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IN A SHORTER, more schematic version, this book was first presented at a Gauss Seminar at Princeton University. Those who have attended these occasions will know how much the speaker owes to the chairmanship and cross-fire of R. P. Blackmur and to the erudite vigilance of Professors E. B. E. Borgerhoff and Edward Cone. I wish to add a special thanks to Roger Sessions, who gave to the seminar the warmth and authority of his presence.


The expansion of the book into its present form was made possible by a grant from the Ford Foundation administered through the Council of the Humanities of Princeton University to foster work in comparative literature. This grant enabled me to get on with the job while teaching only part-time. My warmest thanks go to Professor Whitney Oates and Professor R. Schlatter. I am the more grateful as this book does not represent precisely what its learned sponsors had in mind. But writers tend to be mutineers, even against generosity.


I owe particular thanks to my editor, Mr. Robert Pick, of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. The counsel he gave and the pleasure he took in the work were both of great value to me.


Principally, however, this essay belongs to my father. The plays I discuss in it are those which he first read to me and took me to see. If I am able to deal with literature in more than one language, it is because my father, from the outset, refused to recognize provincialism in the affairs of the mind. Above all, he taught me by the example of his own life that great art is not reserved to the specialist or the professional scholar, but that it is best known and loved by those who live most intensely.
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I











WE ARE ENTERING on large, difficult ground. There are landmarks worth noting from the outset.


All men are aware of tragedy in life. But tragedy as a form of drama is not universal. Oriental art knows violence, grief, and the stroke of natural or contrived disaster; the Japanese theatre is full of ferocity and ceremonial death. But that representation of personal suffering and heroism which we call tragic drama is distinctive of the western tradition. It has become so much a part of our sense of the possibilities of human conduct, the Oresteia, Hamlet, and Phèdre are so ingrained in our habits of spirit, that we forget what a strange and complex idea it is to re-enact private anguish on a public stage. This idea and the vision of man which it implies are Greek. And nearly till the moment of their decline, the tragic forms are Hellenic.


Tragedy is alien to the Judaic sense of the world. The book of Job is always cited as an instance of tragic vision. But that black fable stands on the outer edge of Judaism, and even here an orthodox hand has asserted the claims of justice against those of tragedy:




So the Lord blessed the latter end of Job more than the beginning: for he had fourteen thousand sheep, and six thousand camels, and a thousand yoke of oxen, and a thousand she-asses.





God has made good the havoc wrought upon His servant; he has compensated Job for his agonies. But where there is compensation, there is justice, not tragedy. This demand for justice is the pride and burden of the Judaic tradition. Jehovah is just, even in His fury. Often the balance of retribution or reward seems fearfully awry, or the proceedings of God appear unendurably slow. But over the sum of time, there can be no doubt that the ways of God to man are just. Not only are they just, they are rational. The Judaic spirit is vehement in its conviction that the order of the universe and of man’s estate is accessible to reason. The ways of the Lord are neither wanton nor absurd. We may fully apprehend them if we give to our inquiries the clear-sightedness of obedience. Marxism is characteristically Jewish in its insistence on justice and reason, and Marx repudiated the entire concept of tragedy. “Necessity‚” he declared, “is blind only in so far as it is not understood.”


Tragic drama arises out of precisely the contrary assertion: necessity is blind and man’s encounter with it shall rob him of his eyes, whether it be in Thebes or in Gaza. The assertion is Greek, and the tragic sense of life built upon it is the foremost contribution of the Greek genius to our legacy. It is impossible to tell precisely where or how the notion of formal tragedy first came to possess the imagination. But the Iliad is the primer of tragic art. In it are set forth the motifs and images around which the sense of the tragic has crystallized during nearly three thousand years of western poetry: the shortness of heroic life, the exposure of man to the murderousness and caprice of the inhuman, the fall of the City. Note the crucial distinction: the fall of Jericho or Jerusalem is merely just, whereas the fall of Troy is the first great metaphor of tragedy. Where a city is destroyed because it has defied God, its destruction is a passing instant in the rational design of God’s purpose. Its walls shall rise again, on earth or in the kingdom of heaven, when the souls of men are restored to grace. The burning of Troy is final because it is brought about by the fierce sport of human hatreds and the wanton, mysterious choice of destiny.


There are attempts in the Iliad to throw the light of reason into the shadow-world which surrounds man. Fate is given a name, and the elements are shown in the frivolous and reassuring mask of the gods. But mythology is only a fable to help us endure. The Homeric warrior knows that he can neither comprehend nor master the workings of destiny. Patroclus is slain, and the wretch Thersites sails safely for home. Call for justice or explanation, and the sea will thunder back with its mute clamour. Men’s accounts with the gods do not balance.


The irony deepens. Instead of altering or diminishing their tragic condition, the increase in scientific resource and material power leaves men even more vulnerable. This idea is not yet explicit in Homer, but it is eloquent in another major tragic poet, in Thucydides. Again, we must observe the decisive contrast. The wars recorded in the Old Testament are bloody and grievous, but not tragic. They are just or unjust. The armies of Israel shall carry the day if they have observed God’s will and ordinance. They shall be routed if they have broken the divine covenant or if their kings have fallen into idolatry. The Peloponnesian Wars, on the contrary, are tragic. Behind them lie obscure fatalities and misjudgements. Enmeshed in false rhetoric and driven by political compulsions of which they can give no clear account, men go out to destroy one another in a kind of fury without hatred. We are still waging Peloponnesian wars. Our control of the material world and our positive science have grown fantastically. But our very achievements turn against us, making politics more random and wars more bestial.


The Judaic vision sees in disaster a specific moral fault or failure of understanding. The Greek tragic poets assert that the forces which shape or destroy our lives lie outside the governance of reason or justice. Worse than that: there are around us daemonic energies which prey upon the soul and turn it to madness or which poison our will so that we inflict irreparable outrage upon ourselves and those we love. Or to put it in the terms of the tragic design drawn by Thucydides: our fleets shall always sail toward Sicily although everyone is more or less aware that they go to their ruin. Eteocles knows that he will perish at the seventh gate but goes forward nevertheless:






We are already past the care of gods.


For them our death is the admirable offering.


Why then delay, fawning upon our doom?








