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Over the years Word Ways has displayed a varied logological corpus. In this column I revisit
Jforgotten ideas, connect seemingly-disparate concepts, and suggest further investigations.

In his magisterial book Dictionary of Riddles (Routledge, 1990) Mark Bryant defines a riddle as
“a question or statement intentionally worded in a dark or puzzling manner, and propounded in
order that it may be guessed or answered.” Dave Morice’s The Dictionary of Wordplay (Teachers
& Writers Collaborative, 2001) says much the same thing, “...a question with its answer
described in metaphor, personification, or other forms of wordplay.” Morice notes that a riddle in
the form of a pun is known as a conundrum, and a riddle in verse, an enigma. Riddles date back
to the earliest civilizations; Bryant describes Greek, Roman, Sanskrit and Norse examples, as well
as ones from the Old Testament and the Talmud.

Riddles have occasionally appeared in Word Ways. In the May 1977 issue, Paul Remley
presented “Gamenung Mid Wordum”, describing the beginnings of English-language wordplay.
The first masterwork of wordplay is a collection of nearly one hundred riddles found in the
seventh-century Exeter Book (Codex Exoniensis). Alas, no answers were provided, providing
bedevilment for generations of scholars. Remley amusingly describes a reversal riddle:

In fact, one of the riddles bluntly begins “AGOF is min noma eft onhwyrfed” (AGOF is my name turned
around again). This riddle, like the others, is narrated by its solution, personified by means of prosopopoeia,
a device used elsewhere by the Anglo-Saxons. This device allowed, among other things, a treatise on
marital fidelity to be narrated by a hunk of wood. After its AGOF opening, the riddle goes on to define its
answer skirtingly in oblique allusions. This seems altogether unnecessary, as the first line makes it clear
that the answer is FOGA, the reversal of AGOF. One wishes that the practitioners of Old
English word-deviltry would have been so lucid, as the word FOGA does not exist in Old English.
However, the puzzle-poser probably knew that in an earlier orthography overworked scribes were wont to
write their B in the form of an F. The correct resolution, then, is BOGA (bow). That this riddle may have
been told ofttimes to a highly-absorbent crew around a roaring fire surely added to its perplexity. A.J.
Wyatt, an early commentator, envisioned the scene much like this:

“My Wyrd, you shoddy scop! Man-Wife-Horse [another riddle from the Exeter Book]
was bad enough! What excuse can you make for your AGOF ding?”

“Take it easy, you heathen illiterate!” rejoined the poet, “What we once wrote F we now
write B. Got it?”

After several moments of grunting cogitation, a retainer suggests “We put B for F—
BOGA. Huru! That’s a wicked one!”

Many historical enigmas (versified riddles) can be found in Will Shortz’s “British Word Puzzles”
in the Aug-Nov 1973 Word Ways and “Early American Word Puzzles” in the Aug 1974 to May
1975 issues. The earliest-known American enigmas appear in Samuel Danforth’s An Almanack
Jor the Year of Our Lord 1647, published in Cambridge Massachusetts. The one for July is:
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