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Introduction

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

First and foremost, A Miscellany for Word Lovers is meant for everybody who wants to build a fuller, more powerful and more persuasive vocabulary. It sets out to do this by making learning fun. Words that may at present be well out of reach, a little way beyond reach, or so close that they are on the tip of your tongue are presented in more than 100 quizzes. Could you, with total confidence, use such words as nidifugous, solipsistic, evanescent, atavistic, autochthonous, misericord, hagiography, parameter, stagflation, internecine and eclectic? Some of these words, possibly, but all of them?

Most of the quizzes – carrying the heading WHAT’S THE WORD? – begins with crossword-style descriptions of words that share a common theme – geology, the atmosphere, volcanoes, earthquakes, collective names for birds (a murder of crows… a murmuration of starlings… an unkindness of ravens…), the language of science and so on. If a little help is needed, the crossword theme is continued by clues that give the first few letters of the target word. The ANSWERS help to fix newly acquired words in the mind by giving their origins, using the words in sample sentences and, when it is helpful, offering memory-jogging tips.

Interleaved between the quizzes are entries that explore the oddities, quiddities and curiosities of the English language. To list just a few, SIGNS OF THE TIMES entries draw attention to the links between the turmoil of historical events and the growth of the English vocabulary. Entries under the heading DIVIDED BY A COMMON LANGUAGE turn the spotlight on differences between American English and British English. Example: An American who promises to be with you momentarily means that he will be there in a short time – not for a short stay. MOVIE MEMORIES and QUOTE OR MISQUOTE? are short quizzes that test the memory and at the same time are reminders of just how powerful and effective words can be.

The way to get the best out of A Miscellany for Word Lovers is to set yourself a target: to add one new word to your working vocabulary every day, every week, every month or at any other rate that appears reasonable and, above all, is achievable. The book can be dipped into at any page for a quick consultation, or read from cover to cover, according to personal preference.

Happy word searching!

Robin Hosie and Vic Mayhew



QUIZ: What’s the word?

Words About Words

A   Long-winded language that makes its point in a roundabout way.

B   Unnecessary repetition, using different words but saying what has already been said.

C   The use of words that are surplus to requirements.

D   A question that is asked for the sake of effect and so does not call for an answer.

E   Using the wrong word to comic effect while the correct meaning is clearly understood.

F   The transposition of initial letters in spoken words, producing an entertaining result, as in: You have hissed all my mystery lectures and tasted the whole worm.

G   The use of words that echo the sound of the object or action they describe, as in sniffle, babble, chortle, and in such comic-book words as SPLAT! POW! and OUCH!

H   The replacement of a word or words, usually by dots, so that the meaning, though not spelled out, is implied.

I    An impressive word for what are usually termed brackets, or an aside from the main topic when making a speech.

Clues

A   14 letters: cir-----------

B   9 letters: tau------

C   8 letters: ple-----

D   2 words, 10 letters and 8: rh-------- q-------

E   11 letters: mal--------

F   10 letters: spo-------

G   12 letters: ono---------

H   8 letters: el------

I    11 letters: par--------

See page 2 for answers





Answers, Word Origins and Usage

A   Circumlocution. Latin circum (round) + loqui (to speak). Example: I’m not sure at this present time that I entirely agree with you on the question you recently raised about whether it might or might not be a good idea to consider the need to bring back capital punishment.

B   Tautology. Adj: tautological. From Greek tautos (identical) + logos (word).

C   Pleonasm. Adj: pleonastic. Example: These two last jigsaw pieces will complete the puzzle, because they fall into place nicely.

D   Rhetorical question. Example: We all know what the government can do with its offer of 75p a week, don’t we?

E   Malapropism. After Mrs Malaprop, a character in Richard Sheridan’s 1775 comedy The Rivals, who had an entertaining way of attaching the wrong meaning to words as in: She’s as headstrong as an allegory instead of as an alligator.

F   Spoonerism. After the Revd William Spooner (1844–1930), warden of New College, Oxford, whose verbal tic caused much amusement among colleagues and undergraduates.

G   Onomatopoeia. From the Greek for ‘name’ and ‘make’, so making the name match the sound of what is named, as in cuckoo. The accent falls on the penultimate syllable, so that the word sounds rather like on a mat appear.

H   Ellipsis. From the Greek for ‘falling short’. Example: We don’t want to fight, but by jingo, if we do…

I    Parenthesis. From a Greek word meaning ‘putting in alongside’.


Signs of the Times

New words do not arrive out of thin air. They enter the language naturally, out of the events and circumstances of their times; and they give an insight into the nature of the society that produces them.

Celts and Romans

The Romans invaded Britain in AD 43, overran the Celts and did not leave until early in the fifth century, when Rome itself was threatened by Barbarians. Ding the centuries of Roman rule even the lowliest of Britons must have acquired at least a working knowledge of Latin, but the hardiest linguistic survivors from the Roman period are to be found among place names. Those ending in -castle, -caster and -chester are derived from the Latin castrum (castle, fortress). Among other Roman survivals are Britannia, Hibernia and Caledonia.

