A NOTE ON
(OLERIBGE AND THE ACTING OF SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS
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Scholars and entics of Colendge penerslly assume, lar ton
readily I thiak, that he was hostile to the idea pl performing Shake-
sprarean drama on the stage, and indeed to acting in peneral. OF
course, there ia some justilication for Lhis widely aceepted opinion
in Coleridge’s own wrilings. In Omniong, for instance, we read an
aceount of @ visit he once made to the thealre to see The Heggar's
Opera, in which we are iold of the “horror and disgust’ sroused in
bim by the performanee of a work that had always ‘delighted’ him
with ‘ita poignant wit and original satire’. The “immonrlity’ of the
work, which had not given hun ‘any offence’ in rezding, berame
palpable .in the stage represenfation, and it wag then, he wrote, that
he *lecamnt the immense difference brtween reading and seeing a
play’. A play acted sesms to be more real Lthan a pley read silently.

Even the sound of one’s nwn or another's veice lakes
them (i.e. the thoughts ol which a play consiste} out
of thut Jifeless, twilight realm of idea, which is the
confine, the imicrmundivm, as it were, of exislenes and
non -existence,  Merely that the thoughts have hecome
audible, by blending with them a sense of outness
gives them a sorl of realirr.?

Here, it is rus, Colerideme deprecates the reprosentation of what
is immonrl, and in no way refors to Shakespeare. But the
distinction between Lhe world of the stags and the mentul world is
signiboant, and in this fregment of Colernidee’s we notice the
highest point of awareness of, and withdrawal {rom, the world of
the scnses. Buat iy thia the whols story 7
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ln hiz writings on Shakespeare Coleridge clearly dees not
revzal any deep interest in the theatrical productions of his plays.
In thia respect he differs from either Lemb or Hazlit, Of course,
ke cannot he charged with initialing the uititude that made of
Shakespearc’s works objects for the study alone, fur the shituda
cxisted fong befure his time, awl we kinow, for instance, of Dr
Johngon's hatred for the stage: ‘A play read affects the mind like
a play acted,), Dr. Johnson writes in the Prefuce to Shoakespeare,
and Doswell reports him as saying that ‘many of Shakespearss
plays are the worse for bring acted.” Yet, strangely enougls, the
complete denunciation of the stage represcnlation of Shakespeare
at any ume came, not from Coleridee, but from Lamb and Hazlitt
In apite of his enthusiasm for the stage in his essay ‘On the
Tragedics of Shakespears considered with Reference to Lheir Fitess
for Stage lepreseutdation” Lamly declared thst ‘the plays ol Shake-
speare are less caleulated for performance ou the stago than theses
of almost any other dramatist whatever’.’ Acain he said that

Lear is gasentially impossible to represent an the stage,
But how many dramatic  personages are there in
Shakespeare which though more astable and feasihla
(it 1 may so speak} than Lear, et from fome
circumsionce, some adjunct to Lheir characler, are
improper to be shown to our bodily eye ... what we are
conscicus of in reading is almoszt exclusively the mind,
and ity movement, *

Clearly the eritic shninks [rom the world of the senses, from
seeing. ‘an old man tottering abaut the slage with a walking suck
cte...' pass [or Shakespearcs Lear, from having a *fine vision®
materialized and brought down to Lhe standard of flesh ard. bleod"s
Similarly Hazlitt siotes categarically that

Poetry and the stape do net epree together.  The
altempt to reconeile them fails not only of effect, but
of decorumn.  Tho ideid has no place upon the stage,
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the imagication canuot sufficiently qualify the impressions
of the senses.!

For this distrust of the senses Coleridge, who attacked
roaterizlism in all its manifestations, and scoffed at what he called
the ‘despotism of Lhe eye’ in Ilartley’s paychology,? seems to me to
be chiefly responsible. He himself said that ‘so little are images
capable of satisfying the obscure feelines conmected with words’.?
Yet there aro several points which veed clanification n Coleridge’s
aflitude to the stags representation of Shakespearc’s plays, and it
doea scam to me unfuir to declare summarily zad without any
qualification, a3 Miss M, C. PBradbrook does, that ‘Coleridge,
Hazlitt and Lamb all (hree rejected the elage’, *

