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FOR PAT ROGERS



General Editor’s Preface

The reception given to a writer by his contemporaries and near-contemporaries is evidence of considerable
value to the student of literature. On one side we learn a great deal about the state of criticism at large and in
particular about the development of critical attitudes towards a single writer; at the same time, through
private comments in letters, journals or marginalia, we gain an insight upon the tastes and literary thought
of individual readers of the period. Evidence of this kind helps us to understand the writer’s historical
situation, the nature of his immediate reading-public, and his response to these pressures.

The separate volumes in the Critical Heritage Series present a record of this early criticism. Clearly, for
many of the highly productive and lengthily reviewed nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers, there exists
an enormous body of material; and in these cases the volume editors have made a selection of the most
important views, significant for their intrinsic critical worth or for their representative quality— perhaps
even registering incomprehension !

For earlier writers, notably pre-eighteenth century, the materials are much scarcer and the historical
period has been extended, sometimes far beyond the writer’s lifetime, in order to show the inception and
growth of critical views which were initially slow to appear.

Shakespeare is, in every sense, a special case, and Professor Vickers is presenting the course of his
reception and reputation extensively over a span of three centuries, in a sequence of six volumes, each of
which will document a specific period.

In each volume the documents are headed by an Introduction, discussing the material assembled and
relating the early stages of the author’s reception to what we have come to identify as the critical tradition.
The volumes will make available much material which would otherwise be difficult of access and it is
hoped that the modern reader will be thereby helped towards an informed understanding of the ways in

which literature has been read and judged.
B.C.S.
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Preface

This collection includes material in four categories: literary criticism of Shakespeare; adaptations of his
plays; theatrical criticism (both of the original texts and of the adaptations); textual criticism (the
explanatory notes either appended to editions of his plays or issued separately).

Under the first heading there is little overall development in this period, while under the second there
seems to have been a recession. The third is only just beginning to get under way, in the form of short
appreciations of individual actors such as Betterton and Wilks and their roles: see, for instance, Nos 47, 48.
Only in the fourth category, that of the editions, is there any notable move forward.

In preparing this volume I have been indebted, as ever, to the collections of the British Museum, the
Bodleian, the Cambridge University Library, and the Birmingham Shakespeare Library. For the efficient
and friendly help of the staff in all these institutions I am exceedingly grateful. I owe a special thanks to the
Master and Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge, for giving me permission to reprint Warburton’s
annotations in his copy of Theobald’s edition, from the Capell library.

I am grateful to Mr Ian Thomson for verifying references in English libraries, and to Dr Willy Schmid for
his timely help with the proofs and index.

B.W.V.



Introduction

The period from the 1690s to the 1730s is one in which the theoretical system of Neo-classicism was
applied with energy and with few reservations. It is entirely fitting that the span of this volume coincides
with the writing career of Charles Gildon, whom we might take as its representative critic, since he
expresses the same attitudes as Dryden, Rymer and Dennis, while also (if more in his earlier than later work)
showing some of the independent spirit which characterises the minority view, and of which Farquhar,
Rowe and Addison are occasional exemplars. If the work of Gildon seems a limited attraction, the other
writer whose career coincides with the time-span of this volume, Lewis Theobald, is of another magnitude.
For long derided by Pope and his coterie—an adverse judgment that extended, alas, as far as Dr Johnson
and Malone—Theobald deserves finally to be recognised as the best all-round editor of Shakespeare in this
period or any other. While Johnson and Malone have their own special claims on our attention neither of
them excelled in the whole range of scholarship, as Theobald did, nor applied their knowledge in such an
imaginative way to the clarification of Shakespeare’s text. If an editor may be allowed to express a hope, it
is that this volume should permit the reinstatement of Theobald as one of the three or four major figures in
the development of our understanding and appreciation of Shakespeare.

I

For the critics of this period, whether in separate literary essays or in the increasing number of journals,'
Shakespeare was a dramatist who had to be attacked more often than praised. The canons of criticism were
tested against him, and he was found wanting. It may seem clear to us that in fact their critical categories
were wanting, but we must think ourselves back into the freshness of this phase of English criticism if we
are to understand the fascination of testing out a critical system against the acknowledged ‘greatest writer of
this or any other age’. At times the excitement of discovering that by using this system one could demonstrate
the presence of faults in Shakespeare seems to have gone to the heads of some critics. It is difficult
otherwise to explain the demonic energy of Rymer’s attack on Othello (No. 29), the way in which he
construes Shakespeare’s failure to conform to the tenets of neo-Aristotelianism as a provocative act, almost
as a personal insult. We might well feel that Rymer’s emotion, as T.S.Eliot said of Hamlet’s (rightly or
wrongly), is in excess of the facts, yet we must not allow our resentment at his crudest sarcasms to cloud the
fact that he writes in perfect consistency with the dominant critical principles of this period. (The motives
for Rymer’s special animus might repay further enquiry.)

Taken at a lower level of intensity, the specific objections by Rymer were such as could have been made
by any educated man of his time: Shakespeare had offended against the concept of imitation (what might be
more helpful to think of as ‘selective mimesis’) : he had represented men as they were, not as they ought to
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be. He should have remembered the Horatian-Aristotelian concept of characters being good of their kind, or
‘better than us’: what was to be imitated was not life in the raw, which could be sordid and thus not
‘instructive’, but ‘la belle nature’, a world of types and ideals. He broke the unities of time and place; the
language given to his characters was excessive, redundant, suffering from the two extreme vices of bombast
and quibbles. (These were criticisms already made by Dryden: see Nos 10, 12 and 19 in Vol.1.) Rymer
works through the neo-Aristotelian categories (Fable, Characters, Thoughts, Manners, Words) and attacks
Othello under each head. His most bitter criticisms are that the characters are unnatural (given the special
sense of ‘nature’ outlined above), therefore improbable and inconsistent; therefore all the other ‘parts’ are
necessarily flawed. An additional weakness is that Shakespeare has neglected morality. Iago’s villainy is too
shocking to be represented in the theatre; and poetic justice is not observed, for Desdemona is killed, yet
innocent:

What instruction can we make out of this Catastrophe? Or whither must our reflection lead us? Is not
this to envenome and sour our spirits, to make us repine and grumble at Providence; and the
government of the World?

Shakespeare allows characters to be killed ‘in a barbarous arbitrary way...Hab-nab,...against all Justice and
Reason, against all Law, Humanity and Nature...’.

To Neo-classics who took their critical system seriously, yet admired Shakespeare, Rymer was an
embarrassment. The results of his analysis were extremely adverse, yet the evaluation had been carried out
strictly according to the book. We meet a number of protests, but they are more or less inarticulate. In 1696
John Oldmixon complains that ‘If Mr. Rymer had thus considered his Duty to Shakespeare, as he was the
Father of our Stage, he would have sav’d himself and the World, a great deal of Trouble and Scandal’.2 In
other words, Rymer has committed a nuisance. Another typical reaction is this piece of journalistic fence-
sitting by Peter Anthony Motteux in the Gentleman’s Journal for December 1692 (cited in the Shakespeare
Allusion-Book, 11, 386):

Mr. Rymer’s Book, which the Ingenious expected with so much Impatience, is published and is call’d,
A Short View of Tragedy.... Mr. Rymer, like some of the French that follow Aristotle s Precepts,
declares for Chorus’s, and takes an occasion to examin some plays of Shakespeare’s, principally
Othello, with the same severity and judgment with which he criticized some of Beaumont and
Fletcher’s in his Book called, The Tragedies of the last Age.... The Ingenious are somewhat divided
about some Remarks in it, though they concur with Mr. Rymer in many things, and generally
acknowledge that he discovers a great deal of Learning through the whole. For these Reasons I must
forbear saying any more of it, and refer you to the Book it self.

‘The Ingenious are somewhat divided’: so we see from the attempts at refutation made here by Dryden (Nos
31, 33) and Dennis (No. 30). The only successful attack is that of Gildon (No. 32) who takes issue not so
much with the Neo-classic principles as with Rymer’s application of them, above all his appeal to the
higher authority of the classics. Gildon’s demonstration of the role of ‘the marvellous’ in Aeneas’ tale to
Dido is particularly effective. Yet Rymer continued to be an issue for many years, as we see from Rowe in
1709 (No. 47), Gildon in 1710 (No. 50), Theobald in 1733 (No. 82). An indication of a reaction against him
is the tone of Thomas Brereton’s denunciation of Rymer in the first number of his Critic (1718), for
‘waging against all mankind that were eminent for their genius, only because they were so.... His witticisms
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upon Desdemona’s handkerchief...are enough to make a wise man sick’.> Yet the orthodox Augustans
continued to respect Rymer, as we shall see from Pope and indeed Dr Johnson.

Rymer not only produced the most unfavourable account of Shakespeare and Elizabethan drama yet
written, he became the inspiration for another violent attack, that made by Jeremy Collier (No. 34).
As C.A.Zimansky noted in his useful edition of Rymer’s criticism (which is, however, not without some
special pleading)—‘be it said with regret—Jeremy Collier was Rymer’s most influential follower’. Mr
Zimansky saw in this relationship ‘a narrow moralist taking over the ideas of an outstanding critic’,*
although one may question whether Rymer was a less narrow moralist. Collier’s attack on the ‘immorality
and profaneness’ of the English stage was focused mainly on the Restoration dramatists, and provoked a
flood of defence.’ Shakespeare only figures incidentally, but, as we see from the examples reprinted here (Nos
35-7), Collier’s criticisms were rejected with more vigour and more confidence than were those of Rymer.
Collier was so evidently a lesser figure. Yet the refutations themselves stay within Neo-classical principles:
all three defenders of Shakespeare assert that he has, in fact, kept to the principle of poetic justice.

The relationship between Shakespeare, the rules, and contemporary approval was in essence a simple one:
when he kept to the rules he pleased. Thus the author (probably Charles Gildon)® of Cato Examined (1713,
p.- 4): ‘Our Shakespeare...is exactly conformable to the Rules in all that pleases the Judicious, and never
disgusts but for want of his knowledge of them.” Lest this simple comparison-process seem mechanical or
trivial we might remember (if the example of Rymer were not already before us) the seriousness with which
the rules were taken as a manifestation in the literary sphere of the principles of cosmological and social
order. Thus Dennis argues that the rules give harmony, proportion, symmetry, indeed merely to observe
them is to guarantee oneself success: ‘writing Regularly is writing Morally, Decently, Justly, Naturally,
Reasonably....”” Shakespeare’s failure to keep this index of competence is deplored by Gildon (Nos 50, 62)
and Dennis (No. 67), just as his occasional observations of it are applauded by the orthodox.

The two plays most often praised in this period are The Merry Wives of Windsor and The Tempest,
because they came closest to meeting the critical requirements of an integrated plot which observed the
unities of place, time and action. In the totally representative formulation of Cato Examined (p. 7):

There must be a Unity of the Dramatic Action; that is, it must be but one Action, not many, of one Man;
for that breaks the Unity. In which Point all our Old Authors are generally faulty, and Shakespeare might as
well have brought his Play of Julius Caesar down to Nero’s Time, as to the Death of Brutus and Cassius.

In his two extended essays (No. 50a, b) Gildon demonstrates Shakespeare’s failings on this head, treating
the apologies of the Chorus in Henry V, Pericles and A Winter’s Tale as proof of Shakespeare’s own sense
of guilt for having violated order, singling out the fables of a number of comedies for their ‘absurdities’, and
dismissing the histories en bloc: ‘when they exceed the Unities I see no Reason why they may not as well,
and with as good Reason, stretch the Time to 5000 Years, and the Actions to all the Nations and People of
the Universe, and as there has been a Puppet Show of the Creation of the World, so there may be a Play
call’d the History of the World.’

Given this yes/no model of critical argument, it is not surprising that Shakespeare’s ‘faults’ were
identified with the confidence of general agreement. In one of his more blatant pieces of book-making, the
socalled Life of Mr. Thomas Betterton (1710), Gildon defended the absurdities of opera on the grounds that
‘if All that is absurd and irrational should be excluded the Theatre, you must banish a great many of the
most celebrated Pieces of the Stage; as, Othello, which is compos’d of Parts shocking to Reason, and full of
Absurdities’ (pp. 171-2). Dennis’s Essay on the Genius and Writings of Shakespeare (No. 56) spends,
despite its title, quite some time itemising Shakespeare’s faults. E.N.Hooker, in his magnificent edition of
that critic’s works, has written that ‘the valid objection to Dennis’s essay is not that it criticises by observing
faults, but that the “faults” observed are either trivial or, as in the case of the violation of poetic justice,
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perceptible only to a vision restricted by certain unfortunate prejudices of its age’ (II, p. 422). But if the
‘prejudices’ form the consensus opinion, then Shakespeare’s plots must come under attack. A writer in the
Universal Spectator on 9 December 1732 pronounced that®

Our Writers who have of late attempted Tragedy want both Art and Genius, since either of these would make
a tolerable Play. As for Example...most of Shakespeare’s without a Plot. I mean by Art in a Play, all that
Disposition of the Parts in respect of Plotting, which makes the Whole clear, natural, and uniform, which
must be the Result of close Studying the Criticks ancient and modern.

Dennis criticised The Merry Wives of Windsor because ‘there are no less than three Actions in it that are
independant one of another, which divide and distract the minds of an Audience’ (No. 44), and Addison
echoed that objection, particularly against tragi-comedy (No. 55: Spectator 40), as, predictably enough, did
Gildon (No. 50). Dennis, too, attacked Shakespeare’s ‘apparent Duplicity in some of his Plays, or Triplicity
of Action, and the frequent breaking of the Continuity of the Scenes’ (No. 65). Dennis (No. 44) and Gildon
(Nos 50, 68) are in agreement that soliloquies are ‘unnatural’ in drama.

All the examples which I have so far discussed of Shakespeare’s failure to satisfy those New Critics who
began their careers in the 1690s have been ‘technical’ in nature, concerned with such things as plot,
structure, the unities. The modern reader might be tempted to dismiss them as relatively unimportant; if so,
he will certainly not have that detachment (a rather irresponsible detachment, as it would appear to a Neo-
classic critic) when confronted with their attacks on Shakespeare’s morality. Gildon disposes of Macbeth
brusquely: ‘the character of Macbeth and his Lady are too monstrous for the Stage’ (No. 50). A few years later
he becomes still more adamant:’

There are two Crimes which are never to be admitted in Tragedy, Cowardice in the Man, and want of
Chastity in the Woman; in the last of which many of our Play-writers are abandonly guilty. Nor must
there be any lagos, Villains; they shock us too much, and seem really out of the character of
Humankind. But the Success of Iago in Shakespeare has made our other Writers run mad after such-
like characters....

This reaction, disapproval-prohibition, echoes Rymer, yet is echoed in turn by Theobald’s disgust with the
character of Richard III (No. 78). Dennis finds Shakespeare at fault for showing the horrible murder of
Julius Caesar on stage, and for presenting the punishment of Brutus and Cassius but not that of the other
conspirators (No. 42), and later delivers a full-scale attack on Shakespeare’s neglect of poetic justice in so
many of the tragedies (No. 56). (We note silently that elsewhere Dennis praised Macbeth and Coriolanus
for having a proper moral: Nos 36, 65.) In the orthodox Neo-classicism of his youth Lewis Theobald found
the deaths of Lear, Cordelia and Hamlet instances of Shakespeare’s failure to reward virtue (No. 59: Censor
7), and his preference for Tate’s revised Lear is shared by Thomas Cooke in 1731 (No. 79).

Finally, Shakespeare’s language came in for dispraise. Criticism in the later part of this period was less
savage than the attacks of Dry den and Rymer, perhaps because a more detached historical sense prevailed.
That is, whereas the post-Restoration critics were offended by ‘bombast’, now we find the more neutral
recognition that his style was simply ‘out of date’. So Edward Bysshe, in his compilation The Art of English
Poetry (1702)—which consisted of three parts, ‘Rules for Making Verse’, a ‘Dictionary of Rhymes’ and a
‘Collection of Beauties’—Wrote that he had included in the third section'”

not only Similes, Allusions, Characters, and Descriptions, but also the most Natural and Noble
Thoughts on all Subjects of our modern Poets; I say, of our Modern: for though the Ancient, as
Chaucer, Spenser, and others, have not been excell’d, perhaps not equall’d by any that have
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succeeded them, either in Justness of Description, or in Propriety and Greatness of Thought, yet the
Garb in which they are Cloath’d, tho’ then Alamode, is now become so out of Fashion, that the
Readers of our Age have no Ear for them: And this is the Reason that the Good Shakespeare himself
is not so frequently Cited in the following Pages, as he would otherwise deserve to be.

For the compiler of florilegia Shakespeare was to be avoided with the minimum of fuss; for the educated
general reader, though, the problem could not be side-stepped, and gave rise to some irritation. This we can
observe in Addison (No. 55: Spectator 39 and 61), or in the learned Francis Atterbury, who wrote to Pope
(then beginning his edition of Shakespeare):'!

I have found time to read some parts of Shakespeare which I was least acquainted with. I protest to
you, in an hundred places I cannot construe him, I don’t understand him. The hardest part of Chaucer
is more intelligible to me than some of those Scenes, not merely thro the faults of the Edition, but the
Obscurity of the Writer: for Obscure he is, & a little (not a little) enclin’d now & then to Bombast,
whatever Apology you may have contrived on that head for him.

A writer in Applebee’s Journal on 3 June 1732 explained that the style of Shakespeare ‘is indeed sometimes
uncouth, owing to [his] too great Heat, and to the vast Change of Language intervening since [he] wrote’.!?

This brief summary of the Neo-classics’ quarrel with Shakespeare cannot, of course, represent either the
ubiquity or the density of the general disapproval of this irregular, unlearned dramatist, who violated every
critical principle. Perhaps the texts collected in this volume will give a more accurate impression. But
already the reader may be wondering why, if Shakespeare failed all the tests, he was still read, acted and
discussed. One reason is clear, that his prestige was already so great that the unanimous objections of a
generation of critics could not damage it. Equally, although the majority of critics, and those the most
influential, found more to blame than to praise, there were certain escape clauses. Although Rymer had
found Shakespeare worthless in every neo-Aristotelian category, a number of critics working within the
system conceded that Shakespeare showed some ability in the category of ‘manners’, that is, in the
representation of human behaviour, especially the passions. So the archetypal Gildon, in Cato Examined (p.
11):

The Manners, therefore, of the Principal Persons at least, ought to be so clearly and fully mark’d, as to
distinguish them from all other Men. In this Shakespeare has excelled;...

Several of the critics collected here would agree. Or again, one could accept the theory of poetic justice and
argue that Shakespeare had, in fact, observed it. As we have seen, this was the tactic of the controversialists
against Collier (Nos 35 to 37), and it was also used by Shaftesbury (No. 51), Hughes (No. 58) and others.

For critics who kept within the Neo-classic system two other strategies were available. The most popular
was to accept the denunciation of all of Shakespeare’s faults, but then to excuse them as being simply vices
of the age. Dry den had begun this form of apologia in his Essay on the Dramatique Poetry of the Last Age
(No. 12 in Vol. I), and it became increasingly used. In 1694 Charles Gildon applied it in his attack on
Rymer (No. 32), while in the same year Laurence Echard, in the preface to his translation of Plautus’ comedies,
described the fidelity with which he had worked (Sig. ,,"):

But I have not only been so scrupulous in this Case, but I have likewise imitated all his Faults and
Imperfections, whenever I cou’d do it without extream Injury to the Translation; I speak of his Puns,
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Quibbles, Rhimes, Gingles, and his several ways of playing upon words; which indeed were the faults
of his Age, as it was of ours in Shakespeare’s and jonson’s days....

In 1703 Charles Gildon used it again, in the preface to one of a number of plays by other men which he
touched up and published under his own name (this time The Patriot, an adaptation of Lee’s Lucius Junius
Brutus) (cited in Branam, p. 4) :

It is but a poor Defence, to shelter our Errors under the Failings of Great Men, or to imitate their
Defects, when we can’t arrive at their Perfections, for no Name is sufficient to justifie an Absurdity.
But if they wou’d study Nature as much as Shakespeare did, their Errors would be less visible, and
more supportable: But there is nothing more familiar with the ignorant Decryers of the Rules, than to
instance Shakespeare’s pleasing without them, never remembring that Shakespeare never pleases but
when he has observed them, as in his Characters, Passions &c.—the Rules being only Nature
Methodiz’d—for sure no body (I mean of Sense) ever admir’d his Conduct; the Rules of which not
being known in his Time is his best Plea for his Offences against them.

In the selections below we find the historical apologia coming from Nicholas Rowe in 1709 (No. 47), from
Gildon and Shaftesbury in 1710 (Nos 50, 51), from Elijah Fenton in 1711 (No. 52) and from Addison in
that year (No. 55: Spectator 61), from Dennis in 1719 (No. 65), from William Levin in 1731 (No. 80). The
most important of these is Nicholas Rowe, whose preface was reprinted in almost every edition of
Shakespeare’s works up to the Variorum of 1821, and can thus be claimed as the most disseminated
Shakespeare critic before Johnson. His extremely liberal views may have seemed strange in 1709, but as the
century advanced the norm adjusted itself to Rowe.

The other strategy for the orthodox was to concede Shakespeare’s faults but assert that he was great
notwithstanding them. In the typical formulation of Gildon (The Laws of Poetry, 1721, p. 33), Shakespeare
was a ‘great, but very irregular genius’, a judgment which can be found elsewhere in Gildon (No. 50),
Hughes (No. 58) and Theobald (No. 59). It was possible to agree with Rymer yet disagree: ‘Our best Poets
of the last Age have been justly censur’d, Shakespeare by Rymer...yet [Shakespeare’s] Tragedies...,
however irregular in Form and Conduct, boast the noblest Sentiments, and best adapted to the Speakers.
(op. cit. in n. 11). This defensive reaction had in fact been made by the first confuters of Rymer, Gildon (No.
32) and Dryden (No. 33). A further development of this position, which in fact carries the critic outside the
orthodox camp altogether, is to argue that Shakespeare was great because he broke the rules, since genius
and the laws of poetry are not compatible. Rowe set the key on this point too: Shakespeare’s ignorance of
the classics is proved by his unique quality, since their regularity—had he been familiar with it—might have
restricted his ‘Fire, Impetuosity, and even beautiful Extravagance’ (No. 47). A genius unrestricted by rules
is the picture presented by Henry Felton (No. 49), Leonard Welsted (No. 57), Addison (No. 55: Spectator
161) and—in part—by Dennis (No. 56). As early as 1694 a ‘Mr G’ could write a poem for the Gentleman’s
Journal (October-November, p. 275)!'? which begins:

Shakespeare, the Prop and Glory of the Stage,
Adorn’d a rough and charms a polish’d Age;
True as the Life the vocal Painter Drew,

Yet the nice Paths of Learning never knew.
His matchless works proceeded from his Wit,
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The learned proud to read, and copy what he writ.
Each line the force of manly Sence displays,

In equal Words he mighty Thoughts arrays,

And, taught by Nature above Art to write,

Scorns his dull Critics and their feeble spight.

By 1730 Walter Harte could refer to this attitude as if it were a commonplace:'*

We grant, that Butler ravishes the Heart,

As Shakespeare soar’d beyond the reach of Art ;
(For Nature form’d those Poets without Rules,
To fill the world with imitating Fools.)

Among the recurrent topics in Steele’s Shakespeare criticism is the praise of his author’s ability to get inside
human feeling (No. 48: Tatler 47), or to create ‘strong Impressions of Honour and Humanity’ (ibid. 8), or
his power in arousing our sympathy: “The Strings of the Heart, which are to be touch’d on to give us
Compassion, are not so play’d on but by the finest Hand’ (ibid. 68).

The creators of a warmer sensibility, as seen in the ‘sentimental drama’ and the cult of benevolence,
appropriated Shakespeare to it (indeed Thomas Purney, in praising Shakespeare’s use of ‘the Gloomy’ (No.
61) in 1717 seems fifty years ahead of his time). One example which predicts a later attitude is provided by
Rowe again, this time in the prologue to his tragedy Jane Shore, Written in Imitation of Shakespeare’s Style
1714) :

In such an Age, Immortal Shakespeare wrote,

By no quaint Rules, nor hampering Criticks taught;
With rough, majestick Force, he mov’d the Heart,
And Strength and Nature made Amends for Art.
Our humble Author does his Steps pursue,

He owns he had the mighty Bard in view;

And in these Scenes has made it more his Care

To rouse the Passions, than to charm the Ear.

When Rowe’s friend James Welwood prepared his translation of Lucan for posthumous publication he
recorded how Rowe ‘took all occasions to express the vast Esteem he had for that Wonderful Man ... .
Welwood quoted those lines from Rowe’s prologue ‘because I believe there is no Man of Taste but pays to
Shakespeare’s Memory the Homage that’s due to one of the greatest Genius’s that ever appear’d
in Dramatick Poetry’.!> As throughout this tradition the spectator’s ability to respond to the expression of
emotion becomes a test of his warmth of feeling, indeed of his moral sense. A writer in the Universal

Journal for 4 July 1724 asked

Who can see the filial Piety of Hamlet without partaking of his sorrows, and with equal Ardour in his
Heart, pursuing the good old King’s Murderer?... What Zealot can forbear embracing the Part of the
Good Humphrey of Gloucester, against the Priestcraft and Persecutions of a haughty Cardinal? I could
instance Numbers of such Examples, by which our Hearts are moved, and our Souls instructed.
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We can already see that a climate of feeling was developing in which the rules, and the denigration of
Shakespeare which their application would result in, could be played down or even ignored. It seems to me
that critics escaped from the constraints of Art more by avoiding than confronting them, but occasional
confrontations did occur. Thus Gildon rejected Bysshe’s estimate of the ‘obsolescence’ of Shakespeare
when he came to issue his own collection of beauties:'®

Finding the Inimitable Shakespeare rejected by some Modern Collectors for his Obsolete Language,
and having lately run over this great Poet, I could not but present the Reader with a Specimen of his
Descriptions, and Moral Reflections, to shew the Injustice of Such an Obloquy. I might have been
more large, for he abounds in Beauties; but these are sufficient to evince the Falsehood of their
Imputation.

The orthodox Neo-classics could take it for granted that Shakespeare had no knowledge of the ancients—as
did John Dennis (No. 56), or Jeremy Collier, mingling criticism and apologia:!’

Shakespeare—a fam’d Poet, but of no great Learning, which made him so much admired; his Genius
was jocular, but when disposed he could be very serious, and did so excel both in Tragedies and
Comedies, that he was able to make Heraclitus laugh, and Democritus weep.

Yet Gildon could reject the charge of Shakespeare’s small learning with vigour, and indeed cogency (No.
50).

