About the Oxford English Dictionary
The Oxford English Dictionary is the accepted authority on the evolution of the English language over the last millennium. It is an unsurpassed guide to the meaning, history, and pronunciation of over half a million words, both present and past. It traces the usage of words through 2.5 million quotations from a wide range of international English language sources, from classic literature and specialist periodicals to film scripts and cookery books.

The OED covers words from across the English-speaking world, from North America to South Africa, from Australia and New Zealand to the Caribbean. It also offers the best in etymological analysis and in listing of variant spellings, and it shows pronunciation using the International Phonetic Alphabet.

As the OED is a historical dictionary, its entry structure is very different from that of a dictionary of current English, in which only present-day senses are covered, and in which the most common meanings or senses are described first. For each word in the OED, the various groupings of senses are dealt with in chronological order according to the quotation evidence, i.e. the senses with the earliest quotations appear first, and the senses which have developed more recently appear further down the entry. In a complex entry with many strands, the development over time can be seen in a structure with several 'branches'.

The Second Edition of the OED is currently available as a 20-volume print edition, on CD-ROM, and now also online. Updated quarterly with at least 1000 new and revised entries, OED Online offers unparalleled access to the ‘greatest continuing work of scholarship that this century has produced’ (Newsweek). To find out more about the OED Online, why not follow our free tour?

‘About the Oxford English Dictionary’ invites you to explore the intriguing background and distinctive character of the OED. Here, you will find in-depth articles about the history of the OED, an inside look at the programmes used to enlarge and update the OED entries, little-known facts about its content, and much more.

History

The Oxford English Dictionary has been the last word on words for over a century. But, as with a respected professor or admired parent, we count on its wisdom and authority without thinking much about how it was acquired. What is the history of the Oxford English Dictionary? Exploring its origins and development will give new insight into this extraordinary, living document.

How it began

When the members of the Philological Society of London decided, in 1857, that existing English language dictionaries were incomplete and deficient, and called for a complete re-examination of the language from Anglo-Saxon times onward, they knew they were embarking on an ambitious project. However, even they didn't realize the full extent of the work they initiated, or how long it would take to achieve the final result.

The project proceeded slowly after the Society's first grand statement of purpose. Eventually, in 1879, the Society made an agreement with the Oxford University Press and James A. H. Murray to begin work on a New English Dictionary (as the Oxford English Dictionary was then known).

More work than they thought

	

	Existing English dictionaries were incomplete and deficient
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The new dictionary was planned as a four-volume, 6,400-page work that would include all English language vocabulary from the Early Middle English period (1150 AD) onward, plus some earlier words if they had continued to be used into Middle English.

It was estimated that the project would be finished in approximately ten years. Five years down the road, when Murray and his colleagues had only reached as far as the word ‘ant’, they realized it was time to reconsider their schedule. It was not surprising that the project was taking longer than anticipated. Not only are the complexities of the English language formidable, but it also never stops evolving. Murray and his Dictionary colleagues had to keep track of new words and new meanings of existing words at the same time that they were trying to examine the previous seven centuries of the language's development.
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	The English language never stops evolving
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Murray and his team did manage to publish the first part (or ‘fascicle’, to use the technical term) in 1884, but it was clear by this point that a much more comprehensive work was required than had been imagined by the Philological Society almost thirty years earlier.

One step at a time

Over the next four decades work on the Dictionary continued and new editors joined the project. Murray now had a large team directed by himself, Henry Bradley, W.A. Craigie, and C.T. Onions. These men worked steadily, producing fascicle after fascicle until finally, in April, 1928, the last volume was published. Instead of 6,400 pages in four volumes, the Dictionary published under the imposing name A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles - contained over 400,000 words and phrases in ten volumes. Sadly, Murray did not live to see the completion of his great work; he died in 1915. The work to which he had devoted his life represented an achievement unprecedented in the history of publishing anywhere in the world. The Dictionary had taken its place as the ultimate authority on the language.

Keeping it current

An exhilarating aspect of a living language is that it continually changes. This means that no dictionary is ever really finished. After fifty years of work on the first edition, the editors must have found this fact exhausting to contemplate.

Nevertheless, as soon as the original ten volumes of the New English Dictionary were completed, Craigie and Onions, the two editors still involved with the project, began updating it. In 1933, a single-volume Supplement to the Dictionary was published. Also at this time the original Dictionary was reprinted in twelve volumes and the work was formally given its current title, the Oxford English Dictionary.
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	Modern English was continuously monitored by the celebrated 'reading programme'
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The twelve-volume Oxford English Dictionary and the single-volume Supplement represented the final statement from Oxford for many years to come. However, in 1957, Robert Burchfield was appointed Editor for a new Supplement that would replace the 1933 volume and include much new information on the language (especially on twentieth century vocabulary) obtained in the intervening years. Modern English was continuously monitored by the Dictionary's celebrated ‘reading programme’, more scientific and technical terms were added, and the scope of the Dictionary was broadened to include considerably more words from North America, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, South Asia, and the Caribbean. Substantially longer than the 1933 edition, this new Supplement was published in four volumes between 1972 and 1986.

Making it modern

In 1982, as Burchfield's work on the Supplement came within sight of the completion, Oxford University Press debated how to bring this monumental dictionary into the modern age. It soon became clear that the traditional methods of compiling entries would have to be updated, and that the source material should be transferred from paper to an electronic medium. The enterprise must change to deploy project managers and systems engineers as well as lexicographers. The Press duly set about this with the formation of the New Oxford English Dictionary Project in 1984. The team was given the objective of publishing an integrated print edition in 1989 and also of providing a full, electronic text to form the basis of future revision and extension of the Dictionary.
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	The most adventurous computerization project seen in the publishing industry
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How do you take a multi-volume, century-old, print-based reference work and turn it into a machine-readable resource? By spending $13.5 million over five years in the most adventurous computerization project seen in the publishing industry at that time. Bespoke computer systems were built for both pre-processing the text and editing it in electronic form; text was marked up in the (then) novel SGML encoding scheme; the pages of the old edition and the Supplement were typed again by 120 keyboarders; and more than 50 proofreaders checked the results of their work.

In Oxford John Simpson and Edmund Weiner with a core group of lexicographers reviewed, corrected, and edited this new electronic dictionary, as well as adding 5,000 new words and senses to 400,000 definitions previously expressed in 60,000,000 words. In all, the Project team succeeded in accomplishing around 85 per cent of its work by software, but the remaining 15 per cent required the critical eye of the editors. The culmination of this mammoth task was the setting in type and subsequent printing of the Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition. In 1989 this was published on time, to great acclaim. The finished work, edited by Simpson and Weiner, fills 22,000 pages which are bound in twenty substantial volumes.

Into the electronic age

In 1992 the Oxford English Dictionary again made history when a CD-ROM edition of the work was published. Suddenly a massive, twenty-volume work that takes up four feet of shelf space and weighs 150 pounds is reduced to a slim, shiny disk that takes up virtually no space and weighs just a few ounces.

The Oxford English Dictionary on CD-ROM has been a great success. The electronic format has revolutionized the way people use the Dictionary to search and retrieve information. Complex investigations into word origins or quotations that would have been impossible to conduct using the print edition now take only a few seconds. Because the electronic format makes the Oxford English Dictionary so easy to use, its audience now embraces all kinds of interested readers beyond the confines of the scholarly community.

The future has begun

Today, once again, the Oxford English Dictionary is under alteration. Continuing the technological innovations, the Dictionary is now available as an online publication designed to take full advantage of this powerful and accessible medium.

The content of the Dictionary is also being comprehensively revised. However, instead of adding new material in supplements to the main edition, or simply interspersing new information throughout the body of the old edition, the entire work is being updated. This is the first time material written by Murray and the early editors has been changed since they finished in 1928. The result of this ambitious undertaking will be a completely revitalized Oxford English Dictionary.

At no period in its history has the Oxford English Dictionary been profitable commercially for Oxford University Press. However, the Press remains committed to sustaining research into the origins and development of the English language wherever it is spoken. This commitment to the cultural values embodied in the Dictionary is shown by the £34 million (US$55 million) funding of the current revision programme and the associated programme for new words. The remedial work of revising original 19th and early 20th century editorial material is in progress, and the results of the revision programme and additions of new words will be published online every three months.

The ambitious goals which the Philological Society set out in 1857 seem modest in comparison with the phenomenal achievement which their initiative set in motion. The Oxford English Dictionary is a living document that has been growing and changing for 140 years. Far more than a convenient place to look up words and their origins, the Oxford English Dictionary is an irreplaceable part of English culture. It not only provides an important record of the evolution of our language, but also documents the continuing development of our society. It is certain to continue in this role as we enter the new century.

Archived documents

Welcome to the online OED archive, which contains reproductions of printed material relating to the OED.

Appeals for readers

· Appeal for American readers (1859) - George P. Marsh

‘The Society, having determined to ask the aid of American scholars in this enterprise, the subscriber..adopts this method of bringing the subject to the notice of persons in this country who may be disposed to contribute...’

George P. Marsh's invitation to American readers for contributions to the Dictionary.

Archived documents

Appeal for American readers (1859)

Welcome to the facsimile text of the first ever request for contributions to the OED from American scholars by George Perkins Marsh in August 1859.

George Perkins Marsh (1801-82) was an American politician and man of letters. He is best known today because of his pioneering environmentalist text Man and Nature; and he was also an influential diplomat, serving for over 25 years as United States minister (representative) in Turkey and later Italy. In a full and active life he also found time to sub-edit H for the Dictionary, help establish the Smithsonian Institution, and to campaign (successfully) for the introduction of camels into the United States!

Marsh's connection with the OED began, and largely ended, long before the Dictionary even began to be published. In 1859 the Philological Society issued their "Proposal for the Publication of a New English Dictionary" - the first public announcement of plans to compile what later became the OED - in which they mentioned that, as part of the huge programme of reading that would be necessary before the Dictionary could be written, Marsh had agreed to co-ordinate the work done by American readers. In fact Marsh was disappointed by the poor response to the Philological Society's appeal from his fellow Americans, and not much material was collected; a similar appeal had to be launched twenty years later by James Murray.

The images were captured from rare documents belonging to the official OED archives, which are housed in the Archive Department at Oxford University Press. For further information, please contact Martin Maw, Archivist, Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP, UK.

Contents

· ‘A very large number of books should be read’ 

· ‘Mechanical and practical regulations’ 

· Appeal for readers (Apr. 1879) - James Murray

‘A thousand readers are wanted, and confidently asked for, to complete the work as far as possible within the next three years, so that the preparation of the Dictionary may proceed upon full and complete materials.’

The first edition of James Murray's Appeal for words for the Dictionary.

Archived documents

Appeal for readers (Apr. 1879)

Welcome to the facsimile text of the first edition of James Murray's Appeal to the English-speaking and English-reading public, issued in April 1879.

The second and third editions are also available here.

Although the three Appeal editions are essentially the same text, it is fascinating to trace the progress and development of the early phase of reading for the OED, evidenced by the alterations, footnotes, and accompanying material in successive editions.

The images were captured from rare documents belonging to the official OED archives, which are housed in the Archive Department at Oxford University Press. For further information, please contact Martin Maw, Archivist, Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP, UK.

· List of books already read (1879) - James Murray

‘American Readers are specially asked to take up the remaining 18th century books.., and the 19th century American books not in this list...’

