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Preface

HE relations between poetry and theatre provide the

theme of the following essays. They were not con-

ceived as a historical account, but taken as a whole

they do contain a story; the record of how a few
authors tried to maintain the poetic integrity of drama against
competition from outside and inside. Outside, there was novel
and lyric, and in the period since 1870 or so, poctic life has
flowed more easily in both these forms. Inside, there was the
realistic drama in prose which generally had for subject a social
or moral criticism of middle-class lifc. And of course there was
the evil influence of commercialism in the theatre.

The study of this period, resembling at its gloomiest a post-
mortem examination of a suspicious and very dead body, and
discovering at its brightest more good things than might have
been expected, raises many interesting questions. It directs the
attention in fact to very deep oncs, and forcibly. When an art
form is under a cloud, and we begin to ask why, we are engaged
before long in an inquiry into the form as well as its eclipse.
The central question shapes itself as a complex one: What, in
the nature of dramatic poetry, accounts for its scarcity in certain
conditions? Why did poetry come to terms with the theatre
only in occasional flashes, and with the greatest difficulty, and
in unorthodox ways, in the period under review?

Each of my authors illustrates in a particularly striking
manner some aspect of the main problem. The earliest in time,
Grillparzer and Hebbel, writing between 1820 and 1860, are a
link and a prelude. They belong to the last significant tradition
of dramatic poetry in Europe, the last sustained effort of a suc-
cession of writers; but they forecast, in different ways, the
major developments of the later nineteenth century. I have
discussed Ibsen’s influence rather than Ibsen as a whole, be-
cause it was his ‘social problem’ plays that were so important
for the character of much dramatic writing in Europe and occa-
sioned the most powerful competition against poetry. The case
of Shaw follows naturally and he is here presented to throw light
on an aspect of the poetry-prose conflict arising from Ibsenism.
With Chehov and Synge another related problem emerges; the
conception is wholly poetic, the medium prose, and in their time
they both stand as encouraging reminders that a drama in prose
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Preface

can have an imaginative vitality that brings it very close to
poetry. The inclusion of Henry James may give surprise. But
he had a personal problem about drama and it merges in the
general problem of drama in the literary situation of his time.
Little attention has been paid to either, and I think only
Stephen Spender has shown himself aware of deeper implica-
tions, without, however, going into them.

There is a connexion between James and Yeats, who had
obviously to be in; it lies in their more subtle sense of mental
experience, and the search for a technique of presenting it in
the hostile conditions of the theatre. But Yeats is also very close
to Hofmannsthal. They were contemporary and began under
the predominant influence of French symbolist poetry, and in
trying to find a form of poetry in the theatre, they both, in spite
of very different subjects and outlook, show a certain similarity
of approach and to some extent of technique. And they both
lead to T. S. Eliot, whose work illumines retrospectively most
of the problems of the whole period and shows an impressive
attempt to stabilize a proper conception of what poetic values
in the theatre are.

The knowledgeable reader will observe that no separate
essay is devoted to a French writer, though there have been a
number of notable dramatists in France since 1850. None,
however, would be a more pertinent or powerful illustration
for my main theme than the writers I have chosen; and it was
not in my scheme to write a survey of drama. But where the
occasion demanded it, I have referred to French writers both of
the last century and this. IfI had singled out anyone for special
treatment it would have been Cocteau, because his original use
of myth and his conception of a poésie du théétre certainly are
relevant to my theme. But it would be peculiarly hazardous to
talk about his work without having seen it in the theatre.

The essays are interconnected in many ways, and the links do
not depend on any particular sequence. The arrangement here
adopted has perhaps certain advantages; it may be found espe-
cially that taking Eliot and James first gives more quickly a
comprehensive view of the whole situation, after which the
place of the others in the pattern is more easily seen.

I should like to express my gratitude to Mr. Herbert Read
for his advice and encouragement. R. P.

LEeeps, December 1944.
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T. S. Eliot

LIOT’S first great merit in respect of English drama
is simply to have challenged a whole period by
criticism and practice. The crux of the problem was
the lack of poetry and style, and the degree of failure,

the continued adherence to false ideals, made it necessary to
search afresh for the foundations of the art. In ‘Rhetoric and
Poetic Drama’, ‘The Possibility of a Poctic Drama’, ‘Dialogue
on Dramatic Poetry’, and essays on various dramatic poets
Eliot performed the task of restating with precision and
authority some first principles. He was free from the sort of
restriction that weighs on the professional critic, the daily
debt to be paid to the world of theatrical entertainment and
its public, and the integrity and assurance of his own work rein-
forced his detachment. But his two important dramas having
in the meantime appeared, his effectiveness is seen now even
more clearly than when he was writing his criticism. As
examples to his precepts they clarify his creative aims, providing
the idea of an alternative to the kind of drama against
which his criticism was directed. What degree of dramatic
genius Eliot possesses is of secondary interest in determining
this first merit of his; the primary thing is that he has sub-
stantiated his views with adequate illustrations that can serve
as touchstoncs.

There is a direct line of development from Eliot’s criticism
and earlier verse to Murder in the Cathedral and The Family
Reunion. It might seem at first that the plays are an altogether
new departure; but it is not so, nor do they spring from a mere
academic interest in a form and its renewal. They are an
extension of his verse. He himself has pointed out that much
lyric verse is really dramatic in form; and it is his own in-
clinations that lead to the observation. His early orientation
towards dramatic statement is, moreover, one aspect of his revolt
against romantic lyricism. The significant early reaction
against this poetic ideal is to be found, of course, in Browning’s
dramatic monologues, and a formal link is apparent between
Men and Women and the characters of Eliot’s poems. When
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The Poet in the Theatre

Eliot asks ‘What great poetry is not dramatic?’ he is to a large
extent side-stepping romantic poetry and trying to pick up
again an older tradition. It is worth noting that he draws
near to a belief of Lessing—a pre-romantic writer—who
maintained that dramatic poetry contains the sum of poetic
achievement. After creating the ‘characters’ of Sweeney and
Prufrock and The Lady, it is but a step to Archbishop Becket
and Harry Lord Monchensey. The former are emergent
figures of drama; the latter arc figures in the completed
dramatic setting. At the same time the extreme dcgree to
which they as single individuals contribute to the drama its real
life is a reminder of the kind of dramatic poem from which
they evolved.

A faulty understanding of this development is responsible
for some hostile criticism of Eliot’s verse dramas on grounds of
conventionality. The main objection seems to be that their
poetry has become less original and even retregrade. The
verse is plainer, easier to follow, and less allusive; there is less
tense short-circuiting, fewer images of startling novelty; and
the whole poetic style being used to support a ‘reactionary’
religious outlook, for which the critics have a distaste, it is held
to have lost the vital freshness and significance of the poet’s
earlier work. But from the point of view of drama it is difficult
to accept the notion of decline. On the contrary, Eliot’s
changed style would seem to be a proper development and
adaptation of his verse for the conditions of the theatre. It is
a simple logical step carrying his revolution a stage further.

In taking verse to drama again and drama to verse Eliot
made a move of complex significance. It was at once a
renovation of verse and a revival of drama. It was a break-
away from poetry conceived too exclusively as the expression
of the sentient anarchic individual, and a return to the wider
conception of it as a presentation of human actions with their
reverberations in human society. And it was a restoration
to drama of poetic conventions that intensify its ‘degree of
form’, to use Eliot’s own term. The field of verse is widened
again; the form of drama heightened.

* * *

For the assessment of Eliot’s dramatic qualities one naturally
turns to comparison with other dramatists. It is easy to see that
2
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he has not the sheer genius for drama that its characteristic
masters, Shakespeare or Racine or Ibsen, have, and that
some ‘born writers of the theatre’ such as O’Neill possess,
however prosaic their work. But his religious themes give
his plays a character of their own. He reintegrates drama into
a framework of ritual, and such an inspiration is so different
from that of the dramatists named that the comparison loses
some of its force. We are dealing with something that im-
poses conditions of its own and has to be judged accordingly.
Eliot’s peculiar power resides in the way he depicts through
the sensuous presence of persons the reality of the spirit and its
religious experience. From this point of view a world of con-
flicting characters and complicated action such as that of
Elizabethan drama becomes less appropriate as a main
canon of judgement. There is sufficient character, in the
sense of idiosyncrasy, to make the persons of Eliot’s plays life-
like and actable. The nearest the poct comes to creating a
character in the conventional sense is Amy, Harry’s mother,
in The Family Reunion, who dominates life at Wishwood with
a tenacity of purpose that almost reaches ferocity. But in the
case of the leading persons, Becket and Harry, their ‘characters’
are nothing beside the presentation of their soul. They do not
live independently, implementing their will, imposing their
desires, fighting against other wills and desires; they are not
opposed to other human beings in the drama of egoistic
assertion that is universally and continually being enacted.
They are agents of suffering in whom is made apparent the
truth of particular religious conceptions. Their election to
their destiny is the drama that Eliot presents, a drama that is
at once intensely human and more than human, inhering in
life and surpassing it in a divine plan. Nothing grips one so
much in these plays as the compelling sense of spiritual powers
that have a real operation above life and in it, transcending
human experience but working through it; and the vividness
of the communication is a mark of spiritual conviction and
poetic imagination in the closest union. As a presentation of
religious—Christian—experience in the dramatic form these
plays are an outstanding achievement; for though it is often
said that the drama in Europe originated in Christian festivals,
it is rarely observed that at the higher levels it has been largely
non-religious in its themes ever since. Those who deplore
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Eliot’s later work as conventional might upon reconsideration
find here a remarkable originality.

The ritual element in Eliot’s plays emerges with particular
clarity if one compares Murder in the Cathedral with Corneille’s
‘Tragédie chrétienne’ Polyeucte, one of the very few ‘ Christian’
dramas. Both portray the passion and death of a martyr.
But Corneille makes of his subject-matter a tragic drama
according to the established conventions. There are all the
necessary elements of conflict, fears and jealousies and rivalries,
there is a tangled action with a crisis of misunderstanding and
a tragic issue. The play would not be by Corneille if it had
not an undertone of lyrical enthusiasm for the greatness of
soul and the fortitude displayed by early Christian martyrs.
But it is certainly a play, a spectacle, presented for the
aesthetic delight of an audience, like Le Cid and Horace, and
other works of the same author. It has nothing to do with
ritual.

In Murder in the Cathedral, on the other hand, ritual belongs
both to the inner structure of the play and to its performance.
Through creating direct links at various points with his audience
the poct has made his work into a continuous invitation to
celebrate in religious fellowship the spiritual triumph of a saint.
One link is provided by the obvious dovetailing of the sermon,
and the apology of the Knights in the epilogue; another, more
subtle one, by the priests, and the chorus composed of women of
Canterbury. The spectacle of martyrdom is at the same time a
celebration of spiritual triumph, the example of saintliness is
an exhortation to Christian feeling. The drama becomes
again an instrument of community.

The Family Reunion is not so obviously part and parcel of
Christian worship as Murder in the Cathedral. But its ritualistic
character is not the less pronounced for being more ingenious
and complex. The most remarkable feature is the inter-
weaving of pagan rite and Christian meaning in a modern
atmosphere of country house, racing-cars, Heads of Women’s
Colleges, steamships and ungrammatical servants.

Eliot has always obtained poetic effects by mingling seem-
ingly incongruous things, and here the method is dramatically
as well as poetically vivid. It goes deeper than technical
device, for the interfusion comes with a natural truth from a
mind accustomed to thinking in terms of the whole history of
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the human race, and from a sensibility that has expanded its
range in contact with the most diverse kinds of expression from
all periods of poetic activity. The linking of a ritual of primitive
fear with a twentieth-century drawing-room by means of the
arch of Christianity is an audacious piece of dramatic archi-
tecture, simplifying vision, concentrating emotion, throwing
into vivid relief the vast dimensions of the spiritual drama
involved. The problems this play treats in a Christian spirit
are in themselves primeval and universal. It is a question of
evil and its expurgation, the evil that is there from the begin-
ning, the general guilt of man, prevalent at all times and in all
races, of whatever religion. The drama of ‘sin and expiation’
that Eliot presents is a Christian form of the universal tragedy.
And I think its main effect is to express the tragic implications
of life in their most generalized form. It is true, of course,
that King Lear or Macbeth or Othello reflect the general evil;
yet each remains a particular tragedy, the tragedy of Lear, of
Macbeth, of Othello. Harry, the protagonist of The Family
Reunion, is not comparable to them. He is used for a purpose
more important than himself, to focus a transcendental reality
and reflect a design of the spiritual world. Through him is
presented the universal sin and agony. There is something
comparable in Murder in the Cathedral, which adumbrates the
tragic implications of Becket’s martyrdom for the history of
the Church. What happened through and after Becket’s
death: the triumph of the secular forces, the divorce of religion
and the law of God from the temporal government of society,
this is the tragedy that is consequent upon the happenings of
the play.

* * *

It is quite possible that this generalization of evil and guilt
is the only form in which tragic expression can be achieved
in the present age, which is one of social disintegration. The
individual is overshadowed by the conflict of impersonal
forces, of which he is more and more the victim and less and
less even so much as the agent. Moreover, the moral judge-
ments of the time bear upon the non-personal, the social
situation; the question of the rightness or wrongness, the luck
or ill-luck, of individual behaviour is disregarded and is often
impossible of determination. A private crisis has little signi-
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ficance for a public eye dazzled by revolution and international
vicissitudes. The ‘tragic hero’ has in consequence disappeared.
The tragic plays of O’Casey are symptomatic of this situation.
His characters, vivid as some of them are, are not as important
as the larger political tragedy of which they are fortuitous
victims. In themselves they are not in the least inevitable and
unique tragic persons, like those of tradition; any set of
Dublin people would do. An earlier play like Chehov’s
Three Sisters shows something similar (Chehov is full of anti-
cipations). There is in it no clear personal tragedy, but
there is certainly a tragic ‘Stimmung’ that derives from a
social background, from the feeling for a general situation
in which the personal becomes helpless and un-personal.

At the same time Eliot is distinguished from these writers
by his marked retention of the central personage as the pivot
of the whole drama. He has combined what might seem to be
irreconcilable: the sense of impersonal tragedy in which all
are involved, and the dominating interest of a personal destiny.
This feat is not the less astonishing because it rests on the quite
simple foundation of the Christian faith, with its doctrine of
original sin and of the importance of the individual soul, the
individual conscience. We are never told that Harry was
guilty of the evil act, that he really did ‘push her over’. We
are given to understand that he was guilty of the evil desire,
as his father and Agatha were before him; that was the knot
to be unknotted, the crossed to be uncrossed. Harry, as an
individual, is necessary, because there must be expiation; but
he expiates for many. In this interpretation the individual
and the human race are inextricably intertwined, and that is
what we see reflected in the remarkable feature we have
observed. Here we discover the play’s profoundest character,
which is that of a passion drama. It is the subtlest develop-
ment and completion of the religious and dramatic idea pre-
sented in Murder in the Cathedral. 1t bears a curious resemblance
to Greek tragedy in its early evolution: the spectacle of the
tragic hero who is really the impersonation of the sacrificed
god Dionysus.

* * *

The great strength of Eliot’s two plays being in their
presentation of a spiritual conflict, it is their leading
6
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characters that are the most convincing dramatically. The
tension is all in their struggle with themselves; other characters
have less a part in this tension than in suspense, the sus-
pense of simply waiting to see what happens to Becket and
Harry. In consequence the drama runs in a narrow channel,
but it runs with force and depth. The restoration of the
verse convention has the greatest share in this success, for
it allows the poet to unfold the life of the spirit, and he re-
covers for drama inwardness and detail in psychological
portraiture.

In the situation of drama in our century this is extremely
interesting. Psychology was one of the great new studies,
and whilst it gave a powerful impetus to the novel, drama
failed to exploit it (Strindbergian essays in abnormality can
be left aside). A superficial view might be that psychological
delineation fell more naturally within the scope of narrative.
But Shakespeare and Racine arc full of ‘psychology’; and
Grillparzer, in a framework derived from Shakespeare, succeeds
astonishingly in externalizing in stage incident what is going
on inside the minds of his characters.

But unfortunately the new psychological interest came at a
time when drama had got more and more fixed in the
technique of ‘realism’; and that certainly is inimical to
broad and detailed psychological delineation. Hence the
interest that gave such an impetus to the novel is frustrated in
the drama. The comparison is illuminating; for in the former,
psychological breadth was itself an expansion of the ‘realistic’
picture. But the novel did not make this gain by abandoning
conventions; it created new ones to suit its new aim. Henry
James is full of them. The structure of the language in which
Joyce presents the ‘stream of consciousness’ is also a con-
vention. In this the novel showed itself aware of the necessity
of conventions in all art; of those preliminary mechanisms
that alone make possible an imaginative creation. Realist
drama, on the other hand, aimed at dispensing with as many
conventions as possible, which was to forgo too much. Verse,
monologues, asides, long speeches savoured of ‘unreality’ and
were cast off. The substance of the human person, the very
foundation of dramatic vitality, was whittled away, as this
art found its pride in evading the very conditions in which it
flourished best.

7
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Thsen’s retrospective technique is, I think, a symptom of
the difficulty facing drama at that time. It has all the appear-
ance of being an attempt to meet simultaneously the con-
temporary demands of naturalism and the new ones of a fuller
psychology. For the deep perspective of the past that he
evokes by conversational reference is all a contribution to a
psychological present. The method is remarkable in Ibsen’s
hands; less so with others who have tried it. It is not only
that it is exacting; all art is exacting. It is too rigid and
cramping.

A further symptom that the problem existed, and another
attempt to solve it, was provided by O’Neill’s Strange Interlude
it is grotesque and unworkable. And is it going too far to see
still another symptom in some of Bernard’s work, of which Le
Printemps des Autres is an example? He can present a psycho-
logical crisis within a realist framework, but it is never actually
uttered; it is suggested by a system of references and hints
dropped in quiet, almost unobtrusive daily conversation and
by those famous silences which made his work a centre of
controversy. How great must the embarrassment of drama be,
when so distinguished a writer is found skirting danger so
closely. Silences have their expressiveness, but what great
drama yet made silence its main point? Bernard is saved,
because, like many French artists, he is particularly good at
the exquisite suggestion, at subtle and delicate indirectness.
The quality of his work shows what can be done, if it is
necessary, without the support of the conventions we are
speaking of. One can, however, admit different kinds of
achievement in play-writing without forgetting the conditions
in which drama is at its finest and richest. A glance back
at classical work shows that Bernard is doing an extremely
good job in circumstances that make for the contraction
rather than the expansion of the art. Eliot’s work shows,
on the other hand, a recovery of the sense of possibilities;
it brings a large breath of air from the great traditions of
drama.

Another aspect of intellectual life in this century showed
itself unfavourable to dramatic art: the sense of history, the
voracious extension of all historical knowledge regarding human
civilization, primitive and advanced, the awareness of time’s
accumulations, of the past in the present. Eliot and Joyce
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are the two authors who have shown themselves most sensitive
to these developments, most deliberately conscious of their
importance, and most concerned that imaginative writing
should adjust itself to them. Their writing is saturated with
the historical and literary culture of Europe, it is allusive in the
extreme, it postulates a similar culture in the reader. The
verse of the one, and the prose of the other, thus reacted
quickly to the new intellectual climate. There is no drama
that shows a similar reaction. The reason is obvious, for it is
difficult to imagine a drama that would correspond to these
two examples of modern writing and still be possible on the
stage. The new development was essentially inimical to the
acted drama. But the interesting thing is that both these
writers, Eliot in lyric (before he wrote plays), Joyce in
narrative, make an approach to drama, and in Eliot’s case
it is of the most deliberate kind. Of the latter we have already
said something; with Joyce it is not difficult to see that the
approach consists in the evasion of ‘reporting’ and straight
description, in the direct presentation of the complex of
thoughts, ideas, emotions. This remarkable phenomenon is
an acknowledgement of the peculiar power of dramatic state-
ment; and that has historical and aesthetic importance. In
the midst of circumstances that are hostile to it, the dramatic
form asserts itself under the cover of other forms. These two
writers, having something to say that was unsuited to stage
performance, use non-dramatic forms in such a way as to
borrow the force of drama. They are thus linked, in the history
of formal literary developments, with Henry James. He tried
to compromise with the theatre, quarrelled with it, and with-
drew. He then tried to find a ‘dramatic’ form outside the
theatre, by adapting the technique of the novel. He did it
mainly by means of psychological focusing with scenic arrange-
ments; and seen in perspective Joyce’s work is the extreme
logical outcome of the process. Eliot and Joyce, like James a
generation earlier, pay their tribute to dramatic form even
when they cannot use it in its theatre mode.

Later Eliot turns to the stage play; he does so after a great
change has taken place not so much in his thought as in the
relation between his thought and his poetic expression. The
presentation of characters such as Prufrock, Gerontion and
The Hollow Men may tend towards a dramatized version of
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lyric, but these characters in themselves are not positive
enough to be the centres of a drama. They are negative,
sterile, without energy. They are portrayed as representatives
of unspiritual civilization and beliefless life. The whole
presentation remains semi-dramatic because it cannot be more.
Eliot’s one attempt at strict drama from this earlier period,
Sweeney Agonistes, remained a fragment. It has the interest
of a technical experiment, but it would be wrong to attribute
its incompletion to pure technical insufficiency. For
Eliot uses a quotation from the Choephoroi to introduce it:
‘OresTEs. You don’t see them—but I sce them: they are
hunting me down, I must move on’;—which shows that he
was occupied alrcady with the theme of The Family Reunion.
At that stage, however, he had not found the right relation
between theme, subject and form that was required to cast a
complete drama.

This stage is reached after Ash Wednesday. Becket and
Harry contrast with the earlier ‘characters’ because they are
positive personalities; positive in the sense that they have
found a reality in suffering and religious experience. They
incorporate the spiritual challenge that is only latent in the
earlier poems; that one feels in The Waste Land is incvitable,
but only to be sensed as yet in the shadows behind the
poem.

An obvious poetic link between the plays and the earlier
verse is in the choruses, especially those of The Family Reunion.
Ivy, Gerald, Charles and Violet take up the old themes of
emptiness and futility, irreligion and spiritual degradation,
that we find in the Prufrock and Sweeney poems. Not only
has the changed relationship between Eliot’s thought and his
poetry made drama possible for him; he has found a way of
presenting the total picture, the positive and the negative
together, the criticism and the challenge, the diagnosis and
the spiritual remedy. The earlier work, hovering formally
on the threshold of drama, shows an individual’s sensitiveness
to a spiritual situation. The struggle with that situation, the
vision of good contending with the evil, finds a natural ex-
pression in the pure dramatic form.

In this development towards drama, Eliot has sacrificed
the complex and obscure allusiveness of his earlier verse, the
element of historical and literary reference which we have
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said was unsuited to drama. But the sense from which it
sprang has by no means been sacrificed. It has found a subtle
—and moreover an essentially dramatic—expression in The
Family Reunion in the feature we discussed above: the use of a
ritual that is an echo of primitive and pagan rites.

* * *

The construction of Eliot’s two plays is simple and recalls
in its general effect Greek and French ‘classical’ models.
Eliot admires the Three Unities, and though he has not
followed them slavishly his deviation is not so great as to make
him inconsistent with his declared admiration. The technique
of revealing gradually past history in The Family Reunion owes
also something to the method familiar in Ibsen. More im-
portant, however, than a mechanical observance of a particular
sort of plan, or minor weaknesses of construction here and
there, is the motive of his scheme ; to keep the central character
continuously in the centre. Harry and the Archbishop are
both uninterruptedly present, either physically or spiritually.
When they are on the scene, the other characters fall into a
certain formal pattern of relationship to them. In Murder in
the Cathedral the pattern is perhaps a little stiffly geometrical
in the case of the Tempters and the Knights; in The Family
Reunion it is more frecly organized, but the sense of it is never
lost. The cross-relationships between Harry and Amy and
Agatha and Mary are such that even when Harry is not
present, it is Harry’s drama that continues to be played out
by the others; for the drama of their lives only comes to its
focus in Harry’s fate. One of the delicate beauties of this
play is the progressive illumination of the human pattern in
its relationship to the spiritual pattern, until the unity of the
whole is completcly defined.

The Family Reunion is in this respect much superior to Murder
in the Cathedral. In the latter the effect is rather of over-
simplification than of the ‘simplicity’ that is an ideal of
design and at which Eliot aims. The way, for instance, the
whole of the temporal external historical circumstances
are compressed into the speeches of Tempters and Knights
is a weakness; because the simplification is achieved too
much at the expense of sensuous impact. The mere reference
is not vivid enough; more might legitimately have been
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depicted. The Family Reunion achieves a better architectural
style because its simplicity more nearly approaches that of
the Greeks: it is the predominant sense of unity derived not
from the absence but from the mastery of complexity, the
restraint laid upon variety.

The use of a chorus is a further feature of an effort towards
classical style. (Eliot uses the word unambiguously of his
taste in poetry and we use it in the same sense.) The first
function of the chorus in these two plays must be taken to be
part of the general plan of stylization. From this point of
view it has always been tempting for modern writers to imitate
the Greeks; though the ‘classical’ drama of France was
conducted without this external prop. Modern experiments
with a chorus are on the whole embarrassing, because they are
artificial; there are no longer organic grounds, as there were
in Greek drama, for the fusion of music, words and dance.
Eliot’s chorus in Murder in the Cathedral is imitative, fulfilling
the intermediary function of the Greek chorus between the
fable and the spectators, the myth and the believers. The
chorus of The Family Reunion—we repeatedly notice its greater
refinement—shows a much more intricate evolution. It is
composed of four members of the family who are in the first
instance an integral part of the general action and only at
certain moments become a ‘chorus’. Such moments are
projections of the unheard and unspoken life that flows through
the silences of the family reunion. Amy has gathered her
relatives together at Wishwood and told them that Harry
is returning and how they are to behave:

Cuorus (Ivy, VioLET, GERALD and CHARLES).

Why do we feel embarrassed, impatient, fretful, ill at ease,

Assembled like amateur actors who have not been assigned
their parts?

Like amateur actors in a dream when the curtain rises, to find
themselves dressed for a different play, or having rehearsed
the wrong parts,

Waiting for the rustling in the stalls, the titter in the dress
circle, the laughter and catcalls in the gallery?

Cuarves. I might have been in St. James’s Street, in a comfortable
chair rather nearer the fire.
Ivy. I might have been visiting Cousin Lily at Sidmouth, if I had
not had to come to this party.
GeRrALD. I might have been staying with Compton-Smith, down
at his place in Dorset.
12
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VioLeT. I should have been helping Lady Bumpus, at the Vicar’s
American Tea.

Crorus. Yet we are here at Amy’s command, to play an unread
part in some monstrous farce, ridiculous in some nightmare
pantomime.

Such a use of the chorus amounts to a new form of the aside,
a formalized extension of it; and whilst it breaks away from
realistic drama, it keeps the character of the setting. It is thus
a use of the chorus that we are not accustomed to from the
Greek, a use Eliot has invented. It is a very original treat-
ment of a feature of drama that without a doubt has high
formal value: and success is achieved without having to pay
for it with artificiality. It is certainly a convention but an
unobtrusive appropriate one, that weaves in and out of the
substance of the play. It maintains, however, in a way the
more vital and forceful for being indirect, the generalizing
function of the Greek chorus, the direction of the common
thought upon the events being witnessed.

* * *

In the matter of dramatic speech more light is thrown by
Eliot himself on his aims than can come from a commentator.
In general we observe the same natural expansion of an early
tendency as we do in regard to the dramatic form in its larger
constructive aspects. To derive poetic speech from living
speech, poetic vocabulary from the vocabulary of modern
life; to seek the precise word and image for true pictures and
feelings, avoiding the romantic, conventional, the spurious,
the used-up coinage of poetic phrase—this has always been an
aim of Eliot. From this point of view again, therefore, we see
how his drama is a continuing prosecution of a single revolu-
tionary aim, to clear away the dead forms and create new
"ones. The dead forms here were blank verse and an
emotionally false ideal of dignified dramatic idiom. It remains
to suggest briefly, since a detailed analysis is beyond the
scope of this essay, whether he has achieved his aims and where
he has done so best.

There is one point of interest which might be considered
first, however. Eliot has insisted so much on the way the
Elizabethans evolved their form of dramatic verse from
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contemporary speech, and has made that so much the central
technical problem, that a too simple parallel might be drawn
between himself and them. For he is faced by a problem
peculiar to the contemporary situation. He has to re-establish
dramatic poetry against a multifarious hostility, including
that of other forms of art and entertainment. For the Eliza-
bethans the verse-drama was the predominant form of
their age, with many forces working to maintain it. The
novel holds that position today in literature; drama has to
compete with it, and in addition with the film.

The domination of the novel has been linked so far with the
prosperity and influence of the middle-class, to which Eliot
belongs.  As an observer and portrayer of life he has to face
the fact that the social class he knows best has found its most
vivid and complete expression in the novel from the eighteenth
century onwards when it first consolidated political power;
as medieval chivalrous society was presented in the romances,
and Renaissance Kingship, princedom and individualism were
expressed in the drama. When in 1735 Lillo wrote his play
George Barnwell in an attempt to present tragedy in terms of the
middle-class, he had certainly sensed the direction things were
taking, and his step was historic. But the seed he scattered
came to no growth. It was the novel that grew and flourished ;
whilst the drama collapsed. The development is common to
all Europe, except Germany, wherc Lessing initiated a powerful
tradition of dramatic poetry which was continued by Schiller
and others, and for which I have suggested special reasons
in another essay. Tributes were paid to the former grandeur
of drama in the shapc of literary artificialities or romantic
extravagances: Sheridan Knowles in England, Victor Hugo
in France. But in trying to fill the gap they only sharpen our
sense of its size.

Drama with the middle-class as its setting only rccovers some
creative power when that class is beginning to disintegrate
and calls for criticism rather than glorification. Dumas fils,
treating problems of love and marriage, is the herald of the
movement. Then comes Ibsen’s weightier attack on the
foundations of bourgeois society, then the whole social
problem drama in Ibsen’s wake. Drama revives, therefore, but
owes too much to a critical impulse, too little to imaginative
creation.
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The foundation for Eliot’s new dramatic poetry is a spiritual
theme that transcends the bourgeois or any other particular
class milieu. However rooted in the middle-class he is,
socially speaking, he seems to have realized, consciously or
unconsciously, the implications for drama and poetry of the
facts of dramatic history we have just touched upon. In
Murder in the Cathedral the poet is helped very greatly by the
historical character of the subject, apart from its spiritual
theme. It was a fortunate and judicious choice for a revival
of poetic drama, since the poctic trcatment derives support
from the great body of historical drama in verse. In The Family
Reunion Eliot has confronted the bolder task and the severer
test in making the action of the play contemporary. A subtle
ambiguity gives him his solution. His people live the life and
talk the language of the modern upper middle-class; they are,
however, technically aristocratic. In this there is a suggestion
of classlessness, in spite of the marked character of the milicu;
and the ambiguity is cmphasized by the exclusive use of
Christian names. These people are, moreover, like those of
Henry James, largely independent of mere harrowing labour,
and in consequence their inner lifc unfolds itself the more
richly, or the emptiness of their lives is the more striking and
appalling, giving the poet the contrast he is intent on. Eliot,
therefore, portrays in this way the class best known to his
observation, and also the one that he can lift most suitably
and divested of its merely social character into the poetry of
his spiritual theme.

