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L K C T .
X1.Y1I.

LECTURE XLVII ,

COMEDY - GREEK AND ROMAN -
FRENCH — ENGLISH COMEDY .

Comedy is fufficiently difcriminated from
Tragedy , by its general fpirit and ftrain . While
pity and terror , and the other fhong paffions
form the province of ' the latter , the chief or
rather foie inftrument of the former , is ridicule .
Comedy propofes for its objedt , neither the great
-fufferings nor the great crimes of men •, but their
follies and flighter vices , thofc parts of their
charadter , which raife in beholders a fenfe of
impropriety , which expofe them to be cenfured,
and laughed at by others , or which render them
troublefome in civil fociety .

This general idea of Comedy , as a fatirical
exhibition of the improprieties and follies of
mankind , is an idea very moral and ufeful.
There is nothing in the nature , or general plan
of this kind of compofition , that renders it liable
to cenfure . To polilh the manners of men , to
promote attention to the proper decorums of
facial behaviour , and above all to render vice
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ridiculous , is doing a real fervice to the world . Ltcl ',
Many vices might be more fuccefsfully exploded , XLV1T .
by employing ridicule againll them , than by fe-
rious attacks and arguments . At the fame time,
it mull be confelfed, that ridicule is an inftrument
of fuch a nature , that when managed by unfkil -
ful , or improper hands , there is hazard of its
doing mifchief , inftead of good , to fociety . For
ridicule is far from being , as fome have maintained
it to be , a proper teft of truth . On the contrary ,
it is apt to miflead , and feduce , by the colours
which it throws upon its objects ; and it is often
more difficult to judge , whether thefe colours be
natural and proper , than it is to diftinguilh be¬
tween fimple truth and error . Licentious Writers ,
therefore , of the Comic clafs , have too often
had it in their power to calt a ridicule upon
characters and objedts which did not deferve it .
But this is a fault , not owing to the nature of Co¬
medy , but to the Genius and turn of the Wri¬
ters of it . In the hands of a loofe immoral Au¬
thor , Comedy will miflead and corrupt ; while ,
in thofe of a virtuous and well -intentioned one,
it will be not only a gay and innocent , but a
laudable and ufeful entertainment . French Co¬
medy is an exellent fchool of manners ; while
Engliffi Comedy has been too often the fchool
of vice .

The rules reflecting the Dramatic Action ,
which 1 delivered in the firft Lecture upon Tra¬
gedy , belong equally to Comedy ; and hence ,of courfe , our difquifitions concerning it are
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L E c T . fihortened. It is equally neceffary to both thefc
XLV1I . forms of Dramatic Compofxtion , that there be a

proper unity of action and fubjedl : that the uni-
ties of time and place be , as much aspoffible ,
preferved ; that is , that the time of the athion
be brought within reafonable bounds ; and the
place of the action never changed , at leaft , not
during the courfe of each Adi ; that the feveral
Scenes or fucceffive converfations be properly
linked together ; that the Stage be never totally

/ evacuated till the Act clofes ; and that the reafon
fhould appear to us , why the perfonages, ' who fill
up the different Scenes, enter and go off the Stage,
at the time when they are made to do fo. The
fcope of all thefe rules , I fhowed , was to bring the
imitation as near as poflible to probability ; which
is always neceffary , in order to any imitation
giving us pleafure . This reafon requires , per¬
haps , a ftrictcr obfervance of the dramatic rules
in Comedy , than in Tragedy . For the adlion
of Comedy being more familiar to us than that
cf Tragedy , more like what we are accuftemed
to fee in common life , we judge more eafily of
what is probable , and are more hurt by the want
of it . The probable and the natural , both in the
conduct of the ftory , and in the charadters and
fentiments of the perfons who are introduced , are
the great foundation , it muft always be remem¬
bered , of the whole beauty of Comedy .

Ti -lt fubjedts of Tragedy are not limited to any
country , or to any ?„ge . The Tragic Poet may
lay his Scene , in whatever region he pleafes .
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He rryy form his fufajecl upon the hiftory ,
either of his own , or of a foreign country ; and
he may take it from any period that is agreeable
to him , however remote in time . The reverie of
this holds in Comedy , for a dear and obvious
reafon . In the great vices , great virtues , and high
paffions , men of all countries and ages referable
one another ; and are therefore equally fubjedts for
the Tragic Mufe . But thofe decorums of beha¬
viour , thofe Idler diferiminations of character ,
which afford fubject ior Comedy , change with
the differences of countries and times ; and can
never be fo well underllood by foreigners , as by
natives . We weep for the heroes of Greece and
Rome , as freely as we do for thofe of our own coun¬
try : but we are touched with the ridicule of fuch
manners and fuch characters only , as we fee and
know ; and therefore the feene and fiibjedt of
Comedy , fhould always be laid in our own
country , and in our own times . The Comic
Poet , who aims at correcting improprieties and
follies of behaviour , fhould Itudy “ to catch the
manners living as they rife.