List of books already read (1879)

Welcome to the facsimile text of the List of eighteenth century books and of American books, already read, issued in 1879.

The list was apparently printed in 1879 for the guidance of American readers wishing to know what they might read for the Dictionary. The idea that American contributors should be responsible for eighteenth century literature was originally suggested by Herbert Coleridge in 1859; Coleridge writes about this in his letter of May 1860 to Dean Trench, which was published in the Appendix of On some deficiencies in our English Dictionaries.

The images were captured from rare documents belonging to the official OED archives, which are housed in the Archive Department at Oxford University Press. For further information, please contact Martin Maw, Archivist, Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP, UK.

· Appeal for readers (ed. 2, June 1879) - James Murray

‘For books of any extent, Dr Murray will be glad to supply slips having date, author, title, &c. ready filled in, on receiving a model slip giving all the particulars to be printed.’

Appeal for readers (ed. 2, June 1879)

Welcome to the facsimile text of the second edition of James Murray's Appeal to the English-speaking and English-reading public, issued in June 1879.

The first and third editions are also available here.

Although the three Appeal editions are essentially the same text, it is fascinating to trace the progress and development of the early phase of reading for the OED, evidenced by the alterations, footnotes, and accompanying material in successive editions.

The second and third Appeal editions, along with the list of eighteenth century books, were assigned reference letters by Murray himself in order to reference a report he had written for the Delegates of the University Press in March 1880. It is not known, however, whose hand struck through some of the work titles in the reading list for the second edition of the Appeal. For more background information, see Brewer, Charlotte, OED Sources in [image: image8.png]




 HYPERLINK "http://www.oup.co.uk/isbn/0-19-925195-9" Mugglestone, Lynda Lexicography and the OED - Pioneers in the Untrodden Forest.

The images were captured from rare documents belonging to the official OED archives, which are housed in the Archive Department at Oxford University Press. For further information, please contact Martin Maw, Archivist, Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP, UK.

· Appeal for readers (ed. 3, Jan. 1880) - James Murray

‘Offers to read any other book not yet read will be welcome, especially early treatises on any of the sciences; also offers to register the new words appearing in contemporary magazines, reviews, literary, and scientific journals.’

Appeal for readers (ed. 3, Jan. 1880)

Welcome to the facsimile text of the third edition of James Murray's Appeal to the English-speaking and English-reading public, issued in June 1879.

The first and second editions are also available here.

Although the three Appeal editions are essentially the same text, it is fascinating to trace the progress and development of the early phase of reading for the OED, evidenced by the alterations, footnotes, and accompanying material in successive editions.

The second and third Appeal editions, along with the list of eighteenth century books, were assigned reference letters by Murray himself in order to reference a report he had written for the Delegates of the University Press in March 1880. It is not known, however, whose hand struck through some of the work titles in the reading list for the second edition of the Appeal. For more background information, see Brewer, Charlotte, OED Sources in [image: image9.png]




 HYPERLINK "http://www.oup.co.uk/isbn/0-19-925195-9" Mugglestone, Lynda Lexicography and the OED - Pioneers in the Untrodden Forest.

The images were captured from rare documents belonging to the official OED archives, which are housed in the Archive Department at Oxford University Press. For further information, please contact Martin Maw, Archivist, Oxford University Press, Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP, UK.

Papers & essays

· On some deficiencies in our English Dictionaries (ed. 2, 1860) - Richard Chenevix Trench

‘A Dictionary is an historical monument, the history of a nation contemplated from one point of view; and the wrong ways into which a language has wandered..may be nearly as instructive as the right ones in which it has travelled.. .’

The original papers presented to the Philological Society by Richard Chenevix Trench, in which he calls for a new English dictionary. 

The appendix to this paper is Herbert Coleridge's letter to Richard Chenevix Trench, in which he sets out the progress and prospects of the Philological Society's New English Dictionary.

· The Romanes Lecture (1900) - James Murray

‘..the evolution of English Lexicography has followed with no faltering steps the evolution of English History and the development of English Literature.’

James Murray's lecture The Evolution of English Lexicography, delivered in the Sheldonian Theatre, Oxford, 22 June 1900.

The Romanes Lecture (1900)

Welcome to the facsimile text of The Evolution of English Lexicography, which is the text of the Romanes Lecture delivered by James Murray in the Sheldonian Theatre in Oxford on 22 June 1900. Murray's lecture was the ninth Romanes Lecture to take place, this annual event having been founded in 1891 at the University of Oxford by eminent physiologist George John Romanes (1848-94).

The first edition, which is presented here, was published in 1900 by Henry Frowde, M.A., publisher to the University of Oxford at the Clarendon Press.

The electronic images were captured from a copy which belongs to the Oxford English Dictionary library.

Contents

· Title page 

· The Lecture 

· ‘As to their language, [Dictionaries] were in the first place..Latin: as to their substance, they consisted..of glosses’ 

· ‘four of the most ancient glossaries of English origin..’ 

· ‘A momentous advance was made about 1440..the English-Latin vocabulary’ 

· ‘a new stage of development was marked by the appearance of dictionaries of English with another modern language’ 

· ‘A work..explaining the meaning, of these new-fangle ‘‘hard words’’’ 

· ‘though Englishmen might not need to be told the meaning of man or woman.., they might want a hint as to their derivation’ 

· ‘the illustration of the use of each word by a selection of literary quotations..’ 

· ‘indication of the Orthoepy or Pronunciation’ 

· ‘A dictionary without definitions or explanations of meaning’ 

· ‘A new English Dictionary on Historical Principles..’ 

Prefaces

· OED Second Edition (1989)
· OED Additions Series (vol. 1, 1993)
· OED Additions Series (vol. 2, 1993)
· OED Additions Series (vol. 3, 1997)
Dictionary editors
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In this section we give brief biographies of the chief editors of the Oxford English Dictionary.

· James Murray (1837-1915) 

· Henry Bradley (1845-1923) 

· William Craigie (1867-1957) 

· C.T. Onions (1873-1965) 

· Robert Burchfield (1923-2004) 

· Edmund Weiner (b. 1950) 

· John Simpson (b. 1953) 

Dictionary editors

James Murray

The principal editor of the Oxford English Dictionary, James Murray was born the son of a tailor in Denholm, Scotland. At fourteen he began an intense regimen of self-education, showing intelligence and determination that later would see him through twenty-eight trying years of work on the Dictionary.
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	Murray worked as a schoolmaster and a bank clerk
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As a young man Murray worked as a schoolmaster and a bank clerk, but always maintained a strong interest in other fields, particularly philology. His membership in the British Philological Society and his book on Scottish dialects, published in 1868, allowed him to make many important scholarly contacts.

In 1879 he was invited by Oxford University Press to edit the new English dictionary which had been proposed by the Philological Society. Despite some initial disagreements between Murray and the Press over editorial guidelines, Murray agreed to begin formal work on the project soon afterwards.

Working in a specially constructed workroom called the ‘Scriptorium’, in which were kept two tons of source quotations that the Philological Society had collected, Murray proceeded with the project. Finding some errors and oversights in the Society's materials, he established a ‘reading programme’, through which he gathered more quotations for the Dictionary. A reading programme similar to Murray's is still used today as a principal method of assembling material for revising the Dictionary.
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	At one point Murray came close to resigning from the project
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There were recurring arguments and confrontations over the years between Murray and the Oxford Delegates. At one point Murray came close to resigning from the project, and at another the Press nearly stopped publication. Despite these problems Murray continued to work on the Dictionary until his death. His contribution to the development of the Dictionary is astounding. He set the standards and original model for the work, and personally edited half of the first edition. Though he did not live to see this first edition published, his amazing achievements on behalf of the Dictionary gave future generations of editors a solid foundation on which they have been building ever since.

The quotation slip written by Murray appears in the entry for dictionary, n., and reads: ‘1857 Trench On some deficiencies in our English Dictionaries 4 A Dictionary, according to that idea of it which seems to be alone capable of being logically maintained, is an inventory of the language.’
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Dictionary editors

Henry Bradley

A philologist, lexicographer, and second editor of the Oxford English Dictionary from 1888 until his death, Bradley was born in Manchester, and largely self-educated, having attended grammar school only until the age of fourteen. He was employed as a corresponding clerk for a Sheffield cutlery firm from 1863 to 1883. During these years, he pursued his philological interests, mastering modern European and classical languages, and acquiring a knowledge of Hebrew.
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	His quiet manner was a contrast to Murray's occasionally volatile temperament
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In 1884, for economic reasons and out of concern for his wife's health, he moved to London where he undertook miscellaneous literary work, mainly writing book reviews. In the same year, his review of the first part of the recently published New English Dictionary (later the Oxford English Dictionary) demonstrated such an unusual knowledge of philology that Murray began consulting him on etymological problems. In 1886, Bradley was employed by the Delegates of Oxford University Press to assist with the letter B, and in January 1888 he was appointed as the Dictionary's second editor. He continued to work in London, using a room provided by the British Museum, with his own staff. Finally in 1896, he moved to Oxford, although he, and the two subsequent editors, worked separately from Murray in quarters allocated to them in the Old Ashmolean Museum.

Bradley's forty years' work on the Dictionary encompassed the letters E-G, L-M, S-Sh (a section which included the longest entry ‘set’), St, and part of W. Bradley was a modest, unassuming scholar; although their backgrounds were similar, his quiet manner was a contrast to Murray's occasionally volatile temperament, and their methods were quite different. Onions, who worked under both men before becoming the fourth editor contrasted Murray's formal, schoolmasterly instruction with Bradley, the ‘philosophical exponent’, who taught ‘by hint, by interjectional phrase, or even a burst of laughter’.

In 1891, Bradley's work on the Dictionary was recognized with an honorary MA from Oxford, and in 1914, both he and Murray received honorary D.Litts. Bradley became senior editor after Murray died in 1915 and continued to work on the Dictionary until his own sudden death in 1923.

The quotation shown here was almost certainly sought out and written down by Bradley for make v.(1), where it appears at sense 11. The slip reads: ‘1886 T. Le M. Douse Introd. Gothic 167 Wahsja..makes in the present 2 p[erson] s[ingular] wahseis.’
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Dictionary editors

William Craigie

A philologist, lexicographer, third editor the Dictionary, and co-editor (with Onions) of the 1933 Supplement, like James Murray, Craigie, who was born in Dundee, was a Lowland Scot. He graduated from St. Andrews University in 1888 and later attended Balliol College, Oxford. In common with his two colleagues, he had a remarkable knowledge of languages, specializing in Celtic, Older Scots, and Scandinavian, particularly Icelandic.
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	He has been called 'the most productive lexicographer of his time'
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Craigie was appointed by the Delegates of the Press to Bradley's staff in 1897 and worked on the letter G. In 1901, he became the third editor and was responsible for editing N, Q, R, Si-Sq, U, V, and Wo-Wy, as well as approximately one-third of the Supplement (1933). He was knighted in 1928 upon completion of the first edition. While working on the Dictionary, Craigie was also a lecturer in Scandinavian languages at Oxford, and in 1916 became a professor of Anglo-Saxon. He has been called ‘the most productive lexicographer of his time’, and in his later years worked simultaneously on three major dictionaries, the Oxford English Dictionary, his own Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue, and the historical Dictionary of American English (1936-44). In order to edit the latter, he took a post as a professor of English at the University of Chicago in 1925. In 1936, he resigned from that position to devote his full attention to the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue and finished the letter I before handing over the editorship to his successor at the age of 88.