Antigone is perfectly aware of what will happen to her, and in the wells of his stubborn heart Oedipus knows also. But they stride to their fierce disasters in the grip of truths more intense than knowledge. To the Jew there is a marvellous continuity between knowledge and action; to the Greek an ironic abyss. The legend of Oedipus, in which the Greek sense of tragic unreason is so grimly rendered, served that great Jewish poet Freud as an emblem of rational insight and redemption through healing.


Not that Greek tragedy is wholly without redemption. In the Eumenides and in Oedipus at Colonus, the tragic action closes on a note of grace. Much has been made of this fact. But we should, I think, interpret it with extreme caution. Both cases are exceptional; there is in them an element of ritual pageant commemorating special aspects of the sanctity of Athens. Moreover, the part of music in Greek tragedy is irrevocably lost to us, and I suspect that the use of music may have given to the endings of these two plays a solemn distinctness, setting the final moments at some distance from the tenors which went before.


I emphasize this because I believe that any realistic notion of tragic drama must start from the fact of catastrophe. Tragedies end badly. The tragic personage is broken by forces which can neither be fully understood nor overcome by rational prudence. This again is crucial. Where the causes of disaster are temporal, where the conflict can be resolved through technical or social means, we may have serious drama, but not tragedy. More pliant divorce laws could not alter the fate of Agamemnon; social psychiatry is no answer to Oedipus. But saner economic relations or better plumbing can resolve some of the grave crises in the dramas of Ibsen. The distinction should be borne sharply in mind. Tragedy is irreparable. It cannot lead to just and material compensation for past suffering. Job gets back double the number of she-asses; so he should, for God has enacted upon him a parable of justice. Oedipus does not get back his eyes or his sceptre over Thebes.


Tragic drama tells us that the spheres of reason, order, and justice are terribly limited and that no progress in our science or technical resources will enlarge their relevance. Outside and within man is l’autre, the “otherness” of the world. Call it what you will: a hidden or malevolent God, blind fate, the solicitations of hell, or the brute fury of our animal blood. It waits for us in ambush at the crossroads. It mocks us and destroys us. In certain rare instances, it leads us after destruction to some incomprehensible repose.


None of this, I know, is a definition of tragedy. But any neat abstract definition would mean nothing. When we say “tragic drama” we know what we are talking about; not exactly, but well enough to recognize the real thing. In one instance, however, a tragic poet does come very near to giving an explicit summary of the tragic vision of life. Euripides’ Bacchae stands in some special proximity to the ancient, no longer discernible springs of tragic feeling. At the end of the play, Dionysus condemns Cadmus, his royal house, and the entire city of Thebes to a savage doom. Cadmus protests: the sentence is far too harsh. It is utterly out of proportion with the guilt of those who fail to recognize or have insulted the god. Dionysus evades the question. He repeats petulantly that he has been greatly affronted; then he asserts that the doom of Thebes was predestined. There is no use asking for rational explanation or mercy. Things are as they are, unrelenting and absurd. We are punished far in excess of our guilt.


It is a terrible, stark insight into human life. Yet in the very excess of his suffering lies man’s claim to dignity. Powerless and broken, a blind beggar hounded out of the city, he assumes a new grandeur. Man is ennobled by the vengeful spite or injustice of the gods. It does not make him innocent, but it hallows him as if he had passed through flame. Hence there is in the final moments of great tragedy, whether Greek or Shakespearean or neoclassic, a fusion of grief and joy, of lament over the fall of man and of rejoicing in the resurrection of his spirit. No other poetic form achieves this mysterious effect; it makes of Oedipus, King Lear, and Phèdre the noblest yet wrought by the mind.


From antiquity until the age of Shakespeare and Racine, such accomplishment seemed within the reach of talent. Since then the tragic voice in drama is blurred or still. What follows is an attempt to determine why this should be.
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II











THE WORD “tragedy” entered the English language in the later years of the fourteenth century. Chaucer gave a definition of it in the Prologue to the Monk’s Tale:






Tragedie is to seyn a certeyn storie,


As olde bookes maken us memorie,


Of hym that stood in greet prosperitee,


And is yfallen out of heigh degree


Into myserie, and endeth wrecchedly.








There is no implication of dramatic form. A tragedy is a narrative recounting the life of some ancient or eminent personage who suffered a decline of fortune toward a disastrous end. That is the characteristic medieval definition. Dante observed, in his letter to Can Grande, that tragedy and comedy move in precisely contrary directions. Because its action is that of the soul ascending from shadow to starlight, from fearful doubt to the joy and certitude of grace, Dante entitled his poem a commedia. The motion of tragedy is a constant descent from prosperity to suffering and chaos: exitu est foetida et horribilis. In Dante, as in Chaucer, there is no inference that the notion of tragedy is particularly related to drama. A misunderstanding of a passage in Livy led medieval commentators to suppose that the plays of Seneca and Terence had been recited by a single narrator, presumably the poet himself. Two Latin tragedies in imitation of Seneca were actually written by Italian scholars as early as 1315 and c. 1387, but neither was intended for performance on a stage. Thus the sense of the tragic remained dissociated from that of the theatre. A remark in Erasmus’ Adagia suggests that even in the sixteenth century classicists still had doubts as to whether Greek and Roman tragedies had ever been intended for dramatic presentation.


Chaucer’s definition derives its force from contemporary awareness of sudden reversals of political and dynastic fortune. To the medieval eye, the heavens of state were filled with portentous stars, dazzling in their ascent but fiery in their decline. The fall of great personages from high place (casus virorum illustrium) gave to medieval politics their festive and brutal character. Sweeping over men with cruel frequency, the quarrels of princes implicated the lives and fortunes of the entire community. But the rise and fall of him that stood in high degree was the incarnation of the tragic sense for a much deeper reason: it made explicit the universal drama of the fall of man. Lords and captains perished through exceeding ambition, through the hatred and cunning of their adversaries, or by mischance. But even where the moralist could point to a particular crime or occasion of disaster, a more general law was at work. By virtue of original sin, each man was destined to suffer in his own experience, however private or obscure, some part of the tragedy of death. The Monk’s lament “in manere of tragedie” begins with Lucifer and Adam, for the prologue to the tragic condition of man is set in Heaven and in the Garden of Eden. There the arrow of creation started on its downward flight. It is in a garden also that the symmetry of divine intent places the act of fortunate reversal. At Gethsemane the arrow changes its course, and the morality play of history alters from tragedy to commedia. Finally, and in precise counterpart to the prologue of disobedience, there is the promise of a celestial epilogue where man will be restored to more than his first glory. Of this great parable of God’s design, the recital of the tragic destinies of illustrious men are a gloss and a reminder.


