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86) Dryden, ‘An Essay of Dramatic Poesy’, in English Critical Essays (Sizteenth, Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuries) selected and edited by Edmund D. Jones, pp. 113-16.
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If one undertook to examine the greatest part of these by those Rules which are establish’d by

Aristotle, and taken from the Model of the Grecian Stage, it would be no very hard Task to find

a great many faults: But as Shakespear liv’d under a kind of mere Light of Nature, and had

never been made acquainted with the Regularity of those written Precepts, so it would be hard
to judge him by a Law he knew nothing of.%¥
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92) %, pp. 115-16.

93) Rowe, The Works of Mr. William Shakespear; in Siz Volumes. Adorn'd with Cuts. Revis'd
and Corrected, with an Account of the Life and Writings of the Author (London, 1709), i,
p. iii,

94) %, p.xxvi

95) A. Pope, The Works of Shakespeare. In Sixz Volumes. Collated and Corrected by the former
Edtions (London, 1925), i, p.vi.

96) %, pp. xxiii-iv.
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The objection arising from the impossibility of passing the first hour at Alexandria and the next
at Rome, supposes that when the play opens the spectator really imagines himself at Alexandria
and believes that his walk to the theatre has been a voyage to Egypt, and that he lives in the
days of Antony and Cleopatra. Surely he that imagines this may imagine more. He that can
take the stage at one time for the palace of the Ptolemies may take it in half an hour for the
promontory of Actium. ...There is no reason why a mind thus wandering in ecstasy 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.

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.®
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97) Dr. Joknson on Shakespeare ed W.K. Wimsatt (Penguin Books, 1960, 1969), p.69.
98) %, p.70.
99) %, p.72
100) %, p.73.



16,1741 7) %39 FRAE 50
Shakespeare & # 23t} ©

...the unities of time and place are not essential to a just drama; ... though they may sometimes
conduce to pleasure, they are always to be sacrificed to the nobler beauties of variety and
instruction; and ... 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 shewn,

rather what is possible, than what is necessary.!V
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103) John Dryden, ‘Letter to Charles, Earl of Dorset (on Rymer’s Tragedies of the Last Agel
(c. Sept. 1677)’, in Jokn Dryden: Of Dramatic Poesy and other Critical Essays ed George
Watson (London Everyman’s Library, 1962, 1967), i, p. 209; ‘Heads of an Answer to
Rymer [’s Tragedies of the Last Age)’ (written in 1677; printed in 1711), ¥, p 218; ‘Letter
to John Dennis [on Rymer's A Short View of Tragedy’} (¢. March 1694), %, i, p. 178

104) %, ii, p. 178,
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{Abstract)

Dramatic Laws and Rules of 16th and 17th Century European
Critics with Particular Reference to their
Interpretations of Aristotle’s ‘Poetics’

Kyung-shik Lee

This essay attempts to define what Italian, English, and French critics in the 16th and
17th centuries had made out of Aristotle’s Poetics, thus counting for their literary creed
commonly known as neo-classicism. As neo-classicism differs from the actual doctrines of
classical antiquity because of its imperfect assimilation of Aristotle’s Poetics, pseudo-
classicism would be the better term. To make the matter worse, 16th-century Aristotelian
critics in Italy overlooked one important fact; i.e. that Aristotle’s Poetics is descriptive,
not prescriptive,

Italian critics like Scaliger, Robortelli and Castelvetro pioneered for the first time in
history at once translating into their own tongue and interpreting Aristotle’s work in
question. They were largely and ultimately responsible for the neo-classical emphasis upon,
and the rigid implementation of, either non-or pseudo-Aristotelian dramatic rules and precepts
like verisimilitude, delightful instruction, decorum, and three unities.

Sidney, 16th-century English critic, upheld Italian dramatic rules and precepts in their
entirety, saying to the effect that Aristotle’s artistic pleasure should be accompanied by
instruction, that decorum forbids kings and clowns to be mingled, and that the unities of
time and place should be observed. He dismissed as ‘mongrel’ tragi-comedy, which he said
fails to achieve the effect of tragedy, i.e. ‘the admiration and commiseration’. Jonson and
Milton, Sidney’s literary successors, followed suit.

17th-century France like 16th-century England imported the Italian dramatic rules and
precepts and saw them become far more rigid in the hands of critics like Chapelain,
D’ Aubignac, Racine, Rapin, and Dacier. Verisimilitude was to them the essence of the
stage, and the unities became established as rules to be strictly kept, for their obsérvance
was believed to contribute decisively to verisimilitude. Moreover, they wanted to see ‘Virtue
Rewarded and Vice Punished’ implemented by all tragedies.

This rigid type of French neo-classical formalism began to influence Restoration English
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stage. Dryden somewhat faithfully followed it for his own plays, but when it came to
those of other dramatists like Shakespeare, he proved himself to be a flexible neo-classicist
by preferring them to regular 17th-century French plays, unlike Rymer who with his ideas
of poetical justice and decorum was ready to find fault with the English tragedies of ‘the
last age’. His ruthless attack on both Shakespeare and Fletcher was considered infamous
and scurrilous even in his time. Dryden believed that Shakespeare should not be judged by
the laws Shakespeare was ignorant of, and 18th-century Shakespearean editors like Rowe,
Pope and Johnson were also of this opinion.

When every thing is said and done, no one could possibly deny that neo-classical
dramatic doctrines originated from the various misinterpretations of Aristotle’s Poetics on
the part of 16th and 17th century European critics and writers. They had mistaken
Aristotle for ur-Horace and Horace for the best interpreter of Aristotle, thus paying less

attention to the text of the Poetics.



