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Introduction

It is a privilege to be allowed to make your own selection of humour especially if, as I do, you admire funny people probably more than you ought. But it is also very hard work.

I remember that, in my first week of compiling this book, I was gazing at the appropriate shelves at the London Library when a passing librarian called out, ‘There’s nothing funny in our humour section.’ ‘Well, thanks for letting me know,’ I thought. It was not a good start, and there followed three years in which I hardly ever read a book or watched a film without a pen and paper in hand just in case I should come across something good. Typically, I would find a funny quote just before deciding to turn the lights out while reading in bed and then, in reaching for my pen, I would accidentally knock the book shut, causing me to spend the next hour looking for the right page, and sometimes, I’m afraid, never finding it, which could leave me with a disconnected feeling for most of the next day.

I would like to mention here that this is not one of those books where you’ll read, ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife’, followed by a breezy ‘– Jane Austen’. No, you are told that the quote occurs in chapter one of Pride and Prejudice, and you are given a potted biography of Jane Austen, alongside the 1,300 other authors (I think it is) of the 5,000 quotes in the book.

The aim is that the book might be read for pleasure as well as reference, so the quotes are arranged in thematic clusters. Anyone reading about ‘Marriage’, for example, might stray into ‘The Battle of the Sexes’, which is the next category. ‘Charm and Flattery’ is next to ‘Jealousy’, because that’s how I think it works in life.

Within their thematic categories, the quotes are also arranged, as far as possible, chronologically, so that the reader can trace the steady stream of complaints about, say, the telephone or British railways, from the moment of invention to the present day; or so the reader can see that, in telling mother-in-law jokes, Les Dawson was only following on from Lord Byron. It is interesting to read what a Helen Simpson character thought of the marriage bed in 1990, ‘no escaping the mildmint breath toothpasting its way across the pillows’, and compare what Laurence Sterne thought of it in 1759, when he observed that married man would ‘never… lie diagonally in his bed again as long as he lives’. And it is strange to see how the most unlikely subjects have attracted humorists. I’m proud of my little run of quotes on buttonholes, for example, or cheese.

With reference to the subtitle of this dictionary, I’ll not deny that there are a few more quotes here from the Simpsons than there are from Cicero. A. J. P. Taylor said that ‘history gets thicker as it approaches recent times’, and so does humour. Probably, there is too much humour now, a consequence of the entertainment boom, the higher quality of material life, not to mention longer life. Humour has replaced formality and manners as the social lubricant, and it seems to be the job of modern politicians to smile all the time, but here I am really talking about purported humour – hollow humour. How often do any of us experience the real jolt of something genuinely funny? Jonathan Swift said that he had laughed only twice in his entire life, and if a book reviewer writes that a book ‘made me laugh out loud four times’, it’s considered a great endorsement and will certainly be printed on the jacket.

That said, I don’t claim that every quote here is laugh-out-loud funny. Some of them, now that I come to think of it, are extremely depressing, including one of my favourites of all, spoken by Ted Turner: ‘Life is like a B-movie. You don’t want to leave in the middle of it, but you don’t want to see it again.’ Proper humour, as opposed to the sort that ends in exclamation marks, is closely allied with gloom, especially if you’re from the north of England as I am.

This book is my selection, qualified by the consideration that most people looking under ‘Hunting’, for instance, will want to know what Oscar Wilde said about it – a remark that they can almost but not quite remember. The question of whether not to include a very famous funny quote that is in fact not funny at all is one of many I’ve wrestled with. It’s a question of balance. I’ve also tried to avoid being too politically correct or too offensive or, then again, too compromising. I don’t want to bleat about it, but I have lost sleep over many such editorial matters. Is it strictly right and proportionate, for example, that the potted biography of Terry Venables has come out twice as long as the one for Leo Tolstoy?

But it’s done now. I would like to thank Ellie Smith, Georgina Laycock, Martin Toseland, Sue Phillpott, Deirdre Clark, Lydia Darbyshire and Caroline Sheard, and I hope there are more than four proper laughs in it for most readers.

Andrew Martin
April 2005
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Being Human

Appearance

Sex and Gender

Human Aspiration

Human Characteristics

Mind

Life and Death

Appearance

Beauty and Ugliness

1 Brian O’Linn was a gentleman born,/ His hair it was long and his beard unshorn,/ His teeth were out and his eyes far in –/ ‘I’m a wonderful beauty,’ says Brian O’Linn!

Anon. First verse of ‘Brian O’Linn’, collected in The Faber Book of Nonsense Verse ed. Geoffrey Grigson (1979). According to Grigson, ‘There are many versions, English, Irish and Scottish, with the hero variously named Brian, Tommy and Tam.’ A form of the final stanza is quoted in W. Wager’s ‘The longer thou livest, the more foole thou art’ (1569).

2 I could not endure a husband with a beard on his face:/ I had rather lie in the woollen.

William Shakespeare Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, act 2, sc. 3 (1598–9)

3 Go up, thou bald head…

II Kings 2:23, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

4 Thy teeth are like a flock of sheep that are even shorn…

Song of Solomon 4:2, ibid.

5 Bring us the mirror, you ignoramus! And take care you don’t dirty the glass by letting your reflection get in it!

Molière Cathos in Such Foolish Affected Ladies, sc. 6 (1659)

6 If to her share, some female errors fall,/ Look on her face, and you’ll forget ’em all.

Alexander Pope The Rape of the Lock, canto 2, line 17 (1714)

7 Tell me, Constance, how do I look this evening? Is there anything whimsical about me? Is it one of my well-looking days, child? Am I in face today?

Oliver Goldsmith Miss Hardcastle in She Stoops to Conquer, act 1, sc. 1 (1773)

8 I like large features. People with small features and squeeny noses never do anything.

Lord Melbourne To Queen Victoria in the mid 1830s. Quoted in Lord M., ch. 5, by David Cecil (1954)

9 This I set down as a positive truth. A woman with fair opportunities and without a positive hump, may marry whom she likes.

William Makepeace Thackeray Vanity Fair, ch. 4 (1847–8)

10 Anything to me is sweeter/ Than to see Shock-headed Peter.

Heinrich Hoffmann Shock-Headed Peter (1848), originally in German as Struwwelpeter

11 Plain women he regarded as he did the other severe facts of life, to be faced with philosophy and investigated by science.

George Eliot Of Tertius Lydgate in Middlemarch, bk 1, ch. 11 (1871–2)

12 The moment one sits down to think, one becomes all nose, or all forehead, or something horrid. Look at the successful men in any of the learned professions. How perfectly hideous they are!

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 1 (1891)

13 It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances.

Lord Henry Wotton in ibid., ch. 2

14 The youth of the present day are quite monstrous. They have absolutely no respect for dyed hair.

Oscar Wilde Mr Dumby in Lady Windermere’s Fan, act 3 (1893)

15 The only two general maxims in which I have much belief are ‘Carpe Diem’ and ‘never have your hair cut outside Bond St.’

Raymond Asquith Letter to H. T. Baker of 21 September 1898, collected in Raymond Asquith: Life and Letters ed. John Jolliffe (1980). He had just had a ‘villainous’ haircut – in Bond Street.

16 Beauty is all very well at first sight; but who ever looks at it when it has been in the house three days?

George Bernard Shaw Ann Whitfield in Man and Superman, act 4 (1903)

17 I always say beauty is only sin deep.

Saki Reginald in Russia, ‘The Baker’s Dozen’ (1910). In Mr Norris Changes Trains by Christopher Isherwood, ch. 3 (1935), Arthur Norris says ‘… Anni’s beauty is only sin-deep. I hope that’s original.’

18 Constance is one of those strapping, florid girls that go well with the autumn scenery or Christmas decorations in church.

Ibid. ‘The Mouse’

19 Look at the woebegone walk of him. Eaten a bad egg. Poached eyes on ghost.

James Joyce Ulysses, ch. 8 (1922). Bloom spies John Howard Parnell, brother of James Stewart Parnell MP.

20 She said she always believed in the old addage, ‘Leave them while you’re looking good.’

Anita Loos Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, ch. 1 (1925). This is the view of the narrator, Lorelei Lee’s maid Lulu. Lorelei Lee is not a good speller.

21 Men seldom make passes/ At girls who wear glasses.

Dorothy Parker Enough Rope, ‘News Item’ (1926)

22 My wife’s the ugliest woman in the world – I’d sooner take her with me than kiss her goodbye.

Max Miller Recorded at the Holborn Empire, London, October 1938, reissued in Max Miller: The Cheeky Chappie – All His Live Shows in the Late 30s, Early 40s (CD, 2000)

23 Here’s Nijinsky doing the rhumba/ Here’s her social security numbah.

Groucho Marx From ‘Lydiah, the Tattooed Lady’, a song sung by Groucho in At the Circus (film, 1939, screenplay by Irving Brecher, directed by Edward Buzzell)

24 My beard looks very horrible at present… Anyway it gives me a hobby sadly needed during the voyage, like a pet or a pot plant whose progress I watch day by day.

Evelyn Waugh Letter to Laura Waugh of 18 February 1941, collected in The Letters of Evelyn Waugh ed. Mark Amory (1980). Waugh was sailing to Egypt.

25 The bosom can be passing fair/ That apes the apple or the pear:/ I do not itch to lay my head/ On melons or on loaves of bread.

A. P. Herbert ‘Vital Statistics (2)’, Punch 16 January 1957, repr. in Look Back and Laugh, ‘The Fifties’ (1960). The poem begins: ‘I do not find that I am fond/ Of this too celebrated blonde,/ So photographed, so much discussed/ Because of her enormous bust.’

26 I’m tired of all this nonsense about beauty being only skin deep. That’s deep enough.

Jean Kerr The Snake Has All the Lines, ‘Mirror, Mirror on the Wall’ (1958). She adds: ‘What do you want – an adorable pancreas?’

27 Dave, I’m not so blond. I’m nearly back to my own colour, more red. I’m going all plain an sertificated.

Nell Dunn Joy in Poor Cow, ‘More Trouble’ (1967)

28 He looks as if he’s escaped off the side of Notre Dame.

Christopher Hampton Celia in The Philanthropist, sc. 3 (1970)

29 Beautiful: Adjective applied to the daughter of any woman prominent in the weekly illustrated newspapers.

Beachcomber Beachcomber: The Works of J. B. Morton, ‘A Dictionary for Today’, ed. Richard Ingrams (1974)

30 It’s been said that a pretty face is a passport. But it’s not, it’s a visa, and it runs out fast.

Julie Burchill Sex and Sensibility, ‘Kiss and Sell’ (1992)

31 I’ve gone out with some of those guys – the ones who are short, fat and ugly – and it doesn’t make any difference. They’re just as unappreciative and self-centered as the good-looking ones.

Candace Bushnell Sex and the City, ch. 4 (1996)

32 Ugliness is superior to beauty, because ugliness lasts.

Serge Gainsbourg GQ magazine, January 2000. Gainsbourg refused to have mirrors in his home.

33 It costs a lot to make a person look this cheap.

Dolly Parton Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

34 Hair matters.

Hillary Clinton The Times, ‘Quotes of the Week’, 2 June 2001. Clinton was addressing students: ‘This,’ she said, ‘was a lesson Wellesley and Yale Law School failed to instil.’

35 [Of plastic surgery] It would have been cheaper to have my DNA changed.

Joan Rivers Quoted in the Independent 18 April 2002

36 My secret for staying young is good food, plenty of rest and a make-up man with a spray gun.

Bob Hope Quoted in the Independent 16 May 2003

37 You cannae polish a turd.

Anon. The actually reasonably good-looking Sam Leithemploying ‘the ancient Scottish saying’ in the Spectator 3 January 2004, to explain why he had for a long time resisted the temptation to have a facial

Size

1 Troth, and your bum is the greatest thing about you; so that in the beastliest sense you are Pompey the Great.

William Shakespeare Escalus to Pompey in Measure for Measure, act 2, sc. 1 (1603–4)

2 I do think better of womankind than to suppose they care whether Mr John Keats five feet high likes them or not.

John Keats Letter to Benjamin Bailey of 18 July 1818, collected in The Letters of John Keats ed. H. E. Rollins, vol. 1 (1958)

3 To conclude, the only fault of the Spanish beauty is that she too soon indulges in the magnificence of the en bon point.

Benjamin Disraeli Letter to Maria D’Israeli of 1 August 1830, collected in Benjamin Disraeli Letters: 1815–1834 ed. J. A. W. Gunn, John Matthews, Donald M. Schurman (1982). The letter was written from Granada.

4 There was once a young man of Oporta/ Who daily got shorter and shorter,/ The reason he said/ Was the hod on his head,/ Which was filled with the heaviest mortar.

Lewis Carroll Melodies (1845)

5 O fat white woman whom nobody loves,/ Why do you walk through the fields in gloves,/ when the grass is soft as the breast of doves/ And shivering sweet to the touch?

Frances Cornford ‘To a Fat Lady Seen from a Train’ (1910). In 1933 G. K. Chesterton responded to this poem, attacking the poet: ‘Why do you rush through the fields in trains?/… fat-head poet that nobody reads.’ Arthur Marshall, in his book Smile Please (1982), speculated that the gloves were ‘possibly a sensible precaution against midge bites’.

6 I was skating one day at full swing and came clash against a man of my own stature who was going at the same time. We both fell asunder – got up – and laughed. Had we been short men we might have resented.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson Quoted in Tennyson and His Friends, ‘Some Recollections of Tennyson’s Talk from 1835 to 1853’, ed. Hallam, Lord Tennyson (1911)

7 The Right Hon. was a tubby little chap who looked as if he had been poured into his clothes and had forgotten to say ‘When!’

P. G. Wodehouse Very Good, Jeeves, ‘Jeeves and the Impending Doom’ (1930)

8 This Englishwoman is so refined/ She has no bosom and no behind.

Stevie Smith ‘This Englishwoman’, publ. in A Good Time Was Had by All (1937). This is the entire poem; it is accompanied by a drawing.

9 ‘Tall aren’t you?’ she said./ ‘I didn’t mean to be.’

Raymond Chandler The Big Sleep, ch. 1 (1939). The question is asked of Philip Marlowe by Carmen Sternwood.

10 I’m fat but I’m thin inside. Has it ever struck you that there’s a thin man inside every fat man, just as they say there’s a statue in every block of stone?

George Orwell Coming up for Air, pt 1, ch. 3 (1939). In The Unquiet Grave, pt 2 (1944), Cyril Connolly said: ‘Imprisoned in every fat man a thin one is wildly signalling to be let out.’

11 He was about six feet two, and not much of it soft.

Raymond Chandler Of Mr Derace Kingsley in The Lady in the Lake, ch. 1 (1944)

12 When Mrs Frederick C. Little’s second son was born, everybody noticed that he was not much bigger than a mouse.

E. B. White Stuart Little, ch. 1, ‘In the Drain’ (1945). The opening sentence of the book.

13 ‘Corky,’ he said earnestly, ‘the advice I would give to every young man starting out in life is that if you are going to yield to impulse, be careful before you do so that there isn’t a blighter eight feet high and broad in proportion standing behind you.’

P. G. Wodehouse Ukridge in A Few Quick Ones, ‘A Tithe for Charity’ (1959)

14 Two mortuarial men entered the room. One was taller than the other, as is often the case in Ireland.

Spike Milligan Puckoon, ch. 4 (1963)

15 [Of William Conrad] Whereas nowadays Conrad is very fat indeed, in those days he was simply very fat.

Clive James Observer 11 May 1975. James was comparing the appearance of the American actor William Conrad in The Naked Jungle (film, 1954), with his appearance by the time of Cannon, a police drama which ran through the 1970s and in which Conrad played the title role.

16 [Eric, of his wife] I’m not saying she’s fat but we’ve been married six years, and I still haven’t seen all of her.

Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise The Morecambe and Wise Jokebook, skit 26 (1979). Ernie protests: ‘But I thought you said she had a million-dollar figure’, to which Eric replies: ‘She has, but it’s all in loose change.’

17 I wouldn’t say that my wife is fat, but… she’s got a fat butt!

Les Dawson The Malady Lingers On, ‘A Word to the Reader’ (1982)

18 Most men wear their belts low here, there being so many outstanding bellies, some big enough to have names of their own and be formally introduced.

Garrison Keillor Lake Wobegon Days, ‘Home’ (1985)

19 My God, if her bum was a bungalow she’d never get a mortgage on it.

Victoria Wood ‘Turkish Bath’, sketch from Victoria Wood as Seen on TV (TV series 1985), collected in Up to You, Porky – The Victoria Wood Sketch Book (1985). The speaker is Thelma, an attendant in a Turkish bath. But in the Daily Telegraph 7 January 2003 Wood said: ‘There’s nothing wrong with wodgy arms and a big bum.’

20 JOURNALIST: How tall are you? RINGO STARR: Two feet, nine inches.

Ringo Starr The Q/ Omnibus Press Rock ’n’ Roll Reader, ‘The Beatles Press Conferences’ (1994). The remark dates from the early 1960s.

21 Mmm… Am I wrong or did it just get fatter in here?

Matt Groening Patty, Homer Simpson’s sister-in-law, as Homer enters the room in The Simpsons, ‘Homer vs Patty and Selma’, first broadcast 26 February 1995

22 My mother kept telling me I would ‘shoot up’. I was still asking her, at the age of twenty: ‘What’s all this about me shooting up?’

Martin Amis The Information, pt 2 (1995). The speaker is Richard Tull, ‘a man who stands five-feet-six-inches tall (or 5’ 6½", according to a passport I once had)’.

23 I think when men tell women to lose weight, it’s a diversion from their own lack of size in certain areas.

Candace Bushnell Comment made by anonymous woman in Sex and the City, ch. 3 (1996)

24 I don’t look fatter. I can fasten the button, though not, alas, the zipper on my ’89 jeans. So maybe my whole body is getting smaller but denser.

Helen Fielding Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996), entry for Tuesday 7 March

25 [Of fat girls] The rule was that you were allowed them – to practise on, as it were, like rough paper – so long as you weren’t seen with them.

Howard Jacobson No More Mister Nice Guy, ch. 5 (1998)

26 When I walk around the West End these days, it seems to me that outside every thin girl is a fat man, trying to get in.

Katharine Hepburn Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

27 My feet are small for the same reason my waist is small – things don’t grow in the shade.

Dolly Parton Quoted in ibid.

28 When I was a child, I was so fat I was the one chosen to play Bethlehem in the school Nativity play.

Jo Brand The Penguin Book of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

29 There are perks to being flatchested. I can pass for fourteen in a blackout.

Jenny Éclair The Times, ‘Quotes of the Week’, 18 August 2001

Peculiarities of Appearance

1 Though one eye may be very agreeable, yet as the prejudice has always run in favour of two, I would not wish to affect a singularity in that article.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Captain Absolute in The Rivals, act 3, sc. 1 (1774)

2 [Remark to an irritating thin man] Sir, you are like a pin, but without either its head or its point.

Douglas Jerrold Attributed

3 ‘A literary man – with a wooden leg – and all print is open to him!’

Charles Dickens Mr Boffin in Our Mutual Friend, ‘Book the First: The Cup and the Lip’, ch. 5 (1864–5). He is marvelling at the one-legged Silas Wegg, a fruit-seller he has engaged to teach him literature.

4 Rouge and esprit used to go together. That is all over now. As long as a woman can look ten years younger than her own daughter, she is perfectly satisfied.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 4 (1891)

5 Bah! The thing is not a nose at all, but a bit of primordial chaos clapped on to my face.

H. G. Wells Select Conversations with an Uncle, ‘The Man with a Nose’ (1895)

6 … Any dreams I had/ Of being loved have always ended poorly/ Because this nose arrived ten minutes early…

Edmond Rostand Cyrano in Cyrano de Bergerac, act 1 (1897), from the translation (1975) by Christopher Fry

7 ‘It ain’t a ’ump, and it don’t look like kervicher of the spine,’ observed the voluble young lady to herself. ‘Blimy if I don’t believe ’e’s taking ’ome ’is washing up his back.’

Jerome K. Jerome The Passing of the Third Floor Back, ch. 1 (1907)

8 For though poets may sing of the romance of the sea/ And the mountains and rivers and tide-ways,/ There is nothing so strange – you may take it from me –/ As the look of one’s face when it’s sideways.

A. P. Herbert Wisdom for the Wise, ‘The Tailor’ (1930)

9 Roderick Spode? Big chap with a small moustache and the sort of eye that can open an oyster at sixty paces?

P. G. Wodehouse The Code of the Woosters, ch. 2 (1938)

10 He had rather bloodshot eyes of that pure Cambridge blue associated by Daniel with people who were a little mad.

Pamela Hansford Johnson The Unspeakable Skipton, ch. 2 (1960)

11 Flat back of head, untrustworthy.

Lynn Barber Typical of the notes she made on men while at Oxford University in the 1960s, quoted in Mostly Men, Introduction (1991)

12 ‘Look at him,’ my friend Ivan remarked over the breakfast table. ‘It is really difficult to decide whether he is an Englishman or only a funny drawing of an Englishman.’

George Mikes How to Unite Nations, ‘Twice Lucky’ (1963). The man in question was in a hotel in Bayswater, London, wearing flannels and a tweed jacket, reading The Times and smoking a pipe. But he turned out to be Hungarian.

13 His face is small but then he’s got quite a small head. It’s the rest of him. Somebody the other day said he looked like a polythene bag full of water.

Alan Ayckbourn Marge, speaking of her husband Gordon, in Absent Friends, act 1 (1974)

14 [Of Donny Osmond] The star, of course, is Donny. He is a cow-eyed, fine-boned lad of the type you see languishing angelically in a Botticelli tondo. His acreage of gum is a testimonial to the stimulating properties of the electric toothbrush.

Clive James Observer 18 August 1974. James was reviewing a BBC programme called The Osmonds, which he described as ‘utter corn… laborious mimes to playback, sub-Motown choreography and mirthless humour’.

15 Certain people are born with natural false teeth.

Robert Robinson Spoken on Stop the Week (BBC radio programme) in 1977, quoted in Collins Dictionary of Quotations ed. A. Norman Jeffares and Martin Gray (1995)

16 I had buck teeth… I could find no redeeming example of what later became known as a role model; buck-teeth people in comics and films were sometimes brainy (‘Hi, prof ’) but always risible. Even today I find it hard to forgive Walt Disney for his buck-toothed hound called Goofy.

Ian Jack Before the Oil Ran Out, ‘Finished with Engines’ (1986)

17 When I talk about the giants of show business, I can’t overlook Jimmy Durante’s nose.

George Burns All My Best Friends, ch. 1 (1989). Durante was known as ‘The Schnozz’.

18 My body, on the move, resembles in sight and sound nothing so much as a bin-liner full of yoghurt.

Stephen Fry The Hippopotamus, ch. 3 (1995)

19 I’ve no regrets other than a really awful haircut in the mid-Eighties – the haircut that launched a thousand Third Division soccer players.

Bono Remark made in February 1997, quoted in People on People: The Oxford Dictionary of Biographical Quotations ed. Anne Ratcliffe (2001). He also wore sunglasses indoors.

20 Add interest to your personality: Do people ignore you? Why not cultivate a handlebar moustache?/ It could provide an invaluable talking point.

Craig Brown The Little Book of Chaos (1998)

21 I wouldn’t like to be as bald as he is. You’d never know where to stop washing your hair.

Alan Bennett Typical remark of Alan Bennett’s mother, as recalled in Telling Tales, ‘Days Out’ (2000)

22 [Of Clark Gable] Ears too big.

