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labour

a labour of Hercules

a task calling for great strength or determination: with reference to
the twelve labours of Hercules in Greek mythology, which called for
(and received) superhuman effort. Middle English

Shakespeare The Taming of the Shrew I.ii.252 (1592)

[Hortensio] Did you yet ever see Baptista’s daughter? [Tranio] No, sir, but hear I do that he
hath two, \ The one as famous for a scolding tongue / As is the other for beauteous modesty.
[Petruccio] Sir, sir, the first’s for me; let her go by. [Gremio] Yea, leave that labour to great
Hercules, / And let it be more than Alcides’ twelve.

Emily Brontë Wuthering Heights 1847

This morning she announced, as a piece of appalling intelligence, that I had actually succeeded
in making her hate me! A positive labour of Hercules, I assure you!

a labour of love

a task done for the pleasure it gives rather than for personal gain:
with allusion to St Paul’s First Epistle to the Thessalonians 1:3
‘Remembering without ceasing your work of faith, and labour of
love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ’. 17th cent.

Richard Graves The Spiritual Quixote 1773

You must submit to the lowest offices in this labour of love; you must pass through evil report
and good report, converse with publicans and sinners, and even with harlots, if there be any
prospect of their conversion.



J S Mill Representative Government 1861

It is not sufficiently considered how little there is in most men’s ordinary
life to give any largeness either to their conceptions or to their sentiments.
Their work is a routine; not a labour of love, but of self-interest in the
most elementary form, the satisfaction of daily wants.

labour the point

to discuss or explain a straightforward matter in tedious detail. 18th
cent.

Pope Essay on the life, Writings and Learning of Homer 1715

However, an eager Desire to know something concerning him [Homer] has occasion’d
Mankind to labour the Point under these Disadvantages, and turn on all Hands to see if there
were any thing left which might have the least Appearance of Information.

ladder

kick down the ladder

to reject or betray people who have helped you to make progress in
life, especially if they are possible rivals. The phrase is attributed to
a dispatch from Lord Nelson (1794): ‘Duncan is, I think, a little
altered; there is nothing like kicking down the ladder a man rises
by.’ But there is a pre-echo of the phrase in Shakespeare’s Julius
Caesar (1599), where Brutus warns (II.i.21-6) ‘But ‘tis a common
proof | That lowliness is young ambition’s ladder, | Whereto the
climber-upward turns his face; | But when he once attains the
upmost round, | He then unto the ladder turns his back, | Looks in
the clouds, scorning the base degrees | By which he did ascend. So
Caesar may.’ 18th cent.

Aaron Leland The Fatal Error 1807

He’ll do as all the great folks do, when they have climbed up, they kick down the ladder; or in
plain English, he will hang me for fear I shall drop out the secret.



Thackeray The Book of Snobs 1848

She has struggled so gallantly for polite reputation that she has won it: pitilessly kicking down
the ladder as she advanced degree by degree.

lady

ladies who lunch

women who enjoy an active social life, especially those who are free
during the day. The phrase was originally used with reference to the
wealthy and fashionable women of Manhattan’s East Side in New
York, and is sometimes disparagingly and ungenerously applied to
women who organize lunches to raise money for charity. Late 20th
cent.

See also a lady of LEISURE; when the FAT lady sings.

laldie

give it laldie

Scottish, informal to do something with energy or vigour: in Scottish
use. Laldie (or laldy) means ‘a thrashing or other punishment’. It
may be a child’s word or be related to Old English lael meaning
‘whip’. It is used mainly in give somebody laldie (i.e. to punish them),
from which the present phrase is derived. 20th cent.

Don Paterson Postmodern 1997

Boy gets haud o’ this porno movie, heavy Swedish number, broon-wrapper joab, like… settles
back in the settee… a’ these Swedes gien it laldy on the telly.

lam

do a lam / be on the lam

informal to be on the run from the police. The noun is related to a



verb lam meaning ‘to thrash’ (with which lambaste is possibly
connected) and (from the 19th cent.) ‘to run off or escape’. 19th
cent.

Frederick Forsyth The Negotiator 1989

I’ll come, alone, unarmed, with the stones… Because I’m on the lam, make it after dark. Say,
eight o’clock.

lamb

like a lamb to the slaughter

submissively, like a defenceless victim. The phrase alludes to Isaiah
53:7 (a prophecy of the sufferings of Christ, in the Authorized
Version of 1611): ‘He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he
opened not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and
as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his
mouth.’ 17th cent.

Smollett The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle 1751

The notion of perpetual imprisonment, and the certain ruin they made him believe his cause
was threatened with, worked upon his imagination to such a degree, that he suffered himself to
be led like a lamb to the slaughter, by this artful band of villains.

lame

See a lame DUCK.

lamp

smell of the lamp

(said of an argument, idea, etc) to be obviously the result of long
and arduous work (usually rather than inspiration). 16th cent.



Robert Herrick Farewell to Sack from Hesperides 1648

Let my Muse | Faile of thy former helps; and onely use | Her inadult’rate strength: what’s done
by me | Hereafter, shall smell of the Lamp, not thee.

land

how the land lies

what the real situation is: based on the physical meaning with
reference to the main features of a landscape, which was originally
in nautical use (compare the lie of the land, which dates from the late
17th cent.). The phrase dates from the 19th cent. in figurative use.

in the land of the living

alive. The expression is biblical, e.g. Psalms 52:5 ‘God shall likewise
destroy thee for ever, he shall take thee away, and pluck thee out of
thy dwelling place, and root thee out of the land of the living.’
Allusive uses appear from the 19th cent.

Edgar Allan Poe The Mystery of Marie Roget 1842
Now, though we have no evidence that Marie Roget was in the land of the living after nine
o’clock on Sunday, June the twenty-second, we have proof that, up to that hour, she was alive.

the land of Nod

a state of sleep: first used in this sense by Jonathan Swift (in the
1730s) as a pun on nod meaning ‘to dip the head’ and Nod, the place
to which Cain was banished after killing his brother Abel (Genesis
4:16 ‘And Cain went out from the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in
the land of Nod, on the east of Eden’). 18th cent.

Herman Melville Moby Dick 1851

At last I slid off into a light doze, and had pretty nearly made a good offing towards the land
of Nod, when I heard a heavy footfall in the passage, and saw a glimmer of light come into the
room from under the door.



live off the land

to make a living from natural produce: the phrase occurs earlier
(19th cent.) with country instead of land. Early 20th cent.

See also fall/land on one’s FEET; NO man’s land.

landscape

See a BLOT on the landscape.

language

speak the same language

(said of two or more people) to have similar outlooks and attitudes;
to understand one another and get on well. 19th cent.

George Gissing The Odd Women 1893

‘Tell me, then – is there at this moment any woman living who has a claim upon you, – a
moral claim?’ ‘No such woman exists.’ ‘But – do we speak the same language?’ ‘Surely,’ he
answered, with great earnestness. ‘There is no woman to whom I am bound by any kind of
obligation.’

lap

The lap has been used to symbolize nurture and security, and as the
recipient of good and bad fortune, since the 16th cent. Shakespeare
towards the end of Richard II (1595) makes the Duchess of York
greet her son, the Duke of Aumerle, with the words (V.ii.47) ‘Who
are the violets [i.e. favourites] now | That strew the green lap of the
new-come spring [i.e. at the new royal court]?’, and Milton in
Paradise Lost (1667) has the line (ix.1041) ‘Flow’rs were the couch, |
Pansies, and violets, and asphodel, | And hyacinth, earth’s freshest
softest lap.’ There are references in 18th cent. literature to the lap of



fortune and the lap of freedom, and lap of luxury first appears in the
1780s, bringing about a flurry of colourful usage.

drop/fall in somebody’s lap

to come to somebody effortlessly or easily. In modern use (since the
mid 19th cent.) the phrase is typically used of something pleasant or
welcome, but in earlier occurrences the grammar was reversed, with
the person as the subject and the context normally one of falling
into an unpleasant or dangerous situation: a 16th cent. legal source
given in the OED refers to ‘clemency to be extended not before they
do… acknowledge themselves to have fallen in the Lapse of the
Law’.

William Harrison Ainsworth Jack Sheppard 1839

Everything has prospered with him in an extraordinary manner. His business has thriven;
legacies have unexpectedly dropped into his lap; and, to crown all, he has made a large fortune
by a lucky speculation in South-Sea stock.

drop something in somebody’s lap

to give somebody responsibility for a particular problem or task.
Mid 20th cent.

M Hebden Mask of Violence 1970

I’ll throw this into Pinow’s lap. It’s German and high-level, and I don’t want to be mixed up in
it.

in the lap of the gods

entirely dependent on chance or good luck; beyond human influence
or control. The expression is relatively recent in the form now
familiar. It occurs earlier as on the knees of the gods, echoing lines in
Homer’s Iliad (XVII.514: ‘In truth these things lie on the knees of the
gods’) and Odyssey (I.9 in the translation of Butcher and Lang, 1879:
‘Howbeit these things surely lie on the knees of the gods, whether
he shall return or not’). In a letter of 10 April 1922, D H Lawrence
wrote as follows about a planned journey to New Mexico: ‘I shall be
fulfilling my real desire to approach America from the west, over



the Pacific. I hope I shall arrive in Taos with ten cents left in my
pocket – ten cents left to me in the world, even. Knees of the Gods.’
This was perhaps a conscious echo of the fortunes of Odysseus. 19th
cent.

Henry James The Other House 1896

She’s a poor little lamb of sacrifice. They were at her again, when I came away, with the
ribbons and garlands, but there was apparently much more to come, and I couldn’t answer for
it that a single sneeze wouldn’t again lay everything low!… It’s in the lap of the gods. I couldn’t
wait.

in the lap of luxury

in an environment of great comfort or ease. The phrase first appears
towards the end of the 18th cent., followed shortly by a use in Maria
Edgeworth’s Moral Tales for Young People (1802) and colourful uses
by Shelley and Byron (see below). Later it was to be a favourite
expression of Dickens’ and Thackeray’s.

Samuel Jackson Pratt Soliloquies of a Highwayman from Miscellanies 1785

What piles of wealth, | What loads of riches glitter through each street? | How thick the toys of
fashion crowd the eye! | The lap of luxury can hold no more.

Thomas Day The Suicide 1797

While yet in tender youth, thou tak’st | From him, the sole support he ever knew. | From the
gay lap of luxury and ease, | Thou send’st him, unprepared, to drink the dregs | Of poverty
and shame.

Shelley St lrvyne 1811

Ah! that eventful existence whose fate had dragged the heir of a wealthy potentate in Germany
from the lap of luxury and indulgence, to become a vile associate of viler bandits, in the wild
and trackless deserts of the Alps.

Byron The Bride of Adydos 1813

And Woman, more than Man, when Death or Woe, | Or even Disgrace, would lay her lover
low, | Sunk in the lap of Luxury will shame – | Away suspicion! – not Zuleika’s name!



Dickens Hard Times 1854

‘Perhaps some people may… like to hear, in his own unpolished way, what Josiah
Bounderby… has gone through. But you must confess that you were born in the lap of luxury,
yourself. Come, ma’am, you know you were born in the lap of luxury.’ ‘I do not, sir,’ returned
Mrs Sparsit with a shake of her head, ‘deny it.’

lares

lares and penates

the home. The lares and penates were the protective gods of the
ancient Roman household, and came to symbolize the home itself.
18th cent.

Gilbert West Stowe 1732

Two Buildings rise… | Of These, a Shelter from the scorching Rays, | One in the Garden
spreads its rustick Base: | One in the Park, an habitable Frame, | The Household Lares, and
Penates claim.

large

(as) large as life

(said of a person) conspicuously or obviously present. The phrase
was originally used with literal meaning of a portrait or other work
of art that was life-size; figurative uses developed in the 19th cent.,
often in the form large as life and twice as natural. 19th cent.

William loor Independence 1805

So, here we are, as large as life. I am, at all events, entitled to one merit – that of being
punctual.

William Gilmore Simms Border Beagles 1840

I reckon you didn’t read the newspapers. It was all there – all put down as large as life.

Charlotte Brontë Villette 1853

‘Dr. and Mrs. Bretton were at M. de Bassompierre’s this evening?’ ‘Ay, ay! as large as life.’



have it large

informal to go out and have a good time; to live it up, typically by
drinking alcohol or taking recreational drugs. To give it large is to
applaud loudly and excitedly at a show or rock concert. Late 20th
cent.

The Times 1993

It’s 11pm, 12 minutes before transmission. A comic is warming up the elite night-lifers,
exhorting them to ‘give it large’.

larger than life

disproportionately large or important. 19th cent.

Henry James The Portrait of a Lady 1881

I don’t make professions any more than I make paper flowers or flouncey lampshades – I don’t
know how. My lampshades would be sure to take fire, my roses and my fibs to be larger than
life.

lark

up with the lark

up very early in the morning: an image based on the dawn singing
of the skylark, often in flight ‘up’ high in the sky. 16th cent.

Shakespeare Richard III V.v.10 (1593)

[King Richard] Stir with the lark to-morrow, gentle Norfolk. [Norfolk] I warrant you, my
lord.

Dekker & Webster Westward Hoe 1607

[Justiniano] Sir, your vulgar and foure-peny-pen-men… may keepe their beds, and lie at their
pleasure: But we that edifie in private, and traffick by wholesale, must be up with the lark.

Larry



See (as) HAPPY as a sandboy / Larry / a clam.

last1 (final)

be the last word

1 to be the definitive statement or treatment of a subject. 19th cent.

Conan Doyle The Bruce Partington Plans 1908

As to Holmes, he returned refreshed to his monograph upon the Polyphonic Motets of Lassus,
which has since been printed for private circulation, and is said by experts to be the last word
upon the subject.

2 to be the most up-to-date or fashionable example of something.
Early 20th cent.

Saki The Chronicles of Clovis 1912

Filboid Studge had become a household word, but Dullamy wisely realized that it was not
necessarily the last word in breakfast dietary; its supremacy would be challenged as soon as
some yet more unpalatable food should be put on the market.

(drinking) in the last chance saloon

informal given one last chance to do what is expected of one: based
on the fanciful name of a saloon or bar. Mid 20th cent.

Tom Clark Jazz for Jack 1949

scribbling these notes on a Saturday night in the last chance saloon of life.

have/say the last word

to make the final statement or decision about something. 16th cent.

J Philpot Examinations and Writings 1555

My Lord of Lincoln… said that thou wert a frantic fellow, and a man that will have the last
word.



Locke An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 1690

The Schools having made disputation the touchstone of men’s abilities, and the criterion of
knowledge, adjudged victory to him that kept the field: and he that had the last word was
concluded to have the better of the argument, if not of the cause.

if it’s the last thing I do

informal used as an emphatic assertion of one’s intention. Early 20th
cent.

last but not least

last to be mentioned or considered but not the least important: often
used as a fairly meaningless concluding remark. The locus classicus
is from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1599) III.i.186, where Mark
Antony greets the conspirators after Caesar’s assassination: ‘Let each
man render me his bloody hand. | First, Marcus Brutus, will I shake
with you; | Next, Caius Cassius, do I take your hand; | Now, Decius
Brutus, yours; now yours, Metellus; | Yours, Cinna; and, my valiant
Casca, yours; | Though last, not least in love, yours, good
Trebonius.’ 16th cent.

Boswell The Life of Samuel Johnson 1791

That excellent place of publick amusement, Vauxhall Gardens… is peculiarly adapted to the
taste of the English nation; there being a mixture of curious shew – gay exhibition – musick,
vocal and instrumental, not too refined for the general ear – for all which only a shilling is
paid; and, though last, not least, good eating and drinking for those who choose to purchase
that regale.

last thing

1 as the final action, especially before going to bed: also the last
thing, last thing at night. 19th cent.

Mary Pix The Deceiver Deceived 1698

[Ariana] Why truly, Beatrice, I always say my Prayers for his Eyes restoration the last thing I
do, that is, just when I am falling asleep.



Wilkie Collins The Moonstone 1868

My daughter had seen Miss Rachel put the Diamond in the drawer of the cabinet, the last thing
at night. She had gone in with Miss Rachel’s cup of tea, at eight the next morning, and had
found the drawer open and empty.

