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Fraser Dallachy is a lecturer in English Language and 
Linguistics at the University of Glasgow, specialising 
in historical semantics and corpus linguistics 
(quantitative research on language using large bodies 
of text data). His postgraduate background was in 
medieval manuscript studies, which gave him a love 
of medieval and early modern language in particular. 

He began working on the Historical Thesaurus as 
a data entry assistant during his postgraduate 
period, then became a postdoctoral researcher on 
projects employing its data (gla.ac.uk/samuels and 
linguisticdna.org) before obtaining a permanent 
lecturer post at Glasgow and joining its editorial 
team. He is currently the Deputy Director, in which 
role he is heavily involved in updating it as a resource 
and improving its accessibility beyond the academic 
community.
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Choosing your words: Using the 
Historical Thesaurus of English to 
explore vocabulary

Fraser Dallachy
The Historical Thesaurus of English was originally 
created as an academic research tool but it has 
proven useful to word lovers of all sorts, especially 
those involved in or allied to professional writing.

Thanks to funding through UK research councils, the 
Thesaurus is freely accessible online to everyone. 

Essentially a family tree of ideas, it contains the entire 
stock of words from the past 2,000 years of English, 
arranged into a hierarchy of sense. This allows readers 
to browse through concepts related to, for example, 
clothing (category 01.08.02) or industry (category 
03.11.06), and to travel up and down the branches of 
related meanings and see at a glance the words which 
have been attached to those meanings across time. 

Viewing English vocabulary in this way allows users to 
find an appropriate word for a given idea in a particular 
historical period, or it can inspire creative word use by 
mimicking the way real language has budded off new 
words throughout history. 

This session explores how the Thesaurus was created 
and how to use it to find the right word for the right time!

http://www.gla.ac.uk/samuels
http://www.linguisticdna.org

