A NOTE ON
(OLERIDGE AND THE ACTING OF SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS

My

M. M. DADAWI

Scholars and entics of Colendpe generzlly assume, far ton
readily I think, that he was hostile to the idea ol performing Shake-
gprarean drama on the stage, and indeed to acting in gencral. OF
eourse, there ia some justification for Lhis widely accepted opinion
in Coleridge’s own wrilings. In Omniona, for instance, we read an
aceount of @ visit he once made to the theaire to see The Hegear's
Opera, in which we are lold of the “horror and disgust’ sroused in
bim by. the performanee of a work that had always ‘delighled’ him
with ‘its poignant wit and original satie’. The “immorlity’ of the
work, which bad mot given hun ‘any offence’ in rezding, berame
palpable in the stage represenfation, and it wag then, ha wrote, that
be *lcamt the immense difference brtween reading and seeing a
play” A play acted seams to be more tcal than a pley read slensdy.

Even the scund of ene’s nwn or another's veice lakes
them (i.e. the thoughts of which a play consizte} out
of thut Jifeless, twilight vealm of ides, which is the
confine, the fmiermundiaom, 55 it were, of exislenes ond
non -existence.  Merely that the thoughts have hecome
sedible, by bleading with them a sense of outness
gived them a sorl of realirs.?

Here, it is trus, Coleridee deprecates the representation of what
is immonal, 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 Colendge’s we notice the
highest point of awareness of, and withdrawal from, the world of
the scnses. Buat is thia the whols story 7
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ln hia wrtings on Shakespeare Coleridge clearly dees not
revzal any deep interest in the theatrical productions of his plays.
In this respect he dilfers from either Leamb or Hazlitt, Of coumse,
ke cannct he charged with initialing the uttitude that made of
Shakespearc’s works objects for the stady alone, fur the sfituda
cxisted long befure his time, aml we kinow, for inslanre, of Dr.
Johngon's hatred for the stage: ‘A play read affects the mind like
a pley acted)), Dr. Johnson writes in the Preface to Shokesprare,
and Doswell reports him as saying that ‘many of Shakespears's
plays are the worse for being acted.” Yet, strangely enough, the
complete denunciation of the stage represenlation 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 Shakespeare considered with Reference to Lheir Fitiess
for Stage llepreseutation” Lamb declared that ‘the plays ol Shake-
gpeare are less caloulated for performance on the stago than those
of almost any other dramatist whatever’.* Again he said that

Lear is easentially impossible to represent an the stare,
But how many dramatic  personages are there in
Shakespeare which though more astable and feasible
{it 1 may so speak} than Lear, et from some
circumsionce, some adjunct to their characler, are
improper to e shown to our bodily eye ... what we are
conscicus of in reading is almozt exclusively the mind,
and ity movement, *

Clearly the eritic shninks [rom the world uf the senses, from
seeirr. ‘an old man toitering about the slage with a walking stck
ctc...’ pass [or Shokespearc’s Lear, from hoving a *fine vision'
matrerialized and brought down to Lhe standard of flesh and blond".s
Similarly Hazlitt siotes categarically that

Poetry and the stape do not agree together.  The
altempt to reconeile them faily not only of effeet, but
of decorum. The idew! has no place upon the stage,
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the imapination canuot sufficienty qualify the impressions
of the senses.!

For thiz distrust of the senses Colenidpe, whn attacked
roaterizlism in all it manilestations, and scoffed at what he called
the *despotism of Lhe eye” in Ilartley's paychology,® seems tu me to
be chiefly responsible. He himself seid that ‘so little are images
capable of satisfying the nbscure fezelings conmecled with words’.?
Yet there are severa! points which veed clarification in Coleridge’s
atlitade to Lthe stags representation of Shakespearc’s plays, and it
doea seam to me upnfuic fo declare summarily end without any
qualification, as Miss M, C. Pradbrook docs, that ‘Coleridge,
Hazlitt and Lamb all three rejected the slage’,*

