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If I Had More Time, I Would Have Written a
Shorter Letter

Blaise Pascal? John Locke? Benjamin Franklin? Henry David Thoreau?
Cicero? Woodrow Wilson?

Dear Quote Investigator: I was planning to end a letter with the following

remark:

If I had more time, I would have written a shorter letter.

But the number of different people credited with this comment is so numerous

that an explanatory appendix would have been required, and the letter was

already too long. Here is a partial list of attributions I have seen: Mark Twain,

George Bernard Shaw, Voltaire, Blaise Pascal, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,

ADVERTISEMENT

HOME ABOUT COOKIE POLICY MEDIA COVERAGE PRIVACY POLICY RESOURCES

Visited 09/30/2016

http://quoteinvestigator.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/pascalfranklin02.jpg
http://quoteinvestigator.com/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/about/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/cookie-policy/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/media/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/privacy-policy/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/resources/


If I Had More Time, I Would Have Written a Shorter Letter | Quote Investigator

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/04/28/shorter-letter/[9/30/2016 10:08:27 AM]

Winston Churchill, Pliny the Younger, Cato, Cicero, Bill Clinton, and Benjamin

Franklin. Did anybody in this group really say it?

Quote Investigator: Some of the attributions you have listed are spurious, but

several are supported by solid evidence. The frst known instance in the

English language was a sentence translated from a text written by the French

mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal. The French statement

appeared in a letter in a
collection called “Lettres Provinciales” in the year

1657:   

Je n’ai fait celle-ci plus longue que parce que je n’ai pas eu le loisir de

la faire plus courte.

Here is one possible modern day translation of Pascal’s statement. Note that

the term “this” refers to the letter itself.

I have made this longer than usual because I have not had time to

make it shorter.

An English translation was created in 1658 and published in London. Here is

an excerpt from that early rendition of the letter: 

My Letters were not wont to come so close one in the neck
of another,

nor yet to be so large. The short time I have had hath been
the cause

of both. I had not made this longer than the rest, but that I
had not the

leisure to make it shorter then it is.

Pascal’s notion was quite memorable, and it was discussed in a French book

about language. That work was translated and published in London in 1676 as

“The Art of Speaking”: 

These Inventions require much wit, and application; and therefore it

was, that Mons. Pascal (an Author very famous for his felicity in
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comprising much in few words) excused himself wittily for the

extravagant length of one of his Letters, by saying, he had not time
to

make it shorter.

In 1688 a religious controversialist named George Tullie included a version of

the witticism in an essay he wrote about the celibacy of the clergy: 

The Reader will I doubt too soon discover that so large an interval of

time was not spent in writing this discourse; the very length of it will

convince him, that the writer had not time enough to make a shorter.

Below are listed several variations of the expression as used by well
known,

lesser known, and unknown individuals. The philosopher John Locke, the

statesman Benjamin Franklin, the transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau, and

the President Woodrow Wilson all presented statements
matching this theme

and the details are provided.

Mark Twain who is often connected to this saying did not use it according to

the best available research, but one of his tangentially related quotations is

given later for your entertainment.

Here are additional selected citations in chronological order.

In 1688 “A Geographical Dictionary” by Edmund Bohun was published. This

reference work presented an alphabetically list of cities, towns, rivers,

mountains and other locations together with descriptions. The author crafted

the following variant of the remark: 

The Reader may pardon this long Discourse, because the Subject so

well deserved it, and I wanted Art to make it shorter.

In 1690 the philosopher John Locke released his famous work “An
Essay

Concerning Human Understanding” with a prefatory section called “The
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Epistle to the Reader”. Locke commented on the length of his essay and

indicated why he decided not to shorten it: 

I will not deny, but possibly it might be reduced to a narrower

Compass than it is; and that some Parts of it might be contracted: The

way it has been writ in, by Catches, and many long Intervals of

Interruption, being apt to cause some Repetitions. But to confess the

Truth, I am now too lazy, or too busy to make it shorter.

In 1704 the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London
printed

a letter from William Cowper that contained the following: 

If in this I have been tedious, it may be some excuse, I had not time to

make it shorter.

In 1750 Benjamin Franklin composed a letter describing his groundbreaking

experiments involving electricity and sent it to a member
of the Royal Society

in London. Franklin excused the length of his report as follows: 

I have already made this paper too long, for which I must crave

pardon, not having now time to make it shorter.

The quotation is sometimes attached to famous fgures in antiquity. For

example, in 1824 a version of the quote was assigned to the Roman orator

Cicero: 

Cicero excuses himself for having written a long letter, by saying he

had not time to make it shorter.

The German theologian Martin Luther died in 1546. A biographical work

published in London in 1846 attributed the following words to him: 
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If I had my time to go over again, I would make my sermons much

shorter, for I am conscious they have been too wordy.

