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In the Preface to his book ~e_;dea of .Oole-

ridge ' s Cri-bicisq , llicnard Harter Fogle statos 

There i s • • • I au confident, a nced for such 
a stud.r aa I here introduce; a stuuy of Cole­
ridge ' s criticism in itGelf , tentatively 
acceptine t he metaphysical aSSUDptions on which 
it is based and focus ing upon itu central 
principles a'ad i nner relationship; endeavouring 
without direct rogard for its external connec­
tions to the past and t he present to see it as 
a whole , yet at t he s ame tiDe anxiously l'cgti.rd­
ful of its pernanent significance and ito 
bearir~ upon practical criticism.' 

These are the pri nciples on which I have based this 

thesis, applied more particularly to Ooleri dge ' s criti­

cism of dr&~. Coleridge ' s philosophy has been examined 

frequently--the most objective and judicious study is 

't,mt of Owen Harfield in his book ';/hat CQ..J,..~idge :lJ:!QlJf\llt2 

and t he best s tudy of the phi1090lJhic baSis of Coleridge ' D 

cri ticism is that of J . A. Appleyard, Cole~idr::e ' s l'tlD.Q­

.sophY of Li t~ra.t1J.-*~. 3 Coleri dge ' s affini i~s vIi tIl other 

---'--~.----.----- •. --.. -- - ---_._-, 
1 Richard Harter Foele, '~;h~ Idea of .'p oJ,.el'j.§..£..~ ' 'p'' 

Crit~cism (l;erkeley and Los J.U6eles; Univer.:;ity of Ca.1i­
forn~a Press, 1962), p. x . 

20Vleu Barfield, 11w,,1. C_9),..£.t.~slLe_Sho\lt:;ht (LonGon: 
Oxford 1)ni verni ty Press. 19721. 

3 J •• • Appleya..Y'C1, Co;J,.<?rid .. ~e_'.ll. J;·hiJ,.9sopQ Q.L.Jt,i t­
erature: ,TIle...Jlevlil.lcpment _ o:f-1! .CO!J,9_Eilli. Q.:t.i.9.!ltr~I:.t. ._1.79. 1_ -:. 
lE'19 (Cambridge, ~a::;s.: Harvard Unive·:r:::ity Press, 19b5) . 
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Honantic criticG have also been studied, and probably 

the best account here is still that of L. 'I . Abra::lS, 

The llin'Ol' and t he LauR. 4 But. apart from Pogle ' s rille 

Idea of Coler;idge '_a ... Griti.~, no extensive study has 

been published on Goleridge ' s practical apylication of 

his critical t heory , although in conparatively recent 

years a nUL~ber of articles have been .~itten on the sub­

j e ct, for exa"lple Barbara Hardy ' so, I have a smack of 

Hamlet ' : Goleride;e and Shakespeare ' s Characters,u5 and 

Il. Ii. Badawi ' s "Coleridge ' s Formal Criticism of Shake­

speare ' s Plays • .,6 Coleridge ' s views on drama have been 

still more neslccted--to dato no book purely devoted to 

this subject has been published. 

~his t hesis , then, concentrates on Coloridge ' s 

practical criticism of drama. I have not gone into the 

subject of Coleridge ' s indebtedness to contemporary and 

earlier German and J]nglish critics : I cons ider that 

this long-standing discussion has lost much of its zest 

and is now becoming somewhat repetitive . There i s no 

doubt, for exunple, tha t Coleridge owed ouch to A.W. 

Schl egel and there seems little point in continuing to 

--------_._---------_._------'-.... 
4rl . H. i.brans, The JlirrorJind the ~p (}le\'! 

York: Oxford Univers ity Press, 1953). 

5I,arbara Ha.rdy, .. , I have a smack of lIa::nl et' : 
Coleridge and Shakespearo ' s Characters, II IlQ , V1:::::1 
( 1958) , 238 - 255 . 

GUu .:. Iladawi , "Coleridce ' s Formal CriticisD of 
Shakespeare ' :3 l'lays , II laQ , }, ( 1960), 148 - 162. 
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sho\7 similarities ad infinituJ~; :i~very critic and think­

er builds on the work of' others and Vie sho'-'.ld not think 

the 19C5 of him for it. The variety of critics and phi-

10sophers fron whom Coleridge borrowed materia.l--inclu­

ding Schlegel, Kant and the G'err:Jan t hinkers, 7 Cudworth 

and the Cambridgeneo-platonists,8 Plato, Plotinus, 

Hobbes, Locke and IIartley,9 and the late eighteenth 

century English critics10--indicates thnt he was indebted 

to no one person exclusively. ~e can learn much by 

examining how a. critic has been influenced by his pre­

decessors-we can gain a cJ.earer idea of the direction in 

which his thought developed, for exa.."'!lple. But this work 

has been done. Coleridge could never have achieved con­

sistency in his t hought and criticism if he had been a 

mere plagiarist, if he had merely adopted without trans­

forming and f'using into his own theory material from such 

a wide and even conflicting variety of sources. And , as 

----------_._-----,-----,------
7Noroan Fruilan, for example, in his book Coleridge 

The Damaged Archangel (London: George Allen &: Unwin, 1971) 
has made a thorough and scholarly analysis of Coleridge ' s 
debts to t he Germans. See especially Chapters 14 and 1£. 

8See R.L. Brett, "Colel'idge ' s Theory of the Ima­
gination," Essays and Stu~, new series II (1 949), 
75 - 90 . 

9See JudsQn 3. Lyon, "Romantic Psychology and the 
Inner Senses: Coleridge," Pl.!LA, LX.1CX.I (1966), 246 - 260. 

10See Robert Witbeck Babcock, The Genesis of Shake­
speare Idolatr;y, 1766 - 1799 (first published by the Uni­
versity of Carolina Press, 1931. This edition New York: 
l\ussel G Russel, 1964), Chapter XVI . 
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I have indicated in this thesis . Coleridge ' s criticism 

i s consistent. lie syntheSised the materials he bor­

rOVied into his own distinct critical framework. 

Uor ha-;re I attempted to evaluate Coleridge ' s 

cr iticism by arguing whether or not his conclusions 

are acceptal:le to the twentieth century. It would be 

arrogant to assume that the critical conclusions we 

have come to in t his centuT'J are either final or per­

fect, for the criticism of any age is necessarily 

rooted in time and subject to influence from temporal 

social factors. For the sarde reason I have not taken 

as t he directing purpose of 1II"J thesis an eXaJ!lination 

of the extent to which Coleridge has influenced twenti­

eth century cri ticism. r_~ main concern is with the 

extent to which Coleridge ' s criticism is true to itself, 

vii t n its consistency and t he extent to which it answers 

the purposes for which he devised it. TIllS t hesis. 

t herefore, is rather of an expositor"J than an evaluative 

nature, although I have occasionally commented favour­

ably on the flexibility of Coleridge ' s criticism and on 

the logic of his li tersl'jT theory, and al. though I have 

concluded that the critical. issues which he considered 

to be illl'portant are still i l'lport ant and that 11e cannot 

be ignored in a study of the development of criticism. 

Coleridge ' s dramatic criticism can only be under­

stood by reference to his philosophy and his purposes in 

criticiSing drarla. Accordi!'.gly I have given an account 
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of these in Part I 1t~'hG ?hilosophic Basis and the !Lims 

of Coleridge·.s Dramatic Criticism. It In Chapter I 

I have exauined Coleridge · 13 literary theory as a whole, 

concontrating on his concept of the unconscious in lit­

erary creation, on the i magination and fancy, on organi­

cism, and on the relation of his dramatic criticism to 

his critical structure . In Chapter II I have explained 

what 11e \'las tryine; to prove and refute in his lectures . 

One of Colel'idget s most important purposes-the defence 

of t he nornJ. value of Shakespeare ' s works-can only be 

understood by ·reference to Coleri dge ' s moral approa.ch to 

literature as a whole, and I have also given an 8,CCQUut 

of this in rrry $Ocond chapter. Part I , then, relates 

the dr8.laatic criticism to the literary criticism as a 

\Vhole~ and explains what aspects of lite:;;a i;ure and drSJ:Ja 

Coleridge emphasioes. In Part II , "Coleridge· s Theory 

and Application of' the Principle of Genre," I have shown 

that Coleridgo' o dramatiC criticism is organised along 

generic lines~ and that Inn concept of genre is both 

complex and flexibl e enough to be equal to t he t ask of 

the analysis and cri ticislll of drama. In Purt n: I have 

devoted a chapter to his theory of Bem'e i t f;elf' and one 

chapter each to his views on t he history play, tragedy 

and conedy. Finally, I have devoted a chapter to an 

exarni~~tion of Coleridge ' s remarks on Romeo and Juli~~ 

as an example of his practical criticism. 

Most of t"!.le primary material on which this t hesis 
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is based comes from Coleridge ' o Shakespear~~~iti­

ciem, " 11 Coleridge t s r.!;!.scellaneous Cri;!;.icism 12 (both 

edited by T. ; • Raysor) and poleridge on Shakespeare: 

TIle text of the l~.ctures of 1811-=-.12, edited by R. A. 

FaokeL~ 13 Coleridge ' ~hakespeurean Crithcism has 

two volumes: t he f irst contains marginalia and t he 

manuscripts of lec~xres ColeridGe gave on Shakespeare, 

t he second contuins reportn of Coleridge ' s lectures . 

mcll of the material in volume II is in reported speech 

in which Coleridge is referred to in the t hird pel'son 

or as "the lecturer." I have cl-nsidered it unnecessari-

ly tedious stylioticaJ.ly to mention in the text of my 

thesis each tine I hav~ quoted oat erial from volQ~e II 

that my quote is a report from one of Coloridge ' s lec­

tures, but have tried to make t }us fact clear leas 

obtrusively i n t he context in which I have quoted it. 

Of the reports which survive of Coleridge ' s lectures 

by far the most i mportant and cO:Jplete are those of his 

------, ---- ---,--------,--,--
11 Coleridr;e ' s 03hakes . a" eri teo _, ed . Thomas 

'liddleton Raysor 2 vola.; London: Constable & Co •• 1930). 

12Colerid <, ' s Uiscella eous Croticism ed . Thomas 
~.:iddleton Ra;lsor London: Constabl e C; Co.. 1936) . 

13Coleridge on Shal:;:espea..r.§.L The ._t.9'1c.t of .-.1!~_+eq­
tures of 1811 - 12t ed . R. A. Foakes"tLondon: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul, 1971) . This text, more fully documented, 
is to form p~·t of volume V of The Collected Worjcs of 
Samuel Taylor ColeridG~ , general ed . Kathleen Coburn 
(16 vols . projected; London: Routledge r;~ Kegan Paul, 
1969-). 
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1811 - 12 series of lectures, and uost of these were 

transcribed by J.P. Collier. Collier publishedtllese 

transcripts in 1856 in t he form of Seven Lectures on 

Shakespeare and HiJ...i;on EL t lllLlate-.l3 . 'L' . JLQkrJ-..§,gg, 

and Raysor used t his as his copy t ext for that part 

of Coleridge ' s Shakespearean Critioism which gives the 

reports of t he 1811 - 1812 l ectures. Unfortunat ely by 

1856 Collier had been guilty of some literary f orgeries , 

starting with his iiistory of Dramatic Poetry, published 

in 1831. That Collier did not f orge the material he 

claimed to have transcri bed from Coleridge ' s lectures 

is clear from t he s~ilarities of his transcripts to 

certai n of Col eridge ' s manuscript lectures, published 

for the first time in volume I of Coleridge ' s Shake­

spearean Criticism. 14 Besides, the notes in hi s diary 

i ndicate t hat at the t~e of Coleridge ' s 1811 - 1812 

lectures, Collier, still in his e.arly twenties, hero­

worShipped COleridge15 and attended his lectures. But 

in his article "~he text of Coleri dge ' s 1811 - 12 ~bake­

speare Lectures,j 16 and in his Introduction to Coleridge 

on Shakespeare , Foakes has shown that Collier transcribed 

-----------------
14See 11aysor ' s COlll:1ents i n Coleridge ' s Sh¥esllear.m;m 

.Criticism, II, 25. 

15See the I ntI'oduction to Coleridge on Shakespeo.re , 
especially 1'.6. 

16R•A• Foakes , "The 'l'ext of Colerid"G ' s 18 11 - 12 
lectures, Shakespeare Surve,Y. XXIII (1970), 101 - 111. 
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Coleridge ' s lect>,lI'es into his diary, and that he 

ch~nged these transcripts qui te considerably for 

Seven Lectures on Shakespeare and Hilton. The din'Y 

and original transc~ipts still survive , and Foakes 

has based the text of Coleridge oA-Shakesn~are on 

them. Tms text is therefore oore aut:.oritative than 

P.aysort s version of the 1811 - 1812 lectures based on 

Seven Lectures on S:ruycesneare arA !;dJiLQ1!. Accordingly 

I have wherever possible used the Foakes text in 

quoting from these lectures, except in such instances 

where I consider that Collier ' s later alterations of 

his t ranscripts were honest and purely for the sake of 

clarity, and in each of thODe cases I have eiven my 

reasons for preferring the Raysor version. 

Coleridge' s dramatic criticism was produced 

mainly between the years 1808 and 1818. I have not 

tried to show any chronological. development i n his 

thoueht on drama because much of my primary material. 

consists of manuscript lectures and marginalia wmcil 

cannot be dated except by reference to the rather 

uncertain evidence of watermarks. P~ysor has suggested 

dates for some of these fragments, but his suBJestions 

are tentative. I have found very lit tle evidence of 

discrepancy or inconsistency of opinion or t hought in 

Coleridge"s dramatic criticism despite the compar&,tively 

wide range of years separating some of t he COllL':lents, and 

I have concluded, Witll Owen Barfield, that the develop-
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nent of Coleridge's thought 

was so consistent , or, if ~c ~s preferred, nor~d_ 
nic," that later views are for the most part i mp­
licit in the earlier. Th~J are at all events 
not contrary, so t hat what is explicitly stated 
in, say. 1830, mny (to borrow a neat phrase from 
:Professor J . R. de J . Jackson) be "relevant as a 
foreseen Qonclusionn to a passage from 1816 or 
eal'lier. 1'( 

Finally, I should like to draw attention to 

t wo points in connection with typographical practice 

in t his t l''.esis: firstly, I have capitalised the ini­

tial letters of the words "reason" and "understanding" 

when I have used them in the specifically Coleridgean 

sense, in order to avoid confusion between the Co1e­

ridgean and com.:·nou met'oings; and , oecondly, t hroughout 

t his t hesis brackets r. J enclose the i nterpolations 

of Coleridge ' s editQr~. Raysor encloses within brack­

ets his suggestions for words which are illegi ble or 

blurred in Coleridge ' s manuscripts, for example, and 

I have preserved this typographical detail in quoting 

from his cdi tions of Coleridge ' s cri"t.icism. .1 have 

reserved angle brackets <. > for t hose occasions when 

I have Wished to make so' e coroneut of my own in ma.-

terial. quoted. 

-------_.- ~-- "-"-- - -,-----_._- ------
170wen Barfield ,. '-Ihat Cole..r..:!-dge Thoup;qt, p.5 . 

ix 



!uthou(;h the opinions expressed in this thesis 

are my own, I have been guided and encolll'aged by many 

whom I Sllould noVl like to thank. I owe, firs t of all, 

a. great debt of thanks to Dr •. :'\. . de Villiers who has 

supervioed my work on Coleridge since the beginni ng 

of 197L He has not only given me the benefit of his 

considerable knowledge of literature and critici3ID, 

especially that of ColeridBe , IJ:4zlitt, and the Roman­

tics. but has given me moral support, constructive 

advice, and has been at all times understandi ng and 

sympathetic. I ShOl,ld also like to thank Professor 

Butler and the members of st(,ff of the l;nglish Depart­

ment at R.l1odes University who helped mould my i deas as 

an underg.t'aduate and gave me the benefit of their in­

sight into liter··.-;.ture. In addition I owe thanks to 

Professor Butler for giving me the opportunity of 

delivering a reseo.rch colloquium a.t his house in 1971; 

I have profited from the helpful comments .",;,ic11 he and 

the members of stc~f made on t hat occasion. The sub­

stance of this colloquium, i n revised form, now consti­

tutes part of Chapter VI of this study. I al!l grateful 

to Hhodes University for granting me scholarships for 

the years 1971 and 1972 , and to the staff of t he llliodes 

University Librar-J for being constantly helpful i n my 

search for m,~teriuJ. for this thesis. Finally, I OVle 

heo.rty than};:s to my pa rents: wit hout my f a ther' s sup­

port t h i s t hesis could never have been produced, and 
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my mother has typed i t calmly and capably at short 

notice . I must point out that the f nults of this 

work are entirely my owa and its merits derive from 

the guidance and co-operation of t hose I have men­

tioned above . 
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PART I 

T:.IE PHILOOOPlIIC LA':lIG MiD i'J:ill Ar tS 

OF COLERIDGE ' .) DRA::1.'nC CRI~lICI S,! 



COLLHI DGL t S LI'I'EI1.ll...~Y THEORY 

Coleridge ' s literary terQs can only be undor­

stood in relation to the end 'ho \'Ihich he used then. 

This end, of course, was litera~J criticism, but a 

critic vnll often invent terms or use already estab­

lished terms in a special and iudividuaJ, way in order 

to deal \'n th a particuJ.ar aspect of literature which 

he thinks is important. Critics like II . R. Leavis 

and norman Fruman 1 misunderstand Coleridge ' s theory 

of imagination, for exaople. because they examine it 

(in Leavis ' s case) as a philosophical theory or (in 

Fruman' s case) as an attempt to explain with psycho­

logical accurac~' the Vlorkings of the poet ' s mind in 

the act of creation, whereas Coleridge was t~~-ing to 

account for the unity of a work of art and to shou 

that a relationship exists between the act of creation 

and the act of perception. Unless the sVudent of 

- - -------....... --------... ,~-

1F• R. Leavis, "Revaluations CUll): Coleridge 
in Criticism," Scrutip.v, IX ( 1940 - 1941), 57 - 69 
especially 68 - 69 . 

Uor:".mn Fruman, Coleridge The Damaged Archangel 
(London: George :,llen [; Unwin, 1972), especially 
Chapters 14 ~~d 16. 

1 



Coleridge realises that Coleridge saw the unity of a 

work as being important, and that his critical C!.p-
n 

proach is thel'efore orie);ed to emphasise , describe and 

account for t his unity, the theory of imagination and 

in fact the whole body of cr'iticism will be meaning-

less to him. 

Coleridge ' s ideas on criticism and on art in 

general are set out most clearly i n his three essays 

"On the I'rinciples of Genial Criticism Concerning the 

Fine Arts," in the "Fragoent of an Essa.y on Taste. 1810, It 

the "Fragment of an Essay on Beauty. 1818," and the 

essay "On Poesy or P.rt. ,,2 2hroughout these essays it 

is a central contention that the taste for a.rt is an 

i ntellectual quality relating to the uudersi;onding, and 

is therefore based on cel'i;ain fixed principles . llis 

coronants on taste itself show clearly his i dea both of 

t he nature of the work of art, and of our appreciation 

of it. In erplaining why t he metaphor of t aste Vias 

adopted to denote our appreciation for s. work of aT'c, 

ra-~her than another sense such as sight. he rel!lUrks 

that t he senses can be divided into two ca-tegories-­

the organic and the mixeo . The organic senses are those 

in wtdch our sensory perception is not mixed with a 

-------~----- - ----- -.---.- ._ .. ,-- -
2These \'Jill be found in ;-;iographia Li teraria, 

ed. John 8hawcross (2 vols.j London: Oxford University 
Press# 1907) , II . 219 .. 263. Hereafter referred -to as 
~. 
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consciousness of the relevant sense organ itsoli. The 

two organic sense organs are the eye and em"""when 

watching or hearing something we are not o.istinctly 

conscious of our eyes and ears . The !:lixed senses, on 

the other hand , are those in which our sensory percep­

tion is mixed with a distinct consciousness of t he 

sense organ involved. Such are t he senses of taste, 

touch and smell . Taste, he points out, is particularly 

suitable as a J:letaphor for the enjoyment of a work of 

art, because in both C~lses we are conscious both of 

the object of perception (the \York of' art) , and of the 

effect t he perception is having on ourselves. The 

metaphor is superior in such a context to either that 

of touch or snell, because it denotes a greater sense 

of enjoyment than t he former, a greater dignity in 

employment than the latter: 

Taste. therefore. as opposed to vJ.Sl.on alld sound, 
will teach us to expect in its metaphoricaJ. use 
a certain reference of any given object to our 
own being, and not merely a distinct notion of 
the object as ill itself, or in its i ndependent 
properties. 3 

nuile it is important in understanding the 

concept of taste in its artistic sense to see the 

relationship between the primary or physical use of' 

the word and its metaphorical use . however, it is 

also important to distinguish the two: whereas the 
________ c _______________ _ 

3"Fragment of an Essay on Ta:3te 1810, II :S . L., 
II , 248. 
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primary use of ntaste" denotes physical sensation, the 

metaphorical use denotes intellectual perception: 

T:y taste. therefore. as applietl to the fine D.l:ts , 
we must be ~upvosed to mear. an intellectual per­
ception of any object blended with a distinct 
reference to our o,vn sensibility of pain or plea­
SUJ.·e , or vice versa, a sense of enj oyment or dis­
like co-instantaneously combined with, and ap­
pearing to proceed from, some intellectual percep­
tion of the object;--intellectual perception, I 
say; for othervase it would be a definition of 
taste in its primary rather than in its metaphori­
cal sense. Briefly, taste is a metaphor taken 
from one of our mixed senses , and applied to 
objects of .the more purely organic senses , and or 
our moral sense, when we would imply the co-exis-· 
tence of imDediate personal dislike or conplacency. 
In this definition of taste, therefore, is involved 
the definition of fine arts , namely, as being such, 
the chief and discriminati-ve purpose of which it 
i s to gratify t he taste ,--that is, not merely to 
connect, but to combine and unite, a sense of 
immediate pleasure in ourselves with t he perception 
of external arrangement.4 

For this reason, whereas taste in its primary sense is 

arbitrary and whimsieal--a roan cannot explain why he 

likes a certain kind of food except that he "has a 

taste for it"--taste in its metaphorical sense is not, 

ainee it relates to the intelligence and understanding: 

lio person of com:rron reflection <1emands even in 
feeling, that what tastes pleasant to him OU@lt to 
produce t he same effect on all living beinGS; but 
every man does and must expect and demand the 
universal acquiescence of all intelligent beings 
in every conviction of his understanding.5 

In npragIlen-t of an Dasay on Taste," then, Cole-

----~----------.----,-----------

4nFragment of an Dseay on Taste . 1810," D.L., II, 
248. 

5":rcragment of' an }~ssay on Taste. 1810, " ~ .• II., II, 
249. 
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ridge states one of the central problo2s of criti­

cism--that although we become sul)jectively involve(l in 

a work of art through ~r enj oyr:lent of it, our a:p:preci­

ation is an ilY/;elleetual one and therefore based on 

fixed princi~les, unlike our physical taste for food . 

He hints furthennore t hat the moral sense, too, is 

involved in our enjoyment of art. This r-arc.dox is 

central to Coleridb'El t s whole theory of cri ticiszl1, and 

in the other essays he expounds further on the differ­

ence bet·:Je~m tile primary a:..'1d metaphorical senses of 

the \'Ford taste by describing the enjoyable sense of 

the fonner by tIle \70rd "agreeable," while clai:lling 

that the l atter has for its object beau"b"J. Although 

the moral nature of the work of art does not funda­

ment ally relate to its beauty (Coleridge is careful to 

distinguish between the "beautiful" and the "good") it 

nevertheless contributes a great deal to its rie~mess 

and hence to our enjoynent of it , as will be seen 

later in this chapter. 

The distinction between -these three qualities 

("the agreeable , n "beau-'GY" and "the good") is impor­

tant because Coleride;e claim.s that ar-~ is prir:larily 

concerned only wi t Il beauty. For him "all t he fine 

arts are different species of poetry," and the common 

factor, or (as Coleridge puts it) "the comnon essence" 

of all the fine arts "consists in the exciteaent of 

emotion for the w 2cdiate purpose of pleasure throng.1:l 
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t!'le ~edium of beauty. ,,6 All Coleridge ' .G definitions 

of poetry stress that the j/roperty peculiar to it 

a.lone , thus characterising and helping to define it, is 

its orientation to~ards providing llmlediate pleasure 

(as opposed to the delayed pleasure resulti:'15 from. 

the understanding afte1' hard work of a complicated or 

abstract logical argument, either in philosophical or 

rnatheoEl.tical form): 

herein contra-distiUf,JUiohing poetry :from science, 
the immediate object and pr:l.l!lB.ry purpose of '1hic11 
is tI'llth and p088io1e utility. (~he sciences lilay 
and will give a high and pure pleasure; and the 
Fine Arts may lead to i mportant truth, and be in 
various ways useful in the ordinary meaning of 
the word; but t hese are not the direct and charac­
teristic ends, and we define things by t heir 
peculiar, not their com<:lon properties). 7 

Because this pleasure sprines from beauty. however. it 

will not (or s hould not) vtJXy irma man to man. . \ orks 

of art do not "delight us ~erely by chance, trOla 

accidents of 10c81 circumstunces--in short , please us 

because they please us," for 

there existf3 in the couotitution of the human soul 
a sense and a regulative principle, which may in­
deed be stifled and latent in some, and be pe1'­
verted and denaturalized in others, yet is never­
t 11eleos universal in a given state of 11":l;e11ec­
tual and moral culture; Wllich is independent of 
local and teoporary circumstances, and dependent 
only on the degree in W11ich the faculties of the 
mind are developed; and w1:ich, consequently, it 
is our duty to cultivate and i !:lprove, as soen as 
the s ense of i t6 actual exiotence darlns upon us . 8 

------
7U()n the Principles of Genial Criticism": 

Preliminary Lssay. :',. L. , II, 220 - 221 . 

81te'll the Principles of Geni al Oriticism': Essay 
the Second. B. L., II , 227. In "ehe actual essay this 
ext:r.'act is part of a lcng rhetorical question. 
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The fact that not all nen can a.ppreciate <:.11 types of 

beauty, therefore, does not detrac'(; fron tho universal-

ity of the pr inciples of t aste in its neto.pllorica.l sense 

as the scnsoT'J perceptor of beauty--stlch l-aen havc s:ll1:ply 

not developed fully their latent por/ors of intellectual 

perception. 

The principles of taste and t:1e nature of beauty 

are so nea.rly the SaIile that a ci::Jcussion of the one 

necessarily :i_uvolves a discucsion of the other; accord-

i ngly, Coleridbe ' s judgments on tacte ~u'e arrived at by 

i mplication in hiR descri; tion and definition of beauty. 

He starts off by distinguishing the beautiful fron the 

ag~eeable. The agreeable , in turn, con be divided i nto 

two classes, firstl;; , that which "agrees wit h o~r nature," 

"that which ic congruous \'1i th t he primary constitution 

of our senses." An exaz.~:ple is the colour gr een which is 
11 

"nat urally li,;,"I'eeeble to the eye . " In this sense, there-

fore, "the 170rd expresses,_ at leest involves, a pre-

established harmony bet\leen the orgo_us and their appoin-

t ed objects. n Itl the second class are those t hingD 

which have becone agreeable to us by associations or by 

force of habit : 

In the second sense we convey by t~:e word o.p::roeable, 
-that -I;he thing has by force of habit (thence called 
a second nature ) been made to agree with us; or 
t hat it has become agreeable to us by reco.lling to 
our minds some one or more things that were dear 
and plea~ing to us ; or lastly, on account of so~e 
after pleasure or aclv!S:ntage , of w:li ch it has been 
the cons-bant cause or occasion. Thus by force of 
custom men .mlfe t he t aste of tobacco, which was at 
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first l:'>.atcful to the palate , agreeable to ther,;. 9 

In eXarlple of something w1'>..ich becones a(jI'eeable by 

association is "the cI'IJ_tch that had supported a re­

vered parent" which "becomes agreeable to the affec­

tionate child. ,,10 The beautiful, by contrast , does 

not depend on association. Thus 

A lady would see an ad~irably painted tiger with 
pleasure , and at once pronounce it beautiful , ­
nay, an owl, a frog, or a toad, who \1ould have 
shrieked at the sieht of the things thclJSelves. 11 

Nor is the beautiful sOL1ethin,g n&'1.tur-ally u{,;reeable. tI 

It is "that in which the ~ becomes one . " l ill exam­

ple is the "frost on a window-pane" which 

haa by accident crystallized into a striking 
resemblance of a tree or a seaweed. \lith wha-~ 
pleasure we trace the pa.rts and their rela-cion 
to each other, and to the whole! Here is the 
stalk or trunk, and here the bra.nches or sprays-­
sometimes even the buds or flowers. lTor will our 
pleasure be less, sl10Llld the caprice of t he 
crystallization represent sane object disagree­
able to us , provided only we can see or fancy 
the cor.:rponent parts each in relation to each, 
and all for~ing a whole . 12 

It is in -bhe relation bet--Teen part and whole trot 

beauty consists, t herefore : the moment we see the 

'''''''- -_ ...... ------

91t0n the Principles of Genial Criticism:" 
Esoay Third. b..!!., II, 231-

10"Cn the Principles of Genial Criticiso:" 
Essay Thil'd. , ...... .... p. J.s. , II, 231. 

1lttOn the Principles of Genial Criticism:" 
"-,ssay Third .. kl! . , 1-'" ... J..J 2)2. 

12"On the :2rinci1)lea of Genial Criticism:" 
Essay Third. lk,b. , II, 232 . 
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parts as fcr:::ling a whole we have appreciated the 

beauty they cOllztitute . Coleridge thus defines 

beauty as "'JuJ.. tei ty in ur,i"ty, It 13 and to illustrate 

his definition he disC'Usses the form of the wheel, 

whose beauty COl'2.Sists in the relationship between the 

wi de circumference and the narrow centre with the 

spokes slant i n!; OU"t, lli:e t he sun's ray;:), connectir..,g 

t he two. 2!:ven if' t he wheel is disfigured with tar and 

dirt , we can perceive its beauty by abstracting the 

figure and conteoplating t ha:t . If the ma:i;e::cial of -the 

Vlheel W0l"9 agreeable , hov!ever, the \7hcle wou.ld be more 

pleasing: 

i.lna6ine t he polished. golden wheel of -the chariot 
of the Sun, as the poets have described it: t hen 
the figure , and the real thing so fie;urecl, exactly 
COincide . There is nothing heterogeneous. nothing 
to abstract from: by its perfect smoothness and 
circularity in wi dth, each part is ( if I may bor­
r ow a metaphor from a sister sense) as perfec"i; a 
melody, as the whole is a complete harmony. This , 
we should say is beau.tiful t 1lrouohout. Of all 
tithe many," which I actually see , each and all are 
reaJ.ly reconciled into unity: while the effulgence 
from the J1101e coincides with~ and seems to repre­
sent , the effluence of delight from ~ O\VU ~ir~ in 
the i utuition of it . 14 

Here the beauty io seen as relating to the figu::ce of 

the wheel coutemplated abstractly, as relatiltg therefore 

to the form of the wheal . As I shall show later in thi s 

n"On the Principles of GeniaJ. Criticism:" 
~ mh"ra r ~ I~ 9}" 1!issay 1: J. , ~. , J. , '" ~ . 

14"Ou -ehe Principles of Genial Criticism:" 
E ml"ra T ( "" r- 2-3 ssay ~.1:L , .!~. , ..L, ;; . 
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chapter, in Coleridge' s literaT'J theory beauty is a 

f'Ol'!ll8J. quality. In this case the abstract figure 

represents the fOrr2, while the material of the vlheel-­

wood disfigured by tar in t he one case, gold in the 

other--represents the content. In .. t he latter case 

t he beauty vrlll be enhanced because the agreeableness 

of the material (content) matches and fulfils in t:ce 

concrete product the beauty of its form which is 

essentiaHy abstract, but the beauty is latent in the 

:figure evon when the material or content i s dis:figured 

or of in:ferior quality. Thus Coleridge says that "the 

r esult, then, of the whole is that the shapely (i. e . 

formosus) joined vdth the naturally ~'eeable , consti­

tutes what , speaking accurately, we mean by the word 

beautiful (i. e. pulcher) . 15 !IO!'T->Ially in his cn ticisn, 

however. Coleridge reserves the word beautiful strictly 

:for the formal reduction of the many to one, and this 

use of "beautiful" rather than some other praise-word 

t herefore contradicts the trend of his total aesthetic 

as it emerges from the essays. 

In describing the material of the wheel above I 

have used the word "agreeable. " As the extract just 

quoted shows, the ag!'eeable can be subsumed into beauty, 

but only the "naturally agreeable:" 

the first species of the .~eeable can alone be a 
component part of t he beautiful, that nanely which 

-------,----------------
15nOn the Principles of Genial Criticism:" 

Essay Third, E.L., II , 234. 
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is naturally consonant with our senses by the 
pre-established harillony bet\"Ieen nature and the 
human mind ~1 6 

This first class of the ~Teeable is akin to beauty in 

t hat it involves a harmony that every man feels . The 

only difference is that , unlike beauty, its harmony 

does not stern from the relation between part and whole , 

and that it cannot be analysed. Coleridge stresses 

consta.''ltly that iJeauty necessarily implies harmony, 

thus, "beauty is he-mony and subsists only in COlll'"!10-

sition.,,17 

So far in >chis essay Colel'idBe MS I!1e~ely con­

sidered form in the abstract and content in a very 

general sense- he has in fact mereJ.y discussed our per­

ception of the sensuous aspects of art . He reaJ.i ses, 

however. that another and very important aspect of art 

is its representational co.paci-ty--those aspects of life 

that it represents, · and the phUosophical ideas that it 

i mplies through them. He notes that we may conSCiously 

pel'ceive only \'/hat the vlork represents, while the beauty 

springing from the form neverthelesfJ moulds our ap::;:reci­

ation: 

but \'1e are conscious of faculties fal' superior -1:;0 
t he highest impreSSions of sense; we have life and 

-----------------
16"On the Principles of Genial Criticism:" Essay 

Third; 1hl! •• II , 233. 

17ttOn the Principles of Genial Criticism: It Essay 
Third, E. L., II, 233. 
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f1."ee- will.--:'ih.a.t then will be the remIt. when the 
Beautiful , aris~ag from regular rorm, is so modi­
fied by the perception of l ife and spontaneous 
action, as that the latter onJ,y shal1 .be the 
object of our conscious ~erception, while the 
former merely acts, and yet does effectively act, 
on our feelings? 18 

Coleridge cites the exanple of t he painting the "Dead 

Man reviving from the touch of the bones of the 

prophet Elisha" by his friend Allston. It is conposed 

i n a circular desien, but t his is not at first evident. 

This painting is full of life and motion so t hat t he 

"stiffness, that wOlud result from an obvious regular 

figure" is 

swallowed up , and t~le figure of the group as 
ouch conceded by the action and passion. as the 
skeleton, which gives the form of the human 
body is hidden by t he flesh and its endless 
outlines. 19 

Here t he scene represented i s the content.. coloured 

with all the action and passion of real. life, and this 

absorbs our conscious interest. Yet the rorm, in its 

presentation and shaping of the content, 1s responsible 

for much of t he delight we feel in observing the pic­

ture. In fact the greater the complexity in the re~ 

lationship be~7een content and form. the greater the 

richness of its beauty. Thus Coleridge remarks on 

--,----------_._-_._----------
181t()n the Principles of G'enial Ori ticism:" Essay 

Third, p . L., II, 234. 

19"On t he Principles of Genial Criticism:" I~ssay 
Third , p.L., II, 234 . 
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Raphael t S a-slatea, 

with what multiplicity of rays and chords wit~in 
the area of the circular group, with VIlla t eleva­
tions and dellressions of tIle circumference, with 
what an endless variety and sportive Wildness i n 
tIle component fiGUre , and in the junctions of t :1e 
:figures~ is t he balance, the perfect reconcilia­
tion, e:fi'ected between thesc two conflicting p:!'in­
ciples of the FREE LIFE, and of tIle confining 
PORl!! How entirely is the stiffness that would 
have resulted from the obvious regularity of the 
].atter, fused and (if I may hazard so bold a 
metaphor slnost volatilized by the interpenetr~ 
tion and electrical flashes of the former 20 

Beauty relates only to the design of the work. therefore. 

Yet the desiGn receives life from its representation, 

while the thing represented receives existence from 

t he deSign, for nothing can exist in material life with­

out foro. The relationship between design (form) and 

t he thing represented (content) is the same as that 

be~#een the skeleton and the flesh. 

The relationship between contel'lt and form is 

still ~ore olearly seen when Coleridge consid~rs what 

place stimulants of the senses occupy in a work of art: 

When I reflect on. the mam:'er in whioh s::uoothneso, 
ricilnesD .of sound, &0., enter into the formation 
of the beautiful, I ~ induced to suspect tp~~t 
they act neg::ltivcly Z"J.ther tha:.'! positively. Sooe­
t hing there oust be to realize the form, so~ethiu.g 
in and by which the forma informarlS reveals itself: 
and the~"" less than any that could be substituted, 
and in t,le least Dossible degree , distract the 
attention, in tIle least fOSSible degree obscure 
the idea, of which they composed into outlines 
and surface) are the symbol. lin illustrative hint 
may be taken frol!l a pure crystal, as cooIJared with 
an opaque, seoi-opaque or clouded mass , on the one 

----------------~----------

20"On the :;?l'illciples of Genial. Ori ticisl!l: n Essay 
T~';rd ~t._ , 

Tc' - ..-..,- 2"'5 ~., .J..':" , ;;. 
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hand, and witD a pe~~ectly transparent body such as 
air. on the other. The crystal is lost in the 
light , which yet it cont:!ins and embodies, and 
gives a shape t o; but which passes shapeless 
through the air, and, in the ruder body, is either 
quenched or dissipated . 21 

The stimulants of the senses represent the content 

which makes up the form and allows the imorJning idea 

of the work to have concrete existence . Shaped \'11. t hin 

the work of art they constitute the symbol of the idea 

from which they stem. Form and content fused wi thin 

the total work of art , therefore, symbolise the art-

i st t s idea- the whole work i s a symbol. en content 

and form are exactly matched , an in the case of the 

crystal, the imorming idea of the work illuminates it 

perfectly- tithe crystal is lost in the light. TI 1/hen. 

as in the case of t he transparent body, t here is no 

content to embody the form, and hence no form t o shape 

the ideas, art cannot exist because the ideas cannot 

take on concrete existence . ~en the content i s im­

perfect it dulls or obscures the ideas, as in the case 

of l ient shining on an opaque mass. It is not the 

content per se of t be work that is important , there­

fore, the events related within a literary work, for 

example. but the extent to which the content gives 

expression to t he creatort s ideas . The end of artistic 

----------- --------------
21"On the Principles of Genial Criticism: It EssDi{ 

Third , ~. , II , 238. 
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creation is the ordering of the work in such a way 

that t he informing idea is clearly conveyed . This 

might seem to represent a contradiction in Coleridge's 

aesthetic , since we havc already learnt t hat the ex­

citement of pleasure through beauty is the end of art. 

In fact. there is no contradiction. for only the mind 
thus 

or spirit ~ reduce multeity into unity and ~ 

produce beauty, just as it is "the mind, informing the 

body, that gives unity to our lives and actions. Only 

when the informing idea has entirely illuminated and 

organised the content of t !le work, can it have that 

harmonious relationship of part to whole which is the 

essence of beauty. Thus Coleridge claims that "the 

Mystics" were referring to the same concept of beauty 

as he, 

when they define beauty as the subjection of matter 
to spirit so as to be transfoI'Y...1ed into a symbol. 
in and through which the spirit r evealS itself; 
and declare that the most beautiful. where the 
most obstaclesto a full manifestation have been 
mos'b perfectly overcome. 22 

Just because beauty implies the subjection of 

matter to spirit. however, does not mean that it is 

synonymous wit:l good--there is a clear difference 

between the two: 

The GOOD consists ill the cong;ruity of a thing 
with the l aws of the reason and the nature of 
the will , and in its fitness to determine the 

221t0n the Principles of Genial Criticism: n Essay 
Third, ~., II, 239. 
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latter to actualize the former: and it is al\vays 
discursive. The Beautiful arises from the 
perceived !~ony of an object, whether sight or 
sound, with the inborn and constitutive rules of 
the judgement and imagina-bion: ;and it is always 
intuitive. As li~lt to the eye, even such is 
beauty to the J:rlnd , which cannot but have 
complacency in whatever is perceived as pre­
configured to its living faculties . 23 

Beauty then is essentially of an amoral nature , and 

i n fact a beautiful work of art may even be immoral. 

Thus, Coleridge imagines a conversation between 

Yilton and a stern Puritan in which the poet, while 

admitting that York Cathedral is evil, resulting from 

and hence symbolising extravagance pride and the 

suppression of the people, still maintains firmly that 

it is beautiful. The good is clearly of a more exalted 

nature than beauty, and it could even be argued from 

the above extract that whereas beauty relate~.l to the 

Understanding, the good relates to Reason. Anothe~ 

difference is that the good can lead to the actualisa-

tion of a state of affairs in accordoolce \T.ith Reason, 

wherea.s beauty has a more abstract existence and does 

not motivate any mode of conduct. In a concise passage 

in which Coleridge examines the differences between 

beauty, the agreea.ble, and the good, he notes that the 

good and the ae,'I'eeable both differ from beauty in one 

common respect--that t hey both act on the will, whereas 

----------,--
23nan the Principles of Genial Criticism: " Essay 

Third, M ., II , 243. 
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beauty does not: 

The safest definition, then, of Beauty, 'as well 
as the oldest, i s that of Pythagoras: Tiffi P~DUC­
TrOn OF ?~TY TO ONE. • • • The sense of beauty 
subsists in simultaneous int~ition of ~he,~ela­
t ion of parts. each, to eactl • .!lnd of all __ tQ.....2: 
whole: exciting an illnediatEL,and absolute ,col!l.,pla­
cency , without i nte..l:l@nence,,, therefore, _of _~nx 
interest. sensual or intellectual. The BEAUTIFUL 
is thus a.t once distinguished both from the AGREE­
ABLE, which is beneath it, and from the GOOD, 
which is above it: for both these have an i nterest 
necessarily attached to them: both act on the WI Ll,. 
aud excite a desire for the actual existence of 
the i mage or ideas contemplated: while t he sense 
of beauty rests 8Tatified in the mere contemplation 
or intUition, regardless whether it be a fictitious 
Apollo, or a real Antinous. 24 

Nevertheless, an element of moral feeling in a work 

intensifies our enjoyment of it, and although in music 

and painting "a sensual perfection with intellect is 

occasionally possible without moral feeling, n this is 

impossible in poetl"J. It is not that refined pleasures 

themselves are more enjoyable (indeed, Coleridge points 

out , given the choice we would no doubt opt for the 

sensual) . but that gross pleasures jade the appetite , 

whereas refined plea&'Ures stimulate it. It is t he 

excellence that :noral feeling gives a work, rather than 

the defects its absence occasions, that deteri:lines its 

value in a \"Jork of art: 

5uppose its presence, and t hen there will accrue 
an excellence even to the quality of the pleasures 
themselves; not only, however. of the refined, but 

--------------- -------- ,-,---
24"On the PrinCiples of Genial Criticism:" Essay 

Third, ~ •• II . 238 - 239 . 
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also of the grosser ~;inds,--inasmuch as a larger 
sweep of thoughts will be associated with each 
enjoyment, and vJith each thought will. be associ­
ated a nUl!lber of sensations; and so , consequently, 
each pleasure will become more the pleasure of 
the whole being. This is one of t he eart{l~y 
rewards of our being what we ought to be, but 
which would be annibilated, if we attempted to 
be it for the sake of this increased enjoyr~nt.25 

It would seem to be the mor2~ foeling in poetry, there­

fore, which "brings the whole soul of man i nto act i­

Vity.,,2G 

Although beauty is pri!llaJ:'ily an intellec·eual 

matter, it is recognised by an act of intuition rather 

t han deduced b"lJ discursive logic (as I have shorin 

above) . And it seems that Coleridge describes it as 

intellectual mainly in order to distinguish it from 

the sensual taste (where "taste" is used in the pri­

mary sense of the word) . Thus he pOints out that 

'1e have sufficiently distinguished the beautiful 
from the agreeable, by the sure criterion, that, 
when we find an object agreeable , the sensation 
of pleasure always precedes the judgment, and i s 
its determining cause . ··Ie ~ it agreeable. 
But when we declare an object beautiful. the 
contemplation or intuition of its beauty precedes 
the feelin~ of complacency, in order of nature at 
l east. 27 

When we make an intuj.tive judgment we are r1erely 

calling into our conscious mind one deduced from 

------_.-----~------".--,-------.---

25"Frag-aent of an Essay on Beauty. 1818: II 

B. L., II , 252. 

26" L r- 12 ~., .l , • 

27"On t he :Principles of Genial Criticism:" Essay 
Third, ~.L., II , 242. 
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princ~ples so deeply rooted in our nature that th~J 

and the jud@!!Ont £3."00 which they stom ore atllb0dded in 

the unCO!l-SCioua. 28 Our appreciation of beauty, thoro­

f ore, is rooted in our unconocious, and in ordor. to 

explain 1'lJy \"10 find somothing 'beautiful we have to 

make oursGlves conscious of those prlncipleo OOlbedde<l 

in tho unconscious. This io like t1"Yin6 to remembor 

a n:lI:l() whicll is "on the tip of ono· o tongue:" 

the Ol'l~ nece3sBli!~ but thio the absolute 
neoosoary. preroquioite to a f'ull in:Jight into 
tho grounds of the beauty in the objecto of 
oight. is- the directing of the attention to 
the acti.On of those thoughts in our own nind 
Which a-'"G not coru:;oiouaJ.y cl;Lstinguiahed. Every 
mnn nay underatond t his. if he 'i1i1.1 but reoall 
the at to of hin feelinga in endcavouri1l8 to 
recolloct a 1l1l!!lO, which he is quite OUl'O that 
he rot'le::lbora, tllOU("g he cannot forco 1t back 
into consciO'lll<;noos . 29 

Defore o:lU!.Wining Cole:ddget o concept of beauty 

------_._, ... ,--- ----.-,--~~--,.-----"" .. --,-

281 proi'(lr to uoo the tQ1"lU "uneonooioue r.tl.nd" 
rather tllml tho oro fachionall1c "subconscious," bccauoe 
it haD in Co~eridp,e ' s use n Wider neaninc than the lat­
tor. It denotes. O:J I a!lal.l show. Morea o:t tho ~lind 
which has cocwon (9!'Ound vrltn the natllr .. naturans, an 
urea in lhich t IlO ptinci:plos of ~if<:J are instinctively 
anbedded. Dy contrast '10 non'lally noon. by the word 
tlooooonncious" a kind of don:nnt !lO!:lory in whicb experi­
onces no forgotten are lyit~ asloep but not dend and 
still ifI..dirootly Gffocting our o.et1one. Owon Do.r:fiold, 
in his book ;'lhAt Colm:ldj!;e Th.QW¢:t (London: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1972), pp. 79 - 80, r.lJ.oo \T...an.'3 a..~nat 
identifying ColeridgQ" o tithe U11conocious" \'lith "the sub­
conscious," pertinently cJ.ai!:'ing toot Coleri<1c;c Ol.::l'ploys 
a "depth-psychology" indGed. but one \"h;!.ch "t'l.'l'Outieth­
coov,u:y t!160ry ha.s not yet ovol"Uel:cn." (p . 80) 

29"Fragr.lent of an l}ssa.y on Beauty. 1818:" 
13. L. 1 1I~ 250. 
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any further, it is necessary to consider his concept 

of the unconscious . The first thing to notice about 

the unconscious is that it does not differ from man 

to man, t lmt we all share a common unconscious. Thus 

Coleridge can speak of the "trans conscientiam com-

nrunem:" 

there is a philpsophic (and inasmuch as it is 
actualized by an effort of freedom, an artificial) 
consciousness, which lies beneath or (as it were) 
behind the spontaneous consciousness natural to 
all reflecting beings.. As the elder I ol!la.."ls dis­
tinguished their northern provinces i nto Cis-Alpine 
and Trans-Alpine, so may we divide all the objects 
of human knowledge i nto those on t his side, and 
those on the other side of the spontaneous con­
sciousness; ci t1'8. 0t tr; ... ns conscientiam communem. 30 

It is in t he unconscious that the spiritual senses 

have their being. Thus Coleridee notes 

a system, t he first principle of which it is to 
render the mind intuitive of the spiritual in 
man (i.e. that which lies on t he other side of 
our natural consciousness) must needs hav:ea­
greater obscurity for those, who have never 
disciplined and strengthened this ulterior 
consciousness. 31 

Just as we ha,ve no difflcuJ.ty in detecting and recog­

niSing objects in the nm:terial world with our physical 

senses, for they exist and do not vary in themselves, 

so ,Ie should have no difficulty in recognising spiri­

tual quali'ties which have just as reel an existence: 

all the orgnns of sense are framed for a corres­
ponding ,70rld of sense; and we have H. All the 

-----------,--_.----
30" T I ~. , t 

31" L I .::!.!...- • I- , 

1G4. 
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organs of spirit are framed for a correspondent 
world of spirit: though the latter organs are 
not developed in all alike. But they exist in 
all , and their firs~ appearance discloses itself 
in the moral being. )2 

The intellectual appreheusion of such qualities as 

beauty is not a matter of o~inion or evaluation, but 

of immediate recognition. Here , therefore, is the 

answer to the paradox that while our appreciation of 

beauty is subjective , beaut y itnelf is a fixed qualit y 

and does not vary fl'om lIan to man-we all have the 

same spiritual senses and the objects they exi st t o 

apprehend do not vary in themselves . Furthermore. the 

same spirit that runs through nature runs through the 

comnon unconscious--the hunan spirit. 

To show how t his can be it is necessary to 

explain ColeridGe t s vieus on the s:;>irit and its mode 

of cognition. For Coleridge, our self~consciousness 

is the only ground of our h"tlowledge of v!hich we can 

be certain: 

The transcendental philosopher does not inquire, 
what ultimate ground of our knowl edge there may 
be out of our knowing, but what is the last in 
our knowing i t self, beyond wilicn ~ cannot pass. 
The principle of our knowing is sought within 
the sphere of our knowing. I t must be somethi r..g. 
therefore. which can i tself be knO\7n . It is 
asserted only. that t he act of self-consciousness 
i s f or ~ the source and principle of all ~ 
possible knowledge . \Vhether abstracted from us 

32B•L •• I . 167. 
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there exists any t hing higher and beyond this 
p:rimary self-knowir..g, which i s for us the form 
of all oJ,lX knovrlng. must be decided by the 
result. 3" 

·Coleridge further enforces this slatement with the 

observation t hat "for to us. self-consciousness is 

not a kind of being, but a kind of ~owing, and that 

too the highest and farthest that exists for ~. n34 

There remains the pl~blem of how we know (in the 

philosophical sense) t hings outside of ourselves. In 

arriving at a solution to this problem, Coleridge 

eX8L~nes the knowledge process inductively. First of 

all he notes that nduring the act of knowledge itself, 

the objective and subjective are so instantly united, 

thnt VIC cannot determine to Vlhich of the -1;\10 the priori­

ty belongs. n35 If we examine the cognition process by 

focusing on the objective phenomenon waiting to be 

discovered, for the subjective intelligence to "super­

vene" to the Object,36 as natural scientists do , we 

always end up b;,r discussing the subjective intelli­

gence--we find oursel-,;es deducing t he laws behind 

---------------,------------------------------
33., T 

1.1 . ..... J . , I , 186. 

34-" - I 187 ~... . 
35 13 .1,.. I , 174. 

36ThiS is a Coleridgean use of -the word nsuper­
vener denoting intellectual apprehension of an object 
by the subjective intelligence . See M ., I. 175. 
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natural phenomena: 

the neCessar8 tendcnce the~Gforc of all natural 
philosophy is from nature to intelligeace; and 
t his, and no other, i s t he t rue ground and 
occasion of t he instinctive str iving to intro­
duce t heory into our views of natural phaenomena. 
The highest pe~fection of naTural philosophy 
Vlould consist in t he pel"'fect spiri tualizat:!.on of 
all t he laws of nat~re i nto laws of i ntuition and 
i ntellect . The phaenomena (the ~terial) mus t 
wholly disappear, and. t he l aws alone (the fomal) 
must reuain. Thence it cones, that i n nature 
i tself t he more t he principle of law breaks 
forth, the more does the ~ drop off . the 
phaenomena themselves become more spiri~~al and 
at length cease altogether in our consciousness. 
• • • The t heory of natural philosophy would t hen 
be completed , when all nature was demonst.rated to 
'be i dent ical in essence with t hat , which i n its 
highest l.11own power exists in man as i ntelligence 
and self-consciousness. • • • 

This may suffice to show, that even natura:!. 
sel.ence, which commences with t he material phae­
nomenon as the reality and substance of things 
eXisting, does yet by t he necessi t :'l of t heorizing 
unconsciously, and as it Vlere~instinctively end 
i n ~ature as an i ntell i gence. J7 

If we start off by focusing on t he subjective intelli­

gence , on t he other hand, as transcendental philo­

sophers do , we soon f i nd ourselves f orced to discuss 

t he objects te: vlhich t ho intelligence supervenes , for 

hard. us we may t -';'! to exclude t !:te objective and con­

sider final rather than efficient causes of things, we 

find ourselves forced to ad!:,; t UTI' ~ THDu~ EXI.;T 

TIiIITGS -."lI'l'~iC;UT US . ,,38 The philosopher has to treat 

"this faith as nothing more t han a prejudice, innate 

,-----_._---,- ,---,-----
37,- ,- I , 175 - 17G. ~., 
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indeed and connatural; but still a prejudice," since 

he cannot logically explain how "something essentially 

different from ourcelves. nay even in apposition to 

ourselves" 

could possibly become a part of our immedia.te 
consciousness (in other words how that, wllich 
ex hypothesi is and continues to be extrinsic 
and alien to our being, should become a modifi­
cation of our being. 

Such a "faith" contradicts the ver-.J ground of all 

philosophy (as of cOllll:lon sense knowledge) which is the 

principle "I -"ill!' nevertheless he can reject neither 

of these two positions, but can reconcile the tw'o 

only by the supposition, -that t ::e form0r i3 
unconsciously involved in the latter; that 
it is not only coherent bu-t identical, and 
one and the same thing vdt h our immediate 
seli-consciousness.39 

Thi s l eads Coleridge to hi s ten theses in 

Chapter XII, in which he explains llis theory of 

knowledge , showing all knowledGe as derivip.g from the 

final principle I Am. He starts off by clai!1lir.g that 

"truth is correlative to being, n since we cannot lmo\'l 

wi thout knoVling something--"knowledge without a corr0S­

pondent reality is lio knowledge. ,,40 Since eact, truth 

derives its validity from some other truth, there llust 

be oue truth on which the validity of all others ulti­

mately depends . This truth r!lUst ther0fore be seli-

---- ------------
39r;.L., I , 178. 

40-,- 118 ~. , , o. 
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grounded, containing its own validity in itself~ and 

there ca;a be only one such truth si!lCe if t here were 

others t hey would help to affirm its existence and it 

would not therefore be truly self-grounded. Such a 

truth cannot be exclusively either au object or a 

subject since an object cannot be independent of a 

subject, and a subject necessarily implies an object . 

If it Vlere a subject, its object would serve to affirm 

its being and it would not be self-grounded, and vice 

versa. It IllUst therefore be at once subject and object 

to itself. Such a state of affairs manifests itself 

only in the principle of 3UH or I m, whose s;ynonyms 

are spirit, self and self-consciousness. Here subject 

and object are identical because in self-contemplation 

t he self-consciousness is a S"u.bject which 

becomes a subject by tLe act of constructing 
itself objectively to itself; but which never 
is an object except for itself, sud oiLly so 
far as by the very same act it becomes a subject . 
It may be described therefore as a perpet4al self­
~uplication of one and the same power i~l1to object 
and subject, which presuppose each other and can 
exist only as a~titheses. 41 

Since "I h'now myself only tbrough myself, n and the 

sel£-consciousD.ens is "tho one o,,~y immediate ·l;r<lth in 

the certainty of i'kd.ch the reaJ.ity of ou.r collective 

knowledge is grounded," it f'ollovIS that "the spirit in 

41~ 1·'· T 
.D . h , .... , 183 • 
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all the obj ecto wilich it views, views only i tseli' • .,42 

This ~oes not Dean merely that in contemplating 

objects we in a sense project ourselves into then, 

however--Coleridge is not just talking of the scli'-

consciousness of the individual hUF~ beir~ engaged i n 

the act of contemplation, but of tIle fina.l.. ultir!late and 

absolute self-ccnsciousness, the Sum or I l.m. rlhich 

manit'eats i tseli' only in God. The i ndividual. hUf.'lan 

being partakes of only a minute portion of this 001lec-

tive self-consciousness, and honce in our case the 

ground of existence and tIle ground of the knowledge of 

existence are not identical , as ~hey I;l.re in the case of 

the Divinity: 

If a man be asked hO\7 he knows that he is? he 
can only allm?er sum quia sum. 1mt if (the 
absoluteness of tlllS certainty having been 
admitted) he be again acked, how he, the indivi­
dual person, cameto be, thon in relation to the 
ground of Dis existen~, not to the ground of 
his lmowlGd{(e of that existence, he might reply. 
sum qnia Deus est, or still nc!'e philosophically, 
sum quia in Deo sum. 

But if we elevate our conception to the absolute 
self. the great eternal I AU, then the principle of 
our being, and of l..-uorlledge, of idea, and of real­
ity; the ground of existence, aud the ground of' the 
knowledge of existence , are absolutely identical, 
Sum ,quia SWI!; I acl because I affirm mYself to be; 
I affirLl l'lYseJ.:,~ to be because I =.43 

The divine principle of the sell-consciousness as 

manifested in the material vorld ColeridGe calls na~~re , 

-----------,-_._--------,---,-------_ .... _,--
Ll.2"(1 T . 15 • ..u • .t I , 184. 
43·, 'L 
~ • .t I, 183. 

26 



and we ourselves partake of it. His argument is fine­

ly summed up in his statement that the final cause of 

all things can only be somethil'l,.g 

that is in and of itself at once cause and effect 
(causa sui), subject and object, or rather the 
absolute identity of both. But as this is incon­
ceivable, except in a self-consciousness, it 
follows, that even as natural philosophers we must 
arrive at t he sa~e principle from wluch as trnns­
cendental philosophers we set out; that is, in a 
self-consciousness in which the principium essendi 
does not stand to the principium cognoscendi in 
the relation of cause to effect, but both t he one 
and t he other are co-inherent and identical. Thus 
the true system of natural philosophy places the 
sole reality of t hi llgS in an ABSOLUTE, VRlich is at 
once causa sui et effectus . • • in the absolute 
identity of subj ect and object, which it calls 
nature, and which in its highest power is nothing 
else thrul self-conscious \vill or intelligence. In 
this sense the position of 1'!aJ.br anche, that we see 
all t hings in God, is a strict philosophical truth; 
and equaJ.ly true is the assertion of lIobbs, of 
liartley, and of their masters in ancient Greece, 
t hat all real knowJ.edge supposes a prior sensation. 
Por sensation itself is but vision nascent"not 
the cauae of intelligence, but intelligence itself 
revealed as an earlier power in the p1'ocess of 
seJ.f- conatruction. • • • 

Eearing then this .in nind, that i ntelligence is 
a seJ.f-development, not a quality supervening to a 
aubstance, we may abstract from all degree, and for 
the purpose of pi'..ilosophic construction reduce it 
to kind, under the idea of an indestructible power 
,lith two opposite and counteracting forces, which 
by' a metaphor borrowed from astronomy, we may call 
the centrifugal and centripetal forces. The intel­
ligence in the one tends to Objectiz~ itself, and 
in the other to know itself in the 0 ject. 44 

To sum up , nature is the manifestation of God ' s 

spirit in the world, and we partake of it, ror we too 

exist in God . God manifests himseJ.f in us through our 

---,----
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spirit, which is seated in the unconscious. This 

explains Coleridge ' s stntement that man· s spirit has 

"the saoe ground with nature, n45 that "of all we see, 

hear, feel and touch the substance is and must be in 

ourselves,n 46 and that the life whiCk'l. is in them is 

in us likewise. And it also explains how man ' s mind 

can be the'very focus of all the rays of intellect 

which are scattered t hroughout the images of nature,,47 

(a statement which critics frequently quote with an 

air of understanding, with the hint that it sums up 

Coleridge ' s whole view of the relationship of art to 

nature, but which they constantly fail to explain): 

for man's conscious mind focuses his unconscious. 

formulates its vague knowledge and i~ages into clear 

ideas as a telescope when focused makes a blurred 

scene clear and sharp to the eye; a;a.d the unconscious 

contains in itse1±' the "rays of intellect" scattered 

through nature. since it is a manifestation of nature . 

\1hen the human spirit views itse1±' in the objects it 

sees, therefore, it perceives other manjfestations of 

the same universal consciousness from whlch it stems 

itse1±'. Coleridge's philosophy, ther0fore, begins 

----------------------_._._. ---
45nOu Poesy or Art~· B.L. , II, 258. 

46"Ou Poesy or Art," B. L. , II. 259 . 

47nOu Poesy or Art," ~. , II, 257 - 258. 
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"Vii th the I KlIOYl l1YSELF, in order to end with the 

absolute I MJ. We proceed from the SELF, in order to 

lose and find all self in GOD.,,48 It is one of the 

paradoxes of life that we cannot lose ourselves in 

God until ~e have attained knowledge of self. As I 

will show in Chapter II of this thesis, goodness 

depends on altruism and the transcendence of self, 

and literature (like philosophy) should both help us 

to attain self-knowledge and encourage us t o transcend 
the self. 

Unless the above theory has been thoroughly 

understood the essay "On Poesy or Art" will be meaning­

l ess, for it is here that Coleridge explains the poet ' s 

ability to penetrate the exteraal forms of things and 

disclose the mysteries of the universe , the laws 

governing all things . At the beginning o·f the essay 

Coleridge defines Art . His definition- -

Art , used collectively for painting, sculpture. 
architecture and music , is the mediatress between, 
and reconciler of, nature and man. It is, therefore , 
the power of humanizing nature , of infUSing the. 
thoughts and passions of man into every thing which 
is the object of his contemplation; color, form, 
motion, and sound, are the elements which it com­
bines, and i t stamps them into unity in the mould 
of a moral idea~9 

- -determines the whole course of the essay, for i n it 

Coleridge deals with the relation of poetry to nature 

----------------------~ --
4Bn. L •• I , 186 . 

49"On Poesy or !..rt," ~. , II , 253 . 
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and Dan and , i ndirectly, ~an ' s relation to nature . In 

the previous essays he has dealt mainly with beauty in 

its fornal aspect , Ilcrely hinting occasionally at the 

kind of content necessary to realise in concrete the 

beauty of the form when contemplated abs"oractly (see 

the eX1lJ!lple of the wheel cited earlier in this chapter) . 

In this essay he goes beyond such a concept, showing how 

the poet ' s ideas enter and PJould his subject matter thus 

determining t he nature of t he final work of art. It 

will be noticed that art is not synonymous with beauty. 

In "Fragr.lent of an Essay on Beauty," Coleridge had 

asserted that although an elel.lent of "moral feeling" in 

a work enhances its beauty, it is not a necessary 

i ntegral part of it, and cannot therefore be included 

i n its definition. In the definition of art , on the 

other hand, he claLls that art Itstanps" the elements 

which make up the content of the work "into unity in 

t he mould of a uoral idea. " It would seem necesoary to 

conclude, therefore, t hat although somet hing ~oral can 

be beautiful, it cannot be Art. 50 It will also be 

--------------------
50r record this judgment with a certain hesi­

tancy becanse Coleridge contradicts himself somewhat on 
t~~s pOint . Thus i n "Fragment of ~~ Essay on Beautyn he 
had clair.led t:Jat music ar..d painting may attain to a kind 
of beauty without moral feeling, whereas in nOn Poesy or 
Art" he sees the "moral idea" as playiut; a necessary part 
in the creation of art ~~y~. l\gain, were one to 
accept t he conclusion I have come to it would seom t hat 
the Cathedral over w:lich Ilil ton and the Puritan argue in 
t he t hird essny "On Genial CritiCism," cannot be art if 
(as they both agree) it is im,;!oral (unleG,s of course an 
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noticed that in its process of hluuanising nature art 

is like the spirit -bhat "in all t he objects which it 

,,-iews , views only i t ael:!.' . .. 