The rise of English drama in the Tudor period and its Elizabethan triumph restored to the notion of tragedy the implications of actual dramatic performance. But the images of the tragic estate devised in medieval literature carried over into the language of the theatre. When Fortune abandoned men in medieval allegory, it was with a swift turn of her emblematic wheel. Marlowe preserved this ancient fancy in The Tragedie of Edward the second:






Base fortune, now I see, that in thy wheele


There is a point, to which when men aspire,


They tumble headlong downe: that point I touchte,


And seeing there was no place to mount up higher,


Why should I greeue at my declining fall?








Mortimer accepts his doom with grim calm. Only a few moments earlier, he had spoken of himself as “Jove’s huge tree, And others are but shrubs compared to me.” A proud thought, but also an annunciation of disaster, for in medieval iconography trees were dangerously enmeshed with the image of man. They carried the graft of the apple bough from which Adam plucked, and some minute splinter of the desperate consolation of the cross. And it is when they are blasted at the crown, burnt, or wither at the root, that trees are most illustrative of the human condition. In the early Elizabethan tragedy of Jocasta, the wheel and the tree are joined together to convey a vision of fatality:






When she that rules the rolling wheele of chaunce,


Doth turne aside hir angrie frowning face,


On him, who erst she deigned to aduance,


She never leaues to gaulde him with disgrace,


To tosse and turne his state in euery place,


Till at the last she hurle him from on high


And yeld him subject unto miserie:


And as the braunche that from the roote is reft,


He never wines like leafe to that he lefte.








As Wagner’s Tannhäuser reminds us, the withered branch did not lose its grip on the poetic imagination. Drawing on two lines by Thomas Churchyard in that most medieval of Elizabethan poetic narratives, the Mirror for Magistrates, Marlowe gave to the image a final splendour. In the epilogue to The tragicall Historie of Doctor Faustus, the Chorus matches the tree of Apollo to the burnt vine of the eightieth Psalm:






Cut is the branch that might have growne full straight,


And burned is Apolloes Laurel bough


That sometime grew within this learned man.








We are asked to regard “his hellish fall” because it holds up a cautionary mirror to the fate of ordinary men. The tragic personage is nobler and closer to the dark springs of life than the average human being. But he is also typical. Otherwise his fall would not be exemplary. This, too, is a medieval conception which retained its vitality in Elizabethan drama. By examples “trewe and olde,” Chaucer’s Monk would give us warning of pride or soaring ambition. And it is in this light that the authors of Jocasta regarded the myth of Oedipus. They saw in it neither a riddle of innocence unjustly hounded nor an echo of some archaic rite of blood and expiation. The play dealt with a clash of representative characters:









Creon is King, the type of Tyranny,


And Oedipus, myrrour of misery.








The glass does not break with the close of the medieval period. We find it still in the mirror which Hamlet bids the players hold up to nature.


Thus the wheel, the branch, and the mirror had their strong life more than two centuries after the tragic fables of Chaucer and Lydgate. Translated into the coup de théâtre or the “doctrine of realism,” these ancient images still govern our experience of drama. But in the Elizabethan theatre, the idea of tragedy lost its medieval directness. The word itself assumed values at once more universal and more restricted. With the decline of hope which followed on the early renaissance—the darkening of spirit which separates the vision of man in Marlowe from that of Pico della Mirandola—the sense of the tragic broadened. It reached beyond the fall of individual greatness. A tragic rift, an irreducible core of inhumanity, seemed to lie in the mystery of things. The sense of life is itself shadowed by a feeling of tragedy. We see this in Calvin’s account of man’s condition no less than in Shakespeare’s.


But at the same time, “tragedy” also acquired a special meaning. A poem or prose romance might be called “tragic” by virtue of its theme. Yet it was no longer designated as a “tragedy.” The rediscovery of Senecan drama during the 1560’s gave to the word clear implications of theatrical form. Henceforth, a “tragedy” is a play dealing with tragic matters. But were all such plays tragedies in the true sense? The conflicts of critical definition appeared nearly from the start. They have never ceased in the history of the western theatre. Already at the very beginning of the seventeenth century there are foreshadowings of the difficulties which preoccupy Racine, Ibsen, and Wagner. Theory had begun to harass the playwright with what Ibsen might have called “the claims of the ideal.”


We can date rather precisely the moment at which these claims were first presented. In Sejanus (1605), Ben Jonson had written a learned tragedy modelled on Senecan rhetoric and Roman satire. Nevertheless, he found himself compelled to defend certain liberties in the play against the canons of strict neo-classicism:




… if it be objected, that what I publish is no true poem, in the strict laws of time, I confess it: as also in the want of a proper chorus; whose habit and mood are such and so difficult, as not any, whom I have seen, since the ancients, no, not they who have most presently affected laws, have yet come in the way of. Nor is it needful, or almost possible in these our times … to observe the old state and splendour of dramatic poems, with preservation of any popular delight.





Seven years later, in the preface to The White Devil, John Webster made the same apologia. He conceded that he had not produced a “true dramatic poem‚” meaning by that a play in severe accord with Aristotelian precepts. But he added with confident irony that the fault lay with the public. The Elizabethan and Jacobean audiences had proved themselves unworthy of “the old state and splendour” of tragedy.


These statements arise from the great division of ideals that shaped the history of the European theatre from the late sixteenth century nearly to the time of Ibsen. The neo-classic conception of tragedy had on its side ancient precedent, the force of the Senecan example, and a powerful critical theory. The popular, romantic ideal of drama drew its strength from the actual performance of the Elizabethan playwrights and from the plain fact of theatrical success. The general public cared more for the gusto and variousness of Shakespearean drama than for the noble form of the “true dramatic poem.”


