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Introduction


Welcome to this book. Whether you read it all in one go, daily over the course of a year, front-to-back or back-to-front, we hope you find the following pages inspiring. They contain a selection of lines from Shakespeare’s works that we further hope you might feel excited to use, as you go about your everyday life.


These quotes are probably not the lines of Shakespeare that you may have already heard, such as All the world’s a stage, or To be, or not to be…, or A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse! Many of the quotes in this book are to be found in the less studied and produced corners of Shakespeare’s canon. We’ve chosen them because they sound so commonplace, so ‘everyday’. In drawing them out, we found ourselves surprised by their apparent plainness or ‘everyday-ness’, each bringing an immediate, easy resonance with modern day-to-day living. Many carry a deeper level of meaning that makes returning to a quote equally valuable, as it continues to reveal further layers over the weeks and years.


Our intention, with this collection of writing gems, is that each day will be enjoyable in and of itself; that each daily offering isn’t too long to remember, so that it can be dropped into conversation as occasion arises; and that each might also act as a springboard to jump into a play or a poem you haven’t explored before.


These jewels make a treasure-chest of language, love and longing. They hold up a mirror for us to peer into, to see if any part of ourselves, familiar or strange, is visible. They provide the space for us to step back from taking part in life, and instead to simply reflect for a while on how we live. You won’t necessarily see yourself every day, but as Shakespeare holds this mirror up to us, and the light refracts, you might get glimpses of loves you’ve known, jealousies you’ve felt, relationships you’ve entered into and situations you’ve encountered that bring a smile – or a wince – of familiarity.


Shakespeare had an ear and a hand that were somehow able to capture gossamer-thin butterflies of thought and pin them to a page, expressing them so well it can make us feel stunned to be seen.


It’s nourishing (not to mention unusual) to experience eloquence on a daily basis, and to engage with well-expressed big – and simple – thoughts that question our morals and ethics.


To take ten minutes a day to be still, to disengage, to mull over whether there might be something beyond this corporeal realm (or to wrangle with the idea that there might not be). That is the question, as Hamlet attempts to explain, that each of us is welcome to contemplate, if we choose.


So, you’re welcome to read this book day-by-day, all at once, or flip back and forth around the weeks and months until you find a quote that strikes a chord in you. Each has been chosen in part to be accessible and tangible, so that no selection is too unmanageable to reflect on, to chew on, to say out loud, to offer to a friend, to remember, to memorise or to dare to drop into daily conversation.


These quotes won’t necessarily help you make friends and influence people, though at the least, if you start using them every day, a courage to speak Shakespeare’s words may grow.







A year in themes





Rather than presenting a jumble of emotions, ideas and reflections, we’ve gently curated the passing of the year, nudging each month towards a loose collection of themes, inviting a series of thoughts to flow together over a week.


January sees a grouping of some of the best quotes we could find; February a swing through love and laughter; March, a deep dive into grief, sorrow, hope and peace.


April brings a month of the ‘everyday-ness’ that can be found in Shakespeare. This is the month that collects the quotes which most frequently made us nod and say to each other, ‘I felt this the other day’, or ‘This would be fun to say’, or ‘This is what I wanted to say in response to my co-author in the middle of that argument the other day’.


May invites a touch of nature, and June offers a useful selection in case you find yourself needing to insult or argue. July explores politics and tyranny, while August leans into lines of profound-yet-accessible wisdom.


September brings a month of work, honesty, secrets and money. October takes us through life, with quotes about birth, love, marriage, having children and grounded outlooks on death.


November brings a celebration of close friendship, as well as a few useful quotes for when friends have to leave each other. And December takes us home, with lines of arrival, celebration and kindly spirits, before we twinkle away across the year’s end.


Shakespeare was broad in his subject reach, deep in his emotional intuition and bold in his philosophical outlook – and we have sought to mirror this breadth, depth and courage in our selection.







Discovery on every page





Every day has a page, every page has a quote, and every quote has a few lines about its place in the play or poem from which it came.


We believe the quotes within these pages can speak for themselves. Others become clearer with a little help. We used www.ShakespearesWords.com to source our quotations, and also to define words that have changed their meaning or dropped out of use over the last four centuries. We often give multiple definitions for a single word, using a technique called ‘lexical triangulation’ that invites the meaning to be found ‘in the middle’ of multiple alternatives.


Many of the following pages have a commentary, either to explain what particular words mean, or to reflect on the ‘everyday-ness’ of the thought the quote is reaching towards. These commentaries are our interpretations and readings of these quotes. Having removed them from their original context, sometimes we draw on their original meaning, but often their isolation inspired a particular interpretation. In several cases, we allow the quotation to stand alone, with little we felt necessary to add.


Rather than exclude your interpretation, we hope our commentaries will inspire your own understanding of the lines you feel drawn to. And we hope from time to time you will disagree with our explanations, and find yourself saying, ‘Well, the line means something completely different to me…’


Most of the quotes inspired us to bring in similar lines from elsewhere in Shakespeare’s works, because they carry a kindred idea, or resonance, or offer a fun juxtaposition. A few have been selected to chime with a particular day or date, but most have not.


