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W:lth some show of reason—that the plays which pass under

his narflc were really written by Bacon or some one else,

There is no danger of this paradox ever making serious head-

way, for the historical evidence that Shakspere wrote Shak-

{spere’s plays, though not overwhelming, is sufficient. But it

1s startling to think that the greatest creative genius of his

da:v, or perhaps of all time, was suffered to slip out of life so

quietly that his title to his own works could even be ques-

tioned only two hundred and fifty years after the event

That the single authorship of the Homeric poems should bc;

doubted is not so strange, for Homer is almost prehistorie

B'ut Shakspere was a modern Englishman, and at the time 0%

h}s death the first English colony in America was already
nine years old. = The important known facts of his life can
be tolc‘1 almost in a sentence. He was born at Stratford-on-
Avon in 1564, married when he was eighteen, went to Lon-
don probably in 1587, and became an actor, playwriter, and
stockholder in the company which owned the Black’friars
a}nd the Globe theaters. He seemingly prospered, and re:
t]TEd about 1609 to Stratford, where he lived in t?he house
EG?E he h%}d bought some years before, and where he died in
- His Venus and Adonis was printed in 1593, his Rape

of Lucrece in 1594, and his Sonnets in 1609. So far as is
kI}GWB, only eighteen of the thirty-seven plays generally at-
t-rlbute(?, to Shgkspere were printed durin g his Tife-time. Thete
W.ere printed smgly, in quarto shape, and were little more than
stage books, or librettos. The first collected edition of hisworks
P?ls the so-called ¢ First Folio” of 1623, published by his
5?1 ai‘;’-at(itOI‘s, Hemir}g and Condell. No contemporary of
g hsyes. o s 5 manbennf 1t jo e
o e ro -re erences to him in the
e 1me; some generous, as in Ben Jonson’s
ey mvetl'ses; c:fhers singularly unappreciative, like
e an k1011 of” the right happy and copious industry
nakspere.”  But all these together do not begin
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to amount to the sum of what was said about Spenser, or Sid-
ney, or Raleigh, or Ben Jonson. There is, indeed, nothing to
show that his contemporaries understood what a man they
had among them in the person of “Our English Terence,
Mr, Will Shakespeare.” The age, for the rest, was not a
self-conscious one, nor greatly given to review writing and
literary biography. Nor is there enough of self-revelation
in Shakspere’s plays to aid the reader in forming a notion of
the man. He lost his identity completely in the characters
of his plays, as it is the duty of a dramatic writer to do. His
sonnets have been examined carefully in search of internal
evidence as to his character and life, but the speculations
founded upon them have been more ingenious than con-
vineing.

Shakspere probably began by touching up old plays.
Henry VI and the bloody tragedy of Zitus Andronicus, if
Shakspere’s at all, are doubtless only his revision of pieces
already on the stage. The Zuming of the Shrew seems to
be an old play worked over by Shakspere and some other
dramatist, and traces of another hand are thought to be visi-
ble in parts of Henry VIIL., Pericles, and Timon of Athens.
Such partnerships were common among the Elizabethan
dramatists, the most illustrious example being the long asso-
ciation of Beaumont and Fletcher, The plays in the First
Folio were divided into histories, comedies, and tragedies,
and it will be convenient to notice them briefly in that order.

It was a stirring time when the young adventurer came to
London to try his fortune. Elizabeth had finally thrown
down the gage of battle to Catholic Europe, by the
execution of Mary Stuart, in 1587. The following year saw
the destruction of the colossal Armada, which Spain had
sent to revenge Mary’s death; and hard upon these events
followed the gallant exploits of Grenville, Essex, and Raleigh.

That Shakspere shared the exultant patriotism of the
times, and the sense of their aloofness from the continent of
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Europe, which was now born in the breasts of Englishmen,
is evident from many a passage in his plays.

This happy breed of men, this little world,

This precious stone set in a silver sea,

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this Eingland,
This land of such dear souls, this dear, dear land,
England, bound in with the triumphant sea.!

