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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
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