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OATS. 1.

A grain, which in England is generally given to horses, but in Scotland
supports the people.
pA'STERN. 7.

1. The knee of an horse.?

PA'TRON. 7.

1. One who countenances, supports, or protects. Commonly a wretch who
supports with insolence, and is paid with flattery.

pE'NSION. 1

An allowance made to anyone without an equivalent. In England it is gen-
erally understood to mean pay given to a'state hireling for treason to his
country.?

SA'TIRE. 7. -

A poem in which wickedness or folly is censured. Proper satire is distin-
guished, by the generality of the reflections, from a lampoon, which is aimed
agamst a particular person; but they are too frequently confounded.

TO'RY. 7.

One who adheres to the ancient constitution of the state, and the apostolical

hierarchy of the church of England, opposed to a whig,
The knight is more a tory in the country than the town, because it more
advances his interest.—Addison.
WHIG. 7.
2. The name of a faction. N
Whoever has a true value for church and state, should avoid the
extremes of whig for the sake of the former, and the extremes of tory on
the account of the latter.—Swift.
WIT. n.
1. The powers of the mind; the mental faculties; the 1ntellects This is the
original signification.
Imagination; quickness of fancy
Sentiments produced by quickness of fancy.
A man of fancy.
A man of genius.
Sense; judgment.
In the plural. Sound mind; intellect not crazed.
Contrivance; stratagem; power of expedients.

1755

The Preface to Shakespeare This is the finest piece of Shakespeare crit-
icism in the eighteenth century; it culminates a critical tradition that began with John
Dryden’s remarks on Shakespeare and continued as the plays were edited by Nicholas
Rowe, Alexander Pope, Lewis Theobald, and William Warburton. Johnson addresses
the standard topics: Shakespeare is the poet of nature, not learning; the creator of
characters who spring to life; and a writer whose works express the full range of
human passions. But the Preface also takes a fresh look not only at the plays but at
the first principles of criticism. Resisting “bardolatry”—uncritical worship of Shake-

2. “Alady once asked him how he came to define (Boswell).
Pastern the knee of a horse: instead of making an 3. In 1762 Johnson was awarded a pension, but
elaborate defense, as she expected; he at once he did not revise the definition in later editions.

»
answered, ‘Ignorance, Madam, pure ignorance’
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speare—Johnson points out his faults as well as his virtues and finds that his truth
to life, or “just representations of general nature,” surpasses that of all other modern
writers. The Preface is most original when it attacks the long-standing critical rey-
erence for the unities of time and place. What seems real on the stage, Johnson
argues, does not depend on artificial rules but on what the mind is willing to imagine.

Johnson’s edition of Shakespeare also contained footnotes and brief introductions
to each of the plays. Reprinted here are his afterwords to Twelfth Night and King

Lear.

From The Preface to Shakespeare

[SHAKESPEARE'S EXCELLENCE. GENERAL NATURE]|

That praises are without reason lavished on the dead, and that the honors
due only to excellence are paid to antiquity, is a complaint likely to be always
continued by those who, being able to add nothing to truth, hope for eminence
from the heresies of paradox; or those who, being forced by disappointment
upon consolatory expedients, are willing to hope from posterity what the pres-
ent age refuses, and flatter themselves that the regard which is yet denied by
envy will be at last bestowed by time.

Antiquity, like every other quality that attracts the notice of mankind, has
undoubtedly votaries that reverence it not from reason but from prejudice.
Some seem to admire indiscriminately whatever has been long preserved, with-
out considering that time has sometimes cooperated with chance; all perhaps
are more willing to honor past than present excellence; and the mind contem-
plates genius through the shades of age, as the eye surveys the sun through
artificial opacity. The great contention of criticism is to find the faults of the
moderns and the beauties of the ancients. While an author is yet living we
estimate his powers by his worst performance; and when he is dead we rate
them by his best.

