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Acritical examination of tlie poetical genius
of Ben Jonson .

In representing beauty as an inhabitant of two worlds ,
belonging to the one by birth , to the other by adoption , Schiller
justly points out a contrast in tbe idea of beauty , the absolute
union of which is aecomplished in the really beautiful . To come
to the point at once , this contrast represents itself to us in the
abstract idea and its material appearance . Seither of these two
spheres is inferior to the other , each possessing within itself its
own peculiar life and existence ; art however unites both momenta ,
and showing forth the real and the ideal combined in one beautiful
objeet , thus reüects the infinite in the shape of a finite natural
objeet . Forthis same reason wo may also call the beautiful an idea
appearing in a limited form . If we consider the above contrasts
as a balance , containingthe two momenta indifferent scales , we
say that , in representing the beautiful , both scales are in cqui -
librium ; as soon however as either outweighs the other , another
contrast mnst needs ensue , known in aesthetics as the sublime
and the ridiculous , both deriving their origin from beauty . If
for instance the abstract idea was the one to acquire superiority ,
thus producing a sublime of any kind , the other momentum will
likewise aspire to its right , its sphere being equally privileged ;
this contrast , however , or rather this reaction , happens in so
sudden and unexpected a manner , that the sublime is annihilated ,
i . e . the idea is exposed in its bare reality . This process is

. easily explained , as it is well known that extremes are inclined
, {o meet , and that there is but one step from the sublime to

♦he ridiculous ; no poet ' can therefore be more easily ridiculed
than he who indulges in pathos . Thus the ludicrous has been
of old the deadly enemy of the sublime , and all the more
effective for not making open assaults from without like a
highwayman , but for springing from the very bosom of the
victim itself . The sublime can also be indicated as the objeetive
power of the beautiful , which pressing , upon thesubjeetive power
with overwhelming force , strives to prevent the subjeet from
attaining its just claims , whilst the ridiculous , relying on the
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boundless liberty of the subject , and conscious of bearing tbe
presence of the idea -within itself , is ready , whereever tbe su¬
blime may sbow itself aspiring to objective rights , to dissolve it
into its own nothinghess . For bear in m'ind , in dissolving the
sublime , tbe ridiculous does not create another sublime in its
stcad , neither docs it lcad to any positive result , its aim being
merely to exercise its paralyzing iniluence npon a power which
strove to exceed its lawful bonnds ; it is therefore in a poctic
scnse the conlinued negation . This preliminary definition which
allows us at least a glimpse into the nature of the ridiculous , is
not only confined to the ethic world we have here more cspe -
cially before us , and it would undoubtodly be no uninteresting
task , to traco it under this point of view in the departments of
art also , such as painting , plastic , etc ; all of which , although
allowing but a limited sphere to the comic , yet do contain such
elements . This inquiry , however , into the nature of that sublime
which on ethic ground may be ridiculod , corrcsponds precisely
to the one which indicates the boundary of the comic dement ,
i , e . the sphere within which the latter is entitled to live and
exist . The ideal momentum of beauty may be considered an
effort , something which , in assuming the appearance of pre -
cminence , strives to raise itself beyond the sphere of common
life ; all ideals man may set before himself being only an aspiring
after some defmite end . It ought not , however , at first sight to
be obvious to the spectator that this one momentum has for a
while gaincd the preponderance ; he ought not to see at once
that the sublime is the bearer of its own irony , but this should
suddenly appear forcing itself upon the attention , thus causing
the sublime to burst like a bubble . It is often not until this
contrast has beeome apparent , that we recognize the false su -
blimity and the morbid exaggeration , which otherwise might have
escaped us . The sudden appearance of the ridiculous , therefore ,
which causes this reaction , proves that this process had its
origin in the sphere of beauty itself . Kant probably thought the
same in pronouncing the ridiculous to consist in out being sud¬
denly disappointed in some highly raised expeetalion . Jean
Paul also seems to be of this opinion when he asserts that the
humorous is the annihilation of a purpose . This remark leads
us on , allowing us a deeper look into the nature of the sublime
which may beeome the objeet of ridicule . Imagine a drunkard
firmly resolved to overcome bis besetting sin , and strong enough
to pass by the dangerous tavern which formerly entieed him ,
but afterwards turning back for a hearty draught as a due re -
compense for his newly acquired merit , this would , I believe ,
fuinish an appropriate example of what I have been endea -
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vournig to explain . For here tlie ideal which thc drunkärd
purposed , is tumed into the ridiculous by a sudden reaction ,
thus proving at the same time that it is not the subject itself
which causes us to laugh , but the manner in which it is repre -
sented . Having above pronounced the sublime a momentum
of beauty , endowed with its own will and purpose , which however
by exceeding its lawful bounds and estranging itself from reality
becomes a prey to the ridiculous — it logically follows that it
admits contradiction , not being possessed of absolute unity with
itself , but in danger of being wrecked by a inere bagatelle ;
it , accordingly , ought to be considered a relative sublime .
The subject matter , therefore , which forms the basis of the ridi¬
culous , belongs to the material visible World , simply because
the idea can only be produced in a limited form . This being
the case , it is all the more to be wondered at , what can havo
induced grcat men , especially Theodor Vischer , to whom I own
to be indebted for some of the above remarks , to draw into the
circle of the ridiculous God and divine things , or any of those
immortal ideas which , lying beyond the visible world , are not
possessed of an outtvard appearance , the inost essential momen¬
tum of beauty . It is perfectly horrifying to hear that same
writer say in his aesthetics ete : „ The God of Theism who does
not consent to the wicked dealings in the tragedy of history and
who is nevertheless unable to prevent thero , must surely be little
more than a nonentity ; the world must be more than God , who
dares not touch it , — no wonder then if the worshippers of
this God fear that the creature with all its foibles may some
day arise and smilingly say to its maker : Thou and I , we
cannot do without each other ! The God of a speculative con -
templation of the world , — ( the God of Pantheism in fact , ) — lays
claim on the ridiculous which he has no reason to fear , because he
bears the very Clements of laughter within himself ." — If, accord¬
ingly , analogous to the dehnition of the beautiful , we are compelled
to lirnit the ludicrous subiects to the bodily apparent world , when
representing itself to us in its deformity , it only remains to be
asked , in what form the Comic may find its most perfect ex-
pression , and what is its sesthetic valuo and legitimate existence .
To say it at once : it is in the Drama that the comical is most
perfectly represented , for in most effectually uniting the
subjeetive with the objeetive , it contains the fundamental
principle of all art : in all organic development of a nation ,
therefore , the drama is the ripest fruit of poetical and
social pursuits ; for dramatic poetry combines the contrast
of the epic and lyric elements to one organic whole . If . it has
been asserted that the epic poem represents the objeetive truth
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of flie past , — that lyricpoetry on the contrary , belongs to the
future , as expressing tmlimited subjectivcness : tlie drama has
its place in the midst of the prcsent . Both kinds of poetry ,
however , when united to form the drama , have to nndcrgo a
detided change ; for the objective substance of the drama is no
longer an acting in the past , being reported by a third person
as a narrator , but the persons in consideration appear as acting
of their own accord with subjective spontaniousness , thus deve -
loping before our eyes an event , which by its being removed
into the present is türned into action . And moreover , the
persons , by their actions occasioning a change in the present ,
their fcelings can no longer be those of the lyric poet , who
depicts nothing but his own subjectivcness ; but the dramatist
has to endow his persons with conseiousness of their actions ,
■which appears as froe - will , the vital principle of every dramatic
art . This self- will must , independant of any fate , pervade the
drama from beginning to end , so as to liniit the intensity of
the different actions , in order tbat a general idea may pass
through the whole , giving to the visible body of action an
invisible but everywhere transparent soul . It is false , therefore ,
when instead of the natural unravclling of a plot , the knot is
cut asunder bj a Deus ex machina , or if in a play of which
earth is the sole stage and undisputed soil , expeetations are
raised of future rewards and punishments . We herein see a
more forcible reason , why the drama must belong to the self-
reasoning mind of the modern ideal ; for in the middle - ages the
subjeet was constantly restricted by certain bounds , its volition
being governed and regulated by a certain amount of objective
power , not acquired by the subjeet itsclf , but handed down to
it by tradition ; a power , to which it strove to assimilate itsclf .
It was not until the right of private judgement cstablished itsclf ,
that the mind could attain its lawful position and that the total
development of a man ' s character andfaculties was thus rendered
possible . It is then evident that the ridiculous , which , as we
have seen , relies on the unrestricted liberty of the subjeet must
in this form acquire its just and proper expression . Shakespeare
says in Hamlet „ that the end of the drama , both at first and
now , was , and is to hold , as it were , the mirror up to nature ,
to show virtue her own feature , scorn her own image and the
very age and body of the time his form and pressure , " which
defines in a comprehensive and summary manner the effect of
the drama in its prineipal features . This definition expresses
more , than is obvious at first sight , for if the drama is to hold
up the mirror to nature , this does not merely say , that it is
to copy nature ,, but that its purpose ia to prove the dose
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connexion of human affairs and destinies , to bring man to a
clear understanding of himself , to teach him to appreciate the
intrinsic value ofthings , though concealed under aglittering sur -
face , and to allow him a glance into the laboratory of time , to
show its good and sublime features as -well as its defects and
follies , thus creating before man an ideal , which , representing
its elf to bis mind , partly in a tragical ; partly in a comical form ,
becomcs to him the cause of a clear , systematic tendency . But
tragedy and comedy are only momenta of the heautiful , nothing but
their union produces perfect beauty . If therefore the modern ideal
has ventured to introduce comedy into tragedy , thus fulfilling the
demand of Socrates in Symposion , that the true poet should
combine the tragic and comic elements in Order to represent
life in all its aspects and in due form , — it has taken the way
which "will lead it to its highest perfection . Attempts of the
same Und are found early in the annals of the English stage ;
in the midst of moral declamations on virtues and vices we find
the devil as the principle of malignity as well as buffoonry ,
and the „ jigs " interruptmg the most serious scenes of tragedy .
Now , did these inconsistencies arise from the necessity only
which the writer feit to catch the applause of the public ? or
was it not ratber the ideal sublimity of tbese plays , which ,
though unknown , perhaps , to the dramatist of those times ,
suggested the necessity of a contrast which continued purifying
itsclf , until in Shakespeare ' s hands it appears a systematic and
organic principle of tragedy ? And do we not find the same in
the classic drama which flowed from the same source as the
drama of the modern ideal ?

