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Shakespeare; or, the Poet

Great men are more distinguished by range and extent than
by originality. If we require the originality which consists in
weaving, likea spider, their web from their own bowels; in finding
clay, and making bricks and building the house; no great men
are original. Nor does valuable originality consist in unlikeness
to other men. The hero is in the press of knights and the thick
of events; and seeing what men want, and sharing their desire,
he adds the needful lenght of sight and of arm, to come at the
desired point.The greatest geniusis the mostindebted man. A poet
is no rartle-brain, saying what comes uppermost, and, because
he says every thing, saying at last something good; but a heart in
unison with his time and country. There 1s nothing whimsical and
fantastic in his production, but sweet and sad earnest, freighted
with the weightiest convictions and pointed with the most deter-
mined aim which any man or class knows of in his times.

The Genius of our life is jealous of individuals, and will not
have any individual grear, except through the general. There is
no choice to genius. A great man docs not wake up on some fine
morning and say, ‘I am full of life, I will go to sea and find an
Antarctic continent: to-day I will square the circle: I will ran-
sack botany and find a new food for man: I have a new archi-
tecture in my mind: I foresce a new mechanic power:’ no, but
he finds himself in the river of the thoughts and events, forced
onward by the ideas and necessities of his contemporaries. He
stands where all the eyes of men look one way, and their hands
all point in the direction in which he should go. The Church has
reared him amidst rites and pomps, and he carries out the advice
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which her music gave him, and builds a cathedral needed by her
chants and processions. He finds a war raging: it educates him,
by trumpet, in barracks, and he betters the instruction. He finds
two counties groping to bring coal, or flour, or fish, from the
place of production to the place of consumption, and he hits on
a railroad. Every master has found his materials collected, and
his power lay in his sympathy with his people and in his love of
the materials he wrought in. What an economy of power! and
what a compensation for the shortness of life! All is done to his
hand. The world has brought him thus far on his way. The hu-
man race has gone out before him, sunk the hills, filled the hol-
lowsand bridged the rivers. Men, nations, poets, artisans, women,
all have worked for him, and he enters into their labours. Choose
any other thing, out of the line of tendency, out of the national
feeling and history, and he would have all to do for himself: his
powerswould be expended in the first preparations. Great genial
power, one would almost say, consists in not being original at
all; in being altogether receptive; in letting the world do all, and
suffering the spirit of the hour to pass unobstructed through the
mind.

Shakespeare’s youth fell in a time when the English people
were importunate for dramatic entertainments. The court took
offence easily at political allusions and attempted to suppress
them. The Puritans, a growing and energetic party, and the
religious among the Anglican church, would suppress them. But
the people wanted them. Inn-yards, houses without roofs, and
extemporaneous enclosures at country fairs were the ready the-
atres of strolling players. The people had tasted this new joy;
and, as we could not hope to suppress newspapers now, no, not
by the strongest party, neither then could king, prelate, or puri-
tan; alone or united, suppress an organ which was ballad, epic,
newspaper, caucus, lecture, Punch and library, at the same time,
Probably, king, prelate and puritan, all found their own account
in it. It hat become, by all causes, a national interest, by no means
conspicuous, so that some great scholar would have thought of
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lovers, books, traditions, proverbs, — all perished — which, if
seen, would go to reduce the wonder. Did the bard speak with
authority? Did he feel himself overmatched by any companion?
The appeal is to the consciousness of the writer. Is there at last
in his breast a Delphi whereof to ask concerning any thought or
thing, whether it be verily so, yea or nay? and to have answer,
and to rely on that? All the debts which such a man could con-
tract to other wit, would never disturb his consciousness of origi-
nality: for the ministrations of books, and of other minds, are
a whiff of smoke to that most private reality with which he has
conversed.

It is easy to sec that what is best written or done by genius
in the world, was no man’s work, but came by wide social
labour, when a thousand wrought like one, sharing the same
impulse. Our English Bible is a wonderful specimen of the
strength and music of the English language. But it was not made
by one man, or at one time; but centuries and churches brought
it to perféction. There never was a time when there was not
some translation existing. The Liturgy, admired for its energy,
and pathos, is an anthology of the piety of ages and nations,
a translation of the prayers and forms of the Catholic church, —
these collected, too, in long periods, from the prayers and
meditations of every saint and sacred writer all over the world.
Grotius makes the like remark in respect to the Lord’s Prayer,
that the single clauses of which it is composed were already in
use in the time of Christ, in the Rabbinical forms. He pidsed
out the grains of gold. The nervous language of the Common
" Law, the impressive forms of our courts and the precision and
substantial truth of the legal distinctions, are the contribution
of all the sharp-sighted, strong-minded men who have lived in
the countries where these laws govern. The translation of Plutarch
gets its excellence by being translation on translation. There
never was a time when there was none. All the truly idiomatic
and national phrases are kept, and all others successively picked
out and thrown away. Something like the same process had gone
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on, long before, with the originals of these books. The world
takes liberties with world-books. Vedas, Aesop’s Fables, Pilpay,
Arabian Nights, Cid, Iliad, Robin Hood, Scottish Minstrelsy,
are not the work of single men. In the composition of such
works the time thinks, the market thinks, the mason, the car-
penter, the merchant, the farmer, the fop, all think for us.
Every book supplies its time with one good word; every mu-
nicipal law, every trade, every folly of the day; and the generic
catholic genius who is not afraid or ashamed to owe his origi-
nality to the originality of all, stands with the next age as the
recorder and embodiment of his own.