To works, however, of which the excellence is not absolute and definite, but
gradual and comparative; to works not raised upon principles demonstrative
and scientific, but appealing wholly to observation and experience, no other
test can be applied than length of duration and continuance of esteem. What
mankind have long possessed they have often examined and compared; and if
they persist to value the possession, it is because frequent comparisons have
confirmed opinion in its favor. As among the works of nature no man can
properly call a river deep or a mountain high, without the knowledge of many
mountains and many rivers; so in the productions of genius, nothing can be
styled excellent till it has been compared with other works of the same kind.
Demonstration' immediately displays its power and has nothing to hope or
fear from the flux of years; but works tentative and experimental must be
estimated by their proportion to the general and collective ability of man, as
it is discovered in a long succession of endeavors. Of the first building that
was raised, it might be with certainty determined that it was round or square,
but whether it was spacious or lofty must have been referred to time. The
Pythagorean scale of numbers? was at once discovered to be perfect; but the
poems of Homer we yet know not to transcend the common limits of human
intelligence, but by remarking that nation after nation, and century after cen-

1. “The highest degree of deducible or argumental 2. Pythagoras discovered the ratios that determine
evidence” (Johnson's Dictionary). the principal intervals of the musical scale.
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tury, has been able to do little more than transpose his incidents, new name
his characters, and paraphrase his sentiments.

The reverence due to writings that have long subsisted arises, therefore, not
from any credulous confidence in the superior wisdom of past ages, or gloomy

rsuasion of the degeneracy of mankind, but is the consequence of acknowl-
edged and indubitable positions, that what has been longest known has been
most considered, and what is most considered is best understood.

The poet of whose works I have undertaken the revision may now begin to
assume the dignity of an ancient and claim the privilege of established fame
and prescriptive veneration. He has long outlived his century, the term com-
monly fixed as the test of literary merit.> Whatever advantages he might once
derive from personal allusions, local customs, or temporary opinions, have for
many years been lost; and every topic of merriment or motive of sorrow which
the modes of artificial life afforded him now only obscure the scenes which
they once illuminated. The effects of favor and competition are at an end; the
tradition of his friendships and his enmities has perished; his works support
no opinion with arguments nor supply any faction with invectives; they can
neither indulge vanity nor gratify malignity; but are read without any other
reason than the desire of pleasure, and are therefore praised only as pleasure
is obtained; yet, thus unassisted by interest or passion, they have passed
through variations of taste and changes of manners, and, as they devolved
from one generation to another, have received new honors at every
transmission.

But because human judgment, though it be gradually gaining upon cer-
tainty, never becomes infallible, and approbation, though long continued, may
yet be only the approbation of prejudice or fashion, it is proper to inquire by
what peculiarities of excellence Shakespeare has gained and kept the favor of
his countrymen.

Nothlng can please many, and please long; but just representations of gen-
eral nature. Particular manners can be known to few, and therefore few only
can judge how nearly they are copied. The irregular combinations of fanciful
invention may delight awhile by that novelty of which the common satiety of
life sends us all in quest; but the pleasures of sudden wonder are soon
exhausted, and the mind can only repose on the stability of truth.

Shakespeare is, above all writers, at least above all modern writers, the poet
of nature, the poet that holds up to his readers a faithful mirror of manners
and of life. His characters are not modified by the customs of particular places,
unpracticed by the rest of the world; by the peculiarities of studies or profes-
sions, which can operate but upon small numbers; or by the accidents of
transient fashions or temporary opinions: they are the genuine progeny of
common humanity, such as the world will always supply and observation will
always find. His persons act and speak by the influence of those general pas-
sions and principles by which all minds are agitated and the whole system of
life is continued in motion. In the writings of other poets a character is too
often an individual: in those of Shakespeare it is commonly a species.

It is from this wide extension of design that so much instruction is derived.
It is this which fills the plays of Shakespeare with practical axioms and domes-
tic wisdom. It was said of Euripides* that every verse was a precept; and it may
be said of Shakespeare that from his works may be collected a system of civil

3 Horace's Epistles 2.1.39. i
4. The Greek tragic poet (ca. 480—406 B.C.E.). The observation is Cicero’s.
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and economical prudence. Yet his real power is not shown in the splendor of
particular passages, but by the progress of his fable’ and the tenor of his
dialogue; and he that tries to recommend him by select quotations will succeed
like the pedant in Hierocles® who, when he offered his house to sale, carried
a brick in his pocket as a specimen.

It will not easily be imagined how much Shakespeare excels in accommo-
dating his sentiments to real life but by comparing him with other authors. It
was observed of the ancient schools of declamation that the more diligently
they were frequented, the more was the student disqualified for the world,
because he found nothing there which he should ever meet in any other place.
The same remark may be applied to every stage but that of Shakespeare. The
theater, when it is under any other direction, is peopled by such characters as
were never seen, conversing in a language which was never heard, upon topics
which will never arise in the commerce of mankind. But the dialogue of this
author is often so evidently determined by the incident which produces it, and
is pursued with so much ease and simplicity, that it seems scarcely to claim
the merit of fiction, but to have been gleaned by dlhgent selection out of
common conversation and common occurrences.