If, as this last example shows, it is not always easy to discover the motives which prompted some critics
to refute orthodoxy, on two issues at least there are clear-cut and genuine grounds for disagreement. The
restrictions of the rules hampered practising dramatists most of all, and it is from them that the few
objections come. In his Short Vindication of the Relapse (1698) Vanbrugh attacked the rules, especially
those stating that action was more important than character, and that a double plot was a weakness (pp. 57,
60), while Congreve, also defending himself from Collier, hit out at those critics who talked ‘in all the
Pedantical Cant of Fable, Intrigue, Discovery, of Unities of Time, Place, and Action’.'® A few years later
Farquhar wrote a remarkable refutation of the doctrine of the unities (No. 45), a piece which, had it been
better known and its argument properly appreciated, would have made the repetition of some of the more
unthinking parts of the canon over the next decades unnecessary. Similarly one of the opponents of Collier
argued that the greatest English tragedies (five of the seven cited are by Shakespeare) ‘are so far from pent
up in Corneille’s narrower Unity Rules...that nothing is so ridiculous as to pretend to it’ (No. 35). It is
equally refreshing to read Addison’s attack on that ‘ridiculous Doctrine in modern Criticism...the
chymerical Notion of Poetical Justice’ (No. 55: Spectator 40), or Thomas Purney’s rejection of the French
reverence for ‘the common known mechanick Rules of Poetry’ (No. 61). Yet, heartening as these reactions
may be to the modern opponents of Neo-classicism, they are few and rare: Farquhar’s case was not taken up
for many years, while Addison stands completely alone.!® Dennis’s attack on him (No. 56) represents the
general belief. The minority view, however attractive it may be, must not be exaggerated.

II

In the world of the theatre, criticism?® of acting and production shows a move away from the self-
confidence of the period covered in the previous volume. Diatribes against contemporary theatrical taste
become more frequent. In the collection here we find such pieces from Steele in 1711 (No. 54: Spectator
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208) and William Levin in 1731 (No. 80). In all such complaints one of the points is that Shakespeare’s
plays, especially the tragedies, are not properly appreciated: in the words of an anonymous writer, ‘Farce
and Pantomimes have taken place of Shakespeare and Otway; and the Players have destroy’d that Taste
they did not understand.’?' Be that as it may, there is no denying the remarkable surge in the performance of
Shakespeare’s plays and his popularity in the theatre, long before Garrick.?> We find some signs of a
reaction against the Restoration adaptations, stated in general terms by Oldmixon (No. 41) and Sewell (No.
63), applied to the Dryden and D’ Avenant Tempest by Gildon (No. 50) and to Tate’s Lear by Addison (No.
55: Spectator 40). Yet Gildon praises Tate’s version in the same work (No. 50), as do Theobald in 1715 (No.
59) and Cooke in 1731 (No. 79).

As to the adaptations,? there are less of them in this period and they are less good—that is, they are not
carried out with that conviction of need and justification which marked the work of the 1670s and 1680s. Of
the adaptations included here only one, Cibber’s Richard III (No. 38) achieved any lasting success in the
theatre, although Granville’s Jew (No. 43) held the stage until Macklin’s revival of the original. I do not
suggest that opinion was turning against the adapters, but rather that because the excitement of pioneering
had died down, and because the best ‘vehicles’ had already been claimed by the previous generation, the
assumptions behind the adapting process continued but without much new impetus. Certainly the successful
versions of the last age—the Dryden-D’Avenant Tempest (sometimes with Shadwell’s added attractions),
Tate’s Lear, Shadwell’s Timon, Otway’s Romeo and Juliet—all continued to please.

It is equally the case that the adaptations show a continuity in principle and execution with their
predecessors. ‘Entertainments’ continue to be added. Gildon’s Measure for Measure (No. 40) has a masque
of Dido and Aeneas, ostensibly presented by Escalus to celebrate Angelo’s birthday. Granville’s Jew of
Venice (No. 43) adds a supper and a show (the masque of Peleus and Thetis), and in its epilogue points out
that Shadwell’s Timon of Athens had not been a success until music was added to it:

How was the Scene forlorn, and how despis’d,
When Timon, without Musick, moraliz’d?
Shakespeare’s sublime in vain entic’d the Throng,
Without the Charm of Purcell’s Syren Song.

‘The throng’ were doubtless pleased by the ‘terrible Symphony’ of music accompanying the fairies’
tormenting of Falstaff in Dennis’s Merry Wives (No. 44).

The attitudes of the age take other forms. To justify the intrigues in Measure for Measure Gildon adds to
his list of dramatis personae brief glosses intended to make the characters socially more respectable,
suggesting that they were driven to perform these unusual deeds by the pressure of reduced fortunes. In the
finale to Dennis’s Merry Wives Fenton does not marry Anne secretly but asks her parents’ consent, who
duly promise a settlement on him. To move from social to political attitudes, Aaron Hill’s Henry V (No. 69)
is a fine example of the chauvinism which was regularly ascribed to Shakespeare in periods of xenophobia.
Anti-French feeling is expressed in the prologue, in the martial song by the ‘Genius of England’ (which
unites patriotism and entertainment at one go), and in the flag-waving conclusion. How much more
intelligent is the use of Shakespeare (by Nicholas Amhurst?)?* in the pages of the Craftsman (e.g. No. 75) to
attack the corruption of Walpole’s administration.

As to the critical principles governing their work, they also represent attitudes which we have already
met. Dennis altered The Merry Wives of Windsor (No. 44) to give it a unified plot, with Fenton as the common
centre, but even the excerpts here may be enough to show the excessive amount of explanation which he
found necessary to add. For Coriolanus Dennis invoked another critical canon, poetic justice, to protest
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against what is evidently a deliberately unjust and ironic ending by Shakespeare. By making Coriolanus
himself kill his crooked adversary Aufidius (together with three tribunes) Dennis gives Shakespeare’s most
complex character a simple, heroic status. Lewis Theobald’s Richard II (No. 66) likewise takes exception to
Shakespeare’s evil king and substitutes a one-dimensional hero, and a ‘more regular Fable’. The difficulties
which the Neo-classics experienced with Shakespeare’s subtle mixtures of sympathy and antipathy are very
clearly seen in Thomas Killigrew Junior’s?® sketch at a revision of Julius Caesar (No. 60), which would
make Brutus an unambiguously attractive character.

In the detail of language and feeling we can also trace a continuity between these adaptations and their
predecessors. Cibber and Gran ville seem to show more self-consciousness about which lines are genuine
Shakespeare and which imitation, since they use typographical means to distinguish the two categories
(albeit not accurately). Yet when it came to altering neither showed any compunction. Cibber’s version is a
more streamlined vehicle, retaining only about half of Shakespeare’s play, yet adding—as the reader will be
surprised to find—many familiar speeches from the other histories, resulting in a type of Shakespeare
anthology. Cibber also intensifies the feeling, giving more violence and brutality with one hand and more
pathos (as in the princes’ murder) with the other—although for some reason he deleted that scene for the
1718 reprint of the play and added a rather weak soliloquy for Richard. Violent feelings, verging on rant and
posture-striking, can be found in Dennis’s Coriolanus and Theobald’s Richard II: indeed, a very instructive
comparison could be made with Tate’s version of both plays. It would show, I believe, that although
historians of the drama in this period can speak of a move from heroic tragedy to the sentimental drama, in
terms of the adaptations there had not been much change.

I

In the sphere of editing,” finally, we see a much more dynamic development. The beginning was not
auspicious, since Rowe’s edition of 1709 (for which Tonson, who owned the copyright of Shakespeare, paid
him a mere £36 10s.) based its text on that of the Fourth Folio of 1685,%7 and thus inherited a multitude of
misprints, for the original Folio edition had been progressively degenerating in its reprints. Rowe consulted
the Quartos (the original printings of about half the plays, which appeared in Shakespeare’s lifetime but not
always from authorised sources) for Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet and restored a few passages that had
been omitted from the Folio text. Rowe, it might be said, provided the shape of a modern edition—he added
lists of dramatis personae, corrected stage-directions, made exits and entrances consistent, divided the text
into acts and scenes, adding localities—but not its substance. He made no fresh scrutiny of the text.

In Pope’s edition we find similar anomalies. Pope was certainly more enterprising in locating
Shakespearian Quartos, and knew of one such issue of all the Quarto editions bar one, but the use he made
of them was mixed. To his credit he restored passages in plays for which the Folio text gives heavily-cut
versions (Hamlet, King Lear, Romeo and Juliet), but the principle on which he restored lines seems to have
been the quite arbitrary workings of his own taste. By assuming in some places that the variations between
the texts meant that the longer version consisted of interpolations by the actors he was able to reject what he
called ‘trash’, such as puns and word-play (including Othello’s demented fixation on the word
‘handkerchief’), as un-Shakespearian. Passages which Pope did not approve of were either ‘degraded’, that
is printed in smaller type at the foot of the page (over 1,500 lines of Shakespeare suffered this ignominy) or
else were omitted altogether, often without notice to the reader, as Theobald showed time and again in his
edition. If we divide the activities of an editor, loosely enough, into questions of fact and questions of taste
(though—of course—the latter constantly influences the former), under the first head we would have to say
that Pope’s statements about the text or the theatre are more often than not wildly erroneous. As for his taste,
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demonstrated both in the preface and the notes which follow, I never cease to be surprised by the arrogance
with which Pope treats Shakespeare—despite his effusive panegyrics—and rejects lines or whole scenes that
offend him. Sometimes he attempts to minimise the criticism by holding the players— those vulgar,
unlearned, irresponsible people (nowhere is Pope’s superiority more misplaced)—to blame for corrupting
the text.

Yet even bad scholarship can be beneficial, if it provokes others to do better. Spurred by Pope, an
anonymous work (No. 77) vigorously refuted Pope’s false account of the actors’ social status and went on to
make the first accurate classification of the various categories of text which lie behind the printed editions
of Shakespeare. More important still, Pope has to be given credit for arousing Lewis Theobald, a scholar
whose classical labours had been interrupted by Shakespearian criticism and adaptation, to devote the best
part of his life to editing Shakespeare. In his Shakespeare Restored (No. 74) Theobald made some
enormous developments in the theory and practice of what I should like to call ‘total editing’ (in the face of
our contemporaries’ increasingly rigorous specialism into the text ‘pure and simple’—as if a concern with
the transmission of words through print were a sufficient basis to produce a complete text). What Theobald
saw in this pioneer work, and expanded in his own edition of 1733 (No. 82), was that a text does not need to
be emended if it can be satisfactorily explained: if we can establish the sense adequately we do not have to
alter the reading so as to give some other sense. In order to establish meaning he saw that it was necessary
to explain an author partly from himself (by indicating a continuity of style and thought which can justify an
apparently unusual usage) and partly from the history and social experience of his age. By his own
researches, in a period in which historical awareness of Elizabethan literature was not high,28 Theobald was
able to show the meaning of many words or phrases which would have otherwise been rejected or emended
into some more commonplace construct. He also showed some of the workings of Shakespeare’s style, his
use of rhetoric, his freedom within metrical conventions, his characteristic practices in metaphor and word-
play. Theobald was also aware of the nature of the copy from which the plays were printed; he showed
what can happen to the transmission of a word due to possible errors in deciphering handwriting, or a
scribe’s abbreviations.

Theobald made intelligent use of the sources both for textual purposes (to emend a reading or add a stage-
direction) and for criticism: his notes on the ending of Lear, the plot of Measure for Measure, or the
difference between Giraldi’s ‘moral’ for Othello and Shakespeare’s, show a judgment superior to almost all
critics this side of Dr Johnson. He saw, too, that an editor has to be able to reconstruct the flow of a scene,
the conflict of personality and motive, if he is to discover what an individual character would want to say,
and what Shakespeare is trying to do. Theobald showed that the Shakespearian editor must be
simultaneously scholar and critic. One of his greatest successes as a scholar was his recognition that
although the taste of a subsequent age might not approve of a metaphor or pun, say, the editor has no
authority to alter it. To revive my simple distinction between matters of fact and matters of taste, Theobald
is remarkably advanced on the first head—there are few errors, and his historical sense was not to be
equalled before Malone—while on the second head one looks in vain for the kind of disabling contemporary
attitudes expressed in the high-handed decisions of a Pope or Warburton. Whereas in the Censor essays, or
in his correspondence with Warburton (No. 78) there are signs of period taste, these are left behind in the
work of his maturity, as Theobald illuminated Shakespeare with objective and sympathetic insights that are
extremely rare in this period.

On only one count can Theobald be faulted, and that is a judgment from biography rather than criticism:
he had too much respect for William Warburton. That learned but perverse mind, that dogmatic, bullying
controversialist, utterly sure of his judgments even at their most ridiculous, impressed many experienced
writers and critics of his age, including Ralph Allen, Pope and Dr Johnson. His manner was so assured, the
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parade of learning so insistent, that it took an extremely acute and critical mind to see through him. Conyers
Middleton did so, as did Thomas Edwards (see Vol. 3, No. 126), but Theobald, like Johnson, only did so
intermittently. The nature of his acquaintance with Warburton can be seen from the letters below (No. 78), first
printed by John Nichols in 1817, and which can be supplemented by those published by R.F.Jones in his
biography of Theobald in 1919. Theobald was too deferential. He allowed his own judgment to be imposed
upon by Warburton’s superior strength, and although in this correspondence as in his edition we often find
him politely rejecting many of Warburton’s wilder conjectures he agreed with a few of them, and it remains
puzzling why he thought well enough of others to want to include them among his own notes.

Further, Theobald’s respect for Warburton caused him to ask his help in composing the preface to his
edition. As we can see from the letters reprinted here Theobald sent drafts to Warburton, received
suggestions and drafts in return, and wove the whole into one sequence under his own name. From
Nichols’s Illustrations we can see the ambivalence with which Warburton was clearly glad to have his work
used by other people anonymously (as with Birch’s biography of Shakespeare in 1739, and with Sir Thomas
Hanmer’s edition in the 1740s), but reserved the right subsequently to announce what his own part had been.
Thus in the Capell library at Trinity College, Cambridge, there exists Warburton’s copy of Theobald’s
edition, in which Warburton marked all the passages in the preface and notes which he claimed to have
written. One might be tempted to doubt his word, but we have the evidence of the request by Theobald and,
as David Nichol Smith was the first to point out,?” some of the passages claimed by Warburton do in fact
coincide with letters or other works by him. So I have decided to reconstruct here the process of
collaboration between the two men, taking Warburton’s word for it and giving (a) the preface, with their
contributions separately distinguished (No. 82), (b) the most valuable of Theobald’s notes, with the few
which Warburton claimed (No. 82) and (c) those notes by Warburton which were declared to be such by
Theobald in his edition (No. 83).

This whole affair is not flattering to Theobald’s judgment, but neither is it to Warburton’s. In his notes
Warburton shows at times some sound scholarship in explaining social customs or historical allusions, but
already we find the weakness that was to make his edition of 1747 the laughing-stock of the following
hundred years, a totally arbitrary rage for emendation. In this Warburton reveals his disability in questions
both of fact and taste: he emends because he does not understand the sense or else disapproves of the style,
and he replaces the offending word or phrase either with blatant coinages of his own (as we will see more
frequently in the 1747 edition) or with some commonplace more acceptable to Augustan taste—as in his
attempts to ‘restore’ (i.e. ‘create’) the ‘integrity of a metaphor’. In effect Warburton represents a regression
to the methods of Pope, with their completely arbitrary elevation of taste over judgment. The saddest fact
about Warburton’s relationship with Theobald is that Warburton learned nothing from it. Happily, and for
reasons which I hope will be apparent even from the small selection of notes which I have been able to
reprint here, the rest of the eighteenth century profited a good deal from Theobald’s pioneer work.

NOTES

1 On the periodicals in this period see W.Graham, English Literary Periodicals (New York, 1930) ; R.S.Crane and
F.B.Kaye, A Census of British Newspapers and Periodicals (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1927) and K.K.Weed, R.P.Bond
and M.E.Prior, Studies of British Newspapers and Periodicals from the Beginning to 1800 (Chapel Hill, N.C.,
1946)—both being ‘extra series’ issues of Studies in Philology, R.J.Mitford and D.M.Sutherland, ‘Catalogue of
English Newspapers and Periodicals in the Bodleian Library 1622-1800°, Publications of the Oxford
Bibliographical Society, IV, 2 (1935)—an interleaved copy exists in the Bodleian recording some valuable recent
accessions; R.P.Bond (ed.), Studies in the Early English Periodical (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1957) ; G.W. Stone,
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See the admirable survey by C.H.Gray, Theatrical Criticism in London to 1795 (New York, 1931, 1969); also
D.F.Smith, The Critics in the Audience of the London Theatres from Buckingham to Sheridan, 1671-1779
(Albuquerque, 1953); A.C.Sprague, Shakespeare and the Actors (Cambridge, Mass., 1940) ; J.F.Arnott and
J.W .Robinson, English Theatrical Literature 1559-1900. A Bibliography (1970).

A Proposal for the Better Regulation of the Stage, excerpted in the Gentleman’s Magazine, 11 (1732), 566.

See A.H.Scouten, ‘Shakespeare’s Plays in the Theatrical Repertory When Garrick Came to London’, Studies in
English (Austin, Texas, 1945), 257-68; ‘The Increase in Popularity of Shakespeare’s Plays in the Eighteenth
Century: A Caveat’, Shakespeare Quarterly, VII (1956), 189-202; and ‘The Shakespearean Revival’, in The
London Stage 1660—1800. Part 111, 1729-1747 (Carbondale, I11., 1961), I, cxlix ff: where the following estimate
is given of the proportion of Shakespeare’s plays (taking both adaptations and original versions together) in the
repertory between 1703 and 1741 :

1703-10: c. 11 per cent
1710-17: c. 14 per cent



INTRODUCTION

1717-23: c. 17 per cent
1723-34: c. 12 per cent
1740-1: c. 25 per cent

See also C.B.Hogan, Shakespeare in the Theatre, 1701-1800 (Oxford, 1952- 6), and M.Goldstein, Pope and
the Augustan Stage (Stanford, Calif, 1958).

23 On the adaptations see the works by Odell, H.Spencer and C.Spencer, cited in the previous volume, also
G.C.Branam, Eighteenth Century Adaptations of Shakespearian Tragedy (Berkeley, Calif, 1956).

24 No detailed study of the authorship of the Craftsman exists, but in his B.Litt. thesis (Oxford, 1963) Giles Barber
ascribes over fifty papers to Bolingbroke: none of them is among the group that draws so frequently on
Shakespeare. See also H.T.Dickinson, Bolingbroke (1970), p. 343.

25 For the ascription to the younger Killigrew, and for the date of about 1715 (which my examination of the
manuscript hand would support) see G.B. Evans, ‘The Problem of Brutus: an Eighteenth Century Solution’, in
Studies in Honor of T.W.Baldwin, ed. D.C.Allen (Urbana, 111, 1958).

26 The best introduction is R.B.McKerrow, ‘The Treatment of Shakespeare’s Text by his Earlier Editors, 1706—
1768, British Academy Shakespeare lecture for 1933, repr. in Studies in Shakespeare, ed. P.Alexander (London,
1964), pp. 103-31; see also H.L.Ford, Shakespeare, 1700-1740. A Collation, of the Editions and Separate Plays
with Some Account of T.Johnson and P. Walker (Oxford, 1935); J.Isaacs, ‘Shakespearian Scholarship’, in A
Companion to Shakespeare Studies, ed. H.Granville-Barker and G.B.Harrison (Cambridge, 1934), pp. 305-24.
D.N.Smith gives a too favourable account of Pope as an editor, and a biased view of Theobald, in Shakespeare in
the Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1928); a more accurate assessment of both is that by T.R.Lounsbury, The First
Editors of Shakespeare (Pope and Theobald) (1906). Useful studies include J.Butt, Pope’s Taste in Shakespeare
(1936)—a lecture read to the Shakespeare Association in 1935; P.Dixon, ‘Pope’s Shakespeare’, Journal of
English and Germanic Philology, LXIII (1964), 191-203; R.F.Jones, Lewis Theobald. His Contribution to
English Scholarship With Some Unpublished Letters (New York, 1919).

27 The British Museum has acquired some trial pages from Rowe’s edition of The Tempest which had been based on
the Second Folio. See S.Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives (1970), p. 130n.

28 See E.R.Wasserman, Elizabethan Poetry in the Eighteenth Century (Urbana, I11., 1947).

29 Smith, Eighteenth Century Essays on Shakespeare (Glasgow, 1903), pp. xlvi ff.



Note on the Text

The texts in this collection are taken from the first printed edition, unless otherwise stated. The date under
which a piece is filed is that of the first edition, with two exceptions: plays, for which the first performance
is used (for such information I have relied on The London Stage for the period 1660 to 1800); and those
works for which the author gives a date of composition substantially earlier than its first printing. The place
of publication is London, unless otherwise indicated.

Spelling and punctuation are those of the original editions except where they seemed likely to create
ambiguities for the modern reader. Spelling has, however, been standardised for writers’ names (Jonson not
Johnson, Rymer not Rhimer), for play titles, and for Shakespearian characters.

Small omissions in the text are indicated by three dots: [...]; larger ones by three asterisks.

Footnotes intended by the original authors are distinguished with an asterisk, dagger, and so on; those
added by the editor are numbered. Editorial notes within the text are placed within square brackets.

Act, scene and line-numbers have been supplied in all quotations from Shakespeare, in the form 2.1.85
(Act 2, scene I, line 85). The text used for this purpose was the ‘Tudor Shakespeare’, ed. P.Alexander
(Collins, 1951).

Classical quotations have been identified, and translations added, usually those in the Loeb library.



29

Thomas Rymer, from A Short View of Tragedy
1693

From A Short View of Tragedy, It’s Original Excellency, and Corruption. With Some
Reflections on Shakespeare, and other Practitioners for the Stage (1693).

For contemporary reactions, in addition to the next four items, see the edition of The Critical
Works of Thomas Rymer by C.A. Zimansky (New Haven, 1956). See also the head-note to No.
15 in Volume 1.

k sk sk
[Chapter I] This thing of Action finds the blindside of humane kind an hundred ways. We laugh and weep with
those that laugh or weep; we gape, stretch, and are very dotterels by example.

Action is speaking to the Eyes, and all Europe over Plays have been represented with great applause in a
Tongue unknown, and sometimes without any Language at all.

Many, peradventure, of the Tragical Scenes in Shakespeare, cry’d up for the Action, might do yet better
without words. Words are a sort of heavy baggage, that were better out of the way at the push of Action;
especially in his bombast Circumstance, where the Words and Action are seldom akin, generally are
inconsistent, at cross purposes, embarrass or destroy each other. Yet to those who take not the words
distinctly there may be something in the buz and sound that, like a drone to a Bagpipe, may serve to set off
the Action. For an instance of the former, would not a rap at the door better express lago’s meaning than

—Call aloud.

Iago. Do with like timer ous accent, and dire yel,
As when by night and negligence the fire

Is spied in populous Cities.

[1.1.75 ff]

For, what Ship? Who is Arrived? The Answer is,

[2 Gent.] ‘Tis one lago, Auncient to the General,
[Cas.] He has had most Favourable and Happy speed;
Tempests themselves, high Seas, and houling Winds,
The guttered Rocks, and congregated Sands,

Traytors ensteep’d, to clog the guiltless Keel,
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As having sense of Beauty, do omit

Their common Natures, letting go safely by
The divine Desdemona.

[2.1.66 ff]

Is this the Language of the Exchange, or the Insuring-Office? Once in a man’s life he might be content at
Bedlam to hear such a rapture. In a Play one should speak like a man of business, his speech must be
IToAvrikds, which the French render Agissante, the Italians Negotiosa, and Operativa; but by this
Gentleman’s talk one may well guess he has nothing to do.

[4-5]

k sk sk

[Chapter VII] Othello: More of a piece. In Tragedy, four parts. Fable, the Poets part. Cinthio’s
Novels. Othello altered for the worse. Marriage, absurd, forbidden by Horace. Fable of Othello; Use
and Application. Othello’s Love powder. High-German Doctor. Venetians' odd taste of things; Their
Women fools; Employ Strangers; Hate the Moors. Characters: Nothing of the Moor in Othello, of a
Venetian in Desdemona, of a Souldier in lago. The Souldiers Character, by Horace; What by
Shakespeare. Agamemnon. Venetians no sense of Jealousie. Thoughts, in Othello: in a Horse, or
Mastiff, more sensibly exprest. III Manners, Outragious to a Nobleman, to Humanity. Address, in
telling bad news; In Princes’ Courts; In Aristophanes; In Rabelais. Venetian Senate: Their Wisdom.

From all the Tragedies acted on our English Stage, Othello is said to bear the Bell away. The Subject is
more of a piece, and there is indeed something like—there is, as it were, some phantom of—a Fable. The
Fable is always accounted the Soul! of Tragedy, and it is the Fable which is properly the Poets part, because
the other three parts of Tragedy, to wit, the Characters are taken from the Moral Philosopher, the thoughts
or sence from them that teach Rhetorick, and the last part, which is the expression, we learn from the
Grammarians.

This Fable is drawn from a Novel composed in Italian by Giraldi Cinthio, who also was a Writer of
Tragedies, and to that use employ’d such of his Tales, as he judged proper for the Stage. But with this of the
Moor, he meddl’d no farther.

Shakespeare alters it from the Original in several particulars, but always, unfortunately, for the worse. He
bestows a name on his Moor, and styles him the Moor of Venice: a Note of pre-eminence which neither
History nor Heraldry can allow him. Cinthio, who knew him best, and whose creature he was, calls him
simply a Moor. We say the Piper of Strasburgh; the Jew of Florence; and, if you please, the Pindar of
Wakefield: all upon Record, and memorable in their Places. But we see no such Cause for the Moor’s
preferment to that dignity. And it is an affront to all Chroniclers and Antiquaries to top upon ‘em a Moor
with that mark of renown who yet had never faln within the Sphere of their Cognisance.

Then is the Moor’s Wife, from a simple Citizen in Cinthio, dress’d up with her Top knots and rais’d to be
Desdemona, a Senators Daughter. All this is very strange, and therefore pleases such as reflect not on the
improbability. This match might well be without the Parents’ Consent. Old Horace long ago forbad the
banns:

Sed non ut placidis Coeant immitia, non ut
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Serpentes avibus geminentur, tigribus agni.!

The Fable.

Othello, a Blackamoor Captain, by talking of his Prowess and Feats of War makes Desdemona, a
Senators Daughter, to be in love with him and to be married to him, without her Parents’ knowledge. And
having preferred Cassio to be his Lieutenant (a place which his Ensign lago sued for) lago, in revenge,
works the Moor into a Jealousy that Cassio Cuckolds him: which he effects by stealing and conveying a
certain Handkerchief, which had at the Wedding been by the Moor presented to his Bride. Hereupon
Othello and lago plot the Deaths of Desdemona and Cassio. Othello Murders her, and soon after is
convinced of her Innocence. And as he is about to be carried to Prison, in order to be punish’d for the
Murder He kills himself.

What ever rubs or difficulty may stick on the Bark, the Moral, sure, of this Fable is very instructive.

1. First, This may be a caution to all Maidens of Quality how, without their Parents consent, they run
away with Blackamoors.

Di non si accompagnare con huomo, cui la natura & il cielo, & il modo della vita, disgiunge da noi.
Cinthio.

Secondly, This may be a warning to all good Wives that they look well to their Linnen.

Thirdly, This may be a lesson to Husbands, that before their Jealousie be Tragical the proofs may be
Mathematical.