” It is not his bufi-
nefs to amufe us with a tale of the laffc age , or
with a Spanilh or a French intrigue ; but to give
us pictures taken from among ourfelves ; to fati-
rize reigning and prefent vices ; to exhibit to the
age a faithful copy of itfelf , with its humours ,
its follies , and its extravagancies . It is only by
laying his plan in this manner , that he can add
weight and dignity to the entertainment which
he gives us . Plautus , it is true , and Terence ,

L E C T.
XLVIL
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L e c t . did not follow this rule . They laid the fcene
XLVII . of their Comedies in Greece , and adopted the

Greek laws and cuftoms . But it mult be lemem-
bered , that Comedy was , in their age , but a
new entertainment in Rome ; and that then theycontented themfelves with imitating , often with
tranflating merely , the Comedies of Menander ,and other Greek Writers . In after times , it is
known that the Romans had the cc Comoedia
Togata, ” or what was founded on their own
manners , as well as the “ Comoedia Palliata, ” or
\vhat was taken from the Greeks .

Comedy may be divided into two kinds : Co¬
medy of Character , and Comedy of Intrigue . In
the latter , the plot , or the adtion of tfie Play ,is made the principal objedt . In the former , the
difplay of fome peculiar charadter is chiefly aimed
at ; the adtion is contrived altogether with a view
to this end , and is treated as fubordinate to it .
The French abound moft in Comedies of Char¬
adter . All Moliere ' s capital Pieces are of this
fort , his Avare , for inftance , Mifanthrope ,
TartufFe ; and fuch are Deftouches ’s - alfo , and
thofe of the other chief French Comedians . The
Englifh have inclined more to Comedies of in¬
trigue . In the Plays of Congreve , and , in ge¬
neral , in all our Comedies , there is much more
{lory , more buflle and action , than on the
French Theatre .

In order to give this fort of Compofition its
proper advantage , thefe two kinds flrould be
properly mixed together . Without fome intereft-
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ing and well -conduCted ftory , mere converfation
is apt to become infipid . There fliould be always
as much intrigue , as to give us fomething to wilh ,
and fomething to fear. The incidents fhould fo
fucceed one another , as to produce ftriking fixa¬
tions , and to fix our attention ; while they afford
at the fame time a proper field for the exhibition
of character . For the Poet mull never forget ,
that to exhibit characters and manners , is his
principal objeCt . The action in Comedy , though
it demands his care , in order to render it animated
and natural , is a lefs fignificant and important
part of the performance , than the aCtion in Tra¬
gedy : as in Comedy , it is what men fay , and
how they behave , that draws our attention ,
rather than what they perform , or what they
fuffer . Hence it is a great fault to overcharge it
with too much intrigue ; and thofeintricate Spanifii
plots that were fafhionable for a-whiie , carried
on by perplexed apartments , dark entries , and
difguifed habits , are now jufitly condemned and
laid afide : for by fuch conduct , the main ufe of
Comedy was loft . The attention of the Spectators ,
inftead of being directed towards any difplay of
characters , was fixed upon the furprifing turns
and revolutions of the intrigue ; and Comedy was
changed into a mere Novel .

In the management of Characters , one of the
molt common faults of Comic Writers , is the
carrying of them too far beyond life . Wherever
ridicule ^ is concerned , it is indeed extremely
difficult to hit the precife point where true wit

L E c t .
XLVII.
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L E c t . ends , and buffoonery begins . When the Mifer ,
XLV1I. for inftance , in Plautus , fearching the perfon

whom he fulpects for having ftolen his cafket ,after examining firft his right hand , and then his
left , cries out ,

“ offende etiam tertiam, ” c‘ fhow“ me your third hand ,
”

(a ftroke too which
Moliere has copied from him ) there is no one but
mull ; be fenfible of the extravagance . Certain
degrees of exaggeration are allowed to the Co¬
median ; but there are limits fet to it by nature and
good tafte ; and fuppofmg the Mifer to be ever
i’o much engroffed by his jealoufy and his fufpi-
cions , it is impoffible to conceive any man in his
wits fufpecting another of having more than
two hands .