As a result, it is this play that gives the poet his greatest
opportunities for stylizing the natural language of present-
day conversation, and his- greatest successes. His handling
of intimate family talk, his overlaying of everyday speech with
delicate tones of poetry, is here at its most felicitous. The
speeches of the Knights in Murder in the Cathedral are perhaps
a preliminary form of these developments. Those of the
Tempters still show not so much naturalness as the kind of
syntactic clipping that has been much experimented with in
recent verse in the attempt to achieve a new crispness and
liveliness :

King in England is not all-powerful ;
King is in France, squabbling in Anjou;
Round him waiting hungry sons.
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or:
You know truly, the King will never trust
Twice, the man who has been his friend.
Borrow use cautiously, employ
Your services as long as you have to lend.
You would wait for trap to snap
Having served your turn, broken and crushed.
As for barons, envy of lesser men
Is still more stubborn than king’s anger.

Or there are flights into a speech in which the degree of poetic
effort is sensibly greater:

Your thoughts have more power than kings to compel
ou.

You ¥1avc also thought, sometimes at your prayers,

Sometimes hesitating at the angles of stairs,

And between sleep and waking, early in the morning,

When the bird cries, have thought of further scorning.

That nothing lasts, but the wheel turns,

The nest is rifled, and the bird mourns;

That the shrine shall be pillaged, and the gold spent,

The jewels gone for light ladies’ ornament,

The sanctuary broken, and its stores

Swept into the laps of parasites and whores.

When miracles cease, and the faithful desert you,

And men shall only do their best to forget you.

And later is worse, when men will not hate you

Enough to defame or to execrate you,

But pondering the qualities that you lacked

Will only try to find the historical fact.

When men shall declare that there was no mystery

About this man who played a certain part in history.

The idiom of this passage is quite approprlate in this play,
but it is already detached from a specifically ‘modern’ setting.
It is something quite different from the particular achievement
of which we are speaking in relation to The Family Reunion.
Here is a passage from the latter play:

VioLET. Well, Harry,

I think that you might have something to say.

Aren’t you sorry for your brother? Aren’t you aware

Of what is going on? and what it means to your mother?
Harry. Ob, of course I'm sorry. But from what Winchell says

I don’t think the matter can be very serious.

A minor trouble like a concussion

Cannot make very much difference to John.
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A brief vacation from the kind of consciousness
That John enjoys, can’t make very much difference
To him or to anyone else. If he was ever really conscious
I should be glad for him to have a breathing spell :
But John’s ordinary day isn’t much moré than breathing.
Ivy. Really, Harry! how can you be so callous?
I always thought you were so fond of John.
VIOLET. And if you don’t care what happens to John,
You might show some consideration to your mother.
Amy. I do not know very much:
And as I get older, I am coming to think
How little I have ever known.
But I think your remarks are much more inappropriate
Than Harry’s.
HARRY. It’s only when they see nothing
That people can always show the suitable emotions—
And so far as they feel at all, their emotions are suitable.
They don’t understand what it is to be awake,
To be living on several planes at once
Though one cannot speak with several voices at oncc.
I have all of the rightminded feeling about John
That you consider appropriate. Only, that’s not the
language
That I choose to be talking. I will not talk yours.
Amy. You looked like your father
When ycu said that.
HARRY. I think, mother,
I shall make you lie down. You must be very tired.

This illustrates very well, I think, how closely the poet is work-
ing to the present-day spoken idiom. His unrigid rhythms
give to the easiest conversational phrasing a stylization that
is sufficient to preserve the unity of tone, whilst the thought
and feeling can pass at any moment with subtlety and facility
to a greater intensity, as for example in Harry’s speech begin-
ning ‘It’s only when they see nothing’ or again, a little later,
in the significant speech:

Mother is asleep, I think: it’s strange how the old
Can drop off to sleep in the middle of calamity
Like children, or like hardened campaigners.

There are many ‘finer’ passages, but the poetry of those
quoted being more subdued they illustrate better the point
under discussion.

How remarkable a sense of the problem Eliot has and how
fine a taste he has shown in handling it is apparent in another
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way. For the attempted solution to succeed, the modern
vocabulary and the world of things it represents needed a
particularly musical transfiguration :

We all of us make the pretension

To be the uncommon exception

To the universal bondage.

We like to appear in the newspapers
So long as we are in the right column.
We know about the railway accident
We know about the sudden thrombosis
And the slowly hardening artery,

We like to be thought well of by others
So that we may think well of ourselves.
And any explanation will satisfy :

We only ask to be reassured

About the noises in the cellar

And the window that should not have been open.

We understand the ordinary business of living,
We know how to work the machine,

We can usually avoid accidents,

We are insured against fire,

Against larceny and illness,

Against defective plumbing,

But not against the act of God.

We know various spells and enchantments,
And minor forms of sorcery,

Divination and chiromancy,

Specifics against insomnia,

Lumbago, and the loss of money.

But the circle of our understanding

Is a very restricted area.

Except for a limited number

Of strictly practical purposes

We do not know what we are doing;

And even, when you think of it,

We do not know much about thinking.
What is happening outside of the circle?
And what is the meaning of happening?
What ambush lies beyond the heather
And behind the Standing Stones?

Beyond the Heaviside Layer

And behind the smiling moon?

And what is being done to us?

And what are we, and what are we doing?
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To each and all of these questions

There is no conceivable answer.

We have suffered far more than a personal loss—
We have lost our way in the dark.

It is a unique achievement to have produced this new music of
dramatic language. Lines with a clear rhythmic accent but
indefinite syllable value give the poet a great part of his effect
through their suppleness and variety of cadence. But the
rhythm of words is not independent of their meaning, and the
musical effect is greatest where spiritual temper is detached
forcefully but without strain amidst the characteristic symbols
and thoughts of a modern environment. And it is perhaps
especially remarkable that he achieves this with a language
that is consistently precise and lucid. The emotional
suggestiveness, the undertones and overtones that have always
made romantic lyric appear closer to music than any other
are here spurned.
* * *

Even if Eliot writes no more plays, there is sufficient in
Murder in the Cathedral and The Family Reunion to make them
important of themselves, and certainly an integral part of
his poetry as a whole. Beyond that, howcver, they have a
significance quite disproportionate to their bulk in connection
with the situation of drama in Eliot’s generation, and now.
The later play, however it may be judged in the future by
a changing taste, remains extraordinary in this twofold way.
So many problems of Eliot’s own personal development, and
so many problems of the drama of the present age in relation
to poetry, find here their resolution. One feels perhaps a
certain amount of strain; Eliot’s dramatic genius does not
flow abundantly. But he has to do spade-work. ~We have
only to look at the Irish drama to see how many swimmers
weak and strong the current of a tradition, once created,
will carry. Eliot had not this advantage. On the other
hand, an extreme degree of critical introspection such as
he possesses, and the sensitive and precise awareness of a
literay situation as distinct from his own personal urges, were
an advantage for his purpose. His drama shows that he
has not only made a major contribution towards reshaping
the language of poetry in its narrower lyric aspect, but towards

19



The Poet in the Theatre

a new extension of modern poetry by an extension of the world
it portrays. As a poet facing the challenge of the novel, with
all the theories of the day that support the novel not only as
‘the form’ of today but of tomorrow also, he has done some-
thing to recover the breadth of poetry, making it again an
interpretation of human action as well as of individual
dream.
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O one is very curious about the plays of Henry

James, even in this present day of his glory; yet

he is an interesting figure for the history of drama

in the last fifty years. Amongst English writers
he is one of those—a minority—who have an exceptionally
refined sense of formal values. The word ‘pattern’ has become
a commonplace echo to his name. He admired the French
with their faculty of design. He had a predilection for the
concentration of the nouvelle, a form much stricter than the
novel. In a period of drama characterized above all by low
ideals of form, by the absence of style, it was at least a moment
fraught with possibilities when so pronounced an artist turned
to it, doing so, moreover, with an intense feeling that this was
‘his form’, as Henry James did about the year 18go. What a
prospect of delicate art, perhaps above all of a wise and
gracious comedy, opened up for the theatre through James’s
interest. The theatrical career upon which he launched
himself with tenacity and hope came, however, to a disastrous
end. But his failure is of the kind that are as instructive as
successes. It throws light on a number of questions con-
nected with literary inspiration and form; on his own genius;
on the drama in relation to the novel; on the plight of modern
drama in England.

What attracted James to play-writing? In the letters written
during the years in which he wrestled with the theatre he
insists very much on the necessity of making money, for his
books were bringing him none; and one might think, to read
him, that it really was his principal concern. But his frank
profession of profit-seeking is as little convincing as more
customary professions of disinterestedness. There are many
signs that the demon of the theatre could take possession of
James without regard to finance. In a letter to Elizabeth
Robins, for instance (7 Dec. 1893), he refers to the fact that he
is ‘incurable in that perverse tendency’ (i.e. to the stage) and
that he will live, probably, ‘to be as much disconcerted and
deluded yet again’. A more explicit passage to William James
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reveals the full measure of his artistic seriousness and also the
doubts to be overcome, the little arriére-pensées, the reservations
that prevented him from letting himself go completely. ‘Now
that T have tasted blood, c’est une rage (of determination to
do, and triumph, on my part) for I feel at last as if I had found
my real form, which I am capable of carrying far, and for
which the pale little art of fiction, as I have practised it, has
been, for me, but a limited and restricted substitute. The
strange thing is that I always, universally, knew this was my
more characteristic form—but was kept away from it by a half-
modest, half-exaggerated sense of the difficulty (that is, I

mean the practical odiousness) of the conditions. But now

that I have accepted them and met them, I see that one isn’t

at all, needfully, their victim, but is, from the moment one s

anything, one’s self, worth speaking of, their master; and may

use them, command them, squeeze them, lift them up and better

them. As for the form itself, its honour and inspiration are

(a défaut d’autres) in its difficulty. If it were easy to write a

good play I couldn’t and wouldn’t think of it; but it is in fact

damnably hard (to this truth the paucity of the article—in the

English-speaking world—testifies), and that constitutes a

solid respectability—guarantees one’s intellectual self-respect’

(6 Feb. 1891). He repeats the idea to R. L. Stevenson: ‘All

the same, I feel as if I had at last found my form—my real one—

that for which pale fiction is an ineffectual substitute’ (18 Feb.

1891); and he adds, confident and indeed quite remarkably

undaunted by the ‘difficulty’ he stresses: ‘God grant this

unholy truth may not abide with me more than two or three

years—time to dig out eight or ten rounded masterpieces. . . .’

Admitting a tinge of irony in the use of ‘masterpieces’, the

moment in which James saw for himself such a traffic in

successful plays can be described as a buoyant one; it confirms,

however, the élan of his preoccupation.

In his approach to the problem James found two major
difficulties: the acquisition of what was for him as a novelist
an entirely new technique; and the choice of subject. ‘I do
think’, he wrote to Miss Robins, ‘the kinds of subject for
novel and play essentially differ.” He directed his effort first
against the technical difficulty, and technique he conceived
in the largest terms: the planning and composing of an action
under due consideration of all the circumstances of the theatre,
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such as the availability of actors and actresses, their habits,
temperaments, vanities; the theatre to be used, its manager
and properties; the audience, its whims and predilections and
limitations. James went into it, he thought it out. ‘The
convenience the piece had to square with’ he says of The
Reprobate ‘was the idea of a short comedy, the broader the
better, thoroughly simple, intensely “pleasant”, affording a
liberal chance to a young sympathetic comedian, calling
for as little acting as possible besides, skirting the fairy-
tale, straining any and every point for that agreeable falsity,
entailing no expense in mounting, and supremely suscep-
tible of being played to audiences unaccustomed to beat
about the bush for their amusement—audiences, to be per-
fectly honest, in country towns. This last condition was
rigorous for both pieces, and the one the author took most
into account.’

The result of taking so many pains was a batch of comedies
that remain rather conventional in spite of much ingenuity
and promise. The four that are available to the reader now,
printed as Theatricals, first and second serics, give a fair idea of
how James conceived the problem. A brief indication of their
plots will be useful.

In Tenants Sir Frederick Byng has a son Norman and a ward
Mildred, who fall in love with each other. Sir Frederick
wishes to avoid the appearance of wanting the considerable
fortune of his ward for his son, and so he sends him off to India.
A former mistress of his, Mrs. Vibert, arrives on the scene with
their illegitimate son Claude, and a Captain Lurcher. The
latter is the accomplice in Mrs, Vibert’s plot to warm up Sir
Frederick’s old love for her and thus through him find a way of
catching the ward and her money for Claude. Mildred sees
through their scheme and cables at once to Norman to return.
He arrives in time to save the situation. The unfortunate
Claude discovers his position, which he hadn’t known, and
the Viberts leave.

The action of Disengaged takes place in a disagreeable at-
mosphere of flirtation, in which a Captain Prime finds himself
forced by a practical joke into a compromising situation with a
most unattractive girl, from which he cannot with honour
escape; he must offer her marriage. Mrs. Jaspers, a beautiful
young widow whom all the men run after, discovers that she
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loves the Captain, and by the exercise of ingenuity and moral
blandishments gets him out of his predicament.

The Reprobate develops the idea that a man who is supposed
to be wicked and is kept closely confined does not in con-
sequence himself know whether he is vicious or not. When
temptations are put in his way by a sympathetic friend he
discovers he is immune to them. So with the help of the same
friend, and a girl he loves, he breaks out and turns the tables
on his oppressors.

The plot of The Album turns on procuring a fortune for the
rightful heir. Mark Bernal, long given up for lost or dead,
happens to turn up at the moment when his cousin Bedford is
dying. But Sir Ralph Damant, next of kin after Bernal, is in
the house, and although he hears of a new arrival and sees an
album of sketches with the name Mark Bernal on them, he
withholds the knowledge from the dying man and his lawyers
and thus procures the fortune for himself. He has, however,
aroused the suspicions of Grace Jesmond, Bedford’s secretary.
She wishes the rightful heir—Bernal—to have justice done to
him; and her natural scruples about justice are fortified by an
awakening love for Bernal, which, however, she conceals.
The intrigue depends on her fight against Sir Ralph Damant’s
gross materialism, and the suspicions cast on her by other
persons involved to the effect that she wants the money of her
former employer.

These mere outlines may suffice to show James’s generosity
in the matter of meeting the ‘demands’ of the theatre and its
public. The types he uses belong to the standard material of
entertainment drama: villains, hypocrites, masterful women,
flirts, fond mothers and stupid daughters, philanderers, many
intriguers for money and marriage, ideal heroes and heroines.
There is a good deal of melodramatic colour. The hero or
heroine do not at first shine with all their virtue. They appear
rather as bad lots or at least as persons of dubious motive.
But in the end they turn out beautifully to be the very best
sort of genuine good characters, whilst the selfish, materialistic,
and wicked people are put morally in their places.

One recognizes the great artist we know in the ‘surface’
of these plays, in their ingenuity, in their delicacy of
touch, in their beautifully modulated dialogue, which is
crisp, clear, and graceful. They bear the promise of a style
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quite out of proportion to their makeshift subjcct-matter, and
unique in the play-writing of the day. Here is an excerpt
from the first act of The Album:

BerNAL. . .. Where’s Miss Jesmond?

SR RaLPH. She has left me, thank God !

BERNAL (surprised). Why abnormal gratitude?

Sk Raren. For miraculous relief. She wants to marry me.
She is like the others.

BErRNAL. The others?

SirR RaLpH. The old woman and the girl. They’ve marked me,
you know. But Miss Jesmond has marked me biggest.

BERNAL (amused). In bright red chalk?

SirR RALPH (with a nervous wnggle). 1 feel it between the shoulders!
She’s an intrigante—of a peculiarly dangerous type.

BErNAL. Why, I thought her so charming!

Sir RaLpH. She has madc up to you too?

BerNAL (smiling). Like the others!

Sir RavLpH. She’s a hungry adventuress.

BeErNAL. With me it doesn’t matter; I’m not worth their powder.

Sir RarpH. Because you'’re poor?

BirNAL. Because I'm nobody.

Sir RarpH. Be duly grateful. It protects you.

BernaL. My dear man, I like danger!

Sirk RarpH. You don’t know it! To know it, you must be exposed.

BernaL. I see—even as you are.

Sir RaLpH. My position is one of the highest peril.

BerNAL. You’re a match, a catch, a swell: you pay for it!

Sir Rarpu. I pay too much and too often. I pay with my com-
fort, my health, my nerves! My nerves are gone to picces—I
live in a state of siege !

BerNAL. But you seem to hold out.

Sir Rarpu. There are very serious breaches. It’s the modern
methods of attack—they’ve reduced it to a science.

BernaL. Lady Basset’s a kind of Moltke?

Sk RaLpH. And Miss Jesmond’s a kind of Armstrong! I vow I’'m
doomed to fall!

BerNAL. My dear fellow, don’t you desire to fall?

Sir RaLpPH. At my own time, in my own place-—not in the din of
battle, amid the yells of victory.

BernAL. I enjoy the din of battle; and the yells of victory have
only to come from pretty lips—!

Sir RavpH. Do you mean you actually /ike women?

BernAL. It sounds dreadful, but 1 should be a brute if I didn’t.
They’ve been my consolation.

Sir RaLpH. They’re the luxury of the poor! You can afford
natural pleasures. You ought to recognize the fact that your
limitations are your liberty.

BeErNAL. The liberty to love? May I never lose it!
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Sk Ravpu. 1 shall be glad to assist you to retain it. Remain
exactly as you are, and you will.

BerNAL. I'm afraid there’s very little doubt that I shall remain
exactly as I am. I always have remained exactlyas I am! You
make me feel indeed a sort of eternal fableau vivant, and inspire
me to positively decline to rise. But while I luxuriate in my
limitations, as you so happily describe them, what on earth
will become of you?

Sir RavpH. I shall probably succumb to the mockery of my ad-
vantages and the ferocity of my pursuers.

BeErNAL. The real way to escape, my dear man, is to marry.

Sir RALPH (with a start). Marry whom?

BERNAL (diverted, staring). Any one you like!

SIR RALPH (with his hand to his heart). I thought you meant Miss
Jesmond! (Giving him his hand) See how my pulse throbs!
BERNAL (feeling the hand while SIR RaLPH panis). You’re indeed

a wreck!

Sir RaveH (instinctively, unconsciously wiping his hand with his pocket-
handkerchief and going on argumentatively). You say ‘any one I
like’. But I don’t like any one! I hate them all, and yet
they’re always with me!

BERNAL (after looking at him an instant with amused compassion). Let
me help you!

Sir RavpH. Upon my soul, I think you ought! You’ve the happy
lot—the ideal life: you owe something to others!

BErNAL. But what can I do?

SIR RaLpH. Draw the assailants off—keep them at bay!

BERNAL (considering, responding, entering into ). While you gain time
—get away? Happy thought! I’ll do what I can: I’ll cover
your retreat.

Sk RavpH. I count upon you!

The Album is the only one of these plays in which there is a
suggestion of the sort of moral predicament to which James’s
novels accustom us; the heroine must appear not to love,
in order to serve better the man she loves, a motive which is for
example of great importance in The Spoils of Poynton, written a
little later. This play is not the best of the set. Disengaged, as
a general performance, holds that place; it has the greatest
variety of persons, the most skilfully woven plot, and the best
final act. Nevertheless The Album has the greater interest
because it shows James feeling his way towards his own subject.
It was written later, and it seems reasonable to assume that
having made sufficient progress against his first difficulty,
technique, he was experimenting with his second, subject,
trying to discover how the situations and characters that really
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interested him could be worked out in drama. Guy Domville,
from the sparse accounts available, seems to have been a
further step in this direction.

He got no further because of the highly unpleasant circum-
stances that accompanied the production of this latter work.
James was nervous of the event, but failure was not anticipated ;
prospects and confidences were rather the other way. His
first play to be seen, the dramatic version of The American, had
been produced by Edward Compton at Southport in 1891 and
had had a successful run, followed by two months in London.
The production of Guy Domville in London by George
Alexander, with Marion Terry (5 Jan. 1895), was more
elaborate. It was on this occasion that hostility was shown;
there is even a suspicion that it was organized and malicious.
The ‘incident’ is referred to by Shaw.! Together with the
‘ablest’ of his colleagues and the ‘cultivated majority’ he
applauded the work, and took the ‘rowdies who brawled’ from
the gallery to task for their ignorance and bad taste. He sums
up: ‘It will be a deplorable misfortune if Guy Domuville does
not hold the stage long enough to justify Mr. Alexander’s
enterprise in producing it.” James was no lover of a fray, and
press pugilism was not his line. ‘Ithas been a great relicf’, he
writes, ‘to feel that one of the most detestable incidents of my
life has closed. It has left me with an unutterable horror of
the theatre—as well as with a blank uncertainty as to what that
horror—bearing on everything that relates to it—will lead me
to do in regard to the same—to it, for it, at it, against it!’
This affair brought to an abrupt end James’s attempts to come
to terms with the theatre.?

His public behaviour during the scandalous events is said
to have been extremely dignified. This is the more to be
admired in view of the bitterness of his private remarks. He

1 Qur Theatres in the Nineties, notice of 12 Jan. 1895. It is described by James
himself in a letter of 9 Jan. to William James.

2 Some twelve or thirteen years later James again indulged in a short spell of play-
writing. Details are given by Percy Lubbock in Letters of Henry James, vol. ix. p. 6.
The main feature was the production of The High Bid at Edinburgh in March 1908
by Forbes-Robertson and his wife. James records in a letter to Henry James,
junior (3 April 1908) that ‘it had a great and charming success before a big house
at Edinburgh—a real and unmistakable victory’. A letter to Mrs. W. K. Clifford
(19 July 1909) shows a recrudescence of the old feelings about working for drama
and theatre—the sickening process of reducing, compressing, eliminating, but also
the fascination that the technical difficulties held for him. In this phase, however,
one hears the merest echoes of the earlier agitations and struggles.—It might also
be recalled that James dramatized Daisy Muller (1882).
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had thrown himself into the task with such enthusiasm that
his disappointment was bound to be great. At the most he
felt a certain satisfaction that Guy Domwville had been appre-
ciated by a few individuals of intelligence and taste. But the
‘vast English Philistine mob—the regular “theatrical public”
of London’, as he describes it, whom he had wooed with a
liberality of concession remarkable in so fastidious a person,
wouldn’t listen to anything worth while. In his half-dozen
experiments he had mastered technique only to be thrown out
when he used it to good purpose.

The story ends with the Preface to the Theatricals. We can
scarcely hope to be more luminous about his failure than he
is himself, and so we quote a fair passage from it. It is his
balance-sheet; a markedly debit statement, presented in a
mood of philosophic resignation that turns it into a little
masterpiece of fanciful irony :

The man who pretends to the drama has more to learn, in fine,
than any other pretender. . . . The lesson consists for the most part,
as the author of these remarks has somewhere else ventured to
express the matter, in the periodical throwing overboard of the
cargo to save the ship. The ship is always in danger—the most
successful play has come within an ace of sinking, and the peril recurs
every night; so that universal sacrifice is always in the air. The
freight, the fittings, the ballast, the passengers, the provisions, the
luggage, the crew, the whole thing must inexorably ‘go’, and the
vessel is not in proper trim till she is despoiled of everything that
might have appeared to make her worth saving; till the last
survivor in the last rag of the rigging has been consigned to the
fishes, uttering that shriek of despair which lives on in the play-
wright’s car and becomes eventually the sweetest music he knows.
The scientific name of this ferocious salvage is selection—selection
made perfect, so that effect, the final residuum, shall become
intense—intense with that sole intensity which the theatre can
produce and for the sake of which much perhaps will be forgiven it.
There is no room in a play for the play itself until everything (in-
cluding the play, the distracted neophyte pantingly ascertains)
has been completely eliminated. Then the fun, as the vulgar
phrase is, begins.

Upon this he returns to what he says in one passage is his
‘legitimate form’.

Return to his legitimate form. . . . What then was his form?
It is strange, it is almost comic, this oscillation between two
forms he supposed at different times so positively to be ‘his’;
but it gives point to our question, which might at first, in view
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of the long series of novels from a very copious pen and of the
handful of now forgotten dramas, seem to be ridiculous. He
was in fact powerfully attracted by drama; but his great
embarrassment was the apparatus of the theatre. ‘Only I
feel more and more that I may be made for the Drama (God
only knows!) but am not made for the theatre!” And again:
‘The whole odiousncss of the thing lies in the connection
between the drama and the theatre. The one is admirable in
its interest and difficulty, the other loathsome in its conditions.
If the drama could only be theoretically or hypothetically
acted, the fascination resident in its all but unconquerable
(circumspice !) form would be unimpaired, and one would be
able to have the cxquisite exercise without the horrid sacrifice’
(To W. James, 29 Dec. 1893). Amidst his greatest enthusiasm
for the drama, and his utmost surrender to it, he was never
able to forget the advantages of thc novel—what the novel
could do that drama couldn’t, how much more supple an
instrument it was for the modern situation, in how many ways,
that is to say, it corresponded better to what he in particular
was interested in conveying. Distracted by the polar stresses
of the two techniques, he ended by combining them, making
them more than ever pull in the samc dircction. From quite
early on he had shown a strong tendency to use certain elements
of dramatic technique in his novels. After the experiments in
play-writing he developed this tendency to its utmost and
produced a ‘drama’ freced from the conditions of the stage.
With this he really did find the form that was his. He builds a
beautiful arch upon the two supports of drama and narrative ;
and the keystone of the arch is his method of focusing a situa-
tion in the mind of one or other of his characters (what is
sometimes called, most ambiguously, his ‘indirect method’).
This principle enables him to extend at will an architecture,
a ‘scenic’ composition, that he derives essentially from drama;
and it gives him the novelist’s liberty to elaborate what the
playwright can only suggest or refer to. He creates a con-
vention of his own that extends drama and contributes a quite
new idea of form to the novel (for this is something different
from the early connection of the English novel with the
drama). It is all his own creation. Nobody claims him as a
dramatist any longer; and the exponents of the novel, Mr.
Muir and Mr. Forster for example, qualify their admiration
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of him as a novelist very severely because they see his technique
as a confinement of the novel form. Yet he liberates drama
from some of its stricter limitations without losing its power of
architecture and of detached statement, and he confines the
technique of the novel only to enhance its formal excellence.

There is therefore a closer connection between James’s
dramatic experiments and the novels that followed than has
perhaps been taken notice of. The storm that blew up for
him over the theatre is in fact part of a crisis that extends
through a decade from about 1889 onwards. It is reflected
in most of the works of this period, some of which have
apparently nothing to do with his theatre venture. The
Tragic Muse (1889-9o) is plainly relevant, and in two ways.
The theatre, the artists who serve it, the public that adores,
flatters, reveres, and debases it, belong all on the surface to
James’s own approaches to it, to all that he found there to
attract, tantalize, inspire, and discourage him. But the author
has invested his ‘Tragic Muse’ herself, Miriam Rooth, with
the character of a representative artist altogether; she embodies
the unswerving single-mindedness of the artist, his struggle for
expression and technique. She is not only a direct overt
tribute to the theatre, but also indirectly a symbol of the
artist’s struggle James was involved in at this time.

To this period belongs, moreover, the series of ironical
stories about the literary life. The Lesson of the Master, The
Middle Years, The Death of the Lion, The Coxon Fund, The Next
Time, The Figure in the Carpet, were all written contemporane-
ously with the plays, and it does not seem unreasonable to
trace their psychological origin in part at least to the frustra-
tions of the period; to his feeling that his novels were little
appreciated, to his unsuccessful efforts at a new kind of writing
and at establishing a different relationship as author with a
different public. He has referred to these works himself as a
kind of ‘ironic’ assertion of the ‘ideal’; they were assertions
imperative to his own faith.

The Other House (1896) belongs to this development, too.
Written first as a play, it remains in character and construction
very close to a three-act melodrama and contains more plain
theatrical violence and excitement, and fewer refinements of
perception and treatment, than perhaps any other novel of
James.
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The two works that bring most clearly the resolution of
James’s difficulty are What Maisie Knew and The Spoils of
Poynton, and they appeared in 1896 and 1897, ushering in
with a marked assurance the later phase. But his experi-
menting was not yet concluded. Some three years later
appeared The Awkward Age. Its chronological position is
curious because it does not correspond to the logical line of
the experiments. From the latter point of view its position lies
between the plays and The Spoils of Poynton, for it is his unique
attempt at ‘described drama’ on the narrowest terms
imaginable. It is a too mechanical transposition of stage
scenes. The dialogue is central and it is supported with the
minimum description of the persons concerned, a minimum
that is very nicely calculated. His idea is to present the
picture of the people and their talk; ‘with no going behind,
no telling about the figures save by their own appearance and
action’, as he says in the Preface. The succession of conversa-
tions is so spun out, however, and with such a wearisome stuffy
confinement to the drawing-room at tea-time, that the work
becomes diffuse; and although it has a ‘pattern’, for which
James produces wonderfully in the Preface the geometrical
equivalent, it ends by losing the intensity and architectonic
compactness that was the very thing about dramatic form that
was such a bait to James. He limits himself here to the point of
extreme rigidity and artificiality without a corresponding gain.

This work brings to a close the decade of James’s largest
and most crucial cxperiment in form.

The degree of James’s infatuation with the idea of writing
plays brings home to one the fact that the dramatic element
in his novels is a dominant one. I do not mean only that his
method is ‘dramatic’, in the subtler senses expounded so
interestingly by Percy Lubbock in The Craft of Fiction. 1 mean
that his subjects are dramatic, and they are more so after The
Tragic Muse and the experiments in play-writing than they
were before. James’s love of ‘predicaments’ is common
knowledge. A predicament has two aspects, moral and
technical. As a moralist James is interested in the problem
of behaviour that confronts the fine nature, the resolution that
a sensitive virtue will achieve. As an artist the predicament
interests him because it is dramatic. In the retrospective
glances of the Prefaces James returns again and again to a
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favourite prompting of his craftsman’s conscience : Dramatize !
dramatize! What he came more and more to do was to look
for the subject that dramatized itself, the germ that would
develop spontaneously according to a dramatic law. Such
were his ‘predicaments’; and the gathering intensity of them—
and in consequence the gathering intensity of the technique—
can be measured by comparing the dilemma facing Hyacinth
Robinson in The Princess Casamassima or Nick Dormer in The
Tragic Muse with that facing Fleda Vetch in The Spoils of
Poynton or, at the greatest height of all, Maggie Verver in The
Golden Bowl, and Strether in The Ambassadors. And the link
between these earlier and later works is to be found in one of
the plays, The Album; in the predicament of Grace Jesmond,
to which we have referred.

Three things tend to obscure the degree of drama present
in James’s novels: the time element, the subtleties and refine-
ments of the social scene, so opposed to the rapidities and
violences of theatre excitement, and finally the psychological
detail.

One of his deep-seated objections to stage-drama, amidst
all its attractions, was that in the circumstances of the
modern world it doesn’t give enough time to develop a theme
and a situation. An illuminating passage occurs in The
Tragic Muse:

He [the dramatist] has to make the basest concessions. One of
his principal canons is that he must enable his spectators to catch
the suburban trains, which stop at 11.30. What would you think
of any other artist—the painter or the novelist—whose governing
forces should be the dinner and the suburban trains? The old
dramatists didn’t defer to them—not so much at least—and that’s
why they’re less and less actable. If they’re touched—the large
loose men—it’s only to be mutilated and trivialized. Besides, they
had a simpler civilization to represent—societies in which the life
of man was in action, in passion, in immediate and violent ex-
pression. Those things could be put upon the playhouse boards
with comparatively little sacrifice of their completeness and their
truth. Today we’re so infinitely more reflective and complicated
and diffuse that it makes all the difference. What can you do with
a character, with an idea, with a feeling, between dinner and the
suburban trains? You can give a gross, rough sketch of them, but
how little you touch them, how bald you leave them! What
crudity compared with what the novelist does!’

