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was not likely to fail, considering the il.l con
stitution of their old anny, the hasty lev1es of 
their new and the height of the factions now 
broken o~t in the State ¡ which left both the 
towns and the troops in suspense, under whose 
banners they fought, and by whosc orders they 
were to be govemed, the Prince's or thc Statc's. 

There happened, at the same time, an acci
dent unusual to their climate, which was a 
mighty drought in the beginning of the sum
mer that left their waters fordable in places 
whe~ they used to be na,;gable for boats of 
greatest burden. ~nd. this gave thcm mo~e 
trouble and distract1on m the defence, as the1r 
enemies more facility in the passage of those 
great rivers, which were esteemed no small 
security of their country. 

And in this posture were the affairs of this 
commonwealth, whcn the war broke out, with 
those fatal events, that must nccds attcnd any 
kingdom, or state, wherc the violrnce of a f~r
eign invasion happens to meet with the d1s
tracted estate of a domestic sedition or discon
tent, which, like ill humours in a body, make 
any small wound dangerous, and a great one 
mortal. They were still a great body, but 
without their usual soul ¡ they werc a State, 
but it was of the dis-united Provinccs. Their 
towns were without order¡ their burghers with
out obedience; their soldiers without discipline¡ 
and ali without heart: whereas, in ali siegcs, 
the hearts of men defend thc walls, and not 
walls the men: and indeed, it was the name 
of England joining in the war against thcm, 
that broke their hearts, and contributcd more 
to the loss of so many towns, and so much 
country, than thc armies of Munster, º: Franc~. 
So that, upon ali circumstanccs conSJdcred, 1t 
seems easier to give an account, what it was 
that lost them so much, than what saved them 
the rcst. * * * 

JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700) 

F1to11 AN ESSAY OF DRAMATIC POESY 

It was that memorable <lay, in thc first sum
mer of the late war, when our navy engaged the 
Dutch ¡ a day whercin the two most mighty 
aud best appointed lleets which any age had 
ever seen, disputed the command of the greater 
half of the globe, thc commercc of nations, and 
the riches of the universe: while these vast 
floating bodies, on eithcr side, moved against 
each other in parallel lines, and our country
men, undcr the happy conduct of his Royal 

Highness, wcnt breaking\ by little ~nd little, 
into the linc of thc cncm1es ¡ the no1sc of the 
can non from hoth na,;cs n:ached our ears about 
thc city¡ so that ali men being alarmed with. it, 
and in a dreadful suspense of the event, wh1ch 
they kncw was thcn dec~ding, every ~ne went 
following the sound as hlS fancy led h1m ¡ and 
lcaving the town almost empty, sorne took 
towards the Park, sorne cross the river, others 
down it¡ ali seeking the noise in the depth of 
silence. 

Amongst the rest, it was the fortune of Eu
genius, Critcs, Lisideius, and Neander, to be 
in company together: three of them persons 
whom thcir wit and quality have made known 
to ali the town ¡ and whom I have chose to hide 
undcr these borrowcd names, that they may 
not suffer by so ill a relation as I am going to 
make of their discourse. 

Taking thcn a barge, which a servant of 
Lisideius had provided for them, they made 
baste to shoot the bridge, and lcft behind them 
that great fall of watcrs which hindcred thcm 
from hearing what they desired: after which, 
ha,fog disengagcd thcmseh'es from many 
vessels which rode at anchor in the Thames, 
and almost blocked up the passage towards 
Greenwich, thcy ordered thc watermen to Jet 
fall their oars more gently¡ and then every one 
favouring bis own curiosity with a strict silence, 
it was not long ere they pcrceived the air to 
break about them like the noise of distan! 
thunder, or of swallows in a chimney: thosc 
little undulations of sound, though almost 
vanishing before they reached them, yet still 
seeming to retain somewhat of their first horror 
which they had betwixt the fleets. After they 
had attentively listened till such time as the 
sound by little and little went from them, 
Eugenius, lifting up his hcad, and taking notice 
of it, was the first who congratulated to the 
rcst that happy ornen of our nation's victory: 
adding, that we had but this to desire in con
firmation of it, that we might hear no more 
of that noise which was now leaving the English 
coast. When the rcst had concurred in the 
s:1me opinion, Crites, a pcrson of a sharp judg· 
ment, and somewhat too dclicate a laste in wit, 
which the world hath mistaken in him for ill 
nature, said, smiling to us, that if the concem
ment of this battle had not bcen so exceeding 
great, he could scarcc have wished the victory 
at the price he knew he must pay for it, in being 
subject to the reading and hearing of so many 
ill verses as he was sure would be made on that 
subject. Adding, that no argument could 
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'scape sorne of those eternal rhymers, who 
watch a battle with more diligence than the 
ravens and birds of prey; and the worst of 
them surest to be first in upon the quarry¡ 
while the better able, either out of modesty 
writ not at ali, or set that due value u pon their 
poems, as to let them be often desired, and long 
expected. There are sorne of thosc impcrti
nent pcople of whom you speak, answered 
Lisideius, who, to my knowledge, are already 
so provided, either way, that they can produce 
not only a panegyric upon the victory, but, if 
need be, a funeral elegy on the duke ¡ wherein, 
after they have crowned his valour with many 
laurels, they will at last deplore the odds under 
which he fell, concluding, that his courage 
deserved a better destiny .... 

If your quarrel {said Eugenius) to !hose who 
now write, be grounded only on your reverence 
to antiquity, there is no man more ready to 
adore those great Greeks and Romans than I 
am: but, on the other side, I cannot think so 
contemptibly of the age in which I live, or so 
dishonourably of my own country, as not to 
judge we equal the ancients in most kinds of 
poesy, and in sorne surpass them ¡ neither know 
I any reason why I may not be as zealous for 
the reputation of our age, as we find the ancients 
themselves were in reverence to those who Iived 
before them. For you hear your Horace say
ing, 

Indigno, quidquam reP,thtttdi, mm quia crass, 
Composüum, illepideue puJdu,, sttl quia ,iupcr.1 

And after: 

Si mtliora diu, ul 11ina, poemata rtddil, 
Scire 11tlim, P,dium ch4rtis quolus arrogd annus? 1 

But I see I am engaging in a wide dispute, 
where the arguments are not like to reach close 
on either side; for pocsy is of so largc an extent, 
and so many, both of the ancients and modems, 
have done well in ali kinds of it, that in citing 
one against the other, we shall take up more 
time this evening, than each man's occasions 
will allow him: thereforc I would ask Critcs 
to what part of poesy he would confine bis ar
guments, and whether he would defend the 
general cause of the ancients against the mod-

1 I am indignant whrn anything is blamcd, not 
bt-~ausc it is rcgardcd as badly or inelegantly writtcn, 
but becausc it was written rccently. 1 ]f time 
makes poems bctter, as it does wines, I should 
likc to know what lcngth of years confers valuc oo 
writings. 

erns, or oppose any age of the moderns against 
this of ours. 

