UNIVERSITATS-
BIBLIOTHEK
PADERBORN

The Works Of Horatio Walpole, Earl of Orford

In Five Volumes

Walpole, Horace

London, 1798

Thoughts on Tragedy, in Three Letters to Robert Jephson, Esq.

Nutzungsbedingungen

urn:nbn:de:hbz:466:1-55700

Visual \\Llibrary


https://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:466:1-55700

THOUGHTS on TRAGEDY:

IN - THREE LETTERS

TO

ROBERT JEPHSON, Fsa.

L. EsE 1 E R L

FTER the very great and general applaufe given to Braganza, my ad-

. miration of it, fir, can be of little value, though very precious to me,

as it has procured me {o very obliging, and, forgive my faying, far too flatter-

ing, a mark of attention from you. The pleafure I once had of being ac-

quainted with you naturally attracted my expe@ation from your play. It is

but true to fay, that it far exceeded it. I did not expeét that a firft produ@ion

in a way in which I did not know you, would prove the work of a mafter-

poet. Even on hearing the three firft a&s, I was firuck, not only with the

language, metaphors and fimilies, which are as new as noble and beautiful,

but with the modulation of the numbers,  Your ear, {ir; is as perfec as your

images, and no poet we have excels you in harmony., It enchanted me fo

much, that it had juft the contrary effe@ from what it ought to have had ;

for, forgetting how bad a figure I fhould make by appearing in company with

fuch verfes, I could not refufe Mr. Tighe’s requeft of writing an epilogue,

_though I never was a poet, and have done writing—but in excufe, I muft fay
I-complied, only becaufe an epilogue was immediately wanted. You have by

this time, I fear, fir, feen it in the newfpapers : it was written in one even-

ing; I knew it was not only bad, but moft unworthy of fuch a play; and

Vor. IL Rr when
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when I heard it fpoken, though pronounced better than it deferved, I thought
I never heard, to any play, a flatter epilogue. 1 beg your pardon, fir; I am
afhamed of it—the prologue isreally a very fineone—but you wanted no-affift-
ance, fio props ; the immenfe applaufe which'you drew from the audience was
owing to yourfelf alone, Mrs. Yates and Mr. Smith played well, not quite
equally to their parts—Two other principal parts were fo indifferently per-
formed, that your own merit appeared the greater ; and I will venture to fay,
that Braganza will always charm more when read, than when feen; for I
doubt there never will be found a whole {fet of adlors together, who can do
it full julice. For my own part, though fo difcontent with my epilogue, I
fhall always be proud-of having facilitated and haftened Braganza’s appearance
on the ftage, by the zeal with which I {olicited the licence, and which I hope
atones for my mifcarriage in the other. I am indifferent to fame on my
own account, but glory in having ferved yours,

My felf-condemnation ought to deter me from obeying your further com-
mands, however gracioufly laid on me. Can you want counfel, fir, who
have produced Braganza? Or am I fit to giye counfel, who have written a
tragedy that never can appear on any ftage? and who am notonly {enfible of the
intrinfic faalt in the choice of the fubjed, but of many others that happily
‘will not come into queftion?

Tt is true, I have thought often on the fubje, though not of late till I faw
your tragedy. I was very attentive to that, and obferved what parts made
impreffion on the audience, and which did not; for every part even of fo
beautiful a compofition, and fo faultlefs in the poetry, could not have equal
effe@ on a vaft audience, where the greater part could not be judges but from
the operation on their paflions. My letter, fir, is already too long, nor can I
delay thanking you till T have time to recolle& my thoughts, I fhall cer-
tainly never pretend to give you inftruion ; butif either in the future choice
of a fubje&, or in any obfervations which I have made on the conftruction of
tragedies, I can furnifh you with any hints (for I certainly do not mean to
write a treatife, or even methodize my thoughts), I will fo far obey you as
to lay them before you—though I own I with rather to fee you perform
what I am fure I can give no advice upon. As I hold a good comedy the
‘chef-ceuvre of human genius, T wifh, I fay, you would try comedy—though

you
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youwill be unpardonable too if you negle&t tragedy, for which you have {o
marked a vocation,
I have the honour to be, Sig,

