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WHAT AM I TALKING ABOUT? 
An introduction to linguistics 

 

An introduction to English compounding 

 

An introduction to cutthroat compounds 

 

Problems finding cutthroats and how to overcome them 

 

Where I am now 



WHAT IS LINGUISTICS? 
 
It is the systematic study of how language is put together and how 
it functions.  

 
      The basic units are: 
  SOUNDS     WORDS   SENTENCES 
 phonetics   semantics & morphology      syntax 
 
Linguistics covers a broad range of disciplines and interests. 



BRANCHES OF LINGUISTICS 



BRANCHES OF LINGUISTICS 



BRI AS A LINGUIST VS A COPY EDITOR 

COPY EDITING:  
What is the core message of the text 
and how can I amplify that? 
What can I eliminate to communicate 
that message more effectively? 
 
LINGUISTICS: 
Why was this choice made? 
How can I best describe this 
phenomenon? 
What similar choices have been made 
in other times and other languages? 



NOUN+NOUN COMPOUNDS 
 

FIRE HOUSE  HOUSE FIRE 
PARTY HOUSE  HOUSE PARTY 
BOAT HOUSE  HOUSE BOAT 

GUEST HOUSE  HOUSE GUEST 



RIGHT-HEADEDNESS 
NOUN+NOUN  rabbit hole  oil field 
ADJ+NOUN  citric acid  green thumb 
VERB+NOUN  dumptruck  hovercraft 
 
ADJ+ADJ  light-blue  orange-yellow 
NOUN+ADJ  ice cold  brick red 
 
VERB+VERB  to kickstart  to stir-fry 
NOUN+VERB  to bicycle kick  to daydream 
 



NOUN+VERB+ER COMPOUNDS  

 
fire + fight + er  FIREFIGHTER 
soccer + play + er SOCCER PLAYER 
dish + wash + er DISHWASHER  
rice + cook + er RICE COOKER 
nut + crack + er NUTCRACKER 



NORMAL COMPOUNDS VS 
CUTTHROAT COMPOUNDS 
sore throat  = a throat 
vest pocket = a pocket  
rain coat    = a coat 
 
VERB+NOUN  = different NOUN 
cutthroat   = a criminal who cuts throats 
pickpocket   = a criminal who picks pockets 
turncoat   = a traitor who changes sides 



COMMON CUTTHROATS 



COMMON CUTTHROATS 

BREAK+noun cutthroats 



COMMON CUTTHROATS 

Petty criminal cutthroats 



COMMON CUTTHROATS 

Money-focused cutthroats 



COMMON CUTTHROATS 

Fictional surname cutthroats 



UNCOMMON CUTTHROATS 
 
1600 LACKBEARD  a young man without a beard 
1605 WATCH-BIRTH  a midwife 
1608 EAT-BEE   a bird that eats bees 
1610 SPOIL-PAPER  a bad writer 
1736 CATCHFART  a servant who walks closely behind  
    their master 
1896 KICK-SHINS  a children’s game 



BREECHES 

MEND-BREECH 1570  
QUAKE-BREECH 1584 
SHUFFLE-BREECHES 1822 
 



CUTTHROATS CAME FROM FRENCH 
Romance languages produces cutthroats as often as English makes 
NOUN+VERB+ERS. 
French was the language of power in England for a long time, and 
the lower class spoke English. 
 
COUPE-GORGE 1400 
CUTTHROAT  1535 
THROAT-CUTTER 1535 
 
GAIN-PAIN  1430 
WIN-BREAD   1800 
BREADWINNER 1819 
 



WHY ARE THEY HARD TO FIND? 
They are slang! 
● Not in standard dictionaries. 
● Slang dictionaries are written casually with no quotations. 
● Not well-preserved by an institution like law, religion and 

medicine texts. 
● Spoken by uneducated people or criminals, and only 

sometimes written down. 
 
Cutthroats are found from 1050 to 2015—1000 years to search! 
 



SLANG DICTIONARIES 



SLANG DICTIONARIES 



SLANG DICTIONARIES 



WHY ARE THEY HARD TO IDENTIFY? 

HOMONYMS! 
TEAR  vs   TEAR 
to cry   OR   water from your eye 
to rip    OR   a rip 
 
 
ZERO DERIVATION! 
Changing the part of speech  
without changing the outside. 
to google, to friend 



SO HOW DO I COLLECT THEM? 
ACCUMULATING VERBS 
 -synonyms 

 -similar concepts 

 -keep track of hits and misses  

  
JUMPING AROUND 
 -from verb to noun to concept 

 -from dictionary to surname database 

 to criminal dictionary to lists of slang 



WHAT ABOUT SLINGSHOT? 
I DON’T KNOW. 
 
It could be a cutthroat, 

but there’s not enough  

evidence either way. 

 

Keep it on the list for now, 

check again later. 



WHERE I CURRENTLY STAND 
About 950 compounds 
 
About 60 of them are questionable  
(including SLINGSHOT) 
 
Some will become obvious members as the 
net of commonly used verbs, nouns, and  
topics widens. 
 
Some do not have enough evidence to ever  
be proven with certainty. 
 



WHY DO I DO THIS? 
First of all: it’s fun, so why not? 
 
Second, linguistics can answer many questions: 
• How do we know what English sounded like before the 

phonograph was invented? 

• How do you catch a kidnapper just from reading their ransom 
note? 

 
I don’t know how my project will be useful yet, and that’s okay. 



WHAT’S NEXT? 
Present at SHEL/DSNA Conference – June 5-7 
 Receive insight and direction from academics 
 Analyze patterns in my 840ish cutthroats 
 
Do more research 
 Digital and paper dictionaries, surname databases, etc. 
 
Educate 
 Every day, someone realizes that breakfast is when you 
break your fast. Bring a little language joy into their lives by telling 
them about another cutthroat. 



LANGUAGE RECOMMENDATIONS 
WORDNIK.com  ETYMONLINE.com ONELOOK.com 
 
 
Youtube  
“Brianne Hughes”  
“Mysteries of Vernacular” 
 
Podcasts 
WORD GANG 
SLATE LEXICON VALLEY  
POETRY OFF THE SHELF 



A CUTTHROAT QUOTE 

“One Mend-fault is worth two 
Findfaults, but one Findfault is 
better than two Makefaults.” 
 

Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1735 
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