Anon. Attributed remark of a ‘Hollywood executive’ on watching a screen test by the actor, quoted in Cassell’s Movie Quotations ed. Nigel Rees (2nd edn 2002)

Clothes and Fashion

1 Thou look’st like Antichrist in that lewd hat.

Ben Jonson Ananias to Kastril in The Alchemist, act 4, sc. 4 (1605)

2 God sends cold according to Cloathes.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 33 (1640)

3 Then to Whitehall… and among other things met with Mr Townsend, who told of his mistake the other day, to put both his legs through one of his knees of his breeches, and went so all day.

Samuel Pepys Diary entry for 6 April 1661, Everybody’s Pepys ed. Henry B. Wheatley (1926). Mr Townsend was an official of the Wardrobe department.

4 Good God! To what an Ebb of Taste are Women fallen, that it should be in the power of a lac’d Coat to recommend a Gallant to ’em.

Sir John Vanbrugh The observation of a character called Young Fashion, in The Relapse, act 1, sc. 3 (1696)

5 Button-holes! – there is something lively in the very idea of ’em – and trust me, when I get amongst ’em – You gentry with great beards – look as grave as you will – I’ll make merry work with my button-holes – I shall have ’em all to myself – ’tis a subject – I shall run foul of no man’s wisdoms or fine sayings in it.

Laurence Sterne Tristram Shandy (1759–67), vol. 4. ch. 15, on the origin of button-holing

6 Formerly, indeed, the buckle was a sort of machine, intended to keep on the shoe; but the case is now quite reversed, and the shoe is of no earthly use, but to keep on the buckle.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan A Trip to Scarborough, act 1, sc. 1 (1777)

7 O Lord, Sir – when a heroine goes mad she always goes into white satin.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan The Critic, act 3, sc. 1 (1779)

8 As with my hat upon my head/ I walked along the Strand,/ I there did meet another man/ With his hat in his hand.

Samuel Johnson From ‘Anecdotes by George Steevens’, European Magazine January 1785. Steevens was an associate of Dr Johnson and a Shakespearian scholar.

9 Damn braces:Bless relaxes.

William Blake The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, ‘Proverbs of Hell’ (1790–3)

10 All this buttoning and unbuttoning.

Anon. An eighteenth-century suicide note, quoted in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations ed. Angela Partington (4th edn 1996)

11 I bought some Japan Ink likewise, & next week shall begin my operations on my hat, on which You know my principal hopes of happiness depend.

Jane Austen Letter to Cassandra Austen of 27–28 October 1798, collected in Jane Austen’s Letters ed. Dierdre Le Faye (1995)

12 Some folks in the street by the Lord make me stare,/ So comical droll is the dress that they wear;/ For the gentlemen’s waist is at top of their back,/ And their large Cossack trowsers, that fit like a sack.

Anon. ‘The Fashions’ from Oliver’s Comic Songs (1825?). This is the song of a ‘poor country lad… come up to London to see what’s what’.

13 When you have seen a man in a nightcap, you lose all respect for him.

Charles Dickens Sketches by Boz, ‘Scenes’, ch. 16, ‘Omnibuses’ (1836)

14 Beware of all enterprises that require new clothes.

Henry David Thoreau Walden; or, Life in the Woods, ‘Economy’ (1854)

15 No one knows how ungentlemanly he can look, until he has seen himself in a shocking bad hat.

R. S. Surtees Mr Facey Romford’s Hounds, ch. 9 (1865)

16 Wheeare es-ta been sin Ah saw thee/ On Ilkla Mooar baht ’at?

Anon. Traditional Yorkshire song, usually sung to the tune of the hymn ‘Cranbrook’ (1805, by Thomas Clark), and thought to be an account of a choir outing from Halifax in 1886 – a member of the choir went on to Ilkley Moor without a hat, but with Mary Jane, who is mentioned in the song. The words are quoted in Basic Broad Yorkshire Sayings and Traditions by Arnold Kellett (1991).

17 They say – people who ought to be ashamed of themselves do – that a consciousness of being well dressed imparts a blissfulness to the human heart that religion is powerless to bestow. I am afraid these cynical persons are sometimes correct.

Jerome K. Jerome The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow, ‘On Dress and Deportment’ (1886)

18 Where did you get that hat?/ Where did you get that tie?

James Rolmaz ‘Where Did You Get That Hat?’ (song, 1888)

19 A really well made buttonhole is the only link between Art and Nature.

Oscar Wilde ‘Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young’, Chameleon December 1894

20 One should either be a work of art, or wear a work of art.

Ibid.

21 She was a curious woman, whose dresses always looked as though they had been designed in a rage and put on in a tempest.

Oscar Wilde The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 4 (1891). The woman described is Lady Henry Wotton.

22 The chin a little higher, dear. Style largely depends on the way the chin is worn. They are worn very high, just at present.

Oscar Wilde Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest, act 4 (1895)

23 There have been dandies, like D’Orsay, who were nearly painters; painters, like Mr Whistler, who wished to be dandies; dandies, like Disraeli, who afterwards pursued some less arduous calling.

Max Beerbohm Works, ‘Dandies and Dandies’ (1896)

24 I wear no gloves? My hands are bare!/ I did have one, one of an ancient pair,/ But carelessly I threw the thing away/ In an insolent face which had too much to say.

Edmond Rostand Cyrano in Cyrano de Bergerac, act 1 (1897), in Christopher Fry’s translation (1975)

25 Last night I dreamed that I wore sandals and was ashamed.

Arnold Bennett Entry for 7 September 1898, The Journals of Arnold Bennett (1896–1910) ed. Newman Flower (1932)

26 I think it terribly sad that woman, the loveliest object we have in the world – the most beautiful thing that God has created – should go about tricked out and disfigured by all the barbaric acts of the milliner.

W. T. Stead Interviewed for The World of Dress June 1905, repr. in The Penguin Book of Interviews ed. C. Silvester (1993). His other ‘pet aversions’ were the wasp-waist and the trained walking-skirt. Trousers, he believed, ‘should be capable of being patched’.

27 His shoes exhaled the right soupçon of harness-room; his socks compelled one’s attention without losing one’s respect.

Saki The Chronicles of Clovis, ‘Ministers of Grace’ (1911)

28 I’m Burlington Bertie/ I rise at ten thirty and saunter along like a toff,/ I walk down the Strand with my gloves in my hand,/ Then I walk down again with them off.

W. F. Hargreaves ‘Burlington Bertie from Bow’ (song, 1915)

29 Jeeves lugged my purple socks out of the drawer as if he were a vegetarian fishing a caterpillar out of his salad.

P. G. Wodehouse My Man Jeeves, ‘Jeeves and the Chump Cyril’ (1919)

30 An Oxford man!… Like hell he is! He wears a pink suit.

F. Scott Fitzgerald Tom Buchanan speaking of Gatsby in The Great Gatsby, ch. 7 (1925)

31 You have got to be a queen to get away with a hat like that.

Anita Loos Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Ch. 4 (1925)

32 Gentlemen, it was necessary to abolish the fez, which stands on the heads of our nation as an emblem of ignorance, negligence, fanaticism and hatred of progress and civilization, to accept in its place the hat, the headgear worn by the whole civilized world.

Kemal Ataturk Speechto the Turkish Assembly, October 1927. In ‘The Fez’, by contrast, in 1976, the rock group Steely Dan sang: ‘You’ll never do it without the fez on.’

33 Then he wrote… to the laundry to say would they send back two buttonholes that were missing from his blue shirt.

Norman Hunter The Incredible Adventures of Professor Branestawm, ch. 5 (1933)

34 Looks like a well-kept grave.

W. C. Fields His reaction to the appearance of a flirtatious overdressed widow in an enormous complicated hat in You’re Telling Me (film, 1934, screenplay by Walter de Leon and Paul M. Jones)

35 Brevity is the soul of lingerie.

Dorothy Parker Attributed

36 That’s quite a dress you almost have on.

Alan Jay Lerner Jerry Mulligan (Gene Kelly) to Lise Bouvier (Leslie Caron) in An American in Paris (film, 1951, directed by Vincente Minnelli)

37 I won’t take me coat off – I’m not stopping.

Ken Platt His catchphrase from 1951 onwards

38 Have you heard about ‘The Edwardians’? They are a gang of proletarian louts who dress like Beaton with braided trousers & velvet collars & murder one another in ‘Youth Centres’.

Evelyn Waugh Letter to Nancy Mitford of 5 May 1954, collected in The Letters of Evelyn Waugh ed. Mark Amory (1980). Waugh was referring to Teddy Boys. He added that Cecil Beaton ‘was always being stopped now by the police and searched for knuckle-dusters’.

39 The trick of wearing mink is to look as though you are wearing a cloth coat. The trick of wearing a cloth coat is to look as though you are wearing mink.

Pierre Balmain Quoted in the Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 25 December 1955

40 Do you remember those old stockings? The black ones and the blue ones, and those horrible khaki ones… Oh, I was glad when they came to an end.

Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise Eric Morecambe to Ernie Wise in Two of a Kind, a video selection (1992) from the best of their first major TV series Two of a Kind (1962)

41 I am trying to think of my panama hat as an investment. It certainly has no other role to play.

Philip Larkin Letter to Barbara Pym of 29 September 1963, collected in Selected Letters of Philip Larkin (1940–85) ed. Anthony Thwaite (1992)

42 Top hats look like very sensible containers, suitable for holding almost everything with the exception of the human head.

George Mikes How to Unite Nations, ‘A Day at the Races’ (1963)

43 Hats divide generally into three classes: offensive hats, defensive hats, and shrapnel.

Katherine Whitehorn Shouts and Murmurs, ‘Hats’ (1963)

44 One of the few lessons I have learnt in life is that there is invariably something odd about women who wear ankle socks.

Alan Bennett The Old Country (1978)

45 While clothes with pictures and/or writing on them are not entirely an invention of the modern age, they are an unpleasant indication of the state of things.

Fran Lebowitz Metropolitan Life, ‘Clothes with Pictures and/or Writing on Them: Yes – Another Complaint’ (1978)

46 My latest tie commemorates the centenary of railway catering (1879–1979). I admired it in a bar & the chap took it off and gave it to me… It’s only when you get close you see it’s a crossed knife & fork, BR arrows, sausage rolls rampant & so on.

Philip Larkin Letter to Winifred Bradshaw of 23 August 1979, collected in Selected Letters of Philip Larkin (1940–85) ed. Anthony Thwaite (1992)

47 The softer a man’s head the louder his socks.

Helen Rowland Quoted in Violets and Vinegar, ‘If the Devil Dress Her Not’, ed. Jilly Cooper and Tom Hartman (1980)

48 Few/ articles of attire/ Arouse my ire,/ Get my goat/ Or generally ruffle/ Me/ To the same degree/ As the duffel/ Coat.

Mark Bevan ‘Hold My Coat’, Punch February 1982, collected in Punch Lines ed. Amanda-Jane Doran (1992)

49 ‘It’s years,’ said an Oxford friend of mine the other day – and he said it with a sigh – ‘It’s years since I’ve seen the back of a young man’s neck.’

John Sparrow Words on the Air, ‘Beards’ (1981)

50 A sweater is a garment worn by a child when his mother feels chilly.

Anon. Quoted in Laughter Lines: Family Wit and Wisdom, ‘One-eyed Parents’, ed. James A. Simpson (1986)

51 I lost a buttonhole.

Steven Wright I Have a Pony (CD, 1986)

52 [On formal wear] I’m so self-conscious. Every single thing on me is rented.

Woody Allen Cliff Stern (Woody Allen) in Crimes and Misdemeanors (film, 1989, directed by Woody Allen)

53 I never cared for fashion much. Amusing little seams and witty little pleats. It was the girls I liked.

David Bailey Remark made in November 1990, quoted in People on People: The Oxford Encyclopaedia of Biographical Quotations ed. Susan Ratcliffe (2001)

54 A gentleman approached me in the street earlier and asked, ‘Have you got a light mac?’ to which I replied, truthfully, ‘No, but I’ve got a dark brown overcoat.’

Stephen Fry Paperweight, ‘Trefusis’s Postcard from America’ (1992)

55 You cannot enjoy Mozart and choose to wear an anorak.

Giles Gordon Aren’t We Due a Royalty Statement?, ch. 27 (1993)

56 ‘The thing that really drives me crazy,’ said the artist, ‘is when I see a woman wearing one of those tartan skirts with high knee socks. I can’t work all day.’

Candace Bushnell Sex and the City, ch. 2 (1996)

57 Up early, and waistcoat for an interesting day.

Alan Clark Entry for Wednesday 10 December 1997, collected in The Last Diaries: In and Out of the Wilderness ed. Ion Trewin (2002)

58 Never trust anyone who wears a bow tie. A cravat’s supposed to point down and accentuate the genitalia. Why would you trust anyone whose tie points out to accentuate his ears?

David Mamet A doctor in State and Main (film, 1999, written and directed by David Mamet)

59 You mean those clothes of hers are intentional?

Dorothy Parker Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

60 Is it possible to wear a beret back to front?

Anon. Quoted in The Times, ‘Quotes of the Week’, 29 April 2000, and ascribed to ‘Letter to The Times’

61 I always compare models to supermodels in the way I compare Tampax to Super Tampax: supermodels cost a bit more and they are a lot thicker.

Jo Brand Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

62 Q: What do you call a Frenchman in sandals? A: Philippe Philoppe.

Anon. ‘Kid’s joke’ told by Jade Jagger to Q magazine September 2003

Vanity

1 There was never yet fair woman but she made mouths in a glass.

William Shakespeare The Fool in King Lear, act 3, sc. 2 (1605)

2 Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity.

Ecclesiastes 1:2, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

3 The more women looke in their glasse, the lesse they looke to their house.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 250 (1640)

4 ‘Your colours are beautiful,’ said a deeply rouged lady, as she sat for her picture. The painter answered, ‘Your ladyship and I deal at the same shop.’

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 392, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

5 Most women are not so young as they are painted.

Max Beerbohm The Works of Max Beerbohm, ‘A Defence of Cosmetics’ (1896)

6 A bald man is a desperate man; but a bald vain man is a hairless Greek Tragedy.

Spike Milligan Puckoon, ch. 5 (1963)

7 A narcissist is someone better looking than you are.

Gore Vidal New York Times 12 March 1981

8 Actors marrying actors play a dangerous game. They’re always fighting over the mirror.

Burt Reynolds Sunday Today 24 May 1987

Sex and Gender

Love

1 Cupid is a knavish lad,/ Thus to make poor females mad.

William Shakespeare Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, act 3, sc. 2 (1595)

2 We that are true lovers run into strange capers; but as all is mortal in nature, so is all nature in love mortal in folly.

William Shakespeare Touchstone in As You Like It, act 2, sc. 4 (1599)

3 Love is the fart/ Of every heart:/ It pains a man when ’tis kept close,/ And others doth offend, when ’tis let loose.

Sir John Suckling ‘Love’s Offence’ (1646)

4 Love gilds us over and makes us show fine things to one another for a time, but soon the gold wears off, and then again the native brass appears.

George Etherege Mr Dorimant in The Man of Mode, act 2, sc. 2 (1676)

5 Love…/ That cordial drop heaven in our cup has thrown/ To make the nauseous draught of life go down.

Earl of Rochester ‘Letter from Artemisia in the Town to Chloe in the Country’ (1679)

6 How happy could I be with either,/ Were t’other dear charmer away!

John Gay Macheath, on the subject of Lucy Lockit and Polly Peachum, in The Beggar’s Opera, act 2, sc. 13, air 35 (1728)

7 What is commonly called love, namely the desire of satisfying a voracious appetite with a certain quantity of delicate white human flesh.

Henry Fielding Tom Jones, bk 6, ch. 1 (1749)

8 It hath been observed by wise men or women, I forget which, that all persons are doomed to be in love once in their lives.

Ibid., bk 1, ch. 11

9 Friendship is a disinterested commerce between equals; love, an abject intercourse between tyrants and slaves.

Oliver Goldsmith The Good Natured Man, act 1 (1768)

10 I have followed Cupid’s Jack-alantern, and find myself in a quagmire at last.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Acres in The Rivals, act 3, sc. 4 (1774)

11 In love, everything is both true and false; it’s the one subject on which it’s impossible to say anything absurd.

Nicolas-Sébastien Roch de Chamfort Written c. 1785, collected in Chamfort: Reflections on Life, Love and Society, ‘Reflections and Anecdotes’, ed. Douglas Parmee (2003)

12 Did you ever hear of Captain Wattle?/ He was all for love, and a little for the bottle.

Charles Dibdin Captain Wattle and Miss Roe (1797)

13 As to Love, that is done in a week…

Lord Byron Letter of 18 September 1812 to Lady Melbourne, collected in Letters and Journals, vol. 3, Alas! The Love of Women! (1813–1814), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (1974)

14 There cannot be a better practical illustration of the wise saw and ancient instance, that there may be too much of a good thing, than is presented by a loving couple.

Charles Dickens Sketches by Boz, ‘Sketches of Young Couples’, ‘The Loving Couple’ (1836)

15 The course of true love is not a railway.

Charles Dickens The Pickwick Papers (1836–7), part of the title of ch. 8

16 ‘There are strings,’ said Mr Tappertit, ‘… in the human heart that had better not be wibrated.’

Charles Dickens Barnaby Rudge, ch. 22 (1841)

17 Barkis is willin’.

Charles Dickens Barkis’s proposal of marriage to Peggotty, David Copperfield, ch. 5 (1850)

18 Love’s like the measles – all the worse when it comes late in life.

Douglas Jerrold The Wit and Opinions of Douglas Jerrold, ‘A Philanthropist’, ed. Blanchard Jerrold (1859)

19 Lady Angela, tell me two things. Firstly, what on earth is this love that upsets everybody; and, secondly, how is it to be distinguished from insanity?

W. S. Gilbert Patience in Patience, act 1 (1881)

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

Samuel Butler The Way of All Flesh, ch. 77 (1903). A play on Tennyson’s In Memoriam A. H. H., canto 27 (1850), ’Tis better to have loved and lost/ Than never to have loved at all.’ Compare also Mrs Marwood in William Congreve’s The Way of the World, act 2, sc. 1 (1700): ‘Say what you will, ’tis better to be left than never to have loved.’

21 Women who love the same man have a kind of bitter freemasonry.

Max Beerbohm Zuleika Dobson, ch. 4 (1911)

22 Scratch a lover, and find a foe.

Dorothy Parker Enough Rope, ‘Ballade of a Great Weariness’ (1926)

23 Oh, life is a glorious cycle of song,/ A medley of extemporanea;/ And love is a thing that can never go wrong;/ And I am Marie of Roumania.

Dorothy Parker ‘Inventory’ (1937)

24 As a rule, when he fell in love at first sight, his primary impulse was a desire to reach out for the adored object and start handling her like a sack of coals, but the love which this girl inspired in him was a tender, chivalrous love.

P. G. Wodehouse Uncle Fred in the Springtime, ch. 7 (1939). The subject is Pongo Twistleton.

25 Love is the delusion that one woman differs from another.

H. L. Mencken Chrestomathy, ch. 30 (1949)

26 Birds do it, bees do it,/ Even educated fleas do it./ Let’s do it, let’s fall in love.

Cole Porter ‘Let’s Do It’ (song, 1954). But in ‘Most Gentlemen Don’t Like Love’ (song, 1938), Porter wrote: ‘Most gentlemen don’t like love/ They just kick it around.’

27 A youth with his first cigar makes himself sick; a youth with his first girl makes other people sick.

Mary Wilson Little Quoted in Violets and Vinegar, ‘Kiss Me and Be Quiet’, ed. Jilly Cooper and Tom Hartman (1980)

28 When people say, ‘You’re breaking my heart’, they do in fact usually mean that you’re breaking their genitals.

Jeffrey Bernard Spectator 31 May 1986

29 1. Don’t see him. Don’t phone or write a letter./ 2. The easy way: get to know him better.

Wendy Cope Serious Concerns, ‘Two Cures for Love’ (1992)

30 Love is what happens to a man and woman who don’t know each other.

Somerset Maugham Quoted in And I Quote, ‘Love’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

31 When was the last time you heard someone announce, ‘I am truly, madly in love’, without thinking, Just wait until Monday morning.

Candace Bushnell Sex and the City, ch. 1 (1996)

32 When you start having lunch and actually eating, it’s already over.

Erica Jong Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

33 Remember, love is like a garden. It needs to be watered regularly. With tears.

Jeff Green The A–Z of Living Together, ‘Crying’ (2002)

34 I find it very hard to tell someone I love them – especially when I don’t.

Ivor Dembina Line used in his stand-up routine during 2003

Marriage

1 A young man married is a man that’s marred.

William Shakespeare Parolles in All’s Well that Ends Well, act 2, sc. 3 (1603–4)

2 … It is better to marry than to burn.

I Corinthians 7: 9, The Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

3 DUCHESS: What do you think of marriage?

ANTONIO: I take ’t, as those that deny purgatory,

It locally contains or heaven or hell;

There’s no third place in ’t.

John Webster The Duchess of Malfi, act 1, sc. 1 (1623)

4 What is it then to have or have no wife,/ But single thralldom, or a double strife?

Francis Bacon The World (1629)

5 Waking this morning out of my sleep of a sudden, I did with my elbow hit my wife a great blow over her face and nose, which waked her with pain, at which I was sorry, and to sleep again.

Samuel Pepys Diary entry for 1 January 1662, Everybody’s Pepys ed. Henry B. Wheatley (1926)

6 And strange to see what delight we married people have to see those poor fools decoyed into our condition.

Samuel Pepys Diary entry for 25 December 1665, ibid. Pepys had been watching a Christmas Day wedding.

7 I love to be envied, and would not marry a wife that I alone could love; loving alone is as dull as eating alone.

William Wycherley Mr Sparkishin The Country Wife, act 3, sc. 2 (1675)

8 No man worth having is true to his wife, or can be true to his wife, or ever was, or ever will be so.

Sir John Vanbrugh Berinthia in The Relapse, act 3, sc. 2 (1696)

9 Two years’ marriage has debauched my five senses. Everything I see, everything I hear, everything I feel, everything I smell, and everything I taste, methinks has wife in’t.

Sir John Vanbrugh Sir John Brute in The Provok’d Wife, act 1, sc. 1 (1697)

10 These articles subscrib’d, if I continue to endure you a little longer, I may by degrees dwindle into a wife.

William Congreve Lady Wishfort in The Way of the World, act 5, sc. 1 (1700)

11 What they do in heaven we are ignorant of; what they do not we are told expressly, that they neither marry, nor are given in marriage.

Jonathan Swift Thoughts on Various Subjects (1711). The reference is to Matthew 22:30: ‘For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage.’

12 Not louder shrieks to pitying heav’n are cast,/ When husbands, or when lapdogs breathe their last.

Alexander Pope The Rape of the Lock, canto 3, line 157 (1714)

13 From marrying in haste, and repenting at leisure;/ Not liking the person, yet liking his treasure:/ Libera nos.

Elizabeth Thomas ‘A New Litany, occasioned by an invitation to a wedding’ (1722). The phrase ‘Married in haste, we may repent at leisure’ occurs in The Old Bachelor, act 5, sc. 1 (1693), by William Congreve.

14 Do you think your mother and I should have lived comfortably so long together, if ever we had been married?

John Gay Mr Peachum in The Beggar’s Opera, act 1, sc. 8 (1728)

15 His designs were strictly honourable, as the phrase is; that is, to rob a lady of her fortune by way of marriage.

Henry Fielding Tom Jones, bk 11, ch. 4 (1749). Mrs Fitzpatrick is speaking of Mr Fitzpatrick, and his earlier intentions towards her aunt.

