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Foreword Nigel Rees



There is a type of quotation or saying that, once discovered, you can carry with you for the rest of your life. I will give you an example of ‘words to live by’ that I have held on to ever since I first heard them. I had a friend who did me a very great service. He told me that he was giving up his job in broadcasting and that I should apply to take it up. This I did. I got the job, and it started my career as a radio and TV presenter. I never let him forget how grateful I was for the tip-off. At his memorial service when he died, one of the people paying tribute remarked how he had always ‘kept his friendships in good repair’. The phrase came from a wise saying of Dr Samuel Johnson: ‘If a man does not make new acquaintance as he advances through life, he will soon find himself left alone. A man, Sir, should keep his friendship in good repair’. How true this was in my friend’s case. It is one of the best possible pieces of advice you can give anybody, and not just because, in this instance, it was of great benefit to me. You will find it in this book.

Because of the work I have done with quotations as a writer and broadcaster over the past forty years, I am sometimes asked, ‘Do you have a favourite quotation?’ Impossible to answer, but I am glad to find so many of my favourites included here. This book contains 1,001 quotations and sayings that could well shape your response to whatever life throws up and help you deal with it. They have been chosen carefully to provide perceptive views on a wide range of subjects and to help you think about them more deeply. They range from stern admonitions to humorous witticisms. The entries accompanying each quotation give useful information as to its origin and meaning and reflect an up-to-date state of knowledge on the source and occasion of it. It is a tremendous collection and I hope you will find inspiration and benefit from the wealth of comment and advice it contains. ‘Words of wisdom’ is a phrase all right – you will find plenty of them in this book.
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Introduction Robert Arp



We all love quotations – in fact, we seem to be obsessed with them. We’ll place them under our email signatures, stencil them at the top of stationery, heat them into ceramic mugs, carve them into marble, spray paint them onto buildings, write them in permanent marker on bathroom stalls, scratch them into classroom desks, post them on Facebook and Twitter, and paste them on billboards. We use them to justify our positions, manipulate them to make our cases, laugh at them, cry at them, become enraged at them, become befuddled by them, feel enlightened by them, include them in our eulogies, ponder them in our darker or brighter moments – even tattoo them on our bodies. Why do we do this? Why do they strike such a chord with us?

One reason is that we humans react to situations in a fairly similar way – we praise justice, condemn injustice, chuckle at satire, feel proud of what we accomplish and sob when tragedy strikes. Combine this with the fact that people undergo similar events in life – birth of a child, death of a loved one, overcoming a fear, withstanding suffering, falling in love – and the result is a commonality of human experience that is expressible and tangible. A person from China can relate to the African proverb, ‘The wealth which enslaves the owner is not wealth,’ while a person from the Netherlands has no problem understanding the Chinese adage, ‘Give a man a fish and he will eat for a day. Teach a man to fish and he will eat for a lifetime.’ This is not to say that every person will be able to relate to every other person’s experiences, but there are enough people in the world, and enough experiences in life, that someone’s words likely will affect another at a particular moment.

We also appreciate quotations because there are times when an erudite person has captured a moment precisely, described a sentiment exactly or justified a position persuasively, in a way that makes us think, ‘I couldn’t have said it better myself!’ Such shared insight can be a source of great satisfaction. As 20th-century star of stage and screen Marlene Dietrich noted: ‘I love quotations because it is a joy to find thoughts one might have, beautifully expressed with much authority by someone recognized wiser than oneself.’

Another reason we enjoy quotations is that we can live vicariously through them. Neil Armstong’s remark, ‘That’s one small step for man; one giant leap for mankind,’ still conjures the same sense of momentousness today as it did for the people all over the world who crowded around their television sets to watch him walk on the moon on 20 July 1969. Quotations provide us not only with an emotional connection to key events in history, but also give us an insight into the characters of those involved in them – such as Elizabeth I’s statement that ‘I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king.’

Perhaps the most prevailing reason we repeatedly turn to quotations is for their power to inspire us. A man going through a forced career change in midlife may come across Thomas Fuller’s observation that ‘It is always darkest just before the Day dawneth,’ and feel encouraged that a better job is on the horizon. Or a woman, who on the seventeenth mile of a marathon may want to stop running because her muscles are aching so badly that she wants to cry, soldiers on to complete the race after recalling Pelé’s inspiring claim that ‘The more difficult the victory, the greater the happiness in winning.’ Quotations not only impel us, they also compel us – to face our fears, to agree with what someone has said, or even to change our behaviours.

We will often quote someone for the simple fact that what they have said is downright hilarious. Groucho Marx’s comment that ‘Those are my principles, and if you don’t like them. . .well, I have others,’ is gleefully clever. Bob Hope’s description of television as ‘where the movies go when they die,’ at the opening of the first televised Academy Awards ceremony, is a classic one-liner. Tina Fey was able to make audiences laugh, as well as laugh at herself, when she claimed, ‘Confidence is 10 percent hard work and 90 percent delusion.’ And although not a comedian by trade, Gioachino Rossini demonstrated a perceptive wit when he observed that ‘Wagner has lovely moments but awful quarters of an hour.’

The great wordsmiths have also tickled many a funny bone. Oscar Wilde once quipped to a customs official that ‘I have nothing to declare except my genius,’ while Mark Twain opined, ‘Go to Heaven for the climate; Hell for the company.’ A literary giant in his own right as well as one of the great doctors of the Catholic Church, St Augustine noted in his work Confessions (397 CE) that when he was younger he wanted to quit his wicked, womanizing ways, but he asked God for a little extra time: ‘Give me chastity and continency, only not yet.’

At one point or another in our lives, most of us have had to cite another’s words as a justification for something we have written, or made reference to what some famous person said to prove a point in an oral presentation. Or we have used someone’s words to demonstrate an affinity between our viewpoint and theirs. However, we must be careful when we quote, as the act carries with it certain dangers.

Firstly, it is important to make sure that the quotation is reproduced correctly. There are numerous examples of famous misquotes, such as Humphrey Bogart’s instruction to ‘Play it again, Sam’ in the movie Casablanca (1942) – he actually simply says, ‘Play it.’ There is much truth to satirist Ambrose Bierce’s tongue-in-cheek definition of ‘quotation’ in The Devil’s Dictionary (1911) as ‘The act of repeating erroneously the words of another.’ This may not be problematic when it comes to idioms or aphorisms, but when someone’s words are being used to bolster a position in an article from a medical journal, or to support an argument that will affect public policy or to convince people to subscribe to a certain set of beliefs, it is imperative to ensure the quotation is correct.

It is also essential to make sure that the quotation is attributed to the correct person or source. ‘There’s a sucker born every minute’ was never actually stated by P T Barnum, although for most of the 20th century, people thought he was the originator. In a way that is similar to misquotation, misattribution of trivial quotations may be of no matter. However, it is possible to imagine that a person’s career or livelihood could have been derailed because a quotation of consequence has been misattributed to them. ‘Be careful,’ warned French writer and statesman André Malraux: ‘with quotations, you can damn anything.’

Additionally, it is vital when citing a quotation not to quote out of context. Most of us are probably familiar with the claim that ‘Money is the root of all evil’ but the full quotation by St Paul from the New Testament is actually, ‘For the love of money is the root of all evil, which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.’ There’s a huge difference in meaning between these two statements, and biblical scholars are generally in agreement that St Paul’s basic point is not that money per se is the cause of evil, but that the ‘foolish and hurtful lust’ of things in this world that are not really needed to live, ensnare and tempt us to act in ways that lead to our own destruction.

A further reason we must be careful in our usage of quotations is perhaps best summarized by this remark from author A A Milne: ‘A quotation is a handy thing to have about, saving one the trouble of thinking for oneself.’ Similarly, writer Dorothy Sayers claimed that a ‘facility for quotation covers the absence of original thought,’ while Ralph Waldo Emerson noted simply, ‘I hate quotations. Tell me what you know.’ While it is true that much of our knowledge unavoidably comes from memorizing the ideas of others who have come before us – the Pythagorean theorem, the Second Law of Thermodynamics, and countless other theoretical and practical ideas – we still need to internalize these ideas, understand them, grapple with them, critique them and either accept or reject them based upon reasons and evidence that we provide. We need to think for ourselves. Part of what it means to be a fully rational, adult human being is that one thinks critically about the issues, ideas, opinions, positions and claims that people put forward. Quotations usually take the form of a claim that someone is making, and claims are shown to be either true or false with evidence. If there’s evidence for a claim being true, we should accept it; if there’s evidence for a claim being false, we should reject it; if there’s insufficient evidence for a claim being true or false, we should suspend our judgement about it.

The definition of a quotation is something that has changed over time. The English word is a noun derived from the Medieval Latin quotationem, meaning ‘the act of numbering.’ By the end of the 16th century the word had come to mean ‘to give as a reference, to cite as an authority,’ and by the end of the 17th century meant ‘to copy or repeat the exact words of another.’ Today, The Oxford English Dictionary defines the quotation as ‘a group of words taken from a text or speech and repeated by someone other than the original author or speaker,’ while Merriam-Webster defines it as ‘something that a person says or writes that is repeated or used by someone else in another piece of writing or a speech’. The Wikipedia entry on quotation describes one of the uses of a quotation as ‘a means of inspiration and to invoke philosophical thoughts from the reader’.

It is this last definition that has informed the selection of quotations that appears in this book. Chosen from throughout history for their insight into a particular field of human endeavour, each of the 1,001 quotations contained within these pages is listed with its originator, source and date, and is accompanied by an insightful review that analyzes the substance and significance of its weighty words. From Aristotle and Confucius to William Shakespeare, Niccolò Machiavelli, Voltaire, Pablo Picasso, Virginia Woolf and Bill Gates, the greatest minds in the world can be found here. No doubt, some of the quotations will inspire you; no doubt, too, some will get you to think deeply about yourself, your thoughts, the world around you and reality as you know it. In the words of British statseman Winston Churchill, ‘It is a good thing for an uneducated man to read books of quotations. . .The quotations when engraved upon the memory give you good thoughts. They also make you anxious to read the authors and look for more.’
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Art and Architecture

A city’s architecture is always a bit like a constructed, psychological version of its people.

A drawing is simply a line going for a walk.

A house can have integrity, just like a person, and just as seldom.

A house is a machine for living in.

A painting in a museum hears more ridiculous opinions than anything else in the world.

A painting is complete when it has the shadows of a god.

A painting that doesn’t shock isn’t worth painting.

Abstract art is a product of the untalented, sold by the unprincipled to the utterly bewildered.

All great painters were less or more Impressionists. It is mainly a question of instinct.

All healthy emotion, all strong emotion lacks taste. As soon as an artist becomes human and begins to feel, he is finished as an artist.

An arch never sleeps.

Ancient sculpture is the true school of modesty. But where the Greeks had modesty, we have cant

Any authentic work of art must start an argument between the artist and his audience.

Architecture aims at Eternity.

[Architecture] is music in space, as [if] it were a frozen music.

Architecture should be at the head of the arts, not at the foot of the professions.

Architecture should speak of its time and place, but yearn for timelessness.

Art has nothing to do with taste: art is not there to be tasted.

Art is a spiritual function of man, which aims at freeing him from life’s chaos.

Art is beauty, the perpetual invention of detail, the choice of words, the exquisite care of execution.

Art is born of humiliation.

Art is the only serious thing in the world. And the artist is the only person who is never serious.

Art must not be concentrated in dead shrines called museums. lt must be spread everywhere.

Art, it is said, is not a mirror, but a hammer: it does not reflect, it shapes.

Art, like morality, consists of drawing the line somewhere.

As the sun colors flowers, so does art color life.

Beauty is only the promise of happiness.

Conciseness in art is essential and a refinement. The concise man makes one think; the verbose bores.

Drawing is the honesty of the art. There is no possibility of cheating. It is either good or bad.

Every artist dips his brush in his own soul, and paints his own nature into his pictures.

Every artist was first an amateur.

Every time I paint a portrait I lose a friend.

Freedom from ornament is a sign of spiritual strength.

Good artists copy; great artists steal.

Great art picks up where nature ends.

How much does your house weigh?

I obey nature, I never presume to command her. The first principle in art is to copy what one sees.

I paint with my prick.

I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free.

I think an artist has always to be out of step with his time.

If you could say it in words there would be no reason to paint.

In art, there are only two types of people: revolutionaries and plagiarists.

It is crooked wood that shows the best sculptor.

It is not bright colors but good drawing that makes figures beautiful.

It took me four years to paint like Raphael, but a lifetime to paint like a child.

Less is more.

Life isn’t long enough for love and art.

Neither natural ability without instruction, nor instruction without natural ability, can make the perfect artist.

Noble life demands a noble architecture for noble uses of noble men.

Objective painting is not good painting unless it is good in the abstract sense.

One picture is worth ten thousand words.

Ornamentation is the principal part of architecture, considered as a subject of fine art.

Painters and poets . . . have always had an equal license in bold invention.

Painting is poetry which is seen and not heard, and poetry is a painting which is heard but not seen.

Paintings are the Bible of the laity.

Poetry surrounds us everywhere, but putting it on paper is, alas, not so easy as looking at it.

The art of art, the glory of expression and the sunshine of the light of letters, is simplicity.

The artist is not born to a life of pleasure. He must not live idle; he has a hard work to perform

The artist who aims at perfection in everything achieves it in nothing.

The position of the artist is humble. He is essentially a channel.

There is no better deliverance from the world than through art; and a man can form no surer bond with it than through art.

We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.

