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Origin of English idioms

In my report I would like to represent a very interesting and important theme of origin of English phrases, expressions, words that are used in everyday speech. Sometimes we cannot answer the question: ‘”Why do such strange and illogical idioms exist?” and look it up in dictionaries and books. I collected the most curious phrases and tried to find different explanations of their origin.
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1. 

Different dictionaries give unlike definitions of the word “idiom”. Generally, it’s a group of words whose meaning cannot be predicted from the meanings of the constituent words, or linguistic usage that is grammatical and natural to native speakers of a language. Idioms can be professional (only specialists know what they mean), they can be used only by students, children, etc. 

I would like to begin with speaking about the etymology of some Clichés and  words to the wise, as I think they are an integral part of any language. I chose the most common and widely-known ones, but  they are also very remarkable to learn. I will give only a few examples.

	

	      1.   Once in a blue moon

Some people say that this expression appeared in the 16-century, from the rhythm that the moon was made of green cheese. But some people now claim that  the moon sometimes does appear blue. They say that on crystal-clear nights, or on exceptionally foggy nights, or in areas full of volcanic ash, the moon appears blue. But how then can we explain the meaning of this phrase ‘never’ or ‘very rarely’? 

You know how these peasants eat: macaroni on Sundays and meat once in a blue moon. (W. S. Maugham, ‘Complete Short Stories’, ‘The Lotus Eater’) — Вы знаете, как питаются эти крестьяне: макароны по воскресеньям, а мясо раз в год по обещанию.

2. Long in the Tooth

It’s just the old person. This expression first appeared in the book of J,C.Snaith ‘Love Jane’(1919): “He was a bit long in the tooth for the army”, but originally it referred only to horses. The older the horse is, the longer its teeth look.

He was too long in the tooth to fool round with dynamite, like talking about a big slug that did not exist. (K. S. Prichard, ‘The Roaring Nineties’, ch. 56) — Он не какой-нибудь молокосос, чтобы играть с огнем, болтая о несуществующем самородке.
	

	3.   Pardon my French
It started circulating on both sides of the Atlantic around 1916 and so almost certainly stems from the World War I escapades of American and British soldiers. People say that when they apologize for something.

What she needs is a kick, pardon my French — Ей просто нужно задать перцу, вот и все, извините, если я не так выразился. 

4. GIVING SOMEONE THE COLD SHOULDER 
When  guests would over stay their welcome as house guests, the hosts would (instead of feeding them good, warm meals) give their too-long staying guests the worst part of the animal, not warmed, but the COLD SHOULDER.

She cold shouldered the guy who was putting the moves on that chick — Она холодно обошлась с тем парнем, который пытался заинтересовать другую девушку.


The next part is “Animals, inhuman Words, just like:

White elephant

It’s something large and unwieldy; it’s expensive; it is a gift (useless or that cannot be destroyed or refused for some reason). Siamese, one of the tribes in Africa, considered them sacred, and any captured white elephant (they were not so rare) became the property of emperor. And one of the emperors invented the terrible way of punishment for his courtiers – he offered them this elephant. The animal ate, ran around the house, destroyed the fences and roofs… And his master was not allowed to ride it by law! And many courtiers simply couldn’t afford the upkeep of the elephant. And the first victims of such things as ‘white elephants’, were just financially ruined.

The pavilion has become a £14 million steel and glass white elephant. — Этот павильон стал бесполезной и разорительной игрушкой из стали и стекла, чьё строительство обошлось в 14 млн. фунтов. 
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Slang, as something that is not appropriate to the standard form of a language or to formal contexts, and is characteristically more metaphorical and transitory than standard language, is a special part of a language, has its own strange words:

Honcho

This is a leader or boss. This expression was brought to the USA from fliers stationed in Japan during World War Two. In Japanese that means ‘a leader of the squad’, and American began to use it too. 

Hobnob

Hobnob does back to Habben (to have) and Ne habben (to have not). It ‘s  a contraction of these two words. They are both Middle English. And the second version – it  described the custom of alternating purchasing rounds of drinks (having or not having the next one) but now it has nothing to do with drinking, and means just ‘to chat socially’.

Jane's mother likes to hobnob with the leading women of the city. — Матери Джейн нравится быть на короткой ноге с самыми заметными женщинами в городе.

	Eavesdroppers

	From the 16 through the 19 centuries houses were surrounded by eavesdrops, spaces where water dripped from the eaves. It was invented to provide the security of the foundation(to make rain fall far enough from the house). The first eavesdroppers stood there to hear private conversations.     


Expressions the origin of which is not clear or is vague is the second part of my report. This is surely the most curious part of research because sometimes we can’t say who of the analysts of their origin is right. 

You mind your own p’s and q’s — Не суй нос не в свое дело. 

I found many other expressions with 3, 4, or even 7 explanations. For example, these are: saved by the bell, tie the knot, rule of thumb, square meal,  to burn the candle at both ends… I will tell about them in detail. 

For a conclusion, all these words are useful in everyday speech, and everybody who wants to learn English better has to know them – because they will help to communicate more easily, and I think interesting explanation of origin will aid to understand and remember them – and to use them correctly.
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