16 My brother Toby, quoth she, is going to be married to Mrs Wadman./ Then he will never, quoth my father, lie diagonally in his bed again as long as he lives.

Laurence Sterne Tristram Shandy (1759–67) bk 6, ch. 39

17 O! how short a time does it take to put an end to a woman’s liberty!

Fanny Burney Journal entry concerning a wedding, 20 July 1768. The Early Journals and Letters of Fanny Burney, vol. 1, ed. L. E. Troide (1988).

18 ’Tis now six months since Lady Teazle made me the happiest of men – and I have been the most miserable dog ever since!

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Sir Peter Teazle in The School for Scandal, act 1, sc. 2 (1777)

19 One asked his friend, why he, being so proper a man himself, had married so small a wife. ‘Why, friend,’ said he, ‘I thought you had known that of all evils we should chuse the least.’

Anon. The Glasgow Magazine of Wit (1803)

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

Jane Austen Pride and Prejudice, ch. 1 (1813), the opening sentence of the book. Compare Mansfield Park, ch. 1: ‘There are certainly not so many men of large fortune in the world, as there are pretty women to deserve them.’

21 When a man takes the field,/ If to woman he yield,/ Be sure he’s a slave all his life –/ For if she’s a Jade,/ While yet only a maid,/ Only think what she’ll be when a wife.

Anon. ‘Zounds, My Lad’, from Oliver’s Comic Songs (1825?)

22 Yes, Bob, the fever goes but the wife doesn’t.

William Makepeace Thackeray Travels in London, ‘On Love, Marriage, Men and Women’ pt 3, (1853). These essays are presented as letters from a Mr Brown to his young nephew Bob.

23 Do not adultery commit;/ advantage rarely comes of it.

Arthur Hugh Clough ‘The Latest Decalogue’ (1862)

24 A gentleman rode up to a public house in the country, and asked, ‘Who is the master of this house?’ ‘I am, sir,’ replied the landlord; ‘my wife has been dead about three weeks.’

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 462, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

25 You seem to forget that I am married, and that the one charm of marriage is that it makes a life of deception absolutely essential for both parties.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 1 (1891)

26 Always! That’s a dreadful word. It makes me shudder when I hear it. Women are always using it. They spoil every romance by trying to make it last for ever.

Lord Henry Wotton in ibid., ch. 2

27 When a woman marries again it is because she detested her first husband. When a man marries again, it is because he adored his first wife. Women try their luck; men risk theirs.

Lord Henry Wotton in ibid., ch. 15

28 To speak frankly, I am not in favour of long engagements. They give people the opportunity of finding out each other’s characters before marriage, which I think is never advisable.

Oscar Wilde Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest, act 4 (1895)

29 The hardest task in a girl’s life is to prove to a man that his intentions are serious.

Helen Rowland Reflections of a Bachelor Girl (1903)

30 What God hath joined together no man ever shall put asunder: God will take care of that.

George Bernard Shaw Preface to Getting Married (1908)

31 ‘Can you break off an engagement slowly?’

E. M. Forster Margaret Schlegel in Howards End, ch. 2 (1910)

32 He pictured marriage as a perpetual afternoon tea alone with an elegant woman, amid an environment of ribboned muslin.

Arnold Bennett Of Denry Machin in The Card, ch. 3 (1911)

33 LADY ASTOR: If you were my husband, I’d poison your coffee.

WINSTON CHURCHILL: If you were my wife I’d drink it.

Winston Churchill The scene is Blenheim Palace, 1912 – but it’s probably apocryphal

34 Adultery is the application of democracy to love.

H. L. Mencken A Book of Burlesques, ‘Sententiae’ (1920)

35 A husband is what is left of a lover, after the nerve has been extracted.

Helen Rowland A Guide to Men, ‘Prelude’ (1922)

36 So it seems that Gerry has had quite a lot of trouble himself and he can not even get married on account of his wife.

Anita Loos Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, ch. 1 (1925)

37 ‘You’re too young to marry,’ said Mr McKinnon, a stout bachelor./ ‘So was Methuselah,’ said James, a stouter.

P. G. Wodehouse Meet Mr Mulliner, ‘Honeysuckle Cottage’ (1927)

38 Marriage isn’t a word – it’s a sentence!

King Vidor Caption in The Crowd (silent film, 1928, written and directed by King Vidor)

39 By God, D. H. Lawrence was right when he had said there must be a dumb, dark, dull, bitter bellytension between a man and a woman, and how else could that be achieved save in the long monotony of marriage?

Stella Gibbons Cold Comfort Farm, ch. 20 (1932)

40 All right, have it your way – you heard a seal bark.

James Thurber Cartoon caption in the New Yorker 30 January 1932, repr. in The Thurber Carnival, pt 8 (1945). It is the most famous of Thurber’s cartoons. The remark is addressed by a husband to a wife in bed – they have not yet noticed the seal behind the headboard.

41 Holy Deadlock

A. P. Herbert Title of a novel (1934)

42 You might think about me a bit and whether… you could bear the idea of marrying me… I can’t advise you in my favour because I think it would be beastly for you, but think how nice it would be for me.

Evelyn Waugh Letter to Laura Herbert of spring 1936, collected in The Letters of Evelyn Waugh ed. Mark Amory (1980). He did marry her.

43 [My wife’s father] said if you marry my daughter I’ll give you three acres and a cow… I’m still waiting for the three acres.

Max Miller Recorded at the Holborn Empire, London, October 1938, reissued in Max Miller: The Cheeky Chappie – All His Live Shows in the Late 30s, Early 40s (CD, 2000)

44 We sat in the car park till twenty to one/ And now I’m engaged to Miss Joan Hunter Dunn.

John Betjeman A Subaltern’s Love Song (1945)

45 My husband and I…

Elizabeth II Opening words of her first Christmas message, delivered in 1953. The phrase became a staple for imitators of the Queen, and on her twenty-fifth wedding anniversary she implicitly acknowledged the fact by saying: ‘I think everybody will concede that on this, of all days, I should begin my speech with the words, “My husband and I”.’

46 A man is incomplete until he has married. Then he’s finished.

Zsa Zsa Gabor Newsweek 28 March 1960

47 I believe in every marriage there should be give and take. I’ve practised this principle throughout eighty-four perfect marriages.

Marty Feldman and Barry Took Betty Marsden in Around the Horne (BBC radio series), 10 April 1966. She is impersonating the much-married Zsa Zsa Gabor. This line was cut from the original broadcast but restored in The Best of Round the Horne by Barry Took and Mat Coward.

48 your finger/ sadly/ has a familiar ring/ about it…

Roger McGough Summer with Monika, ‘Summer with Monika’ (1967)

49 [On how to deal with divorced friends] Treat them as attractive people for social purposes; don’t just ask them round to tea with the children.

Katherine Whitehorn Whitehorn’s Social Survival, ‘Work’ (1968)

50 The concerts you enjoy together/ Neighbours you enjoy together/ Children you destroy together/ That make marriage a joy

Stephen Sondheim ‘The Little Things You Do Together’ (song), Company (stage musical, 1970)

51 I’ve been in love with the same woman for forty-one years. If my wife finds out, she’ll kill me.

Henny Youngman Henny Youngman’s Greatest One-Liners (1970)

52 A brigand demands your money or your life; a woman demands both.

Samuel Butler Quoted by Kenneth Tynan in a diary entry for 24 January 1971, The Diaries of Kenneth Tynan ed. John Lahr (2001)

53 You’ve got to get married, haven’t you? You can’t go through life being happy.

Colin Crompton Laugh with the Comedians (LP, 1971)

54 I married beneath me, all women do.

Nancy Astor Attributed remark quoted in the Dictionary of National Biography (1961–70) (1981) – in fact, she married a viscount

55 Monogamy leaves a lot to be desired.

Anon. Graffito seen in London, 1982, quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

56 Last year, my wife ran off with the fellow next door, and I must admit I still miss him.

Les Dawson The Malady Lingers On, ‘The Art of a Pun… or How to Lose an Audience Fast’ (1982), quoted as a preface to Tim Lott’s novel White City Blue (1999), where it is attributed to Jerry Springer

57 Marriage is nothing like being in prison! Women are let out every day to go to the shops and stuff, and quite a lot go to work.

Sue Townsend The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole Aged 13¾ (1982)

58 I’m not going to make the same mistake once.

Warren Beatty Attributed. Was It Good for You Too? by Bob Chieger (1983). On 27 October 1991 Beatty was quoted in the Observer as saying: ‘The highest level of sexual excitement is in a monogamous relationship.’

59 Dolores, I am making a citizen’s divorce.

Steve Martin and Carl Reiner Dr Hfuhruhurr to his wife in The Man with Two Brains (film, 1983, directed by Carl Reiner)

60 Men are easy to get but hard to keep.

Mae West Interviewed by Charlotte Chandler for her book The Ultimate Seduction (1984), quoted in The Penguin Book of Interviews ed. C. Silvester (1993). Mae West offered this advice on how to keep a man: ‘You have to keep your eye on the balls. If you don’t take good care of your man, someone else will.’

61 My mother said it was simple to keep a man. You must be a maid in the living room, a cook in the kitchen, and a whore in the bedroom. I said I’d hire the other two and take care of the bedroom bit.

Jerry Hall Observer 6 October 1985

62 I’ve never yet met a man who could look after me. I don’t need a husband. What I need is a wife.

Joan Collins Quoted in the Sunday Times 27 December 1987

63 Sex was for men, and marriage, like lifeboats, was for women and children.

Carrie Fisher Surrender the Pink, ch. 1 (1990)

64 You don’t even have a right to your own bed when you’re married. There is no escaping the mildmint breath toothpasting its way across the pillows.

Helen Simpson Four Bare Legs in a Bed and Other Stories, ‘Four Bare Legs in a Bed’ (1990)

65 Don’t torture yourself, Gomez. That’s my job.

Caroline Thompson and Larry Wilson Morticia Addams (Anjelica Huston) to her husband Gomez Addams (Raul Julia) in The Addams Family (film, 1991, directed by Barry Sonnenfeld). The film was inspired by the cartoons of Charles Addams.

66 It’s pretty easy. Just say ‘I do’ whenever anyone asks you a question.

Richard Curtis Carrie (Andie MacDowell), in Four Weddings and a Funeral (film, 1994, directed by Mike Newell, written by Richard Curtis)

67 The only really happy folk are married women and single men.

H. L. Mencken Attributed. Quoted in Collins Dictionary of Quotations ed. A. Norman Jeffares and Martin Gray (1995).

68 His divorce had been so vicious that even his lawyers had panicked.

Martin Amis Yellow Dog, pt 1, ch. 1, sect. 1 (2003)

69 Love and marriage is like a horse and carriage; obsolete for a hundred years.

Ivor Dembina Line used in his stand-up performances during 2003

70 Why buy a book when you can join a lending library?

Benny Hill Habitual response of Benny Hill when asked why he was not married, quoted in Word magazine June 2003. But this is certainly not Hill’s coinage – in his autobiography Nobody Hurt in Small Earthquake the humorist Michael Green attributes the remark to a colleague of his on the Northampton Chronicle and Echo in the 1950s.

The Battle of the Sexes

1 ’Tis not a year or two shows us a man:/ They are all but stomachs, and we all but food;/ To eat us hungerly, and when they are full,/ They belch us.

William Shakespeare Emilia in Othello, act 3, sc. 4 (1604)

2 These are rare attainments for a damsel, but pray tell me, can she spin?

James I On being introduced in 1610 to a young girl who knew Latin, Greek and Hebrew. Attributed.

3 A continual dropping in a very rainy day and a contentious woman are alike.

Proverbs 27:15, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

4 We lay our souls to pawn for the devil for a little pleasure, and a woman makes the bill of sale.

John Webster Flamineo in The White Devil, act 5, sc. 6 (1612)

5 If all men are born free, how is it that all women are born slaves?

Mary Astell Some Reflections on Marriage, Preface (1706)

6 Man has his will, – but woman has her way.

Oliver Wendell Holmes The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, ch. 1 (1858)

7 There was a young lady of station,/ ‘I love man’ was her sole exclamation;/ But when men cried, ‘You flatter,’/ She replied, ‘Oh! No matter,/ Isle of Man is the true explanation.’

Lewis Carroll Fragment of a song, The Lewis Carroll Picture Book, ‘The Legend of Scotland’, ed. S. D. Collingwood (1899)

8 I doubt if any man could tell how any woman was dressed ten minutes after he had left her.

Jerome K. Jerome Three Men on the Bummel, ch. 2 (1900)

9 ‘Papa, what is a bicycle built for two?’/ ‘Your mother’s, my child. She rides it, and I have to clean it.’

Anon. Humours of Cycling, ‘Spokelets’, ed. Jerome K. Jerome (1905)

10 Women must come off the pedestal. Men put us up there to get us out of the way.

Lady Rhondda Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 12 December 1920

11 Woman suffrage: I will vote for it when women have left off making a noise in the reading-room of the British Museum, when they leave off wearing high head-dresses in the pit of a theatre, and when I have seen as many as twelve women in all catch hold of the strap or bar on getting into an omnibus.

Samuel Butler Selections from the Note-Books of Samuel Butler ed. A. T. Bartholomew (1930)

12 Woman lives but in her lord;/ Count to ten, and man is bored./ With this the gist and sum of it,/ What earthly good can come of it?

Dorothy Parker ‘General Review of the Sex Situation’ (1937)

13 I never hated a man enough to give him his diamonds back.

Zsa Zsa Gabor Observer 28 August 1957

14 Sometimes I think if there was a third sex men wouldn’t get so much as a glance from me.

Amanda Vail Love Me Little, ch. 6 (1957)

15 Whatever women do they must do twice as well as men to be thought half as good. Luckily, this is not difficult.

Charlotte Whitton Canada Month June 1963

16 You silly moo.

Johnny Speight Catchphrase of the everfulminating reactionary Alf Garnett (Warren Mitchell) in the TV sitcom Till Death Us Do Part (1966–8, and 1972–5). It was addressed to his wife Else.

17 Is it too much to ask that women be spared the daily struggle for superhuman beauty in order to offer it to the caresses of a superhumanly ugly mate?

Germaine Greer The Female Eunuch, ‘Loathing and Disgust’ (1970)

18 Please understand, I respect and admire the frailer sex/ And I honour them every bit as much as the next/ Misogynist

Jake Thackray ‘On Again! On Again!’ (song), transcribed in Jake’s Progress (1977). The song begins: ‘I love a good bum on a woman, it makes my day.’

19 Of course I’m a feminist. You have to be these days – it’s the only way to pull the chicks.

Ben Elton, Rick Mayall and Lise Meyer Rick in The Young Ones (TV, sitcom 1982–4), quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

20 A man is designed to walk three miles in the rain to phone for help when the car breaks down – and a woman is designed to say ‘you took your time’ when he comes back dripping wet.

Victoria Wood ‘Dotty on Women’s Lib’, a sketchfrom Wood and Walters (TV series, 1982), collected in Up to You, Porky – The Victoria Wood Sketch Book (1985)

21 How much fame, money, and power does a woman have to achieve on her own before you can punch her in the face?

P. J. O’Rourke Modern Manners, p. viii (1983)

22 I like to daydream, but I have my two feet firmly planted on my husband.

Woody Allen Julie Kavner (mother) to Dianne Wiest (Aunt Bea) in Radio Days (film, 1986, written and directed by Woody Allen)

23 If men were shouted down for being sexist when they used the word ‘postman’, then asking if there was any chance of a quick shag seemed like a bit of a nonstarter.

John O’Farrell On life in the early 1980s. Things Can Only Get Better, ‘Political Animals’ (1998).

24 Don’t argue with your mate in the kitchen. Because we know where everything is and you don’t.

Diane Amos Quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

25 On one issue at least, men and women agree: they both distrust women.

H. L. Mencken Attributed. Quoted in ibid.

26 I only know people call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat and/or a prostitute.

Rebecca West Quoted by Julie Burchill in the Guardian 21 June 2003

27 Making love – that’s what my girlfriend does when I’m fucking her.

Anon. Slogan on a T-shirt for sale in Camden Market, London, September 2003

28 I once asked the wife why it takes half a million sperm to fertilize one egg. She said, ‘Because they’re men, and they won’t ask for directions.’

Bob Monkhouse Sun 30 December 2003

29 A woman without a man is like a fish without a bicycle.

Gloria Steinem Attributed

Men on Women

1 Once a woman has given you her heart you can never get rid of the rest of her.

Sir John Vanbrugh Lord Foppington in The Relapse, act 2, sc. 1 (1696)

2 When lovely woman stoops to folly/ And finds too late that men betray,/ What charm can soothe her melancholy,/ What art can wash her guilt away?

Oliver Goldsmith The Vicar of Wakefield, ch. 29 (1766)

3 Women, then, are only children of a larger growth.

Lord Chesterfield Letters to His Son (1774), from a letter of 5 September 1748

4 [Of Don Juan] The truth is that it is too true – and the women hate every thing which strips off the tinsel of Sentiment – & they are right – or it would rob them of their weapons.

Lord Byron Letter to John Murray II of 12 October 1820, collected in Letters and Journals, vol. 7, Between Two Worlds (1820), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (1977)

5 I expect that Woman will be the last thing civilized by Man.

George Meredith The Ordeal of Richard Feverel, ch. 1 (1859)

6 Women – one half of the human race at least – care fifty times more for a marriage than a ministry.

Walter Bagehot The English Constitution, ‘The Monarchy’ (1867)

7 There is no such thing as a shy woman, or, at all events, I have never come across one.

Jerome K. Jerome The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow, ‘On Being Shy’ (1889)

8 Women have no appreciation of good looks; at least, good women have not.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 1 (1891)

9 MRS ALLONBY: Define us as a sex.

LORD ILLINGWORTH: Sphinxes without secrets.

Oscar Wilde A Woman of No Importance, act 1 (1894)

10 All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.

Oscar Wilde Algernon Moncrieff in The Importance of Being Earnest, act 1 (1895)

11 What, sir, would the people of the earth be without woman? They would be scarce, sir, almighty scarce.

Mark Twain Speech to the Washington Correspondents’ Club c. 1900, collected as ‘Woman – An Opinion’, Mark Twain: Speeches ed. Shelley Fisher Fishkin (1996)

12 The female of the species is more deadly than the male.

Rudyard Kipling ‘The Female of the Species’ (1919)

13 Remember, you’re fighting for this woman’s honour, which is probably more than she ever did.

Groucho Marx Rufus T. Firefly (Groucho Marx) referring to Mrs Teasdale (Margaret Dumont) in Duck Soup (film, 1933, screenplay by Bert Kalmar, Arthur Sheekman, Nat Perrin and Harry Ruby, directed by Leo McCarey). In his book Groucho Stefan Kanfer states that Groucho insisted, against some opposition, on the inclusion of ‘probably’ in this line.

14 Women are like elephants to me. I like to look at them, but I wouldn’t want to own one.

W. C. Fields Commodore Orlando Jackson (W. C. Fields) in Mississippi (film, 1935, directed by A. Edward Sutherland, screenplay by W. C. Fields and others)

15 I am interested to see how many young women share the illusion that a woman goes any faster when she runs than she does walking.

George Lyttelton Letter to Rupert Hart-Davis of 21 March 1956, collected in The Lyttelton–Hart-Davis Letters, vols 1 and 2, 1955–1957, ed. Rupert Hart-Davis (1978)

16 Have you ever had a letter, and on it is franked ‘Please give your blood generously’? Well, the Postmaster-General does that, on behalf of all the women in the world.

John Osborne Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger, act 2 (1956)

17 Rose was the sweetest girl in a world where sweet girls are rather rare, but experience had taught him that, given the right conditions, she was capable of making her presence felt as perceptibly as one of those hurricanes which become so emotional on reaching Cape Hatteras.

P. G. Wodehouse Plum Pie, ‘Bingo Bans the Bomb’ (1966)

18 [Of women] I mean, damn it all, one minute you’re having a perfectly good time and the next, you suddenly see them there like – some old sports jacket or something – literally beginning to come apart at the seams.

Alan Ayckbourn Ronald in Absurd Person Singular, act 3 (1971)

19 A woman wouldn’t make a bomb that kills you. A woman would make a bomb that makes you feel bad for a while. That’s why there should be a woman President. There’d never be any wars, just every twenty-eight days there’d be very intense negotiations.

Robin Williams Robin Williams: Live at the Met (video, 1987)

20 I do not understand how you can pour wax on your upper thigh, rip the hair out by the root, and still be afraid of a spider.

Jerry Seinfeld I’m Telling You for the Last Time (live CD, 1998)

21 If they ever invent a vibrator that can open pickle jars, we’ve had it.

Jeff Green Mail on Sunday, ‘Quotes of the Week’, 21 March 1999

22 My wife has a black belt in body language.

Daren King Jim Giraffe, ‘Stretch Armlong’ (2004)

Women on Men

1 CLEOPATRA: Thou eunuch Mardian.

MARDIAN: What’s your Highness’ pleasure?

CLEOPATRA: Not to hear thee sing.

I take no pleasure

In aught a eunuch has…

William Shakespeare Antony and Cleopatra, act 1, sc. 5 (1606–7)

2 You men are unaccountable things; mad till you have your mistresses, and then stark mad till you are rid of ’em again.

Sir John Vanbrugh Belinda in The Provok’d Wife, act 4, sc. 4 (1697)

3 I concluded that, like other men I knew, his mind had been receptive up to a certain age, and had then snapped shut on what it possessed, like a replete crustacean never reached by another high tide.

Edith Wharton The Spark, ch. 3 (1924)

4 An archaeologist is the best husband a woman can have; the older she gets, the more interested he is in her.

Agatha Christie Attributed. Quoted in a news report of 9 March 1954 and later denied by Christie. Her second husband Sir Max Mallowan, whom she married in 1930, was an archaeologist.

5 A little old lady once said to me, ‘I have known a great many men. All of them had to be carried every step of the way.’

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 21 (1968)

6 The cocks may crow, but it’s the hen that lays the egg.

Margaret Thatcher Quoted in the Sunday Times 9 April 1989. In 1975 she had said: ‘In politics, if you want anything said, ask a man. If you want anything done, ask a woman.’

7 A friend of ours terminated her liaison with an apparently god-like boyfriend when he used the word ‘vehicle’.

Mary Killen How to Live with Your Husband, ‘Triggers for Arguments’ (1996)

Women on Women

1 You thought, miss! I don’t know any business you have to think at all – thought does not become a young woman.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Mrs Malaprop in The Rivals, act 1, sc. 2 (1774)

2 A woman especially, if she have the misfortune of knowing any thing, should conceal it as well as she can.

Jane Austen Northanger Abbey, ch. 14 (1818)

3 Men don’t know women, or they would be harder to them.

Anthony Trollope Lady Ongar in The Claverings, ch. 15 (1867)

4 Many a woman has a past, but I am told that she has at least a dozen, and they all fit.

Oscar Wilde The Duchess of Berwick speaking of Mrs Erlynne in Lady Windermere’s Fan, act 1 (1893)

5 I couldn’t give advice to a woman unless I knew her, and I don’t know any.

Mae West Quoted in The Ultimate Seduction, ‘Mae West’, by Charlotte Chandler (1984)

6 Feminine intuition, a quality perhaps even rarer in women than in men.

Ada Leverson Quoted in The Feminist Companion to Literature in English ed. Virginia Blain and others (1990)

7 I hate women. They get on my nerves.

Dorothy Parker Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovric (2000)

Homosexuality and Bisexuality

1 The ‘homo’ is the legitimate child of the suffragette.

Wyndham Lewis The Art of Being Ruled, pt 8, ch. 4 (1926)

2 Army always queer in best regiments, hence decent appearance.

Evelyn Waugh Postcard to Penelope Betjeman of 3 July 1956, collected in The Letters of Evelyn Waugh ed. Mark Amory (1980)

3 I became one of the stately homos of England.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 24 (1968)

4 By heterosexuals the life after death is imagined as a world of light, where there is no parting. If there is a heaven for homosexuals, which doesn’t seem very likely, it will be very poorly lit and full of people they can feel pretty confident they will never have to meet again.