Coleridge does not reject the idea of epresenting Shakespeare
vn ths stuge s euch, bhut l)l’!l}-’ a pnrtt'l.'ufur trode of purforming the
pliva. In his view, dmamatie poetry is nol essentizlly incompa-
tihle with stage representation.  In fact, we know that 2moeng. his
numerous jong chershed but unrealized projects was a lony essay on
‘Dearmatic Poeiry pxclusively im iis relation to Thealrical Represen-
tation’.*  What Coleridze objects to is the naturalistic style of
performing Shakespeare, which treated his paciie drama as il it wero
the sane kind of thing as the contemporary realisde play. Indecd in
his prevcvupation with the lasting element in Shakespearc’s works,
Coleridire sometimes goes 6o tur 23 to say that the stage Shakes-
peare wrote for is really ‘that of the universal mind'.® Hut sach a
statement,m spite of the ahsurd exugreration it conluins, should not
be taken to meao that Coleridge did not recognize the faet that
Shakespeare wrote for a “porticvlar stage”.  Coleridge undoubtedly
benefited from the facts about the Elizahethan stage conditions,
which had recently been unesnbhed by the lute eighteenth-century
scholars.  Capel and. Malone had already pointed to the barcmess
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of Shakespeare’s wupe, and its freedom from the modem elaborate
parephernalia of sccnery and decor, as well as to the fact that the
appeal of the plays was made mainly to the ear and the imagination.
Coleridge, therefore, felt justified in believing ihat the plays were
acted originally as dramatic poetry. He realized the egsential diffe
rence between Lha wtagze, and consequeutly the manner ol acting, of
Shakespears’s time and hiz own.

The circumstances of acting were nltogelher differept
from ocurs; 1t was much more of reecitation, or mther a
madium between recitation and what we now call reci-
tation. The iden of the poet was always present, not of
the thing to be represented. It was at that time more
of a delight and employment for the inlellect, than an
amusement of the senses. |

But this waa possible only when the theatre “bud no adificiel,
extraneous inducement — fow sceney, litfe music... Shakespeare
bimself €aid : We appenl to your imaginatien™. Again he said of
Shakespeare’s plays,

How diflerent from modern plays, where the glare of the
scenes with every wished for object industriously rea-
lized, the mind bucomes bewildered in surrounding
distraction, whrreas Shakespeare, in place of ranling and
muste, and oubward setion, .eddresses ns in words Uhat
enchain the mind, and carry on the altention from scens
to scene.?

Coleridge may have tended to minimize the imporlence of
the visual appeal of Elizahethan stage performanees, hut there
iz no doubt that ba helivved that the peculiar sbucture of the

Elizabethan stage and the manner of Elizabethan acting empha-
gized the poetic nature of dmma. It i not (rue, therefors, to
szy, a6 Miss DBradhrook does, that he ‘condenned Shakespeare’s
age and sfape by implicstion™? On Lhe contrary, he himself
explicitly suid that if Shakespeare ‘had lived in the present day and
had seen one of hia plays represented he would the hAmt moment
have lelt the shifting of the scenes’ and *he would have construeted
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his plays on a different model,” But Culendye was gmteful that
Shakespeare lived st & Lune when theatrieal eonditions were more
favourable to poetic deama, for he would much rather have postie
drama than mere stige plays in the modem naturalisiie  style.d
Through the hips of a satirical pertrait of a defendant of the euntem-
porary practices of the stage he said in the second of hig *3aty-
rane Lettery':

Aud what is done on the stzge is more striking than
what 34 arcted, 1 once temember such a deafraing
explusion, that I could not hear 2 word of the play for
hali an act after it; ard a little real ganpowder being
sct fire to at the samo time, and smelt by all the spee-
lators, Lhe naturslness of the scene was yuite wsdoni-
ghing, 2

The naturalific performaner of Shekespeare™ plays, which
tilied more upan scenery and extcrual appearance than upon poetry,
was then oae resson why Coleridge was averse to the ecotemporary
atage representation ol them.  But there were other reasons as well,
Coletidge objoeted (o the one or two stars perfonmances of Shakes-
peate, wheell seemesd to have been common in his dava.  He
deplored the custom of giving the Bnportunt rales to celebrated and
pifted actors and actrezses like Kemble and M. Siddons, while
dasignimg the minor pars to ciremely incompetent persons, whe
were singularly incapable of reciliug poetry, and *who owod their
very elovalion b dexterity in soufling candles™®  The result of such
g euslom was & serious. disiortion of the pattern of the p!ujr:q, 2N
Shakespeare *shone oo less conspicaously. and brichtly® in the minox
charaeters.  Indeed it would seem Lhat the public in its tum came
to expect this type of performance, as the contemporary criticism
shows. Ewven intetlirent theatre cnities like Lumb and Hazlit wrote
their easays, not en the production al a cefain play, but on this or
that eminent astur in this or that impoadant role.  But this, accond-
ing to Coleridze, was evidently the wrong epproach to the plays.
He lamented the faet that few peaple went to the theatre 9o seo a
play, but to see Master Betty or Mr. Keas, or some individual in
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soane one part’.! Again e complained that ‘those who went o
the theatre in our own day, when any of our pocr’s works wore
perurmed, went 10 see M. Kemble in Macheth, or Mrs. Siddens's
Lughel. 2 What Colendye obviously wanted fo see was an interrated
and upified produdion, a thing which the theatres of his time did
not provide.  And when we recall the mangled versions in which
the plays were acted. we canoot wonder that they should be con-
demoed by a critic who valued above every thing clse the organie
unity of a work of art. l'or one, whe slrongly believed that *the
fairest par of the most heaniiful bedy will appear deformed and
monstrous, i dissevered from its place in the organic whale”,? it
was guite natural to write,