After these general preliminary remarks , I will now pro -
c .eed te expose to the judgement of my readers the character
of Ben Jonson , whose poetical genius is to form the chief object
of the present treatise . Benjamin , or rather as it is abreviated ,
Ben Jonson , was born on the ll ,h of June in the jear 1573
about a month after . the death of his father , a clereyman who
had been a sufferer on account of his religious opinions . The
career of this poet is indeed a singular one , He was placed at
a grammarschool in Westminster under the particular care of
Camden , whose name bas become dear to literature and for
whom B . Jonson retained an extraordinary degree of respect
and attachment during his whoje life . His mother having mar -
ried a bricklayer , however , somewhat less than two years after
the death of her first husband , Jonson was taken from school
by his stepfather to assist him in his humble vocation . For how
long he had to continue in this miserable condition is nowhere
mentioned ; Wood teils us that he was released from it by Sir
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Walter Raleigh , who , having heard whith rcgret of a „ lad of
genius " forced to practise such humble mechanical toil , evinced
great interest in him , and sent hira to the continent as a com -
panion to his son . But this seems altogether impossible , young
Raleigh not having been born at the tirae ; neither is the name of
Raleigh to be met with in any of the notes he has left behind ,
respecting his personal concerns , which undoubtedly would have
been the case , had he rendered him so eminent a Service , lf
there be any truth in the report of this event , it did not take
place until the year 1613". :;:) In the same way other details
that are reported from this period of his life , such as his wor -
king with a trowel in one hand , and a Horace in the other , or
that of Camden ' s sending hinr back to school , rest upon very
questionable authorities . It is therefore much more simple to
believe , ashe informs us himself , that , being exceedingly mor -
tified at his calling which was alike repngnant to his taste and
feelings , he made a desperate effort to escape from it , not by
returning to school , but by entering the military service as a
volunteer , to fight against the Spaniards in the Netherlands .
He is said to have displayed great bravery during his brief mili¬
tary career and on one occasion to have killed in a single com¬
bat , in the presence of both armies ^ his adversary by whom he
had been challenged . At the close -of the campaign he relin -
quished the military profession , and , returning to England , resolv -
cd to devote himself exclusively to literary pursuits . But his
mean & were soon exhausted ; all that he broughtfrom Flanders , as
Gifford says , being the reputation of a brave man , a smattering
of Dutch , and an empty purse . This latter circumstance seems
to have induced him to leave the university , to which he had
gone to finish his classical studies , and to take refuge to the stage .
This was the usual way chosen by those who then eultivated
the English stage ; they were , in a majority of cases , men of
academical edueation , who rushed up to the capital from their
retirements , hoping to find in the stage the means of rising to
a rapid glory with little or no exertion to themselves . Ncarly
all of them began their career , not as authors but as actors ,
and it is chiefly owing , wearepersuaded , to this circumstance , that
all plays of this period were most distinguished for what is cal -
led „ stage effect ", a peculiar excellence , which they must be
allowed to possess , in spite of other great deficienies . Ben
Jonson seems at first to have had but little success an as actor .

* ) Compare „ Heads of conservaiion with Drummond of Hawthonidoii
January 1517 ."



He occupied himself with the rearrangement of old plays , and
it -was not before the fear 1598 , tbat he produced his first
original comedy : „ Every man in his humour , " which gave an un -
doubted proof of his endeavours , to cut out a new -way to co •
medy , specifically different from the one that had hitherto been
pursued . The latter was indeed one of great defects and its
influence so powerful as to affect even Shakcspeare ' s early
prodnctions . Philip Bidney *) had in vain remonstrated against
the irregularity and excessive violation of the three unities ; for
though all the different elements of the drama were existing ,
yet the secret of its true form "was unrcvealed , a task , which ,
according to Kant , is in all branches of science and art the high -
est degree of perfection the human mind may at all reach .
The intensity of action was in a very disordered State , and in
the severe scenes of tragidy , there were introduced scenes of
base humour and buffoonry without any organic connexion ,
merely to gratify the appetite of the common people ; even
Marlow , the immediate predecessor of Ben Jonson could not
dispense with therm Those jigs , as they were called , were first
entirely removed by Shakespeare , and in those tragedies into
which he has introduced them , they produce a true tragic effect ,
and stand in organic connexion with the whole . His plays ,
says Dr . Johnson , are not , in a rigorous sense , either tragedies
or comedics , but an interchange of scriousness and merriment .
They are indeed exhibiting the real state of sublimary nature
which partakes of the good and evil , of joy and sorrow , mingled
with endless variety of proportion and innumerable modes of
combination , and expressing the course of the world in which
the loss of the one is the gain of another ; in which at the
sarne time the reveller is hastening to his wine and the mour -
ner to the burial of his friend ; in which the malignity of the
one is sometimes defeated by the frolic of another , and many
benefits are effected and hindered without design .

But Jonson powerfully raised his voice against such a view
of life and of the drama ; he was deeply intrenched in the for -
tification of classical learning , and recognizing , in consequence ,
in the classical modeis the only true form of the drama , he
undertook to introduee the classic drama in Opposition to the
the Tomantic drama , quite mistaking the character of modern
times . Jonson ' s tendency is therefore chiefly a negative one .
It was he who endeavoured to put a stop to the national deve -
lopment of the English drama , and to force its free form into

*) defence of poetry , pag . 40 .
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the trammels of the threo unities . Success accompanied his
effbrts in so extraordinary a degree , as to make his fame ap -
ear in the eyes of his contemporaries even superior to that of
Shakespeare , a circumstance , which , as ■will be proved hereafter ,

was chiefly owing to the nature of Jonson ' s dramas being the
trne expression of the rational tendency , then prevailing among
the nation . His comedy : „ Every man in his humour " has been
comtnonly assigned to the year 1598 , the same which formed
the commencement of his intimacy -with Shakespeare . Rowe ,
in his „ Life of Shakespeare " informs us in this respect as follows .
„ Shakes ,peare ' s acquaintance with Ben Jonson began with an
act of humanity and goodnature . Mr . Jonson -who was at that
time altogether unknown to the world , had oflered one of his
plays to the players to have it acted . The persons , into whose
hands it had been put , after having turned it carelessly and
superciliously over , were just on the point of rcturning it to
him , with the ill -natured answer , that it would be of no sefvice
to their Company , when Shakespeare luckily cast an eye lipon
it and found somcthing so well in it as to engage him first to
read it through and afterwards to recommend Mr . Jonson and his
writings to the public ." The whole acconnt is , as Giiford asserts ,
Avithout any foundation in truth , and merely invented to place
the ingratitude and baseness of his character into a stronger
light . „ That he was altogether unknown to the world , " remarks
the same author , „ is a palpable nntruth , as Jonson was at the
time as well known as Shakespeare , " resting his ineredulity on
the supposition that the comedy of Jonson was already acted in
the year 1597 at the Rose , a fact which he endeavourcd to
prove by quoting a passage from Henslowe ' s memorandum book
which runs thus :

„ Maye 1597 , IL It : at the comedy of Vmers ."
and by which passage he tries most earnestly to persuade us ,
that the word Vmers could mean nothing but Jonsons comedy
„ Every man in his humour ." But with all dcference for Mr .
Gitfords undispnted accuteness and general accuracy w7e may
doubt that Ben Jonson could be better known than Shakespeare ,
who was already for more than 11 years connected with the
stage and had , at the lowest calculation , , published twelve dra -
ma ' s , when the former offered his Virgin comedy . Moreover
there is all reason to believe that , as an actor , Jonson had
completely failed .

In the same way another circumstance of the life of Ben
Jonson , for which we are indebted to the careful inquiry of
Payne Collier , is apt to show the improbability of the assertion ,
that Jonson began his career as a dramatic writer , previous to
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the year 1598 , for in this very year he had a quarrel with
one of Mr . Henslowe ' s principal actors , Gabriel Spencer
in conseqnence of which ^ ho was „ appealcd to a duel " , slew
his antagonist and was himself severely wounded . He was im -
prisoned , and , aceording to his own assertion , but narrowly
cscaped the gallows . Henslowe , * ) writing to Alleyn on the sub -
ject , uses the following words : „ Since von were with me , I
have lost one of my Company , which hurteth me greatly ; that
is Gabriel , for ho is slain in Hoxton Fields by the hands of
Benjamin Jonson , hricklayer . u Now , had Ben Jonson been
known as well as Shakespeare , had he already been a brother
performer of the one he slew , and , moreover , author of „ Every
man " etc , it is impossible to admit , that Henslowe would have
styled him „ bricklayer " . Ben Jonson himself states in the edi -
tion of his works that the comedy just mentioned was first
acted in the year 1598 . Why then are we for the sake of a
niere theory of Gifford ' s to disbelieve the positive assertions of
the author himself ?

The result of this first comedy seems to have been extra -
ordinary ; it established his reputation as an author , he grew
into acquaintance and friendship with the principal leaders of the
stage , but could not fail to be regarded with an envious eye
on the part of those roen , on whom the stage , conducted by
Henslowe and Alleyn , relied at this time .

