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“To be or not to be, that is the 
question,”  
Hamlet, Act III, Scene I 
• Meaning: Hamlet questions life and 
death, deciding that the alternative 
to life might be worse than what he 
is currently suffering. The speech 
explains his hesitation to avenge his 
father’s murder.  
• Reference: When quoted, it usually 
references a character considering 
options—whether seriously or 
humorously.

“Parting is such sweet sorrow,”  
Romeo and Juliet, Act II, Scene II 
• Meaning: The romantic end of a 
scene as Juliet says good night to 
Romeo, hoping to see him the next 
day.  
• Reference: This paradoxical 
statement is used to show the hope 
held in the heart of those parting 
whether for the night or for a 
prolonged period of time.

“It was Greek to me,”  
Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene II 
• Meaning: Spoken by Casca to 
Brutus, it literally referred to the 
fact that Casca did not speak Greek. 
It also referred to the uncertainty 
surrounding Cicero’s attitude to 
Caesar’s behavior. This phrase was also 
used by Thomas Dekker in Patient 
Grissel, “Why, then it’s Greek to him.”  
• Reference: Now, the phrase refers 
to anything that is not possible to 
understand.

“All the world’s a stage,”  
As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII 
• Meaning: Jaques makes this 
statement, introducing the analogy 
of every man as an actor on the stage 
of life.  
• Reference: To emphasize the idea 
that everyone is simply acting out 
a part, an author might quote this 
phrase.

“All that glitters is not gold,”  
The Merchant of Venice, Act II, Scene 
VII 
• Meaning: Morocco reads this from 
a scroll. It alludes to the fact that not 
everything is as it seems. The original 
phrase included the word “glister,” 
a 17th-century synonym for glitters. 
Gold, in its raw form does not glitter. 
Pyrite, also known as fool’s gold, is 
shiny.  
• Reference: Referring to the phrase 
acts as a warning that what looks 
good on the outside might not be 
truly good.

“To thine ownself be true.”  
Hamlet, Act I, Scene III 
• Meaning: Lord Polonius includes this 
at the end of his advice to Laertes, 
meaning that above all else, be true to 
yourself.  
• Reference: Authors might quote this 
phrase within the advice from one 
character to another.
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