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“Music expresses that which cannot be said 
and on which it is impossible to be silent.” 

—Victor Hugo 
 
“To study music, we must learn the rules. 
To create music, we must forget them.” 

—Nadia Boulanger 
 
“When people hear good music, it makes them homesick 
for something they never had, and never will have.”  

—Edgar Watson Howe 
 
“I can’t listen to that much Wagner. 
I start getting the urge to conquer Poland.” 

—Woody Allen 
 
“When griping grief the heart doth wound, 
And doleful dumps the mind oppress…  
Then music, with her silver sound 
With speedy help doth lend redress.” 

—Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, IV.v.122, 128 
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MARCH 1, 1810: Famed pianist and composer Frédéric Chopin is born 
to French and Polish parents in the town of (elazow a Wola, Poland. 
Chopin was born Fryderyk Franciszek, but took the F rench version of his 
name when he moved to Paris in 1830. Chopin showed musical promise 
from a very early age, having composed two polonaises by age 7 and 
two piano concertos by age 20. While in Paris, Chopin became friends 
with renowned composers Berlioz, Mendelssohn, and L iszt, and quickly 
built a reputation as a talented musician. 

Chopin succumbed to tuberculosis in 1849. His funeral was held in 
L’église de la Madeleine and was attended by nearly 3,000 people. 
Chopin had requested that Mozart’s Requiem be performed at his 
service, but the piece—which had major parts for female singers—was 
not allowed at la Madeleine, which had never permit ted women to sing 
in its choir. After a bit of pressure, the church r elented and allowed the 
piece to be performed, provided the women were concealed behind a 
curtain. Chopin is buried in the Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris, though 
his heart was removed at his request and sent to Warsaw in an urn, 
where it was sealed in a pillar in the Church of th e Holy Cross.  
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Memorize these by week’s end 
and you shall quickly develop 
an enviable lexicon. 
 
This week’s theme: synonyms 
for “sleight of hand.” 
 
legerdemain (le-jer-duh-MAIN) 
noun 

1. a display of skill or 
cleverness, esp. for 
deceitful purposes 

Ex. The Democratic 
candidate won a senate seat 
in a dazzling display of 
political legerdemain . 
Etym. From the French leger 
de main, or “light of hand.”  

 
prestidigitation 
(pres-tuh-dij-i-TAY-shun) noun 

1. sleight of hand, esp. 
when performing magic 
tricks 

Ex. Had I not dealt the cards 
myself, I would have sworn 
my friend had engaged in 
prestidigitation  to win the 
hand. 

 
escamotage (es-cam-oh-TAZH) 
noun 

1. spiriting away (as of a 
person) by magic 

2. a retraction; evasion 
3. fraudulent appropria-

tion of the results of the 
labor of others; trickery 
[Lenin] 

Ex. The old rabbit out of the 
hat trick is mere 
escamotage. 
Etym. From the French verb 
escamoter, which means “to 
evade, get around, dodge, 
or conjure away.”
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The origin of: piano 
The piano is one of the most widely played instrume nts in the world, but 
few who do not study music know why it is so named.  The first piano 
was built around 1709 by a Florentine named Bartolommeo Cristofori, 
who wanted to improve on the design of the harpsich ord so that a 
musician could add dynamics to his playing—that is, control how loud 
or soft the notes sounded. 

The fundamental difference between a harpsichord and a piano is 
that a harpsichord plucks the strings, while a pian o strikes them with 
felt-covered hammers. The plucking mechanism in a harpsichord 
prevents a musician from adding changes in volume t o his playing. Bart 
thus set about designing an instrument that would p roduce different 
volumes based on how much pressure was applied to the keys. He 
named his invention the gravicembalo col piano e forte , which, aside 
from being a mouthful, is Italian for “harpsichord with soft and loud.” 
Piano means “soft” in musical lingo, and forte means “loud,” so the 
device was so named because it could produce both soft and loud tones. 

Over what was probably a very short time, the name for this new 
instrument was shortened to piano e forte, then by contraction to 
pianoforte, and finally to its present form. 
 
Source: The Merriam-Webster New Book of Word Histories. 
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THE ANSWER TO A QUESTION YOU NEVER ASKED 
TWO FOR THE PRICE OF ONE 
 
Why do people give each other the finger? 
Where do we get the word “fuck”? 
 
Speaking of “sleight of hand,” where do we get that  offensive middle 
finger gesture, and is that story about Agincourt a nd English archers and 
“plucking yew” just a bunch of, well, yew know what ? 

For the past several years, a story posing as fact has been circulating 
around the Internet. I’ve read this story about a d ozen times, and it has 
always seemed highly dubious. For those unfamiliar with the “story,” it 
asserts that the reason we all give each other the bird is because the 
French, prior to being decimated by the English at Agincourt in 1415, 
threatened to cut off the middle fingers of all cap tured English archers 
(who proved so devastating in the ensuing conflict) . At the conclusion of 
the battle, the triumphant English waved their midd le fingers and 
shouted “We can still pluck yew!” It is from this vi ctory cry that we 
supposedly get the phrase “fuck you.” If it were al l true, this would have 
been one of the more productive days in history. 

