 words. That represents an
astonishing diversity — nearly 25 times more words than there are individual stars
visible to the naked eye in the night sky. And even 50,000 seems insignificant
beside the half a million recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary. But looked at
from an historical perspective, that diversity becomes more apparent than real.
Tracing a word’s development back in time shows that in many cases what are now
separate lexical terms were formerly one and the same word. The deep prehistory of
our language has nurtured little word-seeds that over the millennia have
proliferated into widely differentiated families of vocabulary.

The purpose of this book is to uncover the often surprising connections between
elements of the English lexicon that have become obscured by centuries of
language change — the links in our word-web that join such unlikely partners as, for
instance, beef and cow, bacteria and imbecile, and bishop and spy.

The origins of the English language

The life stories of individual words, often mazy and conjectural, need a fixed
backdrop if they are to make sense. So first, a little history. English is a member of
the Indo-European family of languages. The precise origins of this are still a matter
of some controversy, but the consensus view is that it came on the scene around
8,000 years ago in the general area to the north of the Black Sea. Since then it has
split up into a large number of subgroups, which today provide nearly all the
languages of Europe and have also spread over large areas of the Middle East and
northern India. Among them are the Indo-Iranian languages, including Hindi and
ancient Sanskrit; the Slavic languages — Russian, Polish, Czech, Serbo-Croat, and
so on; the Baltic languages, Latvian and Lithuanian (which of all these modern
languages most closely resembles its Indo-European ancestor); the Celtic
languages, such as Welsh, Gaelic, and Breton; and Greek.

But in the history of English, there are two particular groups that are of central
importance. The first is the Romance languages: classical Latin, the literary
language of ancient Rome; and French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and
Romanian, which evolved from Vulgar Latin, the language of the common people
that spread through the Western Roman Empire. The role of Latin and French, in
particular, in the growth of English vocabulary has been immense. We acquired a
sizeable portion of our words from one or other of these sources.

The second important group, of course, is the Germanic languages: for that is the
group to which English itself belongs. The existence of the Germanic peoples as a
separate speech community dates back at least 3,000 years. Their first northern
European home has been traced to an area around the river Elbe. At this time they all
spoke the same language, which is generally known as Common Germanic.
Around the 2nd century BC this began to split up into three distinct dialects. One
was East Germanic. The only East Germanic language of which any written
evidence survives is Gothic. Now extinct, it was spoken by Germanic peoples who
migrated back eastwards to the area of modern Bulgaria and the Crimea. It provides
us with our closest glimpse of what prehistoric Common Germanic must have been
like. The second was North Germanic, which has evolved into modern Swedish,



Danish, Norwegian, and Icelandic. And lastly there was West Germanic, the
ancestor of modern German, Dutch, Flemish, Frisian, and English.

The forerunners of English crossed the Channel in the 5th and 6th centuries AD.
They were brought by peoples from the northeastern corner of the European
mainland, around Jutland and southern Denmark — the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes.
They spoke a mutually intelligible set of Germanic dialects (whose closest
modern continental relative is Frisian), which formed the basis of what is now
known as Old English (the alternative term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ is no longer much
used). This was a more or less homogeneous language, but with marked
geographical differences reflecting the areas into which the various Germanic
peoples had moved: the Angles into the Midlands (where Mercian was spoken)
and the North (whose form of Old English is now called Northumbrian); the Jutes
into Kent; and the Saxons into the rest of southern and western England (their
speech is known as West Saxon).

Astonishing richness and diversity

The end of the Old English period is conventionally associated with the Norman
Congquest of 1066, but in practice of course the transition into the next historical
phase of the language, which we term Middle English, was a gradual process. Its
crucial feature from the point of view of vocabulary was the beginning of
importation of non-native words which over the centuries have transformed
English from a parochial northeast European dialect into a lexical tapestry of
astonishing richness and diversity. A smattering of Latin words entered the
language following the conversion of the English to Christianity in the 7th century,
but it was the Vikings who first introduced new ingredients to the lexical blend in a
big way. Their forays began in the mid-8th century and lasted for several hundred
years. Their impact on English was greatest in northern areas, where they settled,
but the language as a whole is indebted to Old Norse for such basic words as anger,
egg, knife, law, and leg.

Undoubtedly the single most significant event in the history of the English
language was the Norman invasion of 1066, for it provided the impetus for a huge
influx of vocabulary from across the English Channel. These new words came both
via Anglo-Norman, the dialect of Old French spoken in England by the new ruling
classes, which was based on the northern variety of French; and direct from Old
French itself. It was this lexical infusion, which lasted from the 11th to the 16th
centuries, which truly laid the basis for the hybrid English language of today. It
would be futile to try and give a representative sample of the words it introduced,
for they are so all-pervasive. From supper to justice, from action to money, from
village to receive, they came in their thousands. Some were Gaulish in ultimate
origin. Gaulish was the Celtic language spoken in what is now France before
French killed it off. But the greatest majority of these French imports were
descended from earlier Latin ancestors.

It was Latin itself, together with Greek, that formed the next wave of lexical
innovation in English. With the Renaissance came a revival in classical
scholarship, and in the 16th and 17th centuries hundreds of Latin and Greek words
were naturalized into English — among them apparatus, area, crisis, maximum,
poem, and pollen, to name no more than a minute fraction.



Expanding horizons

It was around this time that English started to roam beyond its historical boundaries.
As English merchant venturers sailed the world, not only did they take their
language with them to distant continents, where it has since become in many cases
the dominant form of speech, but they also brought back with them new and exotic
terms that have found their way into the English lexicon. There is not a major
language in the world that has not over the past 500 years made some contribution to
English, from the beautiful donations of Italian (aria, arcade, bandit, bust, escort,
frigate, granite, madrigal, pedal, solo, umbrella, etc) and Hindi (bungalow, chintz,
cot, juggernaut, pundit, shampoo, etc) to the more modest gifts from the likes of
Finnish (sauna) and Tibetan (lama).

English is still growing — faster probably now than at any previous time in its
history (it has been calculated that around 800 neologisms are added to the working
vocabulary of the language every year). Over half of the new items come from
combinations of old ones, but there continues to be a lot of borrowing from other
languages (glasnost and perestroika are notable examples from the 1980s). The
formation of blends (conflations of existing words, such as motel formed from
motor and hotel) and acronyms (words made up from initial letters, like yuppie —a
young urban professional) is characteristic of late 20th-century English.

Unlikely relatives

All down these centuries of evolution and acquisition runs a complex tracery of
descent — often muddled, interrupted, cancelling itself out or losing itself in dead
ends, but often too presenting us with breathtaking lexical fragmentation patterns
that link the unlikeliest of partners. It seems scarcely plausible, for instance, that
acrobat and oxygen should be related, but they are. Both go back ultimately to an
Indo-European base *ak-, which conveyed the notion of being ‘pointed’ or ‘sharp’.
An acrobat is etymologically someone who walks on the ‘points’ of the feet, or on
tiptoe (it is based on Greek dkros ‘terminal’, ‘topmost’), while oxygen means
literally ‘acid-producer’. It comes from Greek oxus ‘sharp, acid’, which in turn was
descended from *ak-. Nor is this by any means the end of the story. For the same
base is responsible for a wide range of other English words, including acacia, acid,
acme, acne, acrid, acute, eager, ear (of corn), edge, and vinegar. Despite their
common source, they have reached English along very different routes. Ear and
edge, for example, come in a line of direct descent from Indo-European through
Germanic, while eager came via Old French from Latin, and acrobat and oxygen,
as we have seen, go back to Greek.

This family of English words traces its history right back to the prehistoric roots
of the language, but such extreme antiquity is not a precondition for great diversity.
The Latin word gradus ‘step’, for instance, lies behind an enormous range of
English vocabulary, much of it formed by prefixation: aggression, for example,
congress, degrade, degree, digress, egress, ingredient, ingress, progress, regress,
retrograde, and transgress, not to mention grade, gradation, gradient, gradual,
and graduate. And even more prolific source has been Latin cedere ‘go, go away,
give up’, which has given English accede, ancestor, cease, cede, concede, exceed,
intercede, precede, proceed, recede, and succeed, plus a range of related nouns
such as concession and procession.



How to use this book

The aim of this dictionary is to bring out and make explicit these sorts of historical
connection between English words. It is arranged alphabetically, so that each
article deals in the first instance with the origin and development of a particular
word. But where appropriate the relationship of that word with other English words
is described, and for quick reference a list is provided (preceded by ») of the words
which are etymologically linked with the entry word. All the words whose story is
told in the dictionary are shown with a date after them in square brackets. This
denotes the century in which they are first recorded in English. Thus cock-a-hoop
[16] indicates that cock-a-hoop probably entered the language in the 16th century
(words that date back to the Old English period are marked simply [OE]). If, in the
article about a given word, a related word is mentioned but no date is shown for it,
this means that the related word has its own article, so you should look there for
further information.

In all about 8,000 words have their stories told here. They represent the central
core of English vocabulary, plus an extensive selection of words included either
because their etymology is intrinsically interesting, or because they form part of a
wider lexical family. It is far from being an exhaustive account of the entire English
lexicon, of course, for it is not part of the book’s purpose to give it a complete list of
the (all too many) English words whose origins are not known for certain.

In terms of sheer numbers of years, at least half of the period which Word Origins
covers predates the emergence of writing in the West, and so much of the material in
it — Indo-European forms, for instance, and prehistoric Germanic words — is not
recorded from contemporary sources. That we know so much about it is due to the
work of historical linguists, who have reconstructed these ancient words and
word-parts from the evidence of later written sources and of the modern
descendants of these prehistoric languages. It is conventional to mark such
reconstructions with an asterisk, and that is what is done here. So for example the
prehistoric Germanic ancestor of English chicken is given as *kiukinam. This
means that we have no direct evidence of a word kiukinam, but that chicken itself
and its relatives in other Germanic languages, together with our knowledge of how
Germanic words evolved, have enabled us to postulate its existence.

It is now fifteen years since the publication of the first edition of this dictionary.
That is a mere passing moment in the geological time-scale of the English
language’s evolution. Enough, though, to warrant some modifications to the
original. A few of the entries that in 1990 were most topical (for instance,
perestroika) no longer seem so urgently relevant, and have been dispensed with,
and new discoveries about the history of our vocabulary have necessitated changes
too (see, for example, the entry for marzipan). Not least, over a hundred completely
new entries have been added to this edition, which thus probes more deeply than
ever into the hidden crevices of our language. Another innovation is a set of lexical
family trees, which enable the user to explore visually the complex historical
relationships of a representative number of English words.

John Ayto



Language names

The language names used in this book are for the most part self-explanatory, but
there are some pre-modern ones that may be unfamiliar. The more commonly used
ones are elucidated here:

Sanskrit The ancient Indo-European language of northern
South Asia. Its earliest known form, Vedic
Sanskrit (the language of the Vedas, ancient
hymns), is documented from c. 1000 BC. By the
4th century BC Vedic Sanskrit had been
succeeded by classical Sanskrit.

Greek Without further qualification, ‘Greek’ refers to
ancient Greek, as spoken between c. 1500 BC
and 500 AD. The present-day language is
specified as ‘modern Greek’ (this is traditionally
dated from 1453, the year of the fall of
Byzantium). The language of the intervening
period is generally termed ‘Byzantine Greek’ or
‘medieval Greek’.

Latin Without further qualification, ‘Latin’ refers to
classical Latin, the literary language of ancient
Rome between the 1st century BC and the 3rd
century AD.

Late Latin The successor to classical Latin, extant from the
3rd century AD to the 7th century.

Medieval Latin The Latin in use in Western Europe from the 7th
century to the 15th.

Vulgar Latin The spoken language in use in the Western
Roman Empire, which evolved into the modern
Romance languages (French, Italian, Spanish,
etc.). There are no records of it as a written
language, and the Vulgar Latin words quoted in
this dictionary are reconstructed forms.

Gallo-Roman The intermediate stage between Vulgar Latin
and Old French, spoken between the 7th century
and the 10th.

Old French The ancestor of modern French, spoken between
the 10th century and c. 1600.
Old Northern French The form of Old French spoken in Northern

France, which the Norman conquerors of
England brought with them. Most of English’s
early acquisitions would have been from this
variety of Old French, but in this dictionary it is
generally not specified unless an explicit
contrast is being made with the more southerly,
‘central’ Old French.



Anglo-Norman
Gaulish

Frankish

Old Norse

Old English [OE]
Middle English
Modern English
High German

Old High German
Middle High German
Low German

Middle Low German
Middle Dutch

Old Church Slavonic
or Old Slavonic

The form of French spoken in England in the
Middle Ages.

The Celtic language spoken in Gaul, the ancient
region of Europe centred on what is now France.

The language spoken by the Franks, the
Germanic people who conquered Gaul in the 6th
century AD.

The ancestor of the modern Scandinavian
languages, spoken throughout Scandinavia from
c. 700 to c. 1350.

Spoken from the mid-5th century to c. 1150.
Spoken from c. 1150 to ¢. 1500.
Spoken from c. 1500 to the present day.

Originally, the form of German spoken in
southern Germany, which has evolved into
modern standard German.

Spoken up to c. 1200.
Spoken from c. 1200 to c. 1500.
German dialects spoken in northern Germany.

Spoken from c. 1200 to c¢. 1500. Its forerunner is
known as ‘Old Saxon’.

The precursor of modern Dutch, spoken between
c. 1100 and the early 16th century.

The earliest written Slavonic language (actually
a dialect of Bulgarian), first recorded in the 9th
century. It is still used in religious services in
the Eastern Orthodox churches.

The scope of the terms ‘Indo-European’ and ‘Common Germanic’ (together with
its descendants ‘East Germanic’, ‘North Germanic’ and ‘West Germanic’) is

described in the Introduction.



A

a, an [OE] The indefinite article in English is
ultimately identical with the word one (as is the
case, even more obviously, in other European
languages — French un, German ein, and so on).
The ancestor of both a(n) and one was an, with a
long vowel, but in the Old English period it was
chiefly used for the numeral; where we would
use a(n), the Anglo-Saxons tended not to use an
article at all. An begins to emerge as the
indefinite article in the middle of the 12th
century, and it was not long before, in that
relatively unemphatic linguistic environment, its
vowel became weakened and shortened, giving
an. And at about the same time the distinction
between an and a began to develop, although
this was a slow process; until 1300 an was still
often used before consonants, and right up to
1600 and beyond it was common before all
words beginning with A, such as house.

» ONE

aardvark see EARTH, FARROW

abacus [17] Abacus comes originally from a
Hebrew word for ‘dust’, ’abdqg. This was
borrowed into Greek with the sense of ‘drawing
board covered with dust or sand’, on which one
could draw for, among other purposes, making
mathematical calculations. The Greek word,
dbax, subsequently developed various other
meanings, including ‘table’, both in the literal
sense and as a mathematical table. But it was as
a ‘dust-covered board’ that its Latin descendant,
abacus, was first used in English, in the 14th
century. It was not until the 17th century that the
more general sense of a counting board or frame
came into use, and the more specific ‘counting
frame with movable balls’ is later still.

abandon [14] The Old French verb abandoner
is the source of abandon. It was based on a
bandon, meaning literally ‘under control or
jurisdiction’, which was used in the phrase
mettre a bandon ‘put someone under someone
else’s control’ — hence ‘abandon them’. The
word bandon came, in altered form, from Latin
bannum ‘proclamation’, which is circuitously
related to English banns ‘proclamation of
marriage’ and is an ancestor of contraband.

» BANNS, CONTRABAND

abash [14] Abash shares a common ancestry
with abeyance [16], although the latter
underwent an about-turn in meaning in the 17th
century which disguises their relationship. They
go back to a Latin verb batare, meaning ‘yawn’
or ‘gape’. This was borrowed into French as
baer, later bayer (it was the source of English
bay ‘recessed space’). The addition of the prefix
es- (from Latin ex-) produced esbaer, later

e(s)bahir ‘gape with astonishment’, whence, via
the present stem e(s)bass-, came English abash,
which originally meant ‘stand amazed’ as well
as ‘embarrass, discomfit’. (Bashful is a 16th-
century derivative, with elision of the a-, which
was first used by the dramatist Nicholas Udall.)
Addition of the prefix a- to Old French baer,
meanwhile, had given abaer ‘aspire after’, and
its noun abeance ‘aspiration, desire’. In legal
terminology, this word was used in French for
the condition of a person in expectation or hope
of receiving property, but in English the focus
quickly became reversed to the property, and its
condition of being temporarily without an
owner.
» ABEYANCE, BASHFUL

abbot [OE] Abbor comes ultimately from abba,
a Syriac word meaning ‘father’ (which itself
achieved some currency in English, particularly
in reminiscence of its biblical use: ‘And he said,
Abba, father, all things are possible unto thee’,
Mark 14:36). This came into Greek as abbas,
and thence, via the Latin accusative abbatem,
into Old English as abbud or abbod. The French
term abbé (which is much less specific in
meaning than English abbot) comes from the
same source. In much the same way as father is
used in modern English for priests, abba was
widely current in the East for referring to monks,
and hence its eventual application to the head of
a monastery. A derivative of Latin abbatem was
abbatia, which has given English both abbacy
[15] and (via Old French abbeie) abbey [13].
Abbess is of similar antiquity (Latin had
abbatissa).

» ABBESS, ABBEY

abbreviate see BRIEF

abdicate see INDICATE

abet see BAIT

abhor [15] Abhor comes from Latin abhorrére,
which literally meant ‘shrink back in terror’
(from the prefix ab- ‘away’ and horrére
‘tremble’ — which also gave English horror and
horrid). The word used to have this intransitive
meaning ‘be repelled’ in English too, but the
transitive usage ‘loathe’ (which was probably
introduced from Old French in the 15th century)
has completely taken its place.

» HORRID, HORROR

abide see BIDE

able [14] Able and ability both come ultimately
from the Latin verb habére ‘have’ or ‘hold’.
From this the Latin adjective habilis developed,
meaning literally ‘convenient or suitable for
holding on to’, and hence in more general terms



ablution

‘suitable’ or ‘apt’, and later, more positively,

‘competent’ or ‘expert’. It came into English via

Old French, bringing with it the noun ablete

‘ability’. This was later reformed in English, on

the model of its Latin source habilitas, to ability.
» HABIT

ablution see LAVATORY
abode see BIDE

abominable [14] The Latin original of this
word meant ‘shun as an evil omen’. The prefix
ab- ‘away’ was added to omen (source of
English omen) to produce the verb abominari.
From this was created the adjective
abominabilis, which reached English via Old
French. From the 14th to the 17th century there
was a general misapprehension that abominable
was derived from Latin ab hominem ‘away from
man’, hence ‘beastly, unnatural’. This piece of
fanciful folk etymology not only perpetuated the
erroneous spelling abhominable throughout this
period, but also seems to have contributed
significantly to making the adjective much more
strongly condemnatory.

» OMEN

abort see ORIGIN

abound [14] Abound has no connection with
bind or bound. Its Latin source means literally
‘overflow’, and its nearest relative among
English words is water. Latin undare ‘flow’
derived from unda ‘wave’ (as in undulate),
which has the same ultimate root as water. The
addition of the prefix ab- ‘away’ created
abundare, literally ‘flow away’, hence
‘overflow’, and eventually ‘be plentiful’. The
present participial stem of the Latin verb gave
English abundant and abundance. In the 14th
and 15th centuries it was erroneously thought
that abound had some connection with have, and
the spelling habound was consequently
common.

» INUNDATE, SURROUND, UNDULATE, WATER

about [OE] About in Old English times meant
‘around the outside of’; it did not develop its
commonest present-day meaning, ‘concerning’,
until the 13th century. In its earliest incarnation
it was onbiitan, a compound made up of on and
biitan ‘outside’ (this is the same word as modern
English but, which was itself originally a
compound, formed from the ancestors of by and
out — so broken down into its ultimate
constituents, about is on by out).

» BUT, BY, OUT

above [OE] As in the case of about, the a- in
above represents on and the -b- element
represents by; above (Old English abufan) is a
compound based on Old English ufan. This
meant both ‘on top” and ‘down from above’; it is
related to over, and is probably descended from
a hypothetical West Germanic ancestor *ufana,
whose uf- element eventually became modern
English up. So in a sense, above means ‘on by
up’ or ‘on by over’.

» BY, ON, UP

abracadabra [16] This magical charm reached
English, probably via French, from Greek

abrasadabra (the c in the English word arose
from a misinterpretation of the ¢ in the original
Greek word, which in the Greek alphabet stands
for ). It seems to have originated (perhaps in the
3rd century AD) as a cabalistic word of the
Basilidians, a Gnostic sect of Alexandria, and
was probably based on Abraxas, the name of
their supreme deity.

abridge see BRIEF

abroad [13] It was only in the 15th century that
abroad came to mean ‘in foreign parts’. Earlier,
it had been used for ‘out of doors’, a sense still
current today, if with a rather archaic air; but
originally it meant ‘widely’ or ‘about’ (as in
‘noise something abroad’). It was formed quite
simply from @ ‘on’ and the adjective broad,
although it was probably modelled on the much
earlier (Old English) phrase on brede, in which
brede was a noun, meaning ‘breadth’.

» BROAD

abscess [16] Abscess comes, via French abcés,
from Latin abscessus, a noun derived from
abscéedere ‘go away’. The constituent parts of
this compound verb are abs ‘away’ and cédere
‘go’, which has given English cede and a whole
range of other words, such as accede and recede.
The notion linking ‘abscesses’ and ‘going
away’ was that impure or harmful bodily
humours were eliminated, or ‘went away’, via
the pus that gathered in abscesses. It originated
amongst the Greeks, who indeed had a word for
it: apostema. This meant literally ‘separation’
(apo ‘away’ and histdnai ‘stand’), and Latin
abscessus was an approximate translation of it,
possibly by Aulus Cornelius Celsus, the Roman
writer on medical and other matters.
» ACCEDE, CEDE, RECEDE

absent [14] Absent is based ultimately on the
Latin verb ‘to be’, esse. To this was added the
prefix ab- ‘away’, giving Latin abesse ‘be
away’; and the present participial stem of abesse
was absent-. Hence, via Old French, the
adjective absent and the noun absence. It has
been conjectured, incidentally, that the present
stem used for Latin esse was a descendant of
Indo-European *sontos ‘truth’, from which
English sooth comes.

absolute [14] Absolute, absolution, and absolve
all come ultimately from the same source: Latin
absolvere ‘set free’, a compound verb made up
from the prefix ab- ‘away’ and the verb solvere
‘loose’ (from which English gets solve and
several other derivatives, including dissolve and
resolve). From the 13th to the 16th century an
alternative version of the verb, assoil, was in
more common use than absolve; this came from
the same Latin original, but via Old French
rather than by a direct route. The ¢ of absolute
and absolution comes from the past participial
stem of the Latin verb — absoliit-. The noun, the
adjective, and the verb have taken very different
routes from their common semantic starting
point, the notion of ‘setting free’: absolve now
usually refers to freeing from responsibility and
absolution to the remitting of sins, while



accident

absolute now means ‘free from any qualification
or restriction’.
» DISSOLVE, RESOLVE, SOLVE

absorb [15] Absorb comes, via French absorber,
from Latin absorbére, a compound verb formed
from the prefix ab- ‘away’ and sorbére ‘suck up,
swallow’. Words connected with drinking and
swallowing quite often contain the sounds s or
sh, r, and b or p — Arabic, for instance, has surab,
which gave us syrup — and this noisy gulping
seems to have been reflected in an Indo-
European base, *srobh-, which lies behind both
Latin sorbére and Greek rophein ‘suck up’.

abstain [14] The literal meaning of this word’s
ultimate source, Latin abstinére, was ‘hold or
keep away’, and hence ‘withhold’ (the root verb,
tenere, produced many other derivatives in
English, such as contain, maintain, obtain, and
retain, as well as tenacious, tenant, tenement,
tenet, tenor, and tenure). That is how it was used
when it was first introduced into English (via
Old French abstenir), and it was not until the
16th century that it began to be used more
specifically for refraining from pleasurable
activities, particularly the drinking of alcohol.
The past participial stem of the Latin verb,
abstent-, gave us abstention, while the present
participial stem, abstinent-, produced abstinent
and abstinence. There is no connection,
incidentally, with the semantically similar
abstemious, which comes from a Latin word for
alcoholic drink, temotum.

abstruse [16] It is not clear whether English
borrowed abstruse from French abstrus(e) or
directly from Latin abstrisus, but the ultimate
source is the Latin form. It is the past participle
of the verb abstriidere, literally ‘thrust’ (triidere)
‘away’  (ab). (Triudere contributed other
derivatives to English, including extrude and
intrude, and it is related to threat.) The original,
literal meaning of abstruse was ‘concealed’, but
the metaphorical ‘obscure’ is just as old in
English.

abuse see USE

abut see BUTT

abyss [16] English borrowed abyss from late
Latin abyssus, which in turn derived from Greek
dbussos. This was an adjective meaning
‘bottomless’, from a- ‘not” and bussds ‘bottom’,
a dialectal variant of buthds (which is related to
bathys ‘deep’, the source of English
bathyscape). In Greek the adjective was used in
the phrase dbussos limné ‘bottomless lake’, but
only the adjective was borrowed into Latin,
bringing with it the meaning of the noun as well.
In medieval times, a variant form arose in Latin
— abysmus. It incorporated the Greek suffix
-ismos (English -ism). It is the source of French
abime, and was borrowed into English in the
13th century as abysm (whence the 19th-century
derivative abysmal). It began to be ousted by
abyss in the 16th century, however, and now has
a distinctly archaic air.

acacia [16] Acacia comes via Latin from Greek
akakia, a word for the shittah. This is a tree
mentioned several times in the Bible (the Ark of

the Covenant was made from its wood). It is not
clear precisely what it was, but it was probably a
species of what we now know as the acacia. The
ultimate derivation of Greek akakia is obscure
too; some hold that it is based on Greek aké
‘point’ (a distant relation of English acid), from
the thorniness of the tree, but others suggest that
it may be a loanword from Egyptian.

academy [16] Borrowed either from French
académie or from Latin academia, academy
goes back ultimately to Greek Akadémia, the
name of the place in Athens where the
philosopher Plato (c. 428-347 BC) taught.
Traditionally thought of as a grove (‘the groves
of Academe’), this was in fact more of an
enclosed piece of ground, a garden or park; it
was named after the Attic mythological hero
Akadeémos or Hekadémus. In its application to
the philosophical doctrines of Plato, English
academy goes back directly to its Latin source,
but the more general meanings ‘college, place of
training’ derive from French.

accelerate [16] Accelerate comes from Latin
accelerare, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix ad- (ac- before /k/ sounds) and
celerare ‘hurry’. Celerare, in turn, derived from
the adjective celer ‘fast’ (which gave English
celerity [15] and is ultimately related to hold).

accent [14] Accent was originally a loan-
translation from Greek into Latin (a loan-
translation is when each constituent of a
compound in one language is translated into its
equivalent in another, and then reassembled into
a new compound). Greek prosoidia (whence
English prosody) was formed from pros ‘to’ and
oidé ‘song’ (whence English ode); these
elements were translated into Latin ad ‘to’ and
cantus ‘song’ (whence English chant, cant,
cantata, canticle), giving accentus. The notion
underlying this combination of ‘to’ and ‘song’
was of a song added to speech — that is, the
intonation of spoken language. The sense of a
particular mode of pronunciation did not arise in
English until the 16th century.

» CANT, CANTATA, CANTICLE, CHANT

accept [14] Accept comes ultimately from Latin
capere, which meant ‘take’ (and was derived
from the same root as English heave). The
addition of the prefix ad- ‘to’ produced accipere,
literally ‘take to oneself’, hence ‘receive’. The
past participle of this, acceptus, formed the basis
of a new verb, acceptare, denoting repeated
action, which made its way via Old French into
English.

» HEAVE

accident [14] Etymologically, an accident is
simply ‘something which happens’ — ‘an event’.
That was what the word originally meant in
English, and it was only subsequently that the
senses ‘something which happens by chance’
and ‘mishap’ developed. It comes from the Latin
verb cadere ‘fall’ (also the source of such diverse
English words as case, decadent, and
deciduous). The addition of the prefix ad- ‘to’
produced accidere, literally ‘fall to’, hence
‘happen to’. Its present participle was used as an
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adjective in the Latin phrase rés accidens ‘thing
happening’, and accidens soon took on the role
of a noun on its own, passing (in its stem form
accident-) into Old French and thence into
English.

» CASE, DECADENT, DECIDUOUS

accolade [17] Accolade goes back to an
assumed Vulgar Latin verb *accollare, meaning
‘put one’s arms round someone’s neck’ (collum
is Latin for ‘neck’, and is the source of English
collar). It put in its first recorded appearance in
the Provencal noun acolada, which was
borrowed into French as accolade and thence
made its way into English. A memory of the
original literal meaning is preserved in the use of
accolade to refer to the ceremonial striking of a
sword on a new knight’s shoulders; the main
current sense ‘congratulatory expression of
approval’ is a later development.

» COLLAR

accomplice [15] This word was borrowed into
English (from French) as complice (and
complice stayed in common usage until late in
the 19th century). It comes from Latin complex,
which is related to English complicated, and
originally meant simply ‘an associate’, without
any pejorative associations. The form
accomplice first appears on the scene in the late
15th century (the first record of it is in William
Caxton’s Charles the Great), and it probably
arose through a misanalysis of complice
preceded by the indefinite article (a complice) as
acomplice. It may also have been influenced by
accomplish or accompany.

» COMPLICATED

accomplish see COMPLETE

accord [12] In its original source, Vulgar Latin
*accordare, accord meant literally ‘heart-to-
heart’ (from Latin ad ‘to’ and cord-, the stem of
cor ‘heart’). It passed into Old French as
acorder, and was borrowed comparatively early
into English, turning up in the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle in 1123.

Its general sense of ‘being in agreement’ has
been narrowed down in English and other
languages to the notion of ‘being in harmony
musically’, and either Italian accordare or
French accorder provided the basis for German
akkordion (from which English got accordion),
the musical instrument invented by Buschmann
in Berlin in 1822.

» CORDIAL

account [14] Account is of Old French origin. It
was formed from compter, conter ‘count’ (which
derived from Latin computare) and the prefix a-.
Its original meaning in English, too, was ‘count’
or ‘count up’; this had disappeared by the end of
the 18th century, but its specialized reference to
the keeping of financial records is of equal
antiquity. Account for, meaning ‘explain’, arose
in the mid 18th century.

» COUNT

accoutre [16] Accoutre is related to both
couture and sew. English borrowed it from
French accoutrer, which meant ‘equip with
something, especially clothes’. A stage earlier,

Old French had acoustrer, formed from cousture
(whence couture) and the prefix a-. This came
from Vulgar Latin *consiitira, literally ‘sewn
together’, from con- ‘together’ and sitira
‘sewn’ (whence English suture); siitiira in turn
came from the past participial stem of Latin
suere, which derived from the same Indo-
European root as English sew.
» COUTURE, SEW, SUTURE

accretion see CRESCENT

accumulate [16] Accumulate was borrowed
from Latin accumulare, a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad-, here meaning ‘in
addition’, and cumulare ‘heap up’ (the source of
English cumulative). Cumulare itself derived
from cumulus ‘heap’; English adopted this with
its original Latin meaning in the 17th century,
but it was not until the early 19th century that it
was applied (by the meteorologist Luke Howard)
to mountainous billowing cloud formations.

» CUMULATIVE, CUMULUS

accurate [16] ‘Accuracy’ is connected with
‘curing’, in the sense not of ‘making better’ but
of ‘looking after’ — as in ‘the cure of souls’. The
adjective comes from Latin acciratus ‘done
carefully’, which in turn derived from a verb
(cirare ‘care for’) formed from the noun ciira
‘care’ (other English words from this source are
curate, curious, procure, and secure). The notion
of doing something carefully led on naturally to
the notion of exactness.

» CURATE, CURIOUS, PROCURE, SECURE

accuse [13] Accuse comes via Old French
acuser from the Latin verb acciisare, which was
based on the noun causa ‘cause’ — but cause in
the sense not of ‘something that produces a
result’, but of ‘legal action’ (a meaning
preserved in English cause list, for instance).
Hence accitsare was to ‘call someone to account
for their actions’.

The grammatical term accusative [15]
(denoting the case of the object of a verb in Latin
and other languages) is derived ultimately from
acciisare, but it arose originally owing to a
mistranslation. The Greek term for this case was
ptosis aitiatiké ‘case denoting causation’ — a
reasonable description of the function of the
accusative. Unfortunately the Greek verb
aitidsthai also meant ‘accuse’, and it was this
sense that Latin grammarians chose to render
when adopting the term.

» CAUSE, EXCUSE
accustom see cusTom

ace [13] Ace comes from the name of a small
ancient Roman coin, the as (which may have
been of Etruscan origin). As well as denoting the
coin, Latin as stood for ‘one’ or ‘unity’, and it
was as the ‘score of one at dice’ that it first
entered English.

ache [OE] Of the noun ache and the verb ache,
the verb came first. In Old English it was acan.
From it was formed the noun, ece or ece. For
many centuries, the distinction between the two
was preserved in their pronunciation: in the verb,
the ch was pronounced as it is now, with a /k/
sound, but the noun was pronounced similarly to



acquit

the letter H, with a /ch/ sound. It was not until the
early 19th century that the noun came regularly
to be pronounced the same way as the verb. It is
not clear what the ultimate origins of ache are,
but related forms do exist in other Germanic
languages (Low German aken, for instance, and
Middle Dutch akel), and it has been conjectured
that there may be some connection with the Old
High German exclamation (of pain) ah.

achieve [14] Achieve is related to chief. It comes
from Old French achever ‘bring to an end’, or
literally ‘bring to a head’, which was based on
the phrase a chief ‘to a head’ (chief derives
ultimately from Latin caput ‘head’).

The heraldic meaning of achievement, ‘coat
of arms’, comes from the notion that the
escutcheon was granted as a reward for a
particular achievement. Over the centuries it has
evolved an alternative form, hatchment [16].

» CHIEF, HATCHMENT

acid [17] The original notion contained in the
word acid is ‘pointedness’. In common with a
wide range of other English words (for example
acute, acne, edge, oxygen) it can be traced back
ultimately to the Indo-European base *ak-,
which meant ‘be pointed or sharp’. Among the
Latin derivatives of this base was the adjective
acer ‘sharp’. From this was formed the verb
acere ‘be sharp or sour’, and from this verb in
turn the adjective acidus ‘sour’. The scientist
Francis Bacon seems to have been the first to
introduce it into English, in the early 17th
century (though whether directly from Latin or
from French acide is not clear). Its use as a noun,
in the strict technical sense of a class of
substances that react with alkalis or bases,
developed during the 18th century.

» ACACIA, ACNE, ACRID, ACUTE, ALACRITY, EAR,
EDGE, OXYGEN

acknowledge sce KNOW

acne [19] It is ironic that acne, that represents a
low point in many teenagers’ lives, comes from
acme, ‘the highest point’. The Greeks used
akme, which literally meant ‘point’, for referring
to spots on the face, but when it came to be
rendered into Latin it was mistransliterated as
acne, and the error has stuck. (Acme comes,
incidentally, from an Indo-European base *ak-
‘be pointed’, and thus is related to acid, edge,
and oxygen.)

» ACID, ACME, EDGE, OXYGEN

acolyte [14] Acolyte comes, via Old French
and/or medieval Latin, from Greek akdlouthos
‘following’. This was formed from the prefix a-
(which is related to homos ‘same’) and the noun
keleuthos ‘path’, and it appears again in English
in anacolouthon [18] (literally ‘not following’),
a technical term for lack of grammatical
sequence. The original use of acolyte in English
was as a minor church functionary, and it did not
acquire its more general meaning of ‘follower’
until the 19th century.

» ANACOLOUTHON

acorn [OE] Acorn has no etymological
connection with oak; its nearest linguistic
relative in English is probably acre. The Old

English word was ecern, which may well have
derived from ecer ‘open land’ (the related
Middle High German ackeran referred to beech
mast as well as acorns, and Gothic akran
developed more widely still, to mean simply
“fruit’). There are cognate words in other, non-
Germanic, Indo-European languages, such as
Russian yagoda ‘berry’ and Welsh aeron ‘fruits’.
Left to develop on its own, ecern would have
become modern English achern, but the
accidental similarity of oak and corn have
combined to reroute its pronunciation.
» ACRE

acoustic [17] Appropriately enough, acoustic
may be distantly related to hear. It first appeared
in English in Francis Bacon’s Advancement of
Learning 1605, borrowed from Greek
akoustikos. This in turn was derived from the
Greek verb for ‘hear’, akoiiein, which, it has
been speculated, may have some connection
with *khauzjan, the original Germanic source of
English hear, not to mention German hdren and
Dutch horen (as well as with Latin cavéere ‘be on
one’s guard’, and hence with English caution
and caveat).

» CAUTION, CAVEAT, HEAR

acquaint [13] Acquaint is connected with
quaint, distant though they may seem in
meaning. It comes via Old French acointer from
medieval Latin accognitare, which was based
ultimately on cognitus, the past participle of
cognoscere ‘know’. Cognitus gave English
cognition, of course, but also quaint (cognitus
developed into cointe, queinte in Old French,
and came to mean ‘skilled, expert’; this led later
to the notion of being skilfully made or elegant,
which eventually degenerated into ‘agreeably
curious’).

» COGNITION, QUAINT

acquire [15] The original source of acquire,
Latin acquirere, meant literally ‘get something
extra’. It was formed from the verb quaerere ‘try
to get or obtain’ (from which English gets query,
the derivatives enquire and require, and, via the
past participial stem, quest and question) plus
the prefix ad-, conveying the idea of being
additional. English borrowed the word via Old
French acquerre, and it was originally spelled
acquere, but around 1600 the spelling was
changed to acquire, supposedly to bring it more
into conformity with its Latin source.

» QUERY, QUEST, QUESTION

acquit [13] Acquit is ultimately related to quiet.
The Latin noun guies, from which we get quiet,
was the basis of a probable verb *quietare, later
*quitare, whose original meaning, ‘put to rest’,
developed to ‘settle’, as in ‘settle a debt’. With
the addition of the prefix ad- this passed into Old
French as a(c)quiter, and thence into English
(still with the ‘settling or discharging debts’
meaning). The currently most common sense,
‘declare not guilty’, did not appear until the 14th
century, and the most recent meaning, ‘conduct
oneself in a particular way’, developed from the
notion of discharging one’s duties.

» QUIET



acre

acre [OE] Acre is a word of ancient ancestry,
going back probably to the Indo-European base
*ag-, source of words such as agent and act. This
base had a range of meanings covering ‘do’ and
‘drive’, and it is possible that the notion of
driving contributed to the concept of driving
animals on to land for pasture. However that may
be, it gave rise to a group of words in Indo-
European languages, including Latin ager
(whence English agriculture), Greek agros,
Sanskrit djras, and a hypothetical Germanic
*akraz. By this time, people’s agricultural
activities had moved on from herding animals in
open country to tilling the soil in enclosed areas,
and all of this group of words meant specifically
‘field’. From the Germanic form developed Old
English ecer, which as early as 1000 AD had
come to be used for referring to a particular
measured area of agricultural land (as much as a
pair of oxen could plough in one day).

» ACT, AGENT, AGRICULTURE, EYRIE, ONAGER,
PEREGRINE, PILGRIM

acrid [18] Acrid is related to acid, and probably
owes its second syllable entirely to that word. It
is based essentially on Latin acer ‘sharp,
pungent’, which, like acid, acute, oxygen, and
edge, derives ultimately from an Indo-European
base *ak- meaning ‘be pointed or sharp’. When
this was imported into English in the 18th
century, the ending -id was artificially grafted on
to it, most likely from the semantically similar
acid.

» ACID, ACRYLIC, ACUTE, EDGE, EGLANTINE,
OXYGEN, PARAGON

acrobat [19] The Greek adjective dkros meant
‘topmost, at the tip or extremity’ (it derives
ultimately from the Indo-European base *ak-
meaning ‘be pointed or sharp’, which also gave
rise to acid, acute, oxygen, and edge). It crops up
in acrophobia ‘fear of heights’; in acropolis
‘citadel’, literally ‘upper city’; in acromegaly
‘unnaturally enlarged condition of the hands,
feet, and face’, literally ‘large extremities’; and
in acronym, literally ‘word formed from the tips
of words’. Acrobat itself means literally
‘walking on tiptoe’. The -bat morpheme comes
from Greek bainein ‘walk’, which is closely
related to basis and base, and is also connected
with come. Akrobdtes existed as a term in Greek,
and reached English via French acrobate.

» ACID, ACUTE, EDGE, OXYGEN

across [13] English originally borrowed across,
or the idea for it, from Old French. French had
the phrase a croix or en croix, literally ‘at or in
cross’, that is, ‘in the form of a cross’ or
‘transversely’. This was borrowed into Middle
English as a creoix or o(n) croice, and it was not
until the 15th century that versions based on the
native English form of the word cross began to
appear: in cross, on cross, and the eventual
winner, across.

» CROSS

acrostic [16] An acrostic is a piece of verse in
which the first letters of each line when put
together spell out a word. The term is of Greek
origin (akrostikhis), and was formed from dkros

‘at the extremity’ (see ACROBAT) and stikhos
‘line of verse’. The second element crops up in
several other prosodic terms, such as distich and
hemistich, and comes from the Greek verb
steikhein ‘go’, which is related ultimately to
English stair, stile, and stirrup.

» ACROBAT, DISTICH, HEMISTICH, STAIR, STILE,
STIRRUP

acrylic [19] Acrylic was based ultimately on
acrolein [19], the name of a very pungent
poisonous organic compound. This in turn was
formed from Latin acer ‘sharp, pungent’ (source
of English acrid) and olere ‘smell’.

act [14] Act, action, active, actor all go back to
Latin agere ‘do, perform’ (which is the source of
a host of other English derivatives, from agent to
prodigal). The past participle of this verb was
actus, from which we get act, partly through
French acte, but in the main directly from Latin.
The Latin agent noun, dctor, came into the
language at about the same time, although at first
it remained a rather uncommon word in English,
with technical legal uses; it was not until the end
of the 16th century that it came into its own in
the theatre (player had hitherto been the usual
term).

Other Latin derivatives of the past participial
stem dct- were the noun dactio, which entered
English via Old French action, and the adjective
activus, which gave English active. See also
ACTUAL.

» ACTION, ACTIVE, AGENT, COGENT, EXAMINE,
PRODIGAL

actual [14] In common with act, action, etc,
actual comes ultimately from Latin dctus, the
past participle of the verb agere ‘do, perform’. In
late Latin an adjective actualis was formed from
the noun dctus, and this passed into Old French
as actuel. English borrowed it in this form, and it
was not until the 15th century that the spelling
actual, based on the original Latin model,
became general. At first its meaning was simply,
and literally, ‘relating to acts, active’; the current
sense, ‘genuine’, developed in the mid 16th
century.

» ACT, ACTION

acumen [16] Acumen is a direct borrowing from
Latin aciimen, which meant both literally ‘point’
and figuratively ‘sharpness’. It derived from the
verb acuere ‘sharpen’, which was also the source
of English acute. The original pronunciation of
acumen in English was /o'kjumen/, with the
stress on the second syllable, very much on the
pattern of the Latin original; it is only relatively
recently that a pronunciation with the stress on
the first syllable has become general.

» ACUTE

acute [14] Acute derives from Latin aciitus
‘sharp’ (which was also the source of English
ague). This was the past participle of the verb
acuere ‘sharpen’, which in turn was probably
formed from the noun acus ‘needle’. Like the
related acid, acetic, and acrid, it can be traced
back to an Indo-European base *ak- ‘be
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pointed’, which was also the ultimate source of
oxygen and edge.

» ACETIC, ACID, ACRID, AGUE, CUTE, EDGE,
OXYGEN

adage [16] Adage was borrowed, via French,
from Latin adagium ‘maxim, proverb’. This
seems to have been formed from a variant of aio
‘I say’ plus the prefix ad- ‘to’. In the 16th and
17th centuries an alternative version, adagy,
existed.

adamant [14] In Greek, adamas meant
‘unbreakable, invincible’. It was formed from
the verb daman ‘subdue, break down’ (which
came from the same source as English rame)
plus the negative prefix a-. It developed a noun
usage as a ‘hard substance’, specifically
‘diamond’ or ‘very hard metal’, and this passed
into Latin as adamans, or, in its stem form,
adamant-. Hence Old French adamaunt, and
eventually English adamant.

» DIAMOND, TAME

Adam’s apple [18] The original apple in
question was the forbidden fruit of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, which the serpent in
the Garden of Eden tricked Eve into eating, and
which she in turn persuaded Adam to eat. It was
traditionally believed that a piece of it stuck in
Adam’s throat, and so it became an appropriate
and convenient metaphor for the thyroid
cartilage of the larynx, which protrudes
noticeably in men.

add [14] Etymologically, add means simply ‘put
to’. Its source is Latin addere, a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and the stem
-dere ‘put’ (which is related to English do). Its
original meaning in English was simply ‘join
one thing to another’; its specific mathematical
use did not develop until the early 16th century.

» DO

adder [OE] In Old English, the term for a snake
(any snake, not just an adder) was n@ddre; there
are or were related forms in many other
European languages, such as Latin narrix, Welsh
neidr, and German natter (but there does not
seem to be any connection with the natterjack
toad). Around the 14th century, however, the
word began to lose its initial consonant. The
noun phrase including the indefinite article, a
nadder, became misanalysed as an adder, and by
the 17th century nadder had disappeared from
the mainstream language (though it survived
much longer in northern dialects).

addict [16] Originally, addict was an adjective in
English, meaning ‘addicted’. It was borrowed
from Latin addictus, the past participle of
addicere, which meant ‘give over or award to
someone’. This in turn was formed from the
prefix ad- ‘to’ and the verb dicere. The standard
meaning of dicere was ‘say’ (as in English
diction, dictionary, and dictate), but it also had
the sense ‘adjudge’ or ‘allot’, and that was its
force in addicere.

» DICTATE, DICTION, DICTIONARY

addled [13] Addled may be traceable back
ultimately to a confusion between ‘wind’ and
‘urine’ in Latin. In Middle English the term was

adel eye ‘addled egg’. of which the first part
derived from Old English adela ‘foul-smelling
urine or liquid manure’. It seems possible that
this may be a loan-translation of the Latin term
for ‘addled egg’, ovum idrinae, literally ‘urine
egg’. This in turn was an alteration, by folk
etymology, of ovum #rinum, a partial loan-
translation of Greek oiirion oon, literally ‘wind
egg’ (a wind egg is an imperfect or addled egg).

address [14] Address originally meant
‘straighten’. William Caxton, for example, here
uses it for ‘stand up straight’: “The first day that
he was washed and bathed he addressed
him[self] right up in the basin’ Golden Legend
1483. This gives a clue to its ultimate source,
Latin directum ‘straight, direct’. The first two
syllables of this seem gradually to have merged
together to produce *drictum, which with the
addition of the prefix ad- was used to produce
the verb *addrictiare. Of its descendants in
modern Romance languages, Italian addirizzare
most clearly reveals its source. Old French
changed it fairly radically, to adresser, and it was
this form which English borrowed. The central
current sense of ‘where somebody lives’
developed in the 17th and 18th centuries from
the notion of directing something, such as a
letter, to somebody.

» DIRECT

adequate see EQUAL

adhere [16] Adhere was borrowed, either
directly or via French adhérer, from Latin
adhaerére. This in turn was formed from the
prefix ad- ‘to’ and the verb haerére ‘stick’. The
past participial stem of haerére was haes- (the
ultimate source of English hesitate), and from
adhaes- were formed the Latin originals of
adhesion and adhesive.

» HESITATE

adjacent [15] Adjacent and adjective come from
the same source, the Latin verb jacere ‘throw’.
The intransitive form of this, jacere, literally ‘be
thrown down’, was used for ‘lie’. With the
addition of the prefix ad-, here in the sense ‘near
to’, was created adjacere, ‘lie near’. Its present
participial stem, adjacent-, passed, perhaps via
French, into English.

The ordinary Latin transitive verb jacere,
meanwhile, was transformed into adjicere by the
addition of the prefix ad-; it meant literally
‘throw to’, and hence ‘add’ or ‘attribute’, and
from its past participial stem, adject-, was
formed the adjective adjectivus. This was used in
the phrase nomen adjectivus ‘attributive noun’,
which was a direct translation of Greek dnoma
épithetos. And when it first appeared in English
(in the 14th century, via Old French adjectif) it
was in noun adjective, which remained the
technical term for ‘adjective’ into the 19th
century. Adjective was not used as a noun in its
own right until the early 16th century.

» ADJECTIVE, EASY, REJECT

adjourn [14] Adjourn originally meant ‘appoint
a day for’, but over the centuries, such is human
nature, it has come to be used for postponing,
deferring, or suspending. It originated in the Old
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French phrase a jour nomé ‘to an appointed
day’, from which the Old French verb ajourner
derived. Jour ‘day’ came from late Latin
diurnum, a noun formed from the adjective
diurnus ‘daily’, which in turn was based on the
noun diés ‘day’.

» DIARY, JOURNAL

adjust see jusT

adjutant [17] An adjutant was formerly simply
an ‘assistant’, but the more specific military
sense of an officer who acts as an aide to a more
senior officer has now virtually ousted this
original meaning. The word comes from a Latin
verb for ‘help’, and is in fact related to English
aid. Latin adjuvare ‘help’ developed a new form,
adjutare, denoting repeated action, and the
present participial stem of this, adjutant-
‘helping’, was borrowed into English.

» AID, COADJUTOR

admiral [13] Admirals originally had nothing
specifically to do with the sea. The word comes
ultimately from Arabic ’amir ‘commander’
(from which English later also acquired emir
[17]). This entered into various titles followed by
the particle -al- ‘of” ("amir-al-bahr ‘commander
of the sea’, ’amir-al-miminin ‘commander of
the faithful’), and when it was borrowed into
European  languages, ’amir-al- became
misconstrued as an independent, free-standing
word. Moreover, the Romans, when they
adopted it, smuggled in their own Latin prefix
ad-, producing admiral. When this reached
English (via Old French) it still meant simply
‘commander’, and it was not until the time of
Edward III that a strong naval link began to
emerge. The Arabic title *amir-al-bahr had had
considerable linguistic influence in the wake of
Arabic conquests around the Mediterranean
seaboard (Spanish almirante de la mar, for
instance), and specific application of the term to
a naval commander spread via Spain, Italy, and
France to England. Thus in the 15th century
England had its Admiral of the Sea or Admiral of
the Navy, who was in charge of the national fleet.
By 1500 the maritime connection was firmly
established, and admiral came to be used on its
own for ‘supreme naval commander’.

» EMIR

admire [16] Admire has rather run out of steam
since it first entered the language. It comes
originally from the same Latin source as marvel
and miracle, and from the 16th to the 18th
centuries it meant ‘marvel at” or ‘be astonished’.
Its weaker modern connotations of ‘esteem’ or
‘approval’, however, have been present since the
beginning, and have gradually ousted the more
exuberant expressions of wonderment. It is not
clear whether English borrowed the word from
French admirer or directly from its source, Latin
admirari, literally ‘wonder at’, a compound verb
formed from ad- and mirart ‘wonder’.

» MARVEL, MIRACLE

admit [15] This is one of a host of words, from
mission to transmit, to come down to English
from Latin mittere ‘send’. Its source, admittere,
meant literally ‘send to’, hence ‘allow to enter’.

In the 15th and 16th centuries the form amit was
quite common, borrowed from French amettre,
but learned influence saw to it that the more
‘correct’ Latin form prevailed.

» COMMIT, MISSION, TRANSMIT

admonish [14] In Middle English times this
verb was amoneste. It came, via Old French
amonester, from an assumed Vulgar Latin verb
*admonestare, an alteration of Latin admonére
(monére meant ‘warn’, and came from the same
source as English mind). The prefix ad- was
reintroduced from Latin in the 15th century,
while the -ish ending arose from a mistaken
analysis of -este as some sort of past tense
inflection; the ¢ was removed when producing
infinitive or present tense forms, giving spellings
such as amonace and admonyss, and by the 16th
century this final -is had become identified with
and transformed into the more common -ish
ending.

» MIND

ado [14] In origin, ado (like affair) means
literally ‘to do’. This use of the preposition at
(ado = at do) is a direct borrowing from Old
Norse, where it was used before the infinitive of
verbs, where English would use fo. Ado persisted
in this literal sense in northern English dialects,
where Old Norse influence was strong, well into
the 19th century, but by the late 16th century it
was already a noun with the connotations of
‘activity’ or ‘fuss’ which have preserved it
(alongside the indigenous fo-do) in modern
English.

» DO

adobe [18] Adobe is of Egyptian origin, from the
time of the pharaohs. It comes from Coptic tobe
‘brick’ (the form #.b appears in hieroglyphs).
This was borrowed into Arabic, where the
addition of the definite article al produced attob
‘the brick’. From Arabic it passed into Spanish
(the corridor through which so many Arabic
words reached other European languages), and
its use by the Spanish-speaking population of
North America (for a sun-dried brick) led to its
adoption into English in the mid 18th century.

adolescent [15] The original notion lying
behind both adolescent and adult is of
‘nourishment’. The Latin verb alere meant
‘nourish’ (alimentary and alimony come from it,
and it is related to old). A derivative of this,
denoting the beginning of an action, was
aléscere ‘be nourished’, hence ‘grow’. The
addition of the prefix ad- produced adolescere.
Its present participial stem, adoléscent-
‘growing’, passed into English as the noun
adolescent ‘a youth’ (the adjective appears not to
have occurred before the end of the 18th
century). Its past participle, adultus ‘grown’,
was adopted into English as adult in the 16th
century.
» ADULT, ALIMENTARY, ALIMONY, COALESCE,
COALITION, PROLETARIAN, PROLIFIC

adopt see OPINION
adore see ORATOR
adorn see ORNAMENT



advice

adrenaline [20] The hormone adrenaline is
secreted by glands just above the kidneys. From
their position these are called the ‘adrenal
glands’ [19], a term based on Latin rénes
‘kidney’, which has also given English renal
[17] and (via Old French) the now obsolete reins
‘kidneys’ [14]. The discovery of adrenaline and
the coining of its name are both disputed: they
may have been the work of Dr Jokichi Takamine
or of Dr Norton L. Wilson.

adultery [14] Neither adultery nor the related
adulterate have any connection with adult. Both
come ultimately from the Latin verb adulterare
‘debauch, corrupt’ (which may have been based
on Latin alter ‘other’, with the notion of
pollution from some extraneous source). By the
regular processes of phonetic change, adulterare
passed into Old French as avoutrer, and this was
the form which first reached English, as avouter
(used both verbally, ‘commit adultery’, and
nominally, ‘adulterer’) and as the nouns
avoutery ‘adultery’ and avouterer ‘adulterer’.
Almost from the first they coexisted in English
beside adult- forms, deriving either from Law
French or directly from Latin, and during the
15th to 17th centuries these gradually ousted the
avout- forms. Adulter, the equivalent of avouter,
clung on until the end of the 18th century, but the
noun was superseded in the end by adulterer and
the verb by a new form, adulterate, directly
based on the past participle of Latin adulterare,
which continued to mean ‘commit adultery’
until the mid 19th century.

» ALTER

adumbrate see UMBRAGE

advance [13] Advance originated in the Latin
adverb abante ‘before’ (source of, among others,
French avant and Italian avanti), which in turn
was based on ab ‘from’ and ante ‘before’. In
post-classical times a verb, *abantiare, seems to
have been formed from the adverb. It developed
into Old French avancer, and passed into
English as avaunce, initially with the meaning
‘promote’. A new form, advancer, started life in
Old French, on the mistaken association of
avancer with other av- words, such as aventure,
which really did derive from Latin words with
the ad- prefix; over the 15th and 16th centuries
this gradually established itself in English. The
noun advance did not appear until the 17th
century.

advantage [14] Advantage comes from Old
French avantage, which was based on avant
‘before’; the notion behind its formation was of
being ahead of others, and hence in a superior
position. As with advance, the intrusive -d-
became established in the 16th century, on the
analogy of words genuinely containing the Latin
prefix ad-. The reduced form vantage actually
predates advantage in English, having entered
the language via Anglo-Norman in the 13th
century.

adventure [13] Adventure derives ultimately
from a Latin verb meaning ‘arrive’. It originally
meant ‘what comes or happens by chance’,
hence ‘luck’, but it took a rather pessimistic

downturn via ‘risk, danger’ to (in the 14th
century) ‘hazardous undertaking’. Its Latin
source was advenire, formed from the prefix ad-
and venire ‘come’. Its past participle stem,
advent-, produced English advent [12] and
adventitious [17], but it was its future participle,
adventura ‘about to arrive’, which produced
adventure. In the Romance languages in which it
subsequently developed (Italian avventura,
Spanish aventura, and French aventure, the
source of Middle English aventure) the d
disappeared, but it was revived in 15th — 16th-
century French in imitation of Latin. The
reduced form venture first appears in the 15th
century.

» ADVENTITIOUS, AVENT, VENTURE

adverb [15] Adverb comes ultimately from a
Latin word modelled on Greek epirrhema,
literally ‘added word’. The elements of this
compound (the prefix epi- and rhema ‘word’)
were translated literally into Latin (ad- and
verbum), giving adverbum. English took the
word either directly from Latin, or via French
adverbe.

» VERB

advertise [15] When it was originally borrowed
into English, from French, advertise meant
‘notice’. It comes ultimately from the Latin verb
advertere ‘turn towards’ (whose past participle
adversus ‘hostile’ is the source of English
adverse [14] and adversity [13]). A later variant
form, advertire, passed into Old French as
avertir ‘warn’ (not to be confused with the
avertir from which English gets avert [15] and
averse [16], which came from Latin abvertere
‘turn away’). This was later reformed into
advertir, on the model of its Latin original, and
its stem form advertiss- was taken into English,
with its note of ‘warning’ already softening into
‘giving notice of’, or simply ‘noticing’. The
modern sense of ‘describing publicly in order to
increase sales’ had its beginnings in the mid 18th
century. In the 16th and 17th centuries, the verb
was pronounced with the main stress on its
second syllable, like the advertise- in
advertisement.

» ADVERSE, ADVERSITY, VERSE

advice [13] Like modern French avis, advice
originally meant ‘opinion’, literally ‘what seems
to one to be the case’. In Latin, ‘seem’ was
usually expressed by the passive of the verb
videre ‘see’; thus, visum est, ‘it seems’ (literally
‘it is seen’). With the addition of the dative first
person pronoun, one could express the notion of
opinion: mihi visum est, ‘it seems to me’. It
appears either that this was partially translated
into Old French as ce m’est a vis, or that the past
participle visum was nominalized in Latin,
making possible such phrases as ad (meum)
visum ‘in (my) view’; but either way it is certain
that a(d)- became prefixed to vis(um), producing
a new word, a(d)vis, for ‘opinion’. It was
originally borrowed into English without the d,
but learned influence had restored the Latin
spelling by the end of the 15th century. As to its
meaning, ‘opinion’ was obsolete by the mid 17th
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century, but already by the late 14th century the
present sense of ‘counsel’” was developing.
The verb advise [14] probably comes from
Old French aviser, based on avis.
» VISION, VISIT

advocate [14] Etymologically, advocate
contains the notion of ‘calling’, specifically of
calling someone in for advice or as a witness.
This was the meaning of the Latin verb advocare
(formed from vocare ‘call’, from which English
also gets vocation). Its past participle,
advocatus, came to be used as a noun, originally
meaning ‘legal witness or adviser’, and later
‘attorney’. In Old French this became avocat, the
form in which English borrowed it; it was later
relatinized to advocate. The verb advocate does
not appear until the 17th century.

The word was also borrowed into Dutch, as
advocaat, and the compound advocaatenborrel,
literally ‘lawyer’s drink’, has, by shortening,
given English the name for a sweetish yellow
concoction of eggs and brandy.

» INVOKE, REVOKE, VOCATION

aegis [18] The notion of ‘protection’ contained
in this word goes back to classical mythology, in
which one of the functions or attributes of the
Greek god Zeus (and later of Roman Jupiter or
Minerva) was the giving of protection. This was
usually represented visually as a shield,
traditionally held to be made of goatskin — hence
Greek aigis, the name of the shield, came to be
associated in the popular imagination with aix
(aig- in its stem form), the Greek word for
‘goat’. English borrowed the word directly from
Latin.

aeolian harp [18] Aeolus was the Greek god of
the winds (the form of the name is Latin; the
original Greek was Aiolos, deriving from the
adjective aiolos ‘quick-moving’). Hence the
application of the epithet to a musical instrument
whose strings are sounded by the breeze blowing
over them. The term is first recorded in the
writings of Erasmus Darwin, at the end of the
18th century.

aeon see AGE

aeroplane [19] The prefix aero- comes
ultimately from Greek a@ér “air’, but many of the
terms containing it (such as aeronaut and
aerostat) reached English via French. This was
the case, too, with aeroplane, in the sense of
‘heavier-than-air flying machine’. The word was
first used in English in 1873 (30 years before the
Wright brothers’ first flight), by D S Brown in
the Annual Report of the Aeronautical Society —
he refers vaguely to an aeroplane invented by ‘a
Frenchman’. The abbreviated form plane
followed around 1908. (An earlier, and
exclusively English, use of the word aeroplane
was in the sense ‘aerofoil, wing’; this was coined
in the 1860s, but did not long survive the
introduction of the ‘aircraft’ sense.)

Aeroplane is restricted in use mainly to
British English (and even there now has a
distinctly old-fashioned air). The preferred term
in American English is airplane, a refashioning

of aeroplane along more ‘English’ lines which is
first recorded from 1907.
» AIR

aesthetic [18] In strict etymological terms,
aesthetic relates to perception via the senses. It
comes ultimately from the Greek verb
aisthesthai ‘perceive’ (which is related to Latin
audire ‘hear’), and this meaning is preserved in
anaesthetic, literally ‘without feeling’. The
derived adjective aisthétikos reached Western
Europe via modern Latin aestheticus, and was
first used (in its Germanized form dsthetisch) in
the writings of the philosopher Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804). Here, it retained its original sense,
‘perceptual’, but its use by A T Baumgarten as
the title (£sthetica) of a work on the theory of
beauty in art (1750) soon led to its adoption in its
now generally accepted meaning.

» AUDIBLE, AUDITION

aestivate see ETHER

affable [16] The Latin original of affable,
affabilis, meant ‘easy to speak to’. It was formed
from the verb affari ‘speak to’, which in turn was
derived from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and far7 ‘speak’
(the source of fable, fame, and fate). It reached
English via Old French affable.

» FABLE, FAME, FATE

affair [13] Like ado, and of course to-do, affair
originally meant literally ‘to do’. It was coined in
Old French from the phrase a faire ‘to do’, and
entered English via Anglo-Norman afere. The
spelling affair was established by Caxton, who
based it on the French model. The specific sense
of a ‘love affair’ dates from the early 18th
century.

» FACT

affect There are two distinct verbs affect in
English: ‘simulate insincerely’ [15] and ‘have an
effect on’ [17]; but both come ultimately from
the same source, Latin afficere. Of compound
origin, from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and facere ‘do’,
this had a wide range of meanings. One set, in
reflexive use, was ‘apply oneself to something’,
and a new verb, affectare, was formed from its
past participle affectus, meaning ‘aspire or
pretend to have’. Either directly or via French
affecter, this was borrowed into English, and is
now most commonly encountered in the past
participle adjective affected and the derived
noun affectation. Another meaning of afficere
was ‘influence’, and this first entered English in
the 13th century by way of its derived noun
affectio, meaning ‘a particular, usually
unfavourable disposition” — hence affection. The
verb itself was a much later borrowing, again
either through French or directly from the Latin
past participle affectus.

» FACT

affinity [14] The abstract notion of ‘relationship’
in affinity was originally a more concrete
conception of a border. The word comes, via Old
French afinite, from the Latin adjective affinis,
which meant literally ‘bordering on something’.
It was formed from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and the
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noun finis ‘border’ (from which English also
gets finish, confine, and define).
» CONFINE, DEFINE, FINISH, PARAFFIN, REFINE

affix see FIx

afflict [14] When it originally entered English,
afflict meant ‘overthrow’, reflecting its origins in
Latin affligere ‘throw down’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and fligere
‘strike’. English afflict comes either from the
Latin past participle afflictus, from a new Latin
verb formed from this, afflictare, or perhaps
from the now obsolete English adjective afflict,
which was borrowed from Old French aflit and
refashioned on the Latin model. The meaning
‘torment, distress’ developed in the early 16th
century.

affluent [15] The meaning ‘rich’ is a fairly
recent development for affluent; it is first
recorded in the mid 18th century. Originally the
adjective meant simply ‘flowing’. It came, via
Old French, from Latin affluent-, the present
participle of affluere, a compound verb formed
from the prefix ad- ‘towards’ and fluere ‘flow’
(the source of English fluid, fluent, flux,
Sfluctuate, and many other derivatives).

#» FLUCTUATE, FLUENT, FLUID, FLUX

afford [OE] This verb originally meant
‘accomplish, fulfil’. In Old English times it was
geforthian, formed from the prefix ge-, denoting
completion of an action, and forthian ‘advance
towards completion’ or literally ‘further’ (from
the adverb forth). The notion of accomplishing
something or managing something gradually
led, by the 15th century, to the idea of being able
to do something because one has enough money.
Meanwhile, the original ge- prefix, which by
Middle English times had become i- (iforthien),
had been transformed into af- under the
influence of the many Latin-based words
beginning in aff~, and in the 16th century
spellings with final d in place of rh start to
appear.

» FORTH

affray [14] Affray is a word of mixed Germanic
and Romance origin. The noun comes from the
verb, ‘alarm’ (now obsolete, but still very much
with us in the form of its past participle, afraid),
which was borrowed into English from Anglo-
Norman afrayer and Old French effreer and
esfreer. These go back to a hypothetical Vulgar
Latin verb *exfridare, which was composed of
the Latin prefix ex- ‘out’ and an assumed noun
*fridus, which Latin took from the Frankish
*frithuz ‘peace’ (cognate with German friede
‘peace’, and with the name Frederick). The
underlying meaning of the word is thus ‘take
away someone’s peace’.

» AFRAID, BELFRY

affront [14] The present-day notion of ‘insulting
someone’ has replaced the more direct action of
hitting them in the face. Affront comes, via Old
French afronter, from Vulgar Latin *affrontare
‘strike in the face’, which was formed from the
Latin phrase ad frontem, literally ‘to the face’.

» FRONT

after [OE] In the first millennium AD many
Germanic languages had forms cognate with Old
English @fter (Gothic aftra, for example, and
Old Norse aptr), but, with the exception of
Dutch achter, none survive. It is not clear what
their ultimate origin is, but the suffix they share
may well be a comparative one, and it is possible
that they derive from a Germanic base *af-
(represented in Old English eftan ‘from
behind’). It has been suggested that this goes
back to Indo-European *ap- (source of Latin ab
‘away, from’ and English of{f)), in which case
after would mean literally ‘more off” — that is,
‘further away’.

Nautical aft is probably a shortening of abaft,
formed, with the prefixes a- ‘on’ and be- ‘by’,
from Old English eftan.

» OF, OFF

aftermath [16] Originally, and literally, an
aftermath was a second crop of grass or similar
grazing vegetation, grown after an earlier crop in
the same season had been harvested. Already by
the mid 17th century it had taken on the
figurative connotations of ‘resulting condition’
which are today its only living sense. The -math
element comes from Old English mdaeth
‘mowing’, a noun descended from the Germanic
base *me, source of English mow.

» MOW

again [OE] The underlying etymological sense
of again is ‘in a direct line with, facing’, hence
‘opposite’ and ‘in the opposite direction, back’
(its original meaning in Old English). It comes
from a probable Germanic *gagin ‘straight’,
which was the source of many compounds
formed with on or in in various Germanic
languages, such as Old Saxon angegin and Old
Norse ig gegn. The Old English form was
ongéan, which would have produced ayen in
modern English; however, Norse-influenced
forms with a hard g had spread over the whole
country from northern areas by the 16th century.
The meaning ‘once more, anew’ did not develop
until the late 14th century. From Old English
times until the late 16th century a prefix-less
form gain was used in forming compounds. It
carried a range of meanings, from ‘against’ to ‘in
return’, but today survives only in gainsay.

The notion of ‘opposition’ is carried through
in against, which was formed in the 12th century
from again and what was originally the genitive
suffix -es, as in always and nowadays. The
parasitic -7 first appeared in the 14th century.

age [13] Age has undergone considerable
transmutations and abbreviations since its
beginnings in Latin. Its immediate source in
English is Old French aage, which was the
product of a hypothetical Vulgar Latin form
*aetaticum (the t is preserved in Provengal azge).
This was based on Latin aetat- (stem of aetas),
which was a shortening of aevitas, which in turn
came from aevum ‘lifetime’. This entered
English in more recognizable form in medieval,
primeval, etc; it is related to Greek aion ‘age’,
from which English gets aeon [17], and it can be
traced back to the same root that produced (via
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Old Norse ei) the now archaic adverb ay(e)
‘ever’ (as in ‘will aye endure’).
» AEON, AYE

agenda [17] Agenda is the plural of Latin
agendum, which is the gerundive form of the
verb agere ‘do’ (see AGENT); it thus means
literally ‘things to be done’. When the word first
entered the language it was given an anglicized
singular form, agend, with the plural agends, but
this seems to have disappeared by the 18th
century. The formal plurality of agenda is still
often insisted on by purists, but it has been used
as a singular noun since the mid 18th century.

» ACT, AGENT

agent [15] Latin agere, a verb of great semantic
breadth (‘drive, lead, act, do’), has been a
prolific source of English words. Its past
participle, actus, produced act, action, active,
actor, actual, cachet, and exact, while other parts
of its paradigm lie behind agile, agitate,
ambiguous, coagulate, cogent, cogitate,
examine, exigent, exiguous, and prodigal. Its
most obvious offspring, however, are agent
(literally ‘(person) doing something’) and
agency, formed from the Latin present participial
stem agent-. Agere itself is of considerable
antiquity, being related to other Indo-European
verbs such as Greek dgein ‘drive, lead’, Old
Norse aka ‘travel in a vehicle’, and Sanskrit djati
‘drives’.
» ACT, AGILE, AMBIGUOUS, CACHET, COGENT,
DEMAGOGUE, EXACT, EXAMINE, PRODIGAL

agglutinate see GLUE

aggravate [16] Aggravate originally meant
literally ‘to weigh down’ or ‘to make heavier’ (it
was modelled on Latin aggravare ‘to make
heavier’, which in turn was based on gravis
‘heavy’, source of English gravity and grief; its
first cousin is aggrieve [13], which came via Old
French agrever). From the first it was generally
used in a metaphorical sense, and by the end of
the 16th century the meaning ‘to make worse’
was well established. The sense ‘to annoy’,
which some purists still object to, dates from at
least the early 17th century.

» GRAVE, GRAVITY, GRIEF

aggregate [15] Etymologically, aggregate
contains the notion of a collection of animals. It
comes from greg-, the stem of the Latin noun
grex ‘flock, herd’ (also the source of
gregarious). This formed the basis of a verb
aggregare ‘collect together’, whose past
participle aggregatus passed into English as
aggregate. Latin grex is related to Greek agora
‘open space, market place’, from which English
gets agoraphobia.

» AGORAPHOBIA,
SEGREGATE

aggression [17] The violent associations of
aggression have developed from the much
milder notion of ‘approaching’ somebody. The
Latin verb aggredi ‘attack’ was based on the
prefix ad- ‘towards’ and gradr ‘walk’, a verb
derived in its turn from the noun gradus ‘step’

EGREGIOUS, GREGARIOUS,

(from which English gets, among many others,
grade, gradual, and degree).
» DEGREE, GRADE, GRADUAL

aggrieve see AGGRAVATE

aghast [13] Aghast was originally the past
participle of a verb, agasten ‘frighten’, which in
turn was based on the Old English verb g@stan
‘torment’. The spelling with gh did not finally
become established until the 18th century, and in
fact aghast was the last in a series of
etymologically related words in the general
semantic area of ‘fear’ and ‘horror’ to undergo
this transformation. It seems to have acquired its
gh by association with ghastly, which in turn got
it from ghost (probably under the ultimate
influence of Flemish gheesr).

agiotage [19] Agiotage is the speculative buying
and selling of stocks and shares. The term was
borrowed from French, where it was based on
agioter ‘speculate’, a verb formed from the noun
agio ‘premium paid on currency exchanges’.
English acquired agio in the 17th century (as
with so many other banking and financial terms,
directly from Italian — aggio). This Italian word
is thought to be an alteration of a dialectal form
lajje, borrowed from medieval Greek allagion
‘exchange’. This in turn was based on Greek
allage ‘change’, which derived ultimately from
dllos ‘other’ (a word distantly related to English
else).

» ELSE

agitate [16] Agirate is one of a host of English
words descended ultimately from Latin agere
(see AGENT). Among the many meanings of
agere was ‘drive, move’, and a verb derived from
it denoting repeated action, agitare, hence meant
‘move to and fro’. This physical sense of shaking
was present from the start in English agitate, but
so was the more metaphorical ‘perturb’. The
notion of political agitation does not emerge
until the early 19th century, when the Marquis of
Anglesey is quoted as saying to an Irish
deputation: ‘If you really expect success, agitate,
agitate, agitate!’ In this meaning, a derivative of
Latin agitare has entered English via Russian in
agitprop ‘political propaganda’ [20], in which
agit is short for agitatsiya ‘agitation’.

» ACT, AGENT

agnostic [19] Agnostic is an invented word. It
was coined by the English biologist and religious
sceptic T H Huxley (1825-95) to express his
opposition to the views of religious gnostics of
the time, who claimed that the world of the spirit
(and hence God) was knowable (gnostic comes
ultimately from Greek gnosis ‘knowledge’).
With the addition of the Greek-derived prefix a-
‘not” Huxley proclaimed the ultimate
unknowability of God. The circumstances of the
coinage, or at least of an early instance of the
word’s use by its coiner, were recorded by R H
Hutton, who was present at a party held by the
Metaphysical Society in a house on Clapham
Common in 1869 when Huxley suggested
agnostic, basing it apparently on St Paul’s
reference to the altar of ‘the Unknown God’.
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aim

ago [14] Historically, ago is the past participle of
a verb. Its earlier, Middle English, form — agone
— reveals its origins more clearly. It comes from
the Old English verb agan ‘pass away’, which
was formed from gan ‘go’ and the prefix a-
‘away, out’. At first it was wused before
expressions of time (‘For it was ago five year
that he was last there’, Guy of Warwick 1314),
but this was soon superseded by the now current
postnominal use.

» GO

agog [15] Agog probably comes from Old
French gogue ‘merriment’. It was used in the
phrase en gogue, meaning ‘enjoying oneself’
(Randle Cotgrave, in his Dictionarie of the
French and English tongues 1611, defines estre
en ses gogues as ‘to be frolicke, lustie, lively,
wanton, gamesome, all-a-hoit, in a pleasant
humour; in a veine of mirth, or in a merrie
mood’), and this was rendered into English as
agog, with the substitution of the prefix a- (as in
asleep) for en and the meaning toned down a bit
to ‘eager’. It is not clear where gogue came from
(it may perhaps be imitative of noisy merry-
making), but later in its career it seems to have
metamorphosed into go-go, either through
reduplication of its first syllable (gogue had two
syllables) or through assimilation of the second
syllable to the first: hence the French phrase a
go-go ‘joyfully’, and hence too English go-go
dancers.

agony [14] Agony is one of the more remote
relatives of that prolific Latin verb agere (see
AGENT). Its ultimate source is the Greek verb
dgein ‘lead’, which comes from the same Indo-
European root as agere. Related to dgein was the
Greek noun agon, originally literally ‘a bringing
of people together to compete for a prize’, hence
‘contest, conflict’ (which has been borrowed
directly into English as agon, a technical term
for the conflict between the main characters in a
work of literature). Derived from agon was
agonia ‘(mental) struggle, anguish’, which
passed into English via either late Latin agonia
or French agonie. The sense of physical
suffering did not develop until the 17th century;
hitherto, agony had been reserved for mental
stress. The first mention of an agony column
comes in the magazine Fun in 1863.

» ANTAGONIST

agoraphobia [19] Agoraphobia — fear of open
spaces or, more generally, of simply being out of
doors — is first referred to in an 1873 issue of the
Journal of Mental Science; this attributes the
term to Dr C Westphal, and gives his definition
of it as ‘the fear of squares or open places’. This
would be literally true, since the first element in
the word represents Greek agord ‘open space,
typically a market place, used for public
assemblies’ (the most celebrated in the ancient
world was the Agora in Athens, rivalled only by
the Forum in Rome). The word agord came from
ageirein ‘assemble’, which is related to Latin
grex ‘flock’, the source of English gregarious.
Agoraphobia was not the first of the
-phobias. That honour goes to hydrophobia in

the mid 16th century. But that was an isolated
example, and the surge of compounds based on
Greek phobos ‘fear’ really starts in the 19th
century. At first it was used for symptoms of
physical illness (photophobia  ‘abnormal
sensitivity to light’ 1799), for aversions to other
nationalities (Gallophobia 1803; the
synonymous Francophobia does not appear
until  1887), and for facetious formations
(dustophobia, Robert Southey, 1824), and the
range of specialized psychological terms
familiar today does not begin to appear until the
last quarter of the century (CLAUSTROPHOBIA
1879, acrophobia ‘fear of heights’ from Greek
akros ‘topmost’ — see ACROBAT — 1892).
AGGREGATE, ALLEGORY, GREGARIOUS,
SEGREGATE
agree [14] Originally, if a thing ‘agreed you’, it
was to your liking, it pleased you. This early
meaning survives in the adjective agreeable
[14], but the verb has meanwhile moved on via
‘to reconcile (people who have quarrelled)’ and
‘to come into accord’ to its commonest present-
day sense, ‘to concur’. It comes from Old French
agréer ‘to please’, which was based on the
phrase a gré ‘to one’s liking’. Gré was
descended from Latin grarum, a noun based on
gratus ‘pleasing’, from which English also gets
grace and grateful.
CONGRATULATE,
GRATITUDE

ague [14] In its origins, ague is the same word as
acute. It comes from the Latin phrase febris
acuta ‘sharp fever’ (which found its way into
Middle English as fever agu). In the Middle
Ages the Latin adjective acuta came to be used
on its own as a noun meaning ‘fever’; this
became agué in medieval French, from which it
was borrowed into English. From the end of the
14th century ague was used for ‘malaria’ (the
word malaria itself did not enter the language
until the mid 18th century).

» ACUTE

aid [15] Aid comes ultimately from the same
source as adjutant (which originally meant
simply ‘assistant’). Latin juvare became, with
the addition of the prefix ad- ‘to’, adjuvare ‘give
help to’; from its past participle adjutus was
formed a new verb, adjitare, denoting repeated
action, and this passed into Old French as aidier,
the source of English aid.

» ADJUTANT, JOCUND

ail [OE] Now virtually obsolete except in the
metaphorical use of its present participial
adjective ailing, ail is of long but uncertain
history. The Old English verb egl(i)an came
from the adjective egle ‘troublesome’, which had
related forms in other Germanic languages, such
as Middle Low German egelen ‘annoy’ and
Gothic agls ‘disgraceful’, aglo ‘oppression’.
The derivative ailment did not appear until as
late as the 18th century.

aileron see AISLE

aim [14] Etymologically, aim is a contraction of
estimate (see ESTEEM). The Latin verb aestimare
became considerably shortened as it developed

»

» GRACE,  GRATEFUL,
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in the various Romance languages (Italian has
stimare, for instance, and Provencal esmar). In
Old French its descendant was esmer, to which
was added the prefix a- (from Latin ad- ‘to’),
producing aesmer; and from one or both of these
English acquired aim. The notion of estimating
or calculating was carried over into the English
verb, but died out after about a hundred years.
However, the derived sense of calculating, and
hence directing, one’s course is of equal
antiquity in the language.

» ESTEEM, ESTIMATE

air [13] Modern English air is a blend of three
strands of meaning from, ultimately, two
completely separate sources. In the sense of the
gas we breathe it goes back via Old French air
and Latin der to Greek der ‘air’ (whence the
aero-compounds of English; see AEROPLANE).
Related words in Greek were d@erni ‘I blow’ and
avira ‘breeze’ (from which English acquired
aura in the 18th century), and cognates in other
Indo-European languages include Latin ventus
‘wind’, English wind, and nirvana ‘extinction of
existence’, which in Sanskrit meant literally
‘blown out’.

In the 16th century a completely new set of
meanings of air arrived in English: ‘appearance’
or ‘demeanour’. The first known instance comes
in Shakespeare’s I Henry IV, IV, i: ‘“The quality
and air of our attempt brooks no division’
(1596). This air was borrowed from French,
where it probably represents an earlier, Old
French, aire ‘nature, quality’, whose original
literal meaning ‘place of origin’ (reflected in
another derivative, eyrie) takes it back to Latin
ager ‘place, field’, source of English agriculture
and related to acre. (The final syllable of English
debonair [13] came from Old French aire,
incidentally; the phrase de bon aire meant ‘of
good disposition’.)

The final strand in modern English air comes
via the Italian descendant of Latin aer, aria. This
had absorbed the ‘nature, quality’ meanings of
Old French aire, and developed them further to
‘melody’ (perhaps on the model of German
weise, which means both ‘way, manner’ and
‘tune’ — its English cognate wise, as in ‘in no
wise’, meant ‘song’ from the 11th to the 13th
centuries). It seems likely that English air in the
sense ‘tune’ is a direct translation of the Italian.
Here again, Shakespeare got in with it first — in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1, i: ‘Your
tongue’s sweet air more tunable than lark to
shepherd’s ear’ (1590). (Aria itself became an
English word in the 18th century.)

» ACRE, AEROPLANE, AGRICULTURE, ARIA, AURA,
EYRIE, MALARIA, WIND

aisle [15] The original English form of this word
was ele. It was borrowed from Old French,
which in turn took it from Latin ala ‘wing’ (the
modern French form of the word, aile, has a
diminutive form, aileron ‘movable control
surface on an aircraft’s wing’ [20], which has
been acquired by English). Besides meaning
literally  ‘bird’s wing’, ala was used
metaphorically for ‘wing of a building’, which
was the source of its original meaning in

English, the ‘sides of the nave of a church’. The
Latin word comes from an unrecorded *acsla,
which is one of a complex web of ‘turning’
words that include Latin axis, Greek axon ‘axis’,
Latin axilla ‘armpit’ (whence English axillary
and axil), and English axle.

The notion of an aisle as a detached, separate
part of a building led to an association with isle
and island which eventually affected Middle
English ele’s spelling. From the 16th to the 18th
century the word was usually spelled ile or isle.
A further complication entered the picture in the
18th century in the form of French aile, which
took the spelling on to today’s settled form,
aisle.

» AILERON, AXIS

ajar [16] Ajar comes from Scotland and Northern
England. In Middle English times it was a char
or on char, literally ‘on turn’ (char comes from
an Old English word cerr ‘turn’, which in its
metaphorical sense ‘turn of work’ has given
modern English charwoman and chore). A door
or window that was in the act of turning was
therefore neither completely shut nor completely
open. The first spellings with j occur in the 18th
century.

» CHAR, CHARWOMAN

akimbo [15] Akimbo was borrowed from Old
Norse. Its original English spelling (which
occurs only once, in the Tale of Beryn 1400) was
in kenebowe, which suggests a probable Old
Norse precursor *i keng boginn (never actually
discovered), meaning literally ‘bent in a curve’
(Old Norse bogi is related to English bow);
hence the notion of the arms sticking out at the
side, elbows bent. When the word next appears
in English, in the early 17th century, it has
become on kenbow or a kenbo, and by the 18th
century akimbo has arrived.

» BOW

alabaster [14] Chaucer was the first English
author to use the word alabaster: in the Knight’s
Tale (1386) he writes of ‘alabaster white and red
coral’. It comes, via Old French and Latin, from
Greek aldbast(r)os, which may be of Egyptian
origin. Scottish English used the variant from
alabast until the 16th century (indeed, this may
predate alabaster by a few years); and from the
16th to the 17th century the word was usually
spelled alablaster, apparently owing to
confusion with arblaster ‘crossbowman’.

The use of alabaster for making marbles (of
the sort used in children’s games) gave rise to the
abbreviation alley, ally ‘marble’ in the early 18th
century.

alarm [14] Alarm was originally a call to arms. It
comes from the Old Italian phrase all’ arme ‘to
the weapons!” This was lexicalized as the noun
allarme, which was borrowed into Old French as
alarme, and thence into English. The archaic
variant alarum seems to have arisen from an
emphatic rolling of the r accompanying a
prolongation of the final syllable when the word
was used as an exclamation.

» ARM
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alderman

alas [13] In origin alas was an exclamation of
weariness rather than grief. Latin lassus ‘weary’
(related to let ‘allow’ and source of lassitude)
passed into Old French as las which, with the
addition of the exclamation a ‘ah’, became alas.
» LASSITUDE, LET

albatross [17] The word albatross has a
confused history. The least uncertain thing about
it is that until the late 17th century it was
alcatras; the change of the first element to alba-
seems to have arisen from association of the
albatross’s white colour with Latin albus
‘white’. However, which particular bird the
alcatras was, and where the word alcatras
ultimately came from, are much more dubious.
The term was applied variously, over the 16th to
the 19th centuries, to albatrosses, frigate birds,
gannets, gulls, and pelicans. Its immediate
source was Spanish and Portuguese alcatraz
‘pelican’ (hence Alcatraz, the prison-island in
San Francisco Bay, USA, once the haunt of
pelicans), which was clearly of Arabic origin,
and it has been speculated that it comes from
Arabic al gadiis ‘the bucket’, on the premise that
the bucket of a water-wheel used for irrigation
resembles a pelican’s beak. Arabic gadiis itself
comes from Greek kddos ‘jar’.

albino [18] Like album, albino comes ultimately
from Latin albus ‘white’. It was borrowed into
English from the Portuguese, who used it with
reference to black Africans suffering from
albinism (it is a derivative of albo, the
Portuguese descendant of Latin albus).

» ALBUM

album [17] Latin albus ‘white’ has been the
source of a variety of English words: alb
‘ecclesiastical tunic’ [OE], albedo ‘reflective
power’ [19], Albion [13], an old word for
Britain, probably with reference to its white
cliffs, albumen ‘white of egg’ [16], and auburn,
as well as albino. Album is a nominalization of
the neuter form of the adjective, which was used
in classical times for a blank, or white, tablet on
which public notices were inscribed. Its original
adoption in the modern era seems to have been in
Germany, where scholars kept an album
amicorum ‘album of friends’ in which to collect
colleagues’ signatures. This notion of an
autograph book continues in Dr Johnson’s
definition of album in his Dictionary 1755: ‘a
book in which foreigners have long been
accustomed to insert the autographs of
celebrated people’, but gradually it became a
repository for all sorts of souvenirs, including in
due course photographs.

» ALB, ALBEDO, ALBINO, ALBUMEN, AUBURN,
DAUB

alchemy [14] Alchemy comes, via Old French
alkemie and medieval Latin alchimia, from
Arabic alkimia. Broken down into its component
parts, this represents Arabic al ‘the’ and kimia, a
word borrowed by Arabic from Greek khémia
‘alchemy’ — that is, the art of transmuting base
metals into gold. (It has been suggested that
khemia is the same word as Khémia, the ancient
name for Egypt, on the grounds that alchemy

originated in Egypt, but it seems more likely that
it derives from Greek khiimds ‘fluid’ — source of
English chyme [17] — itself based on the verb
khein ‘pour’). Modern English chemistry comes
not directly from Greek khémia, but from
alchemy, with the loss of the first syllable.

» CHEMISTRY, CHYME

alcohol [16] Originally, alcohol was a powder,
not a liquid. The word comes from Arabic al-
kuhul, literally ‘the kohl’ — that is, powdered
antimony used as a cosmetic for darkening the
eyelids. This was borrowed into English via
French or medieval Latin, and retained this
‘powder’ meaning for some centuries (for
instance, ‘They put between the eyelids and the
eye a certain black powder made of a mineral
brought from the kingdom of Fez, and called
Alcohol’, George Sandys, Travels 1615). But a
change was rapidly taking place: from
specifically ‘antimony’, alcohol came to mean
any substance obtained by sublimation, and
hence ‘quintessence’. Alcohol of wine was thus
the ‘quintessence of wine’, produced by
distillation or rectification, and by the middle of
the 18th century alcohol was being used on its
own for the intoxicating ingredient in strong
liquor. The more precise chemical definition (a
compound with a hydroxyl group bound to a
hydrocarbon group) developed in the 19th
century.

» KOHL

alcove [17] Alcove is of Arabic origin. It reached
English, via French alcéve and Spanish alcoba
(where it means ‘recessed area for a bed’), from
Arabic al-gobbah ‘the arch, the vault’, hence
‘the vaulted room’, which was derived from the
verb qubba ‘vault’.

alder [OE] Alder is an ancient tree-name,
represented in several other Indo-European
languages, including German erle, Dutch els,
Polish olcha, Russian ol’khd, and Latin alnus
(which is the genus name of the alder in
scientific classification). Alder is clearly the odd
man out amongst all these forms in having a d,
but it was not always so; the Old English word
was alor, and the intrusive d does not begin to
appear until the 14th century (it acts as a sort of
connecting or glide consonant between the / and
the following vowel, in much the same way as
Old English thunor adopted a d to become
thunder). The place-name Aldershot is based on
the tree alder.

alderman [OE] Alderman preserves the notion
that those who are old (the ‘elders’) are
automatically in charge. In Anglo-Saxon
England the ealdor was the chief of a family or
clan, by virtue of seniority (the word is based on
the adjective eald ‘old’). Alderman (Old English
ealdorman) was a political title or rank adopted
probably in the early 8th century for someone
who exercised in society at large an authority
equivalent to that of the ealdor. In effect, this
meant that an alderman acted as a sort of viceroy
to the king in a particular district. In the 12th
century the title became applied to the governor
of a guild, and as the guilds gradually took over
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some functions of local government, an
alderman became a senior councillor. The title
was officially abolished in Britain in 1974.

» OLD

ale [OE] Old English ealu ‘ale’ goes back to a
Germanic root *aluth-, which also produced Old
Norse 0/ (Scandinavian languages still use ale-
related words, whereas other Germanic
languages now only use beer-related words;
English is the only one to retain both). Going
beyond Germanic in time takes us back to the
word’s ultimate Indo-European source, a base
meaning ‘bitter’ which is also represented in
alum and aluminium. Ale and beer seem to have
been virtually synonymous to the Anglo-
Saxons; various distinctions in usage have
developed over the centuries, such as that ale is
made without hops, and is heavier (or some
would say lighter) than beer, but most of the
differences have depended on local usage.

The word bridal is intimately connected with
ale. Nowadays used as an adjective, and
therefore subconsciously associated with other
adjectives ending in -a/, in Old English it was a
noun, literally ‘bride ale’, that is, a beer-drinking
session to celebrate a marriage.

alert [17] Alert comes, via French, from an
Italian phrase all’ erta ‘on the look-out’, or
literally ‘at the (alla) watch-tower (erta)’. Erta
was short for forre erta, literally ‘high tower’, in
which the adjective erta ‘high’ came ultimately
from Latin érectus, the past participle of érigere
‘raise’.

» ERECT

alexandrine [16] An alexandrine is a line of
verse of 12 syllables, characteristic of the classic
French drama of the 17th century. The term
derives from the use of this metre in Alexandre,
a 12th-or 13th-century Old French romance
about Alexander the Great.

alfresco see FRESH

algebra [16] Algebra symbolizes the debt of
Western culture to Arab mathematics, but
ironically when it first entered the English
language it was used as a term for the setting of
broken bones, and even sometimes for the
fractures themselves (‘The helpes of Algebra
and of dislocations’, Robert Copland, Formulary
of Guydo in surgery 1541). This reflects the
original literal meaning of the Arabic term al
Jjebr, ‘the reuniting of broken parts’, from the
verb jabara  ‘reunite’. The anatomical
connotations of this were adopted when the
word was borrowed, as algebra, into Spanish,
Italian, and medieval Latin, from one or other of
which English acquired it. In Arabic, however, it
had long been applied to the solving of algebraic
equations (the full Arabic expression was ’ilm
aljebr wa’lmugabalah ‘the science of reunion
and equation’, and the mathematician al-
Khwarizmi used aljebr as the title of his treatise
on algebra — see ALGORITHM), and by the end of
the 16th century this was firmly established as
the central meaning of algebra in English.

algorithm [13] Algorithm comes from the name
of an Arab mathematician, in full Abu Ja far

Mohammed ibn-Musa al-Khwarizmi (c. 780—c.
850), who lived and taught in Baghdad and
whose works in translation introduced Arabic
numerals to the West. The last part of his name
means literally ‘man from Khwarizm’, a town on
the borders of Turkmenistan, now called Khiva.

The Arabic system of numeration and
calculation, based on 10, of which he was the
chief exponent, became known in Arabic by his
name — al-khwarizmi. This was borrowed into
medieval Latin as algorismus (with the Arabic
-izmi transformed into the Latin suffix -ismus
‘-ism’). In Old French algorismus became
augorime, which was the basis of the earliest
English form of the word, augrim. From the 14th
century onwards, Latin influence gradually led
to the adoption of the spelling algorism in
English. This remains the standard form of the
word when referring to the Arabic number
system; but in the late 17th century an alternative
version, algorithm, arose owing to association
with Greek drithmos ‘number’ (source of
arithmetic [13]), and this became established
from the 1930s onwards as the term for a step-
by-step mathematical procedure, as used in
computing.

Algol, the name of a computer programming
language, was coined in the late 1950s from
‘algorithmic Janguage’.

» ALLEGORY, ALLERGY, ARITHMETIC

alibi [18] In Latin, alibi means literally
‘somewhere else’. It is the locative form (that is,
the form expressing place) of the pronoun alius
‘other’ (which is related to Greek allos ‘other’
and English else). When first introduced into
English it was used in legal contexts as an
adverb, meaning, as in Latin, ‘elsewhere’: ‘The
prisoner had little to say in his defence; he
endeavoured to prove himself Alibi’, John
Arbuthnot, Law is a bottomless pit 1727. But by
the end of the 18th century it had become a noun,
‘plea of being elsewhere at the time of a crime’.
The more general sense of an ‘excuse’
developed in the 20th century.

Another legal offspring of Latin alius is alias.
This was a direct 16th-century borrowing of
Latin alias, a form of alius meaning ‘otherwise’.

» ALIAS, ELSE

alien [14] The essential notion contained in alien
is of ‘otherness’. Its ultimate source is Latin
alius ‘other’ (which is related to English else).
From this was formed a Latin adjective alienus
‘belonging to another person or place’, which
passed into English via Old French alien. In
Middle English an alternative version alient
arose (in the same way as ancient, pageant, and
tyrant came from earlier ancien, pagin, and
tyran), but this died out during the 17th century.
The verb alienate ‘estrange’ or ‘transfer to
another’s ownership’ entered the language in the
mid 16th century, eventually replacing an earlier
verb alien (source of alienable and inalienable).

» ALIBI, ELSE

alike [OE] Alike is an ancient word whose
ultimate Germanic source, *galtkam, meant
something like ‘associated form’ (*/ikam ‘form,
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body’ produced German leiche ‘corpse’ and Old
English lic, from which we get lychgate, the
churchyard gate through which a funeral
procession passes; and the collective prefix *ga-
meant literally ‘with’ or ‘together’). In Old
English, *galikam had become gelic, which
developed into Middle English ilik; and from the
14th century onwards the prefix i-, which was
becoming progressively rarer in English, was
assimilated to the more familiar a-.

The verb like is indirectly related to alike, and
the adjective, adverb, preposition, and
conjunction like was formed directly from it,
with the elimination of the prefix.

» EACH, LIKE

alimony [17] Alimony is an anglicization of
Latin aliménia, which is based on the verb alere
‘nourish’ (source of alma ‘bounteous’, as in
alma mater, and of alumnus). This in turn goes
back to a hypothetical root *al-, which is also the
basis of English adolescent, adult, altitude (from
Latin altus ‘high’), and old. The original sense
‘nourishment, sustenance’ has now died out, but
the specialized ‘support for a former wife’ is of
equal antiquity in English.

The -mony element in the word represents
Latin -monia, a fairly meaning-free suffix used
for forming nouns from verbs (it is related to
-ment, which coincidentally was also combined
with alere, to form alimentary), but in the later
20th century it took on a newly productive role
in the sense ‘provision of maintenance for a
former partner’. Palimony ‘provision for a
former non-married partner’ was coined around
1979, and in the 1980s appeared dallymony
‘provision for somebody one has jilted’.

» ADULT, ALTITUDE, ALUMNUS, OLD

alive [OE] Alive comes from the Old English
phrase on life, literally ‘on life’. Life was the
dative case of /if ‘life’; between two vowels f was
pronounced /v/ in Old English, hence the
distinction in modern English pronunciation
between life and alive.

» LIFE

alkali [14] English acquired alkali via Latin from
Arabic al-galiy ‘the ashes’, a derivative of the
verb galay ‘fry’. The implicit reference is to the
plant saltwort (Latin name Salsola kali), which
was burnt to obtain its alkaline ashes (Chaucer’s
canon’s yeoman, the alchemist’s assistant,
mentions it: ‘Salt tartre, alcaly, and salt preparat,
And combust matieres, and coagulat’, 1386).
The modern chemical sense of a compound
which combines with an acid to form a salt was
first used in 1813, by the chemist Sir Humphry
Davy.

all [OE] Words related to all are found throughout
the Germanic languages (German all, Dutch al,
Old Norse allr, Gothic alls, for instance). They
can probably all be traced back to a hypothetical
Germanic ancestor *alnaz. Connections outside
Germanic are not known, unless Lithuanian aliai
‘completely’ is a relative.

allay [OE] In Old English, alecgan meant
literally ‘lay aside’ (-a ‘away, aside, out’, lecgan
‘lay’). The more recent senses ‘relieve, mitigate’

developed from the 13th to the 15th centuries
owing to the influence of two formally similar
Old French verbs: aleger ‘lighten’ (from Latin
alleviare, source of English alleviate [15]); and
al(e)ier ‘qualify, moderate’ (source of English
alloy).

» LAY

allege [14] Allege is related to law, legal,
legislation, legation, and litigation. Its original
source was Vulgar Latin *exlitigare, which
meant ‘clear of charges in a lawsuit’ (from ex-
‘out of” and litigare ‘litigate’). This developed
successively into Old French esligier and Anglo-
Norman alegier, from where it was borrowed
into English; there, its original meaning was
‘make a declaration before a legal tribunal’.
Early traces of the notion of making an assertion
without proof can be detected within 50 years of
the word’s introduction into English, but it took
a couple of centuries to develop fully.

The hard g of allegation suggests that though

it is ultimately related to allege, it comes from a
slightly different source: Latin allégatio, from
allegare ‘adduce’, a compound verb formed
from ad- ‘to’ and légare ‘charge’ (source of
English legate and legation).

» LAW, LEGAL, LEGATION,
LITIGATION

allegory [14] Etymologically, allegory means
‘speaking otherwise’. It comes from a Greek
compound based on allos ‘other’ (which is
related to Latin alius, as in English alibi and
alias, and to English else) and agoreiiein ‘speak
publicly’ (derived from agord ‘(place of)
assembly’, which is the source of English
agoraphobia and is related to gregarious). Greek
allegorein ‘speak figuratively’ produced the
noun allégoria, which passed into English via
Latin and French.

» AGGREGATE, AGORAPHOBIA, ALIAS, ALIBI, ELSE,
GREGARIOUS

allergy [20] Allergy was borrowed from German
allergie, which was coined in 1906 by the
scientist C E von Pirquet. He formed it from
Greek allos ‘other, different’ and érgon ‘work’
(source of English energy and related to English
work). Its original application was to a changed
physiological condition caused by an injection
of some foreign substance.

» ENERGY, WORK

alley [14] Alley is related to French aller ‘go’.
Old French aler (which came from Latin
ambulare ‘walk’, source of English amble and
ambulance) produced the derived noun alee ‘act
of walking’, hence ‘place where one walks,
passage’.

» AMBLE, AMBULANCE

alligator [16] The Spanish, on encountering the
alligator in America, called it el lagarto ‘the
lizard’. At first English adopted simply the noun
(“In this river we killed a monstrous Lagarto or
Crocodile’, Job Hortop, The trauailes of an
Englishman 1568), but before the end of the 16th
century the Spanish definite article e/ had been
misanalysed as part of the noun — hence,
alligator. Spanish lagarto derived from Latin

LEGISLATION,



alliteration

lacerta ‘lizard’, which, via Old French lesard,
gave English lizard.
» LIZARD

alliteration [17] Alliteration is an anglicization
of alliteratio, a modern Latin coinage based on
the prefix ad- ‘to’ and litera ‘letter’ — from the
notion of an accumulation of words beginning
with the same letter. The verb alliterate is an
early  19th-century back-formation from
alliteration.

» LETTER

allopathy see HOMEOPATHY

allow [14] Allow comes ultimately from two
completely different Latin verbs, allaudare and
allocare, which became blended in Old French
alouer. The first, allaudare, was based on
laudare ‘praise’ (source of English laud,
laudable, and laudatory); the second, allocare
(source of English allocate [17]) on locare
‘place’. The formal similarity of the Latin verbs
gradually drew their meanings closer together.
The notion of ‘placing’, and hence ‘allotting’ or
‘assigning’, developed via the now obsolete
‘place to somebody’s credit’ to ‘take into
account, admit’. Meanwhile, the idea of
‘praising’ moved through ‘commending’ or
‘approving’ to ‘accepting as true or valid’, and
ultimately to ‘permitting’.

» ALLOCATE, LAUDABLE, LOCATION

alloy [16] The notion of ‘mixing’ in alloy
originated in the idea of ‘binding’ in Latin ligare
‘tie” (source of English ligament, ligature, and
lien — via Old French loien from Latin ligamen
‘bond’). Addition of the prefix ad- gave alligare
‘bind one thing to another’, hence ‘combine’.
This passed into Old French as aleier, where it
eventually became aloier — hence English alloy.

» ALLY, LIEN, LIGAMENT, LIGATURE

allusion see ILLUSION

alluvial [19] Alluvial material is material that
has been washed down and deposited by running
water. Hence the term; for its ultimate source,
Latin lavere (a variant of lavare, which produced
English latrine, laundry, lava, lavatory, lavish,
and lotion), meant ‘wash’. Addition of the prefix
ad- ‘to’ changed lavere to luere, giving alluere
‘wash against’. Derived from this were the noun
alluvio (source of the English technical term
alluvion ‘alluvium’) and the adjective alluvius,
whose neuter form alluvium became a noun
meaning ‘material deposited by running water’.
English adopted alluvium in the 17th century,
and created the adjective alluvial from it in the
19th century.

If Latin alluere meant ‘wash against’, abluere
meant ‘wash away’. Its noun form was abliitio,
which English acquired as ablution in the 14th
century.

» ABLUTION, LATRINE, LAUNDRY, LAVATORY,
LAVISH, LOTION

ally [13] The verb ally was borrowed into English
from Old French alier, an alteration of aleier (a
different development of the Old French word
was aloier, which English acquired as alloy).
This came from Latin alligare ‘bind one thing to
another’, a derivative of ligare ‘tie’; hence the

idea etymologically contained in being ‘allied’ is
of having a bond with somebody else.

The noun ally seems originally to have been
independently borrowed from Old French allié
in the 14th century, with the meaning ‘relative’.
The more common modern sense, ‘allied person
or country’, appeared in the 15th century, and is
probably a direct derivative of the English verb.

» ALLOY, LIGAMENT

alma mater [17] Alma mater literally means
‘mother who fosters or nourishes’. The Latin
adjective almus ‘giving nourishment’, derives
from the verb alere ‘nourish’ (source of English
alimony and alimentary). The epithet alma
mater was originally applied by the Romans to a
number of goddesses whose particular province
was abundance, notably Ceres and Cybele. In the
17th century it began to be used in English with
reference to a person’s former school or college,
thought of as a place of intellectual and spiritual
nourishment (Alexander Pope was amongst its
earliest users, although the reference is far from
kind: ‘Proceed, great days! ’till Learning fly the
shore ... 'Till Isis’ Elders reel, their pupils’
sport, And Alma mater lie dissolv’d in Port!’
Dunciad 1718).

If that which nourishes is almus, those who
are nourished are alumni (similarly derived from
the verb alere). Alumnus was first applied in
English to a pupil — and more specifically a
former pupil or graduate — in the 17th century;
an early reference combines the notions of
alumnus and alma mater: ‘Lieutenant Governor

. promised his Interposition for them, as
become such an Alumnus to such an Alma
Mater’, William Sewall’s Diary 12 October
1696. The first example of the feminine form,
alumna, comes in the 1880s.

» ALIMENTARY, ALIMONY, ALUMNUS

almanac [14] One of the first recorded uses of
almanac in English is by Chaucer in his Treatise
on the astrolabe 1391: ‘A table of the verray
Moeuyng of the Mone from howre to howre,
every day and in every signe, after thin
Almenak’. At that time an almanac was
specifically a table of the movements and
positions of the sun, moon, and planets, from
which astronomical calculations could be made;
other refinements and additions, such as a
calendar, came to be included over succeeding
centuries. The earliest authenticated reference to
an almanac comes in the (Latin) works of the
English scientist Roger Bacon, in the mid 13th
century. But the ultimate source of the word is
obscure. Its first syllable, al-, and its general
relevance to medieval science and technology,
strongly suggest an Arabic origin, but no
convincing candidate has been found.

almond [13] The / in almond is a comparatively
recent addition; its immediate source, Latin
amandula, did not have one (and nor,
correspondingly, do French amande, Portuguese
amendoa, Italian mandola, or German mandel).
But the relative frequency of the prefix al- in
Latin-derived words seems to have prompted its
grafting on to amandula in its passage from



alphabet

Latin to Old French, giving a hypothetical
*almandle and eventually al(e)mande. French in
due course dropped the I, but English acquired
the word when it was still there.

Going further back in time, the source of
amandula was Latin amygdula, of which it was
an alteration, and amygdula in turn was
borrowed from the Greek word for ‘almond’,
amygddle. The Latin and Greek forms have been
reborrowed into English at a much later date in
various scientific terms: amygdala, for instance,
an almond-shaped mass of nerve tissue in the
brain; amygdalin, a glucoside found in bitter
almonds; and amygdaloid, a rock with almond-
shaped cavities.

almoner see ALMS

almost [OE] Almost is simply a combination of
all and most. In Anglo-Saxon times, and up until
the 17th century, it meant ‘mostly all’ or ‘nearly
all’ (thus one could say ‘My best friends are
almost men’, meaning most of them are men);
but already by the 13th century the modern sense
‘nearly, not quite’ was well in place.

» ALL, MOST

alms [OE] The word alms has become much
reduced in its passage through time from its
ultimate Greek source, eleemosiiné ‘pity, alms’.
This was borrowed into post-classical
(Christian) Latin as  eleémosyna, which
subsequently became simplified in Vulgar Latin
to *alimosina (source of the word for ‘alms’ in
many Romance languages, such as French
aumoéne and Italian limosina). At this stage
Germanic borrowed it, and in due course
dispersed it (German almosen, Dutch aalmoes).
It entered Old English as @lmesse, which
became reduced in Middle English to almes and
finally by the 17th century to alms (which
because of its -s had come to be regarded as a
plural noun). The original Greek eleemosiiné is
itself a derivative, of the adjective eleémon
‘compassionate’, which in turn came from the
noun éleos ‘pity’.

From medieval Latin eleémosyna was
derived the adjective eleémosynarius (borrowed
into English in the 17th century as the almost
unpronounceable eleemosynary ‘giving alms’).
Used as a noun, this passed into Old French as
a(u)lmonier, and eventually, in the 13th century,
became English aumoner ‘giver of alms’. The
modern sense of almoner as a hospital social
worker did not develop until the end of the 19th
century.

» ALMONER, ELEEMOSYNARY

alone [13] Although partly disguised by its
pronunciation, alone is in fact simply a
compound of all and one (whose /wun/
pronunciation began to develop around the 15th
century). In Old English it was a completely
separate phrase, all ana, literally ‘completely by
oneself’, but by the 13th century this had
coalesced into a single word. Loss of its initial a-
in the 14th century gave rise to the adjective
lone.

» ALL, LONE, ONE

along [OE] The a- in along is related to the
prefix anti-, and the original notion contained in
the word is of ‘extending a long way in the
opposite direction’. This was the force of Old
English andlang, a compound formed from and-
‘against, facing” (whose original source was
Greek anti- ‘against’) and lang ‘long’. The
meaning gradually changed via simply
‘extending a long way’, through ‘continuous’
and ‘the whole length of something’ to
‘lengthwise’. At the same time the and- prefix
was gradually losing its identity: by the 10th
century the forms anlong and onlong were
becoming established, and the 14th century saw
the beginnings of modern English along.

But there is another along entirely, nowadays
dialectal. Used in the phrase along of ‘with’ (as
in ‘Come along o’me!’), it derives from Old
English gelong ‘pertaining, dependent’. This
was a compound formed from the prefix ge-,
suggesting suitability, and long, of which the
notions of ‘pertaining’ and ‘appropriateness’ are
preserved in modern English belong.

» LONG

aloof [16] Aloof was originally a nautical term, a
command to steer to windward. Its second
syllable is a variant of luff ‘sail closer to the
wind’ [13]. This was borrowed from Old French
lof, ‘windward side of a ship’, which may itself
have been, like so many maritime expressions, of
Dutch origin. The modern figurative meaning
‘reserved, uninvolved” developed via an
intermediate physical sense ‘away, at a
distance’.

» LUFF

alopecia [14] This word appears to derive from
the resemblance observed by the Greeks
between baldness in human beings and mange in
foxes. The Greek for ‘fox’ was alopeéx, hence
alopekia, borrowed into Latin as alopécia.
Alopex is related to Latin vulpés ‘fox’, from
which English gets vulpine ‘foxlike’ [17].

» VULPINE

aloud [14] Aloud was formed in Middle English
from the adjective loud and the prefix a-, as in
abroad; it does not appear to have had a direct
Old English antecedent *on loud. Its opposite,
alow ‘quietly’, did not survive the 15th century.

» LOUD

alpaca [18] English gets the term alpaca (for a
South American animal related to the llama)
from Spanish, which in turn got it from alpako,
the word for the animal in the Aymara language
of Bolivia and Peru. Alpako was a derivative of
the adjective pako ‘reddish-brown’, a reference
to the colour of the animal’s hair.

alphabet [15] This word is based on the names
of the first two letters of the Greek alphabet,
alpha and beta, standing for the whole. It derives
from Greek alphabétos, via Latin alphabétum.
When it first came into English, purists tried to
insist that it should be reserved for the Greek
alphabet, and that the English alphabet should be
referred to by the term ABC (which had been
lexicalized in various forms, such as abece,
apece, and absee, since the late 13th century),
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but, like most such prescriptive demands, this
was a waste of breath and ink.

Alsatian [17] Alsatian has been around since at
least the late 17th century (although in early use
it generally denoted not the Franco-German
border province of Alsace but a no-go area in
London, near the banks of the Thames, where
criminals, vagabonds and prostitutes hung out,
which was nicknamed ‘Alsatia’ because of the
real Alsace’s reputation as a harbour for the
disaffected). It really came into its own,
however, during World War 1. A breed of dog
known as the ‘German sheepdog’ or ‘German
shepherd dog’ (German deutscher Schéiferhund)
had been introduced into Britain, but
understandably, between 1914 and 1918 its
stock fell considerably. When it was
reintroduced after the war it was thought politic
to give it a less inflammatory name, so it became
officially the ‘Alsatian wolf-dog’ (even though it
has nothing to do with Alsace, and there is no
element of wolf in its genetic make-up). It
continued to be called the German shepherd in
the USA, and in the latter part of the 20th century
that usage crept back into Britain.

also [OE] Also was a late Old English compound
formed from all ‘exactly, even’ and swa ‘so’; it
meant ‘in just this way, thus’, and hence
(recalling the meaning of German also
‘therefore’) ‘similarly’. These two uses died out
in, respectively, the 15th and 17th centuries, but
already by the 13th century ‘similarly’ was
developing into the current sense ‘in addition’.
As came from also in the 12th century.

In Old English, the notion of ‘in addition’

now expressed by also was verbalized as eke.

» AS

altar [OE] The etymological notion underlying
the word altar is that of sacrificial burning. Latin
altar, which was borrowed directly into Old
English, was a derivative of the plural noun
altaria, ‘burnt offerings’, which probably came
from the verb adolére ‘burn up’. Adolére in turn
appears to be a derivative of olere ‘smell’ (the
connection being the smell made by
combustion), which is related to English odour,
olfactory, and redolent. (The traditional view
that altar derives from Latin altus ‘high’ is no
longer generally accepted, although no doubt it
played a part, by association, in its
development.)

In Middle English, the Old French form auter
replaced altar, but in the 16th century the Latin
form re-established itself.

» ODOUR, OLFACTORY, REDOLENT

alter [14] Alter comes from the Latin word for
‘other (of two)’, alter. In late Latin a verb was
derived from this, alterare, which English
acquired via French altérer. Latin alter (which
also gave French autre and English alternate
[16], alternative [17], altercation [14], and
altruism, not to mention alter ego) was formed
from the root *al- (source of Latin alius — from
which English gets alien, alias, and alibi —
Greek allos ‘other’, and English else) and the
comparative suffix *-tero-, which occurs also in

English other. Hence the underlying meaning of
Latin alter (and, incidentally, of English other)
is ‘more other’, with the implication of
alternation between the two.

» ALIAS, ALIEN, ALTERNATIVE, ALTRUISM, ELSE

altitude see oLD

altruism [19] Etymologically as well as
semantically, altruism contains the notion of
‘other people’. It was borrowed from French
altruisme, which was apparently coined in 1830
by the philosopher Auguste Comte on the basis
of Italian altrui ‘that which belongs to other
people’. This was the oblique case of altro
‘other’, from Latin alter. Littré’s Dictionnaire de
la langue francaise suggests that the coinage
was based on such French legal phrases as le
bien d’autrui ‘the welfare of others’ and le droit
d’autrui ‘the rights of others’ (autrui
corresponds to Italian altrui).

» ALIAS, ALTER, ELSE

aluminium [19] Aluminium comes from a
coinage by the English chemist Sir Humphry
Davy, who discovered the metal. His first
suggestion was alumium, which he put forward
in Volume 98 of the Transactions of the Royal
Society 1808: ‘Had I been so fortunate as ... to
have procured the metallic substances I was in
search of, I should have proposed for them the
names of silicium, alumium, zirconium, and
glucium’. He based it on Latin aliimen ‘alum’
(alum is a sulphate of aluminium, and the word
alum, a 14th-century borrowing from French,
derives ultimately from aliimen; alumina is an
oxide of aluminium, and the word alumina is a
modern Latin formation based on aliimen, which
entered English at the end of the 18th century);
and alimen may be linked with Latin alita
‘skins dried for making leather, using alum’.

Davy soon changed his mind, however, and in
1812 put forward the term aluminum — which
remains the word used in American English to
this day. British English, though, has preferred
the form aluminium, which was mooted
contemporaneously with aluminum on grounds
of classical ‘correctness’: ‘Aluminium, for so we
shall take the liberty of writing the word, in
preference to aluminum, which has a less
classical sound’, Quarterly Review 1812.

» ALUM

alumnus see ALMA MATER

always [13] In Old English, the expression was
alne weg, literally ‘all the way’. It seems likely
that this was used originally in the physical sense
of ‘covering the complete distance’, but by the
time it starts to appear in texts (King Alfred’s is
the first recorded use, in his translation of
Boethius’s De consolatione philosophiae around
888) it already meant ‘perpetually’. Alway
survived into modern English, albeit as an
archaism, but began to be replaced as the main
form by always in the 12th century. The final -s
is genitive, not plural, and was originally added
to all as well as way: alles weis. It has a
generalizing force, much as in modern English
one might say of a morning for ‘every morning’.

» WAY
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ambidextrous

Alzheimer’s disease [20] This serious brain
disorder was first described in a scientific
journal in 1912, and was given its name in
honour of the German neurologist Alois
Alzheimer (1864—1915). For many decades the
term was largely confined to specialist medical
journals, but in the 1970s, as the disease became
better known, it seeped into the public domain.

amalgamate [17] Amalgamate is a derivative of
amalgam, a term for an alloy of mercury and
another metal (now usually used for tooth
fillings) borrowed into English from French or
medieval Latin in the 15th century. Latin
(amalagama) probably acquired the word from
the Greek adjective mdlagma ‘softening’, a
derivative of the verb maldssein ‘soften’, which
is a distant relative of English malleable (see
MALLET).

amanuensis see MANUAL

amateur [18] Etymologically, an amateur is
simply a ‘lover’. That is what its ultimate Latin
ancestor amator meant, and indeed in English it
still denoted ‘someone who loves or is fond of
something’ until well into the 19th century (‘am
no amateur of these melons’, Mrs Atkinson,
Tartar Steppes 1863). However, its immediate
source, French amateur, had already evolved the
subsidiary sense ‘one who does something
solely for the enjoyment, not for payment’, and
that is now its only English meaning.

amaze [OE] Old English amasian meant
‘stupefy’ or ‘stun’, with perhaps some
reminiscences of an original sense ‘stun by
hitting on the head’ still adhering to it. Some
apparently related forms in Scandinavian
languages, such as Swedish masa ‘be sluggish’
and Norwegian dialect masast ‘become
unconscious’, suggest that it may originally have
been borrowed from Old Norse. The modern
sense ‘astonish’ did not develop until the end of
the 16th century; Shakespeare was one of its
earliest exponents: ‘Crystal eyes, whose full
perfection all the world amazes’, Venus and
Adonis 1592.

By the end of the 13th century both the verb
and its related noun had developed a form
without the initial a-, and in the late 14th century
the word — maze — had begun to be applied to a
deliberately confusing structure.

» MAZE

ambassador [14] Appropriately enough,
ambassador is a highly cosmopolitan word. It
was borrowed back and forth among several
European languages before arriving in English.
Its ultimate source appears to be the Indo-
European root *ag- ‘drive, lead’, whose other
numerous offspring include English act and
agent. With the addition of the prefix *amb-
‘around’ (as in ambidextrous), this produced in
the Celtic languages of Gaul the noun ambactos,
which was borrowed by Latin as ambactus
‘vassal’. The Latin word then found its way into
the Germanic languages — Old English had
ambeht ‘servant, messenger’, Old High German
ambaht (from which modern German gets amt
‘official position’) — from which it was later

borrowed back into medieval Latin as ambactia.
This seems to have formed the basis of a verb,
*ambactiare ‘go on a mission’ (from which
English ultimately gets embassy), from which in
turn was derived the noun *ambactidtor. This
became ambasciator in OIld Italian, from which
Old French borrowed it as ambassadeur. The
word had a be wildering array of spellings in
Middle English (such as ambaxadour and
inbassetour) before finally settling down as
ambassador in the 16th century.
» EMBASSY

amber [14] Amber was borrowed, via Old
French, from Arabic ‘anbar, which originally
meant ‘ambergris’ (and in fact until the early
18th century amber was used for ‘ambergris’
too). A perceived resemblance between the two
substances had already led in Arabic to ‘amber’
ousting ‘ambergris’ as the main meaning of
‘anbar, and this was reflected as soon as English
acquired it.

In Scotland until as recently as the early 19th
century lamber was the usual form. This arose
from borrowing the French word for ‘amber’
complete with its definite article le: [’ambre.

Before the introduction of the Arabic term
into European languages, the ancestor of modern
English glass appears to have been the word
used for ‘amber’.

» AMBERGRIS

ambergris [15] The original term for ambergris
(a waxy material from the stomach of the sperm
whale) was amber. But as confusion began to
arise between the two substances amber and
ambergris, amber came to be used for both in all
the languages that had borrowed it from Arabic,
thus compounding the bewilderment. The
French solution was to differentiate ambergris as
ambre gris, literally ‘grey amber’, and this
eventually became the standard English term.
(Later on, the contrastive term ambre jaune
‘yellow amber’ was coined for ‘amber’ in
French.)

Uncertainty over the identity of the second
element, -gris, has led to some fanciful
reformulations of the word. In the 17th century,
many people thought ambergris came from
Greece — hence spellings such as amber-de-

grece and  amber-greece.  And  until
comparatively recently its somewhat greasy
consistency encouraged the spelling
ambergrease.

» AMBER

ambidextrous [16] Ambidextrous means

literally ‘right-handed on both sides’. It was
formed in Latin from the prefix ambi- ‘both’ and
the adjective dexter ‘right-handed’ (source of
English dextrous). Ambi- corresponds to the
Latin adjective ambo ‘both’, which derived
ultimately from the Indo-European base *amb-
‘around’ (an element in the source of
ambassador and embassy). The second element
in Latin ambo seems to correspond to Old
English ba ‘both’, which is related to modern
English both.
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Other English words formed with the prefix
amb(i)- include ambient [16] (which came, like
ambition, from Latin ambire ‘go round’), ambit
[16] (from Latin ambitus ‘circuit’), ambiguous,
ambition, amble, and ambulance.

» DEXTROUS

ambiguous [16] Ambiguous carries the
etymological notion of ‘wandering around
uncertainly’. It comes ultimately from the Latin
compound verb ambigere, which was formed
from the prefix ambi- (as in AMBIDEXTROUS)
and the verb agere ‘drive, lead’ (a prodigious
source of English words, including act and
agent). From the verb was derived the adjective
ambiguus, which was borrowed directly into
English. The first to use it seems to have been Sir
Thomas More: ‘if it were now doubtful and
ambiguous whether the church of Christ were in
the right rule of doctrine or not’” A dialogue
concerning heresies 1528.