With the greateft refpect,
efteem and admiration,

Your moft obedient humble {fervant,

Arlington-Street,

Feb. 224, 1775- HOR. WALPOLE.

ot b e i o ¢
SIR,

IN confequence of your orders and of my own promife, I will venture to lay
before you, not advice, but fome indigefted thoughts on fubje&s for tragedy,
and on the compolition of one—rather for the fake of talking with you on a
matter agrecable to us both, than to diftate on what I have but once attempt-
ed, and never fufficiently ftudied ; indeed not at all till I had executed fome
part of my piece.

Tam ill qualified, fir, to recommend a fubje to you ; fince, though I confefs
T thought T had found fome talent in myfelf for tragedy (after having vainly
tried at comedy, to which I was more inclined), I have never been able to find
afccond ftory that pleafed me—at leaft, that touched me enough to purfue it.
My wilh was to work on that of {ir Thomas More—but the difficulties were
various and too great. In the firft place, it would not be painting him, to
omit his chara@eriftic pleafantry. Yet who but Shakelpeare could render
mirth pathetic ? His exquifite fcene of the grave-diggers is an inftance of that
magic and creative power—now fo overwhelmed by the ignorance of French
critici{m, that it is a&ted no more !—And would not fuch barbarous blunders
ftifle genius itlelf? Not to mifcarry in an imitation of Shakefpeare, would
be to be Shakefpeare—it would be flill meritorious to aim at it. But there
are other difficulties: one muft pafs cenfure on fir Thomas’s bigotry; or draw
him as a martyr to a ridiculous worfhip, without cenfuring that worfhip ; for
Rra cven
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even an oblique cenflre on it out of the mouth of one of his reformad pexfe-
cutors would flatten the glory of his martyrdom.—Thefe two difficulties com=
bined made me drop all thoughts of that ftory, though fo fertile of great
and bold fituations. Amne Boleyn would pleafe me ; but Henry VIII. is
too perfectly drawn by Shakefpeare to admit a fecond and much weaker
edition.

There is one fubje, a very favourite one with me, and yet which I alone
was accidentally prevented from meddling with—Don Carlos. “Otway, the
next to Shakefpeare in boldnefs, though only next but one in firokes of na-
ture, in my opinion, as I prefer the tragic fcenes in The Fatal Marriage and
Oroonoko to Venice Preferved and The Orphan, has mifcarried wofully in
Don Carlos.  Sir Charles Williams, who had long intended to write a tragedy
on that fubje&, and who 1 believe had no tragic powers, never {et about it
till he was mad—and madnefs did not affift him as it did Lee ; nor allowed
bim to finith it. Yet how many capital ingredients in that flory! Tender-
nefs, cruelty, heroifm, policy, pity, terror! The impetuous paflions of
the prince, the correéted and . cooler fondnefs and virtue of the queen,
the king’s dark and cruel vengeance, different f{hades of policy in Rui
CGomez, policy and art with franker paffions in the duchefs of Eboli—how
many contrafls . —And what helps from the religion and hiftory of the times,
or even of the preceding reign '—In fhort, fir, I fee nothing againft it but the
notoricty of the ftory, which I think always difadvantageous, as it prevents
furprife—though a known ftery faves the author fome details—which if ex-
hibited, as the French pradice, by telling you all the preceding circumftances
in the firft fcene, appear to me a greater crime than any of the improprieties
that Shakefpeare has crowded into The Winter Evening’s Tale ; for novelty,
however badly introduced, can never be fo infipid or more improbable than
‘two courtiers telling one another what each muft know more or lefs, though
one of them may have been abfent two or three years. Shakefpeare’s pro-
logues are far more endurable.

