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always turn aside from his career, or sloop from his elevation. A quibble

poor and barren as it is, gave him such delight, that he was content to
purchase it, by the sacrifice of reason, propriety and trath, A quibble was

1o him the fatal Cleopatea for which he lost the world, and was content to
lose .

It will be thought strange, that, in enumerating the defeets of this
writer, | have not yel mentioned his negleet of the unities; his violation of
those laws which have been institwted and established by the joint
;\llltlllrilg' of poels and of eriticks.

For his other deviations from the art of writing, I resign him to critical
justies, without making any other demand in his favour, than that which
must be indulged to all human excellence; that his virtues be rated with his

failings: But, from the censure which this ikregularity may bring upon him,
[ shall, with due reverence to that learning which I must oppose, adventure
to try how I ean defend him.

His histories, being neither tragedies nor comedies, are not subject to
any of their laws; nothing more is necessary to all the praise which they
expecl, than that the [']].‘:]1;"[-5 of action be so |||1'p;ll'l1| as 1o be understood,
that the incidents be various and affecting, and the characters consistent,
natural and distinet. No other unity is intended, and therefore none is t

Hello, and welcome to today's session. We now come to the next section of Johnson's Preface
to Shakespeare. In this section he attempts to defend Shakespeare's violation of unities. This

is how he begins to enter this discussion.
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always turn aside from his carecr, or stoop from his elevation, A quibble
poor and barren as it is, gave him such delight, that he was content to
purehase it, by the sacrifice of reason, propriety and truth, A quibble was

to him the fatal Cleopatea for which he lost the world, and was content to
lose it.

It will be thought steange, that, in enumerating the defeets of this
writer, | have not vel mentioned his negleet of the unities; his violation of
those laws which have been institwled and established by the joint
;\lll}!llr'[ly.' of poets and of eriticks.

For his other deviations from the art of writing, I resign him to critieal
justies, without making any other demand in his favour, than that which
must be indulged to all human excellence; that his virtues be rated with his

failings: But, from the eensure which this itregularity may bring upon him,
[ shall, with due reverence to that learning which I must oppose, adventure
to try how I ean defend him.

His histories, being neither tragedies nor comedies, are not subject to
any of their laws; nothing more is necessary Lo all the praise which they
expecl, than that the ['h.‘u\gl's of action be so |||'{']J.'l!'w| as 1o be understood,
that the incidents be various and affecting, and the characters consistent,
natural and distinet. No other unity is intended, and therefore none is t

“I shall with due reverence to that learning which I must oppose adventure to try how I can

defend him.” It is a very clear statement of how he proposes to defend Shakespeare's



violation of unities which was seen as a gross violation during the neoclassical times,
following upon the classical conventions. And this is also a stellar instance of how Johnson is
willing to take the midway, though his bias is towards classical learning, very evident in

some of his other works.

So this is how the significance of this work needs to be situated. Johnson is clearly one of the
earliest critics to have an opinion of himself, an English critic to have an opinion of himself,
about the idea of unities which was originally allegedly popularized by Aristotle notions. So
Sidney, one of the earliest critics of the English critical tradition, he was a strong supporter, a
strong defender of the unities. And we find that later, Dryden also is in strong favor of
Sidney's opinions. Pope never seems to have an opinion of his own, but we have no reason to

believe that Pope had any intent to go against the idea of unities.

But in Johnson, we find a fine balance; he has managed to strike a fine balance which is at
work in this particular piece of writing. So we find that he is concerned only about the unity
of action. Johnson is concerned only about the unity of action, which he thinks is exemplified
very well in Shakespeare's plays, almost all of his plays. And he says that the unity of time
and place that is something which could be discarded, this is not relevant. And he goes on to
pursue this line of argument and to showcase this, to illustrate this, through a series of
instances, to prove that once the unity of action is preserved, the rest is taken care of. It is

really not important to stick to the unity of time and place.
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filings: But, from the eensure which this irregularily may bring upon him,

Lo try how Tean defend him.

His histories, ]Jl'lll'\}; neither lr'.'l_L',m]n-r« nor comedies, are nol ~|l|!it-|'1 L
any of their laws; nothing more is necessary to all the praise which they
expect, than that the changes of action be so ;ni'p:li'wl as 1o be understond,
that the ineidents be varions and affecting, and the characters consistent,
natural and distinet. No other unity is intended, and therefore none is to
e songht

In his other works he has well enough |!1'Hw|\'w| the umity of action.

He has not, indecd, an intrigne |'l';,',||$:l]'|\' perplexed and  regularly
unravelled; he does not endeavour Lo hide his design only o discover it,
for this is seldom the order of real events, and Shakespeare is the poet of
nature: But his plan has commonly what Aristotle requires, a beginning, 1
middle, and an end; one event is coneatenated with another, and the
conelusion follows by easy consequence, There are perhaps some incidents
that might be spared, s in lII,h!'T]Illr'lr-‘ there is much talk that only fills up

lime upon the stage; but the general system makes gradual advances, and



So, he begins by telling us that, in his other works, he has well enough preserved the unity of
action. “He has not indeed an intrigue regularly perplexed and regularly unravelled, he does
not endeavor to hide his design only to discover it, for this is seldom the order of real events
and Shakespeare is a poet of nature. But his plan has commonly what Aristotle requires, a
beginning, a middle, and an end, one event is concatenated with another, and the conclusion

follows by easy consequence.”

So there is a unity of action which is preserved in Shakespeare's plays, and that is enough to

defend his violation of the unities of time and place.

“To the unities of time and place he has shown no regard and perhaps a nearer view of the
principles on which they stand, will diminish their value.” So this is also the purpose of this
writing, in the first half he tries to defend Shakespeare. And in the process of defending the
violation of unities, he is also trying to show us how the principles of unities, particularly the
one which focuses on time and place, it needs to be seen in a diminished sense and with

diminished value.
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time upon the stage; but the general system makes gradual advances, and

the end of the play is the end of expectation.

i

To the unities of time and place he has shewn no regard, and perhaps Rt
a nearer view of the principles on which thev stand will diminish their i
value, and withdraw from them the veneration which, from the time of
Corneille, they have very generally received by discovering that they have
given more trouble to the poet, than pleasure to the auditor,
The necessity of abserving the unities of time and place arises from
the supposed necessity of making the drama credible, The criticks hold it
impossible, that an action of months or years can be possibly believed to
pass in three hours; or that the specator ean suppose himsell 1o sitin the

theatre, while ambassadors go and return between distant kings, while

armies are levied and towns besieged, w hile an exile wanders and returns,
or till he whom they saw eourting his mistress, shall lament the untimely
fall of his son. The mind revolts from evident falsehood, and fiction loses
its foree when it departs from the resemblance of reality.

From the narrow limitation of time necessarily arises the contraction
of place. The speetator, who knows that he saw the first act at Alexandria,
cannol suppose that he sees the next al Rome, at a distance to which not

this deawnns af Misdea eanld in <o <hort a time have teansiorted hime b

“The necessity of observing the unities of time and place arises from the supposed necessity
of making the drama credible”. Here we also find a very practical approach that Johnson puts
forward to understand the rationale behind the idea of these unities in the first place. And he
also goes on to tell us. “The mind revolts from evident falsehood and fiction loses its force

when it departs from the resemblance of reality.” So, if the aim is to induce credibility, if the



aim is to show how credible, how realistic these portrayals are, then the unities of time and

place do not really contribute to this idea.
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the supposed necessity of making the drama credible. The eriticks hold it b
impossible, that an action of months or years ean be possibly believed to NPTEL

pass in three hours; or that the spectator ean suppose himself o sit in the
theatre, while ambassadors g0 and return between distant kill!:.‘i, while
armies are levied and towns besieged, while an exile wanders and returns,
or till he whom they saw eourting his mistress, shall lament the untimely
fall of his son. The mind revolts from evident falsehood, and fietion loses
its foree when it departs from the resemblance of reality.