The assertion that true art consists in t he 

action and reaction of wi nd and nature to each other is 

a central tenet in Coleridge ' s aesthetics. Thus Oole-

ridge claims that 

As soon as t he hWJan mi nd i s i ntelligibly addressed 
by an outvmrd image exclusively of articulate 
speech, so soon does art co~~ence. Dut please to 
observe that I have laid pm:'ticular stress on the 
words "human raind,"--meaJling to exclude thereby 
all :t'esul ts common to man and all other sentient 
creatures, aJld consequen-!;-ly con:fining myself to t he 
effect produced by the congruity of the animal 
impression vath t he reflective powers of the mi nd; 
so that not t he t hing presented , but that which is 
re-presented by t he t hing, shall be the source of 
the pleasure. In t his sense nature itself is to a 
religious observer the art of God; and for t he Salile 
cause art itself mi ght be defined as of a middle 
quality between a thought and a thing, or, as I 
said before, t he union and reconciliation of t hat 
which is nature with that \'1hich is exclusively 
human. It is the figured l anguage of thought, and 
is disting<lished froB nature by t he unity of all 
the parts in one thought or idea. Hence nature 
itself Vlould give us the impression of a vlOr k of 
art, i f we could see t he t hought wLich is present 
at once i n the whole and in every part ; and a work 
of art will be just in proportion as it adequately 
conveys the thought, and rich in proportion to the 
variety of parts which it holds in unity. 51 

immoral idea CaJl be classed as a f O:!1ll of moral idea) . 
l'roball1y the answer is that in his definition of A.rt, 
Coleridge is already thinking of his subsequent dis­
cus(,ion on poetry, and has injudiciously al l owed this 
to influence him. 

51 "On n.-esy or _' _ .... , It B T II, 254- 255 .l1U "-l:,,~., . 
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It is our impression of any object , the way Vie rrmct 

to i·~, that art concentrates on, then. But where un 

this is a CO~jon factor of all the arts, it is poetry 

which !!lost c~early expreoses the interrelationship 

between man and nature , between the intellect and 

feelingo, mind and spirit, conscious and unconl3cious. 

1U.l the arts "express intellectual purposes, thoughts , 

conceptions, a~d sentiments whic~ have their o~~g~n in 

t he human mind, ,, 52 but poetry "elevates the !!lind by 

making its feelings the object of its reflexion. 1153 

In this respect, whereal3 the other arts manifest the 

"Sum quia in Deo sum" hUI'lan consciousness viewing it­

self in nature, poetry manifests the I Am, becoming 

both subject and object to itself by contemplati ng it­

self. In the creation of poetry there is an inter­

relationship between passion and order . The passion or 

excitement which generates the creative act is ordered, 

and this order i tself evokes an excitement in the r ead-

er and presumably in t he poet as well: "by excitement 

of the associative power passion itself i1..'litates order, 

and the order resulting produces a :plee.sura.ble passion. 1I 

It is in this respect that poetry elevates our minds, 

making " t he feelin;gs the object of its rE.flexion"-

we are raade to reflect on the passion that the poem has 

---------_ .. _-_.--_----_. ---------.-.-

52"On Poesy or Art," "' T ~. , II , 255 . 
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excited in us. There is also an interrelationship 

between passion and the :images it creates or orb"ailises 

withi n the poem-- passion impregnates the images with 

human interest, while the images temper the passion: 

So likewise, whilst it recalls the Sights and 
sounds that had accompanied the occasions of the 
original passions, poetry impr~gnates them with 
an interest not their own by means of the pas­
Sions, and yet teI'lpers the passion by the call1ling 
power \VhiCh

5
all distinct images exert on the 

human soul. 4 

Because poetry COnCel"llS itself so deeply with the 

effect that nature has on us, it is 

the preparation for art , inasmuch as it avails 
itself of the forms of nature to recall, to 
express, and to modify the though-ts and feelings 
of the mind. 55 

It is the assertion that art as a whole, and 

especially poetr-.:r, should concentrate on the subjective 

reaction to objects in nature rather than the objects 

themselves, that lies at the basis of Coleridge ' s 

distinction between imitation and copy: 

If there be likeness to nature without any check 
of difference, the result is disgusting, and the 
more complete the delusion, the more loathsome 
the effect. i'ihy are such simulations of' nature, 
as waxworks figures of men and women so dis­
a~ceeable? Because. not finding the motion and 
the life which we expected. we are shocked as by 
a falsehood, every circumstance of detail, which 
before induced us to be interested, making t he 
distance from truth more palpable. You set out 

----------,---,------------'.,-"",_ ._,-

54nOn Poesy or Art," M ., II , 254. 
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with a supposed reality and are di sappointed 
and disgusted vr.i.th the deception; whilst in 
respect t o a work of genuine i~itation, you 
begin wi th an acknowledged total difference, 
and then every touch of natur e gi ves you the 
pleasure of an approximation to truth.56 

A concentration on the objects theoselves results in 

a copy in which there is a fai thf'ul and dlill likeness 

i n every detail to the original or model . In ~nita­

tion, on t he other hand, likeness and difference to 

the original model are mingled and reconciled with 

the artisti c representation: 

i n all i~itation two elements oust coexist, and 
not only coexist, but must be perceived as co­
existing. TheDe two constituent elcmento l,U'e 
J.ikeness and unlikeness , or sameneSD and differ­
ence, and in all genuine creations of art there 
must be a union of these disparates . The artist 
:say take his point of View v/here he pleases , 
p:r:ovided t hat the desired e:ffcct be perceptibly 
produced-that ·bhese be likeneos in the differ­
ence , difference in the *ikcness, and a recon­
cilement of both i n one . ?7 

Thus "tIle in:pression on the wax i:3 not un illl:i.tation, 

but a copy, of the seal; the soul itr~olf is an inita­

tion. ,,58 

In hi:3 cx-pla..'1ution of rlhC!.t he shouJ.d jr.i t ate in 

nature , Coleridge il::lplicitly solves the r.!Ystcry of how 

the artist can reconcile within the artictic reprosento.-

tion both likencos and difforonco . lie OhOl:ld iT.1i"t:::.te 

56110n Poesy or !.rt," M . ,II, 256. 

57"0 p . t .. ,. .. IT . ·n oesy or .,r, ~.,_, 256 • 

58"Ou P • . " " T I·' oosy or .IX"G, D • .u., .1 , 255 . 
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"the beautiful in natm.'e, n59 and the beautilu1 is 

"the unity of the manii'old, the coalescence of the 

diverso. " This is a mere repp-l"t"..sing of his earlier 

definition of beauty as "unity in mu1teity. " \7b.at is 

now, howe'!er, is his statement that "in the concrete" 

beauty is "tho union of the shapely (fo!'!llosum) with 

the vitaJ.. ,,60 Coleridge nO\7 claims that for beauty to 

&xi::;t in concrete form it must have something of the 

qua.J..ity of life . This leads him to his distinction 

between beauty in the "dead organic" and in the "living 

ore3.,'1ic. tt It is ir:lportant to point out t hat beauty can 

exist in the "dead organic" as well as the "living 

ore::mic, tI just as a wheel disfigured \vith tar D.nd dirt, 

althoueh. it doos not seem bes.uti£uJ.. has beauty when 

contemplated abstractly. In fact beauty in the dead 

organic is beauty in the abstract , depending on Itregu_ 

J.arity of' form. ,,61 But the higher form of be2.uty i s 

that in the 1I1iving ore;anic" renli sed in concreto form.. 

The deoii or/Ylnic can be beautiful but it cannot be i>..rt . 

The dead oreanic:"l'Iwor k that has pretensiOns to art, is 

-----------------_.-------._--------
59"On Poesy or Art," B.L., II, 256 . 

60"On Poesy or Art," B.L., I!, 257. 

61"On Poesy or Art," 1kJ!., II, 257. Cf. "Fragment 
of an Essay on Beauty, It M .,II, 251: "Order is beauti­
ful arrangement without any purpose ab extra;--therefore 
there is a beauty of order, or order nay be contemplated 
exclusively as beauty." 
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the copy of the mere external form of nature--the 

natUl.'a naturata. To produce true "liVing organic" art, 

the artist must i mitate nature, show the spirit at work 

within her, must "master the essence, the natura naty,­

~, which presupposes a bond between nature in the 

higher sense and the soul of man ... 62 The true artist 

must penetrate the husk of the external forms of nature 

and show the relation of the husk to the life force 

within. He must therefore reconcile the internal vdth 

the external, and he can do this only by contemplating 

his own unconscious which has the same ground with 

nature, and in which he is instinctively aware of the 

life force that runs through all things manii'esting 

Godts unifying spirit. The true artist is the roan who 

is moat a\T.are of his own unconscious: 

In every worle of art there is a reconcilement of the 
external with the internal; t he conscious is so 
impressed on t he unconscious as -to appear in it; 
as compare mere letters inscribed on a tomb with 
figures themselves constituting the tomb. He who 
combines the two is the man of genius; and for that 
reason he must partake of both. Hence t here is in 
genius itself an unconscious activity; nay, that 
is the genius in the man of genius. And this is 
the true exposition of t he rule t lJ80t the artist 
must first eloign himself from nature in order to 
return to her with full effect. \T'Uy t~~s? Bec~se 
if he were to be&rin by mere painful copying, he 
would produce masks only, not forms breathing life. 
He must out of his own mind create forms according 
to the severe .laws of t he intellect, in order to 
generate in himself that co-ordination of freedom 
and law, that involution of obedience in the pre­
script, and of the prescript in the impulse to 

62nOn Poesy or .~rt," ~.,II, 257. 
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obey, which assimilates hin to nature. and enables 
him to understand her. He merely absents himse1:f 
for a season from her, that his own spirit, which 
has the same ground with nature, may learn her 
unspoken language in its main radicals, before he 
approaches to her endless coopositions of them. 
Yes, not to acquire cold notions-l.i:feless techni­
oal rules--but living and life-producing ideas, 
which shall contain t heir own evidence, the 
certainty that they are essentially one wi tIl the 
germinal causes in nature.--his consoiousness 
being the focus and mirror of both,-- for this 
does the artist for a time abandon the external 
real in order to return to it vlith a complete 
sympathy with its internal and actual. For of all 
we see, hear, feel and touch the substance is and 
must be in ourselves. 63 

The artist's object should be "so to place" 

the "images of nature •• • , totalized and fitted to 

the limits of the human mind, as to elicit from, and 

to superinduce upon, the forms themselves the moral 

renexions to which they approximate. ,,64 Two very 

important points are contained in t his stat ement: 

firstly that the images in nature must be so trans­

formed by the artist that the human mind can under­

stand and appreCiate them (rtfi tted to the limits of 

the human Lund"); and secondly that he must , as well 

as presenting the forms of nature~ draw attention to 

their moral significance and the feelings which they 

evoke in us ("the moral reflexions to Vhlich they ap­

proximate") • The "forms" do not merely suggest these 

"moral refl.exions," they "approximate" to them-our 

------------------------------------------
63"On Poesy or Art," B. L., II , 258 - 259. 

64nOn Poesy or Art,u B. L. ,II, 258. 
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moral feelings in observing the forms of nature are 

not just subjective 'projections onto something fiXed 

and dead, therefore. for the moral quality exists in 

the form itself, which manifests God's spirit. N~ 

ture is itself symbolic of God's ideas, and is a 

work of art in that its unity derives from the spirit 

of God which organises the whole. Thus Coleridge 

points out that "nature itself is to a religious 

observer the art of God,,,65 and that Unature itself 

would give us the impression of a ~ork of art, if we 

could see the thought which is present at once in t he 

whole and in every part.,,66 It is precisely because 

most of us cannot see the un! ty of nature and inter­

pret its symbolism, however, that we need the artist. 

Hence great art is always of a moral natu2-e, communi­

cating moral truths and evoking moral feelings. The 

artist interprets nature to us by simplifying its 

symbols, and thus art is Utile abridgment of nature. ft67 

In his imitation of nature he combines likeness with 

difference by sho\7ing us t he shape (which we can all 

see) and the spirit witl:>..in (which the lesser mortals 

comprising the vast majority of mankind do not see). 

But he imitates nature in more than just this sense, 

65 nOn Poesy or Art," y., II, 254. 

66"On Poesy or Art," B. L.,II, 255. 

67nOn Poesy or .;U't," B.L. , II , 262. 

38 



for his whole work of art imitates the unity of nature. 

Just as God ' s ideas in embodyip~ themselves organise 

objects into unity (to those of us with a larse enough 

spiritual view to see the whole), so does the poet 

organise his content as well as he can into a unity 

which clearly conveys his ideas. The more closely 

unified his work is the more beautiful it will be, t he 

greater the number of parts unified within the whole 

the richer v~ll be its beauty, the more clearly the 

work conveys the idea on which it is based the more 

nearly perfect a symbol it will be, for "a work of art 

will be just in proportion as it adequately conveys 

the thought , and rich in proportion to the variety of 

parts which it holds in unity. ,,68 But in any case the 

more nearly perfect a symbol the work is the more 

closely unified and hence beautiful it \v.ill be, be­

cause the work is always based on t he idea, springs 

from it naturally, and it is this in:forming idea that 

organises the parts into unity. 

It is in Coleridge tg concept of the symbol tha"b 

the separate strands of his argument on aesthetics in 

all the essays come together, for in the symbol the 

abstract form of beauty is realised in concrete, t he 

artist ' s ideas reach fulfilment, and nature is inter-

preted clearly by Llitation. Thus Coleridge claims 

-----------------------
68nOn Poesy A t" ,-, T I~ 2"'5 or ~_r, ~. , J.., J. 
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that "the artist must i mitate that which is within the 

thing, that which is active through form and figure , 

and discourses to us by aymbols--the Natul~geist , or 

spirit of nature, .. 69 and shortly afterl7ar'Cis he consi­

ders tIle relation of the idea to the work of art: it 

must not be confUsed with form, yet the for.n (that is, 

t he organised content of the work) springs from the 

idea: 

The idea which puts the form together cannot 
i tself be the form. It is above form, and is 
its essence. the universal in the individual, 
or the individuality itself , --the gla~ce and 
t he eXponent of the i ndwelling pewer~70 

Here is the gel'l:1 of Coleridge ' s wll01e theory of organi­

cism--that content and torm alike spring from the 

informing idea of the work. In t he symbol image and 

idea, content and fOTJ:l, are alike unified, and the 

creative taste of the poet (as opposed to the critical 

taste of the reader) can be fulfilled only in a~ artis­

tic ~bol. for 

TASTD is the intermediate faculty which connects 
the active with the passive pO\'lera of our nature, 
the intellect with the senses; and its appointed 
function is to elevate the images of the latter, 
uhile it realizes t he ideas of the former.71 

Finally, one of the most UIportan"t aspects of the symbol 

is that i t renders comprehensible to us the pote11tial in 

things, enables us to see beneath the sometimes ugly 

-------------------------------,---
69nOn Poesy or Art, If .lbl!. ,II, 259. 

70 "On Poesy or Art," 1l. L .. II, 259. 

71 nOn t he Principles of Genial Criticism:" Dssay 
the Second, ~., II , 227 . 
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surfaee to the !nnO!' ~nder 

5.'b.ey Qnd they ou:ty can acquire the philosophic 
1.oagination the oo.e~ pOYlO1" of self- intuition, 
who wi thin the::l.Ge~VO£l cnn 1:ntarprot .and under­
stand the S"ftlbol. that the Wings of the air­
sylph aloe foming VIi thin t he skin of the cnt~r­
pillar; tbooe only, who feel in tbeir Otm spirito 
the sane instinct, which inpeJ.s tho chrysalis of 
the ho~d f1.Y' to leave roO!:l in :!. ta ir<voluCl'Wl! 
for antonnae yat to co!:!c . TheY' know aDd feel, 
t~t the potential wor~~ in the 9 even as the 
ncPl~l orko on thc=.! 

T'c.lio paosogc 1s en2.ighten1ne bcc.auoo it suoo uD tho 

rclntion bot~n ColeridGc· s philosophy nnd.h1a thco~ 

of lit~roture: \'10 ShOllld eoncen:trote, i:e teola, on tUG 

potent:la.l 1n thin(!P in ol'dCl:' to underotood thGI'J. at all; 

only by aymbo~ ca.n we apprehend the potent:J.al, and art 

is the best 1'leCIW of creating and tronsl.atinG symbols. 

Sinco be~Luty in concro'b·;:) fom is alt:i'O&"s "living 

orgcmie. It orcpru.oiSl!l-the tCl.'rl 'tft.lich Coleridge nOr1:nlly 

uces to denote the livinc: or(~u'c 73_:1.8 an ext:ro;lely 

-----,,~-. ---------.------~----,--.--- ._-------_ ...... --
72., ,.,1; 167. 

'7'Only in bis aoony "On 20esy or il.rt'" dooo Colo­
rides dwtinguish botrJoen the nJ.iv~ Ol",JP.nic" and the 
"dead or.G~1llic ." 'DC 1ilere "or.:~.nicn al\".Il'lYB rofero to 
the "J.ivi'tlG orgayu,c" and is uooally coutrc.otcd to "the 
!'lechnnicaJ.. " 
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i mportant concept in his criticism. I have already 

shown that ColeridGI;; is deepl;y- concerned with the idea 

that organises a work of art . The word "organisation" 

i n Coleridgets use means more than just a process of 

ordering or arranging, i t denotes a yital ordering by 

a life prinCiple from within, like ths.t in nature. And 

"organ:Lsation" in Coleride0 j s literary cr:!.ticism always 

implies organicism. Briefly, to anticipate the argument 

of this section, organisation in literature is that pro­

cess in which a work of art is created so t hat part and 

Vlhole have the harmonious relationship of life itself, 

clearly allouing the idea :from which they stem to shine 

through them; as t he spirit manif'ests itself .... 'ithin the 

body. TIut; like the term "synbol," organiCism is not 

just a tel"Zll which Coleridee uses to describe a Vlork of 

art , but a concept which is an integral part of his 

philosophy, springing from his belief that there runs 

through all things in ne.ture an flantecedent unity" or 

organising power. Thus the phenomenon of organicism is 

strongly i mplied (thoug.lJ. not mentioned) in the following 

passage which has no re:ference at all to literatlll'e: 

in the Vlorld we see every where evidences of a 
Uni ty, which the component parts are so far from 
explaining, that they necessarily pre-suppose it 
as the cause and condition of their existing ~ 
those parts ; or even of their existing at all. 
This antecedent Unity, or Cause and Principle of 
each Union, it has since t he tir.!te of Bacon and 
Kepler beeu custo!!lar;!' to call a lavl. This crocus. 
ior instance: or any other flower the reader !!lay 
have in sight or choose to bring before his fancy. 
That the root. stem, leaves, l!etals, &0 . cohere t o 
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one plant, i s owing to an antecedent Power or 
Principle in the Seed , which existed before a 
single particle of tho matters that constitute 
t he !lizeand visibility of the crocus, had been 
attracted from the surrounding soll, air, and 
moisture. Shall we turn to t he seed? Here too 
the SaL1e necessity meets us . 1m antecedent 
Unity eI speak not of tho parent plant, 'but of 
an agency antecedent in the order of operance, 
yet reoaining present as the conservative and 
reproductive Power) must here t oo be supposed. 
Analyze the seed wit h the finest tools, and l et 
the Solar Micros cope come in aid of your senses, 
what do you find? Means and i nstruments, a 
wondrous Fairy-tale of Nature , oagazines of fooe1.s 
stores of various sorto , pipeD, spiracles, 
defences- a house of mar..y chambors , and the owner 
and i nhabit ant invisible! Reflect furt her on the 
countl ess millions of seeds of the same name, 
each more than numerically di fferenced from every 
other: and further yet , reflect on the requisite 
harmony of all surrounding t hings, each of which 
necessitates the same process of thought, and the 
coherence of all of which to a System, a i'lorld. 
demands its OW'1l adequate Antecedent Unity. which 
must therefore of necessity be present to all and 
in all, yet in no vrlse excluding or suspending 
the individual Law or Pri nciple of Union in each. 74 

Coleridge describes nature itself i n terms of organicism 

and organisation. In f nct it is inpossible to under­

sttlUcl organicism fully wi thou t having mas·tered his view 

of what life i s . For Coleridge l1£e is more ·than just 

a bi olOgical process; he uses the term to denote 'bhe 

antecedent spirit which man1£est s itself in a unifying 

------_. -_ .. __ ._----
743• 'i' . Coleridge, Aids .. to !,"efJ.~j:)J;icm..2-.n._the 

}I~ormation of a ~'ianJ.~L ... m~.!,act~l.'.9n the-.S_~y"§.!:€1.1._G;~nds. 
of Prudence, ~ornlity. and Re1igion. Illustrated by 
fu;J.'§.Qt Passap:esfrom o,-!1' :rader Divines , especially 
from Archb:jshop Lei.<mton (First Published 1825. This 
edition Bobn's St~,ndan1 Li brary, London: George Dell 
and Sons, 1884: r evised with "ConfessiollS of an 
Inquiring Spirit" and the "Book of Corn; ~on Pr ayer" 
added), pp.40 - 41. 
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force. ThuD he clr..illil t1'.o,t 

the most ccnprchcnsive for:~!l1la to which life is 
reducible, woul<1 be that of the internal copula 
of bodies, or • • • the power which discloses 
itself from within as a principle of ~ni]y in 
t he ~y.'(? 

He gOGO on to stute t hut if it were not for t he f act 

that he vliahes to avoid the chc.r ge of ulJing "jargon, n 

I should • • • rove bo:-:rowed a s cholastic ~, 
ancl defined life a.bsolutely, as the principle of 
~ity in mu1.teity. as far as the former , t he 
unity to wit, is produced ab i ntra; but eminepj1y 
(~usa eminenti), I define life as the principle 
of i ndixiduation, or the pov/er \7hich unites a. 
given all into a whole that is preStlpposed by 
all its parts. '1'ho link that combines the two, 
and acts throughout both, will , of course'7be 
defined by t ile tend<3llcy to individuat;i.on. 6 

Thus beauty itsolf-- unity in multeity--is the life 

principle, a:ad hence it i s wrong to say t b.c.t Coleridge ' s 

literary theory lays its oraphasis on the 1ife-J..~eness 

of a work of art, since acconting to Ilis definition of 

life a good work of art r~§ life . 

i'lhether a t hing has life or not depends on tIle 

kind of arrangement of its parts: when t hey are arranged 

in such a way as to result i n death, they are said to be 

mechanised and the whole is said to be mechanical; \/Ilen 

t hey are ::,u:'I'an6ed in su ch a wuy aD to r esult i n life, 

--------.. ------.- - --
758 • ~ . Coleridge, Hints to~a~_~,the fQ~jio~ 

.Qf .~J;oro Comprc11ensive Theory of_J,iie, ed . Seth B. 
'.'latson , (London: John Churchill, 1848), pp . 41 - 42 . 
IIeroafteJ:' r eferred to as 1h.I?O:t'jr of"Life. 

76TLe.9:£:1. of __ hl<g:, p . 42. 
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they are said to be organised, and t he \"lhole is said 

to be organic. liechanisation and organisation. how­

ever. Bre akin i n that in both there is a relation 

between part and whole. Thus Coleridge points out 

that in its "utmost latency ••• life is one with the 

elementary powers of mechanism, t ha.t is. with the pow­

ers of mechanism considered as qualitative and actually 

synt~etic ••• 77 The differ ence is t hat in meclW.nisation 

order is imposed on t he object to be unified. its parts 

are arranged, from without , whereas in or~lisation the 

unifying agent acts spontaneously from within the obj ect : 

"thus we may say t hat whatever is organized from without , 

i s a product of mechanism; \"1hatevel' i s mechani sed from 

within. is a production of organization • .,78 But the 

difference is not just t hat in organisation the unify­

ing spirit comes from within; t his sa~ spirit modif ies 

(as opposed to connects ) each part of its material as 

it works, and t here i s t he implication t hat it does so 

simultaneously i n every par t . while mechanism deals 

11 t h each part separately, merely connecting them in a 

loose aggregation: 

The distinction, or rather t he essential difference, 
betwiXt the shaping skill of mechanical talent, and 
the creative, productive life--porzer oi' inspired 
genius: In t he former each part LiQ7separately 

---.-.------------------------------------------------
77Theory of Life, p . 42 

78Theory ,Of_Life , footnote , p . 42. 
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conceived and then by a §lccceding act put 
together . • • • Whence Larisei/ the harl:lOny t ha-t 
strikes us i n t he vlildest natural landscapes,--
in t he relative shapes of rocks, the harmony of 
colors i n t he heath, ferns , and l i chens, t he 
leuveQ Qf t he Dooch und oak, t he stems and rich 
choc/oJ,/ ate brown br~nches of the birch and other 
mountain trees, va~Jing f rom verging autumn to 
returning spring-comparod with t he visual effect 
from the greater number of artificial plantations? 
The former are effec t ed by a single enerb~ , modi­
fied .ab intr.a in each component part. 79 

This ab intra unifying force is always an idea 

or spirit, and t he better it organises its material 

the more clearly it will shine t hrough t he whole it 

thus creates. Organisation, therefore, ir!lplies t hat 

dynamic order i ng of discrete units (which become ,"Qarts) 

into a whole 80 as -to make t hat whole a perfect symbol 

of the informing and unifying idea. It seems t hat 

organi sation produces an Lt:l.itation, whereas mechanisa­

tion produces a copy.80 In a copy we see only the 

external form of the original, not the life force with­

i n; i n an i ;:Ji tation we are shown the spirit which illu­

minates the external form. In just the same way. in 

79coleridfe's ~hak~speare~ Critic~, ed. Thomas 
Iliddleton Raysor 2 vols.; London: Constable &: Co., 
1930), I, 4 - 5. Hereafter r eferred to as S. C. 

80Dut Coleridge is inconsistent on t his pOint. 
For example he r egards Beaumont and Fletcher as being 
"mechanical" poets, but although he sees t hem as being 
inferior to Shakespeare, he t hinks they are nevertheless 
admirable writers, and nowhere does he cOI!lplain t hat they 
produce mere copies of life and nav~re. See, f or example 
COleridfe's l'.liscellaneous Cr.i tic; sm, ed . Thomas l'1iddleton 
P~ysor London: Constable & Co., 1936), pp .42 - 43, p.44 
(Lewis Hote), p . 88. Coleridge ' s H;!.scel1-nneous Cr:[.ti_~ 
is hereafter referred to as M.e. 
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mechanisation order is merel y forrr~, imposed from 

without~ t bare being no spirit to illuminate the ex-

ternal form; \"1hereas the contrary is true of organise.-

tion-it is t he spirit itself that organises the work.: 

Coleridge bere explained the difference between 
what he called mechanic and organic regularity. 
In the fo~~er the copy must be made as if it had 
been formed in the same mould with the Original. 
In tbe latter there is a law wbicb all the parts 
obey, cOlU'or'Jling themselves ,to the outward symbols 
and manifestations of the es:::ential principle. He 
illustrated this distinction by referring to the 
growth of Trees, which from peculiar circumst.ances 
of soil, air, or position, differed in shape, even 
from trees of the ~e kind, but every man was 
able to decide atafirst sight which was an oak. an 
ash, or a poplar. 1 

The antecedent spir1 t which produces the work will be 

manifested in slightly differont ways according to the 

circumstance's in which tlle whole is produced, but its 

essence can be clearly recognised nevertheless. There 

is no need to sacrifice individuality to clarity, in 

fact clarity is realised most fully in individuality, 

f or the clari t-y with which t he spirit shines t hrough 

the work and the tendency to individuation are both 

prerequisites for life. the latter springing naturally 

from the former. As Coleridge points out in the passage 

already quoted from .~ds to Reflection, the "Antecedent 

Uni ty • • • must • • • of necessity be present to all 

,-----------
81Coleridge on Slwkes-eare: The text of tbe 

lecturGs of 1811 - 12, ed t R.A. FoakesLondon: -­
Routledge &. Kegan .l.'aul. 1971). p . 107. Hereafter 
referred to as Foakes. 
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and in all, yet in no wise ex~luding or suspending 

the individual Law or Pri~ciple of Union in each." 

It is in tlus sense that a poem. like a plant, can 

have "the pm ITer of acting creatively under laws of 

its O~nl origination. n82 Since it is the u·aifying 

spirit or idea that organises the work in order to 

embody itself and give itself concrete life as 

perfectly as possible, t he degree of perfection of 

the form and the extent to which the idea is realised 

will be the same: 

The organic form ••• is innate; it sltapes as it 
develops itself from wi trun, and the fullness of 
its devalopment is one and t he same with the 
perfection of its outward form. 83 

In fact (aD I have shown on p. 40) the informing idea 

is the germ or "essence" not only of the content but 

of t he form. too. and content and form are little 

more than couvenient abstractions that cannot be 

disti~~ished in reality. 

So far in this section I have dealt with 

Coleridge t s explanation of the different means by 

which organic and mechanical. works are produced. 

nut the distinction be~ween organic and mechanical 

works would be pointless for the purposes of evalua­

tive criticism if there were not a difference between 

-----------------
82 S. C., I . 223. 

224. 
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the final products matching the different methods by 

which they were created. In f act Coleridge' s expla­

nation of the different modes of c:C'eation of t he two 

kinds of product is really no more than a postulate 

which accounts for t he difference of the final result: 

he sees that sone works have life (defined as unity in 

multeity or a t endence to individuation) and others do 

not, and he aSSUllles that t hose which do oust be pro­

duced in t he sane way as things in nature are produced 

--by a universal gen:linal f orce from wit hin enabling 

the product to grow. The perceptibl e difference 

bet ween a t hing or work of art ~Jhich is mechanical and 

one which is organic is t hat in t he J.atter there is a 

greater co~plexity i n the relationship between part 

and whole. The part is at once a means to the reali­

sation of t he end, and an end in itself. Thus Cole­

ridge cJ.ai.cls that "the spirit of poetry, like all 

other living powers," 

mst embody in ordCI' to reveal itself; but a 
l iving body is of necessity an organized one,-­
and what is organization. but the connection of 
parts to a whole , so that each part is at once 
end and means l84 

------_ .. _._-_ ....... ,._ .. _- -

84S•C., I, 223. It is interesting to compare 
Bl ake' s statement "On Homer ' s Poetry," in Blakei Com­
plete \1.ri tings, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (revised ed. from 
Nonesuch 1'ress. 1957; London: Oxford University Press, 
1969) , p .778, that "when a \'lork has Unity, it is 3D 
much i n a Part as i n the Uhole: the Torso is as much 
a Unity as t he Laocoon." 
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When part aud whole have this I.ind of relationship, 

the parts of which the whole is composed are said to 

be "reCiprocally means and end," and the reciprocity 

is .the final test of organicism:. 

a whole 00];1pose(1, aD intr,a, of different Pal.'ts. 
so far interdependent that each is reciprocally 
means and end, is an individual, and the individu­
ality is most intense where the greatest dependence 
of the parts on the whole is combined with the 
greatest dependence of the whole on its parts; the 
first (namely, the dependenc~ of the parts on the 
whole) being absolute; t he second (namely., the 
dependence of t he whole on its parts) being pro­
portional to the importance of the relation which 
t he parts have to the whole, that is, as t heir 
action extends more or less beyond themselves. 
For this spirit of the whole is most expressed in 
that part which derives its i L:!portance ao an End 
from its i mportance as a Mean, relatively to all 
the parts under the same copula.85 

Organicism, therefore. is merely a more per-

fectly complex, unified fom of mechanism. And the 

critic has to exru:une an organism as a mechanism. 

examine the rclatio!t of pal'ts to each other and to the 

whole, before he can demonstrate the organic unity of 

t he Y/hole . As Coleridge ~elf pOints out: 

The office of philosophical disquisition consists 
in just distinction; wIllle it is t he priviledge 
of the philosopher to preserve himself constantly 
aware, that distinction is not division. In order 
to obtain adequate notions of any truth, VIe must 
intelleci;ually separate its distinguishable parts; 
and this is the t echnical pl.'ocess of philosophy. 

----------._---------- --_._-""",,--_ ... _-
85Theory of Life, p.M. On the whole question 

of means and ends in Coleridge' ::3 critical t heOJ-.r and 
its roots in eig~lteenth century English cri ticisn, see 
Emerson R. !Jarks, "1.l:oans and I:nds in Coleridge ' a Cri ti­
cal liethod," ·'iTJT, XX\~ (1959), 387-401. 
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But having done so , wo must then restore them 
in our conceptions to the unity. in which they 
aotually co-exist; and this is the result of 
philosophy. Go . 

Jo.mes I:enziger is therefore VlrOng i n his aI'·~icle 

"Organic Unity: Leibniz to Coleridge, \I when he claims 

t hat the organic t heory sees t he one but not the ~~ny 

in all it views, for the unity of a work of art can, 

accol"ding to Coleri(ige ' s theory, be demonstrated only 

by showing the relationship of its parts to one l!k'Ylother 

and t o the whole.87 

3 -

It is by means of the concept of imagination 

that Coleridge explains hor/ the poet gives his work 

organic uni ty. To do so, he has to show not only how 

t he poet unifies his work, but how he is able to per­

ceive this unity in nature itE;elf which is his inspi­

rntion, ror t he poet imitates nature (see section 1) . 

As i n t he case of the explanation of the mode i n which 

organisation operates, Coleridee' s acccunt of imagina­

t ion i s real ly a postul at e explaininB ho" the poet is 

- --------. 
86 :§..4., II , 8 . 

871~rr,u . LXVI( 1 951) 24-48. 
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able to give his work unity: he sees t hat the poet ' s 

work has a speci al kind of unity, and he. postulates 

that it is the poet's powers of perception and his 

insight into the unity of na'(;ure , which enable h:iJD. 

to give his own vlOrk uui ty. To anticipate "i;he argu­

ment of this section, Coleridge , in rue disaussion 

of the creative or secondary ima~ination. describes 

the means by which the poet unifies his work; in his 

discussion of the pri rnary i magination, Coleridge 

explains how t he poet is able to intuit the unity of 

nature which is his inspiration. 

The creative im~~nation, in Coleridge ' s 

criticism, is the "esemplastic" power, or the power 

of sr..aping many things into one. 88 Its baois lies in 

the poet's own passion. Thus Coleridge mentions 

That gift of true Imagination, that capability 
of reducing a multitude into unity of effect, 
or by stroltg passion to modify series of thoughts 
into one predOminant t hou6ht or feeling--those 
were faculties \'111i ch might be cultivated and 
improved, but could not be acquired . Only such 
a man as possessed them deserved the title of 
poet£!. who Uasei tur I)..9p. £i t-- he wan tha.t child 
of Nature", and net the creature of his O\'m 
efforts. 8:::! 

PaSSion, projected by t he poet into his work, is that 

nab intra" force which modifies and orga.nises each 

part of his matorial into an artistic whole. This 

88 See B. L.,I, 107. 

89S•c •• II , 91. 
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eleoent of passion is characteris-tic of all works of 

genius. Thus Coleridge remarks that inIDS0C 

become proofs of original genius only as far as 
they are modified by a predominant passion; or 
by associated thoughts or ima.ges awakened by 
that passion; or men they have the effect of 
reducing mu1 tHude to unity. or succession to 
an i nstant; or lastly, when a human and 
intellectual life is transferred to thom from 
the l}Oet ' s ovm spirit. 90 

Passion, then, io the unifying pO\"ler which is the 

basis of -the inagination, and the imagination is by 

far the most important constituent of poetic genius, 

for it is "the poetic senius," Coleridge asserts, 

which sustains and uodifies the ecotions, 
thouglltS, and vivid repI'€sentations of tho 
poem by the energy without effort of the poet ' s 
own r.Jind,-by the spontaneous activity of his 
imagination and fancy . 91 

The fact that the poet utilises passion in poetic 

creation does not necessarily mean that he identi­

fies with the subject matter , however--passion 

springs from the excitement of artistic creation, not 

from i nvolvement \vith the world created . }lnd in fact 

t he poet can bo both inspired by passion and cO!lplete­

ly detached from thc werld he is creatine. Thus 

Coleridge clait1s t hat in \1ri tir,g VenU§ ... Jm!.+ ll.donj.§, 

Shakespeare , "himGelf unparticipating" in the charac-

---- ---- - - --. _._---- ----.-- --- -
90B•L., II , 16. 

91 " -. I 16-6 ~." . 
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ter's OVlll passions, is 

actuated only by that pleasl.lreable exci-tement, 
which had resulted from the energetic fervor 
of his own spirit in so vividly exhibiting, 
what it had so accurately and profoundly con­
templated. 92 

But whereas passion does not force the poet to iden­

tify with his subject matter, it does make him fuse 

his Ol'lll pel'sonality into his work. giving it the 

human feeling and truth that art requires, for it 

"provides that neither thought nor imagery shall be 

simply obj ective, but that the passio~~~ of humani­

ty shall warm and animate ooth.,,93 

It is possible, howevGr. to have passion and 

not imagination, for ima&~nation is the power of 

summoning the creative passion at will. No one can 

be a true poet wi tll0Ut imagination, although the 

creative passion may be latent in him. Cert ain peo­

ple can produce beautiful poems when roused into 

passion by circUl'.!lStunces, but this does not make them 

poets , ror t he true poet can rouse passion within 

------,-------..-.,------~--.--.- .. __ ._---, 
92B•L.,II, 15. 

93s•c •• I , 166. In this respect lInzlitt ' s 
term "gusto" is s imilar to Col.eridge ' s "passion. 1t 

"Gusto in a.rt, n lIaIill.i tt explains, "is power or pa.s­
sion defining a.ny object," and he adds that "it is in 
giving ' . ' • truth or chara.cter from the truth of 
feeling -. • • in the highest degree of which the sub-
ect is that consists." The Complete 

ed. P . I' . Howe (21. vols; 
corr. London: J . ll. Dent 

and Sons, 'Qn..Ql!Stli.Q.f IV, 77. 
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himself on his o~m and independently of lllspiring 

circumstnnces. It is for t his reason that Coleridge 

does not regard the composer of the "song of Deborah" 

as a true poet: 

When I read t he song of Deborah, I never think 
that she is a poet, although I think the song 
itself a sublime poem: it is as simple a 
dith~ambic production as exists in any languaBe; 
but it is t he proper and characteristic effusion 
of a woman highly elevated by triumph, by the 
natural hatred of oppressors, and re~ultip~ from 
a bitter sense of wrong •••• we have no reason, 
however, to suppose that if she had not been 
agitat ed by passion, and animated by Victory, she 
would have been able so to express herself; or 
t hat if she had been placed in different circum­
stances, she would have used such language of 
truth and passion. Y/e are to remember that 
Shakespeare , not placed under circumstances of 
excitement, and only \VTought upon by his ovm 
vivid and vigorous imagination, writes a language 
that invariably, and intuitively becomes the 
condition and position of each character.94 

Moreover passion itself must be ordered in artistic 

creation. Coleridge ClallUS that "in everything, 

blending the similar \vith the dissimilar is the 

secret of all ptlre delight. • • • In Poetry • • • it 

was the blending of passion with order,.,95 and he 

sees poetic metre as originating in "the balance in 

the mind effected by that spontaneous effort which 

strives to hold in check the workings of passion. n96 

._-- ---- - -_._-------
948• 0 •• 1I• 136 - 137. 
95 Foakes , p.85. 

96n•L., II. 49. 
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The concept of i oogination discusoed so f ar can 

be seen to be the same as the "secondary ima,gination" 

of Chapter XIII of Diogra-,Jhia Literaria. The secondary 

imagination, according to Coleri dge, 

dissolves, diffuses, dissipates in order to re­
create; or where this process is rendered impossi­
ble , yet still at all events it struggles to 
idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, 
even as all objects t€!:§ objects) are essentially 
fixed and dead . 97 

In this description the fusing, unifying, and hum.."l.nising 

powers which (as I have shown above) C02eridge attri­

butes to the creative passion are aJ.l lumped together 

a.nd shown to be the means by which the secondary ima­

gination achieves its ends . The secondary imc'l.bination 

i s contrasted to the fancy, Which, 

has no other counters to play vdth, but fixities 
and definites . The Fancy i s indeed no other than 
a mode of Memory emancipated from the order of time 
and space; whi2e it is blended with, and modified 
by t hat empirical phenomenon of the will, which we 
express by -the word CHOICE. But equally with the 
ordinar:v memory the Fancy must receive all its 
materials ready made from the law of association. 98 

Vlhereas the ~nagination modi f i es the units it deals 

with. then, the fancy can only string them together 

loosely. It does not have true unifying power and can 

only deal wit_l fixities and definites . This being so, 

whereas the i.'lla.gination is capable of organisation, t he 

fancy can only produce mechanisation. 

97" 7 I 
~.J , 

9R-, -- I 
-~., , 

202. 

202. 
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Each of t hese tvlO creative powers has its 

parallel in the cognitive faoul ties of the brain. 

·.lhereas fancy is allied to the passive memory, ·the 

secondary imagination is allied to the dynamic "pri­

mary imagination" which is the "living Power B..'1d prime 

AGent of all human Perception, and ••• a repetition 

i n t he finite ruind of the eternal act of creation in 

the infinite I AU.,,99 It is in the primary imagination 

that the god-like principle of Sum i s seated theref ore, 

the mind echoing t he divinity by contemplating itself 

and becoming both subject and object to itself . Since 

we have already discovered (see section 1) that the 

self-consciousness is synonymous \Yith the spir~it, and 

that the spirit is in the unconscious , it follows t hat 

the primary imagination is the means by which the man 

of genius reaches his unconscious and discovers his 

affinity with nature . The wording of the passage in 

which Coleridge explains the difference between the 

primary and secondary imagination, moreover, seems to 

imply that whereas the activity of the secondary imagi­

nation is a conscious one, t he perception of t he pri­

IDal"J i magination i s unconscious: 

The secondary Imagination, I consider as an ecll0 
of the fOT-.ner, co-existing v.rj:bh the conscious will, 
yet still as identical with the primary in t he .l£:lli! 

---.--
99 . 

B. L.,I, 202. 

57 



of its agency, and differing onl)' in degree and 
in the 1!!.9£§. of' itH operation. 100 

Tho position of the "yet" just after "co-Gxisting with 

the conociOUD will so ems to indicate that the pri~.mry 

imaeination does not co-exist with the conscious will. 

The prinary i rlIlgina:l:;ion, t hen, is t hat inntrument by 

wh~.ch the poet a'Opreh~ t~e truth, t he GcCOnclal";y 

imagination that by which the poet communicates the 

tr"th artistically and by initation moulds his work 

into the uui t y '>7:1ich, by uoans of the primnry Ll!lat;,""i-

nation, he has intuited in nai;ure . In cluirai~g tlmt 

the scconda:l.'Y im8.{;illation is of t he same kind as the 

pri,-'nary and differa only in deC\'l"ee and tho mode of 

ite operation, Cole!'idge is in fact aoserting t1:J..n Je the 

creative power is functionally related to t he perceptive 

i'aculty, since it cOrlDciously prenents perceptions 

(\"Jll:Lch originate in the unconscious) in a heightened 

form and mOFlded into an arti':':·~ic whole . 

lTorr.Jnlly in llis writings Coler idge useD the teI'lll 

Reason t o denote tha t faculty wlJich ill Chapter XIII of' 

BioR;raphia.Literario. he calls the primry i magination. 

The fact that these two terms do denote the SaI!le f a culty 

can be seen by a glanCE! at the follo"line; pas,.,age quoted 

from The Friend ( 18 18): 

I should have no objection to define ReaGon • • • as 
an org:.n be~,rirlg the SaJ:le relation to spiritual. ob­
jectr.J . tho Universal., the ]~ternal, and t he l1ecessary, 
a.s the eye bears to material and contingent phae­
nomena. L"ut then it I!1Uct be addGd, that it is an 

------~-.. --,------.. -----.... ---.. -,---,----.. .. --- -
100n•L., I , 202. 
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organ identical with its appropriate objects. 
Thus, God , the Soul, eternaJ. TI".lth, &c . are the 
objects o:f Rea.son; but they are themselves reason. 
i'Je nane God t he Supreme Reason • • • • Whatever is 
conscious Self-knowledge i s Reuson; and in this 
sense it may be sai'ely defined the or£:,'an of the 
Super-sensuous; even as the Understanding wherever 
it does not posseos or use the Reason, as another 
and universal eye, may be defined the conception 
of t he Sensuous, or -the faculty by which we 
generalize and arrange the phaenomena of perception: 
that faculty, t !1e functions of which contain the 
rules and constitute the possibility of outward 
Experience. In short, the Understunding supposes 
something t hat is ungersi1..ood . This may be merely 
its own act s Ol' forms, that is, formal Logic; but 
real objects, the materiaJ.s of substantial know­
l edge, must be furnished , we might safely say 
reveaJ.ed to it by Organs of Sense. The understa.nding 
of the higher Brutes has OI'~y organs of outvlard 
senae, and consequently mat erial objects only; but 
nan t a understanding ha.s like\'rise a.n organ of inr.rard 
sense, and theref ore t he power of acquainting it­
self with invisible reaJ.ities or spirit-uaJ. objects. 

This organ is p~s Reason. 101 

Like the prL'lll.U'Y i magination, then, Reason is synonymous 

wit h self-consciousness or self-knowledge, like t he 

priIll8.!'y imagination it is the prime agent of human 

perception in that it has as its object ultimate spiri­

tuaJ. reality (whereas t he Understanding, i n contrast. 

can only arrange "the phaenonlena of perception"), and 

like t he prLlIlry ima~ination it repeats the divine 

"I AM," both i n being i dentical with the spiritual 

------ --- ----,-- -_._---_._,--- ------
101Samue1 Taylor Coleridge , 'rIle Fl'iend, ed. 

Bar1:,ara E. Rooke (2 vols, , 1969) . I, 155 - 156. Through­
out this thesis I refer ot'~y to volume I which contains 
the 1818 text of !~e Friend. This edition of '1'he :l!'riend 
is volume II of The ,.Q.gmplete "lorks of Gamuel T(;'Lylg Cole­
ridRe , general ed . Kathleen Coburn ( 16 vols . projected; 
London: RoutledgG & Kegan Paul, 1969-). 

59 



objects it intuits, a.nd in being the instrument of 

self-knowledge . It seens, then, tllat Coleridge de­

parts from his usual t errainology i n this instanco in 

].iographia JJiteraria, to stress the fact that the 

faculty \'"lich he nort.:na1ly calls the Reason is l"eally 

one node of operation, a special channelling of the 

imagina.tion, and that the imagination is not only u 

poetic quality but an agent of perception as well . 

Coleridse ' s distinctions betvleen imagination 

and fancy, a."l.d between tlle prima.ry L:uagination and the 

secondary imagina"tion, have confused , puzzled and 

dismayed many cl"i tics. One of the most recent Cole­

ridge scholars, lTorman Fl"UTaan, denies tha t the distinc­

tion betv/een imaeination and fancy has any use what ever: 

. Has any critic ever attempted to 1:l.t'ite a history of 
English poetr-~ on the basis of this faQous distinc­
tion? Can one i 'weine going through a. play of 
Shakespeare ' s or a book of Paradiso Lost and declar­
i ng that tl1is i ;:; ~'anoy in operation and that Imagi­
nation? Experimental psychology has yielded no 
data in the past one hundred fifty yeaxo to support 
any compartmentalizing of tho mind ' s funotions in 
this way. And in the S8l!le centur~ and a half , 
although innumerable commentators have applauded 
Coleridge ' s formula , none that I h.'noV! of has attemp­
ted to apply it systematically to concrete poe~, 102 

and he complains that such men as Schellil'..g and Coleridge 

never entertained the notion of suppcrting their theories 

With objective, soientific evidence, never cared to 

"stoop to peering through mioroscopes or patiently st-udy-

---------------~----"---------------------,--------

102110rman FX'Ul:Jal1 , Coleridr;e The DamageiLil.rchau,r;el, 
p .1 8 1. 
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iug rats in a lubyrinth. ,,103 But nowhere does Cole­

ridge indicate that he means t hese terms to be applied 

in this way. Ite merely argues from the fa.ct th...'1.t SaLle 

poems do and others do not have the special artistic 

unity which he der,cribeB as "orga.nic," t hat some poets 

must have a mental power which enables them to cre:::.te 

this unity--a conclusion which it would be very diffi­

cult to disprove. Imagination and fancy are att::.-ibutes 

p"rtaining to the poet r ather t han -1;0 t he poem, but 

t heir results, organic and mechanical works, ~ dis­

tinguishable by a process of intellectual discnrslon, as 

I have shown in section 2 (althongh possiol;</ not all 

critics would agree on whether a work was oreanic or 

not) . The usefulness of t his distinction is testified 

to by the widespread modern use of the term "orge.mc 

unity. " Coler idee did not try to eXplain anatomically 

the workings of t he poet ' s mind simply because he could 

have had no notion of how to do so-the t ask was t hen, 

is now, and probably always will be hopeless. There are 

limits (at present, an:yway) to t he in:l:'ormation t hat 

science can srtppl~r--i t is hi ghly unli.kely, for one -ching, 

that t he study of r ats in a labyrinth will ever lead us 

anywhere near a conception of the human mind in a~-tistic 

creation. But if Coleridge' s pass8~es on the imaeination 

_. -------_._-----_._------- ~.- .--. -_ .• _-
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are not sci entific, neither are the~' , as Ih'llman clallls, 

mereJ.y "prose poems celebrating an abstruction: tlle 

couplex of thoughts and feelings and desil."cs through · 

which ;vol'ks of ru."b are brought into being, ,,104 con.­

stituting "a glorious llytm of praise to mants creati­

vity , as he understood it , and as it was idealized by 

German metapIlysica," for Coleridge ' s statements that 

t he poet modi f i es images and fuses them <together i nto 

a whole by means of the imagination rather t han just 

aggregating them, and that t he poet ' s creative ability 

springs :from his powers of perception. are judiciOUS 

oneo which it would be dif'ficult to deny. 

It is a mi stake, then. to see the concept of 

irlIagination aD being a scientific study of the \lorkings 

of t he mind in the Ol'eative act. But equally i s it a 

mi stake to see t ilis concept as being strictly philo­

s ophical. This seeQS to be the trap into which F. R. 

Loavis falls wIlen he cOl!lplains of Coloridge ' ::; state-

ment that images "become pl'oofs of original genills onJ.y 

as far as they ~\l'e modified by a predominant t hou&.'1t or 

pass:toll~1 ~05 , that it" i s "imperfectly formulated . It 106 

This pasoage does not require i'ol"IDUlation, simply 

-----------------------,------ ---.--.- -
104Coleridge '!'he Da;naeed _llrchangel, p.1ng. 

105B•L., II, 16. See pp. 52 - 53 abov~ . 

106], . Ii,. LeaviD, ItHevaluations (XIII): Colo:ci <lee 
i n Criticism,n Scrutiny,IX (1940 - 41) , 68 - 69 . 
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because it is an observation rather than a theory. 

Coleridge :i.B pointing out that each image must bc so 

oodi fied by the idea or thought which directs the 'l'lork 

.ao to unite harmoni ously with all other L>nages to form 

a chain of imagen which conoti~~tes a theme; only if 

t he ima.S9S refer to and reinforce each other can the 

work have the unity and coherence that we expect from 

a work of artistio genius. There is a .great deal of 

philosopl1Y i n Coleridae t s literary criticism-his 

concept of t he uncen,<:lcious. for eXa:::lple, i s highly 

p~~osophicnl, but in arguing about literat~re Cole­

r i dge UJ3eS inductive reasoning: he examnes the attri­

butes of art itself and then proceeds to deduce its 

relation to na.~J.l'e and man' s being philosophically. 

Those passages which have the most direct bearing on 

literature are empirical. Tl:ere is in Coleridge"s 

t heory of li teratul'e a close inter-d.ction betueen accu­

rate observation of the charaoter~stics of poetry and 

philosoph~cal deduction of its relation to man and na­

ture, and nan· s relation to nature. His theory is 

neit'ler exclusively philosophical nor exclusively 

scientifi c or psychological. And the philosophical 

deductions and hypotheses always illustrate C'.nd serve 

t o explain in more detail his empirical observations . 

It is this fact w:'lic!~ makes hi s theories of imagination 

and or;3anic unity so richly satisfying and enlightening. 
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- 4 -

It remains to consider the relation of Cole­

ridge ' s dramatic criticism to his literary theory as a 

whole. The first three sections of this chapter consti­

t ute an outline of Coleridge ' s philosophy and litera.I"'J 

theory in their fully developed form. But by t he time 

of his 1811 - 18 12 series of l ectures, which constitute 

the most important Single body of his dramatic criticisD, 

Coleridge ' s ideas on literature were still relatively 

unformed. In t his section, therefore, I shall indicate 

briefly wllel'ein his literary theory differs i n 1812 from 

that of 1818 - 1819 (about the time when ftOn Poesy or 

Art" was written, and t he date which J . A. Appleyard 
tke 

t akes as representing the full maturit~ ofAliterary 

theory 107), and how the dramatic criticism develops 

thereafter. 

Coleridge ' s ccncept of imitation is still in a 

relatively elementary stage by 1812. In "On Poesy or 

Art" Coleridge sees the poet as penetratillC the natilre. 

naturs;{;a. the external husk of things, to rellresent 

----_.----------------------- _ .. _-----------
107J •A• Appleyard, Coleridge ' s Philosoppy o.! 

~erature: The Devel9R~~~~ of a Conce~~_of Poe~, 
1791 - 1819 (CambridGe , Mass.: Harvard UniversHy 
Press. 1965). 
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artistically the divine spirit , the natura naturans 

within, which is itself objectively perfect. To this 

end, Coleridge maintains, the poet should retreat into 

his unconscious t WI>..ich has the same grounds with nature , 

and in which the divine spirit manifests itsel£. A 

oopy, he cla~na, is the exact portrayal of the natura 

naturata. whereas an imitation allO\7S us to perceive 

the natura naturans at work within. In his 1811 - 1812 

lectures, Coleridge seems to conceive of nature only as 

being natura naturata. and does not appear to have f ·o1'­

mulated his idea of the natura naturans yet. His no­

tion of imitation at this ste.ge i s somewhat like that 

of Sir Philip Sidney--that the poet should perfect na­

ture by representing it as being better than it is. 

Thus Coleridge, i n his third lecture of 181 1, is re­

ported as saying that 

It would be necessary for him ••• to enquire 
whether poetry ought to be a £!}.JO, or only an 
:imjta~don of what is true nature? According to 
every effect he had been able to trace, he was of 
opinion that t he pleasure we receive arose , not 
from its being a~, but from its being an 
imitation; and the word imitation itsel£ means 
always a combination of a certain degree of 
dissL~litude \vith a certain degree of similitude. 
If it were mere~y the same as ~ooking at a glass 
ref~ection. we should receive no pleasure. A 
waxen image after once it had been seen pleased 
no longer, o~· very little, but when the resem­
blance of a thing was given upon canvas or a flat 
surface, then we were delighted. 

In poetry it is still more so; the difference 
there is of a higher character. We take the 
purest parts and combine them wi tl! our own minds, 
wi tIl our own hopes, w:i. th our own inward yea..'Y'!lings 
after perfection, and, Geing frail and imperfect, 
we wish to have a shadow, a sort of prophetic 
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existence present to us, which tells us what we are 
not, but yet, blending in us much that we are, 
promises great things of what we may be. It is the 
truth (and poetry results from that i nstinct--the 
effort of perfecting ourselves). the conceiving 
that vrhic!l is imperfect to be perfect and blending 
the nobler mind with the meaner object. 108 

Coleridge has come to the conclusion that the poet should 

blend the objective With the subjective in his work, 

then. but his reason for coming to this conolusion is 

dii':ferent from that which he will give some years later. 

~l.hereas in 181 1 he seems to consider that man is super­

ior to nature and should strive to transoend it. by 

1f?18 he will claim t!J.at the poet should "eloign" him­

self from nature by retreating into his mvn unconscious 

in order to see through the na·!;ura naturata. and "learn 

her unspoken language in its main radiCals.,, 109 

It is by means of the development of his con­

cept of "meditation" i n poetic creation that Coleridge 
o 

reaohes his mature opinion on pLetic iI:lita.tion. As 

early as 1808 he realised that a. play with a mere 

accurate portrayal of life and people as they are would 

not satisfy us-we are concerned rather with the sig­

nii'icance behind. things, why they ~ be as they are. 

Thus Coleridge points out that 

Shakespea.ret s observation was preceded by contempla­
tion: he first conceived what the forms of things 

108" r, II 
~. , , 

109 D.L., II, 

80 - 81-

258. 
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must be and -then went htullbly to the ot'acle of 
nature to ask "mether he was rigl1t . 110 

ColeridBe maintains that the poet in the act of 

creation should not rely on his observations alone to 

furnish him with material for his work, but should use 

observation to confirm and prove what, as a result of 

earnest thought on life, he already suspects to be 

true. Only in this \v.ay can he give his workt~niver­

sality which great art requires. Meditation provides 

the philosophical element which enables the poet to 

present i mportant truths in his work, theref ore. Thus 

Coleridge is reported as saying that 

i'/hen he used the term meditation, he did not mean 
to say that Shakespeare was without observation. 
l!ere observation night be able to produce an 
accurate copy of a thing, and even furnish to 
other men ' s minds more than the copyist possessed, 
but they would only be i n parts and fragments: 
Meditation looked at every character with interest-­
only as it contains in it something generally true 
and such as might be expresoed ill a philosophical 
problem. 111 

Just as the poet should show us the sib'nifi-

cance behind things as well as the things ther1selves, 

so, i n character presentation the dramatist should 

strive to show us not merely the chnracterts individual 

qualities, but the essence of his personality as well , 

Coleridge considers that the secret of Shakespeare ' s 

------.--------------------------------------
11 03• O., II, 17. 

111Foaltes , p. 67. 
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success in characterination is that his characters are 

individualised types: 

Shakespeare ' s characters are all ,genera intensely 
individualized; the results of medHation of 
which observation supplied the drapery and the 
coloura necessar'lJ to combine them with each 
other. 112 

If the dramatist merel y relied on observation in 

literary creation, his charactero wotud be merely 

idiosyncratic , not at all typical, and no amount of 

observation can make up for a lack of meditation. 

Thus Coleridge , in his seventh lecture of 1811 

appealed to his auditors whether the observation 
of one or two old nurses would have enabled 
Shakespeare to draw this character of adpJirable 
generalization?--No. surely not: Were any man 
to attempt to paint in his mind all the quali­
ties that could possibly belong to a nurse, he 
would find them there, 113 

and in the same lecture he pointed out that 

There VIas a vant difference between a man going 
about the world with his Pocket-book, noting 
down what he hears and observes, and by practice 
obtains a facility of representing what he has 
heard and observed--himself frequently uncon­
scious of its bearings. ~s was entirely dif­
fe:L'ent from the observation of that mind which, 
having formed a theory and a eystem in its own 
nature, has remarked all things as examples of 
the truth, and confirming him in that truth, 
and above all enabling him to convey the truths 
of philosophy as nere effects derived from the 
ou~~ watchings of life . 114 

112,S. 0., I , 137. 

113POakes, p. 79 
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The dranatist then, bases his characters on an idea, 

which is the result of meditation, and tests this idea 

in the siLnllated world of experience which he portrays 

i n the play itself by means of observation. 

In his remarl~. in the passage just qtloted, 

that the mind of the dramatist forms ria theory and a 

system in its ovm nature" in the process of meditation. 

Coleridge is groping his \Yay touards an understcndin 

of the way in which the writer or philosopher discovers 

truth. His ideas are still unf'ormed however-he is 

disoussing the my in vl:''lich a man discovers his psycho­

J.ogicaJ. affinites with other men, rather than wi-th God 

and the universe, and nature in this context refers 

rather to the consti t-ution of -the Imrnan nind than the 

natura naturans. At this stage of the de-veJ.opment of 

his dramatic theory, CoJ.eridge merely considers that 

meditation leeds the drams:tist to understgnd other peo­

ple more clearJ.y, to create characters so typical ns to 

be representative of universal. human qualities and v/ho 

will speak for all hUIllanity: the dramatist he maintains, 

shouJ.d consider the characteristiCS he has in COlll:"10n 

"'ith all other men and then teeJ. himself in'~o t':le si tu-

ations of the characters he creates by asking l1imself 

"How shoU:Ld I act or speak in such circumstances?" 115 

By the 1818 series of lect\u'6s, however. CoJ.erid(!e t s 

2£7. 
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concepts of nature and initation have reached their 

maturity, and the term meditation has acquired greater 

comp1.exity and comprehensiveness of meaning. He now 

claims that it is by lueans of meditation that the poet 

discovers nature or the divine principle as it mani­

fests i tse1.f in him and in aJ.1. beings, and that t his 

is the means by which he discovers ult10ate truth. 

And of a1.1. writers Shakespeare, Coleridge maintains, 

had t he greatest power of meditation: 

S~~~espeare shaped his characters out of the 
nature within; but we cannot so safely say. out 
of J.o.is own nature, as an i ndividual persQJl. l~o ! 
this latter is itseU but a natura naturll::lili, an 
effect, a product, not a pOVler. It was Sbake­
speare ' s preroGative to have the universal. wllich 
is potentially in each particular, opened out to 
him in the homo generalis. not as an abstraction 
of observation from a variety of men, but as the 
substance capable of endless modifications, of 
wllich his own personal existence VIas but one, 
and to use thls one as the f8e that beheld t he 
other, and a.s the tongue that could convey the 
discovery. 116 

Here is the manifestation in Coleridge ' s dramatic 

criticism of his belief that the artist must "eloign" 

himself from t he natura naturata in order to learn t he 

"unspoken language" of nature "in its main radicals, It 

must retreat into the unconscious in order to perceive 

the natura naturans. In contrast . the dramatist who 

merely creates his characters out of his own indivi­

dual natllre succeeds only in reproducing ridiculous, 

11~I"~. ' 43 44 d ~ pp. - • 
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idiosyncratic versions of himseJ.:t', thus falsifying the 

nature of draxna.: 

~There i§7 no greater or more common vice in 
dl~tio writers than to drnw out of themselves . 
How I--aJ.one and i n the seJ.:t'-suffici ency of my 
study, as all men are apt to be proud in their 
dreama- should like t o be talking king~ I am 
the king who would bully kings . Tut! Shake­
speare tn c\.lTIlposing 1' .. 8.0. no r but the I represen­
tative . 17 

ThiS dr.matic "vice" Coleridge calls "ventriloqui S1!l"-­

t hat kind of dramatic creation in which the chaJ:'ucters 

do not exist independently but merely as SlJokesmen f or 

t he dramatist, speaking lines no different from those 

he speaks i n hi s own charadeI'. Thus Coleridge complains 

of Beaumont a,1d Fletcher~s The Noble Gentl eman that 

t~ine speaks lines far t oo di~lified for r."m: 
What can be more unnatural and inappropri ate (not 
only is, "uut TlIUflt be felt as such) than such poetry 
i n t he mouth of a silly {lupe? In short , the scenes 
are Dock dialogues , in which the poet solo plays 
the ventriloquist, but cannot suppress his OVin way 
of expl'essing llj mp,elf. 118 

Coleri dee ' s sta'tement that Shakespeare W'dB "hi.m-

self a nature l:!urnD.nized, a. genial u.nderstanding directing 

self-consciously a pOVler and an ihlplici t ,,/isdom deeper 

t han C0l1SCiousnesa,, 11 9 is not mere vague eulogy therefore 

- -he is claiming that of all writers Shakespeare had tile 

11 7U• C., 

11 n. - l'! . C., 

p. 44. 

pp. 89 - 90. 
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greatest faCility in reaching his unconsci ous and the 

divine spirit of nature manifested therein, of con­

s ciously utilising the unconscious i n poetic creation. 

And t his same power enabled Shakespeare to give hi s 

work organic unity, i n contrast to the awkward mech­

anism of Beaumont and Fletcherf s works: 

\'ihat had a grammatical and logical consistency 
for the ear, what could be put together and 
r epresented to the eye , these poets <Deaumont 
and Fletcher> took from the ear and eye, un­
checked by any intuition of an inward impossi­
bili ty, just as a man might fit together a 
quarter of an orange, a quarter of an apple. 
and the like of a lemon and of a pomegranate, 
and make i t look like one round diverse colored 
fruit. But nature, who works from vdthin by 
evolution and assimilation according to a l &w, 
cannot do i'G. nor could Shalcespeare, for he 
too worked in the spirit of nature , by evolving 
the germ .dthin by t he imaginative power accord­
ing -&0 an idea-- for as the power of seeing is 
to light , so is an idea in mind 'to a 1a\,1 in 
nature . They are cO!'l.o1a'i;ivGs that suppose 
each other. 120 

l'ihereas j3eaumol'l'f; an(l Pletcher are guided only by 

ordinary, human, fallible logic, Shakespeare uses the 

divine force of nature itself to direct his works, 

allowing each work to evolve and grow from the 

in:t'orming idea according to the law of nature, rather 

tp~ lnanufac'~ing the work according to artificial 

rules. 

But the difference between Coleridge fs remarks 

on dram and t hose on poetry consists not merely in 

--'"~-------,--
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the greater maturity of the latter. To a large extent 

his poetic theory appears to have developed out of the 

dramatic , and many of the concepts of hiorrraphia Liter­

~ia--that of i maei nation, for example--can be seen as 

natural developments from points, like Coleridge ' s 

remar ks on t he role of passion i n poetic oreation, made 

i n the early lectures on Shakespeare . And Col eridge 

sees drama as being, like all foros of literature, a 

species of the genus poetry. He does have a concept of 

drama as distinct from that of poetX'J i n its narrower 

sense, however. In his realisation t hat words convey 

not merely an i ntellectual meani ng bu-!; a certai n mood, 

the passion of the speaker, as well, lies t he gel'TI of 

Coleridge ' s theory of drama as a form: 

words are the living products of t he l i ving mind 
and could not be a due medium between the thing 
and the mind unless t hey partook of both. The 
word YlaS not to convey merely wllat a certain 
t hing is, but the very passion and all t he cir­
cumstances which were conceived as constituting 
t he perception of the t hi ng by t he person wll0 
used t he word . 

