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THE CRITICS | A BRIEF FOR DI-
FENDANT.
i By ¥rawcia A SuiTH,
SHAKSPERE of Coungel.

Many years ago, I was relained in the great
case of THE CRITICS AGAINST SHARSPERE,
the most celebrated on the calendar of
history during three centuries, Uniike other
cases, it has been repcatedly decided, and us
often reopened and rcheard before the most
eminent judges, who have again and again
non-suited the plaintiffs. Appeals have
availed nothing to reverse thosc decisions,
New actions have heen bronght on the
ground of newly discovered evidence; coun-
sel have summed up the testimoay from all
lands, from whele librades and literatures,
and the great jury of mankind have uni-
formly rendered a werdict[oifno cause of
action.




2 Critics

Ben Jonsont said that Shakspere “wanted
art™; the highest appellate court decided
that “Lear” was a pgreater work than
Euripides or Sophocles ever produced, Vol-
taire, the presiding Justice in the court of
French criticism, decided that Shaksperc
was “votre hizarre sauvage;” the world
has reversed his decision, and cverywhere,
except perhaps in France, the “Henriade® is
neglected for “Hamlet.”

During the seventeenth century, English
eriticism  songht to put Beaumont and
RFlelcher, Massinger, Otway, Wycherly, Con-
ereve, Cowley, Dryden, and cven the mad-
man Lee, above Shakspere. Denham in
1667 sings an obituary to the memory of the
“immortal ” Cowley,—

"By Shakspere’s, Jonson's, Fleicher's lines,
Our stage's lustre Rome's outshines.
= * ® = & *
01d Mother Wit and Nature gave
Shakspere and Fletcher all they have;
In Spencer and in Joison, art
OF slower Nature got the start,
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But both in hit so equat are,
None knows which bears the happiest share,”

One knows not. which to admire most, the
beauty of the poetry or the justice of the
encomium,

James Shirly, whom Shaksperce has not yet
been accusged of imitaling, said in réqo that
he had few friends, and Tateham, an ohscure
versifier, in 1652, that he was the * plebeian
driller.”

Philipps, the pupil of Milton, rcfers in
Shakspere's “unfiled expressions, his ram-
bling and undigested fancies, the laughter
of the critical.” Diryden “repretted that
Shakspere did not know or rarely ohserved
the Aristotelian laws of the hrec unities,” -
but was good enough to cxpress his surprise
ut the powerful effect of hig plays. " He is
many times flat, insipid, his comic wit
degenerating into clenches, his serions swell-
ing, into bombast. "

Thomas Rymer, another disciple of the
unities, in 1693, declared * Othelln " to be a



4 Critics

"“bloody farce without salt or savor,” and
says that “in the neighing of a horse or the
growling of a mastiff there is a meaning,
there is a lively cxpression, and . . . more
humanity, than many times in the iragical
flights of Shakspere.” How much humanity
may be shown in the neighing of a horse or
the growling of a mastiif may be lefl 1o the
impartial judgment of the jockey or the
dog fancier, but the world has gol beyond
the criticlsm of Rymer. In hig view, “al-
most everyihing in Shakspers's plays is so
wretched that he iz surprised how critics
could condescend to honor so wretched a
poet with critical discussions. ™

John Demmis and Charles (Gildon, whose
bocks are forgutten under the dust of more
than two centuries, in 1693 and 1694 denied
thut Shakspere's plays had any excellence,
any wealth in profound sentences or
truth to nature, any originality, force or
heauty of diction; and placed him far
below the ancients in all essential points,—
in composition, invention, characlerization.
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Dennis says Shakspere paid no heed to
poetic justice. . . “the good and bad per-
ishing promiscucusly in the hest of his
{ragedies, so that therc can be either none
or very weak instruction in them." Gildon
sums up his opinion by the sententious
remark that “his beaulies arc buned be-
neath a heap of ashes, isolated and frag-
mentary like the ruins of a temple, so that
there is no harmony in them.™

Against all this arraighment by the imi-
lators of the French drama, we have that
loving tribute of the great Milton :—

* Dear son ol memory, geeat heir of fame,
What need’st thon such weak witness of thy
Nzme,
Thou, in our wonder and astonishment,
Hast built thysell a live-long monument.”

Pope could not resist the charm of his
unacknowledged master, Bul Pope praises
Dryden, Denham, and Waller,—never a
word of commendation for Shakspere: “he
is not correct, not classic; he has almost as
many defects as beauties; his dramas wang



