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JIMMY SYMONDS WORDS OF THE CENTURY

Jimmy Symonds writes: “In Oxford’s fashionable Jericho district there is a remarkable room
which, if relocated to Tate Modern, would outshine most of the installation art already there. The
room, measuring roughly four metres square, is filled on one side with grey filing cabinets
containing hundreds of thousands of slips of rectangular paper.

This room is part of the research department of the Oxford English Dictionary. The slips contain
the definitions of all the words in the English language, with date of first usage. The advent of the
online OED enables us to make bespoke journeys through it. I made lists of words or phrases for
every year of the twentieth century. Quirky juxtapositions began to occur; for example, 1945 saw
these three neologisms: snog, espresso, bombsite. 1986 gave us Glasnost, bouncy castle, corporate
responsibility, designer stubble.

I then worked through my portfolio of photographic negatives to find images that could
illustrate and imaginatively develop chosen words and phrases, and make new and poetic
connections between them.

The wonder of a roll of negatives is the way it can show so sculpturally the line of a
photographer’s walk, and the experiences along the way. In this respect, a journey into the filing
cabinets of the OED does something similar; one moment you are studying ‘marxism’, then
suddenly your fingertips take you to the etymology of ‘marzipan’.”

www.jimmysymonds.com.  An exhibition of Jimmy Symonds’s work is at the Poetry Café, 
London, until 19 October. See the Poetry Café page at www.poetrysociety.org.uk. 