Neo-classicism arose with the scholar-poets and critics of the Italian renaissance. It can be traced back to imperfect understanding of Aristotle and Horace, but was given its current shape by the art of Seneca. The neo-classical view found two expositors of genius, Scaliger and Castelvetro. The latter’s interpretation of the Poetics, Poetica d’Aristotele vulgarizata, proved to be one of the decisive statements in the development of western taste. It set forth precepts and ideals which have engaged the concern of critics and dramatists from the time of Jonson to that of Claudel and T. S. Eliot. Its principal arguments were carried over to England and given memorable expression in Sidney’s Defense of Poesy. Sidney’s style bestows a seductive nobility on the spinsterish discipline of the neo-Aristotelian view. “The stage‚” he tells us, “should always represent but one place, and the uttermost time presupposed in it should be, both by Aristotle’s precept and common reason, but one day.” Observe the direction of Sidney’s appeal: to authority and to reason. Neo-classicism always insists on both. Unity of time and place, moreover, are but instruments toward the principal design, which is unity of action. That is the vital centre of the classic ideal. The tragic action must proceed with total coherence and economy. There must be no residue of waste emotion, no energy of language or gesture inconsequential to the final effect. Neo-classic drama, where it accomplishes its purpose, is immensely tight-wrought. It is art by privation; an austere, sparse, yet ceremonious structure of language and bearing leading to the solemnities of heroic death. From this principle of unity all other conventions follow. The tragic and the comic sense of life must be kept severely apart; the true poet will not “match hornpipes and funerals.” Tragedy, moreover, is Augustinian; few are elected to its perilous grace. Or as Sidney puts it, one must not thrust in “the clown by head and shoulders to play a part in majestical matters.”


But even as he wrote, clowns were asserting their rights on the tragic stage. They perform their comic turns on Faustus’ way to damnation. They open the gates to vengeance in Macbeth and trade wisdom with Hamlet. Through the long funeral of Lear’s reason sounds the hornpipe of the Fool. Sidney ridicules the kind of popular drama “where you shall have Asia of the one side, and Africa of the other, and so many other under-kingdoms, that the player, when he cometh in, must ever begin with telling where he is.” Yet even before the Defense of Poesy had been published, Faustus was soaring through the air






Being seated in a chariot burning bright,


Drawn by the strength of yoaked dragons neckes.








And below him lay the licentious geography of the Elizabethan theatre, with its instantaneous transitions from Rome to Egypt, and its seacoasts in Bohemia. Sidney argues that it is absurd that a play, which requires a few brief hours to perform, should claim to imitate events which have taken years to come to pass. Nothing of the kind can be cited in “ancient examples,” and the “players in Italy,” who were the guardians of the neo-classic style, will not allow it. But Shakespearean characters grow old between the acts, and in The Winter’s Tale some sixteen years go by between the opening discord and the final music.


The Elizabethan playwrights violated every precept of neo-classicism. They broke with the unities, dispensed with the chorus, and combined tragic and comic plots with indiscriminate power. The playhouse of Shakespeare and his contemporaries was el gran teatro del mundo. No variety of feeling, no element from the crucible of experience, was alien to its purpose. The Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists ransacked Seneca. They took from him his rhetoric, his ghosts, his sententious morality, his flair for horror and blood-vengeance; but not the austere, artificial practices of the neo-classic stage. To the genius of Greek tragedy, or rather to its inferior Latin version, Shakespeare opposed a rival conception of tragic form and a rival magnificence of execution.


Despite massive scholarship, the history of that form remains obscure. There were practical reasons why Marlowe, Kyd, and Shakespeare departed from neo-classic models. A playwright could not make a living by the precepts of Castelvetro. The public resolutely preferred the romance and turmoil of the tragicomedy or the chronicle play. It delighted in clowns, in comic interludes, and in the acrobatics and brutality of physical action. The Elizabethan spectator had strong nerves and demanded that they be played upon. There was hotness of blood in the world around him and he called for it on the stage. “Learned” poets, such as Ben Jonson and Chapman, sought in vain to educate their public to more lofty pleasures. But even if we discount the realities of the popular theatre, it would seem that Shakespeare’s genius led him toward “open” rather than “closed” forms of stagecraft. Whereas Dante’s vision bends all light rays toward a controlling centre, Shakespeare’s sense of the world appears to move outward. He used dramatic forms with marvellous pragmatism, shaping them as the need arose. The real and the fantastic, the tragic and the comic, the noble and the vile, were equally present in his apprehension of life. Thus he required a theatre more irregular and provisional than that of classic tragedy.


But the shape of such plays as Doctor Faustus, Richard II, King Lear, or Measure for Measure, represents more than the personal bias of the Elizabethan dramatists. They are a result of the concurrence of ancient and complex energies. Beneath the fact of the development of dramatic blank verse, beneath the Senecan spirit of majestic violence, lay a great inheritance of medieval and popular forms. This is the live undergrowth from which the late sixteenth century draws much of its strength. In Shakespeare’s sovereign contempt for limitations of space and time, we recognize the spirit of the mystery cycles which took the world of heaven, earth, and hell for their setting, and the history of man for their temporal scale. The clowns, the wise fools, and the witches of Elizabethan drama carry with them a medieval resonance. Behind the Senecan funerals come the hornpipes of the Morris dancers. And one cannot understand Shakespeare’s history plays or his late, dark comedies, without discerning in them a legacy of ritual and symbolic proceeding which goes back to the imaginative wealth of the Middle Ages. How this legacy was transmitted, and how it conjoined with the nervous freedom of the Elizabethan temper, is as yet unclear. But we feel its shaping presence even as late as Jacobean drama. When the new world picture of reason usurped the place of the old tradition in the course of the seventeenth century, the English theatre entered its long decline.


In retrospect, the contrast between the actual work done by the Elizabethan playwrights and the claims put forward by neo-classic critics is overwhelming. The plays of Marlowe, Shakespeare, Middleton, Tourneur, Webster, and Ford are clearly superior to anything produced in the neoclassic vein. But this disparity is, in part, a matter of focus. Our own experience of the dramatic is so largely conditioned by the open, Shakespearean form, that it is difficult for us even to imagine the validity of an alternative tradition. The Elizabethan classicists were no fools. Their arguments were founded on more than the authority of Italian grammarians and the rather tawdry example of Latin tragedy. The neo-classic view expresses a growing perception of the miracle of Greek drama. This perception was fragmentary. There were few translations of Aeschylus, and the plays of Euripides were known mainly in the versions of Seneca. Renaissance scholars failed to realize, moreover, that Aristotle was a practical critic whose judgements are relevant to Sophocles rather than to the whole of Greek drama (there is no unity of time, for instance, in the Eumenides). Nevertheless, the ideals of Sidney and the ambitions of Ben Jonson convey insight into the fact that the tragic imagination owes to the Greek precedent a debt of recognition. Time and again, this insight has mastered the sensibility of western poets. Much of poetic drama, from Milton to Goethe, from Hölderlin to Cocteau, is an attempt to revive the Greek ideal. It is a great and mysterious stroke of fortune that Shakespeare escaped the fascination of the Hellenic. His apparent innocence with respect to more formal classic attainments may account for his majestic ease. It is difficult to imagine what Hamlet might have been like had Shakespeare first read the Oresteia, and one can only be grateful that the close of King Lear shows no conscious awareness of how matters were ordered at Colonus.


