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I HAVE observed that in all our tragedies, the audience cannot forbear laughing when the actors 
are to die; it is the most comic part of the whole play. All passions may be lively represented on 
the stage, if to the well-writing of them the actor supplies a good commanded voice, and limbs 
that move easily, and without stiffness; but there are many actions which can never be imitated to 
a just height: dying especially is a thing which none but a Roman gladiator could naturally perform 
on the stage, when he did not imitate or represent, but do it; and therefore it is better to omit the 
representation of it.

The words of a good writer which describe it lively, will make a deeper impression of belief in us 
than all the actor can insinuate into us, when he seems to fall dead before us; as a poet in the 
description of a beautiful garden, or a meadow, will please our imagination more than the place 
itself can please our sight. When we see death represented we are convinced it is but fiction; 
but when we hear it related, our eyes, the strongest witnesses, are wanting, which might have 
undeceived us; and we are all willing to favour the sleight when the poet does not too grossly 
impose on us. They therefore who imagine these relations would make no concernment in the 
audience are deceived, by confounding them with the other, which are of things antecedent to the 
play: those are made often in cold blood, as I may say, to the audience; but these are warmed with 
our concernments, which were before awakened in the play. What the philosophers say of motion, 
that, when it is once begun, it continues of itself and will do so to eternity without some stop put 
it, is clearly true on this occasion: the soul being already moved with the characters and fortunes 
of those imaginary persons, continues going of its own accord; and we are no more weary to hear 
what becomes of them when they are not on the stage, than we are to listen to the news of an 
absent mistress. But it is objected, that if one part of the play may be related, then why not all? I 
answer, some parts of the action are more fit to be represented, some to be related.