His English histories are ten in number. Of these King
John and Henry VIII are isolated plays. The others form
a consecutive series, in the following order : Richard IT
the two parts of Henry IV., Henry V., the three parts of
Henry VI, and Richard III. This series may be divided
into two, each forming a tetralogy, or group of four plays,
In the first the subject is the rise of the house of Lancaster.
But the power of the Red Rose was founded in usurpation.
In the second group, accordingly, comes the Nemesis, in the
civil wars of the Roses, reaching their catastrophe in the down-
fall of both Lancaster and York, and the tyranny of Glouces-

ter. The happy conclusion is finally reached in the last :

play of the series, when this new usurper is overthrown in
turn, and Henry VIL., the first Tudor sovereign, ascends the
throne and restores the Lancastrian inheritance, purified, by
bloody atonement, from the stain of Richard IL’s murder.
These eight plays are, as it were, the eight acts of one great
drama; and, if such a thing were possible, they should be
represented on successive nights, like the parts of a Greek
trilogy. In order of composition the second group came first.
Henry VI is strikingly inferior to the others, Richard ITL
1s a good acting play, and its popularity has been sustained by
a series of great tragedians, who have taken the part of the
king. But, in a literary sense, it is unequal to Richard FI
or the two parts of Henry I'V. The latter is unquestionably
Shakspere’s greatest historical tragedy, and it contains his
master-creation in the region of low comedy, the immortal
Falstaff,
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The constructive art with which Shakspere shaped histo.ry
into drama is well seen in comparing his King John with
the two plays on that subject which were ‘alreadly on th’e’
stage. These, like all the other old “Chronicle hlSt-f)!‘lE!%,
such as Thomas Lord Cromuwell and ’d%e F(IIHOl.éS thc:rzgs
of Henry V., follow a merely chronological, or bl(fgraphmal,
order, giving events loosely, as they ocmllrred, T\"r"lth()ut. any
unity of effect, or any reference to their bearing on the
catastrophe. Shakspere’s order was logical. He corr}presse:&
and selected, disregarding the fact of history: oftentimes, in
favor of the higher truth of fiction; bringing together a
erime and its punishment as cause and. effect, even though
they had no such relation in the chronicle, and were sepa-
rated, perhaps, by many years.

Sh;kléperes; ’ﬁrs:: twoy;omedies were experiments, ZLove’s
Labour’s Lost was a play of manners, with hardlqv any Plf)t.
It brought together a number of Aumors, that is, oddities
and affectations of various sorts, and played them off on one
another, as Ben Jonson afterward did iu‘his comedies O.f
humor. Shakspere never returned to this type of play,
unless, perhaps, in the Zaming of the S]a.refa:u. There th‘e
story turned on a single “humor,” Katharine’s bad temper,
justv as the story in Jonson’s Silent Woman turned on
Morose’s hatred of noise. The Zaming of the Shrew is,
therefore, one of the least Shaksperian of Shakspere’.s pls‘},;is;
a bourgeois domestic comedy, with a very narrow 1.nt?1‘ebf.
It belongs to the school of French (fomEdy, like Moliére’s
Malade Tmaginaire, not to the romantic comedy of Shakspere
and Fletcher. : o

The Comedy of Errors was an experl.me.nt of an em?t%}
opposite kind. It was a play purely of incident; a farce,,hm
which the main improbability being grauted,. namely,t} af:
the twin Antipholi and twin Dromio? are so a_hke. th:eLtf tum_wr
cannot be distinguished, all the amusing comphc-at{ona fo tz.i
naturally enough. There is little character-drawing in the
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play. Any two pairs of twins, in the same predicament,
would be equally droll. The fun lies in the situation. This
was a comedy of the Latin school, and resembled the Men-
naechmi of Plautus. Shakspere never returned to this type
of play, though there is an element of “errors” in Midsum-
mer Night's Dreamn. In the Two Gentlemen of Verona he
finally hit upon that species of romantic comedy which he
may be said to have invented or created out of the scattered
materials at hand in the works of his predecessors. In thid
play, as in the Merchant of Venice, Midsummer Night's
Dreainy, Much Ado about Nothing, As You Like It, Twelfth
Night, Winter's Tale, All’'s Well that Ends Well, Measure
Jor Measure, and the ZTempest, the plan of construection is
as follows. There is one main intrigue carried out by the
high comedy characters, and a secondary intrigue, or under-
plot, by the low comedy characters. The former is by no
means purely comic, but admits the presentation of the
noblest motives, the strongest passions, and the most delicate
graces of romantic poetry. In some of the plays it has a
prevailing lightness and gayety, as in 4s You Like It and
Twelfth Night. In others, like Measure for Measure, it is
barely saved from becoming tragedy by the happy close.
Shylock certainly remains a tragic figure, even to the end, and
a play like Winter's Tale, in which the painful situation is pro-
longed for years, is only technically a comedy. Such dramas,
indeed, were called, on many of the title-pages of the time,
“tragi-comedies.” The low comedy interlude, on the other
hand, was broadly comic. It was cunningly interwoven with
the texture of the play, sometimes loosely, and by way of
variety or relief, as in the episode of Touchstone and Audrey,
in As You Like It; sometimes closely, asin the case of Dog-
berry and Verges, in Much Ado about Nothing, where the
blundering of the watch is made to bring about the denoue-
ment of the main action. The Merry Wives of Windsor is
an exception to this plan of construetion. It is Shakspere’s
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only play of contemporary, middle-class English life, and,
is written almost throughout in prose. It is his only pure
comedy, except the Tuming of the Shrew.

