Roscius

John Hill, The Actor: A Treatise on the Art of Playing (London: R. Griffiths, 1750), pp.
68-71. Bodleian Library, Oxford University, shelfmark Vet. A4 £.746.

Charles Churchill, 7he Rosciad (London: Printed for the author, 1761), pp. 1-3, 81
[18], 20, 21-2. Bodleian Library, shelfmark Vet. A5 ¢.1861 (2).

Garrick acquired the nickname ‘Roscius’ on his first trip to Dublin in 1742,
when he acted there in the summer at the New Theatre in Smock Alley, running
through all the parts he had made his own in London and, for the first time, play-
ing Hamlet, to great applause, with Peg Woflington as Ophelia. The nickname
stuck, and though it was also used ironically by his enemies, anticipating hubris,
it served to link Gafrick’s feplitation permaneiitly|to-thefgidatestactor of antig-
uity, a friend of Cicero who lived in ‘the first century BC, who similarly achieved
recognition and fame at a time when actors, in general, were not highly thought
of. In a sense, then, ‘Roscius’ stands for a basic habit of audiences and theatre
critics, in the forging of a connection, or even a comparison, between actors, and
— significantly for the eighteenth century in particular — forging a connection
between the classical age and an age that sought to emulate it. The existence of a
new Roscius in the British Isles in the 1740s was a cause for national pride.

It is also a nickname associated with the strain of panegyric that emerged in
both poetry and prose, in which the surpassingly excellent Garrick can some-
times seem to have surpassed criticism altogether. ‘All the labours of the critics
can do nothing by the dead letter of criticism against the living force of Mr. Gar-
rick’s representation), admitted Elizabeth Montagu in May 1770.! An editor of
Shakespeare, George Steevens, writing five years earlier, had agreed: ‘Often when
I have taken the pen in my hand to try to illustrate a passage, I have thrown it
down again with discontent when I remembered how able you were to clear
that difficulty by a single look, or particular modulation of voice, which a long
and laboured paraphrase was insufficient to explain half so well’? Acting itself
becomes impossible to paraphrase, such is its power. Arthur Murphy notes that
Colley Cibber, writing about Thomas Betterton, another English ‘Roscius), ‘does
not descend, as we might have expected, into minute particulars’; in Garrick’s
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case, ‘Many of his great parts in tragedy were so many lectures on the subject.
Hutcheson on the passions does not give so clear an analysis’

In The Actor: A Treatise on the Art of Playing, Garrick’s triumph is also one of
man over nature’s limitations. “We believe that Mr Garrick is the smallest man
that ever attempted the character of a king or heroe} writes the critic, ‘who makes
the capital figure in the play he appears in; but we also believe him to be one of
the greatest men that ever did so’ (below, p. 83):

[...] he no sooner spoke than we forgot every thing we saw, to give attention to what
we heard; and that notwithstanding his naturally contemptible figure, no man ever
fill'd a stage with more majesty than he, in those speeches in the third act, where he
expresses all the rage and anguish mix'd together that words perhaps are capable of

describing. (below, p. 85)

To one of Garrick’s twentieth-century biographers, the author of these words, the
physician, biologist and theatrical dilettante Dr John Hill (1714-75), appears
to be ‘a figure who, even by the standards of the cighteenth century, must be
rated as outstandingly bizarre’* At different times, Hill operated as an apoth-
ecary, an actor, a theatre critic and, in the eyes of the poet Christopher Smart,
an ‘archdunce’. He had ‘scurrilous courage — on paper — and has no less abject
pusillanimity when called to account for his outrages) said Percy Fitzgerald: ‘He
had a libellous periedicaly-called “The Inspeetof; which-he|wrote entirely him-
self, and which ‘Wasaid to'have brought him'in, in a single year, no less a sum
than fifteen hundred pounds. In this organ he assumed the airs of a public critic,
could air his own opinions ... with an amusing vanity’® Yet Hill deserves more
serious consideration than these dismissals would suggest. He played a crucial
role, for one thing, in the mid-century circulation of ideas about theatre. 7he
Actor was Hill’s translated variation on Le Comédien (1747) by Pierre Rémond
de Sainte Albine. It first appeared in 1750, and was then expanded for a second
edition five years later. It was this second edition that was then translated back
into French as Garrick, ou, Les acteurs anglais, and found an attentive reader in
Denis Diderot, who took issue with Hill’s theories on acting in his Paradoxe sur
le comédien.