What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity . . . something like a good armchair.

You shouldn’t talk about art, you should do it.

Business

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.

A business that makes nothing but money is a poor business.

A company is only as good as the people it keeps.

A company will get nowhere if all of the thinking is left to management.

A feast is made for laughter, and wine maketh merry: but money answereth all things.

A friendship founded on business is better than a business founded on friendship.

A great fortune is a great slavery.

A man should never neglect his family for business.

A penny saved is a penny earned.

All paid jobs absorb and degrade the mind.

Business? It’s quite simple. It’s other people’s money.

Corporations are not in business to be social-welfare organizations; they are there to make money.

Corporations have neither bodies to be punished nor souls to be damned.

Eat and drink with your relatives; do business with strangers.

For the love of money is the root of all evil.

Formerly when great fortunes were only made in war, war was a business; but now, when great fortunes are only made by business, business is war!

Free enterprise cannot be justified as being good for business. It can be justified only as being good for society.

Generosity truly is the best investment.

Haste in every business brings failures.

He has not acquired a fortune; the fortune has acquired him.

He that hath little business shall become wise.

Here’s the rule for bargains: “Do other men, for they would do you.” That’s the true business precept.

I believe in the dollar. Everything I earn, I spend!

I’ve been rich, and I’ve been poor. Rich is better. If possible honestly, if not, somehow, make money.

If you are rich, you have to be an idiot not to stay rich. And if you are poor, you have to be really smart to get rich.

If you can run one business well, you can run any business well.

If you don’t drive your business, you’ll be driven out of business.

If you hire only those people you understand, the company will never get people better than you are.

If you want something done right, do it yourself.

In manufacturing, we try to stamp out variance. With people, variance is everything.

In the business world, the rearview mirror is always clearer than the windshield.

It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.

Life is a game . . . and you keep score with dollars.

Making money is art and working is art and good business is the best art.

Managers rise to the level of their incompetence.

Money does not stink.

Never fear the want of business. A man who qualifies himself well for his calling, never fails of employment.

No one can possibly achieve any real and lasting success or “get rich” in business by being a conformist.

No one in this world, so far as I know . . . has ever lost money by underestimating the intelligence of the great masses of the plain people.

Nothing is illegal if one hundred businessmen decide to do it.

Perpetual devotion to what a man calls his business, is only to be sustained by perpetual neglect of many other things.

Pleasure is a thief to business.

Politics greases the wheels of business.

Remember that time is money.

Small is beautiful.

Society cares for the individual only so far as he is profitable.

Talk of nothing but business, and dispatch that business quickly.

The best minds are not in government. If any were, business would hire them right away.

The business world contains plenty of successful men who have no brains.

The buyer has need of a hundred eyes, the seller of but one.

The chief business of the American people is business.

The customer is always right.

The man of virtue makes the difficulty to be overcome his first business, and success only a subsequent consideration.

The only place you find success before work is in the dictionary.

The only way I can get you to do anything is by giving you what you want.

The rule of my life is to make business a pleasure and pleasure my business.

The secret of business is to know something that nobody else knows.

The successful man is the one who finds out what is the matter with his business before his competitors do.

The wealth which enslaves the owner is not wealth.

There is only one boss. The customer. And he can fire everybody in the company from the chairman on down, simply by spending his money somewhere else.

To think twice in every matter and follow the lead of others is no way to make money.

When two men in business always agree, one of them is unnecessary.

Work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion.

You can’t build a strong corporation with a lot of committees . . . You have to be able to make decisions on your own.

Your most unhappy customers are your greatest source of learning.

Education

A general State education is a mere contrivance for molding people to be exactly like one another.

A little learning is a dangerous thing.

All learning is recollection.

All wish to be learned, but no one is willing to pay the price.

An educational system by itself, cannot fashion the whole future structure of a country, but it can make better citizens.

An error doesn’t become a mistake until you refuse to correct it.

An original thinker and able teacher very soon attracts a large class and vice versa.

By education most have been misled.

Children enter school as question marks and leave as periods.

Do not say, “When I have leisure I will study,” for you may never have leisure.

Don’t gain the world and lose your soul, wisdom is better than silver or gold.

Education commences at the mother’s knee, and every word spoken within the hearsay of little children tends towards the formation of character.

Education costs money. But then so does ignorance.

Education has produced a vast population able to read but unable to distinguish what is worth reading.

Education is . . . a two-edged sword that can be used either for the progress of mankind or for its destruction.

Education is a better safeguard of liberty than a standing army.

Education is a progressive discovery of our own ignorance.

Education is an ornament for the prosperous, a refuge for the unfortunate.

Education is the guardian genius of democracy. It is the only dictator that free men recognize, and the only ruler that free men require.

Education is what survives when what has been learned has been forgotten.

Education makes a people easy to lead, but difficult to drive; easy to govern, but impossible to enslave.

Education’s purpose is to replace an empty mind with an open one.

Genius without education is like silver in the mine.

Give a man a fish and he will eat for a day. Teach a man to fish and he will eat for a lifetime.

How much a dunce that has been sent to roam, Excels a dunce that has been kept at home.

I have learned all kinds of things from my many mistakes. The one thing I never learn is to stop making them.

I have learned much from my teachers, more from my colleagues, and the most from my students.

I have never let my schooling interfere with my education.

I wish you’d go back to your horses.

If you think education is expensive, try ignorance.

Ignorance is bliss.

Improvement makes straight roads, but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of Genius.

In order to be content men must also have the possibility of developing their intellectual and artistic powers

It is only the ignorant who despise education.

Just think of the tragedy of teaching children not to doubt.

Learn to live, and live to learn; ignorance like a fire doth burn; little tasks make large return.

Learning by study must be won; ’twas ne’er entail’d from son to son.

Learning is an ornament in prosperity, a refuge in adversity, and a provision in old age.

Much learning does not teach understanding.

Nothing in education is so astonishing as the amount of ignorance it accumulates in the form of inert facts.

Share your knowledge. It is a way to achieve immortality.

Skill comes so slow, and life so fast doth fly,/We learn so little and forget so much.

Strange as it seems, no amount of learning can cure stupidity, and higher education positively fortifies it.

Teachers open the door, but you must enter by yourself.

The aim of education is the knowledge, not of facts, but of values.

The foundation of every state is the education of its youth.

The good teacher not only understands the child: he approves of the child.

The highest result of education is tolerance.

The history of scholarship is a record of disagreements.

The life so short, the craft so long to learn.

The object of education is to teach us to love what is beautiful.

The principal goal of education . . . should be creating men and women who are capable of doing new things, not simply repeating what other generations have done.

The very spring and root of honesty and virtue lie in good education.

To learning and law, there’s no greater foe, than they that nothing know.

To pursue education is to be human, to give it up, to be a beast.

To repeat what others have said, requires education; to challenge it, requires brains.

Too often we give our children the answers to remember rather than the problems to solve.

We do not learn for school, but for life.

What is the first part of politics? Education. The second? Education. And the third? Education.

When the pupil is ready, the teacher will appear.

Who dares to teach must never cease to learn.

You always learn a lot more when you lose than when you win.

You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.

You will find something more in woods than in books. Trees and stones will teach you that which you can never learn from masters.

Entertainment

Academia is the death of cinema. It is the very opposite of passion. Film is not the art of scholars, but of illiterates.

All good ideas start out as bad ideas, that’s why it takes so long.

All the world’s a stage,/And all the men and women merely players.

Although one may fail to find happiness in theatrical life, one never wishes to give it up after having once tasted its fruits.

Always be a first-rate version of yourself, instead of a second-rate version of somebody else.

Ambition is a dream with a V8 engine.

An actor is at most a poet and at least an entertainer.

Anyone who tries to make a distinction between education and entertainment doesn’t know the first thing about either.

Clowns are the pegs on which the circus is hung.

Confidence is 10 percent hard work and 90 percent delusion.

Dancers are stripped enough on stage. You don’t have to know more about them than they’ve given you already.

Dream as if you’ll live forever. Live as if you’ll die today.

Eighty percent of success is showing up.

Elegance is the only beauty that never fades.

Entertainment is about the way things should be. Art is about the way they are.

Generally in film, what you don’t say is more important than what you say.

Give a girl the right shoes, and she can conquer the world.

Give the public what they want, and they’ll come out for it.

Glamour is what I sell; it’s my stock in trade.

I am careful not to confuse excellence with perfection. Excellence, I can reach for; perfection is God’s business.

I do not regret one professional enemy I have made. Any actor who doesn’t dare to make an enemy should get out of the business.

I don’t know what is better than the work that is given to the actor—to teach the human heart the knowledge of itself.

I made mistakes in drama. I thought drama was when actors cried. But drama is when the audience cries.

I succeeded by saying what everyone else is thinking.

I think it’s an essential fact for any performer or artist to fail as poignantly as they can succeed.

I would rather entertain and hope that people learned something than educate people and hope they were entertained.

If you can’t handle me at my worst, then you sure as hell don’t deserve me at my best.

If you obey all the rules, you miss all the fun.

In ballet a complicated story is impossible to tell . . . we can’t dance synonyms.

In the future everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes.

It’s not a pleasure torturing actors, although some of them enjoy it.

Killing time is perhaps the essence of comedy, just as the essence of tragedy is killing eternity.

Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot.

Men play at tragedy because they do not believe in the reality of the tragedy which is actually being staged in the civilized world.

Movies are the memories of our lifetime; we need to keep them alive.

Never get a mime talking. He won’t stop.

Never pass up the opportunity to have sex or be on television.

Not even the Church is so powerfully equipped to serve the public psychologically as is the motion-picture company.

People like eccentrics. Therefore they will leave me alone, saying that I am a mad clown.

Photography is truth. The cinema is truth twenty-four times per second.

Pictures are for entertainment, messages should be delivered by Western Union.

Satyr had Smiles in her Look, and a Dagger under her Garment. Rhetorick was known by her Thunderbolt; and Comedy by her mask.

Sometimes, watching a movie is a bit like being raped.

Television is an invention that permits you to be entertained in your living room by people you wouldn’t have in your home.

Television. That’s where the movies go when they die.

The actor who holds his audience captive for one brief moment upon a lighted stage vanishes forever when the curtain falls.

The dance is a poem of which each movement is a word.

[The dancer’s] body is simply the luminous manifestation of his soul.

The dramatist only wants more liberties than he can really take.

The movies are the only business where you can go out front and applaud yourself.

The only rules comedy can tolerate are those of taste, and the only limitations those of libel.

The performing arts tend to unify people in a way nothing else does.

The secret to humor is surprise.

The theater is a place where one has time for the problems of people to whom one would show the door if they came to one’s office for a job.

The ultimate sin of any performer is contempt for the audience.

[The] world seems like a void of silence every time footsteps are deprived of dancing shoes.

Theater takes you into a world where your imagination is stimulated, your judgment is unimpaired, and thus your enjoyment heightened.

This is where I have wasted the best years of my life.

This world is a comedy to those who think, a tragedy to those who feel.

Those are my principles, and if you don’t like them . . . well, I have others.

Violence is one of the most fun things to watch.

We aren’t in an information age; we are in an entertainment age.

What [the public] wants is a gun and a girl.

What is drama but life with the dull bits cut out?

History

An army marches on its stomach.

And as time requires, a man of marvelous mirth and pastimes and sometimes of as sad a gravity—a man for all seasons.

Clinging to the past is the problem. Embracing change is the answer.

Do nothing secretly; for Time sees and hears all things, and discloses all.

England expects that every man will do his duty.

Even God cannot change the past.

Every advantage in the past is judged in the light of the final issue.

Every instant of time is a pinprick of eternity.

For all at last returns to the sea . . . the beginning and the end.

Go, and catch a falling star; get with child a mandrake root; tell me, where all past years are; or who cleft the Devil’s foot.

History . . . is, indeed, little more than the register of the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of mankind.

History doesn’t repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

History is a set of lies agreed upon.

History is written by the winners.

History repeats itself, first as tragedy, then as farce.

History, like love, is so apt to surround her heroes with an atmosphere of imaginary brightness.

Houston, we’ve had a problem.

Human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe.

I came, I saw, I conquered.

I do not pretend to understand the moral universe, the arc is a long one . . . But from what I see I am sure it bends toward justice.

I realise that patriotism is not enough. I must have no bitterness or hatred toward any one.

I wish the Roman people had but a single neck.

If history records good things of good men, the thoughtful hearer is encouraged to imitate what is good.

In a short while the generations of living creatures are changed, and like runners relay the torch of life.

It is a fair summary of history to say that the safeguards of liberty have been forged in controversies involving not very nice people.

It takes great courage to break with one’s past history and stand alone.

Kill them all. God will know his own.

Let us learn from the past to profit by the present, and from the present to live better in the future.

Look back, and smile on perils past!

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair.

My days among the dead are past;/Around me I behold,/Where’er these casual eyes are cast, the mighty minds of old.

No man who is correctly informed as to the past will be disposed to take a morose or desponding view of the present.

Not heaven itself upon the past has power; But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.

Nothing changes more constantly than the past; for the past that influences our lives does not consist of what actually happened, but of what men believe happened.

Nothing that was worthy in the Past departs; no Truth or Goodness realized by man ever dies, or can die.

Our image of happiness is indissolubly bound up with . . . our view of the past, which is the concern of history.

Progress might have been all right once, but it has gone on too long.

That men do not learn very much from the lessons of history is the most important of all the lessons that history has to teach.

That sign of old age: extolling the past at the expense of the present.

The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its interest.

