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THOUGHTS ox COMEDY;

Written in 1775 and 1776.

UR old comedies are very valuable from their variety of chara&ers, and

for preferving cuftoms and manners; but they are more defetive in
plans and condué than excellent in particular parts. Some are very pedantic,
the greater part'grofs in language and humour, the latter of which is feldom
true. Ben Jonfon was more corre@, but ftill more pedantic. Volpone is
faulty in the moral, and too elevated in the dialogue: The Alchymift is his
beft play: The Silent Woman, formed on an improbable plan, is unnaturally
loaded with learning. Beaumont and Fletcher are eafier than Jonfon, but
lefs happy in executing a plan than in conceiving it.

The next age dealt in the intricacies of Spanifh plots, enlivened by the moft
licentious indecency. Dryden and the fair fex rivalled each other in violating
all decorum. Wycherley naturalized French comedy, but proftituted it too.
That chafte ftage blufhed at our tranflations of its beft pieces. Yet Wycherley
was not incapable of eafy dialogue. The fame age produced almoft the beft
comedy we have, though liable to the fame reprehenfion: The Man of Maode
fhines as our firft genteel comedy ; the touches are natural and delicate, and
never overcharged. Unfortunately the tone of the moft fathionable people
was extremely indelicate; and when Addifon, in the SpeQator, anathematifed
this play, he forgot that it was rather a {atire on the manners of the court,
than ‘an apology for them. ILefs licentious converfation would not have
painted the age, Vanbrugh, the beft writer of dialogue we have feen, is more
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blamelefs in his language, than in his images. His expreffions are ftetling,
and yet unftudied: his wit is not owing to defcription or caricature; neither
fought nor too abundant. We are pleafed both with the duration of his
fcenes and with the refult of them. We are entertained, not furprifed or
firuck, Weare in good company while with him; and have neither adven-
tures nor bons mots to repeat afterwards. It is the proof of confummate art in
a comic writer, when you feem to have pafled your time at the theatre as you
might have done out of it—it proves he has exaély hit the ftyle, manners,
and chara&er of his cotemporaries. Plot, the vital principle of Spanith and
female plays, ought to be little laboured ; nor is fcarcely more neceflary than
to put the perfonages into action and to releafe them. Vanbrugh’s plays, The
Man of Mode, and The Carelefs Hufband, have no more intrigue than accounts
for the meeting of the chara&ers, as a paflion or an intended marriage may
do. The Double Dealer, the ground-werk of which is alimoft ferious enough
for tragedy in private life, perplexes the attention; and the wit of the
fubordinate characters is neceflary to enliven the darknefs of the back ground,

Congreve is undoubtedly the moft witty author that ever exifted. Though
fometimes his wit feems the effort of intention, and, though an effort; never
failed ; it was fo natural, that, if he fplit it into ever fo many chara&ers, it
was a polypus that foon grew perfe in each individual. We may blame the
univerfality of wit in all his perfonages, but nobody can fay which ought to
have lefs. It aflimilated with whatever charaéter it was poured into: and, as
Congreve would certainly have had wit in. whatever ftation of life he had
been born ; as he would have made as witty a footman or old lady, as a fine
gentleman ; his gentlemen, ladies old or young, his footmen, nay his cox-
combs (for they are not fools but puppies) have as much wit, and wit as much
their own, as his men of moft parts and beft underftandings. No character
drops a fentence that would be proper in any other mouth. Not only Lady
Wifhfor’t and Ben are chara&eriftically marked, but Scandal, Mrs. Frail, and
every fainter perfonage, are peculiarly diftin& from each other. Sir Wilful
Witwoud is unlike Sir Jofeph Wittol. Witwoud is different from Tattle,
Valentine from Mellefont, and Cynthia from Angelica. That flill each play
is unnatural, is only becaufe four affemblages of different perfons could never
have fo much wit as Congreve has beftowed on them. We want breath or
attention to follew their repartees ; and are fo charmed with what every body
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fays, that we have not leifure to be interefted in what any body does. We
are fo pleafed with each perfon, that we wifh fuccefs to all ; and our approba-
tion is fo occupied, that our paflions cannot be engaged. We even do not
believe that a company who feem to meet only to thow their wit, can have
any other obje& in view. Their very vices feem affeted, only to furnifh
fubje@ for gaiety: thus the intrigue of Carelefs and Lady Pliant does net
ftrike us more than a ftory that we know is invented to fet off the talents of
the relator.  For thefe reafons, though they are fomething more, I can fcarce
allow Congreve’s to be true comedies. No man would be correéted, if fure
that his wit would make his vices or ridicules overlooked.