Characters in Comedy ought to be clearly
diftinguilhed from one another ; but the artificial
con trailing of Characters , and the introducingthem always in pairs , and by oppofites , gives
too theatrical and affected an air to the Piece .
This is become too common a refouree of Comic
Writers , in order to heighten their Characters ,and difpiay them to more advantage . As foon as
the violent and impatient perfon arrives upon the
Stage , the Spectator knows that , in the next
fcene , he is to be contrafted with the mild and

, good - natured man ; or if one of the lovers intro¬
duced be remarkably gay and airy , we are fure
that his companion is to be a grave and ferious
lover ; like frankly and Bellamy , Clarinda and
Jacintha , in Dr . Hoadly ’s Sufpicious Hufband .
Such productions of Characters by pairs , is like
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the employment of the Antithefis in difeourfe ,
which , as I formerly obferved , gives brilliancy
indeed upon occafions , but is too apparently a
rhetorical artifice . In every fort of Compofition ,
the perfection of art is to conceal art . A mafterly
Writer will therefore give us his characters ,
diftinguifhed rather by fuch tirades of diverfity
as are commonly found in Society , than marked
with fuch ftrong oppofitions , as are rarely brought
into aCtual contrail , in any of the circumltances
of life .

T H E Style of Comedy ought to be pure ,
elegant , and lively , very feldom riling higher
than the ordinary tone of polite , converfation ;
and , upon no occafion , defeending into vulgar ,mean , and grofs expreffions . Here the French
rhyme , which in . many of their Comedies they
have preferved , occurs as an unnatural bondage .
Certainly , if Profe belongs to any compofition
whatever , it is to that which , imitates the con¬
verfation of men in ordinary life . One of the mod
difficult circumflances in writing Comedy, - and
one too , upon which the fuccefs of it very much
depends , is to maintain , throughout , a current
of eafy , genteel unaffected dialogue , without
pertnefs and flippancy ; without too much ftudied
and unfeafonable wit ; without dulnefs and for¬
mality . Too few of our Englilh Comedies are
diftinguifhed for this happy turn of converfation ;moil of them are liable to one or other of the
exceptions I have mentioned . The Carelefs Huf-
band , and , perhaps , \ye may add the Provoked

L E c T .
XLVII.
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Lect , Hufband* and the Sufpicious Hufband , feem to
XLVII. have more merit than moft of them , for eafy and

natural dialogue .
These are the chief obfervations that occur to• ♦me , concerning the general principles of this

fpecies of Dramatic Writing , as diftinguiflied from
Tragedy . But its nature and fpirit will be Hill
better underftood , by a Ihort hiftory of its pro-
grefs ; and a view of the manner in which it has
been carried on by Authors of different nations.

Tragedy is generally fuppofed to have been
more ancient among the Greeks than Comedy .We have fewer lights concerning the origin and
progrefs of the latter . What is moft probable ,is , that , like the other , it took its rife accident¬
ally - from the diverftons peculiar to the feaft of
Bacchus , and from Thefpis . and his Cart ; till , by
degrees , it diverged into an entertainment of a
quite different nature from folemn and Heroic
Tragedy . Critics diftinguilh three ftages of Co¬
medy among the Greeks ; which they call , the
Ancient , the Middle , and the New .

The Ancient Comedy confuted in diredt and
avowed fatire againft particular known perfons ,who were brought upon the Stage by name. Of
this nature are1 the Plays of Ariltophanes , eleven
of which are (fill extant ; Plays of a very lingularnature , and wholly different from all Compofi-tions which have , fince that age, born the name
of Comedy . They fhow what a turbulent and
licentious Republic that of Athens was , and what
unreflraincd fcope the Athenians gave to ridicule,

when



ANCIENT COMEDY . 35S

when they could fuffer the moft illuftrious per-
fonages of theft ftate , their generals , and their
magiftratcs,

' Cleon , Lamachus , Nicias , Alcibiades ,
not to mention Socrates the Philofopher , and Eu¬
ripides the Poet , to be publicly made the fubjecl
of Comedy . Several of Ariftophanes ’s Plays arc
wholly political fatires , upon public management ,
and the conduct of generals and ftatefmen , du¬
ring the Peleponnefian war . They are fo full of
political allegories and allufions , that it is impof-
fible to underftand them without a confiderable
knowledge of the hiftory of thofe times . They
abound too wiLh Parodies of the great Tragic
Poets , particularly of Euripides ; to whom the
Author was a great enemy , and has written
two Comedies , almoft wholly in order to ridi¬
cule him.

Vivacity , Satire , and Buffoonery , are the
charadteriftics of Ariftophanes . Genius and force
he difplays upon many oc.cafrons ; but his per¬formances , upon the whole , are not calculated
to give us any high opinion of the Attic tafte
of wit , in this age . They feem , indeed , to have
been compofed for the mob . The Ridicule em¬
ployed in them is extravagant ; the wit for the
moft part , buffoonifh and farcical ; the perfonal
raillery , biting and cruel ; and the obfcenity that
reigns in them , is grofs and intolerable . Thetreatment given by this Comedian , to Socratesthe Philofopher , in his Play of “ The Clouds ”
is well known ; but however it might tend to
difparage Socrates m the public efteem , P . BrumoyVol . III . A£a

y

lE0 T ,
XL VII.