(Vol. i. 59: Macmillan.)
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James is here in tune with developments of the age—
developments of civilized living, of sensibility, of psychological
interest; and not only in tune, but contributing largely to
them. It is clear that he is pleading his own case. But it is
not only that he thought times and tastes had changed. There
is no doubt that James himself, as a person, had a horror of
scenes of violence, of the outbreak of passions, of vulgarities
in which dignity and manners and civilization, the calm of
innocence, the steadfastness of virtue, are sacrificed. But we
insist again that he had an acute sense of drama. These
elements in his human and artistic nature lead him to a new
kind of drama, quite unlike that of the theatre, unsuited to
stage conditions, but drama none the less. It is the drama
that lurks continually under the surface of civilized manners,
without bursting out vehemently. He portrays the subtle
pressures, the delicate tensions, the prolonged controlled inner
dilemma, the crises that a sensc of dignity and propriety
prevents from being expressed in crude and devastating forms.
His genius more and more makes for the gradual illumination
of psychological strains in the relations between a small group
of people. And again in doing this, it perfectly suits his book
when he takes as his ‘centres’, through whose consciousness
he presents the situation, persons of exceptional intelligence or
awareness, like Fleda Vetch and Maggie. And if this illumina-
tion is gradual, and not precipitate, it none the less refers to
an essentially dramatic situation. Quite in the way of drama, it
is the imminence of a crisis that starts him off. The Ambassadors
begins with Strether in Europe investigating a situation that
is potentially explosive. The Golden Bowl starts with Charlotte,
the person from the ‘past’ and the cause of the future crisis,
arriving in England on the very eve of Amerigo’s marriage to
Maggie Verver and coming to see him. There is in these
books, particularly after 1895, no chronicling of a life, no
‘telling the story’ of actions, sufferings or love; there is the
presentation of a dramatic crisis.

Opening his works with a situation over which the shadow
of crisis already hangs, James then elaborates them in such a
way as slowly to heighten the tension and maintain it. The
maintenance of tension is one of his most distinguishing
characteristics, and it appears at its best where the technical
alliance between ‘scenic’ composition and the psychological

B 33



The Poet in the Theatre

‘centre’ is closest, as in The Spoils of Poynton. Under these
conditions he reveals to the full the consciousness and motives
of his main characters in all their vital detail and agitation,
and develops at its closest and most concentrated the drama
of prolonged strains. Under these conditions, too, emerges
what is most characteristic and gravely beautiful in James:
the fine character, representing, symbolizing, fighting for a
value—moral or aesthetic or both subtly interfused—in opposi-
tion to materialism, folly, ugliness and evil.

The technique is scen in its most splendid elaboration and
strictness in The Ambassadors and The Golden Bowl. The latter
work, for instance, opens with an ‘interior monologue’ of the
Prince followed by four ‘scenes’ of which the Prince is the
‘centre’. He converses with Maggie, there follows a meeting
with Fanny Assingham, another with Charlotte Stant, and
there is a fourth scene between Fanny and the Colonel her
husband; the background to the whole being provided by
two events that initiate the crisis: the legal arrangements for
the Prince’s marriage to Maggie Verver have been completed
and he stands on the eve of the wedding; and Charlotte has
returned expressly to spend an hour alone with him before
his marriage. These scenes form an exposition closely parallel
to that of a regular first act; and to re-read them after having
read the whole work is to see how they enunciate the principal
themes of the book. What follows is an uninterrupted series
of modifications, very slight, but very important, of the
‘dramatic’ situation thus expounded. A state of tension is
prolonged, and any momentary relaxation only brings a new
strain, a redistribution of accent, or a new aspect of the funda-
mental situation in the reactions of thc people concerned.
They group and regroup themselves according to a rhythm
imposed by a dual force: the initial position, and their
characters; and thus they move through a pattern of
crisis. Given this new conception of where drama can be
found and how presented, and allowing for James’s special
refinements, he works essentially as a dramatist works, with
stress and counter-stress, situation and counter-situation,
peripateia, climax and resolution. His fullness is.not extended
chronicle, teeming incident and pictorial breadth; it is
psychological depth. Even incidental aspects derive from a
dramatic basis; James’s use of the ‘outsider’—the Maria
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Gostreys and Fanny Assinghams—is a transformation of the
‘confidants’ of drama, and the Prefaces constantly refer to the
use of ‘ficelles’. The great paradox of this extraordinary
development is, finally, that as the later works get longer and
longer they are more and more dramatic in conception, and
more and more concentrated.

* * *

James’s new creation forces one to reflect again upon the
great divisions of literary form, narrative, lyric, and drama.
They tend either to be taken for granted, or, nowadays, to
be deprecated as irrelevant; though the latter view is more
frequently held by the observers rather than the practicians
of literary art. Croce, who has done more than anyone else
to discredit literary ‘kinds’, is a philosopher. Dilthey, too,
the first in Germany to throw the accent on the psychological
source of creative work and on ‘Geistesgeschichte’, that is to
say, away from the art of the thing, was a philosopher and
‘Kulturhistoriker’.

The remarkable thing about these divisions is in the first
place the variety they permit within themselves; and in the
second place, perhaps morc important still, the extent to which
each makes use of the other whilst maintaining its predominant
character. They had their origin, as far as the European
tradition is concerned, in Greece; and a large emphasis has
been placed in recent years on their functional association with
the celebrations and ritual of Greek society. But historical
and materialist critics have not extended their explanations
to the question of the persistence of the forms, in their broad
characteristics, under non-Greek conditions. They persist
because they have an acsthetic origin; it was their function that
was religious and social. They correspond to predominant
ways of experiencing life. They are natural forms, those that
life itself suggests, that life itself takes; lyric for states of vision
and emotion, narrative for the succession of incident and the
pictorial scene, drama for the precipitation of crisis in human
relations. They correspond, too, to psychological differences
in men.

An important modifying factor in the case of drama has
been its association from the beginning with re-enactment.
It is the conditions of this that have really determined the
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limits of the form, and indeed its name. Itis not merely ‘action’
that is the basis of drama, but a restricted kind of action:
action that can be represented by performers in certain
conditions of time and place; a severe qualification. Although
then, as we have suggested, drama in art corresponds to a
recurring phenomenon in life, it is subject to modifying circum-
stances, and in consequence there remains much in life that is
essentially ‘dramatic’ but which is excluded from enactment
on a stage. Some aspects of technique present themselves as
triumphs wrested from these limitations. The ‘three unities’,
as rules of composition, are a willing acceptance of constraint
in order to achieve more brilliant feats of art. They involve
the utmost concentration on the crisis, at the price of a certain
artificiality and with the sacrifice of subjects that do not admit
of compression. Elizabethan dramatists were freer in handling
time and place. But even so their freedom is only relative,
there is a point beyond which it is impossible to go; there
remain subjects that cannot be made to conform to stage
conditions.

Life is infinite and art by comparison confined. But a
principal feature of its evolution is the gradual extension of
its capacity to meet this infinite variety of life; to modify
existing forms, or—much more rarely—create new ones that
give it the mastery of further territories of life so far withheld
from it. This general law holds good for the relations between
crisis in life and crisis in dramatic art. There is a limitless
range of the former, and many aspects of it have not been
brought within the capacity of traditional stage-drama.
Henry James has exploited in a form that is subtly compounded
of two techniques one of the varieties of drama that life holds,
and the stage cannot.

This solution of James’s is a feat of genius because it saves
so large a part of his outfit as a writer; it restores to him, in
however disguised a form, the novelist’s liberty of comment and
description. It is tempting sometimes to regret his departure
from the theatre, to look upon him as an early victim of the
struggle to reconcile the theatre again with poetry and style.
We recall Shaw’s tribute to James on the score of Guy Domuville
(coming from an aggressive personality of such opposed tastes
one of the most touching things in criticism). We recall his
repeated chivalrous mention of James as one of those whom
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drama needed for its art but whom the public wouldn’t have.
And we might find ourselves deploring conditions that ad-
mitted no poetry, no refinement, no intelligence, no style,
no James; accusing an audience that had so little care for
standards. To do so, however, would be to suppose that his
failure in the theatre was alone responsible for his leaving it,
and that his new form was something undertaken as a com-
pensating substitute. Nothing could be more absurd in face
of works in which the form matches so perfectly the subject.
It is impossible to imagine a form of stage-drama in which
James could have expressed adequately all he had to say.
Many of his qualities of mind and sensibility could obviously ’
not have been expressed in the dialoguc of plays. The simple
proof is to be found in that of his novels. Lively, supple, terse,
graceful, refined, intelligent—it is remarkable; yet it is only
half of what James has to give. The other half contains his
descriptive cxcellences; often spare and economical but
always vivid; unobtrusive, but always there, woven in. It
contains his abundant comment; the wealth of detailed
observation—of thoughts, reflexions, reactions, motives, feel-
ings, judgements, visual and aural impressions-—gathered
into sentences that arc flexible and fluid, responding easily to
the continual flow of impression and idea, but never collapsing
into disorder. No convention of drama at that time could
have given James scope for all the rays of light he was to project
on life, society, and behaviour, as he allowed his observation
and judgement to play upon them. Dialogue in a prose play
could not contain the imagery that becomes more and more
of the very essence of the later works, an imagery that is no
catching at the ‘poetic’ but always a spontaneous clarification
of his idea. The few attempts he makes at working out a
metaphor in dialogue (there is one in the passage quoted
above from The Album) are too forced for the effect to be
faultless.

If James’s excursion into stage-drama was an aberration,
it bore the finest fruits. It was for James, as part of an experi-
ment, the failure that cleared the way for success. For art it
found a form of drama inaccessible to the theatre and capable
of a more satisfactory alliance with psychology, one of the
profoundest new influences of the time, than contemporary
prose ‘realist drama. The three forces of his inspiration—
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the sense of moral crisis, the architecture and direct presenta-
tion of drama, the analysis of behaviour and manners—found
in his unique final form their balanced and adequate expres-
sion. This combination, so remarkable in James, was the
fruit of his struggle with the temptation of the theatre, of his
own predicament as an artist. And when he brings to an
end the Preface to The Ambassadors with the conviction ‘that
the Novel remains still, under the right persuasion, the most
independent, most elastic, most prodigious of literary forms’,
his thought proceeds from his deepest intuitions. For he
means that it is elastic enough to be used for presenting
a dramatic subject independently of the conditions of re-
enactment, a drama, in short, that won’t go on a stage. And
what could be more ‘prodigious’ than that?



Grillparzer

RILLPARZER belongs to a development of drama
that started with Lessing about the middle of the
eighteenth century and ended with Hebbel a little
more than a hundred years later. Itisa remarkable

phase of the art. In the first place, half a dozen writers of
importance contributed to it—Lessing, Schiller, Goethe,
Grillparzer, Biichner, and Hebbel. In the second place, they
wrote for the most part in verse, revitalizing the great European
tradition of dramatic poctry that was at its best in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries and of which Voltairc and Marivaux
were the decadent representatives in the eighteenth. And
they continucd this tradition in Germany during a period
when it was extinct in the rest of Europe. Their work owes
its existence in a general way to the most astonishing literary
phenomenon of the cighteenth century: the rapid develop-
ment of German literature from a state of imitation and
crudity to one of maturity, varicty, and splendour, unrivalled
in Europe at the end of the century. Romanticism here
coincided with a late Renaissance and a classical humanism.
The consequence was that poetry and writing gencrally had
the greatest range and diversity of character. The poetic
inspiration of the pre-eminent writers had too large a compass
to be contained in lyric alone. They were profoundly ac-
quainted, it is true, with the rcalm of feeling, they knew as
well as anybody, and even better, exaltations and aspiration.
But they were absorbed, too, like the dramatic poets of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centurics, by the analysis of passion
and character, by the vision of men in action; and they
sought deliberately to understand the universal aspects of
human behaviour. Such interests took Goethe and Schiller
to the dramatic form. We shall refer later to certain limita-
tions of German drama which they share; but their powerful
genius and a spontaneous enthusiasm for the theatre enabled
them to produce a series of great plays. Shakespeare was an
important early influence; later they studied Greek and
French models, and something of each passed into their
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writing. But more important perhaps than precise traceable
influences of this kind was a consciousness that verse-drama
was the ideal form of literary expression. Lessing no doubt
contributed to this conception, for he held that human actions
were the worthiest subject of poetry, and verse-drama was a
purer and intenser form than narrative. It may be a symptom
of the very late poetic maturity of Germany that a form should
be so singled out as pre-eminent, that it should be lighted upon
not merely by a spontaneous creative gift but also by a scholarly
judgement weighing one form against another in the achieve-
ments of the past. It may be that something of this sort must
happen when a form has decayed. Goethe and Schiller both
wrote their first plays in prose and then adopted verse to suit
a more clevated conception. In doing so they are only the
first modern example of poets deliberatcly re-creating verse-
drama as an act of literary judgement and imposing it in
opposition to current theatre entertainment.

This in itself might be sufficient to give German drama the
literary flavour that distinguishes it, for example, from the
Elizabethan. Other factors contributed. Goethe had in-
disputably the power to create living characters, but he rarely
confined himself to a pure dramatic aim, and it puts a gulf
between him and writers like Shakespeare and Racine. His
Iphigenie auf Tauris uses a dramatic action to give an image of
nobility.  Torquato Tasso is a piece of sclf-analysis. Faust
claborates a philosophical idea. Schiller, on his side, was
always as much a preacher as a dramatist. He was a pas-
sionate idealist, a reformer by temperament, and the note
that strikes one in all his writings—poems, dramas, or essays
—as characteristic is that of the orator. But his gifts were
mixed and amongst them were an acute sense of the theatre
and a rapidly developed mastery of dramatic technique (‘ein
Meister der Spannung und des bewegten Spiels’ Gundolf
calls him). These gifts he used largely to illuminate ideas and
propagate his ideals. As a dramatist he is therefore a most
tantalizing figure. How great his creative powers were can
be seen from Wallenstein, in which, under the influence of
Goethe and the Greeks, a maximum of presentation and a
minimum of oratory is achieved. As a piece of dramatic art,
it is his finest; but it is less characteristic of his mind, and
perhaps less powerful, than Don Carlos or Wilhelm Tell, because
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in these he is more consistent with himself. His own particular
greatness, which lay in his moral nature, finds here more
adequate expression.

The drama created by Goethe and Schiller has thus certain
features which distinguish it sharply from previous work by
authors of comparable powers. Schiller was, moreover,
quite frank in his didactic approach to the theatre; he saw
what it might, as an institution, do towards the moral educa-
tion of the wider public, and he pressed it with unashamed
enthusiasm into that service. These things left their mark
on the whole tradition.

We might cavil at this didacticism. With the Elizabethans
and the Spaniards and the French classical writers in our
memory, we feel that drama suffered when ideas became more
important than presentation. It is, however, only fair to add
that the most distinguished dramatists in Europe in the
nineteenth century, with onc or two exceptions, did the same,
and did it less well.

* * *

Grillparzer was one of these exceptions. Born in Vienna
in 1791, he grew up in a literary atmosphcre dominated by
Goethe, Schiller and the romantic school. Shakespeare and
the Spanish dramatists were translated, and Schlegel’s lectures
on the drama, covering all the great periods, were given in
Vienna in 1808. In 1814, morcover, Joseph Schreyvogel
became playwright and secretary to the famous Burgtheater
and made history with his productions of Shakespeare and the
Spanish dramatists.

It was Grillparzer’s good fortune that dramatic poetry had
established itself; the verse convention was in existence, it
had a prestige, it could be developed. It is his particular
distinction that amongst the writers, from Lessing to Hebbel,
who used this form, he is the one who uses it in the purest
artistic spirit, with the least admixture of ideas. It would be
wrong to say that he was entirely without a didactic strain.
But it only appears later in his life, and principally in plays
that were written in retirement from active connections with
the theatre. The morals and politics of Libussa and Ein
Bruderzwist in Habsburg are a bequeathal of the ageing poet’s
wisdom to his fellow-countrymen. In the plays that are
characteristic of his genius at its best the dominating feature
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is poetic singlemindedness, an insistent devotion to the purest
and most intense dramatic statement. His Austrian tempera-
ment and the atmosphere of Vienna may have had a large
influence on his artistic aims. The place had a metropolitan
character that no city in Germany could claim to equal.
There was sociability and the desire for entertainment. There
was an aristocratic society, proverbially gay, taking its pleasures
lightly, and more disposed to sensuous enjoyments than the
brooding pedantic people of the north. It is a city of baroque
art; there is little Gothic. In such an atmosphere the theatre
was popular. Drawing its support from all sections of the
population, it secured an audience that took a spontaneous
delight in the imagination without needing austere precepts
to justify its pleasures. Writers like Raimund and Nestroy
testify to the strength of a native tradition, to the give-and-
take that existed between dramatist and audience. Grillparzer
was later to have tiffs with this audience; but he springs from
it. It appears quite natural, too, that a native of the city of
German-speaking lands that owes most to the Mediterranean
tradition should find himself at home above all with the
Spaniards Calderon and particularly Lope de Vega; more
than with Shakespeare, especially the Shakespeare trans-
mitted by Sturm und Drang and romanticism. For though
these two parties saw Shakespeare in somewhat different
ways, they were yet at one in admiring above all a poet who
in their view quite transcended the form he worked in; they
were most enthusiastic where he most transcended. Grill-
parzer, in quite a different spirit, admired Shakespeare and
the Spaniards because of their superlative qualities as
dramatists.
* * *

The first play of his to be produced, Die Ahnfrau (1817),
has its roots far more clearly in theatrical art than the first
attempt of either Schiller or Goethe. Die Rduber and Gitz
von Berlichingen have great dramatic merits, and they are both
more important literary works than Die Ahnfrau; but the power
of the first lies in its revolutionary spirit, and the principal merit
of the second is its vividness as a historical tableau. Neither
of these characteristics is specifically of drama alone. Die
Ahnfrau is fantastic, but its effects are essentially and in the
best sense theatrical. It is melodramatic, but that is a failure
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in quality not in kind. Its tragic plot is far-fetched and
mechanical, like the ‘fatalistic horror-dramas’ of the time;
but its poetic promise is quite brilliant and evokes something
like genuine tragic feeling in spite of extravagances, and does
so with the intensity that is achieved in the theatre alone.

Hostile critics excited Grillparzer’s peevishness by ignoring
the poetic merits of his piece and ascribing its success solely
to its more lurid effects. The sting to his artistic vanity
produced one of the motives for his next work: he records
that he wanted to show himself capable of treating a quite
simple subject and developing all his dramatic effects from
character and emotional conflict. The Sappho material,
suggested by a friend who wanted him to write an opera text,
gave him the subject he was looking for. The tragedy was
written down in four weeks. It is so fine and characteristic,
that the vindication is complecte; the qualities that he was
accused of lacking turn out to be the ones that make him
remarkable.

Sappho, feeling amidst her triumphs as a poet her isolation
as a woman and an ordinary mortal, longs for a simple human
love and domestic happiness. She chooses Phaon to be her
husband, only to find that his feeling for her is admiration
and reverence for the poet in her; the love she craves for he
gives to her slave Melitta. Grillparzer shows admirably how
the situation forces her into all the indignities that a jealous
woman suffers and commits, whilst Phaon, secing more and
more clearly the gulf set between them, drives her back into
the elevated sphere that is hers alone, that of poctic inspira-
tion. The man from whom she wanted life gives her back
to poetry. The appeals to her humanity, her dignity, her
nobility, force her to accept the union of Phaon and Melitta;
but she commits suicide. This action is of the simplest and
devoid of purely theatrical sensations. It consists of a single
mental conflict developed to its tragic conclusion, and in fact
there is such a concentration on a quite simple relationship
between only three persons, and such a relatively small amount
of stage business, that it is easy to underestimate the degree of
action the play contains and overlook the dramatic quality of
many passages that to a superficial view might seem merely
meditative or lyrical.

The insistence, in this play, on the opposition between art
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and life is a product of romanticism. To the legendary picture
of Sappho as a type of the subjective lyric rhapsodist Grill-
parzer has added traits from the ideas of the German romantics
on poets and poetry; the poet as a depersonalized medium
of the ranging Spirit, his utterance the response of an aeolian
harp to the breath of divinities. As a man of flesh and blood,
a social being, a son, husband, father, a wage-earner, he had
no importance for this view, existing only as the theatre of
action for the autonomous and liberated fancy. From this
derives an air of idealism and romanticism that is undoubtedly
one of the charms of the piece; and it might be easy to fall
into the error of supposing that Grillparzer aims chiefly at
glorifying the romantic conception of the poet as a being
elevated above ordinary mortal life, using the tragic situation
to intensify a glory of martyrdom. His handling of the subject
shows, however, that his interest does not lie in such an idealiza-
tion, but rather in the human drama; and the implications
of the treatment make it clear that he is critical of the romantic
attitude.

For the foundation of the play is the longing of Sappho to
be linked with life; and the dramatic treatment is dominated
by the motive of jealousy. It is the most pregnant motive he
could have used to show his heroine in conflict with life; and
he uses it largely and powerfully so that the jealousy action
is the very substance of what is put before the spectator. That
is to say his dramatic interest in her is the human, not the ideal
one. Sappho is a poet, and that is very wonderful and
dignified; but she is tragic because she is a woman as
well as a poet. This gives the play a human poignancy
that it could never have had as a mere play about a
poetess, as homage to a poetic ideal.

The starting-point for the author is, then, a poet isolated
by her vocation from ordinary life and wishing to overcome
the barrier; but the drama is a portrayal of passion. Taking
a poetess as his heroine, Grillparzer develops the woman in
her for the action of his play. Starting off with something
that might easily have remained a lyrical tribute to an idea,
he puts in the foreground the human passion and becomes a
dramatist. Beginning with an atmosphere of romantic poetry
and idealism, he treats the subject with a psychological realism
that amongst his contemporaries he alone possessed.
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This gives the play a particular significance in the history
of the relations between poetry and drama. For what makes
Grillparzer a dramatist makes him a critic of the romantic
conception of the poet, that is, of the contemporary ideal.
If he had accepted this latter he could not have created the
character of Sappho, who wants /ife, and freedom from poetic-
sacerdotal office; and if he had been a romantic himself of
the same type he would not have commanded the knowledge of
life, passion, motive, good and evil that makes the dramatist.
Sappho is the first objective analysis of the position of the
romantic poet divorced from life, the first critical diagnosis—
always in the form of dramatic statement—of a pathological
condition of poets and poetry arising from romanticism.

* * *

The following play, Das Goldene Vlies (a trilogy), establishes
completely the artistic identity of Grillparzer that we see
emerging in Sappho from influences foreign to it. Its substance
is psychological analysis of Medea’s relations with Jason, with
an implicit criticism of another aspect of romanticism, the
romantic ‘hero’.

We see in this and the later plays Grillparzer’s determined
effort at ‘Gestalt’; his elimination of all ideas cxcept the
poetic one. Here are the fruits of a deliberate struggle waged
against the confusion of philosophy with poetry in much of the
writing of his time and in much German writing altogether;
and how consciously he pursued his aim can be seen in his
notes on criticism and aesthetics. No German writer has such
incisive things to say about the poetic malpractices of his
countrymen. To say about a Latin writer that he aimed at
‘form’ would be on the whole a superfluous statement; to
say it about the German Grillparzer is a necessary critical
compliment. He is unique for his devotion to the value of
dramatic statement as a sufficient one in itself, without sub-
servience to a philosophical idea. Of all German dramatists,
Grillparzer is the one who was least obsessed with Shakespeare ;
but he is the nearest to him in artistic temper.

There is, however, a further reason why we can properly
insist on his sensitiveness as an artist. It is because his ideal
of dramatic poetry was about to be submerged in Europe
generally for almost a century. Hebbel, Dumas fils, and
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Ibsen were very shortly afterwards, under the compulsion of
a new intellectual climate, to buy vitality for drama at
the cost of its aesthetic integrity. Grillparzer was the last
dramatist to work in the high Renaissance tradition, the last
for a very long time to produce a creation that has formal
purity.

Given this artistic single-mindedness, the originality of
Grillparzer lies in a particular psychological illumination of
his subject, and the devising of a technique to this end. There
is of course in every play a psychological groundwork. But
the novelty in Grillparzer is that it is more than a matter of
groundwork.  Psychology becomes an aim in itself, our
attention is directed explicitly to it as a new interest. In some
editions of Das Goldene Vlies the following motto appcars at the
head of the play: ‘L’on a remarqué que la plupart des hommes
sont, dans le cours de leur vie, souvent dissemblables a eux-
mémes, et semblent se transformer en des hommes tout
différents’ (Rousseau, Confessions, IX). 1 do not know whether
this is Grillparzer’s own quotation or that of an editor; but it is
certainly apt. The result in this work is a new interpretation
of the Medea subject. The central character loses the heroic
simplicity of the figure of the myth, and becomes a complex
person, presented in a much more human and intimate light.
She is shown as the victim of a Jason who changes. He woos
her as the brilliant leader of the Argonaut herocs, self-assertive
and exuberant; but at home in Greece, the days of adventure
over, he despises the woman from Colchis. The tragedy of
inconstancy is supported by the psychological study of a
barbarian woman who, in spite of efforts to adapt herself,
remains a stranger in Greece. Grillparzer achieves his new
interpretation through a remarkable invention of situation
and incident. Any elaboration of psychology demands a great
deal of self-revelation in speeches both in monologue and
dialogue, and Grillparzer’s verse makes the most of the drama
of speech, though his use of monologue in this and succeeding
works is very sparing. But his peculiar technical power and
originality lies in a wealth of revealing incident. His invention
never fails him, and he manages, too, with a very moderate
use of scene-change. One could give many examples, because
it is the author’s essential method; but one of the best is in
the third act of Die Argonauten, the second play of the trilogy.
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The whole act, which is the pivot of the work, is a portrayal
of Medea’s mental conflict. It is not sufficient to say that every
external incident is used for a particular purpose; the corollary
must also be stated, that the phases of the mental conflict in
its continuous and subtle modification are illustrated by an
adequate number of external incidents. Medea’s resistance
to Jason to the point of fighting him; her weakness when he
disarms himself and challenges her to kill him; her silence
when she has surrendered; her sudden revolt; her emotion
when her father comes; and then her cry when Jason makes as
if to leave her for ever—these are all incidents, presented
continuously and naturally, which reflect turns and convulsions
of feeling in Medea. Caught between the parties to the conflict,
her love has to struggle with her piety and with her over-
whelming fear that the crime previously committed by her
father against the Greeks is already close to being avenged.
A climax of intense irony is rcached when, Medea having
given herself over to Jason and incurred her father’s curse,
Jason’s first act is to demand the way to recover the fleecce—
the symbol of wrong-doing—from her father. It is a state of
mind that is depicted, and Grillparzer finds at every point
the external incident that reveals it. His plays are thus
remarkable for the way in which they achieve con-
tinuous psychological illumination with a varicty of outward
incident.

Grillparzer’s new kind of interest in psychology enables him
to develop in a new way the tradition of Goethe and Schiller
that he takes up. The assumptions of their work remain to
a large extent those of his own: the subject from legend,
myth and history; the verse-form of drama ; the effort towards
universality. But he would not be so interesting if he had
not shown that the instrument created by them was capable
of further use, even in a period dominated almost completely
by lyric and not dramatic inspiration. He was himself not
strong enough as a poet to make significant innovations of
language or verse-form, and his facility in writing led often
to slovenly workmanship in the detail of versification. The
one verse-form that he alone uses is the trochaic line of four
accents that he found in Spanish dramatists, but he uses it in
his two weakest productions (Die Aknfrau and Der Traum ein
Leben), whilst in all his major works he adheres to blank verse.
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But there was no special need for him to devise new verse-
forms. His powers were sufficient to enable him to use well
a form that was to hand, and to maintain its vitality by adding
a new interest.

From the European point of view Grillparzer is one of the
first authors for whom a picture of the mental process
determines composition; for whom psychology does not
primarily support the picture of the actions of a particular
character, as in Shakespeare, but becomes in increasing degree
itself the object of portrayal. His originality in this respect
has not, I think, been sufficiently recognized. He was writing
his plays a little earlier than Stendhal was writing Le Rouge et
le Noir and La Chartreuse de Parme. To Stendhal falls the credit
of having initiated the ‘psychological novel,” anticipating by
fifty years a characteristic interest of the modern era. That
interest was in fact to find more adequate expression in the
novel; indeed, the development of the psychological theme
goes hand in hand with a greater refinement of the novel-form,
a point we discuss in connection with T. S. Eliot and Henry
James. Grillparzer owes much of his success to his historical
position. He is early enough to benefit by the poetry of Goethe
and Schiller, to assume naturally their conventions and take
from them the clevated outlook and poetic conception. And he
is late enough to sense the beginnings of a new way of
looking at human beings, a closer and subtler investigation
of emotions and passions in their origin and expression;
something that is no longer eighteenth century, or romantic,
but essentially of the spirit of the middle and the later nineteenth
century. .

Das Goldene Vlies shows Grillparzer’s technique applied to a
long history and a complex material. Des Meeres und der Liebe
Wellen shows it used in support of a subject of extreme simplicity.
There is no drama in German literature that is so exclusively a
poetic handling of the theme of tragic love, so purely directed
to the portrayal of emotion; no work in which love in its
simplest aspect as human passion is the theme and content,
and not merely an erotic interest incidental to some other
theme, as in Schiller’s Don Carlos, or Goethe’s Torquato Tasso,
or Faust.

It is the play of Grillparzer which has the least external
action and the fewest agents of tension. But it maintains the
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interest without a break by the delicacy with which the growth
of Hero’s love is presented. Already in love, she remains still
the chaste priestess; still the priestess, she has already laid off
the sacred office and assumed the rights of a mortal in love.
The atmosphere is heavy with the sweetness of a desire that
has not yet reached the acts of passion; it is forbidden, but
still innocent. Hero’s love, initiated at the moment she takes
her vows, is doomed to a tragic end, but the inevitable cata-
strophe is suspended for a short space of time during which we
are spectators of the most exquisite phase of love, its awakening.
This suggestion of the idyllic within tragic circumstances gives
the work its unique beauty.

* * *

Common to these plays is an implicit criticism of romantic
illusion.  Grillparzer’s psychological realism, the foundation
of his power as a dramatist, is a faculty that prevents him from
being, like his contemporarics, simply a romantic. To expose
the illusion, however, he has to portray it: Sappho the
romantic poet, Jason the romantic hero, Medea exotically
alluring, the perfect romantic love of Hero and Leander. The
essence of these tragedies is the tension between romantic
dream and the real restraints of living; the dream is subjected
to a realist analysis, but all the music and poetry of romanticism
is woven in. In a later play, Der Traum ein Leben, half fairy-
tale, half morality, Grillparzer openly preaches against vain
dreams of heroic adventure, of wealth and power and fame,
and recommends the contentment of the common round and
the domestic task for true happiness. But he loses his power
when he turns didactic. His message, directly stated, sounds
insipid and somewhat morosely disillusioned. His poetic
powers were greatest where he was the pure dramatic artist.

* * *

Grillparzer’s dramas on historical subjects illustrate the
range of his observation and technical powers. They fall
into two classes: those which are historical in a real sense, and
those in which the historical subject is merely conventional.
The latter do not differ essentially from other plays such as
those we have considered. In FEin treuer Diener seines Herrn,
for cxample, and Die Fidin von Toledo, the characters are royal
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and noble persons, the scene palaces and state chambers; but
the theme is character, the conflict personal, almost domestic.
The former is a tragedy of loyalty in a king’s servant, love,
jealousy, and intrigue its propulsive force. The latter is a
study of moral laxity breaking out suddenly in a king whose
early manhood was spent under exceptional discipline in
service to the state. The interest lies always in the interplay
more of private character and situation than of public per-
sonality and historical event.