The English classicists were not the earliest in the field. Neo-Aristotelian precepts and the Senecan example had already inspired a considerable body of Italian and French drama. Today, only the specialist in theatrical history reads the plays of Trissino and Giraldo Cintio, or Tasso’s Torrismondo. This neglect extends to Jodelle and Garnier. In the light of Racine, French sixteenth-century tragedy seems an archaic prelude. But this view also is largely one of modern perspective. There is in both these French tragedians a strong music which we shall not hear again, even in the high moments of the classic style. Consider the invocation to death in Jodelle’s Cléopâtre captive (1552):






Ha Mort, ô douce mort, mort seule guerison


Des esprits oppressés d’une estrange prison,


Pourquoy souffres tu tant à tes droits faire tort?


T’avons nous fait offense, ô douce & douce mort?


Pourquoy n’approches tu, ô Parque trop tardive?


Pourquoy veux tu souffrir ceste bande captive,


Qui n’aura pas plustot le don de liberté,


Que cest esprit ne soit par ton dard écarté?1








The voice rises in ornate grief above the lament of the chorus. The lines fall like brocade, but beneath their stiffness we hear the loosening inrush of death: ô douce & douce mort. The Parque trop tardive is like an allegoric figure arrested in midflight; it is hard to believe that Valéry’s eye did not chance on her.


In Garnier’s Marc-Antoine, a somewhat later play, the same moment is dramatized. Refusing Charmian’s advice that she plead with her conquerors, Cleopatra prepares for the ceremonies of death:






Quel blasme me seroit-ce? hé Dieux! quelle infamie,


D’avoir esté d’Antoine et son bonh-heur amie,


Et le survivre mort, contente d’honorer


Un tombeau solitaire, et dessur luy pleurer?


Les races à venir justement pourroyent dire


Que je l’aurois aimé seulement pour l’Empire,


Pour sa seule grandeur, et qu’en adversité















Je l’aurois mechamment pour un autre quitté.


Semblable à ces oiseaux, qui d’ailes passageres


Arrivent au Printemps des terres estrangeres,


Et vivent avec nous tandis que les chaleurs


Et leur pasture y sont, puis s’envolent ailleurs.2





The words persuade us by an absence of rhetoric. Cleopatra refers to herself as Anthony’s amie. In the sixteenth century the erotic connotations of the term were stronger than they are now; but in this quiet, cruel hour the force of friendship is as vital as that of love. Her simile lacks all pretension; she will not be flighty as are the birds. But at the same time, the quickening of pace and the cadence of ailes passageres directs our imagination to the deathward flight of the soul. The royal hawk on Egypt’s crown will open his wings. The values here are not the same as in Corneille or Racine. The characters are shown in a manner which marks a transition from allegory to drama. They tend to live at the surface of language, and the action is one of successive ornamentations rather than direct progress. But there is in these tragedies a commitment of emotion at once more naïve and more humane than in mature neo-classicism.





Four years after Sidney’s death, the Countess of Pembroke translated Marc-Antoine. Garnier was the model for Samuel Daniel’s Cleopatra and Thomas Kyd translated his Cornélie, a tragedy dealing with the fall of Pompey. These were closet-dramas written for the enjoyment of a coterie. But they initiated a tradition of formal tragedy which extends into the romantic period. Fulke Greville destroyed one of his political tragedies at the time of the Essex rebellion. The two that survive, Mustapha and Alaham, have the kind of ornate and intricate solemnity which marks the architecture of the high baroque. They foreshadow the Moorish plays of Dryden and the works of a far more talented aristocrat—Byron’s Venetian tragedies and his Sardanapalus.


The neo-classic view, moreover, found at least partial expression in the Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre. Chapman and Ben Jonson sought to combine the rival conceptions of learned and popular drama. They were at the same time scholars and men of the living stage. Of all the Elizabethans, Chapman is nearest to Seneca. His vision of human affairs was stoic, and his style had a natural darkness and complication. He entirely accepted the neo-Aristotelian belief in the moral purpose of drama. Authentic tragedy must convey “material instruction, elegant and sententious excitation to virtue, and deflection from her contrary.” He shared the feeling of the later Roman historians that high matters of state are rooted in private lust and private ambition. Bussy d’Ambois and The Tragedy of Chabot, Admiral of France are among the few major political dramas in English literature. In Chapman’s conviction that violence breeds violence and that evil will not be mocked, there is something of the lucid grief of Tacitus. Yet simultaneously, Chapman was striving for success on the popular stage. Hence he gave to the audience its due ration of physical brutality, witchcraft, and amorous intrigue. His ghosts are as bloody as any in the Elizabethan theatre, his murders as frequent. But the stress of conflicting ideals proved too great. There is no unity of design in Chapman’s plays. Amid the thickets of rhetoric there are sudden clearings where the grimness of his political vision carries all before it. But no proportion is sustained, as if a severe Palladian threshold gave sudden access to a baroque interior.


Chapman’s Latinity is that of the Roman decline. The classicism of Ben Jonson belongs to the high noon of Rome. He is the truest classic in English letters. Other writers have taken from the surface of Latin poetry; Jonson went to the heart. His powers of close, ironic observation, his salty realism, the urbanity and energy of his statement, show how strongly his turn of mind was related to that of Horace. Had Jonson brought to his tragedies the virtues of Volpone and The Silent Woman, he would have left a body of work classic in spirit yet of a force to rival Shakespeare’s. Instead, he resolved to affirm his claims to classic learning and social status. Sejanus and Catiline’s Conspiracy were intended to show that Jonson could use with mastery the erudition and formal conventions of the neo-classic style. Both plays exhibit a sure grasp of the murderous tenor of Roman politics, and there are in each, passages whose excellence resists analysis precisely because Jonson’s control was sounobtrusive. One must look to Coriolanus to find anything that surpasses the nervous intelligence and contained pressure of the dialogue between Caesar and Catiline: 












	
CAESAR:

	Come, there was never any great thing yet


Aspired, but by violence or fraud:


And he that sticks for folly of a conscience


To reach it—






	
CATILINE:

	Is a good religious fool.