Cinthio affirms that She was not overcome by a Womanish Appetite but by the Vertue of the Moor. It
must be a good-natur’d Reader that takes Cinthio’s word in this case, tho’ in a Novel. Shakespeare, who is
accountable both to the Eyes and to the Ears, and to convince the very heart of an Audience, shews that
Desdemona was won by hearing Othello talk.

Othello.—I spake of most disastrous chances,
Of Moving accidents, by flood and field;...
[1.3.134ff]

This was the Charm, this was the philtre, the love-powder that took the Daughter of this Noble Venetian. This
was sufficient to make the Black-amoor White and reconcile all, tho’ there had been a Cloven-foot into the
bargain.

A meaner woman might be as soon taken by Aqua Tetrachymagogon. Nodes, Cataracts, Tumours,
Chilblains, Carnosity, Shankers, or any Cant in the Bill of an High-German Doctor is as good fustian
Circumstance, and as likely to charm a Senators Daughter. But it seems the noble Venetians have an other
sence of things. The Doge himself tells us:

Doge. I think this Tale wou’d win my Daughter too.
[1.3.171]

Horace tells us:

! Horace, Ars Poetica (A.P.), 12f: ‘This licence we poets claim and in our turn we grant the like; but not so far that
savage should mate with tame, or serpents couple with birds, lambs with tigers.’



THE CRITICAL HERITAGE 19

Intererit Multum—
Colchus an Assyrius, Thebis nutritus, an Argis.!

Shakespeare in this Play calls ‘em the supersubtle Venetians, yet examine throughout the Tragedy, there is
nothing in the noble Desdemona that is not below any Countrey Chamber-maid with us.

And the account he gives of their Noblemen and Senate can only be calculated for the latitude of
Gotham.

The Character of that State is to employ strangers in their Wars. But shall a Poet thence fancy that they
will set a Negro to be their General, or trust a Moor to defend them against the Turk? With us a Black-
amoor might rise to be a Trumpeter: but Shakespeare would not have him less than a Lieutenant-General. With
us a Moor might marry some little drab, or Small-coal Wench: Shakespeare would provide him the
Daughter and Heir of some great Lord or Privy-Councellor, and all the Town should reckon it a very
suitable match. Yet the English are not bred up with that hatred and aversion to the Moors as are the
Venetians, who suffer by a perpetual Hostility from them.

Littora littoribus contraria—'

Nothing is more odious in Nature than an improbable lye; and certainly never was any Play fraught like this
of Othello with improbabilities.

The Characters or Manners, which are the second part in a Tragedy, are not less unnatural and improper
than the Fable was improbable and absurd.

Othello is made a Venetian General. We see nothing done by him nor related concerning him that
comports with the condition of a General—or, indeed, of a Man—unless the killing himself to avoid a death
the Law was about to inflict upon him. When his Jealousy had wrought him up to a resolution of s taking
revenge for the suppos’d injury, he sets lago to the fighting part to kill Cassio, and chuses himself to
murder the silly Woman his Wife, that was like to make no resistance.

His Love and his Jealousie are no part of a Souldiers Character, unless for Comedy.

But what is most intolerable is lago. He is no Black-amoor Souldier, so we may be sure he should be like
other Souldiers of our acquaintance. Yet never in Tragedy nor in Comedy nor in Nature was a Souldier with
his Character; take it in the Authors own words:

Emilia. —some Eternal Villain,
Some busie, and insinuating Rogue,
Some cogging, couzening Slave, to get some Olffice.
[4.2.131 ff]

Horace Describes a Souldier otherwise:

Impiger, iracundus, inexorabilis, acer.’

Shakespeare knew his Character of lago was inconsistent. In this very Play he pronounces,

! Ibid., 114 ff: “Vast difference will it make, [whether a god be speaking or a hero]...a Colchian or an Assyrian, one
bred at Thebes or at Argos’ [i.e., the Assyrian would be effeminate, the Colchian not, but both would be barbarians].



20 SHAKESPEARE VOL. 2 1693-1733

If thou dost deliver more or less than Truth,
Thou are no Souldier.—
[2.3.210 ff]

This he knew, but to entertain the Audience with something new and surprising, against common sense and
Nature, he would pass upon us a close, dissembling, false, insinuating rascal instead of an open-hearted,
frank, plain-dealing Souldier, a character constantly worn by them for some thousands of years in the World.

Tiberius Ceesar had a Poet Arraign’d for his Life because Agamemnon was brought on the Stage by him
with a character unbecoming a Souldier.

Our Ensigns and Subalterns, when disgusted by the Captain, throw up their Commissions, bluster, and are
bare-fac’d. lago, I hope, is not brought on the Stage in a Red Coat. I know not what Livery the Venetians
wear, but am sure they hold not these conditions to be alla soldatesca....

Nor is our Poet more discreet in his Desdemona. He had chosen a Souldier for his Knave, and a Venetian
Lady is to be the Fool. This Senator’s Daughter runs away to (a Carriers Inn) the Sagittary, with a Black-
amoor; is no sooner wedded to him but the very night she Beds him is importuning and teizing him for a
young smock-fac’d Lieutenant, Cassio; and tho’ she perceives the Moor Jealous of Cassio, yet will she not
forbear, but still rings Cassio, Cassio in both his Ears.

Roderigo is the Cully of Iago, brought in to be murder’d by Iago, that Iago’s hands might be the more in
Blood, and be yet the more abominable Villain—who without that was too wicked on all Conscience, and
had more to answer for than any Tragedy, or Furies, could inflict upon him. So there can be nothing in the
characters either for the profit, or to delight an Audience.

The third thing to be consider’d is the Thoughts. But from such Characters we need not expect many that
are either true, or fine, or noble.

And without these—that is, without sense or meaning—the fourth part of Tragedy, which is the
expression, can hardly deserve to be treated on distinctly. The verse rumbling in our Ears are of good use to
help off the action. In the Neighing of an Horse or in the growling of a Mastiff there is a meaning, there is
as lively expression and, may I say, more humanity than many times in the Tragical flights of Shakespeare.

Step then amongst the Scenes to observe the Conduct in this Tragedy.

The first we see are lago and Roderigo, by Night in the Streets of Venice. After growling a long time
together they resolve to tell Brabantio that his Daughter is run away with the Black-a-moor. lago and
Roderigo were not of quality to be familiar with Brabantio, nor had any provocation from him to deserve a
rude thing at their hands. Brabantio was a Noble Venetian, one of the Sovereign Lords and principal
persons in the Government, Peer to the most Serene Doge, one attended with more state, ceremony and
punctillio than any English Duke or Nobleman in the Government will pretend to. This misfortune in his
Daughter is so prodigious, so tender a point, as might puzzle the finest Wit of the most supersubtle Venetian
to touch upon it, or break the discovery to her Father. See then how delicately Shakespeare minces the
matter:

Rod. What ho, Brabantio, Signior Brabantio, ho.
lago. Awake, what ho, Brabantio,

! Virgil, Aeneid, 4.628 : ‘Shore clash with shore.’

2 Horace, A.P., 121 : ‘impatient, passionate, ruthless, fierce’.
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Thieves, thieves, thieves:

Look to your House, your Daughter, and your Bags
Thieves, thieves.

[Brabantio at a Window.

Bra. What is the reason of this terrible summons?
What is the matter there?

Rod. Signior, is all your Family within?

lago. Are your Doors lockt?

Bra. Why, wherefore ask you this?

lago. Sir, you are robb’d, for shame put on your Gown,
Your Heart is burst, you have lost half your Soul,

Even now, very now, an old black Ram

Is tupping your white Ewe: arise, arise,

Awake the snorting Citizens with the Bell,

Or else the Devil will make a Grandsire of you, arise I say.
[1.1.79ff]

Nor have they yet done; amongst other ribaldry they tell him:

lago. Sir, you are one of those that will not serve God, if the Devil bid you; because we come to do
you service, you think us Ruffians, you’le have your Daughter covered with a Barbary Stallion. You le
have your Nephews neigh to you; you le have Coursers for Cousins, and Gennets for Germans.

Bra. What prophane wretch art thou? lago. I am one, Sir, that come to tell you, your Daughter and
the Moor, are now making the Beast with two backs.

[1.1.109ff]

In former days there wont to be kept at the Courts of Princes some body in a Fools Coat, that in pure
simplicity might let slip something which made way for the ill news and blunted the shock, which otherwise
might have come too violent upon the party. Aristophanes puts Nicias and Demosthenes into the disguise of
Servants, that they might, without indecency, be Drunk; and Drunk he must make them that they might
without reserve lay open the Arcana of State, and the Knavery of their Ministers. After King Francis had
been taken Prisoner at Pavia, Rabelais tells of a Drunken bout between Gargantua and Fryer John, where
the valiant Fryer, bragging over his Cups, amongst his other flights says he, Had I liv’d in the days of Jesus
Christ, I would ha" guarded Mount Olivet that the Jews should never ha’ tane him. The Devil fetch me, if I
would not have ham string’d those Mr. Apostles, that after their good Supper, ran away so scurvily and left
their Master to shift for himself. I hate a Man should run away, when he should play at sharps. Pox on'’t,
that I shou’d not be King of France for an hundred years or two. I wou’d curtail all our French Dogs that
ran away at Pavia. This is address, this is truly Satyr, where the preparation is such that the thing principally
designed falls in, as it only were of course.

But Shakespeare shews us another sort of address, his manners and good breeding must not be like the
rest of the Civil World. Brabantio was not in Masquerade, was not incognito,; lago well knew his rank and
dignity.
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Iago. The Magnifico is much beloved,
And hath in his effect, a voice potential
As double as the Duke—

[1.2.12 ff]

But besides the Manners to a Magnifico, humanity cannot bear that an old Gentleman in his misfortune
should be insulted over with such a rabble of Skoundrel language, when no cause or provocation. Yet thus it
is on our Stage, this is our School of good manners, and the Speculum Vitc.

But our Magnifico is here in the dark, nor are yet his Robes on: attend him to the Senate house and there
see the difference, see the effects of Purple.

So, by and by, we find the Duke of Venice with his Senators in Councel at Midnight, upon advice that the
Turks, or Ottamites, or both together were ready in transport Ships put to Sea in order to make a Descent
upon Cyprus. This is the posture when we see Brabantio and Othello join them. By their Conduct and manner
of talk a body must strain hard to fancy the Scene at Venice, and not rather in some of our Cing-ports, where
the Baily and his Fisher-men are knocking their heads together on account of some Whale or some terrible
broil upon the Coast. But to shew them true Venetians the Maritime affairs stick not long on their hand; the
publick may sink or swim. They will sit up all night to hear a Doctors Commons Matrimonial Cause, and
have the Merits of the Cause at large laid open to’ em, that they may decide it before they Stir. What can be
pleaded to keep awake their attention so wonderfully?

Never, sure, was form of pleading so tedious and so heavy as this whole Scene, and midnight
entertainment. Take his own words: says the Respondent,

Oth. Most potent, grave, and reverend Signiors,

My very noble, and approved good Masters:

That I have tane away this old mans Daughter;

It is most true: true, I have Married her,

The very front and head of my offending

Hath this extent, no more. Rude I am in my speech.
And little blest with the set phrase of peace,

For since these Arms of mine had seven years pith,
Till now some nine Moons wasted, they have us’d
Their dearest action in the Tented Field:

And little of this great World can I speak,

More than pertains to Broils and Battail,

And therefore little shall I grace my Cause,

In speaking of my self; yet by your gracious patience
I would a round unvarnish’d Tale deliver,

Of my whole course of love, what drugs, what charms
What Conjuration, and what mighty Magick,

(For such proceedings am I charg’d withal)

I won his Daughter.

[1.3.76 ff]
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All this is but Preamble, to tell the Court that He wants words. This was the Eloquence which kept them up
all Night, and drew their attention in the midst of their alarms.

One might rather think the novelty and strangeness of the case prevailed upon them: no, the Senators do
not reckon it strange at all. Instead of starting at the Prodigy every one is familiar with Desdemona as he
were her own natural Father, rejoice in her good fortune and wish their own several Daughters as hopefully
married. Should the Poet have provided such a Husband for an only Daughter of any noble Peer in England
the Black-amoor must have chang’d his Skin to look our House of Lords in the Face.

Aschylus is noted in Aristophanes for letting Niobe be two or three Acts on the Stage before she speaks.
Our Noble Venetian, sure, is in the other more unnatural extreme. His words flow in abundance, no Butter-
Quean can be more lavish. Nay, he is for talking of State-Affairs too, above any body:

Bra. Please it your Grace, on to the State Affairs—
[1.3.190]

Yet is this Brabantio sensible of his affliction; before the end of the Play his Heart breaks, he dies.

Gra. Poor Desdemona, I am glad thy Father’s dead,
Thy match was mortal to him, and pure grief

Shore his old thread in twain—

[5.2.207-9]

A third part in a Tragedy is the Thoughts. From Venetians, Noblemen, and Senators we may expect fine
Thoughts. Here is a tryal of skill: for a parting blow the Duke and Brabantio Cap sentences. Where then
shall we seek for the Thoughts, if we let slip this occasion? Says the Duke:

Duk. Let me speak like your self and lay a Sentence,
Which like a greese or step, may help these lovers
Into your favour.

When remedies are past the grief is ended,

By seeing the worst which late on hopes depended. ...
Bra. So let the Turk of Cyprus us beguile

We lose it not so long as we can smile;

He bears the sentence well, that nothing bears

But the free comfort which from thence he hears....
[1.3.199 ff]

How far wou’d the Queen of Sheba have travell’d to hear the Wisdom of our Noble Venetians? or is not our
Brentford a Venetian Colony, for methinks their talk is the very same?...

What provocation or cause of malice our Poet might have to Libel the most Serene Republick I cannot
tell; but certainly there can be no wit in this representation.

For the Second Act our Poet, having dispatcht his affairs at Venice, shews the Action next (I know not
how many leagues off) in the Island of Cyprus. The Audience must be there too: and yet our Bays had it
never in his head to make any provision of Transport Ships for them. In the days that the Old Testament was
Acted in Clerkenwell by the Parish Clerks of London the Israelites might pass through the Red sea: but
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alass, at this time, we have no Moses to bid the Waters make way, and to Usher us along. Well, the
absurdities of this kind break no Bones. They make Fools of us but do not hurt our Morals.

Come a-shoar then, and observe the Countenance of the People after the dreadful Storm, and their
apprehensions from an Invasion by the Ottomites, their succour and friends scatter’d and tost no body knew
whither. The first that came to Land was Cassio. His first Salutation to the Governour, Montano, is:

Cas. Thanks to the valiant of this Isle: That so approve the Moor, and let the Heavens Give him
defence against their Elements, For I have lost him on the dangerous Sea.
[2.1.43 ff]

To him the Governour speaks, indeed, like a Man in his wits.
Mont. Is he well Shipt?
The Lieutenant answers thus:

Cas. His Bark is stoutly Tymber’d, and his Pilot Of very expert, and approved allowance, Therefore my
hopes (not surfeited to death) Stand in bold care.
[2.1.47 ff]

The Governour’s first question was very proper; his next question, in this posture of affairs, is:

Mont. But, good Lieutenant, is our general Wiv’'d?
[2.1.60]

A question so remote, so impertinent and absurd, so odd and surprising never entered Bayes’s Pericranium.
Only the answer may Tally with it.

Cas. Most fortunately; he hath atcheiv'd a Maid, That Parragons description, and wild fame: One
that excels the quirks ofblasoning Pens: And in the essential vesture of Creation, Does bear an
excellency—

[2.1.61 ff]

They who like this Author’s writing will not be offended to find so much repeated from him. I pretend not
here to tax either the Sense or the Language; those Circumstances had their proper place in the Venetian
Senate. What I now cite is to shew how probable, how natural, how reasonable the Conduct is, all along.

I thought it enough that Cassio should be acquainted with a Virgin of that rank and consideration in
Venice as Desdemona. 1 wondred that in the Senate-house every one should know her so familiarly. Yet
here also at Cyprus every body is in a rapture at the name of Desdemona: except only Montana, who must
be ignorant that Cassio, who has an excellent cut in shaping an Answer, may give him the satisfaction:

Mont. What is she?
Cas. She that I spoke of: our Captains Captain,
Left in the Conduct of the bold lago,
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Whose footing here anticipates our thoughts
A Sennets speed: great Jove Othello guard,
And swell his Sail with thine own powerful breath,
That he may bless this Bay with his Tall Ship,
And swiftly come to Desdemona’s Arms,
Give renewed fire to our extincted Spirits,
And bring all Cyprus comfort:
Enter Desdemona, &c. —O behold,

The riches of the Ship is come on shoar.

Ye men of Cyprus, let her have your Knees:
Hail to the Lady: and the Grace of Heaven
Before, behind thee, and on every hand.
Enwheel thee round—

[2.1.73 ff]

In the name of phrenzy, what means this Souldier? or would he talk thus if he meant any thing at all? Who
can say Shakespeare is to blame in his Character of a Souldier? Has he not here done him reason? When
cou’d our Tramontains talk at this rate? But our Jarsey and Garnsey Captains must not speak so fine things,
nor compare with the Mediterranean, or Garrisons in Rhodes and Cyprus.

The next thing our Officer does is to salute lago’s Wife, with this Congee to the Husband:

Cas. Good Ancient, you are welcome, welcome Mistriss,
Let it not Gall your Patience, good lago,

That I extend my Manners,’ tis my Breeding,

That gives me this bold shew of Curtesy.

lago. Sir, would she give you so much of her lips,

As of her tongue she has bestow’d on me,

You’d have enough.

Desd. Alass! she has no speech.

[2.1.96 ff]

Now follows a long rabble of Jack-pudden farce betwixt lago and Desdemona, that runs on with all the little
plays, jingle, and trash below the patience of any Countrey Kitchin-maid with her Sweet-heart. The
Venetian Donna is hard put to’t for pastime! And this is all, when they are newly got on shoar from a
dismal Tempest, and when every moment she might expect to hear her Lord (as she calls him), that she runs
so mad after, is arriv’d or lost. And moreover,

—1In a Town of War,
—The peoples Hearts brimful of fear.
[2.3.205 f]

Never in the World had any Pagan Poet his Brains turn’d at this Monstrous rate. But the ground of all this
Bedlam-Buffoonry we saw [in Chapter V], in the case of the French Strolers: the Company for Acting
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Christs Passion or the Old Testament were Carpenters, Coblers, and illiterate fellows, who found that the
Drolls and Fooleries interlarded by them brought in the rabble and lengthened their time, so they got Money
by the bargain. Our Shakespeare, doubtless, was a great Master in this craft. These Carpenters and Coblers
were the guides he followed. And it is then no wonder that we find so much farce and Apocryphal Matter in
his Tragedies. Thereby un-hallowing the Theatre, profaning the name of Tragedy, and instead of
representing Men and Manners turning all Morality, good sence, and humanity into mockery and derision.

But pass we to something of a more serious air and Complexion. Othello and his Bride are the first Night
no sooner warm in Bed together but a Drunken Quarrel happening in the Garison two Souldiers Fight, and
the General rises to part the Fray. He swears,

Othel. Now by Heaven,

My blood begins my safer guides to rule,

And passion, having my best judgment cool’d,
Assays to lead the way: if once I stir,

Or do but lift this arm, the best of you

Shall sink in my rebuke: give me to know
How this foul rout began; who set it on,

And he that is approved in this offence,

Tho’ he had twin’d with me both at a birth,
Should lose me: what, in a Town of War,

Yet wild, the peoples Hearts brimful of fear,
To manage private, and domestick quarrels,
In Night, and on the Court, and guard of safety,
"Tis Monstrous. lago, who began?

[2.3.196 ff]

In the days of yore, Souldiers did not swear in this fashion. What should a Souldier say farther when he
swears, unless he blaspheme? Action shou’d speak the rest : what follows must be ex ore gladii. He is to rap
out an Oath, not Wire-draw and Spin it out. By the style one might judge that Shakespeare’s Souldiers were
never bred in a Camp but rather had belong’d to some Affidavit-Office. Consider also throughout this whole
Scene how the Moorish General proceeds in examining into this Rout: no Justice Clod-pate could go on
with more Phlegm and deliberation. The very first night that he lyes with the Divine Desdemona to be thus
interrupted might provoke a Mans Christian Patience to swear in another style. But a Negro General is a
Man of strange Mettle: only his Venetian Bride is a match for him. She understands that the Souldiers in the
Garison are by th’ ears together, and presently she at midnight is in amongst them.

Desd. What’s the matter there?
Othel. All’s well now Sweeting—
Come away to Bed—

[2.3.243 ff]

In the beginning of this second Act, before they had lain together, Desdemona was said to be our Captains
Captain. Now they are no sooner in Bed together but lago is advising Cassio in these words:
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lago.—Our Generals Wife is now the General, I may say so in this respect, for that he hath devoted,
and given up himself to the contemplation, mark, and devotement of her parts and graces. Confess
your self freely to her, importune her; she’ll help to put you in your place again: she is so free, so
kind, so apt, so blessed a disposition, that she holds it a vice in her goodness, not to do more than she
is requested. This broken joint between y ou and her Husband, intreat her to splinter—

[2.3.304 ff]

And he says afterwards:

lago.—Tis most easie

The inclining Desdemona fo subdue,

In any honest suit. She’s fram’d as fruitful,
As the free Elements: And then for her

To win the Moor, were’t to renounce his Baptism,
All seals and symbols of redeemed sin,

His soul is so enfetter’d to her love,

That she may make, unmake, do what she list:
Even as her appetite shall play the God

With his weak function—

[2.3.328 ff]

This kind of discourse implies an experience and long conversation, the Honey-Moon over, and a Marriage
of some standing. Would any man in his wits talk thus of a Bridegroom and Bride the first night of their
coming together? Yet this is necessary for our Poet; it would not otherwise serve his turn. This is the
source, the foundation of his Plot; hence is the spring and occasion for all the Jealousie and bluster that
ensues.

Nor are we in better circumstances for Roderigo. The last thing said by him in the former Act was,

Rod.—TI'll go sell all my Land.
[1.3.377]

A fair Estate is sold to put money in his Purse for this adventure. And lo here, the next day:

Rod. I do follow here in the Chace, not like a Hound that hunts, but one that fills up the cry: My
Money is almost spent. I have been tonight exceedingly well cudgell’d. I think the issue will be, I shall
have so much experience for my pains, and so no Money at all, and with a little more wit return to
Venice.

[2.3.352 ff]

The Venetian squire had a good riddance for his Acres. The Poet allows him just time to be once drunk, a
very conscionable reckoning!

In this Second Act the face of affairs could in truth be no other than

—In a Town of War, Yet wild, the peoples Hearts brim-ful of fear. [2.3.205 {]
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But nothing either in this Act or in the rest that follow shew any colour or complexion, any resemblance or
proportion to that face and posture it ought to bear. Should a Painter draw any one Scene of this Play, and
write over it This is a Town of War, would any body believe that the Man were in his senses? Would not a
Goose or Dromedary for it be a name as just and suitable? And what in Painting would be absurd can never
pass upon the World for Poetry.

Cassio, having escaped the Storm, comes on shoar at Cyprus; that night gets Drunk, Fights; is turn’d out
from his Command; grows sober again, takes advice how to be restored, is all Repentance and Mortification;
yet before he sleeps is in the Morning at his Generals door, with a noise of Fiddles and a Droll to introduce
him to a little Mouth-speech with the Bride.

Cassio. Give me advantage of some brief discourse
With Desdemona alone.

Em. Pray you come in,

I will bestow you, where you shall have time

To speak your bosom freely.

[3.1.52 ff]

So, they are put together. And when he had gone on a good while speaking his bosom, Desdemona answers
him.

Des. Do not doubt that, before Emilia here,
1 give thee warrant of thy place; assure thee,
If I do vow a friendship, I'll perform it,

To the last article—

[3.3.19ff]

Then, after a ribble rabble of fulsome impertinence, she is at her Husband slap dash:

Desd.—Good love, call him back.

Othel. Not now, sweet Desdemona, some other time.
Desd. But shall’t shortly?

Othel. The sooner, sweet, for you.

Desd. Shall’t be to-night at Supper?

Othel. No, not tonight.

Desd. To-morrow Dinner then?

Othel. I shall not dine at home,

I meet the Captains at the Citadel.

Desd. Why then to morrow night, or Tuesday morn,
Or night, or Wednesday morn?

[3.3.55ff]

After forty lines more at this rate they part, and then comes the wonderful Scene where lago, by shrugs,
half-words, and ambiguous reflections works Othello up to be Jealous. One might think, after what we have
seen, that there needs no great cunning, no great poetry and address to make the Moor Jealous. Such
impatience, such a rout for a handsome young fellow the very morning after her Marriage must make him
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either to be jealous or to take her for a Changeling, below his Jealousie. After this Scene it might strain the
Poet’s skill to reconcile the couple and allay the Jealousie. lago now can only actum agere, and vex the
audience with a nauseous repetition.

Whence comes it then, that this is the top scene, the Scene that raises Othello above all other Tragedies
on our Theatres? It is purely from the Action; from the Mops and the Mows, the Grimace, the Grins and
Gesticulation. Such scenes as this have made all the World run after Harlequin and Scaramuccio.

The several degrees of Action were amongst the Ancients distinguish’d by the Cothurnus, the Soccus, and
by the Planipes. Had this scene been represented at old Rome Othello and lago must have quitted their
Buskins. They must have played bare-foot: the spectators would not have been content without seeing their
Podometry, and the Jealousie work at the very Toes of ’em. Words—be they Spanish, or Polish, or any
inarticulate sound—have the same effect, they can only serve to distinguish and, as it were, beat time to the
Action. But here we see a known Language does wofully encumber and clog the operation: as either forc’d,
or heavy, or trifling, or incoherent, or improper, or most-what improbable. When no words interpose to
spoil the conceipt every one interprets as he likes best. So in that memorable dispute betwixt Panurge and
our English Philosopher in Rabelais, perform’d without a word speaking: the Theologians, Physicians, and
Surgeons made one inference; the Lawyers, Civilians, and Canonists drew another conclusion more to their
mind.

Othello, the night of his arrival at Cyprus, is to consummate with Desdemona: they go to Bed. Both are
rais’d, and run into the Town amidst the Souldiers that were a fighting: then go to Bed again. That morning
he sees Cassio with her; she importunes him to restore Cassio. Othello shews nothing of the Souldiers
Mettle, but like a tedious, drawling, tame Goose, is gaping after any paultrey insinuation, labouring to be
jealous, and catching at every blown surmize.

lago. My Lord, I see you are moved.

Oth. No, not much moved.

Do not think but Desdemona is honest.

lago. Long live she so, and long live you to think so.
Oth. And yet how Nature erring from it self,

lago. Aye, There’s the point: as to be bold with you,
Not to affect many proposed Matches

Of her own clime, complexion, and degree,
Wherein we see, in all things, Nature tends,

Fye, we may smell in such a will most rank,

Foul disproportion, thoughts unnatural—

[3.3.228 ff]

The Poet here is certainly in the right, and by consequence the foundation of the Play must be concluded to
be Monstrous, and the constitution, all over, to be most rank,

Foul disproportion, thoughts unnatural.
Which, instead of moving pity or any passion Tragical and Reasonable, can produce nothing but horror and

aversion, and what is odious and grievous to an Audience. After this fair Morning’s work the Bride enters,
drops a Curtsey.
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Desd. How now, my dear Othello,

Your Dinner, and the generous Islanders

By you invited, do attend your presence.