» ACT, AGENT

ambition [14] Like ambient, ambition comes
ultimately from the Latin compound verb ambire
‘go round’ (formed from the prefix ambi-, as in
AMBIDEXTROUS, and the verb ire ‘go’, which
also gave English exit, initial, and itinerant). But
while ambient, a 16th-century acquisition,
remains fairly faithful to the literal meaning of
the verb, ambition depends on a more
metaphorical use. It seems that the verb’s
nominal  derivative, ambitio, developed
connotations of ‘going around soliciting votes’ —
‘canvassing’, in fact — and hence, figuratively, of
‘seeking favour or honour’. When the word was
first borrowed into English, via Old French
ambition, it had distinctly negative associations
of ‘greed for success’ (Reginald Pecock writes
of ‘Vices [such] as pride, ambition, vainglory’,
The repressor of overmuch blaming of the clergy
1449), but by the 18th century it was a more
respectable emotion.

» EXIT, INITIAL, ITINERANT

amble [14] The ultimate source of amble (and of
perambulator [17], and thus of its abbreviation
pram [19]) is the Latin verb ambulare ‘walk’.
This was a compound verb, formed from the
prefix ambi- (as in AMBIDEXTROUS) and the base
*el- ‘go’, which also lies behind exile and
alacrity [15] (from Latin alacer ‘lively, eager’, a
compound of the base *el- and dcer ‘sharp’ —
source of English acid). Latin ambulare
developed into Provengal amblar, which
eventually reached English via Old French
ambler. At first the English word was used for
referring to a particular (leisurely) gait of a
horse, and it was not until the end of the 16th
century that it began to be used of people.

» ACID, ALACRITY, EXILE, PERAMBULATOR

ambulance [19] Originally, ambulance was a
French term for a field hospital — that is, one set
up at a site convenient for a battlefield, and
capable of being moved on to the next battlefield
when the army advanced (or retreated). In other
words, it was an itinerant hospital, and the
ultimate source of the term is the Latin verb
ambulare ‘walk’ (as in amble). The earliest

recorded term for such a military hospital in
French was the 17th-century hdpital
ambulatoire. This was later replaced by hépital
ambulant, literally ‘walking hospital’, and
finally, at the end of the 18th century, by
ambulance. This sense of the word had died out
by the late 19th century, but already its
attributive use, in phrases such as ambulance
cart and ambulance wagon, had led to its being
used for a vehicle for carrying the wounded or
sick.
» ACID, ALACRITY, AMBLE, PERAMBULATOR

ambush [14] Originally, ambush meant literally
‘put in a bush’ — or more precisely ‘hide in a
wood, from where one can make a surprise
attack’. The hypothetical Vulgar Latin verb
*imboscare was formed from the prefix in- and
the noun *boscus ‘bush, thicket’ (a word of
Germanic origin, related to English bush). In Old
French this became embuschier, and when
English acquired it its prefix gradually became
transformed into am-.

In the 16th century, various related forms
were borrowed into English — Spanish produced
ambuscado, Italian was responsible for
imboscata, and French embuscade was
anglicized was ambuscade — but none now
survives other than as an archaism.

» BUSH

amen [OE] Amen was originally a Hebrew noun,
amen ‘truth’ (based on the verb aman
‘strengthen, confirm’), which was used
adverbially as an expression of confirmation or
agreement. Biblical texts translated from
Hebrew simply took it over unaltered (the Greek
Septuagint has it, for example), and although at
first Old English versions of the gospels
substituted an indigenous term, ‘truly’, by the
11th century amen had entered English too.

amend see MEND

amethyst [13] The amethyst gets its name from
a supposition in the ancient world that it was
capable of preventing drunkenness. The Greek
word for ‘intoxicate’ was methiiskein, which was
based ultimately on the noun methii ‘wine’
(source of English methyl, and related to English
mead). The addition of the negative prefix a-
‘not’” produced the adjective améthustos, used in
the phrase lithos améthustos ‘anti-intoxicant
stone’. This was borrowed as a noun into Latin
(amethystus), and ultimately into Old French as
ametiste. English took it over and in the 16th
century re-introduced the -th- spelling of the
Latin word.

» MEAD, METHYL

amiable [14] Amiable and amicable are the two
English descendants of that most familiar of
Latin verbs, amo, amas, amat ... ‘love’. It had
two rather similar adjectives derived from it:
amabilis ‘lovable’ and, via amicus ‘friend’,
amicabilis  ‘friendly’ (source of English
amicable [15]). Amicabilis became in French
amiable, and this was borrowed into English as
amiable, but its meaning was subsequently



amuse

influenced by that of French aimable ‘likeable,
lovable’, which came from Latin amabilis.
» AMICABLE

ammonia [18] Ammonia gets its name
ultimately from Amon, or Amen, the Egyptian
god of life and reproduction. Near the temple of
Amon in Libya were found deposits of
ammonium chloride, which was hence named
sal ammoniac — ‘salt of Amon’. The gas nitrogen
hydride is derived from sal ammoniac, and in
1782 the Swedish chemist Torbern Bergman
coined the term ammonia for it.

ammonite [18] Like ammonia, the ammonite
gets its name from a supposed connection with
Amon, or Amen, the Egyptian god of life and
reproduction. In art he is represented as having
ram’s horns, and the resemblance of ammonites
to such horns led to their being named in the
Middle Ages cornu Ammaonis ‘horn of Amon’. In
the 18th century the modern Latin term
ammonités (anglicized as ammonite) was coined
for them. Earlier, ammonites had been called
snake stones in English, a term which survived
dialectally well into the 19th century.

ammunition [17] Ammunition is one of many
words which resulted from a mistaken analysis
of ‘article’ plus ‘noun’ (compare ADDER). In this
case, French la munition ‘the munitions, the
supplies’ was misapprehended as [’ammunition,
and borrowed thus into English. At first it was
used for military supplies in general, and it does
not seem to have been until the beginning of the
18th century that its meaning became restricted
to ‘bullets, shells, etc’.

The word munition itself was borrowed into
English from French in the 16th century. It
originally meant ‘fortification’, and came from
the Latin noun muinitio; this was a derivative of
the verb munire, ‘defend, fortify’, which in turn
was based on the noun moenia ‘walls, ramparts’
(related to miirus ‘wall’, the source of English
mural). Also from munire, via medieval Latin
minimentum, comes muniment [15], alegal term
for ‘title deed’; the semantic connection is that a
title deed is a means by which someone can
‘defend’ his or her legal right to property.

» MUNIMENT, MUNITION, MURAL

amoeba [19] Amoebas got their name (around
1840) from their inherent shapelessness. With
their infinitely mobile exterior and their fluid
interior, their shape is constantly changing, and
so they were christened with the Greek word
amoibeé, which means literally ‘change’.

amok [17] Amok is Malayan in origin, where it is
an adjective, amog, meaning ‘fighting
frenziedly’. Its first brief brush with English
actually came in the early 16th century, via
Portuguese, which had adopted it as a noun,
amouco, signifying a ‘homicidally crazed
Malay’. This sense persisted until the late 18th
century, but by then the phrase run amok, with
all its modern connotations, was well
established, and has since taken over the field
entirely. The spelling amuck has always been
fairly common, reflecting the word’s
pronunciation.

among [OE] Gemong was an Old English word
for ‘crowd’ — ge- was a collective prefix,
signifying ‘together’, and -mong is related to
mingle — and so the phrase on gemonge meant ‘in
a crowd’, hence ‘in the midst, surrounded’. By
the 12th century, the ge- element had dropped
out, giving onmong and eventually among. A
parallel bimong existed in the 13th century.

» MINGLE

amount see MOUNTAIN

ampere [19] This international term for a unit of
electrical current derives from the name of
André-Marie Ampere (1775-1836), the French
physicist and mathematician. It was officially
adopted by the Congres Electrique in Paris in
1881. Ampere himself is best remembered for
first making the distinction between electrical
current and voltage, and for explaining
magnetism in terms of electrical currents. The
term ammeter ‘current-measuring device’ [19]
was based on ampere.

ampersand [19] This word for the printed
character & is a conflation of the phrase and per
se and, literally ‘and by it self and’. This has
been variously explained as either ‘the single
character “&” signifies and’, or ‘and on its own
[that is, as the final character in a list of the
letters of the alphabet given in old grammar
books and primers], &’. The character & itself is
a conventionalized printed version of an
abbreviation used in manuscripts for Latin er
‘and’.

» AND
amphibious [17] The Greek prefix amphi-
meant ‘both, on both sides’ (hence an

amphitheatre [14]: Greek and Roman theatres
were semicircular, so two joined together,
completely surrounding the arena, formed an
amphitheatre). Combination with bios ‘life’ (as
in biology) produced the Greek adjective
amphibios, literally ‘leading a double life’. From
the beginning of its career as an English word it
was used in a very wide, general sense of
‘combining two completely distinct or opposite
conditions or qualities’ (Joseph Addison, for
example, used it as an 18th-century equivalent of
modern unisex), but that meaning has now
almost entirely given way to the word’s
zoological application. At first, amphibious
meant broadly ‘living on both land and water’,
and so was applied by some scientists to, for
example, seals; but around 1819 the zoologist
William Macleay proposed the more precise
application, since generally accepted, to frogs,
newts, and other members of the class Amphibia
whose larvae have gills but whose adults breathe
with lungs.
» BIOLOGY

amuse [15] Amuse is probably a French
creation, formed with the prefix a- from the verb
muser (from which English gets muse ‘ponder’
[14]). The current meaning ‘divert, entertain’ did
not begin to emerge until the 17th century, and
even so the commonest application of the verb in
the 17th and 18th centuries was ‘deceive, cheat’.
This seems to have developed from an earlier
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‘bewilder, puzzle’, pointing back to an original
sense ‘make someone stare open-mouthed’. This
links with the probable source of muser, namely
muse ‘animal’s mouth’, from medieval Latin
misum (which gave English muzzle [15]). There
is no connection with the inspirational muse,
responsible for music and museums.
» MUSE, MUZZLE

anachronism [17] The Greek prefix ana-
meant ‘up’, and hence, in terms of time, ‘back’;
Greek khronos meant ‘time’ (as in English
chronicle): hence Greek anakhronismds
‘reference to a wrong time’. From the point of
view of its derivation it should strictly be applied
to the representation of something as happening
earlier than it really did (as if Christ were painted
wearing a wristwatch), but in practice, ever since
the Greek term’s adoption into English, it has
also been used for things surviving beyond their
due time.

» CHRONICLE

anacolouthon see ACOLYTE

anaconda [18] The term anaconda has a
confused history. It appears to come from
Sinhalese henakandaya, literally ‘lightning-
stem’, which referred to a type of slender green
snake. This was anglicized as anaconda by the
British naturalist John Ray, who in a List of
Indian serpents 1693 described it as a snake
which ‘crushed the limbs of buffaloes and yoke
beasts’. And the 1797 edition of the
Encyclopedia Britannica notes it as a ‘very large
and terrible snake [from Ceylon] which often
devours the unfortunate traveller alive’.
However, in the early 19th century the French
zoologist Frangois Marie Daudin for no known
reason transferred the name to a large South
American snake of the boa family, and that
application has since stuck.

analysis [16] The underlying etymological
notion contained in analysis is of ‘undoing’ or
‘loosening’, so that the component parts are
separated and revealed. The word comes
ultimately from Greek andlusis, a derivative of
the compound verb analiiein ‘undo’, which was
formed from the prefix ana- ‘up, back’ and the
verb liiein ‘loosen, free’ (related to English less,
loose, lose, and loss). It entered English via
medieval Latin, and in the 17th century was
anglicized to analyse: ‘The Analyse I gave of the
contents of this Verse’, Daniel Rogers, Naaman
the Syrian 1642. This did not last long, but it
may have provided the impetus for the
introduction of the verb analyse, which first
appeared around 1600; its later development was
supported by French analyser.

» DIALYSIS, LESS, LOOSE, LOSE, LOSS

anathema [16] Originally in Greek andthema
was a ‘votive offering’ (it was a derivative of the
compound verb anatithénai ‘set up, dedicate’,
formed from the prefix ana- ‘up’ and the verb
tithénai ‘place’, source of English theme and
related to English do). But from being broadly
‘anything offered up for religious purposes’, the
word gradually developed negative associations
of ‘something dedicated to evil’; and by the time

it reached Latin it meant ‘curse’ or ‘accursed
person’.
» DO, THEME

anatomy [14] Etymologically, anatomy means
‘cutting up’ (the Greek noun anatomia was
compounded from the prefix ana- ‘up’ and the
base *tom-, which figures in several English
surgical terms, such as fonsillectomy [19], as
well as in atom and tome), and when it first came
into English it meant literally ‘dissection’ as
well as ‘science of bodily structure’. From the
16th century to the early 19th century it was also
used for ‘skeleton’, and in this sense it was often
misanalysed as an atomy, as if the initial an-
were the indefinite article: ‘My bones ... will be
taken up smooth, and white, and bare as an
atomy’, Tobias Smollett, Don Quixote 1755.

» ATOM, TOME

ancestor [13] Ultimately, ancestor is the same
word as antecedent [14]: both come from the
Latin compound verb antecedere ‘precede’,
formed from the prefix ante- ‘before’ and the
verb cédere ‘go’ (source of English cede and a
host of related words, such as proceed and
access). Derived from this was the agent noun
antecessor ‘one who precedes’, which was
borrowed into Old French at two distinct times:
first as ancessour, and later as ancestre, which
subsequently developed to ancétre. Middle
English had examples of all three of these forms.
The modern spelling, ancestor, developed in the
16th century.

» ACCESS,
PROCEED

anchor [OE] English borrowed this word from
Latin in the 9th century, but its ultimate source is
Greek dgkiira (which goes back to an Indo-
European base *angg- ‘bent’, also the source of
angle and ankle). Originally it was spelled
ancor, reflecting Latin ancora; the inauthentic A
began to creep in in the 16th century, in imitation
of the learned-looking but misguided Latin
spelling anchora.

» ANGLE, ANKLE

anchovy [16] English acquired anchovy from
Spanish anchova (the word first turns up as an
ittem on Falstaff’s bill at the Boar’s Head:
‘Anchovies and sack after supper ... 2s 6d’, /
Henry 1V 1596), but before that its history is
disputed. One school of thought holds that it
comes via Italian dialect ancioa from Vulgar
Latin *apjua, which in turn was derived from
Greek aphiie ‘small fry’; but another connects it
with Basque anchu, which may mean literally
‘dried fish’.

ancient [14] Like antique, ancient was
originally, in Latin, an adjectivized version of
the adverb and preposition ‘before’: to ante
‘before’ was added the adjective suffix -anus, to
produce the adjective *anteanus ‘going before’.
In Old French this became ancien, and it passed
into English via Anglo-Norman auncien. The
final -f began to appear in the 15th century, by
the same phonetic process as produced it in
pageant and tyrant.

ANTECEDENT, CEDE, PRECEDE,
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animal

The now archaic use of ancient as ‘standard,
flag’ and as ‘standard-bearer’ (as most famously
in Shakespeare’s ‘ancient Pistol’) arose from an
alteration of ensign.

» ANTIQUE

and [OE] A word as ancient as the English
language itself, which has persisted virtually
unchanged since at least 700 AD, and has
cognates in other Germanic languages (German
und, Dutch en), but no convincing ultimate
ancestor for it has been identified

anecdote [17] In Greek, anékdotos meant
‘unpublished’. It was formed from the negative
prefix an- and ékdotos, which in turn came from
the verb didonai ‘give’ (a distant cousin of
English donation and date) plus the prefix ek-
‘out’ — hence ‘give out, publish’. The use of the
plural anékdota by the 6th-century Byzantine
historian Procopius as the title of his
unpublished memoirs of the life of the Emperor
Justinian, which revealed juicy details of court
life, played a major part in the subsequent use of
Latin anecdota for ‘revelations of secrets’, the
sense which anecdote had when it first came into
English. The meaning ‘brief amusing story’ did
not develop until the mid 18th century.

» DATE, DONATION

anemone [16] The wild wood anemone is
sometimes called the wind flower, and this idea
may be reflected in its standard name too. For it
comes from Greek anemoné, which appears to
be a derivative of dnemos ‘wind’ (also the source
of English animal and animate). However, it has
also been speculated that the Greek word may be
an alteration of Hebrew Na’ aman, which was an
epithet applied to Adonis, the beautiful youth
beloved of Aphrodite from whose blood,
according to Greek legend, the anemone sprang
after he was Kkilled while boar hunting.
According to this view, anemoné arose from a
folk-etymological reformulation of the Hebrew
word to make it approximate more closely to the
Greek for ‘wind’.
The application to sea anemone began in the
late 18th century.
» ANIMAL, ANIMATE

angel [12] In a sense, English already had this
word in Anglo-Saxon times; texts of around 950
mention englas ‘angels’. But in that form (which
had a hard g) it came directly from Latin
angelus. The word we use today, with its soft g,
came from Old French angele (the ‘hard g’ form
survived until the 13th century). The French
word was in its turn, of course, acquired from
Latin, which adopted it from Greek dngelos or
dggelos. This meant literally ‘messenger’, and
its use in religious contexts arises from its being
used as a direct translation of Hebrew mal’akh
‘messenger’, the term used in the scriptures for
God’s intermediaries. The Greek word itself
may be of Persian origin.

» EVANGELIST

anger [12] The original notion contained in this
word was of ‘distress’ or ‘affliction’; ‘rage’ did
not begin to enter the picture until the 13th
century. English acquired it from Old Norse

angr ‘grief’, and it is connected with a group of
words  which contain connotations  of
‘constriction’: German and Dutch eng (and Old
English enge) mean ‘narrow’, Greek dnkhein
meant ‘squeeze, strangle’ (English gets angina
from it), and Latin angustus (source of English
anguish) also meant ‘narrow’. All these forms
point back to an Indo-European base *angg-
‘narrow’.
» ANGINA, ANGUISH

angina see ANGUISH

angle There have been two distinct words angle
in English. The older is now encountered
virtually only in its derivatives, angler and
angling, but until the early 19th century an angle
was a ‘fishing hook’ (or, by extension, ‘fishing
tackle’). It entered the language in the Old
English period, and was based on Germanic
*angg- (source also of German angel ‘fishing
tackle’). An earlier form of the word appears to
have been applied by its former inhabitants to a
fishhook-shaped area of Schleswig, in the
Jutland peninsula; now Angeln, they called it
Angul, and so they themselves came to be
referred to as Angles. They brought their words
with them to England, of course, and so both the
country and the language, English, now contain
a reminiscence of their fishhooks.

Angle in the sense of a ‘figure formed by two
intersecting lines’ entered the language in the
14th century (Chaucer is its first recorded user).
It came from Latin angulus ‘corner’, either
directly or via French angle. The Latin word was
originally a diminutive of *angus, which is
related to other words that contain the notion of
‘bending’, such as Greek dgkiira (ultimate
source of English anchor) and English ankle.
They all go back to Indo-European *angg-
‘bent’, and it has been speculated that the
fishhook angle, with its temptingly bent shape,
may derive from the same source.

» ENGLISH; ANCHOR, ANKLE

anguish [13] English acquired anguish from
Old French anguisse, changing its ending to -ish
in the 14th century. Its central notion of ‘distress’
or ‘suffering’ goes back ultimately (as in the
case of the related anger) to a set of words
meaning  ‘constriction’  (for the sense
development, compare the phrase in dire straits,
where strait originally meant ‘narrow’). Old
French anguisse came from Latin angustia
‘distress’, which was derived from the adjective
angustus  ‘narrow’. Like Greek dnkhein
‘squeeze, strangle’ (ultimate source of English
angina [16]) and Latin angere ‘strangle’, this
came originally from an Indo-European base
*angg- ‘narrow’.

» ANGER, ANGINA

animal [14] Etymologically, an animal is a being
which breathes (compare DEER). Its immediate
source was the Latin adjective animalis ‘having
a soul’, a derivative of the noun anima ‘breath,
soul’ (which also gave English the verb and
adjective animate [15]). Anima is a member of a
set of related words in which the notions of
‘breath, wind’ and ‘spirit, life’ are intimately
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connected: for instance, Greek dnemos ‘wind’
(possible source of English anemone), Latin
animus ‘spirit, mind, courage, anger’ (source of
English animosity [15] and animus [19]),
Sanskrit dniti ‘breathe’, Old English othian
‘breathe’, Swedish anda ‘breath, spirit’, and
Gothic usanan ‘breathe out’. The ‘breath’ sense
is presumably primary, the ‘spirit, life’ sense a
metaphorical extension of it.
» ANEMONE, ANIMATE, ANIMOSITY, ANIMUS

ankle [14] Ankle comes from a probable Old
Norse word *ankula. It has several relatives in
other Germanic languages (German and Dutch
enkel, for instance, and Swedish and Danish
ankel) and can be traced back to an Indo-
European base *angg- ‘bent’ (ultimate source
also of anchor and angle). Before the Old Norse
form spread through the language, English had
its own native version of the word: ancléow. This
survived until the 15th century in mainstream
English, and for much longer in local dialects.

» ANCHOR, ANGLE

annals see ANNUAL

annex [14] The verb annex entered English
about a century and a half before the noun. It
came from French annexer, which was formed
from the past participial stem of Latin annectere
‘tie together’ (a verb annect, borrowed directly
from this, was in learned use in English from the
16th to the 18th centuries). Annectere itself was
based on the verb nectere ‘tie’, from which
English also gets nexus and connect. The noun
was borrowed from French annexe, and in the
sense ‘extra building’ retains its -e.

» CONNECT, NEXUS

annihilate [16] Annihilate comes from the past
participle of the late Latin verb annihilare,
meaning literally ‘reduce to nothing’ (a
formation based on the noun nihil ‘nothing’,
source of English nihilism and nil). There was
actually an earlier English verb, annihil, based
on French annihiler, which appeared at the end
of the 15th century, but it did not long survive the
introduction of annihilate.

» NIHILISM, NIL

anniversary [13] Like annual, anniversary is
based ultimately on Latin annus ‘year’. The
underlying idea it contains is of ‘yearly turning’
or ‘returning’; the Latin adjective anniversarius
was based on annus and versus ‘turning’ (related
to a wide range of English words, from verse and
convert to vertebra and vertigo). This was used
in phrases such as diés anniversaria ‘day
returning every year’, and eventually became a
noun in its own right.

» ANNUAL, CONVERT, VERSE

announce see PRONOUNCE

annoy [13] Annoy comes ultimately from the
Latin phrase in odio, literally ‘in hatred’, hence
‘odious’ (odio was the ablative sense of odium,
from which English got odious [14] and odium
[17]). The phrase was turned into a verb in later
Latin — inodiare ‘make loathsome’ — which
transferred to Old French as anuier or anoier (in
modern French this has become ennuyer, whose

noun ennui was borrowed into English in the
mid 18th century in the sense ‘boredom’).
» ENNUI, NOISOME, ODIOUS

annual [14] Annual comes, via Old French
annuel, from annualis, a late Latin adjective
based on annus ‘year’ (perhaps as a blend of two
earlier, classical Latin adjectives, annuus and
annalis — ultimate source of English annals
[16]). Annus itself may go back to an earlier,
unrecorded *atnos, probably borrowed from an
ancient Indo-European language of the Italian
peninsula, such as Oscan or Umbrian. It appears
to be related to Gothic athnam ‘years’ and
Sanskrit dtati ‘go, wander’.

The medieval Latin noun annuitas, formed
from the adjective annuus, produced French
annuité, which was borrowed into English as
annuity in the 15th century.

» ANNALS, ANNIVERSARY, ANNUITY

anode [19] The term anode, meaning ‘positive
electrode’, appears to have been introduced by
the English philosopher William Whewell
around 1834. It was based on Greek dnodos
‘way up’, a compound noun formed from and-
‘up’ and hodos ‘way’ (also represented in exodus
‘way out’” and odometer ‘instrument for
measuring distance travelled’, and possibly
related to Latin cédere, source of English cede
and a host of derived words). It specifically
contrasts with cathode, which means literally
‘way down’.

» EXODUS, ODOMETER

anonymous see NAME

anorak [20] This was originally a word in the
Inuit language of Greenland: annoraagq. It came
into English in the 1920s, by way of Danish. At
first it was used only to refer to the sort of
garments worn by Eskimos, but by the 1930s it
was being applied to a waterproof hooded coat
made in imitation of these. In Britain, such
jackets came to be associated with the sort of
socially inept obsessives who stereotypically
pursue such hobbies as train-spotting and
computer-gaming, and by the early 1980s the
term ‘anorak’ was being contemptuously
applied to them.

answer [OE] Etymologically, the word answer
contains the notion of making a sworn statement
rebutting a charge. It comes from a prehistoric
West and North Germanic compound
*andswaro; the first element of this was the
prefix *and- ‘against’, related to German ent-
‘away, un-’ and to Greek anti-, source of English
anti-; and the second element came from the
same source as English swear. In Old English,
the Germanic compound became andswaru
(noun) and andswarian (verb) ‘reply’, which by
the 14th century had been reduced to answer.

The synonymous respond has a similar

semantic history: Latin respondére meant ‘make
a solemn promise in return’, hence ‘reply’. And,
as another element in the jigsaw, Swedish ansvar
means ‘responsibility’ — a sense echoed by
English answerable.

» SWEAR
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antimony

ant [OE] The word ant appears to carry the
etymological sense ‘creature that cuts off or bites
off’. Its Old English form, cemette, was derived
from a hypothetical Germanic compound
*aimaitjon, formed from the prefix *ai- ‘off,
away’ and the root *mait- ‘cut’ (modern German
has the verb meissen ‘chisel, carve’): thus, ‘the
biter’. The Old English word later developed
along two distinct strands: in one, it became
emmet, which survived into the 20th century as a
dialectal form; while in the other it progressed
through amete and ampte to modern English ant.
If the notion of ‘biting’ in the naming of the
ant is restricted to the Germanic languages
(German has ameise), the observation that it and
its nest smell of urine has been brought into play
far more widely. The Indo-European root
*meigh-, from which ultimately we get
micturate ‘urinate’ [18], was also the source of
several words for ‘ant’, including Greek miirmex
(origin of English myrmecology ‘study of ants’,
and also perhaps of myrmidon [14] ‘faithful
follower’, from the Myrmidons, a legendary
Greek people who loyally followed their king
Achilles in the Trojan war, and who were said
originally to have been created from ants), Latin
formica (hence English formic acid [18],
produced by ants, and formaldehyde [19]), and
Danish myre. It also produced Middle English
mire ‘ant’, the underlying meaning of which was
subsequently reinforced by the addition of piss
to give pismire, which again survived dialectally
into the 20th century.

antagonist [16] Greek agon (source of English
agony) meant ‘contest, conflict’. Hence the
concept of ‘struggling against (anti-) someone’
was conveyed in Greek by the verb
antagonizesthai. The derived noun antagonistés
entered English via French or late Latin.

» AGONY

antarctic see ARCTIC
antecedent see ANCESTOR

antelope [15] Antelope comes from medieval
Greek antholops. In the Middle Ages it was
applied to an outlandish but figmentary beast, in
the words of the Oxford English Dictionary,
‘haunting the banks of the Euphrates, very
savage, hard to catch, having long saw-like horns
with which they cut in pieces and broke all
“engines” and even cut down trees’. The term
was subsequently used for a heraldic animal, but
it was not until the early 17th century that it was
applied, by the naturalist Edward Topsell, to the
swift-running deerlike animal for which it is now
used.

anthem [OE] Anthem is ultimately an alteration
of antiphon ‘scriptural verse said or sung as a
response’ (which was independently reborrowed
into English from ecclesiastical Latin in the 15th
century). It comes from Greek antiphonos
‘responsive’, a compound formed from anti-
‘against’ and phoné ‘sound’ (source of English
phonetic, telephone, etc). By the time it had
become established in Old English, antiphon
had already developed to antefin, and gradually
the /v/ sound of the f became assimilated to the

following n, producing antemne and eventually
antem. The spelling with th begins to appear in
the 15th century, perhaps influenced by Old
French anthaine; it gradually altered the
pronunciation.

The meaning ‘antiphon’ died out in the 18th
century, having been succeeded by ‘piece of
choral church music’ and more generally ‘song
of praise’. The specific application to a ‘national
song’ began in the 19th century.

» ANTIPHON, PHONETIC, TELEPHONE

anther [18] Greek dnthos originally meant ‘part
of a plant which grows above ground’ (this was
the basis of the Homeric ‘metaphor’ translated
as ‘flower of youth’, which originally referred to
the first growth of beard on young men’s faces).
Later it narrowed somewhat to ‘flower’. The
adjective derived from it was antherds, which
was borrowed into Latin as anthéra, a noun
meaning ‘medicine made from flowers’. In
practice, herbalists often made such medicines
from the reproductive part of the flower, and so
anther came to be applied to the pollen-bearing
part of the stamen.

More remote semantically, but also derived
from Greek dnthos, is anthology [17]. The
second element represents Greek logia
‘collecting’, a derivative of the verb legein
‘gather’ (which is related to legend and logic).
The notion of a collection of flowers,
anthologia, was applied metaphorically to a
selection of choice epigrams or brief poems:
borrowed into English, via French anthologie or
medieval Latin anthologia, it was originally
restricted to collections of Greek verse, but by
the mid 19th century its application had
broadened out considerably. The parallel Latin
formation, florilegium, also literally ‘collection
of flowers’, has occasionally been used in
English for ‘anthology’.

» ANTHOLOGY

anthrax [14] In Greek, anthrax means ‘coal’
(hence English anthracite [19]). The notion of a
burning coal led to its being applied
metaphorically to a very severe boil or
carbuncle, and that is how it was first used in
English. It was not until the late 19th century that
the word came into general use, when it was
applied to the bacterial disease of animals that
had been described by Louis Pasteur (which
produces large ulcers on the body).

» ANTHRACITE

antic see ANTIQUE

antidote see DATE

antimacassar [19] An antimacassar was a
cloth spread over chairbacks in the 19th and
early 20th centuries to protect them from greasy
hair. It took its name from Macassar oil, a
proprietary brand of hair oil made by Rowland
and Son, allegedly from ingredients obtained
from Makassar, a region of the island of
Sulawesi (formerly Celebes) in Indonesia.

antimony [15] Antimony, from medieval Latin
antimonium, was used by alchemists of the
Middle Ages for ‘stibnite’, the mineral from
which antimony is obtained, and for ‘stibium’,
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or ‘black antimony’, a heated and powdered
version of the mineral used for eye make-up. The
element antimony itself was first described in the
late 18th century, when it was called regulus of
antimony; the British chemist Humphry Davy
appears to have been the first to apply the simple
term antimony to it, in 1812.

The ultimate origins of the word antimony are
obscure, but attempts have been made to link it
with Latin stibium (source of Somebody, the
chemical symbol for antimony). It has been
speculated that Latin antimonium may have been
a modification of Arabic ithmid, which was
perhaps borrowed from Greek stimmi or stibi
(source of Latin stibium). This in turn has been
conjecturally traced back to an Egyptian word
stm, which was used for a sort of powder applied
to the eyelids as make-up.

antiphon see ANTHEM

antipodes [16] Greek antipodes meant literally
‘people who have their feet opposite’ — that is,
people who live on the other side of the world,
and therefore have the soles of their feet ‘facing’
those of people on this side of the world. It was
formed from the prefix anti- ‘against, opposite’
and pois ‘foot’ (related to English foor and
pedal). English antipodes, borrowed via either
French antipodes or late Latin antipodes,
originally meant ‘people on the other side of the
world’ too, but by the mid 16th century it had
come to be used simply for the ‘opposite side of
the globe’.

» FOOT, PEDAL

antique [16] Originally, in Latin, antique was an
adjectivized version of the adverb and
preposition ‘before’: to ante ‘before’ was added
the adjective suffix -fcus, to produce the
adjective antiquus (somewhat later an exactly
parallel formation, using the suffix -a@nus rather
than -icus, produced the adjective which became
English ancient). English acquired the word
either via French antique or directly from Latin.
To begin with, and until relatively recently, it
meant simply ‘ancient’, or specifically ‘of the
ancient world’; it was only towards the end of
the 18th century that the modern sense ‘made
long ago and therefore collectable’ began to
become established.

In Italian, antico (from Latin antiquus) was
often applied to grotesque carvings found in
ancient remains. It was borrowed into English in
the 16th century as an adjective, antic, meaning
‘bizarre’, but also as a noun, usually used in the
plural, in the sense ‘absurd behaviour’.

» ANCIENT, ANTIC

antirrhinum [16] Antirrhinum means literally
‘similar to a nose’. The Greek compound
antirrhinon was formed from the prefix anti-
‘against, simulating’ and rhin-, the stem of rhis
‘nose’ (also found in English rhinoceros). The
English word was borrowed from the latinized
form, antirrhinum. The name comes, of course,
from the snapdragon flower’s supposed
resemblance to an animal’s nose or muzzle

(another early name for the plant was calf’s
snout).

» RHINOCEROS

antler [14] English acquired antler via Anglo-
Norman auntelere from Old French antoillier
(modern French has andouiller). Its previous
history is not altogether clear; it has been
speculated that it comes originally from Latin
*anteocularis, which would have meant literally
‘positioned before (ante) the eye (oculus)’, but
this derivation is rather dubious.

anvil [OE] Etymologically, an anvil is
‘something on which you hit something else’.
The Old English word was anfilte, which came
from a prehistoric West Germanic compound
formed from *ana ‘on’ and a verbal component
meaning ‘hit’ (which was also the source of
English felr, Latin pellere ‘hit’, and Swedish
dialect filta ‘hit’). It is possible that the word
may originally have been a loan-translation
based on the Latin for ‘anvil’, incis; for this too
was a compound, based on in ‘in’ and the stem
of the verb ciidere ‘hit’ (related to English hew).

» APPEAL

any [OE] Any is descended from a prehistoric
Germanic compound meaning literally ‘one-y’
(a formation duplicated in unique, whose Latin
source unicus was compounded of #nus ‘one’
and the adjective suffix -icus). Germanic
*ainigaz was formed from *ain- (source of
English one) and the stem *-ig-, from which the
English adjective suffix -y is ultimately derived.
In Old English this had become @nig, which
diversified in Middle English to any and eny;
modern English any preserves the spelling of the
former and the pronunciation of the latter.

» ONE

aorta see ARTERY

apart [14] English acquired apart from Old
French apart, where it was based on the Latin
phrase @ parte ‘at or to the side’ (Latin pars,
part- is the source of English part). By the time
it came into English it already contained the
notion of separation.

» PART
apartheid [20] Apartheid is a direct borrowing
from Afrikaans apartheid, literally

‘separateness’, which is a compound based on
Dutch apart and the suffix -heid (related to
English -hood). The first record of its use in
Afrikaans is in 1929, but it does not appear in
English-language contexts until 1947.

ape [OE] Ape (in Old English apa) has cognates
in several Germanic languages (German affe,
Dutch aap, Swedish apa), and comes from a
prehistoric West and North Germanic *apan
(perhaps originally borrowed from Celtic). Until
the early 16th century, when English acquired
the word monkey, it was the only term available
for any of the non-human primates, but from
around 1700 it began to be restricted in use to the
large primates of the family Pongidae.

aphorism see HORIZON

aplomb [18] Originally, aplomb meant literally
‘quality of being perpendicular’. It was
borrowed from French, where it was a
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lexicalization of the phrase a plomb ‘according
to the plumb line’ (plomb came from Latin
plumbum ‘lead’, also the ultimate source of
English  plumb, plumber, plumbago, and
plummet). The notion of ‘uprightness’ gave rise
in the 19th century to the metaphorical sense
‘composure’.
» PLUMB, PLUMBER, PLUMMET

apocalypse [13] A ‘catastrophic event, such as
the end of the world’ is a relatively recent, 20th-
century development in the meaning of
apocalypse. Originally it was an alternative
name for the book of the Bible known as the
‘Revelation of St. John the divine’, which
describes a vision of the future granted to St
John on the island of Patmos. And in fact, the
underlying etymological meaning of apocalypse
is literally ‘revelation’. It comes, via Old French

and  ecclesiastical Latin, from  Greek
apokdlupsis, a derivative of the verb
apokaliiptein  ‘uncover, reveal’, which was

formed from the prefix apo- ‘away, off” and the
verb kaliptein ‘cover’ (related to English
conceal).

» CONCEAL

apocrypha see CRYPT

apocryphal [16] Apocryphal is a ‘second-
generation’ adjective; the original adjective form
in English was apocrypha (‘The writing is
apocrypha when the author thereof is unknown’,
John de Trevisa 1387). This came, via
ecclesiastical Latin, from Greek apdkruphos
‘hidden’, a derivative of the compound verb
apokriptein ‘hide away’, which was formed
from the prefix apo- ‘away, off’ and the verb
kriptein ‘hide’ (source of English crypr and
cryptic). It was applied as a noun to writings in
general that were of unknown authorship, and in
the 16th century came to be used specifically as
the collective term for the uncanonical books of
the Old Testament. It was perhaps confusion
between the adjectival and nominal roles of
apocrypha that led to the formation of the new
adjective apocryphal towards the end of the 16th
century.

» CRYPT, CRYPTIC

apogee [17] In its original, literal sense, a
planet’s or satellite’s apogee is the point in its
orbit at which it is furthest away from the Earth;
and this is reflected in the word’s ultimate
source, Greek apdgaios or apdgeios ‘far from
the Earth’, formed from the prefix apo- ‘away’
and ge ‘earth’ (source of English geography,
geology, and geometry). From this was derived a
noun, apogaion, which passed into English via
Latin apogeum or French apogée. The
metaphorical sense ‘culmination’ developed in
the later 17th century.

The opposite of apogee, perigee [16],
contains the Greek prefix peri- ‘around’, in the
sense ‘close around’, and entered English at
about the same time as apogee.

» GEOGRAPHY, PERIGEE

apology [16] The original meaning of apology
was ‘formal self-justification’, often used as the
title of a piece of writing rebutting criticism (as

in the Apology of Sir Thomas More, knight
1533). This is indicative of the word’s origins in
Greek apologia, a derivative of the verb
apologeisthai ‘speak in one’s defence’, formed
from the prefix apo- ‘away, off’ and logos
‘speech’ (source of English logic). It entered
English through either French apologie or Latin
apologia (which was separately borrowed into
English as a Latinism in the late 18th century).
The meaning ‘expression of regret for offence
given’ developed in the late 16th century.
» LOGIC

apoplexy [14] The Greek verb apopléssein
meant ‘incapacitate by means of a stroke’. It was
formed from the prefix apo- ‘away, off’ (here
used as an intensive) and the verb pléssein ‘hit’
(source of English plectrum [17] and related to
English complain, plangent, plankton, and
plague). The derived noun, apopléxia, entered
English via Latin and Old French.

» COMPLAIN, PLAGUE, PLANGENT, PLANKTON,
PLECTRUM

apostle [OE] Apostle was an early borrowing
into Old English from Latin, and like angel it
originally meant ‘messenger’. Latin apostolus
came from Greek apdstolos ‘messenger’, or
literally ‘someone sent out’; this was a
compound formed from the prefix apo- ‘away’
and the verb stéllein ‘send’ (related to English
stall and local). The Old English form, apostol,
was gradually replaced from the 12th century by
apostle, from Old French apostle.

» EPISTLE, LOCAL, STALL

apostrophe [17] Apostrophe comes originally
from the Greek phrase prosoidia apostrophos,
literally ‘accent of turning away’, hence, a mark
showing where a letter or sound has been
omitted. Apdstrophos itself was derived from the
compound verb apostréphein, formed from the
prefix apo- ‘away’ and the verb stréphein ‘turn’
(related to the second element of catastrophe
[16], whose Greek original meant literally
‘overturning’). English acquired the word via
French and Latin.

» CATASTROPHE

apothecary [14] Originally, an apothecary was
simply a shopkeeper — the word comes via Old
French from late Latin apothécarius, which was
based on Greek apothékée ‘storehouse’ (source,
via French, of boutique [18] and via Spanish of
bodega [19]), a derivative of the verb apotithénai
‘put away’ (formed from the prefix apo- ‘away’
and the verb tithénai ‘put’ — source of thesis). By
the time the word entered English it was reserved
to shopkeepers who sold non-perishable
groceries, such as spices — and herbal and other
remedies. Gradually, apothecaries began to
specialize more and more in drugs, so that in
1617 a formal separation took place between the
Apothecaries’ Company of London and the
Grocers’ Company. Apothecary remained the
general term for a ‘druggist’ until about 1800,
when chemist began to take over.

» BODEGA, BOUTIQUE, THESIS

apotheosis see THEOLOGY
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apparatus [17] Etymologically, apparatus is
‘equipment that has been prepared for a
particular use’. The word is borrowed from Latin
apparatus, the past participle of the compound
verb apparare, formed from the prefix ad- and
parare ‘make ready’ (source of prepare ‘make
ready in advance’, and related to parent). At the
beginning of the 17th century, the related but
anglicized form apparate put in a brief
appearance in the language (possibly borrowed
from French apparat), but within 20 years
apparatus had supplanted it.

» PARENT, PREPARE

apparel [13] Apparel has the same source as
apparatus, and originally it had the same
meaning, too: until as late as the start of the 18th
century, it was used for ‘equipment needed for
performing a particular function’. But the sense
‘clothing’ is of equal antiquity in English, and by
the 16th century it had become established as the
central meaning of the word. Its immediate
source was Old French apareil (modern French
appareil means chiefly ‘apparatus’), which
came from a hypothetical Vulgar Latin verb
*appariculare, an irregular formation based on
Latin apparare ‘make ready’ (see APPARATUS).

» PARENT, PREPARE

apparent see APPEAR

apparition see APPEAR

appeal [14] The ultimate Latin source of appeal,
the verb adpellere (formed from the prefix ad-
‘to’ and pellere ‘drive’ —related to anvil, felt, and
pulse), seems to have been used in nautical
contexts in the sense ‘direct a ship towards a
particular  landing’. It was extended
metaphorically (with a modification in form to
appellare) to mean ‘address’ or ‘accost’, and
from these came two specific, legal,
applications: ‘accuse’ and ‘call for the reversal
of a judgment’. Appeal had both these meanings
when it was first adopted into English from Old
French apeler. The former had more or less died
out by the beginning of the 19th century, but the
second has flourished and led to the more
general sense ‘make an earnest request’.

Peal [14], as in ‘peal of bells’, is an
abbreviated form of appeal, and repeal [14]
comes from the Old French derivative rapeler.

» ANVIL, FELT, PEAL, PULSE, REPEAL

appear [13] Appear comes via Old French
apareir from Latin apparere, a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad- and parére ‘show,
become visible’ (related to Greek peparein
‘display’). Apparere was also the ultimate
source of apparent [14], via its present
participial stem apparent-, and of apparition
[15], via its noun derivative apparitio.

» APPARENT, APPARITION

appease sce PEACE

appendix see PENTHOUSE

appetite [14] In its origins, appetite referred to a
very generalized desire or inclination; the wish
for food is a secondary development. The Latin
noun was appetitus, a derivative of the
compound verb appetere ‘strive after, desire
eagerly’, which was based on petere ‘go to, seek

out’ (source also of English compete, impetus,
petition, and repeat, and related to feather).

» COMPETE, IMPETUS, PETITION, REPEAT

applaud [15] English probably acquired this
word directly from Latin applaudere, which
meant literally ‘clap at’. It was a compound
formed from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and the verb
plaudere ‘clap’, source also of plaudit [17] and
of explode, whose original sense seems to have
been ‘drive from the stage by clapping’ (or,
presumably, by any other signals of disapproval
favoured by Roman audiences).

» EXPLODE, PLAUDIT

apple [OE] Words related to apple are found all
over Europe; not just in Germanic languages
(German apfel, Dutch appel, Swedish dpple),
but also in Balto-Slavonic (Lithuanian cbuolas,
Polish jabtko), and Celtic (Irish ubhall, Welsh
afal) languages. The Old English version was
eppel, which developed to modern English
apple. Apparently from earliest times the word
was applied not just to the fruit we now know as
the apple, but to any fruit in general. For
example, John de Trevisa, in his translation of
De proprietatibus rerum 1398 wrote ‘All manner
apples that is, “fruit” that are enclosed in a hard
skin, rind, or shell, are called Nuces nuts’. The
term earth-apple has been applied to several
vegetables, including the cucumber and the
potato (compare French pomme de terre), and
pineapple (which originally meant ‘pine cone’,
with particular reference to the edible pine nuts)
was applied to the tropical fruit in the 17th
century, because of its supposed resemblance to
a pine cone.

apple-pie bed see PLY
apply see LY

appoint [14] Appoint came from the Old French
verb apointier ‘arrange’, which was based on the
phrase a point, literally ‘to a point’. Hints of the
original meaning can still be found in some of
the verb’s early uses in English, in the sense
‘settle a matter decisively’, but its main modern
meanings, ‘fix by prior arrangement’ and ‘select
for a post’, had become established by the mid
15th century.

» POINT

appraise [15] Originally, appraise meant
simply ‘fix the price of’. It came from the Old
French verb aprisier ‘value’, which is ultimately
a parallel formation with appreciate; it is not
clear whether it came directly from late Latin
appretiare, or whether it was a newly formed
compound in Old French, based on pris ‘price’.
Its earliest spellings in English were thus apprize
and apprise, and these continued in use down to
the 19th century, with the more metaphorical
meaning ‘estimate the worth of’ gradually
coming to the fore. From the 16th century
onwards, howeyver, it seems that association with
the word praise (which is quite closely related
etymologically) has been at work, and by the
19th century the form appraise was firmly
established.

Apprise ‘inform’, with which appraise is

often confused (and which appears superficially
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to be far closer to the source pris or pretium
‘price’), in fact has no etymological connection
with it. It comes from appris, the past participle
of French apprendre ‘teach’ (closely related to
English apprehend).

» APPRECIATE, PRICE

appreciate [17] Like appraise, appreciate
originally comes from the notion of setting a
price on something. It comes from late Latin
appretidare, a compound verb formed from ad-
‘to’ and pretium ‘price’. The neutral sense of
‘estimating worth’ was already accompanied by
the more positive ‘esteem highly’ when the word
began to be used in English, and by the late 18th
century the meaning ‘rise in value’ (apparently
an American development) was well in place.

» APPRAISE, PRICE

apprehend [14] The underlying notion in
apprehend is of ‘seizing’ or ‘grasping’; it comes
ultimately from the Latin verb prehendere
‘seize’ (source also of comprehend, predatory,
and prehensile). Latin apprehendere ‘lay hold
of’, formed with the prefix ad-, developed the
metaphorical meaning ‘seize with the mind’ —
that is, ‘learn’; and that was the earliest meaning
apprehend had in English when it was borrowed
either directly from Latin or via French
appréhender: John de Trevisa, for instance, in
his translation of De proprietatibus rerum 1398
writes ‘he holds in mind ... without forgetting,
all that he apprehends’. More familiar modern
senses, such as ‘arrest’” and ‘understand’,
followed in the 16th century.

A contracted form of the Latin verb,
apprendere, became Old French aprendre,
modern French apprendre ‘learn’. This provided
the basis for the derivative aprentis ‘someone
learning’, from which English gets apprentice
[14]; and its past participle appris, in the
causative sense ‘taught’, was the source of
English apprise [17].

The chief modern meaning of the derived
noun apprehension, ‘fear’, arose via the notion
of ‘grasping something with the mind’, then
‘forming an idea of what will happen in the
future’, and finally ‘anticipation of something
unpleasant’.

» APPRENTICE, COMPREHEND,
PREDATORY, PREHENSILE

approach [14] Approach is etymologically
connected with propinquity ‘nearness’; they
both go back ultimately to Latin prope ‘near’.
Propinquity [14] comes from a derived Latin
adjective propinquus ‘neighbouring’, while
approach is based on the comparative form
propius ‘nearer’. From this was formed the late
Latin verb appropiare ‘go nearer to’, which
came to English via Old French aprochier. Latin
prope, incidentally, may be connected in some
way with the preposition pro (a relative of
English for), and a hypothetical variant of it,
*proge, may be the source, via its superlative
proximus, of  English  proximity  and
approximate.

» APPROXIMATE, PROPINQUITY, PROXIMITY

appropriate see PROPER

IMPREGNABLE,

approve [14] The Latin source of approve,
approbare, was a derivative of probdare, source
of English prove. Probare originally meant ‘test
something to find if it is good’ (it was based on
Latin probus ‘good’) and this became extended
to ‘show something to be good or valid’. It was
this sense that was taken up by approbare and
carried further to ‘assent to as good’. When
English acquired the word, via Old French
aprover, it still carried the notion of
‘demonstrating’, but this was gradually taken
over exclusively by prove, and the senses
‘sanction” and ‘commend’, present since the
beginning, established their primacy.

» PROBITY, PROVE

approximate see PROXIMITY

apricot [16] The word apricot reached English
by a peculiarly circuitous route from Latin. The
original term used by the Romans for the apricot,
a fruit which came ultimately from China, was
prianum Arminiacum or malum Arminiacum
‘Armenian plum or apple’ (Armenia was an
early source of choice apricots). But a new term
gradually replaced these: malum praecocum
‘early-ripening apple’ (praecocus was a variant
of praecox, from which English gets
precocious). Praecocum was borrowed by a
succession of languages, making its way via
Byzantine Greek berikokkon and Arabic al
birqiig ‘the apricot’ to Spanish albaricoque and
Portuguese albricoque. This was the source of
the English word, but its earliest form, abrecock,
shows that it had already acquired the initial abr-
of French abricot, and the final -r followed
almost immediately. Spellings with p instead of
b are also found in the 16th century.

» PRECOCIOUS

April [14] Aprilis was the name given by the
Romans to the fourth month of the year. It is
thought that the word may be based on Apru, an
Etruscan borrowing of Greek Aphro, a shortened
version of Aphrodite, the name of the Greek
goddess of love. In that case Aprilis would have
signified for the Romans ‘the month of Venus’.
English acquired the word direct from Latin, but
earlier, in the 13th century, it had borrowed the
French version, avril; this survived, as averil,
until the 15th century in England, and for longer
in Scotland. The term April fool goes back at
least to the late 17th century.

» APHRODITE

apron [14] As in the case of adder, umpire, and
many others, apron arose from a mistaken
analysis of the combination ‘indefinite article +
noun’. The original Middle English word was
napron, but as early as the 15th century a napron
had turned into an apron. Napron itself had been
borrowed from Old French naperon, a derivative
of nape ‘cloth’ (source of English napery and
napkin); and nape came from Latin mappa
‘napkin, towel’ (source of English map).

» MAP, MAT, NAPKIN

apse [19] Apse ‘vaulted recess in a church’ is an
anglicization of Latin apsis. This was a
borrowing of Greek apsis or hapsis, which
meant literally ‘a fastening together’ (it was
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derived from the verb hdptein ‘join’). The notion
that underlies its application to a vaulted space
seems to be the joining together of arcs to form
acircle; an early Greek use was as a ‘felloe’, part
of the rim of a wheel, and this later came to
mean, by extension, the wheel itself. Further
metaphoricization led to the sense ‘orbit’, and,
more semicircularly, ‘arch’ or ‘vault’.

The Latin/Greek form apsis itself was
borrowed into English at the beginning of the
17th century, and remains in use as a technical
term in astronomy, ‘extreme point of an orbit’.

apt [14] Apt comes from Latin aptus ‘fit, suited’,
the past participle of the verb apere ‘fasten’.
Other English words from this source are adapt,
adapt, adept, inept, and (with the Latin prefix
com-) couple and copulation. Related words are
found in Indo-European languages of the Indian
subcontinent: for instance, Sanskrit apta ‘fit’.

» ADAPT, ADEPT, ATTITUDE, COUPLE, INEPT

aquamarine [19] Aquamarine means literally
‘sea water’ — from Latin aqua marina. Its first
application in English was to the precious stone,
a variety of beryl, so named because of its
bluish-green colour. The art critic John Ruskin
seems to have been the first to use it with
reference to the colour itself, in Modern Painters
1846. (The French version of the word,
aiguemarine, was actually used in English
somewhat earlier, in the mid 18th century, but it
did not long survive the introduction of the Latin
version.)
Latin aqua ‘water’ has of course contributed
a number of other words to English, notably
aquatic [15] (from Latin aquaticus), aqualung
(coined around 1950), aquarelle [19] (via Italian
acquerella ‘water colour’), aquatint [18]
(literally ‘dyed water’), aqueduct [16] (from
Latin aquaeductus), and aqueous [17] (a
medieval Latin formation); it is related to Old
English éa ‘water’ and ig ‘island’, and is of
course the source of French eau, Italian acqua,
and Spanish agua.

aquarium [19] Aquarium is a modern
adaptation of the neuter form of the Latin
adjective aquarius ‘watery’ (a noun aquarium
existed in Roman times, but it meant ‘place
where cattle drink’). Its model was vivarium, a
16th-century word for a ‘place for keeping live
animals’. This was the term first pressed into
service to describe such a place used for
displaying fish and other aquatic life: in 1853 the
magazine Athenaeum reported that ‘the new Fish
house at the London Zoo has received the
somewhat curious title of the “Marine
Vivarium™’; and in the following year the
guidebook to the Zoological Gardens called it
the ‘Aquatic Vivarium’. Within a year or two of
this, however, the term aquarium had been
coined and apparently established.

aquiline see EAGLE

arbitrary [15] Arbitrary comes ultimately from
Latin arbiter ‘judge’, via the derived adjective
arbitrarius. It originally meant ‘decided by
one’s own discretion or judgment’, and has since
broadened, and ‘worsened’, in meaning to

‘capricious’. The Latin noun has of course
contributed a large number of other words to
English, including arbiter [15] itself, arbitrate
[16] (via the Latin verb arbitrari), and
arbitrament [14]. Arbitrage in the sense ‘buying
and selling shares to make a profit’ is a 19th-
century borrowing from French, where it means
literally ‘arbitration’.
» ARBITRATE

arbour [14] Despite its formal resemblance to,
and semantic connections with, Latin arbor
‘tree’, arbour is not etymologically related to it.
In fact, its nearest English relative is herb. When
it first came into English it was erber, which
meant ‘lawn’ or ‘herb/flower garden’. This was
borrowed, via Anglo-Norman, from Old French
erbier, a derivative of erbe ‘herb’. This in turn
goes back to Latin herba ‘grass, herb’ (in the
16th century a spelling with initial & was
common in England). Gradually, it seems that
the sense ‘grassy plot’ evolved to ‘separate,
secluded nook in a garden’; at first, the
characteristic feature of such shady retreats was
their patch of grass, but their seclusion was
achieved by surrounding trees or bushes, and
eventually the criterion for an arbour shifted to
‘being shaded by trees’. Training on a trellis
soon followed, and the modern arbour as
‘bower’ was born. The shift from grass and
herbaceous plants to trees no doubt prompted the
alteration in spelling from erber to arbour, after
Latin arbor; this happened in the 15th and 16th
centuries.

» HERB

arc see ARCH

arcane [16] Arcane comes from the Latin
adjective arcanus ‘hidden, secret’. This was
formed from the verb arcére ‘close up’, which in
turn came from arca ‘chest, box’ (source of
English ark). The neuter form of the adjective,
arcanum, was used to form a noun, usually used
in the plural, arcana ‘mysterious secrets’.

» ARK

arch [14] English acquired arch via Old French
arche and a hypothetical Vulgar Latin *arca
from Latin arcus ‘curve, arch, bow’ (from which
English also got arc [14]). When it first came
into the language it was still used in the general
sense of ‘curve, arc’ as well as ‘curved structure’
(Chaucer in his Treatise on the astrolabe 1391
wrote of ‘the arch of the day ... from the sun
arising till it go to rest’), but this had died out by
the mid 19th century. Vulgar Latin *arca also
produced Italian arcata, which entered English
via French as arcade in the 18th century.

Arch meaning ‘saucy’ is an adjectival use of

the prefix arch- (as in archetype).

» ARC

archaic see ARCHIVES

archer [13] Like arch, archer comes from Latin
arcus ‘curve, bow’. Its hypothetical Vulgar Latin
derivative *arcarius ‘bowman’ passed via Old
French archier and Anglo-Norman archer into
English. The ultimate source of arcus was the
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Indo-European base *arkw-, from which
English arrow eventually developed.
» ARC, ARCH, ARROW

archetype [17] Archetype comes, via Latin
archetypum, from Greek arkhétupon, a nominal
use of the adjective arkhétupos, literally ‘first-
moulded’, from tiipos ‘mould, model, type’.

The Greek prefix arkhe- was based on the
noun arkhos ‘chief, ruler’, a derivative of the
verb arkhein ‘begin, rule’ (see ARCHIVES). It first
entered our language (via Latin archi-) in the
Old English period, as arce- (archbishop was an
early compound formed with it); and it was
reborrowed in the Middle English period from
Old French arche-. Its use has gradually
extended from ‘highest in status’ and ‘first of its
kind’ to ‘the ultimate — and usually the worst —
of its kind’, as in archcraitor. Its negative
connotations  lie  behind its  eventual
development, in the 17th century, into an
independent adjective, first as ‘cunning, crafty’,
later as ‘saucy, mischievous’.

The same Greek root has provided English
with the suffixes -arch and -archy (as in
monarch, oligarchy); but here the original
meaning of ‘ruling’ has been preserved much
more stably.

» ARCHAIC, ARCHIVES

archipelago [16] Originally, archipelago was a
quite specific term — it was the name of the
Aegean Sea, the sea between Greece and Turkey.
Derivationally, it is a compound formed in Greek
from arkhi- ‘chief’” and pélagos ‘sea’ (source of
English pelagic [17] and probably related to
plain, placate, and please). The term ‘chief sea’
identified the Aegean, as contrasted with all the
smaller lagoons, lakes, and inlets to which the
word pélagos was also applied. An ‘Englished’
form of the word, Arch-sea, was in use in the
17th century, and in sailors’ jargon it was often
abbreviated to Arches: ‘Anisland called Augusto
near Paros, in the Arches’, Sir T Roe,
Negotiations 1626. A leading characteristic of
the Aegean Sea is of course that it contains a
large number of islands, and from the 16th
century onwards we see a strong and steady
move towards what is now the word’s main
meaning, ‘large group of islands’.

The immediate source of the English word
was Italian arcipelago, and some etymologists
have speculated that rather than coming directly
from Greek arkhipélagos, this may have been a
sort of folk-etymological resuscitation of it
based on a misunderstanding of Greek Aigaion
pelagos ‘Aegean Sea’.

» PELAGIC

architect [16] Etymologically, an architect is a
‘master builder’. The word comes, via French
architecte, Italian architetto, and Latin
architectus, from Greek arkhitékton, a
compound formed from the prefix arkhi-
‘leading’ and tékron ‘builder’ (source of English
tectonic and related, via Greek tékhne, to
English technical).

» TECHNICAL

archives [17] The Greek verb arkhein meant
originally ‘begin’ — and hence ‘be in first place,
rule’. This sense development lies behind the
diversity in meaning of the words ultimately
derived from it in English. Greek arkheion was
the official residence of a ruler, a ‘public office’,
and its plural, arkheia, was used for ‘public
records’; it passed into English via Latin archia,
later archiva, and French archives. Greek arkhe,
on the other hand, had the sense ‘beginning’, and
the adjective formed from it, arkhaios, later
arkhaikos, ‘ancient’, came through French
archaique into English as archaic [19] (arkhaios
is also the source of archaeology [17]). The same
split in meaning is evident in the prefix arch-,
which comes from the same source: in
archetype, for instance, it signifies ‘first’,
whereas in archduke it implies ‘highest in rank’.

» ARCHAIC, ARCHETYPE

arctic [14] Etymologically, the Arctic is the
region of the ‘bear’. Nothing to do with polar
bears, though. The characteristic constellations
of the northern hemisphere are the ‘Little Bear’
(Latin Ursa Minor), which contains the northern
celestial pole, and the Plough, otherwise known
as the ‘Great Bear’ (Latin Ursa Major). The
perception that they resemble a bear (Greek
arktos) goes back to ancient times, and the
Greeks used the derived adjective arktikos,
literally ‘relating to bears’, to denote ‘northern’.
By the time this reached English, via Latin
ar(c)ticus and Old French artique, it was being
applied specifically to the northern polar
regions. (The original English spelling,
reflecting the French form, was artic. The more
etymologically ‘correct’ arctic came in in the
17th century, but uncertain spellers are still apt to
regress to artic.) Antarctic [14] for the
corresponding southern polar region likewise
comes ultimately from Greek (antarktikos, with
the prefix anti- ‘opposite’).

Arcturus [14], the name of a very bright star
in the constellation Bootes, means literally ‘bear
watcher’ or ‘bear guardian’ (Greek Arktouros), a
reference to the fact that the tail of the Great
Bear points towards it.

arduous [16] Latin arduus, the source of
English arduous, originally meant ‘high, steep’
(it is related to Greek orthds ‘straight, upright,
correct’, as in English orthodox); the sense
‘difficult, laborious’ was a later metaphorical
development. (The word has no connection with
ardour, which comes ultimately from Latin
ardére ‘burn’; see ARSON.)

» ORTHODOX

area [16] Area is a direct borrowing from Latin
area, which simply meant ‘level piece of open
ground, particularly one not built on in a city’.
An alternative sense of the Latin word, ‘place
where grain is threshed’, has suggested to some
etymologists a derivation from the Latin verb
arére ‘be dry’ (related to ardor and aridus,
sources of English ardour and arid).

» ARDOUR, ARID

arena [17] The original sense of Latin (h)aréna
was ‘sand’ (hence the English technical term
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arenaceous ‘sandy’ [17]). The central, ‘stage’
area of classical amphitheatres, where contests
were held, was covered with sand (to soak up the
contestants’ blood) and so by metaphorical
extension aréna became the term for this central
area, and hence for any enclosed place used for
contests. The word may ultimately be of
Etruscan origin.

argosy [16] On the face of it argosy, an archaic
term for ‘large merchant ship’, gives every
appearance of being connected with the
Argonauts, members of the crew of the ship
Argo who sailed with Jason in quest of the
Golden Fleece; but in fact the words are
completely unrelated. When English first
acquired argosy, from Italian, it was ragusea,
which meant literally ‘vessel from Ragusa’ (an
important city and seaport on the Dalmatian
coast, now known as Dubrovnik). From the
hotchpotch of spellings used in English in the
16th and 17th centuries (including ragusye,
rhaguse, argosea, and arguze), argosy finally
emerged as victor.

argue [14] English acquired argue and its
various meanings via rather complex paths, but
its ultimate origin is straightforward: the Latin
verb arguere derived from a prehistoric Indo-
European base *arg- ‘be white, bright, or clear’
(source also of Latin argentum ‘silver’, and thus
of French argent ‘money’); it therefore meant
primarily ‘make clear’, but this subsequently
developed into ‘assert, prove’. A frequentative
form (that is, one denoting repeated action)
evolved, argutare; this signified ‘make repeated
assertions or accusations’. This passed into
medieval French as arguer ‘accuse, blame’, and
also ‘bring forward reasons for an assertion’, and
thence into English. The meaning ‘accuse’ died
out in English in the late 17th century, leaving
‘reasoning, discussing’ as the main sense of
argue. Meanwhile, original Latin arguere had
made its presence felt in establishing the sense
‘prove’ in English, now somewhat weakened to
‘imply, indicate’ (as in ‘Their lack of
involvement argues indifference’). The sense
‘quarrel’ seems to have developed from
‘discuss’ in the 17th century.

aria see AIR

arid [17] English acquired arid from Latin
aridus, either directly or via French aride. The
Latin adjective is part of a web of related words
denoting ‘dryness’ or ‘burning’: it came from the
verb arére ‘be dry’, which may be the source of
area; it seems to have connections with a
prehistoric Germanic *azgon, source of English
ash ‘burnt matter’, and with Greek azaléos ‘dry’,
source of English azalea [18] (so named from its
favouring dry soil); and the Latin verb ardere
‘burn’ was derived from it, from which English
gets ardour [14], ardent [14], and arson.

» ARDOUR, AREA, ARSON, ASH, AZALEA

arise [OE] Arise is a compound verb with
cognate forms in many other Germanic
languages (Gothic, for instance, had urreisan).
The prefix a- originally meant ‘away, out’, and
hence was used as an intensive; rise comes from

an unidentified Germanic source which some
etymologists have connected with Latin rivus
‘stream’ (source of English rivulet), on the basis
of the notion of a stream ‘rising’ from a
particular source. The compound arise was in
fact far commoner than the simple form rise in
the Old English period, and it was only in early
Middle English that rise began to take its place.
This happened first in northern dialects, and may
have been precipitated by Old Norse risa. Today,
it is only in the sense ‘come into existence’ that
arise is commoner.
» RAISE, REAR, RISE, RIVULET

aristocracy [16] Greek dristos meant ‘best’;
hence aristocracy signifies, etymologically,
‘rule by the best’ (the suffix -cracy derives
ultimately from Greek krdtos ‘strength, power’,
arelative of English hard). The term aristokratia
was used by Aristotle and Plato in their political
writings, denoting ‘government of a state by
those best fitted for the task’, and English writers
perpetuated the usage when the word was
borrowed from French aristocratie: Thomas
Hobbes, for instance, wrote ‘Aristocracy is that,
wherein the highest magistrate is chosen out of
those that have had the best education’, Art of
Rhetoric 1679. But from the first the term was
also used in English for ‘rule by a privileged
class’, and by the mid 17th century this had
begun to pass into ‘the privileged class’ itself,
‘the nobility’. The derived aristocrat appeared at
the end of the 18th century; it was a direct
borrowing of French aristocrate, a coinage
inspired by the French Revolution.

» HARD

arithmetic see ALGORITHM

ark [OE] The notion underlying ark seems to be
that of ‘enclosing or defending a space’. Its
ultimate Latin source, arca ‘large box or chest’,
was related to arx ‘citadel’ and to arcére ‘close
up’ (from which English gets arcane). Arca was
borrowed into prehistoric Germanic, and came
into English as erc. In addition to meaning
‘chest’ (a sense which had largely died out by the
18th century), it signified the ‘coffer in which
the ancient Hebrews kept the tablets of the Ten
Commandments’ — the Ark of the Covenant —
and by extension, the large commodious vessel
in which Noah escaped the Flood.

» ARCANE, EXERCISE

arm [OE] The two distinct senses of arm, ‘limb’
and ‘weapon’, both go back ultimately to the
same source, the Indo-European base *ar- ‘fit,
join’ (which also produced art and article). One
derivative of this was Latin arma ‘weapons,
tools’, which entered English via Old French
armes in the 13th century (the singular form was
virtually unknown before the 19th century, but
the verb arm, from Latin armare via Old French
armer, came into the language in the 13th
century). The other strand is represented in
several European languages, meaning variously
‘joint’, ‘shoulder’, and ‘arm’: Latin armus
‘shoulder’, for example, and Greek harmos
‘joint’. The prehistoric Germanic form was
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*armaz, from which developed, among others,
German, Dutch, Swedish, and English arm.
» ART, ARTICLE

armour [13] Armour comes ultimately from
Latin armatira ‘armour, equipment’, a
derivative of the verb armare ‘arm’ (the direct
English borrowing armature [15] originally
meant ‘armour’ or ‘weapons’, but the
‘protective’ notion of armour led to its
application in the 18th century to ‘metal
covering the poles of a magnet’). In Old French
armatiira became armeure, and subsequently
armure, the form in which it was borrowed into
English (the -our ending was artificially grafted
on in the 14th century on the model of other
Latin-based words such as colour and odour).
Armoury is French in origin: Old French
armoier ‘coat of arms’ was a derivative of arme
‘weapon’; this became armoirie, which was
borrowed into English in the 15th century as
armory, meaning ‘heraldry’, but also, owing to
their formal similarity, came to be used with the
same sense as armour — ‘protective metal suit’ or
‘weapons’. This was what armoury meant when
it came into English in the 14th century (and the
sense survived long enough to be used by
Wordsworth in a sonnet to ‘Liberty’ 1802: ‘In
our halls is hung armoury of invincible knights
of old’). The meaning ‘place for keeping
weapons’ developed in the 16th century.

» ARMATURE

army [14] Latin armata ‘armed’, the past
participle of the verb armare, was used in post-
classical times as a noun, meaning ‘armed
force’. Descendants of armadta in the Romance
languages include Spanish armada and French
armée, from which English borrowed army. In
early usage it could (like Spanish armada) mean
a naval force as well as a land force (“The King
commanded that £21,000 should be paid to his
army (for so that fleet is called everywhere in
English Saxon) which rode at Greenwich’,
Marchamont Needham’s translation of Selden’s
Mare clausum 1652), but this had virtually died
out by the end of the 18th century.

» ARM, ARMADA

around [14] Around was formed in Middle
English from the prefix a- ‘on’ and the noun
round (perhaps influenced by the Old French
phrase a la reonde ‘in the round, roundabout’). It
was slow to usurp existing forms such as about —
it does not occur in Shakespeare or the 1611
translation of the Bible — and it does not seem to
have become strongly established before the end
of the 17th century. The adverb and preposition
round may be a shortening of around.

» ROUND

arouse [16] Shakespeare is the first writer on
record to use arouse, in 2 Henry VI, 1593: ‘Loud
howling wolves arouse the jades that drag the
tragic melancholy night’. It was formed, with the
intensive prefix a-, from rouse, a word of
unknown origin which was first used in English
in the 15th century as a technical term in
falconry, meaning ‘plump up the feathers’.

» ROUSE

arpeggio see HARPSICHORD

arrack [17] Arrack is an Asian alcoholic drink
distilled from rice or molasses. The word comes
ultimately from Arabic ‘araq ‘sweat, juice,
liquor’, which was borrowed in a variety of
forms into several Asiatic languages. The
immediate source of English arrack seems to
have been an Indian language.

arrange [14] Arrange is a French formation: Old
French arangier was a compound verb formed
from the prefix a- and the verb rangier ‘set in a
row’ (related to English range and rank). In
English its first, and for a long time its only
meaning was ‘array in a line of battle’.
Shakespeare does not use it, and it does not
occur in the 1611 translation of the Bible. It is
not until the 18th century that it becomes at all
common, in the current sense ‘put in order’, and
it has been speculated that this is a reborrowing
from modern French arranger.

» RANGE, RANK

arrant [16] Arrant is an alteration of errant, as in
knight errant. This originally meant ‘roaming,
wandering’, but its persistent application to
nouns with negative connotations, such as rogue
and thief, gradually drove its meaning
downwards by association, to ‘notorious’.

» ERRANT

arras [15] An arras is a tapestry hanging,
immortalized by Shakespeare in Hamlet when
he conceals Polonius behind one, there to be
killed by Hamlet. The word comes from the
Anglo-Norman phrase draps d’arras, literally
‘cloth of Arras’: Arras is a city in the Pas-de-
Calais, northern France, famous in the Middle
Ages as a centre for the manufacture of woollens
and tapestry.

arrear see REAR

arrest [14] The Latin verb restare meant ‘stand
back, remain behind’ or ‘stop’ (it is the source of
English rest in the sense ‘remainder’). The
compound verb arrestare, formed in post-
classical times from the prefix ad- and restare,
had a causative function: ‘cause to remain
behind or stop’, hence ‘capture, seize’. These
meanings were carried over via Old French
arester into English.

» REST

arrive [13] When speakers of early Middle
English ‘arrived’, what they were literally doing
was coming to shore after a voyage. For arrive
was originally a Vulgar Latin compound verb
based on the Latin noun ripa ‘shore, river bank’
(as in the English technical term riparian ‘of a
river bank’; and river comes from the same
source). From the phrase ad ripam ‘to the shore’
came the verb *arripare ‘come to land’, which
passed into English via Old French ariver. It
does not seem to have been until the early 14th
century that the more general sense of ‘reaching
a destination’ started to establish itself in
English.

» RIPARIAN, RIVER

arrogant [14] Etymologically, to be arrogant is
to make great claims about oneself. It originated
in the Latin compound verb arrogare ‘claim for
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oneself’, formed from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and
rogare ‘ask’ (as in English interrogate). Already
in Latin the present participle arrogans was
being used adjectivally, for ‘overbearing’, and
this passed via Old French into English.

» INTERROGATE, PREROGATIVE

arrow [OE] Appropriately enough, the word
arrow comes from the same ultimate Indo-
European source that produced the Latin word
for ‘bow’ — *arkw-. The Latin descendant of this
was arcus (whence English arc and arch), but in
Germanic it became *arkhw-. From this basic
‘bow’ word were formed derivatives in various
Germanic languages meaning literally ‘that
which belongs to the bow’ — that is, ‘arrow’
(Gothic, for instance, had arhwazna). The Old
English version of this was earh, but it is
recorded only once, and the commonest words
for ‘arrow’ in Old English were strel (still
apparently in use in Sussex in the 19th century,
and related to German strahl ‘ray’) and fian
(which remained in Scottish English until
around 1500). Modern English arrow seems to
be a 9th-century reborrowing from Old Norse
*arw-.

» ARC, ARCH

arrowroot [17] Arrowroot, a tropical American
plant with starchy tubers, gets its name by folk
etymology, the process whereby an unfamiliar
foreign word is reformulated along lines more
accessible to the speakers of a language. In this
case the word in question was aru-aru, the term
used by the Arawak Indians of South America
for the plant (meaning literally ‘meal of meals’).
English-speakers adapted this to arrowroot
because the root of the plant was used by the
Indians to heal wounds caused by poisoned
arrows.

arse [OE] Arse is a word of considerable
antiquity, and its relatives are found practically
from end to end of the geographical range of the
Indo-European language family, from Old Irish
err ‘tail” in the west to Armenian or ‘rump’. Its
Indo-European source was *drsos, which
produced the Germanic form *arsaz: hence
German arsch, Dutch aars, and, via Old English
cers, English arse. The euphemistic American
spelling ass appears to be as recent as the 1930s,
although there is one isolated (British) record of
it from 1860.

The term wheatear, for a thrushlike European
bird, is an alteration over time of a Middle
English epithet ‘white arse’, after its white rump
feathers.

arsenal [16] The word arsenal has a
complicated history, stretching back through
Italian to Arabic. The Arabic original was dar-
as-sind‘ah, literally ‘house of the manufacture’.
This seems to have been borrowed into Venetian
Italian, somehow losing its initial d, as arzand,
and been applied specifically to the large naval
dockyard in Venice (which in the 15th century
was the leading naval power in the
Mediterranean). The dockyard is known to this
day as the Arzenale, showing the subsequent
addition of the -al ending. English acquired the

word either from Italian or from French arsenal,
and at first used it only for dockyards (‘making
the Arsenal at Athens, able to receive 1000
ships’, Philemon Holland’s translation of Pliny’s
Natural history 1601); but by the end of the 16th
century it was coming into more general use as a
‘military storehouse’. The English soccer club
Arsenal gets its name from its original home in
Woolwich, south London, where there used to be
a British government arsenal.

arsenic [14] The term arsenic was originally
applied to the lemon-yellow mineral arsenic
trisulphide, and its history reveals the reason: for
its appears to be based ultimately on Persian zar
‘gold’ (related forms include Sanskrit hari
‘yellowish’, Greek khloros ‘greenish-yellow’,
and English yellow itself). The derivative zarnik
was borrowed into Arabic as zernikh, which, as
usual with Arabic words, was perceived by
foreign listeners as constituting an indivisible
unit with its definite article a/ ‘the’ — hence
azzernikh, literally ‘the arsenic trisulphide’. This
was borrowed into Greek, where the substance’s
supposed beneficial effects on virility led,
through association with Greek drrén ‘male,
virile’, to the new forms arrenikon and
arsenikon, source of Latin arsenicum and,
through Old French, of English arsenic. The
original English application was still to arsenic
trisulphide (orpiment was its other current
name), and it is not until the early 17th century
that we find the term used for white arsenic or
arsenic trioxide. The element arsenic itself was
isolated and so named at the start of the 19th
century.

» CHLORINE, YELLOW

arson [17] Like ardour and ardent, arson comes
from the Latin verb ardere ‘burn’. Its past
participle was arsus, from which was formed the
noun arsio ‘act of burning’. This passed via Old
French into Anglo-Norman as arson, and in fact
was in use in the Anglo-Norman legal language
of England from the 13th century onwards (it
occurs in the Statute of Westminster 1275). The
jurist Sir Matthew Hale was the first to use the
word in a vernacular text, in 1680. Other words
in English ultimately related to it include arid
and probably ash, area, and azalea.

» ARDOUR, AREA, ASH, AZALEA

art [13] Like arm, arthritis, and article, art goes
back to an Indo-European root *ar-, which
meant ‘put things together, join’. Putting things
together implies some skill: hence Latin ars
‘skill’. Its stem art- produced Old French art, the
source of the English word. It brought with it the
notion of ‘skill’, which it still retains; the
modern association with painting, sculpture, etc
did not begin until the mid 17th century. Latin
derivatives of ars include the verb artire ‘instruct
in various skills’, from which ultimately English
gets artisan [16]; and artificium, a compound
formed with a variant of facere ‘do, make’, from
which we get artificial [14].

» ARM, ARTHRITIS, ARTICLE,
ARTISAN, INERT

ARTIFICIAL,
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artery [14] Artery is a direct borrowing from
Latin arteria, which in turn came from Greek
artéria. This appears to have been based on the
root *ar- ‘lift’. A parallel formation is thus aorta
‘main coronary artery’ [16], which comes from
Greek aorte, a derivative of aeirein ‘lift’ — again
ultimately from the root *ar-. The notion
underlying aorte seems to be that the heart was
thought of by the ancients as in some sense
suspended from it, as if from a strap (Greek
aortés ‘strap’), so that it was ‘held up’ or ‘raised’
by the aorteé (the aorta emerges from the top of
the heart). The Greeks, of course, did not know
about the circulation of the blood, and since
arteries contain no blood after death it was
supposed that their function was conveying air.
Hence Hippocrates’ application of the term
aorta to branches of the windpipe, and the use of
artery for ‘windpipe’ in English up until as late
as the mid 17th century: ‘[The lungs] expel the
air: which through the artery, throat and mouth,
makes the voice’, Francis Bacon, Sylva sylvarum
1626.

» AORTA

artesian [19] In the 18th century drillings made
in Artois (a former northern French province
roughly corresponding to the modern Pas-de-
Calais) produced springs of water which rose
spontaneously to the surface, without having to
be pumped. The name of the province, in its
erstwhile form Arteis, was bestowed on the
phenomenon, and has been so used ever since.

arthritis [16] Greek drthron meant ‘joint’ (it is
used in various technical terms in biology, such
as arthropod ‘creature, such as an insect, with
jointed limbs’). It came from the Indo-European
root *ar- ‘put things together, join, fit’, which
also produced Latin arfus ‘limb’ (source of
English article) and English arm, as well as art.
The compound arthritis is a Greek formation
(-itis was originally simply an adjectival suffix,
so arthritis meant ‘of the joints” — with ‘disease’
understood; its application to ‘inflammatory
diseases’ is a relatively modern development); it
reached English via Latin.

» ARM, ART, ARTICLE

artichoke [16] The word artichoke is of Arabic
origin; it comes from al kharshof ‘the artichoke’,
which was the Arabic term for a plant of the
thistle family with edible flower-parts. This was
borrowed into Spanish as alcarchofa, and passed
from there into Italian as arcicioffo. In northern
dialects this became articiocco, the form in
which the word was borrowed into other
European languages, including English.

The term was first applied to the Jerusalem
artichoke, a plant with edible tuberous roots,
early in the 17th century. The epithet Jerusalem
has no connection with the holy city; it arose by
folk etymology, that is, the adaptation of an
unfamiliar foreign word to the lexical system of
one’s own language. In this case the word was
girasole, Italian for ‘sunflower’ (the Jerusalem
artichoke is of the sunflower family).

article [13] Like art, arm, and arthritis, article
goes back to an Indo-European root *ar-, which

meant ‘put things together, join, fit’. Amongst its
derivatives was Latin artus ‘joint’ (a form
parallel to Greek drthron, source of arthritis), of
which the diminutive was articulus ‘small joint’.
This was extended metaphorically to mean
‘division, part’, and when the word first entered
English, via Old French article, it was used for a
particular clause of a treaty, of a contract, or
specifically of the Creed. Its application to an
‘item, thing’ is a comparatively late
development, from the start of the 19th century.

A Latin derivative of articulus, the verb
articulare ‘divide into joints’, hence ‘speak
distinctly’, gave rise to English articulate [16].

» ARM, ART, ARTHRITIS

artillery [14] Originally artillery meant ‘military
supplies, munitions’ (Chaucer used it thus); it
was not until the late 15th century that it came to
be used for ‘weapons for firing missiles’ —
originally catapults, bows, etc. The source of the
English word was Old French artillerie, a
derivative of the verb artiller ‘equip, arm’. This
was an alteration of an earlier form atillier,
probably influenced by art, but the ultimate
provenance of atillier is not clear. Some
etymologists trace it back to a hypothetical Latin
verb *apticulare ‘make fit, adapt’, a derivative of
aptus ‘fitting’ (source of English apt and adapt);
others regard it as a variant of Old French atirier
‘arrange, equip’ (source of English attire [13]),
which was based on tire ‘order, rank’, a noun of
Germanic origin, related to Latin deus ‘god’.

as [12] Ultimately, as is the same word as also.
Old English alswa ‘in just this way’ was used in
some contexts in which modern English would
use as, and as it was weakly stressed in such
contexts it gradually dwindled to als or ase and
finally to as.

» ALSO

asbestos [14] Originally, the word we now
know as asbestos was applied in the Middle
Ages to a mythical stone which, once set alight,
could never be put out; it came from the Greek
compound dsbestos, literally ‘inextinguishable’,
which was formed from the prefix a- ‘not” and
sbestos, a derivative of the verb sbenniinai
‘extinguish’. However, by the time it first came
into English, its form was not quite what it is
today. To begin with, it was the Greek accusative
form, dsbeston, that was borrowed, and in its
passage from Latin through Old French it
developed several variants, including asbeston
and albeston, most of which turned up in
English. Then, in the early 17th century, the
word was reborrowed from the original Greek
source, dsbestos, and applied to a
noncombustible silicate mineral.

ascend see DESCEND

ascribe see SCRIBE

ash [OE] There are two distinct words ash in
English: ash the tree and ash ‘burnt material’.
The tree (Old English @sc) comes from a
prehistoric Germanic *askiz, which in turn
derived from the Indo-European base *os-; this
was the source of several tree-names in other
Indo-European languages, not all of them by any



ashamed

38

means corresponding to the ash: Latin ornus, for
instance, meant ‘elm’, and Albanian ah is
‘beech’. Ash as in ‘cigarette ash’ is a descendant
of Old English esce. It has cognate forms in
other Germanic languages (German asche,
Dutch asch, Swedish aska), pointing to a
prehistoric Germanic *azgon, which may be
related to the Latin verbs arere ‘be dry’ (source
of English arid) and ardere ‘burn’ (source of
English ardent, ardour, and arson).
» ARDENT, ARID, ARSON

ashamed [OE] Ashamed is an Old English
compound, formed ultimately from the noun
scamu ‘shame’. The verb derived from this,
scamian, meant ‘feel shame’ as well as (as in
modern English) ‘put to shame’, and in this
sense the intensive prefix d- was added to it. The
resulting verb ashame died out in the 16th
century, but its past participle ashamed has
survived.

» SHAME

aside [14] Aside is a reduced form of the Middle
English phrase on syde, literally ‘on side’,
meaning ‘to one side’.

» SIDE

ask [OE] The Old English ancestor of ask existed
in two main forms: dscian and acsian. The first
produced descendants such as asshe, which died
out in the 16th century; the second resulted in
axe (still extant in some dialects), which by
metathesis — the reversal of the consonant
sounds k and s — became modern English ask.
Ultimately the word comes from a prehistoric
West Germanic verb *aiskojan (source of
German heischen, a poetical term for ‘ask’);
cognates in other, non-Germanic, Indo-
European languages include Latin aeruscare
‘beg’ and Sanskrit icchdti ‘seek’.

askance [16] The origins of askance remain
obscure. When it first entered the language it
meant literally ‘obliquely, sideways’ (‘He bid his
angels turn askance the poles of Earth’, John
Milton, Paradise Lost 1667), so a possible
source is Italian a scancio ‘obliquely,
slantingly’, but this has never been firmly
established. Its metaphorical use in the phrase
look askance dates from the 17th century.

asp see ASPIC

asparagus [15] Asparagus comes ultimately
from Greek aspdragos (a word related to the
Greek verb spargan ‘swell’, to the Latin verb
spargere ‘scatter’ — ultimate source of English
sparse, disperse, and aspersions — and also to
English spark), and has over the past 150 years
or so returned to the full Latin form, asparagus,
in which it was originally borrowed by English.
In the intervening centuries, however, it went
through several metamorphoses: in the 16th
century, the truncated medieval Latin variant
sparagus was current (it also occurs in one
isolated example from a book of Anglo-Saxon
remedies of around 1000 AD); from then until the
18th century an anglicized version, sperage, was
used; and in the 17th century folk etymology
(the process by which an unfamiliar word is
assimilated to one more familiar) turned

asparagus into sparrowgrass. This gradually
died out during the 19th century, but the
abbreviation grass remains current in the jargon
of the grocery trade.

» ASPERSION, SPARK

aspersion see SPREAD

asphalt [14] The ultimate source of asphalt is
Greek dsphalton, but when it first came into
English it was with the p that had developed in
late Latin aspaltus: aspalte. The ph of the
original Greek form began to be reintroduced in
the 18th century.

aspic [18] Aspic was borrowed from French,
where, like the archaic English asp which
reputedly bit Cleopatra, it also means ‘snake’
(ultimately from Greek aspis). This has led to
speculation that aspic the jelly was named from
aspic the snake on the basis that the colours and
patterns in which moulds of aspic were made in
the 18th and 19th centuries resembled a snake’s
coloration. There does not appear to be any
watertight evidence for this rather far-fetched
theory, and perhaps more plausible is some
connection with French aspic ‘lavender,
spikenard’, formerly used for flavouring aspic,
or with Greek aspis ‘shield” (source of
aspidistra [19]), on the basis that the earliest
aspic moulds were shield-shaped.

aspire see SPIRIT

aspirin [19] The word aspirin was coined in
German towards the end of the 19th century. It is
a condensed version of the term acetylierte
spirsdure ‘acetylated spiraeic acid’. Spiraeic
acid is a former term for ‘salicylic acid’, from
which aspirin is derived; its name comes from
the spiraea, a plant of the rose family.

» SPIRAEA

ass [OE] Ass comes ultimately from Latin asinus
‘donkey’ (whence English asinine [16]), and
English probably acquired it via a Celtic route,
from a prehistoric Old Celtic *as(s)in (source of
Welsh asyn). As borrowed directly into the
Germanic languages, by contrast, the n of Latin
asinus changed to [; from this branch of the
word’s travels Old English had esol, long
defunct, and Dutch has ezel, which English has
appropriated as easel. Further back in time the
word’s antecedents are unclear, but some would
trace it to Sumerian ansu, which could also be
the source of Greek onos (whence English
onager ‘wild ass’ [14]) and Armenian es.

» EASEL, ONAGER

assassin [17] Etymologically, an assassin is an
‘eater or smoker of hashish’, the drug cannabis.
In the Middle Ages, in the area of the Middle
East and modern Iran, there was a sect of
fanatical Ismaili Muslims, founded in the late
11th century by Hassan ibn Sabbah. Its members
killed the sect’s opponents under the influence of
cannabis. Hence the hashshashin (plural of
hashshash, Arabic for ‘hashish-eater’) came to
have a reputation as murderers. In English the
Arabic plural form was perceived as singular.
The word has retained its connotation of one
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who kills for political or religious rather than
personal motives.

» HASHISH

assault [13] To assault somebody was originally
to ‘jump on’ them. The word comes from a
Vulgar Latin compound verb *assaltare, formed
from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and saltare ‘jump’, a
frequentative form (denoting repeated action) of
the verb salire ‘jump’ (which is the source of
English salient, and by a similar compounding
process produced assail [13]). In Old French this
became asauter, and English originally
borrowed it as asaute, but in the 16th century the
[ was reintroduced.

» ASSAIL, SOMERSAULT

assay see ESSAY

assemble see SIMILAR

assent see SENSE

assert [17] Assert comes ultimately from Latin
asserere, which meant literally ‘join oneself to
something’. It was a compound verb formed
from the prefix ad- ‘to’ and serere ‘join’ (source
of English series and serial), and it came to take
on various metaphorical connotations: if one
‘joined oneself to’ a particular thing, one
‘declared one’s right to’ it, and if one ‘joined
oneself to’ a particular point of view, one
‘maintained’ it, or ‘claimed’ it. The verb was
used in both these senses when English acquired
it, from the Latin past participial stem assert-,
but the former had more or less died out by the
end of the 18th century.

» SERIAL, SERIES

assess [15] The literal meaning of Latin
assidere, ultimate source of assess, was ‘sit
beside someone’ (it was a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad- ‘near’ and sedére
‘sit’, a relative of English sir). This developed
the secondary meaning ‘sit next to a judge and
assist him in his deliberations’ (which lies
behind English assize), and in medieval Latin the
sense passed from helping the judge to
performing his functions, particularly in fixing
the amount of a fine or tax to be paid. Hence
English assess, which came via Old French
assesser from Latin assess-, the past participial
stem of assidere. (The Latin adjective assiduus,
formed from assidére in the sense ‘apply oneself
to something’, gave English assiduous [16].)

» ASSIDUOUS, ASSIZE, SESSION, SIT, SIZE

asset [16] Originally, to have assets was simply
to have ‘enough’ — as in French assez. The
Anglo-Norman legal phrase aver asetz signified
‘have enough money to meet one’s debts’, and
eventually asetz, later assets, passed from the
general meaning ‘enough’ to the particular
‘financial resources’ (the final -s caused it to be
regarded as a plural noun, but the analogical
singular asset does not appear until the 19th
century). Anglo-Norman asetz itself goes back
via Old French asez to Vulgar Latin *assatis,
formed from the Latin phrase ad satis ‘to
enough’ (satis is the source of English satisfy
and satiate, and is related to sad).

» SAD, SATIATE, SATISFY

asseveration see SEVERE

assiduous see ASSESS
assign see SIGN

assist [15] Etymologically, assist means ‘stand
by’. It comes, via French assister, from Latin
assistere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix ad- ‘near’ and sistere ‘stand’ (related to
Latin stare ‘stand’, from which English gets
state, station, status, statue, etc). A remnant of
this original meaning survives in the sense ‘be
present without actually participating’, but the
main use of the word in English has always been
that which came from the metaphorical sense of
the Latin verb — ‘help’.

» STATE, STATION, STATUE, STATUS

assize [13] Like assess, assize comes ultimately
from Latin assidere, which meant literally ‘sit
beside someone’ (it was a compound verb
formed from the prefix ad- ‘near’ and sedere
‘sit’, related to English sif). In Old French this
became asseeir (modern French has asseoir), of
which the past participle was assis. The feminine
form of this, assise, came to be used as a noun
ranging in meaning from the very general ‘act of
sitting’ or ‘seat’ to the more specific legal senses
‘sitting in judgement’ and ‘session of a court’
(English session comes ultimately from Latin
sedere t00). It was the legal usages which passed
into English.

» SESSION, SIT, SIZE

associate [14] Latin socius meant ‘companion’
(it is related to English sequel and sue), and has
spawned a host of English words, including
social, sociable, society, and socialism. In Latin,
a verb was formed from it, using the prefix ad-
‘t0’: associare ‘unite’. Its past participle,
associatus, was borrowed into English as an
adjective, associate; its use as a verb followed in
the 15th century, and as a noun in the 16th
century.

» SEQUEL, SOCIAL, SOCIETY, SUE

assort see SORT

assuage sce PERSUADE

assume see PROMPT

assure see INSURE

asthma [14] The original idea contained in
asthma is that of ‘breathing hard’. The Greek
noun asthma was derived from the verb dzein
‘breathe hard’ (related to dein ‘blow’, from
which English gets air). In its earliest form in
English it was asma, reflecting its immediate
source in medieval Latin, and though the Greek
spelling was restored in the 16th century, the
word’s pronunciation has for the most part stuck
with asma.

» AIR

astound [17] Astound, astonish, and stun all
come ultimately from the same origin: a Vulgar
Latin verb *extondre, which literally meant
something like ‘leave someone thunderstruck’
(it was formed from the Latin verb tonare
‘thunder’). This became Old French estoner,
which had three offshoots in English: it was
borrowed into Middle English in the 13th
century as astone or astun, and immediately lost
its initial a, producing a form stun; then in the
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15th century, in Scotland originally, it had the
suffix -ish grafted on to it, producing astonish;
and finally in the 17th century its past participle,
astoned or, as it was also spelled, astound,
formed the basis of a new verb.

» ASTONISH, STUN

astronomy [13] Astronomy comes via Old
French and Latin from Greek astronomia, a
derivative of the verb astronomein, literally
‘watch the stars’. Greek dstron and astér ‘star’
(whence English astral [17] and asterisk [17])
came ultimately from the Indo-European base
*ster-, which also produced Latin stella ‘star’,
German stern ‘star’, and English star. The
second element of the compound, which came
from the verb némein, meant originally ‘arrange,
distribute’.

At first, no distinction was made between
astronomy and astrology. Indeed, in Latin
astrologia was the standard term for the study of
the stars until Seneca introduced the Greek term
astronomia. When the two terms first coexisted
in English (astrology entered the language about
a century later than astronomy) they were used
interchangeably, and in fact when a distinction
first began to be recognized between the two it
was the opposite of that now accepted: astrology
meant simply ‘observation’, whereas astronomy
signified ‘divination’. The current assignment of
sense was not fully established until the 17th
century.

» ASTERISK, ASTRAL, STAR

asylum [15] Greek sulon meant ‘right of
seizure’. With the addition of the negative prefix
a- ‘not’ this was turned into the adjective dsitlos
‘inviolable’, which in turn was nominalized as
asitlon ‘refuge’. When it first entered English,
via Latin asylum, it was used specifically for
‘place of sanctuary for hunted criminals and
others’ (a meaning reflected in modern English
‘political asylum’), and it was not until the mid
18th century that it came to be applied to mental
hospitals.

at [OE] The preposition at was originally found
throughout the Germanic languages: Old
English had e, Old High German az, Gothic and
Old Norse at. It survives in the Scandinavian
languages (Swedish att, for instance) as well as
English, but has been lost from German and
Dutch. Cognates in other Indo-European
languages, including Latin ad ‘to, at’, suggest an
ultimate common source.

athlete [18] The etymological idea underlying
athlete is ‘competing for a prize’. Greek athlon
meant ‘award, prize’, whence the verb athlein
‘compete for a prize’. Derived from this was the
noun athlétés ‘competitor’. The context in which
the word was most commonly used in Greek was
that of the public games, where competitors took
part in races, boxing matches, etc. Hence the
gradual narrowing down of the meaning of
athlete to ‘one who takes part in sports involving
physical exercise’, and even further to
‘participant in track and field events’.

atlas [16] In Greek mythology, Atlas was a Titan
who as a punishment for rebelling against the

gods was forced to carry the heavens on his
shoulders. Hence when the term was first used in
English it was applied to a ‘supporter’: ‘I dare
commend him to all that know him, as the Atlas
of Poetry’, Thomas Nashe on Robert Greene’s
Menaphon 1589. In the 16th century it was
common to include a picture of Atlas with his
onerous burden as a frontispiece in books of
maps, and from this arose the habit of referring
to such books as atlases (the application is
sometimes said to have arisen specifically from
such a book produced in the late 16th century by
the Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator
(1512-94), published in England in 1636 under
the title Atlas).

Atlas also gave his name to the Atlantic
ocean. In ancient myth, the heavens were said to
be supported on a high mountain in northwestern
Africa, represented as, and now named after, the
Titan Atlas. In its Greek adjectival form
Atlantikos (later Latin Atlanticus) it was applied
to the seas immediately to the west of Africa,
and gradually to the rest of the ocean as it came
within the boundaries of the known world.

» ATLANTIC

atmosphere [17] Etymologically, atmosphere
means ‘ball of vapour’. It was coined as modern
Latin atmosphaera from Greek atmds ‘vapour’
(related to dein ‘blow’, ultimate source of
English air) and sphaira ‘sphere’. Its original
application was not, as we would now
understand it, to the envelope of air
encompassing the Earth, but to a mass of gas
exhaled from and thus surrounding a planet;
indeed, in the first record of the word’s use in
English, in 1638, it was applied to the Moon,
which of course is now known to have no
atmosphere. The denotation of the word moved
forward with the development of meteorological
knowledge.

» AIR, SPHERE

atoll [17] Atoll was borrowed from Malayalam
atolu ‘reef’, the name used by Maldive Islanders
for their islands, many of which are coral atolls

atom [16] Etymologically, atom means ‘not cut,
indivisible’. Greek dtomos ‘that which cannot be
divided up any further’ was formed from the
negative prefix a- ‘not’ and the base *tom- ‘cut’
(source also of English anatomy and tome), and
was applied in the Middle Ages not just to the
smallest imaginable particle of matter, but also
to the smallest imaginable division of time; an
hour contained 22,560 atoms. Its use by classical
writers on physics and philosophy, such as
Democritus and Epicurus, was sustained by
medieval philosophers, and the word was ready
and waiting for 19th-century chemists when they
came to describe and name the smallest unit of
an element, composed of a nucleus surrounded
by electrons.

» ANATOMY, TOME

atone [16] As its spelling suggests, but its
pronunciation disguises, afone comes from the
phrase at one ‘united, in harmony’, lexicalized
as atone in early modern English. It may have
been modelled on Latin adiindre ‘unite’, which
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was similarly compounded from ad ‘to, at’ and
inum ‘one’.

» AT, ONE

atrocious [17] Traced back to its ultimate
source, atrocious meant something not too
dissimilar to ‘having a black eye’. Latin ater was
‘black, dark’ (it occurs also in English
atrabilious ‘melancholic’ [17] — Greek mélas
meant ‘black’), and the stem *-oc-, *-ox meant
‘looking, appearing’ (Latin oculus ‘eye’ and
ferox ‘fierce’ —based on ferus ‘wild’, and source
of English ferocious — were formed from it, and
it goes back to an earlier Indo-European base
which also produced Greek ops ‘eye’ and
English eye). Combined, they formed atrox,
literally ‘of a dark or threatening appearance’,
hence ‘gloomy, cruel’. English borrowed it (in
the stem form atroci-) originally in the sense
‘wantonly cruel’.

» EYE, FEROCIOUS, INOCULATE, OCULAR

attach [14] When English first acquired it, artach
meant ‘seize’ or ‘arrest’. It is Germanic in origin,
but reached us via Old French atachier. This was
an alteration of earlier Old French estachier
‘fasten (with a stake)’, which was based on a
hypothetical Germanic *stakon. The
metaphorical meaning ‘arrest’ appears to have
arisen in Anglo-Norman, the route by which the
word reached English from Old French; the
original, literal sense ‘fasten, join’ did not arrive
in English until as late as the 18th century, as a
reborrowing from modern French attacher.

A similar borrowing of Germanic *stakon
into Italian produced the ancestor of English
attack.

» ATTACK, STAKE

attack [16] Artack reached English via French
attaquer from Italian attaccare ‘attach, join’,
which, like Old French atachier (source of
English attach) was based on a hypothetical
Germanic *stakon (from which English gets
stake). Phrases such as attaccare battaglia ‘join
battle’ led to attaccare being used on its own to
mean ‘attack’. Attach and attack are thus
‘doublets’ — that is, words with the same ultimate
derivation but different meanings.

» ATTACH, STAKE

attain [14] Unlike contain, maintain, obtain, and
the rest of a very long list of English words
ending in -tain, attain does not come from Latin
tenére ‘hold’. Its source is Latin tangere ‘touch’
(as in English rangible and tangent). The
addition of the prefix ad- ‘to’ produced attingere
‘reach’, which passed via Vulgar Latin
*attangere and Old French ataindre into
English.

» TANGENT, TANGIBLE

attempt [14] Artempting is etymologically
related to fempting. The Latin verb attemptare
was formed with the prefix ad- from remptare,
which meant ‘try’ as well as ‘tempt’ (the
semantic connection is preserved in modern
English try, with the contrasting senses ‘attempt’
and ‘put to the test’). The Latin form passed into
Old French as atenter (hence modern French

attenter), but was later latinized back to
attempter, the form in which English acquired it.
» TEMPT

attend [13] Etymologically, affend means
‘stretch to’. It comes originally from Latin
attendere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix ad- ‘to’ and tendere ‘stretch’ (a
descendant of an Indo-European base *fen-,
*ton- ‘stretch’ which also produced, among
others, Latin tenere ‘hold’ — source of English
contain, maintain, obtain, etc — and English
tendon, thin, and tone). By metaphorical
extension ‘stretch to’ became ‘direct one’s
attention to’, which was the original meaning of
the verb in Old French atendre and subsequently
in English. The sense ‘take care of” developed in
the 15th century, ‘be present’ much later, in the
17th century. The noun derivative attention [14]
comes from Latin attentio.

Tend meaning ‘look after’ comes mainly
from attend, but also partly from intend, in both
cases with loss of the first syllable.

» CONTAIN, MAINTAIN, OBTAIN, TENDON, THIN,
TONE

attest see TESTAMENT

attic [18] In classical architecture, an Attic order
was a pilaster, or square column (the narhe
comes from Attica, a region of ancient Greece of
which Athens was the capital). This type of
column was often used in a relatively low storey
placed above the much higher main fagade of a
building, which hence became known in the 18th
century as an attic storey. It was a short step to
applying the word attic itself to an ‘upper
storey’; the first record of it in this sense comes
in Byron’s Beppo 1817: ‘His wife would mount,
at times, her highest attic’.

attire see TYRE

attitude [17] In origin, attitude is the same word
as aptitude. Both come ultimately from late
Latin aptitido. In Old French this became
aptitude, which English acquired in the 15th
century, but in Italian it became attitudine, which
meant ‘disposition’ or ‘posture’. This was
transmitted via French attifude to English, where
at first it was used as a technical term in art
criticism, meaning the ‘disposition of a figure in
a painting’. The metaphorical sense ‘mental
position with regard to something’ developed in
the early 19th century.

» APTITUDE

attorney [14] Artorney was formed in Old
French from the prefix a- ‘to’ and the verb torner
‘turn’. This produced the verb atorner, literally
‘turn to’, hence ‘assign to’ or ‘appoint to’. Its
past participle, atorne, was used as a noun with
much the same signification as appointee —
‘someone appointed’ — and hence ‘someone
appointed to act as someone else’s agent’, and
ultimately ‘legal agent’. Borrowed into English,
over the centuries the term came to mean ‘lawyer
practising in the courts of Common Law’ (as
contrasted with a solicitor, who practised in the
Equity Courts); but it was officially abolished in
that sense by the Judicature Act of 1873, and
now survives only in American English,
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meaning ‘lawyer’, and in the title Attorney-
General, the chief law officer of a government.
» TURN

attract [15] Etymologically, attract means
literally ‘pull something towards one’. It comes
from attract-, the past participial stem of the
Latin verb attrahere, a compound formed from
the prefix ad- ‘to’ and the verb trahere ‘pull’. It
was quite a late formation, of around the mid
15th century, coined on the model of other
English verbs, such as abstract and contract,
deriving ultimately from Latin trahere.

» ABSTRACT, CONTRACT, RETRACT, SUBTRACT

attrition see THROW

attune see TUNE

aubergine [18] Etymologically, the aubergine is
the ‘anti-fart vegetable’. That was the meaning
of its ultimate source, Sanskrit vatinganah, so
named because it did not produce intestinal gas.
This was borrowed into Persian as badingan,
and reached Arabic as (with the definite article
al) al-badindjan. 1t then made its way with the
Moors into the Iberian peninsula: here it
produced Portuguese beringela (source of
brinjal [18], an Indian and African English term
for ‘aubergine’) and, with the definite article
retained, Catalan alberginia. French turned this
into aubergine and passed it on to English. In
British English it has gradually replaced the
earlier eggplant, named after the vegetable’s
shape, which American English has retained.

auburn [15] The colour of auburn has changed
over the centuries. The word comes originally
from Latin albus ‘white’ (whence English
album, albino, alb, albedo, and albion), from
which was derived in medieval Latin alburnus
‘off-white’. This passed via Old French alborne,
auborne into English, still meaning ‘yellowish-
white’. From the 15th to the 17th century it was
often spelled abrun or abrown, and it seems
likely that its similarity to brown led to its
gradual shift in meaning to ‘golden-brown’ or
‘reddish-brown’ over the centuries.

» ALBINO, ALBUM

auction [16] The etymological idea underlying
auction is that of ‘increasing’ — as the sale
proceeds, the price offered goes up. The word
comes from Latin auctio ‘increase’, a noun
derived from auct-, the past participial stem of
the verb augere ‘increase’ (source of English
augment [15] and author, and related to
auxiliary [17] and eke). The sense ‘auction sale’
was already present in Latin.

» AUGMENT, AUGUST, AUTHOR, AUXILLIARY,
EKE, WAX

audible [16] Audible is one of a wide range of
English words based ultimately on the Latin verb
audire ‘hear’ (which came from the Indo-
European root *awiz-, source also of Greek
aithanesthai  ‘perceive’ and Sanskrit avis
‘evidently’). Others include audience [14],
audio- [20], audit [15] (from Latin auditus
‘hearing’; audits were originally done by reading
the accounts out loud), audition [16], and
auditorium [17].
» OBEY, OYEZ

augur [14] In Roman times, an augur was
someone who foretold the future by observing
the flight of birds (or by examining their
entrails). His method of divination was reflected
in his title, for the Latin word augur, earlier
auger, seems to have meant literally ‘one who
performs with birds’, from avis ‘bird’ (as in
English aviary [16] and aviation [19]) and
gerere ‘do, perform’ (as in English gestation,
gesture, gerund, digest, and suggest). (A parallel
formation is auspice [16], whose Latin
antecedent auspex meant ‘one who observed the
flight of birds’; it was compounded from avis
and the verb specere ‘look’, which is related to
English species and spy.) A Latin derivative was
the verb inaugurare ‘foretell the future from the
flight of birds’, which was applied to the
installation of someone of office after the
appropriate omens had been determined; by the
time it reached English as inaugurate [17], the
association with divination had been left far
behind.

» AVIARY, AVIATION, INAUGURATE

August [OE] The month of August was named
by the Romans after their emperor Augustus (63
BC-14 AD). His name was Caius Julius Caesar
Octavian, but the Senate granted him the
honorary title Augustus in 27 BC. This connoted
‘imperial majesty’, and was a specific use of the
adjective augustus ‘magnificent, majestic’
(source of English august [17]); it may derive
ultimately from the verb augere ‘increase’ (from
which English gets auction and augment).

» AUCTION, AUGMENT

aunt [13] Aunt appears to come ultimately from
*amma, a hypothetical non-Indo-European word
for ‘mother’ (parallel to Indo-European
*mammd, and like it reproducing syllables
perceived to be uttered by babies), which at
some point was borrowed into Latin. It first
appears in the derived form amita ‘paternal
aunt’, which passed into English via Old French
ante (of which modern French tante is an
alternation) and Anglo-Norman aunte.

aura see AIR
aurochs see 0x
auspice see AUGUR

authentic [14] Etymologically, something that
is authentic is something that has the authority of
its original creator. Greek authentikos was a
derivative of the noun authéntes ‘doer, master’,
which was formed from autds ‘self’ and the base
-hentes ‘worker, doer’ (related to Sanskrit sanoti
‘he gains’). The adjective’s original meaning in
English was ‘authoritative’; the modern sense
‘genuine’ did not develop fully until the late 18th
century. (Greek authéntes, incidentally, was
pronounced /afthendis/, and was borrowed into
Turkish as efendi, source of English effendi
(171,

» EFFENDI

author [14] Latin auctor originally meant
‘creator, originator’; it came from auct-, the past
participial stem of augére, which as well as
‘increase’ (as in English augment) meant
‘originate’. But it also developed the specific
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sense ‘creator of a text, writer’, and brought both
these meanings with it into English via Old
French autor. Forms with -th- began to appear in
the mid 16th century (from French), and
originally the-th- was just a spelling variant of
-t-, but eventually it affected the pronunciation.
While the ‘writing’ sense has largely taken
over author, authority [13] (ultimately from
Latin  auctoritas) and its  derivatives
authoritative and authorize have developed
along the lines of the creator’s power to
command or make decisions.
» AUCTION, AUGMENT

autograph [17] Greek auto- was a prefixal use
of the adjective autds, meaning ‘same, self’.
Many of the commonest auto- words in English,
including autograph itself and also autocrat
[19], automatic [18] (a derivative of automaton
[17], which was formed from a hypothetical base
*men- ‘think’ related to mental and mind),
autonomy [17], and autopsy [17] (originally
meaning ‘eye-witness’, and derived from Greek
optos ‘seen’, source of English optic), are
original Greek formations. But the 19th and
particularly the 20th century have seen a mass of
new coinages, notably in scientific and technical
terminology, including such familiar words as
autism, autobiography, autoerotic, autofocus,
autogiro, —autoimmune, automotive, auto-
suggestion, and of course automobile (originally
a French formation of the 1870s). Automobile
has itself, of course, given rise to a completely
new use for the auto- prefix, with the general
connotation of ‘motorized transport’, as in
autobus, autocar, autocycle, and the German
autobahn.

autumn [14] English acquired autumn from
Latin autumnus, partly via Old French
autompne. Where Latin got the word from is a
mystery; it may have been a borrowing from
Etruscan, a long-extinct pre-Roman language of
the Italian peninsula. In Old English, the term for
‘autumn’ was harvest, and this remained in
common use throughout the Middle Ages; it was
not until the 16th century that autumn really
began to replace it (at the same time as harvest
began to be applied more commonly to the
gathering of crops). Fall, now the main US term
for ‘autumn’, is 16th-century too.

avail see VALUE

available see VALUE

avalanche [18] Not surprisingly, avalanche
originated in the Alps. The French dialect of
Savoy, an area near the Italian border in the
western Alps, had a term lavantse, apparently
derived from a Vulgar Latin */abanca (whence
Provengal lavanca). Through association with
the verb avaler ‘descend’ (see DOWN), this
underwent metathesis (transposition of / and v)
to produce in the Romansh language of
Switzerland avalantze, which was borrowed into
French as avalanche.

avant-garde sec VANGUARD

avarice [13] The Latin verb avére meant ‘covet’.
One of its derivatives was the adjective avarus
‘greedy’, from which the noun avaritia was

formed. This entered English via Old French
avarice. Another of its derivatives was the
adjective avidus ‘greedy’ which, as well as being
the source of English avid [18], produced, via a
hypothetical contracted form *audus, the
adjective audax ‘bold’, source of English
audacity [15].

» AUDACITY, AVID

avenge see VINDICATE

average [15] The word average has a devious
history. It began in Arabic, as ‘awariya, the
plural of ‘awar, a noun derived from the verb
‘ara ‘mutilate’; this was used as a commercial
term, denoting ‘damaged merchandise’. The
first European language to adopt it was Italian,
as avaria, and it passed via Old French avarie
into English (where in the 16th century it
acquired its -age ending, probably by association
with the then semantically similar damage).
Already by this time it had come to signify the
“financial loss incurred through damage to goods
in transit’, and this passed in the 17th century to
the ‘equal sharing of such loss by those with a
financial interest in the goods’, and eventually,
in the 18th century, to the current (mathematical
and general) sense of ‘mean’.

aviary see AUGUR
aviation see AUGUR

avocado [17] Anyone tucking into an avocado
could well be taken aback to learn that in the
South American Indian language from which the
word originally came, it meant literally
‘testicle’. The Nahuatl Indians named the fruit
ahuacatl ‘testicle’ on account of its shape. The
Spanish conquistadors took the word over as
aguacate, but before long this became altered by
folk etymology (the substitution of familiar for
unfamiliar forms) to avocado (literally
‘advocate’ in Spanish). When English borrowed
the word, folk etymology took a hand yet again,
for in the late 17th century it became known as
the alligator pear, a name which survived into
the 20th century.

avoid [14] Avoid at first meant literally ‘make
void, empty’. It was formed in Old French from
the adjective vuide ‘empty’ (source of English
void [13], and derived from a hypothetical
Vulgar Latin *vocitus, which is related
ultimately to vacant). With the addition of the
prefix es- ‘out’, a verb evuider was formed,
which passed into English via Anglo-Norman
avoider. The original sense ‘empty’ barely
survived into the 17th century, but meanwhile it
had progressed through ‘withdrawing, so as to
leave someone alone or leave a place empty’ to
‘deliberately staying away from someone or
something’.

» VACANT, VOID

awake [OE] Awake was formed by adding the
intensive prefix a- to the verb wake (in Old
English wacan or wacian, related to watch, and
also ultimately to vegetable, vigil, and vigour).
The adjective awake arose in the 13th century; it
was originally a variant form of the past
participle of the verb.

» VIGIL, WAKE, WATCH



aware

aware see WARE

away [OE] Away was formed in the late Old
English period by conflating the phrase on weg,
literally ‘on way’, that is, ‘on one’s way,
departing’. This soon became reduced to aweg,
hence away.

» WAY

awe [13] Old English had the word ege, meaning
‘awe’, but modern English awe is a
Scandinavian borrowing; the related Old Norse
agi steadily infiltrated the language from the
northeast southwards during the Middle Ages.
Agi came, like ege, from a hypothetical
Germanic form *agon, which in turn goes back
to an Indo-European base *agh- (whence also
Greek dkhos ‘pain’). The guttural g sound of the
13th-century English word (technically a voiced
velar spirant) was changed to w during the
Middle English period. This was a general
change, but it is not always reflected in spelling
— as in owe and ought, for instance, which were
originally the same word.

awkward [14] When awkward was coined, in
Scotland and northern England, it meant ‘turned
in the wrong direction’. Middle English had an
adjective awk, which meant ‘the wrong way
round, backhanded’, and hence ‘perverse’, and
with the addition of the suffix -ward this became
awkward. Awk itself was adopted from Old
Norse afugr, which is related to German ab
‘away’ and English off. Awkward followed a
similar semantic path to awk, via ‘perverse, ill-
adapted’ to ‘clumsy’.

» OFF

awl [OE] The Old English form, !, came from a
hypothetical Germanic base *al-, which had a
probable relative in Sanskrit @ra. The compound
bradawl! was formed in the 19th century using
the term brad ‘thin flat nail’, which came
originally from Old Norse broddr ‘spike’. Awls,
tools for making holes to take nails, are part of
the shoemaker’s traditional set of implements:
hence the apparently quite recent, early 20th-
century rhyming slang cobbler’s awls (cobblers
for short) for ‘balls’.

axe [OE] Relatives of the word axe are wide-
spread throughout the Indo-European languages,
from German axt and Dutch aaks to Latin ascia
and Greek axine. These point back to a
hypothetical Indo-European *agwesr or *akust,
which denoted some sort of cutting or hewing
tool. The Old English form was cx, and there is

actually no historical justification for the modern
British spelling axe, which first appeared in the
late 14th century; as late as 1885 the Oxford
English Dictionary made ax its main form, and it
remains so in the USA.

axis [14] Axis is at the centre of a complex web
of ‘turning’ words. Besides its immediate
source, Latin axis, there were Greek dxon,
Sanskrit dkshas, and a hypothetical Germanic
*akhso which produced Old English eax ‘axle’
as well as modern German achse ‘axle, shaft’
and Dutch as; and there could well be a
connection with Latin agere (source of English
act, agent, etc) in the sense ‘drive’. Also related
is an unrecorded Latin form *acsla, which
produced ala ‘wing’ (source of English aileron
and aisle); its diminutive was axilla ‘armpit’,
from which English gets the adjective axillary
[17] and the botanical term axil [18].

» AILERON, AISLE, AXIL

axle [17] The word axle emerges surprisingly late
considering the antiquity of axles, but related
terms had existed in the language for perhaps a
thousand years. Old English had eax, which
came from a hypothetical Germanic *akhso,
related to Latin axis. This survived in the
compound ax-tree until the 17th century (later in
Scotland); tree in this context meant ‘beam’. But
from the early 14th century the native ax-tree
began to be ousted by Old Norse dxultré (or as it
became in English axle-tree); the element oxull
came from a prehistoric Germanic *akhsulaz, a
derivative of *akhso. Axle first appeared on its
own in the last decade of the 16th century
(meaning ‘axis’, a sense it has since lost), and
became firmly established in the early 17th
century.

aye see EVER, |
azalea see ARID
azimuth see ZENITH

azure [14] Azure is of Persian origin. It comes
ultimately from Persian lazhuward, source also
of the lazuli in lapis lazuli, a blue semiprecious
stone (and azure originally meant ‘lapis lazuli’
in English). The Arabs borrowed the Persian
term as (with the definite article al) allazward,
which passed into Old Spanish as azur or azul.
Old French borrowed azur and handed it on to
English.

» LAPIS LAZULI



babel [14] According to Genesis 11: 1-9, the
tower of Babel was built in Shinar by the
descendants of Noah in an attempt to reach
heaven. Angered at their presumption, God
punished the builders by making them unable to
understand each other’s speech: hence,
according to legend, the various languages of the
world. Hence, too, the metaphorical application
of babel to a ‘confused medley of sounds’,
which began in English in the 16th century. The
word has no etymological connection with
‘language’ or ‘noise’, however. The original
Assyrian bab-ilu meant ‘gate of god’, and this
was borrowed into Hebrew as babel (from which
English acquired the word). The later Greek
version is Babylon.

» BABYLON

baboon [14] The origins of baboon are obscure,
but it seems that the notion underlying it may be
that of ‘grimacing’. Baboons characteristically
draw back their lips in snarling, revealing their
teeth, and it has been speculated that there may
be a connection with Old French baboue
‘grimace’. However that may be, it was certainly
in Old French that the word first surfaced, as
babuin, and originally it meant ‘gaping figure’
(as in a gargoyle) as well as ‘ape’. This
alternative meaning was carried over when the
Old French word was borrowed into English,
where it remained a live sense of baboon until
the 16th century.

baby [14] Like mama and papa, baby and the
contemporaneous babe are probably imitative of
the burbling noises made by an infant that has
not yet learned to talk. In Old English, the term
for what we would now call a ‘baby’ was child,
and it seems only to have been from about the
11th century that child began to extend its range
to the slightly more mature age which it now
covers. Then when the word baby came into the
language, it was used synonymously with this
developed sense of child, and only gradually
came to refer to infants not yet capable of speech
or walking.

bacchanalian [16] Bdkkhos was the Greek god
of wine. Son of Zeus and Semele, he was also
known as Didniisos. The Romans adopted him,
amending his name to Bacchus, and his
worshippers went in for a brand of licentious
revelry, in his honour, known as Bacchanalia.
Hence the metaphorical application of the
English adjective to anything drunkenly
orgiastic.

bachelor [13] The ultimate origins of bachelor
are obscure, but by the time it first turned up, in
Old French bacheler (from a hypothetical

Vulgar Latin *baccalaris), it meant ‘squire’ or
‘young knight in the service of an older knight’.
This was the sense it had when borrowed into
English, and it is preserved, in fossilized form, in
knight  bachelor. ~ Subsequent  semantic
development was via ‘university graduate’ to, in
the late 14th century, ‘unmarried man’. A
resemblance to Old Irish bachlach ‘shepherd,
peasant’ (a derivative of Old Irish bachall ‘staft’,
from Latin baculum, source of English bacillus
and related to English bacteria) has led some to
speculate that the two may be connected.
English baccalaureate [17] comes via French
baccalauréat or medieval Latin baccalaureatus
from medieval Latin baccalaureus ‘bachelor’,
which was an alteration of an -earlier
baccalarius, perhaps owing to an association
with the ‘laurels’ awarded for academic success
(Latin bacca lauri meant literally ‘laurel berry’).

back [OE] Back goes back to a prehistoric West
and North Germanic *bakam, which was
represented in several pre-medieval and
medieval Germanic languages: Old High
German bah, for example, and Old Norse bak. In
most of them, however, it has been ousted by
relatives of English ridge, originally ‘spine’
(such as German riicken and Swedish rygg), and
only English retains back.

» BACON

backgammon [17] Backgammon appears to
mean literally ‘back game’, although the reason
for the name is far from clear (gammon had been
used since at least the early 18th century for a
particular type of victory in the game, but it is
hard to say whether the term for the victory came
from the term for the game, or vice versa). Either
way, gammon represents Old English gamen, the
ancestor of modern English game. The game
backgammon goes back far further than the 17th
century, of course, but before that it was called
tables in English.

» GAME

bacon [12] Originally, bacon meant literally
‘meat from a pig’s back’. It comes ultimately
from a prehistoric Germanic *bakkon, which
was related to *bakam, the source of English
back. It reached English via Frankish bdko and
Old French bacon, and at first meant ‘a side of
pig meat (fresh or cured)’. Gradually it narrowed
down to ‘a side of cured pig meat’ (bringing it
into competition with the Old English word
flitch, now virtually obsolete), and finally to
simply ‘cured pig meat’.

