THREE SHAKESPEAREAN CRITICS. °

(Lambd, Coleridge and H;azlict).

'Early nineteenth century prose is specially noteworthy
in the realm of criticigm. Most 'impnrtant of all in this
department was the rise of the great school of Shakespearean
critics, in Coletidge, Hazlitt and Lamb. They may have
owed “sqmething to Germany. But there was in their work
an insight, a brilliancy and a justness of appreciation that are
too geldnin found among the Germans. The cighteenth
century p_rudu'::ed numerous critics and emendators but it
had not a single critic of the calibre of these three men.

The new school of critics arose with the suddenness
of a tropical sunrise. The effect of Romanticism upon the
critical faculty was such as to inaugurate a mew school of
critical appreciation with which are associated the three
gueat names, Divergent in character and genius, these men
wete animat®éd by a common ideal, namely, to interpret
Slmkespeare through sympathclic imn; u.,umtmn Their criticism
is at once hisforical and ;ILHIIILIIL.'—IIl‘ilDIlﬂ-ll in so far as it
j,udged a man's work in relition lo s time,—aesthetic,
in asmuch as it tned to appreciale the work as  the expression
o f® an individoal tempm'um-ul This is widely remote from
the absolute standard of criticism implied in the famous,

" This will never, dD , of Jellrey. .

We note qmtal change of crllu...ll outlook in _the critics

" *ob the nineteenth century. Tllu new critics dchberatcly
discarded-*all the rules which deduulmly governed all lite-
*rature in the eighteenth century. Deductive critigism is
that which judges everything. by the standard. of some. ,
5 mccnncmved rules and canons. The method 1clnpted by
* the new schnq[ of critics is inductive. ‘Inductw: cultclsm
meins® the judgment of a work fn its individual nerits by *
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noting three things, viz: the aim of the aukhor, the cir-
curnstances under which the work was composed and how
far {nat aim has been arhieved. Inductive critics judge by
tke inner light alone, and as the inner light burns with
the clearest and brightest flame they judge very well by it.

Lamb is the pioneer of the New Criticism. It “was
three yaars after the publication of Lamb’s "' Specimens of
English Dramatic Poets” that Coleridge lectured on the
Shakespearean drama ‘and Hazlitt wrote his “‘Shakespeare’s
: Characters.” Lamb wag the first to draw men’s attention
to the rich treasures of thought and poetry to be found in
the Elizabethan drama generally. His “Specimens” are the
high-water mark of impressionistic criticism. -*The following
passages from his “Specimens” gparkle in brilliant ‘flashes of
criticism :— ' '

“ The insipid levelling mortality to which the modern
stage is tied dpwn, would not admit of such admirabls passions
as these scenes (of Middleton and Rowleys’ “Fair Quarrel)
are filled with. A puritanical obtuseness of sentiment, a
stupid infantile goodness, is creeping among us, instead» of
the vigorous passion§ and virtues, clad in flesh and blnu;.i
with which the old dfamatists present us. a

“The old play-writers are distinguished by an honest
boldness of exhibition, they show everything without {Héinfg

ashamed. If a reverse in [ortune is to pe exhibited, thay _

fairly bring us to the prison-gate and the .alms-basket. A
poor man on our stage is always a gentleman. Ounr delicacy
i fact forbids the dramatising of distress at all.”

