Dryden’s Defense of English drama in An Essay of Dramatic Poesy

John Dryden does indeed occupy a distinctive place in the history of English criticism for certain obvious and outstanding reasons. Although most of his critical writings are available only in the form of Introductions or Prefaces, yet they have their own relevance and importance. An Essay of Dramatic Poesy is a class by itself because it is Dryden’s first exercise in formal criticism. We find it in the form of a dialogue among four persons, namely, Crites, Eugenius, Lisideius and Neander. It is worth mentioning at this point that as we go through this Essay we find that Crites stands for the Ancients, that Eugenius is the devote of the Moderns, that Lisideius is the champion of the French drama and dramatists and that Neander, who is Dryden himself, is the great defender of English drama and dramatists. These four persons arrive at a point of agreement that they would limit their discussion to dramatic poetry alone. It is at this moment that Lisideius defines a play as ‘a just and lively image of human nature, representing its passions and humours, and the change of fortune to which it is subject, for the delight and instruction of mankind’; the other three friends accept this definition of drama. 
It is thus crites speaks about the greatness and glory of such ancient Greek and Roman dramatists as Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus, Seneca, Aristophanes, Horace and Juvenal. Crites laments the fact that dramatic poetry has suffered a painful kind of corruption at the hand of the modern playwrights. He says that the ancient dramatists should be looked upon as the proper models, but then he warns that it requires great labor and long study to imitate them successfully. According to Crites, the Ancients have been faithful imitators and wise observers of nature. He points out that Aristotle framed all the rules of drama on the basis of studies of their plays, the chief among these rules being the unities of time place and action.
  Crites is followed by Eugenius who tries to vindicate the honour of the modern dramatists. He declares that the ancient dramatists should be honoured properly, but at the same time due recognition must also be given to the moderns. According to him, the modern playwrights have neatly combined the fruits of their industry with the benefits they have received from their ancient counterparts. He does not hesitate in the pointing to the defect of the ancients and the merits of the moderns. He says that the ancient Greek comedies have not been divided into acts and scenes, and that while Aristotle refers only to the four integral parts of a play, the modern dramatists have divided their comedies into five parts. The plots or fables, Eugenius points out, that we encounter in ancient plays, deal with old and known stories, and for this reason it is difficult to derive any pleasure from them. Eugenius goes on to say that no ancient dramatist could write both tragedies and comedies together, that none of the ancient playwrights could be said to have an impressive kind of wit, that in their tragedies they dealt only with lust, cruelty, revenge, ambition and bloody actions, and that they could not introduce powerful scenes of tenderness in their comedies. Finally, Eugenius observes that the ancient dramatists could not maintain the unities of time, place and action in their plays effectively Eugenius vindicates the status of the modern dramatists by downgrading the ancient playwrights.
The next person to speak is Lisideius who champions the cause of the French drama and dramatists. He emphatically states that the French drama and dramatists. He emphatically states that the French plays are superior to English or other European plays that the French dramatists have morally observed the unities of time, plays and action, and they have not written tragi-comedies as the English dramatists have done. According to Lisideius, the plots of French tragedies are based on known history, that they interweave truth and fiction in their plays, that the beauty of rhyme in French plays is superb, and that the background action is presented in the French plays in a much better manner than it is done in English plays. It is then Neander(Dryden) comes to the defense of English plays.
In the first place, he says that the French plays are in no way superior to English plays, that the beauty of the French plays are like the beauty of a cold statue, and that while there is hardly any passion in French tragedies, there is very little humour in French comedies. Secondly, he points out that in the spirit of English tragi-comedies we do encounter a mixture of seriousness and mirth in the plays of Moliere and Quinault. Thirdly, Neander says that the dull uniformity and barrenness of plots in French plays may be traced to the plots of Spanish plays. According to him, there is much greater variety of situations and experiences in the plots of English plays. Fourthly, in Neander’s view, the unity of action is well preserved in English plays, even though these plays have both plots and under-plots unlike French plays. Fifthly, he observes that the verse in French plays is so very cold, rhetorical and tiring. Sixthly, he states that while the French comedies are just long discourses of reason, the English comedies are full of wit and humour, that while in the French plays only one character is shown to be prominent, in English plays all the characters, including the hero, are given due attention, that while there is very little of action in French plays, there is plenty of action in English plays, and that while the verse used in French plays is mechanical, the verse employed in English plays is so very powerful and affective. It is, thus, that he pays his compliments to Shakespeare, Ben Jonson and Beaumont and Fletcher, and concludes by saying that the so called irregular English plays are much better than the regular French plays. However, Neander makes a controversial statement when he declares that while blank verse is proper for comedies; rhymed verse is suitable for tragedies.
It is true that there is nothing of Plato’s dialogue in An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, that it is vitiated by an inflated kind of cultural nationalism, and that its objective is self-justification; even so, it is a singular example of descriptive and legislative criticism. Moreover, the detailed analyses of Ben Jonson’s play, The Silent Women that we find this Essay gives us the first taste of textual criticism in English.
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