Hence t he gTadual progression of l anguage-­
for could it be supposed t hat words should be no 
object of the human mind? If so, why was style 
cultivated in order to make t he move~ent of 
words correspond with t he t llonghts and emotions 
t hey arc to convey, so that t he words -themselves 
are a part of the emotion? 121 

Although Coleridge is describing style, a non-dra~atic 

device, here, his remark t hat words not only label 

objects but betray t he state of mind of t he speaker 

._-------_._--------_._---
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shows a firm grasp of the concept of dra.!:la--the direct 

presentation of different characters with different 

ways of speaking and behaving. 

Col eridge t s idea of the difference between the 

other arts and drama is that whereas the former initate 

reality, dratla i mitates "reality (objects, actions or 

passions) under a ~lance of reality. n122 and Coleridge 

explains that whereas "Claude i mitates a l andscape at 

sunset, but only as a picture . • • a forest-scene is 

not presented to the audience as a pictUre, but as a 

f ore"t .. 123 "'. . Whereas in poetry and painting our pleasure 

arises from the f act that we are distanced from the 

work, encouraged to admire its likeness to life itself 

but not to confuse i t with life , in dra~a we are en­

couraged to suspend "the will and the comparative pow­

er" as we do in sleep, and temporarily accept the imi­

t ation for reality_ Drama, t herefore, presents a 

greater illusion of reality by partly creating the 

condition of reality. It is true that poetry can also 

use illusion as the means to its ends, but Coleridge 

does not clai'll that t his is a generic characteristic of 

poetry. In the famous "willine suspension of disbelief" 

passage, he is discussing·his own poetic treatment in 

122" C I 
~-. , , 

123 .... O' I 
~. , , 

-~- ----_ •. _--
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the Lyri.cal Ball~ of the supernatural: 

it was agreed, that my endeavours should be directed 
to persons and charac,ters supernatural, or at leas t 
romantic; yet so as to trahsfer from our inward 
nature a human interest and a semblance of truth 
sufficient to procure for these shadows of inagina­
tion that willing suspension of disbelief for the 
moment , which constitutes poetic faith. 124 

Ris object in these poems, he claims, was to make the 

human interest, the human reactions to the supernatural, 

so true to life t hat the reader would accept the super­

natural element as the necessary condition for the pre­

sentation of t his human interest, and would therefore 

voluntarily suspend disbelief' in t he supernatural. 

C.oleridge was purposely creating an apparently unreal 

setting in order to 'make us turn Our attention to the 

greater psychological and spiritual reality within our 

own being, and encouraging us temporarily to accept 

this unreality not in oIuer to concentrate on it but on 

the oore important human themes of the poems. This is 

a very different matter from creating a semblance of 

reality. 

For Coleridge, one of t he most important means 

by which a dramatist crea tes a seablance of reality is 

characterisation--the creation of characters noticeably 

different from one another and each with its oYin person­

ali ty distinguishable from that of Hs creator. Sh.a..'lre-

speare,he maintains , is the supreme master of this art. 

-------------------------------------------' 
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By ueditating on nat~re as it manifested itself in his 

orm spirit i3hal;:espeare was able "to paint truly a vast 

multiplicity of characters by simple meditation; he 

had only to initate such parts of his character, or to 

exaggerate ffiich as existed in possibi1ity, and they 

were at once nature and f ragments of Shakespeare~ 125 

Coleridge ' s concept of genius in characterisation is 

in fact very much like Keats's concept of negative 

capability, especially in the respect of negation of 

self. 126 Thus Coleri dge remarks that 

The great prerogative of genius (and Shakespeare 
had felt and availed himself of it) is now to 
swell itself into the dignity of a god, and now 
to keep do~~nt sone part of tp2t nature, to 
descend to the lowest charQcters; to become 
anythi ng, in fact, but the vicious. 127 

Shakespeare ' s dramatic virt~e consists in 

suppressing his i ndivi dual personality and becoming 

the characters he creates, changing his m~ nature for 

this purpose, like Proteus. As I have already sho\~, 

Coleridge opposes this kind of characterisation to that 

in which the draJatist creates characters who are mere-

ly copies of himself. But in poetry there is no need 

for the creator to change his own character, since he is 

not creating a "semblance of reality." The "egotistical 

------~----------.--.-----------------

1251~oakes. p . 67 . 

1260n t his point see Parbara TIardy, "Keats, 
Coleridge and IIcgo..tive Capability, Iiotes q.nd C:ucries, 
CXCVII , 299 - 301 . 
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sublime" may be a virtue in poetry, though it is out 

of place in drama, and Coleridge praises Vilton for 

this very quality. Thus he clai:Js that Shakespeare 

and :alton occupy "the two glory-snit ten SUllltlits of 

the poetic mountain," and that 

~~ile the former ~hakespear~ darts himself 
forth,. and passes into all forms of human 
character and passion, the one Proteus of the 
fire and flood; the otner <tinton) attracts all 
forms and things to himself, into the unity of 
his own 1D3AL. All things and modes of action 
shape themselves anew in the being of rllLTOn ; 
while SIiAK?SPBARB becomes all thiYl..gs. yet :for 
ever remaining himself. 128 

The "Proteus" quality, in fact, is a fault in poetry, 

since it either disrupts the unifOrmity of style 

essential for a good poem, or leads to ventriloquism, 

a fault in any liter~J f orm. ~hus Coleridge lists 

as one of rrordsvlorth' s poetic fauJ. ts 

an undue predilection for the dramatic form in 
certain poems, from which one or other of ~vo 
evils result • . Dither the thought and diction 
are different from that of the poet, and then 
there arises an incongruity of style; or they 
are the same and indistinguishable , and then it 
presents a species of ventriloquism. where two 
are represented as talking, while in truth one 
man only speaks, 129 . 

and he says that he dislikes "dialogues in versen 

12R- ~ -I -b.l! . ,l , 
129 · M·,1I, 
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because 

I cannot but think that a great philosophical 
poet ought always to teach the reader himself 
as from himself. A poem does not admit argu­
mentation, though it does admit development 
of thought . 130 

Here is another difference between drama and poetry, 

then: drama. develops its thought or theme by means 

of con:flict or .targunent ation" between characters, 
V\'V\'c! 

(thus again creating a ~ioue illusion of reality) 

wh~reas poetry derives its development of thought 

from the logical processes of the poet t s own mind 

set down in wri'ting. 

Although he uaint ains that drama presents a 

semblance of reality. hor/ever, Colel'idge is careful 

to point out t hat t his semblance does not gecoive us-­

it is an illusion not a delusion. Coleridge both 

denies that we believe the events of a play to be 

real while we are watching it, and denies that we are 

fully aware that the events of the play are not real. 

His point of view on this question and his disUl:ction 

between illusion and delUSion can be seen in t he 1'01-

lowing passage on our state of Dind in watching a play: 

I find two extremes in critical decision: the 
French, which evidently presupposes that a perfect 
delusion is to be aiLled at-- an opinion V/hich now 
needs no fresh con:futationj the OPPOSite, supported 
by Dr. Jol:'.nson. supposes the auditors throughout 
as in the full and positive reflective knowledge of 

------------------------,-------,-------------~----~-----
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the contrarJ. In evincir,g 'One inpossibility of 
delusion, he makes no sufficient allowance for 
an in·~ermediate state. which we distinguish by 
the term illusion. 

In what this consists I cannot better explain 
than by referring you to the highest degree of it; 
nanely, dreaming. It is la.x.ly said that during 
sleep we take our dreams for realities, but this 
is irreconoilable with the nature of sleep, which 
consists in a suspension of the voluntarJ , and, 
therefore, of the comparative power. The fact is 
t hat we pass no judgement either \vay: we simply 
do not judge them to be unreal, in consequence of 
which the images act on our own minds, as far as 
they act a·t all, by theil' om'l force as images. 131 

In watching a play, Coleridge clains, vie ourselves aid 

the illusion by voluntarily suspendi ng the compara·~ive 

power: nweClloose to be deceived . " It is on these 

grounds that Coleridge argues that the strict obser-

vance of the unities of time and place in drama is un-

necessary. Drana, he clai!!ls , should be addressed 

rather to the imaglnation than to the senses, since i t 

i s by means of our imagination that we aid the drana-tic 

illusion by willingly suspending our disbelief, and 

t he imagination has control of both time and space. 132 

Vi olation of the unities of time and place, therefore, 

will not hamper our suspension of ,the comparing power. 

To suppose tho unities of tine and place necessary, 

Coleridge says, is 

to 8UPl)OSe as evident a falsehood as that the drama 
~presGes with pleasure olily as it i s supposed to 
be reality. Tho truth is, it is never believed t o 
be real. In a farce \vritten to ridicule ancient 

-_.'_ ._._---
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plays the chorus is repre:3ented as larilenting for 
some crime which a man who had just escaped had 
COLlr:litted, when one of the characters COI'les in 
and exclaims, "Why don't you run for a constable; 
why do [jowremain there doing nothing?" The 
height of delusion, the utmost point to which it 
cail arrive, is that we do not think about its 
being real or false, but are affected only by the 
vividness of the impression, indepenuent of the 
thought of reality. 133 

Certain kinds of improbabilities do prevent 

us from suspending our comparative power, but these 

are incidents of far more import and weight than mere 

matters of time and space (which are really the con­

cern of the senses), incidents which strike our rea­

son as being untrue to natllre. Coleridge claims that 

Whatever tends to prevent the mind from placing 
i t[SelY or from gradually being placed in this 
state in which images have a negative reality 
mus·c be a defect , and consequently anything that 
must force itself on the auditors ' mind as im­
probable, not becaune it is improbable (for that 
the whole play is foreknown to be) but because 
it cannot but apnear as such.134 

The extent and anount of improbal)ilHy the dram.atist 

call risk in his play depends on the various stages of 

its deve10pment and of our surrendering of judgment. 

Because we are only gradually induced to sUspend the 

comparative power "by the art of the poet and the 
1-" actors," )~ a strong ~probability i n the first scene 

may so sturt1e the judgment as to prevent our accepting 

-_._--------------_._-------
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the illusi on at all. Thus "roap-y tloiugs would be 

intolerable in the firs·t sce'ae of a play that would 

not at all i nterrupt our enj oyrllent in the height of 

interest. ,,136 This i s especially true if "t he in­

terest and plot" depend137 on this initial improba­

bility. On t he other hand "many obvious irlpl'obabi-

1i ties will be endured as belongilJg to the groundwork 

of the story rather than to the dr'.lLla in the first 

Beenes, \/hieh vlould disturb or disentrance us from all 

illusion in the acme of our exei temen·~.,,138 Shake-

speare can afford th0 imp:rooo.bly division of t he 

reaJ.m and banisooellt of Cordelia in the fi:rDt act of 

Kin€; Lear, for instance, because t :ley are mel'ely the 

incidents which set in [lotion the trRgio events of the 

P1ay.139 

To t he unities of time and place Coleridee 

opposes "homogeneity, proportionateness , and totality 

of interest,,, 140 whi ch he more often terms "Unity of 

interest ." Unfortunately Colerid:S'e does net explain 

exactly what he means by this tOrB, and he uses it 

ve'l'Y seldom. But fro~ t he fact::: that he ap:;lies it 

only to drana and that he states that works ?uth unity 

----------_._-------------
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of interest are the product of genius and can only be 

effected by a "single energy modified §JL intra.. in each 

component partn141 it is clear that unity of interest 

is organic unity as it manifests itself in drama. By 

stating that he prefers this term to "unity of ac­

tion,n 142 Coleridge implies that the two terms are 

roughly equivalent, but he prefers to approach the 

question of hoi'! an action is presented in a unified 

way from the point of view of the effect the play bas 

on the audience, the interest they feel in t he whole. 

In the words "homogeneity, proportionateness and 

totality" of interest Coleridge explains wherein unity 

of interest consists. It w01.:tl.d seem just to assume 

that a play which bas unity of interest is one in which 

the interest we feel in each part is in proportion to 

t he interest we feel in the whole (proportionateness 

and totality of interest), and in which the nature of 

the interest we feel in one part is consistent with 

tl1at which we feel in all the others (homogeneity of 

interest). 

To anticipate the argument of the r est of this 

section, I suggest tbat homogeneity of interest refers 

to the consistency of mood induced in an audience by 

the overall atmosphere of a play, and that, for Coleridge, 

--------------------------
141" C I 4 .2.!--" • 

142See _rl.c. , I, 4' co C II 87-- , .2.!.... . , , J. 

82 



this amOSIJhere spring.s £rom the chain of images which 

runs through a play and constitutes a theme . It is 

probable that Coleridge uses t he term unity of i n­

terest so seldom because it is difficult to test the 

amount of interest we feel in each scene and to assess 

whether this is i n proportion with our interest in the 

whole--literary criticism, being an art, tends t o be 

ineffective in dealing with calculations as essentially 

mathematical as t his. But we can test \vhether our 

response, our emotional reaction, to one scene is in 

harmony with our responses t o the other s cenes, and 

furthermore, by examining the play in detail we can 

show why t he play arouses consisten·t or inconsistent 

responses in us. This is what Coleridge is doing in 

the following passage: 

A unity of feeling pervades t he whole of his 
4ihakespeare t iI> plays . In Romeo and Juliet all 
is youth and spring--it is youth with its follies, 
its virtues, its precipitancies; it is spring 
with its odours, flowers, and transiency:--the 
same feeling com:nences, goes through, and ends 
the play. The old men, the Capule~s and llon­
tagues, are not common old men; they have an 
eagerness, a hastiness , a precipitancy--the effect 
of spring. ,1ith Romeo his precipitate change of 
passion, his hasty marri age , and his rash death, 
are all the effects of youth. lith Juliet love 
has all that is tender and melancholy in the 
nightingale, all that is voluptuous i n t he rose. 
with whatever is sweet in t he f reshnesc of spring; 
but it ends with a long deep Si@l, like t he breeze 
of the evenine. 143 

Here Coleridge examines the feelings that Romeo and 

143c. r: II 279 0. \1 _" • 
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Juliet evokes in us, shov;s briefly what elements in 

the play have evoked these feelings , exp1aiI),S the 

images (of youth and spring) vlhich run through the play 

and help to unite it ancl \711ich constitute its atmos ... 

phere, and he further explains the pertinence of the 

images wit~~n the play's total structure. And Cole­

ridge does I!lUch the same thing in cOllL.'"lenting on 

Richard II: 

The plays of Shakespeare, an before observed of 
Romeo and Juliet, were characteristic throughout: 
- whereas ~ was all youth and spring, this 
was womanish weakness; the characters were of 
extreme old age. or partook of the nature of age 
and imbecility.144 

Here Coleridge is deeply concerned with the homo­

geneity of the plays he discusses, and it seems as if 

homogeneity of interest reappears under the guise of 

"unity of feeling" and "unity of character." In such 

passages Coleridge comes remarkably close to a concept 

of "image cluster." and indeed he seems to have con­

sidered the "chain of i!nages" as a particular feature 

of drama, t rms he comoents that the "series and never 

broken chain of i~ery,always vivid and, because un­

broken, often minute, ,, 145 in Venus and l.donis, is a 

sign of Shakespeare 's dramatic genius manifesting 

itself in his poetry. 

144 ,~ C II 279 
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Coleridge has a concept of drama, therefore, 

although he does not spend as much tLT.e as we would 

wish i n his criticism on discussing action. In his 

comments on the particular form that imagery and other 

poetic elements take in drama, moreover, he made a 

rich and valuable contribution to criticism. 
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CHAPTER II 

COLERlOO:" a YliD?J'l.L A?PROACII IJ.'C LI'1::JHATlJilli 

.i\. critic ' s all]!rOach to any work is always deter­

mined by his idea of the aims of criticism, even if this 

idea is unconscious or indistinctly formulated. And 

unless we can gain some understanding of the critic ' s 

aims, of what he is trying to prove about the work or 

works under s"b.ldy, his method will be i ncomprehensible 

to us . ~ost modern criticism, for ex~~ple, aL~ pri­

marily at an objective, almost scientific description 

and analysis of the literary work stressing the way in 

Wl1ich the whole achieves its effect and leaving the 

reader to derive unassisted what moral or ethical value 

he may. To the modern student of literature, used to 

such critical aims, Coleridge t s literary criticism may 

seem somewhat eccentric, because, for Coleridge , the 

ultimate criterion of liter~J excellence was a moral 

one, and his demonstration of the unity of the work a.nd 

the relationship-of part and whole is subsuned i nto his 

discussion of the way in which t he moral idea which is 

the germ of the work permeates t he whole . His critical 

method , t herefore , was directed towards t he end of a..vtOW­

i ng the o.oral value of t he work he was discuss ing. Thus 
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CoJ.erid~e is r eported as saying at t he end of his fifth 

l ecture of 1811 that "above aJ..J.!I lte had nt8kon the great 

names of 1"i1ton and Shakes:ve&re r~,i:her for the purpose 

of illust:L'Utiug gl.'eat principles than for e:ny r:linute 

examination of t heir works . " 1 lmd i n his prospectus to 

the 1818 lectures Coleridge states 

Under a strong persuasion that little of real ve~ue 
is derived by persons i n general Irom a wide and 
various readinG; but still more deeply convinced as 
to the a ctual ~sGhiQ~of unconnected and promis­
cuous reading. and that it is sure, in a greater or 
less degree,. to enervate even where it does not 
likewi se inflate; I hope to satisfy many an i ngenu­
ous mind . ser iously inte~ested in its orm develop­
ment o.nd cultivation, how moderate a number of 
vollUlles, if or.J,jI" t hey be judiciously chosen, will 
su:rfice for t he attain.:.1ent of every wise and 
desi~able purpose. 2 

One of' t he pUl"poses of Coleridge · s dramatic criticism, 

t .len, is to ass ess and illustra.te the moral worth of 

the pJ.ays he discus3es . 

But Coleridge t ::; concept of morali"l;y is nei ther 

rigid nor simple , and it must be examined and understood 

before \7e can sec hew it in:fluences his litera...7 criti­

cism. Particul arly important is the distinction (so 

far almos"1; entirely unnoticed by scholars and critics of 

Coleridge) iu his phi '1 osophy bot\Jeen mOI"d.li ty and pru­

dence. Morality is concerned with ]?x'inciples, prudence 

wi t h maxirw. Prinoiples and maxims need not conflid 

-----~--- ~--,-- .. -.-,-..... -..--... ---.. --.-

1" C II YJ · . ; " 
2" C TI ~. ,- , 

110. 
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with each other, indeed Coleridge points out that most 

of our maximS have been produced by those men who had 

the most thorough understanding of principles , but 

maxims are of less value as guides to our conduct t han 

are principles: 

from persons, who had previously strengthened 
their intellects and feelings by the contemplation 
of PRI~WIPLES-Principlcs, the actions correspon­
dent to which involve one half of their consequences, 
by their ennobling influence on the agent t s OVlU 
soul, and have omnipotence, as the pledge for the 
remainder--we have derived the surest and most 
general ma.:x:ims of prudence. Of hi gh w.lue are they 
all. Yet there is one among them worth all the 
rest, which in the fullest and primary sense of the 
word is, l:u.deed, the }.!axim. (i . e. the L!aximum) of 
human Prudence; and of which History itself in all 
that makes it most worth st~dying, is one continued 
cOlll!!lent and exeopli£ication. It is this: that there 
is a Wisdom higher than Prudence, to '.'111ich Prudence 
stands in the same relation as the UBson and Car­
penter to the genial and scientific Architect: and 
from the habits of thinking and feeling:. that in 
this Wisdom had their first formation, our Nelsons 
and l1ellingtons inherit t hat glorious hardihood. 
which completes the undertaking, ere the contemp­
tuous calculator (who has left nothing omitted in 
his scheme of probabilities, except the night or 
the human mind) has finished his pretended proof of 
its ~~po8sibility . 3 

As will become apparent in the course of this chapter, 

Coleridge uses the terms prinCiple and maxim in both an 

intellectual and a noroJ. sense . and h~ does not n1r~ys 

distinguish clearly between the two senses. Lu'c this 

i s uot a sign of confused thinking, rather it teoti£ies 

to his refusal to M!!lit a divorce between intellectual 

-----------_._-.,----_ .• __ . __ ._-_._-
3Friend, I, 11 8. 
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and l:ioral matters , for aocordir.tg to ColGridgo , "in the 

moral. "beine lios the source of the intellectual. ,,4 

Considered in both intellectual and moral sense, uax-

ims are conclusions based on experience, whereas 

principles are seU-ovident and exist i ndependently of 

experience. Thus Colel'idge explains that 

A liaxim is e conclusion upon observation of Batters 
of fact, and i s merely retrospective: an Idea, or, 
if you like, a PrinCiple, carries Imowledge rli thin 
itself , and is prospective. 1'olo11iu8 is a man of 
IilaXims. -:ll1ilst he is descanting on matters of past 
experience, ao in that excellent s'Peech to Laertes 
before he sets out on his tT'd.vels·, -he is ad.-:lirable; 
rnlt when he Qomes to advise or project, he is a 
mel'e dotanl . ~ 

And else"here he maint ains that 

The English public is not yet ripe to conprehend 
the eS3ential difference betrleen the reason and 
the understanding--between a principle and a 
w~im--an eternal truth and a Qere conclusion 
gene:t'aJ.ized from a great nmnber of facts . A man, 
having seen a million moss roses all red, con­
cludes from his ovm eX:;;Jerience and that of others 
that all moos roses are red . That is a maxim 
wi th l'>.im.-the greatest amount of his ~lOwledge 
upon tha subject. But it is only true until some 
ga.rdener has produced a \'Ihite moss rO::le, - -after 
which the maxim is good for nothing. • • • 
Uow cOL:lpo.re this in its highest degree wit:l t:10 
assurance which you have tho.t the two sides of 
any triangle are together greater than the t~:ird . 
This, demonstrated of one triangle, is seen to 
be eternally trv_e of all i :_laGinable triangle". 

------- ----_._. __ ._------ ----,. _ .. _-
~rieno_ , I , 115 . 

5"'rable '';:'a.lk , II June 24, 1827, i n ~l!le r;:'o.ble Tall!; 
a.nd Omniana of ~~lli:..~l ~Jm:J...Q].:_Q_ylcri<l~, ed. r: . ':~Dlle 
(IJondon: George bell and Sons, 1884) , p. 47 . ~iereafter 
rtf erred to as 'l\~bk. TqJ.L .. B1-:c1. Omlliana.. 
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This is a truth perceived at once by the intuitive 
reason, independently of experience . It is and 
ever must be so , multiply and yary the shapes and 
sizes of triangles as you may. 6 

lIa.xims, then, come within the sphere of the 

Understanding--that process of empirical logic based 

on experience , and therefore fallible , whereas princi­

ples depend on the Reason--that process of intuitive 

discovery by which we apprehend eternaJ. tnlths. Cole­

ridge makes this comlection clearer in a passage in 

The Friend ( 1818) in which he claims that 

Every r~n must feel, that though he may not be 
exerting different faCLllties, he is exerting his 
faculti es i n a di fferent way, wheu i n one instance 
he begins with some one self-evident truth, (that 
t he radii of a Ci rcle, f or instance, are all equal,) 
and i n consequence of this being true sees at once, 
without any actual experience, that SODe other thing 
must be true likewise, and that, this being true, 
some t hird thing must be equally true, and so on 
till he comes, rre \vlll say,.to the properties of the 
l ever, considered as the spoke of a circle; which is 
capable of having all its marvellous pOVlers demon­
strated even to a savage who had never seen a lever, 
and without SUP} 0 sing any other previous knowledge 
i n his mind, but this one , tha'l; there is a conceiV­
able figure, all possible lines from the ~ddle to 
the circumference of which are of the same length: 
or when, in the second instance, he brings together 
t he facts of experience , each of which has i'l;s O\vn 
separate value, neither encreased nor dL~nished by 
the truth of any other fact wIdch may have preceded 
it; and making these several facts bear upon some 
particular project, and finding some in favour of 
i'l;, and some acrainst it, determines for or a.~ainst 
t he project , according as one or t he other class of 
facts preponderate: as, for instance, whether it 
would be better to plant a particular spot of groutld 
with l :lrch, or with Hcotch fir, or with oak in pref­
erence to either. Surely every man will acknowledge, 

6"Table Talk," 
and_, 0umiana, ~)p . 136 -

----------
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that his ,·.und wa:::; very differently eJ:lployed i n the 
first case from vnlat it was in the second; and all 
men have ag~eed to call the results of the first 
class the truths of ~.&~, such as not only are 
true, but which it is i mpossible to conceive other­
wise: while the results of the second class are 
called facts, or t hi ngs of exne~l.&~: and as to 
these l atter we must often content ourselves with 
·the greater .J1:t:Q.l1.~bili t.Y.. t hat they are so, or so, 
rather than othe~'dse--nay, even when we have no 
doubt t hat they are so in the particul ar case , we 
never presume to as,jert t hat they must continue so 
always, and under all circumstnnces. On the contrury, 
our conclusions depend altogether on cO'ltingent 
.Q.:i,.rcu..mstgl1ces. !Tow when the t'l..ind is employed, as in 
the case first~mentioned. I call i t Reasoni nE, or 
the use of the pure Reason; but. in the second case, 
the Underst~nding or Prudenq£.7 

Prudenc<Zl is entirely concerned wi tll the self. 

not only are the J:laxiID.s of prudence based on personal. 

experience, 1}ut prudence l!Ie>tivates men to act out of 

. self-interest. Principles, however, existing, as they do, 
QfJ 

ind011en~tly of experience, contain t heir ovn motivating 

truths which they inspire men to uphold without regard 

for personal safety or self- advancement . Coleridge "s 

ideas on prudence and principles are illustr:lted in ms 

discussion of the El i zabethan era as compared to the 

Stuart and Republican age . He sees the Elizabethans as 

being motivatCld prLtarily by prudence, the Republicans 

by principles, and it is obvious that from a moral point 

of view he prefers the latter: 

It was alr" ost miraculous to cO!1lpare t he state of 
mind in the reigns of :elizabeth and James with the 
reigns of Charles the 1st and 2nd, when republican­
ism VlUS so prevalent. In the former period there 

7prienq, I , 158 - 159. 

91 



ViaS an amazing development of power, but all connec­
ted with prudential purposes: an attempt to recon­
cile the moral feeling with a ful l exerci6~ of the 
mind ~~d the gaining of certain ends. In that age 
l.ived Bacon and Burleigh, and Sir {alter Raleigh, 
and a galaxy of great men of which they formed a 
part . Col.eridge lamented that they should have 
degraded iheir mighty powers to such base ends, and 
dissol-veLd. , their pearls in such a worthless acid, 
to. be drunken as it were to an hnrlot . -.Jhat was 
the favour of a Queen or a Court to such a man as 
Lord Bacon but mere harlotry? 

Compare this age to that of t he republicans: 
it was an awful age indeed, and most lllpOrtant as 
compared with our own ; when I.n.gJ.and overflowed from 
the fullness of ~and principle, from t he greatness 
which men felt in t hemselves, abstracted from t he 
prudence with which they ought to have considered 
whether they were adapted to cankind at large . 8 

Although Coleridge sometimes equates the Under­

standing and prudence , he usually uses -the term "Under­

standing" to denote the conclusions our experience leads 

us to mnke, while !:Ie reserves the term "prudence" for 

the motivating force which leads us to act on the con­

clusions of the understanding in our O\'IU best material 

interest . Lut, as we have seen, the understanding, 

being based on personal. experience alone, can show us 

probabilities but not certain truths . Similarly pru­

dence. which both l eads us to act on the conclusiOns 

derived from personal experience by the Underst~nding 

snd refers us back to ourselve:l by inducing us to act 

in our OVItl self-interest, can be misguided . 7e might 

be "Jrong both about the means by which we can best 

further our own interests and about what our own 

8FOakes, pp. 66 - 67 . 
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interests really are . Just as the Understanding cannot 

l ead us to truth so prudence can neVer l ead us to mora­

l ity, for (as I have shown) truth exists independently 

of hw~n experience and outside of the sel f , or our 

concern with our oY'm materi~.l interests, and morality 

i s t he highest peak of truth. Thus Coleridge claims 

that "that grunrl prerogative of our nature, A HU]G!.U;;G 

iGID TEIR3TIr.G AFT;'-.R TllT)"TH, n is "the appropriate end of 

our intelligential, and its point of union with. our 

moral nature. n9 The moral sense , then, is also concern­

ed, with truth, "but it is truth of a higher order, and 

i t comes into operation as an organ of trJth after the 

intellect has reached the limits of its capacity. The 

important point to notice is that there need be no 

conflict "'.;et ueen the intellect and the morul sense, for 

both hav_ tr.lth for their object. Purthernore the floral 

sense depends on the intellect to the extent that we can 

discover moral truth only after \7e havo discovered 

intellectual truth. 

Coleridge ' s ideas on t he relationship between 

intellectual and moral truth can be seen in his di scus­

sion of the Reason and Unders"l;anding. The Understanding, 

as I have already shown, is that faculty by which we 

deduce oertain conclusions from the facts of experience . 

It is empirical logic, and, since it is based only on 

- ----"-----------------
9T.'rlend, I, 495 . 
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experience , is fallible. Coleridge maintai ns that the 

higher animals posness a measure of Understanding, 10 

and that it is Reason--a much higher quality- alone that 

distinguishes us from the animal world. The Reason i s 

at once the means by which we perceive the spiritual 

and t he spiritual or divine as it manifests itself in us. 

Thus Coleridge says that 

I should have no objection to define Reason • • • as 
an organ bearing the same relation to spiritual 
objects~ the Universal , the Eternal, and the Neces­
sary, as the eye bears to material and contingent 
phaenomena. But then it. must be added, tha-I; it is 
an organ ident ical with its appropriate objects. 
'i'hus. God, the Soul, eternal Truth &c. are the objects 
of Reason; but t hey are themsel ves reason. lie name 
God the Supreme Reason. 11 

Reason is t~e me~ns by which we transcend the self and 

the material world to discover eternal truths. He there­

fore de.Jcribes it as 

the organ of the Super-sensuous; even as the Under­
stnnding wherever it does not possess or use the 
Hea.son, as tlnother and inward eye, may be defined 
the conception of the Sensuous, or the faculty by 
which we generalize and arrange the phaenomena of 
perception: that fnqulty, the functions of which 
contain the rules and constHute the possibility of 
outwalU Experien.ce. In short, the Understanding 
supposes something that is ~derstood. This may be 
merely its mvn acts or forms, that 2S , formal 
Logic; but real objects , the materials of substan­
tial knowledge, must be furnished , we might safely 
say reyegled, t o it by Organs of Sense . The under­
standing of the higher Lrutes Me only organs of 
outward sense, and consequently material objects 
only; but man t s understand inc has likewise an organ 

------------,--------~.---

1Orriend, I, 154 - 155. 

11Friend, I , 155 - 156 . 

94 



of inward sense, and therei'02'0 t he power of' 
acquairlting itself' with i nvisible realities or 
spirit"<.1al objects. This org-a.n is his Reason. 12 

In this sense Reason itself is int"uitive, in that it 

perceives the spiritual ~~ediately. But Reason can 

manifest itself' onl y in the Understanding, and is there-

fore dependent on it : 

Rer.Don cannot exi st without UnderntL-nding; nor 
does it or can it manifeot itself' but i n and 
through the underntunding, which i n our elder 
writers is often called discourse, or the dis­
cursive f aculty, as by Hooker, Lord Bacon. and 
Hobbes: and an ~aderstanding enlightened by 
reas on Sha1,::espear gives as the contra-distingaishing F 
character of man, under the name discourse of reaoon. ;; 

Coleridge therefore distinguishes another sense of' the 

term ftReason,ft and this is Reason as it manifests it­

self' in the Understanding, or the Understundil'lg enligh­

tened by Reason: 

there is another use of the word , "ieason, arising 
out of the former i ndeed, but less definite , and 
more exposed to misconception. In this latter use 
it lneans the understanding considered as using the 
Reason, so far as by the organ of Reason only we 
possess the ideas or the Necessary and the Universal; 
and t his is the more com)!lon use of the word, when 
it is appli ed with any attempt at clear and distinct 
conceptions. In this narrower and derivdtive sense 
the best definition of Reason, which I can give, 
will be found in the third member of the following 
sentence, in which the understanding is descri'OOd 
in its three-fold operation, and from each receives 
an appropriate naIoe. The Sense. (vis sensitiva vel 
intuitiva) pe:r:ceives: Vis regulatrix (the under­
standing, in its own peculiar operation) QQnceives: 
Vis rationalis (the Reason or r ationalized under­
standing) .Q.omprel~g.~ . The first is imlxl'essed 

-----_.-----------_. __ .. _----------.-
12priend, I, 156. 

13~'iend, I, 156. The Shakespearean reference 
is to ~~ l.ii.150. 
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through the orga.ns of sense ; t he second combines 
these multi:Earious impressions into individual 
:Notions, and by reducing these notions to Rules . 
according to the analogy of all its former notices, 
constitutes Experien£!:!: the third subordinates both 
these notions and the rules of Experience to !~SO­
LUTE PRINCIPI,ES or necessary Lii.WS : and thus con­
cerning obj ects, which our experience has proved to 
have real existence, it demonstrates moreover, in 
what way they are possible", and in doing this 
constitutes .§cience . Reason therefore, in this 
secondary sense , and used not as a spiritual Organ 
but as a Faculty (namely. the Understanding or 
Soul enlightened by that organ)--Reason, I say, or 
the scientific Faculty, i s the Intellection of the 
p'ossibility or essential properties of things by 
means of the Laws t hat constitute them. Thus the 
rational idea of a Circle is that of a figure 
constituted by t he circumvolution of a straight 
line with its one end fixed . 14 

Just as the Reason cannot exist without the Understand­

ing, therefore., the Undorstr:nding can prove nothing 

certain or really 1uportant ~thout the help of the 

Reason. Coleridge calls Reason as it mani fests itself 

i n the Understundi ng, Science, or "pure Reason.,. 15 

Pure reason conveys a "riGht notion" whereas reason in 

its moral sense, "the cons cience, or effective reason, 

comrmnds the design of conveying an adequate notion." 16 

The right notion ia the certainty derived both from 

experience (the Understcmding) and £rom the principles 

of Reason; t he notion conveyed in the instruction "do so 

and ao , and the sum ~ always prove true." 17 ~he 

---_._-----------------_ .. __ ...... __ .... _ "._--
1 ~riend , I , 157 - 158. 

15Friend, I , 159. 

1GFriend, I, 43. 

17Fri~. .,. 
.I., 43 • 
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adequate notion eilbraces the higher tT'..tths of moraJ.i ty 

as nell . The same Reason that manifests itself in our 

Understanding when applied to the moti ves of our con-­

duct, becomes the conscionce, another term for which, 

as I have indicated a.bove , is the "effective Reason:" 

This reason applied to the motives of our conduct, 
and combi ned with the sense of our moral. responsi­
bility, is the conditional cause of Conscience , 
which is a spiritual sense or testifying state of 
-1;he coincidence or discordance of the FREE /ILL 
with the lU.:ASOlT. En t as the Reasoning consists 
wholly in a r.u:m · s power of seeing, whether any two 
i deas, which happen to be in his mind, are , or are 
not in contradiction with each other, it follows 
of necess ity, not only that all men have reason, 
but that every mn has it in the same degree . For 
:R.easoning (or Reason, in this i t3 §...~olldfl:!:Y sense) 
does not consist in the Ideas, or in their clear­
ness, but sioply, when they,g,r,.&. in the mind, in " 
seeine whether they contradict each other or no. 1v 

ColeridGe makes it cleor that our conscienoe should be 

001' main guide in life, that aJ.l our powers should be 

ordered in suoh a vmy that we peroeive and aot on both 

intelleotual and moral truth: 

Por it is in t he primacy of the moral being oP~y 
that man is truly human; in his intellectual pow­
ers he is certainly approached by the brutes, and, 
man' s whole system duly oonsidered, those powers 
cannot be considered other than means to an end,. 
that is, · to moraJ.ity. 19 

The conscience leads us to act on prinoiples, on certai n 

truths. Prudence is no substitute for the conscience as 

a guide to behaviour, bec8UDe if we are motivated by 

pr-.2clence alone, \']e will be oonstantly saorificing princi-

~--.. --------------------.----
18prien4, I, 159 . 

19" C I 134 1.) __ -" • 
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pIes to our o\vn material interests, constantly atteopt­

ing, like the courtiers of r:lizabeth I, to "reconcile 

tIle moral feeling with a full exercise of the mincl and 

the gaining of certain ends. n20 

Coleridge ' o opin;ons on morality are illustrated 

in his rema rks on education. His concept of education 

is a broad one, and he is primarily concerned with the 

cultivation of the soul (or moral nature) of the pupils. 

lIe particularly stresses the importance of encouraging 

affection and in'l;ellectual accur-acy in the children. 

Thus Crabb Robinson, reporting one of Coleridge"'s 1808 

lectures on education in a letter to fJrs . Clarkson, 

isolated three cardinal rules of education formulated 

in the lecture: "These are 1. to \'lork by love and so 

generate love: 2. to habituate the mind to intellectual 

accuracy or truth: 3. to exci te power. ,,21 The first 

two factors mentioned are. for Coleridge, the basis of 

the development of the moral power. The first factor 

arouses in the pupil a love and sympathy for huoanity, 

an altruism which is one of the ends of a moral sense . 

This leads to natural dignity. a respect for one's own 

nature, wl1ich~. when genera~ised and applied to others, 

as happens naturally, leads to a reverence for the 

-----------.--.- --_._-- ---~---------

20 Foalces, p.C6. 

21JhQ. , II, 11 . 
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nature of man as a whole : 

I tru,st that my he3I't i s not t he ~lOrse, or t he 
loss inClined to feel sympathy for all men, 
because I first learnt the powers of my nature, 
and to reverence that nature-- for who can feel 
and reverence the nature of man and not feel 
deeply for the affliotions of others possessing 
l ike powers and like nature. 22 

The second i'actor-- nintellectual accuracy"--is the 

basis of moral truth, for morality is not merely a nat­

ter of behaviour, but a way of life based on knowledge 

of the truth culled from life and the universe by 

earnost tho~~t and meditation. A man cun never achieve 

moral goodness if his logic is vague or inaccurate. 

Thus in his lecture on education mentioned above, Cole­

ridge 

advised the beginning with en:forcing great accuracy 
of a.soertion in young children. The parent, he 
observed, who should hear his chi ld call a round 
leaf, "long," would do well to fetch it instantly. 
Thus tutored to render \rords conformabl e with ideas, 
t he child would. have the ha1)it of truth without 
havi ng any notion or thought of .!!lQ.raJ.. truth. "Yle 
shoulct ngt early begin with i l!lIJressin..":: ideas of 
virtue [ 0±7 goodness which the child could not 
cOr.lprehend." 23 

The ioplication i s that, given a sound intellec~~ 

t ruining and the ability to discover intellectual 

truth, the moral sense and the love of moral veracity 

vlill cone naturally. And in f act Coleridge shows thi s 

process in the reverse in a lecture on education in the 

1813 - 1814 series. Here he stutes thnt there is a 

II , 110. 

II, 12. 
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connection between "intellectual accuracy" and "moral 

veracity": 

for t his end boys should not be accustomed to utter 
WOrdE which they did not understand. Having first 
used words of no meaning, they soon use those of' 
half meaning, t hen t hose of vicious meaning. 24 

Similarly, in BiographiaLite~~, again discussing 

"the close connection between veracity and habits of' 

mental. accuracy" . he claims that 

the cultivation of the judgement is a positive 
command of t he moral law, since the reason can 
give the nrincjple al.one. and the conscience bears 
Witness only to the motive , while the application 
and effects must depend on the judgement . 25 

Coleridge' s whole statement of t he i mportance of emo­

tion and intellect in t he moral. education is summed up 

succinctly in the s entence, 
Stimulate t he heart to lovo, and the mi nd to be 
early accura.te , and al.l other Virtues Will rise 
of th~ir own accord and al.l vices will be thrown 
out . 2b 

The t hird cardinal rule of education--"to excite power" 

--refers to t he power of one's own nature , to intel-

l ectual and moral. strength. What Coleridge appears to 

be sa.ying is t hat only by fully developing t he powers 

of our nature- both intellectual and emotional-can we 

achieve a true 1110ral sense and the goodness which t his 

faculty has for its obj ect . 

.. _- - ---- -----~-

24 g ., II , 296 . 

25n•L., II, 11 6 - 11 7. 

26 .... C .2.!- . , II , 12. 
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To sum up, Coleridge maintains t hat morality is 

the peak of truth. This being so , the moral and intel­

l ectual natures of man can and should co-exist harmoni-

ously, for both have truth as their object. But they 

co-exist harmoniously only if the intellect serves the 

moral sense (or Reason in its highest capacity). If 

the intellect is made to s(',rve 'the self' (or our concern 

with our own material interests) it falsifies itself, 

since truth and morality exi st independently of human 

experience and can only be ~ttained by the transcending 

of experience . We should be is-uided, both morally and 

intellectually, primarily by princip1es, t herefore , 

r a"thar than by the maxims of prudence, which, springing 

from experience , only refer us baek to our own experi­

ence and to the self. 

2 -

IIaving considered Coleridge ' s concept of mora­

lity, it is now possible to examine his views on the 

moral function of literature . He maintains toot it is 

no cOincidence that "the divinest truths of religion 

sho::ld be r evee.J.ed to us i n the fo= of Poetry, ,, 27 for 

27 Foakes, p . 89. 
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He had often thOught that R.eligion ( speaking of it 
only as it accords '7ith Poetry, without reference to 
its Llore serious effects) is the Poetry of all man­
kind , so as both have for their object: 
1. To generalize our notiol1l'l; to prevent men from 
confining their attention solely or chiefly to their 
ovm narrow sphere of action, to their OVln ipAividu­
a l izing circulnst;.mces; but by placing them in aweful 
relations merges the individual man i n the whole , 
and makes it i9possible for anyone man to think of 
his future, or of his present lot in r eference to a 
f uture, without at the same time cO::Jprizing all his 
fell~l creatures. 
2 . ~'hat it <t;iC> throws the objects of deepest 
interest at a distance from us, and thoreby not 
only aids our imagination, but in a most imPortant 
way subserves the interest of our virtues, for that 
man is indeed a slave \7ho is a slave to his own 
senses~ and whose mind and imagination CaIDlot curry 
him beyond the narrow sphere which his hand can 
touch or even his eye can reach. 
3. The grandest point of resemblance: that both 
have for their object • • • the perfecting, the 
pointing mlt to us the indefinite irlprovement of 
our nature, and fixing our attention upon that. 
It bids us, while we are sitting i n the dark round 
our little fire , still look at the mountain tops 
s t ruggling vii th the darkness. and which announces 
that light which shall be common to us all, and in 
which all indj.vidual interests shall dissolve into 
one common interest, and every man find i n another 
more than a brother. 28 

This passage , with its assumption that the ultimate 

end of art i s to help us transcend the dross of the 

flesh and the mundanit y of matter by strengtheni ng t he 

spirit is reminiscent of the criticism of such neo­

platonists as Sir Philip Si dney. 

In another passage, Coleridge, like Sidney, 

CO"'J:lares the value of history unf<.:.vourably with that 

of poetry: 

Thucydides, it was true, had written the history 
of the Peolponnesian War, but what cared we for 

------------------_._------
2~Oakes, pp. 88 - 89. 
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the Pe2oponnesian ':tar? liut woe be to the States­
nan . • • who had not availed himself of the 
wisdom contained in the tale of Troy divine. 29 

For Coleridge the Peloponnesian War is a fact of 

history which no longer concerns us vitally. Its 

significance lies merely in the train of cause and 

effect which has affected the evolution of the modern 

world. Being rooted in time, facts have a merely 

temporal illl'portance. Literature , on the o'!;her hand, is 

concerned with elevatil1g the human mind above mere 

facts to the universal and etel~ principles behi!~ 

them. Thus in a somewhat confused passage shortly 

after that just quoted , Coleridge imagines croWds of 

souls enter~ag Heaven, saying, apparently to Ho~er or 

poets of his stature , "To t hee lowe the first develop­

ment of my imagination, to thee l owe the vii thdrawiug 

of my mind from the lovl and brutal part of my nat1ll'E: t o 

the lofty and perpetual.,,30 

Indeed Coleridge, af,'ain 2ike Sidney, considers 

that literature should not adhere too C10S0ly in its 

nature und general representation, to real life , the 

\1orld of extel"Ual reality, in wh.ich facts are grounded: 

In poetry • • • we take the purest parts < pre sum­
ab~y the essences of' thill::;O in nature> and combine 
them with our ovm nunds, wit h cur own hopes. \1ith 
OUl' own inward yearnings after perfection, a.nd, 

29POakes. p. E5. 

30Poakes, p. 66. 

------,----
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being frail and i'~perfect, we wish to have a 
shadow, a sort of prophetic existence present to 
UD , which tells us what we are not , but yet, 
bleu(ling i n us much that we are, promises great 
things of whet VIe may be . It is the trutb. (and 
poetry results from that i nstinct--the effort of 
perfecting ourselves) , the conceiving that which 
is imperfect to be perfect and blending the 
nobler mind with "ene meaner objoct.31 

Here the particular ki,ld of truth \,lhich literature 

embodies is seen, not so !!!Uch as consistil1g in a 

JoIlllsonian "just re:p:resent<,t ion of gener al nature" as 

bei ng a matter of ideal potential. By concentrating 

on moral and spiritual tr~th tho literary work en­

ab1es the reader to strive fo:!' spiritual perfection 

and to go some way towards fulfilling hi s own poten­

tial. ~he poet ' s object in creating illusion is not 

to seduce us from reality but to tranafer our atten­

t ion from the self and the external husk of things, to 

which rle give undue i~ortance, to the more important 

potential lNithin our own souls by making t his potenti al 

seem more vivid, more real to us . Thus, i n hi s own 

poetry, Coleridge atteopted 

to tr~"lsfe:r..J:r:QAl...9..ill: im-JarCl n:::tjl1:!? a humnn i nt erast 
and a sembl ance of truth sufficient to procure for 
thece shadowc of i magi nation t hat nil1ir..g suspen­
SiOi.1 of disbelief for t he monent, which cous"bitutes 
poetic f aith. 32 <PrJ italic~ 

And literature , he considers, should sink us i n a 

delightful drean of our i nner nuture rl11ich \VUS in 
truth more than a dre~'.Ill . It wus a vision of what 

------_ ..... - --- ---_._-------
31S r< 
-~. , II, 80 - 81-

32," 1 
~. , II , 6. 
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we might be llereafter--which wa.s the endeavour of 
the moral being to exert, and at the Sa.:Yle time "bo 
express itself in the il1finite .33 

Unlike Sidne;,", however, Coleridge is not l ed by 

his belief that li tel'ature has a moral end to demand 

that poetic justice be strictly observed in. literature, 

that t he good should be rewa:t'dad and t he 1)ad suffer. 

lunong the charges t hat Sidney had levelled at the study 

of history waG t hat 

t he historian, being cal'tived to the truth of a 
foolish world, is many times a "herror from "ell­
doinG, and an encouragemc::nt to unbridled wicked­
ness . For see we not valiant lliltiades rot in his 
fetters? The just Phocion and the acconplished 
Socrates put to death like trai"tors? The cruel 
Deverus live prosperously? The excellent Severus 
miserably Drtlrdered? Sylla and Darius dying in 
their beds? Pompey and Cicero slain then, when 
they would have thought exile a happiness? 34 

whereas poetry s1.01s us 

virtue exalted and vice punished.' • • • For, in-, 
deed, poetry ever setteth virtue so out in her 
best colours , making Fortune her well-waiting 
han~~id, that one must needs be enanoured of 
her.35 

As \le have seen, Coleridge considered that we should do 

Bood not out of a desire for any material reVlard (for 

tllis is prudence, not true goodness) but :for the sake 

----~-- .. ---,---~---.--.------,--

33<. C I~ 110 .2.!-- , .L, • 

348ir Philip Sidney, "f..n Apology for Poetry," 
in Dngl ish Qr;!.,:tical '£cxts, ed . D. J . Enright and Brnst 
de Chickera [London: Oxford University Press, 1962), 
p .1 9 . 

35"An Apology for I'oetI".{, " p .1 9. 
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of the ultima.te truth eabodied i n the principles of 

morality. Those vlriters who try to bribe us into 

being good by showing virtue prospering, t herefore, 

falsify the nat~re of mOrality by reducing it to mater-

ia1 terms. And this Vias the charge which Coleridge 

levelled against much of the children' s literature of 

his time : 

I inf'initely prefer the little books of "The Seven 
Champions of Christendom," "Jack the Giant Killer," 
etc •• etc.--f or at least they make the child for­
get himself--to your moral. tales where a good li·t­
tle boy comes in and says, !J~ ;m"18., I met a poor 
beggar ma:a and gave him the sixpence you gave me 
yesterday. Di d I do right? ,, __ Ito , yes, my dear; 
to be sure you did. " This is net Virtue, but 
vanity; such boo~s and such lessons do not teach 
goodness, but--if I might venture sueh a wo~u-­
goodyness.36 

"'Gio:Odyness" appeera to be that form of prudence in which 

the motive for doing good i s the selfish desire for a 

r espectable reputation. 

It is ·the distinotions between prudence and 

morality, goodness and goodynoss that enable Colez'idge 

to escape t he rigidity of the eighteenth con~J ( and 

6arlie1') moral view of literature. John DenniS, :for 

example, writing of .Q9!:i,Q:lanus. in 17 12 , had taken 

excepti on to this and other Dhakespeurean tragedies be-

cause he fel'~ that 

the ~~thor of a just Fable must please more t han 
the writer of an Eistorical Relation. The Good 
nust never f ail to prosper, and the Bad must be 

- - - .. _ ... _ -- -----.-- - --.-- _ .. , --- --.--.--------.. - --~.---~ ~ 

36.::; . c: ., II, 1). 
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always punish ' d: Otherwise the Incidents, and par­
ticularly the Cutastrophe which is the grand Inci­
dent , are liable to be imputed rather to Chance, 
than to Alnighty CO:lduct and to :lovel'eie,n JUDtice. 
The ,vant of tr~s impartial Distribution of Justice 
makes the Coriolanus of i3hal:espear to be without 
lloral, 37 _. 

and that 

indeed Shak!;lspem: has been wanting in the exact 
Distribution of Poetical Justice not only i n his 
Coriolanus, but in most of his best Tragedies. in 
which the Guilty and the Innocent perish promiscu­
ously. • • • The Good and t he Bad then perishing 
promiscuously in the best of Shakespear' ~ Tragedies, 
there can be either none or very weak Instruction 
in them: For such promiscuous Events call the 
Government of Providence into Question, and by 
Scepticks and Libertines are resolvt d i nto Chwlce . 38 

Similarly, Johnson, in the Preface to his edition of 

Shakespeare ' s pl ays ( 1765) had complained that Shake-

speare 

sacrifices virtue to convenience, and is so much 
more careful to please than to instruct , that he 
seems to vr.rite without any moral purpose . From his 
writings indeed a system of social duty may be 
selected, for he that thinks reasonably must think 
morally; but his precepts and axioms drop casually 
from him; he makes no just distribution of good or 
evil, nor is always careful to shew in the virt~ous 
a disapprobation of the vlickcd ; he carries his 
persons indifferently through right and wrong. and 
at the close dismisses t hem without further care 
and leaves their examples to operate by ci~ce. 39 

Since Coleridge believed that virtue is its own revlard 

--------------------------
37John Denni S, "On the Genius and Writings of 

Shakespear ," in ~ighteen~ century Esoays on S~~cesPQ~§ 
ed. D. Ilichol Smith (2nd ed. rev; Oxi'ord: Clarendon 
Press, 1963), p. 26 . 

33"On the Genius and \';ritings of Shakespeur, It 
p.26. 

39Samuel Johnson, "Preface," in lJi;"hteenth 
Centur{ Dssays on ShakeslL~~, p.11 4 . 
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and that men need no ulterior- motive to be good, he 

was able to accept a greater degree of unpleasant­

r ealism in the action of a play than most earlier 

English critics had been. -IIe does not obj ect, - for 

example, io the f act that as undoubtedly good a charac­

ter as Cordelia suffers at t he end of King Lear. The 

term "poetic justice" crops up veT'J seldom in his c1'i ti­

cism. and then not always in the sense of a system of 

just deserts. 40 And al thongh he complains that the 

"pardon and ,;w.rriage" of a character as evil (in ilis 

eyes) as Angelo, at the end of lleasure fer Ie~sur~ , 

"baffles the strong indignant claim of justice,"41 he 

is here referrine to t he justico administered by man and 

society r~Lther t han the justice meted out by fate. His 

objection is not that Shakespeare depicts a world in 

which evil prospers, but that he sets a bad example of 

justice in making hi s characters pardon a man whose 

crimes t hey are fully a'!tare of. 

Coleridge , then, does not demand that the liter­

ary work he made "moraJ." at the expense of the facts of 

life . The poet must be a good man, but his goodness 

consists not in giving us clear-cut advice on morality 

totally abstracted from the real world, 'but in exploring 

40Por a fuller discussion of Coleridgets use of 
the term Kpoetic justice;~ see Chapter VI, section 2 of 
this thesis. 

41S&. , I , 113. 
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moral ity and human nature by searching his own heart 

honestly: 

I quite agree with Strabo, as translated by Ben 
Jonson in his splendid dedication of' 'hhe Fox-- that 
t:le:r"e can be no great poct who is not a good man, 
though not , perhaps, a f!Jl.o.dy' man. His heart !!lUst 
be pure; he !!lUst have learned to look i nto his own 
heart , and sometimes to look n.:t it; for how can he 
who i s ignorant of his 0\'J!l heart krDY/ anything of, 
01.' be aule to move, the heart of anyone else? 42 

Poetic excellence therofore necesoarily i mpl i ec philo­

so:pl~icnl Pl'OfUlldi ty, and i ndeed Coleridge believed 

that "Uo man was ever a grea t poet without being a 

great philosoph0r.,,43 

li'or Coleridge the e,'reatest and the most moral 

of all poets was Shakespeure, because he explored hur:Jan 

nature most philosop:2ically and at the greatest depth. 

Coleridge constantl:? points out how Ilnlch Shakespeare 

"elevates and inotructs , .. 44 and ho\'1 he keeps "at a l l 

times the high road of life. ,,45 Shakespeare' s great­

ness is the highest that any poet can attoin--the glory 

of having penetrated behind the facade of external 

reality to discover by Reason the eternal principles of 

l ife , and the seeing not o-::;ly what is and what alv/ays 

will be, but why it ~st be so;46 and thiS, in 001e-
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A4 , ' II . ~. , , 18 • 

45 ·, --
~·t J...L j 2((; . 

4(.ThuS Coleridge clai:'l8 that Shakespeare "first 
conceived what the forms of things must be and then \'lout 



ridge's terms , is~search for the ultimate spiritual 

reality, the principle of unity behind all t hings. 

Coleridge frequently, therefore., draws attention to 

Shakespeare ' s exemplification of moral principles; to 

give but one example: 

Shakespeare >1i .. hed to impress upon us the truth 
that action is the great end of existence--that 
no faculties of intellect, however brilliant, can 
be considered valuable, or indeed otherwise than 
as misfortune , if they withdraw us from or render 
us repugnant to action, and lead us to tlunk and 
think of doing, until t he time had escaped when 
we ought to have acted.47 

In Coleridge ' s criticism Shakespeare is at once t he 

touchstone of excellence in literary inSight general­

ly. and , in particular, of excellence in dramatic 

creation. In his lectures on Shakespeare Coleridge 

gives the reasons for Shakespeare 's grectness, explain­

ing his art, the nature of his genius, and relating t he 

one to the other. In his lectures on other dramatists , 

like Beaumont and Fletcher and Ben Jonson, Coleridge at 

once explains wherein their ovm literary virtue con­

sists and measures them against Shakespeare , showing 

why they are not of his st2ture . 

One of Coleridge ' s main purposes in his lec­

tures on drama, therofore. is to show that Shakespeare 

i s greater than all other poets because his works are 

humbly to the oracle of nature to ask whether he was 
right . "' S. C., II, 17. 

47FOakes , p .128. 
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more moral. 1m mportant subsidiary pm:'pose is to show 

that those critics (and although he seldom mentions 

names his att ack see~s to be directed against the 

eighteenth century critical tradition) who thought 

Shakespeare ' s works immoral were wrong, and that ·their 

judgment was the result of a shallow and al'tif"icial view 

of life, a view which saw only the veneer, not t he 

esserctial hidden froID sight which only true 'philosophy 

can discover . Coleridge ' s defence of dhakespeare · s 

morali ty against t:r-is view is both forceful and aggres­

s i ve , and it can be s1lmmarised under t wo points. The 

first i s that t hose who level a charge of immorali t y 

against Shakespeare mistake manners for morals: 

It was absolutely necessary, i n order to f01~ a 
proper jud~lIent <on t he question of the mor ality 
of Sbakespeare ' s wor kS>, that a distinction should 
be made between tyuaners and mo~§, and t hat dis­
tinction being once clearly and distinctly compre­
bended , Shakespeare oould appear as pure and 
admirable a writer, in reference to all that we 
ought to be, and to all tbat we oueht to feel, a.s 
be is wonderful in r eference to intellect~al 
faculties . 

By manners he lleant that which VIas dependent 
on the particular customs and f ashions of tbe age . 
Even in a state of comparative barbarism of man­
ners tbere might be and was morality. 48 

According to Coleridge Sp~espeare someti mes offends 

against our ~nners or sonse of decency, but he never 

clothes "vice i n the earb of virtue,,49 or cakes vice 

48.Poakes, pp. 72 - 73. 

49p .q. , II , 266 . 
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appear pleanant or morally pe~ssible. Grossness is 

not the same as im.morali ty, just as manners are not the 

same thing as morals . 

The second and more aggressive line of defence 

i s that Shakespeare, by his grossness, steadfastly p1'e-

vents us from seeing evil ~ad impure passion as anything 

but abhorrent or merely amusing, unlike the drama of 

sent~ent (of Coleridge's o,vn tine) which tends to 

euphemi se and glorify pleasure and passion. In other 

words , Coleridge takes the offensive here and claimS 

that the "refined" alternative to Sha!:espeare ' s gross­

ness i s itself immoral, and that Shakespeare has at 

least the virtue of calling a spade a spade: 

In Shakespeare there are a few gross speeches, 
but it is doubtful to me if t :ley would produce 
any ill effect on the unsullied mind, • . • but 
in some of the modern moral plays , as well as in 
some novels; there_is a systematic undermining 
of all morality; [they ar§.7 written in the true 
cant of humanity that has no object, where virtue 
is not placed in action, or in the habits that 
lead to action, but, like the title of a book I 
have heard of, t._ey are a "hot-huddle of indefin­
i te sensations. " In those the lowest excitements 
to Piety are obtruded upon us .•• • In short, I 
appeal to the whole of Shakespeare · s v~itings 
whether his bTOSS is not either the mere sport of 
fancy, dissipating the low feeling by exciting in 
us intellectual feelings, and only injuring where 
it offends: while the modern Dramas injure in 
consequence of not offending. Shakespeare ' s \"forst 
passages are grossness against the degradations of 
our nature: our modern plays are too often delica­
cies in favour or t hem. 50 

--------------_. __ ._--_._----_.-
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The drama of sentL~ent5 1 delighted in euphe~sm. 

Hot only did it gloss over the bas~ of life , refusing 

to show any element of coarseness, but it refused to 

see evil as being innate in man, maintaining t hat evil 

was instilled by social institutions and that once 

these had been abolished man' s basic goodness 1l0uld be 

released and the problems of the world would be solved. 

Coleridge ' s objection is that too much euphemising of 

the facts of life is dangerous : the senti mental dr~~, 

for exaople, leads us to accept and delight in sin and 

sensual pass ion merely for its own sake, by presenting 

the~ i n fine colours. In contrast , Shakespeare ' s 

coarse jokes are far healthi er because they lead us to 

l augh at grossness, thus rejecting it and helping us 

to transcend t he sensual. In si~lar vein i s Cole-

ridge ' s attack on the novelist SaLlUel Richardson, whom 

he dislikes because he concentrates our attention on 

-----------------------------.---------------
51I use the phrases "drama of sentiment" and 

"sen'cimental drarm" as convenient terms for that form 
of drama, arising in the mid-eighteenth century and 
reaching its most extreme for~ in the works of Kotze­
bue ( 1761 - 1819), which gained i ts effect entirely 
through an appeal to the emotions rather than to the 
intellect or sense of humour. For an excellent brief 
account of the work of Ko·Gzebue and other "Jacobinlt 
draoatists see Crane Brinton, ~e Political Ideas o~ 
the Rnp~ish Romanticists (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1 926) ~ Chapter I "Jacobin and Anti-Jacobin," 
pp. 8 - 47, especially section 4 "The Jacobin Drama­
tists," pp. 36 - 40 . I have avoided the term nJaco­
bin drama" because although Coleridge disliked the 
political views that manifest ed themselven in such 
plays, he objects to them mainly on moral and artistic 
grounds . 
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our pascions and t he lower part of our no.ture: 

R.(ichardsori), he allowed, evinces an exquisite 
perception of minute feeling but there is a want 
of harl:l0ny, a vulgarity in his sentiment . He is 
only interesting. Shakespeare , on the cont rary, 
el evates and i nstructs . Instead of referring to 
our ordinary situations and common feelings, he 
emancipates us from them and , when most remote 
from ordinarJ life , is most iateresting. • • • 
C(oleridge> took occasion. on mentioning Xl . to 
express his opinion of the ~~orality of his 
novels. ItThe higher and lower passions of our 
nature are kept thro ' seven or eight volumes in 
a hot- bed of interest . Fielding is far less 
perniciOUS, for the gusts of l aughter drive away 
sensuality.n52 

Perhaps i t would not be t oo much to say t hat Coleridge 

also finds the dl'srlla of sentiment immoral because it 

distorts life as it really i s and tries to pass off 

fantasy for reality with the sole real object .of 

creati ng pleasurable emotion and excitement , entirely 

unconnected wit h truth, i n such a way as to gi ve the 

audience mere superfici al entertainment. Thus Col e­

r i dge conplains of a play he saw in Germany, 

i n which the wife of a colonel who had fallen 
into disgl'ace was i'raEtic in the beginning, 
middle , and end ; frantic first for grief , and 
afterw3.rds for joy. A distortion of feeling was 
t he feature of t he modern drama of Eotzebue and 
his followero •• •• its Disanthropes were tender­
hearted , and its t ender- hearted were mi santhropes. 53 

nut the mos t dangerous trai t of the sentimental drama 

is that, far f r om i nspiring us to perfect ourselves, to 

aspi re to a hi~~er DOTal state, i t shows us our own 

----------------~--------------------------,----

52S•C •• II, 18. 

53S•0., II, 284 - 285 . 
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basic goodness, so that even our vices are ~~e to seem 

virtuouS, and thus leaves USST:lug and self-satisfied.. 

Coleridge complains that t he sentimental draDa has just 

as much morality, 

and just that part of it , ~lhich you can exerci s .e 
wi thout a single Christian vil'tue--wi thout a single 
sacrifice that is really painful to you!--just as 
much as fJ,atters you, sends you away pleased with 
your ovm hearts , and quite reconcil ed to your 
Vices , which can never be t hought very i ll of , when 
they keep such good company. and walk hand in hand 
with so much compassion and generosity. 54 

In contrast to this , Coleridge places the illiza­

bethan English and t he seventeenth century French drama. 

And it is here thai; we see Coleridge ' s most unbiased 

and considered view of the French drama, when he does 

not feel himself obliged to defend the supposed "irl'cbru.­

l arity"of Shakespeare ' s art to tile classical order of 

the French. Both t he Elizabethan and the French seven­

t eenth century d::.'amatists appeal to our intellects. and 

thus animate our souls, whereas the s0ntimental drama 

---------------------------------------------------
54 B. L. , II , 160. Lanb had much the same opini on 

of the sentiment&~ drama. He complained that in this 
type of play the spectator has 

his coward conscience (that forsooth must not be 
left for a moment) stimulated with perpetual appeals 
--dulled rather. and 'blunted as a faculty without 
repose must be--and his moral vanity pampered with 
images of national justice, notional benefice~ce, 
l ives saved without the spectator' s risk, and for­
tunes given a\7ay that cost the author nothing. 

"On the Artificial Comedy of the Lant Century,n in 
"'he "Jerks of Charles Lam;; , ed. Sir ThorJas Hoon Talfourd 
{London: George Bell and Sons, 1885), p. 405 
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excites our emotions and our senses, and deadens our 

souls: 

the I'rench trueedies are consistent "larks of art, 
and t he offspring of great intellectual power. 
Preserving a fitneos in the parts, and a har.olony 
in the whole , they form a nature of their ovm, 
though a false nature. 8till, tney excite the 
minds of t he spectators to active thought, to a 
striving after ideal excellence. The soul is 
not stupefied into mere sensations by a worthless 
sympathy wit h our o~~ ordinar-J sufferings, or an 
empty curiOSity for the surprising, undignified 
by the languaee or the situations fnlich a~e and 
delight the imagination.55 

It is not , Coleridge points out, t hat Elizabethan and 

French seventeenth century drama has no emotional ef­

fect on us, but that this is in proportion wit h ration-

al mental activity. whereas i n sentimental drama the 

emotional response which t he play strives for is an 

irrational one rooted in our OVln selfishness and self-

pity. The tragic scenes of the "elder dr~atists of 

England and ~'rance," 11e claims , 

were meant to affect us indeed, but within the 
boundS of pleasure , and i n union '~i.th the activity 
both of our understanding and i magination. 'i'hey 
wished to transport the mind to 0. sense of i ts 
possible greatness, and t o implant the germs of 
t hat greatness during the temporary oblivion of 
the worthless nthin,g¢ we are" and of the peculiar 
st~te, in which each man happens to be ; suspending 
our i ndividual recollections and lullj.ng them to 
sleep anid the music of nobler thoughts . 56 

The esoential difference between Colel'idge ' s 

moral approach to literature and that of the eighteeuth 

------------------------------
55 hl. , II, 158. 