Kinig Ottokars Gliick und Ende is rather different. Its subject
is the defeat of Ottokar, king of Bohemia, at the hands of
Rudolf, the founder of the Habsburg line, and it has in it more
of the movement of history proper than any other work of the
same author; the only comparable one might be the very late
Ein Bruderzwist in Habsburg, which, however, is much inferior.
The sense of state affairs and political action that we find in
Shakespeare and Schiller is to be found here. Grillparzer
has himself recorded that the complex material gave him
trouble. He surmounted the difficulties, however, with the
greatest skill, showing himself almost the equal of Schiller in
his technical mastery of a mass of historical character and
events. Yet the play, in spite of its power and breadth and
fine detail, is not satisfactory in its total effect, and a reason
might be found in the dual source of its inspiration. It is
sentimental history mixed up with Grillparzer’s main interest,
psychology; patriotic glorification of the Habsburg monarchy
mingling with the study of a ‘great man’ at the height of his
power and in his decline. However much he disliked some of
the ways of government under the Metternich system, Grill-
parzer’s loyalty to the Habsburgs and their imperial rule was
unquestioned and sincere, and so his piece is genuine and not
a mere act of flattery. One notices, too, that his portrait of
Rudolf, the founder of the dynasty, is to such an extent a
picture of wise and just rulership that his play embodies
precepts for an imperial house as well as homage to one. But
this kind of history was not as original as some other things
Grillparzer could do; it was an overflow from romanticism,
and in Grillparzer it is interesting chiefly as an application to
Austrian history of a particular aspect of romantic feeling. The
history, however, spoils the tragedy. The right and wrong
that generate the conflicts of a tragic character are here dis-
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tributed over two persons: Ottokar and Rudolf. Rudolf is
right; Ottokar is wrong. The latter forfeits our sympathy,
and Grillparzer’s grandiose conception of a tragic hero on the
Napoleonic scale breaks down over the tribute to the Habsburg.
Grillparzer’s homage was ill-timed. The Habsburg reigning
at that moment being anxious not to offend his Czech subjccts,
the reward the piece got for its patriotism was to be held back
for two years by the censorship.

For Austrian national sentiment the expression of Grill-
parzer’s predilections in history and politics is a merit in
Konig Ottokars Gliick und Ende. Other rcaders may feel it to be
rather an obtrusion, though it is cvidence of the poet’s breadth.

Grillparzer’s Austrian nationality is, however, intercsting
to the European reader from a quite different and less obvious
point of view. The nations of Europe who in the past achieved
imperial or continental domination, that is those who have
shown great political capacity, England and France, and we
might add Spain, all produced a drama that is a vivid picture
of men, of human character and passions; a drama of great
penetration in its accurate and dispassionate analysis of life,
its power of statement, its vision of impersonal reality.
Germany has never developed the qualities necessary for
political rulership; material force is relied upon to replace
the art of governing men through knowledge of man. And
Germany has no drama comparable in impersonal statement
to that of England, France or Spain. Its literature has not
been fed to the same extent from the world of action and will,
its drama and novel have not emerged from the observation
of society and the political arena, but in spite of them. The
characteristic creation of Germany in the field of the novel,
for instance, is the Bildungsroman, the Wilhelm Meister type of
work that records intellectual development in an individual.
The springs of the best German poetry are in dreams, specula-
tions, and the personal search for metaphysical experiences.
In poetry they are greatest in romantic lyric; their golden
age of literature is the romantic period of Europe. They excel
in music, the most abstract art. Lacking a fine touch for
reality, they expand the inner life, detached from the outer.
Impatient of learning the art of social living, they substitute
a mental fiction for the real world and find in it what they call
transcendent truth and true freedom. To say this is not to
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detract from their achievement; where their inspiration is
sincere and deep, its products are great and they express one
phase of our existence. But there is a restriction and a gap.
These considerations seem to find an illustration in Grillparzer.
In poetic power, in the creative use of language, he is inferior
to the lyric poets of the great periods—Novalis, Hélderlin,
George, Rilke; inferior even to a prose rhapsodist like Herder.
But in his sense of reality he is unique, if we except the rather
special case of Goethe. It may be that his Austrian nationality
has something to do with it; for Austria, as the centre of power
of the Holy Roman Empire and later the Austro-Hungarian,
came nearer to political success than the modern German
Reich has ever done.
* * *

Grillparzer is, then, an extremely important link in the
development of drama in Germany and Europe. From a
purely German point of view he is distinguished by his
freedom from the obtrusiveness of ideas that so often spoils the
form of German dramatic writing, by the way he devotes
himself to the poet’s task of presentation. His work has also
the distinction of a closer organic link with the theatre, of
being more in and of it, than is the case with most of his
northern compatriots. There can be no doubt that Goethe
and Schiller simply imposed their mature work on the theatre
and its public. They dictated ideals and standards. Schiller
maintained a contact with the crowd, perhaps, because of his
powerful sense of the theatrical, his ideal flights being
acceptable when undertaken on the wings of melodrama.
But plays like Iphigenie auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso,
wonderful poems that they are, are royal dispensations to
the theatre; they are scarcely its own fruits. Grillparzer was
a lesser intellect and a lesser poet than either of these two.
But he had a combination of gifts which in their balance made
him a more satisfying poet of the theatre. It is also worth
recalling that he made one of the very few contributions to
high comedy in the whole of German literature.

From the European point of view, Grillparzer’s work is
notable for two principal reasons. He continues with a great
measure of success the creation of dramatic poetry begun by
his eminent predecessors, making a large contribution to what
is, in spite of our reservations, a significant achievement of
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German literature: to have revitalized the drama—drawing
on all the great lessons of the past to do so, the Greeks, Shake-
speare, the French, the Spaniards—during a period that was
barren in the rest of Europe. And secondly he is important
historically, because in the realist spirit of his psychological
analysis we observe a consciousness that is new in nineteenth-
century literature.
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EBBEL is a lesser artist than Grillparzer; but
such is the magnetic hold of abstract ideas over
the German mind that his countrymen have
always accounted him the more important poet.
Those who accuse Grillparzer of shallowness because they
cannot find in his art a religion or a ‘Weltanschauung’ turn
with relief to Hebbel’s profundities ; and the name of ‘ Griibler’
—the man who broods and broods—that Hebbel earned for
himself loses on their lips any critical reservation it might
imply and becomes simple homage. Perhaps it is the rank
given him by his countrymen that explains why he has been
translated into English and assigned his niche in Everyman’s
Library, whilst Grillparzer remains comparatively unknown.

It can of course be said that if Hebbel brooded, and so
weakened his art, he yet brooded greatly. Apologists will
always be needed, but they will always be able to make out a
strong case for him. His dramatic project may offend a pure
canon; but it is ambitious enough to be interesting. Some
of his problems are morbid, but others are of general value.
The powerful technique which he uses to exemplify them is,
moreover, another reason why he can often rally an attention
that becomes unwilling and refractory.

Hebbel started his play-writing career amidst the events
of the thirties and forties of last century; he was born in 1813,
and his first play, judith, appeared in 1841. It was a political
age, and the energies of literature were in great part directed
towards the general ferment. All was preparation for revolu-
tion, and liberal hopes ran high. Hebbel was immensely
influenced by this age; not, however, so much by its detailed
policies, one way or the other, as by its character. The
dominant striking feature was the fact of conflict, the im-
mediacy of change, the reality of transition. Drawing back,
the better to contemplate, Hebbel saw all the appearances of
men seeking a different foundation for their individual and
social life, either through new institutions or through revitaliz-
ing existing ones. He links his speculative awareness of thc
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character of the age with his own creative impulses, which
were towards drama. He sees a time of crisis as the condition
of drama, an epoch of change providing the dialectic (his own
word) on which drama depends. He pictures the dramatist
as the analyst of his age, tracing the causes of conflict, clarify-
ing the moral conceptions that are changing, discovering the
essential structure, thc essential drama, of the time and
representing it in ‘powerful images’ (gewaltige Bilder).

These ideas were put forward by Hebbel in the Preface he
wrote in 1844 for the tragedy Maria Magdalena, and the work is
a straightforward illustration of them. The moral atmosphere
is that of the most fanatic and narrow bourgeois code of re-
spectability and virtue, of which Mcister Anton is the incarna-
tion, and which is characteristic of the mid-nincteenth century.
When his daughter Klara is forsaken by her lover, fear of her
father’s rigid puritanism drives her to commit suicide rather
than face the shame of bearing her child. The challenge of the
picce, made explicit at the close, is to a larger charity and
liberality of moral outlook. Thesuggestion is thatsuch a change
of outlook will come, and Klara therefore appears as a tragic
victim of a moral code that is absolute for her father, but relative
for Hebbel; she is as much the victim of time as of her father.

The contemporary directness of the theme of Maria
Magdalena makes it clear that Hebbel is treading a path
parallel to that Dumas fils entered upon a little later,
and to the still broader way opened by Ibsen a few years after
Hebbel’s death. Both the play and its preface are from this
point of view prophetic. The succeeding decades confirmed
Hebbel’s interpretation. They brought the theory of evolu-
tion, the expansion of historical knowledge and scientific
research, the disintegration of religious belief, the beginnings
of ‘socialist’ thought. These developments showed a major
change in the values of European society, and they were
followed closely by an outburst of drama that stood in the
strictest relationship to them. Hebbel’s play is not what
afterwards came to be known as ‘social problem drama’; but
it is a precursor of that movement because of its criticism of
the moral outlook of the bourgeoisie.

But after Maria Magdalena Hebbel avoids contemporary
subject-matter and turns to history and legend. In doing so
his motive seems to have been the keenest desire to avoid the
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ephemeral and keep himself detached from mere polemics of
the moment. His theme, however, remains the same:
historical moments in which moralities clash. In a suc-
cession of plays—Herodes und Mariamne, Gyges und sein Ring,
Agnes Bernauer—he produces a grandiose generalization of his
idea. The particular criticism of a contemporary belief is
relinquished for dramatic symbols that refer indirectly to his
analysis of his own age. Each of these works portrays a conflict
of moral outlook; they are examples from history akin to the
contemporary example of Maria Magdalena. And the conflict
is always treated so as to suggest a large historical background,
the emergence of a new idea that will transform society.

In choosing this method Hebbel is aiming—somewhat too
consciously—at the utmost universality of statement. Ibsen,
for instance, treated different aspects of the contemporary
conflict, adding particular to particular and point to point in
his broad attack on bourgeois morals; and each time he is
absorbed by the particular problem. Proceeding realistically,
he has different plays for different ideas. Hebbel, proceeding
by symbolical reference, gives different illustrations of one
idea: the emergence of a new outlook, the historical dialectic
that it involves. He represents a conflict that varies in
particulars but is essentially the same. It is, stated in broad
terms, the struggle between a view that is advanced, pro-
gressive, more liberal and human, and one that is conservative,
retrogressive, confined and barbarous. It is the drama of
progress towards civilization. Mariamne asserts her concep-
tion of personal dignity against the tyranny of Herod which
has no respect for human persons. Kandaules, with a vision
of men liberated from superstitions, offends the moral pre-
judices of his wife Rhodope. Agnes Bernauer and Albrecht
fight for their love against the inhumanity of class distinctions.
Mariamne dies; Kandaules dies; Agnes dies; all sacrificed
to the more primitive outlook. These works are imbued with
the sense of moral evolution. They are a dramatization
of that process, both separately and in their cumulative effect.

On the face of it so bold a conception is highly original and
compels admiration; Hebbel’s dispositions are magnificent.
The actual performance raises some critical doubts. For the
method involved him in a serious difficulty that he was not
able to surmount, hard as he tried. In presenting a particular
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clash of belicf in a remote age and place, as, for instance, in
Gyges und sein Ring, the material itself forced upon him a certain
degree of historical verisimilitude; the quarrel between
Kandaules and Rhodope is one that concerns customs of
their time and locality. But it is impossible to maintain
interest in a clash of opinions which on both sides belong to
past history; and our reaction to the play certainly suffers
from this fact. The larger implication, the referencc to his
own time, is bought too dearly at the cost of tedious detail.
On the other hand, when he makes the clash of opinions as
general as possible in order to maintain the liveliest con-
temporary implications, Hebbel falls into the opposite defect
of abstraction. He is always in one or the other of these two
false positions; indeced he is generally in both at once. Either
he has particulars which leave us unmoved, or he makes his
general ideca apparent at the expense of poetic vividness. The
fault lies in the preponderance of an abstract idea. His plays,
in the last resort, are not visions or statements of life, but
illustrations, selected and adjusted, of an intellectual analysis.
Hebbel was in fact caught in a sharp dilemma. His interest
in history shows him in tunc with a marked feature of his
time. Hegel was the commanding philosopher; and his-
torians of cvery branch of human activity were beginning
to multiply. But the increasing historical knowledge of the
nineteenth century, the motive of which was scientific accuracy,
made the historical, drama impossible. Schiller was still able
to write ‘historical’ dramas on seventeenth and eighteenth
century assumptions; that is to say, using historical events
and persons for a drama that was valid by its humanity, as
with Shakespeare and Racine. Grillparzer, too, clings in the
main to the same foundation, though something new, the
colouring of romantic patriotism, is creeping in. Hebbel is
beyond the reach of both attitudes. History is no longer
humanity, no longer an object of romantic feeling; it is itself.
Hebbel’s peculiar position is that he wants to use drama to
convey a view of history at the very moment when an impasse
was being reached in the relations between history and drama,
when it was becoming impossible to use historical subjects.
What can be conceded to Hebbel in this situation is that he
produced a quite new kind of historical play; one which by
the use of a particular subject suggests a broad philosophy of
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history. No one had done that before, and that is how Hebbe]
meets his problem. But the result, admirable according to the
theory, has in practice the very serious defect analysed above.

The subsequent course of drama throws into relief the
ambiguity of Hebbel’s position. The historical drama did in
fact disappear before very long. Ibsen clinches the develop-
ment. His early historical dramas were the last to be seen in
Europe, and they move us today less as great dramas than as
great exercises in the ‘dramatic’. He then took the logical
way that Hebbel indicated with Maria Magdalena but drew
back from; he abandoned the historical subject for the
contemporary.

* * *

Hebbel’s important plays are all tragedies, for tragedy is
what he derived from his theory. It is the tragedy of men or
women caught in the conflict of moralities, of men and women
who, in advance of their time, are innocent according to the
new rule, guilty under the old, and fall victims to conservative
consciousness. 'They are the sacrifice of a time out of gear.
One observes here the incipience of a kind of tragedy that is
relative; for in each work the author sees things as tragic
in relation to a particular pattern of conventions, to a social
scheme, instead of a metaphysical one. And this is a defect
which is shared by all subsequent ‘social’ plays from Ibsen and
Hauptmann onwards. What is really involved is a question-
ing of the very basis of the tragic. To begin to make tragedy
relative is to begin eliminating it. The knowledge that ‘tragic’
circumstances were fifty or a hundred years later no longer so
neutralizes them. Each of Hebbel’s ‘tragic’ victims is in this
position: Kandaules fighting a superstition that will vanish,
Mariamne opposing Herod who will be defeated by Christ,
Agnes a burgher child loved by a prince. What he really
expresses through them is the pathos of historical premature-
ness; they are souls astray in time.

A defender of Hebbel might say that the particular circum-
stances in a play of his do not matter so much as the general
idea which they illustrate: the dialectic of moral evolution
that operates constantly in the background or foreground of
social life, and the continuous ‘tragedy’ it causes. It might
even be claimed that Hebbel with the perspicacity of genius
performed the brilliant feat of adapting tragedy to a new
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consciousness of history, just as he had found a new form of
historical drama. There is, however, too much of the theo-
retical in such a tribute—in dealing with Hebbel you are
always being driven towards theory—whilst criticism is still
faced with the problem of the work of art and the effect it
makes out of its own resources. Each separate work of Hebbel
is impaired by the historical or moral rationalization that is
implicit in its origin, a part of its actual inspiration. Each
fails to be'a particular compclling tragedy in itsell. But
what we do notice is that each reflects a vaguely tragic fecling
that is associated for Hebbel with his central idea; taken all
together they flow from a tragic ‘Stimmung’ of the author.
This phenomenon was to be repeated, for the same can be
said of Ibsen and Hauptmann; it is in fact the characteristic
feature of drama allied to the social thought of the later
nineteenth century.

We come here upon the reason why Maria Magdalena makes
a more powerful impact as a tragedy than any other of the
author’s works. The issue, it is true, is a stern and rigid moral
code that is capable of supersession; but what Klara has to
fight above all is the power of character in her father that
supports the code. It is an irrational force far more terrible
than the code itself; one, moreover, that we all know and are
constantly having to meet. It is not morality but the moral
fanaticism of Anton that dominates the work and makes the
tragedy. In the succeeding plays Hebbel failed to capture
again the kind of power that he shows in drawing Meister
Anton’s character. Herod, for instance, is simply a baibarous
and cruel tyrant, swollen with conceit, his will nothing but
caprice. He has a crude sort of force, but without any trait
that makes him human. His love for Mariamne is not an
exaggeration of tenderness but an extreme form of despotic
brutality. Her personal position is in consequence sad,
unlucky, pathetic; but the situation as a whole is not of a
kind to compare with what we find in the great tragedies.

* K *

A crucial point for criticism in regard to Hebbel’s plays is
that they move on two planes at once. There is the view of
history which we have been discussing and which Hebbel
always puts first in importance. And there is a violent conflict
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between man and woman which actually provides the substance
of the tense situations of each play. It is possible that many
people read and enjoy Hebbel’s works from this point of view
alone. Certain it is that Hebbel draws from this source an
intensity of life that was not in any way to be derived from a
theory about history, however grandiose. Such immediate
vitality as the plays have lies here.

His profound absorption in the psychology of women is in
its origin quite independent of his historical visions. He
repeatedly links the two; but it is impossible to demonstrate
a real, an inevitable connection. His first play, judith, is a
striking index of this fact. It is a heroic chapter from Bible
history, reduced to the level of human psychology. The story
handed down is of an action of completely impersonal signi-
ficance: Judith’s mission to liberate the Jews. Hebbel probes
into this for a personal conflict. Rejecting the heroic religious
atmosphere, he endeavours to show what purely human
motives might impel Judith to her deed. He shows a Judith
who scts out to slay Holofernes for the sake of her people but
in his presence she loves him as the first hero of the time.
Yielding to him therefore, she loses her innocence as the mere
instrument of Jehovah’s purpose; she is personally involved,
and is thrown into moral confusion. The sense of defilement
turns her love into hatred, and it is this that gives her the
desire and the strength to slay Holofernes.

This first play lacks completely the historical meditativeness
of its successors; but the latter are almost all made of the same
psychological substance. There is no mistaking the kinship
of the tortured relations between Judith and Holofernes with
those between Golo and Genoveva, Herod and Mariamne,
Kandaules and Rhodope; and the woman is always the real
focus of the piece. Fudith shows us where Hebbel first found a
material for drama; and the following plays show us that he
continues to draw on this source for the body of his plays even
though his historical theory alters the whole foundation of
his creative purpose. He forcibly combines an intellectual
perception with a purely psychological interest; a drama of
historical dialectic with one of erotic relations. From the one
comes the grandiosity of his idea, which we perceive when the
play is over; above all, when we look at all the plays together.
From the other derives the instinctive life of the play as it
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unfolds before us. It is an uneasy partnership, betraying a
lack of organic unity.
* * *

Hebbel’s ideas about drama and the moral conflicts of the
age show him standing on a frontier of dramatic history. It is
apparent, too, from the character of his verse and the way he
uses it. He is the last of the dramatic poets who followed
Schiller; the first to show a subject-matter connected with
nineteenth-century social thought and treated in prose. He
himself alternates between the two media. Herodes und
Mariamne and Gyges und sein Ring, his two weightiest essays on
the historical theme peculiar to himself, are in verse. Maria
Magdalena, which is most directly connected with future
developments of drama, is in prose.

His verse marks the long persistence of the Weimar tradition,
and also its decline. A single passage from Herodes und Mariamne
will show Hebbel’s limitations :

MariamMNE. Du sprichst umsonst! Du hast in mir die Men-
schheit

Geschindet, meinen Schmerz muss jeder teilen,
Der Mensch ist wie ich selbst, er braucht mir nicht
Verwandt, er braucht nicht Weib zu sein wie ich.
Als du durch heimlich-stillen Mord den Bruder
Mir raubtest, konnten die nur mit mir weinen,
Die Briider haben, alle andern mochten
Noch trocknen Auges auf die Seite treten
Und mir ihr Mitleid weigern. Doch ein Leben
Hat jedermann und keiner will das Leben
Sich nehmen lassen, als von Gott allein,
Der es gegeben hat! Solch einen Frevel
Verdammt das ganze menschliche Geschlecht,
Verdammt das Schicksal, das ihn zwar beginnen,
Doch nicht gelingen liess, verdammst du selbst !
Und wenn der Mensch in mir so tief durch dich
Gekrankt ist, sprich, was soll das Weib empfinden,
Wie steh’ ich jetzt zu dir und du zu mir?*

This quite representative extract is very flat for a crucial
passage. Words and phrasing are commonplace, the sentences
awkward and harsh, the lines and the sense without rhythmic
unity; the last line alone is impressive, and yet even its
simplicity is clumsy. A statement so relevant to the central
idea called for better verse. One thinks of Goethe’s naturalness
and variety, his rhythm andﬁeuphony, his imagery; of the
1
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dramatic force and clarity, the rhetorical idealism of Schiller;
of Grillparzer’s melodiousness, his delicate emotional tones,
his spontaneous grace. What characteristic quality in Hebbel
could declare him a poet at their side? No writer
communicates so much the sense of a forced poetic
effort, of versifying to fulfil a laudable literary intention.
He was still near enough—so one tries to explain it—to
his great predecessors to wish not to abandon lightly a form
they had made so splendid; and for his spacious historical
idea hc needed a dignity unobtainable through prose. His
verse is that of a writer whose ambition is greater than his
equipment.

The prose of Maria Magdalena, however, is incomparably
more vital than his verse:

Krara. Und wenn Karl doch freigesprochen wird? Wenn die
Juwelen sich wiederfinden?

MEeisTER ANTON. Dann wird’ ich einen Advokaten annehmen und
mein letztes Hemd daransetzen, um zu erfahren, ob der Burger-
meister den Sohn eines ehrlichen Mannes mit Recht ins
Gefangnis warf oder nicht. War’ es, so wurd’ ich mich
beugen, denn was jedem widerfahren kann, das muss auch
ich mir gefallen lassen, und musste ich es zu meinem Un-
gluck auch tauscndmal teurcer bezahlen als andere, es war ein
Schicksal, und wenn Gott mich schligt, so falte ich die Hande
und spreche : Herr,du weisst warum! War’ es aber nicht, hatte
der Mann mit der goldenen Kette um den Hals sich uibereilt,
weil er an nichts dachte, als daran, dass der Kaufmann, der
die Juwelen vermisst, sein Schwager ist, so wurde sich cs
finden, ob das Gesctzbuch ein Loch hat, und ob der Konig,
der wohl weiss, dass er seinen Untertanen ihre Treu’ und ihren
Gcehorsam mit Gerechtigkeit bezahlen muss, und der dem
geringsten unter ihnen gewiss am wenigsten etwas schuldig
bleiben will, dies Loch ungestopft liesse. Aber das sind
unnutze Reden! Der Junge wird sowenig rein aus diesem
Prozess hervorgehen, wie deine Mutter lebendig aus ihrer
Gruft. Von dem kommt mir nun und nimmer ein Trost, darum
vergissdunicht,was dumirschuldig bist,halte du deinen Schwur,
damit ich den meinigen nicht zu halten brauche! (Er gehi,
kehrt aber wieder um). Ich komme heut’ abend erst spit zu
Hause, ich gehe zu dem alten Holzhindler ins Gebirge. Das
ist der einzige Mann, der mir noch wie sonst in die Augen
sieht, weil er noch nicht von meiner Schande weiss. Er ist
taub, keiner kann ihm was erzidhlen, ohne sich heiser zu
schreien, und auch dann hort er alles verkehrt, darum erfahrt
er nichts!?
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Trying to maintain ambitiously a verse tradition that was
spent, Hebbel was inferior; his finger on the pulse of some-
thing new, he was good.

* * *

For the point of view here adopted, the critical problems
raised by Hebbel’s work are important because they are
symptomatic of a crisis in the history of drama, and of the
relations between drama and poetry. Through his pre-
decessors Goethe and Schiller he is linked with the great
Renaissance tradition, doing his best to maintain ‘universality’
and poetry. But he is a contemporary of Dumas fils and a
forcrunner of Ibsen in his social phase. He looks both ways,
and much that is unsatisfactory in his work might be explained
by a desire to make the best of both worlds. He has sensed
the direction of a quite new movement of drama; but his
development after Maria Magdalena secms to indicate that he
drew back from the full consequences. He had the mentality,
morcover, that takes less interest in particular contemporary
‘conditions’ than in gencral ideas; and, rightly or wrongly,
he proceeded on the bcelief that the general idea was more
conformable with the best poetic eftect. His work is thercfore
for the most part a compromisc between a traditional con-
vention, the historical subject with ‘universal’ implications,
and a very precise reference to his own age and its problems.
In analysing this result more closely we are always acutely
aware that Hebbel’s problem was drama’s problem; he
happens to be the writer in whom the symptoms first appear,
and in their sharpest outline. They are evident again in
Ibsen, who proceeds, however, in the opposite direction to
Hebbel. He starts off with history and general ideas, and the
verse-form, and then turns to the problem play in prose. He
is more successful in the sense that his moral attack, launched
by a relentless intellect, is clear and powerful; and his plays
have a consistency and unity that Hebbel’s lack. He is not
more successful, however, in poetic conception. He is in the
same dilemma, and the symptom in his work is his snatching
at the poetic by the use of symbols; they indicate less the
presence than the absence of poetry. From Hebbel onwards
the inspiration of drama and of poetry flowed in different
channels. The poets of the time, from Théophile Gautier to
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Yeats, were in revolt against bourgeois and materialist values.
On the other hand, social thought and the growing moral
conflict of the bourgeois world offered to drama a subject of
obvious theatrical effectiveness. But the price for this
advantage was immersion in the bourgeois world, in analysis,
and in prose; and that led away from the values the poets
were seeking. It was also a price too high for a form in which
style and poetry must be identical with dialogue. Hebbel’s
compromise is unsatisfactory. Yet in the midst of his failure
he is still aware, and we are as we read him, of a great poetic

ideal.



Effects of Ibsen

ES, Ibscn is ugly, common, hard, prosaic, bottom-
lessly bou1ge01s——and with his distinction so far
in, as it were, so behind doors and beyond vesti-
bules, that one is excusable for not pushing one’s
way to it. And yet of his art he’s a master—and I feel in him,
to the pitch of almost intolerable boredom, the presence and
the insistence of life. On the other hand, his mastery, so bare
and lean as it is, wouldn’t count nearly as much in any medium
in which the genus was otherwise represented. In ouwr sandy
desert even this translated octopus (excuse my comparison
of habitats!!) sits alone, and isn’t kept in his place by re-
lativity’. So Henry James wrote in a letter to Julian Sturgis
in 1893. Ibsen was one of those artists whose work divides
people from the first between admiration and hostility. Not
every artist does this; it is not the infallible criterion of
originality; and it is not simply a question of a novel
inspiration that is in advance of its time and comes later to be
accepted. People of mature and discriminating taste, not
ignoramuses, separated into opposite camps over Ibsen’s
work, or, like James, felt there was a doubt. It was precisely
what happened with another great artist of the ninetcenth
century, Wagner, especially in regard to his Tristan and Isolde.
In such cases it is true that in one sense time and familiarity
soften the harshness of the first opposition, and the work
establishes some sort of position for itself. But it is also true
that the division of opinion, the fundamental disunity of
aesthetic judgement in connection with it, continues; often
in the form of a conflict in one’s own mind. Nictzsche and
Thomas Mann perpetually succumb to the ‘diabolical’
fascination of Tristan and Isolde and perpetually cast suspicion
on the sources of it and that part of themselves that responds.
When this happens it is because the work itself does in fact
raise some profound issue concerning the nature of art and its
relation to human values.

The ‘social problem’ plays of Ibsen are in this category
and their influence will be the main topic of this essay. The
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difficulty of approaching Ibsen, of getting to like and admire
him and acquire a fair judgement about him, is due to the
disproportionate importance of the social plays. They are
only a part, and a relatively small one, of his work; but they
are the part that made him a European force. Younger
people cannot feel directly, as older critics still do, what
Ibsen’s challenge meant and the powerful impact he made
on European opinion. A proper understanding of it can now
only be obtained by a laborious process of reconstruction which
involves, I think, a very willing exercise of the historical sense
and also reading a great deal of the writing about him that
was contemporaneous with productions of his works. For the
appreciation of his work as a whole, and for our present
approach to him, the separation of the social plays from the
rest has been unfortunate to a degree, although it was in-
evitable. Can it be said that appreciation of Ibsen’s work as
a whole has even begun?

There were in Ibsen from his earliest period two very power-
ful forces, one an overriding passion for Truth, or perhaps
rather Truthfulness, and the other an exceptional sense of
dramatic situation based on the interplay of character.

By temperament he was an idealist, but an idealist with only
one ideal. If others evade facts and become romantics of
illusion, Ibsen faced them and became a romantic of Truth-
fulness. Many have seen what they term a new ‘classicism’
in his drama, meaning apparently an objective picture of
life and a strict analytical technique. But below the surface,
and below the superficial German romanticism of the early
plays, it may be that Ibsen is profoundly romantic, possibly
in fact the great belated dramatist of the whole romantic
movement. He used drama to present in impersonal terms a
personal struggle. Like Racine and Shakespeare he was a
master of an extensive range of character-portrayal; but
whilst their protagonists give a cumulative picture of Man,
his repeat the picture of the rebel against society, in the sense
of integrity against hypocrisy, of independence against
cowardice, of spiritual vitality against deadening convention.
He creates a myth of the Truthful Man, and the settings of his
plays show a drama of symbolism to drive home the ideal.
The vistas of fiords and hills, the boats going to sea, the steeples
and mountain-tops, all there to lure his principal characters
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away from society, into the free distance, out into a clean
natural air, upwards to a rarefied unpolluted sphere, to a
solitude for strong spirits—they all mark the freedom that is
consonant with the achievement of his personal ideal; and
they mark too, often tragically, the scparation of the ideal
from life.

The other powerful force in Ibsen’s work was, as indicated
above, his interest in dramatic situation. The excitement of a
rapidly moving plot and of dynamic events is a part of his
drama, and it is invariably built up on the basis of a compact
and full picture of character and life. But its most original
aspect is an extraordinary sense of precipitated crisis. His
situations portray the quintessence of crisis and they seem to
have been shaped under the compulsion of an acute emotional
response to the utmost concentration of conflict and tension.
In Ibsen this has the character of a primary poctic experience.
It is an immediate fecling for the dramatic as a phenomenon
of life, a sensuous, almost mystical contact with the very concept
of drama, over and above the particular details of persons and
events in which it appears. He is always a master of such
detail; but in play after play he transcends it and com-
municates a sensc at once emotional and abstract of the pure
dramatic. He is the supreme artist of the dramatic, and his
name has become symbolic wherever the essentials of the art
are inquired into.

Of the two strains thus singled out for brief comment, the
latter is directly evident in the historical plays, The Vikings at
Helgeland and The Pretenders, where it has the field to itself.
In most of the other plays there is a varying interfusion of the
two. In earlier ones, Love’s Comedy, for instance, or Brand, the
sense of personal statement is predominant. In the period
that opens with Pillars of Society, the two are in powerful con-
junction, though the idealism of truth takes the impersonal
form of a remorseless analysis of motives and ‘ideals’ in social
living. The last phase, from Hedda Gabler on (though
Rosmersholm is on the borderline), shows a similar combination,
but the personal theme is now transformed into a study of
the perversion of originality, of the canker in the rose, of the
character in whom the creative free independent truthful
spirit is distorted by the demonic, assailing from within or
without: Hedda, Solnes, Borkman, Rubek.
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In his histories, in the plays with an almost autobiographical
element, Brand and Peer Gynt, in the plays of the last period,
Ibsen is most dramatic and most poetic at one and the same
time. The work of the middle period is highly dramatic, but
the creative imagination is subordinated to a critical analysis
in the cause of truthfulness. It is the work that had an immense
influence on the drama in Europe.