» BACK

bacterium [19] Bacterium was coined in the
1840s from Greek baktérion, a diminutive of
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bdktron ‘stick’, on the basis that the originally
discovered bacteria were rod-shaped. At first it
was sometimes anglicized to bactery, but the
Latin form has prevailed. Related, but a later
introduction, is bacillus [19]: this is a diminutive
of Latin baculum ‘stick’, and the term was again
inspired by the microorganism’s shape. Latin
baculum is also responsible, via Italian bacchio
and its diminutive form bacchetta, for the long
French loaf, the baguette.
» BACILLUS, BAGUETTE, DEBACLE, IMBECILE

bad [13] For such a common word, bad has a
remarkably clouded history. It does not begin to
appear in English until the end of the 13th
century, and has no apparent relatives in other
languages (the uncanny resemblance to Persian
bad is purely coincidental). The few clues we
have suggest a regrettably homophobic origin.
Old English had a pair of words, beddel and
bedling, which appear to have been derogatory
terms for homosexuals, with overtones of
sodomy. The fact that the first examples we have
of bad, from the late 13th and early 14th
centuries, are in the sense ‘contemptible,
worthless’ as applied to people indicates that the
connotations of moral depravity may have
become generalized from an earlier, specifically
anti-homosexual sense.

badger [16] The Old English term for a ‘badger’
was brock, a word of Celtic origin, and badger
does not begin to appear, somewhat
mysteriously, until the early 16th century. The
name has never been satisfactorily explained, but
perhaps the least implausible explanation is from
the word badge, in reference to the white stripes
on the animal’s forehead, as if it were wearing a
badge (a term originally applied to a distinctive
device worn by a knight for purposes of
recognition); the early spelling bageard suggests
that it may have been formed with the suffix
-ard, as in dullard and sluggard. (Badge itself is
of even more obscure origin; it first turns up in
Middle English, in the mid 14th century.) Other
early terms for the badger were bauson (14th—
18th centuries), from Old French bausen, and
grey (15th—17th centuries).

badminton [19] The game of ‘battledore and
shuttlecock’ has been around for some time (it
appears to go back to the 16th century; the word
battledore, which may come ultimately from
Portuguese batedor ‘beater’, first turns up in the
15th century, meaning ‘implement for beating
clothes when washing them’, but by the 16th
century is being used for a ‘small racket’; while
shuttlecock, so named because it is hit back and
forth, first appears in the early 16th century, in a
poem of John Skelton’s). This was usually a
fairly informal, improvised affair, however, and
latterly played mainly by children; the modern,
codified game of badminton did not begin until
the 1860s or 1870s, and takes its name from the
place where it was apparently first played,
Badminton House, Avon, country seat of the
dukes of Beaufort. (A slightly earlier application
of the word badminton had been to a cooling
summer drink, a species of claret cup.)

baffle [16] The etymology of baffle is
appropriately baffling. Two main candidates
have been proposed as a source. The first is the
medieval Scots verb bawchill or bauchle,
meaning ‘discredit publicly’. This fits in with the
way baffle was first used: ‘I will baffull your
good name, sound with the trumpet your
dishonour, and paint your pictor with the heeles
vpward, and beate it in despight of yourselfe’,
Churchyardes chippes 1570. The other strand is
represented by French bafouer ‘hoodwink,
deceive’, which perhaps comes from Old French
beffer. This corresponds more closely to the
present-day meaning of baffle, and it may well
be that there are two distinct words here.

bag [13] English acquired bag from Old Norse
baggi ‘bag, bundle’, but it does not appear in any
other Germanic language, which suggests that it
may have been borrowed at some point from a
non-Germanic language. Forms such as Old
French bague, Italian baga, and Portuguese
bagua show that it existed elsewhere. A
derivative of the Old French word was bagage,
from which in the 15th century English got
baggage; and Italian baga may have led, by a
doubling of diminutive suffixes, to bagatella
‘insignificant property, trifle’, which entered
English in the 17th century via French bagatelle
(although this has also been referred to Latin
bacca ‘berry’ — see BACHELOR).

» BAGATELLE, BAGGAGE

bail There are now three distinct words bail in
English, although they may all be related. Bail
‘money deposited as a guarantee when released’
[14] comes from Old French bail, a derivative of
the verb baillier ‘take charge of, carry’, whose
source was Latin bajulare ‘carry’, from bajulus
‘carrier’. Bail ‘remove water’ [13], also spelled
bale, probably comes ultimately from the same
source; its immediate antecedent was Old
French baille ‘bucket’, which perhaps went back
to a hypothetical Vulgar Latin *bdjula, a
feminine form of bdjulus. The bail on top of
cricket stumps [18] has been connected with
Latin bdjulus too — this could have been the
source of Old French bail ‘cross-beam’ (‘load-
carrying beam’), which could quite plausibly
have been applied to cricket bails; on the other
hand it may go back to Old French bail, baille
‘enclosed court’ (source of English bailey [13]),
which originally in English meant the
‘encircling walls of a castle’ but by the 19th
century at the latest had developed the sense ‘bar
for separating animals in a stable’.

» BAILEY

bailiff [13] Latin bGjulus meant literally ‘carrier’
(it is probably the ultimate source of English bail
in some if not all of its uses). It developed the

metaphorical meaning ‘person in charge,
administrator’, which  passed, via the
hypothetical ~ medieval  adjectival  form

*bajulivus, into Old French as baillif, and hence
into English.

» BAIL

bain-marie [19] In its origins, the bain-marie
was far from today’s innocuous domestic utensil
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ballast

for heating food over boiling water. It takes its
name from Mary, or Miriam, the sister of Moses,
who according to medieval legend was an adept
alchemist — so much so that she had a piece of
alchemical equipment named after her, ‘Mary’s
furnace’ (medieval Greek kaminos Marias).
This was mistranslated into medieval Latin as
balneum Mariae ‘Mary’s bath’, from which it
passed into French as bain-marie. English
originally borrowed the word in the 15th century,
in semi-anglicized form, as balneo of Mary. At
this time it still retained its original alchemical
meaning, but by the early 19th century, when
English adopted the French term, it had
developed its present-day use.

bairn see BEAR

bait [13] Etymologically, the verb bait means
‘cause to bite’. It comes from Old Norse beita, a
causative version of bita ‘bite’ (related to
English bite). This took two semantic paths in
English. In its aggressive mode, it meant literally
‘set dogs on someone’, and hence by figurative
extension ‘harrass, persecute’. More peaceably,
it signified ‘feed an animal’. And this sense of
‘food provided’ is reflected in the noun bait,
which comes partly from the verb, partly from
the related Old Norse nouns beit ‘pasturage’ and
beita ‘fish bait’.

Old Norse beita was probably borrowed into

Old French as beter, which with the prefix a-
produced abeter, source of English abetr [14],
originally meaning ‘urge on, incite’.

» ABET, BITE

bake [OE] The Old English verb bacan goes
back to a prehistoric Germanic base *bak-,
which also produced German backen, Dutch
bakken, and Swedish baka; its ultimate source
was the Indo-European base *bhog-, another
descendant of which was Greek phogein ‘roast’.
Derivatives of the English verb include batch
[15], which comes from Old English *becce,
literally ‘something baked’, and the name
Baxter, which originally meant ‘female baker’.

» BATCH

balance [13] The underlying etymological
meaning of balance is of a weighing apparatus
with ‘two pans’ for holding things. In Latin this
was a libra bilanx, literally ‘scales with two
pans’ — bilanx being compounded from bi- ‘two’
and lanx ‘plate, pan’. Bilanx passed, in its stem
from bilanc-, via Vulgar Latin *bilancia into Old
French balance, the source of the English word.

balcony [17] Balcony entered English from
Italian balcone, but it seems to be ultimately of
Germanic origin. It was probably borrowed into
Old Italian, with the meaning ‘scaffold’. from
Germanic *balkon ‘beam’, source of English
balk — perhaps from the notion of a platform or
scaffold being built from beams of timber,
although the connection is not altogether clear.

» BALK

bald [14] In Middle English times, bald was
ballede, which suggests that it may have been a
compound formed in Old English with the suffix
-ede ‘characterized by, having’. It has been
conjectured that the first element in the

compound was Old English *ball-, meaning
‘white patch’ or ‘blaze’ on an animal’s head; this
may be supported by isolated examples of the
use of the adjective to mean (of a horse) ‘white-
faced’ from the 16th to the 18th centuries, and by
the obsolete dialectal ball meaning both ‘white
patch on the head’ and ‘white-faced horse’. This
would have produced the Old English adjective
*beellede or *beallede, which, from ‘having a
white blaze’, progressed naturally in meaning to
‘hairless’.

The compounds piebald [16] and skewbald
[17] are both based on bald: piebald means
‘having black and white patches like a magpie’,
while skewbald may be based on Middle English
skew ‘(cloudy) skies’ or on Old French escu
‘shield’.

» PIEBALD, SKEWBALD

balk [OE] There are two separate strands of
meaning in balk, or baulk, as it is also spelled.
When it first entered English in the 9th century,
from Old Norse bdlkr, it meant a ‘ridge of land,
especially one between ploughed furrows’, from
which the modern sense ‘stumbling block,
obstruction’ developed. It is not until about 1300
that the meaning ‘beam of timber’ appears in
English, although it was an established sense of
the Old Norse word’s Germanic ancestor
*balkon (source also of English balcony). The
common element of meaning in these two
strands is something like ‘bar’, which may have
been present in the word’s ultimate Indo-
European base *bhalg- (possible source of
Greek phdlagx ‘log, phalanx’).

» BALCONY, PHALANX

ball There are two distinct words ball in English.
The ‘round object’ [13] comes via Old Norse
bollr from a prehistoric Germanic *balluz
(source also of bollock [OE], originally a
diminutive form). A related form was Germanic
*ballon, which was borrowed into Italian to give
palla ‘ball’, from which French probably
acquired balle. Derivatives of this branch of the
family to have reached English are balloon [16],
from French ballon or Italian ballone, and ballot
[16], from the Italian diminutive form ballotta
(originally from the use of small balls as
counters in secret voting). The Germanic stem
form *bal-, *bul- was also the ultimate source of
English bowl ‘receptacle’.

The ‘dancing’ ball [17] comes from French
bal, a derivative of the now obsolete verb
bal(l)er ‘dance’, which was descended via late
Latin ballare from Greek ballizein ‘dance’.
Related words in English include ballad(e) [14],
which came via Old French from Provengal
balada ‘song or poem to dance to’, and ballet.

» BALLON, BALLOT, BOLLOCK; BALLAD, BALLET

ballast [16] Originally, ballast appears to have
meant literally ‘bare load’ — that is, a load carried
by a ship simply for the sake of its weight, and
without any commercial value. English probably
acquired it, via Low German, from a
Scandinavian language; Old Swedish and Old
Danish had not only ballast but also barlast,
which appears to betray the word’s component



ballet

parts: bar, related to English bare, and last
‘burden” (Old English had hlest ‘burden’,
related to lade, which survived into the 20th
century as a measure of weight for various
commodities).
» BARE, LADE

ballet [17] Etymologically, a ballet is a ‘little
dance’. English acquired the word, via French
ballet, from Italian balletto, a diminutive of
ballo ‘dance’, related to English ball (the
diminutive of Italian balla ‘spherical ball’ is
ballotta, whence English ballot). The noun ballo
came from the verb ballare (a descendant via
late Latin ballare of Greek ballizein ‘dance’), of
which another derivative was ballerino ‘dancing
master’. The feminine form, ballerina, entered
English in the late 18th century. Balletomane
‘ballet enthusiast’ is a creation of the 1930s.

Another word ballet, also a diminutive,

exists, or at least existed, in English. It meant
‘little [spherical] ball’, and was used in the 18th
century as a technical term in heraldry.

» BALL

ballistic see PARABLE
balloon see BALL
ballot see BALL

ballyhoo [20] Ballyhoo remains an
etymological mystery, but there is no shortage of
suggested candidates as its source: an Irish
village called Ballyhooly; an old nautical slang
word ballyhoo meaning ‘unseaworthy vessel’,
which seems to have been an anglicization of
Spanish balahii ‘schooner’; and the bizarre late-
19th-century ballyhoo bird, a fake bird made of
wood and cardboard and intended to fool a bird-
hunter. None of them, alas, seems remotely
relevant to ballyhoo’s original American sense,
‘barker’s patter outside a circus tent, to
encourage people to enter’.

balm [13] In origin, balm and balsam are the
same word. Both come via Latin balsamum from
Greek bdlsamon, an ‘aromatic oily resin exuded
from certain trees’. Its ultimate source may have
been Hebrew basam ‘spice’. Latin balsamum
passed into Old French, and thence into English,
as basme or baume (hence the modern English
pronunciation), and in the 15th to 16th centuries
the Latin / was restored to the written form of the
word. The new borrowing balsam, direct from
Latin, was made in the 15th century.

» BALSAM

baluster [17] Etymologically, baluster and
banister are the same word. Both come
ultimately from Greek balaustion ‘pomegranate
flower’, which reached English via Latin
balaustium, Italian balaustro, and French
balustre. The reason for the application of the
term to the uprights supporting a staircase
handrail is that the lower part of a pomegranate
flower has a double curve, inwards at the top and
then bulging outwards at the bottom, similar to
the design of some early balusters. A balustrade
[17], from Italian balaustrata via French, is a
row of balusters. Already by the mid 17th

century a transformation of the / to an n had
taken place, producing the parallel banister.
» BALUSTRADE, BANISTER

bamboo [16] Bamboo appears to come from a
Malay word mambu. This was brought back to
Europe by the Portuguese explorers, and enjoyed
a brief currency in English from the 17th to the
18th century. However, for reasons no one can
explain, the initial m of this word became
changed to b, and it acquired an s at the end,
producing a form found in Latin texts of the time
as bambusa. This appears to have passed into
English via Dutch bamboes, so the earliest
English version of the word was bambos. As so
often happens in such cases, the final s was
misinterpreted as a plural ending, so it dropped
off to give the new ‘singular’ bamboo.

bamboozle [18] Bamboozle is a mystery word.
It first appears in 1703, in the writings of the
dramatist Colly Cibber, and seven years later it
was one of a list of the latest buzzwords cited by
Jonathan Swift in the Tatler (others included
bully, mob, and sham). It is probably a ‘cant’
term (a sort of low-life argot), and may perhaps
be of Scottish origin; there was a 17th-century
Scottish verb bombaze ‘perplex’, which may be
the same word as bombace, literally ‘padding,
stuffing’, but metaphorically ‘inflated language’
(the variant form bombast has survived into
modern English).

» BOMBAST

ban [OE] Ban is one of a widespread group of
words in the European languages. Its ultimate
source is the Indo-European base *bha-, which
also gave English fame (from a derivative of
Latin farr ‘speak’) and phase (from Greek
phasis). The Germanic offshoot of the Indo-
European base, and source of the English word,
was *bannan, which originally probably meant
simply ‘speak, proclaim’. This gradually
developed through ‘proclaim with threats’ to
‘put a curse on’, but the sense ‘prohibit’ does not
seem to have arisen until as late as the 19th
century.

The Germanic base *bann- was borrowed
into Old French as the noun ban ‘proclamation’.
From there it crossed into English and probably
mingled with the cognate English noun, Middle
English iban (the descendant of Old English
gebann). It survives today in the plural form
banns ‘proclamation of marriage’. The adjective
derived from OId French ban was banal,
acquired by English in the 18th century. It
originally meant ‘of compulsory military
service’ (from the word’s basic sense of
‘summoning by proclamation’); this was
gradually generalized through ‘open to
everyone’ to ‘commonplace’.

» BANAL, BANDIT, BANISH, CONTRABAND, FAME,
PHASE

banana [16] Banana comes from a West African
language — possibly Wolof, a language of the
Niger-Congo family, spoken in Senegal and the
Gambia. The original European discoverers of
the word — and the fruit — were the Spanish and
Portuguese, who passed them on to England.



49

bantam

The term bananas ‘mad’ is 20th-century, but its
origins are obscure; some have compared
banana oil, a 20th-century slang term for ‘mad
talk, nonsense’.

band There are two distinct words band in
English, but neither of them goes back as far as
Old English. The one meaning ‘group of people’
[15] comes from OIld French bande, but is
probably Germanic in ultimate origin; the
specific sense ‘group of musicians’ developed in
the 17th century. Band ‘strip’ [13] comes from
Germanic *bindan, source of English bind, but
reached English in two quite separate phases. It
first came via Old Norse band, in the sense
‘something that ties or constrains’; this replaced
Old English bend, also from Germanic *bindan
(which now survives only as a heraldic term, as
in bend sinister), but is now itself more or less
obsolete, having been superseded by bond, a
variant form. But then in the 15th century it
arrived again, by a different route: Old French
had bande ‘strip, stripe’, which can be traced
back, perhaps via a Vulgar Latin *binda, to the
same ultimate source, Germanic *bindan.

» BEND, BIND, BOND, BUNDLE, RIBBON

bandit [16] Etymologically, a bandit is someone
who has been ‘banished’ or outlawed. The word
was borrowed from Italian bandito, which was a
nominal use of the past participle of the verb
bandire ‘ban’. The source of this was Vulgar
Latin *bannire, which was formed from the
borrowed Germanic base *bann- ‘proclaim’
(from which English gets ban). Meanwhile, in
Old French, bannire had produced banir, whose
lengthened stem form baniss- gave English
banish [14].

» BAN, BANISH

bandy [16] To ‘bandy words with someone’ may
go back to an original idea of ‘banding together
to oppose others’. The word comes from French
bander ‘oppose’, which is possibly a derivative
of bande ‘group, company’ (source of English
band). The rather complex semantic
development goes from ‘taking sides’, through
‘opposing a third party’, ‘exchanging blows’,
‘exchanging hits’ (in the 16th and 17th centuries
it was a term in tennis), to ‘exchanging hostile
words’.

The adjective bandy [17], as in ‘bandy legs’,
probably comes from the noun bandy ‘curved
stick used in an early form of hockey’ (the game
was also known as bandy). It may ultimately be
related to the verb bandy, the connection being
the notion of knocking a ball to and fro.

» BAND

banish see BANDIT

banister see BALUSTER

banjo [18] The origins of banjo are uncertain,
but its likeliest source seems to be bandore, the
name of a 16th-century stringed instrument
similar to the lute. It has been argued that in the
speech of Southern US blacks, amongst whom
the banjo originated, bandore became banjo,
perhaps under the influence of mbanza, a term
for a similar instrument in the Kimbundu
language of Northern Angola (although it might

be more plausible to suggest that mbanza is the
immediate source, altered by English-speakers
more familiar with bandore).

Bandore itself appears to be a variant of
pandore or pandora, which comes from Greek
pandoura ‘three-stringed lute’. A more far-
reaching modification produced mandore,
likewise a term for a lutelike instrument. The
Italian version of the word, mandola, is familiar
in English from its diminutive form, which has
given us mandolin [18].

» MANDOLIN

bank [12] The various disparate meanings of
modern English bank all come ultimately from
the same source, Germanic *bangk-, but they
have taken different routes to reach us. Earliest
to arrive was ‘ridge, mound, bordering slope’,
which came via a hypothetical Old Norse
*banki. Then came ‘bench’ [13] (now obsolete
except in the sense ‘series of rows or tiers’ — as
in a typewriter’s bank of keys); this arrived from
Old French banc, which was originally
borrowed from Germanic *bangk- (also the
source of English bench). Finally came
‘moneylender’s counter’ [15], whose source was
either French banque or Italian banca — both in
any case deriving ultimately once again from
Germanic *bangk-. The current sense, ‘place
where money is kept’, developed in the 17th
century.

The derived bankrupt [16] comes originally
from Italian banca rotta, literally ‘broken
counter’ (rotta is related to English bereave and
rupture); in early times a broken counter or
bench was symbolic of an insolvent
moneylender.

The diminutive of Old French banc was
banquet ‘little bench’ (perhaps modelled on
Italian banchetto), from which English gets
banquet [15]. It has undergone a complete
reversal in meaning over the centuries; originally
it signified a ‘small snack eaten while seated on
a bench (rather than at table)’.

» BENCH

banner [13] Banner is of Germanic origin, but it
reached English via Latin. Early forms which
show its Germanic antecedents are Gothic
bandwo ‘sign’ and the related Old Norse benda
‘give a sign’, but at some stage it was acquired
by Latin, as bandum ‘standard’. This passed via
Vulgar Latin *bandaria into various Romance
languages, in some of which the influence of
derivatives of Germanic *bann- (source of
English ban) led to the elimination of the d.
Hence Old French baniere and Anglo-Norman
banere, source of English banner.

» BAN

bantam [18] When these diminutive chickens
were first imported into Europe in the middle of
the 18th century, it was thought that they had
originated in a village called Bantam in Java,
now in Indonesia, and they were named
accordingly. This version of their history has
never been firmly established, but the name
stuck. Bantamweight as a category of boxing
weights dates from the 1880s.



banyan

banyan [17] Banyan originally meant ‘Hindu
trader’. It is an arabization of Gujarati vaniyan
‘traders’, which comes ultimately from Sanskrit
vanija ‘merchant’ (the Portuguese version,
banian, produced an alternative English
spelling). When European travellers first visited
Bandar Abbas, a port on the Persian Gulf, they
found there a pagoda which the banyans had
built in the shade of a large Indian fig tree. They
immediately applied the name banyan to this
particular tree, and the term later widened to
include all such trees.

baptize [13] The underlying notion of baptize is
of ‘dipping’, as those baptized were originally
(and sometimes still are) immersed in water. It
comes from Greek bdptein ‘dip’, whose
derivative baptizein ‘baptize’ passed via Latin
baptizare and Old French baptiser into English.
Old Norse kafa ‘dive’ is a Germanic relative.

bar [12] The history of bar cannot be traced back
very far. Forms in various Romance languages,
such as French barre (source of the English
verb) and Italian and Spanish barra, point to a
Vulgar Latin *barra, but beyond that nothing is
known. The original sense of a ‘rail” or ‘barrier’
has developed various figurative applications
over the centuries: in the 14th century to the ‘rail
in a court before which a prisoner was arraigned’
(as in ‘prisoner at the bar’); in the 16th century
to a ‘partition separating qualified from
unqualified lawyers in hall’ (as in ‘call to the
bar’); and also in the 16th century to a ‘counter
at which drink is served’.

Related nouns include barrage [19],
originally an ‘artificial obstruction in a
waterway’, and barrier [14], from Anglo-
Norman barrere.

» BARRAGE, BARREL, BARRIER, BARRISTER,
EMBARGO
barb see BEARD

barbarous [15] Originally, a barbarous person
was a ‘foreigner’, anyone who did not speak
your own language. Greek bdrbaros meant
‘foreign, ignorant’, and it has been speculated
that its ultimate signification was ‘unable to
speak intelligibly’ (the related Sanskrit barbaras
meant ‘stammering’). English acquired the word
from Latin barbarus, a modified Vulgar Latin
version of which, *brabus, produced Italian
bravo and hence, via French, English brave.

» BRAVE

barbecue [17] Barbecue originated in the
language of the now extinct Taino people of the
West Indies. It first emerges in the Haitian creole
term barbacoa, which meant simply ‘wooden
framework’ (used for other purposes than
roasting meat — for example, as a bed). American
Spanish adopted the word, and passed it on to
English. Compare BUCCANEER.

barbel see BEARD

barber see BEARD

bard [14] Bard is of Celtic origin. A prehistoric
Old Celtic *bardos produced Scottish and Irish
Gaelic bdrd and Welsh bardd, which meant
‘poet-singer’. It appears to have been the
Scottish form which introduced the word into

English, in the sense ‘strolling minstrel’. The
modern, more elevated meaning ‘poet’ is 17th-
century.

bare [OE] Bare is an ancient word, traceable
back to an Indo-European *bhosos. Descendants
of this in non-Germanic languages include
Lithuanian basas ‘barefoot’, but for the most
part it is the Germanic languages that have
adopted the word. Germanic *bazaz produced
German and Swedish bar, Dutch baar, and, via
Old English beer, modern English bare.

bargain [14] Bargain appears to be distantly
related to borrow. Its immediate source was Old
French bargaignier ‘haggle’, but this was
probably borrowed from Germanic *borganjan,
a derivative of *borgun (from which ultimately
we get borrow). The sense development may
have been as follows: originally ‘look after,
protect’ (the related Germanic *burg- produced
English borough, which to begin with meant
‘fortress’, and bury); then ‘take on loan,
borrow’; then ‘take or give’; and hence ‘trade,
haggle, bargain’.

» BELFREY, BOROUGH, BORROW, BURY

barge [13] Barge comes in the first instance from
Old French barge, but speculation has pushed it
further back to medieval Latin *barica, which
would have derived from bdris, a Greek word for
an Egyptian boat. This hypothetical *barica
would have been a by-form of late Latin barca,
which came into English via Old French as
barque, also spelled bark, ‘sailing vessel’ [15]
(source of embark). The metaphorical use of the
verb barge, ‘move clumsily or rudely’, is barely
a hundred years old; it comes from the
ponderous progress made by barges.

» BARK, BARQUE, EMBARK

baritone see GRAVITY
barium see GRAVITY

barley [OE] The Old English word for ‘barley’
was bere or bere. It came from an Indo-
European base *bhar- which also gave Latin
farina ‘flour’ (from which English gets
farinaceous [17]) and Old Norse farr ‘barley’.
Barley (Old English berlic) was in fact
originally an adjective formed from this (like
princely based on prince), and it was not until
the early twelfth century that it came to be used
as a noun.

A barn [OE] was originally a building for
storing barley. The Old English word ber(e)n
was a compound formed from bere and ern or
cern ‘house’ (which may be related to English
rest).

» BARN, FARINACEOUS, FARRAGO

barnacle [12] The term barnacle was originally
applied to a type of goose, Branta leucopsis,
which according to medieval legend grew on
trees or on logs of wood. Various fanciful
versions of its reproductive cycle existed, among
them that it emerged from a fruit or that it grew
attached to a tree by its beak, but the most
tenacious was that it developed inside small
shellfish attached to wood, rocks, etc by the
seashore. Hence by the end of the 16th century
the term had come to be applied to these



51

basket

shellfish, and today that is its main sense. The
word was originally bernak (it gained its -le
ending in the 15th century) and came from
medieval Latin bernaca, but its ultimate source
is unknown.

baron [12] The earliest historical sense of baron,
‘tenant under the feudal system who held his
land and title directly from the king’, can be
traced back to its probable source, medieval
Latin baro, which originally meant simply
‘man’, and hence ‘vassal’ or ‘retainer’. The word
was of course brought into English by the
Normans, as Anglo-Norman barun, and from
earliest times was used as a title for someone
belonging to the lowest order of peerage. Some
have suggested an ultimate Germanic origin, and
compared Old High German baro ‘freeman’.

barque see EMBARK

barrage sce BAR

barricade [17] 12 May 1588 was known as la
journée des barricades ‘the day of the
barricades’, because in the course of
disturbances in Paris during the Huguenot wars,
large barrels (French barriques) filled with
earth, cobblestones, etc were hauled into the
street on that day to form barricades — and the
term has stuck ever since. Barrigue itself was
borrowed from Spanish barrica ‘cask’, which
was formed from the same stem as that from
which English gets barrel [14]. It has been
speculated that this was Vulgar Latin *barra
‘bar’, on the basis that barrels are made of ‘bars’
or ‘staves’.

» BAR, BARREL

barrier see BAR

barrister [16] A barrister is a lawyer who has
been ‘called to the bar’ — that is, admitted to
plead as an advocate in the superior courts of
England and Wales. This notion derives from the
ancient practice of having in the inns of court a
partition separating senior members from
students, which  barrier the students
metaphorically passed when they qualified. The
ending -ister was probably added on the analogy
of such words as minister and chorister.

» BAR

barrow [OE] Barrow for carrying things and
barrow the burial mound are two distinct words
in English. The barrow of wheelbarrow is
related to bear ‘carry’. The Old English word,
bearwe, came from the same Germanic base,
*ber- or *bar-, as produced bear, and also bier.
Barrow the burial mound, as erected by ancient
peoples over a grave site, is related to German
berg ‘mountain, hill’. The Old English word,
beorg, came from prehistoric Germanic *bergaz.

» BEAR, BIER

base There are two distinct words base in
English. Base meaning ‘lower part, foundation’
[14] came either via Old French base or was a
direct anglicization of Latin basis (acquired by
English in its unaltered form at around the same
time). The Latin word in its turn came from
Greek bdsis, which meant originally ‘step’ and
came ultimately from the Indo-European base
*gwm-, from which English gets come; the

semantic progression involved was ‘going,
stepping’ to ‘that on which one walks or stands’
to ‘pedestal’. The derivative basement [18] is
Italian in origin (Italian basamento means ‘base
of a column’), but probably reached English via
early modern Dutch basement ‘foundation’.
Base meaning ‘low’ [14] comes via Old

French bas from medieval Latin bassus ‘short,
low’. The ultimate antecedents of this are
uncertain, although some have suggested a
connection with bdsson, the comparative form of
Greek bathiis ‘deep’. The adjective bass is
historically the same word as base, but since the
16th century has been distinguished from it by
spelling.

» BASIS; BASS

bashful see ABASH

basilisk [14] Greek basiliskos meant literally
‘little king’ — it was a diminutive of basiléus
‘king’, source also of English basil [15]
(probably from the herb’s use by the Greeks in
certain royal potions) and of English basilica
[16] (a church built originally on the plan of a
royal palace). The Greeks used it for a ‘gold-
crested wren’, but also for a type of serpent, and
it is this latter use which developed into the
fabulous monster of classical and medieval
times, whose breath and glance could kill. The
name was said by Pliny to be based on the fact
that the basilisk had a crown-shaped mark on its
head.

» BASIL, BASILICA

basin [13] Basin comes via Old French bacin
from medieval Latin *bacchinus, a derivative of
Vulgar Latin *bacca ‘water vessel’, which may
originally have been borrowed from Gaulish.
The Old French diminutive bacinet produced
English basiner ‘helmet’ [14] and, with a
modification of the spelling, bassinette ‘cradle’
[19], which was originally applied in French to
any vaguely basin-shaped object.

» BASINET, BASSINETTE

bask [14] When English first acquired this word,
probably from Old Norse bathask, it was in the
sense ‘wallow in blood’: ‘seeing his brother
basking in his blood’, John Lydgate, Chronicles
of Troy 1430. It was not until the 17th century
that the modern sense ‘lie in pleasant warmth’
became established: ‘a fool, who laid him down,
and basked him in the sun’, Shakespeare, As You
Like It 1600. The word retains connotations of its
earliest literal sense ‘bathe’ — Old Norse bathask
was the reflexive form of batha ‘bathe’.

» BATHE

basket [13] Basker is something of a mystery
word. It turns up in the 13th century in Old
French and Anglo-Norman as basket and in
Anglo-Latin as baskettum, but how it got there is
far from clear. Some have suggested that Latin
bascauda ‘washing tub’, said by the Roman
writer Martial to be of British origin (and
thought by some etymologists to be possibly of
Celtic origin), may be connected with it in some
way, but no conclusive proof of this has ever
been found.
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bass Bass the fish [15] and bass the musical term
[15] are of course completely unrelated words,
with different pronunciations. Bass meaning ‘of
the lowest register’ is simply a modified spelling
of the adjective base, under the influence of
Italian basso. Related words are bassoon [18],
from French basson, and basset-horn [19], a
partial translation of Italian corno di bassetto,
literally ‘bass horn’.

The bass is a spiny-finned fish, and it may be
that its name is related to Old English byrst
‘bristle’. The Old English term for the fish was
beers, which survived dialectally until the 19th
century in the form barse, and it is thought that
it goes back to a Germanic base *bars- (source
of German barsch); this may be cognate with
*bors-, from which Old English byrst came. In
the 15th century, barse underwent some sort of
phonetic mutation to produce bass.

» BASE, BASSOON

bassinette sec BASIN

bastard [13] The idea underlying the word
bastard appears to be that of a child born of an
impromptu sexual encounter on an improvised
bed, for it seems to echo Old French fils de bast,
literally ‘packsaddle son’, that is, one conceived
on a packsaddle pillow. If this is the case, the
word goes back to medieval Latin bastum
‘packsaddle’, whose ultimate source was Greek
bastdzein ‘carry’; this passed via Old French
bast, later bat, into late Middle English as bat,
which now survives only in batman [18]. The
derived form is first found in medieval Latin as
bastardus, and this reached English via Old
French bastard. Its modern usage as a general
term of abuse dates from the early 19th century.

» BATMAN

baste There are two separate verbs baste in
English, one meaning ‘sew loosely’ [14], the
other ‘moisten roasting meat with fat’ [15]. The
first comes from Old French bastir, which was
acquired from a hypothetical Germanic *bastjan
‘join together with bast’. This was a derivative of
*bastaz, from which English gets bast ‘plant
fibre’ [OE]. The origin of the second is far more
obscure. It may come from an earlier base, with
the past form based being interpreted as the
present tense or infinitive.

bat Bart as in ‘cricket bat’ [OE] and bat the animal
[16] come from entirely different sources. Bat
the wooden implement first appears in late Old
English as batt ‘cudgel’, but it is not clear where
it ultimately came from. Some have postulated a
Celtic source, citing Gaulish andabata
‘gladiator’, which may be related to English
battle and Russian bat ‘cudgel’, but whatever the
word’s origins, it seems likely that at some point
it was influenced by Old French batte, from
battre ‘beat’.

The flying bat is an alteration of Middle
English backe, which was borrowed from a
Scandinavian language. The word is represented
in Old Swedish natbakka ‘night bat’, and
appears to be an alteration of an earlier -blaka, as
in Old Norse lethrblaka, literally ‘leather-
flapper’. If this is so, bat would mean

etymologically ‘flapper’, which would be of a
piece with other names for the animal,
particularly German fledermaus ‘fluttermouse’
and English flittermouse, which remained a
dialectal word for ‘bat’ into the 20th century. It
is unusual for the name of such a common
animal not to go right back to Old English; in
this case the Old English word was hréremiis,
which survived dialectally into the 20th century
as rearmouse.
» BATTLE

batch see BAKE

bath [OE] Bath is a word widely dispersed
among the Germanic languages (German has
bad, as does Swedish). Like the others, Old
English beth goes back to a hypothetical
Germanic *batham, which perhaps derives from
the base *ba- (on the suffix -th see BIRTH). If this
is so, it would be an indication (backed up by
other derivatives of the same base, such as bake,
and cognate words such as Latin fovere ‘heat’,
source of English foment) that the original
notion contained in the word was of ‘heat’ rather
than ‘washing’. This is preserved in the steam
bath and the Turkish bath. The original verbal
derivative was bathe, which goes back to
Germanic *bathon (another derivative of which,
Old Norse batha, had a reflexive form bathask,
which probably lies behind English bask); use of
bath as a verb dates from the 15th century.

» BASK, BATHE

bathos [18] Bathos, the descent from the sub-
lime to the commonplace, means etymologically
‘depth’. It represents Greek bdthos, a derivative
of the adjective bathiis ‘deep’ (which has also
given English such technical terms as bathyal ‘of
the deep sea’, bathymetry, bathyscaphe, and
bathysphere). The use of the word in English
seems to have been initiated by the poet
Alexander Pope (1688—1744), in his Bathos.

batman see BASTARD

battalion see BATTLE

battery [16] The original meaning of battery in
English was literally ‘hitting’, as in assault and
battery. It came from Old French batterie, a
derivative of batre, battre ‘beat’ (from which
English also gets batter [14]). The ultimate
source of this, and of English battle, was Latin
battuere ‘beat’. The development of the word’s
modern diversity of senses was via
‘bombardment by artillery’, to ‘unit of artillery’,
to ‘electric cell’: it seems that this last meaning
was inspired by the notion of ‘discharge of
electricity’ rather than ‘connected series of
cells’.

» BATTER, BATTLE

battle [13] English acquired battle via Old
French bataille and Vulgar Latin *battalia from
late Latin battualia ‘fencing exercises’. This was
a derivative of the verb battuere ‘beat’ (source
also of English batter and battery), which some
have viewed as of Celtic origin, citing Gaulish
andabata ‘gladiator’, a possible relative of
English bat. Related words include battalion
[16], ultimately from Italian battaglione, a
derivative of battaglia ‘battle’; battlements [14],
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from OIld French batailler ‘provide with
batailles — fortifications or battlements’; and
derivatives such as abate, combat, and debate.

» ABATE, BAT, BATTALION, BATTERY, COMBAT,
DEBATE

bawdy [15] The adjective bawdy appears on the
scene relatively late, but it is a derivative of bawd
‘prostitute’ or ‘madam’, which entered English
in the 14th century. Its origins are not altogether
clear, but it appears to have come from the Old
French adjective baud ‘lively, merry, bold’,
which in turn was probably acquired from
Germanic *bald-, source of English bold.

» BOLD

bay There are no fewer than six distinct words
bay in English. The ‘sea inlet’ [14] comes via
Old French baie from Old Spanish bahia. Bay as
in bay leaf [14] comes from a different Old
French word baie, whose source was Latin bdca
‘berry’. The ‘reddish-brown colour of a horse’
[14] comes via Old French bai from Latin
badius, which is related to Old Irish buide
‘yellow’. The ‘recessed area or compartment’
[14] comes from yet another Old French baie, a
derivative of the verb bayer ‘gape, yawn’, from
medieval Latin batare (English acquired abash
and abeyance from the same source, and it may
also be represented in the first syllable of
beagle). Bay ‘bark’ [14] comes from Old French
abaiier, in which the element -bai- probably
originated as an imitation of a dog howling. And
it is the source of bay as in at bay [13] (from Old
French abai), the underlying idea of which is
that of a hunted animal finally turning and facing
its barking pursuers.

» ABASH, ABEYANCE, BEAGLE

bayonet [17] Bayonet comes from French
bayonette, an early spelling of what is now
baionette. The French term is traditionally
derived from Bayonne, the name of a town and
port on the southwest coast of France, near
Biarritz, where bayonets were supposedly first
used by Basques of the area, in the 17th century.
But this etymology is not universally accepted,
and some have noted the resemblance to Old
French bayon ‘crossbow bolt’.

bazaar [16] Bazaar is a word of Persian origin;
it comes from Persian bazar ‘market’ (whose
ultimate source was a prehistoric Old Persian
*abécharish), and reached English via Turkish
and Italian (whence the early English form
bazarro). Many fanciful spellings competed in
16th- and 17th-century English, including
buzzard.

be [OE] There are four distinct components that
go to make up the modern English verb be. The
infinitive form be comes ultimately from an
Indo-European base *bheu-, *bhu-, which also
produced, by other routes, future and physical.
Its Germanic descendant was *bu-, which
signified on the one hand ‘dwell’ (from which
we get booth, bower, byre, build, burly, byelaw,
and the final element of neighbour), and on the
other hand ‘grow, become’, which led to its
adoption as part of the verb expressing ‘being’

(in Old English particularly with the future sense
of ‘coming to be’).

Am and is go back to the ancient Indo-
European verb ‘be’, *es- or *s-, which has
contributed massively to ‘be’ verbs throughout
all Indo-European languages (third person
present singulars Greek esti, Latin est, French
est, German ist, Sanskrit dsti, Welsh ys, for
example) The Indo-European first and third
person singular forms were, respectively, ésmi
and ésti.

For the present plural Old English used the
related sind(on) (as found in Latin sunt, French
sont, and German sind), but this died out in the
12th century, to be replaced by are, which comes
from a Germanic base *ar- of unknown origin.
From the same source is the now archaic second
person singular art.

The past tense forms was, were come
ultimately from an Indo-European base *wes-
which meant ‘dwell, remain’. Related words in
other Indo-European languages include Sanskrit
vdsati ‘dwell, remain’ and Gothic wisan
‘remain, continue’.

» BOOTH, BOWER, BUILD, BURLY, BYELAW, BYRE

beach [16] Beach is a mystery word. When it
first turns up, in the dialect of the southeast
corner of England, it means ‘shingle’; and since
long stretches of the seashore in Sussex and Kent
are pebbly, it is a natural extension that the word
for ‘shingle’ should come to be used for ‘shore’.
Its ultimate source is obscure, but some
etymologists have suggested a connection with
Old English beece or bece ‘stream’ (a relative of
English beck [14]), on the grounds that the new
meaning could have developed from the notion
of the ‘pebbly bed of a stream’.

» BECK

beacon [OE] In Old English, beacen meant
simply ‘sign’; it did not develop its modern
senses ‘signal fire’ and ‘lighthouse’ until the
14th century. Its source is West Germanic
*baukna, from which English also gets beckon
[OE].

» BECKON

bead [13] The word bead originally meant
‘prayer’. It comes ultimately from Germanic
*beth-, source also of English bid. This passed
into Old English as gebed, which by the 13th
century had lost its prefix to become bede.
(German has the parallel gebet ‘prayer’.) The
modern sense ‘small pierced decorative ball’
developed in the 14th century, from the use of a
string of rosary beads for counting while saying
one’s prayers.

» BID

beadle see BID

beagle [15] The likeliest source of beagle
appears to be Old French becgueule ‘noisy
person’ (the supposition is that the dog had the
term applied to it because of its loud bark).
Becgueule itself was probably a compound
formed from beer ‘gape, yawn’ (source also of
English abash and abeyance and, in its later
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form bayer, of English bay ‘recessed area’) and
gueule ‘throat’ (related to English guller).
» ABASH, ABEYANCE, BAY, BULLET

beak [13] English acquired beak via Old French
bec from Latin beccus, which was probably
borrowed from some Gaulish word (the original
Latin word for ‘beak’ was rostrum). The Roman
historian Suetonius (c. 69—140 AD) tells of one
Antonius Primus, a native of Toulouse, who was
nicknamed as a boy Beccus, ‘thatis, hen’s beak’.
The Old English term for ‘beak’ was bile ‘bill’.

» SOUBRIQUET

beaker [14] The immediate source of beaker was
Old Norse bikarr. It is widespread in the West
Germanic languages (German has becher, for
instance), and it seems likely that Old Norse
acquired it from Old Saxon bikeri. But it was
borrowed into prehistoric West Germanic from
medieval Latin bicarius, which in turn goes back
to Greek bikos ‘earthenware jug’ (ultimate
source of English pitcher [13]).

» PITCHER

beam [OE] In Old English times the word beam
(like modern German baum) meant ‘tree’ — a
signification preserved in tree-names such as
hornbeam and whitebeam. But already before
the year 1000 the extended meanings we are
familiar with today — ‘piece of timber’ and ‘ray
of light” — had started to develop. Related forms
in other Germanic languages (which include, as
well as German baum, Dutch boom, from which
English gets boom ‘spar’ [16]) suggest a West
Germanic ancestor *bauma, but beyond that all
is obscure.

» BOOM

bean [OE] The word bean (Old English béan)
has relatives in several Germanic languages
(German bohne, Dutch boon, Swedish bona),
pointing to a common West and North Germanic
source *baund, but that is as far back in history
as we can pursue it.

Beanfeast [19] apparently derived from the
practice of serving bacon and beans (or,
according to some, bean geese, a species of
goose) at the annual dinners given by firms to
their employees in the 19th century. Beano,
originally a printers’ abbreviation, appears
towards the end of the 19th century.

bear [OE] The two English words bear ‘carry’
and bear the animal come from completely
different sources. The verb, Old English beran,
goes back via Germanic *ber- to Indo-European
*bher-, which already contained the two central
meaning elements that have remained with its
offspring ever since, ‘carry’ and ‘give birth’. It is
the source of a very large number of words in the
Indo-European languages, including both
Germanic (German gebdren ‘give birth’,
Swedish bord ‘birth’) and non-Germanic (Latin
ferre and Greek phérein ‘bear’, source of
English fertile and amphora [17], and Russian
brat ‘seize’). And a very large number of other
English words are related to it: on the ‘carrying’
side, barrow, berth, bier, burden, and possibly
brim; and on the ‘giving birth’ side, birth itself
and bairn ‘child’ [16]. Borne and born come

from boren, the Old English past participle of
bear; the distinction in usage between the two
(borne for ‘carried’, born for ‘given birth’) arose
in the early 17th century.

Etymologically, the bear is a ‘brown animal’.
Old English bera came from West Germanic
*hero (whence also German bér and Dutch
beer), which may in turn go back to Indo-
European *bheros, related to English brown.
The poetic name for the bear, bruin [17], follows
the same semantic pattern (it comes from Dutch
bruin ‘brown’), and beaver  means
etymologically ‘brown animal’ too.

» AMPHORA, BAIRN, BARROW, BERTH, BIER, BORN,
BURDEN, FERTILE, FORTUNE, PARAPHERNALIA,
SUFFER; BROWN

beard [OE] Old English beard came from West
Germanic *bartha, which was also the source of
German bart and Dutch baard. A close relative
of this was Latin barba ‘beard’, which gave
English barb [14] (via Old French barbe),
barber [13] (ultimately from medieval Latin
barbator, originally a ‘beard-trimmer’), and
barbel [14], a fish with sensitive whisker-like
projections round its mouth (from late Latin
barbellus, a diminutive form of barbus ‘barbel’,
which was derived from barba).

» BARB, BARBER

beast [13] Beast replaced deer as the general
word for ‘animal’ in the 13th century (deer of
course remained in use for antlered animals of
the family Cervidae), and was itself replaced by
animal in the 17th century. It entered English via
Old French beste from Latin béstia (source of
English bestial [14]).

» BESTIAL

beat [OE] Old English béatan and the related Old
Norse bauta may be traced back to a prehistoric
Germanic *bautan. It has been conjectured that
this could be connected with *fu-, the base of
Latin confutare and refiitare (source respectively
of English confute [16] and refute [16]) and of
Latin fustis ‘club’ (from which English gets fusty
[14]).

» BEETLE, CONFUTE, FUSTY, REFUTE

beauty [13] Beauty came via Anglo-Norman
beute and Old French bealte from Vulgar Latin
*pellitas, a derivative of Latin bellus ‘beautiful’
(this developed from an earlier, unrecorded
*dwenolos, a diminutive form of Old Latin
*duenos, *duonos, which is related to Latin
bonus ‘good’ — source of English bonus [18],
bounty [13], and bounteous [14]). Other English
words from the same ultimate source are beau
[17] and its feminine form belle [17]; beatific
[17], which comes from Latin bedtus ‘blessed,
happy’, the past participle of the verb beare, a
relative of bellus; embellish; and bibelot ‘small
ornament’ [19], originally a French word based
ultimately on *belbel, a reduplication of Old
French bel ‘beautiful’. English beautiful is 15th
century.

» BEAU, BELLE, BEATIFIC, BIBELOT, BONUS,
BOUNTY, EMBELLISH

beaver [OE] Like bear, beaver appears to mean
etymologically ‘brown animal’. Old English



beetle

beofor or befor came from a prehistoric West
and North Germanic *bebruz, which in turn
went back to an Indo-European *bhebhriis, a
derivative of the base *bhru- ‘brown’. Other
words for ‘beaver’ from the same source include
Czech bobr, Lithuanian bebriis, and Latin fiber.

because [14] Because originated in the phrase
by cause, which was directly modelled on
French par cause. Atfirst it was always followed
by of or by a subordinate clause introduced by
that or why: ‘“The Holy Ghost was not yet given;
because that Jesus was not yet glorified’, St
John’s Gospel, 7:39, 1611. But already by the
end of the 14th century that and why were
beginning to be omitted, leaving because to
function as a conjunction, a move which would
perhaps have exercised contemporary linguistic
purists as much as ‘The reason is because ...’
does today. The abbreviated form ’cause first
appears in print in the 16th century.

» CAUSE

beckon see BEACON

become [OE] Become is a compound verb
found in other Germanic languages (German
bekommen, for instance, and Dutch bekomen),
which points to a prehistoric Germanic source
*bikweman, based on *kweman, source of
English come. Originally it meant simply ‘come,
arrive’, but the modern senses ‘come to be’ and
‘be suitable’ had developed by the 12th century.
A parallel semantic development occurred in
French: Latin dévenire meant ‘come’, but its
modern French descendant devenir means
‘become’.

» COME

bed [OE] Bed is common throughout the
Germanic languages (German bett, Dutch bed),
and comes from a prehistoric Germanic
*bathjam. Already in Old English times the
word meant both ‘place for sleeping’ and ‘area
for growing plants’, and if the latter is primary, it
could mean that the word comes ultimately from
the Indo-European base *bhodh-, source of
Latin fodere ‘dig’ (from which English gets
fosse and fossil), and that the underlying notion
of a bed was therefore originally of a sleeping
place dug or scraped in the ground, like an
animal’s lair.

» FOSSE, FOSSIL

bedizen see DISTAFF

bedlam [15] The word bedlam is a contraction of
Bethlehem. It comes from the Hospital of St
Mary of Bethlehem founded in 1247 by Simon
FitzMary, Sheriff of London, as the Priory of St
Mary Bethlehem. Situated outside Bishopsgate,
in the City of London, the hospital began to
admit mental patients in the late 14th century. In
the 16th century it officially became a lunatic
asylum. The word bedlam came to be used for
any ‘madhouse’, and by extension for a ‘scene of
noisy confusion’, in the 17th century.

bee [OE] Old English béo ‘bee’ came from a
prehistoric West and North Germanic *bion,
source also of German biene, Dutch bij, and
Swedish bi, which may all be traceable back to
an Indo-European base *bhi- ‘quiver’. This, if it

is true, means that the bee was originally named
as the ‘quivering’, or perhaps ‘humming’ insect.
Latin fucus ‘drone’ appears to be related.

beech [OE] Like many other tree-names, beech
goes back a long way into the past, and is not
always what it seems. Among early relatives
Latin fagus meant ‘beech’ (whence the tree’s
modern scientific name), but Greek phdagds, for
example, referred to an ‘edible oak’. Both come
from a hypothetical Indo-European *bhagos,
which may be related to Greek phagein ‘eat’
(which enters into a number of English
compounds, such as phagocyte [19], literally
‘eating-cell’, geophagy [19], ‘earth-eating’, and
sarcophagus). If this is so, the name may signify
etymologically ‘edible tree’, with reference to its
nuts, ‘beech mast’. The Old English word béce’s
immediate source was Germanic *bokjon, but
this was a derivative; the main form boko
produced words for ‘beech’ in other Germanic
languages, such as German buche and Dutch
beuk, and it survives in English as the first
element of buckwheat [16], so named from its
three-sided seeds which look like beech nuts. It
is thought that book may come ultimately from
bok- ‘beech’, on the grounds that early runic
inscriptions were carved on beechwood tablets.

» BOOK, BUCKWHEAT, PHAGOCYTE,
SARCOPHAGUS

beef [13] Like mutton, pork, and veal, beef was
introduced by the Normans to provide a dainty
alternative to the bare animal names ox, cow, etc
when referring to their meat. Anglo-Norman and
Old French boef or buef (which of course
became modern French boeuf) came from Latin
bov-, the stem of bos ‘ox’, from which English
gets bovine [19] and Bovril [19]. Bos itself is
actually related etymologically to cow.

The compound beefeater ‘yeoman warder of
the Tower of London’ was coined in the 17th
century; it was originally a contemptuous term
for a ‘well-fed servant’.

» BOVINE, COW

beer [OE] Originally, beer was probably simply
a general term for a ‘drink’: it seems to have
come from late Latin biber ‘drink’, which was a
derivative of the verb bibere ‘drink’ (from which
English gets beverage, bibulous, imbibe, and
possibly also bibber). The main Old English
word for ‘beer’ was ale, and beer (Old English
béor) is not very common until the 15th century.
A distinction between hopped beer and
unhopped ale arose in the 16th century.

» BEVERAGE, BIBULOUS, IMBIBE

beetle English has three separate words beetle.
The commonest, beetle the insect, comes from
Old English bitula, which was a derivative of the
verb bitan ‘bite’: beetle hence means
etymologically ‘the biter’. Beerle ‘hammer’,
now largely restricted to various technical
contexts, is also Old English: the earliest English
form, betel, goes back to a prehistoric Germanic
*bautilaz, a derivative of the verb *bautan, from
which English gets beat (the cognate Old Norse
beytill meant ‘penis’). The adjective beetle [14],
as in ‘beetle brows’, and its related verb are of
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unknown origin, although it has been speculated
that there is some connection with the tufted
antennae of certain species of beetle, which may
suggest eyebrows.

» BITE; BEAT

before [OE] Before is a Germanic compound,
made up of *bi- ‘by’ and *forana ‘from the
front’ (the resulting *biforana entered Old
English as beforan). The second element,
*forana, is a derivative of *fora, source of
English for; this originally meant ‘before’, and
only gradually developed the senses we are
familiar with today.

» FOR

beg [OE] Beg first turns up in immediately
recognizable form in the 13th century, as beggen,
but it seems likely that it goes back ultimately to
an Old English verb bedecian ‘beg’. This came
from the Germanic base *beth-, from which
English also gets bid.

» BID

begin [OE] Begin comes from a prehistoric West
Germanic compound verb *biginnan, which also
produced German and Dutch beginnen; the
origin of the second element, *ginnan, is not
known for certain. The form gin was common in
the Middle Ages and up until about 1600; this
was a shortening, perhaps not so much of begin
as of the now obsolete ongin ‘begin’, which was
far more widespread than begin in Old English.

behalf [14] Behalf was compounded from the
prefix be- ‘by’ and the noun half, in the sense
‘side’. The latter had been used in such phrases
as on my half, that is, ‘on my side, for my part’,
since late Old English times, and the new
compound began to replace it in the 14th
century. (That particular use of half had died out
by the end of the 16th century.) The modern
sense of ‘representing or in the interests of
someone’ was present from the beginning.

» HALF

behave [15] To ‘behave oneself’ originally
meant literally to ‘have oneself in a particular
way’ — have being used here in the sense ‘hold’
or ‘comport’. The be- is an intensive prefix. Of
particular interest is the way in which the word
preserves in  aspic  the  15th-century
pronunciation of have in stressed contexts. For
much of its history behave has been used with
reference to a person’s bearing and public
dignity (‘He was some years a Captain, and
behaved himself with great gallantry in several
engagements’, Richard Steele, Spectator
Number 2, 1711), and the modern connotations
of propriety, of ‘goodness’ versus ‘naughtiness’,
are a relatively recent, 19th-century
development.

The noun behaviour [15] was formed on
analogy with the verb from an earlier haviour, a
variant of aver ‘possession’ [14], from the
nominal use of the Old French verb aveir ‘have’.

» HAVE

behind [OE] Behind was compounded in Old
English times from the prefix bi- ‘by’ and
hindan ‘from behind’. This second element, and
the related Old English hinder ‘below’, have

relatives in other Germanic languages (German
hinten and hinter ‘behind’, for example), and are
connected with the English verb hinder, but their
ultimate history is unclear. Modern English hind
‘rear’ may come mainly from behind.

» HIND, HINDER

behold see HOLD

belch [OE] Belch first appears in recognizable
form in the 15th century, but it can scarcely not
be related to belk ‘eructate’, which goes back to
Old English bealcan and survived dialectally
into the modern English period. Belch itself may
derive either from an unrecorded variant of
bealcan, *belcan (with the ¢ here representing a
/ch/ sound), or from a related Old English verb
belcettan ‘eructate’. But whichever route it took,
its ultimate source was probably a Germanic
base *balk-or *belk-, from which German got
bolken ‘bleat, low, belch’. Belch was originally a
perfectly inoffensive word; it does not seem to
have been until the 17th century that its
associations began to drag it down towards
vulgarity.

beleaguer see LAIR

belfry [13] Etymologically, belfry has nothing to
do with bells; it was a chance similarity between
the two words that led to belfry being used from
the 15th century onwards for ‘bell-tower’. The
original English form was berfrey, and it meant
‘movable seige-tower’. It came from Old French
berfrei, which in turn was borrowed from a
hypothetical Frankish *bergfrith, a compound
whose two elements mean respectively ‘protect’
(English gets bargain, borough, borrow, and
bury from the same root) and ‘peace, shelter’
(hence German friede ‘peace’); the underlying
sense of the word is thus the rather tautological
‘protective shelter’. A tendency to break down
the symmetry between the two rs in the word led
in the 15th century to the formation of belfrey in
both English and French (I is phonetically close
to r), and at around the same time we find the
first reference to it meaning ‘bell-tower’, in
Promptorium  parvulorum 1440, an early
English-Latin dictionary: ‘Bellfray,
campanarium’.

» AFFRAY, BARGAIN, BORROW, BOROUGH, BURY,
NEIGHBOUR

believe [OE] Believing and loving are closely
allied. Late Old English beléfan took the place of
an earlier geléfan ‘believe’ (with the associative
prefix ge-), which can be traced back to a
prehistoric  West and North  Germanic
*galaubjan (source also of German glauben
‘believe’). This meant ‘hold dear, love’, and
hence ‘trust in, believe’, and it was formed on a
base, *laub-, which also produced, by various

routes, English love, lief ‘dear’, leave
‘permission’, and the second element of
furlough.

» FURLOUGH, LEAVE, LIEF, LOVE
bell [OE] The Old English word was belle. Apart
from Dutch bel it has no relatives in the other
main European languages (many of them use
words related to English clock for ‘bell’: French
cloche, for instance, and German glocke). It has
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bequeath

been speculated that it may be connected with
the verb bell, used of the baying call made by a
hound or stag, which itself is perhaps related to
bellow, a descendant of a hypothetical Old
English *belgan. The ultimate source may
possibly be the same as for bellows.

» BELLOW

belle see BEAUTY

bellicose see REBEL

belligerent see REBEL

bellows [OE] Bellows and belly were originally
the same word, Old English belig, which meant
‘bag’. This was used in the compound
blcestbelig, literally ‘blowing bag’, a device for
blowing a fire, which was replaced in the late
Old English period by the plural form of the
noun, belga or belgum, from which we get
bellows. Meanwhile the meaning of belly
developed from ‘bag’ to, in the 13th century,
‘body’ and, in the 14th century, ‘abdomen’.
Ultimately the word goes back to Germanic
*balgiz ‘bag’, from the base *balg- or *belg-
(itself a descendant of Indo-European *bhel-
‘swell’), which also lies behind billow [16],
bolster, and possibly bellow and bell.

» BELL, BELLOW, BELLY, BILLOW, BOLD, BOLSTER

belong [14] Old English had a verb langian,
meaning ‘pertain to’. It had no immediate
connection with the other Old English verb
langian, modern English long, ‘desire’, but
came from the Old English adjective gelang
‘pertaining, belonging’ (although ultimately this
gelang and the modern English adjective and
verb long come from the same Germanic source,
*langgaz). The intensive prefix be- was added in
the 14th century.

» LONG

below [14] Below is a lexicalization of the phrase
by low, replacing an earlier on low, the opposite
of on high. It was perhaps modelled on beneath.

» LOW

belt [OE] Old English belt and related Germanic
forms such as Swedish bdilte point to a source in
Germanic *baltjaz, which was borrowed from
Latin balteus, possibly a word of Etruscan
origin. The verbal idiom belt up ‘be quiet’
appears to date from just before World War II.

bench [OE] Old English benc goes back to
Germanic *bangk-, also the source of English
bank (the related German bank means ‘bench’).
The Northern and Scottish English versions of
the word were benk and bink. The specific
application to the seat on which a judge sits
arose in the 13th century.

» BANK

bend [OE] English band, bind, bond, and bundle
are closely allied: all go back to a prehistoric
Germanic base *band-. The relationship in
meaning was, in the case of bend, more obvious
in Old English times, when bendan meant ‘tie
up’ as well as ‘curve’ (a sense preserved in the
modern English noun bend ‘knot’, as in carrick
bend). The rather strange-seeming meaning
development appears to have come about as
follows: bend in the sense ‘tie, constrain’ was
used for the pulling of bow-strings, with

reference to the strain or tension thereby applied
to the bow; the natural consequence of this was
of course that the bow curved, and hence
(although not until the late 13th century) bend
came to be used for ‘curve’.

» BAND, BIND, BOND, BUNDLE

beneath [OE] Benearh is a compound adverb
and preposition, formed in Old English from bi
‘by’ and nithan or neothan ‘below’. This came
originally from Germanic *nith- (also the source
of nether [OE]), a derivative of the base *ni-
‘down’.

» NETHER

benefit [14] The element bene- occurs in a wide
variety of English words. It comes from Latin
bene ‘well’, a close relative of Latin bonus
‘good’.  Amongst its combinations are
benediction [15], literally ‘saying well’, hence
‘blessing’, benefaction ‘doing well’ [17], and
benevolent ‘wishing well’ [15]. Benefit is related
to benefaction, since it too comes ultimately
from Latin bene facere, but it took a more
indirect route to English, from Latin benefactum
‘good deed’ via Old French bienfait and Anglo-
Norman benfet.

benzene [19] The original name given to this
hydrocarbon, by the German chemist Eilhardt
Mitscherlich in 1833, was benzine. He based it
on the term benzoic acid, a derivative of benzoin,
the name of a resinous substance exuded by trees
of the genus Styrax. This came ultimately from
Arabic [uban-jawr, literally ‘frankincense of
Java’ (the trees grow in Southeast Asia). When
the expression was borrowed into the Romance
languages, the initial /u- was apprehended as the
definite article, and dropped (ironically, since in
so many Arabic words which do contain the
article al/, it has been retained as part and parcel
of the word — see ALGEBRA). This produced a
variety of forms, including French benjoin,
Portuguese beijoim, and Italian benzoi. English
probably acquired the word mainly from French
(a supposition supported by the folk-
etymological alteration benjamin which was in
common use in English from the end of the 16th
century), but took the z from the Italian form.
Meanwhile, back with benzine, in the
following year, 1834, the German chemist Justus
von Liebig proposed the alternative name
benzol; and finally, in the 1870s, the chemist A
W Hofmann regularized the form to currently
accepted chemical nomenclature as benzene.
» BENZOL

bequeath [OE] Etymologically, what you
bequeath is what you ‘say’ you will leave
someone in your will. The word comes from Old
English becwethan, a derivative of cwethan
‘say’, whose past tense cweeth gives us quoth (it
is no relation to guote, by the way). The original
sense ‘say, utter’ died out in the 13th century,
leaving the legal sense of ‘transferring by will’
(first recorded in 1066).

The noun derivative of Old English cwethan
in compounds was -cwiss. Hence we can assume
there was an Old English noun *becwiss,
although none is recorded. The first we hear of it



berate

is at the beginning of the 14th century, when it
had unaccountably had a r added to it, producing
what we now know as bequest.

» BEQUEST, QUOTH

berate sece RATE
bereave sec ROB

beret [19] The beret originated in the
southwestern corner of France, worn by the
farmers and peasants of Gascony, and the word
for it comes from the south-western dialect term
berret (it reached English via mainstream
French béret). It derives from Latin birrus
‘hooded cloak’, which is probably of Celtic
origin (Middle Irish berr ‘short’ has been
compared), and is thus a relative of biretta [16],
the term for the square cap worn by Roman
Catholic clergy, formed as a diminutive of birrus
in Italian (berretta) and Spanish (birreta).

» BIRETTA

berry [OE] Berry is a strictly Germanic word, not
found in other branches of Indo-European
(German has beere, Dutch bes, and Danish beer).
Its earliest application seems to have been
specifically to grapes; the only record of it in Old
Saxon and Gothic is in the compound
‘wineberry’, and around 1000 Aelfric translated
Deuteronomy 23:24 into Old English as ‘If you
go into your friend’s vineyard, eat the berries’.
But by the Middle Ages the term had broadened
out to encompass the sorts of fruit we would
recognize today as berries. The word goes back
ultimately to a prehistoric Germanic *basj-,
which it has been speculated may be related to
Old English basu ‘red’.

berserk [19] Sir Walter Scott appears to be
responsible for introducing this word to the
English language. He mentions it in a footnote to
his novel The pirate 1822, adopting it (in the
form berserkar) from the Icelandic berserkr
‘frenzied Norse warrior’. Its etymology is not
altogether clear. Its second syllable represents
serkr ‘coat, shirt’ (a word English used to have,
as sark: cutty sark meant ‘short shirt’), but the
first is disputed. Scott took it to mean ‘bare’
(which would have been Icelandic berr), and in
fact the anglicized form baresark was quite
commonly used in the mid 19th century; the
plausible-sounding notion underlying this is that
the original berserkr was so called because in his
battle-crazed frenzy he tore off his armour and
fought in his shirt-sleeves — ‘bare-shirted’.
However, 20th-century etymologists have
tended to prefer the theory that ber- is ‘bear’,
representing Icelandic bern-, a by-form of bjorn
‘bear’. The concept of warriors dressing
themselves in animals’ skins is an ancient one,
found in many mythologies.

The modern use of the word as an adjective,
meaning ‘in a violent frenzy’, appears to date
from the third quarter of the 19th century.

berth [17] Like birth, berth appears to be based
on the verb bear, although it is a separate and
much later formation. At first it meant ‘safe
manoeuvring distance at sea’ (from which we
get the metaphorical ‘give a wide berth to’); this
seems to have come from the nautical sense of

bear ‘steer in a particular direction’ as in bear
away (from which we get bear down on, as well
as more general applications, such as ‘bear left’).
This led, via ‘convenient space for a ship to
moor’, to, in the 18th century, the more familiar
modern senses ‘sleeping place on a ship’ and
‘job, situation (originally on board ship)’.

» BEAR, BIRTH

beseech see SEEK

beside [13] Beside was a Middle English
lexicalization of the Old English phrase be
sidan, literally ‘by the side of’. The -s of besides
is a survival of the genitive ending added to
certain adverbs in the Old English and early
Middle English period (such as always). The
metaphorical beside oneself originated in the
15th century.

» SIDE

best [OE] Best and better, the anomalous
superlative and comparative of good, go back to
a prehistoric Germanic base *bat-, which is
related to the archaic English boot ‘remedy’ (as
in to boot) and meant generally ‘advantage,
improvement’. Its comparative and superlative
were *batizon and *batistaz, which came into
Old English as respectively betera and betest
(gradually reduced via betst to best).

The term best man originated in Scotland; it
has gradually replaced the earlier bride(s)man
and groomsman.

» BETTER, BOOT
bestial see BEAST

bet [16] Since its comparatively late arrival, ber
has ousted the earlier lay, wager, and game as the
main term for ‘risking money on an uncertain
outcome’ (gamble is later still). It is by no means
clear where it came from; the usual explanation
is that it is short for the noun abet, in the sense
‘instigation, encouragement, support’ — that is,
one is giving one’s ‘support’ to that which one
thinks, or hopes, may happen in the future (abet
itself comes from the Old French verb abeter,
and is related to English bair). It first appears in
Robert Greene’s Art of Cony Catching 1592,
which suggests an origin in the argot of small-
time Elizabethan criminals.

» ABET, BAIT, BITE

betray [13] Betray is an English formation based
on the Old French verb trair ‘betray’, which
came from Latin tradere ‘hand over, deliver up’
(originally a compound formed from trans-
‘across’ and dare ‘give’). The noun formed from
tradere was traditio, from which English gets,
directly, tradition, and indirectly, via Old French
and Anglo-Norman, the appropriate treason.

» TRADITION, TREASON

betroth see TRUE

between [OE] The second syllable of between is
related to rwo and rwin; the word as a whole
seems to represent an original phrase meaning
something like ‘by two each’. Old English
betweéonum reflects a Germanic *twéon, reduced
from an earlier *twikhnai; this represents the
base *twikh- (from which we get two) plus an -n
suffix with apparently some sort of distributive
function. The related betwixt comes ultimately



bier

from Germanic *fwa ‘two’ and the element
*-isk- ‘-ish’.

» TWIN, TWO

beverage [13] Beverage goes back to Latin
bibere ‘drink’, from which English also gets
imbibe [14], bibulous [17], beer, and probably
bibber. From the verb was formed the Vulgar
Latin noun *biberaticum ‘something to drink’,
and hence, via Old French bevrage, English
beverage. The colloquial abbreviation bevvy is at
least 100 years old (it has been speculated, but
never proved, that bevy ‘large group’ [15] comes
from the same source).

» BEER, BEVY, BIB, BIBULOUS, IMBIBE

beware see WARE
bewilder see WiLD

beyond [OE] Beyond is a lexicalization of the
Old English phrase be geondan ‘from the farther
side’. The second element comes from a
prehistoric Germanic *jandana, formed on a
base *jan- which also gave English the now
largely dialectal yon [OE] and yonder [13]. To
German it contributed the demonstrative
adjective and pronoun jener ‘that’, and there are
related demonstrative forms without the initial j-
in other Indo-European languages, including
non-Germanic ones (Old Slavonic onu ‘that’, for
instance, and Sanskrit ana- ‘this one’).

» YON, YONDER

bias [16] English acquired bias from Old French
biais, but its previous history is uncertain. It
probably came via Old Provencal, but where
from? Speculations include Latin bifacem
‘looking two ways’, from bi- ‘two’ and facies
‘face’, and Greek epikdrsios ‘oblique’. When the
word first entered English it meant simply
‘oblique line’, but by the end of the 16th century
it was being applied more specifically to the
game of bowls, in the sense of the ‘bowl’s curved
path’, and also the ‘unequal weighting given to
the bowl in order to achieve such a path’. The
modern figurative senses ‘inclination’ and
‘prejudice’ derive from this.

bib [16] The word bib is first mentioned in John
Baret’s Quadruple dictionarie 1580, where it is
described as being ‘for a child’s breast’. It
appears to come from the now archaic verb bib
(as in wine-bibber), perhaps from the notion that
the bib protects the baby’s clothes as it drinks.
The verb itself is possibly from Latin bibere
‘drink’, source of beer, beverage, bibulous, and
imbibe.

» BEER, BIBULOUS, IMBIBE

bibelot see BEAUTY

bible [13] Greek ta biblia meant literally ‘the
books’. This was borrowed into ecclesiastical
Latin as biblia, where the plural form came to be
misanalysed as a feminine singular; hence Old
French, and through it English, received bible as
a singular noun. Greek biblia itself was the
plural of biblion ‘book’ (whence English
bibliography [17]), which was originally a
diminutive form of biblos or biiblos. This was
used for ‘book’, and for the book’s forerunners,
such as scrolls and papyri. It may come from

Bublos, an ancient Phoenician port from which
papyrus was exported to Greece.
» BIBLIOGRAPHY

bicycle [19] The word bicycle, literally ‘two-
wheeled’ (from Greek kiiklos ‘circle, wheel’),
was originally coined in French, and first
appeared in English in 1868, in the 7 September
edition of the Daily News: ‘bysicles and trysicles
which we saw in the Champs Elysées and the
Bois de Boulogne this summer’. This reflects the
fact that it was in the 1860s that the bicycle first
assumed the form we know it in today, with
pedals and cranks driving the front wheel.
(Slightly earlier was the now obsolete
velocipede, literally ‘swift foot’, first applied to
pedal bicycles and tricycles around 1850. Until
the introduction of pneumatic tyres in the 1880s,
the new cycles were known as bone-shakers — a
term first encountered in 1874.)

» CYCLE, WHEEL

bid [OE] Bid has a complicated history, for it
comes from what were originally two
completely distinct Old English verbs. The main
one was biddan (past tense beed) ‘ask, demand’,
from which we get such modern English usages
as ‘I bade him come in’. It goes back to a
prehistoric Germanic *bithjan (source of
German bitten ‘ask’), which was formed from
the base *beth- (from which modern English
gets bead). But a contribution to the present
nexus of meanings was also made by Old
English beodan (past tense bead) ‘offer,
proclaim’ (whence ‘bid at an auction’ and so
on). This can be traced ultimately to an Indo-
European base *bh(e)udh-, which gave
Germanic *buth-, source also of German bieten
‘offer’ and perhaps of English beadle [13],
originally ‘one who proclaims’.

» BEAD, BEADLE

bide [OE] Bide appears to be related ultimately to
Old English béodan, partial source of modern
English bid, but exactly how is not clear. It
comes from a lengthened version of the same
stem, producing a hypothetical Germanic
*bithan, and to all outward appearances is
connected with such non-Germanic forms as
Latin fidere and Greek peithésthai; but as these
mean ‘believe, trust’, it is not easy to reconstruct
a semantic connection with bide ‘remain’. Bide
itself is now little used, except in ‘bide one’s
time’, but the derived abide [OE] remains
current, especially in the sense ‘endure’, as does
the noun formed from it, abode [13].

» ABIDE, ABODE, BID

bier [OE] Etymologically, a bier is ‘something
used for carrying’. It comes from West
Germanic *béro, a derivative of the same base
(*ber-) as produced the verb bear. Its Old
English form was bér, and it was not spelled with
an 7 until the 16th century. The original general
sense ‘framework for carrying something’
(which it shares with the etymologically related
barrow) died out around 1600, but already by
about 1000 the modern specific meaning ‘stand
for a coffin’ had developed.

» BARROW, BEAR
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bifurcate see FORK

big [13] Big is one of the notorious mystery
words of English etymology - extremely
common in the modern language, but of highly
dubious origin. In its earliest use in English it
meant ‘powerful, strong’, and it is not really
until the 16th century that we get unequivocal
examples of it in the modern sense ‘large’. It
occurs originally in northern texts, only slowly
spreading south, which suggests that it may be of
Scandinavian origin; some have compared
Norwegian dialect bugge ‘important man’.

bight see Bow

bigot [16] According to the 12th-century Anglo-
Norman chronicler Wace, bigor was a
contemptuous term applied by the French to the
Normans, but it is far from clear where this came
from, whether it is the same word as present-day
bigot, and, if it is, how it came to mean ‘narrow-
minded person’. All that can be said for certain
is that the word first turned up in its modern form
in the 15th century as French bigot, from which
English borrowed it.

bigwig see wiG

bikini [20] For Frenchmen, the sight of the first
minimal two-piece swimming costumes for
women produced by fashion designers in 1947
was as explosive as the test detonation of an
atom bomb by the USA at Bikini Atoll in the
Marshall Islands, in the western Pacific Ocean,
in July 1946. Hence their naming it the ‘Bikini’,
the first record of which is in the August 1947
issue of Le Monde Illustré. English acquired the
word in 1948. The monokini, essentially a bra-
less bikini, first appeared in 1964, the inspiration
for its name being the accidental resemblance of
the element bi- in bikini to the prefix bi- ‘two’.

bilge see BULGE

bill There are three distinct words bill in English
(not counting the proper name), and of them all,
the most recent is the commonest. Bill ‘note of
charges’ [14] comes from Anglo-Latin billa,
which is probably a variant of Latin bulla
‘document, seal’ (as in ‘papal bull’). English
billet [15], as in ‘billeting soldiers on a house’,
was originally a diminutive form of billa (French
billet ‘letter’ comes from the same source). Bill
‘hook-bladed weapon’ [OE], now found mainly
in billhook, comes from a prehistoric West
Germanic *bilja, which may be based ultimately
on Indo-European *bhid-, source of English bite.
Bill ‘beak’ [OE] may be related to bill ‘weapon’,
but this is not clear. The verbal sense ‘caress’, as
in ‘bill and coo’, is 16th-century; it arose from
the courting behaviour of doves stroking each
other’s beaks.

» BILLET

billiards [16] Billiard comes from French
billard, which is the name not only of the game,
but also of the cue it is played with. And the cue
is the clue to the word’s history, for it comes
from French bille ‘tree trunk’, hence ‘long
cylindrical bit of wood’. The import of the -ard
suffix is not altogether clear, but another suffix
used with bille was the diminutive -efte, from
which English got billet ‘piece of wood’ [15]

(not to be confused with billet ‘assignment to
lodgings’; see BILL). Bille itself came from
medieval Latin billa or billus, which may have
been of Celtic origin.

» BILLET

biltong [19] Biltong, strips of sun-dried meat —
anything from beef to ostrich — used as iron
rations in southern Africa, has the unpromising
literal meaning ‘buttock-tongue’ (Afrikaans bil
is ‘buttock’, rong is ‘tongue’). The reason for the
name is supposedly that the meat for biltong was
customarily cut from the hind quarters of the
animal, and that the coiner found in it, perhaps
rather optimistically, a resemblance to the taste
of smoked ox tongue.

bimbo [20] Bimbo most recently made its mark
on the English language in the 1980s, when it
was in heavy use among journalists to denigrate
buxom young women of limited IQ who sold the
secrets of their affairs with the rich and famous
to the press. It was by no means a newcomer,
though. It first crossed the Atlantic to America,
from Italy, in the late 1910s. In Italian it means
‘baby’, and US slang took it up in the colloquial
sense of baby, for referring to a usually hapless
fellow. By the 1920s it was being applied equally
to young women, especially promiscuous or
empty-headed ones (the latter feature probably
reinforced by the appearance of dumbo ‘fool” in
the early 1930s).

bin [OE] Old English had the word bine or binne
(it meant ‘manger’), but it is not clear where it
got it from. Perhaps the most likely source is a
word, *benna, in the Celtic language of the pre-
Anglo-Saxon inhabitants of Britain (Welsh has
ben ‘cart’). But it may also have come from
medieval Latin benna, which gave French benne
‘large basket’. In English, the modern sense
‘storage container’ does not fully emerge until
the 14th century.

bind [OE] Band, bend, bind, bond, and bundle
can all be traced back ultimately to an Indo-
European base *bhendh-, which was also the
source of Sanskrit bandh ‘bind’ and Greek
peisma ‘cable’. In the case of bind, the
immediate precursor of Old English bindan was
the Germanic stem with an i vowel, *bind-. In
the 14th century the verb came to be used as a
noun, for the ‘stem of a climbing plant’, from

which we get bine (as in woodbine
‘honeysuckle’).

» BAND, BEND, BOND, BUNDLE

binnacle [15] Binnacle ‘ship’s compass

housing’ has a curious history: etymologically it
means ‘place where something lives’, and it is
related to habitation and inhabit. Forms with
-nn- do not begin to appear before the 18th
century. Until then the word had been bittacle,
which came from Spanish bitdcula. A close
relative of the Spanish word, French habitacle,
gives a clue to its ultimate provenance in Latin
habitaculum, a derivative of habitare ‘inhabit’.
biology [19] The modern European languages
have made prolific use of Greek bios ‘life’ as a
prefix, particularly in the 20th century. The first
compound into which it entered in English
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bitch

seems to have been biotic, in the now obsolete
sense ‘of secular life’ (around 1600), but the
trend was really set by biography, first recorded
as being used by John Dryden in his Life of
Plutarch 1683. Biology itself came along at the
beginning of the 19th century, via French,
having been coined in German by Gottfried
Reinhold  in 1802.  Twentieth-century
contributions have included bioengineering,
biometric, bionic, biorhythm, and biotechnology.
Greek bios itself goes back to an Indo-European
base *gwej-, from which English also ultimately
gets quick, vital, vivid, and zoo.
» QUICK, VITAL, VIVID, ZOO

birch [OE] Old English bi(e)rce came from a
prehistoric Germanic *berkjon, source also of
German birke. The word goes back ultimately to
an Indo-European *bhergo, but as is often the
case with ancient tree-names, it does not denote
the same type of tree in every language in which
it has descendants: Latin fraxinus, for example,
means ‘ash tree’. It has been speculated that the
word is related to bright (whose Indo-European
source was *bhereg-), with reference to the
tree’s light-coloured bark. It could also be that
the word bark [13] itself is related. The verb
birch ‘flog’ (originally with a birch rod or bunch
of birch twigs) is early 19th-century.

» BARK, BRIGHT

bird [OE] Bird is something of a mystery word. It
was not the ordinary Old English word for
‘feathered flying animal’; that was fowl. In Old
English, bird meant specifically ‘young bird,
nestling’. It did not begin to replace fowl as the
general term until the 14th century, and the
process took many hundreds of years to
complete. Its source is quite unknown; it has no
obvious relatives in the Germanic languages, or
in any other Indo-European language.

The connotations of its original meaning have
led to speculation that it is connected with breed
and brood (the usual Old English form was brid,
but the r and i subsequently became transposed
in a process known as metathesis), but no
convincing evidence for this has ever been
advanced.

As early as 1300, bird was used for ‘girl’, but
this was probably owing to confusion with
another similar Middle English word, burde,
which also meant ‘young woman’. The usage
crops up from time to time in later centuries,
clearly as an independent metaphorical
application, but there does not really seem to be
an unbroken chain of occurrences leading up to
the sudden explosion in the use of bird for
‘young woman’ in the 20th century.

Of other figurative applications of the word,
‘audience disapproval’ (as in ‘get the bird’)
comes from the hissing of geese, and in ‘prison
sentence’ bird is short for bird lime, rhyming
slang for time.

birth [12] Old English had a word gebyrd ‘birth’
which survived until the end of the 13th century
as birde, but it was quite distinct from (though
related to) modern English birth, which was
borrowed from Old Norse byrth. This came from

the same Germanic stem (*ber-, *bur-) as
produced bear, bairn, and indeed Old English
gebyrd. The suffix -th denotes a process, or the
result of a process: hence birth is ‘(the result of)
the process of bearing a child’. Along with bath
and death it is one of the most ancient words
formed with -h.
» BAIRN, BEAR, BERTH

biscuit [14] Biscuit means literally ‘twice-
cooked’ — from the method of cooking, in which
the biscuits are returned to the oven after the
initial period of baking in order to become dry or
crisp. The original source of the word was
probably a medieval Latin *biscoctus, from bis
‘twice’ and coctus ‘cooked’, the past participle
of coquere (which is related to English cook). It
reached English via Old French biscut.

» COOK

bisect see SECTION

bishop [OE] Bishop originally had no
ecclesiastical connections; its Greek source,
episkopos, at first meant simply ‘overseer’, from
epi- ‘around’ and skopein ‘look’ (antecedent of
English scope, and related to spy). From the
general sense, it came to be applied as the term
for various government officials, and was
waiting to be called into service for a ‘church
officer’ as Christianity came into being and
grew. The Greek word was borrowed into
ecclesiastical Latin as episcopus (source of
French évéque), and in more popular parlance
lost its e-, giving *biscopus, which was acquired
by English in the 9th century.

» SCOPE, SPY

bison [14] Bison appears to be of Germanic
origin, from a stem *wisand- or *wisund-. This
became Old English wesand, which did not
survive; and it was acquired again in the 19th
century as wisent, borrowed from German
wisent, applied to the ‘aurochs’, an extinct
species of European wild ox. The b- form came
into English via Latin bison, a borrowing from
the Germanic. Originally of course referring to
the European bison, the term was first applied to
the North American species at the end of the
17th century.

bit There are three distinct nouns bir in English,
but the two most ancient ones are probably both
related ultimately to the verb bite. Bit as in “drill
bit’ [OE] originally meant simply ‘bite’ or
‘biting’. The Old English word, bite, came from
Germanic *bitiz, a derivative of the verb *bitan
‘bite’. The ‘drill bit” sense did not develop until
the 16th century. The bit placed in a horse’s
mouth is probably the same word. Bif meaning
‘small piece’ [OE] also comes from a Germanic
derivative of *bitan, in this case *biton; this gave
Old English bita ‘piece bitten off’. The more
general sense, ‘small piece’, developed in the
16th century. The third bit, ‘unit of computer
information’ [20], is a blend formed from
‘binary digit’.

» BITE

bitch [OE] The antecedents of Old English bicce
‘female dog’ are obscure. It may come from a
prehistoric Germanic *bekjon-, but the only
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related form among other Germanic languages
appears to be Old Norse bikkja. The superficially
similar French biche means ‘female deer’, and is
probably not related. The use of the word as a
derogatory term for ‘woman’ seems to have
originated in the 14th century.

bite [OE] The Old English verb bitan came from
prehistoric Germanic *bitan, which also
produced German beissen and Dutch bijten. The
short-vowel version of the base, *bit-, was the
source of bit, beetle, and probably bitter, and is
also represented in various non-Germanic forms,
such as Latin fidere ‘split’ (from which English
gets fission). Bait came via Old Norse from a
causal usage, ‘cause to bite’, and passed via Old
French into abet (the possible source of ber).

» BEETLE, BIT, BITTER, FISSION

bitter [OE] Old English biter appears to have
come from *bit-, the short-vowel version of
*bit-, source of bite. Its original meaning would
thus have been ‘biting’, and although there do
not seem to be any traces of this left in the
historical record, the sense development to
‘acrid-tasting’ is fairly straightforward (compare
the similar case of sharp).

It seems likely that the bitter of ‘bitter end’
comes from a different source altogether,
although in its current meaning it appears to
have been influenced by the adjective bitter. A
bitter was originally a ‘turn of a cable round the
bitts’, and a biff was a ‘post on the deck of a ship
for fastening cables to’. It is not clear where bitt
came from, although it was probably originally a
seafarer’s term from the north German coast, and
it may be related to English boat. Thus in the
first instance ‘to the bitter end’ probably meant
‘to the very end, as far as it is possible to go’.

» BITE

bittern [14] The Latin word for ‘bittern’ (a marsh
bird) was biitio, but by the time it reached Old
French it had become butor. The discrepancy has
been accounted for by proposing a Vulgar Latin
intermediate *bititaurus, literally ‘bittern-bull’
(Latin taurus is ‘bull’), coined on the basis of the
bittern’s loud booming call, supposedly
reminiscent of a bull’s. The original English
forms, as borrowed from Old French, were botor
and bitoure; the final -n first appeared in the 16th
century, perhaps on the analogy of heron.

bitumen see cup

bivouac [18] Bivouac appears to be of Swiss-
German origin. The early 19th-century writer
Stalder noted that the term beiwacht (bei
‘additional’ + wacht ‘guard’ — a relative of
English watch and wake) was used in Aargau
and Ziirich for a sort of band of vigilantes who
assisted the regular town guard. Beiwacht was
borrowed into French as bivac, and came to
English in a later form bivouac. Its original
application in English was to an army remaining
on the alert during the night, to guard against
surprise attack; in so doing, of course, the
soldiers did not go to sleep in their tents, and
from this the term bivouac spread to

‘improvised, temporary camp’, without the
luxury of regular tents.
» WAKE, WATCH

bizarre [17] Bizarre can probably be traced back
to Italian bizzarro, of unknown origin, which
meant ‘angry’. It passed into Spanish as bizarro,
meaning ‘brave’, and then found its way into
French, where its meaning gradually mutated
from ‘brave’ to ‘odd’ — which is where English
got it from. It used to be thought that the French
word might have come from Basque bizarra
‘beard’ (the reasoning being that a man with a
beard must be a brave, dashing fellow), which
would have made bizarre almost unique as a
word of Basque origin in English (the only
genuine one in everyday use now is the
acronymic name ETA, standing for Euzkadi ta
Azkatasuna ‘Basque Homeland and Liberty’),
but this is now not thought likely.

black [OE] The usual Old English word for
‘black’ was sweart (source of modern English
swart and swarthy, and related to German
schwarz ‘black’), but black already existed (Old
English blec), and since the Middle English
period it has replaced swart. Related but now
extinct forms existed in other Germanic
languages (including Old Norse blakkr ‘dark’
and Old Saxon blac ‘ink’), but the word’s
ultimate source is not clear. Some have
compared it with Latin flagrare and Greek
phlégein, both meaning ‘burn’, which go back to
an Indo-European base *phleg-, a variant of
*bhleg-.

blackmail see MAIL

bladder [OE] Old English bl@dre came from a
hypothetical West and North Germanic
*bledron, a derivative of the stem *blc-, from
which we get blow. The name perhaps comes
from the bladder’s capacity for inflation. It was
originally, and for a long time exclusively,
applied to the urinary bladder.

» BLOW

blade [OE] The primary sense of blade appears
to be ‘leaf’ (as in ‘blades of grass’, and German
blatt ‘leaf’). This points back to the ultimate
source of the word, the Germanic stem *bhlo-,
from which English also gets bloom, blossom,
and the now archaic blow ‘come into flower’.
However, the earliest sense recorded for Old
English bled was the metaphorical ‘flattened,
leaflike part’, as of an oar, spade, etc. The
specific application to the sharp, cutting part of a
sword or knife developed in the 14th century.

» BLOOM, BLOSSOM, BLOW

blame [12] Blame and blaspheme are ultimately
the same word. Both come from Greek
blasphémein ‘say profane things about’, but
whereas blaspheme has stuck to the path of
‘profanity’, blame has developed the more
down-to-earth sense ‘reproach, censure’. The
radical change of form seems to have come via
blastemare, a demotic offshoot of late Latin
blasphémare, which passed into Old French as
blasmer, later blamer (whence English blame).

» BLASPHEME

blanch see BLANK
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blancmange [14] Blancmange means literally
simply ‘white food’. It comes from a French
compound made up of blanc ‘white’ and
manger, a noun derived from the verb manger
‘eat’ (related to English manger). Originally it
was a savoury dish, of chicken or similar white
meat in a sauce made with cream, eggs, rice, etc
and often sugar and almonds. Gradually the meat
content came to be omitted, and blancmange
turned into a sweet dish, typically containing
gelatine.

» MANGER

blank [15] Although English got blank from
French blanc ‘white’, its ultimate source is
Germanic. Forms such as Old High German
blanc ‘white’ suggest a prehistoric Germanic
*blangkaz, which could have been borrowed
into Romanic, the undifferentiated precursor of
the Romance languages, as *blancus — hence
French blanc, Italian bianco, Spanish blanco,
and Portuguese branco. The word originally
meant simply ‘white’ in English, but this sense
had all but died out by the early 18th century, by
which time the present-day ‘unmarked’ was well
established.

Other derivatives of French blanc include the
verb blanch [14], from French blanchier, and
blanket [13], from Old French blancquet. Blanco
is a trade name (based on blanc) coined in the
1890s for a whitening preparation for military
webbing (subsequently applied to the khaki-
coloured version as well).

» BLANCH, BLANKET

blaspheme [14] Blaspheme has maintained a
remarkable semantic and formal stability since
its origins in Greek bldsphémos, which meant
‘speaking evil or profane things’ (blas- is related
to blaptikos ‘hurtful’; the -phémos element
denotes ‘speaking’, and is related to phemi ‘1
say’). The derived Greek verb blasphémein was
transmitted via ecclesiastical Latin blasphémare
to Old French and thence to English.
Blastémare, an altered version of blasphemare,
produced blame.

» BLAME

blatant [16] Blatant appears to have been coined,
or at least introduced, by the poet Edmund
Spenser. In the Faerie Queene 1596 he describes
how ‘unto themselves they [Envy and
Detraction] gotten had a monster which the
blatant beast men call, a dreadful fiend of gods
and men ydrad [dreaded]’. This ‘blatant beast’
was an allegorical representation of calumny. In
the 17th century the word came to be applied to
offensively voluble people, but the main modern
sense, ‘offensively conspicuous’, does not seem
to have developed until the late 19th century. If
the word was Spenser’s own introduction, it is
not clear where he got it from. The likeliest
candidate seems to be Latin blatire ‘babble,
gossip’, of imitative origin.

blaze There are three distinct words blaze in
English. The commonest, meaning ‘fire, flame’
[OE], comes from a prehistoric Germanic
*blason. Its original signification was ‘torch’ (in
the sense, of course, of a burning piece of wood

or bunch of sticks), but by the year 1000 the main
current meaning was established. The precise
source of blaze ‘light-coloured mark or spot’
[17] is not known for certain, but there are
several cognate forms in other Germanic
languages, including Old Norse blesi and
German bldsse; perhaps the likeliest candidate
as far as blaze is concerned is Middle Low
German bles. The verbal usage, as in ‘blaze a
trail” (that is, by making conspicuous marks on
trees) originated in the mid 18th century. The
related German adjective blass ‘pale’, which
originally meant ‘shining’, points up the fact that
ultimately these two words blaze are related, the
primeval sense ‘shining’ having diverged on the
one hand through ‘pale’, on the other through
‘glowing, burning’.

The third blaze, ‘proclaim’ [14], as in ‘blaze
abroad’, is now seldom encountered. It
originally meant ‘blow a trumpet’, and comes
ultimately from the Indo-European base *bhla-
(source of blow). Its immediate source in
English was Middle Dutch blasen. Despite its
formal and semantic similarity, it does not
appear to have any connection with blazon [13],
which comes from Old French blason ‘shield’, a
word of unknown origin.

A blazer [19] got its name from being a
brightly coloured jacket (from blaze meaning
‘fire, flame’). It originated among English
university students in the late 19th century.
According to a correspondent in the Daily News
22 August 1889, the word was originally applied
specifically to the red jackets worn by members
of the ‘Lady Margaret, St John’s College,
Cambridge, Boat Club’. But by the 1880s its
more general application had become widely
established: in the Durham University Journal
of 21 February 1885 we read that ‘the latest
novelty ... for the river is flannels, a blazer, and
spats’.

» BLOW

bleak [16] Bleak originally meant ‘pale’, and
comes ultimately from an Indo-European base
*bhleg-, possible source of black and a variant of
*phleg-, which produced Greek phlégein ‘burn’
and Latin flagrare ‘burn’ (whence English
conflagration and flagrant; flame, fulminate, and
refulgent are also closely related). From *bhleg-
came the prehistoric Germanic adjective
*blaikos ‘white’, from which Old English got
blac ‘pale’ (the sense relationship, as with the
possibly related blaze, is between ‘burning’,
‘shining brightly’, ‘white’, and ‘pale’). This
survived until the 15th century in southern
English dialects as bloke, and until the 16th
century in the North as blake. Its disappearance
was no doubt hastened by its resemblance to
black, both formally and semantically, since
both ‘pale’ and ‘dark’ carry implications of
colourlessness. Blake did however persist in
Northern dialects until modern times in the sense
‘yellow’. Meanwhile, around the middle of the
16th century bleak had begun to put in an
appearance, borrowed from a close relative of
bloke/blake, Old Norse bleikr ‘shining, white’.
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The modern sense ‘bare’ is recorded from very
early on.

A derivative of the Germanic base *blaik-
was the verb *blaikjon, source of Old English
bl@can ‘whiten’, the ancestor of modern English
bleach (which may be related to blight). And a
nasalized version of the stem may have produced
blink [14].

» BLEACH, BLIGHT, BLINK, CONFLAGRATION,
FLAGRANT, FLAME, FULMINATE

bleed [OE] As its form suggests, bleed is a
derivative of blood, but a very ancient one. From
Germanic *blotham ‘blood’” was formed the verb
*blothjan ‘emit blood’, which came into Old
English as bledan, ancestor of bleed.

» BLOOD

blend [13] Old English had a verb blendan, but it
meant ‘make blind’ or ‘dazzle’. Modern English
blend appears to come from blend-, the present
stem of Old Norse blanda ‘mix’ (a relative of
Old English blandan ‘mix’). The ultimate source
of this is not clear, but it does not seem to be
restricted to Germanic (Lithuanian has the
adjective blandus ‘thick’ in relation to soup), so
it may not be too far-fetched to suggest a link
with blind, whose Indo-European ancestor
*bhlendhos meant among other things
‘confused’.

bless [OE] Bless occurs in no other language
than English, and originally meant ‘mark with
blood’, from some sort of religious rite in which
such marking conferred sanctity. It probably
goes back to a prehistoric Germanic formation
*blothisojan, a derivative of *blotham ‘blood’,
which was taken up by no Germanic language
other than Old English. Here it produced
blétsian, which by the 13th century had become
blesse. The word’s connotations of ‘happiness’
and ‘well-being’, which go back at least to the
year 1000, were probably influenced by the
etymologically unrelated bliss.

» BLOOD

blight [17] Blight appeared out of the blue in the
early 17th century in agricultural and
horticultural texts, and its origins are far from
clear. It has, however, been speculated that it
may be connected with the Old English words
blece and blecthu, both terms for some sort of
itchy skin condition such as scabies. These in
turn are probably related to Old English bl@can
‘bleach’, the link being the flaky whiteness of
the infected skin. In Middle English, bl@cthu
would have become *bleht, which could
plausibly have been the source of blight. A
related piece in the jigsaw is blichening ‘blight
or rust in corn’, found once in Middle English,
which may have come ultimately from Old
Norse blikna ‘become pale’.

» BLEACH

blighty [20] Blighty is a legacy of British rule in
India. Originally a term used by British soldiers
serving in India for ‘home, Britain’, it is an
anglicization of Hindi bilayatr, which meant
‘foreign’, and particularly ‘European’. This was
actually a borrowing from Arabic wilayat
‘district, country’, which was independently

acquired by English in the 19th century in its
Turkish form vilayet. It was a derivative of the
Arabic verb waliya ‘rule’, and is related to walr
‘ruler’.

blimp [20] The original blimp was a sort of small
non-rigid military airship used in World War 1.
Its name is said to have come from its official
designation as ‘type B (limp)’ (as opposed to
‘type A (rigid)’). Its rotund flaccidity suggested
it in 1934 to the cartoonist David Low (1891—
1963) as a name for a character he had invented,
a fat pompous ex-army officer (in full, Colonel
Blimp) who was always cholerically airing
reactionary views. The British public evidently
recognized the character as an all too common
type, and his name became a generic one, to the
extent of inspiring spin-offs such as blimpish.

blind [OE] The connotations of the ultimate
ancestor of blind, Indo-European *bhlendhos,
seem to have been not so much ‘sightlessness’ as
‘confusion’ and ‘obscurity’. The notion of
someone wandering around in actual or mental
darkness, not knowing where to go, naturally
progressed to the ‘inability to see’. Related
words that fit this pattern are blunder, possibly
from Old Norse blunda ‘shut one’s eyes’, blunt,
and maybe also blend. By the time the word
entered Old English, as blind, it already meant
‘sightless’, but ancestral associations of
darkness and obscurity were retained (Pepys in
his diary, for instance, writes of a ‘little blind
[that is, dark] bed-chamber’ 1666), and traces of
them remain in such usages as ‘blind entrance’.

» BLEND, BLUNDER, BLUNT

blindfold [16] The original term for covering
someone’s eyes with a bandage was blindfell
[OE], which survived until the 16th century. This
meant literally ‘strike someone blind’, the
second element being the fell of ‘felling trees’. It
appears that its past form, blindfelled, came to be
mistaken for a present form, and this, together
with some perceived connection with fold
(presumably the ‘folding’ of the bandage round
somebody’s head), conspired to produce the new
verb blindfold.

bliss [OE] Despite its formal and semantic
similarity, bliss has no connection with bless. It
comes ultimately from Germanic *blithiz
‘gentle, kind’, which is the source of English
blithe ‘happy’ [OE]. The addition of the noun
suffix *-zj6 produced the derivative *blithsjo,
which entered Old English as bliths ‘happiness’,
later reduced to bliss.

» BLITHE

blister [13] Blister and its now extinct variant
blester first appear in English at the end of the
13th century, possibly borrowed from Old
French blestre, blostre. It seems that this in turn
may have come from Middle Dutch bluyster
‘swelling’, but further back than that it has not
proved possible to trace the word.

bloat [13] Bloat has a confused and uncertain
history. It seems first to have appeared on the
scene in the 13th century as an adjective, blout,
meaning ‘soft, flabby’, a probable borrowing
from Old Norse blautr ‘soft from being cooked



bluestocking

with liquid’. This occurs only once, and does not
resurface until the early 17th century, in Hamlet
as it happens, as blowt: ‘Let the blowt king tempt
you again to bed’. This appears to be the same
word as turns up slightly later in the century as
bloat, its meaning showing signs of changing
from ‘flabby’ to ‘puffed up’. Then in the 1660s
we encounter bloated ‘puffed up, swollen’,
which paved the way for the verb bloat, first
recorded in the 1670s.

It is not clear whether bloater [19] comes
from the same source. Its linguistic ancestor is
the bloat herring [16], which may perhaps have
been given its name on the grounds that herrings
preserved by light smoking are plumper than
those fully dried.

block [14] English borrowed block from Old
French bloc, but its ultimate origin appears to be
Germanic; French acquired it from Middle
Dutch blok ‘tree trunk’. The derived verb block
‘impede’ first crops up in the early 15th century,
but was not established until the later 16th
century; it originally meant ‘put blocks [of
wood] or obstacles in the way of’. Blockade was
coined in the 17th century, perhaps on the model
of ambuscade, a contemporary synonym of
ambush.

» BLOCKADE

blood [OE] Blood is a Germanic word, occurring
as German blut, Dutch bloed, Swedish blod, etc.
as well as in English (the Romance languages
take their words from Latin sanguis, whence
English sanguine [14], while Greek had haima,
as in English haemorrhage, haemoglobin, etc).
The ultimate source of all these was Germanic
*blotham, a derivative of which, *blothjan,
produced English bleed. Old English had the
adjective blodig, from which we get bloody; its
use as an expletive dates from the 17th century.

» BLEED, BLESS

bloom [13] The Old English word for ‘flower’
was the probably related blossom, and English
did not acquire bloom until the 13th century,
when it borrowed it from Old Norse blomi. This
came from Germanic *blomon, a derivative of
the Indo-European *bhlo- which also produced
Latin flos (whence English flower), the now
archaic English verb blow ‘come into flower’,
and English blade.

» BLADE, BLOSSOM, BLOW, FLOWER

bloomer [19] Bloomers, long loose trousers
worn by women, were not actually invented by
someone called Bloomer — the credit for that
seems to go to a Mrs Elizabeth Smith Miller of
New York — but their first advocate was Amelia
Jenks Bloomer (1818-94), a US feminist who
strongly promoted their use in the early 1850s as
a liberated garment for women. The extent to
which this became a cause célebre can be gauged
by the fact that it gave rise to so-called
Bloomerism, a movement for ‘rationalizing’
women’s dress; in 1882 Lady Harberton wrote in
Macmillan’s Magazine ‘““Bloomerism” still
lurks in many a memory’.
Bloomer ‘mistake’ is late 19th-century, and
apparently  originally  Australian.  Early

commentators derived it, not
convincingly, from ‘blooming error’.

blossom [OE] Blossom probably comes
ultimately from an Indo-European base *bhios-,
which was also the source of Latin flos, from
which English gets flower. It seems reasonable
to suppose, in view of the semantic connections,
that this *bhlos- was an extended form of *bhlo-,
from which English gets blade, bloom, and the
now archaic verb blow ‘come into flower’.

» BLADE, BLOOM, BLOW, FLOWER

blow There are three distinct blows in English.
The commonest, the verb ‘send out air’ [OE],
can be traced back to an Indo-European base
*bhla-. It came into English (as Old English
blawan) via Germanic *ble-, source also of
bladder. The Indo-European base also produced
Latin flare ‘blow’, from which English gets
flatulent and inflate. The other verb blow, ‘come
into flower’ [OE], now archaic, comes
ultimately from Indo-European *bhio-. It
entered English (as Old English blowan) via
Germanic *blo-, from which English also gets
bloom and probably blade. A variant form of the
Indo-European base with -s- produced Latin flos
(source of English flower) and English blossom.
The noun blow ‘hard hit’ [15] is altogether more
mysterious. It first appears, in the form blaw, in
northern and Scottish texts, and it has been

altogether

connected with a hypothetical Germanic
*bleuwan ‘strike’.
» BLADDER, FLATULENT, INFLATE; BLADE,

BLOOM, BLOSSOM, FLOWER

blubber [14] The original notion underlying
blubber is of ‘bubbling’” or ‘foaming’,
particularly in relation to the sea, and it may, like
bubble itself, be an onomatopoeic creation,
imitative of the sound of spluttering or popping
water. This sense died out in the mainstream
language in the 16th century (though it survived
longer dialectally), but it lies behind the verbal
sense ‘cry copiously’. The development of the
noun to its present meaning ‘whale fat’ is not
altogether clear, but it may have been via an
intermediate 15th-century application to ‘fish’s
entrails’, which perhaps bubbled or appeared
pustular when ripped open by the fishermen.

blue [13] Colour terms are notoriously slippery
things, and blue is a prime example. Its ultimate
ancestor, Indo-European *bhlewos, seems
originally to have meant ‘yellow’ (it is the source
of Latin flavus ‘yellow’, from which English
gets flavine ‘yellow dye’ [19]). But it later
evolved via ‘white’ (Greek phalés ‘white’ is
related) and ‘pale’ to ‘livid, the colour of bruised
skin’ (Old Norse has bld ‘livid’). English had the
related blaw, but it did not survive, and the
modern English word was borrowed from Old
French bleu. This was descended from a
Common Romance *blavus, which in turn was
acquired from prehistoric Germanic *bl@waz
(source also of German blau ‘blue’).

» FLAVINE

bluestocking [18] The term bluestocking
‘female intellectual’ derives from the gatherings
held at the houses of fashionable mid-18th-
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century hostesses to discuss literary and related
topics. It became the custom at these not to put
on full formal dress, which for gentlemen
included black silk stockings. One habitué in
particular, Mr Benjamin Stillingfleet, used to
wear greyish worsted stockings, conventionally
called ‘blue’. This lack of decorum was looked
on with scorn in some quarters, and Admiral
Boscawan dubbed the participants the ‘Blue
Stocking Society’. Women who attended their
highbrow meetings thus became known as ‘Blue
Stocking Ladies’ (even though it was a man who
had worn the stockings), and towards the end of
the century this was abbreviated to simply
bluestockings.

bluff English has two words bluff, one or perhaps
both of them of Dutch origin. The older, ‘hearty’
[17], originally referred to ships, and meant
‘having a flat vertical bow’. This nautical
association suggests a Dutch provenance,
though no thoroughly convincing source has
been found. The sense ‘flat, vertical, (and
broad)’ came to be applied to land features, such
as cliffs (hence the noun bluff ‘high steep bank’,
which emerged in America in the 18th century).
The word’s metaphorical extension to people
was at first derogatory — ‘rough, blunt’ — but the
more favourable ‘hearty’ had developed by the
early 19th century.
Bluff ‘deceive’ [19] was originally a US
poker term. It comes from Dutch bluffen ‘boast’,
the descendant of Middle Dutch bluffen ‘swell

s

up’.

blunder [14] When blunder first entered the
language, it meant ‘stumble around blindly,
bumping into things’, which gives a clue to its
possible ultimate connection with blind. Its
probable source was Old Norse blundra ‘shut
one’s eyes’, forerunner of Swedish blunda and
Norwegian blunda (Jon Blund is the Swedish
equivalent of ‘the sandman’), and very likely a
descendant of Indo-European *bhlendhos, from
which blind comes. The first record of the
modern sense ‘foolish mistake’ comes in
Edward Phillips’s The new world of English
words 1706.

» BLIND

blunderbus [17] Blunderbus was originally
Dutch donderbus (literally ‘thundergun’), and its
transformation is due to folk etymology: the
unfamiliar donder was replaced by the English
word blunder, perhaps with some reference to
the fact that, with its wide muzzle, it is capable
only of fairly random firing. The second part of
the word (which also occurs in arquebus) is
ultimately related to box, Dutch bus or buis
being not just a ‘box’ but also a ‘tube’, and hence
a ‘gun’. There is no connection with the 20th-
century thunderbox, a colloquial term for a
‘portable loo’.

blunt [12] Blunt originally meant ‘dull, obtuse,
foolish’ in English, and it has been speculated
that behind it there lay an earlier ‘dull of sight’,
linking the word with blind. A possible source
would be a derivative of Old Norse blunda ‘shut
one’s eyes’ (whence probably also blunder). The

application of blunt to dull, non-sharp edges or
blades developed in the 14th century.
» BLIND, BLUNDER

blush [OE] Modern English blush is a
descendant of Old English blyscan ‘turn red,
blush’, which was related to and perhaps derived
from Old English blysa ‘firebrand, torch’.
Similarities of form and meaning make it
tempting to compare blaze, which meant ‘torch’
in Old English and came from a prehistoric
Germanic *blason, but no connection has ever
been established. Middle Dutch blosen ‘glow’
may be an intermediate form.

board [OE] Old English bord had a wide range
of meanings, whose two main strands (‘plank’
and ‘border, side of a ship’) reveal that it came
from two distinct sources: Germanic *bortham
and *borthaz respectively (despite their
similarity, they have not been shown to be the
same word). Related forms in other Germanic
languages that point up the dichotomy are Dutch
bord ‘shelf’ and boord ‘border, side of a ship’.
The second, ‘edge’ element of board (which is
probably related to border) now survives in
English only in seaboard (literally the ‘edge of
the sea’) and in variations on the phrase on board
ship (whose original reference to the ship’s sides
is nowadays perceived as relating to the deck).

Board ‘food’ (as in ‘board and lodging’), and

hence boarder, are metaphorical applications of
board ‘table’.

» BORDER

boast [13] The immediate source of boast
appears to be Anglo-Norman bost, but where it
came from before that is far from clear; German
dialect bauste(r)n ‘swell’ has been compared,
suggesting that it could be of Germanic origin.
To begin with it meant ‘loud or threatening talk’
as well as ‘bragging’.

boat [OE] In origin, the word boat seems to be
restricted to northern parts of Europe: Old
English bar and Old Norse beit are the only early
examples (German boot was borrowed from
them, and French bateau comes from the
English word). They point to a common
Germanic origin in *bait-. It has been speculated
that this may be related to bitt ‘post for fastening
ship’s cables’. If true, this could mean that boat
originally referred to one or other of the
structural members of a wooden vessel.

bobby [19] The British bobby ‘policeman’ gets
his name from the English statesman Sir Robert
Peel (1788-1850) — Bobby or Bob being the pet
form of Robert. Peel was Home Secretary when
the Metropolitan Police Force was formed in
1828, but the term bobby is not actually recorded
until 1844. A much earlier application of his
name was the now obsolete Peeler, used from
1817 for members of the Irish Constabulary,
founded under Peel’s auspices, and later for
English policemen.

Boche sece CABBAGE

bodice [16] Originally, bodice was identical
with bodies — that is, the plural of body. This use
of body began early in the 16th century, when it
referred to the part of a woman’s dress that
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covered the trunk, as opposed to the arms; and it
soon became restricted specifically to the part
above the waist. The reason for the adoption of
the plural form (which was often used originally
in the phrase pair of bodies) was that the upper
portion of women’s dresses was usually in two
parts, which fastened down the middle. In the
17th and 18th centuries the term bodice was
frequently applied to ‘corsets’.
» BODY

bodkin [14] A bodkin was originally a small
dagger, and only in the 18th century did it
develop the perhaps more familiar sense ‘long
blunt needle’. Initially it was a three-syllable
word, spelled boidekyn, and its origins are
mysterious. Most speculation has centred on
Celtic as a source. Welsh bidog ‘dagger’ being
cited (the -kin is no doubt a diminutive suffix).

body [OE] For a word so central to people’s
perception of themselves, body is remarkably
isolated linguistically. Old High German had
potah  ‘body’, traces of which survived
dialectally into modern times, but otherwise it is
without known relatives in any other Indo-
European language. Attempts have been made,
not altogether convincingly, to link it with words
for ‘container’ or ‘barrel’, such as medieval
Latin butica. The use of body to mean ‘person in
general’, as in somebody, nobody, got fully under
way in the 14th century.

bog [13] Bog is of Gaelic origin. It comes from
bogach ‘bog’, which was a derivative of the
adjective bog ‘soft’. A possible link between
Gaelic bog and Old English bigan ‘bend’
(source of modern English bow) has been
suggested. The British slang use ‘lavatory’,
which dates from the 18th century, appears to be
short for the slightly earlier bog-house, which
may have been an alteration of the 16th-century
boggard — quite possibly completely unrelated to
bog ‘swamp’.

bogey [19] Bogey is one of a set of words
relating to alarming or annoying manifestations
of the supernatural (others are bogle, bug,
bugbear, and possibly boggle and bugaboo)
whose interconnections are difficult to sort out.
A strand common to most of them is a northern
origin, which has led some to suggest an
ultimate source in Scandinavia — perhaps an
ancestor of Norwegian dialect bugge ‘important
man’ (which has also been linked with English
big) might lie behind Middle English bugge,
originally ‘scarecrow’ but later used for more
spectral objects of terror. Others, however,
noting Welsh bwg, bwgan ‘ghost’, have gone
with a Celtic origin.

Of more recent uses of bogey, ‘policeman’
and ‘nasal mucus’ seem to have appeared
between the two World Wars, while ‘golf score
of one stroke over par’ is said to have originated
at the Great Yarmouth Golf Club in the 1890s,
when a certain Major Wellman exclaimed,
during the course of a particularly trying round,
that he must be playing against the ‘bogey-man’
(a figure in a popular song of the time). Bogie

‘undercarriage’ [19] is a different word (of if
anything obscurer origin than bogey).

boil Boil ‘large spot’ [OE] and boil ‘vaporize
with heat’ [13] are distinct words. The former
comes from Old English byl or byle, which
became bile in Middle English; the change to
boil started in the 15th century, perhaps from
association with the verb. The Old English word
goes back ultimately to a West Germanic *biilja,
whose central meaning element was ‘swelling’;
from it also comes German beule ‘lump, boil .
The verb’s source, via Anglo-Norman boiller, is
Latin bullire, a derivative of bulla ‘bubble’, a
word which also gave us bull (as in ‘Papal bull’),
bullion, bowl (as in the game of ‘bowls’), budge,
bullet, bulletin and bully (as in ‘bully beef”), as
well, perhaps, as bill.

» BILL, BOWL, BUDGE, BULL, BULLET, BULLETIN,
BULLION, BULLY, EBULLIENT

bold [OE] In Old English, bold meant simply
‘brave’; the modern connotations of immodesty
or presumptuousness do not seem to have
developed until the 12th century. The word goes
back to a prehistoric Germanic *balthaz, based
ultimately, it has been speculated, on Indo-
European *bhel- ‘swell’ (the psychological link
through ‘being puffed up’ via ‘adventurous
courage’ to ‘audacity’ is scarcely far-fetched). If
this is so it would mean bold is related to
bellows, belly, billow, bolster, and possibly
bellow and bell. The notion of impetuosity is
perhaps retained in the related German bald
‘soon’.

» BELL, BELLOWS, BELLY, BILLOW, BOLSTER

bollock sece BALL

bolshevik [20] Russian bol’ shévik is a
derivative of bol’ shiy, the comparative form of
the adjective bol’ shoy ‘big’. It was originally
applied, at the 1903 congress of the Russian
Social Democratic Party, to those party members
who wished to go for a ‘big’, or extreme,
socialist programme (in contrast with the more
moderate Mensheviks — from Russian mén’ shij
‘less’); but since the Bolsheviks outnumbered
the Mensheviks, the word soon became
interpreted as ‘those in the majority in the party’.
The transferred use of the English abbreviation
bolshy to mean ‘stubbornly uncooperative’ dates
from around 1918.

» DEBILITY

bolster [OE] The idea underlying bolster ‘long
pillow’ is of something stuffed, so that it swells
up. It comes from a prehistoric Germanic
*bolstraz, which was a derivative of *bolg-,
*bulg- (source also of bellows, belly, billow and
possibly bell, bellow, and bold). German has the
related polster ‘cushion, pillow’.

» BELL, BELLOW, BELLY, BILLOW, BOLD

bolt [OE] In Old English, a bolt was an arrow,
particularly of the short stout variety used in
crossbows (hence the phrase shoot one’s bolt).
The more familiar modern sense ‘fastening pin’
developed in the 13th century. The verbal sense
‘make a quick escape’ comes from the notion of
firing a projectile. The word appears in other



bomb

Germanic languages (for instance German bolz
‘bolt’), but its ultimate origin is unknown.

bomb [17] Bomb is ultimately of onomatopoeic
origin, and can probably be traced back to Greek
bombos, a word for a booming or buzzing sound.
This passed into Latin as bombus, the probable
source of Italian bomba, which acquired more
explosive connotations. English got the word via
French bombe. The derivative bombard
preceded bomb into English, in the 15th century.

» BOUND

bombast [16] Bombast originally meant
‘cotton-wool’, especially as used for stuffing or
padding clothes, upholstery, etc; hence, before
the end of the 16th century, it had been
transferred metaphorically to ‘pompous or
turgid language’. The ultimate source of the
word was Greek bombux ‘silk, silkworm’, which
came into English via Latin bombyx, bombax
(source also of English bombazine [16]) and Old
French bombace. The earliest English form was
bombace, but it soon developed an additional
final -1.

» BOMBAZINE

bonanza [19] Bonanza entered the language via
American English from Spanish, where bonanza
means ‘prosperity’, or literally ‘good weather’.
It came from an unrecorded general Romance
*bonacia, a derivative of Latin bonus ‘good’.
(Other English words acquired ultimately from
bonus — a descendant of Old Latin duenos —
include bonbon [19], bonus [18], boon [14] (as
in ‘boon companion’), bounty [13] (from Latin
bonitas ‘goodness’), and perhaps bonny [15].) It
appears to have been formed on the analogy of
Latin malacia, as if this meant ‘bad weather’,
from malus ‘bad’, although it in fact originally
meant ‘calm at sea’, from Greek malakos.

» BONBON, BONNY, BONUS, BOON, BOUNTY

bond English has two distinct words bond, which
started life very differently but have gradually
grown together. Bond ‘something that binds’
[13] was originally the same word as band (from
Old Norse band), and only gradually diverged
from it in pronunciation, spelling, and meaning.
The key modern legal and financial senses began
to develop in the 16th century, the underlying
notion being of something one is ‘bound’ or
‘tied’ to by a promise. Bond ‘bound in slavery’
[14], as in bondservant, is an adjectival use of
the late Old English noun bonda ‘householder’,
which came from Old Norse bondi (the second
element of hiisbondi, from which English gets
husband). This represented an earlier bdandi,
which was originally the present participle of
east Norse bda ‘dwell’, a derivative of the
Germanic base *bi- ‘dwell’, (from which
English also gets be, boor, booth, bower, build,
burly, byelaw, and byre). The semantic
association of ‘tying up’ and ‘servitude’ has led
to the merging of the two words, as shown in the
derivative bondage.

» BAND; BE, BOOR, BOOTH, BUILD, BYELAW,
NEIGHBOUR

bone [OE] Somewhat unusually for a basic
body-part term, bone is a strictly Germanic

word: it has no relatives in other Indo-European
languages. It comes from a presumed Germanic
*bainam, which also produced for example
German bein and Swedish ben. These both mean
‘leg’ as well as ‘bone’, suggesting that the
original connotation of *bainam may have been
‘long bone’.

bonfire [14] A bonfire was originally a fire in
which bones were burned. References to such
(presumably rather evil-smelling) fires, which
were large open air affairs, continue down to the
18th century, but latterly they have a distinctly
antiquarian air, as if such things were a thing of
the past. By the later 15th century the word was
already passing to the more general modern
meaning ‘large outdoor fire’, either celebratory
(as in Bonfire Night, 5 November) or for
destroying refuse.

» BONE

bonus see BEAUTY

book [OE] Book is widespread throughout the
Germanic languages. German has buch, for
example, Dutch bock, and Swedish bok. There
point to a prehistoric Germanic *boks, which
was probably related to *boka ‘beech’, the
connection being that the early Germanic
peoples used beechwood tablets for writing
runic inscriptions on. The original meaning of
the word in Old English (boc) was simply
‘written document or record’, but by the 9th
century it had been applied to a collection of
written sheets fastened together.

» BEECH

boom see BEAM

boor [15] Boor was borrowed into English either
from Low German hiir or from Dutch boer (Boer
‘Dutch colonist in South Africa’ is a later, 19th-
century borrowing). When first acquired it
meant ‘peasant farmer’, and did not develop its
modern explicit connotations of coarseness and
rudeness until the 16th century. Its ultimate
source was the Germanic base *bi- ‘dwell’, so
its original meaning was something like ‘person
who lives in a particular place’ (the related
neighbour was literally ‘someone who lives
nearby’). Other English words from the same
source include be, booth, bound ‘intending to
go’, bower, build, burly, byelaw, byre, and the
-band of husband.

» BE, BOER, BOOTH, BOWER, BUILD, BURLY,
BYELAW, BYRE, HUSBAND, NEIGHBOUR

boot [14] Boot is a comparatively late acquisition
by English. It came, either directly or via Old
Norse boti, from Old French bote, whose source
is unknown. The modern British sense ‘car’s
luggage compartment’ goes back to a 17th-
century term for an outside compartment for
attendants on a coach, which may have come
directly from modern French botte.

The boot of ‘to boot’ is a completely different
word. It comes from Old English bot ‘advantage,
remedy’, which can be traced back to a
prehistoric Germanic base *bat-, source also of
better and best.

» BEST, BETTER



boss

booth [12] In common with a wide range of
other English words, including bower and the
-bour of neighbour, booth comes ultimately
from the Germanic base *bii- ‘dwell’. From this
source came the East Norse verb bda ‘dwell’
(whose present participle produced English
bond and the -band of husband); addition of the
suffix -th produced the unrecorded noun both.
‘dwelling’, which came into Middle English as
both.

» BE, BOOR, BOWER, HUSBAND, NEIGHBOUR

booty [15] Booty has no connection with boots.
It came into English as butin (it did not finally
lose its n until the 18th century), a borrowing
from Old French butin, but Old French had got it
from Middle Low German biite ‘exchange’
(whence German beute and Dutch buit ‘loot’),
pointing to a prehistoric Germanic source
*bution.

» FILIBUSTER, FREEBOOTER

booze [13] This word seems to have been
borrowed on two distinct and widely separate
occasions from Middle Dutch biisen ‘drink
much alcohol’ (which some have connected with
Middle High German biis ‘swelling’). In the
13th century this gave Middle English bouse,
which if it had continued to the present day
would have rhymed with the verb house.
However, in the 16th century the Middle Dutch
word was reborrowed, giving modern English
booze.

borage [13] The plant-name borage comes via
Old French bourrache from Latin borrago.
Various words have been advanced as an
ultimate source, including late Latin burra
‘shaggy cloth’, on account of its hairy leaves, but
in view of the fact that the Arabs used the plant
medicinally to induce sweating, the likeliest
contender is Arabic abii ‘aragq, literally ‘father of
sweat’.

border [14] English acquired border from Old
French bordure. This came from the common
Romance verb *bordare ‘border’, which was
based on *bordus ‘edge’, a word of Germanic
origin whose source, *borthaz, was the same as
that of English board in the sense ‘side of a
ship’.

» BOARD

bore Bore ‘make a hole’ [OE] and bore ‘be
tiresome’ [18] are almost certainly two distinct
words. The former comes ultimately from an
Indo-European base *bhor-, *bhr-, which
produced Latin forare ‘bore’ (whence English
foramen ‘small anatomical opening’), Greek
phdrynx, and prehistoric Germanic *boron, from
which we get bore (and German gets bohren).
Bore connoting ‘tiresomeness’ suddenly appears
on the scene as a sort of buzzword of the 1760s,
from no known source; the explanation most
commonly offered for its origin is that it is a
figurative application of bore in the sense ‘pierce
someone with ennui’, but that is not terribly
convincing. In its early noun use it meant what
we would now call a ‘fit of boredom’.

There is one other, rather rare English word

bore —meaning ‘tidal wave in an estuary or river’

[17]. It may have come from Old Norse bdra
‘wave’.

» PERFORATE, PHARYNX

born [OE] The Old English past participle of the
verb meaning ‘bear’ was boren. By Middle
English times this had become contracted to
born(e), but no distinction in meaning was made
on the basis of spelling. This did not come about
until around 1600, since when born has become
established as the obstetric orthography, while
borne remains the straightforward past participle
of bear ‘carry’.