Oth. I am to blame.

Desd. Why is your speech so faint? Are you not well?
Oth. I have a pain upon my Fore-head, dear.
[3.3.283 ff]

Michael Cassio came not from Venice in the Ship with Desdemona, nor till this Morning could be suspected
of an opportunity with her. And ’tis now but Dinner time; yet the Moor complains of his Fore-head. He
might have set a Guard on Cassio, or have lockt up Desdemona, or have observ’d their carriage a day or two
longer. He is on other occasions phlegmatick enough: this is very hasty. But after Dinner we have a
wonderful flight:

Othel. What sense had I of her stoln hours of lust?
I saw’t not, thought it not, it harm’d not me:

1 slept the next night well, was free and merry,

I found not Cassio’s kisses on her lips—

[3.3.342 ff]

A little after this says he:

Oth. Give me a living reason that she’s disloyal.
lago.—I lay with Cassio lately.

And being troubled with a raging Tooth, I could not sleep;
There are a kind of men so loose of Soul,

That in their sleeps will mutter their affairs,

One of this kind is Cassio:

In sleep I heard him say: sweet Desdemona,

Let us be wary, let us hide our loves:

And then, Sir, wou’d he gripe, and wring my hand,
Cry out, sweet Creature; and then kiss me hard,
As if he pluckt up kisses by the roots,

That grew upon my Lips, then laid his Leg

Over my Thigh, and sigh’d, and then

Cry’d, cursed fate, that gave thee to the Moor.
[3.3.413 ff]

By the Rapture of Othello one might think that he raves, is not of sound Memory, forgets that he has not yet
been two nights in the Matrimonial Bed with his Desdemona. But we find lago, who should have a better
memory, forging his lies after the very same Model. The very night of their Marriage at Venice the Moor,
and also Cassio, were sent away to Cyprus. In the Second Act, Othello and his Bride go the first time to Bed;
the Third Act opens the next morning. The parties have been in view to this moment. We saw the
opportunity which was given for Cassio to speak his bosom to her; once, indeed, might go a great way with
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a Venetian. But once will not do the Poets business: the Audience must suppose a great many bouts, to make
the plot operate. They must deny their senses, to reconcile it to common sense, or make it any way
consistent, and hang together.

Nor, for the most part, are the single thoughts more consistent than is the ceconomy. The Indians do as
they ought in painting the Devil White: but, says Othello,

Oth.—Her name that was as fresh

As Dian’s Visage, is now begrim’d and black,
As mine own face—

[3.3.3 89 ff]

There is not a Monky but understands Nature better; not a Pug in Barbary that has not a truer taste of
things.

Othel. —O now for ever

Farewel the tranquil mind, farewell content;
Farewel the plumed troop, and the big Wars,
That make Ambition Vertue: O farewel,

Farewel the neighing Steed, and the shrill Trump,
The spirit stirring Drum, th’ ear-piercing Fife,
The royal Banner, and all quality,

Pride, Pomp, and Circumstance of glorious War,
And O ye Mortal Engines, whose wide throats
Th’ immortal Joves great clamours counterfeit,
Farewel, Othello’s occupation’s gone.
[3.3.351ff]

These lines are recited here not for any thing Poetical in them, besides the sound, that pleases. Yet this sort
of imagery and amplification is extreamly taking where it is just and natural. As in Gorboduc, when a young
Princess on whose fancy the personal gallantry of the King’s Son, then slain, had made a strong impression,
thus, out of the abundance of her imagination, pours forth her grief:

Marcella.—A#h noble Prince! how oft have I beheld
Thee mounted on thy fierce, and trampling Steed,
Shining in Armour bright before the Tilt,

Wearing thy Mistress sleeve ty’d on thy helm.

Then charge thy staff, to please thy Ladies Eye,
That bow’d the head piece of thy friendly Foe?
How oft in arms, on Horse to bend the Mace,

How oft in arms, on foot, to break the Spear;
Which never now these Eyes may see agen?

Notwithstanding that this Scene had proceeded with fury and bluster sufficient to make the whole Isle ring
of his Jealousy yet is Desdemona diverting her self with a paultry buffoon, and only solicitous in quest of
Cassio.
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Desd. Seek him, bid him come hither, tell him—
Where shou’d I lose that Handkerchief, Emilia?
Believe me I had rather lose my Purse,

Full of Crusado’s: And but my noble Moor

Is true of mind, and made of no such baseness
As Jealous Creatures are it were enough

To put him to ill thinking.

Em. Is he not Jealous?

Desd. Who he? I think the Sun, where he was born,
Drew all such humours from him.

[3.4.16, 20 ff]

By this manner of speech one wou’d gather the couple had been yoak’d together a competent while; what might
she say more had they cohabited and had been Man and Wife seven years?
She spies the Moor.

Desd. I will not leave him now,
Till Cassio is recall’d.
[3.4.29 ]

I have sent to bid Cassio come speak with you.
[3.4.47]

Othel.—Lend me thy Handkerchief.
[3.4.49]

Desd.—This is a trick to put me from my suit.
I pray let Cassio be receiv’d agen.
[3.4.88 f]

Em.—Is not this man Jealous?
[3.4.100]

—Tis not a year or two shews us a man—
[3.4.104]

As if for the first year or two Othello had not been jealous! The third Act begins in the morning, at noon she
drops the Handkerchief, after dinner she misses it, and then follows all this outrage and horrible clutter about
it. If we believe a small Damosel in the last Scene of this Act this day is effectually seven days.

Bianca.—What keep a week away! seven days, seven nights, Eightscore eight hours, and lovers absent
hours, More tedious than the Dial eightscore times. O weary reckoning!
[3.4.174 ff]
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Our Poet is at this plunge that whether this Act contains the compass of one day, of seven days, or of seven
years, or of all together the repugnance and absurdity would be the same. For Othello, all the while, has
nothing to say or to do but what loudly proclaim him jealous; her friend and confidante Emilia again and
again rounds her in the Ear that the Man is Jealous; yet this Venetian dame is neither to see, nor to hear, nor
to have any sense or understanding, nor to strike any other note but Cassio, Cassio.

The Scotchman hearing trut Scot, trut Scot, when he saw it came from a Bird checkt his Choler, and put
up his Swerd again, with a Braad O God, God, if th’adst ben a Maan, as th’ art ane Green Geuse, I sud ha
stuck tha’ to thin heart. Desdemona and that Parrot might pass for Birds of a Feather; and if Sauney had not
been more generous than Othello, but continued to insult the poor Creature after this beastly example, he
would have given our Poet as good stuff to work upon, and his Tragedy of the Green Geuse might have
deserv’d a better audience than this of Desdemona, or The Moor of Venice.

ACTIV.

Enter lago and Othello

lago. Will you think so? Othel. Think so, lago. lago. What, to kiss in private? Othel. An unauthorised kiss.
lago. Or to be naked with her friend a-bed,
An hour or more, not meaning any harm? Othel. Naked a-bed, lago, and not mean harm?— [4.1.1 ff]

At this gross rate of trifling our General and his Auncient March on most heroically, till the Jealous Booby
has his Brains turn’d, and falls in a Trance. Would any imagine this to be the Language of Venetians, of
Souldiers and mighty Captains? No Bartholomew Droll cou’d subsist upon such trash. But lo, a Stratagem
never presented in Tragedy:

lago. Stand you a while a part—

—Incave your self;

And mark the Jeers, the Gibes, and notable scorns,
That dwell in every region of his face,

For I will make him tell the tale a new,

Where, how, how oft, how long ago, and when

He has, and is again to Cope your Wife:

I say, but mark his gesture—

[4.1.74 ff]

With this device Othello withdraws. Says lago aside,

Tago. Now will I question Cassio of Bianca,

A Huswife—

That doats on Cassio—

He when he hears of her cannot refrain

From the excess of Laughter—

As he shall smile, Othello shall go mad,

And his unbookish jealousy must conster

Poor Cassio’s smiles, gesture, and light behaviour
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Quite in the wrong—
[4.1.93 ff]

So to work they go: and Othello is as wise a commentator, and makes his applications pat as heart cou’d
wish—but I wou’d not expect to find this Scene acted nearer than in Southwark Fair. But the Handkerchiefs
brought in at last, to stop all holes and close the evidence. So now being satisfied with the proof, they come
to a resolution that the offenders shall be murdered.

Othel.—But yet the pity of it, 1ago, ah the pity.

lago. If you be so fond over her iniquity give her Patent to offend.
For if it touches not you, it comes near no Body.

Do it not with poison, strangle her in her Bed; Even the Bed she has
contaminated.

Oth. Good, good, the Justice of it pleases, very good.

Iago. And for Cassio, let me be his undertaker—

[4.1.191 ff]

lago had some pretence to be discontent with Othello and Cassio; and what passed hitherto was the
operation of revenge. Desdemona had never done him harm, always kind to him and to his Wife; was his
Country-woman, a Dame of quality. For him to abet her Murder shews nothing of a Souldier, nothing of a
Man, nothing of Nature in it. The Ordinary of Newgate never had the like Monster to pass under his
examination. Can it be any diversion to see a Rogue beyond what the Devil ever finish’d? Or wou’d it be
any instruction to an Audience? lago cou’d desire no better than to set Cassio and Othello, his two
Enemies, by the Ears together: so he might have been reveng’d on them both at once. And chusing for his
own share the Murder of Desdemona he had the opportunity to play booty, and save the poor harmless
wretch. But the Poet must do every thing by contraries, to surprize the Audience still with something
horrible and prodigious beyond any human imagination. At this rate he must out-do the Devil, to be a Poet
in the rank with Shakespeare.

Soon after this arrives from Venice Lodovico, a noble Cousin of Desdemona; presently she is at him also,
on the behalf of Cassio.

Desd. Cousin there’s fallen between him and my Lord
An unkind breach, but you shall make all well....

Lod. Is there division ‘twixt my Lord and Cassio?
Desd. A most unhappy one, I wou’d do much

To attone them, for the love I bear to Cassio.

[4.1.219 ff]

By this time, we are to believe the couple have been a week or two Married, and Othello’s Jealousie, that
had rag’d so loudly and had been so uneasie to himself, must have reach’d her knowledge. The Audience
have all heard him more plain with her than was needful to a Venetian capacity: and yet she must still be
impertinent in her suit for Cassio. Well, this Magnifico comes from the Doge and Senators to displace
Othello,
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Lod.—Deputing Cassio in his Government.
Desd. Trust me, I am glad on’t.

Oth. Indeed.

Desd. My Lord.

Oth. I am glad to see you mad.

Desd. How, sweet Othello?

Oth. Devil.

Desd. I have not deserved this.

Oth. O Devil, Devil—

Out of my sight.

Desd. I will not stay to offend you.

Lod. Truly, an obedient Lady.

I do beseech your Lordship call her back.
Oth. Mistress.

Desd. My Lord.

Oth. What would y ou with her, Sir?

Lod. Who, I, my Lord?

Oth. Aye, you did wish that I wou’d make her turn.
Sir, she can turn, and turn, and yet go on,
And turn agen, and she can weep, Sir, weep.
And she is obedient, as you say, obedient:
Very obedient—

Lod. What, strike your Wife?

[4.1.233 ff]

Of what flesh and blood does our Poet make these noble Venetians? —the men without Gall; the Women
without either Brains or Sense! A Senator’s Daughter runs away with this Black-amoor; the Government
employs this Moor to defend them against the Turks, so resent not the Moor’s Marriage at present; but, the
danger over, her Father gets the Moor Cashier’d, sends his Kinsman Seignior Lodovico to Cyprus with the
Commission for a new General; who, at his arrival, finds the Moor calling the Lady his Kinswoman, Whore
and Strumpet, and kicking her. What says the Magnifico?

Lod. My Lord this would not be believed in Venice,
Tho I shou’d swear I saw’t, ‘tis very much;

Make her amends: she weeps.

[4.1.238 ff]

The Moor has nobody to take his part, nobody of his Colour: Lodovico has the new Governour Cassio, and
all his Countrymen Venetians about him. What Poet wou’d give a villanous Black-amoor this Ascendant?
What Tramontain could fancy the Venetians so low, so despicable, or so patient? This outrage to an injur’d
Lady, the Divine Desdemona, might in a colder Climate have provoked some body to be her Champion: but
the Italians may well conclude we have a strange Genius for Poetry. In the next Scene Othello is examining
the supposed Bawd. Then follows another storm of horrour and outrage against the poor Chicken, his Wife.
Some Drayman or drunken Tinker might possibly treat his drab at this sort of rate, and mean no harm by it;
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but for his excellency, a My lord General, to Serenade a Senator’s Daughter with such a volly of scoundrel
filthy Language, is sure the most absurd Maggot that ever bred from any Poets addle Brain. And she is in
the right, who tells us,

Emil.—A Beggar in his Drink,
Cou’d not have laid such terms upon his Callet.
[4.2.121 f]

This is not to describe passion. Seneca had another notion in the Case:
Parvee loquuntur curce, ingentes stupent.'

And so had the Painter, who drew Agamemnon with his Face covered. Yet to make all worse her Murder,
and the manner of it, had before been resolv’d upon and concerted. But nothing is to provoke a Venetian:
she takes all in good part. Had the Scene lain in Russia what cou’d we have expected more? With us a
Tinker’s Trull wou’d be Nettled, wou’d repartee with more spirit, and not appear so void of spleen.

Desd. O good lago,
What shall I do to win my Lord agen?
[4.2.149 f]

No Woman bred out of a Pig-stye, cou’d talk so meanly. After this she is call’d to Supper with Othello,
Lodovico, &c. After that comes a filthy sort of Pastoral Scene, where the Wedding Sheets, and Song of
Willow, and her Mothers Maid, poor Barbara, are not the least moving things in this entertainment. But that
we may not be kept too long in the dumps, nor the melancholy Scenes lye too heavy, undigested on our
Stomach, this Act gives us for a farewell the salsa, O picante, some quibbles and smart touches, as Ovid had
Prophecied:

Est & in obscaenos deflexa Trageedia risus.”

The last Act begins with lago and Roderigo, who a little before had been upon the huff:

Rod. I say it is not very well: I will make my self known to Desdemona; if she will return me my
Jewels, I will give over my suit, and repent my unlawful sollicitation, if not, assure your self, I'll seek
satisfaction of you.

[4.2.197 ff]

Roderigo, a Noble Venetian, had sought Desdemona in Marriage, is troubled to find the Moor had got her
from him, advises with Iago, who wheadles him to sell his Estate and go over the Sea to Cyprus, in
expectation to Cuckold Othello, there having cheated Roderigo of all his Money and Jewels on pretence of

! Seneca, Hippolytus, 607: ‘Light troubles speak; the weighty are struck dumb.’

2 Ovid, Tristia, 2.409: ‘There is too a tragedy involved in coarse laughter.’
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presenting them to Desdemona. Our Gallant grows angry, and would have satisfaction from lago; who sets
all right by telling him Cassio is to be Governour, Othello is going with Desdemona into Mauritania. To
prevent this you are to murder Cassio and then all may be well.

lago. He goes into Mauritania, and takes with him the fair Desdemona, unless his abode be lingered

here by some accident, wherein none can be so determinate, as the removing of Cassio.
[4.2.222 ff]

Had Roderigo been one of the Banditi he might not much stick at the Murder. But why Roderigo should
take this for payment, and risque his person where the prospect of advantage is so very uncertain and remote
no body can imagine. It had need to be a supersubtle Venetian that this Plot will pass upon. Then after a
little spurt of villany and Murder we are brought to the most lamentable that ever appeared on any Stage. A
noble Venetian Lady is to be murdered by our Poet; in sober sadness, purely for being a Fool. No Pagan
Poet but wou’d have found some Machine for her deliverance. Pegasus wou’d have strain’d hard to have
brought old Perseus on his back, time enough, to rescue this Andromeda from so foul a Monster. Has our
Christian Poetry no generosity, nor bowels? Ha, Sir Lancelot! ha St. George! will no Ghost leave the shades
for us in extremity to save a distressed Damosel?

But for our comfort, however felonious is the Heart, hear with what soft language he does approach her,
with a Candle in his Hand:

Oth. Put out the light and then put out the light;
If I quench thee, thou flaming Minister,

I can again thy former light restore—

[5-2.7 ff]

Who would call him a Barbarian, Monster, Savage? Is this a Blackamoor?
Soles occidere & redire possunt—!

The very Soul and Quintessence of Sir George Etheridge.

One might think the General should not glory much in this action, but make an hasty work on’t, and have
turn’d his Eyes away from so unsouldierly an Execution. Yet is he all pause and deliberation, handles her as
calmly, and is as careful of her Souls health, as it had been her Father Confessor: ‘Have you prayed to Night,
Desdemona?’ But the suspence is necessary, that he might have a convenient while so to roul his Eyes, and
so to gnaw his nether lip to the spectators. Besides the greater cruelty—sub tam lentis maxillis."

But hark, a most tragical thing laid to her charge.

Oth. That Handkerchief, that I so lov’d, and gave thee,
Thou gav’st to Cassio.

Desd. No by my Life and Soul;

Send for the man and ask him.

! Catullus, 5.4: ‘Suns may set and rise again.’
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Oth.—By Heaven, I saw my Handkerchief in his hand—
—I saw the Handkerchief.
[5.2.51 ff]

So much ado, so much stress, so much passion and repetition about an Handkerchief! Why was not this
call’d the Tragedy of the Handkerchief? What can be more absurd than (as Quintilian expresses it) in parvis
litibus has Trageedias movere?> We have heard of Fortunatus his Purse, and of the Invisible Cloak, long
ago worn thread-bare and stow’d up in the Wardrobe of obsolete Romances: one might think that were a
fitter place for this Handkerchief than that it, at this time of day, be worn on the Stage, to raise every where
all this clutter and turmoil. Had it been Desdemona’s Garter the Sagacious Moor might have smelt a Rat: but
the Handkerchief is so remote a trifle no Booby on this side Mauritania cou’d make any consequence from
it.
We may learn here, that a Woman never loses her Tongue, even tho’ after she is stifl’d.

Desd. O falsly, falsly murder’d.

Em. Sweet Desdemona, O sweet Mistress, speak.
Desd. A guiltless death I dye.

Em. O who has done the deed?

Desd. No body, I my self, farewel.

Commend me to my kind Lord, O farewel.
[5.2.120 ff]

This Desdemona is a black swan; or an old Black-amoor is a bewitching Bed-fellow. If this be Nature, it is a
lascheté below what the English Language can express.

For Lardella, to make love, like an Humble Bee, was, in The Rehearsal, thought a fancy odd enough. But
hark what follows:

Oth. —O heavy hour!

Methinks it shou’d be now a huge Eclipse

Of Sun and Moon, and that the affrighted globe
Shou’d yawn at Alteration.

[5.2.101 ff]

This is wonderful. Here is Poetry to elevate and amuse! Here is sound All-sufficient! It wou’d be uncivil to
ask Flamsteadif the Sun and Moon can both together be so hugely eclipsed, in any heavy hour whatsoever.
Nor must the Spectators consult Gresham Colledge, whether a body is naturally frighted till he Yawn agen.
The Fortune of Greece is not concerned with these Matters. These are Physical circumstances a Poet may be
ignorant in without any harm to the publick. These slips have no influence on our Manners and good Life,
which are the Poets Province.

! Suetonius, Tiberius, 21.2: ‘to be ground by jaws that crunch so slowly!’

2 Quintilian, 6.1.36: ‘to embark on such tragic methods in trivial cases.’
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Rather may we ask here what unnatural crime Desdemona, or her Parents, had committed, to bring this
Judgment down upon her?—to Wed a Black-amoor, and innocent to be thus cruelly murder’d by him. What
instruction can we make out of this Catastrophe? Or whither must our reflection lead us? Is not this to
envenome and sour our spirits, to make us repine and grumble at Providence and the government of the
World? If this be our end, what boots it to be Vertuous?

Desdemona dropt the Handkerchief, and missed it that very day after her Marriage. It might have been
rumpl’d up with her Wedding sheets, and this Night that she lay in her wedding sheets the Fairey Napkin
(whilst Othello was stifling her) might have started up to disarm his fury, and stop his ungracious mouth.
Then might she (in a Traunce for fear) have lain as dead. Then might he, believing her dead, touch’d with
remorse, have honestly cut his own Throat, by the good leave and with the applause of all the Spectators. Who
might thereupon have gone home with a quiet mind, admiring the beauty of Providence, fairly and truly
represented on the Theatre.

Oth.—Why, how shou’d she be murdered?
Em. Alas, who knows?

Oth. You heard her say her self it was not I.
Em. She did so, I must needs report a truth.
Oth. She s like a liar gone to burn in Hell.
"Twas I that did it.

Em. O, the more Angel she!

And you the blacker Devil.

Oth. She turn’d to folly, and she was an Whore.
Em. Thou dost belye her, and thou art a Devil.
Oth. She was false as Water.

Em. Thou art rash as Fire,

To say that she was false: O she was heavenly true.
[5.2.129 ff]

In this kind of Dialogue they continue for forty lines farther, before she bethinks her self to cry Murder.

Em. —Help, help, O help,
The Moor has kill’d my Mistress, murder, Murder.
[5.2.169 f]

But from this Scene to the end of the Play we meet with nothing but blood and butchery, described much-
what to the style of the last Speeches and Confessions of the persons executed at Tyburn. With this
difference, that there we have the fact and the due course of Justice, whereas our Poet, against all Justice
and Reason, against all Law, Humanity and Nature, in a barbarous arbitrary way executes and makes
havock of his subjects, Hab-nab, as they come to hand. Desdemona dropt her Handkerchief; therefore she
must be stifl’d. Othello, by law to be broken on the Wheel, by the Poet’s cunning escapes with cutting his
own Throat. Cassio, for I know not what, comes off with a broken shin. lago murders his Benefactor
Roderigo, as this were poetical gratitude. lago is not yet kill’d, because there never yet was such a villain
alive. The Devil, if once he brings a man to be dipt in a deadly sin, lets him alone, to take his course : and
now when the Foul Fiend has done with him, our wise Authors take the sinner into their poetical service
there to accomplish him and do the Devils drudgery.
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Philosophy tells us it is a principle in the Nature of Man to he grateful; History may tell us that John an
Oaks, John a Stiles, or lago were ungrateful. Poetry is to follow Nature. Philosophy must be his guide:
history and fact in particular cases of John an Oaks, or John of Styles are no warrant or direction for a Poet.
Therefore Aristotle is always telling us that Poetry is omovdatwrepov kal pilocoddrepor | is more
general and abstracted, is led more by the Philosophy, the reason and nature of things than History, which
only records things higlety-piglety, right or wrong, as they happen. History might without any preamble or
difficulty say that Iago was ungrateful; Philosophy then calls him unnatural. But the Poet is not without
huge labour and preparation to expose the Monster; and, after, shew the Divine Vengeance executed upon
him. The Poet is not to add wilful Murder to his ingratitude. He has not antidote enough for the Poison: his
Hell and Furies are not punishment sufficient for one single crime of that bulk and aggravation.

Em. O thou dull Moor, that Handkerchief thou speakest on,
I found by Fortune, and did give my Husband:

For often with a solemn earnestness,

(More than indeed belong d to such a trifle)

He beg’d of me to steal it.

[5.2.228 ff]

Here we see the meanest woman in the Play takes this Handkerchief for a trifle below her Husband to
trouble his head about it. Yet we find it entered into our Poets head to make a Tragedy of this Trifle.

Then for the unraveling of the Plot, as they call it, never was old deputy Recorder in a Country Town,
with his spectacles in summoning up the evidence, at such a puzzle so blunder’d and bedoultefied as is our
Poet, to have a good riddance and get the Catastrophe off his hands.

What can remain with the Audience to carry home with them from this sort of Poetry for their use and
edification? How can it work, unless, instead of settling the mind, and purging our passions, to delude our
senses, disorder our thoughts, addle our brain, pervert our affections, hair our imaginations, corrupt our
appetite, and fill our head with vanity, confusion, Tintamarre and Jingle-jangle beyond what all the Parish
Clarks of London, with their old Testament farces and interludes in Richard the Second’s time, cou’d ever
pretend to? Our only hopes for the good of their Souls can be, that these people go to the Playhouse as they
do to Church, to sit still, look on one another, make no reflection, nor mind the Play more than they would a
Sermon.

There is in this Play some burlesk, some humour, and ramble of Comical Wit; some shew, and some
Mimickry to divert the spectators: but the tragical part is, plainly, none other than a Bloody Farce, without
salt or savour.

(86-146)

[Chapter VIII] Reflections on the Julius Caesar. Men famous in History, to be rob’d of their good
name, sacriledge. Shakespeare, abuse of History. Contradiction, in the character of Brutus....
Preparation in Poetry. Strong reasons in Cassius. Roman Senators impertinent as the Venetian, Portia
as Desdemona. The same parts and good breeding. How talk of Business. Whispers. Brutus’s Tinder-
Box, Sleepy Boy, Fiddle. Brutus and Cassius, Flat-foot Mimicks. The Indignity.... Play of the
Incarnation. The Madonna’s—Shouting and Battel. Strollers in Cornwal. Rehearsal, law for acting it
once a week....
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In the former Play our Poet might be the bolder, the persons being all his own Creatures, and meer fiction.
But here he sins not against Nature and Philosophy only but against the most known History and the
memory of the Noblest Romans, that ought to be sacred to all Posterity. He might be familiar with Othello
and Jago, as his own natural acquaintance: but Cesar and Brutus were above his conversation. To put them
in Fools Coats, and make them Jack-puddens in the Shakespeare dress, is a Sacriledge beyond any thing in
Spelman. The Truth is, this authors head was full of villainous, unnatural images, and history has only
furnish’d him with great names thereby to recommend them to the World, by writing over them this is
Brutus, this is Cicero, this is Caesar. But generally his History flies in his Face, and comes in flat
contradiction to the Poets imagination. As for example: of Brutus says Antony, his Enemy,

Ant.—His life was gentle, and the Elements
So mixt in him, that Nature might stand up,
And say to all the World, this was a Man.
[5.5.73ff]

And when every body jug’d it necessary to kill Antony, our Author in his Laconical way, makes Brutus
speak thus:

Bru. Our Course will seem too bloody, Caius Cassius,
To cut the Head off, and then hack the Limbs,
Like wrath in death, and envy afterwards;
For Antony is but a Limb of Caesar:

Let’* be Sacrifices, but not Butchers, Caius.
We all stand up against the Spirit of Caesar,
And in the Spirit of man there is no blood;

O that we then cou’d come by Caesars Spirit,
And not dismember Caesar; but alas!

