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"Speaking of fate..."


The big theatrical news lately concerns Kelsey Grammer, the star of Frasier, who just tanked horribly on Broadway in a brief run of Shakespeare's MacBeth. His reviews were awful, and he lost over a million dollars of his own money as well. Actors, who are almost as superstitious as baseball players, are wary of the supernatural elements in MacBeth. It's often referred to, I'm told, as "the Scottish play," as if even its name brings bad luck.

Well, maybe it's fate. Fate is an idea bound up in MacBeth -- but in a weird way. In fact let's start with that word weird. In Shakespeare's day it was a Scottish dialect word undergoing something of a revival, perhaps thanks to the presence of Scotsmen in the court of the new, and very Scottish, King James. Weird -- spelled w-y-r-d -- had been a common word in the Old English period of our language; in Beowulf, for example, we learn that "Wyrd goes ever as it must," and most modern translations render Wyrd as Fate.

Maybe so. But maybe not. I'm going to suspend the rules for a few seconds and play the game of etymological fallacy that I've previously warned against. Our word Fate was borrowed from the Latin Fata, the past participle of a verb meaning "to speak". (As in the word infant, "in-fant", literally "not speaking"). Fata is a plural, meaning "those things which are spoken." So Fate, if you will, is something that has been spoken from on high.  From the day you are born, the Fates decree your destiny.

But this might not be the right way to think of the Old English word Wyrd. Wyrd comes the verb weorthan, meaning "to happen." So Wyrd means, in origin, simply "those things that happen." It doesn't necessarily mean that things have been decreed, just that they turned out that way. I'll leave it to others to decide if this means that the Latin point of view implies a hopeless abandonment to an unwavering destiny, whereas the English mindset is more in accordance with the idea of free will. But that's the way I'd bet.

Well, in later years the Old English term Wyrd disappeared into the mists of time, but it survived as an archaic literary term and, as I've said, as a Scottish dialect word. So it's not surprising that it would turn up in Shakespeare's Scottish play, written at least in part as a tribute to the new King James. The three witches that prophesy MacBeth's doom are referred to several times as the "weird sisters."

The meanings and sub-meanings of weird were changing a lot in Shakespeare's day. From the older sense "having to do with fate or destiny" comes the idea of prophecy and the supernatural, the uncanny, the unusual and so naturally to our current sense of "strange and bizarre" (without, for the most part, any supernatural overtones). Hearing Shakespeare today we need to know that when he describes the witches as "weird sisters" he meant something more like "sisters of destiny" than "bizarre sisters." But since they were in fact bizarre, the very popularity of his play may have had something to do with establishing our current meaning of weird.

So you see, perhaps Kelsey Grammer was doomed to fail in MacBeth. Or perhaps it just turned out like that -- in a weird way.

For WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

"Coming up...whatever became of that guy who stars in Frasier?"

SEGMENT INTRO:

"Some would say that actors have been known to tempt fate. In today's installment of  Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison tells us why one play in particular has that reputation."

incue:

"The big theatrical news...

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

SEGMENT OUTRO:

"Commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, a word lover and former stick man for the South Carolina Highway Department. 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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