‘a n‘t h o‘l o‘q y‘

ON ACTORS AND ACTING (EXTRACT 1)

William Hazlitt

Players are "the abstracts and brief chronicles of the time;" the motley representatives of human
nature. They are the only honest hypocrites. Their life is a voluntary dream; a studied madness.
The height of their ambition is to be beside themselves. To-day kings, to-morrow beggars, it is
only when they are themselves, that they are nothing. Made up of mimic laughter and tears,
passing from the extremes of joy or woe at the prompter's call, they wear the livery of other
men's fortunes; their very thoughts are not their own. They are, as it were, train-bearers in the
pageant of life, and hold a glass up to humanity, frailer than itself. We see ourselves at second-
hand in them: they show us all that we are, all that we wish to be, and all that we dread to be. The
stage is an epitome, a bettered likeness of the world, with the dull part left out: and, indeed, with
this omission, it is nearly big enough to hold all the rest. What brings the resemblance nearer is,
that, as they imitate us, we, in our turn, imitate them. How many fine gentlemen do we owe to
the stage? How many romantic lovers are mere Romeos in masquerade? How many soft bosoms
have heaved with Juliet's sighs? They teach us when to laugh and when to weep, when to love
and when to hate, upon principle and with a good grace! Wherever there is a play-house, the world
will go on not amiss. The stage not only refines the manners, but it is the best teacher of morals,
for it is the truest and most intelligible picture of life. It stamps the image of virtue on the mind
by first softening the rude materials of which it is composed, by a sense of pleasure. It requlates
the passions by giving a loose to the imagination. It points out the selfish and depraved to our
detestation; the amiable and generous to our admiration; and if it clothes the more seductive
vices with the borrowed graces of wit and fancy, even those graces operate as a diversion to

the coarser poison of experience and bad example, and often prevent or carry off the infection
by inoculating the mind with a certain taste and elegance. To shew bow little we agree with the
common declamations against the immoral tendency of the stage on this score, we will hazard a
conjecture, that the acting of the Beggar's Opera a certain number of nights every year since it
was first brought out, has done more towards putting down the practice of highway robbery, than
all the gibbets that ever were erected. A person, after seeing this piece, is too deeply imbued with
a sense of humanity, is in too good humour with himself and the rest of the world, to set about
cutting throats or rifling pockets.