We have to thank the researches of antiquaries, and the
Shakespeare Society, for ascertaining the steps of the English
drama, from the Mysteries celebrated in churches and by church-
men, and the final detachment from the church, and the comple-
tion of secular plays, from Ferrex and Porrex, and Gammer
Gurton’s Needle, down to the possession of the stage by the
very pieces which Shakespeare altered, remodelled and finally
made his own. Elated with success and piqued by the growing
interest of the problem, they have left no bookstall unsearched,
no chest in a garret unopened, no file of old yellow accounts to
decompose in damp and worms, so keen was the hope to discover
whether the boy Shakespeare poached or not,. whether he held
horses at the theatre door, whether he keptschool,and why he left
in his will only his second-best bed to Ann Hathaway, his wife.

There is somewhat touching in the madness with which the
passing age mischooses the object on which all candles shine, and
all eyes are turned; the care with which it registers every trifle
touching Queen Elizabeth, and King James, and the Essexes,
Leicesters, Burleighs, and Budkinghams; and lets pass without a
single valuable note the founder of another dynasty, whichalone
will cause the Tudor dynasty to be remembered, — the man
who carries the Saxon race in him by the inspiration which feeds
him, and on whose thoughts the foremost people of the world
are now for some ages to be nourished, and minds to receive this
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veins, no curiosities: no cow-painter, no bird-fancier, no man-
nerist is he: he has no discoverable egotism: the great he tells
greatly; the small, subordinately. He is wise without emphasis
or assertion; he is strong, as Nature is strong, who lifts the land
into mountain slopes without effort, and by the same rule as
she floats a bubble in the air, and likes as well to do the ‘one as
the other. This makes that equality of power in farce, tragedy,
narrative, and love-songs; a merit so incessant, that each reader
is incredulous of the perception of other readers.

This power of expression, or of transferring the inmost truth
of things into music and verse, makes him the type of the poet
and has added a new problem to metaphysics. This is that
which throws him into natural history, as a main production of
theglobe,and as announcing new eras and ameliorations. Things
were mirrored in his poetry without loss or blur; he could paint
the fine with precision, the great with compass, the tragic and
the comic indifferently and without any distortion or favour.
He carried his powerful execution into minute details, to a hair
point; finishes an eyelash or a dimple as firmly as he draws a
mountain; and yet these, like nature’s, will bear the scrutiny
of the solar microscope. :

In short, he is the chief example to prove that more or less
of production, more or fewer pictures, is a thing indifferent. He
had the power to make one picture. Daguerre learned how to
let one flower etch its image on his plate of iodine, and then
proceeds at leisure to etch a million. There are always objects;
but there was never representation. Here is perfect representa-
tion, at last; and now let the world of figures sit for their por-
traits. No recipe can be given for the making of a Shakespeare;
but the possibility of the translation of things into song is de-
monstrated.

His lyric power lies in the genius of the piece. The sonnets,
though their excellence is lost in the splendour of the dramas, are
as inimitable as they; and it is not a merit of lines, but a total
merit of the piece; like the tone of voice of some incomparable
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person, so is this a speech of poetic beings, and any clause as
unproducible now as a whole poem.

Though the speeches in the plays, and single lines, have a
beauty which tempts the ear to pause on them for their euphuism,
yet the sentence is so loaded with meaning, and so linked with
its foregoers and followers, that the logician is satisfied. His
means are as admirable as his ends; every subordinate invention,
by which he helps himself to connect some irreconcilable oppo-
sites, is a poem too. He is not reduced to dismount and walk
because his horses are running off with him in some distant direc-
tion: he always rides.

The finest poetry was first experience; but the thought has
suffered a transformation since it was an experience. Cultivated
men often attain a good degree of skill in writing verses; but it
is easy to read, through their poems, their personal history: any
one acquainted with parties can name every figure: this is An-
drew, and that is Rachel. The sense thus remains prosaic. It is a
caterpillar with wings, and not yet a butterfly. In the poet’s
mind, the fact has gone quite over into the new eclement of
thought, and has lost all that is exuvial. This generosity abides
with Shakespeare. We say, from the truth and closeness of his
pitures, that he knows the lesson by heart. Yet there is not a
trace of egotism.

One more royal trait properly belongs to the poet. I mean
his cheerfulness, without which no man can be a poet — for
beauty is his aim. He loves virtue, not for its obligation, but for
its grace: he delights in the world, in man, in woman, for the
lovely light that sparkles from them. Beauty, the spirit of joy
and hilarity, he sheds over the universe. Epicurus relates that
postry has such charms that a lover might forsake his mistress
to partake of them. And the true bards have been noted for
their firm and cheerful temper. Homer lies in sunshine; Chaucer
is glad and erect; and Saadi says, “It was rumoured abroad that
I was penitent; but what had I to do with repentance?” Not
less sovereign and cheerful, — much more sovereign and cheerful,
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