56B.~., II, 159 - 160. 
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century is thut eighteenth cent1'ry critics tend to 

expect the ooral eleDent of a work to t r.ke the foro of 

roor~ advice and incentives to the audience to be good , 

wherean Coleridge sees evil as spl~~~iug from the self 

and therefore maintains that literature n:hould make the 

audience foreet themselvec, lose themselves in the con-

templation of principles which are out of reach of the 

senses and beyond the self. And he seens to imply that 

the good :playvJri~ht uses dramatic illusion, which by an 

appeal to the imagination of the members of the audience 

encourages theo to suspend t heir comparing power and 

lose their own individual identity, as a means to this 

end~-hence his remark quoted above, that the great Eliz-

abcthan and French c_ra,-uatists instilled in us a sense of 

our potential "duri~b the temporary oblivion of the 

'worthless t hing we are. In The value of literature, for 

Coleridge , is t hat it stimulates our i magination -bo con-

template somet::ing greater and more spir:i.tual than our-

selves. lie clains that Vie should 0nco ctrage children to 

read an.,vthing, 

_~hich, being beyond t i:leir OVm. sphere of action, 
should not feed self-pride. By t he cnltivation of 
our highest faculties we are alone superior to 
everything around us; and by the power of i magina­
tion (of '.'1hich there was both intellectual and 
moral) in our pre;:;ent imperfect state, are we 
enabled to anticipate the glories and honours of a 
future existence . Without these we are i nferior to 
the beast that perishes . 57 

-------------,------
57" ,., II !~ .t.:.. , --- 293. 
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And literature , he thil1ks, cu1tivatez our spiritual 

vision by giving us a love of "the Great" and "the 

riho10." Thus in a letter of 16th October, 1767, to 

Thonas Poole, Coleridge remarks, 

from my early reading of Faery Tales, &. Genii &c 
&c-- my milO.d had been h81:,i tue-ted to the Vast--&: 
I never regarded my senses i n any way as the 
crj.teria of my belief. I regu12,ted all my creeds 
by my conception not by my sig!lt--even at that 
age. Should children be permitted to read Roman­
ces, & Relations of Giants & MagiCians, & Genii? 
--I know all that has been said against it; but 
I have formed my faith in the affirmative . -1 
know no other way of giving the mind a love of 
"the Great, II & "the Whole. "--Those Wl10 have been 
led to the same truths step by step t11ro ' the 
const ant testimony of their senses, seeo to me to 
want a sense which I possess- They contemplate 
nothing but parts--and all uarts a1'e necessarily 
litt1c_-and the Universe to them is but a mass of 
little thir'IJjs . --It is true, that the mind may 
become credulous & prone to superstition by the 
former method--L~t are not the Experimentalists 
credulous even to madness in believing any absur­
dity, ruther than. believe the grandest trut hs , 
i f they he.ve not the testmony of their O\'V'il sen­
ses i n their favor?--I have known some who have 
been rationally educated, as it is styled . They 
were marked by a microscopic acuteness; but when 
they looked at I,3,Teat things, all became a b1anlt & 
they saw uothing--and denied (ver! j 11 0gically) 
t hat any tlung could be seen; and uniformly put 
the negation of a power for tbe possession of a 
power--&: called t he want of imagiuation Judgment, 
& t he never being moved to Rapture i?hilosophy! 58 

Nichol Smith, i n the Introduction to his l:~ i,'l;h-

teenth Centulil Esoays __ on Shakespeare, protesting against 

the verdict that Coleridge and Hazlitt "were the first 

to rccognize and to explain tho greatness of Shake-

-_ .. _" .. _--_._----------------
58Col1ected Letters of Se.f,lUe1 Taylor Coleridge, 

ed. Earl Leslie Grif~ (6 vo1s; Oxford: at the Claren­
don Press, 1956 - 1971) , I, 354 - 355. 
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speare,,,59 has asserted t hat "the eight eenth century 

could almost lose itseli in panegyric of Shakespeare. ,,60 

s I have shown, however , one respect in ':inicn Cole-

ridge VJaS more genuinely appreciative of ~hake8peare 

t han most of the eighteenth century critics lTichol 

Smi th mentions , is in tha t of the moraJ.ity of Shake-

speare ' n plays . Robert '.Ii tbeck Babcoc!r, i n. his book 

The Genesis of .§lhakelllleall j:dol atJ;:Y, somewhat more 

cautiously claims that "the genesis of super-idolatry 

of Shakespe2.re lay .1!L:t!le l ate ei;-:.):lt e,!'lnt h _9Jill~" after 

1766,6 1 and t hat admiration for &'hakespeare as a "moral 

philosopher" i n particula r developed only after 1767 .62 

DesI' ite ·their zeal in defending Shakespeare ' s morality. 

however, Coleridge would hardly have ap11roved of these 

critics ' defence or the t ype of moral t hought it showed. 

?he "nm7 interest" in Sha':espeare t s morality, according 

to Babcock , "involved the question a s to whether Shake­

speare provided a good book of moral etiquette as a 

I"IhOle.,,63 To back up his point, Babcock quotes Kenrick 

-_ •.. -------_. - - ---_._--_._ •. _--- --
59Hi chol Sr.'!.ith' fl Introduction to lJi ghteenth.2§.11-

tury Essays gn Shal-;espeare, p . xi. 

EONichol Smith' s Introduction to £l.:j.,crhteenth Cen­
t:;.!"', Essays on Shake8pe~ , p .xiii. 

6 1Robert 'Ni tbeck :r.iabcock , ,IJle Genesis of .. Shake­
.§l2.?jtre Idolatry, 17£6 - 1799 (first published oJ t he 
University of !:iorth Carolina P!'ess, 1931. This edition 
Hew York: Hussel 8; l-lussel, 15164) , p . xxvii . 
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62The Genesis of Shakespe;..\re Idol~j;ry, l!IJ . 1)O - 1)1. 

63The Genesis of S~espe~re Idolat~, p . 1j1 . 



describing Shakespeare in 1773 as a 

mQLal philosopher; his works containiag a practical 
systen of et_lics • • • have perhaps contributed 
more to form our national character • • • than all 
the theoretical books of morality w:lich have appeared 
in our language. 64 

Coleridcse would have been horrified at the coni'usion of 

a "practico.l systen of ethicB" 'with f.'!ora.l philosopl'iy--

it is precisely t!,c:,t a;Jpec"t of eichteenth century thought 

which confounds morality in mP.xL~s and pr actical advice 

on ethical conduct which he attacks so vigoro~sly in his 

lectures and writings, for e.xample: 

It was never my rmrpo:Je, and it does not appear to 
be the want of the age, to bring tOGether the rules 
and inducenents of \10rldly prudence . But to substi­
tute these for the la\16 of' reason and con;;cience, or 
even to confound them under one nane, is a prejudice, 
say rather a profanation, ,,';dch I be cone nore and 
more J:'eluctunt to flatter by even an appearance of 
assent , though it were only in a. point of fO:r'r!l and 
technical arrL"-...'l.genent. 65 

Babcock is vlI'en..~, therefore, when he stl:tes that 

Point for point ,. from all the different angles, the 
early nineteenth century merely echoed the late 
eia;hteenth. In short, if the question v;ere raised 
as to whether the nineteenth century produced any 
new criticism of Sha.1:e;:peare, t he anmver would have 
to be--no. 66 

As I shall show in the remainder of this chapter, 3ab­

cock t s clai!!l is as extreme and un·oenable (with regard 

---------.---...... ---.-~ 

64Quoted in 1l1? Genesis of ShakespeGU. Idolatrx, 
- 132. 
[L': 

JFriJllLq, I, 410. 

66The G~sJ-lL()f ShakelirG .. Ei..are Igola "j;,.D:. p. 226. 

120 



to Coleridge, an~vay) as the prejudice against the 

eighteenth century which he is attacki ne. It is true, 

for example, that both t he lute eighteenth century 

cri tics and Coleriuge defended DhalcespeaI'e t s morality; 

but since Col e:ddc;e had a supsta);:tially different COll­

cept of :ilorali ty fron that of t he eighteonth cor.tury 

c1'i tieD, he cannot be saj.d to be either 0C"10i21g or 

developing an eiGhteenth century line of arGUment on the 

moral ei'fect of Shakesllea:rc t splays . Ori ticislJ , ax-bel' 

all, changes not only rrith differences of opinion as to 

t he worth ancl interpret a tion of ""he work:3 of specific 

m~iters , but also with the change and developmen't of 

concepts inseparable froID that c:dticism--such a s con­

cepts of mO!'8.li ty, philosophy. sud aest !leticc. 

- :3 

f.nother object of Cole:rid::;e ' s dr=a"tic criti­

Cism, and in p,.rtlcular of his ::::;}lakespeo.rean criticism, 

is to prove that Sha~{el:lpeare t 8 jm1(:,'!1ent is equal to his 

genj~us . l.l.,gnin t lli r:J is IJur"tly a reacti.on nc:ainst I1UCll 

eighteenth ceYltury c1'i ticisn which had se~m :::'hal,esl1eare 

as t he great child of na-tl~re, al, or i Ginal, vlild ano. 

untutored ;:;Emius, who , however, lacked art . During 

the e81'ly years of the eighteenth century Shakespeo.re 
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was seen as 'being a genius i"il so far an he vIes a eub-

lime poet of nature , showi ng ilis audience life and 

truth as it; really was . '.rIms Pope claimeo. that 

The Poetry of Q.hakes;Jea:r: was Inspiration indeed: 
he i s not so much an I~itator, as an Instrument, 
oi nature ; and ' tis not so just to say that he 
speaks from her, as tha.t she speaks thro ' h:LD. 67 

But such cOlllments wU!'e usually followed by a regret­

ful rerlark on Shakespeare ' s lack of judgment . "Judg­

ment" was most commonly used in the eighteenth cen­

tury to denote the human powers of discrimination. 

i'/hen applied to. the process of creating art, however, 

as Babcock points out, it seems to have meant "con­

scious artistry. ,,68 Thus , to say that Shl?l{espeare 

was the subl:Lme poet of truth and nature but that he 

lackGu art was the same as sa.ying t hat Shakespea.re 

had great genius bu-I; poor judgment . Shakespeare 

l acked art or had poor judgment to the extent that he 

violated the :!lrinciples of (lecorum in dra.'!1a by mixing 

tra~edy and comedy and failing to observe poetic jus­

tice and. the unities of time, place and action. The 

eighteenth century critics tended to evaluute >3hake-

speare , as they evaluated mos;; other poets, according 

67Alexander Pope , ;;>ref· .• ce to "The ilorks of 
ShakeSl)ear, tJ (1725) in :Gi ghteen"j;h_ Centu.DL.Bs.§.?ys on 
£hake::lP~~, p . 44. 

68~he Genesis of Sh.?Jrespe~re .1Q.Q1.?try, 1' .1 27 . 
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to a "beauties and faults" systeJ::!, by weighing the 

meri ts of his works against the der.leri ts. The generIQ 

opinion was thnt 3ha.1::espeare ' s beauties erose from his 

genius, whereas his faults arose from his jude,nen'G . 

And until the last decade of the century, no poet was 

seen as having 60 im:.'lense a gap, so '.'Iide a gulf' , be­

tween his beauties and f3Ults , as Shal:espeare . 69 

Johnson, for eXaJ:l!lle, wrote that 

The work of a correct and regular l~iter is a 
garden accurately fomed and diligently planted, 
varied with shades, and scented with flowers; 
the co,~position of Shakes':Jeare is a forest, in 
which oaks extend their branches, and pines 
tower in the air, interspersed sonetimes with 
weeds and brambl es, and sometilaes giving shelter 
to myrtles and to roses; filling the eye with 
awful pomp, a."1d gratifying the mind with endless 
diversity. Other poets display cabinets of 
precious rarities , minutely finished, w.rought 
into shape, and polished unto bri,:-;htness. Shake­
speare opens a mine which contains gold and 
diamonds in unexhaustible plenty, though clouded 
by incrustations, debased by iopurities~ and 
mingled with a mass of meaner minerals. 10 

Later in the cent~ry, however, critics started 

to glorify Shakespeare even because of his contraven-

------_._--
69Thus i n the mock Preface to his burlesque 

~lay ~he Tragedy of ~ragedies (staged in 1731), Field­
~ng, parqdying the style und manner of the corr entators 
of his tine on Sh~~espeare~ says of the imagina~J 
author of bis work that "he is ver-:! rarely within 
sight t hrough the whole Play, either rising higher than 
the Eye of your Understendillg can soar, or sinking 
lower than it careth to stoop. 0, 
Eighj;eenth Qentuu-9omeJty:, ed . Gimon T:i'ussler (2nd ed. 

rev; London: Oxford Paperbacks, 1969), p .21 9 • 

70Johnson, "PrefLce:t Eighteent4....Qentury Essays 
on Shakespeare , p.125 . 
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tion of the rules . Johnson had soberly claimed in 

1715 that nthere is al\'lays an ap)cD.l open from criti­

cism to nature . .. 71 :aU's. Montagu, in 1769, asserted 

that "Heaven-born Benius acts from something superior 

to rules • • • and has a right of appeal to nature 

herself . ,,72 Horgann, in 1777. declared thnt Aristotle 

Vlould have said that "true Poesy is magic, not nature 

• • • • To the Magician I prescribed no laws . ,,73 In 

short , what the eiehteent h century critics had done 

was to create an unbridgeable gap between nature and 

critiCism, genius and the rules, and, althOUGh ei6h-

teenth century critics eventually grffilted Shakespeare 

judgment, as Babcock points out,74 it was at the price 

of destroying their critical framework and maintaining 

that Shakespeal~ \vas above human estimation. Thus, in 

1785. the Universal _¥;azi.lj& referred to Shal:espeare ' s 

"ovm divine and i ncomprehensible genius . .. 75 

Coleridge disagreed with the whole critical 

---------""--,- --,--------------' 
71JOhnson, "Preface," Eighteenth Century Essays 

on Sha.kespe~, p .11O. 

72Quoted in The Genesis 01 Shakespeare ~g2~ft.try, 
p. 52. 

73r'faurice ~organn, "An Dssay on the Dramatic 
Character of Sir John Palstaff" ( 1777) i n Ei {7,hteent h 
Century Essays on Shakespeare , p . 235 . 

131. 
74The~p~of Dhatespeare ldolatr-f, pp .1 27-

75Quoted in The Genesis of Sha1.!:espe:J.J:'e , Idola­
try, p .125. 



a.nd philosophical theory which led the eiGhteenth cen­

tu.ry to posit an opposition and contradiction betrreen 

Shakespeare ' s judgment a.nd genius. He naint;;;ins that 

"the contra-distinction itself' between judgment and 

genius , rested on an utterly fah~e theory. u76 The 

fact t hai eieh-:8enth cen-wry critics saw Shakespeare 

as being ubvve their rules and had to appeal on his 

behalf from criticisr:; to naturo denonstrated , in Cole­

ridge's view" -the inadequucy of eighteenth century 

cri ticiso. It VIas -the divorce in critical t r..eory be­

tween art and nature which had led to the contra-

distinction between genius m:.d jndgment, and. in reac­

tion. Coleridge asserted firmly that "art cannot exist 

without nature . n77 Thus Coleridee"s defence of 3hake-

speare ' s judgment is ~ore than just that--it involves, 

too, a demonstration of the falsity of the old system 

of cri ticieD and an a.ttempt to build a new one. "Ima.-

gine not I am about to oppose genius to rules," Cole'" 

ridge states, 

i:6! t:t,e comparative value of the;;e :l:'iilesis the. 
very cause to be tried. The spirit of poetry, 
like all other living powers, must of neceszity 
circumscribe itself by rules, were it only to 
uni te power wi tIl beauty. 78 

- ,._- ----~---------...... 

768 •C •• II, 305 ~ 306. 

778 •C., 1,222. 
78", f' 
~. , I, 223. 
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Coleridge thinks that the placing of Shako speare 

beyoncl human I'u.les of cri tici80 only leads to vague 

and unprofitable eulogy or anarchy and incompre~ 

hension: 

it wac a happy medium and refuge, to talk of 
Shakespeare as a sort of beautiful lusus 
naturae, a deliehtful monster,-- wild, indeed, 
without taste or judgment, but like the 

.. inspired idiots so much venerated in the East. 
uttering, amid t he strangest follies, the sub­
limest truthc. In nine places out o:f ten in 
which I find Ids awi'ul name mentioned, it is 
with some epithet of "wild," "irregular," "pure 
child of nature," etc . , etc., etc. If all this 
be true, we must submit to it; tho ' to a t hink­
ing mind it cannot but be painf'ul to find a~ 
excellence, merely human. thrown out of all 
human analogy, and thereby leaving us neither 
rules for i~tation, nor motives to imitate. 
But if false, it is a dangerous falsehood; for 
it affords a refuge to secret seli'-conceit,-­
enables a vain l~n at once to escape his 
readerts indignation by bcneral swoln panegyrics 
on Shakespeare ~ merely by his ipse dixit to treat 
what he has not intellect enough to comprehend, 
or soul to feel, as contemptible, without assign­
ing any reason, or referring his opinion to any 
demonstrated prinCiple; and so has left Shake­
speare as a sort of Tartarian Dalai Lama., adored 
indeed, and llis very excrescences prized as 
relics, but wit h no authority, no real influence. 79 

Obviously, ther€.'fore, Coleridge did not deny 

that the eighteenth centuI"J enjoyed Dbp1cespeare. as 

lTichol Smith and Babcock seem to imply. Coleridgets 

complaint is that eighteenth centlil"',{ critics and 

readers did not enjoy Shakesp'ecre for tIle rig.l-J.t 1'e8o-

sons. and th8.t their critical system was not, adequate 

------.-----
79S•0 •• I , 219 - 220 . 
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to deal with him. It is in this light tha.t Coleridge ' s 

stateoont that "foreigners" (German critics like 

8c:b~egel) first taught the British to "ap'preciao~e just­

ly" Sha1~espeare ' s "mighty genius .. 8£u.st be seen--Itappre­

ci8.te" here oeans more than just "enjoy;" it denotes a 

systematic underst2-nding and a critical and aesthetic 

enjoyment rising from fixed and eternal principles. 

Coleridgc, then, proposes to build a new sys­

tem of literary criticism which will be adequate to 

deal with all iv.riters. One of his declared intentions 

in giving the 1811- 1812 lectures was to "erect some 

standalu by w~~ch all ~Titers of verse may be measured 

and rankecl . ,,81 This intention is repeated in the pro­

spectus to ·his course of lec~~res in 1818-1819: 

~o comr~y, in a form best fitted to render them 
JJnpressl.ve at the time and remembered a:f'terv/ards, 
rules and prinCiples of sound judgment, with a 
kind and degree of connected information, suoh 
as the hearers, generally speating, cannot be 
supposed likely tc form, collect, and arrange for 
themselves , by their OI,{Q. unassisted studies . 82 

Accordit'l..g to Coleridge, the old criticism had been 

bas<O'd on accidents of taste, Bnd was thus sub~ect t o 

the ravages of time, waereas his critical system would 

escape prescriptiveness by subj ecting the Vlork only to 

the laws of eternal reason, and by taking into account 

-----'"--------------------"-

°2 o (:' C 
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164. 

46. 

II, 300. 
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the historical condi tiOilS under vThich the 1;lOrk vms pro­

duced : 

:-ot or,ly § !llJ,l.ltitude of i nd.ividuals but even whole 
nations [axil so enslaved to t he habits of t heir 
education and immediate circumstences as not to 
judGe disintere::;tedly even on those subjects, t he 
very plca.sure from which consists in their disin­
t e1'es-tedness--subj ects of t aste and bolles lettrS§. 
Inste2.d of deciding concerning t heir O\"TU modes und 
m!stom.~ by a~y r~le of reason, nothing appears 
natural, becoming, or beautif'11 but what coincides 
wi th the accidents of t heir ed.ucation. In t his 
naI'l'OW cil'c1e individua13 may a.ttai n exqnisite 
discrimination, as the French critics have ir. t heir 
o~n 1iter~ture , but a tl~e critic can no man be 
without pl acing hiI:lself on SOI:le central point i n 
which he can c.Q,'ll!.lB.Ud t he \'1hole; i . e •• some general 
rule, wl!ich, [ ail founded i n reason, or f aculties 
common to all men, must t herefore apply to all men. 

This will not produce despotis!:l, bu.t on the 
contrary true tolerance. He will i ndeed require, 
as t lee spirit and substance of a wor k, sO!':lething 
true i n human nature, and i ,"dependent of circum­
stances; but i n the mode of applying i t , he will 
estimate genius and judgement according to the 
felicity with which t his i mp<:.rishable soul has 
clothed and ada.Jted itGelf to the age , place , and 
existing Llannel's . 83 

In other words, by concentr8,ting on t he eternal truths 

of the huraan psyche, Coleridge believes t~~t he can 

create a critical met hod whose judgments will never 

grow suspect thl.'ough t ime. 

Coleridge' s contribution to the genius/ judgment 

controversy ~ros t o maint ain that genius cannot exist 

without judgment anyway. His reasons for coming to 

such a conclusion can be seen in i ncredulous statements, 

such aD , "rlhat , are we to hav" miracles in sport ? Or does 

--------------------,----- -------------
8}" c 
~. , I f 221 . 
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G-od choose iJiots to convey divine truths b;y"/ 84 The 

iqplication is tha-~ t~"Uth itself can ouly be discovelod 

by intelligent judgment; it canno-t; be a matter of 

aCCident or uuiilfol'llled genius. Coleridge never con­

siders ::::ys·l;omatically the relation be"trJeon Genius and 

jud{;l:'lev:i;, as he doen between Dany of the other terms 

and concepts in his philoso:)hico.1 and critical sYDtem, 

such as Reason and Understundi:.lg; or f ancy and L'lagina­

tion; but iroQ 8i.1011 sto.te~.lents as "the ;judgP:aent of 

Shakespeare is cOl!L'"lCnSul'ate wi tIl his genius-- na;y,. • • 

his geniu.s revoo.].s i t;:;elf in his judgement, as in its 

most exalted form, .. S5 it is clea.r that geniuD depends 

on and oar. ii'es-(;s i tsell in judgment. In f act the same 

might be s~id of genius and jud~llent as Coleridge 

remarked on the distinction betvleen genius and talent: 

Genius Dust have talent 8.S ito co .1plenen·l; and 
implement , just as, in like manner, imagination 
must have fancy. In short , the hi gher intellec­
tual pm-lers can only act t:!l'ough flo corresponding 
energy of t he 10\7er.86 

JudbLl€nt is clearly tr~e 10 fer "intellectual power, It 

but without jud@nent no men could be a genius, although 

preSULlably judgment can exist without geniuo- -and 

--------------------. ---------------
84", a 
~. , 

8S" £.&., 

I, 229. 

I. 126. 

86nTable Talk,·t August 20, 1833, in Table Talk 
and Ornniana, p. 252. 
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Southey. the njewel_setter,,,87 the exa~plo of talent 

without genius. would probably be a case in point . 

Shrurespeare ' s judgment is revealed byColeridee in the 

particular details of construction of the play, or in 

t hc fOrl:! that the incidents of the pl a.y are communi-

cated to us . Thus ShakeopeaJ?e shows fine judgment in 

having other chal"acters present to vu tnesa the Ghost ' s 

i nitial appearance in Hamlet, so that we do not t hink 

t hat t his i s merely a i'lork of t he hero' s overwrought 

i magination.88 His judgment is also shown in t he 

naturalness of each character ' s l aneuage and behaviour. 

In fact Col eri dge is always com::lent ing on Shakespeare ' s 

judgment in his lec~~res . even when he does not state 

t hat he is doing so. For example, his sta tement that 

She..kespeare "never wrote anytlling wit hout design,,,89 

in so far as it contr adicts the old belief that Shake-

speare wrote irregularly and almost instinctively, 

r ather t han according to a rational plan, would also 

seem to i mply a comment on Shakespeare ' s jmlgment . 

Coleridge , therefore, uses t he term njudgment" to des­

cribe the skill and artistry wi"th wllieh Shakespeare 

orders the incidents and particular events of the play 

- _._-----_._._. __ ....-.-... __ ._---_._---- --

878ee E. L., I , 221. 

OOFOakes , p.1 25. 

89, r< I- 124 p .v.J ..l , • 
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(the means ) to the end, which i3 his in-tention, the 

effect he reqaires the work to have on -l;he audience . 

As such tills is one of the most importa.'1t te:t'!!ls in his 

dra~atic criticism. 

Lastly, Coleridge intended to prove in his 

lectures that Shakespeare ' s works are the resul"d of' 

meditation as Vlell as observation. This distinction 

is related to -that between genius and judgment in that 

it, too, is uset'l to refute the eighteenth century image 

of Shakespeare as a mere "child of nature." The eigh­

teenth centTu"J had seen Shakespeare as being the 

mirror of life and nature, and this had been a term of 

praise , but there was also an i mplication that he 

showed what he observed with as little discrimina:cion 

as a r.lir:ror reflects what passes before it. Particu-

larly. it was felt that no principle of pl'.ilosopllY or 

learnil15 guided his works: 

That much knowledge is scattered over his 
<1>'hakespeare ':? works is very jus-t;ly Observed 
by Pope, but J.t is often such knowledge as books 
did not supply. He that will understand Shake­
speare, must not be content to study him in the 
closet, he must look for his meaning sometimes 
among the sports of the field, and sometimes 
among the manufactures of the shop . 90 

Just as the later eighteenth century critics had 

claimed that Shakecpe2,ro was above the rules of cri ti-

cism, sO they frequently praised Shakespeare for being 

. 

90J ohns 011 , "Preface ," in }'] ight~nth Centur.'l 
1i?.Q~~§~.91L 8half.QEpe~~f."e J p . 127. 
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above ordinary human philoso:!'hy. The g9r.J. of this · 

trend can be seen i n Jo:mson' S ot ate:::tc21t that 

There is a vigilance of observation and accuracy 
of distinction w~lic!t books and precepts cannot 
confer; from thic alDoot all original and n2.tive 
excellence proceeds. Sh -espeare must have 
looked upon T.1aYl.1:!:ind with pcrspicacitYa i n the 
highest degree curious and atte,ltive . ;t1 

In f act t he late eighteenth century frequently seemed 

°Co think t hat the fai thi'ul reproduction of nature was 

sup0rior to a philccophical study of it . Coleridge 

disagree<1. For him, external nature as we see it, 

l i fe as i t actually t~Lk9S place , and people as they 

really arc , were l ax'gely a matter of accidentallty, 

contui ning in t hemselves little worth unless enli~l­

tened by the penet:rating lamp of philosophy. showing 

us the significance of these apparently trivi al de­

tails within the divine structure of the universe . 

Observation alone, therefore, will produce a mere copy 

of life, sho\Ying t he accidents of life and nature, 

whereas, to create a siBnificant artistic whole, the 

poet must produce an iDitation of life showing things 

no"!; only ao t huy appe8.r, but also as t hey are in 

essence . Imitation. Coleridge asserted, is "not the 

mere copy of t hing::;, but the contemplation of ni"!ld upon 

thi~ , ,,92 and to produce a.n i;:litation of life the poet 

--_._------------- .--------------------
91Johnson, "Prei'e.ce, U in Ei P'llteenth Con:!ill.Dt 

Essays on flhakespea:L'(!, p. 128. 

92r. C' IT 91 ~., 01.. , • 

132 



must use obsel'Vation guided by meditation or philo­

sophical insight which is the result of thorough and 

earnest contemplation. Thus Coleridge is reported as 

sayiIl€ tlla t 

'ilhen he used the term meditation, he did not ~ean 
to say that S'hal:espeare was without obsel'Vation. 
?~ere obsGJ:'Vation might be able to produce an 
accurate copy of a thing, and even furnish 'bo 
other ment s minds more ideas than even the copy­
ist possessed, but t!ley would only be in parts 
and i n i'ragoents: 1.!editn.tion looked at every 
character with interest--or·,J.y ae it contains in 
it something eenerally true and sllch as might be 
expressed in a philosophical Problem. 93 

It is because he has tIle pOViOI' of neditation that 

Dhakespeaxe can describe "feelip..gs Which no observa-

tion could teach:~ 

Shakespeare ' s observation was preceded by con­
templation: he first conceived what the forms 
of tl1..ings must be and the!. went htU:lbly to the 
oracle of nature to ask whether he was right. 94 

The same power and process enables Shakespeare 

to have t he universal which is potentially in 
each par~icul~r. opened out to hi~ in the homo 
generalis, not as an abstruction of observation 
from a ~ariety of men.95 

Colericlee discusnes Shalcespcare t s meditation most of­

ten in connection with his charo.cterisation. He 

clai::'lS that no a.I:'lo'mt of observation alone could pro-

duce a che.racter represent ~\tivc of an entire species 

------.-- ..... -..--- --------

9~oakeG, P~) . 67 - 68. 

II, . 17. 

95 M.C., p.44. 
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or cl~ss of hunan beines , which could speak for the 

hum'..tl race. Uedi tation enables 3ha::espeD.re to cl'eate 

cll~racters which are, in modern ter:linology, individu­

aliseil typoc. !"editGtion allo1'ls him to arrive at the 

type , and obser"\To;!;iou individualises t11i;;J and rlUkes it 

into a beliovable char~cter: 

The truth i8* Shakspere's characters are all 
gc!:erl'J, i ntensely individualized; the results of 
neditatiou. of which observation supplied the 
drapery and the colour~ necessa17 to combine 
them with each other. 9t;; 

Thus . both in the case of his remarks on genius 

and judgment and in that of his remarks on meditation 

and observation, Coleridge is rebelling agains·t a view, 

prevalent in much eighteenth centnry criticisD, that 

Shakespeare wrote erratically and alDost insti!lctively 

as a freak instrument of nature, rather than as a 

thinker and an artist who mas~"ered the secrets of life 

and ordered then in each work in such a v/ay as to form 

a synthesized and organic whole. 3'or t he eighteenth 

century, Shakespeare was a genius in so far ns he was a 

poet of exquisite observation and a child of na~~re . 

For Coleridge . Shake01Jeare co:,ld not be a genius unless 

he conbined his brilliance with judg!llcnt and 'Geopered 

his observa.tion wi til Dedi tation--"no rlan was ever a 

great poet without being a ereat philosophcr.,,97 

---.--- ,,~----- ---"'-.--~-"'--'------

96 f; . C., I , 137. 

97tJ • c., II, 314. 

134 



Dearing these views i n mind , i'~ is not sw."Prisiug 

'I;hat he rejected t he eight eenth ve:l.'dict that Shake­

speare had little education;98 for an uneducated nan 

VJould indeed seeD unlikely to possess the powers of 

judgment and medi ta'~ion which Coleridge imputes to 

Shakespeare: 

;'lha;1; was the Love ' ;2j Labour{li;:/Lost? ;7808 it the 
production oi' a person accustoJ:1ed to stroll as a 
vagabond about the streets, or to hold horses a t 
a playhouse door, and who had contented himself 
vii th nakill{5 obse:cvations 011 human nature? lio 
such thing! 99 

4 -

Coleri dge ' s purposes in giving his lectures , 

then, can be summprised: 

1) To erect a standard by w~~ch all writers can be 

evaluated . This involved creating a no\'/ critical 

system, sinco . to his Lund, the eighteenth cent'Ury 

crit ical systc~ had proved itself i nadequate . 

2) To illustrate the Doral prLlCiples of the work 

-----_.,------_._-----_. __ ._. __ .-
98This view gnined pl'eL1Ol:liuance aftel.' :::::ichard 

Parr.;)el' had produccd his brilliant und scholarly "Essay 
on t :1e :Leeming of Shakcspeare, If ( 17ef). }<'armcl" S 
essay can be found in :Gigh'!;een'th Cel).tucr.J;ssays on 
,J!1ai:esperg:§. P:P . 151 - 202. 

998.c.. •• II , 107 . 
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under stud.y and to tect -I;hcir validity--this VIaS 

the centra.l 'test of' the greQ;~ness 0:[' . the work. In 

his lectures , therefore, Coleridge tried to ohm'! 

that Shakespeare was t:i:1e g-.ce2.t c>Dt of all writers 

bocause he cont a i ned the most sru~uinary moral 

princi ples. 

3) To show t hat the ei6hteenth century syste:J of cri­

ticism VIas not 'based on nature , t hat their r:let~od 

of criticism was t herefore philosophically untena­

ble , and. particularly, tha.t their criticism of 

Shakespeare wac i nconpotent . 

4) To show that, when exaui ned phi 1 0sophically, the 

eighteen'th century contra- distinction between 

genius and judgoent \vas i nvalid. 

5) :;" 0 show t hat Ghakespeare VIas the poet of medita­

tion as well as of observation, and t hat i n fact 

no great literary work can be produced without the 

aid of both, contrary to the eighteenth centur.r 

belief . 

6) Final1;y-~ to show thu"t Shakespeare was in his ovm 

right a great pl,ilc50pher a.nd not just a freak 

instrument of nature , and t hat i n fact eve17 great 

poet must of necessity also be a z;reat philosopher. 

~o the claims of' Babpock that Coleridge added 

nothine to eig:,teenth century critical. remarks on 

Shakespeare, one need only reply t hat he subjected 

t heir critical strl'cture to the t est of philosophy and 
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found it wan:l;in£>, aJ.ld that out of \"Ihat seemed t o him 

to be the anarchy of late eighteenth century c1'iti-

cism he built a systematic struc~ure. a new system 

of l'Ules , so that Shakespeare and all otller writers 

could be justly entilliated without either eulogy or 

scorn according to philosophic criteria. As Herbert 

Read poir-ts out, 

The distinction of Col eridge, Vl~licl1 puts l'dm 
head and shoulders above every other English 
critic,. is due to his i nt r oduction of a 
philosophical methcd of criticism. 100 

-_._-, .. _-------_. __ ._--- .. - .. -.-.-...... ~ ... --.-.~ .. 

100Herbert Read , Coleriq.gc ?IJ Crit:j...Q (London: 
i?a-ner U:1d J2.0er, 194-9) of p.1 8 . 



PART II 

COLERIDGE ' S THEORY MID AJ?PLICA'l'IOH 

OF TIlE PRINCIPLD OF GE!ffiB 



As I have poi·:.ted out in rD3 first two chapters , 

Coleridge attempts throughout his lectures on drama 

(and indeed in all his writings on criticism) to build 

up a methodological system of criticism--a critical 

structure sure and eternal because based on reason and 

permanently true philosophy. Such a system necessarily 

involves some means of classification, and Coleridge 

obviously realised this . He was fully aware of the 

danger of misunderstanding a work and slandering it by 

that form of critical rigidity which judges one genre 

by the criteria of another, and he as serts that the 

critic, while bearing in mind the criteria of general 

poetic excellence , should also apply to the work under 

study evaluative criteria derived from the part icular 

principle on which the class or (as he elsewhere terms 

it) "genus" of the poem is based: 

I should call that investigation fair and philo­
sophical, in which the critic announces and en­
deavours to establish the principles , which he 
holds for the foundation of poetry in general, with 
the specification of t hese in t heir application to 
t he different class es of poetry. Having thus pre­
pared his canons of criticism for praise and con­
demnation, he would proceed to particularize the 
most striking passages to which he deems them 
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applicable, faithfully noticing the frequent or 
in:frequent recurrence of similar merits or defects, 
and as faithfully distinguishing what is character­
istic from what is accidental, or a mere flagging 
of the wing. Then if his premises be rational, his 
deductions legitinate, and his conclusions justly 
applied, the reader, and possibly t he poet himself. 
may adopt his judgement in the light of judgement 
ar,d in the i ndependence of free-agency. If he has 
erred , he presents his errors in a definite place 
and tangible fol'fl, and holds the torch and guides 
the way to their detection. 1 
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And in his practical criticism Coleridge adheres to this 

principle: as Richard Harter ~'ogle points out in his book 

The Idea 91' Co~erid~e · s Crit~~~. it is not often noticed 

how frequently Coleridge uses words like "class" , "kind" , 

"species", and tlgenusn •
2 His whole defence of Shake-

speare , for example. depends on a point of classification-­

that Shakespeare is writing a different type of drama from 

that of the classical and neo-classical. dramatists. 

At first glance it may appear as if a system of 

classification and a concept of genre would seem arbitrary, 

in Coleridgean terms "mech<:mical" . and therefore out of 

place in Coleridge ' s norganic" theol"J of literature. 

Coleridge·s philosophy, as I have indicated in my first 

chapter, is deeply concerned with wholeness . unity in his 

system being t he ultimate reality, and he believed that 

---_._--------------_._._-------,-,_. 
1" L II 8" .0 • • , , ' :>. 

2Richard Harter Fogle, The Idea of Coleridge ' s 
Criticism (Eerkeley and Los Angeles: University of Cali­
fornia Press, 1962) p. 3. See also note 6 to Chapter One , 
p .1 62 , where }'ogle g:i.ves a rough count of all the signi­
ficant instances of the use of these terms in Coleridge ' s 
crit icism. 



all attempts to divide reality must necessarily distort 

it. Tlrus , "we ask not what proportion" t he long neck of 

the swan 
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bears to the bodyj--through all the changes of grace­
ful motion it brings itself i nto unity, as an harmoni­
ous part of an harmonious whole . The very word "partft 
imperfectly conveys what we see and feel; for the mo­
ment we look at it in division, the charm ceases.3 

However, just as t he critic rust analyse a work in order 

to show its organic unity, so rust he classify, for analy­

sis is i mpossible wit hout a system of classification: 

The office of philosophical disquisition consists i n 
just distinctiolH while it is the priviledge of the 
philosopher to preserve hi:ru::clf constantly aware , t hat 
distinction is not division. In order to obtain ade­
quate notions of any truth, we must i ntellectually 
sepal'ate i ts distinguishable parts j and this is the 
technical ~ocess of philosophy. But having so done , 
we must then restore them i n our conceptions to the 
unity. in which they actually co-exist; and this is 
the ~ll of philosophy. 4 . 

The point is t hat distincti on is not the same as division. 

The philosopher knows that the teI'l:l.S he is dist inguishing 

are really i nseparably interrelated , that they are arti­

ficial but necessary fictions, and he reconciles them at 

the end to show their essential unity. The process of 

generlc distinction in literature is I!lUch like that of 

critical analysis of a poem. Just as in the latter the 

critic sees the part of the poem both as an end in itself 

and as an organic component of the whole, so in the former 

3n.;r,., II, 245. 

4B•L •• II , 8. 



t he critic considers the work both in relation to its 

own genre and i n relation to t he whole body of litera-

ture. 

Another reason why a system of generic clasni-

fication might seem to betray the philosophical grounds 

of Coleridge's criticism is that he argues that the or­

ganic work acts'breatively under laws of its own origi­

nation. ,,5 Each work, '~herefore, is produced according 

to its own individual principles. This being so , we 

might be tempted to ask, sholud it not be judged by 

criteria d~rived from its ovm principles r ather than 

from the principles of a class to which t he work is 

supposed to belong? Will not the judging of the work 

by generic criteria rather than criteria derived from 

its own laVis stifle the work's i ndividuality fOl' us, 

and lead us to misunderstand the work itnelf? Cole-

ridge does not formulate a precise answer to this ques­

tion--as Fogle points out "Coleridge 's value on this 

subject lies not in an articulated system but in his 

perception that kind and individual co-exist ."6 It 

becomes clear from a reading of Theory of Life that 

(according to Coleridge ) in reality t hings differ in 

degree, and t hat we have to ~ract our notions of the 

different classes from the gradations in nature in order 

5S•C., I, 223. 

6 Fogle, p.4. 
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to render intelligible the differences between things in 

the whole scale of nature. Although class is always an 

abstraction and theL'efore subjective, however, it need 
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not be arbitrary, and Coleridge gives certain i ndications 

as to how different classes can be abstracted from de­

grees of difference without falsifying the basic nature 

of the constituents of the classes. The philosopher must 

first examine things in theirsimplest forms. This will 

reveal kind. He should then study the degrees of evolu­

tion of the thing. From here onwards his distinction of 

objects into classes is necessarily intuitive. But since 

he shows the whole evolutionary pattern, rather than 

just his own ideas of kind, he guards against arbitrari­

ness and error: 

For as to abstract the idea of kind from that of 
degrees, which ar€ alone designated in the l.anguage 
of common use, is the first and indispensable step 
in philosophy, so are we the better enabled to form 
a notion of t he kind, t he lower the degree and the 
Simpler the form is in which it appears to us. \le 
study the complex in the simple; and only from the 
intuition of the lower can we safely proceed to the 
intellection of the higher degrees. The only danger 
lies in the leaping from low to high, VIi th the neg­
lect of the intervening gradations •••• . these 
de€,Tees will themselves bring forth secondary kinds 
sui'ficiently distinct for all the purposes of science, 
and even for coamon sense , • • • for this is one 
proof of tIle essential vitality of nature, t hat she 
does not ascend as links in a suspended chain, but 
as the steps in a ladder; or r ather she at one and 
the same time ascends as by a climax, and expands as 
the concentric circles on the lake from the point to 
which thfol stone in its fall had given the first 
impu1.se,'t 

7Theory of Life , p.41. 



Coleridge ' s system seeks to show unity in ~~-

teity in any thine und.er study, to show the germ which 

controls the development of the whole . Genres can be 

seen as the channels through which the various fOl'IllS 

of literature which ~qU now be disti~lished have de­

veloped . Coleridge ' s concept of genre is therefore 

different from that of the neo-classicists in that , 

whereas for them genres were eternally the same, being 

governed by certain fixed rules , for Coleridee they are 

constan·i;ly developi ng, and can be judged only by refer­

ence to the laws of t heir creation. Thus he claims 

that: 

Could a rule be given from without, poetry 'would 
cease to be poetry, and sink i nto a mechanical 
art . • • • The rules of the IMAGIlTATION are them­
selves the very-Po\vers of growth and production. 
The words, to which they are reducible , present 
only the outlines and ext ernal appearance of tLe 
fruit . 8 

Certain key principJ.es, t he "germs" of their respective 

genres. can be isolated, hoV/ever. as will become clear 

later in thi s chapter. As Fogle points out,9 the value 

of geme in Coleridge ' s system i s that it reconciles 

the particular with the un.iversa~, t he individual with 

the kind. It can separat e t he body of literature i nto 

di fferent types while making allo\vance for individual 

diffe:rences of \'lorks within each kind. 

--------------------------------------
Bn.iJ •• II, 65 . 

9Fogle , pp. 3 - 4 . 
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True to his philooo~)hic aethod, ColeJ.'idge comes 

to his conclusions on the characteristics of the various 

genres ao a result of examining the verJ beginnings of 

l iterature and then shoVling its evol·.,tion and gradual 

diversifi cation. He sees poetry as a whole as lJeGinl1ing 

i n relig-lous ritual merged with hero-worship of past 

warriors: 

145 

the established religion • • • was a local polytheism, 
namel y , a worship of departed heroes, and of the pow­
ers of nature personified, sonatines separate, but 
more often confounded together , so that t he god was 
at once a traditional hero, and the symbol or spiri t 
of some part of nature . For Polyt1::eism among a rude 
and illiterate race would al~ost necessa~ily blend 
with hero worship. 10 

At these religious rituals h~rnns WOl;ld be sung in praise 

of the god , and t~esewo,lld have both narrative and lyri­

cal parts, the narrative recounting the god ' s actions, 

and the lyrical addressing the god directly and being of 

a devotional nature . The narrativE! parts of the hymn 

gradt~ally came to be given to different . individual sing-

ers , vlllile the ly-.cical parts continued to be given to 

the chorus: 

In t~e h~lS of celebration the different voices would 
sometimes sing in chorus , sometimes separ~tely, and in 

-----_ .. _._--- ------_ •. _-_. ---~-. 

10 g ., I , 184 . 



responses. The narrative parts of the l~~s, con­
taining accounts of the God l s own actions ••• 
would be sung in notes less removed from animated 
dialogue. , than i n devotional and lyric addresses. 
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The mode of relating events i u rude and simple 
states of society i s always highly dramatic , and 
before any distinct idea of a drama bad been con. 
ceived. the narrative partD of the hymn would oJ.­
ready have become a sort of heroic dialogue in 
recitative . This greatly i nteresting the passions 
and curiosity of auditors and spectators, Tig",ould 
gradually be divided fron the lyric or choral parts . 
Each Singer would soon attach themselves to some 
particular part, and in speaking in the character of 
the heroes would feel himse1f as assuming that 
character grndually •••• The devotional part always 
renained under the form of chorus. 11 

At this stage poetry has already become drama, 

because, for Coleridge, the essence of drama i s that 

" i nstead of sL~ply narrating the actions of men, i t 

represents men acting; or if it na1~tes. it is narrative 

in representation. n 12 It is i mportant to notice that in 

this explanation of the rj.se of drama Coleridge has re­

mained true to his belief {which will be examined in more 

detail later in this chapter} that the critic ohould con­

centrate both on what is essential to t he literary wor k 

under study and on what is accident al . Here he has shown 

what is essential to drama--live representation--aud what 

i s merely accidental , arising from the same ritual and 

devotional circumstances which gave birth to drama itself--

the chorus. In his examination of t he evol\.\tion of early 

forms of literature Coleridge constantly uses this dual 

12 ... ., T 
~ . () ., - , 

185 - 186 . 
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method so that he can show tha-i; Shakespearean plays ad­

here to the esse~tials of good drama, and that those 

clasoical rules such as the Ulrities. w:lich they have 

been criticised for violating, are really only accident­

al elements in the early dramatic works to which modern 

dramatists under different circumstances can no longer 

be expected to adhere. 
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Elsewhere in his criticism, Coleridge classifies 

"the first form of poetI'jl-tt (presumably the "rit-ual" type 

of poetry described above) as being the epic. whose essen­

tial characteristics are an episodic sequence and a com­

pletely "objective" tone: 

The first form of poetry is the epic, the essence of 
which may be stated as the successive in events and 
characters . This must be distinguished from narration, 
in which there must always be a narrator, from whom 
t he objects represented receive a colouring and a 
manner;--whereas in the epic,. as in the so-called poems 
of Homer~ the whole is completely obje£tive. and the 
representation is a pure reflection. 1~ 

Coleridge is pointing out--to rephrase his comments in 

modern terms--tp~t epic has an omniSCient, reliable narra­

tor, and i-~ is interesting to note t hat he is here antici­

pating modern critical thought on narrative technique and 

point of view. He is distillt,"'Uishing epic, which has an 

objective or reliable narrator~ from those forms of narra­

'tive, like the novel. which give a certain "slant .. to the 

story itself through t he introduction of a fictional narra-

----------_. __ ._--"'""-_ ...... _,-----.. _--
0 S. C"I. 138. 



tor with a definHe personality of his Olfin . The fact 

t !lat Coleridge goes on to discuss drana, indicates that 

he means to distinguish epic. drana, and such narrative 

forms as the novel, according to their modes of presen­

tation to the audience . But this purpose becomes for-

gotten, and he goes on to discuss the diflerences between 

the philosophical idea::: on w~lich epic nud drama arc re­

spectively based instead . revertheless it seems clear 

t hat :;'e oriGinally meant to distinguish between the con-

pletely objective f01"1<1 in which drama. is presented , with 

the action taking place directly on stage , and the sub-

jectiV"c fo= of presentation of the oodern prose fiction 

work, coloured by the per30nallty of the fictional narra­

tor wllo intervenes between the events of the stOl'"".:r and 

t he audience; and to show both fol'.::::s as springing from 

epic which (like t he no\"el) has an episodic structure , 

and (lH:e dra'1la) displays the eve'!lts which make up the 

baSic story in an objective man:wr. 14 

-_._----_._---_. __ .- -----------_. - .--

14It is interesting to co~pare the stateflent of 
t he modern critics Robert Scholes ~~d Robert Kellogg in 
their boo¥;, %.he Na~ill''§' of .)~arxa"t.i~ (Eew York: OA":ford 
University Press , 1966), pp. 51 - 52, that 

Oral narrative i nvariably et'lploys an al.'thoritative 
a:1.d reliable narrctor. He is ,gifted, like : .. 0,::101' and 
tIle "Author" of the Old Testanent, with the ability 
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t o observe an action fro!n every side and to tell the 
secrets of men ' s hearts. • • • -7e o..re also accustomed 
to referring to this reliable , omniscient, o~~ipresent 
narrator as "objective." By t hi s we mean that, aeain 
like Honer and the authors of Old Testaoent na1'l'e .. tive, 
he does not talk about hi_;self, but about the charac­
ters and actions of his story. Nor does he cultivate 
t .... e intiT.mcy of ilis audience at the eXj?cnse of taeir 
sympathy with the si;or'J' 

And , on page 4 of their wori:, they contrast t he mode of' 
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In the evolution of drama., the first staGe after 

epic, the staee in which poetry 1:ecor.les drama, is the 

"historic drama" or history play. This is the trnnsition 

stage between epic and tragedy, which Coleridge rega?ds 

as being the purest form of drama and which, in f act, m 

frequently denotes by the term drama. In comnenting on 

the history play Coleridge considers it both in relation 

to the development of the dramatic form, and to that of 

the philosophical ideas towards the tragic vision. The 

link between the history play and epic is the fact that 

both tell of t he actions of some character in the past ; 

but, whereas t he emphasis in epic is on event (and there­

fore on an orderly successive sequence), a history play 

should sho'i us the ilpirit of our past, since, for Cole­

ridge, one of the most i mportant ~~nctions of the his­

toric drama was to arouse patriotism and an almost mys­

tical feeling for their country in t he hearts of the 

audience. Thus t he history play should sacrifice t he 

episodic sequence of e1Jic for a seque!!.ce which, although 

less chronologically successive, would emphasise more 

the cause and effect sequence of history. In this way 

the history play is able to show the significance behind 

---.----... --------~-... - .... ----
presentation of narr~tive to that of drama: 

By narrative we mean all those litsraI'"'.1 works which 
are dil3tinguished by two characteristics: the pre­
sence of a story and a ;:;tory-tell8r. A drama is a 
story without a story-teller; in it characters act 
out directly what Aristotle calls an "imitation" 
of such action as Vie find in life. 
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events1 rather t han just the events the:-!lSe~ves: 

In order t hat a draoa may be properly historical, it 
is necessary tllat it should be the history of t he 
peop~e to WhM it is addrossod. In the eoopooition* 
ea.re l!IllSt be taken that there appear no dranatic im.­
probe.bll1ty, as t ho reality io taken for gnmted . 
I t must, ~ikewise, be poeticll1;-that only, I !'lGat4 
must be ~en which :I.e the pel'!'lllnent in our 'IlUttn·e. 
Which is oO!'lmon, a.nd therefore deeply interesting to 
all agos. The events theos~ves are immatcriaJ., 
otherwioe than as t he o~oth1ng and l~ni£estntion of 
the spirit that is working ~ tb:!.n. In this nodo, 
tho unity resulting from suceesoion is destroyed. 
bat ie sup.?lied by eo unity of tt higher ordGr, which 
connects t he events by reference to the workers, 
gives a renoon for thom in the motives. and presents 
men i n t heir causativ~ character. It takes, t here­
tore. toot part of real nstory which 13 t he leaot 
known, and infuses a prinoiple of life and or~niz 
tion :into the naked facts,. and makes t hen a.lJ.. t ho 
f~~ework of an animated who1e. 15 

Coloridge therefore defines historic drooa as beine "a 

collection of evonto borrowed from hiotory. but oonnec­

ted to ther in respoct to cause and tioo poetically by 

dl"at1la.tic fiction.,,16 

But the true gezn of t he 'particll~~ aenre is t he 

phllosophicaJ. idea which oouldo t he f om of the play to 

it$ own euds. 'l'bus Coleridge explains t hat t he .c1r'~ft 

and t he epiC aro both "founded on tho relation of provi­

dence to t he human will; If 17 but frol!1 hore the two 8enrGS 

differ, bocause each takes a different point of viC\7 as 

-------_._ --------' -,--------
15S. Q,..I, 138 .. 139. 
16 M ., I , 139. 
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to wr..at this relation is: 

In the epic poem fa.te is repJ~esenteu as overruling 
the lill, and maki ng it i nst:rumental to the accom-­
plisbIlent of i -!is desie;Lls. • • • In t he drana, the 
will is exhibited as struggli!l.g with fate, a great 
and beautiful i nst ance and illustration of which is 
t he Prometheus of Aeschylus; and the deepest effect 
is produced, when the fate is repres€'nted as a high­
er and intelligent will, and the opposition of the 
i udividual as springing from a defect. 18 

Though he uses tho word "drana" here . it is clear that 

Coleridge means tragedy, both becallse his definition of 

comedy, which is a form of the general categorJ of drama, 

is i nconsistent with t his description, conedy, as Cole­

ridge sees it, laying its emphasis on the human body and 

senses , while tragedy lays its emphasis on the will, in-­

tellect and spirit; a.nd because echoes of the disti'ilction 

made in the passage quoted, ~pplied to the di fference 

between .:tragedy a.nd epic. cali be found in repor'~s of his 

verbal lectures, where Coleridge was nat.,ra.lly oore care-

fuJ. about his teI'lllinology. for exauple~ 

Fully to comprehend the nature of the Iiis'Goric Drama, 
the difference should be understood bet· .. ,eel1 tb.e epiC 
and tragic muse. The latter recognizes and is 
grounded upon the free-will of man j the former is 
under the control of destiny, or, aJ:loug Christians, 
an overruling Erovidence. 19 

Comedy developed out 0: t raeedy, bei ng an attempt 

to r idicule others by Ileans of a burlesque of tragedy: 

Let '!;wo persons join in the same scheme to ridicule 
a t hird, a.nd either take adVa11 t 1U.:e of, or invent , 

18S• C., I , 138. 

19s•c., II, 277. 
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some story for that purpose, and mimicry will have 
already produced a sort af rude camedy. It becames 
an inviting treat to. the populace , gains an addi­
tional zest and burlesque by fallarling the already 
established plan of tragedy; and the first man of 
genius who seizes the idea, and reduces it into 
form. into. a wark af art, by metre and music, is 
the Aristophanes of the country. How just this 
account is appears from the fact that in the first 
or old comedy af the Athenians, all the d~Btis 
~eT~onae are liV~Bg characters introduced under 
heJ.T own names. 

Camedy therefore starts as a kind of inversion of tra­

gedy for satirical purposes. The two forms (early 

Greek tragedy and camedy) have only ane thing in com­

mon-that bath are ideal. as indeed are the camedies 

and tragedies of Shakespeare: "that is. the comedy of 

Aristophanes rase to as great a distance above the 

ludicraus af real life, as the tragedy of Saphocles 

above its tragic events and passions."21 In all ather 

respects the two forms are camplete apposites. Cole­

ridge agrees with Plata t hat it is "the business of 

one and the same genius to. excel in tragic and camic 

poetry, and that the tragic poet o~~t at the same time 

to cantain in himself the powers of comedyu22 because 

"opposites illustrate each other's nature . ,,23 This 

being so, Coleridge defines comedy in terms af tragedy, 

20 S. C.,I, 189. 
21", C I .2.:.--, ,. 169 • 

22", C I .2.!.--, J 168 • 

23S•C.,I. 168. 
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showing how their basic principles conflict. The essence 

of tragedy is a concentration on the human will , repre­

senting the spirit as subjugating the sensual aspects of 

t he body in a struggle for t he attainment of some great 

goal: 

The tragic poet idealizes his characters by giving 
to the spiritual part of our nature a more decided 
preponderance over the animal cravings and impulses 
than is met with i n real life. 24 

In conedy, on the other hand, the mind is shown as being 

a slave to the body and the sensual i nstincts: "The comic 

poet idealizas his -4:haractero/ by making the animal the 

governing power and the intellectual the mere instru­

ment.,,25 The comic vision or "sportive ideal ••• sub-

sists in the perfect harmony and concord of the higher 

~.ature with the animal as with its ruling principle, its 

acknowledged regent.,,26 It is for this reason that the 

coarseness of the Aristophanic allusions and jests is 

justified in context--it is necessary in order to present 

a point of View and philosophical idea frankly and fear­

lessly; and the coarse jests are therefore means ordered 

to an end: 

Hence we may admit the appropriateness to the old 
comedy, as a work of defined art, of allusions, 
descriptions, etc., which morality can never justi­
fy-and only with reference to the author himself, 

----------------------------------------------
24 .. 

S.C.,I, 170. 

25S.,9 . ,I, 170. 

26,~ C I 
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and only as being the effect rather £than? the 
cause of the circumstances in ~hich he vJrote. can 
consent even to pal1iate. 27 

Up till the passage just quot0d, Coleridge has 

been using t he words "comedy" and "tragedy" to denote 

the essential elements of tragedy and comedy. He then 

moves on. in the passage above, to describe some ·of 
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the aspects of one forn of embodiment of the oomic prin­

Ciple-a sub-species of the cOmic genre-namely, the 

"old comedy" of Aristophanes. Coleridge now proceeds 

to distinguish this form of comedy froo a new type aris­

ing at this stage of history--the middle comedy as pro­

duced by Uenander and Philemon. This form moves fur­

t her aVJay from the old comic struci.;ure which wac domi­

nated by -the idea of tragic destiny. The old comedy 

had iL~tated the ideas and structure of tragedy in 

order to invert its ends; both had been essentially 

ideal. The middle comedy was less i deal, more concerned 

with ordinary life and experience. In fact Co1eridce 

seel!lS to doubt whether this is reallY comedy at a11-

he seems to t hink that comedy must necessarily be the 

opposite pole to tragedy# so that each can be defined in 

terms of the other: 

Euripides had already brought tragedy lower down 
and by many steps nearer to the real world~ and the 
passionate admiration which nenand:9r and Philemon 
expressed for hiG, and their open avowals that he 
was their great master, entitle us to consider it 

------------------------------------
27S•C.,I, 171. 
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Lihe new cO"Jledy.Jas a middle species between tragedy 
and comedy--not tragi-comedy~ a thing of heterogeneous 
parts , but a cO:lplete whole founded on pri:1ciples of 
its own. Throughout Vie find it distinguishing it­
self from tragedy, not, as the genuine old comedy, 
contrasting and opposing. • • • The entertairnant . 
or middle coraedy. remained within the circle of 
experience . Instead of the tragic destiny it i ntro­
duced t he powers of chance •••• 28 

In a broader sense I; the middle comedy distine,uishes it­

self from both tragedy and the old comedy in that it is 

an altogether inferior form. of drana. Besides opposing 

mundane experience to the idealism of tragedy and conedy, 

it opposes prudential advice to their presentat.ion of 

the eternal questions of true morality: 

In tragedy Lthe moral/law, [either as obeyeg7or_ 
violated. above all consequences--its own mainLten­
ance or violation cori7§tituting the most iL~portant 
of all consequences-::Zforms the ground; tIle new 
comiJdy, [is based oIVprudence or i mpruclence . 
enlightened or misled self-love. The whole moral 
system of the entertainment , exactly like that of 
£'2obl,£, (here a hint concerning i ts unfitness for 
chi~dren) consists in rules of prudence . 29 

I have already discussed Coleridge ' s ideas on the 

differences between prudence and morality in Chapter II 

of this theSis. To recapitulate briefly. t~le end of 

morality can only be achieved by t he means of altruism 

and transcendence of the self, while prudence is charac­

terised by egoism and a deSire for personal rewardo and 

safety. Prudence is an amoral quality, therefore, being 

not at all concerned with q~estions of good and evil in 

--------_._-
28, ... C I 
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29<.' C I 
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t hemselves , but its egoism contradicts the very principle 

of morality. Literature ; accorditig to Coleridge, should 

help us transcend the self and contemplate truth and 

morality, and in as far as prudence obstructs this aim 

it obstructs the end of literature. 

Here, therefore ~ we see the flexibility of Cole­

ridee's generic method of criticism--he does not confine 

himself to a discu.ssion of differences in form betvleen 

tragedy. old comedy and middle comedy, but relates t he 

foxmal di:fferences to t he ideological differences, shows 

not only t he differences between tragedy and comedy but 

t heir essential similarity, and relates t he principles 

15G 

on Which each is based (idealism and a conCerti with 

mor-ality in the case of tragedy and old comedy, experi ence 

and a concern VIi th tf'.e prudential in t he case of middl e 

comedy) to the criteria of general poetic excellence. 

3 -

Coleridge considered t hat drama in t he ancient 

world developed no further t han this. the Romans merely 

presenting "imita·tions or translations of the Greek 

drama.";;O lIe therefore moves on to discuss t he or igins 

--------------------------------------.---
30 S. C., I , 190. 



of "modern" drama. The barbarian invasions and the 

consequent "dark ~.c~e3n had sunderoli t "JO links 0:1': nations 

with classical civilis~tion; nO·~!1ins VIas knOYlll of the 

ancient literature . and so drana had once mol''; to evol ve 

from a prilllitive state. 31 Since the circums't;unces of 

its bil'th were different, the final result, too, is 

diffel'ent fron classical dra~. This re-birth took the 

foI'lll of 11ystery plays produced by the c1erff'J fu.d nobles 

i n order to spread the message of aP~istianity to the 

illiterate masses. And so, once mora, dra~ had its 

origins in religion. 32 Because. to attract audiences , 

t he plays had to delight as Vlell as teach, tragi-comedy 

came i nto bei!'.g. This was a nE"W f orm, unknown in -the 

ancient world, which came into being in the mode~!l world 

r ather than the ancient because of different germinal 

circUTIstances; the early Greek rit~Llals, as Coleridge 

describes them. Vlere spontaneous, originating from t he 

legend~ of the people. and therefore they would not have 

had to try to , attract audiences as t he producers of the 

Uystery plays di d: 

·the necessity of at once i nstructing and gratifying 
the people produced the great distinction between 
the Greek and the English theatre . To t his we must 
attribu'~e the origin of traei- coiiledy, or a repre­
sentation of human events more lively, more near t he 
truth and permit ting a larger field of moral i nstruc­
tion, a more ample exhibiti on of the recesses of the 

,---,~-~------------ -------.--~--

31"The Origins of !,~odern Drana, II S. I'.",!, 189 - 196 . 
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hunan heart under all the trials and circumstances 
that most concern us , than \vas known or_guessed at 
b.Y Aeschylus, Sophocles, and ~uripides . /j 

This tragi-comedy became the root from which both modern 

tragedy and modern comedy were to develop. The fool and 

>Ghe clown of "modern It drama Coleridge considers to bave 

evolved from Vice and the Devil. 34 The Mysteries were 

succeeded by Moralities or "dialogues and plots of 

allegorical personages , .. 35 and gradually some characters 

of these dramas, such as Nero, becaoe so famous that 

they were introduced in their own right Itinste(!d of the 

moral quality f'or which they were so noted . .. 36 And so 

modern drar:la. came into being. 

In discussing modera draoa Coleridge gives a new 

definition of the ford. As I have already mentioned in 

this chapter, he bad defined dra,lIa as being "narra.tive 

in representation. u The purpose of that definition ~ms 

to enable the critic to detect the point at which poetry 

becomes drama. This new definition is a more complex one 

which has an evaluative potential and can be applied to 

sophis-ticated forms of dra."Ja: 

A theatre , in the widest sense of the word, is the 
general term for all places of amusement t "!lro ' the 
ear or eye in which men assemble in order to be 

-----------------, ---"'----- --.-
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amused by some entertainment presented to all at 
the same time. • • • The most important and digni­
fied species of this genus is, do~btle6S, the STAGE 
(res theatr~i~ histrionica), which, in addition to 
the generic definition above given. may be charac­
terized (in its Idea, or according to what it does , 
or ought to, aim:ill as a combination of several, or 
of all the fine arts to an harmonious whole having a 
distinct end of its o\~, to which t he peculiar end 
of each of the component arts , taken separately, is 
made subordinate and subservient; t hat , namely, of 
imitating reality under a ~em~ance of reality. 
Thus, Claude Lmitates a landscape at sunset, but 
only as a picture; while a forest-scene is not 
presented to the audience as a kicture , but as a 
forest: and t ho' in the ~ sense of the word we 
are no more decei~ LJr the one than by the other, 
yet are our feelings very differently affected, and 
the pleasure derived from the one is not composed of 
the same elements as that afforded by the other, 
even on the supposition that the quantum of both 
were equal. In the former it is a condition of all 
genuine delight, thnt we should no~ be deluded.37 

The first pal~ of the definition specifies that drama 

(which Coleridge here denotes by the word "stage") be­

longs to the genus of "theatre," or public entertainment . 

The second :part of the definition points out that it is 

a harmonious synthesiS of all the ot~er arts, and the 

fin~ part of the definition states that the end of drama 

is "to imitate reality under the semblance of reality." 

In this :phrase drama is shown to be similar to all other 

arts in that it i mitates (rather than copies) reality, 

but shm~ to be different in that only drama requires us 

to pretend for the mOr:ient that the j 'citation is real . 