From the narrow limitation of time necessarily arises the contraction
of place. The spectator, who knows that he saw the first act at Alexandria,

cannot suppose that he sees the next at Rome, at a distance Lo which not
the tlr.'lguns of Medea could, in so short a time, have U';lmiml'll-d him; he
knows with certainty that he has not changed his place; and he knows that
place cannot change itsell; that whal was a house cannol become a plain;
that what was Thebes can never be Persepolis.

Such is the trismphant language with which a eritick exults over the
misery of an irregnlar poet, and exults commonly withoul resistance or
reply. Itis time therefore to tell him, by the anthority of Shakespeare, that

He says, “From the narrow limitation of time”, now it is seen as a very narrow thing,
something which needs to be seen in the context of a diminished value, “From the narrow
limitation of time necessarily arises the contraction of place. The spectator, who knows that
he saw the first act at Alexandria cannot suppose, that he sees the next at Rome at a distance
to which not the dragons of Medea could in so a short time have transported him. He knows
with certainty that he has not changed his place, and he knows that place cannot change itself;
that what was a house cannot become a plain, that what was Thebes can never be Persepolis.”
So, this is the fundamental idea about time and place, about seeing, about imagining that this

place could be something else altogether.
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of place, The spectator, who knows that he saw the first acl at Alexandria,

cannot suppose that he sees the nest at Rome, at a distanee to which not

the dragons of Medea could, in so short a time, have transported him; he

knows wilh certainty that he has not changed his place; and he knows that

place cannot change itsell; that what was a house cannot become a plain;

that what was Thebes ean never be Prr.-\'|m|i-:.
Sueh is the trivmphant language with which a eritick exults over the

misery of an irregular poet, and exults eommonly without resistance or

reply, [tis time therefore to tell him, by thle anthority of Shakespeare, that
he assumes, as an unquestionable principle, a position, which, while his
Iireath is forming it into words, his understanding pronounces to be false,
It is false, that any representation is mistaken for reality; that any
dramatick fable in its materiality was ever eredible, or, for a single
moment, was ever eredited.,

The objection arising from the impossibility of passing the first hous

at Alexandria. and the next at Rome. supposes. that when the vlav oben

Now, he is pushing this argument further, “Such is the triumphant language with which a
critic exults over the misery of an irregular poet and exults commonly without resistance or
reply.” And he says, if the reader, the audience is capable of believing that the first hour is in
Alexandria, if the audience or the reader is capable of believing that something is happening

on stage, then he says, “Surely he that imagines this, may imagine more”.

This has been rearticulated in more sophisticated and more refined terms during the Romantic
times as we would also shortly see about the “willing suspension of disbelief”. Coleridge
talks about the willing suspension of disbelief, the reader’s ability, the audience's ability to
imagine that this is now Alexandria and the next is Rome and also trying to imagine that the
audience is living during the days of Antony and Cleopatra. This imagination, this possibility

is the willing suspension of disbelief.

Here, we find that without entirely being a Romantic, by staying rooted in the neoclassical
traditions, we see that Johnson is able to push this line of argument further. If he can imagine,
if the audience can imagine that he is in Alexandria, he might imagine that he is in Rome as
well. So the unity of time and place, he finds, is founded on already flawed premises.
Because in the first place itself, the audience is encouraged to imagine that the stage is
something else altogether, is encouraged to imagine that he is already living during certain

other times, which is not his contemporary times.

So this is already founded on very flawed premises. “There is no reason why a mind thus

wandering in extasy should count the clock or why an hour should not be a century in that



calenture of the brains that can make the stage a field.” If the stage can become a field or a
battleground, then even time need not be limited. If a mind is capable of wandering in this
extasy, it should be possible for the same mind to reorient the clock hours. There is no need,
there is no reason to count the clock or why an hour should not be a century. So this is the
possibility of the mind, this is the infinite possibility of the faculty of imagination that
Johnson is using, in support of his argument in favor of the violation of unities that

Shakespeare has already done.
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or the bank of Granicus, he is in a state of elevation above the reach of

reason, o of truth, and from the heights of empyrean poetry, may despise
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The truth is, that the spectators are always in their senses, and know,
from the first act to the last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the
plavers are only players, They come to hear a certain number of lines
reeited with just gesture and elegant modulation. The lines relate to some
action, and an action must be in some place; but the different actions that

compleat a story may be in places very remote from each other; and where
is the absurdity of allowing thal space to represent first Athens, and then
.\'il'i|_\', which was ‘11\\';1_\.« known to be neither Si:"l].\' nor Athens, but a
madern theatre? z

By supposition, as place is introduced, time may be extended; the
time required by the fable elapses for the most part between the acts; for,
of so much of the action as is represented, the real and poetical duration is

the same. If, in the first act, preparations for war against Mithridates are
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“The truth is that the spectators are always in their senses, and know from the first act to the
last that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are only players. They come to hear a
certain number of lines recited with just gesture and elegant modulation”. Here he again,
reiterates this in a more clear way. “The lines relate to some action and an action must be in
someplace; but the different actions that complete a story maybe in places very remote from
each other” That is how narratives and stories operate in life as well. “And where is the
absurdity of allowing that space to represent first Athens and then Sicily, which was always

known to be neither Sicily nor Athens, but a modern theater?”

So if the stage can transform in the audience's mind into Sicily or Rome, it might as well
transform into Alexandria or Athens; it really does not make much of a difference once this
faculty of imagination, this faculty of the willing suspension of disbelief is at work. And in

the same supposition, by this same argument, he says the idea of time also may be extended.
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By supposition, as place is introduced, time may be extended; the i\%}
time required by the fable elapses for the most part between the acts; for,
of so much of the action as is represented, the real and poetical duration is
the same. If, in the first act, preparations for war against Mithridates are
represented 1o be made in Rome, the event of the war may, without
absurdity, be represented, in the eatastrophe, as happening in Pontus; we
know thal there is neither war, nor preparation for war; we know that we
are neither in Rome nor Pontus; that neither Mithridates nor Lucullus are
Dbefore us. The drama exhibits suecessive imitations of successive actions,
and why may not the second imitation represent an action that happened
vears after the first; if it be so connected with it, that nothing but time can

be supposed to intervene? Time s, of all modes of existence, most
obsequious to the imagination; a lapse of years is as easily conceived as a
passage of hours, In contemplation we easily contract the time of real
actions, and therefore willingly permit it lu'|:r'l'u]’l1tu5ll'll when we only see
their imitation.

It will be asked, how the drama moves, if it is nol credited. It is
eredited with all the eredit due to a drama. IUis eredited, whenever it
moves, as a just pieture of a real original; as representing Lo the anditor

And he also says, “Time is of all modes of existence, most obsequious to the imagination; a
lapse of years is as easily conceived as a passage of hours.” And also, when one is talking
about historical drama, when one is talking about historical fiction, there is no way in which
you can maintain the unity of time while doing proper justice to the enactment over there, to
the performance or the rendition over there, because we know that events in history did not
necessarily happen within a day. So he also thinks that being sticklers to unity of time and

place, it is also quite rigid, it is also quite absurd in many ways.
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lament the possibility than suppose the presence of misery, as a mother

weeps over her babe, when she remembers that death may take it from
her. The delight of tragedy proceeds (rom our consciousness of fiction; if
we thought murders and treasons real, they would please no more, NPTEL

Imilations produce pain or pleasure, not beeause they are mistaken
for realities, but because they bring realities to mind. When the
i.~' reereated by o painted landscape, the trees are not
stipposed eapable to give us shade, or the fountains coolness; but we
consider, how we should be pleased with such fountains playing beside us,
and such woods waving over us. We are agitated in reading the history of
“Henry the Fifth", yel no man takes his book for the field of Agencourt, A
dramatick exhibition is a book recited with concomitants that encrease or

diminish its effect. Familiar comedy is often move powerful on the theatre,
than in the page; imperial tragedy is always less. The humour of Petruchio
may [ hl'ighh'lu-d 11;' gl'imm‘[': Dt what voice or what gesture can h{]]:[- o
add dignity or force to the soliloquy of Cato.