	
CAESAR:

	A superstitious slave, and will die beast.


Good night. You know what Crassus thinks, and I,


By this. Prepare your wings as large as sails,


To cut through air, and leave no print behind you.


A serpent, ere he comes to be a dragon,


Does eat a bat; and so must you a consul,


That watches. What you do, do quickly, Sergius.















But Jonson’s tragedies, like Chapman’s, suffer from their divided purpose. They grow unwieldy under the attempt to reconcile neo-classic conventions to the very different conventions of Elizabethan historical drama. Volpone is far more “classical” than either of the Roman tragedies. It has the cruel tooth of Roman satire and a perfect discipline of proportion. The edges of feeling are hard-cut, and the characters are seen in the kind of direct, somewhat flattening light which is found also in Roman comedy. No other Elizabethan play is more distant from Shakespeare. It belongs with the lyrics of Matthew Prior and Robert Graves in that small corner of English literature which is genuinely Latin.


Neither Chapman nor Jonson fulfilled Sidney’s ideal of the “true dramatic poem.” Does this mean that there is no English tragedy in a classic mode to set against the world of Shakespeare? Only one, perhaps. Its preface is a rigorous statement of the neo-classic view:




Tragedy, as it was antiently compos’d, hath been ever held the gravest, moralest, and most profitable of all other Poems: therefore said by Aristotle to be of power by raising pity and fear, or terror, to purge the mind of those and such like passions… . This is mention’d to vindicate Tragedy from the small esteem, or rather infamy, which in the account of many it undergoes at this day with other common Interludes; hap’ning through the Poets error of intermixing Comic stuff with Tragic sadness and gravity; or introducing trivial and vulgar persons … brought in without discretion, corruptly to gratifie the people…. they only will best judge who are not unacquainted with Aeschulus, Sophocles, and Euripides, the three Tragic Poets unequall’d yet by any, and the best rule to all who endeavour to write Tragedy.





“Unequalled yet by any”—the words were written sixty-three years after the publication of King Lear. The judgement they convey and the tragedy which they introduce are the great counterstatement in English literature to Shakespeare and to all “open” forms of tragic drama.


Samson Agonistes is difficult to get into focus, exactly because it comes so near to making good its presumptions. The work is a special case by virtue of its power and of its intent. English drama has produced nothing else with which it may justly be compared. The organization of the play is nearly static, in the manner of the Aeschylean Prometheus; yet there moves through it a great progress toward resolution. Like all Christian tragedy, a notion in itself paradoxical, Samson Agonistes is in part a commedia. The reality of Samson’s death is drastic and irrefutable; but it does not carry the major or the final meaning of the play. As in Oedipus at Colonus, the work ends on a note of solemn transfiguration, even of joy. The action proceeds from night-blindness of eye and of spirit to a blindness caused by exceeding light.


In Samson Agonistes, Milton accepted the claims of the neo-classic ideal and met them fully. He wrote a tragedy in a modern tongue; he did not even draw on Greek mythology; he strictly observed the unities and used a chorus. But at the same time, he created magnificent theatre. This assertion should be a commonplace. Performance holds one spellbound, and the merest intelligent reading conveys the formidable excitement of the play. Only an ear deaf to drama could fail to experience, sharp as a whiplash, the hurt and tension of the successive assaults on Samson’s bruised integrity. And there is little before Strindberg to match the naked sexual antagonism which flares between Samson and Dalila, “a manifest Serpent by her sting discover’d.”


It is through Samson Agonistes, more readily perhaps than through archaeology and classical scholarship, that we glimpse the lost totality of Greek drama. Milton’s language seems to draw after it the attendant powers of music and the dance. In certain passages the fusion is as complete as it must have been in the choral lyrics of Aeschylus:






But who is this, what thing of Sea or Land?


Female of sex it seems,


That so bedeckt, ornate, and gay,


Comes this way sailing


Like a stately Ship


Of Tarsus, bound for th’ Isles


Of Javan or Gadier


With all her bravery on, and tackle trim,


Sails fill’d, and streamers waving,


Courted by all the winds that hold them play….








No theatre since that of Dionysus had heard like music.


The preface to Samson Agonistes drew lines of battle which cut across the history of western drama. After the seventeenth century the writer of tragedy faces a persistent conflict of ideals. Should he adopt the conventions which neo-classicism derived from Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, or should he turn to the Shakespearean tradition of open drama? This problem of rival modes was in itself a difficult one; but there lay beneath it an even more crucial dilemma. Was it possible for a modern writer to create tragic drama which would not be hopelessly overshadowed by the achievements of the Greek and the Elizabethan theatre? Could a man write the word “tragedy” across a blank page without hearing at his back the immense presence of the Oresteia, of Oedipus, of Hamlet, and of King Lear?


One may argue, as Lessing and the romantics did, that the rigid distinction between the Sophoclean and the Shakespearean vision of tragedy is false. One may assert that the living should not bend under the weight of the dead. But the facts are undeniable. Until the time of Ibsen, Chekhov, and Strindberg, the problem of tragedy is shaped by the divided heritage of the classic and Elizabethan past. The eyes of later poets were riveted to these summits, and their own ambitions were arrested by the mere fact of comparison. Ibsen was to be the first in whom there were fulfilled ideals of tragic form which derived neither from the antique nor the Shakespearean example. And before this could happen, the centre of expressive language had to shift from verse to prose. These great problems of past magnificence and present failure were first posed in the late seventeenth century. With it must begin any inquiry into the condition of modern drama.


It was a period notable for the sharpness of its critical perceptions. Even prior to Samson Agonistes, critics saw that drama was riven by contrary ideals. Richard Flecknoe, in his Short Discourse of the English Stage, drew the line between Shakespeare and Ben Jonson. Compare them and “you shall see the difference betwixt Nature and Art.” This statement is a Pandora’s box from which confusion swarmed. “Nature” and “art” trace a maddening pattern across the weave of criticism. At times, art is equated with classical conventions and nature with the open, mixed forms of Shakespearean drama. More often, rival critics proclaim that their own conception of the theatre achieves the freedom of natural fantasy by means of concealed art. No school will wholly relinquish either term.