This is the basis of Coleridge ' s theory of dramatic 

illusion, and it enables him to dispose with the more 

37S•C •• I • 199 - 200. 
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pal.'ticular definition thc.t drama is live representation, 

sinco tlds is necessarily included in the idea of iDd­

t ntine reality under the ao~blance of reslity--we would 

not be floble to pretend that t ho representation was in 

fact roality if one actor rocited all the parts. 
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Just as Colerid~~ uses a more eonpl x definition 

of. droJn in discussing Elinabethan or "modern" playSt no 

he believes that modern drama is richer and oore cO!:lplo.x: 

thlln the ancient. Both forms have beauty, but tho 

beauty of the one oust not be judged by criteria ab­

stracted fron thnt of t he other. COleridge~ s ~ _ 010 

defence of Shakeop'eare and his couteopororieo is cnsed 

on his clnim th.at they moe YJ1'i ting a different type of 

drama, ,/nioh has different rul.eo, and t herefore !!lUst be 

judged by differont criteria: 

We call, for tie seo and feel; t he mmn and t ho dove 
both tranoeendou:t1y beautiful. As absurd as it 
would be to i nstitute Q cOl1parison bCt\'1EHilU t heir 
sepal'ute olai::a to beauty frO!!! any nbatroct rule 
eo on to both, ~ithout referenoe to the life and 
boins of t ho a.nin8ls thov,oolves-- nay rutbor if. 
hav±ng first seen t he dove, ~~ abotracted its out­
J.ino.s~ gave the!l~alfle gone1'aJ.iza.tion. cE!.1J.ed tho m 
prillciple or idotJJ. of bird-boauty and then pro­
oooded to o1'it101£9 the~,~ or t ho eaglo--not 
less nbourd is it to pans judgeoont on t he warka of 
a poat on the Ilero ground that they have been 
oalled by the sa:oe class-name with the works of' 
other poets of other tinoa Gnd o1row:lStoocea. or 
any ground indeed save that of thoir inapproprlnte­
ness to t heir own ond a.nd beiDb. their Wj;!.l~t of 
signj.ficance, as s:robol ond physioGnomy. )C5 

The point is that a 11 ter::lTIJ ark ouot be judged aecord-

___ • _______ .. _· __ I __ ~_ • .--....-~.-----·-....... --
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ing to the extent to which it has realioed its end, 

and if the ends of two respective works are different 

t l1ey cannot be expected. to use the same mea;a.s . The 

Greek dramas were intended to appeal to the "outward. 

senses ... 39 This bcing so. oooel"va;!;ion of' the unities 

was i mportant. The Shakespearean drama, on the other 

hand, \"~s intCl'lded to appeal "bo ·~lle reason and the 

i magination: 

The Shclrespoarean drama appealed to the i magination 
rather than to t he senses, and to the reason as 
contempla.ting our inward. nature, t he workings of 
the. passions in their most retired recesses. But 
the reason, as reason, is indopendent of time and 
space; it has nothing to do with them. Hence the 
certainties of reBson have been called ~~~l 
truths; ex .~. , the endless properties of the cir­
cle-what cou:1ection have they with this or that 
age , t his or that country? The reason_is aloof' 
from time and spacc; the .i lllagination I hasJ an 
arbitrary control over both; and if only the poet 
r.ave such power of exciting our i nternal enotions 
as to make us preseut to the scene in imagination 
chiefly, he acquires the right and privilege of 
usiJ:l..g time and space as they exist i n the imagina­
tion, obedient only to the 1a"7S which the imagina­
tion acts by. 40 

It is true that in another passage Coleridge stated that 

"the plays of Shakespeare" 

are in no respect imitations of t he Greeks: they may 
be called anaJ.ob~es , because by ve~J different means 
t hey arrive at the same end; whereas the French aud 
Italian tragedies I have read, and the English ones 
on the same model. are mere copies, though they can­
not be called likenesses , seel::ir.g tile same effect by 
adopting the same means, but under most inappropriate 
and adverse circu:''lstanccs. 41 
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But here the word "end" is beifl..g used in a broader sense 

to mean, for ex~ple, that both classical and Shake­

spearean tragedies achieve the tragic effect which is 

the end they are striving for. 

Coleridge explains the difference between Shake­

spearean and classical drama more fully in conparing the 

difxerence between them to that between Latin and the 

Romance languages which he seems to have thought were 

fomed out of "the decayed Rouan and the northe?c 

tongues.,,42 The Romance languages. he clairJS, are 

less perfect in sicrplicity and relation. the 
privileges of a language fomed by the sigple 
attraction of houogeneous parts , but yet more rich, 
more expressive and various, as one formed out of 
a chaos by Dore obscure affinities of atoms 
apparently heterogeneous. As more than a metaphor, 
as an analogy of t his, I have named the true 
genuine modern poetry the romantic; and t he works 
of Shakespeare are romantic poetry revealing itself' 
i n the drama.. If the tragedies of Sophocles are in 
the strict sense of the word tragedies, and the 
comedies of Aristopha.nes comedies, we l:Illst emanci­
pate ourselves of a false association from mis­
applied names , and find a new word for the plays 
of Shakespeare . They are in the ancient sense 
neither tragedies nor comedies , nor both in one, 
but a different genus. diverse in kind, not merely 
different in degree,--romantic dramas, or dramatic 
ror.m!lces.43 

Yet in his lectures Coleridge discusses Shakespeare ' s 

"comedies" and ntragedies," rather than his ltronantic 

dra.'Uas, 0::' dramatic romancos," despite the fact that 

42., C I 
~.,> • 
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in another passage he says of Shakespeare: 

Divide his works into three great classes; no 
division can be made t hat appli es to tragedy and 
conedy, for nature ach~owledges none of these 
d i stinct sharp lines, and Shakespeare 1s t he Poet 
of lTature . pourtraying things as they eXist . 44 

The anl3\,;e1' to this mystery seems to be that Shakespeare 

wri tes sO'!le plays r.i. th a predoJ1inantly t ratjic element, 

others \'11th a predominantly co. 'ic element , even though 

these plays at'e not so tightly and unnaturally or~-

nised as to cOl:rf'orm to classical rules of cO'.lposition. 

It i s therefore convenient to class them as tragedies 

and comedies 111i le remenberir..g that they are in fact 

diffe:cent fro!:! the oriGinal Greek tragic and comic 

forrr.s , having evolved froD then--the concept of genre 

should not be ap:,)lied so arti trexily as to violate t he 

work ' s individuality. 

Coleridge' s COJ.ll)E.rison of the difference betwcen 

ancient and modern art \vl.th t hat betrleen ancie'!!;; and 

modern l iterat-'..:tre shows his conception of the different 

creative ends i n each of the "l7llO ages: 

The 3hakesreo.:rean dra!;ia a.nd the Greek uranJa may be 
compared to statua-~ and pai nting. In statuary, as 
in the Greek drama, the characters must be few, 
because t he very essence of statuary i s a high 
degree of abst1':2ction, \711ic11 .prevents a great nany 
figures being combi.ned i n the same effect . In a 
grand group of !lior-e, or in ?-uy other ancient 
heroi c subject, how disgusting even i t would appear, 
i f an old nurse were introduced . :rot only the 
number of figures ml'st be circumscribed. but nothi ng 

.------------ .... ---.- ----- ._---
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undignified must be placed in conpany with '100t is 
dignified: no one personage lWGt be brought in that 
i s not an abstraction: a:u t he actors in the scene 
must not be presented at once to the eyo; and t he 
effect of multitude, if r<:)quiroo, llIUst be produced 
Without the intor0~ling of anything discordant . 

Coopnre t his soaJ.l group "lith a picture by 
Ra.phael or Ti t1an, in which an ensa UUJ:IbGr of 
figures cay be introduced, a beGeQr, a cripple, a 
dog, or a cat; and by a les~ degree of l abour, and 
a lesa degree of abstraction, an effect io produced 
equally ho.rmonions to the mnd, nora true to nature 
with ita varied oolours, and , in all respects but 
one. superior to statuary. The man of t este feels 
satisfied, a.nd to t hat mioh reooon conceives 
possible, 8 mOn9nta~ reality is given by t he aid 
of t he 1mag1nat1on. 45 

liere t he oharacteristio excellencies of ancient art and 
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Qre 
lltel'ature"seen ao b iug concord, dignity and abstra.cti~ 

and Coleridge describoo t he oeans they uoe to achieve 

t hese eft'ecto. In oooern art , on t he other ha.nd. thoro 

is e grenter ooncentration on conorete reality, and an 

effect of harmony is producoo out of a.pparent U61inoso 

Ilnd disoord . In enoh fom a ,/ork is excellent to t he 

exteut t oot it achieves its end-the fl.lll exploitation 

of the pof.lsiblli ties of the f orm-but t ho foro or genre 

of modern painting i s superior to t hat of anoient 

statuary becettso it has n greater potential. because it 

can raise and t rnnafol"-'l the ugliness of COll1:lon life t o 

bcau"l;y whereas t he statuary cannot ado1t disoord. 

Nodern art, since it appeals to the iOOgination rather 

than the SetlSes, eran a.ffolwJ to show a. largor canvas, 

grenter the eo and greater vro.':iety. to suggest tho 
____ , _________ 0_ . __________________ ... __ ,·_'_ 
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sublinG and the in:finite, as is made clear by another 

passage in note form: 

AnCients, statuesque; mode!~s , picturesque . 
AnCients , rhythm and melody; moderns . harnony. 
Ancients, t he finite , and , therefore, grace . 
elegance, proportion, fancy, dignity, majesty,-­
whatever is capable of being definitely conveyed 
by defined for-illS or thoughts. The moderns , the 
infinite and L theJ indefinite as the vehicle of 
t he infinite; hence more Ldevotegl to the passions, 
t.he obscure hopes and fears ... -the 'IJandering thro ' 
L.thsz7 infinite, grander moral feelings , more 
august conceptions of man as man, the f uture 
rather than the present, --sublimity. 46 

The big danger in generic criticism, as Cole­

ridge sees it, is to mistake the accidental circum­

stances of t he composition of a particular work or 

type of work for essentials. The essential of t he work 

is the spirit which creates it, runs through it, and 

gives it life. The accidentals are the particular 

circumstances of the t ime and place in vlhic11 t he work 

was produced, which it incorporates as material. and 

which often limit or modify its form in some \Jay: 

Foetry in i ts essence ~is7 a universal spirit , but 
which in incorpora.ting itself adapts and takes up 
the surrounding materials , and ada.pts itself t o 
existing circumstances. /hat it cloaks itself in. 
it glorifies like a plant, dependent on the soil 
for ma,ny. t hi ngs , yet still retaining its original 
form[' ?_7 Essentials, therefore, and acciden"ts are 
the two grounds of judgement . 47' 

lind in another similar passage. Coleridge claims that 

"to judge l'1i th fairness of an authort s works , we must 

46", C I 
~·t , 

470' C I o • • ,. , --
--------.- --.-.----.-~-

222. 

230 - 231. 
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observe, firstly, what is essontial, and secondly, \'loot 

arises from circumstances. ,,48 

Coleridge clearly thinks that the neo- classical critics 

have mistaken the accidentals of drama in the ancient 

world for the essentials of all drru~. The unities of 

ti~e and place , for example. were accidentals, being 

"mere i nconveniences at t ached to the local peculiari­

ties of the Athenian drama. ,,49 In particular . unity of 

place had to be obse~ied in the Greek t heatre since the 

chorus Vias always on stage , the plays were not divided 

i nto scenes or acts, and therefore there ¥la G no way of 

indicating realistically a change in the place of the 

action to the audience . 50 

_. "-------_. __ .•. _------_. ------.--
48S•C• , II , 260. 

49" C I '" ~., , J. 

50See S. C., II , 263. It is interesting to com­
pare the views of the modern critics Fred B. nillett 
and Gerald Eales Bentley on this point . Discussing 
ancient Greek drama on page 31 of t heir book The Art 
of the Drw.a (neVi York: Appleton- Century-Crofts, 1935), 
(hereafter referred to as ~1illett and Bentley), they 
claim that one of 

the repeated problens of the dramatist ViaS the 
necessity of explaining the constant presence of 
the chorus, which also offered almost insuperable 
difficulties to any change of place or time. This 
is the chief reason w~~ Greek tragedies ge~erally 
had unity of place and tried to have unity of time. 
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The general trend of Coleridge ' s co~ ents on the unities 
i n the Greek and Elizabethan theatre would seeQ to be 
acceptable to the modern critical mind, t herefore . It 
is il:lpcrtant to notice, however, that he was obviously 
unaware tha'.; the Elizabethan plays thetlSelves were not 
divided into 'scenes or acts as such, a1tho~gh he i s 
correct in as far as t here were presumably times when, 
no characters being on stage , the audience would be 



- 4 -

It remains to consi der Coleridge' s application 

of t he principle of genre to practical criticism and 

evaluation, and particularly to the works of Shake­

spearets contemporaries, since it is easily conceivable 

t hat as ardent an admirer of Shakespeare as Coleridge 

might fall into the trap of condemning all those drama­

tists who do not use t he same means and who do not 

write the same type of drama as Shakespee.re . His 

method of criticism is first to exa~ine objectively the 

characteristics of t he writer. He occasionally notes 

----_.--_._- ---

more easily able to imagine a change in the p12ce of 
t he action than was the case i n the Greek theatre . 
b'ut it should also be borne in mi nd , contra such 
generalisations however t rue on the whole, that the 
Greek draFuatists diu not always observe the unities . 
Thus B. P. Uatli~, the translator of SophocJ..§1ll..Electra 
audjJther p~ (Hammondmvorth: Pengllin Books, 1953), 
points out in his "Notes to Women of Trachis," p.21 6. 
t hat 

Tr~hi§, t he scene of t he play, is a towa on the 
Malian Gull . beJ.;ueen Thermopyl ae and the mouth of 
t he river Spercheus. Sone t wenty miles out to sea, 
beyond the narrow entra"lce to t he gulf , lies -t;he 
north-westerly tip of t he l ong island of h'uboea, 
the pOint at which Heracles is reported to have 
paused on hi s homeward journey. The t ime allowed 
for the passage of the various pernons to and fro 
between these two pl aces, and for t he intervening 
inCidents , woul<l seem to strain dra.::;atic l i cence to 
an excessive degree if we considered the playas a 
conti nuous action; it is rather to be read as a 
sequence of episodes separated by i ndefinite lapses 
of time. 
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obvious excellencies, but i s \?ar~ of condemning any 

characteristic as a fault at so early a stage . Thus , 

in a highly systematic study of Ben Jonson' s literary 

characteristics he decides that Jonson is original 

s.nd that his works are very different from Shake­

speare ' s , His c~'acteristics, as noted by Coleridge, 

can be summed up thus: 

1) His characters are abstractions- one proninent 

fea~ure is tru~en from the whole man. blo~1U up 

and personalised. 

2) He observes accurately, but only what is likely t o 

appeal to the s~nses. He does not concern himself 

with moral or intellectual cilaracteristics but 

with manners. 

3) These manners are exhibited in such a \¥ay as to 

bri'fl..g out the predominant humours of the piece. 

4) He invents plots and 8i tuations very skilfully 

for the display of his characters . 

5) Great opulence of thought is evident in his works , 

but tIns is not the result of a "growth from within," 

as in Shakespeare . but ratl1er "the produce of an 

amassing power in t he author," which becomes 

evident in the fact that he borrows a great deal 

from earlier writers. 51 

The fact that Jonson is original indemnifies him from 

----_._----_._-----_._-
51,. C 4r 4~7 ~., pp. (;- - • 
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any charge arisin{S from his bOl'rowillg from earlier 

writers--to have achieved this originality he must 

have transformed these materials into his ovm ideal. 

just as the plant incorporates elements dra\~l1 from the 

soil into its 0 \7n form. 

Coleridge t s verdict on J'o!lson is t hat his 

dr8-'1as present cal'icatures rather tha.n characters . 

This being so, his comic plays fail to p~3S the test 

of comedy. This does not mean that his plays are bad. 

however--they are excellent in another eeure , nanely, 

farce: 

comedy demands cha.racters, and leaves caricatures 
to farce . The safest and tluest &efence of old 
Ben were to call his Epi~~ the best_of farces . 
The defect in the Morose. as in otherLs.J of Jon­
son's £!Lanatis personae, lies in t his: that the 
accident is not a prominence growing out of and 
nourished by the character \"Ihio11 still circulates 
i n it. but the character rises out of the accident 
- say rather, consists in the accident. • • • 

r . S.--A1l the above , and more , \"Iil1 have been 
justly said, if and whenever the dra.~ of Jonson 
is brought into "comparisons of rivalry" with the 
Shakespearean. But this should not be. Let its 
inferiority to the Sllakespeareo.n be at once fairly 
owned; but at t he same time as t he inferiority of 
an altogether different ~~ of the drana. On 
this ground, old Ben would still maintain his proud 
heig.~t. He no less than Shakespeal'e stands on the 
su.rnr:li t of his hill, -~and looks round him lil~e a 
master--tho' his be ~ttrig and Shakespeare 's 
SkiddaVl.52 

- '-- ------
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?'1.!.C •• 56 57. c.f. 1,lillett and Bentley, p .116 : 
uIn general it may be said t ha.t melodrama is a. lo,ler 
form of trasedy and farce a lower form of comedy." 
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Thus, in Coleridge ' s systen respect can be given to a 

vll'iter as an expert in his own Ge;lrG, while the critic 

is still aille to retain a. cC:.iplex evaluation scale 

Owing to the :l:o,ot that one .gem'e can be considered 

superior to another. The i mportant rule is not to 

criticise plays in One genre by -Lhe cri texia of another--

,Tonson' s works, which are really farces, sho~l.ld not be 

criticised according to the rules of co~edy . Co16-

ridge ' s observations on Shalcespeare ' s COl:ledy of ;:)rl~, 

which he regarded as a farce , exple.in why the charac-

teristics of Jonson's plays, as described aoove , make 

the!!! corJedies rather than farces: 

A proper farce is mainly distinguished from co~edy 
by the license allof/ed, and even required, in the 
fable , in order to produce strhn.ge and laughanle 
situations . The story need not be probuble, it is 
enough that it is possible . A comedy would scarce­
l y allow even the two Autipholuses; because . although 
there have been i nstances of al::lost indistinguishable 
likeness in two persons, yet the~e are mere indivi­
dual accidents • .Q2,'3us l udelltis na1;u.r~, and the verum 
will not excuse the ~~verisi~ile . But farce dares 
add the ~vo Dromios, and is justified in so doing by 
the laws of its end and constitution. In a \'Jord , 
farces cOm::Jence in a postulate, nbich must be 
granted . 53 

In short , comedy should present us with universal tniths 

and should prefer a probable i r.lpossibili ty to an im­

probable probability, since its end is the cOmTJUnication 

of a kind of truth. The eud of farce , however, is pure 

amusement , as is mads clear by another of Coleridge ' s 

53".., I 
~~· t ~ 99 . 



· COTIl!llellts on this ferm: 

The definition of a farce is, an i mprobability or 
even impossibility granted in the outset; see what 
odd and lauellable events will fairly follo\7 from 
it.54 

This beip~ so, caricature is au excellence in farce to 

t he extent that it causes amusement. Since the empl13.ois 

is not on truth to life in this form, moreover, Jonson's 

invention of situations for the display of his charac­

ters is perfectly logitimate \Vhereas in comedy this would 

be a fault since it is an artificial device. 55 

A direct attaok on the practice of criticising 

across genre lines can be seen in Coleridgc ' s defence of 

Jonson's Catiline Hi.§.....9onspiri!QY. and Sejanus: 

A fondness for judging one Vlork by compru.'ison wi t11 
others , perl13.ps altogether of a different class, 
argues a vulgar taste. Yet it is chiefly on this 
principle that the Catiline has been r ated so lmv. 
Take it and Fle:janus as compositions of a particular 
kind--viz' t as a mode of relating great historical 
events i n ~he liveliest ~ad most interesting manner, 
and I cannot help wishing that we had whole volumes 
of such plays . \'e might as rationally expect the 
excitement of the Vicar of Wakefield from Goldamith' s 
History of ~ngland, as that of Lear, Othello, etc.~ 
from the Sejanl.l& and .Cati].in_~. 5~ 

-----'-.. __ ... .- ------_._ .. - ~.--- ... -
54"Table Talk, " A..,ril 7, 1833, in Table T!blb •. and 

Omniana, p.206. 

55cf • Millett and Bentley who claim that Oscar 
7:11c1e ' .3 The Importa.!1£SL ofJeipg Earnest is a farce on 
the grounds that "the fundamental ht'l!lor of t he piece is 
based on situatioll, not character, and ••• a laree 
proportion of the comic scenes are the result of gross 
exaggerations." (p.122). 

56~., P? 57 - 58. 
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lIere again, as in ,jany of his remarks on Shakespem."e 

mentioned above. Col, ridge's defence rests on the claim 

t hat the means of these plays are well ordered t o achieve 

the end desired; and indeed in Coleridge's critical 

theory one of the main reasons for classifying plays 

into genres is to ;:lake criteria of criticism accord with 

t he e;,;:tent· . of difference between the oeuns and the ends 

of the different plays themselves. 

Beaumont and Fletcher fare less well than Jonson 

in Coleridge ' s evaluation. They are the most "lyrical 

172 

of our dra..':latists;,57 and show great literary talent, but 

their very lyricism makes them unsuitable to be dramatists: 

I scarcely recollect any scene or passage in Be.aurnont 
and Fletcher that is exclusively tragic, that is not 
i n a higher degree poetic--i . e . , capable of being 

'narrated by t he poet in his own person i n t he s ame 
words ... with strict adherence to the character of t he 
poet.:J8 

Coleridge was VIell aware. therefore, of t he need to dis-

tinguish between poet r" and drama. He did, however. con-

sider Beaumont and Fletcher masters of conedy, but comedy 
, 

of an inferior type t o the Shakespearean which is similar 

to tragedy in being an inversion of t he tratjic method and 

end: 

There is a kind of conedy which whoever produces must 
be capable of tragedy (Cervantes, Shakespeare) ; but 
t here is another kind, and that, too , highly anusi ng, 
which is quite heierogeneous. Of this latter Fl etcher 
was a great master . The surface and all its flowers 

57 .. C "L . ,- t n 44 ~.. . evn.s 1;0 e , p . • 

5~!. c ., p. 84. 



and open pleasures , serious or light , were his 
property--all his eye can see, ear hear-- nothing 
more .::>9 
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Fletcher, there~ore , is a dramatist o~ great skill, but 

his greatness . is cOl1~ined by his i nability to transcend 

the sensuous. 

5 -

As we have seen Coleridee' s concept and ap!,lica­

tion of gellre are far from arbitrary. He classifies 

works into species and sub-species in order not to con­

fuse t he criteria for judging the success with which one 

play has ordered its means to its own end with that of 

another whose end is quite different. At t he same time 

he constantly bears in mind the fact that terms of 

classification are necessarily artificial and subjective, 

and does not try to force any work into an existing genre . 

Sometimes, instead , he defines a new genre, purely for 

the purpose of criticising certain individual works , as 

he does in his discussion of Jonson' s historical plays, 

or describes and gives a name to the state to which 

certain plays have evo~ved from a certain genre, as in 

the case of the "romantic dra.ma" of Shakespeare. Once 

--------_. ._--



these t erms have served their purpose, however, they 

are forgotten--Coleridge never mistakes the label for 

the crea"cion. Furthermore. Coleridge t s con.cept of 

genre is complex. As r ogIe points out, 

For hiw a li"berary genre will depend: (1) upon 
gener al hm!lan nature . in v/hich it is grounded; 
(2) upon time . place, and circumst ances--as these. 
for example. account in part for the difference 
between Greek tragedy an.d the "romantic drama" of 
Shakespeare; (3) more vitally upon t he mental 
faculties that determine the genre i n their scope. 
arrangement, and relative dignity; (4) correspond­
i ngly, upon the depth and breadth of reality which 
t he genre is capable of i mitating; and ( 5) upon 
the specific literary effect t hat is intended. 
Above all, genre in Coleridge is "motivated, " 
&'uperficial form acquires meaning and life from 
the intellectual, emotional, and artistic reasons 
for its existence. GO 

In fact a sixth and ve~J irlportant factor could be 

added to t his list-the p,dlosophical view of life which 

gives rise to a genre, like the vision of the defeat of 

t he r ebelling human will by the powers of destiny. which 

is. for Coleridge . the core of tragedy. It is t his 

complexity and all-inclusiveness of definition and 

description Vl;lich keeps Coleridge· s views from critical 

rigidity. 

------.---------_._"'----- _.- .. _------.... _-- ----~---, •. -,-
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Coleridge's ideas about the definitive character­

istics of the history play have been explained i n the last 

chapter. It is essential to bear these ideas in mind in 

considering. how he applies them to a study and analysis 

of the genre. To sum up: the history play must show the 

history of the people to whom it is addressed; there must 

be no dranatic improbabilty in the plot, as we accept the 

factual reality of the events in the play far more 

implicitly than VIe do in the case of tragedy or comedy; 

it must be "poetical"--that only must be shown which is 

permanent in our nature; the events of the play should be 

subservient to the idea conveyed of the spirit of the time 

and the law of cause and effect; hence consistency of 

cause and effect and the unity of interest implied by the 

spirit at work in the times replace the chronologically 

successive time sequence of the epic. For Coleridge, then, 

the history play, although superficially re-enacting a , . 

series of events from a specific time and place in the 

past, should transcen~d the merely temporal and show us 

the "principle of life and organization" in history, 

making the nnaked facts • • • the frauework of an 
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animated whole. Hl IJoreover the history play need not 

be strict ly accurate in its representation of past 

events--its real duty is to show "the essential truth 
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of history. ,,2 The "inforning idea", the prinCiple that 

gives the work unity, therefore, is the poet's conception 

of the spirit of the period of which he writes; and this 

serves to distinguish the history play formally from 

tragedy, for example, whose informing idea lies in the 

conflict be~veen the flawed tragic hero and the invincible 

powers of fate. Inevitably Coleridge ' s theory of the 

history play lays fal' less emphasiS on character than 

does his theory of tragedy; for whereas the tragic herots 

character plays an extremely important part in unifying 

the play, the unifying prinCiple in the history play is 

an abstract force akin to zeitgeist. 

Just as the playwright should pOint beyond 

cl~acter to the spirit at work in the times, in writing 

a history play, so he should point beyond events them­

selves to their significance; it is because Jonson ' s 

Catiline His Consnin:.cy Al. d Sejanus concern themselves 

mainly with events rather than the chain of cause and 

effect, that they cannot be considered to be history 

plays--they constitute rather "a mode of relating great 

historical events in t he liveliest and most interesting 

1" C I 139 2.!-0" . 

2 S. C., II, 32. 



manner. ,,3 ]3 •.. :.".'1. Tillyard. analysing the Elizabethan 

view of ·nistory, comes to the sarJe conclusions. pointing 

out tl,at · for the Elizabethans "the chain of cause and 

effect, not t he unrelated fact, is the essence of 

history.,,4 To back up his views, Tillyard quotes from 

the Mirror_ for lJagistrates: 

nut seeing causes are the chiefest things 
That should be noted of the story writers, 
That men may learn wh"'at euds all causes brings, 
They be unworthy the name of chroniclers 
That leave them clean out of t he registers 
Or doubtfully report them; for the fruit 
Of reading stories standeth in the suit.5 
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Tillyard also draws a distinction between plays 

like Gorboduc, "where the political morality came first, 

and the facts of history counted for little as mere 

information", and the Chronicle Plays, which show a 

tremendous thirst for fact~l knowledge of histo~y and 

Aexploit the mere accident of successive events, .. 6 being 

comparatively unconcerned with the philosophical overview. 

Tillyard claims that, although Shakespeare 0\7ed something 

to the Chronicle Plays and to factual chroniclers like 

Holinshed, he was more inclined to the philosophical type 

3rJ.C., p.58. 

4l:l .u•rJ• Tillyard. Shakespe..?-re t s History Plays 
(first published by Ghatto and Windus, 1944. l.'11is 
edition Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1969), 
p.86. Hereafter referred to as "Tillyard". 

5Tillyard, p. 86. 

6Tillyard, p.105 . 
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of chronicler, like Hall. His views , obviously based on 

wi der r€.ading of Lnglish literatnre and a more thorough, 

scientifi c study of the age as a whole t1>..an Coleridge 

had the advantage of, seem to bear out ColeridGe ' s con­

clusions . Jonson' s plays , from this point of view, would 

fall into the category of Chronicle Play. 

Since many of Shakespeare' s tragedies as well 

as his so- called "history plays" are set i n the past, it 

becomes necessary to define and describe the history play 

carefully if it is to assume the status of a genre in its 

own right, because, as Coleridge realised , "there is as 

much histo.;r:l i n Macbeth as i n Richard <IJ;> " 7• As has 

been pointed out i n tIle last chapter, Coleridge defines 

the "hist oric dra:ro." as Ita collection of events borrowed 

from history, but connected together i n respect to cause 

and time poetically, by dramatic fiction. u8 In other 

words the poet must both remain r oughly true t o the 

events of the past wr~ch he shows , and use hi s poetic 

ability and philosophical insight to present these events 

in such a way toot they manifest to the audience a deeper 

significance than histor-,f, studied accurately and object-

ively, normally conveys. 

Coleridge draws a distinction be~veen Shakespec~et s 

ttpure tt history plays, his "mixed" dramas , and the other 

----------------------------
7 ,. C I 
~, , 

8 " C I ~, , 
143. 

139. 



plays which, although drawing on history to a certain 

extent, are primarily either tragedies or comedies: 
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The distinction does not depend on the quantity of 
historical events compared with the fictions , for 
there is as wch history in Uacbeth as in Richard <r:t>. 
but in the relation of the l:1..istory to the plot. In 
the pur~ly historical plays, the history informs the 
plot; in the mixt it directs it; in the rest , as i~ 
Hacbe,:th, Hamlet , Cymbeline, 1&&. it subserves it.:I 

Coleridge does not explain what he eans by the 

words "informs" "directs" and "subserves", but it is 

possible by drawing on his remarks on the part that 

Itlstory plays in Shakespearean drama, to make an intell­

igent conjecture. The following discussion is in the 

nature of an interpretation of what Coleridge seems to 

have meant by these terms rather than an explanation of 

them, cnd is necessarily subject to a degree of uncertain-

ty, therefore . Nevertheless such an interpretation has 

to be undertaken in order to a.ttain any comprehensive­

notion of Coleridge ' s concept of the history play. It 

is i mportant to point this out because careful study of 

the way in which Coleridge,uses these terms bas lcd me to 

conclude t~~t there is an inconsistency between 11i s theory 

of the history p1cy and hiB approach to it in practical 

criticism, as I will explain at the end of th1s chapter . 

:;" or Coleridge HenrY IV is a mixed drama because 

characters are "introduced merely for the purpose of 

9S • C. , I , 143. 
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giv'ing a b'reater individuality and realness •••• , by 

presenting, as it were, our very selves . n10 It would seem; 

then. that a play is a "mixed" drama, rather than a pure 

"historic drama" , when the poet no longer uses only hist­

orical events and characters in his attempt t o convey 

artistic and philosophical truth, but invents major cha­

racters of his own with whom we can identify. By contrast, 

the object of the pure history play is that of "familiar­

izing men to the great names of the countI"'J. and exciting 

patriotism. ,,11 The emphasis in this sentence is on na-

tional feeling, a concern for the 60~]ffiity of t he state 

rather than for individuals. And , if this s~ntence is 

compared with the previous passage quoted. it would seem 

th~t Col~ridge thinks that the nation itself is the true 

subject of a "pure" history play, and that too close a 

focus on individuals will obscure this subject. 12 

• 

10,. C' I 
~., , 143. 

11 :::; . C. , I , 153. 

121t is interesting to compare the views on the 
history play of t he modern critic. Georg Lukacs. In his 
book, The Historical rTovel, trans. Hannah and Stanley 
!U tche11 (new ed. ; London: ~lerlin Press, 19(2) . especially 
Chapter Two , "Historical ~iovel and Historical Drama". 
PIl . 89- 170, Lukacs, developing the idtas of some of those 
nineteenth century German thinkers and critiCS, such as 
lIegel, Lessing and Goethe , who most influenced ColeridGe 
himself , approaches the history play in much the same 
way as Coleridge. yet comes to surprisingly different 
conclUSions. Like Colel'idce he is interes ·l;ed in the 
manner in which the hi story play should be fai thi'ul t o 
history. and , like Colerid~e , maintains that the play 
should reflect not SPecif ic historical detail but rather 
t hose SOCiological conditions and forces peculiar to the 



For Coleridge, King John, Henry VIII, and 

Richard II are Shakespeare ' s only "pure" histoI"J plays, 

and of t hese P~chard II is the purest . Each of these 

plays is predominantly patriotic (RicbalU II and King 

lQ.hn, especially, have some very patriotic orations) , 

and none of them has a character so intensely fo~~sed 

as to dominate the whole of the audience ' s attention. 

It is true that Richard is a fully individualised 

character, but his weakness and inability to fulfil 

successfully his role as ki ng provides an occasion for 

age and which constituted its zeitgeist. But whereas 
Coleridge concludes that the history j?lay should there­
fore not distract the audience ' s attention from the 
state of the nation and the spirit t hat runs through it 
as a whole by concentrativ~ too oharply on one i~~ivi­
dual, Lukacs argues that the playTIright shou~d create 
as his hero u highly individualised central character 
embodying in extreme fo:rm the dominant cp..aracteristics 
of t he age . This is the ",{lOrld- historical individual" 
(p.103) whose role it is to come into collision with 
other forces ei tIler in opposition to the zeitgeist 
(as in the case where the antagonist is a decaying 
ruling class) , or accordant with it but i n opposition 
to his own particulaJ.' manifestation of t he zeitgeist in 
his ideals. Lukacs, therefore, lays a much stronger 
emphaSis on characterisation in hi s tileOI"J of the 
historical drama than Coleri dGe does . nevertheless he 
i nsists that the zeitgeist of the period must imom 
the characterisa.tion: 

the greatness of dramatic characterisation, the 
abili ty to mal~e Q.haracters li 'Le dr.?f~a.ti c.§lly does 
not only depend, therefore, ibn t he playwright ' s 
ability to create character, in itself, but 
rather, i ndeed above all, upon how far it is 
given lrim, subjectively and objectively, to dis­
cover the characters and collisions in reality 
that will correspond to these inner requirements 
of dramatic form. LP.10g 

101 
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us to see the discord in the state. Each of the plays, 

too, shows a deep concern for the health of the body 

politic. Therefore, when Coleridge states that in a 

purely historical play the history informs the plot, he 

seems to mean that the study of the life a12.d develoEJillent 

of the nation in its past and an invocation of senti :1ent 

connecting and i dentifying the audience with their count­

ry foI'l!l the main i nterest of the play, so that the nation 

i tself , and not any single character~ i s the hero, rlhen 

he says that in the mixed dra.:Ja the history "directs" 

the plot, he means that the historical sJeudy of the 

nation channels the writer' s presentation of the events 

of the pl ay , providing an i mportant and organic context 

v/hich we are never allowed to forget , but whi ch does not 

form a theme . Here individuals, sllch as Falstaff and 

Prince Hal. domi nate . The events spring from history, 

and there i s much concern with the safety of the state, 

but t he :llation itself i s not t he hero. 

By an extension of these ideas it woulQ seem 

logical to assume tll...(l.t a pl ay in which history subserves 

the interests of the plot i s one in which hist01Jr is no 

longer an organic part of the play, where it merely 

serves a sllbordinate purpose, such as supplying a setting 

to give the even·t;s in the play a sense of reality. Al­

t hough t he playwright may represent historical events 

faitl1.fully , the development of t he play i s no l onger 

channelled or generat~d by the historic setting; history 

is no longer the i nspiration. This type of play can be 



divided into two sub-speo::'.es: that in which t here is a 

minumum of historical evidence to guide the poet. and 

that in vnach a great deal of historical detail is 

includeo. in the play. K;i.r~~ is an exam~.le of the 

first type . Here. us i n the case of .. :il ton' s Paradise 

LosJi. the poet takes a myth or old legend and suppler.1ents 

the story's shortness , i ts lack of fsct and Cetail, with 

poetic i nvention. ~he fact tilat it is an old story 

"rooted i n the popu1.ar faith,,1} is enough to counteract 

i ts i mprol ability. In such a case the poet draws upon 

his poetic intuition, his ability to see essential truth, 

in order to build on the legend and repressnt it drooat­

ically in such a way that it VIill seem tru.e to the audi-

ence . The truth, however, is or a different kind from 

that of history. It has a Iay·tlacal or poetic truth 

rat;'ler, and the audience accepts it with faith rather 

tlH.n with literal belief. There i s an inter'action oot-

ween historical fact and myth here . On the one hand the 

s mall amount of historical fact which exists is enough 

to dispel doubt; on the other, the legendary nature of 

the story, accepted popularly by faith, and the particu­

lar treatLlent the poet gives the story, evokes a :poetic 

belief fl"O)11 the audience: 

_,iilton ••• has taken for his subject that one 
point of Scripture of which we have the mere fact 

--"------.----. 
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recorded, and upon this he has most judiciously 
constl~cted his whole fable . So of Shakespeare ' s 
"r ing Lear": we have little historic evidence to 
guide or confine us, and the few f acts handed 
clo\'Jil to us, and admirably e!:1ployed by the poet, 
are sufficient t while we read, to put an eud to 
all doubt as to the credibility of the stOT'Jo 
It is idle to say that this or that incident is 
i mprobable, because history, as far as it goes, 
tells us that the fac·t; was so and so . Four or 
five lines iu the l:ible include the whole that 
is said of Milton's story, and the Poet has 
calleo. up that poetic faith, that conviction of 
tue mind , vnuch is necessary to make that seem 
true, which otherlise might have been deemed 
almost fabulous. 4 

l\ntony and C}eopatI2 is an exanple of the 

second of these sub-species--that in which. although a 

great deal of historical events are included in the 

play, history is nevertheless subservient in the plot: 

But of all perhaps of Shakespeare ' s plays the most · 
wonderful is the ApioRY and Cleopatra. Z-There are-1 
scarcely any in which he has followed history more 
minutely, and yet few even of his own in which he 
i mprpqses the notion of ~~ant strength so much, 
perlap~ ppne in wlllch he i mpresses it more strongly. 
This lif}.7 owing to the manner in which it is sus­
tained throughou-t--that he live..51 in and through the 
play--to the numerous momentary flashes of nature 
counteracting the historic abstraction, in whtQh 
take as a. s:::ecimen the [""death of Cleopatra7. , 

It is clear that Coleridge regards t his play pr~~rily 

as a tragedy. not a pure history play or nl!lixed" d:cama, 

because he cle..ims that it is a "forI!lidable rival of the 

Macbeth. Lear, Othello , and Hamlet .,,16 From the words 

--------------------- ---_._--------
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"the ~~1erous momentary flashes of nature counteracting 

the historical abstraction," it seems that here there is 

an even greater enphasis on individuality ·than in the 

"mixed tI drama; tl:>..at history is being used to present 

and glorii'y these characters, rather than the cloa1"acters 

bei~~ used to make the histoT'J alive. The difference 

between the "mixed" dra'l'.a g,lld that in which history sub­

serves the plot, therefore. seems to be one of degree: in 

a play like Ant.o~y and Cleo;I2at,rJ? (and macbetb would pre­

sumably fall in"!;o the same class) there 18 an even sharp­

er focus on the individual rather than on the cClIl'·.!Unity. 

and history adds only excitement and setting. 

In a class of its own is Troi3,.us and Cressida, 

which "foI'I".J3 an internediate link between the fict! tious 

Greek and Roma::. histol'ies, which we may call leGendary 

dra~a, and the proper ancient histories ; SL~. be~veen 

the Peric1~ or Titus Andro,nicus and the Coriola..m?:S!. 

~ip.s Caesar, etc." 17 Here the main interests are the 

love affair be~veen Troilus and Cress ida and tne question 

of the morality of the cl>.aracters, but interwoven with 

these is the "secondary and subordinate purpose • • • 

of opposing the inferior civilization but purer morals 

of the Trojans to the refinements, deep po4.icy~ but 

d1.!plici ty and sensual corruptiol"...s of the Greeks; 11 18 and 

17,,, C 
~, I, 108 

I, 110. 
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Shakespeare ' s rulins i,lpnlse 

was to translate t~e poetic heroes of paga!llSm into 
the not less rude but more intellectLLally vigorous, 
{Jore featurely w=riors of Christia.'1 cLivalry, t o 
suljstantiate the distinct and graceful profiles or 
outlines of the Homeric epic into t~e flesh and 
blood of the rO~l2.ntic dra:~a--in s ::lOrt , to give a 
!STand h;i,stOI"J-piece in the robust style of Albert 
j)u1.'or. 1~ 

Here histoI"J at once "subserves" and dO:lin!?tes. It sub-

serves to the extent tnat the oorality and sophistic.:ltion 

of the ~j .. ojan and Greek camps reflect tha t of 'L'roilus and 

Cressida respectively, providing a wider context and 

significance to the character portr.:lyed; and it do!!!inates 

to the extent that Sl1.akespeare brings the !Iomeric legend 

to life by itLjecting it \7ith Cl:'.ristian chivalry which 

his audience is more likely to undel'st<1.nd and app!.'eciate. 

- 2 -
Coleridge only com:.~ents on one history play--

"pure" or otherwise--in detail, and that is Richard II . 

This is the most patrio~~ic of' ShakeS},leal'e ' s history plays , 

and Col eridGe seems almost to regard patriotic sentiment 

as fulIilli!'.g the role that excitement and action de in 

tTsgedy: nan historic play re~uir0s more excitement than 

a tragic; the'.!!l Shakespeare never loses an opportulli ty of 

----------_._--------.-----.------------.--------------------
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awake,:ing a patriotic foeling. ,,20 Ilis actual analysis 

of :?ic!mrd II is :i.n some ways rat2er disu!>!,ointil"..g after 

his thGor:r of the history play, however. IkvinG hinted 

that 11e i" going to exaoine tl:e playas an exar1ple of 

the "historio drana" . w~lose great end j.s p3.triotisr::., 

where the eBpnasis is on thc nation and the spi!'it of 

organisation in history rather than on the individuf'~, 

he proceeds to take 0.1. ost exc-.c+,ly the S8..."1e approach to 

it as he does to Shakespeare t s tragedi€;s, 1nalys;i.uG the 

charactc I'o as inc1i viduals, a',}<:1 makin~ haI'dJ.3T any ner..-

tien of patriotislil IJeyol1d eulo[;iGing ouch patrj otic 

orations as the famous "This royal thl'OL1~ of k5.1'.gs" 

spcech21 L:!:I . i . 40 - 52_7. Coleridge ' s anal~r.'jis of 

the play mus-G to examined in detail for this to tocor.le 

cleo...-:-, how8ver. 

U:'l,ity of feeling is s1.l.p~')lied b/ the thene of YOllth and 
s 

sprine. the dominant characteristic which :per~:eato~ the 

whcle of the world repl'esent0d '" h :rd TI .::'lC~.;-__ ""_ is W<3c.J!:-

ness and ineffcctuality: 

The pla.~~3 of Shakespearo , aD bi. .... :?o:r0 o:seF.red of 
,comeo ami. J..lllie t, were ch~racteI'istic t hrou.ghout: 
=--=\V'E'erecs tl~~ waG all youth a,lJ. spring, j;llis 

---.-.-"" --- -~ -----.. 
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was womanish weakness; the characters were of 
extre::;e old aGe, or ~a:'.'tool::: of the nature of 
I?.ge anCi imtecility. 2,-

~his wo=~~ish we2kness" ap:plies not only to lUchard. 

but to all the I:!en of the King' s party who , unlike 

1)olingbroke, put the welfare of the body politic above 

personal profit. Thus the Duke of York "is an evi­

dence of a man giving up all energ<J under a feeling of 

despair,,,2:;i the Queen, Bushy and Bagot are shown as 

"talking high, but perforr--!l.r,g nothing, .. 24 and the f:-e­

quent occurrence of punning indicates t,lat the charact-

ers are wasting their pa.ssions on worda rather than 

actions, Gaunt on his deathbed being only one exa::ple . 25 

In fact the ~lay as a whole "is a history of the human 

mind, when reducecl to ease its anguish with words in­

stea.d of action, a~d the necess~rJ feeling of weakness 
26 which such a state produces" ' . Coleridge sees the 

collective nind of the 'l'lhole nation wi ti'Jin the playas 

being diseased, therefore . In his view the play shows 

England at a sta5e when the energ<] tha.t should be used 

to generate action. is being turned into sentiment . 

----------------------.. -------------
22 I • iT • .1.\ .. . , __ ~ , 

2~ ;?,.~_~~., II , 

24 ,., I~ 1-.-?!.:::: . , ..!. , 
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281. 

281. 

25s~e . Foakes, vp . 118 - 119 
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buch a state of mind is very similar to Coleridge' s view 

of Hamlet 's personality, and it is significant that , in 

the l.ectures of 18 11 -. 1812, he discussed Hamlet immedi­

ately after Richard II , and i n the same ' lect"Ure--1ecture 

XII . iULthou~~ these characteristics of weakness do not 

apply only to Richard , they are intensified in his 

character. lIe shows, for exan.ple, 

constant overflow of feelings; i ncapability of 
controlling them; weste of that energy which should 
be reser-.red for action in the passion and effort of 
resolves and menaces, and ·the C?onseg:!;ent exhaustion 
[8.s in the threats of III . ii.3E - Gy and through­
out. 27 

He shows his weakness by "seeking refuge in despair,,,28 

and shows "a sort of wordy courage that betrays the 

i nward i.m.potence.,,29 Coleridge seems to take Richard's 

character as the epitome of the condition of the nation 

as a whole, therefore, and he points out -chat Richard's 

position is that of "exponent of the life and power of 

-1;he state ... 30 

The above remarks would seem to indicate that 

Coleridge does show a concern in a.nalysing the play to 

examine t he state of the nation as a. whole rather t:r..an 

t he characters of mere individuals. In tl:e rest of 

his cOl!lJ."!Ientary on Richard II, however, he spends !!lost 

--.---- - - -----
27" C I ~ .. , , 
28S~G . ,I, 
29 . g . ,I, 

30s.C.,I, 

155. 
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of his tinc anal.ysin{; characters, especially that of 

Richard . It is posoib1e that, by exar.tlni!1g t h.e state of 

Dind of t ho King, who is the epitone of the nation it­

self, Coleridge neant to show the state of t he nation in 

t he play. Dut he does not ~e the connection clo,.r . 

And his a.na1yois of Richru."d is tninly confined to 

individuaJ. chlll"acteriotics, such ns t lle weeJmess and 

proneness to flattery t hat the position of kingship ha.a 

instilled in hin, Which ear;not apply to the nation in 

general . 

Richa~~l, i n Coleridgo· s View, i s the central 

fil,'l.1re who unites all the strands of t he play. The 

action centres round him--York strives to be loyal to 

190 

him. and -'olinetrokc rebels a[lainst hi:'l . In Coleridge' s 

words "it i o Richard tha.t breathes a harmony and a rela­

tion into all t he clo.m,'octers of the Play, ,,31 This is 

becaus o we tend to see t he cbaructero l)ri!:larily in t· .eir 

reJ.ntionship to Ri chard. Coleridge points out that the 

"characters are connected , all 'by likenoo£! and contruot. ,,32 

York, like ell those of the Y~nc' s pa-~y, i s si~;lar to 

Richard in toot he V1a13tes his passion in TOrdS and fails 

to ap,ly hie wisdo~ i n action: 

York is a oon of no strong powers of mud, but of 
eernent \"/ishos to do right, but contented ii' in 
hinself' alone he have acted v/ell; he points out to 

--.-----"-_. --"----------------_.-
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llicbard the effecte of ~~s cxti~vngancc. end the 
dangers by \vhich be is encompssned, but havin.5 
so done be is satisfied: therc io no future _ 
a ction; he does nothing. but remains paSDive. 33 

And Dolingbroke is seen ao a couplete contrast to 

tho King. wbereas one is a nan of thougi1t, sentUl~nt 

and weakness in action, t he other i.s a nan of strength 

and anbition. Furthermore "in t he one, oJ.l is ambi­

tious hope of sor.:te"th:l.ng yet tc co",o" (lloliugb:coke), 

"in tbe other it is desolation and a looking back\~ 

of tbe hcort . M'4 

'Xhe clJarscterisation of RichuriJ 10 thorefore 

VCi;r important in Coleridge' s analysis of the play. 
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lIe sees Ricbnrd ' 0 character so being consistent through­

out, in the sense that it does not develop, preserving 

t he sane basic che.:!:'acteristios. Dr. Johuson, in tbe 

notes to his edition of Shakespe~o (1765) had clnined 

that in prosperity the King is "inperiouo and oppress­

ive; but in his diotreas ho is Wise, patient and 

Piouo. n35 Coleridge disaereea. 3G c~nsiderine th~t 
Johnson has mstaken the tGmperauental Richard ' s constunt 

change o~ ~ ~or n cl~nge o~ character: 

It ViaS tru~, Coleridge efu~tted, t~At the ~irot nis­
fO:l't~no Richard mocto with overwhelmed hm, but DO 

-,_. _. ---.... --.--- ,---.• ---~----------.-.. '< .• ------

33];'OakOS, p.1l7. 

348 •0. ,1, 147. 

35Dr•JoUn;aon on Shgkespq~re , ad . U.K. 118ao.tt 
(first pu:.lished in the H • .3 • ./'. " by Hill a.nd IJang.1960. 
Thi s edition liar..nondswortb, .iddlesex: l'eni;.,'llin J,oolro , 
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f~r fr~~ his feoliugo being tamed or outdued by it, 
the very first glnnce 0f the su~snino of hope ex­
a.1to his spirito, and lifto the King into as 
otrange a deBTee of eleva'tion as b fore of depresE, .... 
ion of nind; and the oention of thODe in his Dis­
fOl'tttneU who had contriLutetl to hib downfa.J.l, but 
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who had before been his nr-arest fl'iends and ftlVOUl'­
iteo. calls forth eXp;);S~iOUS of tho bitterest 
hatr<:!d and revenee. ~or substantiation Coler;,dc;e 
QUOt8S from I . ii, where .,01'001' tells l\.ichard of the

3
.
7
· 

death of I>aeot and GI'oon in resisting Do1ing'brok~ 

~his. f or Colerideo, shows the inconsistency and capri­

ciouanoas of Richard t s noOOo. and it is a COnBtant note 

throughout the play: "throu@'!out his w11010 chE~racter 

may be noticed tho I!1Ost rapid tr l1sitions f1'oo insol­

once to deopair, from the heighte of love to the agon­

ieo of resentnent, and from pretended r~3ignation to 

tho 'bitterest rCPl'oaohes. lI38 

A1 thouBb. Richard is weak, he is not "deficient 

in i !:t:looiatc couro.go, a!l Bv: .. ocrs by the luct 1lS000oi­

nation, or in powers of t.lind, as appears b :' the fore­

sight he ~xhibits thrOuellO,!t the play.1I39 r ut he has 

a weakness "of a peculiar kind", arisiIl8 frol:l 

an i ntellectual fcrnininoneso which feels a neceSB­
ity of ever loaning on the broast of others, and 
of reclining on t hose w: 0 are all the HhUe kno~m 
to be inferiors . ~o this !!lUst bo attributed as 
its consequencos all Richard ' s Vices, hie tendency 

----~----------------------------------"----------------
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to cO~.C'0al",,\Em.t, and his cunning, t he whole opera­
tion of which is directed to t h" getting rid of 
nresent difficultiec . Richard is not meant to be 
2. debauchee ; but we see i n him t hat sophistry which 
is common to man, by which we can deceive our own 
hearts , and at one and the same time apologize 
for , and yet com;:"i t, the e!'ror. 40 

Richard is not so bad as to make revolt attai nst hi!!: 

justifiable , however, and Coleridge claims t hat &~ake­

spearc sees the distinction between the i ndividual 

character of t he sovereign, which may be cr iticised as 

not befitting that of a king, and the sanctity of his 

offici al position. which must be respected. Shake­

speare, in Coleridge ' s view, thus steers t he true 

middle course between the extreo~of th~ royalist 

"rants" of Beaumont and Fletcher, and t he "sneers" of 

11ai3si nger: 41 

aithout the hollow extravagance of Beaumont and 
i'letcher ' s ultra-royalism, how carefully does 
Shakespeare acknowledge and reverence the eternal 
distinction between the mere i ndividual and the 
s~nbolic or representative, on which all genial 
l a\l, no less than patriotism, depends . 42 

For Coleridge.. Shakespeare demonstrates the true nature 

of loyalty in York ' s attitude to t he King~ that of 

reliGious loyalty str1..<ggli ng with a deep grief 
and indignation at the Ei ng' s vices and follies; 
and adherence to his word once given. in4~Pite 
of all , even the most natural, feelings . ) 

40~, a I 
~. , , 
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In oruel' that we can identify ours"lveo -'-lith 

this feeling of loyalty, and sympathise with it, H is 

i mportant that we do not actually dis:'i1;c Ricliard . So 

Shakespeare has contrived to bring the character 
of Richard, with all his prodigality and hard us­
age of friends, otill wi t Ciin the CO:,lpass of our 
pity; for we find him much beloved by those wll0 
know him bes-:; . The Queen is paSSionately attached 
to him, and his good Bishop (Carlisle) adheres to 
the last. He is not one of those whose punishment 
gives delight; his failings appear to arise from 
oU~7ard objects, and from the poison of flatterers 
around him; we cannot , therefore, help pitying, 
and wishing he had been placed i n a rank where he 
would have been less e:x:pose~l and where he might 
have been happy ~ad useful .~ . 

If the play is to have the desired effect on 

us , we must be relatively objective i n our attitude to 

i ts events, to be aule to condemn the revolt without 

making light of Richard's faults . Por this reason 

Shakespeare has represented this character (..~iChard> 
in a very peculiar manner. He has not made him 
alniable VIi th counterbalancing faults ; but has open­
ly and broadly drawn t hose faults without reserve, 
relying on Richard ' s disproportionate safferings 
and gradually emergent good qualities f or our sym­
pathy; and this was pOSSible, because his faults 
are not positive vicGs , but spring entirely from 
defect of character. 45 

Coleridge sees Richard II as developing i n the 

friction and i nter-relationship lle'L\~een t he three clla­

racters, Richard, Bolingbroke, and York. :i301ingbroke 

is the main agent of the action. Vfue~eas Richard con­

stantly gives vent to his feelings in words , Bolingbroke 

44 ,. C .2.!.- . , 

45". C 
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has consta~tly to hide his feelings, to curb his natur­

al haughtiness: "in Bolingbroke is defined the struggl e 

of i nward determination with outward show of humility. ft46 

,He is constantly checked by his uncle , but the old man 

is too passive to check Bolingbroke ' s actions~ and 

Coleridge draws attention to the lines, 

Well, well, I see the issue of these aros 
I cannot mend it LII.iii . 152 - 154_7 

to prove this. Like Richard III, Bolingbroke has great 

courag~ . and ambition, but whereas that character 

attempted great things only to feed his inward feeling 

of superiority .. ,47 Dolingbroke is a man with a genuine 

grievance, whose desire to recover his lands leads him, 

al~ost unconsciously, to plan to depose the rightful 

king and take his place . 

Coleridge' s remarks on the genre of the history 

play, and his analysis of Richard II as an example of 

the "pure" history play, therefore , show a strange 

mutual inconsistency . Although he claims that the great 

object of the hi story play is to encourage patriotism, 

he says comparatively little on the subject in anal­

ysing the play itself. It is true that he comwends 

. Shakespeare t s de:Jonstl"'d.tion of true loyalty in tIle cha­

racter of York, and u~1ies that the necessity of en-

46 . ,.~ ' I 
~-, ..I.. , 

47,· c -.2:--, J.. 
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couraging such loyalty influenced Shakespeare in the 

creation of Richard ' s character, but Coleridge does not 

give this a great deal of attention, and it is certain­

ly not dignified into a theme. Nor does he show how 

Shakespeare has ordered his play to fulfil the aim of 

encouragiv~ patriotism. In fact Coleridge treats Rich­

ard II as if it were a tragedy in a historical setting, 

including a30ngst other material some fino pieces of 

patriotic oratory. Despite t he fact t hat he hints that 

the "pure" history play should not i'ocus too sharply on 

the individual. he in fact analyses the play in tertw 

of atL interaction between three individuals: Richard , 

Bolingbroke, and York. And he considers Richard almost 

as a tragic hero. whose defect of c'1aracter gives rise 

to t he whole action, rather than showing the part that 

tho nation as a whole plays in t he drama. Thus he 

remarks that Shakespeare presents ['the germ of all the 

after events, in Richard ' s insincerity" partiality, 

arbitrariness, favoritis~, and in the proud, tempest­

uous temperament of his barons. tl48 Here the "inforlR­

ing idea" of the play is seen a.s lying in chara.cter, 

as in tragedy~ not in the spirit of t he time in which 

. the play is set, as in Co~eridge ' s theory of the 

nistory play. 

It seems p:rol:abl;~, theref ore, that although 

ColeridGo ' s critical se1:sitivityand logic led him 

48" " I ,"~ . , , IS3 . 



to intuit the aims of t he histoI"] play, and to see it 

as differing fro~ other dramatic genre~, he did not 

have enough first hand knowledge of the subj ect to 

be able to work out an approach to the history play in 

which hi::: theor-.! could be practically applieo. . 
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ClIAPTER V 

COLERIDGE Oi'T OO;,lBDY 

It is difficult to underst~nd or describe Oole-

ridge's concept of any drai'la-I;ic genre, because in cl'iti­

cising a play he uses not only generic criteria, but al­

so criteria of ideal excellence embodied in his concept 

of the "romantic draI'la". This is a yardstick of drama­

tic potential, ra.ther than a form; indeed "romantic 

drama" rises above the philosophical and formal limita­

tions which genre imposes, giving the poet greater free­

dom and power of appeal to the imagination, and thus 

enabling him to present a more balanced view of life and 

a higher form of truth. In real life , according to 

Coleridge, only Shakespeare was able to v~ite drama of 

so high a standard. 1 This dual criterion is responsible 

for much of the apparently confused and fragmentary 

nature of Coleridee ' s dramatic criticism, for he seldom 

makes it clear whether he is discussing a playas a 

construct within a generic tradition or as a work to be 

measured against the evaluative standard of "romantic 

drama" . 

This is especially true of ColeridGe' s cOmilleuts 

-----,- ---- -------_._----,-------
10n "ronantic drama", see Chapter III of this 

thesis. 
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on comedy. Whereas in his analyses of Othello, ~-

1&1, and ~olieo and Juliet, he at least estinBtes 

wherein the tragedy of the situation lies, he seldom 
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considers a comedy in t he light of its co!'1..ic effect. 

He exa~ined only ~vo cooedies in any detail--Love ' s 

Labour ' s Lost and The Temp@st--and in both cases comic 

effect is aJ.l':tost ignored. His object in exal!lining the 

former is reaLly to prove that Shakespeare \vas more 

le8.:!:ned than is of·l;en thought, while the latter is 

exat1ined only as a "romantic drama. n 

Nevertheless a kind of comic theory can be 

deduced by conparing Coler:Ldge ~ s reoarks on Shake­

spearean cOiledy with those on Greek comedy in his manu~ 

script lecture "Greek Drama,,2 on ·the one hand, and with 

those on the comedy of Shakespec.re · s conter.lpol"'aries on 

the other. In the manuscript "Greek Drena" Coleridge 

states that both comedy and tragedy are "ideaJ."--that is, 

both are based on philosophical ideals tested in a poetic 

simllation of the world of erperience, rather than on 

direct reflection in detail of the world of experience 

per se. lie points Ol1t that "Aristophan.es _ rose to as 

great a distance above the ludicrous of reul life , as 

the tra.gedy of Sophocles above its traGic events and pas­

sions, .. 3 and one of his reasons for concluding that the 
____________ ._.~ _________ ~ ______ 4'~_ . __ •• .. __ 

20•0 . , I, Hi? - 173. 
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"middle comedy" of fenander and Philemon is ini'erior 

drama and untrue to the fund~~enta1 comic tenets i s 

that it "remained within the circle of experience.,,4 

In all other respects tragedy and comedy are complete 

contraries, and Coleridge claL'ls that comedy started 

as a burlesque inversion of the tragic philosophy with­

in the same basic form for satirical purposes . ? lliere­

as tragedy portrays earnestness and is itself earnest, 

a comedy is "one great jest, that cO:!lprehends a 1ll0rld 

of jests :,,6 

All else are as contraries: tragedy is poetry in 
its deepest earnest--comedy; poetry in unli~ted 
jest. Earnestness consists in the direction and 
convergence of all t he powers of t he soul to one 
aim, and the voluntary limitation of i ts activity 
in consequence; the opposite, t herefore, in the 
apparent abandonment of all definite aim or end, 
the removal of all bounds in tIle exercise of the 
mind , and <Comedy;> attaius its real end, as an 
entire contrast, most perfectly, t he greater the 
display of intellectual wealth squandered in the 
wBntpnness of sport without an obj ect, t he more 
fth~li!e and vivacity in the creations of arbi­
trary \71.ll. Of 

Tragedy (for Coleridge ) depids a hero ,lhose sense of 

pua~ose inspires hiB to order his world as ~lch as he 

can, and this sense of' purpose and the resulti.ng order 

transfer themselves to the form itself . Oomed~on the 

other hand, concerns itself with the freedom of the 

4a,. C., I, 172. 

5See my Chapter III . 
6 lhQ., I, 169. 

7S •C., I, 169. 
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human spirit. It will not subject its char~cters to 

the dictatorship of a sense of purpose but gives them 

the freedom that can only come with aimlessness; and 

once again this vision transfers itself to the form 

so that comedy even risks anarchy to asaert its i Jeal 

of freedom: 

In short , in the tragedy the constitution is 
monarchical, tut such as it existed in elder 
Greece. limited by laws and therefore more 
venerable; all willingly adapt and submit to 
t he majesty of the heroic sceptre . The comedy, 
on the contr(lry, is poetry in its most denocratic 
form; and it is fundamental principle with it, 
rather to risk all the coni'usion of anarchy, than 
to destroy the independence and privileges of its 
individual citizens. ~lace, verse, characters, 
even single thoughts, conceits, and allusions,-­
each turns on the pivot of i t:s own free will. 8 

. The sense of purpose is an intellectual quality 

establislring control of the mind over the lusts and 

weaknesses of the flesh. Freedom from a sense of pur-

pose results in the enslavement of the mind to the 

body. Hence 

The tragic poet idealizes his characters by giving 
to the spiritual part of our nature a more decided 
preponderance over the animal cravi~~ and impulses 
than is met with in real life . The comic poet 
idealizes his by malting the anililal the governing 
power and the i~tellectual the Dere instrument. 9 

Comedy is built round the "sportive ideal" which 

subsists in the perfect haroony and concord of the 
higher nature with the anioal as with its ruling . 
principle, its acknowledged regent . ~he underotand-

---------------,-------' 

9 ... " I • :.,) .• \..1 . , , 170 • 
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iug aJ.ld practical reason are represented as "i;he 
willing slaves of the senses and appetites , and 
the passions arising out of them 10 . 

It is not clea.r whether Coleridge thinks that the 

Greek cOmic .dramatists try to persuade us to accept 

this free "sportive" vision of life, or whether he 

t~inks they just pretend to advocate such an ideal in 

order ultimately to convince us of its futility . Ei­

ther way he obviously regards the vie\'! that true free­

dom consists in sportiveness as unrealistic, for he 

clai?:ls that comedy is not 

a mere crowd of vices and follies, but whatever 
qualities it represents, even tho ' they are in a 
cart' in sense ~~able, it still displays them as 
having t heir origin in sane dependence on our 
louGr nature , accoc:'l~)anicd 1,'lith a defect in true 
freedom of spirit and self-subsistence, and sub­
ject to that unconnection and contradiction of 
the mVlurd Being, to which alJ. folly is owing. 11 

Rule of the higher nature by the animal. nature. far 

from giving rise to freed en. leads only to folly. 

!\lthough we may regard the vices and follies of the 

"sportive" charactel' as being amu.sing and possibly 

lovable, we cannot but see (in Ooleridge ' s view) t hat 

they spring from a mistaken way of life. The impli ca­

tion is that comedy should make it clear that the 

nsportive" philosophy leads to folly, t hus balancing 

its presentation of the ludicrous wi tIl a sel'ioua 

--,--------_."----_. 
10", C I .2.!-. ,. , 
11 ~ C I 
~. , , 

171 • 

170. 
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undertone. It is not clear whether he t hinks that 

the Greek comic dranatists intended to do t his at 

all, nor (if so) whether he th:i2ll:s they succeeded. 

::lince he believed t hat only Shakespeare could make 

folly the vehicle of \"/iodom, however,-- uShakespear, 

the only one who has made passion the vehicle of 

general truth, as in his comedy he has made even fol­

ly itself the vehicle of pnilosophy,,12 __ he probably 

thought Greek cooedy to be marred by a lack of se1'ious-

ness. 