Coleridge does not reject the idea of representing Shakeypeare
vn the suge ws guch, but only a poerticalor mode of performing the
pliva. In hia view, dramatic peetry is nol essentially yocomypa-
tihle with stage representation.  In fact, we know that smoeng. his
numerous jong chenshed but unreslized projects was a lony essay on
‘Deamatic Poeiry exelusively in jis relation to Thearrical Hepresen-
tation®. *  What Coleridge objecfa to in the naturalistic style of
pedorming Shakespeare, which treated his poetic drama ss if it wero
the same kind of thing as the contemiporary realisie play. Indecd in
his prevecupation with the lasting element in Shakespeare’s works,
Coleridire sometimes moes e tar as to say that the stage Shakes-
peare wrote for is really ‘that of the universal mind™® Hut snch a
statement,m spile of the ahsurd exugreration it conlains, should not
be taken to mean that Coleridye did not recognize the Tazet that
Shakespeare wrote fer a “podliculac stage”.  Coleridge undoubtedly
henefited rom the facts about the Elizahethan wtage conditions,
whirh had recently been unesplbhed by the late eighteenth-century
scholars.  Capel and. Malone had already pointed to the barcness
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of Shakespeare’s mage, and its freedom from the modem elaborate
parephernalia of scenery and decor, as well as to the fact that the
appeal of the plays was made mainly to the ear and tho imagination.
Coleridge, therefore, felt justified in believing ihat the plays were
acted originally es dramatlic poetry. Ho rcalized the egsential diffes
rence between Lha stace, and consequeully the manmer ol acting, of
Bhakespearc’s time and hiz own.

The circumstances of acting were altogether differept
from oure; 1t was much more of recitation, or rather a
madium between recitation and what we now call reci-
tation. The idea of tho 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
amusemsnt of the senyes. !

But this was pogsible only when the theatre “bud wno anifisiel,
extraneous inducement — fow scenes, litfe musie... Shakespeare
himself #aid : We appeal to your imagination”™.  Again he said of
Shakespeare’s plays,

How diflerent from medern plays, where the plare of Lhe
sceney with every wished for object industricusly rea-
lized, the mind bvcomes bewildered in surrounding
distraetion; whrreas Shakespearo, in place of ranting and
musie, and outward setion, .eddresses ns in words Lhat
enchain the mind, and carry on the alention from seene
to acene.?

Coleridga may have tended to minimize the imporlance of
the visual appeal of Elizabethan stage performances, hut there
iz no doubt that be helieved that the peculiar shuciure of the

Elizabethan stage and the manner of Elizabethan acting empha-
gized the poetic nature of dmma. It 1 not (rue, therefors, to
szy, a6 Miss Dradbhrook does, that he ‘condenned Shakespeare’s
age and stage by implication.? On Lhe conlrary, he himself
explicitly suid that if Shakespeare *had lived in the present day and
had seen one of hia plays represented he would the Amst moment
kave lelt the shilting of the scenes’ and ‘*he would have construrted
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his plays on a different model” But Culendye was gmteful that
Shakespeare Lived at 4 Lime when theatrical conditions were more
favourable fo poetic deama, for he would much vather have postie
drama than mere sfige plays in the modem naluralisiie  style.d
Through the hips of a satirical portrait of & defendant of the eontem-
porary practices of the stage he said in the second of his *Saty-
rane Letters'

Aud what is done on the stzge is more siriking than
what 34 arted. 1 once temember such a deafraing
explusion, that I eould not hear & word of the play for
half an act after it; and a little real ganpowder being
sci hre to at the samo time, and smelt by all the spee-
latore, Lhe naturalness of the scene was guite wsloni-
ehing, 2

The naturaliftic performaner of Shekespears™s plays, which
tilied poge upnn scenery and external appearance than upon poetry,
waa then oae reason why Coleridge was averse to the ecotemporary
stayge representation of them. Dot there wers olher reasons as well.
Coleridge nbjeetud (o the one or two star perfoomaneea of Shakes-
pegte, whitlh seemed to have Dbeen common in hiz dava.  He
deplored the custom of giving the bnportunt roles to celebrated and
pilted actors and actreskes like Kemble and M. Siddons, while
gasigning the minor pans to citremely incompetent persons, wle
were sinpularly incapable of reciliug peepry, and *wlo owoed their
very clovation o dexterity in smulling candles™®  The result of such
& eustom was & serious distortion of the pattern of the plays, since
Shakespeare “shone oo less conapicuously snd briehily® in the minor
charaeters.  Indeed it would seem Lhat the public in its tum camea
to expect this type of performance, as the contemporary: critieism
shows. Ewven intetlirent theatre cnties like Lumb and Hazlit wrote
their easays, not en the production ol a cefain play, but on this or
that eminent actor in this or that impodant role.  But this, aceond-
ing to Coleridge, was evidently the wrong epproach to the plays.
He lamented the faet that few peaple went to the thealre 9o seo a
play, but to see Master Betty or Mr. Kean, or some individual in

1. Coleridee's Shalberpenrean Origiciam. 11 pp 83, 97 and 278,
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somme one part’.! Again he complained that ‘those who went to
the thealre in our own day, when any of our poers works wore
pervrmed, went 1o gee Mr. Kemble in Macheth, or M. Siddons’s
Lughel. 2 What Colendye obwvionsly wanted fo see was an interrated
and uaihed 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 thes should be con-
demeed by a critic whoe valoed aliove every thing elze the organie
unity of a work of art. l'or one, whe slrongly believed that *the
faimest pad of the most heawiiful bedy will appear deformed and
monstrous, 1 dissevered [rom its place in the organic whole®? it
was guite natural to wnte,