Crites, a little while considering upon this 
demand, told Eugenius, that if he pleased he 
would limit their dispute to Dramatic Poesy¡ 
in which he thought it not difficult to prove, 
either that the ancients wcre superior to the 
modems, or the last age to this of ours. 

Eugenius was somewhatsurprised, when he 
heard Crites make choice of that subjcct. For 
aught I see, said he, I have undertaken a harder 
province than I imagined ¡ for, though I never 
judged the plays of the Grcek or Roman poets 
comparable to ours, yct, on the other side, those 
we now see acted come short of many which 
were written in the last age. But my comfort 
is, if we are overcome, it will be only by our own 
countrymen: and if we }ield to them in this 
one part of poesy, we more surpass them in ali 
the other¡ for in the epic or lyric way, it will 
be hard for them to show us one such amongst 
them, as we have many now füing, or who 
lately were. They can produce nothing so 
courtly writ, or which expre.sscs so much the 
conversation of a gentleman, as Sir John Suck
ling¡ nothing so evcn, sweet, and flowing, as 
Mr . . Waller¡ nothing so majestic, so corree!, 
as Sir John Denham ¡ nothing so elevatcd, so 
copious, and full of spirit, as Mr. Cowley. 
As for the Italian, French, and Spanish piays, 
I can make it e\ident, that those who now 
write, surpass them; and that the drama is 
wholly ours. 

Ali of them were thus far of Eugenius bis 
opinion, that the sweetncss of English Yerse 
was never understood or practised by our 
fathers ¡ even Crites himself did not much 
oppose it: and every onc was willing to ac
knnwledge how much our pocsy is improved, 
by thc happiness of sorne writers yet living¡ 
who first taught us to mould our thoughts into 
easy and significant words, to rctrench the 
superfluities of expression, and to make our 
rhyme so propcrly a part of the Yerse, that it 
should never mislead the scnsc, but itself be 
lcd and govemcd by it. 

Eugenius was going to continue this discourse, 
when Lisideius told him, that it was neccs..c;arv, 
beforc they procceded further, to takc a stand
ing measure of their controversy ¡ for how was 
it possible to be decided, who wrote the bcst 
plays, before we know what a play should be? 
but, this once agreed on by both parties, each 
might have recourse to it, eithcr to prove hii 
own advantages, or to discover the failings of 
bis adversary. 
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He had no sooner said this, but ali desired the 
favour of him to give the definition of a play¡ 
and they were the more importunate, because 
neither Aristotle, nor Horace, nor any oth~r, 
who had writ of that subject, had ever done 1L 

Lisideius after some modest denials, at last 
confessed he had a rude notion of it; ind«;ed 
rather a description than a definition; but wh1ch 
served to guide him in his private thoughts, 
when he was to make a judgment of what 
others writ: that he conceived a play ought to 
be "A just and lively image of human nature, 
representing its passions and humours, and 
the changes of fortune to which it is subject, 
for the delight and instructio~ of m~nkind." . 

Tbis definition {thou~h Cntes ~•sed a logi
cal objection against 1t- that 1t was only 
a g~e d fiM, and so not altogether perfect) 
was yet well received by the rest: and after 
they had given order to the waterrnen to ~um 
their barge and row softly, that tl1ey m1ght 
take the c~I of the evening in their retum, 
Crites being desired by the company to begin, 
spoke 'on behalf of the ancients, in this man
ner: -

If confidence presage a victo!"Y, Eugenius, 
in bis own opinion, has already tnumphed o~er 
the ancients: notlling seems more easy to h1m, 
than to overcome those whom it is our greatest 
praise to have imitated well ¡ for we do not onl_Y 
build upon tlleir foundations, but by the1r 
models. Dramatic Poesy had time enough, 
reckoning from Thespis (who first invented it) 
to Aristophanes, to be bom, to grow up, and 
to flourish in maturity. It has been observed 
of arts and sciences, that in one and the same 
century tlley have arrived to great perfe_ction: 
and no wonder, since every age has a k.ind. of 
universal genius which inclines those that hve 
in it to sorne particular studies: the work 
then being pushed on by many hands, must of 
necessity go forward. 

Is it not evident, in these last hundred years, 
(when tlle study of J?hilo5?p_hy has_ been the 
business of all the V1rtuos1 m Christendom,) 
that almost a new nature has been revealed to 
us? tllat more errors of the school have been 
detected, more useful experiments in philoso
phy have been made, more noble secrets 
in optics, medicine, anatomy, astronomy, 
discovered than in ali those credulous and 
doting ag:s from Aristotle to us? - so t~ue it 
is, that nothing spreads more f~t than sc1ence, 
when rightly and generally cult1vated. 

Add to this the more than common emula
tion that was' in those times, of writing well; 

which though it be found in all ages, and_ ali 
persons that pretend to the same reputat1on, 
yet poesy being tllen in more esteem than now 
it is, had greater honours decrced to t!ie pr?
fcssors of it, and consequently the nvalsh1p 
was more high betwcen tllem. They had 
judges ordained . to decid~ th~ir merit, and 
prizes to reward 1t; and h1stonans hav~ ?CCn 
diligent to record of .tEschylus, Eunp1dcs, 
Sophocles Lycophron, and the rest of them, 
both who

1 

they were that vanquished in thesc 
wars of the theatre, and how often thcy were 
crowned: while the Asían kings and Grecian 
commonwealths scarce atiorded them a nobler 
subject, than the unma~ly _luxuries of a. de
bauched court, or giddy intrigues of a factious 
city: Alit amulatio ingenia,. (~}'S _Pa~en;ulus) 
d nrmc i,rvidia nunc adn11rat10 1natallonrm 
accmdit: Emul~tion is the spur of wit¡ and 
sometimes envy, sometimes admiration, quick
ens our endeavours. 

But now since the rewards of honour are 
taken away, that virtuous emulation. is tumed 
into direct malice ¡ yct soslothful, that 1t CO?tents 
itself to condemn and cry down others, w1thout 
attempting to do better: 'tis a repu~ation t?O 
unprofitable, to take th~ necessaryya1?s _for_ 1t; 
yet wishing they had 1t, that des1re 1s mc1te
ment enough to hinder others from it. And 
this, in short, Eugenius, is the reason, why 
you have now so few ~ood poe~s, _and so many 
severe judgcs. Certamly, to 1m1tate the a~
cients well, much labour and long study 1s 
requircd; which pains, I have already shown, 
our poets would want encouragement to take, 
if yet they had ahility to go th~ough !h~ work. 
Those ancients have been fa1thful 1m1tators, 
and wise observers of that nature which is so 
tom and ill representcd in our plays; they 
have handed down to us a perfect resemblance 
of her· which we, like ill copiers, neglecting 
to look on, have rendered monstrous, and dis
figured. But, that you may know how much 
you are indebted to those your masters, and be 
ashamed to have so ill requited them, I must 
remember you that ali the rules by which we 
practise the &ama at this day, (either such as 
relate to thc justness and symmetry of the pl?t¡ 
or thc episodical ornaments, suc~ as d~np
tions, narrations, and other beaull':l, wh1ch are 
not essential to the play;) were dehvered to us 
from the observations which Aristotle made, 
of those poets, who eith_er livcd before oon, 
or were his contemporanes. \Ve have added 
nothing of our own, except we have the con
fidence to say, our wit is belter; of which none 
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boast in this our age, but such as understand 
not theirs. Of that book which Aristotle has 
left us, 11''/" ~ 1Icx177'uók, Horace his "Art of 
Poetry," is an excellent comment, and, I be
lieve, restores to us tllat Second Book of bis 
conceming comedy, whicli is wanting in him. 