354 ANCIENT COMEDY .

L E c T . in his Theatre Grec , makes it appear , that it
XL\ IL could not have been , as is commonly fuppofed

the caufe of decreeing the death of that philo-
fopher , which did not happen till twenty - three
years after the reprefentation of Ariftophanes ’s
Clouds . There is a Chorus in Ariftophanei 's
Plays ; but altogether of an irregular kind . It i»
partly ferious , partly comic ; fometimes mingles
in the Action , fometimes addrelfes the Spectators,
defends the Author , and attacks his enemies.

Soon after the days of Ariltophanes , the
liberty of attacking perfons on the Stage byname ,
being found of dangerous confequence to the
public peace was prohibited by law . The Chorus
all’o , was at this period , banilhed from the
Comic Theatre , as having been an inldrument
of too much licence and abufe . Then , what is
called the Middle Comedy , took rife ; which
was no other than an eluuon of the law . Fictitious
names , indeed , were employed ; but living per¬
fons -were ftill attacked ; and deferibed in fuch
a manner as to be fufficiently known . Of thefe
Comic Pieces , we have no remains . To them
fucceeded the New Comedy ; when the Stage
being obliged to defift wholly from perfonal
ridicule , became , what it is now , the picture
of manners and characters , but not of particular
perfons . Menander was the mod diftinguilhed
Author , of this kind , among the Greeks , and
both from the imitations of him by Terence ,
and the account given of him by Plutarch , we
have much rcafon to regret that his writings
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have pcrifhed ; as he appears to have reformed ,
in a very high degree , the public talte , and to
have fet the model of correct , elegant , and
moral Comedy .

The only remains which we now have of
the New Comedy , among the Ancients , are the
Plays of Plautus and Terence ; both of whom
were formed upon the Greek Writers . Plautus
is diftinguilhed for very exprefiive language ,
and a great degree of the Vis Comica . As he
wrote in an early period , he bears feveral marks
of the rudenefs of the Dramatic Art , among the
Romans , in his time . He opens his plays with
Prologues , which fometimes preoccupy the fub-
ject of the whole Piece . The reprefentation too ,
and die action of the Comedy , are fometimes
confounded ; the Actor departing from his charac¬
ter , and addreffing the Audience . There is too
much low wit and fcurrility in Plautus ; too
much of .quaint conceit , and play upon words .
But withal , he difplays more variety , and more
force than Terence . His characters are always
fcrongly marked , though fometimes coarfely .
Plis Amphytrion has been copied both by Moliere
and by Dryden ; and his Mifer alfo ( in the Au-
lnlaria ) , is the foundation of a capital Play of
Moliere ’

s , which has been once and again
imitated on the Englilh Stage . Than Terence ,
nothing can be more delicate , more poliflicd
and elegant . His Style is a model of the purefland molt graceful Latinity . His dialogue is alwaysdecent and correct ; and he podefTes , beyond

A a 2

L E C T .
XL VII .
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Lect , moft Writers , the art of relating with that
XLVII . beautiful pidturefque fimplicity , which never

fails to pleafei His morality is , in general , unex¬
ceptionable . The fituations which he introduces ,
are often tender and interelting ; and many of
his fentiments touch the heart . Hence , he may
be confidered as the founder of that ferious
Comedy , which has , of late years , been revived,
and of which I fhall have occafion afterwards to
fpeak . If he fails in any thing , it is in fprightlinefs
and ftrength . Both in his Characters , and in his
Plots , there is too much famenefs and uniformity
throughout all his plays ; he copied Menander ,
and is faid not to have equalled him *. In order
to form a perfect Comic Author , an union
would be requifxte of the fpirit and fire of Plau¬
tus , with the grace and correctnefs of Terence .

When we enter on the view of Modern

Comedy , one of the firft objects which prefects
itfelf , is , the Spanilh Theatre , which has been
remarkably fertile in Dramatic Productions . Lopez
de Vega , Guillin , and Calderon , are the chief
Spanilh Comedians . Lopez de Vega , who is by

* Julius Czefar has given us his opinion of Terence , in
the following lines , which are preferved in the life of
Terence afcribed to Suetonius :

