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embrace. Each in its excess of strength seems to threaten the
extinction of the other. Atlength in the drama they were recon=-
ciled, and fought each with its shield before the breast of the
other., Or like two rapid streams that at their first meeting
within narrow and rocky banks mutually strive to repel each
other, and intermix reluctantly and in tumult, but soon finding a
wider channel and more yielding shores, blend and dilate, and
flow on in one current and with one voice. The Venus and
Adonis did not perhaps allow the display of the deeper passions.
But the story of Lucretia seems to favor, and even demand, their
intensest workings. And yet we find in Shakespeare’s manage-
ment of the tale neither pathos nor any other dramatic quality.
There is the same minute and faithful imagery as in the former
poem, in the same vivid colours, inspirited by the same impetu-
ous vigour of thought, and diverging and contracting with the
same activity of the assimilative and of the modifying faculties;
and with a yet larger display, a yet wider range of knowledge and
reflection; and lastly, with the same perfect dominion, often
domination, over the whole world of language. What then shall
we say? Even this: that Shakespeare, no mere child of nature;
no automaton of genius; no passive vehicle of inspiration pos-
sessed by the spirit, not possessing it; first studied patiently,
meditated deeply, understood minutely, till knowledge become
habitual and intuitive wedded itself to his habitual feelings, and
at length gave birth to that stupendous power by which he stands
alone, with no equal or second in his own class; to that power
which seated him on one of the two glory-smitten summits of the
poetic mountain, with Milton as his compeer not rival. While
the former darts himself forth, and passes into all the forms of
human character and passion, the one Proteus of the fire and the
flood ; the other attracts all forms and things to himself, into the
unity of his own ideal. All things and modes of action shape
themselves anew in the being of Milton; while Shakespeare
becomes all things, yet for ever remaining himself. O what
great men hast thou not produced, England! my country!
Truly indeed,

Must we be free or die, who speak the tongue,

Which Shakespeare spake; the faith and morals hold,

Which Milton held. In every thing we are sprung

Of Earth’s first blood, have titles manifold!
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1 [From Sonnet (‘It is not to be thought of . ..”) (1803):

‘We must be free or die, who speak the tongue
That Shakespeare spake . . .’]



