
A journey through English literature 

PART TWO the bard (WS) to  

 

Laurence Sterne 

 



Shakespeare in the English language  

On Quoting Shakespeare  

If you cannot understand my argument, and declare ``It's Greek to me'', you are quoting Shakespeare; if 

you claim to be more sinned against than sinning, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you recall your salad 

days, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you act more in sorrow than in anger; if your wish is farther to the 

thought; if your lost property has vanished into thin air, you are quoting Shakespeare; if you have ever 

refused to budge an inch or suffered from green-eyed jealousy, if you have played fast and loose, if you 

have been tongue-tied, a tower of strength, hoodwinked or in a pickle, if you have knitted your brows, 

made a virtue of necessity, insisted on fair play, slept not one wink, stood on ceremony, danced attendance 

(on your lord and master), laughed yourself into stitches, had short shrift, cold comfort or too much of a 

good thing, if you have seen better days or lived in a fool's paradise -why, be that as it may, the more fool 

you , for it is a foregone conclusion that you are (as good luck would have it) quoting Shakespeare; if you 

think it is early days and clear out bag and baggage, if you think it is high time and that that is the long and 

short of it, if you believe that the game is up and that truth will out even if it involves your own flesh and 

blood, if you lie low till the crack of doom because you suspect foul play, if you have your teeth set on edge 

(at one fell swoop) without rhyme or reason, then - to give the devil his due - if the truth were known (for 

surely you have a tongue in your head) you are quoting Shakespeare; even if you bid me good riddance 

and send me packing, if you wish I was dead as a door-nail, if you think I am an eyesore, a laughing stock, 

the devil incarnate, a stony-hearted villain, bloody-minded or a blinking idiot, then - by Jove! O Lord! Tut 

tut! For goodness' sake! What the dickens! But me no buts! - it is all one to me, for you are quoting 

Shakespeare.  

 

Bernard Levin  



A Shakespeare potpourri  

• The seven ages of man  

                                         • Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

• We band of brothers  

                                           Star-crossed lovers  

• The green-eyed monster  

•                                            What's in a name? 

• Now is the winter of our discontent  

•                                           If music be the food of love  

• Beware the ides of March 

•                                             We are such stuff as dreams are made on  

• Something is rotten in the state of Denmark 

•                                             To be, or not to be: that is the question  



Shakespeare’s Richard II 

• Robert Devereux, 2nd 
Earl of Essex. Prior to an 
attempted coup Essex 
obtained a command 
performance of Richard 
II 

 

 

• « …play of King Richard 
to be so old and so long 
out of use as that they 
should have small or no 
company at it … 40 
shillings more than the 
ordinary for it and so 
played it accordingly. » 

• From the trial 
proceedings 



The Stuart age John Donne 

 

• The Flea 

 

• Mark but this flea, and mark in this,    

• How little that which thou deniest me is;    

• It sucked me first, and now sucks thee,  

• And in this flea our two bloods mingled be;    

 

• Thou know’st that this cannot be said  

• A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead,  

 

• This flea is you and I, and this  

• Our mariage bed, and marriage temple is;    
Though parents grudge, and you, w'are met,    
And cloistered in these living walls of jet 

• . A valediction forbidding mourning 

 

Our two souls therefore, which are one, 

Though I must go, endure not yet 

A breach, but an expansion, 

Like gold to aery thinness beat. 

 

If they be two, they are two so 

As stiff twin compasses are two; 

Thy soul, the fix'd foot, makes no show 

To move, but doth, if th' other do. 

 

And though it in the centre sit 

Yet, when the other far doth roam, 

It leans, and hearkens after it, 

And grows erect, as that comes home 

 

Thy firmness makes my circle just                               
And makes me end where I begun. 

 

 



Donne : religious works  
 



John Milton (1608-1674) 

 

• Paradise Lost (1667) 

 
• Man’s first disobedience, and the fruit  

• Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste  

• Brought death into the world, and of our woe  

• With loss of Eden  

 

Epic in blank verse 

 

 



John Bunyan (1628-1688) 

 • The Pilgrim’s progress 
1684 

• Emprisonment (1660-
72) 

 



The Augustan age 1700-50 
• « The Dress of a Women 

of Quality is often the 
Product of an hundred 
Climates. The Muff and 
the Fan come together 
from the different Ends of 
the Earth ».                

•  Joseph Addison in The 
Spectator 1711 

• Good nature and good sense must 
ever join; 
To err is human, to forgive, divine. 

• An Essay on Criticism by Alexander 
Pope 

• Rape of the Lock 1711/ 
• Here thou, great ANNA! 

Whom three realms obey 
/ Dost sometimes counsel 
take—and sometimes Tea  



Augustan poetry : Alexander Pope The 
Rape of the Lock 1711  

 
• Mock-heroic or mock-epic  
• Cantos (Dante /Pound) 600 lines heroic couplets 

 
• The rites of beauty 
• First, robed in white, the nymph intent adores, / 

With head uncovered, the cosmetic powers. / A 
heavenly image in the glass appears; / To that 
she bends, to that her eyes she rears. / The 
inferior priestess, at her altar’s side, / Trembling 
begins the sacred rites of pride.  
 

A crime 
 

• Fair tresses man’s imperial race insnare, 
And beauty draws us with a single hair. 
Th’ advent’rous Baron the bright locks admir’d, 
He saw, he wish’d, and to the prize aspir’d.  
 

• The battleA happy end  
 

This Lock, the Muse shall consecrate to fame 
And ‘midst the stars, inscribe Belinda’s name. 

The moral  
But since, alas! frail beauty must decay, 
Curled or uncurled, since locks will turn to grey, 
Since painted or unpainted, all shall fade, 
And she who scorns a man must die a maid; 

What then remains, but well 
our pow'r to use, 
And keep good humor still 
whate'er we lose?  



The novel :Jonathan Swift (1690-

1745) 

 

• A Modest Proposal 1729 

• Gulliver’s Travels 1726  

 

Lilliputia  

Brobdingnag 

Laputo  

The Houyhnhnms’ 

kingdom (Yahoos) 



A Novel looking forward to the 
modernist period  

 
 
 

Lawrence Sterne (1713-1768) 
The life and opinions of Tristam Shandy, 1760  
Two extracts … 1 the absurd according to Sterne  
or « a nose by any other name » 
 2 false prudery … what is censored becomes more obscene 
 
1“I define a nose, as follows,—intreating only beforehand, and beseeching my readers, both male and  
female, of what age, complexion, and condition soever, for the love of God and their own souls, to  
guard against the temptations and suggestions of the devil, and suffer him by no art or wile to put any  
other ideas into their minds, than what I put into my definition.—For by the word Nose, throughout all  
this long chapter of noses, and in every other part of my work, where the word Nose  
occurs,—I declare, by that word I mean a Nose, and nothing more, or less.”  
 
• 2“The chamber-maid had left no ******* *** under the bed:—Cannot you contrive, master, quoth 
•  Susannah, lifting up the sash with one hand, as she spoke, and helping me up into the window seat 
with the other,—cannot you manage, my dear, for a single time to **** *** ** *** ******?”  

 



Sterne and typographical 
experiments (blank page, black page etc) 

 