Caesar must bleed for it. And gentle friends,
Let’* kill him boldly, but not wrathfully;
Let’s carve him, as a dish fit for the Gods,
Not hew him, as a Carkass fit for Hounds.
And let our Hearts, as subtle Masters do,
Stir up their Servants to an act of rage,

And after seem to chide "em. This shall make
Our purpose necessary, and not envious:
Which so appearing to the common eyes,

We shall be call’d Purgers, not murderers.
And for Mark Antony think not of him:

For he can do no more than Caesars arm,
When Cesars head is off.

[2.1.162 ff]

In these two speeches we have the true character of Brutus, according to History. But when Shakespeare’s
own blundering Maggot of self-contradiction works, then must Brutus cry out:
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Bru.—Stoop, Romans, stoop,

And let us bathe our hands in Caesars blood
Up to the Elbows—

[3.1.106ff]

...That Language which Shakespeare puts in the Mouth of Brutus wou’d not suit, or be convenient, unless
from some son of the Shambles, or some natural offspring of the Butchery. But never any Poet so boldly,
and so barefac’d, flounced along from contradiction to contradiction. A little preparation and forecast might
do well now and then. For his Desdemona’s Marriage, he might have helped out the probability by feigning
how that some way or other a Black-amoor Woman had been her Nurse, and suckl’d her, or that once upon
a time some Virtuoso had transfus’d into her Veins the Blood of a black Sheep: after which she might never
be at quiet till she is, as the Poet will have it, Tupt with an old black ram.

But to match this pithy discourse of Brutus see the weighty argumentative oration whereby Cassius
draws him into the Conspiracy:

Cas.—Brutus, and Caesar: what shou’d be in that Caesar?
Why shou’d that name be sounded more than yours?
Write them together: yours is as fair a name:

Sound them, it doth become the mouth as well.
Weigh them, it is as heavy: conjure with them,
Brutus will start a Spirit as soon as Caesar.

Now, in the names of all the Gods at once,

Upon what meat doth this our Casar feed,

That he is grown so great? Age, thou art sham’d;
Rome thou hast lost the breed of noble bloods.

When went there by an Age since the great flood,
But it wasfam’d with more than with one man?
When could they say (till now) that talk’d of Rome,
That her wide Walls encompass’d but one man?
Now it is Rome indeed, and room enough

When there is in it but one only Man—

[1.2.142ff]

One may Note that all our Author’s Senators, and his Orators had their learning and education at the same
school, be they Venetians, Black-amoors, Ottamites, or noble Romans. Brutus and Cassius here may cap
sentences with Brabantio and the Doge of Venice, or any Magnifico of them all. We saw how the Venetian
Senate spent their time when, amidst their alarms, call’d to Counsel at midnight. Here the Roman Senators,
the midnight before Ceesar’s death (met in the Garden of Brutus to settle the matter of their Conspiracy) are
gazing up to the Stars, and have no more in their heads than to wrangle about which is the East and West.

Decius. Here lies the East, doth not the day break here?
Casca. No.
Cinna. O, pardon, Sir, it doth, and yon grey lines,
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That fret the Clouds, are Messengers of Day.

Casca. You shall confess, that you are both deceived:
Here as I point my Sword, the Sun arises,

Which is a great way growing in the South,
Weighing the youthful season of the year.

Some two months hence, up higher toward the North,
He first presents his fire, and the high East

Stands as the Capitol directly here.

[2.1.101 ff]

This is directly, as Bays tells us, to shew the World a Pattern here how men shou’d talk of Business. But it
wou’d be a wrong to the Poet not to inform the reader that on the Stage the Spectators see Brutus and
Cassius all this while at Whisper together. That is the importance that deserves all the attention. But the
grand question wou’d be: does the Audience hear’em Whisper?

Ush. Why, truly I can’t tell: there’s much to be said upon the word Whisper—

Another Poet wou’d have allow’d the noble Brutus a Watch-Candle in his Chamber this important night,
rather than have puzzel’d his man Lucius to grope in the dark for a Flint and Tinder-box to get the Taper
lighted. It wou’d have been no great charge to the Poet, however. Afterwards, another night, the Fiddle is in
danger to be broken by this sleepy Boy:

Bru. If thou dost nod thou break’st thy Instrument.
[4.3.269]

But pass we to the famous Scene where Brutus and Cassius are by the Poet represented acting the parts of
Mimicks: from the Nobility and Buskins they are made the Planipedes, are brought to daunce barefoot for a
Spectacle to the people. Two Philosophers, two generals (imperatores was their title), the ultimi
Romanorum, are to play the Bullies and Buffoon, to shew their Legerdemain, their activity of face, and
divarication of Muscles. They are to play a prize, a tryal of skill in huffing and swaggering, like two
drunken Hectors for a two-penny reckoning.... [Rymer is presumably referring to their quarrel, Act 4 scene
3.]

This may shew with what indignity our Poet treats the noblest Romans. But there is no other cloth in his
Wardrobe. Every one must be content to wear a Fool’s Coat who comes to be dressed by him. Nor is he
more civil to the Ladies. Portia in good manners might have challeng’d more respect: she that shines, a
glory of the first magnitude in the Gallery of Heroick Dames, is with our Poet scarce one remove from a
Natural. She is the own Cousin-German, of one piece, the very same impertinent silly flesh and blood with
Desdemona. Shakespeare’s genius lay for Comedy and Humour. In Tragedy he appears quite out of his
Element; his Brains are turn’d, he raves and rambles, without any coherence, any spark of reason, or any
rule to controul him or set bounds to his phrenzy. His imagination was still running after his Masters, the
Coblers, and Parish Clerks, and Old Testament Stroulers. So he might make bold with Portia as they had
done with the Virgin Mary, who, in a Church, Acting their Play call’d The Incarnation, had usually the Ave
Mary mumbl’d over to a stradling wench for the blessed Virgin, straw-hatted, blew-apron’d, big-bellied,
with her Immaculate Conception up to her chin.
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The Italian Painters are noted for drawing the Madonnas by their own Wives or Mistresses; one might
wonder what sort of Betty Mackerel Shakespeare found in his days to sit for his Portia and Desdemona, and
Ladies of a rank and dignity for their place in Tragedy. But to him a Tragedy in Burlesk, a merry Tragedy,
was no Monster, no absurdity, nor at all preposterous: all colours are the same to a Blind man. The Thunder
and Lightning, the Shouting and Battel and alarms everywhere in this play, may well keep the Audience
awake, otherwise no Sermon wou’d be so strong an Opiate. But since the memorable action by the Putney
Pikes, the Hammersmith Brigade, and the Chelsey Cuirassiers one might think, in a modest Nation, no
Battel wou’d ever presume to shew upon the Stage agen, unless it were at Perin in Cornwal, where the story
goes that some time before the year 88 the Spaniards once were landing to burn the Town, just at the nick
when a Company of Stroulers with their Drums and their shouting were setting Sampson upon the
Philistines. Which so scar’d Mr. Spaniard that they Scampered back to their Galions, as apprehending our
whole Tilbury Camp had lain in Ambush and were coming souse upon them.

At Athens (they tell us) the Tragedies of £schylus, Sophocles, and Euripides were enroll’d with their
Laws, and made part of their Statute-Book.

We want a law for Acting the Rehearsal once a week, to keep us in our senses, and secure us against the
Noise and Nonsence, the Farce and Fustian which, in the name of Tragedy, have so long invaded, and usurp
our Theater.

Tully defines an Orator to be, Vir bonus dicendique peritus.! Why must he be a good Man, as if a bad
Man might not be a good Speaker? But what avails it to Speak well, unless a man is well heard? To gain
attention, Aristotle told us, it Was necessary that an Orator be a good Man, therefore he that writes Tragedy
should be careful that the persons of his Drama be of consideration and importance, that the Audience may
readily lend an Ear, and give attention to what they say, and act. Who would thrust into a crowd to hear what
Mr. Iago, Roderigo, or Cassio, is like to say? From a Venetian Senate or a Roman Senate one might expect
great matters. But their Poet was out of sorts; he had it not for them; the Senators must be no wiser than
other folk.

(147-59)

%k ock sk

[Later in this chapter Rymer urges the value of the Chorus, which ‘of necessity’ ensures that the poet

preserves the Unities of Time and Place.]

! Cato, cited by Quintilian, 12.1.1: ‘A good man skilled in speaking.’



30.

John Dennis on Rymer
1693

From The Impartial Critick: Or, Some Observations Upon A Late Book, Entitled a Short View
of Tragedy, Written by Mr. Rymer (1693).

John Dennis (1657-1734), poet, essayist and dramatist, did not approve of Rymer but, like
many of his contemporaries, did not know how to deal with him : much of this dialogue is
shadow-boxing.

[Prefatory Letter To A Friend]

SIR,

Upon reading Mr. Rymer’s late Book I soon found that its Design was to make several Alterations in the
Art of the Stage, which instead of reforming would ruine the English Drama. For to set up the Grecian
Method amongst us with success it is absolutely necessary to restore not only their Religion and their Polity
but to transport us to the same Climate in which Sophocles and Euripides writ; or else, by reason of those
different Circumstances, several things which were graceful and decent with them must seem ridiculous and
absurd to us, as several things which would have appeare’d highly extravagant to them must look proper
and becoming with us.

For an Example of the first: the Chorus had a good effect with the Athenians because it was adapted to
the Religion and Temper of that People, as I have observ’d more at large in the Fourth Dialogue. But we,
having nothing in our Religion or Manners by which we may be able to defend it, it ought certainly to be
banished from our Stage. For Poetry in general being an imitation of Nature, Tragedy must be so too. Now
it is neither probable, nor natural, that the Chorus, who represent the Interested Spectators of a Tragical
Action, should Sing and Dance upon such terrible or moving Events as necessarily arrive in every Tragedy.
And I wonder that Mr. Rymer should cry up a Chorus in the very same Book in which he cries down the
Opera: for no Man can give any Reason why an Opera is an extravagant thing; but I will, by retorting the

same Reason, prove a Chorus extravagant too. (Sig. A%)
k sk ok

[Conclusion to the Fifth Dialogue]

Beaumont. But if your Musick does not make a part of the Modern Tragedy how can it be said to be one
body, when the parts of it are not united?

Freeman. ’Tis not the tagging of the Acts with a Chorus that properly makes a Tragedy one Body, but the
Unity of the Action; and for my part I cannot conceive but that the Parts are sufficiently united
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when the Action has a Beginning, a Middle, and an End, which have a mutual, necessary and
immediate dependance. But if it should be granted to Dacier that the Fiddles between the Acts
are absolutely destructive of the Unity of the Poem, he could never infer from it that there ought
to be a Chorus, when the mischief may be prevented another way.
What way is that?
Why, by not dividing Tragedy into Acts at all.
But several Inconveniences would follow from thence.
I will easily grant it; but any inconvenience ought to be admitted rather than that grand
absurdity, a Chorus. For Poetry being an imitation of Nature, any thing which is unnatural strikes
at the very Root and Being of it and ought to be avoided like Ruine.
Well, thou hast here taken a great deal of pains to prove that we ought not to re-establish the
Chorus; but you promis’d to shew me that we ought not to banish Love neither.
I have now an appointment which I am oblig’d to keep touch with. But when we next meet I will
not only engage to demonstrate that to you but to shew you that, contrary to Mr. Rymer’s
assertion, Shakespeare was a great Genius.
I shall be very glad if you perform what you say. But prithee tell me, before we part, your
Opinion of Mr. Rymer’s Judgment of our English Comedies.
Never was there a more righteous Decree. We have particularly a Comedy which was writ by a
Gentleman now living, that has more Wit and Spirit than Plautus without any of his little
contemptible Affectations; and which, with the Urbanity of Terence, has the Comick force which
the Great Ceesar requir’d in him.
What Comedy can that be?
What indeed can it be, but the Plain Dealer?
I find, then, that you do not dissent from Mr. R—in every thing.
No, I should be very sorry if I should do that; for his Censures of Shakespeare in most of the
particulars are very sensible and very just. But it does not follow, because Shakespeare has
Faults, that therefore he has no Beauties, as the next time we meet I shall shew you.
Well, till then, your Servant.
Honest Ned, Adieu.

(50-2)
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John Dry den on Rymer
1693

From Epistle ‘To the Right Honourable My Lord Radcliffe’, prefixed to Examen Poeticum:
Being the Third Part of Miscellany Poems (1693).

[On malicious critics] We have two sorts of those Gentlemen in our Nation. Some of them, proceeding with
a seeming moderation and pretence of Respect to the Dramatick Writers of the last Age, only scorn and
vilifie the present Poets to set up their Predecesseurs. But this is only in appearance; for their real design is
nothing less than to do Honour to any Man beside themselves.... *Tis not with an ultimate intention to pay
Reverence to the Manes of Shakespeare, Fletcher, and Ben Jonson that they commend their Writings, but to
throw Dirt on the Writers of this Age.... (Sig. As""Ag")

[On Rymer] But there is another sort of Insects, more venomous than the former, those who manifestly aim
at the destruction of our Poetical Church and State, who allow nothing to their Country-Men, either of this or
of the former Age. These attack the Living by raking up the Ashes of the Dead, well knowing that if they
can subvert their Original Title to the Stage we who claim under them must fall of course. Peace be to the
Venerable Shades of Shakespeare, and Ben Jonson. None of the Living will presume to have any
competition with them: as they were our Predecesseurs so they were our Masters. We Trayl our Plays under
them: but (as at the Funerals of a Turkish Emperour), our Ensigns are furl’d or dragg’d upon the ground, in
Honour to the Dead. So we may lawfully advance our own afterwards to show that we succeed; if less in
Dignity yet on the same Foot and Title, which we think, too, we can maintain against the Insolence of our
own Janizaries.... (Sig. Ag"AgY)...in the Drama we have not arriv’d to the pitch of Shakespeare and Ben
Jonson. (Sig. B6Y)
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Charles Gildon on Rymer
1694

From ‘Some Reflections on Mr. Rymer’s Short View of Tragedy and an Attempt at a
Vindication of Shakespeare, in an Essay directed to John Dryden Esq.’, in Gildon’s
Miscellaneous Letters and Essays on Several Subjects in Prose and Verse (1694).

Charles Gildon (1665-1724) was an untiring editor of anthologies of poetry and essays, a
dramatist and a critic. Although inarticulate on some points he gives the most thorough
contemporary refutation, penetrating Rymer’s speciousness and turning many of his weapons
against him, notably the comparison with classical authors.

As soon as Mr. Rymer’s Book came to my Hands I resolv’d to make some Reflections upon it, tho’ more to
shew my Will than my Abilities. But finding Mr. Dennis had almost promis’d the World a Vindication of
the Incomparable Shakespeare I quitted the Design, since he had got a Champion more equal to his Worth;
not doubting but Mr. Dennis wou’d as effectually confute our Hypercritic in this as all Men must grant he
has in what he attempted in his Impartial Critic.

But expecting thus long, without hearing any farther of it, I concluded some other more important or at least
more agreeable business had diverted him from it; or that he thought it an unnecessary Undertaking to
perswade the Town of a Truth it already receiv’d, or to give any farther Answer to a Book that carry’d its
own Condemnation in its self. However, since I find some build an Assurance on this General Silence of all
the Friends of Shakespeare that Mr. Rymer’s Objections are unanswerable I resolv’d to bestow two or three
days on an Essay to prove the contrary. Which may at least bring this advantage to the Cause, to convince
the World how very good it is when one of my Inability, in so little time, have so much to say for it, and
that without going through the whole Defence.

I indeed, like the most indifferent Counsel, make the Motion but leave more able Heads to Plead the
Cause. One great Satisfaction I have (however I succeed) is that I speak before a Judge that is the best
Qualify’d to decide a Controversie of this Nature that ever England produced; for in you, Sir, [John
Dryden] the Poet and the Critic meet in their highest Perfection; and if the Critic discover the Faults of
Shakespeare the Poet will also see and admire his Beauties and Perfections. For as you have Learning and
strong Judgment to discern his least Transgressions so have you a Genius that can reach his Noblest Flights,
and a Justice that will acknowledge his Deserts. And were there no other Arguments to be brought in his
Vindication it wou’d be more than sufficient to destroy all his weak Antagonist has huddl’d together against
him, that you give him your Approbation. This, Sir, is really my Opinion, and I'm sure the most sensible
Lovers of Poetry will side with me in it and secure me from the Imputation of being so foolishly vain to
think I can flatter You when I speak of your POETRY, your JUDGMENT, and your CANDOR; since
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whatever can be said on that Subject by any one below Mr. DRYDEN’S Abilities wou’d be but a very faint
Shadow of the Mighty Panegyric of your NAME ALONE.

The Method I shall observe in these Reflections (for my time will not permit me to bring so confus’d a
Chaos into a more regular Form) will be first to run over the Pages of his Book as they lye, and give you
some Animadversions in part of those Absurdities they contain; for to examine all wou’d swell my Letter
into a Volume and be five hundred times as big as the Text, like a certain Reverend Dr. on Job. Next, I shall
attempt a Vindication of SHAKESPEARE where he more formally attaques him.

In the first, I hope you’ll forgive me if I use him with no more Respect than he does SHAKESPEARE or
YOU. And in the latter, I hope you will admit Recriminations on those Patterns he proposes to us for the
Test of SHAKESPEARE’S Faults as a sufficient Answer to what he Magisterially lays down as Self-
Evident (with a Scornful tho’ Clumsy Jest, without any other Reason to confirm it) if not as a Demonstration
of that Injur’d Poet’s Excellence. And that we may from thence conclude with Mr. Rymer (as he has it in his
Preface to Rapin) since his Standards of Perfection are equally culpable, that the greatest Wits, both Modern
and Ancient, sometimes slip, and are liable to Cavils, and by consequence that all his Pains were needless to
bring SHAKESPEARE into that Number, since his greatest Admirers ever confess’d he had Faults (tho” no
Man but himself, I believe, ever Rob’d him of all Excellence). And I must say that most that he produces
are meer Cavils, and convict him of being one of those Critics that, like Wasps, rather annoy the Bees than
terrifie the Drones.

But indeed the Lovers of SHAKESPEARE may well forgive the Author of Edgar and this Short view of
Tragedy whatever he can say against his Excellence and Genius; since being his Opposite ‘tis no wonder his
Mind’s not capacious enough to Comprehend, nor his Tast Poetical enough to relish, the Noble Thoughts
which the Ingenious have admir’d in SHAKESPEARE ever since he Writ. (64-7)

k sk sk

[Modern critics are willing to explain the ‘absurdities’ in Homer] with the specious Whim of Allegory,
never thought of by Homer himself. But he may thank his Fate for allotting him a time so much remote from
ours, else they wou’d not be fond of him to so unreasonable an excess, since they can’t allow no excuse for
smaller Faults in their own Countrymen of a later date, such ill Patriots are these Partial Critics; for I defie
Mr. Rymer and all of his Opinion to parallel in SHAKESPEARE the Wounds, the Hatreds, the Battles, and
Strifes of the Gods. And he must confess, if he be not a sworn Enemy to all Reason, that Homer’s Juno is a
Character far beneath, and more disproportionable, than that of Desdemona, tho’ the first be of the Queen of
the Gods, Jove’s Sister and his Wife, and the other a Senator’s Daughter of Venice, Young, Innocent, and
Tender. If Desdemona be too humble for Tragedy, and discover not Elevation of Soul enough for her Birth
and Fortune, Homer’s Juno must be much too low for an Heroic Poem, having no Parallel for Scolding but
at Billingsgate. For the furious curtain Lectures of a City Wife who is supream Lady at home are nothing to
hers. This Jupiter finds, when the only Remedy he has left to stop her Mouth is to threaten to thrash her
Divine Jacket, which makes her Son Vulcan something concern’d about the Shame ‘twill be to have his
Goddess Mother suffer the Bastinade before the Heavenly Crew. Where is the Nature, where the Reason of
this? If the Nobleness of his Thoughts, the Majesty of his Expression, and Variety of his Numbers made the
succeeding Ages so fond of Homer as to find some Excuse for his failures in Conduct and Characters, is not
Shakespeare more ungenerously dealt with, whose Faults are made a pretence to deny all his Beauties and
Excellence?

But ’tis not these Instances in the Prince of the Greek Poets (with many more, both as to the Conduct and
Characters) that influence me to incline to a better Opinion of the Moderns (I mean of my own Country)
than Mr. Rymer, and some of the Graver Pedants of the Age. The Excellence I find in Shakespeare himself
commands a juster Veneration, for in his Thoughts and Expressions he discovers himself Master of a very
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just Observation of things. So that if he had (which I deny) no Learning, his natural parts wou’d sufficiently
have furnish’d him with better Ethics than our Hypercritic allows him. But that which aggravates his Malice
is, he extends his censure to BEN [Jonson] himself, whose skill in Moral Philosophy we suppose at least
equal to his. But to give the World some Satisfaction that SHAKESPEARE has had as great a Veneration
paid his Excellence by Men of unquestion’d parts as this I now express for him, I shall give some Account
of what I have heard from your Mouth, Sir, about the noble Triumph he gain’d over all the Ancients by the
Judgment of the ablest Critics of that time.!

The Matter of Fact (if my Memory fail me not) was this : Mr. Hales of Eaton affirm’d that he wou’d shew
all the Poets of Antiquity out-done by SHAKESPEARE in all the Topics and commonplaces made use of in
Poetry. The Enemies of Shakespeare wou’d by no means yield him so much Excellence, so that it came to a
Resolution of a trial of Skill upon that Subject. The place agreed on for the Dispute was Mr. Hales’s
Chamber at Eaton; a great many Books were sent down by the Enemies of this Poet, and on the appointed
day my Lord Falkland, Sir John Suckling, and all the Persons of Quality that had Wit and Learning and
interested themselves in the Quarrel met there, and upon a thorough Disquisition of the point the Judges
chosen by agreement out of this Learned and Ingenious Assembly unanimously gave the Preference to
SHAKESPEARE. And the Greek and Roman Poets were adjudg’d to Vail at least their Glory in that to the
English Hero. I cou’d wish, Sir, you wou’d give the Public a juster Account of this Affair, in Vindication of
that Poet I know you extreamly esteem, and whom none but you excels.

Shall we therefore still admire Shakespeare, with these Learned and Ingenious Gentlemen, or put him in
a Class below Sternold or Flecknoe, with Mr. Rymer, because he has not come close to the Rules Aristotle drew
from the Practice of the Greek Poets (whom nothing it seems can please, but the Antic Forms and Methods
of the Athenian Stage, or what comes up and sticks close to them in our Language)?

I can see no Reason why we shou’d be so very fond of imitating them here without better proofs than the
Critical Historiographer has produc’d. ’Tis certain, the Grecians had not the advantage of us in Physics or
any other part of Philosophy, which with them chiefly consisted in words. They were a Talkative People,
and being fond of the Opinion of Learning more than the thing itself, as the most speedy way to gain that
stop’d their Enquiries on Terms, as is evident from their Sophistry and Dialectics. There can be no dispute
among the Learned but that we excel them in these Points. Since the time of Des Cartes, when the Dictates
of Greece began to be laid aside, what a Progress has been made in the discovery of Nature, and what
Absurdities laid open in the School Precepts, and Terms of Aristotle!

But Ethics is a Study not so abstruse as the search of Natural Causes and Effects: a nice Observation of
Mankind will furnish a sensible Man with them. Which makes me unable to guess how the Greeks should
have so monstrous an advantage over us in this particular as some wou’d give them, who are so far behind
us in things of greater difficulty. But it can’t be otherways whilst we make that Age and Nation the Standard
of Excellence without regard to the difference of Custom, Age, Climate, &c. But I question not to make it
appear hereafter that we much surpass the Greeks and Latins, at least in Dramatick Poetry. As for
Expression (the difference of Language consider’d) the Merits of which is proportion’d to the Idea it
presents to the Mind, and for Thought as well as for Design. And had you, Sir, but given us an Heroic Poem
you had put the Controversie out of doubt as to the Epic too, as your Oedipus (for all the Quantum mutatus,

! This anecdote appeared for the first time in Dry den’s Essay of Dramatick Poesie (Volume 1 above, p. 138), and is
found in various forms throughout the eighteenth century, although there is no evidence that such a meeting ever took
place. John Hales (1584-1656) was a respected scholar, and figures in Suckling’s Sessions of the Poets (1637-8) and
elsewhere as an arbiter of good taste. See J.Spingarn, Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford, 1908, 1957),
1, pp. 193, 248-9; ii, pp. 320, 326.
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of which another time), your All for Love, and some other of your Plays have in the Dramatic, in the esteem
of impartial Judges.

Had our Critic entertain’d but common Justice for the Heroes of his Own Country he wou’d have set
Shakespeare’s Faults in their true Light, and distinguish’d betwixt his and the Vices of the Age. For as
Rapin (a muchjuster and more Candid Critic) observes, the Poet often falls into Vices by complying with
the Palate of the Age he lives in, and to this may we truly and justly refer a great many of these Faults
SHAKESPEARE is guilty of. For, he not having that advantage the Greek Poets had of a proper
Subsistence, or to be provided for at the Public Charge, what Fruit he was to expect of his Labors was from
the Applause of the Audience, so that his chief aim was to please them— who, not being so Skilful in Criticisms
as Mr. Rymer, wou’d not be pleas’d without some Extravagances mingl’d in, tho’ contrary to the Characters
such-and-such a Player was to Act. This is the Reason that most of his Tragedies have a mixture of
something Comical; the Dalilah of the Age must be brought in—the Clown and the Valet jesting with their
Betters—if he resolv’d not to disoblige the Auditors. And I'm assur’d from very good hands that the Person
that Acted lago was in much esteem for a Comcedian, which made Shakespeare put several words and
expressions into his part (perhaps not so agreeable to his Character) to make the Audience laugh, who had
not yet learnt to endure to be serious a whole Play. This was the occasion of that particular place so much
shouted at by our Historiographer Royal:

Awake, what ho, Brabantio, &c.
An old black Ram is tupping your white Ewe, &c.
[1.1.89 1]

This Vice of the Age it was that perverted many of his Characters in his other Plays. Nor cou’d it be avoided
if he wou’d have his Audience sit the Play out, and receive that Profit that is the chief End of all Poets. To
this same Cause may be attributed all those Quibbles and playing upon words, so frequent in some part of
him, as well as that Language that may seem too rough and forc’d to the Ear, up and down in some of the
best of his Plays.

After all, the Head of his Accusation is, that ’tis not improbable that Shakespeare was ignorant of the
Rules of Aristotle’s Poetics and was imperfect in the three Unities of Time, Place, and Action, which
Horace in his Art of Poetry gives no Rules about. For that which I have heard quoted from him, has no
relation to the Dramatic Unities—

Denigque sit quod vis, simplex dumtaxat & unum.'

—as is evident from what goes before, but to the Coherence, Uniformity, and Equality of any Poem in
general—

—Amphora ceepit
Institui, currente Rota cur urceus exit?>

"Tis only the Conclusion of what he proposes about Seven Verses before,

Inceptis gravibus...& magna Professis, &c.,’
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and this of Petronius is a just Interpretation of it in my opinion: Praeterea ne sententice emineant extra
corpus orationis expresse sed intecto vestibus colore niteant.* That is, it gives only a Rule that all Poems be
of a Piece and Equal.