Each quote will, we believe, make every bit of sense caught here in isolation, separated from its play-full or poetic origin. Still, for those interested to pursue the quote further, we have ‘stamped’ every page with the quote’s source, and with each play’s stamp there are a few lines of context, describing the action that leads up to (or follows on from) the day’s lead quote.


The exact location of each is listed in the index at the back of the book. There, the locations for a quote are listed as line references, e.g. KL 1.1.92: the abbreviated name of the play, then the number of the act and scene, followed by line number. These line references follow the numbering at www.ShakespearesWords.com.


We also include an index of the opening words of our lead quotes and an index of themes. The thematic index is the one to use if, for example, you’re giving a speech and want to find a relevant quote to add to it. The opening words index will be useful if you can’t remember where a particular quote was.


You’ll notice that the words are sometimes laid out like this:




Things without all remedy


Should be without regard: what’s done is done.





The first line has some blank space after it, and the following line(s) begin with a capital letter.


These are signs that the words were written in a poetic style. The blank space is an indication that there’s a half line of poetry that we’ve intentionally left out, to allow the quote to stand more clearly on its own.


When speaking one of these lines out loud, there’s an invitation to vocally indicate that, while you’ve reached the end of the line of poetry, you still have more to say. So when you reach the word remedy in Things without all remedy… the line ending leaves the thought hanging in the air, a moment of suspension, as if you haven’t quite decided what to say next.


Poetry is a heightened form of expressing how we feel or what we think about things. The heart that needs to express itself in poetry beats faster, or perhaps, more fervently. Sometimes the lines rhyme – think of these quotes as having an especially impassioned heart beating behind them, your words needing to match your feelings, so that you just have to rhyme! There are also several quotes in prose, which don’t show these poetic features.


And two general points about language, which you’ll see on many pages. Some quotes use thou or thee or thine, which was a more informal and intimate way of saying ‘you’ or ‘yours’ in Shakespeare’s time. Many modern languages, such as French, Spanish, and German, still make this distinction.


Throughout, Shakespeare will refer to man in a general sense, as was normal in his time. We encourage everyone to understand this usage as missing its first two letters, and to read in its stead, human, or to make what they feel is an appropriate gender substitution.







Witness our choices





If Shakespeare has a constant, it’s that he poses a challenge to us. He held a mirror up to our species and its fantastic, furious, peculiar, passionate, curiously emotional ways of living and interrelating – he also invited us to look at all the bits we don’t like about our natures.


It’s true that Shakespeare gave his characters sentiments to express that might now come across as misogynistic, xenophobic or racist; these thoughts are now often taken to be his opinion, rather than deeper, darker observations of humanity.


This is the point: the full works are a playground to better understand all aspects of the human condition – the parts we want to celebrate, as well as the parts we might rather hide away. They were written for someone’s friends, their family, the society around them, and the world to come after them. And they have become a sandbox for every generation to play in, and safely explore powerful thoughts and feelings.


As we read and re-read, we beheld an artist grappling with the slippery slope of the human condition, and not always saying things we enjoyed or agreed with. And while, when it came to our selection process, we did not seek to curate one type of ethics or moral code, as we went through his writings, our guiding light was to reach for inclusivity.


These quotes can resonate no matter who you are, or where you’re from: the only demographic necessary for access here is ‘human’. Whilst they are the writings of a white man living at the turn of the seventeenth century, that figure is barely visible. So full and wide-reaching are the ideas being explored that the personality of the author becomes indistinct, fading into the background. This allows the thoughts themselves, and how we relate to them, to stay firmly in the foreground.


This book, then, invites us to shift our focus away from whoever the writer was, who he was writing for, or what he believed in when he wasn’t writing, and sharpen our attention to the view being offered, the complicated thoughts being eloquently verbalised, the desirable or hateful qualities of our kind being reflected back at us.


We don’t explore Shakespeare’s agenda and interests, his religion or faith, his private preferences or passions, because we’ll never know them. But we do recognise and elevate the humanistic strains that run throughout: the importance of love, the dangers of indecision, the value of life, and the understanding that our time is brief and we must not waste it.


We witnessed an inquiry into the human condition, the handling of joy and suffering, and a brilliantly sharp wit. We found a canon rich in characters expressing, discussing, and arguing a vastly complex gamut of thought, emotion and relationships.


Time and time again we encountered a string of words that made us gasp as we recognised a universal truth of being; or we felt a shiver and the sudden desire to share a new-found revelation to someone, hoping that it would make them similarly inhale, and reflect. We hope that many of these pages will make you reach for the ‘share’ button, too.


This book is filled with lines we have frequently said to each other, every day, and we’ve taken great joy from borrowing and lending such eloquence from Will Shakespeare. There are lines here that somehow keep perfectly fitting moments in life. And there are lines we have never had the chance to say – but we remain ever hopeful that one day the opportunity will arise.