* * *

Under the impact of this subject-matter that had a pro-
nounced contemporary interest, a controversial value, and a
social application, writing and production in the English
theatre burst into a great efflorescence; and yet the move-
ment failed to produce great dramatic literature. That is the
remarkable fact and the critical problem. The novelty and
immecdiacy of the subject-matter, and the conscientious temper
of the new writers, were clearly notable and warranted all the
excitement they caused. It seemed that the theatre was being
liberated effectively from stereotyped entertainment, and art
rescued from the aestheticism of the ‘nineties’; and if vitality
is to be measured by these things and by extent of production
and imitation, the ncw type of play would certainly claim that
quality. It attained a front position for itself. For a genera-
tion the most widely accepted notion of what a good play
should be was a thoughtful play for thoughtful people. From
Shaw and Granville Barker, through eminent and minor
playwrights alike, and not forgetting the timely assistance of
reflective rational Euripides, who was played as often as
anyone clse, down to a recent work like Thunder Rock, in which
we see a last low ebbing of the tide, the type has dominated the
stage and criticism.

Looking back now on the period that produced The Voysey
Inheritance and Candida, Loyalties and The Skin Game, Outward
Bound and A Bill of Divorcement, Young Woodley and The Vortex,
Robert’s Wife and Dangerous Corner, it is incredible that it should
ever have been called ‘great’. All these plays are competent,
some of them excellent; all of them are representative plays
of ideas, all successes of their time. Nevertheless they can
attract now but little critical interest. The phenomenon as a
whole, however, the drama d thése reigning for thirty years in a
royal state, is of acute interest for a critical history of drama.
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The type had been known before, but it had never held sway
over the very conception of drama, never been glorified into
the pattern of dramatic perfection. It is worth while trying
to find an explanation of how a period went wrong when it
did so on such a grand scale.

The explanation lies in Ibsen’s middle phase, the principal
feature of which is that a very powerful dramatic technique
coincided with a general wave of social thinking. Ibsen, as
we have recalled, treated a variety of subjects in the course of
his career. His great range is part of his distinction; the social
subject was only one of his lines. But it was of the highest
significance that he turned to social subjects in a period when
his technical powers had reached their height. Advanced
thought in Europe was already dirccted to social problems;
the drama was debilitated; the combination in Ibsen of social
interest and great new dramatic power produced the im-
pressive new creation. The ‘serious’ drama, the didactic
social problem play was launched under the best conceivable
auspices. It was a tremendous success; it was blindly imitated ;
it possessed the theatre.

Ibsen’s work was, and to some extent still is, extra-
ordinarily deceptive because of the sheer technical skill
he displayed. But he had developed it in the plays he wrote
previously to his social dramas. And those gave him much
more genuine poetry than the dialectic of beliefs or the critical
diagnosis of social habits could. Through this development,
however, he obtained a degree of craftsmanship that cnabled
him to handle the social subject-matter in a masterly fashion.
He gives every appearance of having met successfully the
difficulties caused by its casuistic inspiration. Applying the
massive technique that he had nourished from quite different
roots, he made the new drama plausible as art. To this piece
of virtuosity was due the new movement in the theatre, the
establishment of a new ideal of what drama should be and do.

The detached spectator of today can more easily see how
the social problem plays of Ibsen do not compare for artistic
unity with his earlier or later work. One can readily admit
admiration of the degree to which Ibsen, hammering—accord-
ing to the familiar picture—at his material, working out in
months of contemplation at his desk the ‘biographies’ of his
characters, does impose some kind of unity; admiration of
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the way in which he fits to his moral analysis persons and
situations conceived so skilfully that they have a great
semblance of naturalness, sometimes even of inevitability.
But can one forget for long the double purpose? The
dissociation between a ‘message’ and an artistic apparatus
is not to be hidden. The curtains of the first two acts of
Ghosts—Mrs. Alving catching sight of Oswald kissing the maid,
and the burning of the orphanage—are examples of a kind of
artificiality that comes from moral and social difficulties
being focused by the manipulation of persons and
circumstances.

Archer, the pure critic, saw the defect in this hybrid between
opinion and art, and he seems to have regretted that what he
rightly considered Ibsen’s best work was not his most in-
fluential. Pure criticism was not the forte of the play-writing
disciples, or of the ‘serious’ public that acclaimed them. They
seem not to have had the acuteness that enabled Archer to see
where Ibsen was great as a social critic and where he was great
as an artist. They seem to have overestimated the usefulness
of the real conflict their drama took for its subject, arguing
perhaps in this way : Conflict is the essence of drama, therefore
conflict transferred to the stage will be good drama. Only
such a misjudgement explains the anxiety to imitate Ibsen.
Their imitations, however, show how much in him was due to
the special use of an extraordinary equipment; how the type
of social problem play launched by Ibsen, having its real
origin in ratiocination and debate, rests on false foundations
by comparison with the tradition of drama and with Ibsen’s
own best. Without the master’s personal force, his conscience
and his challenge, this type shows up at once as an aberration.
Ibsen himself abandoned it.

It was through Ibsen, therefore, that the idea of drama was
standardized as an analysis of conflicting social and moral
attitudes cast in the mould of tragedy or near-tragedy. The
essentially practical inspiration of such a drama—the changing
of manners and institutions—induced the highest respect for
‘realism’. Analysis found its usefulness enhanced in proportion
as it grew more and more exact, more and more photographic.
Literal truthfulness to life was the soul of the diagnosis.
The very impulse of this drama eliminates the poetic imagina-
tion. The master himself tells us that in his social dramas he
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had to get more ‘prosaic’, closer to ‘reality’; we believe him,
he knew what he was about. His imitators, whilst they had
no need of making any such sacrificial descent, spread them-
selves in the prosaic realism that dried up poetry and style at
the roots. It was a boast of the time, pardonable enough in
relation to stock theatrical entertainment, that drama had
achieved its ‘intellectual freedom’. The price paid for this
distinction was its poetic life.

Thus Ibsen’s liberation of drama was not, when we consider
the results in England, so advantageous or so unquestionable
as many have held. A very powerful writer had a very wrong
influence.

* * *

It is to the credit of this body of drama that it was un-
doubtedly contemporary in spirit, even though it often was
so in an obvious if not superficial way. To ignore the romantic
and pseudo-poetic and try to discover new foundations in a
social theme relevant to the life of the day was a sign of vitality.
But it was only one half of the task of art.

The artistic failure of the social problem drama makes one
ponder its relation to the art for art’s sake movement to which
in its early stages it was consciously opposed. The new
dramatists accused the aesthetes of sterility because they were
remote from life. The artists might very well reverse the
accusation and say that the playwrights might have contact
with life but were remote from art. It is amusing to reflect
at this distance that in one sense the aesthetes come out of it
rather better, since they at any rate didn’t pretend, although
they could be good at pretending, to have a great social
message for whole communities, whereas the people with the
social interest did pretend to have art. Every art has objective
conditions which might be modified by new subject-matter
but cannot be ignored ; hence tradition. The writers of social
problem drama, misled by the example of one phase of Ibsen’s
work, did neglect the conditions of art, and so produced a
body of work that may have been influential and successful
at a certain level, but lacked poetic distinction.
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OR the spectator who is interested in poetry and

drama and theatre in their interfusion Shaw is

embarrassing. ‘The poet in Shaw was still-born’

writes Eliot. We have all felt again and again an
extraordinary deflation as soon as the curtain has fallen. The
agility and wit of Shaw’s social criticism holds his plays
together and casts his spell into the auditorium. The plays do
not live as plays beyond the fall of the curtain. As they draw
to a close they do not give the feeling of a building being
completed ; the forces which propel them are indeed bent all
the other way, towards demolition. These works do not,
after their emergence in time, solidify, as the great dramas do,
into a shape for the memory; they leave us without the re-
trospective vision of form achieved. And yet Shaw cannot be
thought out of the theatre by a theory of drama and poetry.
It is not so much that he has simply conquered the stage and
made it serve his own purposes; he has also, in spite of our
reservations, served some of its purposes; of that there is as
little doubt as of the fact that he has not served all its purposes
or its greatest, as Jonson and Moliére did.

There is a certain quality of calculation in Shaw’s approach
to comedy. It may be a wonderful calculation, of which the
pleasantest thing to say would be that it is the ‘instinct of
his genius’.  He has never hidden the fact that he is at heart
an evangelist; and he has thirsted for more souls than the
pamphlet—*‘his’ form if ever there was one—could procure.
He tried the novel. But he is cssentially a man of ideas,
of agile intellectual criticisms, and the novel, with all its
apparatus of description and report, is a bore to him. More-
over, the audience of the novel is the individual; and the object
of Shaw’s criticism is society. In the theatre he catches three
large groups who together make up the whole of mankind except
its eccentrics: those interested in entertainment, those in-
terested in ideas, and those interested in art. He catches them,
moreover, in their social agglomeration and cohesiveness—his
address is to society, and there it is assembled before the stage.
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Having turned to the theatre, it was undoubtedly a stroke
of personal genius to choose comedy for his form in the condi-
tions obtaining in the theatre and intellectual life generally
at the turn of this century. Comedy carries didacticism with a
better grace than other kinds of drama. If there are to be
ideas and debate in plays, then they offend the intellectual
nature of comedy less than the emotional nature of tragedy or
‘serious’ drama. There are reasons for Shaw’s eminence
that have less to do with the theatre proper than with his
person and his ideas; but here is a reason for his eminence
that springs from the very conditions of theatre and drama
at that time. In an age of ‘problem plays’ comedy, as a
form, even though it does lose something, loscs less than other
forms. Shaw therefore appears as the culmination of an
epoch that was opened by Ibsen (Dumas fils was of course a
harbinger). He may dominate in part by qualities that would
have given him eminence outside the theatre; but he also
dominates on grounds of drama alone, in the age in which he
wrote. It is a culmination, viewed broadly, of three things:
social thought, its application in the theatre, and Shaw’s own
conviction, aggressively held, that art should always be
parable. His work is the best effort of all the drama that was
inspired by social criticism. It is even superior to Ibsen’s,
where Ibsen’s implications are social.

The novelty of Shaw’s comedy called forth inevitably
protagonists and antagonists, and it has been defended mainly
as a comedy of ideas in contrast to one of manners or situa-
tion. That battle is won. We know now that in Shaw’s
‘pamphlets in dramatic form’ we have to watch the drama
of ideas, of which persons and events are the diagrammatic
illustration.

As an iconographer, he has with consistent conscientiousness
always given us both the theory and the example, the thought
and the illustration, the preface and the play. And no doubt
the only proper way of judging his work finally is one that
takes account of the unity of preface and play.

This is the tribute that Shaw wrests from us; compelling
us to ask the question that has always been asked since romantic
criticism taught us to put it: what unique quality of personal
experience is he endeavouring to convey?—before we judge
his work. Yet matters do not end with this romantic interest
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in personal messages, and unique ways of stating them. Shaw
claims to be an artist and he works in a well-recognized form ;
and so it is fitting to recall that art may depend on artists,
but artists also depend on art. Artists may revolt; they also
submit. Forms—Iyric, dramatic, narrative—admit of ex-
tensive variation, they are developed and modified. Yet
they are not without a certain constancy of character, and
impose, sometimes when we are least aware of it, an authority
of their own which is above the single worker. Shaw does
not escape. One could write a lot about him with the merest
reference to comedy as an art with traditions. But he did
not create his form out of the void; he selected it from amongst
others for his use, and he owes something to it. Again, at the
moment he entered the theatre, drama had been given a
powerful direction by Ibsen; he owes something to this too.
In the relation between what he owes and what he gives
criticism discovers something both about drama and about
Shaw.

Within the limits of the art of comedy he has displayed a
striking originality in two principal directions; first in the
point of view he adopts for his critical attack, and secondly
in his adaptation of comedy to the naturalist technique.

Regarding the first point, Shaw conforms to tradition in the
sense that you must have a fixed point from which to work, to
launch your criticism. In Moliére, for instance, the established
position is generally interpreted as the rule of the golden mean
of reason. Shaw is also devoted to reason. But whilst Moliére
takes his fixed point from the general experience of men as
rational and social beings, Shaw takes his from a rational
philosophy of his own. Hence he inverts the usual method.
Instead of isolating the unreasonable character, he isolates
the reasonable one. Moliére gives us a series of characters
who offend our idea of rational behaviour: Harpagon,
Alceste, Arnolphe, Argan, Tartuffe are examples. Shaw, on
the other hand, gives us a series that illustrates his own idea
of rational behaviour: Dudgeon, Caesar, Tanner, Dubedat,
Undershaft, Shotover, Magnus, Joan, and so on—all characters
with a head, with their eye on the point, piercing illusions and
grasping reality.

The difference is accounted for by a difference of interest.
Moli¢re—and we can say Jonson too—feeding on the thought
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of the Renaissance, was interested in a conception of man;
Shaw, under the influence of the thought of the late nineteenth
century, in a conception of society. His main attack being on
society, his transformation of traditional comic method is
brilliant. Taking an unconventional character, a person with
the gift of insight and freedom, he impinges it upon a group
of conventional social animals, and the impact reveals at every
turn stock notions and reactions, prejudices and dishonesties,
in short the illusionary, the unreal, the irrational. Moliére
exposes one character in turn; Shaw the social herd, all
together. And these characters of his are most certainly
dramatic conceptions, because they create, by being what they
are, startling situations.

It is not necessary to dwell on the remarkable efficacy of
this transformation for Shaw’s purpose. It shows itself all of
a piece with the man, his temperament, his challenge, his
message. We accept it as an instrument supremely adapted
to its use, and acknowledge the immense talent that could
make such an adaptation of a comedic method. But this is
the point where, if we cannot detract from the personal genius
of Shaw, we can arraign the artist, for the cunning of
the method cannot cover the inadequacy of the result,
when we apply the standards set by the highest imaginative
comedy. Moliére’s Harpagon and Alceste, Jonson’s Volpone
and Sir Epicure Mammon, are imaginative creations. You
cannot agree or disagree with them; in their simplicity and
ideality they are. They have an existence and a permanence
that are unassailable; and they are, moreover, centres from
which moral energy radiates with an operation that cannot
be limited by the fall of a curtain. Shaw’s principals are not
products of this kind of imaginative power. At the most it
can be said that his series has a certain force and solidity
because each member of it is a reflection of Shaw’s own
intelligence, and their effect is cumulative. The core of each
one of them lies in their critical penetration, a quality of their
creator. It is their only real vitality. They are without the
vitality of instinct that makes a total living creature and on
which the characters of Moliére are based. For this reason
we remember less what they are than how they talked; and
every time we disagree with their opinions they lose some of
their power. Each one of Moliére’s great creations is an
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image of a human folly, and he leaves us a whole gallery of
them. Shaw gives us but one image: of the critical mind
acting as a solvent. There is a point outside the drama
where the two authors meet, on the ground of philosophy and
practical wisdom, or the effort towards it. It would be
difficult to decide which is the greater intellect. But it is easy
to judge Moliére the greater artist, because he gives us forms,
against which Shaw can only put a perpetuum mobile of critical
comment.

The second point about the mutual relations between
Shaw’s personal aim and the dramatic form concerns the
realist convention in which he works. His comedy flowing
from his criticism of society, he needs for his purposes the
ordinary social milieu, with the sort of crisis that arises from
typical bourgeois circumstances. In this milieu he lets his
unconventional characters challenge the creatures of habit by
word and action, and the rest follows. His material is that of
all bourgeois drama since the middle of the nineteenth century,
more particularly since Ibsen. One of the things he admired
most in the latter was the way he made his audience feel that
what they saw on the stage was what went on in their own
homes. The direct attack is of the essence of Shaw’s.intention.
His mcthod in fact is to give us a comic version of Ibsen’s
principal theme, the rebel against society, the true man against
the false. Ibsen being swayed on the whole by the Germanic
seriousness, by some deep-seated emotional need for tragic
crisis, his subjects and treatments were generally the reverse of
comic. Here and there, however, he explores this latter vein,
and An Enemy of the People appears as the embryo of Shaw’s
comic method. In developing his work from this position Shaw
achieves a remarkable feat. For in the first place comedy and
wit introduce a compensating element of imagination into the
lamentably prosaic waste of bourgeois realist drama; Shaw
avoids the mistake of other imitators of Ibsen. And in the
second place he liberates comedy from the cruder forms of
its long-accustomed artificialities and tricks—the disguises,
the eavesdroppings, the mistaken identities, the stock characters
and so on. They have been the properties of comedy since
Plautus and were made necessary by the demands for con-
centration and sustained liveliness of situation in the theatre.
Having found another source of vivacious movement in his un-
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+ flagging raillery, Shaw dispenses with the traditional tricks as
the main tools of construction, and uses the ‘realistic’ social
scheme. Not that he foregoes altogether the prerogative of
comedy in the matter of fantastic incident and improbable dé-
nouement. In fact he gains here another advantage over the
‘serious’ social problem dramatist, because he can treat more
cavalierly the difficulty of contriving a probable end as well as a
probable situation. He may use far-fetched incidents and dé-
nouements, but they are not the part of his matcrial that rcally
counts. For example, the arrival from the air of Percival and
Lina Shchepanowska in Misalliance is quite fantastic, and so is
Lina herself in the circumstances of the play; but the basic
situation had become a commonplace one of contemporary
social life. The incident in itself adds superficially to the enter-
tainment; no writer of stage comedy, not even Moli¢re, can
afford to neglect any source of amusement, and Shaw has the
good sense to be as small on occasion as his greatest predecessor.
But even so, the real Shavian comedy is independent of the bit
of fantasy; for it follows when we see the impact of Lina, an
original character, a free woman and true to herself, on the
convention-drenched people around her.

These are the two principal features of Shaw’s work which
make a mutual relationship between him and his form clear.
Our first impulse is to say : this is not comedy as it ought to be.
Our second is to justify it as the proper mode for Shaw’s idea.
With our third impulse we look more closely at work that
seems to owe no obligation except to its own law, its own
subject-matter, and we discover that it does owe something to
its genre, to its predecessors, to pre-existent authorities. It
illustrates a continuity, not a break. Shaw adheres first to the
principle that comedy must have a fixed vantage-point,
though he transforms it to suit his own purpose. He retains,
too, the prerogatives and tricks of comedy, without, however,
the necessity of being chained to them. He also keeps to stock
types for comic purposes, but his new social philosophy gives
him a new set of types. Even in incidentals he can follow
well-worn grooves of the art; the Straker-Tanner relationship
in Man and Superman rests on the conventional master-valet
set-up, given a completely new vitality from the new social
background. And his second great obligation is to the dramatic
developments that immediately preceded him and in which he
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was caught up. He uses the natural probable situation of
bourgeois life, public or domestic, that focuses a problem of
social behaviour. And he acknowledges the debt by originality
of treatment; that is, he gives us what no one else gave and

Ibsen had only hinted at, comedy.
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HEHOV’S is a refined art; and it is extraordinary
how o delicate a writer has succeeded in the dramatic
form which in the past had depended on much more
elaborate and tense plots, events of greater violence,

and more impetuous dynamic characters. He pays the scantest
deference to the rules, satisfied if in a general way he can
suggest movement and climax. It would be wrong to say that
nothing happens; something is going on all the time, often
something very large, from the psychological point of view.
Uncle Vanya has lost his zest for life and we watch him lose
the love that might have brought it back. A young poet sees
his work coldly received by a successful writer, and the girl
he loves seduced and abandoned by him. Three sisters
struggle without success to find a meaning in their narrow
provincial lives. A woman sees her property sold, her class
and the values it stands for ousted by a new lifc that seems
vulgar to her, and she is helpless. But such psychological
happenings, as portrayed by Chehov, are given a movement
so slow that it almost negates itself and becomes simply a
continuing condition. The fallings in love, the hysterics and
nervous crises are symptomatic recurrences within this condi-
tion, marking the routine, not breaking it. Hence the re-
markable effect of such violent actions as Chehov does on
occasion use—Treplev’s suicide, Tusenbach’s duel, Vanya’s
attempt at murder: they may, technically speaking, fulfil the
function of a climax, bringing down a curtain, but they are
felt to be less significant and less terrible than the state they
interrupt. Such incidents in plays are usually the final
catastrophe of a tense development and their effect is to inspire
terror, and also to bring release through closing the develop-
ment. Chehov divests them of this kind of dramatic signi-
ficance; they pass, and the condition remains. Their dramatic
function is less in themselves than in throwing into relief a
picture of permanent frustration.

Konstantin Treplev, in The Sea-gull, trying with some agony
to find a style of writing, makes the following remark: ‘I
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come more and more to the conviction that it is not a question
of new and old forms, but that what matters is that a man
should write without thinking about forms at all, write because
it springs freely from his soul’. It is an observation that might
safely be taken in reference to Chehov himself, because its
very generality is so characteristic of him. His treatment of
life is to a great extent independent of definite forms sanctified
by traditions; it is one reason why he is original. It doesn’t
matter to him very much whether he writes stories or plays;
he handles each with a minimum regard for any theory or
ideal of form. What he had to say he was able to transmit
with a fair neglect of the architectonic element in the technique
of the larger forms, of drama and nouvelle. The ‘form’ in his
work derives to a large extent from the visionary impression,
the representative and epitomizing trait of character or speech
or incident, and the smaller units of rhythm. He is, for
instance, a master of the movement of impulsive feeling;
when irritation and temper break out, or sentiment and love,
or pity and sympathy, often in rapid alternation. He is at
his finest in the creation of atmosphere and mood, particularly
moods of suffering, frustration, and of aspiring thought. He
is also expert at sketching in, with varying degrees of caricature,
the drollery of subsidiary characters, small-scale line and
colour that is less than foreground but more than background,
delicate but vivid pieces in the pattern.

His extreme fineness of touch and subtle feeling for tone
cnable him to portray with a very acute sense of life characters
who in many ways lack life, certainly energy and robustness.
The people of Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard
are some of them intelligent, some stupid, but nearly all
ineffective; and those who are or have been active, like
Astrov the hard-working doctor with his plans of work and
development, or Olga the headmistress, feel that their strength
is giving out and that failure is written over their struggle.
Such vitality as is left to all these characters goes to feed a
single slender flame of consciousness: that they are parched.
Their souls have no energy, but they are still souls; their
characters no aggressiveness, but they are still characters;
their persons no will, but they are still aware of will, they
know it is needed and they haven’t got it. All the art of
Chehov, withdrawn from larger outline and concentrated
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on tremulous detail, goes into making this lifelessness, this
paralysis vibrate.

He shows his people in their detachment from affairs.
Their daily occupations, activities, and professional duties,
where they have any, are not overlooked, but they are im-
portant only as the broad foundation of monotonous or
purposeless or hopeless disillusioned lives. The immediate
contrast is Ibsen’s world, its people immersed in their businesses,
their undertakings, their newspapers, their mayors and
councils, their clergymen; the public arena, the social cross-
currents providing a great stir of character and plot. Chehov,
in selecting his scene, virtually eliminates the buzz of practical
affairs, and presenting his persons without the rigidities of
the ‘well-made’ play, he allows us to observe them within the
inner chamber of their character. He descends upon them in
their leisure moments and discovers them not as servants of
a-job or a duty or a purpose, propelled by practical reason or
animal egoism, but as men and women who, however paralysed
their wills may be, are conscious of their souls and seem to
wait on some great transfiguration. Setting them free in this
way from all conventional appearances of work and economic
struggle, Chehov shows an essence of spiritual character.
Whatever their intellectual degree or moral rank, whether
they are odd, or bored, or aspiring, or fluttered, or empty, or
intensely suffering, these people are laid bare in their spiritual
condition. It is upon this end that the artistic process of
selection is bent. If a form is the emergence of an idea in
terms of sensibility, Chehov gets his form by isolating in the
lives of his men and women the moments in which they are
spiritually awake, when they hear a profound inner voice that
detaches them from a lifeless material world and plunges
them into a vital sensitiveness; when they suddenly become
alive to questions, mysteries, meanings and the lack of them;
when they become, in feeling, revolutionary. They hear
echoes of worlds transcending their own, where love is re-
quited, where there is less suffering, where men are happy;
and they then have their characteristic impulse to do something
to make the dream real, an impulse which in an odd sort of
way is part of the dream itself. With such a purpose in his
selection Chehov is really testing his people for the nature of
their souls. When they fail the test outright he satirizes them;
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those who are sensitive at all he portrays at the least with
tenderness and at the most with tragic pathos, as in the case
of the three sisters.

But to leave it at that does not do full justice to Chehov’s
idea. For through his people he is testing life itself. In
seeking, as we have suggested, the moment of pure spiritual
awareness, he is raising in his own mind, in that of his
characters, and in that of the spectator, the great
problem of what constitutes the quality of life outside an
immediate practical purpose. He is using a touchstone which
is essentially that of all philosophy and all art; and he has
made his dramatic form itself shape the question. How far
are the values of life inseparable from the technique of living
—from the economic struggle, the job to be done, the social
adjustment, the simple moral victories? Is there a value that
transcends all this, and what is it? What is the spirit, when it
is free? :

The magnitude of the question puts it amongst those that are
valuable simply by being stated; they are signs at once of
human endeavour and limitation. The curious mixture in
Chehov’s plays of an ardent will to the remedy of ‘work’—
they are always crying: We must work, we must work !—
and of a deadening sense of futility is symptomatic. It indicates
the mystery that lies between the knowledge that we can never
attain perfection and the feeling that we must try.

Chehov has always caused astonishment by the subtlety
with which he seems to capture the movement of life itself;
and one of the problems for criticism is to reconcile this
extraordinary touch for ‘reality’ with the poetic effect that is
one of the most certain impressions left by his work. It is
possible that his apparent closeness to reality, the very success
of his nervous and sensitive response, has the paradoxical
consequence of obscuring the extreme degree of selection that
he exercises over his material; and his selection is all directed
to revealing a delicate idealism of the inner life. Chehov is a
great idealist. His sentiment, his humour, his satire, his
humanity, his form, his poetry, spring from this central
fact.

By virtue of his idealism he has created people with all the
potentiality of happiness and goodness. There are no rogues
in Chehov. There is no wickedness of character; the evil lies
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in the great shadow cast over life generally. Trigorin, who is
the cause of unhappiness, is selfish, not vicious. Doctor Lvov,
in the early play Jvanov, is a foolish meddler, but far from being
bad he is a misguided idealist. Lopahin, the man who buys
the Cherry Orchard, has the best intentions. To get a variety
that makes his picture more natural, Chehov uses absurd and
ludicrous types in place of wilful or malevolent ones. His
caricature, especially in Three Sisters where it is most mordant,
is the vehicle of some of the bitterness that is in his picture.
But it throws into relief the yearning of the central characters.
There are, moreover, some very odd scenes. It is queer that
people should sit talking about the future happiness of mankind
whilst the town burns just outside. Yet in the midst of frustra-
tion, even of comicality, these people are for the most part
noble. Flat, bored, sterile, helpless, they never cease to break
out in impulses towards universal love, happiness, the ideal,
beauty in nature and beauty in man. Irina’s words ‘my soul
is like a wonderful piano of which the key has been lost’ might
apply to most of Chehov’s characters; it epitomizes the whole
scene of life. The pathos of The Sea-gull—a curious meditation
on artistic types—Ilies in the fate of the two young sincere
artists, Konstantin and Nina, at the hands of the showy
successful ones, Madame Treplev, vain and self-centred, and
Trigorin, the minor writer with a large established following.
Something fragile—the spirit, an idealism, a yearning for
poetry—is broken. There are no ‘moral problems’ in Chehov’s
work as in Ibsen and his disciples; but everywhere there is
moral aspiration. The satirical strokes are an indirect indica-
tion of it, and the criss-cross of unrequited loves, and also the
expressive scenes of departure and farewell, the sadness of
parting being the sadness of desolation and exclusion.

* * *

In the series of full-length plays Chehov wrote there is a
growing insistence on the social implications of the life he
portrays. In the first, Jvanov, one notices little of it. The
theme is clearly introduced in The Sea-gull, however; it is more
unmistakable in Uncle Vanya, reaches a clearer form still in
Three Sisters, until finally in The Cherry Orchard, where a self-
made man buys the orchard from a hereditary proprietor in
order to cut it down and develop the site for weekend bungalows,
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the action is provided by the supersession of one social class
through another.

The social theme was a predominant one in the work of
many of Chehov’s contemporaries. He is distinguished by
an absolute subordination of particulars to a generalized
‘Stimmung’, the character of which derives from the idealism
we have spoken of. Hauptmann’s social dramas, for instance,
depend entirely on an interest, stimulated by philanthropy, in
localized conditions: what it looks like amongst peasants who
ruin themselves and their offspring by their craving for alcohol,
or amongst impoverished weavers exploited and crushed by
capitalist enterprise. Ibsen’s social plays depend on localized
problems; they show the domestic or the public crisis that
arises where there is a conflict between moral beliefs held with
conviction or obstinacy. Both these things—the portrayal of
‘conditions’ and the analysis of particular principles—are
absent in Chehov. We sense certain currents in the atmosphere
of his plays: criticism of a given state of society, the intellectual
apprehension of the causes of change and the necessity of it, all
the knowledge of what is going on, the moral judgement passed
by a new idea upon an old order. But argument is avoided,
whilst suffering is portrayed. Ideas are skilfully diffused
amongst his characters and made to appear as part of the
texture of life itself:

VERSHININ. Yes. They will forget us. Such is our fate, there is no
help for it. What seems to us serious, significant, very im-
portant, will one day be forgotten or will seem unimportant
(a pause). And it’s curious that we can’t possibly tell what
exactly will be considered great and important, and what
will seem paltry and ridiculous. Did not the discoveries of
Copernicus or Columbus, let us say, seem useless and ridiculous
at first, while the nonsensical writings of some wiseacre seemed
true? And it may be that our present life, which we accept
so readily, will in time seem queer, uncomfortable, not sensible,
not clean enough, perhaps even sinful. . . .

TusenBacH. Who knows? Perhaps our age will be called a great
one and remembered with respect. Now we have no torture-
chamber, no executions, no invasions, but at the same time
how much unhappiness there is!

SoLyoNy (in a high-pitched voice). Chook, chook, chook. . . . It’s
bread and meat to the baron to talk about ideas.

TusenBacH. Vassily Vassilyevitch, I ask you to let me alone . . .
(moves to another seat). It gets boring, at last.

84



Chehov

SoLYONY (in a high-pitched voice). Chook, chook, chook. . . .

TuseNBACH (fo VERSHININ). The unhappiness which one observes
now—there is so much of it—does indicate, however, that
society has reached a certain moral level. . . .

VERsHININ. Yes, yes, of course.

TcHEBUTYKIN. You said just now, baron, that our age will be called
great; but people are small all the same . . . (gets up). Look
how small T am.

Chehov’s picture is of a social situation as a whole, but he
builds it up from innumerable traits in individuals, and to this
is due its intense liveliness. The subject, in one of its important
aspects, is the temper of a society, but within this main idea
there is presented a world of everyday human hopes and
ambitions, loves and hatreds, despairs and sadness, follics
and discretions. The picture is indeed so generalized as to
render any narrow interpretation of its social meaning false;
there is a suggestion of timelessness that makes it a picture
simply of human life. Of this Three Sisters is the best example,
and if universality is the final test, it would rank as his greatest
play. The Cherry Orchard, on the other hand, having the more
explicit social theme, is the more skilful demonstration of
how that theme can be treated imaginatively; it is more than
illustration of social conditions or of an abstract idea, it is
poetic statement.