A play read, affects the mind like a play acted. 1t is therefore evident,
that the action is not supposed to be real, and it follows that between the
acts a longer or shorler time may be allowed to pass, and that no more
account of space or duration is to be taken by the auditor of a deama, than



And he is using this term imagination in a very interesting way over here, “When the
imagination is recreated by painted landscape, the trees are not supposed capable to give us
shade or the fountains coolness, but we consider how we should be pleased with such
fountains playing beside us and such woods waving over us.” It is entirely about the faculty
of imagination at work. And that can also encourage us to disregard these unities which were

seen as extremely important factors when one is composing or analyzing a work of drama.

(Refer Slide Time: 10:06)

BRILY G IR IR LY gl LRI L L B EL UL U RULIEL R L p

add dignity or force to the soliloquy of Cato.
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A play read, affects the mind like a play acted. 1t is therefore evident,
that the action is not 5[I|]]IL].‘~E'[1 to be real, and it follows that between the NPTEL
acls a longer or shorter time may be allowed to pass, and that no more
aceount of space or duration is Lo be taken by the auditor ol a drama, than
by the reader of a narrative, before whom may pass in an hour the life of a
hero, or the revolutions of an empire,

-w the unities, and rejected them by design,
or deviated from them by happtignorance, it is, | think, impossible to
decide, and useless to inquire, We may 1':~.‘|.-u:1|:|l1|_\' stppose, that, when he
rose to notice, he did not want the connsels and admonitions of scholars
and eriticks, and that he al last deliberately persisted in a practice, which

he might have begun by chance, As nothing is essential to the fable, but
unily of action, and as the unities of time and place arise evidently from
false assumptions, and, by eircumscribing the extent of the drama, lessen
its variety, 1 cannot think it much to be lamented, that they were not
known 1:_\' him, or not observed: Nor, if such another poet could arise,
should I very vehemently reproach him, that his first act passed at Venice,
and his next in Cyprus. Such violations of rules merely positive, become

tha somnrahoneivae sonine nf Thalaenoarn and ensh sonenvoe ar enitalil

Here is something again very practical that Johnson puts forward. “Whether Shakespeare
knew the unities and rejected them by design, or deviated from them by happy ignorance, it
is, I think, impossible to decide and useless to inquire.” So it is not going into the
biographical mode of criticism in a useless way. It is actually using the historical framework
and the biographical framework to take things forward, in order to make compelling
overarching arguments about the genre and about the principles which govern it. And that is
something very interesting that Johnson does throughout this work by staying rooted in the
neoclassical tradition and using approaches which are closely related to biographical as well

as historical approaches.
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Yet when 1 speak thus slightly of dramatick rules, T cannot but recollect NPTEL
how much wit and learning may be produced against me; before such
authorities T am afraid to stand, not that 1 think the present question one

of those that are to be decided by mere authority, but because it is to be
suspeeted, that these precepts have not been so casily received but for

better reasons than [ have vel been able to find. (LEGEHIRTENEE LTS
in which it would be ludicrous to boast of impartiality, is, that the unities
f time and place are not essential to a just drama, that though they may

komelimes conduce Lo pleasure, they are always to be sacrificed to the
Inobler beauties of variety and instruction; and that a play, written with
Inice observation of eritical rules, is to be contemplated as an elaborate

uriosity, as the product of superfluous and ostentatious art, by which is
shewn, rather what is possible, than whal is necessary.

He that, witheut diminution of any other excellence, shall preserve all
the unities unbroken, deserves the like applause with the architect, who
shall display all the orders of architecture in a citadel, without any
deduction from its strength; but the principal beauty of a eiladel is o

And now he is also responding to the obsession with this preservation of unities and he
thinks, “They are always to be sacrificed to the nobler beauties of variety and instruction; and
that a play written with nice observation of critical rules is to be contemplated as an elaborate
curiosity, as the product of superfluous and ostentatious art, by which is shown rather what is

possible, than what is necessary.”

Of course, if you stick to these rules, you might get something, a product which is very
superfluous, very ostentatious, and it can be contemplated as an elaborate curiosity. But it
will not have the desired effect that perhaps Shakespeare's plays had on his audience as well

as on the posterity.
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suspeeted, that these precepts have not been so easily received but for
betler reasons than [ have vel been able o find. The result of my enquiries,
in which it would be ludicrous to boast of impartiality, is, that the unities
of time and place are not essential to a just drama, that though they may

somelimes conduce Lo pleasure, they are always lo be sacrificed to the
nobler beauties of variety and instruction; and that a play, written with
niee observation of eritical rules, is to be contemplated as an elaborate
curiosity, as the product of superfluous and ostentatious art, by which is
shewn, rather what is possible, than what is necessary.

He that, witheut diminution of any other excellence, shall preserve all
the unities unbroken, deserves the like applause with the architect, who
shall display all the orders of architecture in a citadel, without any

deduction from its strength; but the principal beauty of a citadel is o
exclude the enemy; and the greatest graces of a pliy, are to copy nature
and instruct life. PRAFACE T SHAKESPEAN
Perhaps, what T have here not dogmatically but deliberately written,
may recal the prineiples of the drama to a new examination. I am almost
frighted at my own lemerily; and when [ estimate the fame and the
strength of those that maintain the contrary opinion, am ready to sink
down in reverential silenee: as Acneas withdrew from the defence of Trov

And he is giving this comparison of the architect who is making a citadel. The principal
beauty of a citadel is to exclude the enemies, there is a function associated with every
product, whether it is an art form or a certain kind of exercise at work, in this case, the
construction of a citadel. So, “The principal beauty of a citadel is to exclude the enemy and
the greatest graces of a play, are to copy nature and instruct life”. So one should not miss the
end by focusing on certain minor things. So he is also trying to tell us not to lose sight of the

larger picture by being concerned with such micro things.
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the umties unbroken, deserves the ke applause with the architect, who
shall display all the orders of architecture in a citadel, without any
deduction from its strength; but the principal beauty of a citadel is to

exclude the enemy; and the greatest graces of a play, are lo copy nature
and instruet life,

Perhaps, what I have here not dogmatically but deliberately written,
may recal the prineiples of the drama to a new examination. 1 am almost

frighted at my own temerity; and when@REIETERUEREL CRTTRTE
strength of those that maintain the contrary opinion, am ready o sink
NIRRT s Aceneas withdrew from the defence of Trov,

when he saw Neptune shaking the wall, and Juno heading the besiegers.

Those whom my arguments eannot persuade Lo give their approbation

lo the judgment of Shakespeare, will easily, if they consider the condition
of his life, make some allowance for his ignorance,

Every man's performances, 1o be rightly estimated, must be compared
with the state of the age in which he lived, and with his own particular
opportunities; and though to the reader a book be not worse or better for
the circumstances of the authonr, vet as there is always a silent reference
of human works to human abilities, and as the enquiry, how far man may
extend his designs, or how high he may rate his native foree, is of far



And he is also a bit skeptical in going against the grain of the popular opinion. He says, “I am
ready to sink down in reverential silence”. “Those, whom my arguments cannot persuade to
give their approbation to the judgment of Shakespeare, will easily, if they consider the
condition of his life, make some allowance for his ignorance”. So he is willing to pursue this
argument in many ways. First, he is trying to show how one could disregard these unities
because they are not really contributing or their absence is not really hampering, the process
of emergence of fine drama. But if these arguments are not persuasive enough, he is saying,
consider the ignorance with which Shakespeare wrote this and he is willing to go to any

length, in that sense, in order to defend Shakespeare's violation of unities.
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strength of those that maintain the contrary opinion, am ready to sink NPTEL

down in reverential silence; as Aeneas withdrew from the defence of Troy,
when he saw Neplune ‘-hjiliil]:,{ﬂh' wall, and Juno hi'.l:fi[]g the besiegers,
Those whom my argiments cannot persuade Lo give their ;|||p|'u|1;l1i|m
to the jnulgm.-m of Sh.ikl-_-.lu‘;ln-, will n';\.\i]_\', if l|ll'}' consider the eandition
of his life, make some allowanee for his ignorance.
Every man's performances, Lo be rightly estimated, must be compared
with the state of the age in which he lived, and with his own particular

apportunitics; and though to the reader a book be not worse or better for

the eircumstances of the anthour, yet as there is always a silent reference
of human works to human abilities, and as the enquiry, how far man may
extend his [||'.\'i;||.-;‘ or how |1igl1 he may rate *li'; native foree, is of far
greater dignity than in what rank we shall place any particular
performanee, euriosity is always busy to discover the instruments, as well
as to survey the workmanship, o know how much is o be aseribed to

original powers, and how mueh to casual and adventitions help. Thed
: A

palaces of Pern or Mexieo were certainly mean and incommoddio

halitatians i anmnarad ta the haneas al Casanann suanarcha: ial ol

And he is now taking into account the proper historical approach, as we can see, a
biographical historical approach where Shakespeare is going to be evaluated in the context of
the age in which he lived and with his own particular opportunities. “And though to the
reader a book be not worse or better for the circumstances of the author, yet as there is always
a silent reference of human works to human abilities, and as the enquiry, how far man may
extend his designs, or how high he may rate his native force”...and he goes on. So he is
trying to give a historical sketch of Shakespeare's life and trying to compare that with the
artistic production that he had, and then he is asking the informed reader to evaluate