Tu quoque , tu in fummis , 6 dimidiate Menander ,
Poneris , et merito , puri fermonis amator ;
Lenibus atque utinam fcriptis adjuncts foret vis
Comica , ut aequato virtus polleret honore
Cum Grzecis , neque in hac delpectus parte jaceres ;
Unuru hoc maceror , et doleo tibi deelfe , Terent -i .
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much the moft famous of them , is faid to have L e c t
written above a thoufand Plays ; and our furprife XLVII.
at the number of his Productions will be diminilh-
ed , by being informed of their nature . From the
account which M . Perron de Caftera , a French
Writer , gives of them , it would feem , that our
Shakefpeare is perfectly a regular and methodical
Author , in comparifon of Lopez . Fie throws
afide all regard to the Three Unities , or to any
of the eftablilhed forms of Dramatic Writing .
One Play often includes many years , nay , the
whole life of a man . The Scene , during the firffc
Act , is laid in Spain , the next in Italy , and the
third in Africa . His Plays are moftly of the
hiftorical kind , founded on the annals of the
country ; and they are , generally , a fort of
Tragi -comedies ; or a mixture of Heroic Speeches,
Serious Incidents , War and Slaughter , with
much Ridicule and Buffoonery . Angels and Gods ,
Virtues and Vices , Chriftian Religion and Pagan
Mythology , are all frequently jumbled together .
In fhort , they are Plays like no other Dramatic
Compofitions ; full of the romantic and extravagant .
At the fame time , it is generally admitted,that in
the works of Lopez de Vega , there are frequent
marks of Genius , and much force of imagination ;
many well drawn characters , many happy flotati¬
ons ; many ftriking and interefting furprifes ; and ,
from the fource of his rich invention , the Dramatic
Writers of other countries are faid to have fre¬
quently drawn their materials . He himfelf apologifes
for the extreme irregularity of his Compolition ,

A a 3
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L k c t . from the prevailing taftc of his countrymen ,
XLYII. who delighted in a variety of events , in ftrange

and furprifmg adventures and a labyrinth of
intrigues , much more than in a natural and
regularly conducted Story .

The general characters of the French Comic
Theatre are , that it is correct , chafte , and
decent . Several Writers of confiderabie note it
has produced , fuch as Regnard , Dufrefny ,Dancourt , and Marivaux ; but the Dramatic
Author , in whom the French glory molt , and
whom they juftly place at the head of all their
Comedians , is , the famous Mohere . There is ,
indeed , no Author , in all the fruitful and dif-
tinguifhed age of Louis XIV . who has attained
a higher reputation than Mohere ; or who has
more nearly reached the fummit of perfection in
his own art , according to the judgment of all
the French Critics . Voltaire boldly pronounceshim to be the mod eminent Comic Poet , of any
age or country ; nor , perhaps , is this the decifion
of mere partiality ; for taking him , upon the
whole , I know none who deferves to be prefer¬
red to him . Moliere , is always the Satirift onlyof vice or folly . (

He has felecled a great variety
of ridiculous characters peculiar to the times in
which he lived , and he has generally placed the
ridicule juftly . He potTelfed ftrong Comic powers ;he is full of mirth and pleafantry ; and his pleafantryis always innocent . Flis Comedies in Verfe , fuch
as the Mifanthrope and Tartuffe , arc a kind
of dignified Comedy , in which vice is expofed ^
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in the ftyle of elegant and polite Satire . In his
Profe Comedies , though there is abundance of
ridicule , yet there is never any thing found to
offend a inodeft ear , or to throw contempt on
fobriety and virtue . Together with thofe high
qualities , Mohere has alio fome defers which
Voltaire , though his profelfed Panegyrift , can¬
didly admits . He is acknowledged not to be
happy in the unravelling of his Plots . Attentive
more to the ftrong exhibition of characters ,
than to the conduct of the intrigue , his unravel¬
ling is frequently brought on with too little
preparation , and in an improbable manner . In
his Verfe Comedies , he is fometimes not fef¬
ficiently interefting , and too full of long fpeeches ;
and in his more rifible pieces in Profe , he is
cenfured for being too farcical . Few Writers ,
however , if any , ever poffeffed the fpirit , or
attained the true end of Comedy , fo perfectly ,

. upon the whole , as Moliere . His Tartvffc , in the
ftyle of Grave Comedy , and his Avare , in the
Gay , are accounted his two capital productions .

From the Englilh Theatre , we are naturally
led to expect a great variety of original characters
in Comedy , and bolder ftrokes of wit and
humour , than are to be found on any other
Modern Stage . Humour is , in a great mcafure ,
the peculiar province of the Enghlh nation . 1 he
nature of fuch a free Government as ours ; and
that unreftrained liberty which our manners allow
to every man , of living entirely after his own
tafle , afford full fcope to the difplay of fingu-

A a 4.
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L e c x . larity of charatfler , and to the indulgence of
XLVII. humour in all its forms . Whereas , in France ,the influence of a defpotic court , the more eftab-

liflhed fubordination of ranks , and the univerfal
obfervance of the forms of politenefs and deco¬
rum , fpread a much greater uniformity over the
outward behaviour and characters of men . Hence
Comedy has a more ample held , and can flow
with a much freer vein in Britain , than hfTrance .
But it is extremely unfortunate , that , together
with the freedom and boldnefs of the Comic
fpirit in Britain , there fhould have been pined
fuch a fpirit of indecency and licentioufnefs , as
has difgraced Englilh Comedy beyond that of
any nation , fince the days of Ariftophanes .