Upon every other stage the universal agent is love, by whose power all good
and evil is distributed and every action quickened or retarded. To bring a lover,
a lady, and a rival into the fable; to entangle them in contradictory obligations,
perplex them with oppositions of interest; and harass them with violence of
desires inconsistent with each other; to make them meet in rapture, and part
in agonyj; to fill their mouths with hyperbolical joy and outrageous sorrow; to
distress them as nothing human ever was distressed; to deliver them as nothing
human ever was delivered, is the business of a modern dramatist. For this,
probability is violated, life is misrepresented, and language is depraved. But
love is only one of many passions; and as it has no great influence upon the
sum of life, it has little operation in the dramas of a poet who caught his ideas
from the living world and exhibited only what he saw before him. He knew
that any other passion, as it was regular or exorbitant, was a cause of happmess
or calamity. j

Characters thus ample and general were not easily discriminated and pre-
served; yet perhaps no poet ever kept his personages more distinct from each
other. I will not say with Pope that every speech may be assigned to the proper
speaker,” because many speeches there are which have nothing characterist-
ical; but perhaps though some may be equally adapted to every person, it will
be difficult to find that any can be properly transferred from the present pos-
sessor to another claimant. The choice is right when there is reason for choice.

Other dramatists can only gain attention by hyperbolical or aggravated char-
acters, by fabulous and unexampled excellence or depravity, as the writers of
barbarous romances invigorated the reader by a giant and a dwarf; and he that
should form his expectations of human affairs from the play or from the tale
would be equally deceived. Shakespeare has no heroes; his scenes are occu:
pied only by men, who act and speak as the reader thinks that he should
himself have spoken or acted on the same occasion; even where the agency is
supernatural, the dialogue is level with life. Other writers disguise the most

5. Plot. “The series or contexture of events which the 5th century c.E.

constitute a poem epic or dramatic” (Johnson’s 7. In the preface to his edition of Shakespeare’s
Dictionary). plays (1725).

6. Hierocles of Alexandria, a Greek philosopher of
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natural passions and most frequent incidents so that he who contemplates
them in the book will not know them in the world: Shakespeare approximates®
the remote, and familiarizes the wonderful; the event which he represents will
not happen, but, if it were possible, its effects would probably be such as he
has assigned; and it may be said that he has not only shown human nature as
it acts in real exigencies, but as it would be found in trials to which it cannot
be exposed.

This therefore is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama is the mirror of
life; that he who has mazed his imagination in following the phantoms which
other writers raise up before him, may here be cured of his delirious ecstasies
by reading human sentiments in human language, by scenes from which a
hermit may estimate the transactions of the world, and a confessor predict the
progress of the passions.

[SHAKESPEARE'S FAULTS. THE THREE DRAMATIC UNITIES]

Shakespeare with his excellencies has likewise faults, and faults sufficient
to obscure and overwhelm any other merit. I shall show them in the proportion
in which they appear to me, without envious malignity or superstitious ven-
eration. No question can be more innocently discussed than a dead poet’s
pretensions to renown; and little regard is due to that bigotry which sets can-
dor® higher than truth. 4

His first defect is that to which may be imputed most of the evil in books
or in men. He sacrifices virtue to convenience, and is so much more careful
to please than to instruct that he seems to write without any moral purpose.
From his writings indeed a system of social duty may be selected, for he that
thinks reasonably must think morally, but his precepts and axioms drop casu-
ally from him; he makes no just distribution of good or evil, nor is always
careful to show in the virtuous a disapprobation of the w1cked he carries his
persons indifferently through right and wrong, and at the close dlsmlsses them
without further care, and leaves their examples to operate by chance. This
fault the barbarity of his age cannot extenuate; for it is always a writer’s duty
to make the world better, and justice is a virtue independent on time or place.

The plots are often so loosely formed that a very slight consideration may
improve them, and so carelessly pursued that he seems not always fully to
comprehend hls own design. He omits opportunities of instructing or delight-
ing which the train of his story seems to force upon him, and apparently rejects
those exhibitions which would be more affectlng for the sake of those which
are more easy.