Ibid., ch. 22

5 My dear fellow, buggers can’t be choosers.

Maurice Bowra On being warned not to marry his plain fiancée. Quoted by Francis King in Maurice Bowra: A Celebration, ‘Pray You, Undo This Button’, ed. Hugh Lloyd Jones (1974).

6 [Of bisexuality] It immediately doubles your chances for a date on Saturday night.

Woody Allen New York Times 1 December 1975

7 There is no indication that he was in any way troubled by the Apostle Paul’s strictures on homosexual practices.

Malcolm Muggeridge Review in the Observer of Ruling Passions by Tom Driberg (1977), quoted in Tom Driberg: His Life and Indiscretions, Introduction, by Francis Wheen (1990)

8 [Of homosexuality]

BENNETT: Tommy, when you come down to it, it’s as simple as knowing whether or not you like spinach.

JUDD: I can never make up my mind about spinach.

BENNETT: Then perhaps you’re ambidextrous.

Julian Mitchell Another Country, act 2, sc. 6 (1981)

9 [Of his ‘vague schoolboy homosexuality’] Our homosexuality was dictated by necessity rather than choice. We were like a generation of diners condemned to cold cuts because the steak and kidney was ‘off’.

John Mortimer Clinging to the Wreckage, ch. 5 (1982)

10 ‘I’m a lesbian,’ Inge said, ‘… you’re supposed to say something like, “What a waste.” ’

Ed McBain Inge Turner to Steve Carella in Eight Black Horses, ch. 2 (1985)

11 Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit

Jeanette Winterson Title of a novel about lesbianism (1985)

12 No man is so boring, or so unpleasant or so unattractive that he cannot find an equally boring, unpleasant or unattractive woman to be his life’s companion if he sets his mind to it, and I have no doubt that the same must be true in the homosexual world.

Auberon Waugh Another Voice: The Nilsen Millennium (1986). Dennis Nilsen is a homosexual murderer, currently imprisoned. He was once a trade union official and, according to Waugh, who was no socialist, ‘offers a paradigm of the relationship between personal inadequacies, left-wing views and bureaucratic sadism’.

13 For those of you who don’t know what a friend of Dorothy is: ask a policeman or one in five Tory MPs.

Stephen Fry Paperweight, ‘Friends of Dorothy’ (1992)

14 I have never been attracted to another man, but I like to touch myself around my penis when I masturbate. As a result, I am worried that I may be homosexual. What do readers think?

Viz Fake reader’s letter, signed ‘Big Straight Jock, Glasgow’, May 2003

15 Being gay was a bit like the Olympics; it disappeared in ancient times, and then they brought it back in the twentieth century.

Nick Hornby Maureen in A Long Way Down, p. 29 (2005)

Lust and Promiscuity

1 ’Tis no sin love’s fruits to steal,/ But the sweet thefts to reveal:/ To be taken, to be seen,/ These have crimes accounted been.

Ben Jonson From Volpone’s song, Volpone, act 3, sc. 2 (1605)

2 MACDUFF: What three things does drink especially provoke?

PORTER: Marry, sir, nose-painting, sleep, and urine. Lechery, sir, it provokes, and unprovokes; it provokes the desire, but it takes away the performance.

William Shakespeare Macbeth, act 2, sc. 3 (1606)

3 A mistress should be like a little country retreat near the town, not to dwell in constantly, but only for a night and away.

William Wycherley Mr Dorilant in The Country Wife, act 1, sc. 1 (1672–3)

4 [Of Don Juan] Could any man have written it – who has not lived in the world – and tooled in a post-chaise? in a hackney coach? in a gondola? against a wall? in a court carriage? in a vis a vis? – on a table? – and under it?

Lord Byron Letter to Hon. Douglas Kinnaird of 26 October 1819?, collected in Letters and Journals, vol. 6, The Flesh Is Frail (1818–19), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (1976)

5 My feelings, Mrs Todgers, will not consent to be entirely smothered, like the young children in the Tower. They are grown up, and the more I press the bolster on them, the more they look round the corner of it.

Charles Dickens Pecksniff declaring his affections in Martin Chuzzlewit, ch. 9 (1843–4)

6 I’ve taken my fun where I’ve found it,/ An’ now I must pay for my fun,/ For the more you ’ave known o’ the others/ The less you will settle to one.

Rudyard Kipling ‘The Ladies’ (1896)

7 On Friday night Mrs Devereaux told me a fine retort of a pressing lover to a refusing mistress. ‘Bah!’ she said. ‘With people like you, love only means one thing.’ ‘No,’ he replied. ‘It means twenty things, but it doesn’t mean nineteen.’

Arnold Bennett Entry for 22 November 1904, The Journals of Arnold Bennett, vol. 1, 1896–1910, ed. Newman Flower (1932)

8 Brought up in an epoch when ladies apparently rolled along on wheels, Mr Quarles was peculiarly susceptible to calves.

Aldous Huxley Point Counter Point, ch. 20 (1928)

9 Is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just glad to see me?

Mae West Lady Lou (Mae West) in She Done Him Wrong (film, 1933, screenplay by Harvey Thew and John Bright, based on Mae West’s play Diamond Lil, directed by Lowell Sherman)

10 Why don’t you come up sometime, see me?

Mae West Invariably quoted as ‘Why don’t you come up and see me sometime?’ From ibid.

11 And there was that wholesale libel on a Yale prom. If all the girls attending it were laid end to end, Mrs Parker said, she wouldn’t be at all surprised.

Dorothy Parker Quoted in While Rome Burns, ‘Our Mrs Parker’ (1934), by Alexander Woollcott

12 I can honestly say that I always look on Pauline as one of the nicest girls I was ever engaged to.

P. G. Wodehouse Thank You Jeeves, ch. 6 (1934)

13 A man’s sexual aim, as he had often said to himself, is to convert a creature who is cool, dry, calm, articulate, independent, purposeful into a creature that is the opposite of these; to demonstrate to an animal which is pretending not to be an animal that it is an animal.

Kingsley Amis One Fat Englishman, ch. 11 (1963). The author of these thoughts is Roger Micheldene, the fat Englishman.

14 In the spring a young man’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love;/ And in summer,/ and in autumn,/ and in winter –/ See above.

E. Y. Harburg ‘Tennyson Anyone?’ (1965). The first line is from Tennyson’s poem Locksley Hall (1842).

15 You were born with your legs apart. They’ll send you to your grave in a ‘Y’-shaped coffin.

Joe Orton Prentice in What the Butler Saw, act 1 (1969)

16 … The graveyards of Leeds 2/ Were hardly love nests but they had to do –/ Through clammy mackintosh and winter vest/ And rumpled jumper for a touch of breast.

Tony Harrison ‘Allotments’, publ. in The Loiners (1970)

17 She wore a short skirt and a tight sweater and her figure described parabolas that could cause cardiac arrest in a yak.

Woody Allen Getting Even, ‘Mr Big’ (1971)

18 Bigamy is having one husband too many. Monogamy is the same.

Anon. Epigraphto Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, ch. 1 (1973)

19 My mother used to say, ‘Delia, if S-E-X ever rears its ugly head, close your eyes before you see the rest of it.’

Alan Ayckbourn Bedroom Farce (1977). In his review in the Daily Telegraph of the 2002 West End revival of the play, Charles Spencer describes this as ‘one of the all-time great sex lines’.

20 [Of men] That’s why we’re driven to find Miss Right. Or at least Miss Right Now.

Robin Williams Robin Williams: Live at the Met (video, 1987)

21 Do you really feel, Clemency, m’dear, that it’s worth leaving a tolerant husband, three lovely children and nine hundred acres for the sake of six inches of angry gristle?

Jilly Cooper Polo, ch. 3 (1991)

22 Women need a reason to have sex. Men just need a place.

Lowell Ganz and Babaloo Mandel Mitch Robbins (Billy Crystal) in City Slickers (film, 1991, screenplay by Lowell Ganz and Babaloo Mandel, directed by Ron Underwood)

23 Philanderers: Avoid the embarrassment of shouting out the wrong name in bed by only having flings with girls who have the same name as your wife.

Viz ‘Top-Tips’, August 2003

24 A hard man’s good to find.

Mae West Attributed

The Sex Act

1 One day Cunegonde was walking near the castle, in the little copse which was known as ‘the park’, when through the bushes she saw Dr Pangloss giving a lesson in applied physics to her mother’s maid, a pretty and obliging little brunette.

Voltaire Candide, ch. 1 (1759)

2 Not tonight, Josephine.

Anon. Satirizes Napoleon’s indifference towards the ardency of his wife. Occurs in ‘I Cover the Waterfront’ (song, 1933), but may have originated in vaudeville early in the twentieth century. Quoted in Cassell’s Dictionary of Catchphrases ed. Nigel Rees (1995).

3 He said it was artificial respiration, but now I find I am to have his child.

Anthony Burgess Inside Mr Enderby, pt 1, ch. 4 (1963)

4 I wasn’t kissing her, I was just whispering in her mouth.

Chico Marx Marx Brothers Scrapbook, ch. 24, by Richard J. Anobile (1973)

5 The pleasure is momentary, the position ridiculous, and the expense damnable.

Lord Chesterfield Attributed. Quoted in Kiss Hollywood Goodbye, ch. 21, by Anita Loos (1974).

6 Sexual intercourse began/ In nineteen sixty-three/ (Which was rather late for me) –/ Between the end of the Chatterley ban/ And the Beatles’ first LP.

Philip Larkin Annus Mirabilis (1974)

7 Have you ever tried lifting your father’s corpse off your living mother?

Julian Mitchell Bennett in Another Country, act 1, sc. 1 (1981). Bennett, whose father died in coitus, continues: ‘He was like a huge sack of – of wet mud.’

8 No one has sex in the morning.

John Junor Quoted in Brief Lives: Sir John Junor by Alan Watkins (1982)

9 Perhaps men could be divided into two kinds – those who take their watches off, and those who leave them on.

Charlotte Chandler Charlotte Chandler came out with this while interviewing Mae West, mainly on the subject of sex, for her book The Ultimate Seduction (1984). West approved of the remark: ‘Say – I like that.’

10 Q: What’s the worst thing about oral sex? A: The view.

Anon. Joke quoted by Maureen Lipman in How Was It for You?, ‘A Joking Aside’ (1985)

11 CONNIE: Our next-doors had sex again last night.

BEATTIE: Not again!

CONNIE: I mean, I like a joke, but that’s twice this month. I could not think what the noise was. I thought our central heating had come on a month early.

Victoria Wood ‘In the Office’, a sketch from Victoria Wood as Seen on TV (1985), collected in Up to You, Porky – The Victoria Wood Sketch Book (1985)

12 Men couldn’t fake an orgasm. Who wants to look that dumb, you know?

Robin Williams Robin Williams: Live at the Met (video, 1987)

13 You then make sure you make the woman in question feel both lovely and desirable; I’ve always found that saying ‘You look both lovely and desirable’ can usually be depended upon to do the trick.

Joseph Connolly Summer Things, ch. 6 (1998)

14 Infatuation fizzled through them, their kiss burned on, glowed inside them, her head, his loins. A temporary eternal flame.

Carrie Fisher Surrender the Pink, ch. 9 (1990)

15 Making love within a marriage means that if the phone goes you sometimes answer it.

Mavis Cheek The Sex Life of My Aunt, ch. 5 (2002)

16 If you want a healthy sex life, the key word is communication. If you’re making love to your partner, for heaven’s sake tell them.

Ivor Dembina Line used in his stand-up performances during 2003

17 Attempting sex in this [drunken] state is like trying to play snooker with a piece of rope.

Jeff Green The A–Z of Living Together, ‘Alcohol’

Pregnancy and Contraception

1 Maternity has never been an incident in my life.

Oscar Wilde Miss Prism in The Importance of Being Earnest, act 4 (1895). She adds: ‘The suggestion, if it were not made before such a large group of people, would be almost indelicate.’

2 Good work, Mary. We all knew you had it in you.

Dorothy Parker Telegram to Mrs Robert Sherwood, who had given birth after a long pregnancy, quoted in While Rome Burns, ‘Our Mrs Parker’ (1934), by Alexander Woollcott

3 It is now quite lawful for a Catholic woman to avoid pregnancy by a resort to mathematics, though she is still forbidden to resort to physics and chemistry.

H. L. Mencken, Notebooks, ‘Minority Report’ (1956)

4 The Pope has made a fortune out of his new book: The Pill’s Grim Progress.

Frank Carson Laugh with the Comedians (LP, 1971)

5 Do you remember Edna? The one you called a human contraceptive?

Simon Gray Ben Butley in Butley, act 1 (1971)

6 There was an old woman who lived in a shoe. She had so many children she didn’t know what to do… obviously.

Barry Cryer I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue (BBC radio series, 1972 onwards) – from I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue: Five (cassette, 1999)

7 He no playa da game, he no maka da rules.

Anon. Supposedly a generic Italian woman’s attitude to the Pope and contraception. Quoted in How to Survive Children, ‘What Size Cup Does He Take?’, by Katherine Whitehorn (1975).

8 You ought to have your vasectomy done before it goes up again.

Anon. Remark ‘overheard in Great Sutton’, quoted in Word of Mouth, ‘Eavesdroppings’, ed. Nigel Rees (1983)

9 A diaphragm is a little tiny trampoline for the sperm. It doesn’t stop them, but it keeps them amused for a while.

Robin Williams Robin Williams: Live at the Met (video, 1987)

10 It’s like being grounded for eighteen years.

Anon. New York City Board of Education poster warning against teenage pregnancy, quoted in And I Quote, ‘Parents’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

11 A lot of what I dreaded about pregnancy are the things that actually occur.

Carrie Fisher Delusions of Grandma, p. 46 (1994 paperback edn)

12 Whenever I hear people discussing birth control, I always remember that I was the fifth.

Clarence Darrow Quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

13 I claim an absolute right to be interested in the condition of the human foetus because… well, I used to be one myself.

Christopher Hitchens Opening of an article on abortion, Vanity Fair February 2003

14 It is often said that safe sex in North Wales means branding the sheep that kicks.

Victor Lewis-Smith London Evening Standard 21 August 2003. Lewis-Smithadded: ‘But the people of Gwynedd were a model of propriety during my recent visit.’

15 I remember when safe sex was a padded headboard.

Bob Monkhouse Sun 30 December 2003

16 Pro-lifers murdering people. It’s irony on a base level, but I like it. It’s a hoot. It’s a fuckin’ hoot.

Bill Hicks Quoted in the Guardian 14 February 2004

Sexual Perversion

1 [Of Oedipus] Of all ideals they hail as good/ the most sublime is motherhood/ There was a man though who it seems/ took this idea to extremes.

Tom Lehrer ‘Oedipus Rex’, An Evening Wasted with Tom Lehrer (LP, 1960)

2 Assistant masters came and went. By no means all of them had university degrees. Some liked little boys too little and some too much.

Evelyn Waugh A Little Learning, ch. 4 (1964)

3 Afterthought on de Sade’s view of sexual enjoyment: a pleasure shared is a pleasure halved.

Kenneth Tynan Entry for 22 April 1977, The Diaries of Kenneth Tynan ed. John Lahr (2000)

4 I knew a woman, and her singing coach, eighty-four years old, the last guy you’d have thought was weird. Well, listen to this… he kept wanting to sing from her diaphragm. I mean, it would take years to learn that, wouldn’t it?

Steve Martin A Wild and Crazy Guy, ‘An Exposé’ (LP, 1978)

5 Normal intercourse and customary caresses should be enough if you are really in love with your sexual partner. But, since no one is, sexual experimentation and even perversion have gained a sort of general social acceptance like using the same size glasses for red and white wine.

P. J. O’Rourke Modern Manners, ch. 13 (1983)

6 I believe there’s only one recorded instance of incest being practised outside a family and that turned out not to be incest after all.

Stephen Fry Paperweight, ‘The Family Curse’ (1992)

7 Am I the only person in Britain who was not sexually abused as a child?

Victor Lewis-Smith Inside the Magic

Rectangle, ‘Minders’ (1995). Lewis-Smith complained: ‘Scout masters, vicars, little old ladies in tea shops – not one of them offered me so muchas a sweetie or muttered, “It’s our little secret.” ’

8 ‘Paedophiles’ is a bit impartial for my liking: it makes it sound a harmless hobby such as stamp collecting or liking France, and it gets paediatricians’ houses burned down, which is bad.

Julie Burchill Guardian 12 July 2003

9 For sale, rubber sheets, £45; clean, £40.

Jimmy Carr Proposed small-ad for Loot, the weekly London advertising paper – to be placed in the ‘Water Sports’ section. Quoted in the Daily Telegraph 4 August 2003.

Prostitution

1 Prisons are built with stones of Law, brothels with bricks of religion.

William Blake The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, ‘Proverbs of Hell’ (1790–3)

2 I’ve never had a whore under this roof before. Ever since your mother died.

Harold Pinter Max in The Homecoming, act 1 (1965)

3 If anyone offered me money in exchange for sex, I accepted it gladly, and by money I mean 7s. 6d.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 3 (1968)

4 You can lead a horticulture, but you can’t make her think.

Dorothy Parker On being challenged to make a sentence using the word ‘horticulture’. Quoted in You Might As Well Live ed. John Keats (1970).

5 Mind you, I take off my hat to prostitutes.

Anon. Overheard remark, quoted in Word of Mouth, ‘Eavesdroppings’, ed. Nigel Rees (1983)

6 Whores: Necessary in the nineteenth century for the contraction of syphilis, without which no one could claim genius.

Julian Barnes Flaubert’s Parrot, ch. 12 (1984)

7 FATHER: I’m sad because, my darling, our poverty has now reached such extremes that I can no longer afford to keep us and must look to my own dear tiny darling to sustain me in my frail dotage.

KATE: But Father, surely…

FATHER: Yes, Kate… I want you to become a prostitute.

Richard Curtis and Ben Elton Blackadder 2 (TV series, 1985), ‘Bells’

8 [Of British prostitutes] Few even pretend to enjoy the job, they make no secret of despising their customers and being in it only for the money… If a job is worth doing at all, it is worth doing well, and these women are a disgrace.

Auberon Waugh Spectator 25 May 1985

9 Wherever he has lived Frank [Ritz] has known where the whores are. Call it instinct; like a squirrel knowing the whereabouts of emergency rations.

Howard Jacobson No More Mr Nice Guy, ch. 6 (1998)

Pornography

1 We live in far too permissive a society. Never before has pornography been this rampant. And those films are so badly lit!

Woody Allen Side Effects, ‘My Speechto the Graduates’ (1981)

2 Looked at Big and Bouncy. It is Passion Sunday, after all.

Sue Townsend Entry for Sunday 5 April, The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole Aged 13¾ (1982)

3 The only thing pornography has been known to cause is solitary masturbation; as for corruption, the only immediate victim is English prose.

Gore Vidal Quoted in the Observer 28 January 1996

4 There’s so much darn porn, I never get out of the house.

Jack Nicholson Sunday Times 7 March 1999, explaining why he was disconnecting from the Internet

5 [On what to say on being caught looking at pornography on the Internet] Can you believe that? Someone has hacked on to the Salvation Army website and put rude pictures up.

Jeff Green The A–Z of Living Together, ‘Excuses’ (2000)

6 ‘I don’t watch pornography.’/ ‘You mean you say you don’t watch pornography.’

Martin Amis Xan Meo to pornography impresario Karla White in Yellow Dog, pt 2, ch. 7, sect. 6 (2003)

Masturbation

1 In an incorrigible fantasist, autoeroticism soon ceases to be what it is for most people – an admitted substitute for sexual intercourse. It is sexual intercourse that becomes the substitute – and a poor one – for masturbation.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 16 (1968)

2 Masturbation is the thinking man’s television.

Christopher Hampton Braham in The Philanthropist, sc. 3 (1970)

3 Because he spills his seed on the ground.

Dorothy Parker On why she named her canary ‘Onan’, quoted in You Might As Well Live by John Keats (1970)

4 COUNTESS ALEXANDROVNA (Olga Georges-Picot):‘Boris, you are the greatest lover that I have ever had.’

BORIS (Woody Allen):‘Well, I practise a lot when I’m on my own.’

Woody Allen From Love and Death (film, 1975, written and directed by Woody Allen)

5 Hey, don’t knock masturbation! It’s sex with someone I love.

Woody Allen Alvy Singer (Woody Allen) in Annie Hall (film, 1977, screenplay by Woody Allen and Marshall Brickman, directed by Woody Allen)

6 The persecution [of Cyril Connolly] started when, on rereading Enemies of Promise one day, I came upon the passage where he claims never to have masturbated at the age of eighteen and a half. Was this a record, I asked, and wrote off to the editor of the Guinness Book of Records.

Auberon Waugh Will This Do?, ch. 14 (1991). The answer was ‘no’.

The Single Life

1 Single women have a dreadful propensity for being poor – which is one very strong argument in favour of matrimony.

Jane Austen Letter to Fanny Knight of 13 March 1817, Jane Austen’s Letters ed. R. W. Chapman (1952)

2 Five showy girls – but Thirty is an age/ When girls may be engaging but they somehow don’t engage.

Lewis Carroll Phantasmagoria, ‘A Game Of Fives’ (1869)

3 Somehow, a bachelor never quite gets over the idea that he is a thing of beauty and a boy forever!

Helen Rowland A Guide to Men, ‘Bachelors’ (1922). The allusion is to Keats’s Endymion: ‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever.’

4 Bachelors are always very keen on hifi – care more about the reproduction of their records than the reproduction of their species, haw haw.

Philip Larkin Letter to Norman Isles of 26 February 1967, collected in Selected Letters of Philip Larkin 1940–85 ed. Anthony Thwaite (1992)

5 Even a marriage with oneself may not last for ever.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 24 (1968). Crisp was middle-aged and ‘deflated’, which ‘occurred prematurely because I had subjected a shallow and horribly articulate personality to a lifetime of unflagging scrutiny’.

6 I know it’s over/ And it never really began.

Morrissey ‘I Know It’s Over’, The Queen Is Dead (LP, 1986). One critic described it as ‘a candidate for Morrissey’s most bleak work’.

7 A married man’s home gives him something to come back to. But a bachelor’s home does better than that – it gives him something to leave.

P. J. O’Rourke The Bachelor Home Companion, ch. 2 (1987)

8 The last time I was inside a woman was when I visited the Statue of Liberty.

Woody Allen Cliff Stern (Woody Allen) in Crimes and Misdemeanors (film, 1989, directed by Woody Allen)

9 What is a date really, but a job interview that lasts all night?

Jerry Seinfeld I’m Telling You for the Last Time (CD, 1998)

10 No man wanted me. Rapists would tap me on the shoulder and say, ‘Seen any girls?’

Joan Rivers Quoted in Women’s Wicked Wit ed. Michelle Lovic (2000)

Human Aspiration

Ambition

1 And he that strives to touch the stars,/ Oft stumbles at a straw.

Edmund Spenser The Shepheardes Calender, ‘July’ (1579)

2 Thou art not for the fashion of the times,/ Where none will sweat for promotion.

William Shakespeare Orlando to his faithful servant Adam, in As You Like It, act 2, sc. 3 (1599)

3 Ambition often puts men upon doing the meanest offices; so climbing is performed in the same posture with creeping.

Jonathan Swift Miscellanies in Prose and Verse, ‘Various Thoughts Moral and Diverting’ (1711)

4 Petty souls are more susceptible to ambition than great ones, just as straw or thatched cottages burn more easily than palaces.