The quotation slip written by Craigie appears in the entry for navigation n., sense 4, and reads: ‘1605 Shaks. Macb. IV. i. 54 Though the yesty Waues Confound and swallow Nauigation vp.’
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Dictionary editors

C. T. Onions

A grammarian, lexicographer, fourth editor of the Dictionary, a co-editor (with Craigie) of the 1933 Supplement, Onions was born in Edgbaston, Birmingham, the son of a designer and embosser of metals, and exhibited an early interest in grammar. He obtained a London BA in 1892 and an MA in 1895, both while attending Mason College, Birmingham. A professor of English at the College introduced Onions to James Murray and in September of his final year, Murray invited Onions to join his staff, during which time he also compiled An Advanced English Syntax (1904). Later, from 1906 until 1913, he worked under Bradley and Craigie and prepared portions of M, N, R, and S. In 1914, he was appointed as the fourth editor and was responsible in that capacity for the sections Su-Sz, Wh-Working, and X, Y, Z. Onions enjoyed saying that he contributed the final entry to the Dictionary - a cross-reference Zyxt, which since it was ‘the last word’, was later made the name of a soap.

	[image: image22.png]




	Onions enjoyed saying that he contributed the final entry to the Dictionary
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His time as editor was interrupted by a stint in naval intelligence in 1918, and he was also a reader in English at Oxford from 1927 to 1949. In addition, he edited several dictionaries for Oxford University Press, the most important of which were the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1933) and the Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology (1966), to which he devoted his last twenty years. Onions was known for his etymological skill and his analytical powers which were demonstrated in his organization of the longest entry ‘set’, and the complex entries for ‘shall’, ‘will’, and the interrogative pronouns. He maintained his interest in the Oxford English Dictionary throughout his life. From 1940 to 1945, Onions served as Librarian at Magdalen College and students often profited from his constant presence in the Dictionary bay of the library. Because of his friendship with Burchfield, the editor of the Supplement (1972-86), Onions was always a welcome visitor to the Supplement's editorial offices, as well as a valuable advisor.

The quotation slip written by Onions appears in the entry for such, dem. a. and pron. The text reads: ‘1538 Starkey England (1878) 134 They haue theyr seruyce, such as hyt ys, al in theyr vulgare tong openly rehersyd.’ The reverse of the slip demonstrates the recycling of early OED proofs, in this case for S (for part of which Onions had overall responsibility).
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Dictionary editors

Robert Burchfield

A scholar and editor of the four-volume Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, Robert Burchfield was born in Wanganui, New Zealand. He came to Oxford in 1950 as a Rhodes scholar. Burchfield became a college lecturer in English Language and Literature immediately after his graduation. While teaching at Magdalen College at Oxford, he was encouraged by C.T. Onions, a former editor of the Oxford English Dictionary, to become involved in the field of lexicography. In 1966 he, along with G.W.S. Friedrichsen, assisted in editing one of Onions's projects, the Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology. In 1957, Burchfield was appointed editor of the Supplement. His many valuable contributions to the Dictionary's expansion include re-establishing the reading programme originally set up by founding editor James Murray, and broadening its scope to include words from many countries including North America, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, India, Pakistan, and the Caribbean. He also instituted increased coverage of scientific and technical terms, as well as slang and colloquialisms. His policies continue to serve as guidelines for the Dictionary.

Robert Burchfield died on 5 July 2004. What follows is the Chief Editor's tribute to him, together with an obituary from The Independent, which were published on this web site in the days following Robert Burchfield's death.

John Simpson's tribute to Robert Burchfield
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The death of Bob Burchfield (or ‘RWB’ as he was always known to his staff, in the manner of those days) has robbed English lexicography of a scholar of international stature. He was a mixture of Johnson and Fowler, recording and documenting the vocabulary of English with painstaking detail, a scholar's neutrality, but with occasional tinges both of linguistic purism and of humour. 

When he was appointed Editor of the Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary in 1957 (a post which he held until 1986), he put aside his Middle English research in favour of the study of the modern lexicon, but never lost the dogged rigour in his medieval work. He joined the ranks of a group of distinguished medieval scholars from New Zealand central to scholarly work on the language in Oxford for a generation.

Indeed, he was single-handedly responsible for re-establishing a tradition of historical lexical research on the OED which had evaporated with the disbanding of the original OED staff on the completion of the First Edition of the Dictionary (1884-1928). As an academic colleague of C. T. Onions (one of the editors of the First Edition) in the 1950s he ensured editorial continuity between the early editors of the Dictionary and their modern successors.

He will perhaps be best remembered for two things: for championing the ‘varieties’ of world English, and ensuring that these were accorded their rightful place in the Dictionary, and as the editor responsible for including the previously ‘taboo’ Anglo-Saxon four-letter words in the OED. The editorial traditions of the OED today owe much to Bob Burchfield's no-nonsense, practical approach to a task of gargantuan proportions. He didn't suffer fools gladly; he didn't suffer fools at all.

John Simpson, Chief Editor, Oxford English Dictionary
Obituary published in The Independent, Obituaries, 9 July 2004

Robert Burchfield

Workaholic Chief Editor of the Oxford English Dictionaries

Robert Burchfield was the last link with the last of the four editors of The Oxford English Dictionary, C. T. Onions of Magdalen College, Oxford, the college to which Burchfield went from New Zealand in 1949 as a Rhodes Scholar. That connection shaped his life, more than he knew when he arrived.

Burchfield's parentage was solidly working-class; he was born at Wanganui, on the west coast of the North Island, and went, not to its famous public school, “the Eton of the Southern Hemisphere”, but to Wanganui Technical College: he was proud of that, and the city was proud of him, and gave him the Freedom of the City in 1986.

He went on to the English Department of Victoria University College, Wellington, in the first half of the 20th century the Alma Mater of many who, having gained Rhodes or Commonwealth Scholarships, went on to Britain and distinguished themselves as medievalists and linguists, or as Renaissance scholars. He was at Victoria College from 1940 to 1941, then served in the Royal New Zealand Artillery including two years in Italy, and returned to the college in 1946-48. He taught there in the year that followed his graduation: it coincided with the 50th anniversary of its foundation, and he wrote for that occasion the rarest of his publications, a brief history of the college.

When he turned up in Oxford in October 1949, properly clad in a graduate's gown, to attend Professor C. L. Wrenn's lecture series on Beowulf he seemed to his undergraduate contemporaries a formidable figure. Rhodes Scholars took a second BA in Oxford, after only two years. Magdalen knew him as a good rugby player, soon to become the captain of the Magdalen team, and his tenure of that captaincy showed his character, for he gave it up at the end of his first year because it deflected him from his work, was summoned by the Warden of Rhodes House, Sir Carleton Allen, and told that his duty lay as much on the playing-field as in the library: Burchfield did not give in.

Onions was the Fellow Librarian of his college, a daily, intimidating presence, Reader in English Philology. As such, he did not teach undergraduates, but he somehow took to Burchfield, and Burchfield learnt a lot from him informally. Formally Jack Bennett and C. S. Lewis were his tutors, and he went to Gabriel Turville-Petre for Old Icelandic. He gladly absorbed scholarship. Of those who were his contemporaries in the philologically oriented English Course I - for them there was no literature after the death of Chaucer in 1400 - no one's lecture-notes were as neatly written and as well organised as his, no one's mind was as clear as his.

Burchfield's last two years as a Rhodes Scholar were spent as a graduate student supervised by J. R. R. Tolkien on an edition of The Ormulum, a late-12th-century text the language of which requires knowledge of the early Scandinavian languages as well as, of course, Old and Middle English. Tolkien had the necessary erudition, and was an inspiring supervisor. (Indeed Burchfield chose “Tollers” as his hero for The Independent Magazine's series “Heroes and Villains” in 1989.) Burchfield's edition, however, was never completed. Sadly, when I last saw him in hospital, very ill with Parkinson's disease and no longer thinking clearly, he said, did I know, in another fortnight he would be handing in to the publishers the completed edition?

Bob Burchfield came over from Wellington newly married, to Ethel née Yates, a marriage dissolved in 1976, and from April 1950 their children were born. He needed money after the Rhodes, and during Bennett's year of study leave Magdalen appointed him as a Junior Lecturer, and then Christ Church appointed him as Lecturer from 1953 to 1957.

The growing family inhabited a college house near the railway station, and on the river, too dangerous it seemed to Ethel, who was anxious for the safety of their children, two girls and a boy. Bob may well not have noticed: he was so busy with teaching at Christ Church and at St Peter's, the college to which he was attached as Tutorial Fellow, and then Emeritus Fellow to the end of his life; as Honorary Secretary of the Early English Text Society, 1955-68; and briefly as editor with J. C. Maxwell of Notes and Queries. He was a workaholic, and he needed to be, seeing the low pay of academic jobs.

In 1957 Burchfield was appointed by the Oxford University Press to produce a supplement to The Oxford English Dictionary. The main purpose, as seen by the press, was to bring up to date that great work of reference that had become increasingly out of date; new words and new uses were to be authoritatively recorded. He knew that the whole of OED, Old, Middle, and Modern English, was in need of revision, yet all he was supposed to do was to add more recent information than was in OED. Readers of journals and books had to be commissioned to provide quotations, and when Burchfield nearly despaired of finding them many of his friends and colleagues, and their spouses, turned to, and wrote out slips with quotations.

As time went on the little house in Jericho, at the side of the press, was too small for so great an endeavour, and it was accommodated more spaciously in the house on St Giles, latterly occupied by the revisers of The Dictionary of National Biography. In 1971 the press appointed him Chief Editor of the Oxford English Dictionaries, and in 1972 the first of four huge volumes of his A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary appeared, the last in 1984.

Honours came to him from 1972 onwards. He was appointed CBE in 1975, Liverpool University gave him an Hon DLitt, as did in 1983 Victoria University of Wellington; he was President of the English Association, 1978-79, a foundation in Hamburg honoured him with the Shakespeare Prize in 1994. Wholly unpompous and not one bit status-conscious he enjoyed being honoured, and he was pleased that Terry F. Hoad and I edited a Festschrift for him (Words: for Robert Burchfield's sixty-fifth birthday, 1988). The happiest event was his marriage in 1976 to Elizabeth Knight, also a New Zealander, and at that time on the staff of the OUP at Ely House, London.

In Who's Who? Burchfield gives as the first of his recreations “investigating English grammar”. If “grammar” includes lexicography and the history of the language, that supposed “recreation” defines his life succinctly; it indicates that work is his recreation. He helped Tolkien finish his edition of Ancrene Wisse in 1962, he helped Onions finish The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology in 1966.

Among his publications, he produced in 1986 The New Zealand Pocket Oxford Dictionary, he edited Studies in Lexicography in 1987, and the volume of The Cambridge History of the English Language on English in Britain and overseas in 1994. And for the forthcoming third edition of The Oxford English Dictionary he strove to revise entries that have quotations from The Ormulum.

His last book, for the OUP (like almost all his work), is The New Fowler's Modern English Usage (1996). It shows his total grasp of the subject. The writing of it, though laborious, gave him pleasure, as did the many favourable reviews. Of course, he had prejudices, yet, unlike H. W. Fowler (the title of whose book he took over, though little else), he was permissive rather than prescriptive, and his entry prescriptivism in The New Fowler is not merely a model of clarity and of historical accuracy: it shows how he exercised his scholarly judgement. He was a practical man, not a theoretician of language.

