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The Whole Art of the Stage 1657

Book One
Chapter I

As for those spectacles which consist as much in discourse as action,
such as formerly were the disputes upon the stage between the epic and
dramatic poets, they are not only useful but absolutely necessary to. instruct
the people and give them some tincture of moral virtues.

The minds of those who are of the meanest rank and condition in a
state are generally so little acquainted with any notions of morality that the
most general maxims of it are hardly known to them. "Tis in vain, therefore,
to make fine discourses, full of convincing reasons and strengthened with
examples, to them: they can neither understand the first nor have any
deference for the latter. All the elevated truths of philosophy are lights
too strong for their weak eves. Tell them of these maxims—that happiness
consists less in the possession of worldly things than in the despising of
them, that virtue ought to seek its recompence in itself, that there is no
interest in the world considerable enough to oblige a man of honor to do
a base thing—all these, T say, are paradoxes to them, which makes them
suspect philosophy itself and turn it into ridicule. They must therefore
be instructed by a more sensible way, which may fall more under their
senses, and such are the representations of the stage, which may therefore
properly be called the People’s School.

One of the chicfest and indeed the most indispensable rule of dramatic
poems is that in them virtues always ought to be rewarded, or at least com-
mended, in spite of all the injuries of fortune, and that likewise vices be always
punished, or at least detested with horror, though they triumph upon the
stage for that time. The stage being thus regulated, what can philosophy
teach that won’t become much more sensibly touching by representation?
"Tis there that the meanest capacities may visibly see that favors of for-
tune are not real enjoyments, when they sce the ruin of the royal family
of Priam; all that they hear from the mouth of Hecuba seems very probable,
having before their eyes the sad example of her calamitics. "Tis there that
they are convinced that Heaven punishes the horrid crimes of the guilty
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with the remorse of them, when they’see Orestes tormented by his own
conscience and driven about by furies within his own breast. 'Tis there
that ambition seems to them a very dangerous passion, when they see a
man engaged in crimes to attain his ends, and after having violated the
laws of heaven and earth, fall into misfortunes as great as those he had
overwhelmed others in and [be] more tormented by himself than by his
enemies. 'Tis there again that covetousness appears a disease of the soul,
when they see a covetous man persecuted with continual restlessness and
fears of want in the midst of all his riches. And lastly, 'tis there that a
man, by representatior), makes them penetrate into the most hidden secrets
of human nature, while they seem to touch and feel in this living picture
those truths which ‘else they would scarce be capable of. But that which
is most remarkable is that they never go from the theatre without carrying
along with them the idea of the persons represented, the knowledge of
those virtues and vices of which they have seen the examples, their memory
repeating continually to them those lessons which have been denived to
them from sensible and present objects. .
Besides, in all governments there is a number of idle people, either be-
cause they hate taking pains or because they need not do it to live. This
idleness carries them generally to many debaucheries, where they consume
in a very little time what might suffice for the keeping of their familics
many months and are then forced upon ill actions for a supply to their

present wants. Now, I think nothing worthier the care of a great prince than

to prevent, if possible, his subjects from taking these extravagant courses,
and as it would be too severe to enjoin them perpetual labor, so I think that
public spectacles and entertainments would most innocently amuse those
who have no other employment. Their own pleasure would carry them
thither without constraint, their hours would slide away without regret, and

gleir- very idleness being busy, they would there lose all the thoughts of
oingill. . . .

Chapter IV

-+ . Here are five objections which have been ordinarily made to me
against the rules of the ancients.
First, that we are not to make laws to oursclves from custom and example
ut from reason, which ought to prevail over any authority.
mlgecondly, that the ancients themselves have often violated their own
5.
actgglirdly, that divers.,e poems of the ancients have been translated and
upon our stage with very ill success.
_ Fourthly, that divers of our modern plays, though quite contrary to
&5¢ rules, had been acted with great applause.
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