The best of Prophets of the future is the past.

The day is gone, and yet I saw no sun; And now I live, and now my life is done.

The history of men’s opposition to women’s emancipation is more interesting perhaps than the story of that emancipation itself.

The most effective way to destroy people is to deny and obliterate their own understanding of their history.

The old Lie:/Dulce et decorum est/Pro patria mori.

The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.

The past is full of life, eager to irritate us, provoke and insult us, tempt us to destroy or repaint it.

The Past is like a funeral gone by/The Future comes like an unwelcome guest.

The present contains nothing more than the past, and what is found in the effect was already in the cause.

The superior man acquaints himself with many sayings of antiquity and many deeds of the past, in order to strengthen his character thereby.

The treason is done, the traitor is no longer needed.

The world is weary of the past,/O, might it die or rest at last!

These times of ours are serious and full of calamity, but all times are essentially alike. As soon as there is life there is danger.

Things bygone are the only things that last: The Present is mere grass, quick-mown away; The Past is stone, and stands for ever fast.

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

Time flies over us, but leaves its shadow behind.

Time, the devourer of all things.

To be ignorant of what happened before you were born is to be ever a child.

Virtue extends our days: he lives two lives who relives his past with pleasure.

We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.

We can only pay our debt to the past by putting the future in debt to ourselves.

We two kept house, the Past and I . . . I tended while it hovered nigh, leaving me never alone.

We’ll be remembered more for what we destroy than what we create.

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War . . . but the end of history.

When I want to understand what is happening today or try to decide what will happen tomorrow, I look back.

When the past no longer illuminates the future, the spirit walks in darkness.

Whoever is responsible for another’s becoming powerful ruins himself.

Whoso neglects learning in his youth, loses the past and is dead for the future.

Without words, without writing and without books there would be no history, there could be no concept of humanity.

You can never plan the future by the past.

You can’t step twice in the same river.

Life and Death

A person doesn’t have to change who he is to become better.

A thing of beauty is a joy forever.

Because I could not stop for Death/He kindly stopped for me.

Candy/Is dandy/But liquor/Is quicker.

Carpe diem.

Character, not circumstances, makes the man.

Death comes equally to us all, and makes us all equal when it comes.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Don’t hide your scars. They make you who you are.

Fortune favors the bold.

Human kind/Cannot bear very much reality. I would rather die of passion than of boredom.

If you are going through hell, keep going.

It is always darkest just before the Day dawneth.

Just have one more try—/it’s dead easy to die,/It’s the keeping-on-living/that’s hard.

Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.

Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.

Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.

Live fast, die young, and leave a good-looking corpse.

Living well is the best revenge.

Not all those who wander are lost.

Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.

Once at least in his life each man walks with Christ to Emmaus.

One man’s meat is another man’s poison.

So often in life, things that you regard as an impediment turn out to be great good fortune.

Speak softly and carry a big stick.

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone.

The child is father of the man.

The Lord blessed the latter part of Job’s life more than the former part.

The months and days are the travelers of eternity. The years that come and go are also voyagers.

The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.

They also serve who only stand and wait.

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.

This is the way the world ends/Not with a bang but a whimper.

Time is a vindictive bandit to steal the beauty of our former selves.

’Tis impossible to be sure of any thing but death and taxes.

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

To thine own self be true.

Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones that you did do.

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—I took the one less traveled by, And that has made all the difference.

Whatever you are, try to be a good one.

Whenever you do a thing, act as if all the world were watching.

With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do.

Yesterday is gone. Tomorrow has not yet come. We have only today. Let us begin.

You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.

You must do the thing you think you cannot do.

Literature

A book must be the ax for the frozen sea within us.

A classic is a book that has never finished saying what it has to say.

A great book is a great evil.

A perfect poem is impossible. Once it had been written, the world would end.

A poem is never finished, only abandoned.

A rose is a rose is a rose.

A writer is not a confectioner, a cosmetic dealer, or an entertainer. He is a man who has signed a contract with his conscience and his sense of duty.

A writer should have the precision of a poet and the imagination of a scientist.

Achilles exists only through Homer. Take away the art of writing from this world, and you will probably take away its glory.

After love, book collecting is the most exhilarating sport of all.

Against the disease of writing one must take special precautions, since it is a dangerous and contagious disease.

Among all men on the earth, bards have a share of honor and reverence, because the Muse has taught them songs, and loves the race of bards.

Beauty is mysterious as well as terrible. God and the devil are fighting there, and the battlefield is the heart of man.

Beauty is truth, truth beauty, that is all ye know on Earth and all ye need to know.

Books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul was whose progeny they are.

Books are the carriers of civilization. Without books, history is silent, literature dumb, science crippled, thought and speculation at a standstill.

Books are the perfect entertainment: no commercials, no batteries, hours of enjoyment for each dollar spent.

Call me Ishmael.

Creative ideas do not spring from groups. They spring from individuals.

Dreams, books, are each a world; and books, we know, are a substantial world, both pure and good.

Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better.

Every writer hopes or boldly assumes that his life is in some sense exemplary, that the particular will turn out to be universal.

Everybody does have a book in them, but in most cases that’s where it should stay.

God be thanked for books. They are the voices of the distant and the dead, and make us heirs of the spiritual life of past ages.

I celebrate myself, and sing myself.

I did not come here to solve anything. I came here to sing, and for you to sing with me.

I have nothing to declare except my genius.

I just write what I wanted to write. I write what amuses me. It’s totally for myself.

I speak and speak, but the listener retains only the words he is expecting. It is not the voice that commands the story: it is the ear.

I wandered lonely as a cloud.

Idle youth, enslaved to everything; by being too sensitive I have wasted my life.

If a book is well written, I always find it too short.

If I can stop one heart from breaking, I shall not live in vain.

If you but knew the flames that burn in me which I attempt to beat down with my reason.

If you have a garden and a library, you have everything you need.

It is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.

It was a bright, cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

Life itself is a quotation.

Literature is a luxury; fiction is a necessity.

Literature is humanity talking to itself.

Literature is news that stays news.

Literature is the most agreeable way of ignoring life.

Mad, bad, and dangerous to know.

No bad man can be a good poet.

No entertainment is so cheap as reading, nor any pleasure so lasting.

Of all those arts in which the wise excel, Nature’s chief masterpiece is writing well.

One must be a wise reader to quote wisely and well.

People who are strangers to liquor are incapable of talking about literature.

Poetry is a way of taking life by the throat.

Poetry is the language in which man explores his own amazement.

Prose is for ideas, verse for visions.

Reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man.

Satire is a sort of glass wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own.

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness!

Shakespeare is not of an age, but for all time!

Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.

Stories of imagination tend to upset those without one.

That is part of the beauty of all literature. You discover that your longings are universal longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone.

The desire to have many books, and never to use them, is like a child that will have a candle burning by him all the while he is sleeping.

The lady doth protest too much, methinks.

The man who never looks into a newspaper is better informed than he who reads them.

The pen is mightier than the sword.

The pen is the tongue of the soul.

The possession of a book becomes a substitute for reading it.

The reading of all good books is like conversation with the finest men of past centuries.

The reason why so few good books are written is, that so few people can write that know anything.

The worst tragedy for a poet is to be admired through being misunderstood.

There is no surer foundation for a beautiful friendship than a mutual taste in literature.

There is nothing outside of the text.

There was no possibility of taking a walk that day.

To be amused by what you read—that is the great spring of happy quotations.

To read a newspaper is to refrain from reading something worthwhile.

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.

We must wash literature off ourselves. We want to be men above all, to be human.

What a comfort a Dictionary is!

When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life.

When in doubt, have a man come through the door with a gun in his hand.

Wit invents; inspiration reveals.

Write what you know. That should leave you with a lot of free time.

Writing, when properly managed . . . is but a different name for conversation.

You can’t get to the truth by writing history; only the novelist can do that.

You can’t use up creativity. The more you use, the more you have.

You write with ease to show your breeding,/But easy writing’s curst hard reading.

Love and Relationships

A bore is a man who, when you ask how he is, tells you.

A difference of taste in jokes is a great strain on the affections.

A mighty pain to love it is,/And ’tis a pain that pain to miss;/But of all pains the greatest pain/It is to love, but love in vain.

A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.

A true friend is one soul in two bodies.

Above all do not appear to others what you are not.

Absence makes the heart grow fonder.

Adversity makes strange bedfellows.

All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

All’s fair in love and war.

And what is better than wisdom? Woman. And what is better than a good woman? Nothing.

Be just before you’re generous.

Drive out prejudices through the door, and they will return through the window.

Even fools are thought wise if they keep silent, and discerning if they hold their tongue.

Experience shows us that love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking together in the same direction.

Fair Daffodils, we weep to see You haste so soon.

Familiarity breeds contempt.

Fate chooses our relatives, we choose our friends.

Friendship is a sheltering tree.

Friendship is the golden thread that ties the heart of all the world.

Friendship with a man is friendship with his virtue, and does not admit of assumptions of superiority.

Gestures, in love, are incomparably more attractive, effective, and valuable than words.

Greater love has no one than this, that someone lays down his life for his friends.

Have a heart that never hardens, and a temper that never tires, and a touch that never hurts.

Have no friends not equal to yourself.

He who has a thousand friends has not a friend to spare, And he who has one enemy will meet him everywhere.

He who laughs last, laughs longest.

He who praises everybody, praises nobody.

Heaven has no rage, like love to hatred turned, Nor Hell a fury, like a woman scorned.

Hell is other people.

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I don’t need a friend who changes when I change and who nods when I nod; my shadow does that much better.

I know enough to know that no woman should ever marry a man who hated his mother.

I love the man that can smile in trouble, that can gather strength from distress, and grow brave by reflection.

If a man does not make new acquaintance as he advances through life, he will soon find himself left alone. A man, Sir, should keep his friendship in constant repair.

If you expect nothing from anybody, you’re never disappointed.

In human relationships kindness and lies are worth a thousand truths.

In love, the only victory lies in flight.

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.

It is part of human nature to hate the man you have hurt.

It is safer . . . to be feared than loved.

It is the most violent people who go for love and peace.

It was inevitable: the scent of bitter almonds always reminded him of the fate of unrequited love.

Kindness in words creates confidence. Kindness in thinking creates profoundness. Kindness in giving creates love.

Laugh at your friends, and if your friends are sore, So much the better, you may laugh the more.

Life without love is like a tree without blossoms or fruit.

Love all; trust a few, Do wrong to none.

Love ceases to be a Pleasure, when it ceases to be a Secret.

Love conquers all things; let us too surrender to love.

Love has no middle terms: either it destroys, or it saves.

Love is a thing as any spirit free.

Love is like measles; we all have to go through it.

Love is not to be purchased, and affection has no price.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.

Love is to me that you are the knife which I turn within myself.

Many waters cannot quench love, neither can the floods drown it.

Marriage is like life . . . it is a field of battle, and not a bed of roses.

[Marriage] is the tomb of love.

No act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.

No guest is so welcome in a friend’s house that he will not become a nuisance after three days.

Nobody dies from lack of sex. It’s lack of love we die from.

Our most intimate friend is not he to whom we show the worst, but the best of our nature.

Prosperity makes friends, adversity tries them.

Ring out your bells! Let mourning shows be spread. For Love is dead.

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Tact is the art of making a point without making an enemy.

The course of true love never did run smooth.

The deepest definition of youth is life as yet untouched by tragedy.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

The friendship that can cease has never been real.

The gentle mind by gentle deeds is known. For a man by nothing is so well exposed, as by his manners.

The great question that has never been answered . . . is, “What does a woman want?”

The more we love our friends, the less we flatter them; it is by excusing nothing that pure love shows itself.

The tragedy of love is indifference.

There are no secrets that time does not reveal.

There goes more to marriage than four bare legs in a bed.

There is no disguise which can hide love for long where it exists, or feign it where it does not.

There is no greater glory than love, nor any greater punishment than jealousy.

They fuck you up, your mum and dad./They may not mean to, but they do./They fill you with the faults they had/And add some extra, just for you.

They loved each other beyond belief—she was a strumpet, he was a thief.

They sin who tell us love can die; with life all other passions fly; all others are but vanity.

This is not a letter. It is only my arms round you for a quick minute.

This is what I know for sure: love is all around. Time, which strengthens friendship, weakens love.

’Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

To err is human; to forgive, divine.

To God I speak Spanish, to women Italian, to men French, and to my horse—German.

To like and dislike the same things, that is indeed true friendship.

To love for the sake of being loved is human, but to love for the sake of loving is angelic.

True friendship is never serene.

We loved with a love that was more than love.

When a lady chooses to change her mind, a gentleman would consider it no more than her privilege, and not badger her about it.

When love is not madness, it is not love.

Who ever loved, that loved not at first sight?

Your body is the church where Nature asks to be reverenced.

Mind and Psychology

A man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are volitional and are the portals of discovery.

A man’s worst difficulties begin when he is able to do as he likes.

A truly happy person is one who can enjoy the scenery on a detour.

Believe you can and you’re halfway there.

Blessed be he that invented sleep.

Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, concentrate the mind on the present moment.

Don’t ever make decisions based on fear. Make decisions based on hope and possibility. Make decisions based on what should happen, not what shouldn’t.

Each of us must walk his own path to enlightenment.

Every man takes the limits of his own field of vision for the limits of the world.

For one swallow does not a summer make, neither does one fine day; similarly one day or brief time of happiness does not make a person entirely happy.

Great minds think alike.

He has achieved success who has lived well, laughed often, and loved much.