He liked to quote what Dr Onions had said to him: “Lexicography can be done on the kitchen table.”

Eric Stanley
Robert William Burchfield, lexicographer and philologist: born Wanganui, New Zealand 27 January 1923; Junior Lecturer in English Language, Magdalen College, Oxford 1952-53; Lecturer in English Language, Christ Church, Oxford 1953-57; Honorary Secretary, Early English Text Society 1955-68; Editor, A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary 1957-86; Lecturer, St Peter's College, Oxford 1955-63, Tutorial Fellow 1963-79, Senior Research Fellow 1979-90, Emeritus Fellow 1990-2004; Editor, Notes and Queries 1959-62; Chief Editor, Oxford English Dictionaries 1971-84; CBE 1975; President, English Association 1978-79; married 1949 Ethel Yates (one son, two daughters; marriage dissolved 1976), 1976 Elizabeth Knight; died Abingdon, Oxfordshire 5 July 2004.
Reproduced by permission from The Independent, Obituaries, 9 July 2004.

Dictionary editors

Edmund Weiner

Edmund Weiner joined the staff of the Oxford English Dictionary in July 1977. Previously he taught Old and Middle English and English linguistic history at Christ Church, Oxford, and undertook research on Middle English literature.

His career as a lexicographer began with the Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary. In 1983 he started work on Oxford University Press's plans for the computerization of the Oxford English Dictionary, and became Co-Editor of the Second Edition in 1985. In 1993 as Deputy Chief Editor he took charge of the revision of etymologies, pronunciations, and grammatical terms in the Dictionary.

It was his initial analysis of the structure of the dictionary text which enabled the Oxford English Dictionary to be first handled and searched by computer in 1987. He was subsequently closely involved in the preparation of the popular CD-ROM edition, published in 1992.

He has always been fascinated by word origins, phonetic change, and grammatical development. He takes a keen interest in particular aspects of the vocabulary of English, including the language of Early Modern English non literary documents (such as wills and inventories), the terminology of English grammar (the subject of a book he co-authored), the vocabulary of Anglo-Jewry, and the English of South Africa, where many of his extended family live. He is an active teacher at summer schools on the history of English and trains lexicographers in languages which have fewer literary and historical resources than English. He is a Fellow of Kellogg College Oxford.

Edmund was born in Oxford, where he has lived most of his life. The works of the famous Oxonians J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis were powerful early influences. He is happy to pursue his scholarly interests as his profession on the Oxford English Dictionary. He also enjoys listening to music, reading, going to church, and family life.

Dictionary editors

John Simpson

John Simpson joined the staff of the Oxford English Dictionary in the summer of 1976 after studying English Literature at the University of York and Medieval Studies at the University of Reading.

He was appointed by Robert Burchfield to work on the Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary and subsequently became Co-Editor of the Second Edition of the Dictionary, which was published to widespread acclaim in 1989. He was appointed Chief Editor in 1993.

John was born and educated in Cheltenham. When he joined the Dictionary, he entered a world which was organized around the painstaking manual analysis of millions of index cards, each one containing evidence of linguistic usage, much as in Murray's day.

As Chief Editor, he now presides over the world's largest dictionary programme, in which the traditional techniques of analysis and definition are supported by complex computer systems which assist in the editing of the text of the Dictionary and in the collection and processing of the raw materials on which entries are based. The scope of the work has expanded from the addition of modern vocabulary in the Supplement to the comprehensive documentation of English throughout its history: a return to Murray's vision transformed by the processing power of the computer.

John's other interests include some which are more resistant to computerization, such as village cricket. He is a member of the English Faculty at Oxford and of the Philological Society (where the idea of the Dictionary was first mooted in the 1850s), and a Fellow of Kellogg College. He is a world expert on proverbs and slang, and has edited dictionaries on both these subjects for Oxford University Press; he regularly lectures and broadcasts on the English language and on the Dictionary.

Writing the OED
The OED is undergoing a major £34 million revision programme. Every definition and etymology is being painstakingly revised, and hundreds of new entries are written each year. Batches of new and revised entries are published online every three months.

But how is an entry written?

Collecting evidence

The aim of the OED is to provide a record of how the English language is and has been used in writing and in speech. Whether a word is new or long obsolete, its meaning can only be determined by looking at examples of it in use.

The first step in creating or revising an entry is therefore to collect evidence of words and phrases in use from all over the English-speaking world.

Examples of many thousands of new words are collected each year, and we have to choose which of them to include in the OED.

As well as looking out for new words, we also monitor the changing usage of existing words so that their entries can be accurately revised.

Writing the definition

From the evidence of how a word is used, we can determine its meaning and write the definition. Extra research, using electronic resources and libraries, ensures the definition is complete and accurate.

Etymology

Specialist research is undertaken to trace the origin of every word in the Dictionary.

Spellings

The evidence for each word is summarized in a list of the different forms in which a word has occurred. Words that have existed in English for many centuries may have dozens of different spellings.

Pronunciation

Standard British and U.S. pronunciations are given for each word currently in use.

Bibliographic standardization

A specialist group of bibliographers are reviewing the accuracy of the source quotations on which the definitions are built. Their research ensures that the most appropriate editions of works are cited, and that the evidence is dated accurately.

How long does it all take?

The amount of time it takes to write a complete Dictionary entry can vary widely, depending on how complex the entry is. For a typical word, with a single meaning, a complete OED entry might take a few hours to prepare.

This time consists of the contributions of several different people, and the work may in fact be spread out over a period of months, during which the entry is drafted, sent out for specialist consultation, and then returned for final editing.

Writing the OED
Collecting the evidence

A lexicographer must analyse how a word is used in order to write a definition.

The authority of the OED depends on being able to see as large a range of examples of usage as possible. Because it is a historical dictionary, this range must cover the entire history of each word in English, from its earliest recorded usage down to the most recent. We can then form a picture of the development and gradual shift in meaning of a word.

The collection of evidence is therefore crucial to the completeness and accuracy of the OED. We go about this in a number of ways.

The reading programmes

Before the days of computer databases and search engines, the only way of finding a printed example of a word in use was to read as widely as possible. The first reading programme was well established long before the OED ever saw print.

The OED still uses targeted reading programmes as a major source of evidence.

The UK and North American Reading Programmes, which collect millions of quotations from all over the English-speaking world, are the principal sources of evidence for words used in current English.

Readers use marker pens to highlight words in texts such as novels, poetry, magazines, newspapers, scientific journals, television scripts, etc., mainly from the 19th and 20th centuries. The words, with a line or two of surrounding context, are then keyed as quotations into a database called Incomings, which is used by all Oxford dictionaries.

The Historical Reading Programme examines older texts for words not previously recorded in the OED, and for earlier examples of words already in the Dictionary. Its readers mainly look at texts not available to the editors of the original OED, such as diaries and collections of letters. They write out slips by hand in the traditional way, since many of the texts are rare and only available in libraries.

In addition, separate reading programmes are run by the Australian National Dictionary, the Canadian Oxford Dictionary, and the Dictionary of South African English. These and other regional dictionaries provide the authority behind the coverage of world English in the OED.

Appeals

The reading programmes are broad in scope, but they cannot provide us with all the information we need. Contributions from members of the public are a valued part of the process of revising the OED, providing quotations and other information which help us to improve the dictionary.

Anybody can contribute quotations to the OED, either in writing or online. There are three main types of quotation which are of particular interest:

1. An antedating, i.e. a quotation demonstrating that a word or meaning was in use earlier than had been previously thought 

2. A postdating, i.e. an example of a word or meaning written more recently than the latest example in our records 

3. A quotation illustrating a new word or meaning 

An appeal, listing words and meanings for which we particularly need help, is published in each issue of OED News. A cumulative list of appeals is also available.

Databases

The reading programmes are ideal for picking up new words and meanings which have entered the language from all over the world.

To get a full picture of the meaning of a word, we then search for further information and examples using our electronic resources.

Historical dictionaries

Information on the history of long-established English words is provided by historical dictionaries such as the Middle English Dictionary and the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue. The early quotations included in these dictionaries, and their editors' analysis, are invaluable resources for the revision of the OED.

Examining the evidence

Each year, thousands of new words are picked up by the reading programme or sent in by the public. This is far too high a number for them all to be included in the OED, because of the amount of time it takes to research and write an entry for each new word.

Based on the evidence, a choice has to be made as to which of them to include. The evidence then also determines how the definition is written.

Writing the OED
Choosing which words to include

A question commonly asked of every lexicographer is "How do you choose which words go into the Dictionary?"

Oxford's reading programmes pick up thousands of new words each year, but a new word is not included in the OED unless it has "caught on" and become established in the language. Words that are only used for a short period of time, or by a very small number of people, are not included.
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	We normally require several independent examples of the word being used
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To determine whether a word has caught on, we normally require several independent examples of the word being used, and also evidence that the word has been in use for a reasonable span of time. The exact span of time and number of examples can vary from word to word: a word may be included on the evidence of only a few examples, if these are spread out over a long period of time. Conversely, a large number of examples collected over a short period of time can show that a word has very quickly become established.

Of course, even if a word is initially rejected, the evidence for it is kept in our files and databases, in case further examples turn up. The OED's Quotations Room contains thousands of words for which we have only a single example, many of them dating back decades or even centuries: usurance has been awaiting a second example since 1912, and abrasure since 1827!

Obsolete words

The reverse situation does not apply: if a word has dropped out of use, it is not removed from the Dictionary.

Because the OED is a historical dictionary, if a word becomes rare or obsolete, it is simply labelled as such rather than deleted. Anybody coming across the word when reading an old book will still be able to find out what it means by looking it up in the OED.

Aren't all words included?

A common myth about the OED is that it contains every word that is or has ever been part of the English language. Sadly, this is not the case. The English language is far too large and diverse to be fully recordable in a dictionary, even one the size of the OED.

When a word has been chosen for inclusion

Once sufficient evidence has been amassed for a word to be included, the process of writing the definition can begin

Writing the OED
Choosing which words to include

A question commonly asked of every lexicographer is "How do you choose which words go into the Dictionary?"

Oxford's reading programmes pick up thousands of new words each year, but a new word is not included in the OED unless it has "caught on" and become established in the language. Words that are only used for a short period of time, or by a very small number of people, are not included.
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	We normally require several independent examples of the word being used
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To determine whether a word has caught on, we normally require several independent examples of the word being used, and also evidence that the word has been in use for a reasonable span of time. The exact span of time and number of examples can vary from word to word: a word may be included on the evidence of only a few examples, if these are spread out over a long period of time. Conversely, a large number of examples collected over a short period of time can show that a word has very quickly become established.

Of course, even if a word is initially rejected, the evidence for it is kept in our files and databases, in case further examples turn up. The OED's Quotations Room contains thousands of words for which we have only a single example, many of them dating back decades or even centuries: usurance has been awaiting a second example since 1912, and abrasure since 1827!

Obsolete words

The reverse situation does not apply: if a word has dropped out of use, it is not removed from the Dictionary.

Because the OED is a historical dictionary, if a word becomes rare or obsolete, it is simply labelled as such rather than deleted. Anybody coming across the word when reading an old book will still be able to find out what it means by looking it up in the OED.

Aren't all words included?

A common myth about the OED is that it contains every word that is or has ever been part of the English language. Sadly, this is not the case. The English language is far too large and diverse to be fully recordable in a dictionary, even one the size of the OED.