In 1857 Henry David Thoreau wrote a letter to a friend that offered

commentary about story length: 

Not that the story need be long, but it will take a long while to make it

short.

In 1871 Mark Twain wrote a letter to a friend that included a remark about the

length of his note. Twain’s comment did not really match
the quotation under

investigation but it is related to the general theme: 

You’ll have to excuse my lengthiness—the reason I dread writing

letters is because I am so apt to get to slinging
wisdom & forget to let

up. Thus much precious time is lost.

According to an anecdote published in 1918 Woodrow Wilson was asked

about the amount of time he spent preparing speeches, and his response was

illuminating: 

“That depends on the length of the speech,” answered the President.

“If it is a ten-minute speech it takes me all of two weeks to prepare it; if

it is a half-hour speech it takes me a
week; if I can talk as long as I

want to it requires no preparation at all. I am ready now.”

QI has examined a family of similar sayings about speeches in an entry

located here.

In conclusion, Blaise Pascal wrote a version of this saying in French
and it

quickly moved into the English language. The notion was very popular and

variants of the expression have been employed by other notable fgures in

history. The saying has also been assigned to some prominent individuals
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without adequate factual support.

(The investigation was motivated by an inquiry from a brilliant and entertaining

writer who is also a strong leader of a writing group in Florida.)

Update History: On March 5, 2014 the 1918 citation was added and the

previous 1946 citation to a Woodrow Wilson biography was removed.
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2 thoughts on “If I Had More Time, I Would Have Written a Shorter
Letter”

A famous Spanish quotation on this theme: “Lo bueno, si breve, dos veces

bueno” (Baltasar Gracián: Oráculo manual y arte de prudencia, Huesca 1647,

#105). Or, as I like to put it:
“Lo bueno, si breve, mejor”.

English translation by Joseph Jacobs: “Good things, when short,
are twice as

good” (Baltasar Gracian: The Art of Worldly Wisdom, London: MacMillan

1904, #cv).

Thanks for this!
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Lewis H. Lapham

Lewis Morris

Lewis Mumford

Liane Cordes

Lillian Hellman

Lily Tomlin

Liz Smith

Lord Byron

Lord Chesterfeld

Lord Melbourne

Louis Armstrong

Louis Fischer

Louis Zukofsky

Louisa May Alcott

Lu Xun
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Ludwig Borne

Lyndon B. Johnson

Lynn Fontanne

Lynn Johnston
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Malcolm Forbes

Marcus Tullius Cicero
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Margaret Fuller

Margaret Mead

Margaret Millar

Margaret Thatcher
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Marie Antoinette
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Marshall Field

Visited 09/30/2016

http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lewis-h-lapham/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lewis-morris/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lewis-mumford/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/liane-cordes/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lillian-hellman/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lily-tomlin/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/liz-smith/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lord-byron/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lord-chesterfield/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lord-melbourne/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/louis-armstrong/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/louis-fischer/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/louis-zukofsky/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/louisa-may-alcott/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lu-xun/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lucy-baldwin/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/ludwig-borne/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lyndon-b-johnson/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lynn-fontanne/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/lynn-johnston/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/mae-west/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/malcolm-forbes/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marcus-tullius-cicero/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margaret-e-sangster/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margaret-fuller/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margaret-mead/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margaret-millar/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margaret-thatcher/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/margot-asquith/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/maria-edgeworth/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marie-antoinette/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marie-belloc-lowndes/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marie-von-ebner-eschenbach/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marilyn-monroe/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/mario-puzo/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/mark-clark/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/mark-toby/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/mark-twain/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marlon-brando/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/marshall-field/


If I Had More Time, I Would Have Written a Shorter Letter | Quote Investigator

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/04/28/shorter-letter/[9/30/2016 10:08:27 AM]

Marshall McLuhan

Marthe Troly-Curtin

Martin Andre Rosanoff

Martin Luther

Martin Luther King

Martin Mull

Mary Heaton Vorse

Mary Kay Ash

Mary McCarthy

Mary Pettibone Poole

Mary Schmich

Maurice Chevalier

Maurice Maeterlinck

Maurice Switzer

Max Aitken

Max Beerbohm

Maya Angelou

Michael Curtiz

Michael Todd

Michael Wolff

Michel de Montaigne

Michelangelo

Mick Jagger

Milton Berle

Milton Friedman

Miriam Hopkins

Mohandas Gandhi
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Mother Teresa

Mrs. Amos Pinchot

Muhammad Ali

Muriel Spark
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Nancy Astor
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Nancy Vincent McClelland
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Napoleon III
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Nathaniel Hawthorne

Neal Gabler

Neil Gaiman

Nelson Mandela

Niccolo Machiavelli

Nicolas Chamfort

Niels Bohr

Nikola Tesla

Ninon de Lenclos

Noah Webster

Noel Coward

Norman Vincent Peale

Octavia Butler

Ogden Nash

Oliver Cromwell

Oliver Stone

Oliver Wendell Holmes

Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.
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Omar Bradley

