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1815. Excerpt: ... II.--SHAKSPEARE.
After having spoken of Young, I proceed to
a man who has made a schism in literature,
who is idolized by the country which gave
him birth, admired throughout the North of
Europe, and placed by some Frenchmen at
the side of Corneille and Racine. It was
Voltaire, who made France acquainted with
Shakspeare. The opinion, which he at first
formed of English tragedy, was, like most
of his early opinions, replete with justice,
taste, and impartiality. In a letter to Lord
Bolingbroke, written about the year 1730,
he observed: With what pleasure did I see,
while in London, the tragedy of Julius
Csesar, which has been the delight of your
nation for a century and a half! On another
occasion he said: Shakespeare created the
English stage. He had a genius abounding
with vigorous conception; he was natural
and sublime, but he did not possess a single
spark of taste, or the least knowledge of
rules. I shall make a bold assertion, but a
true one, when I state that this author
spoiled the English stage. There are such
beautiful scenes, such grand and terrible
passages in his monstrous farces, whichare
called tragedies, that his pieces have
always been performed with great success.
Such were the first decisions of Voltaire as
to Shakspeare; but when an attempt was
made to set up this great genius as a model
of perfection, when the masterpieces of the
Greek and French drama were declared
inferior to his writings, then the author of
Merope perceived the danger. He perceived
that by elevating the beauties of a
barbarian, he had misled those, who were
unable, like himself, to separate the pure
metal from the dross. He wished to retrace
his steps, and attacked the idol he had
worshipped; but it was then too late, and he
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in vain repented that he had opened th...
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