
Evelyn: I'm in it for the "endolphin" rush. 

Suzanne: Endorphin.  
Evelyn: Whatever. 

— Carrie Fisher, 
dialogue from the movie Postcards from the Edge 

Routinely in memory classes, I ask students to raise their hands if 
anyone ever made fun of their names when they were kids. Invariably, 
every hand shoots up. I expect it from Elizabeths (sorry, “lizard breaths”) 
or Phillips (aka “flippers”), but even the most innocuous-seeming names 
were converted into a sound-alike word (“cat urine” for Catherine), a 
rhyme (“cryin’ Ryan”, a “mess o’ Vanessa”, “smelly Kelly”), or a 
personality with the same name (Charlie…Brown, McCarthy, 
Chaplin, etc.).  

If others teased you, turn it to your advantage. If you were the 
one taunting other children, then dredge back up some of those  
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distortions. If a name sounds like a funny phrase, it’s much more 
memorable. With the last name of Sverdloff, people called me 
Screwed Off, Nerdloff, Smirnoff, and too many other variations to 
print.   

So, when names are not the concrete, vivid nouns we dealt 
with earlier, think like a child. Recall what it’s like to puzzle out then-
unusual-sounding names or words when vocabulary is developing. 

A great example is the Pledge of Allegiance, a text bound to 
create mishearings in any five-year-old. After all, what does a 
kindergartener know from such abstract concepts as “pledge” and 
“allegiance”? For it to make sense, the child will interpret the new 
words with a phonetic approximation of already-familiar things. 
Hence, “I pledge allegiance to the flag” may turn into “I led the 
pigeons to the flag.” All the fundamental consonant and vowel 
sounds are in place, and the new version makes much more sense—
and is easier to picture. Many a child hears the church hymn “Gladly 
the cross I’d bear” as a song about a furry animal with a joyful name 
and a vision problem: “Gladly, the cross-eyed bear.”  

Such phonetic misperceptions are known as mondegreens, a 
term coined by American writer Sylvia Wright in a 1954 Harper’s 

Magazine essay. She described how, as a young girl she misheard a 
line in a traditional Scottish ballad: 

They have slain the Earl O' Moray 
And Lady Mondegreen.  

HOW COULD I FORGET YOU!
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The actual fourth line is "And laid him on the green." Wright 
explained the need for a new term: “The point about what I shall 
hereafter call mondegreens, since no one else has thought up a word 
for them, is that they are better than the original.” They certainly can 
be funnier and more memorable.   

As adults we do this routinely with song lyrics. One of my 
favorites is “Hit me with your pet shark” for Pat Benatar’s “Hit me 
with your best shot.” Similarly, Madonna’s “Like a virgin, touched 
for the very first time” has been misinterpreted as “touched for the 
thirty-first time,” a score and a half times too many. Canvass your 
friends and note your favorites: 
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What’s interesting is that mondegreens don’t always result in a more 
tangible image; the source of the word mondegreen is a prime 
example. It is our own experiences and expectations that can distort 
our interpretations. There is a saying in the improv theater world: 
mistakes are gifts. Leverage these distortions to make abstract 
concepts more memorable.   

Helpful hint: don’t try to capture every single sound in your 
substitute word or phrase. As I mentioned earlier, the building 
blocks are often just the consonants. And building blocks they are, 
like a child’s plaything. Andrew Hudgins, in his memoir The Joker, 

realized at a young age that “you could play with words, just as you 
played with marbles, yo-yos, kites, and Matchbox cars,” and that 
“jokes were toys made of words.” Think then of names as toys made 
of consonants.  

Ralph Waldo Emerson put forth the notion that all words are 
“frozen metaphors.” Tracing them back etymologically can reveal 
poetic surprises. The English word “pearl” derives from the Latin 
word “perula,” the diminutive form of “pera,” meaning “pear.” So a 
pearl is literally a little pear. Consider names to be frozen metaphors 
and invent your own backstories.  

HOW COULD I FORGET YOU!
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