It may be observed that in many of his plays the latter part is evidently
neglected. When he found himself near the end of his work, and in view of
his reward, he shortened the labor to snatch the profit. He therefore remits
his efforts where he should most vigorously exert them, and his catastrophe is
improbably produced or imperfectly represented.

He had no regard to distinction of time or place, but gives to one age or
nation, without scruple, the customs, institutions, and opinions of another, at
the expense not only of likelihood but of possibility. These faults Pope has
endeavored, with more zeal than judgment, to transfer to his imagined inter-
polators. We need not wonder to find Hector quoting Aristotle, when we see

8. Brings near. 9. Kindness.
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the loves of Theseus and Hippolyta combined with the Gothic mythology of
fairies.! Shakespeare, indeed, was not the only violator of chronology, forin
the same age Sidney, who wanted not the advantages of learning, has, in his
Arcadia, confounded the pastoral with the feudal times, the days of innocence,
quiet, and security with those of turbulence, violence, and adventure.

In his comic scenes he is seldom very successful when he engages his char-
acters in reciprocations of smartness and contests of sarcasm; their jests are
commonly gross, and their pleasantry licentious; neither his gentlemen nor
his ladies have much delicacy, nor are sufficiently distinguished from his
clowns? by any appearance of refined manners. Whether he represented the
real conversation of his time is not easy to determine: the reign of Elizabeth
is commonly supposed to have been a time of stateliness, formality, and
reserve; yet perhaps the relaxations of that severity were not very elegant.
There must, however, have been always some modes of gaiety preferable to
others, and a writer ought to choose the best.:

In tragedy his performance seems constantly to be worse as his labor is more.
The effusions of passion, which exigence forces out, are for the most part
striking and energetic; but whenever he solicits his invention, or strains his
faculties, the offspring of his throes is tumor,> meanness, tediousness, and
obscurity. |

In narration he affects a disproportionate pomp of diction and a wearisome
train of circumlocution, and tells the incident imperfectly in many words
which might have been more plainly delivered in few. Narration in dramatic
poetry is naturally tedious, as it is unanimated and inactive, and obstructs the
progress of the action; it should therefore always be rapid and enlivened by
frequent interruption. Shakespeare found it an encumbrance, and instead of
lightening it by brevity, endeavored to recommend it by dignity and splendor.

His declamations or set speeches are commonly cold and weak, for his
power was the power of nature; when he endeavored, like other tragic writers,
to catch opportunities of amplification and, instead of inquiring what the occa-
sion demanded, to show how much his stores of knowledge could supply, he
seldom escapes without the pity or resentment of his reader.

It is incident to him to be now and then entangled with an unwieldy sen-
timent which he cannot well express, and will not reject; he struggles with it
awhile, and, if it continues stubborn, comprises it in words such as occur, and
leaves it to be disentangled and evolved* by those who have more leisure to
bestow upon it.

Not that always where the language is intricate the thought is subtle, or the
image always great where the line is bulky; the equality of words to things is
very often neglected, and trivial sentiments and vulgar® ideas disappoint the
attention, to which they are recommended by sonorous epithets and swelling
figures.

But the admirers of this great poet have most reason to complain when he
approaches nearest to his highest excellence, and seems fully resolved to sink
them in dejection and mollify them with tender emotions by the fall of great-
ness, the danger of innocence, or the crosses of love. What he does best, he
soon ceases to do. He is not long soft and pathetic without some idle conceit

1. In Troilus and Cressida 2.2.166 and in A Mid- 4. Unfolded.

summer Night's Dream, respectively. 5. “Mean; low; being of the common rate” (John-
2. Rustics. son’s Dictionary).

3. Inflated grandeur, false magnificence.
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or contemptible equivocation. He no sooner begins to move than he counter-
acts himself; and terror and pity, as they are rising in the mind, are checked
and blasted by sudden frigidity.

A quibble® is to Shakespeare what luminous vapors are to the traveler: he
follows it at all adventures; it is sure to lead him out of his way, and sure to
engulf him in the mire. It has some malignant power over his mind, and its
fascinations are irresistible. Whatever-be the dignity or profundity of his dis-
quisitions, whether he be enlarging knowledge or exalting affection, whether
he be amusing” attention with incidents, or enchaining it in suspense, let but
a quibble spring up before him, and he leaves his work unfinished. A quibble
is the golden apple: for which he will always turn aside from his career® or
stoop from his elevation. A quibble, poor and barren as it is, gave him such
delight that he was content to purchase it by the sacrifice of reason, propriety,
and truth. A quibble was to him the fatal Cleopatra for which he lost the world,

and was content to lose it.