The question arises in this connection as to how far Chehov’s
plays reflect an actual state of society capable of documentation,
or how far they express simply his own feelings about life.
How true is his world to a historical reality, or how true is it
simply to his personal view?

The answer would seem to be that he found a point where a
dominant note of social life corresponded to a dominant feeling
of his own; and his feeling was determined by a visionary
sense of impending social change. He is able in consequence
to be veracious about himself and about society at one and the
same time. Because his own feeling is clear to his imagination
the state of society is clear as well. His observation showed
him the symptoms and his idealism gave him the right inter-
pretation. This accounts for the extraordinary blend in his
work of an objective picture and a lyrical emotion that comes
from his own idealism. It is a blend that is extremely rare in
drama, which as a form tends to the highest degree of im-
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personal statement, seen at its greatest depth and range in
Shakespeare. At the hands of an idealist—Schiller is a very
good example—the objective picture usually suffers through
distortion or exaggeration.

* * *

If from the first production of Ivanov in 1887 at Moscow
Chehov’s technique startled people by its strangeness, it was
only what is constantly happening in the world of art. The
form was new for a new subject. The characteristic play-
writing method of the later nineteenth century is completely
rejected. The ‘well-made’ plot is replaced by ‘scenes’
(Chehov actually calls Uncle Vanya ‘scenes from country life’)
showing a group of associated persons and a sequence of
incidents which are less important as part of a plot than as
symptoms of a social condition and an emotional frame of
mind. This ‘condition’, to which almost everyone is subject,
even servants, is more than a framework for a drama; it is
itself the drama. A spiritual malaise experienced by society
as a whole is shown as a crisis. Chehov’s form has the great
virtue of being an organic one. He achieves with it a fineness
of fibre that makes him unique amongst his contemporaries in
the theatre. Here is some of the subtlety and poetry that
Henry James wanted to find a place for in drama; some of the
delicate spiritual response to life that Yeats missed so keenly in
‘realist’ plays. Chehov’s artistic vitality lies in his bold
adjustment of dramatic form to his vision and to the modern
situation.

His limitation in handling the medium is that he only secures
a part of what it can give. He was sceptical of rules and
theories, and when he achieves as much as he does by following
his inspiration, adverse criticism can easily appear niggling.
Yet it would be over-zealous to take the success of his free
manner as a plain demonstration that traditional experience in
the form is valueless. There are some writers whose subject
exactly suits the genius of the form or medium they choose,
and others whom the absence of this correspondence forces to
rely on a free use or variation of one of the traditional forms.
Drama raises this problem more acutely than the novel
because its conditions are so much stricter. What we must
recognize is that a larger form like drama gives pleasure in
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itself, a pleasure which the audience shares with the dramatist
and which is even present where the literary value is low. The
‘drama’, the ‘dramatic’, is at least part of the object in view,
and the form naturally seeks an intensity of pleasure in pro-
portion to the concentration of its means. All the greatest
dramatists knew this, whatever their subject, their philosophy,
their analysis of life ; and at their best they combine a maximum
of the ethos of their form with a maximum of life in their
subject. Chehov belongs to the group that adopt a form less
for its own sake than for their own particular uses. His
independence led him to neglect the utmost concentration
of means, and he did not attain the degree of surrender to the
dramatic medium that we observe in Racine, in Ibsen, or in
Moliére. In consequence he got less, from the form as such, in
return. His originality is of the kind that is to a large extent
achieved in spite of the authority of the medium. Shakespeare
and.Racine are great artists in a double sense : not only because
a vision of life unfolds itself, but because their medium, too,
unfolds its character and its powers. Chehov is a great artist
in the simple sense that he found the right terms for the
presentation of his particular idea.
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N the first years of this century, when Shaw had preached

people into taking up Ibsen and when he and Granville

Barker and others were pioneering the drama along its

new paths distinguished by service and utility in causes
other than those of poetry, Yeats was telling Synge in Paris
to go and ‘express a life that had never been expressed’.
Synge left the centre of fin de siécle culture and took himself off
to the Aran Islands in a canvas canoe. Turning his back on
the social problem, on French aesthetes and symbolists, he
discovered in his western world an original subject-matter
and language. Out of these he formed an opus so fascinating
that it made him an object of great adulation.

Synge writes in the pithy Preface to The Tinker’s Weddmg

The drama is made serious—in the French sense of the word—
not by the degree in which it is taken up with problems that are
serious in themselves, but by the degree in which it gives the
nourishment, not very easy to define, on which our imaginations
live. We should not go to the theatre as we go to a chemist’s, or
a dram-shop, but as we go to a dinner, where the food we need is
taken with pleasure and excitement. This was nearly always so
in Spain and England and France when the drama was at its
richest—the infancy and decay of drama tend to be didactic—
but in these days the playhouse is too often stocked with the drugs
of many scedy problems, or with the absinthe or vermouth of the
last musical comedy.

The drama, like the symphony, does not teach or prove anything.
Analysts with their problems, and teachers with their systems, are
soon as old-fashioned as the pharmacopoeia of Galen—Ilook at
Ibsen and the Germans—but the best plays of Ben Jonson and
Moli¢re can no more go out of fashion than the blackberries on
the hedges.

By following this line Synge has got a remarkable reward. He
is judged the greatest dramatist of his time in the English and
Irish theatre. If we except Yeats he is certainly unique
amongst his contemporaries for poetic sensibility, although he
wrote in prose. His work appears as a challenge to the stultify-
ing realism of the debating drama. But we might venture
now, without losing our admiration for the rarity of his achieve-
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ment, to see that his star does shine so very brightly because
there were so few others in the sky; and to see, too, that it
is a luminary wholly attached to a nineteenth, not a twentieth
century orbit.
* * *

Synge is a very romantic writer. At the beginning of The
Aran Islands he writes: ‘It gave me a moment of exquisite
satisfaction to find myself moving away from civilization in
this rude canvas canoe of a model that has served primitive
races since men first went on the sea.” Synge’s flight heightens
itself into a symbol of his nostalgia for the primitive—in
manners, nature, in speech and scene and music, in the
whole setting of life and culture. He is of the latest progeny
of Rousseau and Herder: a romantic the more exquisite for
being tardy. Herder in particular would have liked these
near-to-nature people of Synge’s, the sentiment of forest and
solitude in Deirdre, a folk-speech of natural poetic power, an
aura of musical idcality around the cabins of these mean
though lively persons, the source of story and character in
folk-lore and legend. There are in the dialogue innumerable
touches of a lyrical response to nature: ‘I stood a while
outside wondering would I have a right to pass on or to
walk in and see you, Pegecen Mike, and I could hear the cows
breathing and sighing in the stillness of the air, and not
a step moving any place from this gate to the bridge’
(Shawn). ‘For what good is a bit of a farm with cows on
it, and sheep on the back hills, when you do be sitting
looking out from a door the like of that door, and seeing
nothing but the mists rolling down the bog, and the mists
again and they rolling up the bog, and hearing nothing but the
wind crying out in the bits of broken trees were left from the
great storm, and the streams roaring with the rain’ (Nora, in
The Shadow of the Glen). This'is a romantic feeling for nature
impinging on genrc pictures of peasant low life. Mingling a
lyrical mood with his realism, Synge throws a halo around an
everyday of primitive, sordid, almost brutish motive. It helps
not only to endow his people with a higher human interest,
but it is essentially the inspiration on which his characters
may be said to live, rather than on the interest of character
itself. Synge has been much praised for his character-drawing ;
it is a point on which his genius has been quite inappropriately
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compared to Shakespeare’s. His characters certainly have live-
liness—especially when compared with the artificially con-
structed persons of the contemporary problem dramatists.
But they are the merest sketches; their vividness is that
of suggestive line-drawings. Of his two most developed
characters, Christy Mahon and Deirdre, the former subsists
entirely on a single comic idca and the latter on a single lyrical
aspiration. And though it is true that Synge’s vision of their
life has universal aspects, it cannot be claimed for his work as
a whole that it enlarges our view of human character and
behaviour, as the work of the Elizabethans, the Restoration
dramatists, of Racine and Grillparzer and Ibsen does.

Synge’s lyricism has been noted as a secondary concomitant
of his drama, rather than as the dominant note. Yet Padraic
Colum reports that Synge told him ‘all his work was sub-
jective’, ‘it all came out of moods of his own life. Riders to
the Sea had come out of the feeling that old age was coming
upon him—he was not forty at the time—and that death was
making approach.” This is more applicable still to Deirdre of
the Sorrows, of which we remember Yeats writes in Dramatis
Personae: ‘On the first night the thought that it was Synge’s
reverie over death, his own death, made all poignant.” Clearly,
bencath an apparently impersonal picture presented by Synge
there is an inspiration that is profoundly lyrical.

Through this mood the legendary material of Deirdre, for
instance, received an expression of a quite personal kind.
The legend is an ordinary drama of concupiscence, jealousy
and power. Itis made stately by various traits: the traditional
dignity and elevation of the characters and their remoteness
in time, and the conventional but cternal image of a queenly
beauty that is resplendent and destructive. The motives that
Synge ascribes to Deirdre, however, make the play into an
expression of a romantic aspiration for love and beauty; for
the beauty of nature and the beauty of woman, the beauty of
youth and infinite passion.

For Synge’s reverie over death is a reverie over love, and the
romanticism of the work lies not least in the conjunction.
Death appears in the long tragic shadows Synge skilfully
throws from the very beginning of his drama: the continually
repeated suggestion that Deirdre’s fate is pre-ordained, un-
alterable. It is a knowledge which is woven into her character,
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occasioning an infinite sadness and also a sublime courage.
Deirdre nurses her destiny, she is strangely constant to it, €ven
whilst eluding it for a long period. But the lyricism of the
work is clarified above all when Synge shows how Fergus
comes with the summons to return to Emain and be recon-
ciled with Conchubar. For the motive that Synge gives to
Deirdre in resolving upon the return is a great fear of weari-
ness in love, a fear that her love or Naisi’s might decline and
be defiled. It is a psychological twist which, I think, weakens
the tragedy; for when Decirdre wishes for death from this
motive it is no longer a catastrophe. But what breaks to
some extent the point of the tragedy reveals the lyrical import
of the play. It gives us an intense expression of romantic
love, related in its feeling to Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde.
Naisi and Deirdre have lived seven years for love alone,
detached from men, absorbed by their self-sufficient passion.
The time appears to Deirdre as a heavenly perfection, and to
prolong it to eternity she cuts off her life.

The measure of the lyrical element in Synge’s drama can
be taken by comparing it with Yeats’s treatment of the legend.
If we consider the essentials of the inspiration before the
appearances, Yeats's must be judged the more dramatic work.
It is more so technically because he concentrates the action
upon the return to Emain and the final betrayal. But it is
not only a matter of skilful construction: Yeats has preserved
the ‘story’ of Deirdre in a purer form. It is a genuine retelling
for the sake of its universal truth of an old tale that can never
be told and heard too often; and the lyrical genius of the
poet supports the dramatic presentation. Synge on the other
hand has saturated the traditional subject with a nostalgia
for undying passion—which passes at the crucial moment
into nostalgia for death for the sake of the passion; and in
this case the dramatic genius supports the lyrical purport.

Riders to the Sea, too, expresses a mood, but it is not subjective
in the sense in which Deirdre of the Sorrows is ; the lack of personal
feeling makes it by comparison an impersonal tragedy. Its
lyricism lies elsewhere: in its way of presenting a natural
atmosphere, its elemental sense of sky and landscape and sea
and storm.

The action of the play is extraordinarily simple. An islander
goes over the sea in defiance of the storm and the efforts of

91



The Poet in the Theatre

the women to hold him back; and he is drowned at once.
But this action is presented as one that is constantly recurring.
It is the threat under which the islanders live. In these cir-
cumstances its simplicity gives it grandeur. For the most
remarkable thing about this work is the degree of tragic
intensity Synge achieves whilst working on so very small a
canvas. One is reminded of the way in which Maupassant
achieves in some of his briefest tales an astonishing com-
pression of force, an effect that gives him a stature far
above that of the ordinary ‘short-story writer’. In a similar
way Synge’s effect quite transcends the miniature scale on
which he is working.

The tragic intensity achieved in this play has often caused
writers to compare Synge with Shakespeare and Sophocles.
Such enthusiastic comparison is bound to be a little unfortunate
because one is too sharply reminded of differences. As a
tragedy Riders to the Sea is without doubt remarkable in the
way it presents unpretentious heroism opposing Sea and
Tempest that hang like Fate over men’s lives. But it has
nothing whatever of the complexity of the tragic processes in
human life that we find handled and mastered by the greatest
writers. Riders to the Sea is a fine piece of tragic art precisely
because it does not compare with Oedipus Rex or the tragedies of
Shakespeare. It is elemental, but also bare and excessively
simple. Its great power lics in its creation of atmosphere.
This certainly has its dramatic force, as the scenes on the heath
in Lear have. In Shakespeare, however, those scenes are but an
immense background to an immense human complication
and suffering. In Riders to the Sea the tragic sense emanates
entirely from elemental nature. Its effect of impersonality
is due to the dramatic form; its inspiration is largely
lyrical.

* * *

The exotic appeal of Synge’s work can scarcely be exag-
gerated; and it is another aspect of his romantic and lyrical
character. I think there can be no doubt that Synge himself
experienced the language and life he found in the Aran
Islands as something rare and strange, beautiful because it
was unsophisticated, remote, elemental. It awoke the artist
in him, as Paris had not been able to do, because he was a
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romantic. And in this Synge is the pure artist, without any
admixture of the political intentions that have always to be
reckoned with in Yeats and other adherents of the Celtic
renaissance. Yeats it was who sent Synge out to the West,
helping a genius to find his line, but also making a démarche
in the political cause of Irish nationalism. It is clear that
Synge was independent of causes; an unpolitical artist,
whatever use others made of his work once it was dorne. His
pleasure in observing his primitives and in savouring their
musical and picturesque language was from any point of view
but the artistic irresponsible and non-commital. The storm
about The Playboy of the Western World arose because there were
many Irishmen who could not emulate such detachment.

As far as the Anglo-Saxons are concerned, I think Max
Beerbohm came nearest to the truth when he stressed the
exotic as the source of our greatest pleasure in Synge. It is,
howgver, a judgement that has been obscured by more frequent
tributes to his purc dramatic genius. No one would deny his
natural scnse of drama and theatre, his powers in comedy
and tragedy. If he were without them his more personal
charms would be thin and vapid perhaps. But he did not
possess those powers in an astonishing degree, and they alone
certainly do not make the Synge to whom we are endeared.
They are the excellent soil above which the rare bloom raises
its head. Synge’s greatest distinction, the thing that gives our
acquaintance with him its particular flavour, is his wonderful
language, which pleases us not as a heightened form of the
language we ourselves use, but as a picturesque deviation from
it. Two things support each other; the setting of Irish
character, atmosphere and speech is itself exotically attractive,
and it is made more so, pointedly so, by Synge’s exquisite and
subtle handling of the imaginative peasant language he dis-
covered in the West.

This view, with its emphasis on the pleasure we get from
unfamiliar forms of life and language, runs counter to a simple
appraisal of Synge’s style as a great creation. It is ‘poetic’
only within certain well-defined limits. It is very closely
related to folk art and suffers from the same disadvantages.
The ‘folk’ imagination is spontaneous and beautiful as far
as it goes; it does not always go very far. The simplicity and
freshness and immediacy, the innocent and natural tones of
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folk art are not enough for mature phases of art. The influence
of folk-song in German poetry, for instance, was beneficial
in some ways, equally harmful, however, in others, for the
reversion to its forms in the romantic cra—after Goethe had
outgrown them—retarded for nearly a century the develop-
ment of new and more varied forms. Synge’s language, for
all its delicate modelling, loses in the long run by its limitation
as folk-speech. In his slender production it suffices to express
a rather narrow range of pcasant character and simple feeling.
Its style is all on the surface. It has not that expressiveness of
great dramatic poetry that lies in its profound relevance to
the underlying pattern of our own lives. Such language might
be gorgeously metaphorical, as in Shakespeare, it might
be eloquent, precise, intense, as in Racine, but it is anything
but unfamiliar. Using the elements of our own language
it completes and illuminates what we cxperience in an ob-
tuse way. Judged by this proper standard, Synge’s style is
severely restricted. Where purer effects of dramatic poetry
are required, as in Deirdre of the Sorrows—the one play whose
subject-matter lics outside the range of his original discovery—
his language in some passages even fails outright. Its
picturesque or homely remoteness, so much a concomitant
of its ‘poetic’ appearance, obstructs the true effect of dramatic
poetry. It diverts the attention to the surface instead of
holding it upon the situation.

How much the idiom in itself has to do with Synge’s art
emerges from The Playboy of the Western World. The direct
sensuous consciousness of a patently picturesque speech and
way of thinking is the inspiration of this play; and the point
gains in importance when we consider that this is his most
ambitious work. The basis of the comic here is a delicate and
capricious mockery at the very idea of fine language, closely
related as it is to fine ideas. Synge plays in this comedy with
his own discovery. Through his mock-hero Christy Mahon he
allows his instrument to elaborate its most splendid ornaments.
Some have been so entranced as to take it at its high face-
value as sheer poetry. Yet it is the most precise exaggeration,
a distillation of his own speech-material conceived in a vein
of irony. Christy Mahon is a wonder to the people of Mayo
and he talks himself into a wonder for his own imagination.
Their reactions are focused in him. The figurative phrases that

94



Synge

pour from his lips are his own beautiful amplification of their
response to the lad he was, of their fancy for the stupendous
notion that he had killed his da. Fine words argue the fine
idea, the alert imagination. The people who play up Christy
are quick in aesthetic reaction; for the sake of a fine story they
instantly suspend their moral judgement. Synge brings them
back to it:

PeceeN. I’ll say a strange man is a marvel, with his mighty talk;
but what’s a squabble in your backyard, and the blow of a
loy, have taught me that there’s a great gap between a gallous
story and a dirty deed.

It has been pointed out how Synge got the germ of this
drama from an old man on Inismaan. His usc of what he was
told points in the direction of the argument we are putting
forward. He heard how a man who killed his father was
protected by the islanders until he could be got off to America.
Synge comments: ‘This impulse to protect the criminal is
universal in the West. It seems partly due to the association
between justice and the hated English jurisdiction, but more
directly to the primitive feeling of thesc people, who are never
criminals yet always capable of crime, that a man will not
do wrong unless he is under the influence of a passion which is
as irresponsible as a storm on the sca. If a man has killed his
father, and is already sick and broken with remorse, they can
see no reason why he should be dragged away and killed by
the law.

‘Such a man, they say, will be quiet all the rest of his life,
and if you suggest that punishment is needed as an example,
they ask, “Would any one kill his father if he was able to
help it?”’’* Synge has so transformed both the initial situation
and the attitude of his characters to the doer and his deed that
it is almost true to say he owes nothing to the story told him.
He discards the event in its original form and substitutes a pure
fantasy. And he quite changes the motives of the peasants.
The mixed impulse of pity and charity and obscure reverence
which made them help the unfortunate parricide he replaces
by a gay and reckless love of a marvel told, and told
marvellously.

Surprisingly enough, Synge’s delicate self-mockery in The
Playboy of the Western World leads us back in a roundabout
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way to the aesthetic cults of the fin de sidcle. Synge immersed
himself in a local material—men with sharp profiles, living
a hard and lowly life—and he has given such a vivid picture
of them, that his physical severance from Paris and its artistic
currents seems at first sight to have its complete counterpart
in his work. But looking below the surface of these genre
pictures, of ‘his apparently impersonal drama, one discovers
other things. This comedy is not directed only against the
people of Mayo, but against Synge himself; against the artist
and his dangerous love of fine words. It is at once the fullest
display—conscious display—of his most distinguishing gift,
and an ironic commentary on it. The love of fine words for
their own sake, symbolized in Christy Mahon at its intensest
though in a comic inversion, is a form of the search for some-
thing ethereal and aesthetically refined, some musical quint-
essence. It was very original of Synge to discover this in a
milieu that was in no way artificial or recherché or ultra-
sophisticated; nevertheless it shows him in closer relation to
some literary tendencies of the atmosphere he deserted than is
generally supposed. Synge’s work is most praised amongst
that of his contemporaries for its imaginative quality; it is less
often noticed that his most ambitious work has for its very
theme the imagination, the fine idea and the finc word.
From this point of view it is one of those works, often of dubious
inspiration, in which the artist takes art and artists for his
subject. It is, however, wonderfully disguised; and the
disguise—the comedy and the irony—gives it its quality.

* * *

Viewing Synge in some of the ways I have tried to indicate
means modifying a little our more excessive tributes of praise.
His real achievement is that he went his own way when almost
everyone else in drama was fanatically social and ‘con-
temporary’, and he found something akin to the poetic in an
out-of-the-way place, with the result that his work goes on
living with the life of imaginative creations when those who
imagined themselves to be so intensely ‘alive’ are dead. And
yet from the point of view of the English drama during his
lifetime and since, his work has been singularly unhelpful,
however fine the figure he makes. For the drama wanted at
that time two things: a poetic form and a contemporary
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consciousness. The latter it had in a crude way; the former
it lacked entirely. With Synge the position was reversed.
His consciousness was nineteenth-century and romantic; he
looked backward, not forward. On the other hand, he had,
within the limits we have indicated, a style, but one that
was quite useless for the English drama, its basis being a
speech of extremely local and ambiguously English character.
He is therefore without influence on English dramatists. The
misfortune in this is that our drama sadly needed a poetic
influence from somewhere. It required an innovator to start a
movement towards dramatic poetry; as Ibsen had started one
in subject-matter, the culmination of which in England was
Shaw. If Synge’s work had been wholly English instead of
tantalizingly ambiguous it might at least have provided such
an initial impulse. As it is, from the point of view of the tasks of
drama in England, Synge might almost as well never have
existed. He is a fortuitous visitor in our sky, shedding a
brilliant and deccorative lustre but no fertilizing warmth.



Yeats

EATS’S dramatic creation is not bulky, yet its

variety is considerable enough to make a general

characterization difficult. The Pot of Broth and

The Resurrection; The Cat and the Moon and Deirdre;

The Player Queen and The Words upon the Window-pane; they
present striking contrasts of subject and method.

Many strains and impulses operated to produce com-
plexity: a debt to French symbolist poets that has little to
do with drama, though it influences profoundly the verbal
texture of the plays . . . a devotion to political causes which
led Yeats to seek a correlation between the highest in literature
and the highest in national life . . . feclings and essences of the
spirit that are often prolongations of romantic sensibility . . . a
purc enthusiasm for dramatic statement, for ‘showing events’
as well as telling about them, as a high form of poetic art . . .
the discovery of what was cognate in his own imagination with
that of the Irish countryman . . . immersion in a theatre
movement that sprang from and rebounded upon a true
community or at least the ideal of one . . . the endeavour to
find dramatic expression for trance-images and spiritisms that
derived from a personal mysticism . . . the revulsion against
‘realism’ on the stage, and the search for aristocratic style and
sentiment, for ‘ancient technicalities’, for truth and beauty . . .
all these things influenced him separately or concurrently
and almost every play is shaped by a different combination
of them.

On the nature and technique of drama he has an admirable
theoretical passage in The Irish Dramatic Movement :

What attracts me to drama is that it is, in the most obvious way,
what all the arts are upon a last analysis. A farce and a tragedy
are alike in this, that they are a moment of intense life. An action
is taken out of all other actions; it is reduced to its simplest form,
or at any rate to as simple a form as it can be brought to without
our losing the sense of its place in the world. The characters that
are involved in it are freed from everything that is not a part of
that action; and whether it is, as in the less important kinds of
drama, a merc bodily activity, a hair-breadth escape or the like,
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or as it is in the more important kinds, an activity of the souls of
the characters, it is an energy, an eddy of life purified from every-
thing but itself. The dramatist must picture life in action, with an
unpreoccupied mind, as the musician pictures her in sound and
the sculptor in form.

This description could apply to any significant drama, even a
very complex one, the greatest effort of art being to reduce
complexity to simple statement. But if Shakespearean tragedy,
for instance, is an illustration of the general import of the
passage, Yeats’s own plays illustrate it only on a narrower
literal reading and on a smaller scale. He worked, moreover,
to a formula that represents the technique of construction at
its least complicated, however sound: suspense bascd on the
principle that the most effective dramatic surprise is that
which is half forescen. A single, often loose, knot, untied with
a single movement—such, for the most part, arc his plays.
But within this restricted framework he can be extremely
dramatic, and The Only Fealousy of Emer or At the Hawk’s Well
show it quitc as much as the more conventional Deirdre or
On Baile’s Strand.

A note of 1916 for At the Hawk’s Well, written after many
years of experience, shows that Yeats had laid his finger
directly on one of the greatest difficulties :

Shakespeare’s art was public, now resounding and declamatory,
now lyrical and subtle, but always public, because poetry was a
part of the general life of a people who had been trained by the
Church to listen to difficult words, and who sang, instead of the
songs of the music-halls, many songs that are still beautiful. A man
who had sung ‘Barbara Allan’ in his own housc would not, as I
have heard the gallery of the Lyceum Theatre, receive the love
speeches of Juliet with an ironical chirruping. We must recognize
the change as the painters did when, finding no longer palaces
and churches to decorate, they made framed pictures to hang upon
awall. Whatever we losc in mass and in power we should recover in
elegance and in subtlety. Our lyrical and our narrative poetry
alike have used their freedom and have approached nearer, as
Pater said all the arts would if they were able, to ‘the condition of
music’; and if our modern poetical drama has failed, it is mainly
because, always dominated by the example of Shakespeare, it
would restore an irrevocable past’.

But I think one might go further than this, for it is not only
changed relations with the audience that cause embarrass-
ment. Yeats from the beginning was struggling with other
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things besides Shakespeare’s sterilizing domination, now in its
third century; above all, as far as English theatre was con-
cerned, with the lapse of all traditions of acted verse-drama,
in association with new creation, over a very long period.
Hc was contending, too, with his own subject, which was
not easy to mould into a dramatic shape and for which there
were no models to help him. And he had to compete with the
main tendency of the time, ‘realism’.

Elegance, subtlety, music. . . . Giving rein to his impulse to
keep Shakespeare at the greatest possible distance, Yeats
went, finally, to Japan for a model, to the aristocratic ‘N6’
stage. He had written a number of plays before he found this
form; and in the Preface to Plays in Prose and Verse he says
that Four Plays for Dancers arc a different form of art, meaning
no doubt that for their highly collaborative character the
dancer, musician and sculptor are as important as the poet.
But there are many indications that works like The Shadowy
Waters tend towards this model that sets a seal on his search-
ings. He was to write plays later that in their turn receded
from the model, like The Resurrection; but its presence is still
felt.

It is largely the discarding of the logical plan and charac-
terization, thc twin supports of conventional playwriting,
that makes Yecats’s dramas so elusive to traditional expectations
of the form, and provokes the criticism that they are un-
dramatic. Drama had always depended on an action that
took a natural form as it is observed in life. It seems almost
to be a rudimentary condition of an art that is made up of
impersonation, of presenting a picture of body and speech
and behaviour. The logic of appearances; the close analytical
plan with its explanation of relationships; the exposition of
character and motive within a coherent moral order; the
observance of time and space as they are accepted by common
sense—all this is the foundation of Sophocles and Shake-
speare, of Calderon and Corneille, of Moli¢re and Congreve.
And if a supernatural or drcam world is presented, it is always
a phenomenon having its place within the larger rational
framework, as in The Tempest. Here, moreover, lies the
common ground between drama in verse and drama in
prose. Deirdre and On Baile's Strand are examples of it in
Yeats.
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The drama that was in vogue when Yeats was writing,
the prose realism of Ibsen, Hauptmann and Galsworthy,
reaches the extreme of dependence on natural logical appear-
ances. Its critical purpose makes this inevitable, for it sets out
to observe a ‘real’ state of affairs and must achieve accuracy
of diagnosis. To the extraversion of moralists and sociologists
Yeats opposes in most of his plays a world inward and fanciful
and spiritual; to their logic he opposes emotion; to their
socially coherent plots his spiritually coherent visions. It is
not only a question of ‘stylization’, of beautiful verse and
design, supported by formal elements of chorus and ballet,
ennobling an action from life. ‘It would be a stirring adventure
for a poet and an artist, working together, to create once more
heroic or grotesque types that, keeping always an appropriate
distance from life, would seem images of those profound
emotions that exist only mn solitude and in silence.” The
mask, the patterned screcn, the formal accompaniments of
drum, gong, zither, and flute, the dance figures of the per-
formers, design in the speaking of verse, are powerful in-
dependent means of evoking emotion; Yeats uses them in
combination to give ‘musical’ depth, a field of reverberation,
to the action and to the language, which in itself employs
rhythm, sound and image with the same intention. An early
play like The Shadowy Waters rclies entirely on the resources
of language. The Plays for Dancers show the technique in its
full development. And the poct’s effect flows finally from an
imagery of emotion that is intense in proportion to the complex
use of different media towards a single end.

The result of such an assembling and ordering of symbols
is to add a function to action itself. Instead of treating a
plot that illumines human relations in their moral aspect,
Yeats makes action into another signature of ‘emotion’. It
is not an end in itself, flowing from and dependent on what we
call ‘character’, but it evokes instead the intimacies, ecstasies
and anguish of the soul-life. In these subtle plays relations
between men matter less than the submission of a soul to the
all-enveloping spiritual mystery. The coherent action-sequence
that illustrates essentially the moral nature of life gives place to
a complex pattern communicating a spiritual insight. In this
pattern action is sometimes, it is true, an element of the seen life
of human relations; more often it is an element of the unseen
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life of the soul and of spiritual powers, presented in poetry
through anthropomorphic images.

In the mingling of these elements of seen and unseen, of
natural and supra-natural, of human and divine, ‘action’
comes to have the force of symbol, and conversely symbol
assumes sometimes the character of action. One of the most
striking illustrations of this transposing of character and
function is to be found in The Cat and the Moon. The frame-
work lyric of the play, beginning:

The cat went here and there

And the moon spun round like a top,
And the nearest kin of the moon,

The creeping cat, looked up.

Black Minnaloushe stared at the moon,
For, wander and wail as he would,

The pure cold light in the sky
Troubled his animal blood.

describes a landscape and a relationship between cat and
moon. The song appears to be mainly descriptive, but its
impact is dramatic, and in a double way. For there is
drama in the play of occult silent dialogue between the
animal of nature and thc cosmic moon; and when we re-
member also that the phases of the moon symbolized for
Yeats the phases of the soul’s life, we see that the song has a
symbolical reference to thc drama of the beggars and the
saint, and that it thereby heightens the dramatic intensity of
the whole work. Its structural use, opening and closing the
play, with a middle section inserted in the dialogue, is only
the outward sign of the deeper relevance. On the other hand,
the obvious action of the lame and blind beggars starts off on
the plane of everyday reality, of human relations, only to pass
to miracle and finally to pure symbol for spiritual truths, pure
‘image of emotion’. '
* * *

In using action in this intricate and exceedingly free way
Yeats has drawn on ordinary human life, on religious mystery,
on folk-belief, on a mythical spirit-world, on a region of fairies
and fantasies, on poetic legend, on occult spheres. The world
he creates out of these various elements is not an ‘unreal’
one, though it is very different from the world we are
accustomed to find in drama. As a mental world that
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is relevant to our life it is real. The poet’s means may often
be those of fantasy, but his end is always to express something
not at all fanciful or remote but exceedingly proximate: a
mental, spiritual, emotional reality. A¢ the Hawk’s Well, for
example, presents a feeling that is a substantial, gripping
experience, it is ‘intense life’; only the object, the thing-to-be-
attained is remote and elusive. Irrealities are symbols that
cvoke a reality.