Hope raises no dust.

Hope springs eternal in the human breast.

I agree with no man’s opinion. I have some of my own.

I have loved justice and hated iniquity: therefore I die in exile.

The only thing more painful than being an active forgetter is to be an inert rememberer.

If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, try again.

If once a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think little of robbing; and from robbing he comes next to drinking and sabbath-breaking, and from that to incivility.

If you find a man who points out faults and who reproves, follow such a wise person as you would a guide to hidden treasure.

Imagination is more important than knowledge.

Ironically, it is when we identify with our spirits rather than our bodies that we are most powerful on the material plane.

It is propriety or observance that distinguishes an honorable action from its opposite.

Let life happen to you. Believe me: life is in the right, always.

Man needs difficulties; they are necessary for health.

My business is not to remake myself, But make the absolute best of what God made.

My tongue swore, but my mind’s unsworn.

No man is an island.

No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.

Nonsense wakes up the brain cells.

Not to be born is, past all prizing, best.

Our minds are like our stomachs; they are whetted by the change of their food, and variety supplies both with fresh appetites.

Punctuality is the virtue of the bored.

Reality denied comes back to haunt.

Silence is the virtue of fools.

Solitude is fine, but you need someone to tell you that solitude is fine.

The brave dies perhaps two thousand deaths if he’s intelligent. He simply doesn’t mention them.

The eyes are the window to the soul.

The line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.

The man who has no inner life is a slave to his surroundings.

The mind is furnished with ideas by experience alone.

The mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled.

The mind of man is capable of anything—because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future.

The pendulum of the mind oscillates between sense and nonsense, not between right and wrong.

There is no witness so dreadful, no accuser so terrible, as the conscience that dwells in the heart of every man.

This being human is a guest house. Every morning is a new arrival. A joy, a depression, a meanness, some momentary awareness comes as an unexpected visitor. Welcome and entertain them all.

To be stupid, selfish, and have good health are three requirements for happiness, though if stupidity is lacking, all is lost.

We forget very easily what gives us pain.

What we call our destiny is truly our character, and that character can be altered.

Whatever we do or suffer for a friend is pleasant, because love is the principal cause of pleasure.

When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things.

When the going gets tough, the tough get going.

When you are content to be simply yourself and don’t compare or compete, everybody will respect you.

Whoever in discussion adduces authority uses not intellect but memory.

Wise people . . . are so wise and practical that they always know to a dot just why something cannot be done; they always know the limitations.

Music

A wandering minstrel I—A thing of shreds and patches, Of ballads, songs and snatches, And dreamy lullaby!

All Paradise opens! Let me die eating ortolans to the sound of soft music!

Children are given Mozart because of the small quantity of the notes; grown-ups avoid Mozart because of the great quality of the notes.

Continue to play Bach your way and I, his way.

Everything will pass, and the world will perish, but the Ninth Symphony will remain.

Extraordinary how potent cheap music is.

Fierce wars and faithful loves shall moralize my song.

For when this song is sung and past, My lute, be still, for I have done.

He has Van Gogh’s ear for music.

I pay no attention whatever to anybody’s praise or blame . . . I simply follow my own feelings.

I shall sing a sweeter song tomorrow.

I should be sorry if I only entertained them; I wish to make them better.

I’d rather be dead than cool.

If music be the food of love, play on.

In all good pianoforte playing there is a vital spark.

It is only that which cannot be expressed otherwise that is worth expressing in music.

It’s easy to play any musical instrument: all you have to do is touch the right key at the right time and the instrument will play itself.

Let’s not pout, gentlemen. It makes bad notes.

Life is for the living. Death is for the dead. Let life be like music. And death a note unsaid.

Music can also evoke worlds very different from the personal, remembered worlds of events, people, places we have known.

Music expresses that which cannot be said and on which it is impossible to be silent.

Music has charms to soothe a savage breast.

Music is . . . a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy.

Musical compositions can be very sad—Chopin—but you have the pleasure of this sadness.

My music is best understood by children and animals.

Never look encouragingly at the brass, except with a short glance to give an important cue.

Next to the Word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world.

O Harmony! To thee we sing, To thee the grateful tribute bring, Of sacred verse.

People ask me how I make music. I tell them I just step into it. It’s like stepping into a river and joining the flow.

Please do not shoot the pianist. He is doing his best.

Pop music often tells you everything is okay, while rock music tells you that it’s not okay, but you can change it.

Reality is as beautiful as it is ugly. I think it is just as important to sing about beautiful mornings as it is to talk about slums.

Rock and roll was white kids trying to make black music and failing, gloriously!

Rock journalism is people who can’t write interviewing people who can’t talk for people who can’t read.

Sex and Drugs and Rock and Roll.

Simple melody and variety in rhythm.

Speak to one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.

The oldest, truest, most beautiful organ of music, the origin to which alone our music owes its being, is the human voice.

The song was wordless; the singing will never be done.

The symphony must be like the world; it must embrace everything.

There is no doubt that the first requirement for a composer is to be dead.

There was nobody in my vicinity to confuse and annoy me in my course, and so I had to be original.

They said, “You have a blue guitar, You do not play things as they are.” The man replied, “Things as they are, Are changed upon the blue guitar.”

They teach you there’s a boundary line to music. But, man, there’s no boundary line to art.

To send light into the darkness of men’s hearts—such is the duty of the artist.

Truly, I think I should go mad if it weren’t for music.

Wagner has lovely moments but awful quarters of an hour.

We are the music-makers, And we are the dreamers of dreams, Wandering by lone sea-breakers, And sitting by desolate streams.

What really makes me happy is the Silent applause!—one can feel how this opera is rising.

What we play is life.

When toilsome contests have been decided, good cheer is the best physician, and songs, the sage daughters of the Muses, soothe with their touch.

Without music, life would be a mistake.

Works of art make rules; rules do not make works of art.

Philosophy

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

A lie told often enough becomes the truth.

A man is literally what he thinks.

A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence.

All is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.

All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

Entities should not be multiplied unnecessarily.

Great wisdom is generous; petty wisdom is contentious.

I cannot teach anybody anything; I can only make them think.

I know that I do not know.

I think, therefore I am.

If men were born free, they would, so long as they remained free, form no conception of good and evil.

If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.

In much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.

In philosophy, it is not the attainment of the goal that matters, it is the things that are met with by the way.

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.

Life is the art of drawing sufficient conclusions from insufficient premises.

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more.

Live your life as though your every act were to become a universal law.

Man differs more from man, than man from beast.

Man is condemned to be free.

Man is the measure of all things.

Man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is.

Man is what he eats.

Philosophy is nothing but discretion.

Philosophy is the handmaiden to theology.

Philosophy triumphs easily over past evils and future evils; but present evils triumph over it.

Reserve your right to think, for even to think wrongly is better than not to think at all.

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

The soul is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul is the prison of the body.

The structure of language determines not only thought, but reality itself.

The truth is often a terrible weapon of aggression. It is possible to lie, and even to murder, with the truth.

The unexamined life is not worth living.

There is a great deal of pain in life and perhaps the only pain that can be avoided is the pain that comes from trying to avoid pain.

There is no fixed and constant authority, but a continual exchange of mutual, temporary, and, above all, voluntary authority and subordination.

There is nothing so absurd but some philosopher has said it.

There is only one thing that a philosopher can be relied on to do . . . contradict other philosophers.

Things are not always what they seem.

Time: that which man is always trying to kill, but which ends up killing him.

To be, or not to be, that is the question.

Truth is the object of philosophy, but not always of philosophers.

We should weep for men at their birth, not at their death.

What do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations?

Whatever is reasonable is true, and whatever is true is reasonable.

Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.

You can take comfort in the likelihood that what is now making you miserable will also pass away.

Politics and Society

A desperate disease requires a dangerous remedy.

A man who has nothing for which he is willing to fight . . . is a miserable creature, who has no chance of being free.

A revolution is a struggle to the death between the future and the past.

A week is a long time in politics.

After us the deluge.

All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.

An eye for an eye only ends up making the whole world blind.

Civilized people must get off their high horse and learn with humble lucidity that they too are an indigenous variety.

Democracy is beautiful in theory; in practice it is a fallacy.

Democracy means the opportunity to be everyone’s slave.

Famous men have the whole earth as their memorial.

Finality is not the language of politics.

For those to whom much is given, much is required.

Free will and determinism are like a game of cards. The hand that is dealt you represents determinism. The way you play your hand represents free will.

Freedom is never more than one generation away from extinction.

Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.

God is usually on the side of the big squadrons against the small.

Government, even in its best state, is but a necessary evil; in its worst state, an intolerable one.

He who is to be a good ruler must have first been ruled.

Hope will never be silent.

I am tired . . . My heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever.

I and the public know, what schoolchildren learn: those to whom evil is done, do evil in return.

I can offer you neither honor nor wages; I offer you only hunger, thirst, forced marches, battles, and death. Anyone who loves his country, follow me.

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat.

I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king.

I want there to be no peasant in my kingdom so poor that he is unable to have a chicken in his pot every Sunday.

I will govern according to the common weal, but not according to the common will.

Ideas are more powerful than guns. We would not let our enemies have guns; why should we let them have ideas?

If you don’t want a man unhappy politically, don’t give him two sides to a question to worry him; give him one. Better yet, give him none.

If you’re not ready to die for it, put the word “freedom” out of your vocabulary.

In my mind, there is nothing so illiberal and so ill-bred, as audible laughter.

In politics, if you want something said, ask a man; if you want something done, ask a woman.

In such condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain . . . and the life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.

In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.

In the moment of crisis, the wise build bridges and the foolish build dams.

In this country it’s good to kill an admiral from time to time in order to encourage the others.

It does not matter what’s the color of your skin, what language do you speak, what religion you believe in. It is that we should all consider each other as human beings.

It is better to be defeated on principle than to win on lies.

It would be an endless task to trace the variety of meannesses, cares, and sorrows, into which women are plunged by the prevailing opinion, that they were created rather to feel than reason.

Justice and judgment lie often a world apart.

Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.

Let every one mind his own business, and endeavor to be what he was made.

Liberalism is extremely harmful in a revolutionary collective. It is a corrosive which eats away unity, undermines cohesion, causes apathy, and creates dissension.

Live simply so that others may simply live.

Love your neighbor, yet pull not down your hedge.

Man alone consumes and engulfs more flesh than all other animals put together. He is, then, the greatest destroyer, and he is so more by abuse than by necessity.

Man is by nature a political animal.

Man to Man is an errant wolf.

Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains.

Man will never be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails of the last priest.

Men are not the enemy, but the fellow victims. The real enemy is women’s denigration of themselves.

My fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.

My people and I have come to an agreement which satisfies us both. They are to say what they please, and I am to do what I please.

Neanderthals fighting over some damn hill.

Necessity hath no law.

Never interrupt your enemy when he’s making a mistake.

Next to a battle lost, the greatest misery is a battle gained.

Only crime and the criminal, it is true, confront us with the perplexity of radical evil; but only the hypocrite is really rotten to the core.

Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.

Patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel.

People always say that I didn’t give up my seat because I was tired, but that isn’t true . . . No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.

Politics is the art of the possible.

Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.

Practical politics consists in ignoring facts.

Revolution is the festival of the oppressed.

So long as the great majority of men are not deprived of either property or honor, they are satisfied.

The bigger the hat, the smaller the property.

The country is governed for the richest, for the corporations, the bankers, the land speculators, and for the exploiters of labor.

The end may justify the means as long as there is something that justifies the end.

The job of a citizen is to keep his mouth open.

The law locks up the man who steals the goose from the common, but leaves the greater criminal loose who steals the common from the goose.

The measure of a country’s greatness is its ability to retain compassion in times of crisis.

The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.

The most intense hatreds are not between political parties but within them.

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.

The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.

The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.

The revolution is not an apple that falls when it is ripe. You have to make it fall.

The secret of success is to offend the greatest number of people.

Though bitter, good medicine cures illness. Though it may hurt, loyal criticism will have beneficial effects.

To fight and conquer in all our battles is not supreme excellence; supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting.

Truth is not merely what we are thinking, but also why, to whom, and under what circumstances we say it.

War is like love, it always finds a way.

War is nothing but the continuation of politics with the admixture of other means.

We are just statistics, born to consume resources.

We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim.

Weightlessness is a great equalizer.

Well-behaved women seldom make history.

What I say is that “just” or “right” means nothing but what is to the interest of the stronger party.

When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why they are poor, they call me a Communist.

Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest?

You may fool all the people some of the time; you can even fool some of the people all the time; but you cannot fool all of the people all the time.

You must be the change you wish to see in the world.

Religion

Abandon all hope, you who enter here!

All religion, however, is nothing but the fantastic reflection in men’s minds of those external forces which control their daily life.

All shall be well, and all shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well.

All things are possible with God.

An atheist is a man who has no invisible means of support.

Be still, and know that I am God.

Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t know.

Birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering.

Birth must be followed by death and death must be followed by birth.

“But what will become of men then?” I asked him, “without God and immortal life?”

Can God make a boulder so heavy that He cannot lift it?

Claire: How do you know you’re God?

Earl of Gurney: Simple. When I pray to Him I find I’m talking to myself.

Give me chastity and continency, only not yet.

God will forgive me. It’s his job.

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.

God’s only excuse is that he doesn’t exist.

Heaven for the climate and Hell for the company.

Heaven is endless longing, accompanied with an endless fruition—a longing which is blessedness, a longing which is life.

Hell is more bearable than nothingness.