Lamb “takes Shakespeare ‘ag the standard by which his<

contemporaries were to be measured. He institutes many

fantastic .cumparisunﬁ,: for instance, he styles Heywood as a

kind of " prose Shakespeare.”  The importance of Lamb's
‘““Specimens” is very great ‘ecause when it was priblished

c

the Elizabethan dramatists were little known to the public ¢

L
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Lamb was a lover of paradox. This love is manfest;
ed in the essay on ‘‘The Tragedies of Shakespeare”, con-
sidered with reference to their htness for stage represent2-
lion. Lamb disputes the acting qualities of Shakespeare's plays.
He speaks in a strain of contempt of, the ¥low tricks
upon the eye and the year" as contrasted with the "absolute
ITlE'IStEI'Y' over the heart and soul of man, which a great
dramatic poet possesses”. According to him, the Lear of
Shakespeare cannot be acted; theatrical artifices and
splendour’ are vulgar, in the presence of the sublime Lear of -
Shakespeare, “and that sea of his mind, with all its vast riches.”
‘Lamb’s Eritical position is this;- drama and literature are differ- -
ent things; dramae may be literature but, 1t is not bound to
he; the points to which drama cannot do full justice, are
in literature of the greatest importance. A few characteris-
lic passages will make Lamb's position clear.

“The characters of Shakespeare are so mugh the ob-
jncts of meditation rather than of interest or curiosity as
lo tleeir  actions,that while we are reading any of his great
yringital eharacters, Macbethq Richard or Iago,-we think not
s0 much of the crimes which they commit, as of the ambi-
lion, the aspiring spirit, the intellectual activity which prompt
thog tn overleap those moral fences..”.... Reading possesses over
'r-ﬁ.mg the.. vantage ground of abstractmn,... «.The sublime
s, the poetry afuue. is that which is present to our
minds in the reading.......What we see upon a stage is body
andd bodily .action ; j vihat we are conscious of in reading
in nlmost exclusjvely the mind, and its movements. The
fefiddng of a tragedy presents t‘b the fancy just ﬁ: much
of external appearances as to make us feel that we are among
Nhihh  and *blood, which by far the grhte: and Dbetter
pnul  of our imagination is employed upou the _thnughta
And micrnﬂel rn'l.phmery of their chafacter.”

Faomb 1llusl:r:t§s phese general remarks by the -charaaeters
of Hamld,, Lear, Othello and Macbet), Speaking of - Hlmlut 5.
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soliloquies, Lamb says,—"‘These effusions of his solitary
mugings, these silent meditations, these profound sorrows,
thése light-and-noise-abhorring ruminations, which the
~tongue scarce dares utter to deaf walls and chambers,"how
can they be gepresented by a gesticulating actor, who comes
-and mouths them out before an audience., making four
hundred people his confidants at once ?” Lamb ecriticises
Othello in the same strain :—"Nothing can be more
soothing, more flattering to the nobler parts of our natures,
than to read of a young Venetian Ilady of uhighest
extraction, through the force of love and from a sense of
merit in him whom she loved, laying aside every considera-
tion of kindred, and sountry, and colour and wedding with
a coal-black  moor,—it is the perfect, triumph of virtue
over accidents, of the imagination over the senses. She
sees Othello’'s colour of his mind. But upon the _stage,
when the imagination is no longer the ruling faculty, we
are apt to sink Othello's mind ia his colour. We' find
something extremely revolting in the courtship and wedded
caresses of Othello and Desderiona. The actual ¥ight ‘of
the thing over-weighs all that beautitul compromise which.
we make in reading.”” Lamb contrasts the reading and
the seeing of the Witches in Macbeth in this way, —

“When we read the incantations of those terrible b-emgs
the effect upon us is the most serious and appalling that
can' be imagined. Do we not feel spell-bound as Macbeth,
wans ¢ But attempt to bring these beings, on to' the stage,
and you turn them mstantlg into sn mavy old women,
that mert and children me to laugh at. The sight E'E'at
well-lighted house, and a well-dressed audiénce, shall
arm the most® nervous child aginst any appréhEnéian's.‘;
The crowning paradox of Lamb's essay is that * ‘Shakespeare's-
tragedies are less calculated for performarce, Than thaf
of amy otlver dramatist whatsoever.” Ifamh was tlunlung
- of certuin’ qualitiés of the poet which are incomraunicable”

{
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by the medium of actors. People commonly 't'tllr. df
Shakespeare’s plays being so mturm'. that everybody cgn
understand him ; but says Lamb,—" [‘hﬂy are natural indeed,
they are grounded deep in nature, so deep th.it the depth
of them lines out of the reach of most of us.’