Why I gave up this fruitful canvas, was merely becaufe the paflion is in-
ceftuous, as is moft unfortunately that of my Myfterious Mother, though at
different points of time, and that of Carlos a pardonable and not difgufting

one. I fhall rejoice at having left it, if you will adopt it,
For
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For all othes -fubje@s, ‘1 have faid not.one pleafed me exa@ly. I think it
would not be unadvifable to take any you like, changing the names and the
country of the perfons; which would prevent the audience being foreftalled
~—though this is lefs an inducement to you, {ir, who have rendered the laft act
of Braganza the moft interefting, though half the audience expected the ca-
tafirophe—not indeed {o {trikingly as you have made it touch them. S8dll, as
the denouement is your own,and one of the fineft coups de théatre I ever met
with, it provesthat.a knewn ftory wants fome novelty ; and I confefs that, in
your moft tender fcenes, I felt lefs than I fhould have done had I not fore-
known the profperous event. '

Changing the perfons and country is juft the reverfe of the bungling con-~
trivance in Le Comte de Warvic, where the author has grofsly perverted a
known ftory without amending it.

One art I think might be ufed, though a very difficult one; and yet I
would not recommend it to you, fir, if I did not think you capable of em-
ploying it ; and that is, @ very new and peculiar fiyle. By fixing on fome re-
gion of whofe language we have little or no idea, as of the Peruvians in the
ftory of Atabalipa, you might frame a new diction, even out of Englifh, that
would have amazing effet; and feem the only one the actors could properly
ufe. It is much eafier to conceive this, than to give rules for it—but Milten
certainly made a new Englith language ; and Shakefpeare, always greater than
any man,-has actually. formed. a fiyle for Caliban that could fuit no other
kind of ‘being. ' Dryden, yalt as his genius was; tried the fame thing more
than once, but failed, He wanted to conceive how the Mexicans muft have
felt the miracles of fhips, and gunpowder, &c¢, imported by the Europeans—
he wrote moft harmonioufly for them ; and it might be poetry, but was not
nature. He mifcarried ftill more, when he wanted to forget all he had learned
by eyefight, and to think for blind Emmeline :—he. makes her talk non-
fenfe :—when fhe fuppofes her lover's face 1s of fof? black gold, it conveys
no idea at all. When blind profeffor Sanderfon faid, he fuppofed fcarlet
was like the found of a trumpet ; it proved he had been told that {carlet was
the moft vivid of colours, but fhowed he had no otherwife an idea of it.

The religion of the Peruvians, their demons, which I would allow to be
real
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real exiftencies, oracles and prophecies foretelling their ruin and the arrival of
ftrangers, would add great decoration. T love decorations whenever they pro-
duce unexpe@ed coups de théatre. In fhort, we want new channels for
tragedy, and ftill more for poetry. You have the feeds, fir ; fow them where
you will; they will grow. - Had I your genius, I would hazard a fufure Ame-
rican frory—fuppofe empires to be founded there—give them new cuftoms,
new manners—But I grow vifionary—and this letter is too long—I will try
to have more common fenfe in the next, nct having left room enough in this
to tell you how much Iam

Your obedient fervant,

HOR. WALPOLE.

| PR8I 23R (O DR S 6 L

YOU have drawn more trouble on youtfelf, fir, than you expeéted ; and
would probably excufe my not performing the reft of my promifc: but
though I look upon myfelf as engaged to fend you my thoughts, you are
neither bound to anfwer them, nor regard them. They very likely are not
new, and it is prefumption in me to fend hints to a much abler writer: than
myfelf. I can only plead in apology, that Tintereft myfelf in your fame;
and as you are the only man capable of reftoring and improving our ftage, [
really mean no more than to exhort and lead you on to make ufe of your

great talents.