Like Garrick, Hill maintained that as much skill should go into the portrayal
of a soldier as a monarch, a bit part as a romantic lead, and argued that ‘Playing is
ascience, and is to be studied as a science’; ‘A perfection in the player is the hiding
himself in his character’® But whereas Diderot and others would argue that this
concealment is a process of abnegation, of wearing a mask and nothing more, Hill
saw it as a matter of entering into the character completely — so that, for exam-
ple, only somebody who has loved can play a lover. Garrick, seen as the actor who
either feels nothing of the character he is portraying or feels everything, epitomizes
either Diderot’s automaton or Hill’s man of feeling.
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The compliment that came from the poet and clergyman Charles Church-
ill (1732-64) in March 1761 not only celebrated Garrick as the greatest of
actors — albeit one surrounded by flawed or even mediocre colleagues — but
turned its author into a celebrity. Churchill had paid himself for the publica-
tion of his immediately successful satire 7he Rosciad, but soon found himself
called on to expand on it for eight subsequent editions in the course of the next
two years. The structure of the poem certainly made that possible: it imagines
‘Roscius deceased’ and the subsequent competition among the actors to succeed
him. New challengers could easily be accommodated, though it is Garrick who
inevitably emerges as the heir to the throne. Churchill had been watching the
players closely, according to Thomas Davies, from ‘the first row of the pit, next
to the orchestra’: ‘In this place he thought he could best discern the real work-
ings of the passions in the actors, or what they substituted in the place of them’
As Davies tells the story, Churchill ‘had no occasion to advertise his poem in
the public prints; the players spread its fame all over the town; they ran about
like so many stricken deer; they strove to extract the arrow from the wound by
communicating the knowledge of it to their friends’ Furthermore, the public
thought that the poem was ‘a pleasant and reasonable retaliation for the mirth
which the stage had continually excited at their expence’” What the theatre
historian John Genest called ‘Churchill’s never-to-be-forgotten Poem™ was, to
Davies, ‘a very poignant-censure on the mistakes,and-défeetsof the/plays in gen-
eral [but] a laboured-pariegyri¢c upon-Mr. Garrick, who pufchased more envy by
it than he could possibly acquire fame’? Garrick’s turn to feel the ‘satirical lash’
would come, however, very soon, when his alleged response to the Rosciad — that
Churchill had done it in the hope of receiving the freedom of the house — got
back to the author, who duly and furiously turned against him in Zhe Apology,
published in May 1761. Like The Rosciad, it was popular enough to go through
several editions in that year alone, though Garrick hurried to agree a peace with

Churchill, through mutual friends.
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68 The A C T O R.

We believe that Mr. Garrick is the fmalleft
man that ever attempted the charaéter of a king
or heroe, who makes the capital figure in the play
he appears in; but we alfo believe him to be one
of the greateft men that ever did fo. We have
already- quoted the excellencies of Mr. Quin, in
the charaCter of Pierre, whofe figure al the
world-muft allow pleads vaftly,in his adyantage in
the character) of that ‘great,” that hardy com-
mander. We expe&, from the nature of the
character, a man’of ftature in it 5 yet we do not
obferve that Mr. Garrick is an inch too fhort in
it while he plays it ; or fcarce that he is a whit
infetior-to Mr. Quin, while he’s faying to his
falle friend, who aflures him he has taken care
to fave his life,

I fcorn it more, becaufe preferv’d by thee:

And as when firft my foolifh heart took pity

On thy misfortunes, fought thee in thy miferies,

Reliev’d thy wants, and rais’d thee from the ftate

Of wretchednefs in which thy fate had plung’d

thee,

To rank thee in a lift of noble friends,

All Treceiv’d in furety for thy truth

Were unregarded oaths ; and this—this da%}ger,
iv’a
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Giv’'n with a wortblefs pledge, thou fince haft
ftol’n:

So I reftore it back to thee again ;

Swearing by all thofe pow’rs which thou haft
violated,

Never from this curs’d hour to hold communion,

Friendfhip, or intereft with thee ; tho’ our years

Were to exceed thofe limited the world.

‘Take it—farewell—for now I owe thee nothing,

If we would fee the power of art to hide the
deficiencies of nature in regard to this performer
in a yet ftronger light, let us recolle& him in
King Lear. We are apt to believe that the
want of figure never appear’d fo glaringly in Mr.
Garrick as in this charatter. It muft be acknow-
ledg’d that to look at him only, he appears ra-
ther a Gomez or. a Fondlewife thansa Britifh mo-
narch : but.who)ever-recolleCted this when they
heard him fay to his unnatural daughter,

Blafts upon thee.

