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Shakespeare’s plays were
not published during his
lifetime, and we can assume
that the greatest English
playwright did not expect his
dramatic texts to be widely
disseminated, or remembered,
after his death. But now, for
four centuries, generations of English-speaking children
have read, memorised or even performed his plays as part
of their education. Inevitably, many quotations from these
plays have crept into everyday English usage. I believe
the Bard* would have been amused by this.

With some of these commonly used quotations, most
people are no longer aware of their Shakespearean origins
and they have become simply like other idioms. When you
speak to a fresh graduate in law who is also fluent in three
languages, you might say to him “The world is your oyster”
(i.e. “You have a world of opportunity in front of you’),
without being conscious of its origin in The Merry Wives of
Windsor. You may arrange to complete all your difficult
errands in a single morning in Central, thinking “I’ll do that
at one fell swoop” (‘all at one time’), without thinking of
Macbeth. Nor would you necessarily think of As You Like
It when you are “laying it on with a trowel” (maybe
excessively flattering your mother-in-law to stay in her good
books, or exaggerating the difficulty of your situation at
work to get sympathy from others); or indeed when you
comment about your friend’s old shoes that they have “seen
better days” (‘are worn out’).

In other cases, we may be well aware that we are
referring to a Shakespeare play, but as the quotation has
become something like an idiom, we do not take care to
quote correctly. If someone is behaving a little crazily, but
seems to be doing it for some good, hidden purpose, we
often say something like ‘““There’s a method in his madness”.
Or if we have to treat someone harshly for his own good,
we may say “You have to be cruel to be kind”. Again, if
someone seems to be insisting on his innocence in a certain
situation, but does it so energetically that it just increases
our suspicion, we may say that person is “protesting too
much”. All these are partial quotations from Hamlet, where
when we use them, we probably remember the original
circumstances in the play that gave rise to them and expect
the person we are talking to do the same.

It's Greek to me!

- T

Dr Gillian M. Humphreys
Assistant Professor, Department of English
Hong Kong Polytechnic University

The use of a quotation of this kind from a tragedy,
particularly Shakespeare’s most famous tragedy, Hamlet,
can have a humorous or ironic effect if we are aware of
its origin but apply it to a relatively trivial situation. So
if you think something has been handled a little
dishonestly in your office, or even if there is simply a
bad smell in your fridge, you might say “There’s
something rotten in the state of Denmark”. Asking
someone to switch out the overhead light, you might use
Othello’s words before murdering Desdemona: “Put out
the light, and then put out the light”. We might find that
we reverse Shakespeare’s original intention for ironic
effect. For example, Lady Macbeth feared that her
husband was “too full o’ the milk of human kindness” to
follow through his (or her) ambition ruthlessly enough.
We are more likely to use her phrase to refer to someone
who is far from “full of the milk of human kindness” to
criticise, say, a politician, or the office tyrant. Or if we
say in relation to a particular female “Her voice was ever
soft/ Gentle and low, an excellent thing in a woman”
(King Lear), we are more likely to be talking ironically
about someone forceful like Margaret Thatcher than
about a genuinely gentle and soft-spoken woman.

Sometimes a quotation has been wrongly
remembered, or even misunderstood in the first place, and
so has gone into common usage in an incorrect form.
When, say, a woman is checking her appearance in a mirror
at an inappropriate time, her friend may say “Vanity, thy
name is woman”. However Hamlet, bewailing his
mother’s immoral behaviour, in fact said “Frailty, thy name
is woman”. A person whose friend was next to him a
moment earlier, and then vanished might be heard to shout
“Wherefore art thou, Romeo?”. But the original Romeo
and Juliet words mean “Why are you Romeo?” (i.e. “‘Why
is your name Romeo?’), not “Where are you, Romeo?”.

If we “forgive and forget” (King Lear), love someone
“for ever and a day” (The Taming of the Shrew and As You
Like It), do something “in the twinkling of an eye” (The
Merchant of Venice), see “no rhyme or reason” in
someone’s decision (As You Like It), or refuse to “budge
an inch” (The Taming of the Shrew), we may well be
quoting from Shakespeare. These phrases certainly occur
in his plays, and may have originated in them — but, of
course, Shakespeare may have borrowed them from
someone else. In some cases, we will never know.

* A bard is a poet. People sometimes refer to Shakespeare
as the Bard.
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All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
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Good Show!