Henslowe and Decker , having füll cause to fear his su -
periority „ provoked him on every stage ■with their petulant sty -
les ." Besides we are readily inclined to believe that B . J . was
possessed of the usual amount of self - conceit which is rarely
fonnd wanting in self - tanght scholars , and which brought him
into frequent collision with his contemporaries , who loved to
mortify his pride andhisdeviating from the coursethe development
of the drama had hitherto pursued . It is true that he had
lofty notions of himself , that he was proud even to arrogance
in bis denance of censure , and that in the warmth of this own
praise he was scarcely surpassed by his most zealous admirers ;
yet he possessed many redeeming qualities and a warmhearted
humanity . He was capable of displaying the most generous
friendship ; indeed all the charges of malice and jealousy that
he is severely aecused to have entertained against Shakespeare ,
turn out to be without foundation . It is chiefly owing to the
extraordinary efforts and the disinterested protection of a God -
win and , above all , of a Gifford , that the name of Jonson which

* ) See memou -s of Edward Alleyn pag . 5i .
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has for more than a Century been overwhelmed by a cloud of
ignorance and malignity , now brightcns in its füll luslreinthe lite -
■rary world ; in fact the whole Shakespearean literature has
absolutely been poisoned by the malice of the commendators
who believed to exalt Shakespeare ' s glory by heaping , with a
most unsparing hand , the grossest injuries and the basest acts
of ingratitude on his most intimate friend , who expressed his
affection . so beautifully in those exquisite verses „ to the memory
of my beloved master William Shakespeare , and what he has
left us ; " or in the touching passage of his „ disCoveries ' ' where
he says : , J loved the man and do honour his memory , on this
side idolatry as much as any ." It is very curions to remark ,
that none of the contemporaries of the two poets have dropped
theslightest hint of a personal enmity during their lifetime , and
it will be satisfactory to my readers to learn , that the genes 'al
outcry of malignity and jealousy . on the part of Jonson , is
especially founded on the „ Heads of conversation with William
Drummond of Bawthornden , January 1517 *) every word of which
is a übel on the man whom he made believe that he was his
sincerest friend ; and upon „certain calumniatory passages which
have crept into this book , and first appared in Cibber ' s lives
of the English poets , being in reality a compilation of Richard
Shiel ' s , though published in Cibber ' s name . * * )

Neverthess tho argumentation of Gifford has again been
doubted by David Laing who republiscd the conversation of
Ben Jonson with William Drummond . I should thercfore but
imperfectly discharge myself of my duty , if I did not attempt
bnefly to represcntto my readers the present state of the matter in
question . When Jonson had reaclied the 47 lh year of his age , he
came to pay a visit to Drummond of Hawthorndon , who lived in
Scotland . Whether he was already acquainted with him , previous
to this time , cannot be positively asserted , so much only is
reported that he stayed with him during four weeks , and that ,
on his return to London on the I9 th January , he sent him the
Madrigal : On a lover ' s dust , made sand for an hour glass , with
the flattering inscription :

* ) Printed for the Shakespearean society London 1842 .
* ? ) see the same book p . 40 .
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„ To the honouring respect ,
b o rn

to the friendship contracted with the right virtuous and learned
Mr . William Drummond

and the perpetuating the same by all offices of love hereafter
I . Benjamin Jonson

whom Le hath honoured witli the leave to be called his , have
■with mine own hand , to satisfy his request ,

written this imperfect song ," ■

Two days previous to this being received , or more exactly
on the 17 lh of January . 1619 , Drummond had written a letter to
liis worthy friend Mr . B . Jonson from which I would quote the
following passage . „ If there be any other thing in this Country
( unto which my power can reach ) , command it : there is nothing ,
I wish more , than to be in the Calendar of them who love
you . . . .

Your loving friend .
From another of Drummond ' s letters to Jonson which bears

no date , but which must have been written immediately after B .
Jonson had left him , I beg to quote the following passage :
„ Many in this country of your friends have travelled . with you
in their thoughts , and all in their good wishes place you well
at home . What a loss were it to ' ns , if ought should have be¬
fallen you but good . Because I doubt if these come unto you ,
I shall commit you to the tuition of God , and remaines

Your assured , and loving friend
William Drummond .

Jonson died in London on the 6 th of August 1637 , and
Drummond survived to the 4 lh of December 1649 . In 1711 an
edition of Drummonds works were published at Edinburgh
among which were „ Heads of a conversation betwixt the famous
poet B . Jonson and William Drummond of Hawthornden , January
1619 , " heaping upon B . Jonson the most disgraceful crimes ,
and maliciously exhibiting the most dishonourable traits of bis
character , a book which has been made the principal basis of
the calumny against Jonson . Now I call upon any dispassionate
reader to judge of the credibility of such a man , and of the
value of those accounts which were given either in hypocrisy
or from a principle of hateful and intentional malice . It is therefore
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the more surprising to hear David Laing , the last publisher of
the Conversation of B . Jonson with Drummond teil us pag .
XXIII that he hoped that bis work , in its present form , irught
at onco serve the purpose of freeing the memory of Drummond
from unjust aspersion of treachery and want of good faith , and
of furnishing additional faets in the most authentic form of the
life and manners of one of England ' s greatest dramatic writers .
He promises in the preface page I . to inquire whether the im -
putations that have been liberaüy bestowed on the poet of Ilaw -
thornden are well founded or not , and the only result of his
inquiry is , as he says page XIX ., that no credible motive has
been or can be assigned to have made Drummond feel any de -
sire : „ to blason Jonson 's vices and bequeath them to posterily "
Well , I answer , the much more severely Drummond ought to
be accused for having heaped those disgraceful calumniations
on his friend , and that merely for his pleasurein malice . As to
■what Mr . Giflord chooses to insinuate of Drummond having
bequeathed his papers , fairly engrossed and of the half — crown
legacy , such insinuations , says David Laing , betray a mean and
vindictive spirit , to .which silent contempt is the most fitting
answer . I cannot help repeating these last words and applying
them to a man who undertakes to defend Drummond and his
but too visible baseness .

ßespecting the person of our poet , there remains indced
little or nothing to be added — and had the poetical genius of
B . Jonson been explained with the same acuteness and impar -
tiality on the part of Gifford , this our present inquiry into it
would certainly be needless and in vain . The subject has , it is
true , already engaged the pen .of some modern critics , but
whilst some were not . dispassionato enough to place his merits
in their true light , others have formed so superficial a jud -
gement about him , that we _ feel inclined to suspect they never
took the trouble of reading his plays . * ) Büchner * * ) pronounces
his merits to equal even those of Shakespeare , with this dif-
ference alone , that each of them pursued a different course .
Schlegel teils us that Jonson was a dramatic writer who imita -
ted the ancient modeis „ in the sweat of his face , " and with
little success .

Many efforts have been made to revive his memory , and
to bring him into general notice , for two of his comedies
have been of late translated by Baudissin . The excellent hints

* ) Shaw , outlines of Engllit . Page 38 .
* *) SSiWjner , ©efdjtdjte bei- engüfc&ett ^ oefte .
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given by Ulrici * ) have been faithfully made use of ; though ho
appears to entertain somc wrong notions respecting the best of
Jonson ' s plays „ the Alchemist ." In the above remarks , I have
already examincd the gcneral Situation occupied by B . Jonson
in the development - of English literature . I have endeavoured
to show how B . Jonson , persuaded that the true form of dra -
matic poetry was for ever established in the classic modeis ,
enconntered the national form of the Engl , stagc , and even
strongly opposed its prineipal leaders . However insufficient and
imperfect the details of this literary dispute may be , wTe have
sufficient proof of its existence in spite of Gifibrd who takes
great trouble to deny the fact , fearing , perhaps , that , by allo -
wing it , Jonson ' s character might again be stained . Gifford
however is surely mistaken ; nor do lunderstand , how it can
cast even the slightest shadow on a man to defend bis positive
convictions with respect to aesthetic subjeets against any per -
sonality whatever . ßesides we know from bis own words , that
he stood in Opposition to Shakespeare , a circumstance , however ,
which did not in the least exclnde a verv intimate interconrsc
with the latter . We here , for the first time , find the modern
drama strongly opposed by the classic , both of which , as we
shall see hereafter , were represented by different stages . It
would indeed be interesting to become acquainted with „ the
"Wit - combats " of these two great men in the celebrated club
at Mermaid , a place where the greatest geniusses of the literary
world at those times , such as Shakespeare , B . Jonson , Beaumont ,
and Fletcher used to meet . But alas ! nothing , on which we
might rely , has been handed down to us , and we can only learn
from Füller that he saw them like a Spanish galleon and an
English man of wrar . Master Jonson like the former was built
far higher in learning , solid but slow in his performance , Shakes¬
peare like the latter , lesser in bulk but lighter in sailing , could
turn with all ■ sides and tack about and take advantage of all
winds by the quiekness of his wit and invention .

In these few words , the very keynote of the diffe -
rence betwecn the two men is distinctly heard , or I am
greatly mistaken . But it appears to us more precisely in
the Prologue with which B . Jonson opens his „ Every man
in his hnmour . " This prologue , assuming a considerable de -
gree of importance , in examining the aesthetic dispute , I ean
not but (ruote it .

*) Ulrici . Shakespeare 's bfftmattf ^ e ^ unfl . 2 , 2(uft . 1857 , .
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Prologue .
Tliough need make many poets , and some such
As Art and Nature liave not better 'd much
Yet oms , for want , liath not so lov 'd tlie stage
As he dnre scrve th ' iil customes of the, age ,
Or purchase your dclight at such a rate ,
As , for it , he himselfe must justly hate .
To make a child . now swadied , to proceed
Man , and then « boote up , iii one beard and weed
Fast threescore yeeres : or wiih tliree rusiy swords ,
And helpe of some fevv foot — and half foote words ,
Fight over Yorke and Lancaster 's long jarres
And iü the tyring house bring wounds to starres
he rather prayes , you will be pleased to see
One such , to day , as other playes should he ,
Where neiiher Chorus watts you on the seas
Nor creaking throne comes dovvne , the boyes to please ;
Nor niroble spuibble is secne , to make afeare 'd
The gentleworaen ; nor rouled bullet heard
To say , it thunders ; nor tempestuous drumme
Rumbles , to teil you when the stornie dolh come
But deeds and language , such as inen doe use :
And persons , such as Comedy would chuse ,
When ^ she would show an' Image of the times ,
And Sporte with humane follies , not with crimes
Except , we make the msuch by loving still
Our populär errors when we know th ' are ill .
I meane such errors as you 'll all confesse
By laughing at them they deserve ' no lesse
"Which when you heartily doe , there 's hope left , then ,
You , tliat have so grac 'd monsters , may like men .