When a word has been chosen for inclusion

Once sufficient evidence has been amassed for a word to be included, the process of writing the definition can begin.

Writing the OED
Writing the definition

The meaning of a word can usually be determined from the examples of usage we have collected.

It takes years of training and practice for a lexicographer to be able to encapsulate this meaning accurately in a single sentence.

When quotations aren't enough

It usually only takes a few minutes for a lexicographer to get a rough idea of the meaning of a new word from the quotations provided by the reading programme. These quotations do not, however, always provide enough information for a full definition.

For example, it quickly becomes apparent from the following quotations that mahewu is a type of non-alcoholic drink.

1988 T. DANGAREMBGA Nervous Conditions (1993) iii. 41 Beer was therefore taboo at this gathering, and the company was having to make do with mahewu, left to stand as long as possible without actually letting the mash ferment. 

1991 Independent 1 Nov. 22/7 Mrs Msora intends to teach Amai Farai bottling techniques so that she can sell mahewu and fruit drinks at the local rural centre 3km away or further afield in town. 

In order to improve on “a type of non-alcoholic drink”, we need to do some research. We need to know where mahewu is made, what it is made from, and so on. This involves using our electronic resources and looking in libraries for more information, until we have enough to write a full definition. The draft definition is then sent to a specialist consultant, who will point out any mistakes or missing information. Finally, we are able to label the entry “S. Afr.” (indicating that the word is used mainly in South Africa), and say that mahewu is:

A non-alcoholic home-brewed drink made of thin, slightly fermented maize-meal porridge, often with wheat flour added; a similar, commercially manufactured drink sold in cartons, or in the form of an instant ready-mix. 

Mind your language
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	Occasionally it is impossible to avoid using an unfamiliar word in a definition
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The wording of a definition has to tread a fine line between being widely understandable and being technically accurate. Occasionally it is impossible to avoid using an unfamiliar word in a definition.

For example, one of the meanings of the sumo-wrestling term maegashira is defined in the OED's Third Edition as “the lower rank of wrestler within the Makunouchi division”. Using the word Makunouchi in the definition has the disadvantage that the reader may then have to look it up separately. However, a definition which did not use this word would be twice as long and much more difficult to read.

For clarity, definitions must also be written in a consistent style. There are many different categories of words which have certain features in common, such as names of chemical elements, words ending in -phobia, verbs, and so on. The common features of a type word are reflected in particular aspects of its definition. For example, the definition of each chemical element includes its atomic number and some of its physical properties.

Why revise the OED's definitions?

The original OED, published between 1884 and 1928, conformed to all these guidelines, and yet its definitions still need revising.

This is partly because the language has changed so much in the last hundred years or so that many of its definitions now appear ambiguous, archaic, and sometimes even offensive.

For example, the definition of bicycle from the first edition of the OED reads “A machine for rapid riding, consisting of a saddle-seat surmounting two wheels, to which the rider communicates motion by means of treadles; a two-wheeled velocipede”.

The same process will happen to the definitions we are now writing, so that in a hundred years time, or fifty, or less, much of the OED will once again need to be revised.

In addition, electronic searching of the OED's text allows other improvements to be made:

· Every quotation in the OED can be searched for evidence of a word. When the OED was first compiled, the editors only had access to those slips which had been filed under the word. Now that we have the full text of the OED as a searchable database, the histories of words can be more fully investigated. 

· Related entries can be compared much more easily, allowing the definitions to be more consistent. The original editors, writing the entries from scratch over a period of many years, made gradual improvements in their style as they gained experience by solving problems posed by particular entries. By this time, though, parts of the Dictionary had already been published and could not be changed. 

Arranging the definitions

When a word has several different meanings, these must be arranged within the entry so as to give a clear picture of how the word is used.

Definitions are grouped together into sets of related meanings. The OED is a historical dictionary, so these sets are arranged chronologically according to the evidence of first usage. This makes it important for the OED to trace the earliest example of every meaning of a word.

· The Second Edition of the OED traced the word futuristic back as far as 1958, but recent research on the Internet has turned up an example from 1908. 

Illustrating the definitions

Each definition in the revised OED is accompanied by a selection of the quotation evidence. This provides an illustration of the word being used in that particular sense, from its earliest recorded usage down to the most recent.

Writing the OED
Etymology

The etymology of a word describes how it entered the English language. Words arrive from a multitude of different sources. Some are simply formed by combining an existing word with a prefix or suffix; others have very complicated histories, passing through forms in various languages before finally entering English.

	[image: image32.png]




	Words arrive from a multitude of different sources
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Tracing a complex etymology of the latter kind involves thorough research in the historical dictionaries of various languages, and often consultation with a specialist in a particular language or period of history.

Borrowing

Foreign languages are still a common source of new words, which are borrowed for various reasons, for example:

· as the name of a food or dish originating in the region where the language is spoken (e.g. bhaji, tzatziki) 

· to describe a cultural or political concept originating in or unique to that region (e.g. feng shui, Knesset, glasnost) 

· as the name of an animal or plant found in that region (e.g. kiwi, aardvark, jojoba) 

Specialist knowledge of these languages is important in properly describing the word in the language from which the English term is derived.

The etymology of magazine in the OED's Third Edition reads:

< Middle French magasin (1409; maguesin 1389) < Italian magazzino (1348; cf. post-classical Latin magazinus 1214 in an Italian source), ult. < Arabic makzan, makzin storehouse < kazana to store up. Cf. post-classical Latin magazenum (1228 in a document from Marseilles), Italian regional magazeno, magazzeno (from 14th cent.), Spanish †magazén. The Arabic word, with prefixed article al-, appears also as Spanish almacén (1225), Portuguese armazém warehouse (16th cent.). 

Blending

Another way in which new words enter the language is by blending two or more existing words, or parts of words. The etymologies of such words note the original words which have been blended, and sometimes other words which have either been formed in the same way or which the new word is intended to resemble. Examples of such words include digerati (from digital and literati), affluenza (from affluent and influenza), and chocoholic (from chocolate and alcoholic).

The etymology of Trustafarian in the OED's Third Edition reads:

Blend of trust (in trust fund s.v. TRUST n. 8a) and RASTAFARIAN n. 

Invention

Scientific terms are frequently coined specifically for the purpose of describing a new discovery, invention, or concept. In writing the etymology of such terms, our aim is to trace the coinage where possible, usually by following references in the scientific literature.

Further research is also necessary, to find out why the word took the form it did: a new mineral may be named after the place where it was found (e.g. bauxite, from Les Baux in south-east France); a drug may be named by combining elements of the words which describe its molecule (e.g. diazepam, from benzodiazepine and amide); a biological structure may be given a name based on Latin or Greek words describing its function or appearance (e.g. mastigoneme, a hair-like structure taking its name from the ancient Greek words for whip and thread). Sometimes, a word may simply have been made up (e.g. nylon), and we need to record if this has been the case.

Writing the OED
Spellings: the headword, and alternatives

One of the less obvious tasks in writing a dictionary is deciding how to spell the headword, the word that appears at the top of the entry.

	[image: image34.png]




	The most common current spelling is the one given as the headword
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This decision is normally based on the evidence: the most common current spelling is the one given as the headword. In most cases, the decision is quite straightforward, but occasionally it requires some thought. For example, on-line has become online in the OED, as the balance of evidence shifted in favour of the unhyphenated form.

Oxford's house style occasionally takes precedence, as with verbs which can end -ize or -ise, where the -ize spelling is always used.

The OED aims to show every form in which a word has occurred throughout its history. Prior to the invention of printing, there were no dictionaries or other guides to spelling, so scribes simply made their best guess. This was usually an attempt to represent in writing the way the words sounded, which resulted in a great deal of regional variation.

The quotation evidence from our databases and from historical dictionaries such as the Middle English Dictionary are vital in describing the history of how a word has been spelled. Words that have been part of the English language for a long time often occur in dozens of different forms.

The entry for mackerel in the OED's Third Edition contains the following list of spellings:

Forms: ME macrelle, makerelle, makyrelle, ME-15 makarell, makerell, ME-16 macrel, makrel, makrell, ME-17 macrell, ME-18 mackerell, makerel, 15 macquerel, macquerell, 15-17 mackarell, mackrell, 16 maquerel, 16-17 macril, macrill, maycril, 16-18 mackaral, mackarel, mackrel, 16- mackerel, 17 maccarel, mackril, 18- mackeral; Sc. pre-17 mackreel, macrell, makarell, makcaral, makral, makrall, makreill, makrel, makrell, pre-17 mackrel, 18- macrel. Pl. mackerel. 

Since the invention of the printing press, spelling has become much less variable, partly because printers wanted uniformity and partly because of a growing interest in language study during the Renaissance. Variations still occur, especially in the case of words entering the language from foreign languages such as Sanskrit or Chinese, where the method of Anglicizing the word can vary. Examples of such words include mah-jong (from Chinese; also spelled mah-jongg, mah jongh, etc.), wigwam (from Ojibwa; formerly also spelled wigg-wham, weekwam, etc.), and khaki (from Urdu; formerly also spelled kharkie, karkee, etc.).
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	Since the invention of the printing press, spelling has become much less variable
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Sometimes a variant spelling is only spotted by chance: the word mahurat, meaning "an auspicious moment for beginning an enterprise", and originating in Sanskrit, was published in the OED for the first time in March 2000, when OED Online was launched. A colleague from Delhi, who was being given a demonstration of a prototype version of OED Online, pointed out that it had an alternative spelling muhurat, just in time for it to be added to the entry prior to publication.

Writing the OED
Pronunciation

Writing the pronunciation of a common word for a dictionary is not quite as simple a matter as using one's personal knowledge of how a word is pronounced.

Oxford's lexicographers speak in a variety of regional accents, but the British pronunciation given in Dictionary entries reflects that of educated speakers in southern England. In practice, we are guided by work that has already been done by specialists.

The pronunciations in the OED are given in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), which uses letters and symbols to represent the various sounds which the human voice can make.

The Third Edition, currently being published in parts online, gives pronunciations for every word that is not obsolete, and now routinely gives a standard U.S. pronunciation alongside the British one. In the case of words spoken chiefly in a particular region, a pronunciation for that region is also given.

The entry for maidener in the OED's Third Edition gives the following pronunciations:
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The OED also notes when a pronunciation or stress pattern has significantly changed. The quotation evidence provides vital clues. For example, an occurrence of a word in a line of a poem can give an indication of how it was pronounced in speech.

The rhythm of this line of verse indicates that the word sinister was pronounced with the stress on the second syllable: 

1726 E. FENTON in Pope et al. tr. Homer Odyssey V. XX. 304 The bird of Jove truss'd..a trembling dove; Sinister to their hope! 

Writing the OED
Electronic resources

Once the reading programmes have alerted us to a new word or meaning, we use electronic resources to provide more evidence of that word, in order to fully determine its definition and trace its history.

A large number of databases are available to Oxford lexicographers.

Incomings

The Incomings database contains over two million quotations from the main UK and North American Reading Programmes maintained by the OED. The advantage of this database over the traditional method of writing out a quotation on a slip of paper and filing it alphabetically is that any word from a quotation can be matched by a search, not just the “catchword” that caught the original reader's attention.

This allows the reading programmes to concentrate on highlighting new or unusual words and meanings, since the quotations for these words will also contain a number of common words, which are just as easy to find by electronic searching.

