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viiPreface

 

Anyone with an interest in language is likely to be an observer and collector of curiosities, and often a contributor. And when the interest is lifelong, the collection can become quite large. I’ve been a collector as long as I can remember. Many of the findings I’ve been able to use in various books, but there are always items that don’t fit into anything, and remain gathering dust in a bottom drawer – or, these days, in a computer file labelled ‘miscellaneous’. I’ve brought the English-language ones out of retirement for this book.

The pieces were accumulated serendipitously, encountered through listening, reading, and lecturing in local, national, and global situations, and the randomness is reflected here. Several are favourite extracts from books and magazines. Some are selections from dictionaries and other reference works, chosen to capture their general character. The personal contri-butions always came out of reactions to radio programmes, conference talks, or blog posts.

The topics are wide-ranging and reflect many of the language issues that loom large in the popular mind, such as accents, dialects etymology, proverbs, place names, punctuation, everyday usage, and language change. Recurrent themes are global as well as national, historical as well as present-day. Another perspective is literary, with Shakespeare, Dickens, and Swift accompanied by neglected personalities such as Tom Brown and writers from the pages of Punch magazine. viiiThe desire to be playful with language motivates many of the pieces, and in these pages I send a nostalgic wave to the ludic enthusiasts of the 20th century, such as Ross Eckler, Willard Espy, and Dmitri Borgmann. I continue this theme into the 21st century, illustrating how people like to outdo each other in inventiveness, even in situations where language play might seem a distant prospect, such as during a pandemic.

The collection follows in the tradition of Elizabethan commonplace books and Victorian cabinets of curiosities. Encountering linguistic creativity, in its many forms, has been an endless source of fascination, and I hope that delight will transfer to readers of this anthology.
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