Nicolas-Sébastien Roch de Chamfort Written c. 1785, collected in Chamfort: Reflections on Life, Love and Society, ‘Reflections and Anecdotes’, ed. Douglas Parmee (2003)

5 It is odd I never set myself seriously to wishing without attaining it – and repenting.

Lord Byron Entry for 17 November 1813, collected in Letters and Journals, vol. 3, Alas! The Love of Women! (1813–14), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (1974)

6 In this world there are only two tragedies. One is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.

Oscar Wilde Mr Dumby in Lady Windermere’s Fan, act 3 (1893). He adds: ‘The last is much the worst: the last is a real tragedy!’

7 Ambition is the last refuge of the failure.

Oscar Wilde ‘Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young’, Chameleon December 1894

8 I shall have more to say when I am dead.

Edward Arlington Robinson Last line of the poem ‘John Brown’, publ. in The Three Taverns (1920)

9 An Englishman’s real ambition is to get a railway compartment to himself.

Ian Hay Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 29 April 1923

10 Ducking for apples – change one letter and it’s the story of my life.

Dorothy Parker Attributed

11 At the age of six I wanted to be a cook. At seven I wanted to be Napoleon. And my ambition has been growing ever since.

Salvador Dali The Secret Life of Salvador Dali, Prologue (1948)

12 I want to be what I was when I wanted to be what I am now.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Identity’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

Success and Failure

1 The higher the Ape goes, the more he shewes his taile.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 745 (1640)

2 Yes, I have climbed to the top of the greasy pole.

Benjamin Disraeli On returning on 27 February 1868 from an audience with Queen Victoria, and the kissing of hands that formally made him Prime Minister for the first time. Quoted in Disraeli by Robert Blake, ch. 22 (1966).

3 Heroing is one of the shortest-lived professions there is.

Will Rogers Syndicated article, 15 February 1925. In his Autobiography (1949) he said that the key thing for a hero is knowing when to die.

4 Whom the gods wish to destroy they first call promising.

Cyril Connolly Enemies of Promise, ch. 3 (1938)

5 Complete silence surrounds that book. It might have sailed into the blue and been lost. ‘One of our books did not return’, as the BBC puts it.

Virginia Woolf Entry for 2 August 1940, A Writer’s Diary, Being Extracts from the Diary of Virginia Woolf ed. Leonard Woolf (1953). The reference is to her recently published biography of Roger Fry, which had not gathered many reviews.

6 There are no second acts in American lives.

F. Scott Fitzgerald The Last Tycoon, Hollywood Etc ed. Edmund Wilson (1941)

7 [Of Tommy Bowles, journalist and politician] Towards the end of his career, he said to a friend… sadly and rather pompously, ‘I regard myself as the greatest failure of the Nineteenth Century.’ And the friend said, ‘O, come, Tommy! Say rather, the smallest success.’

Max Beerbohm Speech given at his seventieth birthday party, 24 August 1942, quoted in The Letters of Max Beerbohm 1892–1956, Appendix, ed. Rupert Hart-Davis (1988)

8 The penalty of success is to be bored by people who used to snub you.

Nancy Astor Sunday Express 12 January 1956

9 Few thought he was even a starter/ There were many who thought themselves smarter/ But he ended PM/ CH and OM/ An earl and a Knight of the Garter.

Clement Attlee Quoted in Attlee, ch. 29, by Kenneth Harris (1982). Attlee is describing himself in a letter of 8 April 1956 to his brother Tom, just before he was made a Knight of the Garter.

10 Success has not changed them, they are still the same arrogant, self-opinionated pair they always were.

Michael Flanders and Donald Swann From the sleeve notes to At the Drop of a Hat (LP, 1957)

11 What is a cult? It just means not enough people to make a minority.

Robert Altman Interview in the Guardian 11 April 1981

12 Show me a good loser and I’ll show you a loser.

Paul Newman Spoken in 1982, collected in Sayings of the Eighties ed. Jeffrey Care (1989). Compare the quote attributed to Knute Rockne, the American football player and coach: ‘Show me a good and gracious loser, and I’ll show you a loser.’

13 There’s nothing the British like more than a bloke who comes from nowhere, makes it, and then gets clobbered.

Melvyn Bragg Guardian 23 September 1988. Bragg was thinking of Richard Burton, whose biography by Bragg, Rich, appeared that year. But Bragg, a media success from a humble background, might have been speaking of himself.

14 It is sobering to consider that when Mozart was my age he had already been dead for a year.

Tom Lehrer Quoted in And I Quote, ‘Achievement’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

15 I had thought of calling my life’s work ‘A Slight Improvement’ after my best school report.

Hugo Williams Freelancing, ‘A Slight Improvement’ (1995)

16 Winning doesn’t really matter as long as you win.

Vinnie Jones Spoken in 1996, quoted in The Book of Football Quotations, ‘Philosophers United’, ed. Phil Shaw (1999)

17 I don’t think we have failed, we have just found another way that doesn’t work.

Anon. Attributed to ‘pilot of the failed around-the-world balloon flight’, The Times 13 March 1999

18 I take the view that any self-respecting cat does not tie a tin can to its tail.

Professor Albert Henry Halsey Explaining on Radio 4, 4 May 2003, why he’d always refused an honour

Competition

1 No one – absolutely no one – tries to delve into his heart;/ everyone watches the pack on the back of the man in front.

Persius Satire 4 (30s BC), Horace: Satires and Epistles; Persius: Satires trans. and ed. Niall Rudd (1973)

2 THIRD FISHERMAN: Master, I marvel how the fishes live in the sea.

FIRST FISHERMAN: Why, as men do a-land; the great ones eat up the little ones.

William Shakespeare Pericles, act 2, sc. 1 (1608)

3 Sir, there is no settling the point of precedency between a louse and a flea.

Samuel Johnson The Life of Samuel Johnson by James Boswell, vol. 4, p. 193 (1791); in G. B. Hill’s edition of 1887, rev. L. F. Powell (1934). The debate concerned the relative merits of two poets called Derrick and Smart, or possibly Derrick and Boyce.

4 For what do we live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?

Jane Austen Mr Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, ch. 59 (1813)

5 Well, people on their own are different from people in crowds. People on their own are all right, but in crowds something comes over them. They just want to be on the winner.

Lester Piggott Interview in the Observer 7 June 1970, repr. in The Penguin Book of Interviews ed. C. Silvester (1993)

6 Whenever a friend succeeds, a little something in me dies.

Gore Vidal TV interview with David Frost, quoted in the Sunday Times 16 September 1973. A parallel remark, ‘It is not enough to succeed, others must fail’, has been attributed to Vidal.

Luck and Fate

1 Necessity with her imperial law picks out by lot/ both high and humble./ All names are shaken in that capacious urn.

Horace Odes, bk 3, no. 1 (c.23 BC), Horace: The Complete Odes and Epodes trans. David West (1997)

2 And if I perish, I perish.

Esther 6:16, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

3 And of all axioms this shall win the prize, –/‘ ’Tis better to be fortunate than wise.’

John Webster Flamineo in The White Devil, act 5, sc. 6 (1612)

4 Astrologie is true, but the Astrologers cannot finde it.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 641 (1640)

5 The best of men cannot suspend their fate:/ The good die early, and the bad die late.

Daniel Defoe ‘Character of the Late Dr S. Annesley’ (1697)

6 The power of fortune is confessed only by the miserable; for the happy impute all their success to prudence or merit.

Jonathan Swift Miscellanies in Prose and Verse, ‘Various Thoughts Moral and Diverting’ (1711)

7 Some people are so fond of ill-luck that they run half-way to meet it.

Douglas Jerrold Wit and Opinions of Douglas Jerrold, ‘Meeting Troubles Half-way’, ed. Blanchard Jerrold (1859)

8 See how the Fates their gifts allot,/ For A is happy – B is not./ Yet B is worthy, I dare say,/ Of more prosperity than A!

W. S. Gilbert Mikado in The Mikado, act 2 (1885)

9 Unseen, in the background, Fate was quietly slipping the lead into the boxing gloves.

P. G. Wodehouse Very Good, Jeeves (1930)

10 A self-made man is one who believes in luck and sends his son to Oxford.

Christina Stead The House of All Nations, ‘Credo’ (1938)

11 Luck is always important, especially in Las Vegas.

Hunter S. Thompson Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, pt 2, ch. 6 (1971)

12 I’m a very unlucky person. Treets melt in my hand, and Lord Longford once mugged me.

Les Dawson The Malady Lingers On, ‘The Malady Lingers On…’ (1982). Treets were sweets that were supposed to ‘melt in your mouth, not in your hand’, and Lord Longford was famously pacifistic.

13 For you’re a Leo, same as me/ (Isn’t it comforting to be/ So lordly, selfish, vital, strong?/ Or do you think they’ve got it wrong?)

Philip Larkin Poems for Charles Causley, ‘Dear CHARLES, My Muse, asleep or dead’ (1982)

14 I broke a mirror, and my house is supposed to get seven years’ bad luck, but my lawyer thinks he can get me five.

Steven Wright I Have a Pony (CD, 1986)

15 ‘What do you think I was born under?’ asked Bart./ Chessie laughed. ‘A pound sign, I should think.’

Jilly Cooper Polo, ch. 3 (1991)

16 You can tell a lot about someone’s personality if you know his star sign: Jesus, born on 25 December – fed the five thousand, walked on water – typical Capricorn.

Harry Hill Said during his stage act at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, 1995

17 To what do I attribute my longevity? Bad luck.

Quentin Crisp Spectator 20 November 1999. Crisp also wrote, ‘Is not the whole world a vast house of assignation to which the filing system has been lost?’

Optimism and Pessimism

1 To fear the worst oft cures the worst.

William Shakespeare Cressida in Troilus and Cressida, act 3, sc. 2 (1601–2)

2 He that lives in hope danceth without music.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 1006 (1640)

3 He that lives on hope will die fasting.

Benjamin Franklin Poor Richard’s Almanac, Preface (1758)

4 In this best of all possible worlds… all is for the best.

Voltaire Dr Pangloss in Candide, ch. 1 (1759). From this derives the phrase popularly associated with Pangloss: ‘All is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.’

5 All tragedies are finished by a death,/ All comedies are ended by a marriage;/ The future states of both are left to faith…

Lord Byron Don Juan, canto 3, st. 9 (1819–24)

6 ‘Hope is said by the poet, sir,’ observed the gentleman, ‘to be the nurse of Young Desire.’/ Martin signified that he had heard of the cardinal virtue in question serving occasionally in that domestic capacity.

Charles Dickens Colonel Driver in Martin Chuzzlewit, ch. 16 (1843–4)

7 Hope. It’s that as animates you. Hope is a buoy, for which you overhaul your Little Warbler, sentimental diwision, but Lord, my lad, like any other buoy, it only floats; it can’t be steered nowhere.

Charles Dickens Captain Cuttle to Walter Gay in Dombey and Son, ch. 50 (1847–8)

8 A man, hearing that a raven would live two hundred years, bought one to try.

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 710, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

9 The reason we like to think well of others is that we are all afraid for ourselves. The basis of optimism is sheer terror.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 6 (1891)

10 Cheer up! The worst is yet to come!

Philander Chase Johnson Everybody’s Magazine May 1920

11 The latest definition of an optimist is one who fills up his crossword puzzle in ink.

Clement King Shorter Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 22 February 1925

12 An optimist is a guy/ that has never had/ much experience.

Don Marquis archy and mehitabel, ‘certain maxims of archy’ (1927)

13 ‘Supposing a tree fell down, Pooh, when we were underneath it?’/ ‘Supposing it didn’t,’ said Pooh after careful thought.

A. A. Milne Piglet to Poohin The House at Pooh Corner, ch. 8 (1928)

14 I long ago came to the conclusion that life is six to five against.

Damon Runyon Sam the Gonoph in ‘A Nice Price’, publ. in Collier’s 8 September 1934, repr. in Money from Home (1935). In Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (1966) Tom Stoppard put into the mouth of the Player the words ‘Life is a game at terrible odds – if it was a bet you wouldn’t take it.’

15 The man who is a pessimist before 48 knows too much; if he is an optimist after it, he knows too little.

Mark Twain Notebook, ch. 33 (1935). In the London Library edition, somebody has noted ‘poor and very old’ alongside.

16 Even today the indoctrination goes on. China. Russia. Our own democracies corrupt with pornography and media violence. As my father once said, ‘It will only last for ever.’

Spike Milligan Diary entry for 15 October 1943, Mussolini: My Part in His Downfall (1978)

17 I’m an optimist alright, and I know everything will come out alright in the end. But I’ll be on the other end.

Arthur ‘Bugs’ Baer New York Journal-American 12 January 1944

18 You’ve got to ac-cent-tchu-ate the positive/ Elim-my-nate the negative/ Latch on to the affirmative/ Don’t mess with Mister In-between.

Johnny Mercer ‘Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive’ (song, 1944)

19 The optimist proclaims that we live in the best of all possible worlds; and the pessimist fears this is true.

James Branch Cabell The Silver Stallion, bk 4, ch. 26 (1953)

20 The world lay all before me – like a trapdoor.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 5 (1968)

21 You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. You’re just at the dawn of your disasters.

Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais Terry Collier (James Bolam) to Bob Ferris (Rodney Bewes) in Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? (TV series, 1973–4). Bob has just been temporarily left by Thelma, to whom he is engaged.

22 There was an attack by ‘Cross Bencher’ in the Sunday Express today saying I was finished – historically such comments have always preceded a tremendous advance of one kind or another!

Tony Benn Diary entry for Sunday 31 August (1980), Tony Benn: The End of an Era, Diaries 1980–90, ch. 1 (1994)

23 Odd that we call the end of a rope or chain, the end; while in Greek it is the beginning.

Geoffrey Madan Geoffrey Madan’s Notebooks, ‘Beauty, Point and Charm’, ed. J. A. Gere and John Sparrow (1981)

24 I am an optimist, but I am an optimist who takes his raincoat.

Harold Wilson Quoted in Political Rhubarb, A Rose by Any Other Name ed. Adam Shaw (1987)

25 I don’t know, Marge, trying is the first step towards failure.

Matt Groening Homer Simpson in The Simpsons, ‘Reality Bites’, first broadcast 7 December 1997

26 Matt was an eternal optimist. In 1968 he still hoped Glenn Miller was just missing.

Pat Crerand Quoted in The Book of Football Quotations, ‘The Grey Hair and Dreadlocks Club’, ed. Phil Shaw (1999). Matt Busby was the manager of Manchester United from 1945. Glenn Miller, the big-band leader, was presumed dead after an air crashin 1944.

Fame

1 The philosophers who write treatises ‘on despising glory’ actually inscribe their own names on those very books! In the actual writings in which they scorn publicity and fame they want to be publicized and named!

Cicero Pro Archia, pt 26 (62 BC), collected in Cicero: Defence Speeches trans. D. H. Berry (2000)

2 Fame is like a river, that beareth up things light and swollen, and drowns things weighty and solid.

Francis Bacon Essays, ‘Of Praise’ (1625)

3 Censure is the tax a man pays to the public for being eminent.

Jonathan Swift Miscellanies in Prose and Verse, ‘Various Thoughts Moral and Diverting’ (1711)

4 It is charming to totter into vogue.

Horace Walpole Letter to George Selwyn of 2 December 1765, collected in Horace Walpole: Correspondence, vol. 30 (1973)

5 Celebrity: The advantage of being known by people who don’t know you.

Nicolas-Sébastien Roch de Chamfort Written c. 1785, collected in Chamfort: Reflections on Life, Love and Liberty, ‘Reflections and Anecdotes’, ed. Douglas Parmee (2003)

6 [To a man who approachedhim and said, ‘Mr Jones, I believe?’] If you believe that, you’ll believe anything.

Duke of Wellington Attributed

7 In these days a man is nobody unless his biography is kept so far posted up that it may be ready for the national breakfast table on the morning after his demise.

Anthony Trollope Doctor Thorne, ch. 25 (1858)

8 It is silly of you, for there is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 1 (1891)

9 I was sorry to have my name mentioned as one of the great authors, because they have a sad habit of dying off. Chaucer is dead, Spenser is dead, so is Milton, so is Shakespeare, and I am not feeling very well myself.

Mark Twain Speechto the Savage Club, 9 June 1899, collected as ‘Statistics’ in Mark Twain: Speeches ed. Shelley Fisher Fishkin (1996)

10 Private faces in public places/ Are wiser and nicer/ Than public faces in private places.

W. H. Auden ‘Shorts, 1929–31’, W. H. Auden: Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (1976)

11 To try to live in posterity is like an actor who leaps over the footlights and talks to the orchestra.

Samuel Butler Selections from the Note-Books of Samuel Butler, ch. 13, ed. A. T. Bartholomew (1930)

12 So a boring neighbour said could I get a ‘celebrity’ to judge the beauty competition for the village fête. Not so easy because those who are madly famous in London, Paris & New York are unheard of in Stinchcombe.

Evelyn Waugh Letter to Nancy Mitford of 10 August 1948, collected in The Letters of Evelyn Waugh ed. Mark Amory (1980)

13 Fame was a claim of Uncle Ed’s,/ Simply because he had three heads,/ Which, if he’d only had a third of,/ I think he would never have been heard of.

Ogden Nash The Private Dining Room and Other Verses, ‘A Caution to Hillbilly Singers, Harpists, Harpoonists, Channel-Swimmers, and People First in Line for World Ticket Series’ (1952)

14 Who he?

Harold W. Ross Quoted in The Years with Ross by James Thurber (1957). Ross, as editor of the New Yorker, would scribble this in the margin of the copy whenever he struck a name he’d never heard of.

15 In the future, everybody will be world famous for fifteen minutes.

Andy Warhol From a catalogue for an exhibition of his photographs held in Stockholm in 1968

16 Fourteen heart attacks and he had to die in my week. In MY week.

Janis Joplin Ex-President Eisenhower had finally died, preventing her photograph appearing on the front of Newsweek. Quoted in New Musical Express 12 April 1969.

17 The Rutles are a living legend that will live on long after most other living legends have died.

Eric Idle Opening caption in The Rutles: All You Need Is Cash (film, 1978, written by Eric Idle, directed by Eric Idle and Gary Weis)

18 At Seattle Airport the man at the desk asked, when to pay the bill I produced my credit card, whether I was related to the poet Stephen Spender. So I said, ‘That’s me.’ He looked pleased and said, ‘Gee, a near-celebrity.’

Stephen Spender Diary entry for 9 April 1980, Journals 1939–83 ed. J. Goldsmith (1985). Spender was very conscious of his fame, or lack of it. In a diary entry for 26 January 1979, he wrote that he had been walking down Long Acre having seen Götterdämmerung at Covent Garden, when he farted loudly. Some children cheered, and Spender fretted: ‘Supposing they knew that this old man walking along Long Acre and farting was Stephen Spender?’

19 Being on the telly, you’re in a funny position – not famous, just current.

Robert Robinson The Dog Chairman, ‘The Dog Chairman’ (1982)

20 INTERVIEWER: Do you think you’ll always be famous?

DAVID ST HUBBINS: No, but we’ll always remember us.

Anon. Quoted in the Preface to Inside Spinal Tap by David Occhiogrosso (1985)

21 You’re not a star until they can spell your name in Karachi.

Humphrey Bogart Quoted in Star Billing by David Brown (1985). Also attributed to Roger Moore.

22 The Victorians, of course, had an obsession about souvenirs of the famous… An elderly friend of the family used to keep what looked like a small dog turd under a glass dome on his mantelpiece. It was proudly labelled: ‘Cigar butt thrown away by His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales, outside the Café Royal, London, November 14, 1893’.

Michael Green The Boy Who Shot Down an Airship, ch. 1 (1988)

23 The media overestimates its own importance. I was on the cover of everything for three years but I still only had half a bottle of milk in the fridge.

Mark E. Smith Said in 1990, quoted in the New Musical Express 4 February 1995

24 I am a cult figure – people have often told me ‘You’re one of the biggest cults around here.’

Kenneth Williams Williams often said this, and can be heard doing so on Silver Minutes (cassette, 1992), the best of the radio panel game Just a Minute

25 The best fame is a writer’s fame: it’s enough to get a table at a good restaurant, but not enough that you get interrupted when you eat.

Fran Lebowitz Observer 30 May 1993

26 The nice thing about being a celebrity is that when you bore people they think it’s their fault.

Henry Kissinger Reader’s Digest (1995), quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

27 In the spring of 1989, shortly after my twenty-seventh birthday, as I stood in the sleet at a bus stop in Colchester, it dawned on me that I had probably, all things considered, failed in my mission to become Sting.

Giles Smith Lost in Music, Introduction (1995). He adds: ‘At least for the time being.’

28 There was talk of a testimonial match, of a stand being named after me, but there was nothing, not even a toilet. They could have had a Brian Clough bog, or something like that.

Brian Clough Moaning, in 1997, about the lack of appreciation of his seventeen years as manager of Nottingham Forest football club. Quoted in The Book of Football Quotations, ‘The Grey Hair and Dreadlocks Club’, ed. Phil Shaw (1999).

29 Being effective is more important than being recognized.

Margaret Beckett Remark made in January 2000, quoted in People on People: The Oxford Dictionary of Biographical Quotations ed. Susan Ratcliffe (2001). Beckett is one of the least famous ministers of the Blair government. Outside politics she has attracted attention mainly for her habit of going on holiday in a caravan.

30 There is Alvar Liddell, for instance, who reads the news; no one I know is called Alvar, which in any case is pronounced Elvar and runs so smoothly off its namesake’s tongue… that I take it to be one name not two – Elvarliddell, someone like Geraldo, say, or Mantovani, so famous that his two names have melted into one as tends to happen in the world of entertainment.

Alan Bennett Telling Tales, ‘Our War’ (2000). When Bennett met the pop singer Morrissey he was unable to call him anything at all, such was his embarrassment at meeting someone with only one name.

31 I had that Christopher Marlowe in my boat once.

Tom Stoppard Boatman to Shakespeare in Shakespeare in Love (film, 2000, directed by Tom Stoppard and Marc Norman)

32 [Of T. E. Lawrence] He’s always backing into the limelight.

Lord Berners Attributed. Quoted in People on People: The Oxford Dictionary of Biographical Quotations ed. Susan Ratcliffe (2001). In 2002 Alex Games called his biography of the reticent yet prolific Alan Bennett Backing into the Limelight.

33 Fame is like a big piece of meringue – it’s beautiful and you keep eating it, but it doesn’t really fill you up.

Pierce Brosnan The Times, ‘Quotes of the Week’, 19 January 2002

34 When you see someone famous you stiffen like a whippet on a leash.

Philip O’Connor Said to Andrew Barrow in Quentin and Philip, ch. 21, by Andrew Barrow (2002)

35 Nonebrity: Someone famous for no apparent reason, e.g. Tara Palmer Tomkinson.

Anon. ‘The Jargon Bulletin’, a dictionary of jargon, Word magazine, June 2003

36 It is hard to imagine any smart restaurant admitting someone who looks and behaves like Keith Richards, unless of course he actually is Keith Richards, in which case it’s free meals all round, the management only too anxious to commemorate the visit of the great man with a signed photograph, elaborately framed.