Ben Crystal & David Crystal


Wales, 2023







Remembering Shakespeare Every Day
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Some can look at a line of poetry once and never forget it, but not all of us have memories like sponges. So here are some tips if you find yourself drawn to a quote and want to carry it with you.




	Read the quote out loud, looking away from the page after every line, and repeat the words you’ve just spoken; repeat until you don’t need to look at the page.


	Writing out the quote in your own hand is a terrific ‘aide memoire’. Hold a line (or a few words at a time) in your head while you write the words out fresh in a notebook. Don’t be tempted to look back and forth as you copy the quote – get used to keeping fragments in your short-term memory.


	Don’t worry if the quote is here today, gone tomorrow. Give it another day to settle before you refresh your memory.


	Your memory is like a muscle, so practise exercising it. Give it time and patience. It’ll soon grow stronger.
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If you are sick at sea,


Or stomach-qualmed at land, a dram of this


Will drive away distemper.
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Welcome. We hope these thoughts and reflections, these quotations in isolation, are beneficial to you. We’ll share the circumstances of each one, and sometimes offer commentary too.


Each month has been gently themed, each week offers a journey of thought, each day an invitation to reflect, to learn, to use, to inspire, to comfort and to amuse.


A page or two, a dram of this book, will cure what ails you.




[image: Cymbelline]


Here, Princess Innogen is about to leave the royal court of her father King Cymbeline, to find her love, Posthumus. The court physician gives her a potion, with these words. She will later discover the draught will do more than just cure distemper (‘illness’)…







January




The air bites shrewdly. It is very cold.
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A slightly more flamboyant way to observe the temperature, followed by a more straightforward way. Shakespeare often gets his characters to explain themselves when they speak poetically (shrewdly means ‘sharply’ or ‘severely’).




[image: Hamlet]


Late at night, Prince Hamlet is brought to the walls of Elsinore, his family’s castle, by his friend Horatio and the night-watch guard Marcellus. Hamlet has been told he will see the ghost of his father, and the scene begins with Hamlet saying this line. Perhaps Hamlet is nervous, or excited, or both …





[image: ]


January 1st




And I have heard it said, unbidden guests


Are often welcomest when they are gone.
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A line for when someone unexpectedly turns up and you don’t want their company. Welcomest meant ‘the most welcome’, just as happiest means ‘the most happy’.




[image: Henry VI:I]


The English are at war with France. The French Countess of Auvergne invites the great English general Talbot, infamous throughout France, to visit her at her home. Talbot suggests that his colleagues the Dukes of Bedford and Burgundy go with him, but Bedford says no, as they haven’t been invited. So, Talbot leaves to visit the Countess alone – but what if it’s a trap …?





[image: ]


January 2nd




Better three hours too soon than a minute too late.
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Everyone will relate to a line of Shakespeare differently.


There are those (e.g. David) who arrive at a station to catch a train so early that they’re able to take the previous departure. And then there are those (e.g. Ben) who arrive at the last minute, and almost miss their train (but always catch it).


The speaker of this line is evidently of David’s mind.


Betimes was a common way of saying ‘soon’ in Shakespeare’s day. In Richard 3, Richard invites the Duke of Buckingham to dinner, and says let us sup betimes – ‘let’s eat soon’, in other words.


Betimes can also convey great urgency, meaning ‘right now’. To express less urgency, by and by was available. When the Duke of Exeter speaks about the conspirators in Henry 5, he says, They shall be apprehended by and by – meaning ‘they’ll be arrested in due course’.


Both authors of this book, arriving to catch a train, could say, ‘The train’s leaving betimes.’


(But only David would be able to say, ‘The train’s leaving by and by.’)




[image: Merry Wives of Windsor]


The drunken knight Sir John Falstaff says he plans to have an affair with Master Ford’s wife at eleven o’clock in the morning. Ford is determined to catch them together, and heads off straight away, saying this line; he really doesn’t want to be late.





[image: ]




January 3rd




You come most carefully upon your hour.
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This quote is good to greet someone being punctual (especially if they’re normally late).


Carefully here means ‘considerately’ or ‘attentively’ – in other words, ‘You’re right on time!’




[image: Hamlet]


It’s the opening scene of the play, and Francisco is on night watch, guarding the walls of Castle Elsinore, and waiting for his colleague Barnardo to take over his shift. Francisco is bitter cold, and sick of heart – he’s been guarding where a ghost has been seen – and is perhaps surprised or gladdened, and certainly relieved, to see Barnardo arrive on time.
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January 4th




It gives me wonder, great as my content,


To see you here before me.
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Say this to someone you love, when you haven’t seen them for a long time. You’re really delighted to see them again, and you want to say that they look beautiful.


Wonder meant ‘astonishment’, or ‘amazement’. Content meant ‘pleasure’, ‘satisfaction’, ‘happiness’.


Once you start using this line, ‘Lovely to see you’ won’t ever quite be the same again.