Th’untented woundings of a father’scurfe
Pierce every fenfe about thee. Old fond eyes
Lament this caufe again, I’ll pluck ye out,
And caft ye with the waters that ye lofe
To tgmper clay. No, gorgon, thou fhalt

nd
"That Il refume the fhape which thou doft think
I have thrown off for ever.

If there be any thing that comes in competition
with the unluckinefs of this excellent player’s
figure in this charaQer, it is the appearance he
made in his new habit for Othell, We are us'd
to.fee the greateft majefty imaginable exprefs’d

through-
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throughout that whole pait; and tho’ the joke
was fomewhat prematurely delivered to the public,,
we muft acknowledge that the appearance he
made in that tramontane drefs made us rather
expect to fee a tea-kettle in his hand, than to
hear the thundering fpeeches Shakefpear bas
thrown into that chara&er, come out of his
mouth. Tho” we acknowlege that Mr. Garrick
did well to part with this chara@er to a man
whofe figure feems more adequate to our ideas of
a heroe; yet we cannot but obferve at the fame
time, that when he perform’d it, he no fooner
fpoke than we forgot every thing we faw, to
give attention to what we heard ; and that not-
withftanding his naturally contemptible figure,
no man ever fill’d a ftage with more majefty than
he, in thofe fpeeches in the third a&t, where he
exprefles, all the: rage and-anguithmix’d together
that words-pethapsiare capable of defcribing.

Ha! falfe to me!
I fwear ’tis better to be much abus’d,
"T'han but to know’t a little.

What fenfe had I of her ftolen hours of luft ;
I faw it not, thought it not, it harm’d not me ;
I found not Caffi’’s kiffes on her lips.——

He that is robb’d, not wanting what is flolen,
Let him not know’t, and he’s not robb’d at all.

I had been happy if the general camp,
Pioneers and all, had tafted her fweet body,
So I had nothing known ! O now for ever
Farewel the tranquil mind, farewel content,
Farewel the plumed troops, and the big war,
‘That make ambition virtue : O farewe
The fpirit-ftirring drum, th’ ear-piercing fife,
The royal banner, and all quality,

Pfide,
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Pride, pomp, and circumftance of glorious
war :
Farewel | Othello’s occupation’s gone.
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THE

ROSCGCIAD.

5 OSCIUS deceafed, each high afpiring
' play’r
Pufh’d all his int’reft for the vacant
chair,

The bufkin’d heroes of the mimic ftage
No longer whine inlove, and rant in rage;
The monarch quits his throne, and condefcends 5
Humbly to court the favour of his friends ;
For pity’s fake tells undeferv’d mifhaps,
And their applaufe to gain, recounts his claps.
Thus the viétorious chiefs of antient Rome,
To win the mob, a fuppliant’s form aflume; 10
In pompous ftrain fight o’er the extinguifh’d war,
And fhew where honour bled in ev’ry fcar.

BuT though bear merit in Rome appear,
Tis not the ftrongeft plea for favour here 3

B We
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We form our judgment in another way ; 15
And they will beft fucceed, who beft can pay:
Thofe who would gain the votes of Britith tribes,
Muft add to force of merit, force of bribes.
WHAT can an A&orgive? in ev’ry age
Cafh hath been rudely banifh’d from the ftage; 20
Monarchs themfelves to grief of ev’ry play’r,
Appear as often as their image there :
They can’t, like candidate for other feat,
Pour feas of wine, and mountains raife of meat.
Wine! they could bribe you with the world as foon 3
And of roaft beef they only know the tune. 26
But what they have they give ; couldCrivido more.
Though for one million he had brought home four ?
S---r keeps open houfe at Southwark fair,
And hopes the friends of humour will be there. 30
In Smithfield, Y s prepares the rival treat,
For thofe who laughter love inftead of meat.
F---Tg, at Old Houfe, for.even F---TE will be
In felf-conceit 'an\aétor) bribes withteas
‘Which W--x-:s-w at fecond hand receives, 35
And at the New pours water on the leaves.
T Town divided, each runs fev’ral ways,
As paffion, humour, int’reft, patty {ways.
Things of no moment, colour of the hair,
Shape of a leg, complexion brown and fair; 4@
A drefs well chofen, or a patch mifplac’d,
Concilitate favour, or create diftafte,
From galleries loud peals of laughter roll,
And thunder SHUTERs praifes——nhe’s fo droll.
Embox’d the ladies muft have fomething fmart, g5
Parmer! Oh! PaLMsRr tops the janty part.
Seated in pit, the dwarf with aching eyes
Looks up, and vows that Barry’s out of fize;
Whiltt to fix Feer the ftripling vig’rous grown,
Declares that Garr1ck is another Coan. 50
Waen place of judgment is by whim fupply’d,
And our opinions have their rife in pride