In asserting that this prologue touches with spirit as well
as with humonr on the defccts and absurdities of the old stage ,
that Lyly , Kyd , and others are evidently pointed at , Gifford is
surely mistaken , and every impartial reader will willingly admit
that Jonson is speaking of his own times , when he says that he
loved the old stage not so much as to dare scrve the ill eustoms
of the age , i . e . the age in which he lived . That this must be
the case follows from the unmistakable allusion to Shakcspeare ' s
historical plays , representing the war of the roses , of which no
less than four plays ( Richard III . 1593 , Richard IL 1594 and
Henry IV . in two parts 1598) had been writteh and performed ,
when „ Every man in his humour " was acted on the stage .

»Fight over York and Lancaster 's long jars
»And in the tyring house bring wounds ! to scars .«
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"We must not wonder that he , as a faithful follower of the
ancients , looked upon such plays as monsters , a prejudice which
Las never lost its adherents up to this day . Had his criticism
been more philosophical , it con ] d not have been applied to the
produetipns of the modern _stage . He belonged to that class
of men who are so deeply intrenched in some fixed idea as tp
ridicule all those "who pursue a different course .

The exelusive tendency of Jonson went so far as to inducc
him to leave the , Globe where his first play had been introduced
through the instrumentality of Shakespeare , and to have his
plays performed by the children of the Royal Chapel . These
children , whose origin cannot be accurately traced , were em -
ployed , as far as -we may glean from scattered Information ,
to sing in the chapel of Queen Elizabeth , and aftervvards to act
comedies for the amusement of the court , until they were
forbidden to do so any longer in the year 1626 , in conseemence
of its being inconsistent with their religious duties . * )

Under the direction of B . Jonson , hostilities arose between
the Royal Chapel , as it is commohly called , and the Globe ;
which , in Opposition to the former , represented the national
character . Ben Jonson repeatedly declared that he and thesc
children were in the only right way ; and sueh , indeed , was his
infhience , that for some time it became the fashion among the
higher classes of society to attend his theatre more than any
other , and many a pocit followcd his example in having his
plays performed by these youthful actors . Shakespeare undonb -
tedly alludes to this State of atfairs when he says in his Hamlet :
„ Thcre is Sir , an ayry of children little eyasses that cry out
on the top of question and are most tyrannically clapped for it ;
they are now in fashion , and so berattle the common stages , that
many wearing rapiers are afraid of goose quills and dare scarce
come thither . ' ' How long this literary dispute lasted cannot be
asserted ; it is however certain that B . Jonson returned to the
Globe in the year 1603 "with ' his „ Sejanus " and that even
Shakespeare is named among the prineipal tragedians .

This is all that is known about the dispute of these two
great men , M'hich , however great may have been the contrast
between the fighting parties , appears not to have caused any
personal hostility . All his contemporaries , on the contrary , teil us
that a friendly and literary intercourse was ever kept up between
Jonson and Shakespeare .

*) See »Antials uf the stage « by £ayne Collier 11 . 16 .
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In order fully to appreciate the matcrial cause of this dis¬
pute , I -will now proceed to analyzc more precisely those of his
plays , which have been considered the best , both by his con -
temporaries and his modei -n admirers , viz . the „ Alcheniist , "
the „ Silent woman , " and „ Catiline "

It is very natural that the developement of dramatic poetry
in England should have taken just an opposite direction to the
classic , comedy being cultivated at an eailier period than
tragedy ; for after the drama had devolved into the hands of
the people and had become one of the chief entertainements of
the nation , the comic dement must needs gain the preponderance .
The province of the comic Stands much nearer to real life than
that of the tragic . When the poets strove to draw the drama
from the ideal sphere of mysteries and moralities , and to intro -
ducc it into reality , when , accordingly , they began to study life
and nature , it is not to be wondered at that the drama should
first appear in the form of comedy , this being essentially the
expression of society . The first coruedians very successfully
pointed out the province on which comedy most appropriately
lives and moves . The first two regulär English comedics Ralph
Eoister Doister and Grammer Gurton ' s needle are founded on
civil life and led to charactcr comedy . It Stands to reasonthat , in
spite of the influence classic literature had on English litera -
ture at this time , the political Comedy of antiquity should meet with
no imitation , the character of the world having totally changed . In
antiquity the whole life was merely political , all the interests of pri¬
vate life being swallowed up by the interests of the state ; the an -
cient poet consequently had no eyes for the sphere of private life ,
which could be no objeet of importance to bim . This , however ,
forms the proper department for comedy , which has to deal
writh the atfeetations and follies of human nature . It would
destroy the character of comedy to represent passions , in which
the parties concerned are forced to the extreme limits of human
powers and human nature ; no more would any mysterious inter -
ference with the destiny of man , suit the character of comedy .
In remarking above that the ridiculous had no immediate and
positive end in view in exercising its paralyzing power against
a false sublime , I gave my readers to understand , that it is not
its aim to create another sublime in its stead ; it has indeed a
positive resült , but this can only be accomplished in a negative
way . Comedy , properly so called , has for its objeet the edu -
cation of the human race by coi'recting the imperfectionsof society ,
and by exposing them to ridicule . In extirpating the follies
of mankind , comedy has an immense effect , it being impossible
for a vice or foible of society which has been ridiculed in
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public to maintain its predominance . Paganism having sunk so
low, that the „ haruspices " , in performing their religions rites ,
were unable to restrain their laughter , when they caught each
other ' s eyes ; this was an unmistakeable sign of its approaching
downfall . As it is well known , bowever , tbat rising civilization ,
is generally accompanied by degeneration and corruption of
manners , comedy may be most certainly expected to flourish
in a highly civilized and artificial state of existence , and cbiefly
at a time , wben civilization bas not advanced so far as to
obliterate tbose strong class distinctions , whicb so sbarply mark
tbe professions , babits , language , and manners of mankind .
Tbe means wbich comedy employs in exercising its influence
in opposing prevailing defccts , is wit , or tbe ability of uniting
witb surpnsing quickness two ideas , bowever contrary tbeir
natures may be . To use Jean Paul ' s words , wit is a disguised
priest wbo will marry any couple . Tbe result is a contrast
wbicb produces laugbter . Tbus it is the negative and destructive
power , quite ditferent from bumour , wbich includes a positive
and reconstructive power . Thus we may deny altogether that
humour is the primary element of comedy , i . e . of comedy ,
properly so called , thougb humour be immensely superior to
wit , so that we may call it the completion Qf wit , the former
quality necessarily implying the existence of the latter . The
hurnorist should not be possessed of wit only , but also of love
and sympathy , he will smile , wben the satirist is inclined to
frown , he considers the world a mixture of good and bad , he
sees in it more weakness than crime , more folly than vice ; he
looks upon man as neither ridiculous nor detestable , but rather
as deplorable ; hence that pitying pathos wbich characterizes
the humourist . The chief reason , bowever , wbich prevents humour
from ever becoming the predominating element of comedy , and
wbich most distinctly marks the difference be^ ween the hurnorist
and the comic writer , is the ' circumstance , that the form er, with
all Tiis moral gravity , is ever ready to descend to the class of
those he is scourging , pleading guilty , as it were , of the same
weaknesses , whilst the latter , is a judge wbo stands far above
the object of his raillery . We readily admit the task of the
hurnorist to be one of difficulty , it requires a natural disposition
for which neither art nor the greatest efforts can ever be
appropriate Substitutes . * ) Schiller , who had no comic vein
whatever , knew and feit this , when he said , that in tragedy the
object is the prevailing power , whilst in comedy the subject

*) UeBet ttcutie uttb fentratentate SDidjtfunjl .



18

must predominate , an <l that , whilst in the former nrach is done
by the objecto almost every thingin tbe latter has to be effected
by the poet himself ; tbe tragic writer being carried along by
bis object , while comedy bas to be maintained on aestbetie heights
by means of its subject . Tbe comic poet , therefore , appeals to
our reasoning faculties , to which alone justice bas to be done ;
comedy deals with our better judgement , tragedy with our
conscience . A poet who allows wit , tbat destructive power , to
prevail , without allowing it to benefit by tbe purifying infhaence
of burnour , will not long be able to arrest our interest ; he will
soon adopt the language of a moralizing satirist , which , as we
shall presently have opportunity to observe , particularly marks the
character of Ben Jonsün . In bis cold satirizing tendency to wit ,
he had no idea of character comedy in the proper sense of the
word , wherein humour is so <apt to prevail ; bis powers were
most developed in comedy of intrigue , whicb , therefore , is the
proper point of viow from which we may 'judge of Ben Jonson ' s
poetical genius . His tendency was chiefly that of a moralizing
satyrist who , by the keen and polished weapon of his bitter
sarcasm , dealt the deepest wounds on the follies of bis time ,
which did indeed offer an abundant source for his purpose .
A man even less observant than Jonson need not have gone very
far to discover objects for his literary pursuits . He stood on
the threshold of modern times , when new ideas were partly
in collision with those , which had so strongly influenced the
generations of the middle ages , and when , human society not
being as yet refined by experience , those new ideas degenerated
into either extravagance or narrowmindedness . He scourges

