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Verity Laughton is a South Australia–based playwright. Her work has been produced throughout Australia and internationally. Known for her versatility, she has written mainstage drama, a musical, adaptations and works for children, dance, radio and the screen. Her awards include AWGIE awards for Radio and Community Theatre, the Griffin and Inscription awards, and the Adelaide Critics Circle Best New Play. She has been nominated for the NSW Premier’s Prize, the Bruce Dawe National Poetry Prize, the Blake Poetry Prize, the New Dramatists Award, the Rodney Seaborn Award (twice), the STC Patrick White Award and the Griffin Theatre’s Martin-Lysicrates Prize.


Pip Williams is an Australian writer and social researcher. She has published research, essays, memoir and the odd poem, but she is best known for her companion novels The Dictionary of Lost Words and The Bookbinder of Jericho. Since its publication in 2020, The Dictionary of Lost Words has become an international bestseller. It has won a number of major Australian book awards, was longlisted for the International Dublin Literary Award and shortlisted for the prestigious Walter Scott Prize for Historical Fiction. It was chosen for the Reese Witherspoon Book Club and went on to be a New York Times bestseller. As well as being adapted for stage, The Dictionary of Lost Words is being turned into a book concerto and has been optioned for a limited series. Pip’s second novel, The Bookbinder of Jericho, won the 2024 Australian Book Industry Award for general fiction book of the year. Pip’s books have been published around the world and translated into more than thirty languages.
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For Barbara Buick, in memory, with my love 
and gratitude – VL


For Da (in memoriam) – PW









The Dictionary of Lost Words was first presented at the Dunstan Playhouse in Adelaide on 27 September 2023, in a State Theatre of South Australia and Sydney Theatre Company co-production. The cast and creative team were as follows:


Esme Nicoll/Owen.........Tilda Cobham-Hervey


Harry Nicoll/Man in Crowd.........Brett Archer


Lizzie Lester/Mrs Smythe/


Woman #1 (Maria).........Rachel Burke


Edith (‘Ditte’) Thompson/


Mabel O’Shaughnessy/


Woman #2 (Alice)/


Megan Brooks.........Ksenja Logos


Gareth Owen/Mr Crane.........Raj Labade


Tilda Taylor/Sarah Brooks/


Frederick Sweatman.........Angela Mahlatjie


Director.........Jessica Arthur


Lighting Designer.........Trent Suidgeest


Sound Designer/Composer.........Max Lyandvert


Costume Designer.........Ailsa Paterson


Assistant Director.........Shannon Rush


Characters (in order of appearance)


Esme Nicoll.........age 4–46


Harry Nicoll.........Esme’s father, a
 lexicographer, Scots, from
 age 40


(Dr/Sir) James Murray.........the first editor of the Oxford English Dictionary, Scots, from age 50


Frederick Sweatman.........an assistant lexicographer


Arthur Maling.........an assistant lexicographer, Esperanto speaker


Mr Crane.........an assistant lexicographer


Lizzie Lester.........a maid in the Murrays’ house, from age 13


Edith (‘Ditte’) Thompson.........a historian and linguist, Esme’s godmother, from age 40


Mabel O’Shaughnessy.........a seller at the Oxford Covered Market, ex-prostitute, Irish, from age 60s


Tilda Taylor.........an actress and activist suffragette, from age early 30s


Bill Taylor.........Tilda’s brother, age 22


Woman #1 (Maria).........an Oxford suffragist


Woman #2 (Alice).........an Oxford suffragist


Gareth Owen.........foreman/lead compositor at the Oxford University Press, age 30–36


Mrs Smythe.........an abortionist


Sarah Brooks.........Ditte’s friend


Megan Brooks.........Esme’s daughter as an elderly woman, age 83









Note


The play seeks to include words as an active part of the action, via ongoing visual signage. Words and their meanings are core to this story and feature beautifully in the original novel. The script aims to replicate that in the developing visual narrative as well as in the minds of the protagonist Esme and her cohort of lexicographers.


There are two kinds of audiovisual signage in the script. The first (LOCATIONS SIGNAGE) is to indicate time and/or place. Both novel and script cover Esme’s forty-six-year lifetime in a world of major events (World War I; the suffragist campaign for the emancipation and voting rights of women in England; and the slow progress of the OED to completion). Visual cues will help an audience keep track.