- 2 

Comedy, t hen, should point to something ereat-

ar and oore serious than the ludicrousness I".nd folly 

of its own fictional world. It should act as an iro:llc 

contrast to an i mplied ideal of perfection. .'i'hether 

Greek comedy does t his or not, that of Shakespeare does 

it i n greater measure . ColeridGe believed t hat Shake­

speare constantly leads us to contemplate t he s,r;iritual 

and the inf'inite, and t hat even those comic passages 

which offend against our sense of decency present gross-

ness in so ludicrous a light t hat we reject it vath 

-------------,---_ .. _--"-
1 2~ , II ~. , , 315 . 
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laughter. Such passages are "always calculated to 

raise a gnst of laughter the.t vlould, as it were, blow 

away all impure ideas or ••• excite disgust age,inst 

them.,, 13 They dissipate "the low feeling by exciting 

204 

in us intellectual feelings" and are thus "against the 

degradations of ouX' nature.,,14 'tit and fancy-- the main 

constituents of Shakespearean cotledy--peri'orm a similar 

lllo~'al fu.nction in his poetry. By interacting wit h a 

great deal of intensity, they keep the reader ' s mind 

busy and active. In this state no loVi, impure thoughts 

can onter the mind, for it is eaotional and intellectual 

passivity which is the mental l~ceptacle of base desires. 

Thus, in Venus_aud Adonis Shakespeare represents 

the ani::1al impulse itself, so a3 to preclude all 
sympathy with it. by dissipating the reader' s notice 
among the th'ousand outward images, and nOVi beautiful 
now fanciful circuZlBtances, which form its dresses 
and its scenery; or by diverting our attention from 
the main subject by those frequent witty or profound 
reflections, wr..ich the poet ' s Gver active mind has 
deduced from, or connected with, the ~~gery and the 
incidents. The reader is forced. into too much ac­
tion to sympathize with the merely passive of our 
nz,t~re . As little can a Dind thus roused and 
awakened be brooded on by mean and indistinct emo­
tion, as the 101'i , J.azy raist can creep upon the sur­
face of a lake , while a strong gale is driving it 
onward in gales and billows. 15 

This enormous activity of nind which staves off evil is 

(for Coleridge) a predominant featt,re of Shakespearean 

._-------_._--
13Foakes, p.?3. 

14Faakes, p.?4. 

15B. !,.,II, 16. 

-_._--------



comedy (by which I mean in this caso tile comic element 

i n his drama as a whole) . It can af=o~: to present 

grossness because the very activity of the thought it 

gonerates in its readers by means of its complex i rnag-

ery and witty conceits, prevents then from aceelltiug or 

dwellinG on the grossness. Lallghter, fer Coleridge, is 

an intellectual reaction. Such la~1able co~edy . there­

fore, in far loss pernicious than the "senti;:'!ontal dra­

!!Ian 16 1h1ch encourac;es intelleetuE'.l inertia, eUphei:llSeS 

our base desires and holds them up as idols. 

In another passage on the la~~lage of conceits, 

Coleridge explai-as how the wi tty play of i mages can 

evoke the ';MaGin~tion and express the sublime: 

there is an effort in the mind, when it would 
describe what it cannot satisfy itself with the 
description of, to reconcile op::;Jositcs, end to 
leave a middle state of Bind more strictly appro­
pl'iate to the ir.1agination than any othe:c when it 
is hovering between two images: as soon as it is 
fixed on one it becomes understanding, and when i t 
is waving <SiC> between them, attaching itself t o 
neither, it i s i magination. &"uch was the fine 
description of Death in L!ilton, tlOf Shadow li1:e, 
'but called Substance , " etc. 

These were the grandest effects, where the 
i.ma,Gillation was called forth, not to produce a 
distinct form, but a strong Vlorking of. the mud 
still producing what it still repels, and again 
calling forth what it aBain negatives, and the 
result is what the Poet wishes to irjpl'ess, t o 
substit~te a grand feeling of the unimaginable 
for a mere iflage. 17 

It is importal1t to note that as the above pas-

._- _ •• - - --.-
160n Ooleridge ' 0 vie'll of t he "sentinental drai':latl 

see my Chapter II . 

17Poakes, p. 82. 
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sages (those on Venus. and ~~dQj1.is and the cO:G.cei t) show, 

techniques which ar€' basically comic, s'_lo11 as wit and 

the ooncei t. o:;.n be used for non-co)::ti.c ends , the;t iO, 

they can be used to i mply the serious without passing 

throu...-tzh the mediUD of t~e ludicrous. fts I shall show 

later in this chapter, ColGridge ' s concept of comedy is 

not functionally rela~~0Q to a theoI"'J of tIle laughable, 

and th€lre are sevel'al "conic" effGots in Shakespeare ' s 

plays, for exanple, Vl~ich are nO'1; in cOiltext funny. His 

reluctance to accept mere comic entertainnent as the end 

of any genre (exoept farce which he regarded as a fOl'I:l 

not of the first rank in profundi:f;y), and his insistence 

that the sportive ideal sho"ld be shoml to be a foolish 

one, on the whole lead !liT!l tc exa .line comedy as an ele-

1:2ent in Shakespearean drarJa. Tather than a form. which 

Shakespeare used . Comedy is exa.mned from a technical 

point of vic" rather than a philosophic one. Thus he 

exa.T1incs the relationship between three Itpoviers" that 

t he dr& __ .atist employs, one of which is wit, a fundnnental 

cCrlic technique ' 

There are three powers : .Ii t, which discovers partial 
likeness hidden in general diversity; subtlety, 
which discovers the diversity concealed in genGral 
apparent sameness; --and profundity, which discovers 
an esse1'tial unity under all the s041blances of 
difference . 

Give to a subtle man fancy, 8Cld he is a \"lit; to 
a deep nan i Jagination, and he is a philosopher. 
Add, a._ain, :vleasurable sensib:Lli t y in the thrGcfold 
form of sympathy with the interestinG in morals, the 
impressi.ve in form, and the !18.-1":C10nious in som:d,-­
acid YO:2 have the :,:oet. 

:But cO~ll)ine all, - wit, subtlety, aLa. fancy, with 
profundity, 1::18.6inat1on, and moral and phycical 
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suscepti bili t y of the pleasural,le, --a!ld let t he 
object of t he action be man universal; and we 
shall have--o r ash prophecy! say, :;:'::.ther, VIe have-­
a SiUlKGJ?EAll8" 18 

Although profundity is her e described as a "power ," it 

is evidently a more comprehensive one than wit and suo­

telty, incorporating t he results of both. and in fact 

it is closer to an end of drana. As it is described in 

this passage , profundity includes t he findings of botu 

wit and subtlety i n t hat it reconciles the t wo opposites 

which are essential to each other. The sir::ilarity of 

wit to profundity is more immediately obvious in t hat 

the discovery of likeness in diversity is a step towards 

t he discovery of unity i n all t hings. But in order 'GO 

demonstrate t his essential unity, it is also necessary 

to show the apparent disparates conoealed beneath what 

appears to be unity. As I have shown i n Chapter III , 

Coleridge believed that it i s neoessary to distillgUish 

between t hi ngs before ShO'ling the sil:ti.J.ari ty between 

t hen. Hence subtlety comes i nto play. \ihereas i n \"lit 

t he emphasiS i s on a partial li~eness which we had not 

previously noticed between two t hings, a,ld in subtlety 

on d~y~r3ity which we hud not observed between thiugs 

which appear to be the sarae, in profundity there is a 

just balance between unity and diversity. In a kind of 

two-fold vision we see at once the apparent and super-

ficial diversity of t hings and the underlying unity, t he 

root from which t he differences SlJring. The facts that 

-------_._----------------'----- ------
183 •C. , I , 230 . 
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the likeness is ,ng;r.:ti,§l, and thu't wit is Msocintc-d 

'Jith f::mcy, icrply that \7it io one of those esseutinlly 

artif~cial quolitico. lll~e the UnderG~.ud1ngJ ~hich 

deal. .lith the superficial. nature of thingo. Profundity 

discloses essential. reeli ty, and \70!.lld there 'oro be 

aligned to the Renson. It is a aynthenis of subtlety 

and I'li t and is therefore ooro complete thnn 01 ther of' 

the two opposite qualities reconoiled in this s~~theois. 

!LIho fact that Coleridge resm'ds the end of all philo­

MPby and art as being the uJ. tir.1ate reall ty. the essen­

tail. unity bohind all things. indicates that profundity 

io t he end of all dro::Ja, no mttor of mat genre. 

Since wit io an indispensable ele:lent of profundity and 

and alao e. f'unda~taJ. come technique. every good pl.ny. 

even tragedy, mst partDko of somet, ling of the nat.lro of 

co edy, just us every eood eowQdy. like all. plays, nh3roo 

nn aspect of the tl~C aim. 

Indeed Colcr1dee sat.' the traGic w..a. conic 0.0 

being oosontiaJ. to eaoh other, a.nd he agrees hourtily 

With Soerato! s st~te ent in Plato's 2he Sxppo~ that 

it waz the business of ono and the ~~ eenius to 
excel i n trneie and co~c poetry, and that tho traGic 
poct oUCht at t he sane tioc to contain in hir~1f the 
powero of' cooody 

bocause "oppOSites il.luot-ratc each other's nature. tt 19 

AD I hav:o pointed out in Chaptor III, ColoriUC0 

believed that traccdy and conedy both prelJcnt a slontcd 

19S•C. ,I, 168. 



vicw of J.ifo and th.':l.t Shakespeare rioes above those 

fol.'!'jS to give a. J:IOrc balanced ''liS.I. LoGico.l.1.y ona 

\']ould expect trngi-co ed:,." to bo the ooP:JY mediuo, but 

Coloridee displays n certain aobivulonce in hin opin­

ions on thio genre. It is true that he otntes in a 

lccture manuscript, "The O:rieins of r odorn Ilra:Je," 

thut 

tho necessity of at once inotructinc and gratify­
ing t ho people produced the Broat distinction 
between the Greek and the Bncllsh theatre. To 
this we must attribute tho oriein of tragi-comedy, 
or a representution of hucnn ovonts more 1ively, 
tlOre near tho truth, and parni tting a larger fiold 
of noral instruction, a more ~Wlo eJdlibition of 
the :rocosoeo of the buoon heart under all t he 
triaJ.s and circtu:mtancos toot nost conoern us, 
th.m1 wus Imo,-;n or gueGood at by Aosc..1],y1tlD, Oo'pho­
cleo~ and Duril.ides, 20 

but the indications arc t hat the manusoript from \7:lich 

this extract VJac tw:on W:').s an ocrly one prepared for 

the 1800 lectures,21 ana on l ater OCC3sions he {];Gvc a 

contredletol"'J opinion l11ioh givQS evidonce of Bl'eator 

consideration of t ho cattcr. ?hua~ 

Of that species of l1'i ting tOr.".led tm i i - gsmg,Sy:, 
too I!!Uch has beon produced, but it hns been 
doomed to the shell. '.'11 th :Jhakeopeure hiD eonic 
eonstantly rc-acted on his trU(~c char~ctcrs. 
Lear. mndering atidst the tempeot, had aJ.1. his 
i'celingo of distross incron[J(~d by t ho ovori'lO\:r.i.nes 

---- -----~.------ ---~-----

20:;:; , 0 . , I. 194. 

21'?hero moe otrontI cchoes of this !JBnuocript 
lecture i n n. O. Robinson · o roport of t he lecture of 
5th Feb. 11.0B. Jee especially B.G. , II, 8. o.t'..d RaYDO~' ::: 
footnotes in p. C. ,I, 1B9, 190 3~a 193. 
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of the wild wit of __ tlle Fool, as vinegar poured upon 
wounds exacerbateLs_7their pain; thus even his comic 
hlIDour tends to the developnent of tl.'o.Cic passion,22 

i n :BealIDont and Fletcher ' s tragodies the cot1ic 
scenes are rarely so interfused amidst the tragic 
as to produce a ul1j.ty of t he tra[.;ic on t he \'i11010 , 
fithout which the intermixture is a fault. In 
Shakespe~rc , this io alway'!:) managed VIi th trcnscen­
dent skill. The Fool in Lear contributes in a very 
sensilJle ';]f).nner to the tragic wildness of the w:lOle 
drama. 23 

The fault of tragi-comedy, then, is that the tragic and 

cornie elements normally conflict, disrupting unity of 

feeling " It is true that t ragedy and comedy are esoen­

tial to each other, that they are opposites which can on­

ly be de:fined or understood in tC:!.7= of each athol' , as we 

know day only as it exists in te~ms of night; it is also 

true, therefo]c'e that €lithel' one of t !leSe foI'".!:ls can gain 

more effect, highlight its own nature by drawing on 

elements of the other; but it is i mportant to reuember 

that I'Ihile tragedy and comedy are in some respects oppo-

s i tes essential to each other, in nost respects t hey are 

mutually exclusive con'~raries, each contradicting the 

other' s basic vision, each exciting an emotional effect 

contrary to that of the other. It takes a dra::uatist 

with profound philosophical insight, therefore, to 

228•C., 1I, 266, from a report of Lecture I of 
Colerid;:;o ' s 1813 - 1814- series. 

23"Tal~lo ~'2.J_k," July 1, 1833, Ll ~e ':2a.lk and 
Omniana, p . 234. 
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explore their nature so deeply t hat he sees beyond the 

contrary to the essential COillWon factors -~hat they share, 

t he common root of both. Such a w.citer (and Shakespeare , 

i n Coleridge ' s view \Voas the only one who ~Qcceeded) will 

be able to use one for the purpose of the other. Thus 

he coa~ents that 

A great part of the Genius of Shakespeare oons isted 
of these happy combinations of the highest and 
lowest , and of the gayest and the saddesJG. lIe liJas 
not droll i n one scene and nelanclloly in another, 
but both the one and the other in the same scene : 
l aughter is made to swell the tear of sorrow, and 
to tJ:>.row as it wer e a poetic light upon it, and the 
tear -Jl.ixes a tenderness with the laughter that 
succeeds. 24 

In !he Tempest, Shakespeare is able to suggest traGedy 

in the plot against the lives of !~ouzo and Gonazlo, and 

yet use it to heighten cOr.1io effeot : 

The scene of the i ntended assassination of Alonzo 
and Gonzalo i s an exact counterpart of the scene 
bet1."/een lla.01)eJ~h and his lady, only pitched in a 
lower key throughout, as designed to be frQstruted 
and concealed.25 

Thi s seems t o indicate that the tone of a play will be 

determined by t he nature of its ending, whetlllS)r happy or 

catastrophic . If the ending i s to be a bap:)! one, we 

should not be led by the tone t o expect a catastrophe , 

otherwise the high seriousness the tone has i nstilled i n 

us will conflict with the true nature of the ending. 

Coleridge goes on soon after t his passage to show thut 

--------------------,- -_ ... --
2~oates, p. 106. 

25 ~, C -.!::!.!.-. , ..L , 135 - 136 • 
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a ronantic drama vtlth a light to~e, like 1!Le ~empe~, 

can enbody j ust a& profound a pcyo!LOlogical study of 

evil as Uacbeth can. He pOints out that the characters 

i nvolved in t he ass~ssination plot i n ';;he r;:cmpest exhi-

bit 

the sa .. e profound manacc!!!ent i n t he manner of' 
familiarizing a ~ind , not ~~ediately recipient, 
to t he sugcestion of 8uilt, by aosociating the 
proposed or.tIne with something ludicrous or out 
of place.--sonething not habitually matter of 
reverence. By this kind of sophist~J t he imagi­
nation and fancy are first bribed to contemplate 
t he suggested act, and at length to become 
a cquainted with it. Observe ho\"l the effect of 
t his scene is heightened by contrast \7i th another 
counterpart of it in 1017 life. --tha-t; between the 
conspirators Stephano, Culiban, and Trinculo in 
t he second scene of the t hird act. i n which t here 
are the same essential char acteristics.26 

In his renarks on Falstaff, too. Coleridge 

shows how comedy can and sho:;.ld suggest t he traGiC in a 

serious undertone. For Coleridge , Palstaff i s by no 

means only an amusing char •. cter. Indeed he is sugges­

tive of evil in so far as , like Iugo und Ricl1ard III , 

he sets too high a store by intellectual power unquali­

fied by ewotion and the uoral senne . This sense of 

values is for Coleridge deepl y at fault , and he regards 

such characters as dangerous, because, being ruled only 

by the intellect, and having no altruistic prillciples 

springing from the emotions to guide t hem, they are 

._----------------------,. 
26 C' C I 1"16. }.},J_." ,.., 
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likely to be motivated entirely by self-interest: 

The characterB of Richard III, 1a.:.;o , and Falstaff, 
were the characters of men who reverse the order 
o:f things, who place intellect at the head , where­
as it ought to follow like geometry. to prove and 
to confiI'lll. 27 

Although Co1erid5e never l'lentions the word "prudence" 

in connection \'rl t11 these chara.cters (indeed they could 

hardly be considered to be prudent as such) . they can 

be seen to have something of t he "prudential" about 

them. LIen who are motivatecl by "prudential purposes,,28 

are swayed Ol'l~y by egoism talting the form either of the 

desil'e for personal safety or for self-aO.vancerilent , not 

by t Ile moral feeling. They "attempt to reconcile 'Ghe 

moral :feeling with a full exercise of the mind and t he 

gaining of certain ends . ,,29 They try to make thoir 

Reason (one of \illose most i 3portant aspects is the 

moral feeling) subordinate to their intellect . In both 

Falstaff and Richard III , according to ColeTidge, t here 

is "au overprizing of t he intellectual above the moral 

charac'ber; in the most desperate and the most dissolute 

the same moral elements >!ere to be Zouud. n30 It would 

seem that Richard III is t:1e (I.esper-dte one . Falstaff 

the dissolute . Richard III is desperate in that he 

----- ,----------,._._--,-_. __ .. -
27~ C -r 

~t-. . J. ~ , 286 - 287. 

2~Oakes , p.G6 . See r:x:,r Chapter II. 

29Foakes, p.GG. 

30 <. C ,'" 2>l4 _~., ..z....L, '-' . 
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" directs all his powers to one aim--seli'-advancenet:).t. 

He has the tr:.,gic quality of earne:Jt1.1ess , therefore, 

but t his earnestness is baeed on tIle lJ.istnken. belief 

that seli- advance:.1011ot is a Vlorthy aim i~ life . Fal-

steff, on the other hand, ~ost but not quite en­

bodies the sportive principle . TIe has no great 

purpose in life., but nevertholess he does 1"10t subject 

his intellect to the ~~le of his senses: Coleridge 

claius t hat evon Palotaff's "sensuality was subser-

vieut to his intellect, for he appeQTed to drink 

sack that he !:light have occasion to shew his T1t. ,,31 

~alstaff is dissolute rather than desperate because 

he does not serve evil wholeheartedly--his ruling 

PUI'IJose in life soems, according to Coleridge, to be 

the enhancing of his own reputation. It is because 

this ruling pu:;."'..;>ose is such a trivial one that Cole­

ridge calls Falstaff a "man of degraded genius" 

rather than "a degrL!ded man of eeniusl'! 

Falstaff, not a dee~aded nan of genius, like 
Burns, but a man of degraded geniUS, with the 
sa~e consciousness of &~periority to his 
conpe.nions ~s Iag~ • fastened hinseli' on a 
yOUI15 prince , to prove how m,wh his influence 
on an heir_apparent cO-::.ld exceed th2.t of 
statesr.!en.)2 

Despi te the aJ!!usi!'-G triviality of Falst aff 's aim in 

life, however, he has a great potential for evil, and 

.------.--------
287. 

287. 
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Coleridge sees li§..nry IV Parts One and Two as embodying 

a struggle bev;/een the corrupting ini'luence of Falstaff 

amI t he innate goodness and nobility of Prince Hal: 

in his own esti=tlon F<l;tlsta.ft> is t he superior 
who cannot <lasily- be convinced that the prince has 
escaped hL":! ' but • •• as in other instunc.es 
f.l <l:.1akespear~ has sheml us the defeat of' more 
intellect by a noble feeling, tIle Prince being the 
m 'Joioior mOl'a]. character WilO l'i69S above his 
insidious cO::lpanion.33 

Felstaff , then, escapes being a tre. c vil1.ain only be-

cause his dissolute bel1a,yioui' and his trivial uw in 

life detract from the intensity of his evil (indeed he 

is cOl'rullt rather tI1an evil), and because his dec1igas 

fail. 

Just as conedy should suggest tragedy, so tra-

eedy can re-infol"ce its O\7l'l high serionsness by incor-

poratiug a comic element (as in the ca:le of the :l?ool in 

l0-ng Loa;r:, mentioned above) or by using comic t echniques 

for a corious end. As Raysor pointe out, Coleridge 

re::o.ra.s one of the functions of conedy as being to "re_ 

i nforce the tragic effect by ironical contrast. 1I34 

Coleridge is not prepared, 110vJever, to accept the princi-

pIe of conic relief in t ragedy, since this disrupts unity 

of feeling by interruptu1g the tragic tone . It is almost 

certainly for this reason that he rejected the porter 
y: 

scene in MaQ.bet'1 as being an interpolation. :> In fact 

----------------------,--._---_ ....... _. --
. 3:3S•C. ,II, 210 . 

34RaysOl" s Introduction to .;1& • . , I, XY~'l:Vii. 
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Coleridge always appears extrenely reluctant to accept 

comic entertain'1lent merely for its own sL,k8 . He is not 

prepar8d to accept the comic quality of t he pun as an 

adequate justification for its existence, for exa~ple, 

although he regards puns as springing partly £rom an 

"exuberant activity of mind," \1:1ich is prcsut:lnbly a 

comic instinct: 

:Play on words either {duiJ' to 1. exubemnt activity 
of mind., as in Shakespeare ' s hi~l1er comedy; L oiT 
2. irlitation of it as a f !1.shion, which has this to 
say for i t _ nWhy io not this nm7 better :t;han groan­
ing?"-or 3. contempt-uous exultation in minds vul­
garized an.d overset by their succeos, jJ.5.Jti/ LIil ton IS 
Devils ; or 4 . as the language o£ resentment, in order 
to express oontelllPt-most cornmon among the lower 
orders, and Lth~1 origin of nickna3es; or l astly, as 
the language of supp:t'e8se~6J!assion, especially o£ 
hardly SDothered dislike . 

Saying tha'c puns '!!lay spring fron an exuberant activity of 

mind and t hat they nay be used to portray dramatically 

such a state of mind , is a very different matter from 

acceptine them merely fOl' their exuberant quality. however. 

This Dcans that in theory he is willing to accept puns in 

comedy in af) far as they port-ray exuberance i n cha.:racters , 

although he is not prepared to accept them on their 

m:tiace, entortainL1Emt value . In practice he only defends 

puns in the serious plays (the tragedy and the serious 

History Plays. especially ~chard Il ~. His most con~on 

line of defence is tlk'1t puns are the natural outlet for 

363 • 0.,1, 22. The litera~J references in 1. and 2. , 
as Raysor points out, are -co Romeq alld JuliJ;U,II.iy.35 - 86, 
and "1;0 Paradise Lost,vi . 609 - 627. 



angry passion, and that Shakespeare i:o 'luite justified 

in putting them in the mouths of indignant characters, 

therefore. Puns, in his view, spring naturally from 

passion: 

~he passion that carries off its excess by l)lay 
on words, as nG:~urally and, therefore, as appro­
Il:i:iately to drama, as by gesticulations, looks, 
OJ.' tones. This beloY'..ging to hu.man nature as 
human, i ndependent of associatio!'.sand habito from 
any particular rank of life or mode of employ­
i:Jent, 37 

and he defends the use of PU;1S in ~llet by arguing 

1;ha:1; they al'e quite in place as psycholoGical indica­

tions of Hamlet ' s near-hysterical condition since the 

ludicrous is closely associated vtlth terror, is a l~ind 

of escape from it: 

The terrible, however paradoxical it may appear, 
will be found to touch on the verge of the ludi­
crous. Both arise from the perception of some­
thing out of the co~~on nature of thilLgS,--Some­
thing out of place: if from this we can abstrC!ct 
danger, the uncolllr!!.onness alone rGmains, and the 
sense of the ridiculous is excited. The close 
alliance of these opposites appeal's from the 
circurnmtance that laughter is equally the expres­
sion of extreme anguish and horror as of joy: in 
the sm:Je manner that t here are tears of joy as 
well as tears of sorrmr, so there is a laugh of 
terror as well as a laug.."fl of merriment . These 
co~~lex causes will naturally have produced in 
Hamlet the disposition to eGcape from his own 
:feelings of the ove1.'l'lhelming and supernatural by 
a wild transition to the ludicrous,-- a sort of 
cunning bravado, bordering on the flights of 
deliriuIl.38 

In his remarks on laughter Coleridge explains 

-----,--,-------------,---_ .. --"---_ ... ,-----
373 •O. ,I, 149. 

38", t' IT 274 ~. , "~J • 
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the similarity between the comic and the tra2:ic, and 

how it is that each can be used to re-inforce the other. 

Laughter, for him, is a reaction to t he incoTIg'l'UouS when 

the incongruous object is not associated with danger: 

*1 thip~ Aristotle has already excellently defined 
the l aughl:l,ble ••• as consisting of, or depending 
on, what is out of its proper time or place , yet 
without danger or pain. Here the impropr;i,ety • • • 
is the positive qualification; the dangerlessness 
•• • the negative.39 

And, in another rel!lark on laughter he explains that 

Laughter is a convulsion of the nerves; and it 
seems as if nature cut short the rapid thrill of 
pleasure on the nel~es by a sudden oonvulsion of 
them, to prevent the sensation becol!ling painful. 

,----------------~---------

39.u&. , p. 44- t • *This is an extract from a 
section entitled "on TEE D1Snr;C'l'IOl;S OF TIIB WITTY, THE 
DROr,L, T!-IB ODD., K:D THE hLmOUROUS _ THE H"AT"u"F.£ . .urn 
CO!fSTITUIDrTS OP IIur:OUR. RA13BLAIS, S7IIFT, STF)RNE, which 
Raysor has reprinted from Literary Remain§., relegating 
i t to an appendix (~. , PI' . 440 - 44bf, since he con­
siders that parts of it may show signs of ed.itorial 
expansion. For this reason future quotations from the 
passage from. which t his extract is taken will be marked 
with an asteriak . Literary Remains was edited by H. H. 
Coleridge, who, although on the whole scrupulously faith­
ful to the general tenor of Coleridge ' s beliefs and 
opinions, frequently rephrases his fragments into a more 
Goherent and articulate fo~, on occasions going to the 
extent of e:::panding short but suggestive sentences to 
paragraph length. l;J.though this passage is based partly 
on a manuscript lecture on Wit and Humour, which Raysor 
has included in the text of ~. ,(pp . 1 1 7 - 120), it al­
most certainly contains naterial froD sources now lost, 
as Raysor points out in a note on p . 440. For t his reason 
I believe myself to be justified in quoting from. this 
passage !!taterial whose thought or opinion is nowhere 
else exactly repeated in Coleridge ' s c~iticisn. offering 
t he palliative that E. :i . C. never to my knowledge falsi.,. 
~ Coleridee ' s opinions . As Raysor hi!!l.self points out 
in his article "Coleridge' s Manuscript Lectures ," U. P. , 
XXII ( 1924), 17 - 25, "ff.~f. Goleridge vias a very ingeni­
ous and intelligent editor, and one can, in the main, be 
sure t hat the published text gives Coleridge ' s thOU~lt , 
and nearly his words. " (p . 25). 
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Aristotle' s definition is as good as can be;- - sur­
prise at perceiving anything out of its usual place, 
\'!hen the unusualness is not accor.lpanied by a sellse 
of serious danger. .§y.Qh surprise is always pleasur­
able; and it is observable that surprise accompanied 
with circumstances of danger becomes tragic. I'lence 
farce may often border on tragedy; i ndeed , farce is 
nearer to tragedy in its essence t han comedy i s,40 

Incon~lity, then, is a common element in both t he tragic 

effect and the l udicrous (or comic effect) . and it is 

because this is so that a comic eletlont can be used to 

re-inforce a tragic effect, and vice VOl'sa. 

The elill)hasis in Coleridge' 8 remarks on comedy 

tends to be on comc techniques rather than on a philo-

sophical t heory of comedy as a form. fiJ. t hough he defined 

comedy for tlle purpose of his lectu:l.'e on Greek Drama, ,he 

does not relate Shakespearean comedy to this concept as 

SUCh,. but seems to use it rather as a ueans of exploring 

the essence of the conic. Comedy in "modern" drama, 

therefore ~ can be most profitably explored by an exam­

ination of Coleridge' s views on co~ic techniques. The 

nost i mportant of these is wit~ a term which Coleridge 

gives a wide frame of reference . In its most philO­

sophic form, wit refers to the intellectual proeess of 

finding partial likeness in apparent Unlikeness, as I 

have shovm earlier in this chapter. tlore particularly, 

hm'/ever. he uses it to denote the two methods by which 

this partial likeness can be discovered and conveyed . 

--_._------- ,-------_._---_._---- ---

40"Table Talk," August 25, 1833, in TablEL1'alk 
and Omniana, p .2::>6. 

219 



These are the t ype of wit , closely relatecL to fancy, 

which deals mainly with i:::'l8.ges , and that inferior form 

which consists in apt expression, and which is really 

no more than an unusual turn of phrase: 

*Perhaps the J:Ilost iml)Ortant of our i ntellectual 
operations are those of detectip.g the difference 
in similar, and the identity in dissimilar, t hings. 
Out of the latter operation it is t hat wit arises; 
and it. generically regarded, consists in presenting 
thoughts or iI!1a.ees in an unusual connection with 
each other, for the purpose of exciting pleasure by 
the surprise . This connection may be real; and 
there i s in fact a scientific VIi t; though ,{lhere the 
object , consciously entertained, is truth, and not 
amusement, we COIlJJ:llOfl..1y give it some higher na.me. 
But in wit popularly understood, the connection J:Ilay 
be, and for the mos-t part is, apparent only, and 
transitory; and this connection may be by thoughts, 
or by words, or by images. The first is our 
Butler ' s especial e~inence; the second, Voltaire ' s; 
t he third, which we oftener call fancy, constitutes 
the l arger and more peculiar part of the wit of 
Shakespeare . You can scarcely turn to a sil1gle 
spe~ch of Falstaf'f' s without finding instances of 
it.41 

Although t hl'ee Sl)0Cies of vii t are referred to in this 

passage, Coleridge hardly ever discusses the first, the 

wit of thought. Of the other two forms the wit of 

imagery is far superior--so much so that Coleridge is 

at -times reluctant to call it wit at all: 

It is not always easy t c distinguish between wit 
and fancy. Tihen the whole pleasure received is 
derived from surprise at an unex~ected turn of 
expression, then I call it wit; but when the pleas­
ure is produced not only by surprise, but also by 
an image which remains with us and gratifies for 
its own sake, then I call i t fancy. I know of no 
mode so satisfactory of distinguishing beh/een wit 
and fancy. I appeal to the recollection of t hose 

----,--------'---,---, 
41N•C., pp . 440 -441. 
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who hear me , vhether the great part of what passes 
fOl" wit in Shakespeare, is not most exquisite 
humour, l~ightened by a figure, and attributed to 
a particular character? ~ake the instance of the 
flea on Bardol11!l' S 11ose, which Falstaff compares 
to a soul suffering in purgatory. The images 
themselves, in a case like this, afford a great 
part of the pleasure. 42 . 

In contrast the Vlit of words (which he also describes 

as the "French Wit") is bo"eh idle and short-lived, 

uttered by 

men of cleverness, who, l'laving been long in the 
world, have observed the t~s of phrase which 
please in company, and which, passing away t he 
momen·!;, are passed in a moment. being no longer 
recollected than the time they t ake in utterance. 43 

But the wit of fancy "produces surprise by a pemanent 

medium, and always leaves something behind it, which 

satisfi.es t he mind as well as tickles the hearing ... 44 

Tp~s type of .v.Lt appeals more to the intellect. It is 

also capable of referring beyond its OVnl amusing facade 

to serious ~"tters: 

the wit of Shakespeare is, as it \'Tere , like the 
flourishing of a man~ s stick, when he is walking, 
in the full flow of animal spirits: it is a sort 
of exuberance of hilarity which disburdens. and it 
resenbles a conductor, to distribute a portion of 
our gladness to the surrounding air. ""/hile , however, 
it disburdens. it leaves behind what is weightiest 
and most import ant , and what most contributes to 
some direct aim and purpose . 45 

------------------
42 lhQ., I~, 124. 

43S•C., II, 124. 

44s•C.,II, 124. 

453•0. ,1I , 124 - 125. 
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Shakespoarean wit, thou, is the product of both exube1'­

anea and thought. Unlike t~o Greek come techniques 

\'1hich have a. nsportiven qunllty. it is not Dere 

"intollectunJ. wealth squandered in S,l?ort," but lle.s a. 

~0rious a:L1'l!, thut is. its function goes beyond toot of 

comic ontertaitl!:!lont. And W:l0reatJ tho Pronch type of 

wit merely displ.ays \"lords in an unusual. cOl:lbination 

\11 th very 11 tUe relr~ to actunl1 'ty-bol.onging thel'efore 

to the c(li;egor,y of the groteoque. _uch, Col.erid{;o 

expluins, cones into being *R\vhen \'1ol.'lls or ime{;eo are 

plncod in unusual justnposition rather than connection, 

and are so placed meroly because the juxtapoai tioo i s 

unUSUaJ..n~the Shukeopearoan wit has 0. i'ir:.ller 'basis in 

reality since it present£:! concrete ir.l£l,ges. 47 Because 

------------------- --------------------
46 Y.:.Q" p. 442. 

47It is 1nterosting to compare IIazlitt ' s thoory 
of wit in "Dotini t:ion of l7i t, " Tho . QODploj;e \iorilL~ 
111Jiog ~lm' XX, 352 .. 363." IIazlltt does not dJ..vide 
it up in 0 forent olasses, but has a. comprehensive 

conce,pt of it, roueIUY oorrespondine to Coleridge ' s \'/i t 
0:£ fancy. For hiD the Wit of wordo a.'tld the wit of 
t hought arc merely aspects of wit. t he neans by wllich 
\fa deteot, expross and e:tarUy an absurd.ity or i noon­
gruity in the thing \".fE) are describing: 

it is . only VllCln t he two contradictory natures arc 
found in the sane object that the verbal. "Jit hOlds 
good. and tho real 11 t 01' j au d t epprit exists and 
may be brought out wherever this contradiction is 
obvious with or without t he .l!a::.~~s to oosist 
it. 4 • • en absurdity may be written on t lw face 
of a thing without the help of languaGe; a,.''I.d. it is 
in detoctine a.nd embod1Jine t :li.s that the finest wit 
lieo. Laueu26~ is merely one inotruoent or handle 
toot f'onro.rds tho operation: l~anoy is the tlidwife 
of \T.l..t. <P.355> 

'i.'he wH of orda or of thought alone, if it does not 
detect or express an ab3U-~ity that objectively eXists, 
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the \'lit of fancy juxtaposes images rather than words, 

i t is more able to form an organic part of a play, for 

i t can assoc:i.ate iJGself 1101'6 readily vii th the theme as 

mani rel3ted in its predominant concepts: Shakespeare ' s 

wit is "so inteY"<10Y0n v!i t 11 all hio other charucteristic 

excellencies, that ! am • • • i ncapable or comprehend­

i ng • • • how it can be detached from his other powers . ,,48 

Shakespeare ' s wit is normally combined with 

humour. The difference bet~1een the two is that wit is 

"impersonal" while humour "al1flays more or less partakes 

of the character of the speaker • .,49 Coleridge ' s expla­

nation of t he oriein of the term provides clear evidence 

that he had at l east sone understanding of the Eliza­

bet han theory of character : 

the ori gin of the Vlord humour may be traced to t he 
sci ence of Pathology. The ancients were unacquai n­
t ed ~7ith its present meaning. They considered the 
human body as the repository of four humours, vi z •• 
blood, phlegm. bile or gall , and the black bile , 
and according to the predOminance of either of 
these they believed the character to be sanguine, 
phlegmatic, choleric, or nelanGholy. 50 

Alt hough humour, for Coleridge . springs from an amusi ng 

or eccentric character trait , he oaintains that the 

man of humour deals gently with the characters he draws 

i s , f or Hazlitt. not wit at all: 
Farther; mere sense is not wit. Logical subtilty or 
i ngenuity does not amount to wit (although it may 
mimic i t ) without an immedi ate play of fancy, which 
i s a totally different t hing. < p. 363':>-

4Bu. a •• p. 42 
4Cl..-:-
~.tl&.. p . 111. 

50u. C., p .112. 



for us, respecting their natures, and seeing man's 

nature as a whole as being in some respects too great 

for the world. Thus Coleridge claims that humour 

acknowledges "the hollowness and farce of the mrlc1, 

and i ts disproportion to the godlike witll-in us, ,,51 so 

that the laughter is not so much at the character, but 

rather at his incongruity in his environment, owing to 

t he greatness of his soul and the pettiness of all 

t hat surrounds him, and ultimately, therefore. at the 

world. And Coleridge seems to imply that we identify 

ourselves with the humorist (the term Coleridge uses 

for t he object of humour)52 so that we , too, are led 

to see the disproportion of the godlike in our Olvn 

spirits to the world, to see ourselves as being in 

some respects humorous. The humori st is therefore 

akin to the tragic hero in that both have a quality of 

greatness springing from the human psyche and both are 

essentially out of place in the world , but he is amus­

ing because he bestows his attention on little things 

whose impOl~ance he exagger ates grossly. Coleridge 

quotes the example of Sternets Uncle Toby vlho finds 

unceasing delieht in t he'fortifications he employs 

himself' on in his carden, "totally abstn>.ctedfrom the 

-_._--- -_._-_ .. - --.--------- ---_._. - .-- --.•. -

511k.Q •• }1. 11 9. 

52see MbQ., p.113. 
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remotest idea of utility • .,53 A basic technique of 

humour is to make the littlelfgreat, and t he great 

little, i n oxder to destroy both, because all i s equal 

in contrast with t he infinite.,,54 

Humour is distingJished from t he ludicrous (or 

laughable), i n that. \7hereas the l atter is its Oi'm end, 

achieving its means by the deoonstration of a "dispro-

port ion between a definite act and a definite purpose 

or encl. or a disproportion of t he end i t eelf to t he 

rank of' t he definite person, ,,55 humour has a deeper, 

more philosophical purpose-namely to "contemplate a 

finite in reference to the infinite. ,,56 A certain 

amount of confusion is caused by t he fact that Cole­

ridge uses humour to r efer both to the comic technique 

of character pr esent ation and to the juxtaposition of 

images or concepts of t he finite and t he infinite. 

Thus, it appears from the passage on Shakespeare ' s wit , 

quoted earlier, tllat Coleridge regarcled Falstaf'f's 

remark compari ng the flea on Bardolph' s nose to a soul 

suffering in purgatory as an example of' humour. Yet 

Coleridge mai r:.t ains elsei'1here that Falstaff 's character 

is one of wit r a ther than humour, because his remarks 

-------------- ,- -,-_-..-...-------_ . .---- -.--

53u.c., p.113. 

54-.!J.c. , p .11 9. 

55. E.&., p .118 . 

56y. c., p .119. 
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are impersonal and do not spring from his O\Yn character : 

The speeches of Falstaff and Prince Henry would, for 
the most part. be equally proper in the mouth of 
either, and might indeed , with undiminished effect, 
proceed from any person. This is o~dng to their 
being composed almost ,holly of wit, which is 
impersonal, and not of humour, which always more or 
less partakes of the character of t he speaker.57 

It \7ould appear. therefore, that such Falstafi'ian 

remarks as that quoted above, whel~ Bardolph's nose is 

seen to be to a flea as purgatory is to a human soul, 

are humorous because they place the finite in juxta­

position or comparison to the infinite, while they are at 

the same time witty rather than humorous because they are 

impersonal and not exclusively characteristic of the 

speaker. It is also important to note that humour is not 

necessarily superior to wit. Coleridge admires Falstaff 

and his remarks a great deal, despite the fact that he 

regards them as being witty r at her t han humorous. And he 

1s willing to accept that a dramatist may use dramatis 

personae in his play who are not characters but struc­

tural devices for dl~wing attention to a certain character 

or part of t he play to heighten a certain dramatic effect. 

Tbus "Pistol, Nym, etc., do not please us as cbaracters, 

but are endured as fantas tic creatures, foils to the 

native wit of Falstaff. "58 

-------------------_._--_._-
57U•C. , p . l11. c.f. ~. , p. So. 

58y.c. , p.50. 
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Having reduced Co2eridge ' s beliefs a.bout the 

nature of comedy and the best cornie techniques and how 

they should be used to some form of order, it is now 

possible to consider his comments on the comedy pro­

duced by Shakespeare ' s contamporaries in the 2ight of 

this body of theoT"J, to see how, in Coleridge ' s viewt 

their techniques and methods of using them are inferior 

to Shakespeare ' s, or where comparable in excellence, 

and why. Since certain of Coleridge's views on the 

characteristics of Blizabet~lan comedy have al.ready been 

dealt with i ll Chapter III , I \"li11 restrict myself in 

this section to those not already mentioned. and es­

pecially to a discussion of comic techniques. 

He considers t he techniques both as means to 

an end, testing them On efficiency in achievil~ the 

desired purpose, and on their own, as microcosnic 

manifestations of the work and its philoso~hy itself. 

Thus it is right that Ben Jonson should use caricatures 

rather t han characters, since he is writing farce 

rather than comedy, yet this does not alter t he fact 

tllat a caricature is not as satisfying as a balanced 

cha.."'"3.cter springing from the depths of the thorough 
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meditation and observation of the poet: 

Ben' s pers,?"p'ae are too often not chur::l.Ct ers, but 
derap..gements;-the hopeless patients of a mad­
doctor r.?:ther than exhibitions of folly betraying 
itself Lin.Jspite of existing reason and prudence . 
He not poetically, but painfully, exaggerates every 
trait; i.e., not by the drollery of the circumstance, 
but by the excess of the originating feeling. 59 

In other words, Jonson's characters suffer from an excess 

of humour. Some aspect of character has grO\Yn completely 

out of proportion to the rest~ in flat contradiction of 

the facts of experience. In fact this is not a grov~h 

at all, for Jonson has based the character on the humour, 

rather than vice versa: 

The characters in his plays are. in the strictest 
sense of the term, abstractions. Some very prominent 
feature is taken from the whole man. and that s i ngle 
feature or humour is made the basiS upon which the 
entire character is built up.60 

For this reason 

t he defect in the Horose, as in otherLs_7 -of Jonsont s 
dramatis personae, lies in t lus: t hat the accident is 
not a prominence growing out of and nourished by the 
characte:r: which still circulates in it, but the cha­
racter rises out of the accident--say r a ther, con­
sists in the accident . 61 

The implication is that the predo~nant humour of a 

character. although in itself di sproportionate, should 

always refer us back to the character itself, perhaps 

even as a guide to the understanding of t he entire 

--------------------------------------.------
59 Ib.Q •• p.50. 
60. 
~., p. 46 . 

6 1~., p.56. 
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character. 62 

----------------------•. ---
6~litt ,has much t he same C! 'i ticisns to make 

against Jonson, but his opinion of him is generally more 
unfavourable and unlike Coleridge he is not prepared to 
exmlse Jonson ' s caricatures and:improbablp situations as 
being legi ti,l!lElte techniques of farce: 

Shakespeare ' s characters are men; Ben J onsol'! ' s are 
more like machines, governed by mere routine, or by 
the convenience of the poet, whose property they 
are~ • • • He wears out a jest to the last shred 
and coarsest grain. His i magination fastens instinc­
tively on some one mark or sign by Which ~e desig­
nates the i ndivldual , and never lets it go , for fear 
of not meeting with any other means to express him­
self by. A can"!; phrase, an odd gesture, an old­
fasluoned regiment al uniform, a wooden leg, a tobac­
co-box, or a hacked sVlord. are the standing topiCS 
by which he embodies his characters to the imagina­
tion. They are ~~t and dried comedy; the letter, 
not t he spirit of wit and humour. Each of his 
characters has a particul ar cue, a professional 
badge which he wears and is known by, and by nothing 
else . Thus t here is no end of Captain Otter, his 
Bull. his Bear. and his Horse, which are no joke at 
first, and do not be cone so by being repeated t\1enty 
times. • • • In Ben Jonson, we find ourselves gen­
erally in low cOJpany, and we see no hope of getting 
out of it. He i s like a person who fastens upon a 
disagreeable subject , and cannot be persuaded to 
leave i t . His comedy, i n a word , is not what Shake­
speare somewhere calls "bless' d conditions. " It i s 
cross-grained, mean, and mechanical. It is handi­
craft wit . Squalid poverty, sheer i gnorance , bare­
faced impudence, or idiot imbecility, are his drama­
tic comnon- places--things that provoke pity or 
disgust , i nstead of laughter. His portraits are 
caricatures by dint of their very likeness, bei~~ 
extrava~ant tautologies of themselves; as his plots 
arc improbably by an excess of consistency; for he 
goes thorough- stitch with whatever he takes i n hand, 
makes one contri vance ammer all purposes , and every 
obstacle give way to a predetermined theory. For 
instance , nothing can be more incredible than t he 
mercenary conduct of COrvino , in delivering up his 
wife to the palsied embraces of Volpone; and yet the 
poet does not seem in the least to boggle at the 
i ncongrui·ty of it: but the more it is in keeping 
with the absurdity of the rest of the i'al,le, and t he 
more it advances it to an i ncredible catastrophe, t he 
more he see::JB to dwell upon it with complacency and 
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J onson l s other f ault is t hl?t t l:.ere is no~ 

enough moral intel'ect in his plays. I have already 

pointed out that Coleridge sees all literature as hav­

ing a moral end, and that he seems to regard comedy 

that does not refer, i mplicitly or explicitly, to t he 

serious as being in some respects trivial. He attacks 

Jonson not on these grounds, however, but rather from 

t he point of view of dramatic effect , claiming that we 

can have no empa thy for characters who are not good at 

heart and consequently lovable, and that t herefore our 

interest in t he play soon flags . Coleridge clearly 

does not regard the purely ludicrous as bei ng able to 

sustain our i nterest. There must also be something 

else which i nvolves us in t he play, preferably charac­

ters wit h whom we can sympathise and identify, and a 

theme i nvolvi ng concepts which concern us all. Al­

though he can ap9reciate Jonson' s comic technique, and 

although he ac1.'!lowledges Jonson' s mastery of farce, he 

t hinks t hat his plays lack s ome t hinG. Thus Coleridge 

remarks of Volpone, 

This ad:lirable, indeed, but yet more wonrJ.eriul than 
adnirnble, play is from t he fertility and vigor of 

a sort of wilful exaggeration, as if it were a 
logical discovery or corollary fro~ well-kao\Yn 
premises. He Hould no more be baffled in t he work­
i ng out a plot , t han Gome people will be baffled in 
an ar[,rument . "If to be wise were to be obst inate , n 

our author mi ght h[;ve l aid signal claim to t cis 
"On t~~i!&~sP&are and Ben Jonson ," 1:!J.e Complete ·.1~...Q! 

i7illiam Hazlitt, VI , 39 - 40 . 
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invention, char-dcter, language , and sentiment the 
strongest proof how impossible it j .s to keep up 
any pleasurable interest in a tale in which there is 
no goodneos of heurt in anyone of t he prominent 
charucterg. After the t hird act , the play becomes 
not a dead, but a painful weight on t he feelings. 
• • • Bonaric and Celia. should have been made in 
some way or o·~her IJrincipals ill t:~e plot-- which 
they might 'Je, and t he objects of interest, without 
being made cllaractcrs . In novels . the person in 
whose fate you are mOGt interested, is often the 
least llk.9.rked char ;J.Cter of tile w'101e . If it were 
practicable to lessen t he par amountcy of Volpone, 
a most delightful comedy might be produced, Celia 
being the ward or niece inste~\d of the wife of 
Corvino. and vonario her 10ver. 63 

It is interesting to no~e that Coleridge has boen led 

here to contr;J.dict his arm principle;;; , since he would 

chauge the entire play without regard to its organic 

unity, throwing to the winds respect fcr the YlOrk as a 

self-sufficient i ndividual whole in ito orm. right, in 

order '~ o make it C01".£o1'O to his own ideal. 

Colerid;3e t s attitude to :Eeaunont and Fletcher 

is simila:c, although he did not rate them as great as 

Jonson in terms of general drru.mtic ability. They. too, 

are ma3ters of t heir OVlU fOl".ll-that ty-pe of conedy \7hich 

is contrury to tragedy r ather t~:tan its es:::ential oppo­

site. f..n in the case of Jonsor", too , he c041plains that 

Beaumont and Fletcher present no likeable characters . 

Their comedies 

are moet of the:n disturbed by the fe.ntacticalneGs 
or gross caricature of t he persons or incidents. 
There 1.1.:::'e few char acter s t hat you can like (even 
though you should have had erased from you all the 

-----.--- .. _--



filth that 'bespatters tile oost likeable, as Pini ero 
Li n ~he Isl and Princess7for instance) , scarcel y any 
you can love . How differant from Sha}~espe~u>e , who 
makes one have a sort of sneaJ~ing affection for even 
h i s Darnardines , whose very Iagos and Richards are 
awful, and, by the counteracting power of profoun(l. 
intellects , rendered fearful rather than hateful. 64 

There is a deeper flaw in Beaumont and Fletcher' s wri­

t ings , however- -tlle revelling in grossneos and the de­

tails of lechery that Coleridge sees as being charac­

t eristic of their work. Whereas SheJi:espeare prenents 

grossness in such a way as to exc:i.te our intellect, 

making us laugh and reject the grossness , thereby impl y­

i ng a higher i deal, BeaurJont and Fletcher nppeal direct­

l y to our sense of the levld: 

In Shakespeare the mere generalities of sex, mere 
words oftenest , seldom or never di stinct images-­
all head- work , and fancy-drolleri es, no sensation 
supposed in the speaker, no itclW wriggling. I n 
Beaumont and Fletcher t he minutiae of a 1echer. 65 

But t he fault lies deeper than mere grossness-it 

s:prings from an ignorance of the true nature of mor ali­

ty. an i nabilHy to see deeper into right and wrong 

than the Eere prudential--and it applies to all of 

Beaumont and Pletcher' s plays, being in fact more 

apparent in t heir traeedies: 

Beaumont and Fletcher always write as if virtue or 
goodness were a sort of talisman cr strange somethi ng 
that mi ght be lost without the least fault on t he 
part of t he owner. In silOrt , their chaste l adies 
val ue their chastity as a mn.tcrial t:ling, not as an 

- ----.----
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act or state of being--and this mere tiling being 
merely imaginaI"J. no wonder that all t heir women 
are represented vdth the minds of strumpets, 
except a few irrational humorists , far less capable 
of exciting our sympathy than a Hindoo who had had 
a basin of cow-broth trrrown over him--for this , 
tho t a debasing superstition, is still real, and we 
might pity the poor wretch, though we cannot help 
despising him. But Beaumont and Fletchert s Lucinas 
a1'e cl umsy fictions . It is too plain that the 
authors had no one idea of chaotity as a virtue-­
but only such a conception as a blind man mi ght 
have of t he :flower of seeing, by handling an oxt s 
eye . In .The Queen of Corinth, indeed, they talk 
differently-- but it is all ~. for nothi1';.g is 
real but t he dread of losing a reputation. Hence 
the frightful contrast between these women (even 
those who are meant for virtuous) and Shakespeare ts. 
80, for inotance, The Maid in t he !:lill- -a woman 
must not merely have grown old in brothels, but 
hE.ve chuckled over every abomination committed in 
them with a rampart sympathY. .. of imagination, to 
have had her fancy so •• • l ?. .. l drunk with the 
minutiae of lechery as this icy chaste virgin. 66 

-----------------------
66U•C .. pp •. 81 - 82. cf. HazE t t ' s remark in 

Lecture IV, "On 13ea1.~mont and Pletcher, Ben Jonson, Ford, 
and lJassinger," of his "Lectures on the f...ge of Eliza­
beth," that in the dra~a of Beaumont and Fletcher 

there is a t oo frequent mix~ure of voluptuous soft­
ness or effeminacy of character with horror in the 
subjects, a conscious weakness (Ican hardly thi~j( 
i t wantonness) of moral consti~~tion struggling with 
wilful. and violent situations, • • • The tone of 
Shakespe.ar' s writings is manly and bracing; theirs is 
at once insipid and meretricious, in the comparison. 
Shakespear never disturbs the grounds of moral prin­
ciple; but leaves his characters (after doing them 
heaped justice on all sides) to be judged of by our 
common sense and natural feeling. Beaumont and 
Fletcher constantly bring in equivocal seutil.:"1.ents 
and characters, as if to set them up to be debated 
by sophistical casuistry, or varnished over with the 
colours of poetical ingenuity. Or i3hakespear may be 
said to "cast t he diseases of t he mind, only to 
restore it to a sound and pristine health": the 
dramatic par adoxes of Beaumont and Fletcher are, to 
all appearances, tinctured with an infusion of 
personal vanity and laxity of principle . 

The Cot'lplete \1orks of Viilli= Hazlitt , VI, 249 - 250 . 
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ltaasinger sharGs t he fault of DeaULlont and 

Plotcher in that he, too, alienates us from his charac­

ters. Coleridee cees lJasoiuger as using a satirical 

rathor than a oooio teolmique. lIe seens to regard 

satire aD beitJg inferior to conedy, probably because 

'Ie are not given an op!,ortunity to soc thc good quaJ.i­

ties of the chareot~rs and like them: 

Uasoiuger-Voin of .§!;~ on the tws • • • not, 
00 in Shokeopenro. thG natures evolving theoaelves 
aocording to their incidental disproportions froo 
exoess, defic1enoy, or Dislocation of one or more 
of the ootlponent elements, but \'lhat is a.ttributed. 
to them by others. 67 

T"ne difference botween humour and sl'tire, in 

Coleridge • s view. t lle:t'(::f ore, is that wheroas lr<llUOUr 

shown us a chart'!.cter with onc feature in Cl!lIlSitlg dio­

proportion to the rest, Datire slants or tl1Srepre30nta 

II character in such a way as to mako him soem ridicu­

lous. l.1hel'eus humour is truthful and S'j!!lpathetic. 

sntire comes cloocr to slonderous gossip. In addition 

Coleridge dislikes such l'J..o,ys becauDc the nature of 

drar::l-:'1. is Violated by t ile lllaY'·rright ' D constant intruoion 

by putting his own ¥Jorda into cl:!aructers not aui ted to 

th()::l, thus oooo!Ung guilt-.r of that heinous drarJ£Ltic 

c Ji[ril:lo, '!fentriloquism. I n contrast. &llakospeare aJ.lona 

his characters to develop nnturoJ.J.y before us, leaVil1B 

ua to infer t heir natures from t heir nct1ona: 

Shakespe:;;re t s 3ir Andrew :;gueoheek and Osric ffi..~ 

-----_.-.. _,_._ ...... _---_._._-----_._--

234 



displayed by others, in the course of social inter­
course, as by the mode of t heir pertorning some _ 
office in w:lich t hey are employed; but Hassingerl'if 
Sylli comes fO~7ard to declare himself a fool , ad 
~~itrium auctoris, and so t he diction alvmys needs 
t he subintelli ·itur (the man looks as if jle...:lliQught 
so and so expressed in the nature of t he satirist , 
not of the na~ himself • • • The aut hor mixed his 
own feelings and judgments concerning ilim, but the 
man himself , till mad, fie'hts up a~inst t hem and 
betrays. by the attempt te modify Ltheri/, an activity 
and copiousness of thought, image , and expression 
which belongs not to Sylli, but to a Dan of wit 
r'lBking himself men".>' wi tll his [ijVlri! character. 68 

llascinger thus falls short of t he ideal represented in 

Shakespeare . It is tr~e that 

He excels in nal'l .... ~tion, and for the Dost part 
displays his mere st01"'J with s kill. :cut he is 
not a poet of high imagination; he is like a Fl emish 
painter, i;:). ?lhose delineations objects appe:u' as 
t hey do in nature , have the s ane force and truth, 
and produce the s ame effect upon t :le specta tor. 
But Shakespeare is beyond t his; --he alvmys by 
Detaphors and figures involves i"D. the thing con­
sidered a universe of past and possible experi­
ences; he mingles eart,l, sea, and air , gives a 
soul to everything, and at the s ame t ime that he 
inspire~ human feelings , adds dignity in his 
images t o human nature itself. 69 . 

It is in this respect that Shakespeare is great-

er than his contenporaries, that he reco[,"!liGes t h e 

dignity of human nature and adds to it by fixing an 

eye on the great potential resident in the rruman spiri'~, 

while he also rel)reiJents lif F: as it is. By using genu-

ina humour as rJell as Hit, he S~-,O\,lS care and respect for 

human nature , whereas his fellow dr= i;ists want only to 

--------------_. __ ._-_. __ ..... _-
6~i. Q •• pp . 94 - 95. 

61_.c •• p . 96. 
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mock it. norGover. Dhalcespet;lre can use comedy to 

suggest or imply the ideal and serious . 

- 4 

Coleridge, then, does not have a concept of 

"modern" comedy 8.3 a form. This is probably because he 

sees a genre as being constituted of means ordered to 

an end, and he clearly cannot accept pure comic enter­

tainment as being a worthy end . Although he can applaud 

the ~Jay in ~nlich a successful conic dramatist achieves 

his effects (as , for example, in the case of J'onson) he 

cannot help but regret the lack of a seriOUS , ideal, or 

philosophical element, which is, by normal standards, 
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not essential to comedy. And he seldom analyses w!lerein 

the l udicrousness of a comedy consist s . In his few 

comments on l"easure for Measure he treat s the play rather 

as a philosophical and l!loral problem on argument , than a 

cOf!ledy: 

the pardon and marriage of .!.ngelo not merely baffles 
the strong indignant clair! of justice (for cI''J.elty , 
with lust and damnable baseness, cannot be forgiven, 
becauze we can:lot conceive them as being ll!,9r?J-ly 
xepented of) but it i s likewise degrading tLl tile 
ChHY'o.cter of w0:1en.70 

------~----.-.-----.-----,. --'-'---
1., 113 - 1'l4. 



And he examineG The 5.'empest as a "romantic drame." with 

a ligh-t tone without explaining wIry the tone should be 

l i ght , and making hardly any reference to comic effect . 

I t is true that comedy need not be defined in terms of 

the lauGhable •. but Coleridge attempts no definition 

whatsoever, and makes no attempt to show how suoh plays 

as The Tempest di ffer in ki nd from tragedy. In many 

r espects, in fect. Coleridge seems uneasy with comedy, 

and ilis defence of Shakespeare ' s puns, for example, is 

often unconvIncing since i-t explains their merit only 

wi thin a traeic context. s Raysor points out , Cole-

ridge "felt obliged to a-i;tack the neo- claosical point 

of view" on Shakespearet s puns, "but he himself was t oo 

sober-minded for entire sympathy with humorous fancies," 

and his renarks in the defence "suffer from the ronantic 

unYli1lingness to accept t he fri voli tit:la of Shakespeare , 

and from Coleridge ' s unwiJ.ll!lf;ness to make the necessary 

admissions to hostile criticism. ,,71 

On the whole Lamb ' s comic theo!'1J is more congeni ­

al t o the Ilode:cn mind than that of Coleridge . La..'"lb t s 

more practical understanding of the stc:ge embodied in 

hi s concept of st~ge illusion (as opposed to Coleridge t s 

more theoretical cor-cept of dramatic illusion) enabled 
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him to see that oharecter portrayal on stage involves 

i nt erpretation as well as representation, t hat (especi ally 

----_._-------- .---- ----------
71 Raysor t s Introducticn to g ., I . :x-;;:xiv. 



in comedy) a~ch of our enjoyment springs precisely f rom 

the fact that the illusion i s not complete , t hat t he 

actor, far from representing the charE,cter he is playing 

with perfect naturalness , reta:Lns a separ",te i dentity to 

a certain degree end i n his own pe:eson as a.gent f or the 

playt'i2'ight cOJJl1lentG on t he character he represents in a 

kind of sub-insinuation. For example . the realistic 

portrayal of a coward on stage would give us no pleasure: 

The most mortifyins i nfirmi'l;y in human nature, to 
feel in ourselves .• or to contemplate i n another, i s , 
perhaps , cowardice . To see a c0\7ard done t o the 
lif~ upon a stage would produce anyttli ng but mirth. 
Yet we most of us remember Jack Banni ster ' s cowards. 
Could anything be more a{5STeable, more pleasant? 
We loved the rogues . How nas this effected but by v 

t he exquisi te art of t he actor in a perpetual sub­
insinuation to us, the spectators, even in t he 
extremity of the shaking fit, t~~t he was not half 
such a coward as we took hm for? fie sawall the 
common symptoms of t he malady upon him; the quiver­
i ng lip , the cowering kaees , the teeth chattering; 
and could have sworn Rthat man was frightened ;" 
nut we forgot all the \711ile-or kept it a.lmost a 
secret to ourSelves-that he never once lost his 
self-possession; t hat he l et out, by a thousand 
droll looks and gestures--meant at Y§. and not at 
a.ll supposed to be visible t o his fellows i n the 
scenEl , t hat his confidence i n his own resources 
had never once deserted ;(i..'l!. Was t hi s a genuine 
pic17Llre of a coward; or not rather a likeness , 
which the clever artist contriVed to palm upon us 
i nstead of an original; while we secr etly connived 
at the delusion for t he purpose of greater pleamlre , 
t han a more genuine counterfeiting of t he imbecility, 
helplessness , and utter self-desertion, whi ch ,"Ie 
know to be concor.li t ant s of cowardice in. real life . 
could hage given us?72 

Lamb :realiseD, as Coleridge does ne t. that the character 

",ho Rcones forviard to declare himself a fool , ad arb i-

------------------------------------
72" i3tage IllUSion, " The Works of Char).es Lamb, 
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tri um auctoris" i s a legitir:Jatc device of comedy, that 

it is the "§ubintel] ;itSi tur (thG u.an looks [;'8 if 11e 

-thou.g.ht SC2....lm.CL§.Q)expressecl in the ua'oure of tile 

satirist not of the l:Ian himself,,73 t hat provides Moleh 

of the pleasLlI-e of conedy. ~Ie is thel'efore core able 

to appreciate the cO::1edy of nanners thau is Coleridge. 

Lamb t s notion of the dra1Ur:i;ic distance between 

t he characters on st ,"-c;e and the audience. too , enables 

him to appreciate plays (like Resiiol'ation and eigh­

teenth century comedies) which represent J.iocrtinisn 

a.nd :Lmuorality. Such plays, he claims , do not harm 

our morals at all, because we in no ~y identify wit h 

t he characters on stage who live in a different YlOrld 

freo us and aro not p3rt of our ow~ reality. In fact 

we t1ear the shackles of morality and necessary restric­

tion "the more contentedly for having respired the 

breath of an :i..rJaginary freedom. ,,74 }Ie points out of 

t he cOBedies of Congreve that 

No good person can be justly offended as a spectator, 
because no good :person mu~ers on the stage . Judged 
oox'ally, every chal'acter i n these plays-- the f ew 
exceptions are only Bistakes--is aJ_ike es::;entially 
vain and Vlort'J.less. The grC2.t art of Congreve is 
especially ShOWL1 in this, that he has entirely 
excll,ded from his scenes • • • not only anything 
li1;;e a faultless character, but any pretensions t o 
goodness or good feelings whatever . Whether he di d 
this desi,gnedl~'. or il1stLlctively, the effect i s as 

----------------------------------
73See Coleridge ' s r6= r ;,:s on l!o.o8in£;er, section 3 

of ttcis chapter . 

74"On the Artificial COl'ledy of the Last Century", 
'(he "lorks of Charles_~~, p . 4-02 . 
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happy, ao tho d03i[,"I1 (if' dOfJign) was bold. I used 
to wonder at the strange pm';er whioh hio Way of tIle 
~orld in particular possesses of interesting you 
e.ll. aJ.OU6 in the pursui to of characters for vl100 
you absolutely care nothing--for you neither hate 
nor love his personages--and I think j:t is O\'r.i..ng 
to this vory iudiffel'cnee for any, t oot you ondUl'e 
the vthO].9. He baEl spread a privation of a oral. 
lie;ht, I will oall it, rot1.er than by the u(tly 
neI!lC of palpable darkness, ovel' his creations; and 
his shadows flit before you without distinction or 
preforence . Had he introduced a good cha.raoter, a 
sinele gusll of mora:L feel.ine~ a rovulo10n of t ho 
judgment to aotual lif'e a~~ actual duties, the 
i.mpert1ncmt Goshon would have only lig.'1tod to the 
discovery of deforoitico. which now are none, 
because we think the. none.75 

This oorc tolorout vie" seems to detect and expross the 

spirit of cooedy for better than Coleridge's sooeWbat 

ponderous oo:roJ.ioing and t heoriSing. But it ue assign 

11 ternry valuG to a work 12110h '1.79 assert hao no ooral. 

effeot or influence (except Q negntive one) we degrado 

the fUnot~on of literaturo to t hat of oare entertain­

ment. It is precisoly because Coleridge conoeived 

literature as ~wing a for !:lore il'lportant role that his 

comoents on cooedy Gomat1rneo soem so sorl0u0,. 1'11110-

oopl11cnJ. and ideaJ.ist.ic ao to miss the point. And since 

\10 still tend to demand of all ert tha.t it eocuunicatc 

sooo kind of IJortlJ. tl.'Uth, Since, further. we have nover 

been nble to decido what i qportancc should be laid on 

entertainment value, mat on aO!:l0 foro of "onlightoo­

ment .. in 0Ul" evaluation of comediefJ~ his remarks on 

- -----,-'._------- ,----.-- -.~-.------ . .... '-- -
75"On the .. 'l.rti£icial Conedy of the Laot Century", 

'':'hg ':or:k;o of gharleo ~, 1'.403. 
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comedy should at least claim a measure of respect . 