It will be thought strange that in enumeratmg the defects of thls writer, |
have not yet mentioned his neglect of the unities; his violation of those laws
which have been instituted and establlshed by the _]Oll‘lt authority of poets and
critics. ~ -

For his other dewatlons from the art of writing, I resign him to critical justice
without: making any other demand in his favor than that which must be
indulged to all human excellence: that his virtues be rated with his failings.
But from the censure which this:irregularity may bring upon him I shall, with
due reverence to that learning which I-must oppose, adventure to try how I
can defend him. 74 * ' - :
~His histories, being neither tragedles nor comedles, are not sub_]ect to any
of their laws; nothing more is necessary: to all the jpraise which they expect
than that the changes of action be so prepared as to be understood; that the
incidents be various and affecting, and the characters consistent, natural, and
distinct. No other unity'is intended, and therefore none is to be sought.

In his other works he has well enough preserved the unity of action. He has
not, indeed, an intrigue regularly perplexed and regularly unraveled: he does
not endeavor to hide his design only to discover it, for this is seldom the order
of real events, and Shakespeare is the poet of nature: but his plan has com-
monly what Aristotle requires,® a-beginning, a middle, and an end; one event
is concatenated ‘with another, and the conclusion follows by easy conse-
quence. There are, perhaps; some incidents that might be spared, as in other
poets there is much talk that only fills'up time upon the stage; but the genéral
system makes gradual advances and the end of the play is the endof

expectation. !

To the unities of time and place he has shown no regard; and perhaps a
nearer view of the principles on which they stand will diminish their value and
withdraw from them the veneration which; from the time of Corneille,' they
have very generally received, by discovering that they have given more trouble
to the poet than pleasure to the auditor.

6, Pun ' ! Hippomenes won her by dropping, as he ran, three
7. “To entertain with tranquility; to fill w1th of the golden apples of the Hesperides, which she
thOUghts that engage the mind, without distracting paused to pick up.

it” (Johnson’s Dictionary). 9. Poetics 7.

8. Course of action; the ground on which a race 1. Pierre Corneille (1606—1684), the French play-
is run. In Greek legend Atalanta refused to marry wright, discussed the unities in his Discours des

any man who could not defeat her in a foot race. trois unités (1660).
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The necessity of observing the unities of time and place arises from the
supposed necessity of making the drama credible. The critics hold it impos-
sible that an action of months or years can be possibly believed to pass in three
hours; or that the spectator can suppose himself to sit in the theater while
ambassadors go and return between distant kings, while armies are levied and
towns besieged, while an exile wanders and returns, or till he whom they saw
courting his mistress shall lament the untimely fall of his son. The mind revolts
from evident falsehood, and fiction loses its force when it departs from the
resemblance of reality.

From the narrow limitation of time necessarily arises the contraction of
place. The spectator who knows that he saw the first act at Alexandria cannot
suppose that he sees the next at Rome, at a distance to which not the dragons
of Medea? could, in so short a time, have transported him; he knows with
certainty that he has not changed his place; and he knows that place cannot
change itself, that what was a house cannot become a plain, that what was
Thebes can never be Persepolis. ;

Such is the triumphant language with which a critic exults over the misery
of an irregular poet, and exults commonly without resistance or reply. It is
time, therefore, to tell him by the authority of Shakespeare that he assumes,
as an unquestionable principle, a position which, while his breath is forming
it into words, his understanding pronounces to be false. It is false that any
representation is mistaken for reality; that any dramatic fable in its materiality
was ever credible or, for a single moment, was ever credited.

The objection arising from the impossibility of passing the first hour at Alex-
andria and the next at Rome supposes that when the play opens the spectator
really imagines himself at Alexandria, and believes that his walk to the theater
has been a voyage to Egypt, and that he lives in the days of Antony and Cle-
opatra. Surely he that imagines this may imagine more. He that can take the
stage at one time for the palace of the Ptolemies may take it in half an hour
for the promontory of Actium. Delusion, if delusion be admitted, has no cer=
tain limitation; if the spectator can be once persuaded that his old acquain-
tances are Alexander and Caesar, that a room illuminated with candles is the
plain of Pharsalia or the bank of Granicus, he‘is in a state of elevation above
the reach of reason or of truth, and from the heights of empyrean poetry may
despise the circumscriptions of terrestrial nature. There is no reason why a
mind thus wandering in ecstasy should count the clock, or why an hour should
not be a century in that calenture? of the brain that can make the stage a field.