[image: Othello]


Othello and Desdemona have travelled to Cyprus on different ships, which were separated by a ferocious storm. Desdemona is the first to arrive safely, and Othello arrives soon after. When Othello sees his wife, he speaks these words. This is the first time they’ve seen each other since they were married a few days earlier.
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January 5th




Men’s evil manners live in brass; their virtues


We write in water.
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Brass in Shakespeare’s day was thought of as one of the hardest materials, along with stone, steel and flint, and so was often used as a symbol of ‘hardness’, ‘permanence’, or ‘steadiness’ of mind or body.


As we’ll see throughout this book, Shakespeare often takes an idea, holds it up to the light, and gifts it to multiple characters across the plays, so we can hear a similar thought expressed in different ways.


In Antony’s famous Friends, Romans, countrymen … speech in Julius Caesar, he comments:




The evil that men do lives after them,


The good is oft interred with their bones.





Whether in a grave, or in water, the message is clear: evil is often remembered long after good is forgotten.




[image: Henry VIII]


Queen Katherine’s servant is telling the story of how Cardinal Wolsey died. Katherine lists all Wolsey’s faults, but her servant asks her permission to paint an alternative picture of the Cardinal. When the servant is finished, Katherine expresses her hope that when she dies, she will have such an honest chronicler …








[image: ]




January 6th




Live a little, comfort a little, cheer thyself a little.
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Shakespeare offers advice to hold close to your chest.


Comfort means ‘take comfort, console yourself’.




[image: As You Like it]


Orlando and his old servant Adam have gone into the Forest of Arden to escape dangers at home. Adam says he can go no further, he’s so hungry. Orlando tries to cheer him up with these words, and then leaves to find food for them both – though his search delivers him far more than just food …
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January 7th




Love all, trust a few,


Do wrong to none.
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Fine words to offer someone about to travel, who you won’t see again for a long while.




[image: All’s Well That Ends Well]


Bertram has been commanded to join the French King’s court, so must leave home. He asks for his mother’s blessing (a combination of ‘permission’ and a ‘prayer of protection’) to leave, and she gives it to him with these words of advice.
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January 8th




Enjoy the honey-heavy dew of slumber.
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We might say, ‘Sleep well!’ This speaker is being more poetic: to apply honey to sleeping is both to wish someone ‘sweet dreams’ and ‘deep sleep’.


It’s unusual for Shakespeare to use honey in this way: the substance normallysuggests ideas of sweetness, rather than heaviness, although it clearly does have a weight, as it slows itself off a spoon.


There’s a hint of this meaning when the golden colour of honey is mentioned by Anne in Richard 3:




For never yet one hour in his bed


Did I enjoy the golden dew of sleep,


But with his timorous dreams was still awaked.





Here, timorous means ‘terrifying’ and still means ‘always’.


Titus brings together honey and the morning dew when describing the tears of his daughter Lavinia, in Titus Andronicus, sparking the image of a near-dead flower, with droplets on its petals:




… fresh tears


Stood on her cheeks, as doth the honey-dew


Upon a gathered lily almost withered.





Several characters in the plays relate heaviness and sleep, as we might do today. In King Lear a doctor tells Cordelia how they’re looking after her father, the maddened King:




… in the heaviness of sleep


We put fresh garments on him.







[image: Julius Caesar]


Brutus has had a late-night meeting with the conspirators plotting Caesar’s assassination. When they’ve left, Brutus calls for his young servant Lucius – but finds him sound asleep. Deciding to leave him be, Brutus offers these lines to the sleeping youth.
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January 9th




Infected minds


To their deaf pillows will discharge their secrets.
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An image of the worst thoughts and stresses you might have pouring into your pillow, flooding your dreams. Or perhaps it’s an image of being kept awake by your thoughts.


Or, it’s a warning to anyone who talks in their sleep (and, if you’re Lady Macbeth, anyone sleep-walking) – that your darkest deeds may be revealed while you slumber.


Cymbeline reminds us that after a hard day’s work, it’s easy to sleep on flint (‘hard stone’) – while those experiencing a lazier day might find even a soft pillow uncomfortable:




Weariness


Can snore upon the flint, when resty sloth


Finds the down-pillow hard.





And yet, we hear (in the same play) that sleep can also be a blissful respite from life’s woes, with this truth:




He that sleeps feels not the toothache.







[image: Macbeth]


A doctor has been listening to what Lady Macbeth says while she sleepwalks around the castle. As she sleep-talks about her past actions, the doctor is taken aback by the revelations …
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January 10th




The nature of bad news infects the teller.
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A truth that’s easy to relate to, if you ever had to give someone bad news. Here’s another from King Lear, which has a resonance with the proverb ‘Many a true word is spoken in jest’:




Jesters do oft prove prophets.





In Shakespeare’s time a jester was a professional role, an entertainer employed by a monarch or an aristocratic household. They’re usually called ‘Fools’ by their employers, and in some plays, especially Twelfth Night, King Lear and As You Like It, they play an important part in the story.


Fools had licence to say whatever they wanted, and their jests often turned into truths, so jesters (‘jokers’) did frequently turn out to be prophets. Indeed, to be a professional Fool didn’t just mean to provide superficial foolishness. Perhaps, though, the chief accolade for Fools comes from a disguised Viola in Twelfth Night, who says of Feste:




This fellow is wise enough to play the fool;


And to do that well craves a kind of wit.