Shakespeare's undermining of the unities.
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performanee, euriosity is always busy Lo discover the instruments, as well

as Lo survey the workmanship, to know how much is to be aseribed o
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original powers, and how much to casual and adventitious help. The
palaces of Peru or Mexico were certainly mean and incommodions NPTEL
habitations, if ['l:m]mrl'll to the houses of Enropean monarchs; yvet who
could forbear to view them with astonishment, who remembered that they
were built without the use of iron?

The English nation, in the time of Shakespeare, was vet struggling to
emerge from barbarity, The philology of taly had been transplanted hither
in the reign of Henry the Eighth; and the leamed languages had been
successfully cultivated by Lilly and More; by Pole, Cheke, and Gardiner;
and afterwards by Smith, Clerk, Haddon, and Ascham. Greek was now

[;mghl to bovs in the prineipal schools; and those who tnited elegance
with learning, read, with great diligenee, the Italian and Spanish poets. But
literature was vet confined to professed scholark or to men and women of
high rank. The publick was gross and dark; and 1o be able to read and
wrile, was an aceomplishment still valued for its rarity.

Nations, like individuals, have their infaney. A people newly awakened
to literary enriosity, being yet unacquainted with the true state of things,

knows not how 1o judge of that which is proposed as its resemblance,

First he tells us about what is the background of the English nation during the time of
Shakespeare. “The English nation at the time of Shakespeare was yet struggling to emerge
from barbarity”. So this is also seen as a move, Shakespeare is being credited with the literary

move, this transition from barbarity to sophisticated civilization.

“The philology of Italy had been transplanted hither in the reign of Henry the Eighth; and the
learned languages had been successfully cultivated by Lilly and More; by Pole, Cheke and
Gardiner. And afterwards by Smith, Clerk, Haddon and Ascham”. So there is a sense of
literary history that we get over here. “Greek was now taught to boys in the principal schools;
and those who united elegance with learning, read with great diligence, the Italian and
Spanish poets.” We are talking about the Renaissance, the influence of Renaissance in

England.

“But literature was yet confined to professed scholars or to men and women of high rank. The
public was gross and dark, and to be able to read and write was an accomplishment still
valued for its rarity.” Now he is making a case for Shakespeare's ignorance. And we know
that he was one of those writers who never went to university and he wrote amidst the time
when university wits were reigning high in the English theatrical scene. He is drawing our
attention to the infant stage of England as a nation. And then he is talking about how these
works, these dramatic instances that Shakespeare produced, they were also borrowed heavily
from the European traditions, from different other repertoires of stories that existed in

Europe, in contemporary England during that point of time.
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of Warwick, have made little impression: he that wrote for such an 5
andienee was under the necessity of looking ronnd for strange events and t‘-‘%
{abulous transactions, and that illl'l‘wiihi!il}.', 1:} which maturer kt]u\\'hﬂgl‘ :‘l‘)
is offended, was the chief recommendation of writings, to unskilful NPTEL
curiosity.

Onr authour’s plots ave generally borrowed from novels, and it is
reasonable (o suppose, thal he chose the most popular, such as were read
by many, and related by more; for his audience could not have followed
him through the intricacies of the drama, had they not held the thread of
the story in their hands,

The stories, which we now find only in remoter authours, were in his
time accessible and familliar. The fable of “As You Like 1", which is

supposed to be eopied from Chaueer's Gamelyn, was a litle pamphlet of
those times: and old Mr. Cibber remembered the tale of Hamlet in plain
English prose, which the eriticks have now Lo sed% in Saxo Grammaticus.
His English histories he took from English chronicles and English
hiallads; and as the ancient writers were made known to his countrymen by
versions, they supplied him with new subjects; he dilated some of
Plitareh’s lives into plays, when they had been translated by North,

His plots, whether historical or fabulous, are always crouded with

“His English histories he took from English Chronicles and English ballads; and as the
ancient writers were made known to his countrymen by versions, they supplied him with new
subjects; he dilated some of Plutarch lives into plays when they had been translated by
North.” You can read this extensively to see the different kinds of examples that he gives to
showcase how Shakespeare had borrowed extensively from different traditions. And he is
also making a case for these multiple traditions interacting together, and which he also thinks
may have contributed to the violation of unities, may have prompted him to very

inadvertently decide towards the discarding of these unities.
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those times; and old Mr. Cibber remembered the tale of Hamlel in plain

English prose, which the eriticks have now to seek in Saxo Grammaticus.
Iis English histories he took from English chronicles and English

biallads; and as the ancient writers were made known to his countrymen by

versions, they supplied him with new subjects; he dilated some of
Plutareh’s lives into plays, when they had been translated by North,

His plots, whether historical or fabulous, are always crouded with
FEARE

ineidents, by which the attention of a rude people was mor.

than by sentiment or argumentation; and such is the power of the
marvellous even over those who despise it, that every man finds his mind
more Nll'lll’l}{]_\‘ seized IJ_\' the 1nlgl'[1ir'< aof Sh.‘lk{-spc‘ru'l- than of any other
writer; others please us by particular speeches, but he always makes us

anxious for the event, and has perhaps excelled all but Homer in securing
the first purpose of a writer, by exciting restless and unquenchable
cnriosity, and compelling him that reads his work to read it through.

The shows and bustle with which his plays abound have the same
original. As knowledge advanees, pleasure passes from the eve to the ear,
but returns, as it declines, from the ear to the eve, Those to whom our
authour's labours were exhibited had more skill in pomps or processions
than in poetical language, and perhaps wanted some visible and



And he tells us how, because of the complex nature of his plots, his plays were always
crowded by incidents. And how the shows and bustle with which the plays abound have the
same original. So he is talking about the kind of complex narratives that he produced and
how that perhaps would have required a different kind of a treatment which also resulted in

the violation of the classical principles.
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Cato affords a splendid exhibition of artificial and fictitious manners, and

delivers just and noble sentiments, in diction easy, elevated and ;

harmonious, but its hopes and fears communicate no vibration Lo the g
NPTEL

heart; the composition refers us only Lo the writer; we pronounce the

8 ;_Ha_'-'{%
He-

name of Cato, but we think on Addison.

The work of a correct and regular writer is a garden acenralely formed
and diligently planted, varied with shades, and seented with owers; the
composition of Hh:lkl'spr;m' is a forest, in which oaks extend their
hiranches, and pines tower in the air, interspersed sometimes with weeds
and brambles, and sometimes giving shelter to myrtles and to roses; filling
the eve with awful pomp, and gratifying the mind with endless diversity,
ther poets display cabinets of precions rarities, minutely finished,

wrought into shape, and polished unto brightness. Shakespeare opens a
mine which contains gold and diamonds in Bnexhaustible plenty, though
elowded '||_\ ineristations, debased ||.\' im|ru|'i['lt-.l;‘ and :11ing|l'|| with a mass
of meaner minerals.

It has been much disputed, whether Shakespeare owed his excellence
to his own native force, or whether he had the common helps of
scholastick education, the precepts of critieal seience, and the examples of
ancient anthours.

