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THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY—the “OED” 
 

Maria Fahey 
 

The Oxford English Dictionary is an invaluable resource when reading Shakespeare.  What follows is a 
brief introduction, in five parts, to how the OED can enrich your understanding of works written more 
than 400 years ago by a poet-playwright with a famously large vocabulary. 
 

1. Access to the OED in Print and Online 
 

2. Information in the OED:  What information is in the OED that is not in other dictionaries? 
 

3. On Etymology:  What is a word’s etymology and how might it be of interest? 
 

4. On Older Meanings of Words: Where are meanings of words current in Shakespeare’s time 
available? 
 

5. On Multiple Meanings of Words: How might the various meanings of a word broaden choices for 
interpreting a speech or scene? 

 
ACCESS TO THE OED IN PRINT & ONLINE 

 
In The Oxford English Dictionary you can find the history of how a word came into the English 
language—its etymology—and all of a word’s various meanings, past and present.  Because the OED 
includes so much information about each word, it is printed in twenty large volumes!  Your library might 
have this set of books in its reference section.   
 

 
 
The OED also is available online at oed.com.  Personal subscriptions are pricey, but your school or local 
library card might grant you access.  Ask your librarian if your library card or an available username and 
password will allow you to sign in.  You will find these sign-in choices at oed.com: 
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INFORMATION in THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY 
 
The OED provides information you can find in other English dictionaries, such as a word’s part of speech, 
pronunciation, and current definitions.  It fills up twenty volumes, however, because the OED also 
provides the history of definitions of each word, starting from when it first appeared in writing, along 
with the raw data from which those definitions are derived.  Here’s the heading you’ll see for the noun 
“weird” at oed.com. 
 

 
 
If you click on “Forms,” you will see how the word itself evolved as the English language evolved. 
 
 

 
 

• Notice that the noun “weird” has been spelled wyrd, wird, wired, wirid, wirde, wyrde, word, wyerde, 
wierde, wed, werid, werde, weird, veird, wierd, waird, weard, and weerd! 

 
 
If you click on “Etymology,” you will see the origins of the word in earlier languages. 
 
 

 
 

 
• Notice that the noun “weird” is derived from an Old English word meaning “to become.” 
 
 
 
If you click on  “Meaning & use,” you will see a history of the word’s definitions and the range of years 
when each definition is relevant.  Also provided are quotations of sentences where the word occurs and 
from which its definitions are derived, followed by the texts’ titles and publications dates. 
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• Notice that the noun “weird” first occurs in an Old English (“OE”) text.  (The quoted sentence is in this 
earlier form of English.) Specific publication dates are not available for many early texts, but if you 
click on the “...” for this text, you will learn that it was translated into English by King Alfred who 
lived from c848-899.  Thus, the earliest existing English text that includes the noun “weird” is from 
the ninth century. 
 

Nowadays the adjective “weird” is far more common than the noun.  Below, in the “Meanings & use” 
entry for the adjective, you will see that the earliest instance of the adjective “weird” occurs circa 
1400—more than 500 years after the noun—and that three of the quoted passages from which the OED 
definitions are derived are from Shakespeare’s Macbeth!   
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Here are the second, third, and fourth definitions of “weird” (without quotations).  Notice that “weird,” 
originally associated with fate, destiny, and supernatural powers, eventually comes to mean “strange” 
or “odd” more generally. 
 
 

 

 

 
 
And here is the “Etymology”entry.  Notice that the etymology of the adjective “weird,” directs you to 
the noun “weird.”  (See the highlighted phrase below.) Since a word’s origin in an earlier language is 
listed in the OED entry associated with the oldest form of the word—in this case the noun “weird”—you 
sometimes have to switch to the entry for another part of speech to discover a word’s full etymology.  
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ON ETYMOLOGY 
 
Just like every person, every word has an ancestry or heritage.  Most English words have their origins in 
older forms of English or in other languages entirely. 
 
A word’s ETYMOLOGY refers to its origins and history.   
 

EXAMPLE 1:  the etymology of “deject” 
 
Below is what you will find at oed.com for deject, a word that in the ordinary current sense means, 
“downcast” or “dispirited.” 
 