Heretics are the only bitter remedy against the entropy of human thought.

How many angels can dance upon the head of a pin?

I believe in God . . . only I spell it Nature.

I don’t know if God exists, but it would be better for His reputation if He didn’t.

I drank the silence of God from a spring in the woods.

If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.

If God should really speak to man, man could still never know that it was God speaking.

If oxen and horses and lions had hands . . . horses would draw the shapes of gods to look like horses and oxen to look like oxen.

If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is.

It is convenient that there be gods, and, as it is convenient, let us believe that there are.

It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.

It is the heart which perceives God and not the reason.

Kindness is a mark of faith, and whoever has not kindness has not faith.

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace! Where there is hatred let me sow love.

Man considers the actions, but God weighs the intentions.

Man lives like a robot: mechanically efficient, but with no awareness.

Nobody talks so constantly about God as those who insist that there is no God.

Organized religion: the world’s largest pyramid scheme.

Reason is natural revelation.

[Religion] is the opium of the people.

Scratch the Christian and you find the pagan—spoiled.

That which is hateful unto you do not do to your neighbor. This is the whole of the Torah, The rest is commentary. Go forth and study.

The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.

The infliction of cruelty with a good conscience is a delight to moralists. That is why they invented Hell.

The so-called Christian nations are the most enlightened and progressive . . . but in spite of their religion, not because of it.

The true meaning of religion is thus not simply morality, but morality touched by emotion.

The worst moment for the atheist is when he is really thankful and has nobody to thank.

Treat everybody with respect. View all with an equal eye.

Under the shadow of thy wings shall be my refuge, until this tyranny be over-past.

Whatever good visits thee, it is of God; whatever evil visits thee is of thyself.

“Whither is God?” he cried; “I will tell you. We have killed him—you and I. All of us are his murderers.”

Ye, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for you are with me.

You will be damned if you do—And you will be damned if you don’t.

Science and Nature

A computer would deserve to be called intelligent if it could deceive a human into believing that it was human.

An important scientific innovation rarely makes its way by gradually winning over and converting its opponents: it rarely happens that Saul becomes Paul.

And yet it moves.

Art is I; science is we.

Basic research is what I am doing when I don’t know what I am doing.

Books must follow sciences, and not sciences books.

By denying scientific principles, one may maintain any paradox.

Chance favors only the prepared mind.

Doctors pour drugs, of which they know little, to cure diseases, of which they know less, into human beings, of whom they know nothing.

Eureka!

Every flower is a soul blossoming in nature.

First, do no harm.

From religion comes a man’s purpose; from science his power to achieve it.

From so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

God does not play dice.

God used beautiful mathematics in creating the world.

I can now rejoice even in the falsification of a cherished theory, because even this is a scientific success.

I have had my results for a long time: but I do not yet know how I am to arrive at them.

If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.

If we all worked on the assumption that what is accepted as true is really true, there would be little hope of advance.

If you want to have good ideas, you must have many ideas.

If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.

If your experiment needs statistics, you ought to have done a better experiment.

In [Nature’s] inventions nothing is lacking, and nothing is superfluous.

In science, we must be interested in things, not in persons.

Information is the resolution of uncertainty.

It is a capital mistake to theorize before you have all of the evidence. It biases the judgment.

It is wrong always, everywhere and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.

Mathematics is the science which draws necessary conclusions.

Natural selection will not remove ignorance from future generations.

Nature abhors a vacuum.

Nature uses as little as possible of anything.

Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.

On Earth there is no heaven, but there are pieces of it.

One finger in the throat and one in the rectum makes a good diagnostician.

One of the things which distinguishes ours from all earlier generations is this, that we have seen our atoms.

Science is an edged tool, with which men play like children, and cut their own fingers.

Science is facts; just as houses are made of stones.

Science means simply the aggregate of all the recipes that are always successful. The rest is literature.

Tell me what you eat: I will tell you what you are.

That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.

The deepest sin against the human mind is to believe things without evidence.

The effort to understand the universe is one of the very few things that lifts human life a little above the level of farce, and gives it some of the grace of tragedy.

The fairest thing in nature, a flower, still has its roots in earth and manure.

The laws of nature are but the mathematical thoughts of God.

The theory of probabilities is at bottom nothing but common sense reduced to calculus.

There is a coherent plan in the universe, though I don’t know what it’s a plan for.

To kill an error is as good a service as, and sometimes even better than, the establishing of a new truth or fact.

Touch a scientist and you touch a child.

We are all agreed that your theory is crazy. The question that divides us is whether it is crazy enough to have a chance of being correct.

We may brave human laws, but we cannot resist natural ones.

We must trust to nothing but facts: these are presented to us by nature and cannot deceive.

We scientists are clever—too clever—are you not satisfied? Is four square miles in one bomb not enough? Men are still thinking. Just tell us how big you want it!

Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing?

Sports and Leisure

A champion is someone who gets up when he can’t.

A lifetime of training for just ten seconds.

Adversity causes some men to break; others to break records.

Because it’s there.

Blest leisure is our curse, like that of Cain it makes us wander.

Boxing is the only sport you can get your brain shook, your money took and your name in the undertaker book.

Every strike brings me closer to the next home run.

Football is the ballet of the masses.

I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the Earth.

I fear not the man who has practiced 10,000 kicks once, but I fear the man who has practiced one kick 10,000 times.

I have found adventure in flying, in world travel, in business, and even close at hand . . . Adventure is a state of mind and spirit.

I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed.

Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.

Idleness as such is by no means a root of evil; on the contrary, it is truly a divine life, if one is not bored.

Idleness, like kisses, to be sweet must be stolen.

If all the year were playing holidays,/To sport would be as tedious as to work.

If everything is under control, you’re not going fast enough.

Invention . . . arises directly from idleness, possibly also from laziness. To save oneself trouble.

[It is] not that you won or lost, but how you played the game.

It is not the mountain we conquer but ourselves.

It’s just a job. Grass grows, birds fly, waves pound the sand. I beat people up.

It’s not whether you get knocked down; it’s whether you get up.

Leadership, like coaching, is fighting for the hearts and souls of men and getting them to believe in you.

Love is the most important thing in the world, but baseball is pretty good, too.

Man is so made that he can only find relaxation from one kind of labor by taking up another.

Nobody cares about the bronze or silver medals.

Nowhere can a man find a quieter or more untroubled retreat than in his own soul.

Oh, that I had wings like a dove! I would fly away and be at rest.

One man practicing sportsmanship is far better than a hundred teaching it.

Persistence can change failure into extraordinary achievement.

Retired Leisure, That in trim gardens takes his pleasure.

Sports don’t build character. They reveal it.

Sports were theatrical events meant to fill a primal void created by the lack of bloodshed men craved.

The busiest men have the most leisure.

The chase, the sport of kings; image of war, without its guilt.

The five S’s of sports training are: stamina, speed, strength, skill, and spirit; but the greatest of these is spirit.

The idea that the poor should have leisure has always been shocking to the rich.

The more difficult the victory, the greater the happiness in winning.

The most important thing in the Olympic Games is not to win, but to take part.

The NFL, like life, is full of idiots.

The nice guys are all over there, in seventh place.

The only ones who remember when you come second are your wife and your dog.

The will to win is important, but the will to prepare is vital.

There is no wisdom without leisure.

There’s never enough time to do all the nothing you want.

They think it’s all over . . . It is now.

Time you enjoy wasting is not wasted time.

We’re all given some sort of skill in life. Mine just happens to be beating up on people.

What I most surely know in the long run about morality and the obligations of men, I owe to sport.

What is this life if, full of care, we have no time to stand and stare?

When I play with my cat, who knows whether I do not make her more sport than she makes me?

When you win, say nothing; when you lose, say less.

Women are around all the time but World Cups come only once every four years.

Work is not always required of a man. There is such a thing as sacred idleness.

You are never really playing an opponent. You are playing yourself, your own highest standards, and when you reach your limits, that is real joy.

You have to have a real love of your sport to carry you through all the bad times.

You miss 100 percent of the shots you don’t take.

Technology

A bad workman blames his tools.

A determined soul will do more with a rusty monkey wrench than a loafer will accomplish with all the tools in a machine shop.

Any coward can sit in his home and criticize a pilot for flying into a mountain in fog. But I would rather, by far, die on a mountainside than in bed.

Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we passionately affirm or deny it.

Genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.

Give me but one firm spot on which to stand and I will move the Earth.

Having found the bomb we have used it.

Here’s to the crazy ones: the misfits; the rebels; the troublemakers; the round pegs in the square holes; the ones who see things differently.

I haven’t failed, I’ve found ten thousand ways that don’t work.

If I’d asked people what they wanted, they would have said a faster horse.

If you are building a house and a nail breaks, do you stop building or do you change the nail?

If your only tool is a hammer, you will see every problem as a nail.

In the twenty-first century, the robot will take the place which slave labor occupied in ancient civilization.

Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos.

Man is a tool-using animal . . . Without tools he is nothing, with tools he is all.

Men of genius sometimes accomplish most when they work the least.

One machine can do the work of fifty ordinary men. No machine can do the work of one extraordinary man.

Our inventions mirror our secret wishes.

Please, no matter how we advance technologically, please don’t abandon the book.

Technological progress has merely provided us with more efficient means for going backwards.

Technology is a useful servant but a dangerous master.

Technology is dominated by two types of people: those who understand what they do not manage, and those who manage what they do not understand.

Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we don’t have to experience it.

The important thing to remember is that the Internet is not a new form of life. It is just a new activity.

[The Internet] ought to be like clay, rather than a sculpture that you observe from a distance.

The true creator is necessity, who is the mother of our invention.

The Wright brothers flew right through the smokescreen of impossibility.

We are stuck with technology when what we really want is just stuff that works.

We owe to the Middle Ages the two worst inventions of humanity—romantic love and gunpowder.

What gunpowder did for war the printing press has done for the mind.

When I took office, only high-energy physicists had ever heard of what is called the World Wide Web . . . Now even my cat has its own page.

Wherever smart people work, doors are unlocked.

You ain’t heard nothing yet.
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Life & Death

London burns during the Blitz in 1940.
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“The Lord blessed the latter part of Job’s life more than the former part.”



Book of Job

Chapter 42

c. 700 BCE
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This important passage in the Old Testament of the Bible reassures the faithful that they can be rewarded on Earth, as well as in heaven.

When God holds up Job as an exemplary model of behaviour, Satan suggests that this man is good only because he’s living a comfortable life – he’s rich and has a dutiful wife, sons and daughters. If God were to take away the foundations of Job’s happiness, the Devil claims, his base nature would become apparent. God allows Satan to test Job’s faith and the Devil afflicts him with a plague of boils. His three friends tell him that he has brought his misfortunes on himself by being sinful (‘Job’s comforters’ is a term now used to describe people whose comments make a bad situation worse).

But Job keeps the faith: he holds hard to the belief that since we receive good from God, we must also be prepared to receive bad things; as he says: ‘The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised.’ Moreover, Job is sure that he has done nothing to deserve this treatment and that all will come right in the end. It does; at the end of his trials, Job is amply compensated by God for his patience. JP

The satanic Behemoth and Leviathan from William Blake’s illustrations of the Book of Job.
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“Fortune favours the bold.”



Ennius

Annales 257

c. 200 BCE
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According to Macrobius, a Roman historian of the 5th century CE, this quotation first appeared in a section (now lost) of work by the poet Ennius – in the original Latin, it read ‘Audentis Fortuna iuvat.’

Virgil used the same words verbatim in Book X, line 284, of the Aeneid (19 BCE). If Macrobius’s attribution is correct, that does not make the later writer a plagiarist, however: it was probably a literary allusion that the earliest readers and listeners would have recognized instantly, and appreciated; moreover, less than a single hexameter out of an epic poem of nearly 10,000 lines hardly counts as a copycat crime.

Since these earliest occurrences, the notion has appeared repeatedly in numerous works, either unchanged or with the replacement of ‘bold’ by‘. brave. It has been adopted as a motto by numerous families and organizations. It may, of course, be taken at face value: as a straightforward exhortation. Conversely, it might be interpreted as an equivocation, a misleading prophecy: many actions are thought brave only if they are successful; those that end in failure are often rated as foolish whether or not courage was required. JP

The Wheel of Fortune (Rota Fortunae) from a 13th-century manuscript of Carmina Burana.
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“One man’s meat is another man’s poison.”



Lucretius

De rerum natura

c. 100 BCE



The idea that all preferences are relative, and that no generalizations can reasonably be made about them, is probably older than civilization itself. It almost certainly predates Roman poet Lucretius, but it is his version that is widely regarded as the classic instance – and justly, too, because although the sentiment may be commonplace, this is a prime example of true wit, which Alexander Pope defined as ‘what oft was thought, but ne’er so well express’d’.

The original line in Latin was ‘quod ali cibus est aliis fuat acre venenum’ (‘what is food for one person may be bitter poison to others’). Later, the axiom infiltrated most, and possibly all, local languages in the Roman Empire. In English, the oldest recorded occurrence of the expression is in the autobiography of composer Thomas Whythorne (c. 1576). By the early 17th century, the phrase had evidently been reduced to the familiarity of cliché: in 1604, the playwright Thomas Middleton described it as ‘that old moth-eaten proverb’.

Another Latin adage that covers the same ground is ‘de gustibus non est disputandum,’ which may be loosely translated as ‘there’s no accounting for taste’. JP
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“Carpe diem.”