Out of tllese two have been extracted the 
famous rules which the Frencli call .ús Trois 
Unitls, or tlle Three Unities, which ought to 
be observed in evcry regular play; namely, of 
time, place, and action. 

The unity of time they comprehend in twenty
four hours, the compass of a natural day, or 
as near as it can be contrived; and the reason 
of it is obvious to every one, - that the time 
of the feigned action, or fable of the play, should 
be proportioned as near as can be to the dura
tion of that time in which it is represented: 
sin ce therefore ali pla }'S are acted on the theatre 
in a space of time much within the compass 
of twenty-four hours, that play is to be thought 
the nearest imitation of nature, whose plot 
or action is confined within that time. And, 
by the same rule which concludes this general 
proportion of time, it follows, that ali the parts 
of it are (as near as may be) to be equally sub
divided; namely, that one act take not up the 
supposed time of half a day, which is out of 
proportion to the rest; since the other four are 
then to be straitened within the compass of 
the remaining half: for it is unnatural, that onc 
act, which being spoke or written, is not longer 
than the rest, should be supposed longer by 
the audience ¡ it is therefore the poet's duty, 
to take care, that l'lo act should be imagined to 
exceed the time in which it is represented on 
the stage; and that the intervals and inequali
ties of time be supposed to fall out between 
the acts. 

This rule of time, how well it has been ob
served by the ancients, most of their plays will 
witness. You see them i~ their tragedies, 
(wherein to follow this rule is certainly most 
difficult,) from the very beginning of their 
plays, fallin~ close into that part of the story 
which they mtend for the action, or principal 
ohiect of it, leaving thc forrner part to be de
livered by narration: so that they set thc au
dicnce, as it were, at tlle post where the racc 
is to be concluded; and saving them the tedious 
expectation of seeing the poet set out and ride 
thc beginning of the course, they sutier you not 
to behold him, till he is in sight of the goal, 
and just upon you. 

For the second unity, which is that of place, 
the ancients meant by it, that the scene ought 

to be continued through the play, in the same 
place where it was laid in the beginning: for 
the stage, on which it is represented, being but 
one and the same place, it is unnatural to con
ceive it many¡ and those far distant from one 
another. I will not deny, but by tlie varia
tion of painted scenes, the fancy {whicli in these 
cases will contribute to its own deceit) may 
sometimes imagine it several places, with sorne 
appearance of probability¡ yet it still carries 
the greater likelihood of truth, if those places 
be supposed so near each other, as in the same 
town or city, whicli may ali be comprehended 
under the larger · denornination of one place: 
for a greater distance will bear no proportion 
to the shortness of time which is allotted, in 
the acting, to pass from one of them to another. 
For the observation of this, next to the ancients, 
tl,e French are to be most commended. They 
tie themselves so strictly to tlle unity of place, 
that you never see in any of their plays, a scene 
changed in the middle of an act: if the act 
begins in a garden, a street, or chamber, 'tis 
ended in the same place; and that you may 
know it to be the same, the stage is so supplied 
with persons, tllat it is neverempty all the time: 
he who enters second, has business witli him 
who was on before ¡ and before tlle second 
quits the stage, a third appears who has busi
ness with him. This Comeille calls la liaison 
des Scenes, the continuity or joining of the 
scenes¡ and 'tis a good mark of a well-con
trived play, whcn ali the persons are known 
to each other, and every one of them has sorne 
affairs witli ali the rest. 

As for the third unity, which is that af action, 
the ancients meant no other by it than what the 
logicians do by their finis, the end or scope of 
any action; that whicli is the first in intention, 
and last in exccution. Now the poel is to aim 
at one great and complete action, to the carry
ing on of which ali things in bis play, even the 
very obstaclcs, are to be subservient; and the 
reason of this is as evident as any of the former. 

For two actions equally laboured and <lriven 
on by the writcr, would destroy the unity oí 
the poem ¡ it would be no longer one play, 
but two: not but that there may be man y ac
tions in a play, as Ben Jonson has observed 
in his "Discoveries"; but they must be ali 
subservient to the great one, which our lan
guage happily expresses in the name o{ under
plots: such as in Terence's "Eunuch" is the 
difference and reconcilement of Thais and 
Phredria, which is not the chief business of tlle 
play, but promotes the marriage of Chrerea 
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and Chremes's sister, principally intended by 
the poet. There ought to be but one action, 
says Comeille, that is, one complete action, 
which leaves the mind of the audience in a full 
repose; but this cannot be brought to pass, 
but by many other imperfect actions, which 
conduce to it, and hold the audience in a 
delightful suspense of what will be. 

If by these rules (to omit many other drawn 
from the precepts and practice of the ancients) 
we should judge our modem plays, 'tis prob
able, that few oí them would endure the tria): 
that which should ·be the business of a day, 
takes up in sorne of them a:n age; instead of 
one action, they are the epitomes of a man's 
life, and for one spot of ground (which the stage 
should represent) we are sometimes in more 
countries than the map can show us. 