The subtlest mind brought to bear on these matters was that of Thomas Rymer. He was a critic whose power lay in a deliberate narrowness of taste. He saw deeply, and the questions he asked were those which two centuries of European drama sought to resolve. Even his critique of Shakespeare, which shows Rymer at his greyest, has a certain memorable honesty. By comparison, Voltaire’s attack is disingenuous. In his examination of The Tragedies of the Last Age, Rymer tries to show that the conventions of classical drama are not artificial limitations, but rather expressions of the natural modes of reason. The forms of Greek tragedy codify the truth of experience and common understanding. The wildness of incident in King Lear or the alternance of grief and buffoonery in Macbeth are reprehensible not because they violate the precepts of Aristotle, but because they contradict the natural shape of human behaviour. It was the genius and good fortune of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides to have inherited and moulded a kind of drama whose conventions were at once satisfying in their proportionate formality and concordant with common sense.


Though clearly argued, Rymer’s theory is, in fact, founded on equivocations. He began with the prevailing assumption that Greek drama is deliberate art whereas the plays of Shakespeare are spontaneous effusions of natural talent (the “warbling of wood-notes wild”). Upon it he imposed the idea that classical tragedies are realistic whereas Elizabethan dramas are pieces of unbridled fantasy. Note the intricate cross-weaving of critical terms: art is now expressive of common-sense realism, while nature has been traduced into the realm of the fantastic. Beneath this inversion of traditional critical values, we find hints of a subtle and complicated  aesthetics. To Rymer, Greek tragedy is at once formal and realistic. It is natural to the mind because it imitates life when life is in a condition of extreme order. Its “rules” or technical conventions are the means of such imitation; order in action can only be reflected by order in art. Lacking this coherent framework, Shakespeare’s naturalism in fact leads to extravagant license and improbability (Gloucester leaping off Dover Cliff). The bias of Elizabethan drama is that of realism, but the image of life which it enacts is far less real than that put forward by Sophoclean tragedy. In short: true realism is the fruit of intense stylization. These are not Rymer’s terms, and it is doubtful whether anyone but Racine fully grasped the paradox on which neo-classical theories were built. But the contrary notions in Rymer’s dialectic—art–nature, common sense-imagination, reason–fantasy—were to exercise great influence. They haunt the theory of drama from the age of Dryden to that of Shaw and Brecht.


It is one of Rymer’s merits that he did not evade the difficulties inherent in the neo-classic view. Having assumed that Athenian tragedy should be the governing ideal of modern practice, he faced the awkward question of how myths and beliefs central to Greek art could be carried over to a Christian or secular playhouse:




Some would laugh to find me mentioning Sacrifices, Oracles, and Goddesses: old Superstitions, say they, not practicable, but more than ridiculous on our Stage. These have not observ’d with what Art Virgil has manag’d the Gods of Homer, nor with what judgment Tasso and Cowley employ the heavenly powers in a Christian Poem. The like hints from Sophocles and Euripides might also be improv’d by modern Tragedians, and something thence devis’d suitable to our Faith and Customes.





The question is more searching than the answer. Again it was Racine who grasped the nettle and perceived that the underlying conventions of neoclassical tragedy are myths emptied of active belief.


Rymer is on firmer ground when he argues that the Sophoclean ideal implies the use of a chorus: “The Chorus was the root and original, and is certainly always the most necessary part.” He touches here on the essential distinction between the open and the closed theatre. The encircling presence of the chorus is indispensable to certain modes of tragic action; it renders other modes, such as those of Shakespearean drama, impossible. The problem of the chorus will arise continually in European drama. It preoccupied Racine, Schiller, and Yeats; it plays a role in the theatre of Claudel and T. S. Eliot. Rymer, moreover, acutely notes that the intervention of a chorus carries with it the possibility of music drama. The lyric element may undermine the vital force of the spoken word. Choral drama can be a halfway house to opera. Sir Robert Howard, a contemporary of Rymer, regarded this peril as imminent: “Here is the Opera … farewell Apollo and the Muses!” It is a prophetic cry, and we shall hear it again in the age of Wagner and Richard Strauss.


The critical language of Rymer and his contemporaries is no longer that of our own usage. But the controversies in which they engaged are with us still. For since the seventeenth century, the history of drama has been inseparable from that of critical theory. It is to demolish an old theory or prove a new one that many of the most famous of modern dramas have been written. No other literary form has been so burdened with conflicts of definition and purpose. The Athenian and the Elizabethan theatre were innocent of theoretical debate. The Poetics are conceived after the fact, and Shakespeare left no manual of style. In the seventeenth century, this innocence and the attendant freedom of imaginative life were forever lost. Henceforth, dramatists become critics and theoreticians. Corneille writes astringent critiques of his own plays; Victor Hugo and Shaw preface their works with programmatic statements and manifestoes. The most important playwrights tend to be those who are also the most articulate of purpose. Dryden, Schiller, Ibsen, Pirandello, Brecht are working within or against explicit theoretic forms. Over all modern drama lies the cast of critical thought. Often it proved too heavy for the underlying structure of imagination. There are many plays since the late seventeenth century more fascinating for the theory they represent than for their art. Diderot, for example, was a third-rate playwright, but his place in dramatic history is of high interest. This dissociation between creative and critical value begins with Dryden. It makes of him the first of the moderns.


His situation was artificial. He was required to restore that national tradition of drama which had been broken by the Cromwellian interlude. At the same time, however, he was compelled to take into account the new fashions and sensibility which the Restoration had brought with it. With the Restoration came a strong neo-classic impulse. Ideas such as those of Rymer were in the ascendant. How, then, could Dryden carry forward from Shakespeare and the Jacobeans? Should the English theatre not look to France from which the court of Charles II had taken so much of its style and colouring? Dryden, who possessed a catholic taste and a critical intelligence of the first rank, was aware of these conflicting claims. He knew that there towered at his back the divided legacy of Sophocles and Shakespeare. To which should he turn in his endeavour to re-establish a national theatre? In seeking to hammer out a compromise solution, Dryden imposed on his own plays a preliminary and concurrent apparatus of criticism. He is the first of the critic-playwrights.