Shakspere did not abandon comedy when writing tragec’!y,

though he turned it to a new account. The two species
graded into one another. Thus Cymbeline is, in its fortun-
ate ending, really as much of a comedy as Winter’s Tale—
to which its plot bears a resemblance—and is only technical-
ly a tragedy because it contains a violent death. In some
of the tragedies, as in Macbeth and Julius Ceesar, the comedy
element is reduced to a minimum. But in others, as Komeo
and Julict, and Hamlet, it heightens the tragic feeling by the
irony of contrast. Akin to this is the use to which Shaks-
pere put the old Vice, or Clown, of the moralities. Th_e Fo-ol
in Lear, Touchstone in As You Like It, and Thersites in
Troilus and Cressida, are a sort of parody of the function of
the Greek chorus, commenting the action of the drama with
scraps of bitter, or half-crazy, philosophy, and wonderful
gleams of insight into the depths of man’s nature.

The earliest of Shakspere’s tragedies, unless Zitus Andron-
écus be his, was, doubtless, Romeo and Juliet, which is full
of the passion and poetry of youth and of first love. It con-
tains a large proportion of riming lines, which is usually a
sign in Shakspere of early work. He dropped rime more
and more in his later plays, and his blank verse grew freer
and more varied in its pauses and the number of its feet.
Romeo and Juliet is also unique, among his tragedies, in this
respect, that the catastrophe is brought about by a fatality,
as in the Greek drama. It was Shakspere’s habit to work
out his tragic conclusions from within, through character,
rather than through external chances. This is true of all
the great tragedies of his middle life, Hamlet, Othello, I.ea_’r,
Mucbeth, in every one of which the catastrophe is involved in
the character and actions of the hero. This is so, in a special
sense, in Hamlet, the subtlest of all Shakspere’s plays, and, if
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not his masterpiece, at any rate the one which has most at-
tracted and puzzled the greatest minds. It is observable
that in Shakspere’s comedies there is no one central figure,
but that, in passing into tragedy, he intensified and con-
centrated the attention upon a single character. This differ-
ence is seen even in the naming of the plays; the trage-
dies always take their titles from their heroes, the comedies
never,
Somewhat later, probably, than the tragedies already men-
tioned were the three Roman plays, Julius Cesar, Corio-
lanus, and Anthony and Cleopatra. It is characteristic of
Shakspere that he invented the plot of none of his plays, but
took material that he found at hand. In these Roman trag-
edies he followed Plutarch closely, and yet, even in so doing,
gave, if possible, a greater evidence of real creative power
than when he borrowed a mere outline of a story from some
Italian novelist. It is most instructive to compare Julius
Ceesar with Ben Jonson’s Catiline and Sejanus. Jonson was
careful not to go beyond his text. In Catiline he translates
almost literally the whole of Cicero’s first oration against
Catiline, Sejanus is a mosaic of passages from Tacitus and
Suetonius.  There is none of this dead learning in Shaks-
pere’s play. Having grasped the conceptions of the charac-
ters of Brutus, Cassius, and Mark Anthony, as Plutarch gave
them, he pushed them out into their consequences in every
word and act, so independently of his original, and yet so
harmoniously with it, that the reader knows that he is read-
ing history, and needs no further warrant for it than Shaks-
pere’s own. Timon of Athens is the least agreeable and
most monotonous of Shakspere’s undoubted tragedies, and
Troilus and Cressida, said Coleridge, is the hardest to char-
acterize. The figures of the old Homeric world fare but
hardly under the glaring light of modern standards of morality
which Shakspere turns upon them. Ajax becomes a stupid
bully, Ulysses a crafty politician, and swift-footed Achilles
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a vain and sulky chief of faction. In losing their ideal
remoteness the heroes of the I#ad lose their poetic quality,
and the lover of Homer experiences an unpleasant disen-
chantment.