The short of it is that this myth is horrendously f alse for three big 
reasons. 

For starters, battles were chronicled by heralds, people who stood off 
to the side and took notes on what was happening, much like a modern 
reporter would. There were never any accounts—by anyone—of the 

French having cut off the fingers 
of captured English bowmen at 
Agincourt. The source of this 
myth may come from Jean 
Froissart (d. ~1404), a French 
chronicler who wrote a good 
deal about the first half of the 
Hundred Years’ War. Froissart 
described an incident in which 
the English waved their fingers 
at the French, but this took place 
at a different battle. Froissart’s 
Chronicles are not exactly a 
paragon of historical accuracy, 
however, so even this story 
must be taken with a grain of 
salt. 

Secondly, there was no 
reason for the French to take the 
time to mutilate someone as low 
on the chivalric totem pole as an 
archer. In medieval battles, 
prisoners were taken with the 
hope they could be ransomed, 
and for no other reason. There 
was no ransom to be given for 
an archer, nor was there any 
glory in killing one in battle, so 
there was hardly any reason for 
the French to go to the trouble 
of capturing them and then 
removing their fingers. 

Lastly, the origin of the 
word fuck has nothing to do 
with a gradual transformation 
from the word “pluck.” Rather, 
the f-bomb (whose origins are 
admittedly a bit shady) is likely 
of Scandinavian origin, from the 
word fukka , “to copulate” or 
the Swedish focka, “copulate, 
strike, push.” There is little 
written evidence of the word 
since it has long been 
considered taboo, and hence 
little for modern etymologists to 
go on. It was outlawed in print 
in England in 1857 by the 
Obscene Publications Act, and 
in the U.S. in 1873 by the 
Comstock Act. It did not appear 
in a single English language 
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dictionary until 1965, and only in the last century  have such colorful 
variants as “mother fucker,” “fuck-all,” and “fuck up” appeared. 

There is literary evidence the middle finger was us ed as an obscene 
gesture as far back as Roman times. Back then it was referred to as the 
digitus infamis or the digitus impudicus (infamous or indecent finger), 
not least of which because it was often a stand-in for the phallus. 
 
�  The phrase “flying fuck” is from circa 1800 and or iginally referred to 
having sex on horseback. 
 
Sources: Online Etymology Dictionary, The Straight Dope, Urban 
Legends Reference Pages, Wikipedia. 
 

 
Map of Agincourt, 1415 

English forces in red (archers shown as triangles) 
French forces in blue (mounted forces labeled ‘b’) 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF MARDI GRAS 
Mardi Gras (French for “Fat Tuesday”) is the final day of Carnival, a four 
to nine week period of celebration and merrymaking beginning on 
Epiphany (January 6). It is the last day before the beginning of Lent, a 40 
day period of fasting and temperance observed by Christians. Mardi 
Gras is so named because it marks the last day that certain items—such 
as butter, eggs, and meat—can be eaten before the fasting season. In the 
British Isles, this day is known as Shrove Tuesday (from the verb shrive, 
meaning “to impose penance,” from the fact that pri ests would often 
hear confessions on this day to prepare people for Lent) or Pancake Day 
(from the fact that thin pancakes are served on this day to use up eggs 
and butter, items that cannot be eaten during Lent). 

To understand Mardi Gras, it is first necessary to understand 
Carnival, the larger celebration it concludes. Carnival is celebrated 

between Twelfth Night (the eve 
of January 5) and Mardi Gras, 
whose occurrence is determined 
by the date of Easter, and 
consequently may fall anywhere 
between February 3 and March 
9.  

During my research, I found 
two theories on how Carnival 
evolved. The first is that it was 
an extension of various Greco-
Roman ceremonies, chiefly 
Lupercalia , a festival in mid-
February dedicated to Faunus, 
Roman god of fertility (see 
Quotidian vol. 1 no. 5  for 
Lupercalia’s connection to 
Valentine’s Day). During the 
festival, priests called luperci 
sacrificed a goat, consumed its 
flesh, and cut its hide into strips, 
or februa. The februa were used 
by the priests to lash those who 
sought fertility or purification. 
Over time, the festival grew into 
an orgy of lust and pain; there 
were no longer enough priests 
to perform the rites, so 
laypeople took it upon 
themselves to whip each other 
with abandon with the 
sacrificial februa until they felt 
purified. 

In 204 B.C., the Romans 
began to worship the goddess 
Cybele, a sort of Mother Earth 
in godlike form. Cybele’s 
priestesses would lead her 
followers in two days of wanton 
debauchery, music, and 
dancing, and conclude with the 
Day of Blood. On this aptly 
titled day, Cybele’s most 
devoted male followers ritually 
castrated themselves and placed 
their severed organs on an altar 
as offerings. 