Horace

Odes

13 BCE



[image: ]

Some Latin adages are easy to render in other languages. A few are difficult to translate because they are enigmatic and their exact meaning elusive. ‘Et in Arcadia ego’ (‘I too am in Arcadia’) is a prime example of this type – what exactly does it mean? No one really knows.

Other maxims resist translation because they encompass so much in far fewer words than would be possible in any other language. ‘Carpe diem’ literally means ‘Seize the day,’ yet although that is a common rendering, it fails to convey the rich underlying meaning, which is similar to that of ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die,’ a phrase that occurs repeatedly in the Bible in Isaiah 22, Proverbs 23, and I Corinthians 15.

The basic idea is that we should enjoy the moment and try not to worry about anything that led up to it or that may happen in the future. Some people might think that this is an early form of existentialism – that the past has no bearing on the future and that each moment is hermetically sealed from every other – but Horace was a poet of common sense and normality, not of high-falutin’ intellectual concepts. JP

The poet Horace, depicted greeting visitors at his home.
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“Time is a vindictive bandit to steal the beauty of our former selves.”



Raphael

Attributed

1519



A painter whose works are widely held to rival those of Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo as the greatest achievements of the High Renaissance, Raphael (Rafaello Sanzio) was born in Urbino, Italy, in 1483. His life was intensely productive – 300 images of the Madonna were merely a fraction of his prolific output – but lamentably brief: he died on 6 April 1520, his thirty-seventh birthday, which was young, even for the period.

The above quotation continues thus: ‘We are left with sagging, rippled flesh, and burning gums with empty socks.’ To have such a strong sense of physical decay and, by extension, of transience, may seem remarkable in one so young, but, as an artist, Raphael would have had a heightened awareness of the human body and was perhaps able to see decline much earlier than other people, who tend to notice their deterioration only after the process is well established.

Nevertheless, we should not be too surprised that such a feeling should be so strong in one so young. English Victorian poet Matthew Arnold wrote the powerful and pessimistic ‘Growing Old’ before reaching the age of twenty-seven. JP
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“To thine own self be true.”



William Shakespeare

Hamlet

c. 1601
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This remark, the importance of which is heralded by the phrase that immediately precedes it – ‘This above all’ – comes at the conclusion of a fairly long (thirty-line) speech by Polonius to his son, Laertes. The complete passage is full of sensible advice, including the equally famous lines ‘Give every man thine ear, but few thy voice’ and ‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be.’

If the advice is so good, one may wonder why the speaker is almost invariably played in production as an insufferable old bore – but that may be at the heart of the problem of Hamlet: that, as the little boy is reputed to have said, it is full of quotations, perhaps too many.

The meaning of this particular remark is clear, and unlike much else in the play, unambiguous: the precept requires that one should never do anything with which one feels uncomfortable, physically, spiritually or morally.

The trick is to recognize such discomfort before the point at which we can no longer extricate ourselves from it. Thus, it is important to ‘Know thyself,’ a motto written up in the ancient Greek temple of Delphi. JP

Depiction of a performance of Hamlet in an Elizabethan theatre.
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“Death comes equally to us all, and makes us all equal when it comes.”



John Donne

Sermons

1621



English metaphysical poet John Donne was a lusty Roman Catholic in his youth, but he later converted to Protestantism and became a deeply devout and pious Church minister in the service of King James I.

This quotation from a sermon in London’s St Paul’s Cathedral, of which Donne was dean from 1621, was no doubt intended to help his parishioners reconcile themselves to their inevitable fate and to accept that this is the way of all flesh. Such stoicism may appear rather at odds with the wordplay that had led the younger Donne to conclude his 1609 sonnet titled ‘Death Be Not Proud’ with the defiant line: ‘And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.’ (This is an allusion to I Corinthians 15 in the New Testament of the Bible: ‘The last enemy that shall be destroyed is Death.’)

There again, to a person of true faith in any of the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam), there is no contradiction here because God’s promise of everlasting life means that death is even more transient than human existence on Earth – it is not a destination, as the pessimists fear, but merely a route to eternal glory in heaven above. JP
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“It is always darkest just before the Day dawneth.”



Thomas Fuller

A Pisgah-Sight of Palestine and the Confines Thereof, 1650



Thomas Fuller was an English churchman and historian, and a prolific writer. The Pisgah in the title of this work was the name of a high hill with a commanding view over the Holy Land.

The idea expressed here has become something of a proverbial commonplace, but there is no earlier recorded expression of it. It is unknown whether Fuller coined the phrase or was merely following previously established usage. (In the 1850s, Irish songwriter Samuel Lover claimed, without any supporting evidence, that the expression had been used in Ireland for hundreds of years.)

Among the best-known subsequent versions of the phrase was in ‘Dedicated to the One I Love,’ a pop song by Lowman Pauling and Ralph Bass, which was a hit for The Shirelles in 1959 and the Mamas and the Papas in 1967 – ‘The darkest hour is just before dawn.’

It is worth noting that there is no scientific evidence to support this assertion. It is not necessarily any darker at this time of the night than any other. However, that does not weaken the point, which is metaphorical: it is often just when we think that everything is hopeless that matters begin to improve. JP
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“Living well is the best revenge.”



George Herbert

Jacula Prudentum

1651



In addition to being a highly influential English metaphysical and religious poet, George Herbert was an inveterate collector of idiomatic verbal expressions. His first publication in this area was Outlandish Proverbs Selected by Mr. G. H., in 1640. Twelve years later, he produced an expanded version of this work under the title Jacula Prudentum, in which the above quotation first appeared in print.

The underlying meaning is that people should never give their enemies the satisfaction of knowing that they have upset or hurt them; that no matter how great the humiliation to which one has been subjected, one must carry on as if undiminished by hostility and malice – put a brave face on it all.

In his youth, actor Rob Lowe was a Hollywood hell-raiser. Around the time he starred in The Outsiders (1983), people said he was going to destroy himself, almost certainly professionally and probably physically as well. But he cleaned up his act, married, had children and thirty years later he told The Huffington Post that he’d been inspired to go straight by the thought of the satisfaction he would thereby deny his detractors: ‘Living well is the best revenge,’ he said. JP

See all Quotations for Life and Death




“They also serve who only stand and wait.”



John Milton

‘On His Blindness’

1673



This is the concluding line of Milton’s great sonnet, ‘On His Blindness,’ which opens with the line: ‘When I consider how my light is spent.’

When the poet lost his sight in 1652 – doctors had warned him, but he took none of their recommended precautions – he feared that he would be unable to work any longer, and this poem expresses a resignation to what he regards as the will of God – the victim does not rail against his fate. The theological doctrine that underlies Milton’s thought process here is that since God is omniscient and omnipotent, there is nothing that we can do that has not been planned and approved by Him; consequently, there is nothing to complain about, because it is all part of a bigger picture, even though we may not as individuals be able to perceive the greater purpose as a whole or even in part.

As events transpired, the next fifteen years were the most productive of Milton’s life. During this period he dictated to his amanuenses one of the greatest epic poems in the English language, Paradise Lost (twelve books; a total of more than 10,000 lines); its sequel, Paradise Regained (four books; a little over 2,000 lines); and a full-length poetic drama, Samson Agonistes. JP
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“The months and days are the travellers of eternity. The years that come and go are also voyagers.”



Matsuo Bashō

Oku no Hosomichi

1689



Matsuo Bashō’s Oku no Hosomichi – sometimes rendered in English as ‘The Narrow Road to the Deep North’ – is a work in prose and verse that tells the story of a poet’s journey to a cold, inhospitable and even dangerous region of early Edo period Japan. Bashō takes on the role of wandering traveller and priest, exploring both the land and its spiritual history. His book expresses a personal freedom that was almost unknown in the strictly regimented society of its time.

Oku no Hosomichi is one of the most popular works of classical Japanese literature. It is so beloved that when the book’s three-hundredth anniversary was celebrated in 1989, millions of fans re-created Bashō’s journey.

Much of the appeal of the work lies in its synthesis of travelogue and spiritual quest, and its metaphorical reflections on life. Bashō says that we move through the days and months of our lives in the same way as travellers move through the lands they visit; stopping only briefly, meeting people, making friendships that cannot last forever, and leaving a fleeting remnant of our existence. Our lives are but a transitory exploration of a small corner of Earth. MT
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“’ Tis impossible to be sure of any thing but death and taxes.”



Christopher Bullock

The Cobler of Preston, a Farce

c. 1716
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Endlessly misattributed – frequently to Benjamin Franklin, sometimes to Mark Twain – the earliest version of this famous observation is in Bullock’s dramatic farce, in which a shoemaker is duped into thinking that he is a justice of the peace. When a complainant brought before him starts his evidence with the words: ‘But I am sure. . . ,’ the drunken cobbler interrupts him at once, saying: ‘You lie, you are not sure,’ and then adding the above remark for good measure.

Today, the line is most often quoted in cynical reference to governments, but in the original, the emphasis is on uncertainty: the judge–cobbler can be certain of nothing – neither his own identity, nor the evidence of his senses. The focus of the phrase here is therefore more philosophical than satirical.

There were two plays entitled The Cobler of Preston, both written at around the same time, a year after the Jacobite Rising of 1715. Both are similar and loosely based on Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew. Charles Johnson’s play, a political satire, is better known and widely regarded as the superior work, but it is Bullock’s that gave the world this quotation. LW

A print of a cobbler’s shop (c.1539–91) by Jost Amman.
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“You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.”



French Proverb

Unknown

c. 1740
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Originating in French, this proverb was first made famous by François Athanase de Charette de la Contrie, a military commander who led royalist forces against French Revolutionaries in the War of the Vendée, during which tens of thousands were massacred. Defeated and brought to trial in 1796, Charette admitted to causing deaths, but used the above phrase to justify his actions (he was found guilty and shot by firing squad). The earliest recorded use of it in English is dated 1859.

The implication is that there will inevitably be casualties of success. The proverb is often used in political, business or military contexts to explain away regrettable side effects of a chosen course of action – ‘collateral damage’ – while also indicating that the end result will nonetheless be beneficial.

The phrase is fundamentally flawed, however, resting as it does on the assumption that there is an equivalence between the act of breaking eggs and much more morally dubious processes, such as bombing people by using drones. In cases of the latter, whether defending a monarchy or imposing a new government, the ends rarely justify the means. LW

An Old Woman Cooking Eggs, a painting of 1618 by Spanish artist Diego Velázquez.
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“Whenever you do a thing, act as if all the world were watching.”



Thomas Jefferson

Letter to Peter Carr

1785
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‘Whenever you are to do a thing, though it can never be known but to yourself, ask yourself how you would act were all the world looking at you, and act accordingly.’ These are the words of advice that Thomas Jefferson wrote from Paris to his nephew Peter Carr.

While in France, Jefferson learned of the death of his youngest daughter, Lucy, from whooping cough. He insisted that the best way to protect her older sister, Mary, was to have her join him in France and asked that someone responsible should accompany the child.

The person chosen was fourteen-year-old Sally Hemings, a slave. Jefferson was then forty-four years old. He began a relationship with Sally soon after she arrived, and by the time she was sixteen, she was pregnant. It is likely that Jefferson fathered all six of Sally’s children. At first sight, the above quotation may seem like advice along the same lines as Jesus Christ’s ‘Do as you would be done by.’ But in the light of Jefferson’s personal conduct it could be advice to cover your tracks. Perhaps ‘act accordingly’ here is coded advice to take steps to avoid violating the so-called ‘Eleventh Commandment’: ‘Thou shalt not get caught.’ LW

Thomas Jefferson was the third president of the United States. His words here could be taken more than one way.
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“The Child is father of the Man.”



William Wordsworth

‘My Heart Leaps Up’

1802
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Wordsworth wrote ‘My Heart Leaps Up’ in 1802; it was first published five years later in Poems, in Two Volumes. The poem is also known by the alternative title of ‘The Rainbow’.

The basic idea of this simple, nine-line lyric is that the poet liked rainbows when he was young, that he still likes them in adulthood and he hopes to go on enjoying them for as long as he lives. The suggestion is that the preferences of youth – in this case, for the wonders of nature – determine the tastes of maturity.

Nothing original here, perhaps, but the above line is the most widely used exemplar of the paradox – for a moment, the reader may think, ‘that’s absurd: it’s the wrong way round; obviously the man is father of the child’; but then, a moment later, the real meaning dawns.

Another English poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, later wrote an eight-line verse in which he responded to the Wordsworth original as follows:

‘“The child is father to the man.”

How can he be? The words are wild.’

But it is clear that Hopkins was joking; he knew perfectly well what ‘My Heart Leaps Up’ really meant. LW

Wordsworth’s handwritten letter of sympathy to the nephew of his old friend Samuel Taylor Coleridge on the latter’s death.
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“A thing of beauty is a joy forever.”



John Keats

Endymion

1818
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The above quotation is the opening line of Keats’s long Romantic poem in rhyming couplets about the mythological Greek shepherd who loved, and was beloved by, the Moon goddess, Selene. It continues:

‘Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness.’

On first publication, Endymion received a critical hammering. Almost none of the reviewers liked it, and their criticisms were scathing. But Keats was undeterred and went on to produce, in the Poems of 1820, several of the greatest odes in the English language. After the poet’s death in 1821, at the age of twenty-five, Endymion was revalued upward. It was no longer seen as an artistic catastrophe but rather as the work of a prentice hand on its way to becoming a master.