,not only the faith in devils and ghosts , in magic and witchcraft ,
alchcmy and the miserable remnants of old customs , but also
the lax manners of the court , and , , tbe Puritan wolves in sheep ' s
clothing , " tbe new made knights of James I . the fanciful love
of modern sentimentality ; in fact , anything that attempted to
exceed the sphere of common life was subject to his biting ,
intentional , and indeed often personal sarcasm , very different
from tbe barmless , sportive manner of Shakespeare , who looked
upon individual follies as a consequence of the universal debility ,
tbiis striking the derider together with the derided . When the
point in question was to expose the detects of his age , to
plunge into the common realities of life , picturing them with!
historical correctness and vivid faithfulness , Jonson was in bis
proper dement , most quick - sighted for everything real , analv -
zing every folly with critical judgement , and tracing it with
mathematical accuracy in all its different phases in human
society . He appears to have had " less sympathy with virtue
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than contempt for vice ; the exposure and detestation of any
evil quality , the correction of any prevalent folly being his
primary object . But in treating the real in its combination
with the ideal he was destitute of all poetical profoundness ,
reducing the latter to an abstract allegory -, of which his
„ Masques " furnish a proof , showing that he was yet standing
with one foot in the same middle ages , the remnants of w7hich
be was but too eager to destroy with all his satirical powers .
These „ Masques " are indeed little more than the interludes , so
well known in the middle ages , and , therefore , although not
quite destitute of poetic beauty in an abstract form , they are of but
little importance with regard to the object of our " present treatise .
Butto get a clear idea of the value of his so much praised
characters , it is necessary to hear his own opinion on the
subject , which at once removes us into the inmost recesses of
his poetic genius . In his prologue to „ Every man out of his
humour , " Jonson calls the characters he is going to represent ,
humours , tbus proceeding :

Why , Humour (as ' tis ens ) we thus define it,
To be a qualitie of air , or water ,
And in it seife holds these two properties ,
Moisture and fluxure : As for demonsüation ,
Powre water on this floore , 'twile wet and runne :
Likewise the ayre , forced through a hörne or trumpet ,
Howes instantly away , and leaves beyind
A kind of dew , and henee we doe conclude
That whatsoe 're hath fluxure and humiditie ,
As wanting power to eontain itselfe ,
Is Humour . So in every human body ,
The choller , inelancholy , flegme , and blood ,
By reason that they flow contiunally
In soine one part and are not continent
Receive the naine of Humours . Now thus farre
It may , by Metaphore , apply it seife
Unto the generali disposition :
As when some one peculiar qualitie
Doth so possesse a man , that it doth draw
All his affects , his spirits , and his potvers ,
In their confluctions , all to runne one war ,
This may be truly said to be a Humour .
But take a rooke by wearing a pyed feather ,
The cable hat - band , or the three - pild ruffe ,
A yard of shooe - tye , or the Switzer 's knot
On his French garters , should affect a Humour
0 it is more than most ridiculous .

This prologue includes the whole mystery of his art ; he
does not intend to picture characters as they are found in
every - day life , but rather such as represent different shades

2 * '
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of human follies , or of peculiar distortions and deformities of
moral physiognomy , rendercd inveterate by vanity and affectation .
The very circumstance , however , of his viewing every folly
from one side only , proves his tendency to have been more of
a philosophic than of a poeticnature ; forthe poetthrows himself ,
as it -were , into the character representing the whole of mankind ,
whilst the philosopher , by analyzing and sifting , as it were , the
human character , destroys every poetic touch ; his characters
resemble butternios , -which some rough hand has bereft of their
brilliant and varied colours ; he was a poet of good sense , but
sacrificed little to the Graces . It is then impossible not to
recognize Ben Jonson in his characters , all of which bear the
stamp of his own individual views and feelings clothed in
poignant Satire . In perfect accordance with this we find his
opinion on the three unities , which he did not truly observe ,
but changed according to his fancy . Thus in his prologue to
„ the Fox , " speaking of a refined comedy in which the laws of
tinie , place and persans are fully observed , it is obvious from
the same comedy that , by what he calls the law of persons , he
means nothing but the above named humours . The greater
part , therefore , of his characters in this form are comparatively
msignificant with regard to the chief -humour of the play ; they
being refiected to us , as it were , from his mirror and becoming
more or less developed and important , as he finds it necessary
to act upon them , so that our estimation of their character is
entirely founded on his relative conduct , through which we may
correctly appreciate their strength and weakness . In this respect
a parallel between Jonson and Moliere , who in general cultivated
the same field of literature would be most unfavorable to the
former . Moliere has , it is true , for a long time been accused of
representing nothing but general types , instead of real men or
women , but his honour has of late been restored by an excellent
modern critic .*) As to the form of Jonson ' s plays , we should
be mistaken in suspecting him to have copied the Greek trage -
dians or even Aristophanus ; indeed , there is nothing to be foundin
his works of the admirable genius and exquisite taste of the Greek
tragedies , nothing of the dazzling splendour ofthelyric portions ,
so nobly contrasted by the pure , marble - like severity of the dialogue .
His ideals were Plautus and Terrentius , mixed up with the satiric
character of Juvenal , with whose genius the hterary character
of Jonson has many points of resemblance . He seems to have

") See C . Humbert, 3t66, cmblungen über Moliere in 2trd) tö Bon §errig unb
SJiefioff . 93b . 18 .
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taken great pains in his comedies to observe the laws of space
and time , but it is certainly either ignorance , or interested praise
in Gifford , to say , that the unity of time is so well observed in
most of those comedies , that the representation thereof occupied
scarcely an hour more on the stage than the action would
require in reality ; for , as vre shall see hereafter , it requires
the most unnatural exertion to force the intensity of action into
the space of 24 hours . If the same critic continues to exhaust
himself in praising the plots of the comedies , saying that such
is the rigid accuracy of his plans , that it requires a constant and
almost painful attention to trace out tbeir various b'earings and
dependencies : such praise will be its own judge . It is true
that Jonson was of a methodical disposition ; he left nothing to
chance , but , before beginning to write , sat down to arrange
cvery circumstance in his mind . We cannot , therefore , think
anv the worse of him for assuring us , that it was certainly not
his fault but that of the public , if his plays sbould meet with
uo approbation . Certainly these plays were his own undisputed
property gained by the utmost industry , of which , as Goethe
says , anybody may boast .

To prove in detail the above remarks rospecting Jonson ' s
poetical genius , I shall submit to a critical examination those
of his plays , which , according to the judgement of his contem -
poraries as well as of modern critics have been considered as
deserving of undisputed praise . Theatrum poetarum ed . 1675
teils us that " in three of his comedies , the Fox , the Alchymist
and the Silent Woman , Jonson may be compared in the jud¬
gement of learned men , for decorum , language , and well
humouring , with the chiefs of the ancient Greek and Latin
comedians as well as with the prime of modern Italians , who
have been judged the best of Europe for a happy vcin of
comedy ."

The first comedy which we shall submit to a critical exa¬
mination is the Alchemist , which has been praised as a perfect
model of comedy . We learn from Scott , * ) that alchemy was
one of the most prevailing pursuits of the day , and frequently
became an object of speculation at the expence of credulous
and superstitious people . To condemn this vice of his age is
the aim of his „ Alchemist ; ' * he there seems to have been in his
element , for there is indeed no other comedy of his , in which
he expresses his indignation at these absurdities of his age in
a more powerful and energetic language , none , in which more

* ) Discovery of witchcraft , book XIV .
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comie or rather satiric elements are displayed . His object
seemingly was , to compose a drama , which was to exhibit an
unusual number of characters or rather humours , taken from
all classes of society , and to mix them up with as much rival -
ship , love , jealousy , and deceit , as possibly conld be brought
within the compass of five acts . Now , there is no difficulty in
accumulating splendid cbaracters and decorating them with cor -
responding ephithets ; a much harder task is that of putting all
of them into due proportion , and to make all actions appear
displaying one and the same tendency , so that one leading
idea passes through the whole . This , indeed , forms the weakest
part of his play ; we are introduced to representatives of nearly
all classes of society , who all apply to the Alchemist in ho -
pes of rapidly obtaining immense wealth , by the purchase of the
philosopher ' s stone . Thus the action of the play must needs
become a lively and varied one ; the attention of the spectator
is constantly kept up by a number of embarassments which are
however so little connected with each other , as to make the
last act appear like a narrow gate , through which a number of
different characters vainly attempt to escape , which shows the
epic to be prevailing in this comedy .

The centre of the whole play is the Alchemist , who cheats all
the different people out of their property , but this central point
is far from being a poetic one . Besides , is it a misfortune
which runs through the whole play , that the author could not get
rid of pedantic classical references , often without taste and dis -
cretion , a fault he had in common with many of his contempo -
raries ; it was Shakespeare ' s good fortune to be in sonie degree
without that knowledge , and therefore , if on no other account ,
without the defect .

Nevertheless there are several scenes of which we cannot
but approve . The fable of the play , on which we are about to
make some remarks , is as follows - Lovewit , a proprietor in
London , was induced to take refuge in the countiy , in order to
escape the infection of the plague , leaving the management of
his affairs to his steward Face . But as soon as the latter found
himself in undisputed possession of the house , he invited the
Alchemist Subtle and his colleague Dol . Common , intending
with their assistance to cheat a number of credulous persons ,
who appeared from all sides (how , and wherefrom , it is difficult
to make out ) , by promising them the philosophers ' stone . From
this we see plainly that a twofold tendency prevails in the play .
Jonson not only Stands up against Alchemy as a mere means
of deceit , but he attemps at the same time , to ridicule the folly
of those who become the yictims of their superstition . The lat -
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ter circumstance being the chief object of tlie comedy , we find
those who were deceived more severely punished than the Al-
chemist , who with bis accomplices meets with no punishment
save that of poetical justice , a circumstance which seeras to
have escaped Ulrici in bis critic of the comedy . Abel Drugger ,
a young merchant , who boped to get customers by the aid of
the pbilosophers ' stone and Epicure Mammon , a representative of
the degenerate customs of bis time , having bothbeen sent away after
paying a considerable snm of money , two Puritans make their ap -
pearance , the one called Parson Tribulation from Amsterdam witb
bis Deacon Ananias , brought here -by the same wish of obtain -
ing the philosophers ' stone for their pious brotherhood . Those
who are at all acquainted witb the historv of the English stage
must be aware , that the Puritans had always strongly objected
to theatrical Performances , because tbey considered them relics
of paganisnr . It was tberefore very natural for them to become
the butt of all dramatists during the whole reign of Elizabeth ,
and tbat as soon as tbey acquired any power of their own , they
were in a great hurry to close the tbeatres ; temporally in the
year 1642 , and permanently in 1647 . After having explained
to the Puritans the great advantage , the possession of the phi¬
losophers ' stone would yield to their cause , promising them that
by the sanative virtuo of the stone they should become an Lm -
portant party in the kingdom ,

Subtle continues :
You shall not need your holy vizard , to winne widdow «
To give you legacies ; or make zealous wives
To rob their husbands , for the common cause :
Nor take the Start of bonds broke but one day ,
And say , they were forfeited . by providence .