Another notable feature of Lamb’s Shakespearean
criticisitt is that he regardd criminality as only a minor
trait, a secondary accident in the genius of Richard,
Macbeth, or lago. A butcherlike representation of these
characters "upon the stage would excite nothing but disgust
sand horror. They will stand out as unredeemed murderers
and vill2ins, but .where is their lofty genius, rich intellect,
inexhaustible®* resources, wit, accomplishment, buoyancy of
spirits and - insight "into characters? Lamb, a lover of
humanity, loved to find some soul of goodness in things
cvil, In this respect Lamb is at qne with his friend
Coleridge. Lamb’s qualities as a critic are, his gift of
lumqmus enthusiasm and his faculty for distinguishing
the humnu qualities from the academic but he is Tacking
[in Hazlitt's breadth of range and Gnlendge s subtlety of
analysis. ®e .

., Jf we now turn to Coleridge's. Shakespearean criticism
WE‘ hnd a large part of it to be scrappy and fragrentary.
Davethis dnes not impair the value of his “Lectures and
Notes on Shakespeare”. He was unfettered by the
Testraints of systematic treatise. He freely ranges with us
over many a flowerstrewn field. Despite the tragmentary nature
‘of Loleridge’s Sritical wnrk, *hés was the greatqst mind
among his contemporaries. “Coleridge”’, qays his bPographer
Mr. Traill, “is in the domain of Shakeshearean commentary
absolute ng He it is8 who gave impulse to n:mdern
*ilnkespearmn “criticism and he ewas the first to ‘deal with
Whe whole® of Shakpspeare’s work as thé _expression of a
nugle mind. (oleridge was the [irsp man to ' show that.Shakes-

peare was not only a gfeat genius but also a ﬁrst‘r';te artist,
° -

>
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Coleridge undertook a philosophical and analytical criticism
of Shakespzare. The philosophic and artistic processes are
s8 combined in him that they interpenetrate and illuminate
each other. Coleridge applied his judging intellect not only
to the thodght and stuff of poetry, but also tq style,
expression and music. Since Coleridge most English critics
have fought shy of philosophy and it has been revived of
late by Prof. Bradley in his "‘Shakespearean Tragedy.”

Coleridge has been accused of plagiarism, of having
borrowed his principles of analysis from Schlegel without
acknowledgment. German critics will find an abundant,
supply of German transcendentalism and metaphysic
in Coleridge's lectures, But these are not berrowings but
his own excogitations. @ He owed nothing in this matter
to German Shakespeareanism except its profoundly philoso-
phising spirit.

Coleridge's cnttmsm penetrates deeply. He sees far into
his subject. His conception of the more complex of \3hakes-
peare’s personages, his theory of their cbaracter and’ his
reading of their motives is often subtle but always sane. * He
discusses the natule of Othello’s jealousy in, this way:—
“Othello does not kill Desdemona in jealousy, but in a convic-
tion forced upon him by the almost superhuman art of -Iagﬁ'——*
such a conviction as any man wounld and must have t:n[ert'uned
who had believed Iago's honesty as Othello did. we, tfe
audience, know that Iago is a villain from the beginning, bu*
1in considering thc essence of the Shakesgearean  Othello we
must persevermgl? place oprcelves in hig siviation, and und,e:
his mrcumqtances.......ﬂthellu had no life but in Desdemnna —
the belief that she, his angel, had fallen from the heaven of
her native inndcence, wrought a civil war in his heart. As
the curtain drops, which do we pity the most” ? In this and
many other passrges Cnlendge s interpretation - and Ianguaée .
are chighly ' imaginative. Hls acute estithat= of the character
of Poldnilis may be cited™"In his admonitions to his son and