Craig Brown This Is Craig Brown, ‘Celebrities on the Wall’ (2003)

37 I noticed that Tony Blackburn has an almost orangey complexion. A lot of showbusiness celebrities have this almost orangey complexion. It is as if this sun is not ours, or as if they sunbathe by moonlight.

Ibid., ‘There Yego: A Day with Tony Blackburn’

38 Grey, thirty-eight years old that summer, had been quite famous once, when he was thirty-seven.

Daisy Waugh Ten Steps to Happiness, ch. 1 (2003)

39 There’s this statistic that 95 per cent of autographs are lost a week after they’re signed.

Jack White He of the Red Stripes duo, interviewed in Q magazine June 2003

Accidents

1 Hee that stumbles and falles not, mends his pace.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 7 (1640)

2 Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,/ Humpty Dumpty had a great fall./ All the king’s horses,/ And all the king’s men,/ Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

Anon. The root of the rhyme is supposedly an incident in the Civil War, when Charles I and his men attempted to bridge the River Severn at Gloucester with a huge contraption nicknamed by the troops ‘Humpty Dumpty’. The thing collapsed into the water.

3 A man may surely be allowed to take a glass of wine by his own fireside.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Attributed. On being seen in 1780 drinking a glass of wine in the street while watching the Drury Lane theatre, of which he was principal director and proprietor, burning fiercely. (It had been set alight in the Gordon Riots.)

4 There are very few moments in a man’s existence when he experiences so much ludicrous distress, or meets with so little charitable commiseration, as when he is in pursuit of his own hat.

Charles Dickens The Pickwick Papers, ch. 4 (1837). Dickens concludes that the best way is ‘to keep gently up with the subject of the pursuit, to be wary and cautious, to watch your opportunity well, get gradually before it, then make a rapid dive, seize it by the crown, and stick it firmly on your head: smiling pleasantly all the time, as if you thought it as good a joke as anybody else’.

5 It is no use crying over spilt milk, because all the forces of the universe are bent on spilling it.

Somerset Maugham Of Human Bondage, ch. 67 (1915)

6 I was just thinking by the side of the river – thinking, if any of you know what that means – when I received a loud BOUNCE.

A. A. Milne Eeyore, having been bounced into the river by Tigger. The House at Pooh Corner, ch. 6 (1928).

7 Perhaps ‘ablaze’ is too strong a word.

Stella Gibbons Cold Comfort Farm, ch. 16 (1932). This actually relates to lights burning in a house.

8 He’s fallen in the water!

Spike Milligan Regular cry of the tremulous schoolboy Bluebottle (Peter Sellers) in The Goon Show (BBC radio series 1951–60)

9 My very photogenic mother died in a freak accident (picnic, lightning) when I was three…

Vladimir Nabokov Lolita, pt 1, sect. 1 (1955). In a profile of Tom Stoppard in the New Yorker 19 December 1977, Ken Tynan quoted Stoppard as saying that this was his ‘favourite parenthesis’.

10 Knocked down a doctor? With an ambulance? How could she? It’s a contradiction in terms.

N. F. Simpson One Way Pendulum, act 1 (1960)

11 ‘I must begin by saying that last night I jumped on your uncle’s stomach.’/ ‘Jumped on his stomach?’ whispered Gladys, finding speech./ ‘Oh, purely inadvertently, but I could tell by his manner that he was annoyed.’

P. G. Wodehouse Plum Pie, ‘A Good Cigar Is a Smoke’ (1966)

12 When you get hit by a car in Brooklyn they don’t call an ambulance… it’s showtime to the Brooklyn folks!

Eddie Murphy Eddie Murphy (CD, 1982)

13 Where there’s smoke, there’s toast.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Cooking’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

14 Sometimes he attempted to tapdance on the cracked linoleum floor. Once he had slipped on something, looked down angrily to see what it was and couldn’t help smiling when he found it was a banana skin.

Andrew Barrow The Tap Dancer, ch. 1 (1992). The reference is to the narrator’s father.

15 When the big red bus knocked him down in Fitzjohn’s Avenue, the first thing that floated into Eric’s mind was that it was a funny thing – you think you know a street well, walk down it every day, but it’s not till you’re flat on your back in the middle of it that you realize how terribly broad it is, how very tall the houses are.

Joseph Connolly This Is It, ch. 1 (1996), the book’s opening sentence

16 Avoid chip pan fires by suspending a plastic bag full of water over the pan each time you cook. If a fire occurs, the bag will melt and the water will extinguish the flames.

Viz ‘Top Tips’, April 2003

17 Deeply hurt – the man who walked into the open coal hole.

Anon. ‘News Items’, Pearson’s Book of Fun, ‘Sundry Siftings’, ed. Mr X (n.d.)

Awards

1 The cross of the Legion of Honour has been conferred upon me. However, few escape that distinction.

Mark Twain A Tramp Abroad, ch. 8 (1880)

2 [On being made Poet Laureate in 1850] In the end I accepted the honour, because during dinner Venables told me that, if I became Poet Laureate, I should always when I dined out be offered the liver-wing of a fowl.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson Alfred Lord Tennyson: A Memoir by His Son, vol. 1 (1897)

3 Thank you, Mr President. I feel very humble, but I think I have the strength of character to fight it.

Bob Hope On being awarded a Congressional Gold Medal in 1963 by President Kennedy

4 You’re looking at an actor whose price has just doubled.

Art Carney On winning an Oscar for his performance as an elderly widower in Harry and Tonto (1974). Quoted in the Daily Telegraph 14 November 2003.

5 [On accepting an Oscar for her role in L. A. Confidential] I just want to thank everyone I met in my entire life.

Kim Basinger Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 29 March 1998

6 My career must be slipping. This is the first time I’ve been available to pick up an award.

Michael Caine At the Golden Globe Awards, Beverly Hills, California, 24 January 1999

7 Awards are like piles. Sooner or later, every bum gets one.

Maureen Lipman Independent 31 July 1999

8 Watch out – both my kids have Oscars.

Anon. Quoted in the Independent on Sunday 20 April 2003, slogan on a T-shirt worn by Kathlyn Beatty, mother of Warren Beatty and Shirley MacLaine

Human Characteristics

Melancholia

1 [Of life] … a tale/ told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,/ Signifying nothing.

William Shakespeare Macbethin Macbeth, act 5, sc. 5 (1606)

2 The pencil of the Holy Ghost hath laboured more in describing the afflictions of Job than the felicities of Solomon.

Francis Bacon Essays, ‘Of Adversity’ (1625)

3 As our life is very short, so it is very miserable,/ and therefore it is well it is short.

Jeremy Taylor The Rule and Exercise of Holy Dying, ch. 1 (1651)

4 Life is an incurable disease…

Abraham Cowley ‘To Dr Scarborough’, st. 6 (1656)

5 Men should be bewailed at their birth, and not at their death.

Montesquieu Lettres persanes (Persian Letters), no. 40 (1721)

6 Nothing is more hopeless than a scheme of merriment.

Samuel Johnson The Idler, no. 58, 26 May 1759

7 It was a Sunday afternoon, wet and cheerless: and a duller spectacle this earth of ours has not to show than a rainy Sunday in London.

Thomas De Quincey Confessions of an English Opium Eater, pt 2 (1822)

8 We’re all in the dumps,/ For diamonds are trumps,/ The kittens are gone to St Paul’s,/ The babies are bit,/ The moon’s in a fit/ And the houses are built without walls.

Anon. ‘We’re all in the Dumps’, thought to have first appeared in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine July 1824

9 ‘Dinner is on the table!’/ Thus the melancholy retainer, as who should say, ‘Come down and be poisoned, ye unhappy children of men!’

Charles Dickens Our Mutual Friend, ‘Book the First: The Cup and the Lip’, ch. 2 (1864–5)

10 I never had a piece of toast/ Particularly long and wide,/ But fell upon the sanded floor,/ And always on the buttered side.

James Payn Chambers Journal 2 February 1884

11 Nothing to do but work,/ Nothing to eat but food,/ Nothing to wear but clothes,/ To keep one from going nude.

Benjamin Franklin King First verse of ‘The Pessimist’ Ben King’s Verses (1894)

12 I tell you, we’re in a blessed drainpipe, and we’ve got to crawl along it till we die.

H. G. Wells Kipps, bk 1, ch. 2 (1905). Said by Minton, ‘a gaunt, sullen-faced youngster’ and a colleague of Kipps’s in drapery.

13 Life has a way of overgrowing its achievements as well as its ruins.

Edith Wharton The Spark, ch. 5 (1924)

14 Men who are unhappy, like men who sleep badly, are always proud of the fact.

Bertrand Russell The Conquest of Happiness, ch. 1 (1930)

15 The tree has four or five leaves.

Samuel Beckett Stage direction at the beginning of Waiting for Godot, act 2 (1954)

16 I have been spending this evening in a way that bodes ill – like the sewing of a shroud.

Philip Larkin Letter to Pat Strang of 3 February 1954, collected in Selected Letters of Philip Larkin (1940–85) ed. Anthony Thwaite (1992). In fact, Larkin had been ‘writing a talk on modern poetry’.

17 But Jesus, when you don’t have money, the problem is food. When you have money, it’s sex. When you have both, it’s health.

J. P. Donleavy O’Keefe in The Ginger Man, ch. 5 (1955). ‘If everything is simply jake then you’re frightened of death,’ he concludes.

18 Nothing, like something, happens everywhere.

Philip Larkin I Remember, I Remember (1955)

19 Term, holidays, term, holidays, till we leave school, and then work, work, work till we die.

C. S. Lewis Surprised by Joy, ch. 4 (1955)

20 I always get the fuzzy end of the lollipop.

Marilyn Monroe Sugar Kane (Marilyn Monroe) in Some Like It Hot (film, 1959, screenplay by Billy Wilder and I. A. L. Diamond, directed by Billy Wilder)

21 Soon we’ll be out, amid the cold world’s strife/ Soon we’ll be sliding down the razor blade of life.

Tom Lehrer ‘Bright College Days’ An Evening Wasted with Tom Lehrer (LP, 1960)

22 If there wasn’t death, I think you couldn’t go on.

Stevie Smith Observer 9 November 1969

23 A man once said he knew it was time to get up when he heard his wife scraping the burnt toast.

Katherine Whitehorn Observations, ‘Mistakes of the Season’ (1970)

24 What better way to end a day? Listening to the rain gushing through our roof…

Alan Ayckbourn Delia in bed with her husband Ernest in Bedroom Farce, act 1 (1974). She has identified damp patches on the ceiling.

25 It is the first day of spring. The council have chopped all the elms down in Elm Tree Avenue.

Sue Townsend The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole Aged 13¾ (1982), entry for Friday 20 March

26 The world is not black and white. More like black and grey.

Graham Greene Observer 2 January 1983

Happiness

1 Living well is the best revenge.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 524 (1640)

2 Life would be very pleasant if it were not for its enjoyments.

R. S. Surtees Mr Facey Romford’s Hounds, ch. 32 (1865)

3 Be happy while y’er leevin,/ For y’er a lang time dead.

Anon. ‘Scottish homily for a house’, Notes & Queries, 9thseries, vol. 8 (7 December 1901)

4 ‘And yet,’ demanded Councillor Barlow, ‘What’s he done? Has he ever done a day’s work in his life? What great cause is he identified with?’/ ‘He’s identified,’ said the first speaker, ‘with the great cause of cheering us all up.’

Arnold Bennett Of Denry, or Edward Henry Machin, the card himself, The Card, ch. 12 (1911). Closing words of the book.

5 Happiness makes up in height for what it lacks in length.

Robert Frost Title of a poem collected in A Witness Tree (1942)

6 Happy is the man with a wife to tell him what to do and a secretary to do it.

Lord Mancroft Quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Modern Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

7 Happiness is the sublime moment when you get out of your corsets at night.

Joyce Grenfell Attributed

Humour

1 As the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is the laughter of a fool.

Ecclesiastes 5:12, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

2 Look, he’s winding up the watch of his wit, by and by it will strike.

William Shakespeare Sebastian speaking of Gonzalo in The Tempest, act 2, sc. 1 (1611)

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

Jonathan Swift The Battle of the Books, Preface (1697). In the Preface to A Tale of a Tub (1704) Swift wrote: ‘Satire, being levelled at all, is never resented for an offence by any.’

4 All human race would fain be wits,/ And millions miss, for one that hits.

Jonathan Swift On Poetry: a Rhapsody, written 1732, collected in Jonathan Swift: The Selected Poems ed. Roland A. Jeffares (1992)

5 The man who chuses never to laugh, or whose becalm’d passions know no motion, seems to me only in the quiet state of a green tree; he vegetates, ’tis true, but shall we say he lives?

Colley Cibber An Apology for the Life of Mr Colley Cibber, Comedian, ch. 1 (1739)

6 ’Tis no extravagant arithmetic to say, that for every ten jokes, – thou hast got an hundred enemies.

Laurence Sterne Tristram Shandy bk 1, ch. 12 (1759)

7 A joke’s a very serious thing.

Charles Churchill The Ghost, bk 4 (1763)

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

Lord Chesterfield Letters to His Son (1774), letter of 9 March 1748

9 There’s no possibility of being witty without a little ill nature: the malice of a good thing is the barb that makes it stick.

Richard Brinsley Sheridan Lady Sneerwell in The School for Scandal, act 1, sc. 1 (1777)

10 What is an epigram? A dwarfish whole,/ Its body brevity, and wit its soul.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge ‘Epigram’ (1809)

11 Laughter is pleasant, but the exertion is too much for me.

Thomas Love Peacock Nightmare Abbey, ch. 5 (1818)

12 Wit is the salt of conversation, not the food.

William Hazlitt Lectures on English Comic Writers, ‘On Wit and Humour’ (1819)

13 [A pun] is a pistol let off at the ear; not a feather to tickle the intellect.

Charles Lamb Last Essays of Elia, ‘Popular Fallacies’, no. 9 (1833)

14 We wonder Mr Babbage does not invent a punning-engine; it is just as possible as a calculating one.

Walter Bagehot ‘The First Edinburgh Reviewers’, National Review (1855), collected in The Complete Works of Walter Bagehot (1966–86), vol. 1, ed. Norman St John-Stevas

15 It requires a surgical operation to get a joke well into Scotch understanding. Their only idea of wit… is laughing immoderately at stated intervals.

Sydney Smith A Memoir of the Reverend Sydney Smith by Lady Holland, vol. 1, ch. 2 (1855)

16 A gentleman observed one day to Erskine, that punning is the lowest sort of wit. ‘It is so,’ answered he, ‘and therefore the foundation of all wit.’

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 690, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

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

George Eliot Daniel Deronda, bk 2, ch. 15 (1876)

18 Well, one must be serious about something if one wants to have any amusement in life.

Oscar Wilde Algernon Moncrieff in The Importance of Being Earnest, act 3 (1895). ‘I,’ he adds, ‘happen to be serious about Bunburying.’

19 That boy will make his way in this country: he has no sense of humour.

George Bernard Shaw Charteris speaking of the Page in The Philanderer, act 2 (1893)

20 It is one of the most trying things about this life, this necessity of laughing uproariously when vinous old men say things that are dirty but not funny; else one is written down as a prig.

Raymond Asquith Letter to H. T. Baker of 25 August 1899, collected in Raymond Asquith: Life and Letters ed. John Jolliffe (1980). Someone had just told him ‘a coarse story about Dizzy [Disraeli]’.

21 We are not amused.

Queen Victoria Attributed to a journal entry for 2 January 1900, in Notebooks of a Spinster Lady, ch. 21, by Caroline Holland (1919). She notes that the Queen has ‘a good deal of humour and a most musical laugh… But her remarks can freeze as well as crystallise’. This particular remark was prompted by an anecdote, told by an ‘unfortunate equerry’, that contained ‘a spice of scandal or impropriety’.

22 Impropriety is the soul of wit.

Somerset Maugham The Moon and Sixpence, ch. 17 (1919)

23 Everything is funny as long as it’s happening to someone else.

Will Rogers The Illiterate Digest, ‘Warning to Jokers: Lay Off the Prince’ (1924)

24 Men will confess to treason, murder, arson, false teeth, or a wig. How many of them will own up to a lack of humour?

Frank Moore Colby The Colby Essays vol. 1, Satire and Teeth (1926)

25 If Jesus Christ were to come to-day, people would not even crucify him. They would ask him to dinner, and hear what he had to say, and make fun of it.

Thomas Carlyle Quoted in Carlyle at His Zenith, p. 238, by D. A. Wilson (1927)

26 What do you mean, funny? Funnypeculiar or funny ha-ha?

Ian Hay The Housemaster, act 3 (1938)

27 I haven’t laughed so much since auntie caught her tits in the mangle.

Anon. Popular expression, quoted in The Cassell Dictionary of Catchphrases ed. Nigel Rees (1995). Rees believes that it may originate from British service life in the 1950s. ‘Laugh? I nearly bought my own beer’ serves the same function.

28 Good taste and humour… are a contradiction in terms, like a chaste whore.

Malcolm Muggeridge Time 14 September 1953

29 Humour is emotional chaos remembered in tranquility.

James Thurber New York Post 29 February 1960. In Lyrical Ballads (1802) Wordsworth defined poetry as ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’.

30 I cannot see much future for Russian humorists. They have a long way to go before they can play the Palladium.

P. G. Wodehouse Plum Pie, ‘A Note on Humour’ (1966). Wodehouse believed that Khrushchev ‘was probably considered Russia’s top funny man – at least if you were domiciled in Moscow and didn’t think so, you would have done well to keep it to yourself ’.

31 I am all for incest and tortured souls in moderation, but a good laugh from time to time never hurt anybody.

Ibid. Wodehouse was speaking of ‘playwrights nowadays who are writing nothing but that grim stark stuff ’.

32 Say I make a ‘joke’ and it doesn’t appeal to you, you are annoyed rather than amused. Annoyed, simply because you haven’t yet found out how to unlaugh.

Flann O’Brien The Best of Myles, ‘Miscellaneous’ (1968)

33 Comedy, like sodomy, is an unnatural act.

Marty Feldman The Times 9 June 1969

34 He’s about as funny as a baby’s open grave.

Sir Laurence Olivier Quoted by Kenneth Tynan in an entry for 28 September 1971, The Diaries of Kenneth Tynan ed. John Lahr (2000)

35 The good thing about Evelyn – and she has a good side, although she is most careful to hide it from strangers – is that she has absolutely no sense of humour. Which is very useful since it means you never have to waste your time trying to cheer her up.

Alan Ayckbourn John in Absent Friends, act 2 (1974)

36 [Of Alastair Burnet] NBC came through on vision and CBS came through on sound. Then neither came through on anything. Alastair celebrated by dropping his phone. A jest and a smile might have helped, but he reserves these for inappropriate moments.

Clive James Observer 11 August 1974. Burnet was reporting on the resignation of Richard Nixon. As well as being the anchor man of ITV’s News at Ten in the 1970s and 80s, Burnet edited the Economist and the Daily Express.

37 To many people Victorian wit and humour is summed up by Punch, when every joke is supposed to end with ‘collapse of stout party’, though this phrase tends to be as elusive as ‘Elementary, my dear Watson’ in the Sherlock Holmes sagas.

R. Pearsall Collapse of Stout Party, Introduction (1975)

38 Words with a ‘K’ are funny.

Neil Simon Willy Clark (Walter Matthau) drawing on his vaudeville experience in The Sunshine Boys (film, 1975, screenplay by Neil Simon (from his play), directed by Herbert Ross)

39 It’s funny – there’s nothing that stops you laughing like the sight of other people laughing about something else.

Michael Frayn The Rev. R. D. Sainsbury in Donkey’s Years, act 2 (1976)

40 To err is humour.

Anon. The Dictionary of Puns, ‘Humour’, ed. John S. Crosbie (1977)

41 The marvellous thing about a joke with a double meaning is that it can only mean one thing.

Ronnie Barker Sauce, ‘Daddie’s Sauce’ (1977)

42 The Art of a Pun… or How to Lose an Audience Fast…

Les Dawson Chapter heading in The Malady Lingers On (1982). Dawson also writes: ‘I firmly believe that the art of punning needs a swift mind, high intelligence, and raw courage, especially if you’re in a strange pub.’

43 Irony: The modern mode: either the devil’s mark or the snorkel of sanity.

Julian Barnes Flaubert’s Parrot, ch. 12 (1984)

44 Men think a gal with good lines is better than one with a good line.

Mae West Quoted in The Ultimate Seduction, ‘Mae West’, by Charlotte Chandler (1984)

45 If there’s to be a special award for Best Comedy Performance as distinct from Best Actor or Actress, then let’s have an award for Best Serious Performance.

Maureen Lipman How Was It for You? ‘A Joking Aside’ (1985)

46 OSCAR WILDE: I wish I had said that.

WHISTLER: You will, Oscar, you will.

James McNeill Whistler Quoted in Oscar Wilde by Richard Ellman, pt 2, ch. 5 (1987)

47 Q: Who was the funniest man in the Bible? A: Samson, he brought the house down.

Anon. Quoted in Bishop’s Brew (An Anthology of Clerical Humour), ch. 4, ed. Ronald Brown (1989)

48 Do not dabble in paradox, Edward, it puts you in danger of fortuitous wit.

Tom Stoppard Lady Croome in Arcadia, act 1, sc. 1 (1993)

49 Analysing humour is like dissecting a frog – few people are interested, and the frog dies.

Victor Lewis-Smith Inside the Magic Rectangle, ‘Arena: The Peter Sellers Story’ (1995)

50 I’m thinking of compiling a list of commonly used phrases that mean exactly the opposite of what they appear to be saying. The first one will be, ‘Look, I can take a joke as well as the next man.’ The second, ‘You’ve got to laugh, haven’t you?’, followed by ‘Here, this’ll make you laugh.’

A. A. Gill Spectator 14 August 1999

51 As I said in Money, if you had a fully active sense of humour in America you would be sobbing with laughter all the hours there are. It would incapacitate you entirely.

Martin Amis Writers in Conversation, ‘In Conversation with Martin Amis’ (2000), by Christopher Bigsby. Amis did concede that his novel Money – about greed and egotism in the 1980s – ‘went down much more easily there than it did here’.

52 A joke isn’t yours. It’s used and you don’t know where it’s been.

Ricky Gervais Interview in the Guardian 7 September 2002. Gervais is also quoted as saying: ‘Why can’t people have their own thoughts? Why not just tell something amusing that happened, make a story of it, a story with soul?’

53 We’re all humorists now.

Craig Brown Daily Telegraph 18 January 2003

54 There are three rules of comedy: 1. No puns. 2. No puns. 3. No puns.

John Cleese Attributed

Wisdom

1 Blend a little foolishness into your plans./ Folly is delightful in its place.

Horace Odes, bk 4, no. 12 (c. 13 BC), Horace: The Complete Odes and Epodes trans. David West (1997)

2 Great men are not always wise…

Job 32:9, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

3 To me the fatigue of being upon a continual Guard to hide them [his follies], is more than the reputation of being without them can repay.