» BEAR

borough [OE] Borough (Old English burg or
burh) comes from Germanic *burgs ‘fortress’
(whence also German burg ‘castle, stronghold’).
It was a derivative of the base *burg- ‘protect’
(whence also bury), a variant of *berg- (source
of English barrow ‘mound’ and German berg
‘mountain’) and *borg- (source of English
borrow). At some time during the prehistoric
Germanic period a progression in meaning
began to take place from ‘fortress’ (which had
largely died out in English by 1000), through
“fortified town’, to simply ‘town’. Romance
languages borrowed the word, giving for
instance French bourg, from which English gets
burgess [13] and bourgeois [16]. Burrow [13] is
probably a variant form.

» BOURGEOIS, BURGESS, BURROW, BURY

borrow [OE] Modern English borrow is a
descendant of Old English borgian, which came
from the Germanic base *borg-. This was a
variant of *berg- (source of English barrow
‘mound’) and *burg- (source of English borough
and bury). The underlying sense of the Germanic
base was ‘protection, shelter’, and the
development of meaning in the case of borrow
seems to have been like this: originally, to
borrow something from somebody was to
receive it temporarily from them in return for
some sort of security, which would be forfeited
if the thing borrowed were not kept safe and
eventually returned. Gradually, the notion of
giving some sort of concrete security, such as
money, weakened into a spoken pledge, which
by modern times had become simply the
unspoken assumption that anything that has been
borrowed must by definition be returned.

» BARROW, BOROUGH, BURY

bosom [OE] The immediate source of Old
English bosm was West Germanic *bdsm-,
which also produced German busen and Dutch
boezem. It has been conjectured that it may come
ultimately from Indo-European *bhdaghiis,
which perhaps meant ‘arm’ (source of English
bought and possibly bow, as in ‘ship’s bow’); the
early occurrence of phrases like ‘in someone’s
bosom’ meaning ‘clasped to someone’s chest, in
someone’s arms’ may support this.

» BOUGH, BOW

boss English has two words boss, of which the
more familiar is far more recent; both are fairly
obscure in origin. We know that boss ‘chief” [19]
comes from Dutch baas ‘master’ (it was
introduced to American English by Dutch
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settlers), but where Dutch got the word from we
do not know for certain. Boss ‘protuberance’
[13] was borrowed from Old French boce, which
comes from an assumed general Romance
*botja, but there the trail goes cold.

Boss-eyed [19] and boss shot ‘bungled
attempt’ [19] are both usually assumed to come
from, or at least be connected with a 19th-
century English dialect verb boss ‘bungle’, of
unknown origin.

botany [17] Botany was derived from botanic, a
borrowing, either directly or via French
botanique, of Latin botanicus. The ultimate
source of the word was Greek botdné ‘plant,
pasture’, a derivative of the verb boskein ‘feed’.

both [12] The Old English word for ‘both’ was
begen (masculine; the feminine and neuter form
was bd), a relative of a wide range of Indo-
European words denoting ‘each of two’,
including the second syllables of Old Slavic oba
and Latin ambo (represented in English
ambidextrous). Most Germanic languages
extended the base form by adding -d or -th (as in
German beide ‘both’). In the case of Old Norse,
this produced badthir, the form from which
English acquired both.

» AMBIDEXTROUS

bother [18] When the word borher first turns up
in English in the first half of the 18th century, it
is largely in the writings of Irishmen, such as
Thomas Sheridan and Jonathan Swift. This has
naturally led to speculation that the word may be
of Irish origin, but no thoroughly convincing
candidate has been found. The superficially
similar Irish Gaelic bodhar ‘deaf, afflicted’ is
more alike in spelling than pronunciation.
Another suggestion is that it may represent an
Irish way of saying pother [16], an archaic word
for ‘commotion’ which is itself of unknown
origin.

bottle [14] Etymologically, a bottle is a small
butt, or barrel. The word comes ultimately from
medieval Latin butticula, a diminutive form of
late Latin burtis ‘cask’ (whence English butt
‘barrel’). It reached English via Old French
botele. The 20th-century British colloquial
meaning ‘nerve, courage’ comes from rhyming
slang bottle and glass ‘class’.

In medieval Latin, a servant who handed
wine round at meals and looked after the wine
cellar was a buticularius: hence, via Old French
bouteillier and Anglo-Norman buteler, English
butler [13].

» BUTLER

bottom [OE] Bottom is a word with cognates
widely represented in other Indo-European
languages. It comes ultimately from the Indo-
European base *bhudh- or *bhundh- ‘base,
foundation’, source of Latin fundus, from which
English gets fund, fundamental, foundation, and
founder ‘sink’. An extended form of the base
passed into Germanic as *buthm- or *buthn-,
which produced German boden ‘ground, earth’
and English bottom. The application of the word

to the ‘buttocks’ seems to have arisen towards
the end of the 18th century.
» FOUNDATION, FUND, FUNDAMENTAL

botulism [19] The fact that Latin botulus was
used metaphorically for ‘intestine’ is in this case
just a red herring; its principal meaning was
‘sausage’, and it was the discovery of the food-
poisoning germ in cooked meats, such as-
sausages, which led to the term botulism. Early
work on unmasking the bacterium responsible
(now known as Clostridium botulinum) was
done in Germany, and at first the German form
of the word, botulismus, was used in English, but
by the late 1880s we find the naturalized
botulism fairly well established.

bouclé see BUCKLE

bough [OE] Bough is a word of some antiquity,
dispersed far and wide throughout the Indo-
European languages, but it is only in English that
it has come to mean ‘branch’. It comes
ultimately from an Indo-European *bhaghiis;
the meaning this had is not altogether clear, but
many of its descendants, such as Greek pakhus
and Sanskrit bahiis, centre semantically round
‘arm’ or ‘forearm’ (a meaning element which
can be discerned in the possibly related bosom).
Germanic adopted the Indo-European form as
*bogus, with apparently a shift in signification
up the arms towards the shoulders (Old English
bog, boh, Old Norse bogr, and Middle Dutch
boech all meant ‘shoulder’, and the Dutch word
later came to be applied to the front of a ship —
possibly the source of English bow).

» BOSOM, BOW

boulder [13] Boulder is an abbreviated form of
the original compound noun boulder-stone,
which was a partial translation of a Scandinavian
word which survives in Swedish dialect
bullersten ‘large stone in a stream’. Sten is
‘stone’, of course, and buller is usually identified
with Swedish buller ‘rumbling noise’, on the
basis presumably of the sound of a stream
gurgling over rocks. Boulder first appears on its
own, outside the compound boulder-stone, in the
17th century.

boulevard [18] Boulevard is a frenchified
version of German bollwerk ‘fortification’ (the
corresponding anglicized version is bulwark).
The meaning of the French word, apparently
quite divergent from that of bulwark, comes
originally from the practice of constructing
walkways along the top of demolished ramparts.

» BULWARK

bounce [13] Bounce is something of a mystery
word. When it first appears in Middle English it
means ‘hit’, and it does not acquire its modern
sense ‘rebound’ until the late 16th century. There
are similar words in other Germanic languages,
such as Dutch bons ‘thump’, but there is no
reason to suppose that any of them is actually the
source of the English word. Many etymologists
incline to the view that bounce is an independent
onomatopoeic formation.

bound English has no fewer than four separate
words bound. The only one which goes back to
Old English is the adjective, meaning ‘obliged’
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or ‘destined’, which comes from the past
participle of bind (in Old English this was
bunden, which survives partially in ‘bounden
duty’). Next oldest is the adjective meaning
‘going or intending to go’ [13]. Originally
meaning ‘ready’, this was borrowed from Old
Norse biiinn, the past participle of biia ‘prepare’,
which derived from the same ultimate source
(the Germanic base *bi- ‘dwell, cultivate’) as
be, boor, booth, bower, build, burly, bye-law, and
byre. The final -d of bound, which appeared in
the 16th century, is probably due to association
with bound ‘obliged’. Virtually contemporary is
the noun bound ‘border, limit’ [13]. It originally
meant ‘landmark’, and came via Anglo-Norman
bounde from early Old French bodne (source
also of Old French borne, from which English
got bourn, as in Hamlet’s ‘undiscovered country
from whose bourn no traveller returns’). Its
ultimate source was medieval Latin bodina,
perhaps from a prehistoric Gaulish *bodina.
Boundary [17] seems to have been formed from
the dialectal bounder, an agent noun derived
from the verb bound ‘form the edge or limit of”.
Finally, bound ‘leap’ [16] comes from Old
French bondir. 1t originally meant ‘rebound’ in
English (rebound [14] began as an Old French
derivative of bondir), but this physical sense was
a metaphorical transference from an earlier
sense related to sound. Old French bondir
‘resound’ came from Vulgar Latin *bombitire
‘hum’, which itself was a derivative of Latin
bombus ‘booming sound’ (source of English
bomb).

» BAND, BEND, BIND, BOND, BUNDLE; BE, BOOR,

BOOTH, BOWER, BUILD, BURLY, BYRE,
NEIGHBOUR; BOUNDARY, BOURN; BOMB,
REBOUND

bounty see BEAUTY

bouquet see BUSH

bourgeois see BOROUGH

bout sece Bow

boutique see APOTHECARY

bovine see BEEF

bow There are three distinct words bow in
English, although two of them, ‘arrow-shooter’
[OE] and ‘bend the body’ [OE], are ultimately
related. Bow for arrows comes from Old English
boga, which also meant more generally ‘arch’;
its source was Germanic *bugon, a derivative of
*bug-, the short stem of *beugan. This *beugan
was also the source of Old English bogan,
antecedent of modern English bow ‘bend the
body’, while the short stem lies additionally
behind bright [OE] and bout [16]. Buxom, which
originally meant ‘flexible’ and ‘obedient’,
derived from bow ‘bend the body’.

The other bow ‘front of a boat’ [15] was
probably borrowed from Dutch boeg, a word
related to English bough.

» BIGHT, BOUT, BUXOM; BOUGH

bowdlerize [19] In 1818 Dr Thomas Bowdler
(1754-1825), an English editor, published his
Family Shakespeare, an expurgated edition of
the plays ‘in which those words and expressions
are omitted which cannot with propriety be read

aloud in a family’. This and other similarly
censored versions of the English classics led to
Bowdler’s name being cast as the epitome of
Whitehousian suppression. The first recorded
use of the verb was in a letter by General P
Thompson in 1836.

bowel [13] Bowel comes via Old French buel or
bouel from Latin botellus ‘small intestine,
sausage’, a diminutive form of botulus
‘sausage’. The term botulism ‘food poisoning’
was coined on the basis that the toxin
responsible for it was originally found in
sausages and other preserved meats.

» BOTULISM

bower [OE] A bower was originally simply a
place where one lived; the modern connotation
of a ‘secluded arbour’ did not become fully
established until the 16th century. Old English
biir came from West and North Germanic *biiraz
or *biiram, a derivative of the prolific base *bii-
‘dwell’, which also produced be, boor, booth,
bound ‘intending to go’, build, burly, byelaw,
byre, and the -bour of neighbour.

» BE, BOOR, BOOTH, BUILD, BURLY, BYRE,
NEIGHBOUR

bowl Bowl ‘round receptacle’ [OE] and bowl
‘ball used in bowls’ [15] come from different
sources. The former (Old English bolle or bolla)
comes ultimately from the Germanic base *bul-,
*bal-, which was also the source of English ball,
balloon, and ballot. The Middle Dutch form
corresponding to Old English bolle was bolle,
which was borrowed into English in the 13th
century as boll, initially meaning ‘bubble’ but
latterly ‘round seed-head’.

The other bowl was originally simply a
synonym for ball, but its modern specialized
uses in the game of bowls, and the verbal usage
‘deliver the ball’ in cricket and other games, had
already begun their development in the 15th
century. The word came via Old French boule
from Latin bulla ‘bubble’, which also lies behind
English boil, bull (as in ‘papal bull’), bullion,
bullet, bulletin, and bully (as in ‘bully beef”), as
well, perhaps, as bill.

» BALL, BALLOON, BALLOT; BOIL, BULL, BULLET,
BULLETIN, BULLY

bowler [19] The bowler hat was apparently
named after the Bowlers, a family of 19th-
century London hatters who specialized in its
manufacture. The first known reference to it
comes in the Saturday Review 21 September
1861: “We are informed that he ... wore ... a
white bowler hat’.

box English has two distinct words box. The
‘receptacle’ [OE] probably comes from late
Latin buxis, a variant of Latin pyxis (whence
English pyx ‘container for Communion bread’
[14]). This was borrowed from Greek puxis,
which originally meant not simply ‘box’, but
specifically ‘box made of wood’; for it was a
derivative of Greek piixos, which via Latin buxus
has given English box the tree [OE].
Box ‘fight with the fists’ first appeared in
English as a noun, meaning ‘blow’ [14], now
preserved mainly in ‘a box round the ears’. Its
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ancestry is uncertain: it may be related to Middle
Dutch boke and Danish bask ‘blow’, or it could
simply be an obscure metaphorical extension of
box ‘receptacle’.

» PYX

boxer [15] Boxer is a much travelled word. In its
original sense ‘fighter’ it comes of course from
the verb box, the origins of which remain
mysterious. German borrowed the name for a
new breed of dog, a sort of elongated, more
elegant version of a bulldog — presumably either
in tribute to its supposed pugnaciousness or
because its flattened nose looked like that of an
unsuccessful boxer. Then in the 1930s English
acquired this new application back from
German.

The use of ‘Boxer’ for the Chinese rebels
around the turn of the 20th century who
attempted to drive out all foreigners is based on
their Chinese name, yi hé qudn, literally
‘righteous harmonious fists’.

boy [13] The etymology of boy has long been
problematical, but the now most generally
accepted view is that it is probably a reduced
form of an unrecorded Anglo-Norman *abuie or
*embuie ‘fettered’, from the Old French verb
embuier ‘fetter’. This came from Vulgar Latin
*imboiare, a compound verb based on Latin
boiae ‘leather collar, fetter’, which was adapted
from Greek boeiai dorai ‘ox-hides’ (hence ‘ox-
leather thongs’), from bous ‘ox’ (related to
English bovine and cow). The apparently
implausible semantic connection is elucidated
by the early meaning of boy in English, which
was ‘male servant’; according to this view, a boy
was etymologically someone kept in leather
fetters, and hence a ‘slave’ or ‘servant’. The
current main sense, ‘young male’, developed in
the 14th century.

» COW

boycott [19] The word boycott sprang into
general use in the year 1880, to describe the
activities of the Irish Land League. This was an
organization set up in 1879 by the Irish
nationalist Michael Davitt to press for agrarian
reforms, rent reductions, etc. Those who did not
agree with its aims, it subjected to an organized
campaign of ostracism. One of the first to suffer
from this was one Captain Charles Cunningham
Boycott (1832-97), a British estate manager in
County Mayo. Hence ‘to boycott’, which
became a buzzword of the early 1880s, was
quickly adopted by other European languages,
and has remained in current use ever since.

bra [20] The word bra made its first appearance
in English in the mid 1930s. It is of course an
abbreviation of brassiere (an early alternative
abbreviated form was bras), which was
borrowed from French around 1910. The French
term originated in the 17th century, when it
meant simply ‘bodice’; it appears to have been
an alteration of an earlier, Old French braciere
‘piece of armour for the arm or wrist’ (borrowed
into English as bracer in the 14th century), a
derivative of bras ‘arm’.

brace [14] English borrowed brace from Old
French brace, which meant simply ‘(the length
measured by) two arms’. It came from Latin
bracchia, the plural of bracchium ‘arm’ (source
of French bras ‘arm’, and also of various English
technical terms, such as brachiopod [19], a type
of shellfish, literally ‘arm-foot’). The word’s
ultimate source was Greek brakhion ‘arm’,
originally ‘upper arm’, which was formed from
the comparative of brakhiis ‘short’, a relative of
English brief (the sense development is probably
that the upper arm was named from being
‘shorter’ than the forearm). Of the rather diverse
range of meanings the word has in modern
English, ‘pair’ derives from the original notion
of ‘twoness’, while ‘strengthening or supporting
structure’ owes much to the idea of ‘clasping’,
mainly contained originally in the verb brace
[14], from Old French bracier ‘put one’s arms
around’ (a derivative of Old French brace). In
English it now only means ‘support, strengthen’,
the sense ‘clasp with the arms’ being reserved to
embrace [14], from Old French embracer.

» BRIEF, EMBRACE

bracelet [15] The Latin word for ‘bracelet” was
bracchiale, a derivative of bracchium ‘arm’ —
thus, ‘something worn on or round the arm’.
This passed into Old French as bracel, which
made a brief and unconvincing appearance in
English in the early 16th century. It was the
French diminutive form, bracelet, which caught
on in English. Its colloquial use as a term for
‘handcuffs’ goes back to the early 19th century.

bracket [16] The word bracket appears to have
come from medieval French braguette, which
meant ‘codpiece’, a resemblance evidently
having been perceived between the codpiece of a
pair of men’s breeches and the ‘projecting
architectural support’ which was the original
meaning of bracket in English. Before the word
even arrived in English, it had quite an eventful
career. The French word was a diminutive form
of brague, which in the plural meant ‘breeches’.
It was borrowed from Old Provencal braga,
which got it from Latin brdca; Latin in turn
acquired it from Gaulish brdaca, but the Gaulish
word seems ultimately to have been of Germanic
origin, and to be related to English breeches.

» BREECHES

brag [13] Brag first turned up in English as an
adjective, meaning ‘spirited” or ‘boastful’; the
verb and noun did not appear until the 14th
century. Where English got the word from,
however, remains a mystery. French has braguer
‘brag’, but it is not clear whether English
borrowed from French, or vice versa; French
did, however, contribute the derivative bragard,
which English adopted as braggart [16]. This
probably also formed the basis of braggadocio,
an Italianate coinage first used by the poet
Edmund Spenser as a personification of
‘boastfulness’ in his Faerie Queene 1590.

braid [OE] The ultimate source of braid was
West and North Germanic *bregthan, whose
underlying meaning was probably ‘make sudden
jerky movements from side to side’. This was
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carried through into Old English bregdan, but
had largely died out by the 16th century.
However, ‘making swift side-to-side
movements’ had early developed a special
application to the intertwining of strands or
threads, and it is this ‘plaiting’ sense which has
survived. The Germanic base *bregth- was also
the wultimate source of bridle, but the
superficially similar embroider had a different
origin.

» BRIDLE, UPBRAID

braille [19] Braille, the system of printing in
raised dots for the blind, was named after its
inventor, the French teacher Louis Braille
(1809-52), himself blind from the age of three.
He perfected his set of letter and number signs in
1834, but the term did not appear in English until
the early 1850s.

brain [OE] Old English bregen came from a
Germanic *bragnam. Its rather restricted
distribution in modern Germanic languages
(apart from English brain there is only Dutch
and Frisian brein) suggests that in prehistoric
times it may have been limited to the area of
North Germany where the Low German dialects
were spoken, but it may well have some
connection with Greek brekhmos ‘forehead’.

braise [18] Braise has a wide range of rather
surprising living relatives. Its immediate source
is French braiser, a derivative of braise ‘live
coals’ (from which English gets brazier [17] and
the breeze of breezeblock). In Old French this
was brese, a borrowing from Germanic *brasa,
which came from the same base as produced
German braten ‘roast’ (as in bratwurst) and Old
English br@dan ‘roast’. The ultimate source of
this base was Indo-European *bhreé- ‘burn, heat’,
which produced such other diverse offspring as
English breath, breed, brood, and probably
brawn.

» BRAWN, BRAZIER, BREATH, BREED, BROOD

brake There are two distinct words brake in
English. By far the older is that meaning
‘overgrown area, thicket’ [OE]. Its source is
uncertain, but it has been speculated that it is
ultimately related to break, its original meaning
perhaps having been something like ‘broken
wood’. Brake ‘decelerating mechanism’ [15]
meant ‘bridle’ for stopping a horse’s progress,
and may have been borrowed from Middle
Dutch braeke, a word which was used for a wide
variety of crushing implements but also
apparently for a ring put through the nose of a
draught ox. There may well be some ultimate
connection with break here too.

» BREAK

bramble [OE] Bramble has several cognates in
other Germanic languages, but as with many
plant-names it does not always refer to the same
plant. Old High German bramma, for instance, is
a ‘wild rose’; Old Saxon hiopbramio is a
‘hawthorn bush’; and then there is English
broom. All come from a prehistoric Germanic
*braemoz ‘thorny bush’. In the case of bramble,
Old English originally had brémel, but the
medial -b- had developed before the end of the

Old English period. The bird-name brambling
[16] is probably derived from it.
» BROOM

bran [13] English borrowed bran from Old
French bran, but its ultimate source is unclear.
Modern French bran means ‘excrement’, and if
this had always been a part of the word’s make-
up it might have been possible to suggest a Celtic
origin, perhaps a Gaulish *brenno- (Welsh braen
and Irish brean both mean ‘manure’), but
English bran appears never to have meant
anything but ‘cereal husks’. It may ultimately be
connected with burn.

» BURN

branch [13] Branch comes via Old French
branche from late Latin branca ‘paw’, but its
ultimate origins are not known. In other
Romance languages it retains more of its
original Latin sense (Spanish branca ‘claw’, for
example, and Romanian brinca ‘hand, paw’).
The semantic connection between ‘limb of a
tree’ and ‘appendage of a person or animal’ is
fairly straightforward (compare BOUGH).

brand [OE] A brand was originally a ‘piece of
burning wood’; the word comes from West and
North Germanic *brandaz, a derivative of the
same base (*bran-, *bren-) as produced burn,
brandy, and perhaps broil. In the 16th century it
came to be applied to an ‘(identifying) mark
made with a hot iron’, which provided the basis
for the modern sense ‘particular make of goods’,
a 19th-century development. A specialized (now
archaic) sense of the word in English and other
Germanic languages was ‘sword’ (perhaps from
the flashing sword blade’s resemblance to a
burning stick). This was borrowed into Vulgar
Latin as *brando, and its derived verb *brandire
came into English via Old French as brandish
[14].

Brand-new [16] may be from the notion of

emerging pristine from the furnace.

» BRANDISH, BRANDY, BROIL, BURN

brandy [17] English acquired the word for this
distilled spirit from Dutch brandewijn, and at
first altered and translated it minimally to
brandewine. Soon however this became brandy
wine, and by the mid-17th century the
abbreviated brandy was in common use. The
Dutch compound meant ‘distilled wine’, from
branden, which denoted ‘distil’ as well as ‘burn’
(it was a derivative of brand ‘fire’, cognate with
English brand).

» BRAND

brass [OE] Related forms occur in one or two
other Germanic languages (such as Middle Low
German bras, which meant simply ‘metal’), but
essentially brass is a mystery word, of unknown
ancestry. Its association with ‘effrontery’ begins
in the late 16th century, prefigured by
Shakespeare’s ‘face of brass’ in Love’s Labours
Lost 1580, and by the first instances of the use of
the derived adjective brazen to mean
‘shameless’ (the underlying notion is probably
of a face as hard as brass, and therefore unable to
show shame). Brass ‘high-ranking people’, as in
top brass, comes from brass hat [19], a
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derogatory slang term for a senior military
officer with golden insignia on his cap.

brat [16] The origins of brar are not altogether
clear, but it has plausibly been connected with
the English dialect brat ‘makeshift or ragged
garment’, as being the sort of apparel a rough or
ill-mannered child might wear. This brar first
appeared in late Old English as bratt, meaning
‘cloak’, a borrowing from Old Irish bratt
‘covering, mantle’.

brave [15] The word which today means
‘courageous’ comes from one which meant
‘uncivilized, savage, wild’. English acquired
brave via French brave, Italian bravo, and
Vulgar Latin *brabus from Latin barbarus,
source, via a different route, of English
barbarous. Also from the Italian form come the
exclamation bravo [18] and its derivative
bravura [18], while Spanish bravada has
contributed bravado [16].
» BRAVADO, BRAVO, BRAVURA

brawn [14] English acquired brawn from Anglo-
Norman braun or Old French braon, which
meant ‘flesh, muscle’, but the word’s ultimate
origins are not so much a matter of physiological
substance as of suitability for cooking and
eating. For the source of the French word was
Germanic *brdadon ‘roast’, which can probably
be traced back to Indo-European *bhre- ‘burn,
heat’ (ancestor also of English braise, breath,
breed, and brood). Brawn was thus originally a
‘piece of meat suitable for roasting’.

» BRAISE, BREATH, BREED, BROOD

breach see BREAK

bread [OE] The general Germanic word for
‘bread’ in prehistoric times was what we now
know as loaf; bread probably originally meant
simply ‘(piece of) food’, but as bread was among
the commonest foods, the word bread gradually
became more specialized, passing via ‘piece of
bread’, ‘broken bread’, to simply ‘bread’. Old
English bread and related Germanic forms such
as German brot and Swedish brod point to a
hypothetical Germanic precursor *brautham,
but the word’s ultimate origins are unknown.
Some etymologists have derived it from Indo-
European *bhreu-, source of English brew.

breadth [16] Breadth was formed in the 16th
century by adding the suffix -th (as in length) to
the already existing noun brede ‘breadth’. This
was an ancient formation, directly derived in
prehistoric Germanic times from *braid-, the
stem of broad. It came into Old English as
bréedu.

» BROAD

break [OE] Break comes via prehistoric
Germanic *brekan from the Indo-European base
*bhreg-, which also produced Latin frangere
‘break’ (source of English fraction and fracture).
Possibly related words include brake, bark
‘sound made by a dog’, and brigade, while the
Germanic derived noun *brecho passed into
English via Old French as breach [14] (Old
English had the parallel form bryce, which died
out). The application of broke (originally a

variant of the past participle broken) to
‘insolvency’ dates from the 18th century.

» BARK, BRAKE, BREACH, BRIGADE, FRACTION,
FRACTURE

breakfast [15] Breakfast is the first food one
eats in the morning, thereby literally ‘breaking’
the night’s ‘fast’. The word is first recorded in a
text of 1463: ‘Expenses in breakfast, xjd’. It is a
lexicalization of the phrase ‘break one’s fast’,
which itself seems to have originated in the 14th
century.

breast [OE] Breast can be traced back via
prehistoric Germanic *breustam to an Indo-
European base *bhrus- or *bhreus-, whose other
descendants, including Old Saxon brustian
‘bud’, Middle High German briustern ‘swell’,
and Irish brii ‘abdomen, womb’, suggest that the
underlying reference contained in the word may
be to the growth and swelling of the female
breasts. By the time it reached Old English, as
bréost, it had already developed a more general,
non-sex-specific sense ‘chest’, but the meaning
element ‘mammary gland® has remained
throughout, and indeed over the past two
hundred years ‘chest’ has grown steadily more
archaic.

breath [OE] Breath comes ultimately from the
Indo-European base *bhre- ‘burn, heat’ (source
also of braise, breed, brood, and probably
brawn), and in its original Indo-European form
*bhretos appears to have meant something like
the ‘steam, vapour, etc given off by something
burning or cooking’. When it reached Old
English, via Germanic *br@thaz, it still meant
‘smell” or ‘exhalation’, and it was not in fact
until as late as the 14th century that this notion of
‘exhalation’ came to be applied to human or
animal respiration (the main Old English word
for ‘breath’ had been @thm, which German still
has in the form atem). The verb breathe is 13th-
century.

» BRAISE, BRAWN, BREED, BROOD

breeches [OE] The theoretical singular of this
word, breech, comes from a form which in Old
English was plural — bréec. Its unrecorded
singular, which would have been *broc, came
from a prehistoric West and North Germanic
*broks. The word’s ultimate origin is not known,
although some connect it with break; and it is
possible that it was borrowed early on into
Gaulish as braca, the probable source of English
bracket.

The Old Norse descendant of the Germanic
form, brok, was not only partly responsible for
the Scottish version of breeches, breeks, but is
also the source of brogue.

» BROGUE

breed [OE] The Old English verb brédan came
from West Germanic *brodjan, a derivative of
*brad-, which produced brood. This in turn was
based on *bro-, whose ultimate source was the
Indo-European base *bhré- ‘burn, heat’ (its
other English descendants include braise,
breath, and probably brawn). The underlying
notion of breed is thus not ‘reproduction’ so
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much as ‘incubation, the warmth which
promotes hatching’.

» BRAISE, BRAWN, BREATH, BROOD

breeze [16] Breeze has not always connoted
‘lightness’ or ‘gentleness’. Old Spanish briza, its
probable source, meant ‘cold northeast wind’,
and that is the meaning it originally had in
English. The word was picked up through
English-Spanish contact in Central and South
America, and the fact that on the Atlantic coast
of the area the onshore winds were from the east
and northeast led in the 17th century to breeze
being applied to any cool wind from the sea (as
in ‘sea breezes’), and gradually to any light
wind. The adjective breezy perhaps retains more
of the word’s earlier ‘cold’ connotations.

The breeze [18] of breezeblock is a
completely different word, meaning ‘cinders’,
and comes from French braise ‘live coals’,
source also of English braise and brazier.

breviary sce BRIEF
brevity see BRIEF

brew [OE] The ancestral meaning of brew has
basically to do with ‘heat’. It comes from an
Indo-European base *bhreu- or *bhru, which is
also the source of Latin fervere ‘boil’, from
which we get fervent, ferment, and the second
syllable of comfrey. Broth and possibly bread
can be traced back to the same Indo-European
base, and some etymologists have linked it with
burn. To ‘brew’ was thus originally something
like ‘make a drink by boiling’, ‘fermentation’
being a secondary but connected connotation.

» BROTH, COMFREY, FERMENT, FERVENT

briar There are two distinct words briar in
English, both of which can also be spelled brier,
and as their meanings are fairly similar, they are
often confused. The older [OE] is a name given
to the wild rose, although in fact this usage is as
recent as the 16th century, and in Old English
times the word was used generally for any
prickly bush, including particularly the bramble.
The Old English form was brér, but it is not
known where this came from. The other briar,
‘wild heather’ [19], is the one whose root is used
for making briar pipes. The word comes from
French bruyere, and was spelled bruyer when
first introduced into English in the third quarter
of the 19th century; the current spelling is due to
assimilation to the other briar. The French form
comes from Gallo-Roman *bricaria, a
derivative of *briicus, which was borrowed from
Gaulish britko. It appears to be related to the
Greek word for ‘heather’, ereike, from which
English gets the technical botanical term
ericaceous [19].

bribe [14] The origin of bribe is obscure, and its
semantic history is particularly involved. The
word first turns up in Old French, as a noun
meaning ‘piece of bread, especially one given to
a beggar’. From this, the progression of senses
seems to have been to a more general ‘alms’;
then to the ‘practice of living on alms’; then,
pejoratively, to simple ‘begging’. From there it
was a short step to ‘stealing’, and that was the
meaning the verb had when first recorded in

English. The shift to the current application to
financial corruption occurred in the 16th century,
originally, it seems, in the context of judges and
others in authority who exacted, or ‘stole’,
money in exchange for favours such as lenient
sentences.

bric-a-brac [19] Bric-a-brac first appears in
English in William Thackeray’s The adventures
of Philip 1862: ‘all the valuables of the house,
including, perhaps, JJ’s bricabrac, cabinets,
china, and so forth’. It comes from the obsolete
French phrase a bric et a brac ‘at random’; the
brac element is a fanciful alteration of bric
‘piece’.

brick [15] For what is today such a common
phenomenon, the word brick made a surprisingly
late entry into the English language. But of
course until the later Middle Ages, bricks were
very little used in Britain. It was not until the
mid-15th century that they were introduced by
Flemish builders, and they appear to have
brought the word, Middle Dutch bricke, with
them. The ultimate source of the word is not
clear, although some have tried to link it with
break.

bride [OE] Bride goes back via Old English bryd

to Germanic *briithiz, and has a wide range of
relations in other Germanic languages
(including German braut, Dutch bruid, and
Swedish brud). All mean ‘woman being
married’, so the word has shown remarkable
semantic stability; but where it came from
originally is not known. In modern English
bridal is purely adjectival, but it originated in the
Old English noun brydealu ‘wedding feast’,
literally ‘bride ale’.

bridegroom see GRoom

bridge [OE] A distant relative of bridge, Old
Slavic bruvino ‘beam’, coupled with the
meaning of the cognate Old Norse bryggja
‘gangway’, suggest that the wunderlying
etymological meaning of the word is not
‘spanning structure’ but ‘road or structure made
of logs’. The Norse word, incidentally, produced
the Scottish and northern English brig ‘bridge’.
The card game bridge is first unambiguously
mentioned in English in the 1880s, and its name
has no connection with the ‘spanning’ bridge.
The earliest recorded form of the word is biritch.
Its source has never been satisfactorily
explained, but since a game resembling bridge is
known to have been played for many centuries in
the Middle East, it could well be that the name
originated in that area. One suggestion put
forward is that it came from an unrecorded
Turkish *bir-ii, literally ‘one-three’ (one hand
being exposed during the game while the other
three are concealed).

bridle [OE] The Old English word was bridel,
which came from the same source (Germanic
*bregd-) as braid. The basic meaning element of
this was something like ‘pull or twitch jerkily
from side to side’, so the application to bridle,
which one pulls on with reins to one side or the
other to control the horse’s direction, is fairly
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clear. The metaphorical verbal sense ‘take
offence’ dates from the 18th century.

» BRAID

brief [14] Brief comes via Old French bref from
Latin brevis ‘short’, which is probably related to
Greek brakhiis short from which English gets
the  combining form brachy-, as in
brachycephalic. Latin produced the nommal
derivative breve ‘letter’, later ‘summary’, which
came into English in the 14th century in the
sense ‘letter of authority’ (German has brief
simply meaning ‘letter’). The notion of an
‘abbreviation’ or ‘summary’ followed in the next
century, and the modern legal sense ‘summary of
the facts of a case’ developed in the 17th century.
This formed the basis of the verbal sense ‘inform
and instruct’, which is 19th-century. Briefs
‘underpants’ are 20th-century.

The musical use of the noun breve began in
the 15th century when, logically enough, it
meant ‘short note’. Modern usage, in which it
denotes the longest note, comes from Italian
breve. Other derivatives of brief include brevity
[16], introduced into English via Anglo-Norman
brevete; abbreviate [15], from late Latin
abbreviare (which is also the source, via Old
French abregier, of abridge [14]); and breviary
‘book of church services’ [16], from Latin
breviarium.

» ABBREVIATE, ABRIDGE, BREVITY

brigade [17] Brigade is one of a small set of
words (others are brigand and brigantine) which
go back to Italian briga ‘strife’. It is not clear
where this came from; theories have centred
either on a Celtic origin, comparing Old Irish
brig ‘strength’, or on a derivation from the Indo-
European base *bhreg-, which produced English
break. Either way, the noun briga produced the
verb brigare ‘contend, brawl’, from which in
turn came the noun brigata. This originally
meant simply ‘crowd or gang of people’, but
soon developed the special sense ‘military
company’. English acquired the word via French
brigade. Meanwhile, the present participle of the
Italian verb had given brigante, which English
borrowed via Old French as brigand [14], and
the diminutive brigantino ‘fighting ship’, source
of English brigantine [16] (abbreviated in the
18th century to brig). Brigadier is a 17th-century
adoption, from French.

» BRIG, BRIGAND, BRIGANTINE

bright [OE] Bright is a word of ancient origins,
going back to Indo-European *bhereg-, which
has produced a range of words with the same
general meaning in a range of Indo-European
languages (for example Sanskrit bhrdjate
‘shine’). The Germanic derivative was
*berkhtaz, which produced a number of
offspring amongst the early Germanic
languages, including Old English beorht, Old
High German beraht, and Old Norse bjartr, all
now lost except English bright.

brilliant [17] Brilliant comes from French
brilliant, the present participle of briller ‘shine’.
French borrowed the verb from Italian brillare,
but it is not altogether clear where Italian got it

from. One theory is that it came from Vulgar
Latin *berillare, a derivative of berillus
‘precious stone’ (whence English beryl [13]).
The source of the Latin noun was Greek
bérullos, which may have come from one of the
Indo-European languages of India (Sanskrit
vaidiirya ‘cat’s-eye’ has been compared).

brim [13] Brim appears out of the blue at the
beginning of the 13th century, meaning ‘edge,
border’, with no apparent ancestor in Old
English. It is usually connected with Middle
High German brem and Old Norse barmr, both
‘edge’, which would point to a prehistoric
Germanic source *berm- or *barm-. It has been
conjectured that this could derive from the stem
*ber- (source of English bear ‘carry’), and that
the etymological meaning of brim is thus ‘raised
border’. The modern sense ‘rim of a hat’ is first
recorded in Shakespeare.

» BEAR

brimstone see SULPHUR

bring [OE] Bring is an ancient verb, which has
come down to us, with great semantic stability,
from its Indo-European source *bhrengk-. It is
widespread in the Germanic languages, apart
from the Scandinavian ones (German has
bringen, Dutch brengen), but outside Germanic
it seems to have flourished only in the Celtic
languages (Welsh has hebrwng ‘accompany’).

brisk see BRUSQUE

brittle [14] Brirtle probably comes from a
Germanic stem *brut- ‘break’, which had
several descendants in Old English (including
the verbs bréotan and gebryttan ‘break’) that did
not survive the Norman Conquest. It came in a
more than usual profusion of spellings in Middle
English (bretil, brutil, etc), not all of which may
be the same word; brortle, for instance, current
from the 14th to the 16th century, may well have
come from the aforementioned Old English
bréotan. There is also the synonymous brickle
[15], which survived dialectally into the 20th
century; this is related ultimately to break.

broach [14] The original meaning of broach was
‘pierce’, and it came from a noun meaning
‘spike’. The word’s ultimate source was the
Latin adjective brocchus ‘pointed, projecting’,
which in Vulgar Latin came to be used as a noun,
*broca ‘spike’. This passed into Old French as
broche, meaning ‘long needle’ and also ‘spit for
roasting’. English first borrowed the word in the
13th century, as brooch, and then took it over
again in the 14th century in the above quoted
French meanings. The nominal senses have now
either died out or are restricted to technical
contexts, but the verb, from the Vulgar Latin
derivative *broccare, remains. From ‘pierce’, its
meaning became specifically ‘tap a barrel’,
which in the 16th century was applied
metaphorically to ‘introduce a subject’.

In French, the noun broche has produced a
diminutive brochette ‘skewer’, borrowed into
English in the 18th century; while a derivative of
the verb brocher ‘stitch’ has been brochure,
literally ‘a few pages stitched together’, also
acquired by English in the 18th century. A
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further relative is broccoli [17], plural of Italian
broccolo ‘cabbage sprout’, a diminutive of
brocco ‘shoot’, from Vulgar Latin *brocca.

» BROCCOLI, BROCHURE, BROOCH

broad [OE] Broad’s close relatives are
widespread in the Germanic languages (German
breit, for example, Dutch breed, and Swedish
bred), pointing to a prehistoric Germanic
ancestor *braithaz, but no trace of the word is
found in any non-Germanic Indo-European
language. The original derived noun was brede,
which was superseded in the 16th century by
breadth.

The 20th-century American slang noun use
‘woman’ may come from an obsolete American
compound broadwife, short for abroadwife,
meaning ‘woman away from her husband’; this
was a term applied to female slaves in relation to
their new ‘masters’.

» BREADTH

broadcast [18] Broadcast was originally an
adjective and adverb, and meant literally
‘scattered widely’, particularly in the context of
sowing seeds. A metaphorical sense developed
in the late 18th and 19th centuries (William
Stubbs, in his Constitutional History of England
1875 writes of ‘broadcast accusations’), and the
word was ready in the early 1920s for
application to the transmission of radio signals
(the first actual record of such a use is as a verb,
in the April 1921 issue of Discovery: ‘The
[radio] station at Poldhu is used partly for
broadcasting Press and other messages to
ships’).

broccoli see BROACH

brochure see BROACH

brogue [16] A brogue was originally a
rudimentary sort of shoe worn in the more wild
and woolly Celtic corners of the British Isles; the
term does not seem to have been applied to
today’s ‘stout country walking shoe’ until the
early 20th century. The word, Irish and Scots
Gaelic brog, comes from Old Norse brok ‘leg
covering’, which is related to English breeches;
the relationship between ‘leg covering’ and ‘foot
covering’ is fairly close, and indeed from the
17th to the 19th century brogue was used for
‘leggings’.

It is not clear whether brogue ‘Irish accent’
[18] is the same word; if it is, it presumably
comes from some such notion as ‘the speech of
those who wear brogues’.

» BREECHES

broker [14] Broker has no connection with the
past tense of break. It comes from Anglo-
Norman brocour ‘small trader’, but its ultimate
origin is not clear. A variant Anglo-Norman
form abrocour has fuelled speculation as to a
link with Spanish alboroque ‘sealing of a
bargain’ and Portuguese alborcar ‘barter’,
which are presumably of Arabic origin (the al-
representing the Arabic definite article); but
other etymologists have sought to link the word
with broach, as if the underlying sense were
‘someone who sells wine from [that is, by
broaching] the cask’, and hence any ‘retailer’.

bromide [19] Potassium bromide is used as a
sedative, and it was that which inspired the
American humorist Gelett Burgess’s book Are
You A Bromide? (1906), in which he
metaphoricized bromide as a ‘dull conventional
person’. In British English it is the more abstract
figurative sense ‘trite or conventional remark’
that has caught on. Bromide was based on
bromine [19], the name of a liquid element,
which in turn was formed from French brome.
The element was so christened, from Greek
bromos ‘stench’, because of its highly irritant
and unpleasant smell.

bronze [18] Until the 18th century, copper alloys
were lumped together under the general term
brass. Bronze seems originally to have been
introduced as a specialist term for ancient
artefacts made from the metal, but the modern
distinction tends to be between brass (alloy of
copper and zinc) and bronze (cooper and tin).
The word comes via French from Italian bronzo,
but its ultimate source is not clear. Perhaps the
likeliest candidate is Persian birinj, pirinj
‘copper’, but it has also been speculated that it
comes via medieval Greek brontésion from
medieval Latin aes brundisium, literally ‘brass
of Brindisi’, a port on the Adriatic coast of Italy
where in antiquity bronze mirrors were made.

brooch [13] English acquired brooch from Old
French broche, a source it returned to a century
later to borrow broach. The French word meant
‘long needle’, and at first a brooch was simply a
decorative pin whose main function was to
fasten a garment. Over the centuries the
decorative role has replaced the practical one.

» BROACH

brood [OE] Like breed, brood came from a
prehistoric Germanic base *brod-, whose
ultimate source was Indo-European *bhre-
‘burn, heat’ (its other English descendants
include braise, breath, and probably brawn).
The underlying notion of brood is thus not so
much ‘reproduction’ as ‘incubation, the warmth
that promotes hatching’. The verbal sense
‘worry’ developed in the 18th century.

» BRAISE, BRAWN, BREATH, BREED

brook [OE] There are two distinct words brook
in English. The one meaning ‘stream’ is
comparatively isolated; it apparently has
relatives in other Germanic languages (such as
German bruch), but they mean ‘swamp’, and
there the story ends. The now rather archaic verb
brook, however, meaning ‘stand for, tolerate’,
can be traced right back to an Indo-European
base *bhrug-, from which English also gets fruit
and frugal. Its Germanic descendant was *britk-
‘use’, which has given rise to a range of current
verbs in the Germanic languages, including
German brauchen ‘use, need’. The Old English
version was briican, which also meant ‘use’. A
particular application to food (‘use’ in the sense
‘eat’, and later ‘be able to digest’) started to
develop in the late Old English period, and by
the 16th century this had come to be used more
generally (rather like stomach) for ‘tolerate’.

» FRUGAL, FRUIT



broom

broom [OE] Broom was originally the name of
the yellow-flowered bush; its application to the
long-handled brush did not come about until the
15th century (the underlying notion is of a brush
made from broom twigs tied to a handle). The
plant-name occurs throughout the Germanic
languages, but it is applied to quite a wide range
of plants: Old High German bramma, for
instance, is a ‘wild rose’; Old Saxon hiopbramio
is a ‘hawthorn bush’; and English bramble
probably comes from the same source.

» BRAMBLE

broth [OE] Broth comes ultimately from the
Indo-European base *bhreu- or *bhru- ‘heat,
boil’, which also produced brew and fervent.
Etymologically, therefore, it means ‘liquid in
which something has been boiled’. The notion of
‘heating” has now disappeared, but it seems to
have survived into the modern English period, as
is shown by such compounds as snow-broth
‘melted snow’, first recorded at the end of the
16th century.

The Germanic form *brotham was borrowed
into Vulgar Latin as *brodo, which came via Old
French broez into 13th-century English as broys
or browes. This survives in Scottish English as
brose ‘type of porridge’, as in Atholl brose.

» BREW, FERVENT, IMBRUE

brothel [14] Originally, brothel was a general
term of abuse for any worthless or despised
person (John Gower, in his Confessio Amantis
1393, writes: ‘Quoth Achab then, there is one, a
brothel, which Micheas hight [who is called
Micheas]’); it was a derivative of the Old English
adjective brothen ‘ruined, degenerate’, which
was originally the past participle of the verb
bréothan ‘deteriorate’ (possibly a relative of
bréotan ‘break’, which may be connected with
brittle). In the late 15th century we have the first
evidence of its being applied specifically to a
‘prostitute’. Thence came the compound
brothel-house, and by the late 16th century this
had been abbreviated to brothel in its current
sense.

brother [OE] The word brother is widespread
throughout the Indo-European languages. The
Indo-European form was *bhrater, from which
are descended, among many others, Latin frater
(as in English fraternal), Greek phrdtér, Sanskrit
bhratr, and Breton breur. Its Germanic
descendant was *brothar, which, as well as
English brother, has produced German bruder,
Dutch broeder, and Swedish broder.

» BUDDY, FRATERNAL, PAL

brougham [19] A brougham was a four-
wheeled one-horse carriage. It was named after
Henry Peter Brougham, first Baron Brougham
and Vaux (1778-1868), British Whig politician,
jurist, and educational reformer, who designed
the original brougham in 1838.

brow [OE] In Old English, brow meant ‘eyelash’,
but there seems little doubt, from related words
in other languages (such as Sanskrit bhris and
Greek ophrus), that the original underlying
sense of the word is ‘eyebrow’, and this
resurfaced, or was recreated, in English in the

11th century. Its ultimate source is Indo-
European *bhris, which passed via Germanic
bris into Old English as bri.

brown [OE] In Old English, brown meant, rather
vaguely, ‘dark’; it does not seem to have become
a definite colour word until the 13th century. It
comes from West and North Germanic *briinaz,
which probably goes back ultimately to the same
Indo-European source (*bheros) as bear,
etymologically the ‘brown [that is, dark]
animal’. An additional meaning of brown in Old
and Middle English, shared also by related
words such as Old High German brin, was
‘shining, glistening’, particularly as applied to
weapons (it survives in fossilized form in the old
ballad Cospatrick, recorded in 1802: ‘my bonny
brown sword’); Old French took it over when it
borrowed brun from Germanic, and it is the basis
of the verb burnir ‘polish’, from which English
gets burnish [14]. Another contribution made by
French brun to English is the feminine
diminutive form brunette [17]. An earlier Old
French variant burnete had previously been
borrowed by English in the 12th century as
burnet, and since the 14th century has been
applied to a genus of plants of the rose family.
The term burnet moth is first recorded in 1842.

» BEAR, BRUNETTE, BURNISH

browse [16] Although the noun has now largely
died out, browse was originally both a verb and
a noun, and appears to come from Old French
broust, brost ‘young shoots, twigs’ (hence the
verb meant originally ‘feed on such shoots’).
The source of the French word is not clear, but it
is probably ultimately Germanic; a certain
similarity in form and meaning has suggested a
connection with the Old Saxon verb brustian
‘bud’ which, if it were so, would mean that
browse is related to breast. The modern
figurative sense, applied to shops, libraries, etc
seems to be 19th-century.

bruin see BEAR

bruise [OE] Modern English bruise is a blend of
words from two sources. The main contributor is
Old English brysan, which as well as ‘bruise’
meant ‘crush to pieces’, and is related to Latin
frustum ‘piece broken or cut off’. But then in the
early Middle English period we begin to see the
influence of the unrelated Old French verb
bruisier ‘break’ and its Anglo-Norman form
bruser (which in modern French has become
briser). Their main effect has been on the
spelling of the word, although the use of bruise
for ‘break’ from the 14th to the 17th century
seems to have been due to French influence too,
rather than a survival of the Old English
meaning: ‘Had his foot once slipped ... he would
have been bruised in pieces’, The most
dangerous and memorable adventure of Richard

Ferris  1590. Bruiser ‘large rough man’
originated in an 18th-century term for a prize-
fighter.

» DEBRIS

brunette see BROWN

brush [14] It is not clear whether brush for
sweeping and brush as in brushwood are the



buckwheat

same word, although both appeared in the
language at about the same time, from a French
source. Brush ‘broken branches’ comes from
brousse, the Anglo-Norman version of Old
French broce, which goes back to an unrecorded
Vulgar Latin *bruscia. Brush for sweeping, on
the other hand, comes from Old French broisse
or brosse. It is tempting to conclude that this is a
variant of Old French broce, particularly in view
of the plausible semantic link that brushwood
(cut twigs, etc) bundled together and tied to a
handle makes a serviceable brush (that is how
broom came to mean ‘brush’). The verb brush
‘move fast or heedlessly’ comes from Old
French brosser ‘dash through undergrowth’, a
derivative of broce; its frequent modern
connotation of ‘touching in passing’ comes from
the other brush.

brusque [17] Brusque comes ultimately from
the name of an unpleasant spiky shrub, the
butcher’s broom, which instead of normal
branches and leaves has twigs flattened into a
leaflike shape, with at their ends stiff spines. The
term for this in Vulgar Latin was *bruscum,
which, passing into Italian as brusco, came to be
used as an adjective, meaning ‘sharp, tart’.
French borrowed it as brusque ‘lively, fierce’,
and passed it on to English. It seems likely that
English brisk [16] is derived from it.

» BRISK

brute [15] The primordial meaning of brute
appears to be ‘heavy’. It comes from Latin
briitus ‘heavy’, and it has been speculated that it
is related to Latin gravis ‘heavy’ (from which
English gets grave, gravity, and grieve). In Latin
the sense ‘heavy’ had already progressed to
‘stupid’, and it later developed to ‘of the lower
animals’. It was with this meaning that the word
reached English via French. Connotations of
‘cruelty’ do not begin to appear until the 17th
century. Brut meaning ‘very dry’ in relation to
champagne is a late 19th-century borrowing of
the French adjectival form brut, literally ‘rough’.

bubble [14] Several Germanic languages have
words that sound like, and mean the same as,
bubble — Swedish bubla, for instance, and Dutch
bobbel —but all are relatively modern, and there
is no evidence to link them to a common source.
As likely as not, the whole family of bubble
words represents ultimately an attempt to
lexicalize the sound of bubbling, by blowing
through nearly closed lips.

buccaneer [17] A buccaneer was originally
‘someone who dried meat on a wooden frame
over a fire’. The word comes ultimately from
mukem, the term for such a frame in the Tupi
language of the Caribbean islands, which in the
mouths of early French settlers became boucan
(the Haitian term was barbacoa, from which we
get barbecue). French boucanier thus came to be
applied in the 17th century to a woodsman in the
West Indies who prepared his food in such a
way; such men were fairly lawless, and took to
piratical ways, bringing their name with them in
the late 17th century.

buck [OE] Old English had two related words
which have coalesced into modern English buck:
bucca ‘male goat’ and buc ‘male deer’. Both go
back to a prehistoric Germanic stem *buk-, and
beyond that probably to an Indo-European
source. The 18th-century meaning ‘dashing
fellow’ probably comes ultimately from the
related Old Norse bokki, a friendly term for a
male colleague, which was originally adopted in
English in the 14th century meaning simply
‘fellow’. The colloquial American sense ‘dollar’
comes from an abbreviation of buckskin, which
was used as a unit of trade with the Native
Americans in Frontier days.

» BUTCHER

bucket [13] We first encounter bucket in the
Anglo-Norman forms buket and buquet. It is not
entirely clear where this came from, but it may
be a derivative of Old English biic. The primary
underlying sense of this was ‘something bulging
or swelling’, and hence it meant not only ‘jug’
but also ‘belly’ (related are German bauch and
Swedish buk ‘paunch’). It survived dialectally
into modern English as bowk, meaning ‘milk-
pail’ and ‘large tub used in coal mines’. The
bucket of ‘kick the bucket’ was originally a beam
from from which slaughtered animals were
hung; it is probably a separate word, from Old
French buquet ‘balance’.

buckle [14] English acquired buckle via Old
French boucla from Latin buccula ‘cheek strap
of a helmet’. This was a diminutive form of Latin
bucca ‘cheek’ (source of French bouche
‘mouth’), which gave English the anatomical
term buccal ‘of the cheeks’ [19], and some have
speculated is related to English pock. The notion
of ‘fastening’ implicit in the Latin word carried
through into English.

As well as ‘cheek strap’, Latin buccula meant
‘boss in the middle of a shield’. Old French
boucle adopted this sense too, and created the
derivative boucler, originally an adjective,
meaning (of a shield) ‘having a central boss’.
English borrowed this as buckler ‘small round
shield’ [13].

The verb buckle was created from the English
noun in the late 14th century, but the sense
‘distort’, which developed in the 16th century,
comes from French boucler, which had come to
mean ‘curl, bulge’. Also from the French verb is
bouclé ‘yarn with irregular loops’ [19].

» BOUCLE, BUCKLER

buckram [14] Etymologically, buckram
‘stiffened cloth’ is cloth from Bokhara, a city in
central Asia (now the Uzbek city of Bukhara),
from where in the Middle Ages cloth was
exported to Europe. And not just any cloth:
originally buckram denoted a high-quality
cotton or linen fabric, and it was only in the 15th
century that the word came to be applied to a
coarser textile. It came into English from Old
French boquerant.

buckwheat [16] Buckwheat has no connection
with male deer. The buck- element is related to
the English word beech, and the name comes
from the resemblance of buckwheat (the seeds of
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a plant of the dock family) to the three-sided
seeds of the beech tree. The word was actually
borrowed from Middle Dutch boecweite,
meaning literally ‘beechwheat’.

» BEECH

bud [14] Bud is something of a mystery word. It
appears in the late 14th century, with no apparent
English ancestors. Various suggestions have
been put forward as to its origin, including Old
French boter ‘push forward, thrust’ (a distant
relative of English button). Similarities have also
been noted to Old English budd ‘beetle’ and
Sanskrit bhiari ‘abundant’. But the question
remains open. The American colloquial form of
address bud is short for buddy [19], probably
itself an alteration of brother.

budge see BULL

budgerigar [19] When the first English settlers
arrived at Port Jackson (now Sydney Harbour) in
the late 18th century, they heard the local
Aborigines referring to a small green parrot-like
bird as budgerigar. In the local language, this
meant literally ‘good’ (budgeri) ‘cockatoo’
(gar). The English language had acquired a new
word, but to begin with it was not too sure how
to spell it; the first recorded attempt, in
Leichhardt’s Overland Expedition 1847, was
betshiregah. The abbreviated budgie is 1930s.

budget [15] Originally, a budget was a ‘pouch’.
English got the word from Old French bougette,
which was a diminutive form of bouge ‘leather
bag’ (from which we get bulge). This came from
Latin bulga, which may have been of Gaulish
origin (medieval Irish bolg ‘bag’ has been
compared). The word’s financial connotations
arose in the 18th century, the original notion
being that the government minister concerned
with treasury affairs opened his budget, or
wallet, to reveal what fiscal measures he had in
mind. The first reference to the expression
occurs in a pamphlet called The budget opened
1733 directed against Sir Robert Walpole: ‘And
how is this to be done? Why by an Alteration
only of the present Method of collecting the
publick Revenues ... So then, out it comes at
last. The Budget is opened; and our State
Empirick hath dispensed his packets by his Zany
Couriers through all parts of the Kingdom ... I
do not pretend to understand this Art of political
Legerdemain’. The earliest recorded use of the
word non-satirically in this sense seems to be
from 1764.

» BULGE

buff [16] Buff originally meant ‘buffalo’; it was
presumably an alteration of the French word
buffe ‘buffalo’. That sense had died out by the
early 18th century, but since then the word has
undergone a bizarre series of semantic changes.
First, it came to mean ‘leather’, originally from
buffalo hides, but later from ox hides. This was
commonly used in the 16th and 17th centuries
for making military uniforms, so be in buff came
to mean ‘be in the army’. Then in the 17th
century the associations of ‘hide’ and ‘skin’ led
to the expression in the buff ‘naked’. The colour
of buff leather, a sort of dull yellowish-brown,

led to the word’s adoption in the 18th century as
a colour term. In the 19th century, soft buff or
suede leather was used for the small pads or
wheels used by silversmiths, watchmakers, etc
for polishing: hence the verb buff ‘polish’. And
finally, in the 1820s New York City volunteer
firemen were known as ‘buffs’, from the colour
of their uniforms; thus anyone who was a
volunteer or enthusiastic for something became
known as a buff (as in ‘film buft’).

The buff of blind-man’s buff is a different
word. It meant ‘blow, punch’, and was borrowed
in the 15th century from Old French buffe,
source also of English buffetr ‘blow’ [13]. The
term blind-man’s buff is first recorded around
1600, some what later than its now obsolete
synonym hoodman blind.

» BUFFALO, BUFFET

buffalo [16] English probably acquired buffalo
from Portuguese bufalo, originally naming the
‘water buffalo’, Bubalis bubalis, a large oxlike
animal of Asia and Africa, and subsequently
extended to the ‘Cape buffalo’ of South Africa,
Syncerus caffer. The Portuguese word came
from late Latin bufalus, an alteration of Latin
bubalus, which was borrowed from Greek
boiibalos. The Greek word, which seems to have
named a type of African gazelle, may have been
formed from bous ‘ox’.

The application of the word to the North
American bison, which is still regarded as
‘incorrect’, dates from the late 18th century.

» BUFF

buffer Neither buffer ‘fellow’ [18] nor buffer
‘shock absorber’ [19] can be traced back with
any certainty to a source, but the likeliest
conjecture is that they both come
(independently) from an obsolete English verb
buff, which was probably originally (like puff)
imitative of the sound of blowing or breathing
out. The earliest recorded sense of this, in the
late 13th century, was ‘stammer’, and so the
human buffer may originally have been a
‘stammerer’. By the 16th century we find the
verb being used in the sense ‘make the sound of
something soft being hit’, which is a likely
source of buffer ‘shock absorber’.

bug [14] Originally, bug meant ‘something
frightening’ — and in fact one of the earliest
known uses of the word was for what we would
now call a ‘scare-crow’. It is one of a set of
words (others are bogle and perhaps bugaboo)
for alarming or annoying phenomena, usually
supernatural, whose interrelationship and
ultimate source have never been adequately
explained (see BOGEY).

Bug ‘insect’ [16] is probably the same word,
although it has also been connected with Old
English budd ‘beetle’. The meanings ‘defect’
(from the 19th century) and ‘germ’ and ‘hidden
microphone’ (both 20th-century) all developed
from ‘insect’.

bugbear [16] Early references to bugbear
suggest that it was a sort of bug — ‘frightening
creature’ — conjured up to frighten naughty
children. It is usually assumed that the second
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bull

element of the word simply represents the
animal ‘bear’, and that the frightening creature
was represented as being in the shape of a bear.
The modern sense ‘source of annoyance’
developed in the late 19th century.

bugger [16] The Bulgarians, belonging from the
early Christian era to the Eastern Orthodox
Church, were regarded by Western Europeans as
heretics. Thus it was that the Latin word
Bulgarus came to be applied generically to any
heretic, and eventually specifically to the
Albigenses, a Catharistic sect in southern France
in the 11th to 13th centuries. It passed via Old
French bougre and Middle Dutch bugger into
English, acquiring along the way bigoted
associations of heresy with anal intercourse. The
weakened use of the word as a general term of
abuse dates from the early 18th century.

bugle [14] Bugle originally meant ‘buffalo’ or
‘bull’. It comes via Old French bugle from Latin
biiculus, a diminutive form of bos ‘0x’ (a relative
of English cow). It was used from the early 14th
century in the compound bugle-horn, denoting a
bull’s horn used either as a drinking vessel or as
a hunting horn, and it was not long before bugle
took on a separate life of its own in the ‘musical
horn’ sense.

» COW

build [OE] In common with a wide range of other
English words, including bower, booth, and the
— bour of neighbour, build comes ultimately
from the Germanic base *bu- ‘dwell’. A
derivative of this, Germanic *buthlam, passed
into Old English as bold, which meant ‘house’;
the verb formed from this, byldan, thus
originally meant ‘construct a house’, and only

gradually broadened out in meaning to
encompass any sort of structure.

» BOOR, BOOTH, BOWER, BUILD, BYRE,
NEIGHBOUR

bulb [16] Bulb can be traced back to Greek
bdlbos, which was a name for various plants
with a rounded swelling underground stem. In its
passage via Latin bulbus to English it was often
applied specifically to the ‘onion’, and that was
its original meaning in English. Its application to
the light bulb, dating from the 1850s, is an
extension of an earlier 19th-century sense ‘bulb-
shaped swelling in a glass tube’, used from the
1830s for thermometer bulbs.

bulge [13] Etymologically, bulge and budger are
the same word, and indeed when English first
acquired bulge it was as a noun, with, like
budget, the sense ‘pouch’. It came from Old
French bouge ‘leather bag’, a descendant of
Latin bulga, which may have been of Gaulish
origin (medieval Irish bolg ‘bag’ has been
compared). The word’s present-day
connotations of ‘swelling’ and ‘protruding’
presumably go back to an early association of
‘pouches’ with ‘swelling up when filled’
(compare the case of bellows and belly, which
originally meant ‘bag’, and came from a source
which meant ‘swell’), but curiously, apart from
an isolated instance around 1400 when bulge is
used for a ‘hump on someone’s back’, there is no

evidence for this meaning in English before the
17th century. Additionally, from the 17th to the
19th centuries bulge was used for the ‘bottom of
a ship’s hull’; it has now been superseded in this
sense by bilge [15], which may well be a variant
form.

» BILGE, BUDGET

bulimia [19] The condition now called ‘bulimia’
— in which bouts of overeating are followed by
bouts of purging — was recognized and so named
in the 1970s. The word used to name it, however,
is much more ancient than that. It goes back to
Greek boulimia, which meant ‘ravenous hunger’
(it was formed from limos ‘hunger’, with the
prefix bou-; this may well have been adapted
from bous ‘ox’, in which case the word would
have meant literally ‘the hunger of an ox’). It
originally came into English, via medieval Latin,
in the late 14th century, and for many hundred
years its standard form was bulimy. It was
applied to a sort of hunger so extreme that it
could be categorized as an illness.

bulk [14] Formally, bulk comes from Old Norse
biilki, which meant °‘cargo’ or ‘heap’: the
original connotation of the English word in this
sense was thus of goods loaded loose, in heaps,
rather than neatly packed up. That is the source
of the phrase in bulk. However, a certain
similarity in form and meaning to the English
word bouk ‘belly’ (from Old English biic, and
ultimately a descendant of West and North
Germanic *bitkaz) led to the two being confused,
so that bulk was used for ‘belly’, or more
generally ‘body’. Modern connotations of ‘great
size’ seem to be a blend of these two.
The bulk of bulkhead [15] is a different word;
it may come from Old Norse bdlkr ‘partition’.

bull There are three distinct words bull in
English. The oldest is the animal name, which
first appears in late Old English as bula. Related
forms occur in other Germanic languages,
including German bulle and Dutch bul. The
diminutive bullock is also recorded in late Old
English. The second bull is ‘edict’ [13], as in
‘papal bull’. This comes from medieval Latin
bulla ‘sealed document’, a development of an
earlier sense ‘seal’, which can be traced back to
classical Latin bulla ‘bubble’ (source also of
English bowl, as in the game of bowls; of boil
‘heat liquid’; of budge [16], via Old French
bouger and Vulgar Latin *bullicare ‘bubble up,
boil’; and probably of bill ‘statement of
charges’). And finally there is ‘ludicrous or self-
contradictory statement’ [17], usually now in the
phrase Irish bull, whose origins are mysterious;
there may be a connection with the Middle
English noun bul ‘falsehood’ and the 15th-to
17th-century verb bull ‘mock, cheat’, which has
been linked with Old French boler or bouller
‘deceive’.

The source of the modern colloquial senses
‘nonsense’ and ‘excessive discipline’ is not
clear. Both are early 20th-century, and closely
associated with the synonymous and
contemporary bullshit, suggesting a conscious
link with bull the animal. In meaning, however,
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the first at least is closer to bull ‘ludicrous
statement’.

Bull’s-eye ‘centre of a target’ and ‘large
sweet’ are both early 19th-century. Bulldoze is
from 1870s America, and was apparently
originally applied to the punishment of
recalcitrant black slaves; it has been conjectured
that the underlying connotation was of ‘giving
someone a dose fit for a bull’. The term
bulldozer was applied to the vehicle in the
1930s.

» PHALLIC; BILL, BOWL, BUDGE

bullet [16] Etymologically, a bullet is a ‘little
ball’. It comes from French boulette, a
diminutive form of boule ‘ball’, from which
English also gets bowl, as in the game of bowls.
It originally meant ‘cannon-ball’ as well as ‘rifle
or pistol projectile’, but this sense had
effectively died out by the mid-18th century.

» BOWL

bulletin [17] If a bullet is etymologically a ‘little
ball’, a bulletin is a ‘little little edict’. It comes
via French bulletin from Italian bulletino, which
was a diminutive form of bulletta ‘document,
voting slip’ (briefly introduced into English in
the 17th century as bullet: ‘Elected by the Great
Master and his Knights, who give their voices by
bullets’, George Sandys, Travels 1615); French
billet ‘letter’, and indeed English billet, as in
‘billeting” soldiers on a house, are parallel
formations on a variant of the root of bulletta.
And to return to bulletta, this was itself a
diminutive form of bulla, from medieval Latin
bulla ‘sealed document’, which is the source of
English bull, as in ‘papal bull’.

» BILLET, BULL

bullion [14] The immediate source of bullion
was Anglo-Norman bullion, which meant ‘place
where coins are made, mint’, so presumably the
underlying connotation is of melting, or
‘boiling’, metal down and then turning it into
coins. On this reasoning it would come
ultimately from Vulgar Latin *bullionem, a
nominal derivative of Latin bullire ‘boil’, from
bulla ‘bubble’ (source of English boil). The
present-day meaning ‘gold and silver in bulk’
had developed by the mid-15th century.

» BOIL

bully [16] Bullies have undergone a sad decline
in status. In the 16th century the word meant
‘sweetheart’: “Though she be somewhat old, it is
my own sweet bully’, John Bale, Three laws
1538. But gradually the rot set in, its meaning
passing through ‘fine fellow’ to ‘blusterer’ to the
present-day harasser of inferiors. In the 18th and
19th centuries it also meant ‘pimp’. It is
probably a modification of Dutch boele ‘lover’
which, as a term of endearment, may have
originated as baby-talk.

This bully has no connection with the bully of
bully beef [18], which comes from French
bouilli, the past participle of bouillir ‘boil’. The
bully of bully off [19], a now discontinued way of
starting play in hockey, appears to come from a
term for ‘scrummage’ in Eton football, but

whether that is related to the cruel bully is not
clear.

bulwark [15] Bulwark comes from Middle High
German bolwerc ‘fortification’, a compound
formed from bole ‘plank’ (the same word as
English bole ‘tree trunk’) and werc, equivalent to
English work. It thus originally meant ‘rampart
constructed out of planks or tree trunks’. The
word was shared by other Germanic languages,
including Swedish bolverk, and French
borrowed it as boullewerc, which has since
become boulevard.

» BOLE, BOULEVARD, WORK

bum There are two distinct words bum in
English. By far the older, ‘buttocks’, is first
recorded in John de Trevisa’s translation of
Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon 1387: ‘It
seemeth that his bum is out that hath that evil
[piles]’. It is not clear where it comes from. The
other, ‘tramp, loafer’, and its associated verb
‘spend time aimlessly’ [19], chiefly American,
probably come from an earlier bummer, derived
from the German verb bummeln ‘loaf around,
saunter’ (familiar to English speakers from the
title of Jerome K Jerome’s novel Three Men on
the Bummel 1900, about a jaunt around
Germany).

bumf [20] The earliest, literal, but now long
discontinued sense of bumf'is ‘toilet paper’ (first
recorded in 1889), which does much to elucidate
its origin: it is short for bum fodder. The element
of contempt is carried over into its modern
meaning, ‘unwanted or uninteresting printed
material’, which dates from around 1930.

bump [16] The earliest recorded sense of bump is
‘swelling, lump’, but the evidence suggests that
the primary meaning is ‘knock’, and that this led
on to ‘swelling’ as the result of being hit. It is not
clear where the word came from, although it may
be of Scandinavian origin; no doubt ultimately it
imitates the sound of somebody being hit. The
verbal sense ‘swell’, now obsolete, is probably
responsible for bumper, which originally meant
“full glass or cup’, and in the 19th century was
extended to anything large or abundant (as in
‘bumper crop’).

bumpkin [16] Originally, bumpkin seems to
have been a humorously disparaging epithet for
a Dutch person: in the first known record of the
word, in Peter Levins’s Dictionary of English
and Latin words 1570, it is glossed batavus
(Batavia was the name of an island at the mouth
of the Rhine in ancient times, and was
henceforth associated with the Netherlands). It
was probably a Dutch word, boomken ‘little tree’
(from boom ‘tree’, related to German baum
‘tree’ and English beam), used with reference to
Netherlanders’ supposedly dumpy stature. The
phrase ‘country bumpkin’ is first recorded from
the later 18th century.

» BEAM

bun [14] The word bun first crops up in 1371, in
an Anglo-Latin document relating to different
types of bread. Its origins, however, are
completely shrouded in mystery. Equally
obscure, but presumably unrelated, is another
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word bun, which in the 16th century meant
‘squirrel’. By the 19th century we find it being
used for ‘rabbit’, and it survives in its familiar
form bunny.

bunch [14] Bunch originally meant ‘swelling’
(the first text recorded as containing the word,
the Middle English poem Body and Soul 1325,
speaks of ragged folk ‘with broad bunches on
their back’), but we have no real clues as to its
source. Perhaps, like bump, it was ultimately
imitative of the sound of hitting something, the
sense ‘swelling’ being the result of the blows.
The first hints of the modern sense ‘cluster,
collection’ come in the mid-15th century in the
phrase bunch of straw, although how this derived
from ‘swelling’ is not clear.

bundle [14] Etymologically, bundle is ‘that
which binds or is bound’. Like band, bend, bind,
and bond, it can be traced back ultimately to an
Indo-European base *bhendh- ‘tie’. The
Germanic base *bund-, derived from this,
produced Old English byndelle ‘binding’. There
is no direct evidence to link this with the much
later bundle, although the similarities are
striking. Alternatively, the source may be the
related Middle Dutch bundel ‘collection of
things tied together’.

» BAND, BEND, BIND, BOND

bungalow [17] Etymologically, bungalow
means simply ‘Bengali’. Bangla is the Hind
word for ‘of Bengal’ (as in Bangladesh), and
English borrowed it (probably in the Gujarati
version bangalo) in the sense ‘house in the
Bengal style’. Originally this signified any
simple, lightly-built, wusually temporary
structure, which by definition had only one
storey, but it is the one-storeyedness that has
come to be the identifying characteristic.

bunion [18] Bunion is probably a modification
of the East Anglian dialect word bunny ‘lump,
swelling’, representing a 15th-century form
bony, glossed in a contemporary English-Latin
dictionary as ‘great knob’. This was apparently
borrowed from Old French hugne ‘bump on the
head’.

bunkum [19] Buncombe is a county of North
Carolina, USA. Around 1820, during a debate in
the US Congress, its representative Felix Walker
rose to make a speech. He spoke on — and on —
and on. Fellow congressmen pleaded with him to
sit down, but he refused to be deflected,
declaring that he had to make a speech ‘for
Buncombe’. Most of what he said was fatuous
and irrelevant, and henceforth bunkum (or
buncombe, as it was at first spelled) became a
term for political windbagging intended to
ingratiate the speaker with the voters rather than
address the real issues. It early passed into the
more general sense ‘nonsense, claptrap’.

Its abbreviated form, bunk, is 20th-century; it
was popularized by Henry Ford’s remark
‘History is more or less bunk’, made in 1916. Of
the other English words bunk, ‘bed’ [19] is
probably short for bunker, which first appeared
in 16th-century Scottish English, meaning

‘chest, box’; while bunk as in do a bunk and bunk
off [19] is of unknown origin.

bunt see PUNT

bunting Bunting ‘bird’ [13] and bunting ‘flags’
[18] are presumably two distinct words,
although in neither case do we really know
where they come from. There was a now
obsolete English adjective bunting, first
recorded in the 16th century, which meant
‘plump, rounded, short and thick’ (could a
subliminal memory of it have been in Frank
Richards’s mind when he named Billy Bunter?).
Perhaps the small plump bird, the bunting, was
called after this. The adjective probably came
from an obsolete verb bunt, which meant (of a
sail) ‘swell, billow’, but since we do not know
where that came from, it does not get us very
much further. As for bunting ‘flags’, the word
originally referred to a loosely woven fabric
from which they were made, and it has been
conjectured that it came from the English dialect
verb bunt ‘sift’, such cloth having perhaps once
been used for sifting flour.

buoy [13] Buoy is of disputed origin, as to both
its immediate source and its ultimate derivation.
One school of thought holds that English
borrowed it directly from Old French boie
‘chain’, while another views Middle Dutch
boeye as an intermediate stage. Again some
etymologists maintain that its beginnings were
amongst the Germanic languages, and have
connected it with English beacon, while others
would trace it via Latin boia ‘strap’ to Greek
boeiai ‘ox-leather straps’, a derivative of bous
‘ox” (which is related to English cow). The
meaning of Old French boie favours the latter
explanation, the semantic link being that buoys
are held in place by chains.

Buoyant [16] comes from Spanish boyante,
the present participle of boyar ‘float’, which was
derived from boya ‘buoy’, a borrowing from Old
French boie.

burden There are two distinct words burden in
English. By far the older, ‘load’, comes from Old
English byrthen. Like bear, birth, bairn, bier,
barrow, and berth it goes back ultimately to an
Indo-European base *bher-, which signified
both ‘carry’ and ‘give birth’. Its immediate
Germanic ancestor was *burthi-, which also
gave German biirde ‘load’. The other burden,
‘refrain’, and hence ‘main theme’, is an
alteration of an earlier bourdon [14], which was
borrowed from Old French bourdon ‘bass pipe’.

» BAIRN, BARROW, BEAR, BERTH, BIER, BIRTH

bureau [17] Etymologically, bureau seems to
mean ‘red’. Its ultimate source is probably Greek
purrhos ‘red’, a derivative of pur ‘fire’ (as in
English pyre and pyrotechnic), which is related
to English fire. This was borrowed into Latin as
burrus, which developed into Old French bure
‘dark brown’. This seems to have formed the
basis of a derivative burel, later bureau, meaning
‘dark brown cloth’. This cloth was used for
covering the writing surface of desks, and so
eventually bureau came to mean ‘writing desk’
itself. Offices being the natural habitat of writing
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desks, bureau was later applied to them too. The
derivative bureaucracy is 19th-century, of
French origin.

» PYRE, PYROTECHNIC

burgess see BOROUGH

burglar [15] The first trace we have of burglar is
as burgulator in 13th-century Anglo-Latin texts,
and it appears in Anglo-Norman legal
documents of the 15th century as burgler. These
point to an unrecorded medieval Latin base
*burg- ‘plunder’, which appears in Old French
burgur ‘robber’. The verb burgle is a 19th-
century back-formation from burglar.

burk [20] Although burk is now the commoner
spelling, presumably under the influence of the
proper name Burk, the original form of the word
was berk. It is short for Berkeley (or perhaps
Berkshire) hunt, thyming slang for cunt. (The
Berkeley hunt chases foxes in Gloucestershire.)
The pronunciation of the word represents, of
course, the dialectal or nonstandard version of
Berkeley/Berkshire, rather than the /ba:k/ which
became standard in southern British English
from the 15th century.

burke [19] In present-day English burke means
‘avoid’, as in ‘burke an issue’, but it can be
traced back semantically via ‘suppress, hush up’
to ‘suffocate so as to provide a body for surgical
dissection’. In this sense it was a macabre
adoption of the name of William Burke (1792—
1829), an Irishman who with his colleague
William Hare set up a profitable but nefarious
business in early 19th-century Edinburgh
providing cadavers for surgeons to dissect. To
begin with they obtained their supplies by
robbing graves, but eventually, in order to get
higher-quality material, they took to murdering
people, generally by suffocation or strangling.
Burke was executed.

burlesque [17] French is the immediate source
of English burlesque, but French got it from
Italian burlesco, a derivative of burla ‘joke, fun’.
This may come from Vulgar Latin *burrula, a
derivative of late Latin burra ‘trifle’, perhaps the
same word as late Latin burra ‘wool, shaggy
cloth’.

burly [13] Burly has come down in the world
over the centuries. Originally it meant
‘excellent, noble, stately’, and it appears to come
from an unrecorded Old English adjective
*burlic, literally ‘bowerly’ — that is, ‘fit to
frequent a lady’s apartment’. Gradually,
connotations of ‘stoutness’ and ‘sturdiness’
began to take over, and by the 15th century the
modern ‘heavily built’ had become well
established.
» BOOR, BOOTH, BOWER

burn [OE] English has two separate words burn.
The commoner, relating to ‘fire’, is actually a
conflation of two Old English verbs: birnan,
which was intransitive, and bernan, which was
transitive. Both come ultimately from the
Germanic base *bren-, *bran-, which also
produced brand and possibly broil, and was the
source of German brennen and Swedish brinna
‘burn’ (another variant of the base, *brun-, lies

behind the brim- of brimstone). It has been
conjectured that Latin fervere ‘boil” (source of
English fervent and ferment) may be connected.
Burn ‘stream’ comes from Old English
burn(e), burna, which was a descendant of a
Germanic base *brun-, source also of German
brunne ‘stream’. This too has been linked with
Latin fervére (from the notion of fast-running
water ‘boiling” over rocks).
» BRAND, BRIMSTONE, BROIL, FERMENT, FERVENT

burnish see BROWN
burrow see BOROUGH
bursar see PURSE

burst [OE] In Old English, burst meant simply
‘break suddenly and sharply’; the modern
connotation of ‘breaking open owing to internal
pressure’ developed in the 16th century. The
word comes from a prehistoric West and North
Germanic *brestan, which can be traced back to
an Indo-European base *bhrest- (this has been
linked with medieval Irish brosc ‘noise’).

bury [OE] Modern English bury is a descendant
of Old English byrgan, which came from the
Germanic base *burg- (source also of English
borough). The underlying meaning of the base
was ‘protection, shelter’, and in the case of bury
this referred to ‘covering a dead body with earth’
(in Old English, bury applied only to interment;
the general sense ‘put underground’ did not
develop until the 14th century). The derived
burial goes back to Old English byrgels, which
in Middle English times was mistaken for a
plural.

» BOROUGH

bus [19] Bus is, of course, short for omnibus. The
first person on record as using it was the British
writer Harriet Martineau, who spelled it buss: ‘if
the station offers me a place in the buss’, Weal
and woe in Garveloch 1832. Omnibus itself was
borrowed from French, where it was first applied
in 1828 to a voiture omnibus, literally ‘carriage
for everyone’ (omnibus is the dative plural of
Latin omnis ‘all’).

busby [18] Busby originally meant ‘large bushy
wig’, and so may be related to buzz wig, a term
with similar meaning current during the 19th
century (and perhaps the inspiration for Sergeant
Buzfuz, the lawyer in Dickens’s Pickwick
Papers). The application to the full-dress fur hat
worn by hussars in the British army dates from
the early 19th century, but its extension to the
Guards’ bearskin (still regarded as a solecism in
some quarters) seems to have been a 20th-
century development.

bush [13] Bush comes ultimately from a
prehistoric Germanic *busk-, which also
produced German busch ‘bush’. There is no
actual record of the word in Old English, but it
probably existed as *bysc. The Germanic base
was also borrowed into the Romance languages,
where in French it eventually produced bois
‘wood’. A diminutive form of this gave English
bouquet [18], while a variant bosc may have
been at least partly responsible for the now
archaic English bosky ‘wooded’ [16]. A derived



butter

Vulgar Latin verb *imboscare gave English
ambush.

» AMBUSH, BOUQUET, OBOE

bust There are two different words bust in
English. The one meaning ‘break’ [18] is simply
an alteration of burst. Bust ‘sculpture of head
and chest’ [17] comes via French buste from
Italian busto ‘upper body’, of uncertain origin
(Latin had the temptingly similar bustum
‘monument on a tomb’, but this does not seem to
fit in with the word’s primary sense ‘upper
body’). In English, application of the word to the
human chest probably developed in the 18th
century (one of the earliest examples is from
Byron’s Don Juan 1819: ‘There was an Irish
lady, to whose bust I ne’er saw justice done’),
although as late as the early 19th century it could
still be used with reference to men’s chests, and
had not become particularized to female breasts:
‘His naked bust would have furnished a model
for a statuary’, Washington Irving, A tour on the
prairies 1835.

bustard [15] Busrard (the name of a large game
bird now extinct in Britain) is something of a
mystery word. Old French had two terms for the
bird, bistarde and oustarde, both of which come
from Latin avis tarda, literally ‘slow bird’ (Latin
tardus gave English tardy [15]). This, according
to the Roman writer Pliny, was what the bird was
called in Spain. It has been objected that the
bustard can run quite fast, and that the name avis
tarda must be some sort of folk-etymological
alteration of a non-Latin word; but in fact the
bird’s normal gait is a fairly slow and stately
walk, so the term is not so far-fetched. The
English word is presumably a blend of the two
Old French ones, perhaps via an Anglo-Norman
*bustarde.

» TARDY

busy [OE] Busy goes back to an Old English
bisig, which also meant ‘occupied’. Apart from
Dutch bezig, it has no apparent relatives in any
Indo-European language, and it is not known
where it came from. The sense ‘inquisitive’,
from which we get busybody [16], developed in
the late 14th century. Business was originally
simply a derivative formed from busy by adding
the suffix -ness. In Old English it meant ‘anxiety,
uneasiness’, reflecting a sense not recorded for
the adjective itself until the 14th century. The
modern commercial sense seems to have
originated in the 15th century. (The modern
formation busyness, reflecting the fact that
business can no longer be used simply for the
‘state of being busy’, is 19th-century.)

» PIDGIN

but [OE] But originally meant ‘outside’. It was a
compound word formed in prehistoric West
Germanic from *be (source of English by) and
*itana (related to English out). This gave Old
English biitan, which quickly developed in
meaning from ‘outside’ to ‘without, except’, as
in ‘all but me’ (the sense ‘outside’ survived
longer in Scotland than elsewhere). The modern

conjunctive use of but did not develop until the
late 13th century.
» BY, OUT

butcher [13] Butcher comes via Anglo-Norman
boucher from Old French bouchier, a derivative
of boc ‘male goat® (this was probably borrowed
from a Celtic word which came ultimately from
the same Indo-European base as produced
English buck). The original sense of the word
was thus ‘dealer in goat’s flesh’.

» BUCK

butler see BOTTLE

butt There are no fewer than four distinct words
butt in English. The oldest, ‘hit with the head’
[12], comes via Anglo-Norman buter from Old
French boter. This can be traced back through
Vulgar Latin *bottare ‘thrust’ (source of English
button) to a prehistoric Germanic *buttan. Old
French boter produced a derivative boteret
‘thrusting’, whose use in the phrase ars boterez
‘thrusting arch’ was the basis of English buttress
[13].

Butt ‘barrel’ [14] comes via Anglo-Norman
but and Old French bot or bout from late Latin
buttis ‘cask’ (a diminutive form of which was the
basis of English bottle). A derivative of the
Anglo-Norman form was buterie ‘storeroom for
casks of alcohol’, from which English gets
buttery ‘food shop in a college’ [14]. Butt
‘target’ [14] probably comes from Old French
but ‘goal, shooting target’, but the early English
sense ‘mound on which a target is set up’
suggests association also with French butte
‘mound, knoll” (which was independently
borrowed into English in the 19th century as a
term for the isolated steep-sided hills found in
the Western states of the USA).

Butt ‘thick end’ [15], as in ‘rifle butt’ and
‘cigarette butt’, appears to be related to other
Germanic words in the same general semantic
area, such as Low German butt ‘blunt’ and
Middle Dutch bot ‘stumpy’, and may well come
ultimately from the same base as produced
buttock [13]. (The colloquial American sense of
butt, ‘buttocks’, originated in the 15th century.)

The verb abut [15] comes partly from Anglo-
Latin abuttare, a derivative of hutta ‘ridge or
strip of land’, which may be related to English
butt ‘thick end’, and partly from Old French
aboter, a derivative of boter, from which English
gets butt ‘hit with the head’.

» BUTTON, BUTTRESS; BOTTLE, BUTLER, BUTTE,
DEBUT; BUTTOCK, ABUT

butter [OE] The ultimate source of butter is
Greek boiitiron. This is usually said to be a
compound noun, formed from boiis ‘cow’ and
tizros ‘cheese’, but not all etymologists accept
the admittedly attractive hypothesis that butter
was once ‘cow-cheese’, preferring to see the
Greek word as a foreign borrowing. In Latin it
became butyrum (from which came French
beurre), which was borrowed into the West
Germanic languages, producing English and
German butter and Dutch boter.

» COW



butterfly

butterfly [OE] A number of theories have been
put forward as to how the butterfly got its name.
Perhaps the most generally accepted is that it is
a reflection of a once-held notion that butterflies
land on and consume butter or milk left
uncovered in kitchen or dairy (an idea perhaps
supported by the German name for the
‘butterfly’, milchdieb, literally ‘milk-thief”).
Other suggestions are that the word is a
reference to the yellow wings of certain species
of the insect, or to the colour of butterflies’
excrement.

button [14] Button comes via Old French bouton
from Vulgar Latin *botone, a word connected
with the verb *hottare ‘thrust’ (from which
ultimately English gets butt ‘hit with the head’).
The underlying notion contained in button is
thus of something which pushes up, thrusts itself
outwards, rather like a bud growing on a plant;
the fact that the resulting round knob is used for
fastening is, from the point of view of the word’s
semantic history, secondary. (Inconclusive
attempts have in fact been made to link bud with
Old French boter, a descendant of Vulgar Latin
*bottare, and from the 15th century the word
button has been applied in English to ‘buds’.)

» BUTT

buxom [12] Originally, buxom meant ‘obedient’.
It goes back to an unrecorded *bithsum, which
meant literally ‘capable of being bent’, and was
formed from the verb biigan ‘bend’, from which
modern English gets bow. The sequence by
which the word’s present-day sense developed
seems to have been ‘compliant, obliging’,

‘lively, jolly’, ‘healthily plump and vigorous’,
and finally (of a woman) ‘large-breasted’.

» BOW

buy [OE] Buy has relatives in most other
Germanic languages, with the exception of
German, and can be traced back to a prehistoric
Germanic *bugjan (the Old English form was
bycgan), but no non-Germanic connections have
ever been identified

by [OE] By comes from a prehistoric Germanic
*bi, which appears ultimately to be the same
form as the second syllable of Latin ambi- (as in
ambidextrous),  Greek  amphi (as in
amphitheatre), and Old English ymbe, all of
which meant ‘on both sides, round’. The original
meaning of by thus seems to be ‘close to, near’.
By is the basis of the prefix be-, as in befall and
belong.

byelaw [13] Although nowadays often
subconsciously thought of as being a ‘secondary
or additional law’, in fact byelaw has no
connection with by. The closest English relatives
of its first syllable are be, boor, bower, both,
bound ‘about to go’, build, burly, byre, and the
second syllable of neighbour. It comes
ultimately from the Germanic base *bu- ‘dwell’,
and is assumed to have reached English via an
unrecorded Old Norse *bylagu ‘town law’, a
compound of byr ‘place where people dwell,
town, village’, and lagu, source of English law.
It thus originally meant ‘law or regulation which
applied only to a particular local community’,
rather than the whole country.

» BE, BOOR, BOOTH, BOWER, BUILD, BURLY, BYRE,
NEIGHBOUR
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cab [19] Cab is short for cabriolet, a term,
borrowed from French, for a light horse-drawn
carriage. It comes, via the French verb cabrioler,
from Italian capriolare ‘jump in the air’, a
derivative of capriolo ‘roebuck’, from Latin
capreolus, a diminutive form of caper ‘goat’
(source of English caper ‘leap’ and Capricorn).
The reason for its application to the carriage was
that the vehicle’s suspension was so springy that
it appeared to jump up and down as it went
along. From the same source comes the cabriole
leg ‘curved furniture leg’ [18], from its
resemblance to the front leg of a capering
animal.

» CABRIOLE, CABRIOLET, CAPER, CAPRICORN

cabbage [14] The shape of a cabbage,
reminiscent of someone’s head, led to its being
named in Old French caboce, which meant
literally ‘head’. English acquired the word via
the Old Northern French variant caboche (whose
modern French descendant caboche, in the sense
‘head’, is said to provide the basis for Boche, the
contemptuous term for ‘Germans’). It is not
known where it comes from ultimately;
etymologists used to link it with Latin caput
‘head’, but that theory is no longer generally
accepted. The Old English word for ‘cabbage’
was cawel, which remains with us in the form of
various Germanic relatives such as kohl-rabi,
cauliflower, and Scottish kale.

cabin [14] English acquired cabin from Old
French cabane, which had it via Provencal
cabana from late Latin capanna or cavanna
‘hut, cabin’. Surprisingly, despite their formal
and semantic similarity, which has grown closer
together over the centuries, cabin has no
ultimate connection with cabinet [16], whose
immediate source is French cabinet [16], whose
immediate source is French cabinet ‘small
room’. The etymology of the French word is
disputed; some consider it to be a diminutive
form of Old Northern French cabine ‘gambling
house’, while others take it as a borrowing from
Italian gabbinetto, which perhaps ultimately
comes from Latin cavea ‘stall, coop, cage’ (from
which English gets cage). Its modern political
sense derives from a 17th-century usage ‘private
room in which the sovereign’s advisors or
council meet’; the body that met there was thus
called the Cabinet Council, which quickly
became simply Cabinet.

cable [13] The ultimate source of cable is late
Latin capulum ‘lasso’, a derivative of the verb
capere ‘take, seize’, either directly or perhaps
via Arabic habl. In Provengal, capulum became
cable, which produced the Old French form

chable: so English must either have borrowed
the word straight from Provencal, or from
*cable, an unrecorded Anglo-Norman variant of
the Old French word.

» CAPTURE, HEAVE

cabriole sec caB

cachet [17] Cachet was a Scottish borrowing of
a French word which originally meant ‘seal
affixed to a letter or document’. In the 19th
century this developed into the figurative
‘personal stamp, distinguishing characteristic’,
which, through its use in the context of
distinguished or fashionable people or things,
has come to mean ‘prestige’. The original notion
contained in the word is of ‘pressing’. It comes
via the medieval French verb cacher ‘press’
from Latin coactare ‘constrain’. This was a
derivative of coact-, the past participial stem of
cogere ‘drive together’ (source of English
cogent), a compound verb formed from con-
‘together’ and agere ‘drive’ (source of English
act and a host of other derivatives from agent to
prodigal).

Modern French cacher means ‘hide’, which
is the source of cache ‘hoard’, borrowed by
English in the 19th century.

» CACHE, COGENT

cack-handed [19] Cack comes from a 15th-
century dialect verb meaning ‘defecate’, which
probably came from Middle Dutch cacken. It
goes back via Latin cacare to an ultimate Indo-
European base *kak-, from which a lot of other
Indo-European languages get words connected
with ‘excrement’. The connection with cack-
handed is usually explained as being that clumsy
people make a mess; on this view ‘left-handed’,
which cack-handed also means, is a secondary
sense derived from ‘clumsy’. It may be nearer
the mark to place ‘left-handed’ first, however,
bearing in mind the traditional role of the left
hand in many cultures for wiping the anus.

cackle see CHEEK

cactus [17] Cactus comes via Latin from Greek
kdktos, which was the name of the cardoon, a
plant of the thistle family with edible leafstalks.
Cactus originally had that meaning in English
too, and it was not until the 18th century that the
Swedish botanist Linnaeus applied the term to a
family of similarly prickly plants.

cad see CADET

cadaver [16] Cadaver literally means
‘something that has fallen over’. It is a derivative
of the Latin verb cadere ‘fall’ (from which
English gets a wide range of other words, from
case to accident). Its application to ‘dead body’



caddy

arises from the metaphorical use of the Latin
verb for ‘die’.
» ACCIDENT, CADENCE, CASE

caddy [18] Caddy comes ultimately from Malay
katt, which was a measure of weight equal to
about 0.6 kilos or 1%2 pounds: it was thus
originally ‘container which holds one caddy of
tea’. English acquired the word in the 16th
century as catty, and it is not altogether clear
where the -dd- spelling came from. It has no
connection with the golfer’s caddie (see CADET).

cadet [17] Etymologically, a cadet is a ‘little
head’. Its original meaning in English was
‘younger son or brother’, and it came from
French cadet, an alteration of a Gascon dialect
term capdet ‘chief’. This in turn derived from
Vulgar Latin *capitellus ‘little head’, a
diminutive form of Latin caput ‘head’ (from
which English also gets captain and chief). The
reason for its apparently rather strange change in
meaning from ‘chief’ to ‘younger son’ seems to
be that the younger sons of Gascon families were
in former times sent to the French court to fulfil
the role of officers.

When English borrowed French cadet, it did
so not only in a form that retained the original
spelling, but also as caddie or cadee, which
originally meant ‘young officer’. The Scottish
version, caddie, gradually developed in meaning
over the centuries through ‘person who runs
errands’ to, in the 19th century, ‘golfer’s
assistant’. Cad, originally ‘unskilled assistant’
[18], is an abbreviation of caddie or cadee.

» CAPTAIN, CHIEF

cadre see QUARTER

caesarian [17] The application of the adjective
caesarian to the delivery of a baby by surgical
incision through the abdomen and womb arises
from the legend that Julius Caesar (c. 100—44
BC) himself or an earlier ancestor of his was born
in this way. The name Caesar comes from the
Latin phrase a caeso matrisiitere, literally ‘from
the mother’s cut womb’ (caesus was the past
participle of the Latin verb caedere ‘cut’, from
which English gets concise, incise, precise, etc).
The abbreviation caesar for ‘caesarian section’
is mid 20th-century.

» CONCISE, INCISE, PRECISE

café see COFFEE

cafeteria see COFFEE

caffeine see COFFEE

cage [13] English acquired cage via Old French
cage from Latin cavea, which meant ‘enclosure
for animals, such as a coop, hive, or stall’, and
also ‘dungeon’. This is usually referred to Latin
cavus ‘hollow’, from which English gets cave
and cavern, although not all etymologists agree
with this derivation. A Vulgar Latin derivative of
cavea, *caveola, was the ancestor of English
gaol, and cavea has also been postulated as the
ultimate source of cabinet.

» CABINET, CAVE, DECOY, GAOL, JAIL

€ainozoic see RECENT

cajun [19] Cajun, denoting a French-speaking
culture of Louisiana, USA, is an alteration of

Acadian. Acadia was the name of a French
colony in Canada (now Nova Scotia, New
Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island) whose
inhabitants were driven out by the British in the
18th century and migrated to the southern states
of the USA (the source of the original French
Acadie is not known). The word became much
more widely known in the 1980s following a
sudden fashion for Cajun food and dance music.

cake [13] Originally, cake was a term for a flat
round loaf of bread (it is this ‘shape’ element in
its meaning that lies behind more modern usages
such as ‘cake of soap’). It is not until the 15th
century that we find it being applied to
foodstuffs we would now recognize as cakes,
made with butter, eggs, and some sort of
sweetening agent. English borrowed the word
from Old Norse kaka; it is related to cookie
(from Dutch koekje), but not, despite the
similarity, to cook. The expression piece of cake
‘something easy’ seems to have originated in the
1930s.

» COOKIE

calcium [19] Calcium was coined by the English
chemist Sir Humphry Davy in 1808 on the basis
of Latin calx ‘limestone’ (which is also the
ancestor of English calcareous, calculate,
calculus, causeway, and chalk). The Latin word
probably came from Greek khdlix, which meant
‘pebble’ as well as ‘limestone’.

» CALCARIOUS, CALCULATE, CAUSEWAY, CHALK

calculate [16] Calculate comes from the past
participial stem of the Latin verb calculare, a
derivative of the noun calculus, which meant
‘pebble’. This was almost certainly a diminutive
form of Latin calx, from which English gets
calcium and chalk. The notion of ‘counting’ was
present in the word from ancient times, for a
specialized sense of Latin calculus was ‘stone
used in counting, counter’ (its modern
mathematical application to differential and
integral calculus dates from the 18th century).
Another sense of Latin calculus was ‘stone in the
bladder or kidney’, which was its meaning when
originally borrowed into English in the 17th
century.

» CALCARIOUS, CALCIUM, CALCULUS, CAUSEWAY,
CHALK

calendar [13] English acquired calendar via
Anglo-Norman calender and Old French
calendier from Latin calendarium, which was a
‘moneylender’s account book’. It got its name
from the calends (Latin calendae), the first day
of the Roman month, when debts fell due. Latin
calendae in turn came from a base *kal- ‘call,
proclaim’, the underlying notion being that in
ancient Rome the order of days was publicly
announced at the beginning of the month.

The calendula [19], a plant of the daisy
family, gets its name from Latin calendae,
perhaps owing to its once having been used for
curing menstrual disorders. Calender ‘press
cloth or paper between rollers’ [15], however,
has no connection with calendar; it probably
comes from Greek kiilindros ‘roller’, source of
English cylinder.



camouflage

calf English has two distinct words calf, both of
Germanic origin. Calf ‘young cow’ goes back to
Old English cealf, descendant of a prehistoric
West Germanic *kalbam, which also produced
German kalb and Dutch kalf. Calf of the leg [14]
was borrowed from Old Norse kdlfi, of unknown
origin.

calibre [16] Calibre, and the related calliper, are
of Arabic origin. They come ultimately from
Arabic galib ‘shoemaker’s last, mould’ (there is
some dispute over the source of this: some
etymologists simply derive it from the Arabic
verb galaba ‘turn, convert’, while others trace it
back to Greek kalapoiis, literally ‘wooden foot’,
a compound formed from kalon ‘wood’,
originally ‘firewood’, a derivative of kaiein
‘burn’, and pois ‘foot’). English acquired the
Arabic word via Italian calibro and French
calibre. The original Western meaning,
‘diameter of a bullet, cannon-ball, etc’, derives
from the Arabic sense ‘mould for casting metal’.

Calliper [16], which originally meant

‘instrument for measuring diameters’, is
generally taken to be an alteration of calibre.

» CALLIPER

calico [16] Calico, a plain cotton cloth, was
originally Calicut-cloth. In the 16th and 17th
centuries it was the main export of Calicut, now
known as Kozhikode, a city and port on the
southwest coast of India whose first European
visitor was the Portuguese explorer Vasco da
Gama (c. 1469-1524). In the 19th century
Calicut was South India’s major port. (It has no
connection with Calcutta.)

call [OE] Essentially, call is a Scandinavian
word, although it does occur once in an Old
English text, the late 10th-century Battle of
Maldon. It was borrowed from Old Norse kalla,
which can be traced back via West and North
Germanic *kal- to an Indo-European base *gol-
(among other derivatives of this is Serbo-Croat
glagol ‘word’, source of Glagolitic, a term for an
early Slavic alphabet).

calligraphy see KALEIDOSCOPE
calliper see CALIBRE
callisthenics see KALEIDOSCOPE

callow [OE] Old English calu meant ‘bald’.
Eventually, the word came to be applied to
young birds which as yet had no feathers, and by
the late 16th century it had been extended
metaphorically to any young inexperienced
person or creature. It probably came, via West
Germanic *kalwaz, from Latin calvus ‘bald’.

» CALVARY

calm [14] The underlying meaning of calm
seems to be not far removed from ‘siesta’. It
comes ultimately from Greek kauma ‘heat’,
which was borrowed into late Latin as cauma.
This appears to have been applied progressively
to the ‘great heat of the midday sun’, to ‘rest
taken during this period’, and finally to simply
‘quietness, absence of activity’. Cauma passed
into Old Italian as calma, and English seems to
have got the word from Italian.

calorie see CAULDRON

calumny see CHALLENGE

calvary [18] Latin calvaria meant literally
‘skull” (it was a derivative of calva ‘scalp’,
which in turn came from calvus ‘bald’, source of
English callow). It was therefore used to
translate Aramaic gulgiitha, also ‘skull’, which
was the name of the hill outside Jerusalem on
which Christ was crucified (applied to it because
of its shape).

» CALLOW

cambium see CHANGE

camel [OE] Naturally enough, camel is of
Semitic origin: Hebrew has gamal, for example,
and Arabic jamal. It was a relative of these that
was the source of Greek kdmeélos, which passed
via Latin cameélus into English as early as the
mid 10th century. (It replaced a previous Old
English olfend, a word — shared by other early
Germanic languages — apparently based on the
misconception that a camel was an elephant.)

camellia [18] The camellia, a shrub of oriental
origin, was named in the mid-18th century by the
Swedish taxonomist Linnaeus after the
Moravian Jesuit missionary and botanist Joseph
Kamel (in modern Latin, Camellus) (1661—
1706), who described the flora on the Philippine
island of Luzon. The spelling of its name, with a
double /, encourages a short ‘e’ pronunciation,
but in practice most people say ‘cameelia’.

cameo [15] The immediate source of modern
English cameo was Italian cameo or cammeo.
No one is too sure where it ultimately came
from, but it has always been assumed that it had
some sort of Oriental source — perhaps Arabic
gamaa’7l ‘flower buds’. The original form of the
word in English was cameu, which came from
Old French camahieu;, the Italianate cameo does
not appear until the late 17th century.

camera [18] Latin camera originally meant
‘vaulted room’ (a sense preserved in the
Radcliffe Camera, an 18th-century building
housing part of Oxford University library, which
has a vaulted roof). It came from Greek kamdra
‘vault, arch’, which is ultimately related to
English chimney. In due course the meaning
‘vaulted room’ became weakened to simply
‘room’, which reached English, via Old French
chambre, as chamber, and is preserved in the
legal Latin phrase in camera ‘privately, in
judge’s chambers’.

In the 17th century, an optical instrument was
invented consisting of a small closed box with a
lens fixed in one side which produced an image
of external objects on the inside of the box. The
same effect could be got in a small darkened
room, and so the device was called a camera
obscura ‘dark chamber’. When the new science
of photography developed in the 19th century,
using the basic principle of the camera obscura,
camera was applied to the picture-forming box.

» CHAMBER, CHIMNEY

camouflage [20] Camouflage reached the
English language during World War I, when the
art of concealing objects from the enemy was
considerably developed. It is of French origin, a
derivative of the verb camoufler ‘disguise’,
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which came from Italian camuffare ‘disguise,
trick’.

camp [16] Latin campus meant ‘open field’. It
branched out into various more specialized
meanings. One of them, for example, was ‘battle
field’: this was borrowed into the Germanic
languages as ‘battle’ (German has kampf, for
instance, as in the title of Adolf Hitler’s book
Mein Kampf ‘My struggle’). Another was ‘place
for military exercises’, and this seems to have
developed, in the word’s passage via Italian
campo and French camp, to ‘place where troops
are housed’. English got the word from French.

Camp ‘mannered, effeminate’ [20] is
presumably a different word, but its origins are
obscure.

Latin campus itself was adopted in English in
the 18th century for the ‘grounds of a college’. It
was originally applied to Princeton university in
the USA.

» CAMPAIGN, CHAMPION, DECAMP, SCAMP

campaign [17] Ultimately, campaign and
champagne are the same word. Both go back to
late Latin campania, a derivative of Latin
campus ‘open field” (source of English camp).
This passed into Old French as champagne and
into Italian as campagna ‘open country’, and
both words have subsequently come to be used
as the designation of regions in France and Italy
(whence English champagne [17], wine made in
the Champagne area of eastern France). The
French word was also borrowed into English
much earlier, as the now archaic champaign
‘open country’ [14]. Meanwhile, in Italian a
particular military application of campagna had
arisen: armies disliked fighting in winter
because of the bad weather, so they stayed in
camp, not emerging to do battle in the open
countryside (the campagna) until summer.
Hence campagna came to mean ‘military
operations’; it was borrowed in to French as
campagne, and thence into English.

» CAMP, CHAMPAGNE

camphor [15] Camphor is probably of Indian
origin. It has been traced back to Sanskrit
karpiiram, which appears to have reached
English via Arabic kdafiir and then either Old
French camphre or medieval Latin camphora.
European forms replaced the long Arabic a with
a nasalized vowel.

can [OE] English has two distinct words can. The
verb ‘be able to’ goes back via Old English
cunnan and Germanic *kunnan to an Indo-
European base *gn-, which also produced know.
The underlying etymological meaning of can is
thus ‘know’ or more specifically ‘come to
know’, which survived in English until
comparatively recently (in Ben Jonson’s The
Magnetick Lady 1632, for example, we find ‘She
could the Bible in the holy tongue’). This
developed into ‘know how to do something’,
from which we get the current ‘be able to do
something’. The past tense could comes
ultimately from prehistoric Germanic *kuntha,
via Old English cithe (related to English
uncouth) and late Middle English coude; the [ is

a 16th-century intrusion, based on the model of
should and would. (Canny [16] is probably a
derivative of the verb can, mirroring a much
earlier but parallel formation cunning.)
Can ‘container’ appears to come from a
prehistoric Germanic *kannon-.
» CANNY, CUNNING, KEN, KNOW, UNCOUTH

canary [16] Small green finches (Serinus
canarius) native to the Canary Islands were
introduced as cage birds in England in the 16th
century (the domestic breed is now for the most
part yellow). They were called, naturally
enough, canary birds, and by the mid 17th
century this had become simply canary. The
Canaries, a group of Spanish islands in the
Atlantic off the northwest coast of Africa, got
their name because one of them was famous in
Roman times for a large breed of dog found there
(Latin canarius ‘of dogs’ was a derivative of
canis, source of English canine, chenille, and
kennel and related to English hound).

» CANINE, CHENILLE, HOUND, KENNEL

cancan [19] The English word was borrowed
from French, where it originally, in the 16th
century, meant ‘noise, uproar’. Its ultimate
source is unknown, although it has traditionally
been associated with Latin quanquam
‘although’, taken to be the prelude to a noisy
scholastic argument. Its application to the
uproarious dance began in the 19th century, in
French as well as English; however, its present-
day association with high-kicking chorus girls
(with, according to the Oxford English
Dictionary, ‘extravagant and indecent gestures’)
seems to be a slightly later development, since
the earliest examples of its use quoted by the
OED apparently refer to men: ‘He usually
compromises by dancing the Can-can’, A E
Sweet, Texas Siftings 1882.

cancel see CHANCELLOR

cancer [14] Cancer comes from Latin cancer,
which meant literally ‘crab’. It was a translation
of Greek karkinos ‘crab’, which, together with
its derivative karkinoma (source of English
carcinoma [18]) was, according to the ancient
Greek physician Galen, applied to tumours on
account of the crablike pattern formed by the
distended blood vessels around the affected part.
Until the 17th century, the term generally used
for the condition in English was canker, which
arose from an earlier borrowing of Latin cancer
in Old English times; before then, cancer had
been used exclusively in the astrological sense.
The French derivative of Latin cancer, chancre,
was borrowed into English in the 16th century
for ‘syphilitic ulcer’.

» CANKER, CARCINOMA

candelabrum see CANDLE

candid [17] Originally, candid meant simply
‘white’; its current sense ‘frank’ developed
metaphorically via ‘pure’ and ‘unbiased’.
English acquired the word, probably through
French candide, from Latin candidum, a
derivative of the verb candére ‘be white, glow’
(which is related to English candle,
incandescent, and incense). The derived noun
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cantaloupe

candour is 18th-century in English. Candida, the
fungus which causes the disease thrush, got its
name from being ‘white’. And in ancient Rome,
people who were standing for election wore
white togas; they were thus called candidati,
whence English candidate [17].

» CANDIDATE, CANDLE, INCANDESCENT, INCENSE

candle [OE] Candle is one of the earliest English
borrowings from Latin. It probably arrived with
Christianity at the end of the 6th century, and is
first recorded in a gloss from around the year
700. Latin candéla was a derivative of the verb
candére ‘be white, glow’, also the source of
English candid and related to incandescent and
incense. Candelabrum [19] is a Latin derivative.
The Christian feast of Candlemas [OE]
(February 2) gets its name from the blessing of
church candles on that day.
» CANDELABRUM, CANDID,
INCENSE

cane [14] Cane is a word of ancient ancestry. It
can be traced back to Sumerian gin ‘reed’, and
has come down to us via Assyrian kani#i and
Greek kdnna (a derivative of which, kdnastron
‘wicker basket’, was the ultimate source of
English canister [17]). Latin borrowed the word
as canna, and broadened its meaning out from
‘reed, cane’ to ‘pipe’, which is the basis of
English cannal, channel, cannon, and canyon.
From Latin came Old French cane, source of the
English word.

» CANAL, CANISTER, CANNON, CANYON, CHANNEL

canine see KENNEL

cannibal [16] Cannibal was originally a proper
name, applied by the Spaniards to the Carib
people of the West Indies (whom they regarded
as eaters of human flesh). It is a variant,
originally used by Christopher Columbus, of
Caribes, which comes from Carib, a word of
Carib origin in the Arawakan language of
northern South America and the Caribbean. It is
related to the Caribs’ name for themselves,
Galibi, literally ‘strong men’.

cannon English has two different words cannon,
neither of which can for certain be connected
with canon. The earlier, ‘large gun’ [16], comes
via French canon from Italian cannone ‘large
tube’, which was a derivative of canna ‘tube,
pipe’, from Latin canna (source of English
cane). Cannon as in ‘cannon off something’ [19]
is originally a billiards term, and was an
alteration (by association with cannon the gun)
of an earlier carom (the form still used in
American English). This came from Spanish
carombola, a kind of fruit fancifully held to
resemble a billiard ball, whose ultimate source
was probably an unrecorded *karambal in the
Marathi language of south central India.

» CANE; CAROM

canny see CAN

canoe [16] Like cannibal, canoe is a word of
Caribbean origin. In the language of the local
Carib people it was canaoua, and it passed via
Arawakan into  Spanish (recorded by
Christopher Columbus) as canoa. That was the
form in which it first came into English; modern

INCANDESCENT,

canoe is due to the influence of French canoe.
Originally, the word was used for referring to
any simple boat used by ‘primitive’ tribes; it was
not until the late 18th century that a more settled
idea of what we would today recognize as a
canoe began to emerge.

canon There are today two distinct words canon
in English, although ultimately they are related.
The older, ‘(ecclesiastical) rule’ [OE], comes via
Latin canon from Greek kanon ‘rule’, which
some have speculated may be related to Greek
kdanna ‘reed’, source of English cane (the
semantic link is said to be ‘reed’ — ‘rod’ -
‘measuring rod’ — ‘rule’). The derived adjective,
kanonikds, passed into ecclesiastical Latin as
canonicus, which was used as a noun,
‘clergyman’; in Old French this became canonie
or chanonie, and as it crossed into English its last
syllable dropped off (owing to the influence of
canon ‘rule’). The underlying sense of canon
‘clergyman’ [13] is thus ‘one living according to
the rules of religious life’.

canopy [14] Etymologically, a canopy is a
‘mosquito net’. The word comes ultimately from
Greek konopeion, a derivative of konops
‘mosquito’. This passed via Latin conopium
into medieval Latin as canopeum, which meant
both ‘mosquito net’ and ‘couch with such a net’.
English adopted it directly from Latin as canope
or canape, meaning ‘covering suspended over a
throne, bed, etc’. The French version of the
word, however, concentrated on other aspects of
canopeum’s meaning; French canapé means
‘couch, sofa’. Its metaphorical extension, ‘piece
of bread or biscuit with a savoury topping’, was
borrowed into English towards the end of the
19th century.

» CANAPE

cant English has two separate words cant. The
older, ‘oblique angle’ [14], originally meant
‘edge’, and appears to have come via Middle
Low German kant or Middle Dutch cant, both
meaning ‘edge’ or ‘corner’, from Vulgar Latin
*canto, a descendant of Latin cantus ‘iron tyre’.
which was probably of Celtic origin (Welsh cant
means ‘rim’). The accusative case of the Vulgar
Latin word, *cantonem, was the source of
English canton [16], originally ‘corner, section’,
now ‘territorial division’; while its Italian
descendant, canto, may be the source of Italian
cantina ‘cellar’, from which English got canteen
[18]. Cant ‘thieves’ jargon’ or ‘hypocritical talk’
[16] was probably originally a specific
application of the Latin verb cantare ‘sing’
(source also of English chant, canto, cantor,
cantata, and canticle). It is usually assumed that
the usage derives from an ironic transference of
the singing of church congregations or choirs to
the wheedling ‘song’ of beggars and (by
association) thieves.

» CANTEEN, CANTON; CANTATA, CANTOR, CHANT

cantaloupe [18] The cantaloupe melon was
introduced into Europe from Armenia. The place
where the newcomer was first cultivated is said
to have been a former summer estate of the
popes near Rome called Cantaluppi — whence
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the name. Both the name and the fruit had made
their way to France by the 15th century, but
neither seems to have arrived permanently in
England until the early 18th century.

cantankerous [18] Cantankerous is a rather
mysterious word. It first appears in the 1770s,
and the earliest known reference to it is in Oliver
Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer 1772:
‘There’s not a more bitter cantanckerous road in
all christendom’. Its origin is disputed: perhaps
the likeliest source is Middle English contekour
‘brawler’, from contek ‘strife’, a borrowing from
an unrecorded Anglo-Norman *contek, but an
Irish origin has also been suggested, perhaps
from Irish cannrdn ‘strife, grumbling’ (another
early user of the word was the Irish playwright
Thomas Sheridan).

cantata see CHANT
canteen see CANT

canter [18] Canter comes from phrases such as
Canterbury trot, Canterbury pace, etc, which
were terms applied to the pace at which medieval
pilgrims rode on their way by horse to the shrine
of Thomas a Beckett at Canterbury in Kent
(earliest references to it are from the 17th
century, much later than the time of Chaucer’s
pilgrims in the Middle Ages). The abbreviated
from canter appeared in the 18th century,
initially as a verb, and Samuel Johnson in his
Dictionary 1755 defined Canterbury gallop as
‘the hand gallop of an ambling horse, commonly
called a canter’.

canticle see CHANT
canto see CHANT
canton see CANT

canvas [14] Canvas is related ultimately to
hemp, for originally canvas was a cloth made
from hemp. Latin cannabis (from the same
source as English hemp) produced the Vulgar
Latin derivative *cannapaceum, which passed
into English via Old Northern French canevas.
The verb canvass [16] appears to come from the
noun: it originally meant ‘toss in a canvas sheet’,
and this was perhaps the basis, via an
intermediate ~ ‘criticize roughly’, of the
metaphorical sense ‘discuss thoroughly’. It is
not clear where the political meaning ‘solicit
votes’ came from.

» CANNABIS, HEMP

cap [OE] Old English ceppa came from late
Latin cappa ‘hood’, source also of English cape
‘cloak’. The late Latin word may well have come
from Latin caput ‘head’, its underlying meaning
thus being ‘head covering’.

» CAPPUCCINO, CHAPEL, CHAPERONE, KEPI

capable [16] In common with a wide range of
other English words, from capture to recuperate,
capable comes from Latin capere ‘take’, a
relative of English heave. An adjective derived
from the verb was Latin capax ‘able to hold
much’, from which English gets capacious [17]
and capacity [15]. From its stem capdci- was
formed the late Latin adjective capabilis, also
originally ‘able to contain things’. This meaning
still survived when the word passed, via French

capable, into English (‘They are almost capable
of a bushel of wheat’, Thomas Wright, The
Passions of the Mind 1601), but by the end of the
18th century it had died out, having passed into
the current ‘able to, susceptible of .

» CAPACIOUS, CAPACITY, CAPTURE, CHASE,
HEAVE, RECUPERATE

cape There are two distinct words cape in
English, but they may come from the same
ultimate source. The earlier, ‘promontory,
headland’ [14], comes via Old French cap and
Provencal cap from Vulgar Latin *capo, a
derivative of Latin caput ‘bead’. Cape ‘cloak’
[16] comes via French cape and Provengal capa
from late Latin cappa ‘hood’, source of English
cap; this too may be traceable back to Latin
caput. (Other English descendants of caput
include achieve, cadet, capital, captain, chapter,
and chief, and cappa was also the precursor of
chapel, chaperone, and cope).

» ACHIEVE, CADET, CAPITAL, CAPPUCCINO,
CAPTAIN, CHAPEL, CHAPERON, CHAPTER, CHIEEF,
ESCAPE

caper Caper ‘jump about’ [16] and the edible
caper [15] are two different words. The former is
a shortening of capriole ‘leap’, now obsolete
except as a technical term in horsemanship,
which comes via early French capriole from
Italian capriola, a derivative of the verb
capriolare ‘leap’, which in turn was formed
from capriolo ‘roebuck’; its ultimate source was
Latin capreolus, a diminutive form of caper
‘goat’ (whence the English astrological term
Capricorn, literally ‘goat’s horn’). (The French
by-form cabrioler was the source of English
cab.) Caper ‘edible bud’ came via French cdpres
and Latin capparis from Greek kdpparis; the
earliest English form was capres, but this came
to be misinterpreted as a plural, and the -s was
dropped from the singular in the 16th century.

» CAB, CAPRICORN, CAPRIOLE

capercaillie [16] The name of the capercaillie,
a very large species of grouse, means literally
‘horse of the woods’ in Scots Gaelic. The Gaelic
form of the word is capalcoille, a compound
formed from capall ‘horse’ (probably borrowed
from Latin caballus ‘horse’, source of English
cavalier) and coille ‘woods’.

» CAVALIER
capillary see DISHEVELLED
capital [13] Etymologically, capital is

something that is at the top or ‘head’; it comes
from Latin caput ‘head’. The various current
English uses of the word reached us, however, by
differing routes. The first to come was the
adjective, which originally meant simply ‘of the
head’” (Milton in Paradise lost wrote of the
Serpent’s ‘capital bruise’, meaning the bruise to
its head); this came via Old French capital from
Latin capitalis, a derivative of caput. The other
senses of the adjective have derived from this:
‘capital punishment’, for instance, comes from
the notion of a crime which, figuratively
speaking, affects the head, or life. Its use as a
noun dates from the 17th century: the immediate
source of the financial sense is Italian capitale.
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The architectural capital ‘top of a column’ (as in
‘Corinthian capitals’) also comes from Latin
caput, but in this case the intermediate form was
the diminutive capitellum ‘little head’, which
reached English in the 14th century via Old
French capitel.

» CATTLE, CHAPTER, HEAD

capitulate see CHAPTER

capon [OE] Capon, a ‘castrated male chicken’,
is probably literally a ‘cut cockerel’. The word
comes via Anglo-Norman capun from Latin
capd, which is probably ultimately derived from
a word for ‘cut’ — Greek kdptein, for example —
the underlying reference of course being to the
cutting off of the unfortunate bird’s testicles.

cappuccino [20] Frothy coffee was given the
name cappuccino in Italian from its supposed
resemblance to the habit of Capuchin monks,
which is the colour of lightly milked coffee. The
Order of Friars Minor Capuchins, an
independent branch of Franciscans, was founded
in 1528. In emulation of St Francis they wear a
pointed cowl, in Italian a cappuccio (from late
Latin cappa ‘hood’, source of English cap and
cape), from which the name Cappuccino
‘Capuchin’ (literally ‘little hood’) was derived.
The term Capuchin itself arrived in English in
the late 16th century, and the order’s
vestimentary arrangements have gifted other
items of vocabulary to English, notably
capuchin [18] for a woman’s cloak and hood and
capuchin monkey [18] for a type of South
American monkey with a tuft of hair on its head
resembling a monk’s cowl.

» CAP, CAPE

caprice [17] Etymologically, caprice means
‘hedgehog-head’. It comes, via French caprice,
from an Italian noun capriccio, formed from
capo ‘head’ (from Latin caput) and riccio
‘hedgehog’” (from Latin ericeus, source of
English urchin). Originally this meant ‘horror,
shuddering’, the reference being to the hair of a
terror-stricken person standing on end. The
word’s present-day meaning ‘whim, fickleness’
seems to be partly due to association with Italian
capra ‘goat’, from the animal’s frisky behaviour.

» URCHIN

capsicum see CASE

capstan [14] Capstan is a borrowing from Old
Provengal. There the word was cabestan. Its
earlier form capestran was a derivative of
capestre ‘rope, noose’, which came from Latin
capistrum ‘halter’. This in turn came from
capere ‘take’, a prolific source of English words,
and related to English heave.

» CAPTURE, HEAVE

capsule see CASE

captain [14] Etymologically, a captain is
someone who is at the ‘head’ of an organization,
team, etc. It derives ultimately from late Latin
capitaneus ‘chief’, a derivative of caput ‘head’,
which came to English via Old French capitain.
A parallel but earlier formation was chieftain,
which also came from late Latin capitaneus, but

along a different route, by way of Old French
chevetaine.
» CHIEFTAIN

capture [16] Along with its relatives captive,
captivity, captivate, and captor, capture is the
English language’s most direct lineal descendant
of Latin capere ‘take, seize’ (others include
capable, case for carrying things, cater, and
chase, and heave is distantly connected). First to
arrive was captive [14], which was originally a
verb, meaning ‘capture’; it came via Old French
captiver from Latin captivus, the past participle
of capere. Contemporary in English was the
adjectival use of captive, from which the noun
developed. (The now archaic caitiff [13] comes
from the same ultimate source, via an altered
Vulgar Latin *cactivus and Old French caitiff
‘captive’.) Next on the scene was capture, in the
16th century; originally it was only a noun, and
it was not converted to verbal use until the late
18th century, when it replaced captive in this
role. Also 16th-century is captivate, from the
past participle of late Latin captivare, a
derivative of captivus; this too originally meant
‘capture’, a sense which did not die out until the
19th century: ‘The British ... captivated four
successive patrols’, John Neal, Brother Jonathan
1825.