The firft age , however , of Engliih Comedy ,
was not infeebed by this fpirit . Neither the Playsof Shakefpeare , nor thofe of Ben . Johnfon , can
be accufed of immoral tendency . Shakefpeare ’s
general character , which I gave in the laft Lec¬
ture , appears with as great advantage in his Co¬
medies , as in his Tragedies ; a ftrong , fertile ,and creative genius , irregular in condudl , em¬
ployed too often in amufing the mob , but Angu¬
larly rich and happy in the defeription of char¬
acters and manners . Johnfon is more regular in
the conduct of his pieces , but ftiff and pedantic ;
though not deflitute of Dramatic Genius . In the
Plays of Beaumont and Fletcher , much fancy and
invention appear , and feveral beautiful paflages
may be found . But , in general , they abound
with romantic and improbable incidents , with



overcharged and unnatural characters , and with L e c t .
coarfe and grofs allufions . Thofe Comedies of XLV1I.
the laft age , by the change of public manners ,
and of the turn of converfation , fmce their time,
are now become too obfolete to be very agree¬
able . For we mult obferve , that Comedy depend¬
ing much on the preva ling modes of external
behaviour , becomes fooner antiquated than any
other fpecies of Writing ; and,when antiquated ,
it feems harlh to us , and lofes its power of plea-
fing . This is efpecially the cafe with refpedt to
the Comedies of our own country , where the
change of manners is more fenfible and linking ,
than in any foreign production . In our country ,
the prefent mode of behaviour is always the
ftandard of politenefs ; and whatever departs from
it appears uncouth ; whereas r in the Writings
of foreigners , we are lefs acquainted with any
ftandard of this kind , and of courfe , are lefs
hurt by the want of it . Plautus appeared more
antiquated to the Romans , in the age of Auguft -
us , than he does now to us . It is a high proof
of Shakefpeare ’

s uncommon genius , that , notwith -
ftanding thefe difadvantages , his character ofFal -
ftaff is to this day admired , and his “ Merry
Wives of Windfor, “ read with pleafure .

It was not till the sera of the Reftoration of
King Charles II . that the hcentioufnefs which was
obferved , at that period , to infect the court ,
and the nation in general , feized , in a peculiar
manner , upon Comedy as its province , and , for
almoft a whole century , retained poffeffion of it *
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Iect . It was then firfl , that the Rake became the pre-
XLVII. dominant charader , and , with fome exceptions,

the Hero of every Comedy . The ridicule was
throwm , not upon vice and folly , but much more
commonly upon chaflity and fobriety . At the
end of the Play , indeed , the Rake is commonly
in appearance , reformed , and profeffes that he is
to become a fober man ; but throughout the play
he is fet up as the model of a fine gentleman ;
and the - agreeable impreflion made by a fort of
fprightly licentioufnefs , is left upon the imagina¬
tion , as a pidur ? of the pleafurable enjoyment
of life ; while the reformation pafies nightly away
as a matter of form merely . To what fort of
moral condud fuch public entertainments as thefe
tend to form the youth of both fexes , may be
eafily imagined . Yet ihis has been the fpirit
which has prevailed upon the comic Stage of
Great Britain , not only during the reign of Char¬
les II . but throughout the reigns of King William
and Oueen Anne , and down to the days of King
George II .

Dryden was the firfl confiderable Dramatic
Writer after the Refloration ; in whofe Comedies,
as in all his works , there are found many flrokes
of genius , mixed with great careleffnefs and vi-
fible marks of hafly compofition . As he fought
to pleafe only , he went along with the manners
of the times ; and has carried through all his Co¬
medies that vein of diffolute licentioufnefs , which
was then falhionable . In fome of them , the in-
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decency was fo grofs as to occafion , even in that L E c t
age , a prohibition of being brought upon - the XLYIL
Stage * .

Since his time , the Writers of Comedy , of
greateft note , have been Cibber , Vanb 'urgh ,
Farquhar , and Congreve . Cibber has written a
great many Comedies ; and though in feveral of
them , there be much fprightlinefs , and a certain
pert vivacity peculiar to him , yet they nre fo
forced and unnatural in the incidents , as to have
generally funk into obfeurity , except two , which
have always continued in high favour with the
Public , “ The Carelefs Hufband ,

” and “ The
“ Provoked Hufband .

” The former is remark¬
able for the polite and eafy turn of the dialogue ;
and , with the exception of one indelicate Scene ,
is tolerably moral too in the condud ; , and in
the tendency . The latter , the “ Provoked Huf¬
band ,

”
( which was the joint production of Van -

burgh and Cibber ) , is , perhaps ; on the whole ,
the belt Comedy in the Englilh Language . It is
liable , indeed , to one critical objedion of having

* “ The mirth which he excites in Comedy will , per -“ haps , be found not fo much to arife from any original“ humour , or peculiarityof character , nicely diftinguifhed ,“ and diligently purfued , as from incidents and circum-“ fiances , artifices and furprifes , from jefts of adion ,“ rather than fentiment. What he had of humorous or“ paffionate , he feems to have had , not from nature ,“ but from other Poets ; if not always a Plagiary , yet , at“ leaft , an imitator .
”

Johnson ’s Life of Dryden .