But if we allow the ancients to have contri ved 
well, we must acknowledge them to have writ
ten better. Questionless we are deprived of a 
great stock of wit in the Ioss of Menander among 
the Greek poets, and oí Crecilius, Afranius, 
and Varius, among the Romans. We may 
guess at Menander's excellency, by the plays 
of Terence, who translated sorne of his; and 
yet wanted so much of him, that he was called 
by C. C-esar the half-Menander; and may 
judge oí Varius, by the testimonies of Horace, 
Martial, and Velleius Paterculus. 'Tis prob
able that these, could they be recovered, would 
decide the controversy; but so long as Aris
tophanes and Plautus are extant, while the 
tragedies of Euripides, Sophocles, and Seneca, 
are in our hands, I can never see one of those 
plays which are now written, but it increases 
my admiration of the ancients. And yet I must 
acknowledge further, that to admire them as 
we ought, we should understand them better 
than we do. Doubtless many things appear 
.flat to us, the wit of which depended on sorne 
custom or story, which never carne to our know
ledge; or perhaps on sorne criticism in their 
language, which being so long dead, and only 
remaining in their books, 'tis not possible they 
should make us understand perfectly. To 
read Macrobius, explaining the propriety and 
elegancy of many words in Virgil, which I 
had before passed over without consideration, 
as common things, is enough to assure me, that 
I ought to think the same of Terence; and 
that in.the purity of his style, (which Tully so 
much valued, that he ever carried his works 
about him,) there is yet left in him great room 
for admiration, if I knew but where to place it. 
In the meantime, I must desire you to take 

notice, that the greatest man of the last age 
(Ben Jonson) was willing to give place to 
them in ali things: he was not only a pro
fessed imitator of Horace, but a leamed plagiary 
of all the others; you track him everywhere 
in their snow. If Ilorace, Lucan, Petronius 
Arbiter Seneca, and Ju venal, had their own 
from him, there are few serious tboughts which 
are new in him : you will pardon me, therefore, 
if I presume he loved tb~ir fashion, when _he 
wore their clothes. But smce I have otherw1se 
a great veneration for him, and you, Eugenius, 
prefer him above ali other poets, I. will use no 
farther argument to you tban h1s example: 
I will produce before you father Ben, ru:essed 
in ali the ornaments and colours of the anc1ents; 
you will need no otber guide to our party, if 
you follow him; and whether you consider 
the bad plays of our age, or regard the good 
plays of the last, both the best and worst of 
the modero poets will equally instruct you to 
admire the ancients. 

Crites had no sooner left speaking, but 
Eugenius, who bad waited with sorne impa
tience for it, thus began: -

I have observed in your speech, that the for
mer part of it is convincing, as to what the 
moderns have profited by the rules of the an
cients; but in the latter you are careful to 
conceal how much they have excelled them. 
We own all the helps we have from them, and 
want neither veneration nor gratitude, while 
we acknowledge, that to overcome them we 
must make use of the advantages we have 
received from them: but ro these assistances 
we have joined our own industry; for, had we 
sat down with a dull imitation of them, we might 
then have lost somewhat of the old perfection, 
but never acquired any that was new. We 
draw not therefore after their lines, but those 
of nature; and having the life before us, be
sides the experience of all they knew, it is no 
wonder if we hit sorne airs and features which 
they have missed. I deny not what you urge 
oí arts and sciences, that they have .flourished 
in sorne ages more than others; but your 
instan ce in philosophy makes for me: for if 
natural causes be more known now than in 
the time of Aristotle, because more studied, it 
follows, that poesy and other arts may, with 
the same pains, arrive still nearer to perfection; 
and, that granted, it will rest for you to pruve, 
that they wrought more perfect images of human 
life, than we; which seeing in your discourse 
you have avoided to make good, it shall now 
be my task to show you some part of their de· 

AN ESSAY OF DRAMATIC POESY 

fects, and sorne few excellencies of the moderns. 
And I think there is none among us can imagine 
I do it enviously, or with purpose to detract 
from them; for what interest of fame or profit 
can the living lose by the reputation of the 
de~d? On . the other side, it is a great truth 
wh1ch Velle1us Paterculus affirms: Audita vi
sis libcntius laudamus; et P,<Zsentia invidia 
prceterita admiratiMu prosequimur; et liis no; 
obrui, illis instrui credimus: 1 that praise or 
censure is certainly the most sincere, which 
unbribed posterity shall give us. 

Be pleased then, in the first place, to take 
notice, that the Greek poesy, which Crites has 
aflirmed to have arrived to perfection in the 
reign of the old comedy, was so far from it 
that the distinction of it into -acts was not 
known to them; or if it were, it is yet so 
darkly delivered to us, that we cannot make 
it out. 

man delivered to us the image of a play· and 
I must confess it is so lively, that from thence 
much light has been derived to the forming it 
more perfectly into acts and scenes: but what 
poet first limited to five the number of the acts 
~ know ~ot; only we see it so firmly established 
ID t~e hme of Horace, that he gives it for a 
rule ID comedy, - Neu brevior quinto neu sit 

d . 1 So J pro ucttor achi. that you see the Grecians 
cannot be said to have consummated this art · 
writing rather by entrances, than by acts and 
having rather a general indigested noti~n oí 
a play, than knowing how, and where to be
stow the particular graces of it. 

Ali we know of it is, from the singing of their 
chorus; and that too is so uncertain, that in 
sorne of their plays we have reason to conjec
ture they sung more than five times. Aristotle 
indeed divides the integral parts oí a play into 
four. First, the Protasis, or entrance, which 
gives light only to th~ characters of the persons, 
and proceeds very little into any part of the 
action. Secondly, the Epítasis, or working up 
of the plot; where the play grows warmer, 
the design or action of it is drawing on, and you 
see something promising that it will come to 
pass. Thirdly, the Catastasis, called by the 
Romans, Status, the height and full growth of 
the play: we may call it properly the counter
turn, which destroys that expectation, embroils 
the a~tion in new difficulties, and leaves you 
far d1stant from that hope in which it found 
you; as you may have observed in a violent 
stream, resisted by a narrow passage, - it 
runs round to an eddy, and carries back the 
waters with more swiftness than it brought 
them on. Lastly, the Catastrophe, which the 
Grecians called Avu,s, the French le dénouc
ment, and we the discovery, or unravelling of 
the plot: there you see ali things settling again ' 
upon their first foundations, and, the obstacles 
which hindered the design or action of the play 
once removed, it ends with that resemblance of 
truth and nature, that the audience are satis
fied with the conduct of it. Thus this great 

1 We praise things reported more willingly tban 
those seen; and things of to-day we follow witb 
cnvy, those of yestcrday with admiration, believing 
ourselves lo be bindered by the former and belped 
by tbe latter. 

But since the Spaniards at this day allow 
but three acts, which they call Jornadas to a 
play, and the Italians in many of theirs Íollow 
them, when I condemn the ancients I declare 
it is not altogether because they ha~e not five 
acts to every play, but because they have not 
confined themselves to one certain number: 
it is building an house without a model; and 
when they succeeded in such undertakings 
they ought to have sacrificed to Fortune not 
to the Muses. ' 

Next, for the plot, which Aristotle called To 
µ.vOos, and often TWV 1rpa.y¡ufrwv uw0(UL~ and 
from _hi~ _the Romans Fabula, it has al;eady 
been 1udic1ously observed by a late writer that 
in their tragedies it was only sorne tale derived 
from Thebes or Troy, or at least something that 
happened in those two ages; wliich was worn 
so thread-bare by the pens of ali the epic poets 
and even by tradition itself of the talkativ~ 
Greekli?gs, (as Ben Jonson calls them,) that 
before 1t carne upon the stage, it was already 
known to all the audience; and the people, so 
soon as ever they heard the name of CEdipus, 
knew as well as the poet, that he had killed 
bis father by a mistake, and committed incest 
with his mother, before the play; that they 
were now to hear of a great plague, an oracle 
and the ghost of Laius: so that they sate with 
a yawning kind of expectation, till he was to 
come with bis eyes pulled out, and speak a 
h~dred or ~ore. verses in a tragic tone, in com
plamt of h1s m1sfortunes. But one CEdipus, 
IIercules, or Medea, had been tolerable; poor 
people, they escaped not so good cheap; they 
had still the chapon bo11illé 2 set before them 
till their appetites were cloyed with the sam~ 
dish, and, the novelty being gone, the pleasure 
vanished ¡ so that one main end of Dramatic 

1 Let lt be ncither sbortcr nor longer than five acts 
' boiled cbicken 
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Poesy in its definition, which was to cause de
light, was of consequence destroyed. 