» CAPTIVE, CATER, CHASE, COP, HEAVE

car [14] Car seems first to have been used as an
independent term for a road vehicle powered by
an internal-combustion engine in 1896, in the
publication  Farman’s  Auto-Cars  (the
compounds autocar and motorcar are a year
earlier). But the word is of course of far longer
standing as a general term for a wheeled
conveyance. It comes ultimately from an
unrecorded Celtic *karros, via Latin carrus
‘two-wheeled wagon’, Vulgar Latin *carra, and
Anglo-Norman carre or car; it is probably
linked with current and course, giving an
underlying meaning ‘move swiftly’. English
words derived at some point or other from the
same source include career, carriage, carry,
charge, and chariot.

» CAREER, CARICATURE, CARRIAGE, CARRY,
CHARGE, CHARIOT, COURSE, CURRENT

carat [16] The carat gets its name from the use of
carob beans as standard weights for measuring
the heaviness of small quantities. The Greek
name for the elongated seed pod of the carob tree
was kerdtion, a derivative of kéras ‘horn’
(related to English horn). This passed into
Arabic as girat, where it became formalized in a
system of weights and measures as ‘four grains’.
It passed into English via Italian carato and
French carat.

» HORN

caravan [16] Caravans have no etymological
connection with cars, nor with char-a-bancs. The
word comes ultimately from Persian karwan
‘group of desert travellers’, and came into
English via French caravane. Its use in English
for ‘vehicle’ dates from the 17th century, but to
begin with it referred to a covered cart for
carrying passengers and goods (basis of the
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shortened form van [19]), and in the 19th
century it was used for the basic type of third-
class railway carriage; its modern sense of
‘mobile home’ did not develop until the late 19th
century. Caravanserai ‘inn for accommodating
desert caravans’ [16] comes from Persian
karwanserart: serai means ‘palace, inn’, and was
the source, via Italian, of seraglio ‘harem’ [16].
» CARAVANSERAI, VAN

caraway [14] The ultimate source of caraway is
probably Greek kdron ‘cumin’ (caraway and
cumin seeds are very similar). Arabic borrowed
the word as alkarawiya ‘the cumin’, and it
subsequently diverged along different branches.
Borrowed into medieval Latin it became carvi,
which was the source of carvy, the Scottish word
for ‘caraway’ since the 17th century. The source
of English caraway, however, was most likely
Old Spanish alcarahueya.

carbon [18] The notion underlying carbon is
probably that of ‘burning’; it has been tentatively
traced back to a base *kar- ‘fire’. The word’s
immediate source was French carbone, coined
in the 1780s on the basis of Latin carbé ‘coal,
charcoal’ (supplementing an earlier borrowing
charbon ‘coal, charcoal’). It is not certain
whether char and charcoal are related to it.

carbuncle [13] Etymologically, a carbuncle is a
‘small piece of coal’. It comes ultimately from
Latin carbunculus, a diminutive form of carbo
‘coal’ (source of English carbon). This reached
English via Old French carbuncle. The Latin
word had two main metaphorical meanings,
based on the idea of a glowing coal: ‘red gem’
and ‘red inflamed spot’, both of which passed
into English. The latter achieved some notoriety
in British English in the 1980s following a
remark by the Prince of Wales in 1984
comparing a piece of modern architecture
unfavourably to a ‘carbuncle’, although
ironically from the 15th to the 17th centuries the
word was used for ‘something of great
splendour’.

» CARBON

carburettor [19] Carburettor is a derivative of
carburet, an obsolete term for what is now
known as carbide ‘a carbon compound’. It was
originally used for a device for adding carbon to
a gas for enhancing its power of illumination; the
current application to a device for producing
air/fuel vapour in an engine dates from the
1890s. Carburet itself was a later form of
carbure, borrowed in the 1790s from French; its
ultimate origin was in Latin carbo, source of
English carbon.

» CARBON

carcass [14] English first acquired this word
from Anglo-Norman carcois, and early forms
were carcays and carcoys. Spellings similar to
modern English carcass begin to emerge in the
16th century, and may be due to reborrowing
from French carcasse, to association with the
noun case ‘container’, which meant ‘body’ in
the 16th century, or to a combination of both.
The usual current spelling throughout the
English-speaking world is carcass, but British

English also uses carcase. The word’s ultimate
origin is unknown.

carcinoma see CANCER

card [16] English borrowed card from French
carte, for some unknown reason changing ¢ to d
in the process. The French word (source also of
English carton) came from Latin charta, which
originally denoted ‘leaf of the papyrus plant’;
and since papyrus leaves were used for making
paper, the word in due course came to mean
‘paper’ (Latin charta also gave English chart
and charter). The Latin word in turn came from
Greek khdrtes, which is probably of Egyptian
origin.

» CARTON, CHART, CHARTER, DISCARD

cardiac see HEART

cardigan [19] The cardigan was named after
James Thomas Brudenell, 7th earl of Cardigan
(1797-1868), an early sporter of button-through
woollen jackets. His other, but less successful,
claim to fame was that he led the Charge of the
Light Brigade (1854) at Balaclava during the
Crimean War.

cardinal [12] The ultimate source of cardinal is
Latin cardo ‘hinge’, and its underlying idea is
that something of particular, or ‘cardinal’,
importance is like the hinge on which all else
depends. English first acquired it as a noun,
direct from ecclesiastical Latin cardinalis
(originally an adjective derived from cardo),
which in the early church denoted simply a
clergyman attached to a church, as a door is
attached by hinges; it only gradually rose in
dignity to refer to princes of the Roman Catholic
church. The adjective reached English in the
13th century, via Old French cardinal or Latin
cardinalis.

care [OE] Care goes back ultimately to a
prehistoric Indo-European *gar-, source of a
wide range of words in other Indo-European
languages, two of which, garrulous and slogan,
have also reached English. In the case of care,
the route was via Germanic *karo, which
reached Old English as caru. The related
adjective from the same source is chary [OE],
which originally meant ‘sad’.

» CHARY, GARRULOUS, SLOGAN

careen [16] Careen comes ultimately from
carina, the Latin word for a ‘nutshell’, which is
related to Greek kdruon ‘nut’ and Sanskrit
kdrakas ‘coconut’. The idea of a ‘nut’ as a
metaphor for a ‘boat’ is a fairly obvious one
(shell is similarly used for a ‘rowing boat’), and
the Latin word came to be used for a ‘ship’s
keel’, the raised seam of a walnut perhaps
suggesting the line of the timber along the ship’s
bottom. It passed via the Genoese dialect carena
into French, where a vessel en caréne was turned
over on its side so that its keel was exposed;
hence the verb. The equation of careen with
career ‘go wildly’ is 20th-century and of
American origin.

career [16] Originally, a career was a ‘road or
racetrack for vehicles’. Its ultimate source was
Latin carrus ‘wheeled vehicle’ (from which we
get car), which produced the Vulgar Latin
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derivative *cararia ‘track for wheeled vehicles’.
This passed into English via Provengal carreira,
Italian carriera, and French carriére. Its earliest
meaning was ‘racecourse’, and hence, by
extension, ‘swift course’; the main present-day
sense ‘course of someone’s working life’ did not
develop until the 19th century, probably owing
to renewed influence of French carriére.

» CAR

carfax see QUARTER

cargo sec CHARGE

caribou [17] Caribou is the name of a close
North American relative of the reindeer, and it
refers literally to the way in which the animal
scratches at the snow with its hooves to find the
grass, moss, etc that it eats. It comes from
Mi’kmaq galipu (Mi’kmaq is an Algonquian
language of eastern Canada), meaning ‘snow-
shoveller’, which in Canadian French became
caribou.

carillon see QUARTER

carmine see CRIMSON

carnal [15] Carnal means literally ‘of the flesh’;

it comes from late Latin carndlis, a derivative of

Latin caro ‘flesh, meat’. Other English words

from the same source are carnivorous ‘meat-

eating’ [17]; carnage [16], which came via

French carnage and lItalian carnaggio from

medieval Latin carnaticum  ‘slaughter of

animals’; carnation [16], which originally

meant ‘pink, colour of flesh’ and came via

French carnation and Italian carnagione from

late Latin carnatio ‘fleshiness, fatness’; charnel

[14], as in charnel house, from Old French

charnel; and also carnival and carrion.

CARNAGE, CARNATION, CARNIVAL,

CARNIVOROUS, CARRION, CHARNEL

carnival [16] Etymologically, carnival means
‘raising flesh’ — that is, the ‘removal of meat’
from the diet during Lent (carnival was
originally a period of merrymaking preceding
Lent). It comes from medieval Latin
carnelevamen, a compound noun made up of
caro ‘flesh’ (source of English carnal) and
levamen, a derivative of the verb levare ‘lighten,
raise’ (source of English lever, levity, and levy).

» CARNAL, CARRION, LEVER, LEVY

carol [13] English acquired carol from Old
French carole, and the similarity of form and
meaning naturally suggests that this in turn came
from late Latin choraula ‘choral song’. In
classical Latin times this had meant ‘person who
accompanies a choir on a flute or reed
instrument’, and it came from Greek khoraiiles,
a compound formed from khords ‘choir’ (source
of English chorus and choir) and aulos ‘reed
instrument’. However, the fact that the earliest
recorded use of the word is for a dance in a ring,
accompanied by singing, has led some
etymologists to speculate that the underlying
notion contained in it may be not ‘song’ but
‘circle’ (perhaps from Latin corolla ‘little
crown, garland’).

#» CHOIR, CHORUS

carouse [16] Etymologically, carouse means to
drink something up ‘completely’. Originally it

»

was an adverb, used in phrases such as drink
carouse (‘the tiplinge sottes at midnight which to
quaffe carouse do use’, Thomas Drant, Horace’s
Epigrams 1567). These were a partial translation
of German trinken garaus, in which garaus is a
compound adverb made up of gar ‘completely,
all’ and aus ‘out’.

carp [14] and carp ‘criticize’ [13] are distinct
words in English. The former comes from
medieval Latin carpa, probably via Old French
carpe, but the word is probably ultimately of
Germanic origin. The verb, which originally
simply meant ‘talk’, was a borrowing from Old
Norse karpa. The present-day sense ‘criticize’
did not develop until the 16th century, probably
under the influence of Latin carpere ‘pluck’
(related to English harvest), which had the
metaphorical meaning ‘slander’.

» HARVEST

carpenter [14] Etymologically, a carpenter is a
‘maker of carriages’. The word comes, via
Anglo-Norman carpenter, from late Latin
carpentarius, originally an adjective derived
from carpentum ‘two-wheeled vehicle’. This,
like the similar and perhaps related Latin carrus,
source of English car, was of Celtic origin. The
generalization in meaning to ‘worker in wood’
took place before the word was borrowed into
English.

carpet [14] Originally, carpet was simply a sort
of rough cloth, and medieval Latin carpita, for
example, was sometimes used for a garment
made from it. In earliest English use it was a
‘table-cloth’ or ‘bed-spread’, and it was not until
the 15th century that the specialized ‘floor-
covering’ began to establish itself. The word
itself entered English via either Old French
carpite or medieval Latin carpita, which was
derived from carpire, an alteration of Latin
carpere ‘pluck’ (related to English harvest). The
underlying notion seems to be that such cloth
was originally made from ‘plucked’ fabric, that
is, fabric which had been unravelled or shredded.

carriage [14] Carriage is literally ‘carrying’. It
is an Old Northern French derivative of the verb
carier, in the sense ‘transport in a vehicle’. At
first it meant simply ‘conveyance’ in the abstract
sense, but in the 15th century more concrete
meaning began to emerge: ‘load, luggage’ (now
obsolete) and ‘means of conveyance, vehicle’.
By the 18th century the latter had become further
specialized to ‘horse-drawn wheeled vehicle for
carrying people’ (as opposed to goods).

» CARRY

carrion [13] Ultimately, carrion is a derivative
of Latin card ‘flesh’ (source also of English
carnal). This appears to have had a Vulgar Latin
offshoot *caronia, which entered English via
Anglo-Norman caroine. At first it was used in
English for ‘dead body’, but before the end of
the 13th century the current sense ‘flesh unfit for
human consumption’ had begun to establish
itself.

» CARNAL, CRONE

carry [14] For such a basic and common word,
carry has a surprisingly brief history. It does not
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go back to some prehistoric Indo-European root,
but was formed less than 1000 years ago in
Anglo-Norman or Old Northern French, on the
basis of carre or car (immediate source of
English car). The verb carier thus meant
literally ‘transport in a wheeled vehicle’. This
sense was carried over into English, and though
it has since largely given way to the more general
‘convey’, it is preserved in the derivative
carriage, in such expressions as ‘carriage paid’.

» CAR, CARRIAGE

cart [13] Old English had a word creet ‘carriage’,
which may, by the process known as metathesis
(reversal of speech sounds), have produced the
word which first appeared at the beginning of the
13th century as karte or carte. But a part must
certainly also have been played by Old Norse
kartr ‘cart’, and some have also detected the
influence of Anglo-Norman carete, a diminutive
form of car (source of English car).

» CAR

cartel see CHART

carton see CHART

cartoon [17] Cartoon comes via French carton
from Italian cartone, which meant literally
‘strong heavy paper, pasteboard’ (it was a
derivative of carta ‘paper’, which came from
Latin charta, source also of English card,
carton, chart, and charter). Its meaning was in
due course transferred to the preliminary
sketches made by artists on such paper, the
original and for nearly two centuries the only
sense of the word in English; ‘But the sight best
pleased me was the cartoons by Raphael, which
are far beyond all the paintings I ever saw’,
Hatton family correspondence, 1697. Its
application to comic drawings in newspapers
and magazines began in the 1840s.

» CARD, CARTON, CHART, CHARTER

cartouche see CHART

cartridge see CHART

carve [OE] Originally, carve meant simply ‘cut’.
That sense died out in the 16th century, leaving
the more specialized ‘cut or incise decoratively’
and later ‘cut up meat at table’. Related words in
other Germanic languages, such as Dutch
kerven, point to a prehistoric West Germanic
*kerfan, which is probably ultimately linked to
Greek grdphein ‘write’ (source of English
graphic), whose original notion was ‘scratch or
incise on a surface’.

» GRAPHIC

cascara see CONCUSSION

case [13] There are two distinct words case in
English, both acquired via Old French from
Latin and both members of very large families.
Case ‘circumstance’ was borrowed from Old
French cas, which in turn came from Latin casus
‘fall, chance’. This was formed from the base of
the verb cadere ‘fall’. The progression of senses
is from the concrete ‘that which falls’ to the
metaphorical ‘that which befalls, that which
happens (by chance)’ (and English chance is
also derived ultimately from Latin cadere).
Other related words in English include accident,
cadence, cadaver, cheat, chute, coincide,

decadent, decay, deciduous, and occasion. Case
‘container’ comes via Old French casse from
Latin capsa ‘box’, a derivative of the verb capere
‘hold’ (which is related to English heave). At
various points during its history it has produced
offshoots which in English have become capsule
[17], a diminutive form, cash, chassis, and
perhaps capsicum [18] and chase ‘engrave’.

» ACCIDENT, CADAVER, CHEAT, CHUTE, DECAY,
DECIDUOUS, OCCASION, OCCIDENT; CAPSICUM,
CAPSULE, CASH, CHASSIS

cash [16] Cash originally meant ‘money-box’.
English acquired it via French casse or Italian
cassa from Latin capsa ‘box’ (source of English
case). It was not until the mid 18th century that
this underlying sense died out, leaving the
secondary ‘money’ (which had already
developed before the word entered English).
Cashier ‘person in charge of money’ [16] is a
derivative, coming from French caissier or
perhaps from Dutch cassier, but the verb cashier
‘dismiss’ [16] is completely unrelated. It comes
from Dutch casseren, a borrowing from Old
French casser ‘discharge, annul’. This in turn
goes back to Latin quassare ‘break up’, source
of English quash.

» CASE

cassock [16] Etymologically, a cassock is
probably a cloak worn by a Cossack; the two
words appear to be ultimately identical.
Cassock, which originally meant simply ‘cloak’
or ‘long coat’ (its current application to
clergymen’s tunics arose in the 17th century),
comes via French casaque from Italian casacca.
It has been conjectured that this was a
descendant of Turkish quzzak ‘nomad’ (a
derivative of the verb gaz ‘wander’), which also,
via Russian kozak, gave English Cossack [16].
However, another theory is that cassock comes
ultimately from Persian kazhdaghand ‘padded
jacket’, a compound formed from kazh ‘raw silk’
and aghand ‘stuffed’.

» COSSACK

cast [31] Cast comes from Old Norse kasta
‘throw’. It has gradually been replaced since
Middle English times as the ordinary word for
‘propelling with the arm’ by throw. Of the
various metaphorical senses of the noun, ‘set of
performers in a play’ developed in the 17th
century, apparently from an earlier ‘plan,
design’.

castanet [17] Castanets were originally named
in Spanish from their resemblance to the shells
of chestnuts, Spanish castaiieta being a
diminutive form of castaia ‘chestnut’, from
Latin castanea (itself the ultimate source of
English chestnut). Another name for them in
17th-century English was knackers:
‘Castinettas: knackers of the form of chestnuts,
used to this day by the Spaniards in their
dances’, Robert Stapylton, Juvenal’s sixteen
satires 1647.

» CHESTNUT

caste [16] Caste has no etymological connection
with cast. It is borrowed from Spanish and
Portuguese casta ‘race, breed’, a nominal use of
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catechism

the adjective casta ‘pure’, from Latin castus
(source of English chaste). The notion
underlying the word thus appears to be ‘racial
purity’. Use of casta by the Portuguese in India
with reference to the Hindu social groupings led
to its being adopted in this sense by English in
the 17th century.

» CHASTE, INCEST

castle [11] Castle was one of the first words
borrowed by the English from their Norman
conquerors: it is mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon
chronicle only nine years after the battle of
Hastings. It comes via Anglo-Norman castel
from Latin castellum, a diminutive form of
castrum ‘fort’” (which was acquired by Old
English as ceaster, and now appears in English
place-names as -caster or -chester). The Old
French version of castel, chastel, produced
modern French chdteau, and also its derivative
chatelaine, borrowed into English in the 19th
century.

» CHATEAU

castor There are two distinct words castor in
English. The older originally meant ‘beaver’
[14], and was early used with reference to a
bitter pungent substance secreted by glands near
the beaver’s anus, employed in medicine and
perfumery. The term castor oil [18] probably
comes from the use of this oil, derived from the
seed of a tropical plant, as a substitute for castor
in medicine. The more recent castor [17] is
simply a derivative of the verb cast; it was
originally (and still often is) spelled caster. Its
use for sprinkling or ‘throwing’ sugar is obvious
(the term castor sugar dates back to the mid 19th
century), but its application to a ‘small
swivelling wheel’ is less immediately clear: it
comes from a now obsolete sense of the verb,
mainly nautical, ‘veer, turn’: ‘Prepare for casting
to port’, George Nares, Seamanship 1882.

» CAST

cat [OE] The word car seems to have appeared on
the European scene, in the form of Latin catta or
cattus, around 1000 AD (the previous Latin word
was féles, source of English feline). No one is
completely sure where it came from (although
given the domestic cat’s origins in Egypt, it is
likely to have been an Egyptian word), but it
soon spread north and west through Europe. The
Latin word reached English via Germanic
*kattuz, later backed up by Anglo-Norman cat, a
variant of Old French chat.

catacomb [17] Catacomb derives from the
name of an underground cemetary in ancient
Rome, the Coemeterium Catacumbas, beneath
the Basilica of St Sebastian near the Appian
Way. It is said that the bodies of St Peter and St
Paul were deposited in or near its subterranean
passages. The word’s more general application
to any underground labyrinth dates from the 17th
century. The original significance of Latin
Catacumbas is not known.

catafalque see SCAFFOLD

catamaran [17] Catamaran is a word borrowed
from the Tamil language of the southeast coast
of India. It is a compound meaning literally ‘tied

wood’, made up of kattu ‘tie’ and maram ‘wood,
tree’. It was first recorded in English in William
Dampier’s Voyages 1697: ‘The smaller sort of
Bark-logs are more governable than the others
... This sort of Floats are used in many places
both in the East and West Indies. On the Coast of
Coromandel ... they call them Catamarans’.

catapult [16] The first catapults were large
military machines for hurling missiles at the
enemy (originally darts, in contrast with the
ballista, which discharged large rocks, but the
distinction did not last); the schoolboy’s hand-
held catapult, consisting of a piece of elastic
fixed in a Y-shaped frame, did not appear until
the latter part of the 19th century.
Etymologically, their name is a fairly
straightforward description of what they do: it
comes ultimately from Greek katapdltes, which
was formed from katd- ‘down’, hence ‘against’,
and pdllein ‘hurl’.

cataract [15] Greek katardktes meant literally
‘swooping down, rushing down’; it was a
derivative of the verb katardssein, a compound
formed from the prefix katd- ‘down’ (which
appears in a wide range of English words,
including cataclysm, catalepsy, catalogue,
catapult literally ‘hurl down’ and
catastrophe) and the verb rdssein ‘strike’. Hence
it was applied metaphorically to various things
that ‘rush down’, including waterfalls and
portcullises. The word passed into English via
Latin cataracta, and the sense ‘opacity of the
eye’s lens’ developed in the 16th century,
probably as a metaphorical extension of the now
obsolete ‘portcullis’.

catarrh [16] Etymologically, cafarrh is
‘something that flows down’. It comes via
French catarrhe and late Latin catarrhus from
Greek katdrrhous, a derivative of the verb
katarrhein, a compound formed from the prefix
katd- ‘down’ (as in cataract) and the verb rhein
‘flow’ (a relative of English rheumatism and
stream).

» DIARRHOEA, RHEUMATISM, STREAM

catastrophe see APOSTROPHE

catch [13] Originally catch meant ‘chase, hunt’
(and in fact it is etymologically related to the
English word chase). However, it remarkably
quickly moved on to be applied to the next
logical step in the procedure, ‘capture’, and by
the early 16th century ‘chase’ was becoming
obsolete (although it remains the only sense of
related words in other languages, such as French
chasser and Italian cacciare). Looked at from
another point of view, however, catch might be
said to be harking back to its ultimate roots in
Latin capere ‘take’, source of English capture.
Its past participle, captus, provided the basis for
a new verb captare ‘try to seize, chase’. In
Vulgar Latin this became altered to *captiare,
source of Old French chacier (whence English
chase) and the corresponding Anglo-Norman
cachier (whence English catch).

» CAPTURE, CHASE

catechism [16] Etymologically, catechism is
‘teaching by the spoken word’. It is a derivative
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of catechize [15], which comes ultimately from
the Greek verb katekhein, a compound formed
from the prefix katd- ‘thoroughly’ and the verb
ekhein ‘sound, resound’ (related to English
echo). Thus originally to ‘catechize’ someone
was literally to ‘din’ instruction into them, hence
‘instruct orally’. The word came into English via

a later ecclesiastical Greek derivative
katekhizein and Latin catechizare.
» ECHO

category [15] The word category has a rather
complicated semantic history. It comes
ultimately from Greek katégorein ‘accuse’, a
compound formed from the prefix katd-
‘against’ and agord ‘public assembly’ (source of
English agoraphobia and related to gregarious)
— hence ‘speak against publicly’. ‘Accuse’
gradually became weakened in meaning to
‘assert, name’, and the derived noun kategoria
was applied by Aristotle to the enumeration of
all classes of things that can be named — hence
‘category’. The word reached English via late
Latin catégoria or French catégorie.

» AGORAPHOBIA, GREGARIOUS, PANEGYRIC

cater [16] Cater is related to French acheter
‘buy’, and originally meant ‘buy provisions’. It
comes ultimately from Vulgar Latin *accaptare,
a compound verb formed from the Latin prefix
ad- ‘to’ and the verb captare ‘try to seize’
(source of English catch and chase). This
provided the basis for the Anglo-Norman agent
noun acatour ‘buyer, purveyor’, which gave
English the now obsolete acater. Losing its a-,
this became cater, which until the early 17th
century was the word for what we would now
call a ‘caterer’. At around the same time cater
began to be used as a verb; the first known
example of this is in Shakespeare’s As You Like
It 11, iii: ‘He that doth the ravens feed, yea
providently caters for the sparrow’.

» CAPTURE, CATCH, CHASE

caterpillar [15] Etymologically, a caterpillar is
a ‘hairy cat’. The word comes ultimately from
late Latin *catta pilosa: catta is the source of
English cat, while pilosus ‘hairy’ is a derivative
of Latin pilus ‘hair’, from which English gets
pile of a carpet. In Old French *catta pilosa
became chatepelose, which passed into English
as catyrpel. The present-day form arose in the
16th century, probably from association with the
now obsolete piller ‘plunderer’ (related to
English pillage) — caterpillars being regarded, of
course, as plunderers of leaves. The notion that
caterpillars resemble small furry mammals is
also reflected in such names as pussmoth and
woolly bear.

» CAT, PILE

caterwaul [14] The earliest known use of this
word comes in Chaucer’s Wife of Bath's
Prologue 1386: ‘If the cat’s skin be slick and
grey, forth she will, ere any day be dawned, to
show her skin, and go a-caterwauling’. The first
element of the word is generally accepted to be
cat, while the second (in Middle English it was
usually -wawe or -wrawe) is presumably
onomatopoeic, imitating the sound of a cat

wailing or yowling. It is not clear whether it was
a purely native creation, or whether English
borrowed it from Low German katerwaulen
(where kater means ‘tom cat’).

cathedral [13] Cathedral is a shortening of
cathedral church, which was originally the
‘church housing the bishop’s throne’. For
ultimately cathedral comes from Greek
kathédra (source also of English chair), a
compound noun meaning ‘seat’, formed from
katd- ‘down’ and *hed- ‘sit’. The adjectival form
was created in late Latin as cathedralis, and
reached English via Old French. The notion of
the bishop’s authority residing in his throne
recurs in see, which comes from Latin sédem
‘seat’, a relative of English sit.

» CHAIR

cathode [19] The term cathode, meaning
‘negative electrode’, appears to have been
introduced by the English philosopher William
Whewell around 1834. It was based on Greek
kdthodos ‘way down’, a compound formed from
katd- ‘down’ and hodds ‘way’ (also represented
in exodus ‘way out’ and odometer ‘instrument
for measuring distance travelled’, and possibly
related to Latin cédere, source of English cede
and a host of derived words). It specifically
contrasts with anode, which means literally
‘way up’.

» EXODUS, ODOMETER

catholic [14] Etymologically, the Catholic
Church is the universal church, comprising all
Christians. For catholic comes ultimately from a
Greek word, katholikds, meaning ‘relating to all,
general’. It was a derivative of kathdlou, a
compound formed from katd ‘relating to’ and
holos ‘whole’ (source of English holism and
holistic). It passed into English via Old French
catholique or ecclesiastical Latin catholicus. Its
original meaning is preserved today in such
contexts as ‘catholic tastes’ — that is, ‘wide-
ranging tastes’.

» HOLISTIC

cattle [13] Ultimately, cartle is the same word as
chattel [13], and when it first entered English it
had the same meaning, ‘property’. From earliest
times, however, it was applied specifically to
livestock thought of as property. In the Middle
Ages it was a wide-ranging term in animal
husbandry, being used for horses, sheep, pigs,
and even poultry and bees, as well as cows, and
such usages survived dialectally until
comparatively recently, but from the mid 16th
century onwards there is increasing evidence of
the word’s being restricted solely to cows. Its
ultimate source is medieval Latin capitale
‘property’, which came to English via Old
French chatel as chattel and via Anglo-Norman
catel as cattle. Capitale itself goes back to
classical Latin capitalis (from caput ‘head’),
from which English gets capital.

» CAPITAL, CHATTEL

caucus [18] Caucus ‘closed party meeting’ is
believed to be of native American origin.
Certainly its early usage was restricted to the
USA (it did not reach British English until the
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1870s, when it became something of a political
buzzword for a time). In form and meaning it
strongly resembles caucauasu, a word meaning
‘counsellor’ in the Algonquian languages of
eastern Canada and the USA which was
recorded in print by Captain John Smith (1580—
1631), an early English colonist in America.

caudal see QUEUE

cauldron [13] Etymologically, cauldrons are for
heating not food but people. The word comes
ultimately from Latin calidarium ‘hot bath’,
which was a derivative of the adjective calidus
‘warm’ (related to English calorie, and, by a
much more circuitous route, lee ‘sheltered area’
and probably [lukewarm). Among the
descendants of calidarium were late Latin
caldaria  ‘pot’, which produced French
chaudiere (possible source of English chowder)
and Vulgar Latin *caldario, which passed into
Anglo-Norman, with a suffix indicating great
size, as caudron ‘large cooking pot’. In English,
the [ was reintroduced from Latin in the 15th
century.

#» CALORIE, CHOWDER, NONCHALANT

cauliflower [16] Cauliflower is literally
‘flowered cabbage’. English probably borrowed
and adapted the word from Italian cavoli fiori,
plural of cavolo fiore ‘cabbage flower’. Cavolo
came from late Latin caulus, a variant of Latin
caulis ‘cabbage’. This word originally meant
‘stem’, but the notion ultimately underlying it is
‘hollow stem’, for it can be traced back to an
Indo-European base which also produced hole
and hollow. It was borrowed early on into the
Germanic languages, and via this route has
produced in English the now rare cole ‘cabbage,
rape’[14] (more familiar in the Dutch borrowing
coleslaw); the Scots version kale [13], from Old
Norse kdl, best known south of the border in the
form curly kale; and via German kohlrabi [19],
the last element of which is related to English
rape the plant.

» COLE, COLESLAW, HOLE, HOLLOW, KALE,
KOHLRABI

cause [13] Cause comes via Old French cause
from Latin causa, which as well as ‘reason’
meant ‘law-suit’; this was carried over into
English legal language (it survives in terms such
as cause-list ‘list of cases to be tried’) and its use
in expressions like ‘plead someone’s cause’ led
in the late 16th century to a more general
application ‘goal or principle pursued or
supported’. French chose ‘thing’ also comes
from Latin causa, in the weakened sense ‘matter,
subject’.

» EXCUSE

causeway [15] Etymologically, a causeway is a
road paved with limestone. In late Middle
English, the word was causey way, causey
coming via Anglo-Norman *cauce from Vulgar
Latin *calciata, an adjective derived from Latin
calx ‘limestone’ (source also of English chalk,
calcium, and calculate). The simple form causey
‘causeway, path’ survived dialectally well into

the 20th century, and its French relative chausée,
‘road’ is still very much alive.

» CALCIUM, CALCULATE, CHALK

caustic see HOLOCAUST

cauterize see HOLOCAUST

caution see SHOW

cavalcade [16] Originally, a cavalcade was
simply a ride on horseback, often for the purpose
of attack: in James I's Counterblast to tobacco
1604, for example, we find ‘to make some
sudden cavalcade upon your enemies’. By the
17th century this had developed to ‘procession
on horseback’, and it was not long after that that
the present-day, more general ‘procession’
emerged. The word comes via French cavalcade
from Italian cavalcata, a derivative of the verb
cavalcare ‘ride on horseback’. This in turn came
from Vulgar Latin *caballicare, which was
based on Latin caballus ‘horse’ (source also of
English cavalier and French cheval ‘horse’). In
the 20th century, -cade has come to be regarded
as a suffix in its own right, meaning ‘procession,
show’, and producing such forms as motorcade,
aquacade, and even camelcade.

» CAVALIER

cavalier [16] Etymologically, a cavalier is a
‘horseman’. The word comes via French
cavalier from Italian cavaliere, which was
derived from Latin caballus ‘horse’, either
directly or via late Latin caballarius ‘horseman,
rider’. From the beginning in English its
connotations were not those of any old horse-
rider, but of a mounted soldier or even a knight,
and before the end of the 16th century the more
general meaning ‘courtly gentleman’ was
establishing itself. This led in the mid-17th
century to its being applied on the one hand to
the supporters of Charles I, and on the other as an
adjective meaning ‘disdainful’. Italian cavaliere
was also the source of cavalleria ‘body of horse-
soldiers’, which was borrowed into English in
the 16th century, via French cavallerie, as
cavalry. (The parallel form routed directly
through French rather than via Italian was
chivalry.)

» CAVALRY, CHIVALRY

cave There are two English words cave which,
despite their apparent similarity, are probably
unrelated. The earlier, ‘underground chamber’
[13], comes via Old French cave from Latin
cavea, a nominal use of the adjective cavus
‘hollow’ (source also of cavern [14], via Old
French caverne or Latin caverna, and of cavity
[16], from the late Latin derivative cavitas). The
verb cave [18], however, as in ‘cave in’, seems to
come from an earlier dialectal calve ‘collapse,
fall in’, once widespread in the eastern counties
of England; it has been speculated that this was
borrowed from a Low German source, such as
Flemish inkalven. It has subsequently, of course,
been much influenced by the noun cave.

» CAVERN, CAVITY, DECOY

caveat see sHOwW

caviare [16] Caviare is of Turkish origin; it
comes from Turkish khavyar. It spread from
there to a number of European languages,
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including Italian caviale and French caviar,
many of which contributed to the rather
confusing diversity of forms in 16th-, 17th-, and
early 18th-century English: cavialy, cavery,
caveer, gaveare, etc. By the mid-18th century
caviare or caviar had become the established
spellings. Ironically, although caviare is
quintessentially a Russian delicacy, Russian
does not have the word caviare; it uses ikrd.
cavil see CHALLENGE

cavity see CAVE

cay see QUAY

cease [14] Cease comes via Old French cesser
from Latin cessare ‘delay, stop’. This was
derived from cessus, the past participle of cédere
‘go away, withdraw, yield’, which was also the
basis of cessation [14], from Latin cessatio.

» CESSATION

cede [17] Cede comes, either directly or via
French céder, from Latin cédere ‘go away,
withdraw, yield’. The Latin verb provided the
basis for a surprisingly wide range of English
words: the infinitive form produced, for
instance, accede, concede, precede, proceed,
and succeed, while the past participle cessus has
given ancestor, cease, excess, recession, etc.

» ACCEDE, ANCESTOR, CEASE, CONCESSION,
EXCESS, NECESSARY, PROCEED, RECESSION,
SUCCEED

ceiling [14] Ceiling is something of a mystery
word. It originally signified the internal lining of
any part of a building, including walls as well as
roof (the modern sense ‘overhead inside surface
of a room’ began to crystallize out in the 16th
century), and the material of which it was made
took in wooden planks and even tapestry
hangings, as well as plaster. But where it comes
from is not at all clear. It has no apparent
relations in other modern European languages,
and the likeliest candidate as a source may be
Latin caelare ‘carve, engrave’. This is perhaps
endorsed by an item in the accounts of the Lord
High Treasurer of Scotland, 1497, revealing how
a ‘carver’ was paid £2 14s for ‘the ceiling of the
chapel’ — an indication that the underlying
notion of ceiling may be ‘carved internal surface
of a room’.

celandine [12] Etymologically the celandine, a
buttercup-like spring flower, is the ‘swallow’s’
flower. Its name comes, via Old French, from
Greek khelidonion, which was based on
khelidon ‘swallow’. The original reference was
no doubt to the appearance of the flowers around
the time when the swallows began to arrive in
Europe from Africa. Its juice was used in former
times as a remedy for poor eyesight, and, no
doubt in an over-interpretation of the name, it
was said that swallows used the juice to boost the
sight of their young.

celerity see ACCELERATE

celery [17] Celery comes ultimately from Greek
sélinon, which signified ‘parsley’ — like the
celery, a plant of the group Umbelliferae (the
English word parsley comes from Greek
petraselinon, literally ‘rock parsley’). It came
into English via Latin selinon, Italian dialect

selleri, and French céleri. The term celeriac was
formed from celery in the early 18th century; it
first appears in an advertisement in the London
and country brewer 1743.

» PARSLEY

cell [12] Cell has branched out a lot over the
centuries, but its original meaning seems to be
‘small secluded room’, for it comes ultimately
from an Indo-European base *kel-, which is also
the source of English conceal, clandestine, and
occult. It came into English either via Old
French celle or directly from Latin cella ‘small
room, storeroom, inner room of a temple’, and at
first was used mainly in the sense ‘small
subsidiary monastery’. It is not until the 14th
century that we find it being used for small
individual apartments within a monastic
building, and the development from this to
‘room in a prison’ came as late as the 18th
century. In medieval biology the term was
applied metaphorically to bodily cavities, and
from the 17th century onwards it began to be
used in the more modern sense ‘smallest
structural unit of an organism’ (the botanist
Nehemiah Grew was apparently the first so to
use it, in the 1670s). A late Latin derivative of
cella was cellarium ‘group of cells, storeroom’;
this was the source of English cellar [13], via
Anglo-Norman celer.

» APOCALYPSE, CELLAR, CLANDESTINE, CONCEAL,
HALL, HELL, HULL, OCCULT

Celsius [19] The notion of a temperature scale
based on 100 was developed by the Swedish
astronomer Anders Celsius (1701-44) (he
originally had water boiling at zero and freezing
at 100° but this was later reversed). His name
began to be used to designate the scale in English
around the middle of the 19th century. In popular
parlance it has usually taken a back seat to
centigrade (a French invention, first recorded in
English in 1812), but it remains the preferred
term in scientific usage.

cement [13] Latin caementa meant ‘stone chips
used for making mortar’; etymologically, the
notion behind it was of ‘hewing for a quarry’, for
it was originally *caedmenta, a derivative of
caedere ‘cut’ (from which English gets concise
and decide). In due course the signification of
the Latin word passed from ‘small broken
stones’ to ‘powdered stone (used for mortar)’,
and it was in this sense that it passed via Old
French ciment into English.

» CONCISE, DECIDE

cemetery [14] Not surprisingly for a word
having associations with death, cemetery’s
origins are euphemistic. It comes via late Latin
coemétérium from Greek koimetérion, which
originally meant ‘dormitory’ (it was a derivative
of the verb koiman ‘put to sleep’); it was
apparently early Greek Christian writers who
first applied the word to burial grounds.

cenotaph [17] A cenotaph is literally an ‘empty
tomb’: the word comes, via French and Latin,
from Greek kenotaphion, from kenos ‘empty’
and taphos ‘tomb’. The idea behind the name is
that someone who had been killed far away from
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his or her home (for instance, in battle), and
whose body could not be brought back, should
be commemorated by a symbolic tomb.

censer see INCENSE
Census see EXCISE

cent [16] Centum is the Latin word for ‘hundred’
— indeed both come ultimately from the same
Indo-European source, *kmtom. It first appeared
in English in the form cent in the phrase per cent
(originally used apparently by the financier Sir
Thomas Gresham in a letter of 1568: ‘the interest
of xij per cent by the year’); this was probably
borrowed from Italian per cento (it is not a
genuine Latin phrase). The use of cent for a unit
of currency dates from the 1780s, when it was
adopted by the newly founded USA; its status as
one hundredth of a dollar was officially ordained
by the Continental Congress on 8 August 1786.

» CENTURY

centre [14] The word centre came originally
from the spike of a pair of compasses which is
stuck into a surface while the other arm
describes a circle round it. Greek kéntron meant
‘sharp point’, or more specifically ‘goad for
oxen’ (it was a derivative of the verb kentein
‘prick’), and hence was applied to a compass
spike; and it was not long before this spread
metaphorically to ‘mid-point of a circle’. The
word reached English either via Old French
centre or directly from Latin centrum. The
derived adjective central is 16th-century.

#» ECCENTRIC

century [16] Latin centuria meant ‘group of one
hundred” (it was a derivative of centum
‘hundred’). Among the specialized applications
of this general sense, the most familiar to us
today is that of a division of the Roman army
consisting originally of a hundred soldiers (the
title of its commander, centurion [14] — Latin
centurio — derives from centuria). When English
took the word over, however, it put it to other
uses: it was first applied to ‘period of 100 years’
in the early 17th century, while ‘score of 100 or
more in cricket’” comes from the mid 19th
century.

» CENT, CENTURION

cereal [19] Cereal is a comparatively modern
introduction of the Latin adjective cerealis ‘of
grain’, which was derived from the name of
Ceres, the Roman goddess of agriculture
(identified with Greek Demeter). It has, needless
to say, no connection with serial (see SERIES).

cerebellum see SAVELOY

cerebral see SAVELOY

ceremony [14] The antecedents of ceremony
are obscure. We can trace it back to Latin
caerimonia ‘religious rites’, but there the trail
stops. It probably arrived in English via Old
French ceremonie.

certain [13] Certain comes ultimately from
Latin certus ‘sure, fixed’, which derived from
the past participle of the verb cernere ‘decide’.
The Latin adjective was extended in Vulgar
Latin to *certanus, which passed into English
via Old French certain. Other English words

based on certus include certify [14] (from late
Latin certificare) and its derivative certificate,
and certitude [15] (from late Latin certitiido).
» CRIME, CRISIS, DECREE, DISCERN, DISCRETE,
DISCRIMINATE, EXCREMENT, RIDDLE, SECRET
cessation see CEASE

cesspool [17] Cesspool has no direct
etymological connection with pool. It comes
from Old French suspirail ‘ventilator, breathing
hole’, a derivative of souspirer ‘breathe’ (this
goes back to Latin suspirare, source of the
archaic English suspire ‘sigh’). This was
borrowed into English in the early 15th century
as suspiral ‘drainpipe’, which in the subsequent
two hundred years appeared in a variety of
spellings, including cesperalle. By the early 16th
century we find evidence of its being used not
just for a pipe to drain matter away, but also for
a well or tank to receive matter thus drained
(originally any effluent, not just sewage). The
way was thus open for a ‘reinterpretation’ of the
word’s final element as pool (by the process
known as folk etymology), and in the late 17th
century the form cesspool emerged. By analogy,
as if there were really a word cess ‘sewage’, the
term cesspit was coined in the mid-19th century.
» SUSPIRE

cha see TEA

chaffinch [OE] Etymologically, a chaffinch is a
finch which gets its food by pecking amongst the
chaff and other grain debris in the barnyard. The
word chaff itself (Old English ceaf) probably
goes back to a prehistoric Germanic base *kaf-,
*kef- ‘chew’, which was also the source of
chafer ‘beetle’ [OE] (literally the ‘chewing
creature’) and jowl. (The verb chaff ‘make fun
of” [19], on the other hand, is probably an
alteration of chafe, which came via Old French
chaufer and Vulgar Latin *califare from Latin
calefacere ‘make warm’, a relative of English
cauldron and calorie.)

» CHAFER, JOWL

chagrin [17] The word chagrin first appeared in
French in the 14th century as an adjective,
meaning ‘sad, vexed’, a usage at first adopted
into English: ‘My wife in a chagrin humour, she
not being pleased with my kindness to either of
them’, Samuel Pepys’s Diary 6 August 1666. It
died out in English in the early 18th century, but
the subsequently developed noun and verb have
persisted. Etymologists now discount any
connection with French chagrin ‘untanned
leather’ (source of English shagreen [17]),
which came from Turkish sagri.

chain [13] Chain is a direct descendant of Latin
catena ‘chain’, source also of English
concatenate [16], literally ‘link together in a
chain’. This passed into Old French as chaeine,
a later from of which, chaine, was adopted by
English. The Latin word’s antecedents are not
known.

» CONCATENATE

chair [13] Chair comes ultimately from Greek
kathédra ‘seat’ (source also of cathedral, of
course), which was a compound originally
meaning literally ‘something for sitting down



chalice

102

on’ — it was formed from katd- ‘down’ and *hed-
‘sit’. It produced Latin cathedra, which in Old
French became chaiere, the source of the
English word. The use of chair specifically for
the seat occupied by someone presiding at a
meeting dates from the mid 17th century, and its
metaphorical extension to the person sitting i it,
as symbolizing his or her office — as in ‘address
one’s remarks to the chair’ — is virtually
contemporary (‘The Chair behaves himself like
a Busby amongst so many schoolboys’, Thomas
Burton’s Diary, 23 March 1658); but its use as a
synonym for chairperson, to avoid a distinction
on grounds of sex, is a late 20th-century
development.
» CATHEDRAL

chalice [13] Latin calix ‘cup’ and its relative,
Greek kdlux ‘pod’, perhaps hold the record for
the words most often borrowed into English.
Calix first made its appearance as part of the
original West Germanic stratum of English, into
which it had been borrowed from Latin; this was
as Old English celc. Then came ceelic, which
Old English independently acquired from Latin
after the conversion of the English to
Christianity. Next was calice, whose source was
an Old French dialectal form descended from
Latin calix. And finally, at the end of the 13th
century, the main Old French form chalice was
adopted. The final twist in the story is that in the
17th century Latin calyx (a descendant of the
related Greek kdlux) was borrowed into English
as a botanical term, ‘outer covering of a flower’.

chalk [OE] Latin calx meant broadly ‘lime,
limestone’ (it probably came from Greek khdlix
‘pebble’). This was borrowed in early times into
the Germanic languages, and in most of them it
retains this meaning (German kalk, for instance,
means ‘limestone’). In English, however, it
fairly soon came to be applied to a particular soft
white form of limestone, namely chalk (the Old
English word was cealc). The Latin word is also
the source of English calculate, calcium, and
causeway.

» CALCIUM, CALCULATE, CAUSEWAY

challenge [13] The original notion contained in
challenge in English was of ‘accusation’. The
word comes, via Old French chalenge or
calenge, from Latin calumnia ‘false charge,
deception’ (source of English calumny [15]). By
the early 14th century, the modern, more neutral
sense of ‘inviting to a contest’ had emerged,
however, and before the end of the 17th century
the word’s accusatory connotations had virtually
died out. Latin calumnia probably came from the
verb calvi ‘deceive’. This may, via an
unrecorded intermediary *calvilla, be related to
Latin cavilla ‘raillery’, whose derived verb
cavillari was the source of English cavil [16].

» CALUMNY

chamber [13] The ultimate source of chamber is
Greek kamdra ‘something with an arched cover,
room with a vaulted roof’. This passed into Latin
as camara or camera (source of English
camera), and in Old French became transformed
into chambre, the immediate source of the

English word. Related forms in English include
comrade (from Spanish camarada), originally
‘someone sharing a room’; chamberlain [13],
which was originally coined in the West
Germanic language of the Franks as *kamerling
using the diminutive suffix -/ing, and came into
English via Old French chamberlenc; and
chimney.
» CAMERA, CHAMBERLAIN, CHIMNEY

chamelion [14] Etymologically, a chamelion is
a ‘ground lion’. The word comes from Greek
khamailéon, a compound formed from khamai
‘on the ground’ (English Aumus and humble are
related to it) and [léon ‘lion’. Until the 19th
century the word was usually spelled camelion,
which led to popular association of the first
element with camel; this is turn encouraged an
identification with camelopard, a now obsolete
word for ‘giraffe’, and in the 14th and 15th
centuries camelion was used for ‘giraffe’.

» HUMBLE, HUMUS, LION

chamois [16] The word chamois (the name of a
species of Alpine antelope) probably goes back
to a language spoken in the Alps before the
Romans penetrated northwards. They adopted it
as late Latin camox, and in the local Romansch
language it is kamuotsch, but the source of the
English word is the related French chamois. Its
use in the sense ‘soft wash-leather’, as originally
made from the skin of the chamois, dates from
the 16th century, although the spelling shammy
is not recorded before the 17th century.

champagne [17] Champagne comes (as does
campaign) from late Latin campania, a
derivative of Latin campus ‘open field’ (source
of English camp). This passed into Old French
as champagne ‘open country’, a word borrowed
into English in the 14th century as champaign
(now archaic). It came to be applied specifically
to a province of northeastern France (an area
largely of open rolling countryside) and hence to
the wine produced in that area. There are
references to ‘brisk Champagne’ and ‘sparkling
Champagne’ in English from the 1660s and
1670s, but it was not until about two hundred
years ago that modern champagne, produced by
secondary fermentation in bottle, was invented
(according to legend, by the monk Dom
Perignon).

» CAMP, CAMPAIGN, CHAMPION

champion [13] Etymologically, a champion is
someone who fought in the campus or arena.
Latin campus (source of English camp) meant,
among other things, ‘field of battle’ — both a full-
scale military battlefield and an area for staged
battles between gladiators. Those who fought in
such battles — the gladiators — were called in
medieval Latin campiones. The word passed into
English via Old French champion. The word’s
original meaning survives historically in such
phrases as ‘king’s champion’, someone who will
fight on behalf of the king, and by extension in
‘supporter’, as in ‘a champion of prisoners’
rights’. The modern sense ‘winner’ did not
develop until the early 19th century. The
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chaplain

abbreviated form
American.

An alternative and now obsolete form of the
word is campion, from Old Northern French,
and it has been speculated that this is the origin
of the plant-name campion [16], on the basis that
it was used to make garlands for fighters.

» CAMP, CAMPION, CHAMPAGNE, CHAMPION

chance [13] Like the related case, chance
originally meant ‘that which befalls (by
accident, also a relative)’. It comes ultimately
from Vulgar Latin *cadere, a descendant of
Latin cadere ‘fall’ (source of English cadence
and cadenza). This passed into Old French as
cheoir, whose noun derivatives included cheoite
(source of English chute) and cheance, acquired
by English via Anglo-Norman chaunce.

» ACCIDENT, CADENCE, CASE, CHUTE

chancellor [11] Etymologically, a chancellor
was an attendant or porter who stood at the
cancell, or ‘lattice-work bar’, of a court in
Roman times - hence the Latin term
cancellarius. ~ Over the centuries the
cancellarius’s status rose to court secretary, in
due course with certain legal functions. The
word came into English, via Anglo-Norman
canceler or chanceler, in the time of Edward the
Confessor, denoting the king’s official secretary,
a post which developed into that of Lord
Chancellor, head of the English judiciary. The
court over which he presides, Chancery, gets its
name by alteration from Middle English
chancellerie, which came from an Old French
derivative of chancelier ‘chancellor’.

The word’s ultimate source, Latin cancelli
‘cross-bars, lattice, grating’ (a diminutive form
of cancer ‘lattice’), came to be applied to the
part of a church or other building separated off
by such a screen: hence, via Old French, English
chancel ‘part of a church containing the altar and
choir’ [14]. And a metaphorical application of
the notion of a lattice or bars crossing each other
has given English cancel [14], via Latin
cancellare and Old French canceller, which
originally meant ‘cross something out’.

» CANCEL, CHANCEL

change [13] Change goes back ultimately to
Latin cambire ‘barter’, which is probably of
Celtic ancestry. A later form of the verb was
cambiare, whose most readily recognizable
descendants are probably Italian cambio, which
appears outside currency-exchange shops, and
English cambium ‘layer of plant tissue’ [17],
coined from the notion that it ‘changes’ into new
layers. Another branch of development,
however, was to Old French changier, source of
English change.

» CAMBIUM

channel [13] Channel and canal are ultimately
the same word. Their common ancestor was
Latin canalis ‘groove, channel’, a derivative of
canna ‘pipe’ (source of English cane). This
passed into Old French as chanel, which English
took over as channel. But then in the 15th
century English acquired canal, either directly
from Latin, or from French canal, which was

champ is 19th-century

itself remodelled on the Latin form — it is not
clear which.
» CANAL, CANE

chant [14] The Latin verb for ‘sing’ was canere
(possibly related to English /en). A form derived
from it to denote repeated action was cantare
‘keep on singing’, a rich source of English
words. From its French descendant chanter we
have chant and the derived chantry [14]; from
Italian, cantata [18], originally a past participle;
and from the Latin noun cantus ‘song’ the
derivatives accent, descant, and canticle [13], as
well as (via Italian) canto [16]. Cant
‘hypocritical talk’ is probably from the same
source, and shanty or chanty ‘sailor’s song’ is
also related.

» ACCENT, CANT, CANTATA, CANTO, CHANTY,
DESCANT, HEN, INCANTATION, RECANT

chaos see GAs

chap There are four distinct words chap in
English. The oldest, ‘sore on the skin’ [14],
originally meant more generally ‘crack, split’,
and may be related to Middle Low German
kappen ‘chop off’; it seems ultimately to be the
same word as chop ‘cut’. Chap ‘jaw’ [16] (as in
Bath chaps) is probably a variant of chop (as in
‘lick one’s chops’). Chap ‘fellow’ [16] originally
meant ‘customer’; it is an abbreviation of
chapman ‘trader’ [OE] (source of the common
surname, but now obsolete as an ordinary noun),
whose first element is related to English cheap.
Chaps ‘leggings’ [19] is short for Mexican
Spanish chaparreras, a derivative of Spanish
chaparro ‘evergreen oak’; they were named
from their use in protecting the legs of riders
from the low thick scrub that grows in Mexico
and Texas (named with another derivative of
chaparro, chaparral). Chaparro itself probably
comes from Basque txapar, a diminutive of
saphar ‘thicket’.

» CHOP; CHEAP; CHAPARRAL

chapel [13] Chapel has a very specific source: it
was originally applied to the shrine built to
preserve the cloak (late Latin cappa) of St
Martin of Tours as a holy relic. The diminutive
form of cappa was cappella, and this came to be
applied to the building itself, gradually being
broadened out subsequently to any moderately
sized place of worship. The word reached
English via Old French chapele. The church
functionary who guarded St Martin’s cloak was
known by the derivative term cappellanus,
source of English chaplain [12].

» CHAPLAIN

chaperon [14] A chaperon was originally a
‘hood’. The word comes from Old French
chaperon, a derivative of chape, whose variant
cape was the source of English cape, and goes
back ultimately to late Latin cappa ‘hood,
cloak’. The word’s modern sense, ‘companion
safeguarding propriety’, which first appears in
English in the 18th century, arose from the
general notion of a ‘hood’ as something that
gives protection.

» CAPE

chaplain see CHAPEL
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chapter [13] Ultimately, chapter is the same
word as capital. Both came via Old French from
Latin capitulum ‘small head’, a diminutive form
of caput ‘head’, but whereas capital represents a
late, 12th-century borrowing into French in
ecclesiastical and legal contexts, chapter is far
earlier and therefore shows more differences: in
Old French, capitulum became chapitle, later
chapitre. Already in Latin the word was used for
‘section of a book’; the semantic development
seems to parallel English head ‘category,
section’ (as in ‘heads of agreement’) and the
derived heading. The ecclesiastical use of
chapter, as a collective term for the canons of a
cathedral, originated in the canons’ practice of
meeting to read a chapter of Scripture.

Latin capitulum in the sense ‘head of a
discourse, chapter’ produced the derivative
capitulare ‘draw up under separate headings’.
When its past participle passed into English in
the 16th century as the verb capitulate, it was
still with this meaning, and it did not narrow
down to the more specific ‘make terms of
surrender’ until the 17th century.

» CAPITAL, CAPITULATE, CATTLE, RECAPITULATE

char see CHARCOAL

character [14] The ultimate source of character
is Greek kharaktér, a derivative of the verb
khardssein ‘sharpen, engrave, cut’, which in turn
came from kharax ‘pointed stake’. Kharakter
meant ‘engraved mark’, and hence was applied
metaphorically to the particular impress or
stamp which marked one thing as different from
another — its ‘character’. The word came into
English via Latin character and Old French
caractere. Characteristic followed in the 17th
century.

» GASH

charcoal [14] The words char and charcoal are
related, but not in the way commonsense might
lead one to suppose: for the verb char [17],
originally apparently a charcoal-burner’s term,
appears to derive from charcoal. So
etymologically, the element char has nothing to
do with ‘burning’. There are two main
suggestions as to charcoal’s origins: firstly that
it comes from Old French charbon ‘charcoal’
(related to English carbon); and secondly that it
represents the now obsolete English verb chare
(see CHARWOMAN), which in Old English times
(cerran) meant ‘turn’. On the basis of this
theory, the etymological meaning of the word
would be ‘turning into charcoal’ (for in Old
English, coal meant ‘charcoal’ as well as ‘coal’).

charge [13] The notion underlying the word
charge is of a ‘load’ or ‘burden’ — and this can
still be detected in many of its modern meanings,
as of a duty laid on one like a load, or of the
burden of an expense, which began as
metaphors. It comes ultimately from Latin
carrus ‘two-wheeled wagon’ (source also of
English car). From this was derived the late
Latin verb carricare ‘load’, which produced the
Old French verb charger and, via the
intermediate Vulgar Latin *carrica, the Old
French noun charge, antecedents of the English

words. The literal sense of ‘loading’ or ‘bearing’
has now virtually died out, except in such
phrases as ‘charge your glasses’, but there are
reminders of it in cargo [17], which comes from
the Spanish equivalent of the French noun
charge, and indeed in carry, descended from the
same ultimate source.

The origins of the verb sense ‘rush in attack’
are not altogether clear, but it may have some
connection with the sense ‘put a weapon in
readiness’. This is now familiar in the context of
firearms, but it seems to have been used as long
ago as the 13th century with reference to arrows.

The Italian descendant of late Latin carricare
was caricare, which meant not only ‘load’ but
also, metaphorically, ‘exaggerate’. From this
was derived the noun caricatura, which reached
English via French in the 18th century as
caricature.

» CAR, CARGO, CARICATURE

charlatan [17] Charlatan is of Ttalian origin. It
comes from the verb cialare ‘chatter, prattle’. Its
original application was to the patter of salesmen
trying to sell quack remedies, and hence Italian
ciarlatano at first referred to such vendors, and
then by extension to any dispenser of
impostures. Some etymologists have sought to
connect the word with Italian Cerretano,
literally ‘inhabitant of Cerreto’, an Italian village
supposedly noted for exaggeration, alleging that
it may have contributed its suffix to ciarlatano
and reinforced its meaning. However that may
be, the word reached English in its current from
via French charlatan.

charm [13] Although now largely weakened to
mere ‘attractiveness’, the origins of charm are in
magic spells and incantations. It comes via Old
French charme from Latin carmen ‘song’, which
was also used for the chanting or reciting of
verses with supposedly magic powers. Thus in
the Middle Ages, charms were synonymous with
enchantment — either spoken or, in more
concrete form, carried as talismans. The latter
have degenerated in modern times to small
trinkets worn on bracelets, an application first
recorded in the mid 19th century.

charnel see CARNAL

chart [16] English card and chart are related.
Both come from Latin charta ‘paper’, but
whereas card was routed via French carte, and
for some reason changed its ¢ to a d, chart was
borrowed directly from the Latin word, in which
the meaning ‘map’ had already developed.
Latin charta originally denoted ‘leaf of the
papyrus plant’, and developed the sense ‘paper’
because paper was originally made from papyrus
(indeed the English word paper comes from
papyrus). It came from Greek khdrtés, which is
probably of Egyptian origin. It has provided the
basis of a number of other English words besides
card and chart, including charter [13], which
comes via Old French from Latin chartula, a
diminutive form of charta; carton [19], which
comes from a French derivative, and was
originally used in English for the ‘white disc at
the centre of a target’; and, via Italian carta,
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cartel, cartoon, cartouche, and cartridge. Cartel
[16] comes via French from the Italian
diminutive form cartello, which meant literally
‘placard’. It was used metaphorically for ‘letter
of defiance’, and entered English with the sense
‘written challenge’. The modern commercial
sense comes from German kartell. Cartouche
[17] comes via French from Italian cartoccio. It
originally signified a ‘cartridge’, made from a
roll or twist of paper; the modern architectural
sense of ‘ornamental tablet’ arose from its
original scroll-like shape. Cartridge [16] is an
English modification of cartouche; an
intermediate form was cartage.

» CARD, CARTEL, CARTON,
CARTOUCHE, CARTRIDGE, CHARTER

charwoman [16] A charwoman is, quite
literally, a woman who does ‘chores’. Chore is a
variant of the now obsolete noun chare or char,
which meant literally ‘turn’ (it derived from the
Old English verb cerran, which may be the
source of charcoal). Hence ‘doing one’s turn’,
‘one’s turn at work’ in due course advanced its
meaning to ‘job’. Already by the 15th century it
had connotations of menial or household jobs:
‘making the beds and such other chares’,
Nicholas Love, Bonaventura’s Mirror 1410.

» AJAR, CHORE

chary see CARE

chase There are two distinct words chase in
English, although they may come from the same
ultimate source. The commoner, and older,
‘pursue’ [13], comes via Old French chacier
from Vulgar Latin *captiare (which also
produced Anglo-Norman cachier, source of
English catch). This was an alteration of Latin
captare ‘try to seize’, which was formed from
captus, the past participle of capere ‘take’
(source of a wide range of English words,
including capture, capable, and cater, and
distantly related to heave). The other, ‘engrave’
[14], may come from OIld French chas
‘enclosure’, which in turn came from Latin
capsa ‘box’ (source of English case and related
ultimately to Latin capere). The semantic
connection would seem to be between putting a
jewel in its setting, or ‘enclosure’, and
decorating jewellery or precious metal by other
means such as engraving or embossing.

» CAPABLE, CAPTURE, CASE, CATCH, CATER,
HEAVE, PURCHASE

chasm see YAWN

chassis see sasH

chaste [13] Chaste comes via Old French from
Latin castus ‘pure’. The notion of making
someone pure, by correcting or reproving them,
was expressed in Latin by the derived verb
castigare, which passed into English in the 17th
century as castigate. Old French, however, had
already adopted it as chastier, which in the 12th
century produced the now obsolete English verb
chaste ‘discipline’. From it were formed the
derivatives chastise [14] and chasten [16]. Also
ultimately from Latin castus is English caste.

» CASTE, CHASTEN, CHASTISE, INCEST

chattel sec CATTLE

CARTOON,

chauvinism [19] Chauvinism in its original
sense of ‘blind patriotism’ was coined in French
from the name of one Nicholas Chauvin of
Rochefort, a (possibly legendary) French soldier
and veteran of Napoleon’s campaigns noted for
his patriotic zeal. He was taken up and ridiculed
as the type of the old soldier forever harking
back to the glories of Napoleon’s times, and
became widely known particularly through the
play La cocarde tricolore 1831 by the brothers
Cogniard, in which there occurs the line ‘Je suis
frangais, je suis Chauvin’. Hence French
chauvinisme, which first appeared in English in
1870.

The word’s more general application to an
unreasoning belief in the superiority of one’s
own group (particularly in the context male
chauvinism) arose around 1970.

cheap [16] The adjectival use of cheap in
English is quite recent, but the word itself goes
back a long way. Its ultimate source is the Latin
noun caupéd ‘tradesman’, which was borrowed
into Germanic in prehistoric times. Among its
descendants were German kaufen ‘buy’, Old
English céapian ‘trade’ (the possible source of
chop, as in ‘chop and change’), and the Old
English noun céap ‘trade’. In Middle English
times this came to be used in such phrases as
good chepe, meaning ‘good bargain’, and by the
16th century an adjectival sense ‘inexpensive’
had developed. The original sense ‘trade’ is
preserved in the personal name Chapman, which
until the 19th century was an ordinary noun
meaning ‘trader’ (it is the source of chap
‘fellow’).

» CHAP, CHOP

cheat [14] Cheat is a reduced form of escheat, a
legal term for the reversion of property to the
state on the death of the owner without heirs.
This came from Old French escheoite, a
derivative of the past participle of the verb
escheoir ‘befall by chance, happen, devolve’,
from Vulgar Latin *excadere ‘fall away’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix ex- ‘out’
and Latin cadere ‘fall’ (source of a wide range of
English words from case ‘circumstance’ to
occasion). The semantic steps leading to the
modern English sense of chear seem to be
‘confiscate’; ‘deprive of something dishonestly’;
‘deceive’.

» CADENCE,
OCCIDENT

check There are two distinct words check in
English, although by very involved pathways
they are related. Check ‘verify’ [14] is originally
a chess term meaning ‘threaten the king’. It
comes from Old French eschequier, a derivative
of the noun eschec (source also of English
chess), which goes back via Vulgar Latin
*scaccus and Arabic shah to Persian shah ‘king’
(whence also, of course, English shah).
(Checkmate [14] comes via Old French eschec
mat from Persian shah mat ‘the king is left
helpless’; the second element turns up again in
mat or matt ‘lustreless’.) From the very specific
chess sense there developed more general

CASE, ESCHEAT, OCCASION,
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applications such as ‘attack’, ‘arrest’, ‘stop’,
‘restrict’, and ‘verify’. Among these in the 18th
century was ‘token used as a counterfoil for
verifying something, such as an amount’. As
check this survives mainly in American English
(as in ‘hat-check’), but in the specific financial
sense of ‘written money order’ it was
transformed in British English into cheque,
perhaps under the influence of exchequer. Check
‘pattern of squares’ [14] is probably short for
chequer, which in turn is a reduced form of
exchequer, a word derived ultimately from
Vulgar Latin *scaccus ‘check’.
» CHEQUE, CHESS, EXCHEQUER

cheek [OE] Old English céace and céoce go
back respectively to prehistoric West Germanic
*k@kon and *keukon, but beyond that the word
has no known relatives in other Indo-European
languages. It has, however, produced one or two
interesting offshoots. It forms the basis of the
verb choke, and may be the source of chock-full
(literally, “full up to the cheeks’); and Middle
Dutch kakelen, source of English cackle [13],
may be partly based on the related Middle Dutch
kake ‘jaw’. The metaphorical sense ‘impudence’
(whence cheeky) arose in the 19th century,
originally as ‘insolent talk’.

» CACKLE, CHOCK-FULL, CHOKE

cheer [13] Originally, cheer meant ‘face’. It
came via Anglo-Norman chere ‘face’ and late
Latin cara ‘face’ from Greek kdra ‘head’. As
often happens, ‘face’ was taken as a metaphor of
the mental condition causing the expression on
it, so ‘be of good cheer’ came to mean ‘be in a
good mood’; and gradually cheer grew to be
used on its own for ‘happy frame of mind,
cheerfulness’. It first appears in the sense ‘shout
of applause or encouragement’ at the start of the
18th century, when Daniel Defoe identifies it as
a nautical usage.

cheese [OE] Cheese is of Latin origin, but was
borrowed into the West Germanic languages in
prehistoric times, producing German kase and
Dutch kaas as well as cheese. The Latin word
was cdaseus (source also of Spanish gqueso
‘cheese’), whose possible distant relative
Sanskrit kvathati ‘he boils’ suggests an
underlying idea of froth or bubbles in the milk
from which the cheese is made.

chemical [16] Essentially chemical, and the
related chemistry and chemist, come from
alchemy with the initial al- dropped. Alchemy
itself is of Arabic origin; al represents the Arabic
definite article ‘the’, while the second element
was borrowed from Greek khemia ‘alchemy’.
Loss of al- seems to have taken place originally
in French, so the immediate source of the
English words was French chimiste and
chimique (whence the now obsolete English
chemic, on which chemical was based). At first
this whole group of words continued to be used
in the same sense as its progenitor alchemy; it is
not really until the 17th century that we find it
being consistently applied to what we would

now recognize as the scientific discipline of
chemistry.
» ALCHEMY

chenille see KENNEL
chequer see EXCHEQUER

cherry [14] Cherry comes ultimately from Greek
kerasos ‘cherry tree’, which in Latin became
cerasus. This was borrowed into the Germanic
languages in prehistoric times, producing, as
well as German kirsche, Old English ciris
‘cherry’, which died out in the 11th century. In
Vulgar Latin, meanwhile, cerasus had become
ceresia, which passed into Old Northern French
as cherise (source of modern French cerise).
When it was borrowed into English, its -s ending
was misinterpreted as indicating plurality, so a
‘new’ singular cherry was created.

cherub [OE] Cherub is of Akkadian origin
(Akkad was the northern region of ancient
Babylonia). Akkadian karitbu meant ‘gracious’.
This was borrowed into Hebrew as keritbh
(plural kerabhim), which was used in the Old
Testament to signify a certain class of winged
divine being. It passed into English via Greek
kherotib and Latin cheriib.

chess [13] The game of chess was named after
its key move, in which the king is put in check.
The plural of Old French eschec (from which we
get check) was esches, which in Middle English
became chess. (A roughly contemporary English
term for the game was chequer, but this died out
in the 15th century.)

Old French eschec came ultimately from
Persian shah ‘king’, reflecting the game’s
eastern origins. However, the terms for the game
in Persian (chatrang) and Sanskrit (chaturanga)
signify ‘four members of an army’ — namely,
elephants, horses, chariots, and foot-soldiers.

» CHECK, CHEQUE, EXCHEQUER

chest [OE] Chest comes ultimately from Greek
kiste ‘box, basket’. In Latin this became cista
(source of English cistern [13]). In prehistoric
times the word was borrowed into Germanic as
*kista, which was the source of Old English cest.
This still meant ‘box’, a sense which continued
in isolation until the 16th century, when it was
first applied to the ‘thorax’ — the basis of the
metaphor presumably being that the ribs enclose
the heart and lungs like a box. It has since
replaced breast as the main term for the concept.

» CISTERN

chestnut [16] The Greek word for ‘chestnut’
was kastanéa, which appears to have meant
originally ‘nut from Castanea’ (in Pontus, Asia
Minor) or ‘nut from Castana’ (in Thessaly,
Greece). It came into English via Latin castanea
and Old French chastaine, which in the 14th
century produced the Middle English form
chasteine or chesteine. Over the next two
hundred years this developed to chestern, and in
due course had nut added to it to produce the
modern English form. Castaria, the Spanish
descendant of Latin castanea, is the source of
castanet.

» CASTANET
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chew [OE] Chew, and its Germanic relatives
German kauen and Dutch kauwen, can be traced
back to a prehistoric West Germanic *kewwan. It
has relatives in other Indo-European languages,

including Latin gingiva ‘gum’ (source of
English gingivitis).

» GINGIVITIS

chicken [OE] Chicken is a widespread

Germanic word (Dutch has kuiken, for instance,
and Danish kylling), whose ancestor has been
reconstructed as *kiukinam. This was formed,
with a diminutive suffix, on a base *keuk-, which
some have claimed is a variant of a base which
lies behind cock; if that is so, a chicken would
amount etymologically to a ‘little cock’ (and
historically the term has been applied to young
fowl, although nowadays it tends to be the
general word, regardless of age). Chick is a 14th-
century abbreviation. The modern adjectival
sense ‘scared’ is a 20th-century revival of a 17th-
and 18th-century noun sense ‘coward’, based no
doubt on chicken-hearted.

» COCK

chickenpox see POX

chickpea [18] Chickpeas have nothing to do
with chickens, and only remotely anything to do
with peas (they are both legumes). The word
comes ultimately from Latin cicer (the name of
the Roman orator Cicero is based on it — one of
his ancestors must have had a chickpea-shaped
wart). That came into English in the 14th
century, by way of Old French, as chich, and
chich remained for several centuries the name of
the vegetable. The French, meanwhile, noting
the leguminous resemblance, had taken to
calling it pois chiche, which the English duly
translated in the 16th century as chich-pea.
Later, folk-etymology transformed chich to
chick.

chief [13] Etymologically, the chief is the ‘head’.
The word comes via Old French chef or chief and
Vulgar Latin *capum from Latin caput ‘head’.
The adjectival use is equally as old as the noun
use in English. Other English offshoots of
*capum are cape and, via the diminutive form
*capitellus, cadet, and it also forms the basis of
achieve. The form which has come through into
modern French is, of course, chef, which entered
English in the sense ‘cook’ (short for chef de
cuisine ‘head of the kitchen’) in the 19th century.

Chieftain [14] comes via Old French

chevetaine from late Latin capitaneus (a
derivative of capur ‘head’), which was later
reborrowed as captain.

» ACHIEVE, CADET, CAPE, CAPTAIN, CHEF

chiffon see cHiP

child [OE] For a word of so central importance,
child is surprisingly isolated, having no known
living relatives in other Germanic languages. Its
prehistoric  Germanic ancestor has been
reconstructed as *kiltham, which some have
linked with Gothic kilthei ‘womb’ and even with
Sanskrit jathara ‘belly’. The plural children is
not an original feature; it developed in the 12th
century. In earliest Old English times the plural
was unchanged, like sheep.

chill [14] Old English had a noun cele or ciele
‘cold’ (from the same Germanic base as cold)
which developed into Middle English chile
‘cold, frost’. Gaps in the record, however, cast
doubt on whether this was the direct ancestor of
the modern English noun, which may more
plausibly be derived from the verb chill. This has
been tentatively traced back to a hypothetical
Old English verb *cieldan (also from the same
Germanic base as cold), whose later form child
may have been misinterpreted as a past
participle, giving the new base form chill.
Chilblain [16] is a compound formed from chill
and blain ‘blister’, which comes from Old
English blegen.

» COLD

chime [13] Etymologically, chime is the same
word as cymbal — indeed it originally meant
‘cymbal’ in English — but the route by which it
reached English is not altogether clear. Latin
cymbalum was borrowed into Old French as
chimbe, which is perhaps the most likely source
of the English word, whose earliest forms
include chimbe. However, Old English also
acquired the Latin word, as cimbal, and it has
been speculated that this may have survived into
the Middle English period as *chimbel, whose
last syllable was misinterpreted as bell. This
would have opened the way to a misanalysis of
the word as chime bell, a term which does
actually occur from the 13th to the 15th
centuries. This theory has the advantage of
explaining the transference of the word’s
meaning from ‘cymbals’ to ‘bells’, which
occurred between the 14th and 15th centuries.

» CYMBAL

chimney [14] Greek kdminos meant ‘furnace’ (it
was related to kamdra ‘vaulted room’, source of
English camera and chamber). It was borrowed
into Latin as caminus, from which the adjective
camindtus ‘having a furnace, oven, etc’ was
derived. By late Latin times this had become a
noun, camindata, which passed into Old French
as cheminee, and thence into English. The
original meanings ‘fireplace’ and ‘stove’
persisted until the 19th century, but already in
Old French the sense ‘flue’ had developed,
which was finally to win out.

» CAMERA, CHAMBER

chin [OE] Chin has relatives throughout the
Germanic languages (German has kinn, for
instance, and Dutch kin) and is also represented
in words for ‘lower jaw’, ‘mouth’, ‘cheek’, etc in
other Indo-European languages (Greek gndthos
jaw’, for example, which gave English
prognathous ‘having projecting jaws’). All go
back to a prehistoric Indo-European source
*genw-.

» PROGNATHOUS

chink English has three words chink. The one
denoting the sharp metallic sound [16] is purely
onomatopoeic. The one meaning ‘small hole’
[16] is something of a mystery, but it may be an
alteration of chine ‘fissure’ [14] (best known
today as the term for a coastal ravine in
Hampshire and the Isle of Wight), which came
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from Old English cinu. Chink as a demeaning
term for a Chinese person [19] is a facetious
formation based on China or Chinese.

chintz [17] Chintz is originally an Indian word.
English borrowed it from Hindi chint, and at first
used it unaltered: Samuel Pepys, for instance,
writing in his diary for 5 September 1663, notes
‘Bought my wife a chint, that is, a painted Indian
calico, for to line her new study’. However, since
in commercial use the plural form, chints, was so
much commoner than the singular, it eventually
came to be regarded as a singular itself, and the
s-less form dropped out of the language. In the
18th century, for some unexplained reason
(perhaps on the analogy of such words as quartz)
chints began to be spelled chintz. The Hindi
word itself was originally an adjective, which
came from Sanskrit chitra ‘many-coloured,
bright’ (ultimate source of English chit ‘small
piece of paper containing some sort of official
notification’ [18]).

» CHIT

chip [OE] Old English cipp meant ‘share-beam
of a plough’ (a sense paralleled in related forms
in other Germanic languages, such as Dutch kip
‘plough-beam’ and Old Norse keppr ‘stick’).
This seems a far cry from the modern use of
chip, for which there is no evidence before the
14th century, and in fact our noun chip may be a
new formation based on the verb chip, which
goes back to Old English -cippian ‘cut’ (found
only in compounds). Here again, though, the
record is incomplete; for the post-Old English
verb does not turn up until the late 15th century,
and then in the very specialized sense ‘cut the
crust off bread’. The more general meaning ‘cut’
appears in the 17th century, but the modern
‘break off a small fragment’ is as late as the 18th
century. All in all, a picture confused by lack of
evidence. But probably the basic etymological
sense that underlies all later usage is ‘cut off” or
‘piece cut off’ (the early noun senses
representing ‘branch or bough cut off a tree’).
‘Small piece of fried potato’ dates from the
1860s. (Old French borrowed the word as chipe,
and a variant of this, chiffe ‘rag’, is the ultimate
source of English chiffon [18].)

» CHIFFON

chipolata see CHIVES
chiropodist see SURGEON

chisel [14] Chisel and scissors are related, for
both come ultimately from Latin caedere ‘cut’
(source of a range of other English words from
cement to concise and decide). From its past
participle caesus was formed an unrecorded
Vulgar Latin term for a cutting tool, probably
*caesellus. This must have become changed at
some point to *cisellus, probably under the
influence of late Latin cisorium (source of
English scissors), itself derived from caedere.
This passed into Old Northern French as chisel,
and thence into English. (The modern French
equivalent, in the plural, is ciseaux ‘scissors’.)

» CEMENT, CONCISE, DECIDE, PRECISE, SCISSORS

chit see cCHINTZ

chivalry [13] Etymologically, chivalry is the
practice of riding horses. It comes from Old
French chivalerie, a derivative of medieval Latin
caballarius (related to, and perhaps direct source
of, English cavalier). This meant ‘horseman’,
and was formed from Latin caballus ‘horse’
(whence French cheval). The meaning of
chivalerie had two main strands, both of them
adopted into English: on the one hand ‘mounted
soldiery’ (a sense superseded by the related
cavalry), and on the other ‘knightly behaviour’.

» CAVALIER, CAVALRY

chives [14] The Latin for ‘onion’ was cépa. The
only member of the onion family to carry a
reminiscence of that name in English is chives
(although it crops up too in chipolata [19], which
comes from Italian cipollata ‘with onions’, a
derivative of Italian cipolla ‘onion’, ultimately
from Latin cépa). The Latin word entered Old
French as cive (the term civer ‘game stew’
derives from cive, such stews originally having
been flavoured with green onions). It must,
however, have been a northern dialect version of
this, *chive, which English borrowed.

» CHIPOLATA

chlorine [19] Chlorine is a greenish-yellow gas,
and was named for its colour. The term was
coined by the British chemist Sir Humphry Davy
in 1810, from the Greek khlords ‘greenish-
yellow’. Of other words containing this element,
chlorophyll [19] too was based on the notion of
colour (in reference to the green colouring
matter of leaves: the Greek elements literally
mean ‘green leaf’), but chloroform [19],
originally French, is a secondary formation
based ultimately on chlorine (since it was
originally regarded as a trichloride of formyl).

» YELLOW

chock-full [14] There is more than one theory to
account for this word. It occurs in a couple of
isolated instances around 1400, as chokkefulle
and chekeful, prompting speculation that the first
element may be either chock ‘wooden block’,
which came from an assumed Old Northern
French *choque (thus ‘stuffed full with lumps of
wood’) or cheek (thus ‘full up as far as the
cheeks’). It resurfaces in the 17th century as
choke-ful, which has given rise to the idea that it
may originally have meant ‘so full as to choke’.
The available evidence seems too scanty to come
to a firm conclusion.

chocolate [17] Chocolate is one of the
contributions made to English by the Nahuatl
language of the Aztec people. Their xocolatl was
a compound noun formed from xococ ‘bitter’
and atl ‘water’, and therefore when first adopted
by European languages (via Spanish) it was used
for the drink ‘chocolate’. This was its original
sense in English, and it was not for half a century
or more that it came to be applied to solid, edible
‘chocolate’.

choice [13] Choice is a French formation,
although like the verb with which it is linked,
choose, its ancestry is Germanic. The source of
the English word was Old French chois, a
derivative of the verb choisir ‘choose’, which
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came ultimately from the same Germanic base,
*kaus- or *keus-, as produced choose. English
had its own native formation, Old English cyre
‘choice’, which died out in Middle English
times; had it survived to the present day, it might
have been something like kire.

» CHOOSE

choir [13] Modern choirs merely sing, but far
back in time they danced too. The word comes
ultimately from Greek khords, which in ancient
Greek drama signified a group of singers and
dancers who commented on the action of the
play (the element of dance is preserved in
choreography). In Latin, khords became chorus
— whence English chorus [16], choral, and
probably also carol. The Latin form in turn
developed to Old French guer, in which form it
was borrowed into English; the spelling choir,
modelled on Latin and the modern French form
choeur, was introduced in the 17th century.

» CAROL, CHOREOGRAPHY, CHORUS

choke [14] Etymologically, to choke is to cut off
air by constricting the ‘cheeks’, for it is a
derivative of céoce, the Old English word for
‘cheek’. There is actually such a verb recorded,
just once, from Old English: the compound
acéocian, with the intensive prefix a-; so
probably the simple verb existed too, though
evidence for it has not survived. The noun sense
‘valve controlling the flow of air to an engine’
dates from the 1920s, but it was a natural
development from an earlier (18th-century),
more general sense ‘constriction in a tube’; its
parallelism with throttle, both being applied to
constriction of the air passage and hence to
control valves in an engine tube, is striking. (The
choke of artichoke has no etymological
connection with choke ‘deprive of air’.)

cholera [14] Greek kholéra originally meant
‘illness caused by choler, bilious attack’; it was a
derivative of kholé ‘bile’ (which is related to
English gall). Passing into Latin as cholera, it
began to be used for ‘bile’ itself, both in the
physiological sense and as representing one of
the four ancient humours, ‘anger’. It had that
sense when first adopted into English, and into
French, where it became colére (source of
English choler [14]). It was revived as a term for
a severe digestive disorder, involving vomiting,
diarrhoea, etc, in the 17th century, and in the
19th century was applied (from the similarity of
the symptoms) to the often fatal infectious
disease caused by the bacterium Vibrio comma.

» GALL, MELANCHOLY

choose [OE] Choose is a verb of ancient
pedigree. It can be traced back to the prehistoric
Indo-European base *geus-, whose descendants
in other Indo-European languages include Latin
gustus ‘taste’, source of English gusto and
gustatory and French goiit. Its Germanic
offshoot, *kiusan, produced a diversity of forms
in the early Middle Ages, including Old English
céosan, but most of them, apart from English
choose and Dutch kiezen, have now died out.
Germanic had an alternative version of the verb,
however, *kausjan, and this was borrowed into

Gallo-Roman as causire, which provided the
basis of Old French choisir ‘choose’, and hence
of chois, source of English choice.

» CHOICE, GUSTO

chop There are three distinct words chop in
English. The oldest [14] originally meant ‘trade,
barter’, but it is now found only in the phrase
chop and change. It appears to come from Old
English céapian ‘trade’, which is related to
English cheap. Chop ‘jaw, jowl’ [15] (now
usually in the plural form chops) is of unknown
origin; the now archaic chap is a variant. Chop
‘cut’ [16] seems ultimately to be the same word
as chap (as in ‘chapped lips’), and may be
related to Middle Low German kappen ‘chop
off’. The specific noun sense ‘meat cutlet’ dates
from the 15th century.

» CHAP, CHEAP

chopstick [17] A chopstick is literally a ‘quick
stick’. The element chop occurs more
recognizably in chop-chop ‘quickly’; it is a
Pidgin English modification of Cantonese
Chinese gap ‘urgent’. ‘Quick stick’ is a rather
free translation of the Chinese term for
‘chopsticks’, Cantonese kuaizi, literally ‘fast
ones, nimble ones’.

» CHOP-CHOP

chord see CORD

choreography [18] Choreography
‘arrangement of dances’ comes from French
choréographie, which was based on Greek
khoreia ‘dance’, a derivative of khoros. (Source
of English chorus, choir, and possibly also carol,
this originally encompassed dancing as well as
singing.) Khoreia passed into Latin as chorea,
applied in English to various muscular disorders
(such as Huntington’s chorea); the usage
probably originated in the Latin phrase chorea
sancti Viti ‘St Vitus’s dance’.

» CAROL, CHOIR, CHOREA, CHORUS

chorus see CHOIR

chowder [18] Chowder, a North American
seafood soup, probably takes its name from the
pot in which it was originally cooked — French
chaudiere ‘stew pot’. This came from late Latin
caldaria ‘pot’, a descendant of Latin calidarium
‘hot bath’ (which lies behind English cauldron);
this in turn was a derivative of the adjective
calidus ‘warm’.

» CALORIE, CAULDRON

chow mein [20] Most Chinese culinary
vocabulary in English arrived after World War II,
but chow mein is part of an earlier influx, which
was brought by Chinese-speakers who found
themselves on the west coast of the USA in the
early years of the 20th century. In the Cantonese
(Guangdong) dialect it means literally ‘fried
noodles’ — a minimalist description of a dish
which usually also contains chopped meat and
vegetables.

chrism see CREAM

Christian [16] Christian is derived, of course,
from the name of Christ. It is a surprisingly
recent word, having been introduced in the 16th
century from Latin Christianus, replacing the
existing English adjective christen, which came
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from Old English cristen. The latter was the
basis of the Old English verb cristnian, from
which we get modern English christen. The
name Christ itself was borrowed into Old
English from Latin Christus, which in turn came
from Greek Khristos. This meant literally
‘anointed’, and came from the verb khriein
‘anoint’. It was a direct translation of Hebrew
mashiah (source of English messiah), which also
meant literally ‘anointed’. Christmas comes
from late Old English cristes messe, literally
‘Christ’s mass’.
» CRETIN

chrome [19] Compounds formed from the
element chromium are brilliantly coloured
green, red, and yellow. Hence, when it was first
described by the French chemist Vauquelin in
1797, he named it chrome, after Greek khroma
‘colour’. This was soon latinized to chromium,
and chrome was henceforth used for chromium
pigments or chromium plating.

The Greek adjective derived from khroma
was khromatikds, which as well as referring to
colour, denoted the gradations of notes in a
musical scale; and it was in this musical sense
that it was first borrowed into English in the 17th
century.

chronicle [14] English has a number of words
derived from Greek khronos ‘time’, among them
chronology [16], chronometer ‘timepiece’ [18],
and crony. And from its adjective kronikds ‘of
time’ comes English chronic [15], by way of
Latin chronicus, which in medieval times picked
up the medical connotations which characterize
the word today. Greek biblia khronikd meant
‘books about time’; hence khronikd came to be
used on its own for ‘historical records’, passing
via Latin chronica and Old French chronique to
Anglo-Norman, where it acquired a new ending,
cronicle. English took it over, and restored the
Latin ch- spelling in the 16th century.

» ANACHRONISM, CHRONIC, CHRONOLOGY

chrysalis [17] Etymologically, a chrysalis is a
‘gold’-coloured pupa, for the word derives
ultimately from Greek khrisos ‘gold’. Many
butterflies do have pupae that, at least to start
with, have a metallic sheen of gold, so the
Greeks applied to them the term khriisallis, in
which the final element seems to mean
something like ‘sheath’. This passed into
English via Latin chrysalis.

Also formed from Greek khriisés (which is of

Semitic origin) is chrysanthemum [16], which
means literally ‘gold flower’.

chukker see CYCLE

church [OE] Etymologically, a church is the
‘Lord’s house’. Its ultimate source is Greek
kiirios ‘lord, master’ (perhaps most familiar
nowadays from the words of the choral mass
kyrie eleison ‘lord have mercy’). The adjective
derived from this was kitriakds, whose use in the
phrase ‘house of the lord’ led to its use as a noun,
kirikon. The medieval Greek form, kirkon
‘house of worship’ was borrowed into West
Germanic as *kirika, producing eventually
German kirche and English church. The Scots

form kirk comes from Old Norse kirkja, which in
turn was borrowed from Old English.
» KIRK, KYRIE

churn [OE] It has been speculated that the term
churn is based on the granular appearance cream
takes on as it is stirred or agitated. The Old
English noun cyrin comes from a prehistoric
Germanic *kernjon, which may be related to
English corn and kernel and Latin granum
‘grain’. The derived verb churn is a
comparatively late creation, not appearing until
the 15th century.

» CORN, GRAIN, KERNEL

chyme see GuT

cider [14] Despite its seeming roots in the apple-
producing English countryside, cider is a very
ancient word, which has come a long way to
reach us. Hebrew shékhar meant ‘any strong
drink in general’. It crops up in several places in
the Bible, and was adopted by Greek and Latin
translators as, respectively, sikéra and sicera.
The Latin form was borrowed into Old French,
where it became sisdre and eventually sidre. By
now it was being applied more specifically to
drink made from apples, and it had that meaning
when it was borrowed into English.

However, its biblical associations were still
sufficiently strong for it to retain its original
meaning in certain contexts: for example, in
1382 John Wyclif translated Luke 1:15 (‘he shall
drink neither wine nor strong drink’) as ‘he shall
not drink wine and cider’. Its original form
survived for a while, too, as sicar, which did not
disappear from English until the 17th century.

cigar [18] Cigar comes from Spanish cigarro,
whose origin is disputed. One story, perhaps
more picturesque than accurate, is that it is an
adaptation of cigarra, the Spanish word for
‘cicada’; supposedly this insect, with its stout
body round which are wrapped large transparent
leaflike wings, was held to resemble a cigar.
Others have preferred to see as the source sicar,
the verb for ‘smoke’ in the language of the
ancient Maya of Central America. Cigarette is a
French derivative, with the diminutive suffix
-ette, apparently coined in the early 1840s.

cilium see SUPERCILIOUS
cincture see PRECINCT

cinder [OE] Despite the similarity of form and
meaning, cinder has no etymological connection
with French cendre (which comes from Latin
cinis ‘ashes’, and is thus related to English
incinerate and cineraria, a plant so named
because of the grey down on its leaves). It is a
Germanic word, related to German sinter
‘deposit formed by evaporation’ (itself borrowed
into English in the 18th century), and from Old
English times until the 16th century was usually
spelled with an initial s-; the c- is an adoption
from French cendre. The name of the fairy-tale
character Cinderella is a translation and
adaptation of French cendrillon, originally a
generic term for any downtrodden kitchen maid
who spent much of her time among the cendres
of the hearth.
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cinema [20] The cinema is so named because it
shows moving pictures. The Greek verb for
‘move’ was kinein (source of English kinetic
and, via the related Latin cire, a range of -cite
words, including excite, incite, and recite). Its
noun derivative was kinema ‘movement’, from
which in 1896 Auguste and Louis Jean Lumiere
coined the French term cinématographe for their
new invention for recording and showing
moving pictures. This and its abbreviated form
cinéma soon entered English, the latter in 1909.
In early years the graecized form kinema had
some currency in English, but this had virtually
died out by the 1940s.

» CITE, EXCITE, KINETIC, INCITE, RECITE

cipher [14] The central meaning of cipher is
‘zero’ (a word to which it is related); its use since
the 16th century in connection with encrypted
communications derives from the fact that in
their earliest forms such codes usually consisted
of numbers representing letters, and cipher had
by then broadened in use from ‘nought’ to ‘any
numeral’. It entered English through Old French
cifre, which came via medieval Latin cifra from
Arabic sifr (source of English zero); this was a
nominal use of an adjective meaning ‘empty’.

» ZERO

circle [14] Etymologically, a circle is a ‘small
ring’. The word comes ultimately from Latin
circus (source of course of English circus and of
a host of circle-related words), whose diminutive
form was circulus. This was actually borrowed
into English in Old English times, as circul, but
this died out. Modern English circle came via
Old French cercle, and to begin with was thus
spelled in English, but in the 16th century the
Latin i was reintroduced. Latin derivatives
include the adjective circularis, source of
English circular [15], and the verb circulare,
whose past participle gave English circulate
[15].

» CIRCULATE, CIRCUS, SEARCH

circumstance see STATUE

circus [16] Latin circus meant literally ‘ring,
circle’, but it was applied metaphorically by the
Romans to the circular arena in which
performances and contests were held. That was
the original signification of the word in English,
applied in a strictly antiquarian sense to the
ancient world, and it was not until the late 18th
century that it began to be used for any circular
arena and the entertainment staged therein.

The Latin word is related to, and may have
come from, Greek kirkos; and it is also
connected with Latin curvus, source of English
curve. It has additionally been linked with Latin
corona ‘circlet’, from which English gets crown.
And it is of course, via its accusative form
circum, the starting point of a wide range of
English words with the prefix circum-, from
circumference to circumvent (in this category is
circuit [14], which goes back to an original Latin
compound verb circumire, literally ‘go round’).

» CIRCLE, CIRCUIT, CIRCULATE, CROWN, CURVE,
SEARCH

cistern see CHEST

citadel see ciTy

cite [15] Latin ciére or cire meant ‘move’ (it was
related to Greek kinein ‘move’, source of
English kinetic and cinema). From its past
participle, citus, was formed the verb citare,
meaning ‘cause to move’, and hence ‘call,
summon’. This passed into English (via Old
French citer), as cite ‘summon officially’. In the
16th century this came to be applied
metaphorically to the ‘calling forth® of a
particular passage of writing, author, etc as an
example or proof of what one is saying — hence
the modern sense ‘quote’. The same Latin verb
lies behind a range of other English verbs,
including excite, incite, recite, and solicit.

» CINEMA, EXCITE, INCITE, KINETIC, RECITE,
SOLICIT

citizen [14] The Latin word for ‘citizen’ was
civis. From it was formed the derivative civitas
‘citizenship, city state’, from which English gets
city. From this in turn a new derivative was
formed in Vulgar Latin, *civiratanus ‘citizen’,
replacing the original civis. This found its way,
much changed, into Old French as citeain
(whence modern French citoyen). Anglo-
Norman altered the Old French form to citezein,
possibly on analogy with Anglo-Norman
deinzein ‘denizen’.

citrus [19] Latin citrus signified the ‘citron’, a
tree (Citrus medica) of Asian origin with a
lemon-like fruit which was the earliest of the
citrus fruits to become known in the West. Like
the fruit itself, the name is presumably of
Eastern origin — perhaps from a non-Indo-
European language from around the eastern end
of the Himalayas. Citron is a French derivative
of citrus, coined on the model of French limon
‘lemon’; it was borrowed into English in the
16th century.

cittern see GUITAR

city [13] The Latin word for ‘city’ was urbs
(whence English urban), but a ‘citizen’ was
civis. From this was derived the noun civitds,
which originally had the abstract sense
‘citizenship’. Gradually it acquired more
concrete connotations, eventually coming to be
used as a synonym of urbs. It passed into English
via Old French cite, and at first was used for any
settlement, regardless of size (although it was
evidently felt to be a grander term than the native
borough); the modern distinction between fowns
and cities developed during the 14th century.

The Italian descendant of Latin civitas is

citta. A now obsolete variant of this was cittade,
whose diminutive form is the source of English
citadel [16].

» CITADEL, CITIZEN, CIVIL

civil [14] Latin civis ‘citizen’ had two adjectival
derivatives which have passed into English:
civicus, source of civic [16], and civilis, from
which, via Old French, we get civil. Of its
derivatives, civility [14] comes from Latin
civilitas, but civilize [17] and civilian [14] are
French creations.

» CIVILIZE, CITY
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claim [13] The etymological notion behind claim
is of ‘calling out’. It comes from claim-, the
present stem of Old French clamer, which goes
back to Latin clamare ‘cry out, shout’ (whose
derived noun clamor is the source of English
clamour [14]). Relatives of clamare include
clarus (source of English clear) and possibly
callare “call out’ (whence English council); and
it formed the basis of the English verbs acclaim,
exclaim, and proclaim (their spelling was altered
through association with claim). These words’
ultimate source was the onomatopoeic Indo-
European base *kia-, which also produced low
‘make the noise characteristic of cattle’.

» ACCLAIM, CLAMOUR, CLEAR, COUNCIL,
EXCLAIM, LOW, PROCLAIM

clam [OE] Old English clam meant ‘something
for tying up or fastening, fetter’; it can be traced
back to a prehistoric Germanic base *klam-,
which also produced clamp [14] and is related to
climb. There is a gap in the word’s history in
early Middle English times, but it reappears at
the end of the 14th century in the sense ‘clamp’,
and in the 16th century it was applied, originally
in Scotland, to the mollusc which now bears the
name, apparently on the grounds that its two
shells close like the jaws of a clamp or vice.

» CLAMP, CLIMB

clammy [14] Etymologically, clammy means
‘sticky as if smeared with clay’. It comes from
the now obsolete verb clam ‘smear, stick’. This
goes back to Old English cl@man, a word of
ancient ancestry: its prehistoric Germanic source
was *klaimjan, a verb derived from *klaimaz
‘clay’; this was formed from the base *klai-,
which is also the ultimate source of English clay
and can be traced back to the Indo-European
base *gloi-, *glei-, *gli-, from which English
gets glue and gluten.

» CLAY, GLUE

clamour see CLAIM

clamp see CLIMB

clan [14] The immediate source of clan is
naturally enough Gaelic, but ultimately it comes,
somewhat unexpectedly, from Latin, for
etymologically it is the same word as plant.
Scots Gaelic clann originally meant ‘offspring’
(hence the modern meaning ‘family group’), and
it came from Old Irish cland, a direct borrowing
from Latin planta (the Celtic languages of the
British Isles tended to change Latin /p/ to /k/).
This was the source of English plant, but it did
not then have nearly such a broad application; it
meant specifically ‘shoot suitable for planting
out’, and the connotations of ‘new growth’ and
‘offspring’ show up in the Gaelic borrowing.

» PLANT

clandestine see CONCEAL

clangor see LAUGH

claret [14] Claret was originally a ‘light-
coloured wine’ — pale red (virtually what we
would now call rosé), but also apparently
yellowish. The word comes ultimately from
Latin clarus ‘clear’; from this was derived the
verb clarare, whose past participle was used in
the phrase vinum claratum ‘clarified wine’. This

passed into Old French as vin claret. Modern
French clairet preserves the word’s early sense
‘pale wine, rosé’, but in English by the later 17th
century seems to have been transferred to red
wine, and since in those days the vast majority of
red wine imported into Britain came from
Southwest France, and Bordeaux in particular, it
was not long before claret came to mean
specifically ‘red Bordeaux’.
» CLEAR

clarion see CLEAR

class [16] Latin classis originally denoted ‘the
people of Rome under arms, the ancient Roman
army’; it appears to come from an earlier
unrecorded *gladtis, a derivative of the base
*qel- ‘call’, which points to an underlying sense
‘call to arms’. Under the terms of the
constitution attributed to Servius Tullius, a 6th-
century BC king of Rome, the army, and hence
the people, was divided into six such classes,
membership of each based originally on the
amount of land held, and latterly on wealth in
money terms. English first adopted the word in
this antiquarian sense (which provided the basis
for the modern application to social class), but its
widespread use in the language probably began
in the sense ‘group of pupils’. The derivatives
classic [17] and classical [16] come from Latin
classicus, probably via French classique; in
Latin, the adjective signified ‘of the highest class
of Roman citizen’, whence the word’s present-
day approbatory connotations.

clause [13] The etymological notion underlying
clause is of ‘closing’ or ‘termination’. The word
derives ultimately from Latin claudere (source
of English close) and was originally applied
either as a rhetorical term to the conclusion of a
sentence, or as a legal term to the termination of
a legal argument. Gradually, in both cases, the
element of finality fell away, leaving the senses
‘short sentence’ and ‘section of a legal
document’, which passed into English. The past
participle of Latin claudere, clausus, probably
produced an unrecorded noun *clausa (known
only in its diminutive form clausula), which
passed into English via Old French clause.

» CLAVIER, CLOSE

claustrophobia see CLOISTER

clavier [18] The Latin word for ‘key” was clavis
(it was related to claudere ‘close’). Its
application to the keys of a musical instrument
has contributed two words to English: clavier,
which came via French or German from an
unrecorded Latin *claviarius ‘key-bearer’; and
clavichord [15], from medieval Latin
clavichordium, a compound of Latin clavis and
Latin chorda, source of English chord. Its
diminutive form clavicula was applied
metaphorically to the collar-bone (hence English
clavicle [17]) on account of the bone’s
resemblance to a small key. And in Latin, a room
that could be locked ‘with a key’ was a conclave
— whence (via Old French) English conclave
[14]. Also related to clavis is cloy.

» CLAVICLE, CLOSE, CLOY, CONCLAVE
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clay [OE] Clay is named from its consistency —
its stickiness, its squidginess, its capacity for
being smeared. Its ultimate source is the Indo-
European base *gloi-, *glei-, *gli-, from which
English also gets glue and gluten. From it was
descended the Germanic base *klai-, on which
was formed West Germanic *klaijo-. This
passed into Old English as cleg — hence modern
English clay. (Clammy comes from the same
Germanic source, and clag, from which we get
claggy ‘muddy’, is essentially the same word as
clay, although it reached English via a
Scandinavian route.)

» CLAMMY, CLEAN

claymore see GLADIATOR

clean [OE] Etymologically, clean and German
klein ‘small’ are the same word. Both go back to
West Germanic *klainoz, which meant ‘clear,
pure’, but whereas the English adjective has
stayed fairly close to the original meaning, the
German one has passed via ‘clean’, ‘neat’,
‘dainty’, and ‘delicate’ to ‘small’. It has been
speculated that *klainiz was based on *klai-,
which connoted ‘stickiness’ (it was the source of
English clay and clammy). The reasoning is that
something sticky, perhaps from a coating of oil,
would have been perceived as having a clear or
shiny surface, and there may also have been a
suggestion of the purity conferred by a
ceremonial anointing with oil. The derivatives
cleanse and cleanly (whence cleanliness) are
both Old English formations.

» CLAMMY, CLAY, CLEANSE

clear [13] Clear comes via Old French cler from
Latin clarus (source also of English claret and
clarion [14]). It has been suggested that clarus is
related to calare ‘call out’” (whence English
council). Latin derivatives that have come down
to English are clarificare, from which English
gets clarify [14], and claritas, whence English
clarity [16]. The Middle English spelling of the
adjective is preserved in clerestory “upper storey
of a church’ [15] (so named from its being
‘bright’ or ‘lighted” with numerous windows).

» CLAIM, CLARET, CLARION, CLARITY,
CLERESTORY, DECLARE, LOW

cleave [OE] There are two distinct verbs cleave
in English, both of Germanic origin. Cleave
‘cut’ comes from Germanic *kleuban, which
goes back to an Indo-European base *gleubh-
(this also produced Greek gliphein ‘carve’,
source of English hieroglyphics). Cleave
‘adhere’ can be traced back ultimately to an
Indo-European base *gloi-, *glei-, *gli- ‘stick’,
from which English also gets glue and gluten. Its
Germanic descendant *klai- produced English
clay and clammy, and *kli- developed into
cleave.

» CLAMMY, CLAY, CLIMB, GLUE, HIEROGLYPHICS

clench see CLING

clerestory see CLEAR

clerk [11] Clerk and its relatives cleric and clergy
owe their existence ultimately to a Biblical
reference, in Deuteronomy xviii 2, to the
Levites, members of an Israelite tribe whose
men were assistants to the Temple priests:

‘Therefore shall they have no inheritance among
their brethren: the Lord is their inheritance’.
Greek for ‘inheritance’ is kléros, and so it came
about that matters relating to the Christian
ministry were denoted in late Greek by the
derived adjective klerikos. This passed into
ecclesiastical Latin as cléricus, which was
originally borrowed into late Old English as
cleric or clerc, later reinforced by Old French
clerc to give modern English clerk. Its present-
day bureaucratic connotations, which emerged
in the 16th century, go back to an earlier time
when members of the clergy were virtually the
only people who could read or write. However,
religious associations have of course been
preserved in cleric [17], from ecclesiastical
Latin clericus, and clergy [13], a blend of Old
French clergie (a derivative of clerc) and clerge
(from the ecclestiastical Latin derivative
clericatus). The compound clergyman is 16th
century.
» CLERIC, CLERGY

clever [13] Clever is rather a mystery word.
There is one isolated instance of what appears to
be the word in an early 13th-century bestiary,
where it means ‘dextrous’, and the connotations
of ‘clutching something’ have led to speculation
that it may be connected with claw. It does not
appear on the scene again until the late 16th
century, when its associations with ‘agility’ and
‘sprightliness’ may point to a link with Middle
Dutch klever, of similar meaning. The modern
sense ‘intelligent’ did not develop until the 18th
century.

cliché [19] Originally, French clicher meant
literally ‘stereotype’ — that is, ‘print from a plate
made by making a type-metal cast from a mould
of a printing surface’. The word was supposedly
imitative of the sound made when the mould was
dropped into the molten type metal. Hence a
word or phrase that was cliché — had literally
been repeated time and time again in identical
form from a single printing plate — had become
hackneyed.

client [14] The original status of a client was
rather lowly: he was someone who was at
another’s beck and call, and dependent on them.
The word comes from Latin cliéns, an alteration
of an earlier cluens, the present participle of the
verb cluere ‘listen, follow, obey’; hence
someone who was cliens was always listening
out for another’s orders, unable to take
independent action (in ancient Rome it meant
specifically a plebeian under the protection of a
nobleman). That sense is preserved in such
English expressions as ‘client state’. The word’s
more modern senses have developed through
‘person on whose behalf a lawyer acts’ in the
15th century to simply ‘customer’ in the 17th
century.

cliff [OE] Cliff comes from a prehistoric
Germanic *kliban, of unknown origin (German
klippe ‘crag’ is a collateral relative). The
compound cliffhanger seems to have originated
in the USA in the 1930s; it comes from the serial
movies then popular, in which at the end of each
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episode the hero or heroine was left in some
perilous situation, such as hanging off the edge
of a cliff, not resolved until the next instalment.

climate [14] The notion underlying climate is of
‘sloping’ or ‘leaning’. It comes, via Old French
climat or late Latin clima (whence English clime
[16]), from Greek klima ‘sloping surface of the
earth’, which came ultimately from the same
source (the Indo-European base *kli-) as
produced English lean. Greek geographers
assigned the earth’s surface to various zones
according to the angle which their ‘slope’ made
with the rays of the sun (originally there were
seven of these, ranging from 17 degrees of
latitude North to 48 degrees, but later the system
was elaborated so that each hemisphere was
divided into 24 bands or ‘climates’ of latitude).
This was the sense in which the word passed into
Latin, where it broadened out into simply
‘region’, and hence ‘weather associated with a
particular area’.

» LADDER, LEAN

climax [16] Etymologically, a climax is a series
of steps by which a goal is achieved, but in the
late 18th century English, anticipating the
culmination, started using it for the goal itself. It
comes, via late Latin, from Greek klimax
‘ladder’, which was ultimately from the same
source (the Indo-European base *kli-) as
produced English lean. This came to be used
metaphorically as a rhetorical term for a figure
of speech in which a series of statements is
arranged in order of increasing forcefulness, and
hence for any escalating progression: ‘the top of
the climax of their wickedness’, Edmund Burke
1793. Whence modern English ‘high point’.

» LADDER, LEAN

climb [OE] The original notion contained in
climb seems not to have been so much ‘ascent’
as ‘holding on’. Old English climban came from
a prehistoric West Germanic *klimban, a
nasalized variant of the base which produced
English cleave ‘adhere’. To begin with this must
have meant strictly ‘go up by clinging on with
the hands and feet’ — to ‘swarm up’, in fact — but
already by the late Old English period we find it
being used for ‘rising’ in general. The original
past tense clamb, which died out in most areas in
the 16th century, is probably related to clamp
‘fastening’ [14].

» CLAMP, CLEAVE

cling [OE] The basic underlying sense of cling
seems to be ‘stick, adhere’, but surviving records
of the word in Old English reveal it only in the
more specialized senses ‘congeal’ or ‘shrivel’
(the notion being that loss of moisture causes
something to contract upon itself or adhere more
closely to a surface). It is not really until the late
13th century that the more familiar ‘adhere’ (as
in ‘a wet shirt clinging to someone’s back’)
begins to show itself, and no hint that ‘clinging’
is something a human being can do with his or
her arms emerges before the early 17th century.
The word goes back to a prehistoric Germanic

base *klingg-, whose variant *klengk- is the
source of English clench [13] and clinch [16].

» CLENCH, CLINCH

clinic [17] Etymologically, a clinic is a place with
‘beds’. It comes ultimately from Greek kliné
‘bed’, which goes back to the Indo-European
base *kli- ‘lean, slope’ (source also of English
lean) and hence was originally ‘something on
which one reclines’. The adjective derived from
this, klinkds, reached English via Latin climicus,
having become specialized in meaning from
‘bed’ in general to ‘sick-bed’. Clinic was
replaced as an adjective by clinical in the 18th
century, but it continued on as a noun, originally
in the sense ‘sick or bedridden person’. This
survived into the 19th century (‘You are free to
roam at large over the bodies of my clinics’, E
Berdoe, St Bernard’s 1887), and the modern
sense ‘hospital’ did not arrive until the late 19th
century, borrowed from French clinique or
German klinik.

» DECLINE, LEAN

clock [14] The clock appears to have been so
named because it told the hours by the chiming
of a ‘bell’, medieval Latin clocca. The Latin
word, which emerged in the 7th century and may
have been of Irish origin, probably reached
English via Middle Dutch klocke. Besides being
applied to time-pieces, it has also lent its name to
two garments on account of their supposedly
bell-like shape: cloak [13], which comes from
the Old French dialect cloke or cloque, and
cloche hat [20], from French cloche ‘bell’.

» CLOAK, CLOCHE

cloister [13] A cloister was originally simply an
enclosed place, a ‘close’. The word comes from
Old French cloistre, a descendant of Latin
claustrum ‘bar, bolt, enclosure’, which was
formed from the past participial stem of Latin
claudere ‘close’ (source of English close). The
notion of ‘enclosure’ led to the word’s being
applied to a place of religious seclusion, such as
a monastery or convent, and hence to a covered
walkway within a monastic building. It also lies
behind claustrophobia [19], which was formed
from Latin claustrum.

» CLAUSTROPHOBIA, CLOSE

close [13] Close originally entered English as a
verb. It came from clos-, the past participial stem
of Old French clore ‘shut’, which was a
descendant of Latin claudere (related to Latin
clavis ‘key’, from which English gets clavier,
clavichord, clavicle, clef, and conclave, and to
Latin clavus ‘nail’, from which French gets clou
‘nail’ — whence English clove — and English gets
cloy). The adjective was quick to follow, via Old
French clos, but in this case the intermediate
source was the Latin past participial stem claus-
rather than the Old French clos-. It originally
meant simply ‘shut, enclosed, confined’, and did
not evolve the sense ‘near’ until the late 15th
century; it arose from the notion of the gap
between two things being brought together by
being closed off. Related forms in English
include clause, cloister, closet [14] (from Old
French, ‘small private room’, a diminutive form
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clutch

of clos) and the various verbs ending in -clude,
including conclude, include, and preclude.

» CLAUSE, CLAVIER, CLEF, CLOISTER, CLOSET,
CLOVE, CLOY, CONCLAVE, CONCLUDE,
ENCLAVE, INCLUDE, PRECLUDE

cloth [OE] The history of the word cloth is not
known, beyond the fact that its immediate source
is Germanic (German has the related kleid
‘garment’). In Old English it meant both ‘piece
of fabric’ and ‘fabric in general’, and in the
plural it was applied to ‘garments’ (hence
modern English clothes). The verb clothe, too,
probably goes back to Old English times,
although it is not recorded before the 12th
century.

cloud [OE] In Old English the word for ‘cloud’
was weolcen (whence modern English welkin, a
poetical term for ‘sky’), which is related to
German wolke ‘cloud’. At that time Old English
cliid, the ancestor of cloud, meant ‘mass of rock,
hill’ (it is probably related to clod). As applied to
‘clouds’, presumably from a supposed
resemblance between cumulus clouds and lumps
of earth or rock, it dates from the 13th century.

» CLOD

clout [OE] In Old English, a clout was a patch of
cloth put over a hole to mend it. Hence in due
course it came to be used simply for a ‘piece of
cloth’, and by further extension for a ‘garment’
(as in ‘Ne’er cast a clout till May be out’).
However, the reason for its colloquial
application to ‘hit, blow’, which dates from the
14th century, is not known, and indeed this may
be an entirely different word. As for the word’s
ultimate antecedents, it probably comes, along
with cleat, clot, cluster, and clutter, from a
prehistoric Germanic base *klut-, *kleut-,
*klaut-.

» CLEAT, CLOT, CLUSTER, CLUTTER

clove There are two distinct words clove in
English. In clove of garlic [OE] the underlying
notion is of ‘cutting’; the head of garlic is as it
were ‘divided up’ into separate sections. The
word goes back ultimately to the Indo-European
base *gleubh- ‘cut, carve’, which also produced
English cleave and its now archaic past tense
clove.

Clove the spice [14] originated in the Old
French phrase clou de girofle, which meant
literally ‘nail of the clove-tree’. The term ‘nail’
was applied to the tree’s dried unopened flower
bud because of a perceived resemblance in
shape. (French clou ‘nail’ comes from Latin
clavus, source of English cloy, and French
girofle — whence English gillyflower [14], which
originally meant ‘clove’ — goes back via
medieval Latin  caryophyllum to Greek
karudphullon, which literally meant ‘nut leaf’.)

» CLEAVE; CLOY, GILLYFLOWER

clown [16] Clown’s antecedents are obscure. Its
earliest recorded sense is ‘unsophisticated or
boorish country fellow’, which has led to
speculation that it may come ultimately from
Latin colonus ‘colonist, farmer’ (residence in the
country often being associated  with
backwardness or lack of sophistication, as in the

case heathen and pagan). Others, however, see a
more direct source in a Germanic language from
the Low Countries or Scandinavia: North Frisian
klonne and Icelandic klunni, both meaning
‘clumsy person’, have been compared.

cloy [14] Cloy originally meant ‘fasten with a
nail’. It is a reduced form of the long obsolete
acloy, which came from Anglo-Norman acloyer.
This was a variant of Old French encloyer, a
descendant of the Vulgar Latin compound verb
inclavare, based on Latin clavus ‘nail’ (source of
Latin claudere ‘shut’, from which English gets
close).

» CLOSE

club [13] The original meaning of club is ‘thick
heavy stick for hitting people’; it was borrowed
from Old Norse klubba. The sense ‘association’
developed in the 17th century, apparently
originally as a verb. To club together seems to
have been based on the notion of ‘forming into a
mass like the thickened end of a club’: ‘Two
such worlds must club together and become
one’, Nathaniel Fairfax, The bulk and selvedge
of the world 1674. Hence the noun club, which
originally signified simply a ‘get-together’,
typically in a tavern, but by the end of the 17th
century seems to have become more of a
formalized concept, with members and rules.

clue [15] Clue is a variant spelling of the now
obsolete clew ‘ball of thread’, and its current
application to ‘that which helps to solve a
problem’, which originated in the early 17th
century, is based on the notion of using (like
Theseus in the Minotaur’s labyrinth) a ball of
thread to show one the way out of an intricate
maze one has entered. Clew itself goes back to
Old English cliwan or cleowan, which may be
related to claw.

» CLAW

clumsy [16] When clumsy first appeared on the
scene around 1600, both it and the presumably
related but now obsolete clumse were used not
only for ‘awkward’ but also for ‘numb with
cold’. This, and the fact that the word’s nearest
apparent relatives are Scandinavian (such as
Swedish dialect klumsig ‘numb, clumsy’),
suggests that the notion originally contained in
them was of being torpid from cold — so cold that
one is sluggish and cannot coordinate one’s
actions.

clutch Clutch ‘seize’ [14] and clutch of eggs [18]
are separate words, although they may
ultimately be related. The verb arose in Middle
English as a variant of the now obsolete clitch,
which came from Old English clyccan ‘bend,
clench’. The modern sense of the noun, ‘device
for engaging a motor vehicle’s gears’, which was
introduced at the end of the 19th century,
developed from a more general early 19th-
century meaning ‘coupling for bringing working
parts together’, based no doubt on the notion of
‘seizing’ and ‘grasping’. Clutch of eggs is a
variant of the now obsolete dialectal form cletch
[17]. This was a derivative of the Middle English
verb clecken ‘give birth’, which was borrowed



coach

116

from Old Norse klekja (probably a distant
relative of clutch ‘seize’).

coach [16] Coach is one of the few English
words borrowed from Hungarian. It comes (via
French coche and German kutsche) from
Hungarian kocsi, an adjective meaning ‘of Kocs’
(Kocs is a village in north-east Hungary,
between Budapest and Gyor, where carriages,
carts, etc were made). In Hungarian the original
full form was kocsi szeker ‘cart from Kocs’. The
modern sense ‘instructor, trainer’ originated in
19th-century university slang, the notion being
that the student was conveyed through the exam
by the tutor as if he were riding in a carriage.

coal [OE] In Old English, col meant ‘glowing
ember’. It came from a prehistoric Germanic
*kolam (source also of German kohle and Dutch
kool), which may be related to Irish Gaelic gual
‘coal’. By the 12th century at the latest it was
also being used for ‘charcoal’ (the word
charcoal is based on it), but it was not until the
mid 13th century that the modern application to
the black solid fossil fuel appears. It seems quite
likely that the word’s underlying etymological
meaning is ‘glow’. Derived from coal are collier
[14], which originally meant ‘charcoal-burner’,
colliery [17], and possibly collie [17], on the
basis of its dark colour.

» CHARCOAL, COLLIER

coarse [14] For such an everyday word, the
origins of coarse are surprisingly clouded. It first
appears in the forms corse or course, and
meaning ‘ordinary, everyday’, which has led to
speculation that it is an application of the noun
course, in the sense ‘the ordinary run of things,
the usual practice’; however, not all etymologists
accept this. The modern spelling coarse became
established in the 18th century.

coast [13] Latin costa meant ‘rib’ (hence the
English medical term intercostal ‘between the
ribs’), but also more generally ‘flank, side’. It
was in this sense that it passed into Old French
as coste, and subsequently into English. The
modern meaning ‘seashore’ (which had already
developed in Old French) arises from the shore
being thought of as the ‘side’ or ‘edge’ of the
land (compare seaside). Amongst the senses of
the French word little represented in English is
‘hillside, slope’; it was however adopted in
North America for a ‘slope down which one
slides on a sledge’, and came to be used in the
mid 19th century as a verb meaning ‘sledge
down such a slope’. That was the source of the
modern verbal sense ‘freewheel’.

The coster of costermonger [16] was
originally costard, a variety of apple named from
its prominent ‘ribs’. And another hidden relative
is cutlet [18], borrowed from French cételette,
literally ‘little rib’.

» COSTERMONGER, CUTLET, INTERCOSTAL

coat [13] Coat seems originally to have signified
a sort of short close-fitting cloth tunic with
sleeves, worn by men. Over the centuries fashion
has lengthened the garment, and its male
exclusivity has disappeared (originally, as a
woman’s garment a coat was a skirt, a sense

preserved in petticoat). The word is of Germanic
origin (it has been traced back to Frankish
*kotta), but it reached English via Old French
cote.

coax [16] In the 16th and 17th century a cokes
was a ‘simpleton, someone easily duped’ (it is
not known where the word came from, although
it might perhaps be related to cockney). To cokes
someone was thus to ‘make a cokes of them, fool
them’. This spelling survived until the 18th
century, when it was supplanted by coax. The
word’s meaning, meanwhile, had passed via
‘treat as a simpleton or pet’ and ‘fondle’ to
‘wheedle’.

cob [15] Cob has a bizarre range of meanings —
‘nut’, ‘horse’, ‘male swan’, ‘loaf’, ‘ear of maize’
— but a distillation of them points back to an
original ‘head, or something similarly rounded’
(cobnuts and cobloaves, for example, are
spherical, and the male swan is the ‘chief’ or
‘leader’). It is therefore tempting to see a
connection with the now obsolete cop ‘top,
head’ (probably represented in cobweb), and
even with Latin caput ‘head’.

» COBBLE

cobalt [17] German kobold means ‘goblin’: and
in former times it was believed by German silver
miners that impurities in the ore they were
extracting, which lessened the value of the silver
and even made them ill, were put there by these
mischievous creatures. In fact these impurities
were a silver-white metallic element, which was
named kobalt after a Middle High German
variant of kobold (the miners’ sickness was
probably caused by the arsenic with which it
occurred).

cobble Cobble as in cobblestone [15] and cobble
‘mend’ [15] are two distinct words. The former
was derived from cob ‘rounded lump’, with the
diminutive suffix -le. The earliest evidence of it
is in the compound cobblestone, and it is not
recorded on its own until about 1600. The verb
cobble is a back-formation from cobbler
‘shoemaker’ [14], of unknown origin. The
derivative cobblers ‘nonsense’ [20] is short for
cobbler’s awls, rhyming slang for ‘balls’.

» COB

cobra [19] Cobra is a shortening of Portuguese
cobra de capella, which came into English in
India in the 17th century. This meant literally
‘snake with a hood’: cobra from Latin colubra
‘snake’ and capella (referring of course to the
‘hood’ it makes when agitated, by spreading out
the skin at the side of its head) from Vulgar Latin
*cappellus ‘little cape’, from late Latin cappa
‘hood’.

» CAP, CAPE, CHAPEL, CHAPERON

cobweb [14] A cobweb was originally literally a
web woven by a cop, a Middle English word for
‘spider’. It was short for attercop ‘spider’, a
compound of Old English origin which had
largely died out by the 17th century. This seems
to have meant literally ‘poison head’, from Old
English ator ‘poison’ and coppe ‘head, top’ (a
possible relative of English cob). It was revived
by J R R Tolkien in The Hobbit 1937.
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cocaine [19] Cocaine is made from the dried
leaves of the coca bush, a plant native to the
Andes, and its name was formed (perhaps
originally in French, as cocaine) from the plant’s
name. That was a local name, Quechua koka,
probably from the Aymara language of Bolivia
and Peru, and it reached Europe in the 16th
century by way of Spanish coca.

coccyx [17] The Greek physician Galen
considered that the small tapering bone at the
base of the human spine resembled a cuckoo’s
beak. He therefore named it kdkkux, which was
Greek for ‘cuckoo’. It reached English via the
Latin form coccyx.

cochineal [16] Cochineal ‘red dye’ comes via
French cochenille from Old Spanish cochinilla,
a term applied both to the dye and to the small
insect related to the mealybugs, from whose
dried body it is made. It is generally thought to
be a derivative of Latin coccinus ‘scarlet’, which
in turn came from Greek kokkinos, a derivative
of kokos, the Greek term for the cochineal insect
(the word originally meant ‘berry, seed’ — it was
applied to various Dbacteria, such as
streptococcus and staphylococcus, because of
their spherical seedlike shape — and it was
thought in ancient times that the dried body of
the insect was a berry).