Tir the disarace of the Lnglish stoce. such aflempis
have indeed been made on almost all the dmmas  of
Shakespeare, Scarcely a season passes which does not
produce some Osepov mpdrepor of this kand in which
the inansled limhs of vur ereat poet are thrown togethior
in most admired disonler. *

We must remeroher that it was not until 1838 (1. e alier Colendue’s
death) that Macready restored, tor instuace, Shukespeare’s Lewr and
The Fewmpest, ot ragher produced them with a mnnimum nuedier
uf ilerebons,

Colendge’s  view of Shukespearean acting, in fact, [orms an
insepatable parl of his  zenerml Shakezpesrean coiteism.  VWhat e
wanted in the lisst plave was Bhakespeare’s own works, and thess
interpreted by a proog of wnilvomly competent actors 1 soch o way
that the patern of the plays shonld ot be distoded. The plays
should e represcated prosarly an poctic drama. withoat aay ol
the pemicious and prosaic effeerz ol prluralism,. A goad actor.
comic or tragic,” b amoie,

—
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is not to be » were copy. a for smile, but an
imitation of WNsture ... A goed actor 13 Pypmalion's
slatwe, 8 work of exquisite arf, animated with and
gifted with mation; but still ere, still a species of
poetry.}

But in order to ensure the intimate atmosphere appropriate for
the exercise of the imaginative power in an audience Lhe perform-
anee should take place in a lairly small theatrs.2

Tinally a word perhaps should be =aid here fur the bencht
of those who tend to Lhiuk that Coleridge was an inveterate hater
of the atage.

On his return from Germany Coleridee was [ull of enthusiasm
far Lessimg's critical pawers, Not only did he for long contemplate
the woting of his biography, but he also infended to follow his
exumple in Eneland, In January 1800 he wrote to Thomas
Wedrewoord from London, telling' him that be then spent his even-
ingy in the theatres, beeause he waa abuut %o conduct a sort 6l
Drarnatunry or series of essays on the Drama hoth ity gencral
prineiples and likewise in reference to (he present stage of the
English Theatres' to be published in the Morming Fost.? We do
mot know il he had actually writlen any,-but if he kad, then our Joss
would be indesd great, judging at least by the excellent sumple of
‘his contemporary dramatic criticism, which he published in Biogra-
phia Litcrarie on Maturin®s play, Bertram.* This, to suy nothing
of his own sttempis at writing plays, may he sullicient to refute
any nution that Coleridge was not interesied in the Lieatre as such
or that ke had a streng aversion for the stzge. And in the body of
hia eriticism there are to be {ound heve 2nd there judications {they
may be of little importance in themselves, still they are there) that
he did go to see Shakespeare on the stnge, as well as sugrestions
as to how potls rhould he eeted, or Lives should be delivered.® [
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shall end this shon nete by quoting one example. It occurs in the
course of his defence of Prospero’s words to Miranda after his
removing the apell ho bas east upon her:

Tha friozed curtains of thine eye advance,
And say what thou seest yond. (The Tempest, Lit 408 —6),

Prospero, Coleridgs says,

has just teld Miranda a wonderlul story, which deeply
affceted Bor. and (illed her with surprise and sstonishe
raent, and for his own purposes he aflerwards lulls her
tir eleep. When she awakes, Shokespeare has made her
whelly inatientive to the presenf, but wrapped up in
the past. An. aciress, who understands the charscter of
Miranda, would have her eyes ecast duwn, living in her
dream. At this moment Proapero sees Ferdinand, and
wishes to point him out to his daughter, not only
with great, but with scenic solemoity, he standing
bufore her, and hefore the speclator, jo the dignifed
character of a great masician.  Something was to sppear
to Miranda on the sudden, und as unezpectediy ss if
the hero of & drama were to be on the stape at the
instznt wheu the curain ¢ elevated. [t is under such
circumstances that Prospers says, in a tone caleulated
at ance to arcuse his dauvhter’s attenlion,

‘The fringed curtaing of thine eye advance
And say what thou seest yond.”

Turning frem the sight of Ferdinand to his thoughHul
daughter, his atiention was first struck: hy the downcast
appearanee of hier eyes and cyclids; and, in my humbls
opinion, the silemnity of the phraceology assigned to
Prospero is completely in tcharacter, recoliecting his
preternatural capaeity, in which the -most familiat objects
i nature present themsclves in a2 mystedous peint of
view. !

Nobody can justly eomplain that such criticisim is completely
oblivious of slage or dramalic considertions.
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