2 the least likely thing. 19th cent.

Jane Austen Northanger Abbey 1818

I am very sorry if I have offended him. It was the last thing I would willingly have done.

to the last

until the very end: recorded earlier in the now obsolete meaning ‘to
the utmost’. 17th cent.

Dryden All for Love 1678

My fortune jades me to the last; and death, | Like a great man, takes state, and makes me wait
| For my admittance.

See also BREATHE one’s last (breath/gasp); die in the last DITCH; FAMOUS

last words; one’s/the last GASP; the last of the Mohicans at MOHICAN;
the last STRAW; on one’s/its last legs at LEG.

last2 (shoemaker’s model)

stick to one’s last

to confine oneself to what one knows and not pass judgements
outside one’s competence. A last is a model of the human foot, on
which a shoemaker places a shoe or boot for shaping or repairing it.
The phrase is derived from the proverb let the cobbler stick to his last,
translating the Latin maxim ne supra crepidam sutor iudicaret; quod et
ipsum proverbium venit ‘the cobbler should not judge beyond his
sandal – a saying that has become a proverb’ (in Pliny’s Natural
History XXXV.85). The context in which Pliny wrote these lines was a
discussion of a painting by the Greek painter Apelles (4th cent. BC),
who pronounced the maxim to silence those who in his view



criticized his work without having the knowledge to do so. Erasmus
recorded this in the form ne sutor ultra crepidam, and it is as a
translation of this that the phrase came into English in the 16th
cent.

Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet I.ii.37 (1596)

[Peter, the servingman] Find them out whose names are written here? It is written that the
shoemaker should meddle with his yard and the tailor with his last, the fisher with his pencil
and the painter with his nets.

H H Brackenridge Modern Chivalry 1792

After all, it comes to the old proverb at last, Ne sutor ultra crepidam, | Let the cobbler stick to
his last; a sentiment we are about more to illustrate in the sequel of this work.

Baynard Rush Hall Something for Every Body 1846

Aye! these profound and learned gentlemen say – ‘Blockhead! your skull is too thick, you do
not understand us – we are too deep for your soundingline – stick to your last.’

late

(too) late in the day | NAmer game

at a late stage in an activity or undertaking, especially when this is
too late to be of use. 18th cent.

John Donne In Memory of Doctor Donne 1633

It was his Fate (I know’t) to be envy’d | As much by Clerkes, as lay men magnifi’d; | And why?
but ‘cause he came late in the day.

Jane Austen Emma 1816

It was rather too late in the day to set about being simple-minded and ignorant.

See also the late UNPLEASANTNESS.

laugh



be laughing

informal to be in a fortunate or comfortable situation. Mid 20th cent.

Autocar and Motor 1990

If next year’s Mondeos all prove as durable as this, Ford will be laughing.

don’t make me laugh

informal used to reject a suggestion with contempt. Late 20th cent.

Rachel Anderson Paper Faces 1991

Your old man a hero? Don’t make me laugh! Your Dad couldn’t have knocked the skin off a
rice pudding.

for a laugh / for laughs

for spontaneous fun or amusement. 19th cent.

Herman Melville Redburn: His First Voyage 1849

Once Jackson himself… told a truly funny story, but with a grave face; when, not knowing
how he meant it, whether for a laugh or otherwise, they all sat still, waiting what to do, and
looking perplexed enough.

good for a laugh

likely to cause amusement though not much else. Late 20th cent.

have/get the last laugh

to be proved right or be ultimately successful in spite of others’
earlier doubts. Early 20th cent.

Theodore Dreiser Sister Carrie 1900

But Carrie… courtesied sweetly again and answered: ‘I am yours truly.’ It was a trivial thing to
say, and yet something in the way she did it caught the audience, which laughed heartily… The
comedian also liked it… ‘I thought your name was Smith,’ he returned, endeavouring to get the
last laugh.

laugh in somebody’s face

to show one’s contempt for somebody by laughing openly at them.



The phrase has also been extended to cover abstract entities, e.g.
laugh in the face of danger (or death). 17th cent.

Congreve The Way of the World 1700

Prithee fill me the glass, | Till it laugh in my face, | With ale that is potent and mellow; | He
that whines for a lass, | Is an ignorant ass, | For a bumper has not its fellow.

the laugh is on —

a person who seemed to be on top has been made to look foolish.
Early 20th cent.

G B Shaw Man and Superman 1903

[Violet] Do you mean to work? Do you want to spoil our marriage? [Hector] Well, I don’t
mean to let marriage spoil my character. Your friend Mr Tanner has got the laugh on me a bit
already about that.

laugh like a drain

British, informal to laugh loudly or coarsely. Mid 20th cent.

a laugh a minute

very funny or entertaining: normally used ironically. 20th cent

laugh on the other side of one’s face/mouth

to be made to look foolish after showing superiority or self-
satisfaction. 19th cent.

George Eliot Adam Bede 1859

Let it alone, Ben Cranage. You’ll mayhap be making such a slip yourself some day; you’ll laugh
o’ th’ other side o’ your mouth then.

laugh somebody/something out of court

to dismiss somebody or something as ridiculous. The allusion is to a
legal case that is dismissed out of hand. Early 20th cent.

Conan Doyle The Hound of the Baskervilles 1901

‘Surely we have a case.’ ‘Not a shadow of one – only surmise and conjecture. We should be



laughed out of court if we came with such a story and such evidence.’

laugh oneself silly/sick

to laugh uncontrollably. 18th cent.

Fanny Burney The Wanderer 1814

This harangue… soon broke up the party: Miss Sycamore, indeed, only hummed, rather louder
than usual, a favourite passage of a favourite air; and the Miss Crawleys nearly laughed
themselves sick.

laugh somebody/something to scorn

to ridicule somebody or something. Used with allusion to biblical
usage, including Job 12:4: ‘I am as one mocked of his neighbour,
who calleth upon God, and he answereth him: the just upright man
is laughed to scorn.’ Middle English

Shakespeare Venus and Adonis 1593

Even as the sun with purple-coloured face | Had ta’en his last leave of the weeping morn, |
Rose-cheeked Adonis hied him to the chase; | Hunting he loved, but love he laughed to scorn.

laugh up one’s sleeve

to show restrained or hidden amusement at the misfortune or
discomfort of a rival: used earlier in the form laugh in one’s sleeve.
16th cent.

John Reynolds The Triumphs of Gods Revenge 1635

But our wretched Ursina… laughes in her sleeve for joy, to have thus happily bereaved
Sanctifiore of his life, who so lately and so treacherously had bereaved her of her honour and
chastity.

no laughing matter

something very serious: also in early variant forms, e.g. no laughing
game. 16th cent.

Richard Whitford A Werke for Householders 1530

It [confession] is no laughynge game.



John Healey The Discoverie of a New World 1607

The houses of this town (fair though it be) have none of them any foundation… Had not we
rather give honest burial to the harmless stones, then tear them out of their graves? Hold ye
content my friends, this is no laughing matter.

play something for laughs

to try to cause amusement, especially from a serious situation. Early
20th cent.

New Statesman and Society 1992

He works the same trick in Pygmalion. What emerges in Howard Davies’ production is a Shaw
played for laughs, dressed to impress, and similarly short on ideas.

See also be crying/laughing all the way to the BANK; enough to make
a CAT laugh; laugh one’s HEAD off.

laurel

The phrases allude to the laurel awarded as a crown to the victor in
a contest.

look to one’s laurels

to take care that one’s position is not lost to a rival. 19th cent.

Francis Jeffrey Waverly from Contributions to the Edinburgh Review 1844

This at least we will venture to say, that if it be indeed the work of an author hitherto
unknown, Mr. Scott would do well to look to his laurels, and to rouse himself for a sturdier
competition than any he has yet had to encounter!

rest on one’s laurels

to become complacent or uninspired in the wake of previous
successes or achievements. 19th cent.

Henry James The Ambassadors 1903

Didn’t she just wish to assure him that… he was absolutely not to worry any more, was only to



rest on his laurels and continue generously to help her?

lavender

lay something up in lavender

to keep something carefully for use in the future: in early use with
reference to people ‘put out of the way’ by being imprisoned or
kidnapped. 17th cent.

Edward Ravenscroft Scaramouch 1677

[Pancrace, angry at his son Octavio’s intention to marry Aurelia] I’l harken to nothing… I’l
lay him up in Lavender. [Plautino, aside] His fears make him require sweeting. [to Pancrace]
Sir I am glad to see you safe return’d.

Scott Kenilworth 1821

I promise you, Master Foster hath interest enough to lay you up in lavender in the Castle at
Oxford, or to get your legs made acquainted with the town-stocks.

law

be a law unto oneself

to be idiosyncratic or unconventional. Originally (17th cent.) used
with allusion to St Paul’s Epistle to the Romans 2:14 (in the
Authorized Version, 1611), and in the sense ‘following one’s own
conscience’: ‘For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by
nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law,
are a law unto themselves.’ The sense changed from matters of
conscience to matters of whim and fancy in the 19th cent.

Laurence Sterne Tristram Shandy 1760

In the darkest doubts it shall… give the state he lives in, a better security for his behaviour than
all the causes and restrictions put together, which lawmakers are forced to multiply: – ‘Forced,’
I say, as things stand; human laws not being a matter of original choice, but of pure necessity,



brought in to fence against the mischievous effects of those consciences which are no law unto
themselves

Nathaniel Hawthorne The Scarlet Letter 1850

It was as if she had been made afresh, out of new elements, and must perforce be permitted to
live her own life, and be a law unto herself, without her eccentricities being reckoned to her for
a crime.

lay down the law

to issue orders or assert one’s opinions in a domineering or forceful
manner. 18th cent.

Pope An Imitation of the Sixth Satire of the Seventh Book of Horace 1738

Our Courtier walks from dish to dish, I Tastes for his Friend of Fowl and Fish; I Tells all their
names, lays down the law, I ‘Que ça est bon! Ah gouter ça!’

Scott Chronicles of the Canongate 1828

Ye saw how quietly he behaved after I had laid down the law – I’ll never believe the lady is in
any risk from him.

take the law into one’s own hands

to take action on one’s own account to right a wrong or have
revenge, instead of deferring to a legal authority.19th cent.

Dickens David Copperfield 1850

But you’ll excuse me if I say, sir, that there are neither slaves nor slave-drivers in this country,
and that people are not allowed to take the law into their own hands. If they do, it is more to
their own peril, I believe, than to other people’s.

take somebody to law

to begin legal proceedings against somebody.19th cent.

John Barr Crack Between Mrs Scandal And Mrs Envy from Poems and Songs,
Descriptive and Satirical 1861

She’s driving the neebors distracted, | They’re threat’nin’ to tak her to law, | But she squeals
aye the louder and louder, | It’s done by the way o’ a thraw.



there’s no law against

an assertion of one’s right to take a particular course of action,
usually when under criticism. 17th cent.

John Crown The Country Wit 1674

There’s no Law against owning ones own name.

G B Shaw Man and Superman 1903

Those who go to the racecourses can stay away from them and go to the classical concerts
instead if they like: there is no law against it.

See also the law of the JUNGLE; the law of the Medes and Persians at
MEDE.

lay

lay claim to something

to claim something formally, to assert one’s right to it. 16th cent.

Shakespeare The Comedy of Errors III.ii.84 (1594)

[Antipholus of Syracuse] What claim lays she to thee? [Dromio of Syracuse] Marry, sir,
such claim as you would lay to your horse; and she would have me as a beast – not that, I
being a beast, she would have me, but that she, being a very beastly creature, lays claim to me.

lay a/the ghost

to eliminate or be rid of a serious anxiety or fear: from the literal
meaning ‘to prevent a spirit from walking’ (cf Shakespeare, Romeo
and Juliet (1596) II.i.26 ‘[Mercutio] ‘Twould anger him | To raise a
spirit in his mistress’ circle | Of some strange nature, letting it there
stand | Till she had laid it and conjured it down’). In early use also
with devil or spirit instead of ghost, and from the 17th cent. in
figurative use.

Samuel Butler Hudibras 1663

For though his Topicks, frail and weak, | Could ne’er amount above a Freak: | He still



maintain’d ’em, like his Faults, | Against the desperat’st Assaults; | And back’d their feeble
want of Sense | With greater Heat and Confidence: |… | Yet when his Profit moderated, | The
fury of his Heat abated: | For nothing but his Interest | Could lay his Devil of Contest.

lay somebody low

to knock or bring somebody down. Middle English

Chaucer The Manciple’s Tale (line 222)

She shal be cleped [=called] his wenche or his lemman [= mistress]. | And, God it woot,
myn owene deere brother, | Men leyn that oon [= one] as lowe as lith that oother.

Edward Fairfax Godfrey of Bulloigne 1600

The blowes were mortall which he gave or lent, | For whom he hit he slew, else by his side |
Laid low on earth.

lay something on thick | with a trowel

to overemphasize or greatly exaggerate something. The allusion is to
applying a coat of paint or plaster, and the form with a trowel (i.e. a
builder’s trowel) is derived from Celia’s ambivalent compliment to
Touchstone in Shakespeare’s As You Like It (1599) I.ii.99 ‘Well said.
That was laid on with a trowel.’ 16th cent.

lay something to rest

to dispel or eliminate anxieties about something: from the
euphemistic use in relation to burial of the dead, which dates from
late Middle English. 19th cent

Mark Twain The Adventures of Tom Sawyer 1876

Mutiny was effectually laid to rest for the moment.

See also burn/lay RUBBER; clap$$lay$$set eyes on at EYE; lay
something at somebody’s DOOR; lay down the LAW; lay it on the line
at LINE1; lay something on the TABLE; lay SIEGE to somebody; lay
something up in LAVENDER; set$$lay STORE by something.



lead1 (verb)

lead somebody astray

to encourage somebody to behave badly, or to delude them in some
way: recorded earlier in the physical meaning ‘to divert somebody
from the right path or route’. 18th cent

Mary Wollstonecraft A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 1792

It has also been asserted, by some naturalists, that men do not attain their full growth and
strength till thirty; but that women arrive at maturity by twenty. I apprehend that they reason
on false ground, led astray by the male prejudice, which deems beauty the perfection of woman
– mere beauty of features and complexion… whilst male beauty is allowed to have some
connection with the mind. Strength of body, and that character of countenance, which the
French term a physionomie, women do not acquire before thirty, any more than men.

Jane Austen Mansfield Park 1814

Miss Crawford, in spite of some amiable sensations, and much personal kindness had… still
shewn a mind led astray and bewildered, and without any suspicion of being so… She might
love, but she did not deserve Edmund by any other sentiment.

lead somebody by the nose

to control somebody by deception: with allusion to Shakespeare,
Othello (1604) I.iii.393 ‘[lago] The Moor is of a free and open
nature, | That thinks men honest that but seem to be so, | And will
as tenderly be led by th’ nose | As asses are.’17th cent.

Francis Bacon Essays (Of Suitors) 1601

In suits which a man doth not well understand, it is good to refer them to some friend of trust
and judgment, that may report, whether he may deal in them with honor: but let him choose
well his referendaries, for else he may be led by the nose

lead from the front

to involve oneself actively in an undertaking in which one is directing
others. 20th cent.



lead with the chin

informal to speak or act in a way that invites retaliation: originally
boxing slang, referring to a contestant who leaves his chin
unprotected and is therefore likely to be hit. Mid 20th cent

Fiona Cooper Jay Loves Lucy 1991

Each business meeting put a spark of challenge in her green eyes. She led with the chin and got
her own way most of the time.

See also lead somebody a (merry) DANCE; lead somebody up the
GARDEN path.

lead2 (the metal)

go down $$ NAmer over like a lead balloon

informal to be a complete failure: used especially of suggestions,
jokes, etc made in public. The image is of a balloon made of lead
plummeting to the ground. Cf go down a BOMB. Late 20th cent.

Today 1992

John Major’s tub-thumping speech at the Guildhall on Monday night went down in the City like
a lead balloon. It smacked of deja vu.

lead in one’s pencil

informal male vigour, especially sexual: there is an obvious analogy
and word play with penis, which is also related to pencil in being
derived from Latin penicillus ‘little brush’, a diminutive of penis
meaning ‘tail’. Mid 20th cent.