. Nor shall you need , one night to eate huge meales ,
To celebrate your next dayes fast the better :
The whilst the Brethren and the Sisters , humbled ,
Abate the stiffeness of the flesh . Nor cast
Before your hungry hearers scrupulous bones ,
As whether a Christian may hawk , or huut ;
Or whether Matrons of the holy assembly ,
May lay their haire out , or weare doublets :
Or have that idoll Starch , about their linnen .

This is Jonson ' s usual way of railing at his victims , but
although this be approved of by his admirers , and praised as
one of his excellencies , we can onfy call it a weakness of his dra -
matic character . It can not possibly be the task of a comic
poet , to cause his victims to appear , as it were , before the tri -
bunal of bis wit , heaping reproaches and abuse upon them ; for
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however just the sentence may in general be , such proceedings
are neither fair nor poetic , for the cold prosaic gravity of criti -
cism destroys all poetical illusion . The task of a true comedian
consists in putting the object of his raillery into continued dis -
harmony with itself , thus causing it to be its own destroyer .
Büt this view of the comic , which must neeessarily be accom -
panied by humour , has been altogether neglected by Jonson .
The different characters having appeared on the stage without
proper connexion with each other , each representing some cer -
tain humour , the real in'trigue of the play begins , distinguished
by the complicated - intrigue and surprising disentanglement of
the knot . The pious brothers being gone , Kastrill entered „ to
learn upon fit terms to carry a business and manage a quarrel
fairly in order to go down and practise them in the country ."
Face assured him that he could not possibly meet with a better
master than the Alchemist , the latter possessing „ an instrument
of his own making , wherewith no sooner you shall make report ,
of any quarrel , than he will take most instantly the height on
it , and teil in what degree of safety or morality it lies in ."
Kastrill being overjoyed at this news ; promised to go home for
his sister Pliant , in order to see her well married by the Al -
chemist ' s advice . She appeared , and Subtle soon detected by
the lines in her palm that a Spanish count would desire her
band . Surley , the Gamester , who had already been cheated by
Subtle , whose deceit , however , he had found out , no sooner
heard of it, when he disguised himself as a Spanish eount , and
repaired to Subtle ' s dwelling in order to unmask him . Without
in the least suspecting the Spaniard to understand their lan -
guage , railling remarks were constantly dropped by Subtle and
his colleague , with respect to the „ pale Madrid face , " who to
all abuses had no answer but his „ Gratia , " and thus a most
comical scene is carried on before our eves . Having been in -
troduced to Dame Pliant , he withdrew with her from the Com¬
pany , to impart his secret to her and to discover to her as
weh as to all the rest , the defraudations of the Alchemist and
his accomplices . Subtle , thus finding his tricks betrayed , was so
startied at Surley ' s reappearance , as to exclaim „ Murder ." „ No ,
Sir , ' ' the other answered angrily , „ no , Sir , there is no such
thing intended . A good cart and a clean whip shall ease you
of that fear ," which threatenings , however , were prevented from
being executed by Kastrill ' s interference , who turncd the Spa¬
niard out of the house , having been told that Surley had inten¬
ded to cheat his sister . This hardly being over, Dol . Common
came rushing in with the news that Lovewit had just returned
"from the country , and was waiting before the locked door .
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Then measnres were quiekly taken that Dol . Common and
Subtle -were to cross the Thames with the robbed money , Face
proposing to join thern as soon as he had settled matters with
his master . But before this could be eftected , a number of
sucb as had been deceived and afterwards enlightenod by the
Spaniard , appeared threatening at the door , in order to "have
their money restored and the thieves punished . In this con -
fusion , Face , who was aware of his master ' s being rather fond
of roguish tricks , resolved to contess every thing that had hap -
pened during his absence . He then begged his master , to as -
sume the disguise of a Spaniard , to court Dame Pliant ' s favour ,
and to take the whole booty as a dowry . To this Lovewit
consented , praising the good sense of his Steward , whilst the
bustle out of doors was constantly increasing . Subtle and Dol .
Common having agreed to mako their escape with the robbed
treasures , and to leave Face to his fate , were suddenly fright -
ened away by the intelligence that the police was in search ot
them ; much to their displeasure they were obliged to leave the
house emptyhanded . When the constables had at last succeeded
in forcing their way into the house together with the cheated
crowd , Lovewit presented himself as the Iawful proprietor of the
estate , which the rascals had shamefully taken advantage of du -
ring his absence . They consequently had to leave the house
in great disappointment , whilst Lovewit , overjoyed at finding
himself in undisputed possession of the acquired treasure , which
at the same time secured to hinr . the hand and heärt of Dame
Pliant , was married to her on that same day , thus winding up
the whole .

It is evident that this play is subject to the same defects
which , more or less , mark all Ben Jonson ' s works , and that the
Observation of the three unities especially , seems more oppress -
ing in this play than in any other ; at the same time we own
that there is no small dramatic talent displayed in several scenes ,
which , had it been well guided , might have produced chef —
d ' oeuvres for all times to come .

Ulrici must surely be mistaken when he says in his excel -
lent critic , that the conclusion of the comedy quite disappointed
bim , on account of Face , who , instead of being punished for
his villanous tricks , even rises in the esteem of his master . But
he appears to have quite forgotten , that it was Ben Jonson ' s
chief object to ridicule those foolish and credulous people , who ,
instead of working their way throngh the world by honourable
endeavours ; strove to get on rapidly by dishonesty and withlittle exertion to themselves . Had Face been forced to return
the money to the people he had cheated , the latter would have
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escaped the .punishment which tbey so well deserved , by which tlie
ethictendency of thecomedy wouldhave been totally destroyed .
Tbe drama has an invisible judge in tbe conscience of the
spectators , and this having condemned tbe Alcbemist and his
accomplices , tbe poetical justice is entirely satisfied .

A second comedy we intend to analyse is „ Epicoene , or tbe
Silent Woman , first acted in the year ltiOQ , by tbe Cbildren of
her Majesty ' s Revells ." Ben Jonson himself seems to be verv
confident in this comedy , for in his dedication to Sir Francis
Stuart he invites bim , ,to read and to censure , not in the name
of favour ; but in the name of justice , and thus to exercise the
noblest and manliest of virtues ." The fable of this play is Sin¬
gular ; its prineipal character is represented by a rieh , sulky
nobleman with the name of Morose ; he has retired from the
world , society , and intercourse , these causing noise , the very
thing he tries to avoid by all possible means . For tbe same
reason he has parted with his nephew , a promising youth , and
left bim to bis fate , thinking even of disinheriting him , because .
he suspects him of occasionally engaging other people to make
a noise before his house . In order to bc guarded against every
disturbance of bis retired life , be is always seen " with a huge
turband of nighteaps over his head buckled over bis ears " ;
he has chosen a street to live in , so narrow at both ends , thatit will
admit neither coaches nor carts , nor anytbing of the common
noises . The perpetuity of ringing bas made him devise a room
with double walls and treble ceilings ; the doors and Windows
are kept closed , and there he lives by candlelight . We are in -
formed by a friend of his nephew ' s , that he one day turned
away a man for wearing a pair of creaking new shoes , and that
this man was waiting on him now in „ tennis - court socks soled with
wool . " In order , however , to make his time pass less slowly
and tediously , be resolved to get married and tberefore charged
his barber , wbo was his chief counsellor , to look out in the
wbole kingdom for a dumb wife of „ wbatsoever form and qua -
lity she might be . " His nephew was apparently grieved , when
these news were imparted to him , but ever since four months
he had been projeeting how he might best turn off the blow
which threatened to deprive him of his fortane . The uncle himself
appears in the second act , aecompanied by his servant Mute ,
musing to find out a more compendious method of saving his
servants the labour of speech , for all discourses but bis own
appear to bim harsh , impertinent , and irksome and the only
way of answering he allows , is that of answering by signs .
Whilst be is thus arguing with his servant , who often disre -
gards this rule , a friend of his nephew ' s , named True - wit , sud -
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denly appeared explaining to him iu a long and tedious speech
the disadvantages and dangers of getting married , and in case
of the disregard of his remonstrances and good advice , he
threatened with such shocking punishment , that poor Morose
had to be brought to bed with the assistance of his barber Cut -
berd who had just entered the room . Scarcely , however , had
he recovered his senses , when he entreated his barber to help
him as soon as possible to a lady , possessed of the above qua -