In their comedies, the Roman~ generally 
borrowed their plots from the Greek poets; 
and theirs was commonly a little girl stolen 
or wandered from her parents, brought back 
unknown to the city, there got with child by 
sorne lewd young fellow, who, by the help of 
bis servant, cheats bis father; and when her 
time comes to cry Juno Lucina, fer opem,• 
one or other sees a little box or cabinet which 
was carried away with her, and so discovers 
her to her friends, if sorne god do not prevent it, 
by coming down in a machine, and taking the 
thanks of it to himself. 

By the plot you may guess mucb of the cbar
acters of the persons. An old father, who 
would willingly, before he dies, see bis son well 
married; his debaucbed son, kind in bis nature 
to his mistress, but miserably in want of money; 
a servant or slave, who has so mucb wit to 
strike in with bim, and help to dupe bis father; 
a braggadocio captain, a parasite, and a lady 
of pleasure. 

As for the poor bonest maid, on wbom the 
story is built, and wbo ougbt to be one of the 
principal actors in the play, sbe is commonly 
a mute in it; she has the breeding of the old 
Elizabeth way, wbich was for maids to be seen, 
and not to be beard; and it is enougb you know 
sbe is willing to be married, wben the fifth act 
requires it. 

These are plots built after the ltalian mode 
of houses, - you see througb tbem ali at once: 
the characters are indeed the imitations of na
ture, but so narrow, as if they bad imitated 
only an eye or an band, and did not dare to 
venture on the lines of a face, or the proportion 
of a body. 

But in bow straight a compass soever they 
have bounded their plots and characters, we 
wiIJ pass it by, if tbey bave regularly pursued 
them, and perfectly observed those three uni
ties of time, place, and action; the knowledge 
of whicb you say is derived to us from tbem. 
But, in the first place, give me leave to tell you, 
that tbe unity of place, bowever it might be 
practised by them, was never any of their rules: 
we neitber find it in Aristotle, Horace, or any 
who have written of it, till in our age the French 
poets first made it a precept of the stage. The 
unity of time, even Terence bimself, wbo was 
the best and most regular of tbem, has neg
lected: bis "Heautontimorumenos," or Self-

1 Help me, O goddess of childbearing 1 

punisber, takes up visibly two days, says 
Scaliger; the two first acts concluding tbe first 
day, the three last the day ensuing; and 
Euripides, in tying bimself to one day, has 
cornmitted an absurdity never to be forgiven 
him; for in one of bis tragedies be has made 
Theseus go from Atbens to Thebes, whicb was 
about forty English miles, under tbe walls of 
it to give battle, and appear victorious in tbe 
next act; and yet, from the time of bis depart
ure to the retum of tbe Nuntius, who gives 
the relation of bis victory, lEthra and tbe 
Chorus bave but thirty-six verses; wbich is 
not for every mile a verse. 

The like error is as evident in Terence bis 
"Eunuch," wben Lacbes, tbe old man, enters 
by mistake into tbe house of Thais; where, 
betwixt bis exit, and the entrance of Pythias, 
wbo comes to give ample relation of the dis
orders he has raised within, Parmeno, wbo was 
left upon the stage, has not above five lines to 
speak. C'est bien employer un temps si ctmrt,1 

says the French poet, who furnished me witb 
one of the observations: and almost all their 
tragedies will afiord us eicamples of tbe like 
nature. 

It is true, they have kept the continuity, or, 
as you called it, liaison des Scenes, somewbat 
better: two do not perpetually come in together, 
talk, and go out together; and otber two suc
ceed them, and do the same throughout tbe 
act, whicb the English cal! by the name of single 
scenes; but tbe reason is, because tbey have 
seldom above two or three scenes, properly 
so called, in every act; for it is to be accounted 
a new scene, not only every time the stage is 
empty, but every person who enters, though to 
others, makes it so; because be introduces a 
new business. Now tbe plots of tbeir plays 
being narrow, and the persons few, one of their 
acts was written in a less compass tban one of 
our well-wrought scenes; and yet tbey are often 
deficient even in this. To go no farther than 
Terence, you find in tbe "Eunuch," Antipbo 
entering single in the midst of tbe tbird act, 
aftcr Ch remes and Pytbias were gone off: in 
the same play you have Iikewise Dorias begin
ning the fourth act alone; and after she has 
rnade a relation of wbat was done at the Soldier's 
entertainment, (which by the way was very 
inartificial, because she was presumed to speak 
directly to the audience, and to acquaint them 
with what was necessary to be known, but 
yet should have been so contrived by the poet, 

1 T)¡js is making good use of so sbort a time. 
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as to have been told by persons of tbe drama 
to one anotber, and so by tbem to have come 
to the knowledge_ of the people,) she quits the 
stage, an? Phredria enters next, alone likewise : 
h~ also g1~es you an account of himself, and of 
bis re~urnmg from tbe country, in monologue; 
!º wh1_ch ll!lnatural way of narration Terence 
IS subJect ID ali bis plays. In bis "Adelphi 
or Brothers," Syrus and Demea enter after tb: 
scene was broken by tbe departure of Sostrata 
Geta, and. Canthara; and indeed you ca~ 
sc_arce look mto ªº.Y of his comedies, wbere you 
w1ll not presentlydiscover tbe same interruption. 

But as th.ey have failed both in laying of their 
plots, and ID th_e management, swerving from 
the rules of ~he1r ?wn art, by misrepresenting 
~atu": to us, ID wh1cb they bave ill satisfied one 
1Dten_llon of. a play, wbich was delight; so in 
!he 1Dstructive part they have erred worse · 
IDStead of punisbing vice, and rewarding virtue; 
they bave often shown a prosperous wickedness 
andan u?happy piety: they have set before ~ 
a bloody 1mage of revenge in Medea, and given 
her clragons to convey her safe from punish
ment. A Priam and Astyanax murdered 
and Cassandra ravished, and the Iust and 
murder ending in tbe victory. of him wbo acted 
tbem. In sbort, there is no indecorum in any 
of our modem plays, which, if I would excuse 
I could_ not shadow with sorne authority fro~ 
the anc1ents. 