Searches on this database can also be restricted to a particular date range, subject, or location, which can be useful when trying to trace an example of a common word with a specific meaning in a particular region or field of study, etc.

The British National Corpus

The British National Corpus (BNC) is a database of 100 million words of English as written and spoken in the UK. It consists of a balanced collection of whole texts and large parts of texts of different levels of formality and technicality, including hundreds of books, newspapers, magazines, and journals from the latter part of the twentieth century, as well as transcripts of spoken English and ephemera such as leaflets, advertisements, and tickets.

Searching for a common word in the BNC shows how many meanings it has, how frequently those meanings are used, and in what context.

The British National Corpus was compiled in a collaboration between Oxford University Press, Oxford University Computing Services, Longman, Chambers, the Unit for Computer Research on the English Language at Lancaster University, and the Research and Development Department at the British Library.

The World Wide Web

In the last few years there has been an explosion in the number of resources available to lexicographers on the Internet. Of particular use have been large text databases such as the Chadwyck-Healey Literature Online, a vast collection of prose and poetry covering a period of several centuries; the Making of America database, containing facsimiles of early American texts; Medline, containing medical abstracts; JSTOR, containing facsimiles of many journals; Nexis, an archive of newspapers and magazines from the last thirty years; and many more.

Writing the OED
Library research

The dictionary department at Oxford University Press has its own library, which we use when researching the definition of a word.

We also often need the resources of a larger library. In such cases a request is sent to a researcher in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, the British Library in London, the Library of Congress in Washington, or any of several others.

The main tasks of a library researcher are as follows:

· To find extra information needed for the definition of a word. 

· To search for the earliest evidence of a word in use, so we can determine as closely as possible when a word entered the language. In some cases, such as scientific terminology, it is often possible to determine exactly when a word was coined, by tracing references in the scientific literature. 

· To search for recent evidence of a word, so we can say whether or not a word has dropped out of use. 

· To check in an original text a word that has appeared in a later edition, an abstract, etc. 

· To ascertain whether a word is registered as a trade mark, so that we can record this fact in the definition if necessary. 

Writing the OED
Bibliographic standardization

The definition of each word in the OED is based on written evidence of the word in use. A selection of this evidence appears in the Dictionary in the form of a set of short quotations illustrating the definition.

Great care must be taken to ensure that this evidence is reliable. A specialist group of bibliographers make sure that the quotations that appear in the Dictionary are cited from the earliest or most reliable editions of works, so that the text and date of evidence are as accurate as possible.

For example, the earliest evidence for the word concession cited in the original OED is as follows:

1647 CLARENDON Hist. Reb. (1843) I. 6/1 By his concession of the violent passion his highness was transported with.

This quotation came from the 1843 edition of the Earl of Clarendon's History of the Rebellion and civil wars in England. The reader assumed that the text was the same in the original manuscript of 1647, and the OED gave this as the date of the quotation.

On checking, however, the same passage in the first edition (published in 1702) reads "By his Yielding ...". The word concession does not appear at all.

We therefore cannot cite 1647 as the date of the earliest recorded evidence of this word, and the revised quotation reads:

1843 Clarendon's Hist. Rebellion (rev. ed.) I. 6/1 By his concession of the violent passion his highness was transported with.

Staff of the Oxford English Dictionary
Editorial
Chief Editor: John Simpson

Deputy Chief Editor: Edmund Weiner

Managing Editor: Michael Proffitt

Principal Editors (Oxford): Graeme Diamond, Gillian Evans, Rosamund Ions, Emma Lenz;  Principal Etymologist: Philip Durkin; Principal Bibliographer: Veronica Hurst

Editor-at-large (North America): Jesse Sheidlower

Managing Editor (Non-European words): Joanna Tulloch

Associate Editors: Peter Gilliver, Alan Hughes, Sara Kirkham, Jeremy Marshall, Bernadette Paton, David Shirt, Bill Trumble

Senior Editors: Melinda Babcock (Library Research), Andrew Ball, Anthony Esposito (Etymology), Juliet Field, Jillian Kearney, Fiona McPherson, Gerard O'Reilly, Danuta Padley, John Paterson (Bibliography), Jennifer Price, Clare Senior, Nicholas Shearing, Tania Styles (Etymology)

Senior Assistant Editors: Catherine Bailey, Sue Baines, Jemma Best, Sarah Couper (Etymology), Meraud Grant Ferguson (Bibliography), Giles Goodland, Sarah Hutchinson, Lisa Johnston, Jane McCauley (Etymology), David Martin, Sarah Ogilvie, Samantha Schad (Etymology), Katrin Thier (Etymology), Sarah Williams

Assistant Editors: Brigid Allen (Library Research), Victor William Cook (Library Research), Phil Gerrish (Bibliography), Valerie Gorman (Library Research), Andreas Gröger (Etymology), David Karunanithy (Library Research), Katherine Connor Martin (New York), Inge Milfull (Etymology), Aliki Pantos, Jamie Whitehead

Management and administrative
Director: Penny Silva

Project Manager: Rosemary Roberts

Project Planner: Jane Millar

Project Coordinator: Julieanne Porter

Departmental Secretary: Margot Charlton

Clerical Assistant: Clive Holt

Departmental Assistants: Kathy Anderson, Michael Hurrell

Sales and Marketing, Online products
Sales and Marketing Director, Online Products: Susanna Lob

Sales and Marketing Managers: Anne Kail, Alison Smith

Sales and Marketing Executives: Machteld de Waard, Anita Joice, Paul Kelly

Sales and Marketing Coordinator: Sally Gough

Subscriptions Manager: Kirsty Lewis

Senior Customer Service Administrator: Angela Field

Customer Service Assistants: Mike Perry, Natalie Taylor

North and South America
Reference Sales and Marketing Director: Rebecca Seger

Associate Director of Sales and Marketing: Lisa Nachtigall

Online Sales and Support Manager: Steve Aaronson

Network/Consortia Account Manager: Alan Roseman

Inside Sales Representatives: Donna McGrane, John Moore

Account Services Coordinators: Nolen Harris, Bianca Jordan

Technology
Development Manager: Mike Monaghan

Online Publication Manager: Yvonne Warburton

Software Engineer: Katrina Campbell

Online Publication Developer: Mark Dunn

Web Service Analyst: Jane Windebank

Library research
Oxford: David Banks, Carlos Canosa-Mas, Catherine Henstridge, Ralph Evans

London: Richard Beatty, Richard Carpenter, Jillian Dudman, Lavinia Griffiths, Lucy Hall

Washington, D.C.: Jon Ross Simon, Pamela Wagner, Adriana Younskevicius

New Haven: Jane Garry

New York: Jon Danziger

Boston: Sally Hinkle

Toronto: Michelle Melady

Bibliographical research:
Keren Baston, Lynne Doy, Elizabeth Lock, Graham Nicholls

Quotation reverification
Oxford: Catherine Dille, Patrick Flanery, Jack Flavell, Sally Jenkins, Bob Lindsey, Julian Lock, Anne McConnell, Vassilis Vavoulis, April Warman

London: Valerie Cooper, Lesley Lawson

Bristol: Ailsa Grant Ferguson

Etymological language checking
Mark Atherton, Antonia Barke, Pietro Bortone, Gail Hemming, Kirstin Kennedy, Tamar Nelson, Freda Hughes, Jacqueline Russom, Dick Wortel

Principal contributors to the reading programmes and quotation files
Pat Back, Colin Bagnall, Katherine Barber, Charlotte Barrow, John Birchall, Alex Bisset, Jonathan Blaney, Madeline Bonasera, Edith Bonner, Suzanne Carthy, Geoff Charters, Robert L. Cherry, Chris Collier, Victor William Cook, Charles Deodene, Susie Ford, Tony Gordon, Charlotte Graves Taylor, Jonathon Green, Alan Hartley, Freda Hughes, Edward L. Janusz (also reading-programme administration), Bernard W. Kane, Daria Kelly-Uhlig, Andrew Lintern-Ball, Duncan McAngus, Rod McConchie, Alexander McIntyre, Ruth Mateer, Ann Miner, Eleanor Niblett, Vivienne Painting, Richard Terence Porter, Bill Principe, Michael Quinion, Merle Read, David Rode, Jane Sellman, Fred Shapiro, Stuart Silverstein, Sue Surova (also reading-programme administration), Kakoli Thompson, Tabitha Tuckett, Laurence Urdang, Nicholas Warren, Jelly Williams

Many hundreds of others have contributed material occasionally or on a more regular basis to the Dictionary. Their assistance and encouragement has been invaluable to the editors.

Proof-reading
Margaret McKay

Data capture assistants
Rachel Adams, Susanne Charlett, Diane Diffley, Judi Lancashire, Pam Marjara, Fabienne Pearson, Kay Pepler, Kate Tadman-Mourby, Elizabeth Thompson, Marion Whalley, Anne Whear



Staff history 
(in alphabetical order by title)
Assistant Editors: Christopher Bailey (Etymology, -1998), Edith Bonner (-1991), John Considine (Etymology, -1996), Jason Finch (-1998), Mathew Fletcher (-1996), Jane Griffiths (-2002), Kirsten Hayman (-2000), Simon Hunt (Etymology, -1996), Marcella McCarthy (Etymology, -1999), Madeline McDonnell (New York, -2003), Judy Pearsall (-1991), Tabitha Tuckett (1997), Anthony Waddell (-1991)

Assistant Product Manager (US): Jill Kaderly (-2000)

Associate Editors: Georgia Hole (-1995), Elizabeth Knowles (-1993), Freda Thornton (-1995)

Chief Designer: Mike Monaghan (-1998)

Consortia Sales Managers: Rosa Perez (-2004), Jane Skober (-2003)

Customer Service Assistant: Nicola McDonough (-2004)

Data capture: (formerly) Melissa Abbots, Charlotte Barrow, Charles Blackmore, Gae Burchett-Vass, Sally Francisco, Martin Green, Lorien Kite, Jennifer Linton, Jessica Maybar, Graham Oliver, Steve Siddle, Marcia Slater, Catherine Tennant, Tim Weekes, Lorraine Whiting, Susan Wilkin, Roger Young

Data Capture Coordinator: Steve Siddle (-1996)

Departmental Archivist: Jenny McMorris (-2002)

Departmental Assistants: Mary Burns (-1999), Gladys Pepler (-1999), Clare Todd (-1999)

Departmental Librarian: Valerie Bate (-1995), Jane Jakeman (-1999)

Departmental Secretary: Bridget Morris (-1996)

Deputy System Administrator: Suzanne Pinnington (-2005)

Director, North American Reading Programme: Jeffery Triggs (-1999)

Editorial Coordinator: Julia Swannell (-1991)

Etymological language checking: (formerly) Brad Bedingfield, Alison Campbell, Raymond Edwards, Luis Gomes, Marion Lupu, Artan Përnaska, Laura Pinnavaia, Tim Reid, Louise Rosen, Sophie Rowlatt, Martin Sindelar, Elizabeth Turek, Anna Wallin-Ashcroft, Simon Wickham-Smith, Jason Zerdin