The second (WORDS SIGNAGE) is to cover the impact of words in this ‘world of words’. The play uses a convention that allows each usage to be differentiated. We see the main word, and characters voice the definition and/or quotation as needed. There are two uses of a montage of words where the words themselves turn against Esme or express something that she can’t.


THE DEFINITION and QUOTATIONS SLIPS are the visual and linguistic framework for this play. These slips are: ‘A piece of paper, typically six by four inches, onto which information about a word was written by a contributor to the work that would become the OED. Volunteer readers used slips to record quotations showing words in use, along with bibliographical references to the quotations’ sources. The slips were initially sorted into alphabetic, chronological and semantic sequence by sub-editors. Later, the editors and their assistants would use the slips as evidence in determining (and defining) the meaning of a word, which was then written on a “top-slip” along with an etymology, pronunciation, and so on. From there, top-slips and selected quotation slips were sent to the printers for use in typesetting the dictionary’s page.’ (murrayscriptorium.org/resources/glossary.shtml)


The play also seeks to integrate the very old university town of Oxford (a centre of intellectual life in England for some hundreds of years) as an active ingredient in the narrative.


A forward slash within dialogue – such as ‘/Like Mama?’ – denotes one character speaking over another.


Duration: approximately 2 hours, 50 minutes, including a 20-minute interval.









ACT 1, SCENE 1


LOCATIONS SIGNAGE: FEBRUARY 1886


HARRY and YOUNG ESME (4) are in the Scriptorium. There is a grate with a low fire burning. HARRY is sorting slips alongside caring for ESME, so he is sometimes distracted. The following is their little ritual.


HARRY: How old are you?


ESME: I am four years old!


HARRY: And where are we?


ESME: We are in the Scrippy! Scrip-tor-i-um. (diverts from the ‘script’) And I am on top of the table instead of under it!


HARRY looks around, worried.


HARRY: True.


ESME: I like under-the-table, Da!


HARRY: You do?


ESME: I do! It’s – secret. I can hide there. Under the table. Inside the lamp!


HARRY: Inside the what?


ESME: The lamp. Of Aladdin. Like ‘under-the-table’ is ‘inside Aladdin’s lamp’. In his cave! Like in the story. That you told me. Aladdin.


HARRY: I see.


ESME: I can hide. Under the table. Inside the lamp.


HARRY: And be very quiet.


ESME nods.


ESME: And good. Sooo good.


HARRY nods.


ESME: (beat) So … (she prompts) ‘What are we …’


HARRY: Oh yes. What are we doing?


ESME: We are opening the post. (beat) And … /


HARRY: /And what is in the post?


ESME: Slips!


HARRY: What kind of slips?


ESME: QUO-TAY-SHUN slips! People send them. Here.


HARRY: Volunteers.


ESME: Vol-un … Yes. Send Quo-tay-shun slips. About words. With meanings. Of words. And examples. Of words. From books. Words from books. Vol … (defeated) People! Find them. And send them. To the Scrippy. Here.


HARRY: For?


ESME: (triumphant) For the Dic-shon-ar-ee!


HARRY: You are a very clever four-year-old, Esme Nicoll.


ESME: I know. Perfect.


HARRY: So. To work. This slip (he hands it to her) to the pigeonholes’ pile.


ESME: Uh-huh!


HARRY: And this slip to the fire pile.


ESME: There he goes. (beat) She goes.


HARRY: She?


ESME: There are girl slips as well as boy slips.


HARRY: Of course. And this – (he stops)


ESME: Da?


HARRY: It IS a girl slip.


ESME: What does it say?


WORDS SIGNAGE: LILY


HARRY: ‘Lily.’ (reads)/ ‘A plant or its flower of the genus Lilium’. (fades)


ESME: /Like Mama?


HARRY: Like Mama.


ESME: (sounds the letters phonetically) L-I-L-um-another letter. (beat) Does ‘L-I-L – mmm’ on this slip mean that Mama will be in the Dic-shon-ar-eee?


HARRY: In a way. Yes.


ESME: Will we all be in the Dic-shon-ar-ee?


HARRY: No. We won’t.


ESME: Why not?


HARRY: A word must mean something other than just being a person’s name to be in the Dictionary.


ESME: Like Mama was a flower.


HARRY: The most beautiful flower. But. This particular slip –


ESME: (chanting) My mama – the most beautiful flower!/


HARRY: /is incomplete so …


HARRY stands with slip, collects the others from the ‘fire pile’ and moves towards the fire.


ESME: Da?