#» STAPHYLOCOCCUS, STREPTOCOCCUS

cock [OE] The word cock is probably ultimately
of onomatopoeic origin, imitative of the male
fowl’s call (like the lengthier English cock-a-
doodle-doo [16], French coquerico, and German
kikeriki). Beyond that it is difficult to go with
any certainty; it reflects similar words in other
languages, such as medieval Latin coccus and
Old Norse kokkr, but which if any the English
word was borrowed from is not clear. It has been
suggested that it goes back to a Germanic base
*kuk-, of which a variant was the source of
chicken, but typical Old English spellings, such
as kok and kokke, suggest that it may have been
a foreign borrowing rather than a native
Germanic word — perhaps pointing to Germanic
coccus. The origin of the interconnected set of
senses ‘spout, tap’, ‘hammer of a firearm’, and
‘penis’ is not known; it is possible that it
represents an entirely different word, but the fact
that German hahn ‘hen’ has the same meanings
suggests otherwise.

Of derived words, cocker [19], as in ‘cocker
spaniel’, comes from cocking, the sport of
shooting woodcock, and cocky [18] is probably
based on the notion of the cock as a spirited or
swaggering bird, lording it over his hens (there
may well be some connection with cock ‘penis’,
too, for there is an isolated record of cocky
meaning ‘lecherous’ in the 16th century).
Cockerel [15] was originally a diminutive form.

» CHICKEN, COCKY

cock-a-hoop [16] Cock-a-hoop comes from a
16th- and 17th-century expression set the cock
on the hoop ‘make merry’ — but exactly how the
expression arose is not clear. One obvious
interpretation is that it meant ‘put the tap on the
barrel’ — that is, let the wine or beer flow freely

— but it has also been suggested that hoop here
means ‘measure of grain’ (a sense which
originated in the 16th century), the notion being
that to put a cockerel on a heap of grain implied
prodigality.

cockatoo [17] Cockatoo was originally a Malay
word, although it has changed somewhat under
the influence of English cock. It comes via Dutch
kaketoe from Malay kakatua, a compound
formed from kakak ‘elder brother or sister’ and
tua ‘old’. A related word is cockatiel ‘small
Australian parrot’ [19]; it comes ultimately from
Portuguese cacatilha, formed from Malay
kakatua with the Portuguese diminutive suffix
-ilha, and it reached English via Dutch
kaketielje.

cockatrice [14] The name of the cockatrice, a
mythical serpent whose glance could kill, has a
bizarre history. It started life as medieval Latin
calcatrix, which meant literally ‘tracker, hunter’
(it was formed from the verb calcare ‘tread,
track’, a derivative of calx ‘heel’). This was a
direct translation of Greek ikhneiimon (a
derivative of ikhnetiein ‘track’), a name given to
a mysterious Egyptian creature in ancient times
which was said to prey on crocodiles. At one
point Latin calcatrix, later caucatrix, came to be
used for the crocodile itself, but this application
never gained much currency in English (which
adopted the word via Old French cocatris).
Instead, it was adopted as another name for the
basilisk, a mythical serpent. The accidental
similarity of the first syllable to cock led both to
the embroidering of the basilisk/cockatrice
legend, so that it was said to have been born from
a cock’s egg, and to the word’s 16th-century
rerouting as a heraldic term for a beast with the
head, wings, and body of a cock and the tail of a
serpent.

cockchafer [18] Etymologically, cockchafer (a
medium-sized beetle) is probably a ‘large
gnawer’. The second part of the word, which
goes back to Old English times (ceafor), can be
traced to a prehistoric base *kab- ‘gnaw’, source
also of English jowl. The first element, cock,
may be an allusion to the species’ greater size in
relation to other chafers.

» JOWL

cockle [14] The cockle is related etymologically
to another mollusc, the conch: they both began
life in Greek konkhé — which meant ‘mussel’ as
well as ‘conch’. From this was formed the
diminutive konkhiilion ‘small variety of conch’ —
hence ‘cockle’. The Greek word subsequently
became reduced to kokhiilion, whose plural
passed into medieval Latin as *cochilia. Next in
the chain was Old French coquille, source of the
English word. The origin of the phrase cockles of
one’s heart (first recorded in the mid 17th
century) are not clear: some have claimed that
the heart resembles a cockle shell, or more
specifically that the fibres of the heart muscle
spiral like the lines on a cockle shell, while
others note a supposed resemblance of cockle to
corculum, a Latin diminutive of cor ‘heart’, and
others again point out that the scientific name for
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the cockle is Cardium, from Greek kardia
‘heart’, but none of these explanations really
carries conviction.

» CONCH

cockney [14] Etymologically, a cockney is a
‘cock’s egg’ (it comes from cokene, the old
genitive plural of cock, and ey, the Middle
English word for ‘egg’). This was a medieval
term for a small or misshapen egg, the ‘runt’ of
the clutch, supposedly laid by a cock, and it
came to be applied (probably egged on by
Middle English cocker ‘pamper’) to a ‘pampered
child’ or ‘mother’s boy’. In the 16th century we
find that it has passed on to ‘town dweller’ (the
notion being that people who lived in towns were
soft and effete compared with countrymen), and
by around 1600 it had started to mean more
specifically ‘someone born in the city of
London’. The popular definition ‘someone born
within the sound of Bow bells’ is first reported
by the lexicographer John Minsheu in 1617.

» COCK, EGG

cockroach [17] Cockroach is a product of folk
etymology, the process by which a ‘foreign’ —
sounding is adapted by speakers of a language so
as to seem more familiar. In this case the foreign
word was Spanish cucaracha. This was
evidently too much for 17th-century English
tongues, so the first element was transformed
into cock and the second to roach (presumably
after the freshwater fish of that name). Modern
English roach ‘butt of a marijuana cigarette’ [20]
is probably an abbreviation of cockroach, but
this is not certain.

cocktail [19] The origins of the word cocktail
are mysterious. It first appeared (in America) in
the first decade of the 19th century, roughly
contemporary with cocktail meaning ‘horse with
a cocked tail” — that is, one cut short and so made
to stick up like a cock’s tail — but whether the two
words are connected, and if so, how the drink
came to be named after such a horse, are not at
all clear.

cocoa [18] Like chocolate, cocoa came to
English from the Nahuatl language of the Aztec
people. Their cacahuatl meant ‘beans of the
cocoa tree’. Its first element was borrowed into
Spanish as cacao. This was adopted by English
in the 16th century, and remained the standard
form until the 18th century, when it was
modified to cocoa. Originally it was pronounced
with three syllables (/ko-ko-a/), but confusion
with the coco of coconut (which was also
sometimes spelled cocoa) led to the current two-
syllable pronunciation.

coconut [17] Despite its tropical origins, the
coconut has a European name. The base of the
coconut’s shell, with its three small holes,
apparently reminded early Spanish and
Portuguese explorers of a human face, so they
called it coco; this was the Portuguese word for
a grinning or grimacing face, as of a scarecrow.
English adopted it in the 16th century, and it
formed the basis of the compound coconut, first
recorded in 1613. (Before then the fruit of the
coconut palm had been known as the Indian nut.)

cod [13] Like most fish-names, the origins of cod
are obscure. It has been suggested, not all that
convincingly, that it comes from another word
cod [OE], now obsolete, which meant broadly
‘pouch’ — the idea being that the fish supposedly
has a ‘baglike’ appearance. Among the specific
applications of this other cod, which was of
Germanic origin, were ‘seedcase’ (which
survived into the twentieth century in the archaic
compound peascod ‘pea pod’) and ‘scrotum’.
By transference the latter came to mean
‘testicles’, whence codpiece, a 15th- to 17th-
century garment somewhat analogous to the
jockstrap. The cuttle of cuttlefish comes from the
same source.

» CUTTLEFISH

coda see QUEUE

code [14] ‘System of secret communication
signs’ is a relatively recent semantic
development of the word code, which emerged
in the early 19th century. It derived from an
earlier sense ‘system of laws’, which was based
on a specific application to various sets of
statutes introduced by the Roman emperors. The
word itself came from Old French code, a
descendant of Latin codex, whose meaning ‘set
of statutes, book of laws’ derived from a broader
sense ‘book’. This in turn came from an earlier
‘piece of wood coated with wax for writing on’,
which was based ultimately on ‘tree trunk’, the
word’s original meaning. Codex itself was
borrowed into English in the 16th century. Its
Latin diminutive form, codicillus, produced
English codicil [15].

» CODEX, CODICIL

coerce [17] The underlying etymological
meaning of coerce is ‘restraining’ or ‘confining’.
It comes from the Latin compound verb coercére
‘constrain’, which was formed from the prefix
co- ‘together’ and the verb arcere ‘shut up, ward
off” (possibly a relative of Latin arca ‘chest,
box’, from which English gets ark). An earlier,
15th-century, form of the English word was
coherce, which came via Old French cohercier.

» ARK

coffee [16] The word coffee first reached us in a
form which we would now recognize in the 17th
century, probably via Italian caffe. It is
ultimately, however, of Middle Eastern origin,
and the earliest spellings recorded in English
reflect this: chaoua, cauwa, kahue, cahve, etc are
modelled closely on Turkish kahveh and its
source, Arabic gahwah. Where the Arabic word
came from is not known for certain: probably it
is based in some way on Kaffa, the name of an
area in the south Abyssinian highlands from
which the coffee tree is said to originate, but it
has also been claimed to have signified
originally some sort of wine. Café [19] comes of
course from French café, whose source was
Italian caffe. From the French word was derived
caféine, from which English gets caffeine [19],
while Spanish café produced cafetero ‘coftee-
seller’, source of English cafeteria [20].

» CAFE, CAFFEINE, CAFETERIA
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coffin [14] Greek kdphinus meant ‘basket’. It
passed via Latin cophinus into Old French,
where it split into two words. Cofin came to
mean ‘box, chest’ as well as ‘basket’, and it was
with these senses that it was borrowed into
English. The specific application to boxes for
burial is not recorded before the early 16th
century. The other Old French descendant of
Latin cophinus was coffre, which gave English
coffer [13].

» COFFER

cogent see SQUAT

cognate see NATIVE

cognizance [14] Latin gnoscere meant ‘know’
(it is related to know and notion). From it was
derived the compound verb cognoscere ‘get to
know, recognize, acknowledge’. Its present
participial stem cognoscent- formed the basis of
a Vulgar Latin noun *conndscentia, which
passed into Old French as connoissance. English
borrowed this as conisance, restoring the Latin g
to the spelling in the 15th century, which
eventually affected the word’s pronunciation.
Also from the Latin present participle came
Italian conoscente, which in its latinized form
was borrowed into English as cognoscente in the
18th century. Meanwhile, the past participial
stem of the Latin verb, cognit-, produced the
noun cognitio, source of English cognition [15].
The infinitive form of the Latin verb passed
into Old French as connoitre, from which was
derived the agent noun connoisseur, borrowed
into English in the 18th century (modern French
has connaisseur).
#» COGNITION, CONNOISSEUR, KNOW, NOTION,
RECOGNIZE, RECONNAISSANCE, RECONNOITRE

cohort [15] Etymologically, cohort is an
‘enclosed yard’. It comes via Old French cohorte
from Latin cohors, a compound noun formed
from the prefix com- ‘with’ and an element hort-
which also appears in Latin hortus ‘garden’
(source of English horticulture) and is related to
English garden, yard, and the second element of
orchard. From the underlying sense of ‘enclosed
place’ it came to be applied to a crowd of people
in such a place, and then more specifically to an
infantry company in the Roman army. Its
meaning has spread figuratively in English to
‘band of associates or accomplices’, whose
frequent use in the plural led to the
misapprehension that a single cohort was an
‘associate’ or ‘accomplice’ — a usage which
emerged in American English in the mid 20th
century.

The original form of the Latin word is well
preserved in cohort, but it has also reached us,
more thickly disguised, as court.

» COURT, GARDEN, HORTICULTURE, ORCHARD,
YARD

coil [16] Ultimately, coil, cull, and collect are the
same word. All come from Latin colligere
‘gather together’. Its past participial stem
produced collect, but the infinitive form passed
into Old French as coillir, culler, etc, and thence
into English. In the case of coil, its original
general sense ‘gather, collect’ (of which there is

no trace in English) was specialized, no doubt
originally in nautical use, to the gathering up of
ropes into tidy shapes (concentric rings) for
stowage.

» COLLECT, CULL

coin [14] Latin cuneus meant ‘wedge’ (from it
we get cuneiform ‘wedge-shaped script’). It
passed into Old French as coing or coin, where it
developed a variety of new meanings. Primary
amongst these was ‘corner-stone’ or ‘corner’, a
sense preserved in English mainly in the now
archaic spelling quoin. But also, since the die for
stamping out money was often wedge-shaped, or
operated in the manner of a wedge, it came to be
referred to as a coin, and the term soon came to
be transferred to the pieces of money
themselves.

» QUOIN

coitus see EXIT

colander [14] Colander probably comes
ultimately from Latin colum ‘sieve’. From this
was derived the verb colare ‘strain’, which
produced a Vulgar Latin noun *colator. This is
assumed to have passed into Old Provengal as
colador, which appears to have been the source
of early English forms such as culdor- and
culatre. The n is a purely English innovation.

» PERCOLATE, PORTCULLIS

cold [OE] Cold is a word of ancient roots. It can
be traced back to the Indo-European base *gel-,
*gol-, which also produced Latin gelu ‘frost’,
ultimate source of English congeal, gel, and
jelly. Its prehistoric Germanic descendant was
*kal-, *kol-, from which English gets cool,
probably chill, and, via a past participial
adjective *kaldaz, cold. The noun use of the
adjective dates back to Old English times, but
the sense ‘viral infection of the nose, throat, etc’
is a 16th- century development.

» CHILL, CONGEAL, COOL, GEL, JELLY

coleslaw [18] Cole is an ancient and now little
used English word for plants of the cabbage
family, such as cabbage or rape (it comes
ultimately from Latin caulis ‘cabbage’, whose
underlying meaning was ‘hollow stem’ — see
CAULIFLOWER). It was used in the partial
translation of Dutch koolsla when that word was
borrowed into English in the late 18th century.
Kool, Dutch for ‘cabbage’, became cole, but sia
presented more of a problem (it represents a
phonetically reduced form of salade ‘salad’),
and it was rendered variously as -slaugh (now
defunct) and -slaw. (Interestingly enough, the
earliest record of the word we have, from
America in the 1790s — it was presumably
borrowed from Dutch settlers — is in the form
cold slaw, indicating that even then in some
quarters English cole was not a sufficiently
familiar word to be used for Dutch kool.
Coldslaw 1is still heard, nowadays as a folk-
etymological alteration of coleslaw.)

» CAULIFLOWER, COLE, SALAD

collar [13] Etymologically, a collar is simply
something worn round one’s ‘neck’. The word
comes via Anglo-Norman coler from Latin
collare, which meant ‘necklace’ as well as ‘part
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of a garment that encircles the neck’ (both senses
have come through into English, although the
latter has predominated). Collare was a
derivative of collum ‘neck’, which came from an
earlier base *kols- that also produced German
and Swedish hals ‘neck’. It has been speculated
that it goes back ultimately to Indo-European
*qwelo- ‘go round’, the root from which we get
English wheel — the underlying notion being that
the neck is that on which the head turns.

» DECOLLETE, HAUBERK, WHEEL

colleague [16] A colleague is literally ‘one
chosen or delegated to be or work with another’.
It comes via French collegue from Latin collega,
a compound noun formed from com- ‘with’ and
leg-, the stem of legare ‘choose’ (whence also
English legation and delegate) and lex ‘law’
(source of English legal, legitimate, etc). Despite
the similarity in spelling, it is not related to
English league.

» COLLEGE, DELEGATE, LEGAL, LEGITIMATE

collect [16] Collect comes via French collecter
or medieval Latin colléctare from collect-, the
past participial stem of Latin colligere ‘gather
together’, a compound verb formed from com-
‘together’ and legere ‘gather’ (source also of
English elect, neglect, and select and, from its
secondary meaning ‘read’, lecture and legible).
The specialized noun use of collect, ‘short
prayer’, pronounced with its main stress on the
first syllable, antedates the verb in English,
having arrived via Old French in the 13th
century. It comes from late Latin collécta
‘assembly’, a nominalization of the past
participle of colligere, which was used in
medieval times in the phrase oratio ad collectam
‘prayer to the congregation’.

Collect comes from the past participle of
Latin colligere, but its infinitive form is the
source of English coil and cull.

» COIL, CULL, ELECT, LECTURE,
LIGNEOUS, NEGLECT, SELECT

college [14] College comes from the same
source as colleague. Latin colléga, literally ‘one
chosen to work with another’, a compound based
on the stem of legare ‘choose’. An ‘association
of collégae, partnership’ was thus a collégium,
whence (possibly via Old French college)
English college. For many hundreds of years this
concept of a ‘corporate group’ was the main
semantic feature of the word, and it was not
really until the 19th century that, via the colleges
of Oxford and Cambridge universities, the
notion of ‘academic institution’ overtook it.

» COLLEAGUE, DELEGATE, LEGAL, LEGITIMATE

collide [17] Collide comes from Latin collidere,
a compound verb formed from com- ‘together’
and laedere ‘injure by striking’. Other English
descendants of laedere are elide and lesion.

» ELIDE, LESION

collie see coaL

colliery see coaL

colloquial see VENTRILOQUIST

colon There are two distinct words colon in
English. Colon ‘part of the large intestine’ [16]
comes via Latin from Greek kélon, which meant

LEGIBLE,

‘food, meat’ as well as ‘large intestine’. Colon
the punctuation mark [16] comes via Latin from
Greek kolon, which originally meant literally
‘limb’. It was applied metaphorically (rather like
foor) to a ‘unit of verse’, and hence to a ‘clause’
in general, meanings which survive in English as
technical terms. From there it was a short step to
the main present-day meaning, ‘punctuation
mark’.

colonel [17] Historically, a colonel was so called
because he commanded the company at the head
of a regiment, known in Italian as the compagna
colonnella, literally  the  ‘little-column
company’; hence the commander himself took
the title colonnella. The word colonnella is a
diminutive form of colonna, which is descended
from Latin columna ‘pillar’ (source of English
column). It appears first to have entered English
via French in the form coronel, in which the first
[ had mutated to r. Spellings with this r occur in
English from the 17th and 18th centuries, and it
is the source of the word’s modern
pronunciation. Colonel represents a return to the
original Italian spelling.

» COLUMN

colony [16] Etymologically, a colony is a
‘settled land’. The word goes back ultimately to
the Indo-European base *gwel-, *qwol-, which
signified ‘move around’ (it is the source of
English cycle and wheel) and hence ‘move
habitually in, settle in, inhabit’. One of the
descendants of this base was Latin colere
‘inhabit, cultivate’. Thus someone who settled
on a new piece of land and cultivated it was a
colonus, and the land he settled was his colonia.
(The German city of Cologne gets its name from
Latin colonia; in Roman times it was called
Colonia Agrippina, the ‘settlement or colony of
Agrippa’.)

» CYCLE, WHEEL

colossal [18] Colossal comes ultimately from
Greek kolossos, a word of unknown origin which
was first used by the historian Herodotus as a
name for certain gigantic statues in Egypt. It
became much better known, of course, when
applied to the Colossus of Rhodes, a 36-metre-
high statue of Apollo that stood at the entrance to
Rhodes harbour, built around 280 BC. Various
adjectives meaning ‘huge’ have since been
derived from it: Latin had colosséus and
colossicus, and in the 17th century English tried
colossean and colossic, but in the 18th century
the choice fell on colossal, borrowed from
French. The amphitheatre built in Rome by
Vespasian and Titus around 80-75 BC was
named Colosseum after its great size.

colour [13] The Old English words for ‘colour’
were hiw ‘hue’ and bléo, but from the 13th
century onwards they were gradually replaced
by OIld French colour. This came from Latin
color, which appears to have come ultimately
from an Indo-European base *kel- ‘hide’ (source
also of apocalypse, cell, clandestine, conceal,
and occult). This suggests that its original
underlying meaning was ‘outward appearance,
hiding what is inside’, a supposition supported
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by the long history of such senses of English
colour as ‘outward (deceptive) appearance’ and
‘(specious) plausibility’ (as in ‘lend colour to a
notion’).

» APOCALYPSE, CELL, CONCEAL, HELL, OCCULT

column [15] The notion underlying column is of
‘height, command, extremity’. It comes, via Old
French colomne, from Latin columna ‘pillar’,
which was probably a derivative of columen,
culmen ‘top, summit’ (from which English also
gets culminate). It goes back ultimately to a base
*kol-, *kel-, distant ancestor of English exce/ and
hill.

The word’s application to vertical sections of
printed matter dates from the 15th century, but
its transference to that which is written (as in
‘write a weekly newspaper column’) is a 20th-
century development.

» CULMINATE, EXCEL, HILL

comb [OE] Comb is an ancient word, which has
been traced back to an Indo-European
*gombhos. This appears to have signified
‘tooth’, for among its other descendants were
Sanskrit jambhas ‘tooth’ and Greek gdphos ‘pin,
tooth’. In prehistoric West and North Germanic
it became *kambaz, which produced English
comb, German kamm, and Dutch kam (probably
borrowed into English in the 18th century as
cam, originally ‘projecting cog-like part on a
wheel for transferring motion’). The Old English
verb formed from comb lasted dialectally as
kemb until the 19th century, but today it survives
only in unkempt.

The origin of the word’s application to
honeycomb, first recorded in the 13th century, is
not known.

» OAKUM, UNKEMPT

combat [16] Combar means literally ‘fight
with’. It comes via French combattre from late
Latin combattere, a compound verb formed from
Latin com- ‘with’ and *battere, an assumed
variant of Latin battuere ‘fight, beat’ (ultimate
source of English abate, battle, and debate).

» ABATE, BATTLE, DEBATE

combine [15] The notion underlying combine is
simply ‘two together’. It comes, perhaps via
French combiner, from late Latin combinare, a
compound verb formed from Latin com-
‘together’ and bini ‘two at a time’; this Latin
adverb was formed from the prefix bi- ‘twice’,
and is the basis of English binary.

» BINARY

come [OE] Come is of course one of the basic
words of English, and its history goes back to the
language’s Indo-European roots. Here its distant
ancestor was the base *gwem-, which also
produced Greek bainein ‘go, walk’ (related to
English base and basis) and Latin venire ‘come’
(source of a whole range of English words from
adventure to venue). The prehistoric Germanic
descendant of *gwem- was *kweman or *kuman,
which has produced German kommen, Dutch
komen, Swedish komma, and English come. The
compound become (source of comely) was
formed in Germanic in prehistoric times.

» ADVENTURE, BASE, BASIS, BECOME, VENUE

comedy [14] Comedy is of Greek origin. It
comes ultimately from Greek komos ‘revelry’.
This appears to have been combined with 0idos
‘singer, poet’ (a derivative of aeidein ‘sing’,
source of English ode and odeon) to produce
komoidos, literally ‘singer in the revels’, hence
‘actor in a light amusing play’. From this was
derived komoidia, which came to English via
Latin comoedia and Old French comedie.

» ENCOMIUM, ODE

comely [13] Old English had an adjective cymlic
‘beautiful’ (no relation at all to come), but this
seems to have died out around the year 1000, and
it is likely that comely, which first appears in the
early 13th century, represents a reduced version
of becomely, an adjective long since defunct of
which there are a few records towards the end of
the 12th century. This meant ‘suitable,
becoming’ (it was formed, of course, from the
verb become), an early meaning of comely; its
other semantic strand, ‘beautiful’, is probably a
memory of Old English cymlic.

» BECOME

comestible see EAT

comet [13] Comer means literally ‘the long-
haired one’. Greek k6mé meant ‘hair’, but it was
also applied metaphorically to the tail of a
comet, which was thought of as streaming out
behind like a luxuriant head of hair being blown
by the wind. Hence an astér kométés ‘long-
haired star’ was the name given to a comet.
Eventually the adjective komeétés came to stand
for the whole phrase, and it passed via Latin
comeéta and Old French comete into English.

comfit see CONFETTI

comfort [13] Comfort did not always have its
present ‘soft’ connotations of physical ease,
contentment, and well-being. Etymologically it
means ‘make someone stronger’, and its original
English sense was ‘encourage, support’ (this
survives in such contexts as ‘give aid and
comfort to the enemy’). It comes via Old French
conforter from late Latin confortare ‘strengthen
greatly’, a compound verb formed from the
prefix com- ‘with’ used as an intensive and the
adjective fortis ‘strong’ (source of English force,
fort, and effort).

The  antonym  discomfort is  not
etymologically related to discomfit, a word with
which it is often confused.

» EFFORT, FORCE, FORT

comfrey see FERVENT

comma [16] Greek kémma meant literally ‘piece
cut off, segment’. It derived from the verb
koptein ‘cut’, relatives of which include Russian
kopje ‘lance’, source of the coin-name kopeck,
and probably English capon. Kémma came to be
applied metaphorically, as a technical term in
prosody, to a small piece of a sentence, a ‘short
clause’, a sense which it retained when it
reached English via Latin comma. It was not
long before, like colon, it was applied to the
punctuation mark signifying the end of such a
clause.

» CAPON, KOPECK
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command [13] Ultimately, command and
commend are the same word. Both come from
Latin compound verbs formed from the intensive
prefix com- and the verb mandare ‘entrust,
commit to someone’s charge’ (from which we
get mandate). In the classical period this
combination produced commendare ‘commit to
someone’s charge, commend, recommend’,
which passed into English in the 14th century
(recommend, a medieval formation, was
acquired by English from medieval Latin in the
14th century). Later on, the compounding
process was repeated, giving late Latin
commandare. By this time, mandare had come
to mean ‘order’ as well as ‘entrust’ (a change
reflected in English mandatory). Commandare
inherited both these senses, and they coexisted
through Old French comander and Anglo-
Norman comaunder into Middle English
commande. But ‘entrust’ was gradually taken
over from the 14th century by commend, and by
the end of the 15th century command meant
simply ‘order’.

Commandeer and commando are both of
Afrikaans origin, and became established in
English at the end of the 19th century largely as
a result of the Boer War. Commodore [17] is
probably a modification of Dutch komandeur,
from French commandeur ‘commander’.

» COMMEND, COMMODORE, DEMAND,
MANDATORY, RECOMMEND, REMAND

commensurate see MEASURE

comment [15] In Latin, a commentum was
originally ‘something invented or devised’. It
was derived from the verb comminisci ‘devise,
contrive by thought’, a compound formed from
the prefix com- ‘with’ and a base *men- (this
also produced Latin mens and mentio, source
respectively of English mental and mention). It
was used in the 7th century by the Spanish
theologian Isidore in the sense ‘interpretation,
annotation’, and it was with that meaning rather
than the original ‘contrivance’ that the word
passed eventually into English.

» MENTAL, MENTION, MIND

commerce [16] Commerce is etymologically
related to market, merchandise, merchant, and
mercury. It comes, perhaps via French
commerce, from Latin commercium ‘trade’, a
compound noun formed from the collective
prefix com- ‘together’ and merx ‘merchandise’.
The adjective commercial is 17th-century, its
nominal use for ‘broadcast advertisement’ 20th-
century.

» MARKET, MERCHANT, MERCURY

commit [14] Etymologically, commit simply
means ‘put together’. It comes from Latin
committere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix com- ‘together’ and the verb mittere ‘put,
send’ (whence English missile and mission). It
originally meant literally ‘join, connect’, but
then branched out along the lines of ‘put for
safety, entrust’ (the force of com- here being
more intensive than collective) and ‘perpetrate’
(exactly how this sense evolved is not clear). The
whole range of meanings followed the Latin

verb into English, although ‘put together’ was
never more than an archaism, and died out in the
17th century. Of derivatives based on the Latin
verb’s past participial stem commiss-,
commission entered English in the 14th century
and commissionaire (via French) in the 18th
century. Medieval Latin commissarius produced
English commissary [14] and, via French,
Russian commissar, borrowed into English in
the 20th century.
» COMMISSAR, COMMITTEE, MISSILE, MISSION

committee [15] Committee was formed from
the verb commit by adding the suffix -ee.
Following the pattern of all such formations, it
originally meant ‘person to whom something is
committed’; it was not until the 17th century that
the sense ‘body of people delegated to perform a
particular function’ developed.

commodious [15] Latin commodus meant
‘convenient’. It was a compound adjective
formed from com- ‘with’ and modus ‘measure’,
and thus meaning literally ‘conforming with due
measure’. From it was derived the medieval
Latin adjective commodiosus, which passed,
probably via French commodieux, into English.
This originally meant ‘advantageous, useful,
convenient’, and it was not really until the 16th
century that it developed the meaning ‘affording
a conveniently large amount of space’. The noun
derivative commodity entered English in the 14th
century, and from earliest times had the concrete
meaning ‘article of commerce’, deriving from
the more general sense ‘something useful’.
Commodus was borrowed into French as
commode ‘convenient’, which came to be used
as a noun meaning both ‘tall headdress for
women’ and ‘chest of drawers’. English adopted
the word in the 17th century, and in the 19th
century added the new sense ‘chair housing a
chamber pot” (a semantic development
paralleling the euphemistic use of convenience
for lavatory).
» COMMODE, COMMODITY

commodore see COMMAND

common [13] Common comes ultimately from
an Indo-European base *moi-, *mei-, signifying
‘change, exchange’, which also produced
English  immune, mutate, mutual, and
remunerate. A derivative of this base, *moin-,
*mein- seems to have joined up with the Indo-
European collective *kom- to produce *komoin-,
*komein- ‘shared by all’. In Germanic this
became *gamainiz, source of English mean
‘despicable’, while in Latin it gave commiinis,
source, via Old French comun, of English
common. Both the Latin and French forms have
given English a number of derivatives: from the
former we have community [14] (Latin
communitatis), communion [14]  (Latin
commiunio), and communicate [16] (Latin
commiinicare), while the latter has yielded
commune [13] (Old French comuner) and
communism [19] (French communisme, coined
around 1840).

» COMMUNICATE, COMMUNISM, COMMUNITY,
IMMUNE, MEAN, MUTUAL, MUTATE,
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complete

REMUNERATE
commonwealth see WEALTH
commotion see MOTOR

compact There are two distinct words compact
in English; both are of Latin origin, but they
come from completely different sources. The
adjective, ‘compressed’ [14], comes from Latin
compactus, the past participle of compingere, a
compound verb formed from com- ‘together’
and pangere ‘fasten’. The noun use ‘small case
for face powder’ is 20th-century and based on
the notion of firmly compacted powder.
Compact ‘agreement’ [16] comes from Latin
compactum, a noun based on the past participle
of the verb compacisct ‘come to an agreement’.
The unprefixed form pacisct, a relative of Latin
pax ‘peace’, gave English pact [15].

» PACT, PEACE

companion [13] Etymologically, your
companion is someone who shares your ‘bread’
with you. It comes, via Old French compaignon,
from Vulgar Latin *companio, acompound noun
formed from Latin com- ‘with’ and panis
‘bread’. The Old French stem compaign- also
formed the basis of compaignie, from which
English gets company [13]. Compare MATE.
The companion of companionway ‘stairway
on a ship’ [18] is of similar but distinct origin. It
comes ultimately from Vulgar Latin *compania,
a compound noun meaning ‘what one eats with
bread’, formed from Latin com- ‘with’ and panis
‘bread’. In Italian this became campagna
‘provisions’, which was used in the phrase
camera della campagna ‘(ship’s) storeroom’.
The meaning of the phrase eventually passed to
campagna on its own, and was carried via Old
French compagne to Dutch kompanje, which
meant ‘quarterdeck’. English borrowed this, and
adapted it to the more familiar English pattern
companion.
» COMPANY, PANNIER

compare [15] Compare comes via Old French
comparer from Latin comparare ‘couple,
match’, a verb based on the adjective compar
‘equal’, a compound formed from the prefix
com- ‘mutually’ and par ‘equal’ (source of
English pair, peer, and parity). The Latin
derivative noun comparatio gave Old French
comparesoun and hence English comparison
[14].

» PAIR, PAR, PARITY, PEER

compass [13] The notion underlying compass
is of ‘measuring out with paces’. It originated as
a verb, Vulgar Latin *compassare ‘pace out’, a
compound formed from the Latin intensive
prefix com- and passus (source of English pace).
This passed into Old French as compasser
‘measure’, and thence into English. The derived
Old French noun compas was early applied to a
pivoted two-armed measuring and drawing
instrument, presumably inspired equally by the
ideas ‘stepping’ and ‘measuring’, and English
acquired this sense in the 14th century. The use
of the word for a magnetic direction indicator,

which dates from the 16th century, may be due to
the device’s circular container.

» PACE

compel see PULSE

compendium see PONDER

compensate see PONDER

compete [17] Compete comes from Latin
competere. This was a compound verb formed
from com- ‘together’ and petere ‘seek, strive’
(source of English petition, appetite, impetus,
and repeat). At first this meant ‘come together,
agree, be fit or suitable’, and the last of these
meanings was taken up in the present participial
adjective  competens, source of English
competent [14]. In later Latin, however,
competere developed the sense ‘strive together’,
and this formed the basis of English compete.

» APPETITE, COMPETENT, IMPETUS, PETITION,
REPEAT

compile see PILE

complacent see COMPLAISANT

complain [14] Complain goes back to the Latin
in verb plangere, source also of English
plangent. This was formed on a prehistoric base
*plak- (from which we also get plankton), and it
originally meant ‘hit’. Its meaning developed
metaphorically through ‘beat one’s breast’ to
‘lament’, and in medieval Latin it was combined
with the intensive prefix com- to produce
complangere. When it entered English via Old
French complaindre it still meant ‘lament’, and
although this sense had died out by about 1700,
traces of it remain in ‘complain of” a particular
illness. Complaint [14] came from Old French
complainte.

» PLANGENT, PLANKTON

complaisant [17] Complaisant and complacent
[17] are virtual doublets. Both come from Latin
complacere ‘please greatly’ (a compound verb
formed from placere, source of English please),
but they reached English along different routes.
Complaisant  came  via  French, from
complaisant, the present participle of complaire
‘gratify’, but complacent was a direct borrowing
from the Latin present participle. It originally
meant simply ‘pleasant, delightful’, and did not
take on its present derogatory connotations (at
first expressed by the now obsolete
complacential) until the mid 18th century.

» COMPLACENT, PLEASE

complete [14] Complete first reached English as
an adjective, either via Old French complet or
direct from Latin complétus. This was the past
participle of complere ‘fill up, finish’, a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and plere ‘fill’, a word related to Latin
pléenus ‘full” (whence plenary, plenitude, plenty,
etc) and indeed to English full.

The verb compleére itself came into Old
French as the now obsolete complir (complete as
a verb is a later formation from the adjective),
and was prefixed with a- to produce accomplir.
From its stem accompliss- English got
accomplish [14].

» ACCOMPLISH, COMPLIMENT,
EXPLETIVE, PLENARY, PLENTY

COMPLY,
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compliant see cOMPLY
complicate see PLY

compliment [17] Compliment and complement,
so often confused, are in effect doublets. They
come from the same ultimate source, Latin
complementum, a noun derived from complére
“fill up, finish’ (source of English complete and
accomplish). English borrowed complement
direct from Latin in the 14th century in the sense
‘fulfilment, accomplishment’, and by the 16th
century this had developed the more specific
metaphorical meaning ‘fulfilment of the
obligation of politeness’ — hence ‘polite words
of praise’. But then in the 17th century came
competition in the form of compliment, also
meaning ‘polite words of praise’. This also came
from Latin complementum, but along a
circuitous route via  Vulgar  Latin
*complimentum, Spanish cumplimiento, and
French compliment. 1t gradually took over from
complement in this ‘flattering’ sense, while
complement went on to develop its leading
current meaning, ‘counterpart’, in the 19th
century.

» ACCOMPLISH, COMPLEMENT, COMPLETE,
COMPLY, EXPLETIVE, PLENARY, PLENTY

comply [17] Like accomplish, complete,
complement, and compliment, comply comes
from Latin complére ‘fill up, finish’. It was
originally acquired in the 14th century, via Old
French complire, but does not seem to have
survived, and the sudden explosion in its use in
the early 17th century represents a new
borrowing, from Italian complire. Italian had the
word from Spanish cumplir, in which the
meaning ‘be courteous’ had developed. This
passed into English, and though long defunct,
seems to have been the basis of the modern
English sense ‘be amenable or obedient’.
Compliant [17] is an English development.

» COMPLETE, COMPLIANT, COMPLIMENT

compose [15] Etymologically, compose means
simply ‘put together’; it comes, via Old French
composer, from compos-, the perfect stem of
Latin componere, a compound verb formed from
the prefix com- ‘with’ and ponere ‘place, put’,
source of English position. Amongst its many
descendants and derivatives are compound,
component [17] (from the Latin present
participle component-), composite [16] (from the
Latin past participle compositus), and compost
[14] (which originally meant ‘stewed fruit’, like
the later-borrowed compote [17]).

» COMPONENT, COMPOSITE, COMPOST, COMPOTE,
COMPOUND, POSITION

compound There are two distinct words
compound in English. The one meaning
‘combine’ [14] comes ultimately from Latin
componere ‘put together’. Old French took two
verbs from this: the perfect stem compos-
produced composer (whence English compose)
while the infinitive became compondre, source
of English compound. Its original Middle
English form was compoune; the final d came
from the adjectival use of the past participle
compouned. Compound ‘enclosure’ [17] is of

Eastern origin: it comes from Malay kampong
‘group of buildings, village’, and was borrowed
via Portuguese campon or Dutch campoeng. The
English form was no doubt remodelled on the
basis of compound ‘combine’.

» COMPOSE, COMPOSITE, POSITION

comprehend see PREY

COMPress see PRESS

comprise see PREY

compunction [14] Etymologically, to do
something  ‘without compunction’ means
literally to do it without one’s conscience
pricking. The word comes via Old French
componction from late Latin compunctio, a
derivative of compungere ‘prick hard’, a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and pungere ‘prick’ (source of English
puncture and pungent).

» PUNCTURE, PUNGENT

compute [17] Latin computare meant ‘reckon
together’. It was a compound verb formed from
the prefix com- ‘together’ and putare ‘reckon,
think’ (source of English putative and various
derived forms such as amputate, deputy, dispute,
impute, and reputation). It was borrowed into
Old French as compter, from which English got
count, but English compute was a direct
borrowing from Latin. The derivative computer
was coined in the mid-17th century, and
originally meant simply ‘person who computes’;
the modern meaning developed via ‘device for
calculating’ at the end of the 19th century and
‘electronic brain’ in the 1940s.

» AMPUTATE, COUNT, DEPUTY, DISPUTE, IMPUTE,
PUTATIVE, REPUTATION

comrade [16] Etymologically, one’s comrade is
someone with whom one shares a room. The
word came via French camerade from Spanish
camarada ‘room-sharer’, a derivative of camara
‘room’, from Latin camera. Cameraderie is a
19th-century borrowing from French.

»  CAMARADERIE, CAMERA,
CHAMBERLAIN, CHIMNEY

concatenation [17] A concatenation is
literally a ‘chain’ of events or occurrences. Itis a
derivative of the seldom-encountered verb
concatenate [16], which comes from Latin
concaténdare ‘chain together, link’, a compound
verb formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
catena ‘chain’ (source of English chain).

» CHAIN

conceal [14] Conceal can be traced back to the
Indo-European base *kel- ‘hide’, which was also
the source of English apocalypse, cell, occult,
and probably colour. It formed the basis of the
Latin verb célare ‘hide’, which was strengthened
by the intensive prefix com- to produce
concelare. This reached English via Old French
conceler. Another offshoot of the Latin verb was
the adverb clam ‘secretly’; from this was formed
the adjective clandestinus, acquired by English
as clandestine in the 16th century.

» APOCALYPSE, CELL, CLANDESTINE, HOLE,
HOLSTER, OCCULT, SUPERCILIOUS

conceive [13] Conceive is one of a number of
English words (deceive, perceive, and receive

CHAMBER,
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are others) whose immediate source is the Old verb developed several figurative senses,
French morpheme -ceiv-. This goes back including ‘digest food” and ‘reflect on

ultimately to Latin capere ‘take’ (source of
English capture), which when prefixed became
-cipere. In the case of conceive, the compound
verb was concipere, where the prefix com- had
an intensive force; it meant generally ‘take to
oneself’, and hence either ‘take into the mind,
absorb mentally’ or ‘become pregnant’ -
meanings transmitted via Old French conceivre
to English conceive. The noun conceit [14] is an
English formation, based on the models of deceit
and receipt. Conception [13], however, goes
back to the Latin derivative conceptio.

» CAPTURE, CONCEIT, CONCEPTION, DECEIVE,
PERCEIVE, RECEIVE

concern [15] In earliest use, English concern
meant ‘distinguish, discern’. This was a
reflection of its ultimate source, Latin cernere
‘sift, separate’. In combination with the prefix
com- ‘together’ it produced concernere, which
in classical times meant specifically ‘mix
together preparatory to sifting’. Later, however,
the prefix seems to have taken on a more
intensive role, with concernere reverting to the
same range of senses as cernere. By the Middle
Ages these not only included ‘discern, perceive’
and ‘decide’ (whence English certain, from the
past participle of cernere), but had widened
considerably to ‘relate to’ — a meaning which
emerged in English concern in the 16th century.
Connotations of distress or worry began to
develop in the late 17th century.

» CERTAIN, DISCERN

concert [16] Concert probably comes ultimately
from Latin concertare, a compound verb formed
from the prefix com- ‘with’ and certare ‘strive,
contend’, a verb derived from certus ‘sure, fixed’
(source of English certain), which in turn came
from cernere (source of English concern). Some
etymologists have rejected concertare as the
origin of concert, on the grounds that its
meaning — ‘dispute, debate’ — was completely
opposite, but it seems that in post-classical times
the Latin verb came to mean ‘strive together (in
cooperation)” — a much more plausible sense
relationship. It passed into Italian as concertare
‘bring into agreement’, and developed specific
musical connotations of ‘harmony’. English
acquired it via French concerter. The noun
concerto [18] was an Italian derivative of the
verb; French borrowed it as concert, and passed
it on to English as the noun concert [17].
Concertina was coined in the 1830s, from the
noun concert.

#» CERTAIN, CONCERN, CONCERTINA, CONCERTO,
DISCONCERT

conciliate see councIL
conclave see CLAVIER

concoct [16] To concoct an excuse is the same,
etymologically, as to ‘cook’ one up. The word
concoct comes from the past participle of Latin
concoquere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix com- ‘together’ and coquere ‘cook’. This
was a derivative of the noun coquus ‘cook’,
which was the source of English cook. The Latin

something in the mind’, but ‘fabricate’ seems to
be an English creation (first recorded in the late
18th century), developed from an earlier ‘make
by mixing ingredients’.

» COOK

concomitant see COUNT

concord [13] Etymologically, concord signifies
that two people’s hearts are together, as one. The
word comes, via Old French concorde, from
Latin concordia, a derivative of the adjective
concors. This meant literally ‘hearts together’,
and thus ‘of one mind, in harmony’. It was
formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and the
noun cors ‘heart’ (source of English cordial and
French coeur). Concordat [17] comes from the
past participle of the Latin verb concordare
‘agree’.

Discord [13], the antonym of concord, has a
parallel origin, coming ultimately from Latin
discors ‘disagreeing’.

» CONCORDAT, CORDIAL, DISCORD
concourse see COURSE

concrete [14] In origin, something concrete is
something that has ‘grown together’. The word
comes, via Old French concret, from Latin
concretus, the past participle of concréscere
‘grow together’, hence ‘harden’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and créscere ‘grow’ (source also of
English crescent, increase, and accrue). Its
original application in English was fairly general
— referring to that which is solid or material; its
use for the building material did not emerge until
the early 19th century.

» ACCRUE, CRESCENT, DECREASE, INCREASE

concubine [13] A concubine is etymologically
a person with whom one goes to bed. It comes
via Old French concubine from Latin concubina,
a compound noun formed from the prefix com-
‘with” and cub-, the stem of the verb cubare ‘lie
down, go to bed’. Another derivative of this verb
was Latin cubiculum, whose meaning ‘bedroom’
was carried through into English cubicle [15];
the more general ‘partitioned-off area’ did not
emerge fully until the 20th century.

» CUBICLE

concupiscence see CUPIDITY

concussion [15] The etymological notion
underlying concussion is of ‘violent shaking’;
the modern connotation of a ‘jarring injury to the
brain’ did not emerge until the 16th century. The
word comes from late Latin concussio, a noun
derived from the past participial stem of
concutere ‘shake violently’. This was a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and -cutere, an alteration of quatere ‘shake,
strike’ (its variant quassare was the source of
English quash and cashier ‘dismiss’, and
probably  lies  behind  cascara  [19],
etymologically ‘bark broken off the tree’). The
verb concuss is 17th-century.
The related percussion [16] comes ultimately
from Latin percutere ‘strike through’.
» CASCARA, CASHIER, PERCUSSION, QUASH,
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RESCUE

condign [15] From its virtually exclusive
modern use in the phrase condign punishment,
condign has come to be regarded frequently as
meaning ‘severe’, but etymologically it signifies
‘fully deserved’. It comes via Old French
condigne from Latin condignus, a compound
adjective formed from the intensive prefix com-
and dignus ‘worthy’ (source of English dainty,
deign, dignity, disdain, and indignant, and
related to decent). The collocation with
punishment arises from the frequent use of the
phrase in Tudor acts of parliament.

» DAINTY, DECENT, DEIGN, DIGNITY, DISDAIN,
INDIGNANT

condiment see RECONDITE

condition [14] Latin condicere originally meant
literally ‘talk together’ — it was a compound verb
formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
dicere ‘talk’ (whose base dic- forms the basis of
a wide range of English words from abdicate to
vindicate, including diction and dictionary).
Gradually the idea of ‘talking together,
discussing’ passed to ‘agreeing’, and the derived
Latin noun conditio  originally meant
‘agreement’. From this came ‘stipulation,
provision’, and hence ‘situation, mode of being’,
all of them senses which passed via Old French
condicion into English condition.

» ABDICATE, DICTION, DICTIONARY, PREDICT,
VINDICATE

condolence [17] Condolence and sympathy are
parallel formations: both go back to classical
originals (late Latin condolére and Greek
sumpdtheia respectively) which meant literally
‘together-suffering’. Latin condolere was a
compound verb formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and doleére ‘suffer pain’ (source of
English dolour and doleful). This entered
English in the 16th century as the now seldom
encountered verb condole, but the comparative
frequency of the noun condolence is probably
due to the early 17th-century adoption of French
condoléance (the spelling condoleance was
common in English in the 17th and 18th
centuries).

» DOLEFUL, DOLOUR

condone see DATE

cone [16] Greek konos originally meant ‘pine-
cone’ — it was the pine-cone’s typical shape
which suggested the application of the word to a
conical geometrical figure. The word passed into
English via Latin conus and French cone.
Coniferous [17] was formed from Latin conifer,
literally ‘cone-bearing’ (-ifer goes back to Latin
ferre ‘carry’, a relative of English bear).

» HONE

confess [14] Confess comes from Latin
confiter? ‘acknowledge’. This was a compound
verb formed from the intensive prefix com- and
fatert ‘admit’ (a relative of English fable, fame,
and fate). Its past participle was confessus, and
this was taken as the basis of a new Vulgar Latin
verb *confessare, which passed into English via
Old French confesser.

» FABLE, FAME, FATE

confetti [19] The Latin compound verb
conficere meant ‘put together, make, prepare’ (it
was formed from the prefix com- and facere ‘do,
make’, source of English fact, factory, fashion,
etc and related to English do). From its past
participial stem was formed the noun confectio,
which passed into English, via Old French, as
confection in the 14th century (by which time it
already had its present-day association with
sweets). But the past participle confectum also
produced Old French confit, whence English
comfit [15], and Italian confetto, which was a
small sweet traditionally thrown during
carnivals. The British adapted the missiles to
weddings (displacing the traditional rice) at the
end of the 19th century, using symbolic shreds of
coloured paper rather than real sweets.

» COMFIT, CONFECTION, DISCOMFIT, DO, FACT,
FACTORY, FASHION

confide [15] To confide in somebody is literally
to ‘put one’s trust or faith’ in them. The word
comes from the Latin compound verb confidere,
which was formed from the intensive prefix
com- and fidere ‘trust’. This was a derivative of
fides ‘trust’ (whence English faith). Confidant
[16] and confidence [15] come from the Latin
verb’s present participle, confidens, in which the
secondary notion of ‘self-assurance’ was already
present. The abbreviation con for confidence
man, confidence trick, etc originated in the USA
in the late 19th century.

» CONFIDENT, FAITH

confine see FINE

confiscate [16] Confiscate’s etymological
connotations are financial: the Latin verb
confiscare meant ‘appropriate to the public
treasury’. It was formed from the collective
prefix com- and fiscus. This meant originally
‘rush-basket’; it was applied to the baskets used
by tax collectors, and hence came to mean
‘public treasury’ (English gets fiscal from it).
The looser sense of confiscate, ‘seize by
authority’, dates from the early 19th century.

» FISCAL

conflagration see FLAGRANT

conflict see PROFLIGATE

confound [13] Latin confundere literally meant
‘pour together’; it was a compound verb formed
from the prefix com- ‘together’ and fundere
‘pour’ (source of English found ‘melt’ and fuse).
This sense was later extended figuratively to
‘mix up, fail to distinguish’, a meaning which
passed via Old French confondre into English.
Meanwhile, the Latin verb’s past participle,
confusus, came to be used as an adjective; in Old
French this became confus, which English
acquired in the 14th century as confuse. This was
soon assimilated to the normal pattern of English
past participial adjectives as confused, from
which the new verb confuse, was coined.

» CONFUSE, FOUND, FUSE

confute see BEAT

congratulate see GRATEFUL

congregation [14] Etymologically, a church’s
congregation is comparable to a pastor’s flock.
The word comes from Latin congregatio, a noun
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derivative of congregare ‘flock together’. This
was a compound verb formed from the collective
prefix com- and grex ‘flock, herd’ (source of
English egregious and gregarious).
Congregation was thus originally simply a
‘meeting, assembly’; its religious connotations
arose from its frequent use in the 1611
translation of the Bible to render ‘solemn public
assembly’. The verb congregate  was
independently borrowed in the 15th century.

» AGGREGATE, EGREGIOUS, GREGARIOUS,
SEGREGATE

congress [16] A congress is literally a ‘coming
together’ — hence, a ‘meeting’. The word comes
from Latin congressus, which was based on the
past participial stem of congredi ‘come
together’. This was a compound verb formed
from the prefix com- ‘together’ and gradr ‘go,
walk’ (a derivative of gradus ‘step’, from which
English gets grade, gradual, and graduate). The
application of the word to the US legislature
dates from the 1770s.

» GRADE, GRADUAL, GRADUATE, PROGRESS,
TRANSGRESS

congruent [15] Etymologically, triangles that
are congruent ‘come together’ or ‘agree’ — that
is, are similar. The word comes from congruens,
the present participle of Latin congruere ‘come
together, meet, agree’. This was a compound
verb formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
a verb, *gruere, not found elsewhere (some have
linked it with Latin ruere ‘fall’ — ultimate source
of English ruin —in which case congruere would
have meant literally ‘fall together’, but others
have seen a connection with Greek zakhrées
‘attacking violently’). Incongruous is a 17th-
century adoption from Latin incongruus.

coniferous see CONE

conjecture [14] A conjecture is, etymologically
speaking, simply something ‘thrown together’.
The word comes, perhaps via Old French, from
Latin conjectiira ‘conclusion, interpretation’, a
noun derived from the past participle of conicere
‘throw together’. This was a compound verb
formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
jacere ‘throw’ (source of English jet, jettison,
and jerty). The notion behind the word’s
semantic development is that facts are ‘thrown
together” in the mind and (provisional)
conclusions drawn.

» JET, JETTISON, JETTY

conjugal [16] The notion underlying conjugal is
of ‘joining together’. It comes from Latin
conjugalis, an adjective derived from conjux
‘spouse’. This is turn was derived from
conjugare ‘join together (in marriage)’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and jugare ‘yoke’ (a derivative of
Jjugum ‘yoke’, which is related to English yoke
and yoga). (The grammatical connotations of
English conjugate [16] arise from the notion of a
‘connected’ set of verb forms.) The base of
jugum, *jug-, also produced jungere ‘join’,
whose derivative conjungere ‘join together’ is
responsible for the parallel set of English words

conjoin [14], conjunct [15], and conjunction
[14].

» CONJUGATE, CONJUNCTION, JOIN, YOGA, YOKE

conker [19] A conker was originally a ‘snail
shell’. Small boys tied them on to pieces of
string and played a game involving trying to
break their opponent’s shell (another method of
playing was simply to press two shells together
and see which one broke). The first record of the
use of horse chestnuts instead of snail shells is
from the 1880s, but in the succeeding century
this has established itself as the word’s sole
application. It is not entirely clear where it
originally came from. The connection with
molluscs has inevitably suggested a derivation
from conch (itself ultimately from Greek
konkhe), but early 19th-century spellings of the
game as conquering, and of conker as
conqueror, point to a simpler explanation, that
the stronger snail shell defeated, or ‘conquered’,
the weaker.

connect [17] Etymologically, connect means
‘tie together’. It comes from Latin connectere, a
compound verb formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and nectere ‘bind, tie’ (whose past
participial stem, nex-, is the ultimate source of
English nexus [17]). The derived noun
connection first appeared, in the spelling
connexion, in the 14th century.

» NEXUS

connubial see NUBILE

conquer [13] Latin conquirere originally meant
‘seek something out’. It was a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix com- and
quaerere ‘seek’ (source of English query, quest,
question, inquire, and require). Bit by bit,
‘searching for something’ slid into ‘acquiring it’,
including by force of arms: hence the sense
‘vanquish’, already current in the 13th century.
The term Conqueror appears first to have been
applied to William I of England around 1300.

» ENQUIRE, INQUEST, QUERY, QUEST, QUESTION,
REQUIRE

conscience [13] Latin conscire meant ‘be
mutually aware’. It was a compound verb
formed from the prefix com- ‘with, together’ and
scire ‘know’ (source of English science). To
‘know something with oneself’ implied, in a
neutral sense, ‘consciousness’, but also a moral
awareness, a mental differentiation between
right and wrong, and hence the derived noun
conscientia carried both these meanings, via Old
French, into English (the more general, amoral,
‘consciousness’ died out in the 18th century). A
parallel Latin formation, using *sci-, the base of
scire, was conscius ‘aware’, acquired by English
in the 17th century as conscious. Conscientious
is also a 17th-century borrowing, ultimately
from Latin conscientiosus.

» SCIENCE

consecutive see SEQUENCE

consent [13] The notion underlying ‘giving
one’s consent’ is ‘feeling together’ — that is,
‘agreeing’, and hence ‘giving approval or
permission’. The word comes from Old French
consente, a derivative of the verb consentir. This
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was a descendant of Latin consentire ‘agree’, a

compound verb formed from the prefix com-

‘together’ and sentire ‘feel’ (source of English

sense, sentence, sentiment, etc). Consensus,

originally the past participle of Latin consentire,

was borrowed into English in the 19th century.
#» CONSENSUS, SENSE, SENTENCE, SENTIMENT

consequence see SEQUENCE

conserve [14] Latin servare meant ‘keep,
preserve’ (it was not related to servus ‘slave’,
source of English serve and servant). Among the
compounds formed from it were praeservare
‘guard in advance’ and, using the intensive
prefix com-, conservare. This passed into
English via Old French conserver. Amongst its
derivatives are conservation [14], conservative
[14] (first used in the modern political sense by J
Wilson Croker in 1830), and conservatory [16]
(whose French original, conservatoire, was
reborrowed in the 18th century in the sense
‘musical academy’).

» OBSERVE, PRESERVE, RESERVE

consider [14] Etymologically, consider means
‘observe the stars’. Amongst the most popular of
ancient Roman methods of divination was
astrology, and so the Latin verb considerare was
coined (from the intensive prefix com- and sidus
‘star’, source of English sidereal) to describe the
activity of carefully noting the stars’ courses for
the purpose of drawing auguries. From
‘observing stars’ it soon broadened out in
meaning to simply ‘observe’, and hence
figuratively ‘think over something’, but the
sense ‘have an opinion’ seems to be an English
development of the 16th century. English
acquired the word via Old French considerer, but
borrowed considerable directly from Latin
considerabilis; the modern sense ‘large in
amount’ arose in the mid-17th century, on the
basis of an earlier ‘worthy of consideration
because of great quantity’.

» DESIRE, SIDEREAL

consign see SIGN

consist [16] Latin consistere meant originally
‘stand still, be firmly in place’. It was a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and sistere ‘place’ (arelative of Latin stare,
which entered into a parallel compound to form
constare ‘stand firm’, source of English constant
[14]). The concrete concept of ‘standing firm’
passed into the more abstract ‘exist’, and hence
‘have a particular kind of existence, have
particular inherent qualities’. By the time
English borrowed the verb it had come to mean
‘be composed of .

#» CONSTANT, CONSTITUTE

console [14] Console means literally ‘offer
solace’. It comes from Latin consolari, a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and solart ‘comfort’ (source of the Latin
noun solatium, from which English gets solace
[13]). English acquired it either directly, or via
French consoler. The Latin agent noun derived
from consolari was consolator ‘comforter’,
which passed into French as consolateur. This
came to be used as an architectural term for a

carved human figure supporting a cornice, shelf,
etc, and was eventually shortened to console;
this was borrowed into English in the 18th
century.

» SOLACE

consonant [14] Etymologically, consonant
means ‘sounding together’. It comes via Old
French consonant from Latin consonans, the
present participle of consondre, a compound
verb formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
sonare ‘sound’. Its application to particular
speech sounds, contrasted with ‘vowels’, comes
from the notion that they were ‘pronounced
together with’ vowels, rather than
independently.

» SONOROUS, SOUND

consort sce SORT
conspire see SPIRIT

constable [13] The late Latin comes stabuli was
an officer in charge of the stables (comes is the
source of the English title count, and stabulum is
the ancestor of English stable). From the
comparatively lowly status of head groom, the
job gradually grew in importance until Old
French conestable was used for the principal
officer of the household of the early French
kings. In the 14th century the title was adopted
for the Constable of England. On a less exalted
level, the word has also been used since the 14th
century for someone appointed to uphold law
and order, and was applied to police officers
when they were called into being in the 1830s.

» COUNT, STABLE

constant see CONSIST

consternation see STRATA

constipation [15] Latin constipatio originally
meant ‘condition of being closely packed or
compressed’. Its English descendant
constipation was briefly used in that literal sense
in the 17th and 18th centuries, but for the most
part it has been a medical term: at first for
constriction of some internal organ, blood
vessel, etc, and from the mid-16th century for
impaired bowel function. The Latin past
participle constipatus passed into Old French as
costive, which English acquired, via an
unrecorded Anglo-Norman *costif ‘constipated’
[14].

» COSTIVE, STEVEDORE, STIFF

constitute [15] Etymologically, that which is
constituted is that which is ‘caused to stand” or
‘setup’. The word comes from the past participle
of Latin constituere ‘fix, establish’, a compound
verb formed from the intensive prefix com- and
statuere ‘setup’ (source of English statute). This
was a derivative of Latin status (whence English
state and status), which itself began life as the
past participle of stare ‘stand’ (a relative of
English stand). The derivative constituent [17]
comes (partly via French) from the Latin present
participle constituens.

» STAND, STATUE, STATUS, STATUTE

constrain see STRAIN

construct [17] Construct comes from the
present participle of Latin construere ‘pile up
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together, build’, a compound verb formed from
the prefix com- and struere ‘pile up’ (source of
English destroy and structure). English acquired
the same verb somewhat earlier, in the 14th
century, in the form construe.

» CONSTRUE, DESTROY, STRUCTURE

consult [17] The -sult element of consult
represents a prehistoric Indo-European *sal-,
which may be related to Sanskrit sar- ‘go’. It was
used with the prefix com- ‘together’ to form the
Latin verb consulere ‘discuss, consult’. An
altered form developed, consultare denoting
repeated action, and this was the source, via
French consulter of the English verb. Related to
Latin consulere were the nouns consul,
borrowed into English in the 14th century, and
consilium, ultimate source of English counsel
[13].

» CONSUL, COUNSEL

consummate see SUM

contact [17] The underlying notion of contact is
not surprisingly one of ‘touching’. It comes
ultimately from Latin tangere ‘touch’, source of
English ractile, tangent, and tangible. Using the
prefix com- ‘together’ this was formed into a
compound verb contangere ‘touch, border on’,
whose past participle contdctus was borrowed
into English, originally as a noun (its use as a
verb is a surprisingly late development, which
did not happen until the late 19th century). Also
derived from Latin contangere is contagion [14],
and contaminate is probably related.

» CONTAGION, CONTAMINATE,
TANGENT, TANGIBLE

contain [13] Contain comes ultimately from
Latin tenere ‘hold’, source of a wide range of
English words from abstain to tenor. In the case
of contain the immediate ancestor, via Old
French contenir, is Latin continére ‘hold
together, enclose, contain’, a compound formed
with the prefix com- ‘together’. Contain still
adheres fairly closely to the meaning of its Latin
original, but other descendants, such as content,
continent, continue, and countenance, have
branched out a lot semantically.

» ABSTAIN, CONTENT, CONTINENT, CONTINUE,
COUNTENANCE, RETAIN, SUSTAIN, TENOR

contaminate [15] Contaminate appears to
come from the same ultimate source as contact,
a base *fag- ‘touch’, which produced the Latin
verb tangere ‘touch’ (whence English ractile,
tangent, and tangible). It seems also to have
formed the basis of a compound Latin noun
*contagmen ‘contact, pollution’, which became
altered to contamen. From this was derived the
verb contaminare, whose past participle gave
English contaminate.

» CONTACT, TACTILE, TANGIBLE

contemplate [16] Etymologically, to
contemplate something is to observe it in a
‘temple’. The word comes from the past
participle of Latin contemplari, a compound
verb formed from the intensive prefix com- and
templum. This word, source of course of English
temple, originally signified a space marked out
by augurs (priests in ancient Rome who

TACTILE,

interpreted omens) for making observations.
Hence contemplart originally meant ‘observe
omens carefully’, but its application soon
became more general.

» TEMPLE

contend see TEND

content The adjective and noun content come
ultimately from the same source, but as their
divergent pronunciations suggest, they reached
English via different routes. Their common
original is Latin contentus, past participle of
continére ‘hold together, enclose, contain’
(source of English contain, continent, continue,
and countenance). The more recent borrowing,
the noun content [15], comes directly from
medieval Latin contentum, and retains the
original meaning of the Latin verb. The adjective
content [14], however, comes via Old French
content, and reflects a metaphorical change in
the Latin past participle from ‘contained’ via
‘restrained” and ‘self-restrained’ to ‘satisfied’.

» CONTAIN, CONTINENT, CONTINUE,
COUNTENANCE, RETENTIVE

contest [16] The idea underlying contest,
unlikely as it may seem, is of ‘bearing witness’.
It goes back to Latin contestari, a compound
verb formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
testari ‘bear witness’, which in turn was derived
from testis ‘witness’ (whence English testament,
testicle, and festimony). This verb signified the
bringing of a lawsuit by ‘calling witnesses
together’ from both sides. Hence was introduced
the adversarial or competitive notion that passed
into English, probably via Old French contester
(although in the 16th and 17th centuries traces of
the original Latin sense ‘bear joint witness,
attest’ survived in English, presumably as a
scholarly reintroduction).

» TESTAMENT, TESTICLE, TESTIMONY

context see TEXT

continent [14] Continent comes via Old French
from Latin continéns, the present participle of
continére ‘hold together, enclose, contain’
(source of English contain). From the beginning
it meant in general ‘exercising self-restraint’; of
the more specific senses, ‘chaste’ developed in
the 14th century and ‘able to retain urine and
faeces’ apparently in the early 19th century. The
word’s noun use developed from the Latin
phrase terra continéns ‘continuous land’ (for
this sense of Latin continére see CONTINUE). It
was at first applied in the 16th century to any
large continuous expanse of territory, and from
the early 17th century specifically to any of the
Earth’s major landmasses (the English use of
‘the Continent’ for mainland Europe is roughly
contemporary with this).

#» CONTAIN, CONTENT, CONTINUE, COUNTENANCE

continue [14] Latin continére in its transitive
sense (with an object) meant ‘hold together,
contain’, and led to English contain. However, it
was also used intransitively in the sense ‘hang
together’. From it was derived the adjective
continuus ‘uninterrupted’ (source of English
continuous [17]), which formed the basis of a
new verb continudre ‘make or be continuous’.
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English acquired this via Old French continuer.
(The derivative continual entered English in the
14th century.)

» CONTAIN, CONTENT, CONTINENT, COUNTENANCE

contort see TORMENT

contraband [16] Contraband means literally
‘proclamation against’ — hence ‘prohibition’. It
comes via French contrebande from Italian
contrabbando, a compound formed from contra
‘against’” (see CONTRARY) and bando
‘proclamation’ (whose source was late Latin
bannus, bannum, a relative of English ban). The
sense ‘dealing in prohibited goods’ had already
developed before English acquired the word, and
rapidly developed through ‘smuggling’ to
‘smuggled goods’.

» BAN, CONTRARY

contract [14] English acquired the word
contract in stages, although in all cases the
ultimate source was contractus, the past
participle of Latin contrahere, a compound verb
formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
trahere ‘pull, draw’ (source of English traction
and tractor). This meant literally ‘pull together’,
but it had a variety of metaphorical senses,
including ‘bring about’ and ‘enter into an
agreement’, and it was the latter which first
passed into English via Old French as a noun
meaning ‘mutual agreement’. The arrival of the
verb contract did not happen until the 16th
century; it developed from an earlier adjective
contract, which came again from Old French
contract. This introduced a further sense of Latin
contrahere; ‘become narrowed, get smaller’.

» DISTRACT, RETRACT, TRACTION, TRACTOR

contrary [14] Contrary originated as a Latin
adjectival formation based on the preposition
contra ‘against’, which historically was a
derivative of com or cum ‘with’. Latin contrarius
passed into English via Old French contraire and
Anglo-Norman contrarie. Originally contrary
was pronounced with the main stress on its
middle syllable, but this survives only in the
sense ‘obstinately self-willed’; from the 18th
century onwards, the stress has usually been
placed on the first syllable.

contrast see STATUE

contribute see TRIBE

contrition see THROW

contrive [14] In Middle English, contrive was
controve; it was not transformed into contrive
(perhaps under the influence of Scottish
pronunciation) until the 15th century. It came via
Old French controver from Latin contropdre
‘represent  metaphorically, compare’, a
compound verb based on the prefix com- ‘too’
and tropus ‘figure of speech’ (source of English
trope). The word’s meaning has progressed
through ‘compare via a figure of speech’ and
Old French ‘imagine’ to ‘devise’.

» TROPE

control [15] Implausible as it may seem,
control’s closest relative in English is contra-
rotating. It has its origins in a medieval method
of checking accounts which involved a duplicate
register, or ‘counter-roll’, as it was known

(contrarotulus in medieval Latin, contra
meaning ‘opposite’ and rofulus being the
diminutive of rota ‘wheel’). From the medieval
Latin noun a verb was formed, contrarotulare,
meaning ‘check accounts by such means’, and
hence ‘exert authority’. This passed into English
via Anglo-Norman contreroller. The spelling of
the agent noun controller as comptroller, still
encountered in certain official designations,
arises from an erroneous 16th-century
association of the first syllable with count, from
late Latin computus.
» ROTA, ROTATE

controversy see VERSE

contumely [14] The idea underlying contumely
‘insolence’ is ‘swelling up’. It comes, via Old
French contumelie, from Latin contumélia
‘insult, reproach’, a compound noun formed
from the intensive prefix com- and (probably)
tumere ‘swell’ (source of English fumour). The
sense development — from being ‘puffed up’ and
‘angry’, ‘proud’, or ‘stubborn’ through
‘overbearing’ to ‘insulting’ — appears also to be
reflected in contumacy ‘insubordination’ [14],
whose Latin source contumacia likewise
probably came from rumére.

» CONTUMACY, TUMOUR

contusion [14] Latin tundere meant ‘beat, hit’
(it may be related to English stint and stunt).
Addition of the intensive prefix com- produced
contundere ‘beat hard, pound’, and from its past
participle contisus was formed the noun
contiisio, which passed into English via Old
French contusion. Apart from isolated instances
in the 17th and 18th centuries when it was used
for ‘beating’ generally (probably scholarly
archaisms), contusion has always had the
physiological connotation of ‘bruising’ in
English.

» STINT, STUNT, TOIL

conundrum [16] Conundrum originally
appeared in all manner of weird and wonderful
guises — conimbrum, conuncrum, quonundrum,
connunder, etc — before settling down to
conundrum in the late 18th century. It bears all
the marks of one of the rather heavy-handed
quasi-Latin joke words beloved of scholars in
the 16th and 17th centuries, and a mid-17th-
century commentator attributed it to Oxford
university. At first it meant ‘whim’ and then
‘pun’; the current sense ‘puzzling problem’ did
not develop until the end of the 18th century.

convalesce [15] Latin valere meant ‘be strong
or healthy’ (from it English gets valiant, valid,
valour, and value). Derived from it was
valéscere ‘grow strong’, which, with the
addition of the intensive prefix com- produced
convalescere, source of English convalesce. It
was quite a commonly used word in Scottish
English from earliest times, but does not seem to
have established itself south of the border until
the 19th century.

» VALIANT, VALID, VALOUR, VALUE

convenient [14] Convenient comes from Latin
conveniens, the present participle of convenire
‘come together, be suitable, agree’, a compound



131

coolie

verb formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
venire ‘come’ (a distant relative of English
come). Convenient reflects the more figurative of
convenire’s meanings, as ultimately does
covenant, but its original literal sense ‘assemble’
is preserved in convene [15], convention [15],
convent, and coven.

#» CONVENT, CONVENTION, COVEN, COVENANT,
VENUE

convent [13] Latin conventus meant ‘assembly’
(it was the past participle of convenire ‘come
together’, source of English convenient), but as it
passed via Anglo-Norman covent into English it
acquired the specialized sense ‘religious
community’ (in early use it was applied to
communities of either sex, but since the end of
the 18th century it has come to be used
exclusively for a ‘house of nuns’). Until the mid-
15th century the Anglo-Norman spelling covent
was retained in English (it survives in Covent
Garden, which was formerly a vegetable garden
belonging to the monks of Westminster Abbey,
and may also the the source of coven [16]).

» CONVENIENT, COVEN, VENUE

converge see VERGE

conversation [14] Latin convertere meant ‘turn
round, transform’. It was a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix com- and
vertere ‘turn’ (source of English verse, version,
and vertigo). It has spawned a variety of English
words, its most direct descendant being convert
[13]. Its past participle conversus produced the
noun converse ‘opposite’ [16], but this should
not be confused with the verb converse ‘talk’
[14], which came via quite a different route.
Latin vertere had a specialized form, vertare,
denoting repeated action. From it came versar?
‘live, occupy oneself’, which, with the addition
of the com- prefix, produced conversari ‘live,
dwell, associate or communicate with others’.
This passed via Old French converser into
English, but at first both it and its derivative
conversation were limited semantically to the
notion of ‘dwelling’ and ‘social life’; the specific
modern sense ‘talk’ was not brought into play
until the late 16th century.

» CONVERT, VERSE, VERSION

convex [16] Convex was borrowed from Latin
convexus, mainly an architectural term meaning
‘arched, vaulted’. The element -vexus probably
came from vehere ‘carry’ (source of English
vehicle), the notion being that vaults are ‘carried
together’ (Latin com- ‘together’) to meet at a
point at the centre of a roof, although some have
speculated that it is related to Latin varus ‘bent,
knock-kneed’ (source of English prevaricate).

» VEHICLE, VEX

convey [13] Etymologically, to convey
something is to go with it on its way. It comes via
Old French conveier from medieval Latin
convidre ‘accompany, escort’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix com- ‘with’ and via
‘way’. The verb’s Latin meaning was carried
through into English, and though it died out in
convey in the 18th century it survives in convoy

[14], borrowed from a later French version of the
word.
» CONVOY, VIA

convince [16] Latin convincere meant
originally ‘overcome decisively’ (it was a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
com- and vincere ‘defeat’, source of English
victory). It branched out semantically to
‘overcome in argument’, ‘prove to be false or
guilty’; and when borrowed into English it
brought these meanings with it. Before long they
died out, leaving ‘cause to believe’, which
developed in the 17th century, as the only current
sense, but ‘find or prove guilty’ survives in
convict [14], acquired from the Latin past
participle convictus.

#» CONVICT, VICTORY

convivial see VIVID
convoke see VOCATION
convolution see VOLUME
convolvulus see VOLUME
CONVOY see CONVEY

cony [13] The rabbit was not originally native to
northern Europe, so there is no Germanic word
for it. Cony was introduced into English
(originally in the sense ‘rabbit fur’, not until a
century later for the animal itself) from Anglo-
Norman conis, which was the plural of conil.
This in turn came from Latin cuniculus, which is
thought to have been borrowed from an ancient
language of Spain or Portugal. The word rabbit
was introduced in the 14th century, originally
denoting the ‘young of a rabbit’, but gradually
replacing cony as the general term for the
animal.

cook [OE] The noun cook is a lot more ancient
than the verb, which in English was a 14th-
century development from the noun. The noun
itself was borrowed in Old English times from
Vulgar Latin cocus, a descendant of classical
Latin coquus. This is of Indo-European origin,
and has been linked with Greek péssein ‘cook,
boil’. Also from Latin coquus English gets
concoct and biscuit, but cookie [18], a borrowing
from Dutch koekje, is, despite its similarity,
related not to cook but to cake.

» APRICOT, CONCOCT, CUISINE, CULINARY, KILN,
KITCHEN, PEPSIN, PRECOCIOUS

cool [OE] Cool comes from the same source as
cold, namely Indo-European *gel-, *gol- (from
which English also gets congeal, gel, and jelly).
The Germanic descendants of this Indo-
European base were *kal-, *kol-. From these
were derived the Germanic adjective *koluz,
which passed into Old English as cdl. Its use for
‘fashionable, hip’ is mid-20th-century, but its
nonchalant application to large sums of money is
of surprisingly long standing: ‘I just made a
couple of bets with him, took up a cool hundred,
and so went to the King’s Arms’, John Vanbrugh
and Colly Cibber, The Provok’d Husband 1728.

» COLD, CONGEAL, GEL, JELLY

coolie [17] Coolie is not etymologically related
to cool. It comes from Hindi kul7, which may be
the same word as Kuli, the name of an aboriginal
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tribe of Gujarat in western India. It has been
speculated that the word was transported by the
Portuguese from there to southern India and
thence to China (it is now mainly applied to Far
Eastern labourers), its meaning perhaps
influenced by Tamil kiili ‘hire’.

COOp see CUP

cooperate see OPERATE

co-opt see OPINION

cope There are two distinct words cope in
English. The now more familiar one, ‘deal with’
[14], comes from OIld French coper, and
originally meant ‘hit, punch’. The Old French
verb was a derivative of the noun cop ‘blow’,
which in turn was a variant of colp (from which
modern French gets coup, borrowed into English
in the 18th century). This came via medieval
Latin colpus (ultimate source of English
coppice) and Latin colaphus from Greek
kolaphos ‘blow, punch’. The modern English
sense of the verb developed via ‘come to blows

with® and ‘contend with® to ‘handle
successfully’.
Cope ‘cloak’ [13] was borrowed from

medieval Latin capa, a variant of cappa, which
produced English cap and cape as well as chapel
and chaperone. It may ultimately be descended
from Latin caput ‘head’.

» COPPICE, COUP; CAP, CAPE, CHAPEL, CHAPERON

copious [14] Copious comes, either directly or
via Old French copieux, from Latin copiosus, a
derivative of copia ‘abundance’ (from which
English also gets copy). Copia itself was
originally a compound noun, formed from the
intensive prefix com- and ops ‘wealth, power’.

» COPY, OPULENT

copper [OE] A major source of copper in the
ancient world was the Mediterranean island of
Cyprus, so the Romans called it cyprium aes
‘metal of Cyprus’. This became cuprum in late
Latin, from which it was borrowed into
prehistoric West and North Germanic as *kupar,
source of Old English coper. (Copper the slang
term for ‘policeman’ [19] is simply the agent
noun formed from the verb cop ‘seize’, which
probably comes via Old French caper from
Latin capere ‘seize, take’, source of English
capture.)

coppice [14] The notion underlying coppice is
of ‘cutting’. Its ultimate source is the Greek
noun kolaphos ‘blow’, which passed via Latin
colaphus into medieval Latin as colpus (source
of English cope and coup). From colpus was
derived a verb colpare ‘cut’, which formed the
basis of Vulgar Latin colpaticium ‘having the
quality of being cut’. Its Old French descendant
copeiz came to be applied to an area of small
trees regularly cut back. English borrowed this
as coppice (and in the 16th century spawned a
new contracted form copse).

» COPE, COPSE, COUP

copulate see COUPLE

copy [14] Copy has a very devious semantic
history. It comes from Latin copia ‘abundance’
(source also of English copious), and came into
English via Old French copie. In addition to its

central sense ‘abundance’, Latin copia could
also mean ‘power, right’, and it appears that its
use in such phrases as ‘give someone the right to
transcribe’ led to its application to ‘right of
reproduction’ and ultimately to simply
‘reproduction’.

» COPIOUS

coral [14] Coral may ultimately be of Semitic
origin (Hebrew goral ‘pebble’ has been
compared), but the first record we have of it is as
Greek kordllion, which came to English via
Latin corallum or corallium and Old French
coral. Until the 17th century, the word was
applied exclusively to the red coral (Corallium
nobile); hence its use, since the early 16th
century, for a ‘rich red colour’.

cord [13] Cord ‘string’ and chord ‘straight line’
were originally the same word. They go back to
Greek khordé “string’, which came into English
via Latin chorda and Old French corde. In
English it was originally written cord, a spelling
which included the sense ‘string of a musical
instrument’. But in the 16th century the spelling
of this latter sense was remodelled to chord, on
the basis of Latin chorda, and it has been
retained for its semantic descendants ‘straight
line joining two points on a curve’ and ‘straight
line joining the front and rear edges of a wing’.
(Chord ‘combination of musical notes’ [15] is no
relation: it is a reduced version of accord, which
comes via Old French acorder from Vulgar
Latin *accordare, a compound verb based on
Latin cors ‘heart’, and ironically was originally
spelled cord.) Related words include cordon
[16], from the French diminutive form cordon,
and cordite [19], so named from its often being
shaped into cords resembling brown twine.

» CHORD, CORDITE, CORDON, YARN

corduroy [18] Popular etymology usually
associates corduroy with a supposed French
corde du roy ‘cord of the king’ or even couleur
du roy ‘king’s colour’ (the original corduroy
having according to this theory been purple), but
in fact there is no concrete evidence to
substantiate this. A more likely explanation is
that the word’s first syllable represents cord in
the sense ‘ribbed fabric’, and that the second
element is the now obsolete noun duroy ‘coarse
woollen fabric’ [17], of unknown origin.

core [14] The origins of core are a mystery, over
which etymologists disagree. Several candidates
have been put forward, including Old French cor
‘horn’, on the grounds that two of core’s earliest
applications were to the horny central part of
apples and pears and to corns on the foot, and
Latin cor ‘heart’, on the grounds that an apple’s
core is its ‘heart’.

corgi see HOUND

cork [14] The earliest ascertainable ancestor of
cork is Spanish alcorque ‘cork sole’, which
passed into English via Dutch kork. The initial
al-, of course, suggests that this was of Arabic
origin (al being the Arabic definite article), and
it seems likely that it represents Arabic al-qiirq,
which some have suggested came from Latin
cortex ‘bark’, source of English cortex [17]. The
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use of cork for a bottle-stopper made from cork
dates from the early 16th century.
» CORTEX

cormorant [13] In early medieval times the
cormorant was named ‘sea raven’ — that is, in
Latin, corvus marinus. This passed into Old
French first as cormareng, which later became
cormaran. English adopted it and added a final .
The word’s origins are still evident in Portuguese
corvo marinho ‘cormorant’.

» MARINE

corn [OE] The underlying sense of corn is of
grinding down into small particles. The word
comes ultimately from the Indo-European base
*ger-, which meant ‘wear away’. From it was
derived *grnom ‘worn-down particle’, which in
Latin produced granum (source of English
grain) and in prehistoric Germanic produced
*kurnam, which developed into Old English
corn. Already in Germanic times the word had
developed in meaning from simply ‘particle’ to
‘small seed” and specifically ‘cereal grain’, but
English corn was not of course applied to
‘maize’ before that plant came to Europe from
America in the 16th century. The original sense
‘particle’ survives in corned beef, where corned
refers to the grains of salt with which the meat is

preserved. The meaning ‘hackneyed or
sentimental matter’ is a  20th-century
development, based on the supposedly

unsophisticated life of country areas. Kernel
comes from an Old English diminutive form of
corn.

Corn ‘hardening of the skin’ [15] is a
completely different word, coming via Anglo-
Norman corn from Latin cornii ‘horn’.

» GRAIN; HORN

corner [13] The idea underlying corner is of a
‘projecting part’ or ‘point’. It came via Anglo-
Norman corner from Vulgar Latin *cornarium, a
derivative of Latin cornii ‘point’ (‘point’ was in
fact a secondary sense, developed from an
original ‘horn’ — and Latin cornii is related to
English horn). Other English descendants of
cornii are corn ‘hard skin’, cornea [14], cornet
[14], originally a diminutive form, and
cornucopia [16], literally ‘horn of plenty’.

» CORNEA, CORNET, HORN

corollary [14] Latin corolla was a ‘little crown
or garland’, typically made from flowers (the
word was a diminutive form of corona ‘crown’,
source of English crown). Hence a corollarium
was ‘money paid for such a garland’, and by
extension ‘gratuity’. Later it developed the
meaning ‘deduction’, applied in geometry to a
subsidiary proposition dependent on a previous
proof, the sense in which it was first borrowed
into English. (English acquired corolla itself in
the 17th century.)

» CORONARY, CROWN

coronary [17] Coronary comes from Latin
coronarius, an adjectival derivative of corona
‘garland, crown’. It was applied in the later 17th
century to any anatomical structure, such as an
artery, nerve, or ligament, that encircles another
like a crown. A leading example of such a

conformation is the heart, with its encircling
blood vessels, and gradually coronary came to
be used for ‘of the heart’. Its application as a
noun to ‘heart attack’ appears to be post-World
War II. Other English descendants of Latin
corona (which came from Greek koroné
‘something curved’) include coronation [14], the
diminutive coronet [15], coroner [14], originally
an ‘officer of the crown’, crown, and of course
corona [16] itself.
» COROLLARY, CORONATION, CORONER, CROWN

corporal [14] Corporal comes via Old French
corporal from Latin corporalis ‘bodily’, an
adjective derived from corpus ‘body’. The noun
corporal ‘non-commissioned officer’ [16] was
probably originally a completely different word.
It was borrowed from French corporal, which
appears to have been an alteration of caporal;
this in turn came from Italian caporale, a
derivative of capo ‘head’ (the change to corporal
seems to have been based on the notion of the
corporal as being in charge of a ‘body’ of
troops).

» CORPSE

corpse [14] Latin corpus ‘body’ has two direct
descendants in English: corpse, which came via
Old French cors, and corps [18], which came via
modern French corps. The former first entered
English in the 13th century as cors, and during
the 14th century it had its original Latin p
reinserted. At first it meant simply ‘body’, but by
the end of the 14th century the current sense
‘dead body’ was becoming firmly established.
The idea originally underlying corps, on the
other hand, was of a small ‘body’ of troops.

Other English derivatives of corpus include

corporal, corporate [15], from the past
participle of Latin corporare ‘make into a body’,
corpulent [14], two diminutives corpuscle [17]
and corset [14], and corsage [15]. Corpus itself
was acquired in the 14th century.

» CORPORAL, CORPORATE, CORPULENT, CORSET

corral [16] English acquired corral from Spanish
corral, but its previous history is disputed. Some
etymologists consider that it is of southern
African origin, from the language of the
Hottentot people, but others derive it from
Vulgar Latin *currale ‘enclosure for vehicles’,
which would have been based on Latin currus
‘two-wheeled wagon’ (source of English car and
carry). Kraal [18] originated as an Afrikaans
adaptation of Portuguese curral, corresponding
to Spanish corral.

» KRAAL

correct [14] Correct is etymologically related to
rectitude and rightness. It comes from the past
participle of Latin corrigere ‘make straight, put
right’, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix com- and regere ‘lead straight,
rule’. This regere (source of English regent,
régime, regiment, and region) goes back to an
Indo-European base *reg- ‘move in a straight
line’, which also produced English right,
rectitude, regal, royal, and rule. In English the
verb correct by a long time predates the
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adjective, which first appeared (via French) in
the 17th century.
» ESCORT, REGAL, REGION, RIGHT, ROYAL, RULE

corridor see CURRENT
corroborate see ROBUST
corrode see ROSTRUM

corrupt [14] The Latin verb rumpere meant
‘break’ (it is etymologically related to English
bereave and rob). It (or rather its past participial
stem rup-) was the source of English rupture
[15], and it entered into partnership with the
intensive prefix com- to produce corrumpere
‘destroy completely’. This was the ancestor
(either directly or via Old French) of English
corrupt, both adjective and verb.

» BEREAVE, CURSE, ROB, RUPTURE

corsage see CORPSE

corsair [15] Etymologically, a corsair is
someone who goes on a ‘course’. Latin cursus
(source of English course) was a derivative of
Latin currere ‘run’, and meant originally a ‘run’.
From this it developed to ‘journey’ and
‘expedition’ to ‘hostile or predatory expedition’,
and eventually to the proceeds of such a raid, the
‘plunder’ or ‘booty’. In medieval Latin the term
cursarius was derived from it to denote someone
who took part in such raids, and this passed into
English via Old Italian corsaro, Provencal
corsari, and Old French corsaire.

#» COURSE, HUSSAR

corset see CORPSE

cortege see COURT

cortex see CORK

cosmos [17] Cosmos is a learned borrowing
from Greek kdsmos. The underlying meaning of
this was ‘order’, and it appears originally to have
been applied to the world and the universe by
Pythagoras and his school in reference to the
orderliness of creation. In the mid 20th century
the word provided a useful linguistic distinction
between Western and Soviet activities in space,
cosmonaut  (from  Russian  kosmonavr)
contrasting with astronaut. Somebody who is
cosmopolitan [19] is literally a ‘citizen of the
world’, from Greek kosmopolités, a compound
of késmos and polités.

From Greek késmos ‘order’ was derived the
verb kosmein ‘arrange, adorn’. This in turn
provided the basis of the adjective kosmetikos
‘skilled in adornment’, which passed into
English as cosmetic [17].

» COSMETIC, COSMOPOLITAN

cossack see CASSOCK

cosset [17] Cosset may originally have meant
‘someone who lives in a cottage’. Old English
had a word cots@ta ‘cottager’, which was
formed from cot ‘cottage’ and *scz-, an element
related to the verb siz. This disappeared from the
language after the Old English period, but not
before it was adopted into Anglo-Norman as
cozet or coscet (forms which appear in
Domesday Book). It has been suggested that this
is the same word as turns up in local dialects
from the 16th century meaning ‘lamb reared by
hand, pet lamb’ (that is, a lamb kept by a cottager

rather than at liberty with the flock), and further
that the notion of pampering a pet lamb gave rise
to the verb cosset.

cost [13] In Latin, something that cost a
particular price literally ‘stood at or with’ that
price. The Latin verb constare was formed from
the prefix com- ‘with’ and stare ‘stand’ (a
relative of English stand). In Vulgar Latin this
became *costare, which passed into English via
Old French coster (the derived noun arrived first,
the verb a couple of decades later). The adjective
costly is a 14th century formation.

» STAND, STATUE

coster [19] Coster is short for costermonger, a
term dating from the 16th century. Since the 19th
century, and perhaps before, it has been a general
term in Britain, and particularly in London, for a
street trader with a barrow or stall, but further
back in time it meant ‘fruiterer’, and originally,
more specifically still, a ‘seller of apples’. The
first element, coster, was an alteration of
costard, a word of Anglo-Norman origin for a
type of large apple. This was derived from coste
‘rib’ (a descendant of Latin costa, source of
English coast), and the costard was apparently
so called because of its prominent ‘ribs’.
(Monger ‘dealer’ [OE], now used in English
only in compounds, comes from a prehistoric
Germanic *manggojan, a borrowing from Latin
mango ‘dealer’.)

» COAST

costive see CONSTIPATION

costume [18] Ultimately, costume and custom
are the same word. Both come from Latin
consuétiido ‘custom’. But whereas custom was
an early borrowing, from Old French, costume
took a lengthier and more circuitous route via
Italian costume ‘custom, fashion, dress’ and
French costume. In the early 18th century the
word referred to the custom or fashion of a
particular period as it related to the
representation of the clothes, furniture, etc of
that period in art. In the 19th century this passed
into ‘mode of dress appropriate to a particular
time or place’, and thence (completing a
semantic development rather similar to that of
habit) into simply ‘garments, outfit’.

» CUSTOM

coterie [18] In Old French, coterie was a term
for an association of peasant tenants under the
feudal system. It was probably derived from an
unrecorded *cote ‘hut’. This would have been
borrowed from Middle Low German kote, a
relative of English cofe and cot. In French the
word gradually broadened out in meaning to
‘group of people sharing a common interest’, the
sense in which English borrowed it in the mid-
18th century.

cottage [14] The Old English words for a small
house or hut were cot and cote, both of which
survive — just: cor as an archaic term for
‘cottage’ and cote in dovecote and sheepcote.
(Cot “child’s bed’ [17], incidentally, is of Hindi
origin.) They both derive ultimately from a
Germanic base *kut-. Then, probably in the 12th
century, one or both of them seem to have been
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taken up by the language of the gentry, Anglo-
Norman, and had the suffix -age added, giving
*cotage, which was eventually adopted by
English as cottage. Originally this simply
denoted any small humble country dwelling; it
was not until the mid-18th century that it began
to acquire modern connotations of tweeness.

» COT, COTE

cotton [14] As with knowledge of the plant, its
name cotton came to Europe from the Middle
East. It originated in Arabic gutn, which passed
via Spanish into the other languages of Europe.
English acquired it via Old French coton. The
verbal idiom cotton (on) to ‘come to understand’
developed in the 20th century from an earlier
‘harmonize, agree’. This in turn has been traced
back to a still earlier ‘prosper’, which seems to
have originated in the 16th century with the
notion of the successful raising of the nap on
cotton cloth.

couch grass see QUICK

cough [14] Although it is largely disguised by
the modern English pronunciation, cough is of
onomatopoeic origin. It came from a prehistoric
Germanic base *kokh- (the kh pronounced not
unlike the ch of loch), which initiated the sound
of coughing. This has no recorded Old English
descendant (although one probably existed,
*cohhian), and first appears in the language as
Middle English coughen.

could [16] Could began life as ciithe, the past
tense of Old English cunnan ‘can’. By Middle
English times this had become couthe, and in the
14th century it developed to coude under the
influence of the standard past tense ending (e)de.
The [ was introduced in the 16th century, to bring
coude into line with would and should.

» KITH, UNCOUTH

coulter see CUTLASS

council [12] Etymologically, a council is a body
that has been ‘called together’ or ‘summoned’.
Latin concilium meant ‘assembly, meeting’; it
was formed from the prefix com- ‘together’ and
calare ‘call, summon’. It passed into English via
Anglo-Norman cuncile. It has no direct
etymological connection with counsel, but the
two are so similar that their meanings have
tended to merge at various points down the
centuries.

Latin concilium also formed the basis of the
verb conciliare, which originally meant ‘bring
together, unite’. Its metaphorical sense ‘make
more friendly, win over’ is preserved in English
conciliate [16].

» CONCILIATE
counsel see CONSULT

count There are two distinct words count in
English. Count ‘enumerate’ [14] comes
ultimately from Latin computare ‘calculate’
(source of English compute). It came into
English from Old French conter, which had, via
the notion of ‘adding up and rendering an
account’, developed the sense ‘tell a story’
(preserved in English in the derivatives account
and recount). The derivative counter [14] began
life as medieval Latin computatorium ‘place of

accounts’, and entered English via Anglo-
Norman counteour. Its modern sense ‘surface
for transactions in a shop’ does not seem to have
become firmly established until the early 19th
century, although it was applied to similar
objects in banks from the late 17th century.

The noble title count [16] comes via Old
French conte from Latin comes, which originally
meant ‘companion, attendant’ (it was a
compound noun, formed from the prefix com-
‘with’ and ire ‘go’, and so its underlying
etymological meaning is ‘one who goes with
another’). In the Roman empire it was used for
the governor of a province, and in Anglo-
Norman it was used to translate English earl. It
has never been used as an English title, but the
feminine form countess was adopted for the wife
of an earl in the 12th century (and viscount was
borrowed from Anglo-Norman viscounte in the
14th century). The Latin derivative comitatus
was originally a collective noun denoting a
‘group of companions’, but with the
development of meaning in comes it came to
mean first ‘office of a governor’ and latterly
‘area controlled by a governor’. In England, this
area was the ‘shire’, and so county [14], acquired
via Anglo-Norman counte, came to be a
synonym for ‘shire’. Another descendant of
Latin comes is concomitant [17], from the
present participle of late Latin concomitari.

» ACCOUNT, COMPUTE, PUTATIVE, RECOUNT;
CONCOMITANT, COUNTY

countenance [13] A person’s countenance has
nothing to do with computation. Etymologically,
it is how they ‘contain’ themselves, or conduct
themselves, and the word itself is a parallel
construction with continence. It was borrowed
from Old French contenance (a derivative of the
verb  contenir  ‘contain’), which meant
‘behaviour’, ‘demeanour’, or ‘calmness’ as well
as ‘contents’, and originally had this somewhat
abstract sense in English. It was not until the
14th century that the meaning began to develop
through ‘facial expression’ to the now familiar
‘face’ (traces of the original sense survive in
such expressions as ‘put someone out of
countenance’, meaning to make them lose their
cool).

» CONTAIN, CONTINENCE

counter see COUNT
counterpane see QUILT

country [13] Etymologically, the meaning of
country is virtually ‘surroundings’. It originated
in medieval Latin contratus ‘lying on the
opposite side’, an adjective formed from the
proposition contra ‘against, opposite’. This was
used in the phrase terra contrata ‘land opposite
or before one, spread out around one’, and soon
broke free to act as a noun in its own right. In Old
French it became cuntree, the form in which it
was borrowed into English. Its original notion of
‘area of land’ had quickly become narrowed
down to ‘district controlled or occupied by a
particular people’, hence ‘nation’, but its use for
‘rural areas as opposed to cities” does not seem
to have developed until the 16th century. The
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compound countryside originated in Scotland
and northern England, probably in the 17th
century.

county see COUNT

coupé [19] Coupé is the past participle of the
French verb couper ‘cut’, and it was originally
applied in the early 19th century to a type of
four-wheeled covered carriage (in full a carrosse
coupé ‘cut-off carriage’). The notion behind the
term is a truncated version of an earlier type of
coach, known as a berlin, achieved by removing
the rear seat. The first record of its application to
closed two-door cars comes in 1908. The French
verb couper is a derivative of the noun coup
‘blow’ (itself borrowed into English in the 18th
century), which in turn came from medieval
Latin colpus (ultimate source of English
coppice, which etymologically denotes the
‘cutting down’ of trees). Earlier in time the word
can be traced back via Latin colaphus to Greek
kolaphos ‘blow, punch’. A related word is
coupon, borrowed from French in the 19th
century.

» COPPICE, COPSE, COUP

couple [13] The notion underlying couple is of
‘joining’. The noun came into English via Old
French from Latin copula ‘tie, connection’. This
was a compound noun formed from the prefix
com- ‘together’ and the verb apere ‘fasten’
(source of English apt, adapt, adept, and inept).
Derived from it was the verb copulare, source of
English copulate [17].

» ADAPT, ADEPT, APT, COPULATE, INEPT

courage [13] Modern English uses heart as a
metaphor for ‘innermost feelings or passions’,
but this is nothing new. Vulgar Latin took the
Latin word cor ‘heart’ and derived from it
*cordaticum, a noun with just this sense.
Borrowed into English via Old French corage, it
was used from earliest times for a wide range of
such passions, including ‘anger’ or ‘lust’, and it
was not until the early 17th century that it
became narrowed down in application to
‘bravery’.

» CORDIAL

courier see CURRENT

course [13] Etymologically, course denotes
‘running’. It comes via Old French cours from
Latin cursus, a derivative of the verb currere
‘run’ (from which English gets current and a
wide range of other words, from courier to
occur). Its earliest meaning in English was
‘onward movement in a particular direction’, but
over the centuries it has developed a network of
additional senses. From the same Latin base
curs- are concourse [14], cursory [17] (from
Latin cursorius), discourse [14] (and the related
discursive [16]), excursion [16], incursion [15],
precursor [16], and recourse [14]. The derived
noun courser [13] is a doublet of corsair.

» CORSAIR, COURIER, CURRENT, DISCOURSE,
EXCURSION, OCCUR

court [12] Latin cohors designated an ‘enclosed
yard’ (it was formed from the prefix com- ‘with’
and an element hort- which also appears in
English horticulture). By extension it came to

stand for those assembled in such a yard — a
crowd of attendants or company of soldiers;
hence the meaning of cohort familiar today. But
both in its original sense and as ‘retinue’ the
word took another and rather more disguised
path into English. In late Latin the accusative
form cohortem had already become cortem, and
this passed into English via Old French cort and
Anglo-Norman curt. It retains the underlying
notion of ‘area enclosed by walls or buildings’
(now reinforced in the tautological compound
courtyard [16]), but it seems that an early
association of Old French cort with Latin curia
‘sovereign’s assembly’ and ‘legal tribunal’ has
contributed two of the word’s commonest
meanings in modern English.

The Italian version of the word is corte. From
this was derived the verb corteggiare ‘attend
court, pay honour’, which produced the noun
corteggio, borrowed into English via French as
cortege [17]. Other derivatives include courtesy
[13], from Old French cortesie (of which curtsey
[16] is a specialized use) and courtesan [16], via
French courtisane from Italian cortigiana.

» COHORT, COURTESY, CURTSEY, HORTICULTURE

cousin [13] The word cousin is etymologically
related to sister. It comes via Old French cosin
from Latin consobrinus, which meant literally
‘child of one’s mother’s sister’ — that is, ‘cousin
on one’s mother’s side’ (consobrinus was a
compound noun formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and sobrinus ‘maternal cousin’, a
derivative of soror ‘sister’ and relative of
English sister). By the time it entered English, it
had already broadened out in meaning to cover
paternal as well as maternal cousins, and indeed
in the Middle Ages it was applied more
generally still to any relative other than one’s
parents or brother and sister (probably through
association with Latin consanguineus ‘blood
relative’).

» SISTER

couvade see INCUBATE

cove [OE] Old English cofa meant ‘small room’,
as used for sleeping in or as a storeroom. It was
descended from Germanic *kubon, which was
probably also the ultimate ancestor of cubbyhole
[19] (the superficially similar cubicle is not
related). In the late Old English period this
seems to have developed in northern and
Scottish dialects to ‘small hollow place in
coastal rocks, cave’, and hence (although not,
apparently, until as late as the 16th century) to
‘small bay’. (The other cove [16], a dated slang
term for ‘chap’, may come from Romany kova
‘thing, person’.)

» CUBBYHOLE

coven see CONVENT

covenant [13] The notion of ‘agreement’ in
covenant comes originally from a literal ‘coming
together’. It was borrowed from Old French
covenant, a noun use of the present participle of
the verb covenir ‘agree’, which was descended
from Latin convenire ‘come together’ (source
also of English convene, convenient, convention,
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convent, and coven). (Modern French has
restored the n, giving convenir.)

#» CONVENIENT, CONVENT, CONVENTION, COVEN,
VENUE

cover [13] Cover comes ultimately from Latin
cooperire, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix com- ‘completely’ and operire
‘cover’ (a relative of aperire ‘open’, from which
English gets aperient). It passed into English via
Old French cuvrir or covrir. Derivatives include
coverlet [13] (in which the final element
represents not the diminutive suffix but French
lit ‘bed’, the word being a borrowing from
Anglo-Norman covrelit, literally ‘bed-cover’)
and kerchief (literally ‘head-cover’), as in
handkerchief.

» APERIENT, DISCOVER

covet [13] Covetousness and cupidity are very
closely related, etymologically as well as
semantically. Covet comes via Old French
coveitier from Vulgar Latin *cupiditare, a verb
derived from the Latin noun cupiditas (from
which English gets cupidity). Its ultimate source
is the Latin verb cupere ‘desire’.

» CUPIDITY

covey see INCUBATE

cow English has two completely distinct words
cow. The commoner, ‘female of cattle’ [OE], is a
word of very ancient ancestry. It goes back via
West and North Germanic *kouz to a
hypothetical Indo-European *gwous, which was
also the source of Latin bos (from which English
gets bovine, beef, and bugle, not to mention
Bovril). In modern English its plural is cows, but
Old English ci had an anomalous plural, c7,
which in the remodelled form kine survived
dialectally into the 20th century. The other cow,
‘intimidate, daunt’ [17], probably comes from
Old Norse kiiga ‘oppress’.

» BEEF, BOVINE, BUGLE

coward [13] Etymologically, a coward seems to
be ‘someone who runs away with his tail
between his legs’. It comes from Old French
cuard, which was based on *coda, the Vulgar
Latin descendant of Latin cauda ‘tail’. (The
apparently similar cower [13] is no relation,
coming from Middle Low German *kiiren ‘lie in
wait’.)

cowslip [OE] OIld English ciislyppe literally
meant ‘cow dung’ (a variant ciisloppe, which
survived dialectally into the 20th century as
cowslop, suggests that its second element is
related to slop and sloppy). The name
presumably came from the plant’s growing in
pastures where cows commonly graze, and
perhaps even from some perceived symbiosis
with cow-pats.

coxswain [15] A coxswain was originally a
servant, or swain, whose job was to steer a ship’s
boat, or cock (cock comes from Old French
coque, which was probably a descendant via late
Latin caudica ‘canoe’ of Latin caudex ‘tree
trunk’, and swain is a borrowing from Old Norse
sveinn ‘boy, servant’). The abbreviation cox
seems to have developed in the 19th century.

coy [14] Essentially, coy is the same word as
quiet, and ‘quiet’ is what it meant when it first
came into English (it soon developed to ‘shyly
reserved’, and the sense ‘quiet’ died out in the
17th century). Its ultimate source was Latin
quiétus, but whereas in the case of quiet this
passed directly through Old French, coy came
via the more circuitous route of Vulgar Latin
*quetus, which produced early Old French quei,
and later coi, the source of the English word.

» QUIET

crab Crab the crustacean [OE] and crab the apple
[14] may be two distinct words. The word for the
sea creature has several continental relatives
(such as German krebs and Dutch krabbe) which
show it to have been of Germanic origin, and
some of them, such as Old Norse krafla ‘scratch’
and Old High German krapho ‘hook’, suggest
that the crab may have received its name on
account of its claws. The origins of crab the fruit
are not so clear. Some would claim that it is
simply a metaphorical extension of the animal
crab, from a perceived connection between the
proverbial perversity or cantankerousness of the
crustacean (compare crabbed) and the sourness
of the apple, but others have proposed a
connection with Swedish dialect skrabba ‘wild
apple’, noting that a form scrab was current in
Scottish English from at least the 16th century.

» CRAYFISH

crabbed [13] Because of their tendency to
deploy their pincers at the slightest provocation,
and also perhaps because of their sidelong
method of locomotion, crabs seem always to
have had a reputation for being short-tempered
and perverse. Hence the creation of the adjective
crabbed, which literally means ‘like a crab’. Its
meaning has subsequently been influenced by
crab the apple, famous for its sourness. (The
semantically similar crabby is a 16th-century
formation.)

crack [OE] Old English had the verb cracian
‘make a sudden sharp noise’, but English did not
acquire the noun crack until the 14th century.
Both are of Germanic origin (modern German
has the related krachen, for instance, and Dutch
has kraken), and the verb’s hypothetical ancestor
can be reconstructed as *krakojan. The notion of
‘sudden sharp noise’ is semantically primary
(presumably it was originally onomatopoeic),
and the prevalent modern sense ‘fissure’ arises
from the connection between the noise of
something breaking and the resultant line of
fracture.

» CROCK

craft [OE] The original notion contained in the
word craft is that of ‘strength’ (that is the
meaning of its relatives in other Germanic
languages, such as German and Swedish kraft).
Old English creeft had that sense too (it had
largely died out by the 16th century), but it had
also developed some other meanings, which are
not shared by its Germanic cognates: ‘skill’, for
example (in a bad as well as a good sense,
whence crafty) and ‘trade’ or ‘profession’. Much
later in origin, however (17th-century in fact), is
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the sense ‘ship’. It is not clear how this
developed, but it may have been a shortening of
some such expression as ‘vessel of the sailor’s
craft’ (that is, ‘trade’). The word’s Germanic
stem was *krab- or *kraf-, which some have
seen also as the source of crave [OE].

» CRAVE

cram [OE] Prehistoric Germanic had a base
*kram-, *krem- which denoted ‘compression’ or
‘bending’. Among its descendants were Old
Norse kremja ‘squeeze, pinch’, German krumm
‘crooked’ (source of English crumhorn [17], a
curved Renaissance musical instrument), and
Old English crammian (ancestor of cram),
which meant ‘press something into something
else, stuff’. An extension of the base with p
(*kramp-, *kremp-) produced Middle Low
German and Middle Dutch krampe ‘bent’, one or
other of which was borrowed by Old French as
crampe and passed on to English as cramp [14]
(crampon [15] comes from a related source).
Other products of the Germanic base were Old
English crumb ‘crooked’, a possible ancestor of
crumpet, and perhaps crimp [17]. A non-
nasalized version of the base produced
Germanic *krappon ‘hook’, source of grape and
grapnel.

» CRAMPON, CRIMP,
GRAPE, GRAPNEL

crane [OE] Crane is a widespread Indo-
European bird-name: related forms such as Latin
grius, Greek géranos (source of English
geranium, also known as crane’s-bill, from the
long pointed ‘beak’ of its fruit), and Welsh garan
point to a prehistoric Indo-European base *ger-,
possibly imitative of the bird’s raucous call. The
resemblance of a crane lowering its long neck to
feed or drink to the operation of a lifting
apparatus with a long jib led to the application of
crane to the latter in the 14th century (French
grue and German kran show a similar semantic
development). Cranberry [17] is a borrowing
(originally American) of German cranbeere,
literally ‘craneberry’, so named from the
stamens, which supposedly resemble a beak.

» CRANBERRY, GERANIUM, PEDIGREE

crank [OE] There appears to be a link between
the words crank, cringe, and crinkle. They share
the meaning element ‘bending’ or ‘curling up’
(which later developed metaphorically into
‘becoming weak or sick’, as in the related
German krank ‘ill’), and probably all came from
a prehistoric Germanic base *krank-. In Old
English the word crank appeared only in the
compound crancsteef, the name for a type of
implement used by weavers; it is not recorded in
isolation until the mid-15th century, when it
appears in a Latin-English dictionary as a
translation of Latin haustrum ‘winch’. The
adjective cranky [18] is no doubt related, but
quite how closely is not clear. It may derive from
an obsolete thieves’ slang term crank meaning
‘person feigning sickness to gain money’, which
may have connections with German krank.
Modern English crank ‘cranky person’ is a back-

CRUMHORN, CRUMPET,

formation from the adjective, coined in
American English in the 19th century.

» CRINGE, CRINKLE

cranny see CRENELLATE

crash [14] Crash suddenly appeared from
nowhere in Middle English (meaning ‘break in
pieces noisily’), with apparently no relatives in
other Germanic languages. Its form suggests that
it originated in imitation of the sound of noisy
breaking, but it has been further suggested that it
may be a blend of craze and dash. The financial
or business sense of the noun, ‘sudden collapse’,
is first recorded in the early 19th century in the
writings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

Crass see GREASE

crate [17] Crate is usually connected with Latin
cratis ‘hurdle’, making it a relative of grate,
griddle, and grill(e), and indeed an isolated
example of crate in the early 16th century, which
unequivocally means ‘hurdle’, certainly must
come from that source. However, the main body
of evidence for crate begins in the late 17th
century, and its meaning, ‘large case or box’, is
sufficiently far from ‘hurdle’ to raise doubts
about its origins. Another possible source that
has been suggested is Dutch krat ‘basket’.

» GRATE, GRIDDLE, GRILL

crater [17] Greek kratér meant ‘bowl’, or more
specifically ‘mixing bowl’: it was a derivative of
the base *kera, which also produced the verb
keranniinai ‘mix’. (Crater or krater is still used
in English as a technical term for the bowl or jar
used by the ancient Greeks for mixing wine and
water in.) Borrowed into Latin as crater, it came
to be used metaphorically for the bowl-shaped
depression at the mouth of a volcano. Its
acquisition by English is first recorded in
Samuel Purchas’s Pilgrimage 1619.

cravat [17] The fashion for wearing scarves
round the neck started in France in the 1650s. It
was inspired by Croatian mercenaries employed
there at that time, who regularly sported linen
neckbands of that type. The Croats were called
in French Cravates (the name comes via German
Krabate from the original Serbo-Croat term
Hrvat), and so their neckerchiefs came to be
known as cravates too. English was quick to
adopt the term.

crave see CRAFT

craven [13] Craven originally meant simply
‘defeated’, and only gradually came to have the
pejorative sense ‘cowardly’. It probably came
from Old French cravante ‘defeated’, the past
participle of the verb cravanter, which in turn
came via Vulgar Latin *crepantare from Latin
crepare; this meant ‘creak, rattle, crack’ (hence
the English technical term crepitation [17]) but
also secondarily ‘burst’ or ‘break’.

» CREPITATION, CREVICE, DECREPIT

crayfish [14] The crayfish is related
etymologically as well as biologically to the
crab. The Old High German word for ‘crab’ was
krebiz (source of modern German krebs). This
was borrowed into Old French as crevice
(modern French has preserved the variant form
écrevisse), and transmitted to Middle English as
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crevis. Association of the final syllable with fish
led by the 16th century to its transformation to
crayfish (a variant Middle English form cravis
became crawfish).

» CRAB, CRAWFISH

crazy [16] Crazy originally meant literally
‘cracked’ (a sense preserved in the related
crazed). This soon came to be extended
metaphorically to ‘frail, ill” (as in Shakespeare’s
‘some better place, fitter for sickness and crazy
age’, I Henry VI), and thence to ‘mentally
unbalanced’. It was derived from the verb craze
[14], which was probably borrowed from an
unrecorded Old Norse verb *krasa ‘shatter’
(likely source, too, of French écraser ‘crush,
smash’).

cream [14] Cream seems to have come from two
distinct late Latin sources: cranum ‘cream’,
which may be of Gaulish origin, and chrisma
‘ointment’ (from which English gets chrism
[OE]). These two were probably blended
together to produce Old French cresme or
craime, immediate source of the English word.
(Modern French créeme was borrowed into
English in the 19th century.)
» CHRISM

crease [15] Crease and crest are ultimately the
same word. The ridges produced by creasing
cloth were regarded as similar to ridges or crests,
and so the word crease (often creast in late
Middle English) came to be applied to them. The
loss of the final -+ may have been due to the
mistaken analysis of creast or crest as the past
form of a verb.

» CREST

creature [13] Creature and creator, both 13th-
century borrowings from Old French, predate
the introduction of the verb create into English
by about a hundred years. This was a verbal use
of an earlier adjective create, borrowed directly
from Latin creatus, the past participle of creare
‘produce’ (which in turn may have been a
causative derivative of the verb créscere ‘grow’,
source of English crescent). Another descendant
of Latin credre was Portuguese criar ‘breed,
nurse’, the probable ancestor of English creole
[17].

» CREATE, CREOLE, CRESCENT, CROISSANT,
INCREASE

creed [OE] Creed was the first of a wide range of
English words borrowed from Latin crédere
‘believe’. Others include credible [14] (from
Latin credibilis), credence [14] (from Old
French credence), credential [16] (from
medieval Latin crédentialis), credit [16] (from
French crédit), and credulous [16] (from Latin
crédulus). Also ultimately from the same source
are grant and miscreant [14] (from Old French
mescreant, the present participle of mescroire
‘disbelieve’).

» CREDIBLE, CREDIT, GRANT, MISCREANT

creek [13] Now firmly associated with water-
course, the original connotations of creek seem
to have been of ‘narrow and secluded
bendiness’. It appears to have been borrowed
from Old Norse kriki ‘nook’, which some have

speculated may be related to Old Norse krokr
‘hook’ (source of English crook). Creek remains
strictly a word for narrow waterways, a reminder
of its beginnings.

» CROOK

creep [OE] Creep is an ancient verb, which has
been traced back to Indo—European *greub-.
This was the source also of Dutch kriupen and
Swedish krypa ‘creep’, and of Lithuanian
grubineti ‘stumble’, and links have been
suggested with English cripple. The related
Indo-European *greug- produced German
kriechen ‘creep’.

» CRIPPLE

cremate see HEARTH

crenellate [19] The 19th century seems a
surprisingly late date for English to have
acquired a term so closely associated with
medieval battlements, but it is a little misleading.
For essentially the same word entered the
language in the 13th century as kernel. Both
come ultimately from late Latin créna ‘notch’
(probable source also of English cranny [15]). In
Vulgar Latin this developed the diminutive form
*crenellus, metathesized in medieval Latin as
kernellus.

» CRANNY

creole see CREATURE

creosote [19] The term creosote was coined as
German kreosot in the early 1830s. Of creosote’s
various properties, the one perhaps most valued
in the early days after its discovery was that of
being antiseptic. Hence the name kreosot, which
was intended to mean ‘flesh-preserver’. The first
element, kreo-, is a derivative of Greek kréas
‘flesh’; this also produced English pancreas, and
is a descendant of an Indo-European base which
was also the source of English crude, cruel, and
raw. The second comes from Greek soter
‘saviour, preserver’, a derivative of Greek sos.

» CRUDE, CRUEL, PANCREAS, RAW

crepitation see CREVICE

crescent [14] Crescent is one of a wide range of
words (including create, crescendo, concrete,
crew, accretion, croissant, increase, and recruit)
bequeathed to English by the Latin verb crescere
‘grow’. In the case of crescent, it came in the
form of the present participial stem crescent-,
which passed into English via Old French
creissant and Anglo-Norman cressaunt. Its use
in the Latin phrase luna crescens ‘waxing moon’
led later to its application to the shape of the new
moon, hence the modern meaning of crescent.
The modern French form croissant has given
English the term for a crescent-shaped puft-
pastry roll [19], so named allegedly from its
original manufacture following the defeat of the
Turkish besiegers of Budapest in 1686, whose
Muslim symbol was the crescent.

» ACCRETION, CREATE, CREATURE,
CROISSANT, INCREASE, RECRUIT

cresset see GREASE

crest [14] The original etymological meaning of
crest appears to have been ‘tuft of hair’. It comes
via Old French creste from Latin crista ‘tuft,
plume’, which may be related to Latin crinis

CREW,
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‘hair’ (source of the English biological term
crinite ‘hairy’ [16]). If so, crest belongs to the
same word family as crinoline. The notion of
crest as a ‘surmounting ridge’ is a secondary
semantic development, which may have given
rise to the word crease.

» CREASE

cretin [18] In the Swiss-French dialect of the
high Alps the term creitin or crestin (their
version of christian) was applied to people
suffering from mental handicap and stunted
growth — the notion being to emphasize that
despite their abnormalities, such people were
nevertheless as much human beings as any other
‘Christian’. The word was adopted (via French
crétin) as a clinical term for someone suffering
from dwarfism and mental retardation as a result
of a congenital thyroid deficiency, and was
subsequently broadened out, towards the end of
the 19th century, as a general disparaging term
for a ‘fool’.

» CHRISTIAN

crevice [14] Rather like crack, the word crevice
began with the notion of the sharp noise of
breaking and gradually developed to denote the
fissure caused by such a break. It comes
ultimately from the Latin verb crepare ‘creak,
rattle, crack’ (source of English crepitation [17]
and decrepit, and probably also of craven),
which passed into Old French as crever ‘burst,
split’. From this was derived the noun crevace,
borrowed into Middle English as crevace or
crevisse. In modern French it developed into
crevasse, which English reborrowed in the 19th
century.

» CRAVEN, CREPITATION, CREVASSE, DECREPIT

crew [15] The idea originally underlying crew is
‘augmentation’. It comes from Old French
creue, which was derived from the verb creistre
‘grow, increase, augment’, a descendant of Latin
crescere ‘grow’. At first in English it denoted a
squad of military reinforcements. Soon its
meaning had spread to any band of soldiers, and
by the end of the 16th century the word was
being used for any group of people gathered
together with or without a particular purpose.
The most familiar modern application, to the
people manning a ship, emerged in the latter part
of the 17th century.

» CRESCENT, CROISSANT, INCREASE

crib [OE] Crib is a Germanic word, with relatives
today in German (krippe) and Dutch (kribbe). In
Old English it meant ‘manger’, and not until the
17th century did it develop its familiar present-
day sense ‘child’s bed’. An intermediate stage,
now lost, was ‘basket’, which appears to have
given rise to its 18th-century use as a thieves’
slang term for ‘pilfer’; this in turn is probably the
source of the modern colloquial sense
‘plagiarize’. Vulgar Latin borrowed Old High
German kripja as *creppia, from which modern
French gets creche (acquired by English in the
19th century).

» CRECHE

cricket English has two completely unrelated
words cricket. The name of the small

grasshopper-like insect [14] comes from Old
French criquet, a derivative of the verb criquer
‘click, creak’, which no doubt originated as an
imitation of the sound itself. The origins of the
name of the game cricket [16] have never been
satisfactorily explained. One explanation often
advanced is that it comes from Old French
criquet ‘stick’, or its possible source, Flemish
krick, although it is not clear whether the original
reference may have been to the stick at which the
ball was aimed (the forerunner of the modern
stumps) or to the stick, or bat, used to hit the ball.
Another possible candidate is Flemish krick-
stoel, a long low stool with a shape reminiscent
of the early types of wicket.

crime [14] Crime is one of a wide range of
English words (including certain, crisis, critic,
decree, discern, discrete, discriminate,
excrement, riddle ‘sieve’, secret, and secretary)
which come ultimately from or are related to the
Greek verb krinein ‘decide’. This was a relative
of Latin cernere ‘decide’, from whose root
evolved the noun crimen ‘judgment, accusation,
illegal act’. This passed via Old French crimne
(later crime) into English, where traces of the
original meaning ‘accusation’ survived until the
17th century.

» CERTAIN, CRITIC, DECREE, DISCRIMINATE,
EXCREMENT, SECRET

crimp see CRAM

crimson [14] The colour term crimson comes
ultimately from the name of a small scale insect,
the kermes, from whose dried bodies a red
dyestuff is obtained. Kermes comes from Arabic
girmaz, which in turn was derived from Sanskrit
krmi-ja ‘(dye) produced by a worm’, a
compound formed from krmi- ‘worm’ and ja-
‘produced, born’. From girmaz was derived
Arabic girmazi ‘red colour’, which passed into
English via metathesized Old Spanish cremesin.
The medieval Latin version carmesinum is
thought to have been the source of English
carmine [18], through blending with minium
‘red lead’ (whence English miniature).

» CARMINE

cringe [13] Like crank, cringe appears to come
ultimately from a prehistoric Germanic base
*krank- whose original meaning was ‘bend’ or
‘curl up’. This produced an Old English verb
crincan ‘fall in battle, yield’ (the association of
‘curling up’ and ‘dying’ is obvious), probable
ancestor of modern English crinkle [14].
Crincan does not itself seem to be the source of
cringe, which until the 16th century was usually
spelled crenge or crench; to explain these e-
forms it is necessary to postulate *crencean, an
unrecorded Old English causative derivative of
crincan, meaning ‘cause to curl up’.

» CRANK, CRINKLE

crinite see CREST

crinoline [19] The reason crinolines are called
crinolines is that they were originally made from
a stiff fabric woven from horsehair and linen
thread. Italian crino ‘horsehair’ (from Latin
crinus ‘hair’, a possible relative of English crest)
and lino ‘flax’ (from Latin linum, source of
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English [linen) were combined to produce
crinolino, which passed into English via French
crinoline.

» CREST, LINEN

cripple [OE] The etymological sense of cripple
appears to be ‘someone who creeps along’, for it
probably goes back ultimately to the same Indo-
European base, *greub-, as creep. The word is
widespread in the Germanic languages: German
has kruppel, Dutch kreupel, and Norwegian
krypel.

» CREEP

crisp [OE] Historically, crisp means ‘curly’. It
was borrowed into Old English from Latin
crispus ‘curled’ (which was also the source of
French crépe, acquired by English as crape in
the 17th century and then reborrowed in the
original French form in the 19th century). The
reason for the emergence of the word’s modern
sense ‘brittle’, which happened in the early 16th
century, is not clear, it may simply be that the
sound of the word suggested brittleness.