So that, since he cou’d gather no instructions in this Point from Horace we may excuse him for
transgressing against them: and this defect his greatest Admirers confessed before his Useless piece of
illnatur’d censure, and cou’d have Pardon’d Mr. Rymer had he gone no farther. But when he Robs him of
all Genius, and denies him the Elevation of a Shirley, a Flecknoe, or a Jordan, we must modestly return his
Compliment, and tell him that never a Blackamoor (as he learnedly terms a Negro) in the Western
Plantations but must have a better tast of Poetry than himself; and that ‘tis evident from the Woman Judges
— whose Judgment, he assures us, seldom errs—by their continual Approbation of Othello, Hamlet, &c. he
is in the Wrong.

But shou’d we grant him that Shakespeare wanted Art (tho’ Ben Jonson denies it) can he from thence
infer he was no Poet? The dispute of which confers most to the forming a Poet (I mean, a Compleat one)
Art, or Nature, was never yet agreed on. Horace joyns them, Quintilian and some others give it to Nature:
but till this Gentleman never did any Man yield it wholly to Ar+—for that all his Arguments both in this or
his former Book seem to drive at.

A nice Observation of Rules is a Confinement a great Genius cannot bear, which naturally covets
Liberty. And tho’ the French, whose Genius as well as Language is not strong enough to rise to the Majesty
of Poetry, are easier reduced within the Discipline of Rules, and have perhaps of late Years more exactly
observ’d ‘em, yet I never yet met with any Englishman who wou’d prefer their Poetry to ours. All that is
great of Humane things makes a nearer approach to the Eternal Perfection of Greatness, and extends as
much as possible its limits toward being Boundless. *Tis not govern’d by Common Rules and Methods but
Glories in a Noble Irregularity, and this not only in Writings but Actions of some Men. Alexander, Ceesar,
Alcibiades, &c. seem’d actuated by other Principles than the common Maxims that govern the Rest of
Humane Kind, and in them the greatest Virtues have been mixt with great Vices, as well as the Writings of
Shakespeare. Yet are they granted Heroes, and so must He be confess’d a Poet. The Heroes’ Race are all
like Achilles: Jura negunt, sibi nata.

But as I do not think that to be a Great Man one must necessarily be wholly exempt from Rules, so 1
must grant that Virgil, Sophocles, and Your Self are very Great, tho’ generally very Regular. But these are
Rarities so uncommon that Nature has produc’d very few of them, and like the Phcenixes of Honesty that
live up to the Precepts of Morality, ought to have public Statues erected to them. But yet the less perfect
ought not to be Rob’d of their Merits because they have defects, especially when the Number of those
exceed these, as in Shakespeare, all whose Faults have not been able to frustrate his obtaining the end of all
just Poems, Pleasure and Profit. To deny this wou’d be to fly in the Face of the known experience of so
many Years. He has (I say) in most, if not all of his Plays attain’d the full end of Poetry, Delight and Profit,
by moving Terror and Pity for the Changes of Fortune which Humane Life is subject to, by giving us a
lively and just Image of them (the best Definition of a Play); for the Motion of these Passions afford us

! Horace, A.P., 23: ‘In short, be the work what you will, let it at least be simple and uniform.’

2 Horace, A.P., 21f: “That was a wine-jar, when the moulding began: why, as the wheel runs round, does it turn out to be
a pitcher?’

3 Ibid. 14 f: “Works with noble beginnings and grand promises often have one or two purple patches so stitched on....’

4 Petronius, Satyricon, 118: ‘Besides, one must take care that the thoughts do not stand out from the body of the speech:
they must shine with a brilliancy that is woven into the material.’
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Pleasure, and their Purgation Profit. Besides, there are few or none of those many he has writ but have their
Just Moral, not only of more general Use and Advantage, but also more naturally the Effect of them than
that of the Oedipus of Sophocles, as may be soon perceiv’d by any one that will give himself the trouble of
a little Thought, and which will in some measure appear from what I have to say in the particular Defence I
shall now make of

OTHELLO.

To begin with the Fable (as our Critic has done) I must tell him he has as falsly as ridiculously represented
it, which I shall endeavour to put in a Juster light.

Othello a Noble Moor, or Negro, that had by long Services and brave Acts establish’d himself in the
Opinion of the Senate of VENICE, wins the Affections of Desdemona, Daughter to Brabantio (one of the
Senators), by the moving account he gives of the imminent Dangers he had passed and hazards he had
ventured through, a belief of which his known Virtue confirmed; and unknown to her Father Marries her,
and carries her (with the leave of the Senate) with him to Cyprus, his Province. He makes Cassio his
Lieutenant, tho’ Jago had sollicited it by his Friends for himself; which Refusal, joyn’d with a jealousie that
Othello had had to do with his Wife, makes him contrive the destruction of Cassio and the Moor, to gratifie
his Revenge and Ambition. But having no way to revenge himself sufficiently on the Moor (from whom he
suppos’d he had receiv’d a double Wrong) proportionable to the injury but this, he draws him with a great
deal of Cunning into a Jealousie of his Wife, and that by a chain of Circumstances contriv’d to that purpose,
and urg’d with all the taking insinuations imaginable; particularly by a Handkerchief he had convey’d to
Cassio (which lago’s Wife stole from Desdemona) to convince the Moor his Wife was too familiar with
him, having parted with such a favour to him (which she had on her Marriage receiv’d from Othello with
the strictest charge of preserving, it being a Gift of his Mother, of Curious Work and secret Virtue). Othello,
by these means won to a belief of his own Infamy, resolves the Murder of those he concluded guilty, viz.
Cassio and his Wife. lago officiously undertakes the dispatching of Cassio, having got his Commission
already, but is disappointed of his design, employing one Roderigo to that purpose, who had follow’d him
from Venice in hopes by his means to enjoy Desdemona, as Iago had promis’d him. But the Moor
effectually puts his Revenge in Execution on his Wife, which is no sooner done but he’s convinc’d of his
Error, and in remorse kills himself, whilst Iago, the Cause of all this Villany, having slain his Wife for
discovering it, is borne away to a more ignominious Punishment, as more proportion’d to his Villanies.

The Fable to be perfect must be Admirable and Probable, and as it approaches those two ‘tis more or less
perfect in its kind. Admirable is what is uncommon and extraordinary. Probable is what is agreeable to
common Opinion. This must be the Test of this Fable of Othello; but then we must not take it as given us
by our Drolling Critic (who very truely confesseth in his former Book—and in that he is no Changeling-he
must be merry out of Season, as he always is) but as I have laid it down, else we shou’d do Shakespeare a
great deal of Injustice.

I suppose none will deny that it is Admirable: that is, compos’d of Incidents that happen not e’ery day.
His Antagonist confesses as much; there is therefore nothing but the Probability of it attaqu’d by him,
which I question not either wholly to prove, or at least to set it on the same bottom with the best of
Sophocles, that of his Oedipus.

I Horace, A.P., 122: ‘Let him claim that laws are not for him.’
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First, to see whether he have sinn’d against Probability, let us consider what our Caviller objects, all
which may be reduced to two Points. First, that ’tis not probable that the Senate of Venice (tho’ it usually
employ Strangers) should employ a Moor against the Turk; neither is it in the next place probable that
Desdemona shou’d be in Love with him. On this turns all the Accusation, this is the very Head of his offending.

All the Reason he gives, or rather implies, for the first Improbability is that ‘tis not likely the State of Venice
wou’d employ a Moor (taking him for a Mahometan) against the Turk, because of the mutual Bond of
Religion. He indeed says not so, but takes it for granted that Othello must be rather for the Turkish interest
than the Venetian, because a Moor. But, I think (nor does he oppose it with any reason), the Character of the
Venetian State being to employ Strangers in their Wars, it gives sufficient ground to our Poet to suppose a
Moor employ’d by ’em as well as a German, that is, a Christian Moor, as Othello is represented by our
Poet, for from such a Moor there cou’d be no just fear of treachery in favour of the Mahometans. He tells us

1 fetch my Life and Being from Men of Royal Siege.
[1.2.21 1]

Supposing him therefore the Son or Nephew of the Emperor of Monomotopa, £thiopia or Congo, forc’d to
leave his Country for Religion (or any other occasion), coming to Europe by the convenience of the
Portugueze Ships, might after several Fortunes serve first as a Voluntier till he had signaliz’d himself and
prov’d himself worthy of Command; part of this may very reasonably be drawn from what the Poet makes
him say. Now upon this Supposition it appears more rational and probable the Venetians shou’d employ a
Stranger who wholly depended on themselves, and whose Country was too remote to influence him to their
prejudice, than other Strangers whose Princes may in some measure direct their Actions for their own
Advantage. But that Othello is suppos’d to be a Christian is evident from the Second Act, and from these
words of lago:

—And then for her
To Win the Moor, were’t to renounce his Baptism, &c.
[2.3.331 ff]

Why therefore an African Christian may not by the Venetians be suppos’d to be as zealous against the Turks
as an European Christian, I cannot imagine. So that this Bustle of Littora littoribus Contraria,' &c. is only
an inconsiderate Amusement to shew how little the Gentleman was troubled with thought when he wrote it.
No more to the purpose is that Heat he expresses against Shakespeare’s giving a Name to his Moor,
though Cinthio did not, though History did not warrant it. For this can be no more objected to our Poet, than
the perverting the Character of Dido, and confounding the Chronology to bring her to the time of £neas, is
to Virgil; the first as ‘tis not mention’d in History, so it does not contradict it; but the last is a plain
opposition to express History and Chronology. If Virgil be allow’d his Reason for doing that, Shakespeare
is not to seek for one for what he has done. "Twas necessary to give his Moor a place of some Figure in the
World to give him the greater Authority and to make his Actions the more Considerable, and what place more
likely to fix on than Venice, where Strangers are admitted to the highest Commands in Military Affairs?
"Tis granted, a Negro here does seldom rise above a Trumpeter, nor often perhaps higher at Venice. But
then that proceeds from the Vice of Mankind, which is the Poet’s Duty, as he informs us, to correct, and to
represent things as they should be, not as they are. Now ’tis certain, there is no reason in the nature of things
why a Negro of equal Birth and Merit should not be on an equal bottom with a German, Hollander, French-
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man, &c. The Poet, therefore, ought to show justice to Nations as well as Persons, and set them to rights,
which the common course of things confounds. The same reason stands in force for this as for punishing the
Wicked and making the Virtuous fortunate, which as Rapin and all the Critics agree, the Poet ought to do
though it generally happens otherways. The Poet has therefore well chosen a polite People to cast off this
customary Barbarity of confining Nations, without regard to their Virtue and Merits, to slavery and
contempt for the meer Accident of their Complexion.

I hope I have brought by this time as convincing proofs for the probability in this particular as Mr. Rymer
has against it, if I have not wholly gain’d my Point. Now therefore I shall proceed to the probability of
Desdemona’s Love for the Moor, which I think is something more evident against him.

Whatever he aims at in his inconsistent Ramble against this may be reduc’d to the Person and the
Manner. Against the Person he quotes you two Verses out of Horace that have no more reference to this
than— in the Beginning God made the Heaven and the Earth has to the proof of the Jus Divinum of lay
Bishops. The Verses are these:

Sed non ut placidis coeant immitia, non ut
Serpentes avibus geminentur, tigribus agni."

Unless he can prove that the Colour of a Man alters his Species and turns him into a Beast or Devil ‘tis such
a vulgar Error, so criminal a fondness of our Selves, to allow nothing of Humanity to any but our own
Acquaintance of the fairer hew that I wonder a Man that pretends to be at all remov’d from the very Dreggs
of the thoughtless Mob should espouse it in so public a manner ! A Critic, too, who puts the Poet in mind of
correcting the common corruptions of Custom. Any Man that has convers’d with the best Travels, or read
any thing of the History of those parts on the continent of Africa discover’d by the Portugueze, must be so
far from robbing the Negroes of some Countrys there of Humanity that they must grant them not only
greater Heroes, nicer observers of Honour and all the Moral Virtues that distinguish’d the old Romans, but
also much better Christians (where Christianity is profess’d) than we of Europe generally are. They move
by a nobler Principle, more open, free and generous, and not such slaves to sordid Interest.

After all this, Othello being of Royal Blood, and a Christian, where is the disparity of the Match? If either
side is advanc’d, ’tis Desdemona. And why must this Prince, though a Christian and of known and
experienc’d Virtue, Courage, and Conduct, be made such a Monster that the Venetian Lady can’t love him
without perverting Nature? Experience tells us that there’s nothing more common than Matches of this kind
where the Whites and Blacks cohabit, as in both the Indies. And Even here at home Ladys that have not
wanted white Adorers have indulg’d their Amorous Dalliances with their Sable Lovers, without any of
Othello’s Qualifications, which is proof enough that Nature and Custom have not put any such unpassable
bar betwixt Creatures of the same kind because of different colors; which I hope will remove the
improbability of the Person, especially when the powerful Auxilarys of extraordinary Merit and Vertues
come to plead with a generous Mind.

The probability of the Person being thus confirmed, I shall now consider that of the Manner of his
obtaining her Love. To this end we must still keep in mind the known and experienc’d Virtue of the Moor,
which gave Credit and Authority to what he said; and then we may easily suppose the story of his Fortunes

! “Shore clash with shore.’

! Horace, A.P., 12 f: “This licence we poets claim and in our turn we grant the like; but not so far that savage should
mate with tame, or serpents couple with birds, lambs with tigers.’
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and Dangers would make an impression of Pity and admiration, at least on the bosom of a Woman of a
noble and generous Nature. No Man of any generous Principle but must be touch’d at suff’ring Virtue, and
value the noble sufferer whose Courage and Bravery bears him through uncommon Trials and extraordinary
Dangers. Nor would it have less force on a Woman of any principle of Honour and tenderness. She must be
mov’d and pleas’d with the Narration, she must admire his constant Virtue; and Admiration is the first step
to Love, which will easily gain upon those who have once enter tain’d it.

Dido in Virgil was won by the Trojan stranger she never saw before by the relation of his fortunes and
Escapes; and some particulars of the Narration of £neas carry full as ridiculous and absurd a Face as any thing
Othello says; the most trifling of which is,

And of the Cannibals that each other eat,
The Anthropophagi, and Men whose Heads
Do grow beneath their Shoulders.

[1.3.144 ff]

for all the rest is admirably fine, though our wonderful Critic can’t relish it. There is a moving Beauty in
each Line, the words are well chosen, and the Image they give great and Poetical; what an Image does
Desarts IDLE give? That very Epithet is a perfect Hypotyposis, and seems to place me in the midst of one
where all the active hurry of the World is lost; but all that I can say will not reach the excellence of that
Epithet, so many properties of such a place meet in it. But as for the Cannibals, &c. and the Men whose
Heads grow beneath their Shoulders, 1 have heard it condemn’d by Men whose tast I generally approve; yet
must they give me leave to dissent from them here and permit me either wholly to justifie Shakespeare,
even here, or at least to put him on an equal bottom with Virgil in his most beautiful part. For the fault lyes
either in the Improbability of those things, or their Impertinence to the business in Hand. First, Probability
we know is built on common Opinion; but ‘tis certain the Cannibals have been generally believed, and that
with very good grounds of Truth; so that there can be no doubt of the probability of that. Next for the Men
whose Heads grow beneath their Shoulders: though that is not establish’d on so good a Foundation as Truth
yet the general Traditionary belief of it in those days is sufficient to give it a poetical probability. As this
was not Improbable, so neither was it Impertinent, for ’tis certain that whatever contributed to the raising her
Idea of his Dangers and Escapes must conduce to his aim. But to fall into the Hands of those whom not only
the fury of War but that of Custom makes Cruel, heightens the danger and by consequence the Concern,
especially in a young Lady possess’d with the legend of the Nursery, whence she must have amazing Ideas
of the Danger of the brave Moor from them.

But at worst, Shakespeare is on as good a bottom as Virgil in this particular. The Narrative of £neas that
won the Heart of Dido has many things full as trifling and absurd as this, if not far more! For is there not as
much likelyhood that there shou’d be a People that have their Heads grow beneath their Shoulders as the
Race of the Cyclops, that have but one Eye, just beneath their Forheads; and that Polyphemus his Eye was
as big as a Grecian Shield or the Sun; or that he cou’d wade through the Sea without being up to his
middle? Can there be invented any thing so unnatural as the Harpys in the third Book, who had the Faces of
Virgins, Wings, Feathers, &c. of Birds, and a human Voice?— as is evident from the infelix vates, that
foretold ‘em they shou’d not build their destin’d City till they had eaten their Tables or Trenchers (which by
the way was a trivial and ridiculous sort of a pun, as the event shew’d, when Iulus found out the Jest) ; nor
is Scylla a more natural mixture. But let’s hear the description of all three from Virgil himself, least I be
thought to injure his Memory; first of the Harpys in the Strophades.
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Virginei volucrum vultus, feedissima ventris,
Proluvies, unceque Manus, & pallida semper
Ora fame.—!

The beginning of Horace’s Art of Poetry, Humano Capiti, &c.' seems a Copy of this; nor is Scylla a more
Homogeneous Composition.—

At Scyllam ccecis cohibet spelunca latebris
Ora exsertantem, & navis in saxa trahentem:
Prima hominis facies, & pulchro pectore virgo
Pube tenus, postrema immani Corpore pistrix
Delphinum Caudas utero commissa luporum.’

Then for the Cyclop Polyphemus, the Grecian he takes aboard tells him his Eye is
Argolici clypei, aut Phaebece lampadis Instar.’

and a little after, lest this shou’d be taken as an hyperbolical magnifying it by the terror of the fearful Greek,
in his own Person he says of him

—Gvraditurque per equor.
Jam medium, necdum fluctus later a ardua tinxit.*

The Absurdities in Homer are much more numerous than those in Virgil (I mean those that must pass for
such if this in Shakespeare is s0), but because they relate not to this particular I shall say nothing of them here.
All these I have remark’d in the Narration of £neas hinder’d not but that it won the Heart of Dido, though
firmly bent against a second Amour:

llle meos primus, qui me sibi junxit amores
Abstulit: ille habeat secum, servetque sepulchro.”

especially one that was not like to be so very Honorable. Desdemona had no such tye to steel her Heart
against Othello’s Tongue, no reason to curb that Passion she ne’er felt before when the prevailing Virtue of
the Moor attaqu’d her Heart; well may we therefore believe Desdemona shou’d yield to the same force that
conquer’d Dido, with all her

' Virgil, Aeneid, 3.216 ff: ‘Maiden faces have these birds, foulest filth they drop, clawed hands are theirs, and faces ever
gaunt with hunger.’

! Horace, A.P., I ff: ‘If a painter chose to join a human head to the neck of a horse....

2 Virgil, Aeneid, 3.424ff: ‘But a cavern confines Scylla in blind recesses, whence she thrusts forth her mouths and draws
ships within her rocks. Above she is of human form, down to the waist a fair-bosomed maiden; below, she is a sea-
dragon of monstrous frame, with dolphins’ tails joined to a belly of wolves.’

3 Ibid., 3.637: ‘like unto an Argive shield or the lamp of Phoebus.’
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Resolutions and Engagements to the memory of Sychaeus. Hear how she cries out to her Sister Ann,

Quis novus hic nostris successit sedibus hospes
Quem sese ore ferens? Quamforti pectore & Armis?
Credo equidem, nec vana fides, genus esse deorum.
Degeneres animos timor arguit, heu quibus ille
Jactatur fatis, qua bella exhausta canebat. !

and at the beginning of this fourth Book,

— Heerent infixi pectore Vultus
Verbaque—?

and the latter end of the first Book confirms this
Multa super Priamo Rogitans super Hectore multa.’

Cou’d £neas’s Story, not one jot more moving or probable, make a meer stranger pass for a God with the
Carthaginian Queen at first hearing; and must it be incredible that the same shall not make Othello pass for
so much as a Man? The Parallel is so exact that I am apt to think Shakespeare took the Copy from Virgil.
Nor can it justly be urg’d that these things were believ’d by the Romans, since they were so far from
believing these trifles that Seneca in his Epistles laughs at those Fables that constituted their Hell, which
was of much greater consequence. But supposing they were believ’d, the same will hold good for
Shakespeare in this particular I vindicate him in : for ’tis built on as vulgar and general a tradition as these
Fables of old were, so that the advantage is equal betwixt these two great Poets in this particular.
By this time, I hope, our Drolling Cavillerwill grant it no such monstrous absurdity for the Doge to say:

1 think this Tale wou’d win my Daughter too.
[1.3.171]

since without doubt that short summing-up of what was only the subject of his tale to Desdemona, with only
the supposition of the particulars, must move any generous Brest.

But should all T have said fail of clearing the Probability of the Fable from Mr. Rymer’s Objections, yet
ought not that to rob Shakespeare of his due Character of being a Poet, and a great Genius: unless he will for
the same reason deny those prerogatives to Homer and Sophocles. The former has often lost the Probable in
the Admirable, as any Book of the Iliads and Odysses will prove; and the latter, as Rapin justly observes,

4 Ibid., 3.664f: ‘then strides through the open sea; nor has the wave yet wetted his towering sides’.
3 Ibid., 4.28 f: ‘He, who first linked me to himself, has taken away my heart; may he keep it with him, and guard it in
the grave!’

! Ibid., 4.10 ff: “Who is this stranger guest that hath entered our home? How noble his mien! how brave in heart and
feats of arms! I believe it well-nor in assurance vain-that he is sprung from gods. ‘Tis fear that proves souls base-born.
Alas! by what fates is he vexed! What wars, long endured, did he recount!’

2 Ibid., 4.4 f: ‘His looks and words cling fast within her bosom.’
3 1bid., 1.750: ‘asking much of Priam, of Hector much’.
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has not kept to probability ev’n in his best performance, I mean in his Oedipus Tyrannus. For (as Rapin has
it) Oedipus ought not to have been ignorant of the assassinate of Laius; the ignorance he’s in of the
Murder, which makes all the Beauty of the intrigue, is not probable; and if a Man wou’d play the Droll with
this Fable of Oedipus it would furnish full as ridiculous a Comment as witty Mr. Rymer has done from this
of Othello; and sure I can’t err in imitating so great a Critic.

First, then, let all Men before they defend themselves on the Highway think well of what they do, lest,
not being Mathematically sure he’s at home, he kill his own Father. (Which perhaps is something dangerous
in this Age, where such boon Blades frequent the Road and such good-natur’d Ladies have the disposing of
our fate.)

Next, let e’ry Younger Brother that ventures to ride in another Man’s Boots be very circumspect, lest he
marries his own Mother.

Thirdly and Lastly, this may be a caution to the few Fools that doat on Virtue, that they trust to a rotten
Reed that will be of little use to ‘em, since all is whirl’d about by an unavoidable necessity.

These are much more the consequence of this Fable of Oedipus than those wond’rous Truths he draws
from that of Othello. Nay, the moral Sophocles concludes his Oedipus with will serve as justly for Othello,
viz. That no Man can be call’d happy before his Death. But the whole Fable of Oedipus, tho’ so much
admir’d, is so very singular and improbable that ‘tis scarce possible it ever cou’d have happen’d. On the
other hand, the fatal Jealousie of Othello and the Revenge of Iago are the natural Consequences of our
ungovern’d Passions, which by a prospect of such Tragical effects of their being indulg’d may be the better
regulated and govern’d by us. So that tho’ Othello ends not so formally with a moral Sentence as Oedipus
does yet it sets out one of much greater Value. If it be a fault in Shakespeare that it end not with such a
sentence, Sophocles is guilty of no less in his Philoctetes, which not only concludes without any Moral but
is also incapable of being reduc’d to any, at least of any moment. Whereas the Morals of Hamlet, Macbeth,
and most of Shakespeare s Plays prove a lesson of mightier consequence than any in Sophocles except the
Electra, viz. that Usurpation, tho’ it thrive a while, will at last be punish’d, &c. Besides, the worst and most
irregular of Shakespeare’s Plays contains two or three such Fables as that of Philoctetes, which answers not
one of the ends of Poetry. For it neither pleases or profits, it moves neither Terror nor Compassion,
containing only a dry account, without any variety, of the perswasions of [Neoptolemus] to get Philoctetes
to go with him to Troy with the Arrows of Hercules; who, after he had by Treachery gain’d *em as foolishly
restores ’em to him again. And 7roy might have stood long enough if Hercules had not come from the Gods
to bend the stubborn Fool, that rather chose to be miserable himself with his endless ndma, wdmwa, mdna’s
and his Complaints of his Foot, something like the Tumors, Chilblains, Carnosities, &c. rak’d together by
Mr. Rymer. And all that can be learnt from this Play of Sophocles is,

First, that we never send Boys of our Errand unless we have a God at command to make up the business
he has spoil’d; if we mean our business shall be thoroughly done, and not the fate of a Nation sacrific’d to a
pain in the Foot.

Secondly, Not to trust Strangers we never saw before, for a fair Tale, with our Safety and Treasure,
without a Mathematical Demonstration of their Fidelity and Trust.

Lastly, That all Men with sore Feet shou’d not despair of a Cure.

But I have dwelt so long on the Fable that I have not time enough to discuss the other parts, as the
Characters, Thoughts, and Expressions, so fully as I ought; especially the Thought and Expression, for
‘twou’d require a Volumn near as big as Shakespeare to set them off according to their worth, with all the
proofs from Grammar or Rhetoric of their Truth and Justness. The Fable is look’d upon by Rapin, and after
him by our Gleaner of Criticisms, as the Soul of the Play, and therefore I may be excus’d for my prolixity in
its defence, and allow’d a little more time for a full Justification of the other parts of Shakespeare, attaqu’d
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with less Reason and Justice. Mr. Rymer has taken above ten Year to digest his Accusations, and therefore
it can’t in reason be thought I shou’d not in half so many days be able to perform all the work he has cut out.
Nor can I proceed to a particular consideration of all the Characters of this Play at this time. Desdemona I think
is the most faulty; but since our Antagonist will have lago the most intolerable, 1 shall confine my self to
that.

What I have said in the beginning of my Vindication of Shakespeare must here be recollected on Iago’s
behalf; besides which I have some other considerations to offer, which I hope will lighten the insupportable
load of Contempt and Ridicule cast on him by our Caviller.

First, therefore, in our Judgment of Iago, we must follow the Rule of Horace, so much stood upon by Mr.
Rymer.

Intererit multum
Cholcus an Assyrius, Thebis nutritus, an Argis.!

We are not only to respect the profession of the Man in our Judgment of the Character but we must also
have an Eye to his Nation, the Country he was born in, and the prevailing temper of the People, with their
National Vices. By this Rule we shall find lago an Italian, by Nature Selfish, Jealous, Reserved, Revengeful
and Proud, nor can I see any reason to suppose his Military Profession shou’d too powerfully influence him
to purge away all these Qualities and establish contrary in their room. Nor can I believe the quotation from
Horace which our Caviller produces can justly be extended to all degrees of Soldiers. It runs thus in Horace:

—Honoratum si forte reponis Achillem
Impiger, Iracundus, Inexorabilis, Acer,

Jura neget sibi Nata, nihil non arroget armis.?