' lities , as it was his positive intention to marry on that same
day , in spite of his nephew , whom he considered the cause of
all his troubles . In accordance with Morose ' s nephew , the bar¬
ber introdüced to him lady Epicoene , who so enchanted the
old miser hy her silence , that he resolved to be married to her
at once . „ Admirable creature " he exclaimed , „ I will trouble
you no more , I will not sinne against so sweet a simplicity ;
let me now be bold to print on these divine lips the seal of
being mine . Cutberd , I give thee lease of thy house free , thank
me not but with your leg , I know what thou wouldst say . She
is poor and her friends all deceased , but she has brought a
wealthy dowry in her silence ; go thy ways , and get me a mi¬
nister presently with a soft voice to marry us " But the cere -
mony being hardly over , the lady who had hitherto been so
silent , showed herseif in a very dili 'erent light . „ Do you believe " ,
she exclaimed , „ that you have married a statue or a motion
only , one of the French puppets with the eyes turned with a
wire , or some innocent out of the hospital , that would stand with
their hands thus and a playse mouth ' and look upon you ? " On
a signal given , all her former friends among which True - Wit ,
and his nephew appeared , causing so terrible a noise , as to
bring Morose near to despair , who declared that he feit „ some -
thing like an earthquake in his bowels ." But that was not all ,
his avarice too had to suffer . The guests are extremely sur -
prised „ to see no ensigns of a wedding , no character of bridale ,
to find no skarfes and gloves for themselves , " and they think it
most asfonishing that his nuptials wTant all marks of solemnity ,
especially with a man „ that had sucked the milk of the court "
This being too much for poor Morose , he hastened away and
we are informed . by his nephew , who had meanwhile persuaded
his uncle that he had no share in the plot , that Morose had
got on his whole stock of nightcaps , and had locked himself up
in the top of the house as high as he could climb from the
noise , in Order to sleep there . Yet there was no peace for him ,
and he went down to make an attempt of effecting a divorce
with Epicoene . But scarcely had he entered the circle of the
Company , who were feasting at his expence , when thej sur -
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rounded him , declaring him to be dangerously ill and in duty
bound to He down . Thev long discusscd the origin of bis ill -
ness tili John Daw at last pretending to have found it out ,
assured ' him that in Greck the illness was called \xavia. and in
Latin furor , extasis melancholica , that is expressed , when a
man ex metancholico evadit Janaticus and the only means of
being cured was - that of having Seneca and Plutarck read to
him , the moderns being not good for his disease . Morose who
in all this saw nothing but an attempt of preventing the divorce ,
ordered a divine and a canonist to be sent for , in order to con -
sult them on the measures to be taken . Both made their ap -
pearance in the persons of Cutberd and Truewit , and we are
condemned to hear all cases of „ divortium legitimum , that is to
say one principal case and duodecim impedimenta } all of which
do not derimere contractum , but irritum reddere matrimonium ."
But none of these cases can be applied to unhappy Morose ,
who after all these vain attempts resolved to die in silence . His
nephew then came forward and fondly embracing him , he said :
„ Dear Uncle , I have been long your poore despised kinsman ,
and many a hard thought has strengthened you against me ,
and now it shall appeare , if either I love you or your peace
and prefer them to all the world beside . I will not be long or
grievous to you , Sir . If I free you of this unhappy mätch , ab -
solutely and instantly , after all this trouble and almost in your
despair , what shall I hope for, or deserve of you ? Shall I have
your favour perfect to me and your love hereafter ? "

Morose . „ That and anything beside Make thine own con -
ditions ; my whole estate is thine . " Having settled this by
means of a binding document which was handed to the nephew ,
the latter declares as follows : „ Well , bereis your release ; you
have narried a boy , a gentleman ' s son , that I have brought up
this half year at my great charges , and for this composition
which I have now made with you . What say you , Master Doctor ?
is this justum impedimentum , I hope , error personae ? „ „ Yes
Sir , in primo gradu " " was the universal reply .

This explanation of course winds up the play .
I have thus placcd this comedy before the . eyes of my

readers for the purpose of allowing them a ] ook into the hu -
morous parts of Ben , Jonson ' s works . We find in it none of
that satire , so prevailing in the one previously spoken of , but
plenty of humour , which it is the author ' s chief endeavour to
display . Humour , however , seldom appears in it in an amiable
form , nor does the absurdity of the fable allow it to show itself .
[f it was the object of the author , ( a fact , which it is too late
now to ascertain ) to ridicule a person really existing ,. the play

■i
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sinks down to a mere farce , whereas , if the fable was con -
structed of his own materials , as Gif+ord assures us , he has
trespassed against the chief principle of dramatic art . For it
is necessary that the fable of a comedy should be more than
barely possible , it must above all be probable , for what is not
probable , will not delight a reasonable audience . We feel in -
clined to apply to him the words of Boileau :

Que la nature done soit votre etude unique
Auteurs , qui pretendez aux honeurs du comique .

I should , however , but imperfectly discharge my duty , if I
only made my readers acquainted with Jonson as a comic poet ,
his tragedies beihg most important towards forming a true idea
of his poetical genius . The muse of Poetry , who had sometimes
been his companion in the province of the comic , entirely for -
sook him , when he touched the tragic chords . There are but
two tragedies of Ben Jonson ' s extant , to familiarize us with his
idea of the tragic , „ Sejanus his fall , first actcd in the year
1603 " and „ Catiline his conspiracy , first acted in the year
1611 . " It is not at all surprising that Ben Jonson has borrow -
ed the materials for his tragedies from antiquity , for in his
times . there "was hardly any one possessed of so profound a
knowledge of the same , as Ben Jonson . His tragedies would
indeed be unrivalled , if it were the purpose of the tragic art to
produce a true picture of the times which the author wishes
to represent . At any rate they are exellent stndies of Roman
history , and , therefore , not without interest for the historian , the
more so , as Ben Jonson quotes the passages from Tacitus allu -
ding to the incidents , and gives sometimes an almost literal
translation of the speeches of Cicero against Catiline . The
true essence of dramatic art being thus entirely misapprehended ,
classical learning supplied the place of free creative genius . In
short , both his tragedies are nothing but history clothed in dia -
logues , where not even the most trifüng circumstance is omit -
ted . In this respect , Ben Jonson indeed resembles that painter
who , wishing to produce a most striking likeness , brings every
little spot and wrinkle on his canvas . But can mere history be
poetical ? Can a mere enumeration of historical facts produce
a möral Impression on the human mind ? Is it not the very
task of the poet who undertakes to write a drama , founded on

, history , to lay opcn the invisible thread passing through the
whole , to search and bring to light the poetic materials , which ,
like tne gold , hidden in the bowels of the earth , must be sought
in the depths of the human heart . There are indeed few
aesthetic subjects on which more cöntroversy has been raised
than on the true idea of the historical drama . Whilst Roet -
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scher , following the example of Schüler , admits poetry to pos -
sess an absolute supremacy over history , which may be dispo -
sed of just as the poet pleases , and which he may siniply
adopt in case of Ins not being able to embellish history , ithas
been asserted , on the other side , that a drama can not possibly
be called historical , if the author only borrows from history the
mere names for the persons and actions -which he wishes to
represent . His task being to write a historical drama , as Ulrici
teils us , he is ' bound to follow history , the more so , because
history , or rather the historical idea upon which the drama is
founded , is itself poetical . Itis , however , notto be denied , that
it is a most difficult task for the dramatic writer , which there -
fore only few men of genius and of powerful mind have suc -
ceeded in accomplishing , viz . that of being in perfect accor -
dance with history , and at the same time of revealing the true
poetic idea that pervades the whole . The one principle of the
historical tragedy has been conscientiously observed by Ben
Jonson , so that I have but little to add with respect to the
contents of his historical tragedies , as he has accurately follow -
ed the accounts of Sallust , and frequently interwoven parts
of the speeches of Cicero . Yet his robberies of the ancients
in both his dramas are so open , that he can hardly be called
a plagiary , but he enters like a monarch into his domains , and
what would be theft in other poets , is victory in him . The
scene opens with the appearance of the Grhost of Sulla , who ,
sent up by Pluto from Hades endeavours to stir up Catiline
with bloody revenge against the Roman state , in Order to in -
duce him to commit his crime .

„ Make all past , present , future ill thine owne ;
„ And conquer all example , in thy one .
„ Nor let thy thought find any vacant time
, , To hate an old but still a fresher crime .
„ Drown the remembrance : let not mischiefe cease
„ But , while it is in punishing , increase
„ Conscience and care die in thee , and be free
„ Not heaven itselfe from thy impiety ."

We hear these shocking principles , which remove us at
once into the corrupt Roman world , pronounced in the third
scene in the assembly which Catiline has called together to
deliberate on the measures to be taken , in order to induce the
Romans to vote for his election as consul . Catiline urges the
assembly in a few eneregtic and impressive words , to embrace
the favourable opportnnity presenting itself at that moment , pro -
mising them the most favourable result . „ Friends , " he exclaimed ,

„ Think you that I would bid you graspe the wind
Ür call you to th 'embracing of a cloud ?
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Put your known •valures on so deare a businesse
And have 110 other second than the danger
Nor other Gyrland than the l 'osse ? Become
Your own assurances . And , for the meanes ,
Consider , first , the starke security
The Common - Wealth is in now ; the whole Senate
Sleepy and dreaming no such violent blovv ;
Their t'orces all abroad ......

The enthusiasm called forth by the spcech of Catiline is
enormous . All the conspirators promise faitnfully and solemnly
to follow hiin , and to strive with all possible means to procure
hiin the Conoulate , in order with all ' safety to obtain the oBject
they had in view , viz , the total destruction of the state . But ,
that a villain can never be trusted , nor his most solemn oaths
believed , we see in the following act , in which one of the
accomplices betravs the secret of the intended conspiracy to
Fulvia . The third act introduces us into the meeting of the
electors who have just proclaimed Cicero and Antonio consüls
for the ensuing year . The former is invested -with his new
office by a very long and pathetic speech of Caesar ' s , -which
puts a stop to the action of the play , so that , having in a small
degree won upon our attention in the first frwo acts , Jonson
now brings us into a state of utter listlessness .

Although the next plan of the conspirators , i . e . the election
of Catiline is thus frustrated , yet they do not desist from their
vile designs , and an other assembly called together in thehouse
of Lecca , allows us one more glance into the excessive villanv
of their pursuits ; nay , it appears , as if their base intentions had ,
increased in violence by the obstacles they had met with .

