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The Australian National Dictionary: Australian Words and their Origins.  

Edited by Bruce Moore  

2016. Melbourne: Oxford University Press, xx + 1864 pp. 

 

The second edition of the Australian National Dictionary (hereafter AND2) edited by Bruce 

Moore and released in September 2016 is quite simply the best historical dictionary of 

Australianisms ever to be written, and it will certainly retain this crown for many years to come. 

Moore’s AND2 takes up this lofty position by usurping its predecessor, the first edition (AND1) 

edited by Bill Ramson in 1988, some 28 years ago. The length of time between the two editions 

is indicative of the painstaking and meticulous effort required to compile and edit such a 

massive tome of lexicographical craftsmanship. And AND2 is indeed a massive tome, with 

1864 pages spread over two large volumes in which are contained, according to the 

introduction, ‘about 16,000 headwords, compounds, idioms, and derivatives’ (6,000 more than 

AND1) ‘illustrated by 123,000 citations’ (over twice as many as AND1). As a physical object, 

AND2 is a lovely book, quarter bound in Oxford blue with spines decorated by paintings 

attributed to First Fleet artist George Raper (1769-1797), a majestic waratah flower for volume 

one and an Australian King Parrot for volume two.  

Entries in AND2 are in the historical dictionary style of the Oxford English Dictionary, so that 

each entry covers the full history of the lexical item from its earliest occurrence to the present 

day, or until the term died out. This historical perspective is paramount in the citational 

evidence which present a selection of the textual evidence for the term, and it is this aspect in 

which AND2 excels, providing citations for roughly each decade a term, or specific sense of a 

term, has existed. For less well documented (and hence less salient) terms there may be only 

five citations, sometimes as little as two, occasionally only one, but with common items of 

Australian English there are usually about 15 citations, and sometimes over 20. Entries for 

polysemous words have numerous citations for each definition. The largest entries cover many 

pages, for example, the word kangaroo and its derivatives extends over 10 pages and is 

illustrated by over 700 citations, while the entries for bush and derivatives extend over 38 

pages. Reading through these citations provides much information about the lexical item’s 

range of uses, connotations, collocations, semantic prosody, pragmatics, and so on, providing 

much more information than dictionary definitions can ever hope to do. 
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For those terms that were already in AND1 that are still current, citational evidence postdating 

1988 has been added, while a significant number of antedatings across the whole range of lexis 

is apparent. These antedatings are often by many decades and significantly redraw the 

boundaries of what was formerly thought to be the growth and development of Australian 

English. For example, gramma (= a type of pumpkin) was dated to 1964 in AND1, but is 

antedated to 1859 in AND2, while the phrase boots and all (= without restraint) is antedated 

from 1950 to 1872. There are countless examples of this type. The major progress in this arena 

primarily results from access to the National Library of Australia’s magnificently massive and 

ever-growing Trove database (http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper) which gives the 

lexicographer the ability to search through practically full runs of some 1000 Australian 

newspapers. Unfortunately, Moore was obliged to stop gleaning citations from Trove at some 

point prior to final editing and publishing, and as more and more newspapers are added to 

Trove, the possibility of finding even more antedatings continues to increase. Sadly, it is an 

imperfect world and ceasing research is an unavoidable necessity of lexicographical 

publishing. 

Apart from greater coverage, Moore has introduced a number of other improvements to AND2. 

First of these is the vast improvement in etymologies from Indigenous Australian languages, 

which represent the very latest researches in this area, and treats words from 103 different 

languages (whereas AND1 only treated 58). The only downside to this is the fact that none of 

the languages are actually defined in the dictionary proper, and the only information about the 

languages is a map with an alphabetical listing of the languages and statement of regional 

distribution in the front matter (xvi-xviii). In contrast, varieties of non-Indigenous languages 

are given entries (e.g. Aboriginal English, Australian English, Australianese, Barossa Deutsch, 

Strine, even wogspeak).  

The second improvement also regards the etymologies. Liberman defines two types of 

dictionary etymology: dogmatic and analytic. The former provide ‘uncontroversial’ statements 

that ‘repeat the solution[s]’ that have generally found favour, while the latter discuss ‘the 

history of research,’ summarise ‘the existing hypotheses,’ and offer ‘an informed opinion’ 

(270). For many disputed etymologies AND2 has taken a more analytic approach than its 

predecessor. Examples where Moore assesses rival etymologies include billy (tin can), chunder 

(to vomit), dingbat (a fool), happy as Larry (very happy), jumbuck (a sheep), larrikin (a lout), 

min min (mysterious outback light), razoo (fictitious coin), rort (swindle), and tombowler (a 

large playing marble). As good Moore’s etymologies are, they do not always seem right. For 
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instance, for the verb to gin around (= to waste time) Moore suggests that this is probably not 

related to gin meaning an Aboriginal woman, but rather to an obscure and obsolete term from 

rural America English meaning ‘to cause (cattle) to run or move about uneasily’ for which a 

sole citation from 1888 exists (Matthews 1951: 698). Since the Australian term is first recorded 

in 1979, origin from the American term (unattested in Australian English) is highly improbable. 

Nevertheless, on the whole, Moore is sensibly cautious and judicious in the conclusions he 

draws. 

Thus AND2 serves an important function in the recording and codification of Australian 

English, sitting alongside the other great dictionary of Australian English, the Macquarie 

Dictionary, a synchronic inclusive standardising dictionary first published in 1981 and now in 

its seventh edition. The Macquarie was the first dictionary to treat Australian English from an 

entirely endonormative perspective, and its definitions are considered in Australia to be the 

legal meanings of words. But while the Macquarie covers over 120,000 headwords, it can never 

hope to treat its lexis with the detail provided by AND2. Interestingly, even between these two 

comprehensive dictionaries not all items of Australian English items are covered. Indeed, the 

recently launched online edition of Green’s Dictionary of Slang (http://greensdictofslang.com) 

provides historical dictionary treatment of many items neither in AND2 nor the Macquarie. 

And yet still many more items (e.g. in Lambert 2004) remain to be treated in any depth. 

Notwithstanding this, lexicographically speaking, Australian English is currently one of the 

best covered varieties of English in the world and AND2 is a substantial contributor to this 

situation. 

At AUD $150, AND2 is very reasonably priced for a book of its size and quality, and is an 

essential reference work for anyone interested in or studying the history, literature, or English 

of Australia. 
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