And this is a very interesting analogy he gives. “The work of a correct and regular writer is a
garden accurately formed and diligently planted, varied with shades, and scented with
flowers; the composition of Shakespeare is a forest”. So he is comparing Shakespeare's
writing to that of the growth in the wilderness, to that of a forest, unlike a trimmed controlled
growth within a garden. So it is also a very positive thing in favor of Shakespeare's works and
it allows him to do anything which seems fit, which he deems fit, within the framework of his

works.
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Cato affords a splendid exhibition of artificial and fictitions manners, and f -1:_
delivers just and noble sentiments, in diction easy, elevated and %\%
harmonious, but its hopes and fears communicale no vibration to the
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heart; the composition refers us only lo the writer; we proneunee the
name of Cato, but we think on Addison.

The work of a correct and regular writer is a garden aceurately formed
and diligently planted, varied with shades, and seented with Qowers; the
composition of Shakespeare is a forest, in which oaks extend their
hranches, and pines tower in the air, interspersed sometimes with weeds
and brambles, and sometimes giving shelter to myrtles and to roses; filling
the eve with awful pomp, and gratifving the mind with endless diversity,
Other poets display cabinets of precious rarities, minutely finished,

wrought into shape, and polished unto brightness. 8
mine which contains gold and diamonds in unexhaust]HERY STUATET
clouded by incrustations, debased by impurities, and mingled with a mass
of meaner minerals.

1t has been much disputed, whether Shakespeare owed his excellence
to his own native force, or whether he had the common helps of
scholastick edueation, the precepts of critical seience, and the examples of
ancient authours.

“Shakespeare opens a mine which contains gold and diamonds in unexhaustible plenty,
though clouded by incrustations, debased by impurities and mingled with a mass of meaner
minerals”. This is how he goes on to justify and even romanticize the ignorance that
Shakespeare had, “the ignorance” that supposedly Shakespeare had when it came to the
composition of his plays, when it came to his complete disregard for the many classical

principles, including the unities.
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and brambles, and sometimes giving shelter o myrtles and 1o roses; (lling o
the eve with awful pomp, and gratifving the mind with endless diversily. '-%
Other poels display cabinets of precious rarities, minutely finished, )
wrought into shape, and polished unto brightness, Shakespeare opens a NPTEL
mine which contains gold and diamonds in unexhaustible plenty, though
clonded by inerustations, debased by impurities, and mingled with a mass
of meaner minerals.

It has been much disputed, whether Shakespeare owed his excellence
lo his own native force, or whether he had the common helps of
scholastick education, the precepts of eritical seience, and the examples of
ancient authours.

There has always prevailed a tradition, that Shakespeare wanted

l:'nminlg. that he had no regular education, nor much skill in the dead
languages. Johnson, his friend, affirms, that “He had small Latin and no
Greek."; who, besides that he had no imaginable temptation to falsehood,
wrote at a time when the character and acquisitions of Shakespeare were
known to multitdes. His evidence ought therefore to decide the
controversy, unless some testimony of equal foree could be opposed.

Some have imagined, that they have diseovered deep learning in many
imitations of old writers; but the examples which I have known urged,

And now he is further romanticizing Shakespeare's lack of formal learning. “There has

always prevailed a tradition, that Shakespeare wanted learning”, that he lacked learning, “that



he had no regular education, nor much skill in the dead languages. Johnson, his friend
affirms.” This is Ben Johnson. “He had small Latin and no Greek”; “who besides that he had
no imaginable temptation to falsehood, wrote at a time when the character and acquisitions of
Shakespeare were known to multitudes. His evidence ought therefore to decide the
controversy, unless some testimony of equal force could be opposed”. So he is drawing from
many contemporary opinions, including that of Ben Johnson, to show the genius which was
fraught within this ignorance. The genius that was locked, that was allowed to bloom within

this lack of, within this want of, formal education.

And he also goes on to illustrate this with a series of examples, a series of instances from
Shakespeare's works. We will not be going to the details of this in this lecture, you can of

course, read through this to get a hang of the kind of examples that he gives.
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Whether he knew the modern L‘ulgﬂ;lgl:‘a is uneertain. That his ]:l;l}'h
have some Freneh seenes proves but little; he might easily procure them to
be written, and probably, even though he had known the language in the

commen degree, he conld nol have written it without assistance, In the
story of “Romeo and Juliet” he is observed to have followed the English
translation, where it deviates from the Italian; but this on the other part
proves nothing against his knowledge of the original. He was 1o copy, not
what he knew himsell, but what was known to his audience.

It is most likely that he had learned Latin sufficiently o make him

RN B ronstruction, but that he never advanced to an easy

perusal of the Roman authours, Concerning his skill in modern linguages,
1 ean find no suffieient ground of determination; bul as no imitations of

French or talian anthours have been discovered, though the Italian poetry
was then high in esteem, I am inclined to believe, that he read little more
than English, and chose for his fables nl]ly sich tales as he found
translated.

That much L'Iln'.\']l-d!:l' is seattered over his works is very jll!-tl)‘
observed by Pope, but it is often such knowledge as books did not supply.
He that will understand Shakespeare, must not be content Lo study him in
the closet, he must look for his meaning sometimes among the sports of

“It is most likely that he learned Latin sufficiently to make him acquainted with construction,
but that he never advanced to an easy perusal of the Roman authors”. “I am inclined to
believe that he read little more than English, and chose for his fables only such tales as he
found translated”. So here is a man who has been working with a lot of limitations, who did
not have access to the kind of refined languages, the kind of literary languages that were in
circulation during his time, and still he produced the finest drama that English public has ever
seen. And this lack of knowledge, this ignorance is in fact now being transformed into
something which works in favor of Shakespeare's plays. And it also helps Johnson to defend

his violation of the unities in a better light.



Here is a man who wrote purely out of genius and did not really rely on what has been taught.
And he is not someone who was taught to do plays like the university wits but he has done
this entirely out of his own imagination, out of his own creative faculty. And this product
needs to be respected for whatever it is because it has outlived the century, it has stood the
test of time and it will be quite absurd to say that the play is lacking, because the unities of

time and place are not there.

And in this creative faculty, in this creative outburst of untrained kind of dramatic output, we
find that the unity of action is intact, that has not been violated. It is perfect when we analyze
it in terms of the Aristotelian principles or in terms of maybe the commonsensical way in
which plays have been appreciated during that time. And from this stage, in the course of
defending Shakespeare's violation, the gross violation of the unities, Johnson is also elevating
him to a status of the Savior, the Redeemer of the terrible stage in which the English literary

stage was.
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reformation had filled the kingdom with thealogical leamning; most of the F A
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[i]]liﬁ'k.'i of human :|]'M]Il]'.l&'ll ion had found |".11;,'|i.-:|1 writers: and poetry had ::1\ .'ﬁ
been eultivated, not only with diligence, but suceess, This was a stock of -
s NPTEL

knowledge suffieient for a mind so capable of appropriating and improving
it

But the greater part of his exeellence was the produet of his own
genius, He found the English stage in a state of the ntmost rudeness; no
essays either in tragedy or comedy had appeared, from which it could be
diseovered to what degree aof [|l-|igh1 either one or other might be carried.
Neither eharacter nor dialogne were vet understood. Shakespeare may be
truly said to have introduced them both amongst us, and in some of his

happier seenes Lo have carried them both to the utmost height.

By what gradations of improvement he proceeded, is nol casily
known; for the chronology of his works is vel unsettled. Rowe is of
opinion, that “perhaps we are not to look for his beginning, like those of
other wrilers, in his least perfeet works; art had so little, and nature so
|;|1],;1- a share in what he did, that for ought 1 know,” sayvs he, “the
performanees of his vouth, as they were the most vigorous, were the b
But the power of nature is only the power of using to any certain purpfise

the materials which diligenee nrocures. or onnortunity sunnlies. Natire

“The greater part of his excellence was a product of his own genius. He found the English
stage in a state of the utmost rudeness”. So the English nation was in a state of barbarity, he
first says, and this is a literary move, this is a dramatic move which also shifted the nation
towards a more civilized, refined kind of creative genius. And here, he is further saying,
“Shakespeare found the English stage in a state of the utmost rudeness; no essays either in
tragedy or comedy had appeared from which it could be discovered to what degree of delight

either one or other might be carried. Neither character nor dialogue were yet understood.”