I have told yoﬁ, as is true, that T am no poet.” Tt is'as true“that you are a
genuine one; and therefore 1 fhall not fay one word on that head. For the
‘conftruétion of a drama—it is mechanic, though much depends on it. A
byftander may be a good dire&or at leaft ; for mechanifm certainly is inde-
pendent of; though eafily poffefled by, a genius. Banks never wrote fix
tolerable lines, yet difpofed his fable with {fo much addrefs, that I think three
plays have been conftru@ed on his plot of The Earl of Effex, not one of which

18
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fs much better than the original. The difpofition is the next flep to the
choice of a fubje@, on which I have faid enough in a former letter. A genius,
can {urmount defe@s in both. If there is art in Othello and Macbeth, it {eems
to have been by chance; for Shakefpeare certainly took no pains to adjuft a
plan, and in his hiftoric ‘plays feems to have turned Hollinthed and Stowe
into verfe and fcenes as faft as he could write-—though every now and then his
divine genius flathed upon particular {cenes and made them immortal ; as in
his King John, where nature itfelf has flamped the fcenes of Conftance,
Arthur and Hubert with her own impreflion, though the reft is as defective
as poflible. He feems to recall the Mahometan idea of lunatics, who are
fometimes infpired, oftencr changelings. = Yet what fignifies all his rubbifh ?
He has {cenes, and even fpeeches, that are infinitely fuperior to all the corre
elegance of Racine. I had rather have written the two {pecches of lady
Percy, in the fecond part of Henry IV, than all Voltaire, though I admire
the latter infinitely, efpecially in ‘Alzire, Mahomet and Semiramis. Indeed,
when I think over all the great. authors of the Greeks, Romans, Italians,
French, and Englith® (and [ know no other languages), I fet Shakefpeare firft
and alone, and then begin anew.

Well, fir, I give up Shakefpeare’s dramas; and yet prefer him to every man.
Why ? For his exquifite knowledge of the paffions and nature ; for his fim-
plicity too, which he poflefles too when moft natural. Dr. Johnfon fays he
is bombaft whenever he attempts to be {ublime: 'but this is never true but
when He 'aims 'at fublimity in the expreflion ; the glaring' fault of  Johnfon
himfelf.—But as {implicity is the grace of fublime, who poffefles it like
Shakefpeare ? Is not the

Him, wondrous Him !

in lady Percy’s fpeech, exquifitely fublime and pathetic too ? He has another
kind of fublime which no man ever pofleffed but he; and this is, his art in
dignifying a vulgar or trivial expreffion. ~Voltaire is {o grofsly ignorant, and
taftelefs, as to condemn this, as to condemn #h¢ bare bodkin—DBut my enthu-
fiafm for Shakefpeare runs away with me.

I was fpeaking of the negligence of his conftruftion. You have not that
3 fault.
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fault. I own'I do not admire your choice of Braganza, becaufe in reality it
admits of but two as, the confpiracy and the revolution. You have not
only filled it out with the moft beautiful dialogue, but made the intereft rife,
though the revolution has fucceeded. I can never too much admire the ap-
pearance of the friar, which difarms Velafquez: and yet you will be fhocked
to hear, that, notwithftanding all I could fay at the rehearfal, I could not pre-
vail to have Velafquez drop the dagger inftantly, the only artful way of getting
it out of his hand; for, as lady P obferved, if he kept it two moments,
he would recollet that it was the only way of preferving himfelf. But actors
are not always judges. They perfifted, for thow-fake, againft my remon-
{trances, to exhibit the duke and duchefs on a throne in the fecond a&; which
could not but make the audience conclude that the revolution had even then

taken place.

If I could find a fault in your tragedy, fir, it would be a want of more
fhort fpeeches, of a fort of ferious repartee, which gives great fpirit.  But I
think the moft of what I have to {fay may be comprifed in a recommendation
of keeping the audience in fufpenfe, and of touching the paflions by the
pathetic familiar. By the latter, I mean the ftudy of Shakefpeare’s ftrokes of
naature, which, foberly ufed, are alone fuperior to poetry, and, with your ear,
may eafily be made harmonious.