i :
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daughter, Polonius is uniformly made respectable '. fn {llese
admonitions, Shakespeare did not mean to bring outthe
Eemllt},r or weakness of that p:rson’s mind. Itis to llm:ht
that Polbnius is, and is meant to Dbe, cnntmmhhlv hecanse in
inwardness and uncontrollable activity of® umvﬁmem, Hamlet's
mind is the logical contrary to that of Polonius’, In the
character of Hamlet, Coleridge traces Shakespeare’s deep and
accurate science in mental philosophy-. Colericgo’s searching
analysig of the character of Hamlet may be quoted below:—
" That this character (Hamlet) must have some connexion
« with the common fundamental laws of our nature may be
assunred frnm.the fact, that Hamlet has been the darling of
every country in which the literature of England has Dbeen
fostered. In order to understand him, it ig essential that we
should reflect on the constitution of our own minds. Man ig
distinguished from the brute animals in propor hnn as thought
prevails over sense : but in the healthy processess of the mind,
a heﬂance is constantly maintained between the impressions
frum nutward. objects and the inward operations of the
1ﬁtelleca.—fur if there be an over-balance in the contemplative
faculty, ma.n.thereby becomes the creaturéeof mere meditation
and loses hlE natural power of ,action. Now one of Shakes-
Peare’s modes of creating characters is, to conceive any one
n],oral' or intellectual faculty in morbid excess. In Hamlet
he wished to exemplify the moral necessity of a due balance
s between our attentmn to the objects of our senses, and our
meditation on the «workings of our mind,—an equilibrium
. .between the réfl and the imagisary worlds. In Hamlet this
baiance is disturbed : his thought and images are far more
. vivid thanchis actual perceptions. Hencewe see an enormous
intel'lech;al activity, and a proportionate aversion to real action
consequent upon it. This character, Shakespeare places’ in.
. :mrcumstmceﬂ -under which it is obligetl to act on the spur
of the Innment:l—l-famlet is brave and careless uf deatﬁ but
he vacillates from sensibility, and prucrastmates from thought, *
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anl loses the power of action in the energy of resolve.......
The effect of this overbalance of the imaginative power is beauti-
fully illustrated in the éverlasting broodings and superfluous
‘activities of Hamlet's mind, which, unseated from its ht:::'tlthjr
relation, is cbnstantly occupied with the world within, ard ab-
stracted from the world without,—giving substance to shadows,
and throwing a mist over all commoaplace actualities”. .

The consummate piece of criticism gnoted above is essen-
tially and above all the eriticism of a poet and a philosopher.
Coleridge's criticism is such as could not have been- achieved
by any man not originally endowed with the divine gift of the
poetical faculty.  His criticism possesses the commanding
advantage of a poet interpreting a poet - l

If we compare Coleridge with Lamb, we find Coleridge
more reliable than his friend. Lamb is not as subtle and
penetrative as Coleridge. Lamb studied Shakespeare's humanity
only wherea$ Coleridge considered all the various aspects of
his master’s genius He made the first serious effort to 'grasp
totality of Shakespeare’s work, and to trace out the mner
history of his mind through chronotogy. Bat acute. suggestwe
and stimuling critip® as Coleridge was, he was not without a
defect. His defect lies in regarding Ehal-:espeare as completely
independent of all conditions of time and place. But we 4il
know that Shakespeare was a child of his age and his iminortal
dramas are the product and the mirror of Ehza.bethm England o«
It is quite certain that born in another age he would havee
been a different mai, Born in the year with £ope of Tennyson
his genius, would have taken, znother directten. No poet of
however mght:,r geni‘us can escape from the tyra.nnnus mflu-
ence of his age, with ;»ts dominating 1deals, passions, asmmtmns,
hopes, . fears, dnubtﬂ and misgivings, And it was a funda-
mental mistaike on Gulendges part to represent Shakeqpeare
as overleaping the&buundanas of time and space.. But hlE
immerise merit as’a cntm of Shakespearé more than over-
weighs tﬁlsfschtary blemmh,

