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1) Definitions in OED2 draw significantly on 
poetic textual evidence, embedding a 
connotative and metaphorical dimension within 
what lays claim to denotative authority; 

2) English poetry of the last hundred years 
contains a philological, etymological, and 
lexicographical dimension, significantly shaped 
and informed by the OED. 
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Poetry and Verse Drama Qs as % of all Q in n‐range [counting ranges with more than x HWs] ‐ top and bottom 5

1‐gram 2‐gram [>100] 3‐gram [>60] 4‐gram [>20] 4‐gram [>30]
y 38% i‐ 48% to‐ 52% bale 56% unki 53%
w 34% aw 39% won 50% shen 55% betr 52%
u 27% wi 37% unk 45% forl 53% umbe 50%
b 27% wr 37% soo 45% unki 53% rich 48%
f 27% up 36% god 44% ruth 53% soot 48%
l 26% yo 36% lov 43% betr 52% what 47%
g 25% ye 35% gle 43% blen 51% kind 47%
s 24% wo 35% wra 43% wrea 51% rede 47%
h 23% we 35% bew 42% wrac 51% wort 46%
r 23% sw 34% wil 42% hoar 51% wond 46%

t 21% ep 9% tec 2% rami 0% scle 0%
o 21% ph 8% pse 2% spha 0% bact 0%
v 20% ox 8% chl 1% mezz 0% cort 0%
c 20% hy 7% oxy 1% gela 0% irid 0%
e 20% ko 7% iso 1% isot 0% acet 0%
j 19% eu 6% bio 1% schm 0% fluo 0%
p 16% ul 6% gly 1% caly 0% cine 0%
i 16% ps 5% hae 1% pter 0% glyc 0%
z 9% zi 5% nuc 0% neur 0% pter 0%
x 2% ku 4% scl 0% dena 0% neur 0%
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Genre of First Quotation by Sense Level
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Genre of First Quotation by Sense Level
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Distribution of Q‐Position within <S7> range
(pos < 100)
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Distribution of Q‐Position by sense level, All Qs
(pos < 124)
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Distribution of Q‐Position by sense level, <G> poetry
(pos < 124)
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Distribution of Q‐Position by sense level, Par. Lost.
(pos < 124)
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1) Definitions in OED2 draw significantly on 
poetic textual evidence, embedding a 
connotative and metaphorical dimension within 
what lays claims denotative authority; 

2) English poetry of the last hundred years 
contains a philological, etymological, and 
lexicographical dimension, significantly shaped 
and informed by the OED. 



1) Geoffrey Hill – The Triumph of Love (1998)
“notably armoured in learning, and often intensely 
difficult because of its dependence on etymology 
and allusion” (Mackinnon).

2) Paul Muldoon – Collected Poems (2001)
“a post-modern absorption in textuality” (O’Neil)
“riddled with etymological puns, obscure 
references, shaggy dogs, and half‐truths” (J Wilson)



How the OED quotation search program works

a. input poem text

c. generate n-grams, eg 2-grams:
['mean studied', 'studied Sceptical', 
'Sceptical Chymist', 'Chymist Salt', 
'Salt sulphur', 'sulphurmercury', 
'mercury potent‘…]

b. prepare text for comp

scholastics mean studied sceptical
chymist salt sulphur mercury potent

d. for each word, get all OED quote 
text and prepare as in (b) and (c):

Lookup word: mercury
[‘pardon haue', 'haue spoke', 'spoke tis', 
'tis studied', 'studied duty', 'duty 
ruminated', 'ruminated studied', 'studied 
torments', 'torments Tyrant', 'Tyrant hast', 
'hast studdied', 'studdied countenance', 
'countenance pleasing', 'pleasing 
speeches', 'speeches consolatories‘ …

d. compare all grams using difflib module

‘mean studied’ : ‘pardon haue’ = 0.08695

e. report all matches above a certain 
ratio (0.85) and get statistical scores
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Lookup Poem trigram OED trigram

striker divine striker senses diuine striker sences

mark removeth neighbour mark Remoueth neghbours mark

king Hudson Railway King Hudson railway king

mercury Salt sulphur mercury salt sulphure mercury

tautology tautology vain repetition tautology vain repetition

1) Geoffrey Hill – The Triumph of Love (1998)
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Lookup Poem trigram OED trigram
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tautology

Lookup Poem trigram OED trigram

tautology tautology vain repetition tautology vain repetition

vain repetition logic of the world unconditional truth

Wittgenstein , Tractatus

4.461 […]
The tautology has no truth‐
conditions, for it is 
unconditionally true; and the 
contradiction is on no condition 
true.
[…]
6.22 The logic of the world, which 
is shown in tautologies by the 
propositions of logic, is shown in 
equations by mathematics
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Lookup Poem tri- or 4- gram OED trigram

satanic school set properly called school set properly called

nightingale voice inconspicuous coloration voice inconspicuous coloration

timothy intended favor valuable intended favor valuable

fluted fluted cypresses rear living fluted cypresses rear living

reductio reductio ad absurdum reductio ad absurdum

2)  Paul Muldoon, Collected Poems
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Lookup Poem tri- or 4- gram OED trigram

satanic school set properly called school set properly called

Muldoon, Madoc

It is now no longer so, and woe to 
those by whom the offence 
cometh. The school which they 
have set up may properly be called 
the Satanic School; for though 
their productions breathe the spirit 
of Belial in their lascivious parts, 
and the spirit of Moloch in those 
loathe‐some images of atrocities 
and horror which they delight to 
represent, they are more especially 
characterized by a Satanic spirit of 
pride and audacious impiety, 
which still betrays the wretched 
feeling of hopelessness wherewith 
it is allied.    (Southey)

Southey

It is now no longer so, and woe to those by whom the offence 
cometh. The school which they have set up may properly be 
called the Satanic School; for though their productions 
breathe the spirit of Belial in their lascivious parts, and the 
spirit of Moloch in those loathe‐some images of atrocities and 
horror which they delight to represent, they are more 
especially characterized by a Satanic spirit of pride and 
audacious impiety, which still betrays the wretched feeling of 
hopelessness wherewith it is allied. 
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Lookup Poem tri- or 4- gram OED trigram

nightingale voice inconspicuous coloration voice inconspicuous coloration

Muldoon, “Nightingales”

“In great contrast to the nightingale’s preeminent voice
is the inconspicuous coloration of its plumage,”
as Alfred Newton so winningly puts it

in his  Dictionary of Birds.

?
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Lookup Poem tri- or 4- gram OED trigram

timothy intended favor valuable intended favor valuable

Muldoon, THIRD EPISTLE TO TIMOTHY

You made some mistake when you intended to favor 
me with some of the new valuable grass seed … for 
what you gave me … proves mere timothy.

—A letter from Benjamin Franklin to Jared Eliot, July 16, 1747

Wks of Benjamin Franklin, vol VI  (1840) 
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