The real fault in Yeats, I think, is not that his subject is
unreal, incorporeal, immaterial, but it lies in the degree to
which he sometimes refines away the material world in too
many directions at once. The effect is seen if we compare
The Cat and the Moon with The Dreaming of the Bones. In the
former, the figures of the beggars have a corporeal quality
and their speech—in prose—the sound of earth, even though
the action gradually attains to the miraculous and symbolic
But in the latter, occultness and ‘unrcality’ in the action is
often matched by a dialogue that uses continuously images that
are certainly sensuous but are chosen to express unsensuous
things:

YounG Man. My Grandam
Would have it they did penance everywhere;;

Some lived through their old lives again.

STRANGER. In a dream;
And some for an old scruple must hang spitted
Upon the swaying tops of lofty trees;

Some are consumed in fire, some withered up
By hail and slect out of the wintry North,
And some but live through their old lives again.

Younc Man. Well, let them dream into what shape they please
And fill waste mountains with the invisible tumult
Of the fantastic conscience. I have no dread;

They cannot put me into jail or shoot me;

And seeing that their blood has returned to fields
They have grown red from drinking blood like mine,
They would not if they could betray.

At points like these the poet flies too much in the face of the
conditions of a spoken form.
* * *

Another confusion arising from Yeats’s very original hand-
ling of action gives rise to the criticism that his plays are more
lyrical than dramatic. There is obviously a close relationship
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between the subject-matter of many of Yeats’s plays and that
of much lyric poetry. The emphasis on spirit and ‘emotions
that exist only in solitude and in silence’ serves also to dif-
ferentiate these plays from others. The difficulty arises, of
course, with the Plays for Dancers; Deirdre, On Baile’s Strand,
The Pot of Broth, and similar works, are straightforward. Yet
even where Yeats is expressing ‘emotions’, he is doing it by
means of dramatic statement; there may be a lyrical way of
doing it, but he has given us the dramatic way, and a refine-
ment of method is not to be mistaken for a confusion of form.
In all his plays there is a direction, a movement, a crisis, which
alone is the instrument revealing the ‘emotion’. The Dreaming
of the Bones is one of the most delicate of his plays, one with the
most attenuated action, one of which it would be easiest to
say that it is undramatic; and I have just urged a criticism
against a passage taken from it. Yet even this play is essentially
dramatic in conception. Its emotion is the most fanatic
Irish patriotism. But what gives definition to the emotion in
all its intensity is an act; the refusal of the Young Man,
in flight from the enemies of his country, to cxtend forgive-
ness to the tormented spirits of Dermot and Dervorgilla, the
lovers who betrayed Ireland to the forcigner seven hundred
years before. Little by little the spirits of the dead lovers
unfold to the Young Man the picture of their long terrible
penance, and as they do so the depths of history reveal the
powers of a nation’s vitality, converging upon the present
moment and renewed by the implacable act of the young
patriot. The figures in this play are one man and two ghosts;
but the passions evoked are those of a whole nation of men and
the life of centuries. The dramatic intensity of the climax lies
in the perspectives it unfolds.

* * *

In Yeats three things work together which in creative
writers had for a long time been antagonistic: spiritual,
dramatic, and poetic values. He had a life to express, he was
a poet, and he had an acute sense of the power of dramatic
form. His plays, therefore, which have so distinct an originality
that they might seem to call for a judgement only on their
intrinsic value, have in fact a wider historical significance as
well. For the continuity of drama and its connection with the
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main stream of poetic writing his work is much more important
than that of either Synge or the ‘realists’.

In technique he asserts in a new way the virtue of convention
and formality, exploiting to the full the expressiveness of design
in speech, movement, stage-setting and music. But his formal
patterns are always appropriate; they are an extension of the
convention of verse itself and fulfil the same function of en-
hancing expression, of making explicit the poet’s theme and
subject.

It was something that had vanished from European drama.
One has to go back to Goethe’s presentation of his Iphigenie
auf Tauris to find a dramatic poet insisting on these values of
formal style. Goethe’s incomparable sense of form has been
obscured by the readier interest of the nineteenth century for
his philosophy. In acting, his rule was ‘erst schén, dann
wahr’, a principle derived from the interpretation of Greek
art;.and as long as we take this compressed phrase as a pithy
precept and not as a complete acsthetic there is no misunder-
standing what Goethe meant. The drama in Yeats’s time had
cut itself off from such resources of form. Eliot was later to
take up the question in his ‘Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry’,
where the ballet is admired as an artistic model for the reason
that it compels the dancer to undergo a ‘training’, an ‘askesis’.
He makes no reference to Yeats’s experiments with Plays for
Dancers, but there is community of thought and effort.

In subject-matter Yeats broke new ground in attempting
to adjust drama to the vital trends of artistic effort, which were
towards the exploring of more and more complex and subtle
mental worlds. He indicated that the content and expressive-
ness of the form could in fact be extended in a new direction.
That he had emotion and vision of the kind that suit lyric
poetry was under the circumstances more help than hindrance,
because it freed him from the slavery of preconceptions. The
picture of moral relations that we find in most drama was not
his subject; so from the start he could search unhampered
for the dramatic form of what was his subject. To have been
more ‘dramatic’ in the conventional sense would have done
less for drama.

Yeats was not the first to use symbolism in drama, but he
is distinguished by his deliberate, free, and intricate use of it,
and by the way it openly dominates his ‘actions’. There is a
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sense, of course, in which every drama is ‘symbolical’. The
events and characters in the plays of the Elizabethans or
Corneille and Racine depend on the illusion of definite time
and place, of particular circumstances which can have no
exact repetition or counterpart. Their power to affect
us, however, lies not in their local concreteness but in
the symbolical truth of their psychology. Only Macbeth
murdered Duncan; but Duncan is murdered every hour.
When drama has this symbolical power it is said to be ‘uni-
versal’. The characteristic of sixteenth and seventeenth
century plays, however, is that drama has so identified itself
with the life of emotion and action, of passion and will, that it
seems to have nothing to do with symbols of any kind, but
directly with ‘life’.

Faust is the first great work in which the more complex
experience of an individual is presented; expecrience that is
religious and philosophical as well as passionate and moral,
and which in consequence has more and more in it that belongs
to a purely mental world. It is in Faust, therefore, that we
find an extensive and patent resort to symbols and allegory as
the only means of externalizing for this particular form an
inward world, until Faust himself has become one great
symbol of humanity; and again the ‘universality’ of the work
derives from this symbolism, now direct instead of indirect.

The organization of a play of Yeats is simply a further step
in the same development; and seeing it in this way shows the
vitality of Yeats’s work, its vitality both of content and of form.
He takes us perhaps to an extreme limit; but his way has its
poetic inevitability. In Shakespeare and his contemporaries a
world of spirit shapes itself upon a world of violent deeds
because it was precisely this latter—the life of Renaissance
man, a prince and adventurer, an amateur of love, ambition,
power, intellectual and aesthetic sensation—that raised the
great moral and spiritual issues. The analysis of this life was
the new subject for poetry prescribed by observation of the
age. In this kind of work, therefore, spiritual experience flows
from a real world of drama. In Yeats the new subject for
observation is the life of the soul and spiritual powers, and so
the progression is from inward to outward, unseen to seen, a
sensuous world of drama shaping itself upon an ideal world
of spirit. The novel can express mental experience directly.
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Drama is compelled to use symbolism, personification and
myth. Yeats’s use of a complex imagery of emotion was a
vital method prescribed by the conditions of art and life in
his time. The relative brevity of his plays depends on an
acute judgement of what the method will stand.

Symbolism is here, too, the agency that makes explicit the
universality of the theme. Only a superficial reading can
take Yeats’s plays as the expression of personal lyrical states
of mind. These short plays are almost invariably concerned
with great themes: Cathleen’s sacrifice of self, Deirdre’s
affirmation of love, Forgael’s nostalgia for a transcendent
perfect joy, Cuchulain seeking a god-like life at the Hawk’s
Well and drawing upon himself a blind human fate, Emer
renouncing her love-dream so that her husband might live,
the Lame Beggar preferring blessedness to cure, the sacrifice
of charity to an overriding abstract passion in The Dreaming
of the Bones, the rationalism of the Greek confronted and
bewildered by religious mystery—we need not complete the
list. Everywhere we find the permanent realities of the
human situation, everywhere the recurrent drama of spiritual
ccstasy and torment, brought to manifestation in some crisis.
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HEN hc wrote the poems and lyrical dramas
that first made him known in the early nineties,
Hofmannsthal was associated with poets who were
in violent reaction against materialism in philos-

ophy and ‘naturalism’ in art. There was only one shrine for
poets to worship at: symbolism in Paris. In a poem written
later, Stefan Gceorge sums up the general fecling :

Und in der heitren anmut stadt, der garten
Wehmutigem reiz, bei nachtbestrahlten turmen
Verzauberten gewolbs umgab mich jugend

Im taumel aller dinge die mir teuer—

Da schirmten held und sanger das Geheimnis:
ViLLieRrs sich hoch genug fur einen throm,
VERLAINE in fall und busse fromm und kindlich
Und fur scin denkbild blutend: MALLARME.

Mag traum und ferne uns als speise starken—
Luft die wir atmen bringt nur der Lebendige.
So dank ich freunde euch die dort noch singen
Und vater die ich seit zur gruft geleitet . . .

Wic oft noch spat da ich schon grund gewonnen
In truber heimat streitend und des sieges

Noch ungewiss, lich neue kraft dies flustern:
RETURNENT FRANC EN FRANCE DULCE TERRE.

George’s ideal at that time was a poetry of ‘Stimmung’. It
might be esoteric, or recherché, or exotic, so long as it was
inward and cultured, and avoided contamination with raw
life and the crude external social milieu of the time. It is
obviously a narrow ideal of poetry. But its narrowness is ex-
plained by the deliberate purpose: to seek a musical intensity
which is present to some degree in all art but was completely
lost in the dry atmosphere of the sociological drama and
novel. Pater’s dictum about all the arts aspiring towards the
condition of music sprang from a sensitive diagnosis of the
artistic situation of that time. It throws light on the nature
and unity of art in gencral, but the quality it singles out for
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the purpose is one that appealed particularly to a certain
phase of poetic sensibility.

Hofmannsthal’s early ‘lyric dramas’ fit very well into this
atmosphere from a broad point of view. But perhaps the
element of ‘Stimmung’ in them has been too casily accepted
as a predominant characteristic that makes them more lyrical
than dramatic. Though people were first startled above all
by their lyric beauty, I think the present-day observer, view-
ing the whole development, sees something else that is even
more exciting. Poetry is here linked with an instinct for drama.
Hofmannsthal, like Yeats, had a craving for the theatre, for
poetry in the theatre, and all his later development shows his
devotion to it. Ultimately, therefore, he parts company with
many of his generation, particularly George, who included a
social art like theatre in the world he rejected.  Judgements of
Hofmannsthal that arc influenced by George break down on
this point. Criticism has not to judge Hofmannsthal by his
early lyricism alone, but to observe his progress towards a
form of dramatic poetry. His problem was not dissimilar to
that of Yeats, however much their work differed. As a young
worker in verse he was bound to be influenced by the current
ideals of verse, which were lyrical; and only maturity could
give the dramatist in him the necessary independence. The
lyricism of the early plays is due more to the general poetic
atmosphere of the time than to a predominant lyrical inspira-
tion of his own.

I do not propose to go to the other extreme and exaggerate
the dramatic qualities of Hofmannsthal’s early works. It is
simplest, and good sense, to accept them as the mixed form
that their title indicates. They have their lyrical mood and
reflectiveness, and their central characters express feelings,
and at length, that are often more meditative than dramatic.

Ein grosser Gott der Seele steht vor dir.
Wenn in der lauen Sommerabendfeier
Durch goldne Luft ein Blatt herabschwebt,
Hat dich mein Wehen angeschauert,
Das traumhaft um die reifen Dinge webt;
Wenn Uberschwellen der Gefuhle
Mit warmer Flut die Seele zitternd fullte,
Wenn sich im plotzlichen Durchzucken
Das Ungeheure als verwandt enthullte,
Und du, hingebend dich im grossen Reigen,
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Die Welt empfingest als dein eigen:

In jeder wahrhaft grossen Stunde,

Die schauern deine Erdenform gemacht,
Hab ich dich angeruhrt im Seelengrunde
Mit heiliger, geheimnisvoller Macht.?

This passage from Der Tor und der Tod has its relevance in the
scene between Claudio and Death, but the thought follows the
imagination freely and transgresses dramatic necessity. On
the other hand, the feelings and moods of these plays are not
those of solitary contemplation. They depend on relationships
between people, they have a context in social existence and
only arise from such an origin. Andrea, for instance, the hero
of Gestern, indulges in a life of impulsive sensuousness; the only
reality is the fleeting moment, and he hates the sentimentality
that seeks the stability of memories and loyalties, as if ‘yester-
day’ could be prolonged into present and future. But when his
mistress is unfaithful his revulsion shows that there is a flaw in
his philosophy. This is a dramatic moment, precipitated by
his connection with another person. His speeches elaborate
thoughts and moods, but they lead up to a crisis in which
relations between two human beings disturb the feelings and
impulses of one. Moods in this connection are not only
lyrical, and the issue is more than simple evocation of sentiment
or pathos or refinements of egoistic feeling. They are placed
in a dramatic context.

Der Tor und der Tod illustrates still more strikingly how much
Hofmannsthal’s ‘Stimmungen’, far from being an end of
poetry, are part of a dramatic statement of life. The drama
is played out between Claudio and Death; the other figures—
mother, girl, friend—are phantoms. The symbolical method
is obvious, for an action that goes on in Claudio’s soul. It
achieves a subtle and intense combination of ‘lyrical’ mood
and drama, for whilst in one sense the play is the continuous
monologue of Claudio’s feeling, the symbols externalize the very
tense drama of his awakening to life at the moment of death.

Der Tor und der Tod is the most celebrated of the lyric dramas,
and as the product of a nineteen-year-old youth it is one of
the most remarkable performances in literature. Part of its
force lies in its multifold suggestiveness. The commonest
interpretation has been to read it as a document of the décadence
by fastening on Claudio’s central characteristic : a precious
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and over-refined taste for aesthetic sensation, coupled with
sterility in natural feelings. There can be no doubt that
Claudio is an aesthete, and as a victim of faulty integration is a
type of ‘decadent’ in the sense of the nineties. But Hofmanns-
thal’s play is not on that account a pure expression of decadent
sensibility as some critics aver; for that we have to look to
Huysmans and Wilde, to Des Esseintes and Dorian Gray.
Hofmannsthal’s portrayal includes a criticism. The title
dubs Claudio a Fool, and the whole meaning of the picture
is in the self-awareness of Claudio that his life is vacuous.
Hofmannsthal illumines the loss of integrity and completeness ;
and the multi-suggestiveness of this short work lies in the fact
that Claudio is a symbol of that loss wherever it occurs, whether
in the individual, or in the artist, or in society; and at that
time it was occurring in all these three spheres. Its symptom
in the artist was the sacrifice of an honest relation with life
to" agsthetic pretence and frivolity. Its symptom in society
was the acute conflict between spiritual and material values,
one aspect of which was the divorce between poet and society.
Hofmannsthal certainly understood aestheticism; but his
dramatic judgement of Claudio is a criticism of the aesthete in
himself and a sign that he sought integrity. And in his later
work, particularly in federmann and Das Grosse Welttheater, he
was to rediscover, in one form at least, integrity for the re-
lationship between poetry and society.

Such a reading of Der Tor und der Tod is important both for
Hofmannsthal and for history. Yet I think the play derives
a great deal of power from something much simpler than the
analysis of aestheticism. It is always found astonishing
because of its precocity. But if we analyse it more closely,
we observe that its poetic virtuosity and its knowledge of life
are precocious, but the emotional experience that makes it
vital as drama is in fact that of a young man. It is youth
that is most susceptible to the anguishing thought that one
might die without having lived. Whatever the particular
terms of Claudio’s character, and whatever the ‘meaning’
of the play, it feeds on this universal emotion and acquires
through it a positive force and a poetic lustre which not only
make the drama of the aesthete effective but perhaps also
transcend it.
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The ‘lyric dramas’ were followed by a three-act play,
Die Hochzeit der Sobeide, which in themes and manner is still
closely related to them, though the dramatic does predominate
over the lyric. After that Hofmannsthal’s work offers peculiar
difficulties to criticism, because he developed neither as a
lyric poet nor as a straightforward dramatic poet, but instead
devoted his main energies to writing works which strike one at
first as curiously if not bewilderingly dissimilar in subject and
manner: opera-texts, some serious, some comic, some a
mixture of both; the two religious plays Jedermann and Das
Grosse Welltheater; and comedies of a very delicate poetic
quality but rather too slender for successful stage performance,
and written, moreover, in prose.

Here are indications cnough of an intellectual life and an
artistic sensibility that were extremely complex. The salient
feature is that all these three kinds of writing, together with the
lyric dramas, are founded in the theatre, and yet none of them
is orthodox dramatic poetry like Shakespeare’s or Grillparzer’s
or Racine’s. They seem to constitute an exploration of possible
forms for the thcatre.

The clue to this phenomenon lies principally in a peculiar
relationship between diverse elements of Hofmannsthal’s
artistic personality. There was in him first a poet of extreme
aesthetic impressionability, scen most clearly in the lyric
dramas, seen also in a certain disguise in many of his prose
essays on gencral and artistic subjects. The early picces show a
virtuosity in which it is difficult to separate sensuous responsive-
ness from technical facility, and which is to the last degree
astonishing. Jumping any apprenticeship, he is from the start
a master of mellifluous language, poetic phrase and apt
imagery, of a readiness and fluency and movement that never
falter; but these qualities are the sign, not of the true technical
self-possession of the mature artist, but of the utmost vivacity of
response to impressions and poetic thoughts of all kinds. Itis a
virtuosity of sensuousness that is without backbone, and it ends
with the poet being controlled by, instead of controlling,
memory and associative fancy; inundated by impressions and
swept along by his own facility, he finds himself a prisoner in an
autonomous verbal world, cut off from life and truth by the
gift that should reveal them. It is the quality in Hofmannsthal
most closely related to ‘aestheticism’.
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But there was also in him a writer distinguished by in-
tellectual coolness and lucidity, by a disposition to philos-
ophical irony that is more at home in comedy and prose
than in poetry. It is an aspect that is already apparent in the
lyric dramas, in most of which there is often a curious contrast
between the poetic texture and an insistent precocious
knowledge of life expressed in the dramatic point of the whole.
This side of Hofmannsthal presents a moralist with a didactic
interest in general truths, an interest that persists throughout
his work. Quite early he speaks of what seems to him to be
‘a favourite form’: to take a character with a given set of
ideas and put him in a situation that forces him to revise them.
Such ironical awareness determines the conception of some of
the lyric dramas and leads to the later comedies, Cristina’s
Heimreise and Der Schwierige. His didacticism and preoccupa-
tion with general truths appear also in the moral and meta-
physical atmosphere of FJedermann and Das Grosse Welttheater.
It has been insufficiently appreciated that Hofmannsthal’s
originality in subject-matter derives mainly from this
source.

There was thirdly in Hofmannsthal a mystic who faced
him with his greatest problem of form, because he led him
away from words which were the immediate medium of his
genius; but took him towards theatre and music where he
was forced to collaborate. The mystic in him—the Letter of
Lord Chandos is the document of this artistic crisis, and perhaps
also the mysteriously symbolic Das Bergwerk zu Falun—felt
that there was a world of spirituality higher and deeper and
freer than words allow for. Language is not only insufficient
to communicate this world but it is a barrier to it, a turbid
medium that distorts and obfuscates. The fictive Lord Chandos
takes the logical step and declares his intention of writing no
more poetry; and it would be simple indeed, though less
interesting, if Hofmannsthal had done the same. But the
finality of this step is part of the intense expression of the letter,
it gives completeness to a mood, making for what is really a
poem in prose without involving Hofmannsthal himself in
such an extreme practical decision.

This brief analysis of dominating tendencies helps us to
understand how Hofmannsthal came to use such varied methods
as lyric drama, morality play, allegory, comedy, and opera
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texts, the latter again highly coloured and dramatic like
Elektra, or delicately sentimental and comic like Der Rosen-
kavalier; and a certain unity of effort begins to appear amidst
the differing inspiration. All these works are essentially poetic
conceptions, they rely on the collaboration of various arts, and
the medium of collaboration is theatre. There is no name for
this composite and elastic form that Hofmannsthal developed
for his complex inspiration, and the only way to indicate it
briefly would be to call it a poetry of theatre, borrowing a
phrase from Cocteau. Hofmannsthal himself sometimes uses
the word ‘opera’ in a loose extended sense. When we find
him calling the second part of Faust an ‘opcra’, or concurring
eagerly in Novalis’s description of Goethe’s Mdrchen (Fairy-
tale) as a ‘narrated opera’, then it is obvious that he is trying
to indicate by means of this term a unique ideal of form that
he had in mind.

Behind all this is Hofmannsthal’s passion for the meta-
physical. The attraction of allegory for him was that whilst
using the language and images of life it deliberately repudiates
their face-value and uses them freely as signs. Faust Part Two
and the Madrchen are allegorical; so are his own Federmann and
Das Grosse Welttheater. The attraction of music and dance and
mime for him is that they have a more intense sensuousness
than words have, a more direct appeal to feeling, but at the
same time touch deeper levels of life, stirring primeval fears
and reverences, expressing more mysteriously the emotions
of religion and a life that is unseen and unspoken.
Hofmannsthal was aware of the various contributions the
different arts could make, as a matter of aesthetic dis-
crimination. He felt that words generalize best; that music
gives the greatest emotional intensity; whilst a single gesture
of mime or dancer can express a state of mind and dramatic
relations with unequalled vividness and particularity, as when
for instance Nijinsky conveyed the whole nature of the Faun
in a single leap. But his sense of the collaboration of the arts
in the theatre is more than aesthetic discrimination. It is a
profound sense of ritual, cult, liturgy, and festival, which have
always, both in primitive and enlightened religions, used the
various arts in combination to one end. The unity of his
whole conception of a composite art depends on his con-
sciousness of the ritualistic foundations of theatre, of the

114



Hugo von Hofmannsthal

festivals of popular and religious life, of the theatre as the
conscious stylization of the natural dramas of life lived between
the human and the divine. The discovery of theatre is the
discovery of the deepest continuities in human life, the dis-
covery of symbols that express total human community. Such
a conception is no mere artificial resuscitation of something dead
and gone, no mere nostalgia. It is vital and creative because
it springs from Hofmannsthal’s own metaphysical passion.
His work lives on this twofold force, however obvious or
obscured it may be in any single piece: on the one hand the
ceremony, the festive occasion, the celebration in community
life, rooted in the primary needs and joys of the race; and
on the other his mystic feeling for the eternal in the repetition,
for the typical structure of life, for the primeval and divine
that links the generations of humanity. His opera-text
Elektra, enveloped in an atmosphere of pagan religion, work-
irig up to a culmination in Elektra’s frenzied dance when her
revenge is accomplished, and marred not in its conception but
only in its execution by a certain hysteria, is the obvious stark
illustration of where the origins of Hofmannsthal’s conception
of theatre are to be found. Das Grosse Welttheater is of course
the summit of his achievement in this respect. But to illustrate
the breadth and variety of the idea there is Der Rosenkavalier,
which with all its farce is built round a central ceremony,
the traditional handing over to the bride of the silver rose.
This in itself gives a hint of how Hofmannsthal’s conception
of the theatre, through its links with the varied forms of
popular festival, gave him the opportunity to find an appro-
priate and unified expression of the different sides of his nature.

* * *

Hofmannsthal’s preoccupation with the blending of the
serious and the comic shows again his central artistic problem :
to reconcile in some unified form very different kinds of mental
and imaginative life. Shakespeare’s success in this mixed
aesthetic effect was a source of continual delight to him, and
it was no doubt a sympathetic response of poet to poet;
because the blending of the two occurs at its best under the
idealizing touch of poetry. But Hofmannsthal’s peculiarity
emerges again in the fact that for sensuous fullness and power
he is willing to rely on music rather than on dramatic poetry
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alone. The contrast between Cristina’s Heimreise, or Der
Schwierige (which are in prose, but a poet’s prose), and Der
Rosenkavalier, illustrates the point. Both the former are too
tenuous to have vitality on the stage. The sentiment is too
delicate, the comic idea too slender and refined. They are
graceful but fragile. Der Schwierige is really a scenic diffusion
of ideas for an essay on virtue and society; it shows a rare and
distinguished moral sensitiveness reminiscent of Henry James;
but its beauty, emerging gravely from ironies that are tranquil
and philosophic rather than passionate and dramatic, is not
very consistent with the liveliness of the theatre. Der Rosen-
kavalier, on the other hand, though its content of ideas is infinitely
less important than that of Der Schwierige, shows how much
Hofmannsthal could gain, for this tendency of his artistic
creativeness, by relying on music. It is the best example of
a most judicious and felicitous balancing of poetry, music,
and the stage, and of a blending of serious and comic elements.
Its dramatic vitality has its roots in the Vienna farce tradition;
but its poetic gracefulness, which permeates the buffoonery
as well as the sentimental action, gives it a unique distinction
in German comedy-writing. Without the music, however, it
would be a light and charming frivolity, little more; with the
music, as a different jform, that is, it takes immediately high
rank as operatic comedy. The farce is idealized, and the senti-
ment of the Marschallin-Octavian relationship, insufficient
for dramatic purposes alone, is given depth and completeness
by the music. This piece illustrates perfectly the difference
between Hofmannsthal’s artistic problem and the general
conception of dramatic poetry. In the latter, language is
primary, the vehicle of action and character and all the concrete
situations evoked; it is allied to acting and gesture, but it
prescribes them, they are not an addition but an amplification
of what the words themselves contain. Hofmannsthal, by
contrast, goes to different sensuous elements for contribu-
tions which are to be blended into a unity. His uniqueness
lies in a poetic inspiration that gives its flavour to the whole,
and a poetic technique that adjusts itself to other things:
stage, mime, music, dance. The verse and the language
are handled with remarkable discretion, apparent at its
best, for instance, in the portrayal and situation of the
Marschallin :
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MARSCHALLIN. . . . Die Zeit, die ist ein sonderbares Ding.
Wenn man so hinlebt, ist sie rein gar nichts.
Aber dann auf emrnal
da spurt man nichts als sie
sie ist um uns herum, sie ist auch in uns drinnen.
In den Gesichtern rieselt 31e, im Spiegel da rieselt sie,
in meinen Schlifen fliesst sie,
und zwischen mir und dir da fliesst sie wieder.
Lautlos, wie eine Sanduhr.
Oh Quin-quin!
Manchmal hor’ ich sie fliessen unaufhaltsam.
Manchmal steh’ ich auf, mitten in der Nacht
und lass’ die Uhren alle stehen.?

or:

Mir ist zu Mut,
dass ich die Schwache von allem Zeitlichen recht spuren
muss,
bis in mein Herz hinein:
wie man nichts halten soll,
wie man nichts packen kann,
wie alles zerlauft zwischen den Fingern,
alles sich auflést, wonach wir greifen,
alles zergeht, wie Dunst und Traum.5

Here is an example from Ariadne auf Naxos:

ARIADNE (vor sich). Es gibt ein Reich, wo alles rein ist:
Es hat auch einen Namen: Totenreich.
(Hebt sich im Sprechen vom Boden.)
Hier ist nichts rein!
Hier kam alles zu allem !
(Sie zieht ihr Gewand eng um sich.)
Bald aber nahet ein Bote,
Hermes heissen sie ihn.
Mit seinem Stab
Regiert er die Seelen:
Wie leichte Vogel,
Wie welke Blatter
Treibt er sie hin.

Du schoner, stiller Gott! sieh! Ariadne wartet!

Ach, von allen wilden Schmerzen
Muss das Herz gereinigt sein,

Dann wird dein Gesicht mir nicken,
Wird dein Schritt vor meiner Hohle,
Dunkel wird auf meinen Augen,
Deine Hand auf meinem Herzen sein.
In den schénen Feierkleidern,
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Die mir meine Mutter gab,

Diese Glieder werden bleiben,
Schon geschmuckt und ganz allein,
Stille Hohle wird mein Grab.

Aber lautlos meine Seele

Folget ihrem neuen Herrn,

Wie ein leichtes Blatt im Winde
Folgt hinun.ter, folgt so gern.

Du wirst mich befreien,

Mir selber mich geben,

Dies lastende Leben,

Du nimmst es von mir.

An dich werd’ ich mich ganz verlieren,
Bei dir wird Ariadne sein.®

In the freedom and lightness of these passages Hofmannsthal
achieves the right density and the proper rhythmic clasticity for
language that is to be supported by music; an equilibrium of
melody, movement, clarity, sentiment and image that is .per-
fectly appropriate. In Wagner’s opcra the words and music
are a unified conception, but the text is completely dependent
and has no value apart from the music. Hofmannsthal’s opera
text is unique because it comes so near to poetic independence
and yet remains conscious that music will enhance it. It is an
extraordinarily fine artistic calculation, made possible by the
very craftsman’s facility and delicate aesthetic response that are
displayed in the ‘lyric dramas’ and against the abuse of which
Hofmannsthal put himself on guard.

* * *

Hofmannsthal’s religious plays jfedermann and Das Grosse
Welttheater are his weightiest achievements as an independent
poet, in the sense that they show the greatest degree of inter-
fusion of his creative qualities: the poetic, the dramatic, the
metaphysical, the didactic, the ritualistic. To see in them a
skilful adaptation of an old morality play and an old allegorical
idea, the one most famous in the English version, the other in
Calderon’s treatment, is a superficial reading. They have the
force of original poetic creations because their subject and
theme are essertially Hofmannsthal’s own, expressing his
spirituality, and because their form suited his particular
powers. The dramatic poet, moreover, has achieved here a
greater independence by dispensing with the collaboration of
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music, whilst absorbing its qualities into the symbols, the
rhythmic formalization of persons and action, and the evoca-
tions of ritual. The dramatic scene is on the edge of life, from
which it borrows vividness and particularity whilst pointing
all the time to another world of meaning. The method is
moral analysis by illustration; the object is the theatre as a
vehicle of religious emotion.

The interest in generalized truths that is observable in the
didacticism of the early lyric dramas reappears in its mature
phase; and because it is mature it is assured and forceful.
Hofmannsthal’s abnormality as a young poet was of an unusual
kind, because he was so knowing in a worldly sense. He was
precocious in his perceptions; but his precocity is in fact the
sign of his immaturity, being knowledge without experience.
Expressions of general truth in poetry rely for their power and
effectiveness not simply on their accuracy but on the authority
with which they are put forward, and that is only conferred by a
gravity of experience acquired in sufficient extent and variety
and deepened by repetition. To reach this stage was for
Hofmannsthal, to whom generalization was natural, to find
the moment of great opportunity. The instinct that took
him then to the allegorical morality play is one that confirms
genius. For moral generalization, religious simplification,
the barest, austerest analysis of life’s typical features, are of
the essence of the form. In these plays the force of appropriate
generalization can be traced everywhere: in the dctail of the
characters and speeches as well as in the conception and
construction. Of the former, a single example, the entry of the
King, will suffice; and it illustrates also how a certain con-
ventionality of language is part of the plan:

KoniG (tritt von links auf und schreitet auf die Matte der Bihne zu).
An diesem Platz zichts meine Schritte :
Hier bleibe ich; der Herr steh in der Mitte.
Wohin ich schau, mir alles untertan.
Herrschen ist Leben—alles sonst ein Wahn.
Die Gaun und Marken, kaum zu zahlen,
Empfangen Glanz und Reichtum von Befehlen.
Die Berge schaun herein, die Flusse blitzen,
Und sehn mich in ererbten Ehren sitzen.
Sei mir das Herz im Herzen eingeweiht,
Und mit der herrlichen Gerechtigkeit,
Mit dem Verstand, der Weisheit und der Starke,
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Gesegnet meine Tag und meine Werke.
Dgssgich des Lands als Leu und Adler wal7tc,
Das Hohe hoch, das Niedre niedrig halte.