It is mainly in Coleridge ' s vision of comedy 

as an ~emen~ pervading drama that the value of his 

comic theory 1.ie8, however- in the contribution to an 

understanding of the intellectual role that wit and 

other comic devices play in life as in drama, and 

especially in tragedy, Particularly interesting is the 

i nteraction in his theory of the Arisi;oleJ.ia.n idea of 

the l aughable on the one hand and the sympathetic 

imagination on the other. The first i'O:t'l!lO the basis of 

his theory of the ludicrous. He justi fies the use of 

t echniques which are basically comc in tragedy by 

demonstrating that , when used -1;0 indicate something 

incongruous in a situation, they can. where Aristotle ' s 

negative qualification for the laughable- -dangerlessness 

--is absent, be used to heighten an effect of terror or 

eerie Hildness. The second. as evidenced in his -theory 

of humour, is used to check the use of the laughable for 

its own trivia]. ends or for harmful. satirical purposes 

i n Coleridge ' s ideal dralllatic hypothesis, 60 that our 

l aughter is harnessed to a worthy end--the recognition 

at once of our own folly and greatness auf! the fostering 

i n us of an understanding and 10ve of human dignity. 
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L.lthoug~l he never explicitly said so , there 

can be little doubt that Coleridge's favourite G.l'a"';:,·­

tic genre was -tra.cedy. Of t;le six plays--H~~;J..ct , 

li.q~o and Jlll:i~"lt, MgtQ'peth, Qi;hell,Q, R:j..c/1,ru;'~_ Il;, and 

l.h~.LJJl..mP.e9.1--\7hiclt he analysed in the most detail 

a~d referred to most often, four are tragedies . llore­

over, i n each of these four cases Coleridge tried to 

assess wherein the t r agedy of the sit uation :Lay, t hus 

s hor/ing an i nterest in trd(",ic t11eo1"".1, al t !..ough he 

never ac'tually quotes or mentions the '\'lark of past 

tragic theorists . By comparison he exarJined or..J.y two 

conedies-The Temllest and ;Lov!> ' s ,_:J.J.f!.Q.9ur~S;l_Ji.Q§_t--ii.1 

arry detail, and in neither case did he r elate hi s 

observations to a t~leory of comedy . 

Coleridge ' s preference is hardly surprising, 

bearing i n mind t he key i "lporimJce he assi gns to pas ­

sion i n his view of t he process of artistio creation. 

As I have pointed out in my first chapter, p :l.ssion i s 

the basis of t he i oagination, and therefore plays an 

extreTleJ.y i81)Ortant part i n the creo.ti ve act. And the 

pansion that tlle writer i nfuses into his work "provides 
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that neither thoue;htnor imagery shall be simply 

objective . 'but t at the po.ssiQ.y'~-1'..,g of hUBanity shalJ. 

\']aT~? and ar:..i ,:la.te both. ,, 1 Not only tllis, blAt the 

evoki ng of fine and noble passion in tho a1.:dience is 

one of the most i mportant ends of literat<;re, si!lce 

(in Coleridge ' s vieW) such pascions are altT~istic 

and t!lUS help members of the audience 'to transcend the 

self and contemplate 'the universe , nature, and God . 

Literature t heref'ore should try t o evoke such pascions 

as are 

not ol!;Ly perr:laYJ.e:nt in thenselves but always and 
solely to be €:\'Tatii'iod by tlle same outwar d ex­
cellences, the 8aDe i n essence tho ' i r.finitely 
varying in for::1, subject, and degree . Such are 

, our i .Jagination, our delisht from the clear per­
ception of truth, and our moral sense, including 
our awe for t he greatness, our pity for suffering, 
and our indi&"1laiion at wrongs . In short, has the 
ple8.sure yo:, have received had any tendency to !"luke 
you a be-GteI' :aan, or to keep you a good one, or to 
reward you in part for having been so? 2 

Of all dra:.Jatic genres tragedy both embodies and evokes 

the most i ntense passion. Coleridge was aware of t his 

fact, and there can be little doubt that this is why he 

likes tragedy so much. Thus he remarks t hat tragedy 

originated in the Ancient Greek hymn to Bacchus who was 
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worshipped i n the mysteries as representa tive of the 
organic energie13 of the Universe, that work by pas­
sion and joy without apparent distinct consciousness, 
and r ather as t he cause or condition of skill and 
contrivance than the result; and thus [jie wail 

_ _______ .... _. __ • • _. _____ : ____ • ____ ~M __ .-~ __ ~ ____ _ . ___ ._._ 

1S• C •• 1 , 166. 
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distin€;;uished from Apollo and I~inerva, under which 
t hey the Ancient Greeks personified the causative 
and pre-ordainil~ intellect manifested throughout 
nature. 3 
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He adds shortly afterwards that associated with Bacchus 

are "all the vehement and awful passions and the events 

and actions proceeding from such paSSions. ,,4 For Cole­

ridge, then, the genre of tragedy is concerned pri.JaTily 

with the mystery of life and With the passion or inten­

sit-y with which we (represented by the characters on 

stage) react to life when living most fully. rather than 

with a strictly rational chain of cause and effect in 

human affairs. 

This does not mean that tragedy is not at all 

concerned with the logic of destiny (indeed, as I shall 

show, Coleridge considers that the logic of the tragic 

fall is highly important) , but merely that in a tragedy 

objective, rational logic should be subsumed into the 

"passio vera. '" HoI' does it mean that t !lere should not 

be an element of hard and profound thought in tragedy-­

Coleridge makes it quite clear that no play of any genre 

should appeal Olily to our emotions . If a play is a good 

one, accol'ding to his theory, our emotional and in­

tellectual reactions to it should be inseparably fused . 

Ii' a play concentrates on evoking emotional reactions 

only, it must necessarily be divorced from truth, and 

-----------------
3S•C.,I, 184 - 185 . 
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for Coleridge truth was the higl:lest end of literature . 

TIis main cOl::tplaint against the sentimental drama of his 

time \vas that it totally ignored any human reaction but 

t he emotional, whereas the tragic scenes of the tteldel' 

dra...Jatists of Bngland and France" 

were meant to affect us indeed, but within the bounds 
of pleasure, and in union \1i tIl the acti vi ty both of 
our underst~mding and i nagination.5 

The audience ' s reaction to "sentimental dra..'!la" is devoid 

of any spiritual or intellecv~al quality, t herefore, and 

as a result, the tears aroused have virt~ally no signifi­

cance, being little different from those produced by 

peeling an onion or shaving the upper lip, and (by impli­

cation) as short-lived. Thus he remarked of ?100re t s ~ 

GanGster that 
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The situations ••• were frequently very affecting, 
but in the l angaa.ge of the piece there was nothing 
that was valuable. 1°1; was extremely natural for any­
one Jco cry at seeing a beautiful woman i n the depths 
of anguish and despair at seeing her husband , Who had 
ruined himself by g~. 0ng, pOisoned at the very moment 
he had come into a large fortune, and might have lived 
in affluence and happiness; but there was nothing in 
it to improve the heart , or enlighten the understand­
i ng. To be sure it produced tears, a~d so would a 
blunt razor on shaving the upper lip.o 

In fact Coleridge seems to have considered that such 

appeals to our pity by representing utter disaster vdth 

no consolation whatever, are merely painftll: this is part 

of t he point behind the blunt razor image . Unless there 

5n•L • ,II. 159. 

6"" 1 . 32 .l!OaKes, p . • 



is sone kind of logic in the play to account Ior the 

catastrophe. t herefore, and to give a sense of memliltg 

to itlJ pathos, watching the (lction on the stage becomes 

an act of masochism. Coleridge clearly did not think 

that the exercise of the sympathetic iraagination and 

pity is itself plea&~rable: 
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Pain [shoUld bfi/no more than what is cO!C1patible with 
co-existi ng pleasure and to be amply repai d by 
thought; else onions or shaving the upper lip' . ~y 
serve as satisfactory substit utes for tragedi/. 7 

It is for t his reason t hat Coleridge disliked the scene 

in which Gloucester is blinded in King Lea.l:, considering 

that Hin this one point the tragic has been U2'ged beyond 

the outermost mark and ne~lus ultra of the dr~aatic. n8 

2 

For Col eridge, then, tragedy must combine intense 

passion with a high level of thoug.ht . To demonstrate how 

tragedy is able to conbine these t wo qualities i t is 

necessary to consider his definition of tragedy already 

discussed in Cllapter III of this thesis. The main charac­

teristic of t he tragi c form according to this description, 

_ _ _ _ -___ •• _ .. _ ,._, .... _. ____ ._. __ M . ... ... _ _ .. _ ._. 

78 • 0., 1 , 204 . 
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is earnestness . which consists in the "direction and 

convergence of all the powers of the soul to one aim, 
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and the VOluntary limitation of its activity in conse­

Quence . ,,9 The word therefore connotes the high serious­

ness that springs from dedi cation. purposefulness, or 

single-mindedness . It is the sense of purpose i n the 

main character or characters, and the aura of high 

seriousness associated with i t that provi des the passion 

of tragedy. Since a sense of purpose is also an intel­

l ectual quality, depending on mental decisions, the 

passi on springing from it is not of an un-rational nature , 

a l though it may go beyond the bounds of reason in its 

i ntensity, and although there may be something wrong with 

the reaso"ning behind t he hero ' s sense of purpose . Cole­

ridge m~ces it very clear that the spirit and t he reason 

(he uses t he t wo almost synonymously here ) doninate i n 

t he constitution of the tragic hero, as i n t hat of tragedy 

as a whole. There seems in fact to be the implication 

that the sense of purpose depends on this disciplined 

orde:l' wi thin the hero t s character, where all powers and 

faculties are arranged in such a way as to achieve the ends 

of the mind and spirit With the ut most possible efficiency: 

the tragic poet idealizes his characters by giving to 
the spiritual part of our nature a more deci ded pre­
ponderance over the animal cravings and i mpulses than 
is met \~th in real life •••• 

The ideal of earnest poetry consists in the 

--_._---_. __ ._-------_ . . _--------- --
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union and harmonious melting down, the fusion of 
the sensual into the s p1rituaJ., o:f the man a!J an 
animal into man as a power of reason and self­
government, which we have represented to us most 
clearly in the plastic art, or statuary, where the 
per-tection of f orm is an o~lt\vard. symbol of inward. 
perfection and the most elevated ideaa, where the 
body is uholly penetrated by the soul, and spiritu­
alised even to a state of glory. 10 

This does not mean, however, that the reaSOll and spirit 

of the tragic hero are infallible or perfect. Cole­

ridge sees tragedy as representip.g a struggle between 

the will of the tra~,?-c hero and fate, "and the deepest 

e:ffect is produced, when the fate is represented as a 

higher and intelligent will. and the opposition of the 

individual as springing fron a defect . ,, 11 The wording 

of the last clause implies that t he tragic hero is 

wrong even to oppose fate--it is his defect that makes 

him take such a course. His sense of purpose is thus 

basically at fault, being irrational in opposing this 

higher and intelligent wili, but not, as we have seen. 
I 

un-rational. :Moreover. as Coleridge points out else-

where, 

tragedy is not a collection of virtues and perfec­
tions. but t akes care onJ.y that the vices and im­
perfections should arise fro~ the passions, errors, 
and prejudices which ar\i.se out of the soul,12 
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so that, although the hero's sense of purpose is of an 

intollectltal natu~e$ it may be swayed by irrational pas­

sions so deep-seated as to be instinctive , part of his 

-------' 
10c< C -
~ ... l., 

11 8 . 0 ., 1 , 
12s . a., I , 
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nature, and ineradicable. 

The inforaing principle, or Ugerm" of tragedy, 

therefore, is t he conflict between the tragic hero and 

fate, where the tragic hero ' s flaw is responsible for 

bringing about his fall . The concept of a tragic flaw, 

of course, is as old as Aristotle, but Aristotle ' s view 

of traeedy also implies a reason for dissatisfaction 

with the tragic cosmos: his view is that tragedy should 
he 

excite pity and fear, alldA clai~s that we feel pity in 

observing "unmerited misfortune ; ,, 13 a basic technique 

of tragedy, he i nplies, is to make the audience feel 

that the tragic hero does not deserve to suffer as much 

as he does . 

In asserting that fate is a higher will than 

t hat of man, Coleridge gives it the image of the Chris­

tian God , and deprives it of the power of being either 

wrong or bad---or rather, if it were ever so , humans 

being inferior in virtue and brainpower would not be 

able to recognise the fact. It is easy to overstate 

this point, however, triumphantly exhibiting it as a 

sign of the Romantic dilution of tragedy with Cllristiaro,.. 

ty. It is important to notice that this higher and 

intelligent will does not enter the str~ggle, the con­

flict of the play, actively. but rather manifests itself 
.r __ _______ ,. _. ___________ . ____ .,_ . _____ . . ~ __ ..• ___ 

13Aristotle , '1'he_ POE1tic..§, trans. S. II. Butcher 
(New York: Hill and Wang, a Dra::Jabook, 1961) , Chapter 
XIII , p . 76 . 



in certain inexorable laws, which the hero either 

opposes, or for some reason i s unable to obey. Cole­

ridge is merely naking it cleal' that fate is not posi­

tively unjust, and that the tragic hero brings about 

his O\VU fall . Since the hero ' s opposition springs from 

a defect which is an organic part of his personality, 

not a sin, we can still pity him while offering up our 

vote of confidence in God. Nor is God responsible for 

the hero ' s defect, for Coleridge tends to adhere to t he 

Rousseauist prinCiple that it is society, .its institu­

tions and methode of education, which is responsible 

for producing good or bad men. 

The nature of ColeridGe ' s tragic theory bec6-,,-es 

clearer when we cO::lpare it to that of .!i.ristot1e. Aris­

totle,' s theor.1 of tragedy. altho !gh it takes the tragic 

flaw i 11to account, tends to lay its emphasis on the 

tra.<~ic disaster and 'bhe audience t s reaction of pity and 

fear to the hero ' s dO\vufall . He thus tends to concen­

trate on the end of tragedy, its catharsis. Aristotle 

is not ove:r"l;ly concerned wi tIl t he ca~se of the tragic 

disaster, the proximity of tragedy ' s relat ion to real 

life, or the "truth" of tragedy. He does point out 

tilat the poet should deal :Ln universal rather than par­

ticular truths. but he does not expound any ft:.rther t han 

this on the question of trt.ltll in tragedy, nor does he 

consider the truths tragedy conveys in themselves 

separately f rom the effect of pity and fear which he 
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naintGins they si:ouJ.d urouoe iu us. IIis theory is 

affective. 

1..0 hOD frequootly 1x:(1') observed by or'itio$, 

Colcl'illce dcoo not concent:1:'O.te ntlch on tho ends at t:::\.­

Booio£). rut thio 10 not neoessarily ..,. sigr>. (p.o SyJ.van 

Ilarnet cl.:;d.I.':lD, for UOol'JPle14) tlJllt Coloridgo ' s Rooont1.c 

beliefs ~ hiM uDvlilling to cmlta ~latc or accept 

di snstcr l'W eO:"IPlete as occurs in tragedy. It is ne1"ely 

e. oign t hat Coleridso t s theory of troc;ody io not affec­

tive. In fnct 1119 would probably have objected to ouch 

thcoriet:l on t he gI'Ouutio tlwt thoy emphaDi e tue emotion­

al effect that 11 pJ.ay MS to the dotril!lCllt of tho intol.­

lecttU)~ effect. or the q~ality of a.otian that the play 

appccJ..s to. Ly such cl'iteria c:entiL'lentsl dr"....oo. 13 no 

different in kind from tra,eedy. and in fact aff ctivo 

theoI'ieo can be !Wed to cuke V'el"Y poor orko respectable, 

(aJ..tbough this io not to flay tl,lB,t .;;.ri::rtoUe bioseJ.1' 

fclla into s l.cb 0. '\;l''(l.p) . To evoid such inhQrent dcneoro 

Coleridee cooC$lli;:l"uteD on tho logic or tragedYf the pa.l"o­

ticular cause of the trngie d1saoter. ~inc8 be ~l cas 

tho rGlnpons1bllity for tr_i.o O'V"ent oolely on the shoul-­

deI'S of t he t racic bero. ltts discusnion of traaedy is 

much DOl"{) concerned with shOWing how t:w gez'tW <.>1' the 

ca.t:wtroDha ur., ~Vida\'lt a1rcad.:r in t!!\ll t r :;::Le hero· s 

char:.ctaI'. wit'J diocus...ing t he Li3t cl!:rte the ].01'0 is 

----------------.. _. -_._-, -.---,--...... ---.,.-.-,-"""'~ 
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making, how he brings about his ovm fall through hi s 

OtJn actions based (ultimately) on his owr. mistaken 

philo sopllY , and how he 0P.ioses t he "hie;hor and intelli­

gent will . " In short , Coleridge is concerned with the 

inevitability of tragedy rather than its horror, and 

he therefore concentrates on the ger~ and development 

of the tragic situation rather than its end, which, 

given his tragic t heory, is a foregone conclusion. 

The word "inevitable" in t he last paragraph was 

used in an impr essionistic sense . The tragic disaster 

~s inevitable because it is so logical an end t o 

the train of events which springs from the initial cir­

cumstances. It does ~ mean that the catastrophe i s 

predestined, but that, given t he tragic hero ' s defect , 

his mistaken choice i n opposing t he higher will is pre­

dict able. Coleridge makes it quite clear that t he 

tragic hero has free-will . In fact in his vie\'l t his i s 

the main difference between epic and tragedy: 

the difference shonld be understood bet\7een the 
epic and tragic r~se . The latter recognizes and is 
grounded upon the free-will of man; t he former i s 
under the control of destiny. • • • In epic, the 
prominent character is ever under t his i nfl uence, 
and \'Then, accidents are i ntroduced , t hey are t he 
result of causes over which our ~ill has no power. 
• •• In t he traGic <play> • the free-W"ll1 of 
man is the first cause , ana accidents are never 
i ntroduced; if they are , it is considered a great 
fault. ~o cause the death of a hero by accident, 
such as slippi ng off a plank into the sea, would be 
beneath the tragic muse . as i t would arise from no 
mental action. 15 

----.-----------
15", rt II IJ .V.. , 277 - 278. 

252 



Coleridgets method in exanining tragedies 

tends to be to consider the tragic defect, how it 

affects the hero ' s character and actions; to discuss 

the need in life for whatever quality is lackit~ or 

impaired in some way in the tracic hero; and to shO\7 

how the dranatist has developed the tragic situation 

by measuring the hero ' s laclt of t his quality against 

the need for it in life in a kind of artistic experi­

ment , placing him in just those circumstances where 

the lacking or impaired quality is needed most . This 

is illustrated in, a report of Coleridge's thi1~ lecture 

in the 18 1,3 - 11314 series. The lecture is on ~~: 

~r. Coleridge , in his third lecture • • • has 
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shewn that the intricacies of Ha::1let ' s character 
may be traced to Shakespeare ' s deep and accurate 
science in mental philosophy. That this character 
must have some common connection vtith the laws of 
our nature , was assumed by the lecturer from the 
fact that Hamlet was the darling of every country 
where 1i terature was :fost ered. TIe thought it 
essential to the understanding of ilamlet ' s charac­
t er that we should reflect on the constitution of 
our own minds. Uan was distinguislled from the 
animals in proportion as thought prevailed over 
s ense; but in healthy processes of the Diud, a 
balance was maintained bet\"leen the impressions of 
outward objects and the i nward operations of the 
intellect: if there be an overbalance in the con­
templative :faculty, man becomes the creature of 
meditation, and loses the power of action. Shake­
speare seems to have conceived a mind in the high­
est degree of excitement, with this overpowering 
activity of intellect, and to have placed him in 
circumstances where he Vias obliged to Bet on the 
spur of the moment . I~et, though brave and care­
less of death, had contracted a morbid sensibility 
irom this overbalance i n the mind, producing the 
lingering and vacillating delays of procrastination, 
and W'cls·ting in the energy of resolving the energy 
of ac·l;ing. Thus the play of LI&"llet offers a direct 



contrast to that of lTacbeth: the one 'Proceeds with 
the utmost slownens, the other with "ol'eathless and 
crowded rapidity. 16 

From t his QX;:Jerim€l1.t embodied in trQ.£l;edy VIC can 

draw certain conol'.1sion8 about the value of the quality 

which t he trac:ic hero lacks, or deduoe the. exist ence of 

a universal law with l!hich he bas been rendered unabl e 

to cO·.1ply by his defect . The law or "truth" disoovered 

i n HamJ.et i s t he.t "action i s the great end of exia­

tonce . ,, 17 Hamlet cannot obey t his lap since the COll­

sti tution of his own character ens-ures t;1at he is 

"continually resolving to do, yet doine nothin.g but 

r esolve,u 18 unt il it is too late . Ilis failure to obey 

t his l aw bri!l..gs about the catastrophe . 

In such a theory of tragedy; where the emphasi s 

i s so heavily on character, wllere the traGic hero i s 

seen as bringing about his ovm f all s o entirely. t!le 

sense of tragi c sadness or pat~os springs not so ~uch 

from the catastrophe i tself as from the fact that one 

defect should bring abOl~t the ruin of a character so 

fi.ne in all other respects. We have been expecti!'l--5 the 

catastrophe, since our kno\'lled~e of t he hero's char a ct er 

enabled us to predi.ct it. and in U!'l:j ca se we knovi that 
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t lie trutjic hero has br02ght his r lJ.in upon his 0 \7tl head , but 

our pity i s never t heless aronsed by the fact that "all 

---------,--
1 6~~ •• II . 272 - 273. 
1'lFoakes. p .1 28. 
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that is amiable and excellent ill nature is combined 

in Hamlet . wi t11 the exception of t!1is one quality" 19 

which is enough to destroy him. Prom the la\7 wli.ich 

t ile play embodies it is possible to draw a further 

conclusion for the benefit of hUlllani ty , n.8.'1ely, (in 

the case of lI&"'l1et ) that it is a "mor31 necess ity" to 

preserve "a due balance between our attcmtion to out­

ward objects and our med itatj_on on inward t!J.oughts-­

a due balanco between the real and the imaginary 

world . ,, 20 
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Thus Coleridge sees in tragedy a constant 

tension between character and t he qualities \'7hich life 

demands. The higher will makes itself evident in var­

ious laws which mankind can break only at its own peril. 

As we have seen this will does not enter the tra~ic 

struggle actively, and seeJ:lS to be little more t:1an a 

personification of necessity , uGed as a means of equa-

ting the rather harsh laws of existence with Right, and 

making t he tracic universe Christianly respectable. In 

fact i ts la~1S need not even be ones associated wi.th 

morality or religion, as I have s hown above i n the case 

of Hamlet . Nevertheless, whether moral or immoral, the 

breru{ing of these laws brings disaster on the hero ' s 

head. 

19Foakes, p .1 28. 

20" C I .2!-. . t , 37 • 



Macbeth, for eXaT.lple (according -to Coleridge), 

is not basically a..."J. evil man, but he io morally 

selfi sh. He would prefer to attain his ends innocent­

ly but he does not realise that "he who wishes a 

temporal end for itself does :i.n truth wnl the 

~ns. ,,21 Macbeth is a seJ.:f-tempter 1'1110, by yielding 

to the .witches · temptation, loses his free-agency, and 
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, by conspiring \vith supel~tural forces of evil, by 

cor~itti~ an unnatural crime, condemns hinlself to a 

life of' Qorbid superstition, for "who by guilt tears 

himself live-asunder from nature is hinself in a preter­

natural state.,,22 The tragedy in t his play is that so 

fine a character should be ruined through the defect 

of selfishness. Coleridge is harder on llacboth than 

one illight expect a Romantic to be, considering the 

Rousoeauist social. principlos , and the belief that 

man is n::ti?-lral.ly good, which the -RO:'1antics inherited . 

One might have expected him to emphasise the "milk of 

human-kindness" aspect of the llk'lIl. But selfishness 

SprillgS from self'-love, which for Coleridee, i s the 

basiS of all evil. By a.1lowillg himself' to become 

seduced by the prophecies of the witches, with their 

tantalising talk of the throne, t1acl)eth hinself culti­

vates the seeds of evil in his soul. becomes a slave 

- ----.--.- .. -.---,-~-...--~- .. -,-----.---- ----
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to his own wishes and the powor of evil itself, and 
o~F 

cuts himselfAf'rom nature . 

Coleridge t s long "digrcscions" on various as-

pects of lifo and mornlity are not irrelevnnt to his 

purpose at aJ.l , t;lerefore--he is merel y clarifying and 
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eXpounding on the laws which become evident from a 

reading of the play. Thus, since Romeo and Jlli et por­

trays love it is i m:;'lort ant 'GO dj.scuss the play i n rela­

tion to the real. nature of love as we know it, i n order 

to understand a.nd benefit to t he fullest ex'bent from 

the play, to test its principles agai nst the touchstone 

of life , and to t ranslate the artistic experience i nto 

clear philosophical knowl edge: 

~Therever love is described ao being of a. serious 
nature , and much more when it is to lead to a tragi­
cal end, it depends on a l aw of t he mind which Cole­
ridge believed he should make i ntelligible. 23 

It is because Colerid6e can f i nd no such l aw 

demonstrated i n Oedipus Rex t hat he considers it inferior 

to Shakespearean drama. Unless Oeuipus can be ShOYlll to 

have brought his fate upon himsel f by cO:!!IY:li tting some 

tragic error, the play seems illogical and absurd: 

None of the plays of Shakespeare were built upon 
anything lmt what was absolutely necessar-If for our 
existence , and consequentl y must be permanent while 
\1e continue men. Take t he ad~rable Tragedy of 
Orestes, or the husband of J ocasta , yet whatever 
~ight be the genius of Sophocles, they had a fault. 



There we see a man oppressed by fate for an action 
of which he was not morally guilty: the crime is 
taken fron the moral act , and given to the action; 
we are obliged to say to ourselves that in those 
days t hey considered t hings without reference to 
the real guilt of the persons. 24 

The first sentence is confused and confusing. But it 

seems to i ndicate that SrdL~espeare t s plays are based 

upon principles of life which are eternally true. The 

phrase "absolutely necessary for our existence" admit­

tedly does not seem to fit in with such an interpreta­

t ion, since principles of this kind are true rather 

t Itan necessary, forces which govern our lives anyway, 

rather than laws invented to help us surv2ve. Cole­

ridge does often v~ite co~~sedly, however, and unless 

he is referring to such principles t this sentence has 

no logical connection with t he rest of the passage, 

which argues that there should be a link between the 

responsibility of the tragic hero for breaking some 

moral law (i. e. his guilt) and his fate . Coleridge is 

arguing, in fact , that the tragic hero should deserve 

his fate, should be guilty. and that poetic justice 

should be observed. 

As we have seen this is not Coleridge's usual. 

:position. Usually he insists only that there should be 

a logical connection bet\'Jeen the actions of the hero and 

his fall, not that the tragic fall should serve as a 

punisbnent ·for t he crimes of the guilt~T hero . The dif­

ference is a major one: i n the first case the hero need 

2~oakes , p,87. 
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not be co=itting a crme at all , but merely running 

his life in such a way as to lead logically to disaster, 

perhaps through ignorance . Hamlet suffers not because 

he i s evil in the normal Christian sense ~at because he 

is constitutionally i ncapable of swift and effective 

action at a time when it is needed . & cbeth unw:j..ttingly 

sets himself ot'. t he road both (in this case) to destruc-

tion and evil when he allows himself to desire a throne , 

not realising that deSiring an end in fact irrvolves 

willinG the means . It i s ignorance of or inability t o 

comply with the basic lans of life , not the acts of 

which the hero is guilty, that is the basis of tragedy 

in these cases, and these repreoont the most thorough 

fulfilment in practice of Colericlge t :J traGic t[~eory . 

It is not Coleridge ' s tragic theory that is at fault i n 

his criticiS!l of Oedipus Rex,t!le:rei'ore, but rather his 

lack of inSight into this particular play. lIis inabil­

i ty ·to find a lOGical connection betVleen action a~ld 

fate seet.1S to have led him to overstate the need for i t 

to the extent of dem~ldir~ strict poetiC justice for 

once. 

In f act not only does ColeridGe UGe the term 

"poetic jus"Gice" ve17 seldom, but even then not always 

in a conventional sense. Thus 

a "jeauti::.'ul close---poctic jus-~ice inueed! All are 
punished! The spring and winter meet, and vlinter 
aSCi.::!les t"e C~laracter of SprL16 , spring -the sadness 
of winter . 25 

25a...c."I , 12. 



Here the word "poetic" is stressed as if one form of 

poetic justice would be more poetic than another. He 

seems in fact to be using the word poetic al.r:lost as a 

synomrro. of Rbeauti:fullt , and claij~ing tl'l..at this poetic 

beauty springs from a reconciliation of op~osites . 

This is hardly the conventional r:teaning of the ter'JI.. 

A{~ain. speaking of ]gmeo and J...l!:J.ie"l! CoJ_eridge claims 

that 
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In all cazes Shakespeare never made his characters 
win your esteem, but left it to the ~enerb\l cOL1ffiand 
of the passion and poetic justice . It was most 
beautiful in the Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet that 
the great characters he had principally in view are 
p:cesumecl im!ocent from all that could do them injuI"J 
in our feelings concernip~ them, and yet the other 
char<_cters , which deserve little interest themselves . 
derive it from being instrumental in those situations 
in \",c.ioh the most impol'tant personages develop their 
thought s and pasGions. 26 

Here it is by no means clear what Coleridge means by t he 

term "poetic justice". Souetimes the meaning of a cer­

t ain word or term he uses can only be deduced from the 

general sense of the sentence or paragraph; this is one 

of those cases . Coleridge appears to be saying t hat 

Shakespeare achieves our good opinion of RO:1eo and Juliet 

by keeping them innocent of any act that we mi ght con­

sider unworthy; and that indeed in all his plays Shake­

speare never tries to build up great or exageerated 

i maGes for his characters, but rouses our passion and 

hence love by sbo\7ine them as innocent of any crime and 

-------------------_. 



therefore not ree,lly deserving of' tho end they recoive . 

In this case "poetic justice" wot:ld seem to me:'m just 

the opposite of a Gys'tel:l of just dGsertc--it SG0:c1S to 

de:30rilJe the tragically p::d;hetic il."lCtze ne have of the 

trJO lovers. That Cole:r'idgE: was s;:w,re of the conven-

tiOI,sl neaning of the term is obvious from his state-

ment on King IJesr that 

with excellent judge!:1ent f and p:r"'.··'dent for the 
claims of the moral. sense, for that which relatively 
to the dra,2a is co.lloo lJO"tic justice; and as the 
fittest means for reconciling the feelings of the 
s11ectato1's to the horrors of Gloster'r:; aftor suffer­
ings. • • Shakespeare has precluded all excuse and 
palliation of the gui:Lt incurred by both t l:::.e pa:l.'cnts 
of the base-born F.dmund by Gloster' s confession that 
he WQS at t~le t1:11e a :::tarried Dan and alr,;)ady blest 
with a lawful heir of his for"l;unes. 27 

But this is a very rare case, and it seems as if 11e is 

trying to justify or rationalise the blinding of 

Gloucester Which, as I have pointed out earlier in t his 

chapter, revolted him. 

3 -

The opinion which I have tried to oppose in the 

last paragraph is merely one aspect of a genercLl view 

that Coleridge, like the other Romantics. is too "soft" 

-----,-.... ~-----.-------.---.---------,-

27.", I 57 0 . 1J. , - 1 • 
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to appreciate or criticise tragedy truly or effectively. 

Just as the RO!!la...l'J.tic poet cannot damn the villain he 

creates, this point of view runs, so the Romantic critic 

cannot censure the tragic villains of the plays he 

studies. Thus George Steiner clai~ms: 

The Rousseauist and romantic vision had specific 
psychological correlatives. It implied a rauical 
critique of the notion of guilt . In the Rousseaui st 
rnyt210logy of conduct, a man could COIDlJi t a crme 
either because his education had not taught him how 
to distinguish good and evil, or because he had been 
corrupted by society. Responsibility lay with his 
schooling or ,environ:nent, for evil cannot be native 
to the soul. And because the individual is not 
wholly responsible, he cannot be wholly damned. 
Rousseauism closes the doors of hell. In the hour 
of truth, t he crimi~~ will be possessed \vith 
remorse. '.'ehe crime will be undone or the error made 
good . Crime leads not to punishment, but to redemp­
tion. That is the leiJ-mot;1y in t :le romantic treat­
ment of evil, from The Ancient _~~ to Goethe ' s 
.E..aust, from Les r,Iiserabl~.£! to the apotheosis of 
rede~ption in Gotjlerdacrme~.28 

And Sylvan :Barnet, in his article "Coleridge on 8hake­

speare t' s Villains," claims that 

Ronanticism is fundamentally optimistic, and its 
view of man and t he universe as essenti8~ly good 
leaves 1i ttle roor.l for the powers of darh.'"Uess . 
1~oreover, most philo sophie systems tend to exclude 
the possibilHy of tragedy, if for no other reason 
than that t hey explain too much, whereas the 
genuinely tragic poet t s awareness and sensitivity 
exceed his knowledae . The "closed" system which 
t he 1)hilos03 ter strives to create alDost always 
i ncludes an explanation of the cause of evil, and 
once evil has been explained, it rarely can hold 
its place in t ragedy.29 

Barnet thinks t hat t his applies particularly to Coleridge 

-----,--'----,--- _._--,---
28George Steiner, The Death ..9J' T:;g...f:E!..4..il (London : 

Faber and Faber, 1961), p.1 27 . 

2%arnet , p.1 0 
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"the most philoso:yhic of all the English Roraantics:>30 

I "Jill show later in this chapter t hat Colel'idge can 

and does accept evil and villainy iu tragedy without 

t~Jiug to excuse them, and that he c~a do so conSistently 

\'1ith his ROr.lantic beliefs. Heanwhile it is as well to 

study his Rooontic "optimism." 
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Col~ridge does believe man to be basically good, 

and he does appear to praise Shakespeare frequently for 

respecting (according to Coleridge) this belief himself . 

Thus he renarks approvingly on Shakespeare 's treatment 

of the characters of priests, especially Friar Laur;:mce 

in Ronecand JuJ,iet: 

As he might not again haV(, an opportu.ni t y. he \'1ould 
here compare the different r:Janner in which 8hake­
speare had treated the priestly character, and other 
writers. In Beaumont and Fletcher t hey are described 
as a vulgar l'locirery; as in other characters, the 
errors of a few were mistaken for the character of 
the many, but in Sha1{espaare they always bJ.·ought 
with them your love and respect: he made no abstracts , 
no copies from t he bad parts of human nature; his 
characters of priests were drawn from the general.31 

It is not lJerely religious reverence which inspires Cole­

ridge to make ~lis statement, for he generalises it to 

apply to ma:nkind as a whole in the words nas in other 

characters," and by talking generally of humau nature 

rather than just of the worth of the clergy.32 Goodness, 

-------_._----~.-------.,-----,,---

30Barnet, p.10. 

31Foakes, PJ. 86 - 87. 

32In other passages such as S. G. ,I, 9, 230, Cole­
ridge re~rks on 811a~espeare ' s reverence not only for 
priests but for all the established professions. 
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therefore , is the norm, evil is accid0ntal , a distortion 

or perversion of natural ordar, and i;3 not representa­

tive of general nature. One of the reasons for Cole-­

ridge t s dislike of satires is -that they deal ,lith acci­

dents of nature , rather t han with general truth.33 His 

attitude to evil is indeed Rousseauist, and he often 

tends to pity a character with a fault as being the 

victim of circumstances, rather t han blame him. TIlus he 

rema:rks of Shakespeare 's works that 

There was no one character in which bnvy was 
portrayed, excepting'in Cassius in Julius Caesar; 
yet even there it is not hateful to you, but he 
bas countorbalanced it by a nUBoer of excellent 
feelings . He leads the reader to suppose that it 
is rather something consti i;utional, something 
derived fron his mother which he cannot avoid: 
throwing t he blame from the will of the man to 
some unavoidable circumstauce, rather than fix 
t he attention of the reader on one of those 
passions which actually debase t he mind.34 

And he says of the apothecary passage in Rome..Q...end Julie~ 

(Act V, scene i) that 

Shakespeare • • • intended to convey that in ever~ 
man ' s face there was either to be found a history or 
a prophecy; a history of strugt;les past or a prophecy 
of events to come. In contemplating the face of the 
most abandoned of mankind, many lineaments of villainy 
would. be seen, yet in the under features • • • would 
be traced the lines that former sufferings and strug­
gles had impressed, which would always sadden, and 
frequently soften the obsel~er, and raise a deter­
mination in him not to despair, but to regard the 
u.~ortunate object with the feelings of a brother.35 

--------,--,----, 
33Cee my Chapter V. 

34pOakes, p . S7 . 

35« '"t II 207 ~jd.." • 

,---,-----,------



In the extracts just quoted Coleridge has gone beyond 

the legiti mate bounds of criticism to trea:~ the fiction­

al world of the poet as if it were life itself, and to 

i "pose his own philosophical Views onto Shakespeare ' s 

vlork. Tilis is a case of over-interpretation r ;;;.tller than 

misinterpretation, hOl"leVel; fe ;, critics wO"lld arc;ue with 

Coleridge ' s basic tenet that Cassius and t he apothecary 

are not t horoughly evil , blaoeworthy Villains . I t is 

ColeridGe ' s speculation as to the taul t s t :10se charac­

ters do have , the theory of evil that he reads i nto 

Shakespeare t hat the nodel'll cr itic finds illegitimate . 

Coleridge ' s fault here i s not misreading the evidence, 

but deducinc more cOllc1uIJions from it than it will 

sug£;l')st. SUC,l caoeG occur fairly frequently in his 

crit icism. It is l ess easy to prove him guilty of 

miSinterpretation in t his respect , howe'ler. 

Sylvan Barnet has tried t o do just this in his 

article" ~Coleridge on ShakeslI <.,re ' s Villains," where he 

cla i !llS that usually Cole;;"idge quite v:rongly attempts t o 

mitigate the evil of Shakespeare ' s villains by finding 

r easonable Dotive's for their crimes , or by justifying 

2G5 

tho psychology of their behaviour. He cites the case of 

Edmund , t he villain of King Lear. as an ex~ple. Cole­

l'idt,"e claimed that Edmund t s crime was motivated by llis 

resent~ent at the s corn of his illegitimacy and the 

"licentious levity" with wnich his motIlel' and the "cirCUXl-



stances of his birthft36 are spoken, and that his power­

fu~ mind •. frustrated by the restriction this social 

stigma imposes upon hiQ, rebels ~ad turns to evil. His 

shame 

sharpens a predisposition in the heart to evil. 
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For it is a profound moral . t hat shame Will naturally 
generate guilt; t he oppressed \ViII be vindictive, 
like Shylock, aud in the anguish of UndeS€I-Ved 
ignominy the delusion secretly springs up, of getting 
over the moral quality of an action b~ fixing the 
mind on the mere physical act alone. 37 

Earuet has two objections; firstly, that Edmund probably 

does not hear the remarks i n Act I, scene i, about his 

mother and his birth (agreeing \vith Kittredge at this 

point); and secondly (incorporating many objections in 

one ) that Edmund ' s illegitimacy is meant to be a symp­

tom of his moral deviation not a motive for his crimes, 

that he is given his powerful intellect to make him an 

i mpressive and frightening adversary to Lear and Cor­

delia not to give him psychological consistency, that 

Elizabethan audiences wonld not have been interested 

in t he villain's character or motives but only in his 

strength and dangerousness, that many Elizabethan vil­

lains are "out of nature lt and that Coleridge cannot 

accept this. 38 Barnet 's first objection is extreoely 

weak--even if Edmund does not hear Gloucester's talk 

36 - C I ti . ., , 56. 
373 C I --!-.. - , , 62~ 

3Bnarnet, pp . 15 - 17. 



of his birth in Act I . scene i . it is obvious from his 

soliloquy in Act I , scene i, lines 1 to 22, that he i s 

both aware and resentful of the remarks made, whether 

to his face or behind his back, about his birth. Fur­

thermore he constantly mentions the s"bigma atta.ched to 

his bastardy throughout the phy, specifically using 

t his as a reason to revenge himself on the established 

world of the legitimates. In hi s second line of attack 

against Coleridge, Barnet leaps blindly into the trap 

of the intentional fa1lacy--he argues,apparently from 

i ntuition, what Sha~espeare ' s intent ions in writing the 

play are litel y to have been, what the ~~izabethan audi­

ences were likely to have demanded from the play, and 

uses this as a basis of interpretation, disregarding 

what the text itself suggests. Shakespeare was quite 

capable of creating a villain who is at once powerful 

and psychologically consistent, and Coleridge realised 

thiS. 

Ao:yway, despite his Romanticism. Coleridge .!llm 

accept and admire a villain so utterly evil as to be 

"out of na"Gure . U Barnet claims that Coleridge shows an 

extraordinary r el1..lCtance to accept Shakespeare ' s "out 

and out villains" as thoroughly and completely evil be­

cause such an acceptance contradicts his basic philo­

sop1W. "/hat Barnet 'seems unaware of is the :fact t hat 

Coleridge does not always demand that a character be 

"true to li:fe" psy<?holoeica1ly. Thus he clai.!.'ls that 
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Goneril and Regan are 

prol!5fs of suIJerlative judgment and t he finest moral 
tact, in being utter monsters, nulla virtute __ redemp­
tae, and kept out of sight as much as possible-­
they being i ndeed only means for the excitement and 
deepenil~ of noblest emotions towards the Lear, Cor­
delia, etc., and employed with the severest econo­
my. 39 

In effect Coleridge is saying t hat Goneril and Regan are 

used merely as fOils to Lear and Cordelia, showing up 

their basic goodness by contrast. Moreover he obvious-
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ly thinks the contrast is very effective. It is t rue 

that he notes approvingly that these two chal"acters are 

used comparatively little i n the play, but this is common 

sense rathlW than a squeamish or over-idealistic reluc-. 

tance to see evil on the stage--if they are merely foils 

to the good characters, they should be used only as much 

as is required to make the contrast effective. Over-use 

of such characters would concentrate attention on them 

for t heir own sakes ,. diverting the audience from Lear 

and Cordelia. 

Coleridge can also accept a major character 

as an "out-and-out-villain, " however, and r ago, who 

shows the "motive-hunting of motiveless maligllity"40 

is a case in point. Iaco is adrirable, for Coleridge, 

precisely because of his ~nense power of evil . He 

remarks that Shakespeare 

had read nature too heedfully not to know that 
courage, intellect, and strength of character were 

--------------_._---_._-_._--
3911•C. , p.83. 

403•C.,I, 49. 



the most impress ive foms of po":ter, and that to 
power in itself, without reference to any moral 
end, an inevitable adrliration and. complacency 
appertains , whether it be displayed in the con­
quests of a lIapoleon or Tal!Ierlane, or in the foam 
and thunder of a cataract . But in the display of 
such a character i"I; was of the highest importance 
to prevent the guilt from passing into utter 
ll1Onstrosi ty-which again depends on the presence 
or absence of causes and temptations sufficient 
to account for the wickedness, without the 
necessity of recurring to a thorough fiendishness 
of nature for its origination. For such are t he 
appointed relations of intellectual power to truth, 
and of truth to goodness, that it becones both . 
morally and poeticLaJ.ly] unsafe to present what is 
admira.ble-what our nature compels us to admire-­
in the mind, and what is most detestable in the 
heart , as co- existing in the sal!Ie individual with­
out any apparent cO!L~ection, or any modification 
of the one by the other.. Jlhat Shakespeare has in 
one instance, that of lago, approached to this , 
and that he has done it successfully, is perhaps 
the most astonishing proof of his genius, and the 
opulence of its resources . 41 

It is important to realise that when Coleridge states 

that it is "morally unsafe" to portray a monstrously 

evi~ character with great powe.rs of courage and intel­

~ect perverted to carry out the purposes of a black 

heart. he does not merely mean that this will have a 

bad mora~ effect on the audience; he means that intel­

lect, couraee and strenb~h of cr~'acter enab~e and 

inspire a man to reach the truth, which is a function 

and insepal'able part of goodness, and that a play which 

showed such quaJ.i ties being used to purnue evil instead 

would be ~ikely to be untrue to the universal nature of 

morality and truth, t herefore-hence the passage about 

------------- . __ ._------
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the ··appointed relations of intellectual power to truth, 

and of truth to goodness. " Since literature reflects the 

unive .. ·sal nature of morality 8:ad truth, it would also be 

"poetically unsa:fe" to present b"Uch a character laso :iJ!j 

such a "monstrosity," he is out of nature, but although 

a psychological freak, he does not represent the philo­

sophic impossibility of a fine mind combined with a 

despicable heart, simply because he has no heart . For 

Coleridge la-go is One of "those characters where the 

pride of intellect, without moral feeling, is supposed to 

be -t;ha ruling inpulse ... 42 Other exa.r:lples are Richard III 

and Falstaff: 

tho characters of RiolUll~ III, Iago, and Falstaff, 
were the characters of men who reverse the order of 
thing'S, who place intellect at the head, whereas it 
ought to follow like geometr-3, to prove and to 
confirm. 43 

l1ichard III at least has a motive of a kind, however: 

The iD~eriority of his person made hio seek con­
solation i n the superiority oi' his mind; he had 
endeavoured to counterbalance ms deficiency > i!·4 

But Iage is a study in pure unmitigated evil. And the 

reason for this evil is that he has no emotions to 

rostrain hie i ntellect from evil acts: his character is 

completely "paseionless • • • 

42Poakes, p.116. 

286 - 287. 

44""001.-e"" -~ 11 6 " ...... - ,,' a • 

4:;,-.. .., I 49. 
~., 1, 

all w;1ll i n intelJ.eot. ,,45 
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Although lago is a psychological. irl:gos3i'bility, Coleridge 

sees him as exemplifying evil philosophical.ly, for Cole­

ridge sa, evil as being complete egoism, a~d egoism as 

springing from rule by the i ntellect alone, devoid of the 

emotions, ~nagination and the moral feelings that combined 

with the intellect help to make up the Reason, and which 

help to transfer a man ts attention to so~ething other 

t han self-contemplation or self-gratification. 46 In 

other words Coleridge i s prepared to accept an utterly 

monstrous villain as a maj or character, even though he 

does not believe such a person would occur in real life , 

provided t he nature of evil can be illurunated and ex­

plored through a study of hi s character. l ago' s evil is 

philosophically possi ble because he has no enotions , 

moral feeling or inagination, to elevate him out of him­

self or to channel his intellectual power into its natu­

r al search for truth and goodness . 

4 

For Steiner, t he dismal. failure of Ro~ntic 

attempts at tragedy is a result of t he essentially un­

tragic vision at t he core of t heir and their age ' s 
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philosophy, the optimism, the belief in social progress, 

and the Christian beli ef in redemption and a co;-lpensating 

heaven for the guilt and suffering of mankind. 47 Yet , 

despite the fact t hat Coleridge ' s tragedy Remorse is an 

exceptionall y bad tragedy (if it can be called a tragedy 

at all), his criticism escapes most of the Romantic evils . 

It is true that occasionally his Romantic philosophy 

urges him to excuse a characterts faults a little too 

easily--as in t he case of his remarks on CaSSius, quoted 

above, but such cases are rare , and he makes no attempt 

to excuse the arc1:l-villains Iago, Richard III, tYacbeth 

and Lady l1acbeth. TIe tries to explain the notiyes of 

the last t~~ee mentioned , and even clains that Lady 

Uacbeth feels remorse at her deed,48 but at no stage 

does he persuade us that any of these characters have 

any justification for their crimes. Nor does he try to 

graft the concept of poetic justice onto tragedy. It 
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is \'forth conside:cing Remorse to see why it is so si6Ual 

a. faillJre, therefore . Don Alvar has been away from 

Spain for many years, heartbroken after an attempt on 

his life by hirelings of his brother, Don Ordonio, who 

------,---,----,---~----------

47The Death of '.i:ragedy. Chapter IV. 

48S•C., I , 72~-one of the most eloquent passaGes in 
all Coleridge' s criticisr.l. He describes Lady D1cbeth as 

feeding herself vnth day-drear.ls of ambition, she mis­
takes the consequences of the realities of guilt. Hers 
is the mock fortitude of a mind deluded by ambition; 
she sha.':le::: her husband with a superhuman audacity of 
fancy which she cannot support, but sinks in the searon 
of remorse , and dies in suicidal agony. ' 



loves Donna Teresa whose heart is lost to Don f~var 

'\1110 returns her love. The play $110;18 the attempts of 

Don .Uvar, disguised as a !fool', both to try by devious 

nleans to oake his bro"cher feel a par>..g of remorse and 

rell ent, and to v/in Donna Teresa once more. l3~. the end 

of tIle pla.y he has accoClplished the second purpose and 

is about to achieve the first, having revealed his 

true identity to both Don Ordonio and Donna Teresa. 

Don Ordonio is struggling with his conscience, beset 

by re ;"10rSe for his guilt, when a band of Tloors l':ld by 

a wO~Jan whose husband Ordonio has killed bursts in. 

He is stabbed by lllhadra, t he ILorish woman, aOJ.d dies 

crying "A'l'OjEIlE1~T! .. 49 Dteiner COllnents: 

In Coleridge's Remorse , t .e problem of t he quality 
of repentance is made the centre of the drru]a: 

Remorse is at t:le heart, in which it grows: 
If that be gentle, it drops balDY dens 
Of true re?entanc0; but if proud and gloo~y, 
It is a poison-tree that pierced to the i~ost 
1eeps only tesxs of poison! 

Remorse, I, i. 
ColeridGe was fa~ too perceptive not to realise 
that there is in the entire notion of redemptive 
remorse somet hing fraudulent. The villain of the 

.play, Ordonio, gets to the heart of the raat t er: 
Alvar: Yet, yet thou llJa;;r ' st be sav' d-- ~ 
Ordonio: Sav'd sav' u? 
lUvar: One pang! 

Could I call up one pang of true re­
morse ! 

Ordonio: • . . . • . . • remorse ! remorse! 
Where gotts ' t thou that fool ' s word? 
Curse on remorse ! 
Can it give up the dead, or reCO;!lpact 
A mangled body? mangled--dashed t o 

aioms l 

------_._-----,-,,-----.-----..... ~ ... -.. -.-------,.. 
49RemorsSl V. i. in 'rhe Poetical \ ..... orks of Sam­

Eel :t:1:Z..lor ColeridGe, ed . James Dyke ClliJpboJ.l (London: 
I1nc:Jillan and Co., 1903) pp . 360 - 398, osp . p .397 . 
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lIot all the blesDings of a host of angels 
Can blow away a desolate widow' s curse ! 
And though they spill thy heart's blood 

for atonement 
It will not weigh against an orphan' s tear. 

Remorse, V. i. 
A superb answer, and one that cuts to the heart of 
the distinction be~'leen romanticism and a tragic 
sense of life . But the prevailing mythology 
proved too strong, and the dratla ends on a note of 
redemption. 50 

Steiner' s co&~ent is perceptive . But it is not maiul~ 

if at all, t he redemption t heme that makes the tragedy 

fail. Tragedies, after all, frequently end on a note 

of elation as well as ruin--Oedipus ' s worldly ruin is 

accoopanied by a great gain in spiritual wisdom, Ham­

let dies, if' we are to believe HoratiO, with a good 

chance of getting to Heaven. and .Antony and Cleopatra 

die having found something greater and more glorious 

than t he petty Roman world. What is fatal to tragedy 

is a division of the tragic hero, the focal point of 

the play. into two opposing characters, and the 

successful conclusion of a romance in t he last act 
----------~~~~ 

to counterbalance t he tragic disaster. It is tr-ue 

that a tragedy can have two heroes--Antony and Cl~~ 

pat~ manages it quite successfully, for example-­

but only where the tvlO heroes complement each other 

and reinforce each other ' s stature. When t hey are i n 

opposition to each other the audience ' s attention 

wavers from one to t he other, and neither attains 

-.----... _-_ .... _ ... _-- --- - ... _--_ .. _-
50The Death of Tragedy, pp. 131 • 132. 
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true tragic stature. In any case Don Alvar is far 

too superhumanly good to make a tra~ic hero. In con­

trast, Ordonio ' s evil seems far greater than it is. 

For four acts the play has the typicaJ. melodramatic 

structure of one good character versus one bad charac­

ter, until suddenly in the fifth act we discover that 

t he villain is not as evil as he seemed, and the good 

character tries to bring him to repent. Unfortunate­

ly the unsatisfactory contrasting relationship be~¥een 

the two centraJ. characters is now replaced \Vi th au even 

more disastrous one--'chat of t he spiritual patient and 

the redeemer. The one character who shot:ld be the 

tragic hero, whose remorse .the play exists to illus­

trate~ whose struggles With his conscience ought to 

repreoent the heroic peak of the play, seems in the 

last act when he is accompanied 'by his good brother, 

little better than a sulky schoolboy telling his father 

his sins. If Ordonio had fought his own evil, achieved 

his atonement alone, unaided~ and had accepted death 

as the price, he might have achieved tragic stature in 

our minds; when he is aided by a man who is much wiser 

and stronger in character he has no chance, when in 

addition our attention is diverted by his redeeI1er ' s 

romance, he seens almost insignificant. Unfortunately, 

too, O\Ving to the character-structure of the play, it 

seems very much as if Ordonio, t he third member of an 

eternal triangle, has to be sacrificed to convenience, 
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rather than bringing about his orm tragic fall logically. 

Finally, the fact that poetic justice is (albeit aloost 

accidentally) obsel;"'ed with Don AlvaI' and Donna Teresa 

reunited and Don O:donio dead, makes the play seem little 

Dore than a particularly soulful nelodrallla. These are 

faults which spring fron the peculiar structure of the 

play, fro;.:! Coleridge ' s dra.:1atic ineptitude, however , not 

from his tragic theory, vlhich was far more realistic. 



CIIA:ETER VII 

AlI JI'~nATIOn OF COI.BRI DGE ' S AlTALYSIS OF 

~OllEO MID JULIET 

AS lUT EXA::.lPLE Ol!' HIS PRAC'.L'ICAL CRI TICISl1 

So far this t hesis has concerned itself with 

relating Coleridge1s dramatio criticism to his literary 

t heory as a whole, considering his concept of genre, 

and examining his critical judgments under generic head­

i ngs , such as "Coleridee on Tragedy". As I have pointed 

out in my Introduction, I chose t his approach to help 

bridge t he gap between Coleridge and the twentieth cent­

ury, since we tend to approach literature generically 

now, and because Coleridge himSelf foreshadows t his 

trend, generic classification being a:1; t he heart of his 

critical system. 

At the same time, however, he was aware t hat t he 

critic cannot be content with having created a critical 

system--he must test its validity and pr ove its use in 

practical application. Coleridge ' s generic system is 

particularly interesting because of its flexibility-­

precisely because of t he fact t hat he Imew t hat c1assiIi­

cation is not enough, that each work as well as having 

certain generic characteristics is also an i ndividual in 
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its own right and therefore requires special attention 

and criticism and evaluation according to its own rules, 

the rules by which it creates itself. 1 An attempt to 

approach Coleridge ' s dramatic criticism merely by exam­

ining its relation to his litera:ry theory cannot succeed, 

because in so doing t he critic i nevitably overlooks the 

many excellent practical judgments which Coleridge made, 

while a generic approach i gnores such psychological and 

philosophical i nSights , no matter how t rilliant, as re-

late to the work as an individual in itself i ndependent 

of its generic nature. A fair picture of Coleridee ' s 

criticism, with all its virtues and f::ults can, there-

fore, be given only by examini1'lg and describing his 

actual analysis of sone play and relating t his both to 

his generiC st::.tements and his literary theory. I have 

chosen his analysis of t his particular play for examina­

tion because it shows Clearly his critical faults and 

excellences, because it e~1ibits t he closest relation­

ship to his remarks on literary theory, on life , and a 

practical description and evaluation of the work itself, 

because despite its importance little has been said of 

it so far in this thesis, because this was obviously one 

of his favourite plays and for '-1s a key place in his view 

of Shakespeare ' s works, and because although his renarks 

on this play show clearly t hat it deviates fro)':! his idea 

of t he norm in tragedy he does not t hi nk any t he worse 

----_. ---_._----------_._----_._._---
1 See Chapter rIhree of t ',is thesis. 
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of it. 

The material on which this chapter is basad con-

sists of Coleridge ' s marginalia. whose date is uncertain 

except that they could not pre-date the Stockdale edition 

of Shakespeare published in 18072 in which they were 

written, l ectures six, seven and eight of 1811, and part 

of lecture one of 1813. Although in each case I have , in 

a footnote along with t he source-reference, indicated the 

dates of the lectures of Coleridge ' s from which I have 
. .' 

quoted, I have not tried to show any chronoloGical l;ine of 

development in Coleridge ' s thoaght on the play because of 

the uncertainty of the date of the marginalia which, 

together with tole 1811 lectures, 1'01"....1 the bulk of my 

material. beSides , as I have poi~ted out in my I ntro­

duction. in ny exanination of t he whole bod - of ColeridGe ' s 

dramatic criticism I have found no evidence of significant 

discrepancy of thought even between remarks on related 

topics separated by a wide range of time. Occasionally 

there are changes of eophasis from narginalia to lecture, 

or from one lecture to another, but these cannot be taken 

as reliable evidence of development of any line of t hought, 

for Coleridge ' s somewhat confused and digrescive s-tyle of 

lecturing and his lack of preparation for lectures rleant 

that he mig.lIt well not get beyond the first pOiEt he wished 

to make , so t hat the course of his lecture would be dic-

._---_. __ ._---------_ ... .. -

2See Raysor ' s Preface to ~. , I, ix, n.3. 



t ated less b -j careful and planned thOll-ght t han by t he 

i mpulse of the mo~ent . Coleridge ' s 1811 lectures on 

Romeo and Juliet. for eX~jple , expand in great detail on 

two pOi~lts !.lade in t he narJinalia-- Shakespeare ' s method 

of creating characters by meditation on his own nature, 

and Shal:espeare ' s idea of love-- glossin.g over or i gnor­

i ng others W1".3.C:1 occupy just as i J:lportant a place i n the 

marginalia. A r eading of t he lectures (lectures seven 

and ei ght) t hemselves suggests t hat this is me}'ely be­

cause Coleridge strayed charact eristically from discuss-­

ing Romeo and Juliet to discussi ng love i n real life , 

occasionall y referxing back to t \ e playas parallel 

evidence. 

2 

Judging fron t he attention he devoted to it and 
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the r e,;l8.rks he ":lade al out it i n lectures, Romeo and Juli et 

was one of Coleridge ' s fnvourite plays. But, although he 

considereu it to be one 01' the masterpieces of literature , 

Coleridge did not regard it as being, like his other 

1'avourites--Ha.ru+et, Ot hell o, !,~cbetJ1,. Ki ng Lear , fu..9lm.rd II, 

and The.Temn6st--one of Shakespeare ' s best works : 

Coleridge now proceeded to Romeo and Juliet • • • be­
cause i n it were to be found all his <Shrurespeare t~ 
excellencies , such as t hey afterward appeared in his 
more perfect Dra: cas , but differing from them in being 
less hap11ily combined : all the parts were present , but 
they were not united with the SaI!le haruony: there were 
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DallY passages where the whole of his excellence was 
discovered, and nothing superior could be found in 
the productions of his after years. The distinction 
between t his play and others was t hat the parts were 
less happily cOC1bined, or to borrow a phrase from 
the Painter , the whole work was less in keeping: there 
was the production of grand portions : there were the 
limbs of what was excellent; but the production of a 
whole, in which each part gave delight for itself, 
and where the whole gave more intellectual delight, 
was t he effect of judgment and taste, not to be 
or.taiued but by pair..i'ul study, and i n which we gave 
up the stronger pleasures, derived from the dazzling 
light which a man of genius t hrows over every circum­
stance , and where we were chiefly struck by vivid and 
strong i mages: taste W2.S a subsequent attainr~ent, af­
ter the Poet had been disciplined by experience, and 
adds to genius t hat taJ.ent by which he knows what part 
of his genius he can make i ntelligible to that part of 
mankind for whom he writes.3 

Clearly Coleridge regarded Shakespeareis other 

great love tragedy, Antony and. Cleopatra, as being a 

better work--he wonders whether the play is not "in all 

exhibitions of a giant power in its strength and vigor of 

maturi ty, a formidable ri vaJ. of t he Llac]?eth, 1.~..@:1:, 01Jlel:I,0, 

and IIaJJlet" , 4 and claims that "perhaps of Shakespeare ' s 

plays the most wonderful is t116 "\I!~9n,y_ ,IDld_ .O_J,.~QJ2!ltra". 5 

Yet, although there is evidence that Coleridge gave, or 

at any rate planned to devote a lecture on February 18th, 

1819 to comparir.g the two plays,6 ve~J little cO~2ent 
(apart from purely textual remarks) survives in !!largirullia 

-_._-_. --------_._--_._----
3Foakes , pp.75 - 76. 

4", C -~.,.1., 

5.... C -.::?.:.-. , .L , 

8G. 

86 • 

6 ~ S r< --..-:>ee ~., .i.L, 319 - 320 • 



or reports of lectures on ~:iUtOl1Y [ind Cleopa\;l:ia, whereas 

a relatively large body of material survives on Romeo 

and Juliet. The reason is tl~t despite its relative 
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inferiority, Ro_meo, and Juliet i s in his view more i li1port-

ant anong Shakespeare ' s works because in it we see clear-

l.y his development as a dra~natist . Since in t his play 

Sl1akespeare is obvio~sly (£01' Coleridge) still developing 

the techniques responsible for his drauatic supremacy, we 

can the more eas:1.l.y see what these tecr.niques consist of , 

how they work. by comparing within the same play those 

instances where they have succeeded and those where they 

have failed . The import ance of Romeo_._fID.-il_JuJ,.i!'l.! in Col.e­

ridge ' s view of Shakespeare ' s works can only be shown by 

explai ning his theory of t he development of true dramatic 

genius . 

Coleridge considered the main fault of Shal~e­

speare ' s early works to be a quality akin to artificial­

ity, an excess of polish and wit springing from the fact 

t~~~t these plays were the product of thought and ~edita­

tioD untempered by the observation that comes with exper­

ience. He points out that "true genius begins by genera-

~izing and condensing; it ends in realizing aud expanding. 

It first collects the seeds, .. 7 and he considers Love ' s 

LatouX.!LJ;.ost to be Shakespeare ' s first play because 

i t has the least observation, and the characters are 
merely such as a young man of genius might ~ve made 
out himse~f . But it has other marks; it is all i n-

7 c. '. I :J..· Y .. ·, , 92 . 



tellect. There is li"c tle to i nt erest as a dramatic 
representation, yet affording infinite matter of 
beautiful quotation. 8 

In his early years , according to Coleridge, the 

geni us dra~matist will be more concerned with discovering 

and communicating truth. His pl ays , t herefore , will be 

l argely idea1--that i s , concerned with i deas and at least 

partly abstracted from l ife, like 8 philosopp~cal pro­

blem. In his desire to convey the t ruths he has discov­

ered as effectively and vividly as poss ible, he ~dll 

frequentl y sacrifice the rules of good t aste to the end 

of strong expression, be guilty of a certain degTee of 

sensationalism (to use a modern term). Taste comes only 

with observation and t hat knowledge of reality which 

experience alone can teach, for t aste in this context 

denotes that sense by w:lich the writer is al·le to render 

his expression conformable to nature (in t he sense of 

external reality). The perfect work of art (as I have 

s!J.own i n the first chapter of t his t iles is) r esults from 

the meeting and fnsing of meditation and observation 

within the creative process, so t hat the truths concei"lled 

in medit a tion can be t ested in the s imulated world of 

------ --- --- -- -- -- - - --- --
88 •C., II , 314. Coleride;e changed his rUnd quite 

frequently as to the exact order of Shakespeare ' s plays . 
lIe did not always consider 1P.x..9' s Labour '_s_ LO$t t o "be 
Shakespeare ' s first play-- see S. C.,I, 237, for exa::1ple . 
TIe always considered it t o be ~ pf the earliest works , 
however . 
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experience which is the poet ' s representation of life. 

Taste is responsible fOl" making this representa'cion a just 

one , but meditation alvlays comes first and is also pri­

mary in import;ance, for the essential truth. the real 

point of the work, lies not in its tr~th to nature (again 

in the sense of external reality, or the natura na'w,ra ta) , 

but in the justness of its represent ation and in its 

faithful expression of the eternal laws of the universe. 

Thus Coleridge points out that ftthe idea" is "always 

a priori, tho· incarnated by observation a posteriori 

et ab extra,lt9 and that 

Shakespeare's observation was preceded by con­
templation: he first conceived what the forms of 
tp~ngs must be and then went humbly to the oracle 
of nature to ask whether 11e was right. He enquired 
of her as a sovereign; he did not gossip ~~th her . 
Shakespeare describes i'eeliugs which no observation 
could teach. 10 

\ ith so philosopllical a task, meditation is in fact very 

much akin to the process of reasoning used in pllilo­

sophy: "meditation looks at ever:l character vrlth interest, 

only as it contains something generally true, and such 

as might be expressed in a philosophical pr01:l1eu.,,1 1 

Since 01:1..ly neditation ca.-a uncover the eternal truths 

which are the object of literature (as of pllilosoplly ), 

i t is more important that t he young dramatist should 

9" C I .!:l.!-., , 

tOn . C. ,II , 

1 L~ C II ~. ,. , 

229 • 

17. 