He must observe their mood on whom he jests,


The quality of persons, and the time,


And, like the haggard, check at every feather


That comes before his eye. This is a practice


As full of labour as a wise man’s art.





A haggard was a ‘wild hawk’; man – ‘human’. These lines bring the image of a comedian, carefully choosing their words, their timing, and their targets.




[image: Antony & Cleopatra]


A messenger has brought Antony reports of foreign affairs. He has told Antony one piece of bad news – and is about to give him another message – but finds it difficult to express himself. Antony tells the messenger not to be a coward, and to speak the facts. (It does indeed turn out to be more bad news …)
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January 11th




For I have neither wit, nor words, nor worth,


Action, nor utterance, nor the power of speech


To stir men’s blood; I only speak right on.
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Wit was an everyday word in Shakespeare’s time, and meant ‘mental sharpness’. Men stands for ‘people’.


Speaking ‘plainly’ is often seen as a positive personality trait in Shakespeare’s plays. Indeed, a few lines later the speaker reinforces his claim, calling himself a plain blunt man.


In the day-to-day life of London in the 1600s, speaking meant more than just communication. Speaking was a craft, an opportunity to play, to demonstrate your understanding of the art of ‘rhetoric’: the skill of being able to articulate thought into spoken word, clearly or poetically, but passionately, often in order to persuade.


And these lines from today’s lead quote offer a clever rhetorical trick: to deny you have any rhetorical skills, while doing it simply, efficiently, economically.


Even the great speech-maker King Harry likes plainness in speech, telling Princess Katherine in Henry 5 that he won’t use rhetoric to woo her:




I speak to thee plain soldier.







[image: Julius Caesar]


Antony speaks to the Roman citizens after the assassination of Caesar, just after Brutus gives a speech defending the action of his fellow conspirators. Antony claims he cannot compete with Brutus’ speech-making – I am no orator, as Brutus is – but his words nonetheless turn the tide, and the people rise up against the murderers …
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January 12th




When a world of men


Could not prevail with all their oratory,


Yet hath a woman’s kindness overruled.
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Oratory meant ‘eloquence’, or ‘persuasiveness’, and kindness had a broad meaning in the 16th century – not only the sense we have today, but also notions of ‘courtesy’ and ‘goodwill’.


Women, this quote is suggesting, have a kind and powerful nature which can help calm any negotiation, and cut past the red tape of the world of men.


Shakespeare makes the point more than once. In another history play the sentiment is reprised: the French Queen, Isabel, offers to help thrash out the articles of a peace treaty in Henry 5. She comments:




Haply a woman’s voice may do some good,


When articles too nicely urged be stood on.





Haply meant ‘perhaps’, or ‘with luck’; nicely meant ‘fastidious’, or ‘too carefully’; to stand upon something meant to ‘make an issue of’.


This broader sentiment of kindness isn’t restricted to women. The sailor Antonio offers to be servant to the shipwrecked Sebastian in Twelfth Night; Sebastian responds that his heart is full of kindness – full of ‘affection’ and ‘friendship’.




[image: Henry VI:I]


The English general Talbot, having recently won a battle with the French army, has been invited to the castle of the Countess of Auvergne, who wants to meet the warlike Talbot. He responds with these lines, perhaps hoping there might be peace negotiations ahead. But the Countess has other plans …
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January 13th




Fortune brings in some boats that are not steered.
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Brings in meant ‘bring safely in to harbour’, which would normally require careful piloting. A safe mooring of an uncontrolled vessel could take place by chance, although in Shakespeare’s time such an event was only thought to happen if Fortune smiled upon it.


The goddess Fortune is known to be fickle – we never know whether we’ll next be rising in fortune or falling. She is often portrayed as blind, and turning a wheel (or a boat’s rudder). With this line from Cymbeline, there’s an invitation to cultivate a peaceable, patient, and healthy respect for the blind mercurial mistress of destiny.


Characters frequently call on Fortune in the plays: Pistol in Henry 5 complains about his friend Bardolph’s fate, thanks to the turning of Fortune’s furious fickle wheel. In Romeo and Juliet, Juliet prays Be fickle, Fortune – Romeo has been taken from her, and she hopes Fortune will soon send him back.


And the Duke of Kent in King Lear, down on his luck and imprisoned in the stocks, bids Fortune good night with the words, smile once more; turn thy wheel.




[image: Cymbelline]


Pisanio has been helping Posthumus and Innogen, but is no longer in a position to ‘steer’ them to safety. He hopes the goddess Fortune will bring them home safely. (At the end of the play we see the gods in action, doing just that …)
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January 14th




Look, he’s winding up the watch of his wit.


By and by it will strike.
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Sometimes, there’s a pause in conversation. Someone clearly has something important to say, and from the look on their face it’s probably going to be funny. The pause indicates they’re still working out the best way to express their thought – and this is when you could mutter this quote to a nearby friend.