Simon Brett Cast in Order of Disappearance 1975

Steenie was putting the show on, and he’d got a thing going with this bint Veronica. Always put
it about a bit, Steenie. Had a lot of lead in his pencil, that boy.



swing the lead

informal, originally services’ slang to neglect one’s work by making
excuses; to malinger. Lead here refers to the weight at the end of a
line used to determine the depth of water; swinging the lead would
distort the reading. Early 20th cent.

leaf

shake$$tremble like a leaf

to shake or tremble from fear or anxiety. 17th cent.

Benjamin Keach The Glorious Lover 1679

My very Name is frightful unto all, | Who trembling fly, if I upon them fall. |… | See how they
faint, and shrink, and shreek for fear, | If of my coming once they do but hear: | They quiver
all, and like a Leaf do shake, | And dare not stand when I approaches make.

take a leaf out of somebody’s book

to follow somebody’s example in a specific matter. 19th cent.

John Howard Payne The Fall of Algiers 1825

[Algernon] Instruct me then; how can the threatening danger be averted? [Timothy] By doing
as I shall direct; or in other words, by taking a leaf out of my book. [He tears a leaf from his
note-book, and delivers it to Algernon.]

Thomas Hughes Tom Brown at Oxford 1861

It is a great pity that some of our instructors in more important matters… will not take a leaf
out of the same book.

turn over a new leaf

to decide to improve one’s behaviour or way of life: from the former
practice of making a pupil who had spoilt a page of a copybook turn
over the page and write out the exercise again. 16th cent

Richard Braithwait A Comment upon the Wife of Bathes Tale 1615



She puts him to his Book-Oath, but he will neither take it, nor her by his goodwill. He must
now turn over a new Leaf, and act another fresh Scene of Sorrow.

leak

have$$take a leak
informal, originally N Amer to urinate. Mid 20th cent.

Robinson Jeffers Collected Poetry a1938

Uh? Who’s drunk? | I was drunk this afternoon, but let me go take a leak, | We’ll see who’s
drunk.

Graham Greene Travels with my Aunt 1969

All these hours of standing without taking a leak. See also SPRING a leak

lean

See bend$$fall$$lean over backwards at BACKWARD(s)

leap

by$$in leaps and bounds

with great speed and rapid progress. Now used typically in
complimentary senses, although the use by Dryden (see below)
implies excess rather than achievement. 17th cent

Dryden The Art of Poetry (The Epic) a1700

Yet sometimes artless poets… | Puffed with vain pride, presume they understand, | And boldly
take the trumpet in their hand: | Their fustian muse each accident confounds; | Nor can she
fly, but rise by leaps and bounds, | Till, their small stock of learning quickly spent, | Their
poem dies for want of nourishment.

Pope transl Homer’s Iliad 1720



High o’er the surging Tide, by Leaps and Bounds, | He wades, and mounts; the parted Wave
resounds.

a leap in the dark

a difficult or hazardous action undertaken without knowing the
likely outcome. The phrase seems to owe its origin to the last words
attributed to the philosopher Thomas Hobbes in 1679: ‘I am about
to take my last voyage, a great leap in the dark.’ It was given a
substantial boost when it was used in a speech by Lord Derby in
1867 during the debate on the Parliamentary Reform Bill, which
proposed major changes to the electoral franchise: ‘No doubt we are
making a great experiment, and “taking a leap in the dark”.’ Also, in
more recent use, ‘a wild guess’. 17th cent.

John Dunton A Voyage Round the World 1691

He had found a hole to creep out of the World at, and was going to take a long leap in the
dark he cou’d not tell whither.

Mark Corner Does God Exist? 1991

Faith… is a deliberate defiance of what reason says, a leap into the dark that accepts that
which it claims is ‘absurd’ or ‘paradoxical’.

leap to the eye

to be clearly visible or apparent. Hookes’ use (see below) is not
quite in the current sense, although it foreshadows it. 17th cent.

Nicholas Hookes Amanda 1653

Joy… like your Conserves, with more choice delight | Feeds all the humours of the appetite, |
Playes with a curious palate, and from thence | Leaps to the eye, then to another sense, | So
doth enrich the soul.

George Douglas Brown The House with Green Shutters 1901

The fields are not similar as pancakes; they have their difference; each leaps to the eye with a
remembered and peculiar charm.

Michael Field The Accuser 1911

[Herod] Prove me this love of which there is no proof, | Prove me my children’s love! That



they love you | Leaps to the eye.

lease

a new lease of $$ NAmer on life

a renewed period of healthy activity, strength, or usefulness: a
metaphor from property law. The notion of life as a leasehold occurs
in Shakespeare’s 2 Henry VI (1591) IV.ix.5: ‘[Cade] These five days
have I hid me in these woods and durst not peep out… But now am
I so hungry that if I might have a lease of my life for a thousand
years, I could stay no longer.’ 17th cent.

Thomas Randolph Hey for Honestie, Down with Knavery (transl Aristophanes’
Plutus) 1651

[Old Woman] How do you think I can endure to lie alone, when so many sprights are
walking? How shall I keep off the nightmare, or defend my self against the temptations of
an incubus? [Chremylus] Alas good relique of antiquity! pay thy fine and take a new lease of
lust.

John Crown The Destruction of Jerusalem by Titus Vespasian 1677

[Phraates] I wou’d not a new Lease of life refuse, | Cou’d I the deed obtain by any Art.

leash

strain at the leash

to be eager to start a task or activity. The image is of a dog pulling
at its leash in an effort to get away. 19th cent.

Edith Nesbit Songs of Love and Empire 1898

Like an angry sun, like a splendid star, | War gleams down the long years’ track; | They strain
at the leash, the dogs of war, | And who shall hold them back?

least



least said, soonest mended

(proverb) a difficulty or disagreement can best be resolved by
avoiding discussion of it. The expression dates from the 18th cent.
in this form (usually least said is soonest mended), but the notion
dates from the 15th cent. and is recorded in John Heywood’s Two
Hundred Epigrammes (1555): ‘Lyttle sayde, soone amended.’

James Cobb The Strangers at Home 1786

[Regnalto] Wretch! what have you to say in defence of yourself? [Aldobrand] Nothing good
Signor Regnalto – Least said is soonest mended.

not (in) the least

not at all: typically used as a polite but emphatic denial or rejection.
18th cent.

Swift Gulliver’s Travels 1726

I am not in the least provoked at the sight of a lawyer, a pick-pocket, a colonel… a politician,
a whore-master, a physician… a traitor, or the like; this is all according to the due course of
things: but when I behold a lump of deformity and diseases both in body and mind, smitten
with pride, it immediately breaks all the measures of my patience.

not least

especially, in particular. 18th cent.

Dr Johnson in Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson 1791

The supreme power has, in all ages, paid some attention to the voice of the people; and that
voice does not least deserve to be heard, when it calls out for mercy. There is now a very
general desire that Dodd’s life should be spared.

to say the least (of it)

to put it mildly: used with reference to a disapproving statement
that could be expressed more strongly if one wished. 19th cent.

Wilkie Collins No Name 1862

Her doubt was confirmed as a certainty; and the result, which might be expected to take place



towards the end of the summer, was, at her age and with her constitutional peculiarities, a
subject for serious future anxiety, to say the least of it.

leave

leave much | a lot to be desired

to be very unsatisfactory. Also recorded in the form leave little to be
desired (and earlier leave nothing to wish) with the opposite sense.
19th cent.

Harold Frederic The Damnation of Theron Ware 1896

They admitted freely that, by the light of his example, their own husbands and sons left much
to be desired.

leave somebody standing

informal to surpass somebody spectacularly. Early 20th cent.

Henry Newbolt Poems New and Old 1921

He’s leading them straight for Blackmoor Gate, | And he’s setting a pounding pace! | We’re
running him now on a breast-high scent, | But he leaves us standing still; | When we swing
round by West-land Pound | He’s far up Challacombe Hill.

Marti Caine A Coward’s Chronicles 1990

If I stretch my imagination, I can admit to feeling a little tired lately, but put that down to the
ageing process. I still have an abundance of energy that leaves my contemporaries standing.

leave something to chance

to take a risk that something will work out well without ensuring that it does. Also leave
nothing to chance ‘to make every effort to avoid failure or disappointment’. 17th cent.

Sir Arthur Gorges transl Lucan’s Pharsalia 1614

Lest that confusions murdrous might | Shold wrong the work that they would right: | For if this
rage to chance were left, | Thy life (O King) might so be reft.

Charles Duffett The Spanish Rogue 1674

Some way their bus’ness shall my own advance, | I’ll follow them, and leave the rest to chance.



Eliza Haywood The History of Miss Betsy Thoughtless 1751

At first, she thought of going to the painter, and bribe him to take a copy of it for her use; –
‘but then,’ said she, ‘a copy taken from a copy goes still farther from the original; – besides, he
may betray me, or he may not have time to do it, and I would leave nothing to chance.’

Frances Brooke The History of Emily Montague 1769

You see them just turn the turf once lightly over, and, without manuring the ground, or even
breaking the clods of earth, throw in the seed in the same careless manner, and leave the event
to chance, without troubling themselves further till it is fit to reap.

take leave of one’s senses

to act foolishly; to be crazy: often in the form of a question (have
you taken leave of your senses?) put to somebody who has acted in an
extraordinary manner. 19th cent.

John Blake White The Mysteries of the Castle 1807

The scoundrel has taken leave of his senses! What can this confusion mean?

Dickens David Copperfield 1850

‘Copperfield,’ he said at length, in a breathless voice, ‘have you taken leave of your senses?’ ‘I
have taken leave of you,’ said I, wresting my hand away. ‘You dog, I’ll know no more of you.’

See also be left at the POST; carry | hold | be left holding the BABY;
leave somebody COLD; leave no STONE unturned; leave WELL alone;
take FRENCH leave.

leech

like a leech

clingingly or obsequiously close to somebody: from the action of
leeches in clinging to the skin of a person or animal to suck blood.
18th cent.

Congreve The Way of the World 1700

[Lady Wishfort (to Mrs. Marwood)] Oh, don’t leave me destitute in this perplexity! – no,



stick to me, my good genius. [Mrs. Fainall] I tell you, madam, you are abused. – Stick to you!
ay, like a leech, to suck your best blood – she’ll drop off when she’s full.

leeway

make up (the) leeway

to recover from a shortcoming in performance due to lost or wasted
time: a nautical metaphor based on the leeway, or amount of
deviation, by which a ship drifted or was blown from its course.19th
cent.

R L Stevenson Kidnapped 1886

Though I was clumsy enough and (not being firm on my sealegs) sometimes fell with what I
was bringing them, both Mr. Riach and the captain were singularly patient. I could not but
fancy they were making up leeway with their consciences, and that they would scarce have
been so good with me if they had not been worse with Ransome.

left

have two left feet

to move clumsily or awkwardly: often used of an inept (usually
male) dancer. Early 20th cent.

left, right, and centre

everywhere, in every direction. 20th cent.

Paul Muldoon Lunch with Pancho Villa from Mules 1977

Look, son. Just look around you. | People are getting themselves killed | Left, right and centre |
While you do what? Write rondeaux?

See also HANG a left.

left-handed



See a back-handed$$left-handed COMPLIMENT.

leg

feel$$find one’s legs

to remain standing or walking, especially after a period of
incapacity (cf Shakespeare, 2 Henry VI (1591) II.i.150 ‘[Simpcox]
Alas, master, I am not able even to stand alone. | You go about to
torture me in vain. (Enter a Beadle with whips.) [Gloucester] Well,
sirrah, we must have you find your legs. | (To the Beadle) Whip him
till he leap over that same stool’). 16th cent

Dickens The Cricket on the Hearth 1845

Two months and three da-ays! Vaccinated just six weeks ago-o! Took very fine-ly! Considered,
by the doctor, a remarkably beautiful chi-ild! Equal to the general run of children at five
months o-old! Takes notice, in a way quite won-der-ful! May seem impossible to you, but feels
his legs al-ready!

get one’s leg over

informal to have sexual intercourse: the phrase is modern in its
present form, although there are earlier references to the physical
manoeuvre involved. A leg-over (attested from the 1970s) is an act of
sexual intercourse. Late 20th cent.

Esquire 1993

The Oxford of the late Sixties was going through the heady delights of the sexual revolution.
Anyone who didn’t get his leg over and smoke a few joints wasn’t in it as a normal human
being.

have the legs of somebody$$something

to outdo somebody in speed or stamina. 19th cent.

not have a leg to stand on

to lack the least support or basis for one’s position, especially in a
controversy. 19th cent.



Charles Lamb Last Essays of Elia 1833

But the fashion of jokes, with all other things, passes away; as did the transient mode [the
fashion for pink stockings] which had so favoured us. The ankles of our fair friends in a few
weeks began to reassume their whiteness, and left us scarce a leg to stand upon.

on one’s$$its last legs

near the end of one’s resources or of a thing’s useful existence; on
the verge of failure or exhaustion. The original meaning was ‘near to
death’. The expression occurs several times in the works of John
Dryden. 17th cent.

Dryden The Kind Keeper 1680

Sir; Debauchery is upon its last Legs in England: witty men began the Fashion; and, now the
Fops are got into’t, ‘tis time to leave it.

shake a leg

1 informal to dance freely. 18th cent.

Edward Thompson The Syrens 1776

[George] Since I could crack a biscuit, the wind never piped such a reel to my understanding.
[Frank] It is shaking a leg to a rum tune.

Burns Kilmarnock 1786

I’ll laugh an’ sing, an’ shake my leg, | As lang’s I dow!

2 informal to hurry up; to be prompt; to get up briskly in the
morning. 20th cent.

show a leg

British, informal to get out of bed; to start doing something useful.
19th cent.

Conan Doyle The Sign of Four 1890

He tapped at the winder – about three it would be. ‘Show a leg, matey,’ says he: ‘time to turn
out guard.’



stretch one’s legs

to go for a short walk, especially after a period of inactivity. In
earlier use stretching the legs meant walking briskly but now it
usually suggests a casual stroll. The phrase dates from the 17th
cent., and the sense weakens during the 18th cent.

John Dunton A Voyage Round the World 1691

This divine cottage is situated some leagues from the temple; so that the Holy Man with crab-
tree truncheon sets out with the sun, and stretcheth his legs with a good handsom walk.

Richard Cumberland The Natural Son 1785

With your leave, I’ll stretch my legs awhile; I have been so long in the saddle, that, except two
or three tumbles and a roll by the way, I have scarce felt my feet these three days.

Wilkie Collins The Woman in White 1860

My mind is more easy than it was; and I am going out to stretch my big legs with a sunny little
summer walk.

See also BREAK a leg!; KEEP one’s feet$$legs; on one’s HIND legs; PULL

somebody’s leg.

legend

a legend in one’s lifetime

a person of great fame and achievement, comparable to the heroes
of legend. The phrase was first used by Lytton Strachey in Eminent
Victorians (1918), where he wrote of Florence Nightingale that ‘she
was a legend in her lifetime, and she knew it’. In the 1970s the
phrase was given an ironic twist in the form a legend in one’s own
lunchtime, initially with reference to Clifford Makins, former sports
editor of the Observer. Early 20th cent.

legit



on the legit

informal honest; within the law. Legit is short for legitimate (in the
meaning ‘legal’), and has been in use from the end of the 19th cent.
Mid 20th cent.

leisure

at one’s leisure

at a time that suits one; when one feels like it. At leisure, meaning
‘having time to spare, without urgency’, dates from Middle English,
occurring in the Cursor Mundi (a long northern poem on man’s
spiritual development, c 1300) and in Chaucer. Note also Byron’s
maxim in Don Juan (1823): ‘Men love in haste, but they detest at
leisure’, and the more specific warning against hasty action
contained in the proverb marry at haste and repent at leisure
(recorded in this form from the 17th cent.). 15th cent.

Shakespeare Venus and Adonis 1593

A thousand kisses buys my heart from me; | And pay them at thy leisure, one by one.

a lady$$woman$$man$$gentleman$$person of leisure

a person who has private means and does not have to work for a
living. 19th cent.

Epes Sargent What’s to be Done 1842

Her dress was extremely plain, and, from the rapidity of her movements, it was evident that
she was not a young lady of leisure.

