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EDITOR’S NOTE


Books are little universes that we hold in our hands. Some are eerily similar to our own, so much so that they appear to be telling our own lives back to us, with

only a sunset altered here or a new friend there. Some are wild and strange to us, filled with Amazonian warriors astride unfamiliar beasts and spaceships no bigger than our thumbnail. Some speak to us in sparse, elegant prose and verse, shorn of everything but the best words in the best order. Others fizz with the sheer ecstasy of language, bursting with words that pop and slither and hum. All contain truth.


These truths are beautiful, but just as often sharp and witty, with authors laughing as much at themselves as they do at the reader. After all, as Samuel Johnson said, ‘No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money.’ Indeed, sometimes they turn the knife on each other, as when Mark Twain observes ‘I go as far as to say that any library is a good library that does not contain a volume by Jane Austen. Even if it contains no other book.’ For every instance of stinging wit there can be found phrases of hope and joy: Eleanor Farjeon reminds us that ‘Love has no uttermost, as the stars have no number and the sea no rest.’


These memorable quotes, and many more, can be found in this collection of literary wit and wisdom.




WRITES AND WRONGS


There are three rules for writing the novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.


W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM
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A GOOD NOVEL TELLS US THE TRUTH ABOUT ITS HERO; BUT A BAD NOVEL TELLS US THE TRUTH ABOUT ITS AUTHOR.


G. K. CHESTERTON
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When you catch an adjective, kill it.


MARK TWAIN
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WHAT IS WRITTEN WITHOUT EFFORT IS IN GENERAL READ WITHOUT PLEASURE.


SAMUEL JOHNSON
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Unprovided with original learning, unformed in the habits of thinking, unskilled in the arts of composition, I resolved to write a book.


EDWARD GIBBON
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WRITING IS LIKE GETTING MARRIED. ONE SHOULD NEVER COMMIT ONESELF UNTIL ONE IS AMAZED AT ONE’S LUCK.


IRIS MURDOCH
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I can’t understand these chaps who go round American universities explaining how they write poems; it’s like going round explaining how you sleep with your wife.


PHILIP LARKIN
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WRITING TODAY IS LIKE STANDING STARK NAKED IN TRAFALGAR SQUARE AND BEING TOLD TO GET AN ERECTION.


LOUIS DE BERNIÈRES
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I was working on the proof of one of my poems all the morning, and took out a comma. In the afternoon I put it back again.


OSCAR WILDE


 


 


 




The most essential gift for a good writer is a built-in, shockproof, shit-detector.


ERNEST HEMINGWAY
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Literature is mostly about having sex and not much about having children. Life is the other way round.


DAVID LODGE





 


 


 


A SEQUEL IS AN ADMISSION THAT YOU’VE BEEN REDUCED TO IMITATING YOURSELF.


DON MARQUIS
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We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect.


ANAÏS NIN
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YOU NEVER HAVE TO CHANGE ANYTHING YOU GOT UP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT TO WRITE.


SAUL BELLOW
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Substitute ‘damn’ every time you’re inclined to write ‘very’; your editor will delete it and the writing will be just as it should be.


MARK TWAIN


[image: ]


THE ROAD TO HELL IS PAVED WITH ADVERBS.
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