“Life is like a play”, Roman philosopher and dramatist
Lucius Annaeus Seneca (5 BC — 65 AD) said nearly two
thousand years ago. His famous remark forms an interesting
complement to Aristotle’s observation that drama is an
imitation of man in action. Indeed, the relationship between
life and drama is close, as evidenced by a host of play-related
idioms in our daily language.

For example, did your friends play a part in organising
your birthday party? Did you have a moment or two of stage-
fright when you addressed your guests? Did you get angry
with someone who stole the show from you that evening?

Someone who steals the show gets more attention or
praise than the person that is expected to receive most
attention. Such a person may be referred to as a show-stealer.
In the same vein, if someone steals the limelight or scene,
he does something that makes people pay more attention to
him than to other people.

Stage-fright was originally a theatrical term to describe
the nervousness of an actor on the stage, especially when he
is making his debut. First-night nerves means more or less
the same as stage-fright (though it relates only to the first
performance of a run), and even great public speakers like

Winston Churchill could not escape it. He often suffered
first-night nerves on the eve of an important debate in the
House of Commons.

A show in a theatre is a performance for the public. If
you get the show on the road, you put a plan or idea into
effect. If you keep the show on the road, you ensure that the
plan or idea continues to operate successfully. In the theatre,
there is a tradition that the show must go on, whatever happens,
even in the case of accident. This well-known idiomatic
expression means that one must fulfil one’s obligations
whatever the cost to one’s own feelings.

To ensure the success of a theatrical performance, a lot
of work has to be done behind the scenes. Something that is
done behind the scenes is done in private or in secret, rather
than publicly.

In former times, when an act of a play ended, a bell was
rung as a signal for the curtain to be lowered. Accordingly,
something that rings or brings down the curtain on an event
or situation causes or marks the end of it. And surely the
audience’s warm applause, with cries of “Good show!”, is
what the performers long for when they take their bows at
the end of the play.
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Collocation is the way words combine in a language to
produce natural-sounding speech and writing. Hence a good
knowledge of collocations is vital to communicative
competence in English. For example, when native English
speakers need to describe an action to do with an application,
they usually have no difficulty coming up with such verbs as
approve, file, lodge, make, receive, reject, submit and
withdraw, depending on the idea they want to express, and an
appropriate preposition to go with application — by, for, from,
on or to — will also come to mind naturally. This, however,
is not always the case for non-native speakers.

If you are not sure about the correct word combinations
once in a while, the Oxford Collocations Dictionary may come
in handy and useful. Based on the British National Corpus, a
large corpus of modern English, this dictionary contains over
150,000 collocations for nearly 9,000 headwords. It shows
all the words that usually go together with each headword:
nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs and prepositions, as well as
gives common phrases formed with
each headword. It also provides
users with over 50,000 examples,
indicating how the collocations are
used in context. For fast-changing
areas of language such as
computing, the most up-to-date
collocations are drawn from the
Internet. With a distinct page
layout grouping collocations
according to part of speech and
meaning, the Dictionary provides

OXFORD

Collocations
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Use the Right Word, Say the Right Thing

users with ready reference to the headword they have in mind
and to the collocation they need.

If you are looking for a collocations dictionary with
Chinese explanations, A Dictionary of English Collocations
(Augmented Edition) published by 7L #%Z1 & i} i+t would
be a good choice. Edited by Chinese scholars, the Dictionary
offers about 190,000 examples of
collocations grouped under
around 12,000 headwords, with a
Chinese translation for each
entry. These entries, mainly
nouns, verbs and adjectives, are
arranged in such a way that users
can locate at first sight the part of
speech, meanings, and possible
collocations of each headword.
With its source material collected
from a number of dictionaries and
corpora of contemporary English, the Dictionary aims to be
as exhaustive as possible, showing collocations commonly
used in most English-speaking communities. Appended to
the Dictionary is a list of compound words with Chinese
definitions, which learners of English will find useful.

Both the Oxford Collocations Dictionary and A
Dictionary of English Collocations (Augmented Edition) are
intended to be handy aids to better English writing. They
are practical tools for students, teachers, writers, translators
and those who wish to express their ideas cogently in
idiomatic English.
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The theatre, when all is said and done, is not life in miniature, ‘ZP”
but life enormously magnified, life hideously exaggerated.

