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Introduction

‘If you do not know the words, you can hardly know the thing.’ In Thinking as a Science, the economist and philosopher Henry Hazlitt explored the connection between a rich vocabulary and the amazing potential of our thoughts. Once we can name something precisely, we can both cope with it better and understand it more fully. Finding the right word is the key to everything.  

My love affair with vocabulary has never been a brief fling: what the Victorians called ‘firkytoodling’, a bit of messing around. It began when I was little, marvelling at everything from street signs to ingredient lists, from Mandy annuals to German phrasebooks. Alongside my own random jottings, I gathered my favourites in little notebooks that came with a tiny padlock and key so that I could lock their magic away, daydreaming about their stories.

Those notebooks were full of eavesdroppings. Not the gossipy kind that inspired the word ‘eavesdrop’, literally nosy neighbours standing outside beneath the ‘eavesdrip’ of a house to listen covertly to the conversations happening inside. These were the linguistic kind: picking up the nonsensical phrases I could make neither head nor tail of but which still made me smile (‘Oh lor!’ my mum would occasionally exclaim, leaving me none the wiser); the beauties I couldn’t get enough of, like ‘icicle’ or ‘halcyon’; and the words I gleaned from other languages which promised different, distant magics.

It was through learning German at school that my interest grew into a passion.  To this day I remember the wonder of discovering the Libelle, German’s gorgeous term for a dragonfly, a word with such a soft sibilance it seemed to hover in the air exactly like the insect. Only later did I discover that this name was the creation of the father of modern taxonomy Carl Linnaeus, who based it on the Latin for a carpenter’s level because he noticed that the dragonfly can stay remarkably level as it hovers. It’s one example of the stories I discovered much later, and which have only added to the adventure. Looking back, I can see I have always been a lexicographer of sorts.

Learning another language can bring you up against the fascinating gaps in our own. Why don’t we have a word for lingering at the dinner table to chat after a meal is finished, as the Italians do with sobremesa? And most of us would happily borrow the Icelandic sólarfri: an unexpectedly sunny day that demands to be taken as an instant holiday.  

Happily, while we may be an island nation, our language is far from an island tongue. From the very beginning its speakers have begged, borrowed, and plundered words from every nation and culture they have encountered. Collecting words and phrases from other languages is as thrilling as it is illuminating, and I’m delighted to share some of my favourite untranslatables in the following pages. These range from the sublime – like the Japanese komorebi, which captures the dancing pattern of sunlight on a woodland floor, or German’s Zugunruhe, the migratory restlessness felt by birds as they prepare for their annual flight – to the faintly ridiculous but oh-so-necessary – such as pelinti from the Buli language of Ghana, which describes the frantic ‘hashashahaaa’ sound we make when pushing piping hot food around our mouths. 

 

Our greatest writers knew all about the seasonal urge. Keats loved the spring, Shelley the summer, Frost and Rosetti the winter, and Wordsworth the autumn. Shakespeare found inspiration in each of them. As a lexicographer, I’ve come to see that language is no different. I find it fascinating how our vocabulary shifts with the time of year, sometimes subtly – the return to our regional roots at Christmastime, perhaps – and sometimes with a bang: what is the word for that unmistakable smell of autumn? In Words for Life I’d like to take you on a journey through my year, offering you a linguistic vitamin shot for every day from 1 January to 31 December.  I want to show you how we each have a wordrobe for every season, a cyclical lexicon for our thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 

I’ve lost count of the times I’ve been asked, ‘Don’t you know everything in the dictionary by now?’ Fair enough: after all, I’ve been occupying the umpire’s chair and delivering my origin of the day on Countdown’s Dictionary Corner for over thirty years. And yet, despite my daily delvings into the lexicon, the answer is always an emphatic ‘no’. I still learn something new and surprising every day, from the etymology of a word I once stepped past without a second thought (I was amazed to discover that ‘OMG’ was coined by an Admiral of the Fleet in 1917), to an example of Gen-Z slang that is suddenly everywhere (‘no cap’). 

Much of our most necessary vocabulary has perplexingly slipped out of view. One of my particular obsessions are the lost positives. It makes me wistful that you can be gormless but not gormful, feckless but not feckful, and ruthless but never ruthful. Yet it’s not too late. There is no such thing as an extinct word; it is simply asleep, and we can resuscitate it with one simple kiss of life: usage. By picking up such positives again, we can harness their power and make the world around us a better, more upbeat place in the process.

There is, of course, sadness and confusion in the dictionary too.  But there is comfort in knowing that you’re not the first to experience something. Even in Old English a word existed for those moments in the middle of the night when worries loom disproportionately large. Uhtcearu is literally ‘the sorrow before dawn’, a dark panicky worry that only begins to dissipate when the sun reappears. For anyone who has ever felt mixed emotions as a holiday approaches – all that packing and airport hassle – the Norwegians have already nailed it with gruglede, ‘happy dread’. And you will certainly not be the only person to have misread such words as ‘cooperation’ or ‘codeveloper’ because they are no longer hyphenated. Welcome to the ‘misle’, a name based on the easy misreading of ‘misled’ as the past tense of a mysterious verb. 

With other entries, it’s more the story that will surprise. I have long relished the fact that Bluetooth technology was named after the tenth-century Scandinavian King Harald Gormsson, nicknamed ‘Bluetooth’ on account of his prominent dead tooth. Since Gormsson united various Danish tribes with some of their Norwegian neighbours, his name felt a fitting symbol for a technology that is all about connectivity. Not only that: the pioneers of this wirelessness went further still, for the Bluetooth logo combines the ancient runes (Hagall) and (Bjarkan) to produce the initials HB, for Harald Bluetooth. My other discoveries include the fact that a lifelong friend was once known as a ‘copemate’, and that a tongue-twister in sign language is a ‘finger-fumbler’. 

Writing this book has also given me the opportunity to ask the big questions. Why did we ever stop calling a penguin an ‘arsefoot’? How did people get up on time before alarm clocks? Where exactly are the Doldrums? Why was Tolkien so keen on happy endings? And who knew that there is a specific unit of measurement for the smells given off by humans in particular situations? Well, enquire within, the answers may surprise you. They certainly surprised and delighted me. 

As for those seasons, Words for Life will take you from the dread of returning to work at the start of January to the joy of raising a glass to friends at the year’s end. In between it will help you articulate the longing for spring (and the romantic feelings sparked by its arrival) to the joy of summer rain, as well as multiple words for testicles, the strange history of ‘arse’ and the uncomfortable feeling of new underwear. And when winter comes, I hope this book might dispel the blues with such dictionary treasures as treacle wells and starling murmurations.

My hope is that, as we travel across the year, you will feel the same sense of wonder and magic that I have found in language since I was a child. I have come to believe that there is nothing that cannot be articulated through language: whether it’s our own or that of other people. Our vocabulary lives alongside us, following our lead and occasionally pulling us along in its wake. 

Coleridge once described prose as words in the best order and poetry as the best words in the best order. This is, I’d like to think, something rather different. I have spent my life looking for the best words – and here they are – but I’m leaving the order and how you use them up to you. I only hope my Words for Life are ones you too will want to keep for life.

 

Susie Dent

Oxford, July 2025
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