If there is any merit in 7y play, L think itis in interrupting the {pectator’s
fathoming the eoho/z frory till the laft, and in making every {cene tend to ad-
vance the cataftrophe. . Thefee arts are mechanic, I confefs ; but at leaft they
are as meritorious as the fcrupulous delicacy of the French in obferving, not
only the unities, but a fantaftic decorum, that does not exift in nature, and
which confequently reduce all their tragedies, wherever the fcene may lie, to
the manners of modern Paris. Corneille could be Roman ; Racine never but
French, and, confequently, though a better poet, lefs natural and lefs various,
Both indeed have prodigious merit. Phedre is exquifite, Britannicus admir-
able; and both excite pity and terrot, Corneille is fearce ever tender, but
always grand; yet never equal in a whole play to Racine, Rodogiine, which
I greatly admire, is very defeive; for the two princes are fo equally good,
and the two wormen fo very bad, that they divide both our efteem and indig-
pation. Yet T own, Racine, Corneille, and Voltaire ought to rank before all

< our
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our tragedians, but Shakefpeare. Jane Shore is perhaps our beft play after
his. I admire All for Love very much; and fome feenes in Don Sebaftian,
and Young’s Revenge. The Siege of Damafeus is very pure—and Phzdra
and Hippolitus fine poetry, though wanting all the nature of the original.
We have few other tragedies of fignal merit, though the four firft acts of The
Fair Penitent are very good. Tt is ftrange that Dryden, who fhowed fuch a
knowledge of nature in The Cock and Fox, fhould have o very little in his
plays—he could rather defcribe it than put it into action. I have faid all this,
fir, only to peint out to you what a field is open for you—and though fo
many fubjeds, almoft all the known, are exhaufted, nature is inexhauftible,
and genius. can achieve any thing. . We have a language far more energic,
and more fonorous too, than the French, Shakefpeare could do what he
would with it in its unpolifhed ftate. Milton gave it pomp from the Greek,
and foftnefs from the Italian; Waller now and then, here and there, gave it
the elegance of the French. Dryden poured mufic into it; Prior gave it
«eafe;; and Gray ufed it mafterly for either elegy or terror. Examine, fir, the
powers of a language you command, and let me again recommend to you a
diction of your own ¥, at leaft in fome one play. The majefty of Paradife
Loft would have been lefs impoling, if it had been written in the ftyle of The
Eflay on Man. Pope pleafes, but never furprifes ; and aftonithment is one of
the {prings of tragedy. Coups de théatre, like the fublime one in Mahomet,
have infinite effeét. 'The incantations in Macbeth, that almoft border on the
burlefque, are ftill terrible. What French criticifim can wound the gholts of
Hamlet or Banquo? Scorn rules, fir, that cramp genius, and fubftitute delicacy
0 imagination in a barren language. Shall not we foar, becaufe the French
dare not rife from the ground?

You feem to poflefs the fender. 'The terrible is fill more ealy, at leaft I
know to me. In all my tragedy, Adeliza contents me the leaft. Contrafts,
though mechanic too, are very firiking; and though Moliere was a comic
writer, he might give leffons to a tragic. But I have paffed all bounds; and
yet fhall be glad if you can cull one ufeful hint out of my rhapfodies. I here

put an end to them ; and wifh, out of all I have faid, that you may remember

* Mr. Jephfon followed this advice in his Law of Lombardy—but was not happy in his
attempt. H. W.

Vor. Il ST nothing,
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nothing, fir, but my motives in writing, obedience to your commands, and a
hearty eagernefs for fixing on our ftage fo fuperior a writer.

I am, Sir,
With great efteem and truth,

Your moft obedient humble fervant,

HOR. WALPOLE,

P. S. I muft beg you, fir, not to let thefe letters go out of your hands; for
they are full of indigefted thoughts, fome perhaps capricious, as thofe on
novel didtion—but I with to tempt genius out of the beaten road; and
originality is the moft captivating evidence of it.

THOUGHTS
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