„ lt likes me better , that you are not Consul .
I would not go thruugh open doors but break them ;
Swim to my ends ^ through blood ; or build a bridge
Of caroasses ; make on , upon the heads
Of men , Struck downe , like piles ; to reach the Uvea
Of those remaine , and stand : Then is ' t a prey ,
When danger stops , and ruine makes the way . "

Meanwhile the conspiracy has been betrayed to Cicero by
Fulvia ; all particulars being known to him , he takes the most
energetic measures to prevent it . In the following short scene
we become acquainted with Caesar ' s connexion with the con¬
spiracy . Without openly joining the crimihals , he approves of
their heinous plans and urges Catiline to carry them into effect
as soon as possible . He teils him „ that actions of depth and
danger were the more dangerous and diffieult to be executed ,
the longer they were deliberated upon and deferred . " He acts
in a cunning and crafty manner , keeping in the rear of danger ,
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and wishing to take his share in the victory , thongh not in the
combat . We hear him pronounce the shoeking principle , that
the successful accomplishment of a base action turns lt into a
virtue , and that , , moreover , it is proved by experience that small
crimes often meet with punishment , whilst great ones are but
too frequently pardoned and rewarded . Besides we know
from history , that he afterwards rose in the senate , vehernently
declaiming against the execution of the imprisoned conspirators ,
so as to beconie himself suspected ofhaving entertained a secret
correspondence -with them . The catastrophe is effected by the
disregard of Caesar ' s advice and the indefatigabe vigilance of
Cicero . The fourth and fifth act contain hardly anything but
the minute recital of the proceedings of the Senate which ,
however instructive they may be for the historian , making him
acquainted in a very learned manner with the position Rome
occupied at that time , yet they are entirely undramatic . Seidom
is there to be found in them a naturally tragic height , for
instead of captivating o^ir Imagination by the charm of action ,
displayed before our eyes , Ben Jonson contents himself with
reciting long speeches which would tire even the most patient
listener . We frequently hear the greater part of Cicero ' s
speeches literally translated . The only thing that is perhaps
not without interest for us , is the skilk Ben Jonson displays in
representing the characters of the orators by their different
manner of giving vent to their feelings . Whilst Cicero in his
long winded speech and select phrases displays a most fervent
patriotism , we find Catiline pouring forth his fury in a most
abrupt manner . Cicero commences :

, , What may bee happie and auspicious still
To Rome and hers . Honor 'd and conscript fathei 's
If I were silent and that all the dangers
Threatning the State and you were yet so hid
In night or darknesse thicker in their brests
That are the black conti 'ivers ! so , that no
Beame of the light could pierce them : — yet the voice
Of Heav ' n , this morning has spoke loud enongh
T ' instruet you with a feeling of the horror ;
And make you fi 'om a sleepe as starke as death .....
Doest thou not blush pernicious Catiline ?
ür has the palenesse of thy guilt drunke up
Thy blood , and drawne thy veines , as drie of that
As is thy heart of truth , thy brest of virtue ?
Wither at length wilt thou ibuse our patience
Still shall thy fury mock us ? To what lieence
Dares thy unbridled boldnesse runne itselfe
Doe all the nightly guards kept on the palace
The Cities watches with the peoples feares
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The coneourse ol all good men , this so strong
And forlified seat here ot the Senate ,
The present lookes upon thee strike thee nothing ? "

The description of the catastrophe which was never per -
mitted to take place on the aneient stage from a scruple , founded ,
as "we are persuaded , aot on a principle of taste but of religion ,
is here put into the mouth of Petrejus , and is certainly among
the finest declamatory passages in English poetry , but too long
to be quoted here .

Thus far the exposition of the material contents of the
tragedy which , as the reader is aware , mostly agrees with the
accounts of Sallust . Considered as a historical picture we cannot
deny that it claims our interest by the number of statelv
speeches contained in it , and its frequent exertions to surpass
the vulgär and to adopt a noble pathos ; considered as a drama ,
however , we are obliged to allow that Jonson ' s Catiline trans -
gresses the principal rules of tragedy , which wereto him nothing
more than the representation of the horrible and terrible , by
which feelings are generated of a far lower order than those
which are awakened by the truly tragic . For . in the latter ,
suffering and death follow those who have violated the eternal
laws of moral necessity ; but when we se-e the heroes who have
engaged our love and sympathy hastening to their own ruin ,
the conviction is forced upon us , that the power which destroys
them , is one which is neither stränge nor inimical to ourselves ;
our grief and compassion grow into the füll persuasion that
we too are under the same allgoverning superintendence , to
which we are inclined to sacrifice our egotistical strivings ; so
that as 0 . Müller * ) has beautifully expressed it , instead of ve¬
hement longing for the happiness of individuals , instead of the
fear of dangers which . threaten mankind , the heart of the spec -
tator is led to contemplate that Eternal Power which guides the
destiny of man . At the end of every act there is a chorus containing
moral reflections arising from the subject , which , being but loosely
attached , are most likely intended by the author to make up for
having thus long trespassed on our patience ; for what eise could
possibly be its purpose , as Ben Jonson himself disclaims all in -
tention to imitate the chorus of the ahcient stage , for which as he
says , the English stage could neither afford State nor splendour .

Let us now see , how Gifford defends his favourite , as
regards his tragedy .. His is decidedly blind to its principal
fault which we have just been pointing out , and the only thing
he disapproves of , is the scholastic plan on which the whole play

*) Ottf . Müller Eumenidei ) 187 p .
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is founded , the dlfference bctween the dramatis personae and
the spectators being too wide . Had he drawn men , he says ,
instead of Romans , his success might have been more assured .
ßut herein Gifford is totallv mistaken , for is a dramatist to be
blamed for exhibiting the character of a drama to the spectators
of his days precisely as they appeared to those of their own ?
Is it not rather a peculiar excellence in Shakespeare to have so
admirably seized the spirit , tone , and thought öf the antique
world , that in his different Roman plays the characters of the
Romans are as distinctly delineated as the Roman people was
at the periods which he is to represent ? It is certain that at
the time when Jonson wrote his Catiline , he had already had
plenty of opportumity of admiring Shakespeare ' s histofical tra -
gedies , and this may perhaps have been the reason why he ' so
widely deviated from the classic modeis which in his comedies
he appears so forward to enforce . Hurd has entered into an elaborate
examination of Jonson ' s tragedies , theobjeet of which is to show
that , as the laws of the drama confine the poet to one particular
action , it is wrong to dwell on its concomitantcircumstances ; but his
attacks are unjust and absurd , and his criticism only shows , that he
has entirely mistaken the nature of the romantic drama .

I might now in the same manner submit the other tragedy
of Ben Jonson to a critical examination , but as it is subjeet to
the same deficiencies as Catiline , and its prineipal character Seja -
nus even perhaps ofless interest for us , we may pass over . it in
silence , the more so , because my prineipal aim was not to ana -
lyze all the plays of Ben Jonson , but to examine his poetic
genius pervading through tbe whole . After all that has been
said , there can , I think , be no difncülty in answering the question
which has been so often made , why Jonson , whose laureis at
the time of Addison were yet unwithered should have fallen off
in the general esteem in spite of the many attempts that have
lately been made in England and Germany to call him back
into life , and restore him to our love . One circumstance which
has assuredly been a great obstacle in the poet ' s lasting popu -
larity , is the nature of bis plays as above described . He thought
himself called npon as a critic to extirpate from the intercourse
of real life with poignant satire what he considered a pest to
society . He is therefore careful to warn his .audience that it is
less his aim „ to make their cheeks red with laughter " than to
feast their understanding and minister to their national improve -
ment . Besides it must be allowed that Jonson was destitute of
that deep sympathy with human nature , which is the source of
graceful language as well as of tender thought . This we see
most clearlv in his not having produced a single female character ,
on which we could linger with pleasure , and which could give
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us an idea of any of those pure feelings of -which a woman ' s
heart is capable . His female characters only fill us with disgust ,
these being nearly all representations of the lowest passions .
Jonson is so eager to accomplish his purpose , that he does not
at all perceive tbat be has quite wearied bis auditory , and tbat
be continues to iinger his instrument long after it hasceased
to vibrate in any ear but bis own .

If then we ask how it was possible that in spite of all these
decidedly undramatic qualities Jonson with his school coüld so
long maintain his position on the stage , as to stand at the head
of the dramatic art , and to occupy a place even superior to that
of Shakespeare , we may answer , that it was less the deeper ,
and as it were coyer merits of Shakespeare ' s genius which re -
quired a deeper sympathy and more intense study to reveal
their hidden treasures , but that it was more the realistic ten -
dency of the time which kept up such literary productions . I
have just been representing the endeavours of Ben Jonson as a
struggle against the traditions of the middle ages ; it was a
period of transition , therefore , in which Ben Jonson ' s writings
were reflected . No wonder then that his plays should be remar -
kable for their harsbness and roughness , which must accompany
every transition period in science as well as in art and life .

Moreover every body will find bimself mistaken in see -
king the spirit of the drama in the dead letter ; it must dwell in
the mind of the spectator in long expectation , in the fear and
terror which seize him , in short in all that education and moral
impressions have engrafted into his soul . Jonson ' s endeavours ,
though yet in embryo , foreboded those dissolving and destructive
prolemics , which , in religious respects as well as in politics
arrived at their pitch in the 18 th Century on the continent , and
half a Century before this in England . Jonson had cleverly
succeeded in raaking useof this realistic tendency , and in displayine ;
it in his comedies . The public of his time therefore took little
notice of his want of poetical ideas and of his trespassing on
dramatic art , which has for its chief object the improvement of
human society , and applauded his pieces , because they answered
the spirit of the time . But as soon as this changed , Jonson ' s
laureis faded , and when he in his noble and generous eulogy
on Shakespeare teils us „ that be was not of an age but for all
times " he seized the characteristic of which the reverse may in
some degree be applied to bimself . Nevertheless we can per -
fectly understand after what has been said , that his contemporaries
esteemed and bonoured him , and inscribed on his monument in
Westminster Abbey the true and characteristic epitaph :

O rare Ben Jonson !■ü
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