Colley Cibber An Apology for the Life of Mr Colley Cibber, Comedian, ch. 1 (1739)

4 Some men are wise and some are otherwise.

Tobias Smollett Roderick Random, ch. 6 (1748)

5 If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise.

William Blake The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, ‘Proverbs of Hell’ (1790–93)

6 My only books/ Were women’s looks,/ And folly’s all they’ve taught me.

Thomas Moore Irish Melodies, ‘The Time I’ve Lost in Wooing’ (1807)

7 I’ll not listen to reason… Reason always means what someone else has got to say.

Elizabeth Gaskell Cranford, ch. 14 (1853)

8 Why level downward to our dullest perception always, and praise that as common sense?

Henry David Thoreau Walden: Or, Life in the Woods, Conclusion (1854)

9 Nowadays most people die of a sort of creeping common sense, and discover when it is too late that the only things one never regrets are one’s mistakes.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 3 (1891)

10 DUMBY: Experience is the name everyone gives to their mistakes.

CECIL GRAHAM: One shouldn’t commit any.

DUMBY: Life would be very dull without them.

Oscar Wilde Lady Windermere’s Fan, act 3 (1893)

11 I always pass on good advice. It is the only thing to do with it. It is never of any use to oneself.

Oscar Wilde Lord Goring in An Ideal Husband, act 1 (1895)

12 It is a far, far better thing to have a firm anchor in nonsense than to put out on the troubled seas of thought.

J. K. Galbraith The Affluent Society, ch. 11, sect. 4 (1958)

13 If there’s one thing I can’t bear, it’s people who are wise during the event.

Kenneth Tynan Entry for 4 August 1974, The Diaries of Kenneth Tynan ed. John Lahr (2000)

14 George, what do Wise Men never do?

Joyce Grenfell Question addressed by his teacher/director to a small boy during rehearsal for the school nativity play. From ‘Nativity Play’ (sketch), collected in Turn Back the Clock (1977).

15 Experience is something you don’t get until just after you need it.

Steven Wright Line used in his stage act of the 1980s.

16 The process of ripening in cheese is a little like the human acquisition of wisdom and maturity; both processes involve a recognition, or incorporation, of the fact that life is an incurable disease with a hundred per cent mortality rate – a slow variety of death.

John Lanchester The Debt to Pleasure, ‘Winter’, ‘Another Winter Menu’ (1996)

17 Common sense is the little man in a grey suit who never makes a mistake in addition, but it’s always someone else’s money he’s adding up.

Raymond Chandler Quoted in Raymond Chandler: A Biography, ch. 2, by Tom Hiney (1997)

Anger

1 I am the mildest man in the world, yet I have already killed three men – and two of them were priests.

Voltaire Candide in Candide, ch. 15 (1759)

2 A sharp tongue is the only edged tool that grows keener with constant use.

Washington Irving The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., ‘Rip Van Winkle’ (1820)

3 As savage as a bear with a sore head.

Frederick Marryat The King’s Head, vol. 2, ch. 6 (1830)

4 Those straw-coloured women have dreadful tempers.

Oscar Wilde Mrs Erlynne in Lady Windermere’s Fan, act 2 (1893). Lady Plymdale is the straw-coloured woman.

5 I know of no more disagreeable sensation than to be left feeling generally angry without anybody in particular to be angry at.

Frank Moore Colby The Colby Essays, vol. 1, The Literature of Malicious Exposure (1926)

6 Great fury, like great whisky, requires long fermentation.

Truman Capote Music for Chameleons, ‘Handcarved Coffins’ (1980)

7 Never go to bed mad. Stay up and fight.

Phyllis Diller Phyllis Diller’s Housekeeping Hints, quoted in Violets and Vinegar, ‘Stay Up and Fight’, ed. Jilly Cooper and Tom Hartman (1980)

8 Angry wife to husband:‘You are being deliberately calm.’

Anon. Laughter Lines: Family Wit and Wisdom, ‘For Better or Worse’, ed. James A. Simpson (1986)

Boastfulness and Modesty

1 The sovereign’st thing that any man may have/ Is little to say, and much to hear and see.

John Skelton The Bowge of Courte, line 211 (1499)

2 An affected modesty is very often the greatest vanity, and authors are sometimes prouder of their blushes than of the praises that occasioned them.

George Farquhar Preface to The Constant Couple (1699)

3 An impudent fellow may counterfeit modesty; but I’ll be hanged if a modest fellow can ever counterfeit impudence.

Oliver Goldsmith Sir Charles Marlow in She Stoops to Conquer, act 2, sc. 1 (1773)

4 I believe I forgot to tell you I was made a Duke.

Duke of Wellington Postcript to a letter to his nephew Henry Wellesley, 22 May 1814

5 It is going to be fun to watch and see how long the meek can keep the earth after they inherit it.

Kin Hubbard Quoted in Abe Martin’s Wisecracks ed. E. V. Lucas (1930)

6 I occasionally swank a little because people like it; a modest man is such a nuisance.

George Bernard Shaw Observer, ‘Sayings of the Week’, 7 March 1937

7 I run a couple of newspapers – what do you do?

Herman J. Mankiewicz and Orson Welles Kane (Orson Welles) in Citizen Kane (film, 1941, directed by Orson Welles). Kane also says: ‘I don’t know how to run a newspaper, Mr Thatcher. I just try everything I can think of.’

8 Modesty is the art of encouraging people to find out for themselves how wonderful you are.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Modesty’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

9 Vic is like me, only more so.

Daren King Scott Spec in Jim Giraffe, ‘Golden Showers’ (2004)

Self-esteem

1 I must make use of this opportunity to thank you, dear Sir, for the very high praise you bestow on my other Novels – I am too vain to wish to convince you that you have praised them beyond their Merit.

Jane Austen Letter to James Stanier Clarke of 11 December 1815, collected in Jane Austen’s Letters ed. Dierdre Le Faye (1995)

2 My belief is that in life people will take you very much at your own reckoning.

Anthony Trollope The Small House at Allington, ch. 32 (1864). In ch. 22 of Orley Farm Trollope wrote: ‘Nobody holds a good opinion of a man who has a low opinion of himself.’

3 Self-evident, adj.:Evident to one’s self and to nobody else.

Ambrose Bierce The Devil’s Dictionary (compiled 1881–1906)

4 To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance, Phipps.

Oscar Wilde Lord Goring to his manservant in An Ideal Husband, act 3 (1899)

5 The Queen and the Ladies-in-waiting/ Sat at the window and sewed./ She cried, ‘Look! Who’s that handsome man?’/ They answered, ‘Mr Toad.’

Kenneth Grahame ‘The Song of Mr Toad’, The Wind in the Willows, ch. 10 (1908)

6 The affair between Margot Asquith and Margot Asquith will live as one of the prettiest love stories in all literature.

Dorothy Parker Observation on Margot Asquith’s Lay Sermons made in a review in the New Yorker October 1927. Quoted in People on People: The Oxford Dictionary of Biographical Quotations ed. Susan Ratcliffe (2001).

7 I suppose flattery hurts no one, that is, if he doesn’t inhale.

Adlai Stevenson TV broadcast, 30 March 1952

8 There goes Mrs Twenty-Three, important, the sun gets up and goes down in her dewlap, when she shuts her eyes it’s night.

Dylan Thomas Under Milk Wood (1954). The thought is Captain Cat’s.

9 He settled himself in one of the tubular chairs and crossed his hands benignly over his stomach, like Father Christmas in a big shop waiting for the children to be let in.

Pamela Hansford Johnson The Unspeakable Skipton, ch. 20 (1960)

10 A fair share of everything is starvation diet to an egomaniac.

Quentin Crisp The Naked Civil Servant, ch. 1 (1968)

11 If my wife is committing adultery my position would be intolerable. Being completely without sin myself I’d have to cast the first stone. And I am dead against violence.

Joe Orton Pringle in Funeral Games, pt 1, sc. 2 (TV play, 1968)

12 An egoist is a person who is always me-deep in conversation.

Anon. The Dictionary of Puns, ‘Me’, ed. John S. Crosbie (1977)

13 YALE [Michael Murphy]:You are so self-righteous. We’re just people, we’re just human. You think you’re God!

ISAAC DAVIS [Woody Allen]:I’ve got to model myself after someone!

Woody Allen Manhattan (film, 1979, written by Woody Allen and Marshall Brickman, directed by Woody Allen)

14 We have become a grandmother.

Margaret Thatcher Quoted in The Times 4 March 1989

15 ’Ere’s ti ye an me,/ An ti mah wife’s husband,/ Nut forgettin missen.

Anon. Traditional Yorkshire toast, quoted in Basic Broad Yorkshire: Sayings and Traditions by Arnold Kellett (1991)

16 When I put my hand on my knee I don’t mind.

Dillie Keane ‘I Like Me’ (song), quoted in the London Evening Standard 15 December 1994

17 [Questionnaire question]:With which historical figure do you most identify?

KEITH RICHARDS: Myself.

Keith Richards Responding to ‘The Proust Questionnaire’, Vanity Fair January 2003

Self-control

1 ‘Ah dear! When Gamp was summoned to his long home, and I see him a-lying in Guy’s Hospital with a penny-piece on each eye, and his wooden leg under his left arm, I thought I should have fainted away. But I bore up.’

Charles Dickens Mrs Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit, ch. 19 (1843–4)

2 When angry, count four; when very angry, swear.

Mark Twain ‘Pudd’nhead Wilson’s Calender’, The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson, ch. 10 (1894). In his Notebook (1935), Twain wrote: ‘If I cannot swear in heaven I shall not stay there.’

3 Moderation is a fatal thing, Lady Hunstanton. Nothing succeeds like excess.

Oscar Wilde Lord Illingworthin A Woman of No Importance, act 3 (1894)

4 Her self-possession was complete, the only exterior indication that her life was at crisis point being an aura of happiness which transformed her whole aspect.

Nancy Mitford Love in a Cold Climate, ch. 14 (1949)

5 Your sense of detachment is terrifying, lad. Most people would at least flinch upon seeing their mothers’ eyes and teeth handed around like nuts at Christmas.

Joe Orton Truscott in Loot, act 2 (1966). Actually, the teeth are dentures, and there is only one eye – a glass one.

Boredom and Boringness

1 God is in heaven, and thou upon the earth: therefore let thy words be few.

Ecclesiastes 5:2, the Bible, Authorized Version (1611)

2 ’Tis a very hard thing to be rid of him, for he’s one of those nauseous offerers at wit who, like the worst fiddlers, run themselves into all companies.

William Wycherley The Country Wife, act 1, sc. 1 (1672–3). The reference is to Mr Sparkish.

3 The secret of being a bore… is to tell everything.

Voltaire Discours en vers sur l’homme (Poetic Discourse on Man), ‘De la nature de l’homme’ (On the Nature of Man) (1737)

4 Society is now one polish’d hord,/ Formed of two mighty tribes, the Bores and/ Bored

Lord Byron Don Juan, canto 13, st. 95 (1819–24)

5 Every hero becomes a bore at last.

Ralph Waldo Emerson Representative Men, ‘Uses of Great Men’ (1850)

6 The essence of civilisation, as we know, is dullness.

Walter Bagehot ‘Matthew Arnold’s Empedocles on Etna’, The Inquirer (1853), collected in The Complete Works of Walter Bagehot (1966–86), vol. 14 p. 179, ed. Norman St John-Stevas

7 When a man fell into his anecdotage it was a sign for him to retire from the world.

Benjamin Disraeli Lothair, ch. 28 (1870). The opinion of Mr Pinto.

8 According to Mr Burnand, the Queen of the Iceni used to greet her army thus:‘I’m Boadicea! Are you bored to see her!’

O. P. Q. Philander Smiff Smiff ’s History of England, ‘The Romans in Britain’ (1876)

9 Bore, n.:A person who talks when you wish him to listen.

Ambrose Bierce The Devil’s Dictionary (compiled 1881–1906)

10 I suppose he bored you. If so, he never forgave you. It’s a habit bores have.

Oscar Wilde Lord Henry Wotton to Dorian Gray in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ch. 19 (1891)

11 If only people had the gift of knowing when they were bored and the courage to admit the fact openly when it was discovered, how many novelists, poets, playwrights, musicians, and entertainers would be compelled to join the ranks of the unemployed!

Arnold Bennett Entry for 13 October 1896, Journals of Arnold Bennett, 1896–1910, ed. Newman Flower (1932)

12 He is an old bore; even the grave yawns for him.

Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree Speaking of Israel Zangwill, writer and noted Zionist. Quoted in Herbert Beerbohm Tree, Appendix 4, by Max Beerbohm (1920).

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

Bert Leston Taylor The So-Called Human Race, p. 163 (1922)

14 A platitude is simply a truth repeated until people get tired of hearing it.

Stanley Baldwin Speechto the House of Commons, 29 May 1924

15 There is no greater bore than the travel bore.

Vita Sackville-West Passenger to Tehran, ch. 1 (1926)

16 Everybody is somebody’s bore.

Edith Sitwell Observer 3 July 1927

17 The effect of boredom on a large scale in history is underestimated. It is the main cause of revolutions, and would soon bring to an end all the static Utopias and the farmyard civilizations of the Fabians.

William Ralph Inge End of an Age, ch. 6 (1948)

18 I won’t bore you with the story of how we finally located the King’s tomb – oh, I don’t know, I might as well.

Spike Milligan Peter Sellers in the first programme in the series Crazy People, forerunner of The Goons, broadcast on BBC radio 28 May 1951

19 I don’t know about bores. Maybe you shouldn’t feel too sorry if you see some swell girl getting married to them. They don’t hurt anybody, most of them, and maybe they’re all terrific whistlers or something. Who the hell knows? Not me.

J. D. Salinger Narrator Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, ch. 17 (1951)

20 It is very odd how completely unable so many men are to put themselves in the place of their own audience – so very unlike the old Duke of Devonshire, who yawned during his own maiden speech because, as he told somebody, ‘it was so dammed dull’.

George Lyttelton Letter to Rupert Hart-Davis of 24 October 1956, collected in The Lyttelton – Hart-Davis Letters, vols 1 and 2, ed. Rupert Hart-Davis (1978)

21 HAMM: What time is it?

CLOV: The same as usual.

Samuel Beckett Endgame (1957)

22 Dylan talked copiously, then stopped. ‘Somebody’s boring me,’ he said, ‘I think it’s me.’

Dylan Thomas Quoted in Four Absentees ch. 16, by Rayner Heppenstall (1960)

23 The office of works! Do tell me about it.

Ronald Searle ‘The Female Approach’ – which Katherine Whitehorn, in her book Whitehorn’s Social Survival (1968) describes as ‘the key to the question’ of how to behave in society

24 When I first met her she was one of the jumpiest girls you could ever hope to meet. Still, as I say, she’s much calmer since she’s been with me. If I’ve done nothing else for her, I’ve acted as a sort of sedative.

Alan Ayckbourn Ronald, talking of his wife Marion, in Absurd Person Singular, act 3 (1972)

25 It’s a real problem to decide whether it’s more boring to do something boring than to pass along everything boring that comes in to somebody else and then have nothing to do at all.

Joseph Heller Something Happened, ‘The Office in which I Work’ (1974)

26 There are certain phrases that, when you hear them, strike dread in your heart. One of these is:‘Do you mind if I say something?’ And another is the patent lie:‘I’m not going to make a speech.’

Joyce Grenfell Note prefacing ‘Speeches’, Turn Back the Clock (1977)

27 ERIC OLTHWAITE: Irene – guess who’s got a new shovel, then?

IRENE OLTHWAITE: Oh, shut up, you boring little tit…!

Terry Jones and Michael Palin Ripping Yarns, ‘The Testing of Eric Olthwaite’ (BBC TV; 1978). Eric is the son of a Yorkshire coalminer who pretends to be French so as to avoid speaking to his extremely boring son. Eric’s main interest, apart from shovels, is rainfall indices.

28 Two clergymen talking:/ ‘When I preach, I have the congregation glued to their seats.’/ ‘Now, why didn’t I think of that!’

Anon. Quoted in Bishop’s Brew, An Anthology of Clerical Humour, ch. 4, ed. Ronald Brown (1989)

29 Most speakers don’t need an introduction, just a conclusion.

Anon. And I Quote, Introduction, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

30 According to legend, Telford is so dull that the bypass was built before the town.

Victor Lewis-Smith Quoted in the London Evening Standard 9 December 1994

31 Some speakers electrify their listeners, others only gas them.

Anon. Quoted in A Gentleman Publisher’s Commonplace Book, ‘The Core’, by John G. Murray (1996)

32 Not everyone was captivated by the England – Argentina match. My wife fell asleep during the penalty shoot-out.

Anon. Letter to the Daily Telegraph 1998, quoted in The Book of Football Quotations, ‘This Supporting Life’, ed. Phil Shaw (1999)

33 Ann talks of culture, long and deep,/ Though Ann, indeed, is not magnetic;/ She talks until I fall asleep/ A sort of gentle Ann aesthetic…

Anon. ‘Some Girls I Know’, Pearson’s Book of Fun, ‘Capital Verses’, ed. Mr X (n.d.)

Patience and Impatience

1 Hee puls with a long rope, that waits for anothers death.

George Herbert Outlandish Proverbs, no. 25 (1640)

2 Patience: A minor form of despair, disguised as a virtue.

Ambrose Bierce The Devil’s Dictionary (compiled 1881–1906)

Decisiveness and Indecision

1 Nothing is so perfectly amusing as a total change of ideas.

Laurence Sterne Tristram Shandy (1760–67), bk 9, Dedication

2 Sir Stafford has a brilliant mind, until it is made up.

Margot Asquith Attributed. Of Sir Richard Stafford Cripps, Labour Chancellor of the Exchequer 1947–50.

3 My Indecision Is Final

Jake Eberts Title of a book about the travails of Goldcrest Films (1990)

4 I think therefore I am. I think.

Anon. T-shirt slogan spotted in Bruton, Somerset, in 2000. Quoted in The Penguin Dictionary of Humorous Quotations ed. Fred Metcalf (2nd edn 2001)

5 I’ll give you a definite maybe.

Sam Goldwyn Quoted in Postmaster and the Merton Record, p. 105 (2003)

Competence and Incompetence

1 To err is human; to forgive, divine.

Alexander Pope An Essay on Criticism, line 525 (1711)

2 Errors look so very ugly in persons of small means – one feels they are taking quite a liberty in going astray; whereas people of fortune may naturally indulge in a few delinquencies.

George Eliot Scenes of Clerical Life, ch. 25 (1858)

3 There was an old man of Thermopylae,/ Who never did anything properly;/ But they said, ‘If you choose/ To boil eggs in your shoes,/ You shall never remain in Thermopylae.’

Edward Lear More Nonsense: One Hundred Nonsense Pictures and Rhymes (1862)

4 BETTER DROWNED THAN DUFFERS IF NOT DUFFERS WON’T DROWN.

Arthur Ransome Swallows and Amazons, ch. 1 (1930). Telegram from the children’s father, allowing them to go sailing.

5 I might give my life for my friend, but he had better not ask me to do up a parcel.

Logan Pearsall Smith Afterthoughts, ch. 6, ‘Myself ’ (1931)

6 Never assume that habitual silence means ability in reserve.

Anon. Livres sans nom (Books without a Name; 1930), ‘Twelve Reflections’, collected in Geoffrey Madan’s Notebooks ed. J. A. Gere and John Sparrow (1981)

7 A motto: Do it tomorrow; you’ve made enough mistakes today.

Dawn Powell Entry for 23 August 1956, The Diaries of Dawn Powell 1931–65 ed. T. Page (1995)

8 Just like that!

Tommy Cooper Catchphrase of the deliberately incompetent magician and comedian, and title of his autobiography (1975)

9 Incompetence: Always ‘utter’.

Henry Root Henry Root’s World of Knowledge (1982)

10 This slip has been inserted by mistake.

Alasdair Gray Erratum slip inserted in Unlikely Stories, Mostly (1983)

11 D’oh!

Matt Groening Homer Simpson in The Simpsons (TV cartoon, 1989 onwards). He says it whenever he makes a mistake, which is often.

12 No one is completely worthless – they can always serve as a bad example.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Example’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

Childishness

1 When I am grown to man’s estate/ I shall be very proud and great./ And tell the other girls and boys/ Not to meddle with my toys.

Robert Louis Stevenson A Child’s Garden of Verses, ‘Looking Forward’ (1885)

2 He was of the childish order of men who ignore children, lest the dividing rampart fall.

Philip O’Connor Memoirs of a Public Baby, pt 1, ch. 3 (1958)

Affectation

1 Affectation is catching, I find; from your grave bow I got it.

Sir George Etherege Harriet in The Man of Mode, act 4, sc. 2 (1676)

2 I hate a straightforward fellow… If every man were straightforward in his opinions, there would be no conversations.

Benjamin Disraeli St Aldegonde in Lothair, ch. 28 (1872)

3 I’m so affected, even my lungs are affected.

Aubrey Beardsley Remark made c. 1894. Quoted in Aubrey Beardsley: A Biography, ch. 6 by Matthew Hurgis (1998), and literally true, since Beardsley was consumptive.

4 Nothing gives such weight and/ dignity to a book as a good appendix.

Herodotus Quotation preceding the Appendix to A Tramp Abroad (1912) by Mark Twain

5 The fine flower of stupidity blossoms in the attempt to appear less stupid.

Anon. Livres sans Nom (Books without a Name; 1930), ‘Twelve Reflections’, collected in Geoffrey Madan’s Notebooks ed. J. A. Gere and John Sparrow (1981)

6 A good general rule is to state that the bouquet is better than the taste, and vice versa.

Stephen Potter On wine-tasting. OneUpmanship, ch. 14 (1952)

7 So Harry says, ‘You don’t like me any more. Why not?’ And he says, ‘Because you’ve got so terribly pretentious.’ And Harry says, ‘Pretentious? Moi?’

John Cleese A Mr Johnson chatting to Sybil Fawlty in ‘The Psychiatrist’, Fawlty Towers, (TV series co-written with Connie Booth, 1975 and 1979)

8 Pretension and imposture can carry a heavy charge of sexuality. Whose pulses ever race for what is natural?

Howard Jacobson Redback, ch. 13 (1986)

9 Before you advise anyone ‘Be yourself!’ reassess his character.

Anon. Twentieth-century proverb quoted in The Columbia Dictionary of Quotations ed. Robert Andrews (1993)

10 [Of ‘the chattering classes when confronted with the incomprehensible’] They remember the first night of The Rite of Spring, and want to be remembered as the ones who cheered, not rioted; so they applaud everything they see, just to be on the safe side.

Victor Lewis-Smith Inside the Magic Rectangle, ‘Omnibus: Freeze’ (1995)

Mind

Intelligence and Stupidity

1 He has not so much brain as earwax.

William Shakespeare Thersites speaking of Agamemnon in Troilus and Cressida, act 5, sc. 1 (1602)

2 A knowledgeable fool is a greater fool than an ignorant fool.

Molière Clitandre in The Learned Ladies, act 4, sc. 2 (1672)

3 For fools rush in where angels fear to tread.

Alexander Pope An Essay on Criticism, line 625 (1711)

4 When a true genius appears in the world, you may know him by this sign, that the dunces are all in confederacy against him.

Jonathan Swift Thoughts on Various Subjects (1711). In 1718 in ‘To Mr Delany’ Swift wrote: ‘Hate by Fools, and fools to hate,/ Be that my motto and my fate.’ In 1980 John Kennedy Toole’s novel A Confederacy of Dunces appeared several years after he had committed suicide, and it won a Pulitzer Prize in 1981.

5 A man may be very entertaining and instructive upon paper (said he), and exceedingly dull in common discourse. I have observed, that those who shine most in private company, are but secondary stars in the constellation of genius–A small stock of ideas is more easily managed, and sooner displayed, than a great quantity crowded together.