• * * * * * * 
But, to re!um f~om whence I bave digressed, 

to the ~ons!derahon . of the ancients' writing, 
and the1r ~1t; of wh1ch, by this time, you will 
grant us m sorne measure to be fit judges. 
Though I see many excellent thoughts in 
Seneca, yet he of them who had a genius most 
proIX;r_for the stage, was Ovid; he hada way 
of wntmg so fit to stir up a pleasing admiration 
and concemment, which are the objects of a 
tragedy, and to show tbe various movements 
o_f a soul combati~g be_twixt two different pas
s10ns, that had he hved m our age or in bis own 
could have writ with our advantages no man 
but must have yielded to him; and 

1
therefore 

I am confident the "Medea" is none of bis• 
for !hougb I est~m it for the gravity and sen~ 
tenuousn~ss of 1t, which he bimself concludes 
to .be. smta~le to a tragedy, - Omne genus 
scripti gravitate Tragmdia vincit - yet it 
mov~ not IDY_ soul enough to judge that he, 
who m the ep1c way wrote things so near the 
d~an:ia, as the story of Myrrha, of Caunus and 
Bibhs, and the rest, should stir up no more 
concemment where he most endeavoured it. 

The D?aster-r,iece of Seneca I hold to be that 
~cene m the Troades," where Ulysses is seek
rng for Astyanax to kill bim: there you see 
the tenderness of :i, mother, so represented in 
Androm~che, that 1t raises compassion to a high 
degree m the reader, and bears the nearest 
resembl~nce of anything in the tragedies of 
~be anc,ents, to tbe excellent scenes of passion 
m Shakespeare, or in Fletcher. - For Iove
sccn_es you will find few among them; their 
trag1c _poets dealt not with that soft passion, 
but w1th Iust, cruelty, revenge ambition· and 
those bloody actions they produ~ed · wbich were 
!°ºre ca~ble of raisi?g horror tha~ compa&ion 
m an audience: IeaV1Dg !ove untouched whose 
ientleness would have tempered them: which 
1s ~he m~st frequent of all the passions, and 
wh,~b, ~mg the priva~e c?nc«:rnment of every 
person! 1s sooth~d by v1ewmg 1ts own image in 
a pubhc entertamment. 

Among tbeir comedies, we find a scene or 
two of tenderness, and that where you would 
least expe~t it, in Plautus; but to speak gen
erally, the1r !ove~ say little, when they see 
each~ other, but amm~ mea, vita mea; (""J icat 
1/ro)(I}, as _the women m J uvenal's time used to 
cry out ID the fury of their kindness. Any 
~udden gust of pa&ion (as an ecstasy of !ove 
rn an unexpec~ed meeting) cannot better be 
expressed than ID a word, and a sigh breaking 
o_ne anotber. Nature is dumb 00 ;ucb occa
s10ns; and to make her speak, would be to 
represent her unlike herself. But tbere are 
~ tho~d other concemments of Iovers, as 
J~alous1es, complaints, contrivances, and tbe 
hke, wbere not to open their minds at Iarge 
to eacb other, were to be wanting to their own 
love, and to the expectation of the audience • 
who watcb the movements of their minds ~ 
muc_h as. t~e changes of their fortunes. For 
the 1mag1Dmg of the first is properly the work 
o~ a _poet; the latter he borrows from the 
h1stonan. 
. Eugenius was PT?C~ding in that part of bis 

d1~ourse, whe~ Cntes mterrupted him. I see, 
sa!d he, ~ugemll;i and I are never like to have 
th!s question decided betwixt us; for he main
ta1D_s, t~e m~~erns havP. acquired a new per
fect,on m wnt1Dg, I can only grant they have 
altered the mode of it. Homer described bis 
her?Cs meo of great appetites, Iovers of beef 
bro1Jed upon the coals, and good fellows· con
trary to the pra~tice of the French rom~nces, 
whose heroes ne1ther eat, nor drink nor sleep 
for !ove. V!rgil makes lEneas a ~Id avowe: 
of hlS own v1rtues: 



154 JOHN DRYDEN 

Sum pius -Entas fama n1per trlhera twlMS; • 

which, in the civility of our poets, is ~he char
acter of a fanfaron, or Ilector: for w1th us the 
k . ht ta.kes occasion to walk out, or sleep, 
t;1!void the vanity of telling his own story, 
which the trusty squire is ever to pe!form for 
h' So in their love-scenes, of wh1ch Euge
n::- spoke last, thc ancien~s werc m?re hearty, 
we more talkative: they wnt love '.1ll it was the_n 
the mode to make it; and I w1ll grant th)s 
much to Eugenius, that pcrhaps one of the1r 
poets, had he lived in our age, 

Sif11rtl lwc ,wstrwrnfalo dtlapsus in trvum, 

as Horace says of Lucilius, he had altered 
many things; not that thcy were not n~tural 
before but that he might accomm~date h1mself 
to the 'age in which he lived. Yet m. the mean
time we are not to conclude aD)1hmg rashly 
a ainst those great men, but prC5Cn·e to them 
t~e dignity of masters, and &i~e. that hono_ui 
to their memorics, - quos Libitma s?cravü, 
- part of which we expcct may be pa1d to us 
in future times. . 

This moderation of Crites, as it was pleasi~g 
10 ali the company, so it put an end to that d~ 
pule· 'l"hich Eugcnius, who seemed to ha~e 
the better of the argument, would urge no 
farther. But Lisideius, aftcr he. ~ad acknow
ledged himself of Eugenius_his op1mon concem
ing the ancients, yet told h1m, he had f?rbome, 
till his discourse were ended, to ask h1m, why 
he prefcrred the English plays above those of 
other nations? and whcthcr we ought not to 
submit our stage to the exactness of our next 
neighbours? . 

Though, said Eugenius, I am at ali limes 
ready to defend the honour. of _my country 
against the French, and to mamtam, we are as 
well able to vanquish them ~ith o~r pcns, a~ 
our ancéstors have been w1th ~hc1r swords' 
et, if you pleasc, addcd he, lookmg upo~ N~

~nder I will comrnit this cause to my f~end s 
management; his opini~n of our plays is the 
sarne with mine: and bes1des, there is no reason, 
that Crites and I, who have now le_ft the ~tag~, 
should reenter so suddenly upon it¡ wh1ch is 
against the laws of comedy. . 