The truth is that the spectators are always in'their senses, and know, from
the first act to the last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are
only players. They came to hear a certain number of lines recited with just
gesture and elegant modulation. The lines relate to some action, and an action
must be in some place; but the different actions that complete a story may be
in places very remote from each other; and where is the absurdity of allowing
that space to represent first Athens, and then Sicily; which was always known
to be neither Sicily nor Athens but a modern theater? !

By supposition, as place is introduced, time may be extended; the time
required by the fable elapses, for the most part, between the acts; for, of so

2. According to legend, Medea fled the scene of causes sailors to leap into the sea under the delu-
her crimes in a chariot drawn by dragons. sion that it is a green field.
3. A delirium produced by tropical heat, which
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much of the action as is represented, the real and poetical duration is the
came. If, in the first act, preparations for war against Mithridates are repre-
sented to be made in Rome, the event of the war may, without absurdity, be
represented, in the catastrophe, as happening in Pontus; we know that there
is neither war nor preparation for war; we know that we are neither in Rome
nor Pontus, that neither Mithridates nor Lucullus are before us. The drama
exhibits successive imitations of successive actions; and why may not the sec-
ond imitation represent an action that happened years after the first, if it be
so connected with it that nothing but time can be supposed to intervene? Time
is, of all modes of existence, most obsequious* to the imagination; a lapse of
years is as easily conceived as a passage of hours. In contemplation we easily
contract the time of real actions, and therefore willingly permit it to be con-
tracted when we only see their imitation.

It will be asked how the drama moves if it is not credited. It is credited with
all the credit due to a drama. It is credited, whenever it moves, as a just picture
of a real original; as representing to the auditor what he would himself feel if
he were to do or suffer what is there feigned to be suffered or to be done. The
reflection that strikes the heart is not that the evils before us are real evils,
but that they are evils to which we ourselves may be exposed. If there be any
fallacy, it is not that we fancy the players, but that we fancy ourselves, unhappy
for a moment; but we rather lament the possibility than suppose the presence
of misery, as a mother weeps over her babe when she remembers that death
may take it from her. The delight of tragedy proceeds from our consciousness
of fiction; if we thought murders and treasons real, they would please no more.

Imitations produce pain or pleasure, not because they are mistaken for real-
ities, but because they bring realities to mind. When the imagination is rec-
reated® by a painted landscape, the trees are not supposed capable to give us
shade or the fountains coolness; but we consider how we should be pleased
with such fountains playing beside us and such woods waving over us. We are
agitated in reading the history of Henry the Fifth; yet no man takes his book
for the field of Agincourt. A dramatic'exhibition is a book recited with con-
comitants that increase or diminish its effect. Familiar® comedy is often more
powerful on the theater than in the page; imperial tragedy is always less. The
humor of Petruchio may be heightened by grimace; but what voice or what
gesture can hope to add dignity or force to the soliloquy of Cato?’

A play read affects the mind like a play acted. It is therefore evident that
the action is not supposed to be real; and it follows that between the acts a
longer or shorter time may be allowed to pass, and that no more account of
space or duration is to be taken by the auditor of a drama than by the reader
of a narrative, before whom may pass in an hour the life of a hero or the
revolutions of an empire.

Whether Shakespeare knew the unities and rejected them by design or devi-
ated from them by happy ignorance, it is, I think, impossible to decide and
useless to inquire. We may reasonably suppose that, when he rose to notice,
he did not want® the counsels and admonitions of scholars and critics, and
that he at last deliberately persisted in a practice which he might have begun
by chance. As nothing is essential to the fable but unity of action, and as the

4 “Obedient; compliant” (Johnson's Dictionary). oquizes on immortality shortly before committing
Dehghted suicide. Petruchio is the hero of Shakespeare’s

6. Domestic, comedy The Taming of the Shrew.
n In Addison’s tragedy Cato (5.1), the hero solil- 8. Lack.
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unities of time and place arise evidently from false assumptions, and, by cir-
cumscribing the extent of the drama, lessen its variety, I cannot think it much
to be.lamented that they were not known by him, or not observed: nor, if such
another poet could arise, should I very vehemently reproach’'him that his first
act passed at Venice and his next in Cyprus.® Such violations of rules merely
positive! become the compréhensive genius of Shakespeare, and such cen-
sures are suitable to the minute and slender criticism of Voltaire.