‘The delicate and almoft infenfible touches of The Carelefs Hufband are the
reverfe of Congreve’s ungovernable wit. The affeGted charaters of Lady Betty
Modith and Lord Foppington are marked with the pencil of nature as much as
SirCharles, Lady Eafy, and Lady Graveairs. It is in drawing »¢fined or qffected
nature that confifts the extreme difficulty of painting what is called bigh /ifz,
where affe@ation, politenefs, fathion, art, intereft, and the attentions exacted
by fociety, reftrain the fallies of paflion, colour over vice, difguife crimes, and
confine man to an uniformity of behaviour, that is compofed to the ftandard
of not thocking, alarming, or offending thofe who profefs the fame rule of
exterior conduét. Good breeding conceals their fenfations, intereft their
crimes, and fafhion legitimates their follies. Good fenfe forms the plan, edu-
cation ripens it, converfation gives the varnifh, and wit the excufe. Yet under
all thefe difguifes nature lets out its fymptoms. Proteflations are fo generally
the marks of falfehood, that the more liberally they are dealt, the more they
indicate what they mean to conceal. Ceremonious behaviour is the {ubflitute
for pride, and equally demands return of refpeét. A fafhionable man banters
thofe whom in a ftate of nature he would affront. Thus good company have
the fame paflions with low life, and have only changed the terms and mode-
rated the difplay. The firft inftance of good breeding in the world was com-
plimenting the fair fex with {ubflituting the word /ove for /ufl. Courts and
fociety have changed all the other denominations of our paffions, and regu-
lated their appearance. The feuds of great barons are now marked by not
bowing to each other, or not vifiting, The rancour is not decreafed, but
fociety could not fubfift if they fought whenever they met. In former days
fields of battle were the only public places; but fince wealth and luxury and
elegance, and unreftrained converfation with the other fex, have foftened our
manners,
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asavifit, Kings, inflead of challenging,. mourn for cach other, though in
open war,

Even the lower ranks of people could not be brought on the fage in this
age, without foftening the outline. = A fhopkeeper’s daughter is a young lady
with a bandfome fortune and neceflary accomplifiments. Her brother aéls plays
for his diverfion, is of a club, and games. Footmen have all the graces of their
mafters ; and even highwaymen die genteelly.

One reads that in China even carmen make excules to one another for
ftopping up the way. Half the time of the Chinefe is pafled in ceremony.
Feonclude their comedies cannot be very flriking.  Where one kind of polith
runs through a whole nation, the operation of the paflions muft be lefs dif
cernible. All common charaéters are not only exhaufled, but concealed. Tt
this nation we have certainly more charaters than are feen in any other,
owing perhaps to two caufes, our liberty and the uncertainty of our climate,
But this does not help the comic writer.. Though he may every day meet
with an original charaéter, he cannot employ it—for, to be tafted, the humour
muft be common enough to be underftood by the generality.  Peculiarities int
character are commonly affectations, and the affe@ation of a private or fingle
perfon is not prey for the ftage. I take Cimbertonin The Confcious Lovers
to be a portrait ; probably a very refembling one —but as nobody knows the
original, nobody can be much firuck with the copy. Still, while the liberty
of our government exifts, there will be more originality in our manners than
in thofe of other nations, though an mundation of politenels has foftened our
eatures as well as weakened our conftitution. Englithmen ufed to exert their
independence by a certain brutality, that was #0¢ honefty, but often produced
it; for a man that piques himfelf on fpeaking truth grows to have a pride in
not difgracing himfelf.

As the great outlines of the paflions are foftened down by urbanity, fathion-
able follies ufurp the place which belonged to criticifm on charaéters ; and
when fathions are the objedl of ridicule, comedies foon grow obfolete and ceafe
to be ufeful. Alchymy was the purfuit in vogue in the age of Ben Jonfon ;
but, being a temporary folly, fatire on it is no longer a leflon. Fafhions
pufthed to excefs produce a like excels in the reproof; and comedies dege-
nerate into farce and buffoonery, when follies are exaggerated in the repre-

2 fentation,
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{entation. The traits in The Mifer that exhibit his extreme avarice are within
the operation of the paffions: in The Alchymift an epidemic folly, grown-ob-
{olete, is food for a commentator, not for an audience.

In fad, exaggeration is-the fault'of the author. If he is mafter enough of
his talent to feize the precife truth of either paffion or affeftation, he will pleafe
smore, though perhaps not at the firft reprefentation. Falftaff is a fititious
charadter, and would have been fo had it exifted in real life: yet his humour
and his wit.are fo juft, that they never have failed to charm all who are capable
of tafling’him in his own tongue.

Some leflons of the drama, or at leaft the fhortnefs of its duration, have re-
~duced even Shakefpeare to precipitate his cataftrophe. The reformation of
the termagant wife in The Taming of the Shrew is too fudden. So are thofe
of Margaritta in Rule a Wife and have a Wife, and of Lady Townly in The
Provoked Hufband. Time or grace only operates fuch miracles.

‘In my.own opinion, a good comedy, by the pafiions being exhaufted, is at
prefent the moft difficult of all compofitions, if it reprefents either nature or
fidtitious nature; I mean mankind in its prefent ftate.of civilifed fociety.