#
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Lisct . a double Plot ; as the incidents of the Wronghead
XLVII. family , and thofe of Lord Townly ’s , are feparate ,

and independent , of each other . But this irregu¬
larity is compenfated by the natural charaders ,
the fine painting , and happy ftrokes of humour
with which it abounds . We are , indeed , fur-
prifed to find fo unexceptionable a Comedy pro¬
ceeding from two fuch loofe Authors ; for , in its
general ftrain , it is calculated to expofe hcentiouf-
nefs and folly ; and would do honour to any
Stage .

Sir John VANBURGH has fpirit , wit , andeafe ;
but he is to the laft degree , grofs and indelicate .
He is one of the moft immoral of all our Come¬
dians . His “ Provok ’d Wife is full of fuch in¬
decent fentiments and allufions , as ought to ex¬
plode it out of all reputable fociety . His “ Relapfe, ”
is equally cenfurable ; and thefe are his only two
confiderable Pieces . Congreve is , unqueftionably ,
a Writer of genius . He is lively , witty , and
fparkling ; full of charader, . and full of adion .
His chief fault as a Comic Writer , is , that he
overflows with wit . It is often introduced un-
feafonably ; and almoft every where , there is too
great a proportion of it for natural well - bred
converfation * . Farquharis a light and gay Writer ;

* Dr . Johnfon , fays of him , in his life , that “ his per-“ fonages are a kind of intellectual Gladiators ; every fen-“ tence is to ward , or to Itrike ; the conteft of fmartnefs“ is never intermitted ; his wit is a meteor , playing to" and fro , with alternate corrafcutions. ”

■9
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Jefs corrcd , and lefs fparkling than Congreve ; but Lect .
he has more eafe ; and , perhaps fully as great a XLVII.
£hare of the Vis Comica . The two beft and leaft

exceptionable of his Plays , are the “ Recruiting
“ Officer, ” and the “ Beaux Stratagem .

” I fay
the leaft exceptionable ; for , in general , the ten¬

dency of both Congreve and Farquhar
’s Plays is

immoral . Throughout them all , the Rake , the
loofe intrigue , and the life of licentioufnefs , are
the objects continually held up to view ; as if the
affemblies of a great and polilhed nation could be
amufed with none but vicious objects . The in¬

delicacy of thefe Writers,in the female characters
which they introduce , is particularly remarkable .
Nothing can be more awkward than their repre --
fentations of a woman of virtue and honour . In¬
deed , there are hardly any female characters in
their Plays except two ; women of loofe princi¬
ples , or women of aft'eCted manners , when they
attempt to draw a character of virtue .

The cenfure which I have now palled upon
thefe celebrated Comedians , is far from being:
overftrained or fevere . Accuftomed to the inde¬

licacy of our own Comedy , and amufed with
the wit and humour of it , its immorality too eafily
efcapes our obfervation . But all foreigners , the
French efpecially , who are accuftomed to a better
regulated , and more decent Stage , fpeak of is
with furprife and aftonifhment . Voltaire , who is, -

affuredly , none of the molt auftere moralifts , plu¬
mes himfelfnot a little upon the fuperior bicnfiancc
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Lect . of the French Theatre ; and fays , that the lan-

XLV1I . guage of Englifli Comedy is the language of de¬
bauchery , not of politenefs . M . JVJoralt in his
Letters upon the French and Englifli Nations ,afcribes the corruption of manners in London to i
Comedy as its chief caufe. Their Comedy , he
fays , is like that of no other country ; it is the
fchool in which the youth of both fexes familiarife
themfelves with vice , which is never reprefentedthere as vice , but as mere gaiety . As for Co¬
medies , fays the ingenious M . Diderot , in his
obfervations upon Dramatic Poetry , the Engliflihave none ; they have , in their place , fatires , full
indeed , of gaiety and force , but without morals, and
without tude ; fans mxurs et fans gout. There is no
wonder , therefore , that Lord Ivaims , in his Ele¬
ments of Criticifm , Ihouhl have expreffed himfelf , i
upon this fubject , of the indelicacy of Englifh Co¬
medy , in terms much ftronger than any that I have
ufed ; concluding his invective againft it in thefe
words : “ How odious ought thofe Writers to“ be , who thus fpread infection through their“ native country ; employing the talents which
“ they have received from their Maker mod
“ traiteroufly againd himfelf , by endeavouring“ to corrupt and disfigure his creatures . If the“ Comedies of Congreve did not rack him with“ remorfe , in his lad moments , he mud have“ -Ireen lod to all fenfe of virtue .