Non usque adeo permiscuit imis
Longus summa dies, ut non, si voce Metelli
Serventur leges, malint a Caesare tolli.>

Yet when I speak thus slightly of dramatic rules, I cannot but recollect how
much wit and learning may be produced against me; before such authorities
I am afraid to stand: not that I think the present question one of those that
are to be decided by mere authority, but because it is to be suspected that
these precepts have not been so easily received but for better reasons.than I
have yet been able to find. The result of my inquiries; in which it would be
ludicrous to boast of impartiality, is that the unities of time and place are not
essential to a just drama, that though they may sometimes conduce to plea-
sure, they are always to be sacrificed to the nobler beauties of variety and
instruction; and that a play written with nice observation of critical rules is to
be contemplated as an elaborate curiosity, as the product of superfluous and
ostentatious art, by which is shown rather what is poss1ble than what is
necessary. -

He that without diminution of any other excellence shall preserve all the
unities unbroken deserves the like applause with the architect who shall dis-
play all the orders of architecture in a citadel without any deduction for its
strength; but the principal beauty of a citadel is to exclude the enemy, and the
greatest graces of a play are to.copy nature and instruct life.* * *

[TWELFTH NIGHT]

This play is in the graver part elegant and’ easy, and in some of the lighter
scenes exquisitely humorous. Ague-cheek is drawn with great propriety, but
his character is, in a great measure, that of natural fatuity, and is therefore
not the proper prey of a satirist. The soliloquy of Malvolio is truly comick; he
is betrayed to ridicule merely by his pride. The marriage of Olivia, and the
succeeding perplexity, though well enough contrived to divert on the stage,
wants credibility, and fails to produce the proper 1nstruct10n required in the
drama, as it exhibits no just picture of hfe

[KING LEAR]

The tragedy of Lear is deservedly celebrated among the dramas of Shake-
speare. There is perhaps no play which keeps the attention so strongly fixed;
which so much agitates our passions and interests our curiosity. The artful
involutions? of distinct interests, the striking opposition of contrary characters,
the sudden changes of fortune, and the quick succession of events, fill the

9. As is the case in Othello. would not rather be trampled on by Caesar than
1. Arbitrary; not natural. : saved by Metellus.” ;

2. Lucan’s Pharsalia 3.138—40: “The course of 3. Entanglements.

time has not wrought such confusion that the laws liloe ot
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mind with a perpetual tumult of indignation, pity, and hope. There is no scene
which does not contribute to the aggravation of the distress or conduct of the
action, and scarce a line which does not conduce to the progress of the scene.
Go powerful is the current of the poet’s imagination, that the mind, which
once ventures within it is hurried irresistibly along. -

On the seeming improbability of Lear’s conduct it may be observed that he
is represented according to histories at that time vulgarly* received as true.
And perhaps if we turn our thoughts upon the barbarity and ignorance of the
age to which this story is referred, it will appear not so unlikely as while we
estimate Lear’s manners by our own. Such preference of one daughter to
another, or resignation of dominion on such conditions, would be yet credible,
if told of a petty prince of Guinea or Madagascar. Shakespeare, indeed, by the
mention of his earls and dukes, has given us the idea of times more civilized,
and of life regulated by softer manners; and the truth is, that though he so
nicely discriminates, and so minutely describes the characters of men, he com-
monly neglects and confounds:the characters of ages; by mingling customs
ancient and modern, English and foreign.

My learned friend Mr. Warton, who has in the Adventurer very minutely
criticized this play,® remarks, that the instances of cruelty are too savage and
shocking, and that the intervention of Edmund destroys the simplicity of the
story. These objections may, I think, be answered, by repeating that the cruelty
of the daughters is an historical fact, to which the poet has added little, having
only drawn it into a series by dialogue and action. But I am not able to apol-
ogize with equal plausibility for the extrusion of Gloucester's eyes, which
seems an act too horrid to be endured in dramatic exhibition, and such as
must always compel the mind to relieve its distress by incredulity. Yet let it be
remembered that our author well knew what would please the audience for
which he wrote.