Library research:  Oxford: Julie Bowdler (-1991), Jane Brownlow (-1999), Sharon Cure (-1999), Margaret Davies (-1993), Julia Esplen (-2001), Gigi Horsfield (-2003), Fleur Kinson (-2001), Joshua Pendragon (-2003);  London: Alix Jackson (-2003), Jillian Kearney (-2000), Catherine Malone (-1998), Duncan McAngus (-2001), Patrick Vasey (-1994);  Washington, D. C.: Nancy Balz (-2001), Melissa Conway (-1991), Daphne Gilbert-Carter (-1991), Dorothy Hanks (-1996), Susan Hines (-1998), Shari Jacobson (-1996), Adriana Orr (-1991);  New Haven: Lori Bronars (-1993);  New York: Rita Keckeissen (-2003);  Kingston, Ontario: Margery Fee (-1994);  San Francisco: Ken Feinstein (-1993)

Online Product Director (US): Royalynn O'Connor (-2000)

Principal contributors to the reading programmes and quotation files: (formerly) Emma Back, Pat Baker, Joan Barker, Valerie Bate, Janet Begnoche, Sylvia Brown, Carl Buckley, Victoria Burke, Lauren Busciglio (also reading-programme administration), Liz Byrne, Alda Caparrelli, Ruth Chitty, George Chowdharay-Best, Martin Coleman, Simon Collery, P. C. Collier, Joanna Dales, Richard Dance, Catherine De'Freitas, Katheryn Doran, Mathew Englander, Stephen Eyre, Emma Fontanella, Noel Marie Gaeta, Marybeth Geanious, Alesia Goginsky, Daria Goginsky, Chris Grimshaw, Philip Hallard, David Harley, Joan Harries, Susan Hill, Joanne Hindman, Philip Hine, Bronic Holden, Amanda Holton, Stijn Hoppenbrouwers, Victoria Jansen, John Kelly, Anna Kirby, Manda Levin, Amanda Lyon, Marcella McCarthy, Sarah Mawditt, Scott Morrison, Andrea Nagy, Jennie Neary, Mary O'Donnell, J. Onoszko, Sara Pennell, Sir Edward Playfair, Rebecca Pressman, Gillian Rathbone, Stephen Redenbaugh, Vivien Redman, Susan Rennie, Allan Rostron, Johanna Schneider, Kathy Shock, David Shulman, Jean Shuttleworth, C. J. Spittall, Trish Stableford, Marcy Stamper, Matthew Steggle, Robert Sykes, Helen Triggs, Sara Triggs, Elizabeth Turek, Jenny Vince, Maeve Walsh, Peter Wexler, Mary White, Lorraine Whiting, Helen Wilkinson, Barbara Witemayer, Wayne Wunderlich, Diana Wyatt, Alexandria Zander, Stefan Zielinski

Principal Editors: James McCracken (-2001), Tania Young (-2001)

Project Coordinator: Carolyn Garwes (-1999), Rena Jones (-1994)

Project Director: Timothy Benbow (-1997); Ewen Fletcher (-1999); Martin Richardson (-2001)

Project Manager: Gill Walker (-2004)

Proof-readers: (formerly) Charlotte Barrow, Edith Bonner, Hazel Clark, Juliet Field, Janet Foot, Sara Hawker, Simon Hunt, Lisa Johnston, Helen Marriage, Patricia Moore, Rosemary Morlin, Hania Porucznik, Clare Senior, Clare Taylor; Melissa Abbots (proof collation), Susan Vickers (proof administration)

Publication Assistant: Alan Cohen (-2000)

Publication Coordinator: Lesley Blake (-2000)

Quotation reverification:  Oxford: Mark Allen (-1996), Gill Austen (-1995), Ralph Bates (-1996), Simon Collery (-1998), John Considine (-1996), Victor William Cook (-1998), Catherine Dille (-1997), Mathew Fletcher (-1994), Paul Gibbard (-1998), Gill Gilbert (-1998), Christopher Hughes (-1997), Bryn James (-1998), David James (-1997), Gordon Keable (-2003), Karen Kiessling, Eleri Larkum (-1998), Clare Loughlin (-1997), Anne McConnell, Timothy Morton (-1995), Katharine Parsons (-1995), Richard Ramage (-2004), Abigail Reynolds (-1997), Shannon Russell (-1996), Victoria Staveley (-1997), Robert White (-1994), Abigail Williams (-1997);  London: Tom Adair (-2001), Emma Back (-1997), Jocelyn Catty (-1998), Mark Dinnage (-1996), Helen Gyde (-1996), Catherine Malone (-1995), Alex Scrimgeour (-1998);  Bristol: Christopher Monaghan (-1997)  United States: Ruth Sternglantz (-1994)

Research Assistants: (formerly) Evadne Adrian-Vallance, Lucy Atkins, Emma Back, Catherine Bailey, Alexandra Barratt, Hannah Betts, John Birchall, Paromita Chakravarti, Ruth Clayton, Juliet Field, Mathew Fletcher, Patricia Greene, Gail Hemming (Etymology), Rachel Hiley, Veronica Hurst (Bibliography), David James, Keith Jebb, Peter Jenkins, Jonathan Jones, Heloise King, Barbara Levick, Elizabeth Lowry, Brian McKenna, Alistair Melville-Smith, Paul Messerschmidt, Adam Paton, Eric Peyton, Janet Phillips, Hania Porucznik, Murray Pratt, Rob Pursey, Alistair Ricketts, Ian Shiels, Nicola Smyth, Catherine Soanes, Andrew Strachan, Rebecca Sudworth, Peter Sweasey, Kate Taylor, Tabitha Tuckett, Susan Vickers, Katharine Weale

Sales and Marketing Coordinator: Charlotte Moss (-2003), David Towsey (-2005)

Sales and Marketing Executives: Hannah Baker (-2004), Pauline Dilworth (-2005), Helen Edgington (-2000), Alison Hilton (-2001), Barbara Walshe (-2004)

Senior Assistant Editors: John Birchall (Etymology, -1999), Bess Bradfield (-2004), George Chowdharay-Best (Library Research, -2000), Lynne Doy (Bibliography, -1998), Neil Fulton (Etymology, -2002), Duncan McAngus (-1999), Richard Palmer (-2000), Margaret Scott (Etymology, -2004), Judy Selfe (-1999), Angus Stevenson (-1993), Robert Sykes (-1999), Abigail Zitin (New York, -2004)

Senior Editors: Olivia Duncan (-2002), Eleanor Niblett (-2002)

Software Engineers: (formerly) Richard Akroyd, Dan Barker, Laura Elliott, Jane Few, Phil James, Frank Keenan, Jonathan Kilgour, Blaise Machin, Lisa Pearce, Linda Pratt, Tommy Wareing, Ian Wright

System Administrator: (formerly) Nick Bourner, Stuart Jenkins, John Keenan, Ian Meikle, Chris Rust

Technology Manager: James Howes (-1995), Ray Hawi (-1995), Ewen Fletcher (-1997), Richard Sabido (-1998), John Carmichael (-2001), Ande George (-2003)

Web Site Production Editor: Ben Coney (-2004)

Consultants, advisers, and contributors

Advisory Committee

Professor Christopher Butler (chair) 
Professor Jean Aitchison 
Professor Anna Morpurgo Davies, DBE 
Lord Quirk 
Professor Eric Stanley 
Professor Gabrielle Stein

Consultants

The Editors are indebted to the following for specialist advice on aspects of entries in the New Edition and the three Additions volumes.

Professor Flor Aarts, Mr K. T. Achaya, Professor Anders Ahlqvist, Dr Robert Allen, Professor Richard Allsopp, Dr Stanley Alpern, Miss Janet Arnold.

Professor John Baines, Dr Nick Baines, Dr Philip Baker, Mr D. Ballantyne, Professor Ayo Bamgbose, Ms Katherine Barber, Mr Don Barclay, Professor Michael Barnes, Mr Robert Barnhart, Dr David Barrett, Mrs Priscilla Bawcutt, Mr Paul Beale, Dr Philip Beckett, Mr Ian Beestin, Professor Jim Bennett, Dr Henry Bennet-Clark, Professor Michael Benton, Ms Donna Lee Berg, Mr Jeff Betz, Mr Alex Bisset, Dr Jeremy Black, Professor John Black, Mr Howard Blackmore, Mr Claude Blair, Dr Jean-Alain Blanchon, Mr Willem Botha, Mr Ron Bowater, Mr Richard Boyle, Dr Saville Bradbury, Dr Paul Brand, Dr Jean Branford, Professor William Branford, Dr Andrew Breeze, Professor Rolf H. Bremmer Jr, Dr Sebastian Brock, Professor John Brooke, Dr Clare Browne, Dr Martin Bryce, Dr Robert Burchfield, Mr Peter Burnett, Professor David Burnley, Mr Tony Burton.

Professor Michael Cable, Professor Robert Cahn, Dr John Caldwell, Dr Richard Cammack, Mr Andrew Carr, Dr Lawrence Carrington, Dr John Carson, Dr Nicoletta Casagrande, Professor Frederic Cassidy, Professor Victor Castellani, Dr R. Cerron Palomino, Professor Ian Christie, Dr James Clackson, Dr Mike Clark, Dr Helen Clifford, Mr Nigel Clifford, Dr Frank Close, Dr Victor Clube, Professor I. Bernard Cohen, Dr Julie Coleman, Sir Howard Colvin, Dr Stephen Colvin, Dr John Considine, Ms Marie-Hélène Corréard, Dr Marilyn Corrie, Mr John Cottis, Mr Mike Cowlishaw, Mrs Nancy Cox, Dr David Cram, Mr Neil Crawford, Mr Arthur Credland, Dr Joe Cribb, Dr Quentin Cronk.

Dr David Dalby, Dr Richard Dance, Mr J. Dauncy, Professor Herbert David, Mr Alan Davidson, Dr J. H. C. S. Davidson, Dr Chris Davies, Dr Christopher Day, Dr Trevor Dean, Professor Allen G. Debus, Dr Dennis Deletant, Professor Bardhyl Demiraj, Professor David Denison, Dr Paul Dennis, Dr Anthony Deverson, Professor Bernhard Diensberg, Professor Philip Drazin, Professor Glen Dudbridge, Professor David J. Dwyer.

Dr Frederick Emmison, Mr Donovan Evans, Mrs Kati Evans.

Dr Patricia Fara, Dr Douglas Farnie, Dr Margery Fee, Professor Peter Fellgett, Dr Julia Flanders, Mr Michael Fleming, Dr Christopher Foot, Dr John Forrest, Dr David Fowler, Mr P. J. L. Frankl, Mr Harvey Freilich, Mr Douglas Freund, Professor Graham Furniss.

Mr Walter Gale, Dr Stathis Gauntlett, Dr Paul Geraghty, Mr Charlie Gillett, Professor Owen Gingerich, Dr Peter Glare, Professor Ives Goddard, Professor Manfred Görlach, Professor Charles Goodhart, Mr Rody Gorman, Dr Chris Gosden, Mr Benjamin du Plessis Goslin, Dr John Gould, Mr John Graham, Professor Ivor Grattan-Guinness, Mr Christopher Gravett, Mr Jonathon Green, Dr Mark Griffith, Mr Michael Grose, Dr David Grylls, Dr Anthea Gupta, Mr Dominic Gwynn.

Dr Joan Hall, Dr Roland Hall, Professor Ian Hancock, Dr Philip Hardie, Mr David Harley, Duncan Harrington, Mrs Jessica Harrison, Mr Alan Hartley, Mr Andrew Hawke, Dr Katrina Hayward, Professor Antonette diPaolo Healey, Professor John Healey, Ms Donna Heddle, Professor Bernd Heine, Mr Stephen Herbert, Professor B. George Hewitt, Dr M. T. Heydeman, Professor Raymond Hickey, Revd Dr Richard Hills, Mr Terry Hoad, Dr Peter Hoare, Dr Joan Holland, Mrs Deborah Honoré, Dr James Howard-Johnson, Dr David Howlett, Mr Giles Hudson, Dr Tony Hunt, Mrs Ann Hyland.