The enemies of /entimental comedy (or, as the French, the inventors, called
it, comédie larmoyante) feem to think that the great bufinefs of comedy ie to
make the audience laugh. Zhat may certainly be effefled without nature or
chara&er. A Scot, an Irithman, a Mrs. Slipflop, can.always produce a laugh,
at leaft from half the audience. For my part, I confefs I am more difpofed
to weep than to laugh at fuch poor artifices. The advocates of merry comedy
appeal to Moliere. I appeal to him too. Which is his better comedy, The
Mifanibrape, or the Bourgesis Gentilbomme?2 The Tartuffe, or The Efourdi? In
reality, did not Moliere in The Mifanthrope give a pattern of ferions comedy ?
What is finer than the ferious fcenes of Mafkwell and Lady Touchwood in
The Double Dealer ? I do not take the comédie larmoyante to have been {o
much a deficience of pleafantry in its authors, as the effect of obfervation and
refleion. Tragedy had been confined to the diftrefles of kings, princefles,
and heroes ; and comedy reftrained to making us laugh at paffions pufhed to a
degree of ridicule. In the former, as great perfonages only were concerned,
Janguage was elevated to fuit their rank, rather than their fentiments ; for real

paifion
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paflionr rately, talks - in heroics, Had tragedy defcended fo people of. fubor-
dinate ftations, authors found the language would be too pompous. I fhould
therefore thiok that the firlt man who gave a comédre larmoyante, rather meant
to reprefenta mchmcholy ﬂ'ory in private life, than mcrcly to produce a co-
medy without mirth. . If he had therefore not married two fpecies then rec-
koned incompatible, that is tragedy and comedy, or, in other words, diftrefs
with a cheerful conclufion ; and, inficad of calling it comédie larmeyante, had
named his new genus: #ragédie miifgée, or, asthe fame purpofe has fince been
ttyled, tragédie bonrgeoife ;

he would have given a third fpecies to the flage.

The Freach, swho feel themfelves and their genius cramped by the many im-
pertinent fhackles they have invented for authors, have taught thele to efcape,
in thofe pieces which fhake off all fetters, and leave genius and imagination a
full liberty—I mean in their comédie ftalienne, where under the cannon of Har-
lequin, and in defiance of all rules, they indulge their gaiety and invention.
In {hort,a man who declares he writes without rules, may fay what he pleafes.
If he invents happily, he fucceeds, is indulged, and his picce lafts in fpitc of
Ariftotle and Boflu. If he does not compenfate by originality, fancy, wit, or
nature, for {corning rule, the author is defervedly damned, at the fole expence
to the public of having been tired by dulnefs for one evening,.

I will finifh this rhapfodical eflay with remarking, that comedy is infinitely
more difficult to an Englifh than to a French man. Not only their language,
{0 inferior in numbers, harmony and copioufnels, to ours for poetry and elo-
quence, is far better adapted to converfation and dialogue ; but all the French,
efpecially of the higher ranks*®, pique themfelves on {peaking their own lan~
guage corredly and elegantly ; the women efpecially. It was not till of late
years with us that the language has been corredly {poken even in both houles
of parliament. Before Addifon and Swift, ftyle was fearce aimed at even by
our beft authors. Dryden, whofe profe was almoft as harmonious and beau-
tiful as his poetry, was not always accurate. Lord Shaftefbury proved that
when a man of quality foared above his peers, he wrote bombaftly, turgidly,

# [ include men of learning in the higher for the term fef? has been ravifhed from thelow-
vanks, becaule in France they are admitted into  eft ranks of men, who | doubt are the moft vie-
the beft company, who certainly give the tone to tuous of the community,and given to,or ufurped
the elegance of any language, and in that fenfe by, the richeft and moft noble. H. W.
only the higheft company are the beft company ;

Vor. IL Tt poetically.
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poetically. Lord Chatham gave the tone to fine language in oratory. Within
thefe very few years, our young crators are corret in their common con-
verfation. Our ladies have ndt yet adopted the patronage of our lan-
guage, ‘Thence correct language in common converfation founds pedantic or
affedted. Mr. Gray was fo circumfpeét in his ufual language, that it feemed
unnatural, though it was only pure Englith, My inferenee is, that attention
to the ftyle in comedy runs a rifk of not appearing eafy. Yet I own The
Carelefs Hufband and Vanbrugh are ftandards—and The School for Scandal
and The Heirefs have fhewn that difficulties are no impediments to geniuss;
and that, however paflions and follies may be civilifed, refined, or compli-
cated, fubjets for comedy are not wanting, and can be exhibited in the pureft
language of cafy dialogue, without fwelling to pedantry, or finking to incor=
re@nefs. The authors of thofe two comedies have equalled Terence in the
graces of ftyle, and excelled him in wit and chara@er : confequently we have
Better comedies than Greece or Rome enjoyed. It is even remarkable that
the Grecians, who perfe@ed poetry and eloguence, and invented tragedy and
comedy, fhould have made fo little progrefs in the laft, Terence’s plays,
copied from Menander, convey little idea of that author's talent ; and when
fo many of the farces of Ariftophanes have been preferved, it is difficult to
conceive that only a few fcraps of Menander would have been tranfmitted to
us, if his merit had been in proportion to the excellence of their tragic writerse
Moliere will probably be as immortal as Corncille and. Racines

DETECTION




	Seite 315
	Seite 316
	Seite 317
	Seite 318
	Seite 319
	Seite 320
	Seite 321
	Seite 322