“Tis plain from what goes before and what follows after that Horace meant not this at least for a general
Character of all Soldiers, but only as a direction for the drawing Achilles or such a Hero. For he’s
enumerating the Manners of those public Characters that were generally made use of by the Romans in their
Tragedies, for this follows

Sit Medea ferox invictaque Flebilis Ino,
Perfidus Ixion, lo vaga, tristis Orestes.>

And a few Lines before he is giving the Characters of several Professions and Ages, from whence he
proceeds to these particular Characters of Achilles, Ino, Medea, &c. drawn from the known Stories of them;

and this is confirm’d by what he joyns to this:

Siquid inexpertum scence committis, &c.*

! Horace, A.P., 114ff: ‘Vast difference will it make, whether a god be speaking or a hero,...a Colchian or an Assyrian,
one bred at Thebes or at Argos.’

2 Ibid., 120 ff: ‘If haply, when you write, you bring back to the stage the honouring of Achilles, let him be impatient,
passionate, ruthless, fierce; let him claim that laws are not for him, let him ever make appeal to the sword.’
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That is, if you take known Persons that have for so many Ages trod the Stage this must be their Character;
but if you bring some new person on it that was never there before then take care that your Persons preserve
that Character you give’ em at first, &c.

I know Rapin gives a Soldier these qualities: Fierce, Insolent, Surly, Inconstant, which partly are the
effects of their manner of Life, but I can’t conceive these to be opposite to those other in Iago. The
Characters or Manners, as the same Rapin observes, are to be drawn from Experience; and that tells us that
they differ in Soldiers according to their Nature and Discipline. That also tells us that the Camp is not free
from Designs, Supplantings, and all the effects of the most criminal of Passions; and this indeed is evident
from the Draught Homer gives us of the Grecian Camp, where Love was not judg’d so contrary to the
Character of a General as Mr. Rymer wou’d have it thought: Achilles and Agamemnon having both their
admir’d Captives. And let Mr. Rymer say what he please, I can prove that’ twas the Love of Briseis that
troubl’d Achilles and confirm’d his anger, as well as the meer affront of having his prize taken from him—
but of that in another place. In short, the Thersites of Homer differs as much from the Soldiers of Mr.
Rymer’s acquaintance as lago does; nor is he the only Soldier that cou’d dissemble. Sinon in Virgil, and
Neoptolemus in Sophocles, are as guilty of it as he.

But granting that Iago’s Character is defective something in the Manners, Homer and Sophocles have
been guilty (the first much more, the other not much less) of the same. What are the Wounds, Scuffles,
Passions, Adulteries, &c. of the Gods and Goddesses, obvious to the meanest Capacity, and beyond all
dispute? Is not the Character of Oedipus Coloneus of Sophocles, as Rapin remarks, extreamly un-
proportionable to Oedipus Tyrannus? And tho’ Mr. Rymer is so severe 0 deny that the Character of Iago is
that of a Soldier, because so different from his Military Acquaintance, yet I'm confident he wou’d take it
extreamly amiss if I shou’d deny him to be a Critic because so contrary to all the Critics that I have met
with, playing the merry Droll instead of giving serious and solid Reasons for what he advances.

The other Characters of this Play I must defer till another time, as well as a thorough defence of his
Thoughts and Expression, both which he wholly denies him, and with an extravagantly wonderful
Assurance publicly tells us that the Neighing of a Horse has more Humanity (for that is his Wittycism) than
the Tragical Flights of Shakespeare.

Mr. Rymer’s Friend Rapin tells us that the Thoughts are the expression of the Manners, as Words are of
Thoughts—that is, the natural result of the Manners; which, being already clear’d from his Accusations, the
vindication of the Thoughts are included in them as well as their Condemnation in his Charge against the
other, for he disdains to be particular in his proof. Then for the Expressions of Shakespeare, none but Mr.
Rymer can find fault with ‘em. The excellence of expression consists in this, that it bear a proportion to the
Things—that is, that it give us a full Idea of ’em, that it be apt, clear, natural, splendid, and numerous.
There is scarce a serious part of Shakespeare but has all these qualities in the Expression.

To omit several Scenes in Hamlet, particularly that betwixt him and his Fathers Ghost, I’ll only instance
in two or three Speeches that are and have been on the Stage in our Memory, which may give some sample
of the Poetry, Thought, and Expression of Shakespeare. The first is in the Midsummer Nights Dream, now
acted under the name of the Fairy Queen. Act the Third, Titania speaks thus,

Titania. Be kind and courteous to this Gentleman.

3 Ibid., 123 f: ‘Let Medea be fierce and unyielding, Ino tearful, Ixion forsworn, lo a wanderer, Orestes sorrowful.’
4 Ibid., 125: “If it is an untried theme you entrust to the stage...’
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Hop in his Walks, and Gambol in his Eyes,
Feed him with Apricocks and Dewberrys,

With purple Grapes, green Figgs and Mulberrys,
The Hony Baggs steal from the Humble Bees;
And for Night Tapers crop their waxen Thighs,
And light them at the fiery Glow-worms Eyes;
To have my Love to Bed and to Arise.

And pluck the Wings from painted Butter-fly es,
To fan the Moon Beams from his sleeping Eyes.
Nod to him Elves, and do him Courtesies.
[3.1.150 ff]

Is not this extreamly poetical and fine? The next I shall take from the 2d. Scene of Richard II,[Act 5]:

York. Then as I said the Duke (great BOLINGBROKE)
Mounted upon a hot and fiery Steed,

Which his aspiring Rider seem’d to know,

With slow but stately Grace kept on his course

While all Tongues cry’d God save thee BOLINGBROKE.
You wou’d have thought the very Windows spoke,

So many greedy looks of Young and old,

Through Casements darted their desiring Eyes

Upon his Visage, and that all the Walls

With painted Imag’ry had said at once,

JESU preserve thee, welcome BOLINGBROKE

Whilst He, from one side to the other turning,

Bare headed, lower than his proud Steeds Neck,
Bespeak them thus; I thank ye Countrymen.

And thus still doing thus he passed along.

Duchess. Alass! Poor Richard where rides he the while?
York. As in a Theatre the Eyes of Men,

After a well grac’d Actor leaves the Stage

Are idly bent on him that enters next

Thinking his prattle to be tedious

Even so, or with much more contempt Mens Eyes,

Did scowl on Richard: No Man cry’d God save him.

No joyful Tongue gave Him his welcome home.

But Dust was thrown upon his Sacred Head

Which with such gentle sorrow he shook off

His Face still combating with Tears and Smiles,

(The Badges of Grief and Patience)

That had not God (for some strong purpose) steel’d

The Hearts of Men, they must perforce have melted,
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And Barbarism itself have pitty’d him.
[5.2.71f]

Are not here all the Beautys of Thought joyn’d with all those of expression? Is it possible any thing that has
but the least Humanity shou’d be dull enough not to relish, not to be mov’d, nay transported with this? I
must confess it has fir’d me, so that I think our Critic better deserves the Arraignment Tiberius gave the Poet
for ill representing Agamemnon, whose Character at best was but a Child of Fancy and therefore subject to
the Poet’s Will. But to Blaspheme such a visible Excellence Merits the highest contempt, if not a greater
Punishment.

Shakespeare’s Numbers carry such an Harmonious Majesty that what Rapin and some other Critics say
of Homer is justly his due: they give a noble Beauty to the meanest things. ‘Tis true, the Words he
sometimes uses by their obsoleteness renders some of his Expressions a little dark, but then we must remember
the great alteration our Language has undergone since his time. But examine well the sense of his Words
you’l seldom find him guilty of Bombast (tho’ laid to his charge by Mr. Rymer), that is, Words and
Thoughts ill match’d. On the contrary, they are generally so well sorted that they present us with so lively
and sensible an Image of what they import that it fixes itself in our Minds with an extream satisfaction; and
the more we view it, the more it gains upon us.

I shall hereafter step into the Scenes with Mr. Rymer and also examine his [Shakespeare’s] Narrations,
Deliberations, Didactic and Pathetic Discourses, which are all that are made use of in Tragedy. In which, if
he sometimes err, he has yet perform’d well; and amidst his faults you shall find some thoughts of a great
Genius. I shall only now observe en passant, in defence of that Scene betwixt Iago and Othello, that we
ought not to be imposed on by positive assertions, or think—because Mr. Rymer tells us so—that half-
words and ambiguous Reflexions do not naturally work up Jealousie, or that ‘tis not natural for Othello to
catch at every blown surmise. These Assertions of our Critic shew him to be very ignorant of the very
nature of this Passion, for as ’tis reduc’d to the primitive Desire by the Moralists, so ’tis thus by them
defin’d:

Jealousie is a fear of loosing a good we very much value and esteem, arising from the least causes of
Suspicion.

Now ’tis evident even from the trifling and false Objections of his enemies that Shakespeare had this very
notion of this passion. For this reason ’tis, he makes Othello swallow the very first bait laid by lago for him.
Cassio is found with Desdemona, and on Othello’s approach consciously retires, which tho’ he did to avoid
his Anger, not Jealousie, yet Iago improves the opportunity to his purpose with an I like not that. [3.3.35]
Then, to awake the Moor’s Jealousie by degrees, he takes occasion from Cassio’s departure to question him
—did CASSIO when you woo’d my Lady know of your Love? Which he pursues with half-words and
ambiguous Reflexions, that plainly imply more than they barely express, in which he discover’d fear to
speak out what he desir’d Othello shou’d know. The natural consequence of which is the touching a jealous
Nature with curiosity in a thing that so nearly related to his Happiness. Evry word rous’d some surmize; and
as Ovid observes, cuncta timemus Amantes,' Lovers fear any Appearance. But more of this hereafter. In the
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mean while I’m pretty confident every Mans own Sence will supply my defect of a particular defence of the
working up of Othello’s passion of Jealousie. (84—117)

10vid, Metamorphoses, 7.719: ‘we lovers fear everything’.



33.

John Dry den on Rymer
March 1694

From a letter to Dennis, 3 March 1694, printed in Letters Upon Several Occasions: Written by
and between Mr. Dryden...and Mr. Dennis (1696); this text from Original Letters in Vol. II of
The Select Works of Mr. John Dennis (1718).

After I have confess’d thus much of our modern Heroick Poetry, I cannot but conclude with Mr. Rymer that
our English Comedy is far beyond any thing of the Antients. And notwithstanding our Irregularities, so is
our Tragedy. Shakespeare had a Genius for it; and we know, in spite of Mr. Rymer, that Genius alone is a
greater Virtue (if I may so call it) than all other Qualifications put together. You see what success this
Learned Critick has found in the World, after his Blaspheming Shakespeare. Almost all the Faults which he
has discover’d are truly there; yet who will read Mr. Rymer, or not read Shakespeare? For my own part, I
reverence Mr. Rymer’s Learning, but I detest his I1l-Nature and his Arrogance. I indeed, and such as I, have
reason to be afraid of him, but Shakespeare has not. (504)



34.
Jeremy Collier, from A Short View of the Immorality, and

Profaneness of the English Stage
1698

Jeremy Collier (1650-1726), clergyman and controversialist, attacked the immorality of the
contemporary theatre with such polemic that his book went through three editions in 1698 and
produced a rage of pamphlets in the next decade. Although the controversy was mainly about
Restoration drama, Shakespeare was dragged in as well, for both praise and rebuke.

[Chapter I. “The Immodesty of the Stage’]
k sk sk

For Modesty, as Mr. Rapin observes, is the Character of Women. To represent them without this Quality
is to make Monsters of them, and throw them out of their Kind. Euripides, who was no negligent Observer
of Humane Nature, is always careful of this Decorum. Thus Phedra, when possess’d with an infamous
Passion, takes all imaginable Pains to conceal it. She is as regular and reserv’d in her Language as the most
virtuous Matron. 'Tis true, the force of Shame and Desire, the Scandal of Satisfying, and the Difficulty of
Parting with her Inclinations, disorder her to Distraction. However, her Frensy is not Lewd; She keeps her
Modesty even after She has lost her Wits. Had Shakespeare secur’d this point for his young Virgin Ophelia
the Play had been better contriv’d. Since he was resolv’d to drown the Lady like a Kitten he should have set
her a swimming a little sooner. To keep her alive only to sully her Reputation, and discover the Rankness of
her Breath, was very cruel. But it may be said the Freedoms of Distraction go for nothing, a Fever has no
Faults, and a Man non Compos may kill without Murther. It may be so: but then such People ought to be
kept in dark Rooms and without Company. To shew them, or let them loose, is somewhat unreasonable. (9—
10)

kock sk

[Chapter IV. ‘The Stage-Poets make their Principal Persons Vitious, and reward them at the End of the
Play’]

% ock sk

Ben Jonson’s Fox is clearly against Mr. Dryden, and here I have his own Confession for Proof. He
declares the Poet’s end in this Play was the Punishment of Vice, and the Reward of Virtue. Ben was forced
to strain for this piece of Justice, and break through the Unity of Design. This Mr. Dry den remarks upon
him: however he is pleased to commend the Performance, and calls it an excellent Fifth Act.

Ben Jonson shall speak for himself afterwards in the Character of a Critick, in the mean time I shall take a
Testimony or two from Shakespeare. And here we may observe the admir’d Falstaff goes off in
Disappointment. He is thrown out of Favour as being a Rake, and dies like a Rat behind the Hangings. The
Pleasure he had given would not excuse him. The Poet was not so partial as to let his Humour compound



JEREMY COLLIER, FROM A SHORT VIEW OF THE IMMORALITY, AND PROFANENESS OF THE ENGLISH STAGE 67

for his Lewdness. If’tis objected that this remark is wide of the Point because Falstaff is represented in
Tragedy, where the Laws of Justice are more strictly observ’d: to this I answer, that you may call Henry the
Fourth and Fifth Tragedies if you please, but for all that Falstaff wears no Buskins, his Character is
perfectly comical from end to end. (153-4)



35.

Unsigned work, Shakespeare defended from Collier
1698

From A Defence of Dramatick Poetry: Being a Review of Mr. Collier s View of the Immorality
and Profaneness of the Stage (1698); and A Farther Defence of Dramatick Poetry. Being the
Second Part of the Review (1698).

The authorship of these two pamphlets is sometimes ascribed, on no good grounds, to
Edward Filmer (fl. 1707), who produced a rather different work, A Defence of the Plays, in
1707.

Next let us examine one of the most Capital Offences of Dramatick Poetry arraign’d both by the
Philosophers, Fathers of the Church, and the Son of the Church, Mr. Collier, viz. The Raising the Passions,
&c.

Here we’ll begin with Tragedy. Tragedy indeed does raise the Passions; and its chief work is to raise
Compassion. For the great Entertainment of Tragedy is the moving that tenderest and noblest Humane
Passion, Pity. And what is it we pity there but the Distresses, Calamities and Ruins of Honour, Loyalty,
Fidelity or Love, &c. represented in some True or Fictitious, Historick or Romantick Subject of the Play?
Thus Virtue, like Religion by its Martyrdom, is rendred more shining by its Sufferings, and the Impression
we receive from Tragedy is only making us in Love with Virtue (for Pity is a little Kin to Love), and out of
Love with Vice. For at the same time we pity the suffering Virtue it raises our Aversions and Hate to the
Treachery or Tyranny in the Tragedy, from whence and by whom that Virtue suffers. How often is the good
Actor (as for Instance, the lago in the Moor of Venice, or the Countess of Nottingham in the Earl of Essex)
little less than Curst for Acting an Ill Part? Such a Natural Affection and Commiseration of Innocence does
Tragedy raise, and such an Abhorrence of Villany.

And that this is truly the Entertainment of Tragedy, we come on purpose to see Virfue made Lovely, and
Vice made Odious. That Expectation brings us to the Play; and if we find not that very Expectation
answer’d instead of any satisfactory Delight we receive or any Applause we return we Explode and Hiss our
Entertaiment. The Play sinks, and the Performance is lost, and we come away with this Disrelish as to think
both our Money and Time ill spent.

"Tis true a Character that has not all the perfections of true Honour or Innocence, nay a Vicious one
sometimes, may move Compassion. But then ’tis not the Vice or Blemishes in the Character that moves that
Pity. For Instance in the Orphan, we pity the Vicious and Libertine Polydore that lyes with his Brother’s
Wife. But when do we pity him? When he’s touch’d with that sense and horror of his Guilt that he gives up
his Life (picks a feign’d Quarrel with the Injur’d Castalio, and runs upon his Sword) to Expiate. *Tis not the
Criminal but the Penitent, the Virtue not Vice in the Character moves the Compassion.
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Thus we pity Timon of Athens, not as the Libertine nor Prodigal, but the Misanthropos: when his Manly
and Generous Indignation against the Universal Ingratitude of Mankind makes him leave the World and fly
the Society of Man; when his open’d Eyes and recollected Virtue can stand the Temptation of a Treasure he
found in the Woods enough to purchase his own Estate again; when all this glittering Mine of Gold has not
Charm to bribe him back into a hated World, to the Society of Villains, Hypocrites and Flatterers. We pity
Evandra too, his Mistress,! not for the Vice and Frailty in her Character but for that Generous Gratitude to
the Founder of her Fortunes, that she sells all she has in the World, and brings it all in Jewels to relieve the
Distresses of Timon; and what heightens our Pity is that she follows him not for a Criminal or wanton
Conversation with him. Nay, what’s yet greater, she can quit all the Vanities and Temptations of Life, and
with an equal Contempt of Jewels and Gold can embrace his voluntary Poverty, eat Roots, drink Water, and
dye with him. (part 1, 71-4)

k sk sk

Here the shortest way to tell you what will please an English Audience, I think, is to look back and see
what has pleased them. And here let us first take a view of our best English Tragedies, as our Hamlet,
Macbeth, Julius Ceesar, Oedipus, Alexander, Timon of Athens, Moor of Venice, and all the rest of our most
shining Pieces. All these, and the Rest of their Honourable Brethren, are so far from pent up in Corneille’s
narrower Unity Rules—viz. the Business of the Play confined to no longer Time than it takes up in the
Playing, or his largest Compass of 24 Hours—that nothing is so ridiculous as to pretend to it. The Subjects
of our English Tragedies are generally the whole Revolutions of Governments, States or Families, or those
great Transactions, that our Genius of Stage-poetry can no more reach the Heights that can please our
Audience under his Unity Shackles than an Eagle can soar in a Hen-coop. If the French can content
themselves with the sweets of a single Rose-bed nothing less than the whole Garden, and the Field round it,
will satisfie the English. Every Man as he likes. Corneille may reign Master of his own Revels but he is
neither a Rule-maker nor a Play-maker for our Stage. And the Reason is plain. For as Delight is the great
End of Playing, and those narrow Stage-restrictions of Corneille destroy that Delight by curtailing that
Variety that should give it us, every such Rule therefore is Nonsense and Contradiction in its very
Foundation. Even an Established Law, when it destroys its own Preamble and the Benefits design’d by it,
becomes void and null in it self.

"Tis true, I allow thus far, that it ought to be the chief care of the Poet to confine himself into as narrow a
Compass as he can, without any particular stint, in the two First Unities of Time and Place; for which end
he must observe two Things. First, upon occasion (suppose in such a Subject as Macbeth) he ought to
falsifie even History it self. For the Foundation of that Play in the Chronicles was the Action of 25 Years:
but in the Play we may suppose it begun and finish’d in one third of so many Months. Young Malcom and
Donalbain, the Sons of Duncan, are but Children at the Murder of their Father, and such they return with
the Forces from England to revenge his Death: whereas in the true Historick Length they must have set out
Children and return’d Men. Secondly, the length of Time and distance of Place required in the Action ought
to be never pointed at, nor hinted in the Play. For example, neither Malcom nor Donalbain must tell us how
long they have been in England to raise those Forces, nor how long those Forces have been Marching into
Scotland; nor Macbeth how far Scone and Dunsinane lay asunder, &c. By this means the Audience, who
come both willing and prepar’d to be deceiv’d (populus vult decipi, &c.'), and indulge their own Delusion,
can pass over a considerable distance both of 7ime and Place unheeded and unminded if they are not
purposely thrown too openly in their way to stumble at. Thus Hamlet, Julius Ceesar and those Historick

! The reference is to Shadwell’s adaptation of the play: see Volume I, No. 17.
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Plays shall pass glibly, when the Audience shall be almost quite shockt at such a Play as Henry VIII or the
Duchess of Malfi. And why, because here’s a Marriage and the Birth of a Child, possibly in two Acts, which
points so directly to Ten Months length of time that the Play has very little Air of Reality, and appears too
much unnatural. In this case therefore ’tis the Art of the Poet to shew all the Peacocks Train, but as little as
possible of her Foot.

And as to the second Unity of Place, here our Audience expect a little Variety, viz. some change of
Scene. To continue it all on one spot of Ground, in one Chamber or Room, would rather disgust than please:
And an Author that toyls for any such difficiles Nuge,' such an over-curious Unity, only labours to be dull;
and deserves a success accordingly. (Part 2, 32-5)

! “Populus vult decipi: decipiatur’: ‘the people wish to be deceived: let them be deceived’; Cardinal Caraffa’s comment
on the Parisians, c¢. 1560. Cf. De Thou, Historia sui temporis, i.17.
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John Dennis, Shakespeare defended
1698

From The Usefulness of the Stage, To the Happiness of Mankind, To Government, and To
Religion. Occasioned by a Late Book, written by Jeremy Collier, M.A. (1698).

The second part of natural Religion contains the things which are to be done, which include

1. Our duty to God.
2. Our duty to our Neighbour.
3. Our duty to ourselves.

And all these it is the Business of Tragedy to teach; ...to exhort men to Piety and the worship of the Gods;
to perswade them to Justice, to Humility, and to Fidelity, and to incline them to moderation and
temperance. And ‘tis for the omission of one of these duties that the persons of the modern Tragedy are
shewn unfortunate in their Catastrophes.

Thus Don John' is destroy’d for his libertinism and his impiety; Timon for his profusion and his
intemperance; Macbeth for his lawless ambition and cruelty...(115-17)

! Martial, Ep. 2.86: ‘turpe est difficiles habere nugas' :* ’Tis degrading to undertake difficult trifles’.



37

James Drake, Shakespeare defended
1699

From The Antient and Modern Stages surveyed. Or, Mr. Collier’s View of the Immorality and
Profaneness of the English Stage Set in a True Light. Wherein some of Mr. Collier s Mistakes
are rectified, and the comparative Morality of the English Stage is asserted upon the Parallel
(1699).

James Drake (1667-1707) was a Tory pamphleteer and author of one play. As with Gildon’s
refutation of Rymer (No. 32) the argument is at its most convincing here when it deals with the
detractor’s faults of logic, such as the confusion of general and particular.

The Modern Tragedy is a Field large enough for us to lose our selves in, and therefore I shall not take the
Liberty of ranging thro ’em at large, but for the most part confine myself to such as Mr Collier has already
attackt. Upon presumption therefore that these are the weakest, if these can be defended the rest I suppose
may hold out of themselves.

I shall begin with Shakespeare, whom notwithstanding the severity of Mr Rymer and the hard usage of Mr
Collier, I must still think the Proto-Dramatist of England, tho he fell short of the Art of Jonson and the
Conversation of Beaumont and Fletcher. Upon that account he wants many of their Graces, yet his Beauties
make large amends for his Defects, and Nature has richly provided him with the materials, tho his unkind
Fortune denied him the Art of managing them to the best Advantage.

His Hamlet, a Play of the first rate, has the misfortune to fall under Mr Collier’s displeasure, and
Ophelia, who has had the luck hitherto to keep her reputation, is at last censur’d for Lightness in her
Frenzy. Nay, Mr Collier is so familiar with her as to make an unkind discovery of the unsavouriness of her
Breath, which no Body suspected before. But it may be this is a groundless surmise, and Mr Collier is
deceived by a bad Nose, or a rotten Tooth of his own; and then he is obliged to beg the Poet’s and the
Lady’s pardon for the wrong he has done ‘em. But that will fall more naturally under our consideration in
another place.

Hamlet, King of Denmark, was privately murther’d by his Brother, who immediately thereupon marry’d
the Dowager and supplanted his Nephew in the Succession to the Crown. Thus far before the proper action
of the Play.

The late King’s Ghost appears to his Son, young Hamlet, and declares how and by whom he was
murther’d, and engages him to revenge it. Hamlet hereupon grows very much discontented, and the King very
jealous of him. Hereupon he is dispatched with Ambassadors to England, then supposed Tributary to

! This is not the Don John in Much Ado.
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Denmark, whither a secret Commission to put him to Death is sent by ’em, which Hamlet, discovering,
writes a new Commission in which he inserts the names of the Ambassadors instead of his own. After this a
Pirate engaging their Vessel, and Hamlet too eagerly boarding her, is carried off and set ashore in Denmark
again. The Ambassadors, not suspecting Hamlet’s Trick, pursue their Voyage and are caught in their own
Trap. Polonius, a Councellour to the King, conveying himself as a Spy behind the Hangings at an interview
between Hamlet and his Mother, is mistaken for the King and killed by him. Laertes his Son, together with
the King, contrive the Death of Hamlet by a sham Match at Foyls, wherein Laertes uses a poyson’d
unrebated Weapon. The King, not trusting to this single Treachery, prepares a poysoned Bowl for Hamlet,
which the Queen ignorantly drinks. Hamlet is too hard for Laertes and closes with him, and recovers the
envenom’d weapon from him; but in so doing, he is hurt by and hurts him with it. Laertes perceiving
himself wounded and knowing it to be mortal, confesses that it was a train laid by the King for Hamlet’s
Life, and that the foul Practice is justly turn’d upon himself. The Queen at the same times cries out, that she
is poysoned, whereupon Hamlet wounds the King with the envenom’d weapon. They all die.

Whatever defects the Criticks may find in this Fable, the Moral of it is excellent. Here was a Murther
privately committed, strangely discover’d, and wonderfully punish’d. Nothing in Antiquity can rival this
Plot for the admirable distribution of Poetick Justice. The Criminals are not only brought to execution, but
they are taken in their own Toyls, their own Stratagems recoyl upon ‘em, and they are involv’d themselves
in that mischief and ruine which they had projected for Hamlet. Polonius by playing the Spy meets a Fate
which’was neither expected by nor intended for him. Guildenstern and Rosencrantz, the King’s Decoys, are
counterplotted and sent to meet that fate to which they were trepanning the Prince. The Tyrant himself falls
by his own Plot, and by the hand of the Son of that Brother whom he had murther’d. Laertes suffers by his
own Treachery, and dies by a Weapon of his own preparing. Thus every one’s crime naturally produces his
Punishment, and every one (the Tyrant excepted) commences a Wretch almost as soon as a Villain.

The Moral of all this is very obvious. It shews us That the Greatness of the Offender does not qualifie the
Offence, and that no Humane Power or Policy are a sufficient Guard against the Impartial Hand and Eye
of Providence, which defeats their wicked purposes and turns their dangerous Machinations upon their own
heads. This Moral Hamlet himself insinuates to us when he tells Horatio that he ow’d the Discovery of the
Design against his Life in England to a rash indiscreet curiosity, and thence makes this Inference:

Our Indiscretion sometimes serves as well,

When our dear Plots do fail, and this shou’d teach us,
There’s a Divinity, that shapes our ends,

Rough hew ’em how we will.