Tobias Smollett Letter from Jerry Melford to Sir Watkin Phillips dated 10 June, The Expedition of Humphry Clinker (1771)

6 Ignorance, madam, pure ignorance.

Samuel Johnson Asked why he had defined pastern as the ‘knee’ of a horse. (A pastern is part of a horse’s foot.) From The Life of Samuel Johnson by James Boswell, vol. 1, p. 293 (1791); in G. B. Hill’s edition of 1887, rev. L. F. Powell (1934). Boswell also notes that Johnson defined ‘Windward’ and ‘Leeward’ identically, even though they mean the opposite of each other.

7 The Cardinal [of Ravenna] is at his wits’ end – it is true that he did not have far to go.

Lord Byron Letter to John Murray II of 22 July 1820, collected in Letters and Journals, vol. 8, Born for Opposition (1821), ed. Leslie A. Marchand (1978)

8 Major Yammerton was rather a peculiar man, inasmuch as he was an ass, without being a fool.

R. S. Surtees Ask Mamma, ch. 25 (1858)

9 A quaint fellow once said that he wondered much who that great scholar Mr Finis could be, whose name was almost to every book.

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 872, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

10 ‘Excellent,’ I cried. ‘Elementary,’ said he.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes, ‘The Crooked Man’ (1894). In none of the Conan Doyle Holmes stories does Holmes say the words with which he is most associated, ‘Elementary, my dear Watson’, although in Sherlock Holmes, the play Conan Doyle wrote with William Gillette in 1902, he exclaims: ‘Elementary, the child’s play of deduction.’

11 MABEL CHILTERN: What sort of a woman is she?

LORD GORING: Oh! A genius in the daytime and a beauty at night.

Oscar Wilde An Ideal Husband, act 1 (1899)

12 James’s uncle had just about enough brain to make a jay-bird fly crooked.

P. G. Wodehouse The Man Upstairs, ‘Out of School’ (1914)

13 Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself, but talent instantly recognizes genius.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle The Valley of Fear, ch. 1 (1915)

14 [Of Hercule Poirot] He tapped his forehead. ‘These little grey cells. It’s “up to them”.’

Agatha Christie The Mysterious Affair at Styles, ch. 10 (1920)–the story in which Christie’s detective Poirot first appears. He often referred to his ‘little grey cells’. In The Mystery of the Spanish Chest (1960) we are told that he ‘enjoyed making incomprehensible statements’.

15 He was good natured, obliging and immensely ignorant, and was endowed with a stupidity which by the least little stretch would go around the globe four times and tie.

Mark Twain Autobiography, ch. 46 (1924). Said of ‘a lawyer from Dunkirk, New York’, who drew up the contract by which Charles Webster would represent, as agent, Huckleberry Finn.

16 I am a Bear of Very Little Brain, and long words Bother me.

A. A. Milne Winnie-the-Pooh in Winnie-the-Pooh, ch. 1 (1926)

17 Owl hasn’t exactly got Brain, but he Knows Things.

Ibid., ch. 9 (1926)

18 ‘Rabbit’s clever,’ said Pooh thoughtfully./ ‘Yes,’ said Piglet, ‘Rabbit’s clever.’/ ‘And he has Brain.’ ‘Yes,’ said Piglet, ‘Rabbit has Brain.’/ There was a long silence. ‘I suppose,’ said Pooh, ‘that’s why he never understands anything.’

A. A. Milne The House at Pooh Corner, ‘A Very Grand Thing’ (1928)

19 I see the happy moron,/ He doesn’t give a damn,/ I wish I were a moron,/ My God! Perhaps I am!

Anon. Eugenics Review July 1929

20 Gentlemen, Chicolini here may talk like an idiot, and look like an idiot, but don’t let that fool you. He really is an idiot.

Groucho Marx Rufus T. Firefly (Groucho Marx) addressing a courtroom in Duck Soup (film, 1933, screenplay by Bert Kalmar, Arthur Sheekman, Nat Perrin and Harry Ruby, directed by Leo McCarey)

21 [Schooboy, asked to define a vacuum] I have it in my head but can’t express it.

Anon. Quoted in The Cheltenham Flyer by W. G. Chapman, ch. 13, ‘Vacuum Brake–Emergency Signal–Slip Coaches’ (1934)

22 ‘I guess you think I’m dumb,’ Brody said./ ‘Just average, for a grifter.’

Raymond Chandler The Big Sleep, ch. 3 (1939). The response is Philip Marlowe’s.

23 Her eyes were wide set and there was thinking room between them.

Raymond Chandler Of Miss Harriet Huntress in Trouble Is My Business (1950)

24 Affection’s contempt for intelligence being well-known, the British heart being the solvent of the British brain.

Philip O’Connor Memoirs of a Public Baby, pt 1, ch. 4 (1958)

25 Rita was a natural for every beauty contest where personality was not a factor.

Keith Waterhouse Billy Liar, ch. 3 (1959). She had won the title ‘Miss Stradhoughton’ and been voted by some American airmen ‘The Girl We Would Most Like To Crash The Sound Barrier With’.

26 You stupid boy!

Jimmy Perry and David Croft Customary response of Captain Mainwaring (Arthur Lowe) to the naïve suggestions of seventeen-year-old Private Pike (Ian Lavender) in Dad’s Army (TV series 1968–77, written by Jimmy Perry and David Croft)

27 For a penguin to have the same size of brain as a man the penguin would have to be over sixty-six feet high.

Monty Python team Dr Peaches Bartowicz (Michael Palin) in Monty Python’s Flying Circus (episode 12, 3rd series, broadcast 11 January 1973)

28 ‘There Ain’t Half Been Some Clever Bastards’

Ian Dury Song (1978)

29 BALDRICK: Have you got a plan, my lord?

BLACKADDER:Yes, I have, and it’s so cunning you could brush your teeth with it.

Richard Curtis and Ben Elton Blackadder 2 (TV series, 1985), ‘Money’

30 Genius is an infinite capacity for giving pain.

Anon. Quoted in A Gentleman Publisher’s Commonplace Book, ‘Core’, by John G. Murray (1996)

31 The difference between genius and stupidity is that genius has its limits.

Anon. Away an’ Ask Yer Mother (Your Scottish Father’s Favourite Sayings), ch. 2, ed. Allan Morrison (2003)

States of Mind

1 It’s dogged as does it. It ain’t thinking about it.

Anthony Trollope Giles Hoggett, ‘an old man from Hoggle End’, in The Last Chronicle of Barset, ch. 61 (1867)

2 Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so.

John Stuart Mill Autobiography, ch. 5 (1873)

3 Everyone is more or less mad on one point.

Rudyard Kipling Plain Tales from the Hills, ‘On the Strength of a Likeness’ (1888)

4 A very weak-minded fellow I’m afraid, and, like the feather pillow, bears the marks of the last person who has sat on him!

Earl Haig Referring to the 17th Earl of Derby in a letter to Lady Haig of 14 January 1918. Quoted in Private Papers of Douglas Haig, ch. 16, ed. Robert Blake (1952).

5 There is only one difference between a madman and me. I am not mad.

Salvador Dali Entry for 15 July 1952, The Diary of a Genius (1966)

6 Mental: Non-U for U mad

Nancy Mitford Noblesse Oblige, ‘The English Aristocracy’, ed. Nancy Mitford (1956)

7 There’s a rule saying I have to ground anyone who’s crazy… There’s a catch. Catch-22. Anyone who wants to get out of combat duty isn’t really crazy.

Joseph Heller Doc Daneeka in Catch-22, ch. 5 (1961). The narrator explains: ‘Orr was crazy and could be grounded. All he had to do was ask; and as soon as he did, he would no longer be crazy and would have to fly more missions.’

8 I must be crazy to be in a looney bin like this.

Jack Nicholson R. P. McMurphy (Jack Nicholson) in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest (film, 1975, directed by Milos Forman, screenplay by Lawrence Hauben and Bo Goldman, from the novel by Ken Kesey)

9 This pig does not weigh as much as I believed, but I never thought it would.

Matthew Parris ‘An Irishman’, quoted by Matthew Parris in The Times 13 April 1994, collected in I Couldn’t Possibly Comment (1997)

Psychology

1 Ful wys is he that kan hymselven knowe!

Geoffrey Chaucer The Canterbury Tales, ‘The Monk’s Tale’, (c. 1387)

2 A lunatic in Bedlam was asked how he came there. He answered, ‘By a dispute.’ ‘What dispute?’ The Bedlamite replied:‘The world said I was mad! I said the world was mad, and they outvoted me.’

Anon. The New London Jest Book, ‘Choice Jests’, no. 580, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1871)

3 [Sir Roderick Glossop] is always called a nerve specialist, because it sounds better, but everybody knows he’s really a sort of janitor to the looney-bin.

P. G. Wodehouse The Inimitable Jeeves, ch. 7 (1923)

4 Neurosis is the way of avoiding non-being by avoiding being.

Paul Tillich The Courage to Be, pt 2, ch. 3 (1952)

5 The discovery of phobias by psychiatrists has done much to clear the atmosphere. Whereas in the old days a person would say:‘Let’s get the heck out of here!’ today she says:‘Let’s get the heck out of here! I’ve got claustrophobia!’

Robert Benchley Benchley or Else, ‘Phobias’ (1958)

6 A psychiatrist is a man who goes to the Folies Bergère and looks at the audience.

Mervyn Stockwood Quoted in the Observer 15 October 1961

7 The trouble with Freud is that he never played the Glasgow Empire Saturday night.

Ken Dodd Quoted in The Times 7 August 1965. As Dodd understood it, ‘Freud’s theory was that when a joke opens a window and all those bats and bogeymen fly out, you get a marvellous feeling of relief and elation.’

8 Any man who goes to a psychiatrist should have his head examined.

Sam Goldwyn Quoted in Moguls by Norman Zierlod (1969)

9 A fellow walks into the psychiatrist’s with a poached egg on his head and a rasher of bacon on each foot, and he says:‘It’s about my brother…’

Mike Burton Laugh with the Comedians (LP, 1971)

10 He’s done a great job on you. Your self-esteem is a notch below Kafka’s.

Woody Allen Isaac Davis (Woody Allen) speaking to Mary Wilke (Diane Keaton) of her therapist in Manhattan (film, 1979, written by Woody Allen and Marshall Brickman, directed by Woody Allen)

11 Just think of me as one you never figured.

Neil Young ‘Powderfinger’, Rust Never Sleeps (LP, 1979)

12 Suzanne sighed… ‘I think it was Freud who said that the way they determined if people were crazy was whether their insanity interfered with love and work. Those are the two areas. And we have no love and no work.’

Carrie Fisher Postcards from the Edge, ‘Dysphoria’ (1987)

13 A neurosis is a secret you don’t know you’re keeping.

Kenneth Tynan The Life of Kenneth Tynan, ch. 19, by Kathleen Tynan (1987)

14 There’s nowt so queer as fowk.

Anon. Traditional Yorkshire saying quoted in Basic Broad Yorkshire: Sayings and Traditions by Arnold Kellett (1991). A variant is ‘Fowks is queer. The’r all queer b[a]r thee an me–/ an’ sometimes Ah’m nut so sewr abaht thee!’

15 By handing over character analysis entirely to psychoanalysts and psychologists, we neglect the accumulated worldly wisdom of, say, GPs or prostitutes or clergymen, or even, dare I say it, palmists and astrologers, bookies and casino staff (who are often amazingly perceptive), hairdressers and restaurateurs.

Lynn Barber Mostly Men, Introduction (1991)

16 Q: How many psychiatrists does it take to change a lightbulb? A: One. But the lightbulb has to really want to change.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Psychiatrists and Psychology’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

17 Psychiatry is the disease of which it claims to be the cure.

Anon. Quoted in A Gentleman Publisher’s Commonplace Book, ‘Core’, by John G. Murray (1996)

Memory

1 Absent-minded professor to exstudent:‘Remind me, was it you or your brother who was killed in the war?’

Anon. Quoted by Craig Brown in the Daily Telegraph 18 January 2003. Brown said that he came across this joke in various forms ‘every few years’, but believed that it first appeared, in essence, in Wit and Mirth, a collection of 1630 by John Taylor. The remark has also been attributed to William Archibald Spooner.

2 Spent the afternoon in casting up my accounts, and do find myself to be worth £40 and more, which I did not think, but afraid that I have forgot something.

Samuel Pepys Diary entry for 29 February 1660, Everybody’s Pepys ed. Henry B. Wheatley (1926)

3 Johnson had said that he could repeat a complete chapter of ‘The Natural History of Iceland’, from the Danish of Horrebow, the whole of which was exactly thus:– CHAP. LXXII Concerning Snakes. There are no snakes to be met with throughout the whole island.

Samuel Johnson The Life of Samuel Johnson by James Boswell, vol. 3, p. 279 (1791); in G. B. Hill’s edition of 1887, rev. L. F. Powell (1934)

4 There is a wicked inclination in most people to suppose an old man decayed in his intellects. If a young or middle aged man, when leaving a company, does not recollect where he laid his hat, it is nothing; but if the same inattention is discovered in an old man, people will shrug up their shoulders, and say, ‘His memory is going.’

Ibid., vol. 4, p. 181

5 I cannot sing the old songs now!/ It is not that I deem them low;/ ’Tis that I can’t remember how/ They go.

C. S. Calverley A version of ‘The Old Songs’, a ballad of 1865 by Claribel (or Mrs C. A. Barnard): ‘I cannot sing the old songs/ I sang long year ago,/ For heart and voice would fail me,/ And foolishtears would flow.’

6 ‘It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards,’ the Queen remarked.

Lewis Carroll Through the Looking Glass, ch. 5 (1872)

7 I’ve a grand memory for forgetting, David.

Robert Louis Stevenson Alan Stewart in Kidnapped, ch. 18 (1886)

8 That is just the way with memory; nothing that she brings to us is complete. She is a wilful child; all her toys are broken. I remember tumbling into a huge dusthole, when a very small boy; and, if memory were all we had to trust to, I should be compelled to believe I was there still.

Jerome K. Jerome The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow, ‘On Memory’ (1889)

9 ’Tisn’t beauty, so to speak, nor good talk necessarily. It’s just It. Some women’ll stay in a man’s memory if they once walked down a street.

Rudyard Kipling Traffics and Discoveries, ‘Mrs Bathurst’ (1904)

10 [Of Mrs Disraeli] She is an excellent creature, but she can never remember which came first, the Greeks or the Romans.

Benjamin Disraeli Collections and Recollections, ch. 1, by G. W. E. Russell (1908)

11 The pellet with the poison’s in the vessel with the pestle; the chalice from the palace has the brew that is true.

Danny Kaye Hawkins (Danny Kaye) in The Court Jester (film, 1956, directed and written by Norman Panama and Melvin Frank). He is making a doomed attempt to remember how to avoid drinking a poisoned drink. After some mishaps the instructions are changed to ‘The pellet with the poison’s in the flagon with the dragon; the vessel with the pestle has the brew that is true.’

12 We met at nine/ We met at eight. I was on time/ No, you were late/ Ah yes! I remember it well.

Alan Jay Lerner ‘I Remember It Well’ (song, 1957)

13 One always forgets the most important things. It’s the things one can’t remember that stay with you.

Alan Bennett Matron (impersonating Moggie) in Forty Years On, act 1 (1968)

14 Introduce yourselves, I can smell something burning.

Katherine Whitehorn Recommended formula for hostesses who have forgotten guests’ names, Whitehorn’s Social Survival, ‘The Social Scene’ (1968)

15 It is a lucky thing for the American moralist that our country has always existed in a kind of timevacuum: we have no public memory of anything that happened before last Tuesday.

Gore Vidal New York Times 26 September 1970, collected in The Essential Gore Vidal, ‘Drugs’, ed. Fred Kaplan (1999)

16 … It being as hard to think of one season when you’re in another as to remember one tune while whistling another.

Katherine Whitehorn Observations, ch. 34, ‘Their Blessed Plots’ (1970)

17 Sir, I have been commissioned by Michael Joseph to write an autobiography and I would be grateful to any of your readers who could tell me what I was doing between 1960 and 1974.

Jeffrey Bernard Letter in the New Statesman 18 July 1975

18 ERIC: I went to see the specialist last week about my loss of memory.

ERNIE: What did he do?

ERIC: He made me pay him in advance.

Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise The Morecambe and Wise Jokebook, skit 21 (1979)

19 Am in Market Harborough. Where ought I to be?

G. K. Chesterton Telegram sent by G. K. Chesterton to his wife, quoted in Words on the Air, ‘Memory’, by John Sparrow (1981)

20 About four years ago, I was… No, it was yesterday…

Steven Wright I Have a Pony (CD, 1986)

21 Critical member of congregation to preacher who read his sermon from notes:‘If you can’t remember it, how do you expect us to?’

Anon. Quoted in Bishop’s Brew (An Anthology of Clerical Humour), ch. 4, ed. Ronald Brown (1989)

22 Q: What’s good about having Alzheimer’s? A: You can hide your own Easter eggs.

Anon. And I Quote, ‘Age and Ageing’, ed. Ashton Applewhite and others (1992)

23 Bill has cooked me some French toast. His family sends him maple syrup in gallon bottles and he is very generous with it. I must remember to like him.

Daisy Waugh A Small Town in Africa, pt 3 (1994)

24 I tried the all-whisky diet. I lost three days.

Anon. Quoted in Whisky Wit and Wisdom, ‘Drinking It’, ed. Gavin D. Smith (2000)

Sleep and Dreams

1 And so to bed.

Samuel Pepys Diary entry for 29 May 1667, Everybody’s Pepys ed. Henry B. Wheatley (1926). Pepys’s habitual sign-off.

2 It is probable that a trivial degree of indigestion will give rise to very fantastic dreams in a fanciful mind; while, on the other hand, a good orthodox repletion is necessary towards a fanciful creation in a dull one.

Leigh Hunt ‘Of Dreams’, The Indicator 18 October 1820, collected in Leigh Hunt as Poet and Essayist ed. Charles Hunt (1891). He goes on: ‘The inspirations of veal in particular are accounted extremely Delphic: Italian pickles partake of the spirit of Dante.’

3 Early to bed and early to rise/ Is the way to feel stupid and have red eyes.

Shirley Brooks ‘New Proverb’, Shirley Brooks’ Wit and Humour (1875)

4 I hate a man who goes to sleep at once; there is a sort of indefinable something about it which is not exactly an insult, and yet is an insolence; and one which is hard to bear, too.

Mark Twain A Tramp Abroad, ch. 13 (1880)

5 There ain’t no way to find out why a snorer can’t hear himself snore.

Mark Twain Tom Sawyer Abroad, ch. 10 (1894)

6 Don’t wake him up. He’s got insomnia. He’s trying to sleep it off.

Chico Marx Chico Marx in A Night at the Opera (film, 1935, written by George S. Kaufman and Morrie Ryskind, directed by Sam Wood)

7 Q: Why do people go to bed? A: Because the bed won’t come to them.

Anon. The Crack-a-Joke Book, ‘Leg Pullers’, ed. Jane Nissen (1978)

8 Life is something to do when you can’t get to sleep.

Fran Lebowitz Observer 21 January 1979

9 ERNIE:For a start, I’ve got this terrible insomnia.

ERIC:Well, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.

Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise The Morecambe and Wise Jokebook, skit 19 (1979)

10 It was like one of those dreams you have when you’re a child and you dream someone’s given you a toy motorcar that can fly, and you wake up and it isn’t even Saturday.

Robert Robinson The Dog Chairman, ‘How Not to Write Books’ (1982)

11 I knew a woman, she asked me if I slept good. I said, ‘No, I made a few mistakes.’

Steven Wright I Have a Pony (CD, 1986)

12 Sleep is for wankers.

Keith Moon Quoted in Q magazine February 2004

The Artistic Mind

1 The poet ranks far below the painter in the representation of visible things, and far below the musician in the representation of invisible things.

Leonardo da Vinci Selections from the Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci 1452–1519 ed. Irma A. Richter, p. 198 (1952)

2 If I cannot take a Pentonville omnibus and show it to be fine then I am not a fully equipped artist.

Arnold Bennett Letter to Frank Harris of 30 November 1908

3 As my poor father used to say/ In 1863,/ Once people start on all this Art/ Good-bye, moralitee!

A. P. Herbert Lines for a Worthy Person (1930)

4 Art – the one achievement of Man which has made the long trip up from all fours seem well advised.

James Thurber Forum and Century June 1939

5 There is only one position for an artist anywhere: and that is, upright.

Dylan Thomas Quite Early One Morning, pt 2, ‘Wales and the Artist’ (1954)

6 My dear Tristan, to be an artist at all is like living in Switzerland during a world war.

Tom Stoppard Henry Carr in Travesties (1975)

7 I believe entertainment can aspire to be art, and can become art, but if you set out to make art you’re an idiot.

Steve Martin Today, 17 May 1989

Imagination and Inspiration

1 The names of all these places you have probably heard of, and you have only not to look in your Geography books to find out all about them.

Edward Lear The places being the dwelling places of the Seven Families of the Land of Gramblamable, including Lake Pipple-Popple, and the outskirts of the City of Tosh. Nonsense Songs, Stories, Botany and Alphabets (1871), ch. 1, ‘The History of the Seven Families of the Lake Pipple-Popple’.

2 We know that the nature of genius is to provide idiots with ideas twenty years later.

Louis Aragon Treatise on Style, ‘The Pen’ (1928). He also said: ‘Geniuses are like ocean liners: they should never meet.’

3 But it isn’t easy. Because Poetry and Hums aren’t things which you get, they’re things which get you. And all you can do is to go where they can find you.

A. A. Milne Winnie the Pooh in The House at Pooh Corner, ch. 9 (1928)

4 Christopher Robin had spent the morning indoors going to Africa and back, and he had just got off the boat and was wondering what it was like outside, when who should come knocking at the door but Eeyore.

Ibid., ch. 1

5 Imagination can do any bloody thing, almost.

Samuel Butler Selections from the Note-Books of Samuel Butler, ch. 7, ed. A. T. Bartholomew (1930)

6 Genius is one per cent inspiration and ninety-nine per cent perspiration.

Thomas Alva Edison Harper’s Monthly September 1932

7 The human imagination is much more capable than it gets credit for. This is why Niagara is always a disappointment when one sees it for the first time.

Mark Twain Notebook, ch. 26 (1935). ‘One’s imagination,’ he goes on, ‘has long ago built a Niagara to which this one is a poor, dribbling thing.’

8 Deprivation is for me what daffodils were for Wordsworth.

Philip Larkin Required Writing, p. 47 (1938)

9 Lying in bed, I abandoned the facts again and was back in Ambrosia.

Keith Waterhouse Narrator Billy Fisher, who lives in a fantasy world, in Billy Liar, ch. 1 (1959). Opening sentence of the book.

10 What I do is make people up and then write songs about them. They’re much more interesting like that and also you meet a better class of person.

Jake Thackray Jake’s Progress, ‘Before I Was a Performing Man…’ (1977)

11 Reality leaves a lot to the imagination.

John Lennon Attributed. Possibly spoken late on in his life.

12 We try not to have ideas, preferring accidents.

Gilbert and George Independent 17 April 1989

13 He may have come up with the idea for the recipe, but I came up with the idea of charging $6.95 for it.

Matt Groening Moe, the barkeeper in The Simpsons, ‘Flaming Moe’s’, first broadcast 21 January 1991. Homer Simpson has invented a flaming cocktail that attracts a lot of business to Moe’s bar.

14 He shows great imagination… which should be curtailed at all costs.

Peter Ustinov Remark in a school report of Peter Ustinov’s, quoted in the London Evening Standard 21 April 1994
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