¢ f
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Let us now tutn to Hazlitt who is a greater prose stylist
than either Lamb or Coleridge. Hazlitt introduced an entirely
new spirit into the criticism of his day® He showed that the
way fo cemprehend a work is to enjoy it and that just percep- *
tion is allied to syampathy. He has pure eest & ‘gusto’ of
letters and a keen enjoyment of every trait of beauty. He is
a loveg of quotations which are wnmistakably felicitous,
Although his criticisms are captious at times, nevertheless they
exhibit an astonishing vitality of thought and a pungency of
expressmn .« We bhave seen how Coleridge had first
JAppropriated the faculty of the imagination for critical
purposes and _had made  criticism, no less than
poetry, a c¢reative art. Hazlitt was Coleridge’s lineal..
successor in criticism, and if less penetrating in
insight, he transcended his master in lucidity and incisive
vigour of expression. Hazlitt wanders far and wide in
aearch'nf beauty and is willing to go “anywhere for fresh
sensatibns.

Hazlitt, hke Lumb, preimred the words to the action,
an e e'loqr.i'ent pass*u,ge to the most superb pantomime.
He pronounces Shakespeare to be too great for the stage
and declares %that he would never o to see a play of
SHakespeare acted because the more relined poetical beau-
"lies, thes minuter strokes of character and the impressive
apasslges are lost to the audience.

. Hazlitt's “Chdracters of Shakespeare’s Plays’ falls far
slrort of Celeridgals _"Lectures and Notes’s in profoundness
lmd subtlety., Hje "‘Characters” 15 an encomium on. Shakes-
‘peafe rather than a critique on him, Tis wutterl_tu show
his extraordipary love of Shakespeare’s dramas, Being fully
possessed 8f hie beauties of his author, he unbrcs'sesa them, upon
hiv readers. Jeffrey wrote in his ‘'Edinburgh Eavlew”

"H.whtt la'nnt merely an admirer of oure great dramatist,
bl an 1{1011':91 wf him, and openls professess his

idolatory. . * P
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~ To illustrate Hazlitt’s critical method, let us quote the
characters of Falstaff and Shylock which are masterpieces
in Hazlitt’s bravura style.:—
. "“Falstaff is perhaps the most substantial comic character
that ever was invgnted, Sir John carries a most portly
presence in the mind's eye; and in him, not to speak it
profancly, ‘we behold the fullness, of the spirit of wit and
humour bodily.” We are as well acquainted with his person
as his mind, and his jokes come upon us with double force
and relish from the quantity of flesh through which they
make their way, as he shakes his fat sides with laughter,
or 'lords the lean earth as he walks along’. Other comic
characters seem to resolve themselves into air, ‘into thin air’;
but this is embodied and palpable to the grossest apprehen-
sion : it lies ‘three lingers deep upon the ribs’, it plays
about the lungs and the diaphragm with all the force of
animal enjoyment Falstaff’s wit is an emanation of a fine
constitution, an exuberance of good humour and good nature;
an overflowing of his love of laughter, and good-fellowshih
a giving vent to his heart’s ease and over-contentment with
himself and others,. He would not be in character, if he is
not so fat as he is; for there is the greatést keeping in
the boundless luxury of his imagination and the pamperes
gelf-indulgence of his physical appetites. He manures and
nourishes hLis mind with jasts, as he does his body witha
sack and sugar. His tongue drops fatness, and 1n thE"
chambers of his brain 'it snows qf meat and drink’...... Yet
we are not to suppose that h? 1= 2 mere agnsuallst His
EEnSuallt]F ‘does not.'engross -and- stupify his other facultfes °
. 5 (- 15 remesented as a liar, n braggart, a ‘coward, a
glutton, etc., amd y'i:l: we are not offended but ‘delighted’
with lﬁm- for he is all these as much fo amuse others
as to gralif:,r himself......The secret of Falstaff’s W qt is fnrf
the most part a rmsterly presence af mmqj an absolute *
. self-posseasion which notling can disturb. His repartees

f
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are involuntary suggestions of his self-love : instinstive eyascious
of everything that threatens to interrupt the career of his
triumphant jollity and self-.complacengy”’—Henry IV (Tup
Parts}