When,
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When, in difcourfing on each mimic elf,

We praife and cenfure with an eye to felf;

Allmuft find friends; and A--m-~ bids as fair 55
In fuch a court, as G a rRrick for the chair,

¢

GRraY-pEARDED vet’rans, who, with partial

tongue,
Extol the times when they themfelves were young 3
Who, having loft all relifh for the ftage, 605

See not their own defeéts, but lath the age,

Receiv’d, with joyful murmurs of applaufe,

"Their darling chiet, and lin’d his fav’rite caufe.
FaRr be it from the candid Mufe to thread

Infulting o’er the athes of the dead. 610

But juft-tolivingmenit, fhe) maintains,

And “dares the teft, whilt ‘Garrick’s Genius

reigns ;
Antients, in vain, endeavour to excel,
Happily prais’d if they could a& as well.

Last, GarRRrick came.—Behind him throng 2
train

Of fharling critics, ignorant as vain. Oxs
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One finds out, «« He’s of ftature fomewhat
low. 705

«« Your Heroe always fhould be tall you know.—
«¢ True nat’ral greatnefs all confifts in hcight.”—-——-—
Produce your voucher, Critic.---*¢ Serjeant KyT:.”
- AnNoOTHER can’t forgive the paltry arts
By which he makes his way to fhallow hearts; %10
Mere pieces of finefle, traps for applaufe.
¢ Avaunt unnat’ral ftart, affected paufe.”
For me, by Nature form’d to judge with phlegm,
I can’t acquit by wholefale nor condemn.
The beft things carried to excefs are wrong ; 715
The ftart may be too frequent, paufe too long.
But only us’d in proper time and place,
Severeft judgment muft allow them Grace.
Ir Bunglers, form’d on Imitation’s plan,
Juft in the way that Monkies mimick Man; 720
Their copied {cene with mangled arts difgrace,
And paufe and ftart with the fame vacant face 5
We join the'critic laugh 5 thofe! tricks 'we fcorn,
Which fpoil the {cenes they mean them to adorn.
Bur when, from Nature’s pure and genuine
fource, 725
Thefe ftrokes of atting flow with gen’rous force ;
When in the features all the foul’s portray’d,
And paffions, fuch as Garrick’s, are difplay’d;
To me they feem from thickeft feelings caught :
Fach ftart, is Nature ; and each paufe, is Thought.
WaEen Reafon yields to Paflion’s wild alarms,
And the whole ftate of Man is up in arms ; 732
What, but a Critic, could condemn the Play’r
For paufing here, when Cool Senfe paufes there ?
Whillt, working from the heart, the fire I trace,
And mark it ftrongly flaming to the face; 736
Whilft, in each found, I hear the very man ;
I can’t catch words, and pity thofe who can. -
Lt Wits, like Spiders, from the tortur’d brain
Fine-draw the critic-web with curious pain; 740

The




Charles Churchill, The Rosciad 91

22 The ROSCIAD.
The Gods,—a kindnefs I with thanks muit pays—-s

Have form’d me of a coarfer kind of clay ;
Nor ftung with Envy, nor with fpleen difeas’d,’
A poor dull creature, flill with Nature pleas’d :
Hence to thy praifes, Garrick, Iagree, 3
And, pleas’d with Nature, muft be pleafed with
Thee. ‘
Now might I'tell how filence reign’d throughout,
And deep attention bufh’d the rabble rout ;
How ev'ry claimant, tortur’d with defire,
Was pale as afhes, or as red as fire : 750
But, foofe to Fame, the Mufe more fimply aés,
Rejeés all flourith, and relates mere faéts.
'Tue judges, as the fev’ral parties came,
With Temper heard, with Judgment weigh’d each
claim,
And in their {entence happily agreed, 755
In name of both, Great SHAKEsPEAR thus decreed :
<« (Ig~ManlySenfes if Nature, dinkd-with Art;
¢« If thorough Knewledge of the Human Heart ;
<« Pow’rs of Acting, vaft and unconfin’d;
< If feweft Faults, with greateft Beauties join’d ;
<« If ftrong Expreflion, and ftrange Pow’rs, which
¢ lie 761
« Within the magic circle of the eye;
« If Feelings which few hearts, like His, canknow,
« And which no Face fo well as His can fhew ;
¢« Deferve the Pref’rence ;----Garrick take the
¢« Chair; A
« Neor quit it---"till Thou place an Equal There. 766