Dr David Ibbetson, Dr Joanna Innes.

Dr Philip Jaggar, Dr Frank James, Mr Philip Jarrett, Dr Dorothy Jauncey, Dr Lisa Jefferson, Dr Penelope Johnstone, Dr Malcolm Jones, Melissa Lynn Jones, Mr Nicholas Jones, Dr Russell Jones.

Professor Dieter Kastovsky, Mr Peter Kemp, Dr Tom Kemp, Professor Graeme Kennedy, Mr John Kenyon, Ms Hilary Kent, Dr Simon Keynes, Professor Geoffrey Khan, Dr Helen King, Professor Alan Kirkness, Professor William Kirwin, Professor Harriet Klein, Dr Paul Klenerman, Professor David Knight, Professor K. Koike, Professor William Kretzschmar, Dr Petek Kurtböke.

Dr Ann Lackie, Dr Meg Laing, Dr R. Lambourne, Professor Ian Lancashire, Professor David Langslow, Professor Roger Lass, Professor J. Derek Latham, Edward Lavitt, Professor Joshua Lederberg, Professor John Leech, Dr Elisabeth Leedham-Green, Dr Michael Lesk, Professor Geoffrey Lewis, Dr James Lewis, Mr Waldo Lewis, Dr Peter Lipton, Dr T. W. A. Little, Professor W. B. Lockwood, Dr Harry Logan, Dr Andrew Louth, Professor Paul Luna, Dr Tom Lundskær-Nielsen.

Dr Caroline Macafee, Professor Peter Mackridge, Dr A. M. MacLean, Professor Ian Maclean, Ms Iseabail Macleod, Revd Tim Macquiban, Mr R. B. Madge, Dr Terry Mahoney, Professor Martin Maiden, Dr L. Malakhovski, Professor Alexis Manaster Ramer, Mr Michael Mann, Ms Dorothea Mantzel, Dr Angela Marcantonio, Dr Francis Marriott, Dr Brian Marsden, Mr John Marson, Mr John Martin Robinson, Professor P. Matthews, Dr Anki Mattisson, Professor Ernst Mayr, Mr J. McAleer, Mr Peter McClure, Dr R. McGregor, Dr Ian McLean, Professor Hew McLeod, Dr Frances McSparran, Dr Torsten Meissner, Dr D. W. Minter, Dr Charles Mitchell, Professor Frankwalt Möhren, Professor Fons Moerdijk, Dr Bruce Moore, Dr Kenneth Morgan, Robert Moriarty, Mr Alexander Morton, Mr James Mosley, Dr David Murison.

Dr Daisy Neijmann, Dr C. Nic Phaidin, Professor John North, Professor Vivian Nutton.

Professor C. O Dochartaigh, Dr Heather O'Donoghue, Mrs Iona Opie, Dr Harry Orsman, Dr Sandra Ott, Mr Geoffrey Oxley.

Professor Malcolm Parkes, Mr David Parkinson, Dr Stephen Parkinson, Mr David Parlett, Dr David Parsons, Professor Andrew Pawley, Mr Joshua Pendragon, Mr David Penn, Dr John Penney, Professor Christopher Perrins, Dr Anna Philpott, Professor W. J. J. Pijnenburg, Sir Edward Playfair, Mr Graham Pointon, Ms Jo Poke, Mr Barry Popik, Professor Rebecca Posner, Professor Ian Press, Dr John Price-Wilkin, Professor Daan Prinsloo.

Mr Michael Quinion.

Dr Charles Ramble, Dr William Ramson, Dr Charles Randriamasimanana, Mr Chris Ravilious, Dr Darrell Raymond, Mr Lloyd Readhead, Professor Phil Redmond, Dr Chris Reynolds, Ms Vivienne Richardson, Professor R. H. Robins, Dr Frank Robinson, Mrs Mairi Robinson, Professor Derek Roe, Professor Gary Rosenberg, Dr Harold Rosenberg, Professor Jerry Rosenberg, Mrs Penelope Ruddock, Dr Paul Russell.

Captain Tony Sainsbury, Dr Bertil Sandahl, Professor Sizwe Satyo, Roger Lea Scherer, Dr Martina Schultz, Mr D. L. F. Sealy, Mr Fred Shapiro, Dr Andrew Sherratt, Mr David Shulman, Mrs Penny Silva, Professor Nicholas Sims-Williams, Mrs Pauline Simpson, Dr Sarah Slaney, Dr David Smythe, Mr D. Smythe, Professor Peter Spargo, Mrs Erika Speel, Dr Jonathan Spencer, Mr Robert Spencer, Mrs Isabelle Stables, Dr Sol Steinmetz, Dr Gerald Stone, Dr Chris Stray, Dr S. S. Strickland, Revd Canon Vincent Strudwick, Professor Frits Stuurman, Dr Jackson Sun, Professor Stuart Sutherland, Ms Julia Swannell, Dr Louise Sylvester.

Professor Tao Jie, Mr Julian Temple, Dr Geoffrey Thomas, Dr Simon Thurley, Dr Kate Tiller, Dr Vanessa Toulmin, Dr Larry Trask, Professor Guenter Treitel, Professor David Trotter, Dr Elizabeth Tucker.

Dr Clive Upton, Professor James Urmson.

Professor T. G. Vallance, Professor Lars Vikør, Dr Sophia Voutsaki, Dr Valentin Vydrine.

Mr John Wagstaff, Mr Adrian Walker, Dr Donald Walker, Lord Walton of Detchant, Mr Nicholas Warren, Dr Michael Weitzmann, Mr Chris Wells, Dr Max Wheeler, Professor Derek Whiteside, Mr Ken Whyld, Mr Simon Wickham-Smith, Professor John Widdowson, Professor Maurice Wilkes, Professor Kay Williamson, Dr Keith Williamson, Mr Tim Wilson, Professor Lise Winer, Professor Michael Winterbottom, Ms Sarah Woodcock, Mr Thomas Woodcock, Dr G. J. M. Woodrow, Mrs Hazel Wright, Professor J. Clifford Wright, Dr Ruth Wynne-Davies.

Dr David Zorc, Dr Ghil`ad Zuckermann, Dr Leonard Zwilling.

Other advisers and contributors

The Editors are also indebted to the many others who have contributed information on particular entries in the Dictionary; also to the staff of the libraries, especially the Bodleian Library (Oxford), the British Library (London), the Library of Congress (Washington), and the New York Public Library, who have unfailingly treated the Dictionary's requests for information and assistance with courtesy and dispatch.

In addition, the staff of many dictionary projects and other research organizations have generously made available to the OED unpublished material and invaluable advice, especially:

The Anglo-Norman Dictionary (ed. Professor William Rothwell and Professor David Trotter) 
The Australian National Dictionary Centre (dir. Bruce Moore), Canberra 
The Dictionary of American Regional English (ed. Frederic Cassidy) 
The Dictionary of Caribbean English Usage (ed. Richard Allsopp) 
The Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources (ed. David Howlett), Oxford 
The Dictionary of Old English (ed. Antonette diPaolo Healey), Toronto 
The Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (ed. H. D. Watson et al.) 
The Dictionary Unit for South African English (dir. Kathy Kavanagh), Grahamstown 
The Historical Dictionary of American Slang (ed. Jonathan Lighter) 
The Middle English Dictionary (ed. Robert Lewis), Ann Arbor, Michigan 
The New Zealand Dictionary Unit (dir. Graeme Kennedy), Wellington 
The OUP US Dictionaries Program (dir. Christine Lindberg), Old Saybrook, Connecticut 
The Oxford Canadian Dictionary office (dir. Katherine Barber), Toronto 
The Scottish National Dictionary Association (dir. Iseabail Macleod)

Other organizations which have played a significant part in the work include the Brown Women Writers Project (Brown University), and the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor (especially Professor Richard Bailey and Professor Francis Blouin).

Dictionary facts

First Edition

Proposed size: 4 volumes, 6,400 pages (with provision for ‘a larger dictionary containing not fewer than 10 volumes, each containing not less than 1,600 pages’)

Actual size: 10 volumes, 15,490 pages

Proposed time to complete: 10 years

Actual time to complete: 70 years (from approval date)

Publication date: 1884-1928 in 128 fascicles. Published in 10 volumes in 1928 and reissued in 12 volumes in 1933, with addition of one-volume Supplement
Price of fascicles: 12 shillings and sixpence for large sections

Price of bound volumes (1928): from 50 to 55 guineas for the set, depending on binding

Number of pages edited by James Murray: est., 7,200

Number of entries: 252,200

Number of word forms defined and/or illustrated: 414,800

Number of contributors (readers): est. 2,000

Number of quotations submitted by contributors: est. 5 million

Number of quotations used in Dictionary: 1,861,200

Number of authors represented in quotations: 2,700

Number of works represented in quotations: 4,500

Supplement (1972-1986)

Proposed size: one volume, 1,300 pages

Actual size: 4 volumes, 5,730 pages

Proposed time to complete: 7 years

Actual time to complete: 30 years

Publication date: vol. 1, 1972; vol. 2, 1976; vol. 3, 1982; vol. 4, 1986

Number of entries: 69,300

Number of quotations: est. 527,000

Second Edition (1989)

Proposed size: 20 volumes

Actual size: 20 volumes, 21,730 pages

Publication date: 1989

Weight of text: 62.6 kilos or 137.72 lbs.

Amount of ink used to print complete run: 2,830 kilos or 6,243 lbs.

Number of words in entire text: 59 million

Number of printed characters: 350 million

Number of different typographical characters used in text: approx.: 750 (660 special plus approx. 90 on regular keyboard)

Equivalent person years used to ‘key in’ text to convert to machine-readable form: 120

Equivalent person years to proof-read text: 60

Number of megabytes of electronic storage required for text: 540

Number of entries: 291,500

Number of main entries: 231,100

Number of main entries for obsolete words: 47,100

Number of main entries for spurious words: 240

Number of main entries for non-naturalized words: 12,200

Longest entry in Dictionary: the verb ‘set’ with over 430 senses consisting of approximately 60,000 words or 326,000 characters

Number of cross-reference entries: 60,400

Number of cross-references within entries: 580,600

Number of word forms defined and/or illustrated: 615,100

Number of pronunciations: 139,900

Number of etymologies: 219,800

Number of quotations: 2,436,600

Most frequently quoted work (in various full and partial version, and translations): Bible (est. 25,000 quotations)

Most frequently quoted single author: Shakespeare (approx. 33,300 quotations)

Most frequently quoted single work of Shakespeare: Hamlet (almost 1,600 quotations)

Percentage of quotations by centuries: 
  20th century 20 per cent 
  19th century 31 
  18th century 11 
  17th century 16 
  16th century 10 
  15th century 4.5 
  14th century 3.5 
  13th century 1 
  1st to 12th centuries 1 
  Undated (see note) 0.5

Note: ‘Undated’ includes approximately 1,250 quotations from Beowulf, with the balance consisting of proverbs, nursery rhymes, ‘made up’ illustrations, and references to the appearance of word forms ‘in mod. Dicts.’

All the above figures should be regarded as approximate.
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