Orison Swett Marden

Orlando Aloysius Battista

Orson Welles

Oscar Levant
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Otto von Bismarck

P. C. Hodgell
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Peter O'Toole

Peter Ustinov

Philip Larkin

Philippe Halsman

Philo of Alexandria

Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Plato

Plutarch

Poul Anderson

Queen Anne

Quin Ryan

Rabindranath Tagore

Ralph Carpenter

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Ray Bradbury

Ray Manzarek

Raymond Chandler

Raymond J. Saulnier

Rebecca West

Red Smith

Richard Bach

Richard Brinsley Sheridan

Richard Feynman

Richard Grenier

Richard Henry Little

Richard Pryor

Richard Rodgers

Rita Mae Brown

Roald Dahl

Robert Anderson
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Robert W. Service

Robin Williams

Ronald Reagan

Roy S. Durstine

Rudyard Kipling

Russell B. Long

Rutherford B. Hayes

Sakokwenonkwas

Salvador Dali

Sam Levenson

Samuel Butler

Samuel Foote

Samuel Gallu

Samuel Goldwyn

Samuel Johnson

Samuel Wilberforce

Satchel Paige

Scott Adams

Seneca the Younger

Sheilah Graham

Shirley Temple

Sid Ziff

Sigmund Freud

Simone Signoret

Sinclair Lewis

Socrates

Somerset Maugham

Sophia Loren

Sophocles

Sophonisba Breckinridge

Stan Bowles

Stephen Hawking

Stephen Leacock

Steve Jobs

Steve Martin

Steven Wright

Sting

Sybil F. Partridge

Sydney Smith

T. S. Eliot
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Tallulah Bankhead

Taylor Caldwell

Tennessee Williams

The Stichery

Thelonius Monk

Theodor Seuss Geisel

Theodore Parker

Theodore Roosevelt

Theodore Sturgeon

Thomas B. Macaulay

Thomas Carlyle

Thomas De Quincey

Thomas Edison

Thomas Friedman

Thomas Fuller

Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Merton

Thomas Paine

Thomas Peters

Thomas R. Ybarra

Thomas Wolfe

Thornton Wilder

Thucydides

Tobias Smollett

Toby Keith

Tom Ferris

Tony Curtis

Truman Capote

Tug McGraw

Ulysses S. Grant

Update

Upton Sinclair

Vaclav Havel

Victor Hugo

Vince Lombardi

Vincent van Gogh

Virginia Woolf

Vladimir Lenin

Vladimir Nabokov

Voltaire
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W. B. Bill Hayler

W. C. Fields

W. H. Auden

W. S. Gilbert

W. Somerset Maugham

Wallace S. Sayre

Walt Disney

Walt Whitman

Walter Barbe

Walter F. Kerr

Walter Reuther

Walter Winchell

Warren Buffett

Washington Irving

Waylon Jennings

Wendell Berry

Wilfred Thesiger

Will Durant

Will Rogers

Willard Motley

William A. Spooner

William Aberhart

William Allen White

William Blake

William Bruce Cameron

William Butler Yeats

William Dean Howells

William Ellery Channing

William F. Buckley Jr.

William Faulkner

William Fifeld

William Gibson

William Gladstone

William James

William Lyon Phelps

William Makepeace Thackeray

William McChesney Martin

William Morrow

William Nevins

William Pickford

Visited 09/30/2016

http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/w-b-bill-hayler/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/w-c-fields/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/w-h-auden/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/w-s-gilbert/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/w-somerset-maugham/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/wallace-s-sayre/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walt-disney/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walt-whitman/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walter-barbe/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walter-f-kerr/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walter-reuther/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/walter-winchell/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/warren-buffett/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/washington-irving/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/waylon-jennings/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/wendell-berry/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/wilfred-thesiger/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/will-durant/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/will-rogers/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/willard-motley/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-a-spooner/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-aberhart/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-allen-white/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-blake/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-bruce-cameron/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-butler-yeats/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-dean-howells/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-ellery-channing/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-f-buckley-jr/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-faulkner/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-fifield/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-gibson/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-gladstone/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-james/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-lyon-phelps/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-makepeace-thackeray/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-mcchesney-martin/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-morrow/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-nevins/
http://quoteinvestigator.com/category/william-pickford/


If I Had More Time, I Would Have Written a Shorter Letter | Quote Investigator

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/04/28/shorter-letter/[9/30/2016 10:08:27 AM]

William Randolph Hearst

William S. Burroughs

William Shakespeare

William T. Arnold

William Wrigley Jr.

Willie Sutton

Wilson Mizner

Winston Churchill

Woodrow Wilson

Woody Allen

Woody Hayes

World War I

Yogi Berra
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Zen Buddhist saying

Zero Dean
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Zora Neale Hurston
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