HARRY: It barely has a definition, Esme. (beat) So – into the fire it goes!


ESME: Da!


He throws the slip onto the fire.


ESME: NO!!!!


And she dives after the slip, thrusting her (right) hand into the fire to retrieve it. Screams with pain.


HARRY: Esme! Esme, your hand!









ACT 1, SCENE 2


LOCATIONS SIGNAGE: THE SCRIPTORIUM, 78 BANBURY ROAD, OXFORD, MAY 1887 (Esme aged 5)


MURRAY (aged 50 in 1887) is sitting at the Sorting Table at the Scriptorium. HARRY (mid-40s) is sitting next to him.


Enter SWEATMAN (pronounced ‘Swetman’), followed one by one by the other assistants.


MURRAY: Good morning, Mr Sweatman.


SWEATMAN: Morning, Dr Murray. How do, Harry.


HARRY: Morning, Frederick.


MURRAY: Morning, Mr Maling.


MALING: Bonan matenon, Dr Murray, Harry, Fred. (‘Marling’) (‘Bow-nan mat-ey-i-non’)


Enter CRANE.


MURRAY: Morning, Mr Crane.


CRANE: Good morning, Dr Murray.


HARRY and CRANE nod briefly to each other. ESME goes ‘under the table’.


MURRAY: Gentlemen of the Dictionary, welcome once more to this most excellent Scriptorium –


HARRY: – garden shed.


MURRAY: I will let that pass, Harry, purely on the grounds of our long and loyal friendship. (laughter all round)


For example, if it is a scriptorium, then it must have scribes and copyists … And –? (waits for HARRY)


HARRY: It does.


MURRAY: Indeed.


HARRY: And it’s in your garden.


MURRAY: Indeed. Now. Let us reaffirm our assiduous commitment to the latter half of the letter B.


ALL: The letter B.


The men all sit down at the table.


CHANGE OF PERSPECTIVE: UNDER THE TABLE


ESME is holding court with her invisible friend, Mr Aladdin.


ESME: Welcome, Mr Aladdin, my long and loyal friend, to this most excellent magic cave. Though – Mr Aladdin – if this is a magic cave then it must have treasure! (nods to self ) Indeed! (Another nod)


ABOVE THE TABLE …


MURRAY: Did we resolve the query about the final quotation for ‘Bold’?


ESME is listening – hard.


SWEATMAN: Correspondence is pending, Dr Murray.


MURRAY: Ah. A follow-up letter on my part, Fred?


SWEATMAN: Sorry, sir.


MURRAY: Sometimes I wonder if my correspondence is not a greater contribution than my lexicography.


MALING: Never, Dr Murray. Though your correspondence is a fund of secret treasures.


ESME clocks the words ‘secret treasures’.


ESME: Secret treasures … that is … Uh … Sekreta. Um … um … Trezoro … Mr Maling. Speaks Esperanto, Mr Aladdin. It’s the ‘un-i-ver-sal language’. (smile of triumph) Indeed!


MURRAY moves to his own standing desk.


MURRAY: Harry … Did we address the problem of the etymology of ‘Bolt’?


HARRY: Which /usage?


MURRAY: /As in a bolt for a crossbow?


HARRY: Still unknown. The earliest of most other usages appear to be the sixteenth century.


MURRAY: Mr Crane?


ESME: (playground sing-song) Mr Crane. Is a pain! (falls about laughing)


CRANE: Mr Nicoll is correct, sir.


As CRANE shuffles his papers … a slip floats off the table.


The slip lands in ESME’S lap.


ESME: No! Mustn’t! No! Mr Aladdin, I’m not allowed to touch the slips! Bad. Not good. And I’m good!


The slip lies there, a complete temptation.


What do you mean? If I was good … my hand would be all right? Do you mean – because I’ve got funny fingers … I’m not … good? Mr Aladdin! You should not say that! It is not kind of you! It is not! I can look at a word and still be good. And I know all my letters now. Since, since when … (doesn’t want to go there) … when I was four. Now I am five. So. Mr Aladdin. So.


ESME very deliberately picks up the slip with her maimed hand. Spells out letters alphabetically.


B-O-N-D-M-A-I-D. Bond. Maid. Bondmaid.


WORDS SIGNAGE: BONDMAID


ESME: Then … some other words. But no other slips. It’s alone. Like. No brothers and sisters … Happens. You know. Sometimes your mama dies when you are born and then there’s no more of you.
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