The language of the Celts is preserved in place names, in features of the landscape and in present-day Welsh. Oddly, Welsh is not a Welsh word. It stems from the Anglo-Saxon wealas, meaning ‘foreigners’. The Celts called themselves Cymri and their land Cymru, a name echoed in that of the county Cumbria and sung with fervour whenever the Welsh rugby team line up for an international match. Place names that end in -dunum (hill) and its variants -down and -don are likely to be Celtic, as are those containing pen (head or hill), as in Penrith. Crag and combe are Celtic in origin, as are the names of a number of rivers, including the Thames, Severn and Trent.



At War with the Language

The following job advertisement is an example of the kind of gobbledegook that seems to have an appeal to bureaucratic minds. In attempting to sound impressively official it misses what should be its main aim: clarity.

The decision has been taken to appoint a consultant change manager who, supported by their own consultant team will be engaged full time…for a continuous 6–9 month period to deliver change management services in respect of the authority’s strategic procurement function and exchequer management services…to deliver a corporate procurement function able to better exploit modern procurement techniques and technologies…The overall objective is to improve the existing centralised model needed to access substantial price savings and introduce process efficiencies.

Apart from the shaky grasp of grammar (a manager supported by their own team) the use of deliver in this job advertisement by the change management services is enough by itself to cause a shudder. Postmen deliver letters, boxers deliver left hooks, judges deliver verdicts, but the verdict on those who speak of delivering services is: Guilty! The offence is repeated in deliver a corporate procurement function. What on earth does that mean? And what is wrong with using the word provide? The closing sentence of the job advertisement, although there is a meaning buried in it somewhere, is management gobbledegook at its finest.


QUIZ: What’s the word?

Words About Words

A   A compulsive tendency to talk in a torrent of words that may not make sense.

B   A terse manner of speaking, with not a word wasted.

C   Steeped in sorrow, as in a sad poem or song.

D   A public tribute, usually to somebody who has recently died.

E   Praise that is particularly lavish. Example: Every time you speak, your wit and charm light up the room.

F   Praise that is intended to reach a wide audience.

G   Extremely talkative, sometimes to the point of being tiresome.

H   Words spoken or written in conclusion, often as a means of summing-up.

I    The use of a polite term in place of one that is considered vulgar or offensive.

Clues

A   10 letters: log-------

B   7 letters: la-----

C   5 letters: e----

D   6 letters: eu----

E   8 letters: enc-----

F   9 letters: pan------

G   10 letters: loq-------

H   10 letters: per-------

I    9 letters: eu-------

See page 6 for answers





Answers, Word Origins and Usage

A   Logorrhoea. Greek logos (word) + rhoia (flow). Memory-jogger: diarrhoea.

B   Laconic. Laconia was a name for ancient Sparta and once, when an enemy warned the Spartans, ‘If I enter your city I will raze it to the ground’, the laconic reply was: ‘If!’

C   Elegy. Adj: elegiac. Greek elegos (a sorrowful poem). Memory-jogger: Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard.

D   Eulogy. Adj: eulogistic. From a Greek word meaning ‘praise’.

E   Encomium. From a Greek word meaning ‘high-flown speech in praise of a conqueror’.

F   Panegyric. Greek pan (all) + agora (an assembly).

G   Loquacious. Noun: loquacity. Latin loqui (to speak). Example: John was so loquacious when somebody brought up the subject of income tax that we all thought he had either been severely overcharged in the past or was seriously underpaying in the present.

H   Peroration. Latin per (to the end) + orare (to speak).

I    Euphemism. Adj: euphemistic. Greek eu (well) + phanani (to speak). Example: Does anybody need to visit the bathroom before we sit down to eat?


QUIZ: What’s the word?

Words About Words

A   Long-winded; packed to the point of tedium with unwanted details.

B   Showing courteous respect and a readiness to yield.

C   To speak or act without rehearsal or apparent preparation.

D   Criticism that is bitter and destructive.

E   A word or phrase that reads the same way backwards or forwards.

F   Words intended to sway opinion, especially when moral decisions have to be made.

G   A vigorous way of putting the argument for or against a question that is under dispute.

H   An actor’s monologue, or lines addressed to the audience rather than to characters on the stage.

I    Descriptive of a sound that falls pleasantly on the ear.

Clues

A   6 letters: pr----

B   11 letters: def--------

C   11 letters: ex---------

D   8 letters: di------

E   10 letters: pal-------

F   8 letters: did-----

G   9 letters: pol------

H   9 letters: sol------

I    7 letters: eup----

See page 8 for answers





Answers, Word Origins and Usage

A   Prolix. Noun: prolixity. Latin prolificus (many offspring).

B   Deferential. Noun: deference. Latin deferre (to submit).

C   Extemporise. Adj and Adv: extempore. Latin ex tempore (out of time). Example: The director encouraged his actors to extemporise because he believed that following a script too closely killed spontaneity.

D   Diatribe. Latin dia (completely) + tribein (to rub out).

E   Palindrome. Adj: palindromic. Greek palin (back, again) + dromos (running).

F   Didactic. From a Greek word meaning ‘skilled in teaching’.