Oliver Wendell Holmes The Bunker-Hill Battle from Complete Poems 1912

Every woman’s heart grew bigger when we saw his manly figure, | With the banyan buckled
round it, standing up so straight and tall; | Like a gentleman of leisure who is strolling out for
pleasure, | Through the storm of shells and cannon-shot he walked around the wall.

lemon



the answer’s a lemon

informal used to show that there is no satisfactory or useful answer
to a question. Lemon has been used since the early 20th cent. in
American slang to mean anything useless or disappointing, and may
be connected with the lemon as an image that appears, usually
denoting failure, in gambling machines. Early 20th cent.

Nicholas Freeling Tsing-Boum 1969

One makes requests through official channels and the answer is a lemon.

hand somebody a lemon

informal to pass off something fake as the genuine article; to swindle
somebody. Early 20th cent.

lend

lend an ear | one’s ears

to listen to somebody with attention and sympathy: lend a deaf ear,
meaning ‘to refuse to listen’, occurs in Middle English, predating the
phrase in its current form. The phrase is often used with conscious
or subconscious allusion to the famous opening line of Antony’s
speech at the funeral of Caesar in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1599)
III.ii.74: ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.’ The
phrase occurs elsewhere in Shakespeare, e.g. in 1 Henry IV (1596)
I.iii.216: ‘[Worcester] You start away, | And lend no ear unto my
purposes.’ 16th cent.

Milton Paradise Regained 1671

To sage Philosophy next lend thine ear.

lend one’s name to something

1 to agree to support an idea or enterprise publicly. 19th cent.

Arthur Hugh Clough ed. Dryden’s transl of Plutarch’s Life of Galba 1864

He overthrew Nero rather by his fame and repute in the world than by actual force and



power… To him the title was offered, and by him it was accepted; and simply lending his name
to Vindex’s attempt, he gave to what had been called rebellion before, the name of a civil war.

2 one thing lends its name to another when the second thing takes
the name of the first. 19th cent.

See also give$$lend a (helping) HAND.

less

in less than no time

informal very quickly. 19th cent.

Lewis Carroll Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 1865

The Queen’s argument was that, if something wasn’t done about it in less than no time, she’d
have everybody executed, all round.

lesser

the lesser evil | the lesser of two evils

the less harmful or unsatisfactory of two bad choices: originally (in
Chaucer and elsewhere) as a proverb choose the lesser of two
harms$$evils, etc. The notion goes back to classical writers (e.g.
Cicero De Officiis iii.29 minima de malis ‘[choose] the least of evils’).
Middle English

Thomas Paine The Rights of Man 1792

After this, another William, descended from the same stock, and claiming from the same
origin, gained possession; and of the two evils, James and William, the nation preferred what it
thought the least; since, from circumstances, it must take one.

let



let alone —

even disregarding some other person or thing that might be
mentioned; not to mention them. There is a significant use by Maria
Edgeworth in her historical novel (one of the earliest of the genre)
Castle Rackrent (1800): ‘Now it was that the world was to see what
was in Sir Patrick [O’Shaughlin]. On coming into the estate, he gave
the finest entertainment ever was heard of in the country – not a
man could stand after supper but Sir Patrick himself, who could sit
out the best man in Ireland, let alone the three kingdoms itself.’ In a
glossary note we find the comment ‘Let alone, in this sentence,
means put out of the consideration. This phrase let alone, which is
now used as the imperative of a verb, may in time become a
conjunction, and may exercise the ingenuity of some future
etymologist.’ The phrase is developed from the notion of letting or
leaving somebody alone, in the sense ‘not to bother with them or
have dealings with them’. Let and leave were interchangeable in this
context. A character in Richardson’s epistolary novel The History of
Sir Charles Grandison (1753) observes ‘I was about to ask a question
– but ‘tis better let alone’. Jane Austen, in a letter of 1816, remarks
that ‘we shall have no bed in the house… for Charles himself – let
alone Henry’. 19th cent.

let somebody down gently

to give somebody unwelcome news or information in a way that
will avoid upset or humiliation: in early use with easily or easy
instead of gently. 18th cent.

Richardson Clarissa 1751

[author’s footnote] Joy, let me here observe… is not absolutely inconsistent with Melancholy;
a soft gentle Joy, not a rapid, not a rampant Joy, however; but such a Joy, as shall lift her
temporarily out of her soothing Melancholy, and then let her down gently into it again.

Mrs Gaskell North and South 1855

I am losing hope sadly about Frederick; he is letting us down gently, but I
can see that Mr. Lennox himself has no hope of hunting up the witnesses
under years and years of time.



let something drop$$fall

to reveal a secret or confidence inadvertently or casually. 18th cent.

Henry Fielding Love in Several Masques 1728

[Catchit] There’s a terrible Scene of Mischief going forwards. Mr. Malvil, has been taxing me
about Mr. Merital, and so, I let drop a few Words, and so, he has taken a Fit of Jealousie, and
so see the Consequence.

Fanny Burney The Wanderer 1814

‘I don’t well know,’ he said, ‘what class to put you in; but if you are really a virtuous woman,
to be sure I ought to ask your pardon for that little hint I let drop; and, moreover, if I asked it
upon my knees, I can’t say I should think it would be overmuch, for affronting a virtuous
woman, without cause.’

let oneself go

1 to behave or speak openly and without restraint; to enjoy oneself
thoroughly. 19th cent.

Henry James The American 1877

‘I can’t talk of her rationally. I admire her too much.’ ‘Talk of her as you can,’ rejoined
Newman. ‘Let yourself go.’

2 to develop untidy or slovenly habits and neglect one’s appearance.
Early 20th cent.

Susan Hill Gentleman and Ladies 1968

The previous afternoon, she had set her hair on small rollers. She intended to give the best
possible impression. They should not think her a woman who had let herself go. And so many
did. Dorothea’s hips must be all of forty-four inches.

let it drop$$rest

to say or do nothing more about a particular matter. 16th cent.

Shakespeare The Taming of the Shrew III.i.54 (1592)

[Bianca] I must believe my master, else, I promise you, I should be arguing still upon that
doubt. But let it rest.



let it go$$pass

to dismiss a thought from one’s mind; to ignore a remark or
comment. 16th cent.

Shakespeare The Merry Wives of Windsor I.iv.13 (1597)

[Quickly] His worst fault is that he is given to prayer; he is something peevish that way – but
nobody but has his fault. But let that pass.

Boswell The Life of Samuel Johnson 1791

Next morning, while we were at breakfast, Johnson gave a very earnest recommendation of
what he himself practised with the utmost conscientiousness: I mean a strict attention to truth,
even in the most minute particulars. ‘Accustom your children (said he) constantly to this; if a
thing happened at one window, and they, when relating it, say that it happened at another, do
not let it pass, but instantly check them; you do not know where deviation from truth will end.’

without let or hindrance

without any obstruction or impediment (as a legal phrase): let as
used here survives as a term in tennis and badminton for a ball or
shuttlecock that touches the top of the net in a service, but is
otherwise obsolete except in the legal phrase. 19th cent.

Henry David Thoreau Civil Disobedience 1849

I could not but smile to see how industriously they locked the door on my meditations, which
followed them out again without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was dangerous.

See also let off STEAM; let RIP; let something SLIP.

letter

a dead letter

1 a law or regulation that is no longer enforced: in the New
Testament epistles the ‘letter’ of the old Mosaic law is called ‘dead’
and is contrasted to the living ‘spirit’ of the new law (e.g. St Paul’s
Epistle to the Romans 7:6 ‘But now we are delivered from the law,



that being dead wherein we were held; that we should serve in
newness of spirit, and not in the oldness of the letter’). 17th cent.

R Fletcher Ex Otio Negotium 1656

Hence let the Law be canoniz’d no better | Than a meer corps of words, a bare dead letter.

Thomas Paine The Age of Reason 1796

The only sect that has not persecuted are the Quakers; and the only reason that can be given
for it is, that they are rather Deists than Christians. They do not believe much about Jesus
Christ, and they call the scriptures a dead letter.

2 a letter or packet that cannot be delivered because the address is
unknown or the recipients untraceable; a dead-letter office is the
department of a post office that deals with such letters and returns
them to their senders. 18th cent.

Maria Edgeworth The Absentee 1812

So I took it for granted that it found its way to the dead-letter office, or was sticking up across
a pane in the… post-master’s window at Huntingdon, for the whole town to see, and it a love-
letter.

Herman Melville Bartleby 1853

Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office at Washington… Dead letters!
does it not sound like dead men? Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to a pallid
hopelessness, can any business seem more fitted to heighten it than that of continually handling
these dead letters, and assorting them for the flames?

a man$$woman of letters

a scholar or writer. 17th cent.

Congreve The Double Dealer 1694

But I’m the more amazed, to find you a woman of letters, and not write! Bless me! how can
Mellefont believe you love him?

to the letter

literally or in detail: also according to the letter. To the letter of the



law, meaning ‘according to a strict legal interpretation’, occurs from
the 16th cent.

Lewis Wager The Life and Repentance of Mary Magdalene a1562

That they judge nothyng in Christ aryght: | To the letter of the law so fast I do them bynde, |
That of the spirite they have no maner of light.

Robert Bage Man As He Is 1792

Then Sir, for the future, I request that you will learn precision in your duty, and obey me
according to the letter.

Henry James The Portrait of a Lady 1881

And there were directions of his which she liked to think she obeyed to the letter. Perhaps, as
regards some of them, it was because her doing so appeared to reduce them to the absurd.

level

be level pegging

to be on equal terms in a contest or competition: from the use of
pegs moved round a board marked with rows of holes to keep the
score in a game of cribbage. Early 20th cent.

do one’s level best

to do one’s very best. The phrase dates from the 19th cent. Forms
with levelest and level worst are also recorded in North American use.

Mark Twain A Tramp Abroad 1880

‘Confound it, I don’t seem to understand this thing, no way; however, I’ll tackle her again.’ He
fetched another acorn, and done his level best to see what become of it, but he couldn’t.

a level playing field

a situation in which everybody involved has the same opportunity
of succeeding: from the notion of a playing field being level to
afford the same conditions to both sides in a game played on it. This
and the verb form of the phrase, to level the playing field, are found
from the late 20th cent.



S J Berwin et al Competition and Business Regulation in the Single Market 1992

One of the objectives of the company law harmonisation programme is to remove such
obstructions and create a level playing field in corporate management structures.

on the level

informal honest or genuine: used earlier with the meaning ‘modest
in aim or ambition’. 18th cent.

Sir Joshua Reynolds A Discourse Delivered to the Students of the Royal Academy
1790

The Caracci, it is acknowledged, adopted the mechanical part with sufficient success. But the
divine part which addresses itself to the imagination as possessed by Michael Angelo or Tibaldi,
was beyond their grasp: they formed, however, a most respectable school, a style more on the
level, and calculated to please a greater number.

Clyde Fitch The City 1909

The public would put George Rand in the Roosevelt class with a vengeance, wouldn’t they! – if
they were on to this one piece of manipulation… And he pretends to think his methods are on
the level.

liberty

take liberties (with somebody/something)

1 to go beyond recognized limits in one’s dealings with somebody,
especially by being excessively familiar towards them. 18th cent.

John Cleland Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure 1748

I had seen him taking the last liberties with my servant-wench.

Joanna Baillie The Siege 1798

[Countess] You see, good Sir, I take great liberties with the Baron, as, I doubt not, with the
privilege of a brother, you yourself sometimes do.

2 to take risks with something, 19th cent.



Conan Doyle The Empty House 1903

On the other hand, if all the world was convinced that I was dead they would take liberties,
these men, they would soon lay themselves open, and sooner or later I could destroy them.

take the liberty

to undertake something without explicit permission or authority:
often followed by of doing something or to do something. 17th cent.

Francis Bacon Essays (Of Friendship) 1601
Augustus raised Agrippa… to that height, as when he consulted with Maecenas, about the
marriage of his daughter Julia, Maecenas took the liberty to tell him, that he must either marry
his daughter to Agrippa, or take away his life; there was no third way, he had made him so
great.

licence

a licence to print money

a commercial enterprise that makes a great deal of income with
little effort. 20th cent.

Independent 1989

If speed is of the essence – and all marketing surveys say it is – then the microwave is the
manufacturers’ version of the licence to print money.

lick

at a lick

1 all at once; at a stroke, 17th cent.

John Wilson A Song of Thanksgiving a 1667

Even as those three renowned ones, in furnace seven times fired, | Were safe preserved. Flesh
and bones, skin, hair, and cloathes unseared: | The smoak devouring at a lick all them (and all
entire) | Which in their malice were so quick, to cast them in the fire



Mary Jane Holmes Edna Browning 1872

When Roy asked where her kin lived, the old man answered, ‘Oh, in forty places… You’d
better let her run a spell whilst you hunt up t’other one; two gals at a lick is too much.’

2 at a fast speed or pace: also with lick qualified by great, full, etc:
based on a dialect meaning ‘a spurt or burst of speed in racing’, 19th
cent.

a lick and a promise

something done hastily and without the expected thoroughness,
especially a wash: in earlier use as lick (without promise) meaning ‘a
dab of paint’ or ‘a quick wash’. 19th cent.

lick somebody’s boots/arse

to behave obsequiously towards somebody, typically in humiliation
or to seek favour. 19th cent.

Mark Twain Huckleberry Finn 1884

And then think of me! It would get all around, that Huck Finn helped a nigger to get his
freedom; and if I was to ever see anybody from that town again, I’d be ready to get down and
lick his boots for shame.

Esquire 1992

He has told colleagues in the force in South Africa… that he is ready ‘to lick your arse in
Church Square on a Sunday, if I can’t solve it in two days’.

lick one’s lips/chops

to be eagerly looking forward to something: originally with
reference to food. 16th cent.

George Chapman May-day 1611

[Lodovico] Be bold and carelesse, and stand not santring [= sauntering] a far off, as I have
seen you, like a dog in afirme-typot, that licks his chops and wags his tail

lick one’s wounds

to withdraw to recover after a defeat or humiliation. The image is of



an animal withdrawing and licking its wounds after a fight with a
rival or with another animal. 17th cent.

Dryden All for Love 1678

[Antony] We can conquer, | You see, without your aid. | We have dislodged their troops; |
They look on us at distance, and, like curs | ‘Scaped from the lion’s paws, they bay far off. |
And lick their wounds, and faintly threaten war.

See also get/lick/knock something/somebody into SHAPE; if you can’t
lick them, join them (see if you can’t beat them, join them) at BEAT.

lid

Lid has existed in figurative use with reference to containing or
releasing only since the early 20th cent. The image is of things being
forced into or released from a sealed container, and the phrase is
often extended to form part of a broader metaphor.

blow the lid off

informal to remove all control or restraint from a situation: also in
numerous variant forms the lid is off, with the lid off, etc. Early 20th
cent.

P Chester Murder Forestalled 1990

Somebody told you that Vecchi and the girl were at the Regal Arms. You gave instructions that
I would be the one to blow the lid off.

keep a/the lid on something

1 informal to prevent a situation from getting out of control. Late
20th cent.

A Rogers & M Keith Hollow Promises? 1991

The government in 1989 had to appoint a special transport minister for Docklands (Mr
Portillo) to keep the lid on the widespread anger of developers about the lack of transport to
Docklands.



informal to keep something secret. Late 20th cent.

Today 1992

In fact, the Princess of Wales- a woman Selina is often compared with – must wish she was
able to keep the lid on her private life as tightly as Selina has. There are no talkative friends or
‘Squidgy’ tapes lurking in Selina’s background.

put a/the lid on something

informal to bring something to a conclusion or stop; to repress or
clamp down on an activity. Early 20th cent.

Daily Telegraph 1992

The new job has changed Kenyon in other ways, too. His sense of humour was always a
feature of the critics’ circuit; I treasure a bulging mental file of his roguish observations on
fellow critics and luminaries in the music trade. His new responsibilities have put the lid on
this… he has taken up fluent corporation-speak surprisingly quickly.

put the (tin) lid on something

British, informal to be the final act or circumstance that makes a
situation intolerable. Late 20th cent.