[5.2.8 ff]

The Tragedies of this Author in general are Moral and Instructive, and many of ’em such as the best of
Antiquity can’t equal in that respect. His King Lear, Timon of Athens, Macbeth, and some others are so
remarkable upon that score that twou’d be impertinent to trouble the Reader with a minute examination of
Plays so generally known and approved. (201-6)
k sk sk

To digress no farther, I think we are obliged to the Modern Tragick Poets for the introduction of Poetick
Justice upon the Stage, and must own that they were the first that made it their constant aim to instruct as
well as please by the Fable. The Antients brought indifferently all sorts of subjects upon the Stage, which
they took from History or Tradition, and were therefore more solicitous to make their stories conform to the
relation or to the publick Opinion than to Poetick Justice or the Propriety of Tragick Action. By this means



74 SHAKESPEARE VOL. 2 1693-1733

all hopes of a Moral was cut off, or if by chance the story afforded any we are more obliged to the Poets
luck for it than to his Skill or Care. Thus the Moral, the highest and most serviceable improvement that ever
was or ever can be made of the Drama, is of Modern Extraction, and may very well be pleaded in bar to all
claim laid in behalf of the Antients to preference in point of Morality and service to Virtue, as likewise in
answer to all Objections made to the Manners and Conduct of the Modern Stage in general.

Thus the Modern Stage, against which Mr Collier maliciously declaims with so much bitterness, is upon
this account infinitely preferable to the Athenians; which he commends and admires. And that which he
rails at as the bane of Sobriety and the Pest of Good Manners is prov’d the most commodious instrument to
propagate Morality, and the easiest and most palatable Vehicle to make Instruction go down with effect.
(229-30)

% ock sk

The Poets (says Mr Collier) make Women speak smuttily. They bring ’em under such misbehaviour, as is
violence to their Native Modesty, and a misrepresentation of their Sex. For Modesty, as Mr Rapin observes,
is the Character of Women. They represent their single Ladies, and persons of Condition, under these
disorders of Liberty. This makes the Irregularity still more monstrous, and a greater Contradiction to
Nature and Probability.

Here again, according to his usual method, Mr Collier mistakes his point and runs away with a wrong
scent. However, he opens, and cries it lustily away, that the Musick may atone for the mistake, and draw all
those that are not stanch in Partners to his Error. Mr Rapin observes that the Character of Women is
Modesty, and therefore Mr Collier thinks

* % % that no Woman must be shewn without it. Aristotle has given Courage or Valour as the
Characteristick or Mark of distinction proper to the other Sex, which was a notion so Antient and so
universally received that most Nations have given it a denomination from the Sex as if peculiar to it. The
Greeks call’d it VSPE*:U- , we Manhood Yet ’tis no Solecism in Poetical Manners to represent Men
sometimes upon the Stage as Cowards; nor did any man ever think the whole Sex affronted by it, how near
soever it might touch some individuals.

If the Poets set up these Women of Liberty for the Representatives of their whole Sex, or pretended to
make them the Standards to measure all the rest by, the Sex wou’d have just reason to complain of so
abusive a Misrepresentation. But ’tis just the contrary: the Sex has no Interest in the Virtues or Vices of any
Individual, either on the Stage, or off of it. They reflect no honour or disgrace on the Collective Body, any
more than the Neatness and good Breeding of the Court affect the Nastiness and ill Manners of
Billingsgate, or are affected by "em.

In Plays the Characters are neither Universal nor General. Marks so comprehensive are the Impresses
and Signatures of Nature, which are not to be corrected or improv’d by us, and therefore not to be meddled
with. Besides, they give us no Idea of the person characteriz’d but what is common to the rest of the
species, and do not sufficiently distinguish him. Neither are they so Singular as to extend no farther than
single Individuals. Characters of so narrow a Compass wou’d be of very little use, or diversion, because
they wou’d not appear natural, the Originals being probably unknown to the greatest part, if not the whole
Audience. Nor cou’d any of the Audience find any thing to correct in themselves by seeing the Infirmity
peculiar to a particular man expos’d. This was indeed the method of the Old Greek Comedy, but then they
pick’d out publick persons, whom they dress’d in Fool’s Coats and expos’d upon the Stage not in their own
Shapes but those of the Poet’s Fancy; an Insolence that never would have been endur’d in any but a Popular
Government, where the best of Men are sometimes sacrificed to the Humours and Caprices of a giddy
multitude. Yet even by them it was at last suppressed.
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The Characters therefore must neither be too general nor too singular; one loses the distinction, the other
makes it monstrous; we are too familiar with that to take notice of it, and too unacquainted with this to
acknowledge it to be real. But betwixt these there is an almost infinite variety; some natural and
approaching to Generals, as the several Ages of the World, and of Life, Sexes and Tempers; some
Artificial and more particular, as the vast Varieties and Shapes of Villany, Knavery, Folly, Affectation and
Humour, &c. All these are within the Poet’s Royalty, and he may summon ‘em to attend him whenever he
has occasion for their service. Yet tho these make up perhaps the greatest part of Mankind he is not fondly
to imagine that he has any Authority over the whole, or to expect homage from any of ‘em as the Publick
Representatives of their Sex.

Yet even granting to the Poets such an unlimited Authority (which I shall not do) Mr Collier’s Argument
falls to the Ground nevertheless. For as in Painting, so in Poetry, ‘tis a Maxim as true as common that there
are two sorts of Resemblances, one handsome, t’other homely. Now Comedy, whose Duty ‘tis not to flatter,
like Droll Painting gives the Features true, tho the Air be ridiculous. The Sex has its Characteristick
Blemishes as well as Ornaments; and those are to be copied when a Defective Character is intended, as the
others are for a perfect one. And yet, for the reasons already given, when the Virtues or Vices of any particular
Women are represented the Sex in general have no share either in the Compliment or the Affront. Because,
any particular Instances to the contrary notwithstanding, the Sex may be in the main either good or bad. So
that Mr Collier’s charge of misrepre-senting the Sex in general is groundless.

But he pursues his Argument to particulars, and takes notice that even Quality it self is not excepted from
these Mismanagements.

If Dignities conferr’d true Merit and Titles took away all Blemishes, the Poets were certainly very much
in the wrong to represent any Person of Quality with failings about her. But if Birth or Preferment be no
sufficient Guard to a weakly Virtue or Understanding; if Title be no security against the usual Humane
Infirmities; I see no reason why they mayn’t as well appear together upon the lesser Stage of the Theatre as
upon the grand one of the World. But this will be more properly consider’d in another place.

From these more general exceptions he descends to particular Expressions. Which, that he may render the
more inexcusable, he flies out into extravagant Commendations of the Antients upon the score of their
Modesty and the Cleanness of their Expressions. In this employment he bestirs himself notably, and pretends
not to leave one exceptionable Passage unremarked. But either he has had a Prodigious Crop or is a very ill
Husband; for he leaves very large gleanings behind him. We shall make bold to walk over the same ground
and pick up some of his leavings (for all wou’d be too bulky to find room in this place), and restore ‘em to
their Owners, whether left by him out of negligence or design.

One thing I must desire the Reader to take notice of, which is that I don’t charge these passages as faults
or immoralities upon the Antients, but only instance in ’em to shew the partiality of Mr Collier, who
violently wrests the Words and Sense of the Moderns only to make that monstrous and unsufferable in them
which he either excuses or defends in the others. Nor do I here pretend to present the Reader with a
compleat Collection of the kind. I assure him that I shall leave un-touch’d some hundreds of those instances
which I have actually observ’d amongst the Greek and Latin Dramatists, and only give him so many as are
indispensably necessary to shew how unjustly Mr Collier has drawn his parallel. For since both Antients and
Moderns, as Poets, are submitted to and ought to be govern’d by the same Laws, ‘tis but reason that one as
well as t’other shou’d be allow’d the benefit of ‘em.

Shakespeare’s Ophelia comes first under his Lash for not keeping her mouth clean under her distraction.
He is so very nice that her breath, which for so many years has stood the test of the most critical Noses, smells
rank to him. It may therefore be worth while to enquire whether the fault lies in her Mouth, or his Nose.
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Ophelia was a modest young Virgin, beloved by Hamlet, and in Love with him. Her Passion was
approv’d and directed by her Father, and her Pretensions to a match with Hamlet, the heir apparent to the
Crown of Denmark, encouraged and supported by the Countenance and Assistance of the King and Queen.
A warrantable Love, so naturally planted in so tender a Breast, so carefully nursed, so artfully manured, and
so strongly forced up, must needs take very deep Root and bear a very great Head. Love, even in the most
difficult Circumstances, is the Passion naturally most predominant in young Breasts, but when it is
encouraged and cherish’d by those of whom they stand in awe it grows Masterly and Tyrannical, and will
admit of no Check. This was poor Ophelia’s case. Hamlet had sworn, her Father had approved, the King
and Queen consented to, nay desired the Consummation of her Wishes. Her hopes were full blown when
they were miserably blasted. Hamlet by mistake kills her Father and runs mad; or, which is all one to her,
counterfeits madness so well that she is cheated into a belief of the reality of it. Here Piety and Love concur
to make her Affliction piercing and to impress her Sorrow more deep and lasting. To tear up two such
passions violently by the roots must needs make horrible Convulsions in a Mind so tender and a Sex so
weak. These Calamities distract her and she talks incoherently; at which Mr Collier is amaz’d, he is
downright stupified; and thinks the Woman’s mad to run out of her wits. But tho she talks a little light-
headed, and seems to want sleep, I don’t find she needed any Cashew in her Mouth to correct her Breath.
That’s a discovery of Mr Collier’s (like some other of his), who perhaps is of Opinion that the Breath and
the Understanding have the same Lodging and must needs be vitiated together. However, Shakespeare has
drown’d her at last, and Mr Collier is angry that he did it no sooner. He is for having Execution done upon
her seriously, and in sober sadness, without the excuse of madness for Self-murther. To kill her is not
sufficient with him unless she be damn’d into the bargain. Allowing the Cause of her madness to be Partie
per Pale, the death of her Father and the loss of her Love—which is the utmost we can give to the latter—
yet her passion is as innocent and inoffensive in her distraction as before, tho not so reasonable and well
govern’d. Mr Collier has not told us what he grounds his hard censure upon, but we may guess that if he be
really so angry as he pretends ‘tis at the mad Song which Ophelia sings to the Queen, which I shall venture
to transcribe without fear of offending the modesty of the most chaste Ear.

To morrow is St Valentine’s day,

All in the morn betimes,

And I a Maid at your Window,

To be your Valentine.

Then up he rose, and don’d his Cloaths,
And dupt the Chamber door,

Let in a Maid that out a Maid

Never departed more.

By Gis, and by St Charity:

Alack, and fie for shame!

Young men will do’t, if they come to’t,
By Cock they are to blame.

Quoth she, ‘before you tumbled me,
You promis'd me to wed’:

‘So had I done, by yonder Sun,

And thou hadst not come to bed.’
[4.5.46 ff]
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"Tis strange this stuff shou’d wamble so in Mr Collier’s Stomach and put him into such an Uproar. ‘Tis
silly, indeed, but very harmless and inoffensive; and ’tis no great Miracle that a Woman out of her
Wits shou’d talk Nonsense, who at the soundest of her Intellects had no extraordinary Talent at Speech-
making. Sure Mr Collier’s concoctive Faculty’s extreamly deprav’d, that meer Water-Pap turns to such
virulent Corruption with him.

But Children and Mad Folks tell truth, they say, and he seems to discover thro her Frenzy what she wou’d
be at. She was troubled for the loss of a Sweet-heart and the breaking off her Match, Poor Soul. Not
unlikely. Yet this was no Novelty in the days of our Fore-fathers; if he pleases to consult the Records, he
will find even in the days of Sophocles Maids had an itching the same way, and longed to know what was what
before they died.! (286-97)



38.

Colley Cibber, from his adaptation of Richard 111
1700

From The Tragical History of King Richard I11 [1700].

Colley Cibber (1671-1757), dramatist, actor, theatre manager and poet laureate, had his
adaptation performed probably in January/ February 1700 (although December 1699 has also
been suggested). It became the most popular of all adaptations, holding the stage (and more
recently the screen) well into this century.

THE PREFACE.

This Play came upon the Stage with a very Unusual disadvantage, the whole first Act being Intirely left out
in the Presentation; and tho’ it had been read by several persons of the first Rank and Integrity, some of
which were pleas’d to honour me with an offer of giving it under their hands that the whole was an
Inoffensive piece and free from any bold Paralel or ill manner’d reflection, yet this was no satisfaction to
him who had the Relentless power of licensing it for the Stage. I did not spare for intreaties; but all the
reason I could get for its being refus’d was that Henry VI being a Character Unfortunate and Pitied, wou’d
put the Audience in mind of the late King James. Now I confess I never thought of him in the Writing it, which
possibly might proceed from there not being any likeness between ‘em. But, however, there was no hazard
of offending the Government though the whole Play had been refus’d, and a man is not obliged to be Just
when he can get as much by doing an Injury. I am only sorry it hapned to be the best Act in the Whole, and
leave it to the Impartial Reader how far it is offensive, and whether its being Acted would have been as
injurious to good Manners as the omission of it was to the rest of the Play.

Tho’ there was no great danger of the Reader’s mistaking any of my lines for Shakespeare’s; yet, to
satisfie the curious, and unwilling to assume more praise than is really my due, I have caus’d those that are
intirely Shakespeare’s to be Printed in this Italick Character; and those lines with this mark (‘) before ’em
are generally his thoughts, in the best dress I could afford ’em. What is not so mark’ d, or in a different
Character, is intirely my own. I have done my best to imitate his Style and manner of thinking. If I have
fail’d I have still this comfort, that our best living Author in his imitation of Shakespeare’s Style only writ
Great and Masterly.

[Act I, Scene i.] London.

The Scene, A Garden within the Tower.

! Perhaps a reference to Sophocles’ Antigone, 808-920.
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Enter the Lieutenant with a Servant. Lieu. Has King Henry walk’d forth this Morning? Ser. No, Sir, but ’tis
near his Hour. Lieu. At any time when you see him here,

Let no Stranger into the Garden:

I wou’d not have him star’d at—See! Who’s that

Now entring at the Gate? Ser. Sir, the Lord Stanley. Lieu. Leave me.—

[Exit Servant. Enter Lord Stanley.

My Noble Lord, you’re welcome to the Tower.

I heard last Night you late arriv’d with News

Of Edward’s Victory to his joyful Queen. Ld. Sta. Yes, Sir; and I am proud to be the Man
That first brought home the last of Civil Broils.

The Houses now of York and Lancaster,

Like Bloody Brothers fighting for Birth-right,

No more shall wound the Parent that wou’d part ‘em.

Edward now sits secure on England’s Throne. Lieu. Near Tewkesbury, my Lord, I think they fought:
Has the Enemy lost any Men of Note? Ld.Sta. Sir, I was Posted Home

Ere an Account was taken of the Slain.

But as I left the Field a Proclamation

From the King was made in Search of Edward,

Son to your Prisoner, King Henry the Sixth,

Which gave Reward to those Discover’d him,

And him his Life if he’d surrender. Lieu. That Brave Young Prince, I fear’s unlike his Father,
Too high of Heart to brook submissive Life.

This will be heavy News to Henry’s Ear:

For on this Battle’s cast his All was set. Ld. Sta. King Henry and ill Fortune are familiar.

He ever threw with an indifferent Hand,

But never yet was known to lose his Patience.

How does he pass the Time in his Confinement? Lieu. As one whose Wishes never reacht a Crown.
The King seems Dead in him: But as a Man

He sighs sometimes in want of Liberty.

Sometimes he Reads, and Walks, wishes

That Fate had blest him with an humbler Birth,

Not to have felt the falling from a Throne. Ld. Sta. Were it not possible to see this King?
They say he’ll freely talk with Edward’s Friends,

And ever treats him with Respect and Honour. Lieu. This is his usual Time of walking forth,
(For he’s allow’d the freedom of the Garden)

After his Morning-Prayer: he seldom fails.

Behind this Arbor we unseen may stand

A while t’observe him. [They retire. Enter King Henry VI in Mourning. K.Hen. By this time the Decisive
Blow is struck,

Either my Queen and Son are blest with Victory,

Or I’m the cause no more of Civil Broils.

Wou’d I were Dead if Heavens good Will were so,

‘For what is in this World but Grief and Care?

What Noise and Bustle do Kings make to find it?

When Life’s but a short Chace, our Game’s Content,

Which most pursued is most compell’d to fly;

And he that mounts him on the swiftest Hope

Shall often Run his Courser to a stand,

While the poor Peasant from some distant Hill
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Undanger’d and at Ease views all the Sport,

And sees Content take shelter in his Cottage. Ld. Sta. He seems Extreamly mov’d. (Aside.) Lieu. Does he
know you? I (Aside.) Ld. Sta. No! nor wou’d I have him. (Aside.) Lieu. We’ll show our selves. (Aside.)
[They come forward. K.Hen. Why, there’s another Check to Proud Ambition.

That Man receiv’d his Charge from me, and now

I’m his Prisoner, he lock’s me to my Rest:

Such an unlook’d for Change who cou’d suppose

That saw him kneel to Kiss the Hand that rais’d him?

But that I shou’d not now complain of,

Since I from thence may happily derive

His Civil Treatment of me.— Morrow, Lieutenant,

Is any News arriv’d?—Who’s that with you? Lieu. A Gentleman that came last Night Express

From Tewkesbury. We’ve had a Battle, Sir. K. Hen. Comes he to me with Letters or Advice? Lieu. Sir, he’s
King Edward’s Officer, your Foe. K.Hen. Then he won’t flatter me. You’re welcome, Sir;

Not less because you are King Edward’s Friend,

For I have almost learn’d my self to be so.

Cou’d I but once forget I was a King

I might be truly Happy, and his Subject.

You’ve gain’d a Battle: Is’t not so? Ld. Sta. We have, Sir; How, will reach your Ear too soon. K.Hen. If to
my Loss, it can’t too soon. Pray speak,

For Fear makes Mischief greater than it is.

My Queen! my Son! say, Sir, are they living? Ld. Sta. Since my Arrival, Sir, another Post

Came in, who brought us word your Queen and Son

Were Prisoners now at Tewkesbury. K.Hen. Heav’ns Will be done! the Hunters have ’em now—

And I have only Sighs and Prayers to help ’em! Ld. Sta. King Edward, Sir, depends upon his Sword,
Yet prays heartily when the Battle’s won.

And Soldiers love a Bold and Active Leader:

Fortune like Women will be close pursu’d.

The English are high Mettl’d, Sir, and ’tis

No easie part to Sit ’em well. King Edward

Feels their Temper and "twill be hard to throw him. K. Hen. Alas, I thought ’em Men, and rather hop’d
To win their Hearts by Mildness than Severity.

My Soul was never form’d for Cruelty:

In my Eye Justice has seem’d bloody.

When on the City Gates I have beheld

A Traytor’s Quarters parching in the Sun

My Blood has turn’d with Horror of the Sight.

I took ’em down, and Buried with his Limbs

The Memory of the Dead Man’s Deeds. Perhaps

That Pity made me look less Terrible,

Giving the mind of weak Rebellion Spirit.

For Kings are put in Trust for all Mankind,

And when themselves take Injuries, who is safe?

If so, I have deserv’d these frowns of Fortune. Enter a Servant to the Lieutenant. Ser. Sir, here’s a
Gentleman brings a Warrant

For his Access to King Henry’s Presence. Lieu. I come to him. Ld. Sta. His Business may require your
Privacy,

I'll leave you, Sir, wishing you all the Good
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That can be wish’d, not wronging him I serve. [Exit Lord Stan. K.Hen. Farewell. Who can this be? A
sudden Coldness,

Like the Damp Hand of Death, has seiz’d my Limbs :

I fear some heavy News!— Enter Lieutenant.

Who is it, good Lieutenant? Lieu. A Gentleman, Sir, from Tewkesbury. He seems

A melancholly Messenger, for when I ask’d

What News? His Answer was a deep-fraught Sigh.

I wou’d not urge him, but I fear ‘tis fatal. Enter Tressel in Mourning. K.Hen. Fatal indeed! His Brow’s the
Title Page

That speaks the Nature of a Tragick Volume;

‘Say, Friend, how does my Queen, my Son?

Thou tremblest, and the whiteness of thy Cheek

Is apter than thy Tongue to tell the Errand,

Ev’n such a Man, so Faint, so Spiritless,

So Dull, so Dead in Look, so Woe-begone,

Drew Priam’s Curtain in the Dead of Night,

And wou’d have told him half his Troy was burn’d,

But Priam found the Fire, ere he his Tongue,

And I my poor Son s Death ere thou relatest it;

Now wou’d’st thou say: Your Son did thus and thus,

‘And thus your Queen; So fought the Valiant Oxford,

Stopping my greedy Ear with their bold Deeds,

But in the End (to stop my Ear indeed)

Thou hast a Sigh to blow away this Praise,

‘Ending with Queen, and Son, and all are Dead. Tress. ‘Your Queen yet Lives, and many of your Friends,
‘But for my Lord your Son— K.Hen. Why, he is Dead;—yet speak, I charge thee!

‘Tell thou thy Master his Suspicion lies,

And I will take it as a kind Disgrace,

‘And thank thee well for doing me such wrong. Tress. Wou’d it were wrong to say, but Sir, your Fears are
true. K.Hen. Yet for all this say not my Son is Dead! Tress. Sir, I am sorry I must force you to
Believe what wou’d to Heav’n I had not seen!

But in this last Battle near Tewkesbury

“Your Son, whose Active Spirit lent a Fire

‘Ev’n to the dullest Peasant in our Camp,

Still made his way where Danger stood t’oppose him.

A braver Youth of more Couragious Heat,

‘Ne’er spurr’d his Courser at the Trumpets sound.

But who can Rule th’ uncertain Chance of War?

In Fine, King Edward won the Bloody Field,

Where both your Queen and Son were made his Prisoners. K.Hen. ‘Yet, hold ! for oh ! this Prologue lets me
in

‘To a most fatal Tragedy to come.—

Dy’d he Prisoner, say’st thou? How? By Grief,

Or by the bloody Hands of those that caught him? Tress. After the Fight Edward in Triumph ask’d
To see the Captive Prince. The Prince was brought,

Whom Edward roughly Chid for bearing Arms,

Asking what Reparation he cou’d make

For having stirr’d his Subjects to Rebellion?

Your Son, impatient of such Taunts, reply’d:
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‘Bow like a Subject, Proud Ambitious York!

‘While I now speaking with my Father’s Mouth

‘Propose the self-same Rebel Words to thee

‘Which, Tray tor, thou wou’dst have me answer to’.

From these more Words arose, till in the End

King Edward, swell’d with what th’unhappy Prince

At such a time too freely spoke, his Gauntlet

In his young Face with Indignation struck.

At which Crook’d Richard, Clarence, and the rest

Buried their fatal Daggers in his Heart.

In Bloody State I saw him on the Earth,

From whence with Life he never more sprung up. K.Hen. ‘O had’st thou stabb’d, at every Word’s
deliverance,

‘Sharp Ponyards in my Flesh while this were told

‘Thy Wounds had giv’n less Anguish than thy Words.—

O Heav’ns ! methinks I see my tender Lamb

Gasping beneath the Ravenous Wolves’ fell gripe!

But say, did all? Did they all strike him, say’st thou? Tress. All, Sir: But the first Wound Duke Richard
gave. K.Hen. There let him stop! be that his last of Ills!

O barbarous Act! Unhospitable Men!

Against the rigid Laws of Arms to kill him!

Was’t not enough his hope of Birth-right gone,

But must your Hate be levell’d at his Life?

Nor cou’d his Father’s Wrongs content you?

Nor cou’d a Father’s Grief disswade the Deed?

“You have no Children (Butchers if you had),

‘The thought of them wou’d sure have stirr’d Remorse. Tress. Take Comfort, Sir; and hope a better Day.
K.Hen. O! who can hold a Fire in his Hand,

By thinking on the Frosty Caucasus?

Or wallow Naked in December’s Snow,

‘By the remembrance of the Summer’s Heat?

Away! by Heav’n, I shall abhor his Sight

‘Whoever bids me be of Comfort more.

If thou wilt sooth my Sorrows, then I'll thank thee.

Ay! now thou’rt kind indeed! these Tears oblige me. Tress. Alas, my Lord! I fear more Evils toward you.
K.Hen. Why, let it come! I scarce shall feel it now.

My present Woes have beat me to the Ground

And my hard Fate can make me fall no lower.

What can it be? Give it its ugliest Shape,—O my poor Boy!— Tress. A word does that it comes in
Gloucester’s Form. K.Hen. Frightful indeed! give me the worst that threatens. Tress. After the Murther of
your Son stern Richard,

As if unsated with the Wounds he had giv’n,

With unwash’d Hands went from his Friends in hast,

And being ask’d by Clarence of the Cause,

He low’ring cry’d, ‘Brother, I must to the Tower!

I’ve Business there, excuse me to the King;

Before you reach the Town expect some News’.

This said, he vanish’d, and I hear’s arriv’d. K.Hen. Why, then the Period of my Woes is set;
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For Ills but thought by him are half perform’d. Enter Lieutenant with a Paper. Lieu. Forgive me, Sir; what,
I’'m compell’d t’obey

An Order for your close Confinement. K. Hen. Whence comes it, good Lieutenant? Lieu. Sir, from the Duke
of Gloucester. K.Hen. Good Night to all then: I obey it—

And now good Friend suppose me on my Death-bed,

And take of me, thy last, short Living leave:—

Nay, keep thy Tears till thou hast seen me Dead.

And when in tedious Winter Nights, with Good

Old Folks, thou sit’st up late

To hear’ em tell thee Dismal Tales

‘Of times long past, even now with Woe remember’d;

Before thou bidst good night, to quit their Grief,

Tell thou the lamentable fall of me,

And send thy hearers weeping to their Beds. [Exeunt.

[Act I, Scene ii.]

Enter Richard Duke of Gloucester, Solus. Rich. Now are our Brows bound with Victorious wreaths,
Our stern allarms are changed to Merry meetings,
Our dreadfull marches to delightful measures.
Grim-visaged War has smoothed his wrinkled Front,
And now instead of mounting Barbed Steeds

To fright the Souls of fearful Adversaries,

He Capers nimbly in a Ladies Chamber

To the Lascivious Pleasing of a Lute.

But I that am not shaped for sportive tricks,

I that am curtailed of Man'’s fair proportion,
Deform’d, Unfinish’d, sent before my time

Into this breathing World, scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable

That Dogs bark at me as I halt by ’em;

Why I, in this weak, this piping time of Peace,
Have no delight to pass away my hours,

Unless to see my shadow in the Sun,

And descant on my own deformity:

—Then since this Earth affords no joy to me,

But to Command, to Check, and to Orebear such,
‘As are of Happier Person than my self,

‘Why then to me this restless World’s b