If the question had been stated, rephccl 
Lisideius who bad writ best, the Frcnch or 
English, 'íorty years ago_, I should have becn 
of your opinion, and adJudged t~e hono~r to 
our own nation i but since tbat time, (sa1d he, 

, I am pious JEnens, k.nown by fame beyond the sky. 
• Wbom Death hns made sacrl-<l. 

tuming towards Neander,) we have been so 
long together bad Englishmen, that we had not 
leisure 10 be good poets. Beaumont, Fl~tc~er, 
and Jonson, (who were onl~ capab!e of bnngmg 
us to that degree of perfect1on wh1ch w~ ~ave,) 
were just tben leaving the world¡ as if i~ an 
age of so much horror, wit, and those m,1lder 
studies of humanity, had no farther business 
among us. But the muses, who evcr follo~· 
peace, went to plant in another cou~try:. it 
was then that the great Cardinal of _R1cheheu 
began to take them into his pro_tect1on; and 
that, by bis encouragement, Cometlle, and so~e 
other .Frenchmen, reformed their th~tre, wh1ch 
before was as much below ours, as it now sur
passes it and the rest of Europe. B~t because 
Crites in bis discourse for the anc1ents, has 
preve~ted me, by observing many rules of the 
stage which the modems have borrowed from 
thern' I shall only in short, demand of you, 
whether you are 'not convinced that of ali 
nations the French have observed them? In 
the unity of time you find them so ~pulous, 
that it yet remains a dispute arnong the1r poets, 
whether the artificial day of twelve hours, more 
or less be not meant by Aristotle, rather than 
the ndtural one of twenty-four; and con!.e
quently, whether ali plays ou~ht nol to. be 
reduced into that compass .. Th!s ! can test1fy, 
that in all their dramas wnt w1thm these last 
twenty years and upwards, I hav~ not obser:ed 
any -that have extended the time to th1rty 
hours. In the lmity of place ther _are !ul_l ~s 
scrupulous; for many of their cnt1cs hrn1t .11 
to that very spot of ground whcre thc play is 
supposed to begin i none of t~cm exceed the 
compass of the same town or c1ty. . 

The unity of action in ali the1r plays is yet 
more conspicuous i for they do n.ot burden th~m 
with under-plots, as the Enghsh do: wh1c~ 
is the reason why many scenes ?f our _tragi
comedies carry on a design that 1s nothmg _of 
kin to the main plot; and that w~ ~ two dtS
tinct webs in a play,_ like those .m ill-wroug~t 
stuffs· and two act1ons, that is, two pla)s, 
carried on togetber, to the confoundin& of t~e 
audience; who, before they are wa~ m the1r 
concemrnents for one part, are d1ve~ed to 
another· and by that means espouse the mterest 
of neith~r. From hence likewi!.e it arises, that 
the one half of our actors are not known. to the 
other. They kecp their distances, as if thcy 
were Montagues and Capulcts, and seldom 
begin an acquaintance till the last scenc of the 
fifth act, when they are ali t_o meet upon the 
stage. Thcre is no theatre m the world has 
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anything so absurd as the English tragi
comedy ¡ it is a drama of our own invention, 
and the fashion of it is enough to proclaim it 
so¡ here a course of mirth, there another of 
sadncss and passion, and a third of honour 
and a duel: thus, in two hours and a half we 
run through ali the fits of Bedlam. The French 
affords you as much variety on the same day, 
but they do it not so unseasonably, or mal d 
pro pos, as we: our poets present you the play 
and the farce together; and our stages still 
retain somewhat of the original civility of the 
Red Bull: 

A tque ursum d pugiJes media inler carmina poscunJ. 1 

The end of tragedies or serious plays, says 
Aristotle, is to beget admiration, compassion, 
or concemment; but are not mirth and com
passion things incompatible? and is it not evi
dent, that the poet must of necessity destroy 
the former by intcrmingling of the latter? that 
is, he must ruin the sote end and object of his 
tragcdy, to introduce somewhat that is forced 
into it, and is not of the body of it. Would 
you not think that physician mad, who, having 
prescribed a purge, should immediately order 
you to take restringents? 

But to leave our plays, and retum to theirs. 
I have noted one great advantage they have 
had in thc plotting of their tragedies; that is, 
they are always grounded upon sorne known 
history: according to that of Hornee, .Ex noto 
.fir/11m carmen srquar ¡, and in that they have 
so imitated the ancients, that they have sur
passcd them. For the ancients, as was observed 
before, took for the foundation of their plays 
sorne poetical fiction, such as under that con
sideration could move but littlc concemment 
in the audience, because they already knew 
the event of it. But the French goes farther: 

A tq11e it1 mtnlüur, sic 11eris /aira remisctl, 
Primo ne medium, mtdio ne disaeptl imum. 1 

doubtful, that the writer is free, by the privi
lege of a poet, to ta.ke that which of two or more 
relations will best suit with bis design: as for 
example, in the death of Cyrus, whom Justin 
and sorne others report to have pcrished in the 
Cytbian war, but Xenophon aflinns to have 
died in bis bed of extreme old age. Nay 
more, when the event is past dispute, even then 
we are willing to be deceived, and the poet, if 
he contrives it with appearance of truth, has 
ali the audience oí bis party; at least during 
the time bis play is acting: so naturally we are 
kind to virtue, when our own interest is not in 
question, that we ta.ke it up as the general 
concernment of mankind. On the other side, 
if you consider the historical plays of Shake
speare, they are rather so many chronicles of 
kings, or the business many times of thirty or 
forty years, cramped into a representation of 
two hours anda half; which is not to imitate 
or paint nature, but rather to draw her in 
miniature, to take her in little; to look u pon her 
through the wrong end of a pcrspcctive, and 
receive her irnages not only much less, but 
infinitely more imperfect than the life: this, 
instead of making a play delightful, renders it 
ridiculous: 

Quodcumque osltndis mihi sic, incrtdutus ,odi.1 

For the spirit of man cannot be satisfied but 
with truth, or at least verisimilitr ¡ and a ~m 
is to contain, if not T<1 lnµc., yet fTVJJ.O(crn, oµ.o'ia, 
as one of the Greek poets has exprcssed it. 

He so interweaves truth with probable fiction, 
that he puts a pleasing fallacy upon us, rnends 
the intrigues of fate, and dispenses with the 
~verity of history, to reward that virtuc which 
has been rendered to us there un fortunate. 
Sornetirnes the story has left the success so 

1 And in the midst oí the poems thcy call for thc 
Lt-ars nnd thc bo~ers. 1 On a known fact I base a 
frii,lncd song. 1 He so mixes false with true that the 
middle may not di~agrce with the bcginning nor the 
end with the middle. 

Another thing in which the French differ 
from us and from the Spaniards, is, that they 
do not embarrass, or cumber themsclves with 
too much plot; they only represcnt so much oí 
a story as will constitute one whole and grcat 
action sufficient for a play: we, who undertake 
more, do but multiply adventures¡ which, not 
bcing produced from one another, as effects 
from causes, but barely following, constitute 
many actions in the drama, and conscquently 
make it many plays. 