Shylock is a good hater ; a man no less singed against
than sinning. If he carries his revenge tn; far, yet he has
strong g£uunds for ‘the lnc‘lgfd hate he bears Anthonio', which
he explains with equal force of cloquence and reason He
seems the depository of the vengeance of his race; and
though the_long habit of brooding over daily insnll and
injuries has erusted over his temper with inveterate
'misanthr_opy, and hardened him against {he contempt ot
mankind, this adds but little to the triumphant pretensions
of his enemies. Here is a sirong, quick and deep sense of
justice mixed up wlth - the gall and bitterness of his resent-
ment. The constant apprehension ol being burnt alive,
plunderéd, banished, reviled and trampled upon, might
be supposed to sour the most forbearing nature, and
to take something from that milk of human kindness’,
with whiech his® prosecutors. contemplated his indignities,
The desire of revenge is almost _inseparable from
the sense oFf wrong ; and we c¢n hacdly help
sympathising with the proud -spiril, hid  Deneath  his
"Iewish',gabardine’ stung to madness by respected and
andéserved provocafions, and labouring to throw off the
load of obloquy end oppression heaped upon him and
,:nl. his tribe by one desperate act of :la.wful’ revenge,
till the femcio%;n'éss‘ of the means by which heis to
“fectits his purpose, and the “pertinacity with which he
. adheres to*it, turns us against him, but even *at last
when ‘disapﬁuinted of the sanguinary révengg With which
he had glutted his hopes, and exposed to beggary * and

. the letter of the ®law on which “he had

Jdontempt
*him, and t.hinl-:

insigted with so 'l:ittl-e remorse, wc¢ pity .
Lim har8ly dealt with by the judges. His charagter 18
. [ ]
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displayed as distinctly in other less prominent parls
of the play, and we may collect from a few sentences
thz history of his life—his descent and origin, his thrift
and domestic ceremouey, his affection for his, daughler
whom he leves next to his wealth, his courtship and his
first present to Leah his wife! He would not have
parted with the ring which he first gave her ‘for a
wilderness of monkeys! What a fine Hebraism is
implied in this expression.” (The Merchant of Venice.)

It would not be out of place to make a’ pasaing
reference to De Quincey who has a share in the elucidation
of Macbeth in his. *On the kno:king at the Gate in Macbeth”
which is a wonderfully profound and suggestive criticism,

In our foregoing dissenssion we have seen how the
new criticism of Lamb, Coleridge and Hazlitt is swayed
by revolutiona:y and romantic interest. An important mission
of this remarkable “group of critics was to free criticism
from Neo-Classic restraints. Hazlitt accused the great Dr,
Johnson of having made criticism ‘a kind of Procrustes’
bed of genius, where he might cui down imagination. to
matter of fact, regulate the passions according to reason,
and translate the whole into logical “‘ciiagrams and
rhetorical declamation. in Lamb, in Coleridge, in Hazlitt
we have real “judging authors.” In these for the. first time'
appears that body of pure critical appreciation of the aétuak
work of literature which was missed $o sorely in th'e
eighteenth centugy. They show an eﬂ’nrt, to taste, to enjoy
and so to deliver that Judgf;ment which without enjoyment
is inadequate. They are honestly appelent of the Mmilk

and hune:.r of the rich field of Shakespearean literature -
for themselves-and' ‘generously eager to impart it to dthers. °

. ‘ Prabhat Chandra Das. ¢
o . o .M, ‘A, B.L. °
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