» CRAPE, CREPE

crisscross [16] Crisscross is an alteration of
Christscrosse, a term used from the 16th to 18th
centuries for the figure of a cross (not
specifically, as the name would seem to suggest,
the crucifix). Gradually the original signification
of the first syllable came to be lost, and the term
fell into the pattern of reduplicated words (such
as flipflop, singsong) in which a syllable is
repeated with variation of the vowel. This may
have contributed to the broadening of the word’s
meaning to ‘pattern of repeated crossings’,
which happened in the 19th century.

critic [16] Critic and crisis both come ultimately
from the Greek verb krinein ‘decide’ (a relative
of Latin cernere ‘decide’, which produced
English certain, crime, decree, discern, discrete,
discriminate, excrement, riddle ‘sieve’, secret,
and secretary). The Greek derived noun krisis
‘judgment” was wused by the physicians
Hippocrates and Galen for the ‘turning point of
a disease’. It passed as a medical term via Latin
crisis into English in the 15th century, where it
was not used in the more general modern sense
until the 17th century. The Greek derived noun
krités ‘judge’ produced in turn kritikés ‘able to
make judgments’; this came to be used as a
noun, ‘one who makes judgments’, which
passed via Latin criticus into English. Another
descendant of krités was Greek kritérion
‘standard for making a judgment’, borrowed
directly into English in the 17th century as
criterion.

» CERTAIN, CRIME, CRISIS, CRITERION, DISCERN,
DISCRIMINATE, EXCREMENT, SECRET

crock English has two words crock. The one
meaning ‘earthenware pot’ [OE] is now almost
never heard on its own, except perhaps in the
phrase ‘crock of gold’, but it is familiar from its
derivative  crockery [18]. Its immediate
antecedents appear to be Germanic (Dutch, for
instance, has the related kruik), but cognate
forms appear in other Indo-European languages,
including Welsh crochan and Greek krossos.

Cruet [13] comes from Anglo-Norman *cruet, a
diminutive frorm of Old French crue ‘pot’,
which was borrowed from Old Saxon kritka, a
relative of English crock. Crock ‘decrepit person,
car, etc’ [15] is earliest encountered (in Scottish
English) in the sense ‘old ewe’. The connotation
of being ‘broken-down’, and the existence of
near synonyms such as Dutch krak, Flemish
krake, and Swedish krake, all meaning ‘worn-
out old horse’, suggest some kind of link with
the word crack.
» CROCKERY, CRUET

crocodile [13] The crocodile gets its name from
its habit of basking in the sun on sandbanks or on
the shores of rivers. The word means literally
‘pebble-worm’, and it was coined in Greek from
the nouns kroké ‘pebbles’ and drilos ‘worm’.
The resulting Greek compound *krokddrilos has
never actually been found, for it lost its second r,
giving krokddilos, and this r reappeared and
disappeared capriciously during the word’s
journey through Latin and Old French to
English. Middle English had it — the 13th
century form was cokodrille — but in the 16th
century the modern r-less form took over, based
on Latin crocodilus.

croissant see CRESCENT

crone [14] Crone has a rather macabre history.
Essentially it is the same word as carrion. It
began life in Latin caro ‘flesh’, which had a
Vulgar Latin derivative *caronia ‘carcass’. In
Old Northern French this became carogne,
which was applied metaphorically to a withered
old woman (English carrion comes from the
Anglo-Norman form caroine). Middle Dutch
borrowed the word as croonje, applying it
additionally to old ewes, and passed it on to
English.

» CARRION

crony [17] Crony originated as a piece of
Cambridge university slang. Originally written
chrony, it was based on Greek khronios ‘long-
lasting’, a derivative of khronos ‘time’ (source of
English chronicle, chronology, chronic, etc), and
seems to have been intended to mean ‘friend of
long-standing’, or perhaps ‘contemporary’. The
first recorded reference to it is in the diary of
Samuel Pepys, a Cambridge man: ‘Jack Cole,
my old school-fellow ... who was a great chrony
of mine’, 30 May 1665.

#» CHRONIC, CHRONICLE, CHRONOLOGY

crook [12] A crook ‘criminal’ is almost literally
a ‘bent’ person. The underlying meaning of the
word is ‘bend, curve, hook’, as can be seen in
other applications such as ‘shepherd’s staff with
a crooked end’, and particularly in the derivative
crooked [13]. Crook was borrowed into English
from Old Norse krokr ‘hook, corner’. Old
French also acquired the Old Norse word, as
croc, and passed it on to English in crochet,
croquet, crotchet, and encroach; and the derived
verbs  crocher and  crochier  produced
respectively a new noun croche ‘hook’, source of
English crotch [16], and the English verb crouch
[14]. Moreover, Old French also had croce,
resulting from an earlier borrowing of the word’s
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ultimate West and North Germanic base *kruk-
introduced into Vulgar Latin as *croccus, and
this was eventually to form the basis of English
crosier [14] and perhaps lacrosse [18].

» CROQUET, CROSIER, CROTCH, CROTCHET,
CROUCH, ENCROACH, LACROSSE

crop [OE] Old English cropp meant ‘bird’s craw’
and ‘rounded head of a plant’, and it was
presumably the latter that gave rise to the word’s
most familiar modern sense, ‘cultivated plant
produce’, at some time in the 13th century. Its
relatives in other Germanic languages, including
German kropf and Dutch krop, are used for
‘bird’s craw’ but also for various bodily
swellings in the throat and elsewhere, indicating
the word’s underlying meaning is ‘round mass,
lump’. Its Germanic ancestor, *kruppo, was
borrowed into Vulgar Latin as *cruppa, which
made its way via Old French into English as
croup ‘horse’s (round) rump’ [13], and as the
derivative crupper [13]. Croupier [18] is based
on French croupe, having originally meant
‘person who rides on the rump, behind the
saddle’. The Germanic base *krup- ‘round mass,
lump’ is also the ancestor of English group.

» CROUP, CROUPIER, CRUPPER, GROUP

croquet [19] Old Norse krékr ‘hook’ (source of
English crook) was borrowed into Old French as
croc. This formed the basis of a diminutive,
crochet, literally ‘little hook’, which has passed
into English in various guises over the centuries.
First to arrive was crotchet [14], applied to
musical notes from their hooked shape. Crocket
‘curling ornamental device’ followed in the 17th
century, via the Old Northern French variant
croquet. Crochet itself, in the ‘knitting’ sense,
arrived in the 19th century. And in the mid 19th
century croquet, apparently a dialectal variant of
French crochet, was applied to the lawn game
with balls and mallets newly introduced from
Ireland to Britain. Old French croc was also the
ancestor of encroach.

» CROOK, CROTCHET, ENCROACH, LACROSSE

crosier see CROOK

cross [OE] When the Anglo-Saxons embraced
Christianity they acquired cros, in the first
instance from Old Irish cross. The word’s
ultimate source was Latin crux, which may have
been of Phoenician origin (although some have
connected it with Latin curvus ‘bent’). (Crux
itself was borrowed into English in the 18th
century.) The cross’s shape formed the basis of
the adjectival, adverbial, and verbal uses of the
word, and also of across. (The notion of
‘crossing’ also lies behind cruise [17] a probable
borrowing from the Dutch kruisen ‘cross’.)
Derivatives of the Latin word include crucial
[18], crucible [15], crucifix [13] (from late Latin
crucifixus, literally ‘fixed to a cross’), crusade
[16], and excruciate [16].

» CRUCIAL, CRUCIBLE, CRUCIFIX, CRUSADE,
EXCRUCIATE

crotch see CROOK

crotchet see CROQUET

crouch see CROOK

croup see CROP

croupier see CROP

crow [OE] The verb crow began in prehistoric
West Germanic as an imitation of the harsh call
of the cockerel. Its relatives still survive in other
Germanic languages, including German kréhen
and Dutch kraaien. Early examples of birds
other than cockerels being described as
‘crowing’ are comparatively rare, but
nevertheless there seems no doubt that the verb
formed the basis of the name given to birds of the
genus Corvus [OE]. The crowbar [19] was so
named from the resemblance of its splayed end
to a crow’s foot.

crowd [OE] The notion underlying crowd is of
‘pushing’ or ‘pressing’ (a semantic element
shared by throng and of course by the now
obsolete use of press for ‘crowd’, and echoed in
such current expressions as ‘there’s quite a crush
in here’). The Old English verb cridan meant
simply ‘press’, and of its relatives Middle Dutch
criiden meant ‘press, push’ and Middle High
German kroten meant ‘oppress’. Old English
also had a noun croda ‘crowd’, but this does not
seem to be the direct ancestor of the modern
English noun, which does not appear until as late
as the 16th century, as a derivative of the verb.

crown [12] Crowns appear to have been named
essentially from their circular shape. The word’s
ultimate source, Greek koroné, simply meant
‘something curved’ (it came from the adjective
koronos ‘curved’, which was a relative of Latin
curvus ‘curved’). Latin borrowed it as corona
‘circular garland’, and passed it on via Old
French corone and Anglo-Norman corune to
English. Latin also derived a verb from it,
coronare, which ultimately became the English
verb crown and also, of course, formed the basis
of English coronation [14]. Other English
descendants of Latin corona (which itself
became an English word in the 16th century) are
the two diminutives coronet [15] and corolla
[17] (source of corollary), coroner [14]
(originally an ‘officer of the crown’), and
coronary. The use of crown for certain coins
(based of course on their being stamped with the
figure of a crown) dates in English from the 14th
century; it is also reflected in such coin names as
Swedish krona and Danish and Norwegian
krone.

» COROLLARY,
CORONET, CURVE

crucial see CROSS

crucible see crOSS

crucifix see CROSS

cruel [13] Aptly, cruelty and crudeness are
closely linked etymologically. Cruel comes via
Old French cruel from Latin crideélis, a relative
of Latin criidus (which actually meant ‘cruel’ as
well as ‘raw’ and ‘bloody’). Both come
ultimately from an Indo-European base which
also produced English raw, Greek kréas ‘flesh’
(whence English creosote and pancreas), and
Old Slavic kruvi ‘blood’. (Crude is a 14th-
century borrowing direct from Latin.)

#» CREOSOTE, CRUDE, PANCREAS, RAW

cruet see CROCK

CORONATION, CORONER,
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cuckoo

cruise see CROSS
cruller see CURL

crumb [OE] Relatives of crumb are fairly
widespread in the Germanic languages -
German has krume, for example, and Dutch
kruim — and it is represented in some non-
Germanic Indo-European languages, such as
Greek griméa and even Albanian grime. As
these forms indicate, the b is not original (the
Old English word was cruma); it first appeared
in the 16th century, but crum remained an
accepted spelling well into the 19th century. The
derivative crumble appeared in the 16th century.

» CRUMBLE

crumhorn see CRAM

crumpet [17] An isolated late 14th-century
instance of the phrase crompid cake suggests
that etymologically a crumpet may be literally a
‘curled-up’ cake, crompid perhaps being related
to Old English crumb ‘crooked’. This was one of
a wide range of closely related words descended
from the Germanic base *kram- or *krem-,
denoting ‘pressure’ (see CRAM). The colloquial
application of the word to ‘women considered as
sexually desirable’ seems to date from the
1930s.

» CRAM

crupper see CROP
crusade see CROSS

crush [14] The emergence of crush is something
of a mystery. English borrowed it from Old
French croissir, but it is not clear where Old
French got it from. Some consider it to be of
Romance origin, postulating a hypothetical
Vulgar Latin *cruscire to account for it, but
others suggest that Old French may have
borrowed it from Germanic, pointing to the
similarity of Middle Low German krossen
‘crush’.

crust [14] Latin crusta meant ‘hard outer
covering, shell’ (it is related to a number of
words, including ultimately crystal, denoting a
hard surface caused by freezing). Old French
acquired it as crouste (the modern French form
croiite formed the basis of croiiton, borrowed
into English in the early 19th century), and
passed it on to Middle English as cruste. Crusta
formed the basis of the modern Latin adjective
crustaceus ‘having a shell’, applied in the early
19th century to the crustacea or crustaceans.
And a custard was originally a kind of pie
enclosed in a crust.

» CROUTON, CRYSTAL, CUSTARD

cry [13] Cry comes via Old French crier from
Latin quiritare, which, according to the Roman
etymologist Marcus Terentius Varo, meant
originally ‘call for the help of the Quirites’. This
was a term for those who held the rank of Roman
citizen; it is of uncertain origin, variously
explained as coming from an Italic word for
‘lance’ and as denoting those who lived in the
Sabine town of Cures. The more banal truth,
however, is that the Latin verb was probably of
imitative origin.

crypt [18] The Greek adjective kruptés meant
‘hidden’. From it was derived kruptikds, which
passed into English via late Latin crypticus as
cryptic [17]. The feminine form of the original
Greek adjective, kripte, was used as a noun
meaning literally  ‘hidden place’, thus
‘underground chamber, vault’; English acquired
it via Latin crypta. From the same ultimate
source comes apocrypha [14], literally ‘books of
hidden — that is, unknown — authorship’.

» APOCRYPHA

crystal [OE] The prehistoric Indo-European
base *kru- produced several words denoting
‘hard outer surface’, including English crust,
Old High German hrosa ‘crust’, and Old Norse
hrithr ‘crust’. In some cases they reflect a
hardening caused by freezing: Old High German
hrosa, for example, also meant ‘ice’, and Greek
kriios meant ‘frost’. From this was derived
krustaimein ‘freeze’, which in turn formed the
basis of kristallos ‘ice’. When Old English first
acquired the word, via Latin crystallum and Old
French cristal, it still meant ‘ice’, a sense which
survived until the 16th century, although losing
ground all the time to the metaphorical extension
‘clear mineral’.

» CRUST

cubbyhole see cOvE

cube [16] Greek kitbos meant literally ‘six-sided
solid figure’, a sense handed down to English via
Latin cubus. Apart from more obvious
metaphorical applications, such as ‘dice’, the
Greek word was used for the internal cavity of
the pelvis, a semantic feature which links it with
its possible relative, English hip. The fine-art
term cubism was introduced to English in 1911
from French, where it seems to have been coined
in 1908 by an anonymous member of the
Hanging Committee of the Salon des
Independents. The story goes that when a
painting by Georges Braque was being shown to
the committee, he exclaimed ‘Encore des Cubes!
Assez de cubisme!’.

cubicle see CONCUBINE

cuckold [13] Cuckold is a derivative of cuckoo,
the cuckoo’s invasion of other birds’ nests
perhaps being viewed as analogous to the
stealing of a wife’s affections by another man. It
is not an original English coinage, but was
borrowed from an unrecorded Anglo-Norman
*cucuald, a variant of Old French cucuault,
which in turn was formed from cucu ‘cuckoo’
and the pejorative suffix -ault.

» CUCKOO

cuckoo [13] So distinctive is the cuckoo’s call
that it is not always clear whether the names for
the bird in various languages, based on the call,
owe their similarity to borrowing or coincidence
— Dutch, for instance, has koekoek, Russian
kukiishka, Latin cuculus, and Greek kokkiix. In
the case of English cuckoo, it seems to have been
borrowed from Old French cucu, which was of
imitative origin. Its first appearance is in the
famous Cuckoo song of the late 13th century
(‘Sumer is icumen in, lhude sing, cuccu!’),
where it replaced the native Middle English
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word yeke (from Old English geac, also of
imitative origin).

cucumber [14] English acquired this word as
cucumer, by direct borrowing from Latin
cucumer, which may originally have been a
word of some pre-Italic Mediterranean
language. The form spelled with a b did not
appear until the 15th century. It seems to have
been a blend of Middle English cucumer and Old
French coucombre, which itself ultimately
derived from Latin cucumer. Spellings based on
the Old French form led to a pronunciation of the
first syllable as ‘cow’, which persisted until the
early 19th century.

cud [OE] The etymological meaning of cud
appears to be ‘glutinous substance’. It is related
to a wide range of Indo-European words in this
general sense area, including Sanskrit jdtu
‘gum’, German kitt ‘putty’, and Swedish kdda
‘resin’, and the first syllable of Latin bitimen
(source of English bitumen [15]) is generally
referred to the same source. Quid ‘piece of
tobacco for chewing’ is a variant of cud.

» BITUMEN, QUID

cue Cue has several meanings in English, and it
is not clear whether they can all be considered to
be the same word. In the case of ‘pigtail’ and
‘billiard stick’, both of which appeared in the
18th century, cue is clearly just a variant spelling
of queue, but although cue ‘actor’s prompt’ [16]
has been referred by some to the same source (on
the grounds that it represents the ‘tail’ — from
French queue ‘tail’ — of the previous actor’s
speech) there is no direct evidence for this.
Another suggestion is that it represents gu, an
abbreviation of Latin quando ‘when’ which was
written in actor’s scripts to remind them when to
come in.

» QUEUE

cuirass [15] A cuirass ‘breastplate’ is literally,
and was originally, a piece of body armour made
of leather. The word comes, via French cuirasse,
from Vulgar Latin *coridcia, a nominal use of
the Latin adjective coridceus ‘made of leather’.
This was a derivative of corium ‘leather’, which
came ultimately from the Indo-European base
*ker- or *sker- ‘cut’ (source also of English
shear), the underlying notion being of removing
the animal’s hide with a knife. Other
descendants of Latin corium include French cuir
and Spanish cuero, both meaning ‘leather’.

» CURTAIL, SHEAR, SHIRT, SHORT, SKIRT

culinary see KILN

cull [15] Ultimately, cull is the same word as
collect. It comes via Old French cuillir from
Latin colligere ‘gather together’, whose past
participial stem collect- formed the original
basis of English collect. The Latin verb was a
compound formed from the prefix com-
‘together’ and legere ‘gather’ (source also of
English elect, neglect, select, etc).

» COLLECT, ELECT, LECTURE, LEGEND, NEGLECT,
SELECT

culprit [17] Culprit appears to be a fossilized
survival of the mixture of English and French
once used in English courts. The usually

accepted account of its origin is that it is a
lexicalization of an exchange in court between
the accused and the prosecutor. If the prisoner
pleaded ‘not guilty’ to the charge read out
against him, the prosecutor would have
countered, in Law French, with ‘Culpable: prit
d’averrer ...’, literally ‘Guilty: ready to prove’.
(English culpable [14] comes ultimately from
Latin culpa ‘guilt’, and prit is the Anglo-
Norman form of what in modern French has
become prét ‘ready’, from Latin praestus —
source of English presto). The theory is that this
would have been noted down by those recording
the proceedings in abbreviated form as cul. prit,
which eventually came to be apprehended as a
term used for addressing the accused.
» CULPABLE, PRESTO

cult [17] The Indo-European base *quel-,* quol-
denoted primarily ‘move around, turn’ (it is the
source of English cycle and wheel). By
metaphorical extension it came to signify ‘be
busy’, which later branched out in two semantic
directions: ‘inhabiting a place’ and ‘making a
wild place suitable for crops’. These are both
channelled into Latin colere, which meant
‘inhabit’, ‘cultivate’, and also ‘worship’. The
notion of ‘inhabiting’ is reflected in its
descendant colony, but its past participial stem
cult- has bequeathed us other aspects of its
meaning. ‘Worship’ is represented by cult,
acquired via French culte or directly from Latin
cultus. ‘Developing the land’ appears in
cultivate [17], from the medieval Latin
derivative cultivare, and by metaphorical
extension in culture [15], from French culture,
which originally meant ‘piece of tilled land’.

» COLONY, CULTIVATE, CULTURE, CYCLE, WHEEL

cunning [13] Cunning did not always have its
present-day negative connotations. At first it was
a term of approval, meaning ‘learned’. It is
connected in some way to the verb can, which
originally meant ‘know’, although it is not
altogether clear whether it is a direct use of the
present participle of the English verb, or whether
it was borrowed from the related Old Norse
kunnandi, present participle of kunna ‘know’.
Either way, it is a parallel formation to canny
[16]. The sense ‘skilfully deceitful’ developed
towards the end of the 16th century.

» CANNY

cunt [13] The first known reference to the word
cunt is in an early medieval Oxford street-name:
Gropecuntlane (it was afterwards renamed
Magpie lane). This was around 1230, and from
later in the same century there are records of a
street of the same name (presumably the haunt of
prostitutes) in London, probably around the area
of modern Cheapside. York, too, had its
Grapcunt lane in the 15th century. Cunt has a
number of Germanic cognates, including Old
Norse kunta, Middle Dutch kunte, and possibly
Middle High German kotze ‘prostitute’, which
point to a prehistoric Germanic ancestor *kunton
‘female genitals’, but beyond that its origins are
not known. A link has been suggested with Latin
cuneus ‘wedge’.
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currant

cup [OE] Cup is a member of a large Indo-
European family of words denoting broadly
‘round container’ that go back ultimately to the
bases *kaup- (source of English head) and
*keup-. This produced Greek kiipellon ‘drinking
vessel’, English hive, and Latin cigpa ‘barrel’,
source of English coop [13] (via Middle Dutch
kiipe) and cooper ‘barrel-maker’ [14] (from a
derivative of Middle Dutch kipe). A post-
classical by-form of cipa was cuppa, from
which came German kopf ‘head’ and English
cup.

» COOP, CUPOLA

cupboard [14] A cupboard was originally
exactly that: a ‘board’, or table, on which cups
(and other pieces of crockery or plate) were
placed for display. Essentially, it was what we
would now call a sideboard. The modern sense,
‘recess with doors and shelves’, did not develop
until the 16th century. (An earlier, and now
largely superseded, term for ‘cupboard’ was
press [14]. Cabinet is roughly contemporary
with cupboard in its modern sense, and closet
developed this meaning in the 17th century.)

cupidity [15] The Latin verb cupere meant
‘desire’ (related forms such as Sanskrit kup-
‘become agitated’, Church Slavonic kypeti
‘boil’, and Latvian kipét ‘boil, steam’ suggest
that its underlying notion is ‘agitation’). One of
its derivatives was the noun cupido ‘desire’,
which was used as the name of the Roman god
of love — hence English cupid [14]. Another was
the adjective cupidus ‘desirous’, which
produced the further noun cupiditas, source,
perhaps via French, of English cupidity, and also
ultimately of English covet. Concupiscence [14]
also comes from Latin cupere.

#» CONCUPISCENCE, COVET

curate see CURE

curb [15] Ultimately, curb and curve are the
same word. Latin curvare ‘bend’ passed into Old
French as courber, which Middle English
borrowed as courbe ‘bend’. This seems to have
formed the basis of a noun courbe or curb, which
was originally used for a strap to restrain a horse,
the underlying meaning perhaps being that
pulling on the strap ‘bent’ the horse’s neck,
thereby restraining it. The sense ‘enclosing
framework’ began to emerge in the early 16th
century, perhaps mainly through the influence of
the French noun courbe, which meant ‘curved
piece of timber, iron, etc used in building’. Its
chief modern descendant is ‘pavement edge’, a
19th-century development, which has generally
been spelled kerb in British English.

» CIRCLE, CROWN, CURVE

curd [14] Curd began life as crud, a word which
has survived in its own right. In the 15th century
it underwent a process known as metathesis, by
which the sounds r and u became transposed,
producing curd. A derivative of this, dating from
the 16th century, is curdle. The word’s ultimate
ancestry is not known, although some consider
that Gaelic gruth may be related.

cure [13] The Latin noun ciira ‘care’ has fathered
a wide range of English words. On their

introduction to English, via Old French, both the
noun and the verb cure denoted ‘looking after’,
but it was not long before the specific sense
‘medical care’ led to ‘successful medical care’ —
that is, ‘healing’ (the Latin verb cirare could
mean ‘cure’ too, but this sense seems not to have
survived into Old French). The notion of
‘looking after’ now scarcely survives in cure
itself, but it is preserved in the derived nouns
curate [14] (and its French version curé [17]),
who looks after souls, and curator [14]. The
Latin adjective curiosus originally meant
‘careful’, a sense preserved through Old French
curios into English curious [14] but defunct
since the 18th century. The secondary sense
‘inquisitive’ developed in Latin, but it was not
until the word reached Old French that the
meaning ‘interesting’ emerged. Curio [19] is an
abbreviation of curiosity [14], probably
modelled on Italian nouns of the same form.
Curette [18] and its derivative curettage [19]
were both formed from the French verb curer, in
the sense ‘clean’.

Other English descendants of Latin cira
include scour, secure, and sinecure.

» CURATE, CURIOUS, SCOUR, SECURE, SINECURE

curfew [13] Curfew means literally ‘coverfire’. It
was introduced into English via Anglo-Norman
coeverfu from Old French covrefeu, which was
formed from covrir ‘cover’ and feu ‘fire’ (feu
was a descendant of Latin focus ‘hearth’, which
has given English focus, foyer, fuel, and
fusillade). The notion underlying the word is that
of a signal given at a particular time in the
evening to extinguish all fires in a town, camp,
etc; its original purpose seems to have been to
prevent accidental fires breaking out at night.

» COVER, FOCUS, FOYER, FUEL

curio see CURE
curious see CURE

curl [14] Curl seems to have been borrowed from
Middle Dutch krul ‘curly’, and indeed the
original English forms of the word were crolle
and crulle. The present-day form arose in the
15th century by a process known as metathesis,
whereby the sounds r and u were transposed.
The Middle Dutch word came from a Germanic
*krusl-, source also of German kraus ‘curly’.
Modern Dutch krul, meanwhile, has given
English cruller ‘small cake of twisted shape’
[19].

» CRULLER

curlew [14] The name of the curlew was no
doubt originally inspired by its haunting flute-
like call, but it has been speculated that other
forces have been at work too. The word was
borrowed from Old French courlieu, which
bears more than a passing resemblance to Old
French courliu ‘messenger’ (a compound
formed from courre ‘run’ and lieu ‘place’, from
Latin locus), and it seems quite possible that the
latter may have influenced the formation of the
former.

currant [14] Etymologically, currants are grapes
from ‘Corinth’. In the Middle Ages Corinth, in
Greece, exported small dried grapes of
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particularly high quality, which became known
in Old French as raisins de Corinthe ‘grapes of
Corinth’. This phrase passed via Anglo-Norman
raisins de corauntz into Middle English as
raisins of coraunce. By the 16th century,
coraunce had come to be regarded as a plural
form, and a new singular was coined from it — at
first coren, and then in the 17th century currant.
In the late 16th century, too, the name was
transferred to fruit such as the blackcurrant and
redcurrant, under the mistaken impression that
the ‘dried-grape’ currant was made from them.

current [13] Current literally means ‘running’. It
comes from Old French corant, the present
participle of courre ‘run’, which in turn was
descended from Latin currere ‘run’. This has
been traced back to a prehistoric root denoting
‘swift movement’, which probably also
produced car, career, carry, and charge. The
Latin verb itself has a wide range of descendants
in English, from the obvious courier [16] to the
more heavily disguised corridor [16] (originally
literally ‘a run’), occur and succour. For the
English offspring of its past participle cursus see
COURSE. The sense ‘of the present time’ (first
recorded in the 17th century) comes from the
notion of ‘running in time’ or ‘being in
progress’.

» CAR, CARRY, CHARGE, CORRIDOR, COURIER,
COURSE, OCCUR, SUCCOUR

curry Of the two English words curry, the older,
‘groom a horse’ [13], is now almost forgotten
except in the compound currycomb and the
phrase curry favour. It comes, via Old French
correier, from Vulgar Latin *conrédare
‘arrange, prepare, get ready’, which seems to
have been an adaptation and partial translation of
a prehistoric Germanic verb *gar@thjan, a
derivative of the base which produced English
ready. The expression curry favour is a partial
translation of Old French estriller favel or
torcher favel, literally ‘groom a chestnut horse’,
which, for reasons that are not known, was used
as a metaphor for hypocritical behaviour; the
word favel, unfamiliar to English speakers, was
replaced with the semantically appropriate
favour.

Curry ‘spiced dish’ [16] was borrowed from

Tamil kari ‘sauce’.

» READY

cursary see COURSE

curse [OE] Curse first appeared in late Old
English (in the early 11th century) as curs. It has
no known linguistic relatives, and it is not clear
where it comes from. Perhaps the most plausible
suggestion is that it was borrowed from Old
French curuz ‘anger’ (which probably came
from the verb *corruptiare, a Vulgar Latin
derivative of Latin corrumpere ‘destroy’ —
source of English corrupt), and that curse itself
therefore originally meant ‘anger, wrath’. The
colloquial alteration cuss dates from the 18th
century.

» CORRUPT, RUPTURE

curtail [16] The now defunct English noun curtal
meant ‘horse with a docked tail’. It was

borrowed in the 16th century from French
courtault, a derivative of the adjective court
‘short’. Like English curt [17] this came from
Latin curtus ‘cut off, shortened’, which in
common with English short and shear, can be
traced back to an Indo-European base *ker- or
*sker- ‘cut’. In the late 16th century the noun
was converted into a verb, originally meaning
literally ‘dock a horse’, and the close semantic
link with ‘tails’ led to its alteration to curtail.

» CUIRASS, CURT, SHEAR, SHIRT, SHORT, SKIRT

curtain [13] Latin cortina meant ‘round vessel,
cauldron’, but in the 4th-century Vulgate we find
it being used to translate Greek aulaia ‘curtain’.
The reason for this considerable semantic leap
seems to have been a link perceived to exist
between Greek aulaia, a derivative of aule
‘court’, and Latin cohort- ‘court’ (source of
English court), although in fact there is no
etymological connection between cohort- and
cortina. The word passed into Old French as
cortine, and from there was acquired by English.

curtsey see COURT

curve [15] Curve has a wide circle of relations in
English. It comes from Latin curvus ‘curved’,
which had connections with Greek kurtds
‘curved’, Greek koronos ‘curved’ (source of
English crown), and Greek kirkos ‘ring, circle’
(source of English circle). When English
acquired it, it was still an adjective, and English
did not convert it into a noun until the 17th
century.

» CIRCLE, CROWN, CURB

cushion [14] Ultimately, cushion and quilt are
the same word. Both come from Latin culcita
‘mattress, cushion’, which is related to Sanskrit
kiircds ‘bundle’, and both reached English via
rather circuitous routes. In Gallo-Roman (the
descendant of Latin spoken in France from the
5th to the 9th centuries) culcita underwent a
transformation which produced Old French
coissin and cussin, which Middle English
borrowed as quisshon and cushin. The
complexity of forms spawned by these was quite
staggering — the OED records nearly seventy
spellings of the word — but by the 17th century
things had settled down, with cushion emerging
the winner.
Cushy [20], incidentally, is quite unrelated,
being a borrowing from Hindi khiish ‘pleasant’.
» QUILT

cuspidor see SPIT

custard [15] A custard was originally a pie,
which took its name from its ‘crust’ (Anglo-
Norman *crustade, the source of the word, was
a derivative of Old French crouste, from which
English got crust). The earliest English form was
crustade, and intermediate spellings crustarde
and custade occur. The reference in the name is
to the pie’s pastry shell, not to its lid, for it had
none: it was an open pie, of meat or fruit, filled
up with stock or milk. This liquid was often
thickened with eggs, and by around 1600 the
term had moved across to name a dish in its own
right made of eggs beaten into milk and cooked.

» CRUST
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custom [12] Custom comes ultimately from
Latin consuéscere, a compound verb formed
from the intensive prefix com- and suescere
‘become accustomed’. This in turn was derived
from suf, the genitive singular of the reflexive
pronoun suus ‘oneself’; the notion underlying its
formation was therefore ‘that which is one’s
own’, a semantic element echoed in Greek ethos
‘custom, usage, trait’, which was based
ultimately on Indo-European *swe- ‘oneself’.
From consuéscere was formed the Latin noun
consueétido ‘being accustomed’ (source of the
English legal noun consuetude ‘custom’ [14]).
This passed into early Old French as *costudne,
which developed via *costumne to custome, the
form borrowed into Middle English (English
costume came from the same ultimate source,
but via Italian costume). The word’s original
sense, ‘habitual practice’, developed various
secondary associations, including ‘customary
tax” (whence customs duties) and ‘customary
business patronage’ (whence customer). The
derivative accustom [15] was borrowed from
Anglo-Norman acustumer.

» ACCUSTOM, COSTUME

cut [13] There is no direct evidence that Old
English had the word cut — the Old English terms
were sceran ‘shear’, ceorfan ‘carve’, and
héawan ‘hew’ — but many etymologists have
speculated that a pre-Conquest *cyttan did exist.
Forms such as Norwegian kutte ‘cut’, Swedish
kata ‘whittle’, and Icelandic kuta ‘cut with a
knife’ suggest an origin in a North Germanic
base *kut-.

cutaneous see HIDE
cuticle see HIDE

cutlass [16] Appropriate as the name sounds,
cutlass has no etymological connection with cut.
It comes from Old French cutelas, a derivative
(denoting large size) of coutel ‘knife’. This in
turn goes back to Latin cultellus, a diminutive of
culter ‘knife, ploughshare’ (source of English
coulter [OE] and cutler [14], whence cutlery
[14]).

» COULTER, CUTLERY

cutlet see coast

cuttlefish [11] The cuttlefish probably gets its
name from its resemblance to a bag when its
internal shell is removed. Its earliest recorded
designation is cudele (the compound cuttlefish
does not appear until the 16th century), which is
generally taken to be a derivative of the same
base as produced cod ‘pouch’ (as in codpiece
and peascod). In the 16th century the variant
scuttlefish arose, perhaps partly with reference to
the creature’s swift movements.

» COD

cybernetics [20] Cybernetics was first coined
in French, as cybernétique, in the 1830s. But
then it was used literally for the ‘art of
governing’ (it is a derivative of Greek kubernétés
‘steersman, governor’, from kubernan ‘steer’,
source of English govern). The English term,
‘theory of control and communication

processes’, is a new formation, introduced in the
late 1940s by the founder of cybernetics, the US
mathematician Norbert Wiener (1894—1964).

» GOVERN

cycle [14] Cycle is one of a wide range of
English words (including pole, colony, and cult)
which go back ultimately to the Indo-European
base *gwel-, *qwol-, which signified ‘move
around’. Its reduplicated form, *gwegwlo-,
produced English wheel, Sanskrit cakrd- ‘wheel,
circle’ (ultimate source of the polo term chukker
[19]), and Greek kiiklos ‘circle’. English
acquired this via French cycle or late Latin
cyclus. Its use as a cover term for bicycles,
tricycles, etc (of which words in this context it is
an abbreviation) dates from the late 19th century.
Related forms in English include cyclone ‘mass
of rapidly circulating wind’ [19] (probably a
modification of Greek kiikloma), cyclamen [16]
(so named from its bulbous roots), and
encyclopedia.

» BICYCLE, CHUKKER, COLONY,
ENCYCLOPEDIA, POLE, WHEEL.

cygnet [15] A cygnet is literally a ‘small swan’.
The late Old French term for ‘swan’ was cigne,
and this was modified with the diminutive suffix
-et, probably in Anglo-Norman, to produce
*cignet, the source of the English word. Cigne,
precursor of modern French cygne, strikes a
familiar chord, but in fact its Latin source,
cygnus, is a comparatively late development.
The standard classical Latin word for ‘swan’ was
cycnus, from Greek kiitknos, which produced in
early Old French cisne. A trace of it survives in
Spanish cisne ‘swan’.

cymbal [14] The notion underlying cymbal is of
a ‘hollow vessel’. Greek kimbé meant ‘cup,
bowl’. From it was derived kiimbalon, which
passed via Latin cymbalum into Old French as
cimbal ‘metal plate struck to make a noise’. This
did not survive much beyond the 10th century
(although it may have given rise before its
demise to chime), but the word was reborrowed
via Old French symbale in the 14th century.

» CHIME

cynic [16] Originally, the Cynics were a group of
ascetic philosophers in ancient Greece. Their
founder, around 400 BC, was Antisthenes, a
follower of Socrates. They advocated the view
that virtue and self-control are the highest good
and, particularly under their later leader
Diogenes, came to exhibit a contempt for the
frailties of their fellow human beings that is
traditionally said to have earned them their
name: Greek kiion meant ‘dog’ (it is related to
English hound), and the philosophers were
allegedly dubbed kunikds on account of their
‘dog-like’ sneering. A more prosaic but more
likely explanation of the term is that it comes
from the Kundsarge, the gymnasium where
Antisthenes taught (perhaps later influenced by
kiion). English acquired the word via Latin
cynicus.

CULT,
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dabchick see DEEP

dachshund [19] Dachshund means literally
‘badger-dog’ in German. It was originally bred
in Germany for badger-hunting, its long thin
body enabling it to burrow into the animals’
setts. The first known reference to it in English
(in the anglicized form dachshound) is in a poem
by Matthew Arnold of around 1881, Poor
Matthias: ‘Max, a dachshound without blot’.

» HOUND

dado see DATE

daffodil [16] Originally, this word was affodil,
and referred to a plant of the lily family, the
asphodel; it came from medieval Latin
affodillus, and the reason for the change from
asph- (or asf-, as it often was in medieval texts)
to aff- is probably that the s in medieval
manuscripts looked very like an f. The first
evidence of its use to refer to a ‘daffodil’, rather
than an ‘asphodel’, comes in the middle of the
16th century. It is not entirely clear where the
initial d came from, but the likeliest explanation
is that daffodil represents Dutch de affodil ‘the
daffodil’ (the Dutch were then as now leading
exponents of bulb cultivation).

daft [13] Daft was not always a term of reproach.
It originally meant ‘mild, gentle’, and only in
late Middle English slid to ‘stupid’ (in a
semantic decline perhaps paralleling that of silly,
which started off as ‘happy, blessed’). Middle
English dafte corresponds directly to an Old
English gedefte, whose underlying sense seems
to have been ‘fit, suitable’ (the sense connection
was apparently that mild unassuming people
were considered as behaving suitably). There is
no direct evidence of its use with this meaning,
but Old English had a verb gedeftan ‘make fit or
ready, prepare’ which, together with the Gothic
verb gedaban ‘be suitable’, points to its origin in
a Germanic base *dab- ‘fit, suitable’. This ties in
with the semantic development of deft, a variant
of daft, which has moved from a prehistoric ‘fit,
suitable’ to ‘skilful’.

» DEFT

dagger [14] Dagger has an uncertain history.
There was a verb dag in Middle English,
meaning ‘stab’, which suggests that dagger may
simply be ‘something that stabs’, but similarity
of form and sense indicates a connection too
with Old French dague ‘dagger’. This appears to
have come via Old Provengal or Old Italian daga
from a hypothetical Vulgar Latin *daca, which
meant literally ‘Dacian knife’ (from Latin Ddacus
‘Dacian’). Dacia was the ancient name for an
area roughly corresponding to modern Romania.

dago [18] Dago originated in the USA as a
contemptuous term for a Spanish-speaking
person. It is an alteration of Diego (the Spanish
version of James), a common Spanish forename,
which itself was used in English in the 17th
century for ‘Spaniard’: ‘Next follows one whose
lines aloft do raise Don Coriat, chief Diego of
our days’. By the late 19th century the
application of dago had broadened out to include
anyone of Spanish, Portuguese, or Italian
descent.

» JAMES

dahlia [19] The dahlia was named in 1791 in
honour of Anders Dahl, an 18th-century
Swedish botanist who discovered the plant in
Mexico in 1788. The first record of the term in
English is from 1804. During the 19th century it
was used for a particular shade of red: ‘One of
the many ugly shades that are to be worn this
season is dahlia’, Pall Mall Gazette 29
September 1892.

dainty [13] In origin, dainty is the same word as
dignity. The direct descendant of Latin dignitas
in Old French was daintie or deintie, but Old
French later reborrowed the word as dignete. It
was the latter that became English dignity, but
daintie took a route via Anglo-Norman dainte to
give English dainty. At first it meant ‘honour,
esteem’, but before a century was up it had
passed through ‘pleasure, joy’ to ‘something
choice, luxury’. The first record of its adjectival
use comes in the 14th century, when it meant

‘choice, excellent, delightful’; this soon
developed to ‘delicately pretty’.
» DIGNITY

dairy [13] Etymologically, a dairy is a place
where a female kneader of bread works. The
term for such an operative in Old English was
diege, which came from the same Indo-
European base (*dheigh-) as produced dough
and the second syllable of lady. In Middle
English this became deie or daye, and gradually
progressed in meaning through ‘female servant’
in general to ‘female farm-servant’ and ‘dairy-
maid’, concerned with the keeping of milk and
making it into butter and cheese (the word
survived into modern times in Scottish English).
From it was derived deierie or dayerie, to denote
the place where such a woman worked.

» DOUGH, LADY

dais [13] Ultimately, dais and disc are the same
word. Both came from Latin discus ‘quoit’,
which by medieval times had come to mean
‘table’ (see DESK). Its Old French descendant
was deis, which was borrowed into Middle
English as deis. It died out in English around
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dandelion

1600, but it survived in Scottish English, and

was revived in England by antiquarians, its

spelling based on the modern French form dais.

Historically it is a monosyllabic word, and the

modern two-syllable pronunciation represents

an attempt to render the unfamiliar French word.
» DESK, DISC, DISH

daisy [OE] The Anglo-Saxons named this
familiar flower deeges éage, literally ‘day’s eye’,
from the fact that some species open in daylight
hours to reveal their yellow disc, and close again
at dusk. (The medieval Latin name for the daisy
was solis oculus ‘sun’s eye’.)

» DAY, EYE

dale [OE] Both dale and dell [OE] come
ultimately from the Germanic base *dal- (which
also produced German fal, ultimate source of
English dollar). Dale goes back to the Germanic
derivative *dalam, *dalaz, dell to the derivative
*daljo. Cognate forms such as Old Norse dalr
‘bow’ and, outside Germanic, Greek tholos show
that the underlying meaning of the word family
is ‘bend, curve’. Those members which mean
‘valley’ (including Gothic dals, which also
signified ‘ditch’) were no doubt named from
their rounded, hollowed-out shape.

» DELL, DOLLAR

Dalek [20] The name of these pathologically
destructive robots, which first appeared on BBC
TV’s Dr Who in 1963, was coined by their
creator, Terry Nation. The story went about that
he had come up with it one day while staring in
a library at the spine of an encyclopedia volume
covering entries from DA to LEK, but he has
subsequently denied this.

dam [12] Dam, appropriately enough for a word
related to the human control of water-courses,
seems to have been borrowed from Middle
Dutch dam. It appears to have been a fairly
widespread West and East Germanic word,
subsequently borrowed into North Germanic,
but its ultimate source is not known.

damage [14] Damage comes from Latin
damnum ‘loss, damage’ (source of English
damn). It passed into Old French as dam, from
which was formed the derivative damage.
English borrowed and has preserved the Old
French form, but in modern French it has
become dommage. Besides damn, another
English relative is indemnity [15], ultimately
from Latin indemnis ‘undamaged’.

» DAMN, INDEMNITY

damask [14] Originally, damask was ‘cloth
from Damascus’ (which was known as Damaske
in Middle English). This Syrian city was a
notable centre for export to the West in the
Middle Ages, and has provided English with the
damson [14] (originally the damascene plum, or
plum from Damascus) and the damask rose [16].
In addition, the term for the method of inlaying
steel known as damascening [19], or earlier
damaskining [16], comes via French and Italian
from the name of Damascus (where such steel
was once produced).

» DAMSON

dame [13] Latin domina was the feminine form
of dominus ‘lord’ (see DOMINION). English
acquired it via Old French dame, but it has also
spread through the other Romance languages,
including Spanish dueiia (source of English
duenna [17]) and Italian donna (whence English
prima donna, literally ‘first lady’ [18]). The
Vulgar Latin diminutive form of domina was
*dominicella, literally ‘little lady’. This passed
into Old French as donsele, was modified by
association with dame to damisele, and acquired
in the 13th century by English, in which it
subsequently became damsel (the archaic
variant damosel came from the 16th-century
French form damoiselle).

» DAMSEL, DANGER, DOMINATE, DOMINION,
DUENNA, PRIMA DONNA

damn [13] Damn comes via Old French damner
from Latin damnare, a derivative of the noun
damnum. This originally meant ‘loss, harm’ (it is
the source of English damage), but the verb
damnare soon spread its application to
‘pronounce judgment upon’, in both the legal
and the theological sense. These meanings
(reflected also in the derived condemn) followed
the verb through Old French into English, which
dropped the strict legal sense around the 16th
century but has persisted with the theological
one and its more profane offshoots.

» CONDEMN, DAMAGE, INDEMNITY

damp [14] The familiar adjectival use of damp as
‘slightly wet’ is a comparatively recent
development, from the 18th century. When the
word was first borrowed into English, from
Middle Low German damp, it was a noun
meaning ‘vapour’ (an application which
survives in fire-damp). It comes ultimately from
a Germanic base *thump-. The first line of
semantic development taken by the word in
English was of a ‘noxious exhalation’ (including
gas or even smoke, not just vapour), and this is
reflected in its earliest adjectival use, in the late
16th century, meaning ‘dazed’, as if affected by
such harmful fumes; ‘with looks downcast and
damp’, John Milton, Paradise Lost 1667.
Another contemporary sense was ‘noxious’. But
the 17th century saw the noun used more and
more for specifically wet turbidity: ‘mist’, or
simply ‘moisture’. And this formed the basis of
the present-day adjectival sense.

damson see DAMASK

dance [13] The history of the word dance, now
widespread amongst European languages
(French dansir, Spanish danzar, Italian danzare,
German tanzen, Swedish dansa, Russian
tancovat’), is disappointingly obscure. All these
forms, including the English word, stem from an
original Old French danser. This developed from
an assumed Vulgar Latin *dansare, which may
have been borrowed from a Frankish *dintjan
(Frisian dintje ‘tremble’ has been compared).

dandelion [13] Dandelion means literally
‘lion’s tooth’. It was borrowed from French
dent-de-lion, which itself was a translation of
medieval Latin dens leonis. It was presumably so
called from the toothlike points of its leaves
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(although some have speculated that the name
comes from the long taproot). The plant has a
variety of local dialectal names, many of them
(clock, farmer’s clocks, schoolboy’s clock, tell-
time, time flower) reflecting the traditional
practice of telling the time by blowing off all the
plant’s tufted seeds (the number of puffs needed
indicates the hour). Piss-a-bed, like its French
counterpart pissenlit, betrays the plant’s diuretic
properties.
» DENTIST, LION

dandruff [16] The word dandruff (or dandriff, as
it commonly used to be) first appears, out of the
blue, in the mid 16th century, with no known
relatives. Its first element, dand-, remains utterly
obscure, but the second part may have been
borrowed from Old Norse Arufa or Middle Low
German rove, both meaning ‘scab’ (Middle
English had a word roufe ‘scab, scurf’, and
modern Dutch has roof).

dandy [18] The first record of the word dandy
comes in Scottish border ballads of the late 18th
century, but by the early 19th century it had
become a buzz term in fashionable London
society. It is generally explained as being an
abbreviation of jack-a-dandy ‘affected man’, a
word first recorded in the 17th century which
apparently incorporates Dandy, a colloquial
Scottish abbreviation of the name Andrew. The
word’s adjectival use started in the 19th century
in close semantic relationship to the noun —
‘affectedly trim or neat’ — but American English
has rehabilitated it to ‘excellent’ in the 20th
century.

» ANDREW

danger [13] Etymologically, danger is a parallel
formation to dominion. It comes ultimately from
Vulgar Latin *domniarium ‘power or sway of a
lord, dominion, jurisdiction’, a derivative of
Latin dominus ‘lord, master’. English acquired
the word via Old French dangier and Anglo-
Norman daunger, retaining the word’s original
sense until the 17th century (“You stand within
his [Shylock’s] danger, do you not?’ says Portia
to Antonio in Shakespeare’s Merchant of
Venice). But things had been happening to its
meaning in Old French, particularly in the
phrase estre en dangier ‘be in danger’. The
notions of being in someone’s danger (that s, ‘in
his power, at his mercy’) and of being in danger
of something (that is, ‘liable to something
unpleasant, such as loss or punishment’ — a sense
preserved in the 1611 translation of the Sermon
on the Mount: ‘Whosoever is angry with his
brother without a cause shall be in danger of the
judgment’, Matthew 5:22) led directly to the
sense ‘peril’, acquired by English in the 14th
century.

» DAME, DOME, DOMINATE, DOMINION, DUNGEON

dapper [15] Modern English dapper connotes
neatness, alertness, and liveliness, but its
etymological significance as revealed by distant
relatives such as Old High German rapfar
‘heavy’, Old Prussian debikan ‘large’, and Old
Slavic debelu ‘thick’, is ‘heavy’. The notion of
‘weightiness’ spread to ‘firmness, endurance in

battle’, and hence ‘courage’ (German fapfer and
Dutch dapper both mean ‘brave’). English
acquired the word, with an apparently ironical
change of meaning, from Middle Dutch or
Middle Low German dapper ‘heavy, stout,
bold’.

dapple [14] Dapple is a puzzling word. It is
presumably derived from or linked in some way
to its contemporary dapple-grey (although this
has never been proved), which has formal and
semantic links with several colour terms in other
Germanic languages (such as Old Norse
apalgrdr, German apfelgrau, and Dutch
appelgrauw) that are surely too strong to be
coincidental. They all mean literally ‘apple-
grey’. Add to this such forms as French gris-
pommelé, again literally ‘applegrey’, and
Russian yablokakh ‘dappled’, a derivative of
ydbloko ‘apple’, and the inference becomes even
more compelling — that dappled is related in
some way as yet unexplained to apple. Many of
the above terms were applied specifically to grey
horses marked with round blotches, and so
perhaps the word had its beginnings in a
perceived resemblance in shape between such
markings and apples.

dare [OE] Dare used to be a widespread
Germanic verb, with relatives in Old High
German (giturran) and Gothic (gadaursan), but
today it survives only in English (the similar-
looking Danish turde and Swedish toras are
probably not related). It comes via Germanic
*ders- from an Indo-European *dhers-, which
also produced Greek thrasis ‘bold’ and Old
Slavic druzate ‘be bold’. In Old English it was a
conjugationally complex verb, with anomalous
present and past forms, but most of its oddities
have now been ironed out: the past form durst is
now on its last legs, and only the 3rd present
singular form remains unusual, especially in
negative contexts and questions: she daren’t
rather than she dares not.

dark [OE] Dark comes ultimately from a
Germanic base *derk-, *dark-, which also
produced Old High German farchanjan ‘hide’
and Middle Low German dork ‘place where dirt
collects’ (outside Germanic, Lithuanian dargus
has been compared). In Old English the word
usually denoted absence of light, particularly
with reference to ‘night’; the application to
colours did not develop until the 16th century.

darn English has two distinct words darn. The
verb ‘mend with stitches’ [16] may come
ultimately from an Old English verb diernan
‘hide’, a derivative of the adjective dierne
‘secret’, which in turn was descended from West
Germanic *darnjaz. Darn the mild curse [18],
which arose in American English, is usually
taken to be a euphemistic alteration of damn,
although it has been suggested, not very
plausibly, that it too came from dern, the modern
English descendant of Old English dierne, in the
sense ‘dark, dreary’.

dash [13] Dash is probably of Scandinavian
origin — Danish daske ‘beat’ has been compared
— but whether it was a borrowing or a home-
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deaf

grown word, it was no doubt formed in imitation
of rapid impulsive violent movement. Its
original sense in English was ‘hit, smash’ (now
rather eclipsed, put preserved in such phrases as
‘dash someone’s hopes’). ‘Move quickly and
violently’ followed in the 14th century, and the
noun sense ‘stroke of a pen’ in the 16th century
(this probably gave rise to the use of the word as
a euphemism for damned, from the replacement
of that word in print with a dash).

date Dare ‘time of an event’ and date ‘fruit’ are
distinct words in English, and perhaps
unexpectedly the latter [13] entered the language
a century before the former. It came via Old
French date and Latin dactylus from Greek
ddktulos, which originally meant literally
‘finger’ or ‘toe’. The term was originally applied
from the supposed resemblance of a date to a
little brown finger or toe. Date ‘time’ [14] was
acquired from Old French date, a descendant of
medieval Latin data, which represented a
nominal use of the feminine form of Latin datus,
the past participle of the verb dare ‘give’. It
originated in such phrases as data Romae ‘given
at Rome’, the ancient Roman way of dating
letters. (Data ‘information’ [17], on the other
hand, is the plural of the neuter form of the past
participle, datum.) Among the wide range of
other English words descended from Latin dare
(which can be traced back ultimately to an Indo-
European base *do-) are antidote [15]
(etymologically ‘what is given against
something’), condone [19], dado [17] (a
borrowing from Italian, ‘cube’), dative [15],
donation [15], dice, dowry and endow (both
ultimately from Latin dos ‘dowry’, a relative of
dare), edit, and pardon [13].

» PTERODACTYL; ANTIDOTE, CONDONE, DATA,
DATIVE, DICE, DONATION, EDIT, ENDOW,
PARDON

daub [14] The ultimate source of daub, Latin
dealbare, meant literally ‘whiten’. It was derived
from the adjective albus ‘white’, ancestor of
English albino and album. It developed the
specific meaning ‘cover with some white
substance, such as whitewash or plaster’, and by
the time it reached English, via Old French
dauber, it referred to the applying of a coating of
mortar, plaster, etc to a wall. This was generally
a messy process (particularly in the smearing of
a mixture of mud and dung on to a framework of
laths to produce wattle-and-daub walls), and led
in due course to the broader sense ‘apply
crudely’.

» ALBINO, ALBUM, AUBURN

daughter [OE] Daughter is an ancient word
which goes back to Indo-European *dhughaoter.
Apart from Latin and the Romance languages
(with filia and its descendants) and Celtic (Welsh
has merch), all the Indo-European languages
have inherited this form: Greek had thugdter,
Armenian dustr, Old Slavic dusti (whence
Russian doch’), and Sanskrit duhitar-. The
prehistoric Germanic word was *dohter, which
produced Gothic dauhtar, German tochter,
Dutch dochter, Swedish dotter, Danish datter,

and of course English daughter. It is not known
where the Indo-European word ultimately came
from, although correspondences have been
suggested with Sanskrit duh- ‘milk’ and Greek
tetikho ‘make’.

daunt see TAME

dauphin [15] The eldest sons of the French king
were from 1349-1830 designated by a title
which is essentially the same word as English
dolphin. It was originally applied to the lords of
the Viennois, an area in the southeast of France,
whose coat of arms incorporated three dolphins.
After the Viennois province of Dauphiné was
sold by Charles of Valois to the French crown in
1343, the king gave it to his eldest son, and from
then on all eldest sons inherited it along with the
title dauphin.

» DOLPHIN

dawn [15] Dawn was originally formed from
day. The Old English word deeg ‘day’ formed the
basis of dagung, literally ‘daying’, a word
coined to designate the emergence of day from
night. In Middle English this became daiing or
dawyng, which in the 13th to 14th centuries
evolved to dai(e)ning or dawenyng, on the model
of some such Scandinavian form as Old Swedish
daghning. Then in the 15th century the -ing
ending was dropped to produce dawn.

» DAY

day [OE] Day and its Germanic relatives
(German tag, Dutch, Danish, and Swedish dag,
and Gothic dags) come from a prehistoric
Germanic *dagaz. It seems likely that the
ultimate source of this was the Indo-European
base *dhegh-, which also produced Sanskrit
dah- ‘burn’ and nidagha- ‘heat, summer’, and
that the underlying etymological meaning of day
is thus ‘time when the sun is hot’.

» DAWN

dead [OE] Dead is part of a Germanic family of
adjectives (including also German tot, Dutch
dood, Swedish ddd, and Gothic dauths) which
come from a prehistoric Germanic adjective
*dauthaz. This in turn came from an earlier
*dhautds, which was the past participle of the
verb base that eventually produced English die
(thus etymologically dead is in effect a precursor
of died). The word’s ultimate source was Indo-
European *dheu-, which some have linked with
Greek thdnatos ‘dead’.

» DIE

deadline [19] Originally, in US military
parlance, a ‘deadline’ was a literal line drawn
round a military prison, which the inmates were
not allowed to cross. If they did, they risked
being shot. The modern figurative application of
the word, to a time-limit (originally for the
submission of material for a particular edition of
a newspaper), dates from around 1920.

deaf [OE] Ultimately, deaf and dumb come from
the same source, and moreover they are related
to a Greek word for ‘blind’. The common
denominator ‘sensory or mental impairment’
goes back to an Indo-European base *dheubh-,
which  denoted ‘confusion, stupefaction,
dizziness’. It produced Greek ruphlos ‘blind’;
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English dumb; and a prehistoric Germanic
adjective *daubaz ‘dull, stupefied, slow’. Many
of the modern descendants of *daubaz retain this
general sense — Danish doven means ‘lazy’ — but
English has specialized it to ‘dull in hearing’.
Duffer may ultimately be derived from Old
Norse daufr ‘deaf’ in which the sense ‘dull,
stupid’ is preserved.
» DUFFER, DUMB

deal English has two words deal. The one which
now means chiefly ‘distribute’ goes back to Old
English de@l ‘part’ and its verbal derivative
d@lan ‘divide’. The noun (together with its
relatives German teil, Dutch deel, and Gothic
dails) goes back to a prehistoric Germanic
*dailiz, a derivative of the base *dail-, which
also produced English dole and ordeal. The
ultimate source of this base is not known. Deal
‘(plank of) pine’ [14] was borrowed from
Middle Dutch or Middle Low German dele.

» DOLE, ORDEAL

dean [14] Etymologically, a dean is someone in
charge of a group of ten people. That was the
meaning of its ancestor, Greek dekands, a word
formed from déka ‘ten’. This eventually came to
designate specifically someone in charge of ten
monks, and this sense passed via late Latin
decanus, Old French deien, and Anglo-Norman
deen into English as the ‘head of a cathedral’.
The modern French descendant of deien, doyen,
was reborrowed into English in the 17th century.

» DOYEN

dear [OE] Dear is one of the English language’s
more semantically stable words. By the 11th
century it had already developed its two major
present-day  senses,  ‘much-loved” and
‘expensive’, which are shared by its Germanic
relative, German teuer (Dutch has differentiated
dier ‘much loved’ from duur ‘expensive’). All
these words go back to a prehistoric West and
North Germanic *deurjaz, whose ultimate origin
is not known. In the 13th century an abstract
noun, dearth, was derived from the adjective. It
seems likely that this originally meant
‘expensiveness’ (although instances of this
sense, which has since disappeared, are not
recorded before the late 15th century). This
developed to ‘period when food is expensive,
because scarce’, and eventually to ‘scarcity’
generally.

» DEARTH

death [OE] Like dead, death comes from a
Germanic verb base *dau-, which also produced
English die. To it was added the abstract noun
suffix *-fus, later *-thuz, meaning ‘act, process,
condition’. This produced prehistoric Germanic
*dauthuz, source of Gothic dauthus, Old Norse
dauthr, and Old English death. Its modern
English descendant, death, thus means literally
‘act or process of dying’, in the same way as
birth means ‘act or process of bearing’ and
strength means ‘condition of being strong’.

» DEAD, DIE

débacle [19] A débdcle is etymologically an ‘act
of unbarring’, the notion behind it being that
once a restraining bar is removed, a rush of

disasters follows. It was borrowed at the start of
the 19th century (originally in the technical
geological sense of a ‘sudden violent surge of
water in a river’) from French, where it was a
derivative of débdcler, a verb formed from dé-
‘de-, un-" and bdcler ‘bar’. This was acquired
from Provengal baclar ‘bar a door’, which came
from medieval Latin *bacculare, a derivative of
Latin bacculus ‘stick’ (responsible also for
English bacillus and bacterium).
» BACILLUS, BACTERIUM

debenture [15] Debenture is simply an
anglicization of Latin débentur, literally ‘they
are due’, the third person plural present passive
of the verb déebere ‘owe’. It supposedly arose
from the practice of writing debentur on IOUs in
the late Middle Ages. The English word
originally signified such IOUs issued by the
government or the Crown — certificates of
indebtedness, to give them their formal
designation — and it was not until the mid-19th
century that the modern meaning, ‘unsecured
bond backed by the general credit of a
company’, came into use.

» DEBT, DUE, DUTY

debility [15] Despite the passing similarity,
debility has no connection with ability. It comes
via Old French debilite from Latin debilitas, a
derivative of the adjective débilis ‘weak’. This
was a compound formed from the prefix de-
‘not” and a second element meaning ‘strong’,
represented also in Sanskrit bdlam ‘strength’,
Greek beltion ‘better’, and Old Slavic bolij
‘larger’ (ultimate source of bolshevik).

debt [13] Debr originated as débita, the plural of
Latin debitum ‘that which is owed’, a noun
formed from the past participle of the verb
debére ‘owe’. In Vulgar Latin, débita was
evidently viewed as a feminine singular noun,
and it passed thus into Old French as dette, the
form in which English originally acquired the
word. From the 13th to the 16th centuries the
French spelling was latinized as debte, a reform
which English adopted in the 16th century. In the
15th century English independently borrowed
Latin debitum as debit. (Latin debere ‘owe’,
source also of English debenture, due, and duty,
was originally a compound verb formed from the
prefix de- ‘away’ and habere ‘have’, literally
‘have away’, that is, ‘keep in one’s possession
what belongs to someone else’.)

» DEBENTURE, DUE, DUTY, ENDEAVOUR

decade see DECIMAL

decant [17] The word decant depends on a
metaphorical connection perceived in the
ancient world between the ‘corner of someone’s
eye’ (Greek kanthos) and the ‘lip of a jug’. On
the basis of this, Latin acquired the word canthus
‘lip of a jug’. From this was formed in medieval
Latin the verb décanthare ‘pour out’, a word
originally used by alchemists to denote the
careful pouring off of a liquid from its sediment.
English probably acquired the verb direct from
Latin.

decay [15] The notion underlying decay and its
close relative decadence is of a ‘falling off” from
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decline

a condition of health or perfection. Decay comes
from Old Northern French decair, a descendant
of Vulgar Latin *décadere, which in turn came
from Latin décidere, a compound verb formed
from the prefix de- ‘down, off, away’ and cadere
‘fall’ (source of English case and a wide range of
related words). Decadence [16] was acquired via
the medieval derivative décadentia.

To the same word-family belongs deciduous
[17], from Latin déciduus, literally denoting the
‘falling oft” of leaves from trees.

» ACCIDENT, CASE, CHANCE, DECADENCE,
DECIDUOUS

decease see PREDECESSOR

deceive [13] Etymologically, to deceive

someone is to ‘catch’ or ‘ensnare’ them. The
word comes ultimately from Latin décipere
‘ensnare, take in’, a compound verb formed from
the pejorative prefix de- and capere ‘take, seize’
(source of English capture and a wide range of
related words). It passed into English via Old
French deceivre and decevoir. English has two
noun derivatives of deceive: deceit [13] comes
ultimately from the past participle of Old French
decevoir, while deception [14] comes from
décept-, the past participial stem of Latin
decipere.

» CAPABLE,
RECEIVE

December [13] December was originally so
named by the ancient Romans (Latin December)
because it was the tenth month of their calendar
(which began with March). The term was
derived from Latin decem ‘ten’. It reached
English via Old French decembre.

» DECIMAL, TEN

decent [16] Decent comes ultimately from Latin
decere ‘be fitting or suitable’, close relatives of
which have produced decorate, dignity, and
(from Greek) orthodox. Its present participial
stem decent- was acquired by English, either
directly or via French décent.

» DAINTY, DECORATE, DIGNITY, ORTHODOX

decide [14] Etymologically, decide denotes a
resolving of alternatives or difficulties by cutting
through them as if with a knife or a sword —
dealing with them ‘at a stroke’. The word comes,
perhaps via French décider, from Latin décidere,
a compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘off” and caedere ‘cut, strike’. It is not clear
where this comes from, although Sanskrit khid-
‘press, tear’ has been compared. Its other
descendants in English include chisel, cement,
concise, and scissors. (Other verbs for ‘decide’
which contain the basic meaning element ‘cut
through’ or ‘separate’ include Latin decernere
and German entscheiden.)

» CEMENT, CHISEL, CONCISE, EXCISE, INCISION,
PRECISE, SCISSORS

deciduous see DECAY

decimal [17] Decimal comes from decimalis, a
medieval Latin coinage based on decimus
‘tenth’, the ordinal derivative of Latin decem
‘ten’ (a relative of English ten). Other
descendants of decem include December,
decimate, dime, and the prefix deci-, while its

CAPTURE, CONCEIVE, DECEIT,

Greek cousin déka has given us decade [15] and
the prefix deca-.

» DECADE, DECEMBER, DECIMATE, DIME, TEN,
TITHE

decimate [17] Decimate is a cause célebre
amongst those who apparently believe that
words should never change their meanings. The
original general signification of its Latin source,
the verb decimare, was the removal or
destruction of one tenth (it was derived from
Latin decem ‘ten’), and it may perhaps strike the
20th century as odd to have a particular word for
such an apparently abstruse operation. It does,
however, arise out of two very specific
procedures in the ancient world: the exaction of
a tax of one tenth (for which indeed English has
the ultimately related word tithe), and the
practice in the Roman army of punishing a body
of soldiers guilty of some crime such as mutiny
by choosing one in ten of them by lot to be put to
death. Modern English does not perhaps have
much use for a verb with such specialized
senses, but the general notion of impassive and
indiscriminate slaughter implied in the Roman
military use led, apparently as early as the mid-
17th century, to the modern sense ‘kill or destroy
most of .

» DECIMAL, TEN

deck [15] Ultimately, deck (both the noun and the
verb) is the same word as thatch. The meaning
element they share is of a ‘covering over the
top’. The noun was borrowed from Middle
Dutch dec, which meant ‘covering’ in general,
and more specifically ‘roof’ and ‘cloak’ (its
ultimate source was Germanic *thakjam, source
of English thatch). Its modern nautical sense did
not develop in English until the early 16th
century, and as its antecedents suggest, its
original signification was of a covering, perhaps
of canvas or tarpaulin, for a boat. Only gradually
has the perception of it changed from a roof
protecting what is beneath to a floor for those
walking above. The word’s application to a pack
of cards, which dates from the 16th century,
perhaps comes from the notion of the cards in a
pile being on top of one another like the
successive decks of a ship.
The verb deck [16] comes from Middle Dutch
dekken ‘cover’.
» DETECT, THATCH, TOGA

declare [14] To declare something is to make it
‘clear’. English acquired the word from Latin
declarare ‘make clear’, a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix de- and clarare
‘make clear’, a derivative of clarus ‘clear’.

» CLARET, CLEAR

decline [14] The notion underlying decline is of
‘bending away’. It comes via Old French
decliner from Latin déclinare ‘turn aside, go
down’, a compound verb formed from the prefix
de-, ‘away, aside’ and clinare ‘bend’, which also
produced English incline and recline and is
related to lean. Its Latin nominal derivative
declinatio has bifurcated in English, to produce
declination [14] and, via Old French
declinaison, declension [15]. The latter is used
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only in the specialized grammatical sense ‘set of
inflectional endings of a noun’, already present
in Latin, which derives from the concept that
every inflected form of a word represents a
‘falling away’ from its uninflected base form
(the same underlying notion appears in the term
oblique case ‘any grammatical sense other than
the nominative or vocative’, and indeed the word
case itself, whose etymological meaning is
‘fall’; and there are perhaps traces of it in
inflection, literally ‘bending’).

» DECLENSION, INCLINE, LEAN, RECLINE

decorate [16] Decorate comes from Latin
decoratus, the past participle of decorare ‘make
beautiful’, a verb derived from decus
‘ornament’. Its root, decor-, also produced the
adjective decorus ‘beautiful, seemly’, from
which English gets decorous [17] and, via its
neuter singular form, decorum [16]. Décor is a
19th-century borrowing from French, where it
was a derivative of the verb décorer. From the
same ultimate source come decent and dignity.

» DECENT, DIGNITY, DECOROUS

decoy [16] Dutch kooi means ‘cage’ (it comes
from Latin cavea ‘cage’, source of English
cage). The term came to be applied specifically
to a pond which had been surrounded with nets
into which wildfowl were lured for capture.
English took it over, but brought with it the
Dutch definite article de, so that Dutch de kooi
‘the decoy’ became English decoy.

» CAGE

decrease [14] Etymologically, decrease means
‘ungrow’. It comes from de(s)creiss-, the present
stem of Old French de(s)creistre, which was a
descendant of Vulgar Latin discrescére. This
was an alteration of Latin décréscere, a
compound verb formed from the prefix de-,
denoting reversal of a previous condition, and
crescere ‘grow’ (source of English crescent and
a wide range of other words).

» CRESCENT, CROISSANT, INCREASE

decree see DISCERN

decrepit [15] The underlying meaning of
decrepit is ‘cracked’. It comes from Latin
décrepitus, an adjective formed (with the
intensive prefix de-) from the past participle of
crepare ‘creak, rattle, crack’ (ultimate source
also of English crepitation, crevice, and
probably craven).

dedicate see INDICATE

deed [OE] Etymologically, a deed is ‘that which
is done’. An ancient word, it can be traced back
as far as a hypothetical *dhetis, a noun derived
from *dhe-, *dho- ‘place, put’, the Indo-
European base from which do comes. This
passed into Germanic as *d@diz, which
produced German fat, Dutch daad, and Swedish
ddad as well as English deed. The word’s
application to a legal document is a 14th-century
development.

» DO

deed poll [16] Contrary to what the term’s

modern pronunciation might seem to suggest,
with the main stress on its first element rather

than its second, a deed poll is a sort of deed, not
a sort of poll. It originally referred to a legal
document made and signed by one person only.
Such documents were drawn up on parchment
cut evenly, or ‘polled’, rather than indented, as
was the case with documents relating to two or
more people.

deep [OE] Deep is a member of a quite extensive
and heterogeneous family of English words. It
comes from a prehistoric Germanic *deupaz
(source also of German tief, Dutch diep, and
Swedish djup), which was a derivative of the
base *d(e)u- ‘deep, hollow’. This may also have
been the ancestor of the first syllable of dabchick
‘little grebe’ [16] (which would thus mean
literally ‘diving duck’), while a nasalized
version of it may underlie dimple. It produced
dip, and a variant has given us dive.

» DABCHICK, DIMPLE, DIP, DIVE

deer [OE] In Old English, déor meant ‘animal’ in
general, as opposed to ‘human being’ (as its
modern Germanic relatives, German tier, Dutch
dier, and Swedish djur, still do). Apparently
connected forms in some other Indo-European
languages, such as Lithuanian dusti ‘gasp’ and
Church Slavonic dychati ‘breathe’, suggest that
it comes via a prehistoric Germanic *deuzom
from Indo-European *dheusom, which meant
‘creature that breathes’ (English animal and
Sanskrit pranin- ‘living creature’ have similar
semantic origins). Traces of specialization in
meaning to ‘deer’ occur as early as the 9th
century (although the main Old English word for
‘deer’ was heorot, source of modern English
hart), and during the Middle English period it
became firmly established, driving out ‘animal’
by the 15th century.

defalcate [15] Defalcate comes from medieval
Latin defalcare ‘cut off’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix de- ‘oft’ and falx ‘sickle’
(source of French faux ‘scythe’). At first it meant
simply ‘deduct’ in English; the modern legal
sense ‘embezzle’ did not develop until the 19th
century.

defame [14] The main source of defame
(originally, in Middle English, diffame) is Old
French diffamer, which came from Latin
diffamare ‘spread damaging rumours about’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-,
denoting ‘ruination’, and fama ‘report, fame’
(source of English fame).

» FAME

defeat [14] Etymologically, to defeat someone is
literally to ‘undo’ them. The verb comes from
Anglo—Norman defeter, a derivative of the noun
defet. This in turn came from Old French desfait,
the past participle of the verb desfaire. This was
a descendant of medieval Latin disfacere,
literally ‘undo’, a compound verb formed from
the prefix dis-, denoting reversal, and Latin
facere ‘do, make’. Its original metaphorical
extension was to ‘ruination’ or ‘destruction’, and
the now central sense ‘conquer’ is not recorded
in English before the 16th century.
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A classical Latin combination of facere with
the prefix de- rather than dis- produced defect,
deficient, and deficit.

» DEFECT, DEFICIENT, DEFICIT

defect see DEFICIENT

defend [13] Defend comes via Old French
defendre from Latin défendere ‘ward off’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix de- ‘off,
away’ and an element that survives elsewhere
only in other compound forms (represented in
English by offend). It has been suggested that
this is related to Sanskrit han- ‘strike’ and Old
English guith ‘battle’, and that it can be traced
ultimately to a prehistoric Indo-European
*gwendh-. Defend had not long become
established in English when it produced the
offspring fend, dispensing with the first syllable.
This in turn formed the basis of the derivatives
fender [15] and forfend [14]. Fence likewise
comes from defence.

» FENCE, FEND

defer English has two distinct verbs defer. The
one meaning ‘delay’ [14] is ultimately the same
words as differ. It comes via Old French differer
from Latin differre ‘carry apart, delay’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and ferre ‘carry’ (related to English
bear). The Latin verb’s past participle, dilatus, is
the source of English dilatory [15]. Defer
‘submit’ [15] comes via Old French deferer from
Latin deferre ‘carry away’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix dé- ‘away’ and ferre. The
notion of submission seems to have arisen from
an earlier application to referring, or ‘carrying’,
a matter to someone else.

» BEAR, DILATORY

deficient [16] Deficient was acquired from Latin
déficient-, the present participial stem of déficere
‘undo, fail, leave, be lacking’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix de- ‘away’ and facere
‘do, make’ (a parallel formation lies behind
English defeat). The past participial stem of the
Latin verb, défect-, produced English defect
[15], while its third person present singular
déficit was borrowed by English as deficit.

» DEFEAT, DEFECT, DEFICIT

defile Defile ‘make dirty’ [14] and defile ‘narrow
pass’ [17] are distinct words in English. The
former has a rather complex history. It was
originally acquired in the 13th century as defoul,
borrowed from Old French defouler ‘trample
down, injure’; this was a compound verb formed
from the prefix de- ‘down’ and fouler ‘tread’,
which in turn goes back via Vulgar Latin *fullare
to Latin fullo ‘person who cleans and thickens
cloth by stamping on it’, source of English fuller
[OE]. In the 14th century defoul started to turn
into defile under the influence of the
synonymous (and now obsolete) befile [OE], a
compound verb derived ultimately from the
adjective foul. Defile ‘narrow pass’ was
borrowed from French défilé, originally the past
participle of défiler, a compound verb based on
filer ‘march in a column’ (which is a close
relative of English file).

» FULLER; FILE

define sec FINE

defunct [16] The -funct in defunct is the same
ultimately as that in function and perfunctory. It
comes from the past participle of Latin fungr
‘perform, discharge’. In combination with the
intensive prefix de- this produced défunctus
‘discharged, finished’, hence ‘dead’, which was
borrowed directly into English.

» FUNCTION, PERFUNCTORY

defy [14] The underlying notion of defy is of the
renunciation of allegiance. It comes via Old
French defier from a Vulgar Latin *disfidare
‘renounce one’s faith’, a compound verb formed
from the prefix dis-, denoting reversal, and Latin
fidus ‘trusting’. This adjective came from a
lengthened variant of the stem which produced
fides ‘faith’, source of English faith. The word’s
current main sense represents a slight shift from
‘being disloyal’ to actively ‘challenging
someone’s power’. The verb’s noun derivative
defiance [14], borrowed from Old French, has a
first cousin in diffidence [15], originally
‘distrustfulness’, which came from the classical
Latin compound verb diffidere ‘mistrust’.

» DIFFIDENCE, FAITH

degree [13] Etymologically, degree means ‘step
down’, a sense revealed more clearly in its
relative degrade [14]. It comes via Old French
degre from Vulgar Latin *degradus, a compound
noun formed from the prefix de- ‘down’ and
gradus ‘step’ (source of English gradual and a
wide range of other words). The word’s modern
meanings, such as ‘academic rank’ and ‘unit of
temperature’, come from an underlying abstract
notion of a hierarchy of steps or ranks. Degrade
represents a parallel but distinct formation,
originally coined as ecclesiastical Latin
dégradare and passed into English via Old
French degrader.

» DEGRADE, GRADUAL, PROGRESS

deign see DISDAIN

deity [14] Deity comes via Old French deite from
late Latin deitas ‘godhood, divinity’, a derivative
of Latin deus ‘god’. This traces its ancestry back
to Indo-European *deiwos, which has links with
other words meaning ‘sky’ and ‘day’ and
probably comes ultimately from a base with the
sense ‘bright, shining’. Amongst its other
descendants are  English  divine, the
personifications Greek Zeus, Latin Iuppiter and
lovis (source of English jovial), and Old English
Tiw (source of English Tuesday), and Sanskrit
deévds ‘god’ (source of English deodar ‘variety
of cedar’ [19], literally ‘divine wood’); the
superficially similar Greek theds ‘god’,
however, is not related. English is also indebted
to Latin deus for deify [14] and, via a somewhat
circuitous route, the joss [18] of joss-stick, a
Pidgin English word which comes from deos,
the Portuguese descendant of deus.

» DIVINE, JOSS, JOVIAL, TUESDAY

delay [13] English acquired delay from Old
French delaier, a compound verb formed from
the prefix de- ‘off’ and laier ‘leave’. This verb,
which also crops up in English relay, appears to
have been a variant of laissier (source of English



delegate

156

lease), which came from Latin laxare ‘slacken,
undo’. This in turn was derived from the
adjective laxus ‘loose’.

» LAX, LEASE, RELAY

delegate see LEGAL
deliberate see DELIVER

delicate [14] Delicate comes either from Old
French delicat or direct from its source, Latin
delicatus, but its ultimate history is obscure. Its
formal similarity to delicious and delight, and
the fact that ‘addicted to pleasure’ was one of the
meanings of Latin délicatus, suggest that the
three words may have an ancestor in common.
Delicatessen [19] was borrowed from German
delikatessen, plural of delikatesse ‘delicacy’,
which in turn was acquired by German from
French délicatesse.

» DELICATESSEN

delicious [13] The underlying meaning of
delicious is ‘tempting, luring one aside from the
straight and narrow’. It comes via Old French
delicious from late Latin deliciosus, a derivative
of Latin deélicia ‘delight’. This in turn was
formed from délicere ‘entice away’, a compound
verb made from the prefix de- ‘away’ and lacere
‘lure, deceive’ (source also of English elicit and
related to lace, lasso, and possibly latch). Latin
délectare, a derivative of délicere denoting
repeated action, produced Old French delit,
source of English delight [13], and Italian
dilettante, literally ‘lover’, borrowed by English
in the 18th century in the positive sense
‘someone who takes delight in fine art’.

» DELIGHT, DILETTANTE, ELICIT, LACE, LASSO

delinquent see RELIC
delirious see LAST

deliver [13] To deliver something is
etymologically to ‘set it free’. The word comes
via OIld French delivrer from late Latin
déliberare, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix dé- and Latin liberare ‘set free’,
a derivative of the adjective liber ‘free’. Its
meaning developed through ‘set free’ to ‘give
up, surrender’ and finally ‘hand over to someone
else’. (Classical Latin deliberare, source of
English deliberate [15], is an entirely different
verb, derived from Latin /ibra ‘scales’.)

» LIBERATE

dell see DALE
delphinium see DOLPHIN

delta [16] Delta was the fourth letter of the Greek
alphabet, corresponding to English d. Its capital
form was written in the shape of a tall triangle,
and already in the ancient world the word was
being applied metaphorically to the triangular
deposit of sand, mud, etc which forms at the
mouth of rivers (the Greek historian Herodotus,
for instance, used it with reference to the mouth
of the Nile). Greek acquired the word itself from
some Semitic language; it is related to daleth,
the name of the fourth letter of the Hebrew
alphabet.

deluge see LAVATORY
delusion see ILLUSION

demagogue [17] A demagogue is literally a
‘leader of the people’. The word represents
Greek demagogos, a compound formed from
demos ‘common people’ and agogds ‘leader’.
(This was derived from dgein ‘drive, lead’, a
verb related to Latin agere ‘do’, and hence to its
host of English descendants, from act to
prodigal.) In ancient Greece the term was
applied particularly to a set of unoftficial leaders
drawn from the common people who controlled
the government of Athens in the 4th century BC,
and whose irresponsible rule (as their critics saw
it) has given demagogue a bad name ever since.

» ACT, AGENT

demand [13] Latin démandare meant ‘entrust
something to someone’. It was a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix de- and
mandare ‘entrust, commit’ (source of English
mandate). As it passed via Old French demander
into English, its meaning developed to ‘give
someone the responsibility of doing something’,
and finally ‘order’.

» MANDATE

demarcation [18] As its form and meaning
would suggest, demarcation is indeed related to
mark, but only in a distinctly roundabout way.
The word comes, possibly via French, from
Spanish demarcacion, a derivative of the verb
demarcar ‘mark out the boundaries of’, which in
turn is descended ultimately from the same
prehistoric Germanic ancestor as English mark
‘sign, trace’. It originally came into English in
very specific application to the boundary line
between the Spanish and Portuguese spheres of
influence in the New World, as laid down by
Pope Alexander VI in a bull of 4 May 1493. In
Spanish this was the linea de demarcacion (in
Portuguese, linha de demarcagdo). By the
middle of the 18th century the word was being
used in English in much more general contexts.
The familiar modern phrase demarcation
dispute, relating to inter-union squabbles, dates
from the 1930s.

demeanour [15] A person’s demeanour is how
they ‘conduct’ themselves. The word goes back
ultimately to the literal notion of driving animals
along. It is a derivative of the now virtually
obsolete reflexive verb demean ‘behave’,
borrowed in the 13th century from Old French
demener. This was a compound formed from the
intensive prefix de- and mener ‘lead’, a
descendant of Latin mindare ‘drive a herd of
animals’ (whose original connotation of ‘urging
on with threats’ is revealed by its close
relationship with minar? ‘threaten’, source of
English menace).

This obsolete demean should not,
incidentally, be confused with demean ‘degrade’
[17], which was formed from the adjective
mean.

» MENACE

demerit [14] A demerit may be virtually the
opposite of a merit, but the word was not formed,
as might be supposed, by adding the prefix de-,
denoting oppositeness or reversal, to merit. Its
distant ancestor was Latin demeritum, from the
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denim

verb demereri ‘deserve’, where the de- prefix
meant not ‘opposite of” but ‘completely’ (as it
does too in, for example, denude and despoil).
Add this de- to mereri ‘deserve’ and you get
‘deserve thoroughly’. However, at some point in
the Middle Ages the prefix began to be
reinterpreted as ‘opposite’, and medieval Latin
demeritum came to mean ‘fault’ — the sense that
reached English via French démérite.

demesne [14] Ultimately, demesne is the same
word as domain. It comes via Old French
demeine from Latin dominicus, an adjective
meaning ‘of a lord” (see DOMINION), and hence
etymologically means ‘land belonging to a lord’.
Under the feudal system it denoted land retained
by the lord for his own use, rather than let out to
tenants. The -s- was inserted into the word in
Anglo-Norman, partly as a graphic device to
indicate a long vowel and partly through
association ~ with  Old  French  mesnie
‘household’, which came ultimately from Latin
mansio ‘place to stay’ (source of English
mansion).

» DAME, DANGER, DOMAIN, DOMINION

demijohn [18] Demijohn ‘large globular bottle’
has no connection with half of the common male
forename. It arose through a process known as
folk etymology, by which an unfamiliar or
slightly  outlandish  foreign =~ word is
deconstructed and then reassembled using
similar-sounding elements in the host language.
In this case the source was French dame-jeanne,
literally ‘Lady Jane’, a term used in French for
such a container since the 17th century.

demise see DISMISS

democracy [16] Democracy means literally
‘government by the populace at large’. It comes
via Old French democratie and medieval Latin
democratia from Greek demokratia, a
compound formed from demos ‘people’ and
-kratia ‘rule’, a derivative of the noun krdtos
‘power, authority’, which has contributed a
number of terms for types of government to
English. The original meaning of Greek demos
was ‘district, land’, but eventually it came to
denote the people living in such a district,
particularly the ordinary people considered as a
social class participating in government — hence
democracy. The derivative democrat [18] was
coined in French at the time of the Revolution.

» EPIDEMIC

demolish [16] To demolish something is
etymologically to ‘deconstruct’ it. The word
comes from demoliss-, the stem of Old French
demolir, which in turn came from Latin demaoliri
‘throw down, demolish’. This was a compound
verb formed from the prefix de-, denoting
reversal of a previous condition, and moliri,
which among other things meant ‘build,
construct’. This was a derivative of maoles ‘mass,
huge mass, massive structure’ (source of English
mole ‘harbour wall’ and molecule).

» MOLE, MOLECULE

demon [14] English acquired this word from
Latin in two forms, classical Latin daemon and
medieval Latin démon, which were once used

fairly interchangeably for ‘evil spirit’ but have
now split apart. Demon retains the sense ‘evil
spirit’, but this was in fact a relatively late
semantic development. Greek daimon (source of
Latin daemon) meant ‘divine power, fate, god’
(it is probably related to Greek daiomai
‘distribute, allot’, which comes from an Indo-
European base whose descendants include
English tide and time). It was used in Greek
myths as a term for a minor deity, and it was also
applied to a ‘guiding spirit’ (senses now usually
denoted by daemon in English). It seems to be
from this latter usage that the sense ‘evil spirit’
(found in the Greek Septuagint and New
Testament and in the Latin Vulgate) arose.
» PANDEMONIUM, TIME, TIDE

demonstrate sece MONSTER

demur [13] Like its French cousin demeurer,
demur originally meant ‘stay, linger’. It was not
until the 17th century that the current sense,
‘raise objections’, developed, via earlier ‘delay’
and ‘hesitate in uncertainty’. The word comes
via Old French demorer and Vulgar Latin
*démorare from Latin demorari, a compound
verb formed from the intensive prefix de- and
morart  ‘delay’ (source also of English
moratorium [19]).

» DEMURE, MORATORIUM

demure [14] Etymologically, someone who is
demure is quiet and settled, not agitated. The
word comes from demore, the past participle of
Old French demorer ‘stay’ (source of English
demur), and so semantically is a parallel
formation to staid. One of its earliest recorded
uses in English was actually to describe the sea
as ‘calm’, and it was not until the late 17th
century that its modern slightly pejorative
connotations of coyness began to emerge.

» DEMUR

den [OE] Related forms such as German tenne
‘threshing floor’ and possibly Greek thenar
‘palm of the hand’ suggest that the underlying
meaning of den may be ‘flat area’. Old English
denn denoted ‘wild animal’s lair’, perhaps with
reference to animals’ flattening an area of
vegetation to form a sleeping place. Dean [OE],
a word for ‘valley’ now surviving only in place-
names, comes from the same source.

denigrate [16] To denigrate people is literally to
‘blacken’ them. The word comes from Latin
denigrare ‘blacken’, a compound verb formed
from the intensive prefix de- and niger ‘black’.
This adjective, which is of unknown origin, also
produced French noir ‘black’ and Italian nero
‘black’, and is the source (via Spanish negro) of
English negro [16] and the now taboo nigger
[18]. Denigrate originally meant ‘physically
turn something black’ as well as the
metaphorical ‘defame, belittle’: “This lotion will
denigrate the hairs of hoary heads’, Richard
Tomlinson, Renodaeus’ Medicinal dispensatory
1657.

» NEGRO, NIGGER

denim [17] The name of the fabric from which
jeans are made had its origins in a sort of serge
produced in the southern French town of Nimes.
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The French naturally enough called it serge de
Nimes, but the original meaning of this soon
became lost when English borrowed it as serge
de Nim, and the last two words came to be run
together as denim.

denizen [15] Etymologically, denizen means
‘someone who is inside’, and it is related to
French dans ‘in’. It comes from Anglo-Norman
deinzein, a derivative of Old French deinz
‘inside’. This had grown out of the Latin phrase
de intus, literally ‘from inside’. Hence denizen’s
original meaning of someone who lives ‘in’ a
country, as opposed to a foreigner. In the 16th
and 17th centuries the verb denize existed,
coined by back-formation from denizen; it meant
roughly the same as modern English naturalize.

denouement [18] A denouement is literally an
‘untying of a knot’. It was borrowed from French
(its first recorded use in English is by Lord
Chesterfield in one of his famous letters to his
son (1752)), where it was a derivative of dénouer
‘undo’. This was a compound verb formed from
the prefix dé- ‘un-’ and nouer ‘tie’, which came
ultimately from Latin nodus ‘knot’ (source of
English newel, node, nodule, and noose).

» NEWEL, NODE, NODULE, NOOSE

denounce see PRONOUNCE
dent see DINT

dentist [18] Dentist was borrowed from French
dentiste, and at first was ridiculed as a high-
falutin foreign term: ‘Dentist figures it now in
our newspapers, and may do well enough for a
French puffer; but we fancy Rutter is content
with being called a tooth-drawer’, Edinburgh
Chronicle 15 September 1759. It was a
derivative of French dent ‘tooth’, which goes
back via Latin déns to an Indo-European base
*dont-, *dent-, source also of English tooth.
Other English descendants of Latin dens include
dental [16] and denture [19].

» INDENT, TOOTH

deny see RENEGADE
deodar see DEITY

depart [13] Depart originally meant ‘divide’.
This was the sense of its ultimate Latin ancestor
dispertire, literally ‘separate up into constituent
parts’, a compound verb formed from the prefix
dis-, denoting separation, and partire ‘divide,
distribute’, a derivative of the noun pars ‘part’. It
passed into English via Vulgar Latin *departire
and Old French departir, by which time the
notions of ‘division’ and ‘separation’ had
already produced the intransitive sense ‘go
away’.

» PART

department [15] English has borrowed
department from French département on two
completely separate occasions. Originally, in
late Middle English, it was used for ‘departure’,
but this died out in the mid-17th century. Then in
the 18th century it was re-acquired in the
different sense ‘distinct division’; Dr Johnson, in
his Dictionary 1755, dismisses it as a French
term.

depend [15] To depend on something is literally
to ‘hang down’ from it. The word comes, via Old
French dependre, from Latin dépendére, a
compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘down’ and pendere ‘hang’ (source of English
pendant, pendulum, penthouse, and a host of
derivatives from appendix to suspend). Its
original literal sense survives in English, just, as
a conscious archaism, but essentially the
metaphorical extensions ‘be contingent’ (echoed
in the parallel use of hang on) and ‘rely’ have
taken the verb over.

» APPENDIX, PENDENT, PENDULUM, PENTHOUSE,
SUSPEND

depict see PICTURE

depilatory see PILE

deplete see FULL

deplore see EXPLORE

deploy see DISPLAY

deport see PORT

depot [18] A depor is literally a ‘place where
something is deposited’, a ‘depository’. The
word comes, via French dépdt, from Latin
dépositum (source of English deposit [17]), the
past participle of deponere ‘put down’. This was
a compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘down’ and ponere ‘put, place’ (source of
English position), and also produced English
depose [13] and deponent [15].

» DEPONENT, DEPOSE, DEPOSIT, POSITION

deprecate see PRAY

depreciate see PRICE

depredation see PREY

depress see PRESS

deprive see PRIVATE

depth [14] Depth is not as old as it looks. Similar
nouns, such as length and strength, existed in
Old English, but depth, like breadth, is a much
later creation. In Old English the nouns denoting
‘quality of being deep’ were diepe and déopnes
‘deepness’.

» DEEP

deputy [16] A deputy is literally ‘someone who
has been deputed to act on someone else’s
behalf’. It represents a reformulation of the
Middle English noun depute. This was borrowed
from the past participle of Old French deputer
(source of the English verb depute [15] and
hence of deputation [16]), which in turn came
from late Latin députare ‘assign, allot’. In
classical times this meant literally ‘cut off” (it
was a compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘off’ and putare, which meant ‘cut’” — as in
amputate — as well as ‘esteem, consider, reckon,
think’ — as in compute, dispute, impute, and
repute).

» AMPUTATE, COMPUTE, COUNT, DISPUTE, IMPUTE,
PUTATIVE, REPUTE

derive [14] Like rival, derive comes ultimately
from Latin rivus ‘stream’. This was used as the
basis of a verb derivare, formed with the prefix
de- ‘away’, which originally designated literally
the ‘drawing off of water from a source’. This
sense was subsequently generalized to ‘divert’,
and extended figuratively to ‘derive’ (a metaphor
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reminiscent of spring from). English acquired
the word via Old French deriver.
» RIVAL

derrick [16] Around the end of the 16th century
there was a famous Tyburn hangman called
Derick. His name came to be used as a
personification of hangmen in general, and
subsequently as a metaphor for the ‘gallows’.
Gradually, however, these macabre associations
were lost, and by the 18th century derrick had
progressed in meaning to ‘hoisting apparatus’.

derring-do [16] Derring-do arose from a
misunderstanding of the Middle English phrase
dorring do, which literally meant ‘daring to do’
(dorren was the Middle English form of dare). In
some 16th-century editions of medieval authors
this was misprinted as derring do. The poet
Edmund Spenser came across it and used it
several times in his often deliberately archaic
verse — but as a noun, meaning ‘boldness’, rather
than as the verbal phrase it actually was: ‘a man
of mickle name, renowned much in arms and
derring do’, Faerie Queene 1596. Spenser’s
usage was picked up and popularized by Sir
Walter Scott in the early 19th century.

» DARE

descant [14] Etymologically, descant is a
parallel formation to English part song. English
acquired it via Old French deschant from
medieval Latin discantus ‘refrain’, a compound
noun formed from the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and
cantus ‘song’. The notion originally underlying
it is of a separate vocal line ‘apart’ from the main
musical theme. The Middle English form of the
word was deschaunt; descant represents a partial
16th-century reversion to Latin discantus.

» CANTO, CHANT

descend [13] Etymologically, descend means
‘climb down’. Like its opposite, ascend [14], it
comes ultimately from Latin scandere ‘climb’,
which also produced English scan and scansion
and is related to echelon, escalate, scale ‘set of
graduated marks’, scandal, and slander. The
Latin verb was a product of the Indo-European
base *skand- ‘jump’.

» ASCEND, ECHELON, ESCALATE, SCALE, SCAN,
SCANDAL, SLANDER

describe [15] To describe something is literally
to ‘write it down’. The word comes from Latin
describere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix de- ‘down’ and scribere ‘write’ (source of
English scribe, script, etc). English originally
borrowed it via Old French descrivre in the 13th
century as descrive, in which the metaphorical
sense ‘give an account of’ had already
developed, and this was grafted on to the Latin
verb when it was reborrowed directly in the 15th
century. The derivative nondescript was coined
(originally as a term in biological classification)
in the 17th century.

» ASCRIBE, SCRIBE, SCRIPT

desert English has three distinct words desert,
which come from two separate sources. Desert
‘what one deserves’ [13] (now usually used in
the plural) is related, as its meaning suggests, to
the verb deserve. It comes from Old French

desert or deserte, which were formed from the
past participle of deservir ‘deserve’. (Dessert
‘sweet course’ [17] is its first cousin, coming
from French desservir ‘clear the table’ — literally
‘unserve’ — a compound verb formed, like
deserve, from the verb serve but with the prefix
dis- rather than de-.)

The noun desert ‘barren region’ [13] and the
verb desert ‘abandon’ [15] both come ultimately
from désertus, the past participle of Latin
deserere ‘abandon’. This was a compound verb
formed from the prefix dé- denoting reversal and
serere ‘join’ (a derivative of which gave English
‘serried ranks’).

» SERVE; SERRIED

deserve [13] Latin deservire meant ‘serve well
or enthusiastically’ (it was a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix de- and servire
‘serve’). Hence in late Latin it came to mean
‘become entitled to because of meritorious
service’, a sense which passed via Old French
deservir into English. The more general modern
English ‘be worthy of” developed in the 15th
century.

» SERVE

desiccate see sack

design [16] The semantic history of design is a
little complicated. It comes ultimately from the
past participle of Latin designare ‘mark out’
(source also of English designate [15]), a
compound verb formed from the prefix de- ‘out’
and signare ‘mark’, a derivative of signum
‘sign’. But English acquired it largely via
French, in which a three-way split of form and
meaning had taken place. In both respects
désigner ‘point out, denote’ remains closest to
the original Latin, but this use of the word has
now died out in English, having been taken over
by designate. This has left the field open to the
metaphorical use ‘plan’, represented in French
on the one hand by dessein ‘purpose, intention’
and on the other by dessin ‘pattern, drawing’ and
its related verb dessiner. They represent the two
main areas of meaning covered by the word in
modern English, although English has stuck to
the more latinate spelling.

» DESIGNATE, SIGN

desire [13] The underlying -etymological
meaning of desire is something of a mystery.
Like consider, it comes ultimately from a base
related to Latin sidus ‘star’, but the links in the
semantic chain that would lead us back from
‘desire’ to ‘star’ have not all been successfully
reconstructed. It does at least seem, though, that
before the word denoted ‘wanting’, it signified
‘lack’. English acquired it via Old French
desirer, but has also gone back directly to the
past participle of Latin deésiderare for
desideratum ‘something desirable’ [17].

» CONSIDER, SIDEREAL

desist see STATUE

desk [14] Desk, disc, dish, and dais — strange
bedfellows semantically — form a little gang of
words going back ultimately, via Latin discus, to
Greek diskos ‘quoit’. Desk seems perhaps the
least likely descendant of ‘quoit’, but it came
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about like this: Latin discus was used
metaphorically, on the basis of its circular shape,
for a ‘tray’ or ‘platter, dish’; and when such a
tray was set on legs, it became a table. (German
tisch ‘table’ comes directly from Vulgar Latin in
this sense.) By the time English acquired it from
medieval Latin it seems already to have
developed the specialized meaning ‘table for
writing or reading on’.

» DAIS, DISC, DISH

desolate see SOLE

despair [14] Etymologically, despair is literally
‘lack of hope’. The word comes via Old French
desperer from Latin déspérare, a compound
verb formed from the prefix de-, denoting
reversal, and spérare, a derivative of the noun
spés ‘hope’. Its past participle, désperatus,
produced English desperate [15], from which
desperado is a 17th-century mock-Spanish
coinage.

» DESPERATE

despond [17] Latin had a phrase animam
despondere, literally ‘give up one’s soul’, hence
‘lose heart’. The verb déspondere came to be
used on its own in this sense, and was borrowed
thus by English. It was a compound verb, formed
from the prefix de- ‘away’ and spondere
‘promise’  (source of English sponsor,
spontaneous, spouse, respond, and riposte), and
originally meant ‘promise to give away’, hence
‘give up’.

» RESPOND, RIPOSTE, SPONSOR, SPONTANEOUS,
SPOUSE

despot [16] The ultimate source of despot is
Greek despotes ‘lord’. It is related to Sanskrit
dampati ‘master of the house’, and both
probably go back to an Indo-European
compound formed from *domo- ‘house’ (source
of Latin domus ‘house’, and hence of English
domestic) and another element related to Latin
potis ‘able’ and English power. (Latin dominus
‘lord’, a derivative of domus ‘house’ and
originally meaning ‘master of the house’, is a
semantically parallel formation.) Greek despoteés
was used for ‘lord, master’ or ‘ruler’ in various
contexts, with no particular pejorative
connotation (in modern Greek it means
‘bishop’). But most rulers in ancient times
enjoyed absolute power, and so eventually the
word (which entered English via medieval Latin
despota and early modern French despor) came
to mean ‘tyrannical ruler’; this sense became
firmly established at the time of the French
Revolution.

» DOMESTIC, DOMINION

dessert see DESERT

destiny [14] Etymologically, one’s destiny is
that which has been firmly established or
determined for one (as if by fate). The word
comes from destinee, the Old French descendant
of Latin destinatus. This was the past participle
of destinare ‘make firm, establish’, a compound
verb formed from the intensive prefix de- and
*stanare ‘fix’ (source also of English obstinate).
This in turn was a derivative of stare ‘stand’, a
relative of English stand. The Latin verb also

gave English destine [14] and hence destination
[15], whose current use comes from an earlier
place of destination ‘place for which one is
bound’.

» DESTINATION, OBSTINATE, STAND

destitute see STATUE

destroy [13] As in the case of demolish, to
destroy something is almost literally to ‘un-
build’ it. The word comes via Old French
destruire from *déstriigere, a Vulgar Latin
alteration of Latin déstriiere. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix de-,
denoting reversal of a previous state, and strizere
‘pile up, build’ (source of English construct and
structure). Its past participle, déstructus, has
produced English destruction [14], destructive
[15], and the verb destruct (recorded once in the
17th century but revived in the 1950s by back-
formation from destruction).

» CONSTRUCT, DESTRUCTION, STRUCTURE

desultory [16] Latin déesultor designated a
circus trick-rider who jumped from the back of
one horse to another while they were galloping
along (it was a derivative of desilire, a compound
verb formed from dé- ‘down’ and salire ‘jump’,
source of or related to English assail, assault,
insult, salacious, salient, and sally). From it was
derived an adjective désultorius ‘jumping from
one thing to another like a desultor’, hence
‘superficial’, and eventually ‘unmethodical,
irregular’, the sense which survives in English.

» ASSAIL, ASSAULT, INSULT, SALACIOUS, SALIENT

detail [17] Etymologically, a detail is a ‘little
piece cut off’. It comes from French détail, a
derivative of dérailler ‘cut up’. This was a
compound verb formed from the intensive prefix
dé- and tailler ‘cut’ (a relative of English tailor
and tally). English acquired the word via the
French phrase en détail ‘piece by piece, item by
item’, source of the central modern meaning
‘individual item, particular’.

» TAILOR, TALLY

detect see PROTECT

détente [20] English originally acquired this
word from French in the 17th century as detent,
which denotes a catch that regulates the
movement of a clock. French dérente, which
originally signified a device for releasing a
crossbow string, came from the past participle of
Old French destendre ‘release’, a compound
verb formed from the prefix des- ‘apart’ and
tendre ‘stretch’ (related to English rension). But
English-speakers, mistakenly associating it with
detain [15] (a verb of completely different
origin, via Old French detenir from Latin
detinére ‘keep back’) completely reversed its
meaning, applying to a restraining catch rather
than a releasing one.

French, the language of diplomacy, re-lent
détente to English in the first decade of the 20th
century in the sense ‘relaxation of international
tension’.

» TENSION
deter see TERROR

detergent [17] A detergent is literally
something that ‘wipes away’. The word comes
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from detergent-, the present participial stem of
Latin détergere, a compound verb formed from
de- ‘away’ and tergere ‘wipe’ (its past participle
produced English ferse). English detergent
originally meant simply ‘cleansing agent’ (used
particularly in a medical or surgical context); the
specific application to a cleanser made from
synthetic chemical compounds (as opposed to
soap, which is made from fats and lye) is a 20th-
century development.
» TERSE

deteriorate [16] The meaning of deteriorate
resides etymologically in its first syllable, which
represents the Latin preposition dé ‘down’. To
this was added the adjectival suffix -ter, to
produce *deter ‘bad’, and this in turn was
modified with the comparative suffix -ior to
deterior ‘worse’. Deterior formed the basis of
the verb deteriorare ‘get worse’, source of
English deteriorate.

determine [14] The central meaning of
determine is ‘fix a limit to’, as in ‘determine the
scope of an enquiry’. It comes via Old French
determiner from Latin déterminare, a compound
verb formed from the prefix de- ‘off’ and
terminare ‘limit’ (source of English ferminate).
Its connotations of ‘firm resolve’, a 17th-century
development, came via an intermediate sense
‘come to a firm decision on’.

» TERMINATE

detest [16] Latin detestari, source of detest,
meant ‘denounce’. It was a compound verb
formed from the pejorative prefix de- and festart
‘bear witness’. This in turn was a derivative of
testis ‘witness’, source of English testify,
testimony, and testicle. It retained its original
sense of ‘cursing’ or ‘execration’ when first
borrowed into English, but by the 18th century
this had weakened from open denunciation to
internal ‘loathing’.

» TESTICLE, TESTIFY, TESTIMONY

detonate [18] Detonate is related to thunder. It
comes from the past participle of Latin defonare,
a compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘down’ and tonare ‘thunder, roar’, which goes
back to the same Indo-European base (*fen-,
*ton-) as thunder. Latin detondre never actually
meant ‘cause to explode’, though; that sense
comes from its French descendant détoner.

» THUNDER

detriment [15] Etymologically, detriment
denotes damage caused by ‘wearing away’. The
word comes via Old French from Latin
detrimentum, a derivative of deterere ‘wear
away’ (whose past participle is the source of
English detritus [18]). This was a compound
verb formed from the prefix de- ‘away’ and
terere ‘rub’ (from which English gets attrition
and rrite). The generalized metaphorical sense
‘harm’ had already developed in classical Latin.

» ATTRITION, DETRITUS, TRITE

deuce [15] The underlying meaning of deuce
emerges most clearly in its application to playing
cards and dice: the number two. It comes from
Old French deus ‘two’, which goes back to duas,
the accusative case of Latin duo ‘two’ (English

two comes ultimately from the same source). Its
use in tennis comes from the French phrase a
deux, literally ‘at two’, which signifies that a
player must score two successive points to win a
game. It is generally thought that the mild oath
deuce came from duus, the Low German
descendant of Latin duos, which gamblers
supposedly cried out in disgust when they threw
the lowest score, a two.

devastate [17] Etymologically as well as
semantically, devastate is related to ‘lay waste’.
It comes from the past participle of Latin
deévastare, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix de- and vastare ‘lay waste’. This
was a derivative of vastus ‘waste’, source of
English waste.

» VAST, WASTE

develop [17] The history of develop and its close
relative envelop is hazy. English acquired it from
développer, the modern French descendant of
Old French desveloper. This was a compound
verb formed from the prefix des- ‘un-’ and
voloper ‘wrap’. But where did voloper come
from? Some have proposed a hypothetical Celtic
base *vol- ‘roll’, while others have pointed to
similarities, formal and semantic, with Italian
viluppo ‘bundle’ and viluppare ‘wrap’, which
come from an assumed late Latin *faluppa
‘husk’. Beyond that, however, the trail has gone
cold.

» ENVELOP

deviate see DEVIOUS

device [13] A device is something which has
been devised — which, etymologically speaking,
amounts to ‘something which has been divided’.
For ultimately devise and divide come from the
same source. The noun device comes in the first
instance from Old French devis ‘division,
contrivance’ and latterly (in the 15th century)
from Old French devise ‘plan’, both of which
were derivatives of the verb deviser ‘divide,
devise’ (source of English devise [13]). This in
turn came from Vulgar Latin *divisare, a verb
based on the past participial stem of Latin
dividere, source of English divide. The semantic
development by which ‘divide’ passed to
‘contrive’, presumably based on the notion that
dividing something up and distributing it needs
some planning, happened before the word
reached English, and English device has never
meant ‘division’. The sense ‘simple machine’
essentially evolved in the 16th century.

» DEVISE, DIVIDE, INDIVIDUAL, WIDOW

devil [OE] English acquired devil in the 8th
century via late Latin diabolus from Greek
didbolos, which originally meant ‘slanderer’. It
was a derivative of diabdllein ‘slander’, a
compound verb literally meaning ‘throw across’,
formed from did ‘across’ and bdllein ‘throw’
(whence English ballistics). The Greek word has
reached most European languages: for example
French diable, Italian diavolo, German teufel,
Dutch duivel, Swedish djavul, and Russian
djavol. It has also given English diabolical [16],
and indeed diabolo [20], a game played by
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spinning a top (named from a variant of Italian
diavolo) on a string.
» BALLISTICS, DIABOLICAL

devious [16] Devious and its close relative
deviate [17] are both based on the notion of
going ‘out of the way’. They come respectively
from Latin dévius and deviare, compound
adjective and verb formed from the prefix de-
‘from’ and via ‘way’.

» DEVIATE, VIA

devolution see VOLUME

devout [13] Essentially, devout and devote [16]
are the same word; they come from an identical
source, but reached English along different
routes. That source is dévotus, the past participle
of Latin deévovere, which was a compound
formed from the intensive prefix de- and vovére
‘promise’ (source of English vote and vow). This
entered English originally via Old French devot
as an adjective, and was then reborrowed
directly from Latin in the 16th century as the
basis for a verb.

» DEVOTE, VOTE, VOW

dew [OE] Dew is an ancient word, which can be
traced back to the Indo-European base *dheu-;
this also produced Greek thein ‘run’ and
Sanskrit dhav ‘flow, wash’ (whence, via Hindi,
English dhobi ‘Indian washerman’ [19]) and
dhaiitis ‘brook’. Its Germanic descendant was
*dauwaz, which produced (besides English dew)
German tau, Dutch dauw, and Swedish dagg.

» DHOBI

dextrous [17] Just as the left hand has always
been associated with awkwardness or
maladroitness (cack-handed), so the right hand
has traditionally been credited with skill: hence
dextrous, a derivative of Latin dexter, which
meant ‘on the right side’ and thus by extension
‘skilful’. This came ultimately, like Greek
dexids, Gothic taihswa, Breton dehou, Russian
desnoj, and many other related forms in the
general semantic area ‘right-hand side’, from an
Indo-European base *dek-. English acquired the
Latin adjective itself as a heraldic term in the
16th century.

dhobi see DEW

diabetes [16] Diabetes means literally ‘passing
through’; it was originally so named in Greek
because one of the symptoms of the disease is
excessive discharge of urine. Greek diabétés was
a derivative of diabainein ‘pass through’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dia-
‘through’ and bainein ‘go’ (a relative of English
basis and come). English acquired it via
medieval Latin diabeétés. Compare DIARRHOEA.

» BASIS, COME

diabolical see DEVIL

diadem [13] A diadem was originally something
that was bound round someone’s head. The word
comes, via Old French diademe and Latin
diadema, from Greek diddéema; this was a
derivative of diadein, a compound verb formed
from the prefix dia- ‘across’ and dein ‘bind’. In
Greek it was often applied specifically to the

regal headband worn by Alexander the Great and
his successors.

diaeresis see HERESY

diagnosis [17] The underlying meaning of
Greek didgnosis was ‘knowing apart’. It was
derived from diagignoskein  ‘distinguish,
discern’, a compound verb formed from the
prefix dia- ‘apart’ and gignoskein ‘know,
perceive’ (a relative of English know): In post-
classical times the general notion of
‘distinguishing’ or ‘discerning’ was applied
specifically to medical examination in order to
determine the nature of a disease.

» KNOW

diagonal [16] Diagonal is commonly used
simply as a synonym for obligue, but in strict
mathematical terms it denotes a line joining two
non-adjacent angles of a polygon. This reveals
far more clearly its origins. It comes from
diagonalis, a Latin adjective derived from Greek
diagonios. This was a compound formed from
the prefix dia- ‘across’ and gonia ‘angle’ (as in
English polygon), meaning ‘from angle to
angle’. Gonia is related ultimately to English
knee and genuine.

» GENUINE, KNEE, POLYGON

dial [15] The original application of the word dial
in English is ‘sundial’. The evidence for its
prehistory is patchy, but it is generally presumed
to have come from medieval Latin dialis ‘daily’,
a derivative of Latin dies ‘day’, the underlying
notion being that it records the passage of a 24-
hour period.

dialect [16] The notion underlying dialect and
its relatives dialectic [14] and dialogue [13] is of
‘conversation’. They come ultimately from
Greek dialégesthai ‘converse’, a compound verb
formed from the prefix dia- ‘with each other’
and légein ‘speak’ (source of English lecture and
a wide range of related words). This formed the
basis of two derived nouns. First didlektos
‘conversation, discourse’, hence ‘way of
speaking’ and eventually ‘local speech’, which
passed into English via Latin dialectus and Old
French dialecte (from it was produced the
adjective  dialektikos ~ ‘of = conversation,
discussion, or debate’, which was eventually to
become English dialectic). Secondly didlogos
‘conversation’, which again reached English via
Latin and Old French.

» LECTURE

dialysis [16] As in the case of its close relative
analysis, the underlying etymological notion
contained in dialysis is of undoing or loosening,
so that the component parts are separated. The
word comes ultimately from Greek didlusis, a
derivative of dialiiein ‘tear apart’; this was a
compound verb formed from the prefix dia-
‘apart’ and [liein ‘loosen, free’ (related to
English less, loose, lose, and loss). In Greek it
meant simply ‘separation’, but it was borrowed
into English, via Latin dialysis, as a rhetorical
term denoting a set of propositions without a
connecting conjunction. The chemical sense,
‘separation of molecules or particles’ (from
which the modern application to ‘renal dialysis’
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dice

comes), was introduced in the 1860s by the
chemist Thomas Graham (1805-69).
» ANALYSIS, LESS, LOOSE, LOSE, LOSS

diamond [13] Diamond is an alteration of
adamant, a rather archaic term which nowadays
refers to hard substances in general, but formerly
was also used specifically for ‘diamond’. The
alteration appears to have come about in Latin of
post-classical times: adamant- (stem of Latin
adamas) evidently became Vulgar Latin
*adimant- (source of French aimant ‘magnet’),
which appears to have opened the way to
confusion, or at least association, with words
beginning dia-. The result was medieval Latin
diamant-, which passed into English via Old
French diamant.

» ADAMANT

diapason [14] Diapason, a musical term now
used mainly for the main stops on an organ, and
also metaphorically for ‘range, scope’ in
general, originally meant literally ‘through all’.
It comes, via Latin diapason, from the Greek
phrase hé dia pason khordon sumphonia
‘concord through all the notes’: dia means
‘through’, and pason is the feminine genitive
plural of pas ‘all’ (as in the English prefix pan-
‘all’).

diaper [14] The notion underlying diaper is of
extreme whiteness. It comes ultimately from
Byzantine Greek diaspros, which was a
compound formed from the intensive prefix dia-
and dspros ‘white’. (Aspros itself has an
involved history: it started life as Latin asper
‘rough’ — source of English asperity — which was
applied particularly to bas-relief on carvings and
coins; it was borrowed into Byzantine Greek and
used as a noun to designate silver coins, and their
brightness and shininess led to its reconversion
into an adjective, meaning ‘white’.) Diaspros
appears originally to have been applied to
ecclesiastical vestments, and subsequently to
any shiny fabric. When the word first entered
English, via medieval Latin diasprum and Old
French diapre, it referred to a rather rich silk
fabric embellished with gold thread, but by the
16th century it was being used for less
glamorous textiles, of white linen, with a small
diamond-shaped  pattern. = The  specific
application to a piece of such cloth used as a
baby’s nappy (still current in American English)
seems to have developed in the 16th century.

» ASPERITY

diaphanous [17] Semantically, diaphanous is
the ancestor of modern English see-through. It
comes, via medieval Latin diaphanus, from
Greek diaphanés, a compound adjective formed
from dia- ‘through’ and the verb phainein
‘show’. Originally in English it meant simply
‘transparent’,  without  its  present-day
connotations of delicacy: ‘Aristotle called light a
quality inherent, or cleaving to a Diaphanous
body’, Walter Raleigh, History of the World
1614.

diaphragm [17] The etymological notion
underlying diaphragm is of a sort of ‘fence’ or

‘partition’ within the body. It comes via late
Latin diaphragma from Greek didphragma. This
in turn was a derivative of diaphrdssein ‘divide
off, barricade’, a compound verb formed from
the intensive prefix dia- and phrdssein ‘fence in,
enclose’. Originally in Greek didphragma was
applied to other bodily partitions than that
between the thorax and the abdomen — to the
septum which divides the two nostrils, for
instance.

diarrhoea [16] Diarrhoea means literally
‘through-flow” (and hence semantically is a
parallel formation to diabetes). It comes via late
Latin diarrhoea from Greek didrrhoia, a term
coined by the physician Hippocrates for
‘abnormally frequent defecation’. It was formed
from the prefix dia- ‘through’ and rhein ‘flow’ (a
relative of English rheumatism and stream). Of
other -rrhoea formations (or -rrhea, as it is
generally spelled in American English),
pyorrhoea ‘inflammation of the tooth sockets’
was coined in the early 19th century, and
logorrhoea at around the turn of the 20th,
originally as a clinical term in psychology
(although subsequently hijacked as a facetious
synonym for ‘talkativeness’).

» RHEUMATISM, STREAM

diary [16] Like its semantic cousin journal, a
diary is literally a ‘daily’ record. It comes from
Latin diarium, a derivative of dies ‘day’.
Originally in classical Latin the word meant
‘daily allowance of food or pay’, and only
subsequently came to be applied to a ‘record of
daily events’. From the 17th to the 19th century
English also had an adjective diary, from Latin
diarius, meaning ‘lasting for one day’.

diaspora see SPORADIC

diatribe [16] Diatribe’s connotations of
acrimoniousness and abusiveness are a relatively
recent (19th-century) development. Originally in
English it meant simply ‘learned discourse or
disquisition’. It comes via Latin diatriba from
Greek diatribé ‘that which passes, or literally
wears away, the time’, and hence, in scholarly
circles, ‘study’ or ‘discourse’. This was a
derivative of diatribein ‘pass, waste, while
away’, a compound verb formed from the
intensive prefix dia- and tribein ‘rub’.

» ATTRITION, DETRIMENT, TRITE

dice [14] Dice originated, as every schoolboy
knows, as the plural of die, which it has now
virtually replaced in British English as the term
for a ‘cube marked with numbers’. Die itself
comes via Old French de from Latin datum, the
past participle of the verb dare (and source also
of English date). The main meaning of dare was
‘give’, but it also had the secondary sense ‘play’,
as in ‘play a chess piece’. The plural of the Old
French word was dez (itself occasionally used as
a singular), which gave rise to such Middle
English forms as des, dees, and deys and, by
around 1500, dyse.
The singular die survives for ‘dice’ in
American English, and also in the later
subsidiary sense ‘block or other device for
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stamping or impressing’
around 1700).
» DATE, DONATE

dictionary [16] The term dictionary was coined
in medieval Latin, probably in the 13th century,
on the basis of the Latin adjective dictionarius
‘of words’, a derivative of Latin dictio ‘saying’,
or, in medieval Latin, ‘word’. English picked it
up comparatively late; the first known reference
to it is in The pilgrimage of perfection 1526: ‘and
so Peter Bercharius [Pierre Bercheur, a 15th-
century French lexicographer] in his dictionary
describeth it’.

Latin dictio (source also of English diction
[15]) was a derivatives of the verb dicere ‘say’.
Its original meaning was ‘point out’ rather than
‘utter’, as demonstrated by its derivative indicare
(source of English indicate) and words in other
languages, such as Greek deikniinai ‘show’,
Sanskrit dig- ‘show’ (later ‘say’), and German
zethen ‘accuse’, which come from the same
ultimate source. Its past participle gave English
dictum [16], and the derived verb dictare ‘assert’
produced English dictate [17] and dictator [14].
It has been the basis of a wide range of other
English words, from the more obvious
derivatives like addict and predict to more
heavily disguised offspring such as condition,
index, and judge.

» ADDICT, CONDITION, DICTATE, DICTION, DITTO,
INDEX, INDICATE, JUDGE, PREDICT

didactic see bocTOR

diddle [19] The current meaning of diddle, ‘to
cheat or swindle’, was probably inspired by
Jeremy Diddler, a character who was constantly
borrowing money and neglecting to repay it in
James Kenney’s play Raising the Wind (1803)
(the expression raise the wind means ‘to procure
the necessary money’). Diddler immediately
caught on as a colloquialism for a ‘swindler’,
and by at the latest 1806 the verb diddle was
being used in the corresponding sense. It may be
that Kenney based the name Diddler on another
colloquial verb diddle current at that time,
meaning ‘to move shakily’ or ‘to quiver’.

die English has two distinct words die. The noun,
‘cube marked with numbers’, is now more
familiar in its plural form (see DICE). The verb,
‘stop living’ [12], was probably borrowed from
Old Norse deyja ‘die’. This, like English dead
and death, goes back ultimately to an Indo-
European base *dheu-, which some have linked
with Greek thdnatos ‘dead’. It may seem strange
at first sight that English should have borrowed a
verb for such a basic concept as ‘dying’
(although some have speculated that a native Old
English verb *diegan or *dégan did exist), but in
fact it is a not uncommon phenomenon for ‘die’
verbs to change their meaning euphemistically,
and therefore to need replacing by new verbs. In
the case of the Old English verbs for ‘die’,
steorfan survives as starve and sweltan in its
derivative swelter, while cwelan is represented
by the related cwellan ‘kill’, which has come
down to us as quell.

» DEAD, DEATH

(which originated

diesel [19] The name of this type of internal-
combustion engine (which runs on oil rather than
petrol) commemorates its inventor, the Paris-
born Bavarian engineer Rudolf Diesel (1858—
1913). He conceived his idea for the engine in
the early 1890s. In its development stage he was
almost killed when one exploded, but by 1897 he
had succeeded in producing an operable engine.
Within a year he was a millionaire. The term
diesel is first recorded in English in 1894.

diet [13] Diet comes, via Old French diete and
Latin diaeta, from Greek diaita ‘mode of life’.
This was used by medical writers, such as
Hippocrates, in the specific sense ‘prescribed
mode of life’, and hence ‘prescribed regimen of
food’. It has been speculated that Latin diaeta,
presumably in the yet further restricted sense
‘day’s allowance of food’, came to be associated
with Latin dies ‘day’. This gave rise to medieval
Latin diéta ‘day’s journey’, ‘day’s work’, etc,
hence ‘day appointed for a meeting’, and thus
‘meeting (of legislators)’. English acquired this
word (coming orthographically full circle as
diet) in the 15th century, but it is now mainly
used for referring to various foreign legislatures.

different [14] English acquired different via Old
French different from different-, the present
participial stem of Latin differre, a compound
verb formed from the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and ferre
‘carry’ (related to English bear). Latin differre
had two distinct strands of meaning that sprang
from the original literal ‘carry apart, scatter,
disperse, separate’: one was ‘put off, delay’,
from which English gets defer; the other
‘become or be unlike’, whence English differ
[14] and different. The derived indifferent [14]
originally meant ‘not differentiating or
discriminating’.

» BEAR, DILATORY

difficult [14] Difficult means literally ‘not easy’.
It is a back-formation from difficulty [14], which
was borrowed from Latin difficultas. This was a
derivative of the adjective difficilis (source of
French difficile), which was a compound formed
from the prefix dis- ‘not’ and facilis ‘easy’
(whence English facile [15]).