” Vol . I . 57.
I am happy , however , to have it in my power

to,. obferve , that of late years , a fenlible
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reformation has begun to take place in Englifh L e c t .
Comedy . We have , atlaft , become afhamed of XLYH .
making our public entertainments reft wholly
upon profligate characters and fcenes ; and our
later Comedies , of any reputation , are much
purified from the licentioufnefs of former times.
If they have not the fpirit , the eafe , and thei It c ;•

reprdc
is fort
3t, 1C;
? f

'
crf

wit ot Congreve and Farquhar , in which refpetft
they muft be confeffed to be fomewhat deficient ;
this praife , however , they juftly merit , of being
innocent and moral.

Fott this reformation , we are queftionlefs ,
much indebted to the French Theatre , which
has not only been , at all times, more chafte and
inoffenfive than ours , but has , within thefe few
years , produced a fpecies of Comedy , of ftill a
graver turn than any that I have yet mentioned .
This which is called the Serious , or Tender
Comedy , and was termed by its Oppofers , La
Comcdie Larmoyante , is not altogether a modern
invention . Several of Terence ’

s Flays , as the
Andria , in particular , partake of this characfter ,
and as we know that Terence copied Menander ,

Co-
tee

we have fufficient reafon to believe that his
Comedies , alfo , were of the fame kind . The
nature of f his Compofition , does not by any
means exclude gaiety and ridicule ; but it lays
the chief ftrefs upon tender and interefting fitua-
tions ; it aims at being fentimental , and touching
the heart by means of the capital incidents ; it
makes our pleafure arife , not fo much from ths
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L e c t . laughter which it excites , as from the tears of
XLV1I. affection and joy which it draws forth .

In F.nglifh , Steele ’s Confcious Loyefs , is a
Comedy which approaches to this character , and
it has always been favourably received by the
Public . In French , there are feveral Dramatic
Compofitions of this kind , which po fiefs confi-
derable merit and reputation ; fuch as the“ Melanide ,

” and u Prejuge a la Mode ,
” of

La Chauffe ; the “ Pere de Famille ,
” of Diderot ;

the Cenie ” of Mad , Graffigny ; and the cc Na-
nine ,

” and “ L ’Enfant Prodigue ,
” of Voltaire.

When this form of Comedy lirft appeared in
'France , it excited a great controverly amongthe Critics . It was objected to , as a dangerous
and unjuftifiable innovation in Compofition . It
is not Comedy , faid they , for it is not founded
on laughter and ridicule . It is not Tragedy , for
it does not involve us in forrow . By what name
then can it be called ? or what pretenfions hath
it to be comprehended under Dramatic Writing ?
But this was trifling , in the moft egregious
manner , with critical names and diftinclions , as
if thefe had invariably fixed the efience , and
afcertained the limits , of every fort of Compofi-
tion . Affuredly it is not neceliary that all ' Come¬
dies fhould be formed on one precife model.
Some may be entirely light and gay ; others may
incline more to the ferious ; fome may partake of
both ; and all of them , properly executed , may
furnifh agreeable and ufeful entertainment to the

Public ,
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Public , by fuiting the different taftes of men b
Serious and render Comedy has no title to claim
to itfeif the poffeffion of the ftage , to the exclu -
fion of ridicule and gaiety . But when it retains
only its proper place , without ufurping the
province of any other ; when it is carried oii
with refemblance to real life , and without intro¬
ducing romantic and unnatural fituations , it may
certainly prove both an intetefting and an agree¬
able fpecies of Dramatic Writing . If it become
infipid and drawling , this muff be imputed to
the fault of the Author , not to the nature of the
Compofition , which may admit much iivelincfs
and vivacity .

In general , whatever form Comedy affumes ,whether gay or ferioiis , it may always be
efteemed a mark of Society advancing in true
politenefs , when thofe theatrical exhibitions ,which are defigned for public amufement , are
cleared from indelicate fentiment , or immoral
tendency . Though the licentious buffoonery of
Ariftophanes amufed the Greeks for a .while , theyadvanced , by degrees , to a chaffer and jufiertafte ; and the like progrefs of refinement may be

* “ II y a beaucoup de tres - bonnes pieces , ou il ne“
regne que de la gaiete ; d’autres toutes ferieufes , d’au-“ tres melangees ; d’autres , oii 1’attendriiTemerit va juf-“ qu ’aux larmes . II ne faut donner exclufion a aucun“
genre ; et fi l ’on me demandait, quel genre eft le meil-** leur ? je repondrais , celui qui eft le mieux traite.

”
VOX. TAIKF .Vol . III . Bb

Luc t1
XLYI-I.
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L E c t . concluded to take place among us , when the
XLVII. Public receive with favour , Dramatic Compofi-

tions oPfuch a ftrain and fpirit , as entertained
the Greeks and Romans , in the days of Menander
and Terence .

)

i

- 4
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