M Cole The Ladykiller 1993

Out on the pavement, an elderly woman with a small sausage dog gave him a filthy look. He
sighed again. That put the tin lid on it as far as Patrick Kelly was concerned. The old bird
thought he was a nonce.

take/lift the lid off | lift the lid on something

informal to reveal unwelcome information about a person or thing.
Late 20th cent.

See also FLIP one’s lid.

lie1 (verb)



as/so far as in me lies

to the extent that I am capable or have authority. The phrase is 18th
cent. in this form, but many earlier variants exist, e.g. with much
instead of far.

Hume Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 1748

Your deliberations, which of right should be directed to questions of public good, and the
interest of the commonwealth, are diverted to the disquisitions of speculative philosophy; and
these… enquiries, take place of your more familiar but more useful occupations. But so far as
in me lies, I will prevent this abuse.

let something lie

to allow a difficult or unwelcome situation to continue. 19th cent.

R L Stevenson Kidnapped 1886

When a friend that likes you very well has passed over an offence without a word, you would
be blithe to let it lie, instead of making it a stick to break his back with.

lie in state

(said of a distinguished person recently dead) to be laid out in a
public place before burial. 18th cent.

Robert Hunter Androboros 1714

[Solemn] When is he to be Interr’d? [Tom of Bedlam] This Ev’ning, but is to lie in State here
till then.

Charlotte Brontë Jane Eyre 1847

Mr. Reed had been dead nine years: it was in this chamber he breathed his last; here he lay in
state; hence his coffin was borne by the undertaker’s men

lie low

to act discreetly and avoid being noticed: based on literal uses
which go back to Middle English. The phrase is 19th cent. in
figurative use.



Mark Twain Life on the Mississippi 1883

They know all that can be known of their abstruse science; and so, since they conceive that
they can fetter and handcuff that river and boss him, it is but wisdom for the unscientific man
to keep still, lie low, and wait till they do it.

take something lying down

to accept something unpleasant or unwelcome without protesting:
normally used in negative contexts or questions. The image is of
lying on the ground while being beaten or assaulted. 19th cent.

Edward George Dyson Khaki Verse 1919

We fairly felt their bullets play | Among our hair for half a day. |… | They pass you with a
vicious hiss | That makes you duck; but, hit or miss, | It isn’t in the Sultan’s skin | To shift
Australia’s cheerful grin. | My oath, old man, though we were prone, | We didn’t take it lying
down.

See also how the LAND lies; let sleeping dogs lie at DOG.

lie2 (noun and verb)

give the lie to something

to show that something is not true or not the case as was previously
thought. In earlier use the meaning was commonly ‘to accuse
somebody openly of lying’ (as in an exchange between Ariel and
Stefano in Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1613) III.ii.77: ‘[Ariel] Thou
liest. [Stefano]… Give me the lie another time’); but in more recent
use the subject is typically a fact or circumstance. 16th cent.

Shakespeare As You Like It III.ii.377 (1599)

[Orlando] Fair youth, I would I could make thee believe I love. [Rosalind] Me believe it! You
may as soon make her that you love believe it, which I warrant she is apter to do than to
confess she does. That is one of the points in the which women still give the lie to their
consciences.



I tell | am telling a lie | that’s a lie

informal an expression used to correct a statement one has just made
and immediately realizes to be mistaken. 17th cent.

John Davies Lamia the Witch from Wittes Pilgrimage c 1605

But I can prove | Where thou thy Chastitie did’st vulnerate: | O no, I lie, thou stil didst keep it
sound | But others gave, and it receav’d the wound.

George Colman The Battle of Hexham 1790

[Gregory] I’ll warrant we’ll find such snug delicious beds of dry leaves – [it rains hard] s’bud,
no, I lie – it rains like all the dogs and cats in the kingdom; there won’t be a dry twig left large
enough to shelter a cock-chaffer.

live a lie

to live a life that conceals one’s true nature or past. 18th cent.

Charles Robert Maturin Melmoth the Wanderer 1820

‘But to me, and to all the community, you seemed to be resigned to the monastic life.’ ‘I seemed
a lie – I lived a lie – I was a lie – I ask pardon of my last moments for speaking the truth – I
presume they neither can refuse me, or discredit my words – I hated the monastic life.’

See also lie through one’s TEETH; NAIL a lie.

life

beat/knock the life out of somebody

informal to beat somebody severely. 19th cent.

be the life and soul of the party

to be in a lively mood and keep everybody around one entertained.
Life and soul occur together with the meaning ‘soul or essence’ from
the 18th cent., and life of the party (without soul) is also recorded
from this date: the present phrase is therefore a variant of earlier
forms. 19th cent.



Charlotte Brontë Jane Eyre 1847

For, after all, Mr. Rochester, and – because closely connected with him – Miss Ingram, were
the life and soul of the party. If he was absent from the room an hour, a perceptible dulness
seemed to steal over the spirits of his guests; and his reentrance was sure to give a fresh impulse
to the vivacity of conversation.

(do) anything for a quiet life

to acquiesce in other people’s wishes if that leaves one undisturbed.
Anything for a Quiet Life is the title of a play by Thomas Middleton
(c1621). 17th cent.

Edward Ravenscroft The English Lawyer 1678

[Polla] Now, you Fustiluge, who am I now? [Ignoramus] Any body for a quiet life.

Delariviére Manley The Adventures of Rivella 1714

Some Persons… thought he yielded to his Lady’s Importunities only for a quiet Life.

George Colman The Jealous Wife 1761

I must live in Peace – Patience is the best Remedy – Any thing for a quiet Life! and so on.

Dickens Pickwick Papers 1837

‘I know the gentleman ‘ll put that ere charge into somebody afore he’s done,’ growled the long
man. ‘Well, well – I don’t mind,’ said poor Winkle, turning his gunstock uppermost; – ‘there.’
‘Anythin’ for a quiet life,’ said Mr. Weller; and on they went again

for dear/one’s life

as though one’s life were at stake: used in the context of daring or
urgent actions. 19th cent.

Mark Twain A Tramp Abroad 1880

The fiddlers under the eaves of the stage sawed away for dear life, with the cold overflow
spouting down the backs of their necks

for the life of me

informal no matter how hard I try: in earlier use with heart instead
of life (cf Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew (1592) I.ii.38



‘[Petruccio] Good Hortensio, I bade the rascal knock upon your
gate, | And could not get him for my heart to do it’). 19th cent.

Herman Melville Typee 1846

For the life of me, I could not understand why a woman should not have as much right to enter
a canoe as a man.

frighten/scare the life out of somebody

informal to terrify somebody. Early 20th cent.

Gene Stratton Porter Freckles 1904
Seems that her father has taught her to shoot… The spunky little thing followed them right out
into the west road, spitting lead like hail, and clipping all around the heads and heels of
them… Scared the life near out of me body with the fear that she’d drop one of them.

get a life

informal, originally N A mer to start to enjoy life and do interesting
things: normally used as an admonition to somebody who is not
making the best of their opportunities or who is doing something
deemed tedious or pointless by the speaker. An early use in print
was in a caricature in the Washington Post in 1983: ‘Gross me out, I
mean, Valley Girls was, like, ohmigod, it was last year, fer sure! I
mean, get a life! Say what?’ Late 20th cent.

Pilot 1992

They’re people who go around airports and airshows collecting the ‘tail numbers’ on
aeroplanes… the really sophisticated ones use little pocket memo recorders instead of
notebooks. All attempts to explain just why anyone would want to do this failed. ‘You tell those
guys they should get a life!’ he roared, still not entirely convinced that it wasn’t all some Limey
hoax.

life and limb

one’s life and physical faculties. 17th cent.

Locke Essay Concerning Civil Government 1690

They may repulse the present attempt, but must not revenge past violences. For it is natural for



us to defend life and limb.

life in the fast lane

an exciting or ambitious lifestyle: with reference to the outer lane of
a motorway, intended for the fastest traffic. Late 20th cent.

Stuart Cosgrove Hampden Babylon 1991

Now at his lowest ebb, Marinello can reflect on life in the fast lane. His house was re-
possessed. His marriage has collapsed… He claims he has lost over £250,000 in his life and at
the age of 40 is forced to survive on state benefits of £63.

a matter of life and death | a life-and-death matter

a matter of crucial importance: originally in the literal context of a
person being on trial for a capital offence. 17th cent.

Bunyan The Holy War 1682

You the Gentlemen of the Jury being impannelled for our Lord the King to serve here in a
matter of life and death, have heard the trials of each of these men the prisoners at the Bar.

James Fenimore Cooper The Pioneers 1823

‘I bethought me of your flimsy things,’ cried Natty, throwing loose the folds of a covering of
buckskin that he carried on his arm, and wrapping her form in it… ‘now follow, for it’s a
matter of life and death to us all.

not on your life

informal used to express complete refusal or rejection. The phrase is
a shortening of earlier fuller admonitory forms such as
stir/speak/tarry/fail not on your life. See also not on your NELLY. 18th
cent.

Thomas Holcroft The School for Arrogance 1791

[Edmund] The Count your brother? – My sister, my family, must be informed. [Lydia] Not on
your life, Edmund. So implacable are his enemies, that my father informs me an Exempt,
bribed by them, has followed him to England.



see life

to gain wide experience of the world: based on the use of life to
mean ‘the active part of human experience’, which dates from the
middle of the 17th cent. 18th cent.

Boswell The Life of Samuel Johnson 1791

But he produced one work this year… This was ‘The Life Of Richard Savage’, a man, of whom
it is difficult to speak impartially, without wondering that he was for some time the intimate
companion of Johnson;for his character was marked by profligacy, insolence, and ingratitude:
yet, as he undoubtedly had a warm and vigorous, though unregulated mind, had seen life in all
its varieties.

take one’s life in one’s (own) hands

to do something that risks death. 19th cent.

Mark Twain The Prince and the Pauper 1881

Then… mind the little beast for me while I take my life in my hands and make what success I
may toward mounting the big one.

this is the life

an expression of satisfaction with one’s present circumstances or
experiences. Early 20th cent.

Roi Cooper Megrue Under Cover 1914

[Nora] It’s wrong to go to bed so early. It can’t be much after two. [Singing] Oh, this is the
life.

to the life

(said of a copy or representation) portraying the original subject
exactly. 17th cent.

Aphra Behn The Rover 1677
Oh that our Nokes, or Tony Lee could show | A Fop but half so much to th’ Life as you.

to sove one’s life

even if one’s life were at stake: used in negative contexts of things



one is incapable of undertaking or unwilling to undertake. The
phrase was a favourite of Trollope’s and occurs in several forms in
his writing, e.g. in Can You Forgive Her? (1864): ‘Had it been to save
my life I could not have written the letter.’ 19th cent

Hardy Far from the Madding Crowd 1874

She said in the same breath that it would be ungenerous not to marry Boldwood, and that she
couldn’t do it to save her life.

See also (as) LARGE as life; the facts of life at FACT; larger than life at
LARGE; a new LEASE of life; WALK of life; within an INCH of one’s life.

lifeline

throw a lifeline to somebody

to offer somebody a means of escaping from an awkward situation.
The phrase is based on the meaning ‘a line for preserving life’, e.g.
one thrown to save a drowning person. Lifeline has other meanings:
an essential route for communication and supplies; and the mark on
the hand that is regarded as important in palmistry. These meanings
have also given rise to figurative uses. 19th cent.

Willa Cather The Song of the Lark 1915

I remember when I first heard you in Pittsburg, long ago. It was a life-line you threw me

lifetime

the — of a lifetime

an exceptionally enjoyable or worthwhile experience, the
implication being that it will only occur once in a person’s life. Early
20th cent.

Jack London Son of the Wolf 1915

‘Twas the anchor-ice comin’ up. To the right, to the lift, as far as iver a man cud see, the water



was covered with the same. An’ like so much porridge it was, slickin’ along the bark of the
canoe, stickin’ like glue to the paddle… ‘Twas the sight of a lifetime.

lift

See lift up one’s HEAD; not lift a FINGER

light1 (adjective)

(as) light as a feather
extremely light; having very little weight. A feather, as well as being
one of the lightest things imaginable, is associated with flight. 16th
cent.

James Shirley The Wedding 1626

Light as a feather, hanging will never kill you.

be light on something

to have only a little of something. 20th cent.

Nicola Malizia et al Malta: the Hurricane Years 1940-41 1987

I chased him west along the south coast of the island and closed off Gozo. He went into the
drink well out to sea off the island, by which time I was light on fuel and out of ammo.

be light on one’s feet

to move deftly and nimbly. 19th cent

George Meredith The Ordeal of Richard Feverel 1859

Blue eyes – just what I like! And such a little impudent nose, and red lips, pouting – the very
thing I like! And her hair? darkish, I think – say, brown. And so saucy, and light on her feet.

make light of something

1 to disparage or mock something. 16th cent



Francis Bacon Essays (Of Seeming Wise) 1612

Some, whatsoever is beyond their reach, will seem to despise, or make light of it, as impertinent
[= irrelevant] or curious [= arcane]; and so would have their ignorance seem judgment.

2 to treat something as unimportant, or discount it as trivial: cf
make LITTLE of something, 19th cent.

Mark Twain What Is Man? And Other Essays 1906

He made light of the wound, but he died of it in a few days

make light work of something

to achieve a task or objective with ease. 19th cent.

Helen Hunt Jackson Twin Lakes 1896

We’ll fly with a sail all swelling, | And make light work of the miles!

light2 (verb and noun)

according to one’s lights

in terms of, or measured by, one’s own standards or opinions: based
on the (16th cent.) plural meaning ‘facts or pieces of information’.
19th cent.

Henry James Confidence 1880

You will be rather surprised, perhaps, at my having selected her as the partner of a life-time;
but we manage these matters according to our lights. I am very much in love with her, and I
hold that an excellent reason.

bring something to light

to disclose or reveal information: cf Job 28:11 (in the Authorized
Version of 1611) ‘He bindeth the floods from overflowing; and the
thing that is hid bringeth he forth to light.’ 16th cent.



Shakespeare Much Ado About Nothing V.i.226 (1598)

[Borachio] What your wisdoms could not discover, these shallow fools have brought to light,
who in the night overheard me confessing to this man how Don John your brother incensed me
to slander the Lady Hero.

come to light

(said especially of information) to be revealed or made known: in
early use in the form come in light. Middle English

Shakespeare The Merchant of Venice II.ii.74 (1598)

[Lancelot] Give me your blessing. Truth will come to light; murder cannot be hid long – a
man’s son may, but in the end truth will out.

Goldsmith Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog 1766

But soon a wonder came to light, | That showed the rogues they lied; | The man recovered
from the bite, | The dog it was that died.

go out like a light

to fall asleep or lose consciousness immediately or suddenly. Mid
20th cent.

Ellis Peters City of Gold and Shadows 1989

Something hit me on the back of the head, here, and I went out like a light. I remember
dropping. I never felt the ground hit me

in the light of | NAmer in light of something

1 in the nature or character of something. 18th cent.

Hume Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 1748

The other species of philosophers considers man in the light of a reasonable rather than an
active being, and endeavours to form his understanding more than cultivate his manners.

2 with the insight or information provided by something.19th cent.

Henry James Roderick Hudson 1876

And in the light of your late interview, what do you make of your young lady?



the light of one’s life

the person one most loves or is especially devoted to. 19th cent

Ben Jonson The Gypsies Metamorphos’d 1640

[the Patrico] An old mans wife, | Is the light of his life, | A young one is but his shade

Ralph Waldo Emerson Essays: Second Series 1844

It takes a good deal of time to eat or to sleep, or to earn a hundred dollars, and a very little
time to entertain a hope and an insight which becomes the light of our life

punch somebody’s lights out

to beat somebody up. Lights here is used primarily in the meaning
‘eyes’, although the sense ‘lungs of a slaughtered animal’ (which is
based on light meaning ‘having little weight’) may also be involved.
20th cent.

The Times 1988

Penalties for violence have risen by more than 90 per cent over the past 10 years. It is not a
question of spontaneity: ‘When you have somebody on your team whose sole purpose is to
punch somebody’s lights out, it’s a tactic,’ said one team manager. ‘It has become a bit of a
problem.

see the light

1 (said of writing, literature, music, etc; also see the light of day) to
be presented or published. 17th cent.