» FACILE

diffidence see DEFY

dig [13] The origins of dig are not altogether
clear. It does not appear to have existed in Old
English, although it has been speculated that
there was an Old English verb *dicigian, never
recorded, derived from dic ‘ditch’ (the standard
Old English verbs for ‘dig’ were delfan and
grafan, whence modern English delve and
grave). Another theory is that it was borrowed
from Old French diguer ‘make a dyke, hollow
out the earth’. This was a derivative of the noun
digue ‘dyke’, which itself was borrowed from a
Germanic source that also produced Old English
dic (and indeed modern English dyke).

» DITCH, DYKE

digest [15] English took the verb digest from
digest-, the past participle of Latin digerere. This
was a compound verb formed from the prefix di-
‘apart’ and gerere ‘carry’, and originally meant
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dimple

‘divide, distribute’ — a sense which developed
via ‘dissolve’ into the specifically physiological
‘dissolve and obtain nutrients from food in the
body’. A further semantic offshoot of
‘distribute’ was ‘orderly arrangement’, and in
fact the earliest use of the word in English was as
the noun digest ‘summary of information’ [14],
from Latin digesta, the neuter plural of the past
participle, literally ‘things arranged’.

» CONGEST, GESTURE, INGEST

digit [15] Digir was borrowed from Latin digitus.
This meant ‘finger or toe’, but its underlying
etymological sense is probably ‘pointer’; it
appears to come from an Indo-European base
*deik-, which also produced Latin dicere ‘say’
(originally ‘point out’), Greek deikniinai ‘show’,
Sanskrit di¢- ‘show’, and possibly English toe.
The word was used in classical times for a
measure of length, a ‘finger’s breadth’, but the
mathematical sense ‘any of the numbers from 0
to 9° (originally as counted on the fingers) is a
later development.

Digitalis [17], the scientific name of the
‘foxglove’, is a modern Latin use of the Latin
adjective digitalis ‘of the finger’, perhaps in
allusion to the foxglove’s German name
fingerhut ‘thimble’, literally ‘finger-hat’.

» TOE

dignity [13] Dignity comes via Old French
dignete from Latin dignitas, a derivative of
dignus ‘worthy’. Also from the same source was
Latin dignare (source of English deign and its
derivative disdain) and late Latin dignificare
(source of English dignify [15]). Dignus itself
probably came from an earlier unrecorded
*decnus ‘suitable, fitting’, a derivative of the
verb decere, which produced English decent.
Other related words in English include condign
[15] and indignant [16], while dignitas also
produced, via a different line of descent, English
dainty.

» CONDIGN, DAINTY, DEIGN, DISDAIN, INDIGNANT

digress see GRADUAL

dilapidate [16] It is a common misconception
that dilapidate means literally ‘fall apart stone
by stone’, since the word comes ultimately from
Latin lapis ‘stone’ (as in lapis lazuli [14],
literally ‘azure stone’). But in fact Latin
dilapidare meant ‘squander’ (a sense once
current in English, but now superseded). It was a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and lapidare ‘throw stones’, and thus
originally must have meant literally ‘scatter like
stones’, but its only recorded sense is the
metaphorical extension ‘throw away or destroy
wantonly, squander’. The application of the
word to the destruction of buildings is a piece of
later etymologizing.

» LAPIS LAZULI

dilate [14] Latin /atus meant ‘wide’ (it probably
came from an earlier *stlatos, represented in
Church Slavonic stilati ‘spread out’, and has
given English latitude). It was used with the
prefix dis- ‘apart’ to form the verb dilatare
‘expand, extend’, which English acquired via
Old French dilater. The word has two English

nominal derivatives: dilatation [14], from late
Latin dilatatio, now mainly restricted to medical
contexts, and dilation [15], an English
formation.

» LATITUDE

dilatory see DEFER

dilemma [16] Dilemma was originally a
technical term in rhetoric, denoting a form of
argument in which one’s opponent is faced with
a choice of two unfavourable alternatives. It
comes via Latin dilemma from Greek dilemma,
a compound formed from di- ‘two’ and lemma
‘proposition, premise’. (Lémma itself, which
English acquired in the 16th century, came
ultimately from *lab-, the base of Greek
lambdnein ‘talk’.) The ‘looser’ general sense
‘choice  between unpleasant alternatives’
developed in the late 16th century.

diligent [14] The underlying meaning of diligent
is ‘loving’. It comes via Old French diligent
from the present participial stem of Latin
diligere ‘esteem highly, love’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and legere ‘choose’ (source of English
elect, neglect, and select), and so originally
meant literally ‘single out’. It gradually passed
semantically via ‘love’ to ‘attentiveness’,
‘carefulness’, and finally ‘steady effort’.

» ELECT, NEGLECT, SELECT

dilute see LAVATORY

dime [14] Dime originally meant ‘tenth part’, and
often specifically a ‘tax of one tenth, tithe’:
‘From all times it was ordained to pay dimes or
tithes unto the Lord’, James Howell, Lexicon
tetraglotton 1660. It came via Old French disme
from Latin decima ‘tenth part’, a derivative of
decem ‘ten’ (to which English ten is related).
The application of the word to a coin worth one
tenth of a US dollar dates from the 1780s.

» DECIMAL, TEN

dimension see MEASURE

diminish [15] Diminish is a hybrid verb, the
result of a marriage between the now obsolete
diminue [14] and the virtually obsolete minish
[14], both of which meant ‘make smaller’.
Diminue came via Old French diminuer from
Latin diminuere ‘break into small pieces’; it was
a compound verb formed from the prefix de-
‘from’ and minuere ‘lessen’ (source of English
minute). Minish came via Old French menuiser
from Vulgar Latin *minatiare, a derivative of
Latin minitus ‘small’; this, bringing the history
of diminish full circle, was an adjectival use of
the past participle of minuere.

» MINUTE

dimity see DRILL

dimple [13] Dimple originally meant ‘pothole’,
and was not applied to an ‘indentation in the
flesh’ until the 14th century. There is no
surviving record of the word in Old English, but
it probably existed, as *dympel; Old High
German had the cognate tumphilo, ancestor of
modern German tiimpel ‘pool, puddle’. Both go
back to a Germanic *dump-, which may be a
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nasalized version of *d(e)up-, source of English
deep and dip.
» DEEP, DIP

din [OE] Din is an ancient word, traceable back
via Old English dyne and Germanic *dunjaz to
an Indo-European base *dhun-, signifying ‘loud
noise’. This is also represented in Sanskrit
dhiinis  ‘roaring’ and Lithuanian dundéti
‘sound’.

dine see DINNER

dingy [18] Nobody is quite sure where dingy
comes from, but the very occasional occurrence
of ding or dinge as Middle English forms of
dung suggests that it may originally have
signified ‘dung-coloured’ (although if it came
from such a source it might have been expected
to rhyme with springy rather than stingy). Dung
[OE] itself appears to go back ultimately to an
Indo-European  base  *dhengh-  denoting
‘covering’ (relatives include the Lithuanian verb
dengti ‘cover’), so its etymological significance
is ‘material spread over the earth (for
fertilization)’ rather than ‘excrement’.

» DUNG

dinner [13] The etymological meaning of dinner
is ‘breakfast’. The word comes ultimately from
an unrecorded Vulgar Latin verb *disjinare, a
compound formed from the prefix dis- ‘un-" and
jejunus ‘fasting, hungry’ (source of English
Jjejune [17]): hence, ‘break one’s fast’. Old
French adopted it in two phases: as desiuner,
which became modern French déjeuner
(originally ~ ‘breakfast’ but later ‘lunch’),
borrowed by English in the 18th century; and as
disner. In later Old French this developed into
diner (source of English dine [13]), which came
to be used as a noun — from which English
acquired dinner.

In English it has always denoted the main
meal of the day, although the timing of this has
varied over the centuries, and continues to do so,
according to region, social class, etc.

» JEJUNE

dinosaur [19] Dinosaur means literally ‘terrible
lizard” (something of a misnomer, since
dinosaurs are not particularly closely related to
modern lizards). The word was coined around
1840 from Greek deinos ‘terrible’ (which goes
back to the same Indo-European base, *dwei-, as
produced English dire [16]) and sauros ‘lizard’
(which occurs in its Latin form saurus in the
names of specific dinosaurs, such as
brontosaurus and tyrannosaurus).

» DIRE

dint [OE] Dint originally signified a ‘blow’ or
‘hit’, particularly one inflicted by a sword or
similar weapon. Its meaning broadened out in
the 14th century to ‘“force of attack or impact’,
and this is the source of the modern English
phrase by dint of, which to begin with denoted
‘by force of”. In the 13th century a variant form
dent arose, which by the 16th century had moved
on metaphorically to the sense ‘depression made
by a blow’.

diocese [14] Etymologically, diocese means
‘administration’, and only gradually did the

word become more concrete and specific, via
‘area administered, province’ to ‘ecclesiastical
province’. It comes ultimately from Greek
dioikésis, a derivative of dioikein ‘keep house’,
hence ‘administer’; this was a compound verb
formed from the intensive prefix dia- and oikein
‘inhabit’, which in turn was a derivative of oikos
‘house’ (a distant relative of the -wich, -wick
ending in some British place-names). Its
ecclesiastical meaning developed in Greek, and
came to the fore as the word passed via Latin
dioecesis and late Latin diocésis into Old French
diocise (source of English diocese). In English
that has always been the only living sense of the
word, although it has been used in historical
contexts to refer to provinces of the Roman
empire.

dip [OE] Like deep, dip comes ultimately from a
Germanic base *d(e)up- ‘deep, hollow’. The
derived verb, *dupjan, produced Old English
dyppan, ancestor of modern English dip. It
originally meant quite specifically ‘immerse’ in
Old English, sometimes with reference to
baptism; the sense ‘incline downwards’ is a
17th-century development.

» DEEP, DIMPLE

diphtheria [19] The disease diphtheria is
characterized by the formation of a false
membrane in the throat which obstructs
breathing, and when the French physician Pierre
Bretonneau described it in the 1820s, he coined
a name for it based on Greek diphthéra, which
means ‘piece of leather’. Using the suffix -ifis,
denoting inflammation, he formed the modern
Latin term diphtheritis (used in English until the
1850s) and its French equivalent diphthérit. He
subsequently substituted diphthérie, and this
was borrowed into and established in English in
the late 1850s when an epidemic of the disease
(then also termed Boulogne sore throat, from its
first having been observed in Boulogne) struck
Britain.

diploma [17] Etymologically, a diploma is a
‘folded paper’. It comes via Latin diploma from
Greek diploma; this was a derivative of the verb
diploun ‘fold’, which in turn came from diplous
‘double’ (a distant cousin of English double).
Since official letters tended to be folded over,
diploma eventually came to mean ‘document,
especially one issued by the government’ — the
sense in which the word was acquired by
English.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the use of the
derived Latin adjective diplomaticus ‘relating to
official documents’ with specific reference to the
field of international relations led eventually to
its French descendant, diplomatique, coming to

mean ‘relating to international relations’.
English acquired the word as diplomatic in the
18th century.

» DOUBLE

dire see DINOSAUR

direct [14] English acquired direct from directus,
the past participle of Latin dirigere ‘arrange in
distinct lines’, hence ‘straighten, guide’. This
was a compound verb formed from the prefix
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discreet

dis- ‘apart’ and regere ‘guide, rule’ (source of
English regent, region, etc). The first recorded
use of the verb in English was ‘write something
and send it to a particular person’, a sense now
preserved more specifically in the related
address. (Also ultimately from Latin dirigere is
dirigible ‘steerable airship’ [19], a borrowing
from French dirigeable; this was a derivative of
diriger, the French descendant of dirigere.)

» ADDRESS, DIRIGIBLE, DRESS, REGENT, REGION

dirge [16] Dirge is an anglicization of Latin
dirige, the imperative singular of dirigere
‘guide’ (source of English direct). It is the first
word in the Latin version of Psalm 5, verse 8:
Dirige, Domine, Deus meus, in conspectu tuo
viam meam ‘Direct, O Lord, my God, my way in
thy sight’ (the Authorized Version expands this
to ‘Lead me, O Lord, in thy righteousness
because of my enemies; make thy way straight
before thy face’). This formed an antiphon in the
Office of the Dead (the funeral service) and
hence came to be associated with songs of
mourning, and with gloomy singing in general.

» DIRECT

dirham see DRAM

dirt [13] Dirt was originally drit, and meant
‘excrement’ (it was borrowed from Old Norse
drit, which goes back to a prehistoric Germanic
base *drit- that also produced Dutch dreet
‘excrement’). The toned-down sense ‘soiling
substance’ is of equal antiquity with ‘excrement’
in English, and the modern English form dirt
first appeared in the 15th century, by a process
known as metathesis in which two sounds are
reversed.

disappoint [15] Disappoint (a borrowing from
French désappointer) originally meant ‘remove
from a post or office, sack’ — that is, literally,
‘deprive of an appointment’; ‘A monarch ... hath
power ... to appoint or to disappoint the greatest
officers’, Thomas Bowes, De La Primaudraye’s
French academie 1586. This semantic line has
now died out, but parallel with it was a sense ‘fail
to keep an appointment’, which appears to be the
ancestor of modern English ‘fail to satisty,
frustrate, thwart’.

disaster [16] The word disaster has astrological
connotations. It comes, perhaps via French
désastre, from Italian disastro; this was a back-
formation from disastrato, literally ‘ill-starred’,
a compound adjective formed from the
pejorative prefix dis- and astro ‘star’, a
descendant of Latin astrum ‘star’. This in turn
came from Greek astron ‘star’, source of English
astronomy and related to English star. So the
underlying meaning of the word is ‘malevolent
astral influence’. Provencal has the parallel
malastre ‘misfortune’.

disc [17] Disc comes ultimately from Greek
diskos ‘quoit’, a derivative of the verb dikein
‘throw’. This passed into Latin as discus,
adopted by English in the 17th century in its
original athletic sense. The most salient
semantic feature of the discus was perhaps its
shape, and it was this that English took over in
the form disc (either adapted from Latin or

borrowed from French disque). The spelling disk
is preferred in American English, and it is the
standard form used for ‘disc-shaped computer
storage device’. Other English words ultimately
derived from Latin discus are dais, desk, and
dish.

» DAIS, DESK, DISH

discern [14] Discern, discreet, discrete, and
discriminate all come ultimately from the same
source, Latin discernere, literally ‘separate by
sifting’, hence ‘distinguish’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and cernere ‘sift, separate’ (source of
English crime and secret and related to crisis).
The derived noun discrimen formed the basis of
a new Latin verb discriminare, from which
English gets discriminate [17]. (Closely related
is decree [14], whose ultimate source is Latin
décernere ‘decide’, also a derivative of cernere
but with the prefix de-, denoting removal.)

» CERTAIN, CRIME, CRISIS, DECREE, DISCREET,
DISCRETE, DISCRIMINATE, EXCREMENT, SECRET

discipline [13] The Latin word for ‘learner’ was
discipulus, a derivative of the verb discere
‘learn’ (which was related to docére ‘teach’,
source of English doctor, doctrine, and
document). English acquired the word in Anglo-
Saxon times, as discipul, and it was
subsequently reformulated as disciple on the
model of Old French deciple. Derived from
discipulus was the noun disciplina ‘instruction,
knowledge’. Its meaning developed gradually
into ‘maintenance of order (necessary for giving
instruction)’, the sense in which the word first
entered English (via Old French discipline).

» DISCIPLE, DOCTOR, DOCTRINE, DOCUMENT

discomfit [14] The underlying etymological
sense of discomfit is ‘destroy’. It comes from
desconfit, the past participle of Old French
desconfire ‘defeat’; this in turn was a descendant
of Vulgar Latin *disconficere ‘destroy, undo’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis- ‘un-’
and conficere ‘put together, complete,
accomplish’ (source of English comfit,
confection, and confetti). Its original English
meaning ‘defeat’” has weakened over the
centuries to ‘disconcert’, probably due to the
influence of discomfort, with which it is often
confused.

» COMFIT, CONFECTION, CONFETTI

discord see CONCORD

discourse see COURSE

discreet [14] Discreet and discrete [14] are
ultimately the same word. Both come from Latin
discrétus, the past participle of discernere
‘distinguish’ (source of English discern).
Discrete was borrowed direct from Latin, and
retains its original meaning more closely:
‘distinct, separate’. The Latin abstract noun
formed from the past participle, discretio
(source of English discretion [14]), developed
the sense ‘power to make distinctions’. This fed
back into the adjective, giving it the meaning
‘showing good judgment’, the semantic guise in
which English acquired it from Old French
discret. This was usually spelled discrete too
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until the 16th century, when discreet (based on
the -ee- spelling commonly used in words like
sweet and feet which rhymed with discrete)
became the established form for the more widely
used sense ‘judicious’.

» CERTAIN, DISCERN, DISCRETE, SECRET

discriminate see DISCERN

discursive see COURSE

discuss [14] The ultimate source of discuss
meant ‘smash to pieces’. It comes from discuss-,
the past participle stem of Latin discutere, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and quatere ‘shake’ (from which English
also gets concussion and quash). Its literal
meaning was ‘smash apart, break up’, and this
gradually developed via ‘scatter, disperse’ to, in
post-classical times, ‘investigate, examine’ and
eventually ‘debate’. The apparently wide
semantic discrepancy between ‘scatter, disperse’
and ‘examine’ was probably bridged by some
such intermediate notion as ‘disperse or separate
in the mind so as to distinguish and identify each
component’.

#» CONCUSSION, QUASH

disdain [14] Disdain comes via Old French
desdeigner from *disdignare, a Vulgar Latin
alteration of Latin dédignari ‘scorn’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix de- ‘un-,
not’ and dignare ‘consider worthy’ (source of
English deign [13]).

» DAINTY, DEIGN, DIGNITY

disease [14] Disease and malaise are parallel
formations: both denote etymologically an
‘impairment of ease or comfort’. Disease comes
from Old French desaise, a compound formed
from the prefix dis- ‘not, lacking’ and aise
‘ease’, and in fact at first meant literally
‘discomfort’ or ‘uneasiness’. It was only towards
the end of the 14th century that this sense began
to narrow down in English to ‘sickness’.
(Malaise was borrowed from French malaise, an
Old French formation from mal ‘bad’ and aise.)

» EASE, MALAISE

disguise see GEEZER

disgust [16] Something that disgusts one is
literally ‘not to one’s taste’. The word comes
from Old French desguster, a compound verb
formed from the prefix des- ‘not’ and goust
‘taste’. This in turn came from Latin gustus
(ultimate source of English gusro); its modern
French descendant is goiit. Originally, as its
derivation implies, disgust meant simply ‘cause
to feel aversion, displease’ (and also, with
subject and object reversed, ‘dislike, loathe’:
‘Had he not known that I disgusted it, it had
never been spoke or done by him’, Robert South,
Sermons 1716); but over the centuries it has
hardened into ‘sicken, repel’.

» GUSTO

dish [OE] Like dais, desk, and disc, dish comes
ultimately from Greek diskos ‘quoit’. As their
diversity of form and meaning suggests, they
were acquired at various times and by various
routes. English got dish around 700 AD from
Latin discus, in which the original meaning
‘quoit’ had been extended metaphorically to

‘tray, platter, dish’ on the basis of the semantic
features ‘roundness’ and ‘flatness’.
» DAIS, DESK, DISC

dishevelled [15] Semantically, dishevelled
‘with untidy hair’ and unkempt ‘with uncombed
hair’ are closely parallel formations. Dishevelled
originated as an adaptation of deschevele, the
past participle of Old French descheveler
‘disarrange the hair’. This was a compound verb
formed from the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and chevel
‘hair’, a descendant of Latin capillus ‘hair’
(from which English got capillary [17]). In
Middle English its meaning was extended to
‘without a head-dress’, and even to ‘undressed’,
but its modern metaphorical application is the
more general ‘untidy’. (The verb dishevel was a
late  16th-century  back-formation  from
dishevelled.)

» CAPILLARY

dismal [13] Etymologically, dismal means ‘bad
day’. It comes, via Anglo-Norman dis mal, from
Latin diés malr, literally ‘evil days’, a term used
to denote the two days in each month which
according to ancient superstition were supposed
to be unlucky (these days, of set date, were said
originally to have been computed by Egyptian
astrologers, and were hence also called Egyptian
days). The term dismal thus acquired
connotations of ‘gloom’ and ‘calamity’. Its
earliest adjectival use, somewhat tautologically,
was in the phrase dismal day, but in the late 16th
century it broadened out considerably in
application.

dismay [13] The underlying meaning of dismay
is ‘deprive of power’ — its second syllable is
ultimately the same word as the verb may. It
comes via Old French desmaier from Vulgar
Latin *dismagare ‘deprive of power’, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis- ‘un-’
and the borrowed Germanic base *mag- ‘power,
ability’ (source of English may).

» MAY

dismiss [15] Ultimately, dismiss and demise
[16] are the same word: both come from Old
French desmis or demis ‘sent away’. These in
turn came from dismissus, the medieval
descendant of Latin dimissus, which was the past
participle of dimittere, a compound verb formed
from dis- ‘away’ and mittere ‘send’. In the case
of dismiss, English originally acquired the word,
more logically, in the form dismit, based on the
Latin infinitive, but in the late 15th century
dismiss, in the past participial form dismissed
modelled on the French past participle, began to
replace it. Demise comes from Anglo-Norman
*demise, which represents a nominal use of the
feminine form of Old French demis. It was
originally a technical legal term signifying the
transference of property or title, and only in the
18th century came to be used for the ‘death’
which often brought this about.

» COMMIT, DEMISE, MISSION, TRANSMIT

disparage sce PAIR

dispatch [16] Dispatch appears to have been
borrowed from Spanish despachar ‘expedite’,
but its ultimate origins are not clear. The likeliest
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source of the Spanish word is Old French
despeechier ‘set free’ (source of modern French
dépécher ‘hurry’), a compound verb formed
from the prefix des- ‘un-’ and the verbal element
-peechier ‘impede, hinder’, which is also
represented in English impeach and goes back
ultimately to Latin pedica ‘shackle’. The
semantic history of dispatch thus appears to be
‘unshackle’, ‘set free’, ‘send away, get rid of’,
and hence (with the notion of ‘freeing from
restraint’) ‘send away quickly’. (The currency of
the alternative spelling despatch is due to its
occurrence in Dr Johnson’s Dictionary 1755.)
» IMPEACH

dispel see PULSE

dispense [14] Dispense comes ultimately from
Latin dispendere ‘weigh out’ (partial source of
English spend). This was a compound verb
formed from the prefix dis- ‘away’ and pendere
‘weigh’, a relative of pendeére ‘hang’, from
which English gets pendulum, pendant, and
penthouse. It had a derivative, dispensare,
denoting repeated action: hence ‘pay out,
distribute’, senses which passed into English via
Old French dispenser. In medieval Latin
dispensare also came to mean ‘administer
justice’, and hence ‘exempt, condone’; this was
the source of the English usage dispense with ‘do
without’.

» PENDULUM, PENDANT, PENTHOUSE, SPEND

display [14] Display originally meant ‘unfold’,
and it is related not to modern English play but
to ply. It comes via Old French despleier (whose
modern French descendant, déployer, is the
source of English deploy [18]) from Latin
displicare. This was a compound verb formed
from the prefix dis- ‘un-’ and plicare ‘fold’
(source of or related to English accomplish,
complicated, ply, and simple), and in classical
Latin seems only to have had the metaphorical
meaning ‘scatter’. In medieval Latin, however, it
returned to its underlying literal sense ‘unfold’,
which was originally retained in English,
particularly with reference to sails or flags. The
notion of ‘spreading out’ is retained in splay,
which was formed by lopping off the first
syllable of display in the 14th century.

» ACCOMPLISH, COMPLICATE, DEPLOY,
SIMPLE

disport see SPORT
dispose see POSITION

dispute [13] Dispute comes via Old French
disputer from Latin disputare, a compound verb
formed from the prefix dis- ‘separately’ and
putare ‘consider, reckon, think’ (source of a
wide range of English words, from computer to
reputation). It was originally a commercial term,
denoting the calculation of a sum by considering
each of its items separately, but its meaning
eventually broadened out to ‘estimate, examine,
weigh up’ — either mentally or (the sense which
prevailed) by discussion with others. The neutral
sense ‘discuss’ held centre stage in classical
Latin, but later (in the Vulgate, for instance) a

PLY,

note of acrimony appeared, signalling the
beginnings of dispute’s current sense ‘argue’.
» COMPUTER, COUNT, PUTATIVE, REPUTATION

disrupt see ROUT
dissect see SECTION
dissemble see SIMILAR
disseminate see SEED
dissent see SENSE
dissolve see SOLVE
dissonant see SOUND
dissuade see PERSUADE

distaff [OE] The compound noun distaff ‘rod for
holding flax, wool, etc in spinning’ was a late
Old English formation from *dis ‘bunch of flax’
(a word which survives in bedizen [17], a
derivative of the obsolete dizen, which originally
meant ‘put flax on to a rod’ and hence ‘dress up
in finery’) and staff. The now fairly archaic use
of phrases such as distaff side to refer to
‘women’ comes from the traditional pigeon-
holing of spinning as a woman’s job.

» BEDIZEN

distance [13] Etymologically, things that are
distant stand far apart from each other. The word
comes via Old French from Latin distantia, an
abstract noun formed from distans, the present
participle of distare ‘be remote’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘apart’ and stare ‘stand’ (source of English state,
station, statue, etc and related to English stand).

» STAND, STATE, STATION, STATUE

distemper English has two distinct words
distemper, although ultimately they come from
the same source, Latin temperare ‘mingle’
(source of English temper, temperate, and
temperature). This formed the basis of two
separate  medieval Latin  verbs, both
compounded from the prefix dis- but using it in
quite different ways. Dis- in the sense ‘reversal
of a current state’ joined with temperare in the
specialized meaning ‘mingle in proper
proportion’ to produce distemperare ‘upset the
proper balance of bodily humours’, hence ‘vex,
make ill’. This passed directly into English as
distemper [14], and survives today mainly as the
term for an infectious disease of dogs. Dis-
joined with temperare in its intensive function
produced medieval Latin distemperare ‘mix
thoroughly, soak’, which entered English via
Old French destemprer in the 14th century. The
meaning ‘soak, steep, infuse’ survived until the
17th century: ‘Give the Horse thereof every
morning the quantity of a Hasel-nut
distempered in a quart of Wine’, Edward
Topsell, History of Four-footed Beasts 1607. The
word’s modern application, to a water-based
decorator’s paint, comes from the fact that the
pigment is mixed with or infused in water (the
same notion lies behind tempera [19], borrowed
from Italian).

» TEMPER, TEMPERATE, TEMPERATURE

distend see TEND

distil see sTILL

distinct [14] Etymologically, distinct is the past
participle of distinguish. It comes from
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distinctus, past participle of Latin distinguere
‘separate, discriminate’ (source, via the present
stem of Old French distinguer, of English
distinguish [16]). This was a compound verb
formed from the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and the verbal
element -stinguere ‘prick, stick’, and hence
meant originally ‘separate by pricking’
(-stinguere, related to English stick and instigate,
is not found as an independent verb in Latin in
the sense ‘prick’, but stinguere does occur in the
remote metaphorical meaning ‘quench’ — a
development mirrored in German ersticken
‘stifle, suffocate’ — which lies behind English
extinct and extinguish). Distingué is an early
19th-century adoption of the past participle of
French distinguer.
» DISTINGUISH, EXTINCT, INSTIGATE, STICK

distraught see STRAIGHT
distribute see TRIBE

district [17] District started life as the past
participle of the verb which gave English
distrain [13] and strain. It came via French
district from medieval Latin districtus; this
meant literally ‘seized, compelled’, and hence
was used as a noun in the sense ‘seizure of
offenders’, and hence ‘exercise of justice’, and
finally ‘area in which justice is so exercised (in
the feudal system)’. This was the word’s
meaning when it was first borrowed into
English, and it was not really until the early 18th
century that its much more general modern
application developed. Districtus was the past
participle of Latin distringere, a compound verb
formed from the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and stringere
‘pull tight’ (source of English strain, strict,
stringent, stress, etc). In classical times it meant
‘draw apart, detain, hinder’, but by the Middle
Ages this had moved on to ‘seize, compel’,
which were the main senses in which it entered
English as distrain (via Old French destreindre).
Latin districtus was also the source of a Vulgar
Latin noun *districtia ‘narrowness’, which
passed via Old French destresse into English as
distress [13].

» DISTRAIN, DISTRESS, STRAIN, STRESS, STRICT,
STRINGENT

disturb seec TROUBLE

ditch [OE] Like its close relative dyke [13], ditch
probably comes ultimately from a long-lost
language once spoken on the shores of the
Baltic. Its source-word seems to have
represented an all-embracing notion of
‘excavation’, including not just the hole dug but
also the mound formed from the excavated earth
(which perhaps supports the suggestion that dig
belongs to the same word-family). This
dichotomy of sense is preserved in dyke, whose
original meaning, from Old Norse dik, was
‘ditch’, but which came in the 15th century to
denote ‘embankment’ (probably under the
influence of Middle Dutch dijc ‘dam’).

» DIG, DYKE

ditto [17] Dirto is a precisely parallel formation
to English said ‘aforementioned’ (as in ‘the said
John Smith’). It is the Tuscan dialect version of
Italian detto, which comes from dictus, the past

participle of Latin dicere ‘say’ (source of
English dictionary and a vast range of related
words). It was originally used in Italian to avoid
repeating the name of the month when giving a
series of dates, much as inst and ult are used in
commercial English.

» DICTION, DICTIONARY

diurnal see JOURNEY
diva see DIVINE

divan [16] The word divan has a long and
spectacularly variegated semantic history. It
started out as Persian dévan, which originally
meant ‘small book’. This came to be used
specifically for ‘account book’, and eventually
for ‘accountant’s office’. From this its
application broadened out to cover various
official chambers and the bodies which occupied
them, such as tax offices, customs collectors,
courts, and councils of state. And finally it
developed to ‘long seat’, of the sort which lined
the walls of such Oriental chambers. The word
carried these meanings with it via Arabic diwan
and Turkish divan into the European languages,
and English acquired most of them as a package
deal from French divan or Italian devano (it did
not, however, include the ‘customs’ sense which,
via the Turkish variant duwan, survives in
French douane, Italian dogana, Spanish aduana,
etc). The 19th-century sense ‘smoking lounge’
seems to be an exclusively European
development.

dive [OE] Old English dyfan ‘dive’ came from a
prehistoric Germanic *dithjan. This was a
derivative of the base *d(e)ub-, a variant of
which, *d(e)up-, was the source of English deep
and dip. The colloquial use of the noun for a
disreputable bar, nightclub, etc, which comes
from 1880s America, is probably a reference to
someone ‘diving’ out of sight into such an
establishment, which was often in a basement.

» DEEP, DIP

diverge see VERGE

diverse [13] Diverse is one of a small family of
English words, including also divers, divert, and
divorce, which come ultimately from Latin
divertere. This was a compound verb formed
from the prefix dis- ‘aside’ and vertere ‘turn’
(source of English verse, version, vertebra, etc
and related to worth), and hence meant literally
‘turn aside, turn out of the way’. It developed in
various metaphorical directions, however. One
was ‘turn one’s husband or wife out of the way’
which, via the variant divortere, gave English
divorce [14]. The central sense of the verb
passed more or less unchanged into English, via
French divertir, as divert [15], but its past
participle  diversus illustrates a  further
metaphorical strand, in which ‘turned aside’ has
become ‘separate, different’. English acquired
this via Old French in the 13th century in two
distinct forms: masculine divers and feminine
diverse. The present-day semantic distinction
between the former (‘various, several’) and the
latter (‘different’) had established itself by
around 1700.

» DIVERT, DIVORCE, VERSE, VERSION, WORTH
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dodo

divest see VEST

divide [14] Etymologically, divide shares its
underlying notion of ‘separation’ with widow
‘woman parted from or bereft of her husband’,
which comes ultimately from the same source.
English acquired it from Latin dividere ‘split up,
divide’. This was a compound verb formed from
the prefix dis- ‘apart’ and -videre, a verbal
element meaning ‘separate’ which is represented
in Sanskrit vindhdte ‘is empty’ as well as in
widow, and goes back to an Indo-European base
*weidh- ‘separate’.

English device and devise come ultimately
from *divisare, a Vulgar Latin derivative of
dividere, and individual belongs to the same
word family.

» DEVICE, INDIVIDUAL, WIDOW

divine [14] Like deity, divine comes ultimately
from Indo-European *deiwos, an ancestor whose
godly connotations seem to have developed from
earlier associations with ‘sky’ and ‘day’, and
which probably originally meant ‘shining’. Its
Latin descendants included deus ‘god’ (source
of English deity) and the adjective divus
‘godlike’ (the noun use of its feminine form,
diva, for ‘goddess’ entered English via Italian as
diva ‘prima donna’ [19]). From divus was
derived the further adjective divinus, which
became Old French devin and eventually English
divine. Divinus was used as a noun meaning, in
classical times, ‘soothsayer’ (whence, via the
Latin derivative divinare, the English verb
divine) and in the Middle Ages ‘theologian’
(whence the nominal use of English divine in the
same sense).

» DEITY
divorce see DIVERSE
divulge [15] Etymologically, to divulge

something is to make it known to the vulgar
masses. The word comes from Latin divuigare, a
compound verb formed from the prefix dis-
‘widely’ and vulgare ‘make common, publish’.
This in turn was derived from vulgus ‘common
people’, source of English vulgar. At first in
English it was semantically neutral, meaning
‘make widely known’ (‘fame of his ouvrages
[works, achievements] hath been divulged’,
William Caxton, Book of Eneydos 1490), but by
the 17th century the word’s modern connotations
of ‘disclosing what should be secret’” had
developed.
» VULGAR

dizzy [OE] Dizzy originally signified ‘foolish,
stupid’, a meaning which from the 13th century
retreated into dialectal use and has only
comparatively recently returned to the
mainstream language in the milder form
‘scatterbrained’. The now central sense ‘giddy’
is recorded from the 14th century. The word
comes from a West Germanic base *dus-, which
also produced Dutch duizelen ‘be giddy’. Its
formal and semantic similarity to doze and tizzy
are obvious, but no actual etymological link
between the three seems ever to have been
established.

do [OE] Not surprisingly, do is a verb of great
antiquity. It goes back to the Indo-European base
*dhé- (source also of English deed and doom),
which signified ‘place, put’. This sense remains
uppermost in descendants such as Sanskrit dha-
and Greek tithemi (related to English theme), but
a progression to ‘make, do’ shows itself in Latin
facere (source of English fact and a host of other
words) and West Germanic *don. ‘Make’ is now
the central signification of English do, although
traces of the earlier ‘put, place’ survive in such
fossilized forms as don and doff, and ‘do
someone to death’. Other Germanic relatives
include German tun and Dutch doen, but the
Scandinavian languages have not adopted the
verb, preferring instead for ‘do’ one which
originally meant ‘make ready’ (Danish ggre,
Swedish gdra) and which is related to English
gear.

» DEED, DOOM, FACT, FASHION, THEME

dock English has no fewer than four distinct
words dock. The oldest is the plant-name, which
comes from Old English docce. Dock for ships
[14] was borrowed from Middle Low German or
Middle Dutch docke, which may have come
from Vulgar Latin *ductia ‘duct, conduit’, a
hypothetical derivative of Latin diicere ‘lead’
(source of English, duke, educate, etc). Dock
‘cut off” [14] was originally a verbal application
of the noun dock ‘horse’s short tail’, which
appears to go back to a Germanic *dukk-
‘bundle’; it may be the source of docket [15].
Dock for prisoners [16] was originally thieves’
slang, borrowed from Flemish dok ‘cage’.

» DUKE, EDUCATE, INDUCE; DOCKET

doctor [14] Doctor, doctrine, and document all
go back ultimately to the Latin verb docére
‘teach’. This in turn was a descendant of an
Indo-European base *dok-, *dek- which also
produced Greek dokein ‘seem, think’ (source of
English dogma [17], orthodox, and paradox) and
diddskein ‘learn’ (source of English didactic
[17]) and Latin decere ‘be fitting or suitable’
(source of English decent, decorate, and dignity)
and dexter (source of English dextrous). Latin
doctor was derived from doctus, the past
participle of docere, and came into English via
Old French doctour. It originally meant
‘teacher’, and the main modern sense of
‘medical practitioner’, although sporadically
recorded in Middle English, did not become
firmly established until the late 16th century.
Latin doctrina ‘teaching, learning’, a derivative
of Latin doctor, produced English doctrine [14].
Latin documentum, which came directly from
docére, originally meant ‘lesson’, but in
medieval Latin its signification had passed
through ‘written instruction’ to ‘official paper’.
English acquired it as document [15]. The
derivative documentary is 19th-century.

» DAINTY, DECENT, DECORATE, DEXTROUS,
DIDACTIC, DIGNITY, DOCTRINE, DOCUMENT,
DOGMA, ORTHODOX, PARADOX

dodo [17] When Portuguese explorers first
encountered the unfortunate dodo on the island
of Mauritius, it struck them as a clumsy and
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foolish bird, so they applied to it the Portuguese
word doudo ‘simpleton’. The name has stuck in
English (although in the 17th century it had
some competition from the French and Dutch
term dronte). The first record of the simile ‘dead
as adodo’ comes from 1904, over 200 years after
the extinction of the species, although the word
had been used since the late 19th century as a
metaphor for someone or something hopelessly
out of date: ‘He belongs to the Dodo race of real
unmitigated toryism’, Lisle Carr, Judith Gwynne
1874.

doff [14] Doff, don [14], and the now obsolete
dout [16] and dup [16], contractions respectively
of ‘do off, on, out, and up’, preserve the ancient
meaning of do, ‘put, place’. They were standard
Middle English forms, but gradually fell out of
the mainstream language into dialect (from
which dout and dup never emerged). Sir Walter
Scott, however, included doff and don, in their
specific sense ‘remove or put on clothing’, in his
long list of medieval lexical revivals (‘My
experience has been in donning steel gauntlets
on mailed knights’, Fair Maid of Perth 1828),
and they have survived as archaisms ever since.

dog [11] Dog is one of the celebrated mystery
words of English etymology. It appears once in
late Old English, in the Prudentius glosses,
where it translates Latin canis, but its use does
not seem to have proliferated until the 13th
century, and it did not replace the native hound
as the main word for the animal until the 16th
century. It has no known relatives of equal
antiquity in other European languages, although
several borrowed it in the 16th and 17th
centuries for particular sorts of ‘dog’: German
dogge ‘large dog, such as a mastiff’, for instance,
French dogue ‘mastiff’, and Swedish dogg
‘bulldog’.

dogma see DOCTOR

doily [17] In the latter part of the 17th century a
certain Mr Doily kept a celebrated draper’s shop
in the Strand, London, not too far from where the
Aldwych now is (‘The famous Doily is still fresh
in every one’s Memory, who raised a Fortune by
finding out Materials for such Stuffs as might be
at once cheap and genteel’, Spectator 1712). He
gave his name first to a sort of light fabric used
for summer wear (‘Some Doily Petticoats and
Manto’s we have’, John Dryden, Kind Keeper
1678) and then, early in the 18th century, to a
variety of ornamental table napkin (‘After dinner
we had coarse Doily-napkins, fringed at each
end, upon the table to drink with’, Jonathan
Swift, Journal to Stella 1711).

dole [OE] In Old English, the noun dal meant
simply ‘part, portion’ (it came from a Germanic
base *dail-, which also produced English deal).
By the 14th century this had developed into the
more specific ‘portion (of food, money, etc)
handed out as a charitable donation to those in
need’. This is the source of the phrase on the dole
‘receiving government benefit’, first recorded in
the 1920s. The verb dole ‘distribute’ arose in the

15th century; its modern use, dole out, is an
18th-century development.

» DEAL

doleful see INDOLENT

doll [16] Doll comes from the name Dorothy: the
changing of r to / in personal names is a common
English phenomenon of long standing, from
Shakespeare’s Prince Hal (for Harry) to the
currently familiar Del and Tel (for Derek and
Terry). The word was originally applied to a
man’s mistress (much like moll, which came
from Mary), but in the 18th century it came to be
applied to a ‘toy baby’. The pet form dolly dates
from the 17th century.

dollar [16] English originally acquired the word
dollar in the form doler; this was the Low
German form of German taler, a large silver coin
in use in the German states from the 16th
century. The word was short for Joachimstaler,
literally ‘of Joachim’s valley’, and is a reference
to the fact that silver from which the coins were
made was mined near Joachimstal (modern
Jachymov) in the Erzgebirge mountains, Czech
Republic. By around 1700 the spelling dollar
had become fairly standard, and in 1785 the term
was formally adopted for the main unit of
currency in the USA. It has since been taken up
by over thirty countries around the world.

» DALE

dolmen [19] English acquired the word dolmen
for a ‘prehistoric structure of two upright stones
surmounted by a horizontal one’ from French,
but its ultimate source is Celtic. The element
men means ‘stone’ (it occurs also in menhir [19],
literally ‘long stone’) but there is disagreement
about the first syllable. It is usually said to
represent 7ol ‘table’, a Breton borrowing from
Latin fabula ‘board, plank’, but another view is
that it is Cornish tol/ ‘hole’, and that the
compound as a whole means literally ‘stone
hole’, a reference to the aperture formed by the
top stone lying on the two side stones.

» MENHIR

dolour see INDOLENT

dolphin [13] The ultimate source of dolphin is
Greek delphis ‘dolphin’, which some have
linked with Greek delphys ‘womb’. From it was
derived delphinion, a name given to the plant
larkspur on account of the dolphin-like shape of
part of its flower, acquired by English via Latin
as delphinium [17]. Latin took over Greek
delphis as delphinus, which passed into English
along two channels. The classical form was
borrowed as delfyn or delphin, which did not
survive the 17th century. But the Vulgar Latin
form *dalphinus progressed to Old French
daulphin (ultimate source of English dauphin),
which English acquired as dalphyn. Dolphin,
first recorded in the 14th century, appears to be
an English alteration of the form da(u)lphin.

» DAUPHIN, DELPHINIUM

dolt see DULL

domain [17] Etymologically, domain means
‘land belonging to a lord’, but its resemblance to
such words as dominate and dominion is
somewhat adventitious. Until the 17th century it
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was essentially the same word as demesne:
demaine or demeine ‘lord’s estate’ was the Old
French equivalent of (and indeed source of)
English demesne. It came ultimately from Latin
dominicus ‘of a lord’, but its etymological
connection with Latin dominus ‘lord’ had
become somewhat obscured over the centuries.
But then, around 1600, by association with Latin
dominium (source of English dominion), French
demaine became altered to domaine, which
English borrowed as domain.
» DAME, DEMESNE, DOMINATE, DOMINION

dome [16] Dome originally meant ‘house’ in
English — it was borrowed from Latin domus
‘house’ (source of English domestic). However,
in other European languages the descendants of
domus had come to signify more than a humble
dwelling house, and its new meanings spread to
English. The word increasingly encompassed
stately mansions and important places of
worship. Italian duomo and German dom mean
‘cathedral’, for instance (a sense adopted by
English in the late 17th and early 18th centuries),
and since a leading characteristic of Italian
cathedrals is their cupola, the word was soon
applied to this.

» DOMESTIC

domestic [16] Domestic comes, via French
domestique, from Latin domesticus, a derivative
of domus ‘house’. This can be traced back to an
Indo-European *domo-, *domu-, which was also
the source of Greek domos and Sanskrit dama-
‘house’, and goes back in its turn to a base
*dem-, *dom- ‘build’ which gave rise to English
daunt, tame, timber, and probably despot. A
further derivative of domus is domicile [15],
from Latin domicilium ‘dwelling-place’, and it is
also the ultimate source of the wide range of
English words (dominate, dominion, etc) based
immediately on Latin dominus ‘master’.

» DAME, DAUNT, DOME, DOMINION, TAME, TIMBER

dominion [15] Dominion, in common with
demesne, domain, dominant, dominate,
domineer, dominie, domino, and don, and indeed
danger and dungeon, comes ultimately from
Latin dominus ‘lord, master’. This was a
derivative of Latin domus ‘house’ (source of
English dome) and, like the parallel Greek
formation despdtes (source of English despor),
originally meant ‘master of the house’. Its most
direct descendant in modern English is don [17].
This is the Spanish reflex of Latin dominus, used
as a title of respect for Spanish lords or
gentlemen, and has been applied since the mid
17th century (originally as a piece of university
slang) to university teachers. Of derivatives,
dominion comes from Latin dominium
‘property’ (of which a post-classical descendant
was dominio or domnio, source of English
dungeon); dominate [17] and dominant [15]
come from the verb dominari ‘be lord and
master’; domineer [16] is also from dominart,
via French dominer and early modern Dutch
domineren; and dominie [17], a Scottish term for

a ‘schoolmaster’, probably comes from the Latin
vocative case dominé.

» DAME, DANGER, DEMESNE, DESPOT, DOME,
DOMESTIC, DOMINATE

domino [18] The word domino was borrowed
from French, where it originally signified (in the
16th century) a sort of hooded cloak worn by
priests. It presumably represents a form of Latin
dominus ‘lord, master’, but the reason for the
application has never been satisfactorily
explained (one suggestion is that it comes from
the ritual formula benedicamus Domino ‘let us
bless the Lord’). By the time English acquired it,
it had come to mean ‘hooded cloak with a half-
mask, worn at masquerades’, and by the 19th
century it was being used for the mask itself. It is
far from clear whether the application to the
game played with small rectangular blocks,
which dates in English from the 19th century,
represents a new use of the same word or a return
to the original Latin, but either way the reason
behind the usage is not known. A possibility that
has been advanced is that the winner of the game
originally shouted domino! ‘lord!’.

don see DOFF
donation see DATE

donkey [18] The usual English word for
‘donkey’ from Anglo-Saxon times was ass, and
donkey 1is not recorded until Francis Grose
entered it in his Dictionary of the vulgar tonge
1785; ‘Donkey or Donkey Dick, a he or Jack-
ass’. No one really knows where it came from.
The usual explanation offered is that it was based
on dun ‘brownish grey’ and the diminutive suffix
-ey, with the intermediate k added in imitation of
monkey (donkey originally rhymed with
monkey).

» DUN

doom [OE] Doom derives ultimately from *do-,
the Germanic base from which the verb do
comes. This originally meant ‘put, place’, and so
Germanic *domaz signified literally ‘that which
is put’. By the time it reached Old English as
dom a more concrete sense ‘law, decree,
judgment’ had developed (this lies behind the
compound doomsday ‘day of judgment’ [OE],
whose early Middle English spelling has been
preserved in Domesday book). The modern
sense ‘(evil) fate’ first appeared in the 14th
century.

» DEEM, DO

door [OE] Old English had two closely related
words for ‘door’: duru (mirrored by German tiir
‘door’) and dor (which corresponds to German
tor ‘gate’). They gradually came together during
the Middle English period. Both go back
ultimately to the Indo-European base *dhwer-,
which also produced Greek thiiri ‘door’ (source
of English thyroid), Latin foris ‘door’ (source of
English foreign and forest) and forum, Sanskrit
dvar- ‘door’, Russian dver’ ‘door’, Lithuanian
durys ‘gate’, etc.

» FOREIGN, FOREST, THYROID

dope [19] Dope originated in the USA, where it
was borrowed from Dutch doop ‘sauce’. This
was a derivative of the verb doopen ‘dip’, which
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is related to English dip. It was at first used as a
general colloquialism for any thick semi-liquid
preparation, whether used as a food or, for
example, as a lubricant, but during the 19th
century some specific strands began to emerge:
notably ‘drug’, and in particular ‘opium’, and
‘varnish painted on the fabric of an aircraft’. The
effects of the former led to its use in the sense
‘fool’, and to the coinage of the adjective dopey,
first recorded in the 1890s. The sense
‘information’ dates from around 1900.
» DEEP, DIP

doppelganger [19] English  borrowed
doppelganger from German doppelgdnger,
which means literally ‘double-goer’. It was
originally used in the sense ‘ghostly apparition
of a living person, especially one that haunts its
real counterpart’ (‘hell-hounds, doppel-gangers,
boggleboes’, M A Denham, Denham tracts
1851), but in the course of the 20th century it has
become increasingly restricted to a flesh-and-
blood ‘person identical to another, double’.

» DOUBLE

dormant [14] Like dormitory and dormer,
dormant comes ultimately from Latin dormire
‘sleep’, which is related to Sanskrit dra- ‘sleep’
and Russian dremat’ ‘doze’. Dormant was
borrowed from French dormant, the present
participle of dormir ‘sleep’, while dormitory
[15] comes from Latin dormitorium, a derivative
of the past participle of dormire. Dormer [16],
from Old French dormeor, a derivative of
dormir, originally signified a ‘dormitory
window’. (It is not clear whether dormouse [15]
is related, but if it is it would mean literally
‘sleeping mouse’, or conceivably even ‘sleeper’,
from French dormeuse, the feminine of dormeur
‘sleeper’.)

» DORMER, DORMITORY

dorsal see DOSS

dose [15] A dose is literally ‘that which is given
to one’ — etymologically and semantically, it is a
parallel formation to donation. It comes via
French dose and late Latin dosis from Greek
dosis, a derivative of the verb didonai ‘give’
(which is related to English date, donate, etc). It
originally meant simply ‘giving, gift’, but was
used by Greek physicians such as Galen for
‘portion of medicine administered’, and it is that
application that has proved most durable. The
modern slang sense ‘venereal infection’ dates
from just before World War 1.

» DATE, DONATE

doss [18] The use of doss in senses associated
with ‘lying down on a bed’ comes from an
earlier notion of ‘lying on one’s back’. In the
18th century the word was dorse, a borrowing
from Latin dorsum ‘back’, but by the 19th
century it had become doss, perhaps owing to the
influence of French dos. Other English words
from the same source include endorse, the
adjective dorsal [15], and dossier [19]. This was
acquired from French dossier, a derivative of
dos, which originally signified a ‘bunch of
papers with a label on the back’.

» DORSAL, DOSSIER, ENDORSE

dot [OE] The underlying meaning of dof seems to
be ‘small lump or raised mark’. In Old English
(in which there is only a single record of its use)
it meant ‘head of a boil’, and it could well be
related to English #it ‘nipple’. The word
disappears from written texts between the 11th
and the 16th centuries, and resurfaces in the
sense ‘small lump’. The modern meaning ‘small
roundish mark’ does not appear until the 17th
century. Dottle ‘unburnt tobacco in the bottom of
apipe’ [15] is a diminutive form of dot.

» DOTTLE, TIT

dote [13] English may have borrowed dote from
Middle Dutch doten ‘be silly’, but its ultimate
origins are not known. To begin with it meant ‘be
silly’ in English too (a sense now mainly
preserved in its various derivatives), and ‘show
excessive fondness’ did not develop until the
15th century. Related forms include dotage [14],
where the notion of ‘simple-mindedness due to
senility’ (implicit in the verb from earliest times)
has passed to simply ‘senility’; dotterel [15], the
name of a sort of plover, supposedly so called
because it was foolish enough to allow itself to
get caught; and dorty [19], an alteration of
Scottish English dottle ‘fool’, which was a
derivative of dote.

» DOTAGE, DOTTEREL, DOTTY

dottle see pot

double [13] Double comes via Old French doble
or duble from Latin duplus (direct source of
English duple [16]). This was a compound
adjective formed from duo ‘two’ and an Indo-
European element *pl- which denoted ‘folding’
(it is present also in English fold and ply). The
same semantic elements went to make up
English rwofold, and indeed duplex (see
DUPLICATE), and also Greek diplous (source of
English diploma and diplomat). The underlying
meaning of doublet ‘close-fitting jacket’ [14]
(borrowed from French doublet, a derivative of
double) is ‘something folded’, while doubloon
[17], borrowed via French doublon from Spanish
doblon (a derivative of doble ‘double’) was
originally a gold coin worth ‘double’ a pistole.

» DIPLOMA, DIPLOMAT, DUB, DUPLICATE, FOLD,
PLY

doubt [13] English acquired the verb doubt from
Old French doter or duter, a descendant of Latin
dubitare ‘waver, be uncertain’ (the b was
reintroduced from the Latin spelling in the 15th
century). Dubitare was closely related to Latin
dubius ‘uncertain’ (ultimate source of English
dubious [16]), which appears to have been based
on duo ‘two’, and thus to have meant originally
‘wavering between two possibilities’. In Old
French, the sense ‘fear’ developed, and this was
an important meaning of the word in Middle
English; it survives in the derivative redoubtable
[14], literally ‘fearable’.

» DUBIOUS, REDOUBTABLE

douche see pucT

dough [OE] Dough is an ancient word, with
related forms scattered throughout the Indo-
European languages. It goes back to an Indo-
European base *dheigh-, which meant ‘mould,
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form, knead’, and produced Latin fingere
‘mould’ and figiira ‘figure’ (source between
them of English effigy, faint, feign, fiction,
figment, and figure), Sanskrit dih- ‘smear’,
Gothic digan ‘mould, form’, Avestan (a dialect
of Old Iranian) diz ‘mould, form” (source of the
last syllable of English paradise), and the Old
English element *dig- ‘knead’, which forms the
last syllable of lady. It also produced the
prehistoric Germanic *daigaz ‘something
kneaded’, hence ‘dough’, whose modern
Germanic descendants include German feig,
Dutch deg, Swedish deg, Danish dej, and
English dough.

In northern areas dough used to be
pronounced /duf/, which has given modern
English the ‘plum duff” [19].

» DAIRY, DUFF, EFFIGY, FAINT, FICTION, FIGURE,
LADY, PARADISE

doughty [11] Doughty originally had the rather
general sense ‘worthy, virtuous’ — ‘brave’ is a
secondary specialization. It comes from late Old
English dohtig, an unexplained variant of an
earlier Old English dyhtig, which appears to
have derived ultimately from a prehistoric
Germanic *duhtiz ‘ability, capacity’. This in turn
came from a verb *dugan ‘be able or strong’,
which itself came into Old English and survived
dialectally until the 19th century as dow ‘be able
to do something’ or ‘thrive’.

down Effectively, English now has three distinct
words down, but two of them are intimately
related: for down ‘to or at a lower place’ [11]
originally meant ‘from the hill’ — and the Old
English word for hill in this instance was diin.
This may have been borrowed from an
unrecorded Celtic word which some have
viewed as the ultimate source also of dune [18]
(borrowed by English from Middle Dutch diine)
and even of fown. Its usage is now largely
restricted to the plural form, used as a
geographical term for various ranges of hills (the
application to the North and South Downs in
southern England dates from at least the 15th
century).

The Old English phrase of diine ‘from the
hill’ had by the 10th century become merged
into a single word, adiine, and broadened out
semantically to ‘to a lower place, down’, and in
the 11th century it started to lose its first syllable
—hence down. Its use as a preposition dates from
the 16th century. (The history of down is closely
paralleled in that of French a val, literally ‘to the
valley’, which also came to be used for ‘down’;
it is the source of French avaler ‘descend,
swallow’, which played a part in the
development of avalanche.)

Down ‘feathers’ [14] was borrowed from Old
Norse diinn.

» DUNE

dowry [14] English acquired dowry via Anglo-
Norman dowarie from Old French douaire
(source of the originally synonymous but now
little-used dower [14]). This in turn came from
medieval Latin dotarium, a derivative of Latin
dos ‘dowry’, which was related to dare ‘give’

(source of English date, donate, etc). Its
associated verb, dotare ‘endow’, is the ancestor
of English endow.

» DATE, DONATE, ENDOW

dozen [13] Dozen traces its ancestry back to the
Latin word for ‘twelve’, duodecim. This was a
compound formed from duo ‘two’ and decem
‘ten’. This gradually developed in the post-
classical period via *dodece to *doze, which,
with the addition of the suffix -éna, produced
Old French dozeine, source of the English word.

» DUODENUM

drab [16] Drab is a variant of the now obsolete
form drap, which was borrowed from Old
French drap ‘cloth’ (source also of English
drape, draper, and trappings). It was originally a
noun meaning ‘cloth’ in English too, but the
beginnings of its transition to the modern
English adjective meaning ‘faded and dull’ can
be seen in the 17th century. The word came to be
used particularly for natural undyed cloth, of a
dull yellowish-brown colour, and hence for the
colour itself (an application best preserved in the
olive-drab  colour of American service
uniforms). The figurative development to ‘dull
and faded’ is a comparatively recent one, first
recorded a little over a hundred years ago.

» DRAPE, TRAPPINGS

drachma see DRAM

draconian [18] Draconian ‘excessively harsh’
is a monument to the severe code of laws drawn
up in 621 BC by the Athenian statesman Draco.
Its purpose was to banish inequities in the
system which were leading at the time to
rumblings and threats of rebellion among the
common people, and to an extent it succeeded,
but all it is now remembered for is its almost
pathological harshness: the most trivial
infraction was punished with death. When taxed
with his laws’ severity, Draco is said to have
replied ‘Small crimes deserve death, and for
great crimes I know of no penalty severer’.

drag [14] Drag has two possible sources, each
with equally plausible claims: Old English
dragan, source of modern English draw, or the
related Old Norse draga. Both go back to a
common Germanic source. Of the modern
colloquial applications of the word, ‘women’s
clothes worn by men’ seems to have originated
in 19th-century theatrical slang, in reference to
the ‘dragging’ of a woman’s long skirts along the
ground (an unusual sensation for someone used
to wearing trousers).

» DRAW

dragée see DREDGE

dragoman [16] Dragoman ‘Arabic guide or
interpreter’ comes via early modern French
dragoman, Italian dragomano, medieval Greek
dragomanos, early Arabic targuman, and
Aramaic fiitrgemana from Akkadian rargumanu
‘interpreter’, a derivative of the verb ragamu
‘call’. It is one of the few English nouns ending
in -man which forms its plural simply by adding
-5 (desman ‘small molelike animal’ is another).

dragon [13] English acquired dragon via Old
French dragon and Latin draco from Greek
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drdkon. Originally the word signified simply
‘snake’, but over the centuries this ‘snake’
increased in size, and many terrifying mythical
attributes (such as wings and the breathing of
fire) came to be added to it, several of them
latterly from Chinese sources. The Greek form is
usually connected with words for ‘look at,
glance, flash, gleam’, such as Greek drakein and
Sanskrit darg, as if its underlying meaning were
‘creature that looks at you (with a deadly
glance)’.

Dragon is second time around for English as
far as this word is concerned: it originally came
by it in the Old English period, via Germanic, as
drake.

Dragoons [17] (an adaptation of French
dragon) were originally mounted infantry, so
called because they carried muskets nicknamed
by the French dragon ‘fire-breather’.

» DRAGOON, DRAKE, RANKLE

drain [OE] The underlying meaning of drain
seems to be ‘making dry’. It comes ultimately
from *draug-, the same prehistoric Germanic
base as produced English drought and dry, and in
Old English it meant ‘strain through a cloth or
similar porous medium’. There then follows a
curious gap in the history of the word: there is no
written record of its use between about 1000 AD
and the end of the 14th century, and when it re-
emerged it began to give the first evidence of its
main modern meaning ‘draw off a liquid’.

» DROUGHT, DRY

drake English has two words drake, but the
older, ‘dragon’ [OE] (which comes via
prehistoric West Germanic *drako from Latin
draco, source of English dragon), has now more
or less disappeared from general use (it is still
employed for a sort of fishing fly). Drake ‘male
duck’ [13] probably goes back to (another)
prehistoric West Germanic *drako, preserved
also in the second element of German enterich
‘male duck’.

» DRAGON

dram [15] Dram was borrowed from Old French
drame or medieval Latin drama, which were
variants respectively of dragme or dragma. Both
came from drachma, the Latin version of Greek
drakhmé. This was used in the Athens of
classical times for both a measure of weight
(hence the meaning of modern English dram)
and a silver coin (hence modern Greek
drakhmeé), in English drachma [16]. It is thought
to have originated in the notion of the ‘amount of
coins that can be held in one hand’, and to have
been formed from *drakh-, the base which also
produced Greek drdssesthai ‘grasp’. (Latin
drachma is also the source of dirham [18], the
name of the monetary unit used in Morocco and
the United Arab Emirates.)

» DIRHAM, DRACHMA

drama [17] Etymologically, drama is simply
‘that which is done’ (in that respect it closely
resembles act, which has the neutral, general
meaning ‘do something’, as well as the more
specific ‘perform on stage’). It comes via late
Latin drama from Greek drama, originally

‘deed, action’, and hence ‘play’. This was a
derivative of the verb dran ‘do’, whose past
participle was the ultimate source of English
drastic [17].

» DRASTIC

drape [15] The verb drape originally meant
‘weave wool into cloth’. It was borrowed from
Old French draper, which was a derivative of
drap ‘cloth’ (source of English drab). This in
turn came from late Latin drappus, which was
ultimately of Celtic origin. Other offspring of
drap which found their way into English are
draper [14), drapery [14], and trappings. The
use of drapery for ‘loose voluminous cloth
covering’ eventually fed back into the verb
drape, producing in the 19th century its current
sense ‘cover loosely with cloth’.

» DRAB, DRAPER, TRAPPINGS

drastic sec DRAMA

draught [12] Draught and draft are essentially
the same word, but draft (more accurately
representing its modern English pronunciation)
has become established since the 18th century as
the spelling for ‘preliminary drawing or plan’,
‘money order’, and (in American English)
‘conscription’. The word itself probably comes
from an unrecorded Old Norse *drahtr, an
abstract noun meaning ‘pulling’ derived from a
prehistoric Germanic verb *dragan (source of
English drag and draw). Most of its modern
English meanings are fairly transparently
descended from the idea of ‘pulling’: ‘draught
beer’, for example, is ‘drawn’ from a barrel. Of
the less obvious ones, ‘current of air’ is air that
is ‘drawn’ through an opening; the game
draughts comes from an earlier, Middle English
sense of draught, ‘act of drawing a piece across
the board in chess and similar games’; while
draft  ‘provisional plan’ was originally
‘something drawn or sketched’.

» DRAFT, DRAG, DRAW

draw [OE] The Old English ancestor of modern
English draw was dragan, which came from a
prehistoric Germanic verb *dragan (source also
of English drag). This seems to have meant
originally ‘carry’ (which is what its German and
Dutch descendants fragen and dragen still
mean). In English and the Scandinavian
languages, however (Swedish draga, for
instance), it has evolved to ‘pull’. ‘Sketch’,
perhaps the word’s most common modern
English sense, developed in Middle English
from the notion of ‘drawing’ or ‘pulling’ a
pencil, brush, etc across a surface.

Dray ‘wagon’ [14] is related to, and perhaps

originally came from, Old English dragan.

» DRAG, DRAUGHT, DRAY

drawer [16] A drawer is literally something that
is ‘drawn’ or ‘pulled’ out. The coinage was
perhaps based on French tiroir ‘drawer’, which
was similarly derived from the verb tirer ‘pull’.
The same basic notion underlies the formation of
drawers [16], a superannuated term for
‘knickers’, which were originally ‘garment
pulled on’.

dray see DRAW
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dread [12] Old English had the verb ondréedan
‘fear’. Its first syllable is generally taken to be
the prefix *and- ‘against’, which is related to
German ent- ‘away, un-’ and Greek anti- (source
of English anti-) and appears also in English
answer. The second part, however, remains a
mystery. There are one or two related forms in
other West Germanic languages, such as Old
High German intratan, but where they come
from has never been established satisfactorily.
By the end of the Old English period this
obsolete prefix had shrunk to a- (adread
survived until around 1400), and in the 12th
century it started to disappear altogether.

dream [13] Old English had a word dréam,
which meant ‘joy, merrymaking, music’, but it is
not at all clear that this is the same word as
modern English dream (the recorded Old
English words for ‘dream’ were swefn and
mdting). Semantically, the two are quite a long
way apart, and on balance it seems more likely
that Old English had a homonym *dream
‘dream’, which has not survived in the written
records, and which was perhaps subsequently
reinforced by Old Norse draumr. Both these and
the related German traum and Dutch droom have
been traced back to an Indo-European base
denoting ‘deception’, represented also in
Sanskrit druh- ‘seek to harm’ and Avestan (a
dialect of Old Iranian) druz- ‘lie, deceive’.

dreary [OE] In Old English, dreary (or dréorig,
as it then was) meant ‘dripping with blood,
gory’, but its etymological connections are with
‘dripping, falling’ rather than with ‘blood’. It
goes back to a West Germanic base *dreuz-,
*drauz- which also produced Old English
dréosna ‘drop, fall’, probably the ultimate
source of drizzle [16] and drowsy. The literal
sense ‘bloody’ disappeared before the end of the
Old English period in the face of successive
metaphorical extensions: ‘dire, horrid’; ‘sad’
(echoed in the related German traurig ‘sad’);
and, in the 17th century, the main modern sense
‘gloomy, dull’. Drear is a conscious archaism,
created from dreary in the 17th century.

» DRIZZLE, DROWSY

dredge English has two distinct words dredge,
neither with a particularly well-documented
past. Dredge ‘clear mud, silt, etc from waterway’
[16] may be related in some way to the 15th-
century Scottish term dreg-boat, and similarities
have been pointed out with Middle Dutch
dregghe ‘drag-net’, although if the two are
connected, it is not clear who borrowed from
whom. It has also been suggested that it is
related ultimately to drag. Dredge ‘sprinkle with
sugar, flour, etc’ [16] is a verbal use based on a
now obsolete noun dredge, earlier dradge, which
meant ‘sweet’. This was borrowed from Old
French dragie (its modern French descendant
gave English dragée [19]), which may be
connected in some way to Latin fragemata and
Greek tragémata ‘spices, condiments’ (these
Latin and Greek terms, incidentally, may play
some part in the obscure history of English
tracklements ‘condiments to accompany meat’

[20], which the English food writer Dorothy
Hartley claimed to have ‘invented’ on the basis
of an earlier — but unrecorded — dialect word
meaning more generally ‘appurtenances’).

» DRAGEE

drench [OE] Originally, drench meant simply
‘cause to drink’. It comes ultimately from the
prehistoric Germanic verb *drangkjan, which
was a causative variant of *drengkan (source of
English drink) — that is to say, it denoted
‘causing someone to do the action of the verb
drink’. That particular sense now survives only
as a technical usage in veterinary medicine, but
already by the Middle English period it had
moved on metaphorically to ‘drown’ (now
obsolete, and succeeded by the related drown)
and ‘soak thoroughly’.

» DRINK, DROWN

dress [14] Dress originally meant literally ‘put
right, put straight’. It comes via Old French
dresser from Vulgar Latin *directiare, a
derivative of Latin directus ‘straight’ (from
which English gets direct). Traces of this
underlying sense survive in the word’s
application to the correct aligning of columns of
troops, but its main modern signification,
‘clothe’, comes via a more generalized line of
semantic development ‘prepare’ (as in ‘dress a
turkey for the oven’), and hence ‘array, equip’.
(English address developed in parallel with
dress, and comes from the same ultimate
source.) Dresser ‘sideboard’ [15] was borrowed
from Old French dresseur, a derivative of
dresser in the sense ‘prepare’.

» ADDRESS, DIRECT

drift [13] Drift comes ultimately from the same
Germanic base as produced drive, and
etymologically means ‘driving or being driven’,
but as far as we can tell it did not exist in Old
English, and the word as we now have it is a
borrowing from other Germanic languages. Its
first recorded use is in the sense ‘snowdrift’,
which points to Old Norse drift as the source, but
later more general applications were probably
reinforced by Dutch drift.

» DRIVE

drill English has no fewer than four separate
words drill, all of them comparatively recent
acquisitions. Drill ‘make a hole’ [16] was
borrowed from Middle Dutch drillen, but
beyond that is history is obscure. The word’s
military application, to ‘repetitive training’,
dates from earliest times, and also existed in the
Dutch verb in the 16th century; it seems to have
originated as a metaphorical extension of the
notion of ‘turning round’ — that is, of troops
marching around in circles. Drill ‘small furrow
for sowing seeds’ [18] may come from the now
obsolete noun drill ‘rivulet’, but the origins of
this are purely conjectural: some have linked it
with the obsolete verb drill ‘trickle’. Drill
‘strong fabric’ [18] gets its name from originally
being woven from three threads. An earlier form
of the word was drilling, an adaptation of
German drillich; this in turn was descended from
Latin trilix, a compound formed from #ri- ‘three’
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and licium ‘thread’ (trellis is a doublet, coming
ultimately from the same Latin source). (Cloth
woven from two threads, incidentally, is rwill
[14], or alternatively — from Greek dimitos —
dimity [15].) Drill ‘African baboon’ [17] comes
from a West African word. It occurs also in the
compound mondrill [18], the name of a related
baboon, which appears to have been formed with
English man.
» TRELLIS; MANDRILL

drink [OE] Drink comes ultimately from a
prehistoric Germanic verb *drengkan, which is
widely represented in other modern Germanic
languages: German trinken, for instance, Dutch
drinken, Swedish dricka, and Danish drikke.
Variants of it also produced English drench and
drown. Its pre-Germanic history is not clear,
however: some have suggested that the original
underlying notion contained in it is of ‘sucking
liquid in or up’, and that it is thus related to
English draw (a parallel semantic connection
has been perceived between Latin diicere ‘lead,
draw’ and the related tsuk- ‘drink’ in Tocharian
A, an extinct Indo-European language of central
Asia).

» DRENCH, DROWN

drip see DROP

drive [OE] As far as is known, drive is an
exclusively Germanic word. It and its relatives
German treiben, Dutch drijven, Swedish driva,
Danish drive, and Gothic dreiban point to a
prehistoric Germanic ancestor *driban. Its base
also produced English drift and drove [OE]. The
central modern sense of drive, ‘drive a car’,
comes from the earlier notion of driving a horse,
ox, etc by pushing it, whipping it, etc from
behind, forcing it onwards, but in most other
modern European languages the verb for
‘driving a vehicle’ denotes basically ‘leading’ or
‘guiding’ (French conduire, for example, or
German lenken).

» DRIFT, DROVE

drizzle seec DREARY

dromedary [14] The dromedary, or one-
humped camel, got its name from its swiftness of
foot. The word comes via Old French
dromedaire from late Latin dromedarius, an
adjective formed from dromas, the Latin term
for ‘camel’. This in turn was derived from the
Greek dromds ‘runner’, a close relative of
dromos ‘running, course’, which is the source of
the -drome in such English words as
hippodrome, aerodrome, and palindrome.

» AERODROME, HIPPODROME, PALINDROME

drop [OE] Drop, droop, and drip are closely
related. Droop [13] was borrowed from Old
Norse driipa, which came from a Germanic base
*drap-. A variant of this, *drup-, produced
Middle Danish drippe, the probable source of
English drip [15], and a further variant, *drop-,
lies behind Old English dropa, ancestor of
modern English drop. All three go back
ultimately to a prehistoric Indo-European
*dhreub-, source of Irish drucht ‘dew’.
The English noun originally meant ‘globule
of liquid’, and its related verb ‘fall in drops’. The

main modern transitive sense, ‘allow to fall’,
developed in the 14th century, giving English a
single word for the concept of ‘letting fall’ not
shared by, for example, French and German,
which have to use phrases to express it:
respectively, laisser tomber and fallen lassen.

» DRIP, DROOP

drought [OE] Etymologically, drought means
simply ‘dryness’. The prehistoric Germanic base
that produced English dry (and indeed drain)
was *draug-, *drig-. To this was added the
suffix -th, used for creating abstract nouns from
adjectives, as in length, strength, and truth; this
gave Old English driigath. The subsequent
change of -th to -t (which began in the 13th
century) is mirrored in such words as height and
thefft.

» DRAIN, DRY

drove see DRIVE

drown [13] Drown is not found in texts until the
end of the 13th century (when it began to replace
the related drench in the sense ‘suffocate in
water’) but an Old English verb *drinian could
well have existed. The earliest occurrences of the
word are from the North of England and
Scotland, which suggests a possible borrowing
from, or influence of, Old Norse drukna ‘be
drowned’; this came ultimately from Germanic
*drungk-, a variant of the base which produced
English drink.

» DRENCH, DRINK

drowsy [15] The etymological notion
underlying drowsy seems to be of heaviness,
with eyelids falling and the head nodding over
the chest. The word probably comes from a
Germanic base *driis-, which also produced
drasian, an Old English verb meaning ‘be slow
and sleepy’ which did not survive into the
Middle English period (modern English drowse
[16] is a back-formation from drowsy). A variant
of this base is the possible source of English
dreary and drizzle.

» DREAM, DRIZZLE

drub [17] Drub appears to have been introduced
to the English language by Sir Thomas Herbert
(1606-82), a traveller in the Orient, who used the
word several times in his Relation of some
yeares travaile into Afrique and the greater Asia
1634: ‘[The pasha] made the Petitioner be
almost drub’d to death’. It came from Arabic
ddraraba, which meant not just ‘beat’, but also
specifically ‘bastinado’ — ‘beat on the soles of
the feet as a punishment or torture’.

drudge [15] No one is quite sure where drudge
comes from. It is first recorded, as a noun,
towards the end of the 15th century, and the verb
followed about fifty years later. One possible
source may be the Middle English verb drugge
‘pull laboriously’, a possible relative of English
drag; another suggestion is the Old English verb
dréogan ‘work’.

drug [14] Drug is one of the mystery words of
the language. It is clear that English acquired it
from Old French drogue, but no one is certain
where the French word came from. One
suggestion is that it originated in Arabic dirawa
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‘chaff’; another, rather more likely, is that its was the earliest sense of the word adopted by
source was Dutch droog ‘dry’, via either the English. (Incidentally, despite its formal

phrase droge waere ‘dry goods’ or droge vate
‘dry barrels’, a common expression for ‘goods
packed in barrels’. It has spread to many other
European languages, including Italian and
Spanish droga, German droge, and Swedish
drog.

druid [16] Druid is, not surprisingly, of Celtic
origin, although English probably acquired it via
French druide or the Latin plural druides. The
source of these forms was Gaulish druides,
which came ultimately from Old Celtic
*derwijes. There are two opposing theories on
the derivation of this: one is that it comes from
an Old Celtic adjective derwos ‘true’ (source of
Welsh derw ‘true’), in which case its
etymological meaning would be ‘someone who
says the truth’ (a parallel formation to English
soothsayer); the other is that it was formed from
the Old Celtic base *dru- ‘tree’ (source of Welsh
derwen and Irish daur ‘oak-tree’ and related to
Greek drus ‘oak’ and English tree) in reference
to the central role played by oak-trees in druidic
ceremonies.

drum [16] Belying the total lack of similarity
between the instruments, drum, trumpet, and
trombone seem to be closely related. Drum
appears to be a shortening of a slightly earlier
English word drumslade ‘drum, drummer’,
which was borrowed from Low German
trommelslag ‘drumbeat’. This was a compound
noun formed from trommel ‘drum’ and slag ‘hit’
(related to English slay). An alternative view is
that English simply acquired the word from
Middle Dutch tromme. Both these Germanic
forms meant simply ‘drum’, but the picture
becomes more complex with Middle High
German tromme ‘drum’, for originally this had
the sense ‘trumpet’, and what is more it had a
variant form trumbe (its ancestor, Old High
German trumpa, ultimate source of English
trumpet and trombone, only meant ‘trumpet’).
So the picture that emerges is of a word that
originally referred in a fairly undifferentiated
way to any musical instrument that made a loud
noise.

» TROMBONE, TRUMPET

dry [OE] Dry comes ultimately from prehistoric
Germanic *draugiz, a derivative of the base
*draug-, *driig-, which also produced English
drought and drain. Its other Germanic relatives
are Dutch droog and German trocken, and some
have connected it with Old Norse drjigr
‘lasting, strong’, Old Prussian dritktai ‘firmly’,
and Lithuanian dialect dritktas ‘thick, strong’ —
the theory being that strength and endurance are
linked with ‘drying out’.

» DRAIN, DROUGHT

dryad sce TREE

dual [17] Dual was borrowed from Latin dualis,
a derivative of duo ‘two’ (which is a distant
relative of English two). In Latin it was used
particularly by grammarians, to denote the
category ‘two people or things’ (as opposed to
the plural, referring to three or more), and this

similarity, and a common meaning element —
two people participate — duel [15] is not
etymologically related to dual; it comes from
medieval Latin duellum, which was originally an
archaic form of Latin bellum ‘war’.

» TWO

dub English has two words dub. By far the older,
‘create a knight, name’ [11], was one of the first
linguistic fruits of the Norman conquest, which
was during the Middle English period to
contribute such a vast number of French words
to the English language. It came from Anglo-
Norman duber, which was a reduced form of
aduber, the Anglo-Norman version of Old
French adober. This meant ‘equip, repair,
arrange’, but also specifically ‘equip with
armour’, which led metaphorically to ‘confer the
rank of knighthood on’. The sense ‘arrange’ has
remained in use in various technical areas up to
the present time, and its application to the
dressing of leather with grease formed the basis
of the noun dubbin ‘mixture of oil and tallow for
softening and waterproofing leather’ [18].
Dub ‘insert soundtrack’ [20] is a shortened
version of double.
» DUBBIN; DOUBLE

dubious see DOUBT
ducat see DUKE
duchess see DUKE
duchy see DUKE

duck [OE] A duck is a bird that ‘ducks’ — as
simple as that. It gets its name from its habit of
diving down under the surface of the water.
There is no actual record of an English verb duck
until the 14th century, but it is generally assumed
that an Old English verb *diican did exist, which
would have formed the basis of the noun duck. It
came from a prehistoric West Germanic verb
*dukjan, which also produced German fauchen
‘dive’. English is the only language which uses
this word for the bird, although Swedish has the
term dykand, literally ‘dive-duck’, which refers
to the ‘diver’, a sort of large waterbird. Nor is it
the original English word: the Anglo-Saxons
mainly called the duck ened, a term which
survived until the 15th century. This represents
the main Indo-European name for the duck,
which comes from an original *anoti- and is
found in Greek nessa, Latin anas, German ente,
Dutch eend, Swedish and, and Russian utka.

duct [17] Duct comes from Latin ductus, a noun
formed from the past participle of the verb
diicere ‘lead’. This is among the most prolific
Latin sources of English words. It appears in
numerous prefixed forms, all containing to some
extent the underlying meaning element ‘lead’,
such as deduce, introduce, produce, and reduce,
as well as educate and, in less obvious form,
subdue. Its past participle produced aqueduct
and ductile [14], not to mention (via Vulgar
Latin *ductiare and Italian docciare) douche
[18]. And furthermore it comes ultimately from
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the same Indo-European source as produced
English ream, teem, tie, tight, tow, and fug.

» AQUEDUCT, CONDUCT, DEDUCE, DEDUCT,
DOUCHE, DUKE, EDUCATE, INTRODUCE,
PRODUCE, REDUCE, SEDUCE, TEAM, TIE, TIGHT,
TOW, TUG

due see DUTY
duel see buAL
duenna see DAME

duet [18] The original term for ‘two musicians’
was Italian duo, a descendant of Latin duo ‘two’.
English acquired this in the 16th century. But
Italian (the major source of Western musical
vocabulary) also produced a diminutive form
duetto, literally ‘little duo’, which English
borrowed either directly (the unanglicized form
duetto was used in English for about a hundred
years from the 1720s) or perhaps via German
duett.

» TWO

duff see pouGH

duffel [17] Duffel is actually a sort of heavy
woollen material, and like so many names of
fabrics, it comes from the place where it was
originally made or exported from — in this case
Duffel, a town in Belgium, near Antwerp.
However, the term duffel coat (which dates back
to the late 17th century) has in modern times
become associated with a particular design of
coat (with a hood and toggles) as much as with
the material it is made from. Duffel bag [20], a
term of American origin, was to begin with a bag
for ‘personal belongings and equipment’, or
duffel, as it is called in American English (the
application seems to have started with ‘spare
clothes made of duffel’).

duffer see DEAF

duke [12] Duke is one of a wide range of English
words which come ultimately from the Latin
verb diicere ‘lead’ (see DUCT). In this case its
source was the Latin derivative dux ‘leader’
(ancestor also of Italian duce, the title adopted by
the 20th-century dictator Benito Mussolini),
which passed into English via Old French duc.
In Latin the word signified ‘military commander
of a province’, and in the so-called Dark Ages it
was taken up in various European languages as
the term for a ‘prince ruling a small state’. Old
English never adopted it though, preferring its
own word earl, and it was not until the 14th
century that it was formally introduced, by
Edward III, as a rank of the English peerage.
Before that the word had been used in English
only in the titles of foreign dukes, or (echoing
the word’s etymological meaning) as a general
term for ‘leader’ or ‘military commander’. The
feminine form duchess [14] comes from Old
French, while English has two terms for a duke’s
rank or territory: the native dukedom [15], and
duchy [14], borrowed from OIld French duche
(this came partly from medieval Latin ducatus,
ultimate source of English ducat [14], a former
Italian coin).

» CONDUCT, DUCAT, DUCHESS, DUCHY, DUCT,
PRODUCE

dull [13] Dull originally meant ‘slow-witted’. It
was borrowed from Middle Low German dul, a
descendant of the prehistoric Germanic adjective
*dulaz, which also produced German toll and
Old English dol ‘stupid’ (the Old English
adjective does not seem to have survived beyond
the 10th century). The modern meaning ‘boring’
developed in the 15th century. The now little-
used dullard [15] is a derivative (reflecting the
adjective’s original sense), as also is probably
dolt [16].

» DOLT

dumb [OE] The notion underlying dumb is of
‘sensory or mental impairment’. It goes back to
anasalized version of prehistoric Indo-European
*dheubh-, denoting ‘confusion, stupefaction, or
dizziness’, which was also the ultimate source of
English deaf. This developed two stands of
meaning. The first, through association of
‘sensory or mental impairment’ and ‘slow-
wittedness’, led to forms such as German dumm
and Dutch dom, which mean ‘stupid’ (the use of
dumb to mean ‘stupid’ did not develop until the
19th century, in American English, presumably
under the influence of the German and Dutch
adjectives). The other was  semantic
specialization to a particular sort of mental
impairment, the inability to speak, which
produced Gothic dumbs, Old Norse dumbr, and
English dumb. (The German word for ‘dumb’,
stumm, is related to English stammer and
stumble, as are Dutch stom and Swedish stum.)
Dummy [16] is a derivative; it originally
meant ‘dumb person’.
» DEAF, DUMMY

dump [14] Dump is probably of Scandinavian
origin — Danish and Norwegian have the similar
dumpe and dumpa, which mean ‘fall suddenly’ —
although Dutch dompen ‘immerse, topple’ is
another candidate that has been put forward.
Either way, there does not seem to be any direct
connection with the dumps [16], which was
probably originally a metaphorical use of Dutch
domp ‘haze’, in the sense ‘miasma of
depression’. Nor has any relationship been
established with the obsolete noun dump ‘lump’
[18], which appears to have close ties with
dumpling [16] and dumpy [16], although
whether as source or descendant (by back-
formation) is a debatable point.

dun English has two words dun. The colour
adjective, ‘greyish brown’ [OE], comes
ultimately from Indo-European *donnos,
*dusnos, which is also the source of English
dusk. The now rather dated noun, ‘debt-
collector’ [17], is an abbreviation of dunkirk, a
17th-century term for a ‘privateer’, a privately
owned vessel officially allowed to attack enemy
shipping during wartime. It was originally
applied from such privateers that sailed from the
port of Dunkirk, on the northern coast of France,
to attack British ships, and its connotations of
unwarranted piracy soon spread metaphorically
to one who was constantly importuning for the
repayment of his loan.

» DONKEY, DUSK, OBFUSCATE
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duty

dunce [16] Dunce originated as a contemptuous
term for those who continued in the 16th century
to adhere to the theological views of the Scottish
scholar John Duns Scotus (c. 1265-1308).
Renaissance philosophers ridiculed them as
narrow-minded hair-splitters, and so before long
the application of the word spread
metaphorically to any ‘stuffy pedant’ in general,
and hence, through the implication of a lack of
true intellect, to ‘stupid person’. The conical
dunce’s cap seems to have originated in the 19th
century.

dune see DOWN
dung see DINGY

dungeon [14] In common with a wide range of
other English words, including danger, demesne,
dominion, domino, and don, dungeon comes
ultimately from Latin dominus ‘lord, master’.
Derived from this was dominium ‘property’
(source of English dominion), which in post-
classical times became dominio or domnio,
meaning ‘lord’s tower’. In Old French this
became donjon, the term for a ‘castle keep’, and
eventually, by  extension, a  ‘secure
(underground) cell’. English acquired the
package in the 14th century, but in common
usage has retained only the latter sense, in the
adapted Middle English spelling (although the
original Old French form remains in use as a
technical term for a ‘castle keep’).

» DAME, DANGER, DEMESNE,
DOMINATE

duodenum [14] The term duodenum, for the
first part of the small intestine, originated as a
measure of length. It comes from the medieval
Latin phrase intestinum duodénum digitorum
‘intestine of twelve digits’ — that is, twelve
finger-breadths long, or just over 20 centimetres.
Latin duodéni meant literally ‘twelve each’; it
was a derivative of duodecim ‘twelve’ (source
also of English dozen).

» DOZEN

dupe [17] English borrowed dupe from French,
where it was probably originally a humorous
application of a dialect word for a ‘hoopoe’, an
extravagantly crested bird whose flamboyant
appearance seems to have made it the butt of
jokes. It presumably represents ultimately an
alteration of Old French huppe ‘hoopoe’,
sometimes explained as being a conflation of de
huppe ‘of the hoopoe’. (English hoopoe [17] is
an alteration of an earlier hoop, which came
from Old French huppe; its ultimate source was
Latin upupa, which originated as an imitation of
the bird’s cry.)

» HOOPOE

duple see DOUBLE

duplicate [15] Like its close relative double,
duplicate comes ultimately from Latin duplus
‘two-fold’, a compound adjective based on Latin
duo ‘two’ and an Indo-European element *pl-
which denoted ‘folding’ (it is present also in
English fold and ply). English acquired this in
the 16th century, and its synonym duplex (based
on the extended stem *plic-) in the 19th century.
In Latin, duplus formed the basis of a verb

DOMINION,

duplicare ‘make twofold, double’, from whose
past participle English gets duplicate, while
duplex has given us duplicity [15].

» DOUBLE, DUPLICITY, FOLD, PLY, TWO

duress [14] Etymologically, duress means
literally ‘hardness’, and that was what it was
used for when English first acquired it. It comes
via Old French duresse from Latin diritia, a
derivative of the adjective dizrus ‘hard’ (from
which English gets during). The current sense
‘constraint’ developed during the 15th century.

» DURING, ENDURE

during [14] During, like durable [14], durance
[15], duration [14], duress, and endure [14],
comes ultimately from the Latin adjective diirus
‘hard’. This goes back to an earlier *driiros,
which is related to Irish dron ‘solid’, Lithuanian
driitas ‘strong, solid’, and Sanskrit daruna-
‘strong, hard’, and links with Irish daur ‘oak’ (a
possible relative of druid) and Greek drus ‘oak’
suggest that its original underlying meaning was
‘oak wood’, from which ‘hard’ developed as a
metaphorical extension. The Latin verb diirare
meant originally literally ‘harden’, but this
widened (perhaps with memories of an
underlying sense ‘strong, resilient’) to ‘continue
in existence, last’. It is these notions of
‘continuance’, ‘strength’, and ‘perseverance’
that emerge in different proportions in durable,
duration, and endure, and indeed in during,
which is a translation of Old French durant, the
present participle of durer ‘last’: phrases such as
‘during the day’ mean etymologically ‘as long as
the day lasts’. Durance, an archaic term for
‘imprisonment’, originally denoted ‘length of
sentence’, and so is virtually equivalent to the
modern ‘for the duration’.

» DURABLE, DURATION, DURESS, ENDURE

dusk [OE] In Anglo-Saxon times, dusk was an
adjective meaning ‘dark in colour’ (a sense
preserved today in the derived adjective dusky
[16]). Its modern noun use ‘twilight’ is not
recorded until as recently as the early 17th
century. The Old English form of the word was
dox, which was descended from the same
ultimate Indo-European ancestor as Latin fuscus
‘dark’ (source of English obfuscate [16]).

» DUN, OBFUSCALE

dust [OE] The notion ultimately underlying dust
seems to be that of ‘smoke’ or ‘vapour’. It goes
back to a prehistoric Indo-European base
*dheu-, which also produced Latin fitmus and
Sanskrit  dhiima- ‘smoke’. A  Germanic
descendant of this, *dunstu-, picks up the idea of
a cloud of fine particles being blown about like
smoke, and is the basis of Norwegian dust ‘dust’
and duft ‘finely ground grain’, German duft
‘fragrance’ (from an earlier Middle High
German tuft ‘vapour, dew’), and English dust.

duty [13] Dury comes from Anglo-Norman
dueté. This was a derivative of Old French deu
‘owed’ (source of English due [13]), which in
turn came from Latin débitus, past participle of
debere ‘owe’ and source of English debit and
debt. (Latin debére was originally a compound
verb formed from the prefix de- ‘away’ and
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habére ‘have’, literally ‘have away’, thatis ‘keep
in one’s possession what belongs to someone
else’.) So etymologically one’s duty is what one
‘owes’ to others.

» DEBIT, DEBT, DUE

dwarf [OE] Dwarf is descended via Germanic
*dwergaz from Indo-European *dhwergwhos,
which denoted ‘something tiny’. In English, it
originally meant simply ‘person of abnormally
small stature’; the modern connotation of ‘small
manlike creature that lives underground and
works metal’, a product of Germanic mythology,
is not recorded until the late 18th century. The
word’s German relative, zwerg, is the source of
English quartz.

» QUARTZ

dwell [OE] Dwell has changed its meaning
remarkably over the centuries. In Old English it
meant ‘confuse, lead astray’. It goes back to a
Germanic base *dwel-, *dwal-, *dwul-, which
also produced Old English dwola ‘error’, Gothic
dwals ‘foolish’, and Old High German gitwelan
‘be stunned’, and beyond that to Indo-European
*dhwel-, source of Greek tholds ‘dirt’ and Irish
dall ‘blind’. Already by the end of the Old
English period, ‘lead astray’ had progressed to
‘hinder, delay’, probably under the influence of
the related Old Norse dvelja ‘delay’, and this
subsequently developed through ‘linger’ to (in
the 13th century) ‘make one’s home in a place’.

dye [OE] Dye is something of a mystery word. Its
original meaning seems to have been simply
‘colour’, its modern connotations of ‘artificially
changing colour’ a secondary development, but
its source remains unknown. A connection has
been suggested with Old English déagol ‘secret,
hidden’, but what the implications of that would
be for its semantic history are not clear. The
convention of spelling the word dye did not
become established until as recently as the 19th
century; until then die was equally common, and
orthographic confusion with die ‘cease to live’
was rife.

dyke see DITCH

dynamic [19] Greek dinamis (a word of
unknown origin) meant ‘strength’. It was used
by the Swedish chemist Alfred Nobel in 1867 to
form the name of the new explosive he had
invented, dynamite. From it was derived the
adjective dunamikos ‘powerful’, which French
adopted in the 17th century as dynamique, and
English acquired it in the early 19th century.
Related to diinamis was the verb diinasthai ‘be
strong’ or ‘be able’; from this was derived the
noun dunasteia ‘power, domination’, source, via
French or late Latin, of English dynasty [15].
Part of the same word family is dynamo [19],
short for dynamo-electric machine, a term
coined in 1867 by the electrical engineer Werner
Siemens.

» DYNAMITE, DYNASTY
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each [OE] Each comes from Old English lc.
This, brief as it is, was in fact originally a
compound adjective; it was descended from
West Germanic *aiwo galikaz, literally ‘ever
alike’ (*aiwo is the source of English aye ‘ever’
[12], *galikaz the source of English alike). celc
also formed the second element of an Old
English expression, literally ‘ever each’, which
has become modern English every.

» ALIKE, AYE

eager [13] As its close etymological connection
with vinegar and acid might suggest, the
underlying sense of eager is ‘sharp’. It comes
ultimately from the Indo-European base *ak-
‘sharp, pointed’, amongst whose other English
descendants are acne, edge, and oxygen. It was
the source of Latin dcer ‘keen, sharp’, which
was used in relation both to sight, hearing, etc,
and to temperamental qualities — hence ‘ardent,
zealous’. The Latin adjective (from which
English also gets acid and acrid) became
*acrum in post-classical times, and from this
came Old French aigre (source of the -egar of
vinegar), which passed into English via Anglo-
Norman egre. English retained the literal senses
‘pungent, sour’ and ‘sharp-edged’ until the early
19th century.

» ACID, ACNE, ACRID, ACUTE, EDGE, OXYGEN

eagle [14] Eagle comes via Old French aigle
from Latin aquila (source also of English
aquiline [17]). This was presumably a derivative
of the adjective aquilus ‘dark-coloured’,
suggesting that the eagle’s name originally
signified simply ‘dark-coloured bird’ (Greek
had the term melandetos ‘black eagle’). Before
the French word was introduced, the English
term for ‘eagle’ was erne, which still survives
dialectally.

» AQUILINE

ear Ear for hearing and ear of corn seem in some
way to belong together, but in fact they are two
quite distinct words etymologically. Ear for
hearing [OE] is an ancient term that goes right
back to the Indo-European roots of the language.
Its ancestor is the base *aus-, whose underlying
signification was perhaps ‘perception’ (a variant,
*au-, produced Greek aisthdnomai ‘perceive’).
This lies behind the term for ‘ear’ in the majority
of European languages: French oreille, for
example, Italian orecchio, Spanish oreja,
Romanian wureche, Irish 6, Russian and Polish
ucho, and modern Greek auti. Its Germanic
descendant, *auzon, produced German ohr,
Dutch oor, Gothic auso, Swedish éra, and
English ear.

The etymological sense of ear of corn [OE] is
‘spike’ of corn. The word comes from a
prehistoric Germanic *akhuz, which goes back
ultimately to the Indo-European base *ak- ‘be
pointed or sharp’ (ultimate source of English
acid, acne, acute, eager, edge, and oxygen).

» ACID, ACNE, ACUTE, EAGER, EDGE, OXYGEN

early [OE] Broken down into its equivalent parts
in modern English, early means ‘before-ly’. It
was a compound formed from Old English @&r
(ancestor of modern English ere ‘before’) and
the adverb ending -y, modelled probably on the
parallel Old Norse form drligr. Ere itself was
actually originally a comparative form, which
before it was used for ‘before’ meant ‘earlier’.
Old English @r came from prehistoric Germanic
*airiz, the comparative form of *air ‘early’.
Related forms in other Indo-European
languages, such as Greek eri ‘in the morning’
and Avestan (the sacred form of Old Iranian)
ayara ‘day’, suggest that its underlying meaning
is ‘early in the morning’.

» ERE

earn [OE] The underlying sense of earn is ‘gain
as a result of one’s labour’. It comes from a
prehistoric West Germanic verb *aznojan,
which was based on the noun *aznu ‘work,
labour’. This seems often to have been used
specifically for ‘work in the fields’, for several
other related forms in the Germanic languages,
such as German ernte and Gothic asans, denote
‘harvest’, which in some cases has been
metaphorically extended to apply to ‘autumn’.

earnest [OE] Earnest was originally a much
more red-blooded word than it is today. It comes
ultimately from a Germanic base *ern- which
denoted ‘vigour’ or ‘briskness’. To this was
added the noun suffix — ost (earnest was
originally a noun), giving Old English eornost,
which appears at first to have meant ‘intense
passion’, and particularly ‘zeal in battle’.
However, by the end of the Old English period
there is already evidence of a semantic toning
down from ‘intensity of feeling’ to ‘seriousness
of feeling’ (as opposed to ‘frivolity’), a process
which has culminated in modern English
connotations of ‘over-seriousness’.

earth [OE] Earth comes ultimately from an Indo-
European base *er-. This produced the
prehistoric Germanic noun *ertho, ancestor of
German erde, Dutch aarde (whence, via early
Afrikaans, English aardvark [19], literally
‘earth-pig’), Swedish and Danish jord, and
English earth. Related forms outside Germanic
include Greek eraze ‘on the ground” and Welsh
erw ‘field’. The word’s basic range of modern
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senses, ‘ground’, ‘world’, and ‘soil’, all date
back to the Old English period.
» AARDVARK

earwig [OE] A colloquial Old English term for
‘insect” was wicga (which would have been
pronounced something like ‘widger’). It
probably came from the same prehistoric
Germanic base (*wig-) as produced English
wiggle [13], and so is roughly equivalent in spirit
to modern English creepy-crawly. There used to
be a belief (perhaps still is) that earwigs creep
into people’s ears and penetrate inside their
heads, and so the Anglo-Saxons called them
earwicga, literally ‘ear-insect’. The same notion
lies behind French perceoreille, literally ‘pierce-
ear’, and German ohrwurm, literally ‘earworm’,
both of which stand for ‘earwig’.

» WIGGLE

easel [17] Easel was borrowed from Dutch ezel,
which means literally ‘donkey’ (it is related to
English ass). The notion of loading a painting on
to a stand, much as a burden is loaded on to a
donkey, is echoed in the use of clotheshorse for
a stand for hanging clothes on to dry or air.

» ASS

east [OE] Etymologically, east is the point of the
compass at which the sun rises (and hence is a
parallel formation to orient, which comes from a
Latin word originally meaning ‘rising’). It goes
back to an Indo-European base *aus-, source of
arange of terms meaning not only ‘east’ but also
‘dawn’; Latin aurora, for instance, and Greek
atios, had both senses. Its Germanic descendant,
*austo-, produced German ost, Dutch oosten,
Swedish oster, and English east (which was
subsequently borrowed by French as est). It was
also the source of *Austron, the name of a
goddess of the prehistoric Germanic peoples,
originally the dawn-goddess, whose festival
occurred in spring. In Old English her name was
Eastre, which is generally taken to be the
ultimate source of English FEaster (German
Ostern ‘Easter’ has a parallel origin).

» EASTER

easy [12] Easy comes via Anglo-Norman aise
from Old French aisie, the past participle of
aisier ‘put at ease’, which in turn was a
derivative of aise. This noun (source of English
ease [13]) originally meant ‘convenience’ rather
than ‘comfort’. It came from *adjaces, the
Vulgar Latin descendant of Latin adjacéns
‘nearby’ (source of English adjacent and related
to adjective), which was the present participle of
the verb adjacére ‘lie near’. The progression of
senses is thus ‘nearby’, ‘handy’, ‘convenient’,
and eventually ‘comfortable’. The subsequent
development to ‘not difficult’, which took place
in the 14th century, is purely English, although
Breton took the parallel step of borrowing
French aise, as aes, to mean ‘not difficult’.

» ADJACENT, ADJECTIVE

eat [OE] Eat is a very ancient and basic verb. It
goes back to Indo-European *ed- ‘eat’ (distant
ancestor of English footh), which produced the
basic word for ‘eat’ in most European languages,
apart from French, Italian, Romanian, and the

Celtic languages: Greek édein, for example,
Latin edere (source of English comestible [15],
from Latin comedere ‘eat up’, and of obese
[17]), and Russian jest’. Its Germanic
descendant was *etan (ultimate source of
English etch), which produced German essen,
Dutch eten, Swedish ¢ta, and English eat (and
also lies behind English fret).

» COMESTIBLE, ETCH, FRET, OBESE, TOOTH

eaves [OE] The etymological meaning of eaves
appears to be ‘going over the edge, projecting’.
It comes from a prehistoric Germanic *obaswa,
which was probably formed on *ob-, the base
from which English over ultimately derives. The
eavesdrip or eavesdrop is, or was, the area of
ground on which rainwater thrown off by the
eaves falls, so that somebody who stood within
this area, with his or her ear to the door or

window trying to listen in on private
conversations, became known as an
eavesdropper [15].

» OVER

ebb [OE] Water that is ebbing is literally going
‘off” or ‘away’. The word comes from West
Germanic *abjon, a noun formed from *ab,
ancestor of modern English of, off, which
denoted removal or departure.

» OF, OFF

ebony [15] Ebony is ultimately of Semitic
origin. The Greeks took it from some Middle
Eastern source, perhaps Egyptian hbnj, and
turned it into ébenos. This made its way via
Latin ebenus, later ebanus, and Old French eban
into English. At first English simply used the
French form (which as ebon survived into
modern times as an archaism), but from the 16th
century forms ending in -y began to supersede it.

ecclesiastical [15] In classical Greek, an
ekklesia was an ‘assembly’ (the word was
derived from ekkalein, a compound verb formed
from the prefix ek- ‘out’ and kallein ‘call’). With
the introduction of Christianity, it was adopted
as the term for ‘church’, and an ekklesiastés,
originally ‘someone who addressed an
assembly’, became a ‘preacher’ or ‘priest’. The
derived adjective, ekklesiastikos, passed into
English via either French or Latin.

echelon see SCALE

echo [14] Echo comes via Old French or Latin
from Greek ékho, a word related to ekhé ‘sound’.
It may have originated as a personification of the
concept ‘sound’, which developed eventually
into the mythological mountain nymph Echo,
who faded away for love of Narcissus until
nothing but her voice was left. (The Greek verb
derived from ékhé, ékhein, is the ultimate source
of English catechism.)

» CATECHISM

éclat see sLAT

eclipse [13] From the point of view of the
observer, an object which has been eclipsed has
‘gone away’ —is no longer there. And that in fact
is the etymological foundation of the word. It
comes, via Old French and Latin, from Greek
ékleipsis, a derivative of ekleipein ‘no longer
appear or be present’. This was a compound verb
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formed from the prefix ek- ‘out, away’ and
leipein ‘leave’ (a distant relative of English
leave). Its adjectival derivative, ekleiptikos,
passed into English as ecliptic [14], which was
applied to the apparent path of the Sun relative to
the stars because that is the line along which
eclipses caused by the moon occur.
» LEAVE

ecology [19] Interpreted literally, ecology
means ‘study of houses’. The word was coined,
as Okologie, by the German zoologist Ernst
Haeckel in the 1870s, on the basis of Greek oikos
(as in economy). This means literally ‘house’,
but Haeckel was using it in the wider sense
‘dwelling, habitat’. English adopted the word
soon after its coinage, originally in the quasi-
Latin form oecology.

» ECONOMY

economy [16] The underlying notion contained
in the word economy is of ‘household
management’. It comes, via French or Latin,
from Greek oikonomia, a derivative of
oitkonomos, a term for the ‘steward of a
household’. This was a compound noun formed
from oikos ‘house’ (a word related to the -wich
element in many English place-names) and
némein ‘manage’ (ultimate source of English
antinomian and nomad). The original sense
‘household management’ was carried through
into English. It broadened out in the 17th century
to the management of a nation’s resources (a
concept at first termed more fully political
economy), while the use of the derivative
economics for the theoretical study of the
creation and consumption of wealth dates from
the early 19th century.

» ANTINOMIAN, ECOLOGY, NOMAD

ecstasy [14] Etymologically, someone who is
ecstatic is out of his or her mind. The word
comes, via Old French extasie and late Latin
extasis, from Greek ékstasis, a derivative of the
verb existdnai ‘displace, drive out of one’s
mind’. This was a compound formed from the
prefix ek- ‘out’ and histdnai ‘place’ (a distant
relative of English stand). The underlying notion
of being ‘beside oneself, in the grip of extreme
passion’ survives in modern English in relation
to mystic experiences or trances, and also, albeit
archaically, in such phrases as ‘an ecstasy of
rage’, and the specific sense ‘delight’ developed
only comparatively recently, apparently in the
17th century.

» STAND

eczema [18] A person suffering from eczema
has a skin that is, in a rather gruesome metaphor,
‘boiling over’. The word comes from Greek
ékzema ‘eruption’, a compound formed from the
prefix ek- ‘out’ and the verb zein ‘boil, ferment’.
This in turn goes back to the Indo-European base
*jes-, source also of Sanskrit yas- ‘boil, foam’,
Welsh ias ‘boiling’, and English yeast.

» YEAST

eddy [15] The ultimate source of eddy appears to
be a prehistoric Germanic particle meaning
‘back, again’, represented in Old English by ed-,
in Old High German by et-, and in Old Norse by

ith- (it is related to Latin et ‘and’ and its various
Romance descendants, such as French et and
Italian ed). According to this theory, an eddy
would thus be ‘water that flows back’. What is
not altogether clear, however, is precisely how
that prehistoric particle became eddy. Perhaps
the most likely candidate as the missing link is
Old Norse itha ‘whirlpool’, but it has also been
suggested that Old English may have had a word
*edwag, whose second element, ‘wave’, would
be related to English way and vogue.

edge [OE] Edge is probably the main native
English representative of the Indo-European
base *ak- ‘be sharp or pointed’, which has
contributed so many words to the language via
Latin and Greek (such as acid, acrid, acute,
acne, alacrity, and oxygen). Its Germanic
descendant was *ag-, on which was based the
noun *agja, source of German ecke ‘corner’,
Swedish egg ‘edge’ (a probable relative of
English egg ‘urge’), and English edge. The
word’s application to a ‘border’ or ‘boundary’
dates from the late 14th century.

» ACID, ACNE, ACRID, ACUTE, ALACRITY, EGG,
OXYGEN

edict [15] An edict is literally that which is
‘spoken out’ or ‘proclaimed’. It was acquired
directly from Latin édictum, which comes from
the past participle of édicere ‘proclaim’. This
was a compound verb formed from the prefix ex-
‘out’ and dicere ‘say’ (source of English diction,
dictionary, dictate amongst a host of others).
The passing resemblance of edict to edit is quite
fortuitous, for they are completely unrelated.

» DICTATE, DICTION, DICTIONARY

edify [14] As its close relative edifice [14]
suggests, edify has to do literally with ‘building’.
And in fact its underlying etymological sense is
‘building a hearth’. That was the original sense
of Latin aedis. Gradually, though, it was
extended, in a familiar metaphorical transition,
from ‘hearth’ to ‘home’ and ‘dwelling’.
Addition of a verbal element related to facere
‘make’ produced aedificare ‘build a house’, or
simply ‘build’. Its figurative application to
‘instruction” or ‘enlightenment’ took place in
Latin, and has no doubt been reinforced in
English (which acquired the word from Old
French edifier) by its accidental similarity to
educate.

edit [18] Etymologically, someone who edits a
newspaper ‘gives it out’, or in effect ‘publishes’
it. And that in fact is how the word was first used
in English: when William Enfield wrote in his
1791 translation of Brucker’s Historia critica
philosophiae that a certain author ‘wrote many
philosophical treatises which have never been
edited’, he meant ‘published’. This usage comes
directly from editus, the past participle of Latin
édere ‘put out, exhibit, publish’, which was a
compound verb formed from the prefix ex- ‘out’
and dare ‘put, give’ (source of English date,
donate, etc). In its modern application, ‘prepare
for publication’, it is mainly a back-formation
from editor [17], which acquired this particular
sense in the 18th century. (French éditeur still
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means ‘publisher’, and the term editor is used in
that sense in some British publishing houses.)

» DATE, DONATE

educate [15] To educate people is literally to
‘lead them out’. The word comes from the past
participle of Latin éducare, which meant ‘bring
up, rear’ as well as more specifically ‘educate’.
It was related to ediicere ‘lead out’ (source of
English educe [15]), a compound verb formed
from the prefix ex- ‘out’ and diicere ‘lead’
(source of English duct, duke, and a whole host
of derivatives such as deduce and seduce).

» CONDUCT, DEDUCE, DUCT, DUKE, EDUCE,
PRODUCE, SEDUCE

eerie [13] Eerie seems to come ultimately from
Old English earg ‘cowardly’, a descendant of
prehistoric Germanic *arg-, although the
connection has not been established for certain.
It emerged in Scotland and northern England in
the 13th century in the sense ‘cowardly, fearful’,
and it was not until the 18th century that it began
to veer round semantically from ‘afraid’ to
‘causing fear’. Burns was one of the first to use
it so in print: ‘Be thou a bogle by the eerie side
of an auld thorn’. In the course of the 19th
century its use gradually spread further south to
become general English.

effect [14] Etymologically, an effect is that which
is ‘accomplished’ or ‘done’. The word comes
(probably via Old French effect) from effectus,
the past participle of Latin efficere ‘perform,
accomplish, complete’, or literally ‘work out’.
This was a compound verb formed from the
prefix ex- ‘out’ and facére ‘make, do’ (source of
English fact, factory, etc). The English verbal
use, ‘bring about’, is a 16th-century
development based on the noun. (The similar
affect also comes ultimately from Latin facere,
but with the prefix ad- ‘to’ rather than ex-.) Latin
efficere is also the source of English efficacious
[16] and efficient [14].

The feck- of feckless is an abbreviated version

of effect.

» EFFICACIOUS, EFFICIENT,
FASHION, FECKLESS

effendi see AUTHENTIC

effervescent see FERVENT

effete [17] Latin efferus meant literally ‘that has
given birth’. It was a compound adjective, based
on the prefix ex- ‘out’ and ferus ‘childbearing,
offspring’ (source of English foetus). Its use
spread metaphorically first to ‘worn out by
giving birth’ and finally to simply ‘exhausted’,
the senses in which English originally acquired
it. The word’s modern connotations of ‘over-
refinement’ and ‘decadence’ did not develop
until the 19th century.

efficacious see EFFECT

efficient see EFFECT

effigy [16] Effigy comes ultimately from the
Latin verb effingere ‘form, portray’. This was a
compound formed from the prefix ex- ‘out” and
fingere ‘make, shape’ (source of English faint,
feign, fiction, figment, and related to English
dairy and dough). It formed the basis of the noun
effigies ‘representation, likeness, portrait’,

FACT, FACTORY,

which was borrowed into English in the 16th
century as effigies: ‘If that you were the good Sir
Rowland’s son, as you have whisper’d faithfully
you were, and as mine eye doth his effigies
witness most truly limn’d and living in your face,
be truly welcome hither’, Shakespeare, As you
like it 1600. By the 18th century, however, this
had come to be regarded as a plural form, and so
a new singular, effigy, was created.
#» DAIRY, DOUGH, FAINT, FICTION, FIGMENT

effluent [19] Effluent is that which ‘flows out’.
The word comes from the present participle of
Latin effluere, a compound verb formed from the
prefix ex- ‘out’ and fluere ‘flow’ (source of
English fluctuate, fluent, fluid, flux, and a host of
derivatives). English originally acquired it as an
adjective in the 18th century, but did not begin to
use it in its present-day noun senses until the mid
19th century. From the same source come
effluvium [17] and efflux [17].

» FLUCTUATE, FLUENT, FLUID, FLUX

effort [15] Etymologically, effort is the ‘putting
out’ or ‘showing’ of ‘force’. It comes ultimately
from Vulgar Latin *exfortiare, a compound verb
formed from the prefix ex- ‘out’ and the
adjective fortis ‘strong’. This passed into Old
French as esforcier ‘force, exert’, from which
was derived the noun esforz. English borrowed it
in its later form effort.

» FORCE

effrontery [18] The notion of ‘audacity’ or
‘impudence’ is often expressed in terms of
‘exposing or pushing forward the face’: a
‘barefaced lie’ or ‘putting on a bold front’, for
instance. And effrontery is no exception. It
comes ultimately from late Latin -effrons
‘barefaced, shameless’, a compound adjective
formed from the prefix ex- ‘out of” and frons
‘forehead’ (source of English front). This seems
subsequently to have been reformulated along
the lines of its original components, giving
Vulgar Latin *exfrontatus, source of Old French
esfronte. This in turn developed to French
effronté, whose derived noun effronterie was
acquired by English as effrontery.

» FRONT

egalitarian see EQUAL

edgg English has two distinct words egg, but
surprisingly the noun, in the form in which we
now have it, has not been in the language as long
as the verb. Egg ‘reproductive body’ [14] was
borrowed from Old Norse egg. Old English had
arelated word, @g, which survived until the 16th
century as eye (plural eyren). Although it does
not begin to show up in the written records until
the 14th century, the form egg was presumably
introduced into English by Norse immigrants
considerably earlier, but even so, as late as the
end of the 15th century there was still
considerable competition between the native eye
and the imported egg: “What sholde a man in
thyse dayes now wryte, egges or eyren, certaynly
it is harde to playse every man’, William Caxton,
Eneydos 1490. Both the Old English and the Old
Norse forms came from a prehistoric Germanic
*ajjaz (source also of German and Dutch ei).
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This in turn was a descendant of an Indo-
European *owo- (whence Greek oion, Latin
ovum, French oeuf, Italian uovo, Spanish huevo,
and Russian jajco), which was probably derived
ultimately from a base signifying ‘bird” (source
of Sanskrit vis and Latin avis ‘bird’, the ancestor
of English aviary).

Egg ‘incite’ [10], as in ‘egg on’, is a
Scandinavian borrowing too. It comes from Old
Norse eggja, which was a relative or derivative
of egg ‘edge’ (a cousin of English edge).

» AVIARY; EDGE

ego [19] Ego is Latin for ‘I’ (and comes in fact
from the same Indo-European base as produced
English I). English originally acquired it in the
early 19th century as a philosophical term for the
‘conscious self’, and the more familiar modern
uses — ‘self-esteem’, or more derogatorily ‘self-
importance’, and the psychologist’s term (taken
up by Freud) for the ‘conscious self” — date from
the end of the century.

Derivatives include egoism [18], borrowed
from French égoisme, and egotism [18], perhaps
deliberately coined with the ¢ to distinguish it
from egoism. And the acquisitions do not end
there: alter ego, literally ‘other I, second self’,
was borrowed in the 16th century, and the
Freudian term superego, ‘beyond I’, entered the
language in the 1920s.

» 1
egregious see SEGREGATE

eight [OE] Virtually all the ancient basic Indo-
European ‘number’-words are very stable,
remaining recognizably the same as they spread
and developed over the millennia, and the
ancestor of English eight is no exception. It was
*okto, which produced Sanskrit astdu, Latin
octo (source of French huit, Italian otto, and
Spanish ocho), Greek okto, and Irish ocht. Its
prehistoric Germanic descendant was *akhto,
source of German and Dutch acht, Swedish dtta,
and English eight.

» OCTOBER

eisteddfod [19] An ecisteddfod is literally a
‘session’ or ‘sitting’. It comes from the Welsh
verb eistedd ‘sit’, a derivative of sedd ‘seat’,
which goes back to the same Indo-European
base (*sed-) as produced English sir and session.
The final element, -fod, comes from the Welsh
verb bod ‘be’.

» SESSION, SIT

either [OE] Either is the modern descendant of
an ancient Germanic phrase which meant
literally ‘always each of two’. Its constituents
were *aiwo, source of English aye ‘ever,
always’, (which was also one of the building
blocks of which each was made) and
*gikhwatharaz, ancestor of English whether. In
Old English this became lexicalized as the
compound c@gehwcether, subsequently
contracted to c@gther, from which developed
modern English either. Despite its similarity,
neither is more than just either with a negative
prefix tacked on: its history is parallel but
slightly different.

» AYE, WHETHER

ejaculate [16] Etymologically, ejaculate means
‘dart out’. It comes from Latin ejaculari, a
compound verb formed ultimately from the
prefix ex- ‘out’ and jaculum ‘dart, javelin’. This
in turn was a derivative of jacere ‘throw’ (which
itself combined with ex- to form ejicere, source
of English eject [15]). The word’s original sense
‘throw out suddenly’ survived (or perhaps has
revived) for a time in English, but essentially it
has been for its metaphorical uses (‘emit semen’
and ‘exclaim’) that it has been preserved.

» EJECT, JESSES, JET, OBJECT, REJECT, SUBJECT

eke [12] No Old English evidence of this verb,
which originally meant ‘increase’, has been
found, but related forms in other Germanic
languages, such as Old Norse auka and Gothic
aukan, suggest that it did exist. Both these and a
range of non-Germanic verbs, such as Latin
augere (source of English auction, augment, and
author) and Greek aiikhein, point to an ultimate
Indo-European ancestor *aug- (from which
comes English wax ‘grow’). The first syllable of
nickname was originally eke.

Until comparatively recently English had
another word eke [OE], which meant ‘also’
(German auch and Dutch ook ‘also’ are related
to it). It is not clear whether it is ultimately the
same word as the verb eke.

» AUCTION, AUGMENT, AUTHOR, NICKNAME, WAX

elaborate [16] Etymologically, something that
is elaborate has been produced by hard work.
The word comes from élaboratus, the past
participle of Latin élaborare; this was a
compound verb formed from the prefix ex- ‘out’
and labor ‘work’ (source of English labour).
The notion of ‘painstaking work’ had passed by
the early 17th century into ‘extreme detail’.

» LABOUR

eland [18] Although the eland is an African
animal, it has an ancient European name, given
to it by Dutch settlers in South Africa. Eland is
the Dutch word for an ‘elk’ (the European
version of the North American moose); it comes
via German from Lithuanian élnis, which goes
back ultimately to a prehistoric Indo-European
source (*oln-, *eln-) which also produced
English elk.

» ELK

elastic [17] Greek elaiinein meant ‘drive’. From
it was derived the late Greek adjective elastikos,
which had the sense ‘driving, propelling’. Its
Latin version elasticus was used by the French
scientist Jean Pecquet (1622-74) in describing
the expansive properties of gases, and that is the
sense in which it was originally adopted into
English. Its transference to the wider meaning
‘returning to a former state after contracting’
took place towards the end of the 17th century.

elate [16] Elate means literally ‘lift up’, and that
is how it was originally used in English: ‘Placus
doth elate his shady forehead’, George
Chapman, [lliad 1611. The word comes from
elatus, the past participle of Latin efferre. This
was a compound verb formed from the prefix ex-
‘out’ and ferre ‘carry’ (a relative of English
bear). Its metaphorical extension to a ‘lifting of
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the spirits, exultation’ had already started in the
Latin word, and had completely ousted the literal
meaning in English before the end of the 18th
century.

» RELATE

elbow [OE] Logically enough, elbow means
etymologically ‘arm bend’. It comes from a
prehistoric  West and North Germanic
*alinobogan (which also produced German
ellenbogen, Dutch elleboog, and Danish albue).
This was a compound formed from *alina
‘forearm’ and *bogan (source of English bow).
However, there is a further twist. For *alina
(source also of English e/l [OE], a measure of
length equal to that of the forearm) itself goes
back ultimately to an Indo-European base *el-,
*ele- which itself meant ‘bend’, and produced
not just words for ‘forearm’ (such as Latin ulna),
but also words for ‘elbow’ (such as Welsh elin).
So at this deepest level of all, elbow means
tautologically ‘bend bend’.

» BOW, ELL, ULNA

elder Elder ‘older’ [OE] is not, of course, the
same word as elder the tree-name [OE]. The
former began life in prehistoric Germanic as
*althizon, the comparative form of *althaz ‘old’.
Gradually, the vowel i had an effect on the
preceding vowel a, and by Old English times the
word had become eldra — hence modern English
elder. The regularized form older appeared in
the 16th century. The derivative elderly dates
from the 17th century.

The tree-name comes from Old English
elleern, a word whose origin is not known for
certain (although it may perhaps be related to
English alder). The intrusive d began to appear
in the 14th century.

» OLD

eldorado [16] Eldorado was the name given by
the Spanish to a country or city which they
believed to exist in the heart of the Amazonian
jungle, rich in precious metals and gems. It
means ‘the gilded one’: el is the Spanish definite
article, and dorado is the past participle of the
Spanish verb dorar ‘gild’, a descendant of Latin
déaurare. This was a compound verb formed
from the intensive prefix de- and aurum ‘gold’.
The first known use of the word in English is in
the title of Sir Walter Raleigh’s book Discoverie
of Guiana, with a relation of the Great and
Golden City of Manoa (which the Spaniards call
El Dorado) 1596.

elect [15] To elect somebody is literally to
‘choose them out’ of a range of possibilities. The
word comes from électus, the past participle of
Latin eligere ‘pick out, select’. This was a
compound verb formed from the prefix ex- ‘out’
and legere ‘gather, choose’ (source also of
English collect, neglect, and select and, from its
secondary meaning ‘read’, legible and lecture).
The notion of ‘choosing by ballot’ is the oldest
of the verb’s senses in English.

A person who may be ‘elected’ or ‘chosen’ is
eligible [15] (an acquisition via French from the
late Latin derivative éligibilis). And someone
who has been ‘picked out’ from the crowd is a

member of the élite [18] (a borrowing of the
feminine form of the past participle of French
élire ‘elect’). Also closely related is elegant.

» COLLECT, ELEGANT, ELIGIBLE, ELITE, LECTURE,
LEGIBLE, NEGLECT, SELECT

electricity [17] The earliest manifestation of
electricity was that produced by rubbing amber,
and hence the name, based on électrum, Latin for
‘amber’ (which in turn derives from Greek
elektron). The first evidence of this in a Latin
text is in William Gilbert’s De magnete 1600, but
by the middle of the century we find the word
being used in English treatises, notably Sir
Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia epidemica
1646. (At this early stage, of course, it referred
only to the ability of rubbed amber, etc to attract
light bodies, the only property of electricity then
known about; it was not until later that the full
range of other electrical phenomena came to be
included under the term.)

eleemosynary see ALMS

elegant [15] Someone who made -careful,
fastidious choices was termed in Latin élegans.
This was the present participle of a hypothetical
verb *élegare, a derivative of éligere ‘pick out,
select’ (source of English elect). Originally it
seems to have been a derogatory term — ‘fussy,
foppish’ — but by classical times it signified more
approvingly ‘making refined choices’, and was
also transferred to the things chosen — ‘choice,
tasteful’. English probably acquired the word via
French.

» ELECT

elegy [16] Greek élegos originally signified
simply ‘song’ (Aristophanes, for example, used
it for the song of a nightingale in his play Birds).
It is not clear where it came from, although it has
been speculated that the Greeks may have
borrowed it from the Phrygians, an Indo-
European people of western and central Asia
Minor, and that originally it denoted ‘flute song’
(the long-held derivation from Greek e e légein
‘cry woe! woe!’ is not tenable). Later on it came
to mean specifically ‘song of mourning’, and its
adjective derivative elegeia passed as a noun via
Latin and French into English.

elephant [13] Elephants were named from their
tusks. Greek eléphas (probably a borrowing
from a non-Indo-European language) meant
originally ‘ivory’ (hence chryselephantine ‘of
gold and ivory’ [19]). Only late