G   Polemical. Noun: polemic. Greek polemos (war). Example: In the days when The Times was known as The Thunderer, its leading articles denounced overseas atrocities with polemical fervour.

H   Soliloquy. Verb: soliloquise. Latin solus (alone) + loqui (to speak). Example: Poor Charles – his parents were in the audience when he turned Hamlet’s To be or not to be soliloquy into a total disaster.

I    Euphony. Adj: euphonious. From a Greek word meaning ‘pleasant-sounding’.


Names into Words

Shrapnel, those lethally jagged lumps of metal that were collected as souvenirs by small boys after bomber raids in the Second World War and that have caused terrible damage to untold numbers of soldiers and civilians, was invented by an English artillery officer in 1784. Henry Shrapnel was only a lieutenant when he developed his idea of packing shot into a cannon ball that would explode in mid-air. The British Army took up his idea, and a series of promotions followed. Shrapnel was a Major General by the time he retired, on the more than comfortable special pension of £1,200 a year.




QUIZ: What’s the word?

The Moving Finger Writes

A   A manuscript in which the original text has been imperfectly obliterated and written over by new text.

B   The right-hand page of a book.

C   The left-hand page of a book.

D   Ancient Egyptian picture writing.

E   Wedge-shaped marks on clay tablets, impressed to keep records in Assyria and other ancient civilisations.

F   The largest regular size of a book or page; a printer’s sheet, folded once to make two leaves, each c. 38 cm (15 in.) in height. Also the page number in a book.

G   A printer’s sheet folded twice, to make four leaves and a page measuring 22.9 cm by 15.2 cm (9 in. by 6 in.).

H   A printer’s sheet folded three times, to make eight leaves and a page measuring 25.6 cm by 20.3 cm (10 in. by 8 in.).

Clues

A   10 letters: p--------t

B   5 letters: r----

C   5 letters: v----

D   13 letters: h-----------s

E   9 letters: c--------

F   5 letters: f----

G   6 letters: qu----

H   6 letters: o-----

See page 10 for answers





Answers, Word Origins and Usage

A   Palimpsest. Latin palim (again) + psestus (rubbed smooth).

B   Recto. Latin for ‘right’. Memory-jogger: a rectangle contains four right angles.

C   Verso. Latin verso folio (on the turned leaf).

D   Hieroglyphics.

E   Cuneiform. Latin cuneus (wedge).

F   Folio. Latin folium (leaf).

G   Quarto. Latin for ‘one-fourth’. Memory-jogger: a sheet of paper is folded to make four leaves, each one quarter the size of the original sheet.

H   Octavo. Latin octo (eight). Memory-jogger: a sheet of paper is folded to make eight leaves.


Names into Words

The political analyst Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) lived in Italy during the Renaissance, when artistic genius rose to new heights and skullduggery sank to new depths. He observed the struggles for power and concluded that those who rose to the top were usually the most single-minded and unscrupulous. His book The Prince, published in 1532, draws lessons from the life of Cesare Borgia, son of Pope Alexander VI. Cesare found ways to put enemies and rivals out of the way – most of them permanently. Machiavelli draws the moral that public life and private life are to be judged by different standards and that the end justifies the means. Rightly or wrongly, his analysis has been taken as his advice. To accuse somebody of Machiavellian behaviour is to imply an unscrupulous approach to life and the use of deceit to get ahead.




QUIZ: What’s the word?

The Moving Finger Writes

A   A symbol representing an object or idea but, as for example in Chinese, giving no guidance on how a word is pronounced.

B   Ancient Germanic alphabet used by Anglo-Saxons and Vikings.

C   Ancient Egyptian symbol, usually enclosed in an oval or a rectangle, giving the name or recording the virtues of a pharaoh or god.

D   A book made up of manuscripts.

E   Descriptive of a book with a high content of obscenity.

F   Writings about the lives of saints or saintly figures.

G   Novel based on the lives of real people, but with names and minor details changed.

H   Writing that follows the flow of a person’s thoughts, no matter how disjointed, illogical or fanciful they may be.

Clues

A   8 letters: id------

B   5 letters: r----

C   9 letters: car------

D   5 letters: c----

E   12 letters: sc----------

F   11 letters: ha---------

G   3 words, 5, 1 and 4 letters: r---- à c---

H   3 words, 6, 2 and 13 letters: s----- o- co-----------

See page 12 for answers





Answers, Word Origins and Usage

A   Ideogram. Greek idea (form) + gram (something written).

B   Runic. From an Old Norse word meaning ‘magic sign’.

C   Cartouche. Italian cartoccia (paper, card).

D   Codex. Latin codex (board, book of laws).

E   Scatological. From a Greek word meaning ‘dung’.

F   Hagiography. Greek hagios (holy). The hagiographa is a group of twelve books in the Hebrew Bible.

G   Roman à clef. Taken directly from the French.

H   Stream of consciousness.

As Others See Us… and We See Them

It happens more often than we realize that we foist words associated with coarse behaviour, unsavoury habits and regrettable weaknesses on to other nations. All that can be said in mitigation is that sometimes they
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