It was customary in the 18th century to speak of Shaks-
pere as arude though prodigious genius. Even Milton could
describe him as® warbling his native wood-notes wild.” But
a truer criticism, beginning in England with Coleridge, has
shown that he was also a profound artist. It is true that he
wrote for his audiences, and that his art is not every-where
and at all points perfect. DBut a great z}:-tist .Will fzontrive, as
Shakspere did, to reconcile practical exigencies, like th-ose of
the public stage, with the finer requirements of his art.
Strained interpretations have been put upon this or that ifem
in Shakspere’s plays ; and yet it is generally true tl.lat some
deeper reason can be assigned for his method in a given ease
than that “the audience liked puns,” or, “the audience liked
ghosts.” Compare, for example, his delicate mar.xagement of
the supernatural with Marlowe’s procedure in F‘flt:isﬂ!{s‘.
Shakspere’s age believed in witches, elves, and apparitions ;
and vet there is always something shadowy or allegorical In
his use of such machinery. The ghost in Hamlet is m.elrely
an embodied suspicion. Banquo’s wraith, whic%l is inv'lslble
to all but Macbeth, is the haunting of an evil conscience.
The witches in the same play are but the promptings of atn-
bition, thrown into a human shape, so as to bf:eomelactors in
the drama. In the same way, the fairies In DMidswmmer
Night's Dream are the personified caprices of the 101"'01'3, and
t'n(;W.-' are unseen by the human characters, whose likes an‘d

dislikes they control, save in the instance where- Bottom 1s
¢ translated ” (that is, becomes mad) an(.l has mgh-t of the
invisible world. So in the Zempest, Ariel is the spirit of the
air and Caliban of the earth, ministering, with more or less
of unwillingness, to man’s necessities. - /
Shakspere is the most universal of writers. e touches
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more men gt more points than Homer, or Dante, or Goethe
The deepest wisdom, the sweetest poetry, the widest ran e;
of character, are combined in his plays. He made the Ei-
glish language an organ of expression unexcelled in the histor

of literature. Yet he is not an English poet simply, but i
world-poet. Germany has made him her own, and tvh,e Latin
races, though at first hindered in a true appreciation of him
by the canons of classical taste, have at length learned to
?ncw him, An ever-growing mass of Shaksperian literature
in the way of comment and interpretation, critical textual’
historical, or illustrative, testifies to the durab’ﬂitv ané
growth of his fame. Above all, his plays still kee}; and
probably always will keep, thestage, It is common tosJ eak
of Shakspere and the other Elizabethan dramatists Es if
’F.lley stood, in some sense, on a level. But in truth there
is an almost measureless distance between him and all
hl‘.q" con‘Eemporaries. The rest shared with him in the
mighty influences of the age. Their plays are touched here
and there with the power and splencfor of which the

were aill joint heirs. But, as a whole, they are (ﬂ;}sohﬂatey
They live in books, but not in the hearts and on the t '
of men. i
: The most remarkable of the dramatists contemporary with
‘bhakspere was Ben Jonson, whose robust fieure is in strik-
ing contrast with the other’s gracious imperso?mlitv Jonson
Was nine years younger than Shakspere. He \va;z.e{111ca;ed
at‘ Westminster School, served as a soldier in the low coun-
tries, ?Jeeame an actor in Henslowe’s company, and was
twice imprisoned—once for killing a fellow-actor ,in a duel

and once for his part in the comedy of Eastward Hoe which’
gave offense to King James. He lived down to th’e time
of Lharlfss L. (1635), and became the acknowledged arbiter
of English letters and the center of com-‘ivia.(lb wit com-
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‘What things have we seen
Done at the Mermaid; heard words that have been
So nimble and so full of subtle flame,
As if that every one from whom they came
Had meant to put his whole witin a jest,
And had resolved to live a fool the rest
Of his dull life.l

The inscription on his tomb in Westminster Abbey is simply
O rare Ben Jonson!

