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This magical city of bridges, cathedrals, 

gold-tipped towers and church domes 

has been mirrored in the surface of the 

swan-filled Vltava River for more than 

ten centuries. 

 

(Travel Prague: Illustrated City Guide) 
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Start of OED Online entry for dome 
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From: Maximilien Misson, A New Voyage to Italy 
(English translation, 1714) 
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Changes in the meaning of the word toilet 

1530s a piece of cloth 

1660s a piece of cloth covering a dressing table; 

a dressing table; 

items found on a dressing table (hairbrushes, cosmetics etc) 

1680s the action of taking care of one’s appearance, or getting dressed 

1790 

or 

1800 

a room for dressing/washing in (also toilet room) 

1880s a room for urination/defecation (1850s for toilet room) 
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Start of entry in OED Online for smiley face, 
showing the earliest known example (1957) 
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OED: the past 
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The idea of a historical dictionary 

 Each word should tell its own life-story 

 The evidence for this life-story: quotations, showing 
how the word was actually used at different times 

 Collecting this data: reading many thousands of texts, 
and writing out quotations by hand 

 Use of volunteers (‘crowdsourcing’), first by the 
brothers Grimm in the 1830s 

 Technique adopted by the Philological Society of 
London in the 1850s 
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The Philological Society’s Proposal, 1858 
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Quotation from The Muse in Miniature (1771) for 
the word elemented, supplied by 

Winthrop Sargent, Jr. (1825–1870) of Natchez, Mississippi 
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Herbert Coleridge (1830–1861), 
first editor of the Dictionary 
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Frederick James Furnivall (1825–1910), 
 second editor of the Dictionary 
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Quotation for odd-come-short 
contributed by Frederick Furnivall 

Used in the OED: 
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James Augustus Henry Murray (1830–1915), Editor of 
the OED from 1879, with some of his assistants 
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James Murray’s Appeal to the English-Speaking 
and English-Reading Public (1879) 
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Quotation slip for toggery, 
supplied by Dwight Whitney Learned of Japan 
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William Chester Minor (1835–1920), 
madman and contributor to the OED 
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Quotation slip for the word set, 
contributed by W. C. Minor 

(and how it eventually appeared in the OED) 
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James Murray in his ‘Scriptorium’, 
with two of his assistants, and his son Harold 
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The New English Dictionary as envisaged in 
 the 1879 Agreement with OUP 

 Four volumes 

 6,000 pages 

 10 years’ work 
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The first section, or ‘fascicle’, of the Dictionary: 
A to ant (published 1884) 
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Henry Bradley (1845–1923), 
Editor of the Dictionary (alongside Murray) 

from 1887 
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William Craigie (1867–1957), Editor from 1901, and 

Charles Onions (1873–1965), Editor from 1914 



Oxford English Dictionary 

Creating a dictionary entry 

 read through all the quotations for the word 

 work out and define its different senses 

 arrange the senses in chronological order, with each 

definition illustrated by a selection of quotations 

starting with the earliest known 

 devise a structure of senses and subsenses which 

shows how these developed from each other 

 write the pronunciation and etymology 
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One page of Dictionary proofs, with 
corrections 
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OED staff, 1915 

Murray and his assistants, 
 in the Scriptorium 

Onions, Bradley, and Craigie with their assistants, 
outside the Old Ashmolean 



Oxford English Dictionary 

Arthur Maling, assistant 1885–1928, 
and one of his slips for the word organist 
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J. R. R. Tolkien, OED assistant 1919–20, 
and two of his slips for the word walrus 
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COMMERCIAL BREAK. 
Copies of The Ring of Words 

are available from all good booksellers. 
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The completed first edition of OED, 1933 

 12 volumes, plus a 1-volume Supplement 

 Over 16,000 pages 

 Over 250,000 entries 

 Approximately 2,000,000 quotations 
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Oxford English dictionaries, 1933–1951 

1933 First edition of Shorter Oxford English Dictionary 

1934 Third edition of Concise Oxford Dictionary (first edition 1911, second 

edition 1929) 

Second edition of Pocket Oxford Dictionary (first edition 1924) 

1936 Second edition of SOED 

1937 Second edition of Little Oxford Dictionary (first edition 1930) 

1939 Third edition of POD 

1941 Third edition of LOD 

1942 Fourth edition of POD 

1944 Third edition of SOED 

1951 Fourth edition of COD 
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The revised Supplement to the OED: 
four volumes (expanded from one), published 1972–86 

Robert Burchfield (1923–2004) 
with the four Supplement volumes 
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The second edition of the OED (OED2): 
first edition (OED1), plus four-volume Supplement, 

plus 5,000 additional new entries  

John 
Simpson, 
Co-Editor 

Edmund Weiner, 
Co-Editor 
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OED: the present 
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Creating OED3 

 70 in-house lexicographers, researchers, and 

systems engineers; hundreds of specialist advisers 

 Continuing to add new entries to cover new words 

and meanings 

 Complete revision of every existing entry: 

 definitions, quotations, arrangement of senses, 

 pronunciation, etymology 

 Online publication: a new batch of revised and new 

entries is published at www.oed.com every 3 months 
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OED Online entry for Sudoku 
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Entry for rodeo in the first edition of 
OED (published 1909): 

earliest quotation is from 1834 
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Entry for rodeo in the second edition of 
OED (published 1989) 
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Current revised version of OED entry for rodeo 
(simplified) 
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Entry for rodeo in the second edition of 
OED (published 1989) 
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Sense 1 of rodeo in OED Online, 
showing Historical Thesaurus links 
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Other ways of searching the OED database 

 Search by date of first use 

 Search by language of origin 

 Search for words first used by a particular 

author 

 Search by subject, or language register 

(colloquial, etc.) 

 Search by any of these in combination 



Oxford English Dictionary 

OED: the future 

 Possibilities for linking to OED entries directly 

from words in electronic text as the reader 

encounters them 

 New projects investigating particular varieties 

of English: e.g. a community-based dictionary 

database for Philippine English 

 Completing OED3: likely to take another 20 

years or so 
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Part of the OED offices today 
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Questions? 