There were no critical principles formed yet, there was hardly an English tradition in place as

far as drama was concerned.

“Shakespeare may be truly said to have introduced them both amongst us, and in some of his
happier scenes to have carried them both to the utmost heights”. So here is a man who found
the English stage in a terrible condition and he has redeemed it. He is someone who laid
down the principles of English drama. And to say that he violated the unities would again be

very absurd, Johnson is trying to remind us.

(Refer Slide Time: 21:45)

nature became the fashionable study, have been made sometimes with \,f" .
niee discernment, but often with idle subtilty, were yet unattempted. The ‘%‘%}
lales, with which the infaney of learning was satisfied, exhibited only the

.\i]pl‘!'ﬂl"till apprarances of action, related the events but omitted the
causes, and were formed for such as delighted in wonders rather than in
truth. Mankind was not then to be studied in the closel; he that would
know the world, was under the necessity of gleaning his own remarks, by
mingling as he could in its business and amusements,

Boyle congratulated himself upon his high birth, because it favoured
his curiosity, by facilitating his access. Shakespeare had no such
advantage; he eame to London a needy adventurer, and lived for a time by
y works of genius and learning have been
performed in states of life, that appear very little favourable to thought or

very mean employments. Ma

R A TR v ho considers them is inclined to think that
he sees enterprise and perseverance predominating over all external
ageney, and bidding help and hindrance vanish before them. The genius of
Shakespeare was not to be depressed by the weight of poverty, nor limited
l].\' the narrow conversation to which men in want are inr\'it:ﬁ:l}‘
condemned; the incumbrances of his fortune were shaken from his mind,

“as dewdrops from a lion’s mane.”

There are some biographical details also, Johnson gives, to aid, to support these arguments
that he is making. “Shakespeare had no such advantage”. He was not of high birth; “he came
to London a needy adventure and lived for a time by very mean employments. Many works
of genius and learning have been performed in states of life that appear very little favorable to

thought or inquiry.
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eanses, and were formed for such as delighted in wonders rather than in
truth, Mankind was not then to be studied in the closet; he that would

know the world, was under the necessity of gleaning his own remarks, by

mingling as he could in its business and amusements,

Boyle eongratulated himsell upon his high birth, beeause it favoured
his curiosity, by facilitating his access. Shakespeare had no such
advantage; he came to London a needy adventurer, and lived for a time by
very mean employments, Many works of genius and learning have been
performed in states of life, that appear very little favourable to thought or
to enquiry: so many, that he who considers them is inelined to think that
R R e ating over all external
ageney, and bidding help and hindrance vanish before them. The genius of

Shakespeare was not to be depressed by the weight of poverty, nor limited
by the narrow conversation to which men in want are inevitably
condemned; the incumbrances of his fortune were shaken from his mind,
“as dewdrops from a lion’s mane.”

Though he had so many difficulties to encounter, and so Little
assistance to surmount them, he has been able to obtain an exact
klm\\'il'llg['uf many modes of life, and many easts of native [ﬁs]:ﬂsiliunﬁ: to
vary them with great multiplicity; o mark them by nice distinetions; ang

So many, that he who considers them is inclined to think that he sees enterprise and

perseverance predominating over all external agency.”
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mingling as he could in its business and amusements.

Boyle congratulated himsell upon his high birth, beeause it favoured
his curiosity, by facilitating his access. Shakespeare had no such
advantage; he came lo London a needy adventurer, and lived for a lime by
very mean emplovments, Many works of genius and learning have been
performed in states of life, that appear very little favourable to thought or
lo enquiry; so many, that he who considers them is inelined to think that
he sees enterprise and perseverance predominating over all external
ageney, and bidding help and hindrance vanish before them

Shakespeare was not to be depressed by the weight of poverty Wi
by the nartow conversation lo which men in wanl are inevilably
condemned; the incumbrances of his fortune were shaken from his mind,
“as dewdrops from a lion’s mane.”

Though he had so many diffieulties to encounter, and so little
assistance lo surmount them, he has been able to oblain an exact
knowledge of many modes of life, and many easts of native dispositions; to
vary them with great multiplicity; to mark them by nice distinetions; ang

So this is again, a way in which he continues to highlight the genius of Shakespeare that his
genius was not to be depressed by the weight of poverty. So here is a man who came to
London, quite friendless and penniless. And he goes on to become the greatest dramatist that
that century has ever seen. And in terms of wealth, in terms of fame, he has become what no

man of his age could achieve.



So, these are the many difficulties, these are the different kinds of ignorance within which
Johnson likes to situate Shakespeare because that also works to his advantage in terms of him
moving out of the traditional frameworks, of him moving out of the kind of readings which
were available during that time and this also, surmounts to highlight the true genius that
Shakespeare had. And in this entire piece, especially towards the end, we find that Johnson is
more invested in defending Shakespeare's genius more than anything else. In the process of
defending the violation of the unities, he ends up defending Shakespeare's genius which
really works very well to cementing his literary reputation for the many decades and centuries

to come.
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.
shews plainly, thal he has seen with his own eves: he gives the image b i
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which he receives, not weakened or distorted by the intervention of any -
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other mind; the ignorant feel his representations to be just, and the
learned see that they are compleat.

|‘|‘I'i1;||r_'. it wonld not be ey 1o find any authour, except Homer, w ho
invented so much as Shakespeare, who so much advanced the studies
which he enltivated, or effused so much novelty upon his age or country,
The form, the characters, the language, and the shows of the English
drama are his. “He seems,” says Dennis, “lo have been the very original of
our English tragical harmony, that is, the harmony of blank verse,

diversified often iy [“.‘i.‘i.\‘“‘llblt' aned |]'i_-i'&.\||illlll' lerminations, For the

diversity distinguishes it from heroick harmony, and by bringing it nearer
lo commaon use makes it mare proper o gain attention, and more fit for
action and dialogue, Such verse we migke when we are writing prose; we
make such verse in common conversation,”

I know nol whether this praise is rigorously just. The dissvllable
lermination, which the eritick rightly appropriates Lo the drama, is lo be
found, though, [ think, not in Gotbodue which is confessedly before our
authour: vel in Hieronnvmeo. of which the date is not certain, but whicl

Now, here is a very classic comparison with Homer. “Perhaps it would not be easy to find
any author except Homer, who invented so much as Shakespeare, who so much advanced the
studies which he cultivated or effused so much novelty upon his age or country”. So if you
evaluate Shakespeare's contributions, the violation of unities, it becomes something which
can easily be overlooked. It is not even a thing to engage with. And this is what he is trying to
tell some of the contemporary critics who have been highlighting this out of proportion, who
have been focusing more on the violation of unities, entirely ignoring the overall
contribution, the milestones, the iconic achievements that Shakespeare had in terms of his

dramatic output.
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endeavours indeed commonly Lo strike by the foree and vigour of his -%“ﬁ
dialogue, bul he never exceutes his purpose better, than when he tries to
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sooth by softness,

Yel it must be at last confessed, that as we owe every thing to him, he
owes su|‘|]|'1||ing 1o us: that, if mueh of his [1['.'|i3-'1- is p:tiil |1)‘ ]:l'n'l-pLilm and
judgement, much is likewise given by enstom and veneration. We fix our
eves upon his graces, and turn them from his deformities, and endure in
him what we should in another loath or despise, TR RS
praising, respeet for the father of our drama might

seen, in the book of some modern eritick, a colleetion of anomalies which

use us; but 1 have

shew that he has i‘[H'l'Il,lI[i'll language by every mode ul'rh-pr.'n':llinn. bt

which his admirer has accumulated as a monument of honour.

He has seenes of undoubted and perpetual excellenee, but perhaps not
one play, which, if it were now exhibited as the work of a contemporary
writer, would be heard to the conclusion. | am indeed far from thinking,
that his works were wrought o his own ideas of perfection; when they
were such as would satisfy the audience, they satisfied the writer. It is
seldom that authours, though more studious of fame than Shakespeare,

rise mineh above the standard of their own aze: 10 add a linle of what i

And now again we find that Johnson is actually responding to many criticisms of the
contemporary, here is one instance, “If we endured without praising, respect for the father of
our drama might excuse us, but I have seen in the book of some modern critic, a collection of
anomalies, which show that he has corrupted language by every mode of depravation”. He
reinvented language as we know, he used it according to his whims and fancy, and he has
contributed immensely to the development of vocabulary through the emergence of newer

kinds of usages.