Jonson’s comedies were modeled upon the wefus comedia
of Aristophanes, which was satirical in purpose, and they
belonged to an entirely different school from Shakspere’s.
They were classical and not romantic, and were pure come-
dies, admitting no admixture of tragic motives. There is
hardly one lovely or beautiful character in the entire range
of his dramatic creations. They were comedies not of char-
acter, in the high sense of the word, but of manners or
humors. His design was to lash the follies and vices of the
day, and his dramatis persone consisted for the most part
of gulls, impostors, fops, cowards, swaggering braggarts,
and “Pauls men.” In his first play, Every Man in lis
Humor (acted in 1598), in Every Man Out of his Humor,
Bartholomew Fair, and, indeed, in all of his comedies, his
subject was the fashionable affectations, the whims, oddities,
and eccentric developments of London life. His procedure
was to bring together a number of these fantastic humorists,
and “squeeze out the humor of such spongy souls,” by play-
ing them off upon each other, involving them in all manner
of comical misadventures, and rendering them utterly ridicu-
lous and contemptible. There was thusa perishable element
in his art, for manners change; and, however effective this
exposure of contemporary affectations may have been before
an andience of Jonson’s day, it is as hard for a modern reader
to detect his points as it will be for a reader two hundred

1 Francis Beaumont. Letfer to Ben Jonson.




90 FroMm CHAUCER To TENNYSON,

years hence to understand the satire upon the zmsthetic craze
in such pieces of the present day as Patience, or the Colonel.
Nevertheless, a patient reader, with the help of copious foot-
notes, can gradually put together for himself an image of
that world of obsolete humors in which Jonson’s comedy
dwells, and can admire the dramatist’s solid good sense, his
great learning, his skill in construction, and the astonishing
fertility of his invention, His characters are not revealed
from within, like Shakspere’s, but built up painfully from
outside by a succession of minute, laborious particulars.
The difference will be plainly manifest if such a character
as Slender, in the Merry Wives of Windsor, be compared
with any one of the inexhaustible variety of idiots in Jon-
son’s plays ; with Master Stephen, for example, in Every
Man in his Humor ; or, if Falstaff be put side by side with
Captain Bobadil, in the same comedy, perhaps Jonson’s mas-
terpiece in the way of comic caricature, Cynthia’s Revels
Was a satire on the courtiers and the Poetaster on Jonson’s
literary enemies. The Alchemist was an exposure of quack-
ery, and is one of his best comedies, but somewhat over-
weighted with learning. Volpone is the most powerful of
all his dramas, but is a harsh and disagreeable piece ; and
the state of society which it depicts is too revolting for
comedy. The Silent Woman is, perhaps, the easiest of all
Jonson’s plays for a modern reader to follow and appreciate.
There is a distinet plot to it, the situation is extremely ludi-
crous, and the emphasis is laid upon a single humor or eccen-
tricity, as in some of Molidre’s lighter comedies, like ZL¢
Malade Imaginaire, or Le Médecin malgré hui,

In spite of his heaviness in drama, Jonson had a light
enough touch in lyric poetry. His songs have not the care-
less sweetness of Shakspere’s, but they have a grace of their
own. Such pieces as his Love’s Triumph, Hymn to Diana,
the adaptation from Philostratus,

Drink to me only with thine eyes,
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and many others entitle their author to r%?nk among the first
of English lyrists. Some of these occur in his two collec-
tions of miscellaneous verse, the Forest and Underwoods ;
others in the numerous masques which he composed. These
were a species of entertainment, very popular at.' the court of
James I, combining dialogue with musiec, intricate dances,
and costly scenery. Jonson left an unfinished pastoral drama,
the Sad :stepkerd, which contains passages of great beauty;
one, especially, descriptive of the shepherdess

Barine,
Who had her very being and her name
With the first buds and breathings of the spring,
Born with the primrose and the violet
And earliest roses blown.
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