Comparing ‘waiting’ to ‘winding a watch’ was a really new image for the audience in Shakespeare’s day. Portable timepieces were just coming into use towards the end of the 16th century, and quickly became a fashionable novelty.


They were at first fastened to clothing, or worn on a chain around the neck, and later placed in pockets (and some were able to strike the hours, as this speaker acknowledges). They had to be regularly wound by hand, as the servant Malvolio imagines doing in Twelfth Night, once he’s gone up in the world and finds himself bored:




I frown the while, and perchance wind up my watch.





The priest in the same play has a watch too, as he’s able to eloquently tell how long it’s been since he married Olivia and Sebastian:




Since when, my watch hath told me, toward my grave


I have travelled but two hours.







[image: The Tempest]


The old royal counsellor Gonzalo has been trying to cheer up King Alonso, but is told to be quiet. Anticipating (correctly) that the request for silence won’t stop Gonzalo’s verbosity, Sebastian says these words to Antonio, as they watch the old man preparing to speak again …
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January 15th




His wit’s as thick as Tewkesbury mustard.


There’s no more conceit in him than is in a mallet.





[image: ]


Wit here means ‘mental ability’, and conceit means ‘intelligence’ or ‘understanding’.


In Shakespearean times, Tewkesbury mustard was known all over the country, with some writers saying it was the best in England. It was sold in the form of mustard balls – hence the allusion to thickness – which the purchaser soaked to make pliable.


Its manufacture died out at the beginning of the 19th century, though there’s still a thriving local cottage industry preserving the traditional recipe. This is the only time Shakespeare refers to it – and the image of a mallet is also a solitary usage in the plays.


The combination makes for a really strong insult – which can, of course, be used to someone of any gender. Just replace his and him with her or their.




[image: Henry IV:II]


Prince Hal and his friend Poins disguise themselves as staff of a tavern, so they can overhear Falstaff insulting them. These lines are Falstaff’s response to They say Poins has a good wit.
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January 16th




’Tis not for gravity to play at cherry-pit with Satan.





[image: ]


Cherry-pit was a popular game: a small hole is dug, and players aim their stones, standing at various distances. The goal is to get your stone closest to the centre – both David and Ben used to play a similar game with marbles when they were young.


Gravity meant ‘authority’, or ‘someone in a dignified position’. So there’s a sense here of ‘Don’t play games when you should be serious’.


And there’s another sense: when playing a game based on the laws of gravity with the Devil (who can cheat all laws), then even Gravity (personified) would suffer defeat.


In other words, ‘Don’t play a game you know you’re going to lose.’




[image: Twelfth Night]


The drunken Sir Toby and his friends are teasing the servant Malvolio, suggesting he’s mad and in league with the devil, Satan. Toby pretends to treat Malvolio as a child, and offers him these words of advice …
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January 17th




Life is as tedious as a twice-told tale,


Vexing the dull ear of a drowsy man.





[image: ]


These lines are for anyone who’s feeling beaten down by life.


Feeling even gloomier? Try Macbeth, after he hears of the death of his wife:




Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player


That struts and frets his hour upon the stage


And then is heard no more.





We’ll look at these lines in more detail on August 13th.




[image: King John]


Lewis the Dauphin (the heir to the French throne) is distraught at France having lost a battle, and Prince Arthur having been taken prisoner by the English. But Cardinal Pandulph is about to give the Dauphin grounds for optimism to renew the fight …
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January 18th




O, that a man might know


The end of this day’s business ere it come!


But it sufficeth that the day will end,


And then the end is known.





[image: ]


We might often wish to know the future, or how a plan, a project, or a gamble might turn out – but, in a very pragmatic way, this quote reminds us that patience is the best companion to that wish.


O is the word Shakespeare uses to represent an emotional sound, voiced by a character, driven by the context they find themselves in. It’s the sound of a gasp, or intake of breath, or realisation, or surprise, or … that expresses a character’s feelings about what they’re saying.


Suffice means ‘serve’, or ‘satisfy’; the -eth ending is an old form. We’d now write suffices.




[image: Julius Caesar]


Brutus and Cassius are talking before the final Battle of Philippi, and reflecting on what they will do if they lose. The friends and comrades bid farewell, thinking it may be the last time they see each other, and Brutus ends the scene with these words.
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January 19th




It easeth some, though none it ever cured,


To think their dolour others have endured.





[image: ]


This is a pull towards empathy, in the midst of despair. Easeth means ‘eases’; dolour isn’t common in English any more, but is familiar in modern French and Spanish, to mean ‘pain’.


The line has special force during a time of widespread distress, such as the plague, rife in England when Shakespeare wrote these lines. And it still resonates after the global pandemic. The Rape of Lucrece has a similar thought:




Sad souls are slain in merry company;


Grief best is pleased with grief’s society.


True sorrow then is feelingly sufficed


When with like semblance it is sympathized.





Essentially, both point to the modern ‘misery loves company’. Sad could mean both ‘serious’ or ‘sorrowful’ in Shakespeare’s time – a sorrow or seriousness that can only be sufficed (‘satisfied’) with the company of others having like (‘similar’) griefs. Sympathy today usually suggests a sorrowful setting, but in earlier times it simply meant having ‘affinity’ – a like semblance – with someone.