Tir the disermee of the Lnplish stoze. snch aftempts
have indeed been made en almost all the dommas  of
Shakespeare, Scarcely a season passes which does pot
produce some deepov mpdrepor of thiz kand in which
the inansled limhs of vur ereat poet are thrown tagetiier
tn most admired disonler. 4

We must temeroher that it was not until 1838 (1. e alier Colendue’s
death) that Macready restored, tor instunce, Shukespreare’s Lewr and
The Tempest, or rather produced them with a minimunm nundier
ul ilterztions, S

Colendge’s view of Shakespearean actine, in fact, forms an
insepatable parl of his  zenersl Shakezpestean capcism. VWhat Tie
wanted in the dirst plave was Shakespeare's  own works, and these
interpreted by a prougs of unilvonly competent actors 10 such a way
that the patern of the plays shonld ot be distoded. The plays
should be represcared provarly an poctc drama, withoot aay ol
the permicious and prosaic effecrz ol nriuralism, A goad actor.
comic ot trde” b awrote.
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i+ rot to be & wmere copy. a frr wmile, but an
imitation of WNature ... A goed actor is Pypmelion's
slatne, a work of exquisite art, animated with and
gifted with mation; but still ert, still a species of
poetry.}

But in order to énsure the infimate atmosphere appropriate for
the exercise of the imaginative power in an audience the perform-
ance should take place in a faiely small theatre.?

Tinally a word perhaps should be said here fur the bensht
of those who tend to thiuk that Coleridge was an inveterate hater
ol the atage.

(On his return from Germany Coleridpe was [ull of enthusiasm
far Lessimg's eritical powers.  Not only did he for long contemplate
the woting of his biography, but he also infended to follow his
gxaomple  in Enrland. In January 1800 he wrote to Thomas
Wedrewnod from London, telliing him that he then spent his even-
ingy in the theatres, beeause he waa abuut 4o conduct a sort ol
Drarnatunry or series of essays on the Drama hoth ity gencral
principles and likewise in  rteference to (he present stage of the
English Theatres' to be publisked in the Morming Post.?  We do
not know il he had actually writlen any,-but if he had, then our Joss
would be indeed preat, judging at lcast by the excellent sample of
‘his contemporary dramatic criticism, which he puablished in fiegra-
phia Litzrerie on Maturin®s play, Bertram.* This, to suy nothing
of his own attempis at writing plays, may he sullicient to refute
any nution that Coleridge was not interesied in the Lheatre as such
or that be had a streng aversion for the stzge. And in the body of
hia eriticizm there are to he found here and there judications {they
may b= of litthe importance in themselves, still they are there) that
he did go to sec Shakespeare on the stnge, az well as sugrestions
as to how potts should he aoted, or lives should be delivered.d |

- Lerrers of 8 7. Coleridae, ol K11 Coleridge, IL pp. §22-923,

. Coleridee’s Shebeapearean Lrivieizm, 11, p. 27%

T O

. Bipgraphin Epiaclariz. ad. A Teeoboll, I, po 18T

£ Ree I K. Chambers, Somur! Toyler feferidge, 1938, po 1220 I he
wratn any, Lthey huve fol pecn [dentilied”

5. Sea, for imatence, Coferidge’s Shokespeorean Criticism, 1, pp. 31, 83, 107
gnd 122

95



shall end this shon nete by quoting one example. It accurs in the
course of his defence of Prospero’s words to Miranda after his
removing tho spell he bas east upon bor:

Tho frinzed curtains of thine eyc advance,
And say what thou seest yond. (The Tempest, L it 408 —6),

Prospero, Coleridgs says,

has just told Miranda a wonderful story, which deeply
affceted Ber. and filled her with surprise and sstomishe
raent, and for his own purposes he afierwards lulls her
to sleep.  When she awakes, Shakespeare has made her
whelly tnatlentive to the presenf, but wrapped up in
the past. An. aclress, who understands the character of
Miranda, would have her eyes east duwn, living in her
dream. At this moment Proapero sees Ferdinand, and
wishes to point him cul to his daughter, not only
with great, but wilh scenic solemoity, he standing
befora her, and hefore the speclator, in the dignified
character of a great masician.  Something was o sppear
to Miranda on the sudden, and as unexpectediy as if
the hero of & drama were to be on the stape at the
instant wheu the cutain 12 elevated. [t iz under such
circumsiances that Prospero says, in a tons caleulated
at once to arcuse his dauvhter’s attenlion,

‘The fringed curtains of thine eye advanes’
And say what thou seest yond.”

Turning from the sight of Ferdimand to his thoughtiul
daughier, his allention was first siruck: hy the downcast
appearance of Lier eyes and eyclids; and, in my humble
opinion, the solemnity of the phraceology assigned to
Prospere is completely in tcharacter, recollecting his
preternatural cepaeity, in which the -most familiat objeets
in nature present themsclves in a mystedous pueint of
view. !

Nobody can justly eomplain that such criticism is completely
oblivious of slage or dramalic considerations.

1, Itid. T, p. 180



