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LINCOLN—SHAKESPEAREAN CRITIC

The appronch of William Shakes-
peare's birthday, April 28rd, reealls
the ridiculs which was hesped wpon
Lincoln when he expressed an appreci-
ation for some certain lines of Shakes-
pears in preference to some other ex-
cerpts of the author which were more
widely accopted.

James H, Hackett, the famous actor,
chose April 23, 1882, as the date on
which to bring to n eloge the conclud-
ing chapter in his book “Notes,
Criticisms, and Correspondence upon
Shakespeare’s Plays and  Actors™
Hackett, like many other authors,
wrote his preface lnst, as it was dated
Decomber, 1862, many months after
the final paengraph of the text. The
book bears the date, 1868, on its title
Pagie.

The contents of the book contains
comments on Hamlet's Soliloquy on
Suicide—Hamlet—King Lear—Actors
of Hamlet—Correspondence on Shakes-
pearian Bubjects—Fualstadl.

It was this publiention which was
indirectly responsibls for the adverss
comments which were made about Lin-
coln's qualifications as a critic of lit-
erature. Huckett sent Lincoln a com-
plimentary copy of the hook, and the
President acknowledged it with the
following appreciative lotter:

Executive Mansion, Washington,
August 17, 1863.
James H. Hackett, Esq,

My donr Sirr Montha 1 should
have u:lmuwl:dll:fd I:mlm mﬁt of your
book and accompanying kind note: and
I now have 1o beg
having done so.

Far ane of m» I have seen
little of the dr-mmm firsa pm-un-w
tatlon of Falstaff | ever saw was vours
here. last winter or spring. Perhaps
the best complimont | can pay is o
:::r. “il I:ru]Lﬂu. 1 am very anxioas
o soe it agaln. Some of Shakspear's
F!nh I have mever rend, while others

have gone over perbaps as frequently
as any unprofessional reader, Among
the latter are “Lear,”™ “"Richard IIL"
“Henry VIIL™ “Hamlet,” and espe-
cially “Machoth.” 1 think nothing
equals “Macheth.” It is wonderful.

Unlike von gentlemen of the
fensian, 1 think the soliloguy in *
let" commencing “Oh, my offense is
rank,” surpasies that commencing “To

ryour pardon for not

be or not to be,” But pardon this small
attempt at eritlelom. 1 should like to

you o the o
apecch of 1. Will you not
soon visit Washi again? If you
e Your

This letter which Lincoln wrote o
Hackett found its way into print, and
Lincoln's reaction to its appearanece
may be observed in a letter written
to Hackett on November 2nd:

Executive Mansion, Washington,
November 2, 1863.
James H. Hackett

My dear Sir: Yours of October 22
In recolved, as alse was in due course
that of October 8. 1 look forward
with pleasure to the fulfillient of the

made in the former.

Give yoursell no uneasiness on the
subject mentioned in that of the 224,

My note to you | certainly did not
expeet to see in print; vet | have not
been much shocked by the newspaper
commenis w i Those commenis
constitute a fair » of what has

t deal of kindness, not quite free
m ridicule. | am used 10 iL
Yours traly.
A, Lineoln

Lineoln wna not the first president
to appenr in the roll of o Shakespear-
enn eritie. Jobn Quincy Adams wrote
sgome lengthy letters to Huckett nbout
Shakespeare's works, one of seven
pages. Later he prepared n long dis-
cussion on “Misconceptions of Shakes-
peare upon the Stoge,” nnd another
on “The Charncter of Desdemona.® In
commenting on Hamlet, he said:

“1 look upon the tragedy of Hamlet
25 the masterpiece of drama—the
masterpiece of Shakespeare—I had
almost safd the masterpiece of the
human mind."

Hackett, howover, disagreed with
President Adams in many of his de-
ductions, especinlly nbout Hamlet, as
did many others who had an oppor-
tunity to review the manuseript of
Adams. In the first paragraph in his
book, Hackett says:

“The Soliloquy in Hamlet, which we
have often heard extolled in terms of
admiration, is, In our opinion, a heap
of absurdities, whether we conzider
the situstion, the sentiment, the ar-
gumentation, or the poetry.”

Lincoln clearly states in his first
letter to Hackelt, "I think nothing
equals ‘Macheth.! It is wonderful™

Lord Carlisle, a famous Shakespesr-
ean eritic, wrote a letter to Hackett in
which he voiced much the same sen-
timent as Lincoln: "I see none of
your criticisms are addressed to the
play of Macheth, in my mind the very
highest in order of all the few which
seam to me indisputably higher than
all the rest."

One of Shakespaire's characters
which appealed to Lineoln, due to his
own sense of humor, was Falstafl, 'W.
0. Stoddard attended a performance
with President Lineoln in which Hack-
et played the part of Falstafl and this
i= Stoddard's account of Lincoin's re-
action to the play:

“T was with him the first night, and
expected him to give himself up to
the merriment of the hour, although 1
knew that hin mind woa very much
pre-oceupled by other things, To my
surprise, however, he appeared cven
gloomy, although intent upon the play,
gnd it was only n few times during the
whole performance that he went so
far as to laugh at all, and then mot
heartily. He pesmed for onee to be
stodying tho character and its ren-
dering eritically, as if to ascertnin the
correctness of his own conceplion as
compared with that of the profes-
sional artist,

“Had his earlier edocstion been of
a sort to develop maore perfectly his
literary tastes, his keen Insight into
human nature, and hin appreciation
of humorons and other eccentricities
of character, would have é¢nebled him
to have derived the highest degree of
enjoyment from the ereations of the
preat masters. As it was, he probably
understood Shakespenre, so far as he
had read him, far better than many
men ‘who set themaselves up for eriti-
eal authorities"