Dryden The Kind Keeper 1680 [front matter]

The same Fortune once happen’d to Moliere, on the occasion of his Tartuffe; which
notwithstanding afterwards has seen the light, in a Country more Bigot than ours, and is
accounted amongst the best Pieces of that Poet.

Boswell The Life of Samuel Johnson 1791

He this year resumed his scheme of giving an edition of Shakspeare with notes… He promised
his work should be published before Christmas, 1757. Yet nine years elapsed before it saw the
light

2 to understand something suddenly. 19th cent.



Hardy Jude the Obscure 1895

I can’t help being as I am, I am convinced I am right – that I see the light at last. But oh, how
to profit by it!

3 to undergo a religious conversion, especially to Christianity. Early 20th cent

P Ling Flood Water 1993

‘Maybe Ernest will come round. He might see the light and be received into the Faith.’ ‘He’ll
never do that. He’s been brought up strictly, he goes to synagogue.’

stand/be in somebody’s light

to be in somebody’s way, preventing them from making progress:
from the literal meaning ‘to prevent somebody from using or
enjoying the light’. To stand in one’s own light, in the figurative
meaning ‘to be a hindrance to oneself’, was a common phrase in the
16th cent. and 17th cent

John Heywood Works 1562

Plentie is no deintie, ye see not your owne ease. I see, ye can not see the wood for trees. Your
lips hang in your light, but this poore man sees… how blindly ye stand in your owne light.

Lyly Euphues 1579

Heere ye may beholde gentlemen, how lewdly wit standeth in his owne lyght.

Mark Twain The £30,000 Bequest and Other Stories 1906

A man who cannot learn stands in his own light

throw/cast/shed light on something

to explain or clarify something obscure or complex. The image is of
a light shining on a scene and clarifying it. 16th cent.

Edward Young The Complaint, or Night Thoughts on Life 1742

The scene thou seest attests the truth I sing, | And every star sheds light upon thy Creed.

See also hide one’s light under a BUSHEL; in the COLD light of day;
light at the end of the TUNNEL; light a FIRE under somebody; light
a/the FUSE.



lightning

lightning never strikes (the same place) twice

the same disaster or misfortune does not visit an individual more
than once. 19th cent.

Peter Hamilton Myers The Prisoner of the Border 1857

‘Golly, massa, look at that!’ he exclaimed, springing suddenly aside, and pointing at the
cannon ball they had so narrowly escaped, and which now lay harmless beside them. ‘Let us
get away from here.’ ‘Never fear, Brom. Sit down on it, if you wish to be quite safe. Lightning
never strikes twice in the same place, nor cannon balls either, I presume.’

like (greased) lightning

with great speed. The phrase like lightning dates from the 18th cent.,
and from the 19th cent. with greased.

Henry Fielding The History of Tom Jones 1749

Grimalkin, who, though the youngest of the feline family… and though inferior in strength, is
equal in fierceness to the noble tiger himself, when a little mouse… escapes from her clutches
for a while… flies like lightning on her prey

Trollope The Eustace Diamonds 1873

The superintendent, who intended to be consolatory to Lizzie, expressed his opinion that it was
very hard to know what a young woman was. ‘They looks as soft as butter, and they’re as sly
as foxes, and as quick, as quick, – as quick as greased lightning, my lady.’

like1 (verb and noun)

like it or not

regardless of what one thinks or wants; willynilly. A shortening of
whether you (or we, they, etc) like it or not. 19th cent.

Mrs Gaskell Wives and Daughters 1866

‘I will tell you where I think you have been in fault, Clare, if you like to know.’ Like it or not,



the plainspeaking was coming now. ‘You have spoilt that girl of yours till she does not know
her own mind.’

the likes of

informal people or things that are similar to the one specified.
Normally used in depreciatory ways: in early use in the form the like
of. 17th cent.

Hobbes Leviathan 1651

From desire ariseth the thought of some means we have seen produce the like of that which we
aim at; and from the thought of that, the thought of means to that mean

H G Wells The Invisible Man 1897

‘Invisible, eigh?’ said Huxter… ‘Who ever heard the likes of that?’

Frederick Pilon The Deaf Lover 1780

[Young Wrongward] What, then, you have neither brought nor received a letter here to-day?
[Betsy] Lord! Sir, who’d trust the likes of me with a letter?

See also like it or LUMP it; not like the LOOK of something.

like2 (preposition)

See like FATHER like son.

like3 (adjective)

(as) like as two peas (in a pod)

identical; indistinguishable, in the way that, for most people, one
pea is from another. The notion occurs in John Lyly’s Euphues
(1580): ‘As lyke as one pease is to an other.’ Pease is the earlier form
of the word, pea arising from the mistaking of pease for a plural.
16th cent



Fanny Burney Evelina 1778

‘I thought, at the time,’ said Mr. Branghton, ‘that three shillings was an exorbitant price for a
place in the gallery.’… ‘Why it’s as like the twelvepenny gallery at Drury-lane,’ cried the son,
‘as two peas are to one another. I never knew father so bit before.’

likely

a likely story

used ironically to express doubt about what somebody has said or
claimed. 18th cent.

Henry Fielding The History of Tom Jones 1749

Susan could not help endeavouring to quiet the concern which her mistress seemed to be
under… by swearing heartily she saw Jones leap out from her bed. The landlady fell into a
violent rage at these words. ‘A likely story, truly,’ cried she, ‘that a woman should cry out, and
endeavour to expose herself, if that was the case!’

liking

to one’s liking

pleasing, satisfactory; what one wants: recorded earlier in the form
at/after one’s liking. 16th cent.

Shakespeare All’s Well That Ends Well I.i.147 (1603)

[Paroles] Besides, virginity is peevish, proud, idle, made of self-love – which is the most
inhibited sin in the canon. Keep it not, you cannot choose but lose by’t… Away with’t. [Helen]
How might one do, sir, to lose it to her own liking?

See also TAKE a liking to somebody/something.

lily

See GILD the lily.



limb

out on a limb

in an exposed and unsupported position: originally in American use.
The meaning here is ‘a branch of a tree’, the idea being that a
position at the end of the branch leaves one exposed and vulnerable.
19th cent.

tear somebody limb from limb

to savage somebody brutally: literally, to dismember somebody.
16th cent.

Thomas Nashe Nashes Lenten Stuffe 1599

Hee will… tear him limbe from limbe, but hee will extract some capitall confession from him

limit

be the limit

informal to be the extreme of what is reasonable; to be exasperating
or intolerable. Early 20th cent

Samuel Mathewson Baylis In the Name of the King from At the Sign of the Beaver
1907

Of all the mangy curs | That ever were whelped in this King-cursed land to bark at a man and
run, | You’re the limit, dead right!

over the limit

having exceeded a permitted maximum: in current use usually with
reference to the legal limit of alcohol in the blood allowed to a
person who is driving a motor vehicle. Late 20th cent.

Best 1991

Can you be breathalysed in your own home? My boyfriend drank too much the other night and
was followed home in his car by the police. He’s just got inside the house when they knocked
on the door and asked to breath-test him. He was over the limit and will now lose his licence.



line1 (noun)

The meaning in many of the phrases is the military one referring to
a formation of soldiers abreast.

be/get/step out of line

to act in an unusual or inappropriate way. Mid 20th cent

Hilda Doolittle Collected Poems a 1944

So the first – it is written, will be the twisted or the tortured individuals, out of line, out of step
with world so-called progress

Don Hedley World Energy 1986

Although Mexico was not an OPEC member in November 1984 it cut exports in line with
OPEC reductions to help maintain prices and has generally taken care not to step out of line

the bottom line

the most significant point, especially the main criterion that
determines whether something is convincing or viable: a metaphor
from accounting, in which the bottom line is the last line of figures
in a financial report that shows the profit or loss. Late 20th cent.

Wedding and Home 1990

The bottom line to consider when tasting wine is whether or not you actually like it.

come/fall into line

to conform with accepted opinions or principles of behaviour: a
metaphor from military formation. 19th cent.

John Keble Lectures on Poetry 1841

All this admirably falls into line with the passages from the Prometheus before quoted, on
which I argued that Aeschylus, beyond doubt a follower of Pythagoras, rejected both the
extravagances of Epicurus and the doctrines of fatalism.



Jack London The Iron Heel 1908

Day by day unions and more unions voted their support to the socialists, until even Ernest
laughed when the Undertakers’ Assistants and the Chicken Pickers fell into line.

get a line on something/somebody

informal to get some basic information about something, 19th cent.

William Gillette & Arthur Conan Doyle Sherlock Holmes 1899

I knew you was on some rum lay – squatting down in this place for over a year; but I never
could seem to – get a line on you

hard lines

bad luck or ill fortune, especially when suffered through no fault of
one’s own. Early uses (e.g. by Scott, below) suggest a nautical
origin, although lines may simply denote fate or fortune as marked
off by a line, as in Psalms 16:6 (in the Authorized Version, 1611):
‘The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly
heritage.’ A newspaper use from 1865 reinforces the link between
this meaning and our phrase: ‘The poor Pope’s lines seem just now
to have fallen in most unpleasant places, and are indeed hard lines.’
19th cent.

Scott Redgauntlet 1824

The old seaman paused a moment. ‘It is hard lines for me,’ he said, ‘to leave your honour in
tribulation.’

lay/put it on the line

to state one’s view on a matter clearly and unequivocally. The
phrase was first used in the meaning ‘to pay a debt’, and the sense
of line here is probably that connected with accounting (as in bottom
line). Mid 20th cent.

take a — line on something

to have a particular opinion about something, or a certain policy
towards it. Mid 20th cent.



The Art Newspaper 1993

Gardiner takes a curiously prudish line on the emotional mainsprings of Epstein’s art by
denying or glossing over the disturbing sexual elements in his pre-1914 work, including ‘Rock
Drill’.

See also DRAW the/a line (in the sand); DRAW a line under something;
the END of the road/line; HOLD the line; the line of least RESISTANCE;
SHOOT a line; TOE the line.

line2 (verb)

line one’s pockets

to make a profit by unfair illcit means. In earlier use the phrase
appears as line one’s coat/breeches, etc. 17th cent.

Shakespeare Othello I.i.53 (1604)

[Iago] Others there are | Who, trimmed in forms and visages of duty, | Keep yet their hearts
attending on themselves, | And, throwing but shows of service on their lords, | Do well thrive by
’em, and when they have lined their coats, | Do themselves homage.

Charles Kingsley Westward Ho! 1855

That cunning old Drake! how he has contrived to line his own pockets, even though he had to
keep the whole fleet waiting for him.

linen

wash one’s dirty linen in public

to discuss discreditable personal matters openly. 19th cent.

Trollope The Way We Live Now 1875

What disappointed ambition there might be among conservative candidates was never known to
the public. Those gentlemen do not wash their dirty linen in public.



Oscar Wilde The Importance of Being Earnest 1895

The amount of women in London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandalous. It
looks so bad. It is simply washing one’s clean linen in public.

lion

a lion in the way

a danger, especially one invented as an excuse for inaction: with
allusion to Proverbs 26:13 ‘The slothful man saith, There is a lion in
the way; a lion is in the streets.’ 17th cent.

Milton Of Reformation Touching Church-Discipline in England 1641

They fear’d not the bug-bear danger nor the lion in the way that the sluggish and timorous
politician thinks he sees.

Catharine Sedgwick Clarence 1830

I have thought over and over again what I told you the day we parted. I am right – it is all
fudge – there is no lion in the way.

Tennyson The Holy Grail 1869

Lancelot shouted, ‘Stay me not! | I have been the sluggard, and I ride apace, | For now there is
a lion in the way.’ | So vanish’d.

the lion’s den

a situation of great danger or difficulty: with allusion to the prophet
Daniel, who according to the biblical account (Daniel 6:16-22) was
thrown into a den of lions by King Darius of Persia but was
protected by an angel sent by God. The phrase occurs early in
extended metaphor, e.g. in Dryden’s The Spanish Fryar (1681): ‘What
bull dare bellow, or, what sheep dares bleat, | Within the lion’s
den?’ 17th cent.

Thomas Betterton The Amorous Widow 1706

[Cuningham] Pox on her old mouldy chops: | She’s for engrossing all to her self. | How she
thrust her niece in before her. | I’ll in, and try to beckon her into the garden, if you’ll interpose,



shou’d the Aunt miss her, and follow us. [Love] ‘Sdeath! Wouldst have me run into the lion’s
den, | Just when I have scap’d his paw!

Scott Woverley 1814

‘And how do you, being an Englishman,’ said the Knight, ‘protect your life and property here,
when one of your nation cannot obtain a single night’s lodging, or a draught of water, were he
thirsty?’ ‘Marry, noble sir,’ answered the Franklin, ‘use, as they say, will make a man live in a
lion’s den; and as I settled here in a quiet time, and have never given cause of offence, I am
respected by my neighbours, and even, as you see, by our forayers from England.’

the lion’s mouth

a place of great danger. The phrase, which is found in Middle
English, was originally used with biblical allusion to Psalms 22:21
‘Save me from the lion’s mouth: for thou hast heard me from the
horns of the unicorns’, and to 2 Timothy 4:17 where Paul declares
‘Notwithstanding the Lord stood with me, and strengthened me…
and I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion’. However, in more
recent usage the image is rather of the traditional circus act in
which the tamer puts his head into the mouth of a trained lion.

William Mountford The Life and Death of Doctor Faustus 1697

I am Wrath; I had neither Father nor Mother, but leap’d out of a Lion’s Mouth when I was
scarce an Hour old.

Henry Fielding Rape upon Rape 1730

Asking your Worship’s Pardon, I don’t care to run my Finger into the Lion’s Mouth. I would
not willingly have to do with any Limb of the Law.

the lion’s share

the largest part of something shared. 18th cent.

Edmund Burke Reflections on the Revolution in France 1790

Where the letting of their land was by rent, I could not discover that their agreements with their
farmers were oppressive; nor when they were in partnership with the farmer, as often was the
case, have I heard that they had taken the lion’s share. The proportions seemed not inequitable.



throw somebody to the lions

to leave somebody at the mercy of their enemies or harshest critics.
The allusion is to the religious persecutions of the Roman Empire,
when Christians were herded into the arenas of amphitheatres to be
savaged by lions. Cf throw somebody to the wolves at WOLF. 20th
cent.

The Times 1985

‘Mahogany and rosewood were fashionable, while black and gilt, as well as looking a little like
burnished bronze, were being used on grandiloquent furniture in France. So he and his
followers produced things like your table.’ ‘If you ask me, Mr Smith and his friends should
have been thrown to the lions.’

lip

hang on somebody’s lips

to listen to somebody attentively, or eagerly await their word or
command. 17th cent.

John Oldham Satyrs upon the Jesuits 1679

Strait count him Holy, Vertuous, Good, Devout, Chast, Gentle, Meek, a Saint, a God, who not?
Make Fate hang on his Lips, nor Heaven have Pow’r to Predestinate without his leave.

pass somebody’s lips

to be spoken by somebody. 16th cent.

Richardson Pamela 1740

And I promise you, that I will never let your Name pass my Lips, but with Reverence and
Gratitude.

pay lip service to something

to acknowledge or support something in words without acting on it.
17th cent.



Christopher Smart The Parables of Jesus Christ 1768

With words and mouths this froward race | Adore me, and approach my face, | And their lip-
service they devote, | While all their hearts are far remote. | But all that worship is in vain, |
Which for your Maker you would feign.

See also BITE one’s lip; CURL one’s lip; LICK one’s lips; my lips are
sealed at SEAL; a STIFF upper lip.

list

enter the lists

to issue a challenge or take part in a contest: from the meaning of
lists ‘a place or scene of competition’, in particular the enclosure in
which medieval knights jousted, 17th cent.

little

quite the little —

an especially noteworthy example of a quality or attribute: normally
used ironically or condescendingly. 19th cent.

Keats Letter 1819

Mr Lewis went a few morning ago to town with Mrs Brawne they talked about me – and I
heard that Mr L said a thing I am not at all contented with – Says he ‘O, he is quite the
little Poet’ now this is abominable – you might as well say Buonaparte is quite the little
Soldier.

make little of something

1 to treat something as unimportant: cf make light of something at
LIGHT1. 17th cent.