The injury done by Edmund to the simplicity of the action is abundantly
recompensed by the addition of variety, by the art with which he is made to
co-operate with the chief design, and the opportunity which he gives the poet
of combining perfidy with perfidy, and connecting the wicked son with the
wicked daughters, to impress this important moral, that villainy is never at a
stop, that crimes lead to crimes, and at last terminate in ruin.

But though this moral be incidentally enforced, Shakespeare has suffered
the virtue of Cordelia to perish in a just cause, contrary to the natural ideas
of justice, to the hope of the reader, and, what is yet more strange, to the faith
of chronicles. Yet this conduct is justified by the Spectator, who blames Tate
for giving Cordelia success and happiness in his alteration, and declares that
in his opinion, “the tragedy has lost half its beauty.”¢ Dennis has remarked,
whether justly or not, that to secure the favorable reception of Cato, “the town
was poisoned with much false and abominable criticism,”” and that endeavors
had been used to discredit and decry poetical justice. A play in which the
wicked prosper, and the virtuous miscarry, may doubtless be good, because it
is a just representation of the common events of human life: but since all

4 Popularly. ending, in the adaptation by Nahum Tate.

5. Joseph Warton (1722-1800) contrlbuted sev- 7. John Dennis, “Remarks upon Cato, a Tragedy”
eral papers to Johnson’s periodical the Adventurer; (1713). Dennis implies that Addison excuses the
nos, 113, 116, and 122 discuss King Lear. lack of poetic justice in Lear to justify the absence
6. Addlson Spectator 40. During the 18th cen- of poetic justice in his own play, Cato.

tury, King Lear was often performed with a happy
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reasonable beings naturally love justice, I cannot easily be persuaded, that the
observation of justice makes a play worse; or, that if other excellencies are
equal, the audience will not always rise better pleased from the final triumph
of persecuted virtue.

In the present case the public has decided. Cordelia, from the time of Tate,
has always retired with victory and felicity. And, if my sensations could add
anything to the general suffrage, I might relate, that I was many years ago so
shocked by Cordelia’s death, that I know not whether I ever endured to read
again the last scenes of the play till I undertook to revise them as an editor.

1765

From LIvEs OF THE POETS

From Cowley!

[METAPHYSICAL WIT]|

Wit, like all other things subject by their nature to the choice of man, has
its changes and fashions, and at different times takes different forms. About
the beginning of the seventeenth century appeared a race of writers that may
be termed the metaphysical poets,? of whom in a criticism on the works of
Cowley it is not improper to give some account.

The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to show their learning
was their whole endeavor; but, unluckily resolving to show it in rhyme, instead
of writing poetry they only wrote verses, and very often such verses as stood
the trial of the finger better than of the ear; for the modulation was so imper-
fect that they were only found to be verses by counting the syllables.

If the father of criticism?® has rightly denominated poetry tekhné mimeétike,
an imitative art, these writers will without great wrong lose their right to the
name of poets, for they cannot be said to have imitated anything: they neither
copied nature nor life; neither painted the forms of matter nor represented
the operations of intellect.

Those however who deny them to be poets allow them to be wits. Dryden
confesses of himself and his contemporaries that they fall below Donne in wit,
but maintains that they surpass him in poetry.*

If wit be well described by Pope as being “that which has been often thought,
but was never before so well expressed,” they certainly never attained nor ever
sought it, for they endeavored to be singular in their thoughts, and were care-
less of their diction. But Pope’s account of wit is undoubtedly erroneous; he
depresses it below its natural dignity, and reduces it from strength of thought
to happiness of language.

1. Abraham Cowley (1618-1667) was much
admired during the middle of the 17th century. His
reputation began to decline before 1700, but he
was remembered as a writer of false wit, especxally
in his love poems The Mistress.

2. Presumably Johnson took this' now common
desugnatlon from a hint in Dryden’s “A stcourse
Concerning the Original and Progress of Satire.”

Dryden condemned Donne because “he affects the
metaphysics . . . and perplexes the minds of the
fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when
he should engage their hearts, and entertain them
with the softnesses of love.”

3. Aristotle in his Poetics.

4. "A Discourse . . . of Satire.”

5. An Essay on Criticism, lines 297-98.