In Shakespeare’s day dolour was pronounced like ‘dollar’, allowing for a pun. In The Tempest, Sebastian rudely interrupts Gonzalo by saying his thoughts on grief are only worth a dollar – the English name for a German silver coin. Gonzalo replies by saying Dolour comes to him indeed.


The German coin was nicknamed Thaler. At a 17th-century rate of five thalers to the pound, one dollar would be very little in today’s money, making Sebastian’s comment very dismissive indeed.




[image: The Rape of Lucrece]


Tarquin has raped Lucrece. Alone and distraught, she sees a painting of the sacking of Troy, and looks for a face where distress is portrayed. She finds it in Hecuba, looking at her dead husband. She cries for the sad scene depicted there, calling her own situation her Troy.
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January 20th




Make not your thoughts your prisons.





[image: ]


It’s easy to overthink so much that we feel imprisoned. Whether lost in thought, caught in a spiral of worry, or struggling to be led by our heart, the advice here is not to let beliefs, fears, or expectations constrain our life.


A worthy alternative to the corporate world’s call to think ‘outside the box’.




[image: Antony & Cleopatra]


The victorious Caesar is displaying generosity and magnanimity towards Cleopatra, and tells her in these words not to let her fears dominate her mind. But she doesn’t trust him, and after he leaves she turns to her maids and says, He words me, girls, he words me.
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January 21st




For there is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.





[image: ]




[image: Hamlet]


Hamlet, in conversation with his fellow university students Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, has described Denmark as a prison. Rosencrantz demurs: We think not so, my lord. Hamlet accepts this: Why, then ’tis none to you and says these words.
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January 22nd




’Tis with my mind


As with the tide swelled up unto his height,


That makes a still-stand, running neither way.





[image: ]


This quote is for anyone in a quandary. The sea’s tide is at its highest point, having just risen, and is now in a place of relative stasis (a still-stand) flowing in neither direction, before beginning to fall.


A perfect image of uncertainty, of not going one way nor t’other, recalls a familiar dilemma: that feeling we face when we can’t decide between two courses of action.


Shakespeare’s characters often reflect on the nature of choice, and the problems it can pose. In The Merchant of Venice, Portia’s father has arranged that the suitors wishing to marry her have to choose between three caskets to find her portrait and win her hand – a situation that Portia herself finds difficult to accept:




Is it not hard … that I cannot choose one, nor refuse none?





And Hamlet begins his most famous speech with the simple words, To be, or not to be …, a reflection that we all carry a greater choice with us every day – a decision to make – between life and death, action or inaction, agency or passivity.




[image: Henry IV:II]


The Earl of Northumberland is of two minds about what to do. He wants to travel to be with the rebel forces, as a matter of honour, but his wife is strongly opposed to it. He finally decides to stay away: many thousand reasons hold me back.
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January 23rd




Be that thou know’st thou art, and then thou art


As great as that thou fear’st.





[image: ]


Be yourself. As fully as you possibly can. And then you’ll be bigger than anything you fear.




[image: Twelfth Night]


The final scene of the play. Everyone is confused, not knowing that Viola and Sebastian are twins and have been mistaken for each other. Olivia has married Sebastian, and now finds Viola denying knowledge of the union … It takes the arrival of Sebastian alongside Viola to resolve matters.
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January 24th




To mourn a mischief that is past and gone


Is the next way to draw new mischief on.





[image: ]


Mischief today has a mild force, usually referring to prankish behaviour that might be troublesome, but isn’t especially evil or malicious.


But in Shakespeare’s time the meaning was much stronger, referring to ‘an evil deed’ or, as here, ‘a calamity or serious misfortune’.


This quote reveals a Stoic attitude: things break, we can’t undo a tragedy, regret is futile. And a deeper lesson within: come to peace with the past, and don’t let it destroy the present, or harm the future.


Lady Macbeth says exactly this, trying to connect with her husband, and expands on the idea:




Things without all remedy


Should be without regard; what’s done is done.





Joan la Pucelle in Henry 6 Part 1 makes the same point:




Care is no cure, but rather corrosive,


For things that are not to be remedied.





Corrosive means ‘destructive’, and the sound of the word works well with ‘care’ and ‘cure’. La Pucelle later vehemently wishes just such a catastrophe on her enemies:




… mischief and despair


Drive you to break your necks or hang yourselves!







[image: Othello]


The Duke of Venice hopes to appease the anger of Desdemona’s father, Brabantio. Desdemona has married Othello without Brabantio’s knowledge. The Duke offers a series of pithy statements all expressing the same thought – the past can’t be changed – and begins with these words.
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January 25th




Cease to lament for that thou canst not help,


And study help for that which thou lamentest.


Time is the nurse and breeder of all good.





[image: ]


A modern saying might be ‘Don’t cry over spilt milk’. Lamenting (‘getting upset’) is not going to fix things. Rather, we need to study (‘reflect on’) ways in which we can remedy the situation in the future. It will take time, but things will work out well in the end – or so the hope goes.