Thomas Southerne The Wives Excuse 1692

I see you make little of the matter, to hide it from my fears; | And there indeed you’re kind: but
‘tis in vain | To think of concealing from me, what you intend.



Byron Don Juan 1824

She also had no passion for confession; Perhaps she had nothing to confess:– no matter,
Whate’er the cause, the church made little of it.

2 to fail to tackle a task satisfactorily or make a go of it. 19th cent.

Dickens David Copperfield 1850

He was a sort of town traveller for a number of miscellaneous houses, now; but made little or
nothing of it, I am afraid.

live1 (verb, rhymes with give)

be (the) living proof (of something)

to demonstrate the truth or validity of something by one’s existence
or by one’s characteristics or qualities. 19th cent.

Dickens Hard Times 1854

I shall have the satisfaction of causing you to be strictly educated; and you will be a living
proof to all who come into communication with you, of the advantages of the training you will
receive.

live and breathe something

to be completely absorbed or preoccupied by an activity or pursuit.
20th cent.

live and learn

(proverb) one can always learn from experience: normally used in
the context of a surprising or unexpected experience or piece of
information. Explicit correlation between living and learning occurs
from the 16th cent., sometimes in the admonitory form we live to
learn. The phrase dates from the late 16th cent. in its current form.

John Pomfret The Sceptical Muse 1699

Thus from the time we first begin to know | We live and learn, but not the wiser grow; | We
seldom use our liberty aright, | No Judge of things by Universal Light.



Henry Fielding The History of Tom Jones 1749

I should not have lived so many years, and have taught school so long, without being able to
distinguish between fas et nefas: but it seems we are all to live and learn.

live and let live

(proverb) to tolerate other people’s views and behaviour so that
one’s own might be tolerated in turn. The maxim is entered in a
book of Scottish proverbs by David Fergusson (1648), and in John
Ray’s Collection of English Proverbs of 1678. 17th cent.

Smollett The Life and Adventures of Sir Launcelot Greaves 1761

For my peart, measter, I knows nothing amiss of the doctor – he’s a quiet sort of an inoffensive
man… You knows, master, one must live, and let live, as the saying is.

live from / out of a suitcase

to be constantly changing one’s address or travelling from one place
to another. Mid 20th cent.

live in the past

to be nostalgic for earlier times or cling to outdated attitudes. Late
20th cent.

live it up

informal to enjoy an extravagant lifestyle. 20th cent.

Lawrence Ferlinghetti Pictures of the Gone World 1955

dancing and going swimming in rivers on picnics in the middle of the summer and just
generally ‘living it up’

live one’s own life

to be independent and choose one’s own career and lifestyle. 19th
cent.

Nathaniel Hawthorne The Scarlet Letter 1850

It was as if she had been made afresh, out of new elements, and must perforce be permitted to



live her own life, and be a law unto herself, without her eccentricities being reckoned to her for
a crime.

live rough

to live in the open or in improvised shelters, especially from being
homeless. In earlier use, the meaning was rather ‘to live a hard and
reckless life’. 19th cent.

Dickens Great Expectations 1861

Yes, Pip, dear boy, I’ve made a gentleman on you! It’s me wot has done it! I swore that time,
sure as ever I earned a guinea, that guinea should go to you. I swore arterwards, sure as ever I
spec’lated and got rich, you should get rich. I lived rough, that you should live smooth.

R L Stevenson Treasure Island 1883

Here it is about gentlemen of fortune. They lives rough, and they risk swinging, but they eat
and drink like fighting-cocks, and when a cruise is done, why, it’s hundreds of pounds instead
of hundreds of farthings in their pockets.

live to fight another day

to survive a defeat or setback with the possibility of better fortune
in the future. 18th cent.

Frederick Pilon The Fair American 1785

Were I by Trade | A fighting blade, | This maxim shou’d | With me hold good, | That he who
fights, and runs away, | May live to fight another day.

live to tell the tale

to be able to tell others about a dangerous experience one has
survived. The phrase occurs in Shakespeare in a different form, as
live to tell it, e.g. in Romeo and Juliet (1596) I.i.221 ‘[Romeo] She
hath forsworn to love, and in that vow do I live dead that live to tell
it now.’ 18th cent.

Pope transl Homer’s Iliad 1715

All Troy must perish, if their arms prevail, | Nor shall a Trojan live to tell the tale.



Edgar Allan Poe Hans Phaal 1835

I had no hope that either cat or kittens would ever live to tell the tale of their misfortune.

live with oneself

to retain one’s dignity or self-respect: usually in negative contexts or
questions. Late 20th cent.

Cathy Williams A French Encounter 1992

I couldn’t live with myself if I sent someone on their way with an outfit that made them look
awful.

the living image of something/somebody

an exact copy or representation of something or somebody. 19th
cent.

Wilkie Collins The Woman in White 1860

There stood Miss Fairlie, a white figure, alone in the moonlight; in her attitude, in the turn of
her head, in her complexion, in the shape of her face, the living image, at that distance and
under those circumstances, of the woman in white!

where one live

informal, chiefly NAmer in a place or way that affects or hurts one
most deeply. 19th cent.

J G Holland Miss Gilbert’s Career 1860

When that little wife of mine says, ‘Tom, you’re a good feller, God bless you,’ it goes right in
where I live. Well, it does!

within living memory

at a past time within the lifetime of people now living. 19th cent.

Hardy Jude the Obscure 1895

This ancient track ran east and west for many miles, and down almost to within living memory
had been used for driving flocks and herds to fairs and markets. But it was now neglected and
overgrown.



See also be living on borrowed time at BORROW; live by one’s wits at
WIT; live in SIN; live a lie at LIE2; LIVE OFF THE FAT of the land; live off
the LAND; live over the SHOP.

live2 (adjective, rhymes with hive)

be a live wire

informal to be full of energy and enthusiasm, or wildly excited. The
image is of an electric current passing through a wire. Early 20th
cent.

Jack London Theft 1910

[Hubbard] But don’t forget that this Knox is a live wire. Somebody might get stung.

lively

See (as) merry/lively as a GRIG.

living

See LIVE1; OWE somebody a living.

load

get a load of something

to pay attention to something surprising. Early 20th cent.

load the dice in favour of / against somebody

to prearrange all the elements of a situation to somebody’s
advantage or disadvantage: loaded dice were weighted with lead in
order to make them fall in a certain way. 18th cent.



Smollett The Adventures of Ferdinand Count Fathom 1753

Upon a little recollection he plainly perceived he had fallen a sacrifice to the confederacy he
had refused to join; and did not at all doubt, that the dice were loaded for his destruction.

Upton Sinclair Jungle 1906

That they were in jail was no disgrace to them, for the game had never been fair, the dice were
loaded. They were swindlers and thieves of pennies and dimes, and they had been trapped and
put out of the way by the swindlers and thieves of millions of dollars.

take a/the load off one’s feet

informal to sit or lie down, especially after lengthy or tedious
exertion. Mid 20th cent.

take a load off somebody’s mind

to relieve somebody of a great worry or responsibility: load in the
meaning ‘burden of affliction or responsibility’ dates from the 16th
cent., often associated in early use with the heart rather than the
mind (e.g. Shakespeare 2 Henry VI (1591) 111.i.157: ‘[Gloucester]
Sharp Buckingham unburdens with his tongue | The envious load
that lies upon his heart’). Cf a WEIGHT off somebody’s mind. 19th
cent.

Dickens David Copperfield 1850

‘Uriah Heep is a great relief to me,’ said Mr. Wickfield, in the same dull voice. ‘It’s a load off
my mind, Trotwood, to have such a partner.’

See also loaded for bear at BEAR1.

loaf

use one’s loaf

informal to think intelligently or sensibly about something: loaf, a
shortening of loaf of bread, which is rhyming slang for head, is
recorded in this sense from the 1920s, originally in services’ slang,
and the phrase first appears in the late 1930s. Mid 20th cent.



See also HALF a loaf.

loath

nothing loath

perfectly willing to fall in with a proposal. Loath (also spelt loth) is
derived from an Old English word lath meaning ‘hostile’, and is
related to loathe. In Middle English, nothing loth meant ‘liking well’
in a more positive sense.

Gower Confessio Amantis c 1383

And sche, which was him nothing loth, | Welcomede him into that lond, | And softe tok him be
the hand, | And doun thei seten bothe same.

Milton Paradise Lost ix.1039 (1667)

Her hand he seis’d, and to a shadie bank, | Thick overhead with verdant roof imbowr’d | He
led her nothing loath.

Scott Waverley 1814

She appeared, indeed, in full splendour in her father’s pew upon the Sunday when he attended
service for the last time at the old parish church, upon which occasion, at the request of his
uncle and Aunt Rachel, he was induced (nothing loth, if the truth must be told) to present
himself in full uniform.

lock

lock horns

to engage in an argument or dispute: a metaphor based on the
action of cattle entangling their horns when fighting head on. 19th
cent.

David Ross Locke Swinging Round the Circle 1867

Wood he go through with it? Wood he lock horns with Wade and Summer, and dare the wrath
uv Thad Stevens?



Willa Cather The Song of the Lark 1915

You were fumbling and awkward. Since then you’ve come into your personality. You were
always locking horns with it before.

lock, stock, and barrel

wholly or completely. The phrase is based on the constituent parts
that make up a flintlock gun: the lock was the firing mechanism,
perhaps so called because it resembled the lock of a door. It is
curious, perhaps, that guns of this type had been in use for several
centuries before providing us with our phrase. The earliest use we
know of is in a letter written by Sir Walter Scott in 1817: ‘Like the
Highlandman’s gun, she wants stock, lock, and barrel, to put her
into repair.’ The phrase was commonly used about this time to refer
to the complete parts of the gun. 19th cent.

Bram Stoker Dracula 1897

It be all fool-talk, lock, stock, and barrel; that’s what it be, an’ nowt else.

under lock and key

locked up and secure. Lock and key (or in early use in the reverse
order) occur together from early Middle English to denote persons
or things kept in security. Under a lock is recorded from the 15th
cent.

Gower Confessio Amantis c 1383

To kepe hir bodi nyht and day, | Sche hath a wardein redi ay, |… | Which under lock and
under keie, | That noman mai it stele aweie, | Hath al the Tresor underfonge [= received] |
That unto love mai belonge.

Sir William D’Avenant The Wits 1636

[Engine] Draw out the Chest within, that’s big enough | To hold you: it were dangerous to
have | My Ladies Guardian to find you Sir! [Elder Pallatine] How! layd up like a brush’d
Gowne, under lock | And key! By this good light, not I!

locker



See go to Davy Jones’s locker at DAVY JONES; a SHOT in the locker.

log

See (as) EASY as falling off a log; SLEEP like a log.

loggerhead

at loggerheads

in quarrelsome disagreement: loggerhead is an archaic word for a
dunce or fool, literally meaning ‘a head made of a logger [= block of
wood]’ and hence ‘a person with a disproportionately large head’.
The word occurs in Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost (1594)
IV.iii.202 ‘[Biron to Costard] Ah, you whoreson loggerhead, you
were born to do me shame.’ The phrase occurs in the 17th cent. in
the form to loggerheads; it dates from the 19th cent. in this form.

loin

See GIRD up one’s loins.

loiter

loiter with intent

to wait around at a place with the intention of committing a crime.
Loitering with Intent is the title of a novel by Muriel Spark (1981).
19th cent.

H V Esmond One Summer’s Day 1901

[Hoddesden] Don’t answer me, sir! What are you doing here? [Seth] ‘Ow am I to tell you if I
don’t answer? [Hoddesden] Quite right! I apologize. I’ll have you locked up for loitering with
intent to commit a felony.



Esquire 1993

Piccadilly Circus is the traditional haunt of busloads of Day-Glo-rucksacked European
schoolchildren loitering with intent to spend their last tenner on a Sex Pistols T-shirt.

Lombard Street

all Lombard Street to a China orange

informal a near certainty, expressed as the long odds of the wealth of
Lombard Street, London’s mercantile centre, pitted against
something trifling. There are other forms of comparison, e.g. in the
18th cent. we find all Lombard Street to an eggshell.

J Palgrave Simpson Daddy Hardacre 1857

[Hardacre] Now, that’s just your mistake. The proper use o’ money is to save it up, and take
proper care on’t. [Enter Jobling] [Jobling] Mr. Hardacre said that – Lombard Street to a
China orange. [Hardacre] You’re right, Muster Jobling. I always like to gi’ the young folks
good moral advice.

lonesome

bylon one’s lonesome

informal completely alone. 19th cent.

Conan Doyle His Last Bow 1917

Well, I guess you’ll have to fix me up also. I’m not staying in this gol-darned country all on my
lonesome.

long

(as) long as your arm

extremely long (in various senses). An extension of the notion in the
phrase at arm’s length as symbolizing a significant or safe distance:
see ARM. 19th cent.



James Fenimore Cooper Redskins 1846

Leases as long as my arm, I calcerlate?

Helen Keller The Story of My Life 1901

The crane is a large and strong bird. His wings are as long as my arm, and his bill is as long as
my foot. He eats little fishes, and other small animals. Father says he can fly nearly all day
without stopping.

in the long run/term

over a longer period of time; in due course: in earlier use (17th
cent.) in the form at the long run. 18th cent.

Adam Smith Wealth of Nations 1776

In the long-run, therefore, the operations of this bank increased the real distress of the country
which it meant to relieve.

the long and the short (of it)

the gist or outline of something; the upshot. The phrase also occurs
in early use in the reverse form the short and the long, for example in
Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597) where Nim, one of
the followers of Sir John Falstaff, tells Master Page about Falstaff
(11.i.126) ‘He loves your wife. There’s the short and the long.’ In
Henry V (1599) we find (III.iii.61) ‘the brief and the long’. Further
back, in Middle English, there occur equivalent adverbial phrases
such as ‘to say longly or short’. The phrase dates from the 16th cent.
in its modern form.

Charles Sackville My Opinion a 1706

I’d make this the long and the short of the story: | The fools might be Whigs, none but knaves
should be Tories.

long in the tooth

past one’s best days: from the fact that the teeth appear longer in
old age because of gum recession, and originally used with reference
to horses. 19th cent.



Thackeray The History of Henry Esmond 1852

His cousin was now of more than middle age, and had nobody’s word but her own for the
beauty which she said she once possessed. She was lean, and yellow, and long in the tooth.

not be long for this world

(as a euphemism) to be near death: first used by Byron (‘I cannot be
long for this world’) in a letter addressed to John Murray in
September 1822. 19th cent.

George Eliot Middlemarch 1872

He can’t be long for this world, my dear; I wouldn’t hasten his end, but what with asthma and
that inward complaint, let us hope there is something better for him in another.

See also (not) by a long CHALK; (not) by a long SHOT.

longbow

draw the longbow

literary to make exaggerated claims: based on the prowess associated
with skilful use of the longbow in medieval England. The phrase
dates from the 17th cent. but occurs mainly in 19th cent. literary
use.

R H Dana Two Years Before the Mast 1840

He had, of course, been in all parts of the world, and was remarkable for drawing a long bow.
His yarns frequently stretched through a watch, and kept all hands awake.

look

be looking for trouble

to act in a way that is likely to cause conflict or difficulty, usually
intentionally: cf be asking for trouble at ASK. Early 20th cent.



Jack London White Fang 1906

The effect on White Fang was to give him a greater faith in himself, and a greater pride. He
walked less softly among the grown dogs; his attitude toward them was less compromising. Not
that he went out of his way looking for trouble.

here’s looking at you

used as a toast in drinking: from the film Casablanca (1942), in
which Rick (played by Humphrey Bogart) addresses Ilse (played by
Ingrid Bergman) with the words ‘Here’s looking at you, kid’. Mid
20th cent.

Martin Amis Money 1985

My father inhaled richly and rose to his feet. He slapped a hand on the cocktail console. He
said explanatorily, ‘Pink champagne. Well, it’s not every day, is it? Come on Vron!… Here’s
looking at you, my love.’

look down one’s nose at somebody/something

to regard somebody or something with disdain. Early 20th cent.

look somebody in the eye(s)/face

to face somebody confidently or defiantly. The form with face is
16th cent., with eye mid 20th cent.

Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet III.v.162 (1596)

[Capulet] Hang thee, young baggage, disobedient wretch! | I tell thee what: get thee to church
o’ Thursday, | Or never after look me in the face.

look lively/aware

to act promptly; to start work. 19th cent.

Samuel Lover The Hall Porter 1839

[Mrs Best] Stop, miss, stop your snivelling, or you’ll have an ugly nose, too; it’s beginning to
get red, already. Mop up your eyes there, and look lively. The brisket’s at the door, and I can
wait no longer.



Kenneth Grahame The Wind in the Willows 1903

The Badger bade the other two set a table on its legs again… ‘I want some grub, I do,’ he said,
in that rather common way he had of speaking. ‘Stir your stumps, Toad, and look lively!’

look the other way

to ignore an incident of wrongdoing. 19th cent.

Henry James The American 1877

I don’t take an ‘intellectual pleasure’ in her prospective adventures. I don’t in the least want to
see her going down hill. I had rather look the other way.

look sharp

to act promptly: normally used as an instruction. 18th cent.

Joseph Trapp transl Virgil’s Eclogues 1731

[Menalcas] And when I cry’d, Now whither runs That Thief? | Look sharp there, Tityrus, and
count thy Flock; | You skulk’d behind a Bush, and slunk away.

not like the look of something

to be suspicious of something. 19th cent.

Lewis Carroll Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 1865

The baby grunted again, and Alice looked very anxiously into its face to see what was the
matter with it. There could be no doubt that it had a very turn-up nose, much more like a snout
than a real nose: also its eyes were getting extremely small for a baby: altogether Alice did not
like the look of the thing at all.

See also look daggers at somebody at DAGGER; LOOK ON THE BRIGHT side;
look the PART.

lookout

be on the lookout

to be alert to danger or other contingencies: in 19th cent. use also
with upon instead of on. 18th cent.



Henry Fielding The History of Tom Jones 1749

The lady… was on her side contriving how to give the captain proper encouragement, without
appearing too forward; for she was a strict observer of all rules of decorum. In this, however,
she easily succeeded; for as the captain was always on the lookout, no glance, gesture, or word
escaped him.

be on the lookout for somebody/something

to watch out for somebody or something. 19th cent.

Jane Austen Emma 1816

You are afraid of giving me trouble; but I assure you, my dear Jane, the Campbells can hardly
be more interested about you than I am. I shall write to Mrs. Partridge in a day or two, and
shall give her a strict charge to be on the look-out for any thing eligible.

loop

loop the loop

(said of an aircraft or its pilot) to complete a manoeuvre involving a
complete vertical circle in the air in which the aircraft flies upside
down at the top of the circle. Early 20th cent.

Tom Kettle Poems and Parodies 1916

But I hit one ball a wallop like a kick of a Spanish bull |… | It looped the loop like Pégoud in
parabolic curves; | It was salve to my wounded feelings and balm to my ruffled nerves.

throw/knock somebody for a loop

informal to surprise or disconcert somebody completely: from loop
meaning ‘a curved vertical course described by a vehicle or aircraft’.
Early 20th cent.

Arthur Stringer Shadowed Victory 1943

And when a raider with a boyish voice Sang out, | ‘We’ll knock von Runstedt for a loop!’ | A
laugh went round the forward-looking ranks.



loose

at/on a loose end | NAmer at loose ends

having nothing to do for a short time; bored or unoccupied. The
literal meaning of loose end here is ‘a length of string or cord left
hanging or unattached’; as early as the 16th cent. it developed
figurative uses denoting uncompleted or unexplained details. 19th
cent.

R H Dana Two Years Before the Mast 1840

‘Well, poor George is gone! His cruise is up soon! He knew his work, and did his duty, and was
a good shipmate.’ Then usually follows some allusion to another world, for sailors are almost
all believers; but their notions and opinions are unfixed and at loose ends.

Saki The Chronicles of Clovis 1912

I found a military Johnny hanging round on a loose end at the club, and took him home to
lunch once or twice.

break loose

to escape from restraint or confinement. Middle English

Locke An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 1690

If to break loose from the conduct of reason, and to want that restraint of examination and
judgment which keeps us from choosing or doing the worse, be liberty, true liberty, madmen
and fools are the only freemen.

hang/stay loose

informal, originally/NAmer to take a light-hearted attitude; to be
relaxed. Late 20th cent.

See also a loose CANNON.

lorry

See FALL off the back of a lorry.



lose

fight a losing battle

to engage in a struggle that is bound to end in failure. 19th cent.

Trollope Barchester Towers 1857

As he went on stammering and floundering, he saw that his wife’s eye was fixed sternly on
him. Why should he encounter such evil for a man whom he loved so slightly as Mr. Slope?
Why should he give up his enjoyments and his ease, and such dignity as might be allowed to
him, to fight a losing battle for a chaplain?… From that moment he determined to fling Mr.
Slope to the winds.

lose one’s mind | informal marbles

to become insane or deranged. Lose one’s mind dates from Middle
English. Marbles in the sense ‘mental faculties’ dates from the early
20th cent. in expressions such as have all one’s marbles and with some
of one’s marbles missing, and occurs in the present phrase from the
mid 20th cent.

Chaucer The Book of the Duchess (line 551)

For he had wel nygh lost hys mynde, | Thogh Pan, that men clepeth god of kynde [= that
men call the god of nature], | Were for hys sorwes never so wroth.

lose sleep over something

to worry or fret about something, literally so much that one is kept
awake at night: normally used in negative contexts. Mid 20th cent.

Daily Telegraph 1992

I’m not saying I lose sleep about it, but the prospect of making a howler in front of millions of
people is a worry.

lose one’s/the way

to lose one’s sense of purpose or understanding of one’s objectives in
an undertaking: a figurative use of the meaning ‘to become lost on a
journey’, which appears in the 16th cent. (Palsgrave,



Lesclarcissement (1530): ‘I wander, as one dothe that hath lost his
waye’). 17th cent.

Shakespeare King John IV.iii.141 (1597)

I am amazed, methinks, and lose my way | Among the thorns and dangers of this world.

See also have lost the PLOT; keep/lose TRACK of something/somebody;
lose one’s BALANCE; lose FACE; lose one’s GRIP; lose GROUND; lose one’s
HEAD; lose one’s HEART; lose one’s NERVE; lose one’s PATIENCE; lose
one’s RAG; lose one’s SHIRT; lose SIGHT of; lose one’s TEMPER; lose one’s
TOUCH.

loser

be on to a loser

informal to be involved in an activity that is bound to fail: loser here
means ‘a losing bet’ and hence ‘a failure’. 20th cent.

Punch 1992

I carelessly accepted an invitation to debate with Mrs Williams on the future of social
democracy etc on the radio. Mrs Williams was at the time the most popular woman in the
world, after Mother Teresa, and it occurred to me, rather too late, that I was on to a loser
here.

lost

all is not lost

there is still hope of success, despite many difficulties or setbacks.
The locus classicus is Milton, Paradise Lost (1667) i.105 ‘What
though the field be lost? All is not lost’; but the quotation from
Beaumont and Fletcher below predates it. 17th cent.

Beaumont & Fletcher Loves Cure 1647

[Vitelli] Come on, | All is not lost yet: You shall buy me deerer | Before you have me: keep



off. [Clara] Feare me not |… my sword | For this time knowes thee onely for a friend, | And to
all else I turne the point of it.

be lost for words

to be unable to speak or reply, especially from astonishment or
emotion. 20th cent.

be lost on somebody

to go unnoticed or unappreciated by somebody; to have no effect on
them. 17th cent.

Shakespeare The Tempest IV.i.190 (1613)

[Prospero] A devil, a born devil, on whose nature | Nurture can never stick; on whom my
pains, | Humanely taken, all, all lost, quite lost.

Aphra Behn The False Count 1682

[Clara] Carlos, though young, gay, hansome, witty, rich; I hate as much as you the old
Francisco; for since I cannot marry my Antonio, both Youth and Beauty are but lost on me,
and Age decrepid wou’d be equal torment.

get lost

informal, originally N A mer to go away: usually as an intemperate
command to somebody to leave one in peace. Mid 20th cent.

Janet Tanner Folly’s Child 1991

I’m a bitch, she thought sometimes. I use Nick shamelessly and I don’t like myself for it. But
he’s got no one to blame but himself. He allows me to do it. If I were a man I’d tell me to get
lost.

give somebody up for lost

to acknowledge that somebody has not survived or will not return.
19th cent.

Edgar Allan Poe Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket 1837

The cook stood with an axe, striking each victim on the head as he was forced over the side of



the vessel by the other mutineers. In this manner twenty-two perished, and Augustus had given
himself up for lost, expecting every moment his own turn to come next.

See also be lost in the SHUFFLE; a lost SOUL.

lot

The underlying meaning relates to the casting and drawing of lots,
and the resulting outcome.

fall to —’s lot

to become a particular person’s responsibility. 16th cent.

Robert Parry Moderatus 1595

Then (quoth Florida) let the proposition be: Whether outward beauty, or inward bountie
deserveth most praise, or is of greatest force to procure love. The theme being given, it fell to
Cornelius lot to be the orator, who was of a very sharp and quick wit.

throw/cast in one’s lot with somebody

to join forces or ally oneself with a person or group: cf Proverbs I:14
‘Cast in thy lot among us; let us all have one purse’ [where lot = a
division of plunder]. 16th cent.

John Bunyan The Pilgrim’s Progress 1678

Well, neighbour Obstinate, said Pliable… I begin to come to a point; I intend to go along with
this good man, and to cast in my lot with him.

love

There are many maxims and idioms associated with love, as one
might expect and hope. The best known is the surviving proverb
love is blind, but love has also been lawless (in Chaucer and Dryden),
full of fear (also in Chaucer), jealous (in Shakespeare’s Venus and
Adonis), and without reason (in A Midsummer Night’s Dream). She



laughs at locksmiths (Venus and Adonis once more), lasts as long as
there is money (in Caxton), locks no cupboards, and makes a wit of
the fool (in Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy).

love is blind

(proverb) love can prevent us from thinking clearly. Chaucer
included this advice in The Merchant’s Tale (line 1593) ‘For love is
blynd alday, and may nat see’. There is a playful use in
Shakespeare’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona (1593) in an exchange
between Valentine and his clownish servant Speed (II.i.67):
‘[Valentine] I have loved her ever since I saw her, and still I see her
beautiful. [Speed] If you love her you cannot see her. [Valentine]
Why? [Speed] Because love is blind.’ Middle English

make love (to somebody)

1 to woo or behave romantically towards somebody: an older
meaning found in literature up to the early 20th cent. 16th cent.

Spenser The Faerie Queene II.ii.17 (1596

He that made love unto the eldest Dame, | Was hight [= called] Sir Huddibras, an hardy man
| Yet not so good of deedes, as great of name.

2 to have sexual intercourse (with somebody): now the usual
meaning. Mid 20th cent.

not for love or money

informal not at all; not in any circumstances. 16th cent.

there’s little / not much love lost between them

they (two people mentioned) openly or obviously dislike each other
heartily. The underlying idea in current use (attested from the 17th
cent. but not dominant until the 19th cent.) is that there is no love
to spare because none exists; in earlier use the notion was the
reverse of this, that there is indeed much love and none of it is
wasted. This older meaning survived to the 19th cent. but has been
driven out by the other. Correspondence in the journal Notes &



Queries from the 1860s onwards shows the confusion caused by this
meaning shift, different contributors taking opposing sides on the
basis of the contrary interpretations that can be made of it. 16th
cent.

See also for the love of MIKE.

low

the lowest of the low

the most inferior members of a society, group, etc. Early 20th cent.

G B Shaw Androcles and the Lion 1916

[Megaera] Everbody knows that the Christians are the very lowest of the low.

lower

See raise/lower one’s sights at SIGHT.

luck

as luck would have it

used to express the fortuitous nature of an occurrence: in early use
also in the form as good/ill luck would have it, depending on whether
the event referred to was favourable or not. In Shakespeare’s The
Merry Wives of Windsor (1597) Falstaff declares (III.v.77)’ As good
luck would have it, comes in one Mistress Page, gives intelligence of
Ford’s approach’. However, some editions read ‘As God would have
it…’ 17th cent.

one’s luck is in/out

one has good (or bad) luck in a situation. 19th cent.



the luck of the draw

something dependent on chance and beyond one’s control. Late 20th
cent.

Ruth Rendell The Best Man to Die 1981

He went to the door where the sunshine showed off his elegant figure and absence of paunch to
best advantage. ‘All a matter of metabolism,’ he said airily. ‘Some have it rapid.’ He looked
back at Wexford. ‘Others slow. The luck of the draw.’

make one’s own luck

to be successful by using one’s abilities and taking one’s
opportunities. 20th cent.

no such luck

an admission of regret: in early use also qualified by good. 19th cent.

Dickens Hard Times 1854

‘Tow, love, I am telling Mr Harthouse that he never saw you abroad.’ ‘No such luck, sir,’ said
Tom.

push one’s luck

to try to achieve even better luck than one has already had, often at
the risk of ending one’s run of good fortune. Early 20th cent.

ride one’s luck

to rely on a period of good fortune without taking risks. 20th cent.

try one’s luck (at something)

to attempt something risky or challenging. 18th cent.

Report on the Manuscripts of the Duke of Buccleuch (Historical MSS Commission)
1741

We shall go to Jamaica… and try our luck once more.

you never know your luck

used as optimistic encouragement in an undertaking of doubtful



outcome. 19th cent.

See also DOWN on one’s luck.

lucky

you’ll/they’ll, etc be lucky / I should be so lucky

informal used as an expression of doubt or uncertainty about an
outcome. 20th cent

Ronald Bergan Dustin Hoffman 1991

Dustin seemed to need his shrink sessions more than ever. He had first gone to a
psychotherapist because he felt he was a failure, and now he was going to help him cope with
success. All actors should be so lucky!

lull

See the calm/lull before the STORM.

lump

like it or lump it

you must put up with something whether you like it or not, lump
here meaning ‘to take in a lump’, i.e. as a whole. Also in the form if
you (or they, etc) don’t like it you (or they, etc) can lump it. 19th cent.

John Neal Rachel Dyer 1828

I will say that much, afore I stop, Mr. Sheriff Berry, an’ (dropping his voice) if you dont like it,
you may lump it… Who cares for you?

Trollope The Way We Live Now 1875

I shall ask him for a horse as I would any one else, and if he does not like it, he may lump it.



Somerset Maugham Of Human Bondage 1915

Well, what I always say is, people must take me as they find me, and if they don’t like it they
can lump it.

a lump in the throat

a dry feeling in the throat caused by emotion. 19th cent.

Louisa M Alcott Little Women 1868

As the tears streamed fast down poor Jo’s cheeks, she stretched out her hand in a helpless sort
of way, as if groping in the dark, and Laurie took it in his, whispering, as well as he could,
with a lump in his throat – ‘I’m here. Hold on to me, Jo, dear!’

lunch

do lunch

informal to meet a friend or colleague for lunch. Late 20th cent.

out to lunch

informal, originally NAmer crazy or out of touch with reality. Mid
20th cent.

P Darvill-Evans Deceit 1993

‘But, Doctor… this… thing’s completely hatstand, isn’t it?’ ‘I beg your pardon? Hatstand?’ The
Doctor clutched his own hat protectively. ‘Bonkers. Barmy. Out of its tree. Round the bend, out
to lunch. You know.’

See also ladies who lunch at LADY; there’s no such thing as a FREE

lunch.

lurch

leave somebody in the lurch

to leave somebody in a vulnerable or difficult situation when they
are dependent on one’s help or support. Lurch was originally the



name of a game, and then a term for a high score in this game,
leaving other players at a disadvantage: to save the lurch meant to
prevent an opponent from achieving such a score. The meaning
‘discomfiture’ or ‘awkward situation’ is recorded from the 16th cent.
but is now obsolete except in the phrase. 16th cent.

Henry Fielding The History of Tom Jones 1749

Indeed, I look upon the vulgar observation, ‘That the devil often deserts his friends, and leaves
them in the lurch,’ to be a great abuse on that gentleman’s character.

lyrical

See WAX lyrical.