Suffice it to say there is 
compelling evidence that such 
irreverent celebrations were the 
precursor to the modern 
immorality of many Carnival 
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festivities. There is an alternative theory, however, which holds that any 
link between ancient Greco-Roman festivals and the modern Carnival is 
almost certainly a mistake. One reason is that five centuries separate the 
last mention of festivals having customs similar to  those of Carnival 
(Lupercalia, A.D. 494) and the first mention of Car nival ( Carnelevare*, 
A.D. 965**). The first document reporting festive customs associated with 
the approach of Lent—the killing of steers before the Pope after a parade 
through the city—was written in 1140, long after th e Romans and their 
festivals had disappeared. 

This alternative theory places more emphasis on the humanistic 
reasons for Carnival’s origins, namely that people were celebrating the 
return of sunlight and warmth. This, when coupled w ith the approach of 
the Lenten season, indicates that Carnival developed independently of 
any ancient Greco-Roman festivals. 

In the most general sense, Carnival celebrations flourished in Europe 
in the 14th, 15th, and 16th centuries, before church reform led to the 
repression of its sinful pleasures. The 17th and 18th centuries saw the 
Carnival flourish in Rome and especially Venice, wh ere it was not 
uncommon for most of the city to be in masquerade for half of the year. 

CARNIVAL IN THE UNITED STATES:  It is widely speculated 
that Carnival came to the United States via French colonists, who first 
settled in Louisiana in 1699. Likewise, the first M ardi Gras celebration in 
North America is said to have taken place on March 2 of that year, when 
Pierre Lemoyne d’Iberville and his brother Jean Lemoyne de Bienville 
encamped on what would later be known as Point de M ardi Gras. 
However, the first mention of any Carnival celebrat ion in New Orleans 
is in a 1781 edict by the governing council of the colony concerning 
rowdy behavior. 

Far more important than the precise date of the fir st Mardi Gras is 
how the celebration began to take on its modern appearance. This 
happened in 1857, with the appearance of the Mistick Krewe of Comus.  

The Mistick Krewe of Comus was the brainchild of si x residents of 
the Garden District of New Orleans, who spontaneous ly decided to get a 
bunch of friends and acquaintances together for the purpose of 
energizing that year’s Mardi Gras celebration with a spectacular parade 
and masquerade ball. The krewe’s name was adopted from a masque (a 
form of courtly entertainment involving music and d ance) written by 
John Milton in 1634.† The Mistick Krewe was the fir st to creatively 
misspell the word “crew,” perhaps because it was th en fashionable to 
sound archaic. Prior to the Krewe’s formation, Mard i Gras parades were 
mostly informal and sporadic, but word quickly spre ad of Comus’ 
dazzling processions, and subsequent years saw copycat krewes and 
even more spectacular displays. 

One popular Mardi Gras tradition that survives to t his day is the 
procession of the Rex, or King of the Carnival (typically the last float  in 
the parade). In 1871, the Russian Grand Duke Alexis Romanoff arrived in 
New York City for a brief tour of America. He was t o be in New Orleans 
for Mardi Gras of the following year, so a group of  leading Crescent City 
businessmen (including a key figure from the Krewe of Comus) decided 
to honor the Duke by parading a Mardi Gras king thr ough the streets. 
The more socially ambitious members of New Orleans believed the Rex 
should adopt the colors of the Romanoff household—gr een (for faith), 

gold (for power), and purple 
(for justice). The improbable 
anthem of Mardi Gras—the 
burlesque song “If Ever I Cease 
to Love”—was a favorite of 
Romanoff’s, who first heard it in 
New York. The citizens of New 
Orleans, in an effort to impress 
the young Duke, played it on 
Mardi Gras during his visit. It 
has been the official song of the 
New Orleans Mardi Gras ever 
since. 
 
*Literally, “raising flesh,” from 
the Latin caro (flesh) + levare 
(lighten, raise). Folk etymology 
holds that the word comes from 
carne vale (flesh, farewell). Both 
meanings come from the idea 
that (a) people are saying 
goodbye to meat or (b) they’re 
saying goodbye to sins—by 
having their flesh flayed off 
(figuratively or otherwise). 
 
**An alternative source holds 
that as early as the 5th century, 
the early Christian church, 
appalled by the decadence of 
Lupercalia, adopted the festival 
to its own ends and renamed it 
Carnelevamen. Carnival thus 
became an opportunity for 
Christians to enjoy themselves 
before the extended temperance 
of Lent, when things like sexual 
promiscuity were prohibited. 
 
† The masque, entitled Comus, 
involves Comus, the Greek god 
of festivity, “a sorcerer whose 
hedonism was equaled only by 
his guile.” 
 
Sources: Mardi Gras  by Henri 
Schindler (1997), Carnival, 
American Style by Samuel 
Kinser (1990), Online 
Etymology Dictionary, 
Wikipedia, The American 
Heritage Dictionary (1976). 
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Most people would not consider music literature, an d in a strict sense, this is true. Music is 
not literature; however, it is capable of speaking to us on a level untouchable by words. 
What follows is an étude, or musical study, written by Chopin. He wrote 24 études—one for 
each major and minor key—but only a few of them are well known, including the following 
Chanson de l’adieu, or “Song of Farewell.” 
 
ÉTUDE OP. 10 NO. 3 IN E MAJOR – “CHANSON DE L’ADIEU ” 
by Frédéric Chopin 
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