 
 
 
Our English word deject has its origins in the Latin verb deicere, meaning “to throw down.” 
 

EXAMPLE 2:  the etymology of “villain” 
 
Below is the etymology and first definition you will find at oed.com for villain.  Note that the etymology 
reveals that the word “villain,” derived from the Latin villanus, originally referred to a villager, rural 
resident, or feudal servant.  A word’s origins and history can reveal a great deal about cultural views, in 
this case attitudes toward lower class, rural people. 
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ON OLDER MEANINGS OF WORDS 
 

The meanings of words change over time.  As you make sense of a line in a Shakespeare play, the OED 
can alert you to meanings of a word that were familiar at the time the play was first performed and 
published.  Take, for instance, the word “nice.”  As you can see below in entries 1b, 9a, 9b, and 14a, the 
older—“Obsolete”—meanings of “nice” include “foolish,” “insubstantial,” “absurd,” “unimportant” and 
“trivial,” but eventually the meanings of “nice” come to include “pleasant” and “agreeable,” 
connotations more common nowadays.  (The oed.com exceprt below is without quotations.) 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
Consider the word “nice” in Romeo and Juliet.  When Friar John reports that he was not able to deliver 
the letter to Romeo that explains that Juliet eventually would awake from her death-like sleep, Friar 
Lawrence responds: 
 

Unhappy fortune! By my brotherhood, 
The letter was not nice but full of charge, 
Of dear import, and the neglecting it 
May do much danger. (5.2.17-20) 
 

Here “nice” could mean unimportant or trivial.  (As you can see in the OED entry, agreeable or pleasant 
were meanings not current until 1747, long after Romeo and Juliet was written.)  Realizing the danger of 
Romeo’s hearing news that Juliet is dead, Friar Lawrence emphasizes the importance of Romeo’s 
receiving his letter. 
 
Earlier in the play, when Benvolio reports to the Prince that Romeo attempted to persuade Tybalt not to 
fight, Benvolio says that Romeo pointed out to Tybalt that “the quarrel” was not worth fighting over.  
Here, “nice” could mean foolish, absurd, senseless, unimportant or trivial.: 
 

Romeo, that spoke him fair, bid him bethink 
How nice the quarrel was, and urged withal 
Your high displeasure. (3.1.161-63). 

 
Usually a modern edition of a Shakespeare play provides a note about a word with an obsolete meaning.  
(The 2011 Folger Shakespeare Library edition glosses “nice” as “trivial” at 5.2. and “trivial, trifling” at 
3.1.). Looking at the OED, however, gives you the fullest range of meanings to consider.  What meaning 
does your edition of Romeo and Juliet provide for the word “nice”?  What definition do you think best 
fits each sentence?  
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ON MULTIPLE MEANINGS OF WORDS 
 
Words have more meanings than you might imagine.  As you interpret a line, the OED will allow you to 
consider all of the possible meanings of a word.  Take, for instance, the word “honest.”  Below are the 
second, third, and fourth entries in the OED.  The quotations for each definition are not shown, but you 
can see the range of years (for instance, “1393-1702”) when each meaning is considered current. 
 
Notice that the fourth definition articulates how many people think about the word “honest” nowadays, 
namely an action done with “truthfulness” or a person who is “truthful” or “acts fairly and with 
integrity.”  However, the second and third definitions indicate that in Shakespeare’s day “honest” also 
might be used to praise an inferior in “a patronizing way” and could refer specifically to a woman’s 
“sexual morality.” 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Consider the various definitions of “honest” as you think about the forty-five times the word is spoken in 
Othello.  
 

• Might Iago feel patronized when Othello or Cassio calls him “Honest Iago” (1.3.295, 2.3.161, 
2.3.312)? 
 

• What might Othello mean when he tells Iago, “I do not think but Desdemona’s honest” 
(3.3.265)? 
 

• What is the effect of Othello’s doubting his marriage and then referring to Iago as an “honest 
creature”: “Why did I marry?  This honest creature doubtless /Sees and knows more, much 
more, than he unfolds” (3.3.243-44). 

 

Which definition of “honest” do you think best fits each line?  How do the multiple meanings of 
“honest” expand the possibilities for how to interpret and perform each scene? 
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