It is true, of course, that Hofmannsthal’s subjects, thcmes., gnd
interpretatinns of truth are the common property of Christian
Europe. But that is their strength; any great human truth
makes originality superfluous. It can never be common-
place in itself, but only when it is inadequately grasped or
insincerely stated. The power of ‘sentences’, the epigrammatic
pointing of common experience, which dramatists used to
be very fond of and which is now out of fashion, lies in this
adequacy of statement that renews the truth they contain.
Hofmannsthal’s handling of general truth, determined by a
perfectly responsive mind, is adequate and has produced
genuine poetry. In these circumstances, its conformity—
with the most comprehensive religious wisdom of modern
times—is its power. The test is whether Hofmannsthal as
dramatic poet can rise to the height of the Christian theme.
The climax of Das Grosse Welttheater leaves no doubt about
it; the scene in which the Beggar, roused by suffering and the
sense of social iniquity, is impelled by his resentment to use
violence against the privileged. The intercession of Wisdom,
portrayed by a nun, breaks the force of his revolt:

WEersHEIT. Du aber, Leben iiber allem Leben,
Du wunderbar Gericht, das in den Dingen ruht,
Sieh mich nunmebhr fiir ihn die Hind erheben:
Gnad ihm, wenn er jetzt bebend vor dich tragt,
Griésslich gefarbt mit unser aller Blut,
Den Wesensschein, den furchtbar schicksalvollen,
Drein du erhabnen Willens Spur gepriagt !
Gnad ihm, ihm war von deines Spieles Rollen
Die eine iiberschwere auferlegt !

BETTLER (2itternd). Wo ist der Baum?

WEeisHEIT. Was fur ein Baum?

BETTLER. Den ich wie Donner schlug,
Der niederkrachend euch und mich begrub!
Doch ich—

WEISHEIT. Und du?

BETTLER. Weib? Was geschah? Wo ist das Licht?
WEISHEIT. Was fur ein Licht?
BETTLER. Das aus der Krone brach,
Mit einer Menschenstimme zu mir sprach !
War dies zuvor? war dies nachher? Weib—was geschah?
Dass ich nicht auf dich schlug !—Du tratest nah—
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WeisHEIT. Brach da ein Licht hervor?>—und

ENGEL. War das nicht
Des Saulus Blitz und redend Himmelslicht?

BETTLER. Du hobest deine Hand und betetest fur mich?

WEeIsHEIT. Fur dich!

BETTLER. Verstehend mich und mein Gericht?
ENGEL. War das nicht Isaaks Lamm, das schimmernd sank vor dich?
BeTrTLER. O du mein Gott!

(Er kniet nieder, birgt sein Gesicht in den Handen.)
ENGEL. Nach Taten, Seele, war dein Drang!

Untat war nah in finstrem Wahn,

Doch herrlich ist des Spieles Gang!

Statt Untat ist jetzt Tat getan !

BETTLER. Getan?
WEISHEIT. Getan!
BETTLER. Schlug ich?
WEISHEIT. Du schlugest nicht!
WIiDERSACHER. Ein Blutandrang, ein schwindelnd Flimmerlicht
Und alles wicderum zunicht!
. (Er wirft wutend seine Bucher zur Seite.

' Des BeTTLERS Blick, der, wieder auf seinen Fussen, wie ein
Entruckter um sich sieht, trifft den Blick der WEISHEIT, die wieder
von threm Platz zwer Schrille auf ihn zugetreten 1st.  Sie lachelt.
Er lachelt auch. Sein Gesicht hat einen verwandelten Ausdruck.) 8

In the simplest cconomy, this scenc contains the essentials:
the pathos of the human situation at its most dramatic, moral
illumination and spiritual victory, the transcendent continuity
of the power of the Christian God.

* * *

Jedermann and Das Grosse Welttheater each show a certain
difference of emphasis. In the former, which is more morality
than allegory, the human drama predominates, and it is built
up so as to bring out with the utmost vividness the terror of
Everyman’s situation, meceting death suddenly, sinful and un-
prepared. Its main difference from the old English play is first
that Death is reduced to the role of messenger, and the moral
ideas expressed directly by Death in a homiletic style are pre-
sented more dramatically through the agency of characters,
for example, in the conversation between Jedermann and
his Mother. And secondly there is a greater psychological
subtlety in conformity with the more sophisticated demands of
modern drama. What is typical or schematized in the person
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of Jedermann is effectively balanced by traits of realism in the
Iramatic situation.

In Das Grosse Welttheater, which is more allegorical, the
livine drama predominates. It is a ritualistic image of the
sternal drama of creation and transfiguration, symbolical in
Jl its details, its solemnity and ceremoniousness enhanced by
ormalization and dance. Its controlling symbol, moreover,
he world as God’s theatre, is the apotheosis of Hofmannsthal’s
sonception of the theatre. The symbolism of theatre and the
iymbolism of life are inextricably merged by an act of poetry
slaced in the service of a metaphysical idea.

* * *

I have tried to treat the case of Hofmannsthal as a problem
f form rather than as one of decadence, which is the line
aken by hostile critics. What emerges {from such a treatment
s a consistent artistic ideal and a continuous development,
vhich contrasts with the notion that his inspiration was de-
sendent on the décadence and dried up with the ‘lyric dramas’.
Each of Hofmannsthal’s forms is a different attempt to find an
wdequate expression for elements of his imaginative and
:motional life that were diverse and difficult to reconcile; to
ind different forms for the demands of a complex sensibility.
Inly an analysis that appreciates his problem as that of finding
he right form—simple and compound—for a genuine but
mnusual inspiration can do justice to his originality and his
wchievement. Hofmannsthal was creative, but he needed a
:omplex medium. The composition of creative artists being as
nfinitely varied as that of men’s characters, those whose assort-
nent of talents and sensibility does not fit into standard forms
1ave to look for other forms that enable them to say what they
1ave to say. From such circumstances arise the deviations and
:ombinations of the various arts that add to the richness of art as
1 whole. Hofmannsthal came to create not a dramatic poetry
n the orthodox sense, but a poetry of theatre in a special sense.
f he had to rely for realizing his conception on musicians and
lancers and actors—he was fortunate in meeting a composer
mnd a producer of genius, Strauss and Reinhardt—that does
ot detract from his creativeness but emphasizes its originality.
Ne are reminded of Yeats’s Plays for Dancers and his description
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of them as ‘a different art-form’. To recall in addition Cocteau’s
search for a poésie du thédtre is to see that Hofmannsthal, like
these two artists, was in fact contributing largely to a particular
need of the time felt all over Europe, the renewal of the
theatre’s poetic vitality, and doing so not by merely super-
imposing an art of ‘production’ on an indifferent text, but by
starting with a total poetic conception and realizing it in a
complex form.
* * *

Not the least remarkable thing about Hofmannsthal’s work,
however, is that in solving his private problems of form, he finds
at the same time a solution of two general problems of poetry in
his generation and ours; poectry in relation to the social theme
in drama, and to the theatre audience in the twentieth century.
Das Grosse Welttheater is a trcatment of the social theme on a
metaphysical plane; and whether you agree with the religion
or not, it is poetry, and stands in strong contrast to the failure of
‘social problem plays’ to achicve poetry. Looking back over
the years between 18go and the production of Murder in the
Cathedral in the middle thirtics, the performances of Federmann
and Das Grosse Welttheater at Salzburg and subsequently all
over Europe stand out as an event of great significance for
poetry and theatre. Salzburg provided an ideal setting,
evocative of Catholic and baroque culture, for plays that are
themsclves saturated with the traditions of Christian Europe,
and appealing beyond religious denominations to a vast
society. Recalling the scene, the poet himself wrote:

Der von Paldsten und Sdulenbogen umschlossene Domplatz ist
italienisch, fast zeitlos. Herein blicken die Berge ciner deutschen
Landschaft, gekront von einer deutschen Burg. Die Franziskaner-
kirche ragt daneben auf, reines Mittelalter. Die Statuen vor dem
Dom sind fruhes Barock. Es war der Gedanke Max Reinhardts,
auf diesem Platze, vor der Fassade des Doms, das Gerust fur das
Jedermann-Spiel aufzubauen. Aber als das Spiel lebendig wurde,
schien es ein Gedanke gewesen zu sein, der in diesem Platz, diesem
Ganzen aus Natur und Baukunst, immer gelegen war. Die Fan-
farenblaser und Spielansager hatten ihren selbstverstandlichen
Platz zerstreut auf dem marmornen Portikus. Wie ein Selbstver-
standliches wirkten die marmornen funf Meter hohen Heiligen,
zwischen denen die Schauspieler hervortraten und wieder ver-
schwanden, wie ein Selbstverstandliches die Rufe ‘Jedermann’ von
den Turmen der nahen Kirche, von der Festung herab, vom
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Petersfriedhof heriiber; wie ein Selbstverstindliches das Dréhnen
der grossen Glocken zum Ende des Spiels, das Hineinschreiten
der sechs Engel ins dimmernde Portal, die Franziskanerménche,
die von ihrem Turm herunter zusahen, die Kleriker in den hundert
Fenstern des Petersstiftes, wie ein Selbverstandliches das Sinn-
bildliche, das Tragische, das Lustige, die Musik. Selbstverstandlich
war das Ganze den Bauern, die hereinstromten zuerst vom Rande
der Stadt, dann von den nichsten Dérfern, dann von weiter und
weiter her. Sie sagten: ‘Es wird wieder Theater gespielt. Das
ist recht’.?

Hofmannsthal deliberately attempted to rediscover the cultic
power of the theatre, and he achieved it with the festival
play that has its roots deep in the religious and ethical con-
sciousness of society, and in a spontaneous popular impulse
towards the theatre. Most of the attempts at a poetic drama
in this century have sprung from minority interests and have
found only an cxclusive audience; and we recall how Yeats
in working out his ideals accepted this peculiarly modern
condition. But Hofmannsthal, with Jedermann and Das Grosse
Welttheater, succeeded in the broader aim. Hc created a
dramatic symbol that united a whole socicty and enveloped it
in a poetic situation.

124



Tragedy, Comedy and
Civilization
Vollkommenheit ist die Norm des

Himmels, Vollkommenes wollen die
Norm des Menschen. GOETHE.

RAGEDY has never been associated so explicitly

with the idea of civilization in the way that comedy

has. The relation of the latter to the refinement of

manners is traditionally accepted, and the degrees
of the relation range from the simplest formula for inculcating
precepts of behaviour to the most delicate give-and-take
between poet and audience. In more primitive forms of
comedy even plain speaking, homilies and threats are not
without their uses. But for high comedy, as Meredith wrote,
‘a society of cultivated men and women is required wherein
ideas are current and the perceptions quick, that he [the
comic poet] may be supplied with matter and and an audience’.
The audience that this sentence describes—urbane, intellectual,
discriminating—seems to be well on the way to a happy civiliza-
tion, and comedy merely reinforces a movement towards
balanced and refined living that has already begun. For this
point of view it is the obvious paradox of comedy that it is
both a symptom and an agent of civilization.

Mercdith offers no direct comments on what happens to
tragedy in such a situation, but judging by the general note of
his Essay, one might infer without doing his argument violence
that he thinks where comedy has installed herself men are on
the way to being beyond the reach of tragedy. We have to
go back to Schiller for a forthright statement of this idea,
though he makes it from a differcnt angle. He says in the
essay ‘Uber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung’ that
comedy has a higher end in view than tragedy and would make
all tragedy superfluous and impossible if it succeeded in achiev-
ing it. ‘Its end is identical with the highest after which it
is man’s business to strive, to be free from passion, always to
see the world and himself clearly and serenely, to attribute
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more to chance than to destiny, and rather to laugh at in-
consequence than to rage or weep at wickedness.” This is a
handsome tribute to comedy from a tragic poet in whose work
there is scarcely a trace of the comic view, and as it stands the
logic of the argument is unexceptionable. And yet if all men
achieved this ‘highest end’ would there be anything left to
laugh at, except such a consummate burning of boats? This
may be the reason for the eminently discreet reservation
Schiller makes—if comedy succeeded in achieving its end. The
time in which we live cannot be said to have lessened the
pertinence of this reservation. It is interesting to note how
pessimistic Meredith in his turn really is about the chances
of high comedy and in consequence of high civilization.
He makes such demands of ‘subtlety and delicacy’ in the
comic poet, and a ‘corresponding acuteness’ in the audience,
that he is forced to observe ‘we count him during centuries
in the singular number’. For so much fervour about, the
benign comic spirit as is manifested in his Essay, it is a thin
harvest. Yet who would disagree?

In view of Schiller’s decisive reservation and Meredith’s
implied pessimism, it seems profitable to turn aside for the
moment from this theoretic consummation of comedy. Instead
we might try to do two things: reaffirm the closeness of
tragedy and comedy, and define for ourselves again what
tragedy has to do with civilization. Not comedy alone, but
both these arts, spring from the tension betwcen our imperfect
life and our ideal aspirations. They exist together in their
dependence on the contradictions of life. They are parallel
expressions, in different keys, of our idea of what is good.
Because they are arts, and bccause they have moral implica-
tions, they are a constituent of civilized consciousness as
distinct from practical civilized behaviour. A reconciliation
on this double basis is necessary, because on the one hand the
obvious practical ‘uses’ of comedy can obscure the fact that
it rests, like any other art, on a spiritual vision which has an
independent aesthetic justification; and because, on the other
hand, the lack of an obvious ‘use’ for tragedy, its apparent
aesthetic self-sufficiency, can obscure the fact that it rests on
a foundation as essentially and profoundly moral as that of
comedy. The one is as much a matter of art, and of morals,
as the other.
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It is easy to forget that when we speak of tragedy and
comedy we are not referring to things or events, but to judge-
ments—particular ways of looking at things and events—
depending on the moral sense. The raw material of human
situations, what we call ‘life’, is, apart from the conclusions
we come to when we think about it, quite neutral. Even the
presence of death, which is of great importance in drama,
makes no difference in life, for it is part of its movement, it is
impersonal ; if we subtract human feeling and thought there
is only the ever-moving limitless flux. Importance devolves
upon death only from our judgements of value; downfall and
destruction are significant in relation to what is good in human
character and achievement. It is when the raw material of
life is subjected to judgement in this way that tragedy and
comedy arise, and it is obvious that there is a good deal in life
that is potentially comic and tragic at one and the same time.
Just .which way one sees it is determined by various things; by
temperament, by the alternating play of intellect or feeling, by
our moods. Even a raw material with quite catastrophic pos-
sibilities can yield comic aspects by the exercise of selective
judgement.

These origins of tragedy and comedy give them a particular
character within poetry and art generally. Any work of art
may have moral implications, but not necessarily. Poetry,
the novel, the plastic arts satisfy us if they reflect life and nature
with vividness and truth, clarifying our sensuous experience;
this primary aim has nothing to do with morals. Tragedy
and comedy, however, are in a less free position. Their
subjects are not only ‘seen’ sensuously but they are seen in a
particular way in reference to good and evil. They are
initiated by a moral experience. Their vision of life is shaped
at the outset by a moral judgement. The idea of a ‘pure’
aesthetic experience, uncontaminated by extra-aesthetic factors,
is of no application where these two branches of literary art
are concerned. What in other circumstances might disturb
the artistic vision is here its foundation. Moral judgement is
not an extraneous element but a constituent one. It is itself
a formal value.

If we insist again that this view applies to tragedy quite
as much as to comedy it is because in recent years, under the
influence of a sharp anti-moral bias in life altogether, the
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tendency has been to forget how profoundly moral the
atmosphere of tragedy is. Attention has been concentrated
on what is called the ‘experience’ that tragedy offers us.
‘Tragedy may teach us to live more wisely; but that is not
why we go to it; we go to have the experience, not to use it’,
says Mr. Lucas in his interesting book on the subject. It is an
alluring statement, appealing with ingratiating directness to
some pride of aesthetic detachment in us. It rises lightly
above the practical problem of living; yet who has a practical
problem if not Antony, Othello, Brutus? It is above all an
incomplete statement. For it leaves quite out of account the
equipment we take with us, and must take, when we go to
the tragic spectacle. It is only our consciousness of moral
values, which exists apart from tragedy, that enables us to
know tragedy when we see it. If we are innocent of right and
wrong, of good and evil, tragic meanings would be lost on us.
The tremendous ‘experience’ would be reduced to a succession
of exciting sense-impressions. If we recognize this we shall
be forced to resist heroic or dionysian views that present
tragedy as a sheer glorification of ‘life’, as an a-moral variation
upon the theme ‘what a piece of work is man!’

The point cannot be evaded either by placing the centre
of gravity in the religious understratum of tragedy. It is very
difficult to conceive religion without morals. Moreover, the
vaguely religious feelings of mystery, of the inscrutability of
destiny and the workings of human action, of awe at what
happens to Oedipus and Lear, Antigone and Hamlet, these
are all germane to the experience, but they only arise because
our moral aspirations are flouted. We face a mystery; but
the point of the mystery is that it challenges our conceptions
of good, our whole view of what ought to be in its contrast to
what is. Oedipus Tyrannus certainly brings home to us the
unfathomable force of destiny and helplessness in face of it.
But why is it so terrible if not because Oedipus is involved in
the most heinous wrongs, patricide and incestuous marriage
with his mother? The transcendental sense of destiny is in
itself a pleasant sensation; it becomes mysterious and tragic
when evil and a judgement about evil are present. There is an
astonishing scene in King Lear that reinforces what we have
said about Oedipus Tyrannus. It is that in which Lear, scarcely
rescued from the fury of nature, his ideas scattered by suffering,
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conducts a trial of his daughters. It is an illumination that
produces from the sub-conscious the effects of order. At the
moment of greatest breakdown we are given a judgement that
represents amidst chaos the memory of civilization. Moral
assumptions are at the centre of tragedy.

Accepting this view it becomes clear that tragedy depends
on a feeling that the poet shares with his audience. He pre-
supposes as the comic poet does a moral sensitiveness in the
spectator of the same kind as he possesscs himself. They both
depend on the moral outlook of the whole community.

That tragic values are created by the philosophy and religion
of society is another truth that has ceased to be self-evident.
For since the ‘romantic age’, perhaps since the Renaissance,
it became customary to expect poets to be ‘original’ in their
thought as well as in poetry, and this led in tragedy to the idea
that the poet creates a particular tragic conception of his own.
The jdea has been repeated so often and with such a cumu-
lative power of suggestion that we end by holding it to be the
most considerable source of inspiration and excellence. Here
is to be found, on the contrary, the least part of the poet’s
invention. Tragic conception derives from moral dispositions
that are part of the material he takes from society. The Greek
poets did not creatc the morality and religion on which their
drama rests; but they clarified them by showing life penc-
trated by them. Shakespearc did not add anything to the
‘thought’ of his time; he measured life against thc finest
ethical sensibility he, and socicty, knew. Racinc does not
invent new moralities; he presents subjects in which the
passions break the moral order established by high human
traditions. Their poetry, their power of statement, is their
originality; their sense of tragedy is something they have in
common with their audience, taking its origin in the moral
impulse of the whole human community. Why is there, for
instance, no such thing as eccentric tragedy? There are
eccentric books and poems and paintings, which attract and
repel tastes with equal violence. They are creations of
individuals, and ecven those who are repelled cannot
always deny their imaginative power. But eccentric tragedy
is a contradiction in terms. The poet here works not in the
material of personal fantasy but of human life. The actions,
passions, suffering of men in their rclations with onc another
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bind him to their laws and suppress Ais fancy; and the highest
function of his imagination in this case is the illumination of
the world outside himself. A poet trying to create his own
tragic values enters the arena of opinion; his audience loses
its cohesion and emotional unity; we disagree with his opinion
and are insensible to his tragedy. All subjects that deal with
the exceptional or the pathological case—the subjects of
Kleist, for instance, and some of Strindberg—Tlose their tragic
power; at the most they arouse the curiosity and pathos
that characterize the bystander and not the participant.

In deriving tragedy from the moral aspirations of the com-
munity we discover its relation to civilization. For what it
takes from the traditions of society it gives back to society
assembled to see it. It focuses in the spectators the highest
moral consciousness of the human community of which they
are a part, so that in the reception of tragedy the community
is sensitized to civilization. Under the emotional corrective
of the tragic poet society agrees upon the essentials of good and
evil, and is purged of its passions and injustice. At the price of
vicarious suffering and death it is raised above its own life and
released from the chains of everyday trial and appetite. The
sense of perfection and imperfection, of nobility and degra-
dation, of right and wrong, is retrieved, and retrieved as
a social sense. The{community sees good and evil inextric-
ably confused, good defeated by evil; but it sees what
good is, and carries away the knowledge chastened yet in
triumph.

The moral standards of our time are so chaotic that we seem
to have lost any traditional basis of tragedy. Of the three
important English tragedies of the last twenty years, two—
Mourder in the Cathedral and The Family Reunion—are essentially
Christian in conception, and in the sense that our society rests
ultimately on Christian foundations, they belong to the
community. But it is at least debatable whether their scope is
not too narrowly Christian for them really to belong to the
whole community of the present day. The third—T7rial of a
Judge—which certainly does refer to the community at large,
is precisely the tragedy of the loss of moral standards. Some
of this loss, or it might be denial, of moral sense is due to fear
of it, following upon the breakdown of a particular system of
social morality. It is the relativism with which we make shift
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at the moment that leads to purely ‘aesthetic’ attitudes to
tragedy, with the individual in the forefront, and supported by
a too simple theory of pleasure. Moral relativism produces
an atomized audience and it is quite consistent that in our
age the novel should be a more flourishing form than tragic
drama. On the other hand, the new moralities of political
parties are also an insufficient basis for tragedy, because
although they provide social cohesion it is sectional and not
human, particular and not general, programmatic not
universal.

By insisting on its moral atmosphere and its source in the
traditions of society, we reconcile tragedy with comedy and
oppose the separation that the thought of Meredith and
Schiller seems to imply. The two arts refer in different ways
to the same thing: the illusive image of our humanity. It is
ouyr faith that we progress, however slowly, towards finer
civilization. But as long as there is imperfection these forms
will flourish side by side as they have always done, in Greece,
in Elizabethan England, in seventeenth-century France. Even
if we imagine a vast extension of civilized behaviour we might
still come to the same conclusion. From isolated individual
cases of refined relationships we may argue that tragedy, at
least in its cruder forms, is less and less possible. But sensi-
bilities for being the more refined are also more tender, and
the mood of tragedy remains. Three Sisters is an example of
something of this kind, and the work of Henry James, in a
different medium, is full of similar effects.

The communal sense of civilization, apart from its realiza-
tion, is a good in itself. We may have thought that our age
was progressing rapidly; the dearth of tragic poetry we can
see now retrospectively as a symptom of an interruption of
progress, a failure of civilized consciousness. We are forced
to rediscover this before we can do anything else. We need
tragedy and comedy because they are symptoms and agents of
it. There are of course other channcls of civilized conscious-
ness; the philosopher and the religious mind proceed by
thought and worship. Their way involves, however, with-
drawal from life; they strain towards an after-life, ecstasy in
God, a humble or proud suspension of life in contemplation.
The peculiar distinction of tragedy and comedy is that they arc
hand in hand with life, yet free from it; making the gross
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material itself yield the image of refinement. It is the happy
paradox of their character to combine the sensuous pleasure of
living with the moral pleasure of aspiration. With a miraculous
virtuosity they reconcile the two halves of our nature and
become the sign of civilized feeling.
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! (p. 61.) MaRriaMNE. You speak in vain. You have dishonoured
me, and with me all humanity; all who are human like myself,
man or woman, known or unknown, will share my pain.
When you robbed me of my brother with murderous stealth,
only those could weep with me who have brothers of their
own, the rest could stand aside with dry eyes and withhold
their pity. But every man calls life his own, and no one will
give up his life except to God who gave it. The whole human
racc condemns this crime; fate itself that allowed its inception
and hindered its success condemns it;* you yourself condemn
it! And if humanity in mysclf suffers so deeply the shame you
inflict, tell me, what shall a woman feel; how do we stand
now, I with you, and you with me?

2 (p. 62.) Krara. And what if Karl is acquitted after all?
Supposing the jewels are found?

MEisTER ANTON. In that case I would go to a lawyer, and if
it cost me my last penny I would find out whether the mayor
was right or wrong to throw the son of an honest man into
prison. If he was in the right, I would bow my head, because
what can happen to any man I must put up with as well.
And if I had the bad luck to have to pay for it a thousand
times more dearly than others, it would be the hand of fate;
if God strikes me, I fold my hands and say: O Lord, Thou
knowest what Thou doest;! But if he were wrong, if the fellow
with the gold chain round his neck rushed into it with only
onc thought in his head, that the tradesman whose jewels are
missing is his brother-in-law, then we’ll see if the law hasn’t
a leak somewhere, we’ll see whether the King, who well knows
he must return justice for the loyalty and obedience of his
subjects, and who I’'m sure wants to be indebted least of all
to the humblest of them, will leave the leak as itis. But what’s
the use of all this talk! The boy has as much chance of leaving
the courts innocent as your mother of leaving her grave alive
again. He’ll never bring any comfort to me, so don’t you
forget what you owe me, you keep your oath, so that I don’t
need to keep mine! (He is going, but turns back.) 1 shan’t
be back till late, to-night; I’m going to the old timber-dealer
in the hills. He’s the only man who still looks me in the eyes
as he used to, because he knows nothing about my disgrace yet.
He is deaf; nobody can tell him anything without shouting
himself hoarse, and then he hears it all wrong, so he gets to
know nothing!
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3 (pp. 109-110.) Yousee before you a great god of thesoul. Whenin
the mild restfulness of summer evenings a leaf fluttered through
the golden air, my breath that hovers dreaming round the
ripeness of things touched you with a shudder; when the warm
tide of feeling rose and filled your trembling spirit, when the
sudden dart of light mirrored yourselfin the world’s immensity,
and you surrendering to the dance of things embraced the
world as yours; in every hour that was great and true, thrilling
through your earthly form, it was my power, sacred and
mysterious, reaching your spirit in its depths.

¢ (p. 117.) Time is a strange thing. You live, and you don’t
think of it, and it is nothing, just nothing. Then suddenly
all you feel is time: round about you, inside you. It moves
in people’s faces, you see it in mirrors; it flows round my
temples, it flows between you and me. Silent, like sand in
the glass. O Quin-quin! Sometimes I hear it irresistibly
flowing. Sometimes 1 get up in the middle of the night and
stop all the clocks.

5 (p. 117.) It seems to me that I must feel to the depths of my
heart all the weakness of mortality: we may not keep ‘any-
thing, we cannot hold on to anything, all the things we grasp
at slip through our fingers, dissolve, vanish, like mists and
dreams.

8 (pp. 117-118.) ARIADNE (fo herself). There is a kingdom where
all things are pure: and it has a name: the kingdom of the
dead. (Rising, as she speaks.) Here, nothing is pure! Here was
promiscuity ! (Drawing her garment closer.) But soon a messenger
will come; Hermes, they call him. With his wand he directs
souls, driving them on like slender birds, like limp leaves.

O fair, tranquil god! See! Ariadne waits!

O, the heart must be emptied of its wild griefs, then
your looks will beckon to me, your steps before my cave,
your hand will be dark over my eyes, over my heart. These
my limbs will rest in the beautiful festive robes my mother
gave to me; adorned, in solitude, the quiet cave will he
my grave. But silent my soul will follow her new lord, like
a light leaf in the wind, follow down, joyfully.

You will set me free, give me back to myself, this burden
of life you will lift from me. To you I will lose myself wholly;
I, Ariadne, will be with you.

? (pp. 119-120.) KING (enters from the left and goes towards the muddle
of the stage). To this place my steps are drawn; here I will
stand; let the King’s place be in the centre. Wherever I look,
there are my subjects. Power is life, the rest, illusion. Fields
and cities find in obedience their wealth and splendour. The
hills look on, the streams flash, and behold me seated in heredi-
tary honours. Let my heart know the secrets of the heart;
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and with the glory of Right and Reason, of Wisdom and of
Power, let my days, my works, be blessed. Let me like the lion
and the eagle rule the land, maintaining high and low in their
necessary place.

8 (pp. 120-121.) Wispom. But Thou, Life above all life, Thou
whose wondrous judgement slumbers in things themselves; see,
I raise my hands in his behalf. Have mercy on him, when
trembling he lays before you, lurid with the blood of all his
fellows, the dread and fated life that bears the imprint of Thy
sublime Will. Mercy on him, to whom was given of all the
parts in Thy play the most exceeding difficult!

BEGGAR (frembling). Where is the tree?

Wispom. What tree?

Beccar. That I struck like thunder, that crashed and buried
you and me! Yet I-—

Wispom. And you?

BeGcGarR. Woman? What happened? Where is the light?

WispoM. What light?

.Brccar. That broke from the tree-top and spoke to me with a
human voice! Did that come first? Or afterwards? Woman—
what happened? That I didn’t strike you!-—You came near—

Wispoum. A light, did a light break out?—and

ANGEL. Was it not the light that burst upon Saul and spoke with
the tongues of heaven?

Beccar. You raised your hands and prayed for me?

Wispom. For you!

BecGar. Knowing me and my trial?

ANGEL. Was it not the lamb of Isaac, that glimmered and sank
before you?

Beccar. O Lord my God! (He kneels, burying his face in his
hands.

ANGEL. )Soul, thy thirst was for deeds! The evil deed was near
in a dark illusion; but with what splendour the play proceeds!
Not the evil, but the good deed, is done!

BecGar. Done?

Wispom. Done!

Becgar. I did strike?

Wispom. You did not strike!

Saran. The blood boils up, a bit of a light glimmers and makes
him dizzy, and everything is spoilt once more!

(He throws away his books in a rage.— The eyes of the BEGGAR,
who has risen to his feet and looks about him like one in a dream,
meet the eyes of WispoM, who has left her place again and advanced
a step or two towards him. She smiles; he smiles back. His face is
transfigured.)

* (pp. 123-124.) The Cathedral Square, framed by palaces and

colonnades, is Italian, almost timeless in character. The hills
of a German landscape, crowned by a German castle, look
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on. Near by rises the Franciscan Church, quite medieval.
The statues in front of the Cathedral are early baroque. It
was Max Reinhardt’s idea to set up in this square, in front of
the Cathedral, the stage for Everyman. But when the play
came to life it seemed that the idea had slumbered in the
place itself, this unity of nature and art. It seemed natural to
find the trumpeters and heralds distributed under the marble
porch; natural, too, the fifteen-feet marble saints, from between
which the players made their entrance and exit, natural the
cries of ‘Everyman’ from the towers of the near-by church,
the castle, the cemetery of St. Peter; natural the drone of the
great bells at the end of the play, the six angels sweeping into
the dim cathedral door, the Franciscan monks looking down
from their tower, the priests in the hundred windows of the
St. Peter chapter house; natural all the symbols, the tragedy,
the comedy, the music. To the country people, too, it all
seemed natural, as they streamed first from the outskirts of the
town, then from the neighbouring villages, then from far and
wide. They said: ‘There is a play to be seen again. That is
as it should be.’
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