Henry Louis Mencken
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BT ABLURE- o BISHRER - I ERBUR S 2 —
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TR oy A BRUSR — R > M 4 (A B R A T
H o BBIM A B o SO R - ERR R
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T BRI R AR B A KR AT o R R E S BUA
5%~ TELBUR RYIGBR o

BRAIARE T£<<ff%jz@>(Antigone)i§_ﬁ@f§qu > S5
HEEOE 3 RER T RE TR (HRERMA HIF W
BEM-EPIAMERE T AR R R - AR
ANFEE > ANABAEFHE - 7ob > GREHREEL) (The
Trojan Women) Xt B 17 K5 (Homer) 52 #F) (Odyssey) » 7]
e TS b5 — i sk o

i M5 B BUR U AR T 4 > BIME 2 R 2 T 1 R B
A BB RO o K2 BORFUIT AN B FARER 2 K AE
T 0 o A MR\ TBLAE Fp (% 1 0 47 A S o A MR PR
EHEE > SREABNAE > MERALE - REH
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BABURA AR KBRS A BRE A E Y
EREAAAE O P IRV E M 2k > BERE R - R
+-Z 8 (Aristotle) T2 i 19 “TFALE R -

WA A BITEEA B EES > SRRz
# ~ BLAREHUR DS o SRITELER T (Aeschylus) 24 1E (Bt
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o , Solution
DA 40 AR 2] AN R A ~ RS s 5 AT B
T RABUERI T AR T 2 GATY T R - e No. 24
. wialriwin
& % it e & ;EJ; 2. precipitation
! e o 3. squalls
" é i i j( % 4. cloudburst
X OECORTOBROR 5. Rainfall
2 H A " =+ i 6. Meteorologists
A /A S =<1 7. lightning
8. Thunder
1 BB T~ BEIERCER S BB = KA Yo o
2. MBEERR NI ASAERRANENC ) 0. fcicles
: R N 11. Fahrenheit
R 2 b 48 8 5 IR B 45 ) L RE o 12, torrid
3. WKHERPEBERELBGBHEEE > EEREAC ) > Huk 13. sunshine
— (A A AT - 14. fogey
4 REBIZ— BT BRI A EE » L 13. cumulonimbus
ETRENSEEG® o
‘ . . The following winners will be
5. _ BERACEREE L - ER RN o BB

BB SR R A B TR 5 AR GRS K B

CGEROK B2 Y 3 45 o

notified individually by post:

Name
(Department)

6. MEBEWERABEEREE > OB - GEPEHME) 1G5 &

RIUE) & MbAEDT H BTG 0 = TR0 75 1 i
RITE TSI T 5555 KRB %

Vu Man-wai, Jenny
(Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department)

RS OF R ~ (B F) % -

8. __ AEEFEEREFNORY - BEFNEE - HIEREL AR

R B IR B i P A 5 o

Chan Chin-wa
(Hong Kong Police Force)

Lui Ka-yun, Linda

9. HEREHIMEEE RS CCHE  — LR REREA R

s (Housing Department)
0. RERCHEREKOERER  REELABE Wong Lai-fun

Ty - (B R)E . (Labour Department)

AR PEZE A% I R IERRE S - [ N AUMNERL s EFTANFET A=
I T 7 1] 7 4 45 98 7 6.6 57% <2 S R 45 2 151 JE23 10 A 5 B 3 Jma ik o il 3
 BIE e ok > BRI o AR KR

EHHCGID mEZ e
ZE TN ERUCGO AT E B -

Kenneth Chan
(Trade and Industry Department)

HIE%F

30 CRUBOABE R T il ) —

SCER A+ B AT I8 B e 2

B4 St/ G R RB )
e

W f B

gk -

“EBET > FFILEIE o

WOCRIM RESECHE: 6B Dr Gillian M. Humphreys

EE BRALE  BR OWREAL RGOS RS
R WEEALE  EBH OBRERLE  WNEN BEELE
B WANLE  EH BRELL

RIS BT R R

Hon Chinese Adviser Dr Hong Po-man Hon English Adviser Dr Gillian M. Humphreys

Chairman Miss Li Yuen-lee Member Miss Hilda Lau Executive Editor Mr Kenneth Luk
Member  Mrs Stella Mui Member Mr Cheng Kin-wah Assistant Editor ~ Ms Shirley Lui
Member  Miss Hilda Yan Member Miss Susanna Tam

Member ~ Mr James Ho Executive Editor Miss Holly Lo

D 55 i A 15 B #1055 44 E (http://www.csb.gov.hk/tc_chi/publication/2006.html) o 437 il A 4F ] 75 a9 30 it < S 66 5% & U UM 5 38 15 23 10 AT B
R I R SO S CGID #iE 2 B & > 3L 6 7 K (csbolrs @csb.gov.hk) i}

Word Power is also uploaded to the homepage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comment or suggestion about this publication, please write to
the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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