Yet readers still struggle with this opening. Although the lines are among the most famous in literature, many people regard them as just unsubstantiated assertion: saying something doesn’t make it true. It may be taken as an allusion to the function of memory – that the past is never over; it exists again whenever we call it to mind – but Keats doesn’t actually say that. JE

This painting of Keats (1821–23) is by his friend Joseph Severn, who accompanied the poet on his trip to Rome, Italy.
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“With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do.”



Ralph Waldo Emerson

Essays

1841
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The above quotation is taken from the essay titled ‘Self-Reliance,’ in which Emerson contends that any attempt to reduce existence or experience to a system inhibits thought and creativity (‘soul’) – that there is no point in trying to develop an all-embracing theory of anything, because in reality, one size never fits all.

The idea is similar to that later expressed in Walt Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself’ (1855):

‘Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)’

Here again, the suggestion is that a fulfilled life of the mind is one in which every thought may be subjected to renewed scrutiny at any time.

In a perfect world, there are no prejudices, no predispositions, no idées fixes, no received wisdom. As Emerson also writes: ‘A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.’ These sideswipes at groups to whom Emerson felt antipathy are gratuitous, but the basic point remains unweakened – that consistency may render the soul redundant. JP

A drawing of Emerson delivering a lecture on philosophy to a gathering in Concord, Massachusetts.
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“To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”



Alfred, Lord Tennyson

‘Ulysses’

1842
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When Alfred, Lord Tennyson, published his third book of poetry in 1842, it marked the end of a ten-year period during which the future poet laureate had published nothing. Tennyson’s 1833 book of poetry had met with stiff criticism, but the publication of his 1842 work cemented the writer’s place as one of the most beloved poets of English literature.

In ‘Ulysses,’ King Odysseus (Ulysses) looks back upon a life of triumph from a place of comfort and boredom. Having returned from the odyssey, and become king of Ithaca, the once-heroic young man now yearns for the challenges of years past, for the conquest of hardships in the struggle that made life worth living.

This final line of ‘Ulysses,’ standing alone, has become a call to perseverance and tenacity, no matter the difficulty. In 2012 it was used as an inspirational maxim to greet the world’s athletes at the entrance to the London Olympic village. The preceding lines leave no doubt that Tennyson was referring specifically to bravery in the face of ageing, but the quotation has taken on a life of its own, becoming a call to the human spirit, and a plea never to give up in the face of adversity. MT

This portrait of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, was painted in 1880 by John Everett Millais, when the poet was seventy-one years old.
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“I would rather die of passion than of boredom.”



Émile Zola

Au Bonheur des Dames (The Ladies’ Paradise)

1883
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This is the eleventh of the twenty novels in Zola’s Rougon-Macquart sequence, which also includes Nana (1880), Germinal (1885) and La Bête Humaine (1890).

The central character of Au Bonheur des Dames, Octave Mouret, runs a women’s clothing store. He is a womanizer who dislikes women and pursues them mainly in the hope of deriving material advantage from them. When a friend asks him to explain his approach, Mouret extols unrequited lovers as laudable fighters of bold rearguard actions. When his friend suggests that such behaviour is merely an attempt to forget, Mouret announces that since we will all die, it is better to act passionately than to wait in mute acquiescence for our inevitable demise.

Mouret duly pursues Denise Baudu, one of his employees. Her consistent rejections of his advances inflame him, and his basic contempt for females is gradually eroded by his growing, genuine affection for this one woman in particular. Zola depicts their eventual marriage as a victory for the woman – Mouret thought he would conquer her, but she did that to him. LW

Portrait of Émile Zola (1868) by Édouard Manet.

See all Quotations for Life and Death




“Because I could not stop for Death He kindly stopped for me.”



Emily Dickinson

Poems

1890



The narrator in Dickinson’s poem could not stop, and neither can we. Being alive involves a particular kind of animation that only death can end. The quotation is a hit because it reverses expectations: death does not come knocking on a door behind which we freeze; instead, it scoops us off the treadmill and lets us rest.

We may believe in immortality, but all we know for certain is that death is both kind and cruel. It lifts us off the tracks we cannot help but travel. That is an act of kindness in light of the idea that we could not tolerate a life of eternal suffering. On the other hand, we fear losing all that we know and love and falling apart, or facing the three possible futures that death may bring: paradise, damnation or nothing. Death is also closer to our everyday experience than eternal activity – it is more familiar. Every day ends with sleep, which is a little death, and bouts of strenuous activity are followed by periods of rest that foreshadow our ultimate destination.

Emily Dickinson never saw this poem published. Death came for her in 1886, when she was fifty-five years old. She foresaw ‘a great darkness’ while she was still in the midst of living. LW
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“Character, not circumstances, makes the man.”



Booker T Washington

‘Democracy and Education’

1896



In a speech to the Institute of Arts and Science in Brooklyn, New York, African American rights campaigner Booker T Washington argued that the iniquities and injustices inflicted on black people in the South adversely affected people of all races throughout the United States and that all Americans should unite to oppose them.

He told his audience that crime damages the criminal as much as the victim:

‘Physical death comes to the one Negro lynched in a county, but death of the morals – death of the soul – comes to the thousands responsible for the lynching.’

He then said, of black people in general: ‘We are . . . patient, humble. . .We can afford to work and wait. There is plenty in this country for us to do. . .If others would be little, we can be great. If others would be mean, we can be good. If others would push us down, we can help push them up.’ He then spoke the words quoted above. The inspiring message was that oppression does not dampen the human spirit; that the more the have-nots are deprived, the better they will be, and the more generously they will behave when their ultimate, inevitable liberation is achieved. MT
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“Once at least in his life each man walks with Christ to Emmaus.”



Oscar Wilde

De Profundis

1897



Wilde wrote De Profundis during his imprisonment; it was not published until 1905, five years after his death. The work took the form of an open letter to Lord Alfred Douglas; it was the two men’s relationship that had led to Wilde’s arrest and conviction.

The beauty of this work is that Wilde abandons the wordplay that had made his fortune – epigrams such as ‘The truth is rarely pure, and never simple’ – and here writes intelligently and honestly about some of his deepest feelings.

The reference in the above quotation is to the Gospel according to St Luke in the New Testament of the Bible, in which there is a story of two men on a walk from Jerusalem, who are joined by a stranger who asks them what’s been in the news recently. They tell him that Jesus has been crucified. The stranger says that that’s the fulfillment of a prophecy in the Old Testament. And then he unaccountably disappears. It is only after he has gone that the two men realize that they have been talking to the risen Christ. Wilde appears to be suggesting that everyone finds the truth – ’once at least’ – but may not identify it until it has evaded his or her grasp. JP
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“Whatever you are, try to be a good one.”



William Makepeace Thackeray

Attributed

1897
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The above quotation appears in A Boy I Knew and Four Dogs, a memoir by Laurence Hutton, literary editor of Harper’s Magazine. The writer recounts his meeting as a small child in the 1850s with the author of Vanity Fair during one of his lecture tours of the United States. Thackeray asked the boy what he wanted to be when he grew up, and the boy replied ‘A farmer, sir.’ And Thackeray (who perhaps didn’t have much to say about that occupation) came back with this riposte.

In 1904, extracts from Hutton’s book were serialized in the Boston Herald newspaper, whose editor cut the words ‘try to’ from the original. And that’s the way the remark has often since been quoted, almost as often as it has been falsely attributed to a host of other big names, most notably Abraham Lincoln, in collections of quotations. There is no compelling evidence that the sixteenth US president ever said any such thing, but the fact remains that almost everyone has heard of him, whereas relatively few people know about Thackeray, and today, almost no one has heard of Hutton. And that’s often the way of good remarks: they get pressed into the service of established aphorists. LW

A drawing of English novelist William Makepeace Thackeray from The Maclise Portrait Gallery (1898).
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“Speak softly and carry a big stick.”



Theodore Roosevelt

Letter to Henry L Sprague

1900
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As the youngest president of the United States, and the only holder of the office to have won a Congressional Medal of Honor, Theodore ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt was a man of action. The twenty-sixth president radically altered US foreign and domestic policies by breaking up powerful trusts, instituting national regulatory reforms, and ushering in the era of ‘big stick’ diplomacy.

Roosevelt’s first use of what became his catchphrase was in this letter dated 26 January 1900, where he describes it as ‘a West African proverb’. His version was an abbreviation: in full, the proverb reads: ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.’

He first aired the phrase in public on 2 September 1901 at the Minnesota State Fair. At the time, he was vice president, but eleven days later, President William McKinley was assassinated. On taking over at the White House, Roosevelt was able to put the advice of the proverb into practice and give the maxim a living, breathing embodiment; the big stick he used was the US Navy, one of the largest armed maritime forces in the world. One of his major achievements was to build the Panama Canal, and his soft voice won him the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1906. MT

A contemporary cartoon of Roosevelt with his big stick.
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“Just have one more try – it’s dead easy to die, It’s the keeping-on-living that’s hard.”



Robert W Service

‘The Quitter’

1912



British-born Canadian poet Robert Service gained fame with his poems about the rough conditions, and people, of northwestern Canada. Even though Service was a bank clerk and ranch hand on Vancouver Island years after the Klondike Gold Rush, his works earned him admiration and the nickname ‘Bard of the Yukon’.

‘The Quitter,’ of which these are the closing lines, is a poem about the difficulty of facing the hardships that life can throw at us, about persevering in the face of overwhelming difficulty. It is commonly misattributed to geologist Douglas Mawson, leader of the 1911 Australian Antarctic Expedition. In late 1912, Mawson and two fellow explorers met with disaster on a sledge trip into the interior reaches of the southernmost continent. Mawson was the only one to come out alive, finally being rescued in December 1913.

Mawson, perhaps more than most, understood the hardships that mere survival can require. We are all mortal, and age spares us no indignities. Enduring pain, hopelessness and grief in the face of inevitability can be by far the harder path, even when death is the only alternative. MT
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“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I – I took the one less traveled by, And that has made all the difference.”



Robert Frost

‘The Road Not Taken’

1920



[image: ]

Advertisements, songs, episode titles and at least one video game have used these lines as a whole or in part. The poem itself is one of the best known in the English-speaking world, yet many readers misunderstand it. The commonplace interpretation is that this is a paean to triumphant self-assertion. While that is both excusable and even justifiable, there is a certain irony in the vast majority conforming to a particular reading when the subject matter in question is apparently nonconformity.

In the original, neither road is less travelled: both are equally worn. The point is to show that we must choose, and we make up stories later to justify those choices. Yet, the emblem of a fork in the road, and the effect of taking one route rather than another, is deeply resonant.

Our neural pathways are branched like many-forked roads. We ourselves are unique in the paths we take and condemned to react in preordained ways by the limitations of our experience and physiology. We can be self-aware about our choices and mercilessly manipulated by circumstance. The symbol of divergent roads is like the first division of one cell into two, and just as significant. LW

Robert Frost was a master of poetry without poeticism, and of the rhythms of natural speech.
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“Live fast, die young, and leave a good-looking corpse.”



Irene L Luce

Letter to Oscar B Luce

1920



Many versions of this injunction exist, but the first instance of the full statement appears in a letter quoted during matrimonial proceedings covered in the California newspaper the Riverside Daily Press. On the basis of Irene Luce’s bold and perhaps rash assertion – ‘I can’t be bothered with a husband. . .I intend to live a fast life, die young, and be a beautiful corpse’ – her husband was granted a divorce.

The context of the quotation reveals a young person’s struggle for freedom from convention, which is poignant, given the outcome of the case. The young are well known for romantically trifling with the idea of death, partly because death seems so much more distant to them than it does to older generations. But in the British television series The Office (2001) Ricky Gervais gave it a postmodern twist: ‘Live fast, sure, live too bloody fast sometimes, but die young? Die old! That’s the way.’

Luce’s original remark is really about breaking the rules. ‘Live fast’ is a mantra of youth; ‘die young,’ or as it was in earlier iterations, ‘die fast,’ reflects a sense of urgency in an age of uncertainty. Concern about the look of the cadaver reflects a stage of life at which personal appearance counts for everything.

Although the quotation expresses the rebelliousness of youth, Gervais is more percipient. If life is all there is, being a rebel is all very well, but survival is what really matters, and no one should care what it looks like. LW
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“Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.”



W B Yeats

‘The Second Coming’

1920



One of the most anthologized poems in the English language, ‘The Second Coming’ was written in many versions, but these seven words persist unchanged in each reworking. This particular phrase is followed by: ‘Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,/ The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere/ The ceremony of innocence is drowned./The best lack all conviction, while the worst/ Are full of passionate intensity.’

Yeats began the poem in January 1919, with the political and military aftershocks of the Easter Rising of 1916 and World War I (1914–18) still disrupting the social, political and physical landscape of his native Ireland. Respect for authority, the observance of traditions and the cohesion of the old class-dominated social order had been lost, perhaps irrevocably, and the disappearance of a sense of the common good had left a vacuum that was filled only by anger and despair. Yeats himself had reached a critical stage in his life, too. This poem, which marks a significant point in the poet’s development, was first published in the US transcendentalist magazine The Dial, and it formed part of the book of verse that followed, Michael Robartes and the Dancer (1921).

Nigerian author Chinua Achebe used the first three words of the above quotation as the title of a novel, published in 1958, about the disintegration of Western colonialism in West Africa. Things Fall Apart echoes the idea in Yeats’s original that of all the possible forms of destruction, it is that of a personal sense of continuity which most fundamentally matters. LW
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“This is the way the world ends Not with a bang but a whimper.”



T S Eliot

‘The Hollow Men’

1925



The poem from which the above quotation is taken was published three years after The Waste Land and is sometimes regarded as a sort of coda to that work.

