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"I had a let serve"


After one of my recent musings on language I received an email talking about the language of sports and asking for a comment about a term or two. The writer mentioned a couple: checkmate and love. So let's go to the audiotape.

Anyone here remember the Shah of Iran? Iran is the modern name for the ancient Persia, and Shah means King. The Persian phrase meaning "the King is dead" was applied to the venerable Persian game we now know as chess. So Shah mat, checkmate, the King is dead, end of game, and this one belongs to the other guy.

I have to raise a caution flag about my correspondent's next suggestion, love, as in a tennis score of 30-love. Does it, as he writes, come from the French l'oeuf, or egg, suggesting a zero? Maybe. But it's a good rule of thumb in etymologies that the more colorful or specific a reputed origin is, the less likely it is to be true. One of the sources I consulted suggested that the term love arose in connection with amateurs' involvement in tennis -- they played for the love of the game, i.e. for nothing. Take your choice.

A lot of our games aren't really that old, though chess and tennis are, and the terms in them don't come from a long time ago. Many of them simply originated from the need of sportswriters to avoid saying the same thing over again. You can carry the ball, or the ovoid, or the ol' pigskin. Probably most varied are the terms used to indicate victory. Depending on the score -- and the width of the newspaper column --you can beat, defeat, vanquish, flatten, stomp, tromple, edge, and drub your opponent, or you can just eke out a victory.

George Carlin had a classic routine about the difference in world view between football and baseball -- how in football you conquer territory, but in baseball you come home; in football, you pay the penalty, in baseball you make an error. Baseball provides good examples of how a common word can take on a different meaning, even a different verb form, when used to mean something specific. Ordinarily the past tense of fly is flew, but to say that Ken Griffey flew out to center field is rather different from saying he flied out there.

Let me, that is say allow me, to go back to tennis and take let as my last sports term. You'll sometimes hear people refer to a net serve in tennis, but the true term is let serve. This usage is a little peculiar until you learn that let in this case comes from an older word that mean "obstruct" or "prevent". So in law we find the phrase "without let or hindrance." The other place it pops up is in Shakespeare's Hamlet. Hamlet is trying to chase the ghost of his father and his friends are trying to restrain him. "By heaven," he says, "I'll make a ghost of him that lets me." This doesn't mean "him that allows me", which would be nonsensical here, but "him that prevents me."

Well, why bother looking at or using these no-longer-fashionable meanings of words? Let me answer, and close, with a quote I ran across this week. Finding it again was like running across an old friend after an absence of many years. It's from C.S. Lewis in "The Allegory of Love," his study of the medieval poetic tradition of courtly love: "...to be generous toward the mere fashions of other times, and merciless toward our own, is the first step out of the prison of our Zeitgeist."

For WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

"Coming up...when love means nothing"

SEGMENT INTRO:

"Whether it's a frozen rope or a titanic struggle, it's hard to escape the language of sports in our society today. In today's installment of  Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison takes a look at the origins of some curious expressions  you'll find in games."

incue:

"After one of my recent musings...

outcue:
"...for WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison."

SEGMENT OUTRO:

"Commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, a word lover who wishes his curve ball were popping, but whose principal exertion is thumbing the remote between innings. If you'd like some further explorations into Words and Meanings, go to the WMUB home page at wmub-dot-org."
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