“But which his admirer has accumulated as a monument of honor”. So what a certain critic
has seen as lack in terms of language, as corruption in terms of language, Johnson finds that
as a monument of honor. He refers to himself as this admirer, who has accumulated a
monument of honor. So almost everything which has been, almost all the charges which have
been leveled against Shakespeare, they are all turned around in such a way that they all look
like different masterpieces produced by the same author, different contributions to language,
literature, performance and the overall culture. Look at the way in which he has even situated,
Johnson has even situated Shakespeare as someone who contributed to the transition of a

barbaric nation into something more refined, more sophisticated.
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honour from the reader, He therelore made no seruple to repeat the same é;;.p-
Jests in many dialogues, or to entangle different plots by the same knot of
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[11'1'|||t'.\til.\“ which l!]'rl_\'hl' at least l'nrgi\'u-n him, '\:_\' those who recolleet, that
of Congreve's four comedies, two are coneluded by a marriage in a mask, NPTEL
by a deception, which perhaps never happened, and which, whether likely
or nol, he did not invent,

So careless was this great poet of future fame, that, though he retired
to ease and plenty, while he was vet little “declined into the vale of vears,
before he could be disgnsted with fatigue, or disabled by infirmity, he
Imade no collection of his works, nor desired to rescue those that had been
already published from the depravations that obscured them, orfZealAU
the rest a better destiny, by giving them to the world in their genuine state.

Of the plays which bear the name of Shakespeare in the late editions,
the greater part were not published tll about seven years after his death,
and the few which appeared in his life are apparently thrust into the world
without the care of the authour, and therefore probalbly without his
knowledge.

Of all the publishers, clandestine or professed, their negligence and
unskilfulness has by the late revisers been suffieiently shown, The faults of
all are indeed numerons and gross, and have not only eorrupted many

And he is also talking about the kind of integrity that Shakespeare had, the commitment that
he had, towards the present, towards the times in which he was living. “So careless was this
great poet of future fame that though he retired to ease and plenty, while he was yet “little
declined into the vale of years”, before he could be disgusted with fatigue or disabled by
infirmity, he made no collection of his works, nor desired to rescue those that had been
already published from the depravation that obscured them, or secure to the rest a better
destiny by giving them to the world in their genuine state”. So this carelessness is again,
another way in which Johnson talks about the genius, infinite genius that he thinks
Shakespeare had possessed. There was no active effort made from this author to compile any

of his works during his lifetime.
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Of the plavs which bear the name of Shakespeare in the late editions,

the greater part were nol published Il about seven years after his death,
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and the few which appeared in his life ave apparently thrust into the world
without the eare of the authour, and therefore probably without his NPTEL
knn\\'il'tlgr.
Of all the publishers, clandestine or professed, their negligence and
inskilfulness has by the late revisers been sufficiently shown, The faults of
all are indeed numerons and gross, and have not only eorrupted many
passages perhaps beyond recovery, but have brought others into suspicion,
which are only obseured by obsolete phraseology, or by the writer's
unskilfulness and affectation. To aller is more easy than to explain, and

temerily is & more commen quality than diligence, Those who saw that

[hi'}' st [-m]xl:r.\ eomjecture o a certain :h-;u'(\ Were \\'i||m:,', to indulge it
a little further. Had the anthour published his own works, we should have
sat quictly down to disentangle his intricacies, and elear his obscurities;
It now we tear what we cannol loose, and eject what we happen nol 1o
nnderstand.

The faults are more than eould have happened without the
coneurrence of many causes. The stile of Shakespeare was in itsell

ungrammatical, perplexed and obseure; his works were transeribed for the

And he talks about the First Folio which came out seven years after his death, then, “Of all
the publishers clandestine or professed, their negligence and unskillfulness by the late
revisers has sufficiently been shown”. Herein lies the significance of this preface and this
edition that Johnson is trying to bring out. He is trying to clear out the anomalies and bring
out an edition which is more fruitful, useful for the posterity, something which is hopefully

without the inconsistencies and without the corruptions that the other editions had.

He refers to some of the earlier editions in this and he also tells us how his own edition will
be a significant departure from those and how that would contribute immensely to the works
of, to the reputation of Shakespeare in restoring some of his works and restoring some of the
lines and giving to posterity a great gift that would help them understand the literary genius
that Shakespeare had possessed. The detailed notes that he gives to his own edition and the
many comments that he makes about his own edition, we will skip those sections and move

to the final part of the discussion.
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which difficulties are explained; or judicial, by which faults and beauties 5
are remarked: or emendatory, by which [|I'|_]|'.'t\':\lill|]'i are corrected. :‘::‘ W
i
The explanations transeribed from others, if 1 do nol subjoin any

other 'l|1ll'r|1|'l'[;|[iuu, 1 Suppose l'ummu[ﬂ_\ to be 1'ig]|L at least 1 intend ll)‘ NPTEL
acquieseence Lo confess, that [ have nothing better to propose,

After the labours of all the editors, 1 found many passages which
appeared to me likely to obstruct the greater number of readers, and
thought It is impossible for an
expositor not to write too little for some, and too mueh for others. He ean
only judge what is necessary by his own experience; and how long soever
he may deliberate, will at Tast explain many lines which the leared will
think l'nlin:.-:.\ﬂ]]l' 1o be mistaken, and omit many for which the ignur;ml

will want his help. These are censures merely relative and must be quietly
endured, 1 have endeavoured to be neither superfluously copious, nor
serupulonsly reserved, and hope that T have made my authour's meaning
accessible to many who before were frighted from perusing him, and
contributed something to the publick, by diffusing innocent and rational
|1|l-.'1.-a||r['.

The compleat explanation of an authour not systematick and
i'un.-u'tllll'lﬂi;lL Tt dl'sn]lul'_\ and vagrant, ;|bllllt1l|il1g in easual allusions

“After the labors of all the editors,” which he has explicated in the passages above, “I found
many passages which appear to me likely to obstruct the greater number of readers and
thought it my duty to facilitate their passage”. So this is indeed a great contribution that
Johnson is making to posterity, to cement the literary reputation of Shakespeare because the
other volumes, the other editors, they have not done justice, in spite of the hard labor that
they had put in. He is not being dismissive of them, he is acknowledging the fine contribution
that all of them made at different stages of time. And he is also realizing the need to pitch in
at this point of time because there is a problem of these corrupted editions and there is also a
growing instance of a lot of critics trying to find problems with Shakespeare's works, with his
genius, you know, trying to nitpick and show how he has gone wrong in the use of language
or in his dramatic exercise. So this is indeed a remarkable moment, an iconic moment in
literary history where one critic steps in, he pitches in with his fine, refined critical faculty to
rescue a writer who once had fame and he ensures that the writer, the artist who had outlived
his century, continues to live forever for posterity and that his works are made available in an

uncorrupted form as well.
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negligence, and that therefore something may be properly attempted by
criticism, keeping the middle way between presumption and timidity.

Such eriticism 1 have attempled to practise, and where any passage
appeared inextricably perplexed, have endeavoured to discover how it may
be recalled to sense, with least violenee, But my first labour is, always to
turn the old text on every side, and try if there be any interstice, through
which light can find its way; nor would Huetius himself condemn me, as
refusing the trouble of research, for the ambifion of alteration. In this
modest industry [ have not been unsuccessful. 1 have reseued many lines
from the violations of temerily, and sceured many seenes from Lhe inroads
of correction. | have adopted the Roman sentiment, that il is more
henourable to save a citizen, than to kill an enemy, and have been more

eareful Lo proteet than Lo attack.