However, ‘The Hollow Men’ is much bleaker than its predecessor. This is by no means to suggest that The Waste Land is upbeat and optimistic; nevertheless, the opening lines of that work – ‘April is the cruelest month, breeding/Lilacs out of the dead land’ – suggest the possibility of regeneration. ‘The Hollow Men’ has no such optimism; it features ‘Shape without form, shade without color’ and endeavours to ‘avoid speech’; much of its sparse text is deliberately repetitive, and incantatory in a way that may suggest a funeral dirge.

Here, then, in a poem of fewer than 500 words, is encapsulated the central problem of Eliot. Some readers regard his poetry as a much-needed rejection of what Lee Oser has termed ‘romantic self-infatuation’; others, while accepting that the overwhelming sense of futility pervading Eliot’s verse is a fine representation of the despair felt at the end of World War I, take the less charitable view that it is, in its way, no less egotistical than the most florid verse of the 19th century. JP
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“Candy Is dandy But liquor Is quicker.”



Ogden Nash

‘Reflections on Ice-breaking’

1931



[image: ]

The master of the light verse, who claimed to have thought in rhyme from the age of six, Ogden Nash was one of the most beloved US poets of the 20th century. Upon his death in 1971, The New York Times commented that his ‘droll verse with its unconventional rhymes made him the country’s best-known producer of humorous poetry’. He took on various jobs in his youth, including teaching and staff writing at the New Yorker. In 1931 he published his first collection of poems, Hard Lines, which included the above verse, which advises on how to behave at a party. The book was an immediate success and made Nash a popular guest on comedy and radio shows. He toured the United States and Britain, giving lectures at universities. He also collaborated with librettist S J Perelmen and composer Kurt Weill on the musical One Touch of Venus. Nash’s skilful observations of life include: ‘People who work sitting down get paid more than people who work standing up’ and ‘Progress might have been all right once, but it has gone on too long.’ IHS

Poet Ogden Nash at work at his desk in 1952.
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“Human kind Cannot bear very much reality.”



T S Eliot

‘Burnt Norton’

1935
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This quotation should inspire as well as temper our approach to life and death. Reality is an abyss into which we look with horror, and we must perforce distract ourselves from the enormity of what we face – the emptiness that stretches into eternity before and beyond us – or else we will shatter. In politics, too, we often prefer lies, half-truths, state-sponsored propaganda and wishful thinking to the often hideous truth.

In admonishing humanity for its shortcomings, its failure to shoulder the burden of truth, Eliot has the bird in the poem call ‘Go!’ three times. We cannot bear reality, and reality does not expect us to bear it. We will collapse, we will avoid, but this is not because we are hopeless. It is simply an acknowledgement of what we are: fallible, falling from birth towards death, falling apart and all the time holding ourselves together with stories and other crumbs of consolation.

Superficially, this line may seem downbeat and negative to the point of nihilism. But Eliot was a committed Christian; he believed in the life everlasting. Thus there is compassion in this observation, a metaphorical hand on the shoulder. LW

T S Eliot in 1959, looking pleased with a volume of his own verse, despite its sometimes lugubrious content.
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“Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone.”



W H Auden

‘Funeral Blues’

1938
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This line begins one of the most emotionally affecting works by the beloved British poet. It has had several incarnations, first as a biting satire, then as a tribute to victims of a sporting disaster and more recently, as a heartbreaking memorial eulogy.

Auden originally wrote this five-stanza poem, which poked fun at a dead politician, for the 1936 satirical verse play The Ascent of F6, a collaboration with Christopher Isherwood. In 1938, one stanza was removed, and the poem became part of the libretto for a cabaret, with music by Benjamin Britten. In the same year, the poem appeared in a celebrated anthology, and in 1940 it featured in Auden’s collection Another Time, as one of ‘Four Cabaret Songs for Miss Hedli Anderson’. It has appeared in many Auden anthologies. The poem was the English contribution to a statue commemorating the soccer fans who died in the 1985 Heysel Stadium disaster. This gave the poem a more mournful tone, which was emphasized further by its use in Mike Newell’s movie Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994); here, it is spoken at a major character’s memorial service, and it has often been used as a funeral oration since. IHS

British-born W H Auden sitting on a dock near his home in his adopted country of the United States in 1946.
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“Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.”



Anaïs Nin

The Diary of Anaïs Nin

1939



Success did not come easily or quickly to Anaïs Nin, the Cuban-born, French-raised, US-domiciled author of around thirty works in several genres. She struggled for more than sixty years before the publication in 1966 of her seven-volume feminist diaries finally brought her acclaim. Later, her other works – such as Delta of Venus, Little Birds, Henry and June and Incest – made her name synonymous with erotica.

Nin’s passionate, bohemian lifestyle, extensively detailed throughout her diaries, gained her a cultlike status among many young women during the late 1960s and for the greater part of the 1970s. Her literary status has not gone unchallenged, however: some critics have deplored her explicitness; a minority have found her work immature.

Nevertheless, even Nin’s greatest detractors would be unlikely to deny that she was something of a trailblazer – one of the first women to write openly about physical attraction, a field that had previously been almost the exclusive preserve of male authors. She was thus at least a figure of historical, even if not of literary, importance. MT
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“If you are going through hell, keep going.”



Winston Churchill

Attributed

c. 1940
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There is no evidence that Churchill ever said this, but of all the people to whom the remark has been attributed, the British wartime prime minister is by far the most famous, and attaching his name to it gives it even more sonority than it might otherwise carry. It is the kind of thing he might have said during the Blitz. (The next most frequent attribution is to US self-help author Douglas Bloch, whose version is that the best advice we can give to those who say they are ‘going through hell’ is to tell them ‘Don’t stop!’)

The sentiment itself is, of course, as old as the hills. Among the best-known (and best) expressions of it is in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, where the tragic hero, beset by troubles of his own making, decides that there can be no going back:

‘I am in blood

Stepped in so far that, should I wade no more,

Returning were as tedious as go o’er.’

But these lines are hard to quote accurately; the epigram here – Churchill or not, Churchillian or not – is much more readily memorable. MT

London burns during the Blitz in 1940.
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“Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”



Helen Keller

Let Us Have Faith

1940
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At nineteen months of age, Helen Keller was left deaf and blind. In a period when most people assumed that such disabilities would deny anyone a fulfilling life, Keller defied the common wisdom. With the aid of her teacher, Anne M Sullivan, Keller learned to read, write and speak. At the age of twenty-four, she became the first deaf and blind person to receive a bachelor’s degree, graduating cum laude from Radcliffe College, Massachusetts, in 1904.

Had Keller never written a word about herself or spoken publicly about her story, her life would have been inspirational enough. But Keller was not only a prolific author, having written a dozen books and numerous articles, she was also a world-renowned public speaker, activist and advocate for people with disabilities.

A woman of deep religious conviction, Keller wrote in Let Us Have Faith that she believed that avoiding dangers is no safer than seeking them out and that the timid are just as likely as the bold to meet disaster. For Keller, bravery in the face of seemingly overwhelming disabilities stemmed from her faith. But regardless of its source, her triumph in the face of adversity became an inspiration to the world. MT

Helen Keller (left) at a political rally with her secretary and companion, Polly Thompson, c. 1946.
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“Do not go gentle into that good night.”



Dylan Thomas

Botteghe Oscure

1951
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This is the opening line of Dylan Thomas’s most celebrated work, which was written when the poet was in Florence with his family in 1947. It was first published in the above named Italian literary journal and then in a collection of the poet’s work, In Country Sleep, and Other Poems, in 1952, the year of his father’s death.

It is a villanelle, a form more common in French verse than in English, which here consists of five three-line stanzas rhymed ABA, and a closing quatrain rhymed ABAA. The closing line – ‘Rage, rage against the dying of the light’ – has been interpreted by some as referring to his father losing his sight in old age.

The line has appeared in numerous cultural contexts, from three paintings of the 1950s by Welsh artist Ceri Richards, to innumerable quotations in music, films and plays. It was sung by rock artist John Cale on his 1989 album Words for the Dying. In an episode in 2007 of the BBC TV science-fiction serial Doctor Who, the time-travelling hero warns playwright William Shakespeare not to use the line because it is ‘someone else’s’. The line was also quoted by Michael Caine’s character in the science-fiction movie Interstellar (2014). ME

A Welshman, Dylan Thomas was a master of poetry in English and a well-known and popular broadcaster.

See all Quotations for Life and Death




“Not all those who wander are lost.”



J R R Tolkien

The Lord of the Rings

1954
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The above quotation is the second line of a poem that begins: ‘All that is gold does not glitter.’ In context, it refers to Strider, the ranger who is also a king (Aragorn), and hence greater than his poor appearance makes him seem. The poem represents a means of authenticating the man’s character. It is also a kind of initiation verse.

Strider’s pilgrimage is the necessary journey of one who has other things on his mind. His aim is to protect what is good from what is evil, no matter where that may lead him. In spite of his rough, wanderer’s appearance, the words also denote his passage from outsider to rightful inheritor of a royal crown.

This line was later used in defence of the flower-power generation, the hippy counterculture of the 1960s. It has since been requisitioned by recruiters, adrenaline junkies and even home renters to justify their unwillingness to settle down to a fixed location.

All art is open to interpretation and revaluation, but there can come a point when the original meaning of the art is travestied and lost. It seems unlikely that Tolkien – a conservative, a Roman Catholic and a traditionalist – would have approved. LW

Elijah Wood as Frodo (left) and Viggo Mortensen as Strider in The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (2001).
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“Don’t hide your scars. They make you who you are.”



Frank Sinatra

Attributed

c. 1960
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Well known for a sometimes brittle personality, Frank Sinatra didn’t suffer fools gladly, although the warmth that he projected in his delivery of some of the greatest love songs ever written was also expressed in his personal life. He was an outspoken liberal who did much to promote race relations in the entertainment industry, but his past was clouded by an association with organized crime that he found hard to shake off. That, and a reputation for bursts of violence – particularly against intrusive reporters and paparazzi – meant that there were aspects of his past life that he couldn’t deny.

There is also an analogy to physical disfigurements in the above quotation. Sinatra bore scars to his face from his birth, a forceps delivery. More concerned with the fate of his mother, the hospital staff laid the newborn infant to one side, his grandmother being the one who revived the baby under a cold tap. The scar on the left of Sinatra’s face ran from the corner of his mouth, and as a teenager he was nicknamed Scarface. As a teen idol in the 1940s he tried to cover up the blemish, but by the 1960s he had admitted that, like the dubious aspects of his past, it made him what he was. ME

Sinatra hid the scar on the left side of his face for many years, but he later decided that his fans could stand his imperfections.
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“You must do the thing you think you cannot do.”



Eleanor Roosevelt

You Learn by Living

1960
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In ‘Fear – the Great Enemy’ – a chapter in her successful self-help book You Learn by Living: Eleven Keys for a More Fulfilling Life – Eleanor Roosevelt recounts her youth and the sense of trepidation that she felt about the world. Her remedy was to accomplish tasks that caused her anxiety: ‘The danger lies in refusing to face the fear, in not daring to come to grips with it. If you fail anywhere along the line it will take away your confidence. You must make yourself succeed every time.’ She ends this passage with the above quotation.

The idea of outstaring one’s demons isn’t new. Among those who’d previously offered similar advice was Ralph Waldo Emerson, who stated in his 1841 essay ‘Heroism’ that you should ‘always do what you are afraid to do’. (To which social reformer Jane Addams later commented: ‘To do what you are afraid to do is to guide your life by fear. How much better not to be afraid to do what you believe in doing!’) In 1997, Mary Schmich included the line ‘Do one thing every day that scares you’ in her column for the Chicago Tribune, the text of which was later used in Baz Luhrmann’s 1999 hit single, ‘Everybody’s Free (to Wear Sunscreen).’ IHS

Eleanor Roosevelt in 1958, aged seventy-four years old.

Eleanor Roosevelt addresses the 1956 Democratic National Convention in Chicago.
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“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.”



W B Cameron

Informal Sociology

1963



This celebrated remark, often erroneously attributed to Albert Einstein, was, in fact, first made by US academic William Bruce Cameron in reference to the limitations of his own subject, sociology.

The remark was much more widely applicable, however, especially after the post-1980s zeitgeist seemed to demand that everything worthwhile had to be measurable and that there was no sphere of human activity that could not be enriched by analysis with graphs and charts.

We like knowing how much we have. Whether it is money, baseball bats or tea bags, an accurate accounting gives us a better understanding of our world and our place within in it. Or, at least, it may.

Nevertheless, we also know that there’s more to life than counting and more to living than numbers. What price do we put on our satisfaction? How many units of joy does a child provide? How much happiness lives in the bottom of a cup of coffee? If we value only those things that can be counted or measured, we diminish ourselves and the whole of existence. And, perhaps even more importantly, two things that happen at the same time are not necessarily cause and effect. MT
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“The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.”



Walt Disney

Attributed

1963



As far as quotations from the business community are concerned, Walt Disney’s output was as prolific as that of Henry Ford. He is credited with the creation of countless verbal gems on life, work and commercial practice. And, like the automobile manufacturer, Disney is held responsible for much that he did not say, for the reason that an aphorism with an attribution packs more of a punch than all but the very best of uncredited wisecracks. The above remark is one of his more famous ones, but typically it lacks a verifiable source. Whether or not it is strictly authentic, it resembles many of the no-nonsense statements that Disney made in the course of his career: it sounds like an authentic quotation, even though it might not be one.
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