Several Shakespearean characters, faced with an apparently impossible situation, think like this. Proteus in The Two Gentlemen of Verona assures the Duke with these


words in relation to his daughter Silvia’s sadness:




A little time, my lord, will kill that grief.





Perhaps Viola, in Twelfth Night, sums up the healthiest approach:




O time, thou must untangle this, not I!


It is too hard a knot for me t’ untie.





Here, Viola has found herself in the middle of a complicated set of relationships. Her master, the Duke Orsino, is in love with the Countess Olivia. Viola has fallen in love with Orsino. And Olivia has just become infatuated with Orsino’s new ‘male’ servant (Viola, disguised as a man). All Viola can do is hope that time will sort everything out – which it does …




[image: Two Gentlemen of Verona]


Valentine is in anguish; he’s been banished by the Duke, and so has to leave his love, Silvia. Proteus counsels his friend with these words – hypocritically, as he has secretly fallen in love with Silvia too …
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January 26th




The apparel oft proclaims the man.





[image: ]


When you see man or men in these works, it usually means a ‘human (or humans) of any gender’.


Apparel and clothes are both used by Shakespeare, and are almost identical in meaning, although there is a nuance in apparel of ‘display’ and ‘ornament’.


Modern-day mentalists might say that what someone wears gives an indication of their character, but not all agreed that this was so in Shakespeare’s time. In Pericles, a character advises that




Opinion’s but a fool, that makes us scan


The outward habit by the inward man.





In other words, it’s foolish to scan (‘judge’) somebody’s habit (‘clothing’) to divine their personality.


Several proverbs express the sentiment behind these lines: ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’, ‘Appearances can be deceiving’, and the Scottish saying, ‘A rich heart may be under a poor coat’.


And yet, while a person may be ill-favoured (‘unattractive’) in looks or behaviour, this next speaker from The Merry Wives of Windsor believes that the prospect of marrying someone wealthy can hide all deficiencies:




O, what a world of vile ill-favoured faults


Looks handsome in three hundred pounds a year!





An annual income of £300 would make someone very well-off indeed (according to the National Archives, £1 in 1600 was roughly equivalent to £100 today).




[image: Julius Caesar]


Polonius is advising his son Laertes what clothes to wear when away from home – and he adds that this would be especially noted in France, where the nobles paid particular attention to the way one dressed.
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January 27th




There’s no art


To find the mind’s construction in the face.





[image: ]


Proverbs give the ‘face’ mixed reviews: some allow that it’s possible to ‘read a face like a book’, others tell us that ‘the face is no index to the heart’.


This speaker has been totally let down by someone they trusted, and refuses to accept that there’s any art (‘skill’) that can determine the construction (‘right interpretation’) in a face.


Nonetheless, several characters believe in the face as a guide to personality. Hastings in Richard 3 is in no doubt about Richard:




For by his face straight shall you know his heart.





And in The Two Noble Kinsmen, someone is described:




… by his face, a prince.


His very looks so say him.





And the speaker of Sonnet 93 certainly believes it:




But heaven in thy creation did decree


That in thy face sweet love should ever dwell.





But it takes the teenage wisdom of Juliet to recognise that looks can be deceiving, when she thinks Romeo a motiveless murderer:




O serpent heart, hid with a flowering face!







[image: Macbeth]


King Duncan has been brought news of the Thane of Cawdor’s death; he has been executed for treason. Duncan reflects on how he was misled: Cawdor was someone in whom he had built an absolute (‘complete’) trust.
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January 28th




Make not impossible


That which but seems unlike.





[image: ]


Unlike here means ‘unlikely, difficult to believe’.


The power of positive framing runs through Shakespeare’s works, as does the power – or, indeed, the weakness – of the mind, and the way we can sometimes find ourselves thinking negatively:




Our doubts are traitors


And make us lose the good we oft might win,


By fearing to attempt.





Along with today’s lead quote, these lines are from Shakespeare’s subversive play Measure for Measure. Each carries a warning against groundless self-doubt, which can lead to lost opportunities. Shakespeare’s characters, who often seem prone to doubt, have to find inner resolve to achieve their aims.


The Duke of York, aiming for the crown in Henry 6 Part 2, finds himself in a ‘now or never’ frame of mind:




… steel thy fearful thoughts,


And change misdoubt to resolution.





Changing misdoubt (‘disbelief’) into surety is easier said than done, but this very human mental task manifests throughout Shakespeare’s writings.




[image: Measure for Measure]


It is the final scene of the play, and Isabella is trying to convince the Duke of the wickedness of his subordinate, Angelo. She has called Angelo a hypocrite and an adulterous thief. The Duke (who actually knows what has been going on) pretends not to believe her, which leads Isabella to cry out these words.
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January 29th




He that will have a cake out of the wheat must needs tarry the grinding.





[image: ]


Much like a parent to a hungry child, this quote argues for patience.


The proverb ‘Good things come to those who wait’ echoes here; replace wait for tarry in Shakespeare’s day.
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