I have preserved the common distribution of the plays into acts,
though I believe it to be in almast all the plays void of authority. Some of
those which are divided in the later editions have no division in the first
folio, and some that are divided in the folio have no division in the
preceding copies. The settled mode of the theatre requires four intervals in
the play, but few, if any, of our authonr's compositions can be properly
distributed in that manner. An act is so much of the drama as pass

Johnson also tells us about the kind of criticism that he has tried to practice in this and to give
one example, “Such criticism I have attempted to practice where any passage appeared
inextricably perplexed, have endeavored discover how it may be recalled to sense with least
violence. But my first labor is always to turn the old text on every side and try if there be any
interstice through which light can find its way”. So, he has done, he is outlining the kind of
work that has gone into these editions; whenever possible, he has got hold of the older
versions and he has tried to get into the skin of the text and to give us this text in the most

original form as possible, as available.
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thousand absurdities, ;,:-f-
In restoring the authour’s works to their integrity, 1 have considered ﬁb}f}
the illlnwlll:llinn a5 \\'hu]l_\' in my power, for what could be their eare of i\ '
: colons and commas, who corrupted words and sentenees. Whatever eould NPTEL

be done by adjusting points is therefore silently performed, in some plays
with mueh diligence, in others with less; it is hard to keep a busy eve
steadily fixed upon evanescent atoms, or a discursive mind upon
evaneseent truth.

The same liberty has been taken with a few particles, or other words
of slight effect. I have sometimes inserted or omitted them without notice,
1 have done that sometimes, which the other editors have done .||\\';|_\'.-a‘ and
which indeed the state of the text may sufficiently justify.

The greater part of readers, instead of blaming us for passing trifles,
will wonder that on mere trifles so much labour is expended, with such
importance of debate, and such solemnity of diction. To these 1 answer
with confidence, that they are judging of an arl which they do not
understand; vet eannot much reproach them with their ignorance, nor
promise that they would become in general, by learning eriticism, more
useful, happier or wiser.

As T practised conjecture more, T learned to trust it less; and after |



And he also tells us the liberties, some of the liberties that he has taken with the text, with the
versions that are available before him. “The same liberty has been taken with a few particles
or other words of slight effect. I have sometimes inserted or omitted them without notice. I
have done that sometimes which the other editors have done always, and which indeed the
state of the text may sufficiently justify”. So he has done a few things, he has made a few

alterations all of which he thinks, is towards doing justice to the works of this great genius.

Johnson is very conscious to the critical eyes which are all around him. And he knows that
this work will open up a lot of controversies and his opinions and his version will be received

with a lot of skepticism by those critics whose judgments he has also been questioning.
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conjecture is to be used, the emendations of Scaliger and Lipsius, & \§

notwithstanding their wonderful sagacity and erudition, are often vague §oK 3
) 5

and disputable, like mine or Theobald's, i

NPTEL

Perhaps 1 may not be more censured for doing wrong, than for doing
little; for raising in the publick expectations, which at last T have not
answered. The expectation of ignerance is indefinite, and that of
knowledge is often tyrannical. It is hard to satisfy those who know not
what to demand, or those who demand by [|t~_~.igu what lhl‘}' think
impossible to be done. [ have indeed disappointed no opinion more than
my own; vet 1 have endeavoured to perform my task with no slight
solicitude. Not a single passage in the whole work has appeared to me
corrupl, which I have nol attempted Lo restore; or obseure, which 1 have

not endeavoured to illustrate. In many 1 have failed like others; and from
many, after all my efforts, 1 have retreated, and confessed the repulse. 1
have not l]:l.‘i.‘il‘[l over, with affected 51lin'|'i|1|'il)" what is l‘l]llil]l_\ difficult o
the reader and to myself, but where I could not instruet him, have owned
my ignorance, I might easily have accumulated a mass of seeming learning
ipon easy seenes; but itought not to be imputed to negligence, that, where
nothing was necessary, nothing has been done, or that, where others have
said enough, 1 have said no more,

So he says, “Perhaps I may not be more censured for doing wrong than for doing little; for
raising in the public expectations, which at last, I have not answered. The expectation of
ignorance is indefinite, and that of knowledge is often tyrannical. It is hard to satisfy those
who know not what to demand or those who demand by design, what they think impossible
to be done.” He is also talking about the practical viability of certain kinds of critical as well

as artistic exercises.

I have indeed disappointed no opinion more than my own; yet I have endeavored to perform
my task with no solicitude. Not a single passage in the whole work has appeared to me
corrupt, which I have not attempted to restore; or obscure, which I have not endeavored to
illustrate”. So in his opinion, he has done whatever best he could, in terms of the historical

accuracy, in terms of redeeming the text, in terms of correcting the inconsistencies. And now,



he says it is up to the reader to figure that out. But he is also very conscious about certain
kinds of opinions, he always already says he may not pay much attention to those. He is also
telling us about the notes, the extensive notes that he has provided wherever he could and

how that would be useful, that would aid the process of reading and understanding.

So now we move on to the final sections, where he talks about the need to revise, the need
that arose in the first place to deliver Shakespeare in a revised way, a different version of
Shakespeare altogether. Here he is also being attentive to the ways in which language has

changed over the decades, over the centuries.
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oceasion is presented 1o him: No man can say, he ever had a fit subject for
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his wil, and did not then raise himsell as high above the rest of poels,
“Cruantum lenta solent inter viburna cupress,” NPTEL

[Lis to be Tamented, that such a writer should want 2 commentary; that his
language should become obsolete, or his sentiments obseure. But it is vain
lo earry wishes beyvond the condition of human things; that which must
happen to all, has happened to Shakespeare, by aecident and time; and
more than has been suffered by any other writer since the |1wuﬂ\|u-~._ has
been suffered by him tllmilgh his own negligenee of fame, or perhaps by
that superiority of mind, which despised its own performances, when it

compared them with its powers, and judged those works inworthy to be

preserved, which the eriticks of following ages were to contend for the
fame of restoring and explaining,

Among these candidates of inferiour fame, 1 am now Lo stand he
judgment of the publick; and wish that | could confidently produce my
commentary as equal Lo the encouragement which T have had the honow
of reeviving, Every work of this kind is by its nature defieient, and 1 should
feel little solicitude about the sentence, were il to be |:|'|JIInIII1r1'=l un|.\' |\)‘

the skilful and the learned.

“It is to be lamented, that such a writer should want a commentary; that his language should
become obsolete, or his sentiments obscure. But it is vain to carry wishes beyond the
condition of human things; that which must happen to all, has happened to Shakespeare, by
accident and time”. He is talking about the fate of all artists, they may outlive their century,
but there are also certain kinds of revisions and certain kinds of commentaries and notes

which become necessary for understanding them for what they were worth.

“And more than has been suffered by any other writer since the use of types, has been
suffered by him through his own negligence of fame, or perhaps by that superiority of mind,
which despised its own performances, when it compared them with its powers, and judged
those works unworthy to be preserved, which the critics of the following ages were to

contend for the fame of restoring and explaining”. So partly, the problem lies with the author



too in not taking sufficient care to preserve those elements of performances, of writings for

posterity. And now he submits this work for the public scrutiny.

“I am now to stand the judgment of the public, and wish that I could confidently produce my
commentary as equal to the encouragement, which I have had the honor of receiving. Every
work of this kind is by its nature deficient and I should feel little solicitude about the sentence
were it to be pronounced only by the skillful and the learned”. He is very open to constructive
criticism as he tells us towards the end. But he is also very skeptical about the opinions which
will be generated by the ignorant, the ones who are not very well informed about this subject,

about this area.

And here we fine that within the neoclassical tradition, he is also able to tease out the
difference between informed criticism and public opinion. And when he talks about public
opinion, he certainly has in mind, scholarly judgments and scholarly interventions from
people who are also familiar with the kind of scholarship that surrounds this. And that also
tells us a lot about the kind of criticism which had come to emerge during that time and we

wrap up this session.

And I encourage you to go back to this work and read through this in its entirety to
understand how Johnson had contributed to reviving the literary reputation of Shakespeare.
And also to see some of the important critical yardsticks and principles that had evolved
during the time of neoclassical literary criticism. And also to understand the different
principles that had emerged during the time of the neoclassical age. So with this, we wrap up
for today. I thank you for listening. Thank you for your attention. I look forward to seeing

you in the next session.
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