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INTRODUCTION
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE IS THE most studied writer in the history of Western civilization. His body of work includes thirty-eight plays, 154 sonnets, and two epic narrative poems. And it’s not like he lived to be 100, or anything. But even if he had, I think we can all agree that the man was insanely prolific—and wildly successful in his lifetime. To the people of Elizabethan England, he was a rock star. Think of the popularity of J. K. Rowling, Oprah Winfrey, Elvis, and the Beatles—combined.


Even if you’ve never read any of Shakespeare’s works, you’ve probably quoted him countless times without even knowing it. His words are so timeless, so universal that, over the centuries, they have seamlessly integrated into our lexicon.


Surely you’ve called something “a sorry sight.” That’s from Macbeth, as is “as pure as the driven snow.” Bet the last time you said that you hadn’t “slept one wink,” you didn’t realize you were quoting Cymbeline. Ever been “in a pickle”? Well, so was Trinculo in The Tempest. And a “wild goose chase”? That one’s from Romeo and Juliet.
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