His attempt to reconcile the antique and the Elizabethan ideals led to a complex theory of drama. This theory, moreover, was unstable, and the balance of Dryden’s judgement altered perceptibly between the Essay of Dramatic Poesy  (1668) and the preface to Troilus and Cressida (1679). Dryden’s point of departure was itself ambiguous. The bias of his own temper, and the example of Tasso and Corneille, inclined him toward a neo-classic observance of dramatic unities. At the same time, however, Dryden was profoundly responsive to the genius of Shakespeare and felt drawn to the richness and bustle of the Elizabethan stage. He thought that he had found in Ben Jonson a via media. In contrast to Rymer and Milton, Dryden was prepared to allow a mixture of tragic and comic modes: “A continued gravity keeps the spirit too much bent; we must refresh it sometimes, as we bait in a journey, that we may go on with greater ease.” But the type of drama which resulted from this compromise, the heroic play, followed neither Corneille nor Jonson. It is, in fact, a continuation of the romantic tragicomedies of Beaumont and Fletcher and shows the influence of the dramatic masques of the Stuart and Caroline court.


Yet Dryden was clearly dissatisfied with his own work. In the preface to All for Love (1678), he seems determined to restore a Shakespearean tradition. The confines of neo-classical drama “are too little for English tragedy; which requires to be built in a larger compass…. In my style I have professed to imitate the divine Shakespeare.” But only a year later, he again shifted his critical ground. Much of the essay which precedes Dryden’s version of Troilus and Cressida is a gloss on the Poetics according  to the strict canons of Boileau and Rymer. Yet in the midst of the argument, we find praise for that most unclassical figure, Caliban. The entire essay is a strenuous attempt to show that Shakespearean drama does accord with Aristotle, and that there is a necessary conformity between Aristotelian “rules” and a just rendition of nature. The inherent instability of such a critical view also affected Dryden’s use of verse. He vacillated between a belief in the natural propriety of Shakespearean blank verse and an adherence to the rhymed couplets of the French neo-classical theatre. At times, his arguments end in total confusion. Thus he declared that heroic rhyme was “nearest Nature, as being the noblest kind of modern verse.”


These theoretical doubts and conflicting ideals are reflected in Dryden’s plays. He wrote for the stage during a period of some thirty years and composed or collaborated in twenty-seven plays. The finest are the comedies—Marriage à la Mode, in particular. Dryden had many of the virtues of a great comic writer. He had a quick ear for the social shadings of language. He measured the distance from the centre of conduct to its eccentric verge—a distance that is the classic ground for comedy. He had a robust but tactful insight into the skirmishes of sexual love. Marriage à la Mode has the pace and cool intelligence of vintage comedy. By comparison, Sheridan’s work is coarse-grained. It is in his treatment of political and tragic motifs that Dryden failed. The heroic plays live best in parody. They are great edifices of rhetoric and flamboyant gesture built on a void of feeling. Where we are moved at all, as in certain scenes of Aureng-Zebe, the delight is technical. One marvels at Dryden’s ability to sustain in rhymed couplets long flights of passion and fury. Nor are the later, “straight” tragedies satisfactory. The finest are other men’s work redone. This is a decisive point. The history of great drama is full of inspired plagiarism. The Elizabethans, in particular, had plundered freely wherever their eyes roamed. But what they took, they took as conquerors, not as borrowers. They mastered and transformed it to their own measure with the proud intent of surpassing what had gone before. In Dryden, this is no longer the case. When he “adapts” Anthony and Cleopatra, Troilus and Cressida, and The Tempest, he does so in complete awareness of the original. He is assuming that the earlier work lives in the remembrance of his public. His own version acts as a critique or variation on a given theme. It is “literary” in the narrow sense. In short, what we have here is pastiche, not re-invention. After the seventeenth century the art of pastiche will play an increasing role in the history of drama. Barren of invention, poets start pouring new sauces over old meats. In dealing with Dryden, we are still worlds away from such miseries as Mourning Becomes Electra or Cocteau’s Machine infernale, but we are on the road.


This does not detract from the virtues of All for Love. No other English play after Shakespeare uses blank verse to such advantage. Dryden was a great master of his instrument:






                                         ’Tis time the World


Should have a Lord, and know whom to obey.


We two have kept its homage in suspense,


And bent the Globe on whose each side we trod,


Till it was dented inwards: Let him walk


Alone upon’t; I’m weary of my part.


My Torch is out; and the World stands before me


Like a black Desert, at th’ approach of night.








But behind the grave nobility of these lines, we hear the richer, more close-knit music of Shakespeare’s Anthony. Between the two, moreover, there has taken place a perceptible diminution of the pressure of feeling upon language. The effect is that of a skillful transcription for piano of a complete orchestral score. Dryden designated the play as A Tragedy Written in Imitation of Shakespeare’s Style. Even if he was referring mainly to his use of certain Elizabethan conventions, the touch is ominous. Great theatre is not conceived in imitation.


Dryden saw reality in the light of dramatic encounter and dialectic. In a poem such as The Hind and the Panther‚ we “hear” the thrust and parry of ideas as we do in Ibsen. If Dryden failed to produce plays to match his talent, it is because he was working at a time when the very possibility of serious drama was in doubt. The Athenian and the Elizabethan past threw a lengthening shadow over the future of the dramatic imagination. Dryden was the first of numerous playwrights who found between themselves and the act of theatric invention a psychological barrier. The greatness of past achievement seemed insurmountable. Saintsbury is right when he judges that Dryden never attained that “absolute finality, which makes the reading of all the greatest tragedies, whether Greek or English, a sort of finished chapter of life.”


But we may ask in turn: has any tragic dramatist attained such finality since the seventeenth century?








1 Ah death, O gentle death, sole remedy


For spirits pinioned in captivity,


Why let your rights be flouted thus?


Did we offend thee, gentle, gentle death?


Why not draw near, O tardy Fate?


Why condescend to our captive state,


Who can no sooner from our bondage part


Than when our souls are stricken with your dart?












2 How infamous, ye gods! how much to blame.


Had I loved Anthony and his bright fame


And would survive his death, merely content


To shed a tear by his lone monument.


How justly, then, could future races say


I doted only on his sceptre’s sway


And on his might, but when his star sank down


Had stolen off to find some other man.


Then were I flighty as the birds of spring


Who come from foreign lands on transient wing


To pasture with us during summer’s noon,


But at first winter fly elsewhere again.
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