117. 



master tho Art of meditation before he acquires taste: 

It would be a hopeless symlltom, in Coleridge 's 
mind , if he found a young man with a perfect 
taste. In the early works of Shakespeare a pro­
fusion of double epithets would be found, and 
sometimes t he coarsest words were used if' they 
conveyed a more vivid ir~e . but by degrees t he 
a ssociations are conn"ct ed VIi th the i mage t hey 
are to i mpress, and the Poet descends from the 
ideal into the real. Vlorld so far as to conjoin 
both, to give a sphere of active operation~ to 
the i deal, to elevate and refine t he real. 12 

In Coleridge' s view,. however. two main fnulJGs 

nevertheless result from an excess of meditation over 

observation. The first is t hat since observation 

alone can give drama its sense of ~~ediacy, presence 

of life.. and the verisimilitude essential to its 

imitation of reality "under a semblance of reality .. ,13 

a deficiency of t his quality must necessarily detract 

from the play ' s dramatic nature. The f act t hat the 

sinru.lation (as opposed to the imitation) of life is 

i mperfect, makes it poetic rather than draoatic. 

Secondly., and as a result of t he first fault, the 

characters will not be fuJ.J,y translated from t hei r pre­

natal existence as concepts or ideas into life-like 

beings . Both these faults are strcp~y marked in Lova ' s 

Labour' s Lost: 

This play in reality contained in itself very little 
character. The dr~j;j.'!?-..Ii.@.l;'sonae were only the 
embryos of characters . Biron was aftenvards seen 
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--•• ---.---------
12Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes . p . 76. 

13, C I ~, , 199 - 200. 



more perfectly in renedict and i1ercutio . and Rosa­
line in Beatrice , t he beloved of Benedict •••• The 
poet in this play • • • was alway~ uppernost , and 
little was drawn from real life . 14 

For Coleridge Romeo and lfuli~ appears to mark 

the transition of Shakespeare from poet into dra~tist . 

There are still passages where 
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the Poet is not entirely bl.ended with the Dramatist , 
at least not in that degree which is afterward noticed 
in Lear , Har~et, Othello and -acoeth. For instance , 
Cap~llet and :tlontague frequ.ently talked language only 
belonging to the Poet , and not so much chara cteristic 
of paSSion as of a faculty, 15 

and Coleridge cites Capulet t s speech in Act I, scene ii, 

Such comfort as do lusty young men feel, 
llien well apparelled April on the heel 

Of limping ~inter treads , even such delight 
~~ong fresh female buds shall you this night 
Inheri t at my house, 16 

as a case "where the FOet forgets the character and speaks 

in his own personR , 17 thus being guilty of a fault akin to 

ventriloquism. He sees a similar fault in Act III, scene v 

where Capulet admonishes Juliet for resisting the proposed 

marriage to Paris: tie. noble scene ~ Dont t I see it with my 

own eyes? Yes, but not with Juliet t s."18 And Act IV, 

-------------,---------,---
14 S. C. ,II. 108 . 

15 Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes, p . 81 . 

16 Quoted from the trcnscript of Coleridge t s 
seventh lecture of 1811 in Foakes, p . 81. 

17 Lecture seven, 1811 : Feakes , p . 81. 

18 Marginalia on ~omeo and Juliet: ~,I, 11 . 
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scene v , in which Juliet is supposed dead by her family 

is flawed for Coleridge in a sli€; o"Uy different way which 

nevertheless stems from Shakespeare 's relative lack of 

dramatic skill; he is worried by the tone, the lack of 

tragic elevation: 

As the audience knew that Juliet is not dead, this 
scene is, perhaps, excusable. At all events, it is 
a strow; warning to minQ,r dramatists not to intro­
duce at one time many different characters agitated 
by one and the s ame circumstance . It is difficult 
to understand what ~~, whether t hat of pity or 
laughter, Shakespeare meant to produce- -the occasion 
and the characteristic speeches are so little in 
harmony: ex. gratia, what the Nurse says is excellent­
ly suited to the Nurse ' s character, but grotesquely 
unsuited to t he occasion. 19 

Lut against these occasiotJal lapses from dramatic art 

Coleridge sets SlJakespeare ' s brilliant characterisation 

i n the play, especially as evidenced in such figures as 

Mercutio and the lTurse. 

It is from Coleridge ' s remarks on Romeo and J~liet 

that we learn most about his t heory of characterisation, 

for it is here t lJat 11e explains most about the inter­

relationsr..ip between meditation and observation in the 

creation of character, and his method of describing the 

characters makes it clear, implicitly if not explicitly, 

what part each of these two faculties played ill their 

creation. According to Coleridge 'Cwo types of character 

can be discerned in ~o and .:f.Y.l;l...&t . The first is that 

in which passion is dra\"IIl, and dra\"IIl truly. but not 
individualized further than as the actor ap]ears on 

1~rginalia on Romeo and Juliet: S. C. ,I, 11. 



288 

the St age : It was a very just description and 
development of t he passion without giving ••• 
the philosophical history of it; without knowing 
how such a. roan became acted upon bJ that particu­
l ar paSSion, but leading it thro\l.gh all the inci­
dents and makir~ it prcdominant . 2C 

This type of character, then. ap:9l'oximates to the "type" 

or "stock character". who has one predOminant character­

istic which is exhibited in a number of different circum­

stances, and is used to develop the plot# but claims 

little further i nterest . P~though such a charactert s 

predominant feature may be described, it is not really 

explored, and does not claim any central interest, as 

Hamlet t s brooding mentality does, for instance. Tybalt 

is a character of--this Idnd . He is 

a man at andoned to his pasSions, and with all the 
pride of f amily only because he t hought it belonged 
to hll.! as of SUC;l a fa:~ily , and vuluil1..g himself 
highly sil"lply because he did not care for Death. 21 

These are all general characteristics comoonly associa­

ted vlith members of Tybalt ' s high rank; none of t hem 

distinguishes tile character as an individual. and indeed 

Coleridge describes 'i'ybalt as a "class character": 

Coleridge kne~ no character in Shakespeare , unless 
i ndeed his PistOl.. \lhich could be called mere Por­
traits of Individuals: while t he r eader felt all t he 
delight ariSing fro~ the individual . there was a sort 
of class character which made Shakespeare t he Poet of 
all ages. 

Of this kind was the character of Tybalt , a nan 
abandoned to his passions •••• 22 

- ,--- - --

20Lecture seven. 1811 : Foakes, p. 76 . 

21Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes , p.7G. 

22Lecture seven, 18 11 : Foakes, p.76. 
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It is import .. :nt to note that the word "class" is being 

used prllw.rily as a sy-aonym of "type" rather t han "rank"; 

Coleridge is co~enting on the interaction of tj~ical and 

individual qualities in Shakespeare ' s characters, and 

pointing out that in such characters as Tybalt there are 

more tY'.:?ical features than individual. Nevertheless 

these typical qualities , such as pride of family , spring 

from Tybalt's high rank. It is also i :':lportant to realise 

that Coleridge is not dividing Shakespeare's characters 

strictly into types and individuals. The Raysor version 

of the ,above quoted passage helps to clarify the issue. 

Here Coleridge is reported as saying 

I know no character in his plays, (unless indeed 
Pistol be an exception) whici.l can be called the mere 
portrait of an individual: while the reader feels 
all the satisfaction arising frOM individuality, yet 
that very in.dividual is a sort of class character, 
and t Jlis circumstance renders Shakespeare the poet 
of all ages. 23 

Tybalt is a rr.an a"andoned to his passions •••• 

23Lecture seven. 18 11 : S.C., II; '129 - 130. 111-
though the Foakes text . based on the transcript of Cole­
ridge ' s lectures in Collier' s diaJ."Y, has on the whole 
more authority than the Haysor, based on Collier'l3 ::3even 
Lectures on Shgkespeare Ej.!ld ,.lli J ton published ill 1856 ( see 
my Introduction), I believe there aJ."e instances in. which 
Collier, recognising an elenent of confusion i n the notes 
in his diary, and aided by a thorough knowledge of the mode 
of reasoning of the man who had once been his hero , honest­
ly and intelligently (albeit with a licence we mi~lt bo 
unwilliltg to admit) , silently clarified the passaGe in 
question by rephrasing his notes. It seems to me tlJat 
t his is such a case, and t hat the Raysor version of the 
passage quoted above, with its vision of the nclassn qual­
ity and the "individualu quality as being opposites which 
a re at once essential and complementary to each other, prod.u..­
cing a beneficial whole when reconciled, is more character­
istic of Coleridge than the same passage in Foakes. 
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According to the wording of t his passage, which I prefer 

to that in the Foakes te~t. every one of Shakespeare ' s 

characters has this "class" quality at its core, and 

hence "class character" is not a label which can be given 

exclusively to characters like Tybalt . Nevertheless it 
/ 

is clear from his general statements that such cha~dcters 

have far more of "class" i n them than of "individual" . 

It is worth examiniug this first type of character care-

fully and showir~ hcrvl cr~acters of this type interact 

with each other in the play, according to Coleridge, be­

fore discussing the second type and how it differs from 

the first. 

Another example of the first type of character 

is Capulet. He is 

a worthY-r nol)le-minded old man of high rank, with 
all the impatience of character which is likely to 
accompany i t . It is delightful to see the sensi­
bilities of nature always so exquisitely called 
forth,. as if the l'oet had t he 100 aI".:iIS of the Poly­
PUS. thrown out in all directions to catch the pre­
dominant feeling. We might see in Capulet the way 
in which Anger seizes hold of everything that comes 
in its \vay. as in the lines where Capulet is reprov­
ing Tybalt for his fierceness of behaviOur, which 
led him to wish to insult a Montague and disturb the 
merriment: 

Go to . go to . 
You are a saucy boy. ls tt so indeed? 
This trick may cl'l.ance to scathe you--l know what . 
You must contrary me: marry, ' tis time. 
7e11 said my hearts ~ You are a princox; go .--
Be quiet or--Eore ligilt, more light, for shame! ­
I'll make you quiet : -'iha~ Cheerly, my hearts. 

~omeo and Juliet I.v~ 
The line--"'i'his trick may Lchance tQ7 scat11e 

you:--I know what" was in allusion to t he Legacy Ty­
balt !lIight expect; and then, seeing t he lights burn 
dimly, Capulet turns his anger against the servants: 
so that no one paSSion is so predominant , but that 
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it always i ncludes all the parts of the character , 
so ti~t the reader never had a mer e abstract of a 
passion, as of anger or ambition. but the whole man 
was presented; the one predOminant passion acting 
as the leader of t he band to the rest . 24 

These characters , then,. are not so simple as to be mere 

one-d~neusional abstracts of passions . Shakespeare has 

given each of t hem a predominant character trait or 

passion--rasl1. arrogant impetuousness in the case of 

Tybalt , and impatience i n the case of Capulet.-but the 

predominant passion i s never all owed to become separated 

from the character itself; i n each case t he whole charact­

er can be seen in the outburst, and each outburst of 

paSSion i s slightly different as the circumstances giv­

i ng rise to it vary. 

In some respects the t,vo characters. Tybalt and 

Capulet, are opposed to each other. Each represents a 

different effect that pri de of family can have on a 

person. and Coleridge clearly disapproves of Tybalt ' s 

personality and approves of t hat of Capulet , so t hat one 

t akes on t he nature almost of a bad person, t he other 

that of a good . The difference is that whereas high 

birth has simply made Tybalt arrogant--he lJas "pride of 

family only because he t hought it belonged to hi o as of 

such a familytt--without maki ng him feel tl~t he has a~ 

obligation to improve his character, Capulet t S high rank 

has made him "wor thy and noble-minded" . Their place in 

------_. __ . __ .-------_._-----
2~ecture seven, 1811 : Foakes, p. 77. 
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society has given both of the two characters a certain 

precipitancy (a COmDon characteristic of' all the charact­

ers in this play, accordill£ to Coleridge, as I v/ill show 

later on in this cJ:>..apter). This takes the forill. of rash 

impei.uousness in Tybal t--he is "abandoned to his passions" 

and he values hir:1self highJ..y because he is careless of 

death--and of a more moderate ir:1patience in the caDe of' 

Capulet . Coleridge hastens to point out that the grounds 

on which Tybalt bases his high opinion of hinSelf are 

false, for courage is a quality "which it was a. disgrace 
• 

not to have , but which a wise man never brought forward 

but when it was required", 25 kaowing the value of life : 

it is not only the heroes who are subject to error in 

Coleridge's interpretation of tragedy--all the cbaract-

ers seen to be co~ared to a kind of ideal norm of behav-

iour and ethics in his mind, and even such comparativeJ.y 

minor characters as ~~baJ.t can provide ip-st~~ctive 

lessons in moral i ty. The difference beti7eeu Capulet t s 

i~vatience and 'tybalt ' s impetuousness is that the latter 

quality il:1 mixed with arroga;ace and the k"1JlJaturity of 

youth. 

As I have shown in my first chapter, CoJ.eridge 

regarded Shakespeure ' s characters as individualised types. 

In the creation of such beings it is meditation which 

25Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes, p.76. 
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enabl es the writer t o arrive at t he essential core of the 

character--the type- -and observation which i ndividualises 

it, makes the Ill'odud of meditation credible and life-like 

by adding f i ne human strokes of detail: 

Shakespearet s characters are 0.11 genera i ntensely 
i ndividualized ; the results of meditation, of which 
observat ion suppli ed the drapery and the colours 
necessary to combine them wi th each other. 26 

This being so , it is clear t hat such characters as Tybalt 

and Capulets \~10 are predominantly typical rather than 

fully rounded individuals, are produced as a result of a 

greater degree of meditation than observation. 

The second type of character which Coleridge dis­

C6rns in Ro~eo and Juliet i s no less a product of medita­

tion~-Coleridge makes i t clear that every character must 

~e based on meditation in order to be successful--but i t 

i s more i ndividualised. Two such charact ers are !iercutio 

and t he Uurse~ and, as in the case of i-Iaolet, Shakespeare 

has "availed himself of his psychological genius t o 

devel op all t he minutiae of the human heart,,27 in their 

creation. ~ercutiot s qualiti es , 
that exquisite ebullience and overflow of you·~}'l.i'ul 
l ife , wafted on over the laughing wavelets of pleasure 
and prosperity. • • • -'li t ever wakeful, fancy busy and 
procreative , courage , an easy mind that, without cares 
of its O\Yn, v~s at once disposed to laugh away those 

------------------_.--------------------
26 S. G., I , 137 

27Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes, p. 78. 
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of others and be interested in them,28 

all stem from his ~osition as a young, rich gentlenan. 

This is -l;l1e essence of llercu tio t s character, the copula 

by which all apparent paradoxcs in his nature are recon­

ciled: all melt into "the com:aon copula cf' all, the man 

of quality and t he gentlenan, with all its excellencies 

and all its faults. u29 

Uercutio t s cl1aracter too , therefore, is founded 

on~type. In f act t he only difference bet-ween -this second 

kind of character and the first is that t he second is 

more fully drawn, made more life-like by t he greater 

addition of detail i n characterisation. This explains 

Coleridge t s statement that 

mmkespe~'e t s characters might be reduced tc a few. 
t hat is to say to a felll classen of chz.racters . If 
you took his gen-I;lenen for i nstance; t he character 
of Biron was seen again in llercutio, in Benedick. 
and a variety of others . They were men who com'i::iued 
t he politeness of the Courtier with the faculties of 
intellect; the pcwers of combi nation uhich only be­
long to an i ntellectual mind . 30 

In showing how the details spring from t he .type, one can 

see how mec1:i.tation and observation interact in character­

i sabon; how observation can be "the child of meditation. ,,31 

None of the !Turset s c1:J.a.:O'D.cteristics, for example , are 

accideEtal--they all spring naturally fro!!! her position, 

circulllstances and e~1viroUI!lent . Thus , because her mind 

-------------------------------------------------
2~.Jarginalio. on .Romeo allVgJ.j.et , G. C., I , 8. 

29l!arginalia on Homeo and Juliet , G.G. , I , 8. 

30Lecture six. 1811: Foakes, p. 68 
31Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes , 1.' .78 
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has never been trained, 

in all her recollections she entirely assists herself 
by a remem.brance of visual circumstances . The great 
difference between the cultivated and uncultivated 
mind was this , that t he cultivated mind would be 
found to recall the past by certain regular trains 
of cause and effect, whereas with the uncultivated 
it was wholly done by a coincidence of imaees or 
circumstances which happened at the same ti:.16. 32 

Similarly her "garrulity" is a result of old age , her 

arrogance of ignorance and nthe pride of real meanness 

at being connected with a great family", and her gross­

ness springs from her situation as a servant . 33 All 

these details are the products of observation, but it 

is a form of observation guided by meditation, so that 

no detail will be meaningless--every one will have a sig­

nificant relationship both to t he character as a whole , 

enabling us to understand its inner nature more perfect­

ly, and to life itself. That is why Coleridge says of 

the character of the Hurse that "more in fact was brought 

into one portrait here than any single observation could 

have given, and nothing i ncongruous to the whole was 

introduced. ,,34 - Thus the details, which are the products 

of observation become little more than extrapolations 

from the type, which i s the result of meditation. 

In fact in t his second class of characters there 

is an even greater degree of meditation than i n the first 

--- ---
32Lectnre seven, 1811 : Foakes, PP. 79 - 80 . 

33Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes , p.79. 

34Lect-:re seven, 18 11 : Foakes, p.SO. 
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type {although it is no'!; 8.[; great i n proportion to t he 

degree of observation as in t l,e first case) . Coleridge 

saya of the first type of character t hat in it t here is 

a very just descri ption and development of the 
passion withov.t giving ••• t he philosophical his­
tory of i t; without knowing how such a nan became 
acted upon by t hat particular passion",35 

t hus i mplyi ng that in the second type of character we do 

see t he "philosophical history" of the passion. It would 

seem. therefore , t hat a high deeree of observation i n the 

creation of character stimul ates fUl'ther t he poet ' s medi­

t ative processes, already i n operation, presumably by 

forcing him to wor k out the relation between t he details 

of his actions (in the description of w}uch observation 

plays t he principal part) and the basic personality or 

copu.la (the result of medit ation) which explaius all the 

details. It seems, too, that it is in the r elation -of 

t he character~ s actions to his baSic personality or t he 

philosophical concept on which t he character is base(I , 

t hat t he psychological genius of t he poet comes into 

play: 

It was one of the 8Teat advantages of Shakespeare 
that he av-ailed }1..i!lself of hi s psychological genius 
to develop all the minuti ae of the human heart ;-­
t hat he , shewing us the t hing, r::akes visible what 
we should otherwise not have seen: just as , after 
looki ng at di stant objects t hr ough a Tel escope, 
when we behol d t hem afterwards with t h'3 naked eye , 
we see theo with gref:.tol' distinctness t han we should 

---------------------.------.-
3?Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes , p.76. 
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other\7ise have done. 36 

It is not always clear whether Coleridge is 

classifying these two types of characters according to 

purely descriptive criteria or evaluative ones. On the 

one hand he realises that some of the characters in a 

play must necessarily be relatively sinple. trected 

with less psychological realism than the central charact­

ers, so as not to distract attention from them: 

It could not be expected t hat the poet should intro­
duce such a character as I~et into every play; but 
even in those personages which are subordinate to a 
hero so eminently philosophical, the paSSion is at 
least rendered instructive, and induces the reader to 
look with a keener eye, and a finer judgnent into 
human nature,37 

thus iIlplying that it woald be impractical to populate 

a play with highly conplex characters and that there is 

a place too for simpler, less i ndividualised, but never­

t heless instructive characters based on valid philosophic­

al concepts. On the other hand, he desc:l:'ibes Mercutio, 

one of the second class of cv~acters, as being "one of 

the truly Shakespearian Characters,,,38 which woald seem 

36Lecture seven, 1811: Foakes, p.78 

37Lecture seven, 1811 : S. C. ,II , 131 . I have fol­
lowed the P~ysor text here becaune it seens to make more 
sense t l'.an the Foakes, which is ver:.l close to this, but 
has the word "instinctive" instead of "iustructiveA • 

"Instructive" clearly makes more sense in context. This 
would seem to be another case in which Collier has made 
an honest and common-sense alteration to the notes i n his 
diary, which must therefore be accepted . 

3~ectv.re seven, 1811: Foakes, p. 78. 
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to imply that Tybalt and Capulet are not up to the 

mature Shakespearean standard . His statement t llat 

"Capulet and IIonta&'Ue frequently talked langua.ge only 

beloneing to the :Poet, and not so much characteristic 

of passion as of a faoulty, n39 moreover, p1ainl;] ,lints 

at over-simplified. charaoterisation; and the fact tha.t 

it is apparently only in HOUGO and Juliet that Cole­

ridge sees these 't\vo types of character. would seem 

to indicate that Shakespeare advanced beyond the first 

type when he shed the faults and weaknesses of his 

litera.ry youth. In short, Colel'idge ' s opinion of t!J.e 

first class of characters , snch as ':i'ybalt and Capulet, 

is t hat they are less i ndividual than the second type, 

and oversimplified., even bearing in mind the faot 

that some characters must necessal~ly be dravln with 

less detail than others. !u thouCh Shakespeare has 

erred to some extent in the creation of these charuct-

ers, however, he has erred on the right side--t1mt of 

an overbalance of meditation rather than observation, 

so that they arc at least ·bypical rather than icliosyn­

cratic. ~ybalt a~d Capulet represent glorious fail­

ures in Sha~espeare ' s creation of character, for the 

flaw i n their creation \¥as to become one of the virtues 

of his successful char acters--tuis extreme typicality, 

t he rest:lt of meditation, when redeemed by t he indi-

-----_._--------_. __ ._. --
39Lecture seven, 181 1 : Foakes, p. 81. 



viduality springing from a greater proportion of obser­

vation, was also the reason for t!le greatness of such 

characters as ilercutio and the Nurse in Romeo and Ju-

liet, and Hamlet. 

3 

Coleridge ' s analys is of Bgoeo and Juliet is 

unusual in another respect- -namely that he places less 

emphasis on the heroes and more on the whole cast of 

characters as representative of a community than he 
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does in the other tragedies . He points out that "the 

groundwork of the tale is altogether in family life, and 

the events of the play have their first origin in 

family-feuds.,,40 These quarrels affect the whole 

community, even down to the servants of the two great 

families: 

With his accustomed judgement Shakespeare has begun 
by placing before us a lively picture of al1 ~he 
impulses of the play, like a prelude; and bii! 
human folly ever presents two sides, one for Herac­
l itus and one for Democritus, he has first given 
the J.augbable absurdity of the evil in the conta­
gion of t!!e_servants. The domestic tale begins with 
domesticLs.J. that have so little to do that they are 
under the necessity of letting t he superfluity of 
sensorial powor fly off thro ' the escape-valve of 

4°rJarginalia on Romeo and Juliet, S.C., I , 5. 



wit-combats and quarreling with weapons of sPJarper 
edge, all in humble imitation of their masters .4l 
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Moreover, the catastrophe i s one that befalls the whole 

community rather than just the heroes , for the death of 

Romeo and Juliet represents a terrible blow to the houses 

of t'lontague and Capulet. Thus Coleridge asserts of the 

end of the play that "all are punished. ,,42 

In a sense, therefore, the death of Romeo and 

Juliet is (for Coleridge) a disaster that the whole 

oommunity has brought upon itself, and the tragic flaw 

which brings about the disaster, and which is common to 

all the characters, is precipitancy. This is the quality 

which causes the family feuds: .nin family quarrels ••• 

wilfulness and precipitancy and passion from the mere 

habit and custom can alone be expected,.,43 and the rash­

neSs with which Romeo acts is but a symptom of the gener­

al impetuousness of the whole SOCiety. This precipitancy 

is not wholly a bad thing, however. Although in Tybalt 

and, to a lesser extent, Capulet, it results from pride 

of fa~ily--an egOistic, and therefore i n Coleridgean 

terms evil impulse--i t also arises more generally as a 

wholesome effect of Spring (in the case o£ Capulet) and 

youth (in that of Romeo). In fact Coleri dge sees the 

-
41rmrginalia on Romeg ~d J\lJ,iet: S.C., I , 6. 

42uarginalia on Romeo and Juliet : S. C • . ,! , 12. -
43ri'larginalia on Romeo and JulJ....eJ! : Jl:.Q ., I, 5 - 6 . 
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playas a whole as being about youth and Spring, their 

effects and t he iJnp::.lses they give rise to . It is 

youth and Spring \vhich provide the unity of feeling, 

the spirit which unites the whole play, and precipi­

tancy is merely the tragiC flaw arising from them: 

A ~itf of feeling pervades the whole of his Shake­
speare s plays. In Romeo and Juliet all is youth 
and spring--it is youth with its follies , its vir­
tues, its precipitancies; it is spring with its 
odours , flowers, and transiency:--the same feeling 
commences, goes through, and ends the play. The 
old men, the Capulets and Montagues. are not common 
old men; they have an eagerness, a hastiness , a 
precipitancy--the effect of spring. With Romeo his 
precipitate change of passion, his hasty marriage, 
and his rash death, are all the effects of youth. 
With Juliet love has all that is tender and melan­
choly in the nighti!~e. all tl1at is voluptuous 
in the rose, with whatever is sweet in the fresh­
ness of spring; but it en'1is with a long deep sigh, 
like the breeze of the evel1ing.44 

Here Coleridge comes surprisingly close to a concept of 

image clusters; in fact it is only a failure to examine 

the imagery of the play iu detail that prevents pjUn 

from doing so. Thus he sees that in the play youth is 

associated with Spring and both give rise to precipi­

tancy.. Yet youth also lends itself to love and hence 

to gentleness and tenderness.~ wbi 1 e Spring, as well as 

giving rise to impetuousness, is also associated with 

the beauty. delicacy and transience of flowers . Cole-

ridge sees the playas "heiug the be,ttle-ground in which S <..I ch 

cpposite qualities as tenderness alm precipitancy con-

test against each other, in which the maturity and w1s-

,----_._--
44Lecture one~ 1813: S. C., II, 265. 
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dom revealed in true love struggle to rise above t he pre­

cipitancy of the loVers ' environraent and society. For 

Coleridge the play could be criticised succesofully, 

theref ore, only by first of all ascertaining what love 

is--hence the long and, even to his nineteenth century 

audience,45 unduly moralising pRosages in his analyses . 

Thus any attempt to explain justly Coleridge ' s view of 

the play must start by concentrating Oil his v5.ew of love . 

Unfortunately Coleridge appears to have become so i nter­

ested in whether t he love of Romeo and Juliet io true 

and per manent and in relating Shakespeare ' s ideas on 

love i n the play to love in real life, that he forgot 

to make clear its relation to the actual plot . Neverthe­

less, although somewhat obscured by digression, the 

connection between the love affair and the bringing 

about of the catastrophe is implicit in Coleridge's 

remarks, and t he following exposition will atte:::tpt to 

clarify it wIthout doing violence or giving a substantial­

ly different emphasis to Coleridge ' s o~~ cOmTJents . 

Coleridge takes a platonic view of love, dofin-

ing it as being 

a perfect deSire of t he whole being to be united to 
some thing or some being W11ich is felt necessal'y to 

--------------_ .. ,------_ •.. _._------_. __ . 
45Thus , in his Diary, Crnbb Robinson remarked on 

one of Coleridge ' G lectures on Roceoand JqJ~, the 
eiVlth lecture of 18 11 ' 

C. uWlappily relapsed into his desulto~J habit and de­
livered, I think 11io !lQl:.s.,! lecture . He began with 
identifying reliGion and love, delivered a r har,sody on 
brotherly and sistorly love, w!lich seduced him into a 
dissertation on i ncest . I at last lost all power of 
at'bending to hi ; any longer. • • . 
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its perfection by the most perfect means that nature 
perruits and reason dictates.4G 

The dawning of love as a passion (as opposed to the 

appetite on one nand and the spiritual state on the 

other) comes with t he realisation of imperfection and 

the need for completion and fulfilment, not only sexual­

ly, but spiri·tually through comluunion wi t~l another and 

complementary mind : 

It is inevitable to every noble raind, whether man 
or woman, to feel itself of itself i mperfect and 
insuffiCient, not as an animal merel y, but alto­
gether as a moral being.. How wonderfully therefore 
has providence provided for us , to make that which 
is necessary for us a step of that exaltation to a 
higher and nobler state. The Creator had ordained 
that one should possens what the other does not, 
and the union of both is the most complete ideal of 
the human character that ca~ be conceived.47 

This passion, however, has to f~nd its proper object and . 
then submit to discipline before the fulfilment is gain-

ed . As in poetx-j, so in love, passion must be blended 

with order : 

In everythi ng, blending the similar with the dis­
similar is the secret of all pure delight. Who 
should dare then to stand alone, and vaunt himself 
in himself sufficient? In Poetry Coleridge had 
shown that it was the blending of passion With 
order, and still more in more~s. and more than all . 
was it (which woe be to us if we did not at some 
time contemplate in a moral view solely) the 
exclusive attacr~ent of the sexes to each othero 48 

----_._._-_. __ .. _-_._-_. 
46Lecture seven, 181 1: Foakes, p . 84. (In the 

Foakes text tr~s passage is italicised. Since I have 
quoted the passage on its own , I have oonsidered further 
emphasis to be unnecessary; . 

47Lecture seven, 1811: Foakes, PP. 84 - 85 . 
48Lecture seven, 1811: Foakes, 1' . 85. 
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For most of the rest of this lecture, and for at least 

half of lecture eight, Coleridge, unfortunately for the 

clarity of his argument , \vas seduced into a long digres­

sion on the meaning of marriage , i ts importance for so­

ciety. its spiri tuaJ. goodness which elevates manldnd 

above the animal kingdom, and the method by which parents 

should dissuade brothers and sisters from wanting to mar­

ry each other. Despite the irrelevance (for us) or the 

cOllL'Jents, they must claim a measu:re of respect since they 

constitute an integral part of Coleridge ' s method of re­

lating art to reality--by using the playas a spring­

board for a discussion of moral pri nCiples, and even by 

i ndicating t hat i t is suitable for such all exerCise, he 

was showing his high esteem of it. nevertheless , he can 

be faulted for going beyond t he play itself in his disc1..s­

sion. The point t hat this digression obscures is that 

not until the paSSion of lovo finds its proper object can 

i t submit to and be blended with the order and discipline 

which characteri se love as a SI}iri tual stt,te . Just as 

cre8l.tive ability, flhen blended with order, transcends 

chaos and refines itsolf into poetrs. so love , when it 

finds its proper object , transcends mere preci~itato 

passion and refines itself into an elevated spiritual 

state . This transcendence of precipitancy is all-~apDrt­

ant, for (to summarise the argument of the rest of this 

chapter) as Coleridge sees the play, Romeo ' s l ove before 

he meets Juliet i s cllaro.cte:;:'ised by i mpetuousness a.nd 
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precipitancy, because (not having found its proper object) 

unbleuded vnth order. At this stage he merely partakes 

of the general precipitancy which charact erises his com­

muni ty. although his i mpetuousness springs from the pas­

Sion of love rather than from pride of family. His se­

reni ty once he has met Juliet is indicative of the depth 

and genuineness of his love-the passion has found its 

proper object. This serenity is induced by the effect 

that true love has on his imagination. But the events 

around him and the frustrations to their love drag him 

back into the precipitancy he has transcended, and summon 

back the rashness that is their ~n. 

The preCipitancy of Romeo· a passion can be seen 

in the extravagance of his expression v/hen describing 

Rosaline and protesting his love for her to Benvolio in 

Act I, s cene ii, lines 88 ~ 93: 

Vlhen the devout religion of mine eye 
I~intains such falsehood, then turn tears to fires; 

• • • 
One fairer than my love! the all- seeing sun 
JJe' er saw her match since first the world bee,un. 

On this passage Coleridge comments. "the positiveness of 

Romeo in a 10ve of his ovm mru{ing~ld the boastfulness~ 

never shewn of what 's near the hearl--again shewn. n49 

This rash boastfulness , however, is merely the result of 

Romeo' s yearning for spiritual completion and fulfilment , 

and Coleridge clai ms that Romeo 

says that he had a different feeling to\v.ards Juliet 
from that he had towards Rosaline. He adds that 

49Marginalia on Romeo and Juliet: S. C.,I, 7. 



Rosaline was the object to which his overbuilt heart 
attached itself; that ~in_70ur imperfect nature, i n 
proportion a.s our ideas are vivid, they seek after 
something i n which t hey rJaY appear realized-As men 
of genius, conscious of their own weakness . are ready 
t o believe persons whom they meet t he modes of per­
fection. when i n truth they are worse than t hemselves: 
they have formed an ideal in their minds, and t hey 
want t o see it realized; they want it something more 
than shadowy t hought ; their 0 m consciousness of 
imperfection makes it ~ossible for them to atta.Ch 
it to themselves. but L inJthe first man they meet 
t hey onlt. see what is good. and t hus have no con­
jecture of his imperfections, and t hey fall down" 
and adore almost, one greatly inferior to themselves. 

Such is frequently the case in t he friendships 
of men of geniUS, and still more frequently i n the 
first loves of ardent feelings and strong imagina­
tions; but still. for a man. having had the experi­
ence, without any i nward feeling demonstrating the 
difference, to change one object for another seems 
without exaople. But it is perfectly accordant 
with life: i n a l ife of such various events, such a 
shifting of scenes. and such a change of personages ~ 
we may have mist aken in thinking that he or she was 
what in truth he or she was not: we may have su.ffer­
ad unnecessary pangs, and have felt idly directed 
hopes. and t hen a being may arise who bas more re­
semblance to our ideal: we know that we loved the 
former with purity, and yet · it vms not what we now 
feel; our own mind tells us that the f ormer was 
but the y earnll~ after the object; in the latter 
\'Ie have found t he object correspondent to t he idea 
we had formed . 5O ". 

Far from shomng ficklenesS or frivolity. therefore. 

l~omeots first shortlived love demonstrates his nobili­

ty, even generosity, of mind , in that he is aware of his 

own imperfection and believes an inferior being--Ros­

aline--able t o cooplement it and supply wbat is l acking. 

He 

became enamoured of t he ideal. he formed in his own 
mind , aIlii t hen, as it were , cllristened t he first 

50Lecture eight, 1. 811 : Foaltes, pp. 96 - 97. 



real being as that which he desired. He appeared 
to be in love vuth Rosaline, but in truth .he~Jas 
in love only with his own i dea. He felt the ne­
cessity of being beloved wldch no noble oind can 
be without •••• 51 . 
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Romeo ' s passion for Juliet is s.l:lown to be tI'Ue love 

by his greater serenity and calmness--passion has be­

come blended with order. Thus Coleridge notes in the 

balcony scene; Act II; scene ii, Athe contrast with 

Romeo's former boastful positiveness; ~Shakespeare ti7 

skill in justifying Romeo from inconstancy by making 

us feel the difference of the pasSion. u52 He cites. 

too, Julietts unselfish and genuine anxiety for Romeo's 

safety in Act II, scene ii, lines 62 - 65~ as a sign of 

her true love; Awith love, pure love, the auxiety for 

the safety of the object--the disinterestedness by 

which it is distinguished from the counterfeits of its 

name . ,,53 ~in, he sees Romeo ' s . good-natured ease in 

his jesting with a_ercutio in Act I, scene iv, lines 36 ... 

96, as a sign of the genuineness of his l ove: "Romeo ' s 

half-exerted; half- real ease of mind , here again com­

.:pared vrlth L"f,he !!Janner of his love foil Rosaline . His 

wx±l had core to the clenching pOint. ,,54 The last 

------------------------------------------------
51Lecture seven, 1811 : Foakes , p. 86 . c. f . !·ar-

ginalia on Romeo and Juliet; S.C., I , 6. 

52Ua.rginalia on Homeo and Juliet: .lhQ:., I t 8. 

5~ginalia on ROl!l6o and Juliet; S . C •• I . 9. 

54Marginalia on Romeo and Juliet: S. C. , I , 9. 
~~~~~------
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sentence, strange as it may seel'l, is highly siG'Jlificant, 

i'or Coleridge ada.JZlantly insisted that "love was 8.n act 

of the Will,n55 and in his eighth lecture of 1811, "ridi-

oulad the sickly nonsense of Sterne and p~s i~itators, 

French and Bnglish, who · mainta ined that it was an i n­

voluntary emotion. ,,56 This ]Joint of view is explained 

in a small section by Coleridge i n the Omni~. which he 

and Southey published in 1812: 

Lov~ Act of the Yl.ilJ, 
Love, however sudden, as when we fall in love at 
first sight, (which is, perha.(>s, always the case 
of love in its highest sense,) is yet an act of the 
Will, and that too one of i ts l?ri,~1!l,ry, and therefore 
ineffaceable acts . This is most i oportantj for if 
it be not true, either love itself' is all a romantic 
~, a mere connectio~ of desire with a form appro­
priated to excite and gratify it, or the mere repeti­
tion of a day-dream;--or if it be g1~nted that love 
has a real , distinct, and excellent being, I know 
not how we could attach blame and immorality to in­
constancy, when confined to the affections and a 
ser~e of preference . Either. therefore, we must 
brutalize our notions with Pope:--

"Lust thro ' some certain strainers well refined 
Is gentle love and charms all woman-kind;" 

or we must dissolve and thaw away all bonds of 
morality by the irresistible shocks of an irresi!>t­
ible sensi~ility with Sterne . 57 

It i s the active decision to love someone, therefore . 

that translates love from a mere sentiment having its 

whole being in the fantasies of the imagination to a 

55Lecture eight, 1811 : ~. ,IIJ 207. 

56Lecture eight, 1811: S.C. ,II , 207. 

57Ta~le ~alk and Omniana, p . 410. 
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concrete fact of reality, and from a mere whim or 1'ass­

:i.ng fancy to a spiritual pledge to which the lover t s 

whole nature i s cOlllI:litted and which he can only break by 

breaking faith with himself. Thus Romeo ' s active deci­

sion to love Juliet is yet anot her sign of t he genuine­

ness of his passion. The fact that he has committed him­

self to loving her is shown by zuch details as his "rush­

ing to Juliet" in contrast to his "running away from his 

Rosaline to woods and nature, in which she indeed alone 

existed, as the name for his yearning."S8 

l~though it is genuine, however, this is n more 

youtp..ful love than that of Othello,. for example, and 

accoraiYl..gly we see different aspects of ·the pa.ssion in 

the ~vo respective plays, In Othello we see a more 

mature, serious love, since the g1~our of youth has 

worn away, and the hero enters "the marriage state with 

deep moral reflections on its objects and consequences,,,S9 

In Romeo and Juliet, on the other hand, 

it was Shakespeare ' s intention ••• to represent 
love as existing rather in the imagination than in 
t he feelings, as was shevm by the i r'Jaginative dia­
logue bei;ween 'i;he hero and heroine, in the pa.rting 
s cene in the t hird act .60 

At first sight there ap:;.:>e!?r s to 'be a contradiction here , 

for in idiomatic speech when somet:dng is said to exist 

- ----- _._-
581:areinalia on Romeo and Juliet: S .. C.,I, 7. 

59Lceture eicht, 1311 : ~.Q., II , 207. 
60Lecture eight , 18 11 : 3. 0., II, 207. 
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in ·bhe imagination its renli ty is being denied. and thus 

8. l'lve tha.t exists in the i ;)agination could ha:cdly. be 

s::,.id to be genui·le . Coleridge nakes 11is meaning clear 

when he explains that this is "a love in, tho ' not merely 

ir!laSination. ,,61 (!!lY italios) . It is t;1e imagina-

tion tha/c Sllpplies the glamour by aSDociating tho love 

with the oet:l:l~ty of nature: 

Love \CJas not like hunGor: Love was an associati"'le 
quality: -the huug:..'71 savsge is a mere aDiI.lal. thinking 
of nothi!J€; rut the satisfaction of his appetite . 
What rlas t he firs°..; effect of love . rut to assoCiate 
the feeling with ever~ objeot in nature--the trees 
whisper, the roses exhale their IJeri1.l.mes , the night­
i ngales Sing, t:1(3 very shy see:JS in l.Ulison with the 
feeling of love; it gives to evel7 obj ect in nature 
a pOrler of the heart, without wl:Q.ch it no;:t1d illdeed 
be spiritless, a mere dead copy.62 

This harrnony stands in sharp contrast to the chaos, con-

flict , and precigitancy a:i."O' .. nd the two lovers. They have 

been a·ble to escape not .only the violence of their envir­

on-jent, but the lJ:1pulsiveness of their own yotCth , and t hey 

have achieved this by means of the imagination. YOI' is 

Coleridge using the word in any COlllmon sense . He has 

already implicitly begun the cO'·lparison bEtween poetry 2,nd 

love by statiug that in both pasDiol1 is blended with order. 

It now becomes clear t hat in ~the love between Romeo and 

Juliet order is supplied by the s~e agent as in poet~J-­

uu:':!ely the imagination. For (as I have pointed out in 

my first chapter; i"G i f.1 the i :Jagination 1.'lhich. accordil1g 

----,~-

611Iarcinalia on B.o1:leo and Zuliet: 8.C., I, 9. - ;....;;.,;;;;;:;::--- -
62Lecture seven, 1811: Foal:es, p . GG . 
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to Coleria.:~e ' s aesthetic::;, Ci ves life and u·ni ty to tlle 

dead and discrete ob;; ccts aro1.lY'd us. By associe.Juing 

their love wit,! the bea.uty of natlere, Ro .. eo and J uliet 

in effect a.cquire the pewer of t he idee.1 poet in Cole­

ridc;e ' s literary theo!'"j to give the eLi11ty foI'.'.ls of 

cOZlDon t hin:;s l:i.re and vitality in -their O\ID pcrceJ.)­

tion. 63 Their whole perception, t~!erefOl'e, takes on the 

nature of a Vlork of art, for a work of art i:3 alrJaYs an 

i~:1.tation rcther than a mere CO)y, ar..d an imi tntiOi.1 is 

distinguished fro·::1 a copy (at this p2.rticular st<:·5 of 

Coleridc;e fs lit erary theor~r) by t he injection into it of 

the author' s own personality by ne<:ms of ·the iDae;ina·~ion . 

The tree. i !\lit[ltive poc J.; ' s perception of 11is TJUterial, 

further fore, is ciw.racteriscd by t :!e ttconceivil1G tlJat 

,----_._,-_.----_ .. -----.--.. _-_ ...... _._,--
631 have considered the possitility that Rome o 

and Juliet are meant (in Coleridge ' s teY.'l.llS) to see through 
the husk of external reality, the nntura natt;rata, to the 
dyru::.:!lic force at vlOrk within manifesting God ' s creative 
spirit unify:ing t he material world, and that they have 
perceived the ground that the hu=.18.U spirit shares with 
nature in the higher sense; bilt, altnongh tempting, I 
think such an inter:pretaJ.;iol1 would be unsound. Fil'Ctl y , 
he does not clai:1, in t !le passage I have quoted on the 
preceding page, that nature i§ "in unison" with t heir 
love lJut that it seol:lS so. l:?or.!eo and ,Juliet cannot t here­
fore be said to have-aiscovered a law in nature cor respon­
dent to a law in ~~ nature . Secondly, as I have point­
ed out in section 4 of my firs·t chapter, Coleridge does 
not seem by 11.)12 to have worl:ed out precisely ron t s aIfi­
nity t o nf,,-"rure, or to have fo.r:nulated llis theory that 
the poet retreats into the unc01113Cio .18, in which tIle 
spirit is seated, to eXl1erie,lce t he ground he shares with 
the natura nat1::ranl3 . At t his stage of t rle develoIJr::ev.t 
o f his Ii terai.'y thoory ColeridGe stil1 Seed) to think 
t 'mt t he poet perfects nature, not that by llio special 
i ',.:Ji::;ht he diocovcrs a PGrfoc~;icn tliat objectively exists 
in the spirit at work within. 



which is i ::1peri'ect to -be perfect and blendinG the 

ilvLle:r mir!d with the meaner Object. ,,64 In just such 
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a way do 11o::1eo and. Juliet inject t l-lBir own personali­

ties into their perception of nature, and ~ke nature 

itself nore perfect by associating their feelings 

\7itil nature. There is even a possiLility that 0010-

ridge sees Romeo and J uliet as creative agents within 

the play, whose perception forms part of the pIa:,>,- , 

They share the com~on cl:aracteristic of intense passion, 

and passion in his literary theory is the creative 

aeent which modifies "a series of thoughts into one 

predominant thouCht or fecline" to produce "unity of 

effect. ,,65 It is alnost certainly passion, too , wliich 

is the "sinc;le ener.::,'Y, modified ab_intru. in each com­

ponent part,,66 to effect artistic creation from within 

the work itself. i;oreover he seens to imply tl1at cer­

tain parts of a play are produced, as it were. by t he 

c haracters tho::J.Solvcs, with t he iDagcs fused_ tOGether 

and uodified a1: intrn. by the characters' own passions, 

and tP..at the serene a-::ld ilar_:!onious parts of ;lOfjeO and 

J-uliet, for example, arise from the outlook on lile of 

the tviO lovers, the wild, r:Jad passac;es of ~.!i Lea..! 

from the mad King himSelf: 

Other passions distort whatever o'Jject is presented 
to then. Lear accused the clc:!lent!J of iTIG1'ati tude, 

-----------------_ ._-_._------
64" 0 II "'1 0 . ., ,0. 
653 •0 • ,II, 91. 
66UarGinalia on Romeo an4..!l..1!1itl: 8 . C. , I, 5. 



and the madman imagined the straws on which he 
trampled the golden pavement of a palace; but, 
With"love, every thing was in haroony, and all 
produced natural and delightful associations. o7 

Whether or not this is true, however, Coleridge's vieVl 

of Romeo and Juliet in love shows remarkable similari­

ties to his view of the ideal poet: both are elevated 

above the chaos of life by the imagination. 

Ul timately the family feuds drag Romeo down 

from his exalted state, however, snd it is the killing 

of Mercutio which involves him, once more, unvdllingly 

in the precipitancy around him. Coleridge points out 

that 

On the Death of Mercutio t he catastrophe depended, 
• • • it served to show how indifference and 
aversion to activity in Romeo may be overcome, and 
roused by any deep feeling that is called forth to 
the most determined actions. IIad not liercutio 
been made so amiable and so interesting an object 
to every reader, we could not have felt so strong­
ly as we do the necessity of Romeo ' s interference , 
or connecting it so passionately with t1)e future 
fortunes of the lover an~ the l1istress. 68 

Romeo ' s honour cannot allow him to ignore the death of 

his friend or leave it unrevenged, and so the violence 
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of his society necessarily claims him again. Pogle is 

right in seeing Romeo as in part t he victim of "the 

agents of the family princiPlen69 in ColeridGe ' s inter­

pretation, therefore, and his point of vier! is borne 

67Lecture eight, 1811 : ~.,II , 206 - 207. 

6~ecture seven, 1811: Foakes, p. 79. 

69Pogle, p.13. 
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out l)y Coleridge ' f.l sk,t0wcnt tllCt 

In all casas .Jh€~~~esPGare never made hiE characters 
v1in your esteem, but left it to the general conmand 
of the passi("u and poetic justice . It was most 
beautiful in the ~ragedy of Romeo and Juliet t hat 
the great characters he had principally in vievl m'0 
presumed i nnocent from all that could do them injury 
i n our feelings concerni-L\S them, and yet the other 
characters, which deserve little i nterest themselves, 
derive it fro~ beir~ instl~~ental in those situations 
in v/llich t he most inportant personages develop their 
thoughts and passions , 70 . 

which seems to i ndicate that Roneo and Juliet are Oll the 

whole passive i n tile action of the play, that thinGS hap­

pen to the!:! ra.thel' than t heir beinG aGents of the action 

(althoUGh the passaGe i 8 somewhat obscure) . This point 

should. not be ovel'-en::p:18.sisecl, howevel:.'--ColeridGe oakes 

it clear that no~eo shares fully in the general tragic 

flaw of precipitancy. lUthoU[;h i"0 is a circuJnst£;,nce be-

yond his control--the kil ling of rt,ercutio--that involves 

Romeo in the fanily iev.ds once again, and al tho;:,;;h t :,is 

i s the turning point of the play, Coleridge makes it 

clear that Romeo over-reacts to his subsequent exile: on 

Act IE , scene iii, lines 24 - 30, in which Romeo pas-

sionatel y bewails his exile to the Fri ar, Coleridge re­

narks admcnishingly, "all deep passions Lari/ a sort of 

atheists, that believe no future . ,,71 

For Coleridge the rest of the :play exhibits 

Ro!:!eo' s overcoI1ing of his precipitancy and his gaining 

7Or.ecture seven, 1811: Foakes, p.77. 

71IJargina,1ia on Honeo and.}uliet: .§,.JJ., I, 10. 
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of vlicdo::l and rnat. ,:t'ity. : 0 tIlo i ntensity 01' hio L vo is 

nddcd tile beneficial effect of po.tionce bor,l of O~l'l.'OV;. 

'Zhus on Act V. scene iii, linoo ~9 - 60 , i n \"I111oh ~:oneo 

attolllpto to avoid cO:Jbat with P~:;;'iD. !le l·oO(,l.rl~s . "the 

gontleness of Ro;..leo sl:.e,m beforo as :Joftcned 1:.:1 lo·",e; 

bt.t 110'17 by lovo and IJOl'rOW and the ::rle o~' t he plaC.:l . .. 72 

il.r..ci on Eo,~eo' s spoech in t ho. tonb in Act V. ocone iii, 

lineo 08 ... 120, Colel"id,3o co .... ,.,ents, "horo, here, io t .10 

ooatcr-€lxntl)le hot! beaut y can at onco i ncro0J3o a.'1U modi­

fy pa,SGion. 1l73 

Dosp! to tho brilliance of OO::1e pa.rto of ColO .. 

l"idcre ' o analysi s of ROt) 0 and J"ulict. the v9J.uc of ito 

conc~ sions nnd oven ouch of its ar~Jent is doubtful. 

In hio Cl'iticiG:il ho is toc ready tc idoaliso and ooro.­

liso \Vhilo ib~oring ce~ain prncticcl points. For ox­

n::r91o. he M::JtGllO to arcue iro.J t ho clJD.l1gEl in Ro.:lCo · I) 

a."JOl'01W b oho:\iioUl.' t l.at ho 10 c;cuuinely in love \lith 

Juliet,end. t hat he juot t ho:.:[Sht he \,IllD i n lovo \7ith 

::osnlinc, but ho nOGJ..octo to conoido:!!' vl!1otho:t OI' not 

-----.-.-----'-----...-----~- _ .. _- -- ---........ . -
72rb:t'BiUl'J.ia on 1o::e..Q~'!£l.. Jl.tliel; ' ,. 0.,1 , 12. 

73::a.'l.' .::;i nalia on 19L1eO and Juliet: S. C.,I, 12. 
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t he fn~t that Ror.1eo· s love for Juliet unlike that for 

Rosaline was both returned and com:mlll-'Jated , co,:l d alone 

have efi'ccteu this change of behaviorX' , and t:i1at i t 

mi ght be s:lOrt-li ved . 'llhe psychological critic would 

surely argue that such a release of sexual frustrations 

would have the effect of eaSing RO~:leo and making him be­

have more calmly. Any atte~pt at proving by close eXffi:r­

i nation of Honeo ' s behaviour that he is i n love with 

Juliet is bound to r un up against such realistic argu­

nents . In short, there are tines when exaQllling the 

events of the playas if they had really t~en place, 

exrur.ining t he characters' behavicur with an attempt at 

psychological i nSi ght, do not reveal the t hi ngs 17e really 

want to k"aow; and i t is at times like t hese t hat we rea­

lise t he i nadequacy of such a critical approach unsup­

plemented by others , even when applied to c1raf.1a, which 

with its direc~G presentation of its matter is in SO~1e 

ways the most life-like genre. 

The ]'jore conclusive way of arBlling t hat Romeo is 

genuinely in love with Juliet is by treating t he playas 

an artefact and arguing that RO::1eo' s passion for _ osali rle 

could only have the function of serving as a contr ast to 

t he later love affair, and t hat t his confirms our hopes 

and suspicions that t he love for Juliet is genuine and 

nature i n contrast to t ile earlier i =:at .. '.re passion. This 

point of view i nplies that the passion for Rosaline repre­

sents not T~erely Ro,Jeo ' s "first love", but tlle whole of 
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his adolescent i mmaturity, a stage in his life, and that 

he!lCeforward we can expect hiD to act more maturely. 

Coleridge seems to be workir-.:e towards this point of view 

near t he end of lecture seven: 

Shakespeare had described this passion in various 
states, and he had beEr.l!! , as was most natural , with 
love in the young nind ~ Did he begin with maki ng 
Romeo and Julie'L in love at the first glLlpse , as a 
COI!L"1on and ordinary t!linker would dO~'--ljo~-!le knew 
what he was about , he was to develop t he w;:.ole pas­
sion, and he takes it in its first elements: that 
sense of imperfection , that yearning to co~bine it­
self with somet hil1g lovely. Romeo became enamoured 
of the ideal he formed i n his own mind , and t hen, as 
it were, cl'lrii3tened the i'irs t real being as t hat Vl~lich 
he desired~ lIe appeared to be in love with Rosaline, 
but in tr<lth he was in love only with his own idea . 
He felt the necessity of bei ng beloved , which no 
noble mi l1d can be vsithout . 74 

Here we seem to be encoura~ed to see Romeo ' s passion for 

Rosaline as a stage in his maturity and t he develop:1ent 

of his emotions r ather t han just his first love, to see 

the i ncident as leos a real event than part of a theEle, 

outside t he world of real time , whicn t he play is present­

ing . Uufortc:.nately, i rZledi ately afterwards Coloridge re-

verts to treating the playas if it were life itself , and 

becomes embroil ed in problems: "Dhakespeare then i ntro-

duces Romeo to Juliet , and makes it not only a violent, 

but permanent love at first sight , which had been so often 

ridiculed in Shakespeare . ,,75 Coleridge l s problem is acute . 

He noVi has either to justify love at firs t sight in real 

74Lecture 

75Lectul'e 

seven, 

seven, 

1811 : Foakes, p . 8G. 

1811: Foakes , p.86. 
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life or to show w,"y the case of RO!:1eo and Juliet should 

be an exception to the usual folly of such hasty amour. 

lie tries to extract himself from this mire (in the next 

l ecture) by a flurry of words, but only sinks deeper: 

Coleridge certainly did not mean to justify so fool­
is!l a thing, as a general maxiB, as love at first 
sight: to express hit1self more accurately, he sho".ld 
say that t here is, and has existed, a feelin&, a 
deep emotion of the mind, which conld only be called 
love momenta,ueous, not necemmrily love at first 
sight, nor know' a by the being himself to be so, but 
by nany years of after experience . 76 

In other words, love at firs t Si~lt may be genuine, but 

can o~~y be proved to be so by the passaGe of time. 

Since the play does not provide enouGh time to test the 

love, we are left with the same problen . Here we see 

one of ColeridGe's weakest charactel'istics-the throwing 

up of a smoke-screen of fine-sounding words (the term 

"love momentaneous" is transparently fraudulent) and the 

escape into digress ion with a brief llro::ise (never ful-

filled) to retl~rn to 'bhe problem later: "but before he 

entered into this apparent paradox, he should mention 

the opinion known throughout Europe by the appellation 

of the judic_ious Room. ,,77?his leads Coleridge into a 

long digression on marriage--it is not surprising that 

his audience lost patience with this lecture. It is 

easy t o ridicule Coleridge here, but his proble::.1 is 

-------------------
76Lecture eight, 1811: Foakes, p.90. 

77Lectur e eight, 181 1 : Foakes, Pi) . 90 - 91. 
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caused by tre~ting the play too much as i f it were life 

i tself; this was an approach com:non to all critics of 

the age , for they knew no other, and Coleriuge is to be 

credited \1i th at least ca'tching a glimmering of another 

method, even if he was no'~ able to formulate it con-

soiou.sly. 

It is worth considering briefly just how muoh 

of a gli mmering Coleridge does have of the playas 

artefact. His tel'lll "unity of interest" pla.cQS its 

emphasis not on the world presented ill the play but on 

the play' s structure78 and the effect it ll.as on the 

audience. And Coleridge claims that unity of interest 

is a special virtue of Romeo and Juliet. 79 Yet he 

appears to oontr,\diet himself' on this point, for if 

the play has ,the "limbs of what was excellent" but 

does not constituto·a "whole in which each part gave 

delight for itself'. :,md where the whole gave more in­

tellectuaJ. delight,,,80 it can hardly be said to have 

unity of interest. The answer to this problem would 

----------------------------------------------,-------
780n the question of Coleridge t g fol'lllal criti­

cism of drama. sec 1': .1 • H2dawi, "Coleridge ' s 1" ormal 
Criticism of mw.kespeare I s Plays" £iQ, X (1960), 148-
162, and Barbara Hardy, un ,::: have a.s:lnw.ck of Hamlet ' : 
Coleridge and Shakespeare ' s Characters," EO , VIII 
(1958), 238 - 255. Both are admj,rable a.rticles. 

,79<! C· '1- 5 
~." . 

8OFoakce , p . 75 . 
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seem to be that Romeo and Juliet has homogeneity of 

interest not proportionateness of interest . I have al­

ready suggested in section 4 of Chapter I that homo­

geneity of interest refers to the consistency of mood 

and of the emotional responses that the different 

scenes evoke in us , and that it is the chains of ima­

gery that create this homogeneity. "Unity of feeling" 

appears to be synonymous with homogeneity of interest 

and , as I have pointed out, Coleridge claims t hat 

unity of feeling is one of t he most L~portant charac­

teristics of Romeo and Juli et,_ Coleridge ' s remark 

t hat the excellencies of £lomeo and Juli et are of a 

poetic rather than a dramatic nature, and his penetra­

ting comment on the way in which Shakespeare uses I1er­

cutio ' s death as an instrument for the bringing about 

of t he tragic denouement , moreover, show that he is 

capable of treating a playas a work of art rather than 

a slice of l i fe . 

But criticism cannot always be tested merely by 

its conclusions--the method is really more important i n 

b~zing the trail for others to f ollOW, in eliminating 

fallacies which breed superficiality and subjectivity. 

If Coleridge ' s method is partly marred by treating drama 

too much like life, i t has other virtues. In his analy­

Sis of Romeo and Juliet Coleridge provides an e::wellent 

explanation of how Shakespeare, and t hus other writers 

by following Shakespeare ' s example, can create characters 



which are at once r ealistic and typical, and , althouGh 

Coleridge ' s ideas on the interaction of meditation and 

obser~ation may seem quaint to model~ eyes. they pro­

vide an excellent m0thod of showing how the dramatist 

combines philosophical profundity and psychological 

validity in characterisation. Perhaps most valuable 
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of all, we see him dynamically transforming the eigh­

teenth century Rbeauties and faul tf_." syotem of cri ti­

ciam to account for Shakespeare ' s dsvelopment. Cole­

ridge analyses Romeo .and Juliet according to a "beau­

ties and faults" system, but he relates the beauties 

and faulto to each other, showing why the beauties are 

beauties and the faults are faults; he does not excuse 

the faults or glorify them as being the products of 

genius, but rather shows how and why such a geniua 

could produce such fla\vs, sees in them, paradoxically, 

the germs of his future excellence, and makes them 

meanir~ul within the context of Shakespeare ' s develop­

ment as evidenced by his works. Thus he shows the 

organic relation of beauties and faults to each other, 

and the logical relation of both to aesthetic criteria. 

11..1 though. once again. fie may not accept the concluSion, 

we must ad!llire the brilliance and cO!"lprehensiveness of 

t he method and intention. 



CO!WLUSl on 



Coleridge ' s dra.:latic criticism consists l argely 

of fragments--scattered notes whose cl~onolo6ica1 rela­

tions to one another are unclear, and which give the 

i mpression of being unfinished, of being hasty attemllts 

to record brilliant tho-gIlts and inSights whose value 

Coleridge has insufficient patience to explain. 

This does not mean that Coleridge ' s dramatic 

theorY is fragrlentL\r~T. however, or that hin t hought is 

inconsistent . His criticism often scems frc.enentury 

merely because vie misunderstand t he purposes behind it. 

beca.use we eX};lect a methodical description and evaluation 

of different plays whereas Coleridge is saarc_li ng for the 

principles of drama, of dramatic c_'i ticisn, and of lll'e 

und hunan nature on wJ,ic 1 all literature is based. llis 

purpose in examinine different plays is, on the \71101e, 

merely to i1lust~dte these principl es, not to provide a 

cO "lprehensive catalogue of ploys with the reasons for 

t heir success or f ailure. lie scems to be content with 

deducing t hese principles and leaving to us t he thorough 

application of them to actual works . 

That Col eridge ' s thought is consis-tGl.t is proved 

by the f act that he never contradicts himself eXIJlici tly, 
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seldom i mplicitly. ~\his is because his cri ticiSID is 

i nti.r.'lately related to his philosophy, from which it 

gai ns system. His philosophy stresses the unity of 

nature without '.',l1ich nothing in nature would be com­

prehensible to us. llis literary theor',f stresses the 

way in which t he poct ohovll3 us thin uui ty and renders 

nature intelligibl e to us. More particul,lI'ly, Cole­

ridge ' s dramatic t heory, like his literary theory as 

a whole, derives its consistency froe his conviction 

that the :proper object of criticism i s the der!lonstra­

tion of t he way in which a work makes itself and its 

subject matter intelligible to us, the way it reveals 

its ovm uui ty in the co ".ll'lex interrelaticnship between 

pa.rt and whole , the in:foraing idea and t he form. Dr~t:na, 

like all liter:lture, makes life meaningful by revel.uing 

in its own r eflection of organic unitJ t he meaning of 

nature. '1111e unity of the work of art is Coleridee ' s 

constant t he;:!e . 

"'i.nothcr i ndication tlu'lt Coleridge ' s idel\s on 

drama a rc not fragncnto.ry, even if t he critiCism itself 

appears to be so , i s the conplexity, co ~prehensivenes8 

and flexibility of his concept of genre . It is by me O-ns 

of generic cri ticis._l th.· t Colerideo ap;Jli es his li to:'.'ury 

theory to ps.rticular plays; and it is by stlldJing his 

idess on eeure , therefore , that tile otudeut of Colcridce 

can beet see t l10 i:lter:.ction ill his dl'::r:latic criticism 

of liter;::!'"',f theory and practical criticisn. Coleridge 
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never tries to force a work into any genre, never 

tries to criticise a wor}: in one genre by the cri terio. 

of a~other. - Rather, if a p~lrticular vlOrk does not fit 

naturally into an existing genre, Coleridge deduces 

its mira generic principles from its in£or:!liug idea, ae 

i n the case of his remarks on Jonson ' s Se j'w1!:§ o.nd 

Cat;i.line .IIis Qg.!)..§lLi~qx . In his generic crHicisn 

there is a just balance between description and evalu­

ation. - He describes objectively the idea which organi­

ses the particular kind of work, and then assesses the 

philosophical depth and tl'llth of this idea. He both 

considers the extent to which the naans has fulfilled 

t he end , and estimates the value of the end. He is 

thus able to avoid prescriptiveness while at t he same 

time reserving the right to a scess works according to 

fixed and just principles. 

Although Coleridge ' s dranatic theoI"'J and prac­

tice is on the whole highly consiDtent , it is in hi s 

applicati on of the principles of genre to practicE,l 

c1'i ticis_, that the occasional inconsistencies ill his 

c 1'i tical system reveal thel'!ll:Kl ves. This is usually 

because his theory i s ahead of ltis practical ability to 

apply it . For exa'lple , he is aware that the history 

play, ideally considered , presents a COI!l!!JUnity r ",ther 

than portrayiYlG individual churactero for their own 

snke. Eu this £let::od of cri ticisl'!l is not advanced 

enoUGh to enable him to see and explain how the play-
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\vright does t his , and he is forced to full back on 

describing the play in ter..ns of' char acter studies . 

It is impossible to assess exactly Coleridge ' s 

influence on t -,/entieth century criticism, owing to 

complicating factors such £\s t he question of how nmch 

Coleridge hiraseli' owed to Schlegel and the Ger':'1an 

cr itics . Nor ~ve I tried to estimate Coleridge ' s 

influence on us i n this t hesis . The conclusions of' 

any agc ' s criti cism are subj ect to t he dictates of 

f ashion and social idiosFacracies peculiar to the 

times; t wentieth century criticism i s just as fallible 

as t hat of any other age, and to Value Coleridge only 

t o the extent that he has influenced us would t here­

fore be both l'Jisguided and arrogant. But it is worth 

pointing out t hat we still share Coleridge ' s concern 

tha.t criticism ShO'll d be objective and based on fixed 

principles while avoiding prescriptiveness ; t)lat we 

still tend to emphasise the "organic" unity, complete­

ness and seli'-SU£ficiency of a work of ar t; and that 

our criticism, like hiS , has a generic hias while 

striving to avoid neo-class ical rigidity of classifi­

cation. Whether Vie at,'Tee wi tl1 Coler i dge t s conclusions 

or not, we [!!\lO-t admire t he insight and breadth of 

vision Vi~lich led him to anticipate the critical issues 

which we now find so i.":lportant . 
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