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HARVESTING CUTTHROATS



CUTTHROAT COMPOUNDS

Exocentric Verb-Noun Compounds

Transitive Verb + Direct Object

They name by describing
the essential action of the person or thing.



CUTTHROAT STRUCTURE

A cutthroat is a person who cuts throats.

A pick-tooth is a tool that picks teeth.

Toss-penny is a game where players toss pennies.

1535

1542

1874



CUTTHROATS BY ANOTHER NAME

Pickpocket 
Scarecrow 
Shakespeare 
Turncoat

Cutthroat is a better term
- Uses cut
- Describes a violent criminal
- Is a calque



NON-ENGLISH CUTTHROATS
English cutthroats come from French

wardrobe 
pince-nez

1400 
1866We kept some

gain-pain 
win-bread

1430 
1855

We translated some

curfew 
kerchief

1285 
1325

We forgot the
structure of some



NON-ENGLISH CUTTHROATS
Cutthroats are limitlessly productive in Romance languages

 el lavaplatos (wash + dishes)
 el quitasol (remove + sun)
 el rompecabezas (break + heads)
 el huelebraguetas (smell + zippers)

 il caca-fuoco (shit + fire)

Spanish

Italian

shitfire
spitfire

1598
1600



NATIVE CUTTHROAT
PRODUCTIVITY

Children spontaneously create cutthroats
during compound development



NATIVE CUTTHROAT
PRODUCTIVITY

English has been slowly producing cutthroats 
from 1050 to 2015, mostly as insults

 gulch-cup 1200 drunkard

 lack-brain 1596 stupid person

 draw blood 1608 violent criminal

 quake-buttock 1627 coward



CUTTHROATS IN MODERN ENGLISH
GAMES
grab ass

hopscotch

SURNAMES
Silence Dogood

Dr. Do-Little
Dudley Do-Right
John Lackland

Asa Lovejoy
Luna Lovegood
Ada Lovelace

William Makepeace Thackeray
William Shakespeare

PEOPLE
cutpurse
cutthroat
daredevil

fussbudget
killjoy

lackbeard
mountebank
pickpocket
pinchpenny
prodnose
sawbones
scofflaw

sellsword
skinflint

spendthrift
spitfire

spoilsport
swashbuckler

tattletale
turncoat

TOOLS
Armor All

breakwater
catch-all
DisposAll

dreadnaught
parasol

passport
pastime
pickwick

pince-nez
portfolio

portmanteau
scarecrow
wardrobe

ADJECTIVES
breakneck
do-nothing

know-nothing
lackluster
makeshift
stop-gap

tell-all

FOOD & DRINK
amuse-bouche

breakfast
killdevil rum

rotgut



21ST CENTURY CUTTHROATS

2000
2006
2007
2009
2014 

2014
2015

sellsail
Princess Tinglepants
amuse-douche
pesterchum
Tiffany Huffcrotch 
and Samantha Drinkbeave
Professor Stealwater
dodgebullies



QUESTIONABLE CUTTHROATS

 surname Strokeher
 1705 clingstone
 1575 makehawk
 1641 rattle-head
 1699 bundletail
 1834 jumprope
 1849 slingshot
 1889 speakeasy

In the big list of 901, many lack the evidence 
to be definitely labeled as cutthroats.



CUTTHROATS COULD BE 
ANYWHERE

1066

1086

1384

1388
1450

1476
1604

1623

1755

1788

1928
20151050

Norman Conquest

Domesday Book Wycliffe Bible

Geoffrey Chaucer

William Caxton

Samuel Johnson

Noah Webster

Great Vowel Shift begins

A Table Alphabeticall

Oxford English Dictionary

dodgebullies

Shakespeare folios

catchpoll



SEPARATED BY A COMMON 
LANGUAGE

 1586 blow-point
 1586 fear-babe
 1702 couple-beggar
 1903 snickfadge



COMPOUND AMBIGUITY

Gender
Case
Word class markers
Headedness

Any relationship is possible

Only a few resources are available



ENGLISH COMPOUND AMBIGUITY
PROBLEMS
No gender
No case
Inconsistent use of word class markers 
 Homonyms
 Zero derivation

SOLUTIONS
Headedness
Context



CUTTHROAT COMPOUND
AMBIGUITY

-No head (exocentric)
-No word class markers
-No context in dictionaries
Finding cutthroats seems impossible.



900 CUTTHROATS AND COUNTING
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SEMANTIC CLUMPING
IN CUTTHROATS

Certain verbs, nouns, and topics 
appear in cutthroats again and again.



CLUMPS OF TOPICS

 People swinge-breech
 Games pitch-button
 Animals break-net
 Plants tangle legs
 Tools scratch-back
 Adjectives kill-dick swig



CLUMPS OF NOUNS

 1606 clunch fist
 1611 clusterfist
 1643 clutchfist
 1752 suck fist
 1861 close-fist



CLUMPS OF VERBS

301 verbs = 901 cutthroats

break 26
turn 20
make 19
lack 16
pick 15

kill 14
lick 13
catch 12
cut 11



AMASSING CUTTHROAT VERBS



AMASSING CUTTHROAT VERBS



CUTTHROATS ON OED.COM



SEARCHING FOR CUTTHROATS



SEARCHING FOR CUTTHROATS

Dictionary of the Canting Crew, B.E. (1699)



English Compound Words and Phrases 
by F. Horace Teall (1892)

SEARCHING FOR CUTTHROATS



Pickpockets, Turnkeys and
Wrap-Rascals by Uhrstrom (1898)

SEARCHING FOR CUTTHROATS



MOVING BETWEEN CLUMPS

clap-saddle 
saddle-nag

choke-children 
choke-dog 
choke-priest 
choke-sparrow

kill-priest 
strozzapreti (strangle+priest)

scare-goose 
strangle-goose
wake-goose knock-salt 

lack-brain  
saddle-goose



SO WHAT ABOUT SLINGSHOT?

 1600 sling-dart
 1849 slingshot

How much evidence is enough?



NOT ENOUGH INFORMATION
1230 Gropecuntlane

1325 wait-gleed

MAY BE ENDOCENTRIC
1575 makehawk

1510 wag-tail

MAY NOT BE A NOUN
1586 do-little
1838 catch-all

1889 speakeasy

OTHER QUESTIONABLE 
CUTTHROATS



THE POWER OF THE INTERNET
Stan Carey 

David-Antoine Williams



IS THIS A CUTTHROAT?

Compounds are ambiguous.

You can help.

From little context, and separated 
by decades and centuries, many 

compounds lack the evidence to be 
definitively classified as compounds.



Brianne Hughes

hughes.brianne@gmail.com

@E_Briannica

CONTACT