But by pursuing closely one argument, 
which is not cloyed with man y tums, the French 
have gained more liberty for verse, in which 
they write: they have lcisure to dwell on a 
subject which deserves it; and to represcnt the 
passions, (which we have acknowledged to be 
the poet's work,) without being hurried frorn 
one thing to another, as we are in the plays of 
Calderon, which we have seen lately upon our 
theatres, undcr the name of Spanish plots. I 

1 
Whntevcr you show me thus, 1 disbclicve and hate. 
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have taken notice but of one_traget of,t~f 
whose plot has that umfonmty an d ~n.1/ the 

. . i which I have commen e 1 
design m \ th t is "Rollo " or rather, under 
French i an ª h ' · of Bassianus and 
the name of Ro~lo, t ehsto~ deed the plot is 
Geta in Herodian: t ere m . h to 
neither large nor intri~te, but JUS! ~~ourhem. 
ftll the minds of t~e ªr ud1edneced 'unpoo~ t the {ruth of 
Be 'des vou see 1t oun . . t 

• SI ' , onl the time of the act1on is no 
h1story, - y h trictness of the rules; and 
reduceab_le to t e si es a little farce mingled, 
You see m sorne p ac h th rts. 

h. h . below the dignity of t e o er pa '. 
w te. IS • ts are extremely peccant. 
and m th1s ali our ~ lf . "Sejanus" and 
even Ben J onson h1mse ' •~ . f la 
"C 'line" has givcn us th1s oho o a p y, 

thisª~nnatural mix:i:e ~f :~t[u~u~l~ra:~~ 
w_hich to m;;;~n wd;:5the merry humours _of 
h1st~ry of "Se' us" you may take not1ce 
Gohah. In J~n L' • and the physician, 
f the scene betwixt iv1a ifi 'al 

o . . leasant satire upon the art CI 
wh1ch 1s a P . in "Catiline" you may see 
helps º,r. beau!y¿f womep · the little envíes of 
the par iamen ' d II that passes 
them to o~e anolher¡ __ an 

0
~ admirable in 

bet~ix~ Cunou:n
0
~ !~'~r~~le with the rest. 

the1r kmd, b . to the French writers, who, 
But I retul'!l ªS:~°oot burden themselves too 

as I ha~e sa;d, which has been reproached to 
much w1th ~ ot, . n of our nation as 
them by an mgemous perso ¡ make but 
a fault; for he ~dys,b 

th
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gladiator could naturatly perfonn on the stage, 
when he did not imitate, or reprcsent, but do 
it; and therefore it is bctter to omit the repre
sentation of it. 

The words of a good writer, which describe 
it lively, will make a deepcr impression of bclief 
in us, than ali the actor can insinuate into us, 
when he seerns to faU dead bcfore us; as a 
poet in the descri ption of a beautiful garden, 
or a meadow, will please our imagination more 
than the place itself can please our sight. When 
we see death represenled, we are convinced 
it is but liction ¡ but when we hear it related, 
our eyes (the strongest witnesses) are wanting, 
which might have undeceived us; and we are 
ali willing to favour the slight when the poet 
does not too grossly impose on us. They, 
therefore, who imagine these relations would 
make no concemment in the audience, are 
deceived, by confounding them with the other, 
which are of things antecedent to the play: 
those are made often in cold blood, as I may 
say, to the audience¡ hut these are warmed 
with our concemments, which were before 
awakened in the play. \Vhat the philosophers 
say of motion, that, when il is once begun, it 
continues of itself, and will do so to etemity, 
without sorne stop put to it, is clearly true on 
this occasion: the soul, being already moved 
with the characters and fortunes of those im
aginary persons, continues going of its own 
accord ¡ and we are no more weary to hear what 
becomes of them when thcy are not on the stage, 
than we are to listen to the news of an abscnt 
mistress. But it is objected, that ií one part 
of the play may be rclaled, then why not all? 
I answer, sorne parts of the action are more fit 
lo be represcnted, sorne lo be related. Cor
neille says judiciously, that the poet is not 
obliged to expose to view ali particular actions 
which conduce to the principal: he ought to 
select such of thcm to be seen, which will 
appear with lhe greatest beauty, cithcr by lhe 
magnificence oí the show, or the vehemencc 
of passions which they produce, or sorne othcr 
charm which they have in lhem, and Jet the 
rest arrive to the audience by narration. It 
is a grcat mistake in us to bclieve the Frcnch 
prcsent no part oí thc action on tite stage: 
cvery alteration or crossing of a dcsign, every 
new-sprung passion, and tum of it, is a part oí 
the action, and much the nohlesl, except we 
conccive nothing to be action till the pla yers 
come to blows; as ií the painling oí the hero's 
mine! wrre not more properly the poct's work, 
than the strcngth oí bis body. 

* * * * * * * But I find I have been too long in this dis-
course, since the French have many other 
exccllencies not common to us; as that you 
never sce any oí their plays end with a con
version, or simple change of will, which is 
the ordinary way which our poets use to end 
theirs. It shows little art in the conclusion of 
a dramatic poem, when they who have hindered 
the felicity during the four acts, desist from it 
in the fifth, without sorne powerful cause to 
take them off their dcsign; and though I deny 
not but such reasons may be found, yet it is a 
path that is cautiously to be trod, and the poet 
is to be sure he convinces the audience, that the 
motive is strong enough. As for example, the 
conversion of the Usurer in "The Scomful 
Lady," scems to me a little forccd; for, being 
an usurer, which implies a lover of money to 
the highest degree of CO\·etousness, (and such 
the poet has represented him,) the account he 
gives for the sudden change is, that he has 
been duped by the wild young fellow ¡ which in 
rcason might render him more wary another 
time, and make him punish himself with harder 
fare and coarser clothes to get up again what 
he had lost: but that he should look on itas a 
judgment, and so repent, we may expect to 
hear in a sermon, but I shouJd never endure it 
in a play. 

I pass by this¡ neither will I insist on the 
care they take, that no person aíter bis lirst 
entrance shall ever appcar, but the business 
which brings him upon the stage shaU be 
evidcnt¡ which rule, if observed, must needs 
render ali the events in the play more natural; 
for there you sce the probability of every acci
dent, in the cause that produced it; and that 
which appears chance in the play, will seem 
so reasonable to you, that you will there find 
it almost necessary: so that in the exit of the 
actor you have a clear account oí bis purpose 
and dc_~ign in the next en trance; (though, if 
lhe scene be well wrought, the event will com
monly deceive you¡) for there is nothing so 
absurd, says Comeille, as for an actor to leave 
lhe stage, only becausc he has no more to say. 

I should now speak of the beauty oí their 
rhyme, and the just rea.son I have to prefer 
thal way of writing in tragedies before ours in 
blank-verse¡ but because it is partly received 
by us, and therefore not altogelher peculiar to 
them, I will say no more of it in relation to 
their plays. For our own, I doubt not but it 